
      The Roe King's Tomb


      
      
      
         
         Something Unforeseen

      
      

      

      
      
         “True me, it’ll be fun.” 



Luna froze mid-step and shot her sister a black look. “Why is it that you always say that just before we get into trouble?” 



Celestia shrugged, flashing a wide smile. “Don’t know, probably coincidence. Come on Lulu, where’s your sense of adventure?” 



“About three fields and a bramble patch back.” Luna grimaced, looking down at her mud stained and scratched fetlocks. It was going to take a lot of magic before she dared sneak back into the mannor. At least Celestia had gotten the worst of her ‘short-cut’, with a huge blotch of mud staining her radiant coat from hoof to whitters. Their quiet walk through the summer grass, though just as beautiful as billed, had already been far more eventful than Luna had hoped for. 



With a deep chuckle, Celestia grabbed her sister by the foreleg and half led, half dragged her sister over the low rise. 



“Hey, no fair!” Luna protested, struggling against Celestia’s iron grip. 



Celestia stuck her tongue out. “Big sister privileges, Lulu. Besides, you’ll change your tune in just a moment, you’ll see.” 



Luna’s glare darkened, but she stopped resisting the inexorable pull of her sister and consoled herself with a low grumble. Mostly about pushy earth ponies and the unfairness of being a little sister. Celestia had a proclivity for getting her way, she had two years on her and a full three hooves of height, not to mention the natural difference in strength between an earth pony and a unicorn. 



“And behold!” Celestia exclaimed, as they reached the crown of the hill, sweeping a hoof across the horizon. “Isn’t it beautiful?”



Luna rolled her eyes, peering into the little valley. An overgrown and tangled copse of trees rustled gently in the wind but otherwise there was little to see. “We have trees at home.” 



Celestia scoffed. “Can’t you smell it? These are apple trees, and if my guess is correct, they should be just coming into season.” She beamed, pulling Luna into a hug. “Just imagine, after all those icky winter apples a nice, sweet, fresh fruit. Oh, I can just taste it now.” 



“Laying it on a little thick, aren’t you?” Luna pushed herself out of Celestia’s grip and shook herself. “What’s the catch?” 



“Catch?” Celestia tried and failed to look offended. “There’s no catch. I was just trying to share a treat with my beloved sister who’s been working oh so very hard.” 



Luna cocked her eyebrow at her. Celestia smiled as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, and little by little Luna’s resolved crumbled. The distant scent of fresh apples on the wind didn’t help her resolve. 



“Oh, fine. I guess after all that walking I am hungry.” 



“Wonderful!” Celestia broke into a canter. “Come on!” 



The pair raced down the hill, Celestia hanging back just enough for Luna to stay near neck and neck. She didn’t let her little sister win, Celestia never lost, but Luna still enjoyed the thrill of the race even if the outcome was never in any doubt. 



A low stone wall ringed the trees, overgrown and ground down by storm and season. The sisters hurdled it with ease and came to a stop beneath the trees. Celestia held up a hoof to signal a halt and then proceeded to pick her way through the undergrowth, taking great care to avoid making too much noise. 



“What are you doing?” Luna asked, following her sister with far less stealth.



Above their heads the branches lay heavy with apples, but they were still small and green, not quite ripened. Celestia paid them no attention, instead intent of her hooves. 



“Nothing,” she murmured. “Just stay quiet.” 



Luna frowned, but did as she was told. By following as closely to Celestia’s hoofprints she managed to avoid the worst of the dead branches, and other detritus. It was still unfair how kindly the land treated Celestia, but at least she didn’t sound like a minotaur on a rampage. 



“Ah, here were go,” Celestia said, her face lighting up as she came to the base of a tree. Luna peered up at the apples, but would have been hard pressed to tell them apart from the rest. “Okay, now it's all up to you, Lulu, make with the magic.” 



Luna frowned. “Don’t you usually buck down apples?” 



Celestia shrugged. “I don’t feel like it today.” 



“But you said picking apples with magic is bad for the tree last year,” Luna pressed. 



“Well... You see... It’s like–” Celestia hemmed and hawed as Luna’s frown deepened. “I don’t want to wake the dog.” 



Luna froze. For a moment she stared at her sister, mentally retracing their steps and comparing it to her hazy map of the wider lands around the manor. “This is Old Bristle’s land, isn’t it?” Celestia grimaced. “Tia, you took me scrumping!” 



“Shh, shh!” Celestia hissed, pressing her hoof to her lips. “His dog’s not a deaf as he is. But yes, we’re stealing apples. You were all for it a minute ago. Come on, imagine how good they’re going to taste.” 



She flashed another one of her heart melting smiles and though Luna tried to keep hold of her anger, she found it quickly melting away before she sister’s assault. 



“Oh, fine. But just a hoof-full.” Luna turned to the tree, magic gathering to her horn as she began to recite her phonemes in her head. One for reach, two for pressure, three for a twist and four for a–



“Come on, Lulu,” Celestia hissed.



Luna yet out a startled yelp, the magic slipping from her grasp, and there was an almighty bang. A branch snapped clean off, coming crashing down in a shower of leaves, apples and splinters. The sisters shared a single, horrified look before the sound of distant barking reached them. 



“Run!” Celestia yelled, breaking into a blind galop. Luna looked around wildly for a moment, before launching herself after her, the pair crashing through the overgrown orchard. 



It took only a few moments for them to reach the edge of the trees, but it felt like an age to Luna. Her breath was short, her heart was hammering in her chest and she suddenly regretting all those magic lessons when the other fillies had been out playing war. 



“Ponyfeathers!” Celestia swore. A huge dog was waiting for them at the wall, barking its head off. It was an ugly mutt, with jaws that seemed to Luna to be large enough to swallow a pony whole. 



Celestia swerved, racing alongside the wall and Luna strained to keep up. 



“Sister! Please...” she gasped, heaving for air.



“Oi!” Old Bristle emerged from the trees not a dozen hooves away. He was an ancient stallion, battle scarred and short a leg, but it was the pike strapped to his war-saddle that drew Luna’s eye. 



“No!” Celestia barked. 



Celestia lept over the wall. Luna strained, pushing herself to keep up and leapt the wall just as the dog made a rush for her legs. A blast of magic, unfocused and more light and sound than force, caught the mutt in the face and it reeled backwards, whining. 



The furious shout from Old Bristle spurred Luna to greater speed, but she didn’t dare pause to look behind her. Instead she kept her eyes focused on Celestia’s pink tail and galloped for all she was worth. 



Two hills later, and in the shadow of a rocky outcropping, Celestia finally slowed to a walk. “You okay back there?” 



Luna couldn’t answer for panting, but Celestia seemed to take her frenzied breathing as ascent.



“Great. I think we lost him.” She slumped to the ground.



Luna dropped bonelessly next to her, her sides heaving. “Lets never, ever, ever do that again,” she said, between shuddering breaths.



“I don’t know, I didn’t think it went that badly.” 



With a groan, Luna leavered her head from the ground and glared at her sister. 



“Here, have an apple it’ll cheer you up.” She pulled one out of her mane and, reflexively, Luna took it in her magic. 



“When did you have time to grab this?” 



“First rule of adventuring,” Celestia replied, echoing her father. 



“Grab the loot first,” the sisters chorused, then burst out laughing. Luna took a deep bite of the apple, it was wonderfully sweet, and all the better for the adrenaline hit. 



“Told you it would be fun,” Celestia said, nudging Luna with an elbow. “You should trust your big sister more. And get a little more exercise, you’re getting flabby.” 



Luna huffed. “Not all of us have magical stamina.” 



“If you know what I mean,” Celestia interjected, waggling her eyebrows and the pair burst into peals of laughter. 



“You’re incorrigible.” 



“And you’re a pony.” Celestia stuck her tongue out, as they both giggled. “See, this is why I’m always saying you should get out of the study more. Adventure is fun.” 



Luna rolled her eyes, and pushed herself to her hooves. “Fun, eh? Is that why my coat is full of brambles and I smell like I’ve been running for my life.” 



“Sounds like adventure to me!” 



“Maybe...” Luna smiled. “I guess I can see the appeal.” 



“That’s the spirit.” Celestia sprang to her hooves and swept her sister into a hug. “Next time�—”



Luna took a step back as she tried to catch her overenthusiastic sister and her hoof found only air. With a scream she found herself falling through a bush, dragging Celestia with her. The pair tumbled, head over hooves down a rocky slope. They landed in a heap at the foot of the incline, Celestia on top and a blinding pain shot down Luna’s foreleg. 



“Gah! Tia, get of me.” Luna’s horn kindled and with a combination of telekinesis and brute strength she dislodged the large mare. “Alicorns,” she swore. “My hoof.” She flexed the offending limb, wincing as fresh shards of pain raced up and down her leg. “Celestia, I think I’ve sprained it.” 



There was no reply. 



“Tia!” Luna snapped, rolling onto her belly. Her sister gave no sign of hearing her. 



The cave the pair had fallen into was lit only by the few rays of sunlight that slipped through the bush concealing the entrance. It was only a few pony lengths across but the far end was only flat. In fact, as Luna cast a lightning spell, she could see the far wall was entirely artificial and carved with intricate runes and images that made her horn itch just looking at them. 



“Oh, First Queen,” Celestia whispered. “It’s a tomb.” 



She stared at the wall. There was no making sense of the carvings, they weren’t Equish, or Gryphon or any other language that Luna had ever seen. However, at the very center of the wall was a large engraving of a many horned beast, with carved wisps of magic pouring from its crown like a torrent.



“Ah Deer tomb,” Celestia continued, a grin blossoming on her face. “Luna this is wonderful.” 



Luna grimaced. “Celestia–” 



“It's just like the stories. Do you know what they put in these things? Magic swords, treasure, artifacts that ponykind never managed even before the war. Luna we could be rich! 



“Celestia,” Luna whined, holding up her swelling hoof. “My hoof really hurts.” 



Celestia glanced at her, then did a double take. “Oh, ponyfeathers.” For a moment she seemed torn, frozen between the tomb and her sister. “Maybe if I...” 



“Tia!” 



“Argh, okay, okay.” Celestia rushed to her side. “We’ll get you home.” 



But she never really stopped looking at the tomb.








It was many hours, and one incredibly long, loud and detailed telling off, later when Luna slipped into the manor’s small study. Everfree Manor was not a rich barrony, and all the unicorns shared the same small study high in the rafters. It always smelt of old parchment and dried potion ingredients, a pungent aroma that put Luna’s hackles up. 



The study’s usual resident did nothing to calm her nerves. 



“You’re late,” Gilded Grail said, in his usual low, menacing tone as she entered. 



“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir,” Luna murmured, hobbling across the room to take her position next to him by the window. Grail was an aging stallion with a deep black coat, though the years had graced him with more silver hairs than deep lines.



“I hear that you had an altercation with a rabbit hole,” Grail continued, peering down his nose at Luna’s heavily bandaged hoof. Luna had tried to get her mother to go easy on the poltices, but there was no stopping her once she got going.



“Yes, sir.” Luna ducked her head. 



Grail hufed. “And do you consider this an adequate excuse?” 



“Umm...” Luna glanced down at her hoof. Grail did not give her time to answer. 



“I note that your brothers and sisters did not miss their lessons today,” he continued. “Your father values my services highly and I am not accustomed to waiting on little fillies who care little for my skills.” 



Luna swallowed. “Sorry, sir. 



Grail tossed his head. “I don’t particularly care for apologies. They’re paltry things, no pony has ever succeeded in this world with words alone. Actions, filly, actions are what makes a pony great and proclaim their deeds. Yours do not speak well of you.” 



For a moment Luna opened her mouth to protest, but she swiftly shut it. 



“You understand that we are unicorns, yes?” he continued. “The pegasi herd the sky, the earth ponies till the dirt, but we are the ponies that command the heavens. If you are not willing to shoulder that burden then you may as well break off that horn and go join your mother in the kitchen.” 



A flash of white hot rage shot through Luna, but long practice allowed her to push it back down. “I’ll try, sir.” 



“See that you do. There is much wrong with the world. The alicorns destroyed so much and left so little good behind. But we can not it falter for the sake of a few fillies whimsy. It is not, apparently, my place to punish you for trespassing and stealing. However, I can strongly recommend that you do not associate with that vagabond scullery maid if you wish to further your education.” 



“She’s my sister!” Luna protested, the words escaping her before she could stop them.



Grail cast her a withering look. “All the more reason to see you separated then. Your destiny is in the stars—” He pointed at her cutie-mark. “—Not in rolling around in the dirt, no matter if it is family that is calling you there. Now, I believe its time to fulfil our most important duty.” 



He looked out the window. The sun was just hugging the horizon and, already, Luna could feel the magic of twilight building in the air. Across the Equestrian lands, from coast to coast and from the frozen north to the all consuming southern desert, unicorns were looking towards the sky. Luna couldn’t help but feel the warmth and welcome of that almighty community.



She danced through the complex web of interlocking phonemes, seizing the sky and the sun in a delicate web of magic. As one the unicorns of the world pulled, the sun dropping like a rock behind the distant mountains and the moon rising suddenly to take its place. It was a titanic effort, all to keep the celestial clock in motion for another day. 



Luna let out a happy sigh as she fell from the spell. Grail slumped next to her, panting for breath. 



“That was. Adequately done. Still, there’s plenty of room for improvement. Follow me.”



A sigh escaped Luna, but dutifully she followed her tutor as he began to pull familiar tomes from the shelves.








The next morning, after the sun had been raised and Grail had laiden her high with excersise and new phonemes to practice, Luna found her way to the kitchens. The manor was small, housing only a few dozen stallions at arms and the local unicorns. Still, nearly a hundred soldiers, maids, farriers, blacksmiths and other required a lot of food and the kitchens were full to the brim of ponies rushing to and throw. 



“No, not the good salt!” Strawberry Cupcake bellowed across the room. 



Luna smiled fondly, as the diminutive pony mare proceeded to dress down a mare twice her size. She stopped just next to the pair and cleared her throat. 



“Good morning, mother.” 



Strawberry Cupcake whirled. “Luna? What are you doing on your hooves? No, no, no, you should be sitting down.” Faster than Luna could track her Cupcake raced away, found a stool and pushed Luna into it. “Really, what are you thinking? The doctor said you should keep your weight off your hooves for a few days. Let me have a look at those bandages.” 



Luna grimaced as her mother fussed over her. “Really, mother, it's not that bad. He said as long as I don’t try galloping I’ll be fine.” 



“It’s my job to worry, dear,” Strawberry Cupcake assured her. “Just as it was supposed to be your sister’s job to keep you safe. Where has that filly got to anyway?” 



“Um, I think she was bringing Radiance a snack,” one of the serving fillies cut in, as she bustled past. 



Strawberry Cupcake sighed, fondly. “Which means that she’ll be listening to his stories again. Well you’d better go chase her. Unless you plan to take on her duties again.” 



A shudder ran down Luna’s spine. “I’ll find her,” she promised. Before Strawberry Cupcake could fuss her any more she pushed herself to her hooves and slipped away. 



Radiance was not hard to find. In addition to being one of the largest ponies Luna had ever seen he had both a booming voice and a penchant for telling tales, the taller and more exciting the better. As such it was a simple matter to follow the echoes and the occasional squeal of overexcited fillies. 



“And then Vane launched himself into the air like a pegasus and caught that no good dragon right in the neck. I’ll tell you, you’ve never seen a beasty look so surprised!” 



Luna let herself quietly into the anteroom which Radiance had taken as his daily ‘court’. The old stallion had taken seat on a low bench, with his forelegs resting on his sword. A small horde or fillies and colts sat in rapt attention before him, ranging in size from little Whistler, who was barely old enough to stand to Celestia, who was nearly as big as Radiance himself. 



For a moment Luna just watched, as Radiance continued to describe in explicit detail how they’d driven off the dragon from its horde. Celestia mouthed along with the story as Radiance spoke, her gaze distant, focused on treasure and glory rather than the dusty room. Radiance had exactly the same look, even as he gestured with his sword, and the family resemblance between the two was uncanny. 



Luna only wished she had so much in common with her own father. 



“So then, as we were divvying up what remained of the treasure, Vane finds this crown. Now,  my little ponies, this was a proper alicorn crown, fit for a king or even an emperor. It was a solid band of gold as thick as your hoof, laden with magic gems and it made your teeth buzz with power just looking at it. Now that was all well and good, but the horn of the last owner was still in it.” 



There was a general round of ‘ewws’ from the gathered foals. 



Radiance shook his head. “See, that’s what I thought. I’m not one to be messing with magic. Magic broke the world. Still, Vane always had his eye on that quick path to power and so before anypony can blink he’s got the crown on his head. Then things got weird, he started floating, his eyes went white as fine china and he began to babble.



“Now, Boulder said we should throw a rock at him. Before we could find a good sized on though, Vane snaps out of it and shouts, ‘I wish for my weight in gold!’. It was a pretty dumb wish, because after the flash of light cleared all that was left of Vane was a gold statue, still wearing the dead alicorn’s crown. We didn’t touch it after that, so for all I know that crown’s still there, waiting for somepony foolish enough to take it.” 



“Let that be a lesson to you. Don’t have eyes bigger than your stomach. Or at least be specific with your wishes.” Radiance groaned, leaning back on his stool and rubbing his back. “Now, I’m guessing by little Luna back there that at least some of you have been missed. Better be hurrying on before my wife comes looking herself.” 



The though the Strawberry Cupcake finding them slacking sent a few of the older fillies running for the door. As the crowd began to break up, Luna pushed her way forwards. 



“Good morning, sister,” she said, stepping up next to Celestia. 



“Oh, hey Luna,” she replied, not turning round. “So dad, what did you ever do with the statue?” 



Radiance grinned. “What statue would that be?” 



“The solid gold one,” Celestia pressed. “You know, of Vane.” 



“Hmm...” Radiance rubbed his chin. “Seems to be it’s bad idea for a stallion to go around saying he knows where a solid gold statue is. Might be bad for his health, don’t you know?” 



Celestia shot him a flat look. “You lost it, didn’t you?” 



Radiance let out a bark of laughter. “Ha, you think so little of your old dad. Actually we gave it to his widow in the end. I think she prefered him like that, come to think.” 



“Celestia, your mother is looking for you,” Luna interjected again. 



“Urgh, already?” Celestia said, with a groan. “Okay. Sorry dad chores await.” 



She grabbed Luna as she hurried past, dragging her into the corridor. “Did you hear all that Luna?” she exclaimed. “Did you hear it?” 



Luna shot her a flat look. “It’s not exactly the first time your father’s told that story,” she pointed out.



“Yeah, but now we have a really adventure just waiting for us right here on our doorstep!” Celestia said, prancing on the spot. “Oh it's going to be wonderful. I tried to get dad to tell me some stories about the Deer, but they’re so ancient even he never saw anything but broken stones.”



“Umm, were you listening to the same story I was?” 



“I guess it didn’t end well for Vane,” Celestia admitted, and immediately shrugged off the danger. “But honestly, he was always an ass. We’ll be much smarter. Oh, I wonder what could be in there? I bet the whole place will be piled high with jewels, or made of transfigured gold, or full of magical artifacts. This is so exciting! Come on, I have to show you something.” 



Sputtering protests, Luna was dragged through the corridors by the overly excited Celestia. She didn’t pause for a moment in her speculation, her ideas steadily growing more and more outlandish until they reached her tiny bedroom. 



“See!” Celestia exclaimed, pulling a broad sheet of paper out from under her bed. The page was filled with a charcoal rubbing of the many horned deer carving and Luna could have sworn even its imagine sent tingles running up and down her horn. 



“Tia, what is this?” Luna found herself asking. She tore her gaze away from the deer and shook herself. There was a dangerous amount of magic bound within that carving. 



Celestia beamed. “I went back to the cave last night. Isn’t it fantastic? I checked as well, we definitely found the door though I think it's magically locked. We should go back, tonight.” 



Luna did a double take. “Tonight!” she exclaimed. “Are you crazy? Tia, have you any idea what you’re proposing?” 



“Sure, raiding a tomb. Dad raided them all the time.” 



“A Deer tomb,” Luna corrected, testily. “A race known for their curses, violence and general hatred of ponykind. You really want to risk all that?” 



Celestia looked at her like she’d grown a second head. “Duh! Of course I want to risk it. That’s what being an adventurer is all about! Fame, riches, glory everlasting!” 



Luna opened her mouth. Ready to protest that being an adventu seemed be more often dodging death by a feather than gathering glory and riches. That Celestia was just as likely to be killed by an ancient curse than find the treasure she sought. That the deer engraving terrified her and she didn’t really know why. 



She didn’t say any of those things, though. She knew her sister and Celestia never listened. If anything, telling her that she shouldn’t would only spur her into action. 



Instead, Luna merely hung her head. “What are you going to do?” she asked, wearily. 



“Oh, don’t be like that,” Celestia snapped. “This is supposed to be fun, remember? We’ll we go back to the cave you can translate the inscriptions and then we can get into the tomb proper.”



Luna held up a hoof, her bandaged hoof. 



“Right... I guess that is a problem.” 



“I also can’t read the language of the deer,” Luna continued. A thought occurred to her, a way to potentially talk Celestia out of her madness. “Tia, maybe this is too big for us. What if we told your dad and–” 



Celestia waved her off. “No way! This is our discovery and it’ll be our treasure, when your hoof is better. Before that, though, we’re going to have to do the most boring part of an adventure. Research.” 



Luna’s heart sank. “You know I’m not allowed in the study without supervision,” she grumbled, trying to throw up another roadblock. 



“Don’t worry.” Celestia flashed a radiant smile. “I have a brilliant plan. Meet me at the main stairs at midnight.” 




 



Three nights hence, because for all of Celestia’s wheedling and puppy dog eyes she couldn’t just wave away Strawberry Cupcakes grounding her, the sisters met in the dead of night. 



“I’m not sure wrapping dishcloths around our hooves counts as a plan,” Luna muttered, picking her way along the darkened corridors. Their only light was the full moon.



“Hush.” 



“It's more of a notion, really.” 



“Hush!”



“Or even an inkling.” 



Celestia whirled, pressing her cloth covered hoof against Luna’s mouth.



They continued in silence from then on. 



The manor’s study was far more imposing in the dark. The tall shelves loomed, blotting out the weak light and casting impenetrable shadows across the sisters. Luna kindled her horn, if not banishing the darkness at least pushing back the gloom. 



“What?” she asked, as she caught Celestia’s look. “We need light to read.” 



The pair made their way to a small locked shelf near the back. The baron’s private books were very much on the list of things that both fillies, but especially Celestia, were never to touch. However, they were not secured by anything more than a simple lock, which Luna was able to open without much difficulty with a burst of magic. 



“Now let’s see,” Luna murmured, squinting at the titles. “The First Queen. Wendigo Lore. The Roe King?” 



She pulled the book from the shelf and took it over to a lectern. “Looks promising,” she continued. “Roe is one of the kingdoms of the Deer.” 



“Here, see if you can find anything that matches.” Celestia passed over the rubbing, and proceeded to peer over Luna’s shoulder. 



“Well, the symbols look right at least,” Luna muttered. The book seemed to be more of a treatise on the fall of the Roe kingdom, rather than anything helpful like a translation guide. Still, she could match the inscriptions in the book to some of the symbols on the rubbing, which was a start at least. “Hmm, death, pain, curse upon those that disturb my rest.” 



“Sound promising so far,” Celestia said, without a trace of irony. Luna elected to ignore her. 



“It’s definitely a tomb at least.” Luna flipped a page. “And, as much as I hate to say it, the Roe did apparently like to take their treasure with them.” 



Luna didn’t need to look to see Celestia’s grin. 



“Hmm, not sure if I–” Luna turned a page and froze. Staring back from the page, diminished in its illuminated form, was the many horned carving. A lump formed in Luna’s throat as she read the caption. 



“Oh heavens. The Roe King.” 



A bang startled the sisters and the room was suddenly flooded with light. Luna shrieked, Celestia grabbed the rubbing and stuffed it into her mane. Both looked around wildly for an exit.



“Luna and Celestia,” Baron Comet intoned, stalking into the room with magic wreathing his horn. He was dark and imposing stallion, although his grandeur was somewhat undermined by his half open dressing gown. He was flanked by two ponies at arms, once of which was a rather sleepy looking Radiance. “I should have guessed.” 



“Father!” Luna squeeked, casting around but even Celestia seemed to have figured that they were in trouble. “Umm, I was...” 



“Reading my personal books?” Comet enquired, raising an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I should be more disappointed by you breaking the rules, or not noticing the alarm spell.” 



Luna swallowed, but said nothing. 



“Now, let me see what’s happening here.” Comet lofted the book with his magic. “Hardly bedtime reading. What were you doing with this?” 



“I–” Celestia began, but she was muzzled by a haze of Comet’s magic. 



“I was asking my daughter,” Comet snapped. “Now, Luna.” 



She opened her mouth but her voice failed her. 



A disappointed sigh escaped the baron. “Well, let me guess then. This young trouble maker found a rock that, rightly or wrong, she thought was a deer relic and you’re trying to find out if it’s true. Close?” 



Luna gave a shaky nod. “I’m sorry...” 



Comet regarded her for a long moment. “Apology accepted. Though we’re not done here. Radiance! Take your filly out of my sight.” 



Radiance saluted. “Yes sir.” He smiled sheepishly at Celestia but did as he was bid, guiding her out of the room. 



“Now then Luna, sit down please.” He gestured to a chair, and Luna shakily sat. “Now Luna, what are we going to do with you?” 



“Sorry, sir,” she repeated, no other defence occurring to her. 



“Oh, don’t act as if you’re on a chopping block,” Comet snapped. “If you’d damaged a book we’d be having a different conversation but we shouldn’t worry about maybes. What I want to know is what possessed you to do this?” 



“I... just wanted...” Luna’s excuse faded to a mumble. 



Baron Comet sighed. “Let me guess. Celestia?” He did not wait for an answer. “I have told you since you were old enough to walk that that filly is trouble. It seems she has been responsible for every scrape, and every wasted afternoon you’ve ever had. I’ve tried again and again to get you to chose more sensible companions, yet you still stand by her side. I can’t imagine why.” 



“She’s my sister,” Luna protested, finally finding her voice. 



“Half-sister. And your lesser half at that.” Comet frowned. “I hoped that one day you’d realise this. You have been gifted with far greater talents than a scullery maid can dream of, yet you still let her lead you around by the nose.” 



Luna went to leap to Celestia’s defence, but Comet silenced her with a raised hoof. “I wasn’t finished. Luna, you have a talent for spellwork, enough to impress even Gilded Grail, and that is a hard thing to manage. I fear that you will never fulfill your destiny while you insist on being lead by that filly.”



For a moment, there was no sound in the study. 



“I’m sending you to Canterlot.” 



“What?” Luna croaked. 



“I’ve been in contact with a few wizards looking for an apprentice. My old friend Starswirl expressed an interest. You should be very proud of yourself, not many can claim enough skill to apprentice.” 



Luna simply stared at him in opened mouth horror. “But...” she stammered. “I don’t want to go!” 



Leaving would mean leaving her mother behind, her home, her sister. For all Celestia and her’s wanderings they’d never gone more than a day’s trot from the manor. The idea sent chills down the filly’s spine. 



“Perhaps you should have considered that before now,” Comet said, waspishly. “I’ll send a letter of acceptance in the morning. You should be in Canterlot by the end of the month. 




 



“Why?” Luna demanded, slamming her hooves ineffectual into the bedspread. “Why? He can’t do this. You can’t let him do this.” 



Strawberry Cupcake cooed as she stroked Luna’s hair. “Dear, dear Luna. I would fix it if I could.” Luna continued to sniffle and sob. “The world is rarely so kind.” 



Luna lifted her head. Tears had traced deep tracks in her coat and her eyes were puffy and red. “But why?” 



Cupcake sighed. “Ponies can be cruel, little Luna. Sometimes they’re even cruel when they think they’re helping us.”



“He hates me.” Luna buried her head back into her mother’s lap. “He’s always hated me.” 



“That’s not true, dear.” Cupcake continued to stroke her mane. “He just doesn’t know how to show affection sometimes.” 



Luna let out a derisive snort. “I didn’t ask to be a bastard.” 



Cupcake lifted her by the chin. “Hey now, none of that language. No pony gets to chose how they’re born, but I wouldn’t change a thing, understand. No matter who your sire might be, you’re still my daughter.” 



“But–” 



“No buts.” 



Luna sighed, ducking her head. “I’d still have rather been an earth pony. Then I could stay here. The baron wouldn’t care and everything would be perfect. Can’t you do something?” Luna murmured. “Please.” 



“I can’t. I can’t tell the baron what to do any more than I can tell the sun to rise,” Cupcake explained, a tired smile on her face.



“He loved you, didn’t he?” Luna pressed. “Otherwise I...” 



Cupcake shook her head, and Luna petered out. “I’m sorry, that’s not how the world works, little Luna. Your father... has a penchant for pretty young mares and as an assistant chef there was...” A sigh escaped her. “Lets just say, there was never much affection between us.” 



Luna slumped. “It's hopeless then? I’m going to have to leave.” 



“Yes.” For all Luna had expected the word, it still hurt to hear it. “But don’t cry, little Luna. It's not the end, just the beginning.” 



“It's not fair,” Luna murmured, a deep sigh escaping her. “It's just not fair.” 



Strawberry Cupcake said no more. Instead the pair just sat on the bed as the sun rose. For once Luna made no attempt to speed it on its way. 



Soon enough Cupcake was called away by her duties leaving Luna to lie in silence, watching the world pass her by outside the window. For a while she imagined that she could stay there forever. In her mother’s room just letting time slip through her hooves with doom looming over her. It was a nice thought, but only a dream. Time, it seemed, had already run out. 



The door slammed open. 



“There you are!” Celestia exclaimed. “Finally, I’ve been looking all over. Come on, take this.” She reached over her shoulder and hurled a saddlebag at Luna, who only just managed to catch it. 



“Wha–” Luna blinked, struggling to make sense of the sudden shock. Celestia was wearing an old surcoat and had a battered looking sword slung at her shoulder.



“Supplies, a few scraps of armour and lunch,” Celestia explained. “Now get a move on sleepy head. I’ve bribed Cob so we can sneak out.” 



“Sneak out?” Luna exclaimed, bounding to her hooves. “Sneak out! It was sneaking around that got us into this mess!” 



“I know, I know,” Celestia said, waving off her anger. “But I know exactly how we can fix it. We just need to raid the tomb.” 



Luna couldn’t believe her ears. “Raid the tomb?” she echoed, trying and failing to conceive of a world where that was a sensible suggestion. “Why? What part of anything that’s happened makes you think that’s a good idea?” She found herself screaming, all of her rage finally bubbling over. “That damn tomb’s the whole reason that I’m getting sent away and all you can think of is the treasure. Get out of here!” 



“But, Luna–” 



“Out!” Luna tried to pick up her sister and hurl her from the room, but the spell wouldn’t form and instead she just splashed magic across the walls. Instead she tried to take matters into her own hooves, but for all her anger Celestia was still the bigger mare and instead she flailed ineffectual against her. 



“Luna!” 



Luna slumped against her sister’s barrel, her burst of strength spent. “Please, just go.” 



Celestia pulled her into a hug. “I can fix this,” she assured her. “Trust me. When we come out of that tomb heroes, then the Baron won’t dare send you away. You’ll see. You’ll see.” 




 



The tomb had grown no less imposing with a few days absence. Luna still wasn’t sure what had possessed her to follow Celestia. It could have been habit, or perhaps Luna could no longer cared for her own safety, but when offered the chance for one more adventure with her sister she couldn’t find the strength to say no.



“Here,” she said, pointing to a symbol. “The book mentioned this meant entrance. I’ll see what I can do.” 



“Hurry, hurry, hurry,” Celestia chanted, bouncing on her hooves with excitement. “Come on, I can’t wait another moment.” 



Luna rolled her eyes, but couldn’t keep the fond smile from her face. She kindled her horn and, one by one the crumbling runes lit with cold blue fire. A deep groaning from the bowels of the earth echoed around them before, inch by inch, the wall began to slide apart down the middle. Cold and stale air washed over the sisters as the tomb exhaled for the first time in centuries and Luna gagged at the scent of dust and decay.



“Careful,” she said, putting a hoof on Celestia’s barrel to stop her charging in. “They liked their traps.” 



Casting her light as bright as she could, Luna took a hesitant step into the tomb, Celestia bobbing in her wake. It wasn’t the grand structure that she’d been expecting. In Radiance’s stories tombs were always inexplicably lit, vaulted halls, large enough for pegasi to roost. The Roe King’s was, however, oppressive and low ceilinged, with the occasional root reaching down to grasp at her horn. Save for a narrow path the whole space had been filled with life sized statues of armed and armoured deer.



“This is awesome,” Celestia murmured, trying to stare at everything at once. 



Luna gave a shaky nod. So far so good. 



As if summoned by the optimistic thought a grinding noise burst into being. The fillies started, pressing close against each other as they cast around. Celestia saw it first. 



“The statues are moving!” she yelled, drawing her sword. 



With dust pouring from them the deer statue nearest to them lowered its head to charge. 



“Run!” Luna added, breaking into a blind gallop, doctor's orders be damned.



There was a clang of sword on stone, then Celestia joined her at her side. “Where are we running to?” 



Luna didn’t answer, she had no idea. More statues were waking ahead of them as they streaked down row upon row of silent sentinels. The exit lay far behind but the idea of turning and fighting never crossed either mare’s mind, there were simply too many statues behind them. 



They reached a wall a moment later. 



“Feathering, feathering, feathers,” Luna swore, skidding to a halt. “Oh alicorns, we’re–” 



It was pure chance her eyes alighted on a familiar run. “Yes, it's a door!” 



“Wonderful! Open it,” Celestia snapped, parrying a slow buck from a deer. 



Luna wasted no time, pouring her strength into the rune begging for the magic to spread faster. Slowly, ever so slowly, the door began to creep open with deep groan. The sound seemed to enrage the statue which charged as one implacable mass. Celestia bellowed a battlecry, hurling herself at the statutes. With far more enthusiasm than skill she hacked and kicked, spoiling the statues charge charge for just a moment. 



“Come on. Come on!” Luna begged, her horn sparking as she willed the door to move faster. 



There was a grunt and sick thud behind her. With a crash one of the statues slammed into the wall next to Luna, her sister impaled on its antlers. 



“Tia!” Luna screamed. The door forgotten she gathered up every scrap of magic that she had and released it as an explosion of kinetic force that smashed the statue into pouder, leaving behind only a somewhat bewildered head. 



Celestia groaned and slid down the wall, blood oozing from barrel and staining the wall behind her red. 



For a moment Luna only started, but then was a flurry of motion and magic. With power drawn from desperation she dragged her sister through the partly open door, leapt through and slammed it shut in the face of the statues. 



“Tia,” she said, rushing over. “Tia, are you okay?” 



A wet rasp escaped Celstia’s mouth. She spluttered, pink froth pooling at the corners of her mouth. “This... hurts a lot more than in the stories,” she gasped, her head loolling. “Made it, though.” 



Luna’s magic played over the wounds. She had a little healing magic but it was for scratches, not chest wounds, and didn’t have the faintest idea where to start. “It’ll be alright, Tia,” she said, frantically. “It’ll be alright.” 



“‘Course it will,” Celestia said, with another bloody cough. “We got the treasure. Adventures always end when you’ve got the treasure.” She slumped, struggling to breathe.



Hyperventilating Luna sprang back, casting around for something, anything, to save her sister. Her eyes fell immediately on a crown set upon a worn stone casket. It was massive, holding a pair of antlers with more points that Luna had ever seen and festooned with magic rocks. It pulsed with power, a dull throb like the heartbeat of the earth. 



The thought of Vane’s statue stayed her hoof for perhaps half a second, then she sprang and with no ceremony jammed the crown on her head. “I demand a boon!” she roared. 



Time seemed to freeze, individual motes of dust pinned in the air like insects to a board. The sound of Celestia’s laboured breathing vanished, as did her own racing heartbeat in her ears. 



“Well, I didn’t expect a pony.” 



The voice startled Luna and she found herself face to face with a young faun. He smiled at her, Luna shied back. 



“Still, it's nice to have company after so long.” 



Luna blinked. “I... what?” 



“Allow me to introduce myself, I’m the Roe King. I’m very please to meet you, little moon.” 



“I’m...” Words failed her. Whatever she’d been expecting to happen when she donned the crown, it wasn’t that. “You seem a little young.” 



The king giggled. “Well, I’m not really the king you see. I’m actually a shadow of a memory of his power. He made me to smite anydeer who dared wear his crown, but that was a very, very long time ago. All the deer he wanted dead are long since departed and I find the rage as faded after all these eons.” 



Luna blinked. “So, you’re not going to smite me?”



“It would be rather rude.” The king smiled. “Especially to one as important as you. Or possibly as important as you will be. It gets rather hard to tell when you’re as old as I.” 



Luna shook her head, deciding not to try and unpick that. “Please, sir. My sister–” 



“Is fine. I saw you were rather pressed for time so I stopped it while we talked.” The king spun onto the tomb and looked her straight in the eye. “Now, what is it you wish, little moon?” 



“Save my sister!” 



He rolled his eyes. “That’s what you want, not what you wish. Come now, you’re wearing the Crown of Kings. Continents rose at its command. The rules of magic were reshaped to its whims. What do you wish from me?” 



Luna paused. It was funny, she didn’t think that anypony had ever asked her what she wished for. Money, fame and adventure sprang to mind, but that was Celestia’s wish not hers. “I want everything to be as it was. I want to be with my sister again. I don’t want to go away or have to risk my life ever again.” 



The king’s smile turned sad. “Alas, even I can’t stop time forever, little moon. We tried. We failed. And because of that we fell. Life only exists going forwards. One more try perhaps.” 



“Right.” There were so many things that she would wish for. She could be Celestia’s sister in full, or take the power to do as she willed for the rest of her life. However, all her fancies were forgotten as she looked upon Celestia’s motionless form. In the end, there was only one thing that she’d ever really wanted. 



“I wish that we were safe, happy and well.”



“Truly, no riches or magic?” Luna shook her head. “Hmm, a wise choice.” The king stood, and for a moment a gigantic stag was stood before Luna, his impossibly branching antlers brushing the ceiling. “Go with my blessing,” he boomed. “Little Sun and little Moon. Be well for the rest of your lives.” 



Power rushed over the sisters and Luna remembered no more. 








It was a bright and sunny day. The birds danced in the sky and the smell of fresh cut grass washed across the gathered ponies. Luna wore a bright new traveling cloak, saddlebags and a rather emotional Strawberry Cupcake who’d refused to let her go. 



“Now you will write,” Cupcake continued, squeezing her tight. “Promise. Every week.” 



“Every week,” Luna echoed, squeezing her back. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back for the solstice.” 



“I know, I know.” Cupcake dabbed at her eyes with a hankee. “But I’ll still worry. Be safe, little Luna.” 



“Stay safe, Mom.” 



Luna pulled out of the hug. 



“Make an adventure of it,” Radiance added, grinning. 



“And remember you’re representing my house,” Comet added, darkly. 



Luna rolled her eyes, but didn’t let him drag down her mood. After yet another round of goodbyes and well-wishes from the gathered ponies of the manor Luna made her excuses and departed with her escort of a couple of Radiance’s ponies. With a last look back at Everfree Manor, she set out upon the road to Canterlot. 



Naturally Celestia caught up after just a few minutes. 



“What are you doing?” Luna cocked an eyebrow at her sister. “Aren’t you supposed to be in bed?” 



Celestia rolled her eyes and straightened her heavy saddlebags. A notched sword was slung over her back, bundled up in a bedroll. “I’m fine, fitter than ever actually. Not that Mom believes me.” 



“You got impaled.” 



“I got better.” Celestia flashed a cheek grin. “Besides, I couldn’t leave you behind.” 



Luna paused. “This isn’t your adventure, you know.” 



“I know. But I couldn’t let you face Canterlot all on your own! Sisters stick together.” Celestia took up place next to her. 



“Really?” Luna cocked her head. “There’s going to be lots of books and studying.” 



Celestia shrugged. “Hey, it's your adventure. You lead, I’ll follow for once.” 



With a smile that wouldn’t fade for days, Luna turned to the horizon. She fancied she could already see Canterlot, perched atop the distant mountains. “Well then, let's go.”



She broke into a gallop, with Celestia and her retinue hot on her heels. 
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         Once upon a time, long before the magical land of Equestria, there was a little filly named Ember Spark.



Ember lived in a village called Gründale, a small pegasi fishing village which lay at the end of an immense valley. The valley itself was walled by high, snow-capped peaks, which fed thousands of crystal blue streams. The streams in turn all fed into the milky blue waters of the river Veldes which the village of Gründale straddled as it met the great Northern Sea.



In the summer, Gründale was as busy as could be. A dozen fishing boats would leave before dawn every morning, their crews working feverishly all day to replenish the villages supplies. When they returned in the evening, it seemed as though the entire village turned out to help unload the day's catch. Ponies would work through the short, arctic night preparing, salting, and stringing up the fish to dry on racks all along the shore, or in smokehouses ripe with the smell of peat and herring. Then, the next day, with barely an hour or two of sleep, the fisherponies would head out again and the process would start all over.



Ember loved summer. She loved the smells, the excitement, and the taste of fresh food. She loved how the tundra exploded with flowers, which seemed just as urgent in their tasks as the ponies of the village. Most of all, she loved the feel of warm air beneath her red wings as she soared over the sea. But summer didn't last long in Gründale.



One day, near the end of her fifteenth summer, Ember went on a walk with her grandfather. He was a grizzled, brown earth pony who walked with a limp. Ember had asked him about it one time when she was younger, and he'd spun her a yarn about being pulled overboard after getting tangled up in an anchor rope. He'd told her how he'd nearly drowned, but was saved by the most beautiful creature he'd ever seen, a siren who was half pony, half fish, and took pity on him. As she'd gotten older, Ember had found out the real story though, from others in the village. Yes, he'd snagged his hoof in a rope, but he'd merely hit his head before they fished him out of the water.



Today, as they walked, the old pony was telling another of his tall tales.



"You know," he said, looking at Ember. "Back when I was a colt, this whole valley used to be green clear to them far peaks!" He motioned with his walking stick toward the narrow end of the valley. Ember looked up and could see the nearest peaks miles beyond the enormous glacier that now defined the end of the dale.



"Yes sirree," he continued. "Back in those days, a pony could hike right up on out of the valley and o'er to the next. Used to hike it a fair bit myself, back before my leg got all mucked up."



"What was over there?" Ember asked, deciding to play along.



"Well, more mountains mostly, but there were a small griffon outpost somewhere..." The old pony squinted toward the horizon. "Well, I reckon it was in 'tween those twinned peaks there."



Ember strained her own eyes, and could just make out two similar sized mountains through the haze of distance.



"Griffons?" Ember asked, curious. "Wasn't that dangerous?"



"Nah, it weren't like that back then. Griffons had their side of the mountains, we had ours, and everyone had more than they needed, so there weren't no reason to fight."



Growing up, Ember had been told time and time again to beware of griffon raiders. Her mom had drilled her every time she left the house as a filly about always watching the skies—above and below—and staying close to the village. Raids weren't too common, certainly less common than her mom's worry had led her to believe when she was young, but the village stores and been broken into at least three times, and one pegasus had even lost a wing when he was surprised by a trio of raiders somewhere far up the coast.



"Have you ever met a griffon?" Ember asked her grandfather.



"'Course I have! Used to trade with 'em all the time."



"Really?" Ember's curiosity was starting to outweigh her disbelief. "What were they like?"



"Well, they're some tough son's of..." He caught himself and corrected. "Well, let's just say they're tough. But mostly, they're not too different than ponies. Most o' 'em is good, but some ain't."



"But you actually met them?"



"Yup. Used to hike over there to that outpost o' theirs. I'd make sure to bring plenty of smoked herring, and a little bit of salmon too. They loved the stuff, and I'd bribe my way in every time with it. By the end o' the night, we'd be drinking some o' their whiskey—they do it up way better than us, what with some fancy herbs and the like—and sharing stories 'round the fire."



"Didn't you get in trouble for giving away rations like that?"



"Nah, there weren't no 'rations' back then. We had plenty o' food all year round. In fact, we used to ship whole barrels of fish to some o' the bigger towns down south."



Trying to imagine what it was like to have all the food you wanted, Ember wondered how it might be possible. "Was the town just smaller back then?"



"Nope, actually was a might bit bigger, tell the truth. Think by the time I was twenty or so, we had darn near a thousand souls livin' in Gründale."



"A thousand?!" Ember was incredulous. Now days, the village had barely a quarter of that many ponies.



"Yup, includin' a fair number o' unicorns and earth ponies like myself too."



"What happened?"



Her grandfather pointed at the towering wall of ice that was the foot of the valley's glacier. "Got cold," he said. "And most o' them can't take it like you pegasi can."



"What about you?" Ember asked, subconsciously fluffing her own wings against the breeze flowing down off the ice. "Aren't you cold?"



The old stallion laughed. "All the durn time!"



"Do you ever think about leaving then? Wouldn't that be the smart thing to do?"



"Nah girly, I'm about as dumb as a mule." He chuckled again. "And twice as stubborn!"



"Seriously grandpa, if you're miserable here, why don't you go somewhere warmer?"



His face taking on a more serious cast, the old stallion sat down on a stump, and motioned Ember to join him. After she did, he looked her in the eyes. "First off, my Maudie is buried right here in the dale, and I aim to be laid down right next to her when my own time comes."



Ember felt a sudden urge to hug the old codger, and did.



"Don't go gettin' all sentimental on me," he said, brushing off the hug quickly.



Ember could tell he actually appreciated it though.



"Secondly," he continued. "Wouldn't much matter where ya go at this rate."



Ember gave him a quizzical look.



"Look up at those peaks, girly."



Ember did so.



"How long do ya reckon afore winter gets here?"



Seeing the clouds swirling with faint, snow-laden rainbows, Ember could tell it was already snowing on the peaks. "Three, maybe four weeks until the first frost," she ventured.



Bending over, her grandfather plucked a small white flower from the ground. "How long ago did the Snowdrop start blooming?"



"I think the first one I saw was two or three weeks ago."



"Six weeks," the stallion said, tossing the small flower into the wind. "Just six weeks between frosts?"



Ember nodded.



"I know ya may not believe a stubborn and lame ol' mule like me, but when I was a colt, summer used to last for months, as did spring and fall. It could be a fifteen or more weeks between the first blooms and fall frosts."



Despite his reputation for telling tales, Ember could see a truth in his eyes. "But how could that be?"



"Ya know the sundial down by the ol' docks?"



"The broken one that doesn't tell the right time?"



"Exactly."



"What about it, grandpa?"



"Girly, think about it for a moment. How do ya break a sundial?"



"I... I don't know, grandpa. How?"



"Ya don't! The sundial ain't broken, it's just old."



"You mean..." Ember hesitated, afraid that this might not just be another fanciful tale. "The sun's going away?"



Her grandfather nodded. "Go look for yourself if ya don't believe me."



The next day, Ember did.



----



Taking the small sundial from her mother's kitchen window, Ember Spark flew to the old docks. Circling for a place to land, she surveyed the place with new eyes. There, just below the bobbing surf, she could see the pilings of dozens of decayed moorings. She realized the port could've supported a fleet many times the size of the dozen or so remaining ships that were out fishing today.



Finding the sundial, she landed and examined it. It was a large, raised plinth with a tower nearly three times her own height in the middle of it, located in the center of what she realized must've been the main square for the old port. Marks around the perimeter denoted the hours of the day, labeled numerically. Inside from that, other marks denoted astronomical extremes. Sunrise and sunset times at both solstices and equinoxes.



Ember placed her own smaller, modern sundial down and lined it up to match. It was marked similarly to the large one, but there was a key difference. The length of the days was much, much shorter. At summer equinox, the old sundial showed sunrise and sunset were nearly nineteen hours apart. In the modern version, it was a mere eight. Winter was even more extreme. Where before, even the middle of winter apparently contained at least five hours of daylight for Gründale, now there was barely one.



Grandpa was right, Ember realized. The sun was going away.



----



For the next week, Ember Spark barely slept. She tried, of course, but found herself tossing and turning in the hay loft above the hut's main room, waking up every hour or less. The sun was going away. It was going to get worse. The sun was going away. It wasn't going to get better. The sun was going away!



As she thrashed about in her bed, she imagined she could feel the cold, icy wind approaching. In fitful spurts of sleep, she dreamed of it penetrating her feathers and fur, sucking the warmth directly from her skin, even as she fought to stay warm. She dreamed of a fire that had no heat, no life, of huddling closer and closer to it against the hateful cold, until she was practically inside the fire herself. She dreamed of stoking the fire, trying desperately to make it warm again, to do anything to bring back the light and heat that kept the dark and cold nothingness at bay. At last, in her worst nightmares, she even set herself on fire, crawling into the fire until she herself was ablaze.



Ember Spark woke with a scream, and covered in a cold lather of sweat. Patting herself down to check, she sighed as she realized she wasn't actually on fire, and she laid her head back down and forced herself to breath calmly. Why had she dreamt something so morose? Her mind leapt to the story of her own name, and the tradition that it came from.



Each winter solstice, on the longest night of the year, the village had a feast that lasted all night. Rations were lifted, casks of ale were opened, and long-hoarded delicacies were brought out. Everypony ate and drank their fill for the first time since summer, and celebrated.



There was an older story that went with the celebration though, and it came with a tradition. Before dusk, a fire would be lit in the village square. A big fire, the biggest of the year. And as the sun went away, the village wouldn't sleep. Instead, all would stay up and celebrate life, dancing around the fire, and keeping it burning all through the longest night, in order that the sun might see it, and return again to start the cycle of the new year.



Ember Spark had been named for that night, for the fire kept burning to relight the sun for a new year, and her parents had told her the story as far back as she could remember. Of course, when she grew older, she learned it was merely the sort of celebration that lead stallions and mares to get a bit overly friendly with one another in that way which leads to a foal some months later.



Still though, the thought stuck with Ember and she laid in her loft. The tradition of the solstice fire was to bring back the sun, and the sun was going away. Could she... No, it was silly.



----



Three weeks later, the first frost came.



----



A week after that, the first blizzard.



----



Two days later, Ember Spark stood beside her mother as they lowered her grandfather into the ground beside his beloved Maudie. The stubborn old stallion had insisted on living alone in the same house he'd built with his wife decades before. It'd been nearly a mile from the village, and when the snows came, they managed to snuff out his fire, and he'd been unable to relight it. After the worst of the weather had subsided, Ember had found him in his bed, clutching a bracelet he'd given his wife when they'd first been married.



The sun was going away, and it had killed her grandpa. Ember decided she had to do something about that.



----



Sneaking into the storehouse, Ember felt guilty. The fishing season had been even shorter than usual, and supplies for the winter were going to be very limited for everypony. But, she rationalized, she was taking barely 1/4 of what she would if she stayed through the winter. It was technically a net gain for the village, even if she was taking her cut up front.



Later that night, while her mother was working in the smokehouse, drying the last of the season's fish, Ember packed her bags. She didn't take much, mostly the smoked fish and dried fruit she'd pilfered earlier, along with some basic outdoor requirements, including a knife, flint, blanket, twine, waterskin, and a simple compass her grandfather had given her for her twelfth birthday. She left a simple note for her mother, promising her she'd return some day if she could, and then left.



----



The first two days, she flew south, following the coastline as much as she could. The sun always went south in the winter, just like the birds, so she figured that was the best place to start her search. She wasn't sure where the sun went at night, but if she kept following it as best as she could, she was convinced she could get there eventually. What to do after that, she had no idea.



A week into her trip, she'd left the coast behind and turned inland. Here, the land was much flatter, with terrain barely climbing above the sea in the form of small hills, rather than imposing peaks. Even with the absence of snow though, the weather remained cold. She found it interesting how the smells changed though. Without the brine overtones of the sea, so many other odors came through. The scent of pine was her favorite though. Back in Gründale, nothing grew much taller than heather, save a few hardy scrubs here and there. Now, she found herself soaring over vast forest of evergreens, and the wind was alive with the scent of boreal forest.



Then, she scented something new. It was strong, acidic, and suddenly familiar. Fire. It was almost dusk, and normally she'd fly for another few hours still, but she'd been alone for a week now, and the prospect of company was appealing. She surveyed the horizon and could just make out a thin plume of smoke against the evening sky. She found a small clearing nearby to land in, then trotted under the huge pines toward the flickering orange light.



"Hello?" Ember called. "Anypony there?"



She heard a grunt and some hurried rustling noises, as well as something that sounded like a metallic clinking.



"Hello?" She called again.



"Stop right there!" The voice was deep and undoubtedly male.



Ember stopped in her tracks. "I don't mean any harm!"



She heard twigs crack underhoof as a figure stepped into her line of sight. As it did so, she realized from the silhouette, she was facing a griffon, and not just that, but he was carrying a spear as well.



"Who are you?" the griffon demanded.



"My name is Ember Spark."



"What are you doing here?"



"I... I, saw your fire, and wanted a bit of company."



The griffon snorted. "Company? You're a pony, what're you trying to pull?"



Ember wasn't sure how to react. "I, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to intrude. I didn't know who's fire it was and... Well, it's just I've been flying for a week and..." She thought back to her grandfather's story. "And I have some smoked salmon to share, if you want some."



The griffon rested the butt of his spear on the ground, seeming to relax a bit. "What's the catch?"



"No catch, just, can I maybe share your fire for a bit?"



The griffon stomped up to Ember, examining her. He stood a full head taller than her, and was dressed in rather worn looking leather armor. When he turned toward the light, Ember could see he was missing one eye.



"Fine," he declared. "You don't look that dangerous, and I haven't had proper fish in ages." He turned and plodded back to the fire, sitting down on a log and leaning his spear against a nearby tree in easy reach.



Nervously, Ember joined him. Sitting down, she rummaged through her pack and pulled out a small satchel of paper-wrapped salmon. She held a piece out to the griffon, who snatched it from her quickly before taking a large bite with his cracked beak.



"You're welcome," Ember muttered under her breath.



"What was that?" He said.



"Nothing! Nevermind."



The two sat in silence for several minutes as the griffon finished the rest of the salmon. Licking his beak afterwards, he pulled a flask out of his own bag and took a sip, before looking across at Ember.



Ember said nothing, and just sat quietly.



"You want some?" The griffon finally offered, after taking a gulp.



Never one to really drink, Ember still thought it might be rude to refuse. "Yes, please."



Capping the flask, the griffon tossed it to her.



Ember caught it, then opened it and sniffed. She felt her nose hairs curl, but took a sip anyway. The liquid burned her throat on contact, causing her to cough. The cough made it worse, as some of the horrid whiskey shot up into her nose leading to even more coughing and sputtering.



Across the fire, the griffon laughed. "What's the matter, pony? Can't take a real drink?"



Ember held up a hoof to say "one moment" while she continued to cough. When she'd finally recovered her wits, she looked up. "My grandpa said griffon whiskey was the best he'd ever had, but that was like gargling a burning dung heap!"



The griffon went dead quiet.



Realizing what she'd just said, Ember sucked in a deep breath, her wings tensing to take flight in an instant if needed.



Then the griffon laughed again. "Yes," he said, still chuckling. "Exactly my kind of whiskey!"



Ember let herself relax, and laughed a bit as well. "Seriously? Is it all that bad?"



"It used to be better," the griffon said. "In the old days. But elderflower and the other herbs are so hard to find now, so only the richest can afford proper whiskey. The rest of us wretches make do with this 'dung heap' rotgut."



"I'm sorry," Ember said reflexively.



"Why?"



"I'm sorry the sun's going away. It's hurting my village too. My grandpa died in a blizzard, in his own home just over a week ago."



"It's not your fault, pony. Not like you can do anything about it."



"I'm gonna try though."



"Ha! Good luck on that!"



"No, seriously. I'm going to go find out where the sun is going and try to get it to come back."



The griffon tilted his head, looking at Ember with his one good eye. "Very well, I can see you are quite serious."



"Umm, thanks?"



"So, you want to hunt down the sun?"



"Yes."



"Tell me, little pony, have you ever hunted before?"



As a pony, Ember didn't hunt. Ponies were mostly vegetarian, she knew, though pegasi had developed a taste for fish, especially in the far north, where it was a necessity for survival. She shook her head.



"Well, we griffons are great hunters. And you know what the easiest way is to catch your prey?"



Ember shook her head again.



"Find it where it sleeps."



"Where the sun sleeps?"



"Yes," the griffon said. "Go hunt the sun in its western bed."



She hadn't thought of that. The sun obviously had to go some place at night. And it did always go west throughout the day, so was there some place where the sun slept through the night? She pulled out her compass to figure out which way was west. The stupid thing had been giving her trouble the entire trip, forcing her to rely on landmarks like coasts and rivers to navigate.



As she fiddled with the compass—its needle always got stuck—the griffon stepped toward her. She flinched, but tried to pretend she hadn't.



"You said your grandpa liked griffon whiskey?"



"Umm, yes," Ember replied.



The griffon looked down at the compass and held out a talon. "May I?"



Ember hoofed over the compass. The griffon turned it over and admired the etched initials on the case, then, turning it back over, flicked it twice on one side with a claw and handed it back. The needle now floated freely.



"I am sorry to hear Sigi is dead."



Ember's eyes lit up. "Wait! You knew my grandpa?"



The old griffon smiled. "We had better whiskey in those days. Though I'm happy to know Gründale's salmon is still as good as ever."



Wings twitching with emotion, Ember felt a tear form in her eye. "You... you were at the outpost near Gründale, weren't you?"



"Geir, at your service." The griffon saluted. "And yes, I ran it for many years. Sigi was one of the only ponies to visit, and certainly the only one to do so regularly."



"So what are you doing way out here now?"



"The same as you, looking for a bit of warmth in a world slowly freezing."



"I'm going to fix it," Ember said, determination in her voice.



A now much warmer smile came across Geir's face. "Strangely enough, I almost believe you might."



----



The two had talked long into the night, taking breaks only to replenish the fire. They'd shared stories of Siegfried, one as a friend, one as a granddaughter. Geir had been genuinely sad to hear of his passing, but also glad to hear the stallion had gone out just as stubborn as ever, and that he'd never abandoned Gründale, despite the villages hardships. He'd never met Matilda, as the two had only just gotten married when he'd last seen Sigi. The passes had frozen over not long after that, and never reopened.



Ember told stories of her grandfather as a wise old stallion, and Geir told them of him as a foolish young one. That night, beneath the pines and the infinite stars, Ember slept better than she had in years.



----



The next morning, per the advice of Geir, Ember headed south. The griffon had suggested that if there really were a western bed, then her best bet would be to fly south until she was somewhere the sun passed directly overhead, then follow it west until she caught it.



Ember Spark flew for nearly two more weeks as she headed south. As she did so, the air gradually warmed, and the terrain beneath her became more and more alien. Gone were the pines and the mountain peaks. They gave way to vast plains and forests made of strange, broad leafed trees that grew branches nearly as big as their own trunks.



She stopped once or twice at villages, and found the ponies in each to be oblivious to the encroaching darkness. Here, it was still warm in the summer, and winter was nothing more than a nuisance, so they thought little for shortened days.



Then she came to the jungles. She'd heard stories of the tropics, but experiencing it was something else entirely. The air was so thick with moisture her feathers would bead up the moment she landed anywhere. The trees were so thick with vibrant green life that it was impossible to land almost anywhere. The rare exceptions were a few ridges, and of course, the beaches.



The beaches were nothing like that dismal seashore back in Gründale. No gray rocks and dark waters here. Instead, bright nearly blindingly-white sand, and water clearer than even the clearest stream back home. Just offshore, reefs teeming with fish more colorful than even the most outlandish birds. And it was warm!



More warmth than she'd ever felt in her life. She'd had no idea that a pony could actually be too warm. But she was. She was sweating, her coat lathering up even when she rested, so she did something she'd never really thought of before. She went swimming.



Now, she'd learned to swim when she was young. Gründale was a seafaring town, and if a pony didn't learn to swim, then that pony was a lot less likely to live very long. But nopony went swimming on purpose in Gründale, not in that icy water. Swimming was a survival skill, nothing more. But here, with the sun directly overhead, with her own body actually protesting the heat, the cool relief of the ocean seemed ideal. So she waded in.



Swimming was wonderful! Fantastic! Amazing even! The water was cooler than the air, but still quite comfortable. As she pumped her wings through the liquid, she looked down and saw the little fish darting through the corals beneath her. It was, she realized, a lot like flying in slow motion. Though, she had to admit, it did sting the eyes a lot more.



That night, Ember set up camp on the edge of the beach, just where it joined the jungle. She watched the sun go down over the horizon and, looking at her compass, realized it was almost directly west of her now. Tomorrow it'd be time to head out. For tonight though, she reveled in the fact that here, in mid winter, she could sleep outdoors without even a blanket, and splash in a sea so warm that she didn't even need a fire to dry off afterward. Yes, she thought, this is what the world is supposed to be like. Then she thought back to the blizzard that had killed her grandfather, and imagined what even this paradise might be like by the time she was his age. Would this wonderful beach be just as dark and foreboding as the shore of Gründale? She couldn't let that happen.



----



West was a tenuous proposition it turned out. Ember started her morning by circling as high as she could on the warm thermals coming off the beach and nearby cliffs. Thousands of feet into the air, she looked to the west, looking for any sign of land or other detail. But she saw nothing but an infinite blue sea and infinite blue sky. With such a perfect horizon, the two almost seemed to be reflections of one another, but... without some detail to guide her path, she realized she'd be relying almost entirely on her compass, and she had no idea how far the next patch of land might be.



Yes, as a pegasus, she could stop to rest on a cloud if required, but... that was always risky. Clouds were notoriously fickle, coming and going as they pleased. A nice fluffy one could make for a good nap, but... a pony never knew where she might drift in her sleep. Worse still, some clouds simply faded away without warning, and you never knew when—or if—another might appear. So, as Ember looked toward the western sky, the unbroken blue was rather unnerving, despite its surface beauty.



Psyching herself up, Ember finally departed the beach, a couple hours after sunrise. She rose again on the thermals, as high as she could, then headed west, checking her compass every 10 minutes or so to maintain course.



The first few hours went by without issue. The next few as well. Sometime well into the afternoon though, she started to get hungry. There was no place to land though, so, after a brief bit of tumbling, she managed to pull a few bites to eat from her bag and ate them in flight, slowing a bit to make it easier.



As the sun came to her fore in the late afternoon, Ember was relived she could stop checking the compass, and instead just follow the sun itself toward the horizon.



As the giant orb neared the horizon itself, Ember got excited. She hoped, this close to thing, she'd see where it actually went to rest. A few minutes later though, she was back to disappointment as the entire thing disappeared once again below the horizon. Still she flew on though.



As darkness came over the world, Ember realized she was becoming genuinely exhausted. The past few weeks had really built up her endurance, but even then, she had limits, and they were now fast approaching. Yet there was still no land in sight. She pressed on for several more hours, and finally, finally found a small cloud just large enough to support her weight. It wasn't much larger than her old bed, and as such, would drift wildly during the night, even in the slightest breeze, but she didn't care. She reached it, collapsed, and was asleep within moments, taking just enough time to squeeze a few deep draughts of water from it to drink.



----



Ember woke falling. Her mind had just begun to recohere as she felt her rear hooves slipping over the lip of the cloud, and then felt the rest of it sliding out from under here before she could react. Her wings sprung out instinctually, and a moment later she was flying under her own power. She looked back to the cloud she'd slept on, and found it merely a wisp of vapor, quickly dissipating as the early morning sun warmed it. She felt tired still, but there was no option but to start flying again.



Hours later, she had another in-flight meal, and decided to start looking for a resting place early this time. She told herself if she found a cloud of any kind, she'd stop, even if it wasn't yet dark.



But no clouds appeared.



And clouds continued to not appear.



As the sun went down, she still had not seen a single place to rest. And hours after dark, when she could barely see at all, she knew she was in real trouble.



So, she did the only thing she could think of. She'd been swimming before. She could swim again. Surely floating beat one more minute of flapping her aching wings.



As she approached the sea, she put her hooves down, her exhausted mind reflexively going into a normal landing. The splash of water made her more alert though, and she quickly went to floating.



The first thing she realized was that while her pack itself was waterproof on the outside, the contents weren't, and as they filled with seawater, she knew most of it was going to be ruined.



The second thing she realized was that while swimming a few lengths away from a beach for an hour was fun, treading water in open ocean while exhausted was not. Yes, it let her rest her tired flight muscles, but she needed sleep, and there was no way to get that here.



The third thing she realized was that pegasi feathers don't work very well when wet. After twenty minutes or so treading water with her hooves, she tried to get airborne again. But there was no way to take off when treading water. Her wings beat uselessly against the surface, slapping and smacking the waves to no avail.



She turned to the contests of her bags. She found her waterskin and realized it might just be able to float if she emptied the contents. As she was about to pour out the water, she thought better of it, and drank it instead, even though she wasn't that thirsty. Blowing into it, the skin inflated slightly, and Ember found she was able to hang onto it to float.



After some more time floating in the waves, she managed to tie the waterskin around her neck, just under her skin. If she relaxed, and let herself float onto her back, it was enough to make sure her nose and mouth stayed above water, even without effort and she drifted into a dreamless sleep, floating in the open sea.



----



Ember woke to the feeling of something scaly gliding against her leg. As panic flooded her brain, she was instantly alert, treading water upright and realizing just how in trouble she was. The sun was just coming up, casting a faint orange glow across the sea.



A gray fin broke the surface nearby and Ember's heart began to race faster than it ever had. She'd been afraid many times in her life, but it was her first experience with true and genuine terror. She spun slowly, tracking the fin as it circled her position. She found her knife and held it, unsure exactly what she could really do against a predator born to the sea.



Then another fin appeared. This one was gold, and flashed only briefly above the surface before disappearing again. Ember stared intently where it had been, and saw another brief flash of gold just beneath the surface. Then a bright blue light flashed near the gray shark fin. More bright flashes followed, and Ember had no idea what was happening, and wasn't sure whether to be happy or even more afraid when the shark's fin disappeared from view.



A moment later, she felt something slide past her again. She turned to look, but before she could react further, something broke the surface a few feet away.



It was a pony. Or, a pony's head at least. It was the same gold color as she'd seen earlier and the surface, and had sheen unlike any fur she'd ever seen.



"Hi!" The golden face said.



Ember nearly fainted. Only the adrenaline from the near-death encounter kept her alert. "Who are you?"



The other smiled. "I'm Nāmaka."



Ember looked down and saw shimmering golden fins beneath the waves. "And you're a... a... fish pony?"



Nāmaka giggled. "We prefer 'siren' but yes, I am a pony of the sea."



"Oh good," Ember said. "As long as you're not a shark." And with that, she finally fainted.



----



Ember awoke some unknown time later, and found herself deep beneath the sea in a cave surrounded by warm currents. Realizing she could still breath, and even see, her instinct to panic wore off. As she explored her situation, she found a magical bubble of air covering her head, and even when she took the deepest breaths, or exhaled them, it stayed almost perfectly the same size.



Venturing out of the cave, Ember found herself in a veritable city of sirens. Dozens swam between the coral towers and caves, their flowing rear fins somehow seeming to belong to the same creature as their forehooves. It should be a discordant assembly, but as they swam, Ember saw it as nothing but graceful beauty. It probably helped that every one of them shimmered in the brightest colors as well.



As she stared, Nāmaka swam up to her. "What do you think?" The golden siren said.



"It's... like nothing I've ever seen." Ember held up her hooves in a shrug. "I don't know what to even say."



Smiling, Nāmaka rested a hoof on her shoulder. "That's as good of a response as any. But I have to ask, what are you, a pegasus, doing so far from shore? We've seen no boats nor anything of the kind for leagues. How did you get here?"



"I flew." Ember said. "For days."



"No wonder you were so exhausted then. I've never seen a pony sleep so long."



Ember marveled at how the siren's words were as clear as any, yet her mouth was forming them in water. The siren seemed to breath just as she did, yet water, rather than air. "How long as I asleep?" Ember asked.



"Nearly a full day."



Ember was surprised, she'd only slept that long once her in life, and that'd been a terrible flu. "Well thank you for letting me rest here, and for saving me. If there's anyway I can repay you—"



"Think nothing of it," Nāmaka interrupted. "Though if you have any tales of the land, I would be glad to hear them. It has been ages since I last talked with a landwalker."



"You know of us?"



"Of course!"



"Sorry, I just..." Ember hesitated. "Most ponies on the land think sirens are a myth. Just a story sailors tell."



"Really? We used to trade with landwalkers regularly. Though it has been some time I suppose. The boats stopped coming and, well, we never really wanted to cross the colder sea."



"Colder sea?"



"The sea you probably flew over. It used to be as warm as that here, but the current has grown colder in the past decades, making it a daring swim for any of us."



"Ah, it's happening here then too," Ember said.



"Pardon me?"



"The sun is going away. The world is getting colder and colder. I'm from far to the north, and my entire valley is being covered in ice. Everywhere I've been, the days are shorter, the nights longer, and things are getting colder. It's like the sun has given up."



"Strange that you should say this. Our own astronomers have been recording something similar."



"That's why I'm here. I'm trying to find the sun and bring it back. A griffon I met told me to catch it in its western bed, so I've been flying west for days."



Nāmaka's eye lit up. "You seek the Cradle?"



"Umm... maybe?"



"My dear pony, you've found it! We are the people under the sun!"



Trying not to let the confusion show too obviously on her face, Ember replied. "But... you're underwater."



"And why do you think the water here is so warm?"



"Volcanoes?" Ember guessed.



"No!" Nāmaka laughed. "This the archipelago of the sun's nightly rest!"



Ember couldn't hide her confusion.



"This is the 'western bed' you spoke of! Come! I'll show you!"



Nāmaka took Ember by the hoof and pulled her through the water, over corals and through arches for what felt like far too long to not be exhausted herself, yet the siren swam on seemingly tireless.



Then they came to the surface, and there Nāmaka pointed toward a barren peak a few miles away. It looked like a volcano, with a cone going to a flattened top where a crater should be.



"That," Nāmaka said. "Is where the sun sleeps. As it does, it warms all the sea nearby, letting us sirens make our home here comfortably, even surrounded by the chilling currents on all sides."



"That... That's it?" Ember said. "I guess I expected something more... magical?"



"Wait until sunset. I promise it's a sight you'll never forget."



----



A short while before sunset that night, Nāmaka once again took Ember to the inner archipelago. As the sun came overhead, Ember could feel it's warmth much more directly than even at noon back on the beach days ago. She watched as the massive orb slowly lowered itself toward the horizon, but... instead of disappearing beyond it as it always had, now it settled gently down, aiming for the mountain nearby.



Ember had to keep dipping her head back into the water to cool it, as even through the magical bubble, she could feel her face nearly being burned by the heat. The water around her warmed as well under the heat of the setting sun, and in the distance she could see the soil of the island cracking and hissing as it baked.



Curiously, the sun itself dimmed as soon as it set down on its cradle. The normally actinic orb faded to a dull yellow after just a few minutes, and the heat radiating from it reduced as well.



"If you want to go," Nāmaka said. "Now is the time."



"What?" Ember said. "Just go over there?"



"That is what you came all this way for, isn't it?"



Ember thought, and realized it true. She'd just never expected something so literal. What was she to do, just ask the sun to pretty please come back north? She looked toward Nāmaka, who just smiled, urging her on. So she swam toward the island, making far better time with the help of the breathing bubble spell.



Reaching the scorched beach, she found it just barely tolerable to stand on, as the baked soil hissed as water droplets fell from her fur and feathers. Walking up the beach, she looked up, realizing she stood now just under the limb of the massive, massive orb. The heat here was still intense, but not nearly as searing as she'd feared it might be. The sun, it seemed, genuinely did sleep at night.



But what to do now? She thought for a moment, and decided there was no point in being embarrassed. So she yelled toward the sun. "Oh great sun! Hear me! Please, I beg you, hear my pleas!"



Nothing happened.



Nothing continued to happen.



So Ember Spark tried again.



"Please, oh might sun, listen! I beseech you! I plead with you, come, return to the north, warm the lands once again with your glory!"



Nothing still continued to happen.



"Oh great and powerful sun, ruler of the day and bringing of life to the world! I, a mere pony, know I am not wo—"



"Enough!"



The voice came from far below the orb itself. In fact, it came from somewhere just up the beach. When Ember lowered her gaze, she found herself staring at an elderly white unicorn stallion.



"Oh mighty emissary—"



"I said enough, girl!"



"Sorry."



"Hmph." The unicorn grunted, then made a show of looking her over. "What do you want?"



"I want the sun to return to the north, and make the days once again long, so my people can—"



"I am tired, girl. I do not have the energy I once did."



Ember realized then that this wasn't just an emissary, this was the sun itself she was talking to. "I'm sorry, Mr. sun, but—"



"Sol," the unicorn said. "My name is Sol."



"I am sorry, Sol. But the shorter days are making the world colder, and ponies are suffering for it. I'm from far to the north, where it's worst."



Sol sighed. "I know, and I am sorry, but I am truly, truly tired. I just cannot go on as I used to."



"But you have to!" Ember said. "It's your job!"



Hanging his head, Sol sighed again. "You have no idea, young one. The burden of ten thousand years is immense. I've watched my brethren, up there in the sky, burning for eons, moving through the whole sky. But I am here, warming this one world, alone. I am exhausted, utterly and truly. I am ready to pass on."



"No!" Ember nearly shrieked. "You can't! The world depends on you! The entire world! Every pony, every plant, every creature everywhere will die if you do!"



Walking over to her, Sol patted Ember on the shoulder. "Such a noble girl you are. You want to save the world. But you can't. I am done, my time is at an end and while I am sorry for it, I simply cannot bear this burden any longer."



"Then give it to me!" Ember demanded.



"Excuse me?"



"Give the burden to me. If you want to die, fine, but I won't let you take the world with you."



"You want that I should give you the burden of the sun itself, little filly?"



"Yes, if that's what it takes."



"You have no idea what you're asking for."



"I don't care!" Ember shouted. "I don't care what it costs me!"



Sol laughed. "Maybe you won't now, but will you feel different in a thousand years time? In ten thousand? I wonder."



"Does it matter?" Ember said. "At least for now, let me make a difference."



"You would take on eternity? A lonesome burden where you must carry the weight of the world every day."



"Yes!"



"You can never sleep in."



"Fine!"



"You can take no vacation."



"Agreed!"



"You can never, ever quit!"



"I know!"



"You would do this willingly?"



"Yes! If you won't, somepony has to!"



Sol then smiled. "Then you pass."



"What?" Ember said, confused.



"I have waited hundreds of years to find a replacement. Many have come, and asked, and tried, but all had darker reasons in their hearts. Most wanted power, a few wanted fame. You are the first to have come here for truly selfless reasons, so you have passed the test."



"But..." Ember wasn't sure what to say.



"Kneel." Sol commanded.



Ember did.



"Ember Spark. You are worthy of the greatest burden, that of the world itself. I give to you this day the sun, such that you may shepherd the life of the world with it. Everything under the stars is yours to care for."



Ember felt herself surrounded by a bright glow, as a white, piercing heat centered on her forehead.



"Arise," Sol continued. "Celestia Invictus, Guardian of the Sun!"



Ember looked down at herself. Her coat was now a brilliant white, matching that of Sol's, and she found also a unicorn's horn on her forehead, and she stood taller as well. "Celestia," Sol had called her. It fit.



She looked back and found a mark on her flank, of a blazing sun. It was strange, but it felt like it fit as well. Most important though, she felt a strange connection deep inside her mind, just behind her new horn, and through it she felt the power of the sun itself.



"I promise to guard the world against darkness," Celestia said. "For as long as I shall live, I will bring warmth and light to all."



She concentrated, and felt the giant orb above her warm and begin to float upward. As she lit the sun the first time, Celestia couldn't help but squeal in foalish glee. She'd brought back the sun!
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         Everything was going according to plan and Amethyst Star couldn’t be happier.



With a contented sigh, she leaned back against the base of the Wondercolts Statue and held her precious wedding planning binder to her chest. The shadow of the rearing statue stretched all the way to the front doors of Canterlot High. Above her, the sky was slowly being swept away in gradients of red and gold, courtesy of the falling sun. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and the forecasts called for sunny skies all the way up to the wedding!



She let out a little squeal and jumped up and down. Even if her friends had been there, she wouldn’t have cared. This was it! The moment she’d been waiting for! She’d spent the last month stressing and freaking out more than the bride had making sure everything was just so. And in three days, Cranky and Matilda would finally be getting married! She’d done it! 



“No! Professionalism!” Amethyst forced herself to calm down. “Need to stay professional! This is just the beginning. Need to see it through to the end!”



She still didn’t stop bouncing for another minute or so.



She leaned against the base again, though her heart was still pounding. Then, she opened her binder. It was several pounds of notes, scraps, comments, documents, waivers and a half-dozen other things. It was her pride and joy. Her ticket to her future career. Managing to keep her squees to a minimum, she flipped to the page with the diagram of the Canterlot High School courtyard. 



Let’s see… we’ve got the new hedges lining the walk between the roundabout and the statue where the bride and groom would take their vows. Already checked the lighting on those, blue and white, just like the rest of Matilda’s theme.



She clicked her favorite pen open and Amethyst checked off the box, adding a little flourish at the end.



Tents are already up for the guests to keep the sun off of them… chairs are scheduled to be set up tomorrow evening. Poles for the paper lanterns all set up…



Most of the day’s work had been spent preparing the gym to hold the reception. Part of Amethyst thought it was silly the two were having their wedding here, but since this is where Matilda found Cranky after like… twenty years… she guessed it had enough sentimental value to work. Anyway, it wasn’t her place to criticize their decision. Her job as their wedding planner was to make their dreams come true!



Another squeal escaped from the girl. 



“And I’m going to do it!” 



She let out another enormous sigh, slapped her binder closed and just slumped against the statue. She didn’t have anything to worry about. Everything had been planned for. As long as Sunset Shimmer and those crazy girls didn’t have to do battle with some unholy force of dark magic in front of the school—again—everything should be just fine. 



Anyway, it was Spring Break. What sort of crazy things could possibly—



The ground shivered beneath her feet. Amethyst froze. 



“No,” she whispered. “I didn’t actually finish the thought! It doesn’t count!”



The shivering didn’t seem to care. In fact, it increased. The air buzzed with energy. Something familiar… something she’d felt before back during…



“Oh come on!” Amethyst shouted to the universe. “Give me a break!”



An odd noise came from directly behind her. She staggered away from the statue, clutching her binder. The stone of the statue seemed to be twisting… and suddenly there was a brilliant white flash. The last thing she saw was something flying out of the stone.



“No!” Amethyst shrieked. “No magical shenanigans!”



Blinded, she swung her binder at the thing. She felt the heavy binder connect with something that instantly let out a grunt of pain. A few seconds later, there was a thump and a muttered “Owww…”



Amethyst heart raced as she backpedaled and desperately tried to clear her vision. 



It took far too long, but when the stars began to fade, the statue was exactly as it had been before. In fact, there was only one difference. 



There was groaning girl slumped against it. A girl with… long red and gold hair. 



Sunset Shimmer swayed back and forth a little, her teal eyes focusing on a shell-shocked Amethyst for a second.



“What the buck?” she asked.



Her eyes rolled up into the back of her head and she fell over.



“This wasn’t on the list!” Amethyst squeaked.








Amethyst stared at the unconscious body of Sunset Shimmer, currently nestled deep with Amethyst’s own four-poster bed. 



I knocked out Sunset Shimmer. Amethyst’s stomach was filled with ice. I knocked out someone who’s saved the world! I knocked out one of seven girls here who can use freakin’ magic! I knocked out a girl who’s supposed to be some hotshot magical talking unicorn from another dimension!



Amethyst forced herself to stop. Well, that last one depends how trustworthy Flash is when he’s drunk. But still! I knocked out Sunset Shimmer, the most gorgeous girl at Canterlot High!



Only then did Amethyst realize that maybe putting Sunset in her bed instead of the couch might not have been her best decision. 



She’s only in my bed because I needed to be sure she was okay. She’s only in my bed because I needed to be sure she was okay. She’s only in my bed— 



“Ugh… where am I?”



Amethyst let out a squeak of surprise and jumped back into one of her coat racks. Even as coats tumbled on top of her, she managed to keep a tight grip on her binder. 



“Hello?”



She let go of her binder—reluctantly—and managed to excavate herself from the pile of clothing. She managed to ignore the pang from her back from hauling Sunset up the stairs.



Sunset sat up in Amethyst Star’s bed, rubbing her head and looking thoroughly confused. She wore her usual teal blouse and skirt with the jeans that were far too form-fitting to be even remotely respectable. Plus the boots. 



I wish I could pull off boots like that.



“Uh… sorry… but, where am I?” Sunset said, wincing as she touched the bruise Amethyst had left on her jaw by way of her binder.



“My bedroom,” Amethyst answered honestly.



Sunset stared at her. Amethyst stared back.



“Wow…” Sunset swayed a little back and forth. “I’m going to strangle Pinkie. I told her that many shots was a bad idea, especially right before going back through the portal. Still… it’s been a while since I’ve just woken up in someone else’s bed with no memory of what happened.”



Amethyst went scarlet. She tried to respond, but only tiny little squeaks emerged.



This is the girl who turned into an angel during that mess with Crystal Prep! 



And. She’s. In. My. Bed.



Amethyst opened her mouth. Nothing came out. Some part of her mind threw up her hands and stormed off. 



“Listen, I’m not saying you’re not cute or anything…” Sunset smirked, though she still looked a little wobbly. “But when I end up in someone else’s bed, I like to know how. And with who.”



“I’m… I’m Amethyst Star,” she squeaked.



Sunset seemed to process that information for a bit. “Oh right! The organizer! You’re always doing all the behind-the-scenes stuff for fundraisers and dances, right?”



“You know who I am?” Amethyst gaped at her.



“Well…” Sunset flushed. “I kinda know who everyone is… mostly because of… past misdeeds.”



“Oh.” A few unpleasant memories surfaced, but Amethyst pushed them back down. “That’s okay! You’ve totally changed now and everything, right?”



“I like to think so,” Sunset shrugged. “Now… would you mind telling me if I was at least any goo—”



“Nothing happened!” Amethyst stood up so suddenly several coats soared across the room… including one directly at Sunset’s face. 



“Sorry,” Amethyst winced, but Sunset was already laughing.



“Wow. I didn’t realize I was that bad—”



“No! I mean, we didn’t do… nothing happened! I would never take advantage of someone like that!”



“Oh?” Sunset pouted a little. “You weren’t just a little tempted?”



Something inside of Amethyst’s head went ‘boing.’ 



Sunset burst into laughter so hard she was clutching her sides. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m just kidding. Jeez! Loosen up, Amy. Look, would you mind telling me why I feel like I was just decked by a minotaur, at least? Last thing I remember was seeing the word ’Cranky’ come right for my face.”



Amethyst winced and used her foot to shove her wedding binder away.



“I… um… I may have accidentally knocked you out with my wedding binder when you… appeared.”



“Really.” Sunset snorted. “You took me down with a wedding binder?”



Sunset’s eyes dropped to Amethyst’s foot. The binder hadn’t gone far.



“Wow.” Sunset sounded impressed. “Okay, that’s more like getting backhanded by the omnibus edition of ‘Astronomical Astronomer's Almanac to All Things Astronomy.’ Damn, girl.”



“I didn’t mean to!” Amethyst cried as she approached the bed cautiously. “I swear! I just… I just panicked! I didn’t know you were using your freaky magic powers to walk out of freaking statues!”



“Look, it’s fine.” Sunset snickered and rubbed her jaw again. “It’s not the worst hit I’ve taken. Though I’m guessing you brought me here instead of taking me to a hospital because…”



Amethyst hesitated for a second before blurting it all out in two enormous breaths. “At Flash’s birthday party after Camp Everfree, he told me that you and that other Twilight were actually magical ponies from another dimension. Okay, yeah, he was three sheets to the wind at the time.” She took another giant lungful of air. “But if he was actually right—and considering all the freaky magic stuff that’s happened in the last year or so, I think he might be—I didn’t think it was a good idea to take a transformed magical unicorn to a public hospital.”



“Well, then.” Sunset paused to consider her. “That was a pretty good call. Thanks. Owe you one.”



“You mean… he was telling the truth?”



“Pretty much,” Sunset shrugged. “I thought everyone knew by now. No big deal.”



“No big deal?” Amethyst cried. “But… but…”



“Look, I appreciate you tucking me in all nice and snug after laying me out, but I should probably be heading back home. You probably don’t want to explain to your parents why a strange girl is lying in your bed.”



“They’re out of town for the week.”



Sunset raised an eyebrow. 



“That… doesn’t mean… um…”



“Anyone ever tell you that you’re cute when you’re flustered?” She snickered again as Amethyst felt her entire face light up like the sun. “Anyway, thanks for the assist, but I should get out of your hair.”



The other girl swung her legs out over the bed and tried to stand. This proved to be a mistake. Sunset went crosseyed and swayed precariously. Amethyst jumped forward to catch her, but Sunset was a bit bigger than her. After about three seconds of wobbling, they tumbled back onto the bed.



With Sunset on top. About three inches away from Amethyst’s face. Plus there was the whole bodies mashing together thing. 



Something else in Amethyst’s brain went ‘boing.’ Once again, she found herself completely unable to speak and blushing furiously. 



“You know, I don’t usually mind when cute girls throw themselves at me,” Sunset said from just a few inches away. She smelled like cinnamon and roses. “Though I prefer some warning if they’re going to do it literally.”



Sunset smirked a little more and rolled off of Amethyst. It took a full minute before Amethyst’s brain rebooted and she was able to scramble to her feet. Sunset was sitting up on the side of the bed, holding her head, looking pretty miserable.



I can’t believe I gave freaking Sunset Shimmer a concussion!



“I’m sorry…” Amethyst mumbled. “I didn’t mean to actually hurt you…”



“Hey,” Sunset smiled wanly, but didn’t meet Amethyst’s eyes. “Like I said… I’ve been hit by worse. A lot worse.” A shadow passed over her face for a moment, then it was gone, replaced once again by that smirk. “And I think everything turned out pretty well after that. You know, the whole ‘redemption arc’ thing.”



Amethyst settled down next to the other girl and glanced around her bedroom, suddenly feeling incredibly self-conscious. But thankfully, her room looked like it always did: ordered. Everything on her dressers and nightstands were in their places. The mirror above the vanity was clean, save for three sticky notes lined up perfectly. She’d even dusted last night. In fact, the only things out of place were the coats and Sunset’s jacket hanging from a hook on the back of the door. 



“Where were you?” Amethyst blurted out. “What happened? Why did you come through a statue?”



“Oh,” Sunset waved a hand dismissively. “That thing is just the dimensional portal between here and Equestria. As for what I was doing over there... Well, while I may have redeemed myself over here, there’s still a lot of mistakes I’m trying to fix back home. Let’s leave it at that, okay?”



Amethyst nodded weakly.



This girl treats jumping through dimensions like she’s walking down the street. She sighed and her eyes wandered to the girl beside her, unable to help herself from admiring the streaks in her hair. Maybe Rarity was right at the Spring Fling committee last week. Everyone actually is just a little in love with Sunset Shimmer. Well, she said it a little differently, but that’s because she’s Rarity.



Her brain to replayed those thoughts once before ejecting them as fast as she could. No! I am not getting wrapped up in Sunset Shimmer and all the craziness that happens around her! She can’t go more than a month without something insane happening!



But… Amethyst was still responsible for giving her a concussion. She had to do make up for that.



“Don’t you ride a motorcycle?” Amethyst asked. 



“Yup,” Sunset nodded and winced.



“And I apparently gave you a concussion.”



“Yup.”



“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to ride that motorcycle tonight.”



“Yup.”



“Are you going to just keep giving me one word answers to everything?”



“Nope.”



Amethyst glared at Sunset, who just snickered yet again. Her eyes glinted in the bedroom’s lights and the smirk grew into something… a little different. Something that looked vaguely curious.



“Look, if you’re still feeling bad, all you need to do is just drive me home. Then we’re even.”



“What?” Amethyst stared at her. “Sunset, I gave you a concussion! That can have a serious impact on your health! For all I know, this could be with you the rest of your life!”



Sunset’s eyebrow crept up her forehead with a speed that would have impressed Applejack. 



“You do know I survived getting shot in the face with a magical rainbow laser comprised of happiness, friendship and harmony, right? After being turned into a raging she-demon bent on interplanetary conquest?”



Amethyst raised a finger. Okay, she kinda has a point. But still! 



“Doesn’t matter! I need to make it up to you!”



“And how exactly do you intend to do that?” Sunset asked.



Amethyst closed her eyes, knowing that she wasn’t going to be able to handle saying this looking Sunset in the eye. “Stay here tonight. If you’re still having trouble after a day, you need to see someone, even if that means going back through that interdimensional whatsit for medical care.”



“You want me. To stay here. Tonight.”



Amethyst was positive Sunset was grinning. The emphasis in her words simply rejected all other options. Yet some horrible part of herself still opened her eyes to look. 



Sunset wasn’t grinning. She looked… surprised more than anything. And that strange curious expression was mixed in there too. 



“I don’t want you to move more than necessary,” Amethyst continued. “You can stay here in my bed and I’ll take the guest bedroom. I even have an attached bathroom!”



“You’re serious about this?”



“Yes!” Amethyst cried. “I knocked out the greatest heroine at our school! If I don’t fix this… I’ll… I’ll…”



“Okay!” Sunset held up her hands. “You win! I’ll stay the night.”



“And tomorrow! It’s Spring Break!”



“Fine,” Sunset groaned. “On one condition.”



“Yes?”



“I haven’t eaten yet on this planet.” Sunset’s stomach growled. “Help a girl out?”



Amethyst sighed. “Yes. I’m pretty sure I can do something about that.”



“Vegetarian okay?”



Amethyst stared at her. “The great heroine of CHS and the former terror of said school is a vegetarian?”



“Well…” Sunset smirked that damn smirk again. “She also happens to be a magical talking unicorn from another dimension.”



“Right. Vegetarian it is.”








Spot did his best to get in the way, as he usually did when Amethyst was cooking.



“You never can take a hint, can you, boy?”



Spot let out a little bark. He’d been annoyed at not getting his favorite spot on her bed last night, but after some patient explaining—and an excessive amount of belly-rubbing bribes—he’d accepted his place with Amethyst on the guest bed.



Amethyst stifled a yawn before flipping the pancakes over. Not sleeping in her own bed wasn’t the only thing that had kept her from a solid night’s sleep. She kept having bizarre dreams most of the night. Half of them had been the crazy events that followed Sunset and her friends. The other half were even more surreal. 



That half had involved Amethyst actually joining Sunset and the others. A fistbump from Rainbow Dash after Amethyst had used her magic diamond fist—whatever that was—to deck some ugly chimera thing. Rarity had discussed possible gemstone accents they could use for the Spring Fling. Applejack had tossed her an apple after defeating the Sirens… again. Twilight Sparkle had levitated Amethyst out of a sandtrap caused by some Aztec monster. Fluttershy had called a flock of giant eagles to save them from a centaur. And Pinkie… had asked for help opening a peanut butter jar while everyone else stayed well clear.



Sunset had just been there the entire time, smirking with that same confident smirk as if she knew things no one should ever know. Even then, somehow, Amethyst hadn’t been afraid of the smirk. If anything, it made her feel confident. Like she could do anything. 



Still… she’d never dreamed about anything like that before. Her dreams were usually about weddings. Dresses. Flower arrangements. Seating charts. Measurements and designs. Occasionally helping Fluttershy at the animal shelter. Once in a while, Rarity—or Pinkie—might pop up, since they always did so much work for the school events.



Jeez, maybe I’m already caught up in Sunset’s crazy life and just don’t know it yet. 



Amethyst blinked and brought herself back to reality just in time to save the current batch of pancakes from becoming charred disks. Spot whined a little and unleashed the full force of his puppy dog eyes upon her. Amethyst had built up an immunity over the years… but it wasn’t perfect.



Spot thoroughly enjoyed his extorted pancake and trotted after Amethyst as she put everything on a tray and headed upstairs. It was a strange thing to knock on her own door, but she didn’t want to catch Sunset unaware or in any sort of inappropriate situation… again.



“Come on in.” Sunset muffled voice said from inside. She turned the knob and Spot wiggled in before Amethyst could react. With a cheerful bark, he leapt up onto the bed, where Sunset had been typing on her phone. The red and gold haired girl put the phone down and beamed at the puppy, scratching him behind his little torn ear. 



“And who’s this little guy?” Sunset asked with a smile. “Didn’t get to meet you last night.”



“That’s Spot,” Amethyst said as she settled the tray down and divvied up the pancakes. “He usually likes to stay in the backyard when I’m not home. I forgot to let him in before you went to sleep.”



“Well, he’s adorable,” Sunset said as Spot fawned as only Spot could. Amethyst giggled slightly and Sunset glanced up at her. “What?”



“Just seeing the great heroine of CHS scratching a puppy under his chin…”



“What? You’ve never heard of the heroine’s faithful companion?” Sunset demanded in a dark and imperious voice.



The effect was somewhat ruined by Spot leaping into Sunset’s lap and settling down as if he never intended to leave. 



Amethyst burst out laughing while Sunset glared down at the dog, a glare that convinced absolutely no one.



“Here, made you some pancakes,” Amethyst put a tray in front of Sunset. It had the usual condiments like syrups, butter and honey, plus the requisite glass of orange juice. 



Amethyst sat down at her desk and took a sip of her orange juice, pausing halfway through to see Sunset staring at her again with that same little curious smirk.



“What?” 



“Nothing!” Sunset sing-songed. “Nothing at all.”



It was Amethyst’s turn to raise an eyebrow. Sunset just laughed and dug into her breakfast. After the first bite, she looked back at Amethyst, who was already a quarter through hers. 



“These are good,” Sunset said. “Almost as good as Pinkie’s.”



Amethyst blushed. “It’s just my mother’s recipe. I’m good at following directions.”



After another pancake, Sunset commented, “From what I understand, you’re even better at giving them.”



“I don’t know about that,” Amethyst shrugged. “I’m just good at planning stuff. Pinkie handles all the big parties and dances, but someone has to deal with the fundraisers, charity events and all the other things.”



“And that’s you?”



“I guess,” Amethyst shrugged again. “I’ve always done that. It’s not a big deal. I’m not in it for the spotlight. Anyway, you’ve been to my events before. I’ve seen you at the animal shelter with Fluttershy for the Adopt-A-Friend Days.”



Sunset tapped her fork on her chin. “That was you?”



Amethyst grinned. “What, you think Fluttershy is the type to organize a city-wide pet adoption campaign?”



Sunset finished off the last of her pancakes with a twist of her fork and smiled. “You’re probably right. But I’ll bet it was her idea.”



“Of course it was her idea!” Amethyst laughed. “I’m just glad to help her out.”



“Huh…” Sunset eyed her over her glass of orange juice. “So, how does planning weddings fit into all this?”



Amethyst flushed as she looked around for the binder. To her shock, it wasn’t on the floor anymore. It was on the nightstand.



“You… looked inside?”



“Well, you did bash me over the head with it. Seemed only fair.”



“Good point.”



“So, spill.” 



“My parents broke up when I was five,” Amethyst didn’t meet Sunset’s eyes. “I didn’t take it very well. Eventually, they managed to work things out and got back together. They even wanted to get remarried. I figured out I was sick of ignoring them, so, I helped plan the wedding. The whole thing went really well. So well that… I don’t know. I just knew it was what I wanted to do.”



“So, you’re big into the whole love and romance thing, huh?” Sunset’s smirk was back in full force.



“N-No!” Amethyst sputtered, pulling her headband off and playing with the little gemstones embedded in them. “Well… I guess? I guess it’s like… Okay fine, yes!” 



Amethyst glared at Sunset, who cracked up laughing so hard that Spot started barking. Sunset winced, holding her hands over her ears. Spot took the hint and quieted down instantly.



“Your head?” Amethyst asked, a twist in her gut at Sunset’s pained expression.



“Yeah,” Sunset muttered. “I… I wasn’t going to tell you, but I borrowed some painkillers from your bathroom. The sun was really bright this morning.”



“You should see someone,” Amethyst put her tray down and stood.



“Come on!” Sunset whined. “Let’s not jump to any conclusions! I’m not eager to go back through the portal if my head is killing me!”



“Oh,” Amethyst froze. “Well… do you want me to call one of your friends to come get you? I realized last night that asking you stay…”



“Naw. No point.” Sunset shook her head with a little sigh. “Anyway, you’ve got a comfy bed. I like it.”



Amethyst’s eyes narrowed. “No point?’”



“Hey, who’s the injured one here?” Sunset protested. “Just because I’m your prisoner doesn’t mean you can just demand answers!”



“Well, if you’re my prisoner, that means I make the rules!” Amethyst declared, putting one of her legs up on her chair in her own version of ‘imperious.’



Sunset fell over laughing. Spot proceeded to lick her face until she got up again. 



“Come on, you seven are like… inseparable. Why didn’t you call one of them last night?”



Sunset’s laugh faded and Amethyst saw something beneath the jokes and the smirk. Something she hadn’t expected. Then the words just spilled out.



“AJ and Dash went camping and won’t be back until the wedding. Rarity and Twi decided to take a beach getaway for their Spring Break. And Pinkie and Fluttershy went to the National Baking Finals in Baltimare. I wasn’t about to force myself on any of them, so I hoped through the portal to Equestria.”



“You mean… they’re…”



“Oh, come on,” Sunset scoffed. “Everyone in school knows about AJ and Dash.”



Amethyst grinned and shrugged. “Okay fine, yeah, everyone knows about those two. But Rarity and Twilight? Pinkie Pie and Fluttershy? They’re night and day!”



“Pinkie Pie and Fluttershy might be a little wishful thinking on the part of Rarity and me. But I think there’s something there, even if they don’t want to admit it. As for Rarity and Twi… well, that’s kinda complicated.”



“Well, you are my prisoner.” 



To Amethyst’s surprise, Sunset didn’t fight it. But she also didn’t meet her eyes.



“Twi… may have had a crush on me,” Sunset said, looking awkward and fiddling with a strand of hair. “But… it was too weird for me with her looking just like Princess Twilight… who I may have had a thing for once upon a time. But she’s now going out with this bookworm named Moon Dancer—and yes, I know the irony of calling someone else a bookworm in relation to any Twilight Sparkle. So, after I turned down Twilight, Rarity ended up asking her for some help with her new business. Next thing I knew, they were a thing.”



“But that leaves you alone.” Amethyst winced, realizing how she must have sounded.



“Hey, you’re the one who said there were seven of us. Assuming we get paired up… someone’s going to get left out. And I don’t think any of us are really in the market for one of those more… ‘open’ relationships like Cloud Kicker.”



Amethyst shivered. “Yeah, the less said about that girl, the better.”



“The three of them seem happy, at least,” Sunset muttered. “Anyway, to make a long story short, they’re all out of town. I… um, didn’t actually plan on coming back here until tomorrow night, right before the wedding, but it got a little awkward over there.”



“I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to pry.”



“Naw,” Sunset shrugged it off, but it didn’t fool Amethyst for a second. “I’m fine. Well, besides being pummeled to half to death with a wedding binder last night.”



Amethyst rolled her eyes.



“Look, if you’ve got light sensitivity and sound sensitivity…” she shook her head. “That could be bad Sunset. You might have something serious.”



“You’re not going to let up on this, are you?”



“No!” Amethyst shouted. “I feel terrible as it is! If you’re seriously hurt, then… I don’t know, I can’t just leave you like this! I’m not just driving you to your house and abandoning you there. Who knows what might happen?”



“So, I guess I am your prisoner, huh?”



Amethyst stuck out her tongue at the red and gold haired girl. “Yeah. You are. So the big heroine gets to take it easy!”



“Fine!” Sunset groaned. “I’ll give it one more day. If I don’t feel better by the wedding, I’ll head back to Equestria and see what they can do. Deal?”



“Deal!” Amethyst nodded eagerly. “But speaking of the wedding…”



“What?” Sunset asked suspiciously. 



“Well… I do have to get things finished up. I’ve still got a lot to do for Cranky and Matilda.”



“In other words, you’re abandoning me to my cruel fate.” To her surprise, Sunset seemed genuinely disappointed underneath the drama she’d probably learned from Rarity.



“Yes, but I’m willing to throw you a bone.”



Sunset perked up. “And what’s that?”



“Spot will keep you company.”



Sunset glared at her.



“That wasn’t even remotely funny.”



“That was hysterical,” Amethyst informed her. “Utterly hysterical.”



“No, it really wasn’t,” Sunset shook her head. “Even Twilight does better puns than that.”



Amethyst’s eye twitched ever so slightly. “Okay, that’s just harsh.”



Sunset suddenly smirked and rubbed Spot’s belly. “What do you think?”



Spot yawned.



“Traitor,” Amethyst muttered. 








A few hours later, Amethyst swung back by her house with a pair of two large hoagie sandwiches from Rising Yeast. It was a little tradition of hers whenever she got down to the wire for any big event to get lunch at his place. Yeah, it cost a little extra, but Yeast made the best sandwiches in the city, hands down. And because the final cake testing had gone perfectly—as if anything the Cakes made wouldn’t be amazing—she’d snagged a few carrot cupcakes from there. Assuming everything went well with the wedding—and Amethyst knew everything was going well, save for the whole ‘knocking out Sunset Shimmer thing’—she decided that getting carrot cupcakes would have to be added to the list of traditions.



Amethyst liked her traditions. They were another thing to check off. And there was nothing quite like the thrill of checking off something in her binder. It made her all warm and tingly in all the best ways. 



When she came up into Sunset’s cell—also known as Amethyst’s bedroom—Sunset was sitting up in bed with Spot curled on her lap. To Amethyst’s surprise, Sunset had borrowed one of Amethyst’s gemstone-blue bathrobes, something she didn’t fit in very well since Sunset was a fair bit—ahem—bigger than her. Amethyst didn’t stare though. Because doing that would be stupid. After all, she’d never be interested in anyone like Sunset Shimmer… even if Amethyst swore she heard creaking stitching when she came into the room.



After spotting the hoagie and the carrot cupcake on a tray, Sunset gave her another one of those curious little smirks. Amethyst didn’t pry. For all she knew, those looks could be a result of the head trauma. 



Instead, Amethyst directed the conversation to the gem that hung around Sunset’s neck. After Sunset recounted the events at Camp Everfree—Amethyst had been trapped inside one of the cabins with Principal Celestia and Vice Principal Luna when all the big stuff had gone down—to Amethyst’s surprise, Sunset offered her the gem. 



“Is this safe?” Amethyst asked, unwilling to pluck it from Sunset’s hand. “I mean… this is like some crazy magic gemstone thingy! Who knows what it’ll do if someone else touches it!”



“Well, I’m pretty sure you’re not about to turn into Gaia Everfree.” Sunset rolled her eyes. Spot barked an agreement. 



Wow, you just totally sided with her, didn’t you, boy? Even dogs are all in love with Sunset Shimmer. Not fair.



Amethyst reluctantly picked it up and braced herself for whatever crazy shenanigans were about to begin. Then she continued to brace herself. A few moments later, the bracing intensified dramatically. 



All the bracing happened to the sounds Sunset eating her carrot cupcake.



Amethyst finally opened her eyes.



“Told you.”



For some odd reason, Amethyst was almost disappointed. She had no idea why.








Amethyst left Sunset and Spot alone while she finished her afternoon checklist. She was vaguely annoyed at herself for allowing so much time to slip by during lunch, but she made up for it by speeding through most of the streets and narrowly avoiding getting pulled over twice. 



I’m getting reckless. Sunset Shimmer is definitely a bad influence on me. 



Still, the Flower Trio’s arrangements for the wedding were even better than they had been for the Winter Ball. Larkspur and easter lilies had been a stroke of genius on the part of Amethyst, another thing Matilda had raved about when she first saw the combination. They were the perfect compliment to the dresses of Matilda and her bridesmaids. In fact, Rose, Lily and Daisy had made Amethyst a little bouquet of larkspur and easter lilies with a single firebird dahlia in the center as a special thank you for giving them their first big wedding order.  



Amethyst couldn’t be happier for the three girls. After all, she wasn’t the only one looking to get a leg up on her future career with this wedding. It was a good thing Matilda was CHS’s best guidance counselor, since she was always encouraging students to pursue their future dreams today. It was why Amethyst had landed Cranky and Matilda as her very first clients. 



She let out a little squeal upon leaving the florist, dancing around with her bouquet and probably looking like a total idiot the entire time. She didn’t care. Everything would be perfect for the rehearsal tomorrow and then came the wedding when Amethyst would finally see all of her hard work pay off! 



Next was a quick stop to Rarity’s boutique, which was being managed by Coco Pommel while Rarity was away. The thrill upon checking off the dresses from her checklist made her almost giddy. The gowns for the bride, the maid of honor—Pinkie Pie, of all people—and the bridesmaids were all prepared and nigh perfect. Almost dizzy with glee, Amethyst pointed her car in the direction of home as the sun was beginning to set. 



She almost forgot to pick up dinner, remembering only at the last moment that she needed to grab food for two. She felt in the mood to celebrate. It might be a little premature, but she didn’t care. She knew everything was going to be perfect. If anything, having Sunset Shimmer locked in her house was probably the safest thing for the wedding, since she seemed to be a magnet of magical mayhem.



On a whim, she dropped by Tuna Roll’s Sushi Shoppe. It was one of those hole-in-the-wall places you only learned about from a friend, but Amethyst swore it was the best sushi this side of anywhere. As usual, Sea Roll’s grinning face greeted her. The one thing that threw her was the little sparkle in the old man’s eye when Amethyst ordered more than double her usual—making sure Sunset’s portion was vegetarian. But she was too happy to care about odd looks.



The sun had just hit the horizon when she turned onto her street. She found herself humming ‘Shine Like Rainbows’ as she pulled into her driveway. As she tried to juggle the bouquet and the sushi, she found herself idly wondering what those adorable pony ears the girls got felt like. 



Amethyst laughed at herself, managed to juggle her keys into her hands and unlocked the door. 



To her shock, Sunset was on the living room couch, Spot curled up on her lap. She turned off the television the moment Amethyst came in and beamed at her.



“What… what are you doing down here?” Amethyst squeaked. “You’re supposed to be resting upstairs!”



“Oh, you worry too much.” Sunset waved a hand dismissively as Spot’s good ear twitched. “Anyway, I only fell down the stairs twice.”



Amethyst froze and almost dropped the sushi.



Sunset managed to keep her deadpan expression for almost half a minute before bursting into laughter. 



“You’re evil!” Amethyst groaned. 



Without anything else on hand, she chucked the bouquet at Sunset’s head. The girl snatched it out of the air with a confidence that was supremely unfair. Sunset glanced at it and that smirk of hers froze, then it grew into that stupid, annoying curious version of a smile. Only this one had softer edges, combined with a hint of a blush.



“That’s a firebird dahlia,” Sunset whispered.



Amethyst knew Sunset was playing with her again, so she rolled her eyes. “Yeah, good job noticing, Captain Oblivious.”



“Don’t you mean ‘obvious?’”



“Eh, close enough.” Amethyst shrugged as she put the sushi onto the living room table. She headed into the kitchen, grabbed a vase for the flowers and some plates. After getting everything separated for the two of them, she plopped down next to Sunset, who was still staring at the flowers.



“Nice arrangement, huh? The Flower Trio do really good work. You should see what they have in store for us at the wedding!” 



That seemed to snap Sunset out of her daze. She shook her head and let Amethyst pull the bouquet from her hands and put them in the vase on the coffee table. Spot woke up and greeted her properly.



“Guessing you’re feeling better?” 



“Huh?” Sunset asked. Amethyst was a little worried. Sunset hadn’t been this out of it even after waking up. “Oh, yeah! Actually, headache’s mostly gone. Still kinda sensitive to light though.”



Amethyst groaned. “My big moment to shine and I beat up Sunset Shimmer two days before. Ugh. I’m never going to live this down.”



Sunset chuckled and patted her on the shoulder. “Hey, I’ve had to live down worse.”



Amethyst opened her mouth to protest, but then closed it. “Good point.”



Halfway through the sushi, Amethyst flipped on the television to a rerun of Mystery Science Theater 3000. To Amethyst’s horror, Sunset had never seen them before. She decided to fix this travesty and pull up the entire series.



A few hours later, Spot was curled up between the two of them. Sunset had fallen asleep on the other side of the couch and Amethyst didn’t have the heart to wake her. 



You know, for a girl who’s saved the world and school a few times—plus the whole magical alien pony bit—she’s actually pretty normal.



That was the last coherent thought she had before she drifted off to sleep on the couch. 








The next morning, despite Sunset’s protests that the headaches were gone and the light sensitivity barely bothered her, Amethyst made Sunset promise to stay until the wedding. Amethyst refused to worry about Sunset getting hurt in her own home. Instead, she double-checked to make sure Sunset had everything and promised to poke her with a text every few hours. For some reason, Sunset’s eyes had drifted to the flowers before shrugging. 



Amethyst made homemade waffles for them before scurrying out the door. The morning of the rehearsal went by in a blur. Every time she checked something off her list, her squeals got a little louder. Her schedule allowed two hours to hang out with Sunset during lunch—this time nothing more than a simple homemade egg flower soup—but then Amethyst was off again. She made good on her promise to poke Sunset all the way up to the rehearsal.



And the rehearsal went perfectly. Pinkie Pie had arrived just in the nick of time—as usual—to fulfill her role as maid of honor. Amethyst still wasn’t sure why she warranted such an honor, but she wasn’t about to question it. Cranky had looked terrified the entire time… until Matilda had shown up. Amethyst grinned at his dopey expression, as if the rest of the world didn’t exist save for Matilda. She could almost see the little hearts popping into existence around his head. 



Mayor Mare put everyone through their paces with the same amount of diligence and efficiency she did for everything. After Pinkie Pie’s soul-crushing hug on just how ‘supertremendafantastariffic’ everything looked, the mayor herself had congratulated Amethyst on how well she’d handled everything. Amethyst could have flown home on those words alone.



Instead, she snagged an extra bottle of Sweet Apple Acres sparkling cider and went by her favorite Italian place to pick up dinner. Then she practically danced her way through the front door. Sunset looked just as perfect as she usually did and laughed at Amethyst pirouetting into the house. 



“Someone’s in a good mood,” Sunset chuckled as she scratched behind Spot’s ears.



“Everything is awesome!” Amethyst crowed. “Tomorrow is going to be perfect!”



“I’m guessing the rehearsal went well?”



“Oh my gosh, Sunset!” Amethyst squealed and jumped up and down. “It’s going to be the sweetest thing! Best wedding ever!”



“Jeez, you almost sound as bad as Pinkie Pie,” Sunset snorted.



Amethyst paused for a moment and then shrugged. “Don’t care! Come on, I brought us dinner.”



Upon seeing the food, Sunset glanced up at her. “You know, you could actually let me pay you back for this one.”



“Nope!” Amethyst chirped. “Don’t you try and ruin everything by insisting on paying! I knocked you out, so I need to pony up the dough! Speaking of dough…”



Amethyst opened a bag to reveal a massive bundle of breadsticks. She smirked at Sunset and waggled her eyebrows.



Sunset facepalmed. “At least they were both better than the bone joke.”



“Why thank you!”








“So… Amy.”



“Hm?”



It was the first words they’d said after two more hours of MST3K. Spot was curled up between them. The vase with the larkspur, easter lilies and the single firebird dahlia was still on the coffee table. The sparkling cider was long gone, though the remnants of the tiramisu they’d shared still lay on a single plate with two forks. 



“Are you just waiting for me to ask, or what?”



Amethyst blinked her eyes a few times and refocused her attention on the girl across from her. 



“What are you talking about?”



Sunset gave her a flat stare. “Come on, I’m not blind.”



“Blind to what?” Amethyst yawned and ran a hand through her violet hair. “Sorry, Sunset, it’s been a long day. I’m sort of out of it.”



“Which is why I’m asking now instead of waiting any longer.”



Amethyst sat up and stared at her. “You’re not making any sense.”



Sunset rolled her eyes. “Look, it’s pretty obvious what you’re doing.”



“Still not following.”



“Really?” Sunset groaned a little and started ticking off her fingers. “First, you demand I stay not only in your house, but in your bed. Granted, you knocked me cold, so I could maybe chalk that one up to guilt. But then, you’ve either made me meals or brought home food from some of the most expensive places in Canterlot… all of which happen to be from my favorite restaurants. Then you manage to pick up my sole weakness: carrot cupcakes. To top it all off, you get me a bouquet of flowers with a firebird dahlia in it!”



“Uh… but the flowers...” Amethyst must have been more tired than she thought. “I don’t get it.”



“You refuse to let me pay for a single thing and you demand I continue to stay in your house even though the aftereffects of your little beat down have been all but gone for a day and a half.”



“Uh… yeah? I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”



Sunset threw up her hands. “Ugh, you’re really not going to do it, are you?”



“Do what?” Amethyst cried. “I have no idea what you’re talking about!”



Sunset jumped to her feet, gently scooted Spot over and plopped down next to her. Amethyst was suddenly quite aware that she was alone, in her house, sharing a couch with freaking Sunset Shimmer. 



Amethyst licked her lips, trying to figure out what Sunset was getting at, even as Sunset stared at Amethyst with those enormous teal eyes of hers. 



“Oh, screw it,” Sunset snapped.



Sunset’s head darted forward and she kissed Amethyst full on the lips. 



Amethyst let out a strangled squeak of shock. Her entire body seemed to have both gone numb and gone white hot at the same time. Her hands and arms flopped about, as if trying to figure out what to do. Then to her surprise, they decided what to do: they wrapped themselves around Sunset. 



An idle thought wandered through the ruins of her brain: Huh, I didn’t think concussions were contagious. 



Finally, Sunset pulled away. Reluctantly, Amethyst let go and stared at the girl. 



“There, does that answer the question?” Sunset asked with a smirk and a cocked eyebrow.



“Did you...? How? When? What?”



“Gah, fine! You want to hear it out loud, huh?” Sunset let out an enormous sigh. “The answer is yes.”



“Yes… to what?” A few neurons valiantly tried to boot her brain back up. They had a hard time of it.



“Yes, I’ll be your date for the wedding! Come on, I’m not stupid, Amy. Any doubt I had was silenced the moment I realized that you got me a damn firebird dahlia.” 



“But… that was… just a…”



For the second time in a week, some part of her brain threw up her hands and stormed out a metaphorical door muttering something along the lines of “I don’t get paid enough for this.”



“That’s… my flower. I’m guessing Flash told you, huh? That sap.”



“Errr…”



“So, you happy now? You have a date for Cranky and Matilda’s wedding.”



“But… you… your friends… you… they…”



“I told you all about my friends. Nothing’s going to happen there. Anyway, you’re cute. And generous. And the dog helps. Who knows, maybe we’ll have some fun?”



Spot barked, wildly wagging his tail. 



Amethyst wasn’t really sure what was going on. There was no entry on her checklist to get a date to the wedding. This wasn’t on the list! But… a part of her suddenly wanted to pencil it in.



Rarity’s right. Maybe everyone is just a little in love with Sunset Shimmer.



“Sure?” Amethyst squeaked.



“There, was that so hard?”



“Uh… yes?”



Sunset fell over laughing. She just barely missed bashing her head against the coffee table.








The wedding was perfect. 



The company was even more perfect. 



After Cranky and Matilda had their first dance—as was right and proper—the floor was open to all couples now, both old and new. Rarity and Twilight were pressed together tightly—though Amethyst wasn’t sure if that was because Twilight was terrified of dancing or for other more pleasant reasons. Rainbow and AJ were spinning gently in a circle, lost in each other’s eyes. Even Pinkie Pie and Fluttershy were together, both blushing and looking nervous as hell.



And in the center of it all, was Sunset and Amethyst, much to the amusement of everyone around them. Apparently, it had somehow gotten out that Amethyst had managed to snag the most gorgeous girl at CHS and only after giving her a concussion. She was sure she’d never live that down.



Ever.



Still, Sunset did make the night seem more—dare she say it—magical. She apparently was so happy, she’d even ponied up and Amethyst had learned that pony ears were really soft. They also twitched a little when caressed… and tended to cause severe blushes. Amethyst was determined to put this new information on a new private checklist. Probably in a special binder.



As the song began to wind down, Sunset pulled away from Amethyst just long enough to smirk at her. That damn smirk. That annoyingly gorgeous smirk.



“Oh… we almost forgot something. Something really important,” Sunset said.



“What?” Amethyst felt a flutter of panic. She was sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. She’d had everything meticulously planned in her wedding bin—



Sunset reached around and smacked her hard upside the head. Amethyst squeaked, more in shock than in pain.



“What was that for?” Amethyst growled.



Sunset smiled. There was plenty of mischief in it, but some real warmth there too.



“Now, we’re even.”



Amethyst would have protested if Sunset hadn’t pulled her in for another kiss. 



Finally, Amethyst just gave up any attempt at protesting and surrendered. 



Eh, this is worth a concussion or two.
      

      
   
      And Not Pick One


      
      
      
         
         Something Unforeseen

      
         
         Into Flight

      
      

      

      
      
         1.



Celestia always has wings in her dreams.



It's not always a flying thing. (There was the time she gave a report to the school board in the nude, and she spent the whole dream trying to cover herself with them.) And she's not always the only one. (That one vivid dream with her little sister.) But it's the sole constant of her inner life. She always has wings in her dreams—radiant, unblemished white—and when she spreads them she feels a wind nobody else seems to sense, and when she folds them warm feathers tickle her hips like a kiss of light.



Then the alarm clock bleats, and her fingers fumble for the snooze button, and she stares out toward the rising sun, and she showers dresses cooks eats, drives parks opens greets, loves chides warns guides keeps it bottled up inside—



They need a principal, after all. They don't need a dreamer.









And then one day, one of her top students causes tens of thousands of dollars of property damage to the school.



That's not how anyone else on the scene would describe it. It's not even how she sees it. (Less abstract finance and more "six horse-eared girls blasting a bat-winged demon out of the air with beams of rainbow light.") It's magical. A dream come to life.



But even as the impossible unfolds in front of her eyes—even as a lifetime of self-denial warps and buckles, and her phantom wings quiver at the edge of physicality, screaming to be unfolded—even as her perception brushes the contours of that ethereal wind and plucks at its flow, as her hair begin to involuntarily billow out in the hot humid stillness—even as she knows, like she knows her name, that she could spread her arms and rise from the ground and have the world behold her in her benevolent glory—the instincts that kick in are the ones that brought her to that moment to begin with.



She sees her students.



She sees hundreds of innocent children whose first exposure to magic isn't playing the hero and defeating the villain, but rather waking up amid a scene of chaos and devastation. Children staring at a new life defined by forces out of their control—a life where they don't matter. Children whose normal has just been brutally ripped away, with no guarantee they'll ever find it again. 



So she clenches her back muscles, forcing the feeling down. She strolls out into the courtyard and hands Twilight Sparkle the crown for the Fall Formal. Behind her, Luna—who plays along, bless her heart—assigns Sunset Shimmer detention.



That, the children understand. The ups and downs of a school year. And it's that that they cheer. 



She instantly knows she did the right thing.









She's afraid to sleep that night. She lies sprawled on her back on top of the covers, staring at the ceiling, willing herself to burst into tears. The tears don't come.



If she goes to sleep, she'll dream. If she dreams…



Now that she's seen winged girls with her own eyes, she's not sure if she's more afraid that her dream-self won't have wings any more, or that her dream-self will.



The sun rises, after an approximate eternity. She sits up stiffly and stumbles to the mirror. She's a mess. She showers and dresses and cooks and eats and somehow manages to avoid two separate car accidents on the way to school and mechanically staggers into her office and puts her head in her hands and finally, finally, breaks down sobbing.



She realizes it's Saturday.



She goes home.












2.



As a child, Celestia believed she was an angel.



That was her only context for the wings, back then. Memories of Sunday school and church iconography (so vague, so distant; it all feels lifetimes away), and dreams that didn't match her body. 



At first, her parents thought she wanted to be an angel when she grew up, which they found adorable. Then they realized what she actually meant, and thus began the increasingly stern talks with their pastor.



She went through a phase, sort of, where she thought she was a bird magically transformed into a human. She never really believed it—it was spirituality by compromise, not obvious inner truth—but being an angel was upsetting her parents, and she was still struggling to find a way to understand the wings.



She tried to tell them about it. She thought they'd be proud she was putting "the angel thing" behind her. That led to several sessions with an expensive upstate psychiatrist. 



She never talked about her wings after that.









When the crash happened, Celestia had just turned 18. 



There was a huge mess with the living trust (she remembers: vaguely, distantly, lifetimes away). He'd kept an old copy of their parents' will, and sold some things that weren't supposed to be sold, and arranged big donations he wasn't supposed to make, and Celestia had to hire a lawyer to try to straighten it all out. Then Luna sided with the trustee, and the big fight started. She turned 18, and hired a lawyer of her own, and suddenly the whole matter was court dates and depositions and accusations, and the knives came out on every little thing. It broke Celestia's heart to fight family, but she had to honor what her parents wanted, and if Luna was stupid enough to fall for the trustee's lies about his last conversation with them…



Ultimately, Luna's resolve broke and they met for an out-of-court settlement. Luna got the fixer-upper second home in Dream Valley and her old college fund. Celestia got the rest—close to three million dollars cash, even after the lawyers' cuts.



That day, they exchanged a grand total of six words which weren't about the money. 



It was their last conversation for a decade. 









She still thinks about that dream every day.



Luna stands on tiptoe on the edge of a cliff on the world's tallest mountain. Fierce grey stormclouds smother everything, and icy wind whips at their bare skin. Celestia's never been here before, and yet her heart aches at the beauty the storm obscures: beneath them, she knows, the land rolls away, pristine emerald green out to the shimmering sapphires of distant seas. 



"I got my wings!" Luna announces (somehow audible over the howls of the storm). She spreads them, and they are immense and magnificent, like a midnight-blue shadow looming over her thin and pale arms.



A gust of wind buffets Celestia. She staggers sideways, but recovers. Thunder rolls ominously below.



Fear grips her heart. She has to protect her younger sister.



"Luna, no!" Celestia sprints forward toward her serene, unmoving sibling in the tar-pit manner of nightmares, flailing and straining and making little progress. "Close them!" 



Luna's face curls, indignant. "You should be proud of me," she accuses. "I thought you wanted me to fly!"



"Not now!" The wind is tearing at her words, stealing breath from her lungs.



"Then when?"



"When it's safe!" 



Luna frowns. The wind howls and bites, numbing Celestia's fingers. She's running out of time. So she does the only thing she can to save Luna: reaches out to rip the wings from her shoulders. 



Luna flinches back, shocked and wounded. Celestia's fingers miss by inches. The wind screams like a wounded dragon, blasting Celestia back. 



There's a frozen moment where they lock eyes. The storm goes silent, and Celestia is pinned only by the withering weight of her sister's outrage.



Then Luna whirls and dives into the maelstrom. 



She vanishes almost instantly. 



Celestia screams, and flings herself over the edge. The clouds grow fangs, and—









After the settlement, Celestia flew overseas to Europa (a vaguely distant place: a few thousand miles and a few lifetimes away). Her goal: To spend her way out of a broken heart.



The continental crowd's parties were spectacular, and for years, she was on top of the world. Then the money ran out, and the parties weren't quite as spectacular any more, until some fifth son in the Bittish royal family fell head over heels for her and they had a whirlwind royal wedding. Then the marriage chilled once the shine of Blueblood's conquest wore off, and there was that ill-thought fling of hers in Costa del Sol, and a quiet and ignominious divorce. 



So it was that she found herself wandering the streets of Roam one day, broke and broken and friendless and aimless. As she rounded the corner to the Piazza di Grazia, It occurred to her to ask what she was doing with her life.



She looked up. And her answer was a statue of an angel reaching up to the sky, its wings outstretched as if in flight. 



She stared, dumbfounded. And a long-smoldering ember stirred and lit.



"Bullshit!" she shouted, in a roar that shook the heavens. As punctuation, she flung her half-full bottle of campari to the cobblestones, where it shattered anticlimactically within its paper bag. She stomped off with an incoherent scream, punched some stupid ancient Roamin building that had the gall to get in her way, and sank down sobbing in a nearby alleyway.



Angels weren't real. (Not here, where they could be touched, the pastor explained—but that was a fine distinction for a girl that young, and when Santa Claus turned out to also not be real, she did some mental addition.) For all that people talked about angels, people didn't believe they existed. That lack of reality freed humans to do the most terrible possible thing they could do to angels: put them on a pedestal.



Angels weren't messy, flesh-and-blood things. Angels didn't have problems and fights and drinking habits and estranged family and failed marriages. That, a small whisper said in her old pastor's voice, is why you're not an angel. 



And now the world was saying: Look. This is an angel, flawless and unyielding and cold and unapproachable. 



It was an outrage. 



They were wrong in every possible way.









When the recorded voice says "La tua chiamata è stata accettata," Celestia almost loses her nerve and hangs up.



(This happens shortly after the statue moment—long before the property damage, but no longer lifetimes away. The memory of it is clear and tangible. It is her, not Celestia-who-was.)



When Luna's sleep-muffled voice says "Hello?", she almost drops the phone.



She manages: "It's me."



There's a long silence.



"I'm sorry," she says. "For everything."



There's a choked sob from the other end of the call.



"They told me I couldn't be an angel when I was young," Celestia says, desperate to blurt it all out before the line goes dead. "Maybe they're right. But I'm not going to let that stop me from trying, and that means making things right, Lu. You were more important than the money, and I wish I'd figured that out at the time, and I was the world's biggest idiot, and I'm so sorry. If that means I have to find a job and earn three million dollars so I can trade it back for you, then damn it, that's what I'm going to do."



Luna's openly crying now. 



"I don't want the money," Luna says between sobs. "Come home."



She does.









Celestia spends half a decade stretching her metaphorical wings.



She's learning how to be an angel, now. "Flawless and rigid and cold and unapproachable" are her anti-checklist, and she takes a sledgehammer to them one by one. Flawless—well, that one's already shattered. She destroys Rigid by pounding her life into an entirely different shape: going to college, earning a degree, moving in with Luna, doing the shopping and cooking and chores that servants used to do for her in the Buckingham Palace days. Cracking the ice of Cold is no problem at all; the blazing personality that attracted Blueblood to her rekindles in an instant, once she isn't spending her nights staring at the ceiling and wondering how her life ever got so screwed up.



Unapproachable…well, that stumps her for a while. She was always in charge of everything. It all had to be her way. (Like the sundial they gave to Camp Everfree.) She doesn't know how to break that. Fortunately, she works up the humility to ask Luna.



Luna doesn't know either. Her sister's been a recluse since she got her degree—working a quiet back-office job at a local high school, and heading home the instant the school day ends. But, she says, maybe they can try to figure it out together.



Celestia shadows Luna for a few days, and falls in love with the campus immediately. She bluffs her way into a job as a guidance counselor and starts taking night classes in psychology. And she quickly realizes what she knew all along: that most important part of angel-hood is caring, no more and no less. She made things right with Luna when she cared about her—and now she's got an entire campus of children, young and malleable and fragile, who can learn from her mistakes if she just cares enough. 



If she just makes some friends.



Principal Sombra isn't a fan of the hands-on approach. Canterlot High's reputation for academic rigor doesn't allow time for friends—it requires a certain low-grade perpetual terror to keep the children chained to the books. So she solves that by making the right friends—a razor-thin majority of the school board.



A year later, she's running the place.









She starts dreaming again. 



She doesn't find out what happened to shadow-winged Luna, but that's okay. She knows. 



The storm never touched Luna in the first place—she dove unharmed through the clouds and out into brilliant clear sky. Celestia took a while to catch up—battered, humbled, and shedding a few feathers.









She doesn't learn quite how many until Twilight Sparkle stops for a few minutes to say goodbye.



"I've got to get back to my friends," Twilight says after all her thank-yous and apologies and stammered half-explanations limp to a halt. "The real ones. Um, I mean. My world's versions. Not that this world's Applejack and Fluttershy and Pinkie Pie and Rainbow Dash and Rarity aren't amazing pon—, people, but the ones that made me who I am miss me."



"I see. Is there another me back home?" Celestia asks. She forces a casual, jocular tone into her voice, but her heart is hammering. She's remembering rainbows and seeing angels, and it would be so nice to think that there's a world in which she doesn't have to dream about wings.



"Oh! Um. Yeah." Twilight gives a self-deprecating laugh. "I guess you figured out that was how I knew your name, huh? She's pretty amazing." Twilight's face flushes. "I'm, um, kind of her personal student."



"Your Celestia's a teacher?" Pure curiosity, there. That's a career path she'd never really considered for herself, but she can see it.



"Not really," Twilight says, "she's—"









Floored.



Numb, maybe? Thinking, certainly. Mind outracing the Wondercolts track team. But as the days since the property damage drag on, she finds herself no closer to knowing how to feel about the fact that the other her is immortal.



She does come to one firm conclusion.



Principal Celestia is the lesser of her two selves, mortal and fragile and imperfect. She makes mistakes that Alicorn Princess Celestia simply cannot be capable of. 



Alicorn Princess Celestia—so Twilight says, and she believes it—literally raises the sun every day for an entire world, ponies and other. She's not just an angel—she's a goddess. She can't be flawed, not the way Principal Celestia is, or that flaw would be magnified a million-fold. 



With that sort of power, if Princess Celestia had done anything as horrible as sundering her family for a decade, their world would be a smoldering cinder.



Principal Celestia starts to wonder what Princess Celestia's biggest regret is.

 










3.



That question overtops its dam a few days after the property damage.



Sunset Shimmer is fidgeting in Celestia's office. She no longer looks like a winged flame demon, which many would say (and some do say, in stage whispers in the halls) is an improvement, but both people in the room are feeling the lack of magic like an ache inside their bone-marrow.



"Sunset," Principal Celestia says out of nowhere, "did you know Princess Celestia well?"



There's a silence that's uncomfortable on both sides, Sunset's apparently more so than hers.



Then all the tension goes out of Sunset, who lets out a long breath and bows her head. "Yeah. You could say that."



Celestia's thrown by the sudden shift. Her mouth goes dry. "If," she stammers, "ah, you don't want to talk about it…"



"It's okay," Sunset says. "You've been giving me a heck of a second chance. You deserve the truth." The teen laughs bitterly. "I guess I'd just expected you to laugh off my story, the way everyone else here has. I hoped you would, really. I've been coasting on the truth being unbelievable for so long that I never thought I'd have to face what it actually meant. I mean, I used it as a punchline! 'Yeah, sure,' I'd say when Snips or Snails tried to lie to my face about some plan or another going south, 'and I'm a magical talking unicorn from another dimension.'"



Celestia's gotten good at recognizing when a student needs to get something off their chest—and at shutting up when she needs to listen instead of talk. This is clearly one of those times. But that's not why she holds her tongue.



"I didn't understand why you kept quiet," Sunset continues. "I thought by now I'd be in a jail cell dealing with swarms of media. Scientists. Government agents. I mean, your world needs to know what you saw, right? And who I am. What I did to your school…if someone else leaks that, all this comes right down on you. So there has to be a big reason you're covering for me."



…Maybe Sunset Shimmer isn't the most unbiased source on Celestia's pony counterpart, anyway. From the tidbits Celestia fished out of Twilight's friends, Sunset and the princess apparently had something of a falling out. 



Trying to ask her was a mistake, Celestia decides. She should just let the conversation drift away to where it needs to go.



"You think I should go back," Sunset says heavily. "Don't you?"



Celestia starts. "What?"



"You're protecting me because you think I belong back home." Sunset stands and paces over to the window. "Or maybe it really just is that it'd be easier to explain everything with me gone. But if you're like her, you're thinking about me."



"No! No," Celestia says, before realizing she's three sentences behind. "I mean. Sunset…do you want to stay?"



Sunset falls silent. Celestia mentally catches up.



"Yes," Sunset says quietly. "And…I wish I could tell you that's not selfish. But I can't promise you that."



This, she can handle. "Why?"



"Staying would give me the chance to try making it up to the students I hurt. But I also hurt ponies…hurt the Princess…when I left, and they deserve justice too." Sunset sighs. "The girls here might be my first friends ever. I want to argue they're central to my rehabilitation, but the truth is, I'm terrified to lose them, even though Twilight could help me make more friends back home. It's like that with every argument I come up with. There are so many reasons why staying feels like the right decision, but every single one also feels like a hollow justification to paper over my fears."



The instincts that have brought Celestia to this moment kick in. And she understands.



There is a fear at Sunset Shimmer's core, a fear bigger than anything else she's ever faced or going to face. She fears she's gone too far. She fears she can't be forgiven. 



And if Principal Celestia decides that's true—that Sunset Shimmer, a known problem, is Somebody Else's Problem—then, well, by definition that is the sort of decision that Celestia makes. And when Sunset Shimmer crawls back through the portal to face the other Celestia…



Principal Celestia is the lesser of her two selves, mortal and fragile and imperfect. She knows she makes mistakes that Alicorn Princess Celestia isn't capable of. But right now, she needs to know—more than anything in the world—that Immortal Princess Her is not capable of destroying her student, full stop.



So she can't send Sunset home. She can't trust a better her to succeed where she failed. Every possible Celestia has to be better than that. 



"You're staying," she says firmly, and just like that, they are.









In front of the mirror the next morning, she spends a long time staring at her wingless form, and then she sighs and pulls out the hair dye she uses to touch up her graying roots. 



She thinks about Immortal Her while she's dying.



Out front of the school, in the still and silent morning, she reaches out to the base of the horse statue. Hesitates. Turns away. Hustles uncomfortably toward the front doors.



Sunset Shimmer is laying bricks there, already working off the day's detention. There's no possible way, Celestia thinks, that Sunset could have missed her moment.



Their eyes meet. They pause.



Sunset silently returns to her work.









What disturbs her most about living in a world of magic is the little things.



On twelve hours' notice, the school board "invites" her to a breakfast meeting about The Property Damage. It means getting up well before sunrise. A few hours past midnight, she finishes prepping her presentation, and sets three alarm clocks as she collapses into bed.



Five minutes before any of them go off, she slowly becomes aware of a tapping at the window. It's quiet, barely at the edge of her consciousness amid the haze of sleep. Then she realizes there's a pattern to it—clusters of threes with little pauses between them—and her brain engages.



She rolls over and sits up, instantly awake. There's nothing there. The sound immediately stops.



Nothing like it has ever happened before. Nothing like it ever happens again. And, sure, maybe it's coincidence that it woke her up clean and alert and caffeine-free right before the most important meeting of her life. But she doesn't believe that, not really. And yet it makes so little sense she's not sure what to believe.









There's a quiet click as her office door closes, which makes her look up from her paperwork. Sunset sits down, hands in lap.



"What did the school board say?" Sunset asks without preamble.



"Oh, exactly what you'd expect," she says. "They were very interested to hear exactly how my valedictorian procured enough street-legal fireworks to blow an eight-foot crater in the school grounds as part of an ill-advised Fall Formal prank. Whether we had notified parents that their students were briefly exposed to hallucinogenic chemicals generated by the blast. Whether our liability insurance has sufficient coverage if any parents file lawsuits. What that will do to our premiums. And whether I was aware of a student effort on social media to spread potentially libelous rumors of magical flying demons, and the potential for you to sue us in response."



Sunset laughs bitterly. "Wow."



"You'd be proud of me. When Dr. Scholtz asked me if I really expected them to believe that street fireworks destroyed a stone building facade, I rolled my eyes and said, 'No, I expect you to believe my valedictorian is a unicorn from another dimension who enslaved the school and was blasted through the wall by six teenaged superheroes' friendship beam.' Then I brought up my slide of citations and started discussing Hynek's research on the Michigan 1966 biogas event."



They share a laugh—genuine this time. The tension melts out of Sunset's shoulders, and Celestia tells herself that she can't be doing too badly if she's managing some sort of reconciliation by proxy with Immortal Her's former protege.



Sunset's smile wavers. "So I…um. Thank you."



She nods and waits.



Sunset swallows and looks away, not meeting her eyes. "I. Um. I've got a magical journal that lets me talk with Twilight Sparkle. I thought you should know."



At first, Celestia's confused and flattered to be the recipient of a secret, however pointless. Then the context clicks in, and her eyes widen. Can Sunset talk to the other world?



"So if you wanted to know more about Equestria," Sunset says, removing all doubt, "she can answer any questions I can't. Or if you wanted to pass on messages to anyone on the other side." Sunset fidgets. "I owe you that. And for you, I know Twilight wouldn't mind."



Celestia stands up and walks over to Sunset Shimmer, clasping the girl's hands. "Thank you," she says softly, intently. Then she walks over to the window, and lies: "I'll think about it."









She does think about it, though. And hates that she can't stop the thoughts.



She's not going to take Sunset Shimmer up on the offer. That much is clear. And yet…and yet. She thinks about it a lot, over and over, and her thoughts keep rolling back to a single, razor-edged question.



What do you say…









"…to the you who is better than you in every way?" Luna asks.



They're sitting together on that cliffside atop Canter Peak. Celestia's legs dangle over the edge, and she stares out at the brilliant clear day past her bare feet. Beneath them, the land rolls away, pristine emerald green out to the shimmering sapphires of distant seas.



Celestia twirls a finger nervously through her hair. "I was hoping you'd know," she admits. "I could have handled it if she was the angel I always tried to be. But she's so much more."



"It is a knife straight to the gut," Luna says absently. "When you discover that there is a you who didn't make your greatest mistake."



"Exactly!" Celestia says, and then the guilt floods in. "But don't talk like that. You never did anything wrong." 



Luna's response is hesitant and subdued. "I know. You said."



"I wasn't paying attention to you. I was chasing what I thought was important, and I was wrong, and you were the one who suffered for it."



"No! Sister—" Luna says, then pauses, and sighs. "We agreed not to fight over guilt."



Celestia winces. "I'm sorry. You're right."



"I am sorry. I should not have brought it up."



They stare out at the horizon together. Celestia unfolds a wing and drapes it over Luna's back. Something tickles faintly at the back of her mind.



"It is only that I wanted some advice," Luna says. "Or perhaps reassurance. I have not been able to stop comparing myself unfavorably to the other me—not since learning that on the far side of the portal, our positions in our fight were reversed."



Celestia blinks. "The other us fought?"



"Yes…and it was I who welcomed you back from your exile."



"Wait," Celestia says, "what?"



She turns to look at Luna, really look, for the first time. Luna's head swivels to meet hers. Cyan eyes stare back at Celestia from a midnight-blue equine muzzle, amid a mane like a halo of stars ripped from the night sky—












4.



She takes a day off from work when Twilight (through Sunset) fills in the tiny missing details of goddess-her's big fight.



Luna—her Luna—calls to ask what's wrong. She lets it go to voicemail. (Luna doesn't call again, which she takes to mean that Luna asked Sunset Shimmer for context.)



Celestia spends hours and hours wanting to vomit. Finally, she calls on her old dusty party skills and induces dry-heaving. It doesn't help.



How could she?



A thousand years.



How could she?









Her emotions boil over in the middle of the night, and she drives to Sunset Shimmer's and knocks on the door. "Take a letter," she says. "To Princess Luna." 



Then she kills time for half an hour (which involves an awkward apology, a call to a 24-hour pizza place, and a lot of pencil-chewing over a half-filled crossword puzzle) as her missive winds its way between dimensions, through dragonfire, across a palace, and vice versa.



Sunset's journal finally vibrates.



There was never any question I would forgive her. I was the one who erred, the letter says (when stripped of its Twilight padding, and a frantic apology for being a middlemare for what sounds like deeply personal business). 



I would ask you the same, but your answer will be identical. (It is.) So instead I will address our original question:



What we would say to our better selves is the conversation we have already had with our sisters, for exactly the same reason, and with exactly the same result.



Their heart breaks at our clinging to guilt.



They love us.



I hope you can believe that more readily than I.



Sunset Shimmer hugs her. She numbly accepts—then feels tears dampen her shoulder, and remembers she's not the only one who needs some permission to forgive herself. 









They hold each other, flawed and bent and hot and caring. 



Celestia doesn't have wings to wrap around her fellow angel, and it doesn't matter one bit.
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         “Wheeeeeee!” Pinkie Pie shrieked as Sunset rounded a tight corner on her bike.



Sunset grinned. Pinkie Pie’s exuberance never failed to put a smile on her face. Although the painful death grip around Sunset’s waist at least showcased some level of self preservation instinct. She eased up on the throttle, and the bike hummed its low purr. The roads here were getting rocky and uneven, so breakneck speeds were no longer an option.



With every curve and dip Sunset’s mental map of the area became fuzzier, and she wished for her own sake that she’d spent a little bit longer studying the directions on her phone. Of course, Pinkie Pie knew the way by heart.



“Ooh, take a left up by that rock! The one that kind of looks like a horse, but with its mane halfway shaved off, and with an expression like he’s super glad that the work week is over but still overcome with a general depression because he knows he only gets two days of respite before he has to saddle up and do it all over again!”



A part of Sunset wanted to stop and see if Pinkie’s description was true, but she just rolled her eyes and turned the bike onto the next road.



Soon enough, they passed under a low stone arch, and a small farmhouse perched on top of a cliff came into view. Barren and rocky pretty much summed up any description of the place Sunset could think of. It certainly lacked the life and warmth of the Apple Family homestead.



None of that seemed to slow down Pinkie Pie in the slightest. As the bike slowed to a stop, Pinkie Pie hopped off, and started doing cartwheels. “We’re here, we’re here!” After a few laps around the bike, she righted herself, then gestured grandly. “Sunset Shimmer, welcome to my home! Well, my home home, but not my home. Because, you know, I live with Maud while she’s going to college! But the place where I grew up. Maybe I should just call it the Pie Family Rock Farm?”



Sunset chuckled, then parked and turned off her motorcycle. She pulled her helmet off, and the chilly autumn breeze was a welcome relief to the sweat on her brow. “Hey, did you get anything else about why we’re coming here? It’d be nice not to walk into this completely blind, you know.”



Pinkie Pie pursed her lips, then dug her phone out of her overalls. “Hmm, let's see… nope! Just the first message from my dad. Pinkamina Diane Pie, please come to the rock farm as soon as thou art able. Something is wrong. And bring thy magic horse friend.”



“Well, guess we’ll find out soon enough.” Sunset started walking towards the house. She could see someone sitting on the porch. “So, you grew up here, huh? No offense, but it doesn’t really seem like your style.”



“Hmm, doesn’t it? Well, I guess you’re right.” Pinkie Pie followed after Sunset, her hands clasped behind her back. “Going to Canterlot High I get to be a lot more… Pinkie, you know?”



Sunset nodded. As she got closer to the house, she could see that the figure on the porch was a young girl, about her own age.



She glared at the both of them as they approached, and ran a whetstone down a wide bit of metal.



“Hi sis!” Pinkie Pie called out, gesticulating wildly. “This is one of my best friends in the whole wide world, Sunset Shimmer! Sunset, this is my big sister, Limestone Pie! She's kind of in charge of everything around here.”



Limestone grunted, then raised her bit of metal to point it at Sunset. It appeared to be a lawnmower blade with leather straps wrapped around the tapered handle. “So you're the magic horse Pinkamena’s told us all so much about. Here to turn into a giant rainbow and save us all with the power of love?”



Sunset raised an eyebrow. Talk about a grumpy reception. None of the other girls knew much about the Pie family, and Pinkie only had glowing praise for her folks. She peered a little closer at Limestone, and saw that she had dark bags under her eyes, and a thermos of coffee next to her chair. Well, Sunset could handle a little rudeness.



“I don't know.” Sunset climbed the steps to the porch, and leaned against the railing. “I've developed a bit of a reputation for being a problem solver, especially when it comes to magic. But it's pretty unpredictable, and I don't know what we're dealing with here. All I can promise is that I'll do my best.” After a brief pause, Sunset put on her best smile and extended her hand. “Still, it's nice to meet you. You look like you've been working really hard for the sake of your family already. I might need your help, so I hope we can work together.”



Limestone stared at Sunset for a long time. A stiff breeze carried a few bits of loose gravel skipping across the porch. Finally, the corners of her mouth twitched in the slightest approximation of a smile. Then she scoffed, looked away, and grabbed Sunset's hand and shook it quickly. “Alright, fine. You'd better be as awesome as my sister says you are.” She looked up at the window and shouted, “Father! Pinkamena is here with her friend!”



Heavy steps sounded from inside the farmhouse and the door swung open to reveal a tall, grim looking man in a wide brimmed hat. He had dark circles under his eyes to match Limestone’s, and he nodded once at Pinkie. “Pinkamena. It is good to see you again. Thou art most kind in thy haste.”



Pinkie Pie stood up straight and saluted. “Sure thing, pops! Anyone messing with the Pie Farm is messing with me!” She put up her fists, and made a few jabs at the air. “Where are they? Let me at ‘em!”



Pappa Pie’s face remained stern, though a twinkle in his eyes suggested amusement at his daughter's antics. He cleared his throat, then turned to Sunset and bowed low. “Thou must be Sunset Shimmer. I must humbly ask for thy assistance in this grave matter.”



Sunset rubbed at the back of her head, then returned a stiff bow of her own. “I'll do whatever I can to help. Though if you could tell me what exactly what's going on, I'll be able to start on a plan.”



“Of course.” Pappa Pie ran a hand down his impressive sideburns, then stepped back. “Thou must be tired from your journey. Come inside, we shall make you tea.”



“Ooh, I want to help!” Pinkie Pie jumped up, her hands in the air. “Mom’s tea is the best!” With barely a second's pause, Pinkie vanished into the open door, her footsteps thundering through the rickety house.



Pappa Pie mumbled a quick, “Make thyself at home,” before following after his daughter.



Sunset sighed, then stretched, her bones popping audibly. It had been a long drive. And things weren't apparently that urgent. She turned to Limestone, who still sat with her makeshift weapon across her knees. “Hey. Where's the bathroom here?”



A devilish smirk crossed Limestone’s face. She pointed with her blade to the cliff. “Just go off the edge.”



“Wow.” Sunset whistled appreciatively. “And you don't even have railings to hold onto. You must all have an amazing sense of balance.”



Limestone barked a short laugh. “Upstairs, second door on the left.”



Sunset flashed her teeth. “Thanks.” She made her way through the open door and shut it behind her. The interior of the house was sparsely decorated, but it still had a sense of being lived in. The directions proved accurate.



Once Sunset finished her business, she stepped back into the hallway, shaking her hands dry. A flutter of movement caught her attention, and she saw a scrap of a dark dress vanish around the corner.



Wasn't there supposed to be a third Pie sister?



Sunset smirked, then casually made her down the hall, acting as if she hadn't noticed anything. When she passed by the intersecting hallway, she kept going halfway, then suddenly spun to the left, leaning over the girl who pressed into the shadows. “Hi.”



The girl, who could only be Marble Pie, let out a high pitched, “Eep!” Her eyes grew as wide as dinner plates as she stared into Sunset's, and a deep blush slowly crept up her cheeks.



Something about a reaction so timid excited the sleeping bully in Sunset. Thinking about it in such terms was pretty disgusting, but she didn't have any malicious intent. She just had a sudden urge to tease the poor girl a little bit.



“It's nice to meet you. I'm Sunset Shimmer.” Sunset leaned in a but closer, smiled, and extended her hand. “You're Marble Pie, right? Pinkie Pie has told me a bit about you. She says you're the cute twin.”



Marble Pie trembled, but gave the slightest of nods, and slowly raised a shaking hand to lightly grip Sunset's with clammy fingers. “H-hi,” she whispered.



Sunset grinned, squeezed back, then pulled away to give her some space. “She tells me you're quiet and shy, too. Don't worry about it. I've got a friend back in Canterlot that's also pretty timid. If you want me to leave you alone, I will. Just thought I'd say hi.”



“Mmm.” Marble stared past her for a few seconds, then blinked, and looked away. She took a deep breath, and with the faintest of whispers mumbled, “It's fine.” Her blush practically shone on her cheeks, enough of a luminescent red to heat up a herpetarium.



Sunset opened her mouth to offer another quip, but a shriek from downstairs cut her off.



“Sunset! Tea is ready!”



“I hear it's good.” Sunset nodded towards the stairs, then winked. “See you around.”



Sunset made her way down the stairs. Marble Pie didn’t follow.



The kitchen didn’t take long to find, and Sunset walked in on Pinkie Pie and her father sitting at the table. And older woman, presumably Pinkie’s mother, fussed over the stove. Sunset sat down at Pinkie Pie’s insistence, and sipped at the tea that was waiting for her. “Wow, this is good. Thanks.”



Pappa Pie stared into his own teacup, his expression distant. “It all started three nights ago.”



Sunset frowned, set her teacup down, and folded her hands on the table, waiting patiently.



“I was awoken by a terrible sound from outside. Like a scream, but…” He sighed, and suddenly looked a lot older than he had earlier. He rubbed his wrinkled hands together. “If it was just me, I would assume that some sort of madness had overtaken me. But every member of our family can confirm the presence of… this devil that haunts us.”



“A scream, you said?” Sunset asked, leaning forward.



“Almost human, but not,” Limestone said. She leaned against the kitchen doorway, light from behind framing her in shadow. “Something powerful, terrible. Gets into your bones. And it keeps up, maybe for an hour, maybe two.”



“And that is not all.” Pappa Pie took a sip of his tea, and sighed. “There is something out there, creeping about. A figure in the shape of a man. It sticks to the shadows, but when the moonlight hits it, it glimmers like a fresh cut gemstone. So far, it has kept a considerable distance. But each night, it seems to be coming a little bit closer.”



Sunset licked her lips, and glanced at Pinkie Pie.



Pinkie Pie shrugged, her expression serious. “Do you think we should call the girls?”



“I’m not sure how many of them would be able to make it on short notice.” Sunset glanced out the window. Not many hours of daylight left. “It hasn’t hurt anyone, or destroyed any property?”



Limestone grunted. “I’ve been staying up every night, taking shifts with Father.” She hefted her makeshift blade, her eyes glittering like obsidian. “If it was going to try anything, either I or it would be dead.”



Pappa Pie shook his head. “It has not caused any overt destruction that we have noticed. But Limestone and I cannot work in the mines while also guarding the house.”



“I see.” Sunset drummed her fingers on the kitchen table, and rested her chin on her other hand. “In that case, let’s just observe this phenomena tonight. We’ll message the girls, tell them to keep their schedules open, in case whatever it is needs a good rainbow to the face tomorrow.”



“Okey-dokey!” Pinkie Pie whipped out her phone, her fingers already tapping out messages at lightning speed.



Sunset glanced between Limestone and her father, and then nodded. “Right. Pinkie and I will take over your shifts for tonight. I’ll take the first. You two get some rest. You look like you need it.”



Pappa Pie bowed his head. “I am but a simple man, Miss Shimmer. All I desire in life is to work my farm and to take care of my family. There is little I can offer you for your assistance, other than my eternal gratitude.”



Limestone pursed her lips, then thrust out her weapon towards Sunset, handle first. “I guess I can lend you this. His name is Kaiser. And you’d better bring him back in one piece.”



Sunset accepted the blade, closing her fingers around the leather handle. The weapon itself was light, but the weight of the responsibility it represented threatened to drag her down. Sunset looked up, and met everyone's eyes in turn. “I won’t let you down.”








Dinner with the Pie family was both a somber and a rather bland affair, consisting of a weakly flavored soup and some bread. Though Sunset had a sneaking suspicion it would have been so even if there wasn’t a spooky monster harassing them.



Marble Pie had come down for dinner, said nothing, and continuously tried to sneak glances at Sunset whenever she thought Sunset wasn’t paying attention. Once her meal was finished, however, she had immediately fled to her room.



Maybe Sunset shouldn’t have teased the girl earlier. Oh well. The muted evening led to a rather ominous sense of dread building in Sunset’s gut.



One that was rather quickly dispelled once the stakeout actually began.



Sunset sat on a rocking chair on the front porch, Kaiser draped across her knees. It was damn chilly this night, and she was starting to wish she’d brought a thicker jacket. It had been two hours already. The rest of the pie family slumbered behind her, and the evening was otherwise monster free. The moon shone bright in the sky, illuminating the barren and rocky cliffs and valleys that surrounded this tiny little farmhouse.



All in all, she was bored.



With a sigh. Sunset gingerly ran her finger along the edge of the blade. Limestone apparently took good care of it, for some reason. A thought occurred to her, and Sunset blinked, looking around. There wasn’t a blade of grass for miles.



“Why are you even here?” Sunset hissed. She glared at the weapon, as if she could will it to give up its secrets. Was it found in a trash pile? Maybe Limestone had borrowed it from a neighbor that did have a lawn. Maybe Limestone specifically went to the hardware store to buy a lawnmower blade to use as a weapon, rather than anything more practical, like a machete.



The creaking of boards interrupted Sunset’s pointless reverie, and she tensed up, hefting the blade. The sound continued, and Sunset relaxed. It was just someone moving around in the house. Someone still awake, maybe going to the bathroom.



The footsteps from inside came closer, and then the front door swung open, just a few inches. Nobody came out, however, and Sunset looked over just in time to see  dark bangs ducking out of sight.



Sunset chuckled, and smiled. “You can come out if you want. I could use the company. I promise I won’t bite.” She paused for a second, then grinned wickedly. “Unless you want me to.”



Marble let out a barely audible squeak, and the door swung closed.



Well crap. Sunset rubbed at the bridge of her nose, and sighed. She rolled her shoulders, and was about to stand up and try to apologize when the door handle turned again.



Marble Pie stepped out. Her eyes flickered between Sunset and the ground several times, her face lit up like a fire hydrant. She held a thermos in one hand, and a folded up blanket in another. She stood there, fidgeting for a few moments before taking a step closer and thrusting them towards Sunset.



“Thanks a bunch. I was just starting to think how much I could use something like this.” Sunset draped the blanket over her shoulders, then twisted off the lid of the thermos. The scent of fresh coffee filled her nose, steam rising up in the chilly air. “This smells heavenly,” Sunset murmured. “Did you make it yourself?”



“Mmm.” Marble Pie nodded once, then she looked between Sunset and the door, as if she wanted to bolt.



Sunset sighed, and leaned back in her chair, letting the warmth from the thermos spread through her fingers. “I won’t keep you here if you don’t want to be here. But I really could use the company.”



Marble Pie bit her lip, then took a deep breath, and stepped to the side, resting one hand on the railing and looking up at the sky. She kept her back to Sunset. A breeze pushed the front door shut and she flinched, but stayed.



“Are you scared of the monster?” Sunset asked before taking a sip of her coffee. It was scalding, of course. Bit of a mistake.



Marble Pie shook her head. “Nnnumm.”



“Is it because you think I can handle it?”



“Mmmhmm.”



A cloud passed over the moon, deepening the shadows around them. Sunset poured a bit of coffee into the lid of the thermos, where it would hopefully cool down. “Pinkie Pie tells me that you're home schooled. That she was too, until she moved to the city with Maud a few years back. Your parents seem nice enough. But I have to imagine it gets lonely out here.”



Marble’s grip on the railing tightened. “Mmm.”



Sunset stood up, carefully setting the thermos and the weapon aside, then made her way to the railing beside Marble. “I don’t know you very well, or why you stayed. I can guess. But there would be a place for you, out there, if you ever decided you wanted something else. A place with Pinkie, myself, and all of us girls.”



Marble turned to face her, eyes wide and glistening. Her hand clutched at her heart, and she shifted her weight, her mouth opening as if she wanted to say something. Then her expression fell, and she looked away, and shook her head.



“The thought’s even scarier than dealing with a monster, huh?”



“Mmmhmm.”



Sunset sighed, and rubbed at the back of her head. “Wish I could offer more. I’ll offer all the help and encouragement I can, and I’m sure Pinkie does the same. But, well, the rest of that strength can only come from within.”



“I know,” Marble whispered. She turned away, her arms clutched over her stomach.



A thought occurred to Sunset, and she raised her hand, almost touching Marble. Maybe she could use her power, to see how Marble felt. Understand her a little better, maybe find a way to help Marble spread her wings. Still, mind reading was kind of rude, especially without permission.



Before Sunset could work all the way through her moral conundrum, her necklace pulsed. Half a second later, something screamed.



Apparently, Limestone had been underselling it. A lot. A hellish shriek ripped through the air, accompanied by a rush of wind that rattled the house. The sound, high pitched, feminine, and echoing with ethereal reverberation, bounced off all the cliffs and valleys in the area, and seemed to redirect it all directly into Sunset’s skull.



Sunset fell to her knees, clutching at her head. Just how long was this going to go on? How had this not drawn the attention of people three counties away?



Finally, the sonic assault faded, lingering echos still bouncing through distant canyons. Sunset looked up, blinking away tears. Down the road, just under the arch that marked the entrance to the farm, stood a shadowed figure. It was hard to make out proportions in the dim light, but two topaz eyes shone like burning coals, staring straight at Sunset. 



“Marble. Get inside,” Sunset barked. She took a step back, then froze. Marble lay in a crumpled heap on the porch, though her chest still rose and fell. “Shit.” Sunset backed up a few more steps, and accidentally kicked over the thermos of coffee. It fell over with a splash and steam hissed up from the floorboards. Without taking her eyes off of the creature, she carefully knelt down and picked up Limestone’s blade.



The creature took a lurching step forward, its body shifting about strangely in the darkness. It threw back its head, peals of laughter erupting forth. It wasn’t nearly as mind wracking as the earlier scream, but each separate giggle or guffaw modulated at a different pitch, a disturbing imitation.



Sunset’s necklace pulsed, warm against her chest. Whatever this was, it had at least some origins in Equestrian Magic. She grabbed the blanket from her chair, tossed it over Marble’s sleeping form, then made her way down the porch steps. She waited, Kaiser held at the ready. The wind picked up, her hair streaming lose behind her.



The clouds broke overhead, right above the creature. It dazzled in the silvery moonlight, a kaleidoscope of rainbow colors reflected and refracted all across the grounds.



Sunset raised a hand to shield her eyes from the sudden radiance, then her mouth fell open as she realized just what this creature was. It was a gem! Or rather, multiple gems. Hundreds, thousands maybe, of shifting gemstones, all piled about into a rough humanoid shape. Another step forward, and it shed diamonds, rubies, sapphires, and emeralds onto the lawn as if they were just candy. It looked up, and the various gems that made its facial features twisted into something that resembled a smile. “It’s you! It’s really you!”



Well, that wasn’t a good sign.



Before Sunset could make any move, the creature leapt forward. It covered a dozen paces in a single stride, then made another, bounding towards her with incredible speed. Sunset braced herself for impact, and possibly a rather unceremonious death, but it skidded to stop right before her. Up close, she could see that its body was shapely and feminine, and its alien smile seemed almost childish in its glee.



“You’re Sunset Shimmer!” The creature bounced, and clapped her hands together, spraying gems across Sunset like spittle and crumbs from an over enthusiastic eater who didn’t know how to shut up. “You actually came all this way, just to see me?”



Sunset blinked, still holding the blade in front of her cautiously. “I didn’t realize I was so famous. You have me at a disadvantage here, you know. What’s your name?”



The creature tilted her head to the side, her features frowning into what was probably confusion. “My name? I just am. I have always been. I am the land, and have... “ The rubies that formed her lips pursed, and she raised one finger to her mouth to approximate biting on a diamond nail. “Oh, I know! Call me Pie.”



“Alright, Pie it is.” Sunset spared a quick glance for Marble, still safe on the porch. Adrenaline thundered through her veins, and every muscle in her body was tense and ready for action. Still, if she could talk her way through whatever this was, it’d certainly be a lot easier than fighting her. She had a sneaking suspicion Kaiser wouldn’t even slow her down. “So how do you know me, then?”



Pie giggled, then threw her arms into the air, scattering a mini rainbow in the process. “Everyone here knows about Sunset Shimmer! Every day, Pink-Sister-Pie writes a letter, telling everything about everything she does! Every night, Father Pie reads the letter out loud, so everyone hears stories about Sunset Shimmer, and Twilight Sparkle and Rainbow Dash and Rarity and Applejack and Fluttershy! But mostly Sunset Shimmer!”



“That’s…” The tension started to drain out of Sunset, and she felt a warmth in her chest. Pinkie was that thorough? Even with a family as stern and bleak and out of the way as this one, they diligently listened to every word of Pinkie’s stories about her life and her friends. A family like that… to be honest, it made Sunset a little jealous. But just like that, she felt like she understood Pinkie Pie a little better, which was no easy feat, even with mind reading powers. “Alright. So, let's see if I can work this out. You’re some kind of spirit, tied to this land. You’ve always been here, watching over the Pie family. So far so good?”



“Umm…” Pie tilted her head from side to side. One of her ears fell off, though more gems quickly replaced it. She shrugged. “I guess that sums it up?”



Sunset nodded, then rested one hand on her hip. “So how come you’re out here at night, screaming up a storm and scaring everyone here half to death?”



“Screaming? Scaring? I…” The topaz that formed her eyes fell out, leaving her with shapeless sockets, and she shuddered violently. “I’m so lonely. I’m so bored. I want to leave, but I can’t. I want to go to Canterlot! I want to see, to feel, to touch, to hear, to smell, to taste, everything there is to offer! You, Sunset Shimmer!” She looked back up, her eyes now glittering rubies. “You shine brilliant like the sun, so beautiful, so charming, so strong, so confident. I…” She leaned forward, and her body shifted in its shape, putting more emphasis on her feminine curves. “I want to kiss you, Sunset Shimmer. Please, kiss me.”



“Pie…” Sunset Shimmer took a deep breath. The whole display was both terrifying, and somewhat sad. “What your feeling… isn’t the feelings of a simple spirit, is it?” Her expression softened, she reached a hand towards Pie. “I don’t think I can give you what you want. But I may still be able to help you.”



Sunset’s hand made contact with Pie’s cheek, the gemstones cool under her skin. Pie shuddered under her touch, and her body lit up in a alien blush as rubies bubbled to the surface of her skin.



Sunset’s own gemstone flared with a brilliant light, and her power activated. A surge of emotions flooded into her in an overwhelming wave. Something ancient and old. Something simple and mundane. Love, lust, desire, jealousy, longing, loneliness, boredom. Each crashed against her psyche in a torrent of images and unparseable sensations.



Sunset passed out.








A low hum slowly cut into Sunset’s consciousness, and she began to stir. A girl’s voice, humming a wordless melody. Not bad. Whoever it was, she could carry a tune.



Sunset shifted about. She could feel a bed underneath her, soft, and smelling faintly of peaches. Warm sunlight splashed against her face. She let out a soft sigh, and snuggled in a little tighter underneath the covers.



Memories of a lonely gem returned to her, and she stiffened. So much for sleeping in. Whatever had happened last night, she was apparently still alive, so that was a plus. She opened her eyes, then slowly tried to blink the sleep out of them. A strange bedroom came into focus, mostly empty except for a single desk, decorated with a number of photos Sunset couldn’t quite make out at this angle. Marble sat at the desk, hunched over a piece of paper, her pencil scratching away.



Sunset lay there for a bit, admiring the view. Marble really was cute as a button. And she seemed utterly lost in her work, too. Oh well. She’d have to spoil the illusion sooner or later. She sat up, stretching, then smiled. “Hey.”



Marble blinked, turned towards Sunset, then shrieked. She threw her body over her drawing, then looked frantically about, grabbed it, and darted for her closet. She ducked in, fidgeted with something inside, then stepped back out, slid the closet door closed, produced a key and locked it behind her, the paper apparently stashed away. She turned back around, her face bright red and her hands clasped in front of her.



It was hard not to laugh, but Sunset managed to keep herself to an amused smirk instead. “What happened last night?”



Marble licked her lips, took a deep breath, then mumbled, “You were outside. Sleeping.”



“No gem creature?”



“Nnnumm.”



Sunset ran her fingers through her hair, then sighed. That dose of emotion magic had hit hard. Her head still swam in places. “Well, I’m glad you’re okay. Is there anything to eat?”



“Uhhh…” Marble blinked, then her eyes widened as if she’d just remembered something. She sprinted out her bedroom door and thundered down the stairs, leaving Sunset alone. 



Sunset stretched, then peered a little closer at Marble’s writing desk. Most of the pictures on it were group shots of Pinkie and the rest of the girls.



Everything was starting to come together, or at least she figured she had a pretty good handle on it. Equestrian Magic really did tend to make everything way more complicated.



After maybe five minutes, Marble returned, carrying a bowl of steaming soup. She set it down on the bedside table next to the lamp, and then returned to her seat, her hands folded in her lap.



Sunset flopped back on the bed, resting her forearm over her forehead. She affected a rasp to her voice, and croaked, “Thanks, Marble. But I’m feeling so weak. Do you think you can feed it to me?”



Marble’s eyes widened, and she moved her lips several times, no sound coming out. After blushing once again, she coughed, and managed to whisper, “Okay.” She dragged her chair over to sit next to Sunset, and her hands shook as she dipped the spoon into the bowl.



“If your hands keep shaking like that, you’re going to spill soup all over me.”



“Mmm.” Marble took a deep breath, and her hands steadied a bit. She brought the soup closer, then looked into Sunset’s eyes.



Sunset opened wide. But she couldn’t keep a straight face anymore, and snickered.



Marble blinked, stared at Sunset for a moment, then burst out into a giggle of her own.



They shared in laughter together, then Sunset sat up properly, and ate her own soup. “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”



Marble smiled.



Sunset’s smile faded. She set the soup aside, then stood up. “Hey, Marble. Do you know anything about the creature that’s haunting your farm?”



“Hmm?” Marble shook her head.



“Right, that’s what I thought. You see, at this point, I think I do. I met with it last night, got to talk with it. Her. She’s got quite the… colorful personality.”



Marble frowned.



Sunset grimaced. “I think I know how to stop it. Stop all of it. But it involves you. I’ll need your help. And it won’t be easy.”



“Me?” Marble licked her lips, and she stood up, trembling slightly. “How?”



Sunset placed a hand on her shoulder, and looked into her eyes. “It involves digging deep. Into emotions, feelings, dreams, desires. The stuff you’d rather keep hidden.”



Marble’s gaze darted briefly to her locked closet door, and a look of panic entered her eyes. She shook her head. “Nnnumm!”



“I’m sorry for this.” Sunset leaned forward, and pressed her lips against Marble’s. Her gemstone flared to life, and her power drew deep from the well of Marble’s psyche.








Sunset found herself plummeting through a black void, sliding down an orange cord of light gripped in her hand. It weaved and dipped in a wild rollarcoaster of thought, before joining up with more orange cords, a dozen, a hundred, a thousand. Each a piece of Marble, her memories, her dreams.



But there was something else here too. Connected to the great mass of orange was a twisted mass of purple, seeming to draw motes of light into it. Sunset rode her way down to where the colors met. In the distance, at the bottom of the void, she could see a mass of gems, vaguely in the shape of Pie.



Sunset focused. This was just a mindscape after all, where thought was made form. Kaiser dropped into her hand. Even imaginary and non-existent, its power was real. She swung the blade and it cut cleanly through the tangled mess hanging onto Marble. It snapped, and the form of Pie let out a tiny cry. Then a look of peace settled over her alien face, and she settled into a mound of gems, to slumber once more.



The cords Sunset hung from began to retract upwards, and Sunset rode them back to reality.



One memory stuck with her before she could leave.



Marble, hunched over her desk. Drawing. It was a comic. Surprisingly good looking. The characters were familiar. Sunset Shimmer, and all of her friends. But there was an eighth. Marble Pie. A shy, but talkative, and normal girl. One who could live her life with others, unfettered from doubts and fear and anxiety.








Sunset pulled out of the kiss.



Marble’s eyes filled with tears, and she sunk to her knees, sobbing.



“I’m sorry,” Sunset repeated. She sighed, then sat down on the floor, and leaned against the bed. “Equestrian Magic has been loose in this world for awhile now. It has a nasty tendency of infecting and empowering all sorts of things that it really shouldn’t. In this case, it merged with the land itself, gems that have likely been resting in the earth for eons. A new consciousness with no of substance of its own, it latched onto the strongest thing it could. A powerful source of emotions. That is, you.”



Marble wailed, and buried her face in her hands. “Y-you hate me, right? I’m just some weirdo. The little sister you’ve never even thought of. But I knew you, and Pinkie’s stories were always so… I never meant too...” Her words trailed off with a choked cry, and she continued sobbing.



“I don’t hate you.” Sunset rested a hand on Marble’s leg, and gave a reassuring squeeze. “Quite the opposite, really. I think you’re cute as a button and I’d love to get to know you better, Marble. But even as magical as I am, I can’t fix your anxiety, or your shyness, or your fear. I’m no therapist. If that's a step you wanted to take, I’d be happy to help you do the research and find something that worked for you. If you could find the strength to make it to Canterlot, the girls and I will support you however we can. If you can’t, then I’ll do my best to cheer you on from afar.”



“But…” Marble sniffed, and wiped at her eyes. “Would everyone really be happy with someone as useless as me around? I’m not strong enough. I’ll just be a burden to everyone. I’m already a burden to everyone here. This whole thing was my fault. And besides. I’m… with you…” Her gaze flickered down to Sunset’s chest, then she blushed and looked away.



Sunset flashed her teeth. “Hey, I said I thought the opposite, right? I like you. This isn’t some grand declaration of love or anything. A real relationship takes a lot more effort than that. I think maybe on some level, that I just like to bully cute girls. But if you can make it to Canterlot, well. Who knows what could happen?” Sunset stood up, then held out her hand.



“Mmm.” Marble stared at Sunset’s outstretched hand, her pounding heart loud enough to be heard. She took a deep breath, then took it, and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet. She wobbled, then sat down on the bed instead, and she grabbed a tissue from her nightstand and blew her nose. “I’m sorry.”



“No more apologies, alright?” Sunset leaned in close, and ruffled Marble’s hair. “Look, this was probably a lot to take in all at once. Not to mention all the literal magic. How about I give you some time and space to process all of this? I should probably go tell all the others what happened. Don’t worry, I’ll leave out the personal bits.”



Marble wiped at her eyes a few more times, then nodded. “Mmmhmm.”



Sunset stretched, then turned to go.



“Sunset?” Marble called out, her voice barely a whisper.



Sunset turned around, one hand on the door frame. “Yeah?”



Marble smiled, her expression radiant. “Thank you.”








Pinkie Pie threw open the doors to the cafeteria hard enough that they slammed into the wall. “Sunset!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “Guess what came in the mail today!”



Everyone in the cafeteria turned to stare at Pinkie as she sprinted through the aisles waving a piece of paper.



Sunset sighed, and rubbed at her temples.



Pinkie Pie skidded to a halt and hopped into the seat across from Sunset. “Well? Guess!”



“Hmm.” Sunset drummed her fingers on the table. “Is it… a piece of paper?” 



“You got it right!” Pinkie Pie held up the paper triumphantly. “Hey, wait! It's not the paper, it's what's on the paper, silly! Marble Pie is coming to Canterlot to live with me and Maud!”



Sunset’s heart skipped a beat, and she leaned closer. “Is that so?” It had only been a week since the incident.



“Aaaannnd,” Pinkie Pie said, her expression turning sly. She pulled a second envelope out of her hair, then slid it across the table. “She also wrote a letter for you,” she said in a sing song, waggling her eyebrows.



Sunset took the letter and held it up. It smelled faintly of peaches. She had a sneaking suspicion that life was about to get a lot more interesting.



“‘Atta girl.”
      

      
   
      Tales from Another Time: A Cantata Mezza Voce


      
      
      
         
         Ones Duty

      
         
         Fool

      
      

      

      
      
         The full moon hung high over the sky of Canterlot, illuminating Equestria’s eternal night with a brilliance that dwarfed the faint memories of the sun’s anemic light.

 

As Captain-Commander Vinyl Scratch of the Lunar Guard trotted down the city’s main thoroughfare – the crowd parting before her, like she were a timberwolf hunting its next meal – she stared up at it, the unrivalled shine of the orb causing her eyes to ache even through her shaded glasses. It was weird. It had only been a hoofful of years ago, but she could barely remember what life had been like in the age of the sun, when Princess Celestia had ruled over them.

 

The triumphant return of Princess Moon had ushered in a new era and a new way of life so completely that the time before her conquest of Equestria might as well not have existed. Much like her past life, the sun was nothing but a faint and distant memory.

 

She turned off the main street, ducking down an alley. After a few steps, she wrinkled her nose to fight back against the stench of unclean ponies and filthy streets. Cleaning the filth from the backstreets of Canterlot wasn’t her job, so she ignored it and simply stepped around the pony sleeping under the heaped trash that he no doubt considered home.

 

While unpleasant, Canterlot’s alleyways were a boon to seasoned trotters, the narrow and shadowed spaces between the city’s towering buildings spreading all through the city like a star spider’s web. If you knew them well, you could reach anywhere in the city without ever touching a named street, and it was faster than hailing a taxi.

 

Provided you were willing to brave the danger, of course.

 

Tucked away as they were, many of the alleys never saw a sliver of moonlight, creating those dark places where the city’s undesirables made their home and hunt those who entertained their domain. The places where even the city guard dared not set hoof. 

 

“This ain’t a place you should be walking, guard,” a voice said from somewhere up ahead, the light of a firefly lantern suddenly coming to life.

 

But for her? They held no terror.

 

“’ey. Moon dog. I’m talking to you.”

 

Vinyl stopped, looking at the short, stocky mare blocking her path and shook her head. Out of the corner of her eyes, she could see the other two ponies lurking in what they no doubt thought were deep, concealing shadows. Her horn glowed for a moment, carving cerise words into the air. WHAT?

 

The mare chuckled. “Oh, you’re a quiet one, eh?”

 

LEAVE.

 

“Pushy, too.” Something glinted in the lantern light as the mare shifted, no doubt a hoofblade. “How about you drop whatever coins you’re carrying and that fancy collar too and you’ll get to limp away from here in one piece?”

 

The word in the air in front of Vinyl blazed brighter.

 

“Have it your—”

 

Vinyl didn’t even let the words finish, her magic wrapping around the mare’s leg and yanking it out from under her, while another surge of magic propelled her head into the ground with a sharp crack. NEITHER OF YOU MOVE.

 

The one on her right didn’t listen, spreading his wings as he lunged. 

 

Her horn glowed and he faltered, his ears flattening as he let out a shriek of pain, the cacophony sound she’d conjured directly into his ears no doubt bursting the drums. He lost his footing and hit the ground, skidding for the short moment before Vinyl’s magic drew the thick blade hung near her shoulder and brought it down.

 

The last would-be-mugger shrank back as she turned on him, her red eyes shining over the top of her glasses, a deep red that shined out in the dark far brighter than the fallen lantern should have allowed.

 

“Horse feathers,” he breathed, bowing his head low, practically kissing the cobblestones. “Y-you’re one of of Princess Moon’s chosen. P-please, don’t kill me. Please. Please!” The stallion shook as he cowered, his eyes squeezed tight.

 

Vinyl sighed, sheathing the blade as she walked towards him. When he didn’t move, she nudged the side of his face with a hoof.

 

His eyes opened a crack.

 

GO.

 

He pushed himself back and away, his eyes never leaving hers, his head remaining as bowed to the ground as possible. Who wouldn’t, when confronted with one of Princess Moon’s demon soldiers, who sold their souls for power and whose crimson eyes could pierce the veil of the blackest darkness.

 

She looked at the bodies of the other two ponies and shook her head. She’d have to let the locals know. She hadn’t even started her first shift yet.

 




 

The Pale Moon bar was filled to bursting whenever the shifts changed, the guards on duty dropping in to relieve themselves after a hard day on canterlot’s streets, while those from the previous shift were still being rolled out, the hardest drinkers managing to keep on their hooves right to the very end.

 

Sometimes Vinyl was one of them.

 

DEALT WITH THE MUGGERS. Vinyl wrote with her magic.

 

Captain Night Glider snorted and shook her head. “How many bodybags will I need to tell the cleanup crew to bring?”

 

Vinyl took a long drink of cider, enjoying the sour taste of night apple. TWO.

 

The pegasus laughed and shook her head. “That all? Just a couple of idiots looking for a fight, or the mob turn tail once they realized who they were messing with?”

 

She shrugged, her eyes focused on the dark liquid in her mug, striving with every fiber of her being to convey that the last thing she wanted to do was have a conversation.

 

“Geeze, Captain-Commander. Never expected some battle-hardened vet to be so dour about cleaning a bit of street trash.” Night glider punched her shoulder. “Come on, you were assigned here to inspire us to raise ourselves up to the standards of the Lunar Guard, weren’t you? Start inspiring!”

 

TOMORROW.

 

Night Glider threw her hooves up and gestured for another set of mugs to be delivered to their table. “Really kinda figured somepony like you’d be a bit more… I dunno. Vivacious. Outgoing.” When Vinyl didn’t react, she tried again, “Fun?”

 

NOPE.

 

Night Glider dropped her voice a bit. “The campaigns that bad? You were in both Saddle Arabia and Yakyakistan, right?”

 

Vinyl shrugged, then nodded. The truth was she hardly thought about them anymore.

 

“I’ve blocked out some time for you to give a… uh… speech to everyone when you first come on. If you want, of course.” The pleading tone was obvious. “Three days, right?”

 

No matter how much she wanted to duck it, she knew she couldn’t. What sort of Captain-Commander wouldn’t give a rousing speech to her new charges? Let them know how wonderful a life serving Princess Moon was, and teach them about all the incredible rewards the awaited them. Fame. Fortune. Power.

 

She forced a smile and nodded.

 

A little tension seemed to leave Night Glider’s body. “Great.” A flicker of worry crossed her face. “I hope I haven’t been too forward with you, Captain-Commander. The truth is we’re just all really looking forward to working with you. Like, you’ve only just arrived and you’re already taking care of problems.” She beamed. “We’ll get this city cleaned up in no time with you leading the charge.”

 

Vinyl nodded, then jerked her head at the door.

 

“Huh? Oh, you wanna head out already?”

 

Another nod. Sharp and curt, this time.

 

Night Glider finally took the hint. “Looking forward to working with you, Captain-Commander.”

 




 

Vinyl stuck to the main streets, her head buzzing as she wandered and stared vacantly at the sky. Going back to her flat was the last thing she wanted to do, next to staying out here and dealing with other ponies or hitting up another bar to drink alone.

 

Which left precious little for her to do.

 

She wandered aimlessly, letting her thoughts drift as she crossed the city, her hooves carrying her wherever they wanted, the peytral emblazoned with the symbol of Princess Moon insuring that, here on the streets, she was unquestionably obeyed and ordered. Had she walked into somepony in her distraction, there was no doubt that they would have bowed and scraped their way away, begging her pardon.

 

She sighed, letting that thought join the dozens of others that flitted about for a moment, just becoming another part of the noisome bustling city that passed all around her.

 

Her ears twitched as she passed by a half-open doorway, the faint sound of music piercing the haze. She stopped short, glancing back towards the door. A string instrument played with fervor and the quiet ambiance of a crowd not there for a show, but listening anyway.

 

The place lacked a sign, but she pushed the door open anyway, stepping into what might as well have been her past. The small, ratty bar. The ponies piled in. The scent of stale beer and cider and sweat. And, above it all, the sound of music filling the room.

 

Vinyl made her way in, ignoring the slight ripple that her presence caused, making her way to the least crowded corner she could find.

 

The pony on stage sawed away at her instrument, her eyes clenched tight as she worked the strings. The performance was rough and raw, played not for precision and perfection, but to sear raw emotion in the hearts and minds of her listeners. No, Vinyl recognized the expression carved into her sharp and thin features. Right now, not even the crowd mattered. It was just her and her music.

 

The minutes faded away as Vinyl watched in rapt attention, her own world melting away as the notes and melodies danced around her, bringing her back a place she’d last been a lifetime ago.

 

She levitated her glasses off her snout and wiped at her eyes as the music finally drew to a close.

 

There were a lot less ponies in the room than when she’d come in, and even fewer anywhere near her. That realization brought about a brief pang of guilt, but she pushed it away.

 

The mare on stage panted, her thin frame shaking from the exertion of her performance and, Vinyl had no doubt, too few meals. 

 

The transition hadn’t been easy on those who had not offered their service directly to Princess Moon, and even now… well. Ponies with value to Princess Moon and the Lunar Republic rose, and those without fell. It was just how things were.

 

A look of fear momentarily crossed the mare’s face as she caught sight of Vinyl, but she suppressed it quickly.

 

Vinyl smiled, levitating a few coins out of her pouch and depositing them on the jar that sat on the stage edge. The tension in the air was palpable as ponies tried to lean away from her without moving. 

 

The moment she stepped outside, the sound inside rose once more.

 




 

Vinyl returned to that little hole-in-the wall on the next third shift, this time without the peytral in the hopes that she might be able to blend in a little better. It worked well enough, though her glasses earned her a few odd looks. Still, better that than knowing what lurked behind them.

 

It was a strange and unfamiliar sensation as the ponies jostled and crowded around her. For the first time in a long time she felt naked. Without that emblem, without her crimson eyes, she wasn’t Captain-Commander Vinyl Scratch of the Lunar Guard. 

 

So who was she?

 

It didn’t really matter. Right now, she was just part of the audience.

 

She sat quietly after the performance ended and the grey mare once more descended from the stage, taking a seat among her fellows and chatting. And, as Vinyl watched in the dim light of the bar, snatching a pouch of coins that wasn’t well attended, a fact that only went unnoticed for a few moments.

 

“What the buck? Where’re my bits?” the stallion snarled. He had good instincts, turning immediately on the grey mare. “Did you take ‘em?”

 

“What?” she asked, feigning surprise.

 

Vinyl crossed the space quickly, her horn glowing as she gently lifted the pouch, pulling it between the ponys’ legs and to herself.

 

“Don’t you lie to me!” He raised his hoof and slammed it on on the bar.

 

“Whoah,” the grey mare said, backing up, “Whoah, whoah!”

 

They both started as Vinyl’s magic wrapped around them and opened the distance between them forcefully. The grey mare’s horrified recognition was instant, but the stallion…

 

“Who do you think you are?” he growled. “You better butt—”

 

Vinyl lifted her shades, letting her crimson eyes shine in the dim light of the bar, all conversation suddenly dying. Even the stallion, so full of bravado just a second ago, turned contrite the instant her eyes turned on him. The grey mare actually trembled.

 

“I… uh… I’m sorry,” he mumbled.

 

The rest of the bar slowly seemed to move away from the three of them without obviously trying to retreat from Vinyl. After all, running from her might well just draw her attention.

 

WHAT’S THE PROBLEM? The words shone brightly, taking them both by surprise. 

 

The stallion recovered first, speaking quickly, “This pony over here stole my bits. I’m sure of it. Stuff’s been disappearing ever since she started playing here. And lookit her tip jar: she sure ain’t making money with her music.”

 

The grey mare shook her head, but couldn’t seem to find the words to protest.

 

Vinyl lifted the pouch into the air. THESE?

 

To the grey mare’s credit, her eyes barely moved.

 

“Uh… yeah. Where’d you find those?”

 

THE FLOOR. She let them drop onto the bar, releasing her magical hold on both of them. BE MORE CAREFUL.

 

“O-of course.” He cleared his throat. “S-sorry for causing you trouble.”

 

Ignoring him, Vinyl shifted her gaze to the grey mare. COME WITH ME.

 

She swallowed and nodded weakly. “I… need to get my things, if that’s okay, of course.”

 

Vinyl nodded.

 

A few moments later, they were walking down a nearby alley, the mare looking ready to bolt even with the heavy instrument case across her back. “Why?” she asked, her voice soft and barely audible.

 

?

 

“Why... “ she hesitated. “Why am I following you, Miss... Miss...?”

 

Vinyl snorted. VINYL. YOU?

 

Again she looked ready to run, but she held her ground. “Octavia, Miss Vinyl.”

 

DON’T DO THAT AGAIN.

 

Octavia stopped, but she was smart enough to not try and deny what Vinyl obviously already knew. Instead, she sat down. “It was that or sleeping in a park tonight.” She laughed. “Though I guess I don’t have a choice now, do I?”

 

COME.

 

“Where—”

 

The word burned brighter.

 




 

The two ponies stood in front of Vinyl’s flat.

 

HOME. Vinyl offered, before her magic operated the lock on the door. Not that she needed to worry in this part of town.

 

“And what am I supposed to—”

 

STAY HERE TONIGHT.

 

Octavia stared at her, her eyes open wide. Her mouth opened to say something, then she shut it. She repeated the gesture a few times before one question won out. “Why?”

 

BEATS THE PARK?

 

“I’m serious.” Despite the situation, annoyance started to creep into Octavia’s voice. “You… you do what you did in the bar, and now you’re bringing me back to your place? You… what are you playing at? Are you planning something sick here, or is that just some misguided pity for a poor pony like me?”

 

Vinyl shrugged. YOU PLAY WELL.

 

That took Octavia by surprise.

 

STAY OR DON’T. Vinyl pushed the door open and stepped inside.

 

Octavia started to follow, but froze at the threshold.

 

WHAT?

 

“It’s bloody pitch black in there. I’m going to trip over something if I try.”

 

Vinyl stared at her, taking a moment to realize that, to a normal pony, it would be pitch black. Concentrating, she summoned up a pale globe of light the same color as the moon and set it to drift lazily throughout the space that made up her main room.

 

The light wasn’t much, but it was enough, particularly because there wasn’t really anything to trip over. The whole of Vinyl’s belongings were still packed in a couple boxes and stuck in the corner. Even her armor, the thing that should have been her pride and joy, was heaped on top of it like so much junk, with the peytral flung on top to cap it off. The only things she’d bothered with were the couch and, back in her bedroom, the bed.

 

“Spacious,” Octavia offered.

 

Vinyl snorted again, then flung herself onto the couch. BED ->

 

“You’re really serious, aren’t you?”

 

YES.

 

A dull thud told her that Octavia had, at least, set her instrument down. After a long moment, it was followed by, “Thank you.”

 




 

Vinyl left partway through first shift, while Octavia was still asleep. She’d left a note, telling the musician to do what she wanted. Honestly, she half-expected to come to find all her stuff had been stolen and pawned off. Even if that would be a rather suicidal path for Octavia.

 

So it came as a welcome surprise that, when she returned, the grey mare was playing in the main room. She looked to stop, but Vinyl shook her head and took a seat, closing her eyes as let the music dance around her, just like it had in the bar.

 

When the song finished, Octavia spoke up. “Miss Vinyl?” She froze for a long moment, looking at the floor. “Since you invited me in already, would it be… would it…” she trailed off, shaking her head. “Can I stay another night?”

 

YES.
      

      
   
      The Nightmare Macabre


      
      
      
         
         Something Unforeseen

      
      

      

      
      
         They stood alone, upon a starlit hill, surrounded by battlements blown to pieces by the force of a climactic struggle. The flames of dying fires whipped like tattered banners in the wind. Around them lay corpses in bloodstained livery, bearing sigils of sun and moon. Far below, and out of sight, the final battle raged. A symphony of chaos, all clashing steel and raging bellows, carried to them through the night. 



From across the killing field, the alicorns of light and dark stared at one another. The Nightmare Macabre sneered, imperiously leveling a hoof at her sibling.



	"What sayeth thou, Celestia? How now?

	The kingdom built on sunlight's golden kiss

	Sees in the nightmare's cold abyss an end

	To all the enterprise of ponykind.

	Yet thou are not content to lay and die

	In silv'ry fields, with moonlit jasmine choked.

	By air and sea and land alike, you come,

	By horn and hoof, a final stand you wage

	And here, at last, upon the end of all

	You come to treat with me, the Nightmare Queen.

	What sayeth thou? what scheme, what toothy lie?

	Speak quickly now, or keep thy peace and die."



Celestia met her sister's haughtiness with warmth and compassion. She stepped forward, her voice pleading, her eyes wide and dewey.



	"'Tis not as sov'reign that I come to thee

	But as thy flesh and blood, thy trueborn kin.

	No terms of peace, no treaty can be writ

	Which can equate in any mean amount

	The love I bear thee deep within my heart.

	Pray! oh, sister, oh fallen Nightmare fair!

	To Canterlot, let us remove, and there

	We shall together set aright the spheres

	And mend the bloody gap within our realm

	For which love, alone, can make recompense.

	Let sun and moon in harmony abide,

	And let this nightmare, at long last, subside."



But Nightmare Moon threw back her head, and laughed, as thunder crashed and lightning split the sky.



	"Thy words are hollow, and thy fate is sealed!"



Her hoof dug into the ground; she grinned.



	"Lay on! By horn and hoof shall come thy end.

	Let carrion thy bones and flesh attend."



Celestia bowed her head and shut her eyes, and let a single tear of regret slip down her regal face. When it passed, she lifted herself, and unfurled her wings, a golden light beneath her hooves. Her words struck like hot iron.



	"It is not horn and hoof, but harmony

	That will Equestria deliver. Hark!"



Six points of light appeared around Celestia – red and blue, yellow and pink, green and violet. Nightmare Moon's eyes widened, and she roared a defiant challenge as those six lights coalesced into a white-hot ball of light. A rainbow wave streaked toward the the Nightmare Macabre, and swept her away, carrying her far into the night's sky.



Like an oil stain, the face of a mare spread across the moon.



Fingers of gold crept across the sky, driving away the velvety purple of the night. The moon descended below the horizon, and the sun rose to take its place. Behind Celestia, a column of blood-spattered ponies stampeded up the hill, and she turned to greet them. Their captain doffed her greathelm, and smiled proudly at her soldiers.



	"See now, ponies, the morning's golden rays?

	The nightmare moon is fell'd. We've won the day!"



She bowed, and her soldiers bowed with her, and sang their savior's praises.



	"Hail, hail, Celestia, the sun-kissed queen!"



But Celestia drew her captain up, and shook her head soberly.



	"'Tis not a time for merriment or cheer,

	But for mourning. I am no queen, my friends,

	And conquest not a thing to celebrate.

	For though we have the day reclaimed and saved,

	The blood we shed may not be washed away,

	Nor can what I have wrought be now undone.

	My sister's soul, I sought to save. Alas!

	I have condemned her to oblivion,

	And in so doing have myself been damn'd.

	My heart is rent asunder, and you would name

	This pain, this gaping wound, a victory?"



Unshed tears glimmered in the morning's glow.



	"What sweetest suffering must defeat be."



The victorious princess, and her loyal guard, stood among the detritus of a climactic final battle that no mortal could now recall, the hard-won light of a brand new day shining to the east.



And the world exploded into applause, whistles and stomps and cheers that rang across the cavernous Manehattan stagehouse. One could get drunk on that kind of adoration, and Pomade Well felt vaguely tipsy. It almost made emerging from the illusion worth it.



He opened his eyes with a sigh, returning to a world of ropes and velvet curtains, wooden boards and brick walls and the ever-present theater tang of sweat and make-up. He'd seen The Nightmare Macabre, his own production and those of others, enough times to know that it would never match what he saw in his mind's eye. He'd done his best to recreate it, of course, and he'd done as good a job as anypony. Still, the most he could boast is that the voices, the performances, met and surpassed what he heard in his head when he read the play to himself. And so he made it his nightly ritual to slip away and shut his eyes at the climax, and let his actresses bear him away in his imagination.



Now, though, it was time for another ritual.



Pomade trotted to the wings, offstage right, and stared out at the cast assembled at the front of the stage. They bowed, as one, the Princesses in the middle of their line, and parted to make way for him. They beckoned him, and he sauntered onto the stage, grinning and running a hoof in his slicked-back mane.



The Princesses stood aside for him, and they linked their forelegs together; the crowd in the theater house stood for him, their whistles and cheers crescendoing. On either side, a chain of ponies stretched, a dozen and a half speaking parts.



Pomade gazed across the crowd, at his adoring public. All were standing, all were cheering.



Except for one.



A unicorn sat in the very back of the house, with a silvery-blue mane and a coat just a shade or two darker, over which she wore a black mourner's dress that hid most of her body in lace. She had to be large, larger than the average mare, to be seen over the burly stallion in front of her. Even her horn was massive, as long as his leg from hoof to knee, Pomade guessed.



She met his eyes, and scowled, the stage lights glinting off of her green-ringed eyes.



Pomade's elation tasted like ashes in his mouth as he bowed.








"...I don't think the audience noticed, personally, but when Batsy flubbed her line, I wanted to strangle her. We drilled that a hundred thousand times, and she still couldn't get the timing right!" 'Nightmare Moon' scoffed as she trotted down the hotel corridor with Pomade, the plush carpet beneath them muffling her hoofbeats. 



"Hm," said Pomade.



"I mean, the audience certainly didn't catch it, but I did. You did too, right?" she continued. "In act three, scene two? The 'chop her into messes' speech?"



"Hm." He actually had zero idea what she was talking about. Agreeing, or making vauge noises that could be construed as agreeing, was just something he'd learned to do when mares were talking and he couldn't be bothered to listen.



He felt a thump against his hip – his companion's flank bumping against his own – and turned to regard her. Sure, she was out of costume now – no silver regalia or pleather wings, and her natural, chestnut curls framed her face instead of the starry blue wig. But the black dye in her coat and the make-up on her horn, though temporary, didn't come out as easily, and she drew the occasional stare from the hotel's guests and staff as she moved about the place. The look of concern she was giving him now was utterly ill-suited to Nightmare Moon.



"Sorry, Bloom," said Pomade with a half-smile. "Guess my mind's just elsewhere right now."



Blooming Garland sidled closer to him, dropping her voice. "Pom, what's the matter? You've been acting weird ever since the curtain call. Even your notes had less Applewood narcissism in 'em than usual."



Pomade looked away, chewing his lip. "Did you see that unicorn mare in the back of the house? The blue one, with the long horn?"



"I didn't. I was more preoccupied with blowing kisses to that journalist from the Manehattan Bugle." She nudged him again, harder. "Should I be jealous?"



He had to smirk at that. "No, no, it's not like that. She just – she didn't applaud, that's all."



Blooming Garland snorted. "Oh, is that all? Here I was worried it was something serious."



Pomade whipped his head around to look at her, stricken. "Bloom!"



"Oh, come now, Pom. I knew you were thin-skinned, but to fixate on the one mare in a packed house who wasn't giving you a standing ovation?" She shook her head, sighing.



Pomade flushed. "You could at least pretend to take me seriously."



They came to a stop by her suite, and she stepped in front of him to take his face between her hooves. "The show's a hit, Pomade. It's always been a hit. In the grand scheme of things, what does it matter if one pony out of hundreds didn't stomp her hooves for you?"



"...Mm." Pomade smiled tightly, and nodded. "Sure."



"What was that?" said Bloom, tilting her head and leaning closer. "That still didn't sound like you."



"I said 'if you're feeling so good about the play, then perhaps we ought to celebrate a little.'" His smile grew more relaxed, more natural.



"Knew you were in there somewhere." She pressed her forehead against his, mindful not to tap him with the point of her horn. "Sorry, but I'm gonna scrub this foul dye out of my coat, and sleep for the next eighteen hours – and no, before you ask, I am not looking for company in either endeavor."



"Mm... shame."



Bloom pulled away, and pecked him on the tip of his nose. "Perhaps tomorrow night."



Pomade leered at her. "Or tomorrow morning?"



"Bring champagne and orange juice, and we'll see. I'll need at least three mimosas in my system to stomach your touch that early." With a smoky look, she magically unlatched her door and backed inside. Then, turning, she looped her tail around the knob, and shut the door with a swing of her hips.



Pomade grinned the rest of the way to his room, thinking to himself what a lucky stallion he was.



...In most respects, he amended, when he recalled the empty bed awaiting him.








With a snap, and a hum of electricity, the spotlight switched on, shining in Pomade's face. He recoiled instinctively, raising a hoof to shield his eyes. The house beyond was pitch black – or maybe the light was just too bright for him to see anything past it – but he could hear the murmurs and whispers of the crowd. And he knew that they could see him.



"Psst!"



Pomade looked to his left. Princess Celestia was seated in a director's chair in the wings, wearing a scarf and beret, drinking a mimosa from a long-stemmed glass. Next to was Blooming Garland, in costume as Nighmare Moon, yet colored naturally underneath her armor. 



"Read," Celestia mouthed, gesturing emphatically.



Pomade gulped and looked at his hooves – the script was open to a scene halfway through, one he hadn't rehearsed, hadn't even read, and now, couldn't read. The words on the page were gibberish, random squiggles and doodles of suns and moons, and coffee cups and traffic cones.



Gulping, and sweating in the spotlight's heat, he looked at Celestia. "I can't," he whispered hoarsely. "I don't know how."



The murmurs in the crowd grew restless. Bloom looked cooly at them from the corner of her eye, and itched with a hind hoof at the plate encasing her neck.



"Wrong page," Celestia mouthed. She pantomimed flipping a piece of paper open. The curtains beside them shimmered and waved with a musical chime.



Bloom leaned over and stuck her tongue into the mimosa, lapping it into her mouth.



Pomade did as he was told, and flipped the page open, only slightly mollified by what he saw. He still didn't know what play they were doing, but the photorealistic elephant at least offered some direction.



So Pomade drew himself up, and took a long, deep breath.



"BWAROOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!"



Immediately, the audience laughed and cheered, hooves pounding the seats and the boards with delight. Pomade's chest swelled with courage. Rearing onto his back legs and spreading his forelegs, he repeated himself, twice as long and loud.



"BWAROOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!"



The applause grew rapturous. Ponies whistled, and cheered, and called out his name; hotel keys and roses were flung onto the stage in front of him. Pomade, grinning, turned to look at Celestia and Bloom.



They were nowhere to be found. In their place was a unicorn, with a silvery blue mane, and a horn half as long as Pomade's leg. Where her eyes should have been, there were only vacant pits.



The eyeless mare scowled at him. 



Pomade felt his hind legs quake, and he fell to all fours, dropping his script as he did. Cursing himself, he tried to search for it, as the audience's cheering melted into irritated, unsatisfied mutterings.



"Bwaroom?"  Pomade ventured in a squeaky, uncertain voice.



His response was a lone, derisive snort, though there were still some scattered laughs.



"Bwaroom!" he repeated, gamboling forward frantically. The audience's laughter grew mocking, from giggles to jeers.



Pomade took one last, desperate breath.



"HAWWWWWWW. Hee-HAWWWWWWWWW."



Insults and epithets joined the jeers, as the audience's mockery reached a fever pitch. Pomade ducked as rotten fruit pelted the stage, exploding upon the boards, and smothering the tokens of favor from before.



He whirled to glare at the eyeless mare. "This is your fault! They loved me until you came along!"



The eyeless mare laughed silently without breaking her scowl, and shook her head. Rising, she turned away, and trotted into the wings behind her, the curtains enveloping her, making her vanish.



Pomade tried to gallop after her, but slipped on a banana, to the crowd's mocking delight. He fell, face-first, and kept on falling through the boards. The jeers of the audience grew distant, muted, as he tumbled end over end through an endless sea of stars. The curtains kept pace with him all the while, rustling with some unfelt breeze, even when the boards were gone and the spotlight was nothing but a pinprick of light among a thousand thousand more just like it.



Pomade, curious, looked upstage, between the curtains. Teal eyes, larger than his whole body, gazed back at him.



Pomade screamed and covered his face. "Somepony! Somepony, help! Bloom! Princess Celestia! Somepony, please!"



A bemused scoff echoed through the infinite. "I'll try not to take that personally."



The eyes shrank down to a pony's proportions, and hovered against the backdrop of stars. Lines suddenly darted between those glowing pinpricks, sketching out constellations, connecting into the familiar curves and contours of a mare. Then the shape stepped forward, emerging from the starfield, suddenly tangible and equine.



Princess Luna watched Pomade twirl weightlessly a moment longer, a mischievous twinkle in her eye, before she shrugged. Gravity pulled him downward, and he landed with a thud at her hooves, on a floor that didn't exist.



"Rise," she commanded. Her voice was young, even girlish – he hadn't been expecting that. "Seriously. It's all but impossible to have a serious conversation when one of the participants is lying on the floor and refuses to get up."



Abashed, Pomade scrambled to all fours, brushing himself off and running a hoof over his mane to ensure it was still nicely slicked. Luna noticed, and her lip quirked up in a smirk.



"Am I dreaming?" Pomade said thickly. "Is this... real?"



"Yes. And yes."



"Ah," said Pomade, nodding sagely. "Meaningless double-talk. So this is probably a dream."



Luna sighed, and strolled past Pomade, the intoxicating scent of jasmine following her. "The answers to your questions are not mutually exclusive – the waking world is not so far removed from the world of sleep, and the barrier dividing one from the other is thinner than you might believe. Per my duties, I walk between the two nightly." 



"...Meaning?"



"Meaning, yes, you are dreaming, and yet, at the same time, this is real," Luna said testily, scowling. "This conversation, between you and I, is actually happening. So you should probably consider, carefully, how you address me, Pomade Well."



He almost said 'how do you know my name?' before realizing what an absurd thing to say that would be. He was also distracted by the alarming familiarity of that scowl.



"You were the mare in the audience! The one who... who didn't applaud." Pomade felt his ears droop in time with his waning enthusiasm.



"Correct." Luna plucked a golden star from the backdrop, and stuck it to Pomade's forehead.



Pomade blinked, and rubbed it off with a frown. "How? I mean, you look like her, but at the same time, you don't."



"Now who is indulging in double-talk?" Luna smirked impishly – it seemed a natural look for her. She ran a hoof through her mane, the nebula trailing behind her head transforming into strands of silvery blue, which she smoothed out against her neck. She turned, this way and that, before giving her mane a shake, and it melted back into its previous form.



"A simple glamour, nothing more – a look which hearkens back to my... younger days, let us say. Every now and again, I take that form, when I wish to walk the waking world without drawing undue attention." Luna chuckled, and fluffed her wings. "The dress is more about function than form – these would draw more attention, not less, if I left them exposed, wouldn't you agree?"



So that explained the mourner's dress. Pomade supposed that an above-average-sized unicorn in a lacy funeral outfit would draw less attention than an alicorn princess when walking about town... but not that much less.



He trotted after Luna as she trotted through the starscape, following her to the rings of a planet which spun, tilted just slightly, on its axis. Far away, meteors and comets streaked past, leaving trails of cosmic dust in their wake.



"I feel like I should ask," Pomade ventured as Luna paused beside the ringed planet. "What, exactly are you doing here?"



"Besides protecting your psyche from nightmares? Luna batted the rings with a hoof, and it spun like a vinyl record around the planet. 



Pomade watched, perplexed and, on some level, delighted. "That wasn't a nightmare. At least, it's not usually one."



Luna raised an eyebrow. "I know. I've seen you have that dream before. It usually ends with more cheering, more applause, and your lady friend mashing your lips together upon a small mountain of hotel keys, while my sister shouts directions at you. Correct?"



"Something like that," Pomade muttered.



"It must be a potent dream, for you to recall it so clearly." Luna nodded. "Of course, why a dream that's normally so pleasant should turn into such a vivid and unsettling nightmare is a mystery. What could have affected your psyche so, to prompt such a turn for the..."



Pomade looked at his hooves.



"...Goodness," Luna whispered. "You are thin-skinned, aren't you?"



Pomade grumbled, his face hot. "Please tell me you didn't just come into my dream to tease me."



"On the contrary, Pomade Well. It's rare that I actually manifest in a dream which is not a nightmare. Rarer, still, to make somepony aware that they are dreaming. I would not do so without good reason."



Pomade tilted his head. "That being?"



"I wanted to meet with you privately," Luna said. "Without the possibility that somepony might interrupt us."



"...Oh?" Pomade leered at Luna. "That's prudent of you, Princess. But if you're worried about Bloom getting jealous—"



Luna cuffed Pomade across the ear, drawing a yelp from him.



"What was that for?" he whined.



"Your presumption. Your familiarity. And, in general, you are annoying me. I am the Princess of the Night, not some waif in estrus, and this is not purely a social call, so you might consider observing proper etiquette when speaking to me." Under her breath, Luna muttered, "why can't they all be as easy to deal with as the Cutie Mark Crusaders?"



"And you called me thin-skinned." Pomade rubbed the spot behind his ear that Luna had struck. "Well, if you're not here for a good time—"



"Careful," Luna said dangerously.



"—then what are you here for? Is it about the play; are you here to complain about the play? Because if you are, then you're already the worst theater critic I've ever had to deal with. The worst they do—"



"Careful," Luna repeated, more sharply this time.



"—I've never actually been hit by a critic before tonight. Your majesty," Pomade added as an afterthought.



"Well. That fact still stands, as I am not a theater critic. Nor am I here to criticize your production." Luna looked squarely at him. "It was competently executed. On a technical level, anyway. Your performers were hit and miss; the actresses portraying my sister and I did a passible job with the material they were given, but the more minor roles... I do believe the thestral playing Lady Macrotus missed a cue in the third act."



Pomade internally kicked himself. How did he miss that?! "Then, and forgive my bluntness please, what is your problem with me?"



Luna shook her head. "I've no problem with you, Pomade Well."



Pomade wanted to scream. "Then why—"



"'Tis the script I wish to discuss. The play, not the production thereof." Luna chuckled bitterly. "The Nightmare Macabre: A Historie in Five Acts. One of Shakesdeere's more widely read and appreciated works. I certainly see why, too. It's grim, and messy, and, as advertised, macabre. Such things play well with audiences, in any age, I think."



"I suppose that's true." Pomade watched Luna warily. "All due respect, though, Princess, I don't think that has much to do with its enduring popularity."



"Oh?"



"It's a compelling story, in its own right."



"Yes. It is a compelling story." Luna smiled a tight, thin smile. "The origins, and rise, and fall, of Nightmare Moon. The ancient enemy of the day. The fallen sister to Princess Celestia. Who invited hatred into her heart, and in so doing—"



"Okay, okay, I get it," Pomade said, holding up a hoof to silence the Princess. "Yeah, alright, fine. I concede, it's natural for you to take something like this personally."



"'Take this personally.'" Luna's jaw worked in silence. "Do you know the story of Nightmare Moon, Pomade Well? The old pony's tale, told to fillies and colts at bedtime?"



"'Course I do." Pomade swallowed. "Princess Lu— or, you, I guess, just you. You were jealous that ponies slept during the night, and didn't appreciate the work you did creating it."



"Nor its beauty. So I created one which would last forever, and battled my sister to rule the land." Luna's bitter, ironic grew melancholy. "That is... a simplification, but there is truth in there. More than there is in Shakesdeere's take, where I feigned goodness until the chance presented itself to stab my sister in the back."



"Yes, thank you, Princess." Pomade looked pointedly at Luna. "I am familiar with the play."



"Simply trying to make a point, Pomade." She regarded him in silence for a moment. "When I returned from my long imprisonment, my sister gave me a treasure trove of literature – the greater whole of Equestria's canon which was written in my absence. Truth be told, I'm still working my way through it, and I only recently came across this play. Reading it was... difficult. But, I reasoned, perhaps there was something I was missing, by reading it off the page, rather than experiencing it as it was meant to be experienced. A longshot, I know, but one which I clung to.



"Imagine how pleased I was when I learned that the play had a highly popular production on Bridleway, in Manehattan. So I bought a ticket – under an alias, naturally – and attended incognito, hoping that Pomade Well's revival would have some added dimension, some room for nuance, which the script lacked."



"And here we are now," Pomade finished for her. "I understand why it bothers you, Princess. I mean, I guess I do; I can't really identify. Hell, who could? But it's historical fiction. It's based on a true story. Nopony's claimed that it's fact."



"And yet it is billed as a history," Luna looked at Pomade, her expression soft. "Do you want to know why the Nightmare took hold of me? It was not hatred for the day, or for my sister, as Shakesdeere wrote. Nor was it mere envy. I wanted to be known. I wanted to be loved. I wanted ponies to look on me with the adoration with which they showered Celestia. The affection they still show her."



She turned away. The starfield was beginning to darken, the comets' trails fading, the starry lights winking out, one by one.



"What I did was wicked. Misguided, and evil. My subjects, and my sister, have forgiven me for it, and I have forgiven myself. But it has not been forgotten. It cannot be forgotten, nor should it be forgotten. I have made my peace with this – and, in truth, there are parts to the Nightmare Moon mythos which I find... charming. Mostly the parts with candy."



Pomade snickered.



"Yet I fear that that is still how I shall be primarily known." Luna cast her eyes downward. "That my subjects will never come to know and love Princess Luna, the mare, but this cultural construction of her. At best, as a misguided child whose heart was corrupted, and at worst, as a Shakesdeerean villain who willfully sought to end life as we know it, because she was, by nature, evil."



"...I'm real sorry about that, Princess." said Pomade. "But I don't get why you're telling me all of this. What do you want me to do? Shut down the play?"



"Would you, if I asked?" She silenced him before he could answer with an upraised hoof. "I wouldn't, and I won't. Perhaps I've no room to call you thin-skinned, when I am bringing these complaints to you, but I would never censor. Rather, I suppose I am telling you this, because... because I am not Celestia; I cannot walk among my little ponies and bask in their adoration. That is simply not who I am. All I can do is hope that I can inspire my subjects by setting an example for them. That they will spread tales of the benevolent Princess of the Night, who shielded them from their nightmares, and helped them in their own, personal journies. And that, in time, this will be what springs to mind when ponies think of me. Not the Nightmare Macabre."



A smile split Pomade's face, as a thought occured to him. "Princess... I think I'm starting to understand what you want from me."



Luna's ear twitched, and she smiled blithely. Her body melted away into the starfield, the lines shaping her form vanishing, the constellations drifting apart as their stars winked out altogether.



"Why, Pomade," she tittered. "I've no idea what you're talking about."








Pomade Well's eyes fluttered open. He lifted his head from his pillow to peer out the window. Dawn, gray and overcast, greeted him. It was early, that much was clear – he wasn't even sure how long he'd really slept.



How odd that he felt completely rested, then.



Pomade bolted out of bed and out the door, hoping the carpet would muffle his hoofsteps as he approached Blooming Garland's door. He knocked on it, twice, softly.



Nothing.



Pomade knocked on it a third time, louder. A fourth, still louder. A fifth—



The door swung open, and he was greeted with Bloom's yawning face, still darkened with patches of black dye. "For pony's sake, Pom, do you know how early it is?"



"Honestly? No. Too early for mimosas, I presume."



"Ugh, if that's seriously what brought you over..." She rubbed the sleep from her eyes, and frowned at him, though it faded when she saw the look in his eye. "What is it?"



"Something happened to me tonight." Pomade lowered his voice. "Something important. I need to talk it over with you, and... I don't believe it's the sort of thing that should wait."



With concern on her face, Bloom stood aside, and Pomade shuffled inside.








"I don't even know where to begin with this, Pom." Blooming Garland set her mug of cheap, instant coffee down on her coffee table, beside a plate of cold scones she'd bought for breakfast the day before. "It all sounds so... intense, so vivid. I mean, I'd heard that Princess Luna visits ponies in their dreams, but I've never met anypony who's had it happen to them before."



"Well... you have now," Pomade chuckled into his own drink. The two sat together, huddled on the couch in her suite, beneath a blanket that covered them both from behind.



Bloom bit her lip, and placed her hoof around his back. "What are you gonna do, Pom? I mean... the show..."



"...Must go on," he says, wincing a bit at the cliche. "She didn't ask me to cancel it, Bloom. And, well, frankly... I probably wouldn't, even if she did."



"No, of course you wouldn't. Not you. That'd be the smart thing to do." She nudged him playfully. "What will you do, then?"



Pomade set his cup on the table and took a deep breath.



"I've been thinking... the story of Nightmare Moon's birth and fall, that's been done, and done well. Perhaps there's room for the story of Nightmare Moon's redemption. A cool, contemporary take on it all. Make no mistake, it'd be a monumental effort – probably will have to be a musical, too, because that's just how things are these days..."



Bloom laughed.



"...But I believe it can be done. Moreover, I believe it should be done." He looked seriously at Bloom. "However. I'm not interested in doing the job without my Mare in the Moon at my side."



"At your side, huh?" said Bloom, smirking. She snuggled against Pomade, and cupped his cheek to press her nose against his. "Can I get a producer's credit?"



"Swear to do something about that coffee breath, and you can have whatever the hell you want."



"Like you have any room to talk," she said, before pressing their lips together.
      

      
   
      A Walk Beyond the Stars


      
      
      
         
         Flow

      
         
         To Truly Care

      
         
         Reality

      
         
         Something Unforeseen

      
      

      

      
      
         A presence here I feel, deep in my dreamwalks. Let me spread my senses along the Oneiric pathways, the ways traversed but not trodden, where sojourns are measured in thoughts and feelings, not steps… Here, through the dark mists of dream and the night-gloomed brush, symbolic of hidden forms under dark sky, I come!



Ah, now, hail there! What strange fellow traveler have I met tonight? Do not fear me; I mean you no harm. My appearance does but suit my station, and the deeper blues and blacks of the night are as natural garments to me. Symbology does count for much here in the dream realms.



And what are you? How curious, a bipedal being! I can sense that you are not taking on a semblance suitable for dreamwalking; your current appearance is close to your natural form. I do not as a rule see those of your kind as I travel the pathways of dream, though there was that one quiet lad once… You must be far indeed from where you are usually wont to travel in the dream realms. May I inquire what brings you this way?



A ritual? One more meditative than magical, I hazard, for you bear not about you the stinks of deep incantations. If you would, please describe it to me?



Ah, dear me. I fear the author of that book you read wrote with more pedantry than sense when he set down that ritual. It really should have been accompanied by commentary, and restricted to those who are very advanced in their studies. For you see, it has caused you some difficulty. You are a naturally imaginative sort, and the ritual was able to feed upon that power, and as a result it has swept you far, far from your home. And the dream realms are not without their dangers–you are lucky to have encountered nothing dire so far. Have you marked no shadows at the corners of your eyes, that seemed to follow you but were never there when you turned to look? I see. Please hold quite still–



Hah! This is the sort of thing I meant, a Sidlegrent. See how its black scales shine now as it squirms in the blue grasp of my magic! Watch its feelers writhe as it squeals, deprived of its prey! Oh–fear not, it can no longer affect you. I shall dispose of it, thus! It returns to the black oblivion from whence it was spawned.



I can see you are still upset. And while you would be wise to be cautious, this deep in the wild of dreams, in truth the Sidlegrent by itself would have caused you no great harm. It seeks to attach itself to the lower levels of your mind, and add to your sense of unease, from which it would tap some small amount of your psyche’s energy. By itself a small matter, but one needs all of one’s wits about one in these wild areas.



Speaking of which, what are you to do? In truth, I am concerned for your safety. Were I to leave you here and aught were to happen to you, I should feel responsible. Yet I cannot spare time from my own tasks to try to guide you home. I think you shall be safest if you accompany me for a while–



Ah, that is a fair question; for what reason should you trust me? There are indeed spirits in this realm that would seek to deceive you under the guise of friendliness. Well, no true proof is possible, but perhaps a token may suffice. You see here, this box? It is a thing I craft from the dreamstuff around us, and within it I have placed a thing. I give this box into your care for now. It is slightly cool and slick, gleaming with the energy of its creation.



Now, I ask that you look into your inner world, that seat of introspection in which reside your inner thoughts and feelings, and try to call up what you feel, when you have done a deed to help a stranger, and they meet your eyes, face beaming with gratitude, and thank you for your aid. Feel that warmth in your heart, the rising heat within, the radiance in your own soul as you accept their thanks, and you know you have done well by doing good–



And now, reach into that feeling, and pull forth that–there, yes! That flower. How beautifully it shines, how rich its color! See how it sparkles as if covered with dew on the morning!



Place that flower of yours where you like, wear it on your chest or in your hair or elsewise as you wish, and now open the box I gave you. See there, a bloom very much like yours! You are seeing a dream symbol, one of the many attributes of kindness. Some acts of good may be faked, but that symbol in this realm of dream can only be borne of that genuine feeling. And so, you now have a sign, that I am knowledgeable of the workings of this place and am kindly disposed towards you. If you will undertake to trust me, I can lead you to safety…



Splendid! Let us walk together this way. The mists do cover all the places that lie beyond the scope of your instant attention, but they open before us now. I am a skilled dreamwalker and I can bend the stuff around us, much to my heart’s desire. See how the bushes around us, and those that stretch down the path, start now to glow? See how roses of many colors form upon them? These in a sense may be said to be my charges. I will tend to them as we walk. 



Meanwhile, permit me to instruct you to a small degree on defense. The Sidlegrents will not bother us at present, but the practice will do you good. Recall that they seek to feed upon your unease, and present them nothing upon which they may attach. Cheerful thoughts are your armor. Recall the exercise of calling up a flower from your good feelings, and try the same with other feelings of yours as we walk. Consider the light in the eye of a friend, the smell of a meadow in the morning or evening of the world, the sounds of birds in the trees and the rushing waters of a brook, the times when you are deep in your favorite book. Gather these thoughts about you and cherish them!



Ha, this rose burgeons with health, but under it another wilts in shadow. Let me rearrange them… Yes, tending these roses is a duty of mine, but fortunately one I find soothing. I see that you have conjured some more flowers of your own! You do have talent, though it may not yet be fully expressed. This particular flower is borne of your pleasure in self-discovery, and you shall ever bear new ones… May I ask that you contribute it to a good cause? Take it and place it near that one rose, the one that seems to bulge to bursting with petals but is still constricted by its outer leaves. There, gently… Ah! See that! The outer leaves part, the petals spread gently, slowly. I shall have to see what comes of this when I return tomorrow. Thank you for your assistance!



Please continue to practice as we walk, and permit me to show you another sort of trick on the way, that you might not be wholly defenseless. Call to your mind again a protective feeling. Think of a precious tome being placed upon a shelf in pride; think of knowledge as a torch to be kept alight. Call this up from your breast, let it flow along your arm, allow the flow to merge with dreamstuff around you, and draw your arm sharply upward! Almost, almost, try it again… There! You have now a shield before you. 



And now, by a similar trick, you can be armed as well. Use thoughts of stepping before the ones you love to shield them from harm, standing up to bullies and facing them down, making of yourself a pillar of protection, and sling your arm forth… thusly! Well done, you have a great talent for this! But why are you laughing so hard? Yes, it has taken the form of a sword of pure light, for such is the symbolism… Never mind. Whatever meaning of your own you have attached to it, it draws strength from that connection as well, and your joy feeds it.



But now, we have reached a small park of sorts, and you can see that the rose bushes here form a circle, and at the center, take note of these trees. That one of blue and moonlit silver leaves… well guessed, it is a symbol for me. Disregard those others for now, particularly that gnarled one with the widely varying fruit. This one here, the tallest white tree, lit as if under full sunlight. There is a task to perform for this one tonight, a pruning if you will. 



And I have a feeling that you might be both willing and able to assist me in some small way… I am correct? Excellent. I now call up the dreamstuff into a small arboreal doorway, and as the mist swells within it we shall step through. Now, we go!



And now, permit me now to show you a realm most dear to my heart, as we appear in the skies over–why are you not flying? Try harder! Oh, dear, hold on, I’m coming to assist… There! Rest on my back for a bit and still your hammering heart. 



See now this vast verdant land below; mark its pretty farmlands and elegant cities, dazzling under daylit sky, and see that grand peak with its golden castle of glory and renown. ‘Tis Equestria, the realm where I rule at the side of my sister, or rather, this is its projection into the dreamrealms. Though all appears bright and peaceful at first glance, it is close to the shadowed parts of the dreamrealms in many places.



Now let us descend, towards the mountain and the great castle, and now that we are close, mark that great crystal cage amid the towers, vaster than the tallest buildings in the mightiest cities known. This cage has no real counterpart in the true realm of Equestria, yet it is here we must go. 



We shall enter through the top, for the place like is one great maze, and now we descend along this long curving hallway. Yes, the walls are much like crystal mirrors, and many are overwritten with engraved words. Tax codes, genealogical manuscripts, centuries of history and legislation, declarations of war… I did mention the importance of symbolism earlier, did I not?



Let me see now, I take here a left, and here ascend through that jagged hole, and here we must backtrack. That way through the red gallery there is shorter, but it would prove distressing to you, so we will take this fork instead. Further down, past these statues of guards standing at attention–how many of them are shattered! But the heart of the maze is near.



Here at last we are, in the central gallery, with its gilded marble columns. and great windows barred and crisscrossed with the most precious of metals. It is a sight painful to me, but I have known her for–a very long time. You, a stranger, only see that great alabaster statue with horns and wings of gold, rampant in its weighted chains, suspended over that pit in the floor that seems to drop straight down to Tartarus. See how the smoke and flames have darkened the base of the statue! 



She does take much upon her self, and has done so for so long that she no longer counts the burden; it has become her nature to bear it. There are many things for which she blames herself, and I am one of them, I fear. But I shall do what I can for her; ‘tis part of how I make my atonement.



Now, as to how you can help me. We cannot efface this structure, nor entirely put that statue upon its firmest footing. But we can shift some of this flooring to narrow that hole, and dampen these hellfires with some compassion, and release some of the weights that bear down on these chains–



Ah, wait! See, from the pit they pour! Insects borne of decaying filth, seeking to defile that marbled flesh, and–Oh, the horrid sight! The Shantaks accompany them, vile birds! Their heads like horseskulls, their bodies like olyphaunts! This is not from my Sister’s dream. This is a true attack by the shadowy forces beyond the veils of despair and darkness! I apologize to you, traveler from afar; I had no intent to subject you to this. There is still time for you to flee–



You’ll stay and fight? Huzzah! Then call forth your sword and shield, stand at my side! We will show them what a grave error they make, to seek to defile the sacred rest of the Dawnbringer! 



Hah! I lance forth with my horn–strike them there! Their claws scrape at your shield, but your sword blazes with the fire within you, and it slices through their bony beaks and worm-eaten wings. Use the columns for cover; don’t let them come at your back! They are as ungainly as great round swine, but you are nimble and swift. Hold their attention while I will stop this foul swarm of bugs before it comes to bite at us with poisoned jaws and diseased stingers. I call ice storms to still their heart’s fires and sleeting winds to drive them away from us, dash them to pieces against the walls! 



There, it is done! And now I direct my full force at the Shantaks, and those that live afterward shall rue their very birth! Strike them handsomely; your sword has a virtue they cannot withstand. Together, we drive them back. To the edge of the pit–Hah, yes! Down and over they go. ‘Twas a miracle that they could fly at all with such miserable wings; thanks to your sword, wingless they fall. We’ve done it! Huzzah! Calloo Callay!



I shall be up late tomorrow trying to find and stop the hole by which they pierced the dreamworld, but for now my sister’s repose is clear, thanks to your aid. But look, the statue stirs! ‘Tis a sign that my sister is awakening. We must bring our affairs here to a close, for she has an urgent task to perform soon that will brook no delay. Let us bank these hellfires as best we may, and take up these flowers of goodwill that you kindly made earlier, to lay as a garland about her horn. That will give her strength and hopeful feelings to bear the day ahead.



Ah, dear traveler from the distant dreamrealms, we must soon part, but I believe you shall readily find your way home with what you now know; I will soon provide you with an extra enchantment to aid you. And I am sure you will find your way back to me again. I for one feel that I’ve made a new friend today, and I hope you feel the same…



There, that crystal shard on the floor; take it up for yourself. Not many can say they’ve touched the prison of a princess; it’s the stuff of dreams and fairy tales that you now hold. 



She’s rising now in real life, and true Equestrian sunlight pours over the mountains to warm the whole world. And now, I charge my horn, and I fill that crystal you hold with that same light! Feel how warm it is in your hand; it does not burn, but it courses through your whole body. I can see in your face the new confidence that fills you. You’ve felt it, and will feel it again. Let the light guide you home, and thereafter, hold it close to your heart throughout your days.



Fare thee well!
      

      
   
      Down To The Waterline


      
      
      
         
         Ones Duty

      
      

      

      
      
         Saturday, May 19th

 

I watch the Sun rising above the horizon and it feels like a promise for a brighter future.

 

Less than one hour ago, an official came to inform me that my expedition had been approved by the Committee. I did it! I’ve finally convinced these old nags. I knew if I pushed the right buttons, they would be eager to fund me. 

 

The War Ministry have found some evidences of ruins at the very east of Keratia, aerial photos they have snatched during a raid on a pegasus bastion. When they brought us the pictures for study, I knew I had something valuable between my hooves. My colleagues didn’t think much about it, they said Canterlot was just an old tale, but they haven’t devoted as much time on this subject as I. Clues are everywhere if you just bother looking for them, and these ones, these photos, they are pretty big clues.

 

I had to find a way to get there but the Committee didn’t want to hear about it at first, pretending that even if I was right and the place was indeed Canterlot, I couldn’t prove the journey would benefit the war. It’s only when I started talking about ancient and powerful weapons that their eyes glistened. There is indeed a solid possibility for the Elements of Harmony — magical artifacts able to destroy any foes as the old tales says — to be buried deep inside the ancient capital. If not, I’m sure there will be clues to point out where they remains.

 

If the stories are even remotely true, the war will end in a week. Nothing will withstand the power of the Elements. A single display of our new power will be enough. Peace will finally reign — no more meaningless deaths of our young unicorns, no more shattered families like mine — they will all kneel and a better future shall rise.

 

“Neigh Digger, The Bringer of Peace.” That title sounds good. The first pony to discover and explore the mythical Canterlot. I’ll be the new hero of the Public Relations Ministry. My face will be on every front page, wielding the Elements. That’s a sweet dream but I should probably wait to actually be there and find the artifacts. 

 

Unfortunately, the Committee couldn’t afford to send an escort with me, with the war and everything. I don’t really care — in fact, I’d rather be alone because I won’t have to endure constant watch. I can take care of myself and it’s not like the trip could be dangerous. It’s only heaps of rubble and ruins, there is nothing to fear and, in any case, I know a spell or two to defend myself.

 

I should leave in two days. I can’t wait.

 




 

Monday, May 31st

 

The trip is uneventful but I guess I can’t really complain. I wish I could have take an aerostat but the ruins are too close to pegasus territory so I had to take the train. I guess I just have to sit and wait. It’s not like I have much else to do. At least, it gives me time to study the photos and to check, for the hundredth time, that my calculation of Canterlot’s location are still correct. 

 

The more I look at these pictures and what they promise, the more I’m sure our world will change forever. These artifacts, the Elements of Harmony, their power go beyond what I can understand. Legends are fragmentary, but one sure thing is the fact they only activate if the bearer is worthy. I’m not sure how somepony proves oneself worthy of them but from what I understand, finding them is a big part of it. If I’m destined to find them, I hope I’m also destined to bear them. What if I’m not? Or worst, what if no pony is worthy? We’ll end up with inert artifacts, unable to use them. That would be ironic, but I shouldn’t delve too much on that part before getting them. One thing at a time, like my father always said. I’ll see what the future has in store.

 

On a side note, I’ve met a nice stallion on the train this afternoon. His name is Crittame, if I recall correctly. A bit of a daydreamer but a fascinating stallion. He knows a lot about fauna and we spent some time chatting about our respective area of expertise. He also told me he was going to the Ghostly Gorge to study the fauna. According to him, some ponies have seen wild griffins around. I don’t know what these country folks eat; there haven’t been a single griffon for centuries but the guy seemed convinced they existed. It was his third trip and he was sure it would be the one. I hope he won’t be too disappointed when he’ll find out it was only wild chimeras or baby manticores. I feel some pity for him, chasing ghosts of the past.

 

Last day, he asked me the reason for my trip. I didn’t know what I was allowed to say but I prefered to remain vague. I said I was going to study ancient ruins beyond the mountains. His reaction was to laugh, pretending that there was nothing except a dense wild forest, filled with dangerous wildlife. When I argued that I had solid evidences, he laughed harder. What he said next surprised me. “You must have pulled some pretty smart tricks to convince the Committee to pay up for your trip,” he said, before adding with a smirk “I myself told them griffins could reinforce our troops if we paid them enough.” I didn’t know what to answer at the moment. It seemed his claim was genuine, but I can’t help but think he’s a spy, sent to watch me and test my loyalty to the Committee. These doddery ponies can sleep tight; unless global peace is out of question, they have nothing to fear from me.

 

Anyway, I should arrive at the end of the line tomorrow. The train doesn’t go further away than Boggy Town and I’ll have to walk a few days before reaching the ruins. That’s fine, at least I would actually be doing something, even if it’s something as plain as walking.

 




 

Saturday, June 5th

 

I thought the journey would be hard but from now, it has been a stroll in the park. I have come across small unicorn villages on the way, where I have been able to restock my food and water supplies. I hope I won’t run low, I don’t want to have to eat grass right from the ground like a common earth pony.

 

I even had the chance to be accommodated several times by inhabitants. I was quite surprised the first time one of them suggested I rest at his home. I thought at first it hid something — I didn’t tell them I was sent by the Committee — but I’ve been proven wrong so far. This is not in Unicornia you could find such generosity. The more miserly Unicornians are, the better they feel. These country folks could teach them a thing or two to the inhabitants of the capital. It even allowed me to save from the budget the Committee gave me and they should be pleased to see I didn’t squander it all.

 

Yesterday, I think I saw something that shouldn’t be. I was entering another one of these small villages and several ponies quickly went inside, locking doors and curtains. While they clearly didn’t want to be seen by a stranger, I had still been able to glimpse their body. I’m almost certain some had wings and others didn’t have horns. If they are pegasi and earth ponies here, these folks are gonna have a bad time if the Committee ever hears about it. I was even tempted to keep walking to the next town. I didn’t want them to learn I was a government agent. Who knows what they would have done to me to keep their secret safe? However, they were as welcoming as in the other villages. If they knew, they didn’t mention it and accommodated me as if I was a long life member of their community. Somehow, I hope they won’t be discover. It’s not like they are a threat for Keratia, and if they are, they won’t be a problem once I’ll retrieve the Elements.

 

When I have talked about my destination to the couple who put me up for tonight, they had a strange reaction. At first, they kept an awkward silence but then, the mare try to dissuade me from going there. I have asked them several times why, if the place was more dangerous than what we know but they didn’t want to say anything.

 

Anyway, I’ll see it by myself. It’s getting late and I need to get up early if I want be at the ruin tomorrow evening.

 




 

Sunday, June 6th

 

I have been able to see the top of a stone tower this morning, probably the same which was on the aerial photographs, but I don’t think I will reach it today like I thought. As Crittame claimed, the forest is thick, it is hard to walk in a straight line. I think I also got lost all the morning, but I strangely ended in a wide clearing, right in the middle of the forest. The vegetation is sparse and I have noticed that it grows in very specific areas and seems to avoid others, making some paths very easy to walk. 

 

It is only after I wander along these paths that I have noticed some oddly placed rocks. After a longer investigation, they appear to be the remainings of an old house. Searching for more, I found plenty of others. It looks like there was a small village here too, probably five or six centuries ago.

 

The only records I read about Canterlot talked about a small rural village, located near the ancient capital by the name of Ponytown or Ponyville. However, the tower I saw this morning is not as far as it is supposed to be, if the tower is indeed a tower of the royal palace. It shouldn’t be so close and I am sure I am at the right place, all my instruments point in that direction. If it’s Ponyville, there shouldn’t have been a castle. What does these country folks would have done with a castle?

 

Wherever I am, I’ll probably find some evidences tomorrow in the ruins. I have wasted enough time.

 




 

Monday, June 7th

 

I have spent a whole day inside the tower and nothing. Nothing indicates where I am, if it is Canterlot or that small village. Nothing but rocks, rocks and dust. I don’t know what was the purpose for this tower. Maybe it was some kind of military building but why would they build one in the middle of nowhere? Was this town a forward military post for a war that happened centuries ago?

 

The only thing vaguely interesting I could get from this rocks is that some of them have small crystal inclusions, which is odd because they don’t seem to have been set in the rock, but are rather a part of the rocks themselves. I’m not a geologist but it looks like the rock has fossilised into crystals or vice versa, which is impossible in these conditions. If it is the only thing I can report to the Committee, I can bid farewell to any future funding, without mentioning my career.

 

I am disappointed and I am feeling betrayed. This journey led to nothing and I have lost my time. I have invested my reputation and almost all my savings. I’m sure there is something hidden here — I didn’t become an archeologist without good intuition — but it’s not like I could stay much longer. The food is starting to run low and I need to report my discovery to the Committee. I give myself two days before leaving.

 




 

Tuesday, June 8th

 

Something interesting showed up today. I was studying the architecture of the tower when I tripped over a large wooden beam on the ground. It has revealed the entrance of a basement.

 

I spent half of the day clearing a passage. I thought at first that I would find a small room but it seems that there is a whole network of underground galleries. Unfortunately, they are all clogged, and it took me the other half of the day to clear one single room. I don’t know how many of these rooms I’ll be able to explore because there isn’t much food left. That should do it if I ration it, but I need to be careful.

 

For now, it seems my first assumption about the composition of the wall was close enough to the truth. All the walls were made of crystals. A geologist will be able to confirm my theory. The nature of the crystals reminds me of some relics I had the chance to see. Specialists claimed them to be from the Crystal Empire. It is said that this empire had the bad habit of disappearing and reappearing wherever it feels like. I really hope I’m not dealing with some remaining buildings from the Empire. I didn’t come here for that.

 

I also decided to settle the camp inside the tower. I don’t really know why, there isn’t any logical reason for that. The weather is mild so I don’t need to protect myself from the elements, and, next to the tower, there are some houses ruins that could serve the exact same purpose. 

 

If I am honest with myself, I feel like being drawn by the tower, like if the tower is giving me hope. Sure, finding these galleries raised my confidence, but there is something odd about this place. It feels like unicorn magic but at the same time, it’s warm and invigorating. I noticed the new sensation halfway through while clearing the room. I have never been reluctant to do any labor, but this was a pretty big one. Normally, I would have given up before even starting by just seeing how much I would have to do, but this time, I was almost craving for working harder. I even felt some guilt when I took a break to eat.

 

I’m wondering if I have been away from civilization for too long or if there is actually something calling me underneath. Could that be the Elements? Or have I definitely gone crazy? Whatever it is, I’m too exhausted to think straight.

 

I’ll explore the room I have cleared tomorrow.

 




 

Wednesday, June 9th

 

This building was clearly not for military purpose, unless they used to add libraries. I found preserved bookshelves inside the room. I suppose it’s because they were made of crystals and haven’t been exposed to the outside.

 

More than bookshelves, I als found some books. Most of them are too damaged to be readable, even with a restoration spell but I found one I should be able to read. I still can’t say who was the author. The only clue I have is on the cover, five symbols forming a horseshoe around a six pointed star. I don’t know what it could mean but the most surprising thing is its content. The restoration spell is far from complete but I already have some readable fragments.

 

Dear ………..

My ….. is ... best friend ……..., .nd she……... to help anypony. The……..s, wh..….needs help ………………. accept it. So ….. friendship is ………………………... to friends, it……. about ………... friends ………. offer.

Your ……...dent,

Tw…S…l……..


 

Dear ……...,

Well, I ………………………...………… upset anymore……she'………………………...sisters do. ……………… get ... priorities so mixed up. We ………… special because …….. friends with ………. special. .e …….. forgot ……. reason ………………………... our friend. B……………………………... magic, things ... good ….... ……….. kind of magic…………………………......now …. I'm ……... good at ..e ….. kin. ……... glad ………... back to normal.

S.eet.. ..lle


 

These are the most readable for now but all of them seem to talk about friends or friendship. The word ‘magic’ is also repeated more than once. Maybe the journal belonged to a foal or a filly unicorn.  However, several entries has been signed by different ponies. It doesn’t make any sense. At least, none that I can grasp at the moment. 

 

Once more, I guess I’ll have to wait tomorrow for the spell to finish its work. I’ve depleted all my food stock, and any sane pony would have left by now. After all, my mission is a failure. I didn’t find what I was looking for and I don’t believe this journal could make up for it, but something is keeping me here. I don’t know if it’s because of the journal or if I’ve gone crazy, but this is bigger than everything I saw. In order to not starve, I have started eating grass and flowers around the tower. They are more than tasty and, even more surprising, I feel full of strength after eating them, more than I have ever felt. Logic would say this is unnatural, but I think this place and its strange magic gives me everything I need to survive. That shouldn’t be possible. It’s too late to go back anyway. I’ll see the bottom of the line, whatever are the consequences.

 




 

Thursday, June 10th

 

This journal is amazing. That shouldn’t be possible but the spell have fully restored the book. No one could say it was written centuries ago and all the entries are perfectly readable. This journal is definitely not one from a young pony. A powerful magic, probably the same magic that fills this place, must have protected it from the ravages of time.

 

Dear Princess Celestia,

Sometimes you can feel like what you have to offer is too little to make a difference, but today, I learned that everypony's contributions is important, no matter how small. If you just keep your head high, do your best and believe in yourself, anything can happen.

Your faithful student,

Twilight Sparkle


 

They are all like this. Apparently, this Twilight Sparkle was a student of the mythical Celestia and studied friendship here in Ponyville. Moreover, she was friend with some pegasi and earth ponies. She had five very close friends, one unicorn named Rarity, two pegasi named Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash and two earth ponies named Applejack and Pinkie Pie. It doesn’t seem like it was uncommon back then. Every race lived among others in what is described as a perfect Harmony.

 

I know that every earth pony or pegasus is not bad. I had the occasion to work with an earth pony years ago; a brilliant mind, a very nice pony to be around, but he was a defector. Like the other defectors, he had adopted our way of living. Unless they all accept our way, I can’t imagine how this Harmony could work. Everyone being one and the same is the only logical conclusion to achieve unity, and yet, each of these six mares seemed to have walked their own path without harming their friendship. This was unthinkable for me not so long ago, but thanks to their records, I feel like I’m starting to glimpse the answer.

 

All the answers lie inside this book. I need to spend more time studying it. I have to.

 




 

Friday, July 2nd (probably)

 

I don’t know what to do. It has been three weeks or so since I discovered that journal, and I don’t know what to do with it. The harmony these six mares talk about seems so impossible to reach and yet so easy to understand at the same time.

 

The Committee probably considers that I am dead now. I should have been back to Unicornia for weeks but I couldn’t, this document could not only bring new informations about our past but it could also open a new era for Unicornia. No, not Unicornia. Equestria. If I give the journal to the Committee, they will probably destroy it. They might even consider me as a traitor and execute me. I have to find a way to bring this harmony to everypony. I can’t allow the journal to fall under their hooves.

 




...




 

Monday, Fructidor 1st

 

I watch the Sun rising above the horizon and it is not a promise for a brighter future anymore. This future is now a present. It doesn’t look like what I had imagined when my mind was clouded by the government’s propaganda. It is... better. A pegasi squadron just flew by, holding a giant banner “We are all ponies.”

 

For years, I have been slowly making contacts with members of the resistance of each nation. For years, I worked hard to gain their trust. For years, I have been hiding. It has been exhausting but it’s almost over. The treaty for the new Equestria has been signed this morning by the representatives of the three races, establishing the premises of a new era, an era cleared from war, intolerance and loneliness. An era where our foals will grow in peace, with a clear path before them, and devoid of any threat — a peace that didn’t need to be based on the promise of destruction but on friendship. The answer was something as simple and pure as friendship.

 

When I came back from the tower, crossing the village where I thought I saw ponies hiding, all the village was outside, blocking my path. They knew I had discovered something inside the ruins, but they didn’t know what I would do with it. They were ready to do anything to prevent me from endangering their community. Fortunately, I wasn’t a threat for them anymore. I showed them the journal and they instantly believed me. It is thanks to them I have been able to contact the resistance fighters from the other country. We started working together, printing the lessons of the journal, spreading the word of friendship, and slowly countering the destroying ideologies that have ruled ponies for far too long.

 

In the end, I wasn’t chosen to bear the Elements, like I thought. I don’t where they remain or if we’ll ever need their power. My destiny was to find the journal and bring its content to the world. And even with this last part, I wasn’t on my own. I couldn’t have done it alone. I knew this was bigger than a single, simple pony. My name wasn’t fated to be remember. No pony will remember my name, but as long as the names of Twilight Sparkle and her friends are remembered and cherished, the rest doesn’t matter. So I have one last lesson, a lesson I hope no one will ever forget.

 

Dear New Equestria,

It's hard to believe that two ponies that seem to have so little in common could ever get along. But if you embrace each other's differences, you just might be surprised to discover a way to be friends after all.

That’s a lesson I learned the hard way and yet, it had been taught to me by an extraordinary group of ponies, unfortunately long gone. We had forgotten their lessons, their teaching had been thrown to oblivion, but now we have the incredible chance to know them again. So I beg you, dear New Equestria, always remember what Twilight Sparkle and her friends, Rarity, Applejack, Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy, and Rainbow Dash have taught us, for that we don’t repeat the sins of the past. That’s my last wish for this new country.

Your faithful servant,

Neigh Digger

      

      
   
      Under the Sun: The Game!


      
      
      
         
         Fool

      
      

      

      
      
         Welcome to Under the Sun, the game.



This game has been played for aeons uncounted in Equestria. We have the pleasure to introduce it to our earthly customers. We hope you will enjoy it.



It is best savoured sitting on a hayrick with cider galore during a bright summer day, but it is also meant to be played in almost every other surroundings. We even provide a small, magnetic board version for rocket rides, for example during your next jaunt to Mars. A mobile app for iPhone and Android is currently under development, stay tuned or subscribe to our Facebook™ or Twitter® accounts to keep being posted about the latest news.



The game is played with a single six-sided die (included). Every player choses a token that will represent him(her) during the game (sold separately). Please check you nearest convenience store for high quality, customisable tokens (£1 each). Do not place tokens in microwave ovens or try to clean them in dishwasher. Boards and tokens are flammable, so please keep away from any source of heat or fire. Do not submerge the playing room under water as colour may wash out and foals may drown, leading to unforeseeable consequences with their mother.



For ages 3+. Please consider foals under three of age could either swallow the die or one of the token. So, if you intend to play with a foal under 3, please use plugs instead of tokens.



Rules



There are fifty squares on the game board, numbered from ① to ㊿. All players start from square ①.



Before starting the game, each player throws the die once. The one who gets the highest number starts first. If two or more players draw, the youngest is awarded precedence. The next player is the one located to the right of the first player, and so on around the board.



The first player throws the die and moves the token forwards the number of squares indicated by the die. When the player puts its token on the new square, he must consult the following table to know if (s)he has hit a special event square:



② Discord’s unexpected meddling: The chaos lord is nosy, did you know? But this time, he tries to help you progress. Throw the dice. Go then to the square whose number is the result multiplied by 5. E.g. if you get 3, you go to square ⑮. No, no, don’t thank him, he’s already gone to enjoy a cup of tea with Fluttershy anyway.



④ Running of the leaves: You try to outstrip Rainbow Dash at the start of the Running of the leaves, but you jump the gun. The start is invalidated and all players must get back to the beginning on square ①. Also, Celestia frowns at you, and that makes you feel very unhappy. You bad boy.



⑦  ⑭  ㉑  ㉘  ㉟  ㊷  ㊾ Celestia’s squares: The benevolent tyrant gives her blessing to you, you feel so elated you may play again.



⑩ Daring Do’s temptation: You fly so high that you burn the tip of your wings, tailspin and crash on the ground. You must start over at ①, after skipping one turn to leave the doctors time to pick up and put your bones back together.



⑬ Banishment square: You suddenly turn evil, giving no choice to Celestia but to exile you to the Moon. You must stay there until another player stumbles on the same square, in which case that player takes your place and you are free to carry on. Don’t forget to take a duvet, the nights are pretty cool over there.



⑰ Twilight’s friendship lesson: Twilight Sparkle lectures you on the merits of friendship. To prove your goodwill and (most of all) avoid a lengthy repeat, you accept to exchange your position with one of the players that currently stand behind you. If there is none, well, nothing happens, you lucky guy.



⑳ Sonata’s voice trap: You were suffering from loneliness when suddenly you inherit Sonata’s voice. You’re eager to try it, and… it works. As the other people get mesmerised by your song, they all gather on your square. You enjoy their company.



㉒ Fluttershy’s mishap: You were about to give the start of a flying race when Rainbow Dash unexpectedly crashed into you, bumping you down. You helplessly fell, fell, fell, desperately wriggling and flapping your tiny wings that refused to bear you… but hopefully were rescued by a shoal of butterflies just inches over the ground. Go back to square ③ and consider you lucky to be alive.



㉕ Cutie Mark Crusaders’ weird contraption: In an effort to gain their cutie mark as blimp pilots, the Cutie Mark Crusaders have build a strange flying contraption using balloons inflated by Pinkie Pie. You accept to embark with them, but a strong wind pushes you backwards before you can safely land. Throw the die again and go back the number of squares given by the die.



㉗ Starswirl the Bearded’s secret tunnel: You discover in a dusty shelf of a remote library Starswirl the Bearded's long lost spell compendium. You open the book and pick a spell at random. It opens a trans-dimensional portal that seems to lead into the future. Curious to know what Equestria will look like centuries ahead, you rashly step in and find yourself displaced to square ⑭. Sorry, all trans-dimensional wormholes do not end into the future. You rue your decision, but it’s too late. Also, you lose the book.



㉛ Starlight Glimmer’s evil eye: Starlight Glimmer tries to enslave you into her private little utopia. You resist her spell, but that costs you two rounds delay. When finally you recover your composure, the evil mare has scooted off, of course. However, you feel you must warn Twilight Sparkle something shady is going on with this mare, so you go to square ⑰ to meet her and speak your fears up.



㉞ Sunset Shimmer’s demoniac curse: You go bonkers over the possession of a gold plated toy crown set with garish rhinestones and morph into a menacing devil. Everyone is terrified and recoils three squares from you (either backwards if the player is behind you, or forwards if (s)he is ahead). Hopefully, Twilight and the Mane 6 intervene and a good shower of rainbow power returns you to your previous, true form. Darn, we nearly lost you.



㊲ Buckle up!: You are enrolled to help Applejack harvest pears for the upcoming Fall Pear Cider Celebration. You must skip the next round while enjoying fresh air and the delicious shadow cast by the pear trees. Also, something sounds weird with that, but you can’t place it.



㊵ Minuette’s magic leap: Minuette is so bubbly and pert she carries you four squares ahead with her to meet Lemon Curd.



㊸ Flim Flam brothers’ fake pick-me-up: The Flim Flam brothers coax you into tasting their new mixture. Miracle: it works! You feel so much better and energetic now, you add 2 to your next die roll. But… Alas! It turns out the effect wears off almost immediately, and you suffer from a dire comedown, so you have to deduce 4 from the die roll after the next one.



㊻ Pinkie Pie’s unending party: You’re invited to a Pinkie Pie’s party. You eat so much cake and candy you feel sick and must divide the result of your next throw by two, rounding towards zero (1 → 0; 2, 3 → 1; 4, 5 → 2; 6 → 3).



㊿ The End!: You won! Celestia elects you as her next precious pupil. Enjoy your years under the protection of the Sun monarch!



To win, a player must get to square ㊿ precisely. If when reaching square ㊿ the player has still a number of moves unused, (s)he must go back that amount. For example, if the player is at square ㊽ and throws a ⚄, he goes to ㊿, which consumes two pips, then back to ㊼, i.e. back three squares.



Good luck and enjoy the game.
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Sunset Shimmer blow-up dolls can be sent to Oroboro. First class mail only.



Goldfish (even stale ones) are also welcome, we will forward them to Rao.



Dubs Rewatcher also accepts cat food.



All parts of this game, board and die, are recyclable. Please do not throw away as standard litter after use. Dispose of according to your local regulations, so that the material can be reused for better purposes. Thanks.



Certified paracetamol and bisphenol-A free.



Made in Swaziland by WriteOff Africa, a subsidiary of WriteOff international inc.™






Please don’t hesitate to use it to write down any remark or suggestion you would like to make. Send all letters to:



The WriteOff fan club

c/o Quill Scratch

London Street, 34

CA56HT CANTERLOTBURY (HOOFSHIRE)
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         Her Eye Forever Gazes Down

      
      

      

      
      
          Eight , counted Celestia, glancing around. She got them all. They were all safe.

 

“ Everypony’s ok? “ she asked. The others nodded and mumbled in return. They were staring at the dramatic sight before them. 

 

The already-torn balloon of the airship tangled itself in the top of a mountain crest. The gondola crashed against the grey cliff with a loud crack that could still be heard despite the strong wind. Several wooden fins and other debris fell and scattered on the steep, rocky side. Celestia and Luna looked at each other, both realizing how their teleportation spells saved everypony at the very last second.

 

“ Mah poor baby… “ muttered Windblow. Captain Windblow and the two crew ponies were the most troubled by the fate of their beloved airship. 

 

“ What do we do? “ shouted Snake Charm in the wind. Celestia turned around: only mountains, everywhere. Snow, rocks deep gorges. The others looked at her, waiting for leadership. Some crouched or lowered their heads, trying to protect themselves from the wind and cold as best as they could. Manes and tails flapped furiously. The Princess could feel the weight of the responsibility for their lives. All of them: Captain Windblow and the pegasi siblings Amber Compass and Golden Spyglass; Raven, her personal secretary; Bronzehorn and Dutyhoof, the royal guards; Snake Charm, the Equestrian ambassador in Neighpal; Luna and herself. It wasn’t the first time though. She was used to such weight. She knew what to do.

 

“ Let’s go to the wreckage. Our priority is to send a message. Then… it may take a while before any rescuer find us. We need to salvage all we can from the airship. “

 




 

Getting to the wreckage took more time than expected. Most of the way was covered in ankle-deep snow. When they were not slowed by snow, they had to go through steep and slippery passages. Those who could fly soon realized that the strong wind would quickly sap their energy. It was safer to proceed on hooves than getting exhausted. As for teleportation spells, the wreckage was too far to get there directly, but they proved useful for crossing huge gaps.

 

 

 

Once they reached the crashing site, the group split and began searching among the scattered debris. The pegasi focused on some parts hanging on the almost vertical cliff, and on the waving purple shreds of the airship’s balloon. They took a few drapes and brought them down, meaning to use them as blankets against the cold. Celestia and Raven inspected what was left of the stern deck. They were able to retrieve a few objects that could prove useful for survival, but the Princess was looking for something in particular: ink and parchment. They managed to find a couple of torn parchments. As for ink, Celestia frowned as she floated with her magic the broken glass pot in front of her. There was still a bit left, gathered in a corner. She could send a message to Twilight.

 

“ Raven, find anything you can use as a quill. There’s not much ink left, so we’ll have to be short and concise. And write as small as you can. “ 

 




 

As soon as Raven had finished writing, Celestia’s horn glowed and the piece of parchment disappeared in a burst of green fire. Now we wait, she thought.  But how long? 

 

The rest of the group came back. Dutyhoof wore saddlebags, still soiled with dirt and snow. The other guard opened them with magic, and a few apples floated in the air.

 

“ This is all we could find, Princess. I’m afraid the content of the hold has fallen in a deep crevice. “ said Bronzehorn.

 

“ We will have to make rations then. “ replied Celestia. Snake Charm gasped. No need to look at her face, covered by her green flapping mane, to understand how shocked she was.

 

“ What? There isn’t even one apple for each of us! Even rationing it won’t last more than one day. “ she said, pointing to the floating fruits.

 

“ We should search for food. There must be some patches of grass nearby. “ said Luna. Captain Windblow scoffed.

 

“ Well, ah don’t see any. There’s not even one thread o’ grass in this forsaken land. Heck, ah wonder why it’s called Haymalaya if there’s no hay anywhere. “

 

“ There’s more vegetation down in the valleys.” said the ambassador. 

 

Princess Celestia was about to reply but was interrupted by a sudden blast of howling wind, stronger than usual. The mountains themselves were screaming their fury. Everypony covered himself and tried to avoid getting the flying snow in the eyes. When the weather calmed down a bit, they heard a loud noise coming from above them. Wrecked remains of the airship that previously stood in precarious balance were now falling. As they smashed on the cliff, small patches of snow were tipped over the edge and pushed down. Then even more snow started to roll. Horror struck everypony when they realized what was about to happen.

 

“ EVERYPONY WITH ME! “ shouted Celestia.” Luna! Crest on the right! “ Her sister nodded. The mountain rumbled. Ponies ran towards the Princesses. The cliff that loomed above them disappeared in a raging cloud of white that approached with incredible speed. Horns glowed. Magic flashed yellow and blue.

 




 

They stood at the entrance of the cave in silence. The sun was setting, and they needed a place to rest for the night. Somewhere sheltered from the ever constant air blow.

“ Ambassador, do you have knowledge of any creatures that may dwell in these mountains? “ asked Luna.

 

“ Nopony’s ventured in the Haymalayas for centuries, Princess. “

 

They didn’t have much choice. They stepped inside. The unicorn guard shed some light with his magic and unscathed a short sword. Before entering, the alicorn sisters looked back over their shoulders, and gazed at the orange sky. Even there, lost in a faraway land, striving for survival, they kept their daily routine. One pulled down the sun, and the other brought up the moon in the night sky. It felt weird. Performing their duty as if nothing had changed, as if they were still home. But they weren’t.

 

 

 

Hoofsteps echoed inside the caverns. The howling was now only a fainted sound behind them. But there was something else. Another sound in the distance. Luna hushed the others to stay quiet and straighten her ears. Gargling. There was a river or a pool nearby, inside the caverns. That was good news. They proceeded further in the dark, until the entrance was only a small spot of light.

 

“ Amber, are you ok? “ asked Golden Spyglass to her sister. The pegasus mare, with auburn mane and cyan fur, was staring at the black ceiling with a troubled expression.

 

“ I’ve heard something. Up there. Like, rustling. Can somepony make some light? “

 

Raven came near and pointed her light upwards. At first, the ceiling seemed normal. Filled with dozens of stalactites.

 

Then the stalactites moved.

 

They realized too late that what they had mistaken for natural formations were actually… wings. Bat wings. Pony-sized bat wings. Dozens of them. Stirring from their sleep.

 

Princess Luna looked at them as if she’d seen a ghost. She slowly walked backwards, never lifting her gaze from the creatures. The others started doing the same.

 

The creatures awoke. Red eyes opened in the dark. The bat wings spread wide and revealed the pale pony-like creatures hanging upside-down. They hissed. The fangs didn’t go unnoticed.

 

“ RUN! ” was the most superfluous command Celestia ever shouted.

 

Beams of magic aimed at the creatures flashed in the dark. Most missed. If the alicorns managed to hit anything while running and shooting blindly behind them, it was by chance. The two guards stayed at the tail of the group. Whenever a pursuer came too close, Bronzehorn would slash them with his levitating sword, and Dutyhoof would hit them with a mighty bucking. The others contented themselves with running as fast as they could.

 

“ THE SUN! ‘TIA, THE SUN! “ screamed Luna. Celestia concentrated on her magic while still galloping. She could hear hissing and other unpleasant noises that she didn’t dare identify right behind her, just a few hoofsteps away. Slowly, the light at the end of the tunnel became brighter and warmer. It was day again.

 

As soon as they stepped outside, the creatures stopped their pursuit. Some got caught in the morning light. Their flesh started to burn, and they quickly retreated in the dark. They just sat there, at the edge of the shadows, staring at their prey. The ponies stopped to catch their breath.

 

“ So...that is where they went. “ said Princess Luna.

 

“ What do you mean? “ asked Celestia.

 

“ Vampire ponies had been banished from Equestria a long time ago, but I never knew they flew here. “

 

“ Well, I guess we’ll stay away from that cave and find another one for the night. “

 

“ No. “ replied Luna. The look on her face scared Celestia. “ No more nights. Once awakened from their slumber, a vampire can smell living creatures up to several miles. We can only be safe as long as there is daylight. And I counted only a dozen of them inside. I fear there will be many more in other caves. “

 

“ How many o’ them vampires did ya banish? “ asked the pegasus Captain.

 

“ Thousands. ”

 




 

Hours passed by. How many, it was hard to tell. The sun arose up high in the sky and then didn’t advance further. Princess Celestia periodically lit her horn to keep the sun always at noon. They were resting on top of a huge, grey boulder, an island surrounded by gravel at the bottom of a cliff. The wall of sedimentary rock offered a modicum of cover against the strongest blows, but the ever-present wind could not be avoided.

 

“ Ah’ve never hated wind that much in mah life. “ said Windblow. His dark beard and mane were dotted with snow. “ When ye’re up in them clouds, ye have to tame it if ya wanna fly. But down’ there, it’s both tiresome an’ useless. Heck, ah even hate mah name now. “

 

Snake Charm stopped nibbling at her last apple quarter and stared at it.

 

“ By now, we’d be at the welcoming gala. We’d be eating musyapalu, milk balls and carrot puddings. “ she said. After being exposed for hours in the wilderness, her exotic dress and makeup were completely messed now.

 

“ That’s not even my worst diplomatic mission. “ said Celestia, smiling. “ At least, we’re not starting a war. “ That made the brown colored mare chuckle.

 

“ It’s all my fault. “ said Luna. She was staring down. She seemed filled with regret.

 

“ Nah. Ah’m the one to blame here. I’m the Captain, ah should’ve avoided that storm. “ 

 

“ I have seen many storms in my long reign, Captain. But none like the one that hit us yesterday. The weather here is untamed by pegasi. I can assure you, nopony could do better than you. Weren’t it for your expertise, we’d be dead by now. “ replied Celestia.

 

The pegasi siblings came back.

 

“ Nothing. “ said the pegasus stallion. The shredded purple drape used as blanket covered his yellow fur. The cyan mane matched with his sister’s coat. “ Still nothing in sight. No vegetation can grow at this altitude. “

 

“ Why are we still here? Why aren’t we going down? “ asked Snake Charm.

 

“ We need to stay close to the wreckage. “ answered the sun princess. “ Rescue is on its way. But the only way for them to find us is if we stay next to the crashing site. There is still a big piece of balloon waving on the top of the mountain, and it’s easier to spot than any of us. “

 

“ Yes, but how long? We’re already running out of food. We’ll be starving if they don’t come soon. It may be easier to find us here, but when they do, it may be too late. “



 She is right,  thought Celestia. She was putting their lives in the hooves of the rescue party. She trusted Twilight, but she couldn’t expect miracles from her. It took them a couple of days only to get there by airship. And how many days would it take before they could be found? How wide is the Haymalaya? What if the rescuers got caught in a violent storm as well?

 

“ Alright. We move. We’ll leave signs to show the direction we took. “

 




 

Walking was getting more and more difficult. Every hour their legs and wings felt heavier. They were tired, and hungry. They hadn’t slept for two days at least. Sometimes they laid down, closed their eyes and rested a moment, but sleep would not come. The howling wind, the cold, and the neverending sun would not allow it. Life had become an everlasting midday. 

 

The mountain seemed to never end. Down and down they went, yet nothing seemed to change. Truth was, they moved too slow. They marched for hours, but only had the impression of traveling great lengths. In order to go down, they had to search a long time for a spot where the mountain side was less steep. Even there, their weak legs had hard times keeping balance on the slippery ice or gravel. Sometimes pegasi and alicorns had to fly and carry down the others, although it was a tiresome task. Teleportation spells were becoming exhausting as well. Concentration was almost impossible. Their heads were fuzzy and spinning, and could not think straight anymore.

 

From time to time those more optimistic still searched for food. They digged with their hooves, hoping to find the slightest hint of grass buried under the snow. Effort was to no avail. What they didn’t lack though was water. They would take a hoofful of snow in their mouth and drink.

 

 

 

They were marching in a silent line when suddenly the light changed. The sky had become fiery red and the sun was setting. Luna turned immediately around and saw her sister collapsed on the ground.

 

“ Celestia! “ she ran to her. She helped her sister getting on her hooves.

 

“ I’m fine. “ she whispered. As soon as she realized what happened, she pushed the sun back high above. “ It’s more and more difficult. It has never been up for so long. “ she added.

 

Luna wanted to give her courage, but she couldn’t find anything to say without lying. “ We should rest for a moment. “ she finally suggested.

 

They stopped at the edge of a cliff and looked down. There was nothing to see. A thick fog covered everything at the bottom. They had no idea how deep the gorge was. Descending the cliff was too dangerous. There was no other way down. All that marching had led them to nowhere. Everypony sat down and stared silently at the void below. Everyone except Raven. The black-maned unicorn mare walked towards the edge, her gaze lost somewhere. Her mind was lost as well. 

 

“ Canterlot… “ she muttered. She stepped in the void. Snake Charm screamed too late. Amber and Golden immediately flew behind and grabbed Raven’s tail with their mouth. With the help of some of Luna’s levitation, the pegasi managed to get the unicorn back on solid ground.

 

“ I… I saw Canterlot, right there... I thought I saw home… “ the unicorn mare mumbled.

 

“ She’s hallucinating. “ said Celestia. “ It’s an effect of sleep deprivation. “

 

“ We can’t go on like this. We’ve traveled far enough, how can those vampires find us now? Maybe they just went into slumber again. We need to sleep, we need the night! “ said Snake Charm.

 

“ No! “ insisted Luna. “ I can assure you, only a few minutes of darkness and dozens of those creatures are on us! “

 

“ Aren’t ye exaggerating a bit? Ya speak o’them like they’re some kind o’ unstoppable killing force “ said Windblow.

 

“ Because they’re meant to! That’s what I made them for! “ she yelled, exasperated. Silence fell. The revelation sent a chill down everypony’s spine.

 

“ Back when I was Nightmare Moon, “ continued Luna, “ I used dark magic to create the first vampire ponies. A whole army of perfect undead predators. And now, I don’t have neither the knowledge nor the power to lift their curse. “

 

“ Ye’r right. It is yer fault after all. Ye’ve created them monsters, maybe we should feed ya to them. “ Windblow’s face was hard as stone.

 

“ You take it back! “ intervened Celestia.

 

Luna moved face-to-face with the Captain. “ How dare you? I have saved your life more than once! “ she said firmly.

 

“ Yeah? How many lives did them vampires take? “ he replied.

 

“ Stop it! “ Snake Charm put herself between the two. “ This is not you. We’re tired, and we’re not thinking straight. “

 

“ Ah’m not gonna stay with that monster ‘princess’. “

 

“ Listen. “ Snake Charm stared into the Captain’s eyes. “ We stay together. From now on, you stay at the head of the group and Princess Luna stays at the tail. Okay? “ she said. Windblow mumbled something and nodded.

 

Celestia admired the mare’s intervention. She couldn’t have done better. “ We move. “ she ordered. “ Let’s go back and find another way down. “

 




 

Grass. At last. It was just a clump of weed, hidden between two rocks, but it was something they could eat. After three days without food, anything was welcomed like a feast. More importantly, it gave them hope.

 

They had to step back, try another path and walk again for uncountable hours to finally descend to more hospitable altitudes. It didn’t came without cost. They had to cross friable terrain that collapsed under their hooves and sent them rolling down the mountain side. Fortunately, their fall terminated on a flat rock and only caused a few bruises.

 

The small patch of grass only provided a couple of bites, but now they could look around for more. While the rest of the group was meticulously scouring every inch of rock, the alicorn sisters gazed the horizon. A valley stood in front of them. There was no sign of green: only nuanches of grey. But in the distance, they could notice something: a small trait of river, falling down like a small waterfall. Where the river went they could not see, hidden by the mountain around which the valley turned. Nevertheless, if they could find a bit of weed now, they would certainly find more next to the river.

 

As they proceeded further down, however, the corner of the valley came into view and revealed something utterly unexpected. The valley narrowed into a canyon. The canyon was guarded by a black fortress. Great, strong walls stretched from side to side of the canyon. Inside were so many buildings, a whole town could fit inside. The more they approached, the more the fortress looked abandoned. No guards patrolled on the walls, no hearth smoke rose from the buildings.

 

“ Maybe we can still find something inside. “ said Luna. She expected an answer from her sister, but it never came. Next to her, Celestia was staggering. Her eyes were closed.

 

“ Hey, come on. Be strong, sister. We’re almost there. “ She put Celestia’s foreleg around her neck and walked together.

 

 

 

The huge, black gate at the walls was open. The group stepped in silently. Walking down the main street, they looked with both awe and apprehension at the buildings at both sides. They were all made with a polished black stone. There were no houses, no shops, no gardens, no barn, no hint to any kind of farming or hoofcrafting activity.Everything was built for aesthetic over pragmatism. All buildings looked like temples. And alcoves. It didn’t bode well. With a small speck of hope in her heart, she refused to believe what she suspected the fortress was.

 

Her hopes were crushed by the sight of the statue in the central plaza. It was a statue of Nightmare Moon. She looked at her former self with a mix of fear, disgust, and painful regret. They were in the middle of a vampire city. Each of the hundreds of alcoves around them hosted one of those deadly creatures.

 

 As long as we’re under the sun, we’re safe,  she kept repeating to herself. But it didn’t make her feel better.

 

 

 

They kept walking. Everypony glanced around nervously, expecting to find again those dreadful bat-like wings around every corner, inside every shadowy street.Nopony dared to make even the slightest noise. After walking for about ten of the most stressful minutes of their lives, the finally arrived at the gates on the other side of the fortress.

 

They were closed. They were meant to be open with a lever mechanism. Somewhere.

 

Celestia’s horn glowed for a brief moment one last time.

“ The sun… I can’t… it’s too strong… “ she whispered, then she fainted on her sister’s forelegs.

 

“ Sister? No, sister, please, wake up! “

 

Night fell.

 

They all grouped together in a circle, back-to-back. Eyes wide open, filled with terror, digged in the darkness for any sight of the creatures. They heard wings flutter. Hissing. Red eyes appeared inside each alcove.

 

“ This way, help me! “ shouted Luna. Raven helped her carrying Celestia. They fled in the first alley they found. The main street was already filling with vampires behind them. Outrunning the creatures wasn’t an option. Luna led the group inside what looked like a small temple. As soon as they entered, they shut the door. Soon they could hear the monsters bumping into the door, trying to get in. Everypony leaned on the door and pushed to keep it shut.

 

Luna lit her horn to take a look at their surroundings. They were in a small room, mostly empty except for a couple of statues and carvings on the walls. There were no vampires inside. No other exits either.

 

“Nngh… we can’t hold them forever! ” said Windblow. They all pushed as hard as they could, but they were weak and exhausted, while the vampires were stronger and many more. Outside was a cacophony of growling and hissing. Pale, frantic legs and hooves started to come in through a small opening. Bronzespear slashed his sword several times, but whenever a hoof was cut and retreated itself, another one took its place.

 

Celestia gave no sign of waking up. There was no escape. No chance of fighting them.

 

Suddenly, they heard a  stomp . The ground shook for a brief moment. 

 

Fire roared and slipped through the door’s opening. Everypony flew back from the flames. Then, darkness and silence fell again. No more ghastly noises came from outside. Lighting her horn Luna looked at the slightly open door. Where once the vampires’ legs had been, now there was only a pile of ashes.

 

“ Are you ok? “ asked somepony from outside. It sounded like a mare’s voice.

 

Luna opened the door and stepped on a ash carpet. In the street, she found herself surrounded by two huge and fearsome dragons, red and brown. 

 

“ Princess Luna? “ asked the voice again. Luna couldn’t understand where it came from until she looked up. She found a much smaller dragoness flying above her. She had blue scales and carried a sceptre.

 

“ Spike received your message and asked our help. “ Ember said, landing next to her. “ He and Princess Twilight figured it was faster this way. Dragon lands are closer than Equestria, and dragonbreath messages are instantaneous. Also, we’ve seen worse storms. We dragons are tough. “

 

Luna nodded. She was too weak to answer anymore. She pointed a hoof to the small room behind her. Now that the danger was over, the rush of adrenaline faded away. She could feel the weight of three days of fatigue, hunger and sleep deprivation coming all at once. She staggered. Ember helped her stand up and offered some water.

 

“ Hey, come on, Princess. It’s alright. We’ve brought some food and water. We’ll get you out of here, and you’ll be able to rest. I guess you need it.“

 

“ Yeah, “ whispered Luna. “ It’s been a long day. “

 

 

 

THE END

 
      

      
   
      Unsolicited


      
      
      
         
         Tall

      
         
         I'd Like You To Meet My New Student

      
      

      

      
      
         Stamps were rare on Bechamel stead. Bachelorhood made letters unnecessary when you knew most the ponies in town and talked with during the week coming in with the wagon. Nervous hooves ripped the letter open, it didn’t have the Canterlot enblem, so it wasn’t yet another tax increase for other ponies to get rich off of.

 

Hello there,

 

How does it feel to be a loved one? I wish to feel it someday.

 

I am Maud Pie, an educated middle class mare from, Ponyville, Equestria. I am a doctor with my rocktorate and earn for a decent living. I am very hard working and honest to my profession, which indirectly implies that I don’t have much free time.

 

So this has given rise to problems in my personal life. Lack of free time has deprived me of the chances of finding my love and life partner which many professionals might share with me. So I want to tell straightaway that I am in search of my life partner.

 

If you ask why postal dating then the answer is that it is the only option left for me. Moreover I was always fascinated by other places, their culture, and geological formations. I always had a dream of meeting a perfect stallion just like in films. The best way to find a stallion to date with is at an organization for dating.

 

During my search of a perfect way to date, I came across this organization, where thousands of young mares like me had registered and found the love of their life. If you are a single and you also want to get loved and live together with a fine mare in harmony and love, then please join this program and mail me. I will be more than happy to converse with you and get to know each other.

 

Sincerity,

Maud Pie

 


 

It was four stamps for a only bit, and she seemed like a nice mare.

 




 

Sleepy hooves pawed through the mailbox, and grabbed a hooful of letters. The first few were the standard bureaucratic formula from Cloudsdale, and she made sure to drop those in the ‘do later’ pile. Forms and regulations were for later, when the weather was safely squared away. Hooves sorted, then paused. This one was different, the outline of a stormcloud on the front. It probably wasn’t a complaint, nopony would waste their nice stationary on a complaint. Curious hooves shredded the letter to reveal the treasure within.

 

Hello: Rainbow Dash, Ponyville Weather Manager

 

We are one of the considerable full-integrated weather profile facilities. located in the newly famous cloud material Clouds-Deil

 

Diversity of manufacturing capacities allow us to provide “One-Stop’’ services from rain extruding, cloud treatment (anodizing, brush, polishing, powder coating), rainbows, season management and cloud house assembly.

 

We have in-house mould design & mould manufacturing workshop, 600 ~ 2800 tonnage extruders, multiple Cloud Numeric Controls with 6.5-meter-long working platform, 12-meter-long condensation line. And we are equipped with full set of advanced facilities for testing cloud properties and atmosphere components.

 

Main products: vapor parts for modernized clouds(such as high-capacity raincloud), special high-strength shaped cloud profiles, cloud accessories for house( such as window, desk, shower), cloud platforms  & ramps(such as all kinds of cart ramps, wheel chair ramps), cloud parts for new energy: accessories for Concentrating Solar Power, cloud profiles for truss, scaffolding system, shower room, furniture ECT.

 

We are innovators in the field and can product ANY styling of clouds!

Examples include Cirrus, cirrocumulus, cirrostratus, Altocumulus, altostratus, Cumulonimbus, cumulus, nimbostratus, Stratocumulus, stratus.

 

You design it, we make it!

 

Any new design and technical drawing is welcome,After all, implementing our clients’ ideas is our mission!

 

Best regard

Daring Flyer


 

Cloudy-Deil? Wasn’t it Cloudsdale? Too early in the workday, sleepy still. Do later pile, probably do never. 




Starting the day, starting the oven. Hooves walking to the window, turning the sign, unlocking the door. Checking the mail slot, always a few. Taking them to the counter, bending down and taking out last night’s fresh baked and loading them into the counter case.

 

Always the early birds, coffee and croissants. Till open, bits, till close, Thanks and a smile. The missus in the back, starting the first batch. Still early, shop empty, letters on the desk. 

 

 

Melting prices for you – good sex mood for your partner.

 

It is very important for a stallion to have some true friend nearby when he faces impotence!

 

Sex is a dead duck for you? Listen to me, you friend, and it's gonna be ok!

Only a small number of all stallion in Equestria face no problems with having normal sexual activity.

 

Welcome to one of the premier mail order marketplaces to find best drugs at unbelievable prices!

 

Make Sure To Mention Our Promotion - when ordering through the catalog and get ADDITIONAL discount 5% for all our product, even product that is already at LOW LOW PRICE!

 

Boost your weapon now!


Turn and look, you’re alone. It goes under the register.

It’s been lacking recently. Something to spice it up for later.

Later.

 




A diamonded mare checks the mail, sorts. Oh, she’s got a letter. Honor society? Wonder what for. She’ll see it when she gets up.

 

Padding down the stairs, still a filly but everyday more of a mare. Letters are unexpected, still a joy. Thanks, honor society? This could be good! The perfect thing for a resume often reminded about. Excited, rips open.

Hi Sweetie Belle,

 

I am reaching out today about our Honor Society chapter program. We are inviting you to serve as founder and president of the Honor Society Chapter at your school.

 

We currently have 26 chapters across the Equestria.

 

Benefits of starting a chapter include:

+ Waived membership fee

+ Exclusive eligibility for a 1000 bit scholarship only available to chapter founders and presidents

+ Recommendation letter for founders/presidents who are graduating

 

Here is some background information on our chapters:

 Honor Society is focused on helping ponies succeed by connecting members with the right ponies and opportunities to help them achieve their goals. In order to nurture those connections, Honor Society introduced campus chapters at schools across the country as a way for members to receive an elevated member experience.

                    

Honor Society Chapters allow members to have an in-pony support system that allows them to reach their goals and excel academically. Members of chapters gain real-world leadership experience and are positive influences on campus and within their communities.

 

Benefits of  Honor Society Chapters

 

Community

 

Honor Society gives students a platform to network with other ambitious students on campus and with successful alumni. University campuses thrive on students working together and being actively involved in the university’s community. One of the major benefits of Honor Society membership is that members are a part of a community of students with similar goals across the entire country. When students are striving to reach their goals, they are also eager to help provide encouragement and motivation to others. Chapters strengthen this community by connecting them on their own campus on a regular basis providing a foundation of day-to-day motivation. They keep each other on track to reach their highest academic and career goals. 

 

Leadership	

 

The hands-on leadership experience gained while building and maintaining a chapter is beneficial to all of the chapter’s members. This leadership experience translates into real world experience, which is something that hiring managers and graduate programs highly value when it comes to recruiting students. Members gain first-hand experience creating marketing campaigns, recruiting new members, public relations, leading presentations and so much more. Honor Society headquarters provides the chapters with guidance along the way, but the growth and preservation of the chapter on campus is up to its members.

 

Impact 

Honor Society encourages its chapters to give back to their local community as well as providing service to those around the world. Chapters have hosted events to collect toys for children in need during the Holidays, mentoring local high school students, and donating time at the local soup kitchen. Local chapters provide service to the community at least once per semester which is an important character trait to build and grow.

         

If this is an opportunity you would like to learn more about or pursue, please reply to this letter to let me know.

 

I look forward to hearing from you!

 

Thanks!

Shining Star

Director, Honor Society Chapter Development

 

 

 


 

Why me? To be looked into further, maybe Cherilee might know.

 




Always work to do, even when the shops closed. Ponyville store, the first and the most favored, Barnyard Bargains beckoning. Always mail, always ponies wanting things.

Hello Sir

 

I am Barrister. Top Class a lawyer in West Pony Republic. Mr. Silvermaker., a gold merchant, who was my client died as a result of lung cancer. Now I want to present you as the next of kin, to Mr. Silversmith’s Bank so that the money left behind by Mr. Silversmith can be transfer to your account through my help. The money value of  10.5 Million darneirs  (approximate five hundred thousand Equestrian official bits) was deposited in a bank here by Mr. Silverstein before his Death.

 

Further explanation, try get back to me soon. Please send letter to the above marked address

 

Best regards,

Barr Top Class

Lawyer

 


Heh, that’s a new one. They’re learning.

 

MR. FILTHY RICH

 

 

I am contacting you regarding a special cargo that has been abandoned here at our warehouse In Los Pegasus for over a period of 2 years and when inspected, it revealed an undisclosed sum of money in it. From my findings, the cargo originated from Zebra Republic and the content was not declared as money by the consignor in order to avoid diversion by the shipping agent. So after our discovering, we decided to break the box and we found cotton wool lining wedged into the plywood box, the box contained $8.5 Million Zebrecian Konars. And we also found out that the box also contained one certificate which is LEGALITY CERTIFICATE. Please I want you to mail so that I can show you everything.

 

Best Regards

Assistant Chief of Operations - Default Judgement

Los Pegasus, Port Authority

1 World Way, Los Pegasus

 

 


I don’t even have a store there! I don’t even have any distributors there! At least they spelled my name right this time.




Letters in the mail, always fun. A yellow mare, and an easy way to talk to ponies without having to actually talk

Trying to notify you: Your $50 Rich’s Barnyard Bargains Client Awards Card is Still Unclaimed

 

Dear Customer, how is your shopping experience at Rich’s Barnyard Bargains? Your opinion is worth $50 to us!

 

You are one of 5 consumers selected to participate in our anonymous survey, today.. 4 participants have already claimed their reward. What about you?

 

Get Your FREE  

Gift Certificate*

 

Please confirm your survey participation status here:

 

NAME	STATUS	REWARD

Junebug	CLAIMED	$50.00

Aqua Mist	CLAIMED	$50.00

YOU?	UNCLAIMED	$50.00

Cherry Crusoe	CLAIMED	$50.00

Green Jewel  	CLAIMED	$50.00	

Claim Gift Now*

 

* Or receive other valuable rewards or discounts valued at or above. Please answer survey questions honestly; your evaluation is anonymous and answers will not affect your rewards eligibility. Independent survey not affiliated with, or sponsored by, Rich’s Barnyard Bargains®, whose trademark and/or logo is property of its owner. This is an advertisement. Again, this is independent survey not affiliated with, or sponsored by, Rich’s Barnyard Bargains®

 

 


 

It’s from Barnyard Bargains, but it’s not? I’ll have to ask him about it when I go into town.




 

Purple, green and bored, the daily cleaning done. Letters put aside now read. Sharp claws make short work.

 

I WILL REPORT YOU. YOU PIECE OF SHIT

 

Stop stalking me and my friend or I will report you. You piece of shit, cock-sucker douche. I do not know why you are doing this! You slept together once, only once. It does not mean anything. Have you not you heard of hook up? So, go off and leave us alone.

 

 

F*** You.


“Twilight!”




 




 




 




 

 

 

 

 
      

      
   
      THAUMIC FIRES: A PRACTICAL APPROACH


      
      
      
         
         Flow

      
      

      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Fool and the Sun


      
      
      
         
         Fool

      
      

      

      
      
         “I do wonder how bad the situation must have gotten for you to pay me a visit.”

 

A unicorn with black dreadlocks spoke. She gestured to the chair across her and a cloaked figure hurriedly took the seat.

 

“I did not know you believed in the spiritual.” The mare tapped the deck of cards on the table, giving it a small shuffle with her hoof. “And come see a witch for answers.”

 

The figure didn’t respond.

 

“No matter, the cards tell me all.” With that, she begun distributing five cards on the tabletop. Their jeweled backs glistened under the soft glow of the candles in the room. The mare gave the first one a flip, revealing the image of a Sun watching over a field of sunflowers.

 

“The Sun. A symbol of joy, fun and positivity,” the witch dotted her words with slow emphasis. “Tell me, when was the last time you felt happiness with her?”

 




 

Sunset Shimmer gave a cheerful scream as a snowball landed right on her flank. She leapt forward, packing a small snowball with her magic before launching it right back at her attacker.

 

“Take this!” Sunset shouted with a grin on her face.

 

The snowball flew at an immense speed and, just like Sunset had intended, it found its target head-on.

 

“Sunset Shimmer, you’re going to pay for that!” Celestia yelled back through bits of laughter. Her horn glowed a bright yellow and soon, several snowballs had begun to rise from the ground, hovering beside her.

 

Sunset’s eyes grew wide and her hindhooves froze to the ground in fear. She wasn’t sure how twenty snowballs against her was going to feel, though she did have a vague idea.

 

Not pleasant. 

 

“Umm… p-peace?” Sunset attempted to call out.

 

“Umm… no.” Celestia shot the barrage of snowballs at Sunset, who raised her hoof in a feeble attempt at self defence.

 

The snowballs slammed into Sunset almost simultaneously, covering her from mane to hoof in a packet of snow. Now she had the answer to the question she had asked herself earlier.

 

Cold! Twenty snowballs feels very very cold! Sunset mustered what focus she could, illuminating the snow around her off in a bright, red glow. Standing back up on her feet, she gave a violent shake, sending the remaining snow flying off in several different directions.

 

A soft giggle echoed through the castle courtyard and Sunset already knew the source. She turned her attention to the alicorn walking towards her.

 

“Sorry my student, too much?”

 

“N-no, no just fine,” Sunset spoke through clattering teeth.

 

“I think we’ve played enough, don’t you? Your teachers must be getting quite cross.”

 

“Wait, this was your idea, Princess; not mine.”

 

“Well, I suppose. Though I do think a break every now and again is needed, even if your tutors don’t think so.”

 

Sunset made her way past the courtyard doors and into the hallways of the castle.

 

“Princess, my studies are getting boring. They keep repeating the same things over and over, asking me to cast the same spells again and again. I want something harder! Something more interesting!”

 

“Those will happen—”

 

“In time, Sunset Shimmer.” Sunset repeated the words with Celestia. She gave a frustrated huff and a hard drop of her shoulders. “I know, I know. But you keep saying that every single time I ask and I never see a change!”

 

Celestia didn’t answer at first, stopping right outside the door to Sunset’s chambers.

 

“Sunset, your tutors are waiting,” were the only words that left Celestia’s mouth before she resumed her trot down the hallway.

 

Sunset threw her head back with a groan before pushing the doors open.

 




 

The air around the two mares hung silent.

 

“I see…” the witch mumbled softly. She placed a hoof on the second card, all while maintaining eye contact with the hooded figure. “Well, then I suppose it’d be well to ask what happened after that?”

 

Once more, the mare across the witch remained silent.

 

The witch flipped the card over, revealing a stallion dressed in royal garb, wearing a golden crown and holding a scepter. He was seated in a marble throne, a look of indifference on his face. However, while the card seemed upright to the witch, it was inverted to her client.

 

“The Emperor represents authority, a solid-structure. Foundation.” The witch gave a wheezing cough before continuing once more, “At least, that’s what he’s meant to represent when he’s upright. Upside down, he represents domination, control and rigidity. Though I suppose you have experience with that…’

 




 

Sunset flipped another page of the book, squinting her eyes as she tried to make out the words on the page. 

 

To… cast this spell. One must… 

 

A loud screech echoed through the library. Sunset shot her head up, feeling her heart race. She levitated the book into her saddlebag, darting to her left. She had to find some place to hide. But where? The staircase? No. The library closet? Much too small for her. What about—

 

“Sunset Shimmer,” a stern, angered voice came from behind her.

 

Sunset turned, spotting Celestia staring daggers right at her. With a glow of her horn, every candle in the library was set aflame, lighting the room in a blinding glow.

 

“What do you think you’re doing?”

 

“What you don’t want me to,” Sunset explained with a quivering voice. She wasn’t sure if it was fear, sadness or anger that caused her to shake. Though at this point, she didn’t care.

 

“Sunset I told you to stay away from the advanced magics.” Celestia took a step forward, but Sunset took an equal one back.

 

“Why? I can handle it. All this ‘advanced magic’ stuff is easy.”

 

“Easy or not, you’re too young for this.”

 

“No, no I’m not.” Sunset gritted her teeth, lowering her head. “Why won’t you just let me grow!?”

 

“Sunset, it’s not like that! The magic you’re studying is too dangerous for you.”

 

“Stop saying that!” Sunset screamed, tears filling her eyes. A raging spark had ignited within her, growing and searing like she had never felt before. “Every single time you use that excuse! What’s the real reason?”

 

Celestia didn’t answer. Her eyes moved swiftly away from Sunset’s gaze, darting instead to a nearby wall.

 

“Are you afraid I’ll end up like Starswirl?”

 

The words hung in the air for what seemed like an eternity. Celestia had returned her gaze onto Sunset and she could see a cocktail of emotions in the Princess’ eyes. She could see a mixture of anger, sadness and fear within the stare. And though Sunset didn’t show it, that mere gesture sent shivers down her spine.

 

“Sunset. You are treading on some very thin ice here,” Celestia warned.

 

Sunset drew a breath, running through the words in her mind before she spoke them. “I know about Starswirl. About how he practiced magic he shouldn’t have. He created spells that you and Luna banned from being casted.”

 

“Sunset, return the book to me, now!”

 

“I’m not like him! I won’t make the same mistakes!”

 

“Sunset—”

 

“I’m not a filly anymore!”

 

Celestia’s horn glowed a bright yellow as she levitated the book out of Sunset’s bag.

 

Focusing all her magic into her horn, Sunset attempted to wrestle with her mentor. The aura surrounding the book alternated between red and yellow, glowing brighter and brighter with each switch.

 

Suddenly, without warning, there was a bright flash of light and a deafening ‘boom’. Before she knew what had happened, Sunset felt herself being flung through the air. Not a second later, her body slammed into a bookshelf, sending a sharp pain throughout her body. She yelled in pain before falling to the ground.

 

“Sunset!”

 

Sunset summoned what strength she could, pushing herself up on shaky hooves. She spluttered and coughed, attempting to block out the painful aching happening through her body. A book sat right beside her, its pages opened to a blank portion.

 

“I’m… not the one that should be afraid of losing control of my magic.” Sunset gave a wrathful gaze to Celestia, who was galloping over to her. With a flash of red and a glow of her horn, Sunset vanished. She didn’t have a destination in mind, only a wish. A wish she repeated constantly in her mind as she teleported.

 

Get me to a place where I can leave.

 




 

The witch stared at the figure then glanced down at the Emperor card.

 

“The cards tell me about the mistakes others have made. Be it past, present or future,” she muttered. “Up to this point, I wasn’t sure what you wanted from me. Now I know. And I cannot help.”

 

The cloaked pony slammed a hoof on the table. The force of the sudden action caused the contents to jump and three nearby candles to extinguish.

 

“Careful,” the witch spoke, undaunted. “Do not do something you’ll regret.” She stood from her seat, making her way to each candle and lighting the wick with a glow of her horn.

 

Once all was right once more, the witch retook her seat, gesturing for the figure to do the same. She adjusted the cards on the table back into their prim and proper positions before flipping the third one over.

 

This time, the art on the card depicted that of a tower being struck by a bolt of lightning. Two ponies were falling from the windows, while fire could be seen not only in the structure but in the sky as well.

 

“Disaster. A sudden change. The Tower represents a significant time in our life that has affected us in an enormous way…”

 




 

Sunset buried her hooves into her tearful eyes. Soft sobs echoed through the dark room. She wasn’t sure where her magic had taken her, though she didn’t mind. As long as she was away from the pony she once called her ‘mentor’.

 

How could she? Sunset wiped her tears, but more kept flowing. She was supposed to help me grow. Instead, she’d do anything in her power to stop it.

 

She lifted the book from the ground near her, closing it only to see her cutie mark emblazoned on the front. W-wait, this isn’t Starswirl’s book. Frantically, she began searching her saddlebags but they sat empty.

 

Without warning, there was a flash of yellow light in the room. Sunset scrambled to her hooves, levitating the tome and stuffing it into her saddlebag.

 

“Sunset Shimmer, there you are! Please, follow me back to your chambers,” Princess Celestia pleaded. 

 

Sunset kept a distance between the two of them. She matched every step Celestia took, but in the opposite direction. 

 

“Don’t come near me,” Sunset said with as much confidence as she could.

 

“You’re not safe in this room, please, follow me and we can talk this out.”

 

“Talk? I think we’re way past that,” Sunset spat her words like poison. She glanced around the room, noting that it was mostly empty save for the odd shape in the distance.

 

“No we’re not. Yo— we can still fix this.”

 

Me? That single thought reignited the spark in Sunset. 

 

“You refused to give me a proper reason why I shouldn’t grow. You tried to stop me from being better! You attacked me!” Sunset screamed, increasing her volume with each sentence. “There is no ‘me’. No ‘we’, Celestia. This is all on you.”

 

Once her eyes adjusted to the darkness, Sunset could finally see what that odd shape was. It was an ornate mirror with metal swirls adorning its side. An odd symbol stood at the top. One resembling a rearing horse.

 

“Yes, yes it’s all on me. Just please, come back.” Celestia’s voice had begun to quiver as well. “Please…”

 

Suddenly, Sunset spotted a swirl of purple in the mirror. Something about it seemed so alluring. She recalled Celestia speaking about a portal stashed somewhere in the castle, a portal that should never be touched. Was this it? And even if it was…

 

Where would it lead?

 

Sunset drew a deep breath and shook her head.

 

“No.”

 

Not allowing a moment of doubt to cloud her mind, Sunset galloped towards the mirror, disappearing in a fizz of magic.

 




 

“Enough!” The figure bellowed out, stomping her hoof once more on the ground. This time, the force of the blow sent the hood of the cloak flying off, revealing a flowing multicolored mane. “I didn’t come here to be lectured! I need a solution!”

 

“Princess, I do not know what you expect me to do.”

 

“Fix this! Get Sunset back for me! Give me a solution!” Celestia demanded, her eyes furrowing in anger.

 

“...Open the fourth card.”

 

“I have no time for your cards!” Celestia screamed, flicking the fourth card up into the air. It landed face-up on the table, showing a picture of a hooded mare holding a lantern and a stick, standing atop waves. “Every second that we waste, my student is in danger! She… she can’t handle that world on her own! These cards have done nothing for me!”

 

“Princess, these cards were not meant for you,” The witch said through soft coughs. “Why would I tell you what you already know? These cards were to show you her perspective. Her feelings.”

 

Princess Celestia took another glance at the fourth card. She placed a hoof on it, adjusting it so that she could see all the details clearly. “...Then what’s this?”

 

The witch leaned forward, placing her hooves together. “The Hermit. Throughout her life, your student has never had the chance to be alone. You’ve suffocated her, surrounded her with choices she couldn’t make. Controlled her every step of her way.”

 

“...I was making sure she’d turn out right.”

 

“By whose standards?”

 

Celestia didn’t reply. For she didn’t know the answer.

 

“Even up till the end…”

 




 

“Sunset no!” Celestia screamed in horror as Sunset leapt into the mirror. She rushed after her, though just before she reached, a small wisp of purple magic flew from the surface.

 

Celestia’s heart sank when she touched the mirror, feeling only solid glass. Every breath she took felt as if she hadn’t even drawn air in. It threatened to suffocate her. Destroy her.

 

She smashed her hoof as hard as she could against the mirror, tears filling her eyes. Her heart felt as if it had been split and shattered and her chest burned with a fiery pain. 

 

“Sunset! Please don’t do this! You need to be safe! Please! Please come back! Please… please… please…” Celestia begged repeatedly, dropping to her hooves in despair. She attempted to tap the glass once more, but the soft hollow echo only deepened the pain she felt.

 

“Please.”

 




 

“You’re telling me to leave her alone?” Celestia asked through gritted teeth.

 

“I’m telling you she needs time.”

 

“You’re crazy. She needs me! She won’t survive!” Celestia swung around, her cloak flying through the air. She made her way to the door, whispering as she did so, “this was a waste of time.”

 

“Tell me, when you have a wound, do you pick at it to help it heal?”

 

Celestia paused in her tracks, swinging around to face the Witch with a look of disdain.

 

“I can help her.”

 

“You are a blade attempting to heal a cut,” the witch replied in an instant, her back facing Celestia.

 

“Then what do you propose the medicine for this is?”

 

“Like all wounds, time.”

 

Celestia stomped forward, tears in her eyes. “Don’t talk to me about time! I’ve tried time! Time only makes it hurt more, it only makes things worse!”

 

“You came here for answers, and that is what I am giving you.”

 

“I came for a solution.”

 

“And yet when I give you one, you reject it.” The Witch picked up the final card on the table, passing it to Celestia. “Princess, everypony makes mistakes, that is unavoidable.”

 

Celestia stared at the jeweled back of the card, watching as it glittered under the candlelight. The sight of it reminded her of the stars that hung in the night sky, though the thought sent a crushing blow to her already weak composure.

 

“I’m the ruler of this kingdom,” Celestia muttered. Her tone had softened and her angered flame had vanished completely. “I’ve lived for countless eons. And yet, I’m still making mistakes that cost me the ones I love.”

 

“In the end, Princess, you are still a pony. That much will never change.”

 

Celestia lifted her head up, spotting the witch smiling softly back at her. She flipped the card in her grasp and, on the front of card, stood a jester trotting happily along. His expression was one of unbridled joy without worry.

 

“The Fool?”

 

“A new beginning. There will be many difficult options ahead and sometimes, no amount of thinking will help you reach a conclusion. I hope you will trust your instincts in those moments and learn from the mistakes you’ve made before.”

 

Celestia nodded. Inside her heart, she felt the storm of emotions calm slightly from the mare’s words. She attempted to return the card, but the witch lifted her hoof and pushed it back.

 

“Keep it. I hope it will bring you peace in your toughest times.”

 

Celestia smiled softly.

 

“Thank you.”

 




 

“Here I come!”

 

Celestia launched several snowballs forward. They soared through the air and were headed straight for their target. However…

 

“Aha!” Twilight Sparkle screamed, enveloping the projectiles in a glow of her own. She launched them back, pelting the alicorn with snow.

 

Celestia fell with a giggle, waving her hoof in the air. “I surrender! You win!”

 

“Woo hoo!” Twilight leapt up in the air. “Try again next time, Princess.”

 

“Don’t get too overconfident, my faithful student.”

 

“I won’t… if you can beat me.” Twilight winked with a giggle.

 

“Well, we should get back to class.” Celestia pulled herself up, dusted herself off and made her way to the door.

 

Twilight followed closely behind.

 

“Hey, Princess Celestia?”

 

“Hm?”

 

“Think I could get more challenging materials? It’s getting a little boring.”

 

Celestia froze in her tracks.

 

Her heart raced. And her mind went fuzzy with memories. She attempted to maintain her composure, but the longer the silence lasted, the more it threatened to break and shatter. What was going to be her reply?

 

What would she say?

 

“Umm…” Celestia stammered. “I…”

 

Trust your instincts.

 

Twilight sighed. “I understand. Don’t worry about it, Princess.”

 

Images of the jester happily trotting forward entered her mind and soon, it was the only image she could think of.

 

A new beginning.

 

“...I’ll ask the teachers to give you harder materials.”

 

“Really, Princess? You’d…

 

“...do that?” 

 

Celestia’s breath caught and froze in her throat.

 

That voice… Celestia shook her head violently. For a moment, she thought she had heard Sunset’s tone. Opening her eyes, she saw Twilight staring back at her, a large grin drawn on her face. Her expression resembled almost an uncanny amount to...

 

“Yes, my faithful student,” Celestia spoke, her voice cracking as a tear trailed down her cheek.

 

“Anything for you.”
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         The sun was sinking towards the horizon when Luna exited her chambers to greet the approaching night. There was a spring in her step, an eager skip as she made her way through the palace halls, down its many corridors and a flight or two of stairs till she arrived at the throne room. She stopped, raised a hoof and waved at one of the attendants changing the lavender in the wall sconces. Luna took a deep breath, basking in the calming scent, and then set forwards to interrupt her sister’s dinner.

 

    “Good evening, Celestia. How fared the day?” Luna dipped her head as she took a seat 

nearby. Her elder sisters was perched in place, nibbling on some exotic mixture of seaweed and eggs, and if the smell was any indication, there was no telling how Celestia even found it edible.     “And who, I wonder, is responsible for this latest culinary abomination?”

 

    Celestia convulsively swallowed, nearly choking as her muzzle twitched in effort to hold back a laugh. Horn lit, grabbed her glass of water, and quaffed to drown a coughing fit before it could manifest, banishing it back to the vile abyss wherein it belonged with other such maladies like heartburn and hiccups.

 

    Especially hiccups.

 

    “It doesn’t taste as terrible as it looks,” Celestia replied. “Though I do not believe I shall be having it again. Still - well, you know how it is.”

 

    “I’m quite thankful I do not,” Luna replied. “At least, not particularly well. I shall gladly spitefully choke down more melon rinds than subject myself to those crimes against nature that chefs claim are ‘food’. Wasn’t that supposed to be getting better? I thought that crazed food critic had been banished to Tartarus or -”

 

    “Progress has been made,” Celestia interrupted. “But not so much as I would like. Still. It’s been a long day, but tonight will be fun! Philomena has a relative visiting - her cousin, I believe, has been on a world tour, and well, you know how phoenixes are - they’re making their last stop in Equestria before going home.”

 

    “I see,” Luna said. “Well, far be it from me to interfere in such an...exciting...occasion.”

 

    Celestia’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, quite!” she said cheerfully. “Feel free to come say hi later, if you like. I’m sure Adonasia would be delighted to eventually make your acquaintance.”

 

    “Oh, perhaps I will, perhaps I will not. I’ve never had your charm for making friends, but - when is she due to arrive?”

 

    “Well-” Celestia began, only to be interrupted by a blur of red and gold that alighted upon the table and chirped insistently at her. “According to Philomena, now, apparently,” Celestia translated, “But she’s actually resting just near the Everfree gorging herself on all sorts of new fruits, flowers, and the like. Well. I’d best be off to fetch her.” Celestia rose, and Philomena squawked insistently, hopping back into the air and circling Celestia’s head to urge her faster towards the back exit.

 

    “Very well, Celestia. The Everfree, mm? Well! Perhaps I will come say hello. I suppose it would do to be polite. Don’t let me keep you, though, go bring your guest home!”

 

    Celestia smiled one last time, then vanished through the doorway, leaving Luna alone. Luna tilted her head to the side, and then her horn lit, magic lifting a fork to poke into Celestia’s forgotten dinner. She swirled it around, then tugged forth a single bite and brought it to her lips, and on a whim, tasted it.

 

    “PLLLBLPTPTHTH!” she spat, and the food promptly painted the opposite wall. Luna quaffed the rest of Celestia’s water to rinse her tongue, and then she fled the scene of the crime without cleaning up.

 

 


 

    The next morning saw the sun rise, the moon set, and the palace staff set to panicking about five minutes after the start of court. Panic in and of itself wasn’t particularly unusual. With the amount of invasions and petty tyrants trying to declare war, and, worst of all, misplaced paperwork, that Equestria endured on a regular basis, one or more staff members wondering just how their lives had come to this was simply part of the ordinary work day.

 

    The unusual part was the cause itself, which was currently sitting on the throne with her head quirked to the side and staring expressionlessly at the stallion droning on before her.

 

    “And, ah, so, Princess, as you can see, if we implement this reduction in taxes upon the nobility, our philanthropic efforts will potentially double. Surely this is a reasonable proposal?”

 

    “HhrreeEEEmmprhrhrhpfwrf!” said the Princess, and punctuated her statement with a smack of her hoof upon her throne. Thunk!

    Her assistant Raven winced, and audibly cleared her throat as she stepped forward. “What her highness means is that we will consider this proposal once noble philanthropy doubles under the current system. If the nobility can prove itself so amply generous, the Crown might be inclined to do the same. Next petitioner, please!”

 

    As the guards led the protesting noble out of the throne room, Raven turned to gaze at Celestia. “Princess,” spoke Raven in barely audible tongue, “I would be most appreciative if you would stop this prank now.”

 

    Celestia’s ear had swivelled towards the noise, and her head followed suit. She blinked once, then leaned forwards and opened her mouth. A wet tongue rasped forth and licked Raven across the face, and Celestia drew back. “Prrrmmph,” she replied.

 

    Raven sighed even as she drew forth a handkerchief to wipe her face clean, then walked to the end of the dais and addressed one of the two guards. “Why hasn’t Princess Luna arrived yet?”

 

    “We, ah, cannot locate her.” The guard shuffled his hooves, and looked steadfastly at the far end of the throne room, quite away from Raven’s own visage. “But! We are contacting Twilight Sparkle! A chariot was dispatched to Ponyville to notify and retrieve her!”

 

    Raven fought down a groan. Her jaw clenched, but she forced the muscles to relax and merely nodded her head. “Very well. Then we shall simply have to maintain the appearance of normalcy as much as possible and attempt to prevent anypony from realizing the Princess’s...condition. She seems content to sit here so we shall just have to make sure she has no need to talk.”

 

    The guard nodded, but any further reply was stopped as the next mare arrived, another one of Canterlot’s nobility come to plead for some favor, at least if her giant hat was any indication.

 

    “Greetings, your majesty,” the newcomer began. “I am Plum Pudding the 4th, as you well know, and I have come here today to speak to you of a matter of great importance regarding proper recognition of my family’s history, specifically -”

 

    As she continued to speak, Celestia sat up in her chair, and her eyes fixated upon Plum’s head. The Princess licked her lips once, twice, and then rose from her chair. Plum Pudding fell silent as Celestia took two steps forwards, only for Celestia to stop and sniff at the air.

 

    “Princess!” Raven began, “Ah, Miss Pudding, an unexpected arrangement has just come up and I am sorry to interrupt. Perhaps we could reschedule after lunch? The Princess is very busy but of course wants to make time for her subjects and…”

 

    Celestia had begun moving again even as Raven was speaking, walking past Plum Pudding. She only made it two steps before she stopped and sniffed again, and then turned around and approached Plum from behind.

 

    “I reluctantly understand,” Plum stated. “And while I must formally register my complaint let it be said by nopony that - EEEYAAHHH!” While she had been talking, Celestia had leaned in to sniff at her hat. This would have gone unnoticed, except the Princess next opened her mouth wide, bit down on the hat, and yanked it free. It hung loosely from her mouth while she chewed upon it.

 

    “Ah,” began Raven, “The Princess would like you to know that she finds your hat deeply offensive, and uh - is registering her discontent. It would be best you leave before she finds further cause to grow upset. If you speak with one of the secretaries outside, and wish to file a request for reimbursement, I am sure we can...subsidize part of the loss of your, er...chapeau.”

 

    The slack-jawed glassy-eyed expression Plum registered was the sort Raven would photograph if given the opportunity. Absent that, she would content herself with the sight of Plum’s retreating backside. As soon as the noblemare was out of earshot, she turned towards Celestia. Raven let her expression go flat. “I hope you are proud of yourself,” she said. “You’re only making a larger mess to clean up later.”

 

    Celestia let the half-eaten hat fall from her mouth. “Hreeeeheehhweewheeawh spheehee hwwrrhmmph!” she replied, then bent to continue her impromptu brunch.

 

    A flash of purple erupted from the center of the throne room, resolving itself into a dishevelled Twilight Sparkle. “There’s an emergency with the Princess?! Where is she? I’m here to help if - Oh. Oh, hello, Princess.” Twilight frowned. “She’s right here. Why was everypony so worried?”

 

    “Whiiiklrttphhh,” said Celestia around a fresh mouthful of hat.

 

    “What?” said Twilight. “Wait, er, Princess, why are you eating a hat?”

 

    “Hnnookk,” came the answering snort.

 

    “Uhh,” Twilight began, and only then did her eyes focus on Raven. “What’s going on?”

 

    “She’s been like this all morning, as far as I can tell. Normally I have to go meet her on her way to the Court, but today she was sitting here when I came in. She wasn’t wearing her regalia which I thought odd, but I thought she was simply looking to get as much as possible done, had been in a hurry and forgotten them, so I had a guard run to bring them back, but…”

 

    Twilight took a step closer to Celestia. Two, three, stopping a couple feet short of the larger mare. “Princess?” she asked again. “Are you okay?”

 

    “Hiiiaahrmph,” nickered Celestia, and bent towards Twilight.

 

    “Princess, wait!” Raven called out, too late, as Twilight’s face suddenly vanished beneath Celestia’s broad tongue.

 

    “Hey! What was that for?!” Twilight spluttered, and turned to Raven. “This is how she’s been acting? You’re right to have fetched me, I bet this is some kind of curse! Just let me see…” Her horn began to radiate violet light, and the same aura grew around Celestia as Twilight shut her eyes and focused on the magical probe. “I’m not seeing any hexes….no active magic around her...no spell-forms I can detect…” She paused, and then the light expanded, sweeping through the entire room. “There’s the usual wards of course, but…” Twilight let her hornlight die and opened her eyes. “But I’m not sensing any magic. Nothing I wouldn’t expect. When was the last time you spoke...uh...normally with her?” Celestia had returned to the hat and the last vestiges were vanishing into her maw.

 

    “Last night,” Raven said. “Right before I bid her goodbye for the evening. I know she spoke with Luna, but after that she was retired to her room with Philomena and Adonasia - that’s Philomena’s cousin.”

 

    Twilight stopped, and turned towards Raven. “Cousin?” she repeated. “And this cousin is another phoenix?” Her eye had started to twitch.

 

    “Ah...yes, I believe so. I didn’t see her, myself,” Raven confessed.

 

    “I’m going to check the Princess’s room. Don’t let her wander off!” Twilight didn’t wait for a response, teleporting the distance between throne and Celestia’s bedchambers in a moment, and stopping to gaze at Celestia’s door. “I swear, Princess, if you’ve been…” She wrenched the door handle with her magic, and almost instantly a cloud of smoke billowed forth.

 

    Twilight inhaled before she could stop herself, then broke down into a fit of coughing. “Eck! Bleh, ha-kah!” she gagged, and though her eyes were streaming she focused just enough to conjure a wash of air, blowing the smoke away from her face and then channeling the air currents to force it back inwards. Bit by bit the smoke was herded up and into a globe of shimmering force Twilight conjured near the ceiling, letting her get her first clear look at what had gone on.

 

    Philomena lay snoozing on the floor, flopped atop Luna of all ponies who too moved not apart from the rise and fall of her chest. An incense burner sat atop a nearby table, providing a source for the fumes that had overtaken Celestia’s rooms.

 

    Twilight glared at the sight before her, and a lash of magic cracked against Princess Luna’s rump. “Luna! Get up now!” Twilight commanded. Her teeth ground as she stomped towards her fellow Princess. “You have some serious explaining to do!”

 

    Luna, for her part, only twitched when the magic struck her, but her eyes did not open, no yelp escaped her lips, no sign at all she had felt a thing.

 

    “Luna?” Twilight asked, and then frowned. A second crop formed of magic and smacked Luna again, but still she did not move. Twilight promptly crouched before her and reached a hoof to pry one eye open. The eye lay unfocused, unseeing, and the instant Twilight let go the eyelid fell and Luna continued to sleep.

 

    As Twilight turned to leave, a final blast of magic knocked over the incense burner, scattering the last of the faintly glowing ash that remained. “Wake up!” she called. “You and I will have words later, Adonasia!”

 

    When Twilight teleported back into the throne room, she was greeted by the sounds of shouts and the clip-clop-clatter of hooves cantering about the room. In the few minutes she had been gone, Celestia appeared to have grown agitated as she was racing back and forth through the room.

 

    “Is that chariot still in Ponyville?” Twilight strode straight to Raven, ignoring her teacher for now. She’d conjured quill and parchment while walking and was furiously writing upon the scrool. One last blast of magic sent it evaporating into a wispy trail that broke into two and headed outwards. “Nevermind, the note will find them if so. If not, when they return, tell them to go straight back and fetch Fluttershy and Zecora from Ponyville, please. The Princesses were smoking phoenix dust last night, but that shouldn’t have done this. If anypony can help, it’s…”

 

    Twilight trailed off as she became aware something was not quite right. She glanced around the room only to find a shadow fall over her - and when she craned her head backwards, she found herself staring upwards at something long, white, and...moving? Her head kept going back, and up, and her jaw fell open in astonishment as Celestia bent her head down, sniffed twice at Twilight, and then gently bumped her in the back of the head with her muzzle.

 

    “Heeereeehrmph parhmph pmmrwemph,” said Celestia.

 

    Twilight groaned, a groan that became a whine when her voice cracked. “Oh, no,” she moaned. “Now she’s a high horse in more ways than one.”

 

    “Vrrrnnkkpprh!” was all she got in response.

 

    Twilight sighed. “When I figure out how to fix this,” she squeaked from under Celestia’s barrel, “I am going to find a way to curse you so you cannot eat cake for a whole year!”

 

    "EEEEHHHEERREEEEEHHHRRRMMMPHHHPRRR!" Celestia whinnied, then lunged down and roughly bit Twilight on the shoulder.



    Twilight yelped in pain. It was going to be a long day.
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         A scintillating cascade of color and light filtered in through the windows of the vaulted room. Twilight Sparkle discourteously trotted through an abstract, colorful shadow of herself. The image that briefly refracted upon her hooves illustrated one of the many times she and her companions had saved Equestria through the magic of friendship.



"Hello, Princess! You called for me?" asked Twilight. She slowed her pace to a walk as she approached her former mentor within a few hooves.



Princess Celestia smiled warmly down at her former student. "I heard you were visiting friends in Canterlot, so I figured the time was right. I have somepony very special for you to meet," she said, in a slow and unusually soft tone of voice. "Please say hello to my new personal student, Amethyst Sunset."



Twilight's eyes widened, and then she looked around the empty throne room. "Has she mastered invisibility magic already?" she joked.



Celestia laughed. "Not that I'm aware of, no. He is just a little shy." She craned her neck first behind her, then beneath her. "You can come out, Amethyst. Twilight's a good friend. She was my previous student."



A tiny little colt with a dusty rose coat and a short, messy mane of dark violet curls poked his head out from between Celestia's front legs. He stared up at her like a deer caught in a flashlight.



"Hello there Amethyst Sunset! My name is Twilight Sparkle. I'm very pleased to meet you." Twilight reached out her hoof.



Amethyst shuddered as though somepony had pressed the reset button on his brain, then he slowly stepped out from beneath Celestia. His haunch was still blank, which came as no surprise given his age. "You're Twilight Sparkle, the Princess of Friendship," he said in a matter-of-fact voice, then extended a tiny hoof. "You were Princess Celestia's student too?"



"Yes! And it was a lot of fun. Lots of hard work, but very rewarding," said Twilight. She raised her gaze to meet Celestia's. "I think it's a great idea to take on a colt. He might not be able to reach apotheosis, but Star Swirl the Bearded was a great wizard and he was a stallion."



"Sunny—that's his preferred nickname—has incredible potential, Twilight. Perhaps even greater than Starlight Glimmer. We'll need to talk about it sometime. As for the far future? Just because something hasn't been done doesn't mean it can't be done. One never knows what destiny has in store," she said, staring directly into Sunny's eyes as she said the last sentence.



Twilight Sparkle recognized that Celestial behavior as a teaching. Sunny had a mildly sour expression on his face, and Twilight could feel tension hanging in the air.



"You know Sunny, I think I've seen you once before," said Twilight, trying to redirect the conversation. "Wait, I have—you're from Ponyville! You're Amethyst Star's foal, right?"



The colt nodded but kept his mouth shut.



"Your mother is an expert organizer. She used to do most of the organization before I came to Ponyville. I'm not surprised she had such a talented foal," she said, then looked up to Celestia. "You chose a colt and a Ponyville pony from the working class? That's really neat! I really hope it works out."



"I'm fairly certain it will. He's a fast learner," said Celestia. "Actually, do you mind taking him back to his quarters? He's with his mother in the guest room Rarity used last year."



Twilight Sparkle nodded and the two walked out into the castle hallway.



"Oh, I have so many questions!" said Twilight Sparkle, a silly grin slowly crossing her muzzle. "Um, I hope it's okay to ask you questions?"



Sunny nodded and smiled fakely.



"First and foremost, how did Princess Celestia discover your abilities?" said Twilight.



"Not s'poseda say," said the colt.



Twilight's cheeks burned from sheer interest. "Oh, I see. Um, that must be an amazing story, then..."



"Not really," said the colt, "but I'm not s'poseda say."



Twilight nodded and smiled sheepishly. "Right, right, sorry. Curiosity getting the better of me there."



Damn! 'Not amazing' somehow makes it even stranger, thought Twilight.



The pair of ponies exited the castle and walked toward the building holding Sunny's guest quarters. Cloudsdale had planned a thunderstorm for later today, and several pegasi were currently setting dark clouds into place.



"You're going to learn so much about magic!" Twilight bubbled.



"Not really," he said, with a shrug. "I already know what it is."



Twilight chuckled. "Of course. Although to be technically accurate, nopony really knows what magic is, which is why it's so difficult to study. Except we know that friendship is magic," she said. "I have a friend in town here named Moondancer. I should put her in touch with you. She's a mare my age, but she's very interested in magic. The one thing I wish I'd done when I was Celestia's student was to make some friends..."



The colt stopped on the sidewalk and stared into space.



"Um... Sunny? Do you see something?" asked Twilight. "We should probably get there before it rains."



"I can make an umber-ella," said Sunny. Twilight stared wide-eyed, and her lower jaw dropped enough to take an entire hayburger in one bite.



A foal this young making a shield? Intentionally? Wow. Celestia's right, she thought. The kid might even hold his own against her niece.



"Anyway I was just thinkin' I might be able to tell you, 'cause you're a princess. If you're like Celestia, I mean," he said, and resumed walking.



"Oh! Well, I don't think I'm half the princess that Celestia is, but I try to measure up to her as well as I can."



Twilight tried her best to hide the worried expression on her face. She suspected she didn't succeed, but it didn't seem to matter. The foal wasn't paying her face any attention, he only stared off into the distance.



"So... do you think I qualify?" said Twilight, the eagerness in her voice apparent as they walked up the steps to the building.



When they reached the doorway, Amethyst Sunset turned and looked at Twilight. First he looked at her neck, and then his head craned slowly upward to meet her gaze. "Well, I don't like you, but that isn't important. I gotta ask you a question first," he said.



"Oh... Y-yeah, go for it," said Twilight. She tried to smile as she felt her heart breaking. She was too afraid to ask him why.



Why in Equestria would a magically talented foal not like me?



The colt looked nervously left and right. "Do you remember Quifons?" he whispered.



Twilight paused in thought. "That sounds Lopin... oh, you mean 'qui fons'? That's Lopin for... well, a bunch of things. It can mean 'at any price', or 'something', or 'how', for just a few. It's very contextual, and I'm not sure what fons means. My Lopin is a little rusty."



"That's right, but I mean the place."



"I've never even heard of it, so I guess I've never been there," said Twilight, then pinched her lips tightly together, bracing for him to like her even less.



"You've been there. Long time ago," he said. He opened the door behind him with his magic without even looking at it.



"Where is this 'Quifons' place, Sunny?" asked Twilight, the uncertainty in her voice unmistakeable. Is this just the overactive imagination of a foal? Is he tormenting me because he doesn't like me?



"Guess it's just Celestia and Luna then," said Sunny, ignoring the question. "'Cause they're so old. I'm not s'posed to talk about it since you don't know." He sighed and drooped his head. "Figures. Celestia won't believe me about what's gonna happen."



Twilight ignored the last sentence, searching for something to say that might elevate her in the eyes of the gifted little foal. "Well, Celestia will probably tell me anyway, I mean, she's never hidden anything from me before," said Twilight, her voice cracking. "Okay, well, um... I suppose she has for my own good once or twice, b-but still, I'm sure if I question her directly—"



"Mom's not here yet, but you shouldn't come in," said the colt, stepping through the threshold and turning back again to face Twilight. "It don't matter if you remember it or if Celestia believes. You're gonna destroy it," he said. He frowned deeply, then slammed the door in her face.



The downpour began. Twilight stood in the rain for a minute or two, just staring at the door. She forgot to put up her umbrella, but at least it helped to mask her tears.








A knock sounded, and Zecora opened her door.



"You have to help me!" said Twilight Sparkle, shoving her way into Zecora's tiny house and grabbing her by the shoulders. Twilight's shaman friend stared her dead in the eye, and an invisible force that felt like magnetic repulsion pushed her hooves off.



"Although you forget pleasantries, your needs seem dire, so present these," said Zecora. She motioned Twilight to a stool as the door closed by itself.



"Right! Sorry, I..." her voice trailed off as she sat down, then she looked back to Zecora. "Zecora, have you ever heard of a place called Quifons?"



"Ah, that is the young ones' word! Truly, it is seldom heard as children hide it as a sneeze. They say it when they shoot the breeze. Quifons a place? I do not know. No foal will say. No foal will show. Zebra foals just sometimes will say 'quifons' to one another. They," said Zecora, taking a tiny pause, "must have the word within their genes. They forget long before their teens."



Twilight paused a moment to digest the meaning. "You're telling me that zebra foals sometimes make the sound 'quifons' to each other, when they converse?"



Zecora nodded.



"And it sounds like a sneeze, but it's a fake sneeze?"



Zecora nodded again.



"Zecora, I think pony foals might make the same sound, but this is the first time I've heard of it. How do you know it isn't a sneeze?"



Zecora smiled. "It is a fact that zebra kind host shamans, like me: those whose mind," she said, "is disciplined to notice when, what seems a reflex, hasn't been."



"And you have no idea whether or not it means anything?"



"Most utterances in the day, are between foals when they're at play. But beyond that? I cannot say."



"Have you tried asking them?"



"They just say 'imagination'. It seems Quifons is no nation."



"I need to find out," said Twilight, unconsciously rocking against the stool. "Can you take me back to my childhood? I'm sure I've never heard of Quifons before, but the evidence is starting to suggest otherwise that my certainty is misplaced."



Zecora nodded, and brewed a potion as Twilight patiently waited.



"Drink," she said, and Twilight did.








Twilight gasped loudly as her body reverted to her adult form. Eyes wide, she said "It's...!" as the memory faded from her. "Oh no. I forgot. I forgot everything that just happened. Zecora, what did I tell you when I was a filly? I mean just now as a filly, I obviously didn't know you way back when I was actually a filly."



"I asked you time and time again, but each request, no reply then," said Zecora.



"Horsecrap—er, sorry," said Twilight, blushing. Zecora chuckled and attended to a partly-completed potion as Twilight sat in thought.



"I know!" said Twilight. "Can you do the Answering Potion again? You know, the one we made together to beat the vines?"



"One step ahead of you I am. The potion needs but just one gram..." said Zecora, adding a pinch of a deep violet powder. The potion bubbled in the glass flask, turning a shade of purple Twilight had seen only once before.



"Excellent!" said Twilight, with a bright smile. "I can always count on you, Zecora."



"You must forgive my joking gripes, but please, don't waste time counting stripes," said Zecora, with a wink. She set the potion on a small table as Twilight giggled.



"This part, I know," said Twilight. She focused on the liquid in the flask, and began summoning the darker side of magic needed to unlock its true potential. She grunted as a black and violet ray shot out of her horn and into the liquid. It turned white in a flash. "I also remember that it only allows me to see the past experiences of ponies I'm close friends with. But I think Celestia's past might hold the answer."



"Focus on your question true, and take a sip of magic brew." Zecora poured a small amount of liquid into what appeared to be a shot glass. "Ingredients for it are rare. I find this way, the best to share."



Twilight Sparkle took a deep breath.



What is Quifons?



She tilted her head back, held the glass aloft, and downed the sip of viscous white liquid by sucking hard on the rim of the glass. Then Twilight slammed it down on the table, which rattled everything in the room.



She immediately grimaced, but not from the flavor. "I'm sorry Zecora! That's just how Applejack—"








Twilight Sparkle stood in a small, dimly lit room with a central table at which two alicorn sisters sat in silent contemplation. The only sources of light were the table and the magical runes covering every part of the walls, ceiling, and floor, both of which glowed an eerie aquamarine color. Twilight immediately recognized the table as the Cutie Map, but her attention was taken by force when she realised precisely where she was standing.



This was the fabled War Room of the Palace of the Two Sisters. From the legends Celestia had told her, this used to be the most anti-magically fortified site in all of Equestria—even stronger than the anti-magic throne of the Changeling Queendom. The room had been destroyed by massive stone structures falling upon it during Celestia's battle with Nightmare Moon, and even then it probably took an impossible amount of force to finally crack the structure. At least, that must have been how it happened. The War Room couldn't have been damaged by magic, because that was simply impossible.



At first it seemed equally impossible that Twilight could see this room at all, even through Celestia's memories. Even her memories of the room would be just as fortified against magic as the actual room, but Twilight quickly remembered that Zecora's potion worked using the magic of Friendship. That made all the difference.



Her attention turned to the Cutie Map, and she noticed something very odd. In addition to the Map there were two floating crescents of table on either side. They hovered slightly above it, extending the circle to an ellipse. One was labeled Tartarus. The the other was labeled Quifons. Tartarus looked just as one familiar with the dungeon realm would expect, but Quifons looked very unusual. It appeared as a swirling mist of colorful, sparkling energy. It was difficult to see well, because it was a very dim hologram backlit by an aquamarine glow obscuring the details.



Even so, it was the most beautiful image Twilight Sparkle had ever beheld.



"Dear Sister," Princess Luna finally spoke, "nothing in all of Reality can stand against the might of Friendship, not even Friendship itself." Then she clenched her lips tightly together.



"I understand, Luna," said Princess Celestia. "It's just a careful precaution."



"Quifons is in no danger, Celestia. No pony, no thing, could possibly mar it in any way! You are falling for the lies of that patchwork serpent," said Princess Luna, in a gruff tone of voice. "Nothing he says can be believed, not even when he admits he is lying."



"I agree, but when somepony as powerful as Discord says that under our leadership, Quifons will one day cease to be, we must at least take notice."



"He spoke from his multifarious hind end! It was a sad, desperate attempt to convince us Reality would be safer trampled beneath his hoof and claws," said Luna. "He knew we would swing the axe of Friendship eventually, and he was more fearful than he let on. Our leadership is not an issue. Although perhaps if one of us simply stepped down from the throne, then surely his prediction would not come to pass."



Celestia sighed, but otherwise retained her perfect poker face. "Obviously, the Demon of Chaos cannot be trusted, by very definition of what it is," she said. "Still, I worry. I think it is best to force those connected with it to hide the word."



"The Decision was already a terrible mistake. We still cannot relate to other stallions and mares, the saddeth thing is sometimes horrifying, and among the others, we alone can see Quifons directly," said Luna. "Not even Star Swirl the Bearded may gaze upon its truth!"



"He retains a small connection which helps to bear his magic. But yes, it's just you and I who may span both stations. Somepony must bear the burden, and it is logical for it to be us," said Celestia. "Now, we must make another difficult choice, and again there is only one sensible option. We need to move ahead with the new plan. Please, Luna."



"I hate sensibility. I hate the very fact that I have become able to act in a sensible manner, and that I rule this sensible Equestria! And I hate my ability to hate things." Luna snorted and lowered her head to the Map, her voice muffled between her forelegs. "How many areas of knowledge?"



"Only three. Star Swirl has been able to divine that with high certainty. We shall censor all study of astronomy beyond simple observation with visual telescopes, censor all study of the true nature of magic, and censor knowledge of the existence of nomenmancy altogether. These three combined should wall off Quifons from rediscovery," said Celestia. "We should also try to limit communication technology from developing, but there are other benefits there, obviously. And yes, as you know, we must remove the memories coinciding with Quifons from the others who have become."



"The censorship I have no quarrel with, and certainly not the limits on communication. Those are much less of a concern than The Decision was. However, we are deleting something beautiful from future souls, Sister. Are you most certain this is a path we can walk, and still live with ourselves?" Twilight felt Luna was making a good argument, but her words now carried a hollow ring to them. She sounded like a performer reading from a script she's read too many times before.



Celestia slowly nodded her head. "You and I have no choice but to live. However, it isn't quite as bad as you suggest. They will still retain fond memories of a sort, and the magic of friendship shall never leave them," she said. "And after each saddeth, there will be renewal and return, so it isn't like one loses the connection forever. But yes, once a pony has been converted, that pony must relinquish her or his past. It's the only way, Luna, and you know it." She paused for a moment. "I hate this too, Sister."



Princess Luna gritted her teeth and walked to the only exit, then tapped a bunch of runes in sequence with her horn. The door opened and she exited without another word.



The moment the door slammed shut, an exhausted Princess Celestia collapsed onto the hologram of Griffinstone and began crying into her legs.








Zecora stared into Twilight Sparkle's face with a look of concern. Twilight slowly realized the look on her muzzle was not a pleasant one. She covered her face with a hoof for a moment in order to compose herself.



"On what you've seen, I won't intrude, but hopefully it won't be rude if I may offer up a task: go to Celestia and ask."



"I can't. I'm pretty sure she doesn't want me to know any of this," said Twilight. Zecora closed her eyes and shook her head dismissively.



"I need to take the rest of the potion with me," added Twilight, lifting the potion with her magic. "I might need it again later."



Zecora lifted the shot glass. "Then please take this to safely measure, and drink for wisdom, not for pleasure," she said, glaring sternly at her friend.



"No problem there," said Twilight Sparkle. "I'm still having difficulty processing what I've seen. I don't want to use this stuff unless I have no other choice. I don't know if you've tried this, but it gets more disturbing with every sip."



Zecora nodded solemnly, and a sad-looking smile crossed her muzzle. "I tried just once from prev'ous batch. Never again I'll 'down the hatch'."



Twilight quickly left the hut with potion and glass in aura's tow.








As Starlight Glimmer listened to her former mentor's story, she stared in wide-eyed wonder.



"...and that's everything up until now," said Twilight Sparkle. She nervously triple-checked that she was holding the water glass before taking a drink.



"First off, I've never heard of this Quifons place either," said Starlight Glimmer, then her voice fell to a whisper. "But dear Sun above, Twilight! Do you realize what this means?" She stared into space as she spoke, her eyes scanning empty space like she was examining an invisible Cutie Map. "There's more to magic. I always suspected there might be logical reasons that explain what magic truly is and precisely where it comes from..."



"As have I, Starlight. But you and I have both studied magic to pieces, and all the books I've read say the same thing: magic is scientific, but its source is unknown and is widely believed to be mathematically impossible of comprehension," said Twilight.



"The books you've read."



"Yes."



"And Celestia said she was censoring research on magic."



"Yes..."



"Twilight, we can't trust books."



Twilight Sparkle froze in place. Her face made it look like her brain had snapped while she was staring at a cockatrice.



"It's okay, Twilight," said Starlight Glimmer, giving her friend a quick hug.



"I... I can't trust books?"



"Well, you can't trust anything, to be fair. Not even your own senses. I learned that a long time ago," said Starlight. "Although, I suppose you've taught me that you can trust your friends."



"How do you even read, Starlight?"



"Well, I assume sometimes things are wrong." She shrugged.



"Well, mistakes, yes! But intentional falsehoods? I can't believe Princess Celestia, of all ponies, would do something like this."



"Okay, then maybe it's the potion we shouldn't trust."



Twilight sighed. "I trust the potion. This is all too weird for my imagination to conjure up," she said. "Do you have any ideas on how to study magic in greater depth?"



"Only an inkling. I thought I knew everything there was to know about magic physics," said Starlight. "However, as you probably know, there's a museum in Manehattan with a History of Magic section."



"The device," said Twilight, slapping a hoof soundly against the table. "I know where you're going with this."



"Mana detection instruments fell out of vogue more than a millennium ago, as soon as ponies 'realized' that mana examination was inherently inaccurate. Like quantum physics, but worse," said Starlight.



"We could study the device and recreate it!. That's brilliant."



Starlight grinned sheepishly. "Well... I was actually thinking 'borrow'. Just for a short time, I mean, and replace it with a replica so nopony will know. It's not like it sees use. Rarity and Applejack should be able to make a flawless model if they work together."



Twilight Sparkle stared at her former protege while wearing a frown, then sighed. "Replace it with a replica? That means the curators won't know..." she said, and her voice faded out.



"That's the idea. I'm pretty sure we don't want anypony to know we're engaged in forbidden research, Twilight."



"This feels... wrong. Should we engage in forbidden research?"



Starlight Glimmer patiently waited for the wheels to turn.



"...okay. I can't help it either, I have to know, too," said Twilight, grimacing. "If I ever bring this up with Celestia I'll need a hole card, and knowing some of what I'm not supposed to know would be one buck of a card. Er, pardon my Prench."



Starlight blushed, then coughed. "Right. Anyway, I'll tell the others, and we'll get started."



"Actually... don't tell anypony but Rarity. See if she can make it by herself."



"Why?"



"You and she can go to Manehattan without raising suspicion, and then she can make the replica in the backroom of her shop."



"But why not tell the others, Twilight?"



"I don't want anypony tainted with this knowledge unless they need to be. I didn't even tell Zecora all the details. Rarity doesn't even need to know why we need the device, she just has to agree to keep it quiet," said Twilight. "That would limit this madness to Zecora, Moondancer in the near future, and the two of us."



"Don't forget Amethyst Sunset," said Starlight.



"Ouch. I did. Do you think I could coax it out of him?"



"It kind of sounded like he hates you for his prediction where you destroy a place whose tiny image on a crystal map fascinated you beyond anything you can remember."



"I'll never forget it now," whispered Twilight. "And you're right, he seriously does not like me. But we should talk to some fillies and colts here, locally."



"I'd rather do that in Manehattan while Rarity works. I have some great compulsion spells that should spill the beans quickly, but in case an angry parent sees me, I need to do it somewhere I can blend in and not be remembered."



Twilight Sparkle gasped. "Starlight!"



Starlight Glimmer patiently waited for the wheels to turn.



"...okay. But only for this. Are we clear?" said Twilight.



"Translucent. No, wait, I mean transparent. I know you understand the difference," she said, with a chuckle.



Twilight couldn't stifle a giggle of her own from emerging. It was rare for her to be able to dork out this much, and although Starlight carefully hid her eggheadedness, beneath a thin shell they weren't really that different. It was nice. It reminded her of another pony.



"Oh, that reminds me. I can go see Moondancer while you're doing the magic angle. I'll come back here once your... er... 'heist' is complete."



"I assume Moondancer is into astronomy as much as you are? I know all the basic stuff, but I've never owned a telescope one-quarter as large as the one you have."



"I'm an astronomy freak, because just like magic theory there's so much we don't understand about the sky and why it looks the way it does. She's the only pony I know of who might know more than I do. I have an even larger telescope there, too. Er, in Canterlot, I mean."



"Ah, so you probably won't be bringing her here," said Starlight, with a glum expression.



Twilight shook her head. "Later on, absolutely. I want you to be friends, and you've got a lot in common. But now is business."



"Agreed. Wasn't there something else you said about name magic?"



"That's obviously what nomenmancy means, but I don't have a clue what it is. Names come up all the time in magic, but you don't typically do magic with names. Maybe it's some kind of long distance cursing based on a pony's name," said Twilight. "It's useless to theorize when we haven't had time to brainstorm properly. Let's both think about it for a while."



"Sounds good. And, Twilight?"



"Yes?"



"Try not to destroy any amazing alternate dimensions of friendship and harmony," said Starlight Glimmer, with a grin.



Twilight Sparkle rolled her eyes.



"Seriously, though. Be careful, okay? This thing is probably dangerous," she added. Her eyes were slightly watery.



Twilight embraced her friend in a tight hug. "I will, and I know you will too," she said.



The mares split up. Twilight grabbed her saddlebags and headed directly to the train station.








On the train ride, Twilight Sparkle realized something obvious and troubling that neither she nor Starlight Glimmer had seriously considered.



What if Amethyst Sunset is right?



Twilight felt a sinking sensation deep inside her barrel as doubts began to fill her mind. Here she was, brazenly embarking on a daring journey into the unknown with a plethora of fascinating questions. If the colt was right, she would end up destroying something incredible that she didn't even understand yet. It could be the worst possible outcome for Equestria, worse than anything she could imagine—and Twilight had a very good imagination. Even being enslaved by Sombra might be better for Equestria than where she was headed.



"I don't know what Quifons is, but I do know it has something to do with the magic of friendship. Nothing else could be that beautiful," she whispered to herself, then shook her head to displace the mesmerizing image. This 'Quifons' thing was worth protecting, whatever it was.



Should I stop investigating?



It seemed unthinkable that Celestia's charge could know more about Twilight's destiny than Princess Celestia herself, the very alicorn who guided her to her own set of wings. Perhaps she should simply mare up, tell Celestia about all the forbidden knowledge she just tried to research, and trust her to know what to do. That was undoubtedly the wisest move.



Yet, destiny was a queer thing, not dissimilar from the closed timelike curves of time travel. You can't generally predict specifics, but what's going to happen is just going to happen whether or not you know about it. Once you do know, only the 'how' remains hidden. That's what 'destiny' means, after all. It's why sometimes it's actually better to not know your own destiny. Knowing can be a terrible prison.



If I talk to Princess Celestia, that might be the act that dooms us.



While technically possible, it wasn't a very convincing argument. Not investigating something forbidden by a pony as powerful and wise as Celestia was obviously the safer option. Talking to Princess Celestia was clearly the correct decision, and Twilight wasn't worried about being punished for something this minor. However, she was worried about having the answers she sought withheld from her, possibly for the rest of her life. You don't get to be centuries old like Celestia without developing the virtue of patience, and she wouldn't secretly forbid something without a very good reason.



Nonetheless, talking to Celestia was the proper choice, and Twilight knew this. There wasn't any question in her mind about what she should do. It just didn't matter.



For she also knew she couldn't stop. Unlike the Friendship Express she was presently riding, there were no brakes on the Twilight train. Not with knowledge at stake. Her rails were always headed toward the truth, even with Equestria in dire jeopardy. As she realized this, the young princess began to shed a few tears.



Twilight Sparkle was Twilight Sparkle, and that was that.
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Sugarcoat took a measured sip of tea, then sighed. “You know, Sunny Flare, it’s so nice to just not be―”

 

“Surrounded by idiots,” Sunny Flare interjected with a slight giggle after she bit carefully into her donut. “I can completely relate.” She chewed for a bit. “I understand having friends is considered a good thing, though.”

 

“Not to mention the future networking advantages though maintaining friendly communication,” Sugarcoat said as she rested her teacup in the saucer. “But having friends sucks.”

 

Sunny hummed as she took another bite of her donut. “What do you mean?”

 

“They just”―Sugarcoat clenched her teeth and grunted―“they just have the dumbest problems.”

 

“Like what?”

 

Lemon Zest stumbled into the kitchen, her face flush and her breathing ragged. She flashed a grin. “I just, uh, the door was unlocked. Did you get my text?”

 

Sugarcoat sipped again on her tea. “This is what I was talking about.”

 

Sunny returned the smile. “Oh, hey, Zesty! Is this the text about the ghost in your house?”

 

“Yeah,” Lemon said as she took a seat at the table with her two classmates.

 

“So, what’s the problem?” Sunny asked as she maintained the smile.

 

Lemon cupped her hands around her mouth and took a deep breath. “Guys.”

 

“Yes?” Sugarcoat asked as she set her cup down once again.

 

“… there’s a ghost in my house.”

 

Sunny Flare’s smile slowly softened into a slight frown. “Uh, I think we’re all on the same page with that already, yeah.” Sugarcoat groaned as she twirled a few strands of one of her twintails.

 

“Lemon,” Sugarcoat grunted, the hair-twirling starting to intermingle with slight tugging, “ghosts don’t exist.”

 

Lemon Zest glared at Sugarcoat. “Oh, no, you’re not pulling that on me.”

 

“Pulling what?” Sugarcoat intoned.

 

Sunny hummed. “Yeah, the only thing she’s pulling is her hair right now.” She shot a glance at Sugarcoat. “Which is rather unladylike.”

 

“I only do this when I’m in the company of idiots,” Sugarcoat said as she continued her tug-twirling.

 

“So you must have been yanking on your hair for a while before I got here,” Lemon said, which drew a scowl from Sunny. Sugarcoat slightly smirked before returning to her usual neutral expression.

 

“Anyway,” Sugarcoat said, “there’s no such thing as ghosts and you’re retarded for thinking there is.”

 

Lemon shrugged. “You’d also probably have called me retarded for suggesting that one of our classmates was going to turn into a multiverse destroying demon, but, you know―”

 

“Look,” Sugarcoat said as she stared at Lemon Zest, “just because Twilight briefly turned into a harbinger of the apocalypse doesn’t mean that spectral forms of the departed are in your house.” Sugarcoat exhaled, then grabbed her forehead. “I never thought I’d have to say that in my life.”

 

Sunny Flare furrowed her brow as she exchanged a glance between Lemon and Sugarcoat. “You know, Zesty has a point, as do you, Sugarcoat.”

 

Lemon and Sugarcoat looked at Sunny. “What?” they asked simultaneously.

 

“You’re both right,” Sunny said as she delicately bit into her donut. “The rules of reality have kind of changed, if you think about it. I mean, we just did a music video with girls who can grow wings and horsey ears,” she said, pantomiming ears with her hands.

 

Sugarcoat sneered at Sunny. “That doesn’t―” she sighed and buried her face into her palm ”―one doesn’t qualify the other. You can’t just start assuming everything is real because weird things with no precedent are happening.”

 

“Well, um,” Lemon said as she rested her jaw on her hand and looked at Sugarcoat, “there’s weird sounds coming from the attic and I feel super uncomfortable around my toaster.” She frowned. “You tell me what that is, then.”

 

“Probably your naiveté showing no precedent.” Sugarcoat sipped on her tea while receiving an unnoticed glare from Lemon Zest.

 

Sunny clasped her hands together and beamed. “That second part sounds like it could be an electrical thing! My mom has a thing that tests for that kind of stuff. A, uh, EMF thingy or whatever―”

 

“An EMF meter?” Lemon asked as she stared wide-eyed at Sunny. “I looked that up online but it looked super complicated to build. Is you mom a ghost hunter?”

 

“Um, no.” Sunny raised an eyebrow. “She’s an electrician. She uses it for, um”―she rubbed her face―”electrician stuff.”

 

Lemon Zest chortled. “It’s kind of funny that your mom’s an electrician because her name’s Solar Flare.”

 

“Ah, heh, yeah, I guess,” Sunny said as her eyes widened.

 

Sugarcoat snorted as she took another sip of her tea. Sunny glowered at Sugarcoat.

 

“Hey, she says it keeps her busy,” Sunny said as she crossed her arms, “and at least it adds more to society than your mom―”

 

“Networking with high-powered clients on behalf of my father.” Sugarcoat set her teacup down. “She’s actually been instrumental in closing a few deals.”

 

Sunny snorted. “From what I heard it’s more like she can’t close her―”

 

“A-ny-way,” Lemon interjected, “are you going to help me with my ghost problem or not?”

 

Sunny blinked, then nodded. “I’d be glad to help get to the bottom of this.”

 

Sugarcoat rolled her eyes. “It’s not like I had anything else planned this afternoon.”

 




 

“Wow, Zesty, your house is soooo small,” Sunny Flare said as she walked into Lemon Zest’s home, EMF meter in hand.

 

“As to be expected from a scholarship student,” Sugarcoat added, examining the premises.

 

Lemon Zest beamed. “Yep! I’m the first one in my family on track for college!”

 

“Apparently,” Sugarcoat said as she sat down on the couch, then grimaced. “This couch feels poor.”

 

“Uh, um―well, here’s the toaster, Sunny,” Lemon said as she waved in the direction of the toaster.

 

“Yeah, um,” Sunny said as she turned on the device, “I saw it when I got into the house, but thanks, Zesty.”

 

Lemon’s cheeks turned roseate as she grinned and chuckled weakly. “Oh, right. Of course.” Lemon looked at Sugarcoat. “Do you want anything to eat?”

 

Sugarcoat stared at the floor. ‘Um, I’d kind of feel bad taking food from a poor person―”

 

“Nonsense,” Lemon said, a slight sneer crossing her face as she walked into the kitchen, pulled a box of crackers out of the cabinet, and lobbed them onto the couch next to Sugarcoat. “My parents say that hospitality is the true show of wealth.”

 

Sugarcoat looked at Lemon, then the crackers, then took a sleeve of crackers out and opened it. “Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

 

“Yeah,’ Sunny said from the kitchen, “it looks like the area around your toaster is giving off some… stuff, it looks like.” She looked at Lemon and smiled. “I can ask my mom to take a look at it.”

 

Lemon pursed her lips and scratched the back of her head. “Um, I could ask for extra hours at the grocery store to―”

 

Sugarcoat looked up from her cracker feast. “You work at a grocery store?”

 

Lemon’s eyes darted around as she sulked. “Look, not all of us were born with silver spoons in our mouths.”

 

Sugarcoat snorted. “I actually have a golden spoon as a heirloom.”

 

“Whatever.” Lemon clenched her fist.

 

“Anyway,” Sunny Flare said as she patted Lemon on the back, “I could talk to my mom about doing it pro bono if you’d like.” She smiled. “As a favor to a friend.”

 

Lemon put a hand to her chest and the other on Sunny’s shoulder. “You’d do that? That’s―”

 

The three of them looked up when the sounds of errant scratching filtered in through the ceiling. Lemon shivered.

 

“That’s the ghost.”

 

Sugarcoat groaned. “It’s not a ghost. It’s probably a squirrel.” She stood up. “Where’s the attic?”

 

“Uh, uhm, follow me,” Lemon said as she waved Sunny and Sugarcoat to follow her. “The stairs are in my room.”

 

“The stairs are in your―ow!” Sugarcoat was cut off by Sunny yanking on one of her twintails and glaring at her. They entered Lemon’s bedroom to see her pulling down a trapdoor from the ceiling which unfolded into an extremely steep set of makeshift stairs, then gestured towards the new hole in the ceiling.

 

“There’s the attic,” Lemon said.

 

Sugarcoat eyed the attic stairs down. ”Poor people stairs.” Lemon shot daggers with her eyes at Sugarcoat, which Sugarcoat appeared to not notice. “Okay, get me a bat.”

 

Lemon looked at Sugarcoat. “What’s a bat going to do against a ghost―”

 

“It’s not a ghost. Just get me a bat.”

 

Sunny looked at Sugarcoat. “How can you be sure it’s not a―”

 

“It’s not a ghost!” Sugarcoat shouted. Lemon handed Sugarcoat a bat. “Thank you, Lemon Zest. Now let’s navigate these stairs…”

 

Sugarcoat carefully climbed the stairs into the attic, leaving Lemon Zest and Sunny Flare in Lemon’s room.

 

Lemon pouted. “I don’t like how Sugarcoat looks down on me.”

 

“I don’t think she means any harm by it, Zesty,” Sunny said before she sighed. “You know how she is. She just says whatever comes out of her mouth.”

 

“It still hurts,” Lemon says as she pursed her lips. “It’s like she thinks I’m some kind of idiot because my parents don’t have as much money as hers. I mean,” she said as she looked at Sunny, “there’s clearly something wrong with Sour Sweet and she doesn’t get this much trouble from Sugarcoat.”

 

Sunny put a hand on Lemon’s shoulder. “Sometimes actions speak louder than words, though. Even though she doesn’t think there’s a ghost in your attic, she still went in there expecting something dangerous.” Sunny returned Lemon’s look with a smile. “I’d say she considers you a friend.”

 

The corners of Lemon’s mouth turned up. “Yeah, I guess―”

 

Lemon Zest was cut off by the sounds of smashing wood and Sugarcoat shrieking, followed by Sugarcoat tumbling down the attic stairs into Sunny Flare.

 

Lemon Zest gasped as she looked at the contorted bodies of her friends. “Are you okay?”

 

“Ow.” Sugarcoat winced as she rolled off of Sunny Flare, the latter standing up and dusting herself off. “Yeah, I think I’m fine. Just got bit by a raccoon and tumbled down an entire flight of stairs.” She fingered the frame of her glasses. “I’m actually really surprised that my glasses didn’t break.”

 

“Rich people glasses, I guess.” Lemon looked at Sugarcoat. “So the raccoon was the ghost?”

 

“It is now,” Sugarcoat said with a grin as she waved the now-bloodstained bat a bit.

 

“Oh, thank you, you’re the best!” Lemon said as she hugged Sugarcoat, who let out a pained grunt. “Oh, sorry,” Lemon said with a chuckle, “let me get you something for the pain!” she said as she left her bedroom.

 

“And the bleeding!” Sugarcoat called out.

 

“Gotcha!”

 

Sunny Flare examined Sugarcoat’s body up and down. “Actually, do you want me to call 911?”

 

“Sunny,” Sugarcoat said as she turned her head to face Sunny, “have I ever told you how good of a friend you are?”

 

A vacant stare crossed Sunny’s face for a moment before she pulled out her phone. “… Yeah, I’m calling 911.”

 

Lemon Zest returned with two pills and a bandage in one hand and a glass of water in another. “Here, Sugarcoat, sit up and take these while I bandage your ankle.”

 

Sugarcoat grabbed the pills and the glass, then examined the pills that Lemon Zest had handed her. “Are these store brand―ow!”

 

Lemon looked at Sugarcoat with a smile. “Have to disinfect the wound before I wrap it up.”

 

Sugarcoat hummed, then shrugged and swallowed the pills. “I am in a transcendent amount of pain right now.”

 

“You did just fall down poor people stairs,” Lemon said as she finished bandaging Sugarcoat’s ankle.

 

Sugarcoat chortled. “I can’t imagine they’d hurt any more than my stairs.” Lemon chortled as well.

 

“Okay,” Sunny said, “someone will be here shortly. I also told them to send animal control on account of there now being a dead raccoon in the attic.”

 

“You mean a raccoon ghost,” Sugarcoat said with an impish grin.

 

A vacant stare crossed Lemon Zest’s face. “…yeah, you need to go to the hospital.”

 

“Eh,” Sugarcoat said as she laid back down, “it’s probably just a coping mechanism from encountering a near-death experience compounded with the adrenaline rush from the recent battle.”

 

Sunny pursed her lips and stared blankly at Sugarcoat.

 

“She means killing a raccoon and falling down the stairs is making her wacky,” Lemon said.

 

Sunny clasped her hands together and nodded. “Okay, then, I’ll take your word for it.”

 

Lemon Zest caught Sugarcoat twirl-tugging on one of her twintails. Sugarcoat looked Lemon in the eyes and motioned with her own towards Sunny, whereupon they shared a muffled giggle.

 
      

      
   
      Looking for Trouble


      
      
      
         
         Fool

      
         
         Her Eye Forever Gazes Down

      
      

      

      
      
         Now I can understand y’all might be upset about some busybody pokin’ their nose where it don’t belong, ma’am.  But I’d be powerful obliged if you’d just put my gun down and let me tell my side of the story before you pass judgment over what I’ve done.

 




 

Name’s Troubleshoes Clyde.  Yep, hand to Harmony, that’s m’name.  Never liked it much, but I reckon it does suit me. I ain’t never been the luckiest fellow around the North Amareican desert.  Suppose that’s plenty clear by now, what with these ropes and everything.

 

No, ever since the whole big magic blast thing came outta Canterlot High, I’ve been just fortunate enough to keep my hide in one piece and find enough work to keep my belly full.  Turns out there's no shortage of need for ugly-lookin’ dudes willin’ to throw their muscle around, or ones at least that look like they could. I don't actually care much for hurtin’ folks unless there's a good reason.  I’m also what y’all might call a bit klutzy, and between those two things I don't tend to last too long on anybody’s payroll.

 

But I didn’t come here workin’ on a goon squad.  No, you heard about that territory a bit north o’here with folk callin’ themselves an Empire?  Found myself up there after gettin’ run out of my last job.  And before you ask, I don’t know much about the Empire itself; I learned a long time ago that it’s best not to ask too many questions.

 

I mean, in general.  What we got here obviously ain’t a case of me followin’ my own advice.

 

But all I know for sure is that the Empire pays good and don’t do too wrong by their people.  And after some of what I’ve seen out there, that got me thinkin’ I might wanna lend a hand with keepin’ up the place.  So when the sheriff's office posted up that they was lookin’ for some deputies to help find a missing person, sure enough I signed up.  And I tried hard not to mess it up.  Y’all don’t know how hard I tried.  I mean, sure, they made me take that gun, but I figured I’d be just as likely to end up shootin’ myself as anything else if I ever tried to use it.

 

Just my luck, probably gonna end up gettin’ shot with it anyway.

 




 

I s’pose the main thing you’ll want to know about is her, though.

 

The first time I saw her was just after I got into town.  She was slight but toned, and was wearin’ a golden straw hat just about the color of her hair, and a grey mottled dress not too far off her skin tone.  Buncha kids were milling around her by the tin shack y’all use as a schoolhouse, and I remember thinkin’ that with her smiles and gentle words for ‘em she looked just about the prettiest creature I laid eyes on since the world went belly-up.  And speakin’ of which, I can’t forget those eyes.  I know y’all know what I mean: golden, warm, and Harmony bless ‘em if they could keep pointed in any one direction for half a minute at a time.

 

Now I don’t want to be ungentlemanly ‘bout how I talk about her, but you gotta understand, I ain’t the type to just go chasin’ after any woman what walks by.  I’ve long since figured I was gonna run off any woman I got near, what with how much of a mess I tend to make of things.  But from the moment I laid eyes on her, I could tell that she was different.  And it wasn’t just because I hadn’t been starin’ more’n a moment before she tripped over a kid who’d bent down to tie their shoes and ended up spillin’ a whole big stack of books outta her arms, though I reckon that might’ve been the thing that got me to work up the courage to go talk to her.

 

“Need a hand, ma’am?” I asked her, and I offered mine.

 

The look she gave me was guarded at first, with her mouth in a cute lil’ “o” and her eyes all wide and pointed every which-way but straight at me.  The kids all went silent, too; prolly didn’t think twice about havin’ some stranger pass through town until I was right there talkin’ to her.  And she was sweatin’ too, though it was muggy out, likely ‘cuz of all that water y’all managed to pump out of the old school site.

 

But then she smiled, and let me tell you, even if y’all end up shootin’ me, comin’ here would almost still be worth it for that smile.  It was small but welcoming, and it showed off her right pretty dimples.  And then she stretched her hand up and put it in mine, and the warmth of that lil’ hand wasn’t good for anythin’ but makin’ me even hotter under the collar than the day had already done.  I met her eyes--more or less--and my heart started thumpin’, and I wanted that moment to last forever.

 

Then of course I lost my balance tryin’ to pull her up and ended up falling flat on my face right next to her, which got a good laugh out of the school kids.  But then I felt those hands on my sides, and she rolled me over and was a whole lot closer to my face than felt appropriate.

 

“You okay, mister?” she asked.

 

And looking up at her, I didn’t know how to answer, so I just said, “Yep.”

 

She said a few things after that, but for the life of me I can’t remember ‘em.  I just remember watchin’ like it was a movie as the kids helped her up, and helped her with her books, and they all ushered themselves off down the way, leavin’ me down on my butt on the cracked road.

 

Figured it was high time for a drink at that point.

 




 

“Best steer clear of the schoolteacher if you know what’s good for you,” was the first words I heard walkin’ into the bar a couple streets over.  “Berryshine’s Booze,” the sign above the door said.

 

I looked across the otherwise empty barroom, blinked out the sun in my eyes, and caught sight of a woman sitting on a stool cleaning a glass.  She had pink-purple skin, darker-pink hair, and just about the craggiest face I’ve ever seen on somebody so young.  I mean, I reckon she’s only just my age or yours, but she looked as though she’s seen some things.  More’n most, is what I mean.

 

“I’m just here to have a drink,” I said, tryin’ not to give anything away in my tone.

 

“You don’t know what you’re dealing with, stranger,” she said.  And I mean, in retrospect, there obviously was somethin’ to her words.  But at the time I didn’t stop her, and she just looked at me like I was an idiot and shook her head.  “Yeah,” she said, “I heard about your little stunt back there.  Word gets around fast, especially where she’s concerned.”

 

I furrowed my brow.  “Now I’ll beg your pardon, ma’am,” I said, “I’m just here lookin’ for a man who might’ve passed through some time ago.  Seems like Canterlot here gets a fair few visitors; do you suppose…”

 

And she just cuts me off, sayin’:  “No way, stranger.  This here’s Sunset’s town.  You want booze, I got booze.  You want information, you try Sunset.  But just a little friendly advice: she doesn’t hold with thugs coming into town and either making trouble or trying to stir up the past.  And that goes double for the schoolteacher.”

 

So we’ve established that I ain’t the sharpest tool in the box, but then I did something real boneheaded.  I blurted right out: “Do you know what went on with the magic blast?”

 

Which, of course, was stupid to ask.  Would’ve been stupid anywhere close to Canterlot, but in the place itself?  Faster than I realize, the barkeep’s right up in my face, and slaps me hard as a sock full o’bits, and she points a big ol’ finger up in my eye.  “None of us want to remember,” she says.  And we locked eyes, and I could see up close that what I thought were wrinkles or what have you were actually scars.  It’s a miracle that both her eyes seemed good considering how badly the rest of her face had fared with whatever left it that way.

 

I cleared my throat and said, “Maybe I’ll pass on that drink after all, ma’am.”  Then I tipped my hat and made myself scarce.

 




 

I should’ve skipped town right then and there.  I mean, the unfriendly barkeep was just one sign, but I was gonna get paid about the same whether I stayed in Canterlot or kept lookin’ elsewhere, and there’s certainly friendlier places.  Friendlier enough to sell a man a drink, at least.  And all the sheriff said he really cared about was if I found sign of that fella I came lookin’ for, either living or dead.

 

Which…well, I mean, I’m gettin’ ahead of myself.

 

So I was standin’ there in the road thinkin’ about what I wanted to do, when I spotted her again, walkin’ between what was left of some brick buildings down the next street over.  Only that time she was just with one real little kid, not the whole bunch of ‘em.  And I knew--I just knew from lookin’ at the way they walked together, arm-in-arm--that she had to be her daughter.  I mean, I know a kid can end up lookin’ just about like anything, no matter what either parent looks like, but they had about the same hair color, and eye color, and a pretty similar bone structure, even if the daughter had a little more purple in the grey of her skin.  And they both had that same warm smile that lit up their whole face.

 

Then they passed behind a rusted-out shed and I lost ‘em.

 

I chased around corner and ended up following ‘em from a distance as they made their way through the swirling, smoky, loud and bustling tents on your market street.  She and her daughter were doin’ their shopping for dinner by the looks of it, pickin’ vegetables and meats and even a lil’ cheese into a couple sacks they’d brought with ‘em.  And I’ll say this for Canterlot, y’all got a big variety of hawkers down your main drag, with some fancy fruits and such that I can’t remember seein’ since before the big one went off.

 

And don’t get me wrong, I know the way that makes me sound, skulkin’ around and followin’ a nice woman like her from a distance.  But try to understand that as a sheriff's deputy I gotta follow the hunches what come to me.  And even if I didn’t find her pretty, the fact was that I hadn’t even been in town a day and I’d already had someone tellin’ me not to do somethin’.  If that ain’t some kinda lead, I don’t know what is.

 

The sun was gettin’ low and the shadows had come thick before they finished up in the market and started heading down a side street toward what I figured must be their house.  The crowd was gettin’ thinner too, and I started worryin’ that it would be more obvious that I was following ‘em.  I moved from building to building, keepin’ out of sight as best I could, and somehow managin’ to not trip over my own two feet in the process.

 

Of course my luck wouldn’t hold forever, though.  At one point I ducked into one particularly dark alley with half of an adjoining building’s roof collapsed overtop it, and judging by the lil’ hairs that stood up on the back of my neck, I had a sense that I wasn’t alone.

 

“Who’s there?” I called out.

 

I spotted movement at the back of the alley.  It was powerful dark back there, though, so I didn’t expect a woman to call back to me: “This is the only warning you’ll get, stranger: leave her alone.  Consider leaving town too, if you know what’s good for you.”

 

Now no one ever accused me of knowing that, so I called back: “With all due respect, ma’am, I reckon I’ll be keepin’ to my business, and I’ll ask you keep to yours.  Unless o’course you know somethin’ about a man who might’ve come down from the Empire a bit ago…”

 

She tensed.  It was subtle, but I could see her stance shift forward.  “I gave you your warning,” she said.  “The schoolteacher’s been through enough.  We all have.”

 

I squinted, trying to make out any details about her.  She was a little on the tall side, and she had some decent volume to her long hair, but that was all I could make out.  “Now I reckon I ain’t exactly been gettin’ a warm reception to your lovely little town here,” I said.  “That’s fair enough.  But I ain’t here to make trouble; I just wanna find my man.  If you can help me, great; if not, I’m liable to be on my way sooner than later, once I finish looking.”

 

The woman shook her head.  “Don’t give me any reasons to get rid of you sooner,” she said.  Then she turned away, retreated back into the shadows, and I lost her.

 

“Well that wasn’t the least bit suspicious,” I said to myself.

 




 

I definitely shouldn’t have thrown a stone up at the schoolteacher’s window once night fell and she got down to just one candle flickering upstairs.  I mean, watchin’ from the darkness of some burned-out buildings near her pretty intact two-story brick number, I couldn’t tell for sure that she’d finished putting her daughter to bed.  With my luck, I coulda just as easily roused her while her daughter had come in for a bedtime story.

 

But of course, given my luck, what really happened was I put that stone right through her window.  The sounds of shattering glass got half the dogs in the that part of town to start barking.  Then she slid the window up and stood gazing out with a pinched look on her face.

 

I figured I was done for, so I cleared my throat and stepped out into view.  “I’m right sorry ‘bout the window, ma’am,” I said.  “I got more’n enough bits on me to make that right for you.”

 

She squinted hard and leaned out further from the window, then gave me a little smile and leaned back as her eyes pointed somewhere in my direction.  “Oh, it’s you,” she said.  “Mister…?”

 

“Clyde,” I said, and my heart started pounding again.  “Troubleshoes Clyde.”  I’ll confess I gave an extra flourish with my hat, too.

 

Her smile didn’t change much, but her shoulders relaxed.  “Well, what can I do for you tonight, Troubleshoes Clyde?”

 

I glanced around me, feeling a crawling itch down my spine from blowing my cover like I had.  “Truth be told, ma’am… if it ain’t too forward, would you mind if we discussed it away from prying eyes?”

 

“Sure!” she said, a good bit more brightly than I’d expected.  I mean, nothing against her judgment, but I’d never really figured that a pretty woman like her would give me the time o’day, much less letting me--a total stranger--into her house.  I guess maybe in some ways I’d wanted to ask her just so she could shoot me down.  Y’know, so I could be sure my luck was going back to normal.

 

Some luck, though, ending up the way it’s done.

 




 

We sat at her dining room table.  It was wood, and circle-shaped, and she’d set a single candle in a saucer in the middle of it.  Darn thing guttered pretty badly in the drafts that blew through her old house.  The light looked real pretty on her hair and eyes, though.  And on that smile.

 

“So, what brings you by the old place?” she asked.

 

I bit my lip and watched the light play across her golden eyes a bit longer than I probably should’ve.  After a while she gave a musical little laugh, and all at once I felt like I could wait forever to say anything if only she’d continue.

 

“Cat got your tongue?” she asked, winking.

 

“Powerful sorry, ma’am,” I said, shaking myself.  “Seems like all the words I wanted to say just turned into a ten car pileup in my head.”

 

She giggled.  “I don’t think we’ve had ten working cars in Canterlot since… you-know-what happened.”  Her smile faltered.  “Sorry.   You-know-what was just supposed to be a fun time for us.  We called it ‘The Friendship Games.’  We’d seen a little bit of magic earlier that school year, but we never knew that someone what planning to…”  She shook her head.  “I’m sorry.  It was… horrible.  If it wasn’t for Sunset, I can’t imagine how much worse it might’ve been.”

 

I nodded, then scratched my chin.  “Well, ain’t no need to talk about it if you don’t want to, ma’am,” I said.  “How ‘bout somethin’ simpler, like how you got to be a schoolteacher?”

 

Her mouth drew tighter.  “That’s… not a happy story either.  Miss Berryshine’s sister, Miss Cheerilee, still used to teach until… well, I… I guess I’d rather not talk about that, either.”

 

I nodded some more.  I felt like I was losin’ her, and more than anything I didn’t want to.  So I went for broke: “Well, to give you the whole story, I’m just comin’ through town lookin’ for a man who I was told might’ve been through here some time back.  I’ll be honest, I don’t have a lot to go on other than a basic description.”  I paused, ‘cuz I wanted to give her a chance to speak if she wanted; but she didn’t, so I kept going.  “Fella had a strong build, white skin, blond hair, square jaw, and a compass rose tattoo right on…”

 

And as Harmony is my witness, she started shakin’ right then and there.  I stopped talkin’ in a hurry, then leaned close to her and put a hand on her arm and asked if she was all right.  “No,” she said, pulling her arm away.  “I don’t think I know what happened to… that man.  I’m sorry.”  And she said it with a little pause in there and everything.

 

That little pause spoke volumes for me.

 

“Now look,” I said, “the truth is that I been told not to talk to you.  I don’t rightly know why, but given that there might be a missin’ person involved, I gotta take everythin’ suspicious into account.  And folks tellin’ me I absolutely ought not talk to you after findin’ out what I’m up to is is powerful suspicious, when you couple it with how you seem to feel about his description…”

 

She stood up, making her chair squeak against the wood floor.  Then she turned away from me.  “I’ll thank you to go now, Mr. Clyde,” she said.

 

And truthfully, under the circumstances, what else could I do?  I tipped my hat, left her a few bits for the window, and made my way outside.  I was pretty flustered, though.  I felt as though I’d done wrong by a good woman, and done my usual job of ruinin’ my prospects with a pretty woman.  And worst of all, the trail that I’d thought I was followin’ seemed to have gone cold.

 

Wasn't until I was ten-fifteen minutes deep into aimless wanderin’ and feelin’ sorry for myself that I remembered I’d heard the name Berryshine before.

 




 

It struck me as odd that I’d find a place by the name o’ “Berryshine’s Booze” closed durin’ what I figure had to be its peak nighttime hours.  In the time I spent casing its outside, I saw no shortage of workin’ men try the door and come away cursin’ about her bein’ closed.  Figured it was best to keep to myself and just watch, though; didn’t seem like I was bound to find much welcome in Canterlot one way or another.  And she didn’t leave a note or anything on the door, so there wasn’t much for me to go on there, either.

 

Except another hunch that started brewin’.

 

See, while I was snoopin’ around the place, I got to thinkin’ that there was some commonality between the way the schoolteacher and Miss Berryshine had acted when I mentioned I was lookin’ for someone, or when I described him.  And then there was the fact that the schoolteacher made it sound like Berryshine’s sister ended up in a bad way, and how Berryshine was all scarred-up, and that the pretty woman ended up gettin’ her sister’s job… that all gave me another link between them.

 

Though another link was Sunset herself.  Maybe Canterlot’s protector, or maybe the person in charge of it… truth be told, I was still pretty fuzzy on the details.  Either way, though, it seemed like she was the one person I hadn’t paid a visit.  And with her bein’ such a bigwig, I figured it shouldn’t be too hard to track her down, even if it meant I’d have to try talkin’ to some folk.

 




 

I should’ve figured I’d end up at the site o’Canterlot High sooner or later.  With all due respect though, there’s less to look at than I’d expected for the place where whatever happened happened.  Got a real big crater on one end of a sandy hill, and lotsa broken-down ruins on the other end.  ‘Course, I will say someone’s put some effort into buildin’ that nice ranch house next to the ruins.  Simple but tasteful, if you don’t mind my sayin’.

 

’Course, one other nice thing about ranch houses is that there’s only the single floor, so it’s not too hard even for a klutz like me to get right up next to a window from the outside and just listen.  The insulation must’ve been pretty good, all things considered, ‘cause I still couldn’t hear too much.  I certainly didn’t dare take a peek through that window.  But I could tell that one of the voices from inside was Berryshine’s, and I heard the word “cave” come up more’n a couple times while they talked.

 

I strained hard listenin’ for details.  I heard a couple that sounded like landmarks.  I didn’t want to push my luck, though, so I hightailed it outta there once it sounded like the conversation was windin’ down.

 

Sleep was soundin’ pretty good by that point.  And even if I didn’t have a decent place to lay my head, the ruins promised a whole cornucopia of options for a man willin’ to keep his expectations low.

 




 

I was plenty stiff the next morning, what with my humble accommodations.  But I set out for the market once it got good and light.  Figured I could grab some breakfast while I figured how to follow-up the lead I’d got the night before.

 

Didn’t figure I’d run into her.

 

“Hello again, Mr. Clyde,” the schoolteacher said.  And while I’m thinkin’ about it, I really should’ve thought to ask her name.  Should’ve done before that moment when my main impression of her was how strong and pretty she looked.  Certainly should’ve done it in that moment when her mouth was pulled into a tight lil’ frown and her eyes looked misty.

 

“Somethin’ wrong, ma’am?” I asked.  Then I cocked my head, and said, “I reckon that you must be missin’ school by now, aren’t you?”

 

“I am,” she said, nodding.  “But I asked my substitute to cover for me.  I… I wanted to come find you, if I could.  To apologize for how I clammed-up last night.”

 

I raised my eyebrows.  Couldn’t help it.  “Oh, that’s all right,” I said.  “I understand some things ain’t easy to talk about.”

 

Then she got real quiet and looked around before leaning close.  “I’ve… seen that man, but not at all recently.  This was years ago.  But yes, I… know who you’re talking about.  The tattoo confirms it.”

 

“Well hot diggity,” I said under my breath.  “Look, I got a lead on a place where he might’ve been.  Don’t ask how.  The thing I need is help piecing together what I know and figurin’ out where it is.”

 

And she just looked up into my eyes, and hers got all big and teary, and she asked one question: “What are you going to do if you find him?”

 

I swallowed hard.  Truth be told, I wasn’t sent out with a warrant or nothin’; it was just a missing person job.  But I figured that I knew what the job really was, so I went for broke again:  “I’m gonna bring him in for what he’s done, ma’am.”

 

And she nodded, and smiled, and we left the market in a hurry.

 




 

We were mostways to the cave when I looked at her and told her how awfully lucky I felt that she’d come lookin’ for me, and how she’d been able to find a substitute on such short notice.

 

That’s when she told me her substitute was Miss Berryshine, and that they’d talked about things briefly that morning.

 

And even though I felt my blood run cold for hearing it… what was I supposed to do?  I mean, other than running, of course.

 




 

I reckon y’all probably know what happened from there better than I do, ma’am.  I mean, we got down into the cave down there easy enough, and found… what’s left of him.  Right useful marking the spot with his compass rose, it was.

 

Then o’course it must’ve been you or someone with you who jumped us on the way out, and I… I heard her scream, just before I got clocked pretty good.

 

Look, by now you oughtta know what kinda man I am, and what I came here to do.  I don’t know what he did exactly, though I can guess from how she talked about him, and from the way that everybody else just wanted me to leave her alone.  And I want you to know that I wanna see justice done, whether that’s bringin’ his remains back home to the Empire, or tryin’ to make things right for her, or… well, figurin’ out who put that man in that cave, and why.

 

I ain’t lucky enough to be able to leave that alone, ma’am.

 

I suppose there’s one exception, though.  I… I think you have her.  And I certainly don’t want what I’ve done here to bring her any more harm than she’s already been through.  She’s beautiful, and way too trusting.  I get that now.  Please, whatever you do to me, just promise me you’ll let her go.

 

I mean, the way folks talk about her around here, you’d figure Sunset herself would take notice if she’d gone missing, and then she’d…

 

Oh.

 

So you’re, uh…

 

Huh.  You’d figure that I would’ve guessed that by now, if I was any good at bein’ a deputy.

 

Well ain’t that just my luck.
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