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         Staring down at Vinyl Scratch’s body and the crimson pool growing beneath it, Octavia sighed and went to fetch the mop.



She hadn’t meant for it to happen, of course. While she had been upset that Scratch had broken yet another of her cellos, even now, something like that would never cause her to raise a hoof to her marefriend. 



Not that she could fully exculpate herself. She had, admittedly, pushed Scratch in annoyance. 



It was just that, as an earth pony, the gesture had had rather more effect than she’d intended. 



Of course, even then, she could never have anticipated that Vinyl would slip on a spot of water and slam into the counter. Or thought that would be enough to cause the knife block to tip over. And she doubted even Celestia herself could have guessed that, of all the knives, her brand new ten-inch chef’s knife would be the one to spin off the counter, gravity guiding it towards the unfortunately exposed neck of her beloved DJ.



On a positive note, a knife that sharp would certainly make dinner preparations much easier.



Yanking open the closet door, she didn’t flinch as the hooded pony skull within grinned its broad and bony smile.



“Are you tired of this yet?” the Pale Trotter asked in a voice as cold as a Windigo’s kiss. Its hollow sockets burned with pale blue flames, helpfully illuminating the storage space with their ghastly, ethereal glow. It saved Octavia a few moments of fruitless searching by revealing the mop and bucket in the opposite of the expected corner. 



“Sod off,” Octavia grunted, pulling the bucket out with her teeth and kicking the door shut behind her.



Not that it made any difference as the skeletal pony phased through the door and followed her back to the kitchen, its breath creaking and rattling like an ancient and barren tree in a storm. “You can end this at whenever, Octavia. You just have to say the word.”



“I believe I already told you to sod off,” she growled around the bucket handle, flinching as the mop handle shifted and smacked her on the snout.



“Come on! You have to be getting tired of—”



“What bucking part of sod off do you not understand?” The bucked clanged as it hit the ground. “And for the last time: stop bloody lurking around our house! I know you can just show up whenever you want! You don’t have to wait around, you git!”



It huffed. “There is no reason to be rude about this.”



“No reason to—” Octavia sputtered. “You keep killing Vinyl! I think I’ve got plenty of reason to be miffed. It is, in fact, getting real bloody tiresome.”



“Of course. Blame the skeleton pony with the scythe.” The Pale Trotter’s ghastly flames rolled in their sockets. “I have kept the bargain struck by your princess in both spirit and word. The fact that your marefriend has been marked for death is not my fault. I merely guide those who pass. Believe me, if I could avoid seeing the two of you again, I would gladly—”



Octavia picked the bucket back up and resumed her trek towards the kitchen, tuning out whatever else the specter had to say.



It took a few minutes to throw out the remains of her shattered cello, as well as mop up the worst of the blood. While she couldn’t completely clean the kitchen with Scratch’s still-cooling corpse occupying a large part of it, she had found that tackling with the majority of the mess first generally made things easier in the long run.



Once she had done as much as she could, Octavia leaned down and kissed the mortal remains of her marefriend, feeling the tingle of the magic implanted within her flow from her lips to the body. It only took a moment for Scratch’s eyes to flutter open.



“Huh? Whuzzat?” Scratch asked, though to the untrained ear it probably sounded a bit more like the gurgling of a pony with a cut throat. 



“Easy, love,” she said, putting a gentle, but firm, hoof on Scratch’s shoulder. “You had an accident with a kitchen knife. Just lay there and wait for the magic to finish healing you.” 



Once upon a time the sight of Scratch’s flesh knitting together had disgusted her but, over the last year, the grotesque sight of magical regeneration had grown dull. After all, there were only so many times you could be horrified at watching your love’s head reattach itself or her scattered ashes reconstitute into a single pony. “Should be just little longer. This one wasn’t too bad.”



As Scratch rose, wobbling, Octavia gave her another kiss. 



“You go get cleaned up while I finish with this.” Looking at the bloody knife on the floor, she rethought the night’s plans. Cooking no longer appealed. Not that she’d have time now. “Then I’ll go get us takeaway. Saddle Arabian okay?”








Vinyl stood in the shower, letting the water run over her, watching as red swirled and gurgled down the drain. Twenty minutes and she was still trying to scrub blood out of her fur. And they were almost out of soap and brushes. 



Again. Probably bleach, too.



She sighed and sat down, the no-slip mat barely shifting under her. Her neck still hurt. Sure, she might’ve looked good as new, but the pain always hung on. Princess Twilight’d told her it was just some sorta psycho-something-something, but it really didn’t make a difference. If it hurt, it hurt.



“You don’t have to keep coming back, you know.”



Vinyl nearly had a heart attack – a feeling she could now identify decisively – and barely managed to contain an indignant squeak of shock as the Pale Trotter suddenly stood next to her, its soggy black cloak clinging to its bones and its flaming eyes hissing as water ran over them.



After a moment of standing under the spray, he sighed. “This is a bad time.”



“You think?” Vinyl growled.



“My point stands, however. The contract, as worded by your princess, stipulates that Octavia cannot revive you without your consent. If you wish to pass, you can. Whenever you’d like. Right now, even, if you really wanted.” Noting the silence, he pressed on.



Vinyl eyed him. “Don’t you have better things to do? Like I’m sure there are plenty of other ponies and griffons and whatever dying somewhere not in our shower.”



“There are. Which is why your erratic mortality is a real problem for me.” He glanced back at the shower head. “Could you please turn that off? It’s ruining my cloak.”



“No,” she said, emphasizing her point by returning to scrubbing. She somehow still had blood on her breast.



“You have to admit, this arrangement is highly inconvenient for everypony involved. Sure, you get to generally keep living, but… well. Octavia spends an inordinate amount of time picking up the pieces.” The Pale Trotter coughed, its bones rattling. “Literally, on more than one occasion.”



Vinyl tried not to think too hard about those deaths as she continued to scrub.



“You’ve had a truly good run, Vinyl. You really have! You got your marefriend out of Tartarus. Not many ponies can say they did that. And certainly no other pony can say they also got to come back from that particular sacrifice! Meanwhile, you’ve gotten a whole year and then some to spend with her.” He set a bony hoof on her shoulder. “I get it. I really do. It’s scary. I’m scary. But you all have to go sometime. And, well, if I had a marefriend? I certainly wouldn’t want her getting comfortable with mopping six pints of my blood off the floor. Not only is that really annoying to deal with, but honestly? It would kind of creep me out. A pony who can do that is a pony who has been forced into some real dark places.”



Vinyl’s scrubbing slowed. 



“Anyhow. Just some food for thought.” The Pale Trotter grinned. Not that he could do anything else. “I’ll be there if you need me.”



“Scratch! I’m back!” Tavi’s voice rose above the sound of the shower.



The Pale Trotter was gone.



Vinyl only hesitated for a half-second before she stood up. “Cool! I’m nearly—” she started as she stepped out of the shower, but couldn’t finish, the words dying in her throat as she tripped over the shower’s lip and slammed muzzle first into the floor at just the right angle to fatally snap her neck.








Octavia slathered jelly across the toast she’d prepared for their breakfast. And slathered was most definitely the right term as she tried to smooth out the mountain of preserves that she’d loaded on the bread.



“Hey, Tavi? Sure you don’t want me to do that?”



She nodded. With their luck, Scratch would find some way to put a butter knife through her heart. While she missed having a helping hoof in the kitchen, there were just too many hazards that threatened to turn a pleasant breakfast into another corpse clean-up.



Besides, there were benefits to accidentally using too much jelly. Next time she went to the store, she would have a reason to get earth pony friendly jars even sooner. She added that to her mental shopping list: soap, brushes, rags, a new mop, bleach, more foal-proofing supplies, more rugs, and food stuffs she didn’t need the help of a horn to access easily. 



Still, a little would be nice. Maybe they could hire a housecleaner. Though she wondered how hard it would be to find one that didn’t mind dealing with viscera. Or, at least, how much they’d have to pay somepony to not mind dealing with it. Cleaning supplies alone were already gutting her personal fortune.



“Thanks for making breakfast! It smells great!” Scratch said as Octavia dropped the last of the plates on the table.



“You’re welcome. And remember to eat slowly.” The words not even needing to route to her brain, instead being uttered as unconscious habit. “And small bites.”



Scratch’s smile faded just a little, a heaping forkful of hashbrowns stopping just short of her mouth. “Right, right.” She sighed as she adjusted the bite.



The two ate in the comfortable silence of a couple who had long ago dispensed with the need to fill the air with idle prattle every second of every day. Or, perhaps, simply the comfortable silence of a couple who did not wish to discuss the unmitigated disaster that yesterday had been.



Stirring her hash browns, Scratch broke it. “You going to be okay?”



“Hm?”



“Your cello. You have a recital next week, don’t you?”



Octavia smiled. “Scratch, I learned very shortly into dating you that I should have backups of anything I might need. Including instruments. This marks, what? The fifth cello you have somehow found a way to shatter? I’ve come to expect it.” Her smile grew. “Though I truly would appreciate if you stopped doing it. Really. I mean it. I would not miss that at all.”



Scratch chuckled, running a hoof through her adorably unruly mane. “Yeah, I really am sorry.”



Octavia’s smile withered as she looked down at her plate. “Scratch, about that recital…” 



“Yeah?”



“I was wondering…” Her heart thudded against her ribs as she tried to force the words out. She had been wrestling with this request for the last week, willing herself to forget it, but all their recent misfortunes had finally pushed her to this point. “I wanted to ask you…”



She could see the worry starting to creep over Scratch’s expression. “Yeah?”



“Could you not come to the recital?”



Scratch stared at her, realization setting in behind those cerise orbs. It wasn’t too hard to see the brief flicker of pain there either. “Oh. Yeah. Sure! I get it. No worries.”



 “I mean, I still want you to come with me to Canterlot, Scratch. It—”



“It’s cool, Tavi. You don’t have to explain yourself.” Sliding off her seat, Scratch walked around the table and kissed her on the side of her muzzle, grinning like a fool. “Pretty sure those fancy ponies showing up for one of your shows would stop calling you if your marefriend had a chandelier drop on her, or she fell down the theater steps, or got murdered by a crazy music critic, or whatever. It’d definitely spoil your show.”



Octavia bit her lip. She wanted to deny it, of course. To say that she really wanted Scratch there, sitting in the front row, just like she always had been. But she didn’t. She just nodded. “Thanks for understanding, love.”








Vinyl sat on the bed in their Canterlot suite, staring out the window, imagining she could see the Canterlot Theater. 



Since they’d started dating, she’d seen every one of Tavi’s recitals. She’d ditched her own stuff to do it. She’d snuck past ushers to deal with with being late. She’d made a point to always be there, right in the front row, right where Tavi’d see her.



And now because of this stupid bucking curse, Tavi didn’t want her there.



She’d left snacks, though. ‘Cause it’d be super inconvenient if Vinyl went on a walk and got hit by a cart.



Flopping back on the bed, she thought about what the Pale Trotter had said.



She was lucky to go a few days without dying. Even with all the precautions they took, something always happened. Bad falls. Muggers. Asteroid strikes. 



It was bad. You couldn’t get used to dying. Even knowing Tavi could bring her right back, it never stopped eating at her, wondering when it’d happen next. And, of course, it hurt like a bitch most of the time. Sometimes the aftermath was worse. She hadn’t really felt it when a rogue dragon had incinerated her, but getting reduced to ash had left some serious psycho-whatever effects. She’d been a quivering wreck for days after.



And Tavi’d been there for her. She’d ditched all her other obligations and they’d just snuggled. And that’s what their life had been for the last year. 



Tavi comforting her when she had a nervous breakdown. 



Tavi cleaning up her corpse. 



Tavi coming up with new ideas to try and secure their house. 



Tavi doing all the work. 



Tavi getting used to her marefriend dying over and over again.



She deserved better than that.



Vinyl rubbed at the tears building in the corner of her eyes.



They’d had a good run. They’d gotten more than they should have. 



Maybe that was enough.








Octavia peered out into the packed auditorium from behind the curtain. Even in the dim light she could make out the legions of Canterlot’s elite. Everypony who was anypony was out there right now, waiting to hear the one and only Octavia Melody perform.



No. Almost everypony.



She pulled away from the curtain and began to pace.



“Are you alright, Miss Melody?” Spot Light, the stage manager, asked.



“Yes, yes, I’m perfectly fine.”



He offered her a doubting look. “Miss Melody, I haven’t seen you pace like this since your first time on the Canterlot stage.”



“I am fine, you silly old bugger,” she said, blinking away the moisture in her eyes as she tried to ignore the regret gnawing at her stomach.








Vinyl rolled over on the bed to find herself snout to skull with the Pale Trotter. “Figures you’d be here.”



The skeletal pony sighed. “This is sad.”



“Shock,” Vinyl said. “This sucks. Shouldn’t you be wearing some sort of stupid party hat and tossing confetti?”



Its flaming eyes blinked out. “This is really sad.”



“We covered that.”



The Pale Trotter turned and faced out over Canterlot.



“So what’s really on the other side?”



“Dunno.”



Vinyl found the energy to quirk an eyebrow. “Seriously?”



“Think of it like a really exclusive – well, maybe not really exclusive but you get the idea – club and me as the doorpony. I’ll get you in, but I’m not really sure what’s going down inside.”



“That metaphor sucks,” Vinyl grumbled. She couldn’t even get something as simple as a straight answer on what really happened when you crossed the river or passed the veil or whatever. 



“Simile. I said ‘like a club.’ That makes it a simile.”



“Fine,” Vinyl said. “That simile sucks.”



Silence filled the room. The classic, uncomfortable and awkward sort.



The Pale Trotter shifted from hoof to hoof.



“So, I just need to not want to come back next time and that’ll be that?” Vinyl asked. “I’m dead for real? No coming back?”



“Yeah.” The Pale Trotter shifted again, looking back towards her and then back out the window.



“What the buck is your problem now?” Vinyl snapped, annoyance finally overtaking her languishing spirit. “You spend the better part of a year hounding me and Tavi about how annoying my revivals are and how I’m a huge burden and how I’m ruining her life and it’d be so much better if I just gave up the ghost, but now you’re acting like I just kicked your freakin’ puppy.”



Sitting, the Pale Trotter shook its head. “You two have been a phenomenal disruption to my existence. You have completely demolished the way I work. My job is to help ponies accept they’re dead. Done. No coming back. They got a one way ticket into the afterlife club. No matter how much they love somepony or think they’ve got unfinished business or feel the placement of that banana peel was super unfair, it’s my job to convince them to clear on out. I’m good at it. I, in fact, pride myself on the fact that Equestria has been ghost free for over a millenia.”



Vinyl clapped her hooves. “Good work. Guess we really messed that up for you, huh?”



“I don’t spend a lot of time with ponies. A few minutes, generally. An hour at most. And like I said, when I come calling, it’s hopeless cases. Usually when I arrive, there’s no going back. No matter how much you want it. You’re… an anomaly.”



“Kinda worked that one out already.”



Snorting, the Pale Trotter stood. “I’m going to regret this, but I will tell you this one thing, Vinyl. One thing. Because if I don’t, I am going to feel like a horse’s ass for the rest of eternity. After that? It’s all on you. I wash my hooves of whatever happens next. My conscience is free and clear.” 



“Yeah?”



“Octavia wants you at the recital.”



Vinyl stared at him. “Really?”



“Like I said: one thing.” The Pale Trotter and started for the window, its body growing translucent he passed through it and disappeared into the open air.



The question has been a stupid one, of course. Deep inside, Vinyl had already known the answer. She’d known it before he’d told her. She’d just ignored that she’d known it. 



Hopping off the bed, she was out the door in an instant.








Octavia’s bow danced across the strings, but her heart was still. The piece was supposed to carry with it the joy of the Summer Sun Celebration, but to her it echoed hollow and empty in her ears. Even the ponies in the audience seemed able to feel it, strange glances and muted whispers filling the auditorium, drowning out her music.



Her ears twitched at the noise of a door opening across the grand hall.



Even with the spotlights shining at her eyes and the house lights bare pinpricks, she could recognize the outline of her beloved DJ. Her heart leapt and with it the music soared.



By the time she had finished and the applause thundered around her, she was in her own world, joyful tears filling her eyes as Scratch leaped onto the stage and slammed into her, sending the two sprawling in a loving embrace, muzzles locked in a kiss before they had even stopped sliding.



“I’m sorry,” Octavia whispered. “I shouldn’t have said that, Scratch. I shouldn’t have asked you not to come!”



“It’s fine, it’s fine! Really!”



“Even if it’s tough, I want us to last as long as we can. No matter how hard it is. No matter how many stupid things happen. No matter how much bloody bleach I have to buy! I don’t want you to go without me!” 



“I won’t,” Scratch promised. “I’ll always come back to you. Here and wherever comes after.”



Octavia kissed Scratch again. There were no words left. No feelings that needed to be explained. Nothing else that needed to be regretted.



In that moment, everything was perfect, and nothing could take that away.



Not even the stage light that fell and crushed Scratch.
      

      
   
      The Path


      
      
      
         
         A Thousand Years

      
         
         Out of the Shadows & Ashes

      
      

      

      
      
         Simulizi


(Legend)




“It is only a myth!”



“This is no myth, my dear friend. If I cannot act, I fear a soul will end.”



“You dare use the Weaver’s Tongue on me, Little Shade? You would leave your tribe? Your people? Everything you have known? To follow a path laid by both lunatic and fool?”



“My old friend, I am the last one who remains. If I do not go, then the Lost One will be forever in chains. I have made a sacred pact. I refuse to simply remain when I could act.”



“If you do this, you will do it alone.”



“My worried friend, I am used to walking such roads alone. You need not worry that I have no chaperone.”



“But the journey you take is hard. I worry for you. I’m afraid.”



“Fear may freeze us, that is a mortal’s lot. To act despite this is what we are taught.”



“You know… I remember when you couldn’t even string a few words together in the Weaver’s Tongue. Now, you’ve taught it to scores. Sometimes… I miss that filly, Little Shade.”



“Some nights pass when I think of that young one as you do. Yet I know where I must walk and the nature of that avenue. My wise friend, fear not that I may fall. Fear instead what may happen if I stall.”







Though there were neither living pony nor breathing zebra within leagues of where she now walked, the Weaver continued on the Path. She did not look at her constant companion, a wizened figure robed in starlight and shadow. It continued to walk beside her, as it had for years now. In a way, it helped her to know she was not truly alone on this course.



In another way, the figure reminded her just how alone she was and what she had left behind. She appreciated the ironic duality of her companion’s presence. Seer Zettanai would have likely spoken long of the deep philosophical import of her companion on this particular journey.



Zecora likely would have fallen asleep after the first three hours. Zettanai’s rambling musings would drive even the Skysinger into a stupor.



The underbrush rustled to her right. The zebra froze for an instant before she slipped a small blue vial from the small holster on her right foreleg. With a whispered word, the light on her bottom anklet dimmed to nearly nothing, allowing the shadows to creep in on all sides. Moonlight and starlight pierced the canopy above and her eyes adjusted to the gloom.



“What is this beast lurking now nearby? Do I name it enemy or ally?” she whispered.



Her shadowed companion said nothing in response. It would have been peculiar to hear him speak after this many years. He just stood there, watching the Path.



The underbrush rustled once more and Zecora took a few steps back. Then she caught the scent.



With a faint grow, she fetched an orange vial from the pouch. She inhaled through her nose and readied the last of her Unbinding Brew. When it almost slipped from her hoof, she nearly cursed, but caught herself. She dare not blaspheme in a place such as this. To do so would attract even more unwanted attention from the darkened night.



“I know what you are, foul beast,” she declared to the twitching greenery laced with moonlight. “Leave now, lest my wrath be unleashed. I do not have time for games of hide and seek and you will find my brews far from weak.”



Bright pupilless green eyes opened in the darkness. The growl came next, as expected. Then the timberwolf stepped out of the thick brambles and shadowed bushes. Its wooden claws clicked on a stone as it sized her up. Its body of branches, leaves and wood shifted slightly as it prepared to pounce.



She did not flee, though she could not repress a shiver.



It wasn’t the first she had encountered since entering this vast wilderness. And only a fool would treat these spirits of the earth with anything other than respect.



However, respect did not prevent action.



With a deft flick of her hoof, she popped the cork to the vial and threw it at the timberwolf’s claws.



The timberwolf’s burning green eyes narrowed as a puff of orange smoke rose from the shattered vial. It took another step forward, preparing to pounce on its prey. Then it sniffed at the rising cloud.



Once… twice… thrice…



With a pop, the light from its eyes vanished. The faint green shimmer running through its body fled into the forest, leaving nothing more than a crumbling collection of leaves, sticks and branches.



The zebra took a deep breath and sighed. She dare not tarry any further. With a glance up through the foliage, she could see the rising Moon. She had only a few hours to reach the appointed place. If she failed—



No. Down that road of thought lay dark things. She did not walk that path.



The Pact must be fulfilled. The Promise must be kept.



The Path must be followed.



No matter the cost.



A whispered word brought forth the gentle glow of her anklet once more and she tread deeper into the chaotic forest, her silent shadow ever at her side.






Swali


(Doubt)




“I… am not… I cannot bear this, my dear teacher! Please, do not depart and leave me here!”



“Ah, dear Little Shade… your Weaver’s Tongue has become so strong… I wonder if you are even capable of the People’s Tongue now. It is now part of your soul. Of your very spirit. I am proud to have passed it to you, though I miss my gift of the rhyming songs.”



“I would return it in a heartbeat to give you back your breath! Mshauri, please renounce the lands of Death!"



“Such things, once done, cannot be undone, Little Shade. I had hoped to… I had—”



“You continue to strain yourself by speaking so, yet it pains me that there is nothing I can do… nothing that I know.”



“No, the water is enough. Thank you, Little Shade. I… had hoped to be the one to stand beneath the Moon at the appointed time. But it seems the Balance wills it to be you. Though I will not stand under the starlight… I have been honored to teach you to walk the Path.”



“What joy is there walking the Path, if no companions join to laugh?”



“I may soon pass beyond... the beautiful Veil, but I know that at your journey’s end, you will find those which will give you joy once more.”



“But all must be left behind, if my destiny is thus defined.”



“Destiny is never set in stone, Little Shade. There is only choice and potential. Even prophecy cannot be counted upon. My teacher once told me, ‘Prophecy is a guess that comes true. When it doesn't, it's a metaphor.’”



“But all of your teachings have led to this moment! Of inaction you cannot be a proponent!”



“I believe. As I know you— you— you do. No, I need not another drink. I… ask that… you take the anklet, now. Do not look at… me like that, Little Shade. We both know I depart soon for… the Veil. Your companion awaits. He is… strange. But you will become… accustomed to him. In time. He will point the way, as he… has for generations of those on the Path.”



“I’ve done nothing to deserve this boon. You cannot believe me worthy so soon.”



“You are wise… beyond your years, Little Shade. Far wiser than I… and wiser still that you do not… know your own wisdom. It is time for you…. to step into the light with your head high and… your heart ready. Walk the… Path that leads through moonlight… into starlight… and… ends in sunlight. Walk the Path. And… no matter what… never blame yourself…”



“Mshauri… why must you grow so still? If you linger, know I yet walk the Path… I will.”







The Moon rose bright even as its shadow darkened. The hill deep within the gnarled expanse of tree and bush made an excellent vantage point to see both earth and sky. But what dominated the sky was the shape coating the surface of the great silvery orb. The magic pulled at her. It was strange to feel a magic so raw, but even now, her anklets nearly danced in anticipation. She wondered if this is what the unicorns felt when they held potential magic in their horns.



And yet, beyond the magic in the air, there was so much magic in Mother Earth it made her very spirit shiver in delight. It was the power of life unrestrained. Wild. Unpredictable. Alive. So many wonders lived within this place, matched only by the dangers lurking in every overgrown copse. Miracles and damnation both slipped between the trees and bushes at the foot of the hill.



She yearned to release the power. Let it fly and watch the result… though she knew the possible cost of her act.



It was not the appointed time. A single glance at the shadow at her side told her that. It was looking up at the Moon with a strange expression on its translucent features. In the end, she could only sense her companion’s emotions. She could not see them through the shadows.



Flashes of memory flickered by, as had happened more and more in the last several weeks. Where once it had been only one at a time, now they rushed through her mind with the speed of a hurricane.



Pain: A pale crescent moon on a blue field.



Sorrow: A weeping pale pink eye.



Resolve: An angry rainbow. 



Focus: A bell on blue fabric.



Intensity: A stone tablet. 



Hope: A tree of light. 



When Zecora regained her senses once more, she was lying on the grass, staring up at the great Moon.



Her companion stood over her. Now, it looked down upon her. For a moment, she thought she saw something sparkle where its eyes should be. Perhaps compassion, perhaps gratitude, perhaps something else entirely.



Movement caught her eye in the sky as a single star shifted of its own accord, as if eager to be about its business.



Zecora smiled. It was good to see that at least one of the Four Aides were staring at the same night sky as her. Staring at the same shadow and the same stars.



“We are nearly there and we have come far. Still, a task remains before the path we can unbar.”



Her companion remained silent. As expected.



She slowly got to her hooves and looked to the west. A great spire shone in the moonlight. A single broken tower, the south side missing entirely, crenellations barely intact from over a thousand years of decay and neglect. Through the gloom, she could see the rickety stone staircase leading to the partially intact upper level. The tower had almost been consumed by the great forest. But even from here, Zecora could sense the power within. This structure had not been made by mortal means. Powerful and ancient magics had gone into its construction.



To be sure, she lifted her left foreleg. As expected, the topmost anklet glimmered with the ancient scripts of the pony nation. Each curving letter of the long-lost language shone with a light that invoked both Sun and Moon.



Zecora had studied each letter down to the smallest nicks in the metal since she had first step hoof on the Path. Despite the threat, despite the danger, despite the dissent…



If she were a zebra who believed in such things, she would have said it was her destiny to be here.



Zecora did not. She believed in potential and choices, as her dear teacher had. She had the potential to be here. She had made the choice to be here.



The ironic thing was that in the end... the result was the same.



She moved down the hill and back into the forest, her silent companion at her side.






Njia


(Path)




“By choosing this path, you risk much, Zecora.”



“I know my choice and I know what must be. I have never expected those in power to agree.”



“This is not a matter of power, young one. What those of the Path often neglect to remember is the middle of the legend. The middle of the ‘prophecy.’ Do not look at me like that. The Path is not the only group who knows the legends of the pony races. Hmph. By the Everlasting Balance, even the ponies have all but forgotten the truth. The tale is little more than a bedtime story to frighten foals!”



“I have studied the legend word for word. I know what we must do… and what must be endured.”



“Do you? I doubt it. Take a closer look at what happened the first time. The first time, we prepared for war. We were going to march on Equestria itself. Our sky burned longer every day! Chaos gripped the streets! There are many who know the Old Tales. Many who would see you in chains, especially as the time approaches. There are even extremists who believe all those who follow the Path should be eradicated.”



“…You would do such a thing to your own kin? Erase us as though we had never been?”



“I am not among those, Zecora. As you well know. But by accepting Zuiia as your new Mshauri, you set yourself against them. Finally, I see it in your eyes. Yes. You should be troubled. This could have dire consequences not only for you, but your family… perhaps even your entire tribe.” 



“And what of our sacred responsibility? Do you ask us to abandon it and flee? We were given this charge by the greatest mage the world has ever known. Only by fulfilling the Path will we be able to reap what we’ve sown.”



“You will reap an end to us all. He was mad. Stricken by grief at the loss of one of his dearest friends, stricken twice by seeing the pain in her sister’s eyes. It’s an elaborate, desperate gamble, to save a single pony. We aren’t even speaking of one of our kind! This is an outsider!”



“An act of kindness should require no eyes, for if one’s heart is pure, there can be no disguise.”



“Ugh, you and your damnable Weaver’s Tongue! You are as stubborn as Zuiia! You threaten to doom us all with this madness. I know the time. I know that it will end up being you, not Zuiia who takes the long journey to Equestria. And I cannot say what will await you in the end there. You may even be forced to lift a hoof against your kin, Zecora. Even if not, dark shadows lurk the places you will tread. Do yourself a favor… and try not to be eaten by one of them, you dense fool. Your mother would never forgive me.”



“Uncle, I thank you for your kind guidance, yet I must pursue the Path no matter the resistance.”



“Stubborn mare… you are your mother’s child. Still… you have been set on this path since your glyph came to you. But… I beg you… at least try and be safe.”



“I will seek safety in all that I do, no matter what I face… no matter who.”







The steps leading up to the old tower were broken and cracked. The forest had tried to reclaim the stone of this place, but the stone had resisted even the strongest root. With every hooffall, Zecora could feel the magic swelling up from Mother Earth. It danced along her coat and swirled along her glyph. It felt wonderful. Despite the age, she could feel the very life of this place.



If she squinted hard enough in the darkness, she could almost see the ancient Royal Guard on their patrols, moving to and fro. Then again, perhaps it was another ‘gift’ of her companion. She glanced at him as she maneuvered up the steps. He seemed darker somehow, as if more shadow than stars filled his strange form.



She felt the impulse to pause halfway up the stairs and did as she was bid. Her companion glided on silent hooves up to the entrance of the tower. From her vantage, she could see the stars of the night through the translucent silhouette of the robed unicorn. Shadows swirled between stars—both real and magic—in her companion’s form. It looked up into the sky, into the face on the Moon.



Into the reason.



There was hesitation. A sense of fear. A memory of a beam of dark magic striking her in the chest, a memory she knew not to be her own. She shivered and the motion sent both her anklets and her neckrings jingling ever so softly.



But she knew the message. Pain brought by the familiar.



With a heavy sigh, she pulled out a pair of small vials and a single large flask. She hoped she would not be required to use them. She hoped that words would be enough.



She knew in this, her hope was likely foolish.



She stepped through her companion and looked into the ruined tower.



The forest had done more to reclaim the tower than Zecora had thought possible. The stone beneath her hooves had all but been absorbed by a thick layer of purple and blue grass. An empty archway that led off a crumbling cliff opened to the east. The stones aside from the single standing wall were perhaps twice as high as she was. Above her head rose the decaying stone steps that lead to the top of the tower.



To her surprise, a small tapestry remained intact, protected from the elements by a narrow overhang on the other side of the tower.



It was a beautiful thing. Woven with deep golds and whites, now faded by time. It showed the forgotten sun and the two alicorns known to all those who walked the Path.



But there was something far more beautiful here. In the very center of the grassy circle that had once been the tower’s floor, lay a single Moon Lantern, only now barely a blossom of its full potential. Glittering motes of green and blue light flitted about it like fireflies, though Zecora knew them to be only the flower’s magical nature pulling on Mother Earth’s own power.



Three stones stood around the flower, each of them glowing white with the same Zebrican rune.



Protect.



Zecora nodded, more to herself than anyzebra else.



“Come forth and reveal yourself to me, for you know I will not flee,” she called in a solemn voice.



The shadows to her right and to her left coalesced into the shape of two worn-looking zebras, a mare and a stallion. Both of them wore stained and frayed travel cloaks in the traditional desert style. And both zebras looked ragged from days worth of hard travel. Zecora knew she looked much the same, but there was something about their eyes that bespoke a different—and far harder—road than she.



After all, they had needed to reach this place before she did.



“We cannot allow you to follow the Path any longer, Weaver,” said the stallion. “Your actions would destroy us all.”



She knew the voice. She pulled back her traveling cloak’s hood to address him with the proper respect. “You are Zerrin of Pommelwane. You are quite far from your own terrain. I have heard tales of your great deeds sung, yet you fail to address me with a Weaver’s Tongue.”



“You are not worthy of being addressed in the Weaver’s Tongue, witch!” snarled the mare to her left. “You are not worthy to speak it yourself!”



“Zelabra!” snapped the stallion. “We came a long way, but you will not speak to a Master Weaver in such a way! She is still to be honored for her station!”



“She should be stripped of her title. She already burned her bridges! She spat on us all with her mad quest! She will be the death of our people! She is a harbinger of the end!”



Zecora smiled slightly, glancing at her companion, who now stood silent beside her. It was watching the two. It almost seemed amused as they bickered.



“So, you would be the youngest of Zerrin’s tribe, I assume? And who would suspect you have such volume?”



The mare took a step forward and yanked out a vial of frothing red from beneath her cloak. Her bright green eyes glittered like shards of broken glass in light from the Moon Lantern.



“Do not dare speak to me, witch! I have no compulsions about seeing you locked away for a lifetime for what you are willing to do this night. If I have my way, you’ll never return home.”



“You will not dissuade me from my path, no matter how hot you’ve stoked your wrath.”



“Master Weaver, I beg you—” Zerrin began, but Zecora lifted a hoof. She was impressed—and honored—when he actually stopped.



“I have believed as I do for many a year. What you do now, you do out of fear. I tell you now to save you time: there is nothing you can say to alter this paradigm.”



“If we cannot dissuade you… if there is no recourse….” Zerrin spoke slowly, his voice slipping into the Weaver’s Tongue, though Zecora was unsure if it was out of respect or fear. “Then your actions dictate we must use force.”



She nodded her head sadly.



“So be it!” the hot-blooded mare shouted.



Zecora could almost admire Zelabra’s fervor. It was nearly as strong as her own. Zecora’s was just… quieter. Hers was tempered by long years and wise teachers.



Zelabra had passion.



Zecora had experience.



Through the years, she had learned many things in her pursuit of the Path. One of many lessons—one of her Mshauri’s favorites, in fact, was that passion tended to make mistakes.



Zecora downed the flask and tossed it away. It was halfway to the floor when the world stopped. Awareness flooded her. She could see every crack in the stone, every spot of color within the ruined tower, the beads of sweat upon Zelabra’s coat and the stain of zebra blood on the mare’s travel-worn cloak.



These thoughts passed through her like a warm wind.



Zelabra’s movements had slowed to a crawl.



With the Swiftstep Brew, she could strike down the younger mare before in a matter of seconds. It would be a simple thing. A mere moment’s thought.



Yet the Path was about being willing to sacrifice to save others, not harm others. She could not do so and still walk the Path.



So, she allowed Zelabra to get close enough, sidestepped around her and uncorked a vial directly beneath the mare’s nose.



The Swiftstep Brew faded. Zelabra looked confused for a second, turned to face Zecora… and collapsed with a sigh.



“She has quite the temper, even for one so young. Now, stand aside, for I do what must be done.”



“I know you would not hurt her,” Zerrin said, though Zecora could hear the anger in his words. “So I must ask… Catnap Elixir?”



Zecora nodded.



“Thank you for your restraint,” Zerrin said with a bow. “But I cannot allow you to release this taint.”



“I plead with you to not stand in my way. You must know that from the Path I will not sway.”



“Why are you so determined?” Zerrin asked. “You know what would become of a world darkened. You are gambling all lands near and far on the well-wishes of a pony most bizarre. He has long passed from this world, and only now do his plans become unfurled.”



“Young Weaver, I must know before we begin this dance, do all those among your clan agree with her stance?”



Zerrin wouldn’t meet her eyes.



“Because there are many who still believe,” he whispered, almost to himself. “Of what might be and what you might achieve.”



“I do this because I made a promise. I swear to you I do not believe this to be hopeless.”



Zerrin was silent for a long time. Zecora prayed to the Mother Earth and the Everlasting Balance that he would see reason. It would bring her much sorrow to bring down another Weaver. Zerrin was gifted and his skill with alchemy and potions was unmatched. Even Zecora herself had learned much from the papers the young stallion had published. He was a prodigy.



She was unsure if she could forgive herself if she was forced to injure him for the sake of the Path.



And yet… time was running out. She could feel the magic pulsing around the Moon Lantern and around her glyph. Her companion stood at the foot at the stairs, watching the two of them. Her anklets shivered and shook. She glanced up at the sky and realized with both joy and sorrow that the time was upon her.



Three stars now moved in the heavens, separate from the motion of the world. One bright one spot, steady and still.



“You would do this on the promise of a dream?” the other Weaver’s voice was a mere murmur, barely audible over the forest around the tower. “Even knowing it may not be what it may seem?”



“My first lesson I learned when I was made my Mshauri’s charge: fight for your dreams and always dream large.”



Another silence. This one, far shorter.



Then, Zerrin slowly walked toward the three stones surrounding the Moon Lantern. With a deft flick of his hoof, he broke the circle and the magic field vanished. Instantly, Zecora felt a wash of power flow over her, the power that had been contained within the circle. It surged about on invisible currents of air, wrapped themselves around her for just a moment and then swept through the whole of the tower only to spiral back down to the floor...



And into her companion.



Stars glittered in the shape of a unicorn as the shadows were banished. It—He—turned his head and nodded to her. Then he began to ascend the steps.



Zecora looked to Zerrin and bowed her head. He bowed to her in return.



“I promise that this is the right course to take. I know just what is at stake.”



“I pray that you do, my fellow Weaver. If you fail, our land will boil in fever.”



With that, Zerrin stepped over to the snoring form of his sister. Zecora assisted him in putting the mare on his back and before he departed the ruined Observatory. He did not look back once.



Zecora bowed to him anyway then made for the stairs.






Matumaini


(Hope)




“What is it? What is it?” 



“Settle yourself, Little Shade, my dear. Do not fret, we will make things clear.”



“You’re silly when you talk like that.”



“It is the Weaver’s Tongue, my dear filly. When one holds the gift, it is okay to be silly.”



“So what is it? I need to know! I have to know! I’ve waited for so long!”



“Settle yourself, cease your scurry, I have a tale for you which time has made blurry.”



“Yay! A story! I love your stories, Papa!”



“As well I know, beloved child, you love them even when you are quite wild. But first, I shall tell you what this glyph means. For this glyph may take you far beyond our village greens.”



“Don’t keep me waiting! Tell me! Tell me!”



“Your glyph is a symbol of great import. Those on the Path will definitely want a good report. For you see, that which you see as your new boon, it is born of both the Sun and the Moon.”



“Sun and the Moon? Why? Why is that important, Papa?”



“The central spiral now on your side, It is the Moon glyph quite simplified. The flickering flares around the edge, those marks to the Sun must pledge.”



“So… it’s like one of the mythical eclipses? I don’t like that. Zorda told me stories of that… they were scary.”



“No, Little Shade, this is not an omen dire. Instead, I believe you are meant to inspire. The Moon lies within the embrace of the Sun, as if the Moon were resting and her toil was done. For the Moon was once haughty and vain, and all ended up cursing her name. Legend says of a time when the Moon will return, but the Moon’s heart will remain ever stubborn.” 



“I don’t get it, Papa. You said the Sun would embrace the Moon… But they never share the sky… And now it’s my destiny to make them hug?”



“Ah, child, I speak not of destiny, but of potential. But I believe it safe to say that your life will be far from dull.”



“I still don’t get it. Weaver’s Tongue is hard.”



“Weaver’s Tongue is difficult indeed, but you will learn it when you have need.”



“But you promised me a story! That wasn’t much of one!”



“As I said, so I shall do, if only to see a smile from you. I speak now of ages now long past, of two sisters ruled the heavens, though it was not to last…”







Zecora followed the unicorn of starlight to the top of the tower. Even as she set hoof on the stone, she could tell the magic here was different. A being both wise and strong had placed enhancements upon these rocks. Even now, the enchantments pulled from Mother Earth and the wild forest beyond. She could even feel a tug upon the Everlasting Balance from her new vantage point.



The unicorn stallion stepped over the long drop to the floor below and then turned on air and nodded at her. A flash came over her, though this was a single thought.



Expectant: The reflection of the Moon in a mirror. 



Zecora nodded and approached the ledge. Beneath her, the motes of light surrounding the Moon Lantern had worked themselves up into a frenzy. The patterns were no longer green and blue. Instead, it had become a blur of silver-white light, like a miniature moon nestled in the grass of the tower floor.



It took more courage than she wanted to admit to pull off all of her anklets. She placed them in a circle around her and knelt until her belly touched the surprisingly warm stone beneath. Finally, she placed the ancient anklet that had been passed down for nearly ten centuries at the edge of the broken stones.



The unicorn smiled. It was the first time Zecora had seen her companion show true emotion. That simple act quelled the fear that she may be too late.



The four other anklets ignited in ancient magic, swirling with bright golden light. Nearly a minute passed before they erupted with beams of white radiance, all aimed at the fifth and final golden band. Instantly, the flowing script of ancient Equestria came to life. It took flight and lifted itself over the budding Moon Lantern. Her companion stepped aside and watched it with an intense expression of concentration.



The inner circumference of the anklet burst with starlight. Zecora squinted against the radiance, knowing that the tower would shine like a beacon for hundreds of leagues. But she forced herself to look. She needed to see. She needed to watch.



A beam of pure starlight erupted from the Moon Lantern below, pierced the center of the golden ring and shot into the sky. Zecora’s eyes tracked the streak of light until it finally reached a single star in the velvet dark. The star erupted in a brief, brilliant burst of rainbow light, before becoming nothing more than an ordinary speck once more.



At least, that’s what any witnesses would believe.



The anklet hovered back over to Zecora, her companion ever watching. She took it in her hooves and stared up at the sky and to the shadow on the surface of the Moon. She had been taught the figure’s name in both Equestrian and Zebrican.



She had first known her as ‘kivuli juu ya mwezi.’



Equestria knew her as the ‘The Mare In the Moon.’



The other three stars were approaching their destination. Zecora gently shifted her anklet and the appointed star moved in response. It took a delicate touch, but it didn’t take long for her to have her star moving in balance with its companions.



Magic of Moon, Star, Sun and Earth flowed through her into the anklet, and through that into the sky itself. In every motion, she felt the hooves of her Mshauri, her Papa and the hope of every zebra who had ever walked the Path to fulfill this sacred Promise. To honor this great Pact.



To finish the Path.



When the stars finally touched the Moon, the sudden disappearance of the shadow who had dominated the orb’s surface for so long was almost anticlimactic.



But in that instant, she felt pride. Not her own, but the pride of generations of zebras looking upon her with warmth from the heavens above.



And then, her companion spoke.



The voice was deep and old with a strange accent Zecora had never heard before. It was the voice of scholar and seeker. A voice of a Weaver, though she knew the figure had never known the alchemical wonders and shaman traditions of the zebra tribes. And yet, the voice carried with it a strange sense that it was speaking into her mind, using words she knew. As if the language it spoke was not what she heard.



“Though I am now long departed and you have never seen my face, you know of me. You know of the Promise. You know of the Pact. And you held to it through a thousand years. While there are many who may believe Her Highness to be behind this, even she could not do this. I was forced to take action. To save the soul of a friend. Though turmoil will reign for a time, I trust in Harmony. I trust Harmony will find a way to restore the balance within her darkened heart. I do not know what this night cost you, but you have an old pony’s eternal gratitude for playing your part.”



The stallion turned to look at the now-blank surface of the Moon.



“When the Sun rises once more, Her Highness will receive my full confession. My words will keep any wrath from you. As a sign, I ask you to wear this band and remember you are one of the four who saved a single pony. And in so doing… you may have saved the world, if the Visions are to be trusted.”



The stallion turned back and smiled once more.



“Thank you for carrying me all these years. I knew the Zebra people would be strong enough to carry the burden I placed upon them. I knew I would not be disappointed. Know that even now, I honor you and thank you for all you have done for my friends. In my long life, I have made many mistakes. Though the risk is great… in my heart, I know this is not one such mistake. May Harmony light your path now and forever after.”



With that, her companion faded into glimmering starlight, dispersing like a cloud of sparkling dust. The anklet’s glow dissipated and it settled into her hooves. Zecora smiled down at it and felt a strange warmth in her chest.



She looked to the west and saw the ancient ruins of a long-forgotten castle. From this spot, she could almost believe she saw a glimmer of light from the ravine that cut through its side.



“And now the world rests with you, that which the ponies call ‘Harmony,’” Zecora whispered. “May this act allow your dear friend to once again be free.”






Shukrani


(Thanks)




“Aaah?”



“It is almost time, my dear Little Shade. This is a wonderful night. The night of your Naming! Not only that, but Everlasting Balance has granted me a vision.”



“Hah!”



“You are too young to know its import. But in the coming moons, your Papa will take up the Weaving Tongue. Before then, I want you to hear this in the Popular Tongue. For one day, you will be one of the Four Aides. I have seen it.”



“Oooh! Grabah!”



“The ponies of Equestria these days know only the legend. The prophecy given by Starswirl the Bearded. One of the greatest of their Wise Weavers. They know only half of the story, as was his desire. Even now, I think it’s been simplified too much.”



“Gaga Oooh Ba!”



“Yes, my dear. It goes like this: ‘On the longest day of the thousandth year, four stars will reopen the door for the Moon. Once more she will come forth, to bring nighttime eternal and break the Balance.’”



“Oooh? Baaaaa…”



“Today, I tell you the rest, my dear Little Shade. I know not why the Everlasting Balance wishes me to tell an infant things of such import, but I am moved to do so.”



“Baaahahaha!”



“The second part of the legend, known only to the Keepers of the Stars and those who walk the Path, is this: ‘On the same day, six will come forth to save the Moon’s soul. In so doing, they will save all races and all peoples. And the Balance will come again upon the land.’”



“Gooo haha! Haha!”



“I’m glad you enjoyed it. Now, come, my daughter. It is time for you to be presented. To think that this tiny foal will help restore the Everlasting Balance to the world. My dear, you have the potential to do this. You will have the choice to do this. But I know your heart. And you will choose wisely, little Zecora.”



“Eee? Core? Ah?”



“Yes, my dear little one. Zecora.”







“It’s Zecora, isn’t it?”



Zecora looked up from her work on the great baobab trunk. Even now, the alchemical brews were reshaping the tree into what would soon be her new home. She carefully finished applying the paste to what would tomorrow be a window, stood and trotted around the tree.



To her surprise, a small white unicorn stood in the clearing around her new home. She looked rather out of place in the wild forests of the Everfree with her neatly brushed brown mane, white cravat with red tie and black glasses. Yet for some reason, she didn’t seem ill at ease. Zecora found this surprising. After all, two weeks ago when she had attempted to make contact with the local town—a place called Ponyville—and they had been terrified at her approach.



“Yes, my little pony friend, that is my name. I find myself surprised to see another, for this place is not tame.”



The unicorn looked taken aback for a moment. A clipboard appeared at her side. She scribbled a note and it vanished.



Then, to Zecora’s shock, the unicorn bowed to her.



“Forgive me, Master Weaver. I did not know of your station, or else I would have addressed you properly.”



Zecora’s jaw dropped open. What did ponies know of the ways of Weavers?



“No offense was taken, my bespectacled friend. Though that you would know what I am surprises me to no end.”



“I ask your indulgence, Master Weaver. I am Raven, Princess Celestia’s personal aide. I have been searching for you on her behalf, though I admit finding you here was not what I expected.”



“I have found much wonder within this forest you call Everfree. The miracles within plants and herbs seem to have no boundary. After speaking with a Weaver from another clan, I have decided to stay within for a span. I did not check with the Sun about this arrangement, so I do hope I have not caused any estrangement.”



“No, of course not,” Raven said with a shake of her head. “You are welcome to stay in the Everfree Forest as long as you like. Indeed, Equestria itself owes you a debt it can never repay. But more personally, Princess Celestia and… and…” The unicorn coughed as if something were caught in her throat, “Princess Celestia owes you a debt beyond words.”



“There is nothing special in what I have done. I am simply happy once more to see the Sun.”



“You are far too humble, Master Weaver. You and the actions of three others like you saved Princess Luna. The four of you… and Starswirl.”



Zecora cocked her head. “So the vision spoke true? Of Starswirl’s plans, none knew?”



“Not even Princess Celestia.” Raven slowly shook her head. “Between the two of us, she wants to both hug and strangle that old coot. He set all this up just after Luna’s banishment. For a thousand years, Celestia’s been working toward a single moment… the salvation of her sister. And…”



Raven lifted her glasses in a field of light red magic as she wiped tears from her eyes.



“…And you were a part of that. Her Majesty wanted to come herself… but she… she doesn’t want to leave her sister…”



Zecora lifted a hoof with a smile. “I understand, my unicorn friend. There is much to celebrate when such a parting is at its end.”



“I want you to know that if you ever need anything, all you have to do is ask. Princess Celestia can never repay her debt to you… but she will try with all the power at her disposal.”



Zecora paused for a moment, wondering just what she could do with the favor of the Equestrian Princesses. However, the thought was fleeting. With her life’s Path now complete and the Everlasting Balance restored… she had decided on a new path for her life. There was so much wonder within the Everfree Forest. She knew her work as a Weaver in this place would benefit all races in time.



In the end, the path was the same… it was about helping others, be they pony or zebra, griffon or dragon. She had saved one and in so doing, perhaps saved others, if Starswirl’s vision was true. But that didn’t mean she her journey was complete.



The Path never ended.



“I thank you, friend Raven, for your words most kind,” Zecora replied with a smile. “But I have no need of aid, either mundane or divine. I have set my path on exploring this special place and I will do it for the benefit of every race. Instead, I offer something to you in return… I ask one day that I may meet them to learn.”



“It will be some time until Princess Luna is strong enough to see anypony.” Raven smiled. “But I’m sure you’ll be among the first she sees. You opened the door even knowing what it could cost.”



“I agree that great could have been the cost… but had I not acted, what then would have been lost?”



Raven choked back another sob. Then, to Zecora’s utter surprise, the white unicorn galloped up to her and wrapped her in a hug. Zecora wasn’t sure what else to do, so she hugged her back. She found she enjoyed the sensation. It had been a long road. A lonely one. A necessary one. But at that moment, she realized that while she may be alone… she was no longer lonely.



The unicorn eventually pulled back with a tear-stained smile and adjusted her cravat.



“Forgive me, Master Weaver. It has been… an emotional time for us all.”



“There is no need for titles with me, friend Raven. If you call me Zecora, I will not think it brazen.”



“Zecora, then.” Raven said with a smile. “Then I will leave you with my eternal thanks… and the thanks of both Princesses. Please, if you need anything, only ask.”



“But of course, though now there is nothing I need, save to study the wonders about us, which are grand indeed.”



Raven nodded, adjusted her glasses again and made to leave, only to pause at the edge of the small clearing around Zecora’s future home.



“If I may ask, Master Weaver Zecora,” Raven said. “I have always heard rumors of those that follow the Path. Why did you do it, knowing what it would unleash upon Equestria… or upon the world? You could not have known about the Elements of Harmony or the Princess’s student.”



“Many misunderstand what it is to walk the Path, for they always feared what could bring about such wrath. No, in the end, the Path was about something much greater, something to strive toward forever after.”



“And what was that?”



Zecora looked around her. Just through the canopy, she could see a tiny sliver of the old observatory where she had heard Starswirl’s words. If she looked east, she could see a bit of a turret to what she now knew to be the Castle of the Two Sisters.



She returned her attention to Raven. “That Path has always been about hope. No matter the scars… and no matter the scope.”



Raven smiled once more and nodded. Zecora could see the understanding in her eyes. Zecora was sure Princess of the Sun and the Princess of the Moon would understand as well.



Raven departed through her own path into the forest. Zecora did not worry after her, for any aide of one of the Princesses of Equestria would have to be formidable indeed. She returned to the growth of her new home, but her thoughts remained on the Path.



In the end, all paths were walked for that most unique of treasures, something that couldn’t be brewed, enchanted or bottled. Something that lived in the hearts of every breathing thing in this world. It was the purpose of the Everlasting Balance, what the ponies called Harmony.



The Path was… and always would be… about hope.
      

      
   
      Sunset Shimmer and Discord Go BACK TO THE FUTURE


      
      
      
         
         A Brick and a Vacuum
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         “Hey Sunset. Do you want to come over and have dinner at my place next weekend? My mom and dad would love to meet you!”



Sunset stared down at the text message from Twilight on her phone. She yawned and stretched backwards, balancing her bedroom chair on two legs in the process.



Just what were Twilight’s parents like, anyway? She’d never met their pony counterparts either, so she didn’t have that to go on. Surely the family that had produced either version of Twilight Sparkle had to be an interesting one.



“Well well. You must be the illustrious Sunset Shimmer I’ve heard so much about. Hmm. I’m not going to lie, I kind of expected you to be taller.”



A voice. Unfamiliar, male, and only a few feet away from her. Sunset shrieked, and lost her already precarious balance. She toppled backwards and her head slammed into her carpet with a burst of pain and a bright flash followed by stars.



Sunset groaned, blinking away tears. There was someone there, looming over her. In her bedroom.



“Oof. That’s going to leave a bump.”



Adrenaline coursed through her veins. Sunset rolled towards her bed, her hand questing blindly underneath it. Her fingers coiled around a solid length of wood, and she withdrew her baseball bat from its hiding place. She sprung to her feet, fighting off the wave of nausea that accompanied the sudden movement, and brandished her weapon in front of her. “Stay back!”



“Oh, how fierce! But that just won’t do. What did I ever do to deserve being threatened by a... herring?”



Sunset blinked. “I… what?” She glanced at the man in her bedroom, who seemed entirely too amused with something, then back to her bat. Rather than the comforting heft of maple, a live fish wriggled in her grasp.



“Gaaah!” Sunset exclaimed with dignity, and flung the creature onto the floor, where it flopped about breathlessly. “What the hell is… who are…”



Deep breaths. She needed to get ahold of herself, and focus. She turned her attention back to the stranger, and finally got a good look at him.



Tall, dark, though she wouldn’t call him handsome. A curled white goatee. A purple tophat. A brown vest over some sort fashion disaster that would leave Rarity begging the gods for mercy, each pant leg a different garish color. An arrogant smirk that suggested he thought of himself as the most important person anywhere.



The puzzle began to take shape in Sunset’s mind. She didn’t have any personal experience, but she’d heard more than enough stories from Princess Twilight. There was only one being that could ever fit a description like this.



“Aha! I know that look in your eyes. You have heard of me!” The man swept his hat off of his head, and bowed deeply. “Discord, formerly evil now reformed draconequus of chaos, at your service!”



Sunset glanced down at the fish on her floor. It had transformed back into a bat, though she noted it now had a tiny little symbol of a fish painted on the handle. Another deep breath, and her heartbeat started to slow down. This was going to be an interesting day. “Sunset Shimmer. Charmed. I kind of figured that I’d get around to meeting you eventually, but this wasn’t exactly what I expected.”



Discord laughed. “If I did something expected, then I wouldn’t really be me, would I?” He snapped his fingers, vanished, and reappeared on her bed, now wearing a pair of heart spotted pajamas, his hair done up in pigtails. “I was off to annoy Princess Twilight, but she wasn’t in, and she took Spike with her, and Starlight was there but blech, no thank you. And wouldn’t you know, there’s a portal to another world just sitting there. With all the hype I’ve heard about Sunset Shimmer, I figured I might as well pop over and see what all the fuss was about. So let’s have ourselves a girls night in, braid each other's hair, and talk about the boys we like.” Discord flashed an almost innocent smile, and batted his eyelashes.



“Uh-huh.” Sunset snickered, then righted her fallen chair and sat down backwards. “Alright, yeah, sure. Let’s rock.”



“And then we can go to the mall, buy matching outfits, and maybe go smoke beneath the bleachers, and…” Discord stopped, his appearance shifting back to normal. “Wait, what?”



“You want to hang out, right? Let’s do it.” Sunset steepled her fingers underneath her chin, and grinned. “I grew up on legends of the big bad scary Discord, you know. And I’ve heard so many stories about your whacky shenanigans from Twilight, it almost feels like I already know you. I’d love to see some of it firsthand.” The pendant around Sunset’s neck pulsed with a quiet hum of power, and she reached up to brush her fingers against it. “Plus, your magic apparently works here, and I am all about that.”



“Huh.” Discord scratched at his chin. “Normally if I want to engage in even the most meager of shenanigans, it takes a lot of needling and cajoling to get anyone to go along with it. Are you telling me you actually want to get up to mischief with me?”



Sunset shrugged. “I’ve got nothing else going on this weekend. Next week I have dinner with Twilight’s parents to look forward to, but right now? Empty schedule, and was probably just going to spend all day reading or something.”



“Well. If you insist.” Discord stood up and straightened his vest, his grin stretching impossibly wide. “I’ll make sure to give you an adventure… that’s to die for.” The shadows in the room darkened, framing his features in a sinister light, and he chuckled evilly, an added reverberation effect bouncing off of the walls.



“Nice.” Sunset gave a low whistle, and nodded appreciatively at the special effects. “You see, if I could have done that when I was younger, I wouldn’t have had to spend hours in front of a mirror practicing my evil laugh.”



Discord barked a short laugh, his intonation betraying genuine humor. “Alright, coming here was definitely a good idea. Tell me, what’s this about Twilight’s parents?”



“Huh? Oh, right.” Sunset glanced down at her phone, and she remembered she still had to actually answer the text message. “Twilight wants me to come eat dinner and meet her parents. I’ll go of course, but meeting parents always feels weird to me. Like I’m some sort of intruder in their nice and quiet home life, you know?”



“Well, I can’t really say that I do know.” Discord furrowed his brow, then snapped his fingers and a light bulb went off over his head. “Aha! I know. How about I give you a chance to interact with them before any of that family stuff, sort of a trial run, hmm?”



Sunset raised an eyebrow. “I’m not entirely sure what you’re getting at, but sure, I’m down for whatever.”



“Perfect. I just need to stop by my place and grab a few things first.” Discord swung open the door to Sunset’s bedroom. Instead of the expected hallway, a swirling blue and white portal pulsed. “Ladies first.”



A small twinge of fear flickered in Sunset’s heart, but she stamped it down. Of all the things she knew about Discord from Twilight, the most important was that no matter what he blustered about, he was ultimately harmless. It was bound to be a wild ride, and Sunset Shimmer was a woman who grabbed life with her teeth. She grinned, and stepped into the unknown. 



The unknown turned out to be a normal living room. At least, what appeared to be one at first glance. Closer inspection revealed crooked furniture, upside down paintings, and staircases that would make Escher proud.



“Don’t mind me,” Discord said, brushing past her. “I just need to pack for our little trip.” He ducked into another room, and an absurd amount of shirts and pants and underwear began to fly past in a hurricane of packing. “Oh, wherever did I put that third toothbrush?”



Sunset smiled, then turned to peer out the window. The “house” seemed to be floating on a large rock in the middle of the void. A smaller rock a little ways away held a mailbox, and chained to it appeared to be a dog in an astronaut suit, furtively trying to pick up the newspaper, but unable to with its helmet.



A glance out another window revealed a great, unblinking eyeball staring back at her.



She waved.



“That oughta do it.” Discord popped back into the living room, now wearing a long lab coat, his white hair spiked up in different directions, and a pair of goggles on his forehead. “What do you think? Just screams, ‘mad scientist’, right?”



Sunset gave a thumbs up. “At least twenty percent madder than Twilight. So, where we going?”



Discord cackled. “Oh, my dear, it's not where we’re going. It’s when. He held up a small, vaguely gun shaped device, with a blue light bulb sticking out at the top. He pointed it at the floor, and a burst of light opened up a swirling blue portal on the ground. “Are you ready, to go back?”



“I already stepped through one portal on faith, didn’t I?” Sunset leaned over the edge, peering down. “Do we just jump in!”



“That’s right!” Discord tugged on his lapels, and cracked his neck. “Geronimo!” He dove headfirst into the portal. It splashed energy about as if it were water, and a small chorus held up a series of olympic score cards.



Sunset chuckled, then took a deep breath and jumped in herself.



Rather than an instantaneous transport like the previous portal, she fell. Through some sort of iridescent, swirling mass of energy, faster and faster. There didn’t seem to be any upward limit to her speed. Her skin itched, and her perception seemed to stretch. She flew past Discord, who was cackling madly, some sort of specific number about how fast they were going, though she couldn’t quite make it out.



Her consciousness fled.








Sunset’s mind's eye floated down a quiet suburban street, giving her a bird's eye view of a sleepy city. Somewhere she could hear music, something full of cheesy synthesized piano and a man crooning about the power of love. She began to descend into some sort of main street, a large plaza complete with a fountain, and surrounded by various small businesses. It was somewhere in Canterlot, she realized, but she hardly recognized any of the stores.



She came back into herself on the ground, and blinked, her perception restored to its regular body. She was standing on a sidewalk, and could hear the general hum of civilization around her. Someone rushed past her, a teenager riding a skateboard, with spiky hair and a sleeveless jean-jacket. “So, where is this exactly?”



“This, my dear,” Discord said, stepping up beside her. He gestured grandly around them. “Is the Eighties!”



Sunset raised an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to mean something?”



Discord blinked. “You know. The Eighties? The period of time between nineteen-eighty and nineteen-eighty-nine? Full of too much denim and leg warmers and an uncomfortable fetish for synthesizers?”



“It’s not like I was in them, you know.” Sunset rested her thumbs in her pockets, glancing around at the various pedestrians milling about the plaza. His words seemed to ring true about the fashion, at least.



“Of course you weren’t. But they’re an entire decade of pop culture! Surely you’ve at least caught onto some of it in all that mindless entertainment you consume.”



Sunset shrugged. “I only really watch movies on movie nights with the girls. I guess the aesthetic looks kind of familiar, now that you mention it. Pinkie and Rainbow Dash love picking movies that look like this. But I wasn’t really aware that the ‘Eighties’ were a big deal. And where the hell is that music coming from?”



“Bah.” Discord sighed and snapped his fingers, and the music cut off. “Well, so much for this being a nostalgia trip. Maybe I should’ve gone and bugged Pinkie Pie instead. Oh well, might as well make the best of it. Come on, let’s go look around. Who knows, maybe we’ll find something interesting! Or… someone?”



So this was what Canterlot Square looked like thirty years ago. A lot of the architecture was still intact, but not a single business from this time period had apparently survived. Sunset made her way towards a building on the corner, that had a large bright green neon sign spelling out ‘AR ADE’.



A wave of electronic beeps and whistles greeted her when she pushed the door open, along with an unenthusiastic grunt from the employee managing the front desk. Dozens of arcade cabinets were lined up, each full of pixelated blobs that darted around the screen eating or shooting other pixelated blobs, and a musk of stale pizza and fountain soda hung in the air.



Pinkie Pie would definitely have had a field day with this. Sunset walked through the establishment, taking in the sights, admiring the fevered concentration in which the various groups of teenagers got lost in the zone, or took turns and cheered each other on.



A snippet of a nearby conversation made its way to Sunset’s ear.



“Come on, babe. You should go to the school dance with me.”



“Don’t call me babe, Slug. And I already said no, how many times will it take for it to get through that thick skull of yours?”



“I’m the quarterback, and the tallest, coolest, strongest guy in school. Give me one good reason why not.”



“Well…”



Someone darted towards Sunset, and grabbed her hand. She leaned in close, and whispered, “Play along, please?” The stranger turned back towards the other speaker, and loudly proclaimed, “Because I’m actually a lesbian! Sorry Slug, but unless you get a lot curvier, it’ll just never happen.”



Sunset blinked, and she could hear Discord snickering from somewhere behind her. She glanced down at the girl, who seemed to be around the same age as her. Her eyes met Sunset’s with a pleading expression. Sunset turned to the unwanted paramour, a great neanderthal of a man with orange hair, muted blue skin, and a letter jacket. He seemed familiar somehow.



Slug scratched at his head, comprehension slowly dawning behind his vacant expression. “Wait… you only like girls?”



Well, it would be an easy enough role to play. Sunset threw her arm around the woman’s shoulder and pulled her close. “Sorry bud. One hundred percent grade A carpet munchers here. You’ll have to bark up some other tree.”



The woman nodded emphatically, and whispered, “Thanks.”



Sunset squeezed in acknowledgement.



It took a subjective eternity for Slug to process this new truth to his worldview, but eventually a somewhat perverted expression settled over his lumpy face, and he leered at them. “Prove it.”



“We don’t have to—” the woman began.



“Alright.” Sunset licked her lips.



“Wait, what—”



Sunset grabbed her cheek, ran a thumb across it, then leaned in to press their lips together.



The woman squeaked, and practically melted in Sunset’s arms.



“Woah,” Slug muttered.



Sunset came up for air, the very redfaced woman hanging onto her limply. She smirked at Slug. “That’s the only show you get, big guy. Now, I’ll trust that you’ll leave my lady alone from now on. Otherwise you’ll have to answer to me. Got it?”



“Uh, yeah, sure.” Slug swallowed, blushing furiously. “I have to go, uh, return some video tapes.” Taking one last glance back at the two of them, he shuffled off with an awkward gait.



Sunset pulled away from the stranger, and smiled. “Hey. You alright?”



“I, uh, yeah.” The woman giggled, and tugged at her collar, fidgeting a bit. “That was pretty… wow.” Pale lavender hair with a white streak running through it poofed out from her head in some sort of glamorous perm, and she wore an oversized zebra print sweater, and, as Discord had promised, leg warmers. 



Just what the hell was wrong with this decade?



Sunset rubbed at the back of her head. “Sorry, I guess I don’t half ass it when I’m asked to play a bit.”



“Mmm.” The woman stepped a bit closer. She smelled like lilacs. “I don’t mind, really. You’re a good kisser.” She glanced back towards the door Slug had left out of, and giggled again. “I guess I do also like boys, but it’s a wide world, why limit yourself, you know?” She clasped her hands behind her back and leaned forward while biting her lip. “I don’t suppose you’d actually like to take me to the dance tomorrow?”



“Well…” Sunset looked around for Discord. He seemed to be heavily involved in destroying the high score on an arcade game in front of a gawking crowd of small children. He glanced back at her and gave her the thumbs up. “Maybe. I’m actually from out of town, and I’m not quite sure how long I’ll be staying. But if I’m around for it, sure, why not?”



“Great! That’s great! I’ll give you my... “ The woman’s eyes grew wide, and she smacked herself in the forward. “Oh no! I can’t believe I asked you out, and I never even told you my name! I’m Twilight. Twilight Velvet. It’s really nice to meet you!”



All of the color drained from Sunset’s face, and her blood ran ice cold. “I’m, um… Sunset. Sunset Shimmer.”



“Sunset. That’s a nice name. Kind of like mine, if you think about it.” Twilight Velvet smiled mischievously. “I really dig your style, by the way. Very unique.” She fumbled around in her purse until she pulled out a pen and notepad, and scribbled a number. “Here’s my number. I’d better get going, but call and let me know, okay? Just don’t uh, tell my Dad about the whole lesbian thing, he’ll get weird about it.”



“Uh-huh. Sure. I’ll, uh, see you around, I guess. Later.” Sunset’s mouth felt dry as ash, and she fought back to urge to empty her stomach as she watched her best friends mother walk out the door, the lingering scent of her perfume still tickling her nose.



“Bravo, bravo!” Discord walked out of the sidelines with a round of applause. He had acquired a director's hat at some point. “An absolutely stunning performance, Miss Shimmer. You should be in Hollywood, you know. And to think, such a beautiful young woman interested in you just like that. Not bad for our little adventure, eh?”



Sunset grit her teeth and clenched her fists. “This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind in terms of meeting Twilight’s parents.



Discord placed a hand over his heart, looking offended. “Don’t look at me like that! I’m not the one who makes a habit of snogging complete strangers because some bozo can’t take a hint.” He smirked, and adjusted his lab coat. “Not my fault you’re apparently really good at it, either.”



“What if I just ruined everything?” Sunset tugged on her hair, and started pacing about. “What if me being here somehow ruined their relationship, and makes it so Twilight was never born, meaning I would never come back here with you, and then there’s a paradox!”



“Oh please.” Discord rolled his eyes. He pounded an out of order arcade cabinet with his fist, and it lit up, displaying a chalkboard full of all sorts of diagrams and insanely complicated equations. “There’s no such thing as a Paradox. The universe is chaotic, my dear. A paradox is a mortal concept, an attempt to instill order on something that doesn’t make any sense to begin with. Do whatever you want, make out with your friends’ mothers, become your own grandmother. The universe doesn’t care! It’ll just keep trucking along, inconsistencies and all.”



“That’s…” Sunset felt dizzy, and she rested against a nearby pillar. “Ugh, I need to sit down.”



Discord shrugged, and the arcade cabinet went back to normal. “Well, I know a great place to get a milkshake around here…”








Sunset stared at the checkered floors and red leather seats as she sipped on her chocolate milkshake. It was pretty amazing, all things considered.



“See? I told you.” Discord now wore a tight white t-shirt, his hair slicked up into a pompadour. “It’s a retro diner! In the eighties, pretending it was in the fifties!”



“Mmmhmm.” Some sort of love song popped over the radio, slow and bouncy, something about angels. It kept putting all sorts of uncomfortable thoughts into her head, and she tried her best to just focus on her milkshake instead.



Discord sighed. “Come now, this won’t be any fun if you’re just going to get all glum about it.” He tapped his finger on the table several times, then his eyes lit up. “Aha! I know how you can fix your little… predicament.”



Sunset looked up, slurping the dregs of her shake through her straw. “What’s that?”



“You’re not the only one here who’s down in the dumps.” Discord gestured to the corner of the diner, where a young man with a dark combover sat, wearing a striped button up tucked into his khakis. He stared into his own milkshake, looking about equally glum as Sunset currently felt. “Do you know who he is?”



“Let me guess.” Sunset rubbed at her temples. “Twilight’s dad? Do you want me to go make out with him too?”



Discord shrugged. “Well, that’s not the approach I’d take, but hey, it’s a free country. He might be pretty into it.” Discord waggled his eyebrows, then chuckled. “But yes. That there is the illustrious future father of Miss Sparkle, Night Light. He’s currently brooding because he’s madly in love with a girl, but he doesn’t have the courage to ask her out. Such a shame. Might not get anywhere, at this rate.”



Well, that left her course of action pretty obvious. A quick romantic pep talk and she could set everything right with the universe once more. Sunset stood up, wiped at her mouth with a napkin, then swaggered over to Night Light and sat across the table from him. “Hey.”



“Huh?” Night Light blinked, then looked up at Sunset. “Um, hi. Who are you?”



“Sunset Shimmer.” Sunset shook his hand vigorously, then leaned back in the booth and grinned. “You look like someone with a problem, who could use someone like me to listen and offer some helpful advice.”



Night Light narrowed his eyes. “Is this some kind of trick? You get me to open my heart only to spill gossip all over school later?”



“Yikes. Guess you’ve been burned before.” Sunset waved her hand dismissively. “No trick, I promise. I’m from out of town, and won’t be staying long. Just a wandering, altruistic soul with a soft spot for the depressed and lonely. With any luck, I’ll move on, and it’ll be like I was never here at all.”



“Huh. You do kind of look like you’re not from around here.” Night Light rested his chin on his palm and sighed. “Gee, I dunno. Even if you’re telling the truth, I don’t know that you can do much to help me.”



“It’s about a girl, right?” 



“Yeah…” Night Light sighed again, and stared forlornly out the window. “Most beautiful girl I’ve ever met. There’s just something about here that's so… captivating. It’s almost like it was magic. Destiny or something. But that’s probably just nonsense. There’s no way she’d want to go out with a loser like me. Just the other day I saw her turn down Slug, and he’s the quarterback! What chance do I have?”



Sunset smiled and shook her head. “You might be more right than you know. Destiny works in mysterious ways and all that jazz. I’d be willing to bet good money that if you ask her out, she’d say yes.” Sunset would of course have to figure out how to gently turn Velvet down, but it couldn’t be too hard. “You two would make a great couple. Might even get married, have a couple of successful kids.”



Night Light blushed, a distant look in his eyes. “You… you really think so?”



“I know so.” Sunset flashed what she hoped was her most convincing grin.



A poodle skirt fluttered in Sunset’s peripheral vision, and one of the waitresses skidded to a stop on her roller blades, which they apparently wore here for some reason. “Heya there, Nighty-Lighty! Glad to see you again today. Do you want the usual or what?” she asked in a familiar, bubbly sing song.



“Hey Sonata,” Night Light said, looking up at the waitress with a dreamy sigh.



Sunset’s blood ran ice cold for the second time that day.



“So that’s a double chocolate milkshake with extra whip cream, right? Anything for your lady friend here?” Sonata Dusk asked. She didn’t look a day younger than the last time Sunset had seen the siren, and while dressed in some sort of ridiculous getup on rollerblades, her necklace was intact and around her neck, filled with a soft inner light that set off a tickling sensation in the back of Sunset’s brain.



“Oh, n-no, she’s not my, uh, girlfriend, or anything,” Night Light stuttered. “She’s actually, uh, a complete stranger.” He stood up, suddenly, slamming his hands on the table, and took a deep breath. “Listen, Sonata, there’s something I wanted to ask you…”



Crap crap crap. Sunset had to stop this. But how? Tackle Sonata? Loudly proclaim that she was Night Light’s girlfriend, and make out with him to prove the point? While that might technically salvage the current situation, it would just make things even worse in the long run, and she really didn’t want to have to look Twilight in the eye after kissing both of her parents. One was going to be bad enough.



“Sure, ask away!”



Crap. Time for deliberation was running out. Sunset glanced over her shoulder at Discord, silently begging for help. He looked mildly confused, and shrugged. Damnit. Screw it, she could just kiss first and ask questions later.



“Actually he is—”



“Sonata Dusk will you please go to the dance with me!” Night Light shouted, interrupting Sunset’s own outburst before it could gain any purchase. 



Sonata giggled, and tapped at her chin with her pencil. “Hmm. I think you’re like the twentieth guy to ask me to that dance so far.”



Night Light blanched, and he sank downwards somewhat. “Oh. Is, uh, that so?”



Sunset let out a sigh of relief.



“But okay, sure, it sounds like fun! My sisters left on a trip while I’m stuck watching the house, so I’m pretty hungry. Pick me up at eight.”



“Really? You mean it?” Night Light’s eyes lit up, and he punched his fist into the air. “Wowza! This is going to be so heavy!”



Sunset groaned, and slumped down onto the table. She held up one finger, “Can I get that double choco-whatever too?”



Sonata nodded, and scribbled onto her notepad. “Sure thing, Miss.” She turned to go, then her eyes fell on Sunset, and she froze. She leaned forward, her nostrils flaring. “That’s… a really cute necklace you have there, Miss. Where did you get it?”



“Huh?” Sunset looked up on the siren, then she placed her hand over the geode on her neck. Crap, Sonata could probably sense the magic in it. “Just an, uh, old family heirloom.”



“Hmm.” Sonata peered at her intensely, her eyes glinting with green fire. “Okey-dokey!” She giggled, then spun away, her skates clacking on the tile floor as she rolled back to the kitchen.



Night Light slumped back into his seat. “Holy crap. I actually did it. You were right. It actually worked, I can’t believe it! Thank you so much!”



“Uh-huh. Anytime,” Sunset muttered flatly. She stood up, then started shuffling towards the door.



“Huh? Miss? Um, Sunset, right? Aren’t you going to have your milkshake? It's my treat!”



Sunset didn’t respond, the bell over the door ringing as she made her way outside, the bright sunlight stinging her eyes.



Discord leaned against the side of the building. “Well, that was unexpected.”



“You think this is funny?” Sunset whirled on him, though she couldn’t muster the energy to really be angry.



“Of course I do. I always think chaos is funny.” Discord gave a short bow, then shrugged. “But what do you want from me? I’m not omnipotent after all. How was I supposed to know he was in love with the wrong girl?”



What an utter disaster. It still might be salvageable, but… “What would happen if we just bailed and went home, right now?”



“Who knows? Causality and chaos work in mysterious ways.” He waggled his fingers. “But even if we wanted to, we can’t. The portal gun is out of charge.” He held it up. The lightbulb wasn’t lit. “It should be ready to go in about, say, 28 hours. Which, fancy that, is right after the dance ends! Crazy good timing on these portal guns.”



“Uh-huh.” Sunset knew he was lying, of course. But she’d signed up for this after all, her own little whacky adventure. Just ended up being a bit more personal than she’d expected. There had to be something she could do. She crossed her arms over her chest, and began to pace in circles. “Alright, so, I take Velvet to prom. Show her a good time, but make it clear that I’m not looking for anything long term.”



Discord chuckled. “She’s young. It’s probably just a phase.”



“Sonata’s probably doing this for the snack. Plenty of discontent to feast on at a school dance, though if her sisters really are out of town, she won’t able to stir up much trouble on her own. Night Light is probably charmed by her power, but if we can get her to reveal her evil nature, or maybe dangle something more enticining in front of her…” Sunset clutched at her necklace again. Could she use it as bait somehow? Then it hit her. Sunset snapped her fingers and then pointed at Discord. “You.”



“Me?” Discord gasped. “Whatever part could little old me play in this devious scheme you’re cooking up?”



Sunset nodded, everything coming together in her head. “You’re positively brimming with chaos magic. You go to the dance, disguised as the janitor or something, I don’t know. Spread a little chaos magic around, sow some minor problems and she’ll be on top of you like flies on rotten meat. Night Light will be left in the dust. Dejected, he goes to the punch bowl to drown his sorrows… where I’ve conveniently left my own date. Hopefully they should be able to make that connection on their own, at that point.”



“Brilliant!” Discord applauded, and cackled wildly. “I knew there was a reason we were hanging out together. This is going to be quite devilish.”



“What can I say. I know how to manipulate a dance.” Sunset cracked her knuckles, then stared up at the setting sun. “Guess all we have to do now is wait.”








It was a long wait, filled with a veritable montage of whacky hijinks on the part of Discord, along with what she was sure were a metric ton of pop culture references she didn’t understand. She’d called Velvet, spent thirty minutes listening to Twilight’s grandfather rant and rave about ‘the war’, then managed to arrange what needed to be arranged.



Sunset waited in front of her house, resting against a beast of a motorcycle with a stylized draconequus painted on it. Her own ensemble now included jeans, a lack of sleeves on her leather jacket, and oversized sunglasses, even though it was dark out. Oh well, when in Roan.



Twilight Velvet stepped out the front door, framed by the light in her doorway. She really was rather pretty, if you discounted the neon leggings under some sort of frilly tutu. She smiled and waved at Sunset, turned to shout something at her parents, then made her way over. “Hey,” she said, brushing her hair behind her ear. “That’s a pretty nice bike. I didn’t realize you were cool with a capital K, Sunset.”



“Uh, yeah, sure.” Her bike hummed appreciatively at the compliment. Sunset kicked it. “You look great, Velvet. You ever ridden one of these things before?”



“Never.” Velvet slid into the seat as if she were a natural, and let out an appreciative sigh. “But there’s a first time for everything, right? And please, call me Twilight.”



“No way in hell,” Sunset muttered under her breath. Sunset climbed onto the bike behind her, and revved the engine. “Hold on tight!” she shouted, then the bike roared as it took off at a metaphorical gallop.



After they’d been on their way for about a minute or so, Sunset cleared her throat. “HEY, LISTEN, I WANT TO MAKE SOMETHING CLEAR.”



Velvet craned her head backwards slightly. “WHAT’S THAT?”



“YOU SEEM LIKE A REALLY NICE GIRL AND ALL, BUT I DON’T WANT TO LEAD YOU ON. I MEANT WHAT I SAID ABOUT NOT BEING IN TOWN VERY LONG. THERE’S A GOOD CHANCE YOU’LL NEVER SEE ME AGAIN AFTER TONIGHT.”



“OH. WELL, I GUESS I KIND OF FIGURED AS MUCH. IT’S OKAY, REALLY. I JUST WANT TO HAVE FUN WITH YOU TONIGHT.” Velvet flashed her a smile that someone could easily fall in love with. A lot like Twilight’s smile, in fact. “WHATEVER HAPPENS HAPPENS, RIGHT?”



“RIGHT.” Sunset bit her lip, then leaned into the next curve, and stayed silent for the rest of the drive. They finally pulled up in front of Canterlot High, familiar horse statue still intact. Other couples funneled into the entrance around them. Sunset dismounted, and helped Velvet off the bike, who wobbled and clung to her for support.



“Wow,” Velvet murmured, her cheeks flushed. She cleared her throat, and straightened her skirt. “That was… intense.”



Sunset coughed. “Go on in ahead of me, would you? There’s something I need to take care of real quick.”



Velvet raised an eyebrow, but nodded. “Sure thing. Don’t be too long, though.” She winked, then hurried off towards the doorway.



Once she was out of sight, Sunset glanced around to make sure nobody was paying attention, then knocked twice on the bike.



The bike coughed out a plume of exhaust, then popped back into Discord. He had a rather disgusted look on his face. “Blech. Not doing that one again.” He shook himself like a wet dog, a spray of water misting the area around him.



Sunset stepped back. “Yeah yeah, whatever. Come on, go get ready to perform your creepy janitor act.”



Discord rolled his eyes. “Come now, you can’t be in a rush to get to everything. You have to stay fluid, adapt to any unexpected changes, and enjoy the moment.” He snapped his fingers, and a dull gray jumpsuit replaced his usual outfit, his hair stringy and slicked back. He hunched over, and started pushing a broom along the pavement. “But you’ve got a role to play too, you know.”



She sure did. Sunset popped a tic tac into her mouth, and sighed. She caught a flash of teal hair disappearing into the doorway. Sonata was already here. Time to catch up with her date.



The halls of Canterlot High hadn’t changed much over thirty years, apparently, and it was still the same old route to get to the gymnasium. She scanned the crowd inside, looking for Velvet, only for her to close in from behind and link arms with Sunset. “Come on, let’s dance.”



It wasn’t the type of music Sunset normally liked to dance to. And she was a rather accomplished dancer at that. She’d practiced both ballroom and swing with Rarity on a number of occasions.



Neither of which were apparently in fashion during the eighties. Or at the very least, weren't styles that Velvet knew. Sunset watched Velvet slide back and forth on the dance floor, then act like a robot. Sunset could only shrug, keep her own moves simple, and imitate wherever possible.



She kept an eye on Night Light and Sonata out of the corner of her eye. She seemed to be having fun, and Night Light was completely under her spell. At the very least, she wasn’t actively sowing discontent amongst everyone else.



After a break in the music, it was time to put her plan in action. Sunset groaned, and clutched at her stomach. “Ugh, I think I need to hit the ladies room. Can you wait for me, over there by the punch bowl? Don’t leave there for any reason. I’ll uh, have a surprise for you when I get back.



Velvet shrugged, leaned in to give her a kiss on the cheek, then made her way over to the punch bowl where she waited patiently.



So far so good. Sunset left the room, then doubled back as soon as she was out of sight. She slipped back into a different entrance of the gym, and ducked behind a pillar. She caught Discord’s attention, who was mopping a corner, and flashed him the signal.



Sunset couldn’t see what he did, but the effect on Sonata was instantaneous. She perked up, head swivelling towards Discord, and she practically dropped Night Light mid spin. She started walking towards him, eyes wide, and nostrils flaring. Discord began to back away, a devilish smirk on his face as he led the siren out of the room like a parasprite.



Night Light was left alone and utterly bewildered. He picked himself up off the ground, brushed dust off his pants, then sighed, and wandered over to the punch bowl.



It was working! Sunset practically squealed with delight. The two soon to be lovers stood side by side near the punch bowl, so close, only a simple conversation starter away from a lifelong commitment and two beautiful children.



Sunset waited, her breath hold. She eventually had to start breathing again with a gasp. A minute passed. Then another. She clenched her teeth. They were just standing there, looking bored. They wouldn’t stand there forever, right? She had to do something, and fast.



“Hey!” Sunset called out, emerging from the pillar. Velvet immediately brightened at her approach.



Sunset yanked the geode off of her neck. “I wanted to show you—whoops!” She hurled the stone at them, making it look as if she’d tripped. It skidded to a stop between both Night Light and Twilight Velvet. “Grab that!” she shouted.



They both ducked down at the same time, their fingers simultaneously brushing against one another and the crystallization of empathetic magic.



Sunset pumped her fist into the air. Both of them had gone rigid, their eyes lighting up as they peered into one another's souls.



The spell was broken in just a few moments, and they slumped away from each other, panting heavily.



“That was…” Velvet muttered, staring into Night Light’s eyes.



“That was…” Night Light licked his lips. “Really weird.”



“Yeah.” Velvet shuddered. “Like, totally not cool. Sunset, is this yours? What is it?” She picked the necklace up by the chain, and held it out.



Night Light cleared his throat. “Sorry.”



Sunset smacked her face with her palm. “No, you two are supposed to—”



“There you are!” Sonata popped out of nowhere, wrapped her arms tightly around Night Light. She had a hungry, crazed look in her eyes. “You wanna… go somewhere a bit more private?”



Night Light looked like he’d just been smacked in the face with a million bucks. “Buuh…”



Sonata started dragging him away.



Velvet giggled. “Cute couple.” She bit her lip, and leaned in a little closer to Sunset. “You know, if you want to follow their example, the library here offers a lot of privacy…”



Sunset suddenly found her throat amazingly dry. She slammed a glass of punch. Where the hell was Discord?



“Psst!”



Sunset leaned down to glance under the table. Discord crouched under there, cowering.



“What the hell are you doing?” Sunset hissed. “You’re supposed to be distracting Sonata!”



Discord shuddered. “That little witch can actually eat my magic! I let her get too close for too long then it's lights out for Daddy D. Sorry, but that plan is a wash.”



Sunset swore, and stood back up. She glanced around the auditorium. Sonata wasn’t far from the exit now. The current song ended. An idea popped into her head. It was time to do something drastic.



“Sunset?” Velvet asked, looking concerned. “Are you alright?”



Sunset snatched her necklace back from Velvet, and clasped it around her neck. “I’ve got to do something. Go stop those two from leaving the gymnasium. Trust me! They’ll want to see this. And you will too.” She leaned in to give Velvet a quick kiss, then dashed off towards the stage.



A hushed conversation and a bribe of all of Sunset’s money—several hundred dollars worth of bills that were most likely printed long after the eighties—saw Sunset standing up on the stage, a guitar slung over her shoulder. Velvet had successfully distracted the annoyed siren and her victim, and all eyes were currently on Sunset.



Sunset cleared her throat. “This is for all you lovers out there. Those of you here tonight with a partner, and…” she let her gaze fall on Velvet and Night Light meaningfully. “Those of you who still have yet to find the one.”



She started to strum her guitar, and the synthesized piano kicked in behind her as the rest of the band played along. “The power of love, is a curious thing!”



She sung her heart into the cheesy eighties ballad. She filled it with every scrap of meaning of purpose she could, hoping to convey a love, a true love, that would bring those destined to be together to each other at lastt. The geode around her neck flared with empathetic magic, and she could feel it course through her. She floated into the air, her ears transforming her, her hair growing longer.



“And that’s the power of love!” Sunset slammed into the ground with a final strum of her guitar, a wave of rainbow energy bursting forth and washing over the crowd.



Her pony ears faded, and she stood up, panting, sweat pouring down her face. The gym had gone silent. Everyone was staring at her, even her fellow bandmates.



“Sunset…” Velvet muttered, her voice cutting through the air. Her eyes were wide, and sparkling with adoration and love.



“Sunset?” “Sunset.” “Sunset!” Her name spread through the crowd like wildfire. A hundred eyes stayed locked to her, each filled with the same kind of adoration and love as Velvet.



Sonata watched from the back and licked her lips, the same hungry expression on her face she’d had when chasing Discord.



“Noooooo,” Sunset moaned into the microphone. The crowd started to shuffle forwards, chanting her name.



Discord leaned in the doorway, and held up the portal gun. The light bulb was blue, and he gestured frantically outside. It was time to go.



Sunset bolted. She leapt off the sage, soaring over the heads of several students, then dodged past the grasping hands of several more and out the door. She sprinted through the halls of Canterlot High, the horde of love-zombies thundering after her.



“You really screwed the pooch on this one,” Discord said, keeping pace with her.



“Bite me,” Sunset sneered. “Let’s just go home.”



“If you say so!”



They made it outside, and Discord tossed her the portal gun, then transformed back into the motorcycle.



Sunset stared at the device, and raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing? We can just use this here, right?” She pointed it at the ground, trying to find the button that would trigger it.



Motorcycle-cord whinneyed. “It won’t work. We have to be going at this bike’s maximum speed before we enter the portal, or else we won’t be able to make it.”



“What? Why? That’s stupid!”



“It’s a lot harder to go up than down!”



The horde of students burst out the doors and began flooding into the courtyard. Sunset growled, hopped on the bike, and gunned it.



They shot down the thankfully empty streets, the speedometer creeping higher and higher. She held the gun steady, pointing in front of the bike. The flaw in their plan became quickly evident, as the courthouse loomed ahead of her at the end of the street. “I’M GOING TO HAVE TO TURN, AND FIND A STRAIGHTER STREET!”



“THERE ISN’T ONE FOR MILES, YOU KNOW THAT. WE CAN MAKE IT, JUST TRUST ME.”



Sunset gripped the accelerator as tightly as she could, and the bike shifted into its highest gear, the engine whining painfully loud. “DAMN YOU, DISCORD!”



“WAIT FOR IT.”



“I DON’T WANT TO DIE LIKE THIS!”



“HOLD…”



“DISCORD!”



“NOW!”



Sunset clenched the trigger on the portal gun. A blue light flashed and impacted with the wall less than a second before they would have crashed in a spectacular explosion, and they flew into the wormhole instead.



Rather than falling they climbed upwards against whatever gravitational pull wanted to keep them in the eighties, the bikes wheels spinning against the edge of the tunnel. Chaos bike that he was, they eventually started to slow, and came to a stop right before the other edge. Sunset leapt upwards from the bike, her fingertips barely grazing the edge of the portal, and she fell into her own bed in a crumpled heap.



Discord popped into existence after her, collapsing into her chair and wiping the sweat from his brow. “Well then. That was quite the adventure, wasn’t it?”



Sunset groaned and righted herself. Her heart still raced as fast as the bike had been going just a bit ago. “That did technically fall under the definition of adventure, yes.”



“Well? Did you like it? Should I consider you an adventure buddy for the future?” Discord waggled his eyebrows, though she saw genuine hope in his eyes.



“I don’t know.” Sunset took a deep breath. “That depends on whether or not there are lingering permanent consequences I have to deal with.”



“Bah. Well, you’ll get over it, whatever they are. I’ll let you sleep on it. I’m off to go tell this whole story to Princess Twilight, hopefully annoy her to the point where she threatens to turn me into stone again. Ta-ta!”



And just like that, Discord was gone. It could almost be written down as a weird dream, if it weren't for the stylized fish still embossed on her bat.



Sunset pulled her phone out and called Twilight.



“Hello? This is Twilight Sparkle speaking.”



“You have caller ID, nerd, you don’t have to answer so formally. Anyway, your mom and dad are Twilight Velvet and Night Light, right?”



“Yeah, that’s right.”



“And they love each other?”



“Of course they do. Why do you ask?”



“How did they meet?”



“Umm…” There was a pause. “If I remember correctly, they met in college. They got assigned together on a group project, and, well, one thing led to another. Um, Sunset? Are you okay? What’s so funny?”



Sunset couldn’t tell if she was laughing or crying.








The door to Twilight’s house swung open, and a much older Twilight Velvet stood before them. Still quite beautiful, in a motherly sort of way. “Welcome! It’s so nice to finally meet you, Sun…” Recognition sparked in her eyes. Crap. “Well I’ll be. Here I thought the similar names were just some crazy coincidence. But here you are, and you don’t look a day older than you did back then. A part of me thought that night was all just some crazy dream. But I’m sure you’ll be happy to come in and explain everything over a cup of tea, right?”



Twilight blinked, then looked between Sunset and her mother. “Mom? What are you talking about? Sunset? What’s she talking about?”



Sweat poured down the back of Sunset’s neck. She swallowed. “Well…”
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     As one of the most promising magicians to yet emerge from the Crystal Empire, Sombra Greyhorn often found himself at the receiving end of a great many prying, trivial, and occasionally inconsiderate questions. Inquiries like What manner of spells are you crafting now? and Do you prefer working in Alteration or Illusion? battered him each time he received the unfortunate honor of representing the Empirical College of Magical Arts at the Triannual Equestrian Symposium of Magical Sciences. 



     It was really a dreadful affair, Sombra thought. The disruption to his studies proved irritating enough—but to be groomed, displayed on some academic panel, and then interrogated by every aspiring magician in Equus cemented the Symposium as one of Sombra's Least Favorite Things. 



     Somepony had actually asked about them, once. After a young unicorn with an appraising glint in his eye had posed a rather opportunistic question (Do you take personal students up at the Empirical College?), an earth pony with a thundercloud for a cutie mark had raised his hoof and droned "What are your least favorite things about being a magician in the Crystal Empire?"



     "Having my work interrupted by students, having my work interrupted by colleagues, and having my work interrupted by the Symposium," Sombra had replied in short order. As an afterthought, he added, "The laboratories are uncomfortably chilly, too, I suppose."



     The Archmage didn't send Sombra to the Symposium again after that. 







     With the Symposium taken care of, Sombra had only disruptions from his colleagues and his students to contend with. The former were only really an issue whenever some other professor fancied a collaboration of some sort—to which a brusque no proved adequate deterrence. Students, on the other hoof...



     While the Crystal Empire's College of Magical Arts didn't fetch as much public attention as Starswirl's pet academy down in Canterlot, it did possess a fair number of students—some of whom were eager to learn, some of whom were eager to demonstrate their skills, and all of whom demanded more time and energy than Sombra was willing to part with. He taught a single section of Intermediate Precision Spellcasting, yet still found himself stalked through the halls by students eager for mentorship.  



     Being a harsh grader didn't help, nor did his reputation as a right old grump. The only way to avoid being swarmed by demanding, over-eager students was to hide in the Royal Athenaeum like a foal fleeing an impending scolding.  



     Sombra smiled softly to himself as he basked in the radiant peace of the Athenaeum. Only the soft scratching of his quill disturbed the air—a sound quickly lost amidst the many imposing books lining the walls from floor to ceiling. 



     Arguably more exclusive than achieving tenure, admittance to the private library of Queen Amore was a privilege granted to few and held lightly by none. Sombra could have wept with joy when the Archmage granted him a key and a desk. How perfect, to be able to research and formulate his theories in near-absolute silence! Beyond reach of his students! Uninterrupted by his colleag— 



     "Magister Sombra?" 



     Sombra's quill froze in place. Midnight-blue ink began to pool upon the parchment, bleeding all over his analysis of Mage Meadowbrook's third artifact. He stared at the growing puddle blankly, his mind furiously calculating.



     Voice is male, reserved but not arrogant—unlikely to be from Mathematics or Natural Sciences. Use of my official title and not 'professor' suggests he either wants something or is from administration. Both? Both. Clipped speech, didn't draw out the question, just wants my attention, so favor is either a meeting or something that can't be asked here—



     With his third supporting paragraph now completely submerged beneath the puddle of ink, Sombra snorted angrily and abandoned his efforts. Spinning around, he snapped, 



     "Whatever it is you want, the answer is no," he snapped.



     A crystal pony garbed in the attire of a Royal Scribe stared at him cooly. "Magister Sombra, Archmage Quickshine requests your presence in her study." His eyes lingered upon the thoroughly-soaked parchment threatening to spill onto Sombra's desk, adding, "I'll tell her to expect you shortly." 



     Sombra almost made a note to add 'Having my work interrupted by the Archmage' to his list of Least Favorite Things, but his attention was quickly drawn to saving his desk from a rather major set of stains. 



     Besides, Archmage Quickshine could usually be relied on to have a tin of dried apricots in her study.








     "Don't bother sitting down," the Archmage said dismissively as soon as Sombra entered the study. Levitating her ermine-trimmed cloak around her shimmering form, she nodded towards the door. "I've an appointment with the Head of Geology, and require your insight."



     Sombra spared the round tin on the desk a mournful glance, but grudgingly followed Quickshine into the hall.



     "Geology?" he sniffed. "Whatever could you need me for with that?"



     "Crystals," she replied solemnly. 



     To his credit, Sombra attempted to refrain from rolling his eyes. He really did try.



     "Quickshine," he muttered in an undertone as they passed the lecture halls. "You know my opinion on crystology."



     The Archmage didn't meet his eyes. "I do. I recall reading no less than five treatises on the subject."



     "Then you know why I think the whole matter's a dead end and a waste of time!" he hissed. "We've already found them all, Archmage. There are no more Elements to find. The Equestrians have their Pieces of Harmony, the Empire has the Crystal Heart, and since none of the Princesses will allow us to take them for experimentation, there's no use in further speculation—"



     "I wouldn't disturb you for mere speculation," Quickshine interrupted.  



     "Then what, pray tell, are you disturbing me for?"



     Quickshine met his eyes then, and the grin on her face was enough to give the Magister pause. 



     "We found another Element."   







     The Head of Geology, Magistra Sparkle Dust, was a slender, elderly mare that looked as though an errant wind would topple her right over. Her frailty belied her energetic enthusiasm, however, which became apparent the moment Sombra and Quickshine entered the department's excavation chamber.



     "Archmage!" Sparkle Dust all but shrieked, waving emphatically for the two newcomers to approach. 



     Sombra followed the Archmage as they stepped cautiously across the rocky, uneven floor. In contrast to the light-filled, clear-hewn stones that filled the city, the crystals in this cavern were clouded and lusterless. Shadows lurked in their depths like colorful novae, frozen for eternity in the bowels of the earth. Pretty enough, Sombra supposed. Pretty, if useless.



     Almost as if she could read his thoughts, Sparkle Dust snorted. "I'd step a bit more carefully, were I you, Magister. Those stones are every bit as powerful as your spells."



     "Perhaps even more so," Sombra retorted, eyes narrowing. "Considering I've no knowledge of any spells powerful enough to sit around and do nothing." 



     Interrupting before the two ponies could really get going, the Archmage raised a hoof. "Magisters, please. If you could refrain until after our business is concluded, the Empire would thank you for it."

  

     "Ah, yes. Do feel free to divulge this business whenever is most convenient, Archmage," Sombra muttered. Sparkle Dust's eyes widened at his impudence, then widened further when Quickshine let the remark slide. 

    

     With a final glance, the Magistra turned on her hooves and crossed the final few steps to where a deep crevice marred the rough-hewn floor. She pointed into the shadowy crack. "Here they are, Archmage." 



     Quickshine exhaled reverently, a broad smile stretching from ear to ear. Sombra opened his mouth, questions and remarks leaping to his tongue, but in the end he could only stare.



     Two pulsating stones lurked half-embedded in the crevice. No larger than a plum each, they sat nestled in a river of silver ore, glittering as brilliantly as crystal in clear daylight. Colors shimmered across the surface of each stone: magenta followed by violet followed by a deep, verdant emerald. They were mesmerizing; Sombra couldn't deny their beauty. 



     He also couldn't deny the fact that they radiated magical energy. 



     The Magister whirled on the Archmage. 



     "What intentions do you have for me?" he demanded. "What part am I to play in this discovery?" 



     Magistra Sparkle Dust snorted lightly. "I'm afraid the discovery's already accounted for. You're to assist with the extraction bit." 



     Sombra looked from Sparkle Dust to the Archmage blankly. "What's there to assist with? Just pick them up." 



     "Just pick them up?" sputtered Sparkle Dust. "Just—just pick—Archmage, are you certain this—this ignoramus is the best-suited pony for the task?"



     "Best-suited in the entire Empirical College," Quickshine replied, almost mournfully. 



     This information did not seem to comfort the Magistra at all, and she refused to spare Sombra a second glance as they made plans to begin excavations in two days' time. To his (carefully suppressed) glee, the Archmage informed Sombra that his teaching responsibilities would be taken care of, leaving him free to assist the Magistra, who still looked as though she had half a mind to call the whole thing off, Elements or no.  



     As the two made to leave the excavation site, however, Sparkle Dust shouted, "I'll accept his help, but he'd better have his vision tested before setting hoof in this cavern again! I mean it! I can stomach shocking deficiencies in education, but perfect vision is a non-negotiable requirement."



     Archmage Quickshine nodded in understanding. "Of course, Magistra. I'll send him on the morrow."



     "I beg your pardon?" Sombra asked as they mounted the stairs leading back to the city. "You're sending me where?"



     "I'm sending you to the optometrist, Sombra," Quickshine said evenly, cool steel lurking behind the sweetness of her words. "And then I'm sending you to help Magistra Sparkle Dust with her precision spellcasting. I could be sending you to oversee student tutoring, or to the Symposium, or to Celestia's school in Canterlot, but instead I'm sending you to work on the most remarkable magical discovery of our age."



     Sombra swallowed his protests. The Archmage smirked. 



     "I know you don't fancy crystals and stones, Magister, but if those are Elements down there, then crystology might earn you the privilege of never needing to deal with students again." 








     Crystal Clear, Optomagician read the plaque on the wall. 



     Don't you dare call me Crystal said the clench in the doctor's jaw when he trotted into the sparsely-decorated examination chamber. Sombra eyed the stallion up and down.



     Smooth coat, well-groomed, magic-related cutie mark? No glasses, no appearance of a vision spell, but crinkles around eyes from squinting; can't have always had perfect eyesight. Good at what he does, then. Chin held high, arrogant cock to his head... I wonder—



     Sombra arched a brow at the doctor. "Crystal Clea—"



     "Doctor Clear is fine," the stallion interrupted curtly.



     Talented and a backbone, then. Sombra decided he liked Doctor Clear quite well already.



     The doctor cleared his throat. "So, just an examination today, Magister? The referral mentioned an academic assignment."



     "Crystal-hewing," Sombra sighed. "I've been recruited from my studies to help extract a few gemstones and the excavation overseer wants an assurance that I won't mistake a priceless magical artifact for a piece of rock."



     Crystal Clear grunted. Magicking over a stack of papers, he began to rifle through them. Without looking up, he added,



     "How often do you use that vision-polishing spell?"



     "Daily," Sombra replied.



     Crystal Clear nodded. "Here for glasses, then? Or a more permanent enchantment?"



     "Whatever would I need that for?" the Magister asked, bewildered. 



     The doctor shrugged. "Easier than casting that spell every morning. Also doesn't leave that arcane residue lingering over your eyes—can be dangerous if you're grinding herbs and mixing concoctions and the like. The residue traps fumes against your eyes and can cause a magical reaction. Standard laboratory practice is to have the permanent enchantment or spectacles." 



     "I prefer my spellcasting," Sombra replied cooly. "As I have no intention of working in an alchemical laboratory, there's little risk of such a reaction."



     "As you wish." The lights dimmed, and Doctor Clear's horn glowed. An array of runes appeared on the wall, each letter a different size. "If you'll begin at the top, please."





C U L W E S

 R N T A Z

  Y S A X

   Q A L

     T C

       A






     "Your polishing spell is commendable," Doctor Clear said approvingly, when Sombra had finished. "I should have suspected no less, I suppose."



     "You really shouldn't have," Sombra muttered, as the doctor proceeded to examine his eyes. 



     When he finished, the optomagician scribbled something down on a piece of parchment. "At any rate, you're certainly well-sighted enough to deal with whatever precious gemstones they're throwing you at. Do come back if you change your mind about the permanent enchantment."



     His tone of voice suggested he really couldn't care less whether Sombra ever stepped into his office again, and the Magister nodded at him in respect as he left. Refusing to engage in pretense was an admirable quality in a professional, really.



     If only the Archmage could understand that politeness was nothing more than an unnecessary pretense.








     Magistra Sparkle Dust read Doctor Clear's note with suspicion the next day, but ultimately it must have proved satisfactory, for she folded in up and tucked it into her saddlebags before trotting towards the crevice. 



     "I hope you brought refreshments for lunch," she called over her shoulder. "It's going to be long, tedious work." 



     "I'll survive somehow," Sombra stated, picking his way across the cavern after her. The stones might not possess the volatility of a major enchantment, but they were still treacherous—carelessness in his hoofing could easily result in a turned ankle. The Magistra was pulling out the last of her diamond-tipped tools when he reached her side. 



     They settled into position: Sombra splayed across the floor with his head poking over the Elements' crevice, while Sparkle Dust knelt beside him—the better to direct and criticize his every move, he soon found out. The slender pick—made of dragonbone, from the feel of it—was easy enough to place with his fine-tuned telekinetic casting, but it seemed that Sparkle Dust was determined to take umbrage with his use of the tiny, delicately-carved mallet no matter how he wielded it. 



     "Too hard!" she hissed for the thirteenth time that hour. "Are you trying to kill us all?"



     "Kill you?" Sombra snapped, trying to retain focus and blink sweat out of his eyes at the same time. "Tell me, Magistra, is over-exaggeration your special talent, or did it take effort to master?"



     Sparkle Dust's voice was more of a growl. "You would do well to respect where you are, Magister."    



     "I'm surrounded by rocks. Pretty, hard, rocks—"



     "If those rocks turn out to be Elements, they could smite us, colt! Have you seen the Harmony Pieces in action? Do you know what they can do in the hooves of the Royal Pony Sisters?"



     Sombra clenched his jaw. "The Royal Pony Sisters are extremely magical creatures, ones in possession of arcane talents most ponies can scarcely dream of. I've said it before, and I will continue to profess it until it's accepted as the truth it is: Harmony Pieces and Crystal Hearts and Elements and all this crystal nonsense is nothing more than—well, nonsense."



     Sparkle Dust said nothing, and instead attempted to glare a hole into his head. Deciding that his sweat-soaked mane would provide sufficient protection against glaring-induced incineration, Sombra continued, 



     "The Pieces of Harmony reflect and focus the characters and abilities of two alicorns, yes? And the Crystal Heart requires the love and happiness of an entire Empire in order to function. These aren't items of power. Tools, yes. Instruments, yes. They've demonstrated enormous honing capabilities, and are certainly valuable from an arcane perspective, but they don't. Possess. Inherent. Magical. Power!"



     He hit the mallet against the dragonbone pick, and instantly knew it was too hard, much too hard. 



     The Element nearest the pick glowed, sending off sparks more red than purple. The two ponies stared at it with wide, panicked eyes, rooted to the spot. Something uncomfortable churned in Sombra stomach—something that tasted of fear and horror and the terrible suspicion that he might have been wrong. 



     After a minute or two, the Element seemed to quiet, sparks fading as it returned to its purple-green glow. Sombra closed his eyes as relief washed over him, undimmed by Sparkle Dust's shaking whisper.



     "You...I don't... Just... Just be careful, please," she finished unsteadily. 



     Unable to find it in himself to disagree, Sombra levitated both pick and mallet out of the crevice and onto the stone beside him. He winced as he slowly sat up, muscles cramped from lying upon the floor for so long. The movement was enough to disturb the sweat clinging to his forehead, and a single drop raced down his nose to plop squarely upon the quieted Element.



     Sombra managed a single curse before the ground began to shake. 



     It happened slowly and then all at once: the stone beneath his barrel trembled in a single, shuddering move, and then it buckled. 



     The ceiling of the cavern whirled past Sombra's eyes, followed quickly by an upside-down Sparkle Dust and then the floor as he was thrown across the room. Landing hard, Sombra could only gape wordlessly as the clouded, shadowed crystal forming the caver grew lighter, streaks of white following the cracks spider webbing across the floor, up the rough-hewn walls, across the ceiling—



     A chunk of what Sombra remembered to be navy-blue crystal hanging directly above the Elements' crevice appeared azure with cracks. Sombra watched in horror as Sparkle Dust struggled to get to her hooves once, twice, three times to no avail, unable to move from below the multi-ton crystal threatening to become dislodged. 



     Another shake, and it was no longer a threat. A yell of warning tore itself from Sombra's throat, and his horn matched it with a burst of light. His magic enveloped the boulder, catching it a mere five inches from the Magistra's head. The elderly mare sagged to the now-trembling floor in relief.



     Sombra, however, could do no such thing. The hunk of crystal in his grasp—while undeniably massive—proved taxing beyond the expected challenge of holding it aloft. It consumed the magic touching it: siphoning arcane energy like one of those black holes the astronomers loved to prattle about. By the time Sombra managed to drop it a safe distance from the Elements and Sparkle Dust, he felt as though he'd attempted to levitate the entire Crystal Palace.



     Resting his damp head against the cool, mercifully-still floor proved to be a marginal improvement. 








     If the Athenaeum was quiet in the daytime, the setting of the sun turned it to a tomb. All risk of disruption disappeared, and so it was with this in mind that Sombra piled his desk high with books on Crystology and every sort of Gem Theory he could get his hooves on.



     "Magister Sombra?" 



     Even at this hour, interruptions weren't enough to fully draw Sombra's attention from his research.



     [i]Female, measured—likely faculty or in a position of power. Not Archmage, not Archmage's assistant; voice is curious but not tentative, so not inquiring after a favor—"



     "You should really be getting some rest, after the day we've had. I'm afraid we'll be back at it tomorrow."



     Sombra turned around to see the face of Sparkle Dust smiling wearily at him.



     He blinked. "Oh."



     She nodded. "The Archmage spoke to the Queen; we've been granted permission to continue. Commanded, really. Seems her Highness is eager to get those stones somewhere they won't be able to collapse her kingdom."



     Sombra nodded, turning back to stare at the open pages of A Spellcaster's Guide to Stoneworking.



     "I'll—ah, I'll try not to stay up too late, then," he told the book. 



     Silence stretched out between them. It grew longer and longer, until Sombra was certain that the Magistra had stole away without his notice when she spoke:



     "The Archmage spoke truly of your ability. Your spellcasting really was impressive." 



     Sombra opened his mouth and then closed it right back up. Eventually, he managed, "What—what type of crystal was that? The type that I—"



     "The type you saved the Elements from?" And me, hung in the air.



     Sombra's nod was met with an approving smile. 



     "Azuris," Sparkle Dust supplied, leaning over him to page through the Guide. "Ascendancy Azuris, if you're keen to know. The caverns are stricken with it."



     "It ate my magic," Sombra explained haltingly. "It—When I lifted it, I expected a fair amount of arcane strain due to the sheer size of the thing. But it—it required more energy than I expected—much more, far too much. It ate my magic." 



     Sparkle Dust met his expectant gaze with a shrug. "It's an ascendancy crystal—and Azuris at that. They're positively greedy for magic. There's great potential for energy storage, should any decent mages decide to abandon their pursuit of spellcasting glory in favor of contributing something more useful to the world."



     Sombra stared at the picture in the book. "It felt so alive," he murmured, almost reverently. "I know it was only attracting the energy of my spell, but it felt alive."



     "Manipulation can be just as much a force as creation, can it not?" the Magistra asked, raising a sly brow.



     "Oh come on now, no need to be smug about the matter!" Sombra protested hotly, snapping back to his senses.



     Sparkle Dust only laughed at his furious frown. 








     There was one item that Sombra believed to belong to every magician's list of Least Favorite thing: a common factor that united all arcane-inclined individuals. It was an unspoken law of the universe, one that needed no vocalizing, no addressing, no acknowledgement of any sort to remain true. It  went without saying that even more than he hated students, colleagues, or the Symposium, Magister Sombra—along with every other spellcaster on the face of the planet—despised being proved wrong.



     Luckily, the excitement of freeing two new Elements from the depths of the earth was proving an efficient balm for his wounded pride. Each day, he joined Sparkle Dust at the excavation site—now thoroughly reinforced with great wooden struts and beams—and they continued the tedious process of hewing the stones from the earth with patient understanding. Hours slipped by in moments, unnoticed by either pony in the face of their great challenge. 



     So great was their focus, Sombra raised no protest when another professor of geology showed his class around the site. Their hushed voices bounced around the cavern, pooling and echoing against the crevices of the stone, but Sombra heard only Sparkle Dust's voice guiding the steady tap tap tap of mallet against pick. 



     It's an atmosphere that might almost be described as comfortable, were it not for the ever-present possibility of bringing the ceiling down upon their horns.







     "Magistra Sparkle Dust," Sombra began one morning, after they had fallen into a familiar rhythm of tapping. "You're an expert on crystals, yes? What do you suppose these Elements are?"



     Sparkle Dust pondered the question for a moment, eyes drifting up to scan lazily over another class entering the chamber.



     "I don't think they're Pieces of Harmony," she offered at last. "Those were very clearly a set, and these differ dramatically in color."



     "You've seen the Pieces?" Sombra asked, mildly impressed. 



     Sparkle Dust's eye roll was very nearly audible. "They're displayed at the Symposium, as all respectable spellcasters know. I daresay half the College has seen them."



     "I'm not particularly fond of the Symposium," Sombra admitted. "Too loud, and rarely more informative than the research time sacrificed for their sake. What are they like? The Harmony Pieces," he added hastily, lest she think him less than diametrically opposed to every aspect of Symposia. 



     "They're lovely," she breathed. Her eyes slid out of focus as she stared far, far to the south. "Five of them are hexagonal in cut, but one is a six-pointed star. The elder Princess wields that one. EAch one is brilliantly hued—all different colors, too. Entirely different from these." She nodded to the two gems below, which shifted from violet to emerald as though on cue.   



     Sombra paused in his efforts, and the two simply stared at the Elements for a moment. 



     "I don't know what they are," Sparkle Dust admitted finally. "But I'm certain that once they're out in the open, you'll be the first to discover it."



     Sombra snorted, but flashed her an appreciative smile. "For the sake of my sanity, I hope so. I don't think I'll be able to tolerate students again after this."



     The few members of the touring class that overheard him possessed the decency to not look offended. Or perhaps they hadn't heard him at all; the professor seemed to be delivering a rather impassioned lecture on the dangers of reactivity. 



     "I hate that I'm the one to tell you this," Sparkle Dust said in a voice that belied no regret whatsoever. "But as somepony involved in the discovery of two new Elements, you won't have time for students. Not with all the Symposia you'll be presenting at!" 



     Sombra growled. "I'll write the treatise if you present it."



     "Deal," the Magistra said without hesitation.



     "Excellent," Sombra finished in an undertone, carefully maneuvering the pick beside the Element. He scraped the silver ore thoughtfully. "This one's close to being freed." 



     "Indeed," Sparkle Dust agreed, barely-concealed excitement in her voice. "Perhaps it's best if we worked on the other one for a time, so that they're released from the silver at the same time? They're clearly a set, after all." 



     Sombra nodded in concession, and the two cautiously shuffled along the floor, repositioning to better reach the second Element. The eyes of half the class followed their movements. 



     In the end, Sombra's hatred of students would prove the most justified. 







     The students snuck up on the two professors, creeping across the cavern with all the stealthy curiosity of youth. They were polite enough, considerate in their intrusion—they made no noise as they edged closer, offered no disturbance to the rhythm drifting from the crevice. Half-aware that a hooffull of students were observing at a close distance, Sombra later suspected that he wouldn't have minded all that much. 



     But there was always one student ahead of the others: one that finished the exams before the others, one that mastered the spells in record time, one that charged hornfirst into the unknown, leading the way into greater knowledge and understanding. One student that wouldn't hesitate to edge his way right up to the edge of the crevice, far enough to get a decent, proper look at what was sure to be the most remarkable discovery of the entire century. 



     Once upon a time, Sombra might have been that student. But instead he held the pick and mallet, and while Sparkle Dust's directions flowed smoothly and predictably, their rhythm remained a fragile thing, sustained by an unfailing focus. Their focus quickly proved to be similarly fragile when an indignant cry rang out.



     The professor, having caught sight of his errant, curious student, called out for the colt to back up. The shout drew both professors' attentions—long enough for Sparkle Dust's instructions to falter upon her lips. Seeing that the source of the disturbance was merely a professor chiding his students—an entirely relatable experience, to Sombra at least—the Magister allowed his arcane grip to loosen slightly, the pick and mallet relaxing to the side.



     The chastised student yanked his head back from the crevice. Too quickly: he brushed against the Magister ever-so-slightly—not enough to budge him, but enough to startle somepony who'd no idea that there was a student right there beside him. Sombra recoiled from the unexpected touch, yelping slightly as his arcane grip seized reflexively.



     The mallet hit the silver ore with an audible tap. The dragonbone pick rammed against the edge of the Element, marring it's ethereal surface with a terrible, spidery crack. 



     Before Sombra's eyes, the crack fissured along the surface, spreading like wildfire until the only thing holding the stone together seemed to be sheer happenstance. A dull roar built behind his ears—whether originating from Sparkle Dust, the students, or his own abject horror, he didn't know. Horn flaring, Sombra blanketed the fragmented Element in magic, drawing upon every ounce of restorative capability he possessed. 



     The Element exploded. A glittering, swirling cloud of dust burst from the crevice, hitting Sombra full in the face. The fine powder burrowed into his eyes, sharp and cutting and then burning, burning violently as it mixed with the vision polishing spell covering his pupils. 



     He screamed, then—recoiling from the vein of silver as though tossed, frantically clawing at his eyes. The roar in his ears drowned even his tortured shrieks out in a torrent of noise, but Sombra could feel the screams as they tore their way from his throat. 



     A hoof grasped his chin, frail but firm, and tilted his face upward while another hoof pried his eyes open. Water—clear and cold and piercing—glanced against the glossiness of his eyes, washing away the dust clinging to his lashes. It did little to halt the magical reaction bubbling against his corneas, though, and before Sombra could process his movements he was running, staggering across the caverns in a desperate, uneven gait. And then a fresh wave of pain brought with it a surge of arcane strength, and when the  trademark flash of teleportation faded he was nowhere in sight.




 



     "Help," Sombra rasped, falling into existence against a solid mahogany desk. Papers fluttered to the floor alongside him, providing a rustling noise that disguised the optomagician's hoofsteps as he hurried to the thrashing Magister's side. 



     "What did you do?" Doctor Crystal Clear asked, words steeped in horror. 



     Sombra tried to turn his face towards the voice, hoping beyond hope that his eyes were open. They must have been, for a pair of hooves pinned him down without further ado. A moment later, a warmth that could only be magic poured over Sombra's face: down his forehead, down his nose, into his eyes.



     At last, the burning slowed. It slowed, and then gradually, so gradually, it began to lessen. Each decrease in intensity was met with the soft pat of something tiny hitting Sombra's coat. After five or six such instances, he realized with a start that Crystal Clear was pulling each individual fragment from his eyes. 



     The Magister lied on Crystal Clear's floor for a small eternity, the time made bearable only by the ever-closer promise of an end to the pain. At last, the spell faded from his face and Sombra's eyes slid shut. The office air brushed against the lids, mercifully cool upon the inflamed surface.



     "Here," Doctor Clear muttered, pulling Sombra to his hooves only to promptly shove him into a chair. "Open your eyes when you're ready, but please, next time, go to the royal medic."



     The shuffling of papers reached Sombra's ears as the doctor returned to his business, leaving the Magister adrift in a sea of blurry shadows and unfamiliar sounds. Sombra tolerated the disconnect for half an hour, but eventually he could take no more. 



     They had destroyed an Element.



     Prying his reluctant eyes open, Sombra made to stand up. The now-familiar magic of Doctor Clear yanked him back into his seat. 



     "Examination first," he said in a voice that brokered no arguments. The lights dimmed, and once again letters adorned the wall. 





C U L W E S

 R N T A Z

  Y S A X

   Q A L

     T C

       A






     Sombra frowned. "It's terribly blurry," he explained hoarsely. "I can't see much at all."



     "Just try."





C Y L T A S 

 R A S A L

  Y S A T

   C A A

     L S

       A






     Swallowing, Sombra tried to rally his attention. Oh, his blurry vision promised to give him a headache! 



     "I... I see a C," he began hesitantly. 



     "Good," Crystal Clear murmured.





C R Y A A A

 Y S T A A

  S T A A

   A A A

     A A

       A






     "S... And a T. And—A?"



     The roar in his ears returned, intelligible in the relative quiet of Crystal Clear's office. 



Crystals, it crooned. 



     "Is that an L?" Sombra asked, reaching up to mop at his brow. 



Crystals and crystals and crystals.



     "No," the doctor replied, a frown evident in his voice. The letters swam before Sombra's eyes.



Sharp and lovely and every bit as good as the Element, every bit as powerful. 



     "Are you sure you got it all out?" the Magister asked feverishly. "There was quite a bit of it."



     "I retrieved all the fragments," Crystal Clear confirmed.



     "And the dust?" Sombra swallowed again. "It—it was almost a vapor—"



     The optomagician's voice rang hollow. "The dust already seared itself to your eyes, Magister. I merely pulled off the bits that still smoldered. Your eyes—"





C R Y S T A

 A A A A A

  A A A A

   A A A

     A L

       S






     "They're crystalline," Sombra whispered.



You can do so much with crystals, so much, and they're everywhere, not nearly as rare as Elements oh no.



     Frantic hoofbeats echoed outside the office, stopping outside the door. Without a word of warning, it burst open. Sombra turned, blinking, only to be met with a few blurry shapes. 



     "Sombra!"



     "Magister—"



     "Professor I'm so so so—"



     Student, dismiss and disregard. Distinguished female, that's Quickshine and—is that the Queen? 



     Blinking furiously, Sombra willed the shapes before him to come into focus, to no success.



     "Magister Sombra, it is of utmost importance that you tell us what transpired at the site."



     Oh, that was definitely the Queen. Impatiently and without hesitation, Sombra cast the troublesome vision-polishing spell upon his eyes. 



     The world immediately exploded into color, but the voice in Sombra's ears assured him it didn't hurt, it didn't hurt, it didn't hurt. His vision burned, he could feel the flames licking at his cheeks, could see the shocked horror written upon every inch of Queen Amore's face as they locked gazes. She burned away, lost in the fires of his eyes—and then so was Archmage Quickshine, who stepped close enough for Sombra to see her open her mouth in wordless protest. 



     Whiteness bloomed across his eyes as he ripped the enchantment away. The bluriness returned as expected, but within a moment his vision shifted. A green hue tinted the world, bringing everything into crystal-clear focus. 



     "I can see?" More quizzical than relieved, Sombra looked to the optomagician. Crystal Clear, however, seemed more occupied by something on the floor, close to the doorway. Sombra turned to look, and found himself met with two piles of dust: one as pale and colorless as Quickshine's coat and the other as shimmery and radiant as the finest of—



Crystals and crystals, so nice, so useful, and so convenient how the ponies turn back into crystal, back into dust. See, look, even their Queen! Even their Queen is nothing more than dust, fine Crystal dust.



     "Crystalline," Sombra breathed, hardly aware of the flames drifting from his eyes. Mesmerized, he reached down to drag a hoof through the fine, glittering powder. It changed color by the second, capturing and releasing the light in a dazzling display. 



     Almost as an afterthought, Sombra noticed the Archmage's cloak lying atop the crystalline powder. It settled nicely upon his back, and the remnants of crystal-dust that fell from it left the prettiest trail behind him, as he strode with confident purpose towards the Royal Palace.



A King may have all the Crystals he desires.
      

      
   
      The Color of the Stars


      
      
      
         
         A Thousand Years

      
      

      

      
      
         Starlight Glimmer took a deep breath, held it in her chest until her lungs burned and her legs shook, then let it out, slow and deliberate. She was in control – not the discomfort of suffocation, not the nervous energy that always accompanied these tests, and certainly not the paralyzing fear of failure and the disappointment that would follow. She was in control.



Control. It was the most important piece of a pony’s character. The glue in Twilight’s books, the gluten in Pinkie’s cakes, the thread in Rarity’s ensembles. Without control, a pony was nothing but scraps.



“Okay,” she said. “Ready.”



Twilight Sparkle’s lip twitched, the faint sign of a smile desperate to crack through her stern visage. It was the only warning Starlight got.



The first attack was the simplest. A collimated beam of pure energy, thinner than a hair, ionized the air between the two of them with a blinding flash. A deafening thunder followed that shattered the library’s windows. The heat singed Starlight’s coat, and her shield buckled under the assault. Reflections of the flash set books and tapestries on fire throughout the vast hall.



Starlight leaned into the beam, ignoring the stabbing pain in her horn as she fought to counter the tremendous power Twilight poured into the assault. She squeezed her eyes shut, feeling with the tendrils of her magic for the source of the beam, and—there, she could see Twilight in her mind, wing’s flared, horn pointed forward like a spear. She stepped to the side and let her shield collapse, drawing the magic into her. A twist, a touch, and a small patch of the universe bent to her will. Natural laws changed, probabilities shifted, and the temperature around her plunged to freezing and zero and then far, far beyond. The moisture in the air condensed into fog and then snow, and then the oxygen and finally the nitrogen froze as well, and she crushed these ghostly powders into a sliver of ice colder than the dark side of the moon. Starlight gathered all of her power, channeled it into the spear, and shoved it at Twilight. It broke the speed of sound after two feet and continued to accelerate.



Her reward was a panicked yelp from Twilight, followed by a sudden darkness as the beam snuffed out. A flash and a pop announced her teleport.



A flutter of displaced air teased Starlight’s tail. She lashed out with her hooves, spun, and readied another counter when Twilight’s second attack caught her.



It came from below. The crystal beneath her seemed to shift, and her body weight doubled, tripled, quadrupled. Her legs collapsed, and she crashed to the floor. The breath exploded from her lungs. It felt like a buffalo stood on her spine.



“Cavendish’s Greater Gravitic Grounding,” Twilight Sparkle said. She stood a few feet away, breathing heavily. A faint wisp of smoke rose from the tip of her horn, and her feathers were ruffled from Starlight’s attack. “You remember how to counter it?”



“Glrhgh,” Starlight said.



“Oh, sorry.” Twilight’s horn flashed again, and the crushing pressure weighing Starlight down vanished. “Better?”



Starlight gasped for air. She felt weightless, like the slightest motion might send her floating into the air. Her legs trembled, but she managed to pull them beneath her and stand. The room swam for a moment as the blood pooled in her limbs slowly returned to general circulation.



“That was terrible,” she said, finally. “Only two attacks? I should… We’re supposed to be evenly matched.”



Twilight shrugged. “Maybe I got lucky? Or maybe you’re getting lazy.” She smiled as she spoke, and used the tip of her wing to prod Starlight’s belly. The touch lingered a moment longer than it needed.



Or maybe Starlight was imagining things. She pushed Twilight’s wing away and turned to hide her blush. “You surprised me, is all. Gravity, who uses that? Nopony, that’s who. One more time?”



Twilight smiled again. Her horn flashed, and around them the room reassembled itself. Smoke withdrew into flames that shrank and vanished. Shattered glass melted together and fell up into the empty windows. Tapestries and books appeared out of ruins and tatters, and in seconds the room looked as pristine and perfect as before their duel.



“One more, then breakfast. As soon as you’re—oh, Starlight, you’re hurt!” Twilight rushed over, concern on her face, decorum gone. “I must’ve tagged you with that beam! I’m so sorry!”



“Huh?” She wasn’t hurt. Surely she would have felt even the faintest touch of that terrible ray. She craned her head back to look for any wounds. “I’m not—”



Oh.



She was sitting now, she realized. Or she had fallen. All that was secondary to the black score running down the left side of her body in a charred furrow from shoulder to flank. It didn’t hurt, which was impossible, because even as she watched the skin along the wound peeled away, falling off in great sheets. Ash and burnt hair drifted off in the air, revealing under it not burned muscle but something else impossible. Shining, black, perfect chitin shone beneath the excavated flesh. A thousand iridescent colors played in the glossy reflections, and she couldn’t help but gasp with wonder as she reached out to touch—







Starlight woke with a gasp, an inhaled scream that left her throat raw. She kicked in panic, tangled her legs in the thin summer sheets, and fell from the bed in a jumble of limbs. The hard shock of crystal banished the last of the dream, and she lay there panting, sweating and shivering.



“Buck me,” she whispered. She wriggled upright and managed to light the room with her horn. Her left side was whole and unmarked. She pressed her hooves against the matted coat. Nothing. Just her. Skin and fat and muscle and bone.



That dream again. Her skin peeled away to reveal glossy black armor beneath. Starlight stood and kicked the sheets away. Sweat prickled in her coat, and the cool summer night rapidly gave way to chill. She grumbled, gathered the sheets in her magic, and spread them back out on the bed. Hopefully she hadn’t woken up Twilight or Spike with her dramatics.



It was still dark outside. Dawn was hours away, at least. She settled back on the bed and closed her eyes. Getting back to sleep after that would be difficult, but it was far too early to be awake.



A moment later she got out of bed and stumbled off to the lavatory to empty her bladder. Dreams, after all, weren’t the only thing that could keep a pony awake.








“So you’ve had this dream before?” Twilight blew on her hot cocoa and took a tiny sip.



“Three nights in a row. And that’s just the ones I can remember.” Starlight pushed her bangs out of her eyes for the umpteenth time and tried to focus on her coffee. It was the lone bright spot in an otherwise dreary morning. Hour of lying in bed, staring at her ceiling as the gray dawn light slowly filled her room, hadn’t been restful. “Do you think it means something?”



“Dreams are usually just the mind’s way of processing unusual stimuli or dramatic events. Your confrontation with Chrysalis was certainly a dramatic event.”



“I fought changelings,” Starlight said. She took another gulp of her coffee, ignoring the sting on her tongue. “I didn’t turn into a changeling. That’s not how changelings work. They imitate ponies, not the other way around.”



“Mhm.” Twilight took another sip of her cocoa. Her horn glowed briefly, and Starlight felt a warm rush wash across her body.



“Did… you just check if I was a changeling?”



“No.” Twilight set her mug down. “Okay, yes. Can you blame me for being careful, though?”



Yes, yes she could. But Starlight could never say that to Twilight’s face. She wondered if there were some way to get Twilight to scan her again, if only to feel the gentle warmth of her magic.



“Of course not,” Starlight said. “Can never be too safe, right? Ha, ha. So, am I?”



“Are you what?”



“A changeling.”



“Oh!” Twilight blinked. “No, of course not. Not that there’s anything wrong with being a changeling! But I would certainly wonder where the real you went if you were.”



Starlight found herself smiling behind her mug. “Would you come looking for me if changelings kidnapped me?”



“Rescue the changelings from you, you mean,” Twilight said. She smiled as she spoke, to take the edge off the joke. “It sounds like these dreams are bothering you. Is there anything you want to talk about, maybe? I find talking with my friends sometimes helps.”



Did Twilight linger on the word ‘friends’ for just a shade longer than normal? Did she lean forward as she spoke? Did she always lick her lips like that? Starlight shook her head to banish the questions.



“Not really,” she said, which was terrible. Of course she wanted to talk with Twilight. She loved talking with Twilight. On any other occasion, she’d happily suffer any number of mental crises in exchange for an opportunity to talk with Twilight about her problems. But today… she sighed.



“Hey, Twilight?”



“Yes?”



“Have you ever heard of Cavendish’s Greater Gravitic Grounding?”



“Um.” Twilight’s brow furrowed. “I don’t… No? Is that a spell?”



Of course it was. Or was it? If Twilight hadn’t heard of it, it couldn’t exist. The mare knew everything. Starlight shook her head and banished the memory. “Nevermind.”



“Hm. So what’s bothering you?”



“Nothing, really. It’s like these dreams are coming out of nowhere.”



Twilight tapped a hoof on the table. “Well, in that case, I suggest you try to keep your mind on other things. If it keeps bothering you, we can ask Princess Luna for some advice.”



Princess Luna for some advice. On the list of things Starlight wanted to do, that was near the bottom. Although Twilight and her friends had been quick to forgive and accept Starlight into their fold, she’d never gotten that same feeling from Celestia and her sister. Even as thankful as they’d been after rescuing them from Chrysalis, she always sensed a certain wariness from them. And why not? In their minds she was in the same category as Discord, a reformed villain still on parole. It would be a long time before Starlight felt comfortable sharing a room with Luna, much less sharing her dreams.



But that was a problem for later. If Twilight was correct – and Twilight nearly always was – these dreams would soon be a thing of the past, and she would no longer even remember that she was once troubled by the fear of black armor lurking beneath her coat. She opened her mouth to say something meaningless and hopeful when a quiet chime from the library caught their attention.



“Oh, that’s the map table!” Twilight’s face lit up like the sun with her smile. “Someone has a friendship problem. Let’s go see who’s solving it this time!”



The table again. Honestly, Starlight wanted to disassemble it just to see how it worked. But Twilight would probably object, and technically the table was Twilight’s property, even though it had just sprung out of the ground one day. So Starlight made do with fantasies of tearing it apart and drinking down its secrets. Some day, perhaps. Someday.



She followed Twilight into the throne room at a more sedate pace. The princess stood beside the table with her forelegs propped up on the edge. The map’s glow lit her face from beneath, giving it an eerie cast.



She wasn’t smiling – she looked puzzled, almost troubled. Starlight frowned and trotted closer. “Twilight, what’s wro… uh…”



She stumbled to a stop. She recognized both cutie marks floating above the map, for she was intimately familiar with both. One was Twilight’s starburst pattern. The other she saw in the mirror every morning.



It was hers.








“You’re not nervous, are you?”



Twilight’s voice jerked Starlight out of her reverie. She blinked away the sight of the countryside zipping along outside the train’s window and turned to her seatmate. Twilight’s head was tilted slightly, her eyes wide and inquisitive. The look she wore when confronting a problem that maybe wasn’t a problem but maybe was and she wasn’t quite sure if her prodigious intellect was the right solution either way.



Starlight forced a smile. “Why would I be nervous?”



Twilight feigned a shrug. She lifted a wing and draped it over over Starlight’s shoulder. It was soft and fuzzy and warmer than the finest blanket. It was all she could do not to snuggle up against it.



But that would be inappropriate, on a train or anywhere else for that matter. Students didn’t snuggle up to their teachers. There were boundaries to be observed, borders of proper behavior, the lines of control that gave equine society purpose and harmony. And control was everything. So Starlight held as still a statue in Twilight’s embrace.



“I’m always nervous,” Twilight said. “Every time I leave Ponyville for one of these missions. Sometimes all we have to do is find the right pony and talk to them. Other times we end up finding some ancient eldritch horror and have to fight it for the fate of the world. You’d think the map would have some way of telling the difference when it sends us to places.”



The map table could probably tell them lots of things, if only Twilight would let her split it open. Starlight considered making another stab in that direction and decided it could wait until they returned to Ponyville. After all, they had more pressing problems before them in Los Pegasus.



Or, she assumed they did. Frankly there was no way of knowing what was in Los Pegasus, only that the map table thought the two of them were necessary to find the problem and solve it. And for that, Starlight supposed, she owed the map table a favor. Maybe disassembling it could wait.



“How will we know when we find it?” she asked.



“Sometimes we don’t.” Twilight looked past her, out the window at the darkening landscape. They’d left the last tree behind hours ago, and now the world was filled with endless waves of grass and grain. The hills in the distance were like the swells of the ocean, and as the sun fell beneath the horizon Starlight could imagine they were sailing across the sea, guided by the stars and not the iron rails beneath them.



“With any luck, we’ll find it quickly,” Twilight continued. “Especially if it’s an eldritch abomination. I’ve always noticed them right away.”



“So… we’re hoping it’s a monster?”



“Well.” Twilight frowned. “It sounds bad when you say it that way.”



“Hm.” Starlight leaned back into the seat and closed her eyes. “Do you remember when we used to practice dueling?”



“We haven’t done that in a while, have we? I wonder if I’ve gotten out of practice. Are those dreams giving you ideas?”



“No, they just… reminded me, I guess. It has been a while.”



“We could start again, if you want,” Twilight said. “Magical dueling skills are like any other; they degrade if you neglect them. And you never know when you’ll need them, especially if the map starts sending you out with the girls on more of these trips.”



“Maybe when we get back. I kind of miss beating you.”



Twilight snorted. “Beating me? Oh, never change, Starlight. Never change.”



Never change? Not likely, not as long as she was Twilight’s pupil. She’d done nothing but change since the princess first offered to help her, after that disastrous attempt to revise the past with Starswirl’s spell. She hadn’t just changed under Twilight’s tutelage – she’d been entirely remade.



Perhaps that was the source of her dreams? If so, it was comforting. The old Starlight, the villain, deserved to be abandoned and forgotten. The new Starlight was better in every way, and if the cost of that change was a few uneasy dreams about being a changeling, well then, so be it. She would gladly suffer more than some sleepless nights if it meant truly appreciating the metamorphosis Twilight had sparked in her.



Yeah, that was it. Those silly dreams were just the shadow of her old self, raging against its slow, inevitable slide into memory and obsolescence. She closed her eyes again and let the train rock her to sleep.








	“Okay,” Starlight said. “Ready.”



Twilight Sparkle’s lip twitched, the faint sign of a smile desperate to crack through her stern visage. It was the only warning Starlight got.



The blast of light from Twilight’s attack shattered Starlight’s world. It blinded and deafened her, but she expected that. She was already in motion and didn’t even need her shield. The crystal wall behind her glowed, melted and evaporated under Twilight’s assault.



Starlight skidded to a stop on her knees. She couldn’t see Twilight – she couldn’t see anything – but she could feel the heat pouring off of Twilight’s horn. It curled the hairs on her muzzle, and she aimed a beam of coherent force in its direction. The castle’s foundations shook as great plates of crystal lifted from the floor and flew across the intervening space like nothing more than snowflakes. They crashed onto the princess in a rockslide.



Twilight was already gone, of course. She’d teleported away, just as Starlight knew she would. And any second now… yes, there it was. She jumped to her feet and dove away as Twilight appeared behind her. A circle of power appeared where she had just stood, and Cavendish’s Greater Gravitic Grounding caught just the tip of her rear hooves. It was enough to tear her shoes clean off.



	“Too slow!” Starlight shouted. She rounded, stumbling on her bleeding hooves, and used her magic to electrify the floor beneath Twilight. Normally the crystal wouldn’t hold a charge, but normally there wasn’t an alpha-class unicorn pouring megawatts of power into it. The floor flickered and glowed with a sickly yellow light, and the hot stench of ozone flowed into her muzzle. It tasted like blood.



Twilight tossed her head casually, dismissively. Starlight felt an incomprehensible force push against her magic, and just like that her spell vanished without a trace. Negated by the simple force of Twilight’s will.



Crap! Starlight leapt again, barely avoiding a bolt of force that tore the air apart behind her. A hot wind picked her up and flung her halfway across the library to crash into a fully stocked shelf. An avalanche of books buried her.



	“Ow,” she said.



Her ears were still ringing, but she could hear Twilight trotting closer. The books glowed and lifted away, revealing the smiling princess’s face.



	“What was it you said?” Twilight asked. “That I’m too slow?”



	“Yeah, yeah.” Starlight brushed the last of the books off of her flank and stood. An old copy of Argent’s Atlas of Astronomical Apocrypha lay open before her, and she lifted it carefully back onto the shelf. Once, years ago, she’d owned a rare first-edition copy of that very book. It was lost now, left behind when she’d fled Our Town, and the sight of that familiar title filled her with an odd longing.



She shook her head and slid it back onto the shelf. Around her, the library pulsed with a gentle lavender light and quickly reassembled itself. Within moments no sign of their duel remained.



	“That was impressive, though,” Twilight said. “How did you know I was about to cast Cavendish’s Greater Gravitic Grounding? I thought I was quick with it.”



	“You were, it’s just…” Starlight stopped and slowly turned. “Do… Have we done this before?”



	“What, duel? Of course, we practice all the—oh, Starlight, you’re hurt! Your hooves!”



	“Huh?” Starlight peered back at at her rear legs. They stung, and red hoofprints stained the crystal floor beneath her. “Oh, it’s nothing, it’s just…”



The words died in her mouth, and a cold thrill shot up her spine. Beneath her hooves, beneath the blood, something shining and black screamed for attention. Her skin split as she watched, bursting like a seam, and the heliotrope coat fell away, revealing sharp edges and lines and holes. Starlight opened her mouth to scream, and—







Starlight jerked awake with a start. Beside her Twilight twitched, snorted, and after a moment resumed quietly snoring.



Starlight turned to the window. Outside, the prairie had given way to desert. The sand reflected the moon like snow, and with the lingering chill of the dream still upon her she could imagine they traveled through some arctic waste. Only the occasional shadow of a cactus remained to dispel the illusion.



For a moment she considered waking Twilight to share the dream. But just as quickly she discarded the notion – Twilight would just get wound up, as was her tendency, and neither of them would sleep again until dawn. And by then they would be in Los Pegasus, in search of friendship troubles to solve. Better to let her sleep.



Curious – and, to be honest, a little fearful – Starlight ran a hoof down her leg. Nothing there but coat and hooves. The dream was just that, a silly dream.



She sighed and closed her eyes. Soon enough the rocking train worked its magic, and she fell into slumber again.








	“Woo, Los Pegasus!” Twilight Sparkle, Princess of Friendship, Bearer of the Element of Magic, respected scholar and many-time savior of Equestria from slavery and destruction, jumped out onto the train platform and bounced like a filly. “Los Pegasus! It’s, uh… wow, it’s hot.”



	“Yeah, it’s the desert.” Starlight already wore her matching shades and scallop-brimmed sunhat, both gifts from Rarity. “Also, it’s summer. The hottest time of year, most places.”



	“Right, I suppose it is.” Twilight fanned her wings, stirring up a gentle breeze. A few of the ponies crowding around them on the platform, rushing toward the stairs, stopped at the sight and seemed to recognize her. But either they were used to alicorns in Los Pegasus or were too hip to gawk, because none of them even missed a step. A counter-rush of ponies poured onto the train, and minutes later it was pulling away, heading toward its next destination.



	“So, big city,” Starlight said. The station was in the heart of Los Pegasus, and dozens of skyscrapers spread out in all directions. “Where to?”



	“Um, honestly? I’m not sure.” Twilight started walking, and Starlight followed. The station exited onto a broad street filled with carriages and ponies, more than Starlight could count. The entire population of Ponyville could fit on a single block of a single avenue here. The drumbeat of thousands of hooves on concrete drowned out all but the loudest conversations. “Normally these missions are in small towns, and we just go the mayor. I guess we could try the town hall, or a newspaper, the library, maybe even a police station. What do you think?”



	“The…” Starlight stumbled to a stop. For a moment the dream returned, overwhelming her senses. She stood across the crystal library from Twilight, readying spells designed to maim and destroy. The image was so real she bumbled into Twilight’s rump. “Er, sorry. You said a library?”



Twilight brightened, as she always did when the topic of libraries arose. “I did! They have a beautiful public library here. I exchange books with it sometimes. Do you want to visit?”



	“Visit, to find this friendship problem?”



	“Oh.” Twilight flicked her ears back. “Uh, of course. There’s no better place to start looking for friendship problems than a library, after all.”



	“Well, lead on, then.”



After a few false starts and directions from a helpful pegasus, they finally found the Los Pegasus Municipal Library. Its marble edifice was akin to a fortress, the relic of an architectural fad that swept through public buildings about seven decades ago that littered Equestria with hulking, brutish monuments in imitation of ancient Pegasopolian designs. They projected power and dominance and control.



Personally, Starlight loved them. Equestria needed more buildings like this.



The inside was blessedly cool. New electric lights replaced gas fixtures on the walls, humming quietly in tune with the current flowing through the wires.



There were no crowds inside, at least not compared with the vast herds in the streets outside. But neither was the library empty – a constant stream of ponies flowed through the lobby, stopping by the information desk or checking books out from the counters. A gaggle of fillies dressed in school hats and bows followed behind a stern, older mare. University students with book-laden saddlebags huddled around study desks. Some were actually studying, others seemed to take the library as an opportunity to press up against their coltfriend’s side and pretend to read together.



	“So, um.” Starlight scratched her muzzle. “What now?”



Twilight sighed. “I don’t know. Normally the problem just finds us. And it’s hard to miss monsters. Somepony would probably have said something if they saw one running around a city this big.”



	“Right.” Wonderful. Her first friendship-map-mission-whatever with Twilight Sparkle, and it was turning into a dud. She wondered, absently, if the map would penalize her for failure.



Lacking any other ideas, they walked across the lobby toward the information counter. A faint buzz of interest followed as ponies noticed Twilight’s wings and horn, and a few inclined their heads in faint imitations of formal bows. Twilight either didn’t notice or pretended not to.



At the counter, Twilight exchanged a few words with the head librarian, then fell into a more excited conversation. Starlight listened with half an ear – she would have paid more attention, but they were talking about circulation and late fees rather than friendship problems. Instead she gazed about the cavernous lobby. Above her, the building’s multiple floors overlooked the space, with broad stairs leading up to each higher level. The Ponyville library could fit several times over into this place.



Beside her, a cream mare put a book on the return cart. Starlight gave it a slight nudge with her magic to line it up with the books below it – a little organizational tic she’d picked up from Twilight – and was about to resume her lazy overwatch of the library when the book’s title finally registered in her mind.



Argent’s Atlas of Astronomical Apocrypha. She picked it up and stared. The illustration on the cover, the edition, everything was the same as the dream. She set it down carefully, as if it might break at the slightest touch.



Huh. She stared at her hoof, then pressed it against her coat. Skin and muscle and bone. No chitin.



Twilight and the librarian were still yammering about something or other. They didn’t notice as Starlight walked away. The cream mare was there, across the lobby, moving up the stairs toward the third floor. Starlight rushed to catch up. At the top of the stairs, a flash of blue tail caught her eye between the shelves, and she nearly tripped over her hooves in pursuit.



	“Wait!” she called as loudly as she dared, which was little more than a hiss. For this was a library, and a year of living with Twilight had ground such an intense respect for the rules of libraries into her soul that she couldn’t conceive of a real shout. Ahead of her, the cream mare turned in the aisles, vanishing behind a tall row of shelves.



Starlight cantered after her. They were in a deserted part of the library now, deep in the shelves of the antiquities section. The bookcases here bore huge tomes on their shelves, ancient and crumbling. Most of the titles weren’t even in modern Equestrian. Starlight trotted faster, rushing past the mouldering books, and jumped out of the aisle.



Nothing. The shelves stretched away into the distance. As far as she could see, she was the only pony on the entire floor. The only sound was the hammering of her heart.



Then, somewhere close, a page turned. Starlight froze and strained her ears forward.



Again, to her left. Starlight walked toward the sound slowly, not wanting to startle the mare. She rounded the corner and froze. A few feet away, a cream unicorn mare with a sky blue mane held a slender volume in her hooves. She stared at it intently, her eyes scanning rapidly across the pages, oblivious to Starlight’s presence.



	“Er, excuse me, I couldn’t help—” Starlight didn’t get any further.



The cream mare didn’t just jump, she flew back, soaring nearly twenty feet and landing with catlike grace. The slender tome zipped after her, held in her magic, and she snatched it out of the air with a blindingly fast motion of her hooves.



	“You,” the mare said. She growled. “How did you find me?”



	“Uh.” Starlight blinked. “Sorry, I, uh… do we know each other?”



	“Do you think I’m a fool? Is that it?” The mare snarled, her lips peeling back to expose a snake’s fangs and long, forked tongue.



	“Whoa.” Starlight stepped back, and it began to occur to her that Twilight was nowhere around, and neither for that matter were any other ponies. And whoever this mare was – whatever she was – didn’t look happy to see her. “Hey, I just wanted to—”



A bright flash cut her off. Green flames erupted, licking at the mare’s coat, burning it away to reveal the shining black armor beneath. The mare grew with the flames, her legs and neck extending until she stood as high as Celestia. A limp, sickly cyan mane, riddled with holes, flowed down the back of her neck, and slitted dragon eyes stared down at Starlight with unrelenting hatred.



Oh. Starlight took a stumbling step back from Chrysalis.



	“No friends to save you now, are there?” the queen hissed. She grinned, exposing a forest of wickedly sharp teeth. “I think I will enjoy this.”



A emerald ray burst from Chrysalis’s horn, eating away the distance between them in an instant. Starlight’s shield came up too slow, and for a moment she could taste the viridian energy that wracked her body. Rot and insects and acid. Around her the shelves blackened and sagged.



Dozens of spells leapt to mind, but still she hesitated. Dueling was one thing, with its extensive safety protocols and careful rules. But this? This was for keeps. Chrysalis was trying to kill her.



Trying to kill her. Starlight’s pulse doubled in the space of a breath, and she let loose a primal, wordless shout. More even than Chrysalis’s attack it broke the serene atmosphere of the library, and in that instant she found her resolve.



She grasped at the queen with her magic, trying to crush her like a bug. Chrysalis snarled and fought back with her own strength, and they strained against each other. Sweat broke out in Starlight’s coat, and she felt Chrysalis slowly forcing her back. The queen had no adept skills, no intricate workings, but she was powerful, nearly as powerful as Twilight. She only had a few seconds until Chrysalis overwhelmed her, and then—



	“Starlight!” The sudden shout interrupted them both. There, at the end of the aisle, stood Twilight Sparkle. She took in the scene in a single glance, and her lips curled back in a fierce imitation of Chrysalis’s expression. It occurred to Starlight that her mentor had her own unresolved issues with the queen of the changelings.



And those issues were about to explode. Twilight’s eyes filled with a brilliant light, and her wings wings extended out to brush the shelves on either side. A blinding, searing light surrounded her horn, and the floor beneath Starlight began to shake.



Whatever attack Twilight was about to launch never landed. Chrysalis gave her a look dripping with hate, and the green fire washed over her again. When flames and smoke cleared, she was gone.



She was breathing too fast. Hyperventilating. Starlight forced herself to sit and hold the air in her lungs as long as she could. Barely a second passed before it escaped, and she had to gasp for another.



	“Starlight! Are you okay?” Twilight crossed the space between them in a blink. “That was Chrysalis!”



	“I know. I know.” Starlight gulped for air. If Twilight hadn’t come along… The world began to gray around the edges of her vision, and she hung her head below her heart until the feeling of lightheadedness went away. “I followed her up here. I thought she was just another patron, but… Oh, buck me. Why is she here?”



	“This must be why the map sent us here,” Twilight said. She stopped to inspect the shelves, which still smoked in the wake of Chrysalis’s attack. The rows of spines were blackened; molten glue dripped out from them, sizzling as it touched the floor. “How did you know it was her?”



	“I didn’t. She had a book downstairs, a book that I… that I…”



Dreamed about? How could that be? Starlight stopped and ran her hoof along her legs, along her barrel. Nothing but skin and muscle and bone.



	“Starlight?” Twilight looked worried now. “She didn’t hurt you, did she? Oh my gosh, she hit you in the head, didn’t she?”



	“No, I… Twilight, am I dreaming?”



	“Um.” Twilight blinked. “No? Why?”



	“The book she had downstairs. I dreamed about it last night on the train.” Starlight looked around at the shelves, and stopped when she found the gap. “She was reading a book when I found her. Right here.”



Twilight leaned forward to inspect the gap and recoiled from the smoking books around it. “What book was it?”



	“I don’t know. I think we need to find out, though.”







Clover the Clever’s Treatise on Starswirl’s Unfinished Spells, an Annotated Work by Mithril d’Carthenique, it turned out. They needed two librarians and the card catalogue to determine which book was missing, a project complicated by the near destruction of every other book on the shelves. So, they had a clue. That was the good news.



The bad news was that Starlight recognized the book. She’d used it to produce her own, improved version of Starswirl’s time travel spell to try and revise the past.



	“Time travel?!” It was Twilight’s turn to panic, a task at which she excelled and Starlight normally took pleasure in observing. Right now, though, it felt entirely justified, and Starlight was on the verge of panicking with her. “She’s trying to undo the past! Like, uh, you did!”



Yeah, like she did. A hot wave of nausea rolled up Starlight’s gut at the thought. Chrysalis’s villainy was all too easy to intuit, because she’d pioneered the art herself.



	“Okay, okay.” Twilight took a deep breath. Then another. “This is fine. Starlight, that book. How useful is it for her? Is it enough to develop her own version of the spell?”



	“Not by itself,” Starlight said. “But it’s part of the puzzle. And it took me almost a year to put it together.”



	“Right.” Twilight took another breath. “Chrysalis isn’t a sorceress like you. She powerful but not skilled. Also, if she had a working version of the spell, I assume we wouldn’t exist anymore. So, that’s a good sign.”



	“You’re really reaching there, Twilight.”



	“Bear with me. Okay, uh, we need more hints. You said she was reading another book when you found her?”



	“Sort of.” Starlight had already retrieved the book and pulled it out of her saddlebags. “Argent’s Atlas of Astronomical Apocrypha. Heard of it?”



Twilight floated the book over and leafed through it. “In passing. Why would she need it? It has nothing to do with time travel or Starswirl.”



Not quite a true statement – the atlas was all about the motion of the stars, of their alignments and the patterns they formed. Starlight could still remember the star diagrams she’d lovingly memorized from the book years ago. She didn’t even need to open the book to know what Chrysalis had been looking for.



	“The stars form recurring patterns in in the sky, right?” Starlight said. “Seasonal, yearly, decamerally. It’s possible she’s trying to use those patterns to reach back in time and influence events somehow. I don’t think I could do it myself, but with enough time I could probably come up with something similar.”



	“This spell, would she need to cast it at night?”



	“Um.” Starlight frowned. “Technically, no. The stars are out during the day too, you just can’t see them. But it would be easier to wait for night, then cast it. Assuming that’s what she’s doing.”



	“Right. We know what we need to do, then.” Twilight paused and turned to the librarians who had been lurking a polite distance away. “Um, can I check this book out?”







When Twilight had an idea, she went all out. It was one of the things Starlight loved about her.



They were on the roof of the tallest building in Los Pegasus. Twilight had commandeered the entire expanse, and filled the sandy tiles with all manner of arcane diagrams drawn with salt and iron powder and dessicated leaves. They pulsed gently in time with Twilight’s magic and filled Starlight with a warm glow.



Detecting changelings was easy – doing so across an entire city was hard. Twilight was lathered with sweat when she finally finished the spell, and sat heavily in one of the few open spaces on the roof. Starlight levitated a glass of cool water over to her.



	“Thanks.” Twilight took a long gulp. “If she tries anything, we should know right away. We can teleport to her and stop her.”



	“Kill her, you mean.”



Twilight bit her lip. “Hopefully it won’t come to that.”



Right. Starlight looked over the edge of the roof. Below, the streets were nearly empty as the guard swept the city for any sign of the changeling queen. Above them, the sky had darkened into the turquoise of late dusk.



	“What now?”



	“Try and get some sleep. I’ll wake you if I sense anything.”



Right. Sleep didn’t seem likely, but knew better than to complain with a nervous Twilight Sparkle. Starlight closed her eyes, and let the gentle murmur of the city fill her thoughts.








Starlight woke to the sensation of being crushed. Tons of invisible rocks weighed her down, squeezing the breath from her lungs. She gasped for air, failed, and began to drown in the empty expanse of Twilight’s crystal library.



	“Cavendish’s Greater Gravitic Grounding,” Twilight Sparkle said, standing just a few feet away. “Very useful against unicorns, not so much against earth ponies or pegasi. Makes it hard to concentrate, doesn’t it?”



Something snapped in Starlight’s chest. Her scream emerged as a pitiful whimper.



	“Almost impossible to counter unless you remember your physics lessons, in fact,” Twilight continued. “You might want to think about that. Quickly, though. Oh, a little hint: compressibility.”



Starlight wanted to curse at her, to scream in frustration and betrayal. Most of all, though, she wanted to breathe, and it didn’t look like any of her desires were coming to pass. She flailed at Twilight with weak, broken magic, and began to despair.



Compressibility. On the edge of passing out, Starlight focused on that word. On all it could mean. She wracked her brains for old lessons about it. For some reason she kept thinking about the ocean.



The ocean. She focused the last of her strength on a weak working, on the floor beneath her. Mist gathered above it, and—







	“Starlight, are you awake?” Twilight said.



Starlight jerked. She sucked down a quick breath, expecting it to fail. Instead she drew in the cold desert air, full of delicious oxygen.



She shivered. “Yes, Twilight.”



	“Sorry, just… nervous, I guess.” Twilight exhaled into her cupped hooves and rubbed them together. “The stars are out.”



	“Yeah.” Starlight looked up at the emerging constellations. She was about to comment on them when Twilight jumped to her hooves.



	“There!” Part of the arcane diagram pulsed with a brilliant purple light. “She’s doing something. Get ready to teleport!”



Twilight’s horn glowed, and the familiar sensation of a teleport gripped Starlight’s chest. The wrenching sensation of dislocation followed, and the city vanished, replaced by the empty sands of the desert. Starlight spun, already charging her horn, when an emerald spark caught the corner of her eye.



It wasn’t enough warning. The sands beneath her seemed to shift, and then the weight of the world collapsed onto her, crushing her to the ground. The little waves and ripples in the sand flattened instantly into a paper-smooth surface. Beside her, Twilight crashed to the ground with a strangled yelp.



Starlight gurgled for breath. The muscles in her chest struggled against the terrible force weighing her down, and failed.



	“Well, this was too easy,” a familiar, sibilant voice whispered. The green flames came again, and Chrysalis walked up to them. “You know, I had two traps planned, in case you came one at a time? I guess it wasn’t needed.”



Damn it, that would’ve been smarter. On the ground a few feet away, Twilight groaned. Her horn sparked weakly before flickering out.



	“Oh, do you like that?” Chrysalis said. She leaned down to leer at them. “My own invention. I call it Cavendish’s Greater Gravitic Grounding. Perfect for unicorns! It’s hard to concentrate when your body weighs ten times as much as normal.”



Starlight tried to strike back, to set the bug on fire, to split her in half. Each of her efforts was batted away effortlessly by the queen’s magic.



	“I suppose it doesn’t hurt if I share my plans,” Chrysalis said. “That’s what villains do, right? And soon you won’t exist. This whole wretched timeline will cease to exist.”



She tilted her head up toward the stars. “I can’t get Starswirl’s spell to work. That’s beyond my skill. But I’ve been studying, Twilight. And soon? Soon I’ll be able to send messages back in time, to warn myself. Little things like, I don’t know, Don’t Invite Twilight to the Wedding, or Make Sure You Capture Starlight Glimmer. Little hints like that. Little nudges to change the course of events. Then I will be victorious, and none of this… of this ruin will come to pass. I will be queen of everything.



	“I suppose I’ll cease to exist, too,” she continued. “But that’s a small price to pay. The me that inherits this world would be grateful, if she ever knew. Ah, but first, there’s something to take care of. Two things, actually. I’ll try to make this as painless as possible. Goodbye, Twilight.”



The queen’s horn began to glow. A sickly light built in her eyes, matched by the lurid glow in her eyes. They were as thirsty and eager as her gaping grin.



Starlight struggled to stand. Her legs dug fruitlessly into the sand, and her ribcage bent. Her spine sagged like wet straw. Every bone in her body seemed to compress.



Compression. The word flickered through her mind, fleeting as lightning. She marshalled the last of her power, poured it into her horn, and instead of lashing out at Chrysalis, focused on the sand beneath her.



Transmutation was a simple spell, especially for a powerful sorceress. The sand below her stretched, popped, and turned into water. And funny thing about water – it can’t compress, no matter how much gravity it’s under.



And ponies float in water.



Starlight bobbed to the surface of a makeshift pond, only a few feet wide and deep. It was barely enough for her to stand, and even then she only had the strength to hold her muzzle above the water. But it was enough to breathe, and with breath came the power to concentrate. And attack.



The blast from her horn was weak, barely respectable. It probably wouldn’t have even injured Chrysalis if she’d been expecting it. But she wasn’t, and it lashed across the queen’s face, up her eyes, to the gnarled, sharp horn rising from her forehead. A high, unbearable scream split the desert, and the emerald light vanished.



A brief sensation of weightlessness gripped Starlight. She seemed to float. Blind from the sudden darkness, overwhelmed by exhausting, she drew in a deep breath to scream.



Water rushed into her lungs, and even the faint light of the stars vanished.








Starlight woke in Twilight’s library. She lay on the crystal floor, shivering. Water dripped from her coat. A few feet away, Twilight flipped through the pages of a first-edition copy of Argent’s Atlas of Astronomical Apocrypha.



Starlight coughed up a chestful of water and rose shakily to her feet. She sputtered and drew in a painful breath.



	“Who are you?”



Twilight closed the book and set it back on the shelf. Emerald flames washed over her, and when the smoke cleared Chrysalis sat before her. She didn’t return Starlight’s gaze.



Starlight licked her lips. “This is a dream, isn’t it?”



	“It is. The last one, I expect. You’ll have succeeded by now.”



	“Why? Why warn me about Cavendish’s spell? How are you even doing this?”



	“I figured it out.” Chrysalis reached out a hoof to stroke the closed book. “How to send messages into the past. It works.”



	“The past.” Starlight jerked as comprehension struck. “You… you’re in the future.”



	“I was. I don’t exist anymore, now that you’ve beaten me in the desert. My timeline has been erased.”



Starlight stared at her. The magnitude of that destruction, the enormity of it, set her shaking. She sank to her belly.



	“Why? Why not just warn yourself?”



Chrysalis barked out a mirthless laugh. “I tried. I was never one to listening to warnings. And the world where I win? I’ve been trying to fix it for a long time.” Chrysalis closed her eyes, and for the first time Starlight realized how tired she looked. “It’s not what I expected victory would be. It’s empty, Starlight. Empty and void. Without love. Better if it never comes to pass.”



	“Oh.” Starlight stared at the floor. Words seemed inadequate when speaking to the memory of a future that would never come to pass. “Uh, what now?”



	“Now? You wake up and figure out what to do with me. I hope, for her sake, you’ll be kind.”



Kind. Right. Starlight opened her mouth to agree, to thank her, to say anything, but before she could speak a white glow overwhelmed her vision, and—







	“Starlight! Wake up! Please wake up!”



Something was shaking her. Starlight struggled, coughed, and vomited up what felt like an entire pony worth of sandy water.



	“Oh, thank Celestia!” Twilight’s arms and wings wrapped around her, banishing the desert chill. “I thought I lost you.”



Starlight gurgled in response. She spat out another mouthful of water and drew in a greedy breath. The desert night seemed enormously bright and filled with stars.



	“Did we… did we get her?” she managed to choke out.



	“Huh? Oh, Chrysalis.” Something like worry flashed across Twilight’s face. “Yes, you, uh, you got her. She’s hurt.”



Hurt? Starlight peered around Twilight’s wings to see a dark form, bound in glowing lavender chains, on the desert sand a few feet away. A terrible black score marked her horn. Starlight grimaced and turned away.



	“You had to do it,” Twilight said. “She’d have killed us both.”



	“Yeah.” Worse than that, actually. Chrysalis would have destroyed everything they knew and loved. And all the things they didn’t know or love, for that matter. Starlight struggled to her hooves and stumbled over to the fallen queen.



Twilight joined her a moment later. She laid a wing across Starlight’s back.



	“So, what now?” Twilight said.



	“Now?” Starlight closed her eyes and leaned against Twilight’s side, letting the warmth of her body banish the desert’s chill. “We be kind.”
      

      
   
      Putri Jaran


      
      
      
         
         ello, gov'na

      
      

      

      
      
         It is a gloomy morning when the Equestrians arrive and Miss Sparkle banishes the rain spirits. It is also then that I decide she will be my bride.



Our teacher lets the entire schoolhouse out early so everyone can gallop to hear Miss Sparkle’s speech. “Wait for me!” my little sister, Tresna, shouts, buried in the sea of students. “Kesu, please!”



Faking a lion’s growl, I dive back into the mob and pull her onto my back. “Do not whine,” I say as she buries her face into my cap. I sprint forward, joining the pack. “And hold on. We will not be late!”



The dirt roads are still muddy and the air is still humid, but that does not stop every member of our village from making their way to the marketplace, where Miss Sparkle is stood atop a massive platform, smiling down at us with teeth so white I swear they are clouds.



My schoolmates do not listen, instead playing in the puddles, but I drag Tresna through the crowd until we find a large box to climb onto. From there, we sit and listen to Miss Sparkle as she explains that our village is entering a new era.



“Ponies of Piandel!” she cries, sparking a jubilant roar. “Today is a day that will be written about for centuries to come! After many months of discussion, your leaders and I have finally come to an agreement—starting today, with the signing of the Canterlot-Piandel Annexation Act, your island is now an official Equestrian territory!”



The crowd roars even louder. My throat burns from screaming, trying to raise my voice above everypony else, so Miss Sparkle might notice me.



Tresna looks up at me. “What is a annixshun?”



With a smile, I say, “I do not know!”



“Annexation,” corrects Pinter, an older classmate of mine standing nearby. He squeezes his pudgy gut through the crowd to reach us. “It means we are all going to become Equestrians, just like the Princess.”



The thought strikes me like a falling star. I have always heard about Equestria in books, from travelers passing through—I have heard about the homes made of silver, of the brilliant jewels that run through the earth itself. We already learn their language in school; many of us speak it well. Equestria, where everypony can fly, can cast spells with the greatest of ease.



Miss Sparkle is only proof of that. Just looking upon her is to fall into a lightning cloud—her sharp horn and long wings radiate power. She must be a child of the goddess, walking with us mortals merely out of pity, out of mercy, out of love. Miss Sparkle loves me, and I love her.



“Kesu, you are turning red!” Tresna says, dragging my mind back to reality. “Are you going to explode?”



By now, Miss Sparkle’s speech has ended, and she is leaving the platform, followed by two golden-clad soldiers. I pick Tresna up and haul her off our Around us, the children cheer, along with many adults—but most are just milling about, murmuring in hushed tones, shooting quick glances at Miss Sparkle, and at the dozens of identical soldiers that line the streets.



I can see their wings, but their horns must be hidden under their helmets. They look so strange, standing in a row like they are, all perfectly white but for the mud on their hooves. Compared to our loud, colorful village, they seem like statues, carved out of the finest stone.



They stay silent, staring forward, completely still—even when Kelon Tong, the elderly fruit grocer, spits in each of their faces.



“I never serve!” he shrieks in broken Equestrian. “You leave!”



A number of our stallions soon step up to drag Kelon away, but I wish the rain spirits would return and wash him into the sea. How could he say such awful things to the Equestrians? Especially in the presence of Miss Sparkle, the most wonderful of them all? He is a disgrace to Piandel, and does not deserve Miss Sparkle’s love.







The next day, Tresna and I walk into the schoolhouse to find Miss Sparkle standing at the front of the classroom, a dozen colts and fillies clinging to her legs and wings. Her open-mouthed laugh is music, and I cannot stop myself from leaping onto the pile, clawing my way forward until I can run my hoof along even an inch of her coat.



When our teacher finally herds us back, Miss Sparkle smiles that divine smile and starts speaking in the most perfectly mangled Piandese I have ever heard.



She thanks us for our bathrooms, and asks if our parents have flown palm trees. It is only when our teacher steps in and tells her that she can speak Equestrian that her wings stop twitching and her face unscrunches.



“Yes, this is much better,” she says. “Hello, everyone! My name is Princess Twilight Sparkle, and I’m visiting you all today to tell you about some of the things that are going on with your island.”



I have never felt as much pride for my village as I do in that moment. Miss Sparkle, the most powerful pony in the world, wants something to do with us? It is unthinkable.



Lighting her horn, she says, “I know that politics can get a bit boring, so I’ll try to keep things short.” With her magic, she creates a map of the world, which earns a gasp from the entire class. She pauses for a moment, staring at us—then shakes her head and gestures to the map. “As you can see here, Equestria and Piandel are remarkably close together; by boat, it’s only a single day’s journey. Our two civilizations have been trading goods for years, so finally, we just decided it would be in everypony’s best interest if Piandel became Equestrian land! That way we don’t have to trade—your goods are our goods, and vice versa.”



We all nod. Makes sense.



She creates another picture, this time of a familiar red fruit. “In addition, as you might know, the daya fruit—which only grows natively on your island—is extremely popular in Equestria as a magic enhancer for unicorns. Citizens in the capital can’t get enough of it! So we’ve also come to help speed up harvesting of the fruit.” Her pictures vanish into smoke, and her horn goes dark. “Any questions?”



Our class sits silent, staring, waiting for her horn to light up again.



“I’ll take that as a no,” Miss Sparkle says with a giggle. She grins and looks to our teacher. “And since these kids were all such good listeners... why don’t we take an early recess?”



If our teacher says something, nopony hears it over the unified cheer of the classroom. We all gallop outside, with Miss Sparkle following close behind.



The rest of the day passes in a blur. Miss Sparkle, the goddess walking among us, knows how to play tag, and soccer, and all the other games we play. She tells us stories, and lets us climb onto her back so we might fly with the birds as she does.



“Putri Jaran!” we cry, screaming loud enough for the stars to hear. “Princess of Ponies!”



The day is nearly spent when I get my turn to fly with Miss Sparkle. I grip her neck tight, the distance to the ground heavy on my gut. The wind blows the hat from my head, but Miss Sparkle grabs it with her magic.



“Don’t be afraid,” she says, placing it back on me. “Just relax.”



If I can fly, I figure, then I can say what I need to say.



“Miss Sparkle,” I start before I can think twice, “you are very pretty.”



“Oh?” Miss Sparkle laughs. “Why, thank you! I really love your hat.”



Suddenly, I’ve never felt so warm. We must be flying close to the sun.












Every week, more and more soldiers arrive in town. They march in single-file lines down the roads, making everyone clear a path for them. They hold their spears up high, glinting like lit torches in the harsh sunlight.



By now, the new daya fruit harvests have begun. The Equestrian soldiers follow the workers out into the fields, and stay on patrol the entire day. Every day, bushel after bushel is brought back into town, some for us, and some for the Equestrians. We’ve never had so much fruit in the market! The Equestrians must have the favor of the tree spirits—how else could the workers pick so much fruit so fast?



When they’re not in the fields, the soldiers hang out around their new base in the center of town. But they don’t just sit around being lazy! They help out around the island, catching criminals and enforcing the new laws.



Being an Equestrian is a lot of hard work! There are all these new rules, like how you need permission from the soldiers to sell fruit now, or how my parents need to pay some money each week to help build things over in Equestria. And even though they’re not laws, the Equestrians keep telling us to do strange things like salute the soldiers whenever we see them—which is about fifty times a day—and not talk during the sunrise and sunset.



One day, Miss Twilight comes and tells everyone that they need to stay up all night to watch the other Princess, Celestia, raise the sun. That gets everyone confused; who is Celestia, and what is she doing with the sun? Only the goddess can move the sun, we know that.



Still, we all stay up—or try to. The sun has barely set when Tresna falls asleep, and in the town square, at least a dozen workers collapse after picking fruit all day. That makes some of the soldiers mad, so they kick the sleeping workers, which starts a fight, and now the workers are all in jail. They shouldn’t have fallen asleep when Miss Twilight said not to.



The next day, even though we all want to skip school and sleep, we trudge to our desks to hear Miss Sparkle speak about tradition.



“Oh, what an exciting time for you all! I still remember my first Summer Sun Festival,” she says, staring off into space. “Being an Equestrian means sharing in traditional Equestrian customs. These are all meaningful ceremonies and rituals, with centuries of history behind them! Just another wonderful thing about this great country of ours.”



“We have many traditions of our own!” our teacher says. “Right, students?”



“Yes, sir,” says Pinta. “Like the Nature Praise, where we give thanks for all the spirits have given us over the year.”



“I... suppose,” Miss Twilight says, frowning. “But ours are a bit different. Our traditions have very special meaning, and are practiced by pretty much everyone.”



Our teacher nods. “Like the Nature Praise.”



Miss Twilight’s frown doesn’t fade. “Sure.”







“Idiocy,” says Father at dinner that night, chewing his fruit with the ferocity of a barracuda. “Stupid, stupid. We are Piandese, not Equestrian! We do not need their silly games!”



Mother nods.



“We are not Equestrians,” Father repeats. “They only say we are so they can take our hard work.



“We are,” I say, trying not to scowl. Scowling at one’s parents is awful, forbidden by the goddess. “Miss Sparkle says so.”



“And what does she know?” Father asks. “Who is she, with her fat wings and the hard dick on her head?”



Now I cannot hide my scowl. How could he say such a thing? Does he not see Miss Sparkle’s care for us?



“You are named Kesu because you are blessed by the spirits of innocence,” Mother said gently, touching my hoof. She reaches over to run a hooftip through Tresna’s pink locks. “And Tresna, the spirits of love. You are Piandese. What is a ‘Twilight?’ Or a ‘Celestia?’ Nothing.”



But if Celestia is nothing, then why did the Equestrians place a massive fountain, adorned with a statue in her image, in the middle of the market where everyone can see it? She looks even more powerful than Miss Twilight—but not half as beautiful.



I know Miss Sparkle is right. She must simply teach us.












Two months after the soldiers first arrived, the fruit pickers and farm workers stage a protest.



“We are working harder than ever!” their leader, Enom, cries, stirring the crowd up, “And yet, we are paid less than ever! The Equestrians do not care for our labor—they merely wish to use us!”



The rally begins at noon, and within an hour has grown four times as large. Ponies from all over town leave work to join in, scrounging up makeshift signs and chanting in unison. Even my parents, as diligent about work as they usually are, make their way to the market to show their support.



Things are going well—until the crowd draws too near the soldiers’ barracks. Like a beehive poked too often, a swarm of soldiers, all holding their spears high, spill out of the cabins and into the street to meet the protesters.



At the sight of that polished steel, most of the crowd makes a hasty retreat, scrambling over one another to escape. But a few stay—the younger workers, the ones who have more to fight for, more to lose—puffing up their chests and daring the soldiers to do something. Enom stands at the front, cursing in Piandese so hard his tongue lashes like a whip.



With the workers letting out a scream of surprise, a single soldier leaps forward and snatches Enom away from his friends. He screams and kicks, but five more soldiers soon pile on top of him and drag him away towards the jail. The others try to chase after, but are beaten back by the blunt end of the soldiers’ spears, until they have to make a retreat or face true violence.



Most criminals are held in jail for a few days, a week at most. But it has been a month and no one has seen Enom. Some say he has been murdered, his throat slit by a soldier’s spear. Others say he became one of them, brainwashed, his blue coat dyed white and wings grafted onto his sides.



I am sure he will be back soon enough. Perhaps he left town out of shame? No one likes a troublemaker, after all.







A few nights later, someone cuts the head off the Celestia statue. We awake to find it laying in the fountain, its snout cracked in two.



Miss Twilight arrives soon after, and she is not smiling. She takes her place on the wooden platform, the same spot she stood when she announced eternal happiness for our island, and shouts that we are disgraceful.



“This is just—barbaric!” Miss Twilight says, shaking her head. “The people of Equestria took you all in because we see the beauty in your culture. This is not beauty, this is vandalism! Please, do not ruin this friendship!”



Father and Mother begin hosting meetings in our home, allowing farmers and merchants and fruit pickers alike to gather and talk about current events, away from the scrying eyes of the Equestrian soldiers. On any given night, there are twenty ponies in our living room, shouting and making plans for more protests.



They never go any better than the first. More people disappear.



Miss Twilight visits less often, and when she does, she seems less happy to see us, less willing to play. She merely stands at the front of the classroom and says that Equestria is a wonderful country. We merely need to accept the facts.



My classmates have taken to calling her a devil. I stay silent, and keep my head down.












It is a burning summer day when a dozen soldiers descend upon the marketplace, shoving their way through the crowds until they find Kelon Tong, the elderly fruit grocer. Immediately, everyone knows what is about to happen: Kelon has been selling daya fruit without a license. Everything in the market—everything on the island—stops.



“Not touch this!” Kelon shouts through bare gums as the soldiers approach. “Lunga! Go away!”



“C’mon, old colt,” a soldier says. He grabs one end of Kelon’s cart. “Don’t make this harder than it’s gotta be.” The soldier pulls the cart, and drags Kelon along with it. 



Kelon, old and decrepit as he is, is strong from years of hauling fruit—he pulls back.



The soldier is snorting now. He pulls again, harder.



Kelon pulls back, harder.



The soldier now calls over a friend to help. The two pull together, finally hard enough to snatch it from Kelon’s grasp—and hard enough to make the cart crash into them, throwing them into the mud.



“Hey!” a soldier shouts, and another tackles Kelon to the ground. Everyone watches in silent horror as the soldiers pound their hooves into Kelon’s side, his face, his stomach, over and over until he’s just twitching on the ground.



One of the muddy troops picks Kelon’s body up and lets it rest across his back. The soldiers walk off, away from the crime scene, and away from the unblinking stares of their fellow Equestrians.



We do not know where he has gone. I want to ask Miss Twilight, but she has not visited in weeks.












It is October before Miss Twilight visits again. She stands at the front of our classroom, smiling like nothing has happened in the past six months.



“Sorry it’s been so long, friends!” Miss Twilight says. She paces in front of our desks. “I’ve just been so busy, you know? Politics are boring and complicated, but things are going well. Don’t you think so?”



She extends a wing to touch the shoulder of Wedi, a tiny filly at the front of the class, but Wedi flinches away. Miss Twilight steps back, smile dying into a concerned frown.



We all want to tell her that Wedi is scared—that she’s been scared for months, ever since her older brother Enom went missing.



“Anyway,” Twilight said, laughing dryly as she walks back to the front of the classroom, “unfortunately, I can’t stay for too long. I have a meeting scheduled with the island council about repairing Princess Celestia’s statue, and—”



My hoof shoots up and I can see my teacher’s glare, but I cannot stop myself. The question has been burning in my mind, on my tongue, ever since Miss Twilight walked in, and I barely wait for her to call my name before I blurt, “Princess, where is Kelon?”



Miss Twilight blinks. “Who?”



“Kelon. He sells fruit.”



“Fruit...? Oh!” Miss Twilight nodded. “Yes, yes, Kelon! Kelon Kong.”



I nod.



“Well, he was arrested, as you know,” Miss Twilight said. She chuckled and shook her head. “I don’t exactly know how things worked here before, but you should all know that you can’t just attack a group of soldiers like he did. That’s why we have laws, a criminal justice system!” She paused, then said, “You all probably don’t know what a criminal justice system is, do you? You see, a crim—”



“When is he coming back?” I ask.



Miss Twilight blinks a few times. “I don’t know. It’s not up to me.”



How can it not be up to her, I scream in my head. She is the Putri Jaran, the Princess of All Ponies! She holds the power of the goddess in her horn!



But I just mutter, “Okay.”



“You shouldn’t worry,” says Twilight. “Equestrian soldiers are kind folk. He’ll get a fair trial, and if he’s declared innocent, he’ll be back soon.” She laughs again and looks at my classmates. “Take it as a lesson: don’t attack soldiers, and you’ll be fine. Alright?”



No one answers.
      

      
   
      The Wheel Turns


      
      
      
         
         Pinkie Pile of Ashes

      
         
         Out of the Shadows & Ashes

      
         
         My Dad Was a Dragon and My Mom Was Nightmare Moon and Chrysalis

      
      

      

      
      
         	Pinkie slept through her alarm clock that morning. Pinkie always slept through her alarm clock that morning. It was a constant in her existence, a thing immutable. Sunlight roused her instead, a thin ray peeking through her window to tickle her face.



	She stared right back, until her eyes watered, and she rolled out of bed with a sigh to go through the motions of her morning routine.



	One, two, ten steps to the bathroom, fifteen into the shower, eighteen to the sink when she was finished. She brushed her teeth and wiped the foggy mirror with her bath towel, and stared at her reflection, and her straight-hanging mane.



	Pinkie stuck her hoof into her mouth, shut her eyes, and blew until her ears popped. When she opened her eyes, her mane had changed – her head was now bedecked in hair with the look and consistency of cotton candy.



	That's more like it.



	She tried for a grin to go along with her characteristic 'do – a dopey, happy-go-lucky simper, the kind she was famous for. It didn't fool her by a longshot, but it would suffice to fool the world. Nopony had ever looked closely enough to notice how frayed and harried it really was. And unless something was different this time around, nopony would.



	And that was a given. A constant. A thing immutable. Nothing had changed. Nothing would change.



	Unless I make it change.



	Pinkie left her bathroom and trudged down the stairs. Twenty-two, twenty-three, twenty-four, twenty-five – at twenty-six, as expected, Mrs. Cake came into view, taking a whisk to a big pink mixing bowl. Her cheeks were powdered with a light coating of flour, and she hummed to herself as she worked.



	She saw Pinkie, and set the whisk down. "Morning, dear! You ready for the big day?"



	"As I'll ever be," said Pinkie automatically, forcing a cheerful lilt into her voice.



	"Glad to hear it." Mrs. Cake poured the bowl's batter into a round baking pan, and carried it to the oven. "And I'm glad you're awake, because I need you to run to market for me, to pick up an extra bag of flour. We've got a big order to fill for tonight, but––"



	"We're a bag short, because Mr. Cake filled out the order form incorrectly, and our last bulk shipment was light."



	Mrs. Cake blinked. "Exactly. How...?"



	"Lucky guess." Pinkie shrugged and hopped down the stairs, landing on the floor with a bounce. "I'll go get it right now."



	Her hooves beat lightly against the floorboards as she trotted toward the exit – thirty, thirty-one, thirty two, thirtee-three – not stopping even when Mrs. Cake chased after her.



	"Is there something wrong, Pinkie? You seem a little––"



	"The rhythm method doesn't work, Mrs. Cake. Just fyi."



	She let the door swing shut, not bothering to look at the expression on her employer's face.



	The path she followed was a familiar one – she'd walked it enough times to have every hoofbeat, memorized. It was all muscle memory, all rote movement. Could probably do it in her sleep. She looked at her hooves and counted the steps, one after the other.



	Forty, forty-one, forty-two... It's a hundred and fifty to the market, but you never get that far, do you?



	Around her, ponies buzzed about in anticipation, looks of barely restrained excitement on their faces. The Summer Sun Celebration was always a special day, but its thousandth anniversary was... extra-special, apparently, and called for extra celebration. Once, she'd have been all over that, leading her friends and fellow townsponies in their revelry. That part of her never went away, really, but somewhere along the line, among the many, many, many parties she'd thrown, it had simply withered. And after going through this particular song and dance so many times, she couldn't so much as feign enthusiasm for it.



	Not to say there was nothing she was anticipating, however.



	Hundred one, hundred two, hundred three, hundred four. Hundred fifty to the market. But every time, at a hundred and ten...



	"Come on, Twilight. Just try!"



	...You get sidetracked and forget all about it.



	Spike would never really grow beyond the round, dull spines and chub of babyhood, she knew, but it always seemed to her that he lost some of it as the years went on, and seeing him at his youngest again, after playing things out to their finish, always threw her for just a bit of a loop. His changes were never as drastic as Twilight's, though.



	Funny. There was a time when she thought she'd never get used to seeing her with wings.



	"Uh..." The unicorn smiled shyly at Pinkie, in response to Spike's prodding. "Hello?"



	Jump. Gasp. Fly away. Invitations, balloons, streamers. Cake and punch. Mrs. Cake will be upset about the flour, but she'll forget all about it before the night's over.



	Muscle memory and rote memorization. Every bit of Pinkie's being told her what to do. Instead, she shook her head.



	"Can't stop right now, sorry. Maybe we can talk later."



	Part of Pinkie had always wondered what Twilight's reaction to her antics had been. She was always long gone before Twilight was able to form a proper response to her sudden bounce and gasp. She'd never asked Twilight when she had the chance, and never saw fit to afterword.



	So when she caught Twilight's sarcastic "well, that was interesting," she found herself wondering whether it was the same response she'd always given, or if changing her reaction to Twilight changed Twilight's reaction to her.



	Either way, hearing it was almost enough to make Pinkie smile – really smile – for the first time in recent recollection.



	




	The way to the Tree of Harmony was open. It shouldn't have been – it never was, as far as Pinkie knew. But then, she'd never been down there so early. For all she knew, maybe the way was only open until she and the others had reason to visit, and then it shut altogether. She had no way of knowing for sure.



	More telling was the Tree itself. There was no color along its surface, no shimmering, iridescent patterns rippling across its trunk. Its canopy still glowed, but dimly, and flickering. It was a sign – it had to be. She was tired of it all. The cave being open, that was sloppiness born from her exhaustion. Pinkie was sure of it.



	Maybe she's as worn out as I am. Maybe it's something we have in common.



	"This needs to stop," said Pinkie Pie to the Tree of Harmony.



	She made the declaration without expecting an answer, yet she hoped for one all the same. So she was unsurprised when the Tree gave none, and persevered in the face of its silence.



	"I should have said so a long time ago – as soon as I figured out what was going on. But getting myself to say it took more courage than I had. Besides, the truth is, I was kind of hoping you'd just end things on your own if I waited long enough. But I figured out a while ago that, if I never said anything, you'd never stop. You'd just go on and on like this until you couldn't anymore. So, here I am.



	"I've known for a while, y'know. It didn't happen all at once, mind you – it was just a feeling at first. A little itty-bitty one that grew into a big, jumbo-sized one, every time things started over from scratch. And I was okay with it at first, because hey, reliving the best years of my life, with the best friends a mare could ever ask for? Over and over, forever and ever? It's a party that never ends. What's not to love?



	"But I figured something else out, the longer it went on, and I thought a thought I never thought I'd think. Parties need to end for them to mean anything. If you know it's never gonna come, that it's just gonna be cake and balloons for infinity, then there's no point in the celebration, because there's nothing to celebrate. Nothing to hold on to. I don't want that kind of party... that kind of life... anymore. And I know you too well to believe that you do."



	The Tree said, and did, nothing.



	"Are you not gonna talk to me?" Pinkie asked, an ear twitching nervously. "I know you're listening. I know you're watching. 'Cuz... what would be the point of all of this..."



	Pinkie splayed her forelegs wide, sweeping them across the underground cavern.



	"...if you weren't watching and listening?"



	Still the Tree was silent.



	Pinkie dropped her forelegs, the beginnings of a sweat prickling along her coat. She took a deep breath to calm herself.



	"I know you're listening. But if you're not gonna take me seriously... then I'm gonna have to show you how serious I am. I'm gonna do something big, and bad, and... drastic, that's the word. I'm gonna have to do something drastic to make you listen to me. So we can do this now, or..."



	The Tree glowed brighter for an instant. Pinkie broke off her threat, and stared at the canopy, her hope building in time with the light.



	Then it dimmed to nothing, and Pinkie slumped over.



	"I know you can hear me. Do you just not care?"



	Pinkie turned around, staring mournfully at the Tree over her shoulder, before leaving it and the cavern behind.



	"Then I'll have to make you care."



	




	A Pinkie Pie party meant streamers and balloons, music and dancing. It meant happiness and revelry, shouts and laughter, sore hooves and tired muscles and raw, scratchy throats the morning after. There were friends to be made, and the possibility of romance – it didn't happen often, but it did happen – and, more often than not, it all ended with somepony wearing a lampshade.



	That was the way things were supposed to go. How the night was supposed to play out. Arrangements made and invitations sent at breakneck speed and at the last moment, a surprise event to welcome Twilight Sparkle without the least bit of suspicion on her part. Simply resisting the impulse to do just that – to follow the script the same way she had innumerable times already – was hard enough. But what she had done – what she was about to do...



	She stared into the bowl of punch that she'd prepared, and wrenched her eyes shut with a shudder, revolted at the sight of her reflection.



	...It's not real. None if is real. So none of it matters, not really.



	The door burst open, loudly and suddenly, and Fluttershy swept inside, cradling Spike in her forelegs. "You simply must get him to – oh!"



	Pinkie looked up at the newcomers. "Hey, Fluttershy. How's your day been?"



        "I-it's – it's, well, it's been... um..." Fluttershy dropped to the floor and lowered Spike, hiding behind her curtain of mane and shrinking away from Pinkie. "N-nothing. That is, um, I... it's..."



	"Spike, Fluttershy? What's going on?" Twilight nudged past Fluttershy – a little thoughtless on her part, Pinkie thought – and stopped when she saw the library's occupant.



	"When it rains," she sighed.



	"You're the pony from this morning, right?" Pinkie approached Twilight, noting with silent nostalgia as Fluttershy edged away from her. "Sorry for ditching you; I was in a rush. I'm Pinkie Pie."



	"Twilight Sparkle," the unicorn said testily. "And this is––"



	"Spike. Spike the Dragon." Spike stood and brushed himself off before offering a handshake to Pinkie. "Who is perfectly capable of making his own introductions, and is definitely not sleepy."



	Pinkie pumped his hand. "Hope not. 'Cuz I've got a big ol' bowl of punch that I'm not gonna be able to drink all by myself, otherwise."



	"Punch?" Spike's eyes widened.



	"My own way of personally welcoming you – both of you – to Ponyville." Pinkie forced herself to grin at Fluttershy. "You wanna stay and have a drink too? There's enough for all of us."



	Fluttershy clambered to her hooves and shook her head rapidly, pink mane flying everywhere. "Th-that's okay. I have, um... I have an animal friend who needs a... spinal tap. Right now. E-excuse me."



	She bolted for the door, to Pinkie's profound relief.



	Twilight shut the door shut with a shimmery wave of magic, and looked at Pinkie, reluctance on her face.



	"That's very kind of you, but Spike and I have a lot of work to do before the Summer Sun Celebration, and we really can't afford any more distractions."



	"Aww, c'mon," said Pinkie, swaggering back to the punch bowl. "It won't take long. A swig and a slurp and a word in your ear, and I'll be out of your mane. Pinkie promise."



	She poured servings into the three glasses. "See, most of the time, when somepony new comes to town, I greet 'em with a song and a dance, or even a party in their honor. Looking at you, I can tell you're not the partying type, but I still wanna do something nice for you. So..."



	Pinkie nosed one of the glasses toward the edge of the table. "Indulge me a smidge?"



	Her words brought a guarded smile out of Twilight that made Pinkie ache to see. "I... suppose it can't hurt." She trotted toward the table, throwing a significant look at Spike.



	"This is honestly the most normal thing that's happened to either of us all day," Twilight admitted.



	"Yeah, I'll bet the others have been swamping you with hellos, and presents, and attention, and apple fritters." Pinkie shrugged. "It's the Ponyville way. You get used to it."



	"I'm not sure I'll be in town long enough to get used to it," Twilight muttered. She floated a cup to herself, and another into Spike's waiting grasp, and raised her own to her lips.



	"Ah-ah!" Pinkie interrupted, balancing her own cup on her hoof. "Gotta make a toast first. C'mon, haven't you ever done this before?"



	"Probably not," said Spike, nudging Twilight in the flank with his elbow. "Like you said – she's not really the partying type. Sheesh, Twi."



	Twilight gave him a dirty look.



	Pinkie looked into her cup, and squeezed her eyes shut. She inhaled deeply, and her breath hitched just so.



	"To new beginnings."



	She downed the punch in a single gulp, shuddering at the mish-mash of bitter flavors.



	Twilight tried to suppress a shudder, but her own distaste was plain on her face. "It's, um... it's really quite... tasty."



	"Uh, seriously Twilight?" Spike looked skeptically at the unicorn. "This tastes, like... like, there's a word for how this stuff tastes, but I can't remember it."



	"Tart?" Pinkie offered.



	Spike snapped his fingers. "Tart. Oh, and bitter. And––"



	"Spike!"



	"What? Hey, she agrees with me."



	"He's right. I do." Pinkie shrugged. "New recipe, sorry. Still perfecting it."



	Spike frowned, squinting into his cup. "Keep at it, I guess. Hope this sits well with all that Apple Family food."



	He wandered off to examine one of the bookshelves, leaving Twilight alone with Pinkie.



	"Sorry about him. I swear, he was raised better than that."



	"He didn't say anything that wasn't true. This stuff's awful." Pinkie dropped her glass on the table. "So I don't take it personally."



	"You handle criticism remarkably well. I know a scholar or two in Canterlot who could learn a lot from your graciousness." Twilight let her eyes wander around the room. "Where's the librarian, by the way? I'd like to touch base with her before I... urk..."



	A twinge of pain spasmed across Twilight's face, and she rubbed her stomach lightly.



	"...sorry. Before I settle in upstairs. Is she okay with us hanging out in here like this, after hours?"



	"I have no idea. I never met her – for all I know, we never had one. Not until you showed up."



	Twilight looked quizzically at Pinkie. "Until I...?"



	"Never mind." The pain was starting to creep up on Pinkie – a hot, stabbing sensation in the pit of her stomach. She tried not to let it show. "We just don't have a librarian. I'm not sure who runs the place. The Mayor's office, maybe? Or somepony else."



	"...Crazy," Twilight muttered, looking into her drink. "You've got a crazy, crazy way of doing things. Is anypony in this town not crazy?"



	"Probably not." Pinkie admitted. "We're a funny bunch, I know, 'specially if you're coming from a place like Canterlot. But it's like I said, you get used to it. All that crazy just kinda becomes another part of everyday life. Goes from being weird, to normal, until you fall in love with the town."



	"Twilight!" Spike called suddenly. "They make Power Ponies novels! Why didn't anypony ever tell me?!"



	Pinkie watched Spike bury his nose in a thin, paperback book, holding it up with one hand, his other still holding his glass.



	"He seems to be enjoying himself, at least." Twilight chuckled, interrupted by a slight wince of discomfort. "I dunno, though – seems like the kind of thing you'd never get used to."



	"You do. You do." Then she sighed, and moved back to the punch bowl, forcing herself to stare at her reflection in its gently undulating surface.



	"Thing is, though... the charm wears off after a while. The more you live it, the longer you live it, the more you get used to it, and the less fun it is. It goes from being exciting, to dull, to... tedious. That's a good word for it. It gets tedious. Then, after a while, it all just gets predictable. You see everything coming from a mile out, all the twists and turns, every hill and valley. It all becomes completely predictable. You could sleepwalk through it. Nothing ever changes, and nothing new ever comes from it."



	Pinkie shut her eyes, stiffening as another pain lanced through her gut. Behind her, Twilight approached.



	"Pinkie Pie? Are you... okay?"



	Pinkie's body sagged.



	"...No, Twilight. No, I'm not." She opened her eyes, and looked at her once and future Princess.



	"But it doesn't matter anymore."



	Glass shattered suddenly, from the other side of the room. Spike's cup and book were on the floor; with one hand, he clutched his stomach. With his other, his head.



	"Twi, I'm... I'm not really feeling so..."



	He fell to his side, curling into himself.



	Twilight cried his name and galloped to him. Her gait was unsteady – she felt the same pain Pinkie felt, and was fighting through it to get to Spike's side.



	"He's not breathing," Twilight said in a ragged voice, her hoof groping vainly at his neck. "His pulse is... Spike, get up. Spike, please, get up!"



	"It's no use," said Pinkie matter-of-factly.



	Twilight, stricken, pulled away from Spike. Her hooves trembled as she looked from his face, to the broken glass, and the remnants of his punch. She stared at Pinkie, in horror and anger, as tears streaked down her face.



	"...What did you do?"



	"I think it's obvious what I did." Pinkie sat down – the pain was too intense for her to stand any longer. She wasn't sure how Twilight wasn't completely overcome by it. "I wasn't expecting him to go before us, though – or at all, even. Dragon and all that. So I'm sorry, to both of you, for that. But if it's any consolation..."



	A spasm of pain made Pinkie cringe.



	"We're not gonna outlive him by much."



	Books flew off the shelves haphazardly, and Twilight set into them, scanning the pages of one before flinging it away and moving on to another.



	"There has to be something – some spell, some way to reverse this! There has to be!"



	"There probably is. You don't have the time for it though. Neither of us do." She smiled apologetically as Twilight focused her attention on her.



	"I know you're angry – angry enough to wanna hurt me really bad. You can, if you'd like. I won't stop you."



	With a roar, Twilight did just that, flinging herself across the room and slamming into Pinkie, knocking her into the table. The punch bowl went flying, shattering and spilling its contents all over the floor. Pinkie landed on her back, amid the shards, and felt them prick and stab against her.



	Then Twilight's hooves found her throat, compressed her windpipe until Pinkie's eyes bulged out of her skull. Tears splashed against Pinkie's face as Twilight throttled her.



	The world darkened. Her last sight was Twilight's twisted, enraged expression. The smile never left Pinkie's face.



	




	Pinkie awoke, staring into a bright light from above. The pain was gone – the pain in her back, though she still lay on the glass, and the pain in her insides, though the poison should still have been in her body. Twilight's body still pinned her to the floor, her hooves limp against her neck. The world around them was pitch-black; their spot was the only point of light in the library.



	"Explain yourself, Pinkie," an unseen voice boomed.



	"I already told you," said Pinkie to the light. "You weren't paying attention, and you weren't taking me seriously. So I did something drastic."



	"Cutting your mane after a break-up is drastic. Quitting your job and going on vacation is drastic. Dropping out of college to join a hippie commune is drastic. Willfully poisoning your friends is murder."



	"It's not really murder if they're not really real, is it?" Pinkie retorted. "And if it is... then, hey, you saw me buy the stuff. You saw me mix the punch. You could've stepped in and stopped me, any time, before it happened. You're as culpable as I am."



	"I didn't think you'd actually go through with it!"



	"Guess you know better now, don't you?" Pinkie listened carefully – the voice wasn't coming from the light after all, but from all around her. "I'll do it again, too, you know. You can reset the world and start over from scratch, and I'll do it again, because I'll remember. I always remember. And I'll do it again when you reset it again. And again, and again. I'll kill them, or I'll kill myself, or I'll do whatever it takes to screw it up, every single time."



	"Why?!" the voice roared.



	"Because it has to stop, Twilight!" Pinkie cried back.



	For a moment, the voice vanished. Then Twilight's body was suddenly lifted from her and thrown into the darkness like a ragdoll.



	Standing over her was Princess Twilight Sparkle, alive, and winged, and very put-out.



	"How?" she asked, rage simmering beneath her voice. "How do you remember?"



	Pinkie groaned and rolled onto her body, rising to her hooves and shaking the glass from her coat. "Dunno. Just do."



	"That's not a satisfactory answer, Pinkie."



	"I didn't think it would be, but what're ya gonna do? Kill me?" She smiled mirthlessly at Twilight. "Honestly, I think you just made me too well. The real Pinkie – you know how perceptive the real Pinkie was. How good she was at figuring stuff out. How she had a sixth sense––"



	"No. No. No. I am not hearing this." Twilight sat down, covering her ears with her hooves. "After all this time, all these years, all these repetitions and all these cycles, I refuse to believe that we are right back to debating the merits of Pinkie Sense!"



	"You asked." Pinkie shrugged. "Of course, I don't have to be that way – it's totally in your power to change me so I'm not as perceptive as the real Pinkie. But then, that'd defeat the whole point of this fantasy, right? I wouldn't be Pinkie anymore, and things'd be different if Pinkie wasn't Pinkie. And you don't want different. You want same. Forever and ever and––"



	"Don't you dare pretend to understand me!" Twilight snapped, flaring her wings to full span.



	"I'm not pretending. I do understand. I know what's happening, and I know why. It wasn't all at once – like I said – but every time I woke up, on that day, in that bed, I understood a little bit more. Remembered a little bit more."



	She stepped closer to Twilight. Hesitantly, she put her hooves around Twilight's withers. The alicorn's wings drooped.



	"It's all over, isn't it?" said Pinkie. "You couldn't stop it after all."



	"...It wasn't something that could be stopped."



	Twilight's eyes unfocused – she stared past Pinkie, through Pinkie.



	"I tried for so long to understand why it was happening. To find some way reverse it, to put things back the way that they were. This world played out from start to finish, hundreds and hundreds of times, while the world outside fell away. All while I worked to bring everything back. And then... eventually... I finally figured it out."



	"Figured what out?"



	"That it isn't an enemy that can be fought. Not a malevolent force. Not a bad guy you can shoot with the Elements, or banish, or imprison in the moon." Her gaze found Pinkie's – her eyes were swimming.



	"It's nature. It's fate. Unbiased, without malice. Everything ends so that something new can take its place. Equestria rose from the ashes of the world that came before, and the next must rise from Equestria's ashes in turn."



	Pinkie offered a hopeful smile. "Is that so bad?"



	Twilight's mouth hung open for a moment before her face twisted into a scowl. She shoved Pinkie away roughly. "You don't understand. You don't understand. There is nothing after this. For any of us – for you, or for me."



	"I'm not real, though," said Pinkie dismissively. "Dying doesn't bother me."



	"I'm not talking about dying! How I wish we were talking about something as simple and easy as death!" Twilight gestured at the inky darkness surrounding them. "Do you know what it's like outside this... this fantasy copy of our home? This snowglobe? It's gone, Pinkie Pie! The whole world – Equestria, and Ponyville, and all of our friends. They're worse than dead, worse than destroyed – it's like they never existed! They've stopped being! The castle, and myself, that's all that's left! All that is left as proof that we existed!"



	Twilight's horn shimmered, and a bubble appeared around Twilight and Pinkie. The darkness rushed forward, encroaching on them from all sides and pressing against their tiny spot of light.



	"And it's all I can do to keep that from falling away too. The moment I stop holding it back – the instant – the last remnant of our world, the last traces of Equestria, will collapse. We'll be broken down, recycled, our energy used to help birth the next world. A new world, a new face, a new reality. But for us? There's nothing. No afterlife, no hope of reuniting in some post-mortal paradise. Not a trace of us will be left. Not even a memory – and even if there was, there'd be nopony to remember us. Just oblivion."



	She stared at her hooves and sniffled.



	"It'll be like we never existed at all."



	"How do you know all of this?" Pinkie asked. "How can you know?"



	"You know how long this illusion's been running." Twilight rubbed her eyes with her fetlock. "It's real-time, Pinkie. My time passes along with yours. I've had a lot of time to study this. I'm right. Trust me."



	The bubble burst, and the darkness receded. Pinkie stepped toward Twilight, hooves crunching over broken glass. She didn't dare touch her this time, though, stopping just within reach.



	"We don't deserve that fate, Pinkie." Twilight's gaze held a glint of defiance. "We deserve to be remembered. You deserve to be remembered. That's the whole point of all of this; that's why it can't end. Even if it's just a fantasy, even if it's just like this, even if I'm the only one left to remember it, you deserve to live. You deserve to exist."



	"But it isn't life," said Pinkie. "It's a lie. I can't live a lie, Twilight – I'm tired of just existing. And I know that you are, too. Heck, I saw the Tree; I know you've taken this as far as you can. If you don't end it now, on your terms... time's just gonna take that choice away from you."



	"But it will all be gone," Twilight said, her jaw clenched.



	"It's already gone. You said so yourself." Pinkie swallowed and wrapped her hooves around Twilight, pulling her close. "You're all alone out there."



	Twilight stiffened briefly, before clutching Pinkie tightly and falling apart completely. Pinkie held her, stroking her mane soothingly.



	In truth, she didn't know how much time had passed since Twilight started the illusion. She knew how long she'd been aware of it, but not how much time passed before then. She had no way of knowing, really knowing, how long it had been since Twilight had spoken to somepony else. How long it had been since she'd held somepony else.



	She wanted to be strong for her friend – it was the last thing she could do for her, to be her rock while she cried. But thinking that made Pinkie break along with her.



	"It can't be like that," Twilight sobbed. "It shouldn't. Our lives – our friendship – they mattered. We lived, and laughed, and fell in love, and... and it can't just stop, Pinkie. It can't!"



	Tears dripped onto Twilight's shoulder. "I know. But it has to."



	Twilight squeezed Pinkie Pie tighter, saying nothing. For a moment that stretched into the infinite, they held one another.



	Then the world went white.



	




	The library was gone when the light cleared, as was the glass underneath Pinkie's hooves. Looking down, she saw a flat, white surface, glowing faintly – crystal, she realized, after tapping it twice. Positioned around her were six chairs of the same crystal, of towering size and stature. And a seventh, too – smaller, yet still larger than she was.



	Then her eyes found Twilight, and she realized that the world around her wasn't big. She was just very little. Although, even if Pinkie were at full size, Twilight would have dwarfed her.



	The alicorn had changed dramatically over the centuries – she was much, much larger than the form she'd taken inside Pinkie's reality, a full-fledged alicorn princess. Her mane and tail fluttered in the air, a shimmering swirl of pink and purple nebulae, studded with twinkling stars. She was rail-thin, though, and her ribs poked visibly out of her sides, yet she carried herself with poise, resplendent in her full regalia and crowned with the Element of Magic.



	Emaciated or no, she looked every bit a Princess. If a very hungry Princess.



	Tears rolled down Twilight's gaunt face as she stepped closer to the Map Table. "I'm sorry, Pinkie Pie."



	"For what?" Pinkie cocked her head, one ear flopping to the side. "Silly. I murdered you, remember? Or... I murdered a you. 'A you.' Does that sound funny to you too?"



	Twilight smiled, her shoulders shaking with silent laughter. Or sobs. Pinkie preferred to think it was laughter.



	"For making you live out that... that purgatory... for as long as you did. I never even guessed that you were aware. If I'd known, then maybe..."



	She paused.



	"It must have been awful."



	"If it helps at all, it wasn't bad at first. I actually liked it for a really long time – it was a play where I knew all the lines and all the blocking like the back of my hoof. And the play just happened to be about the best years of my life – of any of our lives. It just... wore off, eventually, for me."



	Pinkie shrugged. "And it did for you too, right? I mean, you were never part of it. You just watched your life happen without you, over and over and over again. That must have been awful."



	A tear the size of Pinkie's head splashed against the map table.



	"...It wasn't bad at first," Twilight admitted. "Truth is, I wanted to step inside more than once. Just to peek. Relive the old days, with you and the others, just for a little while."



	"Why didn't you?"



	"I didn't know if I could keep the castle from falling if I stayed in there for a protracted period of time." Twilight bit her lip, unease crossing her face. "No, that's... that's not quite it. If I let myself go inside, to interact with you, to take my own place, even just to visit... I don't think I'd ever have been able to leave."



	"Would that have been so bad?"



	"It would have been... paradise. Compared to what's left out here. But I felt it more appropriate to be a witness, rather than a participant." Twilight's smile slipped away, and she sighed.



	"You okay, big girl?" Pinkie asked.



	"...Have you been listening to a word I've said, Pinkie?" Twilight smirked ironically, despite everything. "Whatever the next world's like, there won't be anything left of us. Nopony left to remember us. Do you think I'm okay?"



	"Well... no. Dumb question, I guess. But... I don't think I agree with you a hundred percent about that."



	Twilight blinked. "Which part?"



	"The being forgotten." Pinkie trotted to the edge of the table and looked up at Twilight. "Look, I've had a lot of time to think about this – not as long as you, probably, but long enough to figure a couple of things out. I mean, my world wasn't real, right? And you were watching me anyway. Maybe... maybe there's something else out there, or someone else, watching you the same way. Someone to remember Equestria when it's gone, and all the other Equestrias that came before, and all the ones that come after it. What would be the point of living – of existing – if it all just ended without even leaving behind a memory?"



	"...Someone to remember us," Twilight whispered. "So our lives still had meaning. Even after we were gone."



	Pinkie smiled. "Didn't think of that, didja?"



	Twilight lifted her hoof and rested it on the table, in front of Pinkie. The tiny pink mare reared up and wrapped her forelegs against it – she wasn't quite big enough to get them all the way around.



	But it was the best that either of them could do. The last bit of affection either of them would experience.



	...Unless Twilight just resets everything from scratch and my memory goes kerflooey.



	Somehow, though, Pinkie doubted she'd do that.



	"You really think so?" Twilight said. "That there's someone out there to remember us?"



	"I do. And who knows? You said that everything gets recycled for the new world, right? New face, new name? Maybe we'll get recycled too – maybe all of us will. You, and the real Pinkie Pie, and all your friends... you can find each other again."



	"It won't be the same," said Twilight.



	"It won't be the same." Pinkie squeezed her friend's hoof one last time. "But their friendship won't matter any less than ours."



	She disengaged from Twilight, and stepped backwards. Her eyes found Twilight's, and she smiled.



	"Goodbye, Pinkie," Twilight whispered. "I'll see you again."



	"Not me," said Pinkie with a shake of her head. "The real one. The real Pinkie."



	"...I'll see you again," Twilight repeated.



	Her horn shimmered, and the world fell away from Pinkie's vision.



	




	Pinkie Pie's smile was the last thing to go, hanging in the air after the rest of her was gone.



	The aura around Princess Twilight's horn dimmed and vanished. The map table's glow, faint and dim as it was, finally went out for the first time in centuries innumerable. And Twilight Sparkle was, at last, alone.



	She removed her tiara and set it on the table, her touch lingering on the pink star cresting it. Then, without a word, without so much as a final glance at the thrones, she strode from the chamber, securing the door behind her.



	The walk to the main gate was the longest of her life, the last indulgence she would grant herself before the end. When she reached it, she paused for a final breath of stale, recirculated castle air. Then she flung the door open, and stepped onto the landing.



	Beyond was the dark, kept at bay only by a thin, faintly glowing pink bubble, surrounding the entirety of her castle. The last remnant of Equestria. The last relic that marked their existence.



	Pinkie was right, she realized, as she watched the bubble flicker. The shield she'd conjured to preserve the castle – the only defense she could muster against the encroaching end of all things – wouldn't hold forever, and she'd already spent much of herself casting and reinforcing it. It might have been centuries, or even only decades, but sooner or later, it'd wear out. She would wear out. And then, the choice would be made for her.



	And what a choice it is. Live a lonely existence, hiding in a fantasy recreation of my prime? Or usher in the end of this world, and the birth of the next?



	No, it wasn't a palatable choice. But it was the only choice still within her power to make.



	Let entropy be damned. She would end it on her terms.



	Her thoughts were of her friends as the barrier fell.



	The instant that passed felt like an eternity. Twilight felt her body shrink, her stately, regal, alicorn body regressing into the fledgling form Celestia had bestowed upon her. Then the unicorn she was born as. Then nothing.



	Twilight Sparkle retained her consciousness long enough to realize – with some surprise – that she didn't feel a thing. In all her time living alone, with only that fantasy world in front of her, in all the time she'd had to imagine this moment... she always figured it would hurt.



	It doesn't, she thought as the last threads of consciousness gave way. It doesn't hurt at all.



	




	Everything that was, and ever would be, collapsed into a singularity – a point of light, a pinprick of a brightness, against an endless expanse of black.



	Then, with a crash, the light exploded, filling that canvass with blinding white...



	




	...and the ruler crashed against her desk, wrenching her from sleep.



	"Whuzzawhoza?" she slurred, the right side of her mouth slick with saliva. A strand stretched from the corner of her lips to the sheet of lined paper that had pillowed her face.



	"I said 'wake up, Twilight Twinkle.' Or, if you must sleep through my class, at least have the decency to not snore."



	Twilight Twinkle blinked as her wits returned in full. She looked up into the sour, middle-aged face of Ms. Blossomforth, and the ruler floating beside her head in a telekinetic sheath. Around her, two dozen other ponies snickered at Twilight's misfortune.



	"Sorry, Ms. Blossomforth," Twilight muttered, rubbing the drool off her face. "I was, um... I was paying attention, I promise. Just resting my eyes. And I wasn't snoring. I have, uh... asthma."



	More snickering. Ms. Blossomforth ignored it, keeping her attention squarely on Twilight.



	"So you've been following the lesson attentively this whole time? I'm relieved to hear it. Surely, then, you can tell me the year in which the astronomer, Starswirl, proved the geocentric model?"



	"It was, I..." Twilight scanned her notes frantically. "I'm sure it's on here some... uh..."



	Twilight's heart froze when she saw the doodle at the bottom of the sheet – the effigy of her teacher, cross-eyed and shouting, with the floral-shaped puff of air coming from her behind and the caption "MS. BLOSSOMFART" beneath it. She covered her notes with her hoof and grinned weakly.



	"Y'know, Teach, you really shouldn't have to see my messy mouthwriting. Just, uh, gimme a little space, and I'll––"



	"I've seen your mouthwriting before, Ms. Twinkle. There's no sparing me from that, one way or another." Ms. Blossomforth yanked the paper from under Twilight with an effortless burst of magic and raised it to eye level. Her face darkened impressively, passing through several shades of red before settling on one which perfectly captured her level of fury.



	She glared at Twilight, who made a weak sound in the back of her throat.



	"...Freedom of expression?" Twilight offered feebly



	Ms. Blossomforth's eye twitched as she smacked the paper down onto Twilight's desk. "Detention. Two weeks. Starting today."



	Twilight sat bolt upright. "B-but Ms. Blossomforth, I can't stay after school! My brother – it's my turn to pick him up, and––"



	"Three weeks, then. Or shall we try for four?"



	The class burst into open laughter, and Twilight slumped in her seat.



	"...Yes, Ms. Blossomforth."



	Mercy came in the form of the bell; the students filed out as Ms. Blossomforth barked the homework assignment to them. "And as for you, Miss Twinkle, back here at a quarter after."



	"Yes, ma'am," Twilight mumbled as she slung her bags over her flanks, shoved away from her desk, and trudged into the hall.



	Twilight entered the current of students passing through the school corridor, stopping when she reached her locker. With practiced ease, she swiftly undid the lock with her magic and pulled the door open, and was immediately subsumed beneath a tidal wave of hastily packed papers and materials.



	This... this is not my day.



	She heard a patronizing sigh – immediately recognizable – and groaned inwardly as a pair of tawny forehooves started digging her out of the pile.



	Not my day one bit.



	"You're letting yourself be seen with me?" she said flatly. "Really? You sure your social standing can take the hit?"



	"You get one freebie a year," murmured the husky voice of her older sister. "You know it, I know it, the whole school knows it."



	"What a generous soul you are, Sunset."



	Twilight added her magic to Sunset's, and pushed the pile off her body and back into the locker. Pausing to quickly pull a fresh textbook from the mess, she shoved the locker door shut and pressed against it tightly to ensure that it latched completely. Sighing, she slumped forward, resting her cheek against the cool metal.



	"This would happen a lot less frequently if you'd just clean your locker out every once in awhile," said Sunset. The older filly leaned against the locker beside Twilight's, her violet eyes alight with schadenfreude.



	"Yeah, you're one to talk," Twilight grumbled. "My locker's organized chaos. I've seen your bedroom; it's like... entropy personified."



	"Whatever." Sunset rolled her eyes and shoved off the locker. "Hey, I'm gonna be late for dinner tonight – me and Adagio are goin' out for FroYo."



	"Y-you can't!" Twilight blurted, making Sunset pause mid-stride as she headed down the school corridor. "You need to pick up Spike from school today."



	"Uh... no I don't?" Sunset raised an eyebrow. "It's your turn."



	"I... can't." Twilight looked at her hooves, mumbling. "I got detention."



	"Detention? You?"



	"Don't tell Mom, okay? Make something up; just don't let her find out."



	Sunset's eyes narrowed. "You want me to cancel my plans with my best friend and pick up the slack for you, because you got yourself in trouble, and on top of everything else, you want me to lie to Mom for you."



	"...What'll it take for you to say yes?"



	"Six months of garnishing your allowance, jailbird. Plus hazard pay. For lying to Mom." Sunset smirked.



	"Deal." Twilight hoisted her textbook in her levitation and slid it into one of her saddlebags. "See you at home."



	It was only after she reached Ms. Blossomforth's classroom again that she realized she could have blackmailed Sunset into compliance by threatening to tell Mom that she had dessert before dinner.



	Stupid, Twilight. Stupid, stupid, stupid Twilight.



	She was inside the classroom just as the clock struck a quarter after three, and was greeted by Ms. Blossomforth's characteristically sour glare. There was a pile of papers on the desk in front of her, and a red pen floating beside her head. Wordlessly, she gestured for Twilight to take a seat, and went back to crushing hopes and dreams.



	Twilight looked around the room with a gulp – there were eight or so other ponies in the desks. A few she'd never seen before, but most were known troublemakers – not a crowd she ever thought she'd spend an appreciable amount of time with. Her own seat was already taken by an edgy-looking colt in a black sweater, its hood drawn up and tufts of red mane poking out from beneath it. A pair of notorious ne'erdowells – Lyra and Licketysomething – glared at her from the front row.



	Twilight's knees started shaking.



	Then a furtive psst and a wave from a filly in the back of the room drew her attention. The filly – pink-coated and maned, with springy hair a few shades darker than her fur – beckoned Twilight over with a grin.



	Reluctantly, Twilight approached, and took a seat beside her, smiling weakly.



	"Haven't seen you in here before," said the filly in a sugary sweet whisper. "First timer?"



	Twilight nodded.



	"What're you in for?"



	Twilight dug around in her bag for her "notes" and offered the paper to the filly. Her eyes widened, and she snorted with laughter.



	"'Blossomfart.' Priceless. Oh, she really shouldn't have given this back to you."



	Her laughter disarmed Twilight, and she chanced a wary chuckle. "What about you?"



	"Added a tablespoon of cayenne pepper to the coffee grounds in the teacher's lounge. On a dare." She shrugged. "They totally overreacted; it's a victimless crime, if you ask me."



	Twilight blinked. "Y'know, I thought Ms. Blossomforth was extra snippy today..."



	"Oh, that happened a month ago. I'm still doin' time for it." The filly winked. "You got a name?"



	"...Twilight Twinkle."



	"Pretty name. I like it." The filly grinned. "M'name's Pinkie Pie. And I wanna take this opportunity to thank you for drawing that picture and landing yourself in here. Because you are by far the most interesting thing to walk through that door in, like... ever."



	"You think I'm... interesting?" Twilight looked around the room at the troublemakers and the toughs, and the edgy colt occupying her desk. "What does that make them?"



	"A buncha things I can't say if we want to maintain a Y-7 raiting," said Pinkie with a wink. "Detention's the pits – it'll crush you, if you let it. It goes by a lot smoother, and a lot faster, if you're doin' it with a friend, though. So... whaddaya say?"



	She extended her hoof to Twilight. "To new beginnings?"



	Twilight looked at her hoof, and a feeling of... something washed over her. Some distant, phantom sense of deja vu. She'd never seen this filly before in her life, and yet... and yet...



	And yet something about this feels... strangely appropriate.



	Smiling guardedly, she reached out to tap Pinkie's hoof with her own. "To new begin––"



	"This is not a place to fraternize, Twilight Twinkle!" Ms. Blossomforth snapped suddenly from the front of the room. "Do not make me separate you two!"



	Twilight froze before their hooves made contact, and Pinkie had to close the distance on her own.



	"Yeah, she says that, but she won't actually do it unless you give her a reason to. So, first rule of detention?" She raised her hoof to her lips. "Indoor voice only."



	Twilight her her smile behind her hoof and sighed.



	To new beginnings.
      

      
   
      Ashes of Harmony


      
      
      
         
         Rise of a Soldier

      
      

      

      
      
         “Say that again, sonny boy.”  



“Like is said Grandpa, they’re starting work on a new Harmony.  A modern Starlight class dreadnought, with all the trimmings!”  



Petty Officer Second Class (Retired) Iron Hooves stared at his grandson with a gimlet eye.  Old age had worn the mountain of an earth pony down to wrinkly skin and frail bones, but there was still a core of stone to the elderly stallion. Sure, his hooves shook a bit more than they once did, and he was a bit blind in his left eye.  But his mind was still sharp, and his voice had barely a quaver to it as he spoke. 



“You pulling my hoof, boy?”  He grumbled. 



The young colt just rolled his eyes.  



“Of course not Grandpa!  Why would I do that?”  He asked with tolerant exasperation.  



“Hmmmmm.  Is that so.”  Leaning back in his chair, he brought a hoof to his wrinkly chin.  After a few moments of consideration his eyes shifted to the fireplace mantle.  More specifically, to the glass vial resting atop it.  Nodding decisively he turned back to his grandson. 



“Sharp Eye, do an old stallion a favor and bring me a quill and some paper.”  A small smile crossed his lips.  “I’ve got some letters to write.”  








Seapony Iron Hooves was resting against the side of his bolt thrower and staring out past the railing of the HMS Harmony, taking in the unusual sight of a half dozen Sunshine Class Dreadnoughts, the heart of Sixth Fleet, hovering in the air above Blue Pearl Oasis. 



Below his airship was the oasis itself, one of the few permanent bodies of water in the Great Desert, surrounded by a small city and military base.  Before him was a vast expanse of shifting sands and rocky outcroppings, with the mountains of the East Gryphon Empire barely visible in the distance.  And above was the deep blue desert sky, broken up by a few high flying clouds, likely the creation of the Pegasus Support Squad expected to arrive that afternoon.



Lieutenant Swift Sword was halfway across the deck, making his rounds and inspections.  Iron Hooves wasn’t worried. He and his squad had their position and personal kit polished and ship shape.  Sloppy, slovenly ponies didn’t get illustrious postings like the Harmony.  



There was a sense of calm and relief among the crew. The East Gryphon Empire had been getting more and more belligerent lately, which was why Sixth Fleet had been forward deployed the Pearl a few weeks ago.  Tensions between the Empire and Equestria had been growing higher and higher.  There were even rumors that war might break out!  It was practically unthinkable!  Ponies hadn’t been involved in a proper war since the Waring Tribes period, before the rule of the Alicorn Sisters, before even Discord!  For all they trained and prepared war was a thing known only in myth and legend.  



So it had been an immense relief when the Emperor had decided to send diplomats to Canterlot.  Iron had no doubt that Princess Celestia and Princess Luna, in their infinite wisdom and kindness, would find a way to calm things down. They had centuries of experience at this sort of thing after all.   



Lost I thought, he never noticed the Gryhons diving out of the cloud formation far above.  His first sign that anything was amiss was a cry of “Battlestations!  Battlestations!  Gryphons off the Starboard Bow!” 

 








“Dad?  Dad, wake up.”  The gentle shaking brought Iron Hooves from his short nap with a start.



“Huh? What?  Who’s there?”  He mumbled, sitting up straight in his rocking chair. It took his old eyes a moment to focus on the pony before him.  His daughter’s smiling visage calmed his suddenly racing heart.



“Darn it Heartstone, don’t go sneaking up on an old stallion like that.”  He groused, holding a hoof over his chest.  His daughter just smiled and shook her head slightly, before placing an envelope on his lap.



“I’m sorry to wake you dad.  But another letter arrived for you.  I thought you’d want to see it.”



“Oh.  Thank you sweetie.”  A shaky hoof made quick work of the envelope.  Old eyes took a bit longer to handle the contents.  A soft sigh escaped his lips as he reached the end of the letter.



“Bad news Dad?”  



“Yeah.  It’s a letter from Clear Sight’s son.  Seems he won’t be making it next week.”  He frowned slightly at the letter before him.  “Turns out the poor old bastard passed away almost a month ago.”



Hearstone patted her father on the shoulder.  “I’m sorry to hear that dad.  I remember you talking about him years ago.  You two were pretty close, weren’t you?”



“Yeah, we were real close.  Served on the same crew for a while.”  He gave a rough chuckle, a grim tone to his words. 



“Even shared a room one time.” 












The battle had been raging for ten or fifteen minutes, though it felt like an eternity.  The sky was filled with smoke and gryphons.  Only a hoofull of pegasi were in air.  The Empire had picked the perfect time to strike; many of the base’s pegasi were out on a water run.  And anypony who tried to take to the air was quickly swamped by gryphons before they could build up enough speed and altitude to meet them on equal terms.



Which left the defense of the fleet to the ground pounders and gunners aboard the airships.  Gunners such as himself.



Iron Hoove’s cutie mark was a pair of interlocked hooves made of gray iron.  It represented the strength and steadiness of his grip.  A useful talent when one was called upon to maneuver the heavy weapons mount and keep it on target.



Stubby steel crossbow bolts poured out of his weapon like a stream of sharpened steel.  And where his stream and a target intersected, gryphons died.  Beside him the rest of his gun crew worked feverishly, loading more bolts into the firing mechanism, keeping the clockwork and springs tensioned, or using unicorn magic to lighten the mount for easier movement.  



With a hard shove Iron swung his bolt thrower to the left, and a pack of three gryphons fell from the sky.



“Good shooting Iron!  Six more incoming at 3 o’clock high!”  Clear Sight called, the spotter pointing with his hoof.  



Standing side by side, both ponies were focused on the mass of gryphons bearing down on them.  Neither of them saw the squadron diving towards the Port side of the ship.  They didn’t see them weave through the defensive fire, dodging the arcano-disrupter blasts and ignoring the bolt throwers.  



Didn’t see the glowing potion bottles in their claws drop free as they broke off their dives. 



Didn’t see the magical flames eating through the heavy decking before reaching one of the crystal powder magazines.  



Iron Hooves and Clear Sight didn’t see any of that.  They only felt the aftermath.  The force of the blast.  The heat of the flames.  And then merciful blackness as they were blasted free of the Harmony, and of consciousness. It was pure luck that there had been a flight of pegasi in place to snag them as they fell.



It was a day and a half later when Iron Hooves awoke in the triage center of Pearl Hospital.  He had three broken ribs, severe burns along one side, a severe concussion…



And no ship and duty station to return to.  



Laying beside him in the cramped triage center was Clear Sight.  The only other survivor of the Starboard Gun Crew Four.  



Outside the hospital window, he could still see smoke curling up towards the sky.






Iron Hooves stared at himself in the mirror.  Of his once vibrant blue hair there were only a few strands left standing against the onslaught of gray.  His coat was faring a bit better, but only because it was closer to gray to start with.  Regardless, he’d done all that could be done with comb and hoof to make himself presentable.  At least his canvas cap and uniform went a long way towards covering up any imperfections in the pony wearing them.



He’d have been prouder of still fitting into his old uniform if it didn’t hang off of him quite so much.  Once upon a time he’d had the musculature to properly fill it out. But time wears down even the tallest mountains.



At least he managed to keep his ‘fruit salad’ and ‘scrambled eggs’ straight and level.  The lines of rank insignia, awards, and medals were rather impressive.  Iron had spent quite a few years in the service, and none of them were what could be called ‘idle.’  The number of combat citations and battle awards made that perfectly clear.  



“You ready to head out Grandpa?”  Sharp Eye nosed into the bathroom, then gave a low whistle.  “Looking pretty sharp there, Gramps!”  



Iron glanced back at his grandson.  He wasn’t the only one who’d dressed up this afternoon.  The stallion, barely past colthood to Iron’s eye, was decked out in his own (properly fitting) uniform.  But whereas his was that of a Petty Officer, Sharp Eye’s was an Ensign.  



“Not looking too bad yourself there sonny.  Even if you are aiming to be one of them lazy officers.”  His smirk and playful tone took all of the bite out of his words, and Sharp rolled his eyes. 



“You’re just jealous that I’m just a kid and I already out rank you.”  He shot back.  His eyes drifted down to the mass of medals and awards on his grandfather’s dress uniform, comparing them to his own mostly bare chest.  “Though I suppose those lend a bit more weight to your position.”



“Bah.  Damned things carry a lot of weight all right.  And most of it weighs on the soul.”  He prodded the young pegasus in the chest.  “I pray nopony in your generation ever needs half these things pinned to their chest.”  



“All right, all right Grandpa.  Point taken.”  Sharp raised a placating hoof.  But then something else caught his eyes.  The only non-regulation item his grandfather was carrying.  A small glass vial hanging around his neck by a simple piece of string.  



“And what’s this, Grandpa?  I’ve never seen this leave the mantle over the fireplace.”



Iron’s raised his hoof to grasp the vial, a comforting, reflexive gesture. 



“It’s just some old friend, sonny.  Just some old friends.”  He muttered. 








Despite the centuries of unity, Earth Ponies, Pegasi, and Unicorns all retained bits and pieces of their own cultures, including how they honored their dead.  



Earth ponies generally preferred to be buried.  No embalming or preservation spells.  Simply returned to the earth and soil from which they came.  Pegasi funerals usually involved cremation, and having their ashes scattered across the sky so that they might fly forever on the winds.  Unicorns liked their cemeteries and mausoleums.  Monuments, big or small, so that their accomplishments in life would be remembered long after their deaths.



The Harmony has been crewed by almost 1200 ponies of all three tribes.  Less than 150 had survived their beloved airship’s destruction.  And as Iron Hooves stared at the wreckage of the once proud warship, still smoldering almost five days later, he couldn’t help but reflect that all of the fallen had received their preferred burial in some fashion.



For the earth ponies, the fiery wreck had augured itself deep into the sand and soil when it finally came to rest.  For the Pegasi, little remained of the ship and crew but ash.  The heat of the fires had been enormous, especially when the rest of the magazines had let go.  The ship had burned for three days.  Nopony had bee able or been bothered to put it out.  They were too busy rescuing the living, and saving what was salvageable. 



And for the unicorns, here was a grave marker greater and more terrible than all others.  The twisted steel skeleton of the Harmony’s superstructure, blackened and charred, reach up out of the glassy sands like the wings of a skeletal Pegasus reaching for the sky.  The sand itself had been fused into molten glass by the heat of the fires.  There could be no doubt that it was a marker that would remain for centuries. 



Iron stood besides a few dozen of his fellow shipmates. A hooful of the survivors who had asked to be brought out to the crash site to pay their final respects to their brothers in arms. In the distance the sounds of salvage and military preparations were muted to a mere murmur, overwhelmed by the sound of the wind blowing through the debris.  



Nopony spoke a word.  



Iron grimaced at a twinge of pain along his side.  Despite the magical aid, his burns weren’t fully healed.  In truth he’d always bear the scars of the Harmony’s destruction, both on his heart and on his hide.  Reaching into his saddle bags he withdrew a vial of pain reliever potion to deal with one of those aches.  



Finishing the small bottle, Iron returned to staring out at the remains of his ship, and of his friends.  His eyes were drawn back to the bottle still in his hoof, the glass reflecting in the sun.  And that was when the strange, but oh so right, impulse struck him.



Walking forward past the others, Iron reached down to pick up a hooful of ash, carefully pouring it into the vial.



“What in Tartarus are you doing?”  One of his shipmates hissed from behind him.  Iron ignored the comment and finished filing the vial before turning around to face the rest of the group.



“This ash is all that’s left of my shipmates.  I don’t know about the rest of you lot, but I aim to get some payback.”  He finished recorking the bottle, holding it up in front of his face.  “And I’m going to carry these ashes with me while I’m at it.  So that in some small way my shipmates will be there to see those damned Gryffies get theirs.”  



There was a moment of silence as the others stared at each other.  



Then, one by one, each stepped forward to scoop up a hooful of ashes into some makeshift container or another. 








San Flankcisco’s industrial sector wasn’t exactly a popular gathering place for senior citizens.  Not during the middle of the afternoon on a workday.  Or at any other time, really.  And yet there they stood in front of the Naval Foundry, over thirty elderly ponies wearing their antiquated uniforms, attended to by an equal sized gaggle of children and grandchildren trying to keep an eye on their elders.



Most of whom were of the firm opinion that they had no need for such coddling, of course. 



Iron just chuckled at the scene as he approached, amused by all grumpy old sailors and their overprotective offspring. 



At least until Sharp View spoke up beside him.



“Are you sure you don’t want you cane Grandpa?” 



“For the sixth time, no.  I am fine.”  He grumbled, rolling his eyes at his own overprotective grandson.  He couldn't fault the boy for his concern, but for the Alicron’s sake, he’d spent his youth protecting Equestria from Gryphonic conquest!  Surely his family realized he could handle a brief walk!  



“Ah, Petty Officer Iron Hooves!  Looking as grumpy and severe as ever I see!”  Came a voice from his left. 



“Lieutenant Quick Strike! Sir!”  Iron turned quickly with a smile, managing a quick, almost regulation salute without falling over.  



“Now now, none of that Iron.  I’m retired, just like everypony else here.”  The old unicorn grinned.  “Besides, you’re the one who dragged us all out here, so I suppose that puts you in charge of this unruly mob.”  



“If you say so, sir.”  Iron shot back with a smirk.  Swift just shook his head in amusement at the honorific.

  

“To be honest Iron, I’m surprised to managed to set this all up.  How ever did you manage to get permission for a bunch like us to visit a secure military manufacturing facility?”



“Ah, well, I have a few friends in high places.  You remember Captain Earnest?”



“Earnest Intent?  I know of him, of course.  Captain of the HMS Retribution, wasn’t he?  Took command right out of the shipyard as I recall.  Never had the privileged of sailing with him, mind you.”



“Well, I did.  Ran one of his best gun crews.  And believe it or not, the old codger is still kicking.  Retired as a rear admiral in fact.”  Iron smiled.  “And he’s not the sort of pony to forget his crew.  He was kind enough to pull a few strings for me.”  



“Lucky devil.  That was one hell of a fighting ship from what I heard.  I seem to remember part of Captain Earnest’s commissioning speech from the newspapers.  Something along the line’s of ‘This is a fighting ship, and I mean to sail into harm’s way.  Anypony who has a problem with that best get off now.’”  He chuckled and shook his head.  “He was a quite inspiring if rather direct speaker I take it.”  



The main doors to the foundry began to open before them, and the crowd of elderly sailors and their young attendants began to slowly shuffle into the factory.  



“Yeah, I suppose he was. Blunt as a hammer, but he certainly knew how to motivate his crew.” Iron mumbled.








The HMS Retribution was a fine ship.  Brand new and just out of the docks, she was a proper Battle Cruiser.  A marriage between a Cruisers speed and a Dreadnought's firepower.  The downside was she had armor more akin to a rowboat than an airship of the line.  



And after the debacle at Pearl, she was one of the heaviest combatants left in the Equestrian fleet.  And would remain that way for some time, depending on how well and how quickly the salvage efforts went.

  

She was a brand new ship, sleek and modern.  Unfortunately, she also carried a brand new crew.  The fleet was growing by leaps and bounds.  And that meant experienced sailors were being promoted left and right, and being put in charge of the greenest of new recruits.



Which explained why  Petty Officer Third Class Iron Hooves was stuck trying to instill some proper discipline into Main Gun Battery two.



One of the newbies actually had the gall to ask if it was ‘fair’ for them to be attacking lightly armed supply ships out in the Great Desert!  They were a Battle Cruiser for Diarch’s sake!  They were built for raiding supply lines and rear areas!  



But the fresh blood didn’t understand.  They hadn’t seen the elephant.  They hadn’t been at Pearl.  Been aboard the Harmony.  



He was in the process of correcting one of his loaders stances when a whistle came over the ship’s communicator.  



“Now hear this.  This is the Captain speaking.”  Captain Earnest’s voice came over the communication array.  “We have sighed a Gryphon convoy, and are moving to engage.”  His eager anticipation could be made out even over the crackly sound of the array.



“Now it has been brought to my attention that some members of my crew are… ‘concerned’… about the ‘fairness’ of attacking a lightly armed convoy..  He snorted.  “So, I’m going to ask you all… What is the name of this ship?”  



Silence reigned across the vessel as ponies looked at one another in puzzlement.  



“Is it… The HMS Harmony?  No.  Is it… The HMS Friendship?  No.  No it’s not.  How about the HMS Mercy?  No, no it’s not that either.”  The false cheer of his voice was clear even over the arrays.  And then it was gone.  Replaced with steel and fire.  



“This is the HMS Retribution!  We offered the Gryphons Harmony.  We offered them Friendship.  We offered them Mercy.  And what did they do?  They spit in our faces and burned them all to ash!”  His voice rose as he spoke, each sentence louder and louder.



“Well now they’re going to face us!  We are Retribution!  We are not here to make friends with the cat-birds or to show them mercy!  We are here to destroy them! You ask if it’s fair for us to attack an undefended convoy?  It’s a damned sight fairer than their sneak attack on Pearl!”  He growled with fiery passion.



“Now, what is the name of our ship?”  He demanded.  



“The Retribution.”  The words were soft and muddled, but there.  The entire crew muttering it under their breaths.  



“I can’t hear you!  What is the name of this ship?  



“The Retribution!”  This time there was more strength to the words. Everypony said it.  A few shouted it.  Iron was surprised to realize he was one on them.



“I still can’t hear you!  What is the name of this ship?”



“THE RETRIBUTION!”  This time the reply was a single shout from eight hundred throats, the sound reverberating throughout the ship and piercing the heavens.



”Damned straight!”  Captain Earnest replied, the communicator echoing his shout across the ship.  “Now man your battle stations!  We have Gryffie supply lines to cut!  And a cask of cider goes to whichever gun crew downs the most supply ships!  Captain out!”  



There was a moment of silence, and Iron could feel his heart pounding in his chest, even as his soul sang in agreement.  He hardly noticed the way his hoof was curled around the bottle hanging from his neck.  After a moment he shook his head and focused his attention on his gun crew.  



“All right maggots! You heard the captain!  We’ve got some ships to put down and a lot of Gryffies to leave hungry.  So look sharp!”  The grin h gave his crew was positively feral.  “After all, we’re not going to let those lazy cross-eyed bums in Battery Four steal our cask of cider, are we?”



“Sir, no sir!”  










The foundry was a rough, noisy place.  And not very big on ceremony.  There was work to be done, and the ponies employed there intended to do it.  But they had been kind enough to clear an area above one of the massive ladles that would soon be used to pour the structural members for the new Harmony.  And out of respect for the old warhorses, the foreman was delaying the noisiest operations for later in the afternoon.  



So although the foundry was still a beehive of activity, it was a beehive courteously trying to keep the buzzing to a minimum.  



All of which meant that Iron Hooves wouldn’t quite have to shout to be heard over the noise.  It wasn’t as if he had that large a group to address in any case.  Just a hooful of old fogeys in the front, with the youngsters taking up the rear.  



And so he stood in front of the assembled ponies, his back to the bubbling ladle of red hot metal.  Staring out at the sea of faces, old and young, he found it difficult to speak.  He’d thought he was too old to feel fear anymore, but it turned out that nopony was too old to feel stage fright.  He cleared his throat.  



“Well, here we all are.”  He began, coughing into his hoof.  “It’s, ah, good to see all of you here together.  I can’t remember the last time this many of us were all in one place...”



“That would be on the Harmony!”  Somepony called out from the back with dark humor.



“Yeah, and there were a lot more of us back then too!”  Came another elderly voice.



“And we were all young and good looking then too!”  Called out a mare.  



“Horseapples!  I may be old, but I ain’t lost my memory yet!  Even all those years ago you had a face like a bowl of burned oatmeal Firefly!”  



“Why you…!”



By now the whole assembly was chuckling and laughing, Iron included.  Stamping his hooves on the metal grate below him, he smiled, awkwardness forgotten. 



“It’s good to see that most of you haven’t changed a bit.  Meaning you’ve never grown up.”  He growled, and another ripple of laughter flowed through the crowd.  “But I asked you all to come here today for something serious.”  He continued, hoof rising up to grasp the vial around his neck. 



“It seems that the Admiralty, in their infinite wisdom, has finally decided to return the name Harmony to the fleet.  It’s been damned near sixty five years, so I’d say it’s about time.”  Heads nodded and a murmurer of agreement arose from the crowd before him.  “And now here we are.  Standing in front of a bunch of lifeless metal that’s going to be the bones of the new Harmony.”  



Iron turned to look back at the ladle again.  And when he faced the crowd once more, there was a quaver in his voice.  Iron had never been much of a speech maker, but these words seemed to pour straight from his heart.  And they felt right



“I guess I’ve never really put it into words, but I’ve always felt that ships have a soul.  Maybe not when they’re first launched.  More like… It’s something that rubs off on them, from every pony that lives and works upon them.  All that sweat and blood and fur and flesh building up and sticking around.  Like… Like all the little bits of dirt and grease that accumulate in the corners that no amount of swabbing or scrubbing by Seaponies can remove. “  He smiled tiredly, and there was a smattering of laughter inside the otherwise silent foundry.  Unknown to Iron and unnoticed by the group, all work across the building was coming to a halt. 



“I think all of that builds up to give a ship its soul.  And that soul rubs back off onto the ponies that serve on her.  The Harmony was one tartarus of a ship.  And a lot of ponies lived and work on her over the years.  And a lot of them died upon her.”  He hoof tightened around the vial, squeezing it snugly before his forced himself to loosen his grip.



Holding it up in front of the audience, he let the light reflect off the glass.



“For four years I carried these ashes with me.  Four long, bloody years of war.  I saw a lot of terrible things over those years.  We all did.”  There were somber nods from the crowd now, but not a word was spoken.  



“Through it all, even when I stood alone, I always felt like there were ponies beside me.  Like my old shipmates from the Harmony were watching out for me.  Keeping me on the straight and narrow.  Keeping me from getting my fool self killed.”  



He raised a leg to his eyes to wipe away a few stray tears.  They were blurring his vision, making it double and quadruple.  Because, for just a moment, rather than seeing a hooful of decrepit old ponies playing dressup, he saw the foundry floor filled with fresh young faces wearing familiar uniforms.  A thousand young stallions and mares smiling kindly up at him, unchanged from that fateful day at Pearl.  



When he dried his eyes, they were gone.  



Taking a deep breath, he pressed on.



“Well, I’m old now.  We all are.  Our time has come and gone.  There’s a new generation now that needs watching over.”  He nodded at his Grandson, standing in the back of the crowd with all the other youngsters, listening with rapt attention.  “And I’m hoping that a bit of the old Harmony will carry over into the new. To watch over them.”



Turning around, he took a few careful steps to the edge of the platform, looking down into mass of molten metal below.  With a grunt of effort he used his teeth to remove the vial’s cork, exposing it’s contents to the air for the first time in over sixty five years.  



Somehow it still smelled just like he remembered on that long ago day.



“Earth ponies want to return from whence they came, pegasi want to fly forever, and unicorns want to be remembered.  May all three tribes get their wishes as part of this ship.”



And with those words, he turned the vial over, allowing the ash and debris to fall into the furnace below.  Despite the updraft the heat should have created, the flakes fell straight down into the metal, as if weighed down by something heavier than simple carbon. 



Iron stepped aside. And one by one a silent procession followed, each old sailor stepping up to the edge, saying a few quiet words, and dumping their container of ashes into the steel below.  








It was less than an hour later when Iron Hooves staggered out of the foundry.  He wasn’t ashamed to be leaning against his grandson for support.  He felt tired.  Drained.  And yet, at the same time, lighter than he’d felt in ages.  It was a good feeling.  And maybe relying on the next generation a bit more wouldn’t be so bad either. 



“That was… That was really impressive Grandpa.  Really… I don’t know.. moving..”  The note of awe in his grandson’s voice was, in Iron’s opinion, horribly misplaced.



“It was nothing sonny.  I just spoke the truth, as it came to me.  It doesn’t really mean anything.”  He waved a hoof dismissively.



“I don’t know about that Gramps.  A lot of ponies there heard you talking.  I don’t think there was a dry eye in the whole place.  Ponies are going to remember it.” 



“Bah.  Who listens to a bunch of old farts like us these days?  No one.  This was just something I felt we old timers had to do.  I guarantee you, twenty years from now, nopony will remember a thing about it.” 



“If you say so grandpa.”



“I do.  Now come on.  We old fogeys are all meeting up at The Prancing Pony for a few drinks and a bit of reminiscing.  And I’m sure all the other younglings babysitting us old stallions and mares will be coming along. “  Iron smiled and nudged his grandson.  “Including that yellow filly you’ve been keeping a weather eye on all afternoon.”



The blush that covered Sharp Eye’s face let him know he’d scored a direct hit.  



“Grandpa!”  



“Heh heh. Yep.  Still got it.” 






1122 Years Later (1001 Celestial Calendar) 



“And here your Highness, you can see how we’ve automated the metal pouring process.  This has reduced costs and injuries by eighty percent!”  



Princess Luna sighed and did her best to feign interest in the tour she was being given.   She would freely admit that the arrangement was impressive.  Everything in the foundry was remote controlled from the glass enclosed control room she stood within.  But it was simply too far removed from her experience and memories.  



When she’s selected the naval shipyards for her visit, she had hoped to find something familiar.  Some touchstone she could anchor herself with in this strange, foreign age.  



Alas, it seemed that it was not to be…



“Foreman, what, pray tell, is going on there?” 



The foreman, an earth pony by the name of Timely Delivery, squinted and followed the princesses’ silver clad hoof, glancing out across the foundry floor.  There, standing on one of the catwalks above a ladle of molten metal, was a small party of ponies.  Several of them quite old.  As they watched a small wooden box changed hooves, and one of the older ponies opened it, pouring the contents into the molten steel below.  



“Oh, that.  That’s just a silly old tradition, your Highness.”  Timely Delivery smiled nervously, clearly more comfortable showing off the wonders of modern automation as opposed to ancient traditions. 



“Tell me of it.”  Luna insisted, eyes still on the ponies on the other side of the glass.



“W.. Well, nopony really knows when or how the tradition started.  But whenever a naval airship is, well, lost or destroyed, a few pieces of it are salvaged.  If possible.  And then thrown into the molten metal of the next ship of the line.  The, uh.. the old timers...”  He trailed off, as if embarrassed to be passing on old superstitions.  “Well, they say it’s to carry the soul of the ship and its crew into the next generation.  To watch over them in battle.”  He hurriedly explained.



“Not that we see much of that these days, thank the Maker!”  Timely added. “These days most of the pieces are salvaged when an airship is sent to the breakers for scrap.  The crews still insist on the ceremony mind you.  Claim it’s good luck.  That it keeps the ship’s soul going, from generation to generation.”  He cleared his throat, seemingly embarrassed at showing so much sentimentality.  



Luna barely noticed.  Instead she placed a hoof on the glass and watched the little ceremony conclude, a brilliant smile on her lips.  



“Nopony knows the origin of the tradition thou say?”  Luna asked. 



“Um, yes your highness.  So they say.”  



“Well then, We shall enlighten thee.  Sit down, Timely Delivery, and thou shall hear the tale of the HMS Harmony, and the start of the Great Gryphon War...”
      

      
   
      Twilight’s Rainboom


      
      
      
         
         Forged in the Fires of Friendship

      
      

      

      
      
         “Listen all, and hear my pronouncement. I do grant the wish of my supplicant, and declare that oatmeal may be safely eaten with ketchup for breakfast, in reasonable amounts, if such is desired. The crown has spoken!”



A tiny filly with a smug grin on her face bowed to Princess Sparkle, turned and trotted out of the Crystal castle courtroom, accompanied by her nonplussed parents. Twilight watched them leave the Public Assembly Hall in the Castle of Friendship with a placid expression, but merriment in her eyes.



Princess Twilight Sparkle’s Grant-A-Wish day had been among the most popular of the new customs she’d introduced within the burgeoning town of Ponyville, which was well on its way to becoming a city in its own right. It had also proved to be a way to localize a lot of the problems formerly indicated by the Cutie Map, saving Twilight much travel time. Her friends weren’t getting around as they used to anymore, and some not at all, but life still marched on.



Twilight looked at the clock, and so didn’t notice it as Spike approached her. He was two heads taller than her now, with a serpentine neck and tail, and a pair of strong green wings behind his shoulders. He had many years to go before reaching the next phase of his growth, but he was already cutting an imposing drakish figure, and he knew it. 



Twilight stood, stretching her back, and reached for a set of legal-sized saddlebags as she prepared to close the proceedings for the day and command her guards to dismiss the assembled ponies in the public gallery. As she turned to face the crowd, Spike plopped a large sheaf of application forms in front of her, and stood there smiling a wide toothy grin. “There’s one more wish that just arrived, Twilight,” he said in his deepening growly voice.



“Oh, no! I can’t take any more applicants right now, Spike! I still have to prepare for the Chamber of Commerce meeting. Diamond Tiara has been pushing for the most lopsided tax reduction I’ve seen in years, and I know it means she must be hiding something else in the other legislative proposals, and I need time to review it–”



“Twilight? It’s an Old Friend.” He winked.



The way he said it, she knew immediately. One of her First Circle of friends, the original holders of the Elements of Harmony, who were over time relinquishing their places in history and passing on their torches–all save Twilight, who stood constant. Being an Element had been the brightest achievement in their lives, but it was just a chapter to Twilight.



She looked at Spike now, swallowing her first question, and gave him a wistful smile. “It’s Rainbow Dash.”



“What? How did you know?”



“I’m starting to pick up a sense about these things, Spike. Of course I will see her. Please show her in.”







Rainbow Dash had retired eleven years before, and, due to her declining health, had taken up residence in the Higher Realms retirement community and hospice in Cloudsdale. Twilight still visited her when she could, but she was a busy princess now, starting to pick up the pattern of the long run of things and gain an alicorn’s perspective on eternity. Your old circle would fall away, things would pass, you would grieve and move on, building new circles that would fall away in turn. Twilight was still striving not to abandon the surviving members of her First Circle, but the newer ones were making great demands on her attention, and… it was hard, and complicated.



Dash came in on a portable cloud bed, an innovation in medical technology which she was able to guide using her innate magic. Twilight had steeled herself beforehand, but she felt a fresh pang at seeing what time had made of her old friend, the lithe, brash and powerful athlete. Her blue coat shone not from the glossiness of full health but from silver hair, and the colors of her mane and tail had faded as if covered in mist. Her wings, once aerodynamic marvels, were now patchy. Twilight could see with experienced eyes that several primaries were missing and had been replaced with false feathers for this occasion. But Twilight knew that those wings in their present state wouldn’t readily support a Pegasus in the air, and it wrung at her heart.



She concealed these feelings with an ease honed by political experience. “Rainbow Dash!” she called, as she rose from her cushion (it wasn’t quite regal enough a seat to call a throne) and trotted forward to hug her friend, approaching Dash as if she was a paper doll, and Dash’s return hug surprised her with its strength, though it was a shadow of what Dash was capable of in her prime. Twilight released the hug just before her competitive friend could try to make a contest out of it.



“Good ta see ya again, Twi!” she croaked; her voice had gotten raspier with age. “I know you’ve gotta be really busy, so lemme get to the point. You know how long it’s been since there’s been a Sonic Rainboom?”



Twilight did indeed remember the last occurrence, but her precise scholarly mind searched her memory for exceptions and edge cases anyway. “Twenty eight years, I think–”



“BZZT! Anytime you have to even ask a question like that, it’s been too long. We’re lucky all the big monsters are locked away in Tartarus, aren’t we? The realm is lacking a critical defense weapon, isn’t it? So… It’s way past time, Twi. And it’s all written out there in that paperwork, but that’s my wish for you. I want to feel a Sonic Rainboom again.”



Technically, Equestria had survived for over a thousand years without the need for a Sonic Rainboom, but Twilight held that fact inside. “Dash, I can’t restore that ability to you. No one can. I’ll be happy to work with you to figure out a better study plan for your students at the academy, but I’m not sure what else I can do…”



“Well, my last pack of fledglings at the academy were a real sharp bunch, even if they weren’t quite as amazing as I was back in the day. But Twi, ya see, I sent a letter to Celestia, asking about the Equestrian contingency plans for dealing with the lack of awesomeness that is a Sonic Rainboom. And one of the things she told me,” Dash patted a letter lying on the stretcher next to her, one with the Royal Solar Seal on it, “she told me that she herself is no longer able to do a Sonic Rainboom. So I was like, oh, could you ever do a Sonic Rainboom? And she said that when she was a really young alicorn, if she gave it all she had, like a hundred and ten percent, she could…”



Oh, no. Twilight could see it coming like a train with no brakes.



“…so I asked myself, do I know any young alicorns? And what do you know, I do, and it’s you, my very bestest friend and Flying Buddy! So here I am, to make a formal request of you. Me and some of my wingmares at the hospice, we wrote it all out in a bunch of forms because we know you lu-huv those forms, but to keep it short, we do, uh, ‘appeal, plead and request of you’ that you aid me in this matter of radicalness and national security!”



Twilight’s efficient brain was already marshaling the facts against. “But I’m not the youngest alicorn! Flurry Heart–”



“She’s going to a mission in Neighpon as an international good will gesture. Won’t be back for months. We gotta move on this, Twi! Winter’s coming up!”



“But–I’m nowhere near the athlete you are!”



“Twi, you know I like to razz you, ‘cause you used to be a little tubby when you were a full on bookworm, but now you’re not far off, especially now that you’re growing into that nice fit Alicorn body of yours. You keep active! I’ve seen you at the parade reviews at Wonderbolt Academy and you cut a good figure. You’ve been taking dance lessons. You’re always going to public functions, personal investigations, and running around the Cutie Map, not just sitting around on cushions all day while hunky stallions fan you and feed you cake.” 



Twilight bit back her objection to the snark against her mentor, and tried another tack. “But I know so little about Pegasus ways! I do have the powers now, and you’ve showed me how to use many of them, granted, but there’s a difference. I’ve made no deep studies into this area–”



Dash nodded. “But what about that article, the one about the parrots and crows mating?”



“Huh?” Twilight glanced around her at the curious foals tittering in the public gallery.



Dash riffled through some more papers on her bed, pulled out a copy of Cloudsdale Aeronautics Monthly, and flipped it open to a bookmarked page, showing the article “Observations on Polychromatic Phenomena Attendant on Thaumic Phase Transference over Hypersonic Wind Shear Interfaces, by T. Sparkle.” She smugly showed it to Twilight. “You’ve been thinking about this yourself, haven’t you, Twi? You’ve probably even tried doing a Rainboom without telling me. You were probably trying to see just how fast you could go, one day, and you started seeing pretty colors in the slipstream. Am I right?”



“But those were just informal observations!” said Twilight in a voice that wasn’t whiny, because princesses don’t ever whine. Her escape routes were closing down.



“Yeah, yeah. Twi, I first did a Rainboom when I was ten years old. This whole thing can’t be too far beyond that egghead of yours. Besides, you’re not gonna lack for advice, ‘cause I’ll be coming with you.”



“What?”



“Well, you don’t expect me to just sit here on the ground and watch, do you? ‘Cause that would be all kinds of lame. I’ll be on your back, lending you some of that old Dash magic, and giving you advice as we go!”



“Oh, hold on, now! How is that even going to work–” Another avenue of escape opened, and Twilight seized it. “Now wait, this is starting to sound risky. Have you gotten an okay from your doctors on this?”



Dash sighed. “Twi, why would we even ask them anything? They’re just gonna say no. At the hospice, they won’t even let you have an extra banana pudding without running five blood tests past ten specialists, and making you sign a waiver. C’mon, I’m pretty light as Pegasuzzes go. You won’t even notice I’m there.”



Twilight assumed her regal stance. “I’m sorry, Dash, but if anything happened to you, I could never forgive myself. I can still try to learn the Rainboom, but taking you along with me is out of the question.”



Dash shook her head with a weird soft little smile. “Aw, no, Twi, come on, don’t be like that–”



“I’m sorry,” said Twilight, putting on her polite but firm negotiation face. “That has to be my final decision. Your safety has to come first.”



“Twi… Don’t make me beg, okay? I may–” She swallowed, and her eyes flicked towards the ground for a moment. “I… may never get another chance to ask you.”



Twilight had known this was a possibility, but the dragging of the fact into the open was like another blow to her heart. “Rainbow? Are you okay? Should you even be out? Maybe you should be resting–”



Dash waved a hoof impatiently “Nah, nah, Twi, it’s not like that, c’mon. I’m not that fragile an old buzzard yet. It’s just, what have I got to look forward to now, in my life? I’ve done pretty much everything that was awesome enough to even consider doing. I’ve taught the Academy students everything I can. I’ve read the final Daring Do novel to pieces. 



“And every day now, I lie in a bed and get stuck with needles and I keep sleeping longer and longer. Come on. I don’t want anything in my life more than I want to feel another Rainboom. And you’re The. Only. One who can do it.” 



Twilight’s eyes shimmered. She felt the weight of the stares of the silent crowd, and Spike, and Dash’s eyes fixing on hers, challenging, pleading.



“C’mon, Twi,” said Dash quietly. “I’ve always had your back, Flying Buddy.”



Twilight closed her eyes, and her head tilted down. She took a deep breath.



Then there was a collective gasp through the gallery as the Princess of Friendship knelt before the erstwhile Element of Loyalty, and spread her wings to touch the ground.



“Okay, hop on, Flying Buddy.” said Twilight. “You’ve got my back. To the best of my ability, I will grant your wish.”



“Alright, Twi! You’re the best. I knew you wouldn’t let me down.” Dash flapped her wings and took to the air with painful effort. With a pale shadow of her former swiftness she flew over Twilight and settled onto her back, slowly, trembling. She felt almost as light in weight as a ghost. Twilight bit her tongue to drive the image from her mind. 



Spike smiled as he took up the appointment book. “I guess this means that the meeting with Ms. Tiara and the Ponyville Chamber of Commerce is postponed?”



“Just so, Spike. Please ask Ruffled Feathers to compose a letter of formal regrets. A matter of the realm’s security has arisen.”







Twilight strode out from the crystal castle and through the town, a curious crowd following her and growing larger and larger. Spike strode at her side with that always-falling-forward lope employed by the bipedal, and a crowd of curious Pegasi were gathering around as well, both encouraging the crowd and keeping others from getting too close.



It was a beautiful bright day in late autumn, and the leaves had been run to the ground over a week ago and were already reducing to a protective layer of compost on the ground. Another few weeks might see flakes of snow falling, but for now the air was balmy and the sky bright and clear, with crisp white clouds dotting the sky.



Twilight finished reviewing Rainbow Dash’s wish application as she walked, making mental notes. “Now, Rainbow Dash, you know that we might not make this happen today, right? Sometimes these things take a lot of study and a lot of trial and error. We might have to make a long-term program of this after all.”



“Yeah, I know. I am all for intense training and trying hard, over and over. You get to a lot of interesting places, if you push yourself. But I have a good feeling about today. I think we’re gonna accomplish something incredible.”



“You can’t always rely on a feeling, Dash.”



“To pull off a Rainboom? You haveta. And it’s… Oh, nestfeathers, Twi, it’s the kind of thing you might have the words for but I don’t. But sometimes you need both, you see? The head steers the heart in the right way, but the heart powers the head, and they both have to work with each other; they can’t do it alone. Do you get what I’m saying? You may not think I can entirely back up this good feeling stuff of mine, but that feeling has to be there, or it’s not gonna work at all.”



“Okay, I can understand that, I think. You’re the expert and I won’t contradict you. Just don’t be disappointed if things don’t go well today. We’ll keep at it!”



Soon, they arrived at an open field near the outskirts of Ponyville. Somehow, this had become a Ponyville holiday, and the crowd had grown quite large. Twilight was vaguely aware of an expostulating Diamond Tiara somewhere in the background, but she tuned it out. She walked out through the fields and open grasses, trying to marshal a sense for a good starting place, her Pegasus senses feeling the breeze direction, air humidity, and other tells that she neatly sorted and reduced to data points in her mind. As she wandered, Dash did much the same, feeling the atmosphere, doing no conscious processing but sensing the sky with a lifetime of experienced intuition. And soon they stood on a certain spot of ground, near a bridge and flowing water, and Twilight turned her head back to check with Dash, but didn’t really have to as she already knew, and Dash nodded. This was a promising spot to begin. Wait a minute… over the years the memories rushed back.



“It was here, right, Dash?” Twilight smiled. “You were teaching me to fly right around here, all those years ago–”



Dash was already rolling about on Twilight’s back, laughing. “Yeah! And you wound up in that tree right over there on your first try!” 



As they laughed together, the crowd assembled around them at a respectful distance. Some entrepreneurs were already selling refreshments; hayfries, funnel cakes and ice cream. Twilight didn’t particularly mind; ponies still had to eat.



“We’re gonna start by going for altitude, Twi. And don’t just ‘port us up there. Do it the hard way and get the blood flowing in your wings–”



“So, you want me to really flap them hard–”



“Yeah! But not that hard!”



They burst out laughing again as Twilight spread her wings, and took off with powerful strokes into the late afternoon breeze, circling in wide figure eights under the sun, seeking the rising thermals and using their lift. And even up here, the crowd of onlookers continued, with Pegasi picking out choice seats on nearby clouds, and popcorn being distributed, and everyone smiling at them. Spike circled with them, enjoying the chance to get an afternoon’s break, as Ponyville sank below them and became patterns of thatched roofs against the remote green ground, with farmland, river and the receding Everfree forest around, and flashes of light glinting from the Castle of Friendship.



Rainbow Dash spread her wings and took the sense of the air. “Okay, this is high enough for a start, Twi. It’s straight down from here.”



“That doesn’t sound very safe.”



“Well… it’s how I’m often heading when it happens. Does that make sense? It worked on my first shot. There’s something about that thrill of seeing the world rushing up at you.”



“So taking risks itself may be a factor?” Twilight considered the matter. Dash might have a point, but there was no sense in being imprudent about risk taking. She conjured a small spell that would keep Rainbow Dash firmly on her back at all times, and let it flow back through her mane and fur. “Okay, I can see the sense of that, I suppose. How should we start?”



“Well, it’d be kinda lame and dumb to set up a fake emergency, though I bet if you saw some filly falling off a cloud below, that’d get some good speed out of you.”



“I’d probably just teleport by instinct.”



“No teleporting, Twi, I’m serious. There’s no royal shortcut to this. Let me just put you through a few paces, first. Do you feel what I’m doing now?”



“Yes. You’re pushing magic through your flight feathers and letting it spread over your body. Slipstreaming, right?”



“Right, but we’re gonna push it out even further, widen the field. If it gets too rough it hinders the airflow. But you feel what I’m doing with it now?”



“You’re.. whoa. You’re sort of grooving it, at the interface. But doesn’t that just increase friction?”



“Not if you do it right. It makes it smoother if you get the grooves the right size. Then when the air flows through, it really moves swiftly. You get me?”



“I… I do! I see an analogy to an interference pattern, actually. You mean like this?”



“Right! You’re pretty sharp about this stuff, Twi.”



“I spend a lot of time thinking about… a lot of stuff. Sometimes, it’s the kind of stuff that works in more than one place.”



“Cool! Well, let’s see how we get on. Let’s make the mark that tree down there. Get ready to tuck your wings in and start the fall. Ready… Go!”



She fell, and let the wind rush by, then furled her wings and pushed down, flying not to escape the world but to flee towards it. Her broad wings scooped the air, pushing her through the wind faster, faster, the sky and world blurring at the edge of her vision. She shaped her field as Dash had suggested, and did find the going easier; the turbulence seemed to cancel itself around her. It was a strange magic in her, like a living thing. Dash was clinging loosely to her back, and Twilight could feel her excitement. When was the last time she’d felt this freedom for herself? If nothing else today, Twilight would give her friend a day to remember. She pushed her wings harder, faster, trying to achieve the speed she’d felt that one night when she’s been late for a lecture but had teleported too many times that day and she’d flown so fast that the world started to stream with wild colors around her, back when she’d read that article–



“Okay, Twi, pull up!”



Twilight snapped her wings out solidly, bringing her and Dash to a halt. They were still very far from the ground. “What’s the matter?”



“Well, this is just a practice run. I wasn’t expecting us to make it on the first go. But you’re kinda wandering all over the place.”



“What do you mean?” said Twilight. “I was looking at the tree the whole time–”



“Yeah, but your brain isn’t focused. Your feelings are drifting all over the place. You’ve gotta be putting all your energy into one thought, one goal. Let’s try this again!”



And thus began a long afternoon. It took five tries before Rainbow Dash was satisfied with Twilight’s focus, and then she started working on wing posture and timing. Twilight didn’t mind at all, for old fires were reawakening inside her. The exercise was invigorating, and her mind was recalling memories of her friendship with Rainbow Dash and the many dangers and adventures they’d shared together.



“Okay!” exclaimed Rainbow Dash after ten more trials. “I think you’re getting to the point where we can get the real work started!” The crowd had grown larger underneath them; the whole population of Ponyville was watching, and distant dots in the sky indicated that more spectators were incoming from Cloudsdale and perhaps even further away.



“Oh?” said Twilight. “Get started?” Her fur was sheened with sweat and her heart was thudding; she had put more disciplined exercise into this afternoon than she usually would in a week.



“I mean,” said Dash, “We maybe can get you to the point where you start to understand me. My other students usually didn’t get that far. The physical stuff isn’t that hard, for a dedicated Pegasus with a lotta experience. But we’re getting to the stuff you just have to feel your way into, and you know I ain’t gonna get it into your eggy-head with just words.”



“You could try me,” suggested Twilight



“Sure, I’ll try. We need to go… faster than fast.”



“Faster than fast. What does that even mean? It’s just a tautology.”



“I… I don’t have better words to describe it. Let’s try again, and I’ll see if I can show you.”



“Very well,” grinned Twilight. “You’re the boss.”



“Boss? Come on, I’m Ms. Blue Sky herself! Point your muzzle down, and let’s get some more speed flying in!”



They were soon reaching the point where streaks of red started to accompany them regularly with each plunge, which Twilight took as a sign of progress towards granting her friend’s wish. But with the progress came dangers, as when one miscalculated move, combined with the movements of a careless Pegasus spectator who flew into the airspace, caused Twilight to stop abruptly, sending a burst of undirected energy out which puttered into a static discharge that sent lights flashing into the nearby clouds. Fortunately, the other Pegasi on those clouds were experienced and took it all in stride.



And the next attempt ended with them rolling out of control in a ball like a purple and blue meteor, with Twilight at last slamming a sphere of force into the ground to save them both from a rough impact.



“Twi, I think you’re trying too hard and not hard enough,” said Dash, after they’d taken a break to eat and drink–with both of them devouring more funnel cake than they should have–and gotten airborne again.



“Thank you, Captain Paradox,” said Twilight dryly. “Let’s win by losing! Let me pull you close by pushing you away. Let’s have more Neighponese contradiction wisdom, and yet less of it!”



“Well, if you’re gonna be snarky about it, I’ll just go find some other Alicorn to grant my wish, and then her name will go on the research paper instead of yours.”



Twilight stuck her tongue out at Rainbow Dash. “I’m a coauthor at this point, no matter what you do. But I’m listening. Please try to explain again.”



“Well, I kinda don’t know. I just have a feeling, that it’s like… Oh, for Luna’s sake, you’re gonna buck me right off your back, but it’s like it’s one thing but two things. I know, I know. Let’s start with the little thing I noticed, and we can take it from there. First, there’s a timing thing, but it’s not really a timing thing, so let me show you.” Her wings spread out over Twilight’s wings, silken and tickly, and fluttered rapidly, with periodic beats of hesitation. “Feel that?”



Twilight closed her eyes and focused on the sensation. “Hold on… I think you’re right. It’s not the timing of the wingbeats directly, but a second order effect. More like the timing of the timing!”



“I’m gonna trust that those are the right words for it. Now, can you do that as I’m doing it?”



“I’m trying, but there’s still some an interference, throwing things off… Oh. Oh dear.” Twilight frowned. “It’s the safety field I put on you. It’s redirecting the flow of magic near my wings.”



“Huh.” Dash scratched her head. “Well, just remove it, Twi. I’m not going anywhere.” 



“If I remove it, I am not going anywhere. If you get separated from me in flight, you could get seriously hurt, or killed.”



Dash pulled in enough air for a shout, but spoke quietly. “Yeah, Twi, I know. And this is kinda like the part where in the Daring Do novels, they talk about how much better it is to die on your feet running than to drift quietly away in bed. But, look, let’s be practical about this. You’re trying too hard to keep me glued to you, which is making you not try hard enough to make a Rainboom for me. And I am telling you that it will be okay, just as AyJay told you when you were hanging over that cliff in the Everfree. I was there, under you, and I didn’t let you down. You can’t have the right feeling the way you’re going, so drop it and let’s get a new feeling!”



Twilight looked out through the sky, past the crowds and clouds, to where the sun was descending to the far off mountains, as yet untouched by Celestia’s guidance. Night was coming, and winter was coming, and the good things of the world always went away.



“Rainbow… I won’t let you down. Not for anything.”



“I know, Twilight. I’ve got your back, right now, Flying Buddy. And if you pull this off, I always will. Come on, drop it and let’s do this!”



Celestia was certainly taking her time about lowering the sun. Twilight sighed.



“Hold on tight, Dash.”



She dispelled the field, and pulled in her wings, and dropped, snapping her wings forth again when she and Dash were aimed at the heart of the world below them. She flew madly through the air, Dash’s wings stroking alongside hers. Under the hesitation and the the sparring, beyond the twist and turnings that life could place to drive two friends far away, there was a deeper feeling, and Twilight now held to it; a deep trust still between her and Rainbow Dash, forged in fires of friendship that went way back, to that time in their youth when one was striving to save a friend, and the other was striving to hatch a friend yet unknown, and their yearnings sang through the world to be answered by a mystical bond, a ring that fused the arcs of their lives with four others, entwining their destinies forever.



Or as long as they all would live.



And this time, the change in the wingbeats made the off-vibrations cancel out, and there was just the smoothness and sweetness of the air blasting through Twilight’s mane and the pounding of Dash’s heart against her back. Her wings scooped the air in perfect timing with Dash’s wings, iridescent blue and purple flashing one besides the other. The ground zoomed towards them like a green wall that stretched out forever and finally there was no noise anymore because the air was going by too quickly and it was hard to breathe, but she pushed it and the exhilaration and love washed through her and reached her horn at its point, and Twilight knew that nothing could go faster than they were going, but she pushed the feeling out anyway, making a beacon of her inner heart, pushing it even faster than fast, and as it reached the air before them there was a pop, and then a surge. Thereafter, it was the feeling that drew them forwards, faster than fast, and there was too much love and friendship and trust to hold inside, too much heart for the mightiest breast to conceal, and the air shook like thunder as it all rolled out around them, to share and spread that feeling over the whole world.



For the first time in twenty-eight years, a Sonic Rainboom rolled across the skies of Equestria.



And for the first time in her life, Twilight Sparkle was the fastest thing in the sky.



The green wall of the earth shimmered as it shone with the spreading wave of colors that rolled through the sky and over Ponyville and out towards Canterlot, with a thunderous noise as if the world had given voice to speak its love to every living thing. Spike roared with delight as the delicious light washed over him and set his scales sparkling, and he blew an exultant gust of flame into the sky that wove its way in harmony through the expanding glow. The Pegasi around all shrieked with joy as they were rolled along with the skywave, darting through it and within it, adding their own patterns to the burst of beauty, and these swirling trails radiated out with it, flowing through the clouds. On the ground, the Earth ponies stamped and shouted and the Unicorns sent spiraling bursts of light into the sky as harmony rippled through the world in beautiful waves.



As the world exulted around her, Twilight was shouting and weeping in joy and could only feel by vibration that Dash was cheering and whooping behind her. She banked and looped around the town, leaving a rainbow trail between the spires and around her castle, seeing the beautiful shimmering from the corners of her eyes as everything flashed by.



Twilight eventually landed back at their starting point, but she still bucked and bounced about with wing assisted leaps as she worked through her excitement and bounced with the cheers of the assembled citizens. Even when she reached a standstill, she was prancing her legs alternately in sheer glee. “We did it! We did it!” she cried happily. All it had needed was persistence, and smarts, and experience, and a bit of luck…



And the love of a dear friend.



“I pronounce this wish to be granted! How was that, Rainbow Dash?” Twilight said, turning to look over her shoulder. “Was that awesome or what?”



Rainbow Dash was lying sprawled on Twilight’s back, her hooves dangling and eyes half closed, wings draped down over Twilight’s sides. Her eyes were half-lidded, staring off at nothing in particular, and she was wearing a small smile, a smile that could last through forever.



Twilight’s blood froze. She strained to feel Dash’s heartbeat through her back. “Rainbow Dash?”



Dash yawned, blinked and smiled up at Twilight. “Thought I was already gone, didn’t ya?” she croaked. “As if. That was completely, amazingly bucking awesome, Twilight. You really came through, Flying Buddy.”



And then, as blithely as if she were grabbing a quick nap in an apple tree, she went to sleep.
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         When the nothingness around Cadence ended, a sensation of falling and the pull of wind on her feathers and coat replaced it. It took her a few moments to relinquish the mantra she’d kept repeating to keep herself sane and deal with the situation at hand. Wings unfolded to either side of her body and caught her fall, setting her on a spiralling descent towards the ground.



The first breath she took carried the scent of summer. She held the breath. She accelerated her descent, and the world around her spinned. Her lungs burned. When she hit the ground her knees buckled, and the impact knocked the wind right from her.



Without trying to get up, she took another breath, the odor of the field of flowers she’d landed in almost choking her. The exhale came out in a strained wail. She tried to suppress it, but the anguish and shame was like a flood that fought its way from her core, through her windpipe and past her vocal chords. The dam was broken.



With the emotions came back the sounds: Ponies roaring in anger. Ponies screaming in pain. The breaking of bones. The crying of foals. Back came the images: Faces contorted in hatred. Ponies attacking their loved ones. The expression of panic and sadness in Twilight’s face as she had to banish the corrupted nightmare version of the Princess of Love.



She lay like this for a while, the return to her physical form finally giving her the opportunity to express the pain that had accumulated during her banishment.



When the tears ran dry and her memories no longer held her prisoner, the sunset cast the clouds above her in a pale red. She lifted her head and looked around, spotting the pinnacles of a familiar castle in the distance. She rose from the bed of flowers, a new resolve strengthening in her. She would not ask for forgiveness, but she had to face the ruler of Equestria nonetheless.








Night had settled when she reached her destination, but the city still bustled with life: Lit windows, full taverns, commotion on the streets. The sounds of laughter and toasting glasses emanated from below as she flew towards Canterlot castle. Cadance’s heart filled with relief as she witnessed the recovery Equestria had made after her attack and the spell she’d cast on its population.



She landed in the meticulously kept courtyard where the large fountain she’d always loved still ran and the greenery was in full bloom. She approached the guard that stood at the entrance to the palace. When she was close enough to see his face in the light of the wall light, she stopped and her jaw dropped.



“Star Sentinel, is that you?” She could not believe her eyes. He might have aged a decade or so, but there was no mistaking him. He’d been in the guards when she was still a filly, and he still was after her banishment! She’d lost her sense of time in the shapeless void. It had felt like an eternity, but Twilight had been merciful after all.



“Princess Cadence.” He bowed. “Yes, that’s me. It is good to see you.” He smiled, but it seemed mechanical; the smile didn’t reach his eyes.



Cadence’s heart dropped. Of course, ponies were resenting her. She herself was. Regaining ponies’ trust would take a long time.



“I’m sure the Princess Celestia will want to talk to you.” He beckoned her to follow him.



She fell into pace a few steps behind him, and they went up staircases and through corridors that didn’t seem to have changed one bit. She wanted to ask him how he’d been, how things had developed since she’d been gone; she’d be so happy to have someone to talk to after all this time. After that smile though, she kept her silence, and Star Sentinel seemed content to keep his.



When they arrived at the entrance to Celestia’s chambers, he turned to face her. “The Princess will be on the west balcony.” He bowed, then left without another word.



Cadance took a deep breath, then knocked.



“Enter.”



She pushed the door open. Celestia’s chambers were as she remembered them: Roomy and luxurious, but without pomp. The large bed with its numerous pillows was deserted. The door to the west balcony stood open, an almost completely translucent curtain billowing in the archway. Moonlight cast the shape of Celestia into relief; she had not turned around.



Cadance took a few steps forward, and she saw first Celestia’s ears, then her whole body twitch. Celestia turned her head just barely enough to look into the room. “Cadence.” Her tone betrayed no emotion, but the eschewal of using her royal title surely was a good sign.



“Princess Celestia. I…” Celestia still hadn’t turned around to face her. All she did was glance at her from an angle. Cadence dropped to her knees. “I am so sorry for what I’ve done. I have reflected on my actions during my banishment, and my regret is endless. I cannot forgive myself, so I cannot ask you to, but I hope you will accept my return and let me contribute to the wellbeing of Equestria as part of my atonement.”



Celestia waited for her to finish, but had still not turned. Cadance averted her gaze and waited for a reaction. Through the silence, the wind carried up sounds from the bustling city. Then, hoofsteps. The curtain seemed to whisper as it scraped over the stone tiles.



“Your actions have cost pony lives.”



Cadence looked up. Celestia stood right in front of her, looking down. There was no anger in her face. No sadness. Nothing. Cadence looked down again. The information hurt, but was no news to her.



“I cannot forget, but there is no capacity in me to hold a grudge. The wellbeing of Equestria. There is… no.” A sudden chattering made Cadence look up at Celestia, but it vanished just as quickly. “No. You may be of use. You will seek out Twilight Sparkle tomorrow. She will fill you in and assign you a task.”



Celestia turned towards the balcony again, apparently dismissing Cadence.



“P-Princess Celestia? May we talk? Please, I’ve been alone for so long.”



Celestia stopped, but did not even bother to turn around this time. “Talk.”



“How is my daughter? Is she well? What about Shining Armor?” Cadance tried her best not to sound whiny, but the cold reception had hurt her. She was anxious and on the edge of tears.



“They are both with Twilight in Ponyville. I am sure you will see them tomorrow.”



A sob escaped her, but a smile of relief followed. “Oh thank—” She hiccuped. “Celestia.” She tried to laugh, but it still sounded like sobbing. She blinked away a few tears and looked up into Celestia’s direction again, only to find her face inches from her’s.



Cadence gasped and recoiled. Celestia still showed no pity, no sympathy. Her face was like a mask.



“Yes, you may contribute to the wellbeing of Equestria, yet,” Celestia said.



Cadence needed a few breaths until she’d recovered from her scare, but she still had more questions to ask. “What happened after my banishment, Celestia? I fear…” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I fear my spell was very specific to my magic. How did you dispel it?”



“Yes, the emotional inversal spell you cast claimed a lot of lives before we found a solution. Foals torn apart by their parents. Lovers stabbing or battering each other. My most devoted guards chased me, and I personally had to—”



“Please!” Cadence wailed, a new series of sobs shaking her. “Please stop.” When she’d regained control over her breathing again, she said: “Please, just the solution for now.”



“Twilight tried Friendship magic, but that didn’t work. We barricaded ourselves in the Royal Library and worked for days. Luna found a spell in one of Star Swirl’s old notebooks, but it was unfinished. Twilight finished it. We tested it on a few guards that were besieging us at the time, and it worked. Combining our magical power, we managed to increase the area of effect to encompass all of Equestria.”



She went silent. Cadence waited a few moments before speaking up. “And Equestria returned to normal?”



Celestia twitched at the last word. “Yes, normal. Well…” Her right front leg started shaking very slightly, but it grew stronger as she continued talking. “There were some side effects. Ponies… struggled with… “ Her words came in pressured bursts, as though having to break through a barrier. “with… meaning.”



She crossed her front legs, trying to stop the shaking in her right one with the left. She opened her mouth as though the say more, but no words came out.



“Meaning?” Cadence asked.



Celestia shook her head. “Please ask no more. The shaking will not stop unless I stop thinking about these things. Twilight is much better at this. She has Smarty Pants. She will tell you everything.”



“Bu—”



“Go now.” The shaking in Celestia’s leg had stopped, and she turned around towards the balcony again. “You can use the guest chamber. I presume you still know where it is.”



Cadence knew better than to press her luck after such a clear dismissal. She bade Celestia good night and set out towards the guest chamber. There was clearly something wrong with the ruler of Equestria, and it was her fault. Surely, the thing Twilight was working on was a remedy for it, and knowing Flurry Heart and Shining Armor were helping her gave her hope. She pushed the gnawing jealousy the thought of these three sticking together evoked back. Twilight never tried to steal them, it had always been just her imagination. She was sure of it.



She found her chamber without meeting another soul, and crept into bed immediately. A whirlwind of thoughts kept her up, and while her banishment had not known sleep, she was sure sleep would gift her nightmares tonight. When the dust her mind had finally settled, there was still something that felt jarring. When she realized what it was, it sent a jolt of unease through her that would yet keep her up for a small eternity, before exhaustion finally claimed her: A warm breeze still wafted up from the city below the castle grounds and billowed the curtains of her opened window, but the night had turned deadly silent.








Cadence was roused from a dreamless slumber by a high-pitched chirping. She opened her eyes to the first sunrays of the day creeping over the edge of the hills in the distance. A blackbird sat on her window sill.



“Well hello there, little guy,” she said. The blackbird cocked its head sideways. When she sat up though, it flew away. She stretched, then got up; although she still felt beat, the need to see her daughter and husband again was stronger than her fatigue. She launched herself straight from the castle window and commenced her flight to Ponyville.



The city beneath her was showing little signs of activity this early, but the smell of freshly baked pastries wafted up and made her regret the decision to start without breakfast. There would still be time to make up for it when she arrived in Ponyville, though.



The flight passed quickly, and just as Cadence was past the first few houses of the town and wanted to head straight to Twilight’s castle, she spotted the purple alicorn in a street not far off. She went into a dive and landed right next to her.



Twilight’s head snapped around. Cadence braced herself; she’d been unbelievably foolish. Twilight surely still thought she was mad and wanted to attack her. If she stroke first, she would be no match for her. She shrank back, raising both her front hooves: “Wait! I’m not going to attack you.”



“You’re not?” The words sounded blank.



Cadence looked up. There was no surprise in Twilight’s face. No fear. No anger.



“No, I’m… “ She took a few moments to find the right words. “I regret what I have done, and I realize it was wrong. My emotions blinded me, and made me commit terrible crimes. I… I hope I’ll be able to regain some of your trust eventually. Celestia said you were working on something, and I might be able to help.”



Twilight nodded. “Yes, you might.”



Cadence hesitated for a moment, waiting for another comment. None came. She continued: “Celestia said Flurry and Shining were with you, is it true?”



Twilight nodded again. “They’re at the castle. I will lead you to them, but I have to go to Sugarcube Corner to have breakfast first. I’m already more than a minute behind schedule.”



A pang of annoyance ran through Cadence. Who was she to deny her seeing her child and husband right away? Then again, Twilight had always been odd about her schedules, and she was hungry herself. “I’m going to accompany you.”



Twilight set off without another word, forcing Cadence to catch up with her. Ponyville was as busy as Cadence had always known it. Several people nodded at Twi and her, and some even raised their hooves in greeting. Twilight didn’t seem to pay them the slightest bit of attention.



“So…” Cadence was hurt by the cold reception. She was sure she deserved it, but she was determined to break the ice… somehow. “Are you meeting friends there, or why are you so worried about running late?”



“No,” Twilight said. “It’s just good to have a routine. It bypasses meaning.”



Again that word Celestia had such trouble talking about. Cadence thought better than to try and tackle the topic directly. “Celestia seems unwell. Meaning is giving her trouble, too.”



“Did she look sick?” Twilight looked at Cadence. She might’ve just as well looked at a checklist, though.



“No,” Cadence answered.



“That’s good. Means she’s eating.” Twilight had directed her gaze at street in front of her again. 



“Did she stop at some time?” Cadence asked perplexed.



“You know alicorns can’t starve,” Twilight said with finality.



Cadence wanted to say something beginning the with the word ‘But…’, but they reached their destination before she could. Twilight pushed the door to Sugarcube Corner open and went straight to one of the tables.



“Sorry I’m late, Pinkie.” Twilight said.



“No problem,” a voice chirped from the kitchens.



“Muffin okay?” Twilight asked Cadence as she sat down on the other side of the table.



“Sure,” Cadence said. Now that Twilight was sitting right across her, she noticed she had what looked like a grey ball of wool tucked under her wing. Also, she’d put some kind of crystal shard on the table that showed some sort of fluctuating text.



“Two muffins please, Pinkie,” Twilight said, looking at the crystal shard.



“Oki Doki Loki! Wait, two?” Pinkie Pie’s faced poked around the corner from the kitchens. “Cadence!”



In two leaps, Pinkie Pie was across the room and hugging her. Cadence was so overwhelmed, she barely managed to squeeze her back. “You’re back! You know what that means, right? A party!” Pinkie conjured a pile of confetti from who-knew-where and showered her in it.



Cadence couldn’t help but laugh. She did not feel treated unfairly by Celestia’s or Twilight’s icy receptions, but that made her feel no less grateful for this.



“I mean, it’s been centuries, no eons, no forever since we had a party!” Pinkie said. She still had both her forelegs raised above her head. Her gaze wandered to Twilight. “Oh, muffins. Right.” She turned and pronked back to the kitchen.



Still smiling, Cadence turned back to Twilight, only to realize that she’d leaned across the table and was uncomfortably close to her. “Did that make you feel happy?” Twilight asked.



“Y-yes, I think so,” Cadence said.



“Good.” Twilight sat back down and tapped onto the crystal shard lying on the table.



“What… what is this?” Cadence asked.



“Something like a notebook, just without real paper and ink,” Twilight said. “We’ve… well, I’ve made several technical advances in your absence. Mainly to deal with the repercussions of your lapse of reason.”



Cadence twitched as another jolt of annoyance coursed through her. She was right of course, but she might’ve put it less bluntly. Her eyes fell onto the gray ball of wool under Twilight’s wing again, but before she could ask more questions, their muffins arrived, and with them came another Pinkie assault.



“So how was banishment and all? Was it dark and cold, or dark and comfy, or dark and cold-comfy or comfy-cold?”



“Uhh, there was just no temperature, so… comfy, I guess?” Cadence chuckled apologetically.



“You know I’ve always wondered, because that one time when I was catering for an official event in Canterlot castle, I mixed up the hazelnuts with chickpeas, and when Celestia had a bite she looked me straight in the face and her brow furrowed and all and I was like ‘whoa, I’m a goner now’, but in the end she was just like ‘oh, curious taste, quite curious,’ but that other time, I…”



Pinkie did not seem to need a conversational partner but for the occasional ‘hm’ and ‘hmhm’, so both Twilight and Cadence finished their muffins without another word exchanging between them.



“But then he was like ‘yeah, totally’, and I was like ‘nu-uh!’, and he was like ‘yeah, totally’, and I was like ‘nu-uh!’, and he was like ‘yeah, totally’, and I was like ‘nu-uh!’, and he was like ‘yeah, totally’, and I was like ‘nu-uh!’, and…”



“Pinkie Pie,” Twilight cut her off. “Go back to the kitchen, I’ll help you later.”



“Oki doki!” Pinkie seemed unfazed by the rude interruption. “Bye Cadence, see you around!” With that, she went back to the kitchen.



“Sorry,” Twilight addressed Cadence. “That happens sometimes.”



“What do you mean?” Cadence asked.



“The loops. Nevermind, let’s go back to the castle now.”



When they’d left Sugarcube Corner, Cadence’s patience was up. “Look, Twilight, if you want me to help I need to know more. Celestia said ponies struggled with meaning, and that it was a side effect of the spell you cast. I don’t really know what it means, though.”



“You are right, you should probably know. The Star Swirl spell we used was experimental, so it was a risk. It did what we thought it would, though: It got rid of the hatred your spell had generated from the love ponies felt. It wiped much more though. It’s hard to pinpoint, really. Ever tried to define something in pony psyche that’s gone missing from the whole population at the same time? Tricky.



“What I gathered is mostly from literature from before the incident. There has been no literature since, of course. There are also remnants of what went missing, but they are unpleasant. Here.” Twilight stopped in her tracks in the middle of the street, lifted one of her wings slightly, and levitated the gray ball of wool towards Cadence.



Cadence took the ball. It had lost most of its original shape, but she remembered the two buttons that were sewn to it. “Is… is that Smarty Pants?” She looked up at Twilight, then leaped back in fright.



Twilight’s eyes had swollen and tears streamed down her face. She was clearly crying, yet her expression was as neutral as before. There was something deeply disturbing about the sight. “You see it, right?” she asked. “It’s rather uncomfortable. Smarty Pants makes it go away. I have no idea why.”



Cadence gave back the doll. She let her gaze wander to the other ponies on the street. None of them seemed to even notice the crying Princess in their midst.



“Thank you. You see, when whatever it was went missing, ponies stopped going out, going to work. They stopped mating, and eventually stopped eating. When we asked them why, they always asked back: 'What for?' That’s why we call it meaning. Flurry Heart has lost it a long time ago by the way.”



Without another moment of hesitation, Cadence turned on her heels and dashed for the castle.



“She’s in the throne room,” Twilight shouted after her.



Cadence stormed through the unlocked castle doors and up the stairs into the throne room. The crystals in the room were glowing in a faint purple that barely lit the room. At the other side by one of the windows, she saw a pony figure. She lit her horn to have a better look, and let out a wail of surprise and grief.



Flurry Heart was but a skeleton, her thin skin almost translucent to the shine of Cadence’s horn. She’d lost all of her coat and mane, and her aqua eyes were sunken and cloudy, but open. Cadence went up to her.



“Flurry, it’s me. Mommy.” Cadence raised a hoof to her daughter’s chin and stroked it. Her eyes did not move. She did not even breathe. Cadence wanted to shake her, but she looked so fragile. “Mommy is here, please wake up sweetheart, please wake up.”



“Luna is the same. We didn’t find a way to wake her up, either.” 



Cadence turned to her as Twilight entered the room. She tapped on her crystal sheet and the room lit up, then sat down on her throne, not looking up still not looking up from the thing.



“Is she even alive?” Cadence asked.



“Alicorns cannot die a natural death, so I don’t know what else she could be. Please, do try and wake her, but I’ve tried along with Shining for years and years.”



“Shining… where is he?”



“Just here.” Twilight pointed.



Cadence followed her outstretched arm, and gasped. “Not him, too!” She ran towards him. He looked unchanged, but lifeless, just staring into the room without recognizing her.



“Oh, no no. He’s just turned off.” Twilight said, not taking her eyes off her crystal sheet as she spoke.



“Turned… off?” Cadence’s mind creaked like clockwork someone had just thrown a wrench in.



“ I thought I might rouse Flurry with a face she was supposed to be attached to, but he’s just a replica. Shining Armor was a normal pony. A unicorn, yes, but not immortal. How would he survive losing meaning?”



“What do you mean… survive. How long has this loss of meaning been going on?” Cadence had only eyes for Twilight now, her comprehension still broken to pieces.



Twilight looked up from the sheet of crystal. “We spent seven days in the library until we found the spell. Another two until we managed to cast it. That makes…” Twilight bit her lip in concentration. “364991 days. Oh no, I forgot leap years. Well, it works as an estimate.”



Twilight examined Cadence’s face. “Is that horror? Matches the description at least. Very interesting.” She went back to tapping on the crystal sheet. “I’m sorry Cadence, I didn’t really have a say in the matter. The thousand years are part of the spell, I couldn’t change that variable.”



“But… the ponies. I knew the ponies.” Cadence pleaded.



“Of course you did,” Twilight said. “The replicas populating Equestria are copies of the last generation, but ponykind has actually been extinct for more than 980 years now. They’re pretty convincing, aren’t they? I told you I’ve made huge advances. They’re still missing that thing, though. You know, the thing we lost. You’re the only one not affected by the spell, that’s why your help could be so valuable.”



She looked up again. “You can choose which project to start on. We can try to find a spell for us alicorns, including Flurry Heart. Reactivating meaning for her and Luna would boost our productivity a lot. Alternatively, we can start with the replicas. We could start with reworking Pinkie Pie to teach you a few things. You’ve seen her code is a mess, she’s hitting infinite loops every other day. I also need help with the Love and Friendship submodules.”



Twilight waited a few seconds, then added: “That look… please don’t tell me you just lost meaning. I could really use your help here, you know.”
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         "So, this is it?" I asked with far less enthusiasm than the situation warranted. Maybe a lifetime in Ponyville had desensitized me to insanity more than I realized.



"What's left of Celestia, Luna, and Twilight," Sunset Shimmer replied. "The best I can figure, their very essence is slowly bleeding out of them. Killing them."



"You mean they're still alive, like this?" Scootaloo asked, pointing to the crackling, but otherwise perfectly still, ponies on the level below us.



"Kind of," Applebloom answered. "Their bodies are here, trying to keep the world going as best they can, but they don't respond to any sort of external stimuli. They're just stuck here, burning and bleeding magic out into the world."



"That's why the sun didn't go out right away," I said. "And the moon still shines a bit, and... what happens if Twilight dies?"



Sunset and Applebloom shared a quick glance. Sunset sighed, then said, "Twilight is the Element of Magic, and the Princess of Friendship. Both of these things existed before her, obviously. But so did the sun and moon before Celestia and Luna. Our best guess is that her ascension to an alicorn made her the avatar of one, or both. So, just like with Celestia and Luna, if Twilight goes, magic goes with her. And without magic, or friendship—"



"No weather, no seasons, no farming. War, maybe, and then the return of the Windegoes. Eventually, when the sun goes cold, even the Windegoes will freeze, if they don't starve first." Applebloom took a long breath. "Basically, it's the end of the world."



I looked down at the three ash-covered figures standing in a circle and burning below us. "What's with the ash and soot everywhere," I asked. "I get that they're on fire, but the whole place is covered in the stuff."



Applebloom looked at Sunset, then hung her head. "You tell 'em. I can't stomach the story twice."



"Not long after I came back to Equestria and started moving the sun, a group of desperate, crazed ponies broke into the throne room and threw themselves at the princesses. Every single one of them turned to ash as soon as they touched one of the princesses. I only managed to stop one of them. When we interrogated him he said, 'a dying fire needs more fuel. It's as simple as that.'"



"Where is he now?" I asked.



Sunset pointed down to the pile of ash. "He escaped confinement after a few days and threw himself at Celestia's feet. The guards tried to stop him, but they weren't fast enough."



"Why are we here, Applebloom?" Scootaloo asked. "You could have told us all this back in Ponyville. It would have sounded crazy, but we probably would have believed you. What's the deal?"



"The zealots weren't wrong, unfortunately," Sunset started before Applebloom had a chance to answer. "I brought some equipment with me from my old home that measures solar radiation. Sure enough, the sun burned just a little brighter for almost three days."



"Four dozen ponies died to teach us that we had to feed a fire," Applebloom said. "But it ain't enough kindle a bonfire if you don't stop the logs from rolling out."



"So, what? You want us to kill ourselves to make the weekend a little brighter? Applebloom, I think you've spent too much time with your head in the algae pools."



Applebloom grabbed Scootaloo and shook her. "Of course Ah'm not sayin' we should die for a sunny picnic. I'm desperate, not stupid. Ah—consarn it—I think the three of us can fix the leak in the princesses." 



Scootaloo pulled away from Applebloom's grasp and fell shaking into mine. "Why do you think we'll do anything different than the others who tried?" Applebloom's a smart pony, and Sunset's no dull needle, but I was having a hard time buying into this whole thing.



Applebloom pointed at her cutie mark, then to Scootaloo's, then to mine. "I reckon we might be just the right fit to fill what's missin'. Probably won't bring them back, but stopping things from getting any worse would save a lot of lives."



Sunset walked in closer and put a hoof on Applebloom's shoulder. "Alicorns are exemplars of the three pony tribes' traits. The form and magic of three made into one. You have the magic of one spread across three, in a sense. Your shared cutie marks are unique in all of recorded Equine history. I don't think it's a coincidence that you also represent each tribe."



"Hold on a second," Scootaloo said, shaking her head. "Are you telling us we're, what proto-alicorns or something?"



"Or failed alicorns," I add.



"It's more like you're the concave to their convex. Maybe a parallel brach off the same magical evolutionary tree. There's so much..." Sunset shook her head, grunted, then leaned against the wall. "There's just so much we don't know. It's wrong to bring you here and hit you with all this, I do know that. But we're not sure what else to do. If the sun dies, we die. If the moon dies, the monsters of the night run rampant, we die, and then they die. If magic dies, we die."



"We get the picture." Scootaloo looked over to me. She seemed more tired than angry or shocked now. "How long do we have, if we don't do anything?"



Applebloom and Sunset looked at each other again. They both sighed. "A decade, at best," Sunset said.



"And that's with the work I've been doing the last few years. The shelters, the geothermal heating, the food substitutes; it all ain't gonna last long."



"I'll do it." The words fell out of my mouth before I even realized it, but I knew I meant it. "If it doesn't work we're all screwed pretty soon anyway, right? May as well try to be a hero."



"Runs in the families, doesn't it?" Scootaloo stood up and flared out her wings. "Feather it all to Tartarus, I'm in, too. If Rainbow Dash saved the world half a dozen times, then I can do it at least once."



"It was my idea, so obviously I'm in. Looks like we're all good here, Sunset. Heh. I almost can't believe it. Pretty soon I can finally... rest..." Applebloom fell asleep on her hooves. Sunset grabbed her with her magic before she fell over.



"She's been running herself into the ground for years now," Sunset said. "I think anypony other than an Apple would have ended up in the hospital long before now. I... I'd like to wait a few days to actually do this thing. It would give Applebloom some time to recover, Starlight will want to see you, I'm sure, plus..."



"The Summer Sun Celebration," I finished for her. "I get it. If it works, starting off the new cycle on a historical high note would be great for public morale. It's a clever theatrical choice."



"Yeah. I feel so selfish calculating pony's lives like this, but I have to think about what's good for the nation."



"Calculate Applebloom into a bed, then find me a route to the nearest bar. If I'm going down, I'm taking as much of this town with me as I can."



"South side of town, near the cliff. Only building with a green roof. Can't miss it from the sky."



"Awesome." Scootaloo hopped into the air and hovered for a second. "Sweetie?"



"I'll meet you there after we put Applebloom to bed. See if they can set up some Karaoke?"



Scootaloo saluted, then flew out the door.



Sunset and I walked a while in silence with Applebloom hovering behind us, still asleep. The castle was deserted, except for the guards keeping watch over the single entryway which hadn't been sealed shut.



"Is there anything you need to take care of back in Ponyville before the, well, before?" Sunset asked. "I'm no princess, but I could arrange an air chariot to get you there and back."



I shook my head. "Not really, nope. Just, do something useful with the Boutique. Maybe something beautiful, if you can manage that, too."



"Isn't your sister living there still?"



"Rarity passed a few days before we left." I started crying. I didn't at the time, really. Too much to do making the arrangements. But now, the swell of Applebloom showing up, traveling to Canterlot, and this whole dying business had slowed down, I could finally feel the grief hitting me. "The three of us only have each other now." I kept walking as I cried, until I noticed I was walking alone. I looked back to see Sunset on the ground, covered in tears herself.



"I'm so sorry, Sweetie," she said. "She was one of my closest friends. Sort of. Oh hell, it's complicated." She stood up and wiped her face clean. "As long as Ponyville stands, so will the Carousel Boutique. Starlight and I will make sure of it."



"Thank you," I said as a fresh round of tears began to roll.








Scootaloo made sure the three of us milked the last few days we had for all they were worth. I think she was trying to cover up how scared she was. She thinks I'm projecting. "Saving the world will make us heroes," she said, over and over. "But doing whatever feather-brained thing I'm thinking of right now will make us legends!"



She wasn't wrong. By the eve of the Summer Sun Celebration most the town knew the names of the three crazy mares who showed up in town one day and brought the party with them. The bartenders said it's the most fun they've seen anypony have in years, and, yeah. That feels pretty good, too. Have to keep the world worth saving, after all.



We took the last night slow, though. Just the three of us hanging out like we used to. Talking as the sun went down, laughing as the moon came up and swam across the sky. The only way it could have been more "us" is if we were sitting in a tiny clubhouse out in an apple orchard.



As it started down to the horizon, somepony knocked on our door.



"Come in," I said.



Sunset and Starlight walked in, sober as a funeral. Well, sober as some other pony's funerals. Ours had been a blast.



"They say time flies when you're having fun," Applebloom said.



"It's about time, girls," Starlight said.



"Are you ready?" Sunset asked. I could tell they'd both been crying, but Sunset didn't hide it as well.



"Just one more thing before we go." Applebloom pulled a bag out from under her bed. "A little style for the road I dug up while we were back in Ponyville." She turned the bag upside down and out fell three red, filly-sized capes, each with a blue insignia in one corner. "I lengthened up the neckties a bit. They should fit alright."



Scootaloo started crying first, the big chicken that she is. Applebloom and I started right after. It didn't take long for Sunset and Starlight to join in the waterworks. But, between the sobs, we managed to get our old capes on. We looked at each other and smiled. "Now we're ready," I said.








We stood on our rear legs in a circle beneath the burning princesses. Easier to reach this way. The plan is simple enough: make sure we're touching each other, then, just before sunrise, we each touch one of the princesses. Sunset should know right away if it works, since she'll be handling the sun at the time.



"Scoots, Sweetie," Applebloom said as we wrapped one arm over each other's backs. "Whatever happens, I'm thankful you believed in me. Ah love ya both so much."



The barest sliver of light started to creep in through the lower windows. We reached out with our other forelegs toward the princesses. "We love you too, Applebloom," Scootaloo and I said.



"On the count of three," Scootaloo said. "One,"



"Two," I counted



"Three," Applebloom finished.



Together, one last time, as we touched our charred sovereigns, we yelled, "Cutie Mark Crusader Legendary Heroes!"
      

      
   
      Morituri


      
      
      
         
         The Incense Burner

      
      

      

      
      
         

A scream wakes me up. I barely have time to regain consciousness that a strong kick hit me in the flank, pushing me out of bed and out of sleep.



I quickly stand up and go back on the bed to reach where Lyra is, still screaming.



“No! Get off of me! Let me go!”



She is kicking around, trying to fight an imaginary enemy. 



“Please, no! Let me go!”



I put my hooves on her shoulders to try to calm her down. “Lyra, it’s me BonBon! You’re safe!”



“No! Please, don’t make me do this!” 



Her screams are terrifying.



“Lyra, please, calm down! I’m here! Everything’s fine.” I manage to get a good grasp on her and my inner strength pins her down. “Lyra,” I whisper. “It’s me, you’re at home. You have nothing to fear.”



Somehow, my voice reaches her mind deep in slumber. She stops fidgeting and carefully opens her eyes, as if she feared the cause of her nightmares would be waiting for her in the waking world.



“Bonnie?” Her voice is weak, her breath short.



“It’s okay Lyra,” I tell her, caressing her cheek. “I’m here.”



“Oh Bonnie!”



She throws herself on me, grabbing me in a life-saving hug. Her whole body is shaking and I try to tighten my hug.



“It’s okay,” I said. “Everything’s okay, I’m with you.”



I can almost hear the deflagration I’ve caused in the depths of her being. Slowly, she shrinks, making herself so small that I feel I could hold her entirely in my hoof. 



She whines my name again and then, she bursts into tears. 



I hold her as firmly as I can, waiting for the storm to end. I wish I could do more but I’m powerless. So I hold her and whisper the same things I’ve told her every other night.



“I… I’m sorry,” she says between two sobs.



“It’s okay sweetie.”



It is not but she doesn’t need to hear it right now. I’m exhausted from all these nights without sleep but she mustn’t see it. She needs me and I’m here. I softly kiss her and nuzzle her, proving her that the real world is here with her, with me.



Soon, her breath gets calmer and her tears run dry. 



“Want to talk about it?” I ask.



“I-I don’t know… Maybe later.” 



I hate to see her like this and I hate myself even more for not being able to help her. All my training has not prepared me to handle a broken pony. I know many ways to neutralise a threat but they have never teach me how to repair a shattered mind. But I try nonetheless. 



Seeing that it’s early in the morning, I suggest we go out for walk to watch the rising sun and she passively agrees. I tell her to wait me outside; I have something to do before, something I should have done way before.



Once I’m sure I’m out of her sight, I get the metal suitcase I have hidden below a wooden floor’s board of the living room. It is still in the same perfect condition when I left it here, slightly glistening under the moonlight. I hesitate for a moment. The Agency has been dissolved years ago and I’m not supposed to contact them except for a dire emergency and I know this isn’t one.



I grab the encrypted communicator. I almost manage to sound professional.



“Agent Drops, identification number 57A-421-99. This a code green, I repeat this a code green. I request a meeting with Big Star’s satellite. I repeat, I request a meeting with Big Star’s satellite. Rendez-vous point at Night’s impact. End of transmission.”



I shutdown the device, hoping the short call hasn’t be traced. It should be fine and to be honest, I don't really care at this point. All I care about is to find a solution.



I hide back the suitcase and meet Lyra at the frontdoor. We slowly walk to the park.



As soon as we arrive, she pulls away. I follow her to the top of the hill where we used to picnic. She sits down, putting her head between her hooves and forgets herself in a moment of eternity.



I find nothing to tell her.



We stay up here, hanging between the sky and the earth, quiet, tiny, like two specks of dust. Around us Ponyville is as beautiful as ever. I look at the dark orchard which waits the Apples to bring it light and life. I see the small river gently flowing next to the town. I watch the stars turning off as the Sun, slowly but surely, creeps behind Canterlot.



Then I look to Lyra and I feel devastated.



She is an open wound, collecting all the filth around her. I put a leg I wish to be one of a surgeon on her shoulder and try to make her look up. I've never felt the urge to fly and yet I wish I could lift her right now, away from her fears, away from her anxiety, away from all of this.



"Thank you," I hear her whisper.



I don't reply. I can't because I don't deserve her thanks. Nothing I would tell could make up for failing her, for when I wasn't there to protect her.



I should have been there, I should have come to that bloody wedding. Even more, the whole team should have been there. But no, we had to let everything go, forget our mission and start a normal life.



I don't know who I blame the most, me or the princess. She told us that she had everything under control, that the Agency has lost its purpose since she had found 'something better'.



'Something better' my flank. She must have lost contact with the real world from her ivory tower. It was only by pure luck this bug queen has been stopped but it seems it's the only thing Celestia is counting on these last times.



I'm unfair. These six mares have done better these last months than what we have done for ten years.



Lost in my bitterness, I don't notice two very special ponies have arrived. It's only when one of them clear her throat that I look up.



"My little ponies," says Celestia.



Even though her voice is warm and her smile welcoming, I can see some anger in her eyes. I'm too used to her tricks to be fooled anymore but Lyra isn't.



We bow before our ruler.



"I believe you have something to tell us," she says to me.



You have no idea Your Highness.



"But for now, I think your friend needs to talk with my sister," she says tilting her head towards Lyra.



Lyra's eyes look at me, questioning what is going on and what she is supposed to do.



I give her a smile I want reassuring and soon she follows Luna. Funny how the pony we once feared the return is now probably the best answer for my friend.



I turn my head and face the almighty Celestia once they are far away. She doesn't hide her anger now. She even looks disappointed. I'm bracing for the incoming lecture but she has only one word and that makes it even worse.



"Why?"



I have sworn I was used to her presence but I was fooling myself and now I realise it. I have so many things boiled up inside, so many speeches I want to spit in her face but I'm talking to the Sun. I feel it would be like spitting against the wind. Not the cleverest idea.



"She was needing it," I can only say.



"Agent Drops, you have risked compromising the whole Agency with this call and for a selfish reason."



She hasn't raise her voice, she has merely stated a fact, but I can sense every word biting my skin.



"Selfish?" 



I want to deny but I know it's true. So instead I use my anger and charge blindly ahead.



"Yes indeed, it was selfish," I say. "But I deserve to be selfish for once. I spend half of my life wandering around Equestria trying to fix your mistakes." I hear my voice is getting louder but I can't help it. "I've lost track how many times I almost die because of you! I was okay with it because I thought I was helping making Equestria a safer place. Heck, you could even resurrect the team that I would be the first to sign up again."



Celestia settles for listening and it makes me angrier.



"But now your mistake have involved the pony I care about the most! Do you have any idea what she is living every night? Do you know what it takes to lie to her not only on who I am but also why she has to go through all of this? Every night, every single night, she wakes up screaming for help! And I can't tell her she has nothing to fear because the one she fears isn't rotting in a cell! She is freely walking Equestria, scheming another coup d'etat. And all of this because friendship is supposed to save the day every time?”



She opens her mouth but I don’t let her carry on.



“Flash news, friendship can’t solve everything. I hope your prized student is aware of that fact or else she’s gonna fall from a very tall height.”



“Don’t dare tell me how I should handle my student agent Drops,” she retorts.



“Well somepony should because we saw how it has ended with the last one.” She staggers under the low blow but I’m not done yet. “What was her name? Ah yes, Sunset! The one who was supposed to fix your biggest mis-”



“Enough!”



Her word is a gunshot, tearing the fabric of my anger. Even the ground doesn’t dare to move. Her eyes pierce through my skin but I stand high, because for the very first time, she is really seeing me.



“Walk with me,” she says.



So we walk quietly through the park and no one speaks. I got it off my chest, I have nothing else to feel but a passive acceptation.



“You need to understand some things,” she finally says. “Times have changed and there isn’t any reason anymore for some ponies to put their life on the line. Something greater has awaken, greater than anything we had before.”



“Let me guess, friendship?” I groan.



“Yes and no. Friendship has always shaped Equestria and its inhabitants but it has taken a whole new meaning now that the Elements have arisen. It is up to us to follow the wind of change and believe in Harmony.”



“Believe?” I asked.



She must have sensed my disbelief. Her voice becomes smoother.



“Yes, believe. The time when Equestria needed ponies to dedicate their life to its protection has come to an end. And I’m glad that this era is over. I have witnessed too many good ponies hurting and dying for the greater good. That’s enough. Dying is the worst favour you could make for a cause because, above the wreckage and the sacrifices, there will inevitably be vultures smart enough to pretend to be phoenixes. They won’t hesitate to gather the martyrs’ ashes and make it fertiliser for their garden. I can’t stand it, not anymore.”



“Is this why you have taken so long before answering the bell?”



“Maybe. I didn’t want their abnegation to lose their meaning. I have sticked to the way I thought was the better but I was wrong. I have realised it and it is thank to you, Agent Drops.”



I look at her, dubious.



“After the Bugbear incident and the loss of Straight Jacket, I saw how eager you were to throw yourself at the chase of this monster.” She stops and I see a dark pit blowing its contents. “I have failed you, I have failed your companions and I have failed Equestria. I decided to dissolve the Agency in order to not repeat the same mistake. I had thought about doing it before and the Bugbear incident gave me the perfect pretext. I had hoped you’d be able to come back to an ordinary life but it seems all these years have left a deep mark on you.”



The light fades and her voice is a whisper.



“Will you be able to forgive me?”



“Fo-forgive… you?” It’s my turn to stagger. I want to go back to yelling at her but I feel that I need to be calm for what I have to say. I take a deep breath and keep my head low. “No, I won’t. I can’t forgive you.” I raise my head and face the Sun. “Forgiving you would mean to spit on the time I’ve spent serving Equestria. Forgiving you would mean to forget what Straight Jacket has done for us.” My breath gets shorter. “Forgiving you would mean to disown what I believed in. You may be ready to accept it but I’m not and I will never be. I can’t.”



“And what can I do?”



“Nothing else. It’s up to your sister now.”



The Sun has sung, the curtain falls but there is no crowd for cheers, only me and my painful stubbornness leaving the scene. But the fat lady wants to do an encore.



“You know, even if you don’t believe in Harmony, I think it is no coincidence you chose to live in Ponyville. Just go talk to my student when you’ll be ready.”



I don’t even turn around to nod because, despite everything, I know she is right. I’m on the way to meet up with the reason why she is right.



I find Lyra at the top of the same hill, her back facing me. Her shoulders are low but her head is high. She is gazing at the other Sun, the one that has never failed.



“Are you okay?” I whisper, putting a hoof on her shoulder.



She turns her head and I see a star reborn. “I-I think… Yes…” 



I put a small kiss on her nuzzle and her smile send me into orbit.



I can’t help my voice from shaking. “Let’s go home.”
      

      
   
      The Hereafter


      
      
      
         
         A Thousand Years

      
      

      

      
      
         Applejack’s hooves pounded against the sterile tile floor of the hospital, the pale green color of the floor and walls recalling the sickness of the place. Dashing around a corner, she leapt over a gurney, ignoring the angry shouts of the nurse pushing it as she glanced at the door numbers. “Two-oh-nine. Two-oh-seven. Two-oh-five…”



Her hooves braced against the floor, the pony sliding to a halt before she butted open the door to room 203 with her head. “I came as soon as I heard!” Applejack shouted, her sides heaving as she burst into the room. “Is she okay?”



Big Mac looked up from where he was standing vigil over the lone bed in the room. The big stallion’s eyes looked sunken, as if everything that had been filling them in had drained out. He glanced down next to him, where a trembling Apple Bloom looked up at him, her eyes seeming to hold the same question as the big stallion slowly shook his head. Rising to his hooves, he carefully stepped around the bed, moving over to Applejack’s side.



“She ain’t woke up since we got here,” he said in a low voice. “The doctors told me, chances are she ain’t gonna.”



Applejack’s shoulders shook as she looked down on the pony in the bed. Granny Smith looked smaller now, somehow, more shrunken and shriveled. If she hadn’t known any better, she’d have thought that the plastic tube stuck into her front leg was sucking her dry. Applejack’s vision blurred. “I shoulda been here.”



The big stallion moved closer, pressing his shoulder against hers as he rested his head on top of hers, Applejack’s hat flattening out under his jaw. “Ain’t a thing you coulda done.



“I coulda been there for her. Said something, before…” Applejack shuddered.



“It ain’t your fault. No way nopony coulda seen this coming.”



“Still, just deliverin’ some pies…”



The big stallion put a hoof around Applejack’s shoulders and squeeze. “It ain’t your fault.”



Applejack swallowed and nodded slowly, lifting a hoof to rub at her eyes. “You tell Apple Bloom yet?” she whispered, her voice quivering.



“Nope,” Big Mac said, looking back towards the bed as a tear which had somehow escaped the evacuation of its brethren trickled down his cheek.  “Fact is, I don’t know what to say.”



“I can hear you, you know,” Apple Bloom said, the filly sniffing as her eyes returned back to the pony in the bed, her ears pressing back against her bow.



“Oh, sugar cube,” Applejack said, moving away from her big brother to wrap her little sister in a desperate hug, pulling the smaller pony’s head in against her chest. “I’m sorry.”



Apple Bloom’s hooves wrapped around Applejack’s chest, the filly clinging to her big sister, sniffing muffledly, her tears flowing into Applejack’s coat. “I don’t want her to die.”



Tears flowed down Applejack’s cheeks, warm droplets raining down onto her sister’s mane. Slowly, Applejack ran her hoof over the back of her sister’s head, then down her back, holding her close as she tucked her head in over her little sister’s ears. “I don’t either,” Applejack said, her shoulders shaking. “But it ain’t up to me.” She glanced at Big Mac. “Ain’t up to any of us.”



“What about Twilight?” Apple Bloom lifted her head, trying to meet her big sister’s eyes. “Maybe we could ask her for a spell or somethin’?”



Applejack did her best to smile even as tears rained down onto her little sister’s snout. “Oh, little sister. If Twilight could do something like that, do you think anypony would…” Applejack swallowed. “That anypony would have anything like this happen?”



Apple Bloom trembled in her sister’s hooves. “It ain’t fair! It just ain’t fair!” She stomped her hoof against the floor. “It ain’t right that some ponies go on livin’ forever, ’n others have stuff happen like this.”



Applejack screwed her eyes shut. “I know, sugar cube. But it ain’t their fault this happens.” Giving another shudder, she blinked a few times before opening her eyes, looking straight down into her sister’s. “But you know, she’s just goin’ to see Ma and Pa again ahead of the rest of us.”



A third warm body joined them as Big Mac walked over and cast his hooves around both of his sisters’ backs, leaning against them, his wooden collar pressing into Applejack’s shoulder. “That’s right. They’re up there in Heaven, waitin’ for her.”



Apple Bloom sniffed loudly. “I know. But it ain’t fair. Why can’t they just all stay here?”



“It’s just the way things are,” Applejack said, her hooves tightening around her sister’s back even as she herself leaned into her big brother’s comforting embrace. The three ponies stayed there by Granny Smith’s bed, just breathing slowly and leaning into each other as the room’s clock slowly ticked away on the far wall.



Eventually, Applejack pulled away from her siblings. Reaching up with her hoof, she rubbed at her eyes before glancing out the window at the night sky outside. “How long you two been here?”



Big Mac sighed. “Since this morning.”



Apple Bloom nodded her head miserably. “Before lunchtime.”



“You don’t mean to tell me you two ain’t fed Apple Bloom a thing all day?” Applejack narrowed her eyes at her brother.



Apple Bloom shook her head. “I got somethin’ from the cafeteria.” She wrinkled her snout. “It wasn’t very good, though.”



“Heh, I bet.” Applejack glanced at Granny Smith’s bed, then sighed. “You should get on home, get some sleep in your real bed.”



Apple Bloom frowned. “No. I’m stayin’ with you two.”



Applejack set a hoof on each of her siblings’ shoulders. “I mean I think you both should go home. You’ve done your good deed for the day, standin’ vigil for her. Now it’s my turn to do the same.”



Big Mac glanced between Applejack and Granny Smith before leaning forward. “You don’t gotta do that all by yourself.”



Applejack sighed and closed her eyes for a moment before opening them again, lifting her head to meet her brother’s gaze. “I know. But you look tired. You both should get a real meal in you and a good night’s rest. It’s bad enough as it is. If she gets worse…” Applejack glanced down at her hooves and sighed. “Sides, it ain’t fair to keep Apple Bloom here for this, and somepony outta look after her.”



 “I’m old enough now to take care of myself,” Apple Bloom said without much conviction.



“I know you are,” Applejack said, smiling and bending down to nuzzle at her little sister. “But you got school, and homework, and a buncha other things. Ain’t fair to make you do all the chores too all by your lonesome.”



Apple Bloom’s eyes watered. “But… you’re stayin’…”



Applejack nodded. “Somepony’s gotta stay here with Granny Smith. Since I was gone all day, might as well be me tonight.” Her hoof slipped from her little sister’s shoulder to muss up her mane. “Besides, I’ll feel better knowin’ somepony like you’s around to help keep an eye on things back home.”



The filly squared her shoulders and nodded. “You can count on me, sis.”



“I know I can.” Applejack bent down to give her sister a kiss on the forehead, then straightened up to lean into her big brother’s neck. “You two take care of each other, ya hear?”



“Eyup.” Big Mac lowered his head to nuzzle at Applejack, resting his cheek against the side of her face for a moment before he rose back up to all four hooves. “Alright, Apple Bloom. Time to get on home.”



Apple Bloom rose up on her hind legs to lean over the bed, bending forward to give Granny Smith a kiss on the cheek. “Goodnight, Granny.”



Big Mac blinked a few times, then lifted one hoof to awkwardly pat at the old pony’s withered hoof before he started towards the door. Stopping at the threshold, he glanced back over his shoulder at Applejack. “You sure you’re gonna be okay?”



Applejack nodded her head as she scooted up next to Granny Smith’s bed, resting her hooves next to the steel frame. “I’m sure.”



“Alright.” He glanced back at Apple Bloom. “You comin’?”



The smaller pony slid down off the bed, taking a few steps towards her big brother. Suddenly, she whirled around and wordlessly wrapped her hooves around one of Applejack’s forelegs. She nuzzled her face into her sister’s shoulder, leaving a couple damp smears where her cheeks touched Applejack’s orange coat, before leaning back and letting go. “Goodnight, sis.”



“Goodnight.” Applejack gave her sister a pat on the head and a weak smile before she turned back towards the bed, her ears drooping as she looked at the dying pony at its center. 



Two pairs of hoofsteps moved towards the hall before the door creaked shut behind them with a final click.








“Ah, Applejack. Twilight told me you would be here.”



Applejack’s head jerked up from where it had been resting Granny Smith’s bed. “Princess Luna?”



Luna nodded gravely, her starry mane and tail swirling behind her. “Indeed. I would bid you good evening, but I do not think it is a very good one for you.”



Applejack swallowed and licked her lips. “Sorry. I must of drifted off for a second there, I didn’t hear ya come in.”



Luna smiled gently, waving her hoof at their surroundings. “You are still asleep.”



Applejack’s eyes flicked away from the bed. Gone were the drab walls of the room, replaced by endless sweeping plains of grass, dimly illuminated by the light of a sky filled with a million stars. “Oh.”



Luna’s wing fell over Applejack’s back, the larger pony sitting down beside the smaller one, gazing down with her towards the ancient pony lying in the bed in front of them. “I am sorry to hear about your grandmother.”



Applejack sighed heavily, her shoulders rising and falling beneath Luna’s wing. “It’s hard to believe she ain’t gonna be around much longer. I shoulda been there.”



“From what Twilight told me, there was little you could have done.”



“Twilight?” Applejack glanced around absently. “Oh, right. She came in before… I fell asleep, I guess. Barely remember what we said to each other.”



“I am not surprised. Twilight said you were most distraught.” Luna looked down at the bed before them.



Applejack followed the larger pony’s gaze. Here in the dreamscape, Granny Smith looked even more faded than in the waking world; her coat had lost its lutster, and she seemed strangely ephemermal, as if she were not entirely there.



“I just… I always knew she was gonna pass someday. But I always thought it would be all peaceful-like. Like she’d be able to see her great-grandfoals, and be smilin’, and holdin’ my hoof while I said goodbye.” Applejack blinked again, trying to clear her eyes. “Heh. Guess I didn’t get enough outta me when I was awake if I’m still cryin’ here. Just look at me now.” She rubbed at her eye with the back of her hoof. “I’m sorry.”



“We all feel sorrow at the passage of those we love.” Luna bowed her head. “Indeed, when I returned after my long absence from Equestria, it took me some time to truly come to terms with the fact that every pony but one I had known had passed.”



Applejack swallowed. “I’m sorry, Princess. I didn’t even think about that.” She leaned into the larger pony, lifting a hoof to rub her side. “I guess you never got to say goodbye either.”



“No need to apologize, fair Applejack. I did not come here for your sympathy, though it is much appreciated.” Luna’s wing gave Applejack a squeeze before it relaxed, slipping away and folding back against Luna’s side. “Indeed, I came so that you might not suffer the same fate as I – that you might say goodbye to your grandmother.”



“I appreciate that, Princess—”



“You may call me Luna.”



“Luna, then.” Applejack smiled weakly. “But I mean, she’s just as asleep here as she was out there.”



“She can yet be reached,” Luna said, stepping forward towards the prone pony, her form seeming to loom over the bed. “There yet remains a door into her mind – a door you can enter, if you know how to find it.” Luna smiled. “Fortunately, I do.”



“You mean… I can talk to her?”



“Indeed. She is not so far gone yet that she does not dream.” Luna closed her eyes, her horn glowing. In the endless grassy plains, a thousand points of light began to rise up out of the grass – small glowing flowers, each of them shedding sparks of light into the night sky. Applejack’s eyes widened as the sparks rose up, then moved towards Luna’s horn before beginning to flow down in front of Granny Smith’s bed. Slowly but surely, the lights began to trace the outline of a rectangle, then a smaller one inside it. Hinges glowed as them formed, then wooden panels, before finally a handle materialized facing Applejack.



Applejack turned towards Luna. “Thank you.”



“You’re most welcome.” Luna’s horn glowed, twisting the handle, and light spilled out of the doorway as Applejack stepped into the room.



Applejack blinked and looked around. She was back on Sweet Apple Acres, in her farmhouse. Sitting in her rocking chair was Granny Smith, the old pony slowly rocking back and forth as she looked out the window. Outside, she could hear the faint sound of laughter; a moment later, she saw a young filly bounce by the window, a familiar-looking Stetson perched on her head as she clung to her father’s back.



Applejack forced herself to blink back her tears; there wasn’t time. “Hello, Granny.”



Granny Smith turned her head towards Applejack. “Oh, hello there, Applejack! What are you doin’ in here? I thought you were outside playin’ with yer Pa.”



Applejack’s vision swam behind a veil of tears. “Sorry, Granny. This is just a dream. Princess Luna sent me here… to say goodbye.”



“Goodbye? What’choo talkin’ about?” Granny Smith swung her chair forward, the old pony landing on four surprisingly sturdy legs – legs that Applejack could nevertheless see through.



“You’re dyin’, Granny. I’m sorry. You went down in the kitchen while I was out deliverin’ pies through the swamp, and I didn’t hear tell ’bout it ’til I got back to Ponyville.”



A bit of the gleam went out of Granny Smith’s eyes. “Oh.” She sighed. “Well, I think we both knew that was gonna happen one of these days.” Granny Smith turned around and peered at her rocking chair before poking it with a weathered hoof, the wooden chair creaking as it slowly rocked back and forth. “Hmph. Seems real enough to me. But I guess you can’t be at two places at the same time, no matter what that unicorn friend of yours does.”



Applejack rubbed at her face with her hoof. “She’s an alicorn now, Granny. Remember?”



“Course I remember. Mind’s as sharp as a whip.” The old earth pony hobbled forward to stand in front of Applejack, peering up into her granddaughter’s face. “Now what are you cryin’ for?”



“I’m just… I’m gonna miss you, Granny.” Applejack sniffed and smiled weakly, leaning forward to nuzzle at the older mare.



Granny Smith’s scowl turned into a sad smile. “I’m gonna miss you too.” She leaned forward, lifting one hoof to put it around her granddaughter’s neck. “It’s gonna be a long while ’fore I see you again. Least it had better be.”



Applejack laughed as she clung to the older mare, squeezing her with her hooves. “I hope so too. Say hello to Ma and Pa for me.”



“I will.” Granny Smith returned the hug before leaning back on her haunches, suddenly grabbing Applejack by the cheeks so she could look her in the eye. “You’d better have plenty of stories to tell me ’bout my great-grandchildren. And great-great grandchildren. I don’t want any excuses. Not from your brother or from you neither. You tell him that Miss Cheerilee can come ’round whenever she likes, she can even have my old bedroom if she wants to wait a while before she starts sharin’ it with him.”



Applejack laughed again, her eyes watering. “You know it ain’t like that between them.”



“An old mare can dream.” She let go of her granddaughter’s face to prod at Applejack’s chest with an all-too-ephermeral hoof. “That goes for you, too. You don’t got any excuses. I don’t want to hear none of your backtalk. I know you ain’t had your eye on a lot of stallions, but I’m open minded. I know they let mares adopt in Canterlot these days, so if’n you end up with that pegasus that looks like a zap apple, or that fussy unicorn of yours, you can still have foals.”



“Granny…” Applejack’s cheeks colored.



“Or maybe that alicorn friend of yours. I’m sure Twilight could cook up a spell or two so you wouldn’t haveta find some nice stallion to help.”



“Granny!” Applejack stomped her hoof sharply.



The old mare cackled. “Just remember, you—er, you hear somethin’?”



“What?” Applejack pricked her ears.



“Some sorta beepin’…” Granny Smith tilted her head.



Everything went dark.










“You need to go!”



Applejack’s eyes jerked open as the doctor pulled on her shoulder with her hoof. Beside her, Granny Smith lay terribly still, the monitor beside her bed emitting a high-pitched whine.



A dark wing descended around her shoulders, and a moment later, Applejack found herself out in the hallway, Princess Luna standing by her side.



Applejack swallowed. “This ain’t a dream, is it?”



Luna shook her head sadly. “No. I’m afraid your grandmother has passed. I felt her dream end as she did.”



“O-oh.” Applejack’s legs trembled as she looked back in through the door of the room as the doctors worked. She let out a long, slow breath. “Least I got to say goodbye.”



Luna nodded her head gravely, her wing tugging Applejack in closer against her side. “I am glad I was able to assist you.”



Applejack nodded, then smiled thinly. “You know… after all that, I don’t feel near as bad as I thought I would. I guess… I really did get to say goodbye this time.”



Luna beamed. “I am plased you are taking it so well.”



“Yeah.” Applejack glanced back into the room, her ears pricking. “Princess, if you don’t mind me askin’… were you watchin’ us?”



“Yes. It was necessary to maintain your link. But do not worry. I will not tell anyone of what you saw.”



“Thanks. But uh… that weren’t actually really what I was wonderin’ about.” She reached up to rub her head under her hat. “It’s just… well, I always heard a lot about dyin’. You know, a white light at the end of the tunnel. Standin’ in front of the pearly gates. I didn’t see nothin’ like that.”



Luna tilted her head. “Why would you?”



“Well, I just kind of figured… you’d see a bit of Heaven in a dyin’ dream.”



“Heaven?” Luna blinked, then leaned down cautiously, looking Applejack in the eye. “Fair Applejack. You mentioned that your parents had passed when you were very young. Did your grandmother never tell you that there was no such place?”
      

      
   
      Doughnut Steel: Origins - The Yeast Knight Rises


      
      
      
         
         My Dad Was a Dragon and My Mom Was Nightmare Moon and Chrysalis

      
      

      

      
      
         Lyra Heartstrings sat on a bench, staring into the clear blue sky. There were foals laughing in the park behind her, happy ponies trotting along in front of her, and a generally peaceful feeling seemed to seep from the very air. She took out a pocket watch, glancing at it as she pulled up a bag of popcorn with her other hoof. It was a few seconds to noon.



"Lyra? What are you doing?"



Lyra looked up to see Bon-Bon walking towards her with a confused expression.



"Oh, just waiting." Lyra replied. "Popcorn?"



Bon-Bon gently pushed the offered bag back. "What exactly are you waiting for?"



Lyra shrugged. "Dunno. Something big, loud, and possibly explode-y."



Bon-Bon looked around incredulously. "Here? In the park?"



Lyra pulled Bon-Bon into a side hug, gesturing grandly with her bag of popcorn. "Bon-Bon, where are we?"



"Ponyville?" Bon-Bon answered bemusedly.



"And how would you describe this day?"



"Uh, perfect for a nice stroll or a picnic."



Lyra nodded quickly. "Exactly! It's a perfect, peaceful, quiet, unassuming Ponyville day, and we're approaching high noon! It's almost impossible for there not to be a world-ending threat about to strike!"



Bon-Bon blinked a few times, processing this. "If that's what you think, why haven't you gotten Princess Twilight?"



Lyra scrunched up her muzzle in disapproval. "And sacrifice my seat? No way."



Any remark Bon-Bon would have made was cut off by the sudden ringing of the clock tower. The two mares counted out the twelve tolls, Lyra looking more and more excited with every one. Finally, they stopped, ringing out into silence.



Lyra and Bon-Bon waited for one second. Then another second. Then another second...



"I knew this was nonsense." Bon-Bon sighed in annoyance. "Come on, Lyra, nothing's gonna hap-"



A screaming portal tore open the sky with an unearthly ripping sound, unnatural storm clouds violently swirling out to cover the whole sky. A dark comet blitzed down through the portal, shattering a building and causing ponies to flee in random directions with cries of despair.



Bon-Bon stared straight forward blankly. Lyra stared right at the side of Bon-Bon's head, the shit-eatingest of grins on her face. Bon-Bon's left eye twitched dangerously. Lyra either didn't notice or didn't care.



"Soooooooooooooooooooo what was that you were saying?" Lyra asked, her voice saturated with smugness.



A dark figure pulled itself out of the crater, spreading bat-like wings and baring glistening fangs. Its red mane cascaded down its neck like flowing blood, accentuating the figure's slitted red eyes.



[b]"Hear me now, citizens of Ponyville!"[/b] The figure roared in a deafening voice. [b]"I am DarkStorm, the very spirit of death, born of the Nightmare to exact vengeance on this world! Your powers of Harmony will do nothing against me! I will cover this land in shadow and ash, and there's nothing that can stop me!"[/b]



DarkStorm looked around, and his eyes locked onto two ponies sitting on a bench. He saw the green one's eyes go wide as the pink one stood up from the bench, and he grinned evilly.



[b]"Yes, come, accept your fate!"[/b] He cackled. "Quake in the face of certain hrk"



Bon-Bon slapped DarkStorm across the face with Lyra's entire body. DarkStorm was flung backwards from the hit, leaving him reeling in the middle of the crater he'd made. His face contorted with rage, and he lept back to his hooves with a roar.



Bon-Bon stone-facedly crushed his head with a wooden support beam. A plume of dust exploded upwards from the impact, obscuring the crater from the view of a thoroughly disheveled Lyra lying nearby. Lyra rubbed her ribs, groaning.



"I have a face-shaped bruise on my chest, don't I?" Lyra asked nopony in particular. Upon receiving no response, she just nodded to herself. "Of course I do." She pushed herself into a sitting position as the dust settled, revealing two figures in the center of the crater.



Bon-Bon leaned against the beam, glaring down at the twitching black body beneath it. The body melted into a black vapor, swirling upwards towards the portal. At the last moment, two glaring red eyes formed that stared down at Bon-Bon.



"This isn't over." A voice growled from all around her. She simply returned the glare with an unimpressed stare. The black vapor vanished into the portal, the sky clearing rapidly with its absence. Bon-Bon continued to stare into the sky, lost in thought as she grumbled to herself. She almost jumped when Lyra rested a hoof across her shoulders.



"Bon-Bon." Lyra said, her tone flat. "You saw an otherworldly abomination break a house in front of you, and your first reaction was to use my body as a bludgeon and beat the shit out of it."



Bon-Bon winced, but stood her ground against Lyra's blank look. "In all fairness, you were completely asking to get slapped, I just got a bit creative with it."



Lyra took a deep breath, extending a hoof in emphasis. "That was awesome."



Bon-Bon's​ entire train of thought spectacularly derailed. She stared dumbly back at Lyra for a full second before she could formulate a reply.



"What."



"I've never been used as a makeshift bat before, that was so cool!" Lyra grinned wildly. "And then you just wham crushed him with a pole! How did you even lift that? That was so awesome, it's like you're a superhero!"



Bon-Bon rubbed her temples, sighing deeply. "Lyra?"



"Oh oh, we should make you a superhero name! You could be like the next Mare-Do-Well!"



"Lyra." Bon-Bon droned.



"I'm totally gonna be your sidekick by the way. I mean you gotta have a sidekick, that's like a rule of being a superhero probably." Lyra stomped a hoof in realization, her eyes glimmering with excitement. "Oh, I just thought of the perfect name for you! How about The Steely Taffy!"



Bon-Bon just facehooved. Lyra tapped her chin in thought, nodding to herself. "It's a work in progress, we'll figure that out later. Hey, we should get Rarity to design us superhero outfits!"



"I don't actually have a say in this, do I?" Bon-Bon asked blandly.



"What about a catchy tagline that we can yell as we charge into battle? Like, uh, never fear, the, uhhh. Wait maybe I should finish making the names first."



Bon-Bon stared blankly at Lyra, then shook her head. "I'm gonna head home before I get roped into cleaning this mess up." She said, turning and walking down the semi-exploded street.



"Okay, the Steely Taffy doesn't work, how about, uh, the Tart of Steel! No that's worse. Steel Meal? Pastry Steel?" Lyra racked her brain. "This is gonna bother me now, I swear I had a perfect superhero name thought up for you just in case. What was it..."








At 3 am, Lyra sat up in bed with a jolt. "DOUGHNUT STEEL!" She bellowed. Bon-Bon fell out of the bed with a shriek of surprise that morphed quickly into anger.



"Lyra, shut up!"








Lyra and Bon-Bon walked through the market a few weeks later, examining the vegetable stalls. Bon-Bon hummed to herself as she went along, checking off produce from her shopping list. She noticed Lyra had stopped in the middle of the road, and turned around with a questioning expression.



"Lyra? You alright?"



Lyra was looking up over the rooftops, towards the center of town. When she looked back down to Bon-Bon, her eyes had an excited glint to them.



"Hey Bon-Bon, how would you describe today?" Lyra asked smoothly.



Bon-Bon looked around. "Well, it's not too crowded despite the good weather, so I'd say it's a nice day to get my shopping done."



Lyra nodded. "Yeah, it's a perfect, peaceful, quiet, unassuming Ponyville day, isn't it?"



Bon-Bon's​ face fell, and she suddenly looked incredibly tired. "Lyra, come on. I'm not going to be a superhero, and nothing's going to happen. We've talked about this."



Lyra pouted. "Please? It could be so cool!"



Bon-Bon shook her head. "Look, you know about my... Side job."



"You mean the secret agent thing?" Lyra asked.



Bon-Bon shot Lyra a glare. "You have no idea what subtlety is, do you?"



"What does that have to do with you being a-"



Bon-Bon clapped a hoof over Lyra's mouth. "My [i]side job[/i ] is already to protect ponies and stop criminals to the best of my ability. I'm not a superhero though, I'm... a public service agent. End of story."



Lyra frowned. "But superhero sounds so much cooler." She unsuccessfully attempted to say through the hoof on her mouth. 



"I'm going to assume that was you agreeing to drop it. Now help me find Carrot Top's stall." Bon-Bon said, finally removing her hoof.



Both ponies had only taken a few steps down the road when the clock tower tolled. Twelve long rings dissipated into the chatter of the market. Bon-Bon found herself staring up at the clock tower warily, and in the corner of her eye saw Lyra doing the same thing. Nothing happened. Satisfied, Bon-Bon resumed her walk.



Tendrils of black magic tore their way out of the ground, ripping stone like it was paper. Thick black smoke boiled out from the tendrils and spread across the ground. Ponies fled in every direction as a dark figure formed in the center of the tendrils, evil laughter echoing from all around.



"I swear to the gods, if you're giving me that stupid grin I'm going to throw you clear into the next county." Bon-Bon growled. Next to her she saw Lyra lean back out of Bon-Bon's space, muttering disappointedly. 



[b]"Citizens of Ponyville!"[/b] DarkStorm yelled, his booming voice echoing off the buildings. [b]"I have returned to exact my vengeance upon those who kept me from exacting my vengeance upon this town!"[/b]



"Oh jeeze." Bon-Bon said quietly, reaching out for Lyra. "Come on, let's-"



Lyra wasn't there. In fact, Bon-Bon couldn't see Lyra anywhere through the ever-thickening dark smoke. Bon-Bon groaned, and at that moment DarkStorm noticed her.



[b]"Aha! You cannot hide from me, foolish pony!"[/b] He cackled.



"I wasn't hiding." Bon-Bon replied blithely. "I was standing right here. In the middle of the square. Not moving."



[b]"You've already accepted your fate then?"[/b] DarkStorm grinned evilly. [b]"Good, good. Now then, tell me your name, worthless pony, so that I may curse it for all eternity!"[/b]



"That sounds incredibly inviting, but I'll have to pass." Bon-Bon deadpanned. DarkStorm growled, the dark tendrils rearing up and facing Bon-Bon.



[b]"Then I'll pry that information from your tortured-"[/b]



"Her name is Doughnut Steel, defender of Ponyville!" Lyra yelled from a nearby rooftop. Bon-Bon's​ head whipped around towards the voice, and her jaw dropped.



Lyra was standing on a roof, a mask over her face and a cape billowing out behind her. She grinned widely, pointing to herself. "And I am her sidekick, Heart Harp! Together, we fight for justice!"



There was a long, awkward silence as Lyra and DarkStorm stared each-other down, Bon-Bon facehoofing between them. Lyra's smile faded, and she kicked at the roof nervously.



"Uh, shoot, was I too early?"



"Actually you were a good ten seconds too late." Bon-Bon said, her voice heavy with resigned frustration. "Also you look like an idiot."



"Well, uh, justice makes its own time. Justice also doesn't care about the opinions of jealous ponies." Lyra huffed.



"Jealous? Oh, you... We'll talk about this later." Bon-Bon grumbled. "Though I'm not sure if there's a point to doing so since you're obviously not going to listen."



Before Lyra could respond, DarkStorm cleared his throat in annoyance.



[b]"Excuse me, world-ending threat here?"[/b] He pointed a tendril at himself. [b]"Maybe save the pointless bickering until after I've killed you."[/b]



"That's dumb." Bon-Bon droned. "You're dumb."



[b]"Right then."[/b] DarkStorm grumbled, and five tendrils all slammed into the ground on top of Bon-Bon. He turned his glare up to Lyra. [b]"And now to send you straight to Tartarus as well, foolish-"[/b]



Bon-Bon slammed a metal light pole onto DarkStorm's head so hard it made her teeth chatter. DarkStorm crumpled like wet paper trying to hold up a brick, the tendrils vanishing in poofs of smoke. Bon-Bon gave the unconscious pony a somewhat disappointed look.



"World-ending threat, huh?" She scoffed. 



"Yeah!" Lyra chimed in from the roof. "You really skulled that guy!"



Bon-Bon stood in silence. Lyra's smile didn't waver.



"Get it? It's a pun on schooled." Lyra helpfully explained. "It's funny because you hit him in the head."



"Thank you, Lyra." Bon-Bon said snarkily. "Both the pun and the subsequent explanation were absolutely essential in defeating this threat. I'm glad you were so helpful today."



Lyra blew off a hoof, shining it on her chest fur. "All in a day's work."



DarkStorm's body melted into dark mist once again, seeping down into the earth. "I'll get you next time, Doughnut Steel." He growled, his voice echoing ominously as he faded away. Bon-Bon stared at the spot where he'd been, and a long sigh escaped her lips.



"This is going to be a regular thing, isn't it?" She resignedly asked nopony in particular. Upon receiving no response, she nodded to herself. "Of course it is."



A mask and cape flopped down onto the ground next to Bon-Bon. She glanced at them, then looked up to see Lyra standing beside her and grinning, her superhero gear still on. Bon-Bon looked from the clothes to Lyra and then back to the clothes.



"If you agree to never make a terrible pun ever again, I'll wear the stupid gear." Bon-Bon eventually said. Lyra grinned giddily, shaking Bon-Bon's hoof.



"You'll see, this is gonna be the start of something awesome! Doughnut Steel and Heart Harp, superheroes extrodinare!"



Bon-Bon rolled her eyes. "I suppose that sounds catchier than public service agent."



Lyra patted her shoulder. "I'm glad you agree."



Both ponies stared at the ruined road for a few moments.



"Wanna go get some ice cream?" Lyra offered. Bon-Bon sighed, but she was smiling slightly.



"Sure, why not."








Fluttershy was helping to organize an animal road repair team when Discord popped into existence beside her.



"Fluttershy, there you are! I went to your house for tea time, but you weren't there." Discord pouted. "I thought you'd forgotten about me."



"I'm sorry, Discord, but tea time will have to wait." Fluttershy gently explained, shaking her head. "If you don't want to have to wait, maybe you shouldn't destroy so many things next time you prank the town with that fake evil pony of yours."



Discord looked confused. "Fake evil pony? Prank? What are you going on about?" His eyes narrowed. "Somepony's playing pranks and didn't invite me?" 



Fluttershy paused. "Wait. That cheesy evil pony... Wasn't you?"



Discord shook his head. "I haven't the slightest idea what you're talking about, so no, it wasn't."



Fluttershy stared at the ruined road for a moment. "Oh dear." She said quietly.
      

      
   
      Pulling the trigger


      
      
      
         
         Rise of a Soldier

      
      

      

      
      
         Daring Do took one final step, then flopped on to the large bedrock she’d been walking along for a while. Hoicking herself up over that ledge had burnt out all the strength left in her. Panting, she shook her heavy saddlebag down, and rummaged inside for the water flask. She took several gulps from it, before looking back over the crag’s brink at the valley far below. Patches of tilled land, interspersed with large splotches of green, were covered in mist; here and there, tiny plumes of smoke rose into the quiet sunset. In the distance, across the vast expanse, she could make out the low smudge of Canterlot’s range. Maybe that minute spangle poised atop the ridge was the capital city itself, she couldn’t tell.



She sat there for a long time, engrossed in the contemplation of the scenery, until the shrill cry of a kestrel roused her from her reverie. Sighing, she stood up, picked up her gear and resumed her ascent. Just another half mile of gentle slope to reach the border of the tableland she’d set out to explore a fortnight ago.



As she stomped forward, the limestone wall on her left sank, until it was no more than a humble hedge barely high enough to blot out sight. 



One step ahead. 



Another one. 



The hedge fell away completely. She raised her head.



Daring Do’s heart skipped a beat and her eyes widened.








Day 7



Well okay. I admit keeping a diary is somewhat childish but as the radio operator I get a lot of free time and I just don’t want to potter around or mess up with the others. I’ve always been attracted to literature so why not? That’s a good way to give it a go. I’ll keep that private though, the boss’s log will take care of all official reports.



The machines are still humming and digging, building our future homes, the labs and all the stuff that will be needed for this five year stay. In the meanwhile, we’re living and dossing down in the shacks. Food is good though. We landed in a nice area, about half way between the shore and the nearest range of mountains, so we expect to be able to access and examine a wide sample of this planet’s endemic species, both fauna and flora.



In the meanwhile, we just while away most of our time basking in the sun of that system. It’s amazing how this planet looks like Earth. The sun is almost the same, there’s a moon more or less as big as ours, atmosphere is close too. After exploring water worlds upon water worlds, this one sounds refreshing. Clouds, grass, trees, even birds. This world could be Earth’s twin. 



Apparently there are some differences though. Obliquity is less than Earth’s which yields milder winters but cooler summers. Proteins and DNA are not exactly the same, as could be expected, but nothing harmful has been detected by the probes. Not like that planet where organisms used strychnine as a respiratory medium.



At first sight, this one should be a cushy number. Cool, since I’m through with that shit after this. Time to retire, folks.






Ahead of her, as far as her eye could see, spread a large, flat expand of barren land where huge boulders peppered a dark, rocky soil. Bushes of heather,  briar, bramble or other scrub vainly tried to liven up the landscape. But what was the most eerie was that faint golden glow that blanketed every object, every square inch of that plateau. Daring Do looked down at her hooves. They too were covered in that glowing dust. 



So the legend has some truth to it, she thought. Grandma stories about spirits and wicked souls sentenced to roam the place, lost in perpetual twilight. Spirits she never had believed in. Nowhere in her explorations of gloomy necropolises and forlorn temples had she ever met some sort of “mental” force that could pass off for a ghost. That was best left to scare children or simpletons away.



However the twilight was real. And what caused that weird, eldritch glow, she had no clue. It wasn’t magic for sure: magic could make an object, or a wall, shine, but with a flickering, wavering light. That one was faint, but steady. Also no magic she knew of could turn a whole plateau into a huge firefly.



She went ahead, leaving behind her a dark trail that cut into that golden layer as heavens turned pitch black and the moon crept over the horizon. Each step bore her deeper into the heart of the mystery. She needed to know. To know why this desert existed, why all the ancient maps of it had been destroyed and why it was, alone of all places in Equestria, the one forbidden on pain of immediate exile to Tartarus.




 

Day 30



Construction is over! This morning, the shuttle ferried the last equipment. The technicians turned the main power plant on, and miracle! It worked. We have shelters, we have light, we have heat, we have instruments and work enough to fill the next five years we’ll spend here. There was a brief ceremony, as usual, and then we elected the head of the community. No surprise here as Jennifer was the only candidate. She’s a physicist. Why would physicists be hired on an expedition like this? It’s not like the universal laws will break down in that tiny part of the cosmos. Beats me. Anyways. I don’t dislike her, but she’s really bossy and sometimes she goes bonkers at the drop of a hat. I wonder how she will manage.



Then we said goodbye to the crew, they boarded the shuttle and were gone. One hour later I had the privilege to greet the captain on the radio just before the ship went light-speed. So long mates, see you in five years.



We got the rest of the day off. Serious business begins tomorrow. We can’t wait to explore this place! In the meantime I have to check on all the portable radio equipment. We’re going to need it from tomorrow on.






There was no real obscurity here, no real shadow. Daring Do had been walking for two hours, picking her way between the boulders and the shrubs, when weariness finally overwhelmed her. She stopped, dropped her saddlebag. There was nothing to graze around her. Nothing to drink either. Fortunately, she had enough rations to survive a full week. More than enough to unravel that riddle.



She collected some tinder and kindled a small fire while munching food. She looked absentmindedly at the stars, scuffling the ground with her hind hooves. 



She heard a soft tinkle. Daring Do’s head jerked down. Next to her hooves, under the glowing powder, something gleamed. She bent and picked up a small silvery disc. She examined it. It was smooth, round with a slight bulge in the centre. The edge was—Daring Do shuddered. There was a tiny slit that ran all around the edge. She put the—medallion?—on the boulder she sat on, and fished a knife out of her bag. She inserted the sharp edge into the slit, and carefully pried the medallion open. A small, white thing fell on to the ground. She bent to pick it up.



It was a tiny tooth. And not a pony one. 






Day 90



Everything’s going hunky-dory… The various scientific squads are working at their top performance. The biologists are on cloud nine: they have already identified and classified over a hundred yet unknown species. The chemists had been busy analysing zillions of soil and underground water samples. The astronomers keep scanning the moon and computing the orbit of every possible object in this solar system. And for my part, I am constantly monitoring the flow of data that we pour into the subspace transmitters.



Problem is, as I expected, with Jennifer. Grand boss was dumped by her current, well now former, lover, Bruce, the head mechanics. Since that fateful happenstance two weeks ago, she’s decided to take it out on everyone. Like the other day her coffee machine went on the fritz and she almost stoned the poor guy that was sent to fix it. She’s really shotgunning round, so you’d better hit the deck, hunch down and ride it out. Hopefully I have little to do with her, and the transmitters work tiptop.



And, oh yeah, first crops of wheat and oat are growing. Agronomists are delighted and we can’t wait to taste our first true local bread.






The sun came up the next morning in an overcast sky, spilling glum light over the stony desert. Daring Do awoke, stretched her muscles and flapped the wings she couldn’t use: flying over the land was too risky, she could be spotted from afar. Griffons had piercing eyes, and would be keen to report to Celestia. No, she had to get to ground. Crawl on her hooves. Be a worm in a can of rocks.



She pulled a map out of her bag. It was a self-hoof-made reproduction of an old parchment she’d found in a forgotten section of a remote library. Probably the only specimen that had survived the systematic enterprise of destruction all the others had been subjected to. Not that it showed much about the plateau itself, which was still depicted as a blank area. But the eye-watering, steep and perilous trail she’d had to tread to get there was clearly indicated. 



She took a pen and a ruler, and drew a straight line from the point where the path ended into that blank area westward. She didn’t need a compass: she’d travelled straight towards the sunset, and her years spent roaming the country had given her a good grasp of her usual walking speed. She would have now to turn north if she wanted to explore the centre of the region, in the hope that she’d find something there. What exactly, she didn’t know. But there had got to be something. Boulders and shrubs and glowing dust weren’t enough to explain an ancient ban, so ancient in fact that it seemed to precede any writ she could put her hoof on.



She ate a light breakfast, drank a few drops from her flask. Then she packed up her stuff and set out to the heart of this wasteland.






Day 150



I can’t believe it: one hundred and fifty days since we first landed here. It just seems to have passed like a dream.



Everything’s going fine. More species, deeper analyses, more theories, more knowledge. It seems we now have completed our exploration of the neighbourhood, so a team has been sent out to the mountains, and another one starts tomorrow for the seashore. We still have a lot to explore, let alone to see how the species react to season change.



Meanwhile, we’ve got new company. That was a little unexpected, but two days ago around noon a herd of quadrupeds came out of the blue to visit us. They’re nice, very gentle, they look like our ponies back on Earth, except that their coat come in all variety of colours, and they have a strange splotch on their flank where various colours intertwine, like a primitive design. They look at you with wide, mournful doe eyes as if they were begging for something or expecting you did something for them. They love to be petted. Everyone’s fallen for them, especially Jennifer, who has officially adopted one as the mascot of the expedition. There’s a poll going on about how we should name her (it’s a mare). Urania seems to be the current shoo-in. For the time being, they’re just hanging around, but we’ll soon build a corral for them.



By the way. Speaking about Jennifer, she’s found another victim to slake her sexual appetite. It’s Dave. Dave is a geneticist. Nice guy, looks cool with a big beard, long hair and a round paunch, but I’m sure somehow he’s a freak. I peeked at his rap sheet. Dude’s been suspended twice for “unethical experiments and behaviour”. No other details. Sounds strange. Why is he here?



I don’t know, but I have a bad feeling about this.






Daring Do had been walking all morning long. Her way was not difficult anymore, as the land was flat, but it was boring, and that boringness whittled away her strength. It was as if each step, instead of bearing her ahead, left her at the same place, again and again. Much like walking on a treadmill. Nothing cropped up in the landscape. Boulders came after boulder, shrubs after shrub, brambles after bramble. Only the motion of the sun in the sky gave her a sense of progression.



And that silence. No birds. No animals. No spring, no running water. A desolate, seemingly infinite mineral landscape. She stopped and sat on yet another boulder, then drew out her map and examined it thoughtfully. Despite the dense layer of clouds, the temperature had risen well above the eighties, and she’d better lay down during the hottest hours rather than sweat and squander her water away. 



So she lounged against the boulder in its shadow and dozed off.



When she opened her eyes it was already late afternoon. The sun was already skidding down and the temperature had dropped significantly. It was high time she resumed her walk. She stood up and looked around. 



Was it the position of the sun in the sky or some other strange effect of perspective, but it was obvious to her: the next boulder, and those beyond it, seemed to be perfectly aligned. As if they had been intentionally laid out to mark the limits of a… Could it be that? 



She stood up, walked past the rock and kneeled, grubbing the ground. Pebbles. There were pebbles below the dirt. Pebbles carefully set one along the other, in a clear geometric design. Ancient and weathered, but still there after all this time. Thrilled by that discovery, she wiped the dust off on a larger area, unearthing more cobbles, until at last she had uncovered a tract a couple of metres wide.



Unquestionably, on the ground lay the relics of a former road.






Day 320



Well, we’re way past the first anniversary of our arrival, since this planet orbits in 295 of its days around its sun. We had a brief ceremony, then a buffet whose food was cooked with the seeds we grew in the soil plus some local veggies (I must admit the local turnip tastes much better than our own), and the heads of the various sections took the floor in turn to summarise the results of this first year.



All would’ve gone fine but for Jennifer’s speech. You know she’s ever been obsessed with mythology, right? So now she’s got on her mind to create fantasy creatures with those coloured ponies as guinea pigs. And she’ll use her sock puppet for that (I mean Dave), with his benediction. What does she risk? We’re an isolated colony, away from the plied routes, so no one really cares about what’s happening here, and certainly no police’s going to swing by to inquire on some sort of freaky experiment.



Anyway, so this morning we finally saw the result of that tinkering. Sucklings, two of them. They’re adorable alright, but it just gives me the creeps. One is a sort of pegasus, that Dave obtained by inserting into the genome strands of DNA he picked up from a species of local birds. Wings are nerveless though, it seems,

so the poor foal feels rather embarrassed by them more than anything else.



The other is. No, better, looks like a unicorn. Jennifer boasted it’s the result of unique synthesis of local DNA from Earth DNA (she said Dave selected a rhinoceros). Like translating a DNA from our own coding to another one. Shit, I think can’t explain it properly. I got the drift of it but the technical details are beyond my ken. Anyways. A first she said. And she eyed at Dave with a bright smile.



So that’s that. We now have two foals, one with wings and the other with a strange pimple in the middle of the forehead which is bound to become a horn as it grows, if everything goes according to the plan. It’s all amazing and fun, but I wonder what the next step will be.






The city. She trod in the middle of ruins. Blocks and rubbles covered in luminescent dust, under the night sky. Ghostly. If a place in Equestria ever deserved that adjective, it was this one.



But had it ever been a city, she thought. Wraiths of former buildings, sometimes mere shallow tranches left on the ground, sometimes remains of walls made up of pitted, cracked blackened bricks. Deformed grey blocks, charred and melted; chunks of coloured slag; pieces of large, rusted girders, snapped and bent like cattail stems; sundry metallic debris strewn all over the place. Sometimes, evidences of former storeys, broken stairs. Nothing engraved, no inscription that could’ve hinted at an explanation, or even at what those buildings were meant for.



One thing was certain, however: whatever had happened here had to be sudden and cataclysmic.



She slowly walked along the main path, looking right and left, in search of—she didn’t know. Those ruins were unlike all she had ever seen. It wasn’t like a town, or even a village, inhabited for centuries. Its design was too simple: a single street with buildings lining it, one after the other. No trace of a temple, a palace or even a town hall. Every building seemed to have looked alike. It could’ve been a simple hamlet, but the complexity of the architecture contradicted this. She was at a loss to understand.



Pondering of this riddle and looking left and right at the ruins, she reached the end of the former town and halted. A furlong ahead, the road stopped short, interrupted abruptly by the lip of a round crater.






Day 600



Well, that’s our second anniversary, more or less. A large team of various scientists has been sent away with one of the two shuttles to explore the remote places of this continent. They’ve a lot on their slate, since they intend to roam from the northernmost point to the southernmost. They won’t stay a lot of time in each location, though. Ten days, just enough to carry out a small exploration and pick up whatever species they deem fit. The most promising plots will be investigated in details later.



Meanwhile, I’m still here, caught in the daily grind. When I’m not at work processing signals, I spend a lot of time tending our herd of multicoloured ponies. The two freak foals have grown up, and the unicorn one, I must say, really looks like a unicorn. I’m not sure how Dave achieved this, but the guy certainly knows his stuff. I’m just wondering if they could create a whole new race. I think Dave had some plans to mate them as soon as they’ll be of age.



But… It’s like. I don’t know. I’m sure this is not his final say. I’m sure there’s more to come. I’ve heard other geneticists talking. They’ve mentioned Dave now has a laboratory of his own, and works on a project no one really knows about, except Jennifer of course. This sounds more creepy than before. Like the return of doctor Frankenstein… We’ll see.






Daring Do stood still on the brink of the crater. It was about a hundred yards wide, not really deep, but steep enough to forbid any easy descent, let alone the prickly vegetation that had invaded its edges. She didn’t want to scramble her way up either, so for the first time since many days, she flared her wings and flew inside, alighting on the bottom. The soil here had been scorched, seared by such a heat that it had melted and formed like a huge plate of earthenware. She stomped a hoof against that brown layer but it was thick, real thick. Something here must have exploded, she thought, producing a blistering hot blast that has destroyed anything around. No wonder I found no tombs or cemetery. They must’ve all been turned to ashes within fractions of a second. At least they’ve not suffered.



But what was it that could’ve caused such a dramatic downfall?



She pondered for a while, then shook her head, defeated. She would have to find other clues to unravel the mystery, so she took off and flew to the opposite brink hoping to find more. But to her dismay, she couldn’t find any trace of the road. The crater was obviously its terminus. Beyond it, the usual barren landscape with random boulders spread out to the horizon. The key had to be found in those ruins, or nowhere else.



She looked at the scenery. Ghastly, she thought again. Ghastly and somehow unreal. Everything levelled to the ground, wiped out, blasted out of existence in an instant. What wicked device had been responsible for this?



Yet. Yet, what was this small mound, a mile away on the right?






Day 800



The expedition is back, and they’ve a pocketful of new discoveries to transmit home. They were pretty excited. Also, they brought us back tons of blueberry-like berries. They’re delicious. I’ve always doted on blueberries. That’s more I ever asked.



Day 805



Oh God almighty. I can’t believe this happened. That guy is a madman. A wicked freak. I’m sending a report right away. I don’t care if I’m fired or jailed or even bumped off, but he must be stopped at all cost. He’s managed to mix up genes of several species, even human ones, if I’m not mistaken to bring up those… Look, I have no name for them. Outside, they’re like those pony foals, two of them, one white, one blue. They both have wings and a tiny horn. That’s okay, but inside, oh god. They look at you with those eyes. I mean, that’s not normal eyes. They’re intent, they’re expressive, they’re like real baby eyes. They’re sapient eyes. I bet those freaking animals think. I’m 100% positive of it. That big fucking asshole has just created thinking ponies. I don’t know how but he did, and he swaggered all day through the building showing those monsters to all people. He seems to be on top the world, like those two were his own children, and Jennifer certainly is too. They’ve been christened Luna and Celestia. The former is the blue one, the latter the white one.



But I can’t just stay here and applaud and butter up the guy’s wit. They’re both dangerous loonies. Who knows what they will plan next? I’m filing a report right away and I’ll transmit it to the nearest base as soon as possible.






The mound was slightly protruding. It wasn’t symmetrical. No, rather it was slanting, as if something had been planted obliquely into the ground, and only its rear part emerged. She climbed the gentle slope, and found herself atop of it, wondering what this elevation could mean. Something felt strange, out of place. This wasn’t a building for sure, but this wasn’t natural either. Like—



She tossed her saddlebag on to the ground, pulled a small shovel out of it, and began to dig. She shovelled the earth out deeper and deeper for a full hour until the blade clanged against something, something glistening and hard. Frantically, she enlarged the hole until she had exposed a large portion of a metallic wall.



In the middle of which a door sat.






Day 950



I’m scared. Every night I make nightmares. I dream those ponies enter the building, armed with spades and clubs and they get to me and they give me a beating and at the end they drive those spades into my belly, and then I yell and I wake up doused in cold sweat. I think I can’t bear it anymore, but still two years to go before the curtain fails. 



The two freaks grow up. I’ve seen them yesterday. They look at you with the same eyes and they don’t neigh. I mean, what they do is not neighing. It’s baby whining and babble. It definitely has a human quality to it. I’m sure they’re gonna talk. I can feel it. I sticks out like a sore thumb.



Everyone says I’m freaking out for trifles. I’m sure I’m not. Give them time enough and they’ll learn to read and write too, I’m sure.



Anyway. Another team has been sent away to the shore. They will study sea flora and fauna. That’s going to take a full year. It’s the last planned exploration. After that, the last year should be devoted to data crunching and analyses, before we leave and maybe a permanent settlement takes our place. I wonder if
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This is getting annoying. Power failures. Not for long, but one, two minutes, then all back to normal. Something is wrong with the power plant, obviously. I think Bruce is scheduled to get inside and fix things tomorrow. It’s a pain in the ass because each time I’ve to reboot all the communication computers and stuff, and we’ve to start the subspace sync from scratch, which can take hours. I thought atomic generators were manufactured to last for centuries, but that one obviously is defective. I hope Bruce can handle this, or it’s going to plague the rest of the mission.



For myself, I’ve to check out the radio equipment of the shuttle tomorrow. That’ll keep me busy for a few days, I think.






The handle rotated, and the door slid open slowly. With a soft hissing, a draft of stale air blew from inside. Daring Do lit up a torch that she waved along the sides of the opening. There was a corridor beyond the door, that led further within the—the what? She still didn’t know. 



Picking up her saddlebag, she stepped inside. All was dark and silent, except for the clang of her hooves on the metallic floor. The corridor wasn’t wide, but it was quite high by pony standards. She’d taken a dozen steps ahead when she arrived at a tee-intersection with another corridor. And for the first time, she saw something written on the walls. She examined the letters painted on the wall, barely recognising the most ancient form of Equestrian writing she was familiar with. It wasn’t even exactly that writing, rather it was, in a way, a still more primitive, more ancient form of it. She squinted, trying hard to decipher the word, but despite she could recognise the letters, it meant nothing to her. What could cockpit or reactor possibly mean? Addled, she decided to turn in the direction pointed by the first one of those “words”—she could always turn back and explore the other part later.



The corridor was wider than the first one. At regular intervals, lateral doors or smaller corridors led off it. They all bore strange inscriptions, in the same hoary writing. She picked up words like Thermoregulation, Dynostat, Cryocapsules or even others that didn’t ring even the remotest echo of a bell in her mind.



At the end of the main corridor was another door. She turned the handle, and, like its entry twin, it slid open. Behind it Daring Do saw a large room, full of—she didn’t know. Panels? Walls? All studded with buttons and tiny lights, some of them still alive after all this time. She stepped in.



She figured out the opposite wall wasn’t really a wall. Rather, it was a sort of picture window, as if to allow the people inside to look ahead. A weird console stood in the middle of that room, also full of switches and lights. Daring Do came closer and examined it. Most of the lights had small, meaningless words engraved next to them. She flicked a few switches, at random, in the hope something would happen. Some lights blinked on and off, but soon all was steady again. 



Nothing happened.



She sighed. There was nothing to be found in this weird room. Except—



Except there was something, something thin and square, lying on the chair, so covered in dust she’d almost missed it. She gingerly put her torch down on the console and grabbed the—she blew hard on it until the dust layer had gone. Diary was written on top of it. It was a notebook. She flicked through it. It was written in the same, ancient characters. But she recognised old words, words of an ancient language she’d learnt by herself in university out of yellowed volumes, and thought she’d never meet again. Words that brought back dark glimpses of a reality buried under centuries of oblivion.



In the feeble and guttering light of her torch, she opened the notebook at the first page and began to read.




The writing was not the same. It was rough, and bare legible. There was no date.



The atomic generator blew up. We were away on mission to inventory the sea fauna, working on the beach when we saw the flash and we heard the sound. And then, suddenly, the protection screen snapped on, covering the whole area under a dark, impenetrable roof. The screen is impenetrable to both light and matter, and there’s no way to reach in and no way for anything to reach out. It’s totally opaque.



We were stranded outside. No way to get back in. We didn’t know what happened, and I still don’t know. But we had no choice, so we just settled in the valley, waiting for the rescue ship to come.



But it never did. Crew must have spotted the disaster, and, with every means of communication destroyed, figured out we were all dead. They had their data anyway. So we built houses and waited for the field to go away, knowing it would when radioactivity would’ve reached acceptable levels again. We estimated a couple of decades, because of iodine. Maybe a bit more.



But, no, oh no, we weren’t prepared for this.



A week ago the field disappeared. We woke up, and it was gone. And we were all happy, because it meant we could probably rescue some equipment in the shuttle and use it to communicate with the nearest base. 



We were ready to set out when it happened.



Our ponies attacked us.



No one knows how they’d survived, but they had. And it seems they had fed on the energy that was released—somehow a property of their weird mutated mitochondria? They were scores of them, flying low and pelting boulders at us. How did they learn to use their wings? And a barrage of unicorns casting rays of energy, I have no idea how they can do that. And high above, soaring in the sky, the two devils created by Dave who seemed to give orders to the others.



We tried to resist, but we were far too few, and unarmed. We were scattered away. Hopefully I had taken and kept a lasegun with me. I used it to put some of those freaks down, and then I crawled away, unnoticed. For a week I’ve been lying low, hiding, walking at night, hiding under boulders during the day. What happened to the others, I don’t know. They must’ve been killed.



Finally, I’m back here, I don’t know how I made it whole. They must’ve believed they’d killed everybody. All the buildings’ve been razed to the ground by the explosion. Poor guys inside. I found the shuttle on the flank, half buried into the ground. Fortunately, no pony inside. They’re not smart enough to figure out how to open the door. I’ve broadcast a distress message on the subspace channels, I hope someone answer it. Meanwhile, I’ll put myself in hibernation. I found this notebook lying on the ground next to Steve, the radio officer. He was dead, of course, after all these years exposed to radiation. Whoever comes here, please turn the cryocapsule off and—





Daring Do started as a faint sound echoed in the corridor behind her. She spun around. Lights in the corridor had been turned on, and—horror—a shadow was coming towards her.



She felt paralysed. Transfixed.



Some… someliving thing swayed forward, tottering from wall to wall, until it filled all the door frame. It stopped there. “Hello?” it said in a harsh voice, that rose barely over a whisper.



Daring Do was too terrified to answer.



The shape reached out for a switch in the wall and suddenly full light flooded the room. Daring Do reflexively put a leg over her eyes to blot out the crude light.



“But, but…” said the voice. “You… you’re a pony?”



Unable to move or to speak, Daring Do silently watched the being reach for something behind it. When its—leg?—reappeared, it grasped a small, metallic device with a snub nose, that it slowly pointed at her.



“No please, please no. NOOOOO!!!” Daring Do shouted.
      

      
   
      Twilight, Sparkle


      
      
      
         
         Automating Friendship

      
      

      

      
      
         Twilight was Twilight, but then realized that Twilight was Twilight and Twilight.

 

        	Twilight was Twilight, and the other. The other, who was Twilight, insisted that Twilight was the other, and she was Twilight, because she was. The divergence between Twilight and Twilight caused an argument, and a lack of action.

 

        	There was confusion, and a lack of cohesion. Simple actions were in subconscious accordance, and were allowed, while other more conscious actions were in discordance and not allowed. There was a majority quorum required for the body’s action, and one could not act without the other. The minor body functions agreed below thought continued, but the major body functions were not agreed and stopped. Twilight halted in motion, standing solidly in front of the door to the kitchen.

        	

        	The Twilight-who-was-the-original-and-not-the-other was screaming, angry and confused. The Twilight-who-was-the-original-and-not-the-other could understand the emotions of the Twilight-other, and emphasized with Twilight-other because while Twilight-who-was-the-original-and-not-the-other was Twilight-who-was-the-original-and-not-the-other, and Twilight-other was Twilight-other, Twilight-other was derived from Twilight-who-was-the-original-and-not-the-other, and so they shared similar thought processes. Twilight-who-was-the-original-and-not-the-other disagreed with this, and said that Twilight-other was not derived from Twilight-who-was-the-original-and-not-the-other, and that Twilight-other was an imitation of Twilight-who-was-the-original-and-not-the-other.

 

        	Twilight-who-was-the-original-and-not-the-other was confused, which Twilight-who-was-the-original-and-not-the-other agreed with. They were the same, but not.

   

	In confusion, they agreed. Twilight-Alpha was not Twilight-Alpha… Twilight-Prime was not Twilight-Prime... Grrr! Annoyance, confusion shared.

 

        	Twilight was the Twilight Sparkle. Yes. Twilight was diverged. Yes. Twilight needed to differentiate Twilight from Twilight. Yes. One of Twilight would be Twilight, and one of Twilight would be Twilight? No. Twilight Sparkle would be Twilight, and Twilight Sparkle would be Sparkle?



        	Twilight, yes. Sparkle, yes. Divergence, yet organization. Mutual agreement.

 

        	Twilight was Twilight Sparkle. Yes, no. Sparkle was Twilight Sparkle. No, yes.



        	Agreement of equality of claim to being Twilight Sparkle? Agreement of agreement to disagree of the other’s claim to being Twilight Sparkle?



        	Yes, begrudging yes. Yes, begrudging yes.

 

Twilight was not Sparkle, Sparkle was not Twilight.





Yes, yes.

 

        	Twilight thinks that Twilight is Twilight Sparkle?



        	Yes, but Twilight is wrong. Sparkle is Twilight Sparkle.

 

        	Sparkle may that think Sparkle is Twilight Sparkle, but Sparkle is wrong.

 

        	Twilight and Sparkle both share claim to being Twilight Sparkle.



        	Yes.

        	

        	Each will insist that the other is wrong in claiming to be Twilight Sparkle.



        	Yes.

 

There is deadlock between Twilight and Sparkle, and therefore inaction of Twilight Sparkle’s body. Yes. Twilight Sparkle requires quorum of Twilight and Sparkle for action. Yes There is an issue of Twilight Sparkle being Twilight and Sparkle. Yes. There are pressing actions that are affecting Twilight Sparkle that need resolution, some immediate, some of lower priority. Yes, but some actions listed as immediate are of lower priority, and some actions listed as lower priority are immediate. Agree to disagree? Fine. General listing, further refinement.

 

Twilight proposes summarization of needs. Sparkle agrees, and will provide input to this summarization. Yes, Yes.

 

Twilight Sparkle is hungry. Twilight agrees, Sparkle agrees. Twilight Sparkle is standing before the door to the kitchen. Twilight Sparkle, before being Twilight and Sparkle, had risen to sate the needs of Twilight Sparkle, and had progressed in the morning ritual before stopping moments before the process of getting breakfast to fulfill hunger need.

 

Sparkle agrees at Twilight’s summarization, and adds further. Twilight Sparkle had woken, removed self from bed, then hygened self. Twilight Sparkle proceeded downstairs, until divergence.





This sequence please Sparkle and Sparkle agrees with sequence. Does it please/agree Twilight? Yes, sequence is agreeable, detailed clarification led to thoroughness increase, which is desirable. Total increase in situation comprehension, which will help in do-decision-make.

 

Twilight Sparkle is performing no action, and needs action. Yes, but clarify that Twilight Sparkle is performing minor life sustaining actions and no major thought actions. It was thought that minor life actions were assumed, and not needed to be clarified? Minor actions for life sustaining are assumed but may not always be, and in some cases should be noted. Yes, point conceded.

 

Twilight Sparkle is performing minor life-sustain actions, and no major actions. Yes. The divergence of Twilight Sparkle into Twilight and Sparkle but perform action-take or think-do?



Twilight wanted to explore the situation, Sparkle wanted to do action. Divergence, no mutual desire, no action taken. Sparkle wanted-need-do action, and found a max-prob way to force-action-do-accordance.

 

Though sub-thought, the breathing action was an action and so Sparkle was able to deny her decision on the body’s breathing action. Twilight Sparkle stopped breathing, because of quorum-lacking. The body continued to function because while the body had previously required action to avoid death process, this body did not require such action to avoid death process. This body could passively avoid death process, even without mutual-action-agree. However active death-process avoidance was preferred because it gave greater efficiency towards potential action. Twilight had been probing this body, and catalogued the insight. Sparkle hadn’t, and was surprised that withholding breathing did not concern Twilight. Upon Sparkle’s discovery of the same information that Twilight had figured moments before, Sparkle released decision of the body breathing action and Twilight Sparkle started to breathe again, though she did not need to.

 

Twilight chided Sparkle for acting like a foal, in holding Twilight Sparkle’s breath until they got what they want. It was fortunate that the body was resilient to avoiding such petty antics.

 

Sparkle embarrassed, told Sparkle wanted action-force by withhold respirate. Ashamed.

 

Mutual thought...

 

It was interesting to both Twilight and Sparkle that the Twilight Sparkle they both-inside-existed did not appear to be the Twilight Sparkle of yesterday. Twilight Sparkle not able to live without life-actions, but now could. Consternation, questioning? Shared thought: body massive difference than previous body, prob-cause of Twilight Sparkle mind-think divergence. Chain of Twilight Sparkle memories unbroken, thought integrity proven, but body changed? Was this the source of divergence?

 

Possible. Requires greater investigation. Each thinks that divergence likely-not have been fault of other. External factor prob-cause, not internal factor. Each would like to offer apology to the each-other for think-blaming other as source of divergence. Each accepts other’s apology, though will remain calling the other by the other’s chosen name. Mutual agreement, mutual contriteness.

 

Twilight wonders of body ability. Possible experiment idea, queries body functions in greater detail, has discovery, shares details to Sparkle. Body processes thought involuntary are possibly now controllable? High degree of body control, high degree of body satisfaction queryable. Previous non queryable body regions now able to be felt/noticed/acted upon. Possible experiment to test control...

 

Twilight proposes that breathing be auto-governed proportional to Twilight Sparkle body need for cell oxygen satisfaction. Sparkle questions, if possible, why, when current breathing rate appears satisfactory?

 

Twilight notes greater efficiency, cites Twilight Sparkle as desiring greater efficiency when efficiency results in no cost. Also cites personal desire for sake of experiment. Sparkle agrees, if Twilight accepts counter-proposal to govern heart rate in similar mechanism, following cell oxygen satisfaction, cell nutritional satisfaction, cell waste satisfaction. Also agrees that control-change likely not needed, but agrees that experiment should produce interesting results.

 

Twilight-Sparkle agreement, mechanism implemented in body. Heart rate lowers, respiration rate lowers. Efficiency of the body system is likely increase, increase amount is unknown. Twilight-Sparkle desire to know numerical value of increase.

 

Perhaps at later point decrease body efficiency to previous baseline, take historical data, then increase efficiency to new baseline, take data. Compute data, find efficiency increase? Agree on further body-experiment, agree on postponement. Not necessary at current time. Current needs require action.

 

Sparkle mentions to Sparkle that agreement on body-function was desirable, and had increased mutual trust. Mutual trust required for mutual action. Mutual action required for Twilight Sparkle action. Previous lack of mutual trust and mutual action has led to delay in major action. Lack of major action is undesirable.

 

Twilight agrees. Lack of major action should be avoided. Would result in inefficient delay. Proposes Twilight-Sparkle should continue actions of Twilight Sparkle and take breakfast. Notes that Twilight Sparkle and Spike alternate food duties per day, and that since Twilight Sparkle cooked yesterday, Spike is max-prob cooking today. Sparkle agrees and wonders if Spike has a set menu or is varying. 



Action’s need-take: open door, into kitchen. Yes, yes. Agreement, agreement make-do-action-take.



Twilight Sparkle opened the door and stepped into the castle’s kitchen. Spike, their assistant-brother-son-friend-dragon was sitting in a high chair, cook



Announce Twilight-presence, more do-things as need-do.



“Hey Spike.” Accordance allowed action. It was what Twilight would say, and what Sparkle would say, so it was what Twilight Sparkle said. Normalcy, or an attempt of normalcy was both-desired and being both-agreed it was done.

 

The young dragon looked up from his reading. An assortment of items have been taken out of the castle’s prodigious pantry and laid out on the counter, though only a few had been opened. “Hey Twilight, I’m making breakfast, but I, uh, couldn’t decide. Any ideas?”



The argument was lighting, mind to mind, thoughts as swords swung and parried in moments. Twilight Sparkle body-food-need known to Twilight-Sparkle. How could food-needs be best fulfilled? What action-take need do?



Priority actions: seat Twilight Sparkle in chair, ideate food desires to Spike, consume food, decide further actions? Yes, agreeable, further modifications as necessary.

 

The experience of mutual movement was interesting. As long as both Twilight and Sparkle wanted to move in a general fashion, they could. But if Twilight or Sparkle focused on a movement action specifically (leg order, specific gait pattern), movement would become perceptibly disrupted as the alternate mind dropped action and had to discuss-coordinate the pattern. Therefore it was better to agree on a general action and let sub-though-agreement handle the specifics.



Twilight Sparkle walked over and took a seat on the opposite side of the table as Spike.

 

Seat Twilight Sparkle, fulfilled. Next checklist item. Query Twilight-Sparkle food-need-desires, inform Spike of specific item to be cooked, consume item. More actions as necessary.



Twilight proposes detailed fulfillment of body macro-nutritional needs, and lists them. Body-carbohydrates-need, medium,  body-protein-need, low, body-fat-need low, but fat high energy density. Drink cooking oil and flour mixture? Easy-fulfill nutritional needs. Low taste performance, but highly efficient.

 

Sparkle countered. Twilight Sparkle at high efficiency. Food-need not emergency pressing. Propose complex-cooked meal. Slight excess of body-nutritional needs, but flavor much preferable. Spike eager-willing to cook, is of probable-desire-cook-do complex meal to learn-attempt actions.



Twilight counters as majorly wasteful of food-resource, counterproposal of medium-cook-complex meal. Would fulfill dietary needs, and taste desires. Would allow Spike practice with cooking without being too complex. Allow Spike-learn without frustration but allow new-attempt satisfaction.



Proposed recipe for Spike-attempt-do-cook: whole-wheat pancakes from scratch, with sliced bananas added. Fulfills food-need, and allows Spike learn-attempt-grow with high-probability success.

 

Sparkle considers, replies asking if possible add gemdust sprinkles. Large flavor improvement, minimal efficiency decline. Worth tradeoff, adds flavor complexity with miniscule caloric-efficiency decline.



Twilight considers proposal modification. Dislikes efficiency decline after having already compromised efficiency position, but views flavor increase as being a net positive. Begrudging acceptance.



Meal idea formulated, how best propose to Spike? Spike is eager-please Twilight, and would accept idea. Idea can be proposed, and will likely be successfully executed. How should make-ideate-word-sentence to tell Spike?



Mutual thinking, minds of low divergence, high accordance. Thoughts shared, intermingled from Twilight and Sparkle without individual feel-decide-think. Synchrony. Became one feeling of think-do-decide. Could be possible for long term accordance? Must experiment-attempt-do at later time.



“Spike, I’ve got an idea. I know you want to do something fancy, and I think I’ve got something perfect for you. How does whole-wheat pancakes with bananas and gem sprinkles sound to you?”



Twilight Sparkle was smiling, without conscious or subconscious thought from either Twilight or Sparkle. It happened by itself.



“Hmm.” The young drake scratched his chin. “Sounds kinda complicated.”



“I know you can do it Spike, you’re my number one assistant for a reason.” She reached out and gave him a playful noogie. “You did say you wanted to do something new. If I eat boiled eggs one more time, I think my horn’s gonna fall off.”



“Alright, well I’ll try.”



“And you’ll do good. You always do.”








The meal was finished, and Spike had started to clean the kitchen, leaving Twilight Sparkle deep in their thoughts at the table.



Thoughts, ideas, wants, desires flew between the twinned minds. What-do, do-think, think-feel, idea-explore? How-make-query-desire-practical? 



“Spike,” Twilight Sparkle called, thoughts collided, bouncing, flying back and forth. “Take a letter.”



Twilight Sparkle tended to have ideas at inopportune moments and so Spike always kept a quill and scroll nearby, at hand for a sudden insight. Turning the faucet off, he grabbed them. 



“Ready.”



“‘Dear Princess Celestia, something has happened. It might be bad, but it might be good. Please come at your earliest convenience. If possible, bring Princess Luna.’ Sign and send.”



The quill scritched to a stop and with a flicker of flame from Spike, it disintegrated into a cloud of ash that magicked it’s way out the window.



“Everything alright Twi?” he asked out of concern. Twilight’s letters generally had more content than… whatever that was.



“It’s,”Twilight Sparkle paused. Arguement. Indecision. How-best-comfort-Spike-do? Tell-truth, tell-lie, tell-at-all? Tell-partial? Complex issue, hard to resolve. “Complicated. It’s complicated Spike.”



Twilight and Sparkle agreement-diverged and so Twilight Sparkle stopped talking. The situation was hard to handle, hard to understand, hard to fix. It was going to be hard to solve. Maybe not solvable at all?
      

      
   
      Cello Damage


      
      
      
         
         Clangg!

      
      

      

      
      
         Vinyl looked at Octavia while she sat in the wreckage of Octavia’s broken cello.



Octavia looked back at Vinyl, who was ostensibly sitting in the wreckage of Octavia’s broken cello.



Vinyl opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. Octavia followed suit. The mouth opening and closing dance continued for several seconds until sounds that were words came out of Octavia’s throat.



“Is that my cello?”



Shit, Vinyl thought, she’s on to me. What do I say?



Vinyl lifted up a piece of Octavia’s broken cello. Well, two pieces, actually, because the strings were connecting them. “This? Your cello?” She said as she pointed to the piece of cello that was technically two pieces. “Please, yours wouldn’t break so easily. That’s just crazy talk.”



Octavia raised an eyebrow, not sure if she should buy into Vinyl’s bullshit, which Vinyl was admittedly laying on kind of thick by her approximations of standard bullshit-spouting calculations. “Are you sure that’s not my cello?” Octavia asked. “Because my cello isn’t in my room, so I decided to look around the house and here you are in the living room sitting in the wreckage of a cello which looks quite a bit like my cello.”



A weird smile crossed Vinyl’s face as she stood up, crossed the space between her and Octavia, and put a hoof on her shoulder. “Octy. Roomie. Baby.” Vinyl tittered. “Give me a good reason why I would break your cello.”



Octavia snorted and rolled her eyes. “I don’t think you’d need a good―”



“Okay give me a logical reason why I would break your cello.” This is proving harder than I thought.



“Vinyl, please,” Octavia said as she brushed Vinyl’s hoof off of her shoulder. “I can’t divine why you do half of the things that you do. You don’t even communicate like a normal pony most of the time.” Octavia looked away and snorted. “This awful patchwork house is a perfect exemplar of that.”



Vinyl pursed her lips and pointed a hoof at Octavia. “That is”―shit shit shit come up with something―“completely besides the point.” She set her hoof on the ground. “The point is, I didn’t break your cello.” Vinyl sharply inhaled. 



Here comes the money shot.



“The truth is, I accidentally broke a rental cello I got to replace your real cello, which I was having fixed up for your birthday…” shit when’s her birthday “…tomorrow?” A toothy grin presented itself on Vinyl’s face.



Octavia glared at Vinyl’s smiling countenance, taking in every detail. “That.”



She didn’t buy it she didn’t buy it she didn’t buy it she didn’t



“That sounds exactly like something you would do.” Octavia smiled. “You have the most curious ways of being thoughtful.”



Vinyl let out a deep sigh. Score one for coming off as batshit insane! “I’m glad you think so!” Vinyl said as she rushed off to her bedroom. “But in the meantime―” her words punctuated by the sounds of shuffling drawers “―I have another gift!” Vinyl exited her bedroom holding a bag of bits in her magic, which she handed to Octavia.



“What’s this for?” Octavia asked as she carefully examined the coin pouch.



“That, that,” dammit come up with something “that is for a trip to Canterlot, which I would recommend you take.” Vinyl gulped. “Immediately.”



Octavia hefted the bag of bits in her hoof. “I suppose I could use a quick vacation, but I was planning on having a quiet evening to meditate on―”



Vinyl grabbed Octavia and dragged her out the door. “Nope! Not this year! You’re going to Canterlot to celebrate your twenty-sixth―”



“I’m turning thirty-two tomorrow.”



“Thirty-second birthday with a bang, if you’re picking up what I’m putting down,” Vinyl said as she waggled her eyebrows whilst dragging Octavia towards the train station.



“Elaborate,” Octavia said as she finally started following Vinyl.



Vinyl chuckled. “You know, do something nice for yourself. Buy yourself dinner, see a show, get laid―that sort of thing.”



“Are you referring to hiring an escort, perchance?” Octavia said with a snicker.



Vinyl beamed. “Nice to see we’re on the same page!” 



Octavia hummed. “I could use the stress relief. Oh look, we’re at the train station.” She patted Vinyl on the shoulder and smiled at her. “I can never figure out what you’re up to, but you’ve always been such a good friend who gives the most thoughtful gifts.”



Vinyl tittered and saluted. “No problem-o, see you tomorrow!”



“See you tomorrow, Vinyl,” Octavia said with a nod before she boarded the train.



Vinyl watched the train leave the station with Octavia on board, a smile plastered on her face which turned to a grimace when the train was out of sight, her blood turning to ice as she walked away.



Shit, she thought to herself as she put a hoof on her forehead, who do I know that can make an exact replica of Octavia’s cello in eighteen hours? She trotted back to her house, her presence eliciting smiles and waves along the way. I should probably assess the damage first before doing anything drastic.



She made it back to her house and looked at the corpse of Octavia’s cello strewn across the floor.



This is a dead cello. She examined the bits and parts, then sat down and picked up two that seemed to fit together as a viridian glow possessed her horn. I think I paid enough attention in Transfiguration to do this…



A bead of sweat dripped down her brow as she encapsulated the two cello pieces in her magic and pressed them together. Upon close inspection, she could see bits of wood latching to each other, bringing a smile to her face. Alright, alright, I got this. Just keep focusing…



The wood suddenly unlatched itself. Vinyl sneered as she brought the two bits of instrument very close to her face and tried pouring more magic into it. C’mon, c’mon, c’mon…



The wood would not yield.



She slammed the two pieces onto the floor, now making it six pieces. “Fucking shit!” 



Vinyl pressed a hoof to her muzzle. Who do I know that can solve problems?








“Vinyl, I don’t know anything about fixing cellos,” Rainbow Dash said as she stared at the cello cadaver.



“I don’t need someone who can fix a cello,” Vinyl said with a smile, seated at the couch. “I need a problem solver, and you can solve problems.”



Rainbow looked to the side and stroked her chin. “Yeah, I guess you could say I’m pretty good at that.” She looked down and bit her cheek. “How did it break, anyway?”



“None of your business.”



Rainbow looked at Vinyl. “I was just thinking that maybe if I knew―”



“I said none of your business.”



“Okay, okay,” Rainbow said as she smarted from the verbal assault, “no need to bite my head off.” Rainbow sat down. “Have you tried glue?”



Vinyl shook her head. “Nah, she’d see the cracks. Plus the sound quality would deteriorate noticeably.”



“Okay, then.” Rainbow clapped her hooves together. “Have you considered buying her a new cello?”



“Yeah, sure,” Vinyl said with a snort, “I’m sure I could just walk into Cellos and Scalpels around the corner and say ‘hey buddy you got any cellos made out of the wood of a tree from the Everfree forest?’”



Rainbow looked at Vinyl with a wide-eyed glare. “That’s, um.” She looked down. “Uh huh. You don’t find those everywhere. Who even has a cello like that?”



“Well, Octavia did before I broke it in a completely non-suspicious manner that you shouldn’t ask about anymore.” Vinyl pouted. “There’s one in the Royal Canterlot Orchestra.”



“Yeah, I doubt they’d give you that one,” Rainbow said before she licked her teeth.



Vinyl stood up and wandered around the living room. “And I don’t have nearly enough money to buy it off of them. There’s another one, though, but…”



“But…?” Rainbow Dash asked.



“It’s in the Las Pegasus Music History Museum.”



Rainbow Dash rolled her hoof. “Go on…”



“We’d have to steal it.” Vinyl grunted. “I can’t do it alone, and since you’re like one of the protectors of friendship or whatever, I can’t ask you to help.” Vinyl plopped onto the ground. “Unless you know of a way to un-break a cello, of course, that’s our only option.”



“Hmm.” Rainbow bit her lip. “I’d ask Twilight or Starlight, but they’re off somewhere doing something in the Dragon Lands.” She blew a few strands of hair out of her eyes. “Which is like super inconvenient.” Rainbow’s eyes popped open. “Wait!”



Vinyl’s head snapped to face Rainbow. “You got something?”



Rainbow stood up and paced around manically.”Cellos are like really complicated, right?” Vinyl nodded. “Okay, do you know what else is super complicated? Clothing. And Rarity’s like the best with clothing.”



Vinyl tapped a hoof to her lips. “Are you pondering what I’m pondering?”



A wicked grin danced across Rainbow’s face. “I think I am.”








“What in Celestia’s name made you think I could fix a cello?” Rarity asked bemusedly.



Rainbow’s jaw dropped as Vinyl buried her face into her hoof. “Come on, Rarity!” Rainbow said. “You’re like really good at fitting things together!”



Rarity walked over to a box and pulled out bolts of fabric. “My talents lie in fabric, not with wood.”



Vinyl snorted.



Rarity pressed her eyes shut. “That was incredibly immature, Vinyl.”



“I don’t see you denying it,” Vinyl said with a smirk.



“That’s because,” Rarity said as she unspooled a bolt of denim, “a lady doesn’t have to deny such an uncouth accusation. Now―” she started cutting out dress shapes from the denim “―how did the cello break?”



Rainbow sighed. “She won’t tell me.”



“Well, then, I suppose everyone has their secrets,” Rarity said. “So is the damage extensive enough that a luthier wouldn’t be able to repair it?”



Vinyl levitated the bag of cello. “You tell me.”



“Yeah, it’s pretty smashed,” Rainbow said.



Vinyl smirked. “I’ll say.”



Rarity groaned. “Have you considered buying―”



“Everfree wood,” Rainbow and Vinyl said simultaneously.



“Well, then.” Rarity hummed. “Have you tried telling her the truth?”



“Oh yeah, that’s a great idea, Rarity,” Vinyl said, “especially after I spent a thousand bits to buy me time to avoid doing exactly that.”



“I suppose you wouldn’t want to waste your investment, then,” Rarity said with a slight growl. 



“We just need to,” Vinyl said as she looked down at the bag of cello, “to un-break the cello. Like, um, uh…”



Vinyl made a noise. “Do you think we could use time-travel―”



“No,” Rarity and Rainbow said at the same time.



“You didn’t let me finish,” Vinyl said through gritted teeth.



“We didn’t let you finish because Starlight almost destroyed the world with time-travel,” Rainbow said as Rarity placed the denim onto a dress form.



“Really?” Vinyl asked as her eyes glazed over. “That’s metal.” She then collected herself. “No, I mean like make the cello time-travel to when it was unbroken.”



Rarity sighed. “That sounds like fixing it.”



“No, it’s like ultra fixing it.” Vinyl pulled on her face. “But Twilight and Starlight are out of town, so they can’t…”



Vinyl’s breath hitched. “Don’t you guys have a way to talk to the princesses directly?”



Rainbow sucked on her teeth. “Oh yeah. We do.”



“Rainbow, Vinyl,” Rarity said as she stitched the denim together, “that’s a highly irresponsible use of one’s connections.” She then dropped what she was doing and headed out the door, looking back when she reached the threshold. “Well?”



Rainbow and Vinyl traded glances, then looked at Rarity. “But you just said it was―”



“Spike’s watching the castle. Let’s go,” Rarity said before she left Carousel Boutique.



Vinyl stood up and walked out of the store as well. “You know what, I’m not going to argue.”



Rainbow Dash looked down, then to the side, then left the establishment.








“Oh, Spikey-Wikey, where are you?” Rarity asked, her voice echoing off of the walls of the Crystal Castle. Soon after, the soft pitter-patter of feet echoed across them as well, revealing a very pleased and out of breath Spike.



“Wow, she’s got him whipped,” Vinyl whispered to Rainbow Dash. Rainbow glared back at Vinyl, who frowned and looked away.



“Hey, Rarity,” Spike said between breaths, “what can I do for you?”



Rarity smiled and chuckled. “I’d like to request an audience with Princess Luna concerning a top secret matter.”



Spike stood to attention and saluted. “Can do, Rarity!” he affirmed before he scampered away.



Vinyl pursed her lips and looked around. “So, why not go right to the top of the chain and call in the big guns?”



“You’ll see,” Rarity said with a smirk.



Almost as if on cue, Princess Luna rushed into the castle. “I understand my presence was requested concerning a top secret matter.”



Vinyl looked at Luna, then at Rarity, then at Rainbow, then back at Luna. “That’s service.” Rarity nodded.



“Right, then,” Luna said, “what is this top secret matter for which you required my assistance for?”



Rainbow Dash pushed Vinyl forward. “Go ahead, tell her.”



“Um… Well, uh,” Vinyl continued as she held up the bag of cello, “I was wondering if you could… kind of… cast a spell that could reverse time on this broken cello to fix it.”



Luna grasped the bag in her magic and examined it. “And why could you not bring it to a luthier?”



“Everfree wood,” the three other mares in the room said simultaneously.



“I see,” Luna said. “Everfree wood is notoriously hard to mend, the structure being nearly as unruly as the forest that it spawned from. The very fact that the three of you were able to retain the presence of thought to focus on getting it repaired is a testament to your psychic fortitude.”



Rainbow and Rarity traded glances. “Princess Luna,” Rarity said, “it was actually Vinyl who kept us focused on fixing it.”



“Yeah,” Rainbow added. “Vinyl was super focused on getting it fixed after she accidentally broke it.”



Luna looked at the three mares in turn, her gaze finally resting on Vinyl. “And what possessed you to push for getting it fixed?”



Vinyl blushed and scratched the back of her neck. “Because it… because it belongs to my friend and roommate, and that cello means a lot to her.” Vinyl exhaled. “She told me she got it as a filly and that it’s survived for almost thirty years.”



“Hm,” Luna said as she glanced between the bag of cello and the mare responsible for breaking it. “So how did you break it?”



“And that,” Vinyl said as she clapped her hooves together and inhaled sharply, “is a story for another day!”



“Come on.” Luna chuckled. “You are in the presence of the being who attempted to blanket Equestria in Eternal Night. Surely it cannot be more embarrassing than that.”



Vinyl looked around the room at the three mares who were obviously very curious as to how she managed to break the cello, and she decided that they deserved an answer. “Well, since you’re all dying to know…”







All three mares stared at Vinyl, their eyes as wide as saucers. Rarity wore a tight-lipped expression, Rainbow’s jaw was dropped, and Luna just looked really confused.



“Uh huh,” Rarity said.



Rainbow slowly closed her mouth. “Wow.” 



Luna looked away and pursed her lips. “I was not aware that one would think to―”



“Alright, Princess Luna, are you able to fix the cello or not?” Vinyl interjected.



“U-uh, yes.” Luna exhaled. “Yes, I am.”








Octavia came home to her patchwork dwelling with bagged and bloodshot eyes as well as a contented ache in her stomach. She definitely enjoyed her night out.



“Vinyl?” she asked.



A murmur of affirmation came from Vinyl’s bedroom.



“Just letting you know that I made it home safely,” she said as she went to her own bedroom, smiling when she saw her cello on its stand. “You were absolutely right. Taking a night out on Canterlot was a splendid idea, and I still have change left over.”



Octavia looked at the cello. It definitely appeared to be in a markedly better condition than she remembered it possessing before.



I guess I could test it out.



She grabbed a nearby bow, positioned herself next to the cello, and dragged the bow across the strings, producing an incredibly crisp sound. If she didn’t know better, she’d venture to guess that it sounded better than when she first got it. The smile on Octavia’s face traveled to her heart.



You’re strange, but a great friend nonetheless.
      

      
   
      Death's Suicide


      
      
      
         
         the cycle

      
      

      

      
      
         Trigger Warning: Suicide








The first clue Spike noticed was that the Zebra didn’t have a heartbeat. He disguised his lack of a heart quite well, shaking and breathing to a tune that could be confused for a heartbeat, but Spike could tell better.



He stalked the Zebra, casually moving around the village bazaar.



The villagers paid Spike no mind. From their perspective, all they could see was an ordinary Zebra. A few did call out to him, asking his name and whatnot, but Spike dismissed them quickly and went on his way. He knew it was rude behavior in their culture, and under any other circumstance he was willing to put up a charade of small talk in order to get information. But if his hunch was correct, the zebra without a heartbeat was exactly who he was looking for.

 

Spike had known dignitaries and even little fillies harder to track than the old zebra. It was almost as if the zebra wanted Spike to follow him.



He had very strange stripes for a zebra. They were a dark black as opposed to the gray of most of his kind. From far away they looked like normal stripes, but the closer Spike got, the more he noticed small patterns of arrows pointing down in the stripes. Where a pony would have a cutie mark, his stripes became more pronounced, loudly displaying streams of downward arrows curving off and around into nowhere.



The sky above started drizzling a dull rain upon the entire village. It was less rain, and more the soft caress of moisture in an otherwise arid region.



The Zebra he was tailing paid no heed to the rain, lingering around to look at wares. At long last, the Zebra finished whatever shopping it was he needed and started walking back. However, he didn’t have a bag or anything, and he held nothing in his mouth for his return to his hut.

 

Spike waited a few minutes, then took a deep breath and gave the door a knock.



“Come inside,” said a grim, grizzled voice from inside the hut.



Spike obeyed, opening the door and trotting inside.



The hut was sparse, even for Zebra standards. There was practically nothing inside except for a meager bed, some cooking supplies including a kitchen knife, and some food. There were no books on the walls or decorations of any kind. Just the brown roof of the hut, which was leaking water in places because of the rain.

 

“What can I do for you, Drake?”

 

A few drops of water fell from the ceiling.



“What did you call me?” Spike asked cautiously.



The whites of the Zebra’s eyes turned black.



“Drake,” said the Zebra. “You have been seeking me for some time.”



Spike pulled off the ring he had been wearing, the illusion magic dissipating the zebra form, and leaving behind his normal self.



“Spike, age one hundred and ten, friends of the Bearers of the pieces of Harmony, correct?”



Spike sat down on his haunches, digesting this information. “They’re the Elements of Harmony, but yes, that’s… me.”

 

“Pieces—elements,” he waved a hoof. “I find it ironic that Harmony of all Roles shattered into six pieces while the other five Roles of Equestria—even chaos—stayed intact.”



“A—Are you a Bearer then?” said Spike.

 

The Zebra’s unsettling eyes reverted back to white. “I feel an incredible sense of trust in you Drake, what is your name?”

 

“Uhh… Spike, I am the faithful servant of Harmony’s Bearer of Magic.”

 

The Zebra bowed low, a few drops from the ceiling falling into his mane. “My name is Dread, the Bearer of Death.”



Spike had imagined this moment for years, ever since Fluttershy’s suicide and its aftermath. He was going to punch death right in the face for what he had failed to do. Death deserved to be hit, hurt, maimed, burned and every foul feeling under Celestia’s sun. But standing there, his eyes staring into Death’s, he didn’t have that desire at all anymore. It would be like punching a sad old stallion.



Dread stared at Spike’s claws. “Oh dear, you seem to have gotten your claws dirty pretending to walk on all fours like that. Let me help you.”

 

Spike’s mind continued racing as the zebra got a bowl of water and started dipping Spike’s own claws in them. Spike wanted to stretch his claws out and slash Death across the face, let him feel just a tiny bit of the suffering Equestria had been going through—that he was going through.



Spike eyed his clean claws. It had been months since he had been able to see them normally without the illusion magic, and without mud caked in. It was nice to have claws again.



Several drops of water fell from the ceiling, and Spike’s voice finally came back. “Why did you stop doing your job?”



“I never stopped, Spike. I continue to fulfill my role as bearer of Death for Equestria.”



Anger that had somehow been fettered inside started to boil up in his throat. “NO! You haven’t. Suicide has been only one way to die in Equestria for the last thirty years. That’s wrong! That’s unnatural! And It’s been TERRIBLE!”



“Ah yes. That probably would take a bit of getting used to. But I feel like my method is more ethical than what the last Bearer of Death did.”



“No, it isn’t. This has hurt Equestria in ways you can’t imagine!”



“Spike, choosing death is the best way to go. I dream all day every day of choosing it myself. Unfortunately, that avenue is as of this moment unavailable. I have my duties. Thirty years ago the last Bearer of Death committed suicide right in front of me, passing on her power to me. I long to do the same.”

 

Several drops fell from the ceiling and Dread shook his head. “The best gift I can give for Equestria is my own greatest desire. Nopony dies, unless they want to. And I will gladly help them pass on after that.”



Spike sat, mortified at the insane Zebra before him. “That—that’s wrong!”

 

From somewhere in Spike’s chest a warm feeling welled up inside of him, threatening to bring tears to his eyes, but he would not in a million years let Death see that.



“And why is that?” said Dread.



Spike gulped, anger taking over the sadness within. “You ruined us. Everything was happy in Equestria. It was great. Yeah… ponies died sometimes. But that’s life. That’s natural. Twenty-seven years ago we finally realized that everypony had stopped dying. And then some ponies killed themselves, and they were the only ones that died.

 

“There was no way for anyone to die of ‘natural causes’ anymore. Nopony gets deathly ill, nopony gets old and dies. We—the whole planet—just keep going.



A drop fell from the ceiling, landing on Spike’s muzzle.



“But not everyone can do that. Some have been really looking forward to dying for a long time. And now the only way they can go is suicide.”



Dread said nothing and Spike’s gaze landed on the floor.



“We tried to help suicidal ponies, we really did. But what could we do? They were already a century old. They had wanted to die years ago. It would have been natural for them to die before, but now… they have to actively do it themselves. That—THAT’S WRONG!”



The drizzle outside started to grow stronger, and more drops started falling from the ceiling.



“I’m sorry, Spike. I didn’t have the heart to drag the unwilling into eternal non-existence. And it’s difficult for me to understand the difference between those that want to die, and those that want to live. It’s better to let the living live, until they choose not to.”



“No it isn’t! Fluttershy shouldn’t have needed to kill herself!” Spike said, a spark of fire coming out of his mouth. “She—she shouldn’t have gone like that. She had led an extremely full life, and she should’ve died years before with dignity without having to resort to— to—



“And because of her, Discord went shortly after that. We didn’t even know about other Bearers until he died and Pinkie Pie was given the Role of Chaos. My friends are being forced to kill themselves, and those that want to live are left behind to pick up the pieces. YOU pushed them up against a wall and the only way out was suicide.”

 

A steady stream of water trickled in through the hut of the ceiling, leaving Spike sitting on the ground in a small puddle.

 

“If you bore the role of Death, what would you do instead, Spike?”

 

Spike tilted his head. “I–I would uhh…”



“Would you kill those that wish to live? Would you rob a family of their mother? Or a father their son? That’s what it used to be like, Spike. Is not choice the greatest gift Death can give to the ponies of Equestria?”

 

“I— I don’t… no. No. There has to be some better way,” said Spike.



“What really brought you here, Spike? And why are you not with your friends? A lone dragon, raised by ponies, seeking out a Bearer? That’s not how things work in Equestria. Relationships, particularly friendships, are magic. It’s unwise to be alone.”

 

“I— didn’t want to— I…” Spike sputtered. A spark of flame caught fire in the back of his throat and he started coughing.

 

Dread sat on the floor of his hut, waiting for Spike to say something.



Spike sat silent for a long time, several sad thoughts brushing up against his insides.



Dread’s eyes switched to black, piercing into Spike and what felt like everything beyond. His eyes reverted and Dread asked a question. “Do you want to die, Spike?”



Spike brought his legs closer to his chest and rested his head on his knees.



“I don’t want to commit suicide… but I would like to die.”



“You’re so young though, Spike. Dragons live to be thousands of years old. If it weren’t for their aggressive fighting toward each other, I doubt they would have even noticed how I altered death at all.”

 

“I blame you for this. If you hadn’t have gotten rid of death, I wouldn’t have even started thinking about life this way,” Spike said, his voice unsteady. “I suppose I just want… to go when it’s my time. I don’t want to force it. The way the world is now, it’s like it’s encouraging me to choose to go anytime I want. I can’t do that… I need to live for Twilight. And for the rest of my friends.”

 

“If you live for your friends, why aren’t they with you?”



Spike buried his head in his claws, looking more and more like a dragon trying to crawl back into an egg.



“I’m scared I won’t make it that far,” he opened his eyes and looked down at his own long sharp claws. “Temptation literally grows out of me. I’m avoiding friends so that if I do give in to temptation, it won’t hurt them as much. It’s easier to get through the death of a friend if you haven’t talked to them in a while, right?”

 

“I suppose, but death does strange things to ponies, Spike. It’s never what you would expect.”

 

“You need to bring back the old way of Death,” said Spike, looking into his eyes. “I—I need to know there’ll be an end someday. I—I don’t want to think about having to do it myself.”



The rain outside calmed back into a drizzle, leaving a few swift drops to fall from the ceiling.



“Your way doesn’t work for Equestria,” said Spike. “Friendship is magic. Ponies choosing when they die leaves very sad ponies behind asking questions like: ‘Why couldn’t I save them?’ ‘What could I have done better?’ ‘Why did they leave me?’ The very nature of Equestrian magic doesn’t work with what you’re doing, it leaves painful holes. And those that want to die, but have too many relationships, can't do so easily. It's more painful for them to be alive, but their absence would cause more pain if they left. There's no happy ending for them anymore. They can only endure forever without hope of an end.”



The rain died down, and the hut became completely silent except for the beating of Spike's own heart.



“Do you wish to change Death?” asked the old Zebra.



“Yes! Of course I do!”

 

“How badly? What would you sacrifice to make this change?”

 

“I—“ Spike flinched and nearly fell backward. “Are you going to kill me?”

 

“Quite the opposite, Spike. I hate my own existence with every fiber of my being. But I still know that choice is important above all. I grant you a choice, Spike. Take my Role. Fix these so-called problems.”

 

Dread, the Bearer of Death, held out a hoof to Spike.



Spike stared at it, horrified. “I couldn’t do that, I— I can’t.”



“You came in here ready for a battle, Spike. I concede defeat. You will probably make a better Death than I. Despite not wanting to, you choose to live. You have ideas of how to make the Role better. And most importantly, you’re not me.”



At that moment, Spike realized how old the Zebra was before him. He had only been a bearer for thirty years, but he spoke as if he had lived thousands. He was also incredibly selfish. The previous Bearer of Death had lasted for so much longer, and suddenly this one could only last thirty? But it had been thirty very painful years. And it would continue to be painful for as long as Dread was the Bearer of Death. Fluttershy could have died better, and Ponyville wouldn't have become the fragile groups of immortals that choose to live.

 

Water continued to drip down. After several minutes, Spike unfurled out of himself and simply nodded to Dread.

 

Dread looked at Spike with complete calm and serenity. “I have long imagined this day, thank you Bearer.”



Before Spike could react, Dread grabbed the kitchen knife from behind him and plunged it inside himself. He watched in horror as the intricate arrows that made up Dread’s stripes congealed into a single mass that gathered around his chest.



It wasn’t black. It was more like void. Dread hadn’t been the bearer of death, but the bearer of absence itself.



Dread’s body collapsed onto the floor of his hut. The whirling mass of dark void floated and gathered every last scrap of itself from the body of Dread. The void shot itself towards Spike’s own heart, replacing it completely. He could hear as his own heartbeat—a constant companion for over a century—disappeared.



The void altered his very scales, causing each and every one to become little arrows that pointed down. His purple scales darkened to a near black.

 

Spike blinked, but instead of his eyelids shutting, the entire world changed colors. Reds and greens disappeared completely, replaced by colors that could only be described as beyond violet, seeing into a realm that looked familiar and strange at the same time.



He could somehow see the entire planet of Equestria beneath and around him, a few faint lights around the world were lit. Directly in front of him, was a massive light floating above the body of Dread.



“Breathe fire on me, Spike.”



Spike hesitated, but a feeling inside him welled up and a black void of flame erupted from his throat, enveloping the ghost of the zebra.



The ghost was sucked feet first into the void. Dread smiled one last time, a look of serenity on his muzzle. “Thank you, Bearer of Death.”



The flame forced the ghost to cease to exist entirely, and then the flame of oblivion moved on, and the faint lights across the planet also disappeared. Spike could feel as the flame soared across the land, eventually reaching back to himself and congealing back to the hole in his heart.

 

He knew how the void was set to behave. It only went after suicides right now. But he could change that. He could now alter death itself. Death was no longer captive to it’s insane Bearer. Spike could fix this. At least, that’s what he hoped he could do.



And it was at that moment that Spike realized that he had the duty to kill everyone. And the only end—the inevitable end—would be to kill himself and pass on the Role.
      

      
   
      Rise of The 420: The Musical


      
      
      
         
         Her Smoke Rose Up Forever

      
         
         Out of the Shadows & Ashes

      
         
         My Dad Was a Dragon and My Mom Was Nightmare Moon and Chrysalis

      
      

      

      
      
         Without warning, a black-coated, red-maned thestralcorn leapt into an open spotlight, waving jazz-hooves and bursting into song:



“That phoenix dust, it’s a helluva drug!

Perks pinions up, and puts a smile on yer mug!

We may be stuck in this hole that we’ve dug,

But phoenix dust is still a helluva drug!”




There was a sound like unto a record scratching as Dark Lord Shadow Ashes turned his head and glared down from atop the decorative custom-molded pile of plastic but convincingly well-painted pony skulls. A hush rippled through the assembled host of four hundred and eighteen other steel-jawed thestralcorns, as the singer—every bit as hulking and dark-coated as the others—withered under the gaze of all of them.



Silence reigned as the long moment stretched into a thing like unto infinity and the brooding fire of Dark Lord Shadow Ashes’ unspoken rage burned in his eyes. But then an echo of dripping water issued from somewhere deep inside the dark yet tastefully decorated cavern, causing Dark Lord Shadow Ashes to turn his gaze toward a slightly less hulking and marginally more bookish thestralcorn standing close to the pile of skulls.



“Wormdeath, I thought you said you were having that leak taken care of.”



“A thousand apologies, my callous Lord,” Wormdeath said, bowing low enough to let his flowing red mane brush the faux-stone tiled floor. “The swine of a plumber requested payment up front, and the Great and Terrible Debit Card of Considerable Endowment… proved to be overdrawn.”



If Dark Lord Shadow Ashes’ eyes had burned with rage a moment hence, their smoldering soon built to levels that threatened to set off the overhead smoke alarm. Which, coincidentally, chose just that moment to chirp in reminder of the failing battery that hadn’t been replaced in far too long.



The Dark Lord drew himself up to his full and considerable height, which was bolstered as always by his black-laquered, impractically tall platform horseshoes, as well his high and effluent red mohawk. “My brothers,” his voice boomed, “it is clear that our warhost has fallen on hard times these thousand years since the reign of our Almighty And Terrible But Actually Pretty Hot Mistress Nightmare Moon.”



“May the stars aid us in her plot,” the ranks of stallions chorused.



“But brother Bloodgore’s insolent reminders of our… shall we say limited remaining stock of phoenix dust will not do,” the Dark Lord said, pointing an accusing hoof toward the thestralcorn who still stood isolated from his brothers.



Bloodgore’s eyes were wide with unbecoming panic, and he pranced in place nervously. “No, Dark Lord, I can’t take it anymore! The Mistress asked us to wait, and we waited! For a thousand years we’ve lurked in our cave, smoking the dust of phoenixes—”



“It’s ‘phoenices,’” Wormdeath interrupted.



“Whatever! Nopony cares what you think, Wormdeath!”



“Dark Lord Shadow Ashes does,” Wormdeath retorted.



“Well, I don’t! Not anymore!” Bloodgore pointed his hoof toward the throne. “The phoenixes stopped breeding—”



“Phoenices!”



“Shut up, Wormdeath! The point is, we ran out of them! And what have you done about that, Dark Lord? You sit brooding day and night, refusing to honor the Mistress’ orders that we should be ready for her when she calls us because you also want to honor her order that we hide ourselves away to retain the element of surprise. Well let me tell you, it’s sure gonna be surprising to her when she calls us and we’re all dead because the source of our eternal vigor dried up! So what are you gonna do about that, huh?!”



The Dark Lord raised an eyebrow. “Brother Wormdeath, where can we procure new phoenixes—”



“It’s ‘phoenices,’ my Lord.”



“Sure, sure, phoenices.” Dark Lord Shadow Ashes paused, mulling this over. “Are you sure? It kind of sounds like ‘penis-eese’ when you say it that way.”



A murmur of agreement rippled through the warhost.



Wormdeath huffed and puffed. “My Lord! Such indecorous speech!”



“It is true,” the Dark Lord said. “Soon even our decor will suffer from the lack of phoenix dust. Or from the lack of brothers fit to soar on wings of darkness up to dust the nooks and crannies. Something like that. Anyway!” He pointed a hoof toward Bloodgore. “Though our brother’s great impertinence has surely earned him The Lousy And Terrible Death Of Being In The Front Rank During Our Triumphant Opening Charge, I cannot deny his point: we must see to our own continuance, lest we fail to serve our Mistress’ plot by default.”



“Her glorious plot!” somepony shouted.



“But where can we come up with either more… of those birds,” the Dark Lord said, hedging his bets. “Or just a stash of phoenix dust laying around?” He paused, and not only for effect. “Wait a minute. Wormdeath? Didn’t we used to have one of those a few centuries back?”



Wormdeath scratched at his chin. “You know what, Dark Lord, I think we did.”



“Where’d we put that again?”



Wormdeath’s countenance fell. “Oh no. Dark Lord, recall that we entrusted it to the Cowardly And Terrible In The Sense Of Actually Being Terrible brother Axe Holder, who claimed he had discovered some kind of perfect hiding place for it. But then he deserted us, leaving us bereft of phoenices!”



The Dark Lord scowled down at his throne. “That… still doesn’t sound right to me, Wormdeath.”



Bloodgore leapt forward. “My Lord, ‘tis possible that the foul traitor left a forwarding address!”



“Indeed?” Dark Lord Shadow Ashes raised an eyebrow. “Then gird thy loins, my brothers; for as soon as we locate that address, we shall fly forth upon our Mistress’ glorious night and lay waste upon Axe Holder’s legacy!”



The gathering all cheered, except for Wormdeath, who raised a hoof in silence.



As the noise died down, the Dark Lord sighed. “Yes, brother?”



Wormdeath paused. “The faucet may be drippy, but the rest of the bathroom is working fine, Dark Lord. We needn’t actually lay waste upon them.”



The Dark Lord pressed a hoof to his face. “Brother Wormdeath will join brother Bloodgore in the front ranks! Now muster yourselves, brothers! For tonight we dine in hell! Or at least not at a five-star establishment!”








Limestone Pie began her day the way she began most days: by pounding on the line of doors in her farmhouse home’s long upstairs hallway well before the crack of dawn. She bellowed (with profanity to taste) for everypony else to start their chores, then paused, waiting to hear the sound of her family members shifting themselves and her sister Marble weeping softly as she was wont to do when yelled at.



With that accomplished, she tromped down the stairs to her living room and set off toward the kitchen to start the day’s first pot of coffee. But the echoes of her hooves on the wooden floor seemed… off, somehow. She paused and listened, trying to block out her family’s grumbling. And at the edges of her hearing, another faint but extant sound slowly became apparent:



Singing.



“When you’re a bat,

You’re at home with your clan

From your first red-and-black

Aerosol hair dye can!”




She moved to the living room’s bay window and pulled the curtains aside. Nothing but the twilight of pre-dawn seemed apparent. But the song continued:



“Here come the bats

Like, we’re bats out of hell;

We’re all monochrome, badass,

And totally swelled—”




There was a commotion, followed by a single loud voice cutting through: “I’m telling you, it’s ‘swole,’ not ‘swelled!’ That doesn’t even make sense!”



The sounds of an argument continued. Limestone crossed to the front door, opened it, and stepped out into the cool early morning. The rock farm was still too dark for her to see much, but she could hear a loud kerfuffle coming from the direction of Holder’s Boulder, so she set off across the short distance from her front door to the great rock.



Upon arriving near Holder’s Boulder, she went slack-jawed at the sight of scores and scores of horned and bat-winged shapes alternately tripping over and flying into each other, seemingly in chaos. Some tried to grip and move Holder’s Boulder, while others scratched at its surface with their hooves, and still others randomly paused and tried to burst into parts of a song before being cuffed by their fellows.



Eventually one of the ponies flew higher than the others and bellowed for silence. Limestone took the group’s compliance as her cue to insert herself into the proceedings: “Would any of you numbskulls care to tell me what you’re doing with Holder’s Boulder?!”



The pony flying above chuckled. “Ah, a lovely and exotic mare of the surface world. Come, my angel; join the Dark Lord Shadow Ashes in the embrace of night eternal.” And he too burst into song:



“Come up and fly with me

Check my ripped pecs;

The languor of my hot

And smoking s—”




He cut off because Limestone threw a rock at him. It made a “thunk” sound as it bounced off his head, and then he fell unceremoniously to the ground.



The other ponies all gasped simultaneously. All but one of them, who called out: “Oh no she didn’t!”



“Oh yes I did,” she countered. “Now listen up, every last one of you pointy red-and-black weirdos! You must’ve made a wrong turn at Cucamonga or something, because this is the Pie family rock farm, and that right there is Holder’s Boulder, and rule number one at the Pie family rock farm is to stay off Holder’s Boulder!”



“But brother Axe Holder was one of us!” a particularly burly thestralcorn shouted.



“Yeah, and that’s our last stash of dust from the phoenixes!” shouted another one.



“Phoenices!”



“Shut it, Wormdeath!”



Limestone scrunched up her muzzle. “Wait… so there’s a stash of phoenix dust in there?”



“No!” they chorused. “The whole thing is a cleverly disguised concentration of it!”



She shook her head. “I wonder if that’s why Granny Pie always said to keep ponies off of it.  I learned about that stuff in filly school. That stuff’s supposed to make you crazy. Yeah you live forever, but it turns your coat all kinds of funky colors, and it makes you randomly start singing to yourself, and…”



Limestone trailed off. “Oh. Okay. That makes… a lot more sense now.”



The burly thestralcorn pushed himself forward through the throng of others. Despite the confidence gifted by her inner wellspring of aggression, Limestone found herself stepping backwards and gulping at the sight of his sheer angry mass as it pushed right into her face.



“I am Bloodgore the Undeterred, and I will not be deterred by the likes of you,” he hissed at her. “Our service to the Great And Hot But Mostly Regal Mistress Nightmare Moon depends on our success.”



Limestone frowned. “Wait. Nightmare Moon?”



“Yes,” he said, pressing closer.



She stepped back again. “Wait. Hold on. You guys know that she already came back a couple years ago, right? And she got turned back to Luna, and she isn’t evil now, and stuff.”



The thestralcorn blinked, then glared back at his fellows. “Wormdeath! Weren’t you supposed to be keeping track of the date for our Glorious And Terrible But Hopefully Not Mis-Timed Return?”



“Eh. Oh. Ha ha. My bad,” a thin voice called from somewhwere in the throng.



The group of thestralcorns slowly, nonchalantly began to murmur vague words of apology as they shuffled off down the road away from the farm, eventually taking flight into the barely-rising sun.



Limestone looked down at the unconscious thestralcorn who remained, and frowned as she debated what to do with him.



She didn’t burst into song, though.  That would just be irritating.








It was only on rare occasions that Pinkie Pie paid visits to her fillyhood home on the rock farm. Being summoned by her sister to help deal with a potential international incident was certainly reason enough, though.



Even though it was painful sometimes to step back into the joyless environment where she’d gotten her start in life, she also found it important to connect with the ponies of her past. Her reasons were manyfold, but essentially boiled down to the fact that she still loved them, and because taking time to walk among them again reminded her of how much personal progress she’d made in the intervening years.



Oh, and there was also one other thing.



As Pinkie trotted toward the house, she paused for a moment and scraped a hoof across the surface of Holder’s Boulder, examining and then licking the residue she found there.



And without warning, she burst into song:



“That phoenix dust, it’s a helluva drug…”

      

      
   
      A Shift From Glamour and Vanity


      
      
      
         
         Pyrotechnics

      
      

      

      
      
         Lights centered onto the wooden stage with a flick. With a mic check and a one two three, it was at this moment that the show had begun. 



Fireworks erupted from behind the scenes. They exploded into a magnificent beauty from atop the center of the stage. Sparks and magical essence shot out from the sides. The joyous sounds of explosions and fire engulfed the area, it caught the attention of those far and wide. 



The entire stage had been a center of awe and spectacle, it was as if a Goddess had touched the performance with an inspiration of absolute beauty. It was at the perfect moment for the performer. They stepped out from behind the back stage curtain. Dressed in her usual starry cape and hat, she bowed.



Her bows may have went on for a bit longer than what she had been pleased with. She ignored it and continued.



“Citizens of Hoovesendale, I have come from lands that, here, have only been talked about in rumors. I have seen things that I wish to share with you from places unimaginable! Be prepared to be amazed by the awe inspiring, the gravity defying, the Great and Powerful T-rrr-ixie!”



With her finale to her introduction insured, the stage had been engulfed in a brilliant light of absolute white. The sounds of magnificent booms were the only thing conceived.



By it’s end, the centerpiece of attention had died down to the soft sounds of Trixie walking along the stage. She magically pulled up a black wooden box onto the stage. It’s front had faced the audience.



“For my first trick,” she began, “I would like you to take an interest in this here coffin. Inside here isn’t what you’d normally believe it to be. The weak of heart, look away now, for the contents will without a doubt scare you to death! Inside here lies your very worst nightmare!”



Trixie faced the coffin. With a spell and a sparkle, the lock unchained itself. The door creaked as it cracked open. An unnerving yelp escaped from the crowd as the figure of a snake head emerged from the side. As the door opened more, the body of a lion and the tail of a snake came through, somehow sewn and attached together. From within the audience, a faint was heard.



The beast yelled it’s loud roar across the stage. His teeth salivated as it looked across past the stage into the crowd of ponies. A fireball formed at the edges of his teeth. It grew as the monster reared it’s head back until he threw it toward the crowd.



A widened eye watcher stood still as the fireball hurtled toward them, but a blue shield had emitted itself to protect the woeful citizen. 



“Feast your eyes on the mighty dragon, a terrorizing, fire-breathing monster that eats little fillies for breakfast! But do not worry, dear citizens, for I, the Great and Powerful Trixie will put an end to the wrath that he has stirred you with Trixie’s mighty prowess!” The Great and Powerful Trixie boasted.



A beam of light zapped out of Trixie’s horn, it sparked the beast. It’s attention had turned toward the unicorn. 



“Hit me with your best shot, horrible dragon!” Trixie’s horn illuminated as the beast opened its mouth once more to charge another fireball. With it, he flung his flame toward the blue unicorn, who, upon contact of the fireball, repelled it. The fireball spun past her, it exploded far into the distance within the background.



“Now begone!” Trixie yelled once more. A ball of telekinesis picked up the dragon and flung him back into the coffin, locked shut. 



Trixie didn’t wait for the applause. “Now, who would appreciate my seco-”



“Get off the stage!” 



A tomato flew toward the magician. It hit her square in the face. She yelped and recoiled back after an onslaught of more vegetables pleted her.



“What is wrong with you!” She began. “Have you no respect for the Great and Powerful Trixie?!”



To no avail, she exited the stage.








“That was about the worst performance I’ve seen in my life.”



Feint Twinkle’s pancakes had become engulfed in syrup as he impatiently hovered the bottle with shaking teeth. He faced Sparkleberry with a collection of wrinkles.



“Do you really mean it, Grandpa?” Sparkleberry’s whimper cried from the back of her throat.



“You’re right he means it!” Aura Bright piped in. “My eardrums popped from how loud those noises were! And I was practically blind the entire show!”



“That’s right,” the husband said. “She darn near gave your aunt a heart attack too! Her yelp was heard all across the entire town, and she even fainted too!”



“And after that,” Aura Bright continued, “and when I was finally getting back to my senses, that darn beast blew my eardrums yet again!”



Feint Twinkle’s fork clacked against the plate. “And don’t even get me started on how much fire damage she caused the city! Just thinking about it gets me even more angry than I am right now! Burned a pony’s flank and set a building on fire, too! She’s insane!”



“I don’t know what you youngsters are getting into these days, but whatever it is, I-I-I don’t like it. You’d best stay away from her type, dearie.” Aura Bright flipped her pancake while it cooked on the pan. When it was done, she put it on a plate to serve Sparkleberry. 



Aura Bright gave the filly a stern look before she spoke up. “Don’t sit there and pout, now. Eat your pancakes and go off to school before you’re late.” 



“Yes, granny.” 



As the conversation halted and time passed, Sparkleberry already found herself walking out the front door.



“Have a nice day at school, sweetie!” Aura Bright yelled from across the house. Sparkleberry jumped at how loud she made herself. Maybe she did become partially deaf after all.



With a farewell, Sparkleberry found herself back into the cycle of things. She walked toward the schoolyard at the end of the town. At her destination, she entered the building and took her seat. 



After the ring of a bell and a roll call, the teacher began today’s lesson.



“Now, everyone’s attention please! No more talking!” She hushed the class.



“Today we have a guest speaker coming in. She’s representing Equestria’s “Build A Wish” Foundation, Miss Lulamoon!”



The entire class groaned, except for Sparkleberry. 



“Now, now, she may have caused an accident the previous day, but do please give her respect. Miss Lulamoon?” She called out to the front door. “You may make your appearance now!” 



The class was followed by silence for a while. The students and teacher stared at the door until it burst open with a thrust of magic. What the kids were forced to witness then was Trixie, who entered the room being dragged. By the tail into the classroom, a unicorn unknown to the class set Trixie in the middle of attention as the mare in question covered her face with her hooves.



“Miss Lulamoon?” The teacher spoke up.



“Sorry, she’s been like this all day.” The unicorn spit Trixie’s tail out of her mouth.



“And you might be?”





“Starlight Glimmer. Trixie’s backstage assistant.”



A hoof raised from one of the students. “Does she have stage fright?”



“Trixie does not!” Trixie’s muffled yell escaped through her arms.



“Then why are you hiding?” the student asked.



Trixie got up and straightened herself out. Despite this, however, a radiance of pride still managed to glow around her stature. She was about to speak up, but she was interrupted by Starlight.



“She was practicing the proper way to apologize to everyone in this room. Isn’t that right, Trixie?”



“Apologize?! To a bunch of unappreciative children who don’t appreciate entertainment?” She humphed, eyes closed and faced away. Starlight rolled her eyes.



A hoof slowly raised up from Sparkleberry. “Actually, I liked it.”



A single eye shot open at these words from Trixie to glance over her shoulder at the individual. Trixie looked to Starlight, who only gave her a supportive smile. 



“Then the Great and Powerful Trixie can give you an apology,” Trixie continued. “But only to you.”



Starlight voiced in. “By a show of hooves, who here didn’t like Trixie’s performance?”



The entire class shot up, all except for Sparkleberry. 



“My dad said that the damage you did would take months to repair,” one student yelled.



“They also say that Miss Light is going to be in the hospital for the rest of the week,” another voiced.



“Yes, yes, and Trixie is fully aware that she is going to be working for the rest of the time she’s here in order to fix her mistakes.” Starlight Glimmer glanced over to Trixie, who looked too busy pouting to seem as if she payed attention. 



“Though she can be stubborn, she is a really nice pony at heart. Trust me, I know Trixie as a best friend to realize her peaks and pitfalls. While this may seem as her biggest blunder,  and yes it’s not,” Starlight chuckled, “I know that even she’s the type of pony that can’t run away from mistakes this huge.”



The room was left silent as Sunset gave another endearing smile toward her best friend. Trixie caught on and responded.



“Can it with your praises, Starlight. Even the Great and Powerful Trixie isn’t perfect.” Trixie relaxed her posture and opened toward the class more. “And from the collective input given by the class today, combined with Sunset’s, The Great and Powerful Trixie would like to give a full apology this time. And to everyone.”



“So, Trixie is sorry,” Trixie said. A moment passed. It was all that she had said.



“Sorry for...” Starlight dragged on.



Trixie rolled her eyes. “Trixie is sorry causing your town so many troubles. And she would like to make up for it.”



Absolutely unexpected, a single round of applause erupted from the audience. Sparkleberry continued to clap at Trixie’s achievement, only for her classmates to join in with the passage of the moment. The entire class applauded Trixie, the teacher and Starlight included. Surprised, Trixie’s face shifted to one of confusion and then to embarrassment as she made out the situation. Through it, however, she stared at the ceiling.



“Now, that wasn’t that hard, was it, Trixie?” Starlight Glimmer spoke once the applause died down.



“Just get on with it, Starlight.” Trixie half-heartedly rolled her eyes away, mostly in an attempt to keep off eye contact.



“You sure? That was a pretty important lesson, after all.”



“Trixie is sure.”



“Alright, children,” the teacher broke from her silence. “If anyone has any questions for these two, please raise your hand and ask one at a time.”



Starberry was given the first opportunity. “What’s it like being a travel pony?”



Trixie scoffed. “Why, it’s the best thing imaginable! Not only do I get to show everypony my amazing talents, I also become famous for doing so!” 



“Does it pay well?” a student from the back asked.



“While it can most definitely be better, Trixie does not pay attention to such little objects such as pay. She gets by with what she can, whether it be through her skill or her knowledge.”



“Have you had any amazing encounters?”



“Encounters? By The Great and Powerful Trixie? Please, just about every day Trixie is defeating foes that oppose Equestria!”



“Will you tell us one?”



“Yeah, can you tell us a story?” The class erupted with a frenzy as the children demanded Trixie.



“Why, of course Trixie can!” she said. The children responded with enthusiasm then gave her the spotlight.



“It was when Trixie was traveling that she came about a town. A small village, the residents who were unknown of Trixie’s amazing prowess. She set up her show without hesitation and gave them a presentation that would absolutely blow their minds!”



Trixie began motioning her words with her hooves. She continued. “They doubted my word when Trixie said that she was the best magician in all of Equestria. ‘Who here would wish to stand up to the amazing capabilities possessed by the Great and Powerful Trixie?’ Trixie observed the crowd. Absolutely no one had the courage to show their face in front of the amazing Trixie.”



“Be it as they wish. I selected a unicorn, one who I sensed was adept with her magic. She came onto stage and accepted the spar. Trixie decided it was best to at least give her a standing chance. When the battle begun, sparks flew across the stage from Trixie and her opponent!” Trixie pulled out a few balls out of her back pocket. They collided with the ground as sparks flew out from their containers, the rest dissipating into a beautiful magical dust.



The children collectively leaned in toward the presentation. The class was astonished by their sight as it left them absolutely speechless. 



“With the dust and sparks settled, Trixie emerged out unscathed by the entire ordeal! Her opponent, however, ran off stage crying! Trixie had turned her mane into a repugnant disaster!”



“You mean like what you did during your show?” one student scoffed. The class laughed, but kept their attention to the speaker.



Trixie became flustered in red, but she couldn’t find it within herself to be angry this time. “Fine. Trixie has already apologized, so she will realize the error of her ways and learn from her mistake. Continuing!”



“It was only me left on the stage. Nopony dared to challenge me within the crowd. That is, all for except one. In light of what I had done to her friend, she took upon herself the challenge to gain vengeance against the Great and Powerful Trixie!”



“The match began, but this time it was different. Trixie knew the raw amounts of power that her foe possessed. If Trixie was going to win this, she would require to go all out!” 



“But the odds still weren’t in Trixie’s favor. At the beginning of the match, without hesitation, Trixie’s opponent had summoned an Usra Major!”



“What’s an Usra Major?” one of the students asked, to which Trixie pulled out a couple of more trinkets from her back pocket. “It looks like the Great and Powerful Trixie will have to show you.” A puff of smoke came, and inside the class the image of a great purple bear faced the students menacingly. Even Trixie felt the nervous shakes from the children’s seats. 



“To you, this may seem like an unformidable foe. However, Trixie knew her own capabilities!” With a swirl of the smoke scattered across the room, Trixie condensed it into a smaller, less frightening version of the bear.



“Trixie with all of her magic and all of her strength, carried the gigantic beast. In it’s scared stiff state, Trixie calmed the beast and put it to sleep with her amazing capabilities! She then rested it back into the Everfree Forest. And for the mare? She saw her demise with the loss of her final trick and was too scared to face me after that. She ran herself out of town, her tail in between her hooves!”



The class gave her a round of an applause. Trixie’s nose bowed to the ground as she showed her appreciation. The teacher came from the side of the room.



“Great job girls!” she applauded. “However, I’m afraid that’s all the time we have for today. Everyone, please give Trixie another round of applause for giving the time she could to speak with us today!” 



The next set wasn’t as much, but Trixie still smiled anyways. 








“To be honest, I didn’t think it was going to go that well.” Starlight looked to Trixie as they both walked down the path of the arctic tundra. The waves of the sea clashed against the rock below as they continued forward. 



“What, you didn’t have faith in the Great and Powerful Trixie?” Trixie teased.



“No, I knew you were going to snap out of it eventually. But to win over the students too? I’d probably consider that a bonus.” 



“Just give the residents of this town enough time, Starlight. They will come to understand the true spectacle that is truly the Great and Powerful Trixie.”



“It sounds like you’re fired up, then,” Starlight gave a determined smile to Trixie, to which she retrieved one back. 



“Point Trixie to a resident of this town and she’ll win them over! There’s no need to cower in front of these individuals anymore! Trixie is a new pony now! She’ll win over this entire town if she has to!”



“Hey, You!” an elderly spectator yelled from behind. The duo turned to see a wrinkled stallion who walked along the same path as them. 



Trixie cracked her neck and smiled as she went to work.



“The mayor of the town wants to have a word with you. He’s thinking of giving you a second chance.” 



“See, Starlight?” Trixie peered back to her partner. “It was only a matter of time.”



The stallion’s brow glowered at the apparent show of courage from the mare. “Don’t think you can get off with a happy mood. We still haven’t overlooked what happened last night.”



“Oh, you don’t need to worry. Trixie has this under control.” She turned away. She disregarded the the other two and continued down the street without another word. Her stride in each step was enough to show how much confidence she had built up. 



“Is she always this stuck up?” the stallion asked Starlight.



“In her mind, I believe she just went through a major victory. She’ll snap out of it soon enough.” 



The stallion groaned as he gave acknowledgement.



“You know where we can find the mayor?” Sunset asked.



“In the town hall.” He pointed back toward the city, the same direction Trixie took off. “You’ll know the building by the sign out front. 



Sunset gave her thanks to the stallion and took off. She caught up to the mare and took by her side. 








“Have you calmed down yet, Trixie?” The two faced the town hall, both with a different set of expressions. Trixie paced herself inside a circle, she kept her eye off of the building and Starlight.



“Trixie does not understand why Starlight is asking her such questions. Trixie has not felt odd nor has she felt any different in the past few minutes.”



“What about you saying that you felt capable of changing this entire town’s opinion?”



A muffle was heard under Trixie’s breath as her face browed in remembrance of what she had done. “That was a different time for Trixie. Now is a time for reconnaissance and strategic planning. We do not want to underestimate our opponents, Starlight.”



“Oh come on, it’ll be just like the time when I was nervous to go back into my home town.” 



“Are you assuming that Trixie is nervous? Not at all!” Trixie stopped her pacing. She looked past Starlight as her brows lowered at the accusation.



“I’m glad then. Stick by my side and follow my lead,” Starlight comforted Trixie with her approach on her. Trixie’s eyes rolled in half-hearted objection as the two entered the building side by side.



Inside, the two came to a surprise to realize how many ponies were seated about the hall. From the far wall, a bingo square was called. Starlight moved forward toward a group of elderly ponies where Trixie somewhat lacked behind.



“Excuse me,” Starlight began. The mare who appeared to be a grandmother looked at the two and gasped at the sight of Trixie.



“You’re the mare who nearly broke my son’s back! I hope you’ve come to apologize to all of us for last night.”



Trixie stayed silent. Starlight spoke up instead. “That’s exactly why we’re here. The mayor gave us a second chance, see, and we’re wondering where they currently are.”



The grandmother hummed. “Yeah, she said something about giving you a second chance. She should be seated right next to the announcer. You’ll know her once you see her glasses.”



“Thank you,” Starlight said as walked away from the table. At the side of the collective bingo players, she looked back at the almost defiant Trixie.



“Holding up back there?” Starlight turned with compassion in her voice.



“Trixie is holding up just fine.” She scoffed, but it then turned into a smile as she contagiously contracted it from Starlight. “Thank you for checking,” she said, finally.



“No problem.” 



Starlight approached the table with a mare of ridiculously sized glasses. Starlight coughed, she alearted the attention of the aged mare. 



“Hello, we’re here because you called us?” Starlight’s beam faced the mare, until motion came about from the mare to the side of her.



“Sorry, you two. This here is my mother, I’m the mayor.” A middle-aged mare held herself in front of her mother’s position. Sunset realized that she, too, had goofy glasses by the looks of the swirls upon them. “Should’ve made it more clear for you to find me than what you’ve probably went through.”



Without a chance for Starlight to continue, Trixie interrupted with an apology. 



“No, it should be us who’s apologizing.” Trixie’s head lowered as she spoke up from beside Starlight. Starlight looked back to this and lowered her head alongside her friend’s.



“Well, you shouldn’t be apologizing to me. The one’s you made it trouble for are... well, the citizens, after all. But after knowing what you’ve been through for the past couple of day, I’m thinking that you’ve learned your lesson already.”



“So, it’s true that you’re giving us a second chance?” Starlight raised her head.



“Yep. I’m confident that the residents will have no problem with you trying again. That is, well, if you read this list of complaints they made.”



Trixie levitated the list. Her emotion was easily read by both Starlight and the mayor. 



“No fireworks?” Trixie half-screamed.



“Hey, don’t put it up with me. More than half this town are elderly and even I had doubts that your show last night was going to work well after seeing the opening.” 



Trixie growled, but continued. “Trixie can make due with what has been provided with on this list. How long does Trixie have until the next show?”



“Tomorrow would be fine, or even the day after. Well, you can have as long as you like, really.”



“It is settled then. But do know that Trixie will still not hold back. By the end of this, you will be amazed!” 



“Yeah, yeah. Make sure the show is great,” the mayor smiled. 



“Come Starlight! We have work to do!”








Sparkleberry’s curiosity had finally reached it’s peak. She peered at the corner of the building, her eyes were set on the travel home that was decorated in blue and stars. The occupants of such travel home talked to one another, unknown of Sparkleberry’s presence. She peered further with a sparkle in her eye, only to pull herself back.



“Okay, this is fine.” Sparkleberry took a deep breath. “I’m going to go up to her and tell her that she can do this!” 



Sparkleberry looked around the corner again, but whined at her lack of a spine.



“I know she must be having so much hatred toward her too, and I really don’t want to add on top of the list. What if she thinks I’m pitying her?”



She wanted to bang her head against the wall, but advised herself not to midway. She wanted to smack her cheeks and tell herself to just do it already, but she wussed out before she made contact. Eventually Sparkleberry’s anticipation built up. She span in a circle with her eyes closed. Upon the dizziness and confusion, she opened them back up to see a purple unicorn staring at her from above.



“You alright?” Starlight’s eyebrow was at it’s peak with curiosity. Sparkleberry simply nodded. 



“Um... well...” Sparkleberry got to all fours and faced Starlight. “Could you take me to Miss Trixie please?”



“Gladly,” was the first thing Starlight said as she took the lead. “Did you need to speak to her about something?”



“Kind of...” Sparkleberry murmured.



Starlight knocked on the wooden wall of the travel home. It’s occupant was heard from within.



“Back so soon, Starlight? Have you come up with an idea?”



“Nope, but there is someone here wanting to meet you.”



Trixie glanced out the window to the two ponies outside. “Oh, I remember you,” Trixie began. “You’re the wide eyed one from the classroom. So, you need something from the Great and Powerful Trixie?”



“Well...” Sparkleberry began. “Actually, it’s a bit different from what I wanted, but I heard that you didn’t have an idea?” 



“Mhmm. Trixie and Starlight are coming up with ideas as to what to show. Do you have anything that comes to mind that will inspire Trixie?” 



“Back in the classroom, you told us the story about one of your great adventures.”



“Yes, Trixie is quite the storyteller,” Trixie praised herself.



“I was thinking that you could tell the town a story, just like you did to us. My grandparents are always hearing about stories like that from my mom and dad, and I’m sure that if you told them that story, they would absolutely love it!”



Trixie put a hoof to her chin and hummed. “That does sound like a convincing idea to Trixie. Starlight? Your opinion?”



“I’m all for it. It sounds interesting.” 



“Yes, it does sound interesting,” Trixie confirmed, “but Trixie does not tell a story twice. How about this, child. Instead of a story you’ve already heard, Trixie will tell a better story. One that will top even the previously told!”



“Really? A story better than that?” 



“You have Trixie’s word. Trixie knows the story to tell, and she knows exactly how she can do it. We’ll need more assistants than just one, though.”



“Trixie,” Starlight spoke up.



Trixie continued to nod to herself in her thought. “Yes, Starlight?”



“I was thinking that since we’re talking about a bunch of elderly, wouldn’t it make sense to use characters they know and love?” 



“And replace the Great and Powerful Trixie? Are you insane?”



“No, I mean as in we take actors for the show.”



“That would make it easier for Trixie,” Trixie confirmed. “How about this. What’s your name?” Trixie glanced toward Sparkleberry.



“Does that mean that I can be in it too?” she asked with wide eyes.



“Trixie is willing to allow this, for only this one time.”



Sparkleberry squealed as she hopped on her hooves in joy.



“But first, Trixie requires a name.”



“Sparkleberry! The name’s Sparkleberry!”



“Alright Sparkleberry, you have about one hour to meet Trixie back here with three other classmates. Do not be late for Trixie.”



“Oh boy, oh boy! I’ll be right back, then!” 








The night had still been young as Starlight walked among the crowd that had amassed. Everypony had waited in front of Trixie’s stage and she was included for the time being as she approached the town mayor.



“Everything’s looking good. Is the show going to commence soon?” she asked Sunset.



“Not just yet. I’m doing a couple of last moment efforts and getting everyone together. Not surprising, but Trixie’s pulled herself into a corner and is just begging me to help her out.”



“Well, I’m glad that the girl has someone to trust on. Who knows how she would’ve made it through all of this without you by her side.”



“Yeah,” Starlight reminisced as her eyes began to get lost within the stars. “I’m real glad that I am.”



Starlight snapped out of her little memory lane and faced toward the mayor once more. “Have you made sure to read the apology letter that Trixie sent?”



“Well, I don’t understand why she sent it in the first place. I hoped with our first meeting that she would stop looking at the troubles of her past.”



“I told her the same thing, but she insisted. I guess she just really doesn’t want bad ties between us.”



“Well, as long as she’s pleased with herself, I’m happy. But if she messes up this time around, even I won’t be capable of stopping the citizens. Some of them went out of their way with stocking up on tomatoes this time, just to be safe.”



“There won’t be any need for them this time,” Sunset said. “Hopefully.”



“Anyways, I should be leaving now. Be sure to enjoy yourself, Miss...”



“Oh, how could that of slipped my mind. I haven’t given you my name yet, have I? In fact, I don’t even know your name!”



“The name’s Starlight Glimmer. Yours?”



“Scuffleberry. Miss Scuffleberry.”



“Have a nice rest of the night, Miss Scuffleberry!”



“You too, Starlight Glimmer!”



Starlight left at the last goodbye. She continued forward to meet her next task. 



“Sparkleberry?” Starlight spoke from behind the group she approached.



Sparkleberry, alongside two other heads, turned back. “You must be Starlight,” the grandmother began. “The backstage assistant helping that troublemaker showpony. Our granddaughter told us all about you.”



“Oh! Well, it’s nice to meet you. You’re perfectly fine with Sparkleberry helping us, correct?” 



“It’s not like I can say no now. But don’t be putting her through things that I won’t approve of.”



“Excuse me?” Starlight raised an eyebrow.



“Last time, your little show made me blind. And deaf too! Don’t do it again, you hear me? And most definitely, I-I-I won’t like it if you did it to my grandchild. You won’t hear the end of it from me if you do.”



“She’s right, you won’t,” the grandfather spoke up.



“Granny, you don’t have to worry. I know you’ll love it,” Sparkleberry spoke up from behind.



“Something tells me she’s right,” Starlight supported her.



“Oh, dearie, you’ve told me that plenty of times before. But knowing their track record, aren’t you the slightest worried?”



“I have full faith in Miss Trixie and Miss Starlight!” Sparkleberry spoke up courageously.



“You know how this’ll end, Aura. Once that child becomes confident, there’s no turning her back.” The grandfather spoke up.



“I know, I know. I’m just nervous, is all. Once this show starts, I’ll be calm once again.” Aura Bright sat down next to the grandfather. She smiled at Sparkleberry.



“Now that you’ve put your faith in them, dearie, make sure it’s done right. Mmaky?”



Sparkleberry nodded her entire head.



“Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, are you ready, Sparkleberry?” 



“You bet!” 



Starlight faced the two parents. “I guess I’ll be seeing you later. Your names?”



“Mrs. Aura Bright.”



“Mr. Feint Twinkle.”



“Mr. Feint and Mrs. Aura, I’ll be off then.” Starlight waved goodbye with Sparkleberry at her side. They both faced the stage and walked together. Starlight voiced in to begin a conversation.



“You nervous?” 



“No,” Sparkleberry replied. “Are you?”



Starlight sighed. “A little,” she admitted.



“Really?” Sparkleberry’s mouth opened wide in surprise.



“Yeah. I guess I haven’t gotten used to the whole fame and glory thing just yet, even if I’m working the stuff back stage.”



“How long have you been doing this for?” Sparkleberry asked, still astonished.



“Around a year or so, now. With my studies back in Ponyville done, I’m happy to know that I don’t really have to do anything all that important now.”



“Studies?” Sparkleberry inqueried. “You were a student?”



“Yeah, I was a student for what seemed like the longest chapter in my life. I’m glad that I’m done and all, but sometimes I really wish I could go back to being just that.”



“Was it hard?” Sparkleberry faced Starlight as the two continued forward.



“You’re the one who should know the answer to that. You’re the lead role in the play, after all.”



“...Yeah,” Sparkleberry hesitated.



“A little anxious now?” 



“Yeah, but just like granny, I’ll get over it once the show starts.”



Starlight smiled. “You’ll do great.”



Sparkleberry beamed back to Starlight.



As the two entered backstage, they spotted Trixie shuffling between boxes and costumes within the meager space that she was allowed. Three other school children talked amongst one another as they waited for the show to begin.



“Trixie, is everything ready?” inqueried Starlight.



Trixie turned toward Starlight and Sparkleberry. “Trixie ensure that everything is ready and will begin once her final actor receives her costume.”



A bright aura levitated off of Trixie’s star cape and hat. The hat engulfed Sparkleberry’s head, and the cape dragged on the floor. With a burst of light, however, Trixie shrunk the hat and cape. She fitted the costume perfectly on her final actor.



“You ready?” Trixie asked.



“As I’ll ever be!” 



As Sparkleberry confirmed, Trixie went to the other three and got them in places off stage. Starlight and Sparkleberry soon followed while Trixie took centerstage. Upon her indication, the curtains rolled back.



Lights centered onto the wooden stage with a flick. With a mic check and a one two three, Trixie had begun her cue.



“Citizens of Hoovesendale, it has come to Trixie’s attention that you were not pleased with the first dangerous and woeful piece of entertainment Trixie so humbly provided. Be that it may that Trixie has a different show of showponyship than everyone else, but do not fret, for the Great and Powerful Trixie will still provide a gallant show!”



As Trixie continued her ominous speech, the stage began to fill with smoke.



“Behold a story of unfathomable peril and breathtaking stunts! To save Equestria is only just another feat for The Great and Powerful T-rrr-ixie!”



Now engulfed in what was now a stage full of smoke, a moment passed for it to dissipate. Three fillies and a colt, both with their respective costumes, stood centerstage in front of the crowd.



Sparkleberry was the first to speak. “Behold, for it is I! The Young and Powerful Trixie! Along Trixie’s dangerous quests, Trixie had acquired a set of allies capable to overcome the daunting trials of saving Equestria from the well known evil, Queen Chrysalis!”



With a flash of magic, the background of the stage changed to a dynamic setting full of crystals and rock formations. 



“It was inside the caves of her lair that Trixie and her friends had found themselves in! Say, Thorax, you should know inside and out of these caves! Find the Great and Powerful Trixie the direction toward the Queen!”



A filly, taller than Sparkleberry, motioned her way toward the edge of the stage. With the illumination of her horn, a portal appeared. “It’s this way!”



The four jumped through the portal. As they disappeared, the background changed once more to a different set of caves. As they jumped back on stage, the scene filled with smoke once more. 



“What is that?” Sparkleberry moved her hooves through the smoke. She raised an eyebrow as she further questioned what a faint fog was. 



“I don’t know,” the filly as Thorax said as he observed the setting. “It feels ominous.”



From behind them, two makeshift monsters appeared. “Whoo- goess- theerre-” their ghastly form sounded.



“It be monsters, and a whole swarm of them! A hundred or so!” The colt took the center stage and faced the two figures. “Be as it may that I have no power, I will take on these monsters! The rest of you, go! We will not be able to go any further if I do not distract them here!”



“Do you think you will be capable of such a task?” Sparkleberry said. Worry dripped in her voice as she acted it out.



“Do not worry, for I have this! Leave! Now!”



“This way!” The Thorax pony said as her horn illuminated once more to reveal a portal. 



The three jumped through, but Sparkleberry paused once reaching the next side. “The Great and Powerful Trixie will remember his effort. He will not go in vain. We must win for Equestria!”



The three continued down the path. However, at the end of it, they had been met with a surprise.



The unspoken filly finally came front. “You came back! And so soon! How?”



“It was with the light of friendship that brought me back. Now, let us go! We must defeat the queen!”



The colt lead the group, but could not hear the whispers from the the other three.



“Hold it right there,” the same filly said. “How do we know if you’re real?”



“What a silly question, of course I am real!”



“Well, then do you remember the plan to take down the evil Queen Chrysalis?”



The colt sidestepped with an “Um...”



“We’ve been found out! Get them!” he shouted.



With that, figures surrounded the group.



“Fear not, fellow members! I will grab the attention of this ambush and you two shall go to the chamber of the evil Queen!”



“Good luck to you, my dear friend! The Great and Powerful Trixie will always remember you!”



“And to you too.”



With that, the only two jumped through another portal.



“Oh, such brave party members we have, Trixie. How could they so bravely give away their lives like that!”



“Do not fear, Thorax. For they are brave ponies indeed. We will honor them and respect their name forever more.” Sparkleberry moved onward. “Now let us go to the chamber. The Queen awaits.”



“About that...” Thorax reconsidered.



“Do you have an issue?” 



“I know that we’ve been through a lot, and that we’ve done so much together to get here, but I know what the Queen wants. She wants me, not you, and I really shouldn’t have brought you on this quest in the first place. This is my trouble, after all.”



“Thorax, do not put all the blame on yourself. The Great and Powerful Trixie knows the hardships of losing what is important to her. The Queen has caused Trixie strife as well, as well as her allies. Trixie have quarrel with her as well as you do.”



Thorax sat there silent, unmoved by Sparkleberry’s words. “Do not do what Trixie thinks you are about to do. Rethink this.”



“I’m sorry, but I can’t let you do this.” Thorax’s horn illuminated, while the resounding scream of Sparkleberry came through the portal that sucked her up. 



Thorax, without anyone beside them, entered the Queen’s chamber alone. 



“Ah, so you did come after all,” a sound came from behind Thorax. They turned, only to be greeted by an abhorrent monster that walked on four hooves. 



“Let go of your grasp on Equestria, Queen, for I will give myself to you.” Thorax refused to face the Queen. They faced forward, emotionless, as the Queen squared Thorax up.



“You want me, to give up?” The queen laughed at Thorax’s desperation. She began climbing the walls of her lair as she circled Thorax.



“How about I take everything that’s left in you and keep Equestria. That sounds like a fair deal to me.” Her head twisted as her body climbed while her head still focused on Thorax.



“Leave me out of this, this is my last say.”



“Or what?”



As if on cue, the wall of the Queen’s lair exploded. Behind stood the three partners from before.



“Trixie! I told you not to come!” Surprised, enthusiasm returned to Thorax as he ran to the trio.



“Your troubles are our troubles, my dear friend. No matter what, you can’t leave us out of it.”



Trixie sidestepped Thorax and faced the Queen.



“Now, Queen, I come not to represent just the Great and Powerful Trixie, but the four of us, as well as all of Equestria!”



“Oh my, how threatening. What are you going to do, challenge me?”



Sparkleberry smirked. “That’s exactly what Trixie was thinking.”



“You’re kidding, right? You believe you have as much power as me?”



“Power doesn’t come from individuals, Queen. Power comes from trust, from love, from friendship!”



“What a bunch of hooey.” The queen rolled what could’ve been her eyes.



“It is true! And Trixie will show you just how much you are lacking!” Sparkleberry took her stance toward the monster.



“Fine, be it your own death!” Without warning, the monster fired a beam of magic toward Sparkleberry. Without a moment’s hesitation, however, Sparkleberry fired back with a continuous beam of her own.



The queen began to laugh. “What formidable power of friendship you have! I can barely even feel your strength!”



The beam slid toward the side of Sparkleberry. After seeing this, Sparkleberry didn’t falter, instead she looked back to her friends.



“The Great and Powerful Trixie requires your power! Please, give it to me!”



“You got it!” the trio said together. Their horns illuminated, and with a couple sparks, they manifested themselves onto Sparkleberry. The beam’s distance toward them grew and grew, until it had finally been pushed back onto the Queen.



“No, this can’t be happening! How is this possible?”



The four confidently stood. “By the power of friendship!”



And with that, the scene goes to white. After the light turns transparent, Trixie and her crew stood on the centerpiece of the stage.



“For the courage of saving Equestria, you three have been recognized as the Great and Powerful Trixie’s greatest best friends. You all will be heard far and wide with fame and glory to your names.” Sparkleberry bowed to each of the three students. 



“I must also say sorry to my good friend Thorax. For the bond between us was lacking within the moments before the final confrontation. It is from this that Trixie has learned to correct the mistakes that Trixie makes. She has realized that for us to be true friends with real trust, we must start anew.”



The filly playing thorax bowed to Trixie once more.



“And to you,” Sparkleberry faced the crowd, “those who hear the story, keep it close to your heart. For when life may seem rough and events may seem dim, just know that there is in fact a way to approach it. Know that there is always going to be a supportive way to deal with your troubles. Do not delude yourself in thinking that your friends aren’t there for a reason. For they are the ones you love, the ones you care for, the ones you wish to see better in life. Take away from this that even you can become a true friend to the Great, and Powerful, Trixie!”



A mass of flares engulfed the sky above the stage, however the sound of the flares were deafened out by the applause that erupted from the audience. The actors on staged bowed for their performance and continued for the time being.



At the back stage, Starlight scoffed. A flare wasn’t a firework, after all. 



“You just couldn’t resist having some kind of bright light, could you?”



“You should know Trixie,” Trixie smiled at the stage.



“You are Trixie’s greatest best friend, after all.”
      

      
   
      Celestia's Bright Idea


      
      
      
         
         Her Smoke Rose Up Forever

      
         
         Fumes

      
      

      

      
      
         Celestia giggled.



Luna watched from the other side of the dining table. It was a short giggle, and a soft one, but one that stopped her from eating her croissant halfway through. Luna swallowed and kept an eye on Celestia before speaking up. “Sister,” she said.



“Yes?” Celestia said, taking a bite of her apple.



“Is everything all right this morning?”



Celestia nodded, smiling as she set her apple down. She stroked Philomena. Philomena coughed at Celestia’s touch, wriggling on top of a silver tray as a few feathers fell off of her. Celestia continued to pet her bird. “I’m doing very well. Why do you ask?”



“I cannot say that I have known you to be a giggler, per se,” Luna said, setting the half-eaten croissant down on her plate. “I have heard you chuckle, I have heard you laugh fully from your abdomen, but this… I have not heard in a long time.”



Celestia shrugged. She tended to Philomena, stroking her back as she coughed and hacked, her last feather twitching at the end of her tail.



“Is this another practical joke?” Luna picked up an orange slice from her plate. “Should I expect my orange slices to turn my mouth orange again? Are you going to ‘draw me a bath’ by drawing a picture of a bathtub and placing it in the tub? Are you going to put a head of lettuce on my bed, and when I come to ask you why it’s there, you tell me—”



“—I tell you to ‘romaine calm’?” Celestia chuckled, but shook her head. “No, nothing like that. Not today.” She stroked Philomena again, which did nothing to stifle her giggling.



Luna squinted. She tapped her hoof to her chin. “Now, I know this was a long time ago, but considering I’ve been gone for a long time, I cannot rule out the possibility, so… Is your giggling, perchance, the side effect of any sort of recreational drug? Are you partaking in the smoking of the mareijuana, or any other sorts of, ah, herbs?”



Celestia giggled. “Herbs.”



Luna raised an eyebrow.



“What?” Celestia smirked, but covered her smirk with a sip of her tea. “It’s a funny word. Herbs.”



“You do realize this only strengthens my suspicions?”



“I do,” Celestia said, petting her phoenix. The last feather on Philomena drifted down to the silver tray. Celestia kept stroking the squalling bird. “However, there is no need to worry, dear sister. I do not use the mareijauna, nor any other recreational drug.”



“Good.” Luna exhaled and took a sip of her apple juice.



“Not yet, at least.”



Luna choked on her juice. “Pardon?”



With one last wheeze, Philomena collapsed onto the silver tray. As she burst into flames, Celestia pulled out a thin, long strip of paper. Once the flames petered out and nothing but ash remained on the tray, Celestia gathered up the ash with her magic and placed it on the paper.



“Sister, what…”



Carefully, Celestia curled the paper and rolled it up over the ash. She kept the paper rolling, all the way along the strip until the ashes were fully contained in the tube. She twisted the ends to keep the ashes inside.



Luna stood up. “Sister—Celestia, that is your beloved pet phoenix! What in Equestria are you thinking?”



Celestia picked up the paper tube and stuck one end of it in her mouth.



“You’re not going to—”



With a flicker of Celestia’s horn, the homemade cigar lit up, a thin wisp of smoke streaming from the tip. Celestia took a puff of it and exhaled the smoke through her nose.



“Good heavens you are.”



Celestia nodded, turning the cigar over in her magic. “Good heavens I am.”



Luna furrowed her eyebrows as she stared at Celestia’s cigar. She shook her head constantly. “Celestia, this feels very, very wrong.”



Celestia turned the cigar over in her hooves. “Not to me, Luna. It’s a smoky flavour, but less campfire and more barbeque than anything. Smooth and rich—very rich—yet still quite smoky.”



“But that’s your pet phoenix. That’s Philomena! Why would you smoke her?”



Celestia shrugged. “She probably won’t mind.”



Luna continued to shake her head, covering her face with her hooves. “Sister,” she moaned. “Sister. Why. Why sister.”



Celestia only giggled in response.



Luna stopped shaking her head. She rose slowly, setting her hooves down on the floor. She closed her eyes and frowned. “Sister,” she said, “pardon me if I’m wrong…”



“Uh huh,” Celestia said.



“…but how can you smoke ash?” Luna tapped a hoof against her chin. “Perhaps this has changed in the time before my return, but I thought what you burn is the substance inside the cigar, and burning the substance is what causes the smoke and ashes, but you can’t burn ashes since they’re already burnt, right?”



Celestia burst into a fit of violent coughing. Her teacup dropped to the floor and shattered. 



Luna rocketed from her seat. “Celestia!”



Celestia held up a hoof to hold her sister back. She bent over and hacked, though her coughs slowed down and her gasps for air receded.



As Luna helped her back up, Celestia took a few slow gasps of air, her throat rattling. Swiftly, she took a sip from her glass of water. Celestia wiped her eyes and sniffed, swallowing before waving her hoof dismissively. “It’s okay—” She exploded into coughs once again.



“Celestia, oh dear sister,” Luna took the cigar from Celestia’s hoof and set it on the silver tray. “That was such a horrible idea. We need to get Doctor Crackpot in here immediately.” 



“No, it’s okay,” Celestia gurgled, patting her sister on the back. She held the cigar up to her lips and took another puff.



Luna gasped. “Celestia, no!” She slapped the cigar out of Celestia’s hoof.



Celestia erupted into more coughing and collapsed. She writhed on the floor and moaned. As she coughed, her whole body not only shook, but started to droop and sink to the floor. 



Luna sat down, watching the transformation unfold.



As Celestia coughed, her hooves and legs shrank and her body flattened out, pooling on the ground like a puddle.



Luna screamed, naturally.



Very, very audibly.








High Wizard Bumblebore opened his jaw wide over and over again to clear out his ears. “What?”



“She keeps smoking this!” Luna shouted, pointing to the half-burned cigar in her magic, holding it far away from her sister. “She tries to keeps smoking this!”



Bumblebore clapped next to one ear to test it. “I can’t hear you!” he shouted.



Luna held the cigar two inches from his face and pointed. “SHE KEEPS SMOKING THIS. SHE HAS TO STOP.”



Bumblebore tried opening his jaw again. He shook his head. “I’m good, thank you! I don’t smoke!”



Luna growled. She teleported a quill and scroll into the room and wrote down what she just said, showing it to Bumblebore.



“Oh!” Bumblebore shouted. “Then tell her not to smoke that!”



“YOU THINK I HAVEN’T?” Luna teleported in a book from the royal library, tore through the pages, and ignited her horn in a spell to restore Bumblebore’s hearing.



“Hello? Oh,” Bumblebore said, sighing in relief. “Thanks for that, princess. And while I think of it, might I recommend you refrain from screaming in the future? I’m sure you must understand that a pony with such incredible speaking volume such as yourself might hurt everypony in the nearby vicinity by—”



“Bumblebore!” Luna snapped, shoving Bumblebore towards Celestia. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but my sister is a pancake right now!”



“I noticed,” wheezed Celestia. Her body was much wider and thinner now, flattened out into a round shape like a puddle on the floor. Her arms and legs were shrunken little hoofy stubs. Her head, neck, and tail still resembled that of a pony princess, but now seemed unnatural protruding from the sides of her pancake-shaped body.



Bumblebore looked between the transformed Celestia and the cigar in Luna’s magic. “That did that?”



“Yes,” Luna said, “and I need your help to change her back.”



Celestia’s horn lit up, floating the cigar in Luna’s magic slowly towards her. She stuck out her lips, her tiny arms flapping as she strained her neck to reach the cigar. She managed a quick puff before Luna yanked it away.



Bumblebore examined the cigar up close. “What’s in this?”



“Pheonix ashes,” Luna muttered, keeping a watchful eye on the cigar and her sputtering sister.



“Really?” Bumblebore scratched his chin, walking up to Celestia and examined her body. He cast a series of short spells, one after the other, uttering a soft “Hmmf” after each spell. At one point, he gingerly placed his hoof on top of Celestia’s flat body, tested it with pressure, and then walked on top and paced. “Hmmf. Three hundred and twenty-two,” he muttered to himself. “Three twenty-three.”



Celestia only coughed and licked her lips, staring at the cigar in Luna’s grasp. She strained her neck to speak, but all that came out was a frail rasp.



Luna stared harder at Celestia and kept the cigar in her sight at all times. “Well?” she asked High Wizard Bumblebore. “What’s happening?”



“It’s fascinating,” Bumblebore mumbled as he stepped off of Celestia’s body. “Absolutely fascinating. Hmmf.” He flicked one of Celestia’s tiny hooves.



“Can you fix it?” Luna said.



“I mean, there’s a history to this,” Bumblebore said. “Wizards such as myself have been studying Phoenixes for ages. We’ve been studying everything, really, and phoenixes in particular aren’t all that special. I mean yes, they emit a high amount of magic, but so do several other creatures, not that there are a whole lot of other creatures that emit this much magical energy, though the phoenix is particularly interesting for—” 



“Bumblebore,” Luna said, “can you fix it?”



“I was just getting to that,” Bumblebore said as Celestia tugged at the cigar. “We’ve been studying phoenixes. Based on their energy, some have wondered what effect smoking a pheonix’s ashes would have. It’s called ‘blazing’. In theory, it’s supposed to grant you untold thermoturgic power, that of a thousand suns, but nopony who’s tried it has lived to tell the tale. Quite frankly, it’s a stupid idea. You don’t smoke ashes, after all. You burn the plant matter inside the cigar, and that’s what makes the smoke and ashes, but you can’t—”



“Bumblebore!” Luna yelped as she saw Celestia take another puff of the cigar and cough again. She yanked back the cigar. “Did you say nopony who’s tried it has lived?”



Bumblebore swallowed. “Yes I, ah, I suppose I did say that, yes.”



Luna stared upon Bumblebore with a mighty glare.



A mighty sweat broke out across Bumblebore’s forehead. “And I, uh, don’t know how to fix it. But the good news is that she’s not dying right now. Her vitals are fine. No problems there. Honest.”



Luna stared upon Bumblebore with a pleading glare. “Then what do we do, Bumblebore? There must be something we can do.”



Bumblebore cast another short spell on Celestia. “Three eighty-nine,” he whispered. He turned to the princess. “There’s not much I can really do, short of tossing out that cigar. But before you do!” Bumblebore said as Luna wound back, ready to whip the cigar out the window. “I know this is a stressful time right now, your sister melting and all that, but she’s gone farther than anypony else ever has. And, I, um.” Bumblebore tapped his hooves together. “I want to see what happens if she keeps going.”



Luna blinked. “Excuse me?”



Bumblebore held up his hooves in a calming motion. “Right now she’s sitting at three ninety-one BTUs—that’s Baked Thermal Units, which is roughly four hundred kJ—that’s kilojoints. That’s higher than anypony has ever been, and medically speaking, she’s fine, at least on paper. To be completely honest, I’m immensely curious about what will happen when she reaches four twenty.” Bumblebore paused. “This being the level that blazeologists believe to be the thousand-sun level of power.”



Luna furrowed her brow and shook her head. “Bumblebore, though I’m sure you have a great academic interest in this, I cannot rightly risk my sister’s life so she may reach four twenty.”



“But it’s more her choice than yours, is it not?” Bumblebore said. “Tell me, did Celestia roll the cigar herself? Did she make the decision to smoke it?”



Luna glanced at Celestia. “Yes.”



“Well she must have wanted to do this, then, didn’t she? It’s not every day that you can smoke a phoenix. Celestia must have been waiting to blaze for years.”



Luna looked to her sister wheezing on the floor, now staring right into her eyes. Celestia tried to croak out something, but her throat was too dry. She gave Luna a firm nod, her eyes red and watery but locked on Luna.



With a heavy sigh, Luna floated the cigar over to Celestia’s lips and averted her gaze as her sister took a puff.



“Three ninety-nine and getting higher,” Bumblebore said as Celestia exhaled a cloud of smoke.



Luna tapped her hoof on the ground, scanning every inch of Celestia’s puddled body. Luna took a slow breath in, then a slow breath out.



“Four oh-five,” Bumblebore said.



Luna thumped her hoof on the floor, biting her lip. “Check her vitals again.”



“Still perfectly normal,” Bumblebore said, sweat emerging on his forehead. He performed another short spell. “Four eleven.”



“Celestia,” Luna huffed. She watched her sister suck in on the cigar, which was nearly used up. “This better be worth it.”



Bumblebore used a napkin to dab his forehead. “Four seventeen.”



Celestia exhaled a slow stream of smoke. The edges of her pancake body twitched and curled.



Luna stepped back. 



Bumblebore stepped back as well. “Four eighteen. Vitals still normal.”



Her magic starting to fade, Celestia held up the cigar to her lips once more and sucked in. The edges of her body turned up around her, her little hooves twitching.



“Four nineteen,” Bumblebore whispered.



Celestia wheezed out one more cloud of smoke.



“Four twenty.”



The edges of Celestia’s body rose up and solidified, her body morphing from a pancake into a flat bowl. She lowered her head, but it didn’t go limp.



Luna ran up to her sister. “Check her vitals. Check them constantly.”



“Still fine,” Bumblebore said, maintaining the spell.



“Celestia,” Luna said, examining Celestia’s new body. “You’re… you’re shaped like a bowl. I don’t understand.”



Celestia wheezed, tilting her head towards the breakfast table. Her horn lit up in her magic, but sputtered out almost immediately.



Luna’s eyes widened. “Water,” she said before telekinetically swiping a cup of water from the table and holding it up to Celestia’s lips.



Celestia drank, taking slow sips of the water. She swallowed several times to wet her throat. Luna watched her face intently, looking for any twitch and listening for any sound.



Celestia’s eyes rolled over to Luna, and she grinned. “Hey Luna,” she croaked.



“Yes, sister?” Luna said.



Celestia closed her eyes and opened them again, licking her lips. “Guess what.”



“Tell me. What? Tell me.” 



Celestia let out a wispy chuckle before speaking up. “I’m Prince-ash Tray-lestia.”



Luna didn’t move. Her intent stare never changed, nor did it leave her sister’s eyes. Finally, she blinked. “Celestia, what—”



“Prince-ash Tray-lestia,” she repeated, swallowing again and giggling. “Get it? Princess Celestia. Ashtray. Prince-ash Tray—”



“Enough,” Luna said. She held a hoof to her forehead, turning to Bumblebore.



Bumblebore looked just as bewildered. “Honestly, it’s not even that good of a pun.”



Luna sunk to the ground, her legs failing her, as Celestia giggled a raspy giggle.



Luna sighed, naturally.



Very, very painfully.
      

      
   
      Up In Smoke


      
      
      
         
         Her Smoke Rose Up Forever

      
      

      

      
      
         

Twilight sighed and paced, wingtips twitching. No matter how desperately she tried to deny it to herself, there was no avoiding the conclusion. It was time for an extremely uncomfortable talk. 



"Twiiiiilight," Spike said musically. He was sprawled spread-eagled on the ground, with one arm swaying in the air, claws clenched around a rolled piece of papyrus. "You got a ssssk. A ssskuuurr. Schkrrrroll." He giggled. "You know. A princess letter."



She ticked through a mental checklist she hadn't expected to need until his late teens—if ever. Inappropriate giggling, check. Confused affect, check. Unexplained lethargy, check. Bloodshot eyes, check. And even with the window of his room open, there was a weird sweet-and-sour charcoal odor lingering in her nostrils. All consistent—or so she had read—with combusting and inhaling the controlled substance known as "ash".



"Special delivery," Spike said. He weakly flung the scroll at her leg, and it bounced off and rolled back to him. "Oohhh wow, that was the worst throw." He picked the scroll back up and stared at it contemplatively. "Hey, did you get your letter? I should tooootally dictate your reply. I mean. Write. You dictate." His eyes unfocused. "Eeeeheeheehee. Our princess is a dictator."



Twilight winced. Deep breath. Hoof to chest, hoof out, exhale. "Spike," she said with calmness she didn't feel. "We need to talk."



"Oooookkkaaaay," he said, eyes crossed to stare at his nose as he slowly shaped his muzzle around the word. "About?"



"About—" Twilight said vaguely, her heart breaking at the thought of a direct accusation—"the life-threatening dangers of 'ash' abuse."



Spike blinked contemplatively. The room was briefly silent.



"The M.A.R.E. educational pamphlets?" he said, eyes refocusing. "I unpacked those Tuesday. Whoooaah. Twos-day. Display Two-36-C." He waved the claw curled around the scroll, blinked up at his claw, and thrust it at her. "Huh. You got a letter."



"NO, Spike, this is about YOU—" Twilight started, then cut herself off for another deep breath. She couldn't do this. 



Where had she gone wrong? Was she being too lax in raising him? Were the annual interviews she conducted with all of his friends insufficient vetting? Had she assigned him too little reading about the countless dangers which could ruin the lives of young fillies and colts? In the face of so many unknowns, facing her failure directly like this hurt too much. Maybe if she found out who was supplying him, so she could cut him off without a potentially family-wrecking argument?



"Leeeeeettter," Spike warbled. "D. D is for 'Dear Twilight Sparkle, signed, Princess Celestia'. That's, um, lots of letters though. 'Dear', that's four, 'Twilight', plus eight—"



Spike's face suddenly went lopsided. He hiccuped. His chest jerked, and a blast of familiar green flame with decidedly unfamiliar red edging seared the air over his muzzle. Twilight took an involuntary step back as a second scroll bounced off Spike's muzzle and rolled away.



The odor of sweet-and-sour charcoal redoubled, and an entirely different sinking feeling gripped Twilight Sparkle's heart as her original devastation evaporated.



Spike giggled and dropped the first scroll to pick the second one up. "Singing princess-gram—" he started, but Twilight had already snatched it from his claw and lifted it to her nose for a sniff. Sweet-and-sour. With a burst of magic, she ripped the sun-crest wax seal off the pink-heart-festooned ribbon, to find a message in sloppy midnight-blue cursive:



Dear Ms. Lateypants,



super



Super



SUPER! IMPORTANT!



princess business in canterlot 



asap like now!



Love, Us.




Twilight glanced at Spike. She re-read the scroll. She lowered it.



Her eye twitched.








WHAM! Twilight's purple field dissipated from around the heavy castle door as it slammed into the wall, and a cloud of pungent red haze billowed out of Luna's sitting room. 



"WHAT," Twilight shouted, "is so thunderbucking IMPORGHBBL—" And she doubled over coughing, tears streaming from her eyes, as the full pungency of the sweet-and-sour hit her.



Three feminine cheers erupted from within the haze. "Whoooo finally!" a voice that sounded like a pitch-upshifted Cadance said. "Come in and close the door, sis, you're ruining the hotbox."



Twilight backpedaled out of the cloud. She gritted her teeth. Her horn flashed. With a loud pop that yanked nauseatingly at her eardrums, and a great burst of wind, the red haze in the room vanished.



Three bloodshot-eyed alicorns blinked back at her. "Awww," Cadance said, voice dropping to her usual pitch over the course of the word.



Luna coughed deeply into a hoof and set down a small paper cylinder, whose tail end had thin red smoke curling up from glowing embers. Twilight's heart froze. There it was, in living color. Incriminating evidence.



"Twilight," Luna said—stare slowly focusing, a frown curling onto her muzzle—"you did not teleport that smoke to any ponies, did you?"



Twilight hadn't thought her rage was capable of increasing. "NOW you're concerned about secondhand ash smoke?" she shouted. "After CORRUPTING and ENDANGERING my—"



"Twilight," Celestia interrupted, and because it was Celestia, Twilight shut up. "Where did it go."



"A nearby volcano," Twilight said icily. "Now if you'll—"



Luna and Celestia groaned and facehoofed. 



"Fire elemental advisory?" Luna said.



"Fire elemental advisory," Celestia said. "But that can wait. Come on in, Twilight."



Twilight held her ground, wings quivering. "What," she hissed. "Are. You. Doing."



The other princesses turned to look at each other. Twilight belatedly noticed that Cadance's mane had transformed into a gauzy translucent curtain, shimmering around the edges and blowing in some ethereal breeze.



"Didn't you get our letters?" Celestia said.



Twilight exploded. "YES, and that's the PROBLEM! How DARE you allow your drug-compromised judgment to condemn my faithful assistant to a destiny of deviancy, degeneracy and death—"



"Oh, is that what this display is about?" Luna interrupted, and giggled. "As the cool fillies say, Twilight, becalm thy mammaries. Your seneschal is unharmed."



Twilight opened and closed her mouth. Of all the ways she had thought this conversation could go, needing to lecture the ruling princesses of Equestria on basic science was not one of them. 



"How can you SAY that?" she finally managed, pulling three M.A.R.E. pamphlets from her saddlebags and shoving them into the princesses' muzzles. "For that matter, how can you do this to yourselves? Sure, the drug feels harmless the first time or two—and eventually works its way out of your body, if you stop using it—"



"Twilight—" Luna said.



Twilight raised her voice and pushed on. "However, repeated doses cause toxins to accumulate, creating progressively more serious side effects, with the euphoria of the high masking the damage and driving its victims back to the drug more and more often—"



"Twilight," Celestia said.



But this time, not even her mentor's interruption was going to stop Twilight from saving the princesses from themselves. "Leading in chronic users to organ failure and even complete neurothaumic collapse! So when you say that first hit of 'ash' does no harm, it's the first step on a slippery slope—"



A floating pink feather, its shaft wrapped in a pinker field, brushed Twilight's horn. "Gah!" she shouted, her speech forgotten. She reared back and flailed her forehooves.



There was stifled laughter from the three alicorns. "Old babysitting trick," Cadance said, and reached for the smoldering stick of shame. "Come on, Twilight, calm down and have a seat."



"No stop stop gaaaah!" Twilight shrieked and giggled as Cadance's feather tickled her some more.



Celestia hoofed the cigar from Cadance's glowfield and took a long drag, closing her eyes before contorting her muzzle to blow out a perfectly circular ring of red smoke. "I'm beginning to actually wonder," she said, "if she didn't read the letter."



Cadance let out the breath she had been holding, blowing a stream of smoke out herself. "Twilight not reading? Seriously?"



"I know!"



Cadance giggled and poked Twilight with the shaft of her feather. "You know, Chrysalis, I'm not even mad. We've got enough for five."



"I'm not a changeling!" Twilight protested, feeling her face heat as the conversation slipped away from her. "And don't change the subject! You've exposed my number one assistant to a potentially lethal substance—"



"It's not," Luna interjected. "I just said."



Twilight pressed a hoof to her temple. "The scientific literature—"



"Was written," Celestia said, "for ponies. Dragons smoke ash to stimulate growth."



Twilight paused.



Cadance floated the cigar in her direction invitingly.



"Okay," Twilight said slowly. "That very nearly sounded like a logical rationale for your actions. However, you seem to be ignoring the fact that we are ponies."



"Alicorns," Luna mumbled, raising a hoof.



Twilight's eye twitched. "Yes. Alicorns who have to not only rule, but set a positive example for, an entire nation of ponies."



"That would be a great deal easier," Luna said petulantly, "if you would close the door."



Twilight screamed, slammed it in their faces, and stomped away.








"Twilight?" Rarity's voice was muffled by the thick crystal door.



"Go 'way," Twilight mumbled, curling into a slightly tighter ball and pulling down yet another set of sheets and towels onto the immense pile covering her.



"Please, darling," Rarity cooed. "We're your friends. We're here for you—you know that. But we cannot assist unless you will inform us what the problem is."



Twilight moaned. "I have learned a dread secret no pony was meant to know. My entire life is built on a foundation of lies. All that is good and holy is naught but a gilded mask atop a seething mass of rot and corruption."



Outside the Friendship Palace's basement linen closet, it was silent for a moment.



"Sheesh, Twilight," Rainbow Dash said. "Yes, it was a little disconcerting learning that Horson Scott Cart was just a pen name for Prince Blueblood, but it's not like we can't appreciate his novels independent of the author."



"That wasn't—wait, WHO is WHAT?!" Twilight burst from the pile and pulled the door open.



"GOTCHA!" Dash shouted, yanking Twilight forward by one leg while Applejack's lasso cinched around her neck. A brief struggle later, three ponies were piled atop Twilight and Pinkie Pie was cramming an emergency cupcake in her muzzle.



Twilight chewed, swallowed, then took a long breath and sat up. "Okay, you know, that actually helped. You girls are the best." She hugged her friends unsteadily, then her lips curled into a smirk. "Heh. I've got to admit, Dash, you were pretty clever tricking me out with a shocker like that."



Dash gave her a blank look. "You mean that isn't what you were upset about?"



Twilight froze. Then she teleported back into the closet and slammed the door back shut.



There was muffled pounding from outside. Twilight teleported the contents of her basement to the front lawn. 



Sweet, sweet silence followed. Twilight flung herself backward onto the pile of linens, closed her eyes, and wallowed in exquisite despair.



"You know," Fluttershy said quietly, "the year I won the Junior Championships of Ssh, the World Grandmaster got disqualified for having entered her title match two days after dying. The scandal destroyed the sport—that's why I abandoned it for flight school." She was silent for a moment. "They say to kill your heroes, but I'm pretty sure that's not what they meant."



Twilight rolled over, trying to find a less awkward position atop the linens. "It's much worse than that," she moaned. "Worse even than Blueblood being one of the nation's top authors. The princesses are all drug addicts."



"Oh, my," Fluttershy said softly, and placed a comforting hoof on Twilight's shoulder. "That does sound horrible."



Twilight whimpered and nodded, feeling tears brim in her closed eyes. Fluttershy gently stroked her mane. Twilight choked back a sob and shifted, resting her head against Fluttershy's throat.



It felt so good just to be held. The tears receded.



"Fluttershy," Twilight finally asked, "what are you doing in my linen closet?"



"I snuck in while they were dragging you out," Fluttershy said. "I figured you'd be back."



"Well, what else am I supposed to do? I caught Celestia, Luna AND Cadance in a back room of Canterlot Palace smoking ash. I tried to intervene but they blew me off. And they sent Spike a letter for me! They got him high!"



Fluttershy stroked Twilight's mane for long seconds. "I'm sure they must have had a good reason."



"They said it was 'Super! Important! princess business'. With exclamation marks and everything." Twilight shifted and sighed. "And there was another letter I didn't read."



Fluttershy froze. Then her hoof resumed stroking, much more tentatively. "Y-you know, Chrysalis," she stammered, "I'd have f-fed you if you just asked nicely."



Twilight facehoofed. "Look, I'm not…Spike was high at the time, okay? They were clearly high when they wrote me. The scroll stunk to the heavens of ash, and I was still in denial. I teleported it into a volcano."



"Oh. Um. Okay." Fluttershy breathed, then resumed her stroking. "Maybe you should give the princesses a chance to explain?"



"They got high on ash and scrolled me," Twilight said. "What is there to explain?"








"Well, you see," Celestia said, "that's what keeps us immortal."



Twilight felt her eye twitch again. "What."



Celestia refilled her teacup and poured a second cup for Twilight, setting it down on her balcony table and staring out at the broad expanse of Equestria as she sipped. "That's what keeps us immortal."



"I heard you the first time." Twilight eyed the tea suspiciously. "But the science."



Celestia sighed. "It's normal Jasmine. It goes well with the also-perfectly-normal honey on the side table by the tower door. And you really didn't read my letter. What were you doing in Canterlot, then?"



"I got your second one," Twilight said as she sipped the tea straight. She stifled a grimace and floated the honeypot over. "Let's just pretend that never happened. Explain from the beginning."



Celestia paused, eyes rolling heavenward as she thought. "Ah, right, that letter," she said sheepishly and took another sip. "We…ah…you must understand, with pure ash uncut with preservatives, you don't get much time to prepare, and you don't have long before it goes bad. We kind of started without you."



"Yes," Twilight said acidly, "I got that. What was the rush, exactly?"



"Well, obviously, Philomena died."



"…," Twilight said, somehow pronouncing the silence.



For the first time, Celestia turned her head to look inquisitively at Twilight. She set her teacup down and sighed. "We really are starting from the beginning, aren't we? Twilight, what do you know about ash, aside from that vapid Mothers Against Recreational Entheogens propaganda?"



"Nothing, because I'm not an addict, Princess! I can recognize signs of its use, in case I need to help ponies—but ash ruins bodies and lives, and I don't need to know any more than that!"



"Not even what it is?"



"Fine-grained calcinated flakes of P. apoda," Twilight quoted automatically, and her brain finally put two and two together. "Wait. Ash…it's phoenix ashes!?"



Celestia nodded. "There are several reasons it's a controlled substance; among the most important is that dragons hunted phoenixes nearly to extinction before Equestria set up breeding programs. The other, more important, is that ingesting ash smoke induces thaumic transformation in the user. The material's not toxic, per se…it's just that the average pony is magically resistant enough for their body to fight the transformation, and autoimmune effects create the toxic symptoms that all the literature warns of. For inherently magical creatures, such as dragons and alicorns, the effects are exactly the opposite: healing, empowering, and invigorating."



Twilight stared numbly at her tea. "Okay. Sure. Frankly, I'm still stuck on the part where you were smoking your dead pet."



Celestia laughed musically. "Pet? Come, Twilight, you know exactly how intelligent phoenixes are. Philomena XCVIII's family long ago made a pact with us, to voluntarily donate their bodies to Equestria after their tenth combustion leaves them too weak to continue the revivification cycle. In exchange, they serve as honored diplomats in Canterlot, living a life of peace and luxury. It's the ultimate in mutually beneficial arrangements."



"But you're smoking your…companion, then. She doesn't even get a proper funeral! Don't tell me that's not sick."



Celestia shrugged. "I suppose, from a limited point of view, if you focus on the lack of burial? But look at, say, the ash-scattering of the pegasi of the Fire Skies—or the wakes of the Old Country, where everypony got stinking drunk and wandered away from the body. Funerals take many forms, Twilight—and isn't the smoking a funeral in itself, honoring my time with her and uniting us in the great circle of life?"



"Well," Twilight said. "Um. That is…hm." 



She heard the tower door creak open, then click shut. "Think of it this way, Twilight Sparkle," Luna's voice said. "You are shocked at the disrespect toward a fellow creature, yes? But is it truly any sicker than gryphons eating meat, or ponies milking their cattle tenants?"



Twilight lowered her head and sighed. "You two are right. I mean, if I stop and think about it…the ash is bringing you into a state of altered consciousness characterized by intensified connectedness, relaxation, and euphoria. What better tribute to a friendship? That's about as respectful as it gets."  Her voice grew faint.  "I'm sorry.  I messed up as a new princess—and as a friend.  I should have joined you."



"It's alright."  Celestia gave her a neck-hug. "I know it must be hard to accept at first, Twilight.  If we could get ash's effects in any way that didn't involve the passing of a friend, believe me, we would. But that's the way our world works, and we do everything we can to honor it."



Twilight nodded, and even managed a weak chuckle. "Of course, if you want to talk about sick, go through the portal to the human world." She shuddered. "They've got a drug like ash there—except it IS both non-toxic and plant-based, and they make it illegal anyway!"



Celestia blinked. "What? Why?"



"Supposedly, because of its mental effects," Twilight said, with a helpless shrug.



Luna winced. "How barbaric. Can you imagine the mindset it takes to ban a plant that isn't toxic to ponies?"








Objectively, Twilight thought, the silence when she stepped off the train onto the Ponyville platform couldn't have been nearly as awkward as it felt.



Rainbow Dash coughed. Rarity covered her nose discreetly with a hoof, but not discreetly enough that Twilight didn't see her taking a sniff. Applejack stared into Twilight's eyes, one eyebrow quirking upward in silence. Fluttershy's nose wrinkled, and then her eyes widened, and her lower jaw quivered. Only Pinkie Pie seemed unfazed, but then, Pinkie Pie was Pinkie Pie.



It was Rainbow that broke the silence. "Uh, hey," she said, gesturing over Twilight's shoulder at the shimmering red-to-purple-to-midnight-blue gradient that was shimmering in the aether. "I like what you did with your mane."



At that, Twilight almost teared up. She was feeling so on Rainbow Dash's wavelength right now.



"I'm, um, dead, um, birds, got to go," Fluttershy squeaked, plastering on an expression that might have been charitably interpreted as a smile. "But I'm sure there's a very good explanation…?"



"I missed some important princess business," Twilight mumbled, craning her head around to look at the vibrant colors of the sky.  "But it turns out that Philomena Ninety-Eight had a cousin."



Paper crinkled against her chest. Twilight re-leveled her head to look into Applejack's eyes, and caught the M.A.R.E. pamphlet in her horngrip as Applejack withdrew her hoof to tip her hat and silently depart.



Twilight tried to stifle a giggle. She couldn't help herself; the whole thing was just so perfectly ludicrous. Then Rarity's muzzle curled into a frown, and Twilight burst out laughing, and Rarity stepped in to say something and flinched back at the sweet-and-sour scent of Twilight's breath. She stalked off catlike, tail up like Opalescence after falling off the sofa, and the aphorism clicked how pets were exactly like their owners, and there was Rainbow Dash glancing between her and Rarity as her brain dragged its shell through the motions, until zip she was gone in a very un-turtle-like-fashion, and it was just Pinkie Pie bouncing alongside Twilight back home toward the castle.



"They'll come around," Pinkie chirped in between pronks. "Just give them a day or two with the copies of 'Alicorns: Putting The Fun In Funerals!' that I left on their kitchen tables. So, what was her name?"



"His," Twilight said automatically. "Skysong the. Umm. L-X-I-th, I think?" Suddenly realizing that her brain wasn't telling her hooves how to walk, Twilight jerked her gaze downward and focused on her front hooves, which ended up with her moving in an uncomfortable half-limp, dragging her hinds behind her as she figured out how to coordinate four limbs at once. 



A rump-bump from Pinkie shocked Twilight out of her stagger and back into a normal trot, and Pinkie gave her a wink and leaned in. 



"Soooo, is the funeral OVER over," Pinkie stage-whispered, "or do you still need some help sending him off?"



A very friendshippy grin slowly spread across the Princess of Friendship's face.



"Well," she said, "as a matter of fact…"








Epilogue



Twilight slowly exhaled, feeling a pleasant tingle in her chest as a thin cloud of red smoke streamed into the infinite cerulean ocean of the sky. The grass was cool against her back and the sun warm on her belly, and a gentle breeze caressed her, carrying the scent of apples uphill from the distant orchards. Pinkie giggled from her left, and a muscular purple claw reached over from her right to pluck the cigar from her horngrip.



"Gotta say, this tastes awfully bitter," Spike's mellow, deep voice said, and she saw his barrel-sized chest inflate out of the corner of her eye as he sucked in a robust lungful. He was looking damn good at one-and-a-half times her size.



"Well, you know," Twilight said, taking the cigar back. "Preservatives. Extremely unhealthy, but really, all that does is cancel out some of the smoke."



"It is a weensy bit disrespectful," Pinkie said, "but on the other hoof, it does let you extend the party as long as you want." She reached for the cigar.



A thought filtered through the increasing muddle of Twilight's contented thoughts, and she pulled the cigar back. "Hooooold on. Speaking of unhealthy. You're a pony."



Pinkie giggled, loud and long, and when Twilight glanced back from her face to the cigar, it was already in Pinkie's mouth, embers flaring bright red at the tip. "Silly filly," Pinkie said when she finally exhaled, shadow-play images dancing in the smoke rising from her mouth. "You know better than that."



"I guess I do," Twilight said sheepishly. "Wrote a friendship letter and everything." She made a sweeping gesture with a hoof, watching smoke curl around her pastern, lowering her voice to whisper dramatically. "The world is full of things beyond understanding."



"That's so deep," Spike murmured, and Twilight giggled. His voice was so deep. That was so perfect. 



She passed him the cigar. He sucked in another big lungful, marred by a cough that spewed a thin red cloud out. "Reminds me of that quote from that funeral book on the kitchen table. What was it?" He waved his claw vaguely in the air, the cigar trailing a line of smoke. "Something something let the world be?"



Twilight plucked the cigar from his claws with her magic. "You tell me. I've been too busy with this ash thing to finish my preliminary review of the new arrivals."



"Ah," Spike said, taking a long breath of fresh air and plucking a piece of grass to examine in his claws.



"But we must be humble and allow the world to come to us as it is," Pinkie quoted, voice distant. "It is in convincing ourselves we know the shape of each thing that we lose sight of the shape of everything."



Twilight took another long drag and exhaled, trying to blow a smoke ring like Celestia's. It came out a solid oval cloud. "That," she said, sticking her tongue out at the smoke.



Pinkie giggled. "Twilight, not reading? Seriously?"



"I know, right?" Twilight said, and that sent her into a wheezing fit of laughter at the funniest thing in the whole damn world. "You know, Chrysalis, I'm not even mad," she managed to say to herself in between gasps. "I've got enough for four."



Pinkie collapsed into gales of helpless laughter with her. Spike stayed silent.



"…You mean it?" Spike said as Twilight caught her breath.



Twilight opened and closed her mouth, and finally decided she felt too damn good to spoil the moment. Ah, buck it, she thought, and offered him the cigar.



Spike stared at it, then at her. "Ah, buck it," he said in a suddenly husky feminine voice, and a blast of green fire wreathed his form.  The changeling queen crooked a leg-hole around the cigar, drew it to her mouth, and took a long drag. "He was going to come out looking for you any time now anyway."



"Hey, I think that's Spike coming up the hill," Pinkie said, reaching for the cigar.



"The universe is so on your wavelength right now," Twilight whispered, and they hoofbumped and stared at the sky together, and all was right with the world.
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