
      Why We Ignore Elephants


      

      
      
         "Twilight, there's an elephant in our kitchen."



Twilight, reading on her throne, didn’t even bother looking up from her book.



“No there isn’t, Spike.”



Spike peeked his head back through the door he’d just come through. A loud trumpeting echoed through the halls of the castle.



He came back out.



“Twilight, there really is an elephant in the kitchen.”



She sighed. “No, Spike, there really isn’t.”



“It’s eating all the oatmeal.”



She paused.



“…The cheap stuff, or?”



“The imported stuff you have to set aside portions of the state budget for.”



“…Oh.” Setting her book down on arguably the most important coffee table in Equestria, she got up and walked over to the doorway, poking her head inside.



After a moment, she withdrew. 



“Well, this is a problem.”



“I told you.”



“No, Spike, you’re missing the point here,” Twilight said. “I already knew the elephant was there.”



Spike cocked his eyebrow. “Then why did you pretend it wasn’t?”



“It’s a cultural thing.”



He remained unconvinced. “…A cultural thing.”



“Yes, Spike. Elephants have a very fascinating culture, with many varied and strict traditions. There are two very important ones: elephants must always travel in twos, and no one must acknowledge their presence.”



“Acknowledging their existence violates their cultural traditions?”



“Yes Spike. It’s very, very taboo.” Twilight said. “And could you imagine what it would mean if I, as a crowned princess of Equestria, were to do such a thing? It would be a political disaster!”



“…You just didn’t want to acknowledge that you were wrong.”



“No, Spike,” Twilight said, “I’m very serious. This is a matter of international importance. Princess Celestia has worked very hard to strengthen our relationship with the elephants over the past two centuries, and I am not going to ruin that!”



“How did she negotiate relations with a people she can’t acknowledge the existence of?”



“I… have no idea, but it probably required the kind of wisdom you can only gain after living for over a millennia.”



“And probably a lot of tea.”



“That too.”



The two of them peeked back inside the kitchen for a moment.



“He’s really tearing through those oats, isn’t he?”



“Yep.”



“…How much will those cost to replace again?”



“More than we can afford this month.”



“Right,” Spike said. “So, what do we do about him?”



“That’s the thing, Spike, I’m not sure there’s anything we can do. Not without causing an international incident.”



“So what, we ignore it until it goes away? Give up on the oats?”



“…I didn’t say that.”



“So, what?” Spike asked. “You can’t have your oats and let him eat them too, you know.”



“I could levitate them away from him.”



“Wouldn’t that still mean you’re acknowledging that he’s eating them? Or does that not count?”



Twilight’s face scrunched up. “I have no idea.”



“Could we maybe distract him somehow?”



“We could try…” Twilight called forth the mighty arcane forces at her command, lighting her horn and weaving a delicate web of spellwork. A bang like that of a popping balloon echoed through the chamber.



Twilight and Spike peeked their heads in again.



“It worked, he’s looking—oh, wait, he went back to the oats.”



They pulled their heads back.



I think,” Twilight said, “We’re going to need a bigger distraction.”



“I could go get Trixie,” Spike offered. “She’s the most distracting pony we know.”



“…”



“Yeah, I see your point. Can you do a louder one?”



“Cover your ears.”



Twilight once again charged her horn, this time unleashing a bang akin to a party cannon.



Spike uncovered his ears. He could still hear the shot echoing through the halls.



“The castle is really echo-y today.”



“Quiet.”



They peeked their heads back in.



They peeked their heads back out.



“Why did he even have earplugs?”



“Tradition.”



“Ah.”



Another trumpet sounded from inside. 



“I think he just finished the oats.”



“Sounds like it.”



The approaching sound of lumbering footsteps added credence to this theory. Twilight and Spike made sure to look away from the elephant as it walked past them, Spike adding an innocent whistle just in case.



When the elephant was well out of sight, they turned back to one another.



“Well, that was a waste of time. Maybe we should have just ignored it until it went away.”



“Hindsight is 20/20,” Twilight said.



“Well, I’ve learned my lesson,” Spike said. 



“…I feel like there’s a joke here that we’re both missing.”



“Oh good, I thought it was just me,” said the other elephant in the room.


      

      
   
      To Be Forgotten


      

      
      
         “Hello, Tirek.”



Deep in the bowels of Tartarus, the frail centaur stirred. “Celestia?” he croaked.



At her name, the princess strode into the light. “It has been a long time.”



“Near five centuries, if I’ve kept count,” he said. “Of course, it’s hard to keep count when you’ve only your own thoughts for company.”



“Self-pity does not become you.”



He narrowed his eyes. “Why have you come here? Not to trade pleasantries, certainly.”



She paused.  Then: “Do you know the etymology of the word ‘Tartarus?’”



“What game are you playing at?”



“It comes from Old Earth Pony,” she continued, as if he hadn’t spoken. “They called this place Taru-tírléas. Literally, ‘the rending of the inglorious.’” She shook her head. “A bit dramatic, if you ask me, but an apt description.”



Tirek scoffed. “There’s not been much rending either time you’ve confined me down here. Just sitting about, waiting…” he twisted his lips into a sneer, “plotting.”



“So far, yes.” Celestia stared at him. “Tell me. Do you feel weaker than you did a few centuries ago? More lethargic? Less… present?”



Something about the way she stressed the last word put him on edge. “How do you mean?” he demanded. “What do you know?”



She smiled sadly. “This is an ancient place. Long before you came to this land, and long before I ruled, there was Taru-tírléas: the realm to which the wicked were banished to wait… and to extinguish.”



Tirek’s sneer returned. “I hope you’re not waiting for me to perish. Surely, after all these centuries, you’ve realized that you’ll not be rid of me so easily?”



“Oh, I know you’re immortal. But there is power in this realm deeper than life and death. Tartarus is a place of existence and non-existence.”



She shifted her gaze, staring off into the darkness which surrounded them. “Those bound in Tartarus exist only so long as the mortal races of Equestria remember them. And when their lives have been forgotten, they disappear.” Her eyes glinted. “Not death. Simply… nothing.”



Tirek’s heart paused. Carefully, he asked, “Am I still well-remembered in Equestria?”



“You are not.”



He looked at his hands. Were they frailer than they had been? He tried to remember what he felt like, a century ago. Had he always been so… insubstantial? “How much longer?”



“Until you are forgotten? That’s a very good question. There are none among the mortals who personally remember you anymore, of course. You are not immortalized in any famous songs or legends. You are not the villain of any holiday, nor the boogeymare invoked in any household. Truthfully, I’m a little surprised you’re still here at all.” She shook her head. “If nothing changes, you’ll disappear very soon.”



As she spoke, his heart began to race faster and faster, until he could barely hear her over its pounding. “You cannot do this to me!” Tirek cried. “You cannot let me vanish! You wouldn’t! You can’t!”



“I can.” She paused. “But I won’t. Not yet.” She levitated something out from behind her: a book. “To celebrate her 500th birthday, Princess Twilight is about to publish an autobiography recounting her early adventures, and it has a whole chapter dedicated to you.” She sent it through the invisible wards, setting it at Tirek’s hooves. “Given how popular she is, and how grand an affair a quincentenary is, I’m sure that will buy you at least another generation. I thought you might appreciate an advance copy.”



Tirek stared at the book. “Why are you showing me this? What is your plan?”



The sad smile returned. “I believe in second chances, Tirek. And third chances, and fourth chances, and as many chances as it takes. I want nothing more than for you to walk among ponykind freely—as a friend, or at least not as an enemy. I have waited thousands of years for you to take the hoof that is offered, as Discord and so many others have done. Will you not give friendship a chance?”



Finally, he tore his eyes away from the book. “I came here twice in chains,” he said. “I’ll not leave in them, whether they’re physical or not.” 



Celestia seemed to shrink. “As you would have it, then. If you… I hope you’ll change your mind. Remember, though: time is not on your side.” She turned and trotted away, and within moments had vanished into the darkness. “Goodbye.”



For a long time, Tirek didn’t move. Finally, picked up the book.



He hurled it out into the abyss.
      

      
   
      A Pink Shadow


      

      
      
         "Whoever she be, Princess, she be possessed by a demon!" Igneous Rock had boomed. "Like the unclean spirits of air she can move hither and yon, like wind or thought, and perform trickery that seemeth like miracles." 



"She may look like a pony, but she's a ghost!" Limestone had claimed. "The farm must've been founded on ancient buffalo partying grounds! That's why she can appear out of nowhere and do all these things to her body!"



"She's just Pinkie," Maud had simply said, and Celestia believed that she had been the one closest to the truth. 



The pink filly appeared on the Pies' rock farm a week ago; she claimed to be Igneous's daughter, and to always have been living on the farm. They thought she was merely an amnesiac runaway—until she began displaying her unsettling abilities. Word of the strange filly got out quickly; somepony who knew the significance of such stories brought it to Princess Celestia's attention; so now the Pies had to contend with royalty visiting their abode. 




"I don't know why they're scared of me!" Pinkie said, a hop punctuating each word; Celestia was beginning to feel dizzy from her interlocutor's frolicking. "It's not like I've become some kind of a monster or ghost, I mean, if I was a ghost, I could go through stone, and—well, look!" She pointed towards a pony-shaped hole in a nearby pile of rocks. "I mean, I only went through half-way, so it makes me a half-ghost, and they should be only half-scared, right?" She sighed. 



"Tell me, what were you doing seven days ago?"



"Well, Maud was harvesting some rocks, and I was just hanging around, and I was trying to get her attention a few times, and she finally began looking up, and she even asked me who I was! Silly filly—couldn't remember her sister's name!"



"And the day before that?"



"Um, well, I... Ummm..." Pinkie assumed an exaggeratedly thoughtful pose. "I think I was planning a party, or... thinking about Maud, and..." Her eyes went grotesquely wide—literally as platters. "I can't remember! I have no idea what I did eight days ago! It's like I wasn't around on that day! Do they do a roll call for existence? Maybe we should check what they wrote down for me on that day! Why can't I remember??" 




"...legends of the mountaintop monks," Celestia said, the Pie family listening with rapt attention, "tell of wise ponies, capable of miraculous feats resembling magic, by power of mind alone. Usually decades of study and training are required before the mind attains sufficient strength, though some are naturally born with the necessary qualities."



Distanced from the world. Capable of great concentration. In full control of emotions, she thought. 



"These abilities include the creation of thoughtforms... entities created from imagination, beginning to exist in the material world." 



...legends about a monk, or an unusually talented foal, who let their mind wander once and subsequently met the very fantasy being they were imagining...



"It is natural for such thoughtform beings to be eccentric, extroverted and capable of unbelievable things... Thoughts are always a little wild, after all. Besides, it is a survival technique for them. They crave attention; if ignored, they'd fade and vanish."



Besides, our deepest thoughts sometimes reflect the suppressed, the subconscious. Shadow aspect... A thoughtform would tend to be one's opposite... She glanced towards one of the gray fillies. 



"As you guess by now, these are not merely legends. Believe me when I say; I have had personal experience with the matter."








...the alicorn filly woke up in the meadow, and the being from her dream was still there, something like a snake and a goat and a dragon at once. He reached towards her with a lion's paw, and Celestia screamed and ran. 



By the time she gathered the courage to come back, the being had gone away.








"She's not possessed. She's not a ghost. What she might become..." Celestia continued, "...is a lively little pony who is simply a little different from the others, and who loves her parents and her sisters. That will be all she will ever be... if you give her the family she wishes for. Believe me: such beings should not be rejected when they want to be loved."



Igneous Rock left to confer with his family; Celestia looked out the window at the lively pink filly, and the desolate rocky landscape, and wondered if she'd made the right decision this time. 
      

      
   
      Featherquest


      

      
      
         “Arrggh.”  The cry echoed in the quiet Ponyville morning. 



“Hey Twilight, what's up?”



Twilight looked over from where she leaned on her windowsill, her scowl fading at the voice. “Rainbow! I'm so glad you came. I've been trying to finish my studying, but I can't concentrate at all - my wings itch.”



Rainbow flew in with a gust of wind that tossed Twilight’s mane and sent a few feathers drifting to the floor. Circling once she landed with a flourish, before bending down to examine the fallen plumage. 



Twilight shifted from hoof to hoof, cheeks heating as she fidgeted her wings. Feathers stuck out at odd angles, matching the frazzled look of her mane. “I've tried to follow all your advice on wing care, but it isn't working.”



“You're doing fine - it's not that,” Rainbow said, shaking her head.  “You're molting, Twilight.”



“Molting!”  Twilight’s eyes went wide, before she adopted a more calculating look. “It didn't happen last year, so I guess I didn't really think about it.”



“It's usually annual, but last year's molt was right after you got your wings, so your feathers were all brand new.”

 

Twilight grimaced. “So this happens every year.”



Rainbow laughed. “Yes and no.  First molt is the worst.  It was bad enough as a filly - I can only imagine what it's like for an adult pony.”



“Ugh.”  Twilight slumped before her wings started twitching again, letting loose a few more bits of fluff. 



Rainbow stared at her thoughtfully for a few moments, before grinning. “Don't worry, Twilight. I know an old pegasus treatment that I think will help you.”



Twilight perked up, her horn lighting as she turned to her bookshelf. “Really? I haven't studied much pegasus medicine. What era is it from?”



Rainbow shifted from hoof to hoof. “I don't know, and I'm not sure if it's in a book, anyway.  Just come with me, and I'll show you.”







Twilight frowned. “Flickerberries? That seems like an odd choice in ingredients. All they do is make you change color.”  She glanced at the list hovering beside her, and then back at the softly glowing plant, mostly hidden by a bramble of spines. 



Rainbow crossed her hooves. “You don't have to analyze it, Twilight. Like I said, I've got this down.”



“They’re an unusual choice in reagent.  There's no harm in taking notes.”



“Whatever,” Rainbow sighed, gesturing them forward.



“And I still don't see why I can't just get some from Zecora.”



Rainbow shook her head. “It won't work unless you get them yourself.”



Twilight frowned. “That’s an unusual stipulation.  And you would have foals get something from one of those?  They could get hurt!”



“Depends on what’s in season - it’s not always flicker berries.  Besides, you’re an unusual case.  Now come on!”







“Bogtail root?”  The ground squelched with each step, soaking her fetlocks and making her glad she wasn’t wearing horseshoes.  “Let me guess, it has to be fresh, too.”



“Afraid so,” Rainbow said, hovering just ahead.



Twilight trudged on, feeling the mud reaching further up her legs with each step.







“The Papermoths have to be caught at night?  You can't be serious!”







“Tatzlwurm spit?!?”







The door flew open, and Twilight stomped in, her coat stained and matted while her mane could have easily supplied a birdsnest with twigs. Her saddlebags were bulging, though, and she stopped in the foyer with an air of grim satisfaction and unrolled a scroll with a flourish. 



A quill levitated up and made a final check, even as her eyes narrowed at the list.  She shook her head. “I may not know as much as Zecora, but I just don't see how this would work!”



“Hey! Are you you doubting our traditions?”  Rainbow flew up, nose to nose with her. 



Twilight took a step back, her ears flattening. “No! Yes? Maybe. I don't know.”



Rainbow relaxed, a smile creeping onto her muzzle. “Oh? How are your wings feeling, then?”



“How should they feel?”  Twilight shook her head.  “I haven't even made the potion yet.”



Rainbow grinned. “You didn't answer my question.”



“Fine, I guess,” Twilight started to say, before stopping, an odd look on her face. “They feel just fine,” she continued, blinking a couple times before shaking herself and pointing a quivering hoof at Rainbow.  “You kept me so busy these last few days that they molted naturally.”



Rainbow laughed.  “Yup!”



Twilight’s frown darkened. “Now we'll have to wait until next year to see how it works!”



Rainbow laughed even harder.
      

      
   
      Sunrise


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash hated introspection. It was like a tornado, all crosswinds and updrafts that took perfectly normal, happy thoughts and tried to dash them to smithereens. Not to mention that they both made it impossible to sleep. 



“Shucks, Rainbow Dash, you look worse than Fluttershy. Are you okay?” Applejack said, unhelpfully, as she opened Fluttershy’s front door. Much to Rainbow Dash’s annoyance the farm-mare seemed bright and perky, despite the fact she’d been up just as late. 



“What are you doing here?” Rainbow snapped, ignoring the question. “Where’s Fluttershy?” 



Applejack just rolled her eyes. “Inside, sugarcube. Ah thought she could do with a friendly face after the whole caboodle last night.” 



Rainbow Dash’s scowl deepened, and she stopped herself pointing out that Fluttershy was supposed to be her best friend not Applejack’s. Instead, she pushed her way past the farmpony and called out. “Hey Fluttershy, I wanted to– jeeze!” 



One could generally tell how stressed Fluttershy was by the number of animals she had within hooves reach. When relaxed she made do with Angel, when stressed... Rainbow shook her head and sighed as she saw the dozens of furry creatures piled around her. 



“Good day?” 



Fluttershy blushed. “I... I may have had a teensy nightmare—” She shuddered at the word. “—But I’m okay. Are you?”



“Why do ponies keep asking that!” Rainbow Dash exclaimed, throwing up her hooves. “I’m fine. Everypony’s fine. The stupid friendship laser fixed everything and I’m fine. Fine!” 



She almost punched Applejack when the mare put a hoof on her shoulders but she held herself back trembling with adrenaline. 



“Sugarcube, you don’t look like you’ve slept a wink and are jumpier than Pinkie Pie on a sugar rush. Why don’t you tell us what’s bothering you?” 



“What’s bothering me?” Rainbow shot her an incredulous look. “We saved the world last night! Like, from an evil alicorn, with ancient artefacts and the magic of friendship and everything! Does that seem like something that normally happens?” 



Applejack rolled her eyes. “You seemed okay at the time.” 



“Duh, I’m awesome,” Rainbow Dash shot back. “And I’d never leave a pony hanging, especially not the Princess. A Princess... Whatever. But now we’re the bearers of the Elements of Harmony or something? Or fated friends? Or, or, or something stupid to do with prophesies! What does that even mean?” She shook her head, twitching with nervous energy. 



Silently, Fluttershy disentangled herself from her animal pile, walked over to Rainbow and pulled her friend into a hug. Rainbow Dash made no move to stop her. 



“It's okay, I’m scared too.” 



Rainbow Dash huffed. “I’m not scared.” She ignored Applejack rolling her eyes at her. “But we all almost died, like, three times last night. Usually the only pony’s life I risk is my own.” 



Fluttershy squeezed tighter, but seemed content just to hug. Sighing, Applejack took off her hat. “Well, ah can’t confess it was a pleasant night but it's over. And hey, we’re all friends now.” 



“Really? because I remember us being friendly work colleagues than actual friends.” 



Applejack shot her a flat look. “Ah think saving the world makes friends with anypony.” 



“Eh, probably.” 



“Anyway,” Applejack continued, testily. “There’s no use fretting. Yes we all did something special and, okay, Ah’m personally sick of being told I’m a hero.” 



A grumble escaped Rainbow. “Right. Everypony in town tried to shake my hoof on the way here today. Half of them don’t even know what we did! Urgh, I was supposed to be famous as a Wonderbolt not for being friends with Twilight Sparkle.” 



“I’ve already had a dozen ponies visit,” Fluttershy mumbled, shuddering. 



“And now we’re supposed to stay friends with her,” Rainbow continued. “It’s, like, a royal order. I’m supposed to be out of this town in eight months as soon as I win the Young Flyers competition and get poached by the Wonderbolts. How’s that going to work now if I’ve got Twilight Sparkle holding me back?” Her wings twitched again, as if she was mere moments from flying away never to return. 



Applejack glanced out of the window. The branches of Ponyville library were just visible over the thatched roofs. “Ah can’t say. But it's a while before it's going to matter. That Twi’ seemed like a sweet girl, if a little lacking in graces, why not give us all a chance before flying away?”  



Rainbow followed her gaze, rolled her eyes and let out a deep sigh. 



“Fine. But no more hero stuff till I’m famous.” 
      

      
   
      Changing of the Guard


      

      
      
         Gasping for breath, Twilight Sparkle looked up, and then right. Flames and rubble were everywhere, the aftermath of the battle. She felt her lungs burn from the acrid smoke. But the burning let her know she was still alive. Life, she knew, always had some pain. So she inhaled again. She could take the coughing, and the burning. She'd recover from those. But looking left...



Quetzalcoatl had been defeated, but only just. The ancient serpent bird had destroyed most of Canterlot, including the castle. The entire Royal Guard had been called, but had only made the beast flee towards Ponyville.



Twilight got her hooves beneath her, and, still coughing, moved to help others. There, a foal on the upper floor of a partially collapsed building! She levitated the colt down. Another, trapped by fire, and an ice spell to quickly extinguish the flames. Two ponies were on the roof of Sugarcube Corner... The mayor was stuck up a tree... It went on for some time, as Twilight circled the disaster area in a slow, clockwise pattern.



Twilight tried to block the beast outside the town, but it took flight, landing near town hall. She'd wanted to avoid this, another fight in a population center. She almost felt it was trying for collateral damage.



As she circled the middle of town, Twilight heard the noise of chaos all around her. Ponies were crying out for loved ones, shouting names in search, or sobbing weakly in general fear. But there were other sounds too. She could hear the grunting of a bear, the frantic squawking and thwap-thwap of bird wings against a foe, and the scritch-scritch-scritch of tiny paws on rock. She kept circling right.



To put it bluntly, they'd been losing. Badly. The jungle demon was quick and they'd underestimated it at first, giving it a huge advantage. But still, it was only a half-god. The other half was beast; a mortal entity with weakness and desires like any other. It was Fluttershy that had figured it out: Quetzalcoatl eats plums. But the god-beast didn't just eat them, he literally could not resist them, and the assembled ponies used that to lure him to his defeat.



Detached and dreamlike, Twilight had ambled through the town, until a realization struck: If you go right long enough, you eventually go left. She would have laughed if she wasn't so close to crying. In circling right, she was now back to where she started, facing the scene she'd avoided this whole time.



As the giant feathered serpent writhed in its death throes, its tail had struck the town hall, sending the tower raining down upon those beneath. Fluttershy didn't even hesitate.



Knowing she could avoid it no longer, Twilight bit her lip and stepped forward. There she saw a bear, several otters, birds, uncountable mice and rabbits, and many others, all shifting the rubble of the town hall. Beneath it, a few yellow feathers stuck out, unmoving. As the animals moved more of the debris, a wing was revealed, and Twilight willed herself to keep watching. She could ignore the truth no longer.



As the building collapsed, Fluttershy scooped up the baby bunnies Angel had been trying to shepherd away from the battle. She cuddled them beneath herself as the building fell, and, despite his protests, forced Angel himself beneath her protection as well. Later, as her last breaths left her, Angel promised her anything.








Fifty-four rabbits in full battle armor surrounded The Princess of Friendship as she marched down the aisle. The first eight bunnies had shown up the day after the battle, refusing to leave her side. Now, a dozen years later, they'd multiplied, and her lapine honor guard had grown significantly. At first, she'd cried, and raged, and nearly kicked Angel in the head when he adamantly refused to go away. In her grief, she'd seen it as some twisted form of revenge; Angel reminding her of her failure. It'd taken months before she finally understood. It wasn't a reminder that she'd failed to protect Fluttershy, it was Fluttershy protecting her. And you know what? It worked!



Sure, an alicorn is powerful just on their own, and the Royal Guard are quite capable at war. But in the past decade, nothing has struck more fear in the hearts of anypony that would cause harm to Twilight Sparkle than the thought of four dozen battle-axe wielding bunnies with a sworn life debt: The Royal Guard division known as Fluttershy's Revenge.
      

      
   
      Tomorrow


      

      
      
         I open my eyes, and stare at the distant shimmer. It's tempting, some days. It’s not far. A couple of hours flight at most, perhaps, to the valley’s mouth and the veil within. I could leave before she even wakes up. In my dreams, sometimes, I do, and –



“Mmph!”



Cirrus wakes up, pushing my wing off her, and I lean down and give her a gentle nuzzle. She darts away, wings flittering, laughing. I shake my head with a wry grin, comb my mane out the best I can, and shoulder our packs as she  flies above me. The dazzling light from the maddened sky shines down on her wings, and makes her look like some manic pegasus butterfly.



She knows the way; we’ve walked this path many times before.



When we reach the village, it isn't there. It's never existed. I do my best not to remember why.






Scritch



It's around midday when I hear footsteps behind Cirrus and I. I turn to see Valencia - that's still her name, as far as I can remember -  standing there with a long, puckered scar winding itself from her forehead to her withers. She glares at me, memories flooding my mind unbidden. A knife. An accident. A mistake.



Valencia's still staring at me, and Cirrus has gone quiet. By the expression on Valencia's face, her memories are similar to mine. “I’m sorry, “ I say, dumbly.



Valencia bows her head. "Forget it." There’s no anger in that voice; just something numb, and cold. We both know there's no point in blaming each other. Both know we've done this many times before. Neither knowing just how many. Living so many lives jumbles your memory, like fifty verses of the same song.



Everybody has different memories, here. Every pony. Every day.



I hear Cirrus behind me, calling my name, and turn to see her bouncing on a young tree limb, and when I turn back around, Valencia’s gone.



I don't wait for her to return.








I spend the rest of the day drawing on the soft earth with sharpened sticks, teaching Cirrus how to write in a script I’ve forgotten learning. Time passes with every written word, and blurs like so many sentences, and when I look up again its dark.



Valencia doesn't come back.



I curl up to Cirrus, in the center of where the village has never been, and hold her close, and drape a wing over her sleeping form. Against my chest, I feel her breathing slow. I don’t know what tomorrow will bring. Some days there’s a whole village here, full of other ponies, and we wake up in a warm home with a blazing hearth, and Cirrus runs down the street with the other foals, laughing. Some days, we’re the only ones, with the whole village to ourselves like a ghost town. Some days, like today, we wake up to find that the village has never existed at all. Those aren’t the worst days.



Those are the days I wake up alone.



We don’t know how long we’ve been here. Valencia. Cirrus and I. The others. We don’t even know where here is. There is one consensus, however: that the Sisters tried to save us, and that they failed. That's constant. The one thing we all know. That we can all agree on, every day, no matter how much our memories change.



They failed us, and they forgot us, and they left us their broken sky to make us remember.



Cirrus and I try not to talk about our daily pasts. About the people we’ve forgotten. Tell ourselves it's not important. Some ponies do; they sit, and reminisce, or marvel on the differences, or fight about them.



Every now and then, a pony walks to the veil at the end of the valley. The ones who’re too tired to go on. The ones who’ve given up hope. We don’t remember them after that; we’re not even sure how many have left. You could count the number of buildings perhaps, on the days the town’s always been here, but even that seems to change.



At least, it does in my dreams.



The starless sky grows darker, and as sleep and fresh memories take me, Cirrus warm against me, I dream in hope. Hope that the Princesses will return. Hope that on some distant morning, we’ll awaken to find our consensus broken.



Hope that someday, somebody will remember a better life for us all.
      

      
   
      The Art of Lingering


      

      
      
         Rarity stepped outside.



Small pools of water still lingered on the balcony floor, remnants of the afternoon rain. As the light diminished, the autumn colours became muted. The world lost contrast, save for the moon against the night sky, and a hounded lit windows against dim stone walls. Listening to the sounds of the party going on inside, Rarity couldn't help but wonder how many other parties were going on out there. However many there were, their lights were indistinguishable from the lights of regular life. Distance made it unknowable.



Neither could she know how many ponies had stepped outside, onto their balconies, to catch a moment of respite. To get some room to think.



She knew that this line of thought was just an attempt to distract herself from the more pressing dilemma, but she nevertheless allowed herself to indulge in it for a few more moments. She considered herself to be a mare of excellent work ethics, somepony who had experienced firsthand the price and rewards of hard labour. This was different. Making choices, sadly, was more complicated that fulfilling tasks.



Having to make choices had an unequalled ability to sour opportunity. Fancy Pants' offer had been remarkably generous, both financially and in terms of how much trust he has placed on her. To represent Canterlot (and Ponyville), as a member of a cultural delegation to friendly realms. A trip from Maretonia to Saddle Arabia, lasting almost a year before they made their return to Equestria. A chance to prove herself as an artist and a socialite. A chance to be the well-travelled icon she had always hoped to be, and not the small town girl she knew she ultimately was. And if it had been a task, something she truly had to accomplish, she knew she would have done it without question.



But she had been given a choice, and that made it all so much harder. Most of all, she worried about her friends. The problem was not that she didn't think she could leave. If the feelings were mutual, and she was convinced they were, she knew that they loved her too much to keep her from leaving. What she had issues with was the feeling that she was robbing her friends of their closeness to her. That her leaving would be akin to taking without giving back. As it stood, it was the unfortunate truth that it would be easier to make herself happy if they weren't friends. Was it healthy that she hesitated so to do something that ought to make her happy? Had they gotten so close that they couldn't afford to be more distant?



Deciding that the last question might not be one she wanted to answer, she let herself be distracted again. She returned her attention to Canterlot's night lights. How many choices were being made right now, inside crowded rooms and on solitary balconies? How many were committing to decisions that to them seemed all-encompassing, but for all the rest of the world would forever go unknown?



She let herself sigh audibly, taking some comfort in her own dramatics. This was supposed to be a chance, how had it become a problem?



The painful fact that she could, in reality, just ignore it altogether. Just as she had decided not to let her questions about the nature of her friendships come to their logical conclusion. In a sense, this was the real dilemma. Choose not to choose, and live with the consequences. And though they might seem harsh now, knowing that for all the rest of the world, they mattered as little as whether or not her windows were lit in the autumn night. At a distance, both decisions left it impossible to know what was on the inside.



She could be like a trickling stream, flowing down the path of least resistance. Wouldn't that be nice, for once? To live in the moment, and make no last-minute attempt to set it all straight. Just as she had postponed her choice by stepping outside, by watching the lights, she could postpone it forever. Until it went away.



She didn't have to go back inside. It seemed easier to just linger here, forever.



The door opened behind her.



"Rarity, are you okay? It's been a while since anypony saw you".



Rarity let herself relish inactivity for just another moment. Then she turned around, ignoring the Canterlot lights. Twilight's outline a clear contrast against the indoor lights.



Rarity stepped back inside.
      

      
   
      In Which Starlight Glimmer Discovers the Castle is Haunted


      

      
      
         Spike tilted his head in confusion. "You mean the ghost?"



Starlight—eyes still as wide as they were when she started running—could only nod numbly.



"Oh, yeah," Spike said with a shrug. "Twilight told me to just ignore it. Something about the more attention you give it, the more power it gets."



Starlight's heaving chest was finally slowing down. "Like looking into the Crusaders' eyes when they want something?"



"Exactly." Spike resumed cleaning up his room as he continued. "You should probably just ignore it, too—"



He quickly realized he was talking to an empty room.








Starlight replayed in her mind the moment she first saw the ghost—opening up a door like any other and seeing the pale, translucent form of a pony. It was at that point that Starlight ran away faster than her hooves had ever carried her before.



That wasn't going to happen again, though. She looked up at the door and—after a breath to steady herself—pushed it open. This time, however, the room was empty.



Nothing a spirit-summoning spell couldn't fix.



Starlight's horn flared and with a flash, the ghost appeared before her. The ghost looked up in shock and soundlessly ran to the far side of the room. When the ghost came to a stop and curled against the wall, Starlight got her first good look at her.



Her mane seemed to flow in a gentle, ethereal breeze and just faded, rather than coming to an end. She looked cold, but Starlight knew that, due to the fact that a ghost lacked a corporeal form, this couldn't be the case.



Which only left one explanation: the ghost was scared.



"Um, hello?" Starlight said quietly. When the ghost seemed to relax, she continued. "What's your name?"



"W-W-Willow," the ghost finally said. "W-Willow Wisp."



"And why are you here, Willow?" Starlight asked as she took a careful step forward. The irony did not escape her that she was trying not to spook a ghost.



"This is..." Willow looked around slowly. "This is the Castle of Friendship..."



Starlight froze in place.



Willow turned back to look at her.



"...right?"








Starlight sat with Willow and listened to her story—the story of a pony who wanted nothing more than to make a friend. A pony who was too shy to follow through on those feelings. A pony who fell ill and lacked the strength to meet somepony, even if she had managed to build up enough courage to. A ghostly tear trickled down her cheek as she recounted the story, spilling and trailing like a drop of ink into water.



"I-I'm so sorry," Starlight managed to say.



Willow shook her head and pressed on. "That's why I came here, to the Castle of Friendship. I thought—I thought somepony here could..." She looked up at Starlight and, for the first time since they had met, smiled to her. "You're the first pony to talk to me since I came to this castle."



"Well, to be fair," Starlight said awkwardly, "not everypony knows how to cast a spirit-summoning spell."



And then Willow did something neither of them would've expected: she laughed. Her laughter was like the ringing of bells, and the sound made Starlight smile.



As her laughing slowed down, she looked at Starlight with a misty look in her eyes. "Is this what it's like?" she asked. "Is this what having a friend is like?"



"Oh! Um..." Starlight fumbled for an answer. "I-I'm still learning what it means to be... to be a friend."



Willow stood up and Starlight quickly mirrored the action. "Thank you for staying with me and listening to my story." She reached out, and to Starlight's amazement, pulled her in close. Somewhere along the way, Willow had gained the power to become solid enough to give her a hug. It was unexpectedly cool yet comforting, like a sudden breeze on a sunny day.



"...And thank you for coming back for me." She pulled back from the hug and smiled to her as she began to glow. The light became too intense for Starlight to look at and then faded all at once.



And Starlight was alone.








"Welcome home, Twilight," Starlight said, stepping aside to let her in.



"Thanks, Starlight." The two walked through the halls together at a casual pace. "Did anything interesting happen while I was away?"



"Oh, well, the ghost is gone," Starlight said. A small smile spread across her lips as she turned her gaze skyward.



"...And I also made a friend."
      

      
   
      Don't Ask


      

      
      
         “Hey Sunset, how come there’s only one of you?”



“Huh?” Sunset Shimmer stopped and turned to look at Rainbow Dash.



“I mean, if you came from pony-world or whatever and we all have doubles, where’s human-Shimmer?”



“Oh.” Sunset’s eyes widened a little in realization. She stood unmoving, lips pressed tight and her face a blank mask.



“Uhhh, you okay there, Sunny?”



Sunset took a shallow breath, as if she just remembered this was a thing she was supposed to do from time to time. “It... I...” she stammered for a moment. “I don’t really, umm... yeah... let’s not.”



“What?” Rainbow tilted her head and half-closed one eye.



Sunset turned and kept walking.








Bzzzzzzt Bzzzzzzt



Rainbow paused, jogging in place while she dug her phone out of her pocket.



93 W. Percheron Ln. if you really want to know

Up to you I guess

But please don’t



She frowned. “Yeah, okay, way to make me totally not curious, Sunny.” She opened the phone’s map and entered the address. GPS said it was a good distance, but nothing she couldn’t cover on what was left of what she still planned to jog. It was a little out of the way, and the sky was overcast, but she was pretty sure it wasn’t going to rain, so she set out for her destination.



When she started getting close, she was irked. It looked like just a big empty grass field. Assuming she’d been pranked, she started planning to respond with a less than appreciative text.



Then she got close enough to notice the rows of grey and white stones.



Morbidly curious, she slowed to a sedately paced walk and caught her breath while she explored.



After twenty minutes of looking around, she found it.



Sunset Shimmer

1997-2005

A Ray Of Sunshine

Set Too Soon




Rainbow just stared, her face as grave as the stones around her.



“Oh.”








Sunset looked up when Rainbow Dash sat down across from her.



“You went?”



“Yeah.” Rainbow nodded.



They sat in silence for a few seconds, awkward and avoiding eye contact.



“Why tell me, though?” Rainbow finally asked. “I still kinda don’t get that part.”



“I don’t know.” Sunset sighed and set down the book she was reading. “Just tired of it.” She shrugged. “Didn’t want to keep secrets anymore, I guess.”



Rainbow nodded slowly and thought for a moment. “So, like, you wanna talk about it or whatever?”



“I don’t know what there is to talk about, Rainbow.”



“I dunno.” Rainbow rolled her hand slowly. “Feelings ‘n junk?”



“I don’t really know how I feel.” Sunset paused. “I never knew her. She was already gone years before I got here.”



“It’s still gotta be weird,” Rainbow said. “Like... that’s you, you know?”



“Yeah, thanks.” Sunset smirked. “Just what I needed to hear.”



“Ugh.” Rainbow face-palmed. “Sorry. I’m just... I’m pretty mixed up right now.”



“You’re telling me,” Sunset mumbled. “Welcome to the club.”



“I mean...” Rainbow started fidgeting, nervously drumming her fingertips on the table. “I just saw a gravestone with my friend’s name on it. And she’s a dead eight-year-old. Been there for years and I never knew. I... I never...” Her voice wavered.



“Hey.” Sunset reached out and wrapped her hand around Rainbow’s. “Hey. I’m right here.”



They locked eyes. Rainbow’s were misty. Sunset moved to the other side of the table to sit next to her.



“You alright?” she asked quietly.



“I don’t know.” Rainbow sniffed and cleared her throat. “It’s like you said, I’m not sure how to feel.”



“Well, how do you think you feel?”



“Confused,” Rainbow said. “Like I shouldn’t be too sad, ‘cause she’s just some stranger, but I am, ‘cause you’re my friend, and in a way that’s you out there, but at the same time neither of those feel right, because they’re both kinda true and kinda not. And she was just a little kid. So that’s pretty messed up.”



“Yeah.” Sunset nodded. “Yeah, it is.”



“Just... like... what does it mean?” Rainbow asked.



“I don’t know.” Sunset shook her head. “I try not to think about that. I try not to think about her at all, really. It’s easier, because there’s nothing to deal with, and nothing else I can do. After a while, those conflicted feelings just... kinda... go away.”



“How do you ignore something like that?”



“Well, I was doing pretty good lately until you brought it up.”



“Sorry,” Rainbow apologized sheepishly.



“It’s alright.” Sunset said, staring off distantly. “It’s worth remembering, sometimes.”
      

      
   
      The Last One


      

      
      
         The smile strained her cheeks, but Twilight bore it as best she could when the juvenile dragon landed on the balcony of her private study. “Spike! It feels like ages since you last came to visit.”



Now standing head and shoulders taller than her, Spike offered no response. His emerald eyes gleamed with the inner fire she’d long grown accustomed to, but today there was something else in his gaze. He wielded it like a sword, piercing her with a hard expression before advancing his study to the rooms behind her. She felt her heart sink at his behavior, but dared to say nothing for fear of—



His once childlike voice now had the auditory resemblance of crunching gravel. “You have the letter.”



Twilight could only be glad his eyes weren’t swords; her heart hurt enough as it was. “L-letter? What letter?”



His brow furrowed. His claws balled into fists.



With tail between her legs and wings plastered to her sides, Twilight retreated. Her words sputtered as she slowly backed away. “Don’t give me that look! I’m a princess, Spike. I’m r-really busy. I can maybe squeeze in a few hours next week, but right now is just—”



“She’s got a day.” His words were like ice. “Maybe two. This can’t wait.”



Twilight’s hind legs collapsed as the reality of his words sank in. “Th-that soon? But… But I can’t—”



Spike approached, the emerald fires raging in his glare. “You can’t what, Twilight? What? She’s the last, and you can’t be bothered to even see her?”



“I can’t do this again!”



She turned away, covering her face with her wings as the tears finally broke free. “I c-can’t. Don’t make me watch, please. I can’t stand it.”



She’d barely begun sobbing when a strong claw grasped her shoulder and spun her around. Spike had dropped to all fours. He shoved his face into hers with a snarl. “Spare me your self-pity. Fluttershy is dying.”



“I know she is!” Twilight pulled away from him, banging into her desk as she did. “They’re all gone and I’m just… I just keep…” The tears pushed their way through once more. She made no attempt to stop them. His angry face blurred, and she was glad for it. Those blazing eyes hurt almost as much as the truth he wanted her to face.



After a moment of quiet, Spike heaved a long sigh. “She’s my friend too, Twilight. This hurts me no less than it does you. It hurts Celestia. It hurts Luna. I can’t imagine what Discord’s going through right now, but he refuses to leave her side. The only one acting like a foal about this is you.”



She wiped furiously at her eyes. “But I—”



“No.” He raised a single claw before her muzzle. “There are no excuses. You’re supposed to be the Princess of Friendship. Your friend is about to die. Celestia coddles you. Luna respects you too much to interfere. Cadance can’t bring herself to do anything. None of them are gonna say it, so I will: get your selfish rump to the cottage. Now.”



He turned and stomped for the balcony. “If you can’t do that, you should give up your crown. Friendship isn’t just about the good times.”



You have to be there through the bad times, too.



She watched as he disappeared in the night sky, the old lesson echoing through her mind. The castle felt cold without his burning eyes. After a while, she turned away. The letter sat unopened on her desk, stamped with a familiar trio of butterflies. Time slipped past, and all she could do was stare.



Stare and think.



After what seemed an eternity, she let out a weak chuckle. “You always were the best, Spike.”



She trotted for the balcony, wings spreading wide. There was no need of the letter.



Fluttershy could tell her in person.
      

      
   
      Calamity from the Skies


      

      
      
         	The sky darkened to a deep, rich red, like wine. Cosmic energy crackled across Ponyville; bolts of lightning carved furrows and gouged holes in homes and roofs. Pandemonium reigned as townsponies screamed and flocked to predesignated shelters to hold their loved ones close.



	Bon Bon watched the chaos unfold from the patio table outside Tea-Totaler, and sipped placidly from her cup of darjeeling.



	"Bonnie!" Lyra raced to the table and skidded to a stop, throwing her forelegs around her marefriend. Her voice was thick, and her eyes were red – she must have been crying out of panic. "Thank Celestia I found you. We need to go. Right now!"



	"Why?"



	"Why?!" She grabbed Bon Bon's face between her hooves and wrenched it toward the sky, where a head the size of a meteorite plunged toward Ponyville, laughing maniacally. Strands of dark-streaked blue hair fluttered behind it, and tears of madness, caught in its own gravitic pull, orbited its cyan face.



	"Calamity Sonata Dusk is why, Bonnie! We need to get to a shelter and––"



	"And what?"



	"And... survive? Hopefully?"



	From Twilight's castle, two spheres of blue and yellow interposed themselves in Calamity Sonata's path. A circle written with arcane symbols stopped the head in midair. Calamity Sonata screamed.



	"Sorry," said Bon Bon, "but I don't really see a point. Don't let that stop you from going, though."



	Lyra cocked her head. "Bonnie, are you depressed again?"



	"No, I've been taking my pills." She circled the rim of her teacup with a hoof, flashes of light catching in the surface of her drink. "I've just been thinking about things, is all, and I've concluded that there's no point in getting worked up whenever things like this happen."



	"When do things like this happen?!'" Lyra jerked her hoof at Calamity Sonata. "This is a little bit out of the ordinary, Bonnie! Just a smidge!"



	Bon Bon sighed. "Yes. So was Nightmare Moon plunging Equestria into eternal darkness. And Discord turning the main road into a soapy slip-'n-slide. Tirek eating everypony's magic. Parasprites eating everypony's houses. Cerberus. The bugbear."



	Five more points of light, pink and orange, yellow, blue, and white, joined the first two; the circle grew wider, glowed brighter. Fire gnashed inside Calamity Sonata's mouth.



	Lyra watched anxiously. "What are you trying to say?"



	Bon Bon sipped her tea as tongues of liquid fire, and also profanities, lashed against the lights holding back Calamity Sonata.



	"Every now and then, something crazy happens in Ponyville. The town goes crazy. Then the problem is resolved quickly and neatly, rendering all that panic and all that terror moot. So I just figure..."



	A lance of pink and purple shot from the castle, pierced the circle, and sliced deep into Calamity Sonata's forehead.



	"...why freak out?"



	Calamity Sonata wailed with the ecstasy of death as she disintegrated. Flesh and matter evaporated in the air; bone and teeth caromed in all directions. The storms and winds of destruction ebbed and vanished with her passing. The lights which struck her down faded and lowered to the earth.



	Lyra watched, a smile breaking across her face. "They did it," she whispered. "I can't believe they actually did it!"



	"I can." Bon Bon finished the rest of her tea. "It happens all the time. Once, maybe twice, a year. It's usually over and done with by lunch, and we all get back to our lives like nothing happened."



	Lyra glared at Bon Bon. "So, what, we should just ignore stuff like this and hope it goes away?"



	"I said nothing about hope. Live your life as you would otherwise, with the certainty that it will go away." She smiled at Lyra. "But ignore it, yes, by all means, rather than running about like chickens with your heads––"



	A fragment of a tooth crashed sideways onto Bon Bon from above, its sauce-encrusted crown missing Lyra by mere inches.



	Lyra cried out and dropped to her knees – Bon Bon's head was still visible underneath the crown, her face contorted with pain. "Bonnie! You okay?"



	"...Yes," she lied. "All the same, I wouldn't say no to a hospital."



	Lyra levitated the tooth high enough to pull Bon Bon out. Looping her foreleg around her neck, she raised Bon Bon to her hooves, and began the trip to the hospital. Around them, townsponies emerged from their shelters, into the bright light of day.



	"Gosh," said Lyra. "If only there were some way we could have avoided this."



	"Shut up."
      

      
   
      Do We Have Eyeballs?


      

      
      
         “Apple Bloom, it’s not even sunrise yet. It’s too early for stupid questions.”



“It’s not a stupid question!” Apple Bloom stomped. “I was up all night ‘cause of this and I had to catch you first thing.”



Applejack wandered over to the stove and switched it on, then took a tea kettle to the sink. She scratched at her face. “All right, then. Explain. I’m listening.”



“It’s just… we were learning about geometry the other day. 3D n’ stuff, so spheres and cubes and the like.” Apple Bloom held up a small mirror to her face. “So looking at my eye, it’s not really all that curved. Almost flat. Means my eyeballs are pretty big, right?”



Applejack lowered her head and stared at Apple Bloom’s eye. “Yeah, okay. We got big eyes.”



“Right,” Apple Bloom said,  “and if it were a sphere, it’d have to just about wrap all the way around the inside of my head, wouldn’t it?”



Applejack grimaced, turning the filly’s head to examine her eyeball’s curvature. “But that ain’t right. That doesn’t leave any space for the brain.”



“That’s what I was thought. That’s what I was up all night about!” Apple Bloom opened her mouth wide. “Doesn’t leave any space for the mouth either. Or the nose tubes. And don’t the ears have tubes, too?”



Applejack’s eyebrows crinkled as she slowly turned off the stove.








“Here,” Twilight said, yawning as she floated a plastic pony skull over to Applejack. “I was going to give this to Cheerilee eventually for educational—”



“Good. Sooner the better,” Applejack said. She shared the skull with Apple Bloom.



“I mean, the eye holes are about eye-sized,” Apple Bloom whispered. “Hard to tell how deep it goes, though.”



“Too dark,” Applejack muttered. “Hey Twilight, isn’t there supposed to be some bone or something between the eyeballs?”



“Um, yes, probably. I would assume so.” Twilight rubbed her eye, then paused. “Why? Is… is that not in there?



“No, it’s not.” Applejack lifted the skull up against the light of the rising sun. “You got a flashlight or something, Twi?”



She most certainly did. Minutes later, Applejack shone the light inside the skull through one eyehole and peered in through the other. 



“Well?” Twilight said, standing behind Applejack to get a peek.



Applejack could only frown deeper. “See for yourself.”



Twilight took Applejack’s place in front of the eye socket. “That can’t be right. It looks like the eye socket goes all the way… to the back…”








“Yes, this is a pony skull,” Celestia said.



“But are you sure it’s a pony skull?” Twilight said. “How positive? Is it just the outside of the skull, maybe? It is a plastic replica, after all. Is there anything on there that you’d say is, I don’t know, anomalous? Odd? Blasphemic? Anything like that?”



“As a matter of fact, yes, there is something odd about this skull.”



Twilight’s wings perked up. She, Applejack, and Apple Bloom drew in close. “What? What is it?”



Celestia smiled. “It’s missing the rest of the body. Legs, arms, all that.” She ignored her student’s eye roll and set the skull down. “But yes, Twilight, this is an ordinary pony skull as far as I can tell.”



Twilight exhaled. “Okay. Then can you please explain why the skull has one large, spherical cavity that goes from the back of the skull to the eye holes? Both eye holes?” 



“Well, yes. That’s because ponies have one eyeball.”



Twilight’s lips carefully curled into an ‘O’ shape, threatening to retort but ultimately failing.



“Yes. One eyeball. It’s giant, and takes up about the size of the whole head. Two pupils, two irises, one big eyeball.”



Twilight squinted, looking to Applejack and Apple Bloom for help but receiving none. “That… that’s not what they taught us in school. All creatures have two eyeballs.”



“Most creatures. Ponies have one.” Celestia waved her hoof. “And zebras, and giraffes, and a few others.”



“But, but…” Twilight paced. “Where’s the space for the brain? And the nasal passages? The ear canals?”



“All very small, and very efficient,” Celestia said. “Sometimes even I stop to marvel at how complex and weird and wonderful us ponies are.”



Twilight and Applejack and Apple Bloom didn’t stick around to marvel with her. Instead they saw themselves out, muttering and frowning to each other.



Once alone, Celestia giggled, having chosen not tell them that their skull was a hollowed-out cheap plastic replica. After all, “it’s magic”  was a much more boring explanation.
      

      
   
      Twilight’s First Night in Canterlot Castle


      

      
      
         Twilight stood stock-still in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the tower. “This is mine?” the filly asked.



I smiled kindly at the young unicorn. “It is indeed,” she said. An enormous glass hourglass dominated the center of the room, gilded with gold on its stand, slowly tipping over as the top finally ran out, inverting itself to count down another hour of the day’s passing. Two empty desks, one for writing and studying on, the other ideal for laboratory work, rested against the wall beneath the stairs that led up to the second and third courses of the room.



But I knew what had captured the eye of my new student: rows of books, new and old alike, covering every wall of the room at the tower’s peak.



“And I can read all these books?” Twilight managed to tear her eyes away from the bookshelves, giving me a look somewhere between accusing and pleading, as if I had lead her up here in order to play some sort of prank on her.



I only barely managed to prevent myself from saying something puckish. “Of course. They are yours to read at your will. Though a few of them might be a bit advanced for a filly your age.”



Twilight squared her shoulders. “As long as I have a dictionary to look up any words I don’t know, I can read anything.”



I laughed. “That’s the spirit.” I caught a gleam out of the corner of my eye; out the window, I could see the Moon hanging high in the sky over the mountains, the image of my sister’s face burned onto its surface. My smile faded slightly, but I did my best to maintain it. “But not tonight. I’m afraid it’s past your bedtime, if you want to get up and start your lessons first thing in the morning.”



“Oh, right. Bedtime.” The filly looked longingly at the books before slowly walking back over to me, dragging her hooves on the floor. “Where is my bedroom, anyway?”



My smile grew once more. “Follow me.” I turned towards the stairs that curved around the edge of the room, taking them slowly, glancing back over my shoulder to make sure that Twilight was following. Soon we reached the top, and Twiight’s eyes grew even larger than they had below.



“I’m sleeping here?” she asked, staring at the perfect bed I had ordered brought to the tower earlier that day.



“Yes. I thought you might enjoy staying here. Once, long ago, back when Equestria was founded, this room belonged to Clover the Clever, who was herself once the student of the great Starswirl the Bearded.” I nodded toward the huge hourglass. “I thought it was appropriate for the best student since Clover to live here.” I gave Twilight a sly wink.



It didn’t have the intended effect. Twilight’s ears drooped, the small unicorn shrinking in on herself. “Don’t make fun of me.”



My heart sank in my chest at the sight of her downcast eyes. I knelt down in front of her, reaching down to lift her chin with a hoof so I could look her in the eye. “I was being a little playful, but never doubt yourself. I know you’re just a little filly, but you did something today most grown ponies could only dream of doing. You’re a very special little pony. Don’t forget that.”



“I won’t,” she said solemnly, before glancing over towards the bed. She took a few steps towards it, her horn sparking as she pointed it towards the sheets, her head trembling as she tugged them back before climbing up onto the mattress. Glancing down at the covers, her horn sparked again, then fizzled, a few purple sparks raining down on her coat and pillow. Her eyes wrenched shut as she tried again, but her horn remained stubbornly dim.



“Here, let me get those for you,” I said, smiling as I lit up my own horn. The sheets glowed with gentle golden light as I tugged them up under her chin, Twilight watching me work my magic with rapt attention.



“Thank you,” she said in a small voice, smiling and rolling over onto her side.



“Goodnight, my student,” I said down to her as she closed her eyes.



“G’night,” she replied sleepily.



I only barely stopped myself from nuzzling her that night, all tucked away in her bed. I knew if I just ignored the feeling, it would go away.



It didn't.
      

      
   
      Minuette's Imaginary Friend Replacement Service


      

      
      
         Minuette stretched like a cat across the lush grass of the park and grinned.  It had been a tiring morning at work, but now she could finally enjoy an afternoon of staring at the cloudless sky above and eating lettuce sandwiches.



The first sandwich was hovering just in front of her lips when the sound of sobbing filled the sun-tempered air.  Looking across, she noticed a small filly sat alone on one of the park benches.  Packing away her sandwiches in her saddlebag, Minuette trotted over.



“Hi, I’m Minuette.  What’s your name?”



The filly rubbed her eyes and looked up. “Uh... Minstrel.”



“Well hello, Minstrel.  I don’t think the pegasi will appreciate you stealing their work and bringing the rain in early.  You okay?”



“No.  I’ve lost my friend.”



“Your friend?” Minuette glanced about the busy park.  “No problem.  What do they look like?”



Minstrel wiped a hoof across her muzzle and sniffed.  “He’s little, and looks a bit like a crocodile with wings.”



Minuette blinked.  “Oh! An imaginary friend, huh?”



“He’s called Cedric.  We argued; he kept trying to talk to me and I ignored him.  Now he’s... gone.”



Minuette stifled a sigh.  When imaginary friends disappeared it tended to be for good.  She forced a smile when Minstrel looked up.



“You got anyone who can help you look?”



Minstrel’s eyes drifted to the ground.  She scuffed a hoof.



“Ah, don’t you worry.” Minuette patted her shoulder.  “You’re talking to an expert in tracking imaginary friends.  Come on; let’s head over and look in the play-park.  That’s always a good place to find friends.”





The play-park was a world of energy and noise.  Minuette and Minstrel paused at the edge of it, watching colts and fillies dart and climb about on the glittering frames.



Minuette pointed a hoof.  “Shall we start with the sandpit?”



Minstrel looked nervous.  “Um... Sure.” 



“Great! But we don’t wanna startle them, so let’s sneak through the bushes.  Be careful of snakes though, ‘kay?”



They pushed through the dense undergrowth to the pit, where a sky blue filly was digging alone.  Minuette leaned out of the bushes.



“Psst! Hey!”



“Huh?” The filly looked up.



“We’re on a secret mission.  Can you help?”



“Who’s ‘we’?”



Minuette looked down to find Minstrel hiding behind her.  She stepped aside and pushed her forward.  “This is Minstrel, and we’re trying to find her imaginary friend.  But we have to be sneaky about it.”



“Oh... imaginary friend huh?” The filly looked at Minstrel for a moment before smiling.  “Hi! I’m Petunia.  Golly, I like your mane.”



“Um... thanks.”  Minstrel shuffled her hooves.



Minuette waited for a moment.  “Soooo... you wanna help us?”



Petunia beamed.  “Sure! I love looking for things.  I mean, I don’t think imaginary friends exist much, but—



Minuette gasped.  “Don’t exist? Then who’s that right there?”



With a frown, both fillies turned.  A pair of eyes peered back at them from beneath a crumbling sandcastle.



“Quick, get him!” Minuette roared, darting from the bushes.  Moments later, she heard the fillies giggling as they followed behind.  They dug holes for hours, but the creature had disappeared.



Petunia climbed out of a deep hole.  “I think he got away,” she said gloomily.  “Sorry.”



“It’s okay.” Minstrel’s frown was replaced with a hesitant smile.  “Um... your digging was great, though.  Thanks.”



“You’re welcome! I had fun.”  Petunia’s cheeks darkened.  “I dig a lot back home—you know, in the forest or the garden.  Sometimes under the sofa.  My parents don’t like that though.”



“For what?”



“Everything! You find all kinds of amazing things underground.  Ancient skulls, buried treasure.”



Minstrel gasped.  “That’s amazing.”



“You think so?” Petunia beamed.  “Um, do you want to come round and see my collection? I don’t get a chance to show it off much to ponies.  I live nearby.”



Minstrel nodded.  “That sounds fun like fun.  Do you... like singing?”



Minuette watched them go before returning to her spot in the park.  She brushed sand from her coat and unpacked her sandwich.  It was squashed and limp, but it tasted great.



“That was fun,” she said, looking down.  “You move pretty fast for an old guy.”



The creature beside her, a strange thing that resembled a furry snake with wings, grinned.  “Like I’m a day older than you.  Been stuck with you for ages—not that I’m complaining about still being here.



“Heh, too right.  Just be glad that I never really grew up.” Minuette pulled her gaze back to the park as she smiled.  “I certainly am.”
      

      
   
      Caponeira


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Ticks and Tocks


      

      
      
         She is a creature of ticks and tocks. That’s what he thinks as he looks at her smiling face over the plate of sandwiches. Ticks and tocks, ticks and tocks, nothing but endless ticks and tocks.



How long will this last?



He tries shoving the idle thought away, like so many of the others. He watches her pour some tea and idly considers changing it to cyanide.



Imagine how funny her face will look when she realizes!



Shoved down.



She makes idle conversation. Something about her friend and the lovely weather she made. He smiles back and comments on it as well, not bothering to mention how the concept of neat, orderly weather patterns churns his insides like a blender.



Perhaps just one cotton candy cloud.



Shoved down.



He tries a sandwich. It tastes like Order and Harmony, with its neat layers and ingredients added just so. How nauseating.



Fill it with worms!



Shoved down.



How nice, he tells her. The food is delicious, of course. He takes the offered teacup and drains it in a single gulp. She makes no comment on this, so he improvises; the tea is now a pigeon. She loves it, and her smile makes him smile.



A pigeon? That’s the best I can do?



That one is a little harder to ignore.



She pours him another cup of tea. She can’t pour the cup into the tea, or make the sandwiches scream in agony as they are eaten, or regurgitate them whole through her ears. She’s all ticks and tocks. Soon she’ll have to go feed her animals, more creatures that require something so orderly as food and water and oxygen for their continued survival. Ticks and tocks.



Chaos isn’t ticks and tocks! Chaos is a tock-tock-wham-patooey-kersplow, with maybe a tick in there somewhere. This game is boring. Turn her into a tree and be done with it.



Shoved very far down.



He can’t blame her for not understanding. Oh, she tries so very hard, the dear pony. She wants him to feel welcome and loved, because to her that kind of thing matters.



Chaos doesn’t need love. Chaos doesn’t need friends. Chaos is perfect just the way it is.



Can she see how his smile is strained? She must, for she’s getting that look again. Concern. Such a curious concept. Such a pony concept. He’s tried emulating it with some success. His efforts to be more like them improve every day.



Why do I even care? I could turn the entire population of this town into petunias with a snap of my talons.



No, no, everything is fine. Just worried about whats-her-name. Tree Something-or-Other.



Hmm. Seems she didn’t find that one funny. He still didn’t have their sense of humor down. Ponies are much more complicated than they seem. Or is that much more simple? But he finds they can be delightful once he gets to know them a little better.



Someday, I will grow tired to this pretending. Someday, I will realize that there’s no purpose to imitating their habits.



Shove it down.



Someday I will remember that I am chaos incarnate, and all these so-called ‘relationships’ are meaningless, and I’ll set all of her friends on fire and laugh because her pleading and begging and beseeching and asking politely and realizing all of this is a big stupid sham will be the greatest long-running gag you’ve ever conceived!



His fist smashes the table. It snaps in two.



She doesn’t run away. She’s at his side in an instant with hoof on his shoulder. Asks if he is hurt.



He smiles. His fist unclenches. He relaxes into his seat. Yes, he's fine. Just coping with an old ache. After all, he's thousands of years her senior.



She asks more questions, but he gently rebuffs her. She accepts his words, because she trusts her friend. He fixes the table, sandwich plate and tea set with a snap of his tail, and she goes to get some more hot water. She can’t just make hot water out of thin air, or produce tea with cold water, or bring Zebrica and its tea leaves into her cottage with a clap of her hooves.



If I concentrate, I bet I can land her cottage right on the peak of Kilequinjaro from here!



She is just a creature of ticks and tocks.



Ticks and tocks.



Tick and tock.



Tick.



Tock...
      

      
   
      "It Is All Your Fault!" The Widow Cried


      

      
      
         There is wisdom that is madness, if you just skip the woe.



      ~Equestrian proverb.











“It’s all your fault!” the widow cried, and her voice was like broken glass. “You took him from me!”



Her screams echoed; the rain poured harder. The mare’s mane was wet, ugly, it stuck against her face and made her look older—but she did not care. 



There was hate in her eyes when she pointed. “You,” she said, now a whisper. “You monster.”



Thunder roared.



Celestia looked around, frowned. "Um. Luna." She stomped on her sister's hoof. "Luna! She's talking to you!"



“What? Oh!" Luna blinked. "Oh, my apologies. I was dozing off.” She offered the widow a warm smile. “What were we talking about?”



“You killed my husband!”



“Ah.” Luna nodded. “Yes. I suppose that was bound to be the topic.”



The scene had happened before; it would happen again. The cemetery, right behind Canterlot Palace. Rain. A crying widow. 



And the Princesses, always there, to bid adieu and show respect.



“I do not understand why you refused to have an umbrella,” Luna said, as she looked into the widow’s eyes. “I understand the dramatic overtones of the rain, but it's cold. Do you want mine?”



The widow cried again. “You monster!”



“...Is that a no?”



“I hate you!”



Luna rolled her eyes. “This again,” she said. “I am sorry for your loss. I really am.” She meant it. “But there is no reason to yell.”



“You took him from me!”



“I know. And I’m sorry. But it wasn’t my fault.” Here, Celestia signaled to her, but Luna was tired and wanted to go inside already. “And there is no reason to be this emotional. He’ll come back eventually.”



Thunder roared.



The widow’s eyes went wide. “What?”



“Luna.” Celestia elbowed her sister. “Luna, no. The guard is dead.”



“So?” Luna frowned. “Like that’s going to stop him.”



“The dead don’t come back.”



“He will never come back!” said the widow.



“Oh, please. I’ve seen this a thousand times already. And I’ll see it a thousand times again.” Luna looked at the widow, and there was love in that look, but also coldness. “You cry now,” she said. “And you miss him, and you hate me. But in time, he will come back. And you will forget. And the pain will go away, if you just wait enough.”



“No!”



“Yes.” Luna didn’t smile. “Take my word. In no time, you will be laughing. And you won’t remember this conversation. But I will.” And she closed her eyes. “Such is the burden of an immortal. Such is the weight we carry.”



By her side, Celestia frowned at her.



Thunder roared in the distance.



The widow kept crying.












The widow was laughing.



Running around the city, chased by her lover—Luna could see them from the castle, as she shared a table with her sister. And this time, she did smile, as she looked at her sister. 



She talked. “I told you.”



Celestia looked at her. “What?”



“She’d forget. And he’d come back. They just needed to wait, to stay. The pain went away.”



Celestia didn’t understand, at first. But then she looked through the window, and that sparked her memory. “Oh. Oh, Luna. No.”



“Yes.” Luna pointed. “Look at them. They’re happy. They’re laughing. The dead always come back to life. But they never remember.”



And Celestia sighed. “Luna, they don’t.”



“What?”



“Those are their descendants.”



“What?”



A sip of tea. “Luna,” Celestia said. “That happened thousands of years ago. He never came back, she just died. Those are the descendants.”



Luna looked. “…What?”



“Goodness. You always do this.” Celestia pointed. “That is another pony, probably related to her. Not the same one at all.” 



“But they look alike.” 



“Yes, that’s how families work.”



Confusion. “So he never came back, then?”



“No. No, they never—you keep forgetting this. How do you keep forgetting this.”



“Oh.” Luna frowned. “Well. It is confusing. They look exactly alike.”



“Luna this is not a hard concept to grasp.”



“Then...” Luna looked. “What happened?”



“Time passed, and she died alone and miserable.”



“…So. The pain did go away.”



Pause. Frown. “Well, yes. Because she died. But—”



“So I was right.”



“No.”



“She is laughing. But I remember.”



“Luna, that is completely wrong, you can’t—”



“Such is the burden of an immortal.”



“Luna. Luna, no.”  



“Such is the weight we carry.”



“Luna, for the love of—”











There is madness that is wisdom, if you don’t pay any attention.

      

      ~Another Equestrian proverb.
      

      
   
      The Honest Truth


      

      
      
         Rarity smelled like apples.



The thought wedged itself in Applejack’s head and, despite her best efforts, she was having trouble dislodging it. Not that she needed to. It was just her noticing things, just like anypony would. She couldn’t blame her nose for smelling things anymore than she could blame the eyes for seeing things. 



Like Rarity’s mane being a right nice color. Or how she had really pretty eyes. Or how she usually cut a fine figure in her dresses. 



The kinda things anypony’d notice. 



“Why, I am impressed! I really think this will work!”



Applejack blinked as she realized that, while she might’ve been paying attention to Rarity, apparently she hadn’t been listening to her. “Uh, sorry. What’ll work?”



“Your plan for the Ponyville Cider Tasting, darling!” Rarity rustled the papers on the table between them, placing a crudely drawn sketch on top. “Of all of the ideas, I quite think this is the best – if in need of a little artistic intervention to help realize it. Still, the idea of hosting it right in the orchards of Sweet Apple Acres is simply marvelous!” 



“Ah, right. Yeah. Well, I’m glad you like it!” Pushing all those distractions aside, she tried to focus on the project in front of them. “I know most of them’ll be expecting a fancy restaurant or something, but I figure there’d at least be a few ponies that might like seeing where their cider comes from. Plus, I bet they don’t get to see too many orchards in the big city.”



“Indeed! It really is a stroke of genius!” Rarity nodded, her eyes shining with that same light they always did when something took her fancy and her ideas started bubbling over. “Of course, I don’t think we’ll be able to follow your plans exactly. Like you said, they will have expectations that must be met. Just pulling the tables out of your barn simply will not do. We must balance an authentic, rustic experience with something they would be a little more comfortable with. Prance country chic, perhaps? I do believe it’s coming back into style...”



Applejack nodded along, focusing on the words coming out of Rarity’s mouth this time around. Which was plenty easy, because anypony passionate as she was was a real treat to listen to. Sure, sometimes Rarity might be so stuck up she’d drown in a rainstorm, but better that than a pony who didn’t care a lick about what she was doing. 



“...finding the right craftspony to complete such an ambitious project in so short a time might be difficult…”



Besides, spend enough time around her and you started caring at least a little about all the high falutin stuff. You couldn’t really know Rarity as long as she’d had without learning to appreciate  haute couture at least a little bit.



“...and perhaps we could even offer them a tour of the orchard in the form of a hayride! Why, that would be tremendously quaint…”



That’s exactly the sort of thing friends did. They got interested in each other’s interests.



 Rarity stared at her. “Are you feeling quite alright, Applejack?”



“Huh?”



Rarity leaned over the table. “You look like you’re miles away right now. Are you even listening?”



“Yeah. You were asking about hayrides, which I’m sure we could do, so long as you don’t want me or Big Mac dressing all fancy.” She hesitated, guilt getting the better of her. “But you’re right about me being distracted. I’ve just got a lot on my mind right now, so we probably ought to take a break for now.”



Even if these weren’t all perfectly normal things, it wasn’t like it mattered. Mixing friendships and special someponies was a recipe for disaster. If a pony started thinking and talking about things like that, it’d be mighty hard to go back.



“Could I help you with any of it?”



Besides, even if that were really what she was thinking about, somepony like her and Rarity’d never work. They might’ve started to appreciate each other’s lives and weird ways a whole lot more, they were still about as far apart as two ponies could be. Just too many problems there.



Which was why it was good that the none of it meant anything. That it was all just normal stuff



Applejack shook her head. “Nah, don’t you worry yourself about it. Just a thing I gotta deal with, that’s all.”



And that was the honest truth.
      

      
   
      Structural Faults


      

      
      
         “Gilda, are you in here? I’m ready—”



Moon Dancer froze in the doorway of the empty room, her lower lip pressed between her teeth.  “You’re... not ready.”



Gilda turned away from her marefriend’s crestfallen expression.  Her nostrils stung and her feathers felt tight and heavy; Gilda guessed that it wasn’t just from the wet paint clinging to her.



“S’what you wanted, wasn’t it?” She took a deep breath; the anger was just starting to fade when Gilda reminded herself that she wanted to be angry.  “Anyway, I wanna get your new study done, because guess what? I’m not a boneheaded sack of useless feathers who doesn’t care about you.”



Crimson brows knitted together.  “Can we not do this now? Minuette and the others will be arriving soon—they’ve travelled so far to get to Griffonstone.  Besides, we’re supposed to be celebrating tonight.”



You mean you are.  A big day when a pony gets to tell all of Griffonkind about their own history.  Gilda’s feathers felt hot as her thoughts returned to the book launch.  She began to paint again, but her claws were shaking.  She glared at them—it was so important that she finished this extension, she just couldn’t remember why.



Moon Dancer stood quietly for a moment before moving beside Gilda, and the fabric of her marefriend’s poncho fluttered desperately against her feathers.  Gilda briefly leaned away to paint in the other direction.  



When did I become a coward?



“You shouldn’t paint over that,” Moon Dancer inclined her head.  “It looks like a stress crack.  We should have it checked.”



Gilda glared at the jagged line.  “It’s fine.”



“I’m just saying—I was reading up on it the other day, and horizontal cracks—”



“Boreas’ blood, I know how to build a wall.  It’s like a griffon—tough, and able to take a lot of crap.”



Moon Dancer’s muzzle scrunched.  “That hurt.  I said I was sorry, Gilda—”



“Stop being sorry and start learning.” Gilda battered the wall with haphazard strikes.  “You’re supposed to be good at that.”



“Yes, because I was clearly the only one in the wrong.”  A strand of Moon Dancer’s mane fell loose as she tossed her head.  “I can see how you might think that; after all, you obviously never let yourself to become a passenger in this relationship.”



Gilda puffed out her chest, her feathers craving satisfaction.  The sharp sound of cracking wood filled the air as her paintbrush splintered.



“Maybe I never had a choice! You already decided you knew everything—was doing everything.  I’m just gliding in your breeze.”



“That’s not true.  You were supporting me—you think I could have written even half of that book without your help?” Moon Dancer’s protest collapsed into a sigh.  Silence draped itself like a second skin across the room.  Then, she rested her head against Gilda’s shoulder.



“Remember when I first arrived?  Back when you let me live out of your spare room so I could study?  We worked so hard to help each other feel comfortable—nothing was ever too much, you know?”  Moon Dancer kept her eyes on the freshly painted wall, but Gilda could feel the tremble in her voice.



“I still have nightmares about ‘No Fish Friday’s,” she replied.



Moon Dancer looked up, smiling a smile of blunt angles



“Things felt easier back then—like we were a team.” Her eyes became uncertain.  “Do you think...? Do we need to talk?”



Gilda shrugged. “We’re talking.”



Moon Dancer’s snort was half mirth, half frustration.  But her eyes still looked as though they were desperately seeking safe harbour.  A chill settled across Gilda’s feathers—all of that anger and malicious satisfaction pushed aside as Moon Dancer silently pressed her question.  She wondered what those three years would count for if talking brought up things that couldn’t be resolved.  Her marefriend’s heat and softness became suddenly intangible objects—things that could soon float away and never again found, leaving an empty room and the promise of what might have been.



Gilda opened her beak and closed it.  Then she leant down and kissed Moon Dancer.



“Look.  You got mad, I got mad.  It’s fine.  Forget it and move on.  Gimmie a minute to shower, yeah?”



Relief crossed Moon Dancer’s face.  For a moment she looked as though she was going to say something, but then she shook her head.  As Gilda followed her out of the room, she noticed the jagged grin of the crack devour the wet paint.



It was fine, though, she told herself.  It just needed another coat.
      

      
   
      Can't Buy Everything


      

      
      
         “I'm sorry, Mrs. Platter, but there was only one school in Manehatten with any seats left.”  The beige unicorn behind the desk shuffled her papers uncomfortably.



Silver Platter raised the acceptance letter in her magic. “The schedule works, though. I can send her off before I open up every day.”



Silver Spoon screwed up her face, tugging on her mother's tail. “But Mom, it's so far away!”



Silver Platter gently levitated her daughter and set her down a foot away. “Now shush. I'll hire a carriage to take you to school so you'll be safe, but you'll just have to get used to it.”







Silver Spoon peeked her head out from behind her locker door as the students around her bustled about getting ready for their free play period. “Hey, guess what I brought? I saw you with these yesterday, and it looked fun!” Muffling her words was a shiny new Super Gameagon in her mouth with a crystal dangling from the back.



Valencia Orange gaped at it. She and Feather Touch glanced at each other uncomfortably. Valencia spoke up first. “Um, nopony else can afford one of those, Silver Spoon. Why do you have to show off like that?”



Feather nodded. “I got my Gameagon from my big sister when she grew out of it. Valencia got hers from her uncle's attic. We were lucky to have two of one game so we could play together.”



Silver frowned. There was an uncomfortable pit starting to form in her stomach. “But this was the only kind at the store. How am I supposed to play with anyone?”



Valencia shrugged. “You keep bugging us every day and then you show up with that thing? Beats me. Come on, Feather, let's go.” The two of them stepped alongside each other toward the playground.







Silver Spoon bounded in next to Dewdrop and Leafy Green before her first class of the day. “I got my cutie mark!” she yelped, loud enough to make Leafy pin her ears back. “It's a silver spoon! Just like my name! See?”



“What? Already?” Leafy whispered back. “What does it even mean?”



“Maybe you could help figure it out? I don't want to be put in that class with all the dumb foals who don't know what their marks are.”



Dewdrop snorted. “Serve you right if you were. You think we're dumb too because we don't even have our cutie marks at all?”



Silver looked confused for a moment. Then the pit started growing again. “No, I didn't mean it like that! I'm just nervous!”



“Yeah, sure.” Dewdrop turned around and started walking away. Leafy followed close behind. They didn't say anything else.







“Ponyville? But that's in the middle of nowhere!”



“I know, dear, but we need the space. Aren't you sick of this stuffy apartment? We could have a whole house to ourselves!”



“Their school's just one big room! I'll have to sit next to everypony all the time!”



“Now, Silver Spoon, that's enough. We're very lucky ponies already, and you shouldn't be complaining like that. You'll just have to get used to it.”







Silver Spoon gulped down a knot in her throat as she took the first empty seat she could find in the Ponyville schoolhouse. A bright pink filly sat down next to her, sizing her up with narrowed eyes. Then the other filly suddenly brightened up. “Oh, wow! You've already got your cutie mark? It looks just like the spoons we have at home! Your mom isn't Silver Platter, is she?”



“Uh-huh,” Silver nodded uncertainly. She was starting to feel the pit all over again.



“Wow! Well, my mother's Spoiled Rich. I'm Diamond Tiara. I guess we've got something in common, huh?”



Silver grimaced, looking around to see if anypony had heard. “How can you just say it out loud like that? Don't ponies get mad at you for it?”



“Psh! Rich, high-class fillies like us don't need them. Sure, they get jealous sometimes, but you'll get used to it. Just ignore them, and they'll go away. You don't need poor friends when you've got me.”



Silver Spoon turned back to her desk, lost in thought. As other foals continued to file into their seats, a tight grin started to form on her face. Yeah. She could just ignore them, couldn't she? And they'd just have to get used to it.
      

      
   
      The Case of the Nickering Knickers


      

      
      
         “PANTS!” Trixie shouted as she burst through the door of Twilight’s laboratory. Startled, Twilight added a centiliter too much of Geltbaum’s reagent to a beaker, causing a cloud of orange smoke to floof up into her face. Twilight inhaled in surprise, and the magical smoke caused twin lilies to grow from her nostrils.



Twilight blinked behind her safety goggles, then sneezed the flowers away. She whirled to face Trixie. “Pants?” she demanded.



“PANTS!” shouted Trixie again. And indeed, she was wearing a pair of pairs of pants. Her forepants were sequined in red and silver sparkling stripes, and her rearpants were decorated with chevrons of alternating black and violet. 



“And… very nice pants they are, Trixie,” said Twilight. “I’m sure that Rarity was glad to finally get them off her clearance rack. But I’m doing a tricky analysis here, so–”



Trixie shook her head. She dragged Twilight to a nearby window and opened the curtains. Twilight gazed down from her palace at a scene of chaos. Confused ponies all over town, as far as she could see, were dressed in gaudy and varied…



“PANTS!” exclaimed Trixie again, shaking Twilight’s shoulder urgently.



“Oh, my! So many pants! What happened…? Oh, dear.” Twilight had noticed a pattern. “Trixie, are you able at present to say any other word than ‘pants?’”



Trixie shook her head, sadly but intently. “Pants,” she explained.



“Okay, then,” said Twilight. “One ‘pants’ for yes, two for no. I’ll query you on the way. Let’s go!” 








By the time the two unicorns reached the middle of town, Twilight had learned from many yes-no questions that Sassy Saddles, on visit from Canterlot, had been displaying newly-arrived designs from overseas to a fascinated crowd outside Carousel Boutique. The trouble had started when, in a spirit of fun, she’d tried to model a particularly outré pair of Saddle Arabian pantaloons, of purple and orange silk. But then, a nickering noise like an evil laugh had risen from the pants, and beams of magic had shot into the crowd, enpanting anyone they touched. Trixie had been hit, but fled before the spell had entirely entranced and enslaved her. 



“…and then you came to get me,” said Twilight, as she and Trixie threaded their way through the streets, amid ponies decked out in bright, flashy and stunning trousers. “But if it’s just an illusory effect, you should only have to ignore it to go make it go away…”



“Pants-pants,” panted Trixie.



“Oh, you’re right! These pants are too loud to be ignored! We’ll have to try another way.”



They found an opening in the confused crowd, and dived through a breech in the breeches. At the center stood Sassy, entirely under the sway of her nickering knee-length bloomers as they caught more citizens up in their sinister web, forming a protective circle around her.



A bebritched pony came at Trixie, who heard his corduroys chuffing in time and pantsed him, deflecting him into a bush. She congratulated herself quietly; it was best not to get too khaki.



Twilight spotted a nearby hydrant. “Let’s hose them down!” she cried.The gush of water cleared most of the encircled ponies away, but Sassy proved resistant to leader-hosing. “PANTS!” she cried, launching an enpanting beam straight at Twilight!



“PAAAANTS-PAAAAANTS!” yelled Trixie, shoving Twilight out of the way of the blast and taking it herself. Smaller pants appeared on each of her legs as her pants grew extra pairs of pants. “PAAAAANNNTTTS!” Trixie wailed in horror, tripping over the obnoxious fashion disaster. She rallied and tried to pull the evil pants off of Sassy’s flanks, but the waist of the pants only grew tighter the harder she pulled! 



Meanwhile, Twilight teleported swiftly behind Sassy. But instead of pulling at the pants, her magic shot out, tearing and widening the tail hole in the rear seam of the pants, which stopped nickering and started to scream. At that moment, Trixie pulled again with all her strength, and the troublesome trousers were pulled free, saving the day!








After all the ponies involved had been debriefed, Sassy had been calmed and sent to the spa, and the knackered knickers had been secured in an anti-magical garment bag for later study, Twilight and Trixie relaxed together over a cup of tea.



“A good job, Twilight!” said Trixie. “But what made you think that would work on Sassy’s pants?”



“Well, it’s possible to be overnice, sometimes,” said Twilight. “When it came down to it, we just had to give her shorts rift.”
      

      
   
      My Pinkie Pie Moment


      

      
      
         They say that the distance between two stars is determined by the difference in length of Celestia's first and last yawn of the day. I do not believe that theory. With the amount of visible stars in the sky, it would take the Princess a million million days of yawning—a feat that even her immortality wouldn't allow. And even if she could, which two stars are the ones she'd yawn at? Of the nearly endless stars, does she choose two at random every day? Or does she—



"Good morning, Gummi! Did you sleep well? I slept well! I dreamt of Rarity, and ice cream monsters, and bowling balls..."



The voice of chaos invaded my mind. Six forty-five—seven minutes earlier than the overall average. When I took her as my pet I thought she'd help with my work; as the wise say "a pinch of chaos is the catalyst of a learned mind." Even the great gator Archimedes made his most notable discovery thanks to his Eureka moment. 



"I know! How about you have a bath? I'll go and make it extra bubbly!"



Alas, unlike Archimedes I didn't have an Eureka. Instead, I had a Pinkie Pie. In the folly of my youth I equated the amount of chaos to the greatness of the discovery. Now I have to live with that miscalculation.



"Aaaaah!" Pinkie Pie inhaled half the air in the room, transforming into her very own species of Tetraodontidae. "I just had a great idea! I'll bake Rarity a bowling ball cake! Do you want to help me with the recipe?"



There was a time I'd say no, or try to struggle, even bite if needed. All to no avail. Trying to change Pinkie Pie's mind was like using hay to put out a fire. I suppose one could achieve that provided a sufficiently large amount of hay. Interesting, how many straws of hay would it take to put out a one-room fire? Going by the classical theories, the volume of the fire cubed should be enough, which roughly speaking would be the size of a barn.



"Psst, Gummi, can you keep a secret?" The pony stuck her face onto mine. I tried not to flinch. Years of experience had taught me that if I ignored her hard enough she'd go away. "I think Rarity's starting to notice I have a crush on her."



More useless pony drama. Cruel, cruel fate. I, who had ten times the mind of Archimedes, was kept from swimming the sea of knowledge by the very pet I had chosen to inspire me. Meanwhile, that hack Owlowiscious reaped the rewards of his pet becoming an alicorn. 



"I knew I could count on you to keep a secret!" Pinkie Pie winked. I had no idea why. "Now you just start the batter while I go to buy some bowling balls, okay?" She put a whisk in my mouth. "Slow and steady, remember?"



I ignored her and she left. The sounds of the tune she hummed lingered on for a few seconds more before hurrying away after her. Finally, I was alone. The chaos had dissipated, leaving my mind sharp to tackle—



Pinkie Pie! I shouted on the inside. Of course! How could I be so blind! The distance between two stars could be calculated based on the wavelength of their songs and the time it took them to reach the observer. It was so obvious! Science would finally move beyond the arcane concept of quantum-yawning and reach new heights. Our understanding of the star carpet would grow by immeasurable amounts. Although, if the sky is a carpet and the stars aren't as close to each other as we thought, what would the angle of the neighbouring wrinkles—



"Gummi!" Pinkie Pie's head popped through the kitchen window. "I almost forgot! Do you want me to buy you anything while I'm out?"



My muscles froze. The ball of euphoria gathered inside me vanished like a puff of smoke.



Just ignore her. I told myself. Ignore her and she will go away...
      

      
   
      Like Nopony Else


      

      
      
         Maud Pie looked up, mining pick still in mouth, as she noticed that the light falling on the vein of crystal she’d been excavating had dimmed. Reflexively, she gazed toward the rift in the ceiling of her new cavern home. A moment later, she winced, set the pick down, and took Boulder from his place nestled close to her heart.



“Yes Boulder, I know I don’t have an effective way of measuring its luminosity. …Yes, I’m aware that these findings may be significant.” She paused, turning her ears down as she felt all the reasons to continue her work despite the latening hour wash over her. “I know. But it’s time. You promised.”



No reply came. Maud interpreted this as tacit agreement.



She continued to hold him and set off on three legs toward a side passage that ran closer to Ponyville proper. It grew oppressively dark and quiet as she traversed its length. An early bend in the passage cut it off from much of the ambient light and sounds of water from the central cavern. She moved in silence, save for her own hooffalls… and for Boulder’s admonitions.



“We’ve been over this,” Maud said, her voice echoing. “This passage was the most practical to connect to the power grid. …Yes, I know it wasn’t strictly a ‘need.’” She flinched, feeling beset by all the reasons not to spend her time on something frivolous. “Boulder, my first love is for rocks. But I…” She forced her hooves to keep moving, rather than trying to explain herself; Boulder didn’t seem to be in a listening mood.



Maud counted the hoofsteps in the back of her mind; a necessity in the near-total darkness. She stopped when it was time, and groped to her right, finally feeling something cold and solid: a metal switch.



She threw it upward. Warm radiance blossomed from a series of canister lights mounted on the ceiling, illuminating a shoulder-high black amplifier set next to a stand holding an X-shaped black guitar with inset green paneling.



Maud set Boulder down on the amp, took hold of the guitar, and began hoofing at dials. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, fighting down guilt. What she’d told Boulder had been true, strictly speaking; the light had faded, even if was with late afternoon rather than early evening. And what she'd told her new friend Starlight when they discovered the cave had also been true; her scholarly knowledge about rocks had nothing to do with her skills or enjoyment of playing guitar.



At length, she pushed through the condemnation about deceiving those closest to her, fretted a power chord and strummed. An electric feeling surged in her as the chord echoed through the passage, loud enough even to block out the myriad reasons not to be playing. Maud worked her way through a progression of chords, fretting and strumming with increasing rapidity.



She turned a faint smile toward Boulder—



Another salvo of disapproval her. It brought with it the face of her advisor, admonishing her to eliminate unnecessary distractions on the path to her rocktorate; and of her parents, telling her to turn down the racket lest she disrupt the rock farm’s delicate soil and mineral balance; and of her sisters, cowering from the sound in Marble’s case, or railing against it in Limestone’s case.



Only Pinkie smiled at it.



Maud tried to focus on Pinkie as the others pressed down on her with judgment, but it was like clutching at a lone pink candle on a moonless night. Maud took a breath to try to steady herself, but then set the guitar back down on its stand and turned the whole setup off. She gazed at the silent but smugly triumphant Boulder.



“I’ll have to ask what kinds of music Starlight enjoys,” Maud said, picking Boulder up. Then she reared up on her hind legs, reaching toward the master power switch with her free hoof.



She pulled it, casting herself into darkness once again.
      

      
   
      One Flew Over the Rock Farm


      

      
      
         “Pinkie Pie? I dunno.”



“How do ya not know who Pinkie Pie is? Down the road, west a ways, with the big windmill. The pink one.”



“Oh yeeeeah. Makes sense.”



“Oh yeah duh, peabrain.”



“Blockhead.”



“Anyway, yeah, we don’t really know her. She come over to our house once or twice. Played with us in the field and stuff.”



“She don’t go to our school. I hear she got kicked out.”



“She’s home-schooled, numbskull. Her parents keep her locked up in their silo out back. I seen it. They only let her out to farm rocks.”



“Really? No wonder she’s all—hey, ow!”



“Be nice, knucklehead. Don’t you stick yer tongue out at me. Ma says yer face’ll stay that way. You’ll be an ugly little shrimp.”



“Yer uglier.”



“Shuddup, peabrain. Anyway, why d’ya ask? Did something happen?”








“We apologize for thy trouble.”



“Agreed. However, thou are most welcome here, as is thy husband if he should choose to pass by this way.”



“Thou are likely familiar with Pinkie Pie’s tendencies. She is overflowing with spirit and joy, but we believe it to be a blessing, and for that we cannot thank the stars enough.”



“However, she is…”



“She hath a strong… dependence on other ponies. She hath dramatic changes in disposition from time to time.”



“And this is normal, of course, as thou may see if thou and thy husband hath children. Hath thee any children? Ah. Then if thou ever do, then thou shall understand.”



“This is merely temporary, is what we intend to say, and ultimately trivial. Children can be this way.”



“We do thank thee for electing to care and house our daughter for the time being. We have no doubt she would enjoy residing in a confectionery store. However, this cannot continue indefinitely. She must return home.”



“Surely, thou must understand. Thou will, too, when thou hast children of thine own.”








“Who cares. She ran away. Didn’t like us. Never said it, never had to. She abandoned her twin sister. Her own twin sister!”



“Mm-hmm.”



“She abandoned us! Never liked her, anyway. She never liked us, we never liked her. She told dumb jokes. She laughed at us. Always laughing, all the time! Never liked her.”



“…”



“Sorry, ma’am, I’m sorry for yelling at you, but I don’t want to talk about her. Neither does Marble. C’mon, Marble.”



“Mm-hmm…”




 



“Yes, I know why she ran away. At least, I think so.



“There’s nopony like Pinkie Pie. Anyone who’s met her knows that. But that’s especially true around here. There’s not a lot of fillies here. They think she’s weird. They think I’m weird, too. The reason she wanted to run away and I don’t is that Pinkie cares.



“She just wants friends. That’s really it. Ponies to have fun with. Ponies to cheer up. Ponies to cheer her up when she’s down. I never needed that. I had Boulder.



“I understand why she left. It was still hard. I cried. I don’t cry, usually.”



…



“But as long as Pinkie is happy, then that’s all that matters. Is she happy? Good. Yes, that means she’s very happy. It’s easy to tell when she’s not.



“I think she should stay where she is, as long as you don’t mind. If not in Ponyville, then somewhere else. My parents will be difficult to convince. I’ll talk to them. It might take some time.



“You seem eager to take her in. It’s hard for me to tell. But if she’s still with you for this long, she must like you, and she must be happy there. I'm glad she found you.



“One more thing. If Pinkie stays with you, may I please have your address? I’d like to write to her. Thank you.”
      

      
   
      Room 101


      

      
      
         It made no sense. One evening, Princess Twilight Sparkle went to bed in her castle. The next morning, she woke up here. She'd been here three days, and it still seemed like a dream... or a nightmare, rather.



Today would have been Twilight's birthday party, ironically. Now there was only one Party, and the Party never stopped. Ever.



She spent most of her time in a very small, pink-covered cell. Even the ceiling and floor were pink. The only decorations in the room were a mirror on the wall by her cot, and a large poster of Pinkie Pie's face covering the opposite wall. Pinkie's  abstract, iconic image grinned from ear to ear. At the bottom of the poster were these words, emblazoned in neon fuchsia: "PINKIE PIE IS WATCHING YOU".



This was the morning of the fourth day. As usual Twilight woke to the sounds of Pinkie Pie's laughter over the loudspeaker. Although she didn't find any of this remotely funny, the constant guffawing forced her to stifle her own giggles from bubbling out of her throat.



Twilight Sparkle tried to pretend the laughter wasn't there, but it was inescapable. She tried ignoring it, but the noise wouldn't go away. It seeped into every pore of her body. She lay in her cot, holding her hooves over her ears, but the sound was so loud it hummed through the walls and rattled her bones.



Sadly, magic wasn't an option. There was a fake donut wedged around her horn that she couldn't remove. It was magenta, naturally. At least it matched the stripe in her mane.



Twilight didn't want to leave her cubicle. There were no exits in this madhouse. The only room she hadn't examined was room 101. But room 101 was guarded, and the "PLUSUNSAFE! DOUBLEPLUSFUNNY!" sign on the door made her think twice about looking inside.



Without her magic, all Twilight could do was lie in bed and hope for somepony to come rescue her. But the laughter was slightly less loud in the hallway outside. Just as every morning, after a few minutes of torment, Twilight stepped into the hallway.



Another familiar laugh: Twilight turned to see Rainbow Dash emerging from the adjacent cubicle, giggling wildly. "Hi there! It was Twilight, right?" she asked, before breaking into peals of laughter. "You should sit with me at cakefast today! It's plusgood to be unenemies! I'm so unstuffed—I guessthink what cakefast will be?"



Twilight sighed and rolled her eyes. "Cakefast—I mean, breakfast, is going to be cake. It's always cake. Just like lunch, dinner, and 'midnight caketime'."



"Cakeunch and cakeinner," corrected Dash. "No use ponispeak is pooperthink, Twilight."



"No! I need to get out of here! I need to get away from the Party!"



Rainbow Dash gasped. "PP! PP! Twilight Sparkle doubleplusungood horsecrimethink!" she shouted.








"Stop, please!" giggled Twilight, gasping for air after Minuette pulled off the laughing gas mask.



Minuette smiled and tickled Twilight's exposed tummy, causing her to shake against her bonds in the dentist's chair. "Any questions, silly pony?"



"Yes! Yes, just stop!" gasped Twilight. Minuette turned off the nitrous and ceased her assault.



Twilight breathed deep. "I need to speak to Pinkie Pie."



"You are speaking to Pinkie," said Minuette.



"No. I mean... is Pinkie Pie a real pony?"



"Of course. The Party is real, and Pinkie Pie is the embodiment of the Party."



"Is she a real pony, like me?"



"You are not a real pony, silly!" Minuette poked Twilight in the ribs, forcing out a giggle. "You're a partypooper."



"What are you going to do?"



"Do you want a vision of the future?" asked Minuette. "Imagine a tiny hoof, booping a pony on the nose, forever."



She unstrapped Twilight and led her down the hall to room 101.



"What's in room 101?" asked Twilight, fearfully.



"Room LOL," corrected Minuette. "The most wonderful thing in the world." She pushed Twilight inside. It was dark, and then lights came on...



"SURPRISE!!! Happy birthday!" shouted Pinkie Pie and Rainbow Dash. Twilight's other friends looked angry.



"We're so sorry, Twilight," said Fluttershy, frowning. "We told her she went too far this time."



"We tried to stop them both, darling. But after they went to all this trouble, we figured we'd go along with it, and then it was too late," said Rarity.



Twilight fell to her knees and began to laugh maniacally. "I love you, Pinkie!!!" she screamed, rolling around on the floor.



Applejack facehooved and sighed. "Dammit, you two. I'll go fetch a therapist."
      

      
   
      Lonely at the Top


      

      
      
         Celestia rested her forelegs on her balcony rail and gazed up at the moon that had been her sister’s.



Has it been five years already? she asked, her thoughts her only companion.



The head of an alicorn mare stared down, silent and unblinking.



She looked away. Remembering that night — that long, near-interminable night when she with sorrow in her heart cast her closest friend into Lunar exile — was never pleasant, and she strove to avoid it when possible.



For her failings — failing to consider her sister’s needs, failing to even try a peaceful solution until too late, failing to maintain harmony when it was most needed — this was to be her penance: to rule without her sister’s assistance for a thousand years.



And even for an immortal who could draw up and carry out plans that lasted for decades, one thousand years was a long damned time. Her subjects had already drawn up a new calendar dating from the banishment and begun using it, despite her desires otherwise.



Well, they would do as they wished, and making them wish otherwise was a fool’s errand once they decided to do something. All she could do now was consider how to continue on.



The hole in the sky caused by Luna’s extended absence was one she had already patched. Celestia had never had her sister’s artistic touch, but she could at least maintain the designs that were there and give the moon its push and pull when necessary.



The hole in the government, while substantial, was also solvable. Many more ponies would be required to fill the roles that Luna had juggled seemingly effortlessly, but ponies with the necessary specialties existed, and it would be good for the nation in the long run.



The hole in her heart would be much harder to fill.



She had taken lovers before, some for longer than others. But they had all passed on, as was their wont as mortals, and they had never fully grasped the burden of immortality and the burden of ruling. Luna had known both with the familiarity of long experience, and there was no other with whom Celestia could share her frustrations and expect a response of true understanding.



The thought of creating another alicorn had occurred to them both, but their previous efforts had been fruitless. Clover had been uninterested, and Starswirl had been unsuccessful, and Celestia knew of no finer theoreticians in all the history of Equus. If the Bearded One himself had failed, what chance did others have?



She had seen Starswirl’s notes herself, and suspected that given time to fully study them, she could succeed. The fault as she understood it was twofold: Not only did it require raw power on a scale that only the strongest unicorns could match, that power had to be directed in very specific ways, lest it cause more problems than it solved. But it would take even her some years to craft the spell, and those were years her nation could not spare.



No, all that was left for her was to push through.



‘Twill be a long millennium.



She sighed, then turned and left the balcony.



Best get to it.
      

      
   
      A Fire in the Mind


      

      
      
         “How do you tell if somepony’s a changeling?”



I set my lager down on the counter and peered at Figment. He gnawed on his lip and stared at his own beer, untouched as it slowly gathering beads of condensation on the bar.



“Huh?” I asked. Smart of me, yeah.



“If somepony was a changeling, how would you know?”



“Well, they’re insects, they have shiny black shells, and suck out your love.” That last part seemed rather salacious to me; I kinda wanted to see it in action someday.



“I’m serious, Clocks.” He spoke to his beer, not looking around the crowded bar. “They can look like anypony. One of them pretended to be a princess for weeks straight, and nopony caught her. And the invasion…”



Fine, I could play along. “The Guard has spells to find them now. There won’t be another invasion. They’re not stupid enough to try.”



“How do we know those spells work, though?”



“The princess said they do. Ain’t that enough?”



“Is it?” Figment’s horn glowed, and his beer lifted on the counter to his lips. He barely took a sip before setting it back down. “I just don’t… How are we supposed to know anymore, man?”



I took another swallow of my lager. “You just gotta trust ponies. You’ll go nuts if you think everypony’s a changeling.”



Yeah, I actually said that.



Celestia, I was a fool.








It was days before I saw Figment again. Not unusual – we met at the bar most evenings, but it’s not like we were married or anything. A stallion can spend time by himself if he wants.



I waved to him from our usual spot at the bar. He caught my eye through the late afternoon crowd, started, then trotted over to a booth by the wall. A little jerk of his head asked me to follow. I snagged an extra beer from the ‘tender and walked over to join him.



“Hey man,” I said. “Been busy or what?”



He shook his head. “Sorry, just… tired lately.”



“Yeah? You okay?” I slid his beer across the table toward him, and took an extra long look. I didn’t like what I saw. His hair was lank and greasy from days without a wash, and his bloodshot eyes darted around the room. He wasn’t sitting normally, either. He sat sideways, his back against the wall, staring out at the crowd.



“Peachy,” he grunted.



“You, uh, you need help with anything?”



He took a drink. “Sure. You got a way to tell if somepony’s a changeling?”



This again. I sighed. “Fig, there ain’t no more damn changelings.”



“That’s what we thought before.”



“And we’re right this time.” I leaned over the table. “Look, do you think somepony’s a changeling? We can go to the guard if you’re sure.”



He shook his head. “They’d just say I’m crazy.”



“You’re not crazy, man. Maybe a little paranoid, though.”



He didn’t answer. Instead he stared out at the crowd, his eyes dancing from pony to pony, never lingering long. He took a few more sips of his beer in the time I finished mine.



Finally, he closed his eyes and spoke. “They say they have a hive mind.”



“A what?”



“A hive mind. A thing that lets them talk in each others’ brains. That’s how their queen commanded them.”



I scratched my chin. “That’s gotta be weird. Just, like, hearing ponies talk in your head?”



Silence followed. I waited for an answer, but he remained motionless, eyes closed. Lost, perhaps, in slumber.



But no. His eyes opened, and he took a sip of his beer before setting it down and sliding it away.



“Not always ponies,” he said. “Other things, too.”



The bar seemed to grow quiet, receding far away from our little booth. I froze, because what else could I do? I was stupid and callow and young and a coward too, I suppose. 



We sat together, silent. In time he stood, gave me a little nod, and walked out of the bar.








I keep coming here, to this same hole-in-the-wall, to this same spot at the bar. I order two drinks, but only one for myself. The ‘tender asks me, sometimes, where Figment went, and if he’ll ever be back.



I hope he will.
      

      
   
      Dos Equines


      

      
      
         She once sang a five part harmony in a solo talent competition. She won first place.



Her mane alone has experienced more than a lesser mare’s entire body.



On a trip through the Everfree Forest, she walked through a patch of poison joke. The next morning, the poison joke woke up with the feeling that something was not quite right.



She is the most interesting mare in the world.



“I don’t always drink cider, but when I do I prefer Dos Equines. Stay thirsty my friends.”



Enjoy Dos Equines responsibly.








Her small talk has caused Nightmare Moon to lower the moon and raise the sun.



She once almost performed the Sonic Rainboom. The popular opinion among her team was that her mane caused too much wind resistance. She would’ve trimmed it, but nah.



When she rises, Celestia squints her eyes, rolls over and pulls the covers over her head.



She is the most interesting mare in the world.



“I don’t always drink cider, but when I do I prefer Dos Equines. Stay thirsty my friends.”



Enjoy Dos Equines responsibly.








One of her primary feathers fell loose mid-flight and drifted into the Best Young Fliers competition. It won first place and is now considered a top contender for the Wonderbolts.



The Headless Horse tells stories about her around the campfire.



Parasprites refuse to eat her food, purely out of respect.



She is the most interesting mare in the world.



“I don’t always drink cider, but when I do I prefer Dos Equines. Stay thirsty my friends.”



Enjoy Dos Equines responsibly.








She is allowed to touch Holder’s Boulder.



When she went to Griffonstone, every griffon insisted that they give her their bits.



She’s been known to cure Cutie Pox by just walking into a room. The disease gives up when it realizes that it cannot create a mark that can even come close to rivaling hers.



She is the most interesting mare in the world.



“I don’t always drink cider, but when I do I prefer Dos Equines. Stay thirsty my friends.”



Enjoy Dos Equines responsibly.








When awed, the Princesses cry out her name.



The Apple family buys apples from her.



Her shadow was the headline model for a Carousel Boutique fashion show.



One Fall she ran the Running of the Leaves because it was on her way.



She is the most interesting mare in the world.



“I don’t always drink cider, but when I do I prefer Dos Equines. Stay thirsty my friends.”



Enjoy Dos Equines responsibly.
      

      
   
      Nothing More to Suffer


      

      
      
         A collision occurred. A child stole away her vision from darkness and opened them to the hard cloud floor. They hacked and spit as their own juices spewed from out their body. They glanced upward to the three blurry, dark figures above.



Red-stained teeth gritted as their hoof wiped at their mouth. The figures spoke, but it all became blurred before it could reach the child's ears. The child got back on their hooves as they lost themselves to the singular thought that encompassed their entire head.



Their emotions were knitted upon their sleeve. Complete uncontrollable wrath is what they possessed. The fire in their voice sent forward to the figures as the child's eyes became fueled by spite. 



They didn't care anymore. Their hooves carried them forwards as their lungs vibrated from their screams. Nothing mattered, they thought. However, a force greater than them sent their figure backward. A foot kicked them out and banished them from the clouds forever more. A bed caught their fall. It wrapped them in its own bedsheets as they struggled to gain free. Eventually, they caught light.



The child scanned the room, her frantic mood only developed as time passed with the ticking clocks. Their mind wandered in fear as everything around them was unrecognizable.



“Mom?” a voice came from beside her.



The child looked to the mare standing at her bedside. The mare reached for the child’s hooves and grasped them tightly. A silence developed between the two of them.



“Ah,” Rainbow Dash came to her senses as she calmed herself down. “What brings you here, Light Bolt?”



“I wanted to see my mother, is all.” Nothing more was said of her after that.



Rainbow Dash sighed. “I don’t have long, do I?”



Light Bolt teared up. She buried her face in Rainbow’s fur as her emotions came clear.



“You could always tell when I was hiding something.”



“You really aren’t the best of liars, you know,” Rainbow scoffed. 



The duo remained silent as Rainbow examined her past, present, and future. Rainbow spoke up.



“You know, when I was just a filly, I always thought that no matter what I did, nothing really mattered in the end.”



“Mom,” Light Bolt’s tears pulled themselves to a stop. She stared at her mother. “Don’t say that. That’s not like you.”



Rainbow could only stare at her daughter with her casual grin. "Is that so?"



“It is so, Rainbow Dash. I never expected that alignment of words to come out of your mouth.”



The two looked at the door, Princess Celestia came through.



“I always thought that you were the one of the group with the most hope out of everyone else. Has the thought of your death changed you?”



“Changed me?” Rainbow scoffed. “I’ve always feared death. I was just the last one of the group to realize my fear in every situation we’ve been through. If anything, I was just stubborn.”



“Even so, Rainbow, it was your stubbornness that brought us all here. Each and every one of my little ponies are safe and sound due to your undevoted loyalty to your friends. Even though they may not be here with you today, your friendship brought new generations of ponies to come.



"And even though your life may be coming to an end, you can at least enjoy the thought that your children will enjoy what you've laid out for them."



Rainbow crossed her hooves and smirked. She held herself back but still laughed. “What am I thinking?” she came clear to herself and ignored those thoughts. “Of course the world doesn’t revolve just around me.”



Rainbow turned to her wide-eyed, teary daughter. "You're in control now, you hear? Since the day you were born, I knew you would do something great with your life, and look at you!"



Rainbow’s neck departed from her thunderbolt necklace. She placed it in the hooves of her daughter. “It’s yours now. You’re the next Element of Loyalty.”



The stone glowed from Light Bolt's touch. Tears ran down her cheeks as she gave her mother an endearing hug.



Rainbow looked to Celestia, her white wings spread as her smile beamed with light. Rainbow was almost blinded from the sheer radiance of the Goddess in front of her. "Are you ready to be carried upon the skies with my wings once again?”



Rainbow smiled. “I’m ready.”



And so, Rainbow Dash vanished and appeared once again in the skies full of heavenly clouds up above and remained there forevermore.
      

      
   
      Guy Stuff


      

      
      
         "Shorts again, dear?" said Cookie Crumbles.



Hondo Flanks cleared his throat. "Rarity's got a line for stallions, so I'm helping her show them off," he said.



"Good for you! You know, my fillyfriends used to tease me about wearing pants. Like I don't know how to clean my bottom," said Cookie, shaking her head. "I hope the fellas don't treat you like that?"



Hondo smiled. "Neigh. Stallions know better. We understand each other," he said, adding a shrug.



Cookie giggled, then trotted downstairs.



With a sigh of relief, Hondo walked into the master bathroom and locked the door. He lifted the lid, undid his shorts, and let the guy slide out.



"Easy does it," he mumbled, taking aim. He'd been full for about an hour, but the longer he could hold it, the less frequently he needed to go.



After his stream stopped, Hondo Flanks reached into his pants, just behind the boys. Firm, upward pressure back there, plus a gentle squeeze down the length, caused the rest to release. It burned a little, but this was normal. He'd always had prostate difficulties, even before puberty.



Next came the spin. It was the easiest way to clear the remainder. Cookie never said anything about the walls. She probably thought the yellow stuff was mildew. Swinging a little too hard, he grunted from a pinch of pain in his urethra. A final shake confirmed it was empty.



Then Hondo took a strip of toilet paper, folded it in half, and wrapped it around the tip. Sometimes it'd get stuck in the opening to his sheath. If he was careful enough, he didn't need the paper, but it provided him peace of mind. The shorts kept it private. Plus, they kept ponies from noticing his weird-looking varicocele.



"Sweetheart! The Riches are here!" came the muffled shout of his wife. Hondo zipped up, washed his hooves, and carefully combed his mustache. Then he unlocked the door and trotted downstairs.



"Hay, Rich," he greeted Filthy Rich. "How's it hangin'?"



"A-hem," said Spoiled Rich. "We're both Rich, so try not to get us mixed up, okay? My husband is Filthy."



Filthy Rich winced. "Ah, yes, darling," he said. "Hondo just calls me Rich, though. He's a friend."



A deep sigh from his wife followed. "Well, obviously. We wouldn't be visiting a middle-class family if you didn't have 'friends' among the rabble."



"Oh Spoiled, could you come with me into the kitchen and leave the boys to chat?" said Cookie, the bright smile never leaving her muzzle. "I'm finishing up some petit fours I think you'll love."



Spoiled actually smiled. "That sounds nice. Ugh, sorry about being a bitch—I'm having trouble sleeping..." The two mares headed into the kitchen, while the stallions entered the den.



"How's it going?" asked Filthy Rich. "Must say, I envy your wife's demeanor," he added, in a whisper, as the two sat down together on a couch.



"She's amazing," said Hondo. "Hay, do you think the shorts work?"



Rich nodded. "Looks great. Still have the leak, I take it? There's a medicine for it now."



Hondo Flanks sighed. "I'm not gonna share this with a doctor when I can manage. Besides, it wouldn't work. It's not just leaking, it's getting the piss out."



"Understood," said Rich, wearing a sympathetic frown. "I've never talked to a doctor about my issue, either."



"Oh right, the semen stuck in the tube thing?"



"Turns to glue the moment urine hits it. You can imagine."



"Ow," said Hondo, shuddering. "I used to know another guy with that. How do you handle it?"



"I make sure I have an empty bladder, and haven't had anything to drink in two hours. It's usually by myself, which makes it easier to plan," said Rich. "You know something weird? It's not in the literature! There isn't even a name for it, unless it's that 'male pelvic pain syndrome' thing."



"Pfft. That's probably five different things," said Hondo.



"I'm sure. Most stallions won't share it. It's my fault, though. I kinked the line as a colt by doing it the wrong way. I didn't even know about belly-slapping until after I married."



"They don't teach us in school. I used to use shampoo, and the skin would blister and peel off once a week—"



Hondo stopped the moment the mares entered the den.



"What are you boys up to?" asked Spoiled Rich.



"Just... guy stuff," said Hondo.



Spoiled rolled her eyes, and Cookie giggled before speaking.



"You stallions are so silly."
      

      
   
      Flight Camp


      

      
      
         Recesses were the worst part in Fluttershy’s school agenda.



While all her classmates played ball games, frisbee or organised races in the quad, all she could do was squat alone in a corner and watch the others have fun. Sometimes, she would bury her head into her hooves and wait for the minutes to go by, trying hard to tune out the laughters that filled the air. Sometimes, when it stung harder, she would softly cry to herself, and hide her tears from everypony else.



Despite living in Cloudsdale, she was sort of perpetually grounded.



But the worst of the worst was Bumble Bee, the brawny colt who kept poking fun at her with his “Fluttershy, Fluttershy, Fluttershy can barely fly!”



“You must be stronger than him,” Mum said. “The more he sees you’re vulnerable, the more he will pick on you.”



“But Mum—”



“Yes, dearie, I know it’s difficult. But you’ll grow too, and become a wonderful flyer like your Dad is. There’s no doubt about it. It just takes more time, that’s all.”



“But Mum,” Fluttershy insisted, “why does he do this to me?”



“He’s jealous, Flutty. Jealous because you outclass him in school. Jealous because all your teachers are so fond of you.” 



Mum came to her and hug her tight, so tight she could feel her heart beating.



“You’re jealous,” Fluttershy spat back. “That’s why you keep bullying me. Mum said.”



“Jealous of you?” Bumble Bee giggled. “And why should I be jealous of a crip?”



“Because I’ve got better grades and I’m smarter than you.”



“Know what? I don’t give a hoot about your grades. You’ll become an egghead and you’ll be locked away in a laboratory all your life and nopony will ever know you, while I will become a Wonderbolt –” he flexed his wings – “and everypony will know me and admire me!” He took off. “Good bye, landlubber egghead! Try to catch me if you’re not a chicken!”



Helpless, Fluttershy watched him hedge-hop away.



“Why can’t I become a Wonderbolt, too?” Fluttershy asked, her muzzle deep into her plate.



“It’s really hard to become a Wonderbolt,” Dad answered. “It takes time and dedication. You must be a real good flyer at start, and it’s a hard life of constant training and duty. I doubt your friend will ever become one.”



“He’s not my friend!” Fluttershy protested.



”I’m sorry, dearie,” Dad apologised, and he turned his attention back to his food.



”I WANT TO BE A WONDERBOLT TOO!” Fluttershy exploded. She threw her spoon and rushed to her room. She locked her door, buried herself in her bed and cried until her tears were spent, ignoring the stupid soothing words her parents whispered from behind the door.



Mum and Dad met with the headmistress. They discussed for a long time. There was little the teachers could do: while Bumble Bee wasn’t an outstanding pupil, he wasn’t a rascal either. Besides, his family was influent in Cloudsdale, and the headmistress seemed reluctant to take any measure that could backfire and jeopardise her school. In the end, it was decided that Fluttershy would remain home and be taught outside normal class hours. She was bright enough, learnt very quickly, she wouldn’t be penalised.



So for the rest of the school term Fluttershy stayed home, doing homework and taking care of her birds during the day, and working with the teacher every afternoon from five to seven.



Then summer vacation came.



”You’ll have to go to flight camp,” Mum said earnestly. “You can’t stay locked inside forever. You must go out, exercise yourself and…” She hesitated. “Make friends?”



“But Mum, I never make friends. Nopony wants to be my friend.”



“Maybe that will change, dearie. Maybe that’s just because you haven’t met the right ponies yet?”



”I think I’ll never have friends except my birds,” Fluttershy answered.



“Will you go anyway? If only to try? I promise if anything goes wrong I’ll take you back here. Deal?” Mum smiled.



Fluttershy sighed. “Deal,” she said halfheartedly.








The crocodile was progressing through Cloudsdale. Fluttershy, head lowered, was blindly following the colt ahead of her.



“Hey!”



Fluttershy didn’t react.



“Hey!” Somepony poked her barrel. She raised her head and looked around. The filly at her side was beaming. She was small, with a blue coat and a multicoloured mane. “I’m Rainbow Dash,” she said. “The best flyer ever!”



“Hum, I’m… Fluttershy,” Fluttershy answered, blushing.



“Awesome! I’m sure we’ll have a lot of fun together!”
      

      
   
      The Headache


      

      
      
         Was it a migraine? No, it couldn’t be a migraine.  Those types of headaches occurred for no adequately explained reason.  This cause was directly across from her and its name was John Beasley. 



Lyra had always been fascinated by parapsychology and cryptozoology.  It was the reason why she’d badgered her roommate Bon-Bon about her time at S.M.I.L.E and what types of creatures they’d come across in their field operations.  After a while though stories weren’t enough, she wanted to actually see some of the fantastic creatures that she’d dealt with during those years.  Finally, after months of poking and prodding Bon-Bon relented and introduced her to one that she deemed safe enough.  



The evening started off questionably enough when Bon-Bon shoved her roommate through the front door of the spaghetti place after pointing the odd creature out.  It was what she referred to as a human.  It was rotund, sweaty, was cursed with failing eyesight and some sort of gum disease or at least its breath smelled like it.  It lacked most of its body hair save for the mass of brown on top of its head along with a few loose strands that dotted its face.



From the moment she took her seat the creature had pummeled her with questions and theories about ponies.  It was a nonstop assault on her ears that only ceased when it asked a question that required her response.  It had been ten minutes since it’d stopped talking long enough for her to respond to anything.  So, she tuned it out.



“Earth to Lyra,” said John.



“What,” asked Lyra as she rubbed her right temple after finally hearing her name.



“I was asking you if you had ever considered the act of interspecies…”



Lyra zoned out again.  Was this thing, this human using its psionic abilities on her? Was her head going to explode like a pumpkin stuffed with lit fireworks?  It felt like it.  The sound of its nasally voice clawed at the back of her eyes as she looked behind him toward the window and into the night sky.  She hoped for a miracle.



Suddenly a shooting star rocketed across it.  Lyra gasped and quickly made a wish that her head would explode in five seconds.  It would be worth it.  She would finally be away from this John Beasley.  Mentally she counted backwards: Five, Four, Three, Two, One, Zero.  Damn!



“… lesbian?”



Lyra’s eyes ticked over to her dinner companion. “What was that?”



“I asked if you were a lesbian.  I mean it was pretty clear in Rainbow Rocks when you were playing the piano with Bon-Bon…”



“What is Rainbow Rocks?  For that matter what’s a lesbian?”



John scoffed at her, “Oh you know what that is.”



“No,” replied Lyra sharply, “I was born in Ponyville.  I’ve never even heard of a country called Lesbia or Lesbos for me to even be a Lesbian.  I’m an Equestrian through and through!”



“No. I mean are you attracted to mares. Because you didn’t say anything in regard to the sexiness of yours truly,” it said smiling.



Lyra’s eye twitched, “I… have a boyfriend that works in the shipping department at….”



“Yo Ho,” shouted John as it began to laugh, “I bet he does!”



“The postal service you round….”  Lyra took a deep breath and mentally counted to ten.



“But if that’s true… then why were you and Bon-Bon so close during that part where you two were playing the piano in Rainbow…”



“Okay just stop right there,” said Lyra as she raised a hoof, “I don’t play piano.  She doesn’t play piano as far as I know.  You’re talking about things that somehow you’ve made up or seen that don’t exist. If I have to listen to one more…”



“Hello you two,” said a familiar voice from behind Lyra, “So, how are things going tonight?” 



“Bon-Bon,” shouted Lyra who quickly jumped out of her chair and embraced her roommate.



“Ha! Hashtag confirmed!”



“How do I make it stop? It’s boring holes into my brain!”



Bon-Bon chuckled, “Are you done pestering me about S.M.I.L.E?”



“I just want to go home, eat aspirin and take a bath!”



Bon-Bon raised an eye brow at Lyra who promptly nodded confirming that she was done. “Okay then just follow me out of the restaurant and ignore him and his jabbering.  Eventually he’ll wander into the Everfree forest.  They always do.” 



With that the two mares walked out of the restaurant and never spoke of that night’s events again.
      

      
   
      Solar Flare


      

      
      
         “You requested my presence, your Highness?”



“Indeed, give me a moment,” said Celestia from her throne.



Spearhead stood at ease, waiting for the beloved ruler of Equestria to finish her letter. Though it wasn’t the first time he’d seen her dealing with government business, Celestia seemed worried — and not the kind of worry he was used to see on her face. Quill and parchment hung in her magical grasp, unmoving, whilst Celestia fidgeted. Spearhead knew what that meant: the letter she was trying to write was intended for Miss Twilight Sparkle.



“No, that won’t do,” she said after a moment, crossing out something with the quill.



“Your Highness?” asked Spearhead in an attempt to break her from her visible anxiety.



He was pretty sure that half of Canterlot’s nobility would have demanded his resignation for having dared interrupt the Goddess. These snobs didn’t know her like he did, though. Spearhead was proud to belong to a small circle of guards who spent countless hours with the princess and, therefore, truly knew who the real Celestia was, whilst the nobility only saw her during official events. Fortunately for his position, he and Celestia were the only ones in the room.



“Lieutenant Spearhead, I need your help.” Okay, that was something new. “The time has come for my student to spread her wings. I must send her away to Ponyville for two very important tasks, but I don’t want her to think I’m leaving her. I need to find the best way to tell her.”



“By sending her a letter, huh?” More than his resignation, the nobility would have wanted his head for that comment.



“Touché, but I have my reasons. She isn’t ready to hear it bluntly from me and, well, I’m not really ready to tell her too.”



“And thus, you chose an indirect path.” Celestia gave him a disapproving look, but remained silent. “Have you thought about making it into some kind of game?”



“I have, but she isn’t a filly anymore.”



“I see…  Why not using her sense of responsibility, then? From what my friend Shining Armor told me about his sister, she takes great pride in performing her duties. I’m sure you can trust Miss Sparkle to do more than what you asked her.”



Celestia stayed quiet for a moment, a thoughtful look on her face.



“Right,” she said at last, with a weak smile. “Even if it sometimes tends to drive her crazy, she would never turn her back on a task. Thank you very much, Spearhead.”



“Anytime, your Highness.”



*****




The following day, whilst on patrol, Spearhead heard laughter from the throne room. Intrigued, he entered to find Celestia in a position rather unsuited for a divine ruler. She was slouched on her throne, chuckling from something only known to her.



“Princess?” he asked.



“Spearhead!” she exclaimed. She jumped from her throne and ran to him, grabbing him in a hug and spinning in place. “Spearhead, that’s wonderful! You were right all along.”



“Hmm… you’re welcome?” he managed to say as he was crushed between her forelegs.



“She has even exceeded my expectations!” Celestia added jumps to their hectic round dance.



“Your Highness... please, put me down. I’m... starting to get dizzy.”



She released him. “I forgot you were a wimp,” she jested, laying a wing on his back.



“I’m an artist,” he replied, raising his head in a parody of these aristocrats he despised so much. “A very sensitive heart; not a thousands years old lady with a heart of ice.” She only chuckled in response. “So, from your behaviour I’m guessing,  that everything turned out alright?”



“Better than alright! Twilight has friends now, and they even managed to bring me back my sister!”



“You… had a sister?”



“Haven’t I talked about her before? Silly me!” Celestia giggled. “Follow me, I’ll introduce you. She’s an artist too, so I’m expecting you to both get along. Remember she has missed one thousand year of arts, so don’t be surprised if she seems a little out of date.”



“You’re telling me she’s as old as you?”



“Pretty much.”



“Great, now I have another crazy old lady to handle,” Spearhead groaned. “Can we talk about a raise after that?”
      

      
   
      The Story of Spike and the Housefly


      

      
      
         Spike lay prone in his bed, holding the pages of a Power Ponies comic down in place. His eyes were fixed to the colorful panels, and he kicked his stubby feet back and forth while reading. Around him, books were strewn all over the place, left there since the start of the day. No doubt Twilight would organize them later.



He was almost at the point where the Mane-iac escaped from prison for the twelfth time when a faint buzzing caused him to quirk his head toward the doorway. At first he couldn't see anything there, but a small housefly quickly came into view. Its the size of its thorax and abdomen was large and they bulged a bit, like a bumblebee but not as furry and arguably less useful to equine society. The fly's compound eyes glared at him as though the room were its domain.



Sighing, Spike returned to his comic. "Go away."



The fly made a circuit around the room, flying rather slowly due to its size. Erratically, it took a stop at a nearby table, landing atop it in the time a pony could do a quick tap dance. Not long afterwards, it went off to mark the territory of the hallway instead. "Finally," he muttered under his breath before being engrossed in the comic once more.



Minutes passed without any movement, until the fly re-entered the room to tour the mobile hanging from the ceiling. The buzzing sound became prominent again, but this time it dared to come closer and closer to Spike's bed, regaling the dragon with the history of the mighty housefly race by beating its wings.



He didn't give the fly the luxury of even a glance as he turned the page. "Seriously, buzz off."



Being incapable of understanding the language of equines and dragons alike, the fly took it as an invitation to sit on the dragon's shoulder and suck at the nutrients with its hairy proboscis. Spike's eyes twitched slightly as the fly crawled downwards to his right hand, now sucking microscopic bits of who-knows-what.



After scouring the surface of his hand for particles left over from his breakfast, it crouched down and—



Faster than Twilight's faceplants in flight training, Spike swatted the fly as hard as he could. Pain instantly coursed through his body, and he cried out loud enough for the resulting sound to echo across the hallway. He bit his lip as he caressed his hand. The fly wasn't there, but he tried not to think about that.



However, he did manage a faint smile when he noticed that his comic was intact, though this small comfort disappeared the moment the buzzing noise started once again. The fly, before flying to the bucket of gems, took a slight detour to the various crystalline frame around the bookcase first to take in the decor.



Twilight barged into the room, eyes wide and ears perked. Her voice was frantic. "Spike, are you alr—" She glanced at the fly resting on the gems, then at Spike shaking and still caressing his hand.



"Oh, I'll deal with it," she said. The housefly was rubbing its forelegs in an intense back-and-forth motion, sometimes lowering its head to clean that too. With millimeter precision, Twilight grabbed the fly, levitated it into the air, and cremated it alive into a pile of dust. Then, the remains still caught in her magic, she headed for the doorway. She allowed a small smirk to cross her face.



Spike's mouth hung agape. "Should I worry about you doing that to ponies?"



Her smirk faded. "Uhh..." was her response as she sprinkled the remains into the trash can.
      

      
   
      A Changeling's Goof


      

      
      
         Something seemed odd about Trixie. In the middle of the night, Starlight stood outside of Trixie’s cabin as she eagerly wished to inform Trixie of the now apparent Changeling invasion. However, things hadn't gone out as planned for her.



It seemed to Starlight that Trixie was a changeling.



Starlight measured Trixie from head to toe with a keen eye. She investigated each detail that laid themselves upon the figure that seemed like Trixie Lulamoon. Sweat formed from the glands of Trixie as she nervously stood in place. Her figure shook in vibrational intervals from her own anxiety.



“Well, you most certainly look like Trixie,” Starlight gave in. Her face looked puzzled.



“I told you, I am the powerful Trixie,” a nervous laughter escaped her flaunting attitude.



A lightbulb appeared above Starlight's head. “Oh, I know! Why don’t I ask you personal questions to know if you’re the real Trixie?”



Trixie rubbed the back of her head. “Oh, well, I don’t know, I...” she stuttered, her gaze met the starry sky. “Trixie doesn’t really like talking about her past.”



“Then how about you perform one of your show tricks? You know, those spells only you should know.”



Three rocks levitated themselves in front of Trixie as Starlight beamed a slightly complacent smile. 



“Uh, Trixie feels under the weather today...”



“Then it has to be a story," Starlight threw the rocks away. "You should know at least one thing to say. You are Trixie after all, aren’t you?”



“Of course I am, I’m just...”



“No need to wait. Just think of the most embarrassing moment in your life and say it out loud. The real Trixie would be capable of doing this in a breeze.”



“B-but...”



“Hey,” Starlight came out. “You are the real Trixie, right?”



The mare swallowed. “When I was seven, I dressed up as a clown for my birthday.”



Starlight's smile didn't waver.



“No one came to my birthday the year before and my parents thought that I should socialize more with the students at my school so they kept bugging me about my school life. One day, I told them I had asked someone what I should wear during the party. They told me to wear a clown suit to really get kids from my school interested and I completely followed along. 



“It wasn’t until during my birthday party that I realized that they were just messing with me. They came to my birthday party and mocked me while taking pictures of my costume.”



A gap of silence formed between the two unicorns after that monolog. Starlight stood with her expression lowered to a frown.



“That’s a story of your own personal life and not Trixie’s, right?” Starlight was soft-spoken.



The mare nodded. “You think I’m stupid, don’t you?”



“What? I didn't say that.” Starlight raised a hoof in defense as Trixie willfully ignored Starlight's comment to continue.



“I’ve been like that all my life, and to top it all off I still don’t have any friends.”



A deep feeling came from within Starlight. It was the feeling of guilt. Starlight walked to the side of the teary eyed mare in front of her and wrapped her around her hooves. “Hey, look, I’m sorry I asked. You can be my friend if you want.”



The mare sniffed. “Really?”



“Really," Starlight replied.



"And you don't mind that I'm a changeling?"



Starlight's embrace tightened as if Trixie had attempted to run away. "As long as you aren't evil and want to help me get the Princess back, I don't see why I have to be mean to you. And besides, that's a fact best left ignored." 



Trixie gives Starlight her embrace as well in return for her kindness.



"You knew from the beginning, didn't you?"



"Well, yeah, I did, and I'm sorry yet again."



Trixie smiled. "It's okay. I forgive you."



"Thank you," Starlight Glimmer said.
      

      
   
      The Bliss of Ignorance


      

      
      
         As long as I'm not paying attention to it, it can't hurt me.



That is my power.



And I do mean “can't hurt me” in its most absolute sense: during testing, they had Hyperman punch me, using his full strength!



I only noticed because the resulting shock wave broke the projector which they'd set up to show me the Star Wars films.



It's broad, too: when Mentalmind tried to brainwash me, she said that it was like trying to climb a mirror, all because she was wearing a suit and tie and I hadn't recognized her.



Plagues, acids, black holes, airborne toxins...none of them touch me, if I don't know about them or if I have a good book in my hand.



It's not the weirdest or most inconvenient power out there-I think that Manjaw, in Missouri, can enlarge any one of his body parts by a factor of ten, but only one at a time-but it's certainly situational.



And it leaves me wondering, a lot of the time, what the hell is happening around me, even as I know that I should really, really, take my curiosity and shove it where the sun don't shine, for the safety of myself and others. 



Case in point: I might have accidentally wandered inside the insta-kill radius of Polyphemus the fire Tyrant, fifteen minutes ago, and didn't notice aside from some heartburn.



And the corpses, of course.



Costumed corpses, young corpses, old corpses, corpses burned from the inside out and the outside in, corpses of mothers trying in vain to protect their children...oh, cool, Breaking Bad just finished downloading on my tablet! Imma binge on it right now. 



Oh, Walter White, you delightful scamp. You think you're such a monster when your kill count is barely in the double digits. You're adorable.



A persistent buzzing comes from my pocket, and I pause the show to take out my Iphone and check my emails.



Oh, dammit, it's the Feds. I can't just shrug this off and ignore it.



Being a government sanctioned super hero does come with a lot of perks-my paycheck is in the six digits, for one, and doing good deeds warms my heart deep down inside, but it does mean I have to actually follow orders and do what I'm told most of the time.



It's very impractical for me to actually go out and fight villains-Dreadlord had hurt me by simply putting on a drag costume, and then punting me in a wall and breaking most of my ribs.



Which was...bad. Even after I was healed, I didn't get out of my apartment for a couple of mont-oh, hey, I'm getting bored. Let's switch to the newest Game of Thrones novel. I was in the middle of yet another food porn description, but the smell of burning meat is making me peckish. Wonder what's cooking.



Anyway, it does mean I'm pretty phenomenal at search-and-rescue in extremely hazardous environments, as long as someone can be on the line to tell me where to go and what to do while I listen to a podcast. 



So I climb over some rubble to where the daughter of somebody important is lying mangled among the ruins of a house and put on a porn video for a quick boost in my tunnel vision.



I actually get very bored, very quickly by porn these days, but it's still occasionally useful for a quick distraction-oh dammit, lady, your screaming is not helping with my concentration, and just because your leg is now just so much hamburger right now it doesn't mean putting us both in danger is a good ide-oh. It looks like the roof of the former house we were in broke on my head. 



Well, the girl is still alive (even if as white as a sheet), so yay me. 



Tablet is busted, though, so I take out my holdout mp3 player and put on an audiobook. Her iron grip on me stops bothering me soon enough.








At the medical camp, I drop off the girl easily enough, and then take a look around to take stock of things.



There's long rows of body bags on one side. All the people I couldn't save. 



My gut churns for a moment, and then I take out the replacement tablet I'd been given by someone and go on my favorite fanfiction site.



As long as I'm not paying attention to it, it can't hurt me.






      

      
   
      Poetry for Children


      

      
      
         There once was a small filly who lived on a hill.

She carried water all day, not a drop did she spill.

But sadly for her, she did know what was best

When it came to disease, carried by mosquito pest.



It was that fateful morn while she toiled in the mud,

And bite down on her flank to suck her precious blood.

Now I know, dear reader, you might at this time ask

"How as it muddy? A hill? And water, her task?"



Stop asking questions unimportant to the tale

The mare smacked the insect and crushed it to bits



"HEY! That didn't rhyme! You're breaking the meter!"



Twilight Sparkle pushed the book shut, climbing atop the great tome to glare at her mother. "Poems are supposed to rhyme!"



Twilight Velvet chuckled at her daughter. "I know, my tiny twinkle-star. However, I fear our dear Contrary Word was never one to conform to expectation. Then again, you might not enjoy the rest of the story."



Twilight scrunched her face up. "Why is that?"



"Well," said her mother, "The filly contracts a terrible illness and dies, and the story ends, and the moral is that you shouldn't bother authors while they are writing or they will kill off your favorite characters."



Twilight's eyes went wide! "She dies? Just like that?" Her poor little juvenile lip quivered as unshed tears came to her eyes.



Twilight Velvet said nothing, only offered a grave nod as her response, which caused her daughter to burst into tears!



"That's! Not! FAAAIIIIRRR!" wailed poor, disconsolate Twilight Sparkle. "That doesn't c-c-conform to any sort of basic literary structure! The poem is already destroyed! The filly isn't misbehaving or ignoring her parents or or or or anything that matters like that! It j-just happens?!" She broke down into wordless blubbering, unable to articulate the depths of her despair over such a horrible crime against basic writing conventions.



"I know," her mother said sympathetically. "Any author who would do such a thing is probably a terrible pony. Certainly, Contrary Word was. There's not much left of her but her books, on account of the attempted assassination of Princess Celestia."



"SHE TRIED TO KILL THE PRINCESS?!" Twilight managed to stop crying just long enough to articulate her world shattering around her.



"Actually, she sort of did kill the Princess," Twilight Velvet said. "And all of Equestria was plunged into eternal darkness. You're freezing to death, Twilight Sparkle. This is just a hallucination as your brain shuts down from the cold."



And then Twilight Sparkle was a popsicle.
      

      
   
      Dashed Dreams


      

      
      
              Rainbow Dash stared blankly at the floor as she sat in her chair in the East Cloudsdale Flight School’s office wing. A near-tangible feeling of dread loomed over her like a thundercloud from which lightning could strike at any moment. Every moment that the office door remained closed was both relieving and dismal.



     Her self-pity was interrupted when she heard a pair of ponies settle into the chairs opposite her. She heard the whispering voices of a mother and her son, and she thought she recognized the latter. She stole a sideways glance at the young stallion, awkwardly making eye contact with Dumbbell. “What are you looking at?” he retorted.



     “A stupid failure!” she fired back.



     “Yeah? Well me too!”



     Rainbow couldn’t help but return her gaze to the floor as she nursed her wounded pride. She looked over at the empty seat beside her before breathing out a sigh. She promised herself that was the closest she was going to let herself come to openly crying.



     At last, the office door opened and three pegasi—a young mare and her slightly taller parents—exited. Her mother and father kept telling the grey mare that they were so very proud of her in spite of her academic shortcomings and that they loved her and they would always be there for her. The young mare made not verbal reply, but wiped the tears from her crossed eyes as her mouth formed a smile which failed to hide the pain and disappointment she was so obviously feeling.



     A pegasus stallion with a clipboard ran his spectacled gaze across a list of names before surveying the lobby. “Rainbow Dash and guardian,” he pronounced.



     Rainbow’s ears stood up from her head and her eyes shot across the room. As her gaze crossed the stallion’s, his lips formed a frown. “Is your guardian here with you?”



     “No. He’s at work. And my mom—well—she…”



     The stallion raised a hoof. “I understand. Right this way please, Miss Dash.”



     Rainbow stood up and began crossing the room, but noticed movement from the pair opposite her. She looked over just in time to see Dumbbell holding two of his left wing’s feathers in the shape of an L. His mother smacked his wing with one of her own and began to quietly scold him. It’s no less than I deserve, Rainbow thought to herself.



     “Take a seat, Miss Dash,” the stallion instructed as Rainbow closed the door behind her. “Now, I understand your performance at ECFS this year has been—less than exemplary.”



     “Just—go ahead and say it,” Rainbow pleaded. “I’m a failure.”



     “Miss Dash, you are not—”



     “My grades are already set! I know what this meeting is about! You’re here to tell me that I can’t come back next year, aren’t you? I know I failed all those classes; I—I did this to myself!”



     “Miss Dash, please calm down,” the stallion instructed. “As for your academic record, this institution cannot pass you on to the next grade level.”



     “So then, you’re kicking me out?”



     The stallion sighed. “Miss Dash, I have your grades right here in this folder,” he said as he placed a hoof on his desk, “complete with a brief report of your classroom deportment according to each teacher. The one thing that almost all of them have in common is—”



     “I didn’t take my schoolwork seriously. At least, not until it was too late.”



     “And it is because of this reason that this institution must regretfully terminate your—”



     “You can’t kick me out!” she shouted. “Because I quit!” she yelled as she flew out of the chair.



     “Miss Dash!” the stallion called after her. But Rainbow was already out the door.



     Rainbow had always been a fast flier. After all, she had performed the legendary Sonic Rainboom as a mere preteen. As she flew through the familiar, yet now suddenly hostile, halls of flight school, she wondered if maybe—just maybe—she could fly so fast that she could outrun her past—outrun her failure.



     She doubted she ever would. And in that moment, she broke the promise she’d made to herself; she began to weep for the future she could have had.
      

      
   
      Those Who Go Down To The Sea In Ships


      

      
      
         My name is The Merry Widow.



And tomorrow I will die.



For five decades now, I have plied the seas with my crew, brave and bold ponies who faced the storms and dangers of the ocean with a song on their lips.  The screams of the wind and the grasping clutch of the depths would terrify lesser ponies, but my faithful crew was safe in my embrace.  Little colts they may have been when they set their first unstable hoof upon my decks and carved their names into my mast, but under the lessons of their elders, my crew matured into true sailors.



At least those who survived.



The sea is a jealous bitch, angered at the ships who dare to sail her beautiful surface, and her rage knows no bounds.  Many times while the waves tossed me like a toy, my crew clung to the stays and prayed to whatever gods might hear, but most of all they trusted me, and I never let them down.  Through whatever fearsome storm the vengeful sea threw at us, we would return to port.  Sometimes leaking to the capacity of the pumps with most canvas carried away and only a few lines still intact, but we returned, time after time, year after year.  My faithful crew rejoiced in their survival, mourned their companions lost to the sea, nursed their own wounds, and made me ready to sail again.



As much as I refused to admit it, the years extracted their toll upon my decks and ribs, tattering the planks and splintering spars.  My once graceful path through the waves became more of an awkward wallow, then a slow trudge, until at long last I reached my present anchorage.



When Celestia raises the sun, I will be towed to the breakers.  



While awaiting my fate in the darkness, I feel the touch of another.  A longboat brushes up against my sides and ponies climb up onto my decks once more.  I know their hooves upon my tattered and patched decks, aged shoes gone rusty over the years and the occasional stub of wood where the dangers of the sea claimed her due.  Many names have been carved into my mast since I first set to sea, but so few of them have returned to see me on my final voyage.  Old and young, they gather around, searching for their own names on the mast among the multitude and running unsteady hooves across the splintered wood, cracked and dry with age.



They hoist a keg onto my decks and bring out flagons, giving me one last time to share with my beloved crew.  They drink until the keg is emptied, spilling more than a few flagons of ale upon my dry deck in my honor while they sing once again.  Songs which I thought long forgotten drift out across the darkened sea, songs of hearth and home, of loves gone away and storms survived.  They sing until I wish I had a voice to sing along, to show how much I loved and cared for them.



Then after far too short a time under the starlit sky, they are silent upon my decks again until the eldest of them moves forward to the ship’s bell.



The chimes of my bell ring out across the silent dark sea.  Twice.  Twice again.  Twice yet again.  And twice a fourth and final time.



I now know why they have come to me.  Before my end.  Before the breakers.



The false light of dawn stains the horizon just a few points off the bow by the time we pass the reef and the wind begins to pick up.  Lines are tied down and the splintered wheel lashed into position before the crew breaks open a last cask.  They dampen my dry wood and empty hold, splashing onto every surface before they return to the longboat, taking with them my tarnished brass bell.



May it bring my faithful crew joy and remembrance.  



The longboat casts off and drifts away when the wind fills my tattered and patched sails, driving me out into the open ocean.  My adversary.  My ally.  My home.



The first candle in my hold burns down to the pool of oil and the flames erupt, devouring the dry wood and aged canvas.  In a few minutes, the fires spread throughout my entire structure, leaving me a raging inferno as I sail into the rising sun.



My name is The Merry Widow.



And today, I’m going home.
      

      
   
      In the Nick of Time


      

      
      
         The only sound of strained breaths broke the still of the otherwise quiet bedroom. Standing in the center betwixt two statues sat Pinkie, hooves pressed firmly against either side of her head as she desperately sucked air through her tightly clenched jaw. The mare’s eyes bounced from statue to statue like balls in a tennis match, but these were no ordinary statues.



The first was clearly Starlight Glimmer, balanced perfectly on one hoof with forelegs reared back, and a jovial laugh frozen upon her face. The ponk of a hollow ball almost rang audible when Pinkie’s pupils flicked over to the adjacent pony. A stoic, unblinking Maud Pie stood tall with the faintest hint of a smirk threatening to break through her surly facade.



Pinkie screamed again, voice cracking and coarse, both mares’ manes flailed helplessly in the frosting-scented breeze as the grating sound shook the very crystal of the bedroom. Seconds turned to minutes with Pinkie’s face shifting from pink, to red, and finally deep indigo when her primal shriek finally faded into voiceless hiss.



She took a deep breath. Suddenly her hoof dropped to the floor. She snatched up a knickknack before shoving it in Starlight’s still-laughing face. "How am I going to fix this?" she cried. In her hoof sat a golden watch with a cracked face and lone spring poking from a split in the scuffed exterior. "I didn’t mean it, I swear!"



Starlight didn’t move a muscle.



Pinkie dropped the watch and snatched Maud by the shoulders, shaking her violently. "I’m sorry, okay? I’ll stop giving you two friendship advice and I’ll never in the way of you making friends again! This time I mean it!"



When Pinkie let go, Maud simply froze where she stopped.



Her eyes darted between the frozen ponies, but neither moved.



"Oh, no…" Pinkie said breathlessly. "I’ll have to live in an time-stopped world. I’ll go crazy—end up pretending everything’s normal when clearly it’s not!" Pinkie covered her mouth in horror. "I don’t want to make up voices for all of Equestria when I inevitably go insane!"



"Cheer up, Pinkie," she said from behind her hoof in a flat, tone. Her eyes jumped to Starlight. "You’ll get this all sorted out," she added, mimicking the unicorn’s voice.



Pinkie gasped. "It’s already started!"



A sudden burst of tears exploded out like fountains from Pinkie’s eyes. But as puddles took form on either side, she abruptly stopped the waterworks.



"Somepony has to be able to fix this!" Pinkie shifted on her haunches, head rattling like a rattle before it snapped firmly into place. Then a light bulb flicked on next to her head. "Twilight! Maybe Twilight isn’t frozen!" She jumped up. "Or I can find a book on watch repair!" 



In a Pink blur she zipped out of the room, scooping the watch, and knocking Starlight over on the way out. Once the door slammed behind her, caught in the tailwind, the two ponies were left alone.



Starlight sprung up onto her hooves, letting out a sigh of relief. "See? I told you that’d keep her busy." She snickered and immediately winced. Her horn lit up, and she plucked free two ear plugs from deep within her ears.



"It only took her two hours of screaming at us—" Maud pulled two plugs from her own ears "—to finally go look for help with the watch," she replied with a flat tone. "It would have been quicker if we had snuck away while she was distracted with Pinkie things." She only stared with an occasional slow blink. "Like when she starts jumping around the room looking for improv material."



"Yeah, but she’s catching on to our tricks." Starlight gingerly massaged her cheeks, eyebrow furrowed as she did.



"I’ll never smile again," she muttered to herself.



"I suppose." Maud glanced to the door for a second before flicking her eyes back to Starlight. "This won’t give us much time though."



"How do you figure?" Starlight raised an eyebrow.



Maud glanced to the door once more. "We have twenty minutes for her to find Twilight, be overjoyed she’s not frozen, and explain the situation before Twilight tells her the world isn’t frozen." She gave the smallest shrug. "Or less."



Starlight nodded idly for a few seconds. "Less it is, Twilight’s in the next wing over. Let’s bail before we’re stuck pretending this is a contained temporal anomaly."



"As fun as it was doing my Boulder impression, I agree."
      

      
   
      Just Ignore It


      

      
      
         “Twilight,” Spike called, walking down the stairs to the lab. “What’s that noise?”



“Spike,” Twilight hissed. “Don’t mention it and it’ll go away. Trust me, you want it to go away.”



“Twilight, it’s just a buzzing noise. What even causing it, anyway?”



“I taught you better than that, Spike. Nothing is ever 'just' something. And in this case, that’s the sound of two demon lords talking about the best way to kill us.”



Spike raised his eyebrow. “Really, Twilight? Demon lords? You’re the one who just last week was saying demons don’t exist.”



“Yes, and two days ago I discovered I was wrong. Demons do exist, Spike, and they’re here to enslave us all.”



“Uh huh, and where are these demons?”



“Over there.” Twilight nodded to her left. “By the centrifuge.”



“Twilight,” Spike said, looking where she had indicated. “There’s nothing there.”



“Look through these,” she said, and handed him binoculars.



“There’s nothing there but two bugs. Now this is getting really old, just turn off the noise and let me go back to sleep.”



“Spike, those bugs ARE the demon lords,” she whispered furiously.



“And you know this... how?”



“I was moving some boxes around when I found a hidden compartment with a book inside,” she began.



“There are a lot of those in this place,” Spike interjected.



Twilight cleared her throat. “As I was saying, I read the book, because, well, who wouldn't?”



“Me.”



“Oh, hush. Turns out it was a book on necromancy. And I tried some one of the rituals.”



“So that’s why the fire alarm system went off .”



“Yes, exactly. Now, these demons came through the portal the ritual had opened and started attacking me. After I was able to hide, they just set down there and have been buzzing ever since.”



“And you know for sure these are demons and not just scared bugs?”



“Yes,” Twilight said with a serious expression..



“Couldn't we just, you know, banish them to Tartarus or something?” Spike said. “Isn't that what they did in the time of Starswirl?”



“Huh. I hadn't thought of that. Yes, that would work. Wait a second, I don't know how.”



“Well, what did Starswirl do when he banished monsters?”



“He cast a spell that brought them to a new dimension, but you have to know the precise space-time coordinates to do that. We don’t even have a representation system for the fourth dimension, Starswirl had to go there to find out. And I've never been to Tartarus.”



“Didn't someone once use fire to make some sort of connection between Equestria and Tartarus?” Spike asked.



“Yes, that did happen once. But we would need flame in excess of 12,000 degrees Cantergrade to warp space-time like that.”



“What about my Dragon Fire?”



“Sorry, Spike. But your Dragon Fire is only 1,500 degrees Cantergrade”



“Well, they don’t seem to be doing much harm. What if we just ignored them?”



Twilight thought about it for a minute before responding. “Yeah, yeah we could.”
      

      
   
      Ditch Witch


      

      
      
         	It’s been a month. I’ve been here a month, and I don’t know if I want to.



	The first day was the hardest. I was out working in the field, trenching some line for a customer. I was out by the fenceline in one of the pastures when I felt something behind me, like how the ground shakes when a train runs past you. I’d barely started turning ‘round when something solid hit me in the back and bowled me over.



	When I came to, there a purple pony standing over me. My face was scraped to shit too. Lot of explanations that day. Lot of apologies too. More than a few promises.



	She’d a real roundabout way of explaining it, used a lot of terms that I wasn’t too familiar with. The gist of what I got was that, she, a Miss Princess Twilight Sparkle had performing an experiment of some sort. Small scale had proved promising, so she’d been pushing the envelope. Running low on material, she’d been forced to make some substitutions, the only problem being that I was produced instead of a large ‘harmonically coupled gem’.



	She did emphasize that something like this had never happened before, that she was very sorry for what she’d done, and that she’d be working to make things right. Gave me a very nice room her castle, . I told her no hard feelings, these things happen.



	Her assistant, a dragon who goes by Spike, helped me get situated. Only things were the clothes on my back, and the wallet in my pocket. He walked me around town, showed me the stores, told me who sold what. He helped me get a dopp kit together, most of the essentials packed into a nice bag, which I greatly appreciated. Even in just a day you get a little rough around the edges.



 For about a week I saw her around, working on something, but she didn’t tell me what it was and I didn’t want to ask. I’d see her most days during breakfast, and she’d tell me that she was making progress, but always a little light on the specifics.



I’ve been taking this as bit of a vacation. I’ll head out in the morning, spend the day in town keeping busy. I’ve made a couple of friends, some nice local ponies. I help ‘em out, and they’re happy to have me as a friend. I will admit that I have pulled more than a few bushels of carrots for Miss Golden Harvest. Things to keep busy with.



	As nice as things’ve been, I don’t know if everything here is on the up and up. Yesterday morning, I’d picked up the bath math to go clean it, and I found some flat looking nail clippings under it. I don’t clip my nails, I’ve been chewing them down to the quick for most my life. So they weren’t mine. They weren’t the dragon’s, cause his are pretty pokey. And I know from all the mares that I talk to that ponies get theirs filed.



	This morning I’d asked Miss Twilight if there’d been anything on getting me home, and that I know she’d been busy what with all her royal duties ‘n such. She agreed that she’d been pretty busy, but said she was still working on getting me home. Didn’t say anything too specific ‘bout it, just that she was working on it. I didn’t ask her anything on it further, and told her that I’d been made some good friends in town that I was gonna head out and see, and she was pretty happy to hear about that.



	The day had been pretty easy. Dinky had gotten her head caught in a fence. Got it out. Walked around town a bit till the sun was coming down.



	I came in my room, ‘n sat down on my bed and got to thinking. I’m not exactly the master of my own fate here. I’ve got some suspicions that I’m not the first human who’s been living here. I’ve got half a mind to confront her ‘bout it, but what’s keeping my hand is that she said I was the first. And I’m pretty certain I know I’m not.



	If I don’t say anything, she won’t know. It might be better for me if I keep this under my hat. J’ess ignore it, maybe I go home. Maybe I don't.
      

      
   
      New Book Who Dis?


      

      
      
         Ummmmm…Hi, I guess? I found this book buzzing in the back of my wardrobe. It’s been keeping me up all night. I think it’s a magic communication device, so hello, whoever’s reading this.

         —Starlight Glimmer




Hello, Starlight; I am Sunset Shimmer.  Yes, this is a magic book that I use to communicate with Twilight Sparkle. I don’t recognize your name, so I hope you aren’t the latest villain who’s shown up and taken over Equestria or anything. Assuming you’re not, can you please give this book to Twilight? I really need to speak with her. Thanks.

         —Sunset Shimmer




Sorry, Sunset, I can’t help you there. And I’m not saying that because I’m a villain who’s trying to take over Equestria, because I’m not. Anymore. I’m also not trying to ruin Twilight’s life and inadvertently destroy Equestria along the way anymore either. What I mean is, I’m a good pony now. I’m Twilight’s student. I just can’t give this book to Twilight because she’s on a cruise with her friends for the next two weeks. But she did say that I’m in charge of dealing with any Equestria-shattering emergencies that pop up while she’s gone. So maybe I can still help?

         —Starlight




Don’t worry, Starlight. I’ve been there too. We’ll have to swap stories some day. And this isn’t an Equestria-shattering (or rather, Alternate-Dimension-Version-of-Equestria-Without-a-Clearly-Established-Name-shattering) emergency; I just wanted some advice. So unless you know anything about accidental mind rapes, you probably can’t help much. But now I’m more curious about you being Twilight’s student. She’s never mentioned having any students before. Is this a new thing?

         —Sunset




To be honest, I have a bit more experience with friendly mind rapes than I’d like to admit. And to answer your question, no, I’ve been Twilight’s student for over a year now. She’s taught me tons of friendship lessons, and I even saved Equestria once. How could she not have mentioned me? More importantly, how could she not have mentioned you? I had no idea that alternate dimensions even existed, let alone that she had a friend in one of them! What’s up with that?

         —Starlight




Actually, it has been a while since I last talked with Twilight. She hasn’t replied to any of my messages in months. But you still would have been around when I last heard from her. But she really hasn’t told you about this place? She’s come here several times to help save the day, and even rescued me from my dark side and helped teach me about the magic of friendship. And there’s the whole “different dimension with alternate versions of her and her friends” thing, which is pretty cool. I don’t suppose you have any idea why she seems to be ignoring us?

         —Sunset




Well, I hope you don’t think I’ve been keeping her too busy to write to you. She spends half her time these days going on vacations with her friends. Unless…Oh no, I think I might have replaced you. Maybe since I was here and you weren’t really around, I took the role of “defeated former villain who needs to be reformed and taught about friendship” for her. I’m so sorry. I’m sure she didn’t mean to ignore you like this.

         —Starlight




Then again, you did say that you found that book shoved in the back of your wardrobe…But don’t worry. I don’t blame you or Twilight. And I’m not about to return to my evil ways without Twilight to teach me about friendship. I’ve made other friends who have helped me out a lot and taught me a ton, including this world’s version of Twilight.

You know, just because Twilight hasn’t visited lately doesn’t mean that you can’t. There should be a magic mirror somewhere in the castle that your book can turn into a portal. I’m sure the girls here would love to meet you.

         —Sunset




I suppose that if Twilight can take all these vacations, I should be able to too. In fact, I could go now and be back before she is. She won’t even know I was gone. And I’ll just leave Trixie and Discord in charge of Equestria’s safety while I’m gone. I’m sure they can handle anything that comes up. See you soon!

         —Starlight




I am suddenly very worried about Equestria.

      

      
   
      Girl Talk


      

      
      
         “How…” Applejack paused, before deciding that simple was probably best. “How long?”



Even then, Twilight cringed at her two words..



“Three weeks,” she said, idly stroking her mane a little faster. “Actually, more like three and a half weeks.”



Applejack took in a deep breath and let it out as one long sigh. Her brain was already firing every which way, and she couldn’t begin to imagine how Twilight was feeling.



“Did’ja tell anyone else?”



Shaking her head, Twilight just barely managed to say, “No, I didn’t. I haven’t even told him.”



“That… that must have been pretty difficult.”



Twilight nodded and kept on nodding until Applejack took a hold of her shoulders and pulled her close. The wings made it a little awkward, because Applejack hadn’t hugged very many pegasi (or alicorns, for that matter), but it was enough to calm Twilight down just a little.



A sound came from downstairs—it was Applebloom coming back from school. Twilight cringed again, and she and Applejack waited until the muffled hoofsteps quieted down.



“Better now?” asked Applejack when Twilight had calmed down.



“Yes.” She smiled, and even though it was weak, it was real.



“Can I ask you why you came to me?” said Applejack. “Fluttershy’s the only one of us with experience with this sorta thing, so I would’ve reckoned that she’d be a good first choice.:



“I don’t know. It felt like the right thing,” said Twilight. She shifted uncomfortably. Underneath her, Applejack’s old bed groaned and sagged, making the two mares settle a little bit closer together. “What… what should I do, Applejack?”



Applejack sighed again and pushed some of her hair out of her eyes. She had never considered thinking a particular strong suit of hers, but Twilight had come to her about this. Applejack trusted that girl’s judgement—often even more than her own. So if Twilight thought that coming to her was the right choice, then it’d be a warm day in Tartarus before she let her down.



“There was a time when I was little,” Applejack said, after a while. “I’ll be direct about it; it was right after Ma and Pa passed. Every day there is always a lot of work to be done around a farm, and back then there were suddenly fewer hooves to share it.”



Twilight’s eyes met Applejack’s, and they were wide and soft and understanding. For a split moment, Applejack had to fight off the odd sensation that she had been the one asking for help, and that Twilight was the one lending a listening ear. It took a little bit of effort to brush the thought aside.



“I know for certain that Mac got the worst of it,” Applejack continued, “but I wasn’t slouching neither. Went straight to bed every night after dinner, every limb sore and every inch of my back sore. And I’d lay in this bed, and I’d imagine myself sinking down into it.”



Applejack gestured with a hoof as she tried to put the next bit into words.



“I’d kind of just see myself like a ghost. Falling down, drifting straight down through the floor, down past the cellar. Was almost like a dream. I’d just slide down, down, down, until I got to the center of the earth. And it would be quiet, down there, and empty, and the dirt and rocks would be cool enough to rest my aching body against.”



“Then what?” asked Twilight.



“Then I ran away to Manehattan,” Applejack smiled, a little sheepish. “The nights there were noisy, and the beds were stiff and hot.”



Applejack could tell Twilight was thinking for a minute. Then something about the alicorn’s posture just clicked.



“You’re saying I can’t run from my problems.”



“Well,” said Applejack, “I think you chose to come to me of all ponies for a reason. I think that deep down, you need to do the honest thing.”



“I need to tell him.” Twilight’s voice was resolute and absolute. “He deserves to know.”



“I reckon he does.” Applejack drew Twilight into another hug, and the two of them silently sat there on her bed for a while.



“Hey Twi.” Applejack broke the silence with a little bit of bashfulness in her voice. “Have you, um, I mean to say, do you know..?”



Twilight smiled, knowing her question before it was even finished.



“I cast a detection spell yesterday,” she said. A happy light began to twinkle in her eye as she spoke.



“It’s going to be a girl.”
      

      
   
      Midnight Palaver


      

      
      
         Sunset Shimmer galloped madly.



She galloped flat out along the castle corridors under the puzzled look of the guards, until she skidded to a halt in front of a massive door, adorned with two huge golden sun symbols. 



She knocked and waited, panting.



There was no answer.



She knocked again, louder this time. “Please! Please respond!” she murmured to herself.



“Hold on!” Celestia’s muffled voice shouted from inside.



“Please your Highness!” Sunset squealed. “Let me in. It’s urgent.”



A moment later, the lock clicked and the door cracked open. “Come in,” Celestia said with a tinge of resignation in her voice. Or was it exasperation?



Sunset pushed the door more open and entered. She closed it behind her. Something unusual caught her attention. She squinted her eyes and sniffed discreetly. What is that scent… Musk? But musk isn’t used in mares’ perfumes. Could it be that—



“What is it?” Celestia growled. “Why do you disturb me at such an hour of the night? It’d better be for a good reason.”



Sunset focussed back and took the room in. Celestia sat on the bed and looked sternly at her. The sheets were strangely tangled, as if they had been hastily spread over the mattress. The rest of the room was as neat as ever, though.



“It’s Luna,” Sunset explained. “She… she behaves really weird. I’m concerned. I think you should act quickly or something bad’s going to happen.”



Celestia sighed and her face relented. “What’s the matter?” she asked in a more mellow tone.



“I couldn’t sleep and kept thinking about that botched experiment of yesterday, so I got up and decided to fetch a book in the library. And there she was, studying in a nook, her shape almost lost to darkness. I came closer to her, and when she realised I was here she slammed the book she was reading closed and put it into the drawer to hide it from me. But I had the time to catch sight of it and it was…” She shuddered.



“What was that book?” Celestia asked.



“It was… it was, you know, that one book you’ve prohibited me to look at or even name.”



“Sombra’s dark magic compendium?”



“Yes,” Sunset said. “I tried to be friendly and asked how she felt. And do you know what she answered?”



“Go ahead.”



“She said: ‘If you continue to pry into my personal affairs, I shall certainly break your neck!’ Verbatim.”



Celestia stood up and walked to Sunset. “Look,” she said, “I know her behaviour has been odd lately. It happened several times in the past. Some sort of recurrent burnout.”



“Burnout?”



“Yes. It’s not easy to be the princess of the night. Rising and lowering the moon. Watching over everypony’s dreams. Chasing nightmares. Gruelling tasks, big responsibilities, little reward. Sometimes she breaks down. That’s normal, and it never lasts long. Sunset, I appreciate your concern, but I assure you it’s nothing. I can take care of it. Forget about that incident, and I promise you she’ll be herself again in no time. Okay?”



“Are you sure?”



“I’m her sister, Sunset. Trust me. Now please,” Celestia’s horn flashed and the door hinged open, “would you mind letting me sleep? I really need it. Badly.”



Sunset shuffled to the door and through it. She turned. “I apologise for disturbing you that late, your Highness—”



“Celestia.”



“You know I can’t call you that way, no matter how hard I try. Anyway, I was alarmed and—”



“Take it easy and go to bed,” Celestia cut in. “We both need solid sleep. Good night.”



“Good night!” Sunset replied. She turned left and trotted off.



Celestia stood still in her room, listening to the echoes of Sunset’s hooves. When they died away at last, she exited in turn and took the opposite direction. 



Along deserted corridors she strode, where in eerie silence the flickering light of torches fought to dispel the smothering darkness, down several flights of seemingly endless marmoreal stairs and past colossal gates of diamond and steel, until she arrived in front of a grating which barred the entrance to a tenebrous vault.



She brushed invisible runes set in the wall, and the grating slid aside. Lighting her horn, she proceeded to a round table sitting at the centre of the room, on which a mahogany box lay.



She opened it and gazed thoughtfully inside at the six jewels whose facets glittered in the glow of her horn.



She would need them. Any time now.
      

      
   