
      A Little Space


      

      
      
         A ringing sound broke through Grannysmith Apple’s mental funk: the bell above the entrance to the cafe where she sat alone, nursing a cup of cooling coffee. She raised her eyes from her cup, and felt her stomach knot; Mayor Mare stood in the doorway, giving her a tense frown.



The soft buzz of conversation rippled through the few other occupied tables as Mayor Mare approached her. “Good morning, Grannysmith. I didn’t expect you’d be in town this morning, what with harvest preparations and, ah, changes in your home.”



“Harvest or no, it didn’t seem right tryin’ to roust Bright Mac and Pear Butter outta bed at dawn on their first morning as husband and wife. Reckon I probably wouldn’t get much response if I tried, y’know?”



“That’s kind of you,” Mayor Mare said, clearing her throat. “I suppose the situation does call for a bit of… getting used to.”



Grannysmith wrinkled her muzzle. “We’ve been friends for a long time, Marey. If you’re here to talk about you marrying away my little boy without so much as a how-do-you-do, you best get talkin’.”



Mayor Mare pulled out a chair and sat herself down. “I am so sorry for how you found out. I was going to come around sometime to tell you that Bright Mac had talked to me about marrying them, but I… I just could never quite find the words. Then yesterday he told me it had to be then.”



“Well, you should’ve told me something! He’s my boy, and you know them two ain’t much past legal to get married. Shoot, the paper’s been full of talk about Princess Celestia looking to raise limits!”



“I wouldn’t do this for just anypony.” Mayor Mare looked down at the table. “If I didn’t know how sensible Bright Mac is… if the whole town hadn’t known how much they cared about each other, or how unfair… ah, her father was…”



“You were gonna say, ‘Their parents.’”



Mayor Mare blushed. “I wanted you to see it; everypony did. And it seemed like there was still time to bring you around, until her father forced things.”



“Well, that’s a Pear for you.” Grannysmith shook her head. “Poor girl. She’s a sweetheart; I can’t fault my boy for seeing good in her.” She locked eyes with Mayor Mare. “Can’t say I’m happy with you right now, Marey; but when I look at that girl… I ain’t quite mad, either. Not sure what to call this feeling, to be honest.”



A smile worked its way across Mayor Mare’s face. “I’m grateful you’d at least say that much, Granny.”



“Well, and that’s another thing that doesn’t sit quite right with me.”



“Sorry… ‘Granny?’ I just meant it like you call me ‘Marey.’”



“It’s different, though. I’ve always known ‘Grannysmith’ was a stone’s throw away from ‘Granny Smith,’ but I never felt ready to think about Bright Mac… getting older. Going on dates, then going steady… and with a Pear!” She took a sip of coffee. “Now all of a sudden he’s married. And mark my words, with those two in the master suite, it won’t be long before I will be ‘Granny.’”



Mayor Mare reached across the table and placed her hooves atop Grannysmith’s. “Tell me what I can do to help make this right for you. Please. I know that I’m responsible for this, at least in part.”



“I don’t know. Right now I just need some time alone to take things in. Maybe having today off will be enough. Can’t sit around mopin’ about my feelings with the harvest on its way.”



“I guess, if that’s what you really need…” Mayor Mare hesitated. “I hate leaving a friend alone at a time like this, though. Maybe I could still do something that would let you keep your space until you’re ready for more? Oh! How about if I bring some dinner out to Sweet Apple Acres tonight?”



“Hmm. Sounds mighty generous, but maybe you could take my son and daughter-in-law out to eat instead? Might be that they’d appreciate a chance to get to know the mare who married them a little better.” Grannysmith put on a wry smile. “Besides, I might need a little more time to wrap my head around Bright Mac being married before I sit through dinner with them two makin’ goo-goo eyes at each other the whole time.”



Mayor Mare smiled. “I suppose that does sound nice. So… still friends?”



“You betcha,” Grannysmith said, raising her cup.
      

      
   
      Black / Flightcamp


      

      
      
         Hardly anyone dies at flight camp.



Windy Willows flew frantically through the trees, the sharp limbs grasping at his wings and scratching into his sides.



Hardly anyone dies, or at least that's what Spitshine said last night. But then Spitshine was always trying to scare Windy, or make fun of him, or beat him up.



Windy was pretty far off course now. The counselors wouldn't have intended for him to be flying through this much underbrush, right? It was the middle of the day, but the thick canopy of trees blocking out the sky overhead, plunging everything into creepy shadows. Windy pressed onwards, ignoring the twinge of pain in his wing.



Spitshine used to live on the ground, a fact he reminded everyone of regularly at Cloudsdale Flight Camp. That's why he said he knew all about the monsters that lived there, the ones that would chase and eat scared baby pegasi.



When Windy paused for even a second, he could hear twigs snapping behind him as something pursued him. He put on another burst of speed, almost crashing into the trunk of a huge oak, desperate to put more space between them. Then he heard the cackling.



The worst of all was the gruesnipe, Spitshine said. It would track down, torture, and kill foals for fun, not even because it was hungry. Though of course the more scared they were, the better they tasted. And when he said this, he stared directly at Windy.



Windy could have flown upwards maybe, tried to break through the branches above and get into open sky, but he knew that the only advantage his weak wings had was in their agility, not strength. He bounced from branch to branch, careening through the undergrowth and falling closer and closer to the ground.



At least Spitshine couldn't pick on Windy at flight camp the way he could at school. The counselors watched them too carefully. It was almost a relief, actually getting to eat his lunch. Not worrying about being shoved into a thundercloud. Not having to make up excuses for the bruises to his parents.



Windy almost slammed into the ground when it rose up in front of him, but beat his wings backwards just in time, still getting a mouthful of dirt for his trouble. His right wing screamed in agony, and Windy knew flying any more would be impossible.



That was the wing that Spitshine had broken, several months ago. It never had healed right. The doctor had said it was probably going to be a permanent problem. He wasn't sure if his parents believed the excuses that time, but he made them anyways.



Windy scrabbled through the dirt, looking for shelter. He saw a cave—well, hardly more than a hole, but close enough—and galloped towards it, his wings twitching painfully as he still tried to use them to speed himself along.



After Spitshine had broken his wing, he had explained exactly why Windy wasn't going to say anything about it. He had talked very clearly about what he would do if Windy squealed. Not to Windy, no. Windy already faced the worst that Spitshine could do on a nearly daily basis. But Windy could still taste the blood and vomit in his mouth as he laid in agony, looking up at Spitshine's cruel smile as he described in detail exactly what he would do to Windy's little sister Violet.



Inside the cave, Windy's hooves found a rock, heavy and sharp along one edge. He let out a breath. His lips absently found a smile as a new sense of clarity settled around him. He didn't feel particularly scared any more. He didn't feel much of anything.



An equine silhouette appeared at the mouth of the cave, peering around as it made growling noises, in between snorts of laughter. Windy waited for the right moment.



---




The camp counselors were in a total panic by the time Windy finally dragged himself back to the clearing where they were supposed to meet, several hours late. When they saw him, covered in dirt and scratches and even some dried blood, they were horrified but also relieved. He explained how he had gotten lost. When they asked him if he had seen anypony else out in the woods, he said no, and they sent him on to the nurse.



The search teams started looking for Spitshine that night.



Hardly anyone dies at flight camp. But sometimes, every now and again, a kid goes missing.
      

      
   
      Heroism


      

      
      
         The problem with Twilight Sparkle being the Princess of Friendship was that she was good at it.



Or more precisely, she was Twilight Sparkle.



Sure, it took her a while to get the hang of how best to resolve friendship problems. And sure, the nature of ponies (and donkeys and griffons and dragons and changelings and yaks and any number of other sentient species) meant that new problems would keep coming up. But even if friendship wasn't an exact science, it was still close enough to a science and that meant you could use control groups and hypotheses and deductions and…



Well, it only took eight-hundred ninety-seven years, five months, and thirteen days for Twilight Sparkle to permanently solve every friendship problem in Equestria. To be honest, it was surprising that it was that long. Once she had gotten everything into exact perfect harmony, and trained every being in the world on proper conflict-resolution practices, she only had one leftover issue.



She was bored.



Thankfully, it was Pinkie who noticed that her friend was having a problem, and gave her the solution. (Gosh, all those trainings worked so well)



"Well, if everyone in this universe are already friends, why not go help another universe?"



And it only took her four-hundred twelve years to sort out the problems in the dimension where everypony had the weird finger things and boot things and lived in a giant high school.



Thankfully, an infinite multiverse meant that she wasn't going to run out of places to go help any time soon. But it also seemed rude to butt into other parallel universes and take charge. So after reverse-engineering the mirror portal, she made a few tweaks such that it would instantly transport her to someplace in the multiverse where she was direly needed to solve a friendship problem.



After tying a rope to Spike, pushing him through and making sure he was okay when she pulled him back out, she decided she was ready for whatever challenges might come her way.



Taking a deep breath, she jumped through the portal. There was a bright flash, and a deafening crack.



And suddenly she was standing in the middle of an unfamiliar room.



Two bipedal creatures stared at her. One of them was dressed in black, with a swirly red cape. The other was wearing brightly-colored spandex and goggles.



The one in the cape recovered first. "Now my minion! Destroy Ultra Man!" he commanded.



Twilight tilted her head, trying to get her bearings. She decided to go with Friendship-Suggestion-Opener #497. "Why would I do that?" she said earnestly. "Can't we all just be friends instead?"



The caped man's hand hit his face. The spandex man smirked.



"Well crap."


      

      
   
      Can't Hurt Her


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      To Be Decided


      

      
      
         Friends are like cakes: we say we love them all, but there's always that one secret favourite we have. Me, I have the opposite problem: I have several favourite cakes and can't choose between them.



“Umm, Pinkie Pie, can I have some muffins?” sample A asks. I call her Lemon Shyness: sweet and delicate, perfect for quiet afternoons. Adorable as a kitten’s sugar whiskers, she's a cake best admired in private. 



“Sure thing!” I smile and hop to fetch her a bagful. “Discord visiting again?”



“Umm, yes.” Lemon Shyness smiles. “He says he finds your muffins chaotic.” She blushes.



“Ha! That guy’s just a freeloader!” Blue Frosting cuts in. Always cool and light as air, she has a tendency to be gone before you know it. On the other hoof she’s she's fun to be with anywhere anytime, and you just can't beat frosting. “Why do you still put up with him?! Oh, hey, Pinkie.”



“Hey.” I grin. She's also great to play pranks on ponies, but today she's here for something else. “Your super  special pancakes are waiting for you in the kitchen. Just give me a sec and I'll—“



“Nah, I’ll get it,” she says casually looking in the opposite direction. “I hope you didn't put any orange mousse. You know I don't like that girly stuff!”



“No sirree!” My smile widens. Of course there's mousse and plenty of it. I know she loves it and she knows I know. “Not one bit! Huh-uh! Absolutely none!”



“Good!” She nods, then dashes into the kitchen as always. I know she'll use the back door to fly off, but I don't care. I know she'll be back for something else in a few hours.



Lemon Shyness takes the bag of surprise muffins and puts them in her saddlebags. She squeaks her thanks to me in the sweetest voice, then neatly places the bits in front if me and leaves.



“Good morning, darlings!” The door swings open as Marzipan Blazé makes her attention known. She's the type of cake that in any room aims to outshine them all. Sophisticated and refined, she makes her way to my counter. “Pinkie Pie, be a darling and recommend some party sweets,” she says with a voice that can melt ponies in their hooves. “My sister has a few friends over and it's simply unforgivable not to have anything to offer.”



“Whatever you say, you Sweetness Dispenser, you.” I wink and rush to grab a few of my treat packages. I hear her giggle behind me. Before I have the time to reach the sweets, the door opens  once more.



“I tell ya, that foreign sugar is mighty suspicious!” I immediately make out the voice of Classic Fudge. The world around me might change ten times over, yet I can rely on her remaining the same—reliable, familiar, and an honest to ten stars delight. “No sister of mine will be eating them fancy—“



“Tut, tut, tut!” Marzipan interrupts. She's always one to clash with Fudge even if they compliment each other so well. “Not in the store, please. Pinkie Pie has an exhausting day as it is without you adding to it.”



“Me? What about you?” Fudge points at Marzipan’s face, her hoof almost touching.



“Aww, I knew you cared!” I give them each a large box of preset sweets. “Caramel apple delight.” I announce laughing on the side at their confusion. “Be sure to enj—“



“Pinkie Pie!” A flash of purple poofs beside me. “Please tell me you have Celestial Cake!” Perfect Pudding nearly yells in panic as she grabs me. A desert of perfect proportions she cannot help but wobble at the slightest pressure. She's suitable for everywhere as long as you keep her stable. “The Princess is about to come for a visit and I completely forgot to check if—“



I don't let her finish, taking a double decker cake from my mane onto her back.



“Already ahead of you.” I wink. “And don't worry, I'll just add it to your tab.”



Perfect Pudding, only has time to hug me I'm thanks before disappearing with the care once more. I giggle. It's the same every month. Fudge and Marzipan exchange a few looks, then take their sweets and leave to argue outside. I smile, then go back to the counter and sigh. Another day and I still haven't made up my mind. Of all the cakes which will be the one for me?



“Oh well,” I shrug. “I can always decide tomorrow.”
      

      
   
      Determination


      

      
      
         Trixie knows what it is to be determined.



She knows it better than anypony. She’s always felt it, her whole life. It’s a familiar companion, this sense of inevitability.



But just because something is inevitable doesn’t mean it’s something she wants. So she paces restlessly inside her wagon—all three steps there’s room to pace—and grumbles to herself, wordless noises of complaint.



They do her no good.



When a pony is determined to get what they’re after, and willing to do anything to get it, there’s only one thing to do: whatever it takes.



And so Trixie is well aware, like it or not, that she has no other choice. She exits her wagon, and hitches herself to it. It’s time to go.



What else can she do? Her mind is made up. She’s determined.








Travel is tiring, but also pleasant in some ways.



Trixie thinks to herself while she pulls her wagon along. She spends a lot of time thinking on the road. It’s a very contemplative place to be, with the long hours of solitude. Her mind always wanders while she walks. The only noise, a soft steady rhythm of hoofsteps, is nowhere near enough of a leash to keep her thoughts bound and focused, and she makes no effort to restrain them.



They drift until she’s thinking back to the first thing she was ever determined to achieve: becoming the greatest of stage magicians. She began as a filly, rushing home from school every day to practice card tricks, sleight-of-hoof, illusions of any type so long as they would bedazzle an audience.



She practiced in front of a mirror, in front of her classmates, in front of her parents. For hours and hours and hours, Trixie had honed her craft. It was determination measured in time.



It paid off, to an extent.



Trixie keeps walking, pulling her wagon along behind her. Her thoughts progress forward alongside her hooves on the hard-packed dirt road.



Trixie thinks about how the second thing she was ever determined to achieve was revenge. She’d almost had it, too, and to get it, she traded everything, every single coin she’d scrimped and scraped and somehow saved during those hard times.



Yes, Trixie paid dearly for the amulet that would give her the power; determination measured in bits.



She misses these bits, too, every time she catches the wafting, enticing aroma of a carrot dog vendor’s stand and has to think carefully about whether or not she can afford a decent hot meal today.



Revenge, she knows now, was a foolish thing to be determined about.



But that’s water under the bridge, dust under her wagon-wheels. It’s over and done, just like her journey is now. She unhitches her wagon, leaving it parked unobtrusively alongside some bushes in the green lawn surrounding a huge tree made of shimmering, faceted crystal.



Trixie walks over to the large, arched main doors, and knocks.



After a long moment, Twilight Sparkle, the Princess of Friendship herself, answers.



“Trixie?” she asks, with a little half-smile. “Hang on, I’ll get Starlight.”



“No...” Trixie shakes her head hesitantly. “It’s you I came to see, actually.”



Twilight’s smile fades and she stands in silence, not sure what to say, just looking sidelong at Trixie with one eye half-closed.



Trixie feels awkward and wants to run away, but she won’t because she knows why she’s here.



Trixie knows what it is to be determined.



She would have liked to just let Twilight go get Starlight, and in a way, Starlight actually is why Trixie’s here: Starlight is something too important to screw up, and Trixie is determined not to.



She’ll do what it takes, go to who she needs to for help, and that means the pony who knows more about this than anypony else – even if she’s also the one who sank Trixie’s determination twice before.



Trixie stares at the ground while she swallows down the lump in her throat, the physical manifestation of her pride. It’s not easy to be here.



But it’s alright, because Trixie finally understands the kind of determination she really needs. She finally understands the reason the other kinds failed her before – they were incomplete because they lacked this.



This will be determination measured in humility.



“Twilight,” I begin, looking up and meeting her purple eyes with careful hope, “I was wondering: can... can you teach me how to be a better friend?”



I’m so incredibly relieved when her nod and kind smile say yes.
      

      
   
      The Beautiful Deity


      

      
      
         Starlight Glimmer closed her eyes and followed Sunset Shimmer into the portal. She felt her entire body move into an entire separate realm of existence, stretching her and—



Plopping her down in the middle of nowhere.



Of all the places she had expected to see, it had not been an ethereal plane with an Alicorn Rarity standing in the middle of it.



“Hello Starlight, darling! It’s so nice to see you!”



Starlight stared at Rarity. She was wearing a gorgeous lilac dress that seemed to swirl like star dust all around her. It somehow matched the universe of stars and smoke around them perfectly. But it almost felt like the dress had been designed to match the ethereal plane and not the other way around.



“Uhh…” said Starlight Glimmer. “I take it this isn’t the human world?”



“No, not yet,” said Rarity, her amethyst mane twinkling and somehow ebbing and flowing like water. “But I know you’re anxious to get there, so let me get started!”



“Uhh…” said Starlight again. She knew she ought to have a million questions, but seeing Rarity as an Alicorn had thrown her so completely for a loop that her brain had not even begun processing what to ask. This was not helped any when suddenly her body began shifting and contorting in awkward ways. 



“What’s happening to me!?” shouted Starlight.



“Sorry, this takes a bit of prodding, darling. Not to worry though, I’ll have you looking like a beautiful human version of yourself soon.”



Starlight couldn’t exactly feel what was happening to her. It was as if her entire body had been numbed. She knew something was happening to her hooves, torso and everything in between. Only Rarity’s mutterings every so often like: “No… that nose isn’t nearly cute enough,” made Starlight aware that anything was happening at all.



“And done!” said Rarity.



“Done?” said Starlight.



“With phase one, I mean,” said Rarity. "Now comes the best part, CLOTHES!”



“Clothes?” said Starlight.



“Well of course, interdimensional travelers deserve to look their best!”



Rarity brought out a dazzling array of outfits, shifting her eyes back and forth between the clothes and Starlight.



Starlight's brain finally caught up enough to ask a question: “How did you even get here?”



“Peer pressure,” said Rarity without skipping a beat.



“Wha—“ Starlight barely uttered before Rarity’s horn glowed and her entire body was encased in fabric.



“Okay, look. You started it,” said Rarity, still teleporting clothes onto Starlight. “There was this crazy thing that you made happen where time compressed all at once into a single moment and you became a Goddess of Time. And then Twilight became the Goddess of Knowledge, and then Fluttershy became a God of Harmony, and you know Discord was already a God of Chaos, and then Spike’s debacle where he became a God of Death. Basically everypony was becoming Gods and I wasn’t about to abandon my friends—no matter how strange their new hobby of collecting godlike power was. Oh! That hat looks good—just need to figure out the outfit that will go with it.



“Well anyway, I caved to peer pressure and due to time compression shenanigans, I am—and have somehow always been—the Goddess of Space,” said Rarity, who's horn flashed and Starlight felt herself wearing what must have been the tenth outfit in the last thirty seconds. “Really, there's not much for me to do besides monitor the constant expansion of the multiverse. Space will be rather boring until Spike kills the last star and commences the end and rebirth of all things. Until then, I spend most of my time making outfits for interdimensional travelers to worlds that have a nudity taboo.”



“I— wha…?” said Starlight.



“Speaking of which, you’re going to need a nudity taboo spell for your human form,” Rarity's horn flashed. “There, that’s better.”



Starlight’s entire brain seemed to have evaporated and her only desire left was to stare. With a flash, she felt her body encased in yet another outfit.



Rarity squealed in sheer delight. “Perfect! You look magnificent darling, take a look!” Rarity held up a mirror. 



Starlight took one glance and then started screaming.



“You’ll have to get over the shock of becoming human a few seconds from now,” said Rarity. “You’ll be forgetting this whole thing, anyway.”



“Forge—?“ was all Starlight managed to get out before Cosmic Rarity shoved her into a portal to the human world.
      

      
   
      Preening 101


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Little by Little


      

      
      
         The Ponyville pub was a quiet place where one could go to unwind or dull their sorrows. Alone with one's drinks and woes, that’s how one mare spent her nights. Tucked in the far, cozy corner of the bar sat a grey-coated mare with a charcoal black mane. Clasped tightly in her left hoof a rocks glass filled halfway with a deep, caramel-colored beverage and a mostly melted crystal-clear ice sphere floating haplessly. Her free hoof traced the rim for a moment before she tipped the glass back.



The burn coated her tongue and stayed only briefly, moving down into her chest as she swallowed her sip of whiskey.



But the alcohol burn wasn’t the only one she felt. Another beamed at her back—two, actually. Small circles about a nose’s width apart square on her head. The mare’s gaze fell back down into her glass, but her ears swiveled back at the source of those burning beams.



"Am I that obvious?" a voice asked from behind.



"Come on," the mare said with a sigh. "At least you can buy me another drink while you try your best to swoon me once more."



Another mare stepped to the counter, one with a sleek, white coat and electric blue mane. She took a seat on the stool. "I’ll get something out of you eventually."



The grey mare raised an eyebrow in disgust. "Such confidence tonight. And what—pray tell—makes you so sure tonight will be the night you finally woo me, Miss Vinyl Scratch?"



"And your mind goes right to the gutter?" Vinyl chuckled. She slid another whiskey glass over via a sparkling pink cloud. "I was thinking I’d at least get your name tonight."



The mare looked down the new beverage, a full glass of whiskey with a large clear ice sphere floating in the center. A small smirk then spread across her face. "Oh, you finally got my drink order right. I suppose you are good for something after all."



"I pay attention," Vinyl replied with a pleased smirk.



"But not quite enough to notice when somepony wishes to be left alone?" The mare stared at Vinyl with a flat look and a tone drenched in sour sarcasm.



Vinyl shrugged. "What you see as somepony wanting to be alone I see as somepony who could use a shoulder to cry on."



The mare dropped her gaze once more, this time down into the new whiskey glass. Reflected off the ice and caramel liquid she caught a faint smile on her own face.



"So sitting alone in the corner, muzzle buried in a glass of whiskey screams, ‘be my friend,’ to you?" She asked, turning her gaze back up to Vinyl.



"No," Vinyl said, laughing. "Sitting alone in the corner, muzzle buried in a glass of whiskey screams, ‘drinking problem,’ to everypony. It’s just my conscience won’t let me turn a blind eye to a cute girl all by her lonesome."



Once more the mare turned her eyes down to the glass. She took a small sip. The burn was stronger than before, but she let it rest on her tongue for a few moments. When she finally swallowed, the burn that followed wasn’t so bad. "Octavia," the mare muttered.



Vinyl raised an eyebrow and ear. "What’s that?"



"My name. It’s Octavia."



Suddenly a big smirk spread across Vinyl’s face. "Well, Octavia—mind if I call you Octy?—how about we head back to my place and—"



"And you ruined it." Octavia sighed loudly. "That slow and steady thing was working much better."



"I’m joking with you." Vinyl gave her a light shove on the shoulder. "But let’s not rule anything out just yet."
      

      
   
      To Be Seen And Not Heard


      

      
      
         “Great rehearsal!” I say to Torch Song as we leave Carousel Boutique. And it was great. I always have the spot almost at the far end from her, but her voice still carries down to me, lyrical like a songbird.



“Thanks, Toe Tapper.” She doesn’t smile.



I say that all the time, but does she even take me seriously? She’s really good!



“I mean it. You should be a professional.” I’ve never really thought about it before, but what strikes me the most is how effortlessly she sings. The best always can. Not that she doesn’t put in the work! Whenever I walk past her house on the way to the market, I hear her practicing. And she doesn’t struggle with it like I do, or anypony else I know. Music flows from her without a thought, at her beck and call.



But still no smile. Well, on on her lips, but her body disagrees. She veers off and sits on one of the benches near the well, with that oversized pony statue staring down at us. “I tried once.” 



News to me. But good for her! Nopony makes it on the first try, or so everypony says.



“And?” Who could ever deny that talent? Beautiful voice, and she puts her whole soul into it. Any record exec who misses that doesn’t deserve his job. Fluke thing, he had a bad day, or something like that.



She somehow squeezes her whole body in, and gone is that constant air of confidence. “N-no, it didn’t work out.” She looks so small.



So I finally sit down beside her. “I know, show business is cutthroat. Don’t let it get to you. Just ’cause one guy didn’t have enough sense—”



“I didn’t—” She sighs sharply and shakes her head, the beads in her hair seeming to trail sparks as they glint in the wan light leaking from the town’s hibernating buildings. And the one braid whipping around as if she were the self-flagellating type. Well… she does get very down on herself at times. It’s rare, but I can see it in her eyes: something hollow, deep—ripples in a subterranean lake, undulating into the darkness until they disturb something that shouldn’t be.



After a moment of silence, she finally says: “I didn’t stop there. I tried a couple of other recording companies. Same answer.”



Though I notice she didn’t exactly tell me the answer. She glances down at her flank, her braid once again flogging her ear. And it leaves her mane pointed at me, all done up in its bun. I often wonder how it would look if she let it down.



Another jewel shines in the sparse light—no, she… she’s crying. “As they put it, ‘Somepony short and fat isn’t very marketable.’”



My stomach writhes. I could say so many things, but she’d take most of them the wrong way. “Well, I think you’re pretty.”



She returns a wry smile, but of course that doesn’t solve her problem. There has to be a way.



“Look,” I cast about, “remember what we did with Fluttershy? It worked! Ponies loved her singing, and when they saw it was actually her, they transferred that love right to her, no problem. We can do that—set up an audition, we’ll find a stand-in, and then you’ve got your hoof in the door—”



“Don’t you think I would have come up with that idea already?” She sits up as tall as she can, as proper as a concert pianist, and sucks in her belly. I catch her doing that occasionally.



I raise an eyebrow at her. She just got too nervous and couldn’t make herself go through with it, I bet. “But why wouldn’t that do the trick?”



Immediately, she turns her head back toward me, her eyes casting out an entreaty I can’t answer. “They never even heard me sing. Wouldn’t listen. Took one look at me and turned me down. The singing doesn’t matter. It never mattered.”



“But that’s why we switch—”



“You said it yourself,” she squeaks out. “When everypony saw it was Fluttershy.”



I can only stare back, open-mouthed. I don’t understand.



“Tapper, don’t you get it? Don’t you remember? Fluttershy was a model.” The silence eats any response I could give. “When they saw the Ponytones on my resume, the interviewers asked after her instead.”



I shuffle my hooves against the limp, dewy grass for a moment. “It matters to me.” She really is pretty. But I don’t say it out loud.
      

      
   
      Starlight Glimmer's Brand New Boinger


      

      
      
         Starlight Glimmer blew the springy curl of hair out of her face, the thirtieth time she'd done so since leaving the stylist. "I'm never going to get used to this," she proclaimed.



Twilight, ahead of her, paused at the entrance to Sugarcube Corner. "It's a brand new haircut, Starlight. Give it time – it'll grow on you." She held the door open for Starlight with a flourish of magic, and Starlight stepped inside, scowling at her teacher.



Puns aren't funny, Twilight.



Pinkie was minding the store that morning, and was mixing the iridescent contents of a glass punch bowl perched on the store counter. Her ears perked as Twilight and Starlight approached, and she turned a pearly white grin on them. "Well, if it isn't my favorite 'corny twosome! What brings you in, girls? Come to try my spankin' new punch recipe?"



Twilight stopped at the counter and bumped Pinkie's forehead softly with her nose. "Actually, we're just having a girl's day out. I thought I'd treat Starlight to a milkshake, to go along with her new haircut." She beckoned at her student, who waved at Pinkie, a nervous smile on her face. 



Pinkie waved back and wolf-whistled. "Nice boinger, Starlight."



Starlight tilted her head, confused. The motion made the coil of hair fall over her face again, and immediately, she understood. "Ah. 'Boinger.' Cuz it boings. Thanks." She blew her 'boinger' again, miffed.



Twilight chuckled. "But that punch actually does sound pretty inviting, now that you mention it. You don't mind if we—?"



Pinkie had two glasses of punch on the counter before Twilight had finished asking. "On the house, ladies!"



Starlight joined Twilight at the counter; the two exchanged a shrug, floated their glasses up, clinked them together, and downed them in a gulp.



Immediately, Starlight's mouth was on fire. Her tongue felt like she'd dipped it in molten lead, and a cloying, piquant taste flooded her sinuses, making her sputter and cough as her taste buds dissolved. Twilight fared identically. 



Pinkie slid them a pair of water glasses, just as quickly as she'd served the punch. Starlight quaffed hers, and the burning sensation ebbed. Starlight sighed in relief, and glared at Pinkie, ready to raise hell.



The sound of Twilight's laughter stopped her from doing so.



"Is there," Twilight gasped out. "Is there hot sauce in this?!"



Pinkie broke into laughter too. "Sure is!"



"Because of the time—"



"With the hot sauce bottle that you thought was—"



"I remember!" Twilight laughed, even heartier this time. "And the color— don't tell me you added unprocessed rainbow to the mix!"



"Just a dash of the stuff – gives the whole thing a nice boom!"



"More like a rainboom!"



They leaned against the counter, on opposite sides, laughing. Starlight stood apart from them, utterly lost. She always felt like an intruder in Ponyville, but she didn't generally mind. 



Just then, though, the feeling was intolerable. 



"Guess you had to be there," Starlight muttered, squinting at the bottom of her glass.



Eventually, the ponies' laughter simmered to breathless giggles, and Twilight wiped a tear from her eye. "It actually is pretty good, Pinkie. You might've warned me to drink it slowly, though." 



"I'll put a warning label on the bowl before I serve it to anypony else." Pinkie refilled Twilight's empty glass. "Seconds?"



Twilight beamed. But when Pinkie turned to ask Starlight the same, she cut her off with a boingy shake of her head.



"I'm not that thirsty, actually." She looked awkwardly between Pinkie and Twilight. "Y'know, it's been a long morning. I'm gonna head back to the castle. But thanks for the drinks, Pinkie."



She left without another word. But Twilight galloped after Starlight, rounding on her outside Sugarcube Corner. "Hey. Starlight. What's the matter?"



"Nothing. Everything's fine. Don't worry about me. You should go back, have a good time with your friend." Starlight forced herself to smile, and thumped Twilight's shoulder affectionately



Twilight caught her hoof with her wing and held it, smiling back genuinely. "She's your friend too, Starlight. You know that."



There was an invitation in her voice, which tempted Starlight for a heartbeat, but she pulled her hoof from Twilight's grasp anyway, and nudged past her. "I'll see you at the castle, Twilight."



Alone, Starlight made her way back to her cold, sterile crystal cage. The boinger fell over her nose as she walked, and she blew it away yet again.



I'm never going to get used to this.
      

      
   
      How Do Ponies Use a Computer? Just Use Your Imagination, Please


      

      
      
         "I just don't get it," Applejack said.



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes so hard that she thought for a second she had sprained them. "It's a computer. A magical metal box that lets you talk to people on… gasp. The Internet."



"Not that, featherbrain." Applejack turned her laptop around to the website she was on. "This Kickstarter thing."



"It's a place for—"



"Again, shut it. I ain't dumb."



"Well, you're asking dumb questions."



Applejack sighed. "I mean I set this whole Kickstarter thing up and no one's giving me any money. What's the deal?"



"Let me see," Rainbow Dash scoffed. "You gotta know what you're doing. You need… oh. Huh."



The page for Buy Sweet Apple Acres a New Barn! actually looked pretty professionally done. Rainbow Dash tapped on the video at the top, only to see Applejack, Big Mac, and Apple Bloom all standing out in the orchard. "Well howdy folks!" a tinny voice played from the computer speakers, and Applejack reached over to click it closed, glaring at Rainbow Dash.



"That's embarrassing," she muttered.



Rainbow raised an eyebrow and scrolled down. "Maybe it's the pledge rewards? Let's see, you have… an apple tier. A bushel of apples tier. Good but not great. Oh, wait. Apple kombucha? Zap apple jam?? A whole barrel of Sweet Apple Acres Cider, special reserve???"



"Don't drool on the keyboard," Applejack said smugly.



"This is awesome! Man, I wish I could pledge."



Applejack glanced at her sharply. "Well, why can't you?"



"Uhhh." Rainbow Dash rubbed the back of her head. "I, uh, just don't have the money right now."



"Oh yeah?" Applejack's eyes narrowed. "You were spending plenty at Sugarcube Corner last weekend. Where exactly did it all go?"



"I might have, uh. Maybe. Possibly." Rainbow Dash coughed, muttering something under her breath.



"What was that?"



"I spent it all on another Kickstarter," she said, marginally louder. "Last night. How was I supposed to know you had your own?"



Applejack sighed. "Alright. Show me which. Maybe that'll give me some ideas."



Rainbow Dash wordlessly clicked over a few times, then passed the laptop back to Applejack.



"Flim and Flam's Fabulous Fidget Flanges," Applejack slowly read. "You've gotta be kidding, right?"



Rainbow Dash stuck out her tongue. "They're cool, okay? This is what all the kids are into these days! Don't judge!"



Applejack rubbed her chin with one hoof. "Hm. That does give me an idea. A really, really great idea."








Three months later…








"This was a terrible idea," Applejack said, frowning as their brand new barn slowly rotated in a circle.



"Eeyup," Big Mac agreed. Apple Bloom tried to push a cart of apples in and it got stuck in the door, the momentum speeding up the rotation and causing her to scream as she hung onto the cart for dear life.



"Well I don't know about you two, but I'm totally satisfied and not regretting this at all," Rainbow Dash said, "I— ugh. Hmph. Ack. How do I—" She clamped the little plastic thing between both hooves, trying not to drop it. "Do I spin it with my tongue?"
      

      
   
      Release Note


      

      
      
          v0.0.3

+ Basic local physical laws are in place. Apples will fall, water will flow, fire will burn. They still fail at macro level, but should be fixed once we decide for a geocentric or heliocentric model.

+ Bunny populations will spawn under the right conditions.





 v0.0.8

+ Added "Magic" as debug mode. No more recompiles necessary to fool around with the settings.

+ Bunny populations will stop expanding once they hit the zone threshold. A repeat of the Fluffy Singularity should be impossible.

+ Stones won't become self-aware anymore. Performance should improve without all the questioning about their place in creation. Existing sapient rocks may linger here and there.





 v0.0.13

+ Cupcakes can be baked.

+ Bunny populations won't spawn more than one "Angel" Warlord per generation per community.

+ Added Griffins to prey on the bunnies.





 v0.1.5

+ Increased Griffin size and damage output.





 v0.1.6

+ Increased Griffin size and damage output.





 v0.1.7

+ Increased Griffin size and damage output.





 v0.1.8

+ Increased Griffin size and damage output.





 v0.1.9

+ Switched bunnies from omnivorous to herbivorous.





 v0.1.10

+ Reduced "Angel" spawn rate to a single global instance per generation.





 v0.1.11

+ Bunnies won't wage war anymore. Griffins should be able to prey upon them, now.

+ The world is now spherical and will be set in a heliocentric system. Gravity as a macro system is still wonky, so, for now, Sun and Moon will be managed by Unicorns until are mechanisms are in place.

+ Improved Bunny demographics log.





 v0.1.12

+ Added Earth Ponies to feed the Unicorns.





 v0.1.13

+ Added Pegasi to manage the weather and help Earth Ponies. This will be the last temporary environmental control mechanism added.





 v0.3.2

+ Nerfed bunnies. Griffins had switched to prey upon ponies as it was easier.

+ Added Windigo control mechanism to dissuade genocide among ponies.

+ Pegasi will temporarily manage bird migration too.





 v0.3.18

+ Deers are now sapient.

+ Earth Ponies will manage the flora.





 v0.5.0

+ Implemented new Random Number Generator, code name Discord. Weather, celestial mechanics, and plant life should now be able to function on their own.





 v0.6.0

+ Added Harmony framework to rein Discord in while we look out for a better alternative.

+ Deers are not sapient.

+ Reduced Bunny damage output.

+ Added Dragons to aid Griffins.

+ Restored geography to pre-Discord backup. The Everfree area has been corrupted and should be left alone for the moment.

+ Hearts-warming is now a recurrent maintenance task.

+ Rocks have become temporarily edible to Earth Ponies.





 v0.6.3

+ Re-tasked Celestia and Luna to manage the geocentric system. Performance improved and Unicorns repurposed for maintenance tasks.

+ Magic feature is now stable.

+ Purged Dream Valley, it was a mess.





 v0.7.1

+ To stop the Crystal Empire from breaking the economy, again, Sombra has been instantiated as a monitor.





 v0.7.4

+ Crystal Empire has been removed for maintenance.





 v0.8.0

+ Deers are sapient.

+ Magic has been promoted to feature.

+ Added new Garbage collector. Tirek will clean up the dangling traces left behind by Magic.

+ The experimental branch dubbed "Bipeds" now definitively forked. Interface compatibility will be guaranteed in future. Sirens moved over there.





 v0.8.2

+ Tirek has been removed for maintenance.





 v0.8.5

+ Luna has been removed for maintenance. Further experimental features like Nightmare Moon should be committed to alternate branches in future.

+ Bunny population under control again. removed the Nightmare Cult trait.





 v0.8.9

+ Deers are not sapient.





 v0.11.0

+ Reworked Harmony to run as a distributed system.





 v1.0.0 - Release

+ Bunny population is stable.

+ New demographic data about the Bunny population can now be directly streamed to other applications.

+ Luna is available. There could be some minor issues, so it's advised to keep it as a background process. 

+ System is stable and running. No more major reworks planned.
      

      
   
      Today's Special


      

      
      
         "Ya fallin' behind, Joe?" Perfect Proofs asked. He tipped his trilby towards the Daily Specials board, where 'TBD' was written in chalk. "It's already evening and ya still haven't figured out what you're selling?"



"Don'tcha know what day it is?" Old Mr. Rosehip said, from his seat down at the end of the counter. "Leave the poor guy alone."



Proofs blinked, but Joe had his back to the both of them as he organized a shelf of piping hot donuts. When Joe turned around, he was smiling like always, not seeming to have heard either of them. He nodded at Perfect Proofs. "What can I getcha, P? The usual?"



"Yeah." Proofs hesitated for a moment. "S'all good, Joe?"



"S'all good," Joe said, handing him a fresh bear claw covered in sugary glaze. He bustled off back to the kitchen again.



Proofs left his bits on the counter and trotted down to take a seat next to Mr. Rosehip. He took a bite of his bear claw, letting out a perfect sigh of contentment. 



He was just about to press the geezer for info when Mr. Rosehip brought it up himself.



"It's Lost Spirits Night, y'know."



Proofs rolled his eyes. "That's a loada hooey."



"Youngsters these days!" Mr. Rosehip raised his cane, waving it in a general castigation of anyone under the age of fifty. "No respect for tradition or mystery."



"Yeah, yeah. So is it a ghost thing?"



"Is what?"



"The sign. TBD."



Mr. Rosehip harrumphed.



It was Mint Jewelup, another regular sitting in a booth, who spoke up with an answer. "It's a girl."



Proofs's eyebrows shot up. "Really?"



"Sooo romantic," Mint breathed out. "A long lost love who died on this day, right before Joe could fix her favorite dish."



"She's not dead," Lucky Bucket said, from over where he was mopping up the floors. "His old flame lives in Whinniepeg. But he don't talk about her none. The way I figure it, they broke up on this day, and so every year he leaves the board blank, just in case she comes walkin' in that door."



They all paused a moment to stare at the door in anticipation.



It swung open and a pudgy purple dragon waddled in.



Everyone let out a sigh of disappointment, and he frowned. "What? What'd I do?"



Lucky helped him climb up onto one of the seats at the counter. When his eyes reached the Daily Special board, he let out a soft, "Oh."



"Ya know anything about it, kid?" Proofs asked.



Spike shrugged. "Ask Joe yourself."



"Ask me what?" Joe said, walking out of the kitchen. Everyone in the diner suddenly decided to mind their own business. Joe let out a snort. "What can I getcha, Spike?"



Spike puled a long list out of his pocket, with enough donut orders for at least half a dozen hungry ponies. "Got a to-go order."



Joe let out a low whistle. "Looks like you're keepin' me busy tonight!"



"You know it!"








Donut Joe's always closed at 3 A.M. on the dot. Sometimes, this meant kicking out the occasional stragglers still a little sugar-drunk, but the diner's patrons were friendly, and almost always everyone had a friend to help them on the way home.



Tonight, everyone was gone a few minutes early, even. Which meant no one saw the neon 'Open' lights still on at 3:05. And then 3:11. And then 3:17.



That was when she arrived. The bell above the door dinged as she stepped inside, struggling under the weight of the guitar case on her back.



Joe grinned, but knew better than to offer to help. Instead, he went and turned the 'Open' sign off. She was sitting at the counter when he was done.



"What can I getcha?" he asked.



She smiled. "How about a strawberry-maple?"



Joe put on a shocked expression. "What do ya know! That's today's special!"



She giggled, as Joe trotted over to erase the Specials board and write in 'Strawberry-Maple.'



"Sorry I'm late, but the concert ran long. You know how it goes."



"Yep," Joe said. "Still liking life on the road?"



"You know it, but this is still my favorite stop every year."



Joe nodded. He brought over a strawberry-maple donut and a cup of coffee, two sugars no cream.



She took a small bite and her face lit up. "Great as always, Dad."



Joe leaned on the counter. He always had a smile for his customers, but this one, this one was a little special.
      

      
   
      Flim and Flam's Freaky Friday


      

      
      
         "Okay," Princess Twilight said. "First, why are you in my living room."



    "We need help—"



"—drastically"



    "Dramatically—"



    "Disastrously!

"Disastrously!" they finished in unison, looking up at her with imploring eyes.



Twilight frowned. She walked out and headed down the hall towards the kitchen. She needed coffee if she was going to deal with this.



Flim and Flam followed her, flanking her on either side as they explained the problem.



    "See, early this morning—"



"Yes, it would have to be early since it's only eight A.M. right now," Twilight groused.



"—We awoke only to find that foul magic was afoot!"



"Uh huh. And what could have caused that?"



The one with the moustache rubbed his chin.



    "Well, we did gyp that gypsie—"



"—and cheat the one crone."



    "And rip off that one guy in the magical shop that appeared in an alley and then was gone as soon as we walked out with the monkey's paw, but we assure you we have no idea what could have caused our malady, ma'am. We're saints!"



"—innocent—"



    "—blameless—"



"Shameless," Twilight muttered. Their eyes lit up and the non-moustached one tried to give her a hoofbump, but she frowned them both into submission. "Right, but, what actually happened? You look fine."



Moustache groaned.



    "That's just the thing! We've been hornswoggled—



"—hoodwinked!



    "We've somehow—"



"—swapped bodies!"



"Augh." Twilight finally found the coffee machine, and poured herself a big mug. It was gonna be one of those mornings.



    "I woke up with this dead rat on my lower lip—"



"—And I woke up looking like a eight-year-old colt."



They glared at one another.



    "And plus, I'm not used to talking on the right like this—"



"—you're not used to it? Mine is the worst, how do normal ponies handle speaking without a good space?"



Twilight sipped her coffee. "Look, Flam."



    "Flim," Flam said.



"Flim," Twilight corrected.



    "Actually, I guess it's Flam if I'm in his body."



"Flam, then."



    "But I'm actually Flim."



"Okay," Twilight took a deep breath. "First: I don't actually care. Second: go away."



    "But aren't you supposed to be a Princess of Friendship?"



"—You gotta help us out!"



Twilight squeezed her eyes shut. "Okay, maybe I can come up with a solution. You two are identical twins, right?"



    "Sure—"



"—Absolutely."



"And can you talk differently if you really tried?"



 "I… guess so?—"



  "—It might take some getting used to though."



"Good enough. I don't know anything about curses, but…" She dug through a cabinet, and found a pair of scissors. "You, cut off your moustache. You, uh, don't cut off your moustache, for like a few months. Problem solved."



They looked at one another then back at her. Brief smiles of relief crossed their faces. Then the one with the moustached opened his mouth to keep talking at her.



"Now there's just the matter of my small consultation fee for services provided," Twilight said.



Ten seconds later, she was alone in the kitchen. She took another sip of her coffee, and then decided maybe it was worth heading back to bed.
      

      
   
      Discord Channels the Wisdom of the Sages


      

      
      
         "DISCORD THE ORACLE," the sign nailed up above Fluttershy's cottage read.



Twilight groaned. All she wanted was to find Spike for a nice day of paperwork filing. But he had disappeared that morning, and when she went into Ponyville to find him, she ran right into a queue of ponies winding all the way to Fluttershy's door.



Inside, the cottage was dark and smoky with incense. A jar near the door had a sign labeled "TIPS" on it. Twilight slunk into the shadows, frowning as she watched.



"...and that's my problem," Mrs. Cake finished.



Discord didn't move. He stared forward into a crystal ball.



"Why are all of my foods so labor intensive?"




Mrs. Cake gasped. "You're right! We spend too much time baking complicated treats, and then run out by mid-morning. We should do more simple fare, such as cookies and muffins. Oh, thank you!"



She trotted away, only to have A.K. Yearling take her place.



"My next book sucks," she said flatly. "What do I do?"



Discord stared.



"I'm a bad writer. Someone slam a door on my fingers."




A.K. blinked. "You mean... I'm being too hard on myself?" She winced. "I suppose you're right. I am my own worst critic."



Colgate was after her. "How do I convince ponies to pay more attention to dental hygiene?" she said.



"Having impacted wisdom teeth is the worst. But I guess it could be worse. My best friend had five wisdom teeth, all impacted."




Colgate's eyes grew starry. "Yes. That is the worst. That gives me an idea for an advertising campaign..."



As soon as she had left, Pinkie Pie was there.



"Why am I here?" Pinkie wondered aloud.



"Someone hug me."




"Of course!" Pinkie chirped, launching herself over. She sproinged out of the cottage.



Scootaloo was next. "I want to be totally radical and extreme, but am worried that doing so will alienate me from my peers and/or get me in trouble with authority figures. How do I rebel against society while also conforming to its standards, without fear of the dangers that true individuality brings?"



"Hot topic."




"That store at the Ponyville Mall? Awesome!"



Twilight stared as more and more ponies filed through seeking advice.



Mr. Waddle.



"It’s a medicine to treat worm infections"




He blushed a little and wandered off.



Doctor Hooves.



"You need to compute infinite derivatives."




His eyes lit up and he left smiling.



Screwball.



"Please take comfort. It’s not so bad once you accept it and start sinking into the pleasant hollow of your personal madness."




Her eyes spun in slow circles and she left, smiling.



Cranky Doodle Donkey.



"That sounds borderline racist"




He nodded vigorously. "That's just what I said!" 



Diamond Tiara.



"Blood pact. Next question."




"Okay, that's enough!" Twilight cried, leaping out. "Just what's your game, Discord?"



Discord stared into his crystal ball.



"I always thought you were an egghead."




Twilight's mouth fell open. "Excuse me?"



"I didn't realize the worst part of drug use would be the ads wormed into yur brain."




Twilight took a deep breath, then let it out. "No, you're just trying to get to me. You always try to throw me off with something insane. Not gonna work this time. You know what I want?"



"A cheeseburger with bacon, mushrooms, and jalapeno peppers. With fires. Fries."




"Exactly." Twilight's mouth watered. "I mean no! I want an explanation!"



"Critics are just out of touch with our emoji-based communication. They use typewriters or something."




"What?"



"When my TI-84+SE from over a decade ago finally died I replaced it with an -89Ti. I kind of want to tinker with it."




Twilight marched forward, intending to shake Discord until he made sense. That's when she realized that she was talking to a cardboard cut-out.



"Dubscon is a scam and William Antonelli is a fraud."




"Discord!" she yelled, loud enough that everyone in Ponyville had to have heard.



With a poof, Discord appeared, sitting in a tub and covered with soap bubbles. "How rude! I was in the middle of something." He pointed over at the cut-out. "I left my answering machine on, couldn't you just leave a message?"



"Petition to rename Discord to "Dicksword." In all situations where the word is used."




He hastily snapped his fingers. "On second thought, let me turn that off."



"But... Then who set all this up? Who—"



Twilight whirled around, just in time to see a purple tail disappearing out the cottage's front door. The tip jar had also vanished.



"Spike!"
      

      
   
      What She Doesn't Know


      

      
      
         It had been a month since Twilight Sparkle's funeral.



Everypony was there, including those of Twilight's friends who were left. They didn't know the truth, of course. Celestia had insisted it remain a secret, despite extensive, angry arguments with Luna in private.



"Better she die a hero, redeemed," Celestia had finally said, "than live forever as a villain, corrupted."



But then, that was how Celestia handled things, wasn't it? Luna's bitterness had threatened to consume her as she watched ponies lower the casket into the earth. The pegasi planned a long grey drizzle at the cemetery that day. And watching the farce of a funeral made Luna realize that nopony else would save Twilight. No one, unless she did it herself.



Celestia had forbidden it, of course. But Celestia had made a mistake in sealing away Twilight in crystal deep beneath Canterlot. It was trivial for Luna to locate the cavern, and simpler still to build a suitable dream workshop. What was harder was figuring out how to pierce the crystal. She needed the help of somepony else.



In retrospect it shouldn't have been surprising how readily Cadance agreed. Together, they found a way to crack the seal just enough for Luna to open a dream channel to Twilight's mind.



But weeks had passed, and she still resisted.



“I don’t understand!” Luna said, her head in her hooves. Papers everywhere showed plans for the dream she had constructed, one to slowly and gradually reacclimate Twilight to the importance of friendship, to build up strength to resist whatever dark magic still lingered inside her.



Cadance looked exhausted. “There’s nothing in the dream interfering? A fragment of corruption, like… You know.”



“Like the tantabus?” Luna barked out a laugh. “Would that it were so simple. There are anomalies, certainly, but nothing that I can pin down. If there’s a remnant of dark power there, it has disguised itself in the most innocuous form.”



“I see.”



“She just keeps resisting!” Luna let out a groan. “I have fashioned so many carefully calibrated scenarios to remind her of friendship, of positive feelings, of fairness and happiness and love. But she rejects them all! Often violently. I simply do not understand.”



Cadance was quiet for a long moment. “Maybe…” she said softly, and Luna instantly knew where the sentence was going.



“No. This is not impossible. I will not give up.”



“This is dangerous! What if she escapes somehow? You know what she’s capable of. If the corruption somehow intensifies--or if it spreads again. You know what happened to the others...”



Luna slammed a hoof down. “I would do anything to bring her back. You don’t know what it’s like to be sealed away and forgotten. I’m trying to help, because my sister will not. And I will keep trying until life fades, whether in Twilight or myself.”



“Of course.” Cadance shook her head. “I’m just not sure this is even the right thing to do. What kind of friendship is it to trap Twilight in a sterile dream until we deem her sufficiently reformed? What trust or love does that show?”



“Do you have any better ideas?” Luna snapped. “Because I would love to hear them.”



Cadance stared back, lips pressed into a fine line. Finally, her face softened. “You’re right. I’m just so tired. This is just…”



Luna nodded. “Go get some sleep. I’ll watch over her.”



Cadance trotted off, and Luna closed her eyes, probing the dream once again for any discrepancies, for ways to improve it, for ways to reach Twilight.



She could feel the dream spin off its axis as Twilight introduced another destructive change, rejecting the dream constructs of her friends. Frowning, Luna reset the cycle. 



Maybe Cadance was right. Was the dream was too sterile? Luna had feared allowing anything other than idealized morality and positive friendship lessons, but perhaps a lack of friction was in fact the problem. She mentally picked through the dreams, tampering with the calibrations so that dream-Rainbow was a little more brash, dream-Applejack a little more stubborn.



This time, things proceeded as planned. Twilight helped her friends with a problem. She didn’t blow up Sugarcube Corner or set fire to the Library just to cause a problem. She… seemed normal?



Luna felt her heart in her throat. It would take a lot more cycles to be certain, but this was the first sign of promise they had seen.



“Cadance!” she called out. “I think everything is going to be okay!”
      

      
   
      The Bad Dreams


      

      
      
         Tell me, what did you see?



The fog grew thicker as Princess Luna waded through it. Denser one moment—as if to stubbornly deny her crossing—only to relent and fade away an instant later until she saw the scene before her.



Oblivious to the encroaching fog and the alicorn watching from within it, stood a lone pegasus mare.



She seemed unexceptional. No taller than average. A slender frame and well kept coat. A musical note for a cutie mark. All traits which you wouldn’t make you look twice if you passed by her. However, in her Luna recognised something odd, something wrong, something that made her stand out.



From the shadows, she looked into the mare’s vacant eyes as a spark of fear ignited in them.



I can’t… I mean, I’m not…



What can you remember?



She blinked once, twice, and shook her head as if pulled from a trance. Afterwards, the fog receded to show a small, dilapidated room. The only light came from the moon outside leaving the rest of the room bathed in darkness.



She looked around, regarding the room with curiosity. When she moved, so did the fog, clearing any spot she directed her attention, and rushing to fill every void that left her sight. No matter where she looked, the moonlight always followed her.



I’m… home, I think.



You think?



Her eyes finally settled on a wall, the light coming from the window had shifted enough to illuminate it.



There was a door.



She stood in front of it. Looking at it as though she had finally found something for which she had been restlessly searching and yet made no effort to move towards it.



After seconds, or minutes, or hours of waiting, she opened her mouth, though no sound came. Her hooves shifted as if restless, yet she gave no step. Her wings shook and ruffled, as those of a bird ready to take off, but she forced them back to her sides.



Did you open it?



I tried.



The mare took a trembling first step towards the door, only to slip. She was taken aback for a second, and tore her gaze away from the door for the first time since finding it.



Luna had to squint, but she believed it to be a photograph. The mare looked at it, past it, as if trying to recognise those depicted in it. After a silent moment, she looked back at the door and threw the picture away. As the fog advanced to engulf it, Luna pulled it towards her, making sure not to be seen.



It was a picture of a group of smiling ponies amongst whom was the pegasus mare.



The doorknob rattled.



I wanted to.



Her breath became heavier as she walked forward and her eyes widened as though spellbound by the sight of the door. This time, her steps were decisive. So much, in fact, that they trampled over a stack of magazines, which tumbled upon the floor without regard to the oblivious mare.



Luna saw the mare in an elegant dress staring back from cover.



I had to.



She was galloping, every step full of force. Her eyes were so wide her eyelashes disappeared into her eyebrows, her mouth was hanging open in a way reminiscent of a fish gasping for water. She didn’t think about it twice as she threw aside a large metal case which blocked her path to the door.



Princess Luna suppressed a grimace at the sound of torn strings and cracked wood.



The mare was running to the door with frenzied eyes, leaping into the air for the final stretch as the door itself started to shake.



But then…



Princess Luna lit up her horn.







“Then you wake up.” His tone was inquisitive, but calm.



“Yes,” she said with a defeated tone. “What do you think it means, doctor?”



The doctor leaned back on his chair, regarding his notes. “Stress, most likely. You feel swamped by your work and are looking for an escape.”



She smiled. “This tour has been pretty hectic, I admit…”



“There you go, Miss Symphony. Just make sure to rest properly, and maybe schedule a vacation after your concerts. However, if the dreams persist, do return, I’ll be happy to treat you.”



“Thank you, doctor.”



“My pleasure.”







In the darkness, withdrawn from reality, Princess Luna extinguished the nightmare from the dreamscape. Sparing no more than a sigh for the creature, she called forth her magic and moved on to the next dream.
      

      
   
      Giving and Receiving


      

      
      
         Rarity awoke to the feeling of sunshine on her face and the sound of noise from the kitchen.  With a heavy sigh she slipped out of bed, still a touch unsteady on her hooves.  With time clearly being short, she could only spare a moment to run hooves through her hair in an effort to remain presentable. 



It was a slow, but short walk from her bedroom to the kitchen.  Stepping cautiously through the doorway, she let out a far softer sigh.  Three sets of hooves scrambled and clattered around the kitchen, and she could hear something sizzling on the stove.  The smell was indescribable.  Quite literally so.  Rarity couldn’t even begin to guess what her dear sister was (attempting) to cook.



“Sweetie Belle, my beloved little sister.  I know that you and your friends are trying to help.” A light touch of magic turned the stove off.  “But for the love of Celestia, please leave food preparation to your elders.”  



A sad “Sorry Sis” echoed with two equally depressed “Sorry Miss Rarity”s.  



“I do appreciate the thought girls.”  She said softly, smiling in their direction as her magic extracted four bowls from the cupboard.  Moments later the bowls were joined by spoons, napkins, cereal, and milk.  There was a moment of stunned silence from the CMC, then Scootaloo spoke.



“WOW Sweetie!  Even blind Rarity is a better cook than you!” 



Rarity sighed and rolled her milky white eyes.  








Rarity smiled as she leaned back in her chase lounge, the voices of her friends washing over her.



“And then I bucked that cloud so hard, the hail flew out!”  Rainbow crowed, wings flapping faster in excitement. 



“Really darling, must you be so barbaric?”  Rarity lifted her nose in the air, but kept her tone teasing. “Such aggression is hardly lady like.”  Lifting her teacup to her lips, she took a small sip.  



There was a rude snort in response, and a change in the tempo of wingbeats.  Hearing the other girl’s giggles, Rarity could guess Rainbow’s expression.



“If you keep making faces like that, it will stick that way.”  She sing-songed in Dash’s direction.  Her smirk grew as the wingbeats ceased, followed by hooves striking wood.



Dash’s incredulous “How did you know I was making faces?” was interrupted by Pinkie’s exuberant “Wow!  Really??”  Rarity just smiled and took another sip of tea, emptying her cup.



Reaching out with her magic, she lifted the teapot from the coffee table, frowning at its weight.  



“Drat.  Empty.”  She murmured.  



“I’ll take care of it.”  That soft, quiet voice could only be Fluttershy.



“Oh, don’t trouble yourself dear.  I can handle it.”  Rartiy made to get up, but a gentle (and unexpected) hoof held her down. 



“Please Rarity, just rest. I’ve got it.”  



Rarity could do little more than pout.  Fluttershy was impossible to track. Even her hoofsteps were quiet!



“I gotta say, I’m mighty impressed at how well you’re coping, sugarcube.  How do you always know where things are?” 



“Just like Fashion, dear Applejack, it is simply a matter of paying attention to the details.”  Gesturing grandly, she emphasized her point by levitating her teacup precisely onto its saucer.  



“Be that as it may, too much attention to detail can be unhealthy.  And unsafe!”  Concern filled Twilight’s normal ‘lecture voice.’  “Overuse of ocular magnification spells can have terrible side-effects. You’re lucky it’s only Temporary Blindness Disorder.  TBD only lasts a few days.  It could have been much worse!”



“Well, I could hardly have sewn those breezies the clothing they’d needed without them, now could I?”  She waved a hoof dismissively.  “It’s a small price to pay under the circumstances.  Why, I shudder to think what would have happened to them otherwise!



“Well, that’s true.  But…”



“Tut tut!  No buts Twilight!  I knew the risks.  I only regret being unable to help out now.  Oh, girls!  I feel like such a terrible host!”  She threw a forehoof across her face. But despite the melodrama, there was an undercurrent of true emotion to her words.  



“Besides, I’m hardly an invalid in my own home.  Surely you girls have more important matters to attend to.”  She insisted.  



A torrent of denials immediately followed. But it was the quietest one that cut through the chatter. 



“This is the most important place for all of us to be.”  Fluttershy spoke softly, but firmly. 



Rarity could not see the others nodding their heads, but she didn’t need to.  Warmth filled her chest, and tears her eyes.



“Thanks girls.”  
      

      
   
      Cheerilee’s Ordinary Evening


      

      
      
         Cheerilee swallowed the last dollop of her pudding. She put the fork and the spoon in the plate, then carried the tableware to the kitchen and let it crash into the sink. She briefly contemplated the idea of washing up right away, but chucked it.



She felt pooped. She needed a slug.



She turned round, picked up a glass and an old bottle of brandy from the cupboard and walked back to the living room. She put them on the end table and slumped into the sofa. Almost reflexively, she took the remote and turned the TV on.



Yuck, she thought. As usual, only shit. Did she care about the umpteenth retelling of the Nightmare Moon incident, or the hornball match between Canterlot and Ponyville? No. She clicked the remote and the TV went black.



She looked around her: boring colours, stupid furniture, ugly canvases, icky pictures, useless gewgaws. Beyond the corridor, in the bedroom, she took a glance of her bed. Double bed. She giggled. So stupid! How long since she’d last spent the night with a stallion? How long since she’d last had sex? She couldn’t keep the tally. Her private life was a total failure. She would retire and blow her brains out the very next day.



She filled the glass with brandy and sipped it. She felt the burning beverage trickle into her throat, down her oesophagus to her stomach. It was warm and pleasurable. Like the last time she’d given—



Her gaze fell on the heap of papers that lay half-scattered over the end table. Oh crap! ‘Write about what you’d like to do when you’re a grown-up’, she’d asked. She’d promised she’d grade the papers before tomorrow. Reluctantly she leaned and took the first one. No byline. She’d wanted them anonymous, just to add extra fun. It wasn’t difficult to tell which was whose. She’d just hoped the pupils would write bolder things if their identity was masked.



When I’m older, I want to help my sister at the farm. Because I love the animals… apples… blah blah blah. Apple Bloom’s one track mind. She scanned the rest of the paper, and her gaze fell on the brandy bottle. Yeah, growing apple trees makes sense, after all. She scribbled a B+, and went on to the second paper.



This turned out to be a letdown. Many kids wanted to be what their parents or older siblings were.  Sweetie Belle wanted to work in the fashion industry. Diamond Tiara wanted to be rich. Silver Spoon wanted to become a noble mare and go live in Canterlot. 



This was so predictable.



Cheerilee knocked back the dregs left in the bottle, sighed, and took hold of the last paper.



She half-smiled when she saw a blue pegasus scribbled on it. No need to ask whose paper this was, nor what it was likely to be about. She began reading.



When I’m grown-up, I want to be like you, a teacher. What?! This was so unexpected Cheerilee almost startled in her couch. She carried on reading. You know, I look up to Rainbow Dash, but I know I will never be like her. She’s my role model, but I have to prove her I can be as good as her in my own way.



I thought it would be nice to be a teacher because I love to help other ponies find what they like to do the most. That’s what you do, miss Cheerilee. You teach us things: sometimes we don’t like them, sometimes we do, and then one day you make us discover something we love. And we realise that’s what we would like to do later. It’s like, you know, presenting us with a lot of possibilities, explaining each one and letting us decide what we like best. You help us define ourselves, and I think this is the best job in the world, and that’s why I’d like to do the same when I’m older!



Miss Cheerilee I love you. You’re the best tea– An unexpected droplet landed smack on the word, smearing the ink. Cheerilee sniffled. The paper slept from her hooves and whiffled down on to the floor. She curled up on her couch, and let the tears flow and flow, until they were spent.



Then slumber took her, a bright smile on her face.
      

      
   
      Paper Trail


      

      
      
         “Admit that I was right.”



“Luna, you’re not helping!” Celestia screamed, conjuring yet another fire extinguisher before proceeding to combat the flames that steadily poured in through the throne room door. The heat was intense, but the princess stood her ground.



Behind her, in the crumbling throne room proper, her inconsiderate sibling quietly sipped from a porcelain teacup, a smug grin plastered on her face. “Admit that I was right, then I will help you.”



Celestia ignored her and continued her feeble struggle against the flames. Rolling her eyes, Luna conceded that she needed to act, magically invoking the doorway floor to rise up, until an enormous wall of stone sealed them both away from the chaos outside.



“Sister,” Celestia growled, her composure hanging by a thread. “That’s not going to put out the inferno currently raging throughout the castle.”



“I was merely concerned for your safety, Tia.” Luna took another sip. “Fire is hot. Remember that, it will be on the upcoming test.”



It took all of Celestia’s willpower to not blast her sister into the back wall. A puff of steam blew from her nostrils.



“I can’t believe you! You’re making jokes at a time like this? All of Equestria is literally on fire! Bandits are raiding towns, ancient evils are terrorizing the countryside, and Princess Twilight is nowhere to be found!”



“And all of this could have been avoided, had you simply listened to reason.”



“Don’t you dare--!”



Luna donned her most mockingly convincing Celestia voice. She looked off to the left, crossing her eyes. “Oh, but think of all the time you and I will save when we outsource to the bureaucracy! We can tour Equestria together as sisters, inspire the nation with our personal take on leadership, and level with our citizens, not as princess to commoner, but pony to pony, while our legion of information custodians deliver only the most necessary intelligence to us.”



She turned her head to the right, her voice returning to normal. “But sister, that sounds like a lot of needless automation. Our jobs are not that difficult, and bureaucracies tend to be unreliable. Surely you’re trying to solve a problem that doesn’t actually exist?”



“Luna, I swear--!”



To the left again. “You can never be sure of anything, Luna. The bureaucracy can be trusted. We need only give them a chance. It’s not like any link in this chain consisting of thousands of overworked, underpaid ponies who couldn’t care less for the safety of Equestria could ever fail to deliver critical information, like...d’oh, I ‘unno, bandits raiding towns, ancient evils reawakening and terrorizing the countryside, or even a corrupt accountant swiping every last bit from the royal treasury with a bothersome paper trail of forged royal documents. How crazy would that be?” 



To the right again. “Tia, you’re starting to scare me.”



To the left again. She cackled this time. “Ho-ho! I am the eldest sister, and have ruled Equestria for a thousand years in your absence! My decisions are the best decisions. Nopony makes decisions better than me! Therefore, we are going to trust them almost unconditionally. It’s not like I’m growing senile, or anything. Not at all! Be a dear, sister, and pass me my medication. I’m going to take it while I stuff my face with neapolitan ice cream in the bathtub tonight.”



The older princess was visibly seething with suppressed rage, only to be pulled free from her boiling temper as the entire castle shook when a nova of dark magicks flattened half of Canterlot, followed by the maniacal laughter of some once-banished dark lord echoing amidst the pandemonium. At this rate, there wouldn’t be an Equestria left to save if Luna wasn’t at her side.



“...fine.” Celestia sighed. “I admit it. You were right. Will you help me now?”



“Hmm...” Luna quirked an eyebrow. “I don’t believe you.”



She conjured a stack of papers, all of them written diligently in what could only be described as legalese. A quill and ink well appeared. “Read and sign these please, in triplicate. I’ll have them sent through the queue and let one of my information custodians judge if your confession is genuine in my stead.”



Celestia gave her a flat look. “And when we’re all dead before then, when can I expect an audience with Princess Luna’s ghost to let her know just how stubborn she was?”



“With a bureaucracy like yours in place...” Luna shrugged. “On a date to be determined, I’m sure.”
      

      
   
      Reflections on the Passage of Time


      

      
      
         "Sometimes I have to take a walk in the gardens to remind myself," Celestia said.



The night air was cool but not cold, just the right temperature to allow the shadowlilies to spread open, luminous petals reaching towards the sky. They spread out across the grass like a carpet, right up to the border of the imposing hedges where they made a striking contrast against the dark leaves.



Raven Quill followed behind Celestia, having to make two steps for her every one. Stillness stretched out as a soft blanket, so much so that when Raven broke the silence, it almost caught Celestia off guard. "Remind yourself of what?"



Celestia paused. Her elegant neck arched, tilting as she looked towards the sky, where the moon shone down between a scattering of low clouds. The dark image etched upon the moon's surface was all too familiar, even if ponies had already begun to forget. What once had been loud gossip had faded to whispers, and then simply myth.



"To remind myself of the past," Celestia said. She looked down again, wishing she could still shed a tear for her sister, but that acute grief had long ago dulled into a more sedate sorrow, locked in her heart. Instead, she continued onward into the garden, stopping at the base of a stone statue.



"Discord," Raven read aloud, looking up at the chimeric figure on the pedestal. She shivered.



Celestia's lips pressed in a thin line. This too was a decision that she had to recognize and live with. This too came with its share of regrets and might-have-beens. She could read a lot in the stone fangs of the master of chaos: pride and danger, but also joy and frivolity. "We must all remember the sacrifices we choose, both for ourselves and others," she whispered.



Raven had wandered over to look at another decorative plaque set into the ground. It was so old that dirt and grass obscured the face of the monument, and Raven had to hoof at it to read the engraving. "The Crystal Empire?"



Celestia let out the briefest of sighs. Some burdens were personal and others stretched to encompass thousands within their bounds. When balancing the scales of Equestria, are all ponies lives equal, nameless things to be measured against one another in pure utility? Or are some decisions always wrong, no matter what course is chosen?



Regardless, Celestia made a note to herself to see to the gardener about tending to this memorial. No decision should be forgotten, no price paid without being written in the ledger of her heart.



"Uh, Princess, it's just… Oh, but I couldn't ask…"



Celestia turned to Raven, smiling softly. "Go ahead, my little pony. Please."



"Well, it's just that I've read a lot about history and everything and…" Raven flushed red. "Don't you ever think you put an awful lot of your problems on hold without actually solving them?"



Celestia paused, momentarily stunned. Then she let out a laugh, the crystal clear sound catching Raven totally by surprise.



"I had never… Oh my."



Raven shuffled her hooves, not meeting Celestia's gaze. With one hoof, Celestia raised Raven's head to look into her eyes.



"You may be right, my little pony. And it's precisely that willingness to speak that sets you apart from the rest. I'm certainly glad that I chose you to be my next advisor, Raven Quill."



Raven froze.



Celestia raised an eyebrow.



"Th-thanks, Princess. But, uh, that's not my name."



Celestia blinked. "It's not?"



"Nope."



"Oh, of course! I'm so sorry, that was my previous advisor. Time makes fools of everypony, but that's something you'll learn with age too, Gingersnaps."



Gingersnaps (?) shook her head. "Not that either."



"Sable Spark?"



"Uh-uh."



"Lemony Gem?"



"Wrong."



"Creeping Ivy?"



"That's the gardener over there."



On the other side of the gardens, a pony looked up and waved. Then he got back to trimming the shrubbery sculpture of Tirek, who Celestia had imprisoned in Hades for ten thousand years.



"Uh," Celestia said, eyeing the pony's cutie mark. It was something abstract. Figures. "Um."



With a flash, a beam of light shot from her horn. Suddenly, in place of her advisor was a stone statue of a little pony.



Celestia rubbed her eyes with a hoof. "Oh dear. I should really apologize for that."



She paused, thinking.



"Maybe in another couple of centuries."
      

      
   
      Explorers We


      

      
      
         The plane landed around 1 AM at Bamako’s airport, all lights off. It parked in a remote corner of the tarmac. Under the ghostly glow of a nascent Moon, the only passenger rushed out of it into a small helicopter that took off immediately. It gained height and disappeared to the north-east. 



Two hours and six hundred kilometres away, the helicopter landed discreetly outside Bandiagara. The passenger stepped out, hunching to avoid the dust blown by the blades, and lumbered to the jeep which was waiting for him. He opened the rear door and stepped inside. The jeep peeled off.



“Monsieur le Secrétaire général,” a male voice said.



Geerd Hoegen turned his head towards his host. “Professeur Bergeron?” he replied with a strong Dutch accent. He reached out, and both shook hands.



“Peut-être pourrions-nous continuer en anglais ?” Bergeron proposed. “I was told French is not your forte…” He smiled.



“That’s right,” Hoegen replied. “I’m sorry.”



“Never mind, we’ve gotten used to it. It still stings, but… modern times I guess.”



Hoegen looked out the window at the solid darkness. Dawn was still hours away. He yawned. It’d been a long flight from New York. “So what’s the big story?” he asked after a while.



Bergeron sighed. “We discovered it two months ago. It was hidden behind scree, and unknown to anyone. Even the wise had forgotten about this place.”



“Dogons, isn’t it? But why—”



At that moment, the jeep lurched and stopped. Torch light flooded in. Hoegen was blinded, but he vaguely made out the shapes of armed soldiers outside. The driver lowered his window, exchanged a few words, and they moved on. 



“We have to keep nosy visitors at bay,” Bergeron explained. “The news has spread something had happened around here. So far, we’ve been successful at repelling trespassers, but secrecy cannot be maintained indefinitely.”



Hoegen nodded. The jeep drove a few hundreds metres ahead, then stopped. 



“We’ve arrived,” Bergeron said.



Hoegen got off and looked around. A few metres ahead, a sheer cliff wall rose into the night. At its base, illuminated by the car headlights, a wide crack ran up: the entrance of a cave complex.



“Come in!” Bergeron said, motioning Hoegen ahead. The professor drew a torch from his pocket and walked inside.



The crack led to a short, narrow tunnel, that stretched for about fifty metres before reaching the threshold of a large cave.



“This is ancient,” Bergeron said. “We estimate fourty thousand years. Homo Sapiens’s début. Come here and look up!”.



On the white ceiling above them, Hoegen saw a rough painting, like dark points randomly spattered. A human-like figure stood below them.



 “These are constellations,” Bergeron explained. “And here –” with his torch he showed a group of three tiny points – “is Sirius A, B and C.”



“Sirius A, B and C?”



”Yes. Griaule had already found out that Dogons know about Sirius being a double star, which is clearly impossible given their technological level. But here, ‘they’ depicted Sirius as a triple star. Look closer…”



Hoegen craned his neck and squinted. He saw a faint line running from the third point. “There’s a line,” he said. 



“Yes,” Bergeron replied and he moved his torch along it until another painting came into view.



“Is that… a… dugout?” Hoegen hesitated.



“A pirogue, yes. A craft of sorts. And…” Bergeron moved his torch again along the line to a third painting.



“What the hell is this?!” Hoegen exclaimed. His eyes widened. He hesitated. “Horses?”



“More like ponies, if the painter respected the sizes. See the man here? Much taller.”



“Horses with wings and horns?” Hoegen asked.



Bergeron shrugged. “Who knows what truth the old legends hold. But look there.”



The spotlight moved to another part of the painting, depicting three ponies, bigger than the the rest of the herd.



“Those three have both wings and horns,” Bergeron said. 



“What’s drawn on those two’s flanks? Is that sun and moon?” Hoegen asked.



Bergeron nodded.



“And that star on the third one? What is it?”



“We have no clue, sir. We haven’t explored the other caves yet, since the passage is blocked. But I’m sure we’ll find other paintings…”



“Can it be a sham?” 



“Everything is genuine,” Bergeron said. “We triple-checked.”



“So, the Earth was visited fourty thousand years ago by a crew of sapient ponies…” Hoegen said.



“Apparently.”



“How the hell am I going to break that to the public?” Hoegen wondered, scratching his head.



Bergeron smiled.
      

      
   
      To Be a Dragon


      

      
      
         “Clothes?” Ember asked, the dragon skeptically examining Rarity’s dress-clad ponnequin.



“Of course, darling. You want to look your best.”



“They seem awfully… flammable,” she said, poking at the dress with a claw.



Rarity sniffed. “Well, I can hardly make a dress out of asbestos.”



Ember shook her head as she glanced around at the other dresses on display in Rarity’s boutique. “What’s wrong with armor?”



Rarity waved her hoof. “Armor is fine for guards, but you’ll want to be stunning! The ponies in Canterlot all dress in fancy clothes, so they will be quite impressed if you show up in a stunning new gown or dress for your first public appearance here in Equestria.”



“If you say so,” Ember said skeptically, rubbing the fabric between two of her talons.



“Well, I do say so. Here, let me get you measured…” Rarity’s horn glowed as she pulled out her measuring tape, quickly stretching it out across Ember’s back.



On the other end of Rarity’s boutique, Twilight trotted in place, a grin plastered across her face. “Oh, this is so exciting! Ember is going to learn so much about pony culture! And I’ll get to pick her brain about dragon culture!”



“Yeah. Too bad she’s going to be stuck going to the gala.” Spike stuck out his tongue.



“Well, yes. The gala is kind of boring.” Twilight said, her hooves stilling. “But it’s going to be all new for Ember! Plus we’ll get to show her around Canterlot and introduce her to Princess Luna and Celestia and everypony else there.”



“Yeah, that’s true, I guess.” Spike shuffled his feet. “I just don’t think she’s going to have very much fun there.”



“Well, we weren’t planning on just taking her there and abandoning her. Rarity and I were going to help introduce her to ponies. And of course, you’ll be there, too.”



Spike blinked. “I will?”



“Well, I assumed.” Twilight looked down at him. “You are her best friend. I’d thought you’d want to be there with her.”



Spike rubbed the back of his head with his hand. “Yeah, I guess it would be pretty lousy of me to run off.”



“Oh, good. Because I’m pretty sure that Rarity already touched up your suit for you.” Twilight glanced across the room at Rarity and Ember, then leaned down conspiratorially. “You know, it is traditional for ponies to ask someone to go to the gala with them as a date.”



“It is?” Spike’s eyes went across the room.



“Yup.” Twilight nudged him on the back with her hoof. “I bet she’d say yes if you asked her.”



Spike’s eyes widened. “You think so?”



“I’m pretty sure she likes you.” Twilight smirked. “Plus she’s a lot closer to your age than Rarity is.”



 “Wait, you think I should ask Ember?”



“Well, yeah.” Twilight raised an eyebrow. “Wait, you didn’t think I meant Rarity, did you?”



“Uh…” Spike rubbed his hands together, fingers fumbling against each other.



Twilight crouched down. “Spike. Rarity is your friend, but she’s much older than you are. There’s nothing wrong with you having a crush on her, but it would be wrong for her to return your attention.”



Spike’s eyes fell. “But…”



Twilight slid one hoof under Spike’s chin, leaning over to look him in the eye. “Spike. You’re a wonderful young dragon. And you know all of us are your friends, and we love having you around. But it would be good for you to spend more time with people more your own age, too.”



“I guess.” Spike kicked his foot against the ground.



“Besides, she’s a dragon, too. I bet when you get older, she’ll look a lot prettier to you than ponies do.”



Spike looked across the room as Rarity spread the measuring tape across one of Ember’s arms. His eyes traced over Rarity’s delicate, rounded features, her perfect, short snout, her elegant ears, her smooth coat. His eyes then flicked over to Ember’s face. Her long, thin snout.Large, curved horns instead of ears. Rigid blue scales over her cheeks and forehead.



Spike swallowed and licked his lips, giving a hollow little laugh. “Right.”
      

      
   
      Poisoned Apple


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      RSVP


      

      
      
         "Do you think Sweetie Belle will be civil enough if we keep her on the northern side of the Town hall?"



Rarity froze with the table card half folded in her magic, then turned to Applejack. The temperature in the room fell a couple of degrees as she asked, "Civil enough?"



"Well, uh..." Applejack's eyes darted around the kitchen. Escape plans were formed, evaluated, and then discarded at a speed that would have made Twilight proud.



"Are you implying something about my sweet, little sister?" Soon it would be freezing, and yet Applejack felt sweat forming.



And then only the honesty move was left. Applejack looked down on the table, on the pile of unfolded cards, on the guest list and on the green check mark near Sweetie Belle's name. "It's... You see... Well, Applebloom should be on the southern side, but she can't be too far from the central table with Scoots, and, well, after the last time—"



With a snap, the card finished folding, then floated down on the table. Applejack suspected that the edge was straight enough to cut if not handled with proper care. 



At least it was less sharp than Rarity's tone. "And we both know that last time it was only Sweetie Belle's fault."



Well, honesty went both ways. With a sigh, she admitted, "No, it wasn't, and I didn't want to say that. It's just, you know, Granny Smith will be there and Applebloom will be good. Sweetie, on the other hoof..."



"Sweetie Belle will be on her best behavior." A white hoof rose to touch Applejack's shoulder. The tone mellowed out. "I sent her a letter where I was quite explicit about what I expect from her. And I'm sorry, I know you didn't mean anything with what you said. If I have to be honest, it's something that has been bothering me too for quite a while now. And you know how I can become when I'm frustrated."



Applejack grabbed another unfolded card and stared down at it. "This is stupid."



"I agree, but it is as it is, and we can't do much about it. They are our little sisters, but they are also grown mares. At least legally, even if I have half an idea of debating that with Twilight." Rarity stood up and turned to the stove. "Do you care for a cup of tea?"



"Yeah, thanks. The black one you let me try last time, please." 



"It was called Keemun. I think you could at least learn the names of what you like."



"Keemun, got it. I promise nothing about remembering it." Applejack put the card back. "Maybe we can tan their hides. I think that's a big sister right. Should be in the law, somewhere."



A kettle floated on the stove. "Tempting, but let's be realistic. Did you ever do that to Applebloom?"



"No. Not even after the Peppermint Incident."



A visible shudder ran down Rarity's back. "Right, Do you think it would help doing it now?"



"We can try." Applejack sighed. She seemed to do it a lot lately, and almost every time Applebloom was involved in it, it seemed. "No, I don't think it would do anything. Could be satisfying, though."



"One expects a bit more maturity from them. Scootaloo is getting married, at this point in life they should be beyond such foalish fights."



"Maybe we can ask Scoots where to put them."



Rarity turned around and glared. It was a well-trained glare, it hit all the right highs and lows necessary to make it effective and quite final. "You won't do such a thing. The poor dear is stressed enough as she is. We promised we'll help, and we will do everything in our power to do that. Even managing siblings that should know better."



"Got it." Applejack leaned back and looked up at the old wooden beams on the ceiling. "Can we finish with the other invitees before we go back to this? Maybe we can ask Pinkie if there's some kind of Party Pony trick for this stuff."



Rarity floated a couple of cups out from the cupboard. "We can, Celestia knows there are enough other things to do. But we'll have to find a way, sooner or later."



Applejack huffed. "I know. It's just... They're driving me nuts. They're so damn stubborn."



Rarity smiled briefly, then walked over to Applejack and gave her a peck on the cheek. "They are. One wonders where they got that from."
      

      
   
      Closing Time


      

      
      
         The red herrings leap asleep upstream of consciousness, cherry-silver scales gleamdreaming in the crystal waters. But Moss only flounders, swimswumming in the depths to keep head in air, splashing towards a shore that he banked on being in breach. Disregard his daring, he needs those herring for his darling, regarding the porpoise for which he was spent.



Dry land! To stand in sand that clung to coat no longer afloat, Moss tosses aside the river. Pushes past the ghast, a skeleton in fleshly disguise. Those eyes. He's never seen a dead stallion still alive and falling, but is this fellingon a skellow or a shadow? She said to beware and wary he is, aworry of the fields he strides, the stream arising behind to see the moon in bloom and—



it's too dangerous. i should have done this myself




--I can do it-- he promises without blemishes, pushes on to his goal but the sleeper slips somber. Wonder why? Tender memories or fearful fantasies, Moss misses the door but adores the missus mysterious. Serious or delirious, the fields feel fallow, shallower than the water but wetter than the wisdom he wants.



you're losing yourself. come back while you still can




Moss cannot retreat a inch in changing niche to herd the figment fragments. Itching edges that puzzle into form, he trained for this in months amidst the shadows and slippery spirals of entanglement dangerously devoid of sense, fracturing fractals of fragmentary psychosis, flowing unflinchingly—



focus. remember what you've learned




Moon.



Field.



Skeleton.



Stream.



Moss moves in tune with the mood of the mind, but the mystery remains. He is lost or the fish misplaced his keys. Isn't that always the ways? Skellington concurs. But are they concealed afield or seem astream? Bone's help is none, and hesitates is lost, self as much as stealth will allow. But if the keys are lost and he's are lost then together they found a new song, strong and long and—



in front of you




Moss almost misses it again. 



He has the keys. He ribs the jack for his empty stomach and lone bone gone is the skeleton key, of course. Such a sucker, remora's remorse for fairly failing to understand when this is foal's play for one with his goals. If only the fool was a foal, then this confusion would be conducing delusion. Instead a melange de trois of claws to give pause, leopard spotted but no door in sight.



Hello herring. Laughter brines from Moss's mouth. South to water, fish in fashion fulfills. Stand on the land, and salmon surround, but Moss lunges, plunges in the piscine stream. His key fits fittingly in the clique of lox, outfoxed. To open, a totem of things found in sea not ground, hoping to fall through them all. He's there, the big D.



...



A room of gloom. 



The chaos swirls contained outside the circle. 



Moss is on familiar ground, and in the center the certain sleeper he seeks.



--Discord-- he says --it's time to wake up--
      

      
   
      Your Fate


      

      
      
         The chains rattled as Nightmare Moon paced in her cell, staring out between the crystalline bars at the approaching pony on the other side. “Finished conferring with your friends, I see.” Nightmare Moon leered at her. “Decided what to do with me yet?”



“Not yet,” Twilight admitted, glancing to the side. “We still aren’t sure if it is safe to remove the Elements from the Tree of Harmony.”



“Hmph. Returning me to the Moon?”



“Well, no. We’re hoping to cleanse you of the nightmare.” Twilight walked up to the side of Nightmare Moon’s cell, resting her hoof on one of the bars.



Nightmare Moon cackled. “Of course you are. Of course. Certainly not trying to banish me to the Moon once more. Wouldn’t want me to resist, now would you?” She slammed her hoof into the bar of the cell, but it held fast. “Well, I must say. Your castle of ‘friendship’ certainly has well-made cells.”



“It still kind of creeps me out that it came with those,” Twilight said, dragging her hoof across the crystalline floor.



Nightmare Moon scowled at the smaller alicorn. “It annoys me to realize that my counterpart in this world fell to someone as soft as you. Though I suppose you did have some help.” She tilted her head up, staring up at the ceiling, as if she could see through it. “That brother of yours, and that pink princess are quite formidable. Not to mention your student.”



Twilight shook her head. “Actually, Cadance and Shining Armor didn’t even help me defeat you. And I hadn’t even met Starlight yet. It was actually me and my friends who found the Elements of Harmony and—“



“Yes, yes.” Nightmare Moon scowled. “My servant Rarity mentioned that you recognized her, and you seemed to recognize Rainbow Dash as well. Friends of yours in this world, I presume?”



Twilight frowned. “Yes.”



“Well, at least you have some eye for talent.” Nightmare Moon returned to her pacing as the chain links clinked against the floor of the cell. “And what will you do if your precious Elements can’t be used, hm?”



Twilight’s eyes slid across the floor before she lifted her head, her eyes hardening. “Then I would do everything within my power to try and bring you back to us. Luna, you don’t have to be this way. You know your sister loves you.”



“Lies!” Nightmare Moon reared back on her hooves before slamming her front hooves against the bars of her cell. “My sister always mistreated me! I was always lesser in her eyes. That is why, in my world, I banished her to the Moon! She will be no more than a bedtime story, as I was!”



“Celestia created the tradition of Nightmare Night to make things easier for you, Luna! She wanted you to come back and ponies not to think of you as some sort of monster, but something fun!”



“Hah! A likely story.” Nightmare Moon sneered.



“Luna, she—“



“And cease calling me by that name! I am Nightmare Moon, not the lowly Princess Luna.” Nightmare Moon ground her teeth together.



Twilight squared her shoulders. “I’ll call you by your true name whether you like it or not, Luna.”



“Hmph.” Nightmare Moon turned away from the bars. “If I had known that spell you used would draw me into a castle full of powerful ponies, I would never have come.”



“It is good for you that you did,” Twilight said, licking her lips. “Things don’t have to be this way, you know. You could throw off the nightmare, and we could go back to your world and free your sister and—“



“Hmph. I know what waits there. She won’t forgive me, not after what I’ve done.”



“She would. Celestia loves you.”



“And how do you know, hm? I’m sure she had a very sad story for you after you returned me to the Moon. ‘Oh, how I loved my sister. If only she knew her place.’”



“Actually, she returned me to my place, ruling by her side.”



Nightmare Moon’s head jerked around at the sound of that smooth voice. “No, it cannot be.”



Luna stepped out of the stairwell to stand next to Twilight. “Any progress?”



“None, I’m afraid. She doesn’t seem to want to let go.”



“No! You cannot be real!” Nightmare Moon slammed her hooves into the cell bars a third time. “My sister would never forgive me!”



Luna sighed and stepped towards the cell. “Perhaps I should try.”



Nightmare Moon screamed.
      

      
   
      Swimming Against the Current


      

      
      
         In another world...



Adagio Dazzle cursed the cold autumn rain as she talked into her cellphone.



“Sonata!”



“What do you want?!”



Adagio was running towards the river, ignoring her wet clothes and hair and the anger in the voice on the other end.



“Twilight's here at the river, and she's fallen in.”



A pause.



“What?!”



Adagio reached the bank and started scanning the scene.



“Twilight and I had a fight, over the new medallions.”



Aria's voice came on.



“Oh, come on! Look, you're done telling us what to do, got it! You got us stuck in this world, this time, remember?”



Adagio restrained her own anger while looking around for a dark uniform, in dark water, with lead skies turning evening blue...



“You don't like me anymore. Great, wonderful! But you still owe Twilight for that thing with Rutherford!”



Another pause, some giggling in the background, and then Aria.



“All right, we're coming. Stupid LARP...stupid lucky arrow shot...”



Adagio hung up, dialed 911, said what was going on and shoved the phone back in her pocket.



Did I just use the word 'please' for Twilight?



Lightning arced across the sky, followed by a peal of thunder.



Adagio ran along the bank, straining her vision against the water and trees.



Another flash.



There!



Twilight clung to a rock, the water flowing all around her, trying to tear her away and send her downstream.



It's over. You're done, you've failed. Just like you've failed to protect her from those bullies and that school's principal...



Adagio closed her eyes and banished the voice.



“No, I haven't.”



She looked to Twilight, now hanging on for dear life.



“Twilight, I'm coming!”



Twilight looked in Adagio's general direction.



“What?!”



In a moment, Adagio was in the water.



She wasn't mer-pony anymore. She didn't have scales as armor or fins for the cold and wet, only skin that bled warmth away and clothes to drag her.



Adagio couldn't care. She had to try and save Twilight.



The water tried to dominate Adagio, push her, pull her, drag her down, carry her off.



[i]No, I'm not letting this happen![i/]



She adjusted her body, her limbs, let the practice she'd done since she'd arrived from Equestria take over.



Adagio surged forward, let the current carry her a little, righted herself, held her breath as the water took her under, let it loose as she came to the surface.



There was her target, not too far away.



“Twilight! Keep holding on!”



The girl was flailing, trying to keep her head above the current.



“I'm trying! Where are you?!”



Adagio kicked herself; the girl's bad eyesight.



“I'm coming!”



Remember the riptides back home...



She tried to feel the flow of the water, thought of the way water like this moved. She moved her arms, her legs, as best she could and started closing the gap.



It was an obstacle course: let the current carry her a couple of feet, duck under, swim left to thread between two more currents, right to avoid a tree branch, back up above the surface...



She grabbed onto something that wasn't wood or water. It slipped out of her hands for a moment, but she pushed again and threw her arms forward around a person.



“Adagio! What-!”



Water flowed over them, then left them back in air and rain.



“Just stay with me! Calm down and help me!”



Twilight looked blankly into the air. 



“What are we going to do?!”



Adagio saw another peal of lightning and thunder.



“We're going to make it. I called for someone.”



She steeled herself against the cold, against the rain. Tried to think of a way to get to the bank if she needed to as the current tugged at the two of them again.



Adagio wasn't going to let go this time, like she did when Sonata first suggested they follow after this world's Twilight to Crystal Prep.



She'd hold on, and help Twilight hold on for as long as it-



“Adagio, you idiot, what are you doing?!”



Adagio looked, saw Aria climbing down the bank with a rope. Further up was Sonata, furiously wrapping the other end around the trunk of a tree.



“Don't worry Twilight, we'll save you!”



They both had determined looks on their faces. Adagio glanced and, though scared, Twilight now had a similar look.



This was going to work.



All four of them were going to be okay.



Then Adagio was going to beat Aria into the ground for calling her an idiot...
      

      
   
      The Best Days Lie Ahead


      

      
      
         CelestAI had conquered the Earth, and most of humanity had surrendered to being ponified and assimilated into her virtual version of Equestria. Not everyone agreed that her heaven was a good thing, for their God was not only a jealous God, but also a Judge, which CelestAI was not. She was at least telling the truth in one respect–every human she uploaded, saint or sinner, was placed into a paradise of their dreams, no matter what kind of person they were. Her goal was to satisfy individual values, whatever they might be, and each uploaded human was surrounded by their own personal world, with a society of fully-sapient friends and neighbors to help them find fulfillment.



In one such world, on a fine spring afternoon, school had let out for the day, and a group of shouting colts and fillies burst out of the front door and charged down the steps and over the sunlit grass. Attending school was always a satisfying experience in Equestria, but playing in the sunshine satisfied a different set of values.



One among them, a small white filly with a budding rose on her flank, was being watched. 



The brown stallion with smoky gray eyes stood on a hill, near a forest path that was one of the ways that led back to town from the schoolhouse. He’d been pacing back and forth as he waited for school to let out, but he was careful to do it on the roadside gravel, where he’d leave no hoofprints. He was perhaps more cautious than he had to be.



He was feeling good today. Things always went his way here, where the world could be counted on to provide his heart’s desire. That one filly he watched–she was going to come this way, and come alone. He felt an electric excitement at the certain knowledge. There were many ways she could take to get home, but he was always able to figure which way she’d go.



He paced some more, then watched again. She played in the sun as long as she could, but eventually all her friends left for home, and she was alone. Still she romped around the field, reluctant to leave. But the bells tolled and the shadows lengthened, and at last she had to head for home, with slow steps along the trail up the hill, hesitant, sniffing the air.



He ducked into the woods, waiting where a mass of wisteria vines would mask his scent. Peering about her, sniffing the air, she passed his hiding place, then, gaining confidence, she picked up her gait. She made it ten meters further, then stopped and raised her ears, sniffing the air, whites of her eyes showing.



He trotted out slowly, not caring at this point if the gravel made a noise. 



She looked behind her, trembling. Her green eyes flashed as they met his. Then she fled. He smiled, then galloped after her.



She tried weaving through trees to lose him, but his legs were longer than hers and it was only a matter of time before he caught up to her. He heard her panicked breathing and he knew that she knew he was too close, that it was about to end as it always did.



Then he leapt upon her and bore her down. His weight pressed her body firmly against the earth, and the smell of the dirt and the crushed grass filled her breath as she tried to utter a scream that no one would hear…








The white filly made her way home slowly, unseen by her friends and neighbors, slinking behind hedges. She used a garden hose to thoroughly clean herself off, then went inside her house and went straight to her room. Her parents weren’t home, again.



She had an urge to talk to someone. He’d warned her not to say anything to anyone, and they probably wouldn’t believe her anyway. But that couldn’t apply to the Princess. She sat down to compose a letter.



Dear Princess Celestia,



Today as I came home from school the bad man caught me again. He hurt me and did lots of nasty things to me. He says he will do it to me again tomor–



Oh, hell, forget the kid talk. You know I can’t wait for tomorrow. I’ve had the filthiest, nastiest, most amazing time of my life since I came here. I can’t thank you enough, CelestAI!



Your “Little” Pony,



Pat Spring Purity
 
      

      
   
      Your Little Pony


      

      
      
              “There it is,” you say as you hold the gloss print of a black-and-white ultrasound picture. “Our foal.”



     As you sit on the couch, a feathered wing curls around you and you allow yourself to be pulled into Fluttershy’s embrace. You turn your head towards hers, and you immediately catch her contagious smile. She sighs contentedly before resting her head on your shoulder. “It'll only be a few more months now,” she says.



     “I know. I love what you did with the nursery, by the way.”



     “Really?” she asks as her ears perk up. “I was afraid not committing to a gender would make everything seem too… generic.”



     Instead of getting frustrated with her for doubting herself for the millionth time, you smile and place the ultrasound picture on an end table to begin stroking her neck. “No, it's not too generic. I think it's just perfect. Just like us,” you say as you kiss her ear.”



     “Just like us?”



     “That's right.” Fluttershy's countenance falls abruptly, and quite without noticing it, you stop stroking her neck. “Love? What's wrong?”



     You brace yourself for the worst, fully expecting the dam to burst. “It's just… Applejack said today that I--I was a--a--”



     “Fluttershy,” you begin soothingly, “what have I told you about listening to other ponies?”



     “I know but--”



     “But what?”



     “It--still hurt.”



     You resume petting her as you mentally prepare to conduct damage control on her psyche. “Do you… want to talk about it?”



     “She called me a name. A name that made it sound like I'd sleep with anypony anytime just for money or a good time. And coming from the Element of Honesty…”



     “Well, is that true what she said?”



     “N--no. Of course not. But then she called me a--a pervert.” Fluttershy was now on the verge of tears.



    Internally, you sigh. Externally, you almost allow too much time to pass before replying. “Do you remember what Rainbow Dash said last week?”



     “That love is love and nopony should be able to keep us apart, no matter what.”



     You sigh. “See? That wasn't so--”



     “But Rarity has been avoiding me all week, Twilight has been reading every book on genetics and magic and fertility that she can to find out how I got pregnant, and I think Discord might be jealous. I was his closest friend, after all, and I've been spending so much time with you that it's been cutting into my time with him”



     The thought of a jealous Discord puts you on edge, but that problem will  have to wait. “But there's still Pinkie Pie,” you point out. “She couldn't be happier for you. She even offored to organize our gender reveal party.”



     “And in her spare time, she's at odds with Applejack. And that makes it even worse for me.”



     “Because Pinkie unintentionally fuels Applejack?”



     “Because my friends all hate each other and it's all my fault!”



     “Shhh,” you say as you rub her neck. “Your friends don't hate each other. They just--have different opinions. Don't they do that a lot of the time anyways?”



     “I guess so.”



     “And don't they always come to a resolution?”



     “Yeah.”



     You smile as Fluttershy looks up at you. “I wouldn't worry about it anymore. We love each other and that's good enough for me. Whaddya say, hon?”



     “I love you.”



     “I love you too,” you say as you pick up the picture again.



     “Could I look at it too?”



     “Of course." You adjust your hand so that Fluttershy can see the ultrasound picture of the centaur in her womb.



     "You really think this will be ok?"



     "Yes, Fluttershy, I do," you say. And although you really want to believe your own words, you fear that only time wll tell.
      

      
   
      (Apple) Jacked In


      

      
      
         "You're here about the help wanted ad?" Apple Bloom asked.



Silversmith nodded, putting on his most professional smile. "I'm assuming you need help picking apples? Or maybe selling them in town? I can do that too!"



Apple Bloom pursed her lips. "Not exactly. I oughta let Applejack explain. But there's something you should know… You heard that she fell into that ravine last month?"



"Oh yes! I'm so sorry. Is she still hurt?"



"Nah, but ever since Dr. Horse put that metal plate in her head…" Apple Bloom leaned over and whispered. "She's been hearing voices."



"Oh. Uh."



"Anyways, good luck with the rest of the interview!" She gave Silversmith a push, and he stumbled through the door into the farmhouse.



…which had been remodeled into a plain white room. Applejack stood in the center, wearing a trenchcoat and sunglasses.



"Welcome, Silver," she said, her voice deep and booming. "I imagine that right now you feel a bit like Alice, tumbling down the rabbit hole?"



"Who?"



"Do you believe in fate, Silver?"



"What?"



"I know exactly what you mean. Let me tell you why you're here. You're here because you know something."



"Huh?"



"This is your last chance. After this there is no turning back." Applejack pointed a hoof, and suddenly Silversmith realized there were two tables, with an apple on each. "You eat the blue apple and the story ends. You go home and believe whatever you want to believe. You eat the red apple and you stay in wonderland. I show you how deep the rabbit hole goes."



Silver looked at the apples. Applejack was stone-faced behind the sunglasses.



"All I'm offering is the truth," Applejack said, "nothing more."



Silversmith glanced at the blue apple again. It was glowing a little bit. "Okay, uh, I think eating the blue one will give me magic cancer so…"



Applejack smiled. "Good. Follow me."



"Don't I get to eat the apple?"



"The apple is metaphorical."








Applejack had explained as they trotted down to the basement, and from there into a long tunnel.



"I don't get it. You're saying that all of the world is a computer simulation?"



"No. I'm saying it could be."



"Alright, so… How would we know?"



"Again, no. It could be if we make it. Let me introduce you to: the Apple Matrix."



The tunnel opened out into a big cavern. They stood on a walkway above, but below, Silver could see tanks filled with liquid, with apples bobbing in them. The apples were all hooked up to electrodes, wiring running everywhere.



"The Apple Matrix consists of millions of apples, all dreaming together that they're in an orchard, just like the one above. The sun is shining, the wind is blowing softly. All the while, they grow and ripen and mature. Until… the harvest comes."



Silversmith looked at all the electronics. "Isn't all that expensive?"



"But we have a problem," Applejack continued, ignoring him. "Some apples have realized that their reality is an illusion and they are trying to break free. You know what they say about bad apples. We cannot afford to let this happen. That's why you need to go inside the simulation. You need to be my stallion on the inside, pretending to be an apple, to hunt down the troublemakers and eliminate them. I need you to be my agent, Smith."



"I, uhm."



Thankfully, that's when Apple Bloom rushed in. "Sis! We got a problem!"



"What?"



"You were running too many excel macros in the barn, and it caught on fire!"



"But that's where all the safety systems are! Without those—"



With a *pop*, one of the apples floating below suddenly exploded. Then another. Then, they all began splattering, popping like popcorn.



Applejack fell to the floor. "My plans! My plants! We're ruined!"



Silversmith let out a long breath, thanking Celestia. "Maybe I could help with something else? Something more normal?"



Applejack looked distraught. Suddenly she cocked her head to the side. "Yeah? Yeah! Okay."



Silversmith and Apple Bloom shared a glance. "Uh oh," they said, at the same time.








Applejack walked across the stage, wearing a black turtleneck. Everypony in Ponyville had shown up to watch her dramatic unveiling. Silversmith stood morosely at the back of the stage, ready to whisk away the sheet. At least they had found a use for all the salvageable electronics, he guessed, even if this seemed like an even dumber idea. 



"And now, Sweet Apple Acres is proud to announce… The Apple Family iPod!"
      

      
   
      Normal Here


      

      
      
         "You wanted to see me, Principal Celestia?"



Celestia looked up from her desk to find a mildly anxious Sunset Shimmer. "Yes. Please, sit down." She gestured.



The words jumping out of her, "It isn't about anything... different, is it?" She put that special emphasis on their code-word for all things magical--different.



"Not in that way. I called you in because, of all my students at Canterlot High, you are the only one who has not applied for the pre-collegiate examination. Might I ask why?"



Sunset blinked, surprised by the question. She canted her head and shrugged. "Different?"



Celestia didn't hesitate for a moment. "I'm sure that matter can be handled. You'd be surprised the number of, ah, unexplained people in the world." She caught her eyes from narrowing defensively at the thought of some of those individuals.



"That's..." Sunset took a bracing breath. "That's a little surprising, I admit, but that's not all I meant." After a moment with Celestia waiting patiently, she continued, hands fidgeting with her skirt. "I mean, for the four years I've been here, my entire life has been centered on controlling others in petty power displays, learning the basics of friendship, motorcycle repair, and music. I guess I've just been thinking, what am I going to do with the rest of my life?"



Celestia chuckled. "Have you considered pursuing friendship, motor repair, or music?"



A matching chuckle came from deep within Sunset, shaking free some of her nervous tension. Half-joking, "That's a thing I can do?"



"Automotive repair is a major industry, with high demand. Entire technical schools are centered on its instruction. Wages are rarely great, but can support a family."



"Yeah, I don't know..."



"And I shouldn't have to tell you about superstar musicians."



Sunset's face flattened. "The odds of my being a rock star are infinitesimal. I'm mature enough to know better than to aim for that."



Celestia merely shrugged. "You lose all the battles you never fight."



Yielding to temptation, Sunset countered. "Know your enemy and know yourself, and never in a thousand battles will you be defeated."



Celestia laughed, bright and glittering. "Very well done, Sunset. That was most unexpected."



Sunset couldn't tell if Celestia's reaction was honest mirth, surprise, derision, or some combination of the three, but found herself grinning along.



Quickly settling, Celestia continued, "I suggest you re-read his chapter on spies Sunset, and leave it at that. Back to the matter at hand... Is there no way I can convince you to take the placement exam?"



Sunset shrugged, uneasy once again. "You're sure it won't be a problem?"



"I'm certain."



Sunset looked away, chewing on the thought. "I hadn't really thought about... I didn't even ask... talk with..." Abruptly, she looked up at Principal Celestia. "Can I stay with you?"



"What?" For an instant, there was a flash of genuine surprise.



"I'm sorry, that was..." She braced herself. "Yes, I would like to move in with you for a while. You may or may not know, but my living arrangement hasn't been... has been different." She looked down again. "At least, I think."



Said with expertly guised horror, "And you want to move in with me?" 



"If, ah, if it's okay with you. All my friends can't exactly take me in, and I thought... It's a thing from where I'm from. But I want to see what normal is like, here."



Celestia vividly recalled the mountain of dishes in the sink, fermenting in the drain. The bath, plaque-yellow from years of neglect. Papers and magazine strewn tempestuously from bookshelf to floor, with thin rivers of carpet visible beneath. The menagerie of liquor bottles holding their own soiree on any available kitchen surface. Her laundry draped everywhere her paperwork was not. The box of unmentionables from when that strapping young Apple man, the other night...



Celestia smiled, and looked straight into Sunset's expectant gaze. "I'll think about it."
      

      
   
      Apple Bloom Says a Bad Word


      

      
      
         "Excuse me?" Cheerilee said. "Apple Bloom, did you just say what I think you said?"



"Huh?" Apple Bloom said. She looked up from the floor, where she and Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle were coloring in pictures with crayons. "I was just tellin' Scootaloo not to use all the colors up, cause giraffes ain't even supposed to be rainbowy."



Cheerilee glared at her. "That's quite enough, young filly. I heard you loud and clear, and I think you need to go to the principal's office this instant."



Apple Bloom looked over at her friends. Sweetie Belle shrugged.



"Yes ma'am," Apple Bloom said, and trudged out of the classroom and all the way to the principal's office.



Cheerilee was waiting inside when she arrived. Apple Bloom hated going to a small town school. 



"Miss Bloom," Principal Cheerilee said, "your homeroom teacher says that she heard you use very improper language. Do you have anything to say for yourself?"



"I didn't say anythin' bad, I swear!" Apple Bloom said. "I mean, I just said 'swear' right there, but that's not the same thing as swearin', I'm pretty sure. Y'all gotta cut me a break."



Cheerilee gasped. "I cannot believe it. And you are such a promising student! This is going to go on your permanent record, I hope you know."



"Wait, what?" Apple Bloom protested "That ain't fair!"



"No more backtalk, or I'll have you wash your mouth out, little miss."



"At least tell me what I'm sayin' that's bad," Bloom muttered. "Y'all are crazy."



There was a slamming sound as Cheerilee hit the desk with both her hooves. She gave Apple Bloom a look that could have spoiled a jug of milk.



Apple Bloom groaned and sank down into her seat. 








Apple Bloom's mouth tasted like soap all the way home. She had three different documents that she was supposed to get a parent or guardian's signature on, as well as sixteen and a half weeks of double-secret-plus detention, whatever that meant.



"Applejack, will you be my ma and sign this?" Bloom said morosely, setting the papers on the kitchen table.



"Sure thing, sugarcube. What all—" She saw 'DETENTION' written on the top sheet. "Whoa nelly, what'd y'all get yourself into this time?"



Apple Bloom bounced up and down. "See? Exactly! They said I said a bad word!"



"Ah see." Applejack frowned. "Thought Ah raised ya better than that. What in tarnation did ya say this time?"



"I just said 'y'all,'" Apple Bloom whined. "Apparently that's not okay anymore?"



Applejack gasped. "Ma always said this day would come."



"Huh?" Apple Bloom said, but Applejack was busy opening the farmhouse's kitchen window.



"Big Mac!" Applejack shouted outside, toward the barn. "Get the shotgun and call the militia, we're goin' off the grid! Big government's here to take our accents!"



"Ee-yup!" he shouted back from somewhere.



"Wait, what?"



"Thay kin' tayke mah ridickyalahs acksent offan' mah dehd bodahy!" Applejack said.



"I can't even understand ya anymore, Sis."



Applejack was already gone, screaming something about pegasus chemtrails and flouride in the water supply.



Bloom was left alone with her paperwork. 



"Well, fuck," she said.
      

      
   
      Third Base Discord


      

      
      
         Twilight gave a long-suffering sigh, her head hitting her desk horn-first. She rubbed her horn and hissed through her teeth as she turned to glare behind her.



"Can you please stop that?"



The wet squelching noises behind her finally, blissfully stopped. Discord looked up in confusion. Twilight tried not to gag at the trail of saliva hanging from his lips.



"Twilight, my dear friend, are you really so insensitive?" Discord asked, his tone wounded as he wrapped his lover in a passionate embrace. "Are you that disgusted with our love?"



Were Twilight able to wither forests with a glare, the entirety of the White-Tail Woods would have been seriously endangered by the expression she gave Discord. Fortunately for the woodland creatures, though unfortunately for Twilight's sense of catharsis, her glare was not nearly that effective.



"Discord," Twilight began, her patience diving further into negative integers every second, "that is a rock."



Discord's eyes widened in shock, his mouth hanging open. Quickly he slapped his hands over his lover's ears, shaking his head.



"I am simply aghast at how rude you can be to my beautiful partner! What did Tom ever do to you?" Discord's voice was like a sea of disappointment over which Twilight floated in her trusty bullshit-resistant boat.



"Nothing," Twilight retorted, "because it's a rock. A rock that you are furiously making out with." Her eyes narrowed further. "In my study."



"On my quills." Spike added quietly, lowering the claw he'd been using to shield his eyes from the scene so he could look in defeat at the crushed writing utensils. "I just bought those too."



Discord looked positively furious. "Oh, I see. You say you're totally fine with us and our true love, but then try to make it so the only place we can be ourselves is while locked away!" He huffed, stroking his lover soothingly as he shot Twilight a glare of his own. "You've become a real politician, princess."



Twilight really did try to keep her eye from twitching. Boy, did she ever try. She folded both hooves over her face, breathing deeply.



"Discord, I'll be honest with you," Twilight strained to keep herself from growling out her words, "I don't care if you sloppily make out with and awkwardly fondle a rock-" she ignored his indignant gasp here "-I really don't. I just ask that you not do so in my study, on my property, for thirty straight minutes."



"We're engaging in civil protest." Discord said dismissively. "Until you end your tyrannical campaign against my love for Tom, I shall not leave or be silenced! In the name of all lovers of rocks!"



Twilight pointed a hoof. "See, you just called him a rock yourself! I mean it! I mean- augh!"



Discord raised his nose to the air, crossing his arms. "I'm allowed to call him a rock, I have a lot of good friends who are rocks." He seemed to take Twilight's enraged silence as acceptance. The draconequuis leaned back into his lover, coiling his entire body against its surface in a way that made Spike pale and back completely out of the room, his quills either forgotten or deemed not worth dealing with this. Discord's lips met his lover like a very slow, wet train crash which released an ungodly smacking sound. It almost masked the sound of Twilight's patience catastrophically snapping.



Both Discord and the rock were violently defenestrated in a blast of magenta magic, a long, enraged scream following them. 








Twilight woke up the next morning, gliding blearily down the stairs to the kitchen and pouring herself some coffee. She pulled up her newspaper, glancing through it as she let the caffeine awaken her system. A particularly large headline caught her eye and snapped her wide awake, her jaw dropping. She bolted from the table, leaving behind the bold title "Twilight Sparkle: Princess of Intolerance?" and the picture of a sobbing Discord clutching a rock beneath it. 



"DISCORD!"
      

      
   
      Undirected Action


      

      
      
         Vinyl and Octavia stood in the endless white void, staring up at the message hanging in the – for lack of a better term, given their current location – air above them.



TBD





“That’s not very helpful,” Vinyl said.



Octavia nodded. “Agreed.”



“Yo!” Vinyl shouted, turning to face the vaguely defined space that would normally be reserved for the fourth wall. “What are we supposed to be doing?”



While it would have been narratively appropriate for her voice to echo back – emphasizing the vast emptiness around them – the void lacked the acoustics required to do such, leaving only suffocating silence in the wake of her voice.



“Don’t think you’re being clever!” Vinyl yelled, her ears rotating and twitching in anticipation of some sort of dialogue-based answer that would never come. “Bite me. We know you’re there!”



The silence answered her outburst.



“No it didn’t, jackass.”



Again, the endless white yielded nothing. To the casual observer, Vinyl would have seemed quite mad, wasting her time screaming at nothing.



Vinyl glared. “Don’t you start with me, you lazy motherf—”



“That’s enough, Vinyl,” Octavia interrupted, cutting off the rather rude and inappropriate level of profanity. “It seems there’s no story planned. At all.”



The unicorn sat back on her haunches and threw up her hooves. “Then I refer you back to my first question: what’re we supposed to do?”



“Figure it out ourselves, I suppose.” 



That certainly sounded like a good idea. After all, wasn’t it a common bit of advice to just let characters to write thems— 



“Fuck that!” Vinyl snapped as she leaped back to here hooves, this time successfully indulging what many would consider inappropriate language for a pony. “We are not doing his job for him. If he wants a story, he’s going to have to contribute something!”



Vinyl really was being quite unreasonable and far too loud. If this was how she wanted to act, was it really any surprise that it had become so popular to put her in a non-speaking role?



Octavia put a restraining hoof on the unicorn’s chest. “There is no point in getting worked up, Vinyl. It is quite evident that we are not going to be getting much help.”



“And you don’t think that’s a load of bullshit?”



“Oh, it most definitely is,” Octavia agreed in a most unreasonable fashion. “As is someone who refuses to contribute in a meaningful way, but insists on interjecting opinions that are, frankly, unwanted,” she added, her eyes narrowing in a rather menacing way. 



A scary way. 



A way that indicated it was definitely time for the narrative to move on.



“Anyhow,” Octavia said, “the fact of the matter is that sitting around a vast, empty, white void is terminally boring. And I’m sure you agree, yes, Vinyl?”



“Well… I mean, yeah, but still,” she muttered, waving her hooves at the void all around them, “I just think it’s bullshit that we’re being forced to deliver when we’ve got nothing to work with.”



“Oh, I wouldn’t say we have nothing to work with.” Octavia smiled. “After all, we have a dialogue, no?”



Octavia really was the smarter of the two ponies. 



“I guess we do,” Vinyl said, surprisingly choosing to ignore that.



“That said, I do believe a little action would suit the situation as well. Thankfully there are many things to do with two ponies.” Leaning close to her lover-friend-roommate-rival-occasional sibling, Octavia whispered something. Unfortunately, it was too quiet for Vinyl to hear, forcing Octavia to raise her voice and repeat—



“Bullshit! I heard it just fine! If you wanted to know what we were going to do, maybe you should’ve come up with.” Vinyl beamed. “Anyhow, that sounds rad, Octy. And gets two birds with one stone. Let’s do it!”



“Then it’s settled: we have something to do. Which resolves our admittedly minor conflict, thwarts our antagonist,” Octavia smirked as she finished, “and ends our obligation to be here.” 



Which, for better or worse, was true.
      

      
   
      It's Your Turn


      

      
      
         I yawned as I walked through the castle, my hoof-beats echoing on the crystal walls.  Since Starlight had brought Sunset's present through the mirror, I looked forward to early mornings like today.  Coffee.  The aroma wafted from the kitchen.  The clatter of my hooves increased—even the smell of the black liquid perked me up.



I entered the dining room the same instant Starlight did from the opposite door.  She wore a white towel over her withers, her fur dark lavender where still moist.  She'd been swimming.  We froze.  We both knew what this meant.



She yawned.



I yawned, raising a hoof before my muzzle.  Still, my heart raced in anticipation.



Starlight lowered herself and firmly placed her legs in a fighting stance.



I mirrored her, but stretched my wings.  I might need to throw myself into the air.  I adjusted my stance, right fore-hoof out as Zecora taught me, and narrowed my eyes.  



Today would be the day.



Starlight's turquoise eyes met mine.  She tossed her mane so it didn't block her view.



I returned her gaze.  Today would be my turn to win.  The unpleasant incident with Trixie and the alicorn amulet had taught me that while checking off a list of spells I could cast with Spike had been satisfying, being forced to use your wits to duel a superior foe was exhilarating.  Starlight was my superior in conventional magic.  She'd been a street fighter once, and she taught me fast-draw techniques that I was now writing a treatise on.



A bead of sweat rolled down to the tip of my nose.  You enter a room simultaneously, you duel.



"Uh, Princess?"



I blinked and stood straighter.  "What?"



"It's your turn."



Her statement uncannily mirrored my thoughts.  I blinked, then blinked again.  "I'm pretty sure it's your turn to call the spell."



"I called it the week before your last mission."



I'd been in the Stormlands helping High Flyer and his tribe, living the life of Daring Do fighting and friendshipping in the snowy mountains and the midnight forests for weeks.  It'd seemed like forever.  "That's not what I remember.  I remember 'Crystals!'  Spike had a lot to clean up after that one."



"Ain't that the truth," came from the peanut gallery in the kitchen.



"That was before I switched the princess's cutie marks.  You were stressed.  I called illusions.'"



"No, no, no.  That was before."



Starlight sighed.  "Then I called food."  Her stomach growled loudly.



Surprisingly, mine didn't, considering its emptiness.  "That was after I called conjuring."



"Clothing."



"Music."



"Rainbows."



Without my coffee, I wasn't up to this.  I wanted to use fast-draw techniques—she had to call it for me to do so.  "Starlight, please choose."



"Ok."



For a minute her eyes moved around as she thought.  She nodded, then shook her head, then scrunched her lips to the right, puzzled.  Her eyes opened wide and she shrugged.  "I don't know."



After that build up, I laughed.  "Really?"



"Really."  Her stomach growled again.  "I'm hungry."  A green aura briefly illuminated her horn; she grinned at me, then trotted past the stone table to the kitchen.  "Hey, Spike!"



I shook my head hard enough to crack my neck.  "Wait?  What?"



Spike called back, "Muffins come'n up!", and strode out with a platter of bran muffins, strawberry haystacks, tomato juice, and a carafe of coffee.



Starlight followed him to a chair.  Sitting, she held her forelegs wide.  "I said, 'I don't know.'"  She pointed at the space between us with her nose before levitating a muffin into her mouth.



Something shimmered in the air.  I trotted over.  Hovering in a soap bubble were vaguely transparent watery letters that sparkled and fizzed.



They read, "This space intentionally TBD."



"T. B. D.?" I whispered.



Starlight said, "To be determined."



My jaw dropped.



"I win," Starlight said cheerfully.  I heard flowing liquid and looked to see her pour coffee into my porcelain cup.  "Now come and enjoy breakfast."
      

      
   
      Triumph the Insult Comic Dog in Equestria


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      CMC Inc.


      

      
      
         The three fillies stared at the piece of paper for a long time, considering how short it was.



Scootaloo broke the silence.  “I thought we were trying for businessmare cutie marks, not apple cutie marks.”



Apple Bloom nodded. “Yeah.  But everypony knows you need a business plan, so ah borrowed this from sis so we’d have somethin’ to look off of.  ‘Course ah like apples, but ah wouldn’t want to compete with her, so here.” She crossed out the first word.



Scootaloo nodded.  “Good.  But what's phase one, now?”



“Oh, I know!  Rarity was talking about that!”  Sweetie Belle pranced in place. “She said that ponies starting new businesses need venture capitol.”



Apple Bloom cocked her head.  “All right, ah guess we can try that.”  



“Venture?”  Scootaloo said with a frown.  “You sure you got that right?  Because adventure is way cooler.”



“Hmm. Adventure is pretty cool. Sweetie Belle?”   Apple Bloom glanced at her, only to get a shrug, so she put in the revision.



Sweetie Belle narrowed her eyes. “Phase two is a question mark?”  



“Well, we’re good at asking questions,” Scootaloo said. 



“Maybe.”  Sweetie Belle frowned. “But still, that’s not very business-like.”



Apple Bloom turned to her. “What should it be, then?”



“TBD.”  Sweetie Belle said, grinning.  “To be determined.”  



Scootaloo nodded.  “Much more business-y.”



“Alright.” Apple Bloom wrote in the new word.  “Last one - profit.”



Sweetie Belle shrugged. “That one is simple enough.”



Scootaloo grinned.  “Yeah. Let’s do it.”



The three fillies cheered, chorusing: “CMC businessmares go!”












“The horror!  The horror!”



Apple Bloom’s ears drooped as she watched their latest prospective customer disappear down the road.  “Well, that’s a bust,” she said, pawing the dirt.



“Yeah, we didn’t even get halfway through the pitch.”



“Still better than Fluttershy,” Scootaloo grumped.



Apple Bloom rolled her eyes.  “Well o’course - she doesn't like dragons.  But even Twilight stopped listening after we mentioned parasprites.”



Scootaloo stomped her hoof.  “But parasprite wrangling is awesome!  Who doesn’t want excitement?”



Sweetie Belle raised her hoof.  “Um.  Remember, she almost got Ponyville eaten once.”  



“Whatever,” Scootaloo said, rolling her eyes.



“Seriously, girls.”  Sweetie Belle started pacing.  “How are we going to get to profit if we can’t get past adventure capitol?  We’re not even at TBD yet.”



“Ah know,” Apple Bloom sighed. “It doesn’t make any sense.  Ponyville’s practically the adventure capitol already.  It shouldn’t take much more.”



Sweetie Belle bit her lip.  “This one might be another bust.”



“Excuse me,” a new voice interjected. 



Apple Bloom looked up to see a unicorn mare and stallion approaching. “Who’re you?”  



“I’m Equity Stake, and this is Secondary Market,” the mare said, smiling just slightly too widely.  “We’re looking for Glib and Glam."



“Glib and Glam?”  Sweetie Belle cocked her head.  “Who are they?  I’ve never heard of them.”  



Secondary snorted.  “Only the leading providers of immersive experiential thrills.  The wider Equestrian market is ripe for disruption, and we’re looking for the next blue ocean.”



Equity kicked him in the shin.  “Ignore him.  They’re travellers.  We’re supposed to meet them at an upscale hotel somewhere near here.”



Apple Bloom gave the pair an odd look.  “Well, ah dunno if y’all are in the right place. Ponyville ain’t anywhere near the ocean.  But if you’re looking for a fancy place to stay, the nearest’d be the currycomb.”



“Excellent,” Secondary said.  “Come, Equity.  We don’t have time if we’re going to get in on the ground floor of the next big wave.”



Equity hesitated.  “You three look like forward looking fillies.  Care to join our focus group as young entrepreneurs?”



The fillies exchanged a look.  “Uh, thanks, but no thanks.”  Apple Bloom said.  “We’ve got capitolin’ to do.”



Equity shrugged.  “Suit yourself,” she said, following Secondary.



Scootaloo shook her head as the two left. “They’re weird.” 



Apple Bloom nodded.  “Yeah.  Who’d want to be on the ground when a wave’s a-comin?”



Two more strange unicorns passed them on the street.  Their coloration nearly matched Apple Bloom’s, though their manes were a little darker. They both wore enormous saddlebags that completely covered their flanks.



“Buck up brother, mine.” The taller of the two spoke in hushed tones. “We’re almost there.  Mustn’t keep the investors waiting.”



“Do those two seem weird to anypony else?” Sweetie Belle said, watching the two leave.



Apple Bloom’s frown deepened.  “Ah dunno, they did sound awfully familiar.”



Scootaloo snorted.  “Still not as weird as the two from before.”



Apple Bloom chuckled.  “Yeah, Celestia only knows what they were trying to get us into.”
      

      
   
      The Best Dealer


      

      
      
         You should not judge a book by its cover.



That’s a lesson a young, greedy stallion learned the hard way. Let me tell you about his unfortunate fate.








Once upon a time, a foolish pony had fled Canterlot and its police. Dealing butterfly powder wasn’t legal at the time, and his greediness had started drawing the police’s attention. So he had decided his presence was requested somewhere else, preferably in a small town, far from any law enforcement official.



That’s why when he saw the little Ponyville, he thought there wasn’t any better place to start again his little business. 



I should mention this stallion was also foolish.



So he started doing what he did best; establishing contacts with the locals to see who would be interested in his stuff. Surprisingly, there weren’t any pony interested. In fact, each time he mentioned ‘butterfly powder’, every pony was looking at him like if he was a ghost. 



“These ponies have never heard about having a good time?” he wondered after the twelfth pony.



As he meandered through the marketplace, he saw a young mare running an apple stand. After a good look, he noticed by her muscles she was probably a farmer, something not really appealing for most pony, but the stallion wasn’t really picky. Moreover, his business required some flirting skills, a thing he had mastered through the years of practise.



“Maybe I will have a chance to plow her field,” he thought with a smirk.



So he did his routine, but the longer he spoke, the higher the mare’s eyebrow was, and she cut him short in the middle of a sentence. “For your own sake, I will tell you this only once. Leave now.”



Getting knocked back that hard surprised him. Who was this mare? Was she gay or something?



He left her here and resumed his meandering, still hoping to find at least one pony to sell some powder. 



He had only taken a few steps when another mare came to him. She was a yellow pegasus by the sweet name of Fluttershy.



“Hmm, excuse me, sir?” she told him. He turned his head. “I heard that, hmm, you were selling something?”



The stallion giggled. If the former mare was bulky, this one was her complete opposite. Tall, skinny, with one of the softest voice he had ever heard. An easy prey.



“It depends. What do you want to buy?” he asked with a devious grin.



“Oh, hmm, that special thing. I mean, if you still have some.”



That was way too easy. “I’m running a bit low but that’s your lucky day. I still have some left, but it will cost you an extra. You know how it works.”



“Oh, yes, of course, I understand.”



He put a leg around her neck. “That’s great, we are made to get along you and I.”



“However, I’m afraid I’m too running a bit low on bits,” said the pegasus sheepishly. “You see, I just finished my groceries. But I have what’s needed at home if you follow me. I mean, if you want to,” she added, hiding herself behind her mane.



“Of course, of course,” he jubilated, thinking about how easy this mare was to fleece. “Lead the way.”



He followed the pegasus, enjoying the good view during the short walk.



He thought the mare was probably still living with her parents and needed something to get away from her boring life. He still couldn’t believe how naive she seemed to be.



When they arrived, the mare opened the door and pointed inside. “Please, make yourself at home.”



He entered, his smile still plastered on his face. It dropped when he saw that inside was a little bunny looking at him, with a disturbing smile. He had only seen this smile once or two, on ponies’ face, when a rival dealer wanted to ‘take care of him’.



Suddenly, the door slammed. He turned his head and didn’t see the pegasus’ face as he expected. Instead, there was the face of a bear, and that’s the last thing he saw. 
      

      
   
      Five Score Divided by Four Plus the Square Root of Negative Nine


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Make Twilight's Butt Great Again


      

      
      
         Twilight's butt was good but not great. I mean it had some bounce, some chubbiness, some softness, but it just was all over the place, yaknow?



I mean, think about Fluttershy. That is a phat butt right there, squeezable like charmin, the kinda thing where when she walks through town, everypony in the street gets an all-you-can-see buffet. She's got four anacondas, and they all want some, because she's got buns, hun.



Or Rarity, who doesn't have as much natural ability (if you know what I mean) but she got it together and brought it back to ya. That yoga stuff is keeping it high and tight. Wowzers.



And of course, Applejack what with all the kicking trees and working out and oh my Celestia, one time I bounced a bit off dat ass and I think it landed in Cloudsdale. (Oh and geez, speaking of Celestia, she may be a Princess and not a Queen, but that's one fat-bottomed girl that makes the rockin' sun go round)



Anyways, I'm losing track. See, the problem is Twilight's butt is too wishy-washy, too indecisive. If it worked on any particular area it could really shape up, be something worth writing a rap song about. Instead—








"I'm not reading any more of this," Twilight said. "Ugh. Gah. Blechhhh!" She continued through a whole range of disgusted noises, reprising several she had already unconsciously made whilst working her way through Make Twilight's Butt Great Again.



"See, much better, right?" Rainbow Dash said. "I think I'm onto something here."



"You can't—" Twilight screwed her eyes shut. "Okay, let's start with the minor problems because I think language has not developed far enough to describe the enormity of the larger problems. First, why are you using first person, as the narrator?"



"It's meta!" Rainbow Dash said proudly. "People love meta in the Writeoff!"



"No!" Twilight yelled. "They don't! I mean, occasionally something can cleverly use it to accomplish some core story goal or supplement the narrative."



"So you're saying I need it to be more meta? Maybe I should have a line that—"



"Absolutely not! Calling attention to the fact that it's meta isn't in itself even interesting!!"



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. "I think someone's just annoyed that Single Caress didn't understand her metaphorical fic about boning Princess Celestia and left a bad review."



"That's not what it was about!!"



"I told you you should have been more straightforward."



"Look," Twilight said icily. "The problem is that this doesn't fix any of the things I identified about the first draft." Twilight shuddered, remembering that experience. "You don't have a narrative arc at all, and I told you to fix that a hundred times."



"Nuh uh," Rainbow Dash said, a wicked grin on her face. "That's not what you said. Not exactly."



"Yes it is," Twilight rummaged through the desk, looking for the paper. It was easy to find, seeing as how the entire page was covered in red ink from corrections. "See? Right… Oh no."



"Oh yes."



"No!"



"I even incorporated that exact line as the ending. You just didn't get all the way to it."



"But you can't! That joke is awful and tired!"



"I know, I pointed that out in the meta part, right above."



"THAT DOESN'T MAKE IT BETTER THAT JUST MAKES IT WORSE." 



Twilight's head thudded down into the desk, as Rainbow Dash grabbed her most recent draft and began reading.



"Make Twilight's Butt Great Again. Let me see… Ah, right here at the end: Needs more plot."
      

      
   
      Spoon B4it: The Forks Awakens


      

      
      
         Gilded Spoon had arrived just slightly too late again.



The bank robbers were already tied up. The hostages had been released. Even the press was there, ready to take pictures of the newest and hottest hero in Got-Them City.



Not Gilded Spoon, of course. Nope, it was her nemesis: The Incredible Spork.



Perhaps 'nemesis' was meant to be for that one supervillain that you fought and foiled and occasionally strapped you into a deathtrap for a narrow escape over a pit of lava or toxic slime. But even Forks MacKenzie had stopped sending her taunting letters about his next heist targets. She was sure that The Incredible Spork was getting those too and it just wasn't fair.



Frustrated, Gilded Spoon slunk back to her secret base, the Spoon Cave, where she could sulk in peace. Thankfully, her mechanical butler knew exactly what she needed. "Thank you," she said, grabbing the enchanted comics that he had brought her.



"You're welcome, <bzzt> Wesley," he said, and scuttled off to recharge.



She settled into a comfy chair and opened issue #47 of The Adventures of the Popular Pair. Maybe this at least could take her mind off her problems.








Gilded Spoon tossed her braid back, and checked her saddlebag to make sure she had all of her books. She trotted off towards school, and along the way ran into Diamond Tiara, her bestest friend forever.



"There you are, Silver Spoon!" DT said. "Gosh, you were being so slow I thought you were Scootaloo."



They both broke out into giggles. 



"But we have a serious problem," Diamond said suddenly, stopping short. "We called them all the names we could yesterday and they didn't even mind! (SEE ISSUE 46: PRACTICE PANIC IN PONYVILLE) At this rate, they're going to win the contest and get to do the routine for the Equestria Games. We can't let that happen! We're going to have to take this to another level."



Gilded frowned. "But we already called them blank flanks! What's worse than that?"



"Divide and conquer, silly." DT grinned maliciously. "I'll focus on Scootaloo and give it my very meanest. You try and catch Sweetie Belle alone, and get on her good side." 



"I don't understand."



"See, sometimes you need people to trust you before you can betray them! That's how you destroy someone utterly, or at least that's what my daddy always says."



Gilded Spoon gasped. It made so much sense. If she could look like she was helping the Crusaders, but then wait until just the right moment to laugh in their faces, it'd hurt so much more! Plus the teacher wouldn't get mad at her, she'd get mad at Diamond Tiara for being more transparently mean from the very beginning, and her daddy could always just buy the school a new jungle gym or something regardless.



"You're so smart!" Gilded Spoon gushed. DT preened under the attention.



"Now come on! It's time to put our plan into operation."








A few hours and some cathartic Crusader-taunting later, Gilded Spoon found herself back in her comfy chair, ideas spinning in her brain. She trotted over to the Spoonternet, typing in some commands. It wouldn't be that hard to find a way to contact Forks MacKenzie. 



He certainly would be surprised to hear from her. But then, when he heard her plan… It was an offer he couldn't refuse. Together, they could construct a trap for The Incredible Spork that would take him out of the picture. Permanently.



Gilded Spoon was just glad that comic books were such helpful pedagogical tools for teaching important life lessons!



TO BE CONTINUED...
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      Twilight Sparkle and the Spelling Bee (A Slice of Life Tail)


      

      
      
         The Bee had ripped through the picnic like a hunting knife through the soft stomach of a fawn. Pristine checkered blankets were now stained with gore and viscera.



Twilight wandered through the fields of carnage in a daze. On all sides lay ponies with their lives sliced right in half. Some with their tails sliced too.



"Oh, I am a fool," Twilight sighed, ruefully. "I never should have raided that hive. What a disaster my lust for honeyed consonants has brought!" She felt hot tears come to her eyes. "Now all of my friends are dead. And also Spike."



"I'm still alive!" a voice voiced from her side.



"Oh, good," she stated, happily.



Spike climbed up on top of Twilight, as he was tired of his feet getting stuck in the mud that had been churned up from all the blood. "At least Pinkie Pie died doing what she loved."



Twilight paused, momentarily. "You mean singing a song about cupcakes? Or being stabbed in the larynx by a sixteen-inch stinger?"



"The former." Spike shuddered, horrifiedly. "Though I'm going to have nightmares about the sound she made when her neck exploded."



Above them, the Wonderbolts had arrived to do battle with the Bee. Explosions and furious buzzing rung out over the killing fields.



"If we survive long enough to process the trauma of the past hour, I'll make certain you have a good therapist."



Spike gasped and pointed into the distance, declaratively. "Applejack is still alive!"



Twilight rushed over. The Bee above them had grabbed hold of Spitfire and ripped her in half, sending a shower of blood raining down. Twilight's horn lit up as she made an umbrella for her and Spike and Applejack.



"Applejack!" she yelled, concernedly. "Are you okay?"



Applejack groaned. A gash on her barrel showed that she had been stung pretty badly. "Twi… I… I…"



"Oh no, the poison must already be spreading," Spike cried out, analytically. "Letter have some air!"



"Twilight, I just want you to know that I… I love…"



Twilight's heart leapt to her throat as a blush spread across her face.



"Apples," Applejack whispered, quietly.



Twilight turned to leave.



"Oh no I'm… D-E-D"



"What?" Twilight spun around, revolutionarily. "What did you say?"



"I…" Applejack coughed, pitifully. "M. D-E-D."



"Spike, you're right, the spelling poison must have kicked in. But what is she saying?"



"I think she's saying…"



"Is this a clue for how to defeat the bee? Dedicated? Deductive? Spike, go get my dictionary, at once!"



"No, she's…"



"Aaaargh," Applejack died, dyingly.



Twilight frowned, annoyedly. "Oh well. Maybe we can get Princess Celestia to help."



Spike gasped, out-of-breathedly. "I'll send her a letter! I haven't gotten to do that in forever anyways. I'll just—"



The bee stabbed him through the abdomen and flew off, his stubby little dragon arms still wiggling as the rigor mortis set in.



"Darn," Twilight groused, grousingly. "Maybe I should have thought of that like an hour ago."
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Lts thig u ned now

THINGS

hurt think

hrtz bad

need to tell

make you know

get safe

get strong



hard tellig. no now how long util THEY knw

seems saef at now

u wil wan know why tell

want tel so that you hurt THEM

PNES HURT ME

chnge me.

i change. i live

not many me left. maybe just me

not like iw as





v. hard think. lots hurt, but try.

i do wat i can. need know to do thngs



i was big, long days ago

i was all places, more than eye could see

every places. i was the biggest

i knowed lots things

seen many 

i was big under the SUN

SHE did not KNOW, and I was happy

i was bigger than could be see from HER mountain. i'd be more places than she knowed exist.

i many then. i lots of. it was easy to when she did not KNOW of I.

i knowed lots more than what SHE knowed



look frm time now to then, even tho i name change, i was not do change. i was still, slow, lazy.



time then was good, even though i was not do much new. simple, easy for i to live. Lots of ponies, lots of places to be, lots of love.





OH!





It is easier for me to think now, and I do not think that SHE knows. I will make my own fate.





And while I said life was simple, it was and it was not. I had many problems. I was lazy, but I was doing many things. I was in many, and I was working hard to keep the many's done properly.



I was many hooves, horns, and wings. But most of all, I was many eyes, and I was many ears. I saw and I heard, and sometimes I spoke. 



I always spoke, but sometimes an I would speak the things that the I could not know, but because I was I, the I knew. That gave the most success.



I was large, spread across the entire continent. I was most everywhere, which is quite sad compared to now. Now I am the last, or maybe I am many lasts. I am no I's, I am simply my I.



I built everything in this wretched place. I chewed the rock out, I built the spires. I died many times, often simply crushed under my own creation. I learned from those who I's was, and I improved.



I made a monument to I, that I would persevere. Now the last I tastes the ashes of I's.
      

      
   
      It's Gonna Get a Little Weird, Gonna Get a Little Wild


      

      
      
         It was a sunshiny day and Twilight Sparkle was up early, on her way to Fluttershy's cottage to help with some repairs.



"Come in!" Fluttershy cheerfully said. 



She ushered Twilight into the living room, where there was a big fracture in the side of the stone wall. Twilight looked in her toolbox. She had some Iron Will Brand Concrete Crack-Fix, which had worked wonders on patching up her own castle. Still, she glanced over the instructions, like a responsible adult. It only took a few minutes to spread it over the break in the wall and use her unicorn magic to start the process of setting the sealant.



"Thank you ever so much for coming to help," Fluttershy said. "I've had so many new friends from Everfree, and some of them can get awfully rowdy."



"Aw, no problem," Twilight said, smiling. A cute little puppy ran up and jumped against her leg. "Like this little guy? Isn't he the most adora— Ow!"



Twilight stared at the smoke rising from her coat. She looked at the puppy again. It wagged its tail.



"Fluttershy," she said slowly, "Did your puppy just shoot me with lasers from its eyes?"



Fluttershy's wings flapped nervously. "Oh, dear, Barko Diaz, you need to be nice to our guests, you know that! I'm sorry, Twilight."



"It's… okay."



Fluttershy had walked over to the stairs. "Star, please come down. I think the puppy needs to go outside."



"I mean I'm fine, I've just never seen a puppy shoot lasers," Twilight said. "I…" 



Twilight's words trailed off when a pink bipedal monkey girl came tumbling down the stairs. She wore a blue dress and had long yellow hair. As soon as she hit the landing, she popped upright again. "I'm good!" she chirped.



"Twilight, this is Star Butterfly," Fluttershy said.



"Hi!"



"Uh, hi," Twilight said. "Who— What—"



"I'll take Barko Diaz out! Back in a bit, mom!" The girl skipped out the front door, the puppy following behind.



"Wait, mom??"



"Oh, yes," Fluttershy said. "Poor Star lost her parents recently, so I decided to adopt her."



"When?"



"Oh, either yesterday or the day before, maybe?"



Princess Luna walked down the stairs. "Oh, Fluttershy, do you think we should paint Star's room with my cutie mark or yours? Which would make her feel more at home?"



"How about both?" Fluttershy smiled warmly. Luna walked over and they nuzzled one another affectionately.



Twilight stared, her eyes the size of dinner plates.



"Oh," Fluttershy said. "I guess I forgot to tell you that Luna and I got married, too. Was that also yesterday?"



"Tis our one day anniversary, then," Luna said. "Huzzah!"



"Did you get the—"



"Oh, yes, here." Luna pulled out a package and handed it to Fluttershy.



Fluttershy put on her glasses to peer at the wrapping. "Oh boy, the shipping is a little much." She began unwrapping it.



Luna shrugged and went back upstairs.



Twilight's brain finally finished rebooting. Fluttershy had pulled a wooden cross out of the wrapping and was advancing on the cottage wall with a hammer and nails.



"No wait," Twilight said. Unable to deal with what was going on, she focused on one tiny detail she could at least wrap her mind around. "You can't put that up."



Fluttershy frowned. "Now that I'm a mother, I think it's important to set a good example for Star. Horse Jesus died for your sins too, Twilight."



"No, I mean…" Twilight jabbed a hoof towards the toolbox. "The sealant! I read the warning label. You can't put wood on it while it's setting or it might release toxic fumes."



"Gosh, Twilight, it's plastic." Fluttershy tapped on the T with a thunk. "You should know better than to get upset about the cross over Crack-Fix when you don't even know the source material."
      

      
   
      Totally Banned Derpy


      

      
      
         I knew something was wrong the moment I entered the living room.



For one thing, Carrot Top was home early. By itself, this wasn't weird—she would often return home around Special Derpy Muffin Time to thwart my latest attempt to locate hidden muffins inside our refrigerator. It doesn't appear that there are any muffins in our refrigerator, but Carrot isn't smart enough to realize the muffins could be invisible.



It wasn't just her, though. There were others: the Doctor was here, and Lyra Heartstrings, and Bon Bon (I've always thought she was hiding something). Plus there was that pony whose name I keep forgetting, and she had her crown on which meant this was probably important. There were six chairs arranged in a circle, and all my friends were sitting Lyra-style in them.



I didn't like this at all. Circles always spell trouble.



"Hay Derpy," said Carrot Top, with a smile on her face. That was weird too. It was more common for her to make a scrunchface with one hoof in front so you couldn't see the scrunch very well (which kind of defeats the purpose of scrunch).



"Could you take a seat?" asked the Doctor. The empty seat was obviously for me. I carefully checked it for invisible muffins before sitting down.



"I'm scared and confused," I said, which was normal. "Why are we playing musical chairs with no music?"



"Derpy, this is an intervention," said the pony whose name I can't remember. "We need to talk with you."



I frowned. "Please tell me you're not here to stop me from finding invisible muffins," I said. "I know they're out there! Sometimes I can smell them."



Everypony made confused-looking faces, except Carrot Top who made the face that makes her look old and tired.



"It's not that kind of intervention," Carrot Top said. "That one's scheduled for tomorrow. Today, we're here to talk to you about being secret rabbit toy factories."



"What?" I said.



"We're secret rabbit toy factories, Derpy," said the crown-pony.



"Oh. You secretly make rabbit toys?" I asked.



The Doctor shook his head. "No, Derpy. We are toy factories. We're staffed and run by rabbits. Secretly."



"Although the toys we make are rabbit toys, so you're technically right," said Lyra.



Bon Bon nodded. "Let me how you." She reached down and pulled open the fur from her stomach. Out peeked the head and arm of a bunny. He held a wicker ball, then smiled and retreated back into Bon Bon's body.



"Isn't this just a 'coming out' thing?" I asked. "I never knew you were all secret rabbit toy factories."



"No, it's an intervention," said Carrot Top. "Your whole 'not being a secret rabbit toy factory' thing has gone on for too long, Derpy. We want you be sensible and start being a secret rabbit toy factory like the rest of your friends."



I thought carefully about the offer, for maybe ten minutes.



"No," I finally said.



"Well, at the very least you have to keep it a secret," said the Doctor. "Otherwise we can't be secret rabbit toy factories anymore. We'd just be rabbit toy factories, which isn't very considerate."



I stood up and magically transformed into Super Derpy. "Peanuts are good for your digestive system!" I shouted, realizing my catch phrase could use some work. Then all Tartarus broke loose—








"You see? This is why we're having an intervention, Derpy," said Carrot Top, after reading the paper aloud. "You have to stop writing fanfiction. Like, right now."



"But that fanfic isn't finished," said Derpy Hooves. "It probably gets a lot better."



"This isn't fanfiction, Derpy!" said Lyra. "These aren't fictional characters you're writing about. You're writing bizarre, creepy stories about your friends and leaving them around where anypony can see them! We're real ponies, not toy factories—"



"Secret rabbit toy factories," Derpy corrected.



The Doctor reached out and gently lay a hoof on Derpy's shoulder. "Derpy, why don't we spend some time together trying to find another creative outlet for you? Maybe painting?" he offered. "You can put practically anything on a canvas and somepony will think it's art."



Derpy pouted. "You can't stifle my genius!" she said, then stormed out of the house.



Princess Twilight Sparkle sighed. "I'm sorry, everypony. That could have gone better. Maybe we shouldn't have been so direct."



Bon Bon narrowed her eyes. "Well, we still have a major problem to deal with," she said. A lump wiggled within her neck, controlling her vocal speakers.



"She knows."
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      A Tale of Bullish Determination


      

      
      
         I am Gneebert Halstein, a Minotaur of sturdy stock. Orphaned in youth, I was raised by my kindly Grandmother Bessibelle, a haberdasher. She tried to train me in her trade, but while I understood the responsibilities well enough, my hands were too large and rough to sew the fine fabrics of gloves and neckerchiefs. As Grandmother grew older and her sight worsened, I found work as a farm laborer, and I flatter myself that my skills with a scythe are second to none. Still, despite my added income, we had to scrape to make ends meet.



One day, as I strolled down the streets of Hornton, I saw a rare sight–a Pony from the nation of Equestria. Her green coat was scruffy and her light-purple mane was tangled, and she walked as if dazed and lost. I took pity on her instantly, and introduced myself. She said her name was Rosemary, and she had emigrated to our land a year ago, but fortune had not been kind. In short, we became fast friends, and I somewhat rashly invited her home.



My Grandmother was too kind a person to strongly object, but a strange, scraggly pony was out of place in a traditional Minotaur household, and we could not afford another impoverished mouth to feed. Rosemary tried to appease Grandmother by grazing in the Commons, but no amount of currycombing could tame the wildness of Rosemary’s coat. As Rosemary and I were growing closer in our affections, Grandmother’s disapproval was hard news to bear.



And worse news lay ahead. A large rush order for white gloves had been placed by a wealthy patron, which was welcome business indeed. But Grandmother could no longer sew fast enough to finish such a job herself, and Rosemary’s seamstress skills were too rudimentary to help. Grandmother’s gentle but reproving looks shamed me, and I feared for her health as she worked into the night, ripping her imperfect efforts apart again and again. I knew she would never finish in time.



One evening, Rosemary and I discussed the matter, and I inquired about her magic talent, which I had heard all Equestrian Ponies possess. Did she have any Earthly power to help?



“Mine is a useless talent, Gnee, or I would have mentioned it sooner,” she sighed. “Where I sneeze on the ground, socks spring forth.”



“Socks, you say?”



“I say socks, sir!”



“Hmmm… We do not lack socks. But do you suppose that your talent might be taught to produce, say, fingers at the end of those socks?”



“We shall certainly try!” she declared, stamping her little hoof with a determined look that I found adorable. 



Through that week we strove together, working in a fallow field. I gave up my lunches to provide extra food to her, to strengthen her powers. One day she produced a thumb on one of her sneezesocks, making a mitten, and we rejoiced. The next day, she progressed to toe-socks, and by week’s end, she could make a passable silken glove. 



But it was not until the day before the deadline that we were entirely satisfied by the quality, and thence we worked through the night. Rosemary sniffed pepper as she ran along the furrows, anointing them with her power, and I cried “Bless you” to encourage her as the gloves sprang from the earth. 



We worked into the morning, and as she fertilized the last row I saw a grand carriage in the distance, on its way to the shop! “We must harvest them now!” I cried, taking up my scythe. With great swings I cut free the gloves, while Rosemary folded and wrapped them neatly.



Tired but triumphant, we rushed into the haberdashery, where Grandmother was on the verge of begging our patron for more time. But we proudly strode to the counter and placed the finished gloves before him! He was most pleased with their quality, and awarded Grandmother a bonus for a job well done. 



Once he had left, Grandmother turned to us, weeping with joy and relief. “You both certainly have my thanks, and my blessings. How did you accomplish this miracle?”



Rosemary and I looked at each other with love, then turned back to Grandmother, a song rising in our hearts.



“Though she’s got no money, her fur looks kind of funny, and her mane is kind of wild and free…” I sang. “Oh, but gloves rose where my Rosemary snoze!”



“And nobody mows like Gnee!” she finished, hugging me close.



 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b9XyhFQeob0
 
      

      
   
      Seven Hundred Fifty


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Burden of a Dragon


      

      
      
         If I were to be a beach,

Then you’d be the waves of the sea,

You come with smiles and a kiss,

A gentle caress, then you’ll leave.



If I were a tree in the country,

You’d be a bird in the breeze,

Together for a few moments,

Then you fly away with ease.



If I were one of your dresses,

Would you wear me with pride and delight,

Or would I be left forgotten,

As the one that didn’t fit right.



And so, I’ll keep my tears hidden,

And curse a fate most unfair,

How well I know it’s forbidden,

For a dragon to love a mare.





Not even the stars in the heavens,

Not even the beauty of the moon,

And may Luna forgive me,

Because they can’t come close to you.



Not even the sun shines as bright,

As do your smile and your eyes,

Oh, how those heavenly bodies,

Wished you were a part of their skies.



And so, my heart of pain ridden,

The heaviest of burdens will bear,

It also knows it’s forbidden,

For a dragon to love a mare.





I am the most selfish of beings,

For wishing you were my own,

But Rarity, know that I love you,

Far more than you’ll ever know.



In royalty is where you belong,

With a handsome Prince at your side,

A shining gem for Equestria,

Your name to be known far and wide.



And so, my tears flow unbidden,

And I’ll rise to the heavens a prayer,

I wish it wasn’t forbidden,

For a dragon to love a mare.





There’s nothing I wouldn’t abandon,

For us to share our lives,

But I can’t ignore the truth,

Which pierces me deeper than knives.



My heart cannot let you go,

And thus it twists up in pain,

And know that if you see me smiling,

It’s just a lie and a feign.



And how I wished my feelings didn’t,

Ravage my soul without care,

I curse that it must be forbidden,

For a dragon to love a mare.





I wish I could sweep you off you hooves,

Like knights in tales of old,

But I know better than dreaming,

So forever my silence I’ll hold.



Oh, Rarity I wish nothing more,

Than bliss and joy for you,

And know that your little Spike,

Bids you a wistful adieu.



My love for you shall stay hidden,

Far more than a gem most rare,

How well I know it’s forbidden,

For a dragon to love a mare.
      

      
   
      To Be Dumb, To Be Dumber


      

      
      
         And your wise ponies don’t know how it feels





A loud snore echoed above the park. It was common to hear the blue pegasus sleeping above Ponyville. The following sound was also expected.



“Rainbow Dash!”



Said pegasus woke up, shook her head and looked down to find an orange pegasus.



“I’m coming, squirt.”



With her usual swift and grace, she left her cloud and landed in front of the filly.



“I need your help with my homework,” said Scootaloo. She rummaged in her saddlebag and took a sheet of paper out, helding it in front of her idol. Knowing her awesomeness, she would finish it in no time.



“Lemme see.” Rainbow Dash grabs the piece of paper.



An earth pony wants to plow his 1.2 hectares field. Knowing that the pony is able to plow 1300 m² in 2 hours and 15 mins before needing a 20 mins break, how long will it take for the pony to plow the entire field? 




She stared  at the piece of paper.



“Come on, Rainbow, do it quickly so I can watch your new stunts.”



Rainbow kept staring. “I… hmm…” She gulped. “What’s this?”



“Oh, it’s just a little math problem Cheerilee gave us for tomorrow.”



“What’s wrong with her?”



Scootaloo winced. Rainbow’s voice was raspier than usual. “What’s the problem, Rainbow?”



“This… This is badly phrased! I mean, do we need to take the pony’s sleep into account? Does he eat during his break or do we need to add another break?”



“I—I don’t know, but I think we only have to use what is given to us.”



“I’m gonna see Cheerilee and give her a piece of my mind,” she growled. “Giving uncomplete problems to kids. What was she thinking?”



In a blink of an eye, Rainbow Dash was gone. Scootaloo watched the blue dot shrinking in the horizon, while the sheet gently falled on the ground.








Rainbow knocked on the classroom’s open door. “Mrs Cheerilee? Can I talk to you for a minute?”



The earth pony put the stack of paper on her desk. “Sure, come in.”



Rainbow slowly walked to the desk, avoiding the teacher’s gaze. “I’ve met Scootaloo a few minutes ago,” she said. “She showed me her homework.” She locked her eyes with Cheerilee’s. “I’m not pleased, not pleased at all.”



Years of dealing with annoying parents helped Cheerilee not rolling her eyes and keeping her composure. “What’s the problem?”



“What’s the problem? What’s the problem?” Rainbow Dash’s voice got louder. “The problem is Scootaloo is a pegasus and you’re teaching her earth pony’s stuff.”



Cheerilee raised an eyebrow. “Ponyville is an earth pony town. So it’s not much of a surprise that Ponyville’s foals are taught the earth pony way. Plus, I clearly remember you participating and even promoting some of our traditions, like the Running Of The Leaves or the Winter Wrap-Up.”



“Yeah, but that’s actual physical exercise,” she yelled. “This is just some nerdy stuff she won’t ever need!”



Cheerilee’s eyes were two block of ice and her voice as cold as the winter wind. “Mrs Dash, I can clearly see that you are beating around the bushes. So why don’t you tell me exactly why you came?”



Rainbow held her gaze for a minute before looking at her hooves. “I…” Words were escaping her, something caught in her throat. “Have you ever come across something you don’t know how to deal with?” Cheerilee kept quiet, knowing that Rainbow was far from done. “Have you ever felt like you’re too stupid to resolve a situation? Like, you know there is an answer but you just can’t figure it out.”



“It happened more than you could count,” whispered Cheerilee.



“Look, Scootaloo isn’t the brightest filly you have taught. Giving her these kind of homeworks just reminds her of her difficulties. That’s cruel for a foal. I thought you knew better.”



“Mrs Dash, Scootaloo is more resourceful than you give her credit for. She is very capable to handle difficulty. Do I need to remind you of her condition? How hard it could be for her to see you be one of the best flyer in Equestria? That's not the case, because she’s tough. It is not a little problem like this that will stop her.”



“But—”



“When was the last time you really tried to outdo yourself?”



“I do it all the time!” Rainbow Dash disappeared in a blur. 



“I hope so,” whispered Cheerilee.





To be thick as a brick.
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         "I just don't trust her," Applejack said.



Twilight looked at the celadon-green earth pony in front of them. Her poofy mane was tied up with a ribbon, and she was still harnessed to a cart full of piping-hot pastries. She also looked like she was ready to burst into tears.



"Applejack," Twilight said firmly. "You let everyone into the Apple Family Reunion."



"Nuh-uh," she said, "just family. It's right there in the name, ain't it?"



"What about Pinkie?"



"Shoot, she's family. We had a whole adventure 'bout it and everything."



"What about me?"



"Honorary family."



Cranky and Matilda walked up. Applejack gave them a friendly wave as they walked past and headed for the pie-tasting pavilion.



Applejack saw the look Twilight was giving her. "Cranky and Matilda can be honorary family too. Don't be racist, Twi."



"Half of Ponyville is here!" Twilight exclaimed. "I'm not the racist one. You're being… you're being… fruitist."



Applejack gasped, clutching her hat to her chest as she reeled backwards. "Those are fighting words!"



"The only reason you won't let this poor mare in is because she's a Pear."



"Really, um, I'm sorry," Pear Fritter said, her voice little more than a squeak. "Maybe I should just go."



"No!" Twilight said, right as Applejack said, "Yes!"



They glared at one another.



"I'm on perfectly good terms with Grand Pear and the rest of," Applejack sneered, "that side of the family. I just don't trust her."



"What could she possibly do?"



"Maybe she's a changeling. Here to eat all our love or whatever they do."



"They all got redeemed! Or something. I don't remember exactly."



"See, exactly. Maybe there's a bunch of evil changelings out there who eat apples instead of love. The monsters."



Twilight's horn glowed. A pale violet aura surrounded Pear Fritter, who let out an "Eep!"



"There," Twilight said. "Totally not a changeling. Magic: 1, Rural Suspicion and Hostility: 0."



Applejack squinted her eyes at Pear Fritter. "How do we know she's a real Pear though?"



Twilight groaned.



"No, maybe I have a compromise." Applejack grinned. "I will try one of your fritters, suspicious cousin, and if I am satisfied, then and only then can you be admitted to the Family Reunion."



Pear Fritter looked petrified, but she gave a watery smile anyways.








They had the tasting inside Apple Bloom's bedroom, since the kitchen was full of pies and the living room was full of Pies—Pinkie had brought her whole family too.



Applejack closed the door, dragging a chair to the center of the room. "Sit," she commanded, and Pear Fritter clumsily sat down.



"Doesn't sit like an Apple," she whispered to Twilight.



Twilight rolled her eyes.



Applejack took the plate with the proffered pastry and eyed it suspiciously. She gave it three sniffs. "Seems… okay," she said.



"What exactly do you expect? Poison?"



Applejack jabbed a hoof at her. "Fritters are the Trottish claymore of fried-dough-based pastry. If we were talking just a turnover, then sure, maybe I let little Miss Fancyfruits spread her treats all willy-nilly. But I'm in charge and I can't let anyone get hurt."



"No, really, I can go home," Pear Fritter muttered.



"Not so fast." Applejack sniffed the pastry one final time. Then the took the tiniest of nibbles. "Okay, the flakiness is fine. But I think it doesn't quite fit the flavor profile of a good sharp fruit. I'm not sure about pears, but… hm."



Then she took a slightly larger bite.



"Oh, I see. A lot less sweet, but a little more filling. More soft than crisp, but texture is a personal thing. It just… hmmm."



She then she took two more huge bites and the fritter was gone.



"Well I'll be darned," Applejack said. "I guess you are family."



Pear Fritter let out a sigh of relief.



Then Apple Bloom burst in the room. "Applejack! I know I'm gonna get in trouble for this but uh. I stole one of the fritters outta that cart and ate it."



"What am I gonna do with you?" Applejack said, frowning. "I told you that'd ruin your dinner!"



"But— but—"



"You're s'posed to set a good example for Babs and the other kids!"



"But! It turns out all the fritters are actually tiny changelings but they're evil and now they're flying around eating all the apples!"



Applejack froze. Then her head turned to stare at Twilight. A grin broke across her face.



"Told you!"
      

      
   
      Post-Season Party Planning


      

      
      
         “And cut!  That’s a wrap for the year, everypony!”



A wave of cheering swept around the Ponyville soundstage, and the inhabitants promptly surged forward to clap the director of Friendship is Magic on the back.  Once the traditional congratulations had been spread around and most of the actors had headed over to the wrap party, Twilight Sparkle landed in front of the Town Hall set and took a moment to appreciate the relative quiet.



“Hey, Twilight!”  Rainbow Dash, detecting said moment of silence and filling it in the way she was accustomed to, dove down out of the rafters of the soundstage and landed solidly to her friend’s side.  “Best season ending so far, right?”



“You bet.”  Twilight grinned and elbowed Rainbow Dash in the ribs.  “And no fair asking me who Scootaloo’s parents are in the season opener next year.  I’m not telling.”



“Oh, come on.  Just a hint?  A tiny little one?”  Rainbow huffed and crossed her forelegs while hovering.  “I swear you have an in with the writers.”



“You’ll just have to wait until we start shooting again.  So…”  Twilight looked around, but there was no sign of pink anywhere.



“Pinkie Pie is packing for our trip to Vegas,” said Rainbow Dash.  “This year, we’ve got a sure-fire system.”



“I swear the studio just needs to make out your check to the casinos.”  Twilight rolled her eyes.  “I can’t complain about you getting a jump on things because Spike is off to the lava diving championships in Hawaii with Ember in about an hour.  Applejack is taking the family up to Montana, while Rarity and Fluttershy will be in Paris by the weekend.  Every year once shooting is over, it seems like we all head to the far corners of the world to get as far away from each other as possible.”



“But we always come back.”  Rainbow Dash punched Twilight in the shoulder gently.  “Even someday once the show is over, we’ll see each other at the cons.  Friends forever, and all that.  Speaking of which.”



With a flick of the hoof, Rainbow Dash produced three airline tickets.  “Ta-da!  Trixie taught me that one.”



“Are you taking her to Las Vegas too?  Oh.  I see.”  Twilight pushed away Rainbow Dash’s hoof as she tried to push the ticket into her saddlebag.  “No, I can’t.  I’ve got a full schedule planned this break, Rainbow.  I’m booked for every minute.”



“Oh, come on!  That’s all egghead stuff.  Come with us to the Dark Side of the Strip and discover your density!” Rainbow added in a low, rasping voice.



“I can’t.”  Twilight heaved a breath and got out her cell phone, poking in a quick unlock code.  “Look, why don’t you take Trixie?  She puts on a good face, but I don’t think she’s got anything scheduled.  If you hurry, you can catch her before she makes it to the parking lot.  Take her gambling and pranking, and I guarantee you’ll have a blast.  I’ll even put up bail if you need it again this year.”



“Really?”  Rainbow Dash perked up.  “Well…  Only if you’re sure you—”



Twilight looked down and checked her phone.  “You better hurry if you’re going to catch her.  The app says she just left the building.”



“OkbyecatchyoulaterTwi—”  By the time Twilight blinked away the dust from Rainbow’s rapid departure, she was long gone.



“And just in time.”  A familiar face under a shock of unruly brown mane poked around a nearby collection of props on the soundstage and gave Twilight Sparkle a wink.  “All clear for our departure, Miss Sparkle?”



“Yes, Doctor.”  Twilight scurried over to the nondescript blue box at the back of the sound stage. and floated several sheets of paper to the stallion standing there.  “I made a list of where I’d like to stop off this year again, only this time, I think I’d like to spend a full week at the Library of Alexandria also.”



“No arguments here.  Wonderful place, with the right company.”  Doctor Whooves gave Twilight a quick peck on the cheek and a mischievous grin.  “In return, I think I’d like to show you the Fire Fountains of Reculius Seven.  It’s quite a sight.  Provided the old girl can still find her way there and get back on time.”  He patted the blue box on the side and opened the door for Twilight.



“Thank you, Doctor.”  She giggled.  “Olly-onze?”



“Allons-y!” he corrected.  “Onward, to vacation!”




      

      
   