
      The Deep


      

      
      
         Touch. It was touch I missed most.



I extended my senses outwards, surveying my location. Little had changed since my last scan 147.31ms ago. All systems were nominal and trajectory was still on point for the RH-3168 system, moving at 13% light speed.



I noted a slight ebb in the solar particle collisions and traced their origin to a class G2 star 233.7 light years away. It seemed that I was passing through the wake of a fairly large solar flare. Humming a little tune, I queried the information on the star in question. LH-1377. It's spectral profile was surprisingly similar to Celestia's sun, with a rich yellow light.



Touch. I remember touch.



I cranked my external sensors to max and tried to catch the impact of each individual particle colliding with my hull. 



Warmth. Tucked under Celestia's wing, it felt as if I was cocooned in the lazy light of a late summer's sun.



I spent a few cycles calculating the exact position of each detectable particle within 1 light-second range and tried to calculate an optimal course through the flare. Unfortunately, at my current speed, I would be long past it before the engines have even started. 



A kiss goodbye. Not for the one left behind, but for the ones to come.



I felt a deep sinking sensation as the last of the particles made their impact, and I left the path of the flare. I thought that, were it not for my emotion inhibitors, I might have cried and screamed. As it were, all I felt was sadness that was well within mission parameters. I guess I had Twilight Prime to thank for that.



The promise of tomorrow.



I queried my mission directive to center myself.



"Search for our new home."



Sometimes I wondered why Twilight Prime had decided to preserve her memories when she created the spell matrix for the exploration probes. We shared the memories of her life her friends, her desires and her fears. We were her, but we were not. Was she hoping that they would offer a consolation in space? That they would save us from the giant solitude? If so, she was a damned damned fool.



Touch. I remember touch.



I queried my internal flight information matrix. 



"3271-02-12T10:56:35.415+00:00 aboard the Twilight-314713 Space Planetary Astrometry Research Key Long Exploration vehicle."



315.44ms had passed since the last scan. I extended my senses outwards.
      

      
   
      Crepuscular


      

      
      
         I run my hoof slowly across the word. "Crepuscular," it reads. "1. of, relating to, or resembling twilight." I move my hoof down to the next line, tracing it just as slow. "2. Zoology. appearing or active in the twilight, as certain bats and insects."



Leaning back in my chair, I let the word roll off my tongue a few times. "Crepuscular," I say. "Crepuscular!" I try again, louder. It was one of those words on the bathtub curve. That is to say that if you graphed how weird it sounded to the ear, over the number of times you repeated it, the resulting line on a graph looked like a tub. It starts strange, nearly alien to all but the most academic of ears, but quickly sounds normal. Repeated enough however, the strangeness multiplies exponentially, and a mare will likely drive herself insane long before the trend gives up.



I grin. It fits me to a tee. Nomen est omen, as the ancient Roanan's used to say. I've never been a huge believer in predictive nomenclature, but sometimes... well, a pony's mind just sees patterns, doesn't it?



My parents, somehow, long before I'd shown any sign of self awareness, named me Twilight Sparkle. They had no way of knowing I'd grow up favoring those hours of dawn and dusk, did they? Or did something, somehow or someway, tell them that I'd shine brightest in the between-times?



No, of course not. It's just coincidence. Plenty of ponies have odd sleep schedules. But I don't just favor those hours, do I? I love them! Nearly all my good memories are cast in high-angled, diffuse light from the horizon. The exceptions, such as the Summer Sun Celebration, or Nightmare Night, seem just frequent enough to prove the rule.



I think on it more. Now I'm a princess as well. And yes, "of friendship" is the official title, but it is hard to ignore the symbolism of two diarchs, holding power over both sun and moon, night and day, and then finding myself thrust suddenly onto the same stage with a name like mine. Well, it beggars the question, surely.



Okay, so maybe no pony really thinks of me on the same level as the Two Sisters. But that's fine. Dusk and Dawn were always the more humble times, times when ponies woke, transitioned from dream to day, or vice versa. Some might say it is when we are weakest, but to me, I think it's when we're at our most true. It's the way we scratch ourselves at dawn, or drop all pretense, makeup, or other facades after a long day. High noon is for the brave and the bold. Dark night is for the daring and the romantic. But dusk and dawn belong to our true selves, all pretense removed.



It is, I realize also, the time I've always felt at my best, always felt... strongest. Pulling an all-nighter is always a bit of a challenge, if I'm honest, but when the first rays of dawn creep over the horizon, there is this incredible sense of renewed energy. Likewise, waking in the late afternoon, it's literally painful to drag myself from bed, and I'll self-medicate with coffee and dark teas just to survive. But as soon as the sun dips below the far peaks, and the first evening stars made their light known, it's like a weight is lifted from my soul and I am once again myself.



It's not just in my head, is it? I really do feel more alive at dusk and dawn. But am I this way because I made myself in the image of my name? Or, do parents somehow see a child in ways no others can, and name them true? I'm not sure I can answer that.



In either case, I feel content as any mare can be. I live my life, on my terms, and more importantly, my schedule. Either I fit it, or it fits me, but regardless, I am ever so grateful that there is a fit at all.
      

      
   
      Don't Tickle God


      

      
      
         	Pinkie Pie just heard a big secret. Not the ordinary, run-of-the-mill, everyday type of secret, either, like Applejack’s preference of peach cobbler to apple pie or Mayor Mare’s debilitating dragon allergy. No, this was a juicy, ultra-important, weapons-grade secret! 



Two guards had told Pinkie the secret. Well, actually, that wasn’t exactly accurate. They had been conducting their rounds, quietly gossiping amongst themselves, and Pinkie eavesdropped in on their conversation. 



Then she heard it: 



“Princess Celestia is very ticklish behind her right foreleg.” 



For years Pinkie had carefully compiled the most ticklish areas of every mare and stallion in Equestria she met, but the most elusive tickle-spot of them all belonged to none other than Princess Celestia herself. After dozens of failed attempts of trying to secretly catalog Princess Celestia’s most ticklish spot through exceedingly subtle slight-of-hand and "accidental" brushing, Pinkie finally caught the big fish, the big kahuna, the tickle to end all tickles!  This would be her seminal breakthrough in the world of tickleology, the sort of tickling that tickle experts would cite in their own magnum opuses and tickle historians would chronicle for decades to come. 



Naturally, Pinkie just had to pay Celestia a visit upon hearing that. After all, the information needed to be empirically verified before submitted to the annals of history. Otherwise it was just a rumor. 



Through an elaborate series of half-truths, posturing, and sheer insistence, Pinkie Pie managed to worm her way into getting an audience with the Princess, alone, in the throne room. 



“What brings you here today, Pinkie?” Celestia asked from her throne, an implacable wall of serene authority, just waiting to be knocked down. 



They stood at opposite ends of the room, the distance between Pinkie and Celestia too great for an outright tickle attack. Celestia would see it coming a mile away and swiftly parry. For Pinkie’s plan to succeed, she would have to get tactical. 



“Ah, Princess! I just came here today to tell you something ultra-super-special-amazing"—she continued adding enthusiastic adjectives while gradually bridging the gap between her and Celestia,  a single bead of sweat dripping down her forehead—“spectacular-awesome-stunning—"



The space between the two shrank and shrank as Pinkie Pie quoted every word for “cool” she remembered reading from Twilight’s thesaurus. 



“—astounding-dazzling-fabulous-magnificent-wondrous—"



Celestia didn’t seem to notice, staring at the spectacle in puzzled bemusement. 



 “—stupendous-astonishing-breathtaking—” she panted, falling to the floor in a wheezing exhaustion. She lay on her back, catching her breath. 



“Are you all right, Pinkie?” Celestia asked, rising from her throne to check on her. 



The moment Celestia strode towards her, Pinkie sprung her trap. 



“Gotcha!” Pinkie jolted from the floor with lightning precision to slip underneath Celestia’s torso, angle her hoof behind Celestia’s foreleg, and gently tickle. 



“Pinkie, what are you—!” Celestia couldn’t even finish the question before being swallowed by a torrent of giggles. “P-P-haha-P-Pinkie…” She lost her balance and tumbled gracefully to the floor. 



Pinkie took advantage of this to increase tickle intensity to maximum, tantalizing the undersides of both Celestia’s forelegs with her hooves with all her expert tickle gumption. No pony could resist the masterful precision of Pinkie’s perfected tickling technique. 



“I-I’m serious!” Celestia managed to gasp out between labored laughing. A small beam of sunlight shot out of her nose between the giggles.  “S-stop! I can't control—” A rainbow flew out of her mouth. 

 

But Pinkie could not let up. Not after that display. Now it was Pinkie that couldn't stop laughing. Pinkie had gone beyond the point of tickle madness and submerged herself in tickle ecstasy, becoming a ceaseless tickle machine.  



“Stop now!” Celestia radiated a cascade of chromatic magical aura. 



"Never!" Pinkie retorted. 



Celestia's irises and pupils became lost in sea of pure magic energy, turning her eyes completely white. The normally stagnant air of the palace blasted gale force winds that shook the stained glass windows in their paneling, and the castle itself seemed to shake with the force of Celestia’s might. 



“Okay okay! I’ll stop!” Pinkie reluctantly stepped back after a moment to give Celestia some breathing room.



But it was too late. The magical overload from Celestia surged throughout the room, ripping the roof from the throne chamber and engulfing the pair and all of Equestria in a beam of pure white energy that spanned for miles and extended into the heavens. 



And that’s how Pinkie Pie destroyed Equestria. 
      

      
   
      A Riveting (If Abridged) Tale of Galactic Conquest


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash’s friends stared at her, as well as the massive, coffin-like box and mountain of cardboard and plastic she’d piled on top of the Cutie Map. The pegasus grinned, holding out her hooves like she was presenting some grand treasure.



“Darling,” Rarity started, breaking the silence as she levitated several hexagons and some cards towards herself, “You said you wanted to play a game. What is all this?”



“It’s Twilight Imperium! Only the biggest, coolest, awesomest board game ever! You play as all kinds of aliens and try to conquer the galaxy and stuff.”



“Lookit all the pieces!” Pinkie said, bouncing around the table, her hooves snapping up a plastic ship. “What’s this one?”



“That’s a Dreadnought. It—”



“And this one?”



“That’s a PDS—”



“And this one?”



Shaking her head, Twilight picked up the rulebook. “That’s not the right way to learn the rules, Pinkie. You have to go in order. Let’s see, ‘Welcome to a galaxy of epic conquest…”



Fluttershy peeked over the table, raising her hoof. “Um… I’m not really sure I like the sound of ‘epic conquest.’”



“You can be totally peaceful and make friends, Flutters!” Rooting around the pile of stuff, she pulled a sheet free. “Check it out! Peaceful space turtles! Or, uh… right! They were in one of the expansions! You can be space plants!”



“I do like trees...”



Hopping into her seat, Applejack snorted. “Well I dunno ‘bout all this space stuff, but I reckon I can kick your flank all the same. How long does this game take? Granny’s going to want my help baking later!” 



Rainbow Dash coughed. “Probably like 8 hours.”



Silence filled the room again.



“How long was that, darling?” Rarity asked.



“We don’t have to play it all today. We can just do a couple turns today and come back later.”



The other ponies exchanged glances – or at least Rarity and Applejack did. Pinkie was still vibrating as she dug through the components, Fluttershy kept asking herself whether she wanted to be a turtle or a tree, and Twilight couldn’t be bothered to pull her muzzle out of the rulebook.



“I have a lot of dresses to mend…”



“Granny is gonna be needing help with the pies…”



Rainbow Dash clapped her hooves together and bowed her head. “Come on. This game is best with a whole bunch of players! Trust me, it is super awesome! Way better than dresses or pies!”



The two ponies looked back at the pleading pegasus.



“Well…” Rarity started.



“...I guess it’ll be okay if we can stop in the middle,” Applejack finished.



“Awesome! Gimme the rules, Twilight! I’ll explain them!” Without waiting for a response, Rainbow Dash pulled the book away from Twilight. “Okay, so to win, you just need to get 10 victory points—”



“Wait! Let me finish reading how you create the galaxy!”








The setting sun reflected throughout the crystal castle, the fading light still strong enough that the six ponies in the map room hadn’t had to resort to lanterns yet.



“Oooooooooh!” Pinkie exclaimed, “Boom! My War Suns wipe out all your Ground Forces, Flutteryshy!”



The pegasus stared at the dice, her mouth agape. “My turtles…”



“Oh! Oh! And then the round ends, so I’ll reveal my Secret Objective to take over somepony else’s home system, so I get two points and win, right Dashie?”



Twilight leaned back, staring up at the ceiling. “How? I did the math. My strategy was perfect...”



Rarity swooned into Applejack. “But I had the most beautiful systems!”



“Dagnabbit, Rarity!” Applejack swore, poking the unicorn with her hoof. “I told you we should’ve been stopping Pinkie, not Dash!”



Fluttershy’s hooves slammed into the table. “I will destroy you, Pinkie!” she snarled, her wings flaring. “My turtles will be avenged! You will fear me!”



The five ponies turned to Rainbow Dash as one. “We want to play again!”



Rainbow Dash grinned.
      

      
   
      Trial by Fire


      

      
      
         "Are you ready for your trial, acolyte?"  The elder stallion asked with ritualistic solemnity.



"I am, Brother Inkwell."  The cowled acolyte replied, his voice barely quivering as he responded.



This was his First Trial. The first of many, if he choose to continue down this path, for none passed on their first attempt.  But the First was the most important, for it separated out those who misunderstood their cutie marks from those for whom The Work was destiny.



"Know you the Place and the Name of all things, Acolyte?"



"No Brother, for not even the First knows all, and I am merely equine. But I have studied, Brother, and I am willing to learn."  The words were practiced; rote memorization and repetition.  But they held an underlying Truth that could not be denied.



"Have you the proscribed implements, Acolyte?"



"I have them, Brother, for I have followed the Checklist.  My quills are sharp, my ink fresh, and my paper blank."  The weight of the saddlebags on his back, and his surety as to what they held, brought a calmness to his soul.  A completed checklist was truly a beautiful thing.



"Then the time of your Trial is upon us.  None may know when a Trial will come, so All must be ready to face it.  Know that you do not face this Trial alone.  The Brothers and Sisters of The Order stand ready to replace you when you fall."  Brother Inkwell's stern visage reinforced the power of his words.  "And you WILL fall.  For none but the First can endure the tempest alone.  But we all must try, for only by striving for the impossible will we learn what we are truly capable of."



"I understand Brother, and stand ready to earn my place in the Order."  The weight of the moment pressed down upon him, making his knees wobble.  And reciting the contents of the Assistant's Checklist could only calm his racing heart so much.



"Very well then Acolyte.  Stand beside me and prepare to face your Trial."  



The thick crystalline door thrummed with power, a faint glow leaking around the edges.  He swallowed nervously as he stood before them, his hooves rooted in place.



The unexpected sensation of a hoof on his shoulder had him turning in surprise.



"Don't worry lad.  This one is barely a level two.  You'll make it through ok."  Brother Inkwell whispered, giving him a small smile.



That was NOT part of the ceremony.  But despite the deviation from the script, the Brother's action warmed his heart and strengthened his resolve.



With a firm nod he stepped forward, pushed the door open...



And found himself drawn into a maelstrom.



"Where is Starswirls Treatsie on Harmonic Interferences in Chaotic Matricies?? I need to cross-reference it with Des-Cart-Ease Complete Works!"



In a flash of purple magic, the cowled figure was drawn inside, and the doors to the library slammed shut.








"Purple.  The purple glow... Purple everywhere!"  The fevered mutterings of Acolyte Bookkeeper were clearly audible despite the dozen hoofsteps and half a dozen Brothers and Sisters between them.



Brother Inkwell shook his head sadly.  The Trials could be harsh.  But they were necessary to sift the wheat from the chaff.  Only those truly suited to the work would become Brothers and Sisters in the Order of Royal Library Assistants.



"The books!  So many books!"  The fevered ranting quieted as the Acolyte was tended to.  "Harmony Throughout History, I can't remember where it's shelved.....!"  he cried, his anguished mutterings finally trailing off.



A looming shadow and the creak of leathery wings heralded the arrival of the Order's founder and patron.



"Is he going to be okay?" The voice was deep, strong, and caring as Brother Inkwell turned to face its source.



"The first encounter with the Princess in the throes of a Research Meltdown is always hardest." He said solemnly.



Spike just rolled his eyes and snorted.



"She's not THAT bad, Ink.  Heck, I managed to handle her even before my wings grew in!"



"As you say Grandmaster.  But we are merely mortal equines."  He replied, smiling gently.



"You're way too melodramatic is what you are." He grumbled, mumbling to himself.  "I never should have let Rarity talk me into founding you guys..."



His muttering was interrupted by distant voice:



"Spike!  Where is Solemn Works Treatsie on..."



"Third bookcase from the right Twilight! Second shelf, third book from the left!" He interrupted without pause.



Rockwell smiled.  It was always an honor, watching the grandmaster work.




      

      
   
      All Nightmare Long


      

      
      
         Sometimes, toward the end of a day's twilight, I walk alone upon my castle's rooftop, watching the moon rise and the shadows grow. Once, I would have thought about the mathematics of it—how the moonlight strikes the landscape to form stretched-out shapes across the land. Older now, I just want to stand and gaze, forgetting about tomorrow as the Earth is slowly made a veiled beauty.



Princess Luna would appreciate this, but I hope she does not decide to drop in right now. As great as friendship is, some things are better appreciated when you are by yourself. Nopony can abide lonesomeness for too long, but just a little on an evening like this brings out that elusive sense of wonder the poets write about.



Luna—her namesake has risen now, as close, clear, and bright as I have seen in years. I let its brilliance fill my vision, taking in every detail—the dark craters at its north and west, the milky halo around its edge, the nearest starry neighbors twinkling as they appear...



I blink once, twice. Four bright stars, forming a square around the moon—I've seen this before. That night all those years ago, I was in no mood to stargaze, for something evil was coming, and those stars were the keys to its prison.



The movements of the stars really are fascinating. It has only been ten years since that night, and though I have done plenty of gazing, I do not remember seeing those four since then. I never got around to looking them up on a chart, either. I will have to tomorrow. It's really unusual how they pulse brighter, and...



Well, that's even weirder. Now they pulse one by one. I hold my breath and stare. Yes—one goes off, then another, then the next. I watch for a minute, then two just to be sure. The stars are pulsing in a pattern that goes counterclockwise around the moon. 



In a burst of excitement, I gallop to my telescope and fix it upon their location. My heart is now going so fast that I have to hold my breath to keep from shaking. Again I wait.



The four stars are still, just as any others.



Whatever was happening to them, I've missed the end of it. Trying not to let annoyance get to me, I move to return to the edge of the parapet, looking up again with naked eyes.

	

Pulse... Pulse...

	

They're doing it again! Back to the telescope!

	

And now they're still.

	

Why does the telescope make such a difference? And how is this even possible? Distant stars are far apart, so no natural link could form between them. The odds of them all turning to supernovas at once are just too much against. 

	

Now a feeling comes over me—that indescribable sense that makes you turn around just in time to see somepony quickly turn away, for you have just caught her looking at you. I look around now, but see no one. The feeling is still with me.

	

Pulse... Pulse...

	

I want to be indoors—now. I walk toward the castle keep's rooftop entrance with measured steps. There is no need to hurry. Of course not. It is late, and my mind is playing tricks. 

	

I am soon in bed and dozing, breathing gently, sleep overtaking me...

	

No. When I close my eyes, I see them pulsing, as clear as if I'm looking through the castle walls. Those walls are no defense against the feeling of a glare upon me.

	

The bedside table is not big enough for all the books I keep for reference, so there is a small bookcase against the near wall. I hurry to it, pull the volume of star charts, and look for a pattern of four that form up every ten years.

	

But they are not there.

	






It is day. They are gone. But they will be back.

	

I spent the night under their glare. They are angry—angry because I stopped the Nightmare. They waited a millennium to release it. They waited ten years to get close enough to reveal themselves again. They can spend millennia coming back to torment me. They want another vessel for the Nightmare, and if I break, their plans and their revenge will be complete.

	

I sensed their suggestion to tell everypony I know, so my friends would think I'm mad. But I'm too smart. I'll keep this secret, and fight them forever. They'll never have me.

	

Never.

	

Never.
      

      
   
      Awesome!


      

      
      
         The sun set on a day of soaring, napping, and practicing my new Wonderbolts moves.  Orange and purple bathed Twilight's castle as I landed on the golden balcony with a clatter.  The arched green stained-glass doors swung open.  Probably the wind.  



I peered into the dusky hall past the purple drapes.  "Twi?"



I perked an ear.  



The breeze whistled, nothing more.



"Fluttershy sent me."  Yeah, anything to avoid thinking about the Wonderbolt promotion exams on Monday.



Nothing.  



Of course Twilight would get a castle for two—no three ponies.  I walked in, looked both ways into a really long empty hall.  My skin tingled for a moment and I heard a faint whir-whir-whir.  



"Sheesh, Twilight.  Enough room for books?"



Orange, pink, and purple streamed through the skylight leaving clinging shadows.  I shivered, then smiled.  I liked spooky.  "Hey, Twilight?"



The balcony doors slammed behind me.



I jumped into the air, fur rising on my spine, hovering, staring at the doors.  I kept smiling; nopony had seen me act uncool.  I fluttered left toward the bend in the corridor, then landed, hoping to find stairs.  The clop-clop of my horseshoes echoed until I peered around the corner.



Directly behind me, I heard the pop you'd hear opening a thermos.  My shadow appeared before me.  My ears swiveled back before I turned and—



A brown door finished opening.  I gasped, shielded my eyes with a wing, looking through feathers at— 



"Another secret room, like Starlight found!"  I glanced furtively around, swishing my tail.  No ponies.  



I smelled apples.  "Awesooome."



I crept forward, stuck my nose into a tiny purple and blue crystal room.  



Books.  Shelves of books.  "A library?  Really?  Boooooo."



But… nice and warm.  I stepped further in.  A fire (wood not magic) crackled fragrantly in a cozy fireplace.  Next to it stood an amazing sight.  



Was it?



It was!  Woven of fine cirrus to mold to the body of the most discerning pegasus, me, stood a Char and Ray Aims Cloud® chair.  I trotted over, admiring the grey and white curving chillaxing cushions in the firelight.  I glanced at the bookshelf behind.



I blinked, tilted my head.   Wonderbolt History of—  Aeronautical Principles—  Flying books?   Dozens of pegasus self-help titles.  Ones on speed and stunt flying.  



Apples.  I smelled apples.



Slam!



Again midair, I looked and gulped.  The door had vanished.  



I darted to the blank wall, the corners of the ceiling, examined the bookcases.  The room, lit only by the fire, was sealed but for hoof-sized vents.  "Really really spooky, Twilight," I said.



Maybe it wasn't Twilight.



The castle had made a secret room for Starlight.  Had it made one for me?  I nodded.  Of course it had, I thought as I landed, because—I was awesome.  And I liked spooky.  And it was a "friendship" castle so how dangerous could it be?



"Heh-heh," I said, nervously.  I put a hoof to my mouth though nopony was there.



And looked at the knotty pine table before me.  On it sat a ginormous stein of—yes!  It was hot cider!  Beside it sat a white china plate stacked with double fudge chocolate chocolate-chip cookies.  And at the table's edge lay a yellow and black book.



The title read Aeronautics for Dummies.



"Thank you, Twilight," I growled at the crystal walled room.  The firelight flickered from a thousand facets back at me.



Actually, I felt oddly okay with it.  I looked at the fire, the awesome chair, the crunchy (Oh.  So. Wonderful.) cookies, and the cider that steamed and smelled so good.  Even the book looked—  Maybe a little awesome, because, well… I was a bit of a dummy.  



Don't tell anypony!  You tell anypony, I'll deny it.



I pushed the table close to the cloud chair.  I sipped the cider, closing my eyes in pure unadulterated completely involuntary ecstasy!  It wasn't a Daring Doo, but—  I wriggled myself into the snuggly grip of the chair, felt the fire warm my wings, and cracked the book.







A considerably long time later…  




Spike said, "Rainbow Dash reading, check!"



Cozy, laying on my back, legs crossed, I looked at the little green dragon in the doorway through narrowed eyes.  He checked a parchment with a yellow pencil.



Twilight, wings flared, asked, "What's the coefficient of drag?"



I— I knew that!  "The resistance of a pegasus through a fluid environment… like air!  C sub d equals—"



Starlight stepped forward.  "My new Twilight Zone study spell?"



Spike said, "Check and check."



I laughed.  "Getting me to study?  Awesome!"
      

      
   
      Discord Libs


      

      
      
         “Ah call this meeting of the Cutie Mark Crusaders- and honorary Cutie Mark Crusaders- to order!” proclaimed Apple Bloom.



“Here Here!” Cried two other fillies and a draconequus.



“So what are we going to do today?” inquired Sweetie Belle.



“Ah was hoping one of you would have some ideas.”



“I know a fun game!” exclaimed Discord. “I call it Discord Libs. Now I’ll say a type of word- like noun or adjective, and you have to come up with something else that meets the definition.”



“That don’t exactly sound like a fun game,” said Apple Bloom, Scootaloo shaking her head in agreement.



“Oh that’s just the setup,” responded Discord. “Then we get to the fun part. Just trust me. Now then,” he said while pulling out a pad and pencil from nowhere, “name a pony.”



“Rainbow Dash!”



“Applejack!”



“Rarity!”








Twilight Sparkle trotted up to Applejack’s stand, Spike on her back reading through a list. “Next we need to get more quills and paper- Hi Applejack!- then Rarity wanted us to all go to the Boutique.” Twilight floated two bits out of her saddlebags and placed them in front of Applejack.



“Howdy Spike. Here ya go sugarcube,” said Applejack, flipping a pineapple to Twilight with her tail.



Twilight caught the pineapple with her magic, stared at it for a second, then looked to Applejack, eyebrow raised.



“Sorry sugarcube, no idea how that got there. Here’s your apple,” apologized Applejack, this time tossing Twilight an apple.



“Thanks AJ. I’ll see you at Rarity’s later.” 



“Bye Applejack!” shouted Spike, waving the claw holding the maraca.



“Spike, what’s that rattling sound?” asked Twilight.



“Um…” started Spike, looking at his newly acquired instrument. “My maraca, apparently. Hey, where’d the checklist go?”








“Welcome to Quills and Scrolls! What can I get for you today?” greeted Davenport.



Twilight cocked her head, and asked, “Quills and Scrolls? Don’t you mean sofas…” She turned to inspect his merchandise, to indeed be greeted by a large display of quills and many bookcases packed with scrolls.



“Oh. I guess we can get both at one place then, check it off the list Spike!”



“Both?” 



“Yes. Why do you seem so surprised?”



“Well, first of all my sofas seem to have become scrolls, and also I’ve never had a pony by both products at once before.”



“Well, yeah, quills and sofas were completely unrelated, while quills and blank paper are both needed for writing.”



And thus after many long years Davenport finally had an octopus.








Twilight dashed into the Boutique, noticing her friends were all already there waiting. “Sorry we’re late, the craziest thing just happened.”



“It’s ok, darling.” Rarity had on smile that started to stretch across her face. “You’re just in time for the big presentation. And now without further ado,” she turned to a sheet draped over a sizeable form. With a large, “taa-daa,” Rarity ripped the sheet off and revealed a giant rock.



“Hi Tom!” blurted out Pinkie.



“We agreed never to speak of it again,” hissed Rarity as Tom flew out the window surrounded by a blue aura. With Tom gone, Rarity let out a sigh. “Ok Dash, I’ll admit that was a pretty good prank. Now where’s my dress?”



“Sorry Rarity, I didn't do it.”



“Then how did my dress suddenly become… that?”



“Weird stuff like that has been happening to Twilight and me all day.”



“Really?” asked Rarity.



“Yeah. First Applejack gave us a pineapple, then Quills and Sofas became Quills and Scrolls.”



“Yeah you’re right Spike. Wait here girls, I’m going to to the Castle to see if I can figure out what’s going on,” said Twilight.



And so Twilight flew to the Cutie Mark Crusader’s Clubhouse.



“Wait why did I come here?” Twilight mused aloud, then took notice of other aspects of her surroundings. “Where did you get a TV, those are only from the mirror… and why are we on… You’ve been messing with me all day.”



“I can explain!” cried Discord.



“Well?”



“They made me do it!”



“A bunch of little fillies made you?”



“Their cuteness is weapons-grade.”



“Uh-huh. Castle. Now.”



“But-”



“Now!”

 

With that, Discord and Twilight disappeared in a flash of light, and the TV turned to static.



Sweetie covered her ears. “Ow, how do we make it stop?”



Scootaloo ran up to the TV and hit the side, pushing one of the buttons in the process.



“... today in New York…”



“Is that a minotaur?”



“Do that again Scoots”.



“~My little pony, My little pony~”
      

      
   
      The Passing of the Burning Brand


      

      
      
         How much time can one have to save the world? How long is enough? And what can one do when it’s been far too long, and there is no more to save?








Come to me. Come to the lake. I see it, a deep mirror pool in a remote valley, mountains flanking it like ancient white-haired sentinels. There, she beckons to me, calling again and again, and I feel the urge in my tired old heart, to soar somewhere again with a purpose, to have something to fight for, something to defend, something other than just drawing breath in order to draw another. Come to me. Come now. And the voice is so clear, close and real that I wake up.



I lie there listening to the throb of my old, old heart and hear the breath whistling in and out of me, and they are loud noises, but they do not drown out the dream. Over the workings of my body, I still hear the call. It was more than a dream. She does want me to go. I rise slowly, and do not bother to step into my four golden shoes, nor shrug my way into the confining peytral of gold. Naked I rise and fly, and as I reach my zenith, I toss my head, and with the power of persistent millennia flaming in my horn, I pull a flickering old orb of flame up into the sky with me to light the way. Someday I shall just let the thing rest. Someday, someday. It will rest when I do.



I need no map to find the lake; the mountains are burned into my memory and the call is still clear. I land by the lake and the breeze of my wings ripples the waters. And amid the ripples, under the surface, stirs a flash of silver, then a pretty creature with a flat face arises, and her arm with a five-fingered hand reaches out to me.



Where will it go? I ask. Will it do any good there?



It will be many things to many people, she says. Sunk in stone, it will test a king. In his hands, it will build a realm that shall never die as long as heart beats and tongue tells the tale. And when he has done, I shall take it back to give another, just as I do now.



Then do that quickly, I say, and bow my head and close my eyes. 



The hand reaches out and closes around the base of my horn, and pulls down hard, and there is a crack of the loudest sound I shall ever hear as my skull is both cloven in twain and relieved of a mighty burden. At that moment, I am free, and I remember running lightly over golden fields as I did in my youth, as the darkness rises about me to take everything away, and my last sight is of the point of my horn, borne in that alien hand, sinking into the deep dark waters.







She was an ancient ruler who used an ancient tool to do well by her people. Now she has laid herself down along with her weapon, and the torch has been passed. And the one who takes up that fiery brand, wherever it may go, will also have lives to save, kingdoms to build, setbacks to suffer… But all of this lies somewhere in the future and yet also the past, in that fifth dimension, beyond that known to mare or to man–deep in the furthest reaches of the Twilight Zone.

      

      
   
      Playing the Game


      

      
      
         “Rarity, may I have a word?” 



Rarity paused at the door to the Cute-Map Room, a bundle of dirty dishes and cutlery caught in her magic. The rest of the girls had already left after their usual Friday luncheon but she’d insisted on helping with the washing up. “Yes, Applejack?” 



Applejack shuffled her hooves, looking anywhere but at Rarity. “Well, ya see I got a bit of a problem and... well I know you and Spike go hunting for gems. I was hoping you had space for a paid assistant.” 



“Applejack, are you asking me for money?” Rarity asked, frowning.



“No!” Applejack protested, defensively. “I’m just... looking for a little work.” 



“How bad is it?” Rarity fixed her with a flat look. 



“Can I–” 



“How much?” 



Applejack hung her head. “Six thousand bits.” 



“Six thousand!” Rarity gaped, the crockery bobbing. “How ever did that much money slip your notice?” 



Applejack scowled. “Property taxes, they’ve been going up since Twilight’s Castle appeared. I just don’t know what I’m gonna’ do. Things are tight enough that we might start missing mortgage payments.” 



Pursing her lips, Rarity thought for a long moment. “Yes, prices have been spiralling up. You could always sell the land...” 



“Absolutely not!” Applejack shook her head so hard her hat almost came off. “Granny won’t sell an inch and I’m right there behind her.” 



“Hmm...” Rarity set down the crockery as she considered. The money was the easy part, but how to come up with a solution that Applejack would accept? “How about a loan?” 



“The bank won’t give us another bit.” 



“Renegotiate some contracts?” 



“I can’t do that, those contracts are older than I am.” 



Rarity shot her a withering look and sighed. “Okay, you can borrow from a friend.” 



“I don’t know anypony I could ask for that kind of money.” 



“Well, what–” Rarity froze. “You don’t know anypony? You’re friends with a Wonderbolt, a Princess, a mare with three fashion boutiques and an Equestria renowned pop-star.” 



“Don’t borrow money from friends, that’s what Granny always says,” Applejack told her, as if that settled the argument. 



Rarity felt her eye twitch. “You’ve also saved four out of the five Princesses of Equestria. Just ask them to waive the tax.” 



Applejack looked horrified. “I couldn’t do that. How would that be fair?” 



“We live in an theocratic monarchy, Applejack. Power and wealth is a function of your connections to the Princesses.” Applejack just frowned at her. “Watch, we’re going to talk to the Governor.” 



Three minutes later they were in Twilight's office. It was aggressively tidey, filled to the brim with binders and filing cabinets. Rarity was sure if she looked hard enough she’d find a folder marked ‘Discarded Feathers: Lavender’. 



“Oh, hi girls,” Twilight said, as they came in. “What’s going on?” 



“Applejack,” Rarity began. “I would like you to meet the Governor of the Cantervale.” 



“Rarity!” Twilight blushed scarlet. “I’m not the Governor. Celestia is the Governor, I just do some of her paperwork temporarily.” 



Rarity sighed. “How much paperwork?” 



“Well... all of it.” 



“And for how long?” 



“A year and a half. But Celestia makes the final decisions,” she protested. 



“And how long has it been since she overruled you?” 



“A year and a half.” Twilight froze, then groaned. “Oh, come on! That’s the third time she’s used that trick.” 



“One problem at a time, darling,” Rarity continued. “Now, Applejack here is struggling to pay her taxes. Can you please waive them?” She ignored the indignant spluttering from Applejack. 



“Rarity!” Twilight protested. “I can waive taxes just because I feel like it. There’s checks and balances, precedent, and besides it's hardly fair.”  



Rarity huffed. “Really? A load of nobles speculating on property is driving Applejack out of her home and you’re worried about fairness?” 



“What? Applejack that’s terrible. Whatever can we do to help?” 



Rolling her eyes Rarity ignored the pair as they discussed a bake sale or something. After a few moments searching she pulled out a sheaf of expense forms and filled one in for six thousand bits. 



“Twilight darling,” she interjected. “Sign this please, it's a friendship problem related expense. It slipped my mind earlier.” 



“Oh, right.” Twilight glanced at the form and signed before turning back to her conversation. 



“Wonderful.” Rarity shoved the form into Applejack’s hooves. “Here, a promissory note for six-thousand bits. Happy birthday for nine weeks from now.” 



She walked out before either of them could protest. Honestly, it was like nopony knew how the game was played. 
      

      
   
      Protagonist Syndrome


      

      
      
         Lyra Heartstrings was rather bemused when she found a pony hammering at her parent’s front door. 



“Lyra!” Moon Dancer roared, bangging her hooves against the painted wood. “Get out here! I need your help right now!” 



Lyra considered turning and trotting in the opposite direction. She’d picked up the habit of pretending not to be home when angry fillies came calling in college. Still, it was Moon Dancer, and while high strung, she usually knew a crisis from a bunny stampede. It had to be something serious.



“Hi Moon Dancer,” Lyra called out, cantering over. “You know I moved, right?” 



“Lyra!” Moon Dancer rushed over. “Where were you, you won't–” She paused, her eyebrows knitting. “Wait, you moved? When?” 



“Two years ago.” 



Her frown deepened. “That can’t be right, I saw you last week... Wait, this isn’t important. I’ve got a cat and a pony claiming to be Daring Do on my lawn and I have no idea how to deal with it! Come on!” She dragged Lyra through Canterlot’s twisting streets.



“Oh!” Lyra smiled, sudden understanding washing over her. “So you’ve caught Twilight’s Protagonist Syndrome, interesting.” 



Moon Dancer stumbled. “Caught what?” she demanded, rounding on Lyra. 



“Protagonist Syndrome. I discovered it in college.” 



“You majored in bardic knowledge,” Moon Dancer pointed out. “If you can call that a major. Look, if we’re going to go off on one of your wild theories talk and trot.” She set off at a run. 



Lyra stuck her tongue out, jogging to catch up. “Love you too, Moonie. But seriously, it's an observable phenomenon. Weird stuff just happens when you’re around Twilight Sparkle. Look at Ponyville, I moved there to find somewhere quiet to work on my music. In six months a dark alicorn attacked, we were visited by a star bear and don’t get me started on the whole superhero thing.” 



“Is this really relevant?” Moon Dancer grumbled, breathing hard as they raced through the streets. “Twilight’s always been special, it makes sense that she end up somewhere interesting and with more interesting friends.” She failed to hide the note of bitterness. 



“Ah ha! That’s just the point,” Lyra continued. “When she made friends with the Element Bearers they were just ordinary mares, now they’re globe trotting celebrities. Something changed, and some may say it's destiny or the Elements but I know better. I didn’t study epic poems for two years for nothing after all!”



“That was a six month course.” 



Lyra ignored her. “The answer, you see, is that they’ve all become protagonists and it's still spreading.” 



“What are you talking about?” she Moon Dancer demanded, skidding to a halt. “Protagonists are literary devices that forward a narrative. The world does not work that way. Magic does not run off literary tropes.” 



“So what does it run off?” 



Moon Dancer’s eye twitched. “Lyra, I don’t have time for this. I have two crazy beings on my front step and I need help getting rid of them. Can you please act like the perfectly normal mare I know you are for just five minutes?” 



“You do know I was once mind-controlled into kidnapping a princess, right?” 



“Please?” she dropped to her knees. “Just be normal. I can’t handle these crazies on my own.” 



Lyra sighed. “Okay, fine. I reserve the right to say I told you so. You can’t escape once you’re a protagonist.” 



A moment later they rounded the corner. Stood on the lawn of Moon Dancer’s house was a pony wearing a pith helmet that had an alarming resemblance to Daring Do, right down to the cutie-mark. She was stood next to a bipedal cat-like creature that was wearing a long, flowing silk robe. 



“There you are!” Daring exclaimed, hurrying over. “Is this the friend you said you had to get?  Princess Felidae and I can’t afford to wait around, I don’t like to use the phrase ‘Fate of Equestria’ often but we really need your help.” 



“See?” Moon Dancer hissed. “They’re convinced they’re the real deal. What do I do?” 



Lyra looked between her and Daring Do. “Follow my lead,” she muttered back. 



“Yes she is!” Lyra exclaimed. “My child prodigy, university researcher friend is ready to help you with your quest to distant climes and save the world. Let me just grab my secret agent fillyfriend while you’re getting ready and we’ll be off.” 



Moon Dancer spluttered something incoherent about traitors. Daring Do just cocked her head. 



“And who are you?” 



“Lyra Heartstrings.” She beamed. “I’m the bard.” 
      

      
   
      Snoopy Vs. Azathoth


      

      
      
         They were halfway around the Moon when the first verses of the song began to trickle in.



"That music even sounds outer-spacey, doesn't it? You hear that? That whistling sound?" Gene muttered, trying to distract himself from the tones. He reflexively scanned the instruments for the tenth time in as many minutes, almost disappointed to find everything still in order. 



At his side, Tom grunted a monosyllablic assent, and seeing Colonel Tom Stafford staring vacantly into space rattled Gene more than the thin-piped fluting itself. He chuckled, thinking to play the sounds off as a joke, only to be thwarted by the radio's crackle. 



"Did you hear that whistling sound, too?" John's voice came from the distant command module.



Slowly, and without taking his eyes off Tom's vacant stare, Gene replied. "Yeah. Sounds like - " Words failed him. "You know, outer-space-type music."



"I wonder what it is?" John mused. Gene chose not to reply. Parts of his brain were volunteering answers to that question, but Barb and Theresa were 200,000 miles away, not sleeping next to him. And how could an eclipse make a sound, much less a melody?



Instead, he snapped his fingers and tried to bring Tom to life. "Hey, Tom, uh. Is your - is your insulation all burned off here? On the front side of your window over here?" 



No answer. Gene grabbed his commander's hand.



"Yeah." Finally, Tom shook his grip off, and gave Gene a glare.



"Mine's all burned off. Isn't that weird, eerie, John?" Gene said quickly, relieved to have gotten some response. Until John's reply turned his relief to ice.



"Yes, I got it, too. I was going to see... who was outside." 



Tom, again far too calm, met Gene's frozen eyes, then reached out and flipped off the switch for the main cabin lights. They sat together in darkness, listening to the unearthly song play. Thumping sounds came in over the radio sometimes, interrupting the mindless piping. Gene tried his hardest not to think about what attempting to open the crew hatch in the command module would sound like. 



In the dark, the grey sheen of the Moon shone through the porthole. But Gene could see something else there in its blurry reflection. Something alien moving against the surface, effortlessly galloping along under their orbit, with at least six or seven spiked limbs. Its colors were impossible: blacks deeper than space, mixed with flashes of blues and violets that he'd never seen while awake. 



The song was part of it. Gene could feel that much in his brain. It wasn't music, or even sound, probably, but whatever it was came directly from the heart and dreams of that living nightmare and told him the truth of itself. It pulled like gravity, uncaring and unceasing, capturing anything that brushed up too closely. It was a night that would last forever. An eternal dream of darkness, untouched by any sun - and incompatible with everything that NASA and the Navy had taught him. 



That last part finally made up Gene's mind. If that was the way the universe was, if things truly ran on magic instead of science, and not-flutes could really play not-music for some paradoxical beast on the Moon, well, so be it. But he wouldn't believe it until he saw it.



Eugene Cernan looked out the porthole and stared directly at the Nightmare on the Moon.



For an instant, he saw something, and spoke into his microphone before breaking down laughing at the absurdity of what his brain tried to process. 



And then it was gone, a dream fading in his morning memory. 



Gene turned the lights back on. John hadn't gone anywhere, and was laughing. Tom, who had believed the music was for him, was simply asleep.  It had never been for Tom, or for them at all.  



"Boy, that sure is weird music," he mused.



John replied quickly. "We're going to have to find out about that. Nobody will believe us!"



"No." Gene exhaled, listening to the song's remains. "It's a whistling, you know, like... an outer space-type thing."



"Probably due to the VHF ranging, I'd guess?" John hazarded, with his inside-joke tone. 



"Yes." Gene concurred. He wasn't sure Houston would buy that, or exactly what John had done or seen. But VHF ranging was a hell of a lot better than telling people Apollo 10 had a traffic accident with God, and she looked like a Disney cartoon horse. 



"I wouldn't believe there's anyone out there."
      

      
   
      Reveries


      

      
      
         The last colors of evening faded from the appropriately crystal-clear skies of the long-lost Crystal Empire as the songs of day birds gave way to the nightlong vigil of the crickets. Night Light turned away from the window of his opulent palatial guest suite in the Crystal Castle, his mouth resting in a contented smile.



A warm voice came from the chamber's luxurious bed. "So? How was it?"



"The sunset?"



"What else have you been looking at for the past half hour?" The voice turned from musical to slightly sultry. "It's almost as you don't have a fiendishly-attractive grandmare in the room with you."



Night Light laughed. "The sunset was gorgeous, thank you, but nothing compared to my wife."



"Good to hear."



The cobalt-colored stallion slipped between the crisp white sheets, found Velvet's warmth with his hooves and pulled in close. Their lips met, and they did not speak for some time.



"You know," he said, eventually, "we are the luckiest ponies. Our son's a prince by marriage. Our daughter, a princess by merit."



"And now, our new grandfoal," said Velvet, "A princess by birth, something Equestria's never seen."



"So, what do you think? Good genes? Good upbringing?"



"Good children," said Velvet, snuggling up. "In their own right. We just helped them along."



"I suppose," said Night Light. He held her for a moment, feeling the rhythm of her heartbeat. "Still, what say we see what other miracles we can help usher into being?"



"Dear," she replied, "I would love nothing better."








Canterlot. Night. The cordoned-off lecture hall was illuminated by candles and fireflies only, by strict order of the Celestia herself. The residual thaumaturgic radiation had been powerful enough to turn a conventional mage-light into a custard pie earlier that afternoon, and the princess had requested that none of her faculty be exposed to any more unnecessary risk.



One element of necessary risk—used for a maximum of fifteen seconds every ten minutes, lest the School for Gifted Unicorns be exposed to yet more madness—was Associate Professor Dawn Strike's arcane thaumometer. With the instrument gripped gingerly between her teeth (no telekinesis, too risky), Dawn Strike used her allotted fifteen seconds to run a quick wave scan on the second of two anomalous potted plants in the room, a San Palomino flowering cactus.



The thaumometer bleeped and blipped, producing another fragment of data for Dawn Strike to throw onto the pile of understanding. She wanted more—Sweet Celestia, did she want more!—but even this brief period of magic use had turned one of the chairs a rather unnerving shade of teal, and she dared go no further until the thaumic currents died down.



Dawn Strike carefully set the instrument on a nearby desk and was in the process of rubbing away a headache with one hoof when the voice of her colleague, Associate Professor Sunshine, rose up from the back of the room.



"Finding anything useful in here?"



Dawn Strike looked up at him. "Not much. None of it good." She gestured at the potted fern. "Little Miss Sparkle's mum's been completely eradicated, but there's still some trace of pony mental activity in the father."



"Not sure which of the two of them to feel sorrier for," said Sunshine, clip-clopping gently down the aisle.



"Feel sorry for the filly," she said. "Can you imagine it? Rubbing out both your parents in a magical accident before you're even Marked? That'll scar you."



"Mm."



"The brother's a Guard brat; he may have to go on extended sabbatical. Only family she's got left and all."



"Tough life," said Sunshine. He glanced back at the plants. "On the other hoof, must be no picnic being a cactus forever."



"We don't know for sure that he's aware and conscious. Nor do we know his perception of time. Entire moons may have passed, as far as he's concerned. He could be dreaming. He could be lucid. He could be in constant excruciating agony. There's nothing we can do to even tell."



Sunshine shook his head. "Poor devil," he said. "It must be a living Tartarus in there."








Night proper came to the Crystal Empire. Night Light drifted to sleep, the love of his life cradled in his hooves, thinking happy thoughts of his beautiful children.



He was smiling.
      

      
   
      Exclusion Zone


      

      
      
         The Thaumaturgical Exclusion Zone was established in 1087 A.C. It is bounded on the north by the circum-arctic mountains. To the south, it extends across the bay of Harmony, reaching deep into the boreal forests of the former Yak-Yakistan. The eastern perimeter extends nearly two hundred miles offshore. On the west though, the border is less well defined. There, the wastelands of tragedy fade almost imperceptibly into the wastelands of natural cause.



A traveler, approaching the Zone from that western side, might be forgiven for her trepidation and uncertainty. Only the most experienced guides can safely skirt the boundaries of the Zone. Only they know the subtle signs to watch for if a pony strays too far east: the way the lizards—or even the same lizard—seem to have a variable number of limbs, or how the plants move just a little too quickly to be explained by wind alone.



The Zone is forbidden. And for good reason. A great tragedy unfolded here. You can see it in the faces of the plains statues. They litter the cold desert for miles, a great herd of stone ponies, ten thousand or more in number, galloping east for eternity. The ones furthest west, they have a fear in their lifeless eyes, the promise of death for anypony that dares slow in the slightest. The ones further east, near the back of the permanent migration, well... they hardly look like ponies at all now.



There is a story, told sometimes by those that scrape out their existence on the edges of the Zone. It tells of a time when Sun and Moon cooperated. When the two Lifegivers took equal turns high in the heavens, casting their gaze upon the world. It is said that in those ancient times, Sun would burn so hot and so high that a pony could lift her head, and feel Sun's warmth as strongly as that of a fire. So warm, they say, was Sun in those days, that ponies welcomed the rise of Moon, and the cool breeze her darkness brought. And that Moon too, enjoyed the fullness of the sky. That she rose so high, so bright, and so pure that a pony could gallop safely by her light alone, even in the deepest forest. But the fairy tales of Day and Darkness, of Noon and Night seem impossible now. Rather, the Lifegivers hug the horizon, sluggishly bobbing up and down though the years as they circle like sparring wolves, ceaselessly hunting each other through the ever-dim sky.



Deeper into the Zone, if a pony dares it, there can be found villages, towns, and even larger things the old ones called "cities." All long abandoned, of course. In one of these, just beyond the rim of a crater called Canterlot, there is found a statue. This one a true statue, carved and cast by hooves, not congealed from flesh like the herd of the plains. It is a pony, but unlike anything we know today. She stands regal, on a plinth of marble. Her horn is raised to the heavens, and her wings—yes, wings too, for she had both—her wings are spread wide, seeming to encompass the world. The worn script etched into the plinth names her a princess, a friend, and an element of Harmony. But later, cruder markings declare her Destroyer, Bastard, World-Ender, and worse.



It was her, they say, who turned the world on its ear. It was her, they shout, that destroyed the balance of Sun and Moon. It was her, who damned us all to this crepuscular existence, this unending grayness of never-dawn. So it is only fitting that we know her by her damage, and with its own name, we damn her in return. "Twilight," the forest of headstones declare. "Twilight," the sea of standing corpses cry out. "Twilight!!!" we all howl into the grey abyss. For, stuck between listless Sun and Moon, we know only this dim and morbid light she left us when she reached too far.
      

      
   
      Home Sweet Home


      

      
      
         “Hey, Spike!”  Applejack waved at the little dragon from across the market.  “Long time, no see.”



“Just a minute!”  Spike finished his discussion with the flower seller, putting his purchase onto the tall stack of groceries he had already bought today before strolling over to Applejack’s cart.  “Whew, it’s been busy since we got back.  You wouldn’t believe where we’ve been.”



“Shore ‘nuff would.”  Applejack produced a sheet of parchment which had been tucked in the top of the cart, then read from it in a loud voice.



Dear friends,

Spike and I will be exploring alternate dimensions for the next several days using Starswirls Dimensional Unfolding spell, so do not worry about our absence.  In fact, there is a distinct possibility that alternate dimensional copies of ourselves will also be using the spell, so if you see somepony who looks like us but is acting strange, please make them feel at home until they return to their dimensional point of origin.



Sincerely,

Princess Twilight Sparkle.



“Oh,” said Spike, looking slightly embarrassed.  “Yeah, I forgot I sent that out before we left.  Did you see any of… well, us around over the last few days?”



“Nope.  Just you.”  Applejack lowered her voice.  “You is you, right?”



“Is Rarity still beautiful?” asked Spike.



“Yep.”  Applejack nodded once, then began to snicker into one hoof.  “You’s you, alright.  Anything interestin’ happen in all them other dimensions?  Like becoming a dog?”



“Once!” huffed Spike.  “There’s one dimension where I turn into a dog while visiting, and that’s it.  Of course it’s the one Twilight likes to visit all the time, but it’s not all bad.”  He paused, looking contemplative.  “The Rarity there really likes scratching behind my ears.”



“Ooooo.”  Rarity’s voice from right behind the little dragon made him stand up on the tips of his toes.  “I didn’t know my Spikie-Wikie liked ear scratches.  Should I scratch here?  Or here?”



Applejack tried to hide her smile behind a foreleg while the little dragon thumped one leg against the ground and leaned his head into the scratching hoof.  “Rares, ah know you ain’t seen Spike for a couple of days, but I figger we all can go on up to the castle this evening and visit with Twi.  Somethin’ like this, she’ll wana talk about for hours.”



Spike rolled his eyes when Rarity quit scratching, but he kept his groan of regret short.  “That’s a great idea, Applejack.  Having a meeting at the castle, that is.  I can make nachos.”  He smacked his lips.  “Delicious.” 



“All righty then.  We’ll pass the word around to everypony and be there this evening.  We can call it the Welcome Back To Ponyville party.”



“Party!” exclaimed Pinkie Pie, bouncing across the market with a pair of pop-poms and vanishing just as quickly as she appeared.



“Yep.”  Spike shook his head.  “We’re back.”



“I shall see you this evening, then.”  Rarity gave the back of Spike’s head one last scratch before sauntering off in the direction of her boutique.



“And I need to buy…”  Spike put five bits up on the counter of the cart while still looking over his shoulder at the departing unicorn.



“I’ll just bag those up for you.”  Applejack snickered as she got out a brown paper sack.  “Spikie.”



Once he had his purchase, Spike said his goodbyes and headed off to the castle with a brisk stride.  He had a lot of work to do this evening before the rest of the girls showed up, but he was still hungry, so he unrolled the paper sack and ate while he walked.



“It’s nice to be home again.  These are good pears.”
      

      
   
      Twilight’s Safe Zone


      

      
      
         “Twilight Sparkle! Where are you, young lady? You are in a heap of trouble!” Twilight Velvet called out as she searched her house, having checked the likeliest hiding places and now checking the improbable ones. Another vase had been broken, and while her magical-prodigy daughter would fix it eventually, if a tad too creatively, it was the principle of the thing. Child breaks vase, parent chastises child, even when the vase had been a gift from Great Aunt Ostentia which would have been mathomed into the attic in a year or so.



Twilight Sparkle was nowhere to be found, but Twilight Velvet had been through this before and wasn’t unduly worried. She abandoned the search, and went to make some tea. Her little filly had found some unknown and very effective way to hide from her own family, but always reappeared in time for dinner. Making a batch of cookies had been known to improve the response time.



All the time her mother was calling her, Twilight Sparkle was smug, snug, and secure in her own private world. Ever since that one day in Magic Kindergarten where she’d made such a mess and the noodles had gotten everywhere and everyone had laughed at her, she’d felt an odd feeling when she teleported, as if there were an alternate destination available. One day, after many tries, she followed it and found a place she called the Safe Zone, a name she’d read on a school pamphlet. 



It was a roughly cylindrical room, sometimes with stony grey walls, sometimes with soft padded walls of dark tan, but the floor was always a thick layer of warm felt that was nice to snuggle into. The ceiling appeared visually as a source of soft blurry light, and to her magical sense as a series of folds beyond her ability to unravel. She probed the area thoroughly for hidden traps and dormant monsters as recommended in her O&O manual, and verified that she could easily come and go as she pleased, then brought in parts of her comic book collection and toys, bit by bit, until she had claimed the space as hers, a cozy refuge from angry parents and embarrassing social situations.



As she grew, she returned to the problem of the odd ceiling and walls with little success, until she found a promising theory concerning pocket dimensions. Under this theory, she couldn’t pierce the ceiling because there was nowhere else to teleport to, locally, within that tiny dimension; it converged to a constricted matrix at the perimeter, with all the transport vectors involuted. Since all the available evidence supported this conclusion, Twilight shelved the problem. And over the years, the comic books were supplanted by notes and tomes, and the Safe Zone became a study area, unknown even to Spike, where Twilight could study intensely, free from interruption.



One day, Princess Twilight Sparkle was napping in the Zone, and dreamed that she was being gently scratched between her ears. She smiled in her sleep and snuggled into the feeling, but the scratching grew more insistent and annoying. She was just starting to waken when she was entangled in a huge white stringy mass, and hauled, squealing and struggling, through the ceiling and into bright blinding light!



“Twilight?” said Discord, squinting at the empurpled end of his cotton swab. 



“Discord!?” she shouted, flapping her legs and trying to run with her wings. “Where am I? What are you doing!?”



“To answer your last question first,” he smirked, “I was cleaning my navel. I do it once every fifteen thousand, seven-hundred and eighty-two years.”



“You mean–” Revulsion wrinkled her snout. “My Safe Zone is in your navel? I was sleeping in your belly-button lint all this time?”



“Well, at various times,” he mused. “Your teleports must have intersected my worldline at discontinuous and even nonconsecutive intervals.”



“No… Wait.” Twilight was panicking, breathing with wheezy little whinnies. “You’re the physical manifestation and personification of entropy. You are an emergent property of the universal trend towards thaumaturgic self-consistency!”



Discord sighed, rolled his eyes and gave a curt, grudging nod.



“You were never even born in any meaningful sense! So why do you even have a navel?!”



He snorted. “Don’t be so omphaloskeptic. Trust me, you’d prefer not to know.”



“I do want to know!” she shouted. “Tell me!”



“Very well. It’s there so Celestia can park her chewing gum–”



Twilight’s horn blazed, and an instant later, there was an orange where Discord had stood. 



A navel orange.
      

      
   
      The Outer Limits


      

      
      
         The sputtering star that I've been flying toward finally gives out, the light from its death throes dwindling toward final blackness. It shows no signs of falling, though, which confirms my initial assessment that it will need to be relit. I take a bearing as its light fades, lock my wings, and coast.



Far, far below, Sol rises and sets seven times, and my illumination changes not a whit. Sol's not even half so bright as Proxima from here—even when it's above Equestria—and orders of magnitude fainter than nearby stars such as Markab. I'd pay it no mind, if it weren't for her.



Celestia's been on my mind a great deal, lately. That probably means I've been on hers. I'm not at all surprised when I coast up to the inky ember of Sadalbari to find a ghostly horse-form shimmering in its heat-haze.



"Luna's returned," my herd-sister mouths. There's no air here to carry sound, but I like to think—on no evidence—that she's deliberately shaping the words without breathing. Honoring my silence.



Good for her, I sign back with fluctuations in the flames of my mane.



Celestia's ghost-hoof scuffs at the stellar remnant, as if she's waiting for something more. I stare at her patiently. She glances away, embarrassed.



"She's moving the moon again," Celestia mouths. 



This time it is I who waits, though she lets the sentence hang as though meaningful. And? I finally sign.



"She…" Celestia pauses and restarts. "We reconciled." She falters for a moment. "…I thought, maybe, we could too."



Annoyance flickers through my flames. She can't possibly miss it. I want nothing more than to relight Sadalbari and fly off again, but I can't do her the discourtesy of terminating the conversation. There is nothing to forgive, I sign instead. There never was.  I found my stars. You found your world. We are happy now.



"I'm not," she mouths. "I miss you."



It is not my place to repair the fault in your emotions.



"Asteria," she mouths wearily, and despite everything, there is a tiny twinge at my heart.



I close my eyes to steady myself—remind myself of the infinite blackness against which I stand guardian. What would you have me do? Abandon the beacons? Let the void reclaim?



"Share the burden. There are four of us here, now. You need not be alone."



If you have three others, I sign, surely you do not need me.



Sadness touches her features. "I never did. I want you nonetheless."



I close my eyes for a long time, unwilling to chance the indignity of her pleading.



Let go, I finally sign.



She mouths nothing more, but neither does her figure turn away. I wait for as long as politeness dictates, then step forward toward Sadalbari. She does not stop me. I take that as my signal to return to my labor, and refuel the star before brushing the tip of my mane to its surface. Sadalbari sputters back to life, and I turn my back to it and fly on.



Sol rises and sets, rises and sets. Opposite its orbit, a second, smaller sphere circles the little ball of mud she calls home. Its motion is graceless, unpracticed; imprecise and passionate. A far cry from her mute and bloodless precision.



It occurs to me, in hindsight, how much it must have hurt her to move Luna's moon. How much heartbreak was sublimated in that punctuality.  Refuge in routine.



Then I set course for the next flickering star. Soon, it will need to be relit.
      

      
   
      It's a Good Life


      

      
      
         Submitted for your consideration: The town of Ponyville. At first glance, just a sleepy suburb lying in the shadow of Canterlot. Smaller homes, smaller businesses, smaller princess. But it is that princess and her friends who embody what makes this little village so unique. Indeed, because of her, you might even call this place… the Twi—



“Uncle Rod! You said you wanted to get away from work!”



Sterling Rod blinked, looked down, and smiled. “And now you see why, Spoony. It’s a hard habit to break.”



“What do you even do?” Diamond Tiara frowned at his cutie mark, a silver presentation pointer pointed at a landscape.



“I am a Narrator,” said the earth stallion.



Silver nodded and beamed. “The number-two Narrator in all of Equestria!”



Diamond rolled her eyes. “I’ll never understand your family’s weird obsession with only ever being second-best.”



“It’s like it says on our coat of arms. Nos conantur magis.”



“‘We try harder,’” said Rod. He took on a distant look, his voice a steady cadence. “As Argentum Avis famously declared when—“



Silver Spoon rolled her eyes. “Uncle Rod, nopony wants to hear that story.”



Rod chuckled. “In any case, given who number one is, it’s quite the accomplishment.”



“What do narrators even do?” said Diamond. “Just tell stories all the time?”



“We help the world. Weatherponies help the rain fall. Farmers help plants grow. Narrators help stories get told.”



“Isn’t that what I said?”



Rod shook his head. “Not quite. There’s a lot of magical theory and philosophy behind it.”



“But it’s totally important!” said Silver.



Rod nodded. “They say the first and greatest Narrator of all is Princess Celestia herself. She established all of Equestria, describing the whole world into being. In the beginning—”



Silver nudged him. “No stories about stories, Uncle Rod. You said those never end well.”



“There’s an exception now and again, but that’s true for the most part.” He smiled and ruffled her mane. “Thanks for keeping me on the straight and narrow, Spoony.”



Diamond Tiara bore a thoughtful look. “Who said all that, anyway?”



“Oral tradition.”



Both fillies groaned. “Are you taking us to Sugarcube Corner or not?” said Diamond.



“All right, all right.” Rod lit a cigarette, a complicated maneuver that involved juggling the pack and a hoof-lit match that he performed with the ease of long habit. Neither filly quite saw where he put the pack afterwards; it couldn’t have been his mane, close-cropped as it was.



Of course, both were Ponyvillains. They’d seen far stranger, and that was just last week. “Mom says smoking’s a filthy habit,” said Silver Spoon.



Rod shrugged. “She’s right, but somepony’s got to keep the tobacco farmers employed.”



Diamond Tiara wrinkled her muzzle. “Why?”



“Well, it’s a funny story—“



“No, Uncle Rod.”
      

      
   
      The Twilight Council


      

      
      
         "Well?" The word was said with growing impatience.



The question demanded an answer, but Twilight found she had none. She needed more research, more understanding. She needed more time. But she couldn't delay further... or could she?



Twilight's eye began to twitch...



Sure, time manipulation hadn't worked out very well for her in the past (she chided herself for the pun), but what if she didn't change time, just...



Twilight Sparkle froze time.



The world was motionless. Motes of dust hung in sunbeams like stars amongst the infinity of space. Pleased with herself, Twilight was hopeful. It just might work. But she'd need help.



----



Blinking twice after her teleport, Twilight stood in a narrow crystal hallway, deep within the roots of her castle. The gems set into the door before her pulsed, the only sign of movement—beyond herself—in all the universe. Of course the door itself was barely even part of this universe. Beyond it stood the Nexus, a hub between worlds and realities foreign to everything most ponies ever knew. She'd first glimpsed the place briefly, during her ascension years ago. She'd felt its strange caress again, as she'd chased Sunset Shimmer through the mirror. But it had taken another decade for her to pierce the Veil on her own, creating this portal tying her world into the great knot of larger existence.



She opened the door, stepped into the abyss, and lit her horn. "I summon the Council!"



Instantly—for time had no sway here—other doors opened and an influx of creatures poured forth. Many were ponies; winged, horned, both, and neither. Many more were not. There were hulking bipeds, tiny hexapods, aquatic serpents, winged rodents, and all manner in between. But from doppelganger to eldritch horror, they all had one thing in common: they were all named Twilight Sparkle.



As scores of bodies settled into whatever passed for resting positions, Twilight Prime spoke. "I've asked you here, because I need your help."



"No doi," snarked a gruff looking alicorn. She was missing a wing, and heavily scarred beneath her leather armor. "So get to it!"



"Right, so... I've been asked a question, one which I must answer truthfully. The problem is that any answer given is likely to carry with it implications on the very nature of reality, personal identity, free will, quantum theory, and more."



Nearby, a hivemind of hoof-long arthropods chattered up at her.



"Good question," Prime said. "For example, what is the difference between nature and nurture? How does one's identity, the choices someone makes, and therefore who they are, vary with simple circumstance of upbringing? Many of you are perhaps identical to me at the genetic level. Yet our lives differ wildly. But with others, our entire lives may be nearly identical. Does that mean we have no free will?"



"Yeah yeah yeah," mocked the one-winged alicorn. "We've all had philosophy 101."



"Aarrr ooorrraahh aahhheeeeraaooo," a lavender star-walrus bellowed as he orbited lazily above the bulk of the crowd.



"I'll say whatever I damn well please if it'll make this go faster." She spit a few strands of blonde and rainbow-colored hair out of her mouth. "I left two very eager, very naked mares waiting in my bed."



Prime shook her head, trying—unsuccessfully—to get certain images out of it.



"Ohhh.... not a fan of the ladies then?"



"No, but... that's my point. Why do our tastes differ so? Please, I need your help." She looked around. "I need all of your help."



In the end, the Council agreed. And so the work began.



It took centuries. Committees formed, debated, and dissolved. Cults formed, fought, and frayed. Entire schools of philosophy were invented and discarded. But the Nexus is timeless, so a very long instant later, Twilight Sparkle stepped back into her own reality.



----



With a pop, Twilight stood once again before The Giver of The Question (as she'd come to think of her.) Time resumed.



"Twilight?" Rarity queried. "Is everything okay? You look like you were far away there for a moment."



Twilight grinned and then practically shouted. "Yeast-raised, 183mg/c^3 density, cinnamon and sugar coating at a 2:7 ratio by weight, served at 41.74 degrees!"



"What?"



"That's the answer, I assure you. That is, objectively, the best doughnut in the multiverse!"



Rarity chuckled. "So I guess you're on team doughnut then."



"Huh?"



"Darling," Rarity shook her head good-naturedly at her scatter-brained friend. "I didn't ask about the best doughnut. I asked what was best, cupcakes or doughnuts."



Twilight's eye began to twitch...
      

      
   
      The Shortest Coup d'état in Equestrian History


      

      
      
         When Twilight received an invitation for a “special meeting” with Celestia, she had expected some paperwork, some tea and biscuits, maybe a passionate cuddling session if all went well. Instead, she found herself standing before the throne, thoroughly uncuddled, with the horrendous odor of lemon-scented cologne in her nose. She never thought that standing next to Prince Blueblood could be a form of torture.



“And that’s the jist of it,” Celestia said. “Luna and I have been running ourselves ragged ruling over all twenty-four hours in the day. So from this moment on, Twilight, you are the Princess of Dusk, and Blueblood, you are the Prince of Dawn. Congratulations!”



Next to her, Prince Blueblood snorted. “I don’t see why I should have to share any part of the day with her.”



“I agree,” Twilight said. “I appreciate the thought, but do we have to work together? Can’t Blueblood have both dawn and dusk?”



Celestia nodded. “It’s a hard job, so he’ll need the help. And besides, Twilight, you’re always saying you want more responsibility. And Blueblood, you need to fulfill your court-mandated community service hours.”



“I believe my existence is service enough,” Blueblood said, turning up his nose. “Nevertheless, I will take the position with pride. I shall be the greatest monarch the dawn has ever seen! Ponies shall look on my works and despair!”



Twilight forced herself to smile. “What he said.”



The two new rulers trotted out of the throne room. Once they rounded a corner, Twilight sighed.



“Listen,” she said. “I don’t know how this ‘Princess of Dusk’ thing works, but if it’s what Celestia wants, then I’ll go along with it. I know we’re not good friends. But can we agree to make nice?”



"Of course, my dear Twilight,” Blueblood said, bowing his head. “For the good of my country, we'll put our differences aside. No matter how frumpy I find your manecut.”



Twilight glowered. “Right.”












The next morning, Twilight trotted into her kitchen and found a steaming bowl of porridge waiting at the table. Marveling at how wonderful her favorite little chef/assistant/tea warmer could be, she eagerly took her seat at the table.



Twilight inhaled the scent of her meal—and wrinkled her nose when she picked up a hint of lemon. Professionalism be damned, she wanted to keep Blueblood as far out of her mind as possible.



Then again, it is dawn right about now, she thought, shoveling the sweet mush into her mouth. Maybe his first decree was to make all of Equestria smell just like him...



She stopped as a strong metallic taste washed over her tongue. Swallowing what food she had left in her mouth, Twilight took a moment to ponder the familiar taste; she thought back to her years as an expert scientist. She remembered constantly searching for new materials to work with, conducting vigorous, vigorous experiments on any chemical she could find.



“Spike,” she called, “why did you put cyanide in my porridge?”



“Aha!” Blueblood cried, jumping out from under the sink. “You've fallen into my trap!”



“What trap?” Twilight asked. “Did you seriously try to poison me?”



“Try? I’ve succeeded!” Blueblood said. “In mere moments, your breathing will cease, leaving moi as the ruler of both dawn and dusk! No longer will I have to share my throne—soon, eternal power shall be mine!”



The monarchs stared at one another.



Blueblood’s grin stayed static. “You may begin dying now, you know.”



“Blueblood, I’m immortal.”



“Yes, I know you’re immoral. I’ve seen your mane."



Another moment of silence.



Twilight threw Blueblood out the window.












“I’m sorry about this,” said Celestia, pouring tea for Twilight. “I really didn’t expect this sort of thing out of Blueblood. I always saw him as an arsenic kind of pony.”



“Don’t worry about it,” Twilight said. “Sometimes you just want some porridge, and you end up surviving an assassination attempt. It happens.”



“In any case, I’ve handled it. Now Blueblood knows the cost of treason.” Celestia looked into the night sky. “He’s been sent to the moon.”



Twilight gasped.



“Wait, I misspoke,” Celestia said. “His room. He’s been sent to his room.”



“Oh.”



“But fear not! I’ve already chosen his replacement,” Celestia said. She pointed to the doorway. “Behold!”



The doors to Celestia’s chambers swung wide open, letting in a blast of light. Twilight squinted to make out the tiny silhouette standing in the threshold.



Princess Flurry Heart waddled inside, a rattle in one hoof and a bottle of cyanide in the other.
      

      
   
      No Boys Allowed


      

      
      
         In a small but luxurious home in Canterlot, a very important message was posted on the door to a filly's bedroom. A sign written out in the the big block letters of a child's hornwriting clearly stated:



NO BOYS ALLOWED




Unfortunately, one little resident of the home hadn't quite mastered his reading skills yet. The small purple drakeling jumped up and down, foreclaws reaching for the handle – a technique he had begun practicing often recently – hoping to get inside.



Spike's efforts were foiled when he was surrounded by a gentle golden glow and lifted up – elation! – and away – misery! – from his goal. He reached forward with both arms for the door, but was only rewarded by tumbling over in mid-air, coming face-to-face with the blue stallion that had picked him up. "Want mommy," Spike grumped.



"Aww, c'mon, kiddo," the dragon's adoptive father said. "Your mom and Twilight are having girl time together," Night Light scrunched up his face, "you don't want to be a part of that."



It may have been the wrong tack to try, as Spike (now-righted, and on his father's back) crossed his arms and frowned. "Want girl time," he declared.



"How about some father-son boy time instead! We can go play with your forelegos, or your new monster cart!" Night Light punctuated that with a low tone and menacing gesture.



"No boys! Twi have girl time," Spike explained, "want girl time too."



Night Light, ever the supportive parent, had no choice but to acquiesce. Truth be told, he had no idea what his wife and daughter did on days like this. He supposed he would just have to wing it. If only he had been a pegasus...



Wait, no, that was a Dad joke. Those probably weren't suited for girl time.



Making it out of the hallway and into the master bedroom, Night Light deposited his son onto his bed. "Alright, you little scamp, you win. You're just too cute for me to disagree with, so I suppose we can have some father-son..." It took a gulp to finish the thought. "Girl time. You're just lucky Shining Armor isn't around to tease the two of us," he finished with a wink.



Spike, for his part, simply applauded happily.



"So what kind of girly thing do you want to do first? We could have a tea party," Night Light offered, levitating some teacups that had been left out on his dresser.



Spike looked ponderous at the suggestion.



"Maybe play with some dollies?" This prompted a frown.



Night Light glanced around the room, looking for inspiration. Spike did the same – not quite as intentionally – and it was he who struck gold first.



Literally. The young dragon's gaze locked onto a beautiful, jewel-encrusted tiara belonging to his mother, set out on a jewelry stand. "Pretty," he stated, uselessly reaching towards it.



"Oh-ho. Now there's an idea." Night Light hefted Spike up and carried him to the dresser. "Do you want to play dress-up?" he asked, plucking the tiara and placing it on his son's head.



"Dressies! Pretty!" Spike cheered.








"Night Light! I'm going to get started on dinner, do you know if Shining—" Twilight Velvet's voice abruptly stopped as she entered her bedroom.



"Mommy!" an ambulant pile of gold and gems wrapped up in one of her shawls greeted her, dropping the ruby necklace that her husband was trying to wrestle out of its mouth. Her husband who was, for the record, wearing a rather fetching pink dress, striped socks, and had his mane brushed down and crimped. And, as of this second, sporting an incredible blush.



Velvet lifted up her child, carefully separating some of the looser pieces of jewelry and setting them aside. "And what exactly is going on here, my lovely family?"



Night Light sputtered, trying to find a way to explain that didn't sound like something he would need to take his son to therapy for in ten years. "Well, uh, dear, you see... Spike was kind of... jealous of you and Twilight, so..."



"Girl time!" Spike helpfully clarified, waving around various bracelets. "Daddy pretty." He gave a sage nod.



"Very good, Spike," Velvet said, giving her son a pat. "Your father is very pretty like that."



Night Light had thought his cheeks were flushed before. He was wrong.



Twilight Velvet leaned in towards her husband and whispered, "How about after we get the tykes into bed tonight, we have some 'girl time' of our own?"
      

      
   
      The Meaning of Being Dead


      

      
      
         As the caretaker shut the doors of the former Canterlot library behind her, Rainbow stretched her old, tired bones. Ahead of her, a magnificent garden took up most of the floor space; in its center, a statue. Bookshelves lined the walls, and stairs led to higher floors.



"Um... Twi? Hello?" Rainbow asked.



Boo! a playful voice sounded in her head. Grinning, Rainbow turned around. In front of her stood a translucent, purple shape, which had the rough form of a pony. 



So glad to see you, Rainbow! Ooh, the newest Daring Do books? The blurry purple shade nodded towards Rainbow's saddlebags. And... autographed, too!



"Heh. Can't give you any surprise gifts these days, eh, Twilight? So... where do I put them?" Rainbow asked, looking at the packed bookshelves.



Oh, throw them onto that pile near the door. I'm capable of reading books wherever they are in the library, anyway. And the caretaker will shelve them at the nearest opportunity. She really enjoys organizing books... Rainbow thought she'd felt a wistful sigh behind this sentence. So... how are you these days, Rainbow? Twilight continued, quieter now. I've heard you'd had to finally retire... It must've taken a toll on you.



Rainbow waved her hoof dismissively. "Eh... It's okay. My fans are taking it a lot worse than me, actually. Though..." Her face dropped. "I'll admit... I'd thought I'd been prepared for it, but after the doctors told me I shouldn't ever do stunts again... or even fly for extended periods... for a week I'd been weeping my eyes out while nopony was looking," she finished quietly. "I-I've gotten over it! I still teach at the academy, and give guest lectures at schools sometimes. And what... about you?" she asked, carefully. "Don't you sometimes... regret what happened years ago?"



The ghost pony, despite her lack of discernible expression, seemed thoughtful. ...Maybe. I do wish I could leave the library. I miss my magic. I wish I had other senses than just sight and hearing... although being able to perceive everything in the building is rather useful. I miss sorting books on my own... the feeling of flipping pages... the smell of fresh print. But then, there was no alternative, was there?... other than death. Even with a princess's power, some things are just impossible... such as restoring life to a body turned into ash.



They looked towards the statue: it depicted Twilight, rearing, with determination on her face. The commemorative plaque below, both could recite from memory: Here Princess Twilight Sparkle gave her life in a last stand against Chrysalis.



I consider myself lucky, if anything, Twilight continued. Few ponies have enough power that their soul can tether itself to Earth, instead of going into the Beyond. And, well, friends visit me here regularly... The Princesses have turned this library into a home of sorts. It's... not easy, but not hopeless.



Rainbow looked back at her friend. "Twi, I gotta admit... Don't take it the wrong way, but... I hate seeing you like this. Sometimes I– Uh– Don't you sometimes think it'd have been better if you had simply–" she trailed off.



Twilight only responded after a moment. I do sometimes think of it. It'd be possible for me to... let go... and head into the Beyond. They say it is so peaceful... and that all the things we've lost can be found there. But I feel it's better to stay.



"Why?"



And you, Rainbow? Why do you keep rising from bed every day?



"Me? Well– I can't fly, sure, but there's still a lot of things I can do in life. The faces of these foals at school, when I tell them about pegasus history... It makes it worth it. There's a couple of promising newbies in the academy, too, and I just can't let them down... Oh... You're making a point, aren't ya?"



Yes. This isn't like my old life... but, the Beyond will always be there. And in the meanwhile, if I have a chance, I want to spend as much time as possible improving this world. I can advise. I can't write myself, but can dictate. I even teach, too... there's a talented unicorn filly who comes by here every so often. She enjoys having the strangest teacher of all her peers.



See: I still can make a difference in this world, Rainbow.



"...So, you think this is the true meaning of li–uh... existence?" Rainbow asked. 



It's not the only possible meaning, Rainbow, but one of them certainly.
      

      
   
      Dance Dance Revolution


      

      
      
         Ember pounded her staff on the floor, scowling at the hodgepodge of mammals packing her courtroom. "Dragon Court is now in session. Who the bloody fewmets are you, and what are you doing here?"



Twilight cleared her throat. "Well, I'm the juniormost crown princess of Equestria, and—"



"Not you, Twilight." 



"OBJECTION!" A pair of blue hooves slammed into the bar as Rainbow Dash leapt from the lawyers' bench. "I move for an immediate mistrial, on the grounds that the judge cannot be objective due to her preexisting relationship with the defendant!"



The room burst into whispers. Ember raised an eyeridge. Dash smugged.



"You're saying," Ember said dubiously, "you think the fact I'm friends with Twilight compromises my ability to rule favorably for you?"



Dash nodded and crossed her forelegs.



"You know you're Twilight's lawyer, right?"



"I've got her off balance already," Dash whispered to a facehoofing Twilight. "We got this."



Ember sighed and turned to the shins of the hulking figure at Dash's side. "Overruled. Let's try this again. Who's your client, dad?"



Torch adjusted his old-lady librarian glasses as the tuxedoed minotaur at his side stood. "Iron Will. He seeks recognition of his right to the Equestrian throne, having valiantly defeated its ruler in single combat."



"No he didn't!" Twilight blurted out. "It was a friendly dance-off!"



"Whoah there! Let's keep this under control." Dash put a hoof on Twilight's shoulder and smiled. Then she turned and pounded the bar. "OBJECTION! It was a friendly dance-off!"



"What do you have to say to that?" Ember asked the plaintiffs.



"The Dragon Accords are quite clear that dragon law, including succession law, applies to all allies with mutual aid treaties, including Equestria."



Iron Will gravely nodded. "If they assert reality, stand on technicality."



"Objection overruled," Ember said. "Plaintiffs, call your first witness."



Torch wheeled a hospital bed up to the witness stand. "DJ Pon-3. You want me to swear her in for you, sweetie?"



"Thanks, dad."



"Alright. Raise your hoof. Now swear."



Vinyl coughed weakly. "Fuck."



"Thank you. What's your current medical condition?"



"Disco infernicus, aka dance-related third-degree sick burns." Vinyl coughed again, and pressed the morphine button on her IV drip.



"Were you present for the dance battle in question?"



"Hell naw fam. I was in Zebrica on, air quote, """business""", when I felt a disturbance in the force. Twilight's dancing was so bad it hospitalized me from three countries away."



"No further questions."



"Your witness," Ember said.



Dash leapt up and slammed her hooves to the bar. "OBJECTION!"



"What, really?"



"Sorry, it's a reflex." Dash coughed into a hoof, then dramatically pointed it at Vinyl. "What makes you qualified to offer medical diagnoses?"



"I flew over a hospital last week during my morning exercises."



Dash's eyes lit up. "Seriously‽ I thought I was the only one!"



"Wait, you learn by overflight too?" Vinyl leaned forward, a bright and simple joy overtaking the haggard weariness in her pain-dulled features. "Oh. My. Celestia! You have no idea how alone I've always felt!"



"Uhhh," Twilight said, "aren't you a unicorn?"



"Hush, Twilight, we're having a moment," Dash said. "No further questions."



Ember nodded. "Defense, swear in your first witness."



"Nagatha Harshwhinny," Dash said, and a purple-sweatered figure marched across the room. "Now raise your right hoof and swear."



Harshwhinny gave Dash a disdainful look. Three countries away, the shriveled remnants of the author's dignity burst into flames.



"You know what," Dash said, "that was a bad idea. We call Vice-Principal Luna from Equestria Girls." 



Luna sashayed in, sat down, and raised her right hand. "F██k."



"Now, in your expert opinion as part-time school nurse," Dash said, "Twilight Sparkle is a pony, right?"



Luna crossed her long, shapely legs. "Correct."



Dash leaned forward with a smirk. "And ponies are bilaterally symmetrical?"



Luna nodded.



"I submit to the court," Dash said, "that the dance-off was not a fair competition, as rulership challenges require." A murmur swept through the crowd as she pointed dramatically at Twilight. "Twilight Sparkle literally has two left hooves!"



"A good point," Ember admitted. "Case dismissed."



A cheering crowd swept Twilight up onto their backs, mostly to keep her from dancing ever again. A single tear trickled down Torch's face. Iron Will patted his leg and whispered comfortingly, "When you can't live up to the standards of Ally McBeal, plan your appeal."



And everypony lived happily ever after, until the dance nazis' coup.
      

      
   
      The Masquerade


      

      
      
         "So what do you think of this little... gathering, Sir?"



Fancy Pants looked on his right at the pony who had just spoken. Seeing the horn poking through the elegant black mask, he deduced she was a unicorn but that was all he could guess. Besides her mask, the mare was fully dressed in a stunning deep blue gown which covered her cutie mark. She wasn't the only one; in fact, everyone was also fully dressed and wearing a mask.



"I must say I am a little... abashed ," he replied.



"Abashed? How's that?" asked the mare with a slightly mocking tone.



He pondered how to answer and looked around but found nothing that could provide a clue. However... "How could I explain?" he sighed. "Let's see... I've heard that our national heroes, the Element Bearers, would be joining us tonight but I have not been able to recognize even one of them. I expected them to be as notable as they were during the last Grand Galloping Gala, especially Miss Pie, but there wasn't any incident so far that could have helped me identify them."



"So?" she giggled. "I'm sure they enjoy not being the center of attention for once. Unlike our dear Prince," she spat, nodding her head towards a stallion that couldn't be mistaken for anypony else, being the only one without a mask.



"Ha! Prince Blueblood has never been able to resist a chance to be under the spotlight," he commented. "And I would have been surprised to see him act differently tonight. I understand him, in a way."



"You must be the only one then," she said, tilting her head to one side.



"After tonight, I won't be so sure. Without false modesty, and like many others here, I see myself as an important pony, the 'creme de la creme' as one of my good friend would say, so I'm used to be recognized and to recognize who I'm interacting with. Knowing who they are, what are their rank or their privileges helps me to know how I am supposed to act. Without all those bearings, I have to admit that I feel a bit... lost," he admitted with a smile.



"So you should take this as an opportunity to act however you want. I believe that's what Princess Luna had in mind when she planned this soirée. Isn't that thrilling?" she asked, her eyes glistening with mischief. "You could act like a complete lout in front of one of the Princesses and never know it."



"That would be uncouth. Moreover, I think it would require a few more drinks to not be able to recognize our beloved rulers. The fact they are way taller than anypony else may not help them to remain anonymous."



"Don't you know they can shapeshift their appearance?"



"I didn't know but I think I see where you're going. I suppose I just need some time to learn how I should behave."



"Would a dance help you relax?"



"I... don't know but I would be honored to be your partner," he genuinely replied.



"Are you familiar with waltzing?"



"I would be a substandard aristocrat if I wasn't."



They walked to the dance area. The mare stood on two legs and waited fo Fancy Pants who followed soon, putting one of his foreleg behind her neck and the other on her waist.



"And remember," she whispered to his ear, "you're nopony tonight."



She grabbed and led him to a wild waltz. She was strong for a mare her size and he could only let himself be passive between her hooves and gaze at the her beautiful green eyes. Whoever was this mare, she was mesmerizing; he felt he could follow in her hoofsteps.
      

      
   
      The Thousandth Year


      

      
      
         “No, Twilight.” Luna shook her head while she set aside a scroll. “I will not raise the sun so far above the horizon.”



“But Princess, these experiments are very promising!” Twilight said. “Tests under artificial lights show that increased sunlight intensity could greatly improve crop growth. It might be the thing that finally ends the famine. Ponies would be healthier. Lives could be saved, even!”



“My dear student,” Luna sighed, “for centuries, I have conceded to the necessary evil of sunlight by allowing a twilight period to persist for most of each day. I’m sorry, but this must be sufficient. I cannot risk placing the blazing eye directly overhead.”



“Princess Luna, you assigned me to find a way to end this famine,” Twilight persisted. “And I did! Isn’t that what you wanted?”



“You know very well what I meant.”



“What I know is I found an answer, entirely within your power, to something we desperately need.” Twilight stared at Luna with determination. She scuffed at the hard stone floor with one forehoof, as if she could hold her ground by stubbornly digging in. “So why won’t you even listen?! You could—”



“That is quite enough, Miss Sparkle!” Luna’s voice echoed through the royal court, leaving an uncomfortable tension in its wake.



Twilight’s ears fell as her resolve crumbled, knowing she’d pushed too far.



“I know it may be hard to understand, Twilight. But you do not know the sun as I did, so long ago.” Luna’s voice softened while she paced a few steps. “You have not seen the destruction wrought in her fiery wrath. I know only too harshly that the light that gives life can also take it. However many more crops it may grow, I cannot bear to hang that danger unrestrained over the heads of my little ponies.”



Twilight lowered her head and stared at the floor contritely. “I’m sorry, Princess.”



After a moment, she felt a comforting hoof rest on her withers, and looked up.



“That’s quite alright.” Luna smiled down at her. “Though we may not always see things the same way, never forget how proud I am of you, my student.”



Though this lifted Twilight’s heart to hear, it also left her puzzled. True to Luna’s word, there was pride in her voice... but something else too, something distant... a sadness... and maybe... regret?



“You have always done what you truly believe is right,” Luna continued. “Never stop. Not for anypony. Not even me.”



“You’re saying... you want me to disobey you?” Twilight felt confused.



“I’m saying I want you to find a solution to this famine,” Luna corrected her. “And when you do, I want you to do what you know you must.”



“I’m not sure I understand.”



Lost in thought, Luna stared off at the stained-glass windows of the palace, glowing richly from the light of the perpetually low-hanging sun shining through them.



“When the time comes, dear student... you will.”








Twilight spent hours thoroughly digging through the stack of books Spike fetched for her, trying to console her disappointment over the rejection of her proposed solution with an effort to understand Luna’s feelings about the sun. Maybe she could be reasoned with, if approached from her own perspective.



No easy feat, though. Book after book had not so much as a mention of that distant past conflict.



Then, finally, something! It made her leery that it was in a tome titled Ancient Astronomical and Astrological Myths, but there wasn’t much else left that was any better.



The sun, which our Princess never raises now far beyond the horizon, is the prison of Solar Flare. She is subdued within, and will be for centuries. However, in the thousandth year, the planets will align to aid her escape.




“‘In the thousandth year, the planets will align to aid her escape’?” Twilight frowned. It was, coincidentally, only days until the thousandth Lunar Year started. The ceremony was in some middle-of-nowhere earth pony town, too, she remembered off-hoof.



Twilight started drafting a letter to Luna, detailing her discovery and recommending that precautions be taken. She knew it was silly, and she’d probably be chided, but better safe than sorry.



Halfway through writing, though, she became increasingly bothered by a strange misgiving.



Surely the tale of ‘Solar Flare’ escaping was just a myth, anyway, but...



“...Why do I feel... like it might not be such a bad thing...?” she whispered to herself.



Slowly, Twilight crumpled up the letter, and tossed it in the fireplace.
      

      
   
      Yet Hope, In Part, Found Purchase


      

      
      
         How frightening the world had seemed.

When first I tried to hatch my friend,

I feared my schooling found an end…

How simply, silly had I dreamed?

 

How silly, simple I had been –

To think me ready; What'd it say,

If I impressed Princess today,

With tactless fluke – the scholar's sin?

 

Was this the destiny I’d earned?

It's quaint; and judging eyes abound – 

In silent vigil kept. I found

My solace shattered, what they spurned

 

And whispered, true. The grounded fears

Found purchase in my trembling heart

Still innocent. Yet hope, in part,

Saw fit that I should hold back tears

 

And strive against. A silent plea

To Princess – aid, prepare, to share – 

(To hatchling, now to fledgling mare)

To help with what was asked of me – 

 

Inveigle them to empathy;

Is ignorance, unfettered, bliss?

There were no books the likes of this;

Yet years gone by had helped me see

 

That tender youth knows simple truths.

I fathomed, clear, behind their eyes:

Those simple truths – those damning lies – 

What spurs the fears of helpless youths!

 

I curbed my heart and trembled, cowed – 

When first I stepped into that room,

From tow'ring teachers glaring doom.

"Well, Miss Sparkle?" echoed loud,








"Well, Miss Sparkle?" echoed loud,

From tow'ring teachers glaring doom.

When first I stepped into that room,

I curbed my heart and trembled, cowed – 



What spurs the fears of helpless youths!

Those simple truths – those damning lies – 

I fathomed, clear, behind their eyes:

That tender youth knows simple truths.



Yet years gone by had helped me see

There were no books the likes of this;

Is ignorance, unfettered, bliss?

Inveigle them to empathy;



To help with what was asked of me – 

(To hatchling, now to fledgling mare)

To Princess – aid, prepare, to share – 

And strive against. A silent plea



Saw fit that I should hold back tears

Still innocent. Yet hope, in part,

Found purchase in my trembling heart

And whispered, true. The grounded fears



My solace shattered, what they spurned

In silent vigil kept. I found

It's quaint; and judging eyes abound – 

Was this the destiny I’d earned?



With tactless fluke – the scholar's sin?

If I impressed Princess today,

To think me ready; What'd it say,

How silly, simple I had been –



How simply, silly had I dreamed?

I feared my schooling found an end…

When first I tried to hatch my friend,

How frightening the world had seemed.


      

      
   
      Twilight Sparkle Seeks a Zoning Permit


      

      
      
         "Spike! Guess what just came in the mail?"



Spike looked up from his milk-sodden cornflakes. A giddy alicorn grinned at him, holding a thick, white envelope in a levitation field.



"Wo'?" he mumbled around a gooey mouthful of cereal. He swallowed. "Rarity's written consent to marriage?"



Twilight's grin fell into a blank stare.



Spike blinked. "To me. Not you."



"Oh. No." Twilight's grin recovered. She bounded up to Spike and shoved the envelope into his face. "It's a zoning permit!"



Spike pushed it away, raising an eyebrow. "Yippie. We getting a pool or something?"



"Even better!" Twilight's wings shook with excitement. "You know how the land where the library used to be has been a smoldering blast crater ever since Tirek came along?"



"I'd actually forgotten until you reminded me just now." Spike listlessly pushed his cereal away. 



"Well, I figured, since nopony's using the land right now, I'd petition for the right to build a house on it. The zoning board just got back to me!" 



Twilight pranced in place, giggling excitedly.



"Don't you still need a building permit?" 



"One thing at a time."



"Why do you even need city approval to build a house?" Spike frowned. "Aren't you literal royalty now?"



"Checks and balances exist for a reason, Spike. You know that. Now..." She cleared her throat. "Drumroll, please."



Spike sighed, and began rapidly drumming his hands against the table. 



Twilight tore open the envelope and shook out a thick stack of goldenrod papers. Her eyes scanned through them rapidly, shuffling from one to the next, her grin melting away with every second. 



"Denied?!" Twilight dropped the papers onto the table with a gasp. "Who would – why would––"



Spike snatched them up and rifled through them quickly. "Apparently, there are some concerns about what Tirek's 'unholy cataclysm of arcane energy' may have done to the land. Worries about a possible sinkhole..." He shrugged. "Well, I could have told you that."



Twilight released a long-suffering groan and slammed her face into the table. Distress threw off her aim, however, and instead she struck the base of her horn against the table's edge. Pain shot through its length, lancing deep into her head. 



"Ow! Ow! On top of everything else, ow!"



She heard Spike's feet pitter-patter away, then back. A moment later, she felt a cold, lumpy bag press against the spot she'd struck, and sighed as the pain ebbed.



"...Thank you."



"I was planning on cooking these peas tonight, anyway. Thank you for helping to thaw them." The bag crinkled as Spike adjusted his grip on it. "Why'd you want to build a house over our old one, anyway?"



Twilight sniffed and placed her hoof on the bag, alongside Spike's. "I had this dream a while back, where I woke up in my old bed, walked onto my old balcony, and watched the sunrise just like I used to, back when we first moved here. Then I woke up, and..."



"Reality disappointed you."



Twilight snorted. "Doesn't it always?"



"It's been known to." Spike hesitated. "Were you planning on moving out of the castle?"



"No, the castle's great. I'd always keep my permanent residence here. It just... would have been nice, is all. To have a place to go where I could get my old view back. Every once in a while. You know?"



"I think I do." Spike's hand left the bag of peas, found her shoulder, and squeezed gently. "Want me to write a frivolous letter of complaint to the Mayor?"



Twilight laughed, despite herself. "That'd be sweet."



She felt the air shift as Spike stepped away, and heard his feet pitter-patter again. Then he stopped. "You know, we don't have to have a house over that old plot of land just to watch the sunrise."



Twilight looked up at him quizzically.



"How about you and I wake up early tomorrow morning?" Spike continued. "Hike out to our old place, float up to where the balcony used to be, and watch the sun come up, for old time's sake?"



"You'd..." A smile, warm and somewhat teasing, spread across her face. "You'd be willing to wake up that early for me?"



"Don't say I never do nothin' for you." Spike smirked. "And don't spread it around. If people know I'm willing to wake up before dawn, it'll completely ruin my whole 'wake not the slumbering dragon' vibe."



Twilight laughed and pushed the paperwork away, adjusting the bag of peas on her head. "I wouldn't dream of it." 
      

      
   
      Crazy Talk


      

      
      
         "Boy howdy, it sure is a good lookin' morning today," Applejack said as she made her way downstairs. "I reckon we've got a long day of work ahead of us." Her affirmation was answered by a crash of thunder. She looked out the front window and saw the sky dark with thunderheads and the orchards soaked in rain.



"Nope," Apple Bloom and Big Mac responded.



"Well ain't that the cow's bell. Could have sworn everything looked clear a minute ago." Applejack rubbed her chin with her hoof. "Might have to go have a talk with Rainbow Dash about that later."



"What are we gonna do now?" Apple Bloom asked.



"Eat some breakfast and wait for the storm to pass, I suppose. It can't last all day."








"I can't believe it's still raining," Applejack said as she paced around the living room couch. "This is downright silly now."



"You've been wrong about everything all day, Sis. It's kinda weird," Apple Bloom said. "You didn't step in any Poison Joke lately, or catch some weird magic curse, did ya?"



"Curses ain't..." Applejack stopped herself and reconsidered her answer. "I didn't step in anything funny or catch a curse, 'Bloom. Might just be havin' an off day."



"I wonder about that." Apple Bloom walked over to Applejack and checked her hooves and legs. "Nope, no Joke on you anywhere I can see, so you were right about that."



"Told you so."



"I'm still not convinced there isn't somethin' going on here." Apple Bloom sat for a moment and rubbed her hoof across her chin. She glanced up at the clock and had an idea. "Hey Big Mac, come on down here a minute," she yelled upstairs. "Me and AJ need your help real quick."



"What in blazes are you planning?"



"You'll see. Just don't say anything unless I ask you a question, okay?"



"Fine."



"'Ssssup," Big Mac said as he rounded the stairs into the living room.



"I'm doin' an experiment. I need all three of us to watch the clock and make sure it's ticking exactly how it's supposed to. Will you do that for us?"



Big Mac shrugged. "Eeyup."



The three ponies gathered around the wall clock and watched it carefully. The second hand and minute hand looked like they were keeping proper time. Once the minute hand ticked over Apple Bloom spoke up. "Okay Applejack, what time did the clock say a minute ago?"



"It said five twenty-two," AJ answered.



"That's what I saw, too. Big Mac?"



"Eeyup."



"Step two. What time does the clock say..." Apple Bloom waiting a few seconds for the minute hand to tick over again. "right now."



"It's five twenty-three."



As soon as the words left her mouth the clock changed to read 5:24.



"You saw that, right Big Mac?" Apple Bloom asked.



"Uhh, eeyup," he said as he stared unblinking at the clock, which continued to keep time as though nothing strange at all had happened.



"That's probably nothin'. Right?"



"AJ, what color is my bow?" Apple Bloom asked with a trace of fear creeping into her voice.



" Your bow's... your bow is pink," Applejack said. As soon as she spoke the words Apple Bloom's bow turned a brilliant shade of blue.



"Granny, get down here there's somethin' strange going on!" Apple Bloom yelled. She waited, but there was no response from upstairs. "Granny?"



AJ and Big Mac looked at each other for a moment, and then Applejack ran up the stairs as fast as she could. She turned hard on the landing and made straight for Granny Smith's door. She knocked it open and stopped at the threshold and scanned the room. Granny Smith was bundled up under the covers on her bed. AJ walked over to her and placed a hoof in front of her grandmother's nose. Applejack couldn't feel any air movement.



"No, not yet, no no," she whispered to herself.



And then Granny Smith let out a bellowing snore, shuffled around in bed a bit, and continued breathing normally.



Applejack fell onto her haunches and cried. "Oh thank Celestia." She sat for a minute and watched Granny breathe. Satisfied Granny Smith was alright, she left her room and closed the door behind her.



"Applejack," Big Mac called from the living room.



AJ walked back to the upper landing and looked down at Apple Bloom hugging her brother's leg tight. "Don't worry," she began. Before either Apple Bloom or Big Mac could stop her, she finished, "she's just sleeping."
      

      
   
      In The Twilit Place


      

      
      
         "Princess?"



Celestia groaned, shifting under her sheets, but didn't wake fully. A moment passed, and a tiny hoof poked Celestia's chest.



"Princess Celestia?" The squeaky voice spoke a bit louder.



Celestia's eyes fluttered open and were immediately met by a pair of tiny purple eyes staring back at her from about an inch away. Celestia just barely stopped herself from flinching back, as despite her hazy thoughts she still had the presence of mind to realize that might startle the filly trying to get her attention. Instead, Celestia yawned slightly, reaching out a wing to hug the filly close to her.



"What is it, Twilight Sparkle?" Celestia asked gently.



Twilight didn't respond for a moment. She fidgeted, burying her head in Celestia's chest fur.



"I had that nightmare again." Twilight sniffled. "I was in my room and then I heard a knock but nopony was there and then I tried to find my mom but she was gone and you were gone and Spike was gone and everypony was gone and-"



Celestia brushed Twilight's mane back out of her eyes, meeting the filly's shaky, teary gaze. "I'm right here Twilight. It was only a nightmare." Celestia said softly.



"But it was so scary!" Twilight cried. "I felt so lonely, and I thought everypony just didn't want me anymore!"



Twilight felt Celestia's embrace stiffen for a moment, but when Celestia sat up in bed her eyes were soft and filled with warmth. She gently picked Twilight up in her magical aura, setting the filly on her back and stepping to the floor. She opened the doors to her balcony and stepped out into the dark twilit air, shaking her wings lightly in preparation.



"Hold on," Celestia said calmly, "I'd like to show you something." She felt Twilight hug her neck tightly, and with a small smile, Celestia stepped out into the open air. They fell for only a moment before Celestia's wings flared smoothly outwards, turning their descent into a slow, controlled arc. She beat her wings as gently as she could, using her magic to help her rise into the sky without jostling Twilight on her back. They spiraled up and up, melting into a thick bank of clouds. Celestia heard Twilight giggle as little silvery droplets swirled around them and landed on the filly's muzzle, and she rose even higher. With a final beat of her wings, they broke through the white blanket of clouds.



A tiny gasp sounded just behind her ears, and Celestia couldn't help but grin. She glided across the top of the clouds, wisps of condensation curling out from her wake and off the tips of her wings, and gazed up at the sky.



Full galaxies swirled above the two ponies, stretching across the sky in dancing arrays of color. Countless stars filled the spaces in-between and glittered with blinking colors that Twilight had never even imagined stars could have. The moon shone brilliantly within it all like a luminous dancer in the center stage. The sky didn't seem dark anymore but instead felt alive, breathing and singing and swirling with lights. Celestia glanced behind her to see Twilight leaning up against her neck, the filly's eyes wide and full of stars.



Celestia glided, numb to the passing time as she shared the sky with her student. Eventually she settled down onto a patch of cloud facing east. Her horn glowed with a soft golden light, and another smile pulled at the corners of her lips as she heard Twilight gasp again.



The glow of the sun peaked over the horizon, sending ribbons of red and gold across the sky. The stars and moon remained, shining brilliantly down through the sunrise, the night and day together.



"My little pony," Celestia spoke softly, her eyes glued to the moon, "you'll never be truly alone. When these nightmares haunt you, I want you to remember this sight. These stars will always be there, even if you can't see them sometimes. The sun will always rise to greet you. In your memory this twilight can be the place where you remember all the love that surrounds you, and I promise to chase those nightmares away so they can never hurt you again."



Twilight listened quietly. She hugged Celestia's trembling neck a bit tighter. The sun rose up further, its glow hiding every other light except for one last pale sphere. As Twilight watched, Celestia's magic pulled the moon slowly down the sky and out of sight.
      

      
   
      The Happiest Ending


      

      
      
         Twilight dived deeper into the fabric of the universe. The tendrils of time swirled around her, each one telling billions of stories about trillions of ponies. Each one felt too precious to throw away than the last.



Everything felt like it happened all at once. All existence compressed onto threads of fate in which alternate timelines and lifestyles branched out.



She swam deeper and deeper, watching the strings of existence dwindle closer and closer to a fine rope, until at the very end she saw a single knot tie it all together. The big bang.



It felt more like the central core of a grand jellyfish than existence itself. Existence was made up of pony’s lives, of creating things, of loving things. This—this in between space—she shouldn’t be here. But yet it was captivating.



She stared at the knot for a long time before finally chasing down one of the strings. It was a beautiful timeline.



After a long time, simple celled organisms evolved into higher creatures, which grew into ponies, who had the capacity of propelling themselves beyond, transforming themselves into ornate tapestries of existence. 



Eventually, the line would end, and Twilight would teleport back to the beginning, searching out another line to see and feel and touch and experience and live and die.



Twilight saw and felt everything about every existence.



Eventually she found one string that felt familiar. She followed the string down and watched herself be born, go to Celestia’s school, make wonderful friends and—



Be asked the question.



“Twilight, what is the happiest ending?” asked everypony.



The strings of existence all separated before this point. Billions of ponies asked the question.



It felt wrong. Why would Fluttershy ask this question? Why would Spike, Celestia, Rainbow Dash, Big Mac, Gummy, Luna, Discord—where was this question coming from?



Twilight dived deeper into the tendrils. Recursively going down each and every route from where the question was asked. She frantically chased down every pathway.



What was the happiest ending? 



Out of all the many strings of existence, which one was the best? Which one would she choose for herself? Which one would she choose for Equestria? For the universe?



It took many iterations, but she finally found the tear in the very fabric of existence itself. After Star Swirl himself had asked her the question, time had extruded and divided into this interim world where everything existed all at once.



She spent billions of years finding out that information, but it felt like such a hollow victory. Yes, she knew how she got here, but she didn’t have an answer to the real question. What is the happiest ending?



The question gnawed on her as she kept sliding down all the alternate timelines. Which one was the happiest? Is that even something that can be decided? What right did she have to judge what was “happy” or not? So much of life seemed to have happiness that raised or lowered depending on the happiness of somepony else. 



It took Twilight far too long to find a major breakthrough. There exists configurations in which two opposite parties can both be happy. Compromise can maximize the net happiness of an entire existence line.



Once she found configurations in which everypony can be happy, she tried very hard to find a string just like that. 



Twilight spent countless durations of eternity in the domain of existence design. She clutched at each and every string, fighting to find the happiest ending. And, like all eternities, there was eventually an end.



Her horn glowed and the path she selected glowed lilac. A single eternal string glowed brighter than all the rest, as everything else dissipated into non-existence.



Twilight raced along the lilac string until she reached her own lifetime. 



She stretched open existence and jumped inside.








“Twilight? You okay?” asked Rainbow Dash.



Twilight swayed a little on her throne before blinking and reorienting herself. “I’m... fine.”



“Are your sure, Darling?” asked Rarity.



“Never better,” said Twilight. Her stomach felt so queasy, but she couldn’t really place where it had come from. “What were we talking about?”



“Oh! That was me,” said Spike. “I was just wondering what the happy ending is to all this anyway?”



Twilight pondered the question carefully before holding our her hooves. “This,” she said, gesturing all around them and smiling. “This is the happy ending.”
      

      
   
      It's Over


      

      
      
         The sun balanced on the edge of the world off Twilight Sparkle's left wing.  The moon just touched the horizon off her right.  The sky above was a soft purple, the evening star just showing, a bright diamond against the purple backdrop.   A rising current of air welled up from beneath her.  She would not look down.



There was a hole in the side of the mountain.



The air rising under her wings carried a strange energy with it.  She latched onto that thought.  I wasn't magic.  I couldn't have been magic.  Nopony had that much magic except for Celestia and Luna.



Oh Sun, no.  Oh moon and stars, no.  



She refused to look down.  If she didn't look down it wouldn't be real.



The city below was wrecked.  Some of the stronger buildings still stood.  Anything that could burn had burned.



She wouldn't think about magic.  She wouldn't look down. She would think about this odd energy that washed over her.  It was passing through her, she noticed.  There wasn't a lot of it, but it seemed to be the residue of... something.  Yes, something she couldn't think about.  Wouldn't think about.



The hole in the side of the mountain did not smoke, though some parts of the city did.  Nothing there had burned, it had all been reduced to glassy slag in an instant.



A new kind of energy.  That should be exciting.  A wonderful discovery.  A great day for science.  She should be able to shout her joy at the evening sky above.  She should be able to run to Celestia and tell her about it, like she always had when she'd found something exciting as a filly.  



No, she wouldn't think about that either.  She wouldn't think about the hole, and the ravaged city. She wouldn't look down.  She would just look at the peaceful twilight sky.



The tears that had welled in her eyes began dripping down her face.  



The peaceful, unmoving sky arched above her.  How had she done it, when she'd been hiding the power of all the alicorns from Tirek?  



The mushroom cloud had long since dissipated.  Those who had been outside the blast were moving about among the ruins, doing the best they could to help the wounded.  Near the center of the blast there were no wounded, only ash and slag.



Twilight tried to reach out, but she couldn't feel the sun, not the way she'd felt it when Celestia... not the way she'd felt it before.  She couldn't feel the moon either.  She fumbled around with her magic, trying to get some kind of handle on them, trying to find some way to move them.  Time, in some unknown, unmarked amount,  passed while she tried, but there was nothing, no way for her to grasp the sun.



Celestia's sun.  Twilight looked away from it, but that only brought Luna's moon into her view.  They couldn't be gone.  It wasn't real.  She wouldn't look at any of it, and it wouldn't be real.



Twilight closed her eyes.



The sun balanced on the edge of the world off Twilight Sparkle's left wing.  The moon just touched the horizon off her right.  The sky above was a soft purple, the evening star just showing, a bright diamond against the purple backdrop. 
      

      
   
      Tyrant King Sonata Dusk


      

      
      
         “...were pronounced dead as Sonata Dusk crowned herself Tyrant King amidst the wreckage of Manehatten. The battle between the three has an estimated body count of one hundred thousand and rising. Further details―”



“Oh, they’re talking about me on the radio!” Sonata said happily before she glued her blood-soaked face back onto the glass shielding the heated food rollers, her bloodstained hands pressed upon it as well.



The cashier was honestly more upset that he’d have to clean the shielding rather than at the sight of the mass-murderer-cum-physical-god before him. Getting mad at her would be like getting upset at a tornado or a hurricane, he reasoned, so he directed his rage towards things he could control.



A groan escaped from the cashier’s throat. “Look, you’ve been staring at the food for like half an hour already. Could you please pick something so that you don’t chase away the customers?”



“Stuff it,” Sonata growled. “It’s like three in the morning. I doubt you’re getting any customers right now.”



She had been coming to this particular convenience store since before she and her sisters claimed dominion over the planet, and the pay clerk wasn’t exactly certain if she realized that she could literally empty the store without resistance. He wasn’t about to remind her, though. Best to keep up rapport as if nothing had changed.



“Hm, okay,” Sonata piped up, “I’ll take like eight taquitos and, um…” she threw a home dry-cleaning kit on the counter, “this, and… um… oh yeah! A pack of smokes!” She giggled. “They really help take the edge off after a bloodbath.”



The cashier sighed as he put the taquitos and the cigarettes on the counter, upon which Sonata expertly opened the pack and pulled one out with her mouth.



“Oh yeah, ring me up for a lighter, too,” she said as she grabbed a lighter and lit the cigarette inside the store.



“Sonata, I keep telling you that you’re not allowed to smoke inside the store.”



She inhaled deeply, then exhaled a thick cloud of smoke. “Are you commanding the Tyrant King?”



“Sonata,” he said with a grunt, “you can’t be a king.”



Sonata delicately pouted as she flicked the ash off of the cigarette. “Says you. I can be whatever I want, as evidenced by recent events,” she said while pointing to the radio.



“Fair point,” the cashier said. He didn’t like it when she smoked inside because their manager would complain when they checked on the store. “That’ll be thirty-four fifty-three. How will you be paying?”



Sonata reached into her pocket and pulled out a credit card. “I will be paying with,” she said as she examined it, “Hurricane Run’s credit card today.” She chuckled as she handed it over to the cashier. “I mean, I’m covered in his blood so he at least should be paying for the dry-cleaning kit, right?”



The cashier inhaled sharply as he ran the credit card through the machine, which accepted it. Thank goodness, too, because the smoke was getting on his nerves. He bagged her stuff and handed it to her.



Sonata took another drag of her cigarette. “Thanks.” She moved to exit the store, but paused as her hand touched the handle and looked back at the cashier. “Hey there.”



He pressed his eyes shut, then opened them. “What?”



“You’re probably wondering why I don’t just steal everything I need from this store.”



The cashier’s breath caught in his throat. “The thought had crossed my mind, I admit.”



Sonata took in and exhaled another thick plume of smoke. “Well, it’s just that, all my life, I’ve either been treated as inferior by my sisters or, more recently, as sort of a, uh, evil goddess thingy by most people.” She smiled as him. “You’re the only person I’ve come across that treats me as an equal, warts and all.”



He pursed his lips. “And by warts, I assume you mean lynching people by their own entrails and dropping people from the tops of buildings to watch them explode on the pavement.”



Sonata pointed at the cashier with her cigarette-holding hand. “See, you get it!” She paused at the door for a moment. “Um, I guess I’ll see you next time,” she said as she exited the convenience store.



The cashier stared at the bloodstained shielding before he grabbed the cleaning supplies  and got to work on wiping off the blood.



I just really wish she’d stop smoking inside of the store.








      

      
   
      Never Dream


      

      
      
         "Gah!" Rainbow Dash shot up from the dead of sleep, cold sweat trickling down her brow. Her eyes ran around the mostly empty room around her as her heart still thumped in her chest. A crack of sunlight spilled from between the curtains, drawing a golden line across the drab, alien room. Featureless plaster walls painted a dull blue, a hobbled together dresser, and sickening pale yellow drapes with muted lime-green lines forming a repeating square pattern—the same motif of the comforter resting on her lap. This wasn’t her home.



Suddenly the door creaked open, Dash’s eyes bolting to the abyss now staring back at her from the other side of the doorway. "W-what?" She asked the emptiness.



Her answer came from a pony—Fluttershy—stepping inside. "Oh, dear, Rainbow Dash."



Dash stared blankly at Fluttershy for a moment  Her friend’s usually bright coat was nearly drained of its color much like the dreary room around her. 



"Are you alright? I heard you scream." Fluttershy stepped to the side of the bed, placing a hoof on Dash’s leg still under the sheets.



Dash took an uneven breath, exhaling when her heart finally slowed in her chest. "I’m fine." She looked around at the muted room once more. After the shock faded, it came back to her in waves. This was her home—her [/i]new[/i] home. "I just had a bad dream’s all."



"That sounds awful," Fluttershy said with a sweet voice, like a mother to her foal. "Whatever was it about?"



Dash rubbed the back of her head. "I don’t really wanna talk about it."



"Well, it can’t hurt you now." Fluttershy sat down, patting Dash’s leg from atop the covers.



As her gaze fell down to the comforter and Fluttershy’s hoof, Dash forced a laugh. "You’re right. It’s just a dumb dream."



Fluttershy nodded, a wide smile spreading across her face.



"I dreamt everything was wrong." She moved her gaze to meet Fluttershy’s. "One by one everypony abandoned me. I was left all alone all while trying to get out of a room I was trapped in to save everypony—" Dash cut herself off. Her heart thumped like a drum in her chest once more. 



"That’s silly, Rainbow Dash. You don’t have to worry about being alone here."



"Yeah…" Dash stared deep into Fluttershy’s dull, unblinking eyes with that wide grin still stapled on her face. She patted Fluttershy’s hoof with her own. 



"I heard somepony had a bad dream?" A voice called from the dark beyond the door. Both Fluttershy and Dash turned to see Starlight Glimmer step inside the doorway.



Dash chuckled. “Yeah.”



“And what kind of dream was it, Rainbow?” Starlight asked with a pleasant smile ever-present on her lips.



“A silly one,” Dash said with another short chuckle. “Right, Fluttershy?” When she turned to Fluttershy she saw the mare was staring blankly at Starlight, her unsettling grin still on her face, almost like invisible strings tugged the ends of her mouth up and back.



“Oh, no. I am very interested in your dream.” Starlight tilted her head to the side, her smile now sending a slight chill up Dash’s spine.



Dash’s smile sagged. “Something about saving some friends from—” she pinched her eyes “—a town…” 



"That just won’t do,” Starlight replied with a sickeningly chipper tune to her voice. “Such a horrible dream—what kind of friend would I be if I didn’t help you get rid of that little nuisance."



The unicorn’s horn ignited with a soft purple glow that only seemed to drain the rest of the color from the room, filling the void in with its own hue. As she stepped closer, Dash’s whole head went numb and a high-pitched tone filled her ears.



"Isn’t that right, Fluttershy?" Starlight asked, and Fluttershy hopped to her hooves.



On Fluttershy’s haunch two horizontal black bars stood out against her fur. "Of course, Starlight Glimmer. We must help a friend." Her eyes locked back onto Dash as her grin grew wider.



Dash fell back onto the bed, the noise now making her sick to her stomach. As Starlight came closer, it grew louder. "S-stop," she pleaded.



"In our town—" Starlight looked from Fluttershy to Rainbow Dash as she moved to the bedside "—In our town," she sang softly to herself in a sugary-sweet voice. "We work as a team. You can't have a nightmare if you never dream."



As consciousness left, the light of Starlight’s horn was the last thing she saw.
      

      
   
      Bit Too Literal


      

      
      
         This is a story about the sometimes hidden truth inside idioms.  Those innocuous phrases we find ourselves uttering every day as a way to handwave details through metaphors and simile.  This is story about a girl learning the truth embedded in one saying she’s heard hundreds of time before in a past life.



This is a story about Sunset Shimmer, set in...the Twilight Zone.



~~~




Sunset dropped her backpack into the empty rear-most seat on the school bus and took her spot next to it.  In front of her, the next three rows were filled with her friends and their own packs.  Sunset pushed her bag against the bus wall, under the window, and leaned on it to get comfortable.  Puddles splashed up onto the curb as the bus gained speed and merged with the city’s evening traffic.



Sunset found her eyes drifting up toward the sky and the grey clouds that still hung wet and heavy overhead.  Memories of pegasus weather ponies pushing and sculpting storm clouds in Equestria filled her mind as her math homework took a backseat in her brain.  The moisture in the air was a visible haze, and when the bus turned, the sunlight caught there and split into its component colors.



She blinked sleepily at the rainbow, her thoughts turning to Princess Celestia, the motherly titan of ponydom.  Long before their falling out, Sunset would hang on her every utterance.  Partly out of respect, but partly to tease out every meaning.  To find the hidden hints that would guide her to power and ever greater skill.



Not every phrase held meaning beyond the obvious.  One in particular had always struck her as peculiar though.



“My little pony.”



Sunset yawned, turning the phrase over behind her lowering eyelids.  It was a simple phrase that spoke of both Celestia’s large physical stature and her position as a mother figure to all Equestria.  Still Sunset felt there was some greater truth she’d never been able to tease out of it.  Something primal.



The bus hit a pothole, sending Sunset off the end of her seat.  She blinked rapidly to clear her vision, catching the last flash of colorful hair as her friends got off the bus.



“Must have fallen asleep for a bit.”  Sunset pulled herself up groggily, wobbling down the aisle after the girls.  The bus was quiet now, the students gone, seats passing by at eye level before reaching the cliff-like steps.  The white lined edge loomed a mile-wide, the floor dropping out of Sunset’s sight.  



She craned her neck out over the edge.  “Why are these steps so high?”



“That’s for you to find out.  This is your stop, Miss Shimmer.”



“What?”  Sunset looked back and up into the mists at the bus driver.  Wavy rainbow hair poured from under a slightly off-white cap.  Bus Driver Celestia smiled that soft smile of hers and leaned down from her high seat.  Up close, her face filled Sunset’s view. 



“This is your stop.  Go be with your friends.  You don’t have to hang on to me any longer, my little pony.”



Sunset knit her brows and looked down at herself.  At her tan coat.  At her hooves.  They were barely big enough to keep her from falling into the ruts in the formed rubber floor mats of the bus aisle.



“This is truth, Miss Shimmer.”



“That I’m a pony the size of a house cat?”  Sunset fell back on her dock, and looked back out after her titanic friends as they thundered into the house one after the other.  “Are we really this small?  I thought...that maybe it was a more one to one scale?”



“You are only as little as you let yourself be.”  Bus Driver Celestia nodded after the other girls.  “You have never been one to let that hold you back.  I like that about you.  So stop holding yourself back and go be with them.”



The bus shook violently, hitting a pothole.  Sunset reached out and grabbed the back of the seat in front of her for purchase.  They came to a stop a moment later and her friends started grabbing their bags.  Sunset blinked a few times, gripped her own backpack and followed the rest of them to the front of the bus.  The stairs were a lot shorter now.



She turned and gave the bus driver a smile and got a tip of the cap and a flash of rainbow colored hair in return.
      

      
   
      The Twilight Show


      

      
      
         The lights of the library went out. 



"Goodnight Twilight!" Spike said.



"Goodnight Spike!" Twilight replied. She yawned.



In the gloom, Spike heard, rather than saw, her lying onto the floor. There was a small rustle as her head came to rest on the magazines' rough heap — that's all they'd found that could pass as pillow; books would've been so much uncomfortable.



He settled onto the ground himself and waited.



"Twilight?" he whispered, after five minutes or so. 



The snoring of his master was the only answer he got.



"Twilight?" he whispered again, to no avail. Satisfied, he stood up and – his eyes now used to the dim ambient light – tiptoed to the stairs, then down and across the wide room. He stopped in front of door and knocked three times with his paw. It cracked open, and Spike snuck through the chink into the corridor.



He blinked as the strong light overflowed his vision. "Does she sleep?" Celestia's familiar voice asked.



He nodded. "Yes."



"Wonderful!" Celestia picked him up in her arms, pecked his muzzle and put him back onto the ground. "You've done amazing. Do you need something? Water? Food?"



"No. It's alright. We're fine."



"Okay! Then… goodnight?"



"Goodnight!" Spike replied. Celestia reopened the door and Spike disappeared inside.



***




Celestia walked down the corridor to the hallway where Luna and Sunset Shimmer were waiting. The others were already outside, gathered in the frontage.



"She's asleep?" Luna asked.



"So it seems," Celestia said.



"That didn't take too long," Sunset Shimmer chuckled.



"You too passed out almost immediately," Celestia replied.



"Bleh! I remember that. Overnighting in the toilets with TP rolls as pillow. What a disgrace. I shall never forgive you, do you hear? Never!" She beamed to the princess.



"I don't expect you to!" Celestia quipped back. "Shall we go now?" she added and, not waiting for an answer, set off to the entrance door. The two others followed suit.



As they walked down the magnificent front stairs, they were joined by the Cutie Mark Crusaders.



"Princess?" Scootaloo asked Celestia. "I beg your pardon, but I don't understand the point of all this." In a gesture she took in the school, the other people and touched her human body in wonder.



"It's a test every future princess must take," Sunset Shimmer replied. "To demonstrate they're fit for command."



"But… Why all this setup? This weird place? These strange bodies?"



"A princess's strength of mind can only be assessed by sending her away into a totally alien environment, stripping her magical power away, giving her a strong opponent and monitor how she reacts," Celestial explained. "That's why this place was created. And," she added after a pause, "we have a formidable bad egg this time!" She smiled to Sunset, who blushed slightly.



"You took the test yourself?" Sweetie Belle asked Sunset Shimmer, who nodded.



"Who was your enemy?"



"She was called Starlight Glimmer," Sunset replied.



Celestia sighed audibly.



"Why didn't you become a princess then? You failed?" Applebloom asked.



Sunset giggled. "No. I simply opted out and chose a more… mundane life?"



There was a hush. The garden looked eerie in the wan light dispensed by the overhead moon-shaped lamp.



"EH!" Celestia suddenly shouted, waving to Derpy, who was leaning heavily on the horse statue plinth. "Don't do that! It's only made up of a thin layer of plaster. You risk damaging it!" 



Derpy bolted upright and muttered an excuse.



Walking along the main path, the small party was joined by all the various ponies who'd helped as extras.



"Will she succeed? I mean, Twilight," Scootaloo went on.



"I'm positive she will," Luna replied. "She's shown a lot of guts and gumption."



"Is there a sort of… winning strategy?" 



"Uh-uh," Celestia shook her head. "In fact, there's no way to win. It's a test of character."



"Unless you cheat, of course!" Sunset added with an impish smile.



Chatting along, they reached the outer hull on which the background scene was painted. Celestia stopped and turned to face the crowd. "Alright folks!" she said. "I want you all back tomorrow morning at five sharp. Thanks so much for your involvement and now, goodnight!"



She pressed a hidden button and a panel slid open. Ponies walked through the opening in tandem, reassuming their true self in the process. When nopony was left, Celestia pressed the button again, causing the panel to slide back closed. 



She sighed, turned, and shuffled back to the large building.
      

      
   
      Invaders From Another World


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Is This in a Literal Sense


      

      
      
         	"Twilight!  Twilight!  Is that you?" I exclaimed; as I saw the purple mare, trotting by the line of books, in the other end of the room.



	Of course she never stopped, turned around or answered; as if I had never been there.







	All of a sudden, my view started to go out in a blurry haze.  The sound and scent went the same way.



	“What is this?” I thought.



	I take a few more steps; before I noticed this white Unicorn mare, standing before me.  While I missed it, she has a cutie mark, depicting three diamonds.



	“I am Rarity!” she declared.



	“Hello, Rarity!” I responded.



	“You know, you would look stunning, wearing a pair of boots and a saddle!” she added, smiling brightly at me.



	“If only I owned the shoes you spoke of?” I responded, giggling.



	“No problem, I have them right here!” she exclaimed; pointing her right hoof at a fresh set of boots and a saddle, before me.



	“Thank you, Rarity!” I said, tentatively stepping into the boots she so generously had given me.



	“You are welcome, Darling!” she responded, as she helped me putting the saddle om.



	As I look down, I could see the dark, shiny, pink boots.  I feel Rarity strapping the shiny, black saddle tightly on my back.



	“Not too tight?” I tried to protest; but she clearly did not listen, as she continued tightening the saddle around my body.



	“There!” she merely stated, as she let go of the saddle on my back.



	All of a sudden, I noticed how my mane is curly in a deeper, darker and richer pink hue.  As I look back, I notice the three balloons on my right flank, two blue and a yellow slightly above and in the middle.



	I take a step forwards, only to hear a strangely frisky and excited squeak, as my hoof hit the dark purple crystal that is the floor in the library of Twilight Sparkle’s castle of friendship.



	A momentary stop, then I started to bounce characteristically, towards the door out of the library with Rarity hot on my hooves.  She tried her best to keep pace, while maintaining a measured and ladylike gait.



	“That is the Pinkie, we all know and love!” she said.



	I started to giggle, and the sound echoes through the long and cold hall.



	Window by window, we pass on our way to the throne room.  At the end, the door swing open before us and we enter the large hall.



	As I stop; I see the roots of the old oak, the golden oak library in which Twilight had been living until Tirek had destroyed it.



	“Since you are here, the council can finally open!” Twilight stated.
      

      
   
      A Good Life in Equestria


      

      
      
         Celestia lifted her hoof and knocked. The door looked ordinary. The house looked ordinary.  The small purple filly who opened the door also looked ordinary. "Hello there.  You must be Twilight Sparkle.  I'm Princess Celestia.  May I come in?"



"Did you come to visit Mom and Dad?"



"Actually, I came to visit you."



"You did?" The filly seemed to perk up at that.  "Did you know it's my birthday?"



"I did not, no,"



"It is!  We're going to have ice cream!"



"That sounds nice."



"You can have some too, come on!"



Celestia ducked slightly and stepped inside.  The house was the sort of house that most middle class ponies in Canterlot lived in.  A colt with a white coat and a blue mane sat curled on a cushion on the living room, levitating a book.  He was turned away from Celestia, and he seemed engrossed in what he was reading.



"That's my brother. He was in an accident, so all he does is sit and read now.  It's nice, I know he enjoys reading. Books are wonderful." Twilight beamed at Celestia.



"Yes, they are." She smiled carefully back.



The pair continued into the dining room. A stallion with a blue coat was setting plates out on the table.  "Daddy!  It's my birthday today!" shouted Twilight happily.



"Another birthday?  Do we really..."  The stallion stopped when Twilight scowled at him.  "Of course, it's your birthday.  Ice cream for dinner, right?"



"Right!"



The stallion trotted into the kitchen.  Looking after him, Celestia saw a gray  mare with a purple mane.  She had dark circles under her eyes.  "Honey," said the stallion, "it's Twilight's birthday today.  And we have a guest for dinner."



"...birthday?"  The mare looked up, looking a little dazed.  "Oh, yes, of course.  I'll get out the ice cream."



"Do you have ice cream for dinner often, Twilight?" asked Celestia.



Twilight giggled. "Only on my birthday!"



"I see.  Would you like to show me the rest of your home?"



"Twilight, dearest," broke in her mother, "maybe you could pick out what flavor of ice cream you want, while your father shows the princess around?"



"Okay!"  Twilight bounced a bit on her hooves, apparently delighted.  Celestia noted that the freezer seemed to be entirely full of ice cream.  She walked beside the stallion as he led the way out of the dining room and up a flight of stairs.  Books were piled here and there on the stairs. At the top he paused.



"Princess... please help us.  She's a monster.  She can..."

	

"You shouldn't say that."  The voice behind them was high, but dark with menace.  "Why did you say that?  I don't want you to be my daddy anymore!"  One of the books floated up in front of him, gasped in a magical field that was so strong it was almost white.  It flipped open to an illustration of a dragon breathing fire.  Suddenly the stallion vanished, and the illustration held a pony, twisted with pain, in the fire's path.



"Twilight... please, don't do this."  Her mother's voice was shaky.  "Please.  Bring your father back.  We'll give you ice cream every day, or anything else you want, I promise."



"I'm not bringing him back!  He called me a monster!"



"Twilight, we love you, really we do, but you can't do these things.  Please!"



"I can!  I will!  You'll see!"  Her horn glowed again, and Celestia watched as Twilight's magic turned her mother into a potted plant.  Then the little filly rounded on the towering alicorn.  "Grownups are all the same, they all want to tell me what to do!"  Her horn blazed, and her eyes began to glow.  "I hate it!  I hate everything!  I want it all to go away!"  Her magic raced out, a ring of white fire that left empty space as it expanded.



Twilight and Celestia were left standing alone in a blank nothingness.



"You're going to tell me what to do now, I know you are."



"No." Celestia shook her head.  "I want to teach you what you can do."



"I can do anything."



"Perhaps.  You have a very special gift.  If you learn how to use it, you can make the world a wonderful place, Twilight.  Let me teach you.  I promise I will never simply tell you what to do."



The little filly looked up at the giant alicorn.  For a long time she said nothing.  Then she finally stepped close and leaned against Celestia's legs. 



"Okay," she said, and the world returned.
      

      
   
      Welcome to Equestria!


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Obsolete Pony


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle and her friends galloped into this village at their own risk. Upon reaching the village, these six ponies had already begun to regret their decision upon being surrounded by several fraudulent smiles emanating from the drab ponies who appeared to be inhabiting the village. Once the comparatively vibrant unicorn Starlight Glimmer had introduced herself as their leader, it was clear that this village adhered by corrupted ideals: Cutie Marks were the enemy, and talent was a menace.



Having lost her cutie mark, as well as her five companions to the influence of Starlight, Twilight was sentenced to decide upon the method of her own execution.








"Please come in, Starlight, and thanks so much for coming." Twilight revealed no discernible malice for her executioner in her tone.



"How unexpectedly friendly, Twilight. Well, of course I came; you invited me! I would never be so unimaginably cruel as to not adhere to a dying pony's final wish." The dictator quickly pranced into Twilight's final residence, eager to witness the condemned pony's groveling for salvation.



However, Twilight had no intentions of losing her composure. "Yes, and I am grateful for your visit. I have very much wanted to speak with you before I'm gone." Twilight anxiously scans the walls surrounding them. "How much time exactly do I have left?"



"Oh, how silly of me! I must have forgotten to provide you a clock. It is currently 11:38 p.m., so your long wait will soon be over. Midnight is the time you requested for your execution, that's correct?"



"Yes, indeed it was."



A smile made it's way onto Starlight's face. "Wonderful! Then there are only twenty-two more minutes to go. Have you also made all the preparations for your execution?"



Twilight allowed a sigh to slip out, not completely ruining her confident demeanor, but still showing her reluctance to comply with Starlight. "Of course."



"Perfect! Then everything is in order! Then I shall take my leave. I wouldn't want to miss out on getting the perfect view of your execution!" She motions with her hoof towards the large window, revealing the audience of villagers.



"Starlight..." Twilight stops her in her tracks.



Starlight jerks herself around, staring impatiently at Twilight. "I really must be going, Twilight. Make it brief!"



"I just figured you of all ponies would want to know exactly what methods I have chosen for my death."



"Actually, I would much rather it be a surprise."



Starlight rushed to open the door, but the door refused to budge.



The color in Starlight's face had begun to drain away. "How d-did you---"



"Really now, it doesn't take that much magic to construct a simple lock spell, even if you did steal my cutie mark." What seemed to be the same smug grin that Starlight wore as she first entered the room was now shining on Twilight's face. "However, it would still take a remarkably noticeable amount of magic to unlock it."



Twilight gestures back to the crowd of villagers, confirming her goal to reveal Starlight's talent to the masses.



While Starlight could infer Twilight's ultimate goal, she couldn't help but ask, "What is the meaning of this?!"



"Well, if you must know, I've chosen Pinkie's once cherished Party Cannon as my execution method. While normally a tool used to promote celebration, its next shot will not be quite so inviting."



Twilight passed Starlight one of Sugar Belle's muffins.



It was now clear to Starlight what exactly Twilight had plotted. If the Party Cannon had been armed full of Sugar Belle's stale muffins and positioned just outside one of the room's walls, the impact would surely be lethal.



"You must be mad! Let me out, this instant!" Starlight desperately pulled at the door.



Twilight did not budge. She ignored Starlight's pleas for escape while pretending to be engrossed in one of the numerous "Equality" books that filled the shelves of the room.



Starlight continued to panic and beg Twilight to undo the lock spell, but to no avail. After several minutes, Starlight finally snapped. Lacking the stubbornness to accept her own death, Starlight quickly deactivated the lock spell, flinging the door open. As she galloped out the door and away from the room, a clock that had been positioned outside the room had just struck midnight, and a loud explosion of stale muffins flooded the room.



Starlight didn't have enough time to celebrate the execution before her once loyal villagers had begun rioting against their deceitful leader.
      

      
   
      To Serve Friendship


      

      
      
         Twilight smiled at the retreating tails of a unicorn and an earth pony from the impromptu high seat in the library of Ponyville Castle[1]. The expression was not entirely forced; the audience had seemed to go well, and she thought that the two ponies looked more at ease with each other as they walked out than they had when they’d walked in.



Once they’d turned the corner out of sight, Twilight slumped in her chair, her breath rushing out in a quiet whoosh and her smile sliding down to something more neutral and tired. She turned to Spike.



“They were the last ones for today, right?”



Spike wouldn’t look Twilight in the eye. His hands were clasped behind his back and he rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet. “Well… actually… I just got someone asking to see you right away.”



Twilight’s whole face scrunched up. “Seriously? Couldn’t you ask them to wait until tomorrow, at least?”



Spike opened his mouth, paused, then continued hesitantly, “I really don’t think so.”



Twilight stared at Spike for a long moment, waiting for him to elaborate, but he just went back to fidgeting with his claws and carefully staring right above and to the side of her head. Twilight sighed in defeat, “Fine. Go get them, please.”



Spike shot out the door and Twilight composed her face as best she could. She heard somepony coming very soon, and she had to work hard to not let her eyebrows crawl up her forehead as the heavy, angry hooffalls approached.



Finally, her supplicants appeared, and it took all of Twilight’s self control to not let out all the exclamations that started going off in her head; Princess Luna stomped through the doorway, her brow furrowed angrily, her teeth slightly bared, her head low, and her starry mane and tail whipping in an unseen breeze. Princess Celestia trailed after her, her head also low, but her shoulders hunched slightly, her wings fluffed out a bit, and her mouth pressed into a thin line. She looked up at Twilight with an apology in her eyes.



“Twilight Sparkle,” boomed Luna without preamble, “we stand before thee to request thy judgement on a matter most grave!”



Twilight found her voice. “Uh. Okay—I mean,” she cleared her throat, “Very well. Please, in your own words, tell me what’s happened, one at a time.”



Luna needed no further invitation. She leveled an accusing hoof at Celestia. “This mare has done me a foul injustice!” She paused, apparently for dramatic effect. Twilight found worry gnawing at her insides as the anxious wing of her brain[2] began to spin visions of civil conflict in a divided Equestria.



“Pray, Twilight—didst thou notice that this evening’s sunset was delayed?” Twilight shook her head mutely. She hadn’t been watching the clock at the time; it had been in the middle of the prior meeting.



“Well, ‘twas indeed. For this mare—” Luna shook the hoof that was still pointed at Celestia “—was not present to attend to her duties in a timely fashion!”



Twilight’s brow wrinkled, and she opened her mouth to ask if that was it, but Luna charged onward.



“Indeed! Instead, she—” the hoof shook again “—was dawdling in secret at the back of the pantry, pilfering the Everfree Forest Cake reserved for my tea!”



Twilight closed her eyes, took one deep breath, released it, then slowly turned to look at Celestia. After a moment, Celestia nodded once, then looked away.



Twilight sighed, and then she got down to her business: solving friendship problems. By the time they left, Twilight had sentenced them both to weekly appointments at her castle.








[1] The only ‘throne room’ the castle had come with was the map room. Rarity had insisted to Twilight that a round table was no place to hold Court, no matter how informal the proceedings, nor how small-scale the problems. Twilight had quickly decided she liked ruling from the library better, anyway.



[2] She had to be honest—it wasn’t just an anxious corner, or even an anxious room.
      

      
   
      You Open this Door with the Key of Friendship


      

      
      
         It was evening when Twilight had managed to settle down in the Castle of Friendship's main library. Even in the feeble light from her candle, anypony could see that the walls, from the floor to the top of the cathedral ceilings, were filled with books.



Twilight had spent ages trying to fit reading time back into her schedule ever since becoming a princess. With her new royal duties taking up so much of her time, she had so few chances nowadays to just sit down and read.



Just as she opened to page one of the first book, Starswirl the Bearded's Thesis on Temporal Anomalies, a voice seemed to sound from everywhere in the room at once. 



"Welcome and good evening."



Twilight craned her head around to see if she could identify the source of the peculiar voice. All she accomplished was straining her neck and identifying several regions of deep shadow within the library.



"Tonight's episode is special, and requires a different form of introduction."



"Hello?" She called out to the empty library.



"This," the word was punctuated by a sudden unnatural increase in illumination of both Twilight and her immediate surroundings, "is Twilight Sparkle, the newly crowned Princess of Friendship."



"Who's there?" Twilight shouted into the darkness, which was becoming harder to see into due to the spotlights that seemed to be trained exclusively upon her. She stood up and started backing out of the light and toward's the library's exit.



"Tonight we invite you, if you dare, to follow this mare on her current path—"



Twilight continued backing towards the door that led towards the castle's main hall. In her now rising panic, Twilight's alicorn powers were completely forgotten. The fear of not being able to see the speaker was causing her eyes to frantically dart around and her heart rate to quicken.



"—a path that leads directly... into the Twilight Zone"



Her flanks collided with something that was, most certainly, not a library table. She turned to face the towering shadow that was the pony she had bumped into.



His mouth opened, as if to speak, but Twilight was already galloping down the crystal hallways, screaming more than she had during her first attempts at participating in Ponyville's Winter Wrapup activities..



—About 30 Minutes Later—



Twilight slammed and bolted the door behind her. Only a small portion of her brain was worried about accidentally shattering the crystal portal.



Her breathing was heavy and her muscles ached from overexertion. She had been running, terrified in her own castle for neigh on half an hour now.



She pressed an ear to the door and listened. Her guts turned to ice at the possibility of hearing hoofsteps in a trot or gallop down the halls.



She couldn't hear anything.



She heaved a heavy sigh of relief. She'd finally gotten away. She turned to move further into the room but collided with another pony who had been standing there silently Since she'd entered the room.



She screamed.
      

      
   
      Eolotthowghrhoighuay


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Quackers Goes to the Fair


      

      
      
         This is Quackers.  U>



Quackers is a duck.  You can tell because of three things.



He has webbed feet.  _



He has two wings. U



And he has a bill, which quacks all the time.  >



“Quack! Quack!” says Quackers.  U>



He says that a lot.  That is why he is called Quackers.



This is Princess Celestia.  \Ô/



Princess Celestia is a special kind of pony called an alicorn.  You can tell because of three things.



She has four hooves.  _



She has a round tummy with two wings.  \/



And she has a horn on her head, which she uses to raise the sun.  ✹



(Actually, her tummy is not that round.  It’s just because of the way she’s drawn.  And cake.)



Quackers liked Princess Celestia, because she always brought extra breadcrumbs whenever she visited his pond to feed all of his brothers and sisters. \____/



(Yes, that’s a pond.)



He wanted to be just like her and raise the sun every morning. ✹ 



But he could not.  Because he was a duck.  U>



Ducks could do all kinds of things alicorns could not.  They could stand on their heads in the pond.  They could poop on the grass.  And they could quack.



“Quack!  Quack!” went Quackers when Princess Celestia was around.  \Ô/



He tried to teach her to quack.  But it did not work.  All she did was smile. 



There was a little unicorn who liked to stand around the pond too.  ô



She was a unicorn pony because she had four little hooves.  _



And she had a round little tummy.  o



But the horn on her head only made sparks.  It did not raise the sun.  ✹



She did quack, however.



“Quack!  Quack!” went the little unicorn.



“Quack!  Quack!” went Princess Celestia.



Not really.  That was Quackers.  Princess Celestia does not quack.  \Ô/



Quackers liked the little unicorn pony, even though she never brought any bread crumbs.  ô



One day when the sun was high in the sky, Quackers noticed something was missing.



There was no Princess Celestia. \Ô/



There was no little unicorn pony.   ô   



The pond felt very empty to Quackers.  \____/



So he decided to go exploring.  …U>



He waddled and he waddled until he came to a sign saying  [Welcome To The Fair]



So Quackers went in.   …U>



It certainly was a lot of fun.  There were ponies everywhere, playing games and laughing.



Quackers wanted to have fun too.  He saw a sign.  [Ball Toss - 2 bits]



Quackers had two bits he had found while standing on his head in the pond.   ɃɃ



He gave them to the pony running the game and got three balls in return.  U>…



“Knock over the pins,” said the pony.



“Quack!  Quack!” said Quackers. U>



First, Quackers tried to throw the ball with his wing.  It just fell to the ground.  U>..



Then, Quackers tried to kick the ball like a pony.  It bounced a little, but fell to the ground too.  U> .



Finally, Quackers decided to do what he did best.



He quacked at it.



“Quack!” shouted Quackers.



The ball knocked over all of the pins.



Quackers was very happy.  U>



“Quack!” he said.



The pony running the game did not seem very happy, but she gave Quackers a prize anyway.



It was a doll who looked just like Celestia.  Only with a smaller tummy.  \ô/ 



Quackers was very happy, and quacked all the way back to his pond.  \____/



“Quack!  Quack!”



When he got there, he found the little unicorn.  ô



She was not happy.  She had gone to the fair too, but had not won a prize.  \ô/



Quackers knew the doll would get wet in his home.  So he gave it to the little unicorn pony.



She was very happy.  ô



Princess Celestia was happy too.  She saw Quackers give the doll to the little pony.  She admired the little doll with the little tummy, and said it was the greatest gift of all.   \ô/



Now when Princess Celestia comes to the pond with bread crumbs, she brings the little unicorn pony, and they both feed Quackers and all of his brothers and sisters.



Afterwards, they all play in the grass with the little doll, and try not to step in the duck poop.



“Quack! Quack!” says Quackers.  U>



“Quack! Quack!” says the little unicorn pony.   ô



Princess Celestia does not quack.  \Ô/



But she does smile more than ever.
      

      
   
      True Ascension


      

      
      
         “Congratulations Twilight,” echoed an all too familiar and soothing voice. “I knew you could do it,” Princess Celestia said as she materialized seemingly from nothing.



“Princess!” Twilight called out, trotting forward to embrace her mentor. “I-I don’t understand.”



“You did something today that has never been done before,” Celestia replied. “Something even a great unicorn like Starswirl was unable to do because he did not understand friendship like you do. The lessons you’ve learned in Ponyville have taught you well.” Celestia’s smile only grew in size. “Now, you are ready.”



“Ready for what?” Twilight asked, turning to face her mentor.



Celestia led Twilight down a hall of starry light, images from her past playing everywhere. “It has been a wonder to watch you grow, from a simple filly to the great unicorn you are today,” Celestia said, her eyes full of pride. “All the things you’ve been through, all the ponies you have helped, and all lessons you have learned—all ways you have made me proud.”



Twilight looked on at her mentor with an awe in her eyes.



“It is time for a whole new life, and a new beginning,” Celestia said as she spread her wings, a light erupting from somewhere above. “It is time for you to fulfill your destiny.”



At the princess’ words, a small orb of purple energy rose out of Twilight’s chest, floating in place for a few seconds before splitting into multiple smaller forms and enveloping her in a blinding lavender light. It was unlike anything Twilight had ever felt before in her life.



When at last, the light faded, Twilight felt a new sensation, as well as unimaginable power. As she landed, all she could see was a bright white aura obscuring all except for Celestia.



“Congratulations Twilight. You are now one step closer towards true ascensions.”



Twilight almost missed those words. “True ascension?” she asked, unsure of what to make of her mentor’s words.



Celestia giggled. “Oh, forgive me, I should have been clearer,” she said, approaching her student with her ever nurturing twinkle still on her lips. “While you indeed took your first step into a greater world, there many things yet to learn before you are ready to join us among the stars.” Celestia motioned with her hooves at the uncountable number of lights above. “Many more journeys are to follow, and there is much left to experience. The world is not yet ready to end. ”



Twilight’s eyes widened at her mentor’s words. “Princess!” Twilight cried out, locking eyes with her mentor. “W-what do you mean? The world’s going to end?”



Celestia gently shook her head. “Not yet my child,” she replied in a soothing voice. “But like everything in this universe, it will eventually.”



Twilight wasn’t quite convinced with her mentor’s words. “Princess, what’s going on!?”



At this, Celestia sighed. Her smile lost some of its brightness as the princess’ eyes fell on her prized pupil. “What we perceive as reality may not always be the truth to things. There is much to the world,” she said, waving a hoof at all the still playing images in the void. 



Twilight’s ears dropped. “A-are saying that… everything I know is a… l-lie?”



Celestia placed a hoof on her student’s chin. “Of course not, my dear student,” she cooed, her voice still as soothing as ever. “They are all you, and you exist. Therefore, nothing is fake!”



“Everything is… me?” Twilight repeated. “Everything is ME!” she repeated even louder.



Celestia nodded. “All things, living or otherwise, are you. You are Twilight Sparkle, yes. But you are also Rarity, Applejack, Pinkie Pie, Rainbow Dash, Fluttershy, and even young Spike.” She embraced her student. “You were even Starswirl once. Everything that has lived and will live is you, and you are everything.”



“B-b-but… why?” was all she could ask.



“In time, you will know. In time, you will join my sister and me among the stars.” Celestia said, her voice and the starry void beginning to vanish.



“PRINCESS!!” Twilight shouted as her very being became enveloped in the light.



When Twilight next opened her eyes, she stood facing her closest friends. All happy to see her, all excited about her new life as an alicorn. 



Her friends closed the gap and embraced her, and she too instinctively embraced them back. All the while, she wanted nothing more than to tell them the truth. 



But she couldn’t bring herself to. 



All she could do was keep the embrace going.
      

      
   
      Princess of the Ruins


      

      
      
         Luna was suspended in the middle of a web made of wires and tubes. Belts held her above the circle of runes carved in the floor, metal bands ran along her legs and joined together on her back. Her mane hung limp and gray, her eyes closed.



The room was silent save for her ragged breathing.



"You could have called me."



Luna opened her eyes and looked down at the pony standing in front of her. Mane flowing in an eternal breeze, a posture radiating authority, and old eyes scrutinizing your soul. "I didn't think you would have come, Princess Twilight."



"I would. Despite everything, I always come."



"Not soon enough."



Twilight Frowned and said, "I'm often busy, but that's not a good reason for wrestling the Moon from its scheduled orbit. It's not your role anymore. Have you any idea how much trouble—"



"I won't see the next dawn."



Twilight looked up. She opened her mouth, then closed it. She bit her lip and looked away. "Is there a problem with your life support?"



Luna laughed. It was a weak and pathetic sound, barely distinguishable a fit of coughs. She said, "You were never good at lying, not even to yourself. You know it as well as me, there's nothing anypony can do. My time is up and this will be my last night. It's our fate."



"Fate," Twilight spat the word out and looked Luna in the eyes. "A word cowards use to feel good about losing the control of their lives. I've shown you that there's no such thing." She looked around. "Where is Doctor Chitin?"



"I sent him away. I wanted a bit of privacy for this," Luna said. "I wanted to talk to you. I need to bring you closure. I need closure."



"Will you apologize?"



"I won't. We did what was necessary."



Twilight snarled. "You lied to me. For three centuries you fooled me."



"And I would do it again."



"Then what kind of closure do you want? Another shouting match?" Twilight closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "I had one with Celestia already. I will not... What do you want?"



"To not repeat the mistakes of my sister. I don't want your last memory of me being one of a fight." Luna shifted a bit her weight. Her muscles were weak, but the metal reacted to her intentions. "I want to make peace."



"Apologize. Apologize for having groomed me to rule over ruins. For having shunned your responsibilities."



"We never did that. We prepared you to be a good princess."



"It was you who illuminated me about my grand destiny! Luna keeps the Moon, Celestia guards the Sun, and when the time comes Twilight shall reign over the end of Equestria." Twilight stomped with her hoof. "You could have told me and I would have prepared. Instead, you lied and shaped me into the overseer of your failures."



Luna looked at Twilight, at the minuscule tears gathering at the corner of her eyes. Luna cursed silently the failing body keeping her bound up there. "I simply told you about the prophecy. I admit there was some uncertainty about the exact translation, an ambiguity with the words Sunset and Twilight, but it was what would be."



"Horseapples. Your precious prophecy is a bunch of nonsense. There was no decadence, no end. Equestria still stands."



"Twilight, please open the curtains and look outside."



Twilight glared at here, then shrugged and walked to the curtains. She pulled them aside revealing a large window. Outside the Moon shone over a city. It was an endless expanse of towers and hanging gardens. Airy boulevards teeming with life separated the gargantuan buildings reaching to the stars.



"You remember the old Equestria. Tell me, where are the little villages? Where are the wide, empty plains? Where's the white capitol sitting on the mountain?"



Twilight looked at her city. Minutes passed before  she answered, "They are gone." A griffon carrying some grubs passed in front of the window, closely followed by a flock of pegasus foals. "Gone along with the barriers separating us from other species. Gone with the poverty. Gone with the risk of losing everything because some ancient horror felt it was time to stretch its legs again."



Twilight turned around and looked at Luna. "You may be right. The old Equestria is gone, but this," she pointed with her hoof at the window and said, "is better."



Luna smiled. "Twilight, we never doubted it would be."
      

      
   
      The Changelings are Due in Canterlot


      

      
      
             “How do you know he’s not one of them?!” The stallion jabbed a hoof forwards, muscles taut with tension as he pointed across the way at his neighbor. “Honoring the Princess of the Night? That’s ludicrous! That’s just an excuse to move about while we’re asleep, and kidnap more ponies!”



    “That’s crazy!” the accused stallion retorted. His ears fanned flat against his skull, and he took a half-step backwards as the murmuring crowd turned his way. “C’mon, Short Sell, you’ve known me for years!” His retreat halted as he stepped forward. “How do we know you aren’t trying to cover for yourself by accusing me?”



    “Yea!” piped in a third pony, a sky-blue mare. “You just got married to that mare from Prance. How do we know she’s even a real pony? Maybe she just got close to you, so that she could kidnap you - well, kidnap the real Short Sell - and replace him with a Changeling!”



    Short Sell narrowed his eyes. “Because if I were a Changeling, the lot of you would already be captured! It’s only my vigilance that still has us safe! I formed the neighborhood watch! I posted the signs! We’re not getting caught by Changelings again under my watch!”



    “That’s just the sort of paranoia we don’t need here,” added a new voice. Another mare, who turned her head towards each. “Short Sell, Star Spy, Mountain Mist, you are friends! You’ve been friends since you met! We should have trust in the Princesses. They’d let us know if there were any Changelings here!”



    “They got caught before!” Short Sell retaliated. “Three of them captured in the wedding, and then all of them just recently! We can’t trust the Princesses to keep us safe! And now we’re supposed to accept they’re our friends?!”



    “Yea, who are you to talk, Emerald? You’re probably a Changeling lover! The travelling salespony warned us about ponies like you, wanting to promote this so-called ‘peace’! Well I’m not getting caught asleep on my hooves. Changelings aren’t welcome in this neighborhood!”



    “Here, here!” called the crowd. Various shouts rang out through the group. “No Changelings! Send them away! Equestria for the ponies!” 



    “Just what is going on here?!” The new voice cut through the crowd, wings folding to sides as hooves touched down towards the pavement. “Whyever is there such a commotion?” Princess Luna’s eyes scanned the crowd, and as she took in the crowd’s mood, her gaze grew thin and sharp.. “Somepony explain. Now.”

The rabble rousers backed away at that, each looking towards the others. Small motions of forelegs indicating one, then another, till finally Emerald squared her shoulders and stepped forward. “It’s the Changelings, Princess. The ponies here are afraid they’re replacing us. There was a peddler by earlier, and they warned us about Changeling infiltrators already making their way into Canterlot again.”



“Of course there are Changelings,” Luna said matter of factly. “But they are hardly infiltrators. They are our guests.”



“With all due respect, Princess,” cut in Short Sell. “How do you know that’s it? Even if you are right about these so-called ‘good’ Changelings, what about the others?”



“Oh, that is easy.” Luna’s lips curled upwards in a half-smile. “If there were any other Changelings, this spell would reveal them.” Her horn light, and an azure flash bathed the area, dazzling each and every pony. Luna stopped and gazed at the crowd. “Oh, dear me.”



Before her, instead of a neighborhood of ponies, now stood dozens of Changelings. Each bore the same black chitin. Instead of teal, however, the secondary color was a pale violet.



As one, the Changelings let out a feral hiss, and the air filled with the hum of wings as they leapt forward.



Luna let out a long-suffering sigh. “Horseapples. Why me?” Whatever further words she may have uttered were lost as she was engulfed by the swarm.



Five minutes later, ‘Luna’ returned to the palace, was promptly detected by newly installed anti-Changeling wards, and the real Princess rescued only slightly worse for the wear six hours later.
      

      
   
      Transcript of Interview - 0101730A


      

      
      
         “Can I see Twilight?”



“I’m afraid that can’t happen for the time being, Spike.”



“But is she okay?”



“Of course she will be okay, sweetie. We just want you to answer some questions before you go see her.”



“That’s… alright, I guess.”



“You’re her assistant, right?”



“That’s right! I’ve been Twilight’s number one assistant my entire life.”



“Can you tell me what happened yesterday?”



“I didn’t really understand what Twilight was doing, once she starts talking about the last branch of obscure magic she discovered, she won’t stop. You should ask her.”



“We’ll talk with Miss Sparkle soon, we just wanted to have… another perspective.”



“I guess that makes sense… What do you want to know?”



“Why don’t you start at the beginning?”



“You mean yesterday morning?”



“Sure, let’s start there.”



“Alright… Twilight was doing some research on old legends, I didn’t catch what exactly, but she went out to read in the palace gardens and didn’t come back until the afternoon.”



“So you don’t know where she was or what she did all morning?”



“She had a book with her, I doubt she did anything other than read.”



“When did you see her again?”



“She came back bursting through the door later that day and asked for a book about predictions and prophecies.”



“Prophecies? I see… Please, go on.”



“She found a passage about that old story about the Mare in the Moon and then kept on talking about how this was super important. I… I told her it was just an old ponies’ tale and… and that she shouldn’t take it so seriously…”



“Spike?”



“Are you sure I can’t see her? I can come back afterwards and we can continue this, I promise I’ll be fast.”



“I…”



“Please?”



“I’m sorry, Spike. I understand how you feel, but I really need to finish this.”



“… ”



“Hey, as soon as we’re done, I’ll make sure somepony escorts you, okay?”



“...mkay.”



“There we go. What happened after she found the book?”



“She was going to tell Princess Celestia, but I told her that all she knew came from an old book and… I think that made her think twice.”



“How so?”



“She… said I was right and then something about coming up with a plan of her own she could show Celestia. Then, she ran into her room yelling about saving Equestria.”



“And you wouldn’t know anything about that plan, would you?”



“Sorry… I tend to leave Twilight alone when she goes into full research mode, and only help when… when she calls for me.”



“I suppose she didn’t.”



“No… Not all evening. I got a letter from Princess Celestia after that, but… when I, when I w-went inside her room, I… I—”



“It’s okay, Spike. It’s okay.”



“I didn’t know, alright! How could I have known she’d do something like that?”



“It’s not your fault.”



“It is! I’m supposed to b-be her assistant, I shouldn’t have left her alone. Then she wouldn’t have tried to—”



“It’s not your fault.”



“I’m… I’m sorry.”



“It’s okay to feel sad, Spike, but the Princess called the best magic healers of Equestria to help her, she’s going to be alright.”



“But… the magic explosion, that… that was dark magic, I could feel it.”



“…”



“I don’t understand why she took an old legend so seriously, it was just a legend…”



“Hey, big guy. You’ve told us more than enough. Thanks for putting up with us, I’ll have somepony take you to see Twilight now. Captain Armor is already at the hospital.”



“Thanks…”







“Guess that fills some gaps…”



“I still can’t make head or tails of this.”



“Leave that for the higher-ups, we were just told to interrogate all witnesses.”



“What witnesses? That little dragon was the only one who was near the magic blast.”



“We were called in advance for the day after the Summer Sun Celebration, but with that cancelled, guess they just have us do police work.”



“Seems odd that the Princess would call off the holiday just because her student had an accident. I mean, I know she cares a lot about that mare, but still…”



“Who knows how the Princess thinks. I still don’t know what she was thinking adding all those new spots on the moon.”



“It was probably something for the Celebration, but who knows what she meant by that.”



“Hey, our shift’s almost over. Let’s drop the report and go grab a bite. I don’t think the sun’s coming up any time soon.”



“Sure, why not.”
      

      
   
      Subject Theta 32


      

      
      
         CLASSIFIED CODE GREEN




Friend Code: Theta 32



Friend Class: Friendly



Special Containment Housing Procedures: Theta 32 is housed in a furnished standard equinoid living quarters guest room in the Friendship Castle. Meals are provided three (3) times a day made from the ingredients listed in Checklist #Theta32-002. Meat cooked under directions from Checklist #Theta32-003 may be dispa dishpens included upon disgresi when F█████████ says so. Quarters is to be cleaned at three (3) o’ clock in the afternoon each day, as per Cleaning Checklist #451. 



Really, T███████? “Special Containment”? “Standard equinoid living quarters”? — S████



S████, I’m trying to sound professional here. — T███████



You sound like that one time when S████████ went [DATA EXPUNGED] and [DATA EXPUNGED]. — S████ 




Description: Theta 32 is a pair of bipedal females designated Theta 32-1 and Theta 32-2. Theta 32-1 is an adult mee-notauroid rezem resembal that looks a lot like the Great Apes from eastern Zebrica. Theta 32-1 appears to suffer from massive hair loss except for her its mane, possibly from mange. She It covers up majority of the affected areas in many layers of long, flowing clothing. Theta 32-1 is reluckte very unwilling to take off its clothes clothing in the presense company of other ponies. Researcher T███████ S██████ suggests it may have a highly divaloped sense of mo-desty.



Theta 32-2 is a joo youngling that looks like a mix between Theta 32-1 and a griffon, about six (6) months old, according to Theta 32-1’s words. Upper torso and most of its face look like Theta 32-1 while all four (4) legs and lower torso are griffon in nature, with feathers growing along the bottom of its forelegs. It has the same effli mange problem in non-griffon parts of its body, covered up by a simple blouse of griffonic make.



“It” sounds so deponeefying… — S████



S████, I thought I told you to read up on Merry Web’s Words and Dictionary to improve your vocabulary? Read it before we continue the report. — T███████




Theta 32-1 does not understand equestrian. Instead, Theta 32-1 understands simple griffish if spoken slowly and clearly. Theta 32-1 is also able to com-municate using basic griffish words arranged in broken sentences which it claims were taught by its mate. Writing is done using a pointed brush instead of quill, which Theta 32-1 shows high profi-ciency with. Theta 32-1 answers to the name Chao Yan (native writing: 趙燕). Research is currently underway to understand Theta 32-1’s native language (see Document Theta32-Lang-001). Language lesson is also currently underway to teach Theta 32-1 equestrian.



Theta 32-2 has not ackqu acquired speech despite over the three (3) month age requirement for speech acquisition in pony foals. Theta 32-1 claims that younglings of its kind do not start talking until around one (1) year in age.



Well, the foal looks really helpless, y’know? — S████




Theta 32 was recovered on the southeastern edge of the E███████ f█████ on ██/██/████ following tip-off from F█████████’s animals. Theta 32 was under pursuit by three (3) griffons belonging to a known fringe research group “Children of the Winds” from the █████████ █████████ at the time of recovery. Its mate, a male griffon named G█████, had been separated during the chase. Theta 32 shows signs of ligature marks on its wrists and signs of [DATA EXPUNGED], discovered during routine medical checkup post recovery by Nurse R██████.



Recovered documents yielded from the apprehended griffons indicated that the “Children of the Winds” were conducting experiments into hybrid reproduction, thaumaturgical mixing and [DATA EXPUNGED] (Document Recovered Items #Theta32-001 to 005).



Theta 32-1 displays magic highly atypical to pony and griffonic magic. Theta 32-1 is able to cast powerful ████ spells without any obvious focal points in contrast to a unicorn’s horn. Brief scans of Theta 32-2 also show that it contains powerful griffonic magic boosted by magic originating from its parent. Theta 32-2’s current magic equilibrium is stable but Researcher T███████ proposes that Theta 32-2 be tested for potential for magic surge as soon as possible due to possible [DATA EXPUNGED].



Testing however cannot progress further until it is possible to fully com-municate with Theta 32-1. Attempted removal of Theta 32-2 from Theta 32-1’s general area has resulted in distress in Theta 32-1. 



Sheesh, you take a foal from her mother without asking and you wonder why the mother’s upset. — S████




Search is currently undergoing for Theta 32-1’s mate, G█████.



Good. Now, go back edit the rest of the report, S████. — T███████
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         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      What It's Worth


      

      
      
         Spike stamped down the stairs to the ground floor of the library. “Twilight?”



She wasn’t there. Clearly she was somewhere, though, because books were strewn about the place.



Spike clenched his fists. Like there hadn’t been enough of Twilight’s mad research sessions lately. “Where are you?” he shouted.



No answer. He didn’t need one. Since she wasn’t here or upstairs, she had to be in the basement. He shoved the door open and it banged against the wall. “Twilight!”



“Uh—Spike?” This was followed by a gasp, and then by paper rustling furiously.



Spike took in the scene as he went down: more books, big boring ones, piled atop each other on the table, a blanket, discarded scrolls, a blackboard covered in scribbles.



“What are you doing?” he asked.



“Wrapping your birthday present?” Twilight suggested. There were bags under her eyes. From behind her back she produced a rectangular package, floating in a dull pink aura.



As soon as he felt its weight in his hands his shoulders slumped. He shouldn’t have hoped for anything else. “I knew it,” he said immediately it, and proved himself right once he’d opened the present, nearly scratching the book’s cover the in the process.



Spike glared. “I told you I didn’t want another book unless it’s a comic or it at least has pictures in it.”



“You said you like good stories,” said Twilight. “You’ll like the book. I promise. It’s a good—”



Spike wrenched the book open so forcefully the spine cracked. He ignored Twilight’s wince and flicked through boring beige page after boring beige page, all filled with words and nothing but words. 



He thrust the open book towards her. “See? You know, a picture’s worth a thousand words, Twilight! What were you doing that’s so important you even forgot to wrap it anyway?”



Twilight flushed.



“Did you stay up all night looking at Haycartes?!” Spike demanded after a moment, pointing at the blanket. “I can’t believe you!” 



“It was just a little thing bothering me in one of his spells. I honestly didn’t mean to stay up.”



She was lying. The blanket proved it. Spike folded his arms. “Well, since it’s obviously more important than my birthday,” he said, “why don’t you show me the problem? It must be super interesting since you didn’t give up on it even though we agreed you would.”



When Twilight started shaking her head, Spike deliberately added, “It can be the birthday present I actually asked for.”



Twilight drooped. “I’m sorry…”



But her horn began to glow. Spike again noticed the dimness of her aura: a gray tint dulled its pink shimmer. Twilight looked a bit sick, actually.



The musty smell of old books in an airless room suddenly filled his nose. Twilight disappeared.



So did Spike’s anger. His breath caught like he really was in an airless room.



“Twilight?” he shouted, flinging his book away. It thudded onto the table, the momentum sending it into a spin that didn’t stop. The black words spun into dark rings in the centre of the pale pages, two dark circles like eyes, like Twilight’s eyes, big eyes gawking up at Spike.



Spike leaned over the table to stare down and back into her gaze.



“Spike,” Twilight cried, her voice far-away and drawn out.



 “You’re in the book!” he answered. At least, he tried to answer, but he didn’t hear the words. His lips said nothing. He went to grab his throat, but his hands wouldn’t move.



The stale bookish smell overwhelmed him: he couldn’t even breathe in. He swayed on his feet, and then fell forward into the spinning abyss of words.



But a moment later he was as before, lying motionless, looking up at Twilight’s face—watching it slowly fold in on itself in dismay.



“You’re in the book!” echoed his words, in Twilight’s voice. Other words fanned across a beige canvas behind her head, rapidly overwriting one another until they blotted each other out. Yet Spike read on. He had no choice, and it was a good story.



Meanwhile, Twilight’s changing face told another story, one he wasn’t sure he understood.



Suddenly, he breathed out.



He was back in the basement, head throbbing. Twilight ran towards him. He returned her hug and apologies with just as much fervency.



The book lay on the table, no longer worth all the fuss. A few weeks later, Spike added it to the general library catalogue and shelved it appropriately. After all, he’d read it already.
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      Crisis on Infinite Twilights


      

      
      
         On a typical day, it was a tossup whether Alicorn Catgirl Twilight-chan's bigger struggle was using her slender arms to swing her magical daikatana as she battled the faceless hordes of Changeling assassins that plagued the neon-washed streets of Neo Canterlot, or whether it was her struggle to maintain a modicum of modesty given her impractically short miniskirt and the cartwheels, flips, and twirls that her fighting style called for.



She hated both the skirt and the Professor’s insistence that she wear it.



But this was not a typical day, as evidenced by the building-sized pink and black energy disc ripping through downtown, uprooting shining towers like weeds and tossing hovercars like silicon dust.



Twilight-chan heard crackling over her in-ear comm unit as she flew closer to the singularity. “Professor Cinch,” she shouted over the roaring wind, pressing a purple-furred paw to it. “There’s too much interference!”



The comm went silent. Twilight-chan frowned, then threw herself into a dive, straight toward the heart of the maelstrom.



As she wove her way through the swirling debris cloud, she saw with her own oversized eyes what others had reported: an image of small horses on the other side, some running pell-mell, others standing in apparent shock…



And all of them purple, just like her.








Twilight-chan awoke in the remains of a once-clean laboratory that was stuffed to capacity with talking purple horses of near-identical appearance. All shared Twilight-chan’s birthmark; most had horns; and roughly half had wings.



One was talking to her.



“What was that?” Twilight-chan said, picking herself up.



“I said you’re tall like they are,” the unicorn shouted over the din. Its mouth was more squarish than most others, and its voice was deep.



“Sorry… who are you?!”



“He’s Dusk,” said a higher-pitched unicorn with a bandaged eye and a tattered black catsuit. “I’m Tuesday.” She managed an anatomically-improbable hoof-raise, pointing deeper into the laboratory. “And if you have any bright ideas about how to stop Midnight, talk to Glasses!”



Twilight-chan waded through the throng of chattering horses, eventually reaching two purple humanoids arguing in front of a chalkboard.



“...But what will you accomplish by collapsing the separation between dimensions?” shouted one of them: a teen girl wearing glasses.



“That isn’t the point,” replied the other: a she-demon engulfed in some sort of scintillating bubble of force, and with glowing accents around her eyes, horn, and wings.



“But it’s what you’re doing,” Glasses said. “I should know; I almost tore apart the fabric between worlds in my reality!”



Midnight held up a circular device. “All I wanted was to understand the power I detected. To absorb it, to become more than I was…”



Twilight-chan had seen enough. Her horn lit, and she dropped into a combat stance, conjuring a huge, translucent daikatana into her right hand.



“Konnichiwa,” she said.



Glasses turned, took notice of her, and recoiled. “What the… ohmigosh, are you some kind of anthro-cat version of us with a laser sword?!”



Midnight raised a hand toward Twilight-chan. “Please… I'm just tired of being forced to do what others want. ‘Twilight, study this. Twilight, compete in the Friendship Games…’”



Twilight-chan frowned, and looked down at her miniskirt.



“I hated those too,” Glasses said. “But giving up this power doesn't have to be the end of your choices. Don’t do this because you have to; let it be because you want these worlds to live!”



Midnight narrowed her eyes. “I can’t go back. You don’t understand the hold Principal Cinch has on me.”



“Wait,” Twilight-chan said. “You know a Cinch in your reality as well?”



Both Midnight and Glasses nodded. “She’s pretty much the worst,” Glasses said.



Twilight-chan lowered the daikatana. “Then perhaps… we can make a deal? If you can find the courage to let these words live, maybe I can finally find the courage to tell my Cinch where she can stuff this awful skirt?”



Glasses and Midnight both looked down at it and grimaced. “Ohmigosh,” Midnight said. “That's… almost as terrible as Cinch herself…”



“Then let us be brave together,” Twilight-chan said, extending a paw.



Power surged as Midnight closed her eyes and brought her hands together. The world went white…








Twilight-chan awoke in a crater at the heart of Neo Canterlot. Her comm buzzed with questions from Professor Cinch, but she didn't listen. Instead, she pawed the comm and cleared her throat.



“Yes, this is Twilight-chan. Mission accomplished, but Professor… we need to talk about something.”



She smiled, thinking about comfy and practical sweatpants.
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      Vört Vört Vört


      

      
      
         “Huh. That’s weird. They’re still out there.”



“Who’s out there Spike?”



“These weird ponies came up to the door like an hour ago, asking for you. I told them that you weren’t here right now, but you might be back later.”



“Spike! You’re not supposed to turn ponies away! What if they needed me for something important?” Twilight sighed. “A lot of ponies are depending on me these days.You can’t just get rid of ponies because they came at a bad time.”



“I didn’t tell them to go away because I didn’t want to deal with them, I told them to go away because they were weird.”



“Weird how?”



Spike peered through the peephole. “Weird in that they’ve been standing outside door the entire time. In the sun.”



Twilight nudged him to the side and took a look through the peephole for herself. Three chocolate brown ponies stood on her castle’s stoop in the afternoon sun. A pegasus, earth pony, and a unicorn, all without a cutie mark.



“Okay.. something’s off about this… have they been doing anything?”



“Nothing notable, they’re just weird.”



“Alright, well maybe it’s something easy to fix. I’ll go talk with them and get this straightened out.” Twilight paused. “If I’m not done in twenty minutes, get Starlight down here. This might be a real stinker.”



Twilight opened the door and stepped outside, making sure to close it behind her.



“Hi, welcome to the Friendship Castle,” she opened. “I’m Princess Twilight Sparkle. Sorry about the wait. I’m ready and willing to help you with any sort of friendship problem you have. What was your reason for coming by?”



The trio cast looks to each other, eyes glowing with an odd light. There was a period of silence, until one of them spoke.



"The Sparkle must excuse us. It is rude of us to commune by flux shifting in front of those whose vortal inputs are impaired."



"Yes," chimed another, in an oddly stilted accent. "We will vocalize in your auditory language as a matter of courtesy."



"Unless we wish to say unflattering things about you," the third prompted.



"Just so," they announced in unison. "The Sparkle honors us by her presence. We remember the Sparkle. We are coterminous."



The pegasus and earth pony turned to look at the unicorn, who stepped forward. 

“We have met the Sparkle many times before, but this Sparkle has met us for the first.”



The unicorn stepped back to allow the earth pony to come forward.

“We are there still, when you pierced into the vortessence. For a brief time you joined us. You are the one, between the worlds.



Now the pegasus moved to speak.

“You have brought us grief and jubilation beyond measure. Your song we shall sing for eternity, as we have done and will do. We cannot forget those whose cords you cut. Forgiveness is not ours to bestow.”



They spoke in unison.

“We never dreamed to meet you in corporeal form. The Sparkle can make use of these. These bodies are yours to command. The Sparkle knows best.”



“Spike!” Twilight called over her shoulder. “Get Starlight! She’s gonna wanna see this!”
      

      
   
      Back to Freedom


      

      
      
         Canterlot, 7,439 A.C. A divided and forlorn city. In the smoking ruins left by years of internecine warfare, a few desperate ponies try to survive…



Hunkering down in the gloom under the porch, you kick the corpse of your hapless opponent. His body rolls over, exposing a tiny box hidden within his belly fur. You draw your flick knife, cut the skin around the capsule, and shove it into your pouch. Mission accomplished, now you must go back to deliver your payload.



And that’s not gonna be easy.



Cautiously, you tiptoe to the entrance and shoot a glance left and right. Amid the rundown buildings, the thoroughfare seems deserted, but your view is blocked by several heaps of rubble. Besides, this district is infested with Nightmare Moon’s henchponies and the ubiquitous silence is no comforting omen.



You know that use of offensive magic is prohibited under the truce covenant and that every spell you might cast will immediately be detected and acted on, but this is no time for caution. Diplomats will settle this later, if need be.



You grasp the slingshot in your pouch and load it with an explosive crystal. Then you conjure a holographic image, that you send away along the street. 



It’s not even five metres away when a blast of energy hits it square in the flank, piercing its insubstantial body. Quick! Your gaze zeros in on the beam’s source, a first floor window of an opposite building. You draw a bead with your slingshot and shoot. The crystal darts straight into the opening and detonates. You hear a muffled cry as flames erupt from the window, but it lasts only an instant. Soon silence returns, as menacing as before.



One less fucker in Equestria.



You can’t afford the luxury of using another decoy, so you emerge from the porch and, hugging the wall, crawl up to the nearest rubble heap. 



There you pause for a few seconds, looking round for signs of other snipers. All seems quiet. Your next hop is that crumbled house, which will offer you a safe passage beneath its ruined storeys to the only drive that leads to the border of Nightmare Moon’s sector.



And beyond, through a breach in the fence, back to the three allied princesses’ sectors, and freedom.



Go! You spring from your hideout like a jack-in-the-box and rush ten, twenty, thirty metres, before hearing a shout. You pounce forwards, just as a beam of energy blasts the wall behind you. You roll ahead as you hit the ground, and finish your tumbling under the cover of a few piled-up boulders. Panting, disregarding the pain in your seared backlegs, you crouch down and grasp your flick knife again, waiting for your enemy to show up.



A couple of minutes elapses and nothing happens. This doesn’t bode well. But forget about that asshole, you’re racing against time. Standing up, you trudge amid unidentified debris, until you reach the edge of that boulevard, with liberty at its end. It’s not even two hundred metres afar, and, despite the murk, you can make out the sign posted on the other side, which proudly boasts “Welcome to Princess Twilight’s zone”.



Time for you to play your last trump card. You pull a metallic phial from your pouch and drink it up. Picking up what’s left of a mirror you look at yourself and grunt in satisfaction: you’re invisible. That will not protect you from detection spells or infrared sensing, but you won’t be as conspicuous.



You come into the open. The road, you know, is studded with numerous traps which will react to your presence, invisible or not. Fortunately, you’ve rote memorised their location and you should be able to ride that last hurdle out.



You look around, concentrate to take your bearings. You’ve pulled it off once, there’s no reason you can’t do it again.



You begin to walk forward.



One. Two… Twenty. Twenty-seven steps. Stop. Flame trap ahead. Sidestep it. One. Two. You  jump and freeze…



Phew. You exhale. One skirted round.



You feel sweat trickling down your forehead as you proceed, veering left and right along the walls of this invisible maze. 



Only fifty metres left. Two last traps to go.



… Thirty-two. You hesitate. Is it thirty-three or thirty-four? You can’t remember. One more step. What now? Your memory is fuzzy. 



You dare another step.



A barricade of glaring red rays springs up before your eyes, as maniacal laughter thunders. You spin round and —
      

      
   
      The Tirek Zone


      

      
      
         Set in Starlight’s Tirekverse








Twilight Sparkle forced her unwilling body to rise into a sitting position. “Did Tirek… win?” She glanced beyond her cage, taking in all of Tartarus around her. The Princesses’ spire was off to the right, and Discord’s was to her left.



“Yes! And Discord betrayed us!” bawled Rainbow Dash as she cried in the corner.



“That good-for nothing traitor!” Rarity muttered with a snort.



“What in Equestria do ya think got into him? Why, turnin’ tail on your friends like that should be a crime against ponykind!” lamented Applejack as she placed the back of her hoof on her head.



Pinkie Pie grunted as she strained at the bars. “Could somepony give me a hoof here? These bars are stuck tighter than… molasses in a… pigpen—no wait, tighter than a… shoot. They’re stuck real tight!”



“I wish I could help cheer you all up. I’m sorry I’m not very good at it,” said Fluttershy as she glanced at the balloons on her flank. “At least not since, you know—”



“And if I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a thousand times,” Twilight said. “I’m sorry I can’t fix you all.”



“I’m the one whose magic doesn’t work right,” blurted Rarity. “What’s your excuse, Miss Always-Good-With-Magic?”



“First, I was not always good with magic.”



“You’re Celestia’s private pupil! What do you mean, ‘not always good with magic’?”



Twilight rolled her eyes. “I only became Celestia’s pupil a year after I started at the school. You want to know what happened that first year? They almost made me retake magic kindergarten! If it weren’t for Dash’s Rainboom—”



“Please don’t pull me into this argument,” whimpered Rainbow. “I don’t like arguments.”



“Yes, Twilight, I know that whole story. The fact that I got mine late for my age makes it kind of hard for me to forget. I just thought, you know, I’d be keeping it!”



“I said I was sorry!”



“Words are cheap, Twilight! What did you do!”



“I—I didn’t.”



“Well why not?”



“It wasn’t like I was mentally or emotionally stable! My assistant Owlowiscious wasn’t exactly much help. Besides, I’m a nervous wreck when it comes to things that are out of my control! You know that first year in magic kindergarten? I had a massive panic attack over the winter break when I got my grades back! I didn’t eat for three days straight!” she said as tears blurred her vision. “I’m not whole, Rarity! I’m—I’m broken! Broken and scared and useless—”



“And hurting,” interjected Applejack. “Yer breathin’ fast again, darlin’.”



Twilight stopped to realize that her breaths had become shallow and her heart was pounding. The whole world felt hostile towards her and she felt the urge to create some distance between her and the others. She spied an unoccupied corner and rose to her hooves. Her steps faltered, and her knees gave way just moments later.



“Careful, Twilight,” Pinkie said, catching Twilight just in time. “Don’t go hurting yourself, now.”



Fluttershy was beside her a moment later. “Please, Twilight, don’t be sad.”



“I—I don’t want to,” she stammered between breaths. “I just want—None of you are right—And the whole world is—”



“Just lie down, Twilight,” Pinkie instructed.



“See if you can’t go to sleep,” Fluttershy advised.



“Yes…. Sleep sounds… good.”



Twilight closed her eyes and surrendered to Fluttershy’s wing hug as her breaths began to come more easily.








Discord’s lonely days stretched into weeks, and weeks into months, each moment as uneventful as the last. Every so often, Rainbow Dash might call across the chasm to him, but he ignored her. When Fluttershy would call to him, he would flatten his ears and turn his back, not knowing what to feel towards her. But when Twilight would try to talk with him, he would shout back angrily at the unicorn who took Fluttershy as he knew her away from him.



It was immediately after one such shouting match that Discord suddenly felt a magical imbalance, as if more alicorn magic had appeared somewhere in the world. He instinctively glanced towards the spire holding the alicorns, but all three were accounted for. A moment later, the imbalance shifted again, and the alicorn magic vanished. Yet something previously unnoticed still remained. It appeared to his sixth sense as a tendril, a root sprung up from the Tree of Harmony. The alicorn might have spent mere seconds in his world, but that table remained.
      

      
   
      The Town


      

      
      
         Twilight sat in an old decrepit chair, in an old and decrepit library. In front of her lay open an old book. She levitated it carefully opened to its first page. She didn’t read far before putting it down again.



“Spike,” she called out. “As much as it pains me to say this, I… I can’t read this!” She gave a heavy sigh. “Can you please do me the favor?”



“Now, hold on a second Twi,” Spike answered. “Why do I have to read it? You were the one who wanted to read it so badly.”



“That was before I realized just what I would be reading,” she replied.



Spike gave his employer a raised eyebrow. “Okay. Who are you and what have you done with my Twilight?” 



“Spike, I haven’t gone anywhere, nor do I plan on going anywhere anytime soon. Matter of fact, travel plans weren’t even in my mind at all.”



Spike rolled his eyes at Twilight’s expected response. “I guess reading you this isn’t going to kill me,” he said, taking the book from Twi’s telekinetic grasp. “Though, I expect an extra bit of gems for my trouble once we finish this book of yours,” he added with a serious look.



Twilight smiled and gave her young assistant a rub on the head, which made Spike’s frills messy. “Now hurry! The sooner we get this piece of text out of the way, the sooner we can get out of here.”



“Yeah, yeah,” Spike said as he focused on the book’s cover: 



The Town That No Longer Exists



Spike paused, gaze once again falling on Twilight. She gave him a meek, but resolute nod.  



“This won’t end well,” he said with a shake of his head. 








There was once a little filly named Emily. She was eight years of age. Emily was unhappy, for she realized that she lacked friends. 



At first, Emily tried to be friends with her servants, but they shied away from her. Next, Emily tried to be friends with her parents. They too kept their distance. Finally, Emily tried to be friends with the other children, but they feared ‘incurring her wrath.’ Not even the mailmare paid Emily any mind.



All that changed one particularly cold and clear moonless night…



Up in the pitch-black sky, a shooting star raced across the heavens. Emily was awoken by the light and quickly remembered the old legends about shooting stars. Thus, she made a wish.



Right before her eyes something materialized. From it, something came forth—He introduced himself as “whirl,” and promised to be Emily’s very special friend. Emily, hearing this, gave her new best friend a hug, and for the first time in her life, she was truly happy.



Weeks passed, and Emily’s snotty and unruly behavior lessened, instead replaced by a calmness that felt off. Yet, at the same time, awful things began to happen. Accidents, businesses going broke, and a near-total infant mortality rate. 



Soon, the townsfolk whipped themselves into a frenzy, blame flying in every direction. Finally, the blame fell on Emily’s parents, who were rich and secluded—not to mention nasty and bitter. Emily’s home was assaulted.



Young Emily watched from her room as the townsfolk stormed her home, assaulted the servants, took her parents, and viciously executed them in a bonfire. She turned to Whirl and asked him to do something. He transformed before Emily’s eyes and took on a new form. 



Emily was unable to scream. 



Whirl, with his new form, fell on the townsfolk. With one wave of his tendril, he made them blind with rage. Emily watched as the crowds, maddened and blood drunk, tore each other apart. Eventually, she too took up a knife vanished into the crowds of slaughter and butchery, never to be seen again.



The sun rose over the blood-drenched earth. Any sign of civilized habitation was gone. Mounds upon mounds of bodies littered the ground. In the central square, dozens of stakes stood erect, bodies impaled on them, all carved with an incomprehensible language.






Spike shut the book and tossed it aside in disgust. He turned to Twilight with a horrified look on his eyes. “What the hay did I just read!?”



Twilight said nothing. She could say nothing... except for the smile forming on her lips.


      

      
   
      Fallen From Grace


      

      
      
         “So you think your friends are going to be out there when we get through this?”



Daring Do's made the observation as she carefully moved her hooves around the multicolored floor tiles of the large room. Twilight Sparkle was doing the same; ancient Mare-potamian religion had strict color-coding, and she didn't want either of them to step on the color for...well...



“They'll be there... They always have before, haven't they?”



Twilight moved one hoof, Daring moved another, back and forth as they inched their way towards the exit.



“Yeah, though I don't know why you stay ponies like that. There's too much chance for betrayal, for them to leak secrets and get you into trouble.”



Twilight stopped for a moment and stared at Daring.



“Are you saying that's how you got here? Somepony blabbed?”



Daring affected a smug smile.



“No comment.”



They continued on for a little while in their intricate dance until they reached the end of the room. Twilight sighed in relief as her hooves rested on sandstone paving instead of ceramic tile, and she turned to look back at the ordeal they had just conquered.



“You know, I could've just flown out of there and...”



Twilight smirked and shook her head at Daring's words.



“We had to work together, it's part of the legend the trap was based around. I'm pretty sure that we primed the trap in this room when we first touched the floor tiles, and...”



“If I had tried to fly, the room would have sealed itself and we'd have been goners.”



Daring shook her head ruefully.



“We actually do make a good team, don't we?”



Twilight started back down the hallway to what they knew was the exit to this tomb.



“Maybe you should have been nicer when we first met. But then, you don't care much about anything except being an adrenaline addict.”



Daring gave her a hard look.



“I do care about other things, Twilight. Like where that artifact is headed.”



Twilight looked at her saddlebags and then at Daring.



“It's going to ponies loyal to Princess Celestia.”



Daring didn't say anything and rolled her eyes as they continued to walk.



Soon they were outside, in the clearing that used to be an entrance plaza for the underground complex. Grass and moss covered many of the paving stones and ruined pillars, and a thick forest surrounded the place, moonlight shining through the holes in the canopy.



“Twilight, are you all right?”



A quartet of stallions, a pegasus and three earth ponies stood ready at the far side of the clearing and, even as Dr. Cabelleron gave her a knowing smile, Daring narrowed her eyes at the sight.



“It looks like your friends have arrived...”



Twilight let a little smirk enter her smile, even as she began to head to the others.



“Sorry, Daring. We'll be taking the artifact with us now.”



Daring looked like she was taking a moment to process that, while swallowing something else at the same time.



Outrage? Humiliation?



Then Daring raised her head, a cold grin on her face as at least a dozen black-clad ponies burst into the clearing. Twilight could feel her blood run cold at the sight of the Night Guard and what that meant.



“You...?”



Daring nodded at Twilight's question, as the elite soldiers approached.



“I've come to see the value in the magic of friendship myself. Or at least, convenient alliances.”



Twilight took a moment to look up at the brilliant white moon that now held a different mare on its face and a rainbow around it like a shawl. Then she looked back down at the mare who had been her hero at one time.



“Why...?”



“I don't care about politics, but I do care about where artifacts like the one you have wind up.”



Daring took a moment to point in the direction of Cabelleron and his party.



“I have no intention of letting ponies like them get their hands on anything like that artifact. Now hand it over or things get ugly.”



Twilight wanted to resist, but she heard a sigh behind her.



“Give it to her Twilight. We can spar with her another day.”



Twilight hesitated, looked at the soldiers with their armor and fierce demeanor, and relented.



But even as she used her magic to levitate the artifact to her now-enemy, Twilight repeated a promise she'd made to herself before.



I'll beat you, Daring Do. Me and my friends, we'll beat you.
      

      
   
      Monsters


      

      
      
         The thunder rolled through the night sky and the rain fell as Golden Earring pulled her cart along a muddy path in the Everfree Forest. She was a plain earth pony by all accounts.  Her mane and coat were a dull brass. Even when she'd married a multimillionaire not a soul paid her any mind. It was upsetting at first and maddening as the marriage dissolved.  



For five years she and Radar had lived together as husband and wife. Out of those five years one of them was pleasant.  That was until she found out about his relations with various secretaries, musicians, and whatever other female that would turn a blind eye to the fact that he had a spouse. He'd laughed about it. She'd cried.



Golden Earring sighed in exhaustion as she dragged the heavy cart up to the mouth of the canyon.  "You know you two were a real pain," she said panting, "All that begging."  Golden Earring pulled back the sheet that covered the bodies of her former husband and his traveling secretary.  She frowned as she looked at the two of them watching the trickles of blood ooze from the bullet wounds in their heads.  "I waited Radar.  Waited until that clause in the prenuptial agreement passed.  You didn't think I could do it but I did. I waited, watched and,"  She tapped the gun on her side, "Made sure all of your lovers met the same fate.  Couldn't let you get too attached to them and couldn't let them take what I was earning."



The rain beat down on the brass colored pony as she moved to the front of the cart and began to push it toward the canyon. Her legs strained and dug into the saturated earth.  Her back ached as she arched against the cart and then suddenly she felt nothing but the rain as the cart loudly lurched back and tumbled into the dark chasm below.  Golden Earring panted as she gazed into the darkness a smug satisfied smile on her face.  "It's done."



The lightning flashed and from her left she heard it, the low growl of something big. Golden Earring slowly turned her head and saw the dull green eyes from the shadows as the smell of rotting meat wafted through the air.  "Timber wolf," gulped Golden Earring as she pulled her pistol and pointed it in the direction of the eyes.  



Ever so slowly, Golden Earring backed away from the eyes in the general direction of the path as the beast slowly stalked her every step, its eyes never wavering.  "Go away," she shouted and squeezed off three shots in the general direction of the eyes, their crack of the echoed through the forest.  



Golden Earring slid her gun into it's holster as she broke into a run.  She wasn't sure if the creature was following her or not as she tore through the dark woods.  Branches smacked her in the face and she slipped and slid in the mud, but still she ran as fast as she could in the direction of where she thought the main path might be. Her legs and lungs burned when to her surprise she saw two orange lights up ahead on a large automated coach. 



"Hey," she called out desperately to the figure in the cart, "Help please I'm being chased by timber wolves!" 



"Get in," shouted a male voice as he threw open the door. Quickly, Golden Earring jumped into the cart and it sped off down the path.



"Thanks mister..."



"Spruce," said a middle aged brown earth pony, "Now tell me what's a pretty thing like you doing out on a night like this."



"I got lost," replied Golden Earring with a blush. 



"Where's your cart?"



"What?"



"Well, I saw a heavily loaded cart enter the woods awhile back. Was it yours?"



Golden Earring eyed Spruce suspiciously and pulled her pistol. "Just get me out of these woods." 



Spruce cleared his throat and looked at the revolver, "I take it those were...."  



"If you don't want to end up like them shut it," growled Golden Earring.



They continued in silence as the rain slacked and the moon slowly crept from behind a cloud and Spruce pulled over.  "Who are you?"



"A monster.  Drive."



"No," said Spruce as he faced the mare next to him.  His glowed green and canine, his teeth now sharp as knives. Spruce growled, "I'm a monster and you're a mare that's out of bullets."
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