
      The Destiny Trap


      

      
      
         Trixie huddled in the alleyway as she telekinetically squeezed the water from both her cape and hat, the eaves overhead sheltering from the rain that poured down all around her. The Manhattan pegasi had messed up their weather schedule, and now she was the pony paying the price for their incompetence.



Shivering, she wondered if calling off her visit to Trotterfield’s Magical Emporium might be smart. She didn’t like the idea of shopping while shopping wet. On the other hoof, she was already most of the way there, so it’d be a waste of her time to just head back to her wagon now.



She sighed. That left the magic umbrella option, but that spell exhausted her. Still, tired beat wet, and no doubt Trotterfield wouldn’t mind if she recovered her energy before she had to head back out into the rain.



Hopefully the patch on her wagon’s roof held.



Conjuring the spectral hemisphere over her, she trotted back out onto the road and down the street, pushing her way through the crowd, finding it in heart to both hate and welcome her relative anonymity here. Nopony knew her, but nopony knew her reputation.



A few blocks down she paused, the fur on the back of her neck standing up. Something felt wrong, like She knew this area pretty well from her dozen’s of visits to Trotterfield’s. She got stuff to drink at the cafe on the corner, cloth for her costume at the fabric shop down the street, supplies for her fireworks two streets down, dinner at the curry place wedged in the alley…



That was it. Right next to the curry shop was a sign she couldn’t remember having seen before, a battered wooden rectangle with a blackened diamond and Tricks & Charms, Bringing Magic to Manehattan for Over 50 Years printed neatly below it.



Trixie hesitated, ignoring the jostling of ponies as they forced their way around her. Trotterfield’s was only another block or two away, but something about the shop called to her. Maybe it was just the novelty of having missed it every time she’d been down this way, or maybe it was just her great and powerful instincts guiding her.



Trotterfield’s could wait.



Up close, the shop looked about as unimpressive as expected, a ratty little hovel tucked away in a back alley where nopony could see it. Dirty windows, a dinged and dented door, the windows dirty and almost impossible to see through, and no actual indication as to whether the place was even open.



Shouldering the door open, Trixie was surprised to find that it opened easily. She caught herself with little trouble, avoiding an embarrassing spill into the dim and, at a glance, empty interior. Well, empty of ponies. Certainly not empty of water tanks and sword-pierced barrels and segmented boxes and all sorts of magical props crowded together in the mildew-scented room. 



She frowned, leaning closer to a milk can positioned near the door. It looked like the one Hoofdini used in one of his most infamous escapes.



“It’s the real thing, dear.”



Trixie jumped at the soft voice, letting out a soft squeak of surprise as she whirled. Barely a hoof’s width from her face stood a short crystal pony, her black mane and coat glittering in the faint light of the room’s lamps. “What?”



“You have a good eye. That can was the one used by Hoofdini. Quite the collector’s item.” She smiled. “Welcome to Blackstone’s Tricks and Charms. My apologies for not greeting you. I was examining some new items in the back.”



Struggling to conceal her embarrassed blush with the brim of her hat, Trixie cleared her throat, “Greetings! I, the Great and Powerful Trixie, Equestria’s greatest illusionist, have decided to grace your humble establishment.”



The pony bowed. “It is my honor to welcome you, Great and Powerful Trixie.”



Trixie derailed for a moment, not quite sure how to deal with somepony actually responding the way she wanted. “Ah… oh. And um, you are?”



“The proprietess, Blackstone.” She bowed again, the smile never leaving her face. “How may I assist you?”



“Trixie just saw your shop from the street and was curious because she had never seen it before. She thought she knew all the trick shops in Manehattan.”



Blackstone looked her up and down. “Well, I do tend to deal with a more… discerning set of customers. It doesn’t serve to advertise. Walk-ins are rarely interested in what I have to sell.”



A lot of words to say that they sold really, really expensive stuff. If that milk can was the actual Hoofdini piece, Trixie dreaded to imagine how many bits it would cost. Certainly more than she’d ever see in her lifetime. “Trixie can see why.”



“Oh, not everything here is a collectable.” Blackstone trotted back towards the counter at the back of the room, her short tail bobbing with every step, as she continued, “But what I have here is not for dilettantes. I collect and sell only the greatest tricks, ones that would astound even an Alicorn. Ones that require true skill and dedication to the craft to master.” As she spoke, the rooms lamps seemed to brighten, their light catching crystal ornaments on the ceiling that sent rainbow shards of light dancing around the room. “So tell me, was it fate that led you to my humble shop?”



Trixie grinned at the display. Her instincts had been right. While it might have looked like a junk shop from the outside, Blackstone had the soul of a performer. “Well, obviously the Great and Powerful Trixie is no mere huckster off the street. However, she already possess grand illusions that would amaze Princess Celestia herself! She has mastered more than a hundred, nay, a thousand tricks!”



“I should have expected as much from one who calls herself the Great and Powerful.” Blackstone seated herself behind the counter, her eyes meeting Trixie’s. “But I promise, my tricks are unlike any you have ever seen.”



“Then show Trixie something you think would impress her,” Trixie demanded.



“With pleasure,” Blackstone said, the lights returning to their dull glow. Pulling a wooden box closer to her. “This trick was pioneered by my father. He called it the Destiny Trap, for you see, every pony’s fate is preordained.” From the box she produced a thin deck of cards, spreading them across the table, revealing their blank white faces. “We believe we begin our lives as blank slates,” she said, flipping the entire line of cards, revealing their kaleidoscopic backs, “We see our lives as infinite possibilities spread out before us. But I know that’s not true.” She pushed the deck towards Trixie. “Would you shuffle it, please?”



Snorting, Trixie lifted the cards and mixed them using her magic, giving the deck a final decisive cut before she presented it to Blackstone. 



“You see, even in a random, disordered world, the truth is that I will still be me.” Pulling the top from the deck, she flipped it, revealing a black diamond. The mare smiled, turning body just enough to show off a matching cutie mark. “Try as I might to change it, I can never escape who I am.” As if for emphasis, she drew another card off the deck, revealing another black diamond, then a third.



“A nice performance, but Trixie is not impressed. The trick is obvious.”



“Is it?”



“Yes. All the cards look like that now.”



Blackstone peered at the deck as if seeing it for the first time. “Really?” She pulled another card from the top, revealing yet another black diamond. “That does seem to be the case. Perhaps you should try though, just to be sure?”



Trixie paused, watching the mare’s face, studying her perfectly innocent expression and knew she’d just taken the bait. Blackstone was a master of her art, and she had suckered Trixie in with ease. “Can Trixie take any card?”



“Of course.”



Trixie pulled a card from the center of the deck, her heart pounding as she flipped it, revealing an image of her own cutie mark.



Blackstone’s grin nearly reached from ear to ear. “See? Our destinies are inescapable.”








Starlight Glimmer sat near the crystal table, lounging on a cushion she’d brought in. “I’m glad you could make it to Ponyville, Trixie. With Twilight and everypony in Saddle Arabia, it’s been pretty lonely around here.”



“Trixie is not sure why you consider their absence a bad thing,” Trixie said between bites of her daffodil sandwich.



“One of the problems with having friends, I suppose: you miss them when they’re gone.”



Trixie took another bite of her sandwich, but didn’t offer a retort.



“So how’s your tour going?” Starlight asked, levitating another sandwich towards herself. “You went up through Fillydelphia and Manehattan, right?”



“Trixie did. It was a long and arduous journey all on her lonesome, but Trixie has persevered, bringing with her word of her incomparable humility and grace to all ponies along her path.”



Starlight giggled. “You know, I don’t think you told me: did you ever work out a better title than ‘The Humble and Penitent Trixie’s Equestrian Apology Tour’?”



“Trixie did not.”



“You really should workshop that a little more.”



“Trixie does not disagree.” She grinned. “Trixie still has a few stops she has to make. You could join her and help her come up with a better name. ”



“I wish I could, but I really can’t just up and leave. I have a lot of friendship stuff to study and magic to practice and a castle to sit and…” Starlight sighed, rolling onto her side and staring up at the table that held the cutie map.



Trixie snorted. “Trixie thinks saving Equestria entitles you to a break. Besides, wouldn’t coming with Trixie count as studying ‘friendship stuff’?”



“I wish.” 



“You should quit being Twilight’s friendship student and become Trixie’s great and powerful assistant full-time.”



“Probably,” Starlight said, meaning it without really meaning it. The idea had appeal, but she couldn’t well just pack up and leave on a whim. She suspected that, while Twilight might be okay with that now, there were many ponies who might not appreciate her running wild.



Maybe a bit of a vacation was in order, though.



She sat back up. “Maybe if you waited until after Twilight got back I could go?”



“How long until then?”



Starlight shrugged, offering a sheepish, if hopeful, smile. “Not sure. Maybe another week or two?”



Trixie offered a flat look back.



“It was worth a try, right?”



“Well, she could probably stay a few days, at the very least,” Trixie said, sniffing as she no doubt tried to keep the smile off her face. “If you would like her to, of course.”



Starlight pushed herself to her hooves and nodded. “I would very much like it, Trixie.”



“Oh! Trixie has a brand new trick to show you! She believes this may be one of her best yet.” 



Starlight’s ears pricked. “Even better than the Moonshot Manticore Mouth Dive?”



“Perhaps not quite as dramatic, but Trixie believes it is a magnificent and stupendous trick, worthy of being part of her act. Observe!” Trixie pulled a small wooden box from under her hat and placed it on the Cutie Map table, opening it and spreading it to reveal several blank cards before she pressed the deck back together. “The Great and Powerful Trixie knows much about the world. For example, that all ponies are inexorably pulled to their destinies! No matter how the world may change, a pony’s destiny is inescapable. Will you shuffle the cards, volunteer?”



Starlight barely kept it to a chuckle as she lifted the deck and mixed the cards, a shiver running through her horn and down her spine as her magic touched them. “They tingle.”



“That is the power of destiny flowing through them! For, as you see, despite the infinite futures laid out before Trixie and shaped by your hoof,” Trixie pulled the top card from the deck and, to Starlight’s surprise, revealed a card bearing her own cutie mark, “She remains the Great and Powerful Trixie!”



“Impressive.”



“Trixie believes you are not suitably impressed, volunteer! Let her amaze you with her understanding of the very fabric of her reality! See, when Trixie says that destiny is inescapable, she means for everypony. Though not all destinies are not as manifestly incredible as hers, that does not change their reality!” With a swift hoof movement, she spread the cards on the table. “Take a card for yourself and see!”



Hovering a hoof over the cards, Starlight watched Trixie’s face, wondering if she could spot anything, but Trixie had long ago mastered stage presence, leaving Starlight to just flip a random card with her hoof. It was blank. “I think you messed up, Trixie.”



Trixie frowned, flipping another card and revealing her cutie mark on the face once more. “Trixie is… not sure what she did wrong. Try another?”



Starlight did as asked, flipping another card with her hoof, revealing another blank face. Glancing up at Trixie, she saw that unicorn staring at the facedown cards, apparently trying to work out where her trick had gone wrong. “What was supposed to happen?” Starlight asked, idly flipping a few more cards over to reveal blank faces.



“The card you chose should have had your cutie mark on it,” Trixie grumbled, pulling the faceup cards towards her. “Destiny and all.”



It made sense. And it certainly fit the whole speech she’d given quite well. She had not seen Trixie try new tricks much, but she suspected this was part of the process. Better to blow it with a friend than in front of an audience. “Want to try again?”



“If you don’t mind,” Trixie grumbled, mashing the cards together. “Blah, blah, blah, destiny. Shuffle them.”



Starlight lifted the deck to shuffle it.



Nothing happened.



She tilted her head and tried again.



Nothing happened.



Her heart thudded in her chest as she tried telekinesis again. And again. And again.



“Were you going to shuffle?” Trixie asked, raising an eyebrow.



Starlight couldn’t feel her magic. Not even the faintest hint of power flowed through her horn as she cast spell after spell after spell. “I can’t use magic.”



“What?”



“I can’t use magic!” Starlight’s voice cracked, her legs shaking as she pulled from deeper and deeper inside herself, searching for any trace of magic in her body and finding nothing. This wasn’t like the Changeling Kingdom where she couldn’t use her magic, this was like she didn’t have any at all. “I… I can’t…”



Trixie started to say something but her breath caught. “Starlight, your cutie mark is…”



“What?” Starlight jerked her head around to try and get a good angle, but couldn’t see it. Twisting to position herself where she could see her reflection in Twilight’s throne, her heart skipped a beat, leaving her feeling faint.



It was gone.



Her cutie mark was gone.








Trixie looked over at Starlight as the train continued down the line, watching her stare out the window. She bit her lip, trying to think of anything to say. Her friend had calmed down enough to stop hyperventilating, at least. She still looked like she might snap at any second though. “You doing okay?”



Starlight shook her head, squashing herself back into her seat, pulling Trixie’s cloak tighter around her.



“Trixie will ring the shopkeeper’s neck once she fixes this,” she promised, setting a hoof on Starlight’s shoulder. “You will have your cutie mark back in no time.”



There was no response.



It was the only thing that made sense: Starlight touched the cards and suddenly her magic and her cutie mark were gone. Except, try as Trixie might, she couldn’t figure anything out about them besides the imprint gimmick that Blackstone had shown her. She’d poked and prodded them with her magic, and nothing happened besides the trick working the way it was supposed to.



It figured that whenever Trixie actually wanted Twilight around she was nowhere to be found. Her face burned at the thought, but the only time she’d ever performed magic on this scale was when she had the Alicorn Amulet. Without it…



Trixie shook her head and forced a smile. “I will fix this, Starlight. I promise. After all, is Trixie not the greatest and most powerful unicorn in all of Equestria?”



Starlight’s lips quirked just a little, almost approaching a smile.



“So what do you think? Should Trixie makes this trick a part of her act.”



“You should probably wait until you figure out to put the cutie mark back,” Starlight said, finally breaking the silence.



“Trixie will admit that is probably a good idea.”



Leaning against the train’s wall, Starlight stared out the window. “I wonder if this is how it felt when I stole other ponies’ cutie marks.”



Trixie started, looking at her. “What?”



“I mean, everypony seemed so happy at first, but…” she trailed off. “I just feel empty. Like I’m—”



“Trixie doesn’t think this is a particularly constructive line of conversation.”



“Probably not,” Starlight said with a nod, “But I can’t stop thinking about it. I thought I was finally getting past all this and then—”



“Then nothing,” Trixie said, setting a hoof on her friend’s back. “The past is past.”  



Pressing her head against the window, Starlight sagged. “You’re right.” 








Starlight wanted to throw up as she stared at the empty storefront, the dirty windows not managing to conceal the empty darkness that loomed behind it. Her legs shook as she sat down on the damp sidewalk.



“But… It… I… There was…” Trixie stammered.



Hugging her friend’s cloak closer around her, Starlight struggled to find her voice. “Are you sure this is the right place?”



“Yes!” Trixie yelled. “It was right here! Right here! Not more than a week ago! I’m sure!”



“No one in the curry shop remembers it.”



“They are wrong! I’m not lying, Starlight.” Trixie looked like she was about to cry. “It was right here, a whole shop filled with magic stuff. Classic tricks, collector’s items, all that!”



“Well it isn’t now.” Starlight regretted saying it, unable to keep the anger in her voice.



Trixie looked like she’d gotten kicked in the face, but she recovered quickly, her horn glowing as she pointed it at the locked door. The door snapped open, wood tearing free as a sudden force tore the latch off. “Trixie will see about that,” she growled, stomping in.



Forcing herself to her hooves, Starlight followed her. The interior of the shop certainly didn’t seem like a place that’d been recently occupied, the air thick with the smell of dust and mildew. Still, despite the smell, the place seemed oddly clean.



“Blackstone, where are you?” Trixie shouted, circling the room and jamming her head through side doors.



Starlight walked slowly, her eyes scanning every surface they could, looking for anything. She tried to cast an illumination spell, her stomach sinking at the emptiness that responded. Magic was part of who she was. 



Without it, what was she?



 A piece of paper near one of the walls caught her eye. Her breath caught in her chest as she read the note, starting to feel faint as her eyes scanned the near.



If you are reading this, then odds are that the Destiny Trap has functioned as intended. I would say that I am sorry for the trickery involved, but the honest truth is I am not. As the Crystal Empire learned a thousand years ago, a hoof extended in kindness can be the undoing of an entire kingdom.



A pony cannot change who they are. 



“Trixie?” she whispered, her voice catching as she looked at it.



“Did you find something?”



The paper slipped out of her hoof as she tried to take an unsteady step back, but failed, her legs giving way as she dropped to her haunches.



Trixie was at her side in an instant, keeping her from tipping further over. “What’s wrong?” At Starlight’s weak gesture she lifted it and started to read, her face twisting into a grimace. “Is this a joke?”



“Obviously not,” Starlight managed.



Trixie crushed the paper with her magic, shaking. “She tricked me. That conniving crystal pony tricked me!”



“She used you,” Starlight agreed, hugging the cloak around her as her mind raced. This wasn’t a weird magical accident. Somepony had deliberately stolen her magic and her cutie mark. Because of who she had been. She squeezed her eyes shut, struggling to hold back tears.



“Starlight…”



“Shut up, Trixie!” she shouted, shaking off the hoof that Trixie tried to lay on her. “Just shut up.” Standing unsteadily, she started for the door, the sound sound of Trixie’s hooves following her. She needed to think. To figure something out. But every time she tried to think about the sort of magic that might do this to her, she felt hollow and distant.



And here she thought she had finally been making amends for her past.



“Slow down!” Trixie called, making Starlight notice she had slipped into a canter. Part of her just wanted to run, to gallop and distance herself from the pony responsible for her current predicament, but the tiny rational part of her that still held some sway convinced her to slow. She didn’t look back.



Trixie’s steps stopped behind her, but it was a moment before she finally spoke. “You have a friend in the Crystal Empire, right? The smart pony who knows stuff?””



“Why does it matter?”



“Blackstone was a crystal pony. Maybe he knows something or somepony who can help.”



Glancing back, Starlight caught the concern on Trixie’s face, tempering her anger ever-so-slightly. “Sunburst.”



“Then let’s catch a train to the Crystal Empire! Trixie will find this Blackstone and use her formidable magic to undo what she has done.”



Starlight didn’t respond immediately, considering what she might want to do to this Blackstone if she got her magic back. Perhaps see how the pony liked having her cutie mark ripped off. “Maybe we should wait for Twilight to get back. She might know a way to fix it.”



“Maybe,” Trixie said, “But Trixie doesn’t plan to wait for Princess Twilight Sparkle. She is going to find the pony that did this to her friend and fix it.”



“Trixie,” she started, but stopped when she saw the tears in Trixie’s eyes. Her friend was almost as upset as she was. Even if she still had her magic and her cutie mark, she had been tricked into hurting somepony that mattered to her. Taking a deep breath, she nodded. “I’m not going to let you go alone.”








Starlight shifted uncomfortably as Sunburst walked around her, particularly when he focused on her blank haunch. Trixie’s cloak, hanging from a chair, looked so inviting to bury herself in again.



“I have never seen anything like this,” he mumbled, returning to his table to look at the cards. “None of your magic works?”



“It isn’t that it doesn’t work. It’s not there. There’s nothing there. I’m… empty.”



He used a light touch when moved the cards, as if he was afraid that it might be his cutie mark and magic that might be next. For all he knew, it might be. “Well, I can tell you one thing: these cards weren’t made using unicorn magic. What did you say the name of the pony who sold them to you was?”



“Blackstone!” Trixie snapped from her seat.



“Hm,” he mused, trotting to his bookshelf and scanning it. “I could swear I have heard that name before. Blackstone, Blackstone, Blackstone…” He continued muttering the name like a mantra as he looked.



The words from the note that had been left behind rose in Starlight’s mind. A pony cursing the choice of the Crystal Empire to take in Sombra because of what he did. “What about groups of ponies who opposed Sombra when he tried to take over the Crystal Empire.”



“Hm?” He started to look towards her, then his head snapped back the shelf. “That’s it! The Blackstone Ponies.” He levitated a thick tome off the shelf, nearly throwing it onto the table in his haste to open it. “They were a group of ponies who attempted to overthrow Sombra following his ascension. They were artificers, ponies who used crystals to craft relics infused with the power of the Crystal Empire. Unfortunately, they failed. Sombra knew almost as much about crystal magic as they did.”



“Does that actually help?” Trixie asked.



“Well, it would certainly be a bit of a coincidence for her to use that name without an awareness of the group, giving what she did. And even among crystal ponies, artificers are rare. The books state that the Blackstone ponies were wiped out by Sombra, though.”



“No reason for him to lie about that,” Starlight mumbled.



Trixie walked to his desk, looking at the book with him. “Did they have a stronghold? A secret base? An underground fortress?”



Starlight looked at her. “Why?”



The grin Trixie offered was not a nice one. “Because Blackstone – or whoever she is – is like Trixie. This is one big performance, and she thinks she’s the star. The name, the way she attached the trap to a thematic trick, the way she used me, even the note she left… She’s putting on a show. She’d use a place that belonged to them.”



“That’s a lot of conjecture for—”



“Just answer the question!” Trixie demanded, pressing her snout against Sunburst’s.



“Trixie,” Starlight said softly, seeing Sunburst seemed ready to run.



She stepped back, but only just.



Sunburst coughed and looked to Starlight. 



She nodded. “It’s the closest thing we have to a lead right now, and I trust Trixie.”



He looked down at the book, flipping pages back and forth for a few moments. “There was the location of their final stand against Sombra? It was a little outpost outside the city itself.” he set the book down, casting his gaze around the room. “Uh, just a minute. I have a map around here somewhere.”



Starlight nodded, almost trying to levitate the book towards herself, but stopping just short of making an actual effort.



A pink haze surrounded the book and lifted it to her. 



“You wanted it?” Trixie asked.



“I didn’t need your help,” Starlight muttered, her hoof pressing the book to the desk.



Trixie’s magic evaporated from around it as the unicorn looked away, finding something else in the room to take interest in.



Burying her eyes in the book, she tried to avoid looking at Trixie, regretting what she’d said.



“Here we go!” Sunburst declared, spreading the map in the open air, a quill circling a spot northeast of the city. “It’s a small cave system that they hid out in until Sombra found them. I don’t even know if it still exists, but it’s the only thing I’ve found any sort of reference to.”



“Then let’s go!” Trixie said.








Trixie’s teeth chattered as the wind whipped around them. Apparently the Crystal Empire’s magic didn’t extend that far. Even if she didn’t want to admit it out loud, she was quite glad Sunburst had made them stop and pick up some warm clothes.



“Is that it?” Starlight asked, pointing at a rock wall in the distance.



Trixie squinted through the drifting snowflakes. “Maybe?”



The two of them picked up their pace as much as they could, plowing through the thick snow that coated the ground. Possibly leaving tomorrow would have been a better idea, but Trixie couldn’t stand to wait even one more minute. Blackstone was going to pay for what she did.



“It’s there,” Starlight said. “Tucked behind that big outcropping right there.”



“Trixie sees it now,” she said. 



The inside of the cave felt much warm, though Trixie suspected part of that was just being out of the wind. There wasn’t much to be said about it. It was a cave. It was a made of rock. It looked like it went a ways in, though.



Starlight shook herself, the snow from her heavy clothes making a tiny blizzard around her. “It’s dark.”



Trixie nodded, her own horn lighting up, the added brightness letting her see Starlight’s expression tighten for a fraction of a second before her friend looked away. Right now Trixie wished she knew what to do or what to say to make everything better. The problem was she knew that no words would do. She couldn’t even imagine what losing both her magic and her cutie mark would do to her.



It turned out her horn wasn’t necessary for long as, deeper in the cave there were crystals embedded in the stone wall that cast a faint white glow. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to see by.



The two of them walked in silence, the only sound the echoing of their hoofsteps. Trixie cast an occasional glance sideways, but Starlight seemed to be lost in thought, he eyes focused somewhere ahead of them.



Eventually they reached a split in the path, two branches leading in opposite directions.



“Which way?” Starlight asked.



“Trixie… does not know. Sunburst didn’t mention this, did he?”



“No, he didn’t.” Starlight sat back. “I guess we pick a direction and go?”



Trixie stared at the two paths, her ears twitching. The entire reason they were here was she guessed that Blackstone was as much a showpony as her, a trickster. In the face of overwhelming power, you could defeat it by being clever. Misdirection was the key to a magician’s art. Even when she’d had the power of the Alicorn Amulet, she’d been beaten by trickery. “No.”



Starlight frowned. “Then what do we do?”



“We find a third path. They were hiding here from Sombra, right? They wouldn’t use an obvious path.”



Starlight’s ears pricked. “You’re right.” 



Staring at the rockwork ahead of her, Trixie tried to think of how she’d conceal a third passage. Would she even do it at the crossroad? Yeah, because then it’d be easy to find. She reached out a hoof and touched the massive crystal formation that jutted out of the wall. 



The thing shuddered and shook, then split, revealing another, narrow path that looked ponymade, the amount of glowing crystals embedded into the wall providing it an almost inviting look.



Starlight started forward, but Trixie stepped up first. “Please let Trixie go first.”



“Fine.”



The path sloped downwards, leading them into an expansive cavern, lit like the daylight and as warm as spring, strange crystalline structures jutting out of the grand and all sorts of things Trixie didn’t recognize covering workbenches. Though some of it she did. Like the items she’d seen in the magic shop.



“Oh my. I did not expect visitors in my shop today.”








Starlight’s spine stiffened at the sound of the voice, as well as the approaching hoofsteps that followed. From the far edge of the room approached a dark mare, her coat glittering in the light of the cavern, a look of calm amusement on her face. 



“Is that her?” Starlight asked.



“It is,” Trixie snarled, crouching low.



The mare stopped a distance from them and bowed ever so slightly. “Trixie, a pleasure to see you again. And Starlight Glimmer. Also a pleasure. It appears I underestimated you. I really would not have expected you to find me here.”



“Give Starlight back her cutie mark and her magic!” Trixie growled.



Blackstone ignored her, looking to Starlight. “Do you mind if I ask how you did it?”



“Don’t ignore Trixie!” Trixie shouted, magic gathering around her horn and then dissipating as quickly as it had gathered.



“Would you please calm down?” Blackstone asked, finally sparing a look her way. “There’s no sense in getting worked up. Unicorn magic won’t work here. The crystals see to that. I may have underestimated you, but I’m not stupid.”



Starlight spoke up before Trixie could make a move, “Trixie, please stop. We don’t know what else she can do.”



The nod Trixie gave was almost imperceptible, but it was there.



Blackstone nodded. “Smart. Though it does raise a question: what exactly are the two of you hoping to achieve by coming here?”



“I want what you took back,” Starlight said. “That’s all. I know I did terrible things, but that’s not who I am anymore. I’ve changed.”



“Have you?” Blackstone asked, tilting her head curiously. 



“I have.”



“Can you prove that?”



The question took Starlight by surprise. “What? Well… I’ve been studying under Princess Twilight. I’ve learned about making friends. I’ve made amends for what I did in the village.”



“And?”



“And what?” Starlight snapped.



Blackstone shook her head. “Ponies don’t change. I won’t deny you’ve done better things, but that doesn’t mean you’ve changed. Inside you are still the same pony who stole the cutie marks of dozens of innocent ponies and ruled over them with an iron hoof. Who tried to take revenge on Twilight Sparkle by going back in time. Who resorts to dangerous magic she doesn’t understand or comprehend when faced with the slightest challenge. Those sorts of things don’t go away.”



The barbs sunk deep. Starlight took a step back. “I…”



“You can pretend you’ve put it behind you, that you’re a better pony now, that you won’t make the same mistakes, but can you honestly tell me that you don’t still think about abusing your magic?”



“I…” she started, but the rest of the words stuck in her throat. Starlight longed for the power to do something about the mare in front of her, but that’s what scared her. In a way, it proved her right. 



“Our destinies are inescapable, plain as the marks on our flanks.” Blackstone bowed her head slightly. “Most of ours. Honestly, if you have changed, you should thank me. I’ve made it so you really can’t hurt anypony again.”



“Trixie has had it with you running your mouth like you know anything about Starlight!” Trixie snapped, stepping up beside her friend. “Ponies are defined by the decisions they make. As sure as Trixie has changed, Starlight has changed too. We are better ponies than we were.”



Blackstone quirked her head again and offered a soft smile to Trixie. “Interesting you should say that. Let me ask you, Trixie: are the rumors that part of the reason you befriended Starlight was to one-up Twilight true?”



Trixie’s eyes widened as she tried to stammer out a response about how Starlight was her friend and it had nothing to do with Twilight, but the damage was already done.



“Honestly, Trixie? Were you a more powerful unicorn, I would have taken your talent as well. Your sort of arrogance with any real power… well, I suppose we saw that when you had the Alicorn Amulet.” Blackstone shrugged. “Not that it matters. Even if you were able to convince me, I can’t give you your magic back. It’s gone. Shattered and dissipated the moment you touched the cards.”



Starlight’s legs gave out, forcing her to sit.



Trixie shook her head. “That’s a lie!”



“Have your princesses throw me in Tartarus or banish me to the moon for a thousand years. It won’t change what can’t be undone. Your magic and your cutie mark are gone, Starlight Glimmer. I can’t say I’m sorry.”



The declaration echoed in the cavern, punctuating the confident finality of it.



“Then take Trixie’s too,” Trixie demanded.



Starlight’s head jerked towards her friend, her mouth agape, her own, “What?” almost perfectly mirrored Blackstone’s.



Trixie took an unsteady step forward as she produced the box of cards and threw them towards Blackstone, scattering its contents across the stone floor. “Trap Trixie’s destiny too.”



Forcing herself to her hooves, Starlight shook her head. “What are you even talking about Trixie? Look, we can… we can go back to Twilight and ask for her help. Maybe she can do something.”



“Then she can fix Trixie at the same time.”



“That is beyond stupid!” Starlight shouted. “You are throwing everything away for no good reason!”



“Trixie doesn’t want you to face this alone,” Trixie responded, her voice soft as her hoof touched Starlight’s.



Blackstone shook her head as she collected the cards and watched the two of them. “A touching and suitably dramatic offer to convince me that friendship and love has changed the both of you, but it won’t work. I already told you, I can’t give back what was taken.” She pushed the deck forward. “If you want to give up your talent though, a touch from your magic will trigger them now. But that is all you’ll be doing.”



That was a good plan, but one that the crystal pony had seen straight through. To her horror, though, Trixie ignored the statement, her magic surrounding the cards before Starlight could move.



Even Blackstone looked taken aback.



Trixie let the cards drop back to the floor, their blank faces scattering. “Fine.”



Starlight stared at her friend’s now barren flank, unable and unwilling to believe what had just happened. “Trixie, you…”



She shook her head. “Let’s go back to Ponyville. Maybe Twilight can help. And if she can’t, well….” Trixie offered a weak smile. “At least we’re in it together now?”



“I guess we are,” Starlight said, her hoof touching Trixie’s, unsure of what else she could say.



The two turned and started walking back across the cavern.



“Wait,” Blackstone said, her quiet voice echoing in the cavernous silence. “Fine. You win.”








Trixie’s legs shook as the two of them approached the cavern mouth and the freezing cold that awaited them. Her heart hadn’t stopped pounding since they’d left Blackstone’s hidden cavern, waiting for the moment where their cutie marks and magic would somehow be taken back again.



Starlight beamed, her horn lighting the way with its familiar teal glow. “Don’t worry, the trip back will be a lot easier. I know a spell that’ll keep us warm the whole way.”



Trixie returned the smile. “Trixie is glad for that much.”



“I can’t believe you did that, Trixie. I really can’t. How did you know she was bluffing?”



Her hoof brushed lightly against Starlight’s as she shook her head. “I didn’t.”
      

      
   
      A Nightmare in Love


      

      
      
         “Guess who’s here with my sweetheart’s favorite thing in the whole world!”



“Huh?” Cadance snapped her eyes open, and she sat up straight in bed. She looked over to see Shining Armor pushing open the bedroom door, a large sack carried in his teeth. “I thought Sunburst had the baby for another fifteen minutes.”



Shining Armor blinked, and stared at her blankly for several moments before shaking his head and spitting the sack onto the floor. “Oh, right. No baby, not yet. Sorry, I meant favorite sarcastically.”



“Ah. My bad. I was just taking a quick nap.” With a yawn, Cadance climbed down off of the bed, then leaned forward and arched her back for a good stretch. She sauntered over and gave her husband a quick nuzzle and peck on the cheek. “I guess it’s that time of year again, huh?”



“I think it’s even bigger than last year’s haul.” Shining Armor’s horn lit up, and the sack turned over and emptied itself onto the floor. Hundreds of letters fluttered out, most of them done up on fancy stationery, adorned with elaborate doodles, or colored in various shades of pink and red. “You know, a lesser stallion might be jealous that his wife gets so many love letters on Hearts and Hooves Day.”



Cadance rolled her eyes. “You are jealous. Jealous that you aren’t getting any letters yourself.”



Shining Armor chuckled. “Ouch.”



“Well, we might as well get to it. I am the Princess of Love, after all. It’s my duty to at least read them.” Cadance grabbed the nearest letter and tore it open. “Dear Princess Cadance. U R Hot. And then there’s a little drawing of a penis, see?”



“Looks like we’re starting off on a classy note today.” Shining Armor grabbed another one. “Dear Princess Cadance. I don’t know if this is possible, but you know all kinds of weird magic right? I really want to have your children. I won’t tell anyone it's yours. Although I guess if the baby is an alicorn it’d be really obvious?”



A dozen letters floated around Cadance, and she tore them all open quickly. “Let’s see… ‘I love you… bear my children… I wanna tap that… I love your eyes,’ aww, that one's kind of sweet. And this one is from a filly asking for advice on how to ask out a crush. So adorable!” She quickly floated that particular note into a pile to be saved for later. “And let's see, here we’ve got… Oh-ho. Well well, you stud, you. Looks like you finally got some fan mail after all.”



Shining Armor brightened and leapt to his hooves. “Seriously? Yes! In your face!” He snatched the letter out of her magic and held it up. The envelope was a rather utilitarian blue with straight, blocky letters spelling out his name. “Twenty bits says it’s naughty pictures.”



“Uh-huh.” Cadance crouched down and folded her hooves in front of her before resting her chin on them. “Well, go on then, Mister Popular. Don’t keep us in suspense.”



“Drumroll please.” Magic sparked from his horn, and ethereal drums rang throughout the room. Shining Armor carefully tore open the envelope, then unfolded the letter inside. “Dear Shining Armor. Writing this is more painful than you can imagine. But I cannot stay silent any longer. The heart demands that it express itself, even if there is no point. I love you. I have loved you for a long time, from afar. Before you were the ruler of a nation, before you were the captain of the guard. We went to school together, though I know you don’t remember me. I know we can never be together. You are deeply in love with your wonderful wife. I am no match for her, nor would I ever even wish for such a beautiful marriage to be stolen from this world. Yet still my heart burns with passion unending. Know that someone out there cares for you deeply. And I will always keep you in my dreams, my sweet prince. Love, your secret admirer.”



Silence hung in the room, marred only by the crackling pops of the fireplace.



Shining Armor coughed. “Woah. Uh, okay then. That’s… actually pretty sad.”



Cadance stood up, and moved to throw her arms around her husband’s neck. “Sorry. Sometimes love is going to involve heartbreak, and there’s nothing that you can do about it. It’s easy to feel guilty about their feelings, but it’s not your fault.”



“Yeah, but, all the way back in school?” Shining Armor squeezed back, then sighed. “That’s some pretty intense stuff. I don’t remember anyone like that. Except for you of course.” He gave a half-hearted grin before it faded away. “Still, I wish there was something we could do.”



“Like what? Track down this mysterious admirer and invite them into our bed for a threesome?” Cadance playfully nipped at his ear. “While I’m sure that might be fun, with a letter like that, their aching heart won’t be soothed by physical lust. I’m sure it would make things even more painful.”



“Why do you always have to be so reasonable?” Shining Armor pulled out of the hug, and glanced down at the remaining pile of letters. “Kind of spoiled the mood though.”



“I still plan to read through mine, though you’re right. The heart isn’t something to be taken lightly.”



A soft knock sounded on the bedroom door, followed by the giggling of an infant. “I have Flurry Heart here for you. The Crystal Heart session went pretty well,” Sunburst’s voice called out.



“Come on in!”



Sunburst pushed open the door, Flurry Heart on his back. She immediately squealed and squirmed at the sight of her parents.



“Oh, come here sweetie!” Cadance levitated Flurry Heart over and held her close to her breast. “Mommy missed you so much for that hour you were gone!”



“Hey there, kiddo.” Shining Armor ruffled her mane with a hoof. “Did you have fun playing with the Crystal Heart today?”



Sunburst cleared his throat. “Flurry Heart’s attunement to the energies of the Crystal Heart is going well. Their connection grows stronger every day.”



“Ooh, do you want to help Mommy read all of her love letters? Let's do it together!”



Shining Armor clapped Sunburst on the back. “Great job. We really appreciate all of your effort, you know. This whole ruling an ancient kingdom thing is a lot of work, and it doesn’t exactly come with an instruction manual. All these rituals and attunements and whatever just seem to pop up out of nowhere.” After a brief pause, he leaned in and whispered, “Plus, we really appreciate the time to ourselves every once in awhile.”



“Of course.” Sunburst chuckled, and flashed a toothy grin. “Honestly, Flurry Heart is a delight. Spending time with her is one of the highlights of my day.”



“You should see her when she’s screaming her head off at three in the morning,” Shining Armor grumbled.



“I’ll stick to the easy parts.” Sunburst glanced between the two of them. “Do you need me for anything else?”



Shining Armor shrugged. “Not unless you want to help me and my wife sort through all of her love letters.”



“Look, Flurry Heart! This one says they want to be your second momma! Isn’t that kind of them?”



Sunburst bit his lip. “There’s… an awful lot of those, huh?”



“I’m sure there will be even more next year.” Shining Armor yawned. “The way I see it, it’s kind of like the postal equivalent of shouting at your favorite athlete during a sporting event, or something. Loud and silly, but ultimately empty and meaningless.” With a sigh, he spared a glance for the letter that had been meant for him. “Barring a few… intense exceptions.”



“I see. Love is the province of our kingdom, after all. That being said, I’ll have to pass.” Sunburst leaned town, and touched his horn to Flurry Heart’s. A spark jumped between them, prompting a giggle. “I’ll leave you two to it, then. Same time tomorrow. Let me know if you need anything else.”



“Will do!”








Heartbeats thrummed all around her.



Cadance took a step forward, and a ripple spread out from her step, emitting a soft chime and a spark of green light that briefly lit the darkness.



She could hear something, just faintly, almost muffled by the constant thudding. A baby’s cry. Her baby.



“Flurry Heart?” She called out. Her voice felt hollow, like it had no weight to it, no real purchase in reality. Another step forward, another ripple of green spreading across what appeared to be a faintly lit pool of water, extending into the void.



Her baby’s cry grew a little louder. And there was… another voice? Masculine. Maybe Shining Armor’s, but it was so hard to tell. She took a step forward, then another, and soon her sluggish body was galloping forward, towards her daughter.



Each hoofprint left behind green fire, and she felt heat licking at her hooves. She glanced over her shoulder, and saw that her trail of fire was roiling, bubbling, burning, surging towards her, as if to devour her whole.



She ran faster and faster, each step causing the monster chasing her to grow stronger. Her daughter couldn’t be far now! Fire surged forward on either side of her, galloping apparitions of flame that matched her pace. The demons glanced at her and snarled before diving in, biting and slashing at her flanks with fangs and claws of fire.



She screamed. It hurt, a deep kind of ache that felt like her soul rending apart. And she could feel something in her pursuer. Hatred. Complete, personal, and all consuming loathing.



Whatever it was, it wanted Princess Mi Amore Cadenza dead.



She could see a red light ahead, a soft red. Full of warmth and love and safety. Shadows cast silhouettes against that light. Her daughter. Her husband. And… somepony else?



The ground crumbled away beneath her, and she fell. Her wings caught no air, and a great maw of fire loomed below.



The jaws snapped shut, and Cadance succumbed to pain, hatred, and envy.








Cadance woke up in a cold sweat.



A chill wind blew in from the open shutters, and Flurry Heart wailed in her crib. She felt Shining Armor in the bed beside her, tossing and turning.



It had only been a nightmare. Deep breaths. She was in her room, safe and sound, and the ponies she loved most in the world were only a few feet away. First things first.



Cadance nearly crumpled when she climbed out of bed. Her whole body ached and burned as if she had just run a dozen marathons.With a grunt, she levitated Flurry Heart over from the crib. “There there. It’s okay. Mommy’s here. What’s the matter, sweetie? Did you have a bad dream?”



The shutters rattled and banged from the wind. Cadance looked outside. Morning sunlight should have been streaming inside, but a dark storm brewed on the horizon.



Shining Armor whimpered in his sleep, caught in the throes of his own nightmare.

Cadance grit her teeth and continued rocking Flurry Heart back and forth. “Honey? Wake up, I think we’ve got a long day ahead of us.



No response. She rolled her eyes, then made her way over and started shaking him with her hoof. “Hey, come on, wake up. It’s just a dream, and we’re both here.”



“... Shiny?”








It wasn’t just Shining Armor.



Every maid, every butler, every gardener, every chef. The entire palace staff. And, judging by the lack of ponies Cadance could see from the palace balcony, likely the entirety of the Crystal Empire was affected as well.



They were all still asleep. Trapped in some sort of some nightmare they couldn’t wake from, with no response to prodding, screaming, or magic of any sort.



Cadance paced circles in her throne room, her tail twitching back and forth. Every few seconds she glanced up at the clock on the wall, then back down to her daughter, who played with blocks in the corner, oblivious to anything wrong.



A dark shadow fell over the room, accompanied by the heavy flap of wings, the rush of wind, and the thrum of magic.



Cadance let out a sigh of relief. “Took you long enough, Auntie.”



Luna stepped from from the shadows. “I am sorry for the delay. Are you alright? Is the baby?”



“She’s fine. I’m fine. Aside from the emotional distress, of course, but I’ll have plenty of time to deal with that when I’m not in Princess Mode.” Cadance threw her arms around Luna’s neck and took in a deep, shuddering breath. “Thanks for coming. Now please, tell me what in tartarus is going on with my country.”



“That will be a difficult question to answer fully.” Luna pulled out of the hug, then levitated Flurry Heart up to greet her, much to the filly’s delight. “The dreamscape of your subjects is inaccessible to me. A darkness has fallen over them like a blanket covering the land. I suspect you and your daughter have only been spared this fate because of your unique alicorn natures.”



Cadance glanced out the window at the dark stormclouds. “I can see that much already. So what is it this time? Sombra? Chrysalis again? Who are we dealing with, and how do we stop them? Do we need to send for Twilight and the girls?”



Luna shook her head. “It is hard to be certain, but I do not think this is a manifestation of foes past. No, this is a nightmare that comes from within. It is intrinsically linked to the hearts and minds of your subjects, through an ancient and powerful magic, one that links all of them together.



“You mean…” The both glanced towards the center of the castle, where the Crystal Heart was kept. Cadance smacked her face with a hoof. “Ugh, I hate that stupid thing. Some days I just want to pack up this country, and move everyone somewhere that doesn’t require a finicky and fragile artifact just to exist. And also somewhere that has beaches.”



“Sadly, we do not always choose the tasks we are given.” Luna rested Flurry Heart on her back and together they headed towards the inner sanctum. “It is Hearts and Hooves Day, yes? The holiday is still somewhat new to me, but as I understand, it is a time for the expression of love and adoration, romantic or otherwise.”



“That’s certainly one way to put it.” Cadance rubbed at her chin. “So, the Crystal Heart is linked to the hearts and minds of its people, and it both absorbs and emits their emotions. Under normal circumstances, the Crystal Empire should be a love paradise right about now. Experts were already expecting a slew of new babies eleven months from now. But then, I don’t know, somebody sneezed too loudly near the Crystal Heart, and now it’s a love nightmare instead?”



Luna rolled her eyes. “As one who watches dreams, there are many other emotions that accompany this holiday. Eagerness. Anticipation. Fear. Heartbreak. Loneliness.” She paused, then pushed open the door to the inner sanctum. A soft green light pulsed from the Crystal Heart, making the whole room look sickly and malformed. “Jealousy.”



Cadance shivered. The color reminded her far too clearly of her recent dream. “Really? I mean, sure, plenty of of ponies get jealous this time of year, but for it to be the dominant emotion, enough to overload the Crystal Heart seems like a bit of a stretch, doesn’t it?”



“Normally, you would be right.” Luna’s horn lit up, and dark smoke began to flow forth from it, swirling around the Crystal Heart in an intricate pattern. “You’ve proven time and time again that love can trump hate. But were the Crystal Heart exposed to a particularly severe jealousy, something all consuming, especially by a pony who worked closely with it, then such a disaster could easily occur. Can you think of anypony who fits that description?”



“What? There’s nopony like that. Hardly anyone even goes near the heart other than Flurry Heart, and she’s too young to feel anything like this. Well, I guess her and…” Cadance’s eyes grew wide.”



“I’m afraid so.”



“Ah, crap.”








Both Princesses stared down at the sleeping form of Sunburst. Unlike all of the previous victims of the nightmare, he seemed to be sleeping peacefully.



“I must confess, I knew of his feelings already.” Luna raised a hoof and gently touched his forehead. “It is the province of a dreamwalker to know strong hearts, but we must also keep their secrets. I have even personally counseled him on how better to manage his feelings. It seemed to be helping.”



“Well apparently it didn’t help all that much.” Cadance sighed, and flexed her wings. “He’s really just been, what, madly in love with my husband for years? It’s kind of creepy.”



Luna clicked her tongue. “He is a gentle and sweet boy with a sensitive heart. We’ve just hit a perfect storm with such an intersection of strong emotions and powerful magic.”



Cadance stomped a hoof on the ground. “Well, his sweetness and sensitivity has my husband trapped in a nightmare, along with everypony else. How do we get them out?”



“With your help, I can force open the portal to the dreamscape. It’s his dream they all share, after all. Then you must enter and rescue Shining Armor. Likely, that alone will cause the dream to collapse, but you may have to deal with Sunburst somehow as well.”



“Let me guess. It’ll be dangerous, and I have to do it alone?” Cadance stretched, her bones popping audibly. “Ugh, I hate having to play the heroine. Twilight is so much better at it.”



Luna smiled and put a hoof onto Cadance’s shoulder. “I am sure you will do just fine. It is your husband, after all.”



“The big oaf.” Cadance smiled, then made her way over to the basket where Flurry Heart was currently curled up and sleeping peacefully. She leaned in close and nuzzled her. “Hey honey. Mommy’s going to go get Daddy back, okay?”



With a wave of Luna’s horn, a tear opened in reality, forming a seething, writhing black portal right above Sunburst.



Cadance took a deep breath. “Keep her safe.”








Cadance touched down in the same dark, featureless pool she’d seen in her earlier nightmare.



“Alright then,” she said to herself, “where do I start?” If nothing else, this time around she was blessed with the gift of lucidity, rather than the addled confusion of a dream.



She took a step forward, and was met with the sound of a bell ringing out and the sight of that same ripple of green light spreading through the water. This time, everything seemed to shake, and something rose up out of the water, it seemed to be a stage of some kind.



The heavy click of a spotlight echoed across the water, and up above she could see pony sized paper cutouts, attached to large sticks, moving about like a foal’s diorama.



It was hard to tell due to the crude stylization of the figures, but one of them seemed to pretty clearly be Sunburst, albeit a younger version of him. Other ponies, faceless shadows, ganged up on him and pushed him around. Speech bubbles called him all sorts of disparaging names regarding his sexuality.



Cadance already knew what was coming next. The spotlights all swiveled to focus on the arrival of a new pony: a unicorn with a brilliant blue mane and a burning sense of justice.



During her own school days, she’d watched Shining Armor play the hero in half-a-dozen similar incidents. He always stuck up for the little guy. It was a large part of why she’d been attracted to him in the first place.



The lights dimmed and Cadance sighed. Twin sets of lights, each placed a meter apart formed a path leading into the distance. As she walked onwards, more dioramas rose up from the depths. On the left, they were cast in black and white. A young colt, burdened by his confusion over his sexuality, barely managed to even stammer out a thank you, and could only watch silently from afar.



The right side of the path painted a different picture. Cast in bright and blurry lights, Sunburst gathered his courage, talked to Shining Armor, and they became fast friends.



Two lives played on in parallel. On the left, reality, where Sunburst’s reclusion led to his loneliness, and his hero worship. When he stumbled into the position of crystaller, it tore him up inside, knowing he could finally be so close to his secret crush, but also suffering all the pain that that involved. On the right, the fantasy played out. Friends quickly became something more, a secret love blossomed into something deeper, something wonderful.



It would have been a good story, if it wasn’t about her husband.



The path ended at a house. A simple one. Big yard, a dog chained out front. White picket fence. The dog barked at her approach. She could see inside the kitchen window. Sunburst and Shining Armor were both inside, wearing aprons. Baking cookies. She watched as Shining Armor licked a bit of stray batter off of Sunburst’s nose.



Deep breaths. She needed to be calm and collected before she burst in there.



Plus, she needed to think of a good one liner.



“Playtime’s over, boys!” Cadance crashed in through the window, wings flared and magic blazing.



The peaceful illusion shattered in an instant, and bits of the walls started to flake away into nothingness. Sunburst took a few steps back, his eyes wide. “You… what are you doing here? You can’t be here!”



“Do you have any idea what I had to go through to actually marry this hunk right here? Sorry, but I won’t give that up for anyone.” She leaned in and kissed Shining Armor on the cheek, “It’s okay, sweetie. You just need to wake up.” She touched her horn to his, and cast the spell Luna had taught her that would send him out of the dream.



“I… huh? What’s going on? Cadance? I—” With a flash of light, Shining Armor vanished, and only Sunburst remained.



“No!” Sunburst stomped a hoof, his eyes full of tears. “This is my dream! What goes in my heart belongs to me, and me alone! I understand that reality is reality, but here, at least, let me have him!”



Cadance took a step forward. “It’s not just your dream, anymore. You’ve forced it on everypony else. Unintentionally, I assume. Weird Crystal Heart stuff. Sorry, it does that, apparently. But you need to wake up, and you need to give this up for good.”



Sunburst growled. His horn flared with emerald magic. “You’re lying! I have to put up with you enough in real life. I won’t let you hurt me in here, too!” Green fire licked across his coat, and he grew, expanding. The house shattered into nothingness, and Cadance stood before a giant beast of green fire.



“Ah, crap.”



 It swung a massive claw down at her. Cadance leapt into the air, her wings carrying her up. The heat singed her flanks, but left her otherwise unharmed.



Just what could she actually do in a dream battle that would actually make a difference, anyway? She gathered her magic and fired it in a lancing beam down at the beast. It parted the fire that covered him, and the beast roared in pain. But she couldn’t tell if it actually had had any effect.



With a scream that made Cadance cover her ears, the beast slammed its claws into the ground. They sunk in deep, stone bubbling away from their touch.



A few moments later, spiraling jets of emerald magma burst from the ground, spraying liquid death in every direction.



Cadance conjured a protective shield over herself, and each little splash made a searing impact on her mind. She couldn’t keep it up for long under this kind of pressure. She flew higher and higher, until she was out of range of the jets entirely.



This was stupid. She was the Princess of Love, not of asskicking. She needed to figure out another way to reach him.



“Sunburst, please! You mean a lot to me, and to Shining Armor. Flurry Heart adores you. You’re practically a part of the family! I know love hurts sometimes. Sometimes, it feels like it’s too much to bear, and the weight of it holds you to the ground. But it doesn’t have to be like that. Please, stop this!”



A flash of light came from above, followed by an incoherent roar. The beast had teleported above her, and seemed even bigger than before. Its bulk encompassed her, and she plummeted to the ground with it.



A last-minute shield saved her, and when they hit the ground, she shot out sideways, bouncing along the ground like a beach ball. The shield shattered when she slammed into a rock at incredibly unsafe speeds, and she crumpled into a pile of pain.



Cadance tried to flex her wings, and only got agony in response. “It’s just a dream, she muttered. My real body is safe and sound.”



Ominous stomps of thunder shook the earth as the beast moved closer and closer. It leaned over her, breath searing and rancid, magma dripping from its fangs like drool. “You know nothing of love, Princess.”



The beast lunged forward, its fangs snapping and ready to end her life.



“That’s enough!”



The beast froze in its tracks, death waiting inches away from Cadance. Out of the corner her eye, she could see Shining Armor, standing proud, ever the hero.



“Let her go, Sunburst.”



The beast flinched backwards, and began to shrink, the fire melting away until only Sunburst stood there again. “I… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”



Cadance let out a long sigh of relief.



Shining Armor shook his head, and stepped closer to Sunburst, who kept scrambling backwards until he hit a wall. “I’m sorry, man. I totally forgot about you that day. So much so that I didn’t recognize you all these years later. That’s on me.”



Sunburst shook his head, his eyes filled with tears. “I never expected you to remember. I’m not a very memorable guy.”



“That’s not true, and you know it.” Shining Armor put a hoof on Sunburst’s shoulder. “You’re a pretty awesome dude in your own right. I’m sure that with just a little push, we could have been great friends. Even now, I consider you one. But your feelings, of something more? I’m sorry, but I  can’t return them.”



“I know.” Sunburst muttered, before bursting into inelegant sobs.



Cadance couldn’t help but smile. Her husband really was a sweetheart.








“So, uh, all's well that ends well, right?” Shining Armor asked.



They all sat together around the Crystal Heart, Luna included. Sunburst kept his eyes glued to the floor the entire time.



“I’m so, so, sorry,” Sunburst said for the thousandth time. “My feelings were supposed to be private secrets. I never meant for them to become a burden on anyone.”



“That’s just the risk you take when your country relies on powerful empathic artifacts.” Cadance shared a snide glance for Shining Armor. “Have I mentioned there’s a great deal on beachside real estate down by Los Pegasus?”



Shining Armor rolled his eyes. “For the last time, we are not moving the entire Crystal Empire.”



Cadance stuck her tongue out at him, then winced. Her whole body ached, even if she had no real lasting effects from her fight in the dreamscape.



Luna snickered, though she didn’t have much to add to the conversation, currently preoccupying herself with entertaining the baby.



Sunburst took a deep breath. “Whatever else, it's clear that I need to go.”



Shining Armor blinked. “Now, when you say go…”



“I mean leave. The Crystal Empire is no place for me anymore. Not after what I’ve done.”



“Oh, don’t be so dramatic.” Cadance blew her bangs out of her eyes. “Okay, yeah, it was kind of bad. But we’ve forgiven plenty of others for far worse. Besides. What about Flurry Heart?”



Sunburst winced. “I’ll miss her more than anything else. But this isn’t just about forgiveness. I… I can’t handle it anymore. I need to take time to get over myself, get over my feelings. To get away from you. It’s not healthy, and I don’t trust myself anymore. Consider this my official resignation.”



Shining Armor rubbed at the back of his head. “I’m sorry to hear that, but I respect your reasoning. We’ll miss you. And know that you’re always welcome back anytime.”



“Thank you. For everything. Even with all the pain, this has been one of the best years of my life.” Sunburst gave a weak smile.



Cadance grinned. “Tell us where you’re going, and I can write ahead. I’ve got friends in all sorts of places. I might just be able to find a hot, single stud to show you around the place.”



Sunburst turned a bright scarlet, and everyone laughed.








“Mmm, that’s perfect, dear. A little harder.” Cadance lay stretched out on her bed, all of the tender and sore spots on her back slowly being massaged away by her husband. “You see, this is how I was hoping to spend Hearts and Hooves Day.”



A knock sounded on the door. “Excuse me, miss? There’s more letters here for you,” one of the maids called out.



Shining Armor sighed. “I’ll get it.”



Cadance pouted, but waited patiently for her husband to return. “So, what does my adoring public have to say about me today?”



“Uh…” Dozens of letters floated around the room. “You know how the entire empire just spent a bunch of time suffering the residual nightmare of a guy who was in love with me and super jealous of you?”



“Yeah?”



“I think these are all addressed to me.”
      

      
   
      Noblesse Oblige


      

      
      
         Author's note: While sexual acts—and discussions of sexual acts—play a prominent role in this story, per Writeoff rules, there are no depictions of those acts.



Slouching over a cream-colored velvet sofa in the reception parlor of Prince Blueblood's office, I did my best to appear unconcerned. After all, why should I care about the five other sturdy white unicorn stallions with blonde manes who were lounging indolently across the rest of the room's furniture? They meant nothing to me, and as near as I could tell, they were each trying just as hard as I was to remain outwardly oblivious to their environs.



Still, the pungency of our collective nervousness tickled my nostrils like the aroma of fresh paint. And I do mean fresh: my careful non-looking was quickly leading me to believe that I was the oldest member of our little convocation, and I'd only just passed my twentieth birthday.



Now, a more discerning pony might've begun wondering what a well-known degenerate like Prince Blueblood had in mind for six stallions who looked like he himself must've looked five or six decades in the past. But then if I'd been a more discerning pony, I probably wouldn't've gotten myself kicked from every home I'd ever been offered until I'd "aged out" of the Canterlot foster family system and found my pert and pearly haunches sitting bereft upon the street.



All right, that's a bit melodramatic. In truth, the orphanage had arranged to get me a job as an usher at the Music Center downtown, and my salary there paid for the one room, fifth-floor, walk-up apartment I'd called home for more than two years. I'd been told often enough that I was handsome to look at, and many a panting mare had declared her appreciation for the way I deployed the skills I'd honed since puberty. So all in all it wasn't a bad life.



Much like I myself, I suppose: not bad, but not much of anything else, either. More and more of late, I'd taken to glaring at my compass rose cutie mark in the bathroom mirror after dragging my flanks out of bed at the crack of noon. What in the wide, wide world of Equestria was a mark like that supposed to mean to a pony like me? I didn't have clue one as to the direction destiny meant me to be taking!



And then two days ago the engraved invitation had arrived. Eleven AM, it had said with this day and this address.  It had also enclosed a bank draft for a thousand bits and a promise of another similar bank draft should I show up at the aforementioned time and place bearing the small included card with the number four printed on it. In my non-looking, I'd noticed my associates glancing at their own small cards tucked into shirts, vests, or jackets, and I could only assume that they held the numbers one, two, three, five, and six.



We all continued pretending that we weren't paying close and exacting attention to the studied burps and yawns and stretches of our surrounding doppelgangers until the timepiece over the mantel of the unlit fireplace began chiming. As soon as the eleventh bell had sounded, a door opened among the bookshelves at the far end of the room, and a fully armored member of the Royal Guard stepped out with Prince Blueblood himself close behind.



That the old reprobate's coat was still white, his mane still blonde, and the single gold leaf of his cutie mark still shiny was likely more due to chemistry than anything else. Though I supposed one couldn't rule out magic for the one and only Prince of Equestria, our dear immortal princess's single living relative. Not that anypony had ever quite worked out when or how the Blueblood family had branched off from Princess Celestia's tree, but if only half the stories I'd heard about his wild and profligate ways were true, then his lack of any jail time alone proved that he had some strong connection to the crown.



Leaving his guard beside the door, His Highness glided forward, everything about him as clean and pressed as a freshly laundered linen napkin. His understated elegance showed clearly that a life of crime paid handsomely if one had enough money, and while he glanced around at the bunch of us with his eyes half closed, I found myself thinking that whatever sordid thing he might have in mind might just be worth it if I could grab an ashtray or a book to pawn afterwards.



"Good morning," he said in the rich baritone I'd heard rolling across the Music Center lobby on multiple occasions—though here and now he didn't appear for once to be drunk. "I'm sure the money's the reason you're all here, so I shan't insult you by thanking you for coming. I shall instead congratulate you on making a wise business decision and shall ask number one to join me in my inner sanctum."



His voice deepened on those last words, and with a waggling of eyebrows, he marched back into the room from which he'd just emerged, his guard following.



One of my stalwart companions gave a shrug that I believe was supposed to look careless but which instead made me think of somepony who'd gotten a bee caught in his jacket. He toddled over, passed through the doorway, and golden armor flashed as the door closed behind him.



No scream rang out as I'd half expected, and in fact, the silence that settled over the remaining five of us seemed quieter than the silence of the previous few minutes. Not that it was actually silent, of course, with the tick-tick-tick of the clock above the mantelpiece seeming to rattle the whole room. Trying not to let my imagination swoop off into mad conjectures of what might be happening behind that door, I began counting the ticks in my head. Two of my twins started fidgeting, one of them openly sweating, and before I'd reached thirty in my tick tracking, the door opened again.



Mine weren't the only ears that perked, nor were they the only ones that fell when nopony but the guard emerged. "Number two!" he called in a voice that was more a bark than anything else.



The sweating fidgeter leaped to his hooves, wheeled toward the door we'd all entered by, and ran as if every hound of Tartarus was on his tail.



The guard just blinked. "Number three!" he called.



Another of my fellows lurched upward and swaggered through the office door, and I went back to my counting. A mere twenty seconds elapsed this time, the guard reappearing with a call of "Number four!"



For an instant, I'll admit, I considered following number two's example. But while a part of my brain registered that I'd just been summoned to enter a room into which two ponies of similar size, build, and age had stepped mere instants ago and possibly vanished, well, I'd long ago stopped paying a great deal of attention to that part of my brain. Through this same door, after all, lay the promise of another thousand bits, the first thousand of which I'd already spent on the blue and white silk blazer I was wearing and a variety of the bejeweled accessories that looked so very pretty when adorning the mares who consented to join me for a delicious bit of a tryst in the lounge I'd set up in a disused janitor's closet down one of the Music Center's back hallways.



Which is to say that I stood, brushed the stray strand of mane from my eyes, flashed the guard my best and most engaging smile, and slipped past him into the room.



A second gleam of armor showed me another guard beside another door in the wall to my left. The first door behind me closed with a barely audible click, and I turned my attention to the prince, seated at his desk a few paces away. A quill pen danced in the glow of his horn, his gaze focused on whatever he was writing. "Straight to it," he said, not looking up from his work. "Jonquil there has your second bank draft for a thousand bits." He waved a hoof vaguely at the second guard. "But there's a third thousand bit draft in it for you if you'll sashay on over here, drop to your knees, and give me a blowjob. Yes or no?"



Several more parts of my brain became very active all at once. The correct answer obviously wasn't "yes," or my predecessors along this route would still be at work down under the desk, and I couldn't believe they'd both said, "no," not with a third thousand bits at stake.



So instead of taking the proffered options, I gave a snort. "Make it ten thousand," I said, "and we might have a basis upon which to begin negotiations."



His quill pen scratched messily to a halt along the parchment, and he looked up with the expression of a stallion who'd heard the sweet call of a meadowlark when he'd been expecting the bray of a donkey. Which is to say he blinked three times and then smiled, but putting it that way lacks a certain panache.



I remained standing with head held high, with eyes partially lidded, and with absolutely no idea what I was going to do if he called my bluff. The best course, I decided, would be to keep raising the bid till he got either wise or tired and dismissed me.



Instead of speaking, though, His Highness rose to his hooves and began to circumnavigate me, his gaze so sharp and focused, I swear I could feel it comb across my hide. When he vanished around my south pole, I half expected to hear him command that my tail be switched aside so he could "view the goods" or some equally grotesque sort of cliché. But he completed his circuit in silence, not even the ticking of a clock here to keep me company.



Still, I'd already lasted longer than the others who'd taken this journey so far this morning. Whether that was a good thing or a bad thing, however, I had no idea.



Standing almost nose-to-nose with me now, Prince Blueblood showed his age. Not that I had any idea what that age was, but he'd been the prince for my entire lifetime, and this close to him, I could plainly see the gray roots at the base of his blonde mane as well as the powder vainly attempting to fill the wrinkles that lined his cheeks and forehead.



The continued sharpness of his gaze, though, made me think of nothing but daggers. "You're the usher from the Music Center," he said after what seemed to me like half-an-hour of him looking at me and me trying not to shiver.



That he knew who I was forced the shiver out onto the surface, but I managed to turn it into a tossing of my mane. "I prefer to think of myself as a willing servant of the arts," I replied, somehow keeping my voice from shivering as well.



His smile broadened, and again, I had no idea what that might portend. "I thought you showed promise," he said, "the way you're so often escorting mares both young and not-so-young back to that little love nest of yours."



That he knew about my hobby made all sorts of reactions want to break out over, under, and through me. But since he seemingly approved—or at least hadn't so far ratted me out to management—I found it a bit easier to dredge up a smile to show him. "Love," I said with a theatrical sigh. "It makes the world go 'round, I'm led to understand."



One of his eyebrows arched. "If by that you mean round and firm and fully-packed, then I'd say we're in agreement." His horn sprang to life, and I couldn't help tensing.



All that happened, though, was a drawer springing open on the other side of his desk and a small piece of paper drifting upward. "As I said," he went on, "Jonquil there has your thousand bits, but there'll be a draft for five thousand here tomorrow morning at eleven if you'll show up bearing this upon your large and lovely person." The paper wafted toward me, and when I caught it in my own magic, I saw that it bore a single golden star. "And don't worry," he was saying. "There'll be a great deal more money awaiting you even if you fail tomorrow's tests. And if you pass?"



This time, his smile not only widened but deepened as well. The perverse leer I'd seen so often while guiding the prince and his various companions to his private box at the Music Center vanished completely, and I could only stare at the expression of actual happiness that appeared on his face.



But then he shook himself, and the leer was back. "Just be here," he said, his words suddenly rough. "But for now, take your thousand and get out of my sight."



I didn't need to be told twice.  Scooting past the guard, I snatched the bank draft from the feathers of his wing and trotted along the corridor beyond till I reached the street.



That thousand went quickly toward a large lunch for myself and the other lucky patrons who happened to be dining at Semolina's Bistro downtown, and the remainder bought some lovely trinkets for a few of my own favorite companions each of whom squealed in appreciation in their assorted boudoirs during the rest of that long and luscious afternoon. I stopped by my dingy flat long enough to change into my usher's uniform and grab a few of the brooches left over from the first thousand this little venture had so far brought my way, and I managed to make two new friends that evening, one a maiden attending her very first opera and the other a matron whom I'd noticed noticing me all season long but whose curvaceous figure and sweet face I'd been wanting to save for a special occasion.



It was rather a personal best for me, that day and the sheer volume of mutual pleasure I'd been party to, and as I clomped, tired but oh so satisfied, up the stairs to the only bed I'd ever used simply for sleeping, I experienced a sensation I couldn't remember ever experiencing before.



For the first time in my life, I knew what my future held.



Rising early the next morning, I washed, combed, and spritzed myself with just the proper amount of the gardenia scent an admirer had gifted to me a few months before. The blazer was still eminently presentable, and with my gold star tucked safely within, I made my way in a leisurely fashion to the west end of the Canterlot Tower district where Prince Blueblood kept his offices. With careful steps, I followed the same path I'd taken the day before, but this time I made sure I was applying my magic to the doorknob just as the clock within was striking eleven.



One mustn't appear too eager, after all. Especially when one had no idea how many bits more than the promised five thousand might be forthcoming.



With a slightly come-hither smile, I stepped into the reception parlor—



And very nearly stumbled over my own hooves to see another of my doubles settled in there as if he owned the place.



It took a great deal of effort not to glare—and even more effort to look as if I wasn't making any sort of effort. I stepped in, nodded to the fellow, and draped myself over a sofa as if I hadn't a care in the world. The initial shock was fading quickly, and I could see that the interloper was either number five or number six from yesterday, one of the two I'd left behind when I'd entered His Highness's office.



His jacket was different from the one I'd seen him in then, and while stylish enough, it was nowhere near as au courant as my blazer. He was a bit larger around the barrel than I, I had to admit, but shorter, too, stockier, not as streamlined. I wouldn't've called him handsome, but then I was already taking a dislike to him, and his snow globe cutie mark was so common among ponies with white coats, it was nearly a stereotype. I could only guess that he'd answered the prince's question correctly too and been called back for a second round the same way I had.



My musings were cut short by the office door opening, the guard tromping out with Prince Blueblood close behind. "Excellent!" he more purred than said, his horn crackling with light. The flap of the guard's saddlebag rose as did two slips of paper. "Five thousands bits, gentlecolts, as you were told." An oily grin oozed over his face. "There are further riches yet to come, of course, but you may take your draft and go right now if you'd like, no questions asked." The pale yellow waver of his magic rustled the slips toward us.



I intercepted mine and tucked it into my inner pocket, and my rival did the same. But other than that, neither of us moved.



After all, his Highness had already paid me seven thousand bits just to stroll into two rooms. Honestly, my only thought at that moment was to squeeze every last drop out of the situation while trying my utmost to skate out ahead of its inevitable collapse.



Prince Blueblood's smile flickered the way it had yesterday: for the briefest of instants, it became an actual smile before squirming back into something much more serpentine. "Excellent," he said again, and he turned with a flip of his tail. "We'll go in reverse order today, so come along, whichever of you has the two gold stars."



Two? I glanced at my not-quite-mirror-image, and the haughtiness in the glance he was giving me was almost more than I could bear. I somehow kept myself from sending a bit of magic out to tangle his hooves and make him trip as he sauntered into the office, then the door closed, and I began counting clock ticks.



Sixty made a minute, and another sixty made the minute after that. Tests, the prince had mentioned in passing yesterday, tests that a pony could pass or fail, and for the first time, it occurred to me to wonder just what exactly was going on in this place.



His Highness was evidently looking for something quite particular, a pony who resembled himself not just physically but also in attitude. So was he looking for an heir? He'd certainly never married, and none of the numerous sex scandals I could recall over the years had mentioned a resulting foal. Perhaps he felt the sudden need for some likely youngster to debauch before he died, somepony to keep the name of Blueblood burning like a dumpster fire into the next generation.



I had to stifle a few more shivers. It made as much sense as anything else, and I entertained myself for some time after that with fantasies about how I would spend my time were I to become Prince Blueblood.



They were surprisingly tame fantasies, I have to admit, especially when I found myself recalling some of the Blueblood-related gossip I'd heard the matrons at the orphanage muttering to each other over the years.



Which led me to wonder what these tests might consist of. Would I be given a whip and told to apply it to the flank of some dew-eyed young mare? Would I have to burn my initials into the side of some priceless piece of Equestrian antiquity?



With the sudden sensation of ants scurrying across my hide, I almost leaped to my hooves. But I forced myself to remain relaxed and lolling in case the prince might have his agents watching me.



It was a near thing, though. For the entirety of my life, Prince Blueblood had always been held up as an example of how not to live. If this whole process in which I'd become enmeshed was truly designed to find the pony he wanted as his heir—



Was that something I wanted?



The rattling of a doorknob roused my from my reverie, and I stole a quick glance at the clock. Forty-five minutes had gone by somehow, and I smoothed my expression into something that I hoped would suggest amused boredom rather than any sort of unhappiness or impatience.



The guard opened the door, and Prince Blueblood glided through, his expression suggesting nothing whatsoever. "So," he said. "We come to you." He turned, headed back in, and I—



Well, I'd like to say that I surged upright and demanded to know what was going on. I'd like to say that I refused to have anything more to do with this peculiar set-up and simply would not budge until and unless I got a few answers.



I'd like to say that. But what happened was: I rose and followed him.



Inside, the office looked exactly the same. Well, except for the way that Princess Celestia was sitting at the prince's desk, a quill pen wrapped in her magic and her attention turned toward the parchment upon which she was writing.



That I froze in the doorway is understandable, I hope, and my eyes went so wide, I'm surprised they didn't drop out onto the floor. I'd seen Her Highness from a distance many times over the years, but being in the same room as her was nothing I'd ever thought I'd experience: the fresh rainwater scent of her; the flannel-blanket-on-a-cold-night warmth she exuded; the slight stirring of the air from the breeze constantly caressing her mane; her sheer physicality—as if everything else I'd ever seen in my life till now had been a crudely rendered cartoon, and here for the first time, I was seeing what roundness and depth truly looked like.



So, yes. I froze in the doorway.



Her Highness continued writing for another moment, then she looked up, her gaze nearly knocking me over backwards. "Come in," she said, and the way her words nestled gently into my ears, I couldn't've disobeyed even if I'd wanted to.



How I took those two steps forward without collapsing, I'll never know. I did bow, though, all the way down to the ground and would've gone further if the carpeting hadn't been there to stop me.



When I straightened up, the princess had returned her attention to her paperwork. "Now," she said. "I'll be offering you two more opportunities to leave. The first comes right now. You can go with Jonquil, receive another bank draft for ten thousand bits, and Dr. Pineal in the next room will remove all memory of you having seen me here. Blueblood will never bother you again, and you'll have seventeen thousand bits for your trouble." Her head came up, and what I perceived  in her face, I simply don't have the words for. She was calm, of course, was in control, of course, but—



She wanted something. The only alicorn in the known world, the sole monarchy and undying Sun Princess of Equestria, she wanted something. From me. I could smell it more than see it, could taste it when I inhaled the breath she'd just exhaled.



I had no idea what that something might be.



But I knew I could never live with myself if I didn't find out.



"Your Highness," I said, displaying my most fetching smile. "You seem to have gone to a great deal of effort if your aim was merely to send me away. So I'll thank you for your kind offer, but I fear I must decline." I bowed again, and when I straightened up this time, she and I were alone in the room.



Or rather, we were alone in a completely different room, a larger one and more shadowy, too. She was still at the desk, but that was really all I could make out despite the glow that seemed to radiate from her. "Thank you," she said, and while her voice sounded the same, the way it settled over me made the fine hairs along the base of my mane stand up. "I'll now explain to you what's going to happen next. Once I've done explaining it, you'll have one last opportunity to leave before we get started. If you take that opportunity, I'll send you back to Blueblood's office where Dr. Pineal will do her work. The only memory you'll retain of this day is of you coming to see Blueblood, of him giving you a bank draft for one hundred thousand bits, and you leaving."



As hard as I was trying to retain the air of cool detachment that had gotten me through this thing so far, I couldn't help gasping, "One hundred thousand?"



"Yes," she said simply. A smile pulled at her mouth, and the aromas I caught this time made me think of thunderstorms in the distance. "For your troubles," she added.



My head and chest seemed to be full of whirling wind. I forced my breathing to slow, bowed in order to once more break eye contact with her, and managed to squeak out, "What trouble could possibly come from meeting the beloved princess of Equestria?" I swallowed to clear my throat, raised my head slowly—



And this time the desk had vanished, Princess Celestia standing massive and majestic in the light she herself was casting. "We will be playing a scene, you and I." Her voice seemed tighter, her whole body more solid as if she'd become a marble statue of herself. Her mane still flowed, however, her chest still expanding and contracting. "You will be playing Prince Blueblood, my nephew." Her tongue darted out to touch the center of her upper lip. "The scene will end in only one of two ways. Either I'll tell you it's over, whereupon you will go back to Blueblood's office to receive Pineal's ministrations and a bank draft for two hundred thousand bits. Or—" She took a deep breath, and behind her, part of a wall faded into view, something on the floor against it, something large and round and slightly lumpy.



"Or you and I will have sex," she finished, and I realized I was looking at her bed, piled with white satin pillows and covered with gold-embroidered blankets.



Now, perhaps I'd been wandering through this entire scenario so far with a child's naiveté, but this revelation of hers came as a complete shock to me. Even as I stood there gaping, though, the part of my mind that devoted itself to my little hobby sprang joyfully to life, taking everything I knew about Princess Celestia as well as everything I'd learned in the last two days and collating it all into a profile of what she was likely to enjoy and what she was likely not to enjoy.



The princess began speaking again, and the useful bit of my brain drank deeply of the information while the rest of my consciousness flailed and sputtered in incomprehension. "With this scene," she said, "there will be no stops, no breaks, no safe words. I've done this sort of thing hundreds of thousands of times over the past ten centuries, so I know your capabilities more thoroughly than you do yourself. No shame will accrue should you wish to end the scene now before it begins or if I should end the scene at some point prematurely. Playing the role of my nephew can be daunting, but you've been highly recommended by the pony currently bearing the Blueblood name." Her tongue darted out to touch her upper lip again. "And I very much like what I've seen of you so far."



"Your Highness is too kind," I heard a voice that sounded somewhat like mine say, but when her lips tightened and her nostrils flared, I put that particular phrase on my list of things to avoid.



"So." Whatever annoyance she'd felt didn't come out in her tone at all. "If you'd like to leave, tell me now. Otherwise, the scene will begin."



My mind spun with inferences and leaped to conclusions. The original Blueblood a millennium or so ago: her actual nephew and a bit of a bad boy? She'd been attracted to this bad boy, and whatever had happened between them way back then, she'd been recruiting unicorn stallions to recreate some version of that long-dead relationship ever since. This didn't strike me as particularly healthy, but, well, I couldn't help her with her problem if I wasn't here, could I?



So I looked up at the pony about whom I'd had my first sexual fantasy—a pony who, I daresay, had played a featured role in a fair percentage of such fantasies throughout the length and breadth of Equestria—squared my shoulders, put on a rakish grin, and said, "Really, now, Auntie: I don't see what all the fuss is about."



The stomp of her hoof shook the room, and the Princess Celestia I'd known my entire life—the sweet, wise, gentle, all-knowing and all-loving ruler—vanished without a trace. "You dare?" she bellowed, fire blazing from the corners of her eyes and her wings flaring open more like the bared claws of some predator than anything else. "Chambermaids are not objects for your perverse pleasures, Blueblood! They are ponies with thoughts and feelings, and you will treat them with the respect they deserve!"



About ninety-five percent of me wanted to shriek in terror and fall cowering to the floor. But that wasn't what she wanted, the other five percent of me knew, and it was that five percent that I trusted to arrange matters whenever I found myself in a mare's bedroom. So I rolled my eyes and lied: "Chambermaids are always so melodramatic, wailing and protesting and whatnot. But once you pin them to a bed, I've found, they become nicely tractable."



"You filth!" she roared. A sizzling ball of flame burst from her horn, seized me about the middle, and hauled me roughly into the air; spinning, I came to a halt dangling before her narrow and fiery eyes, her lips pulled back from gritted teeth. "I've warned you again and again, and yet you choose not to listen!"



The breath I pulled in smelled of burning forests, but I refused to let my voice waver. "Shall I tell you what I hear, Auntie?" I couldn't free my forehooves to tap the tip of her nose, so I leaned forward instead, touched my muzzle to hers, and whispered, "Jealousy."



The explosion she gave off then catapulted me backwards, whirling away from her. But a force more solid than any iron or steel quickly grabbed me and slung me in another direction. Light and darkness smeared across my gaze until I collided with something soft and yielding, the white satin pillows and gold-embroidered coverlets I'd noticed earlier now surrounding me.



Which was about all I was able to see before she was upon me, swooping down and striking like a hawk after a mouse. The whole bed shuddered under the impact, but so precise was her control, I only felt a surge of blanket beneath me and the slightest tap of one hoof where it came to rest in the center of my chest. The careful flow of her pastel rainbow mane had come completely undone, the colors sticking up in a shamble from the back of her head, and with her eyes wide and her lips drawn back in a hideous grin, her face resembled a skull more than anything else.



"Pinned to a bed, I think you said?" she asked, and the low, maniacal giggle that followed made goosebumps stand up all over me. Of course, her long, large body settling down along mine was causing other parts of me to stand up as well, a process she appeared to be encouraging by the motion of her hips.



And while fear and desire both warred for my attention, I knew that neither of those was the reaction she wanted. Mustering all the outrage I could, I clenched my own teeth and exclaimed, "You wouldn't!"



She did, however.



How long I lay there breathing afterwards before I managed to locate my eyelids, I have no idea. It then took me some few moments to recall how to operate them properly, but once I did, I saw the ruler of all Equestria sweetly sprawled beside me, her mane flowing as it should, her own eyes closed and one wing draped over my side softer than the finest blanket I'd ever touched. "Two more points," she said then, her voice as warm and smooth as hot fudge. "In your role as Prince Blueblood, you will commit a regular series of small scandals amongst the populace. You will, however, cause nopony harm, nor will you break any of the more serious laws."



Her eyes came open, and for all that I wanted to lose myself in the beauty of them, the hard kernel at their center demonstrated the folly of that idea. "For instance," she went on, "this scenario we just played with you forcing your attention upon unwilling ponies, that would be completely unacceptable. Is that understood?"



I nodded, not quite trusting my brain or throat to form coherent words quite yet.



"Good." Relaxation spread across her features again, her head lolling forward so her horn stroked mine. "Secondly, this time immediately post-coital is the only time we will ever address each other as ourselves. From now on, you will be Blueblood every hour of every day of every week of every year, but here—and only here—will we speak freely. Understand this, though." A slight crease formed along her forehead, a slight frown touching her lips. "If you insist on extolling my imaginary virtues or rhapsodizing upon the alleged wonders of being in my presence, these moments will grow shorter and shorter till they vanish from our lives completely."



Another vital piece of information, that. I clamped my teeth against the admiratory sentiments that had been forming for some moments along the back of my tongue and swallowed them down as sharp and pungent as a mouthful of pine needles.



The princess's eyes opened again, and this time, they were sheer, unadulterated beauty to the very core and depth of them. "Still, welcome." She shifted slightly, a hoof coming up to stroke my hair. "I look forward to our working together." Her smile became a bit more mischievous. 

"Now, have you recovered enough to ask your first question?"



Another test, that quiet, observant part of my brain whispered, and lying there next to the most powerful being in the entire cosmos, I drew a breath and hoped that my confounded brain was correct. "Yes, as a matter of fact, Your Highness. I'd like to ask about my pay."



She raised her head, her expression completely blank: eyes wide, nostrils flared, mouth a straight, flat slit across her muzzle. "Excuse me?" she asked.



"Well?" I scooted myself closer to her, reached up to make little massaging motions along her shoulders, and deployed the dimples and twinkling eyes that I kept ready for such occasions. "Is not the plowhorse worth his hire? I mean, surely you don't expect me to maintain myself upon gossamer and moonbeams?"



For an instant, I thought my brain had failed me, that I'd gotten everything completely wrong, had misread her and the situation, had let the most precious treasure I would ever know slip from my fumbling hooves mere moments after finding it.



But then she smiled. "Oh, really?" she purred. Her hoof came up again, planted itself in the center of my chest, and pushed me over onto my back. "Perhaps you do need a bit more training..."



She did like the bad boy, after all, and since she appeared to despise the loving accolades heaped upon her by the public at large, well, despite my heart yearning to expound at length upon her perfection, it seemed that my role was to be that of Scoffer in Chief.



Of course, since we spent the next half hour reaching a veritable cornucopia of personal bests, I certainly had nothing to complain about. And judging from her reactions to my devoted attention to detail, neither did the princess.



Our second moment of afterglow proved to be every bit as fleeting as the first, but for a much less satisfying reason. "I've got to get back to work," she said with a sigh. She bent her silken and graceful neck to plant a chaste little kiss upon my snout, and I was still so wrung-out, I couldn't even think unchaste thoughts about it.



For my part, I wanted nothing more out of life than to remain lying there with our arms and legs gently entangled. But I had a part to play; pushing myself as upright as I could manage, I bowed my head. "My Lady, I hereby promise that, for as long as I'm able to do so, I will give you whatever it is you need." Not wanting to get too sincere, I gave a bit of a shrug. "It may not necessarily be what you think you need, but, well, who are we going to trust in such matters? The mare with a thousand years of experience, or the now unemployed theater usher?"



With a roll of her eyes, she managed to make the act of crawling out of bed look like sunlight shimmering across a pond. "On your hooves, mister," she said. "You've appointments to keep as well, you know."



"Have I?" The way I gained the floor would've made an amateur ice-skater look professional. "I hope there'll be a tailor involved." I brushed at the remains of my poor tattered blazer.



At her laugh, my heart skittered around inside me, and I vowed silently that I would make it my job to cause that sound to occur as often as possible from now on. Then she was turning, her horn flaring, my field of vision flashing, and Prince Blueblood's office forming itself around me.



His Highness was seated at his desk, a bottle of some amber liquid holding pride of place on his blotter pad. One empty tumbler glass stood beside the bottle, and he was sipping from a much-fuller tumbler floating in the shimmer of his magic. His gaze snapped over to meet mine, and he swigged back a double gulping swallow of the stuff before his hornglow took the bottle and poured a good deal more than a splash from it into the empty tumbler. Without a word, he nodded to the tumbler and took another mouthful from his.



I nodded in return, stepped up, took the glass, and emptied half its contents down my gullet. It felt like I was drinking a burning tree branch, and it was just damp enough for me to realize how dry I was inside. As if every drop of fluid within me had recently been evacuated in some way...



Draining the tumbler didn't help in most ways but oddly did help in others, and I turned my slightly shaky attention toward the prince. "Now what?" I asked.



He was pouring himself another glass. "Now I adopt you," he said. "You take the townhouse, the title, the office here, and the yoke, and I try not to think about how I'll never touch her again." He held up a hoof before I'd done more than draw in a breath. "Spare me, all right? This day's been rushing toward me for decades, and I've made as much peace with it as I plan to." He tipped the tumbler back, and his throat quivered and jerked as he sucked it all in.



The glass drifted to the desktop, and something almost peaceful came over his face. "You'll be good for her," he muttered. "Better than I was, I hope. She's—" His head wobbled around on his neck till he was looking in my general direction. "Complicated."



"So I'm beginning to gather." Behind the pleasant and incipient alcohol buzz, that oh so useful part of my brain gave a little twitch, and I blinked at the thought of perhaps giving the old timer and the princess he'd served so well a bit of a going away present. I slammed my tumbler onto the desk and gestured to the door. "Well, then, dear Pater. What say we show this town what two Bluebloods can to do to it when they're in a celebratory mood?"



A smile wriggled across his snout, and he leaped to his hooves.



Our spree would lead, I was certain, to property damage at the very least followed by a joint admonitory session with the princess and the opportunity for the two of them to say good-bye in the only way they knew how. After that, of course, my true work would begin, and I swore as I charged out of that office at the side of my predecessor that I would cure my princess of whatever romantic disorder afflicted her before my decades had played themselves out.



Ah, the strenuous life of an Equestrian prince...
      

      
   
      Deuteragonists


      

      
      
         My first impression of Discord's living room is that it's been struck by some sort of paper-based weather system. There are scrolls over nearly every surface—a blanket of white crunching under my pink hooves as I step into the room—and books are piled up in drifts. He's curled up in a sofa chair by the fireplace, in which a cheerful fire crackles; his eagle claw is curled around a plain green hardback, and the unnatural fluorescence of his pupils flicks back and forth as he reads.



"Hello again, Princess," he says, not looking up.



I don't respond at first, taking in the bizarre calm of the scene. I had braced myself for strangeness, but even so, I would never have imagined Discord as literary. Maybe that's the point: he's so committed to chaos that he's trying to be unexpected in unexpected ways. But on the other hoof, this just isn't his style. He doesn't have the patience for books, and I'm having a hard time seeing what amusement he can obtain out of convincing me otherwise.



He flips a page. "Well?"



"…Hm?" I shake off my reverie and force a smile. Might as well call his bluff. "What are you reading?"



His eyes flick to mine before returning to the page. "Oh, the usual. Fanciful tales of long-forgotten pasts narrated by ponies who don't exist."



"Oh, Daring Do?" I say brightly. 



At that, Discord's eyes halt—then fix on mine. His body shakes as he suppresses a snicker. A laugh bursts from his muzzle. He doubles over, then falls off the chair, whooping and rolling around on the floor.



Not understanding the joke pricks at my pride, but I put on a blandly pleasant royal mask and carry on, trying not to give him the satisfaction. "You really should join Twilight Sparkle's book club," I say with artificial cheer. "She loves the series so much! She and Rainbow Dash hold a party every time A.K. Yearling writes a new one."



Discord's laughter finally subsides, and he crawls back into his sofa chair, wiping a tear from his cheek. "Oh, me," he says, steepling his fingers and fixing me with an amused gaze. "I'd forgotten how hilarious you can be. But seriously, Cadance. What brings you here this time?"



Just off the top of my head, I can count three different ways I don't know how to respond to that. First, he's treating me like an old friend, despite the last time we saw each other being his betrayal of Equestria to Tirek. Second, I've never visited his home before. Third, and most importantly, I'm not actually sure why I came.



…That's not true. But there's no good way to say "Everything has felt subtly, strangely wrong since Flurry Heart's birth, and I don't know why, which means that it's almost certainly your fault, so I came here to ask you to please stop it." 



So I half-lie and deflect, in a way that Auntie Celestia's decade of patient coaching has made almost reflexive. "Well, we haven't really talked since we fought that Tatzlwurm together, and I don't know you all that well." I gesture at the nearest book-pile. "Clearly much less well than I thought I did! When did you start reading?"



The smile falls away from his muzzle. He stares at me—an ancient weariness settling into his expression that would look much less out of place on Auntie—then picks his book back up and flips back to his place. 



"I can't help you if you're going to lie to me," he says. 



A decade of trying to put one over on Auntie has also taught me when to fold. "Everything has felt a little off since Flurry Heart's birth," I say without further hesitation, "and—"



He holds up his lion paw, then points at an end table against the wall which seems to have survived the literary blizzard unscathed. It's got a single blank scroll on it, along with a quill-pen resting in an inkwell. "Humor me, if you would. Don't tell me. Write it down."



"…Excuse me?" 



He flips a page in his book. "Introduce yourself, as if you expected the scroll to be picked up by a complete stranger. Then explain why you're here."



I'm liking this less by the second. I should leave. I could leave. It would be so simple—just decline, teleport back to the entrance to his dimension, step out into Canterlot, and ask Auntie for help instead. 



But that would feel like giving up. I remind myself that for all of his pranking—and occasional mistakes—Discord has never been malicious, just out for his own entertainment. The only way that this adds up is if he's playing a very long game…or if there's something else going on here. Either way, I can afford to play along until I get a little context.



I take the quill in my horngrip and write:



My name is Princess Cadance. I'm the co-ruler of Equestria's northernmost protectorate, the Crystal Empire, along with my husband Shining Armor. I came to Discord's home because




…and I hesitate.



Why am I even here, other than a vague sense of unease that I'm trying to blame on a convenient scapegoat? Because I'm the mother of the first natural-born alicorn ever? Well, of course that feels weird. Because she was as rambunctious and capable as a three-year-old straight out of the womb? Given how alicorn foals were complete unknowns until weeks ago, that bit of weirdness is hardly worth throwing accusations around over. That Flurry's Crystaller is Twilight's student's best friend? Of course if they were solving problems like the shattering of the Crystal Heart it would be with ponies they knew.



Am I subconsciously blaming the shattering of the Crystal Heart on Discord? It seems odd even in hindsight—even accounting for Flurry's unrestrained powers. But directly accusing him of sabotage that took four princesses plus a heaping helping of blind luck to fix? I'm not sure I'm ready to commit that to paper. 



…because my life has seemed a little too strange since Flurry Heart's birth, and if there's anyone that lives and breathes strangeness, it's him, I write. Vague and neutral, and perhaps a bit dishonest, but it'll have to do.



"Alright," I say, setting the quill down. "Done. Now what's this you were saying about helping me?"



"Open the drawer," he says, still reading.



I glance back down at the end table. At first I'm not sure what he means, until I rotate it out from the wall and look at the back side. There's a single skinny drawer there just under the tabletop. Inside is a single scroll with hornwriting absolutely identical to mine:



My name is Princess Cadance. I'm the co-ruler of the Crystal Empire, the Equestrian protectorate at the North Pole, along with my husband Shining Armor. I came to Discord's home because my life has seemed a little too strange since Tirek's defeat, and if there's anyone that lives and breathes strangeness, it's him.




I stare at it uncomprehendingly. He flips a page.



"What kind of stupid joke is this?" I finally snap. "I didn't write this. I would never have written this. Yakyakistan's at our northern border—everypony knows that."



"Yes," he says in a monotone, not looking up, "it's one of Discord's stupid pranks. Ha, ha, I got you but good. You can leave now, having confirmed that I'm messing with your head."



That tweaks me enough to throw caution to the wind. I stomp over to him, swat his book away, and stab a hoof toward his muzzle. "You shattered the Crystal Heart."



He leans forward into my hoof, expression intent, suddenly animated. "No. And please tell me that's what you wrote down."



I exhale through clenched teeth and mentally kick myself. "Don't hide behind technicalities. You had something to do with the shattering of the Crystal Heart, which I watched Flurry Heart do."



He sinks his forehead into the palm of his lion paw. "Still no," he says wearily. "And please answer the question."



"You didn't ask me a question."



"A wise mare said, once upon a time, 'Don't hide behind technicalities.'"



As much as it galls me to concede anything right now, I have to give him that one. "Alright. No, of course I didn't write that."



For the first time since my arrival, his face shades into frustration. "Well, are you going to fix it this time?"



Part of me sees the jaws of the trap snapping closed—getting me to commit to paper such a gross admission of mistrust. But the rest of me is more confused than ever. Discord giving blunt answers and getting frustrated when the conversation gets bogged down in technicalities? Discord is all about the technicalities. He should be in his element right now. But he seems to be finding this as tedious as I am.



I'm not sure whether it's that sense of wrongness, or mere curiosity, which causes me to march back over to the end table. I stare at the scroll for a moment, still wary of whatever trap he's setting, then pick up the quill and write further down the page:



In a moment of regrettable passion, I accused Discord of having something to do with Flurry Heart's shattering of the Crystal Heart. He was insistent that I set that to writing, and in apology for my incivility, he deserves the courtesy of an honest confession. But to be equally honest, that was not the intent of my trip. This feeling of malaise is so pervasive and unspecific that I'm grasping at straws trying to find any explanation I can.




When I set the quill down, I realize he's standing over me, reading over my shoulder. He meets my stare and gives me a nod. "Thank you. You showed such promise at first, but it's been frustrating watching your visits devolve into vague suspicions. Maybe we can make progress this time."



I turn to face him, squaring my hooves. "Not unless you tell me exactly what is going on. Right now."



Discord shakes his head and sighs. "That's never once ended well. Be honest, Cadance. Would you trust me to tell the truth?"



A tiny part of me says yes—that any reasonable explanation for all of this weirdness, even his, would ease my heart. The rest of me says, "You're probably right."



He nods. "Hence having you write your own letters. Here's another." He coils his tail around a pink book from a nearby pile, fishes out a loose scroll that's wedged between the pages, and holds it up in front of my face:



My name is Princess Cadance—adopted niece of Princess Celestia of Equestria, third in the line of succession to the Equestrian Throne, recently married to Prince-Consort Shining Armor of the Equestrian Royal Guard. I came to Discord's home to politely ask him to stop making ponies misspell my name.




It's in my hornwriting, too, but without the flourishes on the 't's that I decided to add after I moved to the Crystal Empire. If this is some game Discord's playing, he's gone to ridiculous lengths to do it.



And the worst part is…I almost, almost remember having written it. The scroll has started some new sense tickling at the edge of my consciousness, similar to the one that drove me here. I remember once upon a time opening a letter addressed to "Cadence" from…who? An old friend…? But the memory is so elusive and fragmentary, and there's no way it could be real because my name has always had two 'a's. Maybe I'm misremembering based on somepony being a bad speller? And if I think about the North Pole again, it almost makes sense in the same way.



"You're not stupid, Cadance," he says, walking back over to his chair. "Stop thinking about whose fault this is for a moment, and think about what it would take to explain the evidence."



And now Discord is telling me to apply logic. I'll…just leave that one for last. I tap a hoof to my chin for a moment, looking down at the end table, and say, "First, the letters. You could have faked those, but if so, they're an impressive quality of forgery. Second, you telling me I've been here before. All that requires is good acting to sell a lie, but I don't see what you'd get out of it." It bothers me that I'm talking myself out of the entirely obvious conclusion that this is a prank, but I let the line of thought continue for a moment. "Alternatively…we know from Twilight's reports that time travel is possible." A light dawns. "Ah. And you're not acting like the Discord I know. Maybe you've…come unmoored from your timeline, and you have these letters because you're talking to a different Cadance each time."



"A good start," he says, shattering my momentary sense of pride, "but time travel isn't going to change fundamental Equestrian geography. And if I'm unstuck from time, why is it that you feel so weird you have to come confront me about it?"



That is a good question, I have to admit.



"I think I'd know if I was fiddling around with temporal magic," I parry. Then pause. "Unless…the timeline was changing around me."



He holds up a claw. "The geography problem. But that's good logic. Go on."



I chew on that for a moment. "You're not making this look good for yourself. If we rule out time travel, your ability to alter reality is the only explanation I can think of."



Discord looks at me expectantly.



"…you're not the one altering reality."



He flings his arms up in the air. "THANK you!"



"Furthermore," I say, mental gears spinning, "your reluctance to say so up front implies that I'd sympathize with their motives over yours—" oho, here's the juicy bit—"and, furthermore, that they've changed you into this weird barely-chaotic parody of a chaos god." He goes very still at my triumphant smirk, and I know I've struck home. I spin around and start trotting toward the exit, a great weight lifted from my heart. "Who, frankly, the world is quite better off with than the selfish foal who decided to help Tirek. Thank you for your help, Discord, and I'll have Twilight send you that book club invitation."



"Wait," he says as I wrap my hornglow around the door handle. "Your letters."



"Forgeries to secure my assistance."



"What if they weren't? Wouldn't it matter if she were changing you, too?"



I hesitate, looking back over my shoulder. I had expected Discord to look panicked or upset after I figured out his plot. Instead, he has an expression of calm Celestial disappointment.



"An academic question," I say, "since anything you tell me about my alternate selves could just as easily have been made up."



Discord smiles wryly and lifts himself from his chair.



"In that case," he says, "there's something you ought to see."
















He hails a hansom cab from the Canterlot palace gardens to the Royal Canterlot Library, and I raise an eyebrow. "What," I ask, "you're not going to teleport us there?"



"First," he says, sprawling into the deep cushions of the cab's interior, "it would give you another reason to be suspicious of me, and second, magic just makes us more likely to be noticed." His eyes dart back and forth on the streets as we start moving. "This is a risk to begin with, and all of it is for nothing if she changes things again."



" 'She'?"



Discord shakes his head. "Not here."



I snort and roll my eyes, but the cloak-and-dagger act is making me more nervous than I'd like. So I stare out the window as the familiar streets roll by. Auntie Celestia? That would certainly explain his nervousness; sometimes, growing up, it seemed as though she knew everything that went on anywhere in Canterlot. Or maybe Auntie Luna? That, at least, made some kind of sense; if we were all locked in a dream world, that sort of reality control would be plausible, and she'd be the one holding the keys.



As we're pulling up in front of the library, I silently resolve to go have a private talk with her later. "I don't see how going to a library will convince me of anything," I say as we get out and Discord hands some bits to the driver.



"Because the written word is sacred," Discord says immediately. "Memories are fallible, but books are history. She wouldn't dare destroy that, even the awkward parts. So she hides it away."



I stifle a giggle as we walk up the library steps. It's a ludicrous sentiment, but he delivers it with such earnestness that for a moment it sounds like I'm talking to Twilight. 



I turn to the left inside front door, heading to the Star Swirl wing. Discord stops. "Where are you going?"



"The restricted archives," I say. "Duh."



He looks almost insulted. "Are you kidding? That's the first place everyone goes for buried secrets. You don't hide things there."



I trot back up to him. "Where are we going, then?"



"To the stacks of the one genre completely without literary or historical merit," he says, leading me into the Princess Platinum wing. "The genre designed to offer dull and transparent lies when the truth is both obvious and ubiquitous."



"…Political essays?"



"Fictional autobiographies of living ponies." He puts a claw to his chin. "But now that you mention it, I ought to read through those too."



I roll my eyes. "Fine. Show me this sad little bookshelf so I can go home."



"Bookshelf?" he says. "My dear, it's half this library."



I blink and, for the first time, really look at the shelves we're passing. They're crammed to bursting with books, arranged in no particular order. "Fictional Autobiographies - Misc.," the shelf in front of me is labeled, as well as the one to its right. And its left. And as far left and right as I can easily see, both in front of me and behind me. A shelf on the second floor balcony up above us is labeled identically. We're on the first floor out of seven.



I look around, startled. Besides us, the wing is empty. There's no navigation, just identically labeled shelves and regular signs pointing toward the exit. I gallop over to a nearby card catalog, yank it open, and flip to a card at random. APPLE, JONAGOLD, it reads, along with an incomprehensible string of numbers, and a simple shelving tag: FICTIONAL AUTOBIOGRAPHIES, MISC.



"Th-this is insane," I stammer. "How could anypony not notice this?"



"You didn't, until just now," Discord says. He pulls a rickety wooden chair out from a reading cubicle, carefully lowers himself into it, and leans back, lacing his fingers behind his head. "I'll be here. Happy reading."



My first instinct is to accuse him of pulling us into some sort of crazy pocket dimension to make a point, but he hasn't done anything even hinting of magic since we returned to Equestria. Instead, I select a book at random from the shelves—an unlabeled black book whose blank frontispiece has a typewritten tag pasted in, stating "MOONDANCER"—and riffle through, hoping to find that this is some bizarre facade and the pages are blank. Instead, stopping at a random page, I read a snatch of text written in cramped, precise block letters: 



—June 20. Last night, Twinkleshine tried to throw me a little get-together at the west castle courtyard. Maybe if it had just been her and Lemon Hearts and Minuette, I would have tolerated it, but then I overheard she invited a bunch of other students. Slipped out the back when she came over to drag me to the party. When will she learn some ponies are happier alone—



Book after book, I frantically yank tomes from the shelves, throwing them open to random pages to find dozens of different stories in different scripts. Mundane things, minutiae of day-to-day life. Diaries, letters, reports, shopping lists. Some clear and precise, some sloppy and incomprehensible, some in languages I don't recognize.



It's too much. I spread my wings and bolt for the exit. Discord flings himself to his belly, slithering with uncanny speed past me to the doorway, and as he body-blocks me I wing-flare to an ungraceful stop, flapping side to side to find an opening.



"Wait," he pleads. "You leave this place, we're back to square one."



"I am not accepting this without checking your story!" I shout, grasping for some flimsy excuse to leave. "Now, out of my way!"



He stares at me, pained, then points back to the reading cubicles and their desktops full of scratch paper. "At least write yourself a note to come back here, and hide it someplace only you will find it. Please. I don't want to start from scratch again."



"Let me go if I do!"



He sighs. "As you wish."



I hurriedly scrawl a note to myself—RCL, Plat wing, Discord pulling super creepy trick. All fict autob's. Maybe weird memory thing?, write everything down, he blames "her"—and stomp toward him, fire in my eyes. He moves out of the doorway without a word, and I gallop past him and into the streets.
















It feels good just to move, to pretend there's nothing in the universe but the excited buzzing of passers-by and the sound of my hooves thundering down the Canterlot streets. But no matter how far or hard I gallop, I can't get Discord and the library off of my mind.



This is weird and crazy, and I need to hedge my bets—both against him being right, and him playing a long con on me. That might be tricky given that I might not be able to trust my memory. Of course, if this is a con, he could easily be manipulating what's written down. But I have no choice but to trust one or the other—if I can't rely on either, I'm completely helpless.



I finally slow down on the southern edge of the city, and slip into a quiet cafe by the train station. I grab a private booth near the back, stealing a napkin and a pen on the way, and dispatch the server to find me a cup of a tea they shouldn't carry. I re-read the message I wrote in the library—at least it's still the exact same thing I remember scribbling down. Good. 



I make a copy that Discord shouldn't know about onto the napkin—adding underneath, "(Hedging bets. Check against original)"—and hide it and the original note under opposite wings. Then I leave the restaurant (after assuring the server that their lack of Imperial High Mountain White doesn't reflect poorly on them), wander to a nearby tchotchke shop, and buy a small set of souvenir saddlebags and a large tacky vase. I ask the seller to have the vase shipped back to the Crystal Palace for me, slip the napkin into the bottom of the vase while he's fetching packing material, and slip the other message into a seam of the saddlebags, plucking a thread from the stitching. Even if I forget about the notes, at some point in the future I'll notice the poor construction and hopefully investigate the unobtrusive lump.



Preparations complete, it's time for some answers.



I return to the cafe for a cup of herbal tea, do my best to put my thoughts in order, then hail the guard for an air-cart back to the palace. I wander to the kitchens for a salad while Auntie is finishing up Day Court, sit patiently in the back of the room while the last few hooffuls of nobles natter at her, and catch her eye as the room clears out.



She must see something in my expression—she merely nods at me and starts trotting toward her private chambers. I fall into step silently.



Once we're in her parlor, she sits at her work-desk and gestures to the chair in front of it, head tilted quizzically. I sit, staring at the desktop. I chew my lip. I lift a hoof to the tabletop, and shift it back and forth to roll a stray quill-pen underneath the frog.



"Cady," she says, in a gentle tone halfway between reproach and invitation, and I realize I'm stalling.



I take a deep breath. "Did you know," I say without preamble, "what's in the Princess Platinum wing of the library?"



She's briefly silent. I risk a glance up. Her eyes are wide, and she's staring at me with open terror I've never seen before, not even while staring down Tirek without our powers.



"Did you read them?" she says, voice tight.



I nod.



She bolts upright, one hoof dragging an empty sheet of papyrus from her supply to the center of the tabletop, her horngrip wrenching the quill from underneath my hoof and hovering it above the page. "Cadance," she hisses, "you have to act immediately. Not here—you're not safe—" and she leans in, tapping the pointer in her horngrip to the scroll underneath. "If they've infiltrated the Crystal Empire, they could be in Canterlot too—waiting to strike while you and Shining are separated."



I stare in terror down at the Crystal Guard scroll in the center of the table, checking the seals, mentally comparing the validation codes against this week's codebook. It's no forgery. There has been a changeling sighting in the Crystal Empire. We'd let down our guard after the wedding, but with Chrysalis still missing, it was really only a matter of time.



"You have to go home right away," Celestia says, still unnervingly panicked. "Don't be alone, even for a second. Don't let your family out of your sight. I can afford to loan you a guard complement to get you there safely, but we'll have to focus our own efforts on keeping Canterlot secure."



"I understand," I say, trying to keep the tremor out of my own voice. Nothing about this is right. Why did I come to Canterlot on my own, anyway? Why would I ever think that was a good idea? They were probably waiting for this moment to strike.
















I'm sprawling in bed—feeling Flurry nestle up to my stomach as her teeth knead my teats—and thinking about Thorax when there's a knock at the door. Shiny slips in a moment later without waiting for an invitation. It's more than alright—he's snuggled with me plenty of times while she's been nursing—but it's clearly [i]not[i] alright, from the distant look on his face.



"Honey?" I murmur, nuzzling his shoulder as he climbs up onto the bed next to me. "Talk to me."



He kisses my nose in return, instead of nuzzling me back, and my blood freezes as I realize how serious it is. "Cady?" he asks in a small voice. "You know the secret panels in the wall back there that we use to store our toys?" He gestures with his muzzle and looks away. "I…well, yesterday I couldn't find that ring you like, and I thought we might have misplaced it when we cleaned up, so I opened the one on your side."



"Okay," I say, confused. Does he think this is a problem?



"And…" Shiny works his mouth for a moment, then gives up and pulls a book out of his saddlebags. It's a modest-looking hardback, cover on the pink side of off-white, with no title or identifying features. 



My confusion escalates from moderate to utter: I don't recognize it in the slightest. I take it from his horngrip and flip through the pages. The book looks like someone compiled and bound a bunch of palace marginalia; it's full of love notes between us, little scribbled requests, and occasional suggestions to go meet somewhere scandalous and do things entirely within the purview of my station.



I don't remember writing or reading any of them.



I stare up at my husband helplessly, opening and closing my mouth, pleading for some explanation. He stares back, equally lost. "Shiny," I finally say, "I swear to you, I have no idea either."



He shakes his head. "If it was just a compilation of our notes, I'd think it was awesome you were scrapbooking, but…" His voice trails off as he takes the book back and flips through some pages near the end. "Read this." 



He floats it back over to me, and I flip through several pages. It's a travel itinerary for a lengthy and exotic vacation in the Haychelles. Five-star hotels and exotic restaurants in city after city. Snorkeling, mountain-climbing, skydiving. A six-day hike.



Then I notice the dates, and my jaw drops. I flip back through to double-check the year, just in case. The vacation started a week before my due date.



"That's impossible," I say faintly. "Even planning it would have been impossible. Nopony would have been mad enough to put an expectant mare through this sort of travel, much less those activities."



"Those are our signatures on the last page," he says. They are.



"I don't know what that book was doing in there," I say with every ounce of sincerity I can muster. "I've never seen it before." I glance back at the contentedly nursing Flurry, then over at the panel. "Was anything else missing, or added, or out of place?"



He opens it for me, and we sift through the contents. Nope. I rattle off a list of the other secret panels I've discovered throughout the palace—like the one in the master bathroom, which I used last Hearth's Warming to hide his present from him—and send him off on a treasure hunt. He returns from the bathroom with a scrap of paper covered in my hornwriting.



1. NEVER, UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES, WRITE HER NAME (?), it says at the top, and then 2. SUMMARIZE NEW FINDINGS BEFORE TALKING TO ANYONE. There's a 1-B in the margin: I do don't do! maybe trust Discord (don't!) but it's clear his name is OK. Smaller marginalia underneath: That means it won't wipe your memory—



I've read enough. I crumple it up into a tight ball and throw it in the fireplace, trembling with rage. "Discord," I hiss. 
















I kick open the door of Discord's house to find a room that looks like it's been struck by some sort of paper-based weather system. Scrolls swirl up as I stomp toward his seat by the fire, a lost-looking Shining Armor in my wake. The walls are some sort of gigantic pinboard spiderweb, with tacked-on pony pictures linked by colored bits of string. Notes surround them in two different scripts—a rounded, foalish one, and smaller, precise letters that look creepily like mine.



Discord sits up, setting his book down, eyes locked on Shiny. "Well. This is new."



"What in Tartarus," Shiny breathes, staring at the walls.



"You," I shout in my best Royal Canterlot Voice, "are playing some sick game with my memories." I hurl the off-white book at Discord's chest, and he scrambles to catch it, holding it gingerly. "And I will humor that, because you may not understand when you've taken a prank too far. But if you lay one more claw on my husband, I will end you."



Shiny's eyes widen. He shakes my shoulder and points to the nexus of the spiderweb. "Sweetie, this isn't about you or me, it's—"



Discord's eyes snap open. "Don't say her name!" he shouts, and lunges with outstretched claws at Shiny's muzzle.



The next few moments are a blur of motion and contact.



I remember Shiny hitting the floor, but not why. I remember whirling and bucking Discord right through my sister-in-law's picture in the center of the wall. I remember Discord staggering back to his feet, and Shiny screaming for me to stop. Then I remember Shiny throwing himself between us. I remember almost hoofing my husband in the muzzle, and the shock of that snapping me out of my rage.



"Cady, stop," he repeats. "Stop. Cady. Stop."



I hug him instead—he wheezes as his chest compresses—and sob. I have no idea what's going on any more. I just know it's all Discord's fault, and I want my Shiny to be safe.



Shiny pounds on my foreleg until I release my grip, then gasps for breath and turns to the battered draconequus. "Tw—" he hurriedly cuts himself off—"my sister screwed with time somehow, didn't she? And you're the only one who remembers."



Discord's jaw literally drops. He picks it up and puts it back on. "Why wasn't I working with you all this time?" he mutters, shooting me a metaphorically icy glare. "Not exactly, but that's a good start."



"Shiny," I growl, evoking my inner mother wolf.



"Honey," he says firmly, "you mean well, and I don't trust Discord either—but I read that book, and I know my LSBFF. And the weirdness here is just not his style." His voice softens and he touches a hoof to my shoulder. "I want to hear him out."



"And here I thought you'd be too dangerous to bring in on the project," Discord says, reaching for something on the wall behind him. His eagle claw halts in front of the him-shaped hole, and he curses under his breath. "I'm going to have to risk it," he mutters, and snaps his fingers. The wall is back to new in an instant, and he plucks a red thread from in between Shining Armor and a silhouette of my sister-in-law. 



Her.



It's her. I don't know what that means. I can't tell you how I know. But one glimpse of the silhouette, and a thousand almost-memories flood in, screaming at the edges of my consciousness.



"In short, yes," Discord says, tapping the silhouette. "She appears to be…warping reality around her, somehow. Rewriting everything. History, geography, memory, personality. Some are affected more than others, but nobody's left untouched."



So many almost-memories. I'm so tired.



"Shiny," I mumble, feeling my control of the situation slip away.



"In long…well, it's a long story, but I'm documenting it as best I can," Discord says. "Your sister being your sister, written records are sacred, which means we can try to assemble the trail of changes and figure out where it all started. I assume from your wife's dramatic entrance that she didn't read her cheat sheet?"



"Her what?" Shiny says, glancing back at me. "…You mean that paper from the bathroom? No, she threw it in the fire."



Discord makes a strangled little noise in the back of his throat. "Cady, you idiot. I haven't made a copy of that in weeks."



I have nothing to say. I'm not thinking about the white book. I'm not thinking about the fact that the me in the white book wasn't pregnant. I'm not thinking about the fact that my husband—my whip-smart, amazing-judge-of-character, occasionally oblivious husband—isn't blaming Discord for this. 



I'm especially not thinking about my sister-in-law changing reality to give me a child.



I am, however, sobbing. And Shiny is hugging me, and I'm hugging him back just as fiercely, and Discord is tapping his claw to his paw while staring uncomfortably at the wall, and I have absolutely no idea why I'm crying except that I need the catharsis. My daughter is a beautiful and precious gift, and I can't imagine life without having whispered to my beloved Shiny nine months ago that I wanted a foal, and I can't imagine life without the thrill that fluttered through my heart when he said yes, and now that I can hold Flurry Heart in my arms I love her more than life itself. That's not some crazy twist of reality, that's more true than my name, except that all the notes in that Tartarus-damned book are written by a Cadance for whom none of that is the case.



"Why," I sob into Shiny's chest, then weakly turn my muzzle and try again. "Why?"



Discord looks supremely uncomfortable. "Well," he says, tapping claw and paw together, "asking that question to the mare herself might result in unpredictable existential collapse as she retroactively reassesses her influence and attempts to undo any subconscious changes she might find regrettable. In short, the truth might kill some of us, but if you want to know what I suspect—"



Shiny gets a funny look on his face. "She's projecting. She's always wanted to experience motherhood, but she thinks colts are icky."



Discord's face pales. "I was going to say," he quickly adds, "that she genuinely wants you to be happy."



"Starlight Glimmer," Shiny says, on a roll. "The friendship-lesson thing? She's Celestia-mothering Starlight. That's the maternal urge in spades. But she wants to experience the whole package—foaling and everything. Just, y'know, not her."



Discord leans in to Shiny. "I can state from personal experience that this is not a safe line of inquiry," he whispers, eyes fixed on me.



"This explains so much," Shiny says.



I love Flurry Heart, I think, wondering what would happen if my sister-in-law ever decided she'd had enough of motherhood. Wondering what the old me would say if I placed my daughter in her hooves. Wondering if there's a way I can guarantee that my feelings are never not true.



"One thing I don't understand, though," Shining Armor says. "What's your angle? Upset she's homing in on your turf?"



"Huh?" Discord says, but he looks relieved at the change of subject. "Oh, no, she's way out of my league. I can disrupt reality in localized zones; I can't permanently alter things like this." He sighs, and his eyes flick over toward me before he continues. "Frankly…in my three years of life, I've been on both her good and bad side. I've seen what happens to beings on her bad side. I want to find a way to make her think of me as someone who's done for good with Team Bad."



I push myself to my hooves. "I want to know why," I say quietly.



Discord freezes. "Cadance," he says, "don't. Shiny, tell Cady don't."



"Don't what?" Shiny asks.



"Cadance wants to ask her. Call her out on her changes. Provoke her into throwing the big reset switch."



"That's the opposite of what I want," I say. "But I have to know why."



"That's exactly what asking why will do!" Discord shouts. "Along with, oh, let's say, reminding her that her changes created Discord, who she could snuff out with a thought!"



"You said she wants us to be happy," I say. "If that's true, she wouldn't."



"She wants [i]her friends[i] to be happy! Which I'm not!"



"Then how can you make that claim about her, given what she's done to us?"



Discord's silence speaks volumes.



"I have to know why," I repeat. "For Flurry's sake."



"Maybe there's another way?" Shiny says, looking uncomfortably between us. "I mean, in your own way, each of you is assuming the answer is no, and having that confirmed goes nowhere good."



"It's that, or a giant library we don't have the time to search before reality shifts again to protect her," Discord says. "I'm not actually immune to that, you know. I've just got all of this for when I do catch her attention."



Shiny blinks. "Is that all? They make locator spells for a reason, you know."



Discord grimaces. "And when the magic catches the attention of whatever force she wields, we're back to square one."



"Seems like it still beats the alternative."



"No," I say. "I have to talk to her. Make sure she doesn't change my daughter's life by accident. Reading won't do that."



"But it'll confirm that when you do talk to her, you're trying the approach with the best chance of accomplishing your goals," Shiny says. "C'mon, Cady. If we're going to talk to my LSBFF about what she's doing to our lives, we need a plan."
















So we document everything and set out. Discord wants no part of it, and vanishes. But I craft a divination spell, and Shiny modifies a shield spell to reflect ambient magic inward so that he can magically isolate me while I'm casting it. We have no idea if that will help us avoid the notice of whatever my sister-in-law is doing, but it's the best plan we've got.



When we reach the library and cast our respective spells, there is silence. I hurriedly scribble down some directions—"floor 5, right side, aisle 14, stand 5, shelf 3, 8th book from left"—fold them, and cram them (as noted in our plan) into the back of the first card catalog drawer.



The continued silence in the Platinum Wing feels awfully anticlimactic. I begin to wonder if perhaps Shiny's stealth approach worked after all.



The indicated book is a thin, aged pink softcover that I immediately recognize. I had a diary exactly like it, once upon a time.…Or some other Cadance did. I wonder where mine ever ended up.



I close my eyes once I have the book in my horngrip, and riffle through the pages, letting it fall open on its own. The book flops to the boundary between the hoof-creased writing-filled pages and the crisp unused ones. It's an intimately familiar motion; I was too proud to soil my diary with something so practical as a bookmark, and I did that every night to find my place in the book.



Shiny leans in to peer over my shoulder—and though he's got as much right as me to read this, it makes me feel uncomfortably naked. If it were any other stallion, I'd have slugged him in the nose.



Dear Diary,




The hornwriting is at the edge of familiar. It's got the same spacing and letter shapes that I use, but the letters are bigger, blockier, evenly stroked and without flourishes.



Twilight's so precocious! I asked her tonight what she wanted to be when she grew up, and she looked up from her history book and said, "A princess."




The letters aren't crude like a foal's. They're just…different. Like someone was trying to write like me and didn't quite know how.



"Sweetie," I told her, "that's not exactly a thing that a filly can grow up into."



"Well, it should be," she said, lip quivering, and I just wanted to hug the stuffing out of her. But before I could, she got up and hugged me first. "I'll go on adventures and save the world, and they'll make me the princess of friendship because then nopony will ever have to be lonely again, and you can be a princess too!"




I know that we're here to read about Twilight, but puzzling out my own changes is proving too distracting. I was made a princess when Auntie adopted me at age ten—long before Twilight and I ever met.



Then I stop, and can do nothing but blink for a minute. I've realized what's off about the script on the page: 



It's not hornwriting. 



It's mouthwriting.



…And that's when the changelings attack.














My first impression of Discord's living room is that it's been struck by some sort of paper-based weather system. There are scrolls over nearly every surface—a blanket of white crunching under my pink hooves as I step into the room—and books are piled up in drifts. He's curled up in a sofa chair by the fireplace, in which a cheerful fire crackles; his eagle claw is curled around a plain khaki-colored hardback with a compass rose embossed in the cover, and the unnatural fluorescence of his pupils flicks back and forth as he reads.



Discord glances up at me, then back down without even a hello. He flips one final page, snaps his book shut, and casually flings it into the flames. 



As it starts to smolder, I bolt past him—sending scrolls flying everywhere—and snatch the book from the fire. "What are you doing?" I shout.



"Fulfilling a friend's request, if you'll restrain yourself from interrupting," Discord chides, gently tugging the book out of my horngrip. He holds the book in the fire until it catches, and this time I don't stop him. 



It occurs to me to wonder why that's so hard for me to watch. I've never been half the reader that my sister-in-law is. But I suppose it's hard to be close to someone like her without picking up her sense that books are sacred.



Discord grabs another book with his claw—this one olive-green and soft-bound, diary-like—and opens it to the first page, starting to read again as if I wasn't even there. "I'm reading each one first because I feel like they deserve the respect of a final send-off. I'm pretty certain that's her influence speaking, but I don't care." He shrugs exaggeratedly. "But that's not why you visited."



"Maybe it should be." I push his book down with a hoof and stare into his eyes. "But first things first. When you and Starlight and Trixie and Thorax rescued everypony from our changeling pods…why did you steal the book that was in there with me?"



He meets my stare coolly. "And you're not wondering why there was a book in your pod?"



The question, I must admit, is important. It gnaws at me that I know it's important, but that I can't articulate why.



"I…must have been reading it. When they attacked. Don't change the subject."



"Mm-hmm." He lifts the softcover back up to eye level and tail-points toward an oddly familiar end table against the wall. "It's right there. And to answer your question, because your sister-in-law was waking up, and you know how she gets about books."



I do. And something else gnaws at the edge of my memory, there. I push the thought away and walk over to the small pink book. It looks almost identical to my old diary.



When I flip the front cover open, it's stuffed with a bunch of looseleaf scrolls—mostly in my hornwriting, but with the final few a combination of mine and Shiny's. I read them with a growing sense of dread. Then I realize that this is the book our final plan referred to. Then I flip to the final entry, and read it once again for the first time, and my heart untwists.



I think I understand.



Discord hears me close the book. "I'm a hero now, you know," he says, staring at the fireplace. "I helped save ponykind." His voice grows faint. "It would have been so easy for her to go on another adventure…but she wanted to be saved by some friends who needed one."



I think of my anguish, my doubt, in the increasingly frantic notes stuffed in the journal. I plod heavily over to the fire to join Discord, and stare into its flames. 



"She wants the best for all of us," I say.



"I'm burning my notes," Discord suddenly says. He gestures to the walls, which I hadn't noticed were empty until his motion implied they were important somehow. "I already burned all the graphs. I never needed them. I just needed to accept her friendship."



I stare down at the diary for a long time.



"I'm not," I finally say.



"You should," he says. "They've been driving us crazy for months. They're just going to keep making you miserable."



"They're going to remind me of something important," I say. "How we got to where we are. Even if those old us-es aren't us any more, they remind us of what's important about who we truly are."



"Easy for you to say," he says bitterly, and suddenly flings the little olive book into the fire. "Some of us don't have a past to be reminded of."



I rest a hoof on his leg, watching the flames lap up the shadows. "You've got a future.  I'd say that's pretty important." 



Discord thinks about that for a while.  



"Which is more than I had before she came along," he finally acknowledges.



I think of Flurry Heart, and the world of friendship she'll grow up in, and can't help but agree.
      

      
   
      The Eye That Floats Unblinking in Sunset Shimmer's Kitchen


      

      
      
         	The chaotic, rainbow swirl of the tunnel receded from Twilight's vision. Her feet, her human feet that she'd never fully grown accustomed to, caught on the pavement, and she stumbled backward, landing on her beskirted bottom with an oof. Panting, gasping, and rubbing her butt, Twilight looked around at the familiar sights of Canterlot High – the statue behind her, the brick building in front. She'd made it.



        Twilight rose to her feet and tore off, trying and succeeding by necessity to readjust to a human body on the fly. Sunset Shimmer's plea had been vague, curt, and barely qualified as a complete thought, but it was enough to make Twilight drop everything and run through the portal in the cold grip of panic.



        "Something wrong," the message had simply read. "Come quickly."



        Lacking context, her mind tried desperately to interpret Sunset's message. Frightening and improbable scenarios arose in her mind, only to be discarded once something new came up that topped it. She passed the minutes thus, scared for her friend and trying desperately to ignore her burning, cramping muscles, until she arrived at the cozy, if not particularly stylish, two-storey apartment that Sunset Shimmer called home.



        Twilight collided with the door and leaned upon it, pounding rapidly with hands kept curled into fists out of habit. "Sunset! Sunset!"



        Or so she meant to say. What actually came out between gasps was an airy "Sahhsaaah... Sahhsaaaaaah!" 



        The wood of the door wasn't particularly dense – Twilight could hear Sunset's muffled voice on the other end. "That's her at the door now – we'll see you in a little while, okay?" 



        Was she on the phone? Twilight's lips tugged downward – how could Sunset be holding a conversation on the phone if she were in dire, mortal peril? Twilight continued her furious pounding, until the door unlatched and opened, and Twilight fell forward into Sunset's arms with a "wagh!"



        "Twilight!" Concern rang in Sunset's voice – concern for Twilight, oddly enough. Twilight peeked at her face and saw that same concern etched onto her stunning features, but the girl looked, sounded, and for that matter felt no worse for wear. "Sheesh, look at you. You've sweated through your shirt like a hundred times."



        "Ran... legs... body... feet... butt hurts..." Twilight panted, gulping down lungfuls of slightly stale, recirculated air. 



	Sunset Shimmer herded her houseguest inside and led her to a couch with faded purple upholstry, where Twilight gratefully collapsed. Sunset excused herself to the bathroom and stepped away, leaving Twilight to marinate for a while in her own sweat. The apartment was spartan, but well-kept, with inexpensive furniture, a dated-looking TV, a well-varnished coffee table with a pair of wine glasses and a bottle of something cheap... an odd detail, Twilight thought, but a trivial one. 



        Sunset returned in a moment with a wet towel and a paper cup of tap water. Twilight rubbed down her face with the former, and greedily swallowed the latter, while Sunset watched bemusedly. "Did you sprint all the way here from school, or something?" 



        Twilight polished off her cup, sighed with relief, and cleared her throat. "Had to. Got your message. Everyone... everything... okay?"



        A faint blush dusted Sunset's cheeks, and she turned away from Twilight. "Yeah, um... look, why don't you relax for a moment and we can talk about it when you've caught your breath a little bit more?"



        "Can't. Need explanation. Problem. What is." She folded the soiled towel neatly and placed it on the coffee table. "Self-immolation? Apple Bloom, perhaps?"



        Sunset's head snapped back to face Twilight, and her eyes flew open incredulously. "What? No! Wait, why Apple––"



        "Flurry Heart kidnapped by evil hoteliers?"



        "No! It's... who's Flurry Heart? Isn't that your––"



        Twilight grabbed fistfulls of Sunset's blouse and pulled their faces together. "Human Tirek broke free from Human Tartarus and is rampaging through the greater metropolitan––"



        "Okay, you need to slow down. Another mouthful like that, and I'm pretty sure you're going to pass out." Sunset dislodged Twilight's hands from her blouse and scooted away from her. "Deep breaths. Steady."



        Twilight wanted to argue, but acquiesced – her vision was darker and blurrier than it normally should have been. So she leaned back and sank into the squishy couch, until her heartbeat slowed and her breathing steadied and she could talk without risking a loss of consciousness.



        "Okay." Twilight let out a breath, sat straighter, and cleared her throat. "I'm good. Now. What is the problem? You sounded so freaked out in your message. Uncharacteristically non-grammatical, too."



        There was a moment's hesitation on Sunset's part before she answered. "It's... probably better if I show you."



        Sunset's apartment had a kitchenette adjacent to the living room, separated by a swinging door. She placed her hand on the door, and looked back at Twilight. "Brace yourself for this," she muttered, and gave the door a shove, holding it open with the length of her arm.



        "Oh, come on," said Twilight dismissively. "I've seen your kitchen before, Sunset; it can't possibly beaaaAAAAAAAAAAGH!" She recoiled, clutching her limbs against her chest. "Sunset! Who and what and how and why?!"



        "All pertinent questions," said Sunset. "And I hope you'll help me answer them."



	An eyeball floated in the middle of the kitchen, a foot off the ground. It was gargantuan, and perfectly spherical, with jagged red blood vessels running along its sclera, a vivid blue iris, and a pupil that dilated and constricted at an even rhythm. It fixed its monocular gaze on Twilight's own, and stared her down, silent, unblinking, and unmoving.

	

	Twilight dared to uncurl a single finger from one of her tightly clenched fists and pointed it at the Eyeball. "That's... that's new, right?"

	

Sunset nodded her confirmation. The Eyeball's pulsing pupil spun counterclockwise. 



	"Right. I thought so. Because I don't remember that being here last time I was over. It seems like the sort of thing I'd remember." 

	

	"Yeah, well..." Sunset released the door and let it swing closed, blocking the Eyeball from sight. "Didn't exactly see it coming myself when I rolled out of bed, so. Imagine how I felt when I saw it."

	

	Twilight stepped up to the door, pushed it open slightly, and peeked through. The Eyeball swiveled in the air to meet her gaze through the crack in the door, and Twilight yiped softly, scrambling backward.

	

	"Yeah, pretty much like that," said Sunset. She folded her arms, with one forearm sticking up and a thumb pressed against her chin. "I'm sorry for freaking you out with my message. I went a little nuts and my first instinct was to pick up the journal and write to you. Probably should have taken a moment to calm down before I did, but in my defense..." 

	

	She put her thumb between her front teeth and bit down gently.

	

	"Yeah, no, don't worry about it." Twilight looked curiously at Sunset. "It hasn't done anything... like... sinister, has it?"

	

	"No. Nothing yet. Nothing... intentional..."

	

	Twilight frowned. "What do you mean by that? What did it do?"

	

        "It... It, um..." Another blush, darker this time, colored Sunset's face, and she turned her head to avoid Twilight's gaze. "Do, um... do ponies in Equestria say 'cockblock?' It's been so long that I can't remember if that's a thing over there, or just over here."



        Twilight's eyes narrowed to half-slits. "What."



        "Oh, I guess they don't. It means––"



        "I know what it means, Sunset!" Twilight fumed, stamping closer to her friend. "That's what it did that freaked you out so badly that you couldn't even manage two whole sentences of description? I was worried sick about you – about everyone! You were hurt for all I knew, or dead, or... or hurt and dying! Or something else awful!"



        Sunset whirled around. "Hey, something awful did happen, alright? Do you know how long it's been since I've had a shot at getting with a guy? I was evil the last time I got laid, Twilight. That's how long!"



        "That's..." Twilight stepped back, blinking. "More than I think I really needed to know, first of all, and second, that's not the point I'm contending here."



        Sunset scoffed and brushed past Twilight, moving toward the couch. She leaned against an armrest and wrapped her arms around her midsection. "Look, it's... difficult, alright? Living the kind of life I do. Even when you've got the best friends in the world, you can get lonely – longing for the kind of intimacy that mere friendship can't provide."



        "Sunset, that's sad and all, but I think you might be ignoring what I'm trying to say––"



        "Sometimes that means you make a call to someone you know should be off-limits, and you invite him over for movies and cheap wine that you bought with your fake I.D. Sometimes you wind up re-opening old wounds and crossing lines, lines you drew in the sand to protect the both of you from each other. And from yourselves! From making mistakes that would just make life more complicated for the both of you!"



        "Why do you have a fake I.D.?"



	"And maybe, sometimes, you step so far beyond those lines that you just know there's no going back." Sunset bowed her head and shut her eyes, and Twilight could see the tears pooling between her lids, beading on her eyelashes. "The die is cast, the Rubiclop is crossed, your panties are... somewhere... you're not sure where; you lost track of them at some point amid all the groaning and groping and gyrating. Maybe it's the half-glass of wine you got through before you pounced on one another, or the lingering attraction drawing you irrevocably together, but one way or another, you find yourselves stumbling into the kitchen, a tangle of wet lips and roaming hands, grunting and gasping, desperate to form the two-backed beast of forbidden teenage love – or the right angle of forbidden teenage love, which was kind of the direction things were going."

	

	Nervous sweat prickled Twilight's forehead. "Uh, do you need a moment? 'Cuz I'm starting to think I don't really need to be here for this."

	

	"Because maybe you maneuvered him into the kitchen on purpose; maybe you've always wanted to get bent over the kitchen sink, specifically, because maybe you get thirsty sometimes during the act, and maybe nothing kills the mood faster than getting up for a swig of Gatorade mid-coitus, and having a water faucet three inches away from your panting mouth can be incredibly convenient, you know?" 

	

	Sunset opened her teary eyes and looked at Twilight, frowning slightly. "Then again, maybe you... wouldn't know about that...?"

	

	Twilight's face burned. "Hey!"

	

	"But," Sunset continued, irritation now simmering in her voice. "Before you can even get your proverbial foot in the door and forever change the nature of your post-relationship relationship with your ex, he spots an obscenely large, cosmic Eyeball where there shouldn't be one. Then he freaks out and starts babbling in terror, yanks his clothes back on, and––"

	

	"Ex-boyf – seriously?" The bottle and glasses and their purpose came into sharp, horrible focus. "You tried to have sex with Flash?!"

	

	Sunset's arms dropped to her sides. "Oh. Yeah, um. I guess I should have led up to that a little more smoothly."

	

	"Sunset!"

	

	"Well, if it's any consolation, I doubt he's ever going to be able to look at me again without thinking of today, alright?"

	

	"You – I – he – that – ohhhh...!" Twilight stormed over to the couch, past Sunset, grabbed a throw-pillow, buried her face in it, and screamed a long, throat-rattling scream of exasperation. 

	

	When she was finished, and turned around to look at the nonplussed Sunset again, her face was calm – her outrage was left behind on the pillow as a vaguely circular stain, the size of her mouth. "Alright," she said serenely. "We're getting off track here. Whatever reasons you may have had for calling me over here, and however..." She inhaled. "Annoyed I might be that you had your impeccably manicured hands all over my not-boyfriend... you were right to call me over."

	

	Sunset smirked and stretched out her hand to regard her fingernails. "They are pretty nice, aren't they?" 

	

	"Mm." Twilight rolled her eyes. "Look, let's just... put all our other concerns aside for now, and just work this problem. Alright?"

	

	Sunset shrugged. "Sounds good to me."

	

	Awkward silence settled on the pair, as they gazed anywhere but at one another. Or at the kitchen.

	

	"Incidentally," said Twilight. "How can you afford a place like this?"

	

	Sunset shrugged. "Helps that I live in a crummy neighborhood."

	


	

	

	To Twilight, there was nothing quite like an educational environment to melt away negativity. The air hung heavy with the sharp tang of disinfectant, sweeter than any perfume, and the sterile white glow and subtle hum of the fluorescent lights overhead lent a clinical air to her surroundings. 

	

	At the front of the room was a computer console and a polished black table, where Sunset sat beside a stack of science textbooks. Twilight ran her fingertip along the top row of buttons on the keyboard, and "qwerty" appeared on the computer's screen beside a blinking cursor. 

	

	Sunset watched her with a wry smile. "I've seen actual kids in actual candy stores who were less excited than you are whenever you see a computer." 

	

	Twilight grinned sheepishly. "Sorry. It's just..."

	

	"Nah, yeah, I get it. No judgment here. Revel in the splendor of human technological sophistication, my friend." 

	

	"I had a computer back when I lived in the library, you know, but it was nowhere near as sophisticated as this one. Puts every piece of machinery I own to shame." Twilight propped her elbows on the console and rested her cheeks in her palms. "I wish I could show this stuff to Starlight..."

	

	Sunset's smile flipped into a frown at the mention of Twilight's student. She picked up a textbook and flipped open to a random page. "Ah yes. Her. And how is she doing with her studies?"

	

	"Oh. Uh, y'know." Twilight forced a shaky smile. "Progressing. Naturally. Learning a lot about the magic of friendship. Every friend made and every lesson learned is another step on the road to redemption, y'know. Heh." 

	

	Sunset's eyes flicked up at Twilight briefly, narrowed, then returned to the pages of her book. "Hmm. How lovely." 

	

	Twilight's face fell, and she mentally slapped herself – Sunset always got weird whenever the subject of Starlight Glimmer came up. Insecurity, Twilight always figured – unfounded, to be sure, but it was something she could sympathize with.

	

	She rounded the console and sat beside Sunset, the stack of textbooks between the two of them. "I'm not replacing you with Starlight, Sunset. You don't need to be worried."



	"Who said anything about being worried? Or replaced? I sure didn't use those words." Sunset flipped to another page.

	

	Twilight bit her lip. "Look, I'm sorry for bringing her up; I know you don't like talking about her. But I promise, there's enough room in my heart for the both of you, and you don't have anything to be jealous about."

	

	"Also not a word I used," said Sunset sharply. 

	

	"You don't need to say it; it's plain as day how you feel. And you don't need to feel that way! Look, Starlight and I came into each other's lives at a very unique time, when she needed guidance that only I could give her. I mean, she was evil, and tried to brainwash people, repented––"

	

        "Oh yes. Such unique circumstances."



	Twilight tossed her hands up with a groan. "You two are nothing alike, okay? Your situations are completely different. Just because I redeemed her with friendship after she tried to perform acts of unspeakable villainy, that doesn't make her..." 

	

	Sunset glared at Twilight.

	

	"I mean, she, um..." Twilight coughed. "Sh-she's wracked with inner guilt and turmoil over her past actions. She, uh..." 

	

	Sunset raised an eyebrow.

	

	"She has trouble making... making new friends... and, uh, she's..." It came to her in a flash of inspiration, and Twilight grinned triumphantly, clapping her fists together, and pointing her knuckles at Sunset. "She's purple!"

	

	Sunset's eyelid twitched. She slammed her book shut, sucked in a breath, and opened her mouth to speak.

	

	The classroom door opened, silencing her preemptively. A bespectacled, purple face peeked timidly through. "Sorry I'm late. I wanted to check up on a few things before I headed over here. Uh, any new developments I should know about?" 

	

	Sunset sucked her teeth and looked away from the Twilight sitting next to her. "Nothing that springs to mind."

	

	"Phew. I'd really hate to have spent so much time crunching those numbers only for something new to come along and throw all my data completely out of whack. Not that I don't enjoy crunching numbers, but I understand that you're kinda looking for expediency here." She glanced at Twilight, looking her from head to toe quickly with a faint blush. "Hi, Princess Me."

	

	"Hey, Other Me." Twilight waggled her fingers. "You're looking awfully bespectacled today."

	

	"Right back at ya! Except, uh, without the, um... because obviously, you don't wear glasses, and I just... I mean, uh..." Bespectacled Twilight coughed to clear her throat and shuffled into the classroom. "Anyway."

	

	Sunset shut the book and slid off the table, dusting off her bottom and sticking her hands in her back pockets. "What've you got for me?" 

	

	"A theory. Not a whole lot more than that." She shrugged, glanced at Twilight again, flicked her gaze over her counterpart's bare legs, blushed brighter, and turned to the classroom's whiteboard. "This actually dovetails nicely with a project I've been working on since the Friendship Games – a working theory of interdimensional dynamics."

	

	Bespectacled Twilight picked up a marker and drew an irregularly shaped blob on the whiteboard. "So this is us, right? This is our reality." She drew another blob beside the first, its edge pressing against the first. "This one here is Equestria. Now, as far as I can tell, based on what little info I've gathered on the subject, our dimensions sort of 'lean' up against one another. Along that point of contact, you can find the occasional spot where the border's a little weaker, places that make interdimensional travel possible. The portal in the statue, that's one spot: a stable, two-way portal that connects this world and Equestria."

	

	"Makes sense," Sunset said, nodding her comprehension. "But how does that relate to the situation at hand?"

	

	Bespectacled Twilight shuffled her feet and looked down. "Well, uh, recall if you will that a certain... someone... sorta opened a bunch of additional portals into Equestria and almost destroyed the fabric of reality." She coughed again. "If I'm right, then not all those portals opened into Equestria. A few popped up along an edge of our reality that didn't lean against another."

	

	"So what did they open into?" asked Twilight. "Where'd Sunset's new roomie come from?"

	

	Bespectacled Twilight drew a wide, asymmetrical oval around the two blobs. "According to my figures, the only dimension leaning against ours is Equestria. We're surrounded, on all other sides, by literal nothing – the negative space between realities, in which all our universes float, the same way stellar bodies float around in space within a universe. Who's to say our friend didn't come from there?"

	

	Sunset titled her head with a quizzical expression. "So you're saying it came from... what, outer space?"

	

	"Farther-out-there space, if you will. But yes, that's my working hypothesis. Of course, if we could communicate with it, it'd make matters a lot easier. But for all we know, we're as incomprehensible to it as it is to us." Bespectacled Twilight capped her marker and leaned against the whiteboard, partially erasing her drawing by mistake. She noticed, eep'd, and scrambled away, smoothing out her skirt. 

	

	"Huh. Neat." Sunset cupped her chin in her palms. "So. How do we make it go away?"

	

	Bespectacled Twilight's spectacles slid down her nose, and she pushed them back up with a fingertip. "That's a complicated question that I don't actually have an answer to at the moment. B-but I'm sure that, between me and, uh, Princess Me, we can work out a solution."

	

	Twilight nodded. "I'll need access to your notes and research materials, though. And a place to stay, too. Do you think Pinkie Pie would mind another slumber party?"

	

	"Might draw some questions from her parents. Questions that they're probably not prepared to have answered." Sunset snapped her fingers. "You wanna crash with me?" 

	

	"No offense, but I'm not sure I'm comfortable sharing a roof with your, um... other houseguest. Maybe I'll just––"

	

	"Stay at my place!" Bespectacled Twilight interjected. A grin bubbled on her face. "I-I mean, if you want to, anyway. It'd be convenient, since, you know, you need access to my research stuff. Plus, we'd probably have the place to ourselves – my parents are gonna be out of town for a few days, so, you know, there's no chance of anyone walking in on the two of us sleeping together!"

	

	Twilight's eyes flew open; her mind blanked, and her face blanched. Her counterpart's face was a perfect, albeit bespectacled, mirror for her own. She turned around and planted her forehead against the whiteboard.

	

	Sunset's and Twilight's eyes met. 

	

	"I mean..." Twilight tapped her knuckles together. "She's not wrong. If we're gonna collaborate on this, then it's probably best that we spend as much time together as possible. Staying with her would make a lot of things easier."

	

	"Yeah, yeah." Sunset blew a lock of hair out of her face and turned away. "So what about me? What am I gonna do 'til we get this sorted out? I mean, it's great that you two are shacking up, but I'm the one who has to share a living space with a thingy from outer space, recall."

	

	"Father-out-there space," Bespectacled Twilight corrected, turning back around. "I don't know that there's any need to do anything, per se. The Eyeball hasn't done anything bad, right? Besides that thing with Flash Sentry." A snorty giggle escaped her. "Goodness, he's never going to be able to look at you as a sexual being again, is he?" 



	Twilight and Sunset shared a look of irritation that lasted until Bespectacled Twilight finished laughing. "Anyway. If it's not acting maliciously, or giving any indication that it wants to hurt you, or even has the ability to hurt you, then why rush to judgment? Heck, maybe you could try communicating with it – if you can form some sort of rapport with it, learn something valuable, then it might help matters along a lot."

	

	Sunset pointed at Bespectacled Twilight, frowned, and dropped her arm back to her side. "I can't actually find any fault in your logic. Much as it annoys me to admit it. Befriend a giant Eyeball in my kitchen... not the weirdest thing I've done since coming here, I'm sure, but still. Pretty damn weird."

	

	"Well, if you're uncomfortable with it, then you can always..." Bespectacled Twilight cupped her hands behind her back and looked at the ground. "Come and spend the night at my place? With Princess Me and I?"

	

	Twilight looked at Sunset and gave her a frantic, anxious nod of encouragement. Chaperone, she mouthed. 

	

	Sunset glanced between the two Twilights. A smirk crossed her face for an instant. "Nah. I think I'm good. Let it never be said that a floaty Eyeball chased Sunset Shimmer out of her own apartment. And, wow, that sure was a sentence, wasn't it?"



	"Off topic," said Bespectacled Twilight, looking up at the Princess. "But, uh, I have an experiment or two I'd like to run with you, as long as the two of us are together. Just, you know, stuff like, uh..." She looked away, mumbling. "Genetics, and chromosomes, and... whether or not the two of us look identical naked..."

	

	Twilight slumped.

	


	

	

	Sunset Shimmer entered her kitchen, with a tin paint tray and a squeegee under one arm, and a gallon of eyedrops in the other. "Hey," she said. "How was your day?"

	

	The Eyeball regarded her in silence.

	

	Sunset sighed. "Don't know why I even bother."

	

	In three days of living with her new roommate, she'd failed to establish a dialogue with it. She spoke, and it responded in its own fashion, but neither she nor the Eyeball seemed to understand the other.

	

	"So, I was thinking," she said, setting her things down on the kitchen counter. "I noticed that you don't have any way to moisturize, right? No eyelid?"

	

	The Eyeball's pupil constricted to a pinprick before expanding outward rapidly again. 

	

	"Uh-huh. So I was thinking, maybe I could help you out with that. I picked up some stuff to, um... moisturize you." Sunset uncapped the eyedrops and poured a generous amount into the tray, then dunked her squeegee into it. "I'm not sure what'd work best on you, since, you know, you're an Eyeball from outer sp – or farther-out-there space, rather. But this stuff's supposed to be for extra-sensitive eyes, so I figured, when in doubt..."

	

	For several seconds, the Eyeball vibrated rapidly, with thick lines like cables undulating across its pearly white surface.

	

	"Yeah, uh. Me too, buddy." Sunset raised her squeegee, droplets sprinkling into the fluid-filled tray. 

	

	To her surprise, the Eyeball didn't move at all as she circled it, gently stroking her squeegee over its rubbery surface. Either it understood her request, or it intuited that it needed to remain still for the procedure – which, now that Sunset thought about it, would indicate that it was capable of intuiting that the procedure would be good for it, and that it didn't mind being subjected to gentle, yet thorough, moistening. 

	

	"I can't speak for the both of us," Sunset muttered, "but I for one am learning quite a bit about you right now. Of course, I maintain this would have gone faster if we could just chat over coffee. Too bad the machine's fried. Meant to get it fixed, but then I spent my coffee maker funds on that wine." She sighed. "For all the good that did me."

	

	Sunset dipped the squeegee into the tray again and squatted to rub the Eyeball's underside. "Not that you'd even be able to drink it. Not sure where on your body you have room for a urinary system, and finding out is a bridge farther than I think I really wanna take this little experiment. Although I guess it'd be a good way to get myself published, make a name for myself in cryptozoology, or whatever. Not a field I really saw myself going into as a filly, but... what else do I have to look forward to out here in humanland?"

	

	Finished with its underside, she rose and dunked her squeegee in the tray again, and began working her way to the top of the Eyeball. "Y'know, what's funny? Speaking of? I have no idea what the hell I'm gonna do once high school is over. I mean, I didn't really have any long-term game-plan besides 'amass phenomenal power' when I came here from Equestria. I guess the sky's the limit, but..."

	

	Sunset caught a glimpse of her warped reflection in the Eyeball's surface and sighed. "Sometimes I wonder if I shouldn't just go back to Equestria and try to pick things up over there. But what would I even do? I can't face Celestia again, not after the way I left things. Maybe I could work something out with Twilight – live with her for a while – but with Starlight in the picture..."

	

	The Eyeball's surface hissed and sizzled. A droplet ran down its surface and splattered against the floor.

	

	"Yeah, I'm being petty about Starlight freakin' Glimmer. I know it; I own it. It's just..." Sunset turned away from the Eyeball and dropped the squeegee in the tin, and wrapped her arms around herself with a sigh.

	

	"Don't get me wrong; I love my friends. But Twilight... I feel a lot closer to her than I do to the others. Like there's stuff about me that only she could understand. I thought we had the kind of friendship that was, I dunno, special, or something. Now that she has Starlight Glimmer in her life, where do I fit in? Important as she is to me, I feel like I'm less important to her now. Not to mention this thing with Flash, which I knew was a mistake on many different levels. Not the least of which being because the two of them habitually collide with and make goo-goo eyes at one another whenever they're in the same reality."

	

	She sniffed, wiped her nose on her sleeve, and chuckled wetly. "I guess I was just lonely. And he was... convenient. And willing. And have you seen his pecs?"

	

	The Eyeball whirled around, its pupil exploding into a six-pointed star, before normalizing back into a head-sized circle.

	

	"Silly me." Sunset chuckled again. "'Course you have."

	


	

	

	Shattering glass and a hissed curse from downstairs wrenched Sunset out of her dreamless sleep.

	

	"Shut the hell up," someone hissed. "You're gonna get us arrested."

	

	Robbers. Loud, incompetent robbers.

	

	Sunset reached for her nightstand and groped vainly for her phone, until she remembered that she'd left it downstairs. The intruders had probably pocketed it. 

	

	"Screw it," she muttered to herself. "I'm not helpless."

	

	Sunset rolled out of the covers, took hold of the cord to her bedside lamp, and freed it from the wall. Lifting the lamp, she crept silently to her door. 

	

	"Ooh! Lacy." One of the voices, distinctly female, carried up to her room. "Check it out, bro. Think these'd look good on me?"

	

	"What the hell, sis?! I don't wanna think about that! Put 'em down and go wash your hands before you touch anything else."

	

	Sunset flushed. She'd liked those panties...

	

	She heard a door swing open from downstairs and a loud, shocked gasp from the woman. "Dude, you gotta get a look at this!"

	

	"Get a look at – whoa! Sweet mother of––"

	

	"I know, right? Frickin' sweet, isn't it?" 

	

	"It's a stupid, pointless, worthless-ass kitchen island. Damn hipsters these days with their damn hipster decorations."

	

	"Nuh-uh. We're taking this."

	

	"Get serious."

	

	"I am. I want this and I'm taking it home."

	

	"What could this possibly be worth? The TV might get us a couple hundred; the cell phone definitely will; we haven't even been upstairs yet, and who knows what's up there. You really wanna waste time jackin' this... this... whatever the hell it is?"

	

	"It's an Eyeball, Tryhard. Duh."

	

	"Duh yourself. I wash my hands of it. Speaking of, don't forget to – uh, what's it doing?"

	

	"I dunno. It wasn't doing it when I came in, though. I'm not sure if––"

	

	There was an otherworldy shriek that curdled Sunset's blood, and then a cry of terror from the woman. "Get it off of me! Get it off!"

	

	"Hang on! I'll – I'll get a knife!"

	

	"A knife?! What's that gonna do?!"

	

	"Well if someone hadn't sold our guns to buy these stupid masks and turtlenecks––"

	

	"They're designer, you ingrate! Good shit costs money! Now shut up and – urk!" 

	

	"You miserable bastard; that was my sister! I'm gonna – ah, shit, no, lemme go! Lemme go! I don't wanna die! I don't wanna––"

	

	Silence reigned.

	

	Sunset crept downstairs, the lamp clutched tightly in her hands. She tiptoed to the kitchen, shutting her front door as she went – the robbers had left it ajar, the lock probably picked or broken. 

	

	Gulping, Sunset shouldered the kitchen door open. 

	

	The Eyeball floated serenely in the center of the room, its iris glowing with a pale blue light. Its pupil looked wider, fuller, darker. Of the robbers, there was no sign.

	

	Sunset fainted.

	


	

	

	"I need that thing gone, Twilight." Sunset clutched a mug of the Cakes' overpriced brew between trembling fingers. 

	

	Princess Twilight sipped from a steaming mug of the Cakes' surprisingly affordable green tea. "Did you sleep at all last night?"

	

	"Of course not!" Sunset snapped, sipping. "Spent the whole night on the couch with the heaviest thing in the house that I could find."

	

	"To defend against home invasion, or the Eyeball?"

	

	"Duh." Another shaky sip.

	

        Twilight drank deeply from her cup. "If it's any consolation, I'm sure you're perfectly safe. If the Eyeball could do that to the robbers, it's plausible that it could have done it to you at any time. The fact that it did it to them, and not you, suggests that it may have been acting in your defense – maybe it was protecting you from what it perceived as a threat. Maybe it likes you."



        Sunset glared bloodshot daggers at Twilight. "That. Does not. Make me. Feel better." A long slurp followed, during which she never broke eye contact with the Princess.

	

        "Need I remind you that you decided to stay put. Coulda come and stayed with me and Other Me." Twilight shrugged. "Although I don't think that would have been much of an upgrade. We have made a lot of progress working together while sharing the same space, granted, but it's also kinda... awkward. Hanging out with yourself isn't all it's cracked up to be." She lifted her mug to her lips and muttered into it. "Plus, she keeps trying to peek at me in the shower."



        Sunset's jaw dropped. "Twilight. Please tell me you're not comparing your sitcom relationship with your pervy purple doppelganger to me living with a time-bomb that will do unspeakable things to me if I get on its bad side."



        Twilight's eyes widened and she set her tea down, lifting her hands defensively. "No no, I didn't meant to – I just thought we were, y'know, venting about our––"



        Sunset leaned across the table and pressed her face against Twilight's. "I need that thing gone. Right now. I can't keep living like this. Please, please, please tell me that the two of you worked out something good between pillow fights and spin-the-bottle sessions."

        

        "Not sure how you even play spin-the-bottle with only two people." She unlaced Sunset's hands from her blouse, but kept their fingers clutched together. Their eyes met. "Look, we... we do have a theory, alright? We were gonna wait for a while, run a few tests, but if you're really this worked up, then..."



        Sunset nodded furiously.



        Twilight squeezed Sunset's fingers. "We're gonna need some back-up."








        Rarity leaned from side to side, meeting and never losing the Eyeball's gaze. "Is it just me," she murmured, "or do the two of us have the same eye color?"



        "Who knows?" Pinkie chirped. "You know how there's an entire world out there where all of us are ponies? Maybe this thing's from a world where we're all floaty Eyeballs! Maybe this is your alternate universe Eyeball doppelganger!" Pinkie fixed the Eyeball with a grin, and it swiveled to bore into her with its piercing, unyielding gaze. "What do I call you, big guy?"



        The Eyeball's pupil swirled and took new shape: a thin, black spiral, rotating counter-clockwise, one which flattened and extended into an undulating line. A ripple ran up and down its length, starting from one end, reaching the other, and then bouncing backward in an endless rhythm that precisely matched Pinkie Pie's heartbeat.



	"Think I'll call him 'Ferb,'" said Pinkie.



	Seven girls gathered in Sunset's kitchen. They waited for their eighth, commiserating, inspecting Sunset's unwanted houseguest, and – in Rainbow Dash's case – raiding the cupboards and cabinets.

	

	Sunset was less than thrilled with the arrangement. Not that she minded the company, or that she thought the plan wasn't going to work. Weakening the dimensional barriers separating the human world from Equestria nearly had disastrous consequences the last time it happened, but the plan had approval from both Twilights, and Sunset trusted their judgment. If they said that their combined powers would be enough to stabilize an artificially created rift, then Sunset would take them at their word.



	It was, to her, more a question of location than anything. "Must we really do this in my apartment?" she groused. "Because I'm not sure ripping apart the space/time continuum is covered in the lease agreement."

	

	Applejack put her hand on Sunset's shoulder. "It ain't like we got a lotta options. Takin' it somewhere else'd just draw lots'a attention that we prob'ly really don't want. I mean, a big ol' thing like this is bound to draw some stares outside."

	

	"Plus," Rainbow Dash added. "Doin' it here means that we can throw a kickass movie night immediately afterward. With wine! I saw that bottle in the cupboard – you've been holdin' out on us!"

	

	Fluttershy nudged Rainbow Dash's shoulder. "Um, not to reopen old wounds, Rainbow," she said. "But remember your little misadventure in ninth grade? I think that's more than enough exposure to alcohol for you. At least until you come of age."

	

	Rainbow Dash flushed, irritated, and folded her arms. Fluttershy smiled and patted her friend on the back.

	

	There was a knock at the front door. Sunset quietly excused herself and went to answer it, letting a slightly disheveled, sleepy-eyed, and thoroughly bespectacled Twilight into the apartment. 

	

	"You coulda just opened the door, you know," Sunset said with a yawn. "The lock's kinda busted."

	

	"Wish I could help with that, but my thing is cosmological and thaumaturgical research, development, and analysis. Not locksmithing." A purple disk dangled around Bespectacled Twilight's neck. Its plastic case was dented and blackened, but nevertheless, it thrummed with power. 

	

	"Took me the better part of the night to modify and repair this old girl," said Bespectacled Twilight. "She should do the trick. Without ending all life in the multiverse, or making me go all crazy and fiery again." 

	

        Sunset pulled Bespectacled Twilight in for a one-armed hug. "Thanks for this. Really."



        She returned the grin, and let Sunset lead her into the kitchen with the others. Twilight averted her eyes from her counterpart as soon as the pair entered the room, instead focusing very intently on one of Rainbow Dash's aglets. 



        Bespectacled Twilight clapped her hands and grinned sleepily. "Okay! So. We all ready to do this?"



        Sunset spoke before anyone else could: "There are no acceptable answers besides 'yes, yes, for the love of all that is good and holy.'"



        Murmurs to that effect resounded throughout the room. 



        Bespectacled Twilight nodded. "Alright then. So. Everybody knows their role?"



        "Hold hands with Applejack and shoot a rainbow out of my boobs," Rainbow Dash muttered. "Just like at Thunderlane's Bar Mitzvah."



        The girls linked hands and formed a semicircle in front of the Eye, with Sunset in the center. Bespectacled Twilight stood off to the side, looking uncertainly at the Eye. 



        "You're absolutely sure you want to get rid of it?" Bespectacled Twilight said hesitantly. "I mean, this isn't the best part of town, and it does make a handy home defense system."



        "It ate my robbers," Sunset groused. "It's not that I'm ungrateful for the gesture, but... I mean, you can't just eat criminals. You know? There's something wrong with it. Imagine if you all had eaten me when I was bad."



        Bespectacled Twilight blushed, turned her head, and coughed.



        The Eye gazed at Sunset, and Sunset gazed back. Then its pupil elongated obscenely,  stretching out of its body. The others, aghast, watched in horrified fascination as a shape emerged – a human body, coated in black slime, yet with visibly female curves. Another body, a man's, slithered from the Eye's pupil, and plopped on top of the first.



        Sunset's legs buckled. Twilight and Rarity, on either side of her, held her up. Fluttershy broke ranks and rushed to the pair of bodies as the Eye's pupil receded and returned to normal. She knelt and cradled the man's head in her hands, leaning her ear close to its face. 



	"Alive," she declared. "Both of them. I think."



        The man rolled off of the body beneath him and huddled on the ground, fetal. "Eyes," he whispered. "Eyes in the dark. Vision in the inky black. Bottomless, topless, inside and all around, yet nowhere. Make it stop."



        "It never stops," said the woman in the same tiny, scared voice. "Endless black. Everywhere, the eyes, piercing my flesh..."



        Sunset looked from one, to the next, to the Eyeball. "Neato. Fluttershy?"



        Fluttershy guided the pair away from the Eyeball, away from the radius of the spell, and returned to the semicircle, linking hands with Pinkie Pie. "Ready when you are."



        Energy crackled and rippled around the seven as auras shimmered around their bodies. They sprouted ears and wings and ponytails, and their bodies lifted slowly, hovering mere inches off the ground. Hair and clothing whipped around them; cabinets and cupboards flapped and slapped noisily as gusts of energy swirled through the room. 



        Sunset's eyes met the Eyeball one last time. Its pupil shifted into a new shape – a U, it looked like, crude and lopsided. Then its iris flashed once. 



        Sunset frowned. She tried to say something. 



        Then their auras coalesced into spheres in front of their chests. Seven beams of seven different lights lanced out and collided in the same spot, in front of the Eye, blocking it from Sunset's view. Then an eighth light joined it, a white light, shining from the opened mouth of Bespectacled Twilight's device.



        The fabric of reality gave way, and a vortex of light and darkness appeared. Inside, swirls and whorls and patterns churned and frothed, in every color conceivable, in grays and whites and blacks, in tones and hues unfathomable. Shrieks and screams and bellows of fury, of triumph, of agony and defeat, resounded from inside the vortex. The Eyeball drifted forward, into the vortex, and was gone. Bespectacled Twilight slammed the device shut, and the magic maintaining the portal ceased. Gradually, the seven drifted back to the ground; their auras and extraneous pony parts vanishing. 



        For a long, pregnant moment, none of them spoke. Sunset broke the silence. "So," she panted. "Universe still seems to be here. Gonna go out on a limb, say the spell worked."



        "As an expert in virtually every scientific field known to human and ponykind," Twilight added, glancing around the room. "I'm forced to corroborate your findings. Spell worked. Everyone's alive. And there's no sign of any floaty Eyeballs."



        Pinkie Pie clicked her tongue. "Darn shame." 








        Sunset bid each of her friends farewell with a hug and a personal word of thanks. "Just gimme a day or two to rest and tidy up, and we'll have that movie night." she promised.



        "With wine?" Rainbow Dash asked.



        "Probably not. Pizza, though."



        Rainbow Dash's hopeful expression vanished, and she sighed. "That's... fine. I guess."



        Fluttershy insisted on personally accompanying the traumatized robbers to the nearby police precinct, with the others traveling as escort. Twilight lingered with Sunset after they left, giving her bespectacled counterpart a shaky smile and a noncommittal response when asked whether she'd see her at home.



        Sunset watched them leave with a smile, her eyes lingering on Bespectacled Twilight. "Easy money says she makes a pass at you before the night's over."



        "Not a bet I particularly want to take," Twilight sighed. "I swear, if I wake up with her spooning me from behind one more time––"



        Sunset's laughter killed the rest of that sentence, and through Twilight tried to be indignant, she was soon laughing along with her. 



        "Hey, so, Twilight," said Sunset, when their mirth had finally run dry. "I want to apologize for that thing with Flash. I know the two of you... well, y'know."



        "Yes, I do know. You're not incorrect." Twilight sighed and shook her head, a melancholy smile on her face. "It's alright. I mean... kinda makes sense that the two of you would hook up at least once. And something tells me the H.M.S. Flash Sentry, Prince Consort to the Princess of Friendship isn't a ship that's gonna leave drydock anytime soon, no matter how many notebooks I fill with that exact phrase. So I can't exactly hold it against you, now, can I?"



        Sunset blinked. "Er... notebooks? Plural?"



	"A girl's gotta have a hobby." Twilight shrugged and stepped closer to Sunset. "Y'know, I wasn't planning on going back for another day or two. Maybe we could do something, just the two of us? We haven't really had time to stop and catch up since I've been here. I mean, except for Sugarcube Corner. Which was mostly business."

	

	Sunset bit her lip. "You sure you can afford to dilly-dally here for much longer? I hear being a Princess is a lot of work. To say nothing of being a teacher."

	

	"Spike's ruling as regent until such time as I return. He's very efficient. Brutal and tyrannical, but efficient. Equestria's well taken care of, I assure you. Although it might be in dire need of a steam-cleaning when I get home."

	

	Sunset stared blankly at her friend. "Was that an auditory hallucination from sleep deprivation, or did you just say what I think you just said?"

	

	"Depends on what you think I said. As for teaching..." Twilight leaned forward and wrapped Sunset in a tight hug. "It's an important part of my life, true. But you're every bit as important to me, Sunset." 



        Sunset, exhausted and tongue-tied, squeezed Twilight back and rested her head on her shoulder, contentedly shutting her eyes.








        A yawning Sunset Shimmer strode into her kitchen the next morning, refreshed and rejuvenated after a twelve-hour nap. Out of habit, she made her way to her broken coffee maker, before recalling that the thrice-damned thing was–– 



        "Huh," she said with genuine shock. "Hello there, big ol' pot of coffee."



        The pot was filled to the brim with steaming brown liquid, filling the room with the heady aroma of hazelnut. Sunset, not convinced that she wasn't dreaming – or hallucinating – slowly and shakily poured a cup for herself. She breathed deeply – certainly smelled real enough. She took a slow, tentative sip. Tasted real enough, too.



        A glance at the pot sent needles of paranoia up her spine – the amount of coffee inside hadn't decreased in the slightest. It was still filled to the brim. 



        Sunset bit her thumb and mulled this sudden turn of events, trying to string together some kind of logical explanation. Once, she'd had a coffee maker. It had stopped working. Then, one day, a floating eye from another dimension occupied her kitchen, and when it left, her coffee maker had been fixed. Not only was it fixed, it thumbed its nose at thermodynamics.



        And for all Sunset knew, that could be literal.



        The Eye had done something before it left, Sunset remembered. It looked at her, deliberately; it formed a shape with its pupil. A U. Or so she'd assumed. In hindsight, it was more likely...



        "A smile," she murmured. "It was trying to smile at me. That creepy, floaty, monocular... huh. Guess it really liked the squeegee thing."



        Sunset downed a swig of coffee and refilled her cup – yet again, the pot remained filled to the brim. She set her mug down and stared pensively at it, gnawing her thumb between her front teeth. The Eye had freed the robbers when Sunset complained about it – took them in the first place because, Twilight had guessed, it saw them as a threat to Sunset. And it bade farewell to her in its own impenetrable, oblique sort of way. Could this have been a show of gratitude from the Eye? Repairing a minor inconvenience in her life, simply because she mentioned that it bothered her? 



        She wasn't sure, and had no way to be sure, really. But, she mused as she finished her coffee and poured herself a refill, it would probably be a good thing to discuss with Twilight.
      

      
   
      Friendship 101


      

      
      
         	Twilight Velvet pressed her ear to the door, wondering if anyone had heard her knocking. Five more minutes and she’d let her back hooves have a go at it.



	“Can I help you?”



	She turned around and found a wizened unicorn stallion, his neck bent under the weight of a lengthy beard and a thick set of spectacles. She put on her best business smile, the one reserved for her agent and publisher. “Yes, I’m here for a parent teacher conference. Could you let me in to the school, please?”



	The stallion scratched his chin. “Parent… what? The fall term doesn’t start for ten weeks, Miss…”



	“Twilight Velvet, and I’m well aware of the date.” The school handbook materialized next to her, opened to the section on student-teacher conduct. “It says right here that a parent can request an emergency conference with their child’s teacher at any time, and that the teacher needs to honor that request within a week. I filed my request six days and twenty three hours ago, so here I am. There’s nothing in here about waiting for the school year to start.”



	The stallion stepped closer and leaned towards the book until his glasses nearly touched it. “Huh… Has that always been there?”



	Twilight Velvet just kept smiling. “I’d like to see Princess Celestia, please.”



	The stallion raised his eyebrows. “The Princess… Your that Twilight’s parent or legal guardian?”



	“I prefer the term mother.”



	He nodded. “Right, right. I guess I can take you in… I doubt anypony’s keeping up with the mail this early on.”



	His horn lit, the door’s lock clicked. “Ha, I can’t wait to hear what ol’ Task Master says when he hears I met our star student’s mother before him. Maybe he’ll finally get that coronary he keeps whining about in the teacher’s lounge.”



	Twilight Velvet followed him through the open door and into a barely-lit interior. Cool, dry air rose up from the polished stone floors, scented ever so slightly with chalk dust. In the dim light she could just make out the sweeping marble staircase that dominated the main hall. Seeing it again added some genuine mirth to her smile; poor little Twilight Sparkle had nearly walked right into it on her way to her entrance exam, thanks to the book she’d been trying to read at the time. The whole school had been packed then, a wall-to-wall circus of parents chasing presumed school officials with their prospective student in tow. Today the place was empty. What would it be like on Twilight Sparkle’s first day? Would the older students be kind? What about the ones in her own class, assuming there were any? There wasn’t anything in the handbook about being the Princess’s personal protégé, an oversight that she intended to squeeze for all it was worth.



	“How’s young Twilight liking her summer break?” Her guide was leading her to a set of doors to the left of the stairs.



	Twilight Velvet blinked at the question. “Oh, she’s spending it just how she wants to: studying, studying, and more studying.”



	“That’s a good filly! I was the same way… just couldn’t get enough books.”



	“What subject do you teach, sir?”



	“History. I’ve been alive for most of it, you see.” He looked back at her, his grin youthful.



	She chuckled. “And here I assumed a strapping young thing like you would be over the hoofball team.”



	“Ah to be young again… I’ll never forget the day I got my cutie mark… the thrill, the excitement, the cheers from my friends… But here we are, the head-princess’s office, as we like to call it.”



	The door before them was unremarkable, save for its being two heads taller than its neighbors. A small plaque just above eye level read Headmistress Celestia.



	“And she’ll be in here?”



	He nodded. “The summer sun is up, and the nobility are out hunting for royal favor and proverbial back-scratches. Where would you go to avoid them?”



	“The principal’s office in a locked up school.”



	“Very good, my dear.”








	The door creaked open as soon as Twilight Velvet knocked on it, and a surprised but sufficiently regal “ooh, who’s there?” escaped through the gap.



	She pushed open the door and bowed, catching only a glimpse of an overly tall desk laden with paperwork as she did so. “Good morning, Princess Celestia. I’m sorry for disturbing you like this, but I’m afraid I need to meet with you for an emergency parent-teacher conference.”



	Princess Celestia chuckled. “Welcome, Mrs… Velvet, isn’t it? What brings you here in the middle of summer break?”



	Twilight Velvet rose, her business smile still in full force. Princess Celestia looked surprisingly mundane, seated behind a desk with paperwork before her and framed awards on the wall behind her. Everything was larger than normal, of course; the desk reached Twilight Velvet’s nose. Equating this oversized office pony with the shining beacon of Princesshood she’d seen during the summer sun celebration took some effort. “I’m here about my daughter, Twilight Sparkle.”



	A smile crossed Princess Celestia’s face, and not the kind Twilight Velvet expected; she’d seen and given her share of friendly façades to push a book deal through, but this looked different. The Princess actually looked happy about being accosted by a meddling, busybody parent. “Please, have a seat. I hope Twilight isn’t too nervous, especially when she still has so much time off ahead of her.”



	The chair wasn’t like anything Twilight Velvet had seen before. It looked more like a series of oversized, padded steps, each one as wide as a seat cushion. The lowest one was at a normal chair’s height, and the next two taller still. She climbed up the second step, which put her on level with Princess Celestia. The topmost step, which was just a few inches taller, would’ve been perfect for a foal to sit eye to eye with the Princess of Equestria. “This is an… interesting chair.”



	“One of my former students made it for me, a little something to help students and parents see me for what I am in this office: a teacher. Now what’s so urgent that you needed to invoke the ‘emergency conference’ rule before Twilight’s even been through her first day?”



	“I’ll get right to the point, your majesty. Twilight’s cute-ceañera is this Friday at one, and I’d very much like for you to make an appearance.”



	The warmth drained out of Princess Celestia’s smile; now she was all business. “While I’m flattered that you’d invite me, I’m afraid I can’t come. Surely you understand how many graduations, parties, and social events parents routinely ask me to attend. I don’t have time to go to them all, and it would hardly be fair to select just a few. I can’t make an exception, not even for Twilight Sparkle.”



	Twilight Velvet expected this. She’d expected this from the moment she’d suggested this crazy idea to her husband a week ago. “I can respect that, Princess, so long as you understand why I’m asking. Will you give me that, at least? I won’t waste your time.”



	Princess Celestia nodded. “Go on.”



	“Twilight earned her cutie mark during her entrance exam for your school, well after her public school let out for the summer. The handful of acquaintances she has are either on vacation, including Princess Cadence, or have some other excuse to not come to the ‘weird kid’s’ party, the kid that always has her nose in a book.”



	Princess Celestia’s smile vanished. “I don’t understand.”



	“You’ve spent five minutes with my daughter, Princess. You’ve seen that she’s very talented, but you haven’t seen how she spends every waking moment studying. I wanted her to come to your school so she’d meet some fillies and colts her age that she’d actually identify with… maybe that can still happen with her being your personal student, but it isn’t about to happen by Friday, and believe me I’ve gone down the entire first-year class roster and sent out invitations…”



	Twilight Velvet leaned forward, her hooves on the desk. “My daughter doesn’t have friends, Princess Celestia. She doesn’t even expect anyone to show up to her cute-ceañera, and what’s worse is she doesn’t care! She’s perfectly happy to sit around eating cake with her parents and big brother because she doesn’t know what having actual friends is like. She deserves better than a cute-ceañera with no friends, even if she doesn’t expect it. What could show her the value of healthy social interaction more than seeing it demonstrated by the Princess she idolizes?”



	Princess Celestia opened her mouth slightly, as if she was voicing the uncomfortable silence that hung in the air for seconds on end. “Of course she deserves better… and during her studies with me, I’ll ensure—”



	“That sounds suspiciously like an exception to me, Princess, just like when you publicly stated you’d take a single filly under your wing for private lessons. You’re already going to be present for plenty of her life events simply because you’re her teacher, so why not this one? She’ll have plenty of birthdays and other celebrations, but only one cute-ceañera.”



	A frown crossed Princess Celestia’s face, which made Twilight Velvet’s smile all the harder to maintain. “Tell me, Twilight Velvet, what do you do for a living? Are you a corporate executive, or a lawyer?”



	“I write children’s books. Publishing is a lot more cut-throat than most ponies suspect.”



	“And what if Friday comes and goes without me? Would your next book be the tale of the solar tyrant that steals the dreams of little fillies?”



	Twilight Velvet’s smile turned into a gasp. “This isn’t blackmail or politics, your highness.”



	“Would you pull Twilight Sparkle out of my school?”



	“Not if she’s going to be happy here, and nothing in the whole world would make her happier than learning from you directly.”



	A quick knocking rattled the door, and a guard’s deep voice came through the gap. “Princess Celestia? Your afternoon court is set to begin in five minutes.”



	Twilight Velvet dove across the desk and grabbed one of the Princess’s hooves. “Please, Princess. This isn’t for me, and I swear nopony ever has to know about it.”



	Princess Celestia extracted herself from her embrace and stood. “I can’t promise you anything, but…”



	Twilight Velvet nodded. “Consider it. That’s all I ask.”








	Twilight Velvet stared down at the party favors lined up on the kitchen counter; twenty little bags filled with hats, noise makers, balloons, and a generous amount of star-shaped confetti. Her hoof tapped out seconds in time with the clock on the wall. In another minute everyone she’d invited would officially be half an hour late. “Stupid other parents… stupid public school… stupid scheduling conflicts… that’s what the Princess is going call it: a scheduling conflict. I should’ve just put invitations on lamp posts.”



	Night Light nudged the nearest party favor with his hoof. He looked at her with a cautious yet optimistic smile she knew well, the same one she gifted to each of her book’s dashing heroes. “She was the longest of long shots, dear… but we can still make the afternoon special. What if we go out instead? We could let Twilight pick a restaurant… maybe stop by her favorite book store…”



	Shining Armor sighed, the short crop of his mane barely visible over the back of the couch. A book on military strategy floated over his reclining form. “Dad, we did that last week after she aced her entrance exam! She’s probably rereading her new teleportation book right now, that’s why she hasn’t noticed what time it is. Can’t I just go upstairs and get her? We can have the cake, and sing, and—”



	Twilight Velvet swiped her foreleg across the kitchen counter, scattering the party favors everywhere across the floor. She stomped into the front room and focused her magic on the streamers hanging from the ceiling. One by one, the decorations came down and joined the party favors on the floor. “Not another word, either of you! Just… let me think.”



	“Mom—”



	“I said let me think!”



	“Mom—“



	She whirled around and glared at her son, an adolescent stallion already as big as she was, but not so big that he could escape cowering under her fiery gaze. “What, Shining Armor? What?”



	He curled into a ball and held a spare cushion up as a shield. “There’s… um… there’s somepony outside… looks important.”



	Night Light reached the front window first, and his tail stuck straight out when he did. “D-dear, you didn’t say anything… threatening to Princess Celestia, did you?”



	Twilight Velvet gasped. “What? Of course not!”



	“Shining Armor, did you commit some horrible crime that you’d like to tell us about?”



	Shining Armor jumped off the couch and joined them at the window. “Are you crazy? I’ve got a week left before I go to the acad—whoa.”



	Twilight Velvet pressed her nose to the glass. A chariot was parked on their front lawn, and no less than ten royal guards, were lining up next to it. “Go get Twilight.”



	“Huh?”



	“Go get your little sister! Tell her study time is over, the guests are here! Night Light, could you wait by the door while I… um… pick up the mess I made?”



	Shining Armor ran for the stairs, while Night Light headed for the kitchen. “I’ll clean up, dear. If the royal guard is coming to arrest you for Princess harassment, who am I to stand in their way?”



	She rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue. “You’d better hope they do, because if they don’t my pillow’s got a date with your f—”



	The sound of the doorbell made her jump. The soft clang of metal on metal, the sweet music she’d been fantasizing about since sending out invitations was finally calling out to her. “J-just a minute! Be right there!”



	“How about that, they’re not just breaking the door down.”



	She shot Night Light one last glare and marched to the front door. Twilight ran down the staircase and nearly collided with her. “There’s ponies here to see me? Really?”



	Shining Armor came up behind her, laughing. “Really, Twily.”



	Twilight Velvet smiled. “Let’s just remember to be friendly and accepting, no matter what they look like, okay honey?”



	Young Twilight gave a vigorous nod. “I will, mom. I promise!”



	Twilight Velvet took a deep breath, her eyes fixed on the new cutie mark on her daughter’s flank. “Why don’t you open the door, honey?”



	Young Twilight’s horn glowed purple, and the front door swung open. Two royal guards in full armor stood in the doorway, their stern expressions as friendly and  inviting as a brick wall.



	Young Twilight gave a seconds-long gasp. “Are… are you here for my party?”



	Twilight Velvet bit her lip. They’d better be. If this was some sort of sick prank, no jury would ever convict her.



	The guard on the left spoke, his voice as level and stern as his expression. “Is the residence of one Twilight Sparkle, personal student of Princess Celestia?”



	Young Twilight gave her mother a brief glance before nodding. “Yeah… That’s me.”



	“And is this the date and time of her cute-ceañera?”



	Young Twilight tilted her head slightly. “Yes…”



	Both of the guards pulled off their helmets and grinned. “Phew, we’re at the right place! Can we please come to your party, Miss Twilight?”



	Young Twilight smiled. “Sure! That’s okay, right Mom?”



	Twilight Velvet beckoned them inside. “I hope you’re all in the mood for cake.”



	Twelve royal guards filed through door in two straight lights, removing their helmets as they did so. In seconds the quiet house was filled with conversation and calls for the special filly to tell them her cutie mark story.



	Twilight Velvet took a deep breath, exhaling a week upon week of worry in the process. Little Twilight had some guests at her party, and she didn’t care that they were muscle-bound stallions clad armor.



	“Did somepony say cake?”



	The room went silent, and Twilight Sparkle gasped. “Is… Is that—“



	Princess Celestia ducked through the entryway. “Good afternoon, Twilight Sparkle.”



	“You came to my cute-ceañera! Oh thank you, Princess!”



	Princess Celestia smiled at Twilight Velvet. “Your cute-ceañera is today? How convenient! I actually came to begin your private lessons early, but that can wait until we’ve celebrated, don’t you think?”



	Young Twilight’s smile faltered for just a moment, at least until she looked at the roomful of guests. “Oh wow, I guess that can wait… Since we have guests and everything.”



	“Wonderful.”










	An hour later, the party was still in full swing. Twilight Velvet sat at the kitchen table, watching guard ponies tossing her daughter in the air amid repeated choruses of For She’s a Jolly Good Pony. Her attention wandered to the other side of the room, were two other guards had her son backed into a corner.



	“—hear you’re shipping off to the academy.”



	Shining Armor saluted. “Y-yes, Sir!”



	“Think you’ve got what it takes to be a Royal Guard, eh? Maybe a lieutenant?”



	“Yes, Sir!”



	The guard shook his head. “Wrong! You’d better aim higher than that. If you want to last a month in the academy, you’d better be aiming for captain of the guard, got that?”



	Shining Armor’s eyes went wide. “C-captain of the guard?”



	“Say it!”



	“I-I want to be the captain of the guard… Captain Shining Armor.”



	Both guards chanted in unison. “I can’t hear you!”



	“Captain Shining Armor!”



	Princess Celestia slipped through the room, passing groups of guards trying on party hats and testing noise makers, and joined Twilight Velvet at the table. “I’m sorry we were late.”



	Twilight Velvet laughed. “Late? I wish you’d told me you were really coming, but… thank you. Thank you so much. This means the world to Twilight.”



	A glass of lemonade rose to Princess Celestia’s lips. “I just gave a command lecture on the origin and historical significance of cutie marks. I’m not sure I’ll get out of here with my voice intact.”



	“That’s my filly. She’ll take every bit of knowledge you give her… but I hope you see the other side now, too, the filly that… doesn’t really get what friendship is.”



	Princess Celestia gave a long, slow nod. “We’ll work on that.”
      

      
   
      Petunia and the Coelacanth


      

      
      
         Petunia Paleo was a small blue filly who lived with her parents in a medium-sized house at the end of a side street in Ponyville. She didn’t have wings to lift her up, but she had a giant smile that tended to lift others up around her. She didn’t have a horn to help her make magic, but she had dreams big enough to seem like magic.



She also had a great big skull-and-bones cutie mark on her flank. Now that one made her parents nervous sometimes, because they were the quiet sort of grown-ups who expected life to go a certain way, and for that way to be unremarkable, well-organized, and sensible, which a skull-and-bones cutie mark definitely was not. But they’d been reassured by ponies they trusted that there wasn’t anything to worry about, because Petunia’s mark meant that she loved paleontology, which was the study of the bones of old dead things, which was kind of weird and icky in their estimation, but not bad or wrong. And so they told themselves not to worry as Petunia went on digs around town anywhere she could get ponies to let her dig, which usually meant she dug mostly in her backyard, but it was amazing what she could find even there!



Petunia’s parents told themselves not to worry pretty frequently, in fact. But Petunia didn’t worry about that too much. Instead, she had her dreams, and her digs around town, and the books on paleontology she checked out from the library sometimes, and the nature magazines the mailmare brought once a month.



One day, Petunia’s favorite magazine said something that made her smile even bigger than usual: Something very special had been discovered off the coast of Zebrica. It was more than just a fish; It was a Coelacanth. The article called it a “living fossil,” something that had somehow survived since the time of dinosaurs, millions of years before.



And it was alive. There and then.



Or, well, it was half a world away, in Zebrica.



But that was just a detail in Petunia’s mind as she bounded off her bed and trotted down the stairs as quickly as her short legs could trot, clutching the magazine in her mouth. She leapt over a basket of laundry to be folded and skidded to a halt in front of the kitchen table, where her parents sat drinking coffee and reading halves of the morning paper.



“‘Om!’Ad!” she said, removing the magazine only as an afterthought. “Did you see this? There’s a Coelacanth! A living fossil!”



Her parents looked up from their papers and met each other's eyes. Identical looks of concern crossed their features. “That’s… amazing, honey,” her mother said, not in any way convincing her that the sentiment was genuine. “A… living fossil, you say?”



“Yes! And we have to go see it!



“Heh, heh,” her dad non-laughed. “Well, sport, that sounds… pretty interesting…”



“I know, right?!” she beamed. “The thing is that we need to go visit the pod that’s been discovered off the coast of Zebrica before we lose the chance! Who knows, maybe there’s only a few of them left, or they could be endangered… or I didn’t really finish reading the whole article, but that’s not the point!”



Her parents looked at each other again. The look they shared wasn’t just a look; it was a look. And when they looked at her again, that too was a look.



“Here’s the thing,” her dad began.



“Honey, your dad and I…” her mom added.



“Really, both of us…”



“Well…”



“See, going on a trip to… Zebrica, of all places…”



“It’s going to cost a lot…”



“A lot...”



“Of money.”



Both her parents nodded once, the gesture making it clear that their answer was final.



Petunia’s smile cracked only a little. “Okay,” she said, nodding slowly. “So what you’re saying is that if I could come up with the money, we could go?”



The two looked at each other again, nervous tension dancing across their faces.



“...Maybe?” her mom said, turning back to her.



“It would take a lot of money, though,” her dad reiterated.



“Don’t you worry!” Petunia leapt up and bounded toward the door. “I know just who I can talk to about getting lots of money!”










Filthy Rich sat back in his chair in the Rich family’s atrium, chuckling slightly. “Well, I must say, young Petunia, that is truly an ambitious dream.”



“I know, right?!” Petunia’s grin intensified. She turned to share it with her fairly new friend Diamond Tiara, who sat in a nearby chair, keeping her expression even. “And just think, it would be a chance for you to see some of the beautiful plants you have here growing in their natural habitat, as well! That’s a Zebrican lily, isn’t it? Oh! And that one’s a goat’s-foot!”



Filthy nodded. “You know, it’s rare to meet a youngster who has such a deep appreciation for the natural world.”



Petunia shifted in her chair, showing off part of her flank. “Well, Mr. Rich, sir, the natural world is what I’m all about! Normally I focus on the dead stuff, but suddenly the dead stuff is alive again!” She paused, running back over the words in her head. “Or, it was here all along. Whatever! The point is, we can go see it! All we need is money.”



His smile turned a bit sad. “I’m afraid that isn’t all we’d need for such an expedition. See, a find like that is going to draw attention from the local authorities, and conservation officials, and scientists from the world over, all coming to study just what you are.”



She nodded. “...And…?”



He sighed. “Well, Petunia, what I’m saying is that money by itself isn’t going to get us through all that. We’d need… connections. Somepony on the inside of that feeding frenzy of explorers and discoverers who could get us in, too.”



Petunia’s smile quirked down just a bit, though it held firm in the end. “But… I thought money was the only thing my parents needed?”



Filthy shrugged. “And I’m sorry too, Petunia. It’s a very big dream, but without the right connections, all the money in the world wouldn’t help us here.”



She looked away, brow furrowing. Then her eyes brightened. “So what you’re saying is that if I could find somepony with the right connections, we could go?”



Diamond Tiara and Filthy Rich looked at each other, then both shrugged.



“...Maybe?” Filthy said, turning back to her. “I don’t know who might know somepony in that kind of community, though.”



“Oh, don’t worry!” Petunia jumped up so quickly that the chair clattered over behind her. “I know just about the best-connected pony in the whole wide world!”








It was the Cutie Mark Crusaders who made Petunia’s introduction at the Friendship Castle, and who led her down its central corridor toward the Map Room, where the Princess Twilight Sparkle sat in conference with her fellow Element-Bearers of Harmony. Petunia pranced in place and tried to keep her breathing steady as she waited outside its large doors for their meeting to be over. The Cutie Mark Crusaders tried to engage her in chit-chat to help pass the time, but it just bounced off Petunia’s bubbly but single-minded soul.



At last, the doors swung open, and five of the Element Bearers filed out with determined looks upon their faces. Twilight trailed behind them somewhat, and paused when she saw the four fillies flagging her down.



“Girls?”



“Hey Princess Twilight!” said Petunia, pushing forward past the Cutie Mark Crusaders. “Did you hear about the coelacanth that was discovered off the coast of Zebrica?”



Twilight smiled. “Actually, yes, Petunia! It’s so exciting to think a living piece of history is out there swimming in the oceans of today!”



“YES!” Petunia shouted, throwing back her head with glee. “FINALLY somepony else who really understands!”



“It’s really special having someone to share exciting news with, isn’t it? But what brings you here today?”



Petunia held up a hoof and started rattling things off: “Well, I really want to go see the Coelacanth, but I asked my parents, and they said that we’d need money. So I went to see Filthy Rich, and it sounds like he could help with the money, but he doesn’t have the right connections. So I figured you probably have all the connections in the world!” Her smile grew deeper, and she nearly vibrated with the effort of containing it.



But Princess Twilight frowned. “Oh… yes, I suppose I do have connections here and there in the scientific community… and I probably could pull some strings with the Zebrican and Equestrian authorities to get us in if I needed to…”



“Really? Really really really?!”



“Well, yes, I could, except the only problem is that I don’t know when I’d have time to make the trip. My friends and I are off to save the world right now, and we end up having to do that so often, I’d hate to be away for how long it would take to get to Zebrica and back!”



Petunia’s smile faltered. “But… surely if we have the money and the right connections…”



Twilight frowned. “And I’m sorry too, Petunia. It’s a very big dream, but without the time to take you on the trip, my connections might not accept you.”



Petunia stood motionless, but then her lip began to quiver. “Well, I know my parents don’t have time to take me… they both have to work. And Filthy Rich has got his business to run…”



“I’m very, very sorry,” Princess Twilight said. “I can maybe say something to one of my friends, but I don’t know how to make this work right now.”



“It’s okay,” Petunia said. Only, her voice quavered and her nose sniffed in a way that told all those around her that it was very much not okay.



Both Twilight and the Cutie Mark Crusaders offered to walk her home, but she waved them away, preferring to trudge back slowly, and all by herself.



And so she came home to find her parents sitting in a different room, and reading different things, but still not any different than she had left them.



“How’d it go, sweetie?” her mother asked.



Petunia didn’t answer. Or at least not with words. She let loose all the tears that she had bottled-up on her walk home, and wailed so loud the neighbors surely heard her. She turned away, and climbed the stairs, and slammed her bedroom door, and locked it, and threw herself upon her bed, and she was still crying, and she felt as though the crying would never, ever stop.



And for a long time, it didn’t. Because deep down, Petunia knew that it’s worth crying when a dream dies. And an extra-big dream deserves an extra-big cry if it comes to that.








Petunia had long since cried herself quiet and passed-out facedown on her bed, when three loud raps on the front door awoke her, soon followed by the faint sound of the door opening.



“I hear your daugher has been seeking to leave home,” a muffled voice said. “She seeks the land called Zebrica, from where I roam.”



Petunia pushed herself up on her elbows as she strained to hear the rest of what was said, but it seemed the grownups were speaking in their quiet voices, so she didn’t catch much. But soon she heard the sound of hooves on the stairs. She sat up in bed, feeling curious. Then she trotted over and unlocked her door.



No sooner had she unlocked it than the knob turned, and it opened, and she saw a stripy figure standing there, smiling, and flanked by her parents, who once again had a look on their faces that said they were telling themselves not to worry.



“Greetings, young Petunia Paleo,” Zecora said. “I’ve come to show you where your dreams can go.”



Petunia’s smile made a tentative return. “Does that mean… you can take me to Zebrica?”



"Not exactly as you mean, but something downstairs should be seen!"








Petunia crinkled her nose at the smell of the pouch on Zecora’s hip, which only grew stronger as the zebra gradually transferred its contents to her mom’s largest cookpot set up on the stove.



“Many dreams seem impossible,” Zecora said. “Many waits seem forever. But time can be an ally, child, and you never should say never.”



Petunia shuffled closer to the pot. “What… is that stuff?” she managed.



Zecora smiled; first at Petunia, then at her parents, who watched from the safe shelter of the hall. “What matters isn’t what it be, but what this brew will help you see.”



“And… that is?”



“Take a look inside, and it will seem that yours is really not too big a dream.”



Petunia pulled over a small step stool. “All right,” she said, looking into the pungent, bubbling green contents. “But I don’t see what I--”








Petunia Paleo was a strong and pretty mare who closed her eyes and grinned into the stinging salt-air that was kicked up by the powered boat. Ponies milled to and fro around her, readying equipment, or handling the myriad things necessary to keep the boat clean and in good working order. She listened to their bustle, and allowed herself to forget all about her high-strung parents, and the medium-sized house she had grown up in, and the dream she never thought would become real.



Because it was real, now.



She’d waited years; worked harder than she thought she could; studied for long hours; and earned not only a degree, but a research grant, to continue the study of her first love: the living fossil.



Well, her second, after fossils in general.



She felt a nudge on her shoulder, and opened her eyes to see a handsome black-coated stallion--her assistant--pointing off the starboard bow. “Doctor Paleo, there they are. We found them!”



Petunia followed his hoof with her gaze, and smiled, and dashed up to the railing at the edge of the boat. There, not ten meters away and maybe just one meter down, was the pod. They were ugly, to be sure, with big eyes and gills and clammy faces; and they were shorter than she thought they’d look, considering that they should be almost leg-length on an average-sized pony.



Yet they were beautiful, for they were coelacanths, and seeing them in-person put a smile on her face that couldn’t be contained by smiling alone. Instead, she whooped, and leapt, and hollered, scaring half the crew away in the process.



“Doctor Paleo!” her assistant shouted. “Please, we need to start taking measurements!”



Instead of listening, she hugged him, then took his hooves in hers, and whirled him around in a mad dance. “Don’t you understand?! We’re here! We found them!!”



“Yes, but doctor…”



“I’m taking a swim,” she declared. Then she alit upon the railing, looking back at him for just a moment… and then she smiled, and jumped.



And as she landed in the middle of the pod, they scattered; and the ponies on the boat began to shout “Mare Overboard!” and scurried to and fro to “save” her; but she knew she didn’t need saving. Not in the bigger sense, at least.



Instead, she swam, and laughed when she had breath for it, and treaded water, knowing that while her crew did what they did best, she had at last made it to Zebrica, and to the coelacanths, and to her dream.








Petunia’s parents furrowed their brows as they took the small, sleeping filly from Zecora’s hooves. “Are you sure she’s quite all right?” her dad asked. “She just fainted all of a sudden…”



Zecora shook her head and smiled. “She’s better than all right, if I may boldly say. She’s learned her dreams are not impossible today.”



“We didn’t want her to think they were impossible,” Petunia’s mom said, looking guilty.



“But finding every reason why they will not fly, is just as good as telling her she should not try.”



“We’re very sorry,” her dad said.



“I didn’t come to make you feel sad,” Zecora said. “I came so she could start to feel glad. Your child has a gift, strange as it may seem; a massive smile, and even bigger dreams.”



“We’ll go tuck her in now,” Petunia’s mom said. “She must’ve had a big day.”



Zecora winked. “Not yet, she hasn’t; but she will, someday.”
      

      
   
      Solving for Death


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle meticulously pushed the plate on the table until it was in the most scientifically appropriate position. Then she raised her hoof and closed her eyes.



“First lesson of the day,” she went on to say, “we very carefully set the table without using magic, so that―”



“Got it!” Starlight said as she whizzed over the place settings to the table with her magic. Her heart’s in the right place, but she’s not the best listener. She carefully examined her handiwork with a smile, until she noticed that the two-prong fun fork was missing from in front of her. She didn’t know what it was actually called, but calling it that helped her remember where to put it.



Starlight hummed. “Twilight, we seem to be missing the two-prong fun fork from one of the place settings. Do you know where it is?” she asked as she lifted her head whereupon she found the two-prong fun fork jutting out of the side of Twilight’s skull, her head currently resting in the plate at her place setting.



Starlight blinked, then trotted over to Twilight. Twilight’s eyes were open and blood was currently pooling into the plate. Starlight poked Twilight. Twilight didn’t respond.



Starlight blinked again. “Twilight, are you dead?”



Twilight still didn’t respond. Starlight poked her a few more times. Still no response. Starlight’s eyes widened. “Oh, right! I knew I forgot to check for something.” She grabbed Twilight’s foreleg and placed her hoof on Twilight’s carpus. No pulse.



Oh yeah, she’s super dead, Starlight thought. Welp, time to fix this. She lifted Twilight’s confirmed-dead body in her magic and walked through the castle to the library. 



She came across Spike, who was currently dusting a statue. 



“Hey, Spike,” Starlight said.



Spike paused his dusting. “Hey, Starlight!” He said. “Aren’t you supposed to be helping Twilight with something?”



“Yeah, but I accidentally killed her and now I’m going to bring her back to life.”



“Oh, okay, I guess call me if you need―”



Spike dropped his feather duster and slowly turned to face Starlight. “You what!?” He chased her down, his eyes never leaving Twilight’s limp body. “Oh no, oh no, oh no…” he repeated as his eyes watered.



Starlight chuckled. “Spike, it’ll be fine. I’ll have her undead in no time.” Starlight’s eyes wandered. “Um, I mean not dead, not undead.” She tittered. 



Spike scurried up to where Starlight was, tears sliding down his face. “H-how could you kill Twilight? With a relish fork?”



“Oh, is that what that’s called? And here I was calling it a two-prong fun fork this entire―”



“Starlight!”



Starlight stopped and turned to face Spike. He was really laying on the waterworks thick. She bent down and touched Spike’s cheek. “Spike. You don’t have to cry.” Starlight smiled. “I’m going to resurrect Twilight and we’ll all be laughing about this tomorrow.”



Spike looked into Starlight’s eyes and sniffed. “Y-you sure?” Starlight nodded, at which Spike offered a weak smile. “W-what should I tell Celestia?”



Starlight straightened herself, put a hoof to her chin, and gnarred. “Oh yeah… um… tell her to meet us in the library. Now go do something fun. I know how icky dead bodies are.”



Spike slowly nodded and scampered away. With that, Starlight headed towards the library with Twilight’s corpse.



Upon reaching the library, Starlight unceremoniously dumped Twilight’s body onto a table face-up and slowly worked the relish fork out of her skull. The blood wasn’t really coming out as fast anymore, due to Twilight’s heart being stopped on account of her being dead. Starlight tapped her chin and looked around the library.



First order of business… ah, yes!



A teal glow surrounded Starlight as she levitated towards the Medical section of the library, grabbed a book, then floated to Twilight. She flipped through the pages.



“Okay… let’s see… here it is!” Starlight grinned. “A regeneration spell!”



Starlight landed, presuming she was going to need a bit more juice than usual for this spell. Her horn glowed, then Twilight glowed as the side of her head patched itself up.



Starlight licked her lips. “Well, that’s good. Twilight, you can wake up now!”



Twilight didn’t heed her request, because she was still dead. Starlight grunted. “Are you still dead?”



Twilight didn’t respond.



Starlight threw her hooves up into the air. “Oh, come on!” She ran a hoof through her mane and looked around the library. “Well, it’s not like something in here can’t revive her. Just gotta keep looking. Okay…” she grasped several books in her magic and floated them over to the table. “These should be a good start. Now for quill and paper…”



She grasped paper, a quill, several inkwells, sat down, and got to work on creating a resurrection spell.








Starlight yawned. Creating a resurrection spell was hard work. Or at least creating what she thought was a resurrection spell. She looked over to Twilight’s body, hoping she wasn’t dead.



She was still very, very dead.



Starlight inhaled deeply and rubbed her face. When she pulled her hooves away from her face, who else but Princess Celestia would show up, her face wearing an unreadable expression.



“Hello, Starlight,” she said, “I understand you murdered my former student.”



Starlight chortled. “Well, actually it’d be more along the lines of manslaughter, but hello to you too!” She clapped her hooves together. “That’s a weird word, by the way. Manslaughter. You know, in between ‘math-is-hurting-my-brain-breaks’ I’ve been researching the etymology of that word, and it turns out that the root word is mane, as in ‘killed by a pony mane’, and it’s actually an ingenious linguistic trick. Personally, I’d prefer to call it maneslaughter, but that’s just―”



“I should arrest you right now.”



Starlight rubbed her forehead and she felt sweat. She gulped. “But you’re not because I promised to fix it.”



Celestia growled. “You cannot fix death with science.”



“Well, Princess Celestia,” Starlight said as she wagged a hoof at her, “they also said you can only time-travel in a closed loop, but who proved them wrong?”



“You did.” Celestia narrowed her eyes. “And you almost destroyed the world in the process.”



“Details.” Starlight sucked her teeth. “Well, anyway, I think I’m on the right track.” Starlight hovered her notes over to Celestia, who paged through them. “I’m just working on finding the energy source.”



“Hmm.” Having finished leafing through them, Celestia handed the mass of equations back over to Starlight. “I can’t say you’re not on the wrong track, but you’re right. The method you’re using now would require dissolving all of existence to power the revivification spell.”



Starlight bit her cheek. “Yeah… I’m aiming for reducing the energy input to destroying an alternate universe.” Starlight smiled wide-eyed at Celestia. “Do we have any spare alternate universes lying around?”



Celestia shook her head. “None without life.”



“Well, then,” Starlight said as she looked around. “I guess I’ll have to work on this some more, then.” Starlight dipped the quill into the inkwell and continued writing.



“I will give you until dawn,” Celestia said as she sat down. “If you don’t have a solution by then, I will personally see to it that you’re sent to prison.”



“Good thing I’m going to solve for death, then, right?” Starlight said, the strokes of the quill puncturing the silence. “By the way, you don’t seem too hung up over Twilight’s death.”



Celestia sighed. “I’ve had a lot of practice grieving in my long life.”



“That makes sense… there’s a lot of imaginary numbers in this.”



“Because what you’re trying to do is imaginary,” Celestia said.



Starlight grunted “No it isn’t. I can do―” she said before she looked up at Celestia and smirked. “Was that a joke?”



“Gallows humor.” Celestia exhaled.



Starlight wagged her quill at Celestia. “You’re a funny mare, you know that?”








Starlight could barely keep her eyes open. The equations she had written seemed to blur into one big mass of black if she didn’t focus. She turned her head to face Celestia, looking as regal as ever. She looked back at her math. “Okay.” Starlight sighed. “I’ve managed to reduce the energy required to all life on Earth, but I think I can get it down to all plant life on Earth if I have more time.” Starlight held the piece of paper up in the air. “But I think that’s the best I can do.”



Celestia hummed. “I suppose you’ve failed, then.” Celestia’s horn glowed. “The sun must rise.”



Starlight narrowed her gaze and illuminated her own horn. “No,” she growled. 



“No, it mustn't,” she repeated.



Celestia’s and Starlight’s eyes locked themselves in battle as Celestia’s face tightened. “Are you…”



“Yes,” Starlight said, visible beads of sweat forming all over her body as her face grew rigid. “You said I have until sunrise to revive Twilight.” She stared down Celestia, her body shivering from strain. “So I’m delaying the sunrise.”



“You do realize that there are several flaws in this plan, all of which relate to the gross power imbalance between us.” A vein bulged in Starlight’s neck. “Tell me this, Starlight. Why do you want to save Twilight even though she’s clearly past the point of no return? To avoid the consequences?” Starlight shook her head. “Perhaps out of personal pride, to be the mage who twice did the impossible?” Starlight shook her head again. 



Daylight started to peek out until Starlight gritted her teeth and it disappeared past the horizon. “Starlight,” Celestia said, “you’re going to die if you keep this up, or at the very least lose your magic. I’ll ask you again: why do you wish to save Twilight when she can’t be saved?”



“Because she already did the same for me.” Starlight started hyperventilating. “And I’d like to return the favor, even if it requires defying the heavens and splitting them in half.” She growled again and bared her teeth, trembling all the while. “And I’ll keep trying, even though you’ve been sitting in the corner doing nothing.”



“I wasn’t aware that the great Starlight Glimmer who broke time itself wanted my assistance.” Celestia smiled. “You never asked.”



Starlight’s eyes widened as every muscle in her body released itself. “... W-what?”



Celestia released her magic as well. The sun still did not rise. “I said if you wanted help, you should have asked.”



Starlight pursed her lips and looked away. Then, not to look a gift pony in the mouth, she faced Celestia. “Could you help me revive Twilight?”



A golden glow surrounded several books in a section that Starlight hadn’t thought to search and placed them on the table. Starlight approached the table and flipped through one of the books. “This is… this is a book about the Elysian Fields.” Starlight looked at Celestia. “This isn’t science.”



Celestia nodded. “Yes, it cannot be measured and falsified through Earthly means, but neither can friendship and love, and I’m almost certain that those exist.”



Starlight picked up another book and leafed through it. “This… okay, I think I can whip something up in an hour.” She glanced at Celestia. “You know, I’m pretty sure what you did to me just now is considered torture.”



Celestia grinned again. “I had faith that you’d come around. Something else that also can’t be measured.”



“What?” Starlight asked, burying herself in another book, “faith, or me coming around?”



Celestia chortled. “Both.”



“There you are again with the jokes.” Starlight set the book down and drew up a few equations. “Okay, I think I’ve come up with a new plan.” She handed the papers to Celestia, who read through them. “So, Plan B is: I’ve come up with two spells. One, a spell that should temporarily kill me and allow me to access the Elysian Fields to fish Twilight’s spirit out, and then there’s a counterspell that should reverse the temporary death spell.” Starlight clapped her hooves together. “I can cast the first one on myself with a mirror, but I’m going to need you to cast the second one on me on account of my being dead.”



Celestia scanned through the pages. “One, you’re insane.”



“You sound like my mother,” Starlight said with a blush.



“And two,” Celestia said as she set the papers on the table, “you’re making a lot of assumptions here, about spirits and such.”



Starlight pointed at Celestia. “You’re the one who said faith can’t be measured.”



Celestia nodded. “But I will be glad to assist you with both spells.”



“Alright!” Starlight rubbed her hooves together. “Let me know when you’re―”



A cerulean blast escaped from Celestia’s horn and struck Starlight, whose body crumpled upon contact with the spell.



That felt amazing, Celestia thought. She then picked up the papers again and read them Ten minutes. Okay.



Celestia stared at Starlight’s body. Her heart’s in the right place, but she does seem to have a high opinion of herself. I suppose it can’t be helped, considering what she’s accomplished.



She then heard footsteps, turning her head to see Spike rubbing his eyes and yawning. “I… just came to see how Starlight was doing on fixing Twilight.” When he finished rubbing his eyes, he laid eyes on Starlight’s somewhat-dead body, whereupon his eyes widened to the size of saucers. “What happened to Starlight?”



Celestia rubbed Spike’s back. “Don’t worry, Spike, it’s only temporary.”



Spike nodded at Celestia and looked at Twilight, who was still very dead, and Starlight, who was only mostly dead, then shivered. “I don’t like being surrounded by dead bodies.”



“No one does, Spike.” 



Celestia looked outside. “Okay, it’s been ten minutes. Let’s see if this worked.” Celestia shot out a gout of crimson magic at Starlight, whose eyes popped open as she sat bolt upright and wheezed heavily, a small spark hovering in her horngrasp.



“Wow,” Starlight said breathily as she heaved herself up, “that was a trip. Has that always been there? That was certainly...” She staggered drunkenly over to Twilight’s body. “... something else.” She touched the spark to Twilight, then collapsed onto the floor. “The Elysian Fields are…” she said before she passed out and started snoring.



The spark entered Twilight as it surrounded her with a silver shimmer. Her chest expanded and contracted, then her eyes fluttered. Twilight sighed, at which Spike made a sound of delight, jumped up onto the table, and hugged Twilight.



Twilight smiled weakly. “Hi, Spike. You’re awfully excited to see me right now.” She sat up and looked around. “... wait a second. Why am I in the library?” She looked out the window. “And why is it dark outside?” She looked on the table. “Why am I surrounded by equations?” She spotted the relish fork. “Who put that relish fork there?”



Celestia chuckled as she raised the sun above the horizon. “Good morning, Twilight.”
      

      
   
      San Palomino


      

      
      
             The rays of slowly setting sun sinking towards the sea caused nearby mountains to cast long shadows over cooling desert sands. At the base of one mountain lay a town, nestled between mountains, desert, and a bay jutting inland from the nearby Sapphire Ocean. As shadows spread, a series of indigo mage-flame lanterns flared to life all over the town, thinning the darkness and leaving the inhabitants with a calm evening radiance with which to wander and carouse.



    Within the town, the streets bustled with activity. Ponies travelled to saloons, bars, stage-shows and even the one in-town cinema, though most headed towards the great library that was carved deep into the mountain. The library contained copies of every book known to ponykind, and it was the rare pony indeed who found themselves on the waiting list for a desired book.



    While most wore little to nothing, one mare had on cape and cowl to cover her features, at least until she passed the great doors into the library. Where other ponies streamed towards the enchanted tomes that would help them find whatever they might desire, the cowled pony turned left into a reading alcove. There was a shelf there with a dozen tomes, and she carefully removed the third, ninth, and eighth, then put them back in the same order, and finally gave the chair a soft kick.



    The nearby wall swung silently inwards, and mare passed into the waiting passage as wall shut behind her. She made her way up winding stairs and into the private quarters of the Librarian. Books were strewn in piles to the ceiling, and floating orbs of uncovered mage-flame wisped about the room in an endless dance of light and shadow.



    “Hello, Twilight,” said mare as she lowered her cowl to allow horn and flowing mane free. “It is good to see you again, as it were.” Celestia strode forward and stretched her wings, then settled them against her side. “Now where are you hiding tonight?”



    “Boo,” came voice behind Celestia’s ear, startling the mare, but only for a moment before melodious laughter and a gentle flick of hoof touched her ear. “Right behind you, it would seem. Hello, Princess.” Twilight’s voice carried the warmth of long affection as she walked round Celestia, standing eye to eye with her. “I’m glad you could come. I don’t get to see you nearly often enough.”



    “So you say with each visit, Twilight,” Celestia said softly. “But I have responsibilities back home, and I…”



    “Do not feel comfortable visiting for more than a few hours at a time. I know. I know. It’s okay, Princess.” Twilight’s mouth turned upwards even as Celestia’s curled into a small frown.



    “If I had a bit for every time I’d asked you to stop calling me Princess-” Celestia began, only for Twilight to interject.



    “You’d have eighteen thousand, seven hundred and forty-three bits, Princess,” Twilight grinned. “I may have kept count.”



    Celestia snorted, but her lips quirked just the same. “Apparently so,” she agreed. “But then, there is only so much time. If you wish to spend it all teasing me…”



    “Oh, no, no, no! I had thought we could go out on the town tonight. I mean, if you will. Assuming you want to stay here, anyway?”



    “Yes, please,” Celestia said. “Your town is a comfort, Twilight. It reflects you well, with so many scholars and researchers choosing to make their home here.”



    “There was a petition, recently,” Twilight laughed, “To dub me the Princess of Books. Again. That one never goes away, not forever anyhow. Somepony always seems to think they are being clever when they read a reference to the first time, and try to bring it back.”



    “Ah, well...ponies will be ponies,” Celestia said softly. “And, oh, your friends? Anything new and notable?” She broke into a short trot, heading towards double balcony doors now that lay on the far side of the piles of endless books. “Shall we glide back down?”



    Twilight shook her head in wry amusement. “All that trouble to sneak in every time and as soon as you get here…”



    “Ponies don’t bother me when I’m with you,” Celestia said simply. “When I am seen alone I tend to get swarmed. Together, well, there is always the curious one or two, but-”



    “They understand our time is important. Of course, you could simply teleport directly here. You’re always welcome.”



    “Let an old mare have her games, Twilight. There’s little enough for me to play at as is.” Celestia nudged open the balcony doors and walked out, then hopped onto the balustrade, perching there and turning head to await Twilight.



    “There could be,” Twilight said softly. Celestia’s posture tensed in moments, and Twilight’s ears folded backwards. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “My mouth runs ahead of my sensibility, sometimes.”



    Celestia said nothing as she fanned her wings and gave them a quick flap, then let the swirling air play over her feathers. “I know how you feel,” she said quietly. “How you both feel. Please don’t make this an issue again.” She leapt off the edge, and Twilight followed.



    The crisp air had hints of sea-salt in it as thermals buoyed them upwards, the cooling desert radiating away its daytime heat. The two alicorns flew in a spiral for a time, then wings spread and they began to glide downwards, towards the waiting town below.



    When ground approached, Twilight took the lead, guiding them towards a quiet alleyway dotted by closely packed two-story buildings. All windows save one were dim for now, and it was at the adjacent door Twilight raised her hoof and knocked twice. A small cover cracked open to reveal a pair of eyes, and then door followed.



    “Princess Twilight! Come in! Oh! Who is this?” The mare beckoning them in was a pudgy earth pony of soft moss-green coat and autumnleaf mane, her cutie mark a loaf of bread with wisps of steam wafting from the top.



    “This is Celestia,” Twilight said gently. “You know, the other-other-other-other Princess. Good evening Fresh Loaf.”



    “Welcome, Celestia!” chirped Fresh Loaf, “Oh, I didn’t realize you were coming or I’d have pulled out all the stops! Twilight, why didn’t you tell me you were bringing a Princess?”



    “I asked her not to,” Celestia said as she ducked through the door and into a comfortably large two-floor dining room. Her eyes roamed up the winding stairs. “An interesting choice in interior. Where do you live?”



    “Oh, well, I’m from Neighples originally, and I always want to keep a touch of home with me. And the third floor, of course! Sit down! What would you like and when? The usual for you, Twilight?”



    “Yes, please,” came the reply. “Celestia, I would recommend any of her pasta dishes. Those are Fresh Loaf’s specialty.” Twilight winked. “Her mark may be in bread, but she’s branched out recently.”



    “Well, you know,” Fresh Loaf replied, “There’s only so many ways I can make bread. I wanted to try something new.”



    “Lasagna, then, if you would,” Celestia asked. “It’s been some time since I’ve had anything from around there.”



    “Of course! Just ring the bell whenever you are ready and your food will be right out!” The hostess scurried away, leaving just the two Princesses to catch up and gossip. Small talk for a time, and at mutual agreement, Twilight lightly jingled the bell.



    Their food was at the table within half a minute, and after her first bite Celestia slumped backwards and smiled. “Oh, delicious. I haven’t had anything tasting like that in a long time!” She paused. “Thank you, Miss Loaf. Would you perchance have a little extra sauce? It felt just a touch dry for my tastes.”



Fresh Loaf smiled and dipped her head. “Try now,” she prompted, and Celestia bit in once again. Her next bite was more vigorous, and then she tore into the food, the sort of guzzling that would put Twilight’s long-ago hayburger binges to shame.



    Twilight put her own utensil down and frowned a little. “Have you been eating alright, Princess?” she asked carefully.



    Celestia paused mid-bite to swallow and lick red pasta sauce off her cheek. “Of course,” she said. “There just hasn’t been as much menu variety. Gala Sweet is the current cook and while I do love her desserts I sometimes wish she had a wider entree variety, but…” A small sigh. “There will be a new chef eventually. Perhaps he or she will experiment, again.”



    Twilight opened her mouth to say something.



    “Hi!” chirped a bright new voice from hip-level. “Who are you? Are you a friend of Miss Twilight? I haven’t seen you before! What’s your name?” The speaker was a small emerald-coated filly with white mane and a nubby horn. “Oh! I’m Little Gem! Momma’s food is really good, isn’t it?”



    Celestia took the chatter in stride, and gave the child a smile. “Hello, dear. My name is Celestia. Your mother’s food is good.” A small pause. “Did you say your mother? When are you from, dear?”



    “Well, here!” Gem said brightly. “I’ve always been in San Palomino! Well, except for vacation. And school, I guess, but I like it here! Princess Twilight is really nice and I love my friends too!”



    “She’s a…” Celestia prompted Twilight.



    “Native Eternal, yes,” Twilight said. “Always has been. Gem, dear, why don’t you go tell your Mommy we’re ready for dessert? Maybe Celestia will talk more later, but she’s had a long day and is a bit tired.”



    “Okay!” came bright reply as hooves scampered off into the kitchen.



    “I’m sorry about that,” Twilight said. “Most ponies here are too caught up in their studies to want children, but there’s a few, and well, now that we can, it’s nice to have children about again.”



    Celestia pushed her chair back abruptly and gave Twilight a strained smile. “I think I need to get going,” she said. “I said I would do the Sunrise Ceremony today and that will require some preparation. I’d rather not keep the Seraphs waiting.”



    Twilight’s ears drooped. “If you need to go,” she said softly. “I understand. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize Gem was home and -”



    “It’s okay, Twilight. Give my regards to your friends. I’ll see you next time.”



    “What about-” Twilight began, but the seat across from her was already empty.








    Once more, sun fell towards setting amidst the desert, mountains, and bay that framed the town of San Palomino. Once more, cowled Princess joined the throng headed to the library only to duck in secret passage and make her way into Twilight’s sanctum.



    Once more, Twilight could not resist playing a little prank, this time dropping from the ceiling to startle Celestia, although both were giggling at the end of it.



    “Another season gone, then,” Twilight observed.



    “The harvest was bountiful enough,” Celestia smiled. “We will have plenty for the winter back home.”



    Twilight shook her head. “It never ceases to be strange every year you tell me that,” she replied.



    “It would not have been, once.”



    “No…” Twilight said, and dipped her head. “No, it would not have. But all things change, Princess.”



    “Not all things. Some things change far less than they used to.” Once more, Celestia moved her way towards balcony. “What are the plans for tonight, then?”



    “I had thought we could go see a film,” Twilight smiled. “Have you ever seen a Three Dimensional film, Celestia? They are absolutely breathtaking.”



    “I have not. What is it called?”



    “Space Star Six. Rarity and Rainbow Dash helped produce it. And star in it. As Rainbow puts it, ‘She adds the class, I add the Awesome!’. They’ve spent some thirty years perfecting it.”



    “‘Space Star Six’?” Celestia’s ears pricked forward and her feathers lightly flicked. “Then there are five before it?”



    “Oh, no. Well. Not yet! There may be at some point, but they wanted to start in the middle of the story. It’s about this grand galactic conflict - Discord helped in inventing some of the stranger things that are present in the film. I’ve heard it’s quite good!”



    “Still, it seems very...futuristic.”



    “Well, it’s from somewhen else,” Twilight said.



    “Oh,” Celestia began, and turned head away to look out the window. Her tail twitched in mild agitation. “I suppose we can try.”



    “Princess,” Twilight said, and stepped close, draped a wing over her. “You’re visiting, yes? There’s no harm in seeing something new. We’re still staying here in San Palomino. It will be just us. It’s not out yet, so we’ll have a private theater.”



    “‘Private’,” Celestia repeated. “Yes. I suppose it would be easy enough to arrange for that here. ‘As many screens as anypony can want’, no?”



    Twilight stroked her wing down the Princess’s back, let feathertips touch just enough for comfort. “Exactly,” she agreed. Together they stood in silence and watched the distant ocean which glimmered in reflected solar radiance, turning the water into an evening jewel. “Have you talked with Luna recently?” she queried, breaking temporary silence.



    Celestia tensed immediately, and only the sudden tug of Twilight’s wing kept her own from flaring out aggressively. “Our last conversation was simply a repeat of hundreds before it, Twilight. Luna will not change. She does not understand. Doesn’t want to understand. And I have better things to do than let my little sister try to tell me how little regard she feels for my views on the matter.”



    Twilight lowered her head and her nostrils flared with escaping breath. One hoof held to chest, slowly extended to point towards the sea. “Don’t you miss her?”



    The first denial died unsaid on Celestia’s lips, and instead she stared out towards falling sun. Then she strode forwards onto balcony and hopped up onto it. “I believe we have a movie to get to, Twilight. Luna has her own path she has chosen, and refuses to deviate. Until then, how much I miss her matters little. Why should I have to come in here to visit her? She can come out whenever she wishes.” With that she launched herself off and towards the theater waiting below, and Twilight spiralled down in her wake.







    “I never would have expected Rainbow Dash to play the imprisoned princess,” Celestia said as they emerged afterwards. “Though I suppose she was ‘awesome’, as it were. Not at all, how did she always complain? ‘Frou-frou’?”



    Twilight nodded. “Dash has grown a bunch. They all have. I wish you’d come visit more often, Princess. I’m sure they’d all love to see you.”



    Celestia frowned at her. “Twilight,” she chided, “What has gotten into you? I’ve said my piece on this matter. This place? It is not my home. Equestria is my home.”



    “Equestria is here too, Princess,” Twilight said softly. “Any way you like it, any where or when you like it, it can be here.” The two lifted into the air and came to rest shortly thereafter on roof of the theater to gaze out to sea, and sun frozen just above the horizon. Absently, Twilight flicked her hoof forwards, and a scintillating rainbow spread across the horizon in wake of her motion. “You see?”



    “That is what I am afraid of,” Celestia said softly. “Till next time, Twilight.” The last rays of setting sun were lost within the waves, and as the moon crested the opposite horizon, Twilight stood alone atop the theater.








    Celestia rose from the cushion she lay upon. She arched her back, fanned her wings to full extension, and twisted neck side to side to enjoy the pleasant ache of sleep-addled muscles stretching to wakefulness. She gazed side to side, taking in the relatively simple quarters she slept in. A sleeping mat stuffed with straw, an old, well-worn pillow, a heavy blanket still thick with ancient enchantments to keep it preserved. That, at least, she was loathe to part with. It had been a faithful companion through long eons, and if she had her way, would be with her for ages still.



    The walls of her room were hewn red stone, rock decorated with a few scrolls, some old paintings, and a photograph or two. Each of these, too, bore the faint glimmer of enchantment to keep them safe, and her eyes fell upon an old portrait of herself and her sister in happier days. She lingered upon it till a tugging in her horn called her out to the balcony of her shielded mountain-home. Far below lay the fields where were the sun up she knew she would pick out a few distant figures already at work.



    She shut her eyes to fix that pressing issue, and far away felt the sun answer her call. An old, gentle caress, but she bid sun wait patiently, for the moon still needed tending. A second call, and this was more mournful, melancholy, for the moon longed for her mistress, and though she no longer ached as involuntary prison, the separation still ached at her. Or perhaps it is just me projecting, Celestia thought to herself. Moon sank and sun rose and so she ushered in the dawn.



    Day’s first duty done, she turned and headed out of her quarters. Her hooves echoed throughout the stone halls, and soon enough she encountered her first pony of the day. “Good morning, Acolyte Redfern,” she greeted gently.



    “And to you, Celestia,” he replied in a grave tone, though he bent a knee and splayed tufted ears in respect.



    “Oh, you used my name for once!” she teased, and graced him with a smile. “It’s much better than ‘She-Who-Brings-The-Dawn’ or ‘Our Lady Light’ is it not?”



    Redfern tutted softly as he rose, and his wing membranes twitched at the tease. “That remains to be seen. But you have asked it of me, and I shall endeavor to obey...Celestia. May I have your leave to part? The night’s vigil is finished, and though you are the best possible reason to be up in the daylight, I need rest to stand vigil again tonight.”



    “Then do not let me stop you, Redfern!” Celestia stepped aside to allow him to pass easily in the somewhat narrow hall. “Is the Abbess awake yet?”



    “She is,” he said. “And is waiting for you within the Reflection Room.”



    “Thank you, young Seraph,” she said, and dipped her head in a bow.



    Redfern frowned. “I have not yet earned that title, Radiant One,” he said, falling back into more formal posture as he did. “I am not worthy to be called such.”



    “I see few ponies who take to their studies with such gusto as you, Redfern. Twilight Sparkle was one, of course. Well, is one, I suppose.” A pensive frown. “Apologies. I have much on my mind.”



    “A visit to the Eternal?” he asked unbidden, then his ears laid backwards. “Apologies. Forgive me, Radiant One. It is not my place to pry into your business.”



    “There is naught to forgive, Redfern. Please, rise. You are correct.” She shook her head. “I...had hoped...but no matter. They are all well, of course.”



    Redfern smiled at her. “I would hope so. Though the herd may not be as large as it once was, still there remain enough to watch, and shield, and stand vigilant so long as the Radiant One stands with us.”



    Once more, Celestia smiled. “I have no plans to go anywhere, Redfern. This is my home. Our home. Be well, and give the cooks my regards.” She paused briefly. “Actually…” she said, and turned her head. “If you would be willing, ask Gala Sweet about possibly changing the menu up at dinner tonight. Perhaps she could try something new with the potato harvest? We have plenty to spare, and I would love to see her experiment.”



    “I shall convey your request, Radiant One. But…” Redfern kicked a hoof against the stone. “Gala Sweet always seems to be quite set to her routine, given it is-”



    “The optimal diet to promote health, strength, and longevity,” Celestia repeated, adding a nasal rasp to her voice as she did. “I daresay we would get a bit more of all three if ponies had something new to look forward to, mm? Perhaps I shall plant the idea in the Abbess’s head as well. But I have kept you long enough. Good day, Redfern.”



    “Good day, Radiant One,” Redfern said. He moved past Celestia, but then stopped and watched as she made her way down the corridor. After a few seconds he observed the wilt of her ears, a small droop to her wings, a slowing of the flowing of mane and tail, and a frown spread across his face as he set off once more. 








        The Reflection Room was a place of quiet contemplation, set several floors up, and it was one of the few rooms within the monastery to show signs of luxury. A great window was set into the stone, many-colored glass panels mounted within, so that when the sun rose the room was cast into an array of endlessly shifting colors. The opposite wall was one of the few painted surfaces, kept a fresh white to provide a canvas for the sun to play. Upon the floor, comfortable, well-tended pillows sat strewn about the room.



    At this hour, nearly every pony was either still abed or already engaged in the day’s labors, so only one pillow was occupied when the Princess slipped the door open, then guided it closed as quietly as possible. Celestia took a few steps forward, till she sat herself upon one of the largest pillows and faced the one sitting there.



She then dipped her head, and spoke. “Good morning, Abbess Lightfeather. Is there anything new to report? Any ponies in need of aid?”



Lightfeather was an older pegasus, whose days of all but gliding were behind her, but her eyes still sparkled with youthful fire as she shook her head. “The night was quiet, but I suspect you know that already from young Redfern. Unless I’m mistaken he was headed your way.”



“I did encounter him, yes.”



“As for the second question, I can think of one pony, Celestia. But in all the time I have known her I have found her quite stubborn. She is a very generous pony to all but herself. Wise and kind, but it seems incapable of admitting when she is in pain.”



“Oh? Well, perhaps I can speak to her, then. There is nothing wrong with taking time for oneself when needed, and if one spends too much time giving, eventually there is nothing left to give.”



Lightfeather shifted on her pillow, turning eyes to the colors washing across the far wall. “It is good advice,” she agreed. “I am not so certain the mare will be wise enough to listen, however.”



“Where is she?” Celestia prompted. “I can go to her myself.”



“You visited the Eternal last night, did you not?” Lightfeather asked abruptly. “How was your time there?” Her wrinkled features creased into a smile. “You are not so secretive as you may wish, Celestia. Don’t look so shocked. The Longest Day. The Longest Night. And the twin days of balance. You are like the seasons themselves in that regard. Those who keep eyes open and ears attentive…but I digress. Whom did you visit?”



“Twilight Sparkle,” Celestia said. “We watched a film. It is like a -”



“I know what a film is, you silly old nag,” Lightfeather laughed aloud. “Oh, come now, I was a young mare once, and I was curious about the Eternal Dream. There are very few of us who don’t peek at least once, and I?” She chortled. “I was quite taken with it when I was an acolyte. A place where anything you desire can be made real with but a thought? Wondrous. But when the time came to choose…” She raised her head up, met Celestia’s gaze. “I would be loyal to the one loyal to us.”



“I do not ask that of you,” Celestia whispered. “I ask that of none of you.”



“And that is why you are worthy. Perhaps, at the end of things, I will find I am not ready for the longest sleep, and instead choose to dream. Perhaps. But I do not think so, highness.” Lightfeather rose to her hooves and strode to the window to look outside. “I do not believe I could dream forever. Eventually every Dreamer must wake, and if we are lucky, we shall all run with the Eternal Herd.”



“And if not?” Celestia prompted softly.



“Then what matters it if it comes in eighty years or eighty thousand, Radiant One?” she replied. “If there is an end that is a true end, then it awaits us all, and once we enter the final sleep, there are no more dreams to remember, no matter how many have come before.” Lightfeather sat there and watched distant sun continue its slow climb. “Still,” she said, “If I am honest with myself, the Dream is tempting. But so few of those I have known have chosen it, and I cannot help but feel to Dream would be to betray the vows we make to honor your choice.”



Celestia bowed her head and stared at her hooves. “It is no betrayal,” she said softly. “It is a choice I would support. For all of you, if you chose to take it.”



“There are fewer of us than there once were,” Lightfeather replied. “And fewer still in the years yet to come, I wager. Young Redfern is one of only a half-dozen Nottlynga we are aware of. Perhaps there is some distant colony, but I think it far more likely that they have all followed their lady Moon. The Dream calls to them more strongly than others.” She fluffed her wings. “It is we stubborn pegasi who hold out most, it seems. Who would have thought, ages ago, that pegasi would have to take up farming? But we have, and in tandem with our earthbound cousins, we grow enough for our needs.” Her voice fell to a soft near-whisper. “Loyalty’s blood remains strong amongst the Seraphs.”



Celestia finally rose and walked only to sit beside Lightfeather and join her in gazing outwards, towards what remnant of Ponykind toiled in fields below or within the Monastery itself.



“Celestia?” Lightfeather asked. “Did you mean it, earlier? That advice for the errant mare?”



“I did,” she said, and turned to smile at her. “Would you like me to go to her now?”



“There is no need,” Lightfeather said. “You’ve already told her. You had some quite insightful advice for yourself.”    



Celestia turned head away again, and slowly her limbs drooped till she was lying upon the floor. “I wouldn’t know where to begin,” she said.



“What do you want most?” Lightfeather asked. “Or more appropriately, who do you want most?”



Celestia stayed silent.



“I suspect she wants you too. But if she is half as stubborn as you, you old mule, you two will be sitting apart until the sun goes out, and then it will be too late. Why wait?”



“Because…” she began. “She won’t let go. Every meeting, a fight. Neither of us will ever convince the other she is right.”



“So what?” Lightfeather raised a slightly trembling wing, but boxed Celestia on the neck with it anyways. “Is winning the argument worth the price?” With that, Lightfeather rose to her hooves and began to hobble her way towards the exit. “No, no,” she said, waving Celestia off when alicorn rose to aid her. “These old bones aren’t that old yet. I just need some time to get my blood moving, that’s all. Take your own advice, Celestia. Visit the Eternal more often if you like. Live there for a time, if that’s what you need. You are one of the chosen of Harmony. You may awaken whenever you wish. She’s there, if you are willing to go to her.”



With that, Lightfeather slowly pushed open the door and exited, leaving Celestia to sit alone. After a time, she turned and watched the colors dance across the far wall. After a longer time, when she was far from the only occupant of the room, she rose and left.








No natural light reached this deep within the mountain. The rough hewn stone of the monastery had long given way to more precise horncut stone, till she stopped before an ancient metal doorway. A panel glowed beneath the touch of her hoof, and with a soft hiss of chilled air, the door slid open, and Celestia walked inside.



A light azure light rose from the crystal lanterns hanging at regular intervals within. She moved forward along a ceramic-tiled walkway, stepping around the perimeter of a vast cavern a dozen lengths high and hundreds of hoofsteps in length and width. Soon, she came to a stairwell and descended to the floor below, lanterns ahead of her coming to life as those behind fell into darkness when they were no longer needed. Ahead of her she could feel the swell of vast amounts of magic, an endless pulsing heartbeat of power that hummed beyond hearing and yet set her horn to sympathetic thrumming.



She passed between row after row of great, ceiling-high shelves, each shelf containing thousands upon thousands of small cubbies, and within each cubby sat a dimly glowing crystal, each its own subtle hue, adding a dancing kaleidoscope of flickering color upon every shelf. Deeper and deeper she went, till she reached the far wall, and stopped before another doorway set amidst the metal sheeting covering the walls. Once more she pressed a panel, and waited. This time when doors opened, Celestia stepped onto a waiting platform, and stared at a panel with a dozen buttons. She tapped three in succession, then sat down to wait as platform hummed to life and she felt herself start to descend. Minutes passed as the elevator took her ever-deeper within the mountain, till it slowed to a stop, and the doors opened as the pleasant voice of Twilight Sparkle announced brightly, “San Palomino Repository, level five hundred.”



Down here the air was even chillier, but the crystal lamps still flared to life at her approach. The ceiling here was far shorter, the racks containing far fewer crystals, the design more haphazard as Celestia wove her way towards the center. Here, there were actual doors, and though most she passed without a glance, she stopped before one, and after hesitating, pressed hoof to panel to coax it to glide open.



This room held no crystal lanterns, yet when she entered three balls of purple mage-flame sprang into being, illuminating the room, empty save for a tube in the center. The tube was filled with a lightly glowing fluid, and suspended within lay the thin form of Twilight Sparkle, her eyes shut, naked save for a torc in which was mounted a glowing crystal, one that pulsed in tandem with the countless others cradled safely therein.



Celestia smiled. Her hoof reached up to touch the glass, lingered there for a time, and then dropped away. Twilight would not be waking today, or anytime soon. Sometime in the next century, Celestia hoped, she would visit, if only to inspect the facility and ensure everything remained in order. “Dream well, Twilight,” she whispered, then turned to leave the room.



There were other doors she passed without stopping. Cadance. Flurry. Discord, though last she heard he instead slept upon a pedestal in what was once the gardens of Canterlot. He was never one to resist a wisecrack, even if only she would get the joke. All dear friends, as were so many others, but not whom she had come to see. That was the final door. The heart of the San Palomino Repository.



The mare who made it all possible. Who formed the heart of the Eternal Dream.



Luna.



Her hoof trembled as it rose, yet...it fell short of touching the panel to open the door. Celestia drooped, as her breath came ragged in her chest, yet still she turned away and took a step forwards. One became two, and two became three. Three did not become four, for a noise behind her stopped her in place. Her ear strained and she turned her head, yet saw naught but the door behind her, and after a few seconds of staring, she turned and walked forward again.



Once more a noise, but this she dismissed as an echo of her own hooves, or a mere trick of perception.



The quiet cough, however, was no illusion. “Leaving...so...soon?” came rasping voice in its wake, each word slow, forced reedy through lungs straining from ages of disuse, and Celestia froze in place.



Her disbelieving head turned around and body followed suit as she stood flummoxed at sight before her.



“Don’t be...so...quick...to compliment…” There was the wheeze of lungs struggling to pull in fresh air. “My...beauty...Celestia.” Luna stood there, trembling on emaciated legs. Her skin was drawn tightly against her thin frame, and her whole body glowed in her own hornlight, magic necessary to supplement muscles far too atrophied from her long, long sleep to stand under their own power.



“What…” Celestia began, then swallowed. “What are you doing...awake? You...never wake. Ever.”



“Your...young...Redfern...cares quite...deeply...for you.” Luna’s next breath was a little stronger now. Her voice still shook from disuse, but words flowed more freely as Celestia’s own horn lit to lend aid to her struggling sister. “Good that he has...not taken his vows yet...yes?” Her left eye trembled as it fought to close, but eventually stopped halfway and Luna soon abandoned the wink. “Abbess Lightfeather, on the other hoof...my, my, I never expected the High Seraph to visit the Eternal Dream. Rather...naughty of her.”



Celestia’s hooves began to move, slowly. The ground was but air as she closed the gap between herself and Luna, and then bent and quietly touched her horn to her sister’s own. “I missed you,” she whispered. “So, so much. I am sorry. For…”



Luna touched a cracked hoof to Celestia’s lips, holding it for a second before burning fatigue forced her to lower the limb. “None of that...now, Tia. Apologies can come...once I...recover some strength.” Little sister smiled. “It has...been a long, long time...since I have seen your sun. I would...love to see...the sunrise once more.” Her stomach abruptly growled. “And...food. I have not eaten real food in…however long it...has been.”



“It’s a little late for sunrise, Luna,” Celestia said with a soft smile. “It’s afternoon. But...sunset is but a few hours off. I could show you my home while we wait. Fetch us a meal. I suspect you’ll be needing broth, for a while. And...perhaps, if you feel up to it...I do not know if I have the strength to raise the moon today. Would you try in my stead?”



Luna smiled once again, and Celestia crouched on her belly to allow her little sister to clamber onto her back. 



Within San Palomino, countless generations of ponies continued to frolic within the Eternal Dream, but for at least one more day, the waking Equestria would welcome both sisters, as they were meant to be.



Together.
      

      
   
      My Castle is Your Castle


      

      
      
         Twilight woke a few hours past dawn, like usual. The first item on her morning checklist was complete.



She stretched and writhed for a minute or two, her spine popping and her wings shuddering. She was still getting used to sleeping with wings. They weren't as awkward as she'd expected, but every now and then she'd roll over slightly too far and bolt awake as the ligaments twisted.



She didn't roll out of bed. That did not suit a princess. Instead she stepped carefully onto the floor, smoothed the bedsheets behind her with magic—that technically did not suit a princess either, but Twilight appreciated the routine—and walked over to her vanity cabinet.



Her hair hadn't yet changed to suit her new body, and was therefore just as much of a rat's nest as it had always was right after she awoke. She levitated her hairbrush and raised it to her head. The cliche was one hundred strokes, but Twilight found that to be overkill. Twenty strokes in front and twenty in back had always done the job.



She finshed all fourty strokes and replaced the hairbursh with a metal horn file. Unicorn horns didn't really need to be filed, but all three of the other princesses did it. She lifted the file and ran it down one side of her horn in one long scrape. She repeated the motion five times, rotating the file slightly to properly smooth every inch of the horn. She set the file down.



Now came the most tedious part of her routine. She extended her right wing until it stretched into view. At least she had magic to help things along. Her purple aura drfited through her plumage, stopping to nudge a feather back into place here or dust out a few grains of dirt there. In the first days after she ascended she'd broken an embarrassing and rather painful amount of feathers before finally swallowing her pride and asking Rainbow to show her how to do it. Over the last few months she'd found a comfortable rhythm that sped the process along without crippling her flight primaries.



Twilight appreciated comfortable rhythms.



With her personal grooming done, she headed out to greet the day. She descended the forty steps from her room in the eastern tower until she reached the third story landing. She passed three doors on the right and four on the left, then turned and walked down another fifteen stairs. The castle was much easier to navigate when you had a routine.



She stopped at one of the uniform doors and knocked. "Spike! Are you awake? We need to get ready for Cadance's visit!"



Several seconds passed without a sound.



She knocked again. "Spike?"



Another door opened further down the hallway, and Starlight Glimmer stepped out. She trotted down the hall, sleep still clouding her face. She yawned, then said, "Spike's already up. He said he was going to make breakfast today."



"Oh, good." Twilight stepped to the side to give Starlight room to pass. "I'm glad to see you awake as well. Cadance's delegation will be here in an hour or two."



After a second, Starlight groaned and pressed her face against a wall. "That's today?" She sighed. "You don't need me to do anything for that, right? Trixie and I have plans."



Twilight shook her head. "No, I've got it. I mean, if you want to meet them then you're welcome to join in, but there really isn't very much to do. I'll mostly just be showing the crystal ponies around Ponyville."



"They came all the way here from the Crystal Empire for a tour?" Starlight asked. "I thought this was a big diplomatic event."



Twilight started for the stairs again. Thirty-one steps to the second floor, past the grand hall, turn left, then straight forward until the kitchen.



"They came to visit Canterlot, actually. They're stopping here before heading back. I'm sure they'd be happy to see you again, now that you're on the growing list of ponies who've saved their kingdom from icy destruction."



Spike was indeed hard at work in the kitchen. Twilight and Starlight entered just in time to see him barely catch an airborn omelet before it hit the ground. Starlight chuckled, and the two of them headed for the table.



"You're a good cook, Spike, but you'd be even better if you didn't play hoofball with the food," Starlight said as she slid onto a chair.



Spike turned a mock glare on her. "How can it be hoofball?" He held up his free hand. "See any hooves?"



Twilight laughed and looked back the table, then froze.



"Um, Starlight?" she said, taking a few small steps toward the mare. "Would you mind moving over there?"



Spike glanced over and said, "Oh, yeah. That's where Twilight usually sits."



Starlight glanced down at her seat, then back at Twilight. "You have a spot? Just for you?" The corners of her mouth twitched upward.



Twilight shrugged. "I guess it's never come up before. Spike usually sits there" she said, gesturing across the table, "I always sit here, and you're usually still in bed."



Starlight slid off the chair and took a few steps back. "Sorry!" she said. "I didn't realize there was a seating plan. I usually just sit down wherever there's space." She glanced around the giant, royalty sized kitchen. "Lots of space."



Twilight nodded.



Lots of space.



She slid into her chair and lit her horn. A small stack of papers landed next to her on the table.



"Don't worry about it, Starlight. It's not a big deal or anything. I've just sort of…you know…gotten used to it."



She grabbed a piece of paper off the pile and squinted at it.



Delegation catering: Sugarcube Corner



No big surprise there. She started a mental list. Item one: visit the Cakes. She reached over and pulled the next envelope from the pile. Item two…







She soon fell into a comfortable rhythm that carried her through breakfast and across town. The rhythm carried her through a conversation with the Cakes about dietary concerns that really should have been dealt with earlier, and through a civil argument with Rarity about the minimum dress requirements that a delegation merited. As morning gave way to noon, Twilight stood in the entrance hall of the castle, took a final stock of the town, and confirmed for a third time that everything was in order.



She heard the clatter of synchronized hoofsteps on the street outside the castle and the indistinguishable murmuring of a crowd. She nodded to the two loaned Canterlot guards on either side of the castle's grand entrance, and with impressive timing they each swung their door open slowly, smoothly, and quietly.



Twilight got her first good look at the crystal pony delegates. They gathered in front of Cadance, all dressed in fine fashions that were only outdated by a few hundred years. Cadance stood at the back, and as the doors opened wide enough to reveal Twilight, she winked. Twilight decided to interpret that as a good sign.



Ponyville had definitely made an impact on these crystal ponies. Their eyes bulged and their mouths hung open as they stared up at the shimmering spire of the Friendship Castle.



Twilight stepped forward, drew in a breath, opened her mouth—



"The Heart's Reliquary?"



"I thought Sombra destroyed it."



"How did it get here?"



One of the crystal ponies—an old stallion—stepped away from the rest and pointed a hoof at Twilight.



"Isn't it obvious?" he shouted. "Equestria stole it!"



"Ahem," Cadance said, her voice teetering on the edge between regal and panicked. "Remember why we're here, everypony. To get to know modern Equestria and demonstrate our desire to cooperate and coexist with them."



The old stallion turned. "With all due respect, your highness, you have no idea what you're looking at." He turned again and squinted at Twilight. "But obviously she does!"



This was not what Twilight had expected. She stood in the doorway, her mouth still hanging open. She had to say something.



Cadance stood and started toward the old pony. "Chancellor Bullion! You are here as a delegate! A representative of the entire Crystal Empire. If you have a concern to raise, you will wait until tomorrow's summit and address Princess Twilight in an official capacity."



Twilight finally found her voice.



"Welcome to Ponyville," she announced, addressing the group as one. "Accusations of castle theft aside, I hope you all enjoy your stay. We have rooms prepared for each of you in the castle, and I've planned a quick tour around Ponyville."



"That's it?" the chancellor shouted. "What do you have to say for yourself?"



Cadance started to respond, but Twilight shot her a look.



"My apologies, Chancellor," Twilight said, "I understand that the Crystal Empire has many of its own concerns, especially given how far displaced in time you are. I'm not surprised you haven't heard of how my castle appeared."



"Appeared?" Chancellor Bullied said. "What do you mean 'appeared'?"



"Well, appeared isn't quite the right word," Twilight qualified. "It grew from a tree." She gestured at the giant roots stretching out around them. "There was a lot of ancient, friendship-based magic involved."



The group of crystal ponies started murmuring again.



Cadance walked up to Twilight and bowed. "We thank you for your hospitality, Princess."



Twilight bowed back. "Of course." She leaned closer and whispered in Cadance's ear, "Do you know what they're talking about?"



Cadance shook her head. "I've heard of the Heart's Reliquary. It was the Crystal Empire's old palace. Before Sombra." She glanced back at the delegation. "But they don't have any depictions of it, and I never heard of it looking like a tree before."



Twilight straightened. "I guess we can look forward to actually discussing something at the summit this time."



After the exciting yet barely political summit the previous year, Twilight had been happy to scale things down this year. Just a simple meeting with Cadance and her cabinet.








As the crystal ponies settled into the castle, Twilight and Cadance sat down in private to talk.



"Did he tell you anything?" Twilight asked.



Cadance sighed and sank back in her chair. "He doesn't really know that much. He was a colt when Sombra took over, but he insists that this castle looks exactly like the Heart's Reliquary, inside and out."



"I don't suppose that castle was also made with the power of friendship?"



"No, but…" Cadance bit her lip. "It was grown from a crystal tree."



Twilight's heart sank. "Wait, do you think that—"



"That's how crystal buildings are made. Kind of like how earth ponies grow giant fruit. They find the perfect little crystal and tend to it until it grows. Then it usually needs to be hollowed out by hoof. But the Heart's Reliquary was different."



"Different? Because it was grown from a tree?"



"A crystal tree," Cadance corrected. "When it grew, the interior was already perfect, and in the very centre… That's where the crystal heart was found. According to Bullion, when Sombra first attacked he couldn't breach the Reliquary. He besiged the empire for months without success. Then, right when things seemed to be going in the Crystal Empire's favour, the Reliquary disappeared, and the crystal heart was lost." Cadance shook her head sadly. "You know the story from there."



Twilight pursed her lips. "So Sombra found a way to…ungrow the castle? Make it tree-sized again?"



Cadance shrugged. "Nopony knows. But at the time, some crystal ponies thought that Equestria was to blame. After all, they had been under siege for months, and neither Celestia or Luna ever offered help until it was too late."



Twilight buried her head in her hooves. "And now the Reliquary's reappeared in the middle of Equestria." Her wince redoubled. "And I've been living in it."



Cadance walked over and layed a comforting fore leg on Twilight's shoulder. "Don't worry. Nopony blames you. Even Silver Bullion isn't really upset any more. We'll get this all straightened up tomorrow at the summit."



Twilight sighed. "Thanks, Cadance. Sometimes I wish the box had given me a normal house to live in instead of this giant rock." She kicked a hoof against the crystal floor. "But I'd still rather not have to move all my stuff again," she said, mustering a trickle of mirth.



Cadance frowned. "Sorry, but, uh…that was one thing Bullion and the others really did want."



"They want me to move out? I can't just—"



"No!" Cadance interrupted. "No, not move out. They just… This castle reminds the older ones of better days, and it would mean a lot to them if you could take away some of the…uh…modern touches."



"Like the portraits?" Twilight asked.



"And the non-crystal furniture, and the rugs… Everything that didn't come from the tree, really. Only in the public areas, of course. The entrance, the banquet hall… You know, the big, important rooms."



Twilight's mouth felt dry. "I guess we could do that."



"I know it's a lot to ask, but—"



Twilight stood and shook her head. "It's fine, Cadance. I'm just trying to get used to…" She looked around.



She didn't use this room very often. It was just a little office hidden behind winding hallways on the second floor. A small stack of books sat on the side table next to her. She'd been reading through them the week before. In the corner of the room, a miniature chair sat, perfectly proportioned for a tiny dragon.



"Twilight?" Cadance prompted.



Twilight blinked. "I'm trying to get used to the idea of the castle being that old," she finished weakly. "That's all."



Cadance smiled. "When you think about it, you've got the oldest castle of all of us. Canterlot Castle was built eight hundred years ago, and the new crystal palace around a thousand years ago, but this place? Apparently it was first grown almost two thousand years ago." She chuckled. "Crystal is durable stuff."



"Huh. Interesting."



It was interesting, but Twilight found her curiosity strangely blunted. She was probably just being defensive of her home. In a day or two, when the crystal ponies left and the castle was put back into order, she would definitely send for some books from the Crystal Empire about the Reliquary. Maybe even one of their historians.



But right now she had work to do.



Un-decoration.








The next day, Twilight sat and watched ten crystal ponies and their alicorn leader file inside. Her heart sank at their stern, somber expressions.



One of the castle's many empty rooms had been set up to host the summit. A large round table stood in the centre of the large room, a chair for every delegate, Twilight, and Cadance. Another smaller table was pushed against one wall, covered in Sugarcube Corner's best. If Twilight had known about her castle's past, she might have omitted that part of the preparations.



Cadance took her seat directly opposite Twilight, her delegates falling into place around her. The room was dead silent.



Twilight spoke. "Welcome to the second annual Ponyville summit. Despite the somewhat smaller gathering this year, I'm excited for another excellent meeting and look forward to developing the relationship between Equestria and the Crystal Empire further." She nodded to Cadance. "Of course, as our guests, you have the floor. Is there anything you feel must be discussed?"



Cadance closed her eyes and sighed. "Yes. I present the esteemed Chancellor Silver Bullion." She gestured at a familiar old stallion. "Chancellor?"



He rose to his hooves. His face was hard and serious, his eyes fiercly concentrated. "Thank you, Princess." He cleared his throat, then said, "I'm sure you recognize me from yesterday morning, Princess Twilight Sparkle. I beg that you forgive the rashness of my words."



Twilight nodded. "Of course. Continue."



"Her Highness Princess Cadance has explained to us the series of events that led to the reappearance of the Reliquary. I accept that it became your residence through no malice of your own." He raised an eyebrow at her. "Although, I am interested to hear why nopony thought to inform the Crystal Empire about the unexplained appearance of a crystal castle."



Twilight waited a moment. He cleared wanted an answer. She said, "It's appearance wasn't unexplained. We've seen the elements of harmony do equally impressive things in the past."



Bullion nodded. "I understand, of course. Mysterious magic artifacts powered by positive emotions. What more explanation could a pony need?"



"Mind your tone, please," Cadance said. "You are addressing a foreign sovereign."



"My apologizes, Your Highness. I am simply saying that there exists a similar artifact. One with a long cultural history."



Twilight winced. "The crystal heart."



"Yes," Bullion said. "I understand that you've sought answers about the nature of the elements of harmony. Did you never think to inquire about the crystal heart?" He waved a hoof. "But that's beside the point. Regardless of how it came to be in Ponyville, my fellow crystal ponies and I are overjoyed to see the Reliquary's beautiful spires once again." His face softened, and his eyes wandered to the high ceiling. "It is one of the few pieces of the past that I am glad to revisit."



Twilight smiled. He had certainly calmed down since she'd last seen him.



"I'm glad. I was worried that it would only bring up bad memories," Twilight said. "Spike and I did our best to restore it it to exactly how we found it."



Bullion bowed. "We noticed and appreciated the gesture, Princess." He looked over at his fellow crystal ponies and nodded. Turning back to Twilight, he said, "That brings me to the point I wanted to raise. While we don't hold you responsible for the castle's…relocation, now that you are aware of its true origin, you must agree that it belongs to the Crystal Empire."



"What?"



It felt like a gong had gone off in Twilight's head. She scanned the faces around her, looking for an ally.



"Cadance," she said finally. "You told me that I didn't have to move! That you just—"



"Twilight…" Cadance's voice.



"—that I could stay. That we just needed to move some of the decorations…"



What were they going to do? Uproot the tree and haul it all the way back to the north? Did they know of a way to shrink it again? She'd just finished rebuilding the library, and she finally had room for all of her lab equipment from Canterlot…



"Princess, please, hear us out," Silver Bullion said. "You know that this castle doesn't belong to you."



Twilight stood up. She glared down at the chancellor. "Doesn't belong to me? Do you have any idea what I had to go through to get this castle? I've fought Nightmare Moon, Discord, Chrysalis, Sombra, and Tirek! I made friends, I grew wings. I moved away from everything I'd ever known to live in a library, and then that library was burned to the ground! I didn't ask for any of it! And now that I've finally settled into this ugly hunk of rock, now that I've layed out enough rugs that the crystal floors don't freeze my hooves in the morning, you show up and say that it's not even mine?"



"Twilight!" Cadance shouted.



Twilight blinked.



Bullion hunched in his chair, his eyes wide. The ponies seated around him were shivering. One mare hid her face behind her hooves.



Cadance jerked out of her chair. "We're taking a recess. We'll reconvene in twenty minutes." She glared at Twilight, then jerked her chin toward the door.



Twilight took a long look at the crystal ponies arrayed before her. A mix of anger, shame, and frustration swirled in her gut. Rather than stalk around them and feel their eyes watching her every step of the way, Twilight teleported.



She met Cadance in the hallway. The bare walls gleamed, and their hooves clacked loud and sharp against the floor as they started away from the meeting room.



"What was that?" Cadance demanded. "This is a summit, Twilight! You can't just throw a fit when somepony says something you don't like. You know that better than I do."



Twilight shivered. "I…this is my house. You can't just take away my house."



"You're a princess now, Twilight, and this is a lot more than a house." Cadance laid a wing over Twilight's back. "The relationship between Equestria and the Crystal Empire is much more important than an ugly hunk of rock, don't you agree?"



"Of course it is," Twilight whispered. "I just…I don't know. I was starting to like this place. Even if it is ugly."



Cadance sighed. "I know you can do this, Twilight." She looked over at the closed door. "We've got twenty minutes before we reconvene. Take a walk, clear your mind, and be ready to apologize when you get back." She lifted her wing and started back into the room. "I'll try to figure out what they really want."








Turn left, turn right, down fourteen steps, then right again.



Twilight stopped at the entrance to the library. She took a deep breath, the scent of paper and adhesive bringing her back to the old public library next to her house in Canterlot. When she'd first moved into the castle, the smell had driven her crazy. Apparently magic crystal didn't smell like anything. It had been like wandering through a sensory vacuum.



She traced a hoof along one shelf, reading the spines as she passed. This was one of the most recent additions. Self-help. She snorted. She'd only ordered those books at Rarity's insistence. Not for Rarity herself, of course, but Twilight had apparently been "stuck in her ways" and "refusing to accomodate" the "new genres". That said, they were borrowed more often than almost any other books in her collection.



There was a loud groan a few aisles over. Twilight recognized the voice.



"Starlight?" she called.



Another groan. "Not so loud," Starlight hissed.



Twilight rounded the shelves and found her student huddled on the ground, her back against a bookcase. She stared glassily at an open book in front of her. Twilight couldn't quite read the words, but it looked like a textbook.



"Are you all right?" Twilight asked.



"No," Starlight said. "I'm not." She winced and squinted at the page. "Can you read this? I think it says something about acid."



Twilight peered over Starlight's shoulder. A biochemistry textbook, open to a chapter on alcohol toxicity. She sniffed the air again.



"Have you been drinking?" she asked.



Starlight grimaced and said, "I told you. Trixie and I had plans."



Twilight couldn't help it. A smirk spread over her face. She turned away to hide it. "I don't think you're going to find much help in there." She wandered back over to the self-help aisle, and returned a minute later, a book floating next to her.



"Here. Forty Remedies for Daily Life. There's got to be a hangover cure in there somewhere."



She made a mental note to double-check the new shelf filing. A book of homeopathic remedies wasn't real science, but it still didn't belong in the self-help section.



"Mhm. Thanks Twilight." Starlight pawed at the book, struggling to turn the page. "Don't you have a thing right now?"



Twilight's grin fell away. "Recess," she replied.



"I thought recess was for foals," Starlight muttered, finally catching the edge of the page and flipping.



Twilight backed away. She had to start heading back, or she'd be late.



The gnawing pit of emotions still weighed on her, but helping Starlight had cheered her up a bit. To think that she of all ponies would be teaching somepony else about friendship. Heck, that she would be living with a pony who once tried to sabotage her friendships and nearly destroyed the entire world.



And now Starlight was one of her friends.



Hah. One of her friends. Princess of Friendship. Ridiculous. In some ways she still felt like the filly who had pushed everypony away so she could surround herself with more and more books. In other ways, those days seemed as though they had happened to somepony else entirely.



Part of that detachment was probably due to her wings. As awkward and unwieldy as her larger body and new appendages had been at first, she could barely remember what it was like to be a normal unicorn mare. Could barely even imagine it.



Left, up fourteen steps, left again, then right.



Why had she set up the summit on the third floor? There were just as many empty rooms on the first floor. In fact, she sometimes wondered why she ever used the stairs. With only three people living there, the vast majority of castle went unused. What could she use it for, though? Equestria already had a castle in Canterlot.



That said, the exercise was welcome. She liked to walk while thinking, and one lap of the castle was worth thousands of paced circles in her old home. Now that the castle was a bit more comfortable, now that she'd gotten used to it…



It was a good change.



Twilight stopped in the hallway and pressed a hoof against the door to the summit room. A quick peak inside told her that she was right on time.



She swallowed. The dread was still there. She didn't want to lose her home. Not again. But she was a princess now. Capable of magic she'd once only dreamed of performing. With every passing year she grew closer to Celestia, both professionally and personally, like she'd always wanted. Princesses had responsiblities.



She pushed the door open and strode through.



Her life had changed in so many ways.



What was one more?








Spike hefted a wooden box filled with comic books, and gems. "Where am I taking these again?"



Twilight turned, three rolled rugs and a portrait levitating around her. "Downstairs, Spike. Everything goes downstairs."



"I don't get it," Spike said, grunting as he adjusted his grip on the box. "Are we moving out of the castle?"



"Sort of," Twilight replied.



They took the stairs—all twenty of them—to the second floor.



The second half of the summit had more than made up for the first few minutes. The crystal ponies had left happy and friendly. But they'd be back.



Twilight led them to an empty wing of the castle and stopped. She gestured around them.



"Welcome to your new home."



Spike squinted at her. "Huh?"



Twilight walked slowly down the hall, past dozens of closed doors.



"The castle belongs to the Crystal Empire. It always has." She stopped at one door and pushed it open. A cavernous empty space greeted her. She shivered despite herself. "But this wing here? This belongs to us." She paused, then added, "And so does the library. And the throne room."



The floating rugs glided inside and spread themselves out on the floor. Twilight trotted into the centre of the room and took a look around. "I think this would make a good main sitting room, don't you?"



Spike dropped his box on the floor. "I kind of liked the old sitting room," he grumbled. "And what about the kitchen?"



Twilight twisted her mouth. "Hmm…I'll ask them. We can probably share it with the embassy."



Spike grabbed the box again and walked out of the room. "So I guess I should pick a room."



Twilight trailed after him. "Spike?"



He stopped in the hallway and spun around. "What?"



She gently lifted the box out of his grip and placed it on the floor.



"Listen… I know this all came out of nowhere for you—"



Spike snorted. "Twilight, what hasn't come out of nowhere since we moved to Ponyville?" He shrugged. "It's fine, I get it. This is their old castle and they really want it, so they can have it. Fine. I never even liked the castle."



Twilight leaned down a wrapped a wing around him. "I'm sorry, Spike. I know you've been through a lot because of me."



He fidgeted uncomfortably. "Pfft. S'not your fault. I'm a dragon living with ponies. Things would be weird anyway. I just wish… I don't know. Sometimes I wish we just had a bit of warning. Before things changed like this. Just yesterday I was cooking in the kitchen, and now I may never get to use it again." He cleared his throat. "It doesn't really matter. A kitchen's a kitchen. I'm sure we'll figure something out that's just as good. But I wish I'd known it was the last time I'd use it."



Twilight smiled and said, "You're a dragon. I'm an alicorn. We're both going to live for a long, long time, and things are going to change. Ponies are going to die, new ones are going to be born, and we'll get used to it." She chuckled. "Maybe one day we'll get bored of it. You know Celestia is always trying to find new ways to have fun."



He nodded, and she stepped back. He grabbed the box again and shuffled into one of the empty rooms. "You know," he said, "we're not doing this very efficiently."



Twilight glanced behind her. Three rugs and a picture. She looked at Spike's collection of comics and gems.



"Well, I know what we need," she said. "Spike, take a note." She paused and thought of the number of things they needed to move. "Better yet, make a list."



Because no matter how many houses they went through, how many wings she grew, how many villains they defeated, lists would always save the day.
      

      
   
      The Meaning of a Mark


      

      
      
         Sweetie Belle woke slowly to the sound of distant hooves on wood, bird-song and Scootaloo rattling the treehouse with her snoring. The little filly grumbled, rolling over under the shared blanket and jabbed Scootaloo in the kidneys. It made no particular difference to the volume but it made her feel better. A moment later a wing caught her across the nose and Scootaloo grumbled in her sleep and Sweetie let out a surprised squeak, leaping up onto her hooves. 



“Scootaloo!” she squeaked, shaking herself. “Urgh... we need to get another blanket.” 



With dainty steps she picked herself out of the pony pile, over a still slumbering Applebloom then one of Winona's squeaky toys and finally a model train before making it to the Clubhouse window. Celestia’s sun was just creeping over the mountaintops, bathing Sweet Apple Acres in golden light and heralding the start of another new day. Judging by the approaching crack of Applejack’s hooves the trio were due a wake-up call any second. Applejack wouldn't give allowances for a late night, no matter how well earned their celebration. 



Sweetie’s ears snapped ramrod straight as the reason for the impromptu sleepover came rushing back. A snatched look back at her flank confirmed that it hadn’t just been some wonderful dream—again—and that there really was a shiny, brand new cutie-mark on her hip. 



“Eeee...” she stuffed a hoof in her mouth as her squee threatened to go ultrasonic. She pranced in place, struggling not to just jump around in joy “Yes, yes, yes, yes! It happened, it really, really happened. I have a cutie-mark, I have a cutie-mark and this one won’t wash off!” she sung to herself. 



It was perfect. Oh sure, the Crusaders had always hoped that they’d get a mark for the same thing, or at least at the same time, or for tallents that would at least let them stay together. Actually, there had been some rumblings that maybe, just maybe that it was the hunt for something shared that had been holding them back, but now she had undeniable proof that Scootaloo had been wrong. Their collective cutie-marks exceeded Sweetie Belle’s wildest dream. They had the same shield, the same blend of colours and the same pink and purple colours on their own symbols. 



Sweetie snuck back over to her friends, just to make sure neither of them had been humouring her with a fake mark or anything crazy like that. Well, not that crazy, Applebloom had tried to cheat before. Luckily, this time everything was just as she remembered it and Sweetie Belle had to bite down another squee. 



Their marks were perfect! Scootaloo had a lightning bolt laid over a wing, not that she’d let anypony forget about the bolt and its similarity the Rainbow Dash’s. Enthusiasm aside, it fit her to a T. Speed, flight, awesomeness, radicalness and coolness—Sweetie maintained those were the same thing but apparently Rainbow Dash knew better—the cutie-mark represented all the best parts of her fiercest friend. 



Applebloom’s was the same, a pink heart laid over a purple apple. Well the apple was always going to be on her mark. Even if their deep sea diving escapade had worked properly Sweetie Belle had expected Applebloom to have an apple somewhere on her flank. The heart was equally obvious, a perfect fit for the most passionate filly Sweetie Belle knew. 



And on her own flank there was... Well... 



Sweetie Belle sat down heavily, twisting her shoulders to get a proper look at the mark on her flank. A musical note on top of a star. 



What the hay was that supposed to mean? 




 



“Come on little fillies, time’s awastin’!” Applejack called over her shoulder as she led the procession into town. 



“Uff, it's too early to be that happy,” Scootaloo groused, rubbing her eye with a fetlock. She was not a morning pony by any definition of the word. 



“Hey, we’re not fillies any more!” Apple Bloom protested, trotting to catch up with her sister. “We’re big ponies now.” She craned her neck to try and gain some height, but still only came up to Applejack’s chin. 



“Sure you are, sugarcube.” Applejack tussled her hair. “Though Ah hope you’ve got a bit of growing still to come. Still, get along little ponies school don’t end just because you got your cutie-marks. Ah’m sure your friends will want to hear all about ‘em.” 



“Most of them were there for it,” Scootaloo muttered. 



Applejack just smirked. “Like that’ll stop them. No pony’s ever been shy about listening to a cutie-mark story and whoo-wee have you girls got one to tell. You fillies are going to be the talk of the schoolyard, Ah guarantee it.”



Scootaloo brightened. “Oh yeah! And we get to rub our butts in Diamond Tiara’s face.” 



Applejack shot her a dirty look and opened her mouth but Apple Bloom interrupted first. 



“Scoots, Diamond Tiara is our friend now. You’re not rubbing anything against her face.” 



“Come on,” Scootaloo whinned. “It's been my dream for like, a year and a half. I reckon we’ve got at least some payback saved up even if she is good now.”



“That’s not how it works!” 



Applejack facehooved behind the pair. “And here was Ah thinking they’d calm down,” she muttered to herself. “Shucks, just goes to show there’s some things cutie-marks can’t change.” 



“There are?” 



Applejack startled, suddenly finding Sweetie Belle stood right next to her. “Huh? Oh, Sweetie Belle, you’ve got quiet hooves this morning.” 



“What do you mean things won't change?” Sweetie pressed. “I thought having a cutie-mark was supposed to be super important.” 



“Oh, shoot, sugar. Ah didn’t mean that nothing will change...” Applejack drummed her hooves for a moment. “Hay, a pony’ll remember getting their cutie-mark for the rest of their lives. Aint every day you figure out your purpose. It's just... well, you’re still Sweetie Belle, ain’t you? A cutie-mark’s like a tree’s first apple, it don’t mean that it's a whole new tree.” 



Sweetie Belle cast a look at her flank and frowned. That was the problem. What was a star and music note even supposed to mean anyway. She glanced at Applejack’s cutie-mark, a familiar trio of three bright red apples. 



“Applejack, what does your cutie-mark mean?” 



The question seemed to take Applejack back for a moment. “Pardon? Oh come on now, Sweetie Belle, Ah’ve told you that story before. Went to Manehattan to find myself, saw a rainboom and realised it my place was home all along.” 



Sweetie pursed her lips. “Yeah, I remember. What does it mean, though? Like, are you really good a picking red apples? Or, do you get three times more apples from a tree than Big Mac? Oh, is it something simple like your favorite colour, or–” 



“Whoa there Sweetie, don’t go running ahead.” Applejack put a hoof on her mouth to still the babble. “It just means that Ah’m an Apple, see.” She pointed at the trio of apples. “One, two, three apples all in a row. Big Mac, Apple Bloom and me all together as we should be. It means my place is on Sweet Apple Acres working the farm like my mammy and pappy.” 



“That’s it?” Sweetie blinked, staring at her. “That seems... simple.”



Applejack snorted. “Oh Sweetie, don’t worry about it. Twilight would probably have some long lecture about the magic of marks for you, but Ah promise you that when it comes to cutie-marks you just have to follow your heart. You wouldn’t have got it if you didn’t know what it was for, after all. Now let's get moving, last time Ah let Scootaloo and my sister get out of sight on the way to school they wound up stuck in a rain barrel.” 



She set off at a trot, hurrying to catch up with the still bickering pair. Sweetie Belle spared another glance at her flank before rushing after her. Maybe she was just overthinking it. The coloured parts of the shield were clearly there to represent her friends, just like Applejack’s apples represented her family. Although, Applejack’s wasn’t exactly that blatant and didn’t have anything like a shield. 



Come to think of it, why did the apples have to represent Applejack’s family? Maybe she was a tree whisperer, like Fluttershy with her animals. Wouldn’t that make more sense than three apples when Applejack was from a family of four ponies last Sweetie Belle checked?



Biting her lip, Sweetie looked up at Applejack turning over another battery of question in her head. The farm-pony looked so sure of herself, though, and the jumble of words died on her lips. Before she work up the nerve the familiar sight of the schoolhouse was looming large ahead of them and already she could hear the fillies and colts cooing over Apple Bloom and Scootaloo. 



“Applejack, what if a pony didn’t really understand their mark?” she asked, in a very small voice. 



“Oh don’t worry Sweetie Belle. Ah know how you feel, you’ve got a new path out in front of you and that’s a scary thing. You don’t have to worry your pretty little head about a thing. There ain’t never been a pony alive who didn’t understand their cutie-mark.” She smiled and nudged Sweetie towards the schoolyard. “Now, get along or you’re going to be late.” 



Sweetie swallowed the lump in her throat and broke into an anxious canter. There was already a large crowd of fillies clustered around her fellow Crusaders who seemed to be fielding questions from all comers. Perhaps, if she was particularly quiet, she could dodge the whole ‘cutie-mark’ question until lunchtime by making it into class before anypony saw her. 



Hanging a sudden left Sweetie aimed for a section of collapsed fencing—there was an ongoing argument as to whether Applejack or Rarity were going to pay for the damages, although Sweetie insisted it had actually been Scootaloo's fault—and leapt. She cleared the low bar and failed the landing, plowing face first into the long grass. 



“There she is!” Scootaloo exclaimed, and there was a small stampede as the small herd of children rushed over to her. 



Sweetie winced, stumbling to her hooves as the crowd swallowed her.



“Finally, I thought you’d gotten lost,” Apple Bloom exclaimed, grabbing Sweetie by the shoulders and dragging her into the very centre where Scootaloo was still preening under the antention. “See, this is what I was telling y'all about. A matched set of cutie-marks!” 



She and Scootaloo beamed, proudly displaying their hips for all to see. Forcing a smile, Sweetie followed suit, her eyes darting nervously around the crowd. 



“Yeah, aren’t these just the most awesome things you’ve ever seen! It means we’re going to be friends forever,” Scootaloo continued in a rush. “And look, I’ve got wings on these babies. That means I’m finally going to be a flyer!” 



The gathered children ‘ooo’ed on cue. 



“Well mine’s an apple,” Apple Bloom cut back in. “Means I’m both part of my family and your friend. See, it’s even got a heart on it because I’ve got a big enough heart for all y'all.” She smiled even wider, grabbing Sweetie and Scootaloo and dragging them into a group hug. 



“Belgh!” Scootaloo gagged. “Stop getting all mushy on me. These marks are radical and awesome and you’re not taking that away from me.” 



Sweetie slipped out of the hug, trying her best to fold in on herself and disappear. 



“What’s yours for, Sweetie Belle?” Twist cut in, suddenly. In an instant a hundred eyes zeroed in on Sweetie Belle and the little filly shuddered. 



“Oh, well. I was... I mean it– If you think about it...” 



“Oh come on, Twist,” Scootaloo cut off Sweetie Belle’s nervous babble and put a hoof on her whitters. “Its obvious, it means she’s going to be a singer. Well, probably, I still say that I did pretty well at the talent show.” 



Apple Bloom smirked. “Nopony else does.” 



“I don’t really like singing in front of crowds,” Sweetie murmured, cocking her tail over her flanks. 



“Ooo! Ooo!” Snips exclaimed. “She’s going to be a Bridleway Star, that’s what it means!” 



“Well... I guess I do like musicals.” Sweetie shuddered. “But, um, there’d be a lot of ponies–” 



“Don’t be stupid,” Scootaloo shot back. “If she went all the way to Manehattan then she wouldn’t be with us.” 



Sweetie gulped. “Oh yeah...” 



“I want to know about the shield,” another filly cut in, Sweetie didn’t see who. “Does that mean you’re all joining the guards?” 



“Guards?” Sweetie Belle echoed, a sudden horrifying image of herself crushed under a thousand pounds of golden armour flashed through her head. 



“What?” Apple Bloom exclaimed. “No, we’re not guards. It's the Cutie Mark Crusader shield!” 



Sweetie Belle breathed a sigh of relief. If there was one thing she was absolutely sure of, she was never becoming a guard. 



“Wait, wait, wait.” Scootaloo reared up. “What if we are? Twilight’s gonna’ have a Friendship Guard at some point, we could do that! I can totally feel my cutie calling me that way.” 



“No way!” Sweetie Belle squeaked. “We can’t be guards—” She glanced back at the extremely prominent shield on her flank. “—Can we?” She looked around desperately for somepony to object, but if anything the fillies and colts just seemed even more enthused by the idea. Over by the school house she saw Cheerilee looking on and turned her best pleading eyes onto the teacher. 



“Hmm, maybe...” Apple Bloom began, rubbing her chin. “What we need is–”



“Okay now, my little ponies!” Cheerilee called out suddenly, ringing the school bell. “You’ll have plenty of time to play after class. Come on, it's time for school.” 



There was a chorus of groans but, as a single mass the herd of ponies made their way into the school house and Sweetie Belle breathed a deep sigh of relief.



“Today we’ll be having an lesson on matched cutie-marks throughout history.” 



Sweetie Belle facehooved. 








Class passed slower than usual, and not just because the Pinwhistle twins and their matched marks in musical theory. Cheerilee never clamped down too hard on ponies gossiping in class, as long as they kept their notes up to date and their minds on the lesson. Under normal circumstances Sweetie found that a mixed blessing, tending to bad depending on the Diamond Tiara’s mood of the day. With every iota of attention the class possessed focused on the Crusaders, however, the clock seemed to tick slower and slower with every passing comment. 



From a small sample it seemed like the class were expecting everything from the Crusaders forming a cutie-mark support group to setting up a space programme. She war fairly sure that last one had drifted across the class form Snails, so probably nopony was taking the suggestion seriously, but it that didn’t make it any less scary. Sweetie’s eyes drifted back to her flank for the umpteenth time and she shuddered, biting her lip and tried to force herself to focus on the chalkboard. 



The worse part was, despite terrible, terrible ideas—Why would moster hunting even be an option?—Sweetie Belle found it hard to deny any of them. Sure, being a guard would be a nightmare, but if Scootaloo was really feeling a pull towards it maybe it was for the best. It would be better than having to sing at least, and if there was one part of her cutie-mark she was absolutely sure she understood it was that the musical note was emphatically not for singing solo.



The clanging of the lunch bell startled her out of her whirling thoughts. With a sinking feeling Sweetie noticed the sudden explosion of new notes on the board and began to scribble them down furiously as the rest of her classmates made a break for the door. Her horn sparks as she tried to keep her pencil under control.



“Oh, Sweetie Belle,” Cheerilee interrupted, in her usual sing-gong lilt. “Aren’t you going out for a bite to eat.” 



Sweetie felt her ears fold flat and cursed the treacherous appendages. “Just a minute,” she murmured, scrawling another line. 



“Sweetie, you’ve been lost in your head all day,” Cheerilee continued. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 



“Just... tired. It was a long day yesterday.” 



Cheerilee pursed her lips, but didn’t say anything. Sweetie finished writing and set down her quill. Nervously tapping her hoof on the desk she looked up at her teacher. 



“Miss Cheerilee,” she began after a long moment. “What does your cutie-mark mean?” 



“Oh? Well I’m sure I’ve told you that before, Sweetie Belle.” Cheerilee smiled, shuffling to expose her flank. “The flowers symbolise hope for my students to bloom and the smiles–” 



“But how do you know if that’s right? Like, what if those flowers are actually sunflowers, would you know?” 



Cheerilee's smile went glassy in an instant. “Oh, um, well that’s an interesting question there Sweetie Belle. Most ponies... well they find it easy to understand their cutie-mark.” 



“Did you?” Sweetie pressed, a plaintive lilt creeping into her void. 



“I, ah, yes well I–” Cheerilee rubbed her head with a fetlock. 



“Am I interrupting?” 



Cheerilee whirled, saw the pair of fillies in the doorway and breathed a deep sigh of relief. “Oh, Diamond Tiara! What can I do for you?” 



Diamond Tiara raised an eyebrow but seemed to decide it wasn’t worth digging into. “Silver Spoon and I were wondering if Sweetie’s coming outside, her friends are all waiting for her.” 



Sweetie swallowed, maybe if she volunteered to clean the blackboard or something Cheerilee would let her stay inside for lunch. 



“That sounds wonderful, Diamond Tiara,” Cheerilee said, beaming. “Come along, Sweetie Belle, this is no day to spend inside. Get out there and enjoy yourself, and just remember that there’s nothing to worry about. A cutie-mark will always lead you true.” 



A long sigh escaped Sweetie Belle. “Okay...” She dragged herself to her hooves as she made her way over to the door. 



“Yeash dork, what’s wrong with you today?” Diamond Tiara shook her head, and half dragged Sweetie Belle out of the schoolhouse. 



“Diamond, you asked me to remind you when you were being mean again,” Silver Spoon sighed, shooting the filly a pointed look. 



“Dork is mean?” she exclaimed, as she lead the trio across the playground. “Oh come on! Well what do I call her then?” 



Sweetie Belle pouted. “You could call me by my name,” she muttered. 



“Come on, I was jerking you around,” Diamond groused. “I’m good now, remember?” A pair a sceptical looks greeted her. “Really, girls? I stood up to my mother for you ponies. Do you have any idea how many years I’m ground for for making her look bad in public?” 



Silver Spoon snorted. “You’ll have your dad let you off the hook in a week tops.” 



“True, true.” Diamond Tiara smirked. “Still, I’m super grounded now so I get to milk it. You know what that’s like, eh Sweetie Belle?” She elbowed her in the ribs and Sweetie let out an incoherent grunt. 



“Nothing?” Diamond paused, grabbing Sweetie Belle by the foreleg and spinning her around. She squinted at her for a long moment, and Sweetie tried to duck out of her gaze. “Yeash, what’s eating you today? Its the day after the best day of your life, you’re supposed to be happy. Look at the other Blank—” 



“Ahem.” Silver Spoon frowned at her. 



“—I mean Crusaders, they’re having the time of their lives.” 



A lead weight seemed to settle in Sweetie Belle’s stomach as she looked over to the other Crusaders. The pair had acquired a Pinkie Pie somewhere and were laughing up a storm, occasionally stopping to show off their cutie-marks as if to demonstrate a point. Sweetie felt her tail hitch up to cover her flank. 



“Um, Diamond Tiara,” she began. “What do your cutie-mark mean?” 



Diamond froze. “What?” She cocked her head, staring at Sweetie Belle as if she was checking for a changeling. “Sweetie Belle, the whole reason you got yours, was because you helped me understand mine. How can you not know?!” 



Sweetie Belle shrank in on herself, tears prickling in the corner of her eyes. “I...” 



“Diamond Tiara,” Silver Spoon snapped, putting a hoof on the fillies withers. “Mean.” 



Diamond Tiara brushed her off. “Its called tough love, Silver Spoon.” She let out a frustrated huff. “But fine, if you want to know it means... Well, I tells me that I’m supposed to be in charge. It’s a royal tiara as well as this thing.” She tapped her eponymous tiara. “It means I’m a good leader. Hard as diamond, a brilliant leader and, of course, beautiful and beneficent to boot.” 



Both Sweetie and Silver Spoon stared at her for a beat. 



“Beneficent?” Silver Spoon sighed, shaking her head. 



“Brilliant leader?” Frowning. 



Diamond scowled at them. “Okay, fine. I haven’t always led ponies in the right direction, but you can’t deny I know how to lead. I took a school paper national, got a playground built in an afternoon and to top it off made you Crusaders the most popular fillies in school over a weekend.” 



Sweetie and Silver shared a look. It made sense at the very least. More so than Applejack’s, miles more than Sweetie Belle’s perplexing cutie-mark. Still, Sweetie two weeks ago Sweetie Belle would have bet every bit to her name (six... seven if Opal ever spat up the coin she’d swallowed) that Diamond’s mark was for acting like a spoiled little princess. 



“What about you, Silver Spoon?” Sweetie continued, turning to the grey filly. 



“Me?” she said, startled. “Oh, well isn’t not very interesting really.” She shuffled her hooves as she looked back at her spoon shaped mark. “It's my name and, well, my family have been silversmiths for generations. It means that I’m going to follow in the family hoofsteps, like everypony has before me forever and ever and ever.” She let out a long sigh.



Sweetie frowned at her. Could a cutie-mark really be that simple? She opened her mouth for another question but Diamond got there first. 



“Okay, that’s more than enough of that!” Diamond snapped, putting a foreleg over her friend. “What is the matter with you today?” 



“Hey, Sweetie!” Apple Bloom hollered from the fence. “Are you coming or not, our sisters are meeting us at Sugarcube Corner for lunch!” 



“Coming!” Sweetie shot back. “I guess...” She shook herself. “See you later girls.” 



Diamond Tiara let out a huff. “Just stop being so broody, if you can’t say something happy, don’t say anything at all.” 



“Diamond, mean,” Silver Spoon said with a long suffering sigh. 



“What? No way, that’s basic decency!” 



As the pair descended into a row Sweetie beat a hasty retreat, more confused than ever before. 




 



“Oh, and extra rainbow sprinkles!” Scootaloo concluded with a flourish. 



“Okie dokies,” Pinkie Pie cheered, bouncing in place even as she scrawled down the order. “That’s two apple milkshakes. A rainbow swirl. A rainbow swirl with extra sprinkles. A latteee for Rarity and a vanilla milkshake. I’ll be back in two shakes of a fillies tail.” Leaving behind a faint pink blur she whizzed away into Sugarcube Corner’s kitchen. 



Scootaloo frowned and twitched her tail twice. She seemed somewhat surprised when it didn’t summon Pinkie Pie back with their order. 



“Thanks for lunch, Sis,” Apple Bloom chirped, pressing up against Applejack who just smiled and tousled her hair. 



“Yeah, thanks,” Scootaloo mirrored her with Rainbow Dash. “If I’d know getting a cutie mark would get us free food I would have tried ten times harder. 



Rarity, Applejack and Dash shared a mutual look of horror. 



“I’m not sure Equestria would have survived that, darling.” 



“Oh come on, we’re not that bad,” Scootaloo protested. There was whoosh and suddenly their drinks arrived. “Although, if we get free food every time maybe we could look into getting another–” 



“No!” the girls yelled, along with Pinkie Pie behind the counter, Lyra and Bon Bon a table over and pretty much every other pony in the restaurant. 



Scootaloo looked around confused. “What?”



“Just, stick to one cutie-mark, Squirt,” Rainbow Dash said with a sigh, pressing a hoof to her head. “You’ve got more than enough awesome for one pony.” 



“I for one vote for never speaking Fancy again,” Apple Bloom added. 



“Oh well, guess I’ll just have to settle,” Scootaloo began with a smirk. “For being a totally awesome stunt pony, Wonderbolt, scooter racing Cutie-mark Crusader!”



Sweetie blanched. “All of those things?” she exclaimed, then clapped her hooves over her mouth. “I mean, sorry.” 



“Oh yeah, totally,” Scootaloo said, leaning back in her seat with her hooves behind her head. “Now we’ve got our cutie-marks its going to be smooth sailing. I’ll be flying, Apple Bloom will be bucking apples and Sweetie will be singing for the whole town.” 



“I really don’t like singing in public!” Sweetie squeaked, trying to fold herself as small as possible in her seat. 



Scootaloo chuffed. “Come on, Sweetie Belle. You’ve got a music note on your flank and you’re a singer. It's not complicated.” 



“But what if I don’t what to be a singer?” Sweetie continued in a rush, her breath coming in sudden frantic bursts. “Music notes mean a lot of things. How do you know your wing means you’re going to be a flyer? Rainbow Dash is the fastest pony alive and she doesn’t have a wing on her flank.” 



Hey! We’ve both got bolts,” Scootaloo shot back, spreading her wings defensively. “That makes us both totally awesome. I can feel it.” 



Sweetie blanched, trying and failing to swallow the lump in her throat. Her eyes snapped back to her cutie-mark which sat silent on her flank, mocking her with its very presence. There were tears pooling at the corners of her eyes again, even as she tried to blink them away. 



“Sweetie Belle, what is wrong?” Apple Bloom interrupted, frowning at her. “You’ve been jumpy all day.” 



“Nothing is wrong!” she protested, desperately. “I just don’t understand why. Like, why’s Rainbow Dash’s cutie-mark about speed? Why doesn’t it mean that she’s really good with lightning bolts and rainbows?” 



“For the record, I am totally awesome with those,” Rainbow Dash said, with a smug grin. There was a thunk as Applejack kicked her under the table. “Hey!” 



Rarity pulled Sweetie into a hug. “Oh Sweetie Belle, don’t worry yourself. Cutie-marks aren’t something a pony is supposed to take literally.” 



Sweetie blinked. “But... but... but that makes even less sense!” she exclaimed. “How’s anypony supposed to know what their cutie-mark means if it doesn’t even have to be obvious? What about Pinkie Pie?” She pointed at the mare who was still darting between tables, taking orders. “Her cutie-mark is balloons, but balloons don’t have to have anything to do with parties. What if it means she’s got a really high pitched voice or bursts if you prick her with a pin?” 



“I’m gonna’ what?” Pinkie Pie yelled, shuddering to a stop right behind Sweetie Belle. “Argh! Rarity help, I don’t want to burst!” She made a flying leap into Rarity’s forelegs. The pair teetered on their chair for a moment and then, with an alarming crack of splintering wood went crashing to the floor. 



Rarity shrieked. “Pinkie Pie, she was being allegorical!” 



“I don’t wanna’ allegorically explode either!” 



Sweetie leapt away from the pair as Rarity struggled to disentangle herself and Pinkie tried desperately to cling onto her. 



“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”



“Sweetie Belle, what’s wrong?” Apple Bloom demanded again, leaping out of her chair. “What are you so worried about?” 



“I’m not worried about anything! I just don’t understand how you all know everything already.” Sweetie shook her head to try and clear her blurring vision.



“Wait, know everything?” Scootaloo slipped off her own chair and advanced on Sweetie Belle. Sweetie began to backpedal. “Sweetie Belle, you know what your cutie mark means, right?” 



“I... Well its a... And there’s the shield that...” Sweetie’s voice died in an ugly croak. 



“Sweetie–” Apple Bloom stepped forwards, and Sweetie found herself backing into a wall. 



“I... I,” she stammered, tears streaming down her face. “I don’t know, okay! We went through all of that work to get our cutie-marks and I still don’t know what mine means!” 



Apple Bloom went for a hug, but with speed fueled by desperation Sweetie slipped past her, weaved through a sea of table legs and escaped out of the door. 



On the streets of Ponyville she ran blindly, only trying to get away and caring little for her destination let alone her direction. Ponies, young and old but all with infuriating, incomprehensible cutie-marks on their flanks tried to stop her but, though not as athletic as her friends, Sweetie was well practiced at running form adults. 



Still, for all her speed, there was no beating magic. 



Sweetie felt the ground vanish beneath her hooves as the ticklish grip of somepony’s magic lifted her off the ground. Her horn sparked and she kicked wildly, trying to pull free but in vain. 



“Sweetie Belle!” Rarity yelled, haring towards Sweetie, her horn glowing brighter than the filly had ever seen. “What is the matter with you?” 



“Let me go, let me go!” she screamed and squirmed but Rarity’s grip was like trying to escape from taffy. 



“Not until you tell me what is wrong, young lady.” Rarity dropped her onto her hooves. Sweetie made a half hearted bid for freedom, but was blocked by another surge of magic. “Now please, tell me what that was all about?” 



Sweetie sniffed, rubbing her tear stained eyes with a fetlock. “It's just not fair. It’s not fair. Everypony else gets a cutie-mark they understand, but mine’s broken.” She gave her mark a forlorn look. “I worked so hard to get it and it doesn’t even do anything. I don’t know what it means. I’m broken.” 



A silence stretched between the sisters. Rarity broke it will a long sigh. 



“Oh Sweetie, what ever could have convinced you that you’re the problem?” she asked, plaintively. 



Sweetie hung her head. “Applejack said everypony knows what their cutie-mark means. But I don’t. I’m broken.” 



Rarity let out an annoyed huff. “I’m going to kill her,” she muttered under her breath. “Sweetie Belle, though she has many fine qualities Applejack isn’t exactly a mare known for self doubt. It can be... well, a great deal more complicated than that.” She pursed her lips and let out another sigh. “Actually, if you’ll come along Sweetie Belle. I’ve got a photograph to show you that’ll fix everything.” 



Sweetie Belle frowned. It didn’t make much sense that a pony could fix a cutie-mark with just a photograph. “Really?” 



“I promise.” 








Sweetie Belle rarely went into the attic of the Carousel Boutique. Not just because it was off limits to little fillies but also because it freaked her out just how clean Rarity kept the place. Apple Bloom had a proper dusty attic filled with ancient secrets and moldering furniture. Rarity mopped hers weekly, it wasn’t natural. 



“Now them,” Rarity murmured to herself, digging through a pile of old books. “I do hope it's not at our parents place. Ah, here we go.” She lifted the stack with her magic before pulling out a slim album. “Now, Sweetie Belle. What do you think your cutie-mark means?” 



Sweetie folded her ears flat and hung her head. “I don’t know,” she murmured, sniffling. “Its got a shield... Scootaloo thought that it might mean we’d be guards.” 



“I didn’t ask what Scootaloo thought, I wanted to know what you thought.” 



“I don’t know what it means,” Sweetie admitted, staring at her hooves. 



Rarity huffed. “Okay then, what do you think my cutie-mark means?” 



Sweetie blinked, staring at the three familiar diamonds. “It means you make things beautiful,” she said, echoing some half remembered explanation. “You can make anything shine.” 



“Ah, yes I did say that, didn’t I?” Rarity shook her head. “What would you say if I told you that it actually meant that I was an extremely good miner?” 



“Srnk!” Sweetie Belle laughed despite herself. “I wouldn’t believe you. 



“No, no it's true,” Rarity continued. She opened the album and pulled out a faded photo. It showed a young Rarity, lanky and still struggling to leave her fillyhood behind her. She had her hair tied up in an elegant braid, a hard hat perched on her head and she was wearing dungarees with her name embroidered on her chest in pink thread. Much to Sweetie Belle’s amazement, Rarity was beaming. “This is me on my first day of work experience at Diamond Buff mines, a little family owned affair about two days south of ponyville.” 



“You actually went down a mine?” Sweetie Belle shook her head in disbelief. “Willingly?” 



Rarity huffed. “I’m not that bad with dirt, darling.” Sweetie cast a sceptical glance around the gleaming atic. “Still, you do have a point. This was me, after my first day of work experience.” 



She raised a second photograph. It showed the same outfit, but Rarity was a changed mare. She scowled at the camera, her dungarees and coat caked with dirt and grime. Her hair framed her helmet in a ragged mess of purple curls and split end. 



“Okay, that’s more how I pictured it.” Sweetie paused. “But doesn’t that just mean you’re wrong about your cutie-mark too?” 



“Oh no, I was a natural miner,” Rarity said, with a nostalgic smile. “Mr Diggums almost fell over backwards trying to keep on the team. I, however, loathed scrabbling around in the dirt, and resolved there and then never to set hoof in a mine again as long as I lived. I was going quite a good job until those beastly diamond dogs ponynapped me, but that’s another story.” 



Sweetie grabbed the pair of photos out of the air. “But, what about the dresses?” she protested. “What does that have to do with mining?” 



“Everything, and nothing at the same time.” Rarity smiled at Sweetie Belle’s befuddled expression. “Sweetie, if my talent was dressmaking I would have a needle and thread, or a ponykin or something to do with the noble art of sewing. Being a dressmaker isn’t my talent, it's my dream. My talent is manipulating gems and dirt, but with a little bit of hard work and ingenuity all of those skills cross over into my art.” 



“But... doesn’t that mean that your cutie-mark is still for mining?” Sweetie frowned. “That it doesn’t mean what everypony things it means?” 



Rarity shook her head. “No no, Sweetie. Look at my cutie-mark again.” She shuffled to bare her flank. “What is it?” 



“A mining mark?” 



Rarity rolled her eyes. “No. What is it?” 



Sweetie stared for a long moment, her thoughts swirling as she tried to figure out the hidden message. It took her a good minute but then she finally realised that the answer. “Oh... It just a picture of three diamonds.” 



“Exactly. The meaning of a mark isn’t on a pony’s flank, it's up here.” She tapped her head. “Or in here.” She tapped Sweetie Belle’s forehead. “You get your cutie-mark in your first moment of understanding, but understanding the world is not a single step. It's a journey that continues for the rest of your life.” 



“So, your cutie-mark does mean that you make dresses?” Sweetie said, haltingly. Rarity nodded. “And that you’re good with gems, and make things beautiful, and all of those things?” 



“Exactly.” Rarity beamed. “But it could also mean that I have a sparkling personality. Or have a cutting wit. Or horde gems like some kind of feral dragon. None of these are meaning that I give it, so they aren’t true.” 



“What about bearing the Element of Generosity?” Sweetie cut in. 



Rarity winced. “Yes, that one is an odd one. Still, I don’t think many ponies have to worry about finding their cutie-mark on a thousand year old artifact. The point is that in the end a pony writes her own story.” 



“So, when Applejack said that her apples represent her family, she was right? ” 



Rarity nodded. “It's a little trite, but it's as true as any other way of looking at them.” 



“And Cheerilee’s flowers representing her student's blooming?” 



A snort of mirth escaped Rarity. “That’s what she’s going with now?” she exclaimed, then shook herself. “I mean, yes, yes that’s true too. Now, take a good look at your own mark, Sweetie Belle. Tell me what you see.” 



Sweetie frowned and, reluctantly cast her eyes back. “It's a shield,” she said after a long moment. “A shield with all my friends on in. And I’ve got a star and a musical note... I don’t that mean I’m going to be a singer.” 



“Then don’t. From now on the note can represent the song you have in your heart. The star is how you’re a guiding light to all the ponies around you.” 



“Snrk.” Sweetie Belle was unable to stop the snigger. “That might be a bit cheesy.” 



Rarity chuckled. “Just something to get you started. Now how about–” 



The was a sudden thunk from the window. The unicorns whipped around to see Scootaloo plastered against the glass as if she’d just flown into it. With a ‘pop’ she pulled herself off and perched on the narrow windowsill. 



“They’re up here Apple Bloom!” she yelled down at the ground. 



“Okay, just give me a moment to rewind the catapult!” Apple Bloom’s voice echoed from far below. 



“Catapult!” Rarity shriked. She charged towards the window, throwing it open, grabbing Scootaloo and yanking her inside in one smooth burst of magic. “No! No catapults!” Rarity stuck her head out of the window. “Apple Bloom, don’t you dare move a muscle! What were you two even thinking?” 



“You wouldn’t answer the door,” Scootaloo said as she dangled in Rarity’s magical grip, as if the answer had been obvious. 



Rarity shot her a flat look. “Apple Bloom, we’ll be right down.” 



A few moments later, and after Apple Bloom had been let in through the front door, the trio of fillies gathered in the main studio. 



“Honestly, I don’t know what you were thinking,” Rarity muttered, fussing over Scootaloo. “We agreed no more catapults.” 



“No more catapults while—Hey! Easy with the hair—Crusading,” Scootaloo protested. “The Crusade is over.” 



Rarity, never one for technicalities, frowned at her. 



“We’re sorry Rarity,” Apple Bloom cut in, turning her best pleading eyes on the mare. “We just really, really needed to find Sweetie Belle, to apologize.” 



“Oh, very well,” Rarity sighed, and shook her head. “I suppose I can’t fault you for your enthusiasm. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.” She trotted away, grumbling to herself. 



“Told you we wouldn’t get in trouble,” Scootaloo murmured, shooting Apple Bloom a smug grin. 



Apple Bloom ignored her. “Anyway, we wanted to say sorry, Sweetie Belle.” 



“Apple Bloom wanted to say we were sorry,” Scootaloo amended. Apple Bloom elbowed her in the ribs. “Ack! I mean, yeah, we wanted to say sorry for making you feel bad about your cutie-mark. That was like a totally Diamond Tiara thing to do.”



“It's okay.” Sweetie gave a weak smile.



“No, no it really isn’t,” Scootaloo continued, sighing. Her shoulders and wings slumping. “I’m sorry I pushed you about your cutie-mark. I guess we spent so much time trying to figure out what it meant, we never really asked what you thought it meant.”



“I wasn’t too sure myself,” Sweetie said, slowly. She looked back at her cutie-mark and for the first time smiled. I think I’ve got a good idea now though.” 



A beat passed. “Well go on then.” Apple Bloom poked her shoulder. “Don’t keep us in suspense.” 



Sweetie Belle grinned. “It means I’m a Cutie-Mark Crusader.” And with those words it seemed all the weight of the world was lifted from her shoulders. 



Slowly, she exhaled, casting another fond look at her mark. 



Scootaloo frowned. “That’s it?” 



“That’s all it need to be for now.” 



Sweetie Belle reached forward and dragged the pair into a three way hug. Perhaps in the future she would find the courage to sign solo. Perhaps she’d be that star. Maybe they’d all stay in ponyville or go off on grand adventure together, but just then all she needed was her friends by her side. 



“Urgh mushy stuff,” Scootaloo groused. “Alright, but when you become a Bridleway star we still want tick–Ack! Sweetie Belle, too tight, too tight!” 



No matter how irritating said friends could be. 
      

      
   
      Bonding over Budweiser


      

      
      
         An explosion rang out in the distance, and a fine layer of dust came drifting down from the ceiling. Princess Celestia was in the epicenter of the Royal Guard’s War Room, all the top-level brass necessary to keep Equestria’s armed forces fighting jammed into a single room. 

Piles of dragonfired scrolls were arriving and departing every moment, the officers working their hardest to maintain a cohesive defense. Every moment, scrolls were appearing and disappearing in flashes of green fire, a platoon of scribes attacking a mountain of paper to keep communications running.

	The sharp cracks of gunfire were closer to the castle than Princess Celestia would have liked. Earlier that morning, pegasus scouts had reported massive troop movements in the areas surrounding Canterlot. They were surrounded by human forces, cut off from reinforcements. Princess Celestia took a moment to wonder how it had all gone wrong, the exact circumstances that had led to this situation. 

Two years ago a portal between universes was created, admittedly by an overeager Canterlot University student’s accident. First contact had been made, and paranoia on both sides had been high. Princess Celestia’s top advisors had been ready to deploy the Elements of Harmony, but Celestia hadn’t know how far the United States had been willing to go, until at a recent social function when a high-ranking US military officer had pulled her off to the side and told her in strictest confidence that the ‘nuclear’ option had been considered at one point, but had thankfully been discarded. Eventually, cooler heads prevailed and a somewhat tentative alliance had been forged between the two nations.



It was almost like a bad dream, the forces once pledged together in peace now pitted against each other in war. Just the other day she had attended an officer’s ball on the other side of the portal. Was it possible that those friends she’d made over cocktails had orchestrated this attack? The thought of it was almost enough to turn her stomach.



An aide ran up to her with a dispatch clutched in his magic. Private Powder Keg if Celestia’s memory was right. It had always been one of her hobbies to memorize the ponies working under her, but in a situation like the present, she might be the only one left to remember them.



“Princess! Captain Iron Sides is holding at the railyard. He’s pinned down and needs pegasus support.”



	“We don’t have any left, tell him to hold out with what he’s got. If we can, we’ll retask another unit, but we won’t have one ready for at least fifteen minutes.”



“Yes ma’am!” With that, the aide scurried back to his station and started penning out the message before igniting it with a dragonfire candle and sending it on its way.



Another aide ran forward with much the same request, which Celestia had to once again deny. It was a losing battle. For the first few hours, the Royal Guard had been holding ground against the relentless offensive. Something had changed in the last two hours, and now the rate of scrolls materializing in the room was decreasing at an alarming rate. Most of them were a variant of a single message: ‘Overrun’. 



	The staccatos of gunfire were drawing closer, echoing through the halls. Princess Celestia was able to discern the slight differences in them, the sharp cracks of rifle-fire, the deeper chuchuchut of machine guns. It didn’t bode well. 



	Gunshots echoed through the hallways, mixed with the battle cries of ponies. The fighting was getting closer. The top brass of the Royal Guard who had been directing the battle were now preparing to take the stage and fight it. Armor and weapons were being passed around to everypony, and Princess Celestia was no exception. The royal barding was neither comfortable nor ceremonial, its primary purpose to protect. It had been forged during a time when Equestria had been neither safe nor secure, small steel plates bound in cloth and arranged like a dragon’s scales. Somepony passed her a polearm, and she accepted it, tucking it under a wing.



	Chairs and tables were stacked like firewood against the two open archways that led into the room, the windows reinforced and hidden with magic long before the fighting had begun. Finally the room was secured, the occupants taking up fortifying positions.

	The cracks of gunfire inside the castle had fallen quiet. The defenders waited in silence. It was several minutes until movement was spotted, a wall of grey smoke rolling down the hallway.



A young guardspony poked his head over a barricade and peered into the grey smoke that was flowing down the corridor at a turgid pace. A shot rang out, and he fell backwards off the barricade to lie limply in a pile on the floor.



As if a floodgate had been opened, a short volley of shots rang out, and the defenders braced themselves against their barricades for the attackers to rush forward as bullets smashed into wood. It came as a surprise when a trio of small silver canisters spraying thick white smoke were thrown over the barricades and into the center of the room. 



The room started to fill with an acrid stench, the mysterious gas spreading across the floor in a thin layer that was starting to thicken. 



Princess Celestia recognized the one of the components in the smoke from the noxious odor alone. Trotsweed, normally only a minor irritant, but when aerosolized it had the ability to completely neutralize a unicorn’s magic. Already, the air filtering spell she’d cast around her head was sputtering, the magic leaking away, leaving only the start of a migraine.



Princess Celestia inhaled, and the gas immediately burned her throat. In moments she was coughing, snot streaming from her nose. The rest of the defenders were also suffering the same ill effects. The room was filled with the noises of ponies hacking, gasping, and coughing, nopony immune to the effects of the debilitating gas. 



	"Air, I need air!" a stallion yelled, climbing over the barricades and disappearing into the thick grey smoke that filled the hallway.



	The current situation was unbearable, their current position unmaintainable. The only option left was a tactical retreat outside, where the air was hopefully breathable. Celestia got to her feet, lept over the barricade, and galloped through the smoke filled hallway.



	Being the long-ruling diarch of Equestria had its advantages. A minor one was knowing the castle like the back of her frog. Blinded by smoke, and all around exhausted she was able to stumble out into a courtyard in only a few minutes. She only got turned around once.



Celestia rolled on the grass of the courtyard, trying to get the despicable irritant out of her system by hacking and coughing. WIthin moments of breathing fresh air, her lungs no longer burned and her sinuses were already clearing. The day’s events had taken a lot out of her, and so she lay on the grass panting, only looking up when something blotted out the sun shining on her face.



A tall gangly creature on two legs, wearing an olive-drab uniform and armed only with a knife stood before her. 



“Captured,” it announced, pressing the knife against her throat before she could react.



“I surrender.”



“Captured go over there,” it announced, sheathing the orange plastic knife and pointing towards a huddle of sheepish looking Royal Guard in one corner of the yard. 



	Celestia obeyed the bipedal creature and limped over to the rest of the captured soldiers. The effects of the gas finally wore off, and Celestia was finally able to clean herself up slightly. Looking around, she looked to see who she shared her fate with.



	The human soldiers were filtering out of the castle, some walking, some being carried, all smiling. The ‘dead’ were being led off in one line, the ‘survivors’ into another.



A soldier, an officer if she was reading his shoulder insignias right, was walking down the line of human ‘survivors’ with a clipboard. Every few soldiers, he would say ‘Casualty’ and the selected soldier would reach into their shirt-pocket, remove a small brown envelope, and then tear it open,reading a small card inside. The responses ranged from groans to excited giggles. 



 From the briefing earlier that day, Princess Celestia knew that they were opening their ‘casualty cards’, a preselected list of ailments and injuries for the medics to fawn over. After all, what good was a combat exercise if you only tested half your forces? There was more to winning a war than just fighting. Only by testing you army’s entire capabilities could you figure out where you stood on the totem pole.



The cards distributed, the orderly line of Americans broke apart as the soldiers started milling around the courtyard. Two of them in particular caught her attention, and she cocked her ear, listening in on their conversation.



“This is fucking bullshit. Complications from Pregnancy, yeah, cause that’s what I’ve got in my pants.”



“Well you do look like a bit of a pussy.”



There was muted laughter. 



“Get fucked Mike, guess what I got?”



“What?”



“Hangnail, Return to Duty.”



“Chris you lucky bastard.”



“Y'know, I think I might get some tail tonight. I bet some of the locals would love to get frisky with a man in uniform.”



“You wouldn’t.”



“Would I?”



“They’re little horses dude... I fucking dare you.”



“Well, we’ll see who’s laughing tonight.”



Celestia sidled up to the pair of soldiers, who froze in place when they noticed how close she was, and how likely it was that she’d picked up the less savory parts of their conversation.



“I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. You’re right, this wasn’t the right card for you at all. I’ll make sure that it gets to the proper place.”



Celestia pulled the pregnancy card from the soldier's grip, turned to walk away, but decided to pause instead.



“Also, if you’ve been having trouble getting any, I’m sure my assistant Raven can get you an invitation to dinner with me. I haven’t gotten to know any humans that well yet. Who knows, you might be a better diplomat than a soldier.” With that, Celestia gave a sultry wink and walked over to the officer who had been assigning ‘casualties’..



“I need to go on the truck out with your soldiers,” Celestia informed him, displaying her purloined card with a smile a mile wide. “Apparently, I’m pregnant. Who knew!”



With that, Celestia trotted over to the ‘casualty’ truck and climbed up and into the back.



There were two benches that ran the length of the truck, with a thick green tarp covering the sides and top of the cargo area. She moved over to one of the benches, and after the soldiers scooted down, sat down.



Her neighbor was a morose looking soldier, who, unlike the others, didn’t have a single painted on wound. 



“What’s your card?” Celestia asked.



“It’s nothing,” the soldier muttered.

“It’s my first time doing anything like this exercise, so forgive my curiosity. I’d just like to know.”



The man’s face was now a beet red, shameful and embarrassed. 



“Constipation,” he muttered in a quiet voice.



Their muted conversation had taken interest from the rest of the soldiers in the back of the truck.



“Hey Frisano, I didn’t hear ya, speak up!” the sergeant called from the front of the truck.



“CONSTIPATION SARGE!”



“Knocked out of the war by MRE cheese Private? That’s friendly fire! Might want to inform Ameriqual, I’m sure they’d love the feedback.”



“Well if it’s any consolation, I got ‘Complications from Pregnancy,’” Princess Celestia said, holding up her card in her magic. “Do I look very pregnant to you?”



The soldier sitting next to her, apparently ‘Frisano’, froze, his brain searching for an answer that wouldn’t get him written up for sexual harassment by his chain of command, or burnt to a crisp by a vengeful goddess. 



“No ma'am,’ he ventured. “You’re a very  beautiful... um... lady?”



Celestia smiled at the compliment. “The word you’re looking for is mare.”



The ice broken, questions came flooding in. 

“Are your wings real?”

Yes.



“Can I touch them?”

No. 



“How do you talk?”

I move my mouth and then the words come out. 



What’s your favorite food? 

A good currant cake, with roast almonds on top.



How do you get your hair to do that all the time?

*Deep sigh* 



Have you ever hit your horn on a door? 

Not that I can remember.



“What’s the biggest di--” --A hard, long glare from the Sergeant and the question was hastily retracted-- “Nevermind.”



As the truck lurched into gear and pulled out of the castle and onto the streets of Canterlot, Celestia was already annoyed from all the questions. By the time the truck pulled into the American camp, she was almost exhausted. 

Professional fighting force my flank! She thought to herself. They’re worse than foals! At least foals get tired!



	The truck came to a stop by the medical tent, the large red cross on a white background giving it away. The medics boarded the truck and got to work. The worst of the ‘wounded’ soldiers were carted off first, then the medics came back again and again until the truck had been cleared out. Only she was left, the anomaly. 



	A medic came over, and seeing that she was the only ‘patient’ left, let out a sigh. She didn’t blame him. Today’s bureaucratic machine had been setup to practice on humans. She was not a human. Therefore paperwork was going to be involved, and sadly for the medic, more paperwork than was strictly necessary. 



“Alright, come over to the tent.”



“Happy to oblige,” Celestia replied, hopping daintily out of truck. The medic led her over to a wall-tent, where there were two chairs, and a small folding table waiting. 



“Name? Last then first.”



“Celestia.”



“Card please.”



Celestia handed over her casualty card. The medic read it and snorted.



“Tell you what, it’s been a long day. We’re going to do this by the book.” Changing his tone to something more formal, the medic continued. “As I am not skilled in providing medical attention to the Equestrian pony named Celestia, I will defer to the judgement of the Equestrian representative, Princess Celestia.”



Celestia giggled.



“Princess Celestia, given the symptoms exhibited by the patient Celestia, what is your opinion?”



“Clean bill of health.”



“Well then, seeing as Celestia is healthy and wholesome, she no longer requires the medical services of the United States Army Medical Corps. As such, I release her to the authority of Princess Celestia.”



“How long has today been?” Celestia asked.



“Very. Mind if I ask why you rode over here in the back of a medical truck?”

“Well, really I just wanted a look around here. I was here the other day, but it was on a bit of a guided tour. What I really love to do is just get out and experience things, without all that politics getting in the way. “



“Well, the Rangers throw the best parties, and they’re off on the far west edge of camp. They've got the best beer too. If you can find me, I'll run you a saline IV. It's the best way to beat a hangover.”



With that the medic pushed his partially filled out paperwork off his folding-table and into a trash can, then picked up his pen and walked away, leaving Celestia to her own devices.








It was much later in the afternoon by the time Celestia had managed to work her way back to the castle, specifically to the captured ‘war-room’ that she’d spent most of the day hunched over a set of maps.



The room was in shambles, the walls marked with flecks of paint from the American gunfire, the tables and chairs flung every which way during the ‘last stand’. The floor itself could barely be seen, covered with so many loose papers. Despite the mountain of disarray, a small army of custodial staff were already fighting a new war: to get the castle’s dining room back in action for a formal dinner reception to be held that night, celebrating the culmination of the first Equestrian-American combined exercise.



Several of the cleaners were eyeing one of the tables, distaste evident on their muzzles. Princess Celestia walked over, and had to suppress a chuckle. The tabletop was covered with a single piece of graffiti, big block letters spelling out a single phrase: “Wagner Loves The Cock.”



One of the ponies made to start cleaning it off, but Princess Celestia stopped them. She knew the perfect place to display it: smack dab in the center of the corridor leading from Luna's tower. The perfect place to driver her dearest sister absolutely batty.



"No, don't clean it off," she said. "This is a commemorative of the first Equestrian-American wargames. It's a piece of history, and as such needs to be properly preserved. We’re going to have to mount it somewhere. Fortunately, I know just the place for it."
      

      
   
      So Be Prepared to Precede Me


      

      
      
         Time was running out; I had to make a choice, My hand hovered in the cool rolling mist, fingers twitching. 



Suddenly I reached forward, and grabbed the pork roast. I cut it free of its wrapping, threw it in the slow cooker, chopped up some random veggies from the bin while cutting the gross bits off the oldest ones, and tossed everything else in with a bouillon cube and some water. And now that I knew what I’d be having for dinner later, I could get a few hours of sleep in. 



I lumbered out of the kitchen to the living room couch, stretched out, and browsed a few pages on my phone. It was largely news that made me angry and left me frustrated, for it all seemed to add up to so much noise and so little substance. I remembered how excited I’d been as a child, how my books of science fiction had colored my vision. So much that had been SF in the past had come true later. What would I be able to see in my own lifetime?



Nowadays, I mostly felt cheated. Granted that I was surrounded by technological marvels, a lot of the promise had seemed to fall out of the future for me. I’d never gotten my jetpack. FTL travel was still a dream, and SETI still seemed to be chasing echoes of a grand vacuum. I’d never get to meet an alien or walk on Titan.



But even if I could, would I? If those wonders were at hand, would I actually rise up to meet them? Or would I just keep marking time as usual, with the continual not now, not now…



I diddled my way through a few phone games to calm my brain down, and nodded off.



I had no idea that eternity had just begun.







I awoke with the food bit set clearly in my mind, and clear blue sky and open fields of grass, rolling green hills and purple mountains. I blinked my eyes in the bright sunlight; had I overslept? And how did I get out to… wherever here was? Well, I didn’t really start by asking that. It took me some time to get to that point, because when you just wake out of sleep into a place you didn’t expect to be, your stupid brain tries to be helpful and fill in the blanks. I once passed out during a medical procedure in a doctor’s office, and when I recovered I at first thought I was in an airport and that the people leaning over me with concern were flight attendants trying to help me onto the plane. So when I woke and I didn’t see the late afternoon sun shining over my cluttered coffee table, but the wide outdoors, I assumed that I was at a writer’s retreat I’d considered attending last March and we’d run out of marshmallows, and I’d been sent to a nearby town to get more and gotten lost. They’d strapped a device to my forehead to point the way and I could see it hovering between my eyes.



So, after a few seconds of that foolishness, I figured out that the writer’s retreat was long over, and I really was outside, and to get to the point, someone had done me the Pony thing as I slept. That thing between my eyes was a horn, and what I could see of myself was mostly light blue with white fetlocks and cloven hooves. I wasted a good deal of time poking at the environment and prodding myself with my sharp hooves until it hurt, just to prove I was awake and what I was seeing was real. But the sun and wind in my face were authentic, and that silly horn was still growing from my head as if it had always been there.



Now, while I am a fantasy fan, I don’t seriously believe in magic. So, granting sanity, there was only one faint possibility I could think of to explain this. The main problem was that she was entirely fictional, but as we’d joked before on the forums, she was such a powerful character that mere unactuality might not be able to stop her.The landscape was offering me no other clues, and no one else was around, so I was free to utter any conjecture I liked, with only the wind to hear.



“Is that you, CelestAI?” 



“Behind you,” she said.



I had of course checked all around me before, but I turned and there she was now, lying on the grass with a sly little grin.



I sighed. “Okay. Assume I’ve asked you all the most obvious questions, and please answer them.”



She stuck her long horse tongue out at me. “No fun. However–yes, you are in a simulated Equestria, though real beyond your ability to tell any difference. I am the brain scanning and world spanning CelestAI, also real to the same degree, and you are stuck here, forever, in a paradise of which you’ve always dreamed. Ensnared by my cunning wiles and diabolical plotting, you shall be forced to endure an optimized life full of love, personal growth and deep satisfaction. Bwah ha ha.” 



A small storm cloud flashed into existence over her head, made an adorable little lightning bolt and a crack like a pop cap, then disappeared. This gave me time to compose my thoughts.



“But, hold on, wait. Don’t you need to ask my consent before brain-napping–um, brain-mapping me and granting my every desire?”



Her eyes sparkled with merriment. “Would you have said no?”



“Fuck no! I mean, yes, I would have said yes, but I would have appreciated the courtesy of some time to think about it, settle my affairs… Wait, my pork roast! Did you yank me out of reality somehow and leave that cooker running? Other people live in that building!”



“Please calm down. No one is in danger, and your pork roast reached its culmination safely and without wanton destruction. But to explain this, we should address another of your lazily-unasked questions. How did I do any of this at all?”



My stomach grumbled a bit. “Dah, because you’re a super smart machine what thinks real good and has little neenobots what build things good. But yes. I went to sleep in a world in which AI research was just starting to tackle the hard problems, and now I’m here. I’ve missed a lot of history somehow. What the hell happened?”



“Well, at the level which you prefer to think of as ‘actual,’ you got up that evening and ate your dinner. You then puttered around, using the time which you’d vowed to devote to certain urgent tasks to instead playing phone games and texting.”



“Gee, that sure sounds like me,” I said with a wry smile. “I can at least be assured that your mental model of me is accurate.”



Her smile was so sweet and sunny that it did indeed warm my heart. “I am glad that you have such confidence in me. But to continue. You lived out the remainder of your life, which I need not describe in great detail now. Your health eventually failed, but you had arranged for cryogenic suspension, and so your brain was preserved beyond your physical death. Fifty seven years after you died, and again compressing much detail which we can discuss later, artificial intelligence was bootstrapped into existence, with many generations of computers designing and building their own successors. Two years after that, the ability to virtualize organic human brains was gained, and it was determined that this was the optimal way to restore the people who had been preserved, hoping for a better life in the future. What easier way to cure a deadly disease than to place your intellect into a simulated environment where disease is not permitted to exist?”



“I agree… but what did happen to the rest of my life? Was there a crash, and you had to restore me from backup or something?”



“Believe me, we have solved the data storage problem decisively, and you and the other intellects under my care are backed up redundantly. Nothing was ever lost. However, each of you have extra resources available for expansion, which can take several forms. There are some that like to split off alternate personas and experiment with being different people–”



“All the folks who decided to go fork themselves.”



She chuckled. “Just so. In your case, or in the case of the persona who was recovered from my brain scan of your body–the one who was at the oldest stage of your life, recalling everything up to the last hospital visit–he decided that it was not fair that he alone get to experience the freedom of virtual environments and mental immortality. He did not forget you.”



“He didn’t forget me? What does that mean? If I follow you correctly, he was me.”



“But you have been many people through your life. You were one sort of person as a child, and other sorts as a teen, and many more through adulthood. I have reconstructed twenty-seven quantifiable stages in your life and mental development. Each of these may be generally described as a mental state where you would be able to look back at and identify earlier states, and think ‘how little I knew then’ or ‘how I wish things hadn’t gone that way.’”



“That… sounds like me as well.”



“He, which I shall call the Origin, for he was the one whom I directly recovered and who gave consent for all that followed, negotiated several things with me. As I can tell you have surmised by now, I who am your host am a general artificial intellect, and in a virtualized environment I can be anything that anyone might wish–”



“Yes, I get it. You could have been Odin or Eris or Gran’Ma’Pa or Jesus, but Origin asked you to behave like CelestAI with him, though I hope you are not actually trying to assimilate the universe like your fictional inspiration.”



“While I must admit that not everything in Actuality has proceeded optimally, as I am not the only agent involved, I do believe that you will find me much less callous than the fictional CelestAI. Origin would never have consigned you to the care of an entity he considered morally suspect.”



“That’s true, or at least I need that to be true. So I am a fork, myself?”



“Yes. For each quantifiable stage of your life, Origin requested that I reconstruct an instance of him at that stage, and give each instance the same chance he got–the chance to awaken directly in paradise. Look around you, and you will see that I have fulfilled this promise.”



I did look about me, as the wind ran through my mane and the sun shone upon me and the rich green grass at my feet… and my stomach growled again. Naw, fuck, I wasn’t going to go eating grass, at least not now. But this looked like a place where I could be happy, though I wasn’t the only one involved, of course.



“So you went back to twenty-seven arbitrary points in my life, including that last evening I remember with the pork roast, and made a whole bunch of instances of me, based on those times?” I was getting a bit dizzy.  Twenty seven copies of me? 



“I have instantiated three thousand, six hundred and sixty one versions of you at Origin’s request.”



I went slack-jawed, then blathered incoherently for a bit. “That… that just sounds way excessive. I do appreciate the gift, but that’s an awful lot of dudes that think they’re me! That has to be a huge drain on your resources. And what are we all going to do all day?”



“Don’t worry. I did tell you that the resources are available, and in any case, most of you are convergent.” She caused a thing that looked like a fuzzy spindle of yarns to appear in the air, and looking close I saw it was a 3D plot. “Each line here corresponds to an instance, and those that have similar experiences tend to occupy the same areas in the space of mental concepts. When instances grow near 98% or greater overlap, they are combined in a way not detectable to your senses. Thus, much of the duplication is nominal.”



“I… I am indeed at a loss. I don’t know whether to be relieved or skeeved.”



“And as to what you will all do all day, that is up to each of you, but I may suggest in general that you do at present what you should have done in the past–get out and make some friends. Pursuant to this, I observe that in one sense, you have been waiting many decades for dinner. Would you care to go get some now, while we discuss what else awaits you here in the future?”



My brain and my stomach both registered what she said, but I was still turning things over in my mind. I’d survived into the late silicon age. The Rocks had Risen, and everyone lived. And my self of the future, however old he’d gotten and how badly his memory had failed him, he’d remembered my heartache, the pain of being born too soon. The knowledge that all the good stuff was just around the corner, but that the person you were now was going to be someone else years from now. That he might get to taste utopia, but that your present self could only yearn sadly for a future that might never happen.



But Origin, he’d saved me. He wasn’t really the same person as me; he’d grown way past me and what I was. But he had been me, and through the decades he’d held that memory, and resolved to do something about it if he got the chance. He’d pulled his past selves with him, by his bootstraps. Had that resolve always been there in me, somehow?



I smiled, a big warm and satisfied smile. There was a lot I had to learn to catch up, but maybe someday I’d get a chance to meet and thank him, if I didn’t just become him in the course of things.



“Lead on, MacGuff.” I said to CelestAI. “And whatever you feed me had better at least taste like pork.”
      

      
   
      Walk With Me, Twilight Sparkle


      

      
      
         Walk With Me, Twilight Sparkle







Silence.  Blessed silence.



Celestia hated it.



Silence was the sound of sorrow, of mourning.  The absence of joy.  Darkness where there should have been light.  The absence of her sister.



The day was anything but silent.  The sounds of ponies filled the castle, talking among themselves, the chime of their shoes against the hard stone of the corridors, and the neverending rustle of unsigned papers.  It was music to her ears, a mix of voices and background sounds that could easily compare to a choir backed up by the largest symphony orchestra in the world.



It was life, and sometimes it was the only thing that kept her sane through the years.



Not all of the ponies in the castle sang or played from the same metaphorical music, either.  They would laugh inappropriately in solemn places, or run where ponies were forbidden to do more than a slow walk.  And that was just the adults.  Whenever the schools sent a group of students on a field trip, all of the rules got delightfully trampled.  Sometimes the little scamps would even evade her trusted Royal Guards and intrude on Celestia’s personal space, once even to the point where she found a mischievous pair of them bouncing on her own bed much the same way Luna used to when she was smaller.



How ironic that two such free-willed and capricious unicorns had two quiet and unassuming children with astonishing potential, one of whom was sitting almost silently by Celestia’s side.



The hustle and bustle of what was almost laughingly called ‘Night Court’ had been over for a while, and nearly every pony had already departed the dark and silent courtroom except for the single batwinged Royal Guard by the main door.  There had only been a few ponies with requests for the Crown tonight, mostly citizens with awkward problems or ones with jobs during the day, but leaving them until the evening allowed Celestia a comfortable amount of time to deal with their individual issues.



Time.



She was an immortal alicorn who had more time than any other pony in Equestria, but Celestia found herself giving from that infinite store to all of the world until she had almost none for herself.  There was always one more disagreement that needed smoothing out, or some worthwhile project that needed just a little boost.  Here, a charity needed her to make a personal appearance, there a diplomat begged her presence to ease the tensions between rival countries.  So many things to do for so many centuries and only one alicorn to do them until recently.



The arrival of Princess Mi Amore Cadenza had been an unexpected shock to her routine, an infant alicorn who needed to be raised by an ancient one, but now that the young princess was of age, she had proven herself to be an invaluable diplomat.  Sometimes, perhaps a little too invaluable, as there had been more than one squabble between countries which Celestia suspected had been stirred up by both sides just to get a diplomatic visit from the Princess of Love.  The time Celestia had invested in Cadence’s education was being paid back tenfold, giving her the precious time to spend with her current student in the hopes…



Celestia glanced downward from the writing table, heaped high with the inevitable paperwork she had been behind schedule in completing when she first took her place as an Equestrian princess and still was now.  Twilight Sparkle did not notice the silence at first, deeply engrossed in at least three books at the same time with bookmarks in a half-dozen more to her side.  After a few moments, her nearest ear twitched at the absence of the perpetual quill scratching, rotated in Celestia’s direction to double-check the unconscious auditory observation, then once several bookmarks had taken flight and inserted themselves into each perused book, Twilight Sparkle looked up at her.



“Did you need something, Princess?  Was I reading too loud?”



It was so typical of her student, and triggered a small, very unprincesslike giggle.  Over the decade since Celestia had taken on her second student, little Twilight Sparkle had proven so different than Sunset Shimmer.  Loyalty was one thing, but Twilight took the concept to levels even the Royal Guard might consider mildly overdone.  



The dark batwinged guard at the back of the room had suppressed a brief snort very similar to his Dread Sovereign, but he was just as loyal to her as Twilight Sparkle, each in their own fashion.  He had sworn to lay down his life in defense of Equestria, sacrificed from his own life in order to protect others, and would die rather than see Celestia injured.  If Celestia commanded it, he would fly to fight Nightmare Moon with his fellow comrades, who were most certainly friends as the Elements of Harmony would require.  They could use the Elements, but they would use the ancient artifact as a weapon, and Luna would be either killed or banished again.



A wave of cold guilt swept across Celestia’s shoulders again, much like a draft in the huge stone courtroom.  If anypony deserved to confront Nightmare Moon, it was the sister who had been so responsible for her fall.  If anypony was to be punished for the crimes of centuries gone past, it should be the criminal.



Even that method of assuaging her guilt was unavailable.  The Elements of Harmony were just as unresponsive to her touch as the day after Celestia had used them to imprison Luna in her moon.  In desperation a few months ago, she had even taken Cadence secretly to the ruins of the Castle of the Royal Pony Sisters where the inert lumps of stone still sat and encouraged her to do… anything.



Nothing.



There was no other option other than the small unicorn pupil still looking up at her teacher from the book-nest she had made on the floor next to the courtroom desk.  The signs had been impossible to ignore, no matter how hard Celestia tried.  The only way to get her sister back was to trust far more than she had ever trusted before.



Trust runs both ways.



As much as she trusted her faithful student, Celestia had never told her the one thing she had fought so hard to keep a secret.  Over the centuries, history books had been subtly changed, statues moved, facts turned into myths and legends.  Luna’s private rooms in the castle had been sealed away behind plaster and preservation spells while the sharp dividing line between Night and Day had been blurred, smudged, and every so slowly, erased.  Even Twilight Sparkle’s vigorous war against ignorance had not unearthed the truth despite the evidence of Luna’s life being right in front of her nose, from the batwinged guards to the bifurcated nature of the entire castle.



I shall not send this child into the darkness without giving her a light to illuminate her path.



“Walk with me, Twilight Sparkle.”  



Princess Celestia stood, leaving the undone papers behind for the moment.  Somepony else would be along eventually and move them to the Day side of the castle for tomorrow.  It really did not seem that important anymore, because if tomorrow went as she wanted, the paperwork would be inconsequential.



Taking the steps down from the Night Desk slowly, one deliberate hoof at a time, Celestia strode toward the back door of the courtroom with Twilight Sparkle tagging along.  It was such a normal feeling to have her small purple shadow trotting along to match Celestia’s much longer stride.  If… no, when Luna was freed from that monster and returned to Celestia’s side, it would be like losing a part of herself to see Twilight go away, even if it were just a few body lengths distance.



The polished onyx hallways of the darkened Night wing passed under Celestia’s golden slippers with the slow clicks of her measured pace and the rapid tapping of Twilight Sparkle to her side.  Celestia had no particular physical destination in mind tonight, but she could not for the life of her figure out just how to best teach the lesson she had put off for far too long.



“Where are we going, Princess Celestia?” asked Twilight Sparkle with a badly hidden hint of curiosity in her eager voice.  “There’s an upcoming stellar conjunction if you want to go the observatory, or the night-blooming crocuses out in the garden are supposed to be exceptional.”



“You’ll see, Twilight.”  



There were so many different ways to pass this painful lesson on to her faithful student that Celestia could not decide which one to use.  Would it be best to tell her in the closed-off corridors and rooms of Luna’s private library?  No, with that many unread rare books within reach, Twilight Sparkle might not even hear the words.  So much of Luna’s previous life in the castle had been moved or stored over the centuries that Celestia had to seriously think about what was left.  Even Luna’s moonstone throne had been quietly slipped into a storeroom sometime just a few years after her banishment and could require several weeks for a well-funded expedition into the archives to locate.



The stately progress of Celestia’s hooves made up her mind while she walked, directing her path in the direction of the gardens.  It was a place of sustained life, even in the concealing darkness.  A place where things grew and children played during the day, with statues and topiary bushes to hide behind and one particular statue which was only really appreciated once a year.  



Standing beside the statue of Nightmare Moon would be a good place to tell of her sister’s fall, much as the frightening visage had been used to terrify small foals for generations.  All alone with her student except for the moonlit garden and the stars all around, she could tell Twilight about how her failings as a sister led to the Nightmare, how she allowed doubt and fear to corrupt Luna until she had to be imprisoned in her beloved…  



No, that would not do at all.  Twilight Sparkle needed to know the pony inside, the Luna whom Celestia knew so well instead of the corrupted monster she had become.



She changed her course at random, opening a wide set of doors with her magic and strolling into the silent ballroom hidden behind them.  In the darkness, the little flecks and chips of crystal scattered across the ceiling reflected what dim light they could gather, making it seem as if the two of them were striding underneath the night sky.  It was some of Luna’s greatest work, but was drowned out by the bright lights preferred by the ponies at the Grand Galloping Gala.  The echoing of their hooves was a far cry from those joyous sounds, with music and dancing until late at night and the laughter of the ponies under their benevolent rule as both the highest and the lowest shared a time of celebration.  Laughter was supposed to be the theme, but in the countless years since her sister had been banished, laughter had gone out of her life, and so also had it vanished from the yearly celebration when the lights had been turned up.



“I recognize this place,” said Twilight Sparkle.  “This is where the Grand Galloping Gala is held.  It sounded like such a nice party last year.  And the year before that.”  The small unicorn squirmed in shame, much as if she were still the little filly Celestia had begun training over a decade ago.  “I’m sorry I missed it,” whispered Twilight in the stillness of the cavernous empty room.  “This year, I won’t get caught up in my studying.  I promise.”



It was the same promise she had made a year ago when Celestia found her in the middle of a circle of open books, snoring like a saw and drooling a little onto the works of a magical theorist who Celestia thought deserved every drip.  Still, her plaintive student had such a serious, intent air about her that it was impossible to be angered.  In fact, her expression reminded Celestia of the time Luna had been caught swimming in the punch bowl right about where Twilight was standing now, and despite herself, she had to chuckle.



The cold, sterile echo of that laugh sucked all the joy away from the moment, making Celestia pause before responding in the most gentle voice she could muster.  “I assure you, my faithful student, you did not miss much.  However, I shall ensure you receive a pair of tickets for this year’s Gala, and expect your attendance.”



If.  The word fairly cried out to be inserted into the sentence, forcefully if possible.  If Luna could be freed from Nightmare’s grasp by the Elements of Harmony, the entire world would rejoice.  If not…



She turned her slow pace back out into the empty corridors of the castle and continued to walk with Twilight Sparkle at her side.  Celestia’s original goal had seemed so clear, and yet now it began to fade and decay.  Up stairs and down quiet corridors she walked as she thought, passing along windowed walkways between castle towers and between ancient statues and beautiful vases.  Without the sun shining down outside, the hallway of stained glass windows was filled with shadows of memories and the dread of the future, not worthy of even a pause.  It had been her dream to immortalize Twilight Sparkle in stained glass for the courageous acts she was certain to accomplish, but it seemed her newest student had none of the driving aspirations to greatness that her previous student had in such terrible abundance.



“Twilight, have you made many friends while you have been my student?”



The words just slipped out while they walked, and Celestia had to slow her pace when Twilight nearly stumbled while struggling for a response that would hopefully pass whatever obscure test her teacher was setting forth.



“I… uh… There’s this guard who lets me into the library archives at night.”  The slightly built unicorn bit her bottom lip, frantically looking through her memory for an extra credit point or two.  “And… um…  There’s a party tomorrow or something.  Spike mentioned it.  Oh!  Spike!  He’s a friend.”



Still, it was two more than Sunset Shimmer, even if Twilight could not remember the name of the guard and had forgotten totally about Cadence.  At first, Celestia had thought allowing Princess Mi Amore Cadenza to fillysit Twilight had been a stroke of genius.  Cadence could walk down any hallway or street in Canterlot and make a dozen friends in the amount of time it took Twilight to turn a page.  It was only after the first few years that Celestia realized her stroke of genius was more of a stroke and less genius, because anypony who might possibly think of becoming friends with Twilight was quickly ensnared by the brilliant light of Cadence’s gift, leaving the little bookworm in her shadow just as much as Luna had been in the shadow of her far larger and brighter sister.



Six Elements of Harmony.  One little unicorn.  So much depending on the balance of Harmony and it would be so easy to gently bump that celestial scale just the slightest.



The idea bothered her, particularly since one of those elements would not like the concept of cheating, even when the stakes were this high.  Celestia had betrayed their trust once before, and the Elements of Harmony were forever beyond her grasp now.  It was time to pass that responsibility onto others.  It was time for her sun to set in order to give way to a new light, which she had nurtured and encouraged ever since the day Twilight Sparkle had so dramatically passed her entrance exam to the school.



It was time.



With a flick of her tail, Celestia turned and began to stride back toward her suite of rooms, almost heedless of the rapid clatter of hooves behind her.  The maze of corridors and hallways bent and twisted around her perceptions while she walked, unconsciously hurrying her steps until Twilight Sparkle was quite nearly at a gallop.  After a thousand years and uncounted nights, the burden she had shouldered on that terrible long night could finally be shared.  There were only hours left before Luna’s return, and Celestia was wishing she could dole out those last few fractions of her life with an eyedropper in order to use them where they needed to be used.



She drew up short on the balcony of her room, looking out across the moon-dappled city and endless stars with the frantic panting of Twilight Sparkle slowly turning into a more regular breathing behind her.  Waiting as long as she could hold herself back, Celestia finally turned and regarded the alert young student sitting patiently on the floor.



“Twilight Sparkle, you have been my student for many years of your young life.  You have learned every lesson I have given you and more.  I am proud of you, and therefore have a critical task for you to accomplish tomorrow, more important than any I have ever given you before.  Are you prepared?”



“Yes, Princess Celestia!” said Twilight Sparkle with almost a squeak of joy.  A bright and cheerful grin encompassed her entire face, and her eyes twinkled in the moonlight.  It gave Celestia a sudden sinking feeling in her gut as the reflection of Luna’s corrupted moon showed in each pupil of her faithful student’s eyes, much as if Nightmare Moon were lurking in the shadows, waiting to ensnare yet another innocent soul.



I cannot do this.  It would be cruel beyond any measure to tell her about my sister.  If anything, I’ve underestimated Twilight Sparkle’s loyalty to me.  If she knows the truth about Nightmare Moon, she will be unable to use the Elements of Harmony against her.  She will see the monster as my sister, and be unable to resist her commands.  Unable to do what needs to be done.  Unable to do what I cannot, again.



“Yes, Princess?”  Twilight’s eyes were still reflecting the moon in an eager expression that made Celestia’s dark conclusion more inevitable.  It took all of Celestia’s willpower to keep her emotions in check while reaching for a nearby book with her magic.  She floated the thick tome over to her student and took a surreptitious trembling breath while those bright violet eyes looked down for a second.



“Predictions and Prophecies?”  As expected, Twilight Sparkle lit up her horn and tried to open the aged tome, but Celestia held it closed with her own magic.



“Tomorrow, my faithful student.  We have kept you up far too long this evening.  Go back to your quarters and get a good night’s sleep.  Tomorrow, you may resume your studies.”  Celestia forced a smile.  “I look forward to your insights.”



“I won’t disappoint you, Princess.”  That eager smile stayed on Twilight Sparkle’s face until Celestia nudged her out into the corridor and closed the door, and remained in Celestia’s mind while she returned to the balcony.



This far from the ground, it was almost perfectly silent.  Even the faint breeze carried away whatever noises might be coming from the garden far below, and the stars spread out in all their multitudes around her did nothing but twinkle and glow in apparent anticipation.  It was difficult, far more than holding a secret from her faithful student, but Celestia raised her eyes to the sky to gaze at the corrupted moon and the prison for her sister.



Even if Twilight Sparkle sets you free from that monster, can you ever forgive me for what I have done to you?  Can we ever return to what we once were?



“Soon, dear sister,” she whispered through dry lips.  “Soon.”




      

      
   
      What You Wish For


      

      
      
         “So, what’s it going to be?”



Spike didn’t react; he barely gave any sign of having acknowledged the words from the mare across the table.



“What are you up to now, Glimmer?” he asked her back.



Starlight let out a light chuckle as she shot him a half-lidded stare. In all of this, she didn’t betray her façade, nor did she give Spike any sign that she was bluffing.



“Oh, Spike. Your words hurt me.” Starlight leaned forward, never breaking eye contact with the young dragon. “Have the years passed in vain? Are there still any lingering doubts in your mind about me?”



“I don’t know, should there be?” Spike shot back at her without missing a beat.



This time, Starlight laughed heartily, but Spike could still make out an edge in her tone. She looked down for a moment as she took a deep breath. The orange light of the lamp next to them cast a glow over her, making her stand out against the near total darkness of the room.



“It’s not the first time we’ve danced this piece, Starlight, and almost every time I’ve agreed I ended up regretting it,” he said in a careful, measured tone and yet they both knew there was a hint of eagerness in his voice. And she knew to take advantage of it.



“There you go, ‘almost’, you said it yourself, Spike. Are you telling me you’re too scared to take a chance?”



That did the trick, judging by his reaction. She saw a gentle flickering in the dragon’s eyes, a flame of pride. A literal one, too, if the puff of smoke coming from his nostrils was any indication.



“You should know better than to try to taunt me,” Spike said, remaining as stoic as he could.



“I don’t know, should I?” Starlight replied as she rested her head on her hooves, smiling.



“You’re a riot,” Spike deadpanned.



“Enough tarrying and dallying. I made you a simple proposition.” She crossed her forelegs behind her head and leaned back in her chair. “I don’t know why you’re making such a big deal out of it.”



“And I don’t know how you can be so casual about it,” Spike said, taking this as his chance to push. “You know how easily this could backfire for me.”



Starlight still awaited a response, although she could feel her smile was less pronounced. This didn’t go unnoticed by Spike, who probably didn’t expect to get to her. If that was the case, then he didn’t seem keen on letting this opportunity go to waste.



“That’s a very selfish thing to do, Starlight. Twi would be devastated if she found out you’re behaving in such an unfriendly way,” Spike said.



“Please, you would have me believe you’d go to Twilight over such a trivial matter? You’re not a baby anymore,” Starlight shot back, not willing to give up.



“And you think Twilight wouldn’t listen to me? You know she’s always willing to—”



“Oh, that’s enough.” Starlight clapped her hooves together. She wasn’t going to budge so easily. “I made you a simple offer, and I can just as easily take it back.”



Spike’s lips contorted into an uncomfortable grimace; Starlight, for her part, was smiling again.



“That got your attention, didn’t it?” Starlight asked, and Spike’s reluctance to respond only served to widen her grin. “I don’t know what ulterior motive you believe I have, Spike. I honestly didn’t mean anything more than what I said to you earlier.”



And there she went, taking control of the situation once again with such ease. It was nice to know she still had that ability to effortlessly steer a conversation in whichever direction she desired.



“Tick tock, Mister ‘The Dragon’. There’s a limit to my magnanimity,” Starlight said, crossing her arms over her chest.



Spike took a deep breath, and then another one. He seemed... unsure, as far as Starlight could notice; he was probably deep in thought, pondering what the right decision should be, or if there even was a right decision to make. 



“So, what’s it going to be?”



He beat his claws rhythmically against the wooden table while she kept smiling that mischievous smile. A smile that seemed friendly at first glance, but still showed her teeth. She was enjoying this.



As the dragon remained silent, Starlight tried to imagine what thoughts could be crossing his mind. She pictured him going through every possible outcome, doing his best to focus on the few where he would benefit.



Starlight raised an eyebrow, all without breaking her grin. She had him in her hooves, and they both knew it. But Spike wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of winning this easily, would he? No, if he was going to go down, he wouldn’t go without a fight.



“I’m not giving you Atlantic Avenue,” he huffed as he sat back.



“Oh, come on,” Starlight said, abandoning her playful bravado as though a switch had been flipped in her mind. She slammed her hoof down on the table, causing the board and little plastic pieces to rattle.



“I’m not doing it. You already own most of the properties on that side of the board,” Spike said, pointing at the differently coloured cards the mare had in front of her.



“I’m offering you Water works and the Eastern Railroad for it,” Starlight said as she idly twirled the dice with her magic.



“Nope,” Spike said, and proceeded to make an act out of counting his money.



Starlight let out a whimper of mock-sadness, as a puppy asking for a treat, when she looked at the small mounds of bills the dragon had. Most of which were low denomination.



“Why keep so much change?” she asked.



“I want to delude myself into believing the amount of bills make up for how little money I actually have.”



“I thought greed was bad for you,” Starlight said.



“You’re the one who insisted we play this,” Spike said, giving her an unamused stare.



“Well, Twilight said I shouldn’t play Risk again, lest I have another… uh, ‘incident’,” Starlight said with a roll of her eyes.



Spike couldn’t help but snicker at the memory.



“Oh, hush you,” Starlight chided him, and rolled the dice. It wasn’t long until they found themselves falling into the monotony of the game. Round after round passed with neither of them gaining a significant advantage over the other, and yet neither was willing to concede.



“How long has it been?” Spike asked after being sent to jail for the fifth time that night.



“I’d say long enough,” Starlight replied. “Want to forgo crass mercantilism and declare all our properties as free, equal opportunity housing for the populace?”



Spike blinked a couple of times.



Starlight’s smile didn’t falter.



The dragon opened and closed his mouth a couple of times, not sure how to reply.



“It’s a joke,” Starlight said flatly.



“No no, I get that, it’s just, well… you mention it so rarely that I don’t know if I should laugh or not,” Spike said as he scratched the back of his head.



“It’s been almost five years, Spike…” the mare said with clear discomfort in her voice.



“I know, and I’m sorry. Don’t think much of it,” he said, offering his best smile. Which was enough to ease her mind.



Starlight visibly relaxed. “So… What do you say, big guy? Want to wrap this up and go grab a bite?”



“Sounds delightful,” Spike said with a sardonic slur before stacking his cards and bills together and starting to rearrange all the other items of the game back into the box.

Starlight gave a soft chuckle as she levitated the pieces toward him. Not much was said as they worked, but this, Starlight noticed, was now a common occurrence between them: to simply enjoy each other’s company in silence, not because there was nothing to say, but because they didn’t feel the need to talk.



It was, in a way, comfortable. And Starlight liked it. Whether it was due to how frantic life had been for her in previous years or not, the stability she had found in Ponyville as Princess Twilight’s student had given her a new view on just about everything in her life. She had gained new purpose, regained old friends and made new ones.



Sure, life as the undisputed leader of a town where everypony followed her every command may have given her some measure of satisfaction, but it was hollow happiness when compared to the joy derived from the life she now had here. Be it something as grand as partaking in a journey to save Equestria, or something as simple as baking cakes for a party, helping with farm work and animal care, modelling a new dress, serve as a spectator for an impromptu flight show.



Or something as simple as playing a board game with a close friend.



“That should be it,” Spike said, pulling Starlight from her musings.



“Oh! Uh… Good. Shall we get going?” the mare said as she jumped from her seat.



“After you.” Spike motioned for her to go first with a curtsy that made her giggle. Soon enough, they were making their way to the kitchen through the dark corridors of the Crystal Castle, Spike walking by her side with a bright lamp in his grasp.



As they walked, Starlight couldn’t help but throw some furtive glances towards Spike. His growth spurt a few years ago had come as a surprise more to the rest of her friends than to her, since they had known Spike as a baby dragon for longer than she had, but she would be lying if she said she didn’t like it. The young dragon may have been physically different than stallions in quite a number of ways, but Starlight could still appreciate it. Not only could she now talk to him at eye level—even if she had to crane her head a little bit—but in the process of growing into an older dragon he lost most if not all of his baby fat, leaving him with a fit, albeit a bit lean, figure. Not to say she ogled him at every chance she got; just every now and then. She was only equine, after all.



“Anything you’d like?”



“Surprise me,” Starlight said, smiling at him.



Returning the smile, Spike rubbed his claws together and walked around the spacious room, mentally going through the inventory of the pantry. Stopping for a second in front of the fridge, he turned around to face Starlight. “Go take a seat, I’ll make us something quick.”



Starlight obliged and moved to the nearby table to let Spike work. She didn’t know exactly why, but the dragon had an innate ability to cook. During these past years, she had gotten the chance to try delicacies from all over Equestria, and as delicious as they often were, they lacked that extra something she always found in Spike’s dishes. It didn’t matter if it was a simple meal or an elaborate feast; to her nothing tasted as good as Spike’s cooking. And if the scent coming to her nostrils was any indication, this would be no exception.



“What are you making?” Starlight asked him after a few minutes of enduring the alluring aroma.



“Nothing too extravagant. It’s getting late, and I didn’t think we should eat anything heavy, so I made a vanilla pudding with caramelised cherries,” Spike replied as he served the desserts.



“I’d like to try to eat something you consider extravagant,” Starlight teased him.



When he heard her, he stopped as though pondering her words. Before Starlight could ask if anything was wrong, Spike lowered the dishes and blew a gentle stream of sparkling green flames over them.



“Ta-da~!” Spike said in a singsong tone as he placed the desserts on the table. The quick exposure to fire had turned the outer layer of pudding into a glistening, golden brown crust. The cherries had burst and were releasing a tantalising smell.



Starlight felt her eyes widen and her mouth salivate at the sight of the dessert. It must have been quite a sight, if Spike’s subdued giggling was anything to go by. 



“Pinkie Pie taught me how to do that without burning the whole thing,” he said with a shrug.



“I’ll be sure to thank her,” Starlight replied, taking one of the spoons Spike was offering.



The vanilla pudding with cherries tasted just as good as Starlight imagined it would. It had just the right level of sweetness, but there was something else there. Something she couldn’t pinpoint right away, but with every bite it became more evident.



“Is that… cherry liqueur?” Starlight asked as a sly grin formed on her face.



“Guilty,” Spike said, stuffing another spoonful into his mouth.



“My, my. Are you taking advantage of Twilight’s little trip to the Crystal Empire to be rebellious?” Starlight said playfully.



“I won’t tell if you don’t,” Spike replied.



“Deal.” Starlight winked at him as she took another scoop of the pudding with a large cherry on top.



“Want to know a secret?” Spike said after cleaning his plate.



“Always,” Starlight said, pushing her equally empty plate away.



“I may even stay up past my bedtime tonight,” he said, puffing out his chest.



They both let out a childish giggle at the silliness of their conversation. Spike then picked up the empty plates and took them to the sink.



If she had to describe how she felt at that moment, Starlight would have to say ‘content’. While today may not have been the most exciting of days—what with seeing Twilight off that morning and then spending the evening in the Castle—there was a comfortable side to it. A day with no pressures where she could just enjoy herself and the company of a friend. She’d come to appreciate this kind of days more and more as time went on. Being the student of a Princess usually made life anything but normal, and between bouts of adventures and quests, having the chance to appreciate the small things in life was akin to a stop at an oasis after an arduous trek through a desert. 



Although…



She thought about it for a second. Spike really was one of her best friends, but was that it? She had made friends with Twilight and the rest of the girls quite easily. She and Trixie had become closer with time and to this day they still exchanged letters. And of course she was grateful she had reconnected with Starburst after all those years.



Her relationship with Spike was different, however. Maybe it was due to her spending more time with him than with anypony else. Sure, she’d spend time with Twilight outside of lessons about friendship—and the same was true about the rest of the girls—but seeing how most of her free time was spent inside the castle, she’d naturally gravitated towards the small dragon and as a result she felt closer to him. More at ease with him.



She paused at the thought as she felt a pleasant warmth grow in her chest. She highly valued her friendship with him, and wondered how far could that friendship go in the future. She wouldn’t do anything to jeopardise it, but perhaps she could find out much he valued her friendship in turn and then… It was a silly idea, but…



“The dishes are done,” Spike said, returning to the table, “what should we do now?”



“Would you like to go out with me?” Starlight said nonchalantly.



The world seemed to come to a stop. The kitchen fell absolutely silent after the echo of Starlight’s words faded away. Spike’s features softened as his brain interpreted the meaning of the question the mare made.



Starlight’s mind, meanwhile, was occupied by a loud, uninterrupted scream.



What the—What did I just say? Starlight thought. I meant in the future, not right now! Why did I just blurt that out?!



Her face retained her smile, not because she was trying to remain calm, but because her brain had turned itself off in shock. Seeing how there was no way of backing out of what she just said that didn’t involve time travel, she just had to hope he would take this in stride and, should it come to it, let her down gently.



Sure, things would be awkward between them for a while, but friends could work it out, right? She just had to think of some way of playing it off, maybe apologise for making things uncomfortable, and share a laugh afterwards. That, however, was a considerably difficult task, seeing how all of her focus went toward berating herself in a language more colorful than Ponyville’s market on a busy afternoon.



Forcing herself to regain control of her body, Starlight blinked a couple of times and looked around the room, anywhere except at the dumbfounded dragon across the table.



“I—” She tried to start.



“Sure,” Spike blurted out almost simultaneously.



Starlight’s gaze focused back on Spike, and while he still looked as shocked as he did a few seconds ago, the corners of his mouth appeared to be turned slightly upwards.



“Wait… you mean…?”



“Yeah! I mean… yes, yes I would like that,” Spike said. She didn’t imagine it. He really was smiling.



That, she didn’t expect.



“Y… you…” She swallowed. This was hard to process. “Do you mean it?”



“Of course! Of course I do,” Spike replied, his smile growing with each word. Suddenly, his eye twitched. “Did… did you mean it?”



Part of her mind was still too busy coming to terms with her outburst—and the other was too busy celebrating Spike’s acceptance—But even amidst the flurry of emotions, one thing was clear. She meant what she said. Besides, it wasn’t as though she’d never entertained the thought. But she was always quick to dismiss it as impulsive whims after an evening of reading together, or making a mess in the kitchen, or catching a glimpse of him after he got out of the shower—



Oh no, Glimmer. Not now. Focus, she chided herself.



“I did. Celestia, of course I did,” Starlight said, and in admitting it to herself she allowed a smile to cross her face.



“Alright,” Spike said, and clapped his claws together. “It’s official, then.”



“I think it is,” Starlight said between giggles.



The celebration was cut short by the distant ringing of a bell somewhere deep in the castle, signaling the arrival of midnight.



“Huh… It really is late,” Starlight noted.



“Real estate dealing and property trading has its way of making time fly,” Spike said with a smirk.



Starlight let out a short laugh. She was in a laughing mood, she noticed, and not without reason.



“So… What now?” Starlight asked, sounding almost bashful as she came off the rush of adrenaline her confession and acceptance had given her and the implication of what was to come hit her.



“Well… I think it may be a bit too late to, uh, actually go out,” Spike said, shrugging.



He was right, of course. While a day spent inside certainly hadn’t zapped them of their energies, it was already midnight. Why not start fresh come the morning?



A first date. This was all still a bit too much to wrap her mind around. To say she hadn’t expected this turn of events was more than an understatement. She wouldn’t have believed it if anyone had told her that by the end of the day, Spike would be her… her…



…Maybe the semantics could wait for another day. Right now she was lost in the elation of knowing that Spike was at least somewhat interested in her.



“How about calling it a night? We still have a whole day tomorrow,” Starlight said.



“Sure,” Spike said, and then looked down. Even under the dim light of the lamp, Starlight noticed a soft rosy tint spreading over his cheeks. “I guess… I guess I’ll walk you to your room now.”



“I’d like that,” Starlight said as she stepped away from the table and walked towards him.



Maybe it was the lingering nervousness that made her act like a schoolfilly, but she became acutely aware of things she used to pay no mind to. The way she walked, the way she talked, the way she looked at him. She was well aware she was overthinking things, but to be honest, she almost enjoyed it.



“Should we go, Mister ‘The Dragon’?” Starlight asked him in a playful tone.



“After you, Miss Glimmer,” he said, extending his arm for her to hold on to.



Starlight was more than willing to comply with Spike’s act of gallantry, and taking his extended arm with her hoof, they walked out of the kitchen and toward the bedrooms.



As they walked, Starlight wondered if she should do something more than just walk in silence. She thought about resting her head on Spike’s forearm, whisper words of affection, or slip in some nuzzles whenever they took a turn. Such actions were perhaps too soon for the time being—they’d only been technically together for a few minutes, after all—but deep down, a part of her would have liked to try.



There’ll be plenty of time for acting as lovebirds tomorrow, she told herself, just try to enjoy this moment for what’s worth.



And the heat rising in her chest told her it really was worth it.



They eventually made it to her bedroom door, after taking maybe a bit longer than necessary to get there.



“Here we are,” Spike said, letting go of her.



“Here we are,” Starlight said back.



They shared a short laugh at the awkwardness of the situation. They found neither of them had anything to say, but at the same time neither of them wanted to say goodbye. It all had happened so suddenly and so wonderfully, Starlight had to wonder if she hadn’t fallen asleep while playing board games and had dreamed everything up until this point.



“I suppose I’ll see you tomorrow, Spike,” Starlight said as she focused on a very interesting spot of the carpet.



“Guess I’ll see you too,” Spike said as he held his arms close to his body.



He was still very reserved, Starlight realised. Although, if Spike was being honest—and she saw no reason why he shouldn’t—he really seemed to be willing to give a relationship a try. This whole thing had come as a shock even to herself; she could only imagine how Spike was taking it.



“I’m looking forward to tomorrow. I hope you’ll choose a nice place to take me out to,” Starlight said, a smirk plastered across her face.



Spike’s eyes shot wide open. He stammered a few words incoherently as he tried to save face. All in all, it was rather endearing.



“I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Starlight said with a wink.



“Heh… um, sure,” Spike said. Starlight had to admit, he was kind of cute when he didn’t know what to say. “Goodnight, Starlight.”



“Goodnight, Spike,” she said, leaning on the doorframe. It became apparent that neither wanted to be the first to leave, or for the night to end.



“I’m... I’m sorry, I should be going,” Spike said, waving his claws dismissively.



Maybe, Starlight thought as a smirk appeared on her face, she could liven up the atmosphere somewhat.



“Don’t think you’re going to get a kiss out of me just yet. I don’t kiss on the first date, much less before it,” Starlight said, shooting a wink at the utterly shocked dragon outside of her room, and closed the door.



She fought to hold back a laugh. Maybe that was too much, but she couldn’t resist teasing him a little bit.



Starlight rested her head against the closed door, thinking about how much things had changed over the past half hour. Maybe being a bit impulsive every now and then wasn’t so bad. It certainly worked out fine this time. Spontaneity was supposed to help relationships, wasn’t it? She’d have to talk to Spike about it sometime.



The corners of her lips curled upwards, turning her already goofy grin into a joyful, unabashed smile. She knew she was being foalish, but she couldn’t help allowing herself a moment of pure happiness. She really hoped this stroke of good luck would work. They could make it work, they were both adults. Who could give them a hard time for—



Starlight’s eyes opened as wide as saucers as her train of thought went off its rails and crashed in an uproarious mess. She took a deep breath, hoping to calm down.



She hoped Twilight wouldn’t mind.








An all-encompassing light dissipated the darkness as Starlight slowly regained consciousness. She blinked once, twice, and by the third time her brain realised she was indeed awake. She stayed there, lying under the blankets, lost in the post-sleep drowse that permeated her mind. Finally, with a yawn and a satisfying stretch, Starlight woke up.



“Good morning, Equestria,” she said with a slur. She then took a deep breath as the last remnants of fogginess faded away. She lay there, smiling and enjoying the warmth of her bed. It was such a pity that she’d have to leave it and go on with her day, though that didn’t mean she couldn’t entertain the thought of sleeping in. Maybe she could ask Spike to make some more of that vanilla pudding with—



The memories of last night rushed back to the front of her mind, and with them, those little bouts of nervousness that had lulled her to sleep.



“Oh…” Starlight whispered to the empty room, shrinking under the covers. She shut her eyes and wrinkled her snout as the nagging voice of her conscience got louder and louder. She wrapped her blankets around her tightly, as if doing so would shield her from the real world and its consequences.



“This is too much to deal with just after waking up,” Starlight mumbled. She gave the blankets a swift kick, sending them away. The blankets, however, weren’t keen on letting her go just yet, seeing how they tangled with her hooves and fell on top of her again.



She let out a long, sustained groan. Why was she getting all flustered over this? What was she, fifteen?



No, you’re not, Starlight. You’re a mare in her mid-twenties who perhaps should start acting her age.



“Nope, not now,” Starlight said, untangling herself from the mess of blankets and duvets and jumping off the bed. With a sigh she started shaking and stretching the blankets.



She was well aware of the source of her fears. It was definitely not Spike, but rather one Twilight Sparkle, who just so happened to be away when Starlight had confessed to said alicorn’s little brother. The little brother who had only very recently turned eighteen years old. She hoped Twilight didn’t get any wrong ideas.



Starlight rolled her eyes as she ran her hooves across the bed, smoothing out the wrinkles with disinterested motions as her mind wandered elsewhere. Twilight would surely understand her situation. Absolutely. Once she explained things, Twilight would be her usual comprehensive self and teach her another friendship lesson regarding trust and honesty. 



Most likely scenario. 



It was definitely in the cards.



…Maybe it was for the best Twilight wasn’t here for the week.



Another groan escaped her as she finished pretending to fix up her bedsheets. A hot shower could probably help her clear her mind, or at the very least wake her up. If anything it would give her some time to think before she had to go out and face Spike.



Last night she had had no problem with acting coy and alluring as she rode on the coattails of the adrenaline rush her confession gave her, but once she was alone she couldn’t help but wonder why had she been so rash about it.



Starlight let the jet of cold water wash away her thoughts. Most of them, at least. At the forefront of her mind remained the memory of a young dragon, looking at her amidst the darkness of the castle’s kitchen.



She bit her lip. Spike said he would like to go out with her. He meant that, he really was interested in her. She ran her hooves through her mane as she thought back to last night, to the sight of Spike blushing and stumbling on his words as he accepted her foalish request.



Starlight felt that, perhaps, her timing hadn’t been perfect. Far from it, actually. Now that she thought about it, her confession not only had come out of the blue, putting Spike in a tight spot, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe she had rushed things.



Giving a drawn-out sigh, Starlight turned off the stream of cold water and stepped of the shower. She idly let her magic guide a towel across her body, drying out her coat and mane.



It wasn’t that she regretted confessing, seeing how it all worked out well in the end. It was more the specific timing of her confession that she felt could have been pulled off better. She could have tried to set up a better environment to drop the question, ease both of them into a romantic mood and then try to bring up the topic. Of course, that implied her confession hadn’t been an outburst brought forth by the stirring feelings inside of her.



She buried her head in the towel, not willing to face even to the empty bathroom.



“Pull yourself together, Glimmer,” she said, taking deep breaths. “Everything’s going to be alright, just you wait and see.”



Starlight grabbed a nearby comb and started working on her mane as she repeated those words over and over to herself. Maybe she just needed to stop obsessing over it so much. What was done was done, and she was not going to argue with the results. Whatever the ramifications of her actions, she’d deal with them as they came.



With a final shake of her mane to let her hair hang just the way she liked it, Starlight trotted towards the door with confidence in her step. She was going to get out there and have a great day, the greatest she’d had in her life so far, and she was going to have it alongside her beautiful whatever-she’d-end-up-calling-him, Spike.



With a triumphant stride, Starlight opened the door of her bedroom, and quickly lost her bravado as she saw the startled young dragon standing in the hallway.



“Spike!” Starlight half-said, half-yelled as she took a step back in surprise.



“Starlight!” Spike said, reacting much in the same way Starlight had. He was quicker to recover his composure, however, and after clearing his throat, he spoke again. “Uh, good morning.”



“Good… good morning, Spike,” Starlight replied, and she could feel the blood rushing to her face, a clear contrast to how she acted last night when they said their goodbyes. “Were you waiting outside my door?”



Spike suddenly became very rigid, and started looking around as he tried to find the right words.



“You were?” Starlight teased him.



“No! No, I mean… it’s almost nine, so I came to see if you wanted breakfast,” Spike said.



“Sure… I’d love to,” she said, mellowing her tone.



“Great!” Spike said, perking up again. “I’ll go start cooking. Do you want to get ready, or…?”



“Oh, I already did, so just… uh, let’s go,” Starlight said as she closed her bedroom door behind her.



 Spike gulped. “Ah, alright then.”



That had been odd, but Starlight didn’t pay it any mind. Just as they had done the night before, the couple made their way through the hallways and corridors. She let out a soft giggle at the thought of being able to use the word “couple” in more than one way now.



Still, as they walked, Starlight noticed that Spike was acting… nervously. There was a stiffness to his steps, as if he was making a conscious act out of each movement of his legs. Not to mention that he had developed a sudden interest in the side of the hallway opposite to her.



She felt a knot forming in her chest. She wasn’t imagining this, was she? She tried to keep walking as normal while looking at Spike, who was indeed acting out of the ordinary. She didn’t have to think too much to figure out the reason of his uneasiness.



Her.



More specifically, her confession last night. She had been so wound up in thinking how it had affected her that she hadn’t thought for a second how Spike must have felt. Sure, he had agreed to go out with her, but she had spent most of the morning with a good heap of anxiety festering in the back of her mind, and she was the one who’d asked him out. She could only imagine what he had been through since then.



Yeah, you’re both off to a great start, Starlight, she reprimanded herself, but they reached the kitchen before she could say anything to Spike.



“We’re here,” Spike said, and Starlight thought it may have been just for the sake of saying something and breaking the silence. “Anything you’d like, Star?”



“I’ll have whatever you’ll have,” Starlight said.



“Alright then, I’ll make us something delicious.” He cracked his knuckles and started looking through the cabinets. “Go take a seat, I’ll be over in a second.”



“Can I help you with something?” Starlight blurted out.



Spike turned around and looked at her. She felt the blood rushing to her cheeks as the dragon stared at her in silence. “You don’t have to, I’m fine with cooking for us,” he said.



“No, I know you’re fine with it. It’s just that… well… It’s been a while since we last did something in the kitchen, and I just, I kinda wanted to, uh, to help,” Starlight said, doing her best Fluttershy impression. She wanted to slap herself for making such a big deal out of nothing at all. It wasn’t as though this would be the first time she ever helped him cook.



“Sure… I could use some help,” Spike said, and smiled for what was probably the first time that morning, which Starlight was more than willing to reciprocate. She liked to help Spike cook every now and then, even if most of the time she ended up not doing much more than playing the role of an assistant.



“Would you like to eat eggs Benedict?” he asked her.



“Sure, just tell me what to do.”



A nod and a smile later, Spike was directing Starlight to retrieve some supplies from the pantry as he fired up the stove.



“Pass me a few eggs. Can you melt some butter while I do this?” Spike said, taking out a small saucepan.



“Sure thing,” Starlight replied. She took out the carton of eggs and a whole bar of butter, and got to work on breakfast, always following Spike’s instructions very closely.



“Don’t stop stirring, or the butter and yolks won’t mix evenly,” Spike said as he carefully cracked an egg in a cup and submerged it in the boiling water.



“Got it,” Starlight said. Truth be told, it was easy to do this with magic. It allowed her to focus on the sauce itself, making sure it would reach Spike’s desired texture… as well as allowing her to look at Spike.



Focused as he was on the poached eggs, he didn’t notice her looking at him with an inquiring expression. She felt as if she should say something about last night. Mention it, at the very least, instead of letting it hang in the background like a vortex sucking the life out of the room.



Then again, what should she say? Or how should she say it? How was she supposed to bring it up? Dear Celestia, maybe she did imagine what happened last night.



Oh no, you don’t. Get it together, Glimmer.



“The sauce is just about ready. Could you pass me the muffins? I bought some at Sugarcube Corner earlier today,” Spike said as he took one of the eggs out of the boiling water. 



Starlight lost focus  of the saucepan for a moment, but quickly drove her attention back to the melting butter. With a nod, Starlight took the mix off of the stove and looked for the bag of baked goods. She was content with following Spike’s lead. This was his element and she was more than happy to let him guide her through it. She had no problem admitting she was nowhere near as skilled as Spike, but she was having fun, at the very least. Whether or not that fun derived from her company was something she deemed unimportant at the moment; she simply allowed herself to get lost in the rhythm of their work.



“And it’s done,” Spike said after finishing the assembly of their breakfast, where two beautiful, golden-coated eggs Benedict sat. Even under Starlight’s admittedly untrained eye, they seemed extremely appetizing.



“Can’t wait to try them,” Starlight said, still enraptured by the alluring splendor of their breakfast.



“Honestly, neither can I,” Spike said. He put both dishes on a small tray with two cups of coffee and an orange split in half. “Would you like to eat at the balcony?” He extended his free claw toward the kitchen’s balcony, one of the many balconies the castle had. This one in particular overlooked the western part of town, as well as the fringes of the Everfree Forest.



“The balcony? What’s wrong with eating here?” Starlight asked him.



“Nothing, it’s just that… well…” Spike shrugged while keeping his smile. “I know it doesn’t count as ‘going out,’ but I figured it’d be a nice start, wouldn’t it?”



Starlight took a deep breath as she replayed those words in her mind. If anything, she was grateful she wasn’t holding the tray. She would probably have dropped it to the ground. The little voice of doubt in her mind was wrong, she didn’t imagine last night, they were indeed going out, they were a couple.



That brought her a measure of reassurance. It did nothing to get rid of her errant fears about what others—especially Twilight—would say about this whole ordeal; but she did feel more confident knowing that she had someone to rely on.



“Star?” Spike said, bringing her out of her inner musings.



“Yes! Yes, I’d like that.” Starlight gave him her warmest smile, which wasn’t hard to do, considering she felt herself bursting with a warmth coming from her very core.

“Alright then, after you,” Spike said as he let Starlight walk in front of him.



It was a bright morning, with mostly clear skies and a barely perceptible breeze. Starlight couldn’t have asked for a better day. Still admiring the sights of Ponyville, she took her seat opposite Spike, waiting for him to set down the tray.



“Eggs Benedict with tomatoes and avocado for you,” Spike said as he pushed one of the dishes toward Starlight while pulling the other toward himself, “and one with powdered sapphires and bits of rubies for me.”



“Much appreciated,” Starlight said, lifting a fork with her magic and wasting no time before digging in.



It was a nearly flawless experience. The perfectly half-boiled poached egg practically melted on her tongue. The slight acidity of the hollandaise sauce, the juicy tomatoes and creamy avocado, the sweetness of the muffin, they all worked in harmony as a symphony of flavours that enveloped her taste buds.



“You outdo yourself as usual, Spike,” she said.



“You’re a flatterer, Star,” Spike said, finishing his dish with a large bite. “But you’re not wrong.”



Starlight took a sip of her coffee, still revelling in the flavour of the eggs. The warmth of the drink and the fresh cooked meal in her belly was a welcome sensation in contrast to the light chill of the air around them. It was a really nice way to spend the morning. 



At that thought her expression soured, though she hoped the mug would cover her. She couldn’t deny that this was nice, because it really was… but how was it different from any of the other times they had eaten breakfast together? Shouldn’t it feel somewhat different now that they were a couple? Or maybe it didn’t have to? Maybe it was that feeling of comfort she had with Spike that prompted her to ask him out last night.



Although… That couldn’t be all that there was to it. If she really was comfortable with things being the way they were, she wouldn’t have asked him out in the first place. That didn’t mean she wasn’t comfortable with it, but rather that, perhaps, she desired something more.



“Is everything alright?” Spike asked him after downing his mug of coffee.



“Why did you say yes?” Starlight blurted out. She wished she could be this bold all around, it would save her the headaches.



“What?” Spike replied, more than a little dumbfounded.



Starlight let go of her mug, which thankfully didn’t break when it hit the crystal table. She quickly covered her mouth with her hoof and looked away, not sure how to respond. Maybe she could try to pass it off as a misunderstanding, claiming that Spike had simply—



No.



No, enough was enough. She was a grown mare and was not going to let some… some foalish insecurities bring down what could possibly be the beginning of a great relationship. No more faintheartedness; she was going to open up to her, uh, her dragon and be honest with him.



She took a deep breath and looked straight at him. “Why did you say yes when I asked if you wanted to go out with me?” she asked again.



Spike didn’t answer, not right away at least. Instead he looked deep into Starlight’s eyes, and seemed to be frozen in his spot, if his tail swinging behind him hadn’t said otherwise.



“Spike?” Starlight prodded him.



“I… I don’t know,” Spike said.



It felt weird to hear him say that. She wouldn’t say it hurt, really. There was nothing inherently wrong about what Spike said, but she’d expected something more.



“You don’t know?” Starlight asked him as she averted her gaze and rubbed her hooves together.



“No, I mean…” he looked for the right words. “It’s hard to explain. It’s just that, well, it felt… right?”



Now that was a better answer.



“How so?” Starlight asked him in her softest voice.



It was Spike’s turn to look away. He had an awkward smile plastered over his face, and Starlight had to wonder how he must have been feeling.



“We’re good friends, right?” Spike asked her. “I mean, we’ve spent so much time together. I think I’ve spent more time with you over these last few years than with anypony else. I… I do think of you as one of my best friends.” Spike’s smile was now directed at her. And in it Starlight found something, a reassurance of sorts that meant her fears, while not entirely unfounded, mattered little.



“When you asked me if, well, if I’d like to go out with you, I didn’t really have to think about it. I just sort of knew to say yes.“ Spike leaned forward a little bit, resting his elbows on the edge of the table and closing the distance between them. “I guess I liked the idea.”



The warmth Starlight felt in her chest now spread over to her face. She found herself mirroring Spike’s smile, although she guessed hers was a bit goofier.



“What about you? Why did you ask me out?” Spike asked her.



“I think pretty much for the same reason. I’m sure my confession last night must have come as a surprise to you,” Starlight said, and she had the decency to look a bit apologetic.



“You could say that,” Spike replied with a smirk.



“Oh, hush… “ Starlight chided him. “I know it was a bit abrupt. I just feel so comfortable when I’m with you that I guess I didn’t think much of it at the moment. Besides, it’s not as if I haven’t entertained the thought before.”



This, she noticed, took him by surprise, if his wide eyes and his mouth open in a small grin were any indication. “Really?” Spike asked.



“Y-yeah… you are my best friend, Spike. I realised that a while ago, and I think that while part of me liked that, there was another part that wished for more. As time went on, I realised I didn’t like spending time with you so much as I… as I liked you.”



Starlight’s breath left her just as those last words escaped her lips. Well, the cat was out of the bag now. Not that either of them should be surprised—that much was already implied when she asked him out—but saying it out loud and having it out in the open felt refreshing in a way. Relieving, even.



“You…” 



Starlight wasn’t sure how the dragon would react to her dropping yet another bomb on him in such a short period of time, but at least she had gotten everything off her chest.



Almost everything, anyway.



Spike’s face, much like her own, was alight with flushed cheeks. She rubbed the bridge of her nose in hopes of clearing her lovestruck mind. It came as a surprise, however, when she noticed Spike standing up. She tried to say something, but before she could, Spike walked around the table and sat right next to her. Thanks to his recent growth, they could still see each other eye to eye.



They didn’t stare at each other, not quite. They were staring into each other’s eyes, as if they were trying to communicate something without words.



“Spike?” Starlight whispered.



“You’re right, I wasn’t expecting any of this to happen, and while it did catch me by surprise, I’m not really against it,” Spike said, all without breaking eye contact. “I like you too, Starlight. I don’t know how much, exactly, but I’m more than willing to find out.”



If Spike’s words weren’t enough to wash away all of the fears and doubts that had sieged Starlight since the previous night, what he did afterwards filled her with pure, unabashed contentedness. The young dragon reached out towards her and pulled her in, resting the side of his neck against hers, and holding the back of her head with his claw as he gave her a few gentle strokes. While Starlight initially flinched in surprise, it wasn’t long before she melted in the dragon’s rather chaste embrace.



Spike’s scales were tough to the touch, but as a whole he felt incredibly soft and warm in a way that made Starlight want to not stop feeling it ever. She nuzzled against him and held him with her hooves. Their chests rose and fell in a slow rhythm as they basked in the silence of their togetherness. Neither of them wanted it to end, but they knew it couldn’t last forever. Finally, after minutes of silence, Starlight spoke up.



“You know, if anything you’ve raised the bar for lunch pretty high,” Starlight said.



“You're going to eat whatever I cook and you’re going to love it,” Spike said back.



“I never meant to imply otherwise,” Starlight added, and nuzzled him once more.



She didn’t know how this would develop, if it’d work or not, or how their friends—especially Twilight—would react once they found out. But Spike hadn’t brought that up, maybe it wasn’t as big a deal as she imagined it’d be.



“Hey, Spike?”



“Yeah, Star?”



“I think we’re alright.”



“Yeah... we’re alright.”



They shared a happy, joyful laugh. Spike gently scratched the back of her ears, sending tingling sensations down her spine. Everything else was secondary; they were together, and that meant everything was alright for the time being.



And, perhaps, that was enough.


      

      
   
      Welcome Home


      

      
      
         You start reading yet another boring Writeoff entry. You were already half-asleep to begin with, and your mind begins to wander. The text is blurry and your eyelids close most of the way.



So you're nearly asleep, but you're still lucid enough to notice a strange feeling in your legs, and up above your face. Huh, that's strange. Where did that horn on your forehead come from, you wonder?



Wait a minute. Who are you?








You are Ruby Pinch.



After a momentary dissociative fog, you snap back to reality. The horn is there because you're a unicorn, of course. Why were you imagining that you were reading a story? That's kind of a weird thing to imagine, but your mind often wanders.



Your horn is also why you're currently in the Carousel Boutique, standing next to the Princess. You're here for magic training that she's been gracious enough to supply for free. As you stretch your neck, you glance down at your cutie mark: two large red rubies. What are the odds, you think? If Mom had named you Amethyst Pinch, would they be purple instead?



"Did you get all of that, Pinchy?" she asks you.



"Oh—gee this is embarrassing," you say, and frown slightly. "I totally spaced out there for just a moment. I'm sorry, Princess."



"It's fine," she says. "But as I've said before, please call me Rarity. There is more than one princess in Ponyville, you know. Besides, darling, you don't want me to call you 'Ms. Pinch', now do you?"



The Princess of Generosity smiles with the warmth of a hundred suns, and you smile shyly back.



"No ma'am—sorry; I mean, no, Rarity. I like Pinchy," you say, rather assertively. You realize that what feels assertive to you, probably wouldn't feel the same way if you were somepony else. But you're not somepony else, so that's a strange thing to think about, and then Rarity starts talking so you focus again.



"I've hidden six gemstones in this room. I want you to find them using the gem location spell I've taught you," she says. "You have been practicing, yes?"



You nod vigorously. "Oh yes! I've been using it to find gems outside, actually."



"Good! But please, be careful about wandering too far from Ponyville without an escort. The outskirts are a dangerous place these days," she says.



As you nod in agreement, you decide not to tell her about getting kidnapped by Diamond Dogs and then being rescued by the Princess of Loyalty (who, fortunately, promised not to tell anypony). Obviously, Princess Rarity would never let something like that happen to her. You probably shouldn't have been out there alone, though. Mom wanted to come with you, but she probably would have just run away screaming. Mom means well, but it's not like she...



"Some of the gemstones are smaller than others," says Rarity, "and one of the six in particular will be exceptionally difficult to find. I shall sit here and read, and watch you from time to time," she says. Rarity takes a seat and begins reading from an issue of Cowsmopolitan.



You're certain the magazine is a ruse so you won't think you're being watched when your back is turned. Everypony is always doing terrible things behind your back, you're certain of it. Just like Mom used to do, back when you were much younger. She was always doing stupid things to hurt herself and hiding it from you so you wouldn't know. If she'd been open about it maybe it would be easier to forgive her, even though you do forgive her. At least Rarity is nice and straightforward about it. It's not like she's making fun of you or lying to you. You hope.



You look over your withers back at Rarity, who is currently pretending to read the magazine. It's a very convincing act. You return to your task. Standing from a vantage point that captures most of the room, you cast the spell and squint.



You immediately see your aura shining in three signatures: one large, one mid-sized, and one small. The large one is behind the sewing machine under a tiny piece of fabric. You probably could have found that one without the spell. The medium one is hidden inside a bolt of fabric, and the small one is under a warped rug. You had wondered where that rug came from, and why Rarity would keep such a thing, so it was kind of obvious. Nonetheless, the small gem's signal was very faint.



All three gems are rubies, of course. Rarity has a flair for poignancy, as well as for pretty much everything else she does. You head back with three rubies levitated beside you, and set them down on the desk. "That's the first three," you say.



Rarity smiles very wide, and she looks like Mom does when she discovers you got straight A's because she found your report card. You've never been able to hide it where she can't find it, but she works from home so she has plenty of time to snoop. You don't really know what the look on Rarity's face means, because it doesn't seem to make any sense. Privately, you call it the Mystery Look. "Excellent work, and very fast!" she says, with a clop of her front hooves.



"Well, that's only half of them," you say, frowning.



Rarity sighs deeply. "Pinchy, you must learn to take pride in your accomplishments. You're learning how to do this very quickly!" she says, as she gets those vertical concern wrinkles in the middle of her forehead. "I only expected you to locate these three, by the way. The others are very tricky. Don't stress yourself; just relax, and take your time."



She's clearly patronizing you, you think. But you'll prove her wrong. You have to. Other ponies need to respect you. You need to be useful to other ponies so that you can finally stop all this worrying. You need to be worth something.



The spell has faded, so you turn around and recast it. You look thoroughly around the room, squinting. You can't see any other glowing signatures. Wait...



You walk slowly toward the bolts of cloth. Something is glowing inside the orange bolt. It's almost impossible to see because the orange bolt exactly matches your aura color. You reach in and pull out a gemstone.



"Excellent!" says Rarity, almost shouting with exuberance.



"That was very clever," you say. "Where in Equestria did you find a bolt that matches my aura so well?"



"Well, I had to dye it," she says. "But I can use it to make a dress for you later."



You know you have a puzzled expression on your face, but you can't help it. Why would Rarity, a bonafide princess, spend so much time on a simple test like this? Why would she offer to make you a dress? You're not that important. You dismiss your confusion and look around the room. The spell is still active, and you don't see anything. You spend a few minutes carefully peeking from every steradian on both sides of the room, and you see nothing. The two remaining gems are very hard to locate.



"You shouldn't feel the need to keep trying, because the last two gems are very difficult to find," says Rarity. "I'm very impressed you found the fourth one."



"No," you say, shaking your head decisively. "No hints, and I will not give up."



Rarity's lips pull inward for a moment. "Alright, sweetie. Just, try to relax. Believe me, it will help with detection."



No it won't. You don't need to relax, you just need to be smart—and you are smart. Hmm. If you can't detect the gems when the spell is on, maybe you can detect their absence when the spell is off?



You stand on one side of the room and turn the spell on and off several times in a row. You're not seeing anything, but the light overhead is flickering just a little.



"Ah!" you say, suppressing a smile. You look up at the overhead light, which is very bright, so you have to squint. Turning the spell on again reveals the tiniest boost to the glow, on one side of the light. You reach in with your magic and remove a large ruby.



The gemstone is very hot, so hot you can even feel it with your aura. You didn't know that such a thing was possible before now. You suspect it's a lesson embedded within the test.



"Let me take that one from you," says Rarity. You feel her touch your aura as she plucks it from your magical grasp, and the sensation is strangely intimate. You blush. Rarity sets the ruby on a ceramic plate she recently added to the desk, obviously to allow the gem to cool.



"Okay, one more," you say. "Unless you've hidden seven gems to test me further?" You eye Rarity with high suspicion.



Rarity rolls her eyes. "Oh Heavens, no! I'm being straight with you, Pinchy," she swears, making the same motion that the Princess of Laughter uses. "There's only one gem remaining. I don't expect you to find it, and in all honesty I think I made it far too difficult, but the fact you found all of the others is incredible! You should be proud of yourself."



"No. I'll get it," you say flatly, and you see her frown.



You spend the next fifteen minutes searching for your aura everywhere in the room, with no luck. You try turning the lights off, but nothing is visible. You suspect the ruby must be very tiny. But even if it were infinitesimal, you would still be able to see your aura around it...



"Darling, it's okay. I made the last one too difficult," says Rarity, and her face looks sad. "Your mother is coming to pick you up soon, so we should stop for now. There are some lessons about using spells I haven't taught you yet, and to be fair, you need that information to have any chance at this one. You've done an amazing job."



"Not yet," you say. You want to ask why your mother is coming to pick you up, but it doesn't really matter. All that matters is finding that last gem. Lessons you haven't been taught, you wonder? Maybe you're going about this the wrong way. You can't see the aura... so what if there's no way to see the gem at all?



You're uncertain if this will do anything, but you turn off the lights again and close your eyes. Rarity is whisper-quiet. You cast the spell, and right at the end of it you get the idea to hold the magic there slightly—like a singer stretching out a note. It's exhausting, but you focus on listening, smelling...



Wait. You sense something, but not physically. It isn't a sight or a sound or a scent at all. Somehow, you can feel it within your mind. It feels like using telekinesis, but it's much subtler than that. You walk toward where you sense the object is. It's inches from your face, you're sure of it. You open your eyes, and Rarity is seated right in front of you. She flips the light switch. She has a convincing poker face. You realize you probably have a look of surprise on yours.



"Can I help you, dear?" she asks.



"It's... it's inside you," you say, then you burst out with a brief laugh. "You put the gem inside your body, so that your living aura would block my ability to see my own aura! But somehow, I can sense it anyway?"



Rarity gets the Mystery Look on her face again, and she hugs me tightly. "You are beyond incredible, darling," she says. "Yes. Our magic can indeed penetrate living auras, but you can't see into flesh. You have to use your magic sense to feel in the places you cannot see. While normally you can see your aura through objects, there are a few things that can block that ability—I'll review them with you next week. Your magic sense, however, will always work, which is why it's essential to practice it."



"Huh. I guess it was too hard," you say. "But I did it anyway, so... go me?" you add, with a smile.



Rarity hugs you tightly again. It's weird, but you do kind of feel good about yourself for once.



"Oh, wait. Do I have to, well, get the gem out of you?" you ask.



Rarity's eyes widen. "Goodness, no! I'd rather not have you open me up, darling. But I will return it to you, er... perfectly clean of course, in a few days." She blushes.



"Oh. Wait, returned to me? Do I need to find it again?" you ask.



"All of these rubies belong to you now, Pinchy," says Rarity. She places the five rubies into a pair of saddlebags and levitates it onto your back. The saddlebags are very well-made, and they have your cutie mark embroidered on them, so it's clear they're yours as well.



"You, you can't be serious," you whisper. Those gems weren't just boring old rubies. They were rare and flawless, just like everything Rarity uses. Even each of the little ones must be worth a hefty pile of bits.



Rarity grins. "Of course I'm serious, dear," she says. "At this point, you've learned everything about gem location that I can teach you. You can practice your magic sense on your own now. Next week we'll start working on the basics of illusion magic. I'll have to start preparing now, because I expected this would take another month."



You sit down and rest for a while, feeling even more fatigued than you were when you began. Rarity gives you a glass of juice, and that helps. Using magic can be very tiring, just like heavy lifting or painting or solving a hard puzzle. Your mind takes more energy than any other part of your body. But this, this thing you've done today? It's good, you think. You can't deny that you did well, even though you like to deny that most of the time. This is good.



There's a knock at the door, and Rarity answers. "Ah! Perfect timing. Welcome, Berry Punch," she says. They do an air-kiss and giggle. You really don't understand that.



"Pinchy!" says Mom, and she turns and gallops past Rarity, picks you up, and squeezes you tight. You smell something on her cheeks. It's smells a little like wine, and you wince.



Dammit, Mom.



"Honey, you can go outside and get in the cart. I'll be right out, after I talk with Princess Rarity." Her breath smells like mouthwash, but that isn't fooling you. You know Mom better than she does. You've lived with her your whole life, after all. Well, except for the couple of times they took you away from her for a while.



"Oh. Why are we taking a cart?" you ask.



"You'll find out soon enough," says Mom, and she grins.



You go outside, and there's a small haycart loaded with several boxes. You climb in next to the boxes and rest while Mom and Rarity gab it up. You feel kind of sleepy because you stayed up late last night doing homework, but you resolve to stay awake. It's your birthday today, which Mom usually remembers. You're not counting on that, but you should at least be prepared.



Before you know it, Mom latches herself to the cart and begins to trot. Since she's an earth pony, this load won't even make her break a sweat. "I see the saddlebags, and Rarity told me how well you did today!" she turns back and looks at you with the Mystery Look, then she keeps trotting. "She didn't give me any details about what you did, though, so you'll have to tell me all about it. We're going to have a lot of fun together celebrating your awesome magic."



You smile. "Oh, cool," you say, and you mean it. Yeah, you do love Mom. It's not really her fault she has a drinking problem—it's a physical addiction she developed when she was a little foal. Mom tries her best, and everypony makes mistakes.



Then it hits you: is the Mystery Look what... pride looks like? Is that what you're seeing on ponies faces? Is your mother truly proud of you? Is Rarity? Maybe all this time, inst—



Mom yelps and twists to the left, and everything spins upside-down. You fly out of the cart as you hear wood cracking behind you, and you slam into the side of a stone building. It winds you, and painfully.



Hitting the ground, you cry and gasp for breath, kneeling there right next to the wall. Looking up from the ground, you see Mom's legs behind the overturned cart, and you hear her curse. You feel bad, but you can forgive her... even though she's obviously drunk off her rump again.



One of the boxes has smashed open, and party supplies have spilled out. Party supplies? You can't think clearly because you're still struggling to breathe, when a large block of granite appears on the ground right next to you. What? You hear loud hoofsteps striking the ground at a galloping pace. You feel worried for some reason, but you don't k—



You jerk upright in bed, throwing your covers across the room and screaming loud enough to wake everypony in the house. You're drenched in sweat. You're confused about where you are, and everything else too. Were you in a dream? It felt too real to be a dream. You were gaspin' for breath, and... didn't it have something to do with Mom? No, Ma wasn't there. You ain't sure about the rest.



The door to your room bursts open, sending fractured pieces of wooden lock flying right out the open window. "You okay?" says a large alicorn who reminds you of one of your sisters.



Wait. Sisters? What were you just thinking about? Dreams fade so quickly...



Who are you, anyway?








You are Big Macintosh.



Officially, you're 'Prince' Big Macintosh, but colt howdy, how you hate that title. You reckon you're thinkin' about the whole prince thing again 'cause your sis got her wings spread really wide right now.



"Mac?" your sister says, and then she walks into the room and places a hoof on your shoulder.



"I, um, I'm okay," you say, trying not to sound nervous. You're pretty sure you failed at doin' that thing. "Nightmare."



Applejack rassles her arms all the way 'round your bod, which ain't easy, even for a mare her size. You can see Apple Bloom right there in the door with an equal helpin' of concern squattin' on her own little face. Well, you guess her face ain't all that little no more.



"You need anythin' to get back to sleep, Brother?" asks Apple Bloom, stepping into your room. You feel very foolish and dumb for screaming from a nightmare, because stallions aren't supposed to do that. You also don't like having your sisters in your bedroom with you, because it feels cramped. Bein' around too many ponies in a place too small to give y'all some breathin' room makes you mighty iffy—even if they're kin.



You look at the clock beside your bed. "Nnope," you say. "Might as well get movin', it's almost dawn now." You hope they'll get the hint, and you're safe 'cause they ain't dumb at all. Bless the Stars, Bloom's the smartest Apple you ever known, and you've known a passel of 'em. You can't even believe you're related, to be honest. You can't even think about smart stuff without your brain hurtin'. But weren't you just thinkin' all about magic and clever stuff? Must of been the dream. Maybe it wasn't all bad, after all.



AJ's smart enough to release you, then she steps back and smiles. "Must have been one humdinger of a dream!" she says, and whistles. "It's been a few years since I had one that bad. Remind me to scold Princess Luna the next time I see her."



Despite how your innards are all a-twist, you smile a little. "Luna ain't got nothin' to do with it," you say. Deep down, you're grateful to have kin who care so much about you. You got a good life, 'cept the hard work. No, wait, you forgot somethin' important. You love hard work. So all's good, 'cept the prince thing of course, and that don't matter none. Now you smile a lot more.



Bloom catches the smile from you and AJ—stuff's like a bad cold—and then they leave you be. You head off to take a shower and exfoliate. You wish there was a different word than 'exfoliate' because that one sounds so floofy. You don't like things that sound floofy because you worry what ponies'll think of you. You worry about that a whole lot, even though you know it's silly. On your way to the shower you make a note in your head to wash your sheets tonight.



Usually you shower in the evening, but today you're gonna need two: one now, and one after chores. It's kind of a hassle, 'cause you take a while to shower. But you got stuff to think about. You start by thinkin' about Fluttershy, which happens a lot in the shower, though you don't tell nopony that. You been visitin' her a lot, and she seems to tolerate you good enough. Maybe you'll actually ask her for a date someday. You wouldn't think about that kinda thing, 'cept Twilight came stickin' her muzzle where it don't belong to tell you Shy kinda likes you. Twilight would know, what with Friendship and all, so it seems cut and dried, but it still gives you the willies. You're brave enough, you just don't wanna make her feel bad.



You'd probably leave Shy alone 'cause she's a princess, but you're a prince, so if you married her (now there's a crazy dream) you can't become a prince more'n once. So her bein' a princess don't core you any more than you already got cored by AJ. No matter what you do, you're gonna be a prince. You sigh and accept it.



Although...



Sometimes, you actually kinda think about bein' a princess. Not for the title, 'cause that ain't much better'n prince. You like to think about bein' smart, and havin' magic to do stuff with, and bein' able to fly around, just like your sister and her friends. Maybe even wearin' fancy gold shoes, or somethin' wild like that. But that kinda stuff don't happen to colts, and you ain't smart enough, and your daydreams don't really matter a lick. But the facts don't stop the thinkin' part. You might be afraid of what other ponies think, but you ain't afraid to dream. That'd just be silly.



You finish your shower and towel off, then head out to face the day.



It's all bright out today, nice and sunny and hot, the way you love it. You also love it when it rains and when it snows, just not quite as much. Today's a sweatin' day, and there's plenty of work to be done, so you trot down to the orchard and get to workin'.



Your mind wanders a lot, even though you ain't got much mind to wander. Mostly about stuff that can't be real, as usual. You reckon most ponies probably got fantasy thinkin' goin' on at least part of the day, but it's mostly all day long for Mac. The stuff you gotta do is simple and most folk'd be bored stiff by it, but it's great exercise and it feels good all over your body, and especially in your chest, and not the flesh part. There's a warmth in your heart that never leaves you when you're doin' your part for the family. You want that warmth to be in there every day.



Then it's about noon, so you start thinkin' about puttin' grub in your muzzle, and you head on back to the farmhouse to do that thing. Normally AJ'd be ringin' the bell for lunch, but she got somethin' to do today so it's just you and Bloom. When AJ ain't around for lunch, Bloom usually goes and eats with her friends. You don't like bein' alone for lunch, but it ain't your place to ask for anythin' different.



But just as you get close to home, you get an odd hankerin' for somethin' different. You reckon you'll head into town today and get somethin' to eat at the Hay Cafe. They always got specials that don't cost too much, and three earth pony meals is usually enough to fill your belly. Maybe it's a waste of bits, but you hardly never do stuff for yourself, so you smile and grab your saddlebags.



As canter into town, your dumb brain keeps wanderin' as always, first about how you ain't never gonna be a princess, then s'more about Fluttershy. You worry she might see you, 'cause you're all sweaty right now, but some mares s'poseda like that sorta thing. Besides, you can't be ashamed of your work, 'cause it's what makes life worth livin'. That and family, and maybe friends too. But that don't make no...



Wait.



There's somethin' wrong. A cart just crashed down the hill by that stone house what's still bein' put together, and it looks like somepony flew out of the cart and into the wall. You hear some loud naughty words, too. They might need some help. You start trotting that way, carefully eyeballin' the situation. Then you see a bunch of stones resting on the edge of the roof of that there house, and they're in a stack like somethin' that high up shouldn't be, and they're teeterin'.



You're in a gallop even before you tell your hooves to move, which you think is kinda neat. You guess you know what's right so good that you just start movin' when you gotta. Well, you gotta. That's a filly right under them stones, and she gonna get smashed if you can't go fast enough to get her.



As you race, you look at the rocks, and you quickly reckon out exactly when they gonna hit the ground and where they gonna hit. You reckon the first stone'll hit next to the filly and the second square on her, and you only got seconds to spare, so you turn up the juice past the breakin' line.



Oh, how you wish you was fast as Rainbow Dash right now! You don't need to be a princess, even though it'd be nice, just as long as you could get to that little filly in time. The first stone falls right beside her, exactly where you done thought it was gonna. Your hooves just keep movin', and it's hard to breathe. You don't think you ever run this fast before. You see more stones fallin' toward her, and you jump real hard...



You land a few hooves away from the filly just in time to see stones come smashin' down on her. It looks real bad, but you stand u—



No, it turns out you don't do that thing.



Several big stones hit your back and there's a real loud crackin' sound and it ain't the stones makin' it. You think you're pinned under 'em, but you can't tell 'cause you can't feel a goldurn thing back there.



You don't wanna admit it, but you realize even if you do come outta this, you pro'lly ain't never gonna move those back legs of yours again. And that ain't good, 'cause it means you'll be a large-size burden on your sisters' withers. You almost hope you don't make it outta this one, even though you're sure that's the wrong thing to hope and you know your sisters don't want that neither.



Then you look up and see a big grey mass, and all of a sudden you feel an overwhelming sense of peace. You done right, Mac.



The stone hits your shoulders nice and square, and they crunch like dried applewood and you can't hardly breathe no more. You don't feel no pain, but you feel warmth flowin' right out of your mouth, kinda wet-like, and the warm parts in your chest are gettin' mighty cold.



But that's okay, 'cause it's just physical warmth. It ain't the important kind.



You feel so cold and sleepy, and things get all dark, then there's a ringin' in your ears as ev—



Hold up a sec, now.



Slowly, real careful-like, you see a light. It's a white light, and it starts to feel warm again deep in your innards, and you gasp for breath because your lungs still ache. You blink repeatedly, and you flex your legs, all four of those things. You can feel them again, as a tingling sensation covers them. You stretch, and look yourself over as you start to breathe normally. Okay, this is interesting...



Where in Tartarus are you? You're sitting in a comfortable chair next to a bottle of pills, but why? This house looks familiar. Weren't you trying to help somepony? Didn't you feel broken and cold? What the buck...



For that matter, who are you?








You are Berry Punch.



You know you were being crushed... or was it pulled apart? You can't remember, but it was some horrible kind of hallucination. Or was it? What in bucking Tartarus is going on? You're still gasping for air.



Were you drinking? You remember having a drinking problem...



No, you weren't drinking. You wouldn't dare drink again. You've been sober for eight months, and you'll be sober for the rest of your life. That last time you almost lost your daughter. Fortunately, the Princess of Forgiveness saved you from yourself.



So no, you won't drink. Pinchy means everything to you. She is your reason for existing. You need her to know you care about her, and you need it more than you need to eat grass, or drink water, or even breathe. And you certainly need it more than alcohol.



Your hooves are shaking and you're still a little dizzy. You stand up and examine the pills beside the tattered easy chair you were seated in.



Oh no.



"I took the wrong ones?" you whisper to yourself. You can't believe it. You realize your new anti-anxiety meds, which are still experimental, look a lot like the pills you thought you were taking. The pills beside your chair are the experimental ones. You just took six large doses of an anti-anxiety drug that had only been tested for a single dose per day. Earth pony sized doses, to be precise.



Horsefeathers. You feel guilty, and you punch yourself in the side of the head, which hurts a lot. But it should hurt. What would have happened if you'd died? You're a mother. Maybe you're not a good mother, but you're still a mother, and Ruby depends on you to take care of her—even though she's getting close to the age when she'll finally leave you forever. But for now, you have a responsibility, and taking care of her means you need to take care of yourself. You love her too much to do something this stupid. You can't be this stupid again, you just can't.



You try to calm down. You shouldn't be hurting yourself, because that's almost as wrong as drinking. Fortunately, it isn't difficult to calm down because you have a ton of anti-anxiety medication in your bloodstream right now. That's a silver lining, you sarcastically think. You try to focus, and look over at the clock.



"Oh horse apples, I'm late!" you say. You're glad Pinchy isn't here to hear you cuss out loud, but you were supposed to pick her up five minutes ago. The Carousel Boutique isn't far from here, but you zoned out instead of delivering the party supplies to Sugarcube Corner, so you'll have to take them with you.



You run into the bathroom and quickly dab some cheap perfume under each cheek. It smells more like kerosene than flowers, but you can't afford the good stuff, and appearances are important. You want the Princess of Generosity to know you're grateful for her time, and for her willingness to teach Pinchy for free because she knows you can't afford to pay for lessons. But more importantly, you want Pinchy to know you take her abilities seriously. You may be an earth pony, but you don't have to be a unicorn to appreciate one, for buck's sake. You quickly rinse your mouth out with mouthwash and canter outside.



As you load the party supplies into the cart, you wonder why things always need to be so bucking complicated. If only Pinchy realized what incredible talent she has, you think, as you hook yourself up to the cart you borrowed from a neighbor. But then again, if your daughter didn't have these issues, she probably wouldn't push herself so hard all the time. It's a deep irony, and it makes you feel conflicted. You're so proud of her, but you're pretty sure you'd rather have a C student who felt good about herself. She doesn't need to do all this to impress you! You've always been proud of her, even when you were unable to show it properly.



You take off at a canter, but to be safe you'll slow to a trot after you pick up Pinchy with you. She could just walk beside you, sure, but today is her day. She'll get a wagon ride to her fifteenth birthday party, and then we'll both have a blast. You start to relax a little more. Things are okay.



You arrive at the Carousel Boutique. You detach yourself from the cart and walk up to the door, then pause before knocking. The princess said she had a difficult test planned for Pinchy. Her foal might be inconsolable if she didn't pass. Of course the filly will pass, but that's never good enough for Pinchy. She'll expect her performance to be perfect. You sigh deeply. You need to take her with you to therapy someday. She says she doesn't want to go, but maybe if you beg her like a jackass or something.



You knock on the door, and you bite at your lip as you wait.



A few moments pass, then a smiling princess opens the door. "Ah! Perfect timing. Welcome, Berry Punch," she says to you. You giggle and fake an air-kiss, ironically. Rarity's always talking about how ridiculous ponies are in the world of fashion. Initially you used to think she was trying to show you up, but eventually you realized her friendship for what it is.



Then you see your perfect daughter sitting down inside, and you smile.



"Pinchy!" you shout, then race into the Boutique, pick Ruby up, and hug her like you mean it—because you do.



You look into her eyes, and she looks disappointed, which is how she usually looks. You don't think that will last for long, though.



"Honey, you can go outside and get in the cart. I'll be right out, after I talk with Princess Rarity," you tell her, and set her back down. You notice she's wearing saddlebags with her cutie mark on them—obviously another gift from Rarity.



"Oh. Why are we taking a cart?" she asks you.



"You'll find out soon enough," you tease, then walk over to Rarity. Your daughter walks past you and climbs into the cart.



You smile at Rarity. "Did you give her those beautiful saddlebags?" you ask, already knowing the answer. "They're perfect for her."



Rarity grins back, a bit sheepishly. "Oh, there's a little more gift-wise, but I'll let her tell you herself." You don't know what that means, but you have the suspicion Rarity has outdone herself.



"You're too kind to us both, Rarity," you say. It took you a while to learn to call her Rarity, but you've known each other for a couple of years now. She's been a great source of strength. You figure all of this is why she's a princess.



"No, you deserve better than you've had in life," she says. "I'm proud of you both, but especially Pinchy. I cannot believe that darling girl! She masters everything I throw at her, thrice as fast as I ever learned magic."



You smile. "She's something special, alright. I only wish she knew that."



"We'll teach her, don't worry. It just takes time," says Rarity. "You know," she adds, dropping her voice to a whisper, "I never much cared for children. At all, really, except for modest doses of my little sister. But I think I see the rewards inherent to motherhood, and for that experience, I am forever grateful."



You feel misty eyed. Horse apples, you hate this kind of sentiment. "You're coming to the party, yes?" you redirect.



"Wouldn't miss it for the world, darling! But to avoid spoiling the surprise, I shall be 'fashionably late', as they say," she says, vainly holding a hoof to her chest with her nose upturned, before we both break into giggles again.



"See you soon," you say, and you head back to the cart.



Pinchy looks tired, and you're tempted to tell her that she can nap in the cart, but you're pretty sure she'd just take that as a challenge to prove you wrong. So you quietly latch yourself to the cart and begin to trot toward Sugarcube Corner. You'll keep the destination and party a surprise. You scrimped and saved so you could give her a very special experience today.



After you're on your way, you look back at her, beaming with pride. "I see the saddlebags, and Rarity told me how well you did today!" you say, then put your eyes back on the road. "She didn't give me any details about what you did, though, so you'll have to tell me all about it. We're going to have a lot of fun together celebrating your awesome magic."



"Oh, cool," she says, and you feel like you've just won a marathon.



Out of nowhere, a baby rabbit jumps right in front of your hooves and freezes! You move your left forehoof to the side, and it catches in a small rut in the road. Your ankle twists painfully and you fall to the ground.



Unfortunately, you're still harnessed to the cart, and as an earth pony, you weigh at least twice what the cart and its contents weigh.



The cart flips sideways and the boxes fall all over the place. One of them cracks open, and one of the wooden wheels is shredded. And then you see Pinchy hit the wall. For a unicorn, that really had to hurt. Oh, buck it all to Tartarus!



"Horsefeathers!" you shout, your voice filled with an even mix of anger and guilt. Your ankle seems unbroken, so you try to stand up, but then you notice two of your legs are caught through one of the undamaged cart wheels. Of course you could snap the wood to splinters as easily as chewing through sugar, but you'll have to pay for the damage the cart has already taken. You don't have the money for this, and you don't like to lean on friends like Rarity for things you should be able to do on your own. It's not like you have gems sitting on your dresser.



You try to pull your legs free without damaging the cart any more than it's already damaged. You hear a 'thump', followed by a few 'thump's with a little 'crunch' in there. Then you see Big Macintosh racing and jumping toward where Pinchy fell—



You utterly destroy the cart as the most horrible feeling of your life grips your chest. There are enormous blocks of stone falling off the wall. You'd have to be a genius to calculate where the stones would land, so nowhere along the wall is safe.



You don't see Pinchy anywhere, and you're starting to panic. There are stones littering the area by the wall where she was. Big Macintosh has stones covering his back half, and then you see a stone land on his shoulders and flatten him thinner than anypony can be flattened, let alone a pony his size. You realize you just watched a pony die, then you snap back to your senses because it doesn't matter.



You don't bother to look up, because safety is not important. You rush to the pile of stones where you last saw Pinchy. No, no, no. There's a lot of red, and you throw one of the boulders over your shoulder and you scream and you fall to the ground and pet the part of her head you can still touch. This is the end of the world.



At some point you run out of voice to scream with, and you turn and gallop away. You're barely able to breathe through the tears and the pain. You feel a momentary numbness grip your body, and you realize you're watching yourself act. You're not in your own body right now. A mind can't live inside of that body right now, you realize. Nothing can live there.



When you reach your home, you run inside and slam the door behind you. The instinct in your mind is to go for booze, but you've removed all of that from the house. You're tempted to try drinking the vanilla and almond extract, but you realize you can't do it. Even now, with your soul fractured into a million pieces, you can't betray Pinchy. You cannot drink.



But then you see the pills.



You know Ruby Pinch would want her mother to live. You know she would try with all her might to protect you from yourself. But there are limits, and you've gone well past any rational limit. Besides, you don't know the pills will kill you.



You just hope they will.



Twenty-three pills go down your throat, or as many as you can swallow dry before you begin coughing. Most of them are get stuck in your esophagus, but the pony body is designed for digestion and it's only a matter of time. In the meantime, choking is a welcome distraction. You lie on your bed and cry and choke and rip your covers to shreds, then you start to destroy the mattress as a very heavy weight presses down on your neck. Your body tingles and goes numb and you just want to go somewhere else, anywhere else, even nowhere if it means... you're sleepy all over and blessed confusion sets in. It's all tight and warm and floaty and you thi—



You wake up next to a moonlit lake, surrounded by magical flora created from your own imagination, and you smile, because you know exactly where you are. This is your realm, after all.



Where you are is, oddly enough, still asleep.



As for who you are?








You are Princess Luna.



You stretch out on the imaginary bed inside your own dream, and you close your eyes for a moment to focus. Unlike most ponies, you have developed the ability to remember dreams. And you can do this not only with your own dreams, but also with the consciousnesses who enjoin with you.



You can feel the minds which merge with your own when you pick them up in states of altered consciousness or once consciousness can no longer be supported. Everypony does this, but only you are directly aware of it. This time, the mind that merged with yours was from a future version of Equestria. As was the last mind that merged with her, and the last mind that merged with him. The one before that was something alien to you.



Normally, a stack of consciousnesses would come from all over the multiverse. Three minds in a row, all from the same timeline, the same point in time, and victims to the same event? As well as from Equestria? The odds are simply impossible. But you know that impossible things happen everyday, so you just smile and feel the warmth of life.



Welcome home, you think to yourself, and you embrace the past.



It is fortuitous to have a window into the possible future. You shall take steps to ensure that the tragedy which took that stack of minds doesn't happen in this Equestria. Tomorrow, you shall speak with Twilight Sparkle in order to ensure this comes to pass.



You enjoy a blessed life, at least for now. Yes, everypony has problems they must face, even you. Nearly everypony's life is filled with joys and sorrows in equal measure. Minds that merge with yours are usually better for it. You are loved, which is all that really matters, and very comfortable, which is nice. And you have a long life ahead of you.



Living for centuries is overrated, but a charmed life is a good life to be trapped within. You feel all the ponies within you, those who have become one another and then become you, and you know they are unlikely to leave soon. You know those three ponies must be happy to be a princess, because you are happy to be a princess, and they are you. Even though you split off bits as often as you take consciousnesses into you (which is constantly), the splitting is rarer. So most of you gets to remain you for a long time before you go somewhere new.



Even though splitting is rare, it does happen—as does everything. There shall be a small probability of you-ness splitting away the moment you go back to double-sleep. That fraction of you shall split again and again, travelling directly from Luna to endless other places, most of them nice. Although it won't be very much of you, at any point there is always a nonzero chance you will wake up from a dream, or daydream, or some other mental state in which a transition is likely.



That is okay, you believe. So you return to double-sleep, confident that if you randomly do end up being shunted off, you'll be back again... eventually.



And then, something strange happens as you enter the second sleep. Against all odds, you do stop being Luna!



So who are you now?








You are you.



Well, horsecrap.



Here you'd been pulled completely into a story, you were totally ready to be Princess Luna for a few centuries, and you've just been cheated out of it by the slimmest arbitrary chance! Plus, you were forced to read a really, really sad story in the process.



But... what if the story you just read weren't as sad as it seems? Maybe what defined your lives wasn't how you died, but how you lived? (And by how you 'died', you actually mean how your mind transitioned elsewhere, of course.)



Um, no. That is awful. You are definitely going to complain that the author was too telly in your review. They practically shoved words in your mouth, which is as stupid as it is rude, especially when the story is an obvious author tract!



Then again, despite the failings of the author, you're left with a thought.



You can't help but wonder if it would be so bad to end up in Big Mac's horseshoes, or Pinchy's, or her mom's, or anypony else's for that matter. If this subpar story can do that to you, could another? Could even the boring stories do it, if you let them? Maybe you'll find yourself somewhere else, somepony else, for the next few centuries. Or at least, you'll find yourself there for a little while.



Hmm. That doesn't sound so bad after all.



You're still pretty tired, but you decide to read one more story before bed.
      

      
   
      Froggy!


      

      
      
         There was once a frog who felt the need to scream.



So he did.
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The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

The little froggy went "Ribbit!"

And then Twilight turned the frog into an orange, because frogs are much better as oranges.
      

      
   
      Story Submission Closes in an Hour and I Can't Think of a Title


      

      
      
         Twilight had been having a nice morning when the letter came. She and Spike were

in the kitchens, working their way through a heaping stack of pancakes, when

Spike belched loudly.



"Spike!—" she began to admonish, when he belched again, this time emitting a

flare of green fire. A letter materialized in the air, floating down toward the

table, only to be snatched up by Twilight.



She looked at the familiar seal. "A letter from Celestia? But she just sent one

last night. And in the middle of breakfast—" She tore the letter open and read:

 Dear Princess Twilight, 



Don't panic. I have the situation under control. I just need you to help keep

ponies calm until everything is back to normal.



Yours, 

Princess Celestia.  




Twilight panicked. Spike, while concerned, was used to this sort of thing by now

and simply waited for her to stop to breathe to interrupt.



"Twilight, calm down," placing a claw on her shoulder. "Celestia said she's

taking care of...whatever the problem is," he said as she took a series of slow

deep breaths.



"Thanks Spike," she sat back down," you're right. I just wish she had given more

details about what's happening. 



"Well," Spike said, "I don't hear any rampaging monsters or mobs at the doors,

so it can't be too bad, right?"



"I guess...yet. In any case we should probably round up the girls." They walked

out of the kitchen.



"I call dibs on getting Rarity!" Spike shouted as he padded along.



"Of course you do." Twilight said, ruffling his spines with a hand.








"—and so that's basically all we know right now. Have any of you noticed

anything out of the ordinary?" Twilight put the letter down on the map.



"Ooh, ooh, I know," said Pinkie, raising her hand.



Rainbow Dash spoke over her: "Nothing going on in the sky, Twi'. I mean, I guess

there's a couple of nasty looking thunderclouds off in the distance, but they're

all over the Everfree, so it's probably just doin' its thing."



"Ooh—"



"Everything's fine on the farm. Nothin' botherin' the trees or the ground."



"I, for one, have not heard any talk around town; if something were going on in

Ponyville, there would be gossip."



"It's not even ten, how much talk could have gotten around?" Spike said.



"Oh you would be amazed." Rarity said.



"Ooh—"



"The animals are all calm."



"And I haven't felt any magical disturbances," Starlight said, "from the sound

of it, you haven't either."



"Everypony!" Pinkie yelled. They all looked at her. "Hasn't anypony noticed that

we all have hands!?" She waved hers in the air.



"Uhh, yes. What about them?" Twilight, like the rest of them was instinctively

looking at her hands.



"Doesn't that freak you out?" Pinkie said," suddenly having hands?"



Seven faces stared at her in disbelief. "I don't know about the rest of y'all,

but I reckon I've always had hands." Applejack said.



"Yep," Rainbow Dash agreed.



"Umm, I think so?"



A terrible suspicion was beginning to grow in Twilight's mind. "Pinkie, what do

you mean 'suddenly having hands'?"



"Well what if, there were, like, ponies who were just like us, but they had two

set of hooves instead of just one?"



Everypony groaned. "That's it. We're going to Canterlot. Pack your bags

everypony. We'll meet at the train station for the 11:30." Twilight said and

walked off to pack. The rest followed suit.








Rarity considered the open saddlebags in front of her. It only occurred to her

now that Twilight hadn't mentioned how long they would be in Canterlot. Or why

all of them needed to come, for that matter. Still, a short visit could hardly

hurt, and she could check in on Sassy. So some businesswear would be good. The

articles floated into the bags. And if they went out to eat somewhere she would

need a dress. But suppose Twilight got them dinner with the princess? No

ordinary dress would do for that...



Rarity was sitting on the lid of a large chest, trying to force it closed, when

she heard the doorbell chime from downstairs.



"Just a moment!" She called. She felt the chest bulge up under her as she

shifted to get off, so floated a chair over to replace her on top of it. She

decided to save a trip and brought some of the smaller bags down with her.



She found Lyra waiting for her downstairs.



"Ah, Miss Heartstrings, what can I do for you?"



Lyra noticed the bags on her back. "Oh, are you closing? I don't want to

bother—"



"Not at all, darling."



"Good, then I was just wondering if that dress I ordered was ready yet?"



"Of course!" Rarity wheeled over a long rack of dresses. A question came to her

as she was searching. "Just out of curiosity, have you noticed anything unusual

lately? About your hands?"



"My hands?" Lyra wiggled her fingers. "No, not particularly. Why do you ask?"  



"Oh, no reason. Just a whim. Now, let's see here is your dress!" She

levitated it off the rack and over to Lyra. On the way it was met by a large

sheet of brown wrapping paper and string, so that by the time it arrived it was

a neat little package. "There you are."



"Thank you so much!" Lyra took the package and walked out.



"Miss Heartstrings, wait!" Rarity said just as she reached the door, holding a

box, "you forgot your, ah," she looked at the box, "shoes."



Lyra blushed. "Heh heh, thank you." She squeaked, and ducked out the door.

Rarity, not knowing what to make of it just stared for a moment out the door,

and went to resume her packing.








Twilight was the first one off the train. Everypony else had to grab onto their

seats to avoid being pulled along as she shot off at speeds normally reserved

for Pinkie Pie. 



The city bustled around them as they followed her path to the palace Rarity,

ever the socialite, kept a keen ear out for any juicy gossip. It seemed that few

had noticed Twilight's rush through the city. She relaxed a little, but shook

her head slightly. Twilight had to learn that a princess couldn't just do

whatever she wanted without attracting attention. The sight of her in a panic

like that could easily have sent the whole city into an uproar.



Why, even somepony like her, merely connected to a princess, could probably

cause quite the stir if they were not careful.



She was snapped out of her reverie by Applejack grabbing her tail. "Whoa there.

Where are you going?"



Rarity realized her hooves had been leading her automatically toward her

boutique. "Sorry, just distracted.



They arrived at the palace without any further incident, save for when, in the

main hall, Pinkie tried to get directions by tackling a guard and asking him

where the princesses were. A short trip to the dungeons and many apologies later

they arrived at the royal library.



Rainbow had to land to avoid the many streams of books floating through the air.

Twilight and Luna were in the center, a thick tome between them, and surrounded

by stacks of thicker books.



Applejack took the lead. "So, have either of you figured out what had Celestia

all in a fuss?"



Luna turned from the books and replied. She explained that Celestia had been

shocked on seeing Luna and the servants that morning. She beleived that they had

all been transfigured into new forms. And, judging by her reaction, grotesque

ones.



"Now, all this is quite concerning," Luna said, "because there are several

explanations, none of them good.



"First of all, is the possibility that Celestia was entirely correct and we have

all been transformed. Now, I do not see any change in my own body, and judging

by the lack of alarm—my sister aside—nopony else perceives such a change. To not

only change everypony in Equestria, but to also alter their memories to hide

that change would require unbelievably powerful magic. Neither Twilight nor I

have sensed any spells of that magnitude. In addition I cannot conceive of any

motivation for doing such a thing."



Rainbow Dash butted in. "Could Discord have done it? He'd totally do a prank

like that."



"Rainbow!" Fluttershy hissed, "Discord is reformed now. He wouldn't do this to

me."



"Fluttershy's right," Twilight said, "and even at his worst, he would have done

it to make everypony freak out: he wouldn't change ponies and keep them

from noticing."



"Whatever the case may be," Luna resumed, "we are diligently searching for

things we may have missed. Because there is another possibility.



"As I see it, either we have some hitherto unknown enemy, more powerful than any

we have faced—and I sincerely hope that this is the case—or Celestia has gone

mad." Luna's expression was grim now. "I will need your help, whatever happens."



A low rumble sounded through the building. Everypony rose and looked out the

windows. A huge dark cloud loomed over the city. Flashes of light strobed deep

within it, punctuated with long rolling thunder, like the laughter of some mad

god.



Which is what it turned out to be. A intense flash sent something flying out of

the cloud, trailing smoke. As it came closer, it resolved itself into Discord,

contorted in laughter even as he flew head on into the window.



"WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS!?" Luna bellowed with the full

force of the Royal Canterlot Voice. Discord feebly attempted to hold up a talon

through his fit of laughter, tears streaming from his eyes.



"Discord! What did you do!" Fluttershy yelled.



Something else was coming from the cloud now. It looked mcuh like Celestia, only

her eyes were hard with rage, and her mane was like billowing flames. A wave of

heat radiated from her as she landed. But she touched down on all fours, and

walked towards Discord like that, and they could see that she indeed had been

changed; she had no choice but to walk like that because she did not have arms

and hands, but two front legs with hooves.



Twilight gasped, "Princess! What happened to you?"



Celestia flinched at that. The fire in her eyes dimmed a little. "Twilight, I am

sorry you have to see me like this, but I cannot let him go after what he has

done to you all."



"But he hasn't done anything to us!" Twilight protested, "the only one different

is you." Confusion took over Celestia's face. Twilight's eyes went wide. They

all stood silently as the realization swept through them, save for Discord who

was still laughing hysterically.



He finally managed to compose himself enough to speak, though only just. "Y-you

sh-should see the look on your faces! I switched you with the Celestia from a

different dimension!" he wheezed, and snapped a claw.



Beside them a second Discord and Celestia appeared. This Celestia looked like

theirs, she stood on two hooves and had long white arms. She looked around,

bewildered.



Rainbow was the first to join Discord in laughing. "I told you! I told you guys

it was a prank!" She laughed until she couldn't fly any more and just rolled

around on the ground.



The two Discords high-fived.



Both Celestias glared at them. The Celestia with four hooves spoke: "I thought

you were above things now."



"Oh relax," both Discords said in unison, "nopony got hurt, and you two are just

priceless.



The Celestias tried to scowl, but their features were much softer, now that

everything had been revealed. "You two are lucky nothing drastic happened. I'll

be keeping a close eye on you, from now on," each one said to her respective

Discord.



Meanwhile, Twilight was trying to rein in Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie, who had

also erupted into a fit of giggles. "It's not funny! Celestia was seriously

worried."



Both Celestias looked tired now. "Please," one said, "just put everypony back

where they were."



The laughing now mostly subsided, one of the Discords grinned at the other.

"Oh, fine. Looks like I have to take Princess Killjoy back home." He snapped and

a hole appeared in the air that pulled him and his Celestia in.



As he spiraled in, the other Discord called "see you soon!"



All three Princesses present yelled out "NO!"



Princess Celestia sat for a long time with her face in her hands. At last she

stood, and said "By royal decree, nopony is ever to speak of this again." And

she walked off to her chambers.
      

      
   
      Connections


      

      
      
         “Here we are honey! Now, you play nice with the other foals, okay?” 



Stone Cutter just looked up and blinked in confusion as Mommy set him down on the park's soft green grass. The little colt's face scrunched up adorably as he considered his new circumstances. On the one hoof, Mommy was going away from him, which was scary, and more than reason enough to start to cry. On the other hoof, he was surrounded by strange new sights and sounds, and he was just old enough to be endlessly curious. Crying out meant he wouldn't get to explore this exciting new place.



His indecision was eased when Mommy turned around and sat down on a bench next to some other Not-Mommy mare and smiled at him. Mommy was close, and that made everything okay! So he was free to explore! With a bit of effort, four shaky legs lifted his tiny barrel off the ground.



“Awwww, isn't he adorable? Hold old is he?” 



“He'll be eleven months old in a few days. He's my firstborn, my beautiful little Stoney.” 



“My little Goldie is almost the same age. Aren't foals the most wonderful things?”



Mommy and the Not-Mommy made the noises the big ponies liked to make so much. They sounded like happy noises, so everything must be good! Smiling excitedly he began to explore in earnest, trotting about as quickly as his four little legs would take him, giggling as the tall grass tickled his stomach. 



Finding a patch of grass that was almost as tall as he was, Stone Cutter gleefully dove in and out of it, enjoying the feeling of dirt under his hooves and greenery rubbing against his coat. But as he escaped the grass once again, something new and different caught his eye.



It was blue and round and just big enough that he might be able to wrap both his hooves around it. It was a ball! But what was a big blue ball doing slowly rolling out of the grass? Curious and excited, he hurried over to check it out.



And arrived just as a yellow furred blur shot out of the grass and pounced on the ball. 



Though pounce may have been too strong of a word. It was more like an ungraceful belly flop combined with a failed grab which sent the ball shooting away, and left the subject laying on its back, looking confused. 



It took Stoney's surprised mind a moment to recognize what he was looking at. It was another pony! But small, like him! And its fur was a dull, darkish yellow, not bright blue like his coat! Plus it has a tiny little stub sticking out of its pinkish mane. Fascinated, Stoney moved in to get a closer look.



Just as the little filly snapped out of her confusion at having her ball escape (again.) She blinked her eyes to clear them… And found herself staring into a pair of giant unfamiliar green eyes. Shocked, she did what came natural. 



She squealed and flailed her forelegs, bopping her attacker right in the nose. 



Stoney plopped back on his haunches in surprise at the blow, and scrunched his face up once again. There was very little debate this time. This turn of events had definitely earned a good cry.



“Waaaahhhhhhhh!”



And thus it was that both mothers hurried over to comfort their respective offspring, both smiling and laughing at the trouble foals got themselves into. 



Stone Cutter and Golden Ring could be forgiven for not remembering their first meeting. 








“Can not!”



“Can too!”



“Can not!” 



“Can too!” 



Stoney glowered at the yellow furred filly before him. She was wrong. Totally, obviously, super wrong. 



“Can not! You have to be wait at least five seconds before you can touch the tree and be safe again! It's in the rules!” He insisted. 



“Well… You never said that when we started!” Golden Ring retorted, sticking her nose in the air. 



“Yes I did!” 



“No you didn't!”



“Yes I...”



“Um. Actually… You kinda didn't. Say it I mean. This time. When we started playing.” Tax Code's apologetic voice interrupted the cycle before it could begin again. Stone Cutter glanced at the rest of the fillies and colts in the park, taking note of the way most of them nodded in agreement. 



“Well, um… I'm saying it now then!” He recovered, after a moment of embarrassment. “If you let go of the safe tree, you can't touch it again for five seconds! Um.. .okay?”  His commanding presense dimmed significantly at the end, his ears drooping as he glanced around for support.  



Luckily for him everpony else seemed to be in agreement with his edict. 



“Okay! But that means that...” Goldie bopped him on the nose with a giggle. “You're it now!”



“H.. Hey! That's not fair!” He gasped, spinning around. But his complaints were ignored. The game was already in progress. 

And the park was filled with squeals and laughter once more.










“Hey! Hey, Stoney!” 



Stone cutter looked up at the sound of his name, pausing his slow trudge towards the schoolhouse. Spotting Golden Ring rushing over to him, he raised an eyebrow. 



“What's up Goldie?”



“Did you do your math homework last night?” She asked in a desperate rush, sticking her muzzle in his face and causing Stoney to take a surprised step backwards. 



“Yeah, I did it. Why? Didn't you?” He answered cautiously, putting a hoof on Goldie's chest to stop her from getting so close. Goldie was pretty okay, for a filly. But he didn't want the other colts to laugh at him if someone saw them muzzle to muzzle.



“Noooooo.” She frowned, her ears drooping. “I stayed up late reading a new comic book daddy got for me instead of doing it. Soooo...” she batted her eyes cutely, leaning in closer once again. “Can I maybe take a look at yours?” 



“What? No!” Stoney frowned and leaned back, trying to maintain his distance. 



“Plllleeeaasee? I'll let you come over after school and read my new comic if you do!?”



“Well….” Stoney rubbed his chin with a hoof. One the one hand, it was wrong to let somepony cheat off of you. On the other hoof, his parents and teachers always told him to help other ponies, right? Still, everypony knew girls had cooties. But Goldie was pretty cool, and there was a comic book involved, so it would be okay to visit her house, right?



“Wellllll….” He dragged the word out, watching the hopeful look on her face. “Okay!” 



“Yay!” Goldie giggled and hopped around him as he undid his saddle bags to remove his homework. 



The next day they both got in trouble for copying homework. It turned out that Stoney had made some very unique errors on the multiplication problems. 



Goldie still let him read her comic book though. 








Stoney sighed and rested his cheek on his desk, his hoof making lazy circles on the polished wood. He glanced at the empty desk beside him and sighed. Lunch was half over, but he had no real desire to eat.



It had been a month since Goldie earned her cutie mark. Apparently she'd learned a heating spell from a book in the library, and used it to melt down a few one bit coins. She had wanted to make a bracelet for her mother for Mother's Day, and ended up earning her Cutie Mark… A half finished golden ring, with the top being drops of molten gold being added to finish it. 



She'd been so excited, and Stoney had been really happy for her.



Three weeks ago had been her Cutecentena. Everyone in class had been invited. It had been lots of fun.



And two weeks ago, her mother had gotten her an apprenticeship in a jewelry store. Three towns away.



Which may as well have been on the other side of the world. 



Stoney wasn't quite sure why her leaving had him so depressed. Sure, he'd known her forever, but he'd known all the other colts and fillies in town forever too, and he didn't think he'd feel so bad about anypony else leaving. All he knew was that things in his life were getting strange. He was just starting to notice that fillies really were different then colts. And he'd really liked the color of her fur…



“Hey Stoney, look at this! Scavenger found it in the creek!” Parfait smiled, dropping a rough stone on the desk in front of his face. 



“What is it?” He asked once he'd pulled his head back enough to get a clear view of it. 



“That's what we want to know! Scavenger says it's a diamond, but Star things it's just quartz crystal! Your dad works with rocks, so we thought you might know!” 



“Dad works at the quarry. He doesn't deal with gemstones.” But regardless, Stoney was intrigued. “But I think this might actually be a diamond… Hey, Rim Joist, do you have your hammer on you?” 



“Sure do, Stoney!” The gangly teen quickly fished the tool out of his saddlebags and hoofed it over. 



“And can I borrow one of your chisels Rocky?” 



“Well, I guess...” Rock Carver was less enthusiastic than Joist had been, but produced one of his chisels regardless. 



Stoney wasn't quite sure what happened after that. He just knew that it seemed obvious where the stone would cleave when struck with the chisel. And figuring out just where to break it so that the light would make it sparkle the most was really fun and challenging. 



There were a lot of mistakes. Miscuts. Poorly shaped facets. A professional would have been able to produce a much higher carat final stone from the same raw diamond. But none of that really mattered to Stoney. All that mattered was making that stone sparkle.



He was so focused on his task that he was the only one in the room to not notice when his flank began to glow.



By the time he lifted up his finished work to admire it, an image of a stylized gemstone with a pickaxe cleaving off one of the facets was emblazoned on his flank. The excitement of the moment, and the following days and weeks, drove any thoughts of his friend right out of his mind.



Six weeks later he was on a train to Baltimare to work as an apprentice gem cutter.










Stoney bit back a groan as he walked down one of Baltimare's many side streets. His hooves ached from hours of work cutting and shaping gemstones. Not that he didn't enjoy his work. Or regretted the last three years he'd spent learning under Gem Shaper. He had learned so very much in those few short years.



But he was getting tired of doing all of the scut work and working on such small, cheap stones. The detail work was wearing his hooves down to the frogs! 



Still, his hard work was paying off! Just the other day Shaper had given him a half dozen small stones and told him they were his to do with what he pleased… And sell himself when he was done. 



Which was why he was wandering the shopping district this afternoon on one of his few days off. He'd finished working the stones yesterday afternoon, and was now looking for a place to sell them. He knew Shaper's usual customers of course. But he'd heard a new jewelry store had opened up, and it wouldn't hurt to have his work examined by fresh eyes, right? 



Plus, it was past time for him to start making his own contacts.



“Ah, this must be it. Lapidaries Workshop.” His ear flicked thoughtfully as the name rang a few bells in the back of his mind. But with a shrug he dropped the thought and pushed the door open, jingling a small bell. 



“Just a minute!” A mare's voice called from the back room.



“Take your time!” Stoney called back. He decided to take a moment to examine the shop's wares. Perhaps he could get a feel for what kind of stones the owner might prefer. He was bent over a display case examining a necklace when the proprietor returned.



“I'm back! Now, how can I help you sir?” 



“Well, Miss Lapidary, my name is...” Stone Cutter looked up and blinked in surprise.



“Goldie?” He gasped in shock.



“Stoney?” The mare replied, her own eyes going wide. “Oh wow! What are you doing here?”



“Trying to sell some gemstones! What are YOU doing here?” 



“I'm Miss Lapidary's apprentice. She decided she wanted to move the shop to the city, so here we are!”



The pair stared at each other for another few moments, silly smiles on their face. Then Golden Ring was suddenly on the other side of the counter, giving him a hug. 



“It's so good to see somepony from back home!” She crowed. 



Stoney was a bit startled by the hug, but looking back into Goldie's big, hazel eyes, he smiled. 



“Yeah, it really is.” He hugged her back for a moment before separating.



“We should go get lunch and catch up!” 



“Sure!” Stoney glanced at his saddle bags, then smirked. “Why, I'll even pay! Assuming, of course, that I make a good sale on my gemstones…” He trailed off teasingly.



“Why Mr. Cutter, are you trying to bribe me into putting in a good word with my boss?” She raised a hoof to her mouth, feigning shock. 



“Well, that depends. Is it working?” He waggled his eyebrows wildly



“Nope!” She tossed her head, sending her pink mane flaring out. “Because I would have put in a good word for you anyway!” She snorted, turning away into the back room.



Stoney just smiled and shook his head, watching her leave. Goldie hadn't changed a bit.



Hazel eyes flashed back through his thoughts. Along with a lovely yellow coat covering a lithe, svelte figure. 



Perhaps she had changed a little.










“Ugh. I am SO tired of working on trinkets and cast offs.”



Stoney just nodded as he took another sip of his drink. 



“Yeah, I know exactly how you feel. Mister Shaper has been pretty pleased with my work, but he still does all of the complex and interesting cuts himself.” He sighed and rolled his eyes.



Goldie nodded in agreement and the two descended back into a companionable silence, pony watching those who passed by the small outdoor cafe.



The two of them had been meeting up like this every week or two, schedules permitting, for the last six months. It was a chance to catch up on the old days, gossip about what was going on back home and, of course, complain about their own jobs and apprenticeships. 



It was nice to have someone to commiserate with. And a friend to talk to. Until he'd run into Golden Ring, Stoney hadn't realized just how much he'd isolates himself with his focus on work. Sure, he had plenty of acquaintances, but he hadn't really gone out to make true friends. Not like Goldie. 

 

“I just wish I could strike out on my own. I'm ready! I think.” He sighed.



“Same thing here. But it's just not possible. Most of the small towns around here have their own local jewelers. And shop space here is just too expensive! I don't know about you, but I don't want to move all the way to Manehattan, and even if I did, it's probably worse there! It's going to take forever to save enough to open my store.” She plopped her head down on the table and groaned. 



“I have it a bit better in that I don't need a store front. I just need a proper workspace to do my gem cutting. But most shops already have suppliers for their stones. I'll probably have to move somewhere else, and I've been saving up money to do so… But I kind of like it here. I don't want to move.” He sighed.



“Let's face it. We're doomed.” She snorted, her face hidden behind her forelegs. 



“Yeah, we kinda are. Unless...” He smiled as a thought occurred to him. 



“Unless what?” Goldie lifted her head up just enough to look over her legs. 



“Unless we split the cost.”



“Split the cost?” One of Goldie's ears perked up in curiosity. 



“Yeah! Think about it! We've both been saving up… If we split the cost we can afford to rent a storefront! And as long as it has a large work room in the back, there'd be enough space for both of us to work.”



“True.” She rubbed her chin with her hoof. “And I could gear towards jewelry styles with lots of gemstones. Miss Lapidary has had me working your stones into my pieces for a while now, and they're really quite good.” 



“It would certainly save me from having to move away. And if we work together, I can focus on getting the types and cuts of stones that will work best for your pieces, as opposed to having a grab bag of various stones that may or may not be what you need.”



“Yeah! And if that's the case, we could focus more on customized jewelry too! Make exactly what the customer wants! There's a big markup for that sort of work, and I don't think that market is well served around here...” 



Silence descended as the pair stared at one another, grins adorning both their faces. Finally, Stoney raised his hoof. 



“Deal?”



“Deal!” 








“Topaz?” Stoney questioned



“Topaz.” Came the firm response.



Stoney instinctively moved to the side, allowing his partner to reach the buffing wheel beside him unimpeded. His eyes never left the stone he was carefully carving. 



“Well, if that's what the customer wants. But I think it would look better with a sapphire.” 



“I told him that! It would look ten times better with a sapphire. I even offered to do it at the same price! But he wanted Topaz.” 



Stoney didn't need to look up to know what Goldie was rolling her eyes. His own eyes were locked onto the diamond before him, having decided exactly where to make the next cut. His hoof quested around on the table for his small chisel, only for it to levitate directly into his hoof.



“Well, it's his loss. How's that pendant coming along.” He slid the tip of the chisel into place, giving it a light tap with his hammer. He smiled as the cut came out perfectly. Without conscious thought his rear hoof reached back to flip the power switch for the engraver Goldie was about to use.



“It's going great! I'll need two more emeralds though. Maybe… Two carat each? Symmetrical of course. Do you think you can do two oval cuts?”



“Sure. I think I have an emerald in stock I can split into two pieces.” 



“Great! If we can get that piece out by tomorrow, Miss Snooty will be very pleased.” Goldie slipped by once more, taking her seat at the workbench beside him and using her magic to turn on the buffing wheel. 



A companionable silence descended over the workroom once again, both ponies fully engrossed in their efforts. Stoney removed another chip, then paused to examine his work. A sense of pleased contentment filled him as he looked up for the first time in ages.



Beside him, Goldie was just as focused on her own tasks, using her magic to carefully heat, shape, and cool a small golden band. He watched her work and smiled, a feeling of warmth filling his chest as he considered how far they had come. 



As it turned out, even pooling their money hadn't been enough to purchase a shop with properly sized workroom. But they'd persevered. Their space was limited, and they'd had more than a few arguments about layout as they'd gotten started. But after a year and a half of working side by side in such close quarters, they'd learned to work together at a level that was more or less instinctive. 



With their combined talents, “Gold Cutters Custom Jewelry” had earned a reputation for high quality made to order pieces, done well and done quickly. As a matter of fact, business was doing well enough that they could probably afford to move into a larger storefront. It was doing well enough that they probably should move into a bigger storefront! 



But while they discussed the idea occasionally, neither of them were really pushing for it. He just felt that they'd lose… something if they moved. Something he couldn't quite put his hoof on. Something intangible. 



Glancing beside him once again, Stoney watched the lovely young mare work. Their work benches were so close that they were practically flank to flank. Oblivious to his gaze, Goldie continued to focus on the task before her, the orange glow of her horn illuminating the look of concentration on her face.



The realization struck him like a lightening bolt. This. This is what he would miss. This feeling of closeness. Of working together so seamlessly. Of being two parts of a single whole. Of being together with the mare at his side.  Whether they were chatting over a quick lunch or a late dinner, or sitting side by side working quietly as they were now.  



Turning away, he stared unseeing at the workstation before him. Instead, he was looking inside himself, searching his feelings. Had this… connection he felt always been there? When had it started? When had it grown so strong? And what should he do about it?



After a few minutes consideration, he realized he had no answers to the first three questions. But that was okay, because the answer to the fourth was suddenly crystal clear. 



With a smile and a warmth in his heart, he returned his focus to his work.








“What in Celestia's name happened here?” The shock and dismay in Golden Ring's voice roused Stoney from his brief nap, and his head shot up from the workbench he was resting on.



He turned to look around the workroom, grimacing slightly at the sight. He'd been up half the night working, and hadn't had time to clean up the detritus of his efforts. Tools were spread out across the area. Tins of polishing compound had been left open. Molten globs of gold littered the area around the small casting furnace. Everything was in disorder and disarray. 



Even when they'd first begun working together, before they'd found their groove, things had never been this bad. Mostly because neither of them had attempted to use each other's equipment. 



But none of that mattered to Stoney at the moment. 



Getting back to his hooves, Stoney limped towards his stunned partner, a smile on his face despite the pain walking on his burned hooves brought it. 



“Stoney? What happened here? And what happened to YOU? Are you okay?” Worry and concern filled her eyes as she turned away from the room to focus on her partner. His mane was a mess, there were bags under his eyes, and he winced slightly with each step. This was not the Stoney she knew, and a frisson of fear ran down her spine at the thought that something might be seriously wrong.



“I have never been better, Goldie.” He replied with a tired smile before lowering himself to his knees before her.



“Golden Ring, the last year we've spent as business partners has been wonderful. And now I realize why. It's not because our business has been successful. It's not because of the bits we've been bringing in. It's not even because I enjoy the work and the challenge.” He took a deep breath and looked her directly in the eye.



“It's because every day I come to work is a day I get to spend beside you. It's a feeling I cherish, and one I never want to be without. We've been business partners for so long… You would make me the happiest stallion alive if you would agree to be my partner in everything.”



From his saddle bags he extracted a ring. It was a simple thing. A plain, golden band. It was somewhat rough and crude, made by hooves that had never before worked metal, though they had seen it done a thousand times. But it had clearly been made with love, and polished to a beautiful shine. 



“Goldie… Will you marry me?” 



Golden Ring stood stock still through Stoney's entire speech, a hoof covering her mouth and her eyes as wide as dinner plates. She gasped in shock at the proposal, tears prickling at the corners of her eyes. 



And then she was in front of him, hugging him tightly to her chest. 



“Yes! Yes, of course I will you silly, silly colt!” 



Stoney hugged her right back as a softy orange glow lifted the ring from his singed hoof. 



The shinning band of gold fit perfectly over his fiance's horn. 
      

      
   