
      The Pink Beneath the Gray


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie bounced down the streets of Ponyville, the sights and sounds of a happy and bustling town fueling her as she greeted each and every pony that crossed her path. “Hiya Doctor, doing any super cool sciency stuff lately? How are your flowers doing, Roseluck? Excited to be performing with Vinyl again next week, Octavia? That’s an awesomely amazing and incredible new camera, Featherweight!” 



Each of them returned her greeting with an enthusiastic answer, a smile, and a wave.



Today really was the very best sort of day. The sun was shining, the birds were singing, and the flowers were in bloom. On days like this, ponies like her ought to be having fun, and nothing was more fun than seeing to it that everypony else in town was having fun too. She was Ponyville’s jocular joybringer, the hero of happiness, the— 



Her left ear twitched and her right rear hoof tickled, causing her springy steps to stop and bring her skidding to a halt right in front of town hall. Somewhere, somewhen, somepony wasn’t having fun!



She swung her head and body round as he scouted her surroundings, looking for the poor, put out pony. Up the street? Nothing but happy ponies! Down the street? Same as up! Behind her? Absolutely nothing! In front of her? As all of her came into alignment back in the direction she’d started from, her eyes settled on Mayor Mare, sitting on a bench and staring up at the sky with a look that just screamed that she had some seriously gloomy thoughts on her mind



“Heya, Mayor!” she shouted, waving fast enough to generate a small amount of lift.



Mayor Mare turned towards and blinked, then smiled at her with a super duper fake smile. “Why hello there, Pinkie Pie! How are you doing? As happy as ever?”



“I am absolutely, positively, fantastically, tremendously, stupendous-riffic! How about you? Are you having a totally incredible and amazing and awesome day?”



The smile broadened, but otherwise stayed the same. “How could I not, being mayor of a town full of wonderful and thoughtful ponies like you?”



Pinkie giggled, then hopped onto the bench next to her. This was looking like a tough case. “So, whatcha doing, huh? Staring at the clouds? I love staring at the clouds! Can I join you? Oh!” She wrapped her foreleg around Mayor Mare’s neck as she pointed into the sky, “Look! Look! That one looks like a big, fluffy hydra!”



“It does?” she squeaked.



“Totally! Here, look!” Pinkie twisted Mayor Mare’s head around so that their cheeks were smushed together so they could both look at the cloud in the exact same way. “Do you see? There’s the big fluffy body and there are all the heads with their super sharp teeth and there’s the—”



Mayor Mare laughed – a real, genuine, bonafide laugh – as she twisted out of Pinkie’s grip and pulled away. “You really do have the most fantastic imagination, Pinkie Pie.” However, the very real smile on her face slowly turned back into the totally fake one as she settled back into her seat.



Pinkie’s own smile faltered. “So, um, what’re you doing out here?”



“Thinking about things, I suppose.”



“What sort of things?”



Mayor Mare shrugged. “Nothing specific, really. Just things.”



“Any super ultra tough thoughts that I could help with you with?”



“Thank you for asking, but no, Pinkie. I am perfectly fine.” Mayor Mare’s broadened her fake smile as she pushed herself off the bench and trotted a few steps off. “Besides, it wouldn’t do for the mayor of Ponyville to be troubling her constituents, now would it?”



“You wouldn’t be troubling me,” Pinkie said. The enthusiasm that had filled her had started to leak away, leaving her feeling all weak and wiggly. She could even feel her mane losing a bit of its floof.



“It really is nothing, Pinkie, though I thank you for your concern. Besides, I really should be getting back to work. Those bills aren’t going to sign themselves!”



Pinkie started to say something, but stopped herself. This looked like a super big ultra deluxe size problem, and you couldn’t solve those just by jumping up and down and making silly faces until it went away. This’d call for some special measures. “Okie dokie lokie! See you later!” 








Mayor Mare sat her desk and rubbed her eyes as she tried to focus on the scroll in front of her. Lady Justice’s legislature always read like an interminable purgatory of words, and right now the sentences were weaving into each into each other to produce a literal wall of incomprehensible text.



Bureaucracy may have been her talent, but even she had limits.



“Excuse me, Mayor Mare?”



She glanced at her doorway and the ruddy stallion waiting in it. “Yes, Paper Pusher?”



“I just wanted to let you know that I’ve finished the new zoning permits for Sofas and Quills.”



Mayor Mare nodded.



“And uh… I wanted to ask on behalf of me and a couple other ponies if it’d be okay if we made it an early day today? We’ve got tickets to see Coloratura in Manehattan tonight and—” 

 

“Say no more,” Mayor Mare said, ignoring the little twinge of jealousy. “As long as you all have everything pressing taken care of, I’m sure I can hold down the fort with whatever skeleton crew is left behind.”



Paper Pusher beamed at her as he bowed his head. “Thanks a million, Mayor.”



Once he was partway down the hall, Mayor Mare allowed herself to sigh. It would have been nice if they’d invited her along. She loved Coloratura… not that anypony knew that. Nor would it have been appropriate for them to invite the mayor of Ponyville along themselves.



She looked back down at the bill again and sighed.





 

Mayor Mare trotted down the road towards her house, enjoying the feel of the crisp evening air and a sight blessedly free of words. She’d ended up staying at town hall longer than usual, finding various odd and ends to fill her day. 



After all, the mayor’s work was never done – especially when half her subordinates took off for a concert.



“Good evening, Mayor Mare!” 



Her heart skipped several beats as Pinkie Pie sprang out a nearby bush and landed right in front of her, the exuberant greeting still echoing through the night. 



“Pinkie,” she gasped as she pressed a hoof to her chest in the vain hope of finding that she still had a heartbeat, “what in Celestia’s— what are you doing and why were you hiding in a bush?”



“I wasn’t hiding, silly!” Pinkie said, slapping her on the back. “I was just sitting inside that bush where you couldn’t see me so I could—” 



Mayor Mare didn’t glare at Pinkie – that would be quite inappropriate – but the flat, barely bordering on annoyed look still seemed to carry a similar weight.



“Well, okay, I guess you could sort of kind of call that hiding,” Pinkie admitted, “but it was for a good cause! Really!”



“And what might that be?” 



“To surprise you!” She spread her hooves wide. “Surprise!”



That pulled a chuckle out of Mayor Mare. Pinke really didn’t let things like convention or social norms or even rationality get in the way of whatever she wanted to do. For better or worse, she just did it. And, of course, ponies loved her for it. “Well, you certainly succeeded at that much.”



“Yay!”



“But why did you want to surprise me?”



Pinkie dug around in her mane for a moment before producing a small, pink box. “Ta da! I wanted to surprise you so I could give you this!” She offered the box out before Mayor Mare could protest. “Go on, open it! Open it!”



The inside contained a single cupcake, topped haphazardly and unevenly with various flavors of frosting – looking a bit like it had crashed into a rainbow – and topped with with a medley of chocolate covered fruit. Oh, and the rainbow sprinkles coating it all. It looked like what might happen if you let a filly on a sugar rush make her cupcake.



“Chocolate confetti chaos with rainbow frosting! Your favorite, right? Not that you get them very often, but still, a sweet treat cheers everypony up, and what could be sweeter than a cupcake from your super awesome pony pal Pinkie Pie?”



Mayor Mare stared at the contents of the box and shook her head. Not very often didn’t even begin to describe those rare occasions when she snuck off to Sugarcube Corner to order one of these. “You know, Pinkie, I really envy you.”



“Huh?”



She sighed, then smiled as she offered the box back. “It’s nothing. Thank you, but I really can’t accept this.”



“But you’ve got to!” Pinkie said, pushing the box back towards her. “Mayor Mare you are super duper bummed out and I don’t know why but I do know eating an ultra delicious chocolate confetti chaos with rainbow frosting will make it better!”



The quiet of a tired Ponyville flowed back in and wrapped around them in the wake of Pinkie’s shout.



“Pinkie…” Mayor Mare looked down at the box again, then forced a smile. “You are a wonderful pony and I appreciate your concern, but I really am fine. I’m just… tired.” Pinkie certainly didn’t look like she was buying it, but Mayor Mare pushed on anyway. “That said, I suppose it would be rude of me to refuse such a kind and thoughtful gift, so I will be keeping this and eating it a bit later.”



Pinkie stared at her. 



After a moment she realized that Pinkie was ever so slowly leaning closer, until their muzzles were just an inch or two apart. “Really, Pinkie. I’m fine.”



“Okie. Dokie. Lokie.” The mare backed away from her, but didn’t change the intensity of her stare.



She really was a wonderful pony.








Pinkie Pie dangled from a branch outside of town hall by her tail, a pair of binoculars pressed against her eyes and pointing straight into the window to Mayor Mare’s office. All in all, it probably would have been a very effective stake out if town hall was open today.



“Uh, Pinkie? What’re you doing?” Rainbow Dash asked, hovering next to her.



“Oh, hey, Rainbow Dash!” she said, dropping out of the tree. “Spying on Mayor Mare!”



Rainbow Dash landed beside her. “I figure I’m going to regret asking this, but why?”



Pinkie looked left and right before leaning close to Rainbow Dash and whispering, “It’s a secret!”



“Uh…”



“What do you know about Mayor Mare?” Pinkie asked, keeping her voice low.



“She’s… the mayor of Ponyville?” Rainbow Dash shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t talk to her or anything.”



Sitting back, Pinkie rubbed at her chin with a hoof. “Interesting. Interesting.” Somepony in Ponyville had to know Mayor Mare well enough to tell her what she needed to know to provide the biggest, bestest surprise ever.



“Uh, look, Pinkie? I need to get back to cloudbusting, so…?”



Pinkie continued rubbing her chin.







Fluttershy shrank back as Pinkie leaned in close. “Mayor Mare? Well, I mean, she’s really, really nice and always helps me so much with adoptions and—”



“No!” Pinkie exclaimed, leaning even further in. “I mean, what she does when she’s not being mayor!” That gave her pause. “Well, I mean she’s always being Mayor, but she’s not always being mayor. I need to know about Mayor Mare, not Mayor Mayor Mare. Wow, I never really thought about how confusing that is. Maybe that’s the problem.”



Pressed firmly to the ground, Fluttershy managed to turn an eye upward. “Oh… um… not really…”







Doctor Hooves spared a glance back from all the twisty-turny glass tubes full of pretty colors that he seemed focused on. “Mayor Mare? She… well. I mean, she has been quite the help after a few unfortunate lab accidents, but I really don’t know much else about her.”







Octavia lowered her bow and frowned. “Her speech at our wedding was absolutely lovely. And I’ve certainly never had any objections to the way she’s run Ponyville. Besides that… well, I… am not really sure. We have only spoken in passing. Vinyl?”



The unicorn looked up from her turntable, grinned at Pinkie, and shrugged.







Applejack bucked the tree behind her hard enough to make every single shiny red apple drop into the buckets at the base of the tree. “Well, I can tell you that the Apples wouldn’t be the Apples if it weren’t for Mayor Mare. And I know she works pretty dang hard all day making sure everypony’s got all their legal mumbo jumbo taken care of, but it ain’t like we’ve ever hung out or anything.”







Pinkie panted as she skidded to a halt in front of town hall. After talking to pretty dozens of ponies she’d learned pretty much the exact same thing from everypony: Mayor Mare was a totally nice pony and good mayor that nopony really knew anything else about. 



Near as Pinkie could tell, she didn’t even have any friends! Sure, everypony in town liked her, but nopony actually knew her. Which was super silly, because why would anypony like that not have friends? She should be swimming in them!



Taking a super deep breath that almost lifted her off the ground, Pinkie ruffled her mane until the frizziness had been tripled and her brain power had been doubled. If that was how things were going to be, then she was going to have to unleash her ultra super duper top secret weapon to get to the bottom of this.








Mayor Mare stared at herself in the mirror. The grey dye had almost been entirely washed out of her hair, only a few stubborn streaks lingering in the sea of unfamiliar pink. Sometimes it was actually hard to remember that this was what her mane really looked like, that the pony staring back at her was actually her.



A gasp came from the window next to her.



Turning, she gasped jumped backwards as she saw Pinkie dangling upside down right outside it. “Pinkie Pie, what are you doing!”



The mare waved. “Oh my gosh your mane really is pink! I thought that had just been a whole bunch of gossip! You look so weird like that!”



Mayor Mare could feel her cheeks heating up. It was the Foal Free Press all over again. “Pinkie!”



“I came by to talk, and I saw you in the upstairs so I just hop, skipped, and jumped my way up here and—” 



Mayor Mare let out a deep breath and pushed the window further open. “Come in, then. I don’t want you to fall and break your neck.” Not that she was fully convinced such a thing could even happen to Pinkie, a belief further supported as the pony somehow slid in through the window with a strange, boneless grace.



“Wow, wow, wow! Your mane is like, really, really, really, really, really, really pink!”



Resisting the urge to cover her head and sit on her tail, Mayor Mare cleared her throat. “What is it you wanted to talk about, Pinkie?”



“You!”



“What?”



“I wanted to talk about you!” Pinkie took a deep breath before she spoke next. “See, I’ve spent all day running all around Ponyville talking to every single pony and trying to find out what they knew about you so I could find the perfect super duper surprise to cheer you up because I know you aren’t really fine no matter what you say, but it turns out that nopony actually knows like, anything about you even though you are this totally awesome mayor who always helps everypony out with all their little troubles, which I thought was totally weird because a nice and smart and helpful pony like you should have tons of friends—”



“Breathe, Pinkie,” Mayor Mare reminded her. Those last few words had been gasps at best.  



“—so I don’t get why nopony knows anything about you!” Pinkie finished with a wheeze, then took another deep breath that seemed to inflate not only her diaphragm, but her flattening mane as well. “Oh, and now I want to know why you dye your mane, too!”



It looked like there was no escaping it this time. She could deflect until Applejack drove the cow’s home, but somehow Pinkie had sniffed her out and it didn’t look like she was ready to go. What was the point in hiding it anymore? At least she could finally get it off her chest. “I’m the mayor, Pinkie.”



“Huh?”



“Ponies expect their mayor to be somepony serious and dignified. They don’t want some pink maned filly who eats silly treats and loves popular music. As sure as a princess needs to look like a princess, a mayor needs to look like a mayor.”



Pinkie frowned. “But none of that matters for anything you do.”



“No, but it changes how ponies see me. Nopony would elect for some silly gossip with a cotton candy mane. They’d want a pony with age and experience, so… that’s what I gave them.”



Pinkie stayed uncharacteristically silent after that.



Mayor Mare smiled. “I really did mean it when I said I envied you, Pinkie. To be able to just be who you are and not worry if everypony would accept that…”



Pinkie sniffled, tears building in her eyes.



“I… I’m sorry? Did I say something—”



“That’s so sad!” Pinkie wailed, her hooves latching to the sides of Mayor Mare’s muzzle and pulling her eye-to-eye. “You’re afraid to be you because of what everypony would think, and that’s why nopony knows who you are! Because the you that’s you isn’t really you but is somepony you pretend to be!”



That took a little tracking to follow. “It’s just part of—”



“No, it isn’t!” Pinkie insisted, somehow contriving to push their faces even closer together. “Mayor Mayor Mare, everypony in town thinks you are the most awesomest, specialist, bestest mayor ever! You’re wonderful pony and none of them would care if your mane was pink or grey or plaid! All that matters is that it’s the color you want it to be, and that goes for everything else too!”



Pressing a hoof gently on Pinkie’s chest, Mayor Mare pushed the pony back just enough to give herself a little room to breathe. Not that it seemed to make it any easier. She’d heard her fair share of impassioned pleas in the past, but never one directed so, well, directly, and it left her with no idea how to feel. “Thank you for telling me that. All of it.”



Pinkie sniffled and nodded. 



There really was something special about her, something even the Princess of Friendship couldn’t match. “I hadn’t eaten that cupcake yet. Would you like to stay and split it with me?”








Pinkie Pie bounced down the streets of Ponyville, the sights and sounds of a happy and bustling town fueling her as she waved and offered a muffled greeting to each and every pony that crossed her path. They weren’t her best greetings ever, what with the pair of tickets clenched tightly between her teeth, but some things were so ultra important that she couldn’t trust them to the chaotic realm that was her mane.



Her springy gait carried her to town hall and through the big doors and past all the busy bureaucrats and up a set of stairs and all the way back to Mayor Mare’s office.



Mayor Mare sat behind her desk, concentrating on some silly scroll or another, her grey mane dangling in front of her face. At least that’s how she looked until Pinkie Pie bounced up to the desk and let the tickets drop on top of the scroll.



“Hello, Pinkie.”



“Heya!” Glancing left and right to ensure that nopony else was in the room, Pinkie dropped her voice to a stage whisper. “I got a pair of tickets to go see Coloratura in Manehattan next weekend and was looking for a SSBMFF to come with me.”



Mayor Mare frowned. “A what?”



“SSBMFF! A super special best mayor friend forever!” 



A smile spread across Mayor Mare’s face. A real, genuine smile. 



Pinkie returned one.
      

      
   
      Le Solitaire
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      Friendship is Strawberries


      

      
      
         “Winter Wrap-Up, Winter Wrap-Up!  ‘Cause tomorrow spring is here!”  Twilight Sparkle could not help but sing quietly to herself while arranging her desk.  Books on the left, fresh sheets of bright white parchment to the right, inkwells lined across the top, and the library window wide open to let the distracting scents and sounds of spring waft across it all.  Springtime in Canterlot was so different than here in rural Ponyville, and she wanted to get it all down in a proper friendship report for Princess Celestia.



That meant research!  Books on critter care for her times with Fluttershy, agriculture for days spent with Applejack, and baking for Pinkie Pie. (Although Pinkie didn’t really follow recipes.  She grabbed them by the taste buds and led them in a parade all over town.)



For a friendship report in the process of production, it was remarkably short.  The droning of the beehive made Twilight remember that she wrote better with a cup of warm tea by her side, the rustle of the oak leaves made her reminisce about many spring mornings spent in the back yard of her parents’ house in Canterlot with a stack of books, and a whole list of other distractions had kept her from even putting a dot of ink down.  Even Spike was suffering from a bad case of springtime, because she did not hear the sounds of dusting coming from the main library room as she had requested.  Instead, she could hear the occasional page being turned directly underneath the library window where there was a comfortable tussock of grass in the warm sunshine, the perfect place for a lazy dragon who wanted to catch up on his comic book reading.



“Morning, Twilight.”  Applejack poked her nose around the corner and looked over Twilight Sparkle’s tidy writing desk.  “Got a minute?”



“Of course, Applejack.”  Twilight put her unblemished quill down and turned to face her friend, which would at least be more productive than her writing this morning.  “I read up on the apple tree diseases in the books you recommended, but I haven’t had a chance to—”



“Now hold up.”  Applejack shook her head with a growing smile.  “Can’t believe I’m sayin’ this, but today ain’t a day for working.”



“I understand,” said Twilight with a frustrated huff of breath.  “I just can’t seem to write anything this morning.”



“That’s on account of what day it is.”  Applejack moved over to Twilight and nudged her toward the door.  “Come on out and we’ll show you.  And leave all that stuff behind,” she added when Twilight’s notebook and writing supplies took flight behind them in the light glow of magic.  “You ain’t gonna need none of that during Springtime Strawberry Season.”



“Strawberries?”  Twilight licked her lips and smiled while the glowing quills and notebooks found their way back to the desk.  “At the castle, Princess Celestia has most of one greenhouse dedicated to strawberry plants.  On the first day of Winter Wrap-Up after the unicorns get done melting all the snow, we all used to go to the kitchen and eat strawberries and ice cream together.”  Her smile lost a little bit of its eagerness, and Twilight took a slow breath while Applejack was walking with her down the stairs.  “Oh, I forgot.  She probably did that weeks ago with Princess Luna.”



“The princesses are probably havin’ a good time up there in Canterlot, catching up on what they’ve missed,” admitted Applejack.  “That don’t mean you can’t build some new traditions here in Ponyville.”



“Oh, yes!”  Twilight lit up her horn again once they reached the bottom of the stairs and a tin pail floated out of the closet to follow behind them.  “I love going shopping with my friends.  How many strawberries are we going to buy?  I could bring a basket, but… What’s so funny?”



“Nothing.”  Applejack finished snickering into a hoof and opened the library door.  “Ah sent Spike out to round up the Crusaders, and the rest of our friends will meet us on the way.  You’re going to like this, Twi.  There’s probably even a friendship lesson in there somewhere.”








Contrary to Twilight Sparkle’s expectations, the place they wound up was certainly not a marketplace.  In fact, it looked more like a broad, hilly field.



“Welcome to Strawberry Fields,” said Pinkie Pie, bouncing through the short grass ahead of the group.  “Home of the most superdelicious delectable strawberries in all of Equestria.”



“Oh, yea!”  Rainbow Dash rubbed her forehooves together.  “I’ve been looking forward to this all year.”



“If’n it involves food or cider, you’re always looking forward to something,” said Applejack.



“My little creature friends say the strawberries are really good this year.”  Fluttershy bent down and looked under a tuft of grass.  “I don’t see any here, though.”



“Or here,” said Rarity, also with her nose to the grassy ground.



“Well, don’t that beat all.  There’s wagon tracks here.”  Applejack stepped over a pair of shallow ruts with a scowl and continued walking.  “Always some city slicker shows up to clean off a patch of the early strawberries and don’t even leave none for the princess.”



“Uh, Applejack?”  Twilight had to trot faster to keep up with her friend.  “I’m pretty sure Princess Celestia doesn’t get her strawberries from Ponyville.  I’ve seen the plants in the greenhouses.”



“Them’s city strawberries,” scoffed Applejack.  “They ain’t got a lick on the taste of our country berries.”



“Found one!” declared Rainbow Dash, diving into a distant tuft of grass nose-first.



“There’s a whole bunch over here!” said Pinkie Pie while chewing.



Even Rarity had her head down and was nibbling at something with quiet noises of appreciation, while the Cutie Mark Crusaders had convinced Spike to head off with them to search for strawberries away from the adults.  Twilight bent down like the rest of her friends and nosed around the bushy grass, searching for a while before looking up and calling out to Applejack.



“Are you sure there are strawberries here?  All I’ve been finding are these little red things.”  She levitated up a few of the tiny red berries only to have Rainbow Dash come darting out of the sky and snap them up.



“Pretty good,” she declared before flitting away, calling back over her shoulder, “You probably should pick them without magic.”



“Without magic?” echoed Twilight.  “What does that mean?  And where are the strawberries, anyway?”



“Those are strawberries, sugarcube.”  Applejack moved a tuft of grass to one side and pointed to the broad-leafed plant it exposed.  “See?  You gotta get in there with your teeth and give ‘em a tug.  If they don’t come loose, they ain’t ripe yet and you should pick some other.”



“Those aren’t strawberries,” said Twilight.  



She bent over, took one of the bright red specks in her teeth like Applejack had suggested, and tugged.  Flavor spread over her lips and tongue, the sun-warmed sweetness of spring that made saliva flood her mouth and cramps lock up the muscles of her jaw so she could not even chew.  The tiny aggregate accessory fruit broke up into smallish fragments against her tongue, each bit becoming even tastier than the first bite.  All of the memories of her foalhood flooded back, from eating strawberries and ice cream with her family on the back porch to that first time Princess Celestia shared the immense juicy products of the Royal Greenhouses after a brisk day of wrapping up the Canterlot winter.  Those berries had been nearly as large as her hoof, but their taste was a weak second to the wild variety.  It took Twilight several minutes of chewing and swallowing before she could respond to Applejack, who remained standing by her side with an unabashed smile.



“So,” she said.  “Is them strawberries or what?”



Twilight did not answer at once.  She was too busy nipping off several more of the ripe red fruits and chewing.  “Ther’e good,” she managed after a few more.  “N’ver had anything like them before.”



“Really?”  Applejack shook her head and began nosing around another clump of grass.  “Just remember to leave a couple for the princess afore you move on.”



Twilight Sparkle wanted to object, but she was too busy finding more of the little red flecks of joy.  After all, if the Ponyville tradition of Winter Wrap-Up had sounded odd to her Canterlot upbringing, the least she could do was to play along.  Certainly the local creatures would appreciate a few of the delicious berries, even though Strawberry Fields seemed to spread out over a lot of territory.  



She could see several other colorful ponies out in the hilly field, alone or in pairs, all with their heads down and enjoying the day just as much as Twilight.  The rest of the Ponyville residents had spread out for their own berry searching, bright bits of colors scattered out across the green spring grass.  Some of them had even quit picking berries, content to sit next to each other in the spring breeze and just enjoy the sunshine.



The Cutie Mark Crusaders had taken Spike up the hill in their search for even riper berries, and between the four of them with their noses down and their rears up, Twilight did not think there were very many ‘princess’ berries being left behind their path.  



While picking, Twilight tried to put a few of the strawberries in the pail she was carrying in her magic, but they were all so delicious, and Rainbow Dash seemed to make a game out of snatching the floating berries.  After an hour or so of roaming up and down the hills with her friends, swapping stories and calling out when they found a dense group of strawberry plants, Twilight took a peek inside the pail.



Three strawberries.



She looked both ways, made sure she was not being watched, and gobbled them up in one bite, putting the pail on a nearby rock to pick up later.  It made the strawberry picking process easier without the distraction, and gave her a few chances to tempt Rainbow Dash with a floating berry before gobbling it up herself, to the laughter of all of her friends.



Sometime in the afternoon, a six-way fun fight started when one of her friends, who was strongly debated, spit an overripe strawberry in the wrong direction.  The end result was inevitable and terribly juvenile, but Twilight found herself repeatedly dodging and darting from clump of grass to tussock, searching for the dark redness of a tiny strawberry past the peak of perfection to return fire.  



They broke off for a delayed lunch once the game had been called on account of being unable to score hits due to so many reddish blotches on all of the giggling participants.  Between Pinkie Pie’s sandwiches and ice cold lemonade, everypony was feeling a little less picky and more chatty, leaving the six of them to sit and talk while relishing their together-time.  It seemed like they never got the time to all just get together without there being some sort of world-threatening disaster or big social event.



They talked while watching the sun start to descend and the other Ponyville ponies start to trickle back into town, leaving just the six of them watching the strawberry-smeared Crusaders play with Spike by leaping and jumping across tufts of grass with no indication of tiring.



“We need to do this more often,” said Rarity, delicately touching a napkin to her lips despite having numerous strawberry stains all over her normally clean coat and mane.  “Well, not this per se.  The first day of strawberry season only happens once a year, after all.”



“You’re right.  This is… nice.”  Fluttershy shifted positions to free up a wing, and used it to gesture to the sunset-tinted houses of Ponyville.  “I mean it’s always nice to spend time with friends, but today is really… nice.”



Pinkie Pie grunted in the affirmative from where she was still lying on her back.  Her distended stomach waved back and forth while she rubbed it and licked her lips.  “Oh, yeah.  Soo many strawberries.  Oh, and there’s another one.”  Quick as a wink, she wriggled to one side and slurped up another hidden red berry.  “But not that one,” she added, squinting at the berry next to it.  “We’re saving you for the princess.”



“Worth missing a day of work, ain’t it, Twilight?”  Applejack took a moment to look back over her shoulder at where her friend was still trying to find words to respond.  “You okay there, sugarcube?”



“I’m wonderful, Applejack.  This is just so…”



“Awesome?” asked Rainbow Dash.  She popped another strawberry into her mouth and waved at the sunset.  “I mean the way the afternoon crew got those high clouds to line up with the sunset.  That’s skill right there.  And—”



Twilight held a hoof over her friend’s mouth so she could get a word in edgewise.  “You’re right, Rainbow Dash. It’s awesome.  Thank you all for sharing your special day with me.”



Rainbow Dash polished a berry-splattered hoof on her berry-splattered chest.  “Hey, it’s been pretty awesome to spend today with you too.  It’s nice to slow down sometime and enjoy the little things in life.”



“Speaking of little things,” said Rarity, “Sweetie Belle and her friends haven’t slowed down yet.”  Down the hill, the Cutie Mark Crusaders and Spike were still doing something inscrutable in the way of young ponies (and dragon) that involved a lot of running around and shouting at the top of their lungs.  “When we get them all back to the spa for a good scrubbing, they’ll probably splash all the soapy water out of the tub, too.  If the rest of you would like to accompany us to the spa for this evening—”



“And I’m out,” declared Rainbow Dash, popping up into the air with a flick of her wings.



“Me too,” said Applejack right after her, although it took her two tries to stand up.



“I really need to get back to my house,” said Fluttershy.



Pinkie bounced to her hooves with no trace of her previous lethargy.  “And I need to get the ice cream over to the spa for our party tonight!”



Twilight Sparkle snickered at the change that swept across her friends.



“Ice cream?” asked Rainbow Dash.  “What flavors?”



“It’s a seeee-cret,” declared Pinkie Pie while bounding away in the direction of Ponyville.



“Well, I suppose the work will wait until tomorrow,” said Applejack, following along at a slower pace.  “Y’all coming?”



“Oh, yes!  Come on, girls!  And Spike!” called out Fluttershy.  “We’re going to have ice cream over at the spa.”



As Twilight followed her friends down the hill and in the direction of Ponyville, she could have flown even without wings.  Puting her responsibilities to the side for a while to spend the day with her friends had given her the most amazing floating sensation, a happiness in her heart that could not be kept bottled up.  It called for a Friendship Letter at the very least, as a tribute to the wonderful ponies she had met in this crazy but wonderful town.  



Over the last few months, she had gotten to know her friends far more than just on the outside.  She had laughed with them, cried with them, and now, gotten covered in strawberry bits with them during this most memorable day.  It was a side of the Elements of Harmony that could never be captured in a newspaper article or photograph, a togetherness that surpassed all words, and would make the most difficult to write Friendship Letter of Twilight’s life.



Tomorrow.



For today, she was just going to relish this feeling, right alongside the sticky strawberry stains across most of her coat and the delicious burps that triggered laughter in all of her friends while they walked and joked on their way to the spa.  It was so distracting that Twilight forgot all about something until her friends had gotten to the edge of the field and were headed back into Ponyville under the reddish light of the impending sunset.  



“Oh, I left my pail!” she said, stopping abruptly and turning around.  “Go on to the spa, girls.  I’ll be right back.”



“I can get it for you, Twilight!”  Rainbow Dash made a quick loop.



“Or you could just leave it there until tomorrow,” said Applejack.  “It’s going to be dark soon, and it’s just a pail.”



“No, it will just take me a minute.  I know where I left it, so I’ll be back before you know it.” Twilight galloped back up the hill, heading to where the pail had been left.  It still took a few minutes of looking around until she found it, but when she went to pick it up, Twilight could hear… laughter?



Sneaking up to the top of the low hill, Twilight Sparkle peeked at the last two ponies she expected to see snacking on the sun-warmed tiny strawberries.  Princess Celestia and Princess Luna were fairly dancing across the field, diving down on clumps of strawberries and engaging in tickle fights to claim the reddest and most tasty, or chasing each other around with a few overripe berries thrown between them.  It seemed to be a familiar but out of practice habit for them, and would have been the first time the two princesses had the opportunity to engage in the juvenile play in centuries.  A tension that could have cracked the world was unwinding with every giggle or stolen berry, leaving Twilight transfixed by the sight.



She watched for a time, secure behind a thick tuft of grass with the pail almost forgotten in her teeth, before turning and heading back to Ponyville just as quietly as she could, as not to disturb the elder alicorns and their play.  Her smile made it difficult to keep a good grip on the recovered pail, but that was just fine.  She fairly danced through the twilit streets, galloping and hopping about like a foal until she reached the spa with its enticing scent of hot water and lilac steam.  With a skip and a leap, she jumped into the bath with the rest of her friends, exalting in the way they returned the favor with soapy splashes of their own until all of them had matching wet smiles just like hers.



Once the splashing had calmed down and Applejack had retrieved her hat from the bottom of the spa tub, she asked, “So, Twilight.  You gonna write today up as another friendship lesson for Princess Celestia and Princess Luna so they know about Springtime Strawberry Season?”



“No, I don’t think so.”  Twilight smiled back just as broadly as she had ever smiled before in her life.  “I’m pretty sure they know already.”
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      Bra Quest!


      

      
      
         A stab of pain shot sixteen-year-old Limestone Pie through the heart. She stumbled, catching herself with one hand against the tiny, ill-lit bathroom’s side wall, next to the old stand sink and mirror. She caught only a fleeting glance at her grey-toned, pimply, grimacing face before the agony became too great. Her knees buckled, and she hit the floor screaming.



Whoever invented the bra needs to die, she reflected.



The sudden shock of cold tile on her face and torso brought clarity despite the pain. She pawed desperately at the middle of her back, reaching hard and wriggling more onto her front—which she regretted, as it only intensified the heart-pain. But at length, her fingers felt the complex mechanism keeping the instrument of torture clasped upon her, and they began to pinch and pry at it, trying to figure out its “trick.”



She issued first one, then several, and finally a torrent of profanities as long moments passed amid her struggle. Her gentle prodding soon became full-on wrenching of the mechanism, as the heady cocktail of adrenaline and animal instinct pushed her to fight harder to escape.



There was the tiniest, faintest feeling of give from the stitching next to the mechanism. Limestone clutched the awful thing on either side of that stitching, and dug her nails in so hard that pinpricks of pain danced across her palms.



With a roar, she pulled her elbows wide, and tore the bra asunder.



The pain subsided, and she sucked deep breaths to steady herself. Limestone raised one shaky arm and clutched the lip of the bathroom sink; her other arm followed, still holding the grey torture device’s limp remains. She hauled herself up slowly, breathing hard, almost afraid to survey the damage to her bare chest.



She did so anyway, freezing at the sight of a thin red trail running down the left side and onto her abdomen. As she struggled to process what she was seeing, she raised the offending object in her hand, noting a spot of crimson on its left side and what appeared to be a small wire poking out of it…



Several loud knocks at the door jarred her out of her stupor. “Daughter?” asked a male voice, strong and deep. “Be everything all right in there?”



Limestone grimaced, though this time not with pain. “No it’s not, dad. Do you know what mom just…” Her hand reached for the doorknob, but she stopped it in time. She blushed with embarrassment at what she’d almost done. “Uh, hang on, let me get my shirt back on.”



A pause. “Daughter, be this something that thy mother ought to talk to thee about?”



“I don’t want to talk to her,” she said quickly, shrugging her way into a plain brown t-shirt. “Dad, do you even know…” Limestone opened the door and held the source of so much pain up near her father’s eyes. He recoiled on instinct, despite his greater height and labor-honed build. “Look at this, dad. What do you call this?!”



Igneous Rock Pie raised his brownish-orange hands defensively. “A… brassiere?”



“Ugh. No, dad! Look at the blood!” She shook the bra, which flopped and dangled and visibly exacerbated Igneous’ already considerable level of tension. “That’s an exposed underwire! That’s not only dangerous, it’s crazy!”



Her father cleared his throat. “Now daughter, as I understand it, thy mother chooses… brassieres… as she does out of loyalty to thy grandfather’s business.”



“Come on, dad! Grampa Holder sold that business to Wal-Mare a long time ago. Nobody should care if we don’t buy name-brand Boulder Holders every time! If you can even call a Wal-Mare house brand a ‘name.’ And it’s not like mom or the others…” She made a cupped-hand gesture toward her chest. “You know, need the underwire? Mom doesn’t know what she’s buying for, and I’m tired of being the one who gets left hanging because of it.”



Igneous’ eyes glazed. He scratched at his bushy grey sideburns. “I see. I am… grateful that thou wouldst share this with me. I love thee, and I care that thou shouldst… have what thy body needs to be… healthy.”



Limestone put her hands on her hips. “So is the ‘but’ that you're not gonna lay down the law with mom to get me something that'll actually work, and bring this reign of Wal-Mare terror-bras to an end?”



“Too often do I mediate between thee and thy mother,” Igneous said slowly. “Thou must learn to fight thy own battles, and learn when fighting will not help thee.” He turned and took a few steps down the narrow hallway.



“No. Dad.” Limestone hesitated, glancing down at her shirt. “Just… can you take me to the mall?”



“Ask thy mother,” he called back to her.



With a low growl and another glance at her shirt, Limestone set off after him, still holding the evil bra in a death grip. She startled and blushed at the sight of other peoples’ eyes on her in such a state, even though the eyes were just in framed pictures on the walls. Some of the pictures were old and in true black-and-white. Most of the newer ones were also monochrome due to the family’s coloration, save for the smiling face of her sister Pinkie Pie.



Ahead, Igneous rounded the corner to the living room. Limestone took a deep breath and followed him, knowing what she’d likely hear—



“Whoa there! Boingy boingy,” said Pinkie from the couch, waggling her eyebrows above large headgear braces that framed her smile. Next to her, Marble peeked up from above a heavy book, let out a little gasp, then retreated again.



“You should put a bra on,” said Maud, her other sister, from the table in the adjoining dining room.



Limestone turned a glare on Maud, but noted the textbook, yellow notepad, and pencils laid out before her. “Maud, I’m gonna let that go because you’re obviously high on geology or whatever, but this thing is evil. Pure evil. Where’s m—”



“Daughter, put thy bra on please,” said her mother, Cloudy Quartz, who pushed past her into the dining room and set a basket of laundry down on the table next to Maud’s setup. “‘Tis the new one that I bought thee, yes? And ’tis indecent going out in such a state.”



“Oh yeah?” She raised and shook the bra. “Well, what do you make of this?”



Her mother took it in both hands and held it up to the overhead light. “Hm. Why wouldst thou put on a bra with an exposed wire?”



Limestone spluttered. “W-why wouldst thou buyeth me a bra with an exposed wire?! Did you even look at this before you threw it in the cart?”



Cloudy’s brows knit as her whole expression darkened.



“I mean, come on, mom! You think you’re smart enough to keep us home and school us yourself, but you can’t even be bothered to notice—”



“Daughter! Mind thy insolence, or I shall have thy father deal with thee!”



Cloudy and Limestone leaned toward each other with noses flaring and lips beginning to curl, when a deep but distant voice startled them: “Thou must needs work it out with her thyself this time, beloved wife.”



“Wha… buh… Igneous! Come hither! Dost thou know what thy daughter just said?!”



“Not this time, jewel of my lode,” he shouted. “And that goes for both of thee. What dost thou both need? How canst thou help each other seek it?”



“Ooooo, denied,” Pinkie giggled from the couch.



Limestone and Cloudy both turned rage-filled looks in the girl’s direction before each noticed the other doing so. They paused, blinked simultaneously, and both of their faces transitioned into frowns.



“I want you to take me to Canterville mall,” Limestone said.



Her mother blinked several times. “Surely not! Imagine: my own daughter, gone cavorting amid such a cesspool of mammon-worship and ess-ee-ex-crazed, licentious youth?”



“Look, I swear, I just want to go buy a decent bra. No… cavorting, or whatever. I’ve got a little money saved up and everything. I can even drive and go in by myself if you’ll just sit in the passenger seat.”



“She is behind on hours toward her learner’s permit,” Maud interjected.



“Maud, I swear—”



“Very well,” Cloudy said, giving Limestone a look of stiff-lipped determination. “For thy father’s sake, I’ll go with thee. But rest assured, we shall use our time driving there to talk about the principles of Harmony and good behavior that a daughter of this household shall adhere to! Honesty, generosity, kindness, loyalty, good cheer…”



“Sounds magical,” Limestone muttered through clenched teeth.








“’Tis worse than I imagined!” Cloudy bent to the side, then paused. “Nay, I shan’t lower myself to spitting in my disgust. Besides, that carpeting looks new.”



Limestone looked from her mother up to the huge sign hanging in the glass dome above the mall entrance. On it was pictured a blond-haired, brown-skinned woman sitting nude before a black backdrop. It also bore the words: Chestnut Magnifico welcomes you to the Platinum’s Secret Semi-Annual Sale.



“Come on, mom. With how they’ve got her posed, it’s not like you can see anything.”



“Nothing but those great expanses of bronzed flesh!”



Limestone rolled her eyes. “All right mom, so I don’t have to go into Platinum’s Secret. And it’s not too late for you to turn back, either.”



“Nay, I shan’t stand by and send my eldest as a lamb unto the slaughter. Why, look at those youths there!”



She pointed, and Limestone looked, seeing a green-skinned girl with dreadlocks sitting giggling next to two other girls—one lighter-green, the other cream-colored—who seemed to be rather more than friends with one another.



“Mom, I don’t care if they get naked right here and start posing on signs, too; I’m not leaving without a bra, and that’s final.”



Cloudy frowned back at her. “Very well, daughter. Mayhaps thou shouldst let me have thy money, though, for safekeeping in my purse.”



Limestone narrowed her eyes. “You’re going to let me spend it, right?”



“Of course. ’Tis merely a precaution. These youths may trouble others of their ilk from time to time, but on some level they must needs respect their elders.”



Still holding her mother’s gaze, Limestone slowly produced the beat-up envelope of cash from out of her pocket and handed it over. Cloudy unzipped the top of her austere brown leather purse and put it in.



“Very well, daughter; with that done—”



A blur in tones of red and yellow passed between them. Something pushed Limestone backward, nearly knocking her off her feet. She looked around, trying to get her bearings, and saw her mother in a similarly dazed state. But then Cloudy looked down, and Limestone did as well, and both came to a single realization:



“That girl stole my purse!”



Limestone spotted a figure with red-and-yellow-streaked hair bobbing and weaving through the crowd to her right. A quick glance backward from the girl revealed a flash of deep yellow skin. She and Limestone made eye contact for just a moment before the girl turned away, continuing to make good on her escape.



Cloudy and Limestone met eyes. “She’s got my bra money,” Limestone said.



“She hath my purse! My cards! My driver’s license!”



Limestone smacked her left palm with her right fist.  “I think she ought to give that back.”



Cloudy nodded, giving Limestone a wicked smile. Limestone returned it.



They set off through the crowd as quickly as they could manage. Limestone felt it odd to be surrounded by so many people, much less ones of her own age, give or take. She flushed with embarrassment at the thought of standing out among them as some random weird girl pushing past them. But she glanced back at her mother, and saw… frustration. Maybe consternation and fear, as well.



Is she worried about having to get new cards and stuff, or did she honestly believe that being an adult would get her somewhere with the one kid in this whole mall who’d actually try something?



Limestone’s stomach felt hollow as she continued thinking: Of course she wouldn’t just stay in the car, and then this had to happen. She’s never going to let any of us go to the mall ever again!



“Up there!” Cloudy shouted, pointing toward a large glass storefont lined with white mannequins wearing fleecy dark-colored dresses. “She just went in! Let’s try to circle around and stop her!”



“Got it!”



Limestone and Cloudy cleared the entrance together, catching sight of the red-and-yellow-haired girl ducking around a shelf full of sweaters. Without a word, Limestone broke left and Cloudy broke right, each moving around the row of clothes where it looked like the girl was headed.



As she moved through the rows of garments, Limestone slowed just slightly, taking in the broad array of colors adorning the selections of fall clothing. A far cry from the stuff mom makes us, that’s for sure. Here a cute-looking pair of jeans drew her eye; there she saw a jacket of tan suede that looked both warm and soft to the touch.



Another jacket caught her attention, though; this one of black leather, and with a mop of red-and-yellow-streaked hair above it.



“Hey!” Limestone shouted, putting on a burst of speed. “Mom, she’s here! You give me back my bra money, you—”



The girl snarled. For a moment, Limestone was struck by the look of wildness and determination in the girl’s eyes. Rarely did Limestone ever encounter anyone willing to stand up to her, much less to meet her own aggression full-on. But perhaps the more striking thing was just how disheveled the girl looked, now that Limestone could get a decent look at her. The girl’s hair was an absolute mess, as though she didn’t know how to take care of it, or simply hadn’t had the time. She clutched Cloudy’s purse with nails that looked inconsistently long and must have been inexpertly chewed. Her face was streaked with dirt, and her bloodshot eyes had heavy bags.



The girl didn’t give Limestone time to reflect further on her appearance, though. She reached over with both hands and pulled a heavy clothes rack down next to her, then vaulted to the side, dodging around another customer and heading back toward—”



“The door,” her mother called. “Come Limestone, she’s heading back out to the hall!”



Limestone doubled-back around the row of clothes she was in, and jogged back toward the store’s entrance. Her mother stood near it, bobbing from foot to foot, holding something long and grey in her hands.



“Mom… is that…?”



“I found this while I did pursue the girl,” Cloudy said, holding up the bra with a tentative smile. “Now, ’tis not a genuine Boulder Holder, but the similarities—”



“No,” Limestone shouted. “I’m picking a bra that I like. Come on!”



They dashed out into the hall, swerving as necessary to avoid passing mallgoers. “Where’d she go?” Limestone asked, jumping in place, trying to spot her. After a moment, she saw a red-and-yellow blur streak through a group of teens and into another store across the way. “There,” she said, pointing. “Follow me!”



Cloudy did, and the two of them dashed toward a much smaller storefront displaying pictures of stern-looking, executive businesswomen. The intervening crowd of teens slowed them considerably, though; most had their attention buried in their cell phones, or were laughing at something Limestone couldn’t see or infer from context, and none of them seemed interested in moving.



When they finally reached the storefront, they were intercepted by a prim pink figure with an immaculate white suit and a plastered-on smile standing in the doorway. “Why hello,” the proprietor intoned. “You ladies are welcome to Posh Pantsuits, and it would seem…” A pause, just long enough to size them up briefly but thoroughly. “...not a moment too soon.”



“Did a girl with a purse just run in here?” Limestone asked.



“With my purse,” Cloudy added between breaths.



The proprietor tittered humorlessly. “But of course not. We serve only the finest clientele… or at least those who bathe regularly and are able to pay. We’ve seen that one around from time to time lately, and she seems able to do neither.”



“But I saw her—”



“She was sent out.” The proprietor winked, then pointed a dainty finger down the hallway. “That way, to be specific. Though ladies… if it were my surprisingly halfway fashionable purse on the line, I’d get security involved. That one seems almost… feral.”



“A wise suggestion,” Cloudy said. “Come Limestone, let us seek them.”



“And give up now, while we have no idea where that girl just went?” Limestone raised her hands. “No, mom… maybe we can herd her into a small store and one of us can watch the entrance while the other goes and gets security. I mean, do you really want to risk her getting away with your stuff?”



“Nay,” Cloudy said, setting her jaw and nodding. “Very well; let us keep up pursuit of this Harmony-forsaken wastrel.”



Limestone frowned as they jogged down the hallway, looking to and fro for any signs of the girl. “Mom, something you just said…”



“What, Harmony-forsaken? Daughter, is it not the very thing?! We art here but a handful of moments, have our eyes accosted by lusting teenagers spurred on by a banner of sheer fornication, and soon find our effects stolen by a known bad actor who these so-called authorities tolerate instead of apprehending? Recall, that owner said the girl hath been around lately. And that she cannot even bother bathing?”



Limestone’s frown deepened, to whatever extent that was possible. “Well… yeah, but doesn’t something seem wrong to you about all that? I mean, I got a look at her, and ‘feral…’ yeah, that’s not a bad word to describe her.”



“Well, there thou art, daughter. Look at what kind breeds within this cesspool!”



“No, but… mom, normal people aren’t feral. Even lusting teens have limits. Something would’ve had to go pretty wrong for this girl to be running around, stealing purses, not keeping herself clean…”



Cloudy glanced at her, meeting her eyes for only a moment, likely trying to avoid running headlong into other mallgoers. “What art thou saying, daughter?”



“I… I don’t know. Just that something doesn’t add up.”



“There!” Cloudy shouted, drawing Limestone’s attention. “And there it is; how fitting it should be just there, of all places, where the beast shall finally be caged.”



Limestone slowed, blinking, as she took in the sight of a smaller copy of the Chestnut Magnifico poster that had first greeted them at the mall. It hung just to the right of the black-and-pink sign hanging over the door. And for some indeterminate reason, the display to the left side of the door was emblazoned with the word “PINK” in all-caps over a collection of pink-hued stuffed dogs that appeared to be wearing women’s underthings.



“Platinum’s Secret,” Limestone breathed.



She’d heard things about it, of course; dark rumors from her mother of unspeakable ess-ee-ex clothes and accessories that nevertheless drew in people of all ages. “Whether they had any business thinking of such things or not,” her mother had added. She remembered her father rolling his eyes silently at that one. But then there was the time when one of their catalogs had somehow been found buried in Marble’s things, of all people’s; the resulting apoplexia had gripped their family for weeks.



“I’m going in,” Limestone said as quickly as she dared.



Cloudy looked at her with alarm. “Daughter, no—”



“You’re the adult, mom. The security guards will be quicker to listen to you than me. Right?”



A shadow passed over Cloudy’s features. “...No, you’ll wait out here. Do not go in there, understand? Just watch the entrance.”



Their eyes met. Limestone felt a surge of adrenaline. Her mother tensed and took a long breath. Both seemed to know what was about to happen, and remarkably, Cloudy seemed… hesitant about it. It was as if, in the moment, she was unwilling either to make a comment or to put a stop to it.



“Okay, mom. You go get security.”



Cloudy shook her head briefly, but then turned away without a word, heading back toward the mall’s entrance. Limestone sucked in several deep breaths as she watched her disappear into the crowd. When she felt as sure as she could be that her mother couldn’t see, she turned and plunged herself through the forbidden doorway.



The other side was darker than she had expected. Canister lights set above the various shelves and displays cast only a modicum of illumination. How fitting for the den of Tartarus, Limestone thought automatically, channeling more her mother’s words than her own feelings. If anything, she felt gripped by a magnetic sense of curiosity at what exactly had been so awful as to provoke even more of her mother’s ire than most things did.



“Hi there, can I help you?”



Limestone jolted with surprise. She turned, seeing a pretty and somewhat-older shopgirl. Limestone gawped soundlessly for a moment, reflecting on the girl’s perfectly modest, if completely black, clothing. Not walking all about in lingerie, I see…



“Uhh, I just…”



The girl glanced down at Limestone’s chest and giggled. “I’m sorry,” she said, resuming a more professional expression. “May I guess that this is your first time visiting us?”



“Uh, yeah,” Limestone said, blushing. “I… need a bra.”



“Well, you’ve come to the right place for that,” the girl said. Limestone bristled as the girl reached out and took her hands, smiling warmly and tugging her gently toward another set of shelves. “Now if you’re comfortable, we can do a complete set of measurements to make sure you get the absolute best fit. But I can understand if that seems like a lot for your first time, so we—”



“Hold on,” Limestone said, planting her feet and shaking herself loose from the girl’s spell. “Did you see someone run in here a minute ago, carrying a purse?”



The girl frowned, and looked down at the floor. “She ran back into the over-18 room. Poor thing. I’ve been seeing her around lately. Doesn’t… act right. I don’t know.”



Limestone felt another surge of adrenaline. Or tension. Or whatever the specific cocktail of emotional and physical reactions was, it made her ears buzz and her stomach churn. “Look… can you watch the door for me? If she runs out, I need to know which way she’s going. But I… I need to talk to her.”



“Okay. Oh, but are you… over eighteen?”



A deep breath. Deep-rooted recollections of Cloudy lecturing her a thousand times about Harmony, and about honesty in specific. Then: “No,” Limestone admitted. “But I need to talk to her. It’s important.”



The girl frowned, but nodded. “Okay, I guess, but if anyone asks…”



“We tell your boss you tried to stop me, but I was too ess-ee-ex-crazed and I overpowered you. Kay?” Limestone blushed at the potential subtext, reflecting that building and keeping the girl’s loyalty might be a case where honesty had limits.



She nodded. “All right, just… take it easy in there.”



Limestone nodded back, and turned to look across the store toward a doorway hung with black beads and a white sign with black “18+ ONLY” lettering above it.



“Harmony above, please don’t let this be the moment when mom catches up with me,” she breathed.



She entered through the strings of beads slowly. Her eyes found even less illumination in the smaller back area, cast primarily from vivid bars of pink neon set at odd intervals along the walls. Limestone glanced at one of the pictures also hung on the walls, but then blushed fiercely and looked down at her shoes, as this one also seemed to be of Chestnut Magnifico, just… not with quite as careful posing.



“Uh… hello?” Limestone called, quite keen to notice that one of her shoelaces was fraying at the end.



“You stay back,” came a girl’s reply.



Limestone took a deep breath and dared to look up again. She tried to be selective about where her eyes lingered as she glanced along the few rows of items. Some had mere outlines suggested by the garish but dim light, while others were much shinier and reflected it all too readily.



There, at the back of the far row, was a dark silhouette with faintly glistening eyes.



“I’m not going to hurt you,” Limestone said, raising a hand.



“You’re buckin’ right you aren’t gonna hurt me,” the girl barked. “I may not be able to blast you where you stand without my horn, but these… hand… things turn out to be pretty good at hitting!”



Limestone furrowed her brows at the girl’s nonsense. “Um… yeah. So maybe we could go and…”



“You aren’t taking me anywhere. Ponies try to get me every so often, but I keep fighting ‘em off. I’ll give you a hoof… hand… for chasing me down, but now it’s time to walk away while you still can.”



“I…” Limestone considered the offer, or the threat as it might be. Let security deal with this nutcase, she thought to herself. But something about the way the girl talked, combined with everything about the way she looked and acted…



A feeling writhed in Limestone’s heart. For a moment it brought to mind the stabbing pain of the last Wal-Mare bra that she’d sworn she’d ever wear. But everything about this girl’s situation just seemed wrong. Limestone wondered what could’ve possibly happened to her, and for the briefest moment, she wondered whether getting arrested was really going to help her out of it.



Generosity, her mother’s voice said in her memory. Kindness too.



Maybe she needs more support more than my bra situation does, Limestone thought to herself, feeling her shoulders slump with disappointment.



“I… I’ll let you keep my money,” Limestone said aloud. She took a breath, determined to press on regardless of the growing knot of discomfort in her gut. “That’s what you’re looking for, isn’t it? Because… you don’t have anyone to help you, right?”



“I’m no charity case,” the girl retorted. “Celestia thinks that I’m not ready to make it on my own, but I’m gonna show her!”



“Celestia…” Limestone frowned and knit her brows, recalling things that Maud had mentioned while arguing to get let out of homeschool. “You mean… like the principal in town?”



The girl paused. “No, I… she’s a principal here?”



Limestone shrugged. “Look, I don’t know, okay? But I can’t let you keep the whole purse. My mom’s gonna freak if she has to cancel and reissue all her cards and stuff. Plus who knows whatever else she’s got in there. But you…” She took a deep breath, and winced as if in pain. “Just take the envelope. That’s all that I can give you in there. Please, give me back the rest of it, and I’ll… do what I can to throw security off your trail.”



There was a long silence punctuated only by both girls’ breathing. Limestone felt a fresh stab of fear about being caught in Platinum’s Secret, much less its over-18 room. But then the silhouette jerked suddenly, and Limestone startled as her mom’s purse landed at her feet.



“Just the envelope, right?” Limestone asked.



“Just the envelope.”



“Th… thank you.” Limestone bent down and picked the purse up, letting herself finger its smooth leather by way of taking a moment to think. “I hope you find what you’re looking for,” she said.



The girl scoffed. “I don’t need anypony.”



With a small shake of her head, Limestone turned away and pushed back out into the rest of the store. She took slow footsteps toward the shopgirl, who was still waiting by the door.



“Oh! Good, you got it back from her!”



“Yeah.” Limestone met the girl’s eyes with a frown. “For all the good that’s going to do my whole bra situation.”



The shopgirl’s brows knit, but Limestone waved a hand dismissively. “Just… it’s fine. I probably just did the right thing. Or I just gave all my money to a crazy person who’s gonna blow it on Harmony-knows-what. Yay me.”



“Oh, I’m very sorry. But you… helped that girl?”



Limestone shook her head. “I don’t know. Look, I’m sorry about all this crap.” She turned a longing gaze toward the nearest rack of bras, which were blue and red and scandalous and lacy and looked so very, very comfortable. “I gotta go.”



“Well… thank you, I think.” The shopgirl frowned, then suddenly looked in each of her pants pockets before pulling a slip of glossy paper out of one of them. “Here,” she said, raising it toward Limestone. “We’re only supposed to give these out after a purchase, but…” The shopgirl giggled a little. “It sounds like you already spent a fair amount in our store.”



Limestone took it and stared down at it. The words, ALL BRAS Buy One Get One NO EXCLUSIONS stared back.



She looked back up at the shopgirl’s small smile. “I could kiss you right now if that wouldn’t literally make my mom’s hair catch on fire.”



“Oh, get out of here, you,” she said back with a wink. “And thank you for shopping at Platinum’s Secret!”



Limestone walked out of the store, still clutching the purse in one hand and the coupon in the other. She glanced back toward the over-18 room, frowning and shaking her head, and not completely sure if she meant the gesture for the room itself, or for the girl who she’d just given more than three months’ worth of her allowance.



“There she is!”



A familiar voice called out to Limestone. She looked up, spotting her mother weaving through the crowd with two bored-looking security guards in lukewarm pursuit.



“Daughter, didst thou…” Cloudy looked down, eyes going wide as she spotted the purse in her hand. “But I… how did…?”



“I think I scared her,” Limestone said, finding solace in a half-truth. “I don’t know what all you had in here, but I’m pretty sure she only took my money.”



“Oh, my poor dear,” Cloudy said, putting her hand on Limestone’s hand that held the purse. “I know that thou hadst saved for quite a while to earn that.”



Limestone sighed. “It’s… fine. Look, I don’t know where she’s going from here.” Another half-truth, but she felt it was the best she could manage. She looked up at the security guards. “Sorry, guys.”



They mumbled something Limestone couldn’t hear. Cloudy recoiled at it. “What?! Of course I wish to press charges if she’s found! ’Tis my daughter’s money she hath stolen. Go, yes, call me if thou finds anything!” She shook her head as the guards shuffled away. “Useless. A force befitting the rank indecency of this place!”



“Mom?”



“Yes, daughter?”



Limestone cocked her head, adopting a pained expression. “Whatever happened to be of good cheer?”



“How can I? Mine own daughter hath been—”



“Mom.”



“...Yes?”



“I don’t mean about the girl. I mean the rest of it.” Limestone looked down at her chest, then at the coupon, and finally back up at her mother. “What are you expecting? That everyone else is going to have the same super-serious view of Harmony as you do? That you’re never going to have to go out into somewhere like this and show what you believe, not just sit there complaining about how nobody else even tries to live up to it like you do?”



Cloudy blinked. She looked down at the floor. Then her eyes fell on the coupon.



“Daugher?”



“Why don’t we get ice cream,” Limestone said, forestalling her. She glanced back toward the store, and squinted to make out where its over-18 room must be, and thought she saw a ripple in the curtain of beads. “Like… right now.”



“Daughter, what art thou not telling me?”



“Ice cream, mom. Please. And we can talk. Won’t dad be super glad to know we sat and talked together without shouting at each other for once?” Limestone took a breath. “And then… I might have to ask if you can lend me some money to get what we came for.”



Cloudy narrowed her eyes. Limestone’s pulse raced as she watched unspoken questions and protests dance across her mother’s expression. But eventually, Cloudy began nodding. “Verily, ice cream doth sound pleasant after such exertion.”



Limestone exhaled. She hadn’t realized she was holding her breath, but out it came. She carefully slipped the coupon into her pocket, then smiled and linked her elbow with her mother’s free arm.



Cloudy’s brows knit quickly. She looked down at their linked arms, then back up at Limestone.



“Fine,” Limestone said, unlinking their arms with a sigh and an eye roll.
      

      
   
      For The Moon, The Night


      

      
      
         When the dark alicorn introduced herself to the Imperial Academy by making a rude hoof gesture at the entire class, Drying Paint knew it was love at first sight.



He leaned over to Cracked Pot while Professor Professor was shouting at the newcomers—the dark one defiantly glaring at nothing in particular, the white one cringing and waving at the class with an apologetic smile. "I want to ask her out," Paint whispered.



Both of Pot's eyebrows shot up. "You're crazy," he whispered back, the expression on his clay-colored muzzle dubious. "And that's me saying that."



Paint glanced down at his magical theory text, white cheeks flushing red, as the dark purple alicorn's withering gaze swept the room. "Probably," Paint whispered, and returned to staring as Professor Professor shouted something about detention and the dark newcomer whirled and stomped toward the door. "But I'm serious."



"She's out of your league—" Pot hissed, then abruptly shut up and flipped a page in his textbook as the professor turned back around. The white alicorn sighed, running her hoof through her vibrant pink mane, and trudged past them to sit down.



Pot's eyes followed her down the aisle. Paint's didn't. He stared at the classroom door and listened to the sounds of stomping recede down the hall, a vision lingering of muscles taut in dark hips as the alicorn bucked the door shut.












"For one," Pot said as they walked home through the Crystal Empire's gleaming streets, "maybe you somehow failed all day long to notice the wings and horn, but she's an alicorn. For two, maybe you also failed to notice the bearded stallion who walked them in, or how Professor Professor bowed to him as if it was Princess Amore coming into the room—"



"Star Swirl the Bearded, yes, I know," Paint said distantly. He'd been wondering all day why the Equestrian regent had brought the fillies all the way to the Crystal Empire. Probably wanted them to get some magical education in a place where they might fit in, he'd thought at first, but one glance around the gleaming gemstone hides of three-quarters of the class had immediately called that into question. Never mind the wings.



"Yeah," Pot said. "Out of your league." He snorted. "Not to mention that five minutes after she sat down, she was already whispering back and forth with the hoofball captain and giggling—"



Paint blinked. "Wait, what? She was in detention all day."



Pot paused, and then his eyebrows shot up even higher. "You want to ask out Luna?"



"What, you thought I meant Little Miss Popular? Give me some credit, CP."



Pot's mouth opened and closed repeatedly. "Okay. Sure, okay. So not only is she out of your league, but she's also a psycho juvenile delinquent. By the Heart, why?!"



A flush reddened Paint's cheeks. He thought back to the fire in her eyes as she flipped a frog to the class. Her iron self-assurance as the students' titters and the professor's shouts had washed over her. Her unbowed pride as she had stalked away. The unassailable strength he'd never had in the face of bullies.



(And the sway of her hinds. Oh, stars, those hinds.)



Paint swallowed and licked suddenly-dry lips. "You know what they say. 'When the heart speaks, the Empire listens.' So are you gonna help me, or not?"



Pot snorted. "They also say, 'It's called a crush because that's what happens when you free it from your heart's cage.' You don't need my help to get your heart flattened into paste."












His heart was a knot in his chest. His hooves were shaking. His head was swimming, and sweat was beading at his brow. Paint had known it was going to be bad, but not this bad. 



Luna took a half-step forward, eyes locked to his like a snake's to a rabbit's. The sky-blue of her mane was smooth and silky, almost ethereal, yet had managed to impossibly bunch and mat where it pooled over her whipcord withers. One of her wings was still scuffed, feathers lopsided, from where she'd clocked a mouthy classmate with the elbow while Professor Professor's back was turned. Her Academy uniform still smelled faintly of starch and dye, and its fabric was rack-stiff, yet in less than 24 hours it had developed two different rips.



He'd scripted this. Rehearsed it dozens of times. The words were seared into his brain like a brand, and yet they refused to make the leap to his muzzle. Hello, Luna. My name is Drying Paint, in third-year with you. I'm sorry to bother you, but it looks like you haven't had a great introduction to the Academy yet, and I thought you might want someone to show you around…



She snorted, close enough that he could feel the warmth of her exhalation. Paint flinched, but held his ground. "Stop blocking the hall," she growled.



A deeper panic strangled the panic choking the life out of Paint, easing the pressure for a moment. I'm losing my chance! he thought, and frantically forced words through a numb muzzle: "H-h-hello, i-i, i-i'm—s-sorry to b-bother, ac-cademmhnh. Hhhh." He swallowed and tried again. "Th-thought y-you w-want, s-someone, a-around—"



Luna snorted again. Paint's throat locked up. She took another step forward, and with a casual shoulder-nudge sent him staggering sideways into the wall. He hit with a skull-rattling thump, air wheezing from his lungs, and as she stalked past him, some corner of his brain marveled at the restraint with which she must have applied her greater-than-earth-pony strength.



"Hah!" a jeering voice brayed from the far side of the hallway as Paint gasped for breath—and an entirely new panic flooded in. Gilt Edge—the Academy's cruelest bully. 



"What have we here?" the fifth-year said as he strutted up to Paint, a cruel smile on his muzzle. "Was the loser making a move on the psycho—"



Without turning around, without even breaking stride. Luna's horn lit. Gilt's eyes widened as a blue field encircled him, and he yelped, hooves flailing, as he was wrenched from the floor. Off to one side, a refuse bin's lid shot off as if flicked by a dragon's claw, and Gilt sailed into the bin face-first with a wet squelch. The momentum of the impact sent him somersaulting down the hallway, garbage flinging everywhere.



It was all too much. Paint bolted.












Paint lay awake most of the night, thoughts whirling as he stared at the ceiling. (He was good at that, he mused bitterly.) His mind kept chasing its tail in smaller and smaller spirals, until finally he arrived at the center with a mute sort of resignation: Cracked Pot was right. She is out of my league.



It hurt, but it was a good sort of hurt. Instead of his heart leaping into his throat when he thought about the alicorn, there was just an achey sort of distance. And, he realized from that new calm remove, he owed her a thank-you for saving him from Gilt. It felt like it would be good closure to give that to her and then let her swing out into her distant, delinquent orbit.



When Paint shuffled out of first class after Luna the next morning, that eerie calm hadn't left him. He fell into pace beside her, ignoring her icy glare, feeling little more than an unsettled gut despite his lack of memorized words.



"Hey," Paint said.



Luna ignored him entirely.



"I… um." Despite his mind going blank, it was marvelous how much easier the words flowed when he wasn't terrified of getting it wrong. "Do you remember me from yesterday? We talked in the hall?"



At that, Luna snorted. "Yeah, I do," she said, with a touch of venom at the edge of her tone. "And if you think you can sweet-talk me into introducing you to my sister, throw yourself in the trash now and save me the trouble."



Paint recoiled, visions dancing in his head of Celestia breezily joking with the hoofball players and the noble colts and all the other cliques that made his day-to-day life so miserable. "What? Ew! Are you kidding?" 



At that, Luna turned her head. The sharp doubt on her muzzle softened with one look at Paint's features, and curved into a brief… smile? No, smirk… before slowly resettling into a milder and more neutral distrust. "Hmmh," she grunted, refocusing on the hallway as they walked.



"I—I just…" Paint faltered as thoughts intruded: Why am I doing this? He steadied himself, banishing that voice to the back of his head, and pressed on: "Wanted to thank you for saving me from Gilt yesterday."



"Whatever," Luna said neutrally.



Paint rubbed the back of his head with a hoof, as if to massage out his doubts. "It was… um. Pretty awesome, actually. To see that. You were pretty awesome."



Luna said nothing. But for the first time since she'd arrived at the Imperial Academy, she smiled. Paint's heart leapt, and fluttered, and the adrenaline began to tickle at his throat again. She smiled. It was faint, and guarded, but unmistakeable. 



Then it vanished like noonday dew, and her iron wall clamped back in. 



"It's all anyone here deserves," Luna snarled. "Buck off."



Her tone lacked its earlier venom. Regardless, Paint did.












Another gust of icy night wind blasted Paint in the face, and he wrapped his cloak a little tighter around his shoulders. They'd crossed the official border of the Crystal Empire several minutes ago, and were trotting down an old stone road whose heat-enchantments were barely sufficient to keep the cobbles from getting buried under drifts of fresh snowfall.



"Alright, CP," Paint grumbled. "When are you going to tell me what this is about?" 



Pot grinned knowingly. "Just a little farther, my friend, and all shall be revealed."



"… I can't feel my hooves. I'm going home."



Paint turned around into Pot's outstretched hoof. 



"Whoah, hoss. You'll want to see this." Pot waggled his eyebrows. "I found out where your special somepony hangs out when she vanishes on the weekends."



Paint sighed. "Okay, first of all, she's not my special somepony."



Pot grinned and elbowed him in the chest. "Not with that attitude, she isn't."



"I mean, I gave up. You were right." Paint forced down his doubts, trying to ignore the weird little heart-flutter that was unfolding with the conversation. "She's out of my league. And anyway, I thought you said you weren't gonna help me."



"I wasn't. But I thought about it, and this is exactly the sort of crazy that's in my wheelhouse." Cracked Pot smirked. "At first I thought you were just doing something stupid, but then I realized that this is impossibly stupid, and you know how I feel about impossible." He swatted the cloak over his broken-Klein-bottle Mark. "I'm never gonna get a better chance to put my talent to work."



Drying Paint snorted. "Don't bother. Even if Luna didn't hate the entire universe, she hobnobs with Equestrian royalty, and my talent is being the most boring pony alive."



"One, that's not true. Your talent is patience, and tenacity—enduring everything, as long as you've got a goal to wait for—and I see a friend whose opportunity has just fallen into his saddlebags. And two, even if what you say were true, it just makes my job more interesting." Pot adjusted his cloak and started walking into the darkness again. "Now, come on. Let's figure out how to get you that date."



Paint sighed. This was madness. On the other hoof, it was his friend's special sort of madness, one he'd seen unfold into impossible beauty before. On the third hoof, he knew he had no chance at all with Luna… no matter what that smile might have meant. On the fourth hoof… if even friendship with the sullen young alicorn was such an impossibility, what did he have to lose when Pot's plan went wrong?



Might as well humor him, Paint thought. At least until he comes to his senses.



"Let's do it," he said.












Paint stopped dead in the doorway, unable to believe his eyes.



They had turned off the road at a small, nondescript stone building half-buried by snow. "THE LOVELESS," a faded sign read over the door, and when Pot knocked, they were quickly ushered in by a surly gryphon bundled up in several layers against the shack's unheated air. Then the doorgryph had pulled up on a trapdoor, and a blast of merely cool air had thawed them out, and they had stumbled down a dark staircase into a different world.



Black. So much black, like he'd walked into a yawning hungry light-eating chasm. Flickering blue-white magelights burned around the edges of the room, highlighting glaring-white skulls of a dozen different races hanging on the walls, casting shadows he could barely make out against the charcoal paint. There were glimpses of pastel here and there—ponies, even gem ponies—but they were all swaddled in clothes whose shades ran the range from onyx to ebony. Both the ponies and a smorgasbord of other races (all of whom dressed similarly) shuffled around the room or reclined in black pillows, murmuring to each other in low tones and drinking sickly tinted cocktails. 



Paint adjusted his collar and shrank back into his deep-brown cloak, seeing the room's eerie light illuminate his leg like a shining white beacon, feeling hilariously out of place.



The room curled like a morbid croissant around a low stage at the far end. Two earth ponies, one shiny black… bug pony?… thing and one two-legged scaly dragonhorse thing stood on the stage playing instruments, and their music somehow managed to beat the decor in sheer creep factor. The bugpony had his jaws open, and from it, an ominous bass drone lurched around the scale in a way that would have given Paint's foalhood clavichord tutor a heart attack. One of the ponies scraped a bow across a fiddle's strings, drawing forth a chord that sounded like the caterwaul of dying beasts; the other was whacking his hooves to a set of drums to produce an irregular heartbeat-like rhythm. The dragon-thing, meanwhile, was speaking… singing?… in a sub-bass growling register that sounded more like an earthquake than any equinely possible noise, except that once in a while his muzzle would contort and he would enunciate something clearly enough for Paint to catch a word of Ancient Imperial.



"Drinks?" a quiet mare's voice said to Paint's side. He glanced over automatically, and nearly leapt out of his skin when his eyes met those of a hovering equine skull. 



Infinite relief flooded his paralyzed body a moment later when the skull blinked. Paint realized that it was another one of those insect-ponies. The surface of her body was a dully gleaming dark chitin rather than the matte bristle of a pelt, and was nearly invisible against the room's dark background—except for her head, which she'd bleached a shocking, unnatural white which gleamed in the magelight like bone. She'd caked an additional layer of shadow-dark makeup around her eyes, ears, and lower jaw to complete the effect. 



The bug-mare twitched an ear-membrane at him, eyes curious. Paint remembered to breathe.



"Y-you… um… you don't want our IDs?" he blurted out as his brain was unlocking.



The bug-mare laughed. "You trotted out of the Empire, miles into the wasteland, here, just to have us check your papers? You're crazier than most."



Paint's muzzle reddened. "No! I mean… um. We're just looking for a friend—"



Pot shouldered him, clearing his throat and speaking in an artificially deepened voice. "Two ice-wines, on the rocks." He gave the bug-mare a wink.



She stared at him silently for a few seconds, then shook her head and sighed. "Life's too short to make drink choices that bad, kid. I'll be back with some amasynth on the house. Drink it or don't."



"What was that about?" Paint whispered as the bug-mare meandered toward the discreet bar in one corner of the room.



"Don't blow our cover!" Pot hissed. "Don't tell anyone about Luna. Do you want her knowing you're here before you figure out how to make a good impression? This is reconnaissance—let's stay in the shadows while we watch."



"I'm pretty sure that's, um, anywhere," Paint whispered, head craning around. He froze at a flash of white from the dance floor in front of the stage, then nudged Pot and pointed with a tilt of his muzzle. "Wait. There she is."



And there she was—unmistakeably so. A lithe deep-purple alicorn, wings half-spread, was rocking back and forth amid a group of swaying ponies at the edge of the stage, staring reverently up at the band. Luna was one of the only figures in the room not wholly wreathed in black, using it instead as an accent to her already midnight-dark pelt. She had on a saddle and peytral of black leather (leather!), with her mane and feathertips all dyed to match—the latter of which revealed hypnotic patterns of color and shadow as her wings swayed back and forth. She was wearing leggings that looked as if she'd murdered a fishing net dipped in octopus-ink, but somehow the diamond pattern just accented the sway of her hips and the muscles of her hinds and the pale glow of her moon Mark. She turned her head for a moment to talk to one of her fellow dancers, and Paint saw that she'd thickly outlined her eyes in black mascara, with streaks underneath that made it look as if she was weeping.



But, for only the second time since she'd walked into Paint's life, she was smiling.



A prod at his side from the bug-pony broke him out of his reverie, and Paint blinked what he belatedly realized was several minutes of dancing out of his eyes. "Where'd your friend go, kid?" the bug-pony said.



"I… um?" Paint glanced around, searching his memory. Ah: Pot had sidled off while saying something about scoping out the place and telling him not to go anywhere. "Around. Sorry. He's no trouble, I promise."



A glowing slime-green aura hovered an equally slime-green mouthful of thin liquid in a scratched shotglass over to Paint. "I'm not worried—if he was looking to start trouble, I'd have known it when he walked in. Here's a half-shot of amasynth—see what you think; the average pony finds it an acquired taste." The bug-pony smiled. "Not what you expected when he dragged you out here, hm?"



"No, ma'am," Paint said, taking the glass in his own field and giving it a sniff. His nose crinkled. It was a touch sweet, along with a sharper undertone he guessed was alcohol, but mostly smelled of something approaching liquorice.



"None of that, kid. I'm not your professor. I'm Loveless." Her muzzle curled back, exposing gleaming fangs in a gesture that Paint expected to find more threatening than he actually did. "Or Loveless, to my friends."



"… Drying Paint." 



"Hm." Loveless looked up and down his body in a way that made Paint feel uncomfortably like a jewel under a loupe, then nodded. "You are a sweet little thing, aren't you? Welcome to my club."



Paint nodded and experimentally sipped, and the drink floated down his throat, leaving a gentle tingling heat along the way. "Hmh," he said, and gulped the rest down. "That's really good."



"See what you think in a few minutes when it really kicks in."



Paint stared into Loveless' eyes, sudden unease gnawing at his gut, but there was no malice in her gaze. "So," he said, trying to shed his discomfort, "what's with this place?"



"It's the home of the lost. The misunderstood." Loveless settled in on some cushions alongside Paint, and before he quite knew it he was sitting down alongside her. She casually draped a chitinous leg around his withers, and it was at once wholly comfortable and disturbingly devoid of the warmth of equine skin. "In this age, with peace between the Tribes, most ponies live in the light and think that's all there is to life. But we know that's an illusion. The individuals who come here realize life is about stumbling through the shadows, and embracing that lets us fully savor the brief and bittersweet joys when they come."



Paint bit his lip. "That's. Um."



"Dark?"



"… Yes."



Loveless chuckled drily. "And?" But her amusement receded at the look flitting across Paint's muzzle, and her tone softened. "Listen, sweet-thing… my club is about casting off your shackles to embrace everything about who you really are, the light and the dark alike. To have the freedom to remake yourself, and seize what you need to survive in the shadows. The average pony finds that horrifying, and I don't blame them. If that's how you feel, listen to the music until your friend comes back, and you two can leave and forget we exist, and I wish you both a long and happy life. But if you want someone to walk with you into the darkness—" her hoof swept around the room—"this is where you'll find them."



Paint's eyes strayed back to where Luna was swaying along with the music.



He felt Loveless shift beside him, and saw her work her jaw out of the corner of his eye. She lifted a long, smooth leg to the corner of her mouth, dabbing something away with a black handkerchief.



"You love her," Loveless said.



"I guess," Paint said, lowering his eyes to his hooves.



Abruptly, Loveless stood. "That wasn't a question, sweet-thing." She snatched the empty shotglass back from Paint, made a noise deep in her throat, and spat a mouthful of thin slime-green saliva into it. Paint blinked several times, then felt his own bile rise as it clicked. He scrambled back frantically, hinds slamming into the wall behind him. 



Loveless whirled to face him, and he froze. Her eyes pinned him like a spear as she leaned in muzzle-to-muzzle, close enough for him to taste the liquorice on her breath.



"Calm, sweet-thing, and mark my words," she whispered, and his heart hammered to the erratic rhythm of the drummer, and the droning of the bug-singer itched and squirmed in the deep darkness of his brain. "You are in possession of a love innocent and intense and entire. It is not a thing to be squandered or sampled or diluted, and I will not sully it, nor you, by savoring it in any less than its full glory, all at once. And so you shall not see me when next you return here, nor any of my daughters, nor shall we feed upon you in the world of snows. This I swear upon the shadows of the heartless throne." She pressed a hard hoof to Paint's chest, squeezing his lungs in and focusing his entire attention on the way her gleaming fangs shaped her words. "But should you ever decide to be rid of that love… speak my name three times, and I shall be released from my oath, and your burden shall be lifted, wholly and irrevocably."



Paint stared helplessly into Loveless' eyes. His blood pulsed in his ears. The stage-dragon growled. The skulls on the wall leered at him. The dying fiddle wails mingled with the laughter and murmurs of the crowd.



Then Loveless kissed him on the nose, and the room swam, and 







—the next thing he knew, he was stumbling down a dark and icy stone road, leaning heavily on Cracked Pot's shoulder, his heart still beating to the song of the shadows.



"What do you mean, you want to go back?" Pot shouted over the howl of the midnight snowstorm.



"That's where I can do it," Paint heard himself shout back, and a thrill rippled through his blood. "Embrace myself. Impress her with me."



Part of him wondered who in Tartarus this pony was who spoke through his lips. Another part knew, with glorious certainty, that it was simply the Paint who always should have been.



"No," Pot shouted. "I do crazy, not stupid. We've had this talk. Now that we've figured out more about her, we'll find a way to impress her at the Academy."



"It won't work," Paint said with softer certainty. "She doesn't live there." The image of Luna's smiling muzzle under mascara-streaked cheeks ghosted behind his eyelids. 



"… I don't understand."



"I do," Paint said. "I understand her now, CP." The way his pulse quickened at the thought of returning to the club she frequented—the excitement he vibrated with at the thought of meeting her there—was proof enough of that. "Look, it's simple. I want to make her happy, and she's never smiled anywhere else."



Pot looked dubious, then shook his head. "If you say so."



"I do."



"But I can't—" Pot winced as the wind screamed and nearly took the cloaks from their shoulders—"can't go back there with you. That place is wrong, Paint."



The wind vanished mid-step as they stepped through the barrier of the Crystal Empire. Pot staggered several steps before catching his balance. Paint squinted against the soft glow of the streetlights, lifting a leg to shield his eyes while they readjusted.



"No," he said, his ears still ringing with the storm outside. "Just different."












Luna shuffled through the scrolls she'd brought with her to The Loveless, trying to restrain her fidgeting as she waited her turn. In the world's most ridiculous irony, Sun-days were now her favorite night of the week—partially because her stupid older sister was always too busy to keep track of her, but mostly because it was Open Stage Night at the club, and some of the regulars had even complimented her a time or two on her poetry.



There was a smattering of tepid hoofbeats and claw-snaps as the Diamond Dog before her finished the mournful, howling ballad celebrating some stupid lover lost in some meaningless war or something. Luna tried not to judge. Everyone had their own darkness; that was this place's point. But, well, some darknesses were pettier than others.



The Diamond Dog spread her arms, soaking up the last of the applause, and then loped off the stage. Luna smiled—some butterflies making an exploratory journey through her innards—and selected one of the scrolls almost at random. The club quieted as she stepped onto the comparatively harsh glow of center stage and cleared her throat.



"They say we be sisters," she read, in the Equestrian-accented Old Imperial she'd had drilled into her head with numbing hours of Classics. When your heart carried silent burdens you couldn't speak, nothing freed your tongue quite like using a dead language which only lurked in the shadows of academia.



Then she took a breath to steady herself, and her face contorted:



"They say we be sisters.

Bonded by blood,

The thickest chain."



(She narrowed her eyes, pointing out accusingly into the darkness of the audience, her face a feral snarl.)



"Whose blood?"



"Whose blood?" (She'd only written the line once, but she repeated it for emphasis.)



Luna stamped her hoof, then jabbed it into her chest, wings flaring out.



"Mine own," she growled, and her voice dropped to a whisper.



"Thou think'st thy friends cut me not,

With their whispers and false smiles?

But when you drag me to their parties—" (She nearly spat the word.)



"Whose blood is the chain that binds me to thee?

[i]Thine,[i] sister?

I say thee NAY!"



She let the sudden scream echo around the silent room for a moment.



"Thou wilt never, in a thousand years, 

Feel the life leak from thee,

To bind thee to the sister thou loves—

If even thou lovest me

In the way I love thee,

To bleed for thee, and bleed, and bleed."



Luna swung her head from one end of the room to the other, staring out into the scattered figures huddled in the embracing darkness.



"And I hope," she finished in a barely audible whisper, "thou never wilt."



There was polite, scattered applause. Luna basked in the few stamps and snaps. Sure, they might have been tepid by some objective measure (some annoying part of her brain said mockingly), but more importantly, it meant she'd been heard, and that was enough to soften the ache.



She relinquished the stage—already thinking about which poem she'd read next time her turn came around—and a young stallion, with jet-black legs under a nondescript off-black cloak, stood up from the pillows a few rows behind hers . Huh, she thought as he stepped past her. He looks kind of familiar. But I know I'd remember if I'd seen him before—that's an awfully distinctive coat color for the North.



The pony leapt up onto the stage, deliberated for a moment, then grabbed his cloak in his teeth and jerked it off with a single motion, sending it fluttering to one side of the stage. He was a unicorn, maybe Luna's age, with a body on the thin side (maybe cute in a coltish sort of way, she decided)—and he'd just doubled down on the black thing. His pelt was barely distinguishable from the charcoal-black leg-wraps and shirt that clung to his form. On top of those was a black leather chestplate and pastern-guards that, judging from their stiffness, had probably started the morning at a gryphon armorer's. The only hint of color anywhere in the silhouette of his form was his piercing red eyes.



(She made a mental note to suggest metal accents to him if they talked—his aesthetic seemed to be dull, giant swaths of a single color, and while virtually anything would work to break that up, iron might enhance the quasi-martial look he wasn't quite pulling off. And maybe an accessory to match the eyes? Yes, more red, for certain.)



The colt drew in a breath, legs trembling a bit. He looked down at him, then in her direction, and their eyes met for a moment. Then he closed his eyes and breathed out, and his posture straightened.



"There is a love in my heart," he said, projecting his voice in a firm and artificially deep tone like the professors kept trying to teach her to do in the Academy's ritual magic classes. His eyes swept over the audience, and his gaze fixed on Luna for another lingering moment before he returned his stare to the empty wall at the back of the room.



"A love in my heart," (he repeated,)

"Innocent and intense and entire,

A love that drives me

Through storms and fear,

And I don't know why."



An odd flutter squeezed at Luna's heart. He understands! she thought wildly, and straightened up, her full attention on the stage.



Then Luna realized he had no notes, and her breath caught. Is he composing this on the fly?! 



"She doesn't know," (the colt said,)

"What I've done

For her and her alone.

How can I make her understand

What burns in my heart,

What binds us together?"



Luna listened, rapt, an old and familiar ache flaring to life and burning for once with somepony else's flame.



"So I turn to the shadows.

This is my sacrifice,

To walk this dark road.

To endure any change, any truth,

For the sake of my love.

And thereby set things right."



Luna whooped, stomping enthusiastically—not caring a whit for the glares the other clubbers gave her as they went through the formality of their own applause—as the colt began backing off the stage. She circled around toward the mysterious colt, wingtips quivering, and zeroed in on him as he took a moment for himself after the performance. 



"That was amazing!" Luna whispered, doing a very un-dark-and-gloomy hooftip dance. "That really spoke to me!" The colt visibly started, and some part of Luna noted that he'd been staring blankly at the wall, legs trembling, breath coming in shallow gasps. Stage fright hits all of us, I guess.



The colt stared at her, frozen, and some sensible inner voice told Luna to tune it down. She coughed into her hoof, refolded her wings, and put the mask back on—the detached, worldly persona she had immediately come to admire about everyone in The Loveless. "But I'm sure you figured that out from my own poem," she said. "I haven't seen you around before, though."



"U-unh, n-no," the colt said, and Luna embarrassedly took that as her cue to dial it back even more. Enthusiasm was one of the few sins of the shadows, and hers had been a doozy.



She drew in a deep breath, stood a little straighter, and self-consciously ran a hoof through the mane she had blackened with an alteration spell (even with alicorn levels of magic, it took constant vigilance to keep the effect going). "They call me Queen Nightmare here," she said detachedly. "And you are?"



"P-pain—" he stammered, then froze, mouth snapping shut.



Luna wasn't quite sure what to make of that. "Pardon?" she said neutrally.



The colt's eyes darted around for a moment, then settled on his hooves. He took a long breath, closing his eyes—and then, when he opened them back up again, he stood a little straighter, brushing a wrinkle out of his black shirt.



"Pain," he said, slipping back into his deep stage voice (which, Luna realized, got her heart fluttering anew). "There is pain in names, is there not? History. Within this place, we cast off the shackles of history to embrace who we really are. We are freed to remake ourselves, that we may seize what we need to survive in the shadows."



Luna suppressed an inner squeal, nodding thoughtfully. He was not only on her wavelength, he was so profound.



"And so if we are to share names," the colt intoned, "let mine be…" There was a moment of what Luna thought might have been hesitation, but decided was more like a pause for emphasis. "Let it come from the shadows in which we find solace. Sombra. Sombra Darkshade."



Luna felt the moment entirely overcome her. "Sombra," she said, rolling the flavor of the name on her tongue, and then lunged in and clamped her lips to his.



"Mmmf!" he snorted, staggering back as her weight pressed him to the wall, and for a terrifying moment she wondered if she'd gone too far. Then he inhaled through his nose, hooves fumbling for her barrel as his breathing restarted, and soon they'd sank to the floor and their tongues were wrestling with the same urgency as their bodies.



(Right up until the doorgryph roughly kicked them, and motioned toward the stairs with a scowl.)












The ink wouldn't wash out.



Paint, crouched over the sink, stared at his legs with slowly growing horror. Sure, he'd asked that seedy old pegasus for something that wouldn't bleed out of his pelt while he was making his move at the club, but he hadn't expected it to be permanent. And yet, four different soaps and two bleaches and three hours of scrubbing later, his once-white coat refused to lighten beyond a deep muddy grey. And classes were about to start.



He took a breath. Slowly lowered the shampoo he had been about to retry. Looked at the pony in his mirror. Really looked.



Grey, he thought. Caught between darkness and light.



He stared into the red of his eyes, his mind replaying the shadows and secrets he and Luna had shared.



"Well," he said, lowering his voice into the stage intonation that had helped liberate his tongue, "I did want a change."



He shouldered his saddlebags, quickly brushed his still-black mane (none of that dye had lightened), and stared back into the mirror again. "Sombra," he said experimentally, then rolled it the same way Luna had. "Sombra."



Paint smirked, then wheeled around and trotted to school, darkened head held high.












The whispers started when he walked into class. Professor Professor, eyebrows raised, watched in silence as Paint took his seat. Paint casually set his textbook down, handed his homework in, and began taking notes from the blackboard as if nothing had changed. The professor opened his mouth, thought about it for a moment, then shook his head and began his lecture.



Paint ignored the whispers and the giggles and the stares. He was above that, now. He did allow himself two glances over the course of the class: one to Pot (who nodded back with a shocked sort of respect), and one to Luna (who was staring at him when he glanced her way, but quickly averted her eyes with an inscrutable expression).



It felt so strange seeing Luna in purples and blues. Like she was naked, kind of. But more that it was like looking at her with her skin stripped away.












Paint was entirely unsurprised when a mocking voice carried down the hall in between classes. "Well, [i]well,[i]" Gilt Edge purred, backed up by a wave of snickers rippling through the hallway. "Look who decided to go for that promotion from loser to freak."



Paint slowed to a stop. Carefully closed the textbook in his hoof and stowed it in his saddlebag.



He heard hoofsteps close in behind him, and a note of menace shaded into the bully's voice. "You think that makes you too good to talk to your old friend Gilt, huh?"



Paint closed his eyes for a moment.



[i]Sombra[i] slowly turned around.



"Well, you—" Gilt started, breaking off as their eyes met.



Sombra lit his horn without a word. A nearby rubbish bin rattled. Then its lid shot off as if flicked by a dragon's claw, spanging off the ceiling and flipping crazily between them before noisily settling to a halt a few body-lengths away.



The hallway went dead silent.



Sombra took a single step forward. Lit his horn. Smiled.



Gilt Edge—and half the crowd—yelped and bolted.












Luna was waiting outside the door to second class when Paint walked up. She was leaning against the wall, one wing half-lifted to brace herself at a comfortable angle, casually inspecting the frog of one forehoof. Without so much as looking in Paint's direction, she nodded at him, gave him a little jerk of her head, and started walking down the hallway. Without so much as breaking stride, Paint swerved away from the classroom and followed her.



The two of them walked side-by-side to the building exit, and then Paint followed a still-silent Luna to the edge of the school grounds, feeling the tension gradually thicken. She squirmed through a hole in the fence around the hoofball field, trotted into the shadow of the bleachers, and hopped up onto the squat stone structure of a campus leystation, settling in on her stomach with her forehooves dangling over the edge.



Paint hoisted himself up, grunting a bit, and settled in alongside her, a respectable few hoofwidths away. Despite his new facade, his heart was beginning to hammer in his chest, and he felt heat rise to his muzzle as the memories of the previous night began to surge anew.



"Hey, you," Luna finally said, eyes fixed on the ground.



"… Hey," Paint said, emotions swirling in a muddled mess.



Her eyes didn't move. "I thought you looked familiar."



Paint chewed his lip for a moment, considering. 



"I'm not the stammering colt you met a few weeks ago," he said carefully. "This doesn't change anything."



"It doesn't," Luna agreed, and Paint was opening his mouth to reply when she added: "But I was hoping I wouldn't see you again."



Paint's heart squeezed into a little ball, and kept squeezing.



"W-what?" he managed.



Luna sighed heavily. "Celestia was waiting for me when I went home last night," she said, and for the first time since Paint had met her, the unquenchable fire in her voice was out. "We had a long talk. A really long talk. And I've been wrong about everything."



Paint stared, feeling a floaty numbness spread out from his chest.



"We came north in the first place because… well, I never took to being groomed for nobility the way Celestia did. I'd developed a reputation at nearly every school in Everfree. Behind my back, Celestia begged the Everfree Council to send us out to the edge of pony lands—where everypony treated us as curiosities rather than princesses-to-be, and we had the room to just be ourselves. I… never quite got let in on that plan. And when I saw all our new freedom and interpreted it as Celestia pushing me away except for when she wanted to drag me to her things, I got… well. Even more bitter. About-to-do-something-I'd-regret bitter."



"B-but last night," Paint said helplessly.



Luna touched his shoulder and gave him a pained smile. "Was pretty fun. But Celestia finally realized that I was even more miserable here than I'd been in Everfree—and as much of a butt as she usually is, once she actually realizes I'm hurting, she moves the heavens to fix it. So she got Star Swirl to agree to tutor us personally for a while, and entirely aside from hearing Celestia apologize, that's a dream come true for me." Luna's voice softened. "I figured it would be easier if we just vanished—then you could have some good memories, and wouldn't blame yourself for my departure. Sorry it didn't work out that way. And thank you for being one of the things which made the Empire almost tolerable."



"One" of the things, Paint's mind echoed mockingly. "Almost" tolerable.



"But the club!" Paint said, desperately retreating for solid ground which didn't exist. "Your poem! I heard that emotion! That was real!"



"It was… at the time," Luna said. "But I was wrong about the mare I loved. The mare I'd do anything for. You should understand that better than anypony." She smiled gently. "After all, you've got a sister you love too."



All Paint could muster to that was a deflated kind of squeak.



Luna, apparently oblivious, leaned in to give him a gentle kiss on the nose, then stood up and hopped down to the ground. "Dream well, Sombra," she said as she trotted away. "Hope to see you around sometime, if I ever visit the Empire again."



Paint stood. Reached out toward the mocking sway of her retreating hips. Opened his mouth. But there was nothing to say.



His vision began to blur as the alicorn disappeared in the distance. His legs began to tremble—and not, he slowly realized, with fear. The love that had once gripped his heart whenever Luna walked by was hard and cold now, rattling around in a giant gaping cavity in his chest. And, worse, he could feel it growing spikes, leaving little stabbing pains every time he moved in his ribs and lungs and gut. 



"One" of the things. "Almost" tolerable.



"Loveless," Paint hissed through clenched teeth, feeling the first tears cascade down his cheeks. "Loveless. Loveless." 



And around him, the whispering shadows gathered.




      

      
   
      Garmonbozia


      

      
      
         “Gotta light?”



Adagio Dazzle turned to regard the vagrant in her passenger’s seat. His thick, matted hair and tangled beard, and rumpled, unwashed clothing, lent him a wild air; and his eyes and teeth were islands of stark white against his soot-black skin.



“Gotta light?” he repeated, dangling an unlit cigarette between his fingers. His voice was a growly baritone; his gaze was intense, focused squarely on Adagio as she drove through the night.



Adagio looked at him a while longer. Then her eyes narrowed, and she turned her attention back to the open road. “Try the glove compartment.”



She heard it click open, and his hands rummaging through its contents. Then it clicked shut again. Evidently, there was no lighter, no book of matches, to be found; the smell of tobacco did not fill the car’s stifling interior.



That was a shame. The car stank of burning oil – cigarette smoke would have been an improvement.



“Worth a shot,” Adagio muttered.



Quite suddenly, though not unexpectedly, a building appeared in the night – a squat, dilapidated ruin with a metal staircase on one side, and a sign over the front window reading “Convenience Store.”



Adagio set her teeth and swallowed. She pulled off the road and parked beside it, killing the headlights. The passenger’s door opened; the vagrant stepped into the night. He hovered at the door.



Adagio reached for her purse with a shaking hand, fighting her own staggered breathing and rapid heartbeat to rummage through it. “I’ll be there in a minute.”



The vagrant stood expectantly.



Adagio glared at him. “You heard me,” she snapped. “Damn it, it’s not going anywhere. You can wait on me for a minute, can’t you?”



The vagrant stood a moment longer before walking toward the building that loomed nearby.



Grumbling to herself, Adagio found what she was looking for: the orange pill bottle, still half-full of pearly white tablets. She uncapped the bottle, and shook two into a shaking palm. Then she tossed her head back and threw them into her mouth-dry swallowing both and sighing.



The shaking in her hands gradually ceased. Her heartrate and breathing slowed to normal. Anxiety still clawed inside of her – she couldn’t chase that off so easily.



With a growl, Adagio threw open the car door and stepped into the night. The vagrant stood at the top of the metal staircase; it ended at a brick wall with no door. The whites of his eyes shone like pale lanterns in the dark.



Adagio drew herself up, clutched her purse close, and started up the staircase.











Sunset Shimmer walked through Canterlot High, a lone figure in an empty hallway. Walls of green lockers passed by, their monotony broken by the occasional windowed door interspaced between them. Classes were done for the day, and the weekend was ahead of her, a rare two-day stretch where her professional and scholastic obligations were nonexistent. For once, she could drop her books in her locker and walk out of the school building completely carefree.



Her locker was at the end of a row, beside a classroom which she couldn’t recall ever spending any amount of time in. The door to the room was ajar; Sunset thought little of it as she unslung her backpack and started spinning the dial on her locker.



Then a pair of pale, purple arms darted out of the open classroom, nabbed her by the shoulders, and pulled her inside. Sunset yelped; the door slammed shut behind her as she wrenched herself free and spun around, fists clenched.



She was met with the supercilious gaze of Aria Blaze, inches away.



“Aria?” Sunset said incredulously. “What are you—”



“Adagio’s been missing for a week,” she said, quickly and bluntly.



Sunset’s eyes widened; her fists relaxed momentarily. Then she clenched them again, harder than before. “Cry me a river.”



Aria’s face contorted with rage. She rushed at Sunset, angling a punch toward her face. Sunset dodged with ease – with unusual ease – and Aria’s momentum carried her forward; she staggered toward the row of bookshelves underneath the classroom windows, and caught herself upon them. Her shoulders shook with ragged breaths as she turned to stare at Sunset furiously.



Something was wrong here. Sunset looked closely at the girl in front of her, and noticed for the first time the pallor of her skin, and the gauntness of her face. Her arms, too, were rail-thin and bony. Her physical state did nothing to dampen her usual intensity, but she was, for all intents and purposes, a paper tiger.



“What happened to you?” Sunset whispered.



Aria’s face reddened and she looked quickly away. “You. You and those freakshow Rainbooms did this. We’re starving because we can’t feed.” She rubbed her nose and sniffed.



Sunset’s fingers unclenched, and though she remained on guard, she couldn’t help feeling a pang of empathy for her one-time enemy.



Something in her eyes must have given her away, because Aria turned her head and spat. “Take your pity and fuck yourself with it. I’m not here to sing you a sob story. I’m here because I need to find my sister.”



That certainly served to harden Sunset’s heart again. “And you want me to help you.”



Aria sneered at the word ‘help,’ but she nodded stiffly.



“Why?” said Sunset flatly, folding her arms. “Because me and my, ah, ‘freakshow’ friends stopped you from making our school into your own personal buffet?”



“No,” said Aria with a condescending lilt. “Because helping people is what you’re supposed to be all about, you bleeding-heart pony bitch.”



Sunset snorted. “Well. If I was on the fence about helping you before, then that certainly clinched it.” She turned toward the door.



Aria balked. “You can’t leave me like this. Damn it, Sunset—"



“You have another sister, right? Get her in on this. Leave me out of it.”



“Sonata can’t help me!” Aria snapped. “You think I look bad? She can’t even get out of bed anymore!”



Sunset bit her lip, hard, as her fingers closed around the doorknob. “That’s not my problem. Find someone else.”



“It has to be you!”



Sunset held the knob tightly; the metal was hard and cool against her soft, warm skin. She looked over her shoulder at Aria, who stared, pleadingly, back.



“It has to be you,” she repeated, this time more quietly. “Believe me, you wouldn’t have been my first choice either, but it has to be you. I wish I could explain why, but. I can’t. Just – it has to be you.”



Sunset’s hand lingered on the knob as she looked searchingly at Aria. Finally, her grip loosened, and she turned around, leaning her back against the door.



“Talk fast,” said Sunset. “From the top.”



A silent sigh escaped Aria as she braced her bony behind against the bookshelves. “Alright. From the top. Like I said, we haven’t been able to feed since the Battle of the Bands.”



Sunset nodded. “You fed through the pendants.”



“Which are now broken. Thanks to you.” Aria gave her head a toss. “But we managed to use pieces from each of ours to put together one that barely – just barely – works. We take turns with it – we use it in shifts. One of us goes out every night, feeds, comes home, shares whatever’s left over with the other two. Now, me and Sonata, we never get that much – just barely enough to scrape by, and almost never enough for everyone to stay fed, but Adagio...”



Sunset bit her thumbnail, looking down at the floor tiles. “She gets enough for the three of you.”



“I don’t know where she’s going to get it – she gets angry whenever we ask – but she always comes back with enough in the pendent for all three of us. There’s never a lot to go around, but we never worry about going hungry when Adagio goes out.” Aria hesitated. “Thing is… it takes a lot out of her. She never says anything, never complains, but we can all tell – she’s a little more worn out every time she comes home, and she barely leaves her room for days after. Until it’s time to go out again.”



“And after her last turn,” Sunset muttered, looking up at Aria, “she didn’t come home again.”



Aria’s lips puckered like she’d bitten into something sour, and she nodded.



Sunset stared levelly at her for a long, silent moment. “Let’s say for a moment that I agree to help you,” she said at last. “What am I supposed to do, exactly? Missing persons cases are probably more up the cops’ alley—"



“This isn’t a job for the cops,” Aria interrupted. “They can barely handle cases that don’t involve freaky magic shit. I take this to them, and best case scenario, they laugh me out of the precinct. Worst case scenario, they start asking the kinds of questions that land me and my sisters in trouble.”



Sunset raised an eyebrow.



Aria flushed. “What, you’re surprised?”



“Guess I shouldn’t be.” Sunset took a deep breath, then released it slowly, and stuck her hands in her jacket pockets. “You said you don’t know where she’s been going to feed. Do you have any ideas at all? Any leads?”



Hope sprang onto Aria’s haggard countenance. “Does this mean you’ll—"



“Depends on your answer. I’m not going into this blind; you either have something for me to work with, or you don’t. And if you don’t, then I’m out. Understand?”



Aria smoldered, but nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I understand. And I have a lead.”



Sunset brow furrowed. “And that is?”



Aria’s eyes flashed. “We won’t know ‘til we get there.”











The wind whipped past Sunset as her motorcycle sped along the road, ruffling her leather jacket and tossing the strands of hair poking out from underneath her helmet. Aria’s arms were tight around Sunset’s waist, and her chin rested on Sunset’s shoulder, craning down to keep an eye on her cell phone’s screen. They’d been driving for hours, well beyond the limits of what Sunset had explored on the road, and were surrounded by scrub brush and sand on all sides. The only signs of civilization were the omnipresent asphalt, and the telephone lines stretching along the road.



Sunset’s stomach was in knots as she realized just how isolated they were. The possibility of a trap grew more likely with every mile they drove. If this was all an elaborate ploy by Aria Blaze to lure her into an ambush, if Adagio and Sonata were waiting at their destination, then Sunset was playing into their hands. She supposed she could always find the answers in Aria’s consciousness, tap into the Equestrian magic and rifle through her thoughts…



But that wouldn’t be very sporting (or ethical). And something about Aria told her that this was no trap. The girl wasn’t Adagio; she didn’t have the same guile – she couldn’t feign desperation convincingly. So Sunset took her at her word, and kept right on driving.



Then Aria’s hand squeezed Sunset’s stomach, a predetermined signal that they’d arrived at their destination. Sunset killed the engine and slowed her bike to a stop in a vacant, offroad lot, beside a four-door sedan whose front doors were still open.



A chill rippled down her spine.



Sunset tugged off her helmet and shook out her hair; behind her, Aria dismounted the bike, her eyes glued to her screen. “This is the place?” asked Sunset. Frowning, she stepped over to the car, leaving her helmet on her bike’s seat.



“Looks like,” Aria said, her thumb swiping across her cell phone’s screen.



Sunset reached the abandoned car and peeked inside. A fair bit of dust had accumulated in the interior, and a collection of wires – some torn and frayed – were knotted up underneath the driver’s console.



“This Adagio’s car?” she called to Aria.



There was a moment’s pause before she got an answer. “Uh, no. Adagio doesn’t have a car.”



Sunset looked up quizzically. “Then whose—”



“Beats the hell out of me.”



Sunset gave the wires another wary look before rising and leaving the car behind, joining Aria at a vacant, sandy lot. The air was hot, and dry; the landscape all around was desolate. The faint tang of burnt motor oil plied at Sunset’s nostrils; she grimaced at the unpleasant odor, fanning her hand in front of her nose.



“This is where Adagio went?” Sunset asked.



Aria shook her head. “Don’t know. Maybe?”



Sunset glared at her. “But you said—”



“I said I had a lead. That’s all.” Aria scoffed, jabbing furiously at her cell phone screen with her thumbnail. “Sorry if you jumped to conclusions.”



Sunset gave her a dirty look, but she didn’t offer any kind of retort – truth was, her skin was starting to crawl. There was an eerie feeling in the air, a sort of wrongness that she struggled to put a word to. Her bones felt like they were shaking, vibrating – right down to the marrow.



She tugged her jacket tighter, shivering despite the heat. “About this lead…”



Aria, unperturbed, and still not looking up from her phone, kept walking – slow, careful steps, into the vacant, lot. “Geographical coordinates.”



“In your phone, sure. I worked that much out myself.” Sunset worked her jaw, trying to fight back her unease. “Where’d you find them? Adagio’s diary, or something?”



“Please. Adagio doesn’t keep important shit in her diary; she knows that’s the first place I’d look.” A ghost of a smirk crossed Aria’s face for a second. Then she sighed. “I, uh. You’re not gonna believe this, but…”



Sunset watched her warily. “But?”



“…I got ‘em from a dream.” Aria rubbed her nose, ignoring Sunset’s incredulous look. “Or… I don’t know if ‘dream’ is the right word. You forget dreams when you wake up, right? This was more like a—”



“You dragged me out into the desert asscrack of Canterville county because of numbers you heard in a dream?!” Sunset thundered. Her hands balled into fists; she considered smacking the phone out of Aria’s hand.



“Uh. Yeah?” Aria didn’t look particularly disquieted by Sunset’s shouting. “Why do you think I didn’t tell you until after we got here? Figured you wouldn’t take me seriously.”



Sunset’s teeth clenched. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t climb back onto my bike and leave you here.”



“’Cuz I ain’t going home without Adagio. And you wouldn’t leave me here to die.” Aria grinned smarmily. “Bleeding-heart pony.”



Part of Sunset wanted to defy Aria’s assessment without a word or a thought. The rest of Sunset knew that she was, after all, one hundred percent right. So Sunset sighed defeatedly, flapped her arms, and said, “Tell me about your stupid dream.”



“I told you, it was more of a vision—”



“Stop it.”



“Eat me.” Aria stuck her tongue out at Sunset. “Anyway, in my vision… I was sitting in some room – a nice room, with antique furniture, and a phonograph. Everything was in grayscale, too – like something out of an old movie.”



“Mmhm.” The vibrating sensation was growing more potent. With a glance up, Sunset realized she and Aria were positioned almost exactly underneath a length of phone lines.



“So I was sitting in this chair,” Aria continued, “and in front of me was this somber-looking guy. He was huge, balding, and he looked, like, super sad. And he looked at me, and he said ‘Aria Blaze.’” 



Aria stopped, and looked at Sunset significantly. “Except he said it kinda funny – kinda distorted. Like he couldn’t make the words come out right. And he said it slowly, too – like just talking normally was hard for him.”



She was completely earnest when she said it. Sunset couldn’t help believing her. She nodded.



Aria pursed her lips, then turned back to her phone. “So he said my name, and then he said ‘remember the numbers.' And he gave me a list of numbers, just like that. I didn’t know what the hell he was on about, so I said ‘hey, dude, what the hell are you on about?’ And then he said…”



They were right underneath the power lines. Sunset felt the vibrating sensation intensify – like her bones were threatening to shake so hard that they burst free from her skin. “Said what?”



“…‘Sunset Shimmer is the way home.’”



Sunset heard a faint crackling sound – then, in the distance, the cough of an engine backfiring. The motor oil smell intensified. “Sunset Shimmer…”



“That’s why it had to be you,” said Aria. “That and, well, the bleeding-heart pony thing. And the numbers – I kinda figured out, when I woke up, that they were geographic—” She stopped when she glanced up from her phone at Sunset, seeming to realize, for the first time, how shaken she was.



“The hell’s wrong with you?” Aria said, shrouding her concern behind flippancy.



“Something’s wrong here.” Sunset looked at Ari, confused – surely she could feel it too. “There’s an energy around here.”



Aria shrugged and shook her head. “Don’t freak out on me, Sunset. You’re supposed to be the big swingin’ dick when it comes to Equestrian magic—”



“This isn’t Equestrian magic,” Sunset hissed. She looked about frantically. “The feel of it, it’s – it’s all wrong. Can’t you tell? Can’t you sense it?”



Aria narrowed her eyes. “No. Because some bitch broke my pendent.”



“Well then, take my word for it.” Sunset’s eyes lifted to the power lines. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s nothing I’m familiar with. It’s… alien.”



Aria smirked. “Scared, huh?”



“Yes,” Sunset said emphatically. She grabbed Aria’s hand. “We need to leave. Now.”



Aria wrenched her hand free, scowling. “I’m not going anywhere without—”



Quite suddenly, then, the space between the power lines tore open. A swirling vacuum of black, a spiral rip in the visible fabric of reality, spun open, like a backwards tornado in the sky.



The motor oil smell grew stronger; the backfiring engine went off again. Sunset felt her bones shaking in her body, every one of them. One hand sought the geode tucked underneath her blouse, clutching at it instinctively. The other remained closed around Aria’s hand, which was tightening around Sunset’s.



Sunset felt her body stretch, condense, as though she were being drawn into a narrow filament. Then she was rising, rising into the vortex, her hand never leaving Aria’s. Through the hole, she saw eyes – milky white eyes against the darkness, boring into her.



Then Sunset was gone – and she knew not where.











Gradually, the world regained substance, and form. Sunset felt solid wood underneath her feet, saw walls and windows and furniture around her. Aria Blaze still stood next to her, their hands linked together. Their eyes met; Aria flushed, and pulled her hand free from Sunset’s immediately.



Sunset might have said something – but the room they were in, and its occupants, took priority over witty repartee.



The room was dingy and dimly lit. Windows, framed by filthy curtains and blinds, looked out into an expanse of pale yellow light. Against the walls were chairs, occupied by filthy men in filthy clothing, with natty beards and soot-black skin. They rocked back and forth, eyeing Sunset and Aria hungrily. One of them lifted his hand and thumped it, twice, against his thigh – the gesture struck Sunset as obscene. She couldn’t quite place why.



In the middle of the room was a table – a green, formica table – at which was seated a little man in a red suit. His face was grotesque, and lumpy, covered in wisps of thin, sandy hair. He, too, looked at the two girls; his eyes were blue, and shrewd, and seemed to pierce Sunset to the core.



A greasy smile spread across the little man’s face, his eyes glinting. “!sdneirf weN” he proclaimed. The words, though comprehensible to Sunset, grated against her ear like the screech of metal on metal. “!slrig weN !slrig tsoL !emoh neve toN .og ot erehwoN”



Then he cackled, squeezing his hands together. The men around the room joined in, inhaling their laughter.”



Sunset chanced a look at Aria – she was trying to stay stoic, at the very least, but Sunset could see the traced of fear on her face, the subtle droplet of sweat tracing down her jawline. She didn’t need a pendant to sense how wrong this all was.



For the first time in a long time, Sunset started to wonder if she was in over her head.



The little man stopped laughing and reached under the table, producing an object that hadn’t been there before and setting it on the formica tabletop. It was a purse, a light purple clutch, covered in pale purple triangles. Dangling from one side by a purple string was a yellow gemstone, superimposed over a light purple treble clef.



Sunset heard the hiss of air from Aria, and moved quickly to grab her shoulders. “Easy,” Sunset breathed.



Aria shook her off and glared at her. “That purse—”



“I know.” Sunset let out a slow breath. “But take it easy.”



Gently, the little man undid the clasp on Adagio’s clutch. Looking at Aria, he beckoned her over with a tiny, small-fingered hand. Aria swallowed, and strode stiffly over, pausing at the other end of the table. The little man gestured eagerly at the open purse.



“…emos ekil uoy dlouW”



The little man produced a spoon, and dug it into the purse. Sunset could hear the squishy, sloppy sounds of something fluidic spreading around inside. Then he withdrew the spoon, and held it up to Aria’s face.



“Garmonbozia?”



Aria’s nose wrinkled. She stumbled backward, coughing and hacking; Sunset caught her, and held her, until she stabilized.



The little man cackled again, and slid the spoon into his mouth, slurping down its contents greedily and smiling all the while. Sunset squinted, trying to glimpse the substance he was eating: a thick, golden mush, dotted with tiny lumps of darker yellow. It looked like…



“…Creamed corn?” Sunset released Aria, let her steady herself, and moved to inspect the purse herself. It was, in fact, full of the same substance – full of creamed corn.



The little man rubbed his hands together, filling the room with a sandpapery sound. He met Sunset’s eyes, and ran his tongue along his lips.



“.efil sevig esroh elap eht ,morf er’uoy erehW .ereh gnoleb t’nod uoY”



“Well…” Sunset paused, inhaled slowly – the scent of burning motor oil didn’t make that easy. “I don’t want to be here. Whatever this place is.”



The little man’s head inclined.



Sunset pointed at Aria, who’d mostly recovered. “We’re here for her sister. Adagio Dazzle, the girl who owns that purse.”



“.lrig ehT” The little man’s lips pursed tightly. “.erofeb dna reveroF .worros teews sgnis ehS”



“I don’t… know what that means,” Sunset said numbly. She leaned forward, placing her hands on the tabletop. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”



The little man nodded once.



Sunet’s fingers tightened. “Do you know where we can find her?”



The little man placed his fingers flat on the tabletop and leaned his face closer to Sunset’s. “.moor gnitiaW .moor deR”



Waiting room. Red room.



“Is that where we’ll find her?” Sunset looked around, but the room had no doors, no entrances or exits. “How do we get there?”



“.syaw owt seog noitulovE” The little man placed one hand on his chest, and pointed at Sunset with the other. “.eb lliw I tahw dna ,ma I tahW .erew uoy tahw dna ,era uoy tahW .ereht dnif lliw uoY”



Sunset shook her head uncomprehendingly.



The little man looked annoyed. He pointed at Aria, scowling. “.eb nac tahW …niaga em ees uoy nehW”



“Keep pointing at me, and I’ll snap all your fingers off and plug your body with ‘em,” Aria growled.



The little man’s frustration turned to mirth. He looked at Sunset, smiling that greasy smile again.



“.em htiw klaw eriF”



The light outside flooded the room; tongues of flame engulfed the men seated against the walls, and the little man at his formica table. Sunset raised her arms to ward away the flame, but she didn’t feel the heat, didn’t feel the searing sensation of flesh being flash-cooked.



And when the light faded, and she lowered her arms, she saw curtains – rich, red, velvety curtains, on every side. Above her head was stark black, inky black, like the black of the void that had sucked her inside. And below her, at her feet, were zig-zagging tiles of white and black.



Aria was still with her, though – for better or for worse. She looked just as shaken at Sunset, and this time, didn’t try to play it off.



“Are you okay?” Sunset asked quietly.



Aria stared at her, nodding slowly. “Where are we now?”



“I didn’t know where we were before, Aria.” Sunset swallowed, trying vainly to peer past the endless sea of red curtains. “But if I understood that little guy right… we’re wherever Adagio is.”



“Geez.” Aria wiped her palms on her thighs and stepped up beside Sunset. “I think you were right – this isn’t Equestrian magic we’re dealing with. And we’re sure as hell not in Canterville anymore.” She whistled a dry, airy whistle. “What the hell did ‘Dagi get herself into?”



“Whatever it was, I suspect she got in over her head.” Sunset looked at Aria. “Which doesn’t bode well for us, trying to save her.”



Aria narrowed her eyes at Sunset and stuck up her middle finger. “Bode this. I’m not pissing and moaning about it; I’m just saying. And I’m still not leaving without my sister.”



Sunset gave a small smile – it was nice to see Aria’s bravado come out, even if it was clearly tempered by a healthy dose of fear. “Well, I did the talking to get us here. If you want to lead the way in looking for her, be my guest.”



“Fine. Just, uh…” Aria turned around, frowning, scanning along the curtained perimeter. “Just give me a minute to… get my… bearings…”



Sunset watched her spin a while, smirking, until Aria came to a dizzy stop. “How ‘bout them bearings?” Sunset quipped.



“Eat me,” Aria growled, rubbing her forehead with her palm.



Sunset chuckled.



From nearby came the sound of fabric rustling, the curtains being displaced. Sunset whirled to face the source of the sound, falling into a defensive pose. Something – no, someone – was emerging from the curtains.



It was a man – a tall, thin, older man, in a dapper black suit, handsome despite his years. His black hair was well combed, slicked back and parted; his face was stony, but his eyes alight with warmth. And in his hands were two steaming, white mugs.



He approached Sunset and Aria with slow, measured footsteps, and stopped a respectful distance away. Slowly, he extended the mugs to both of them.



Sunset exchanged a look with Aria. Then, carefully, she moved to meet him, accepting a mug and peering into it. A sea of black stared back at her, and she saw her reflection inside. A thin curl of steam wafted past her nose; she breathed… and smelled rich, fresh coffee.



Uncertain, Sunset glanced up at the older man. He smiled, and nodded once.



Hesitating for just a moment, Sunset took a sip of the coffee.



Aria moved swiftly to her side. “What are you doing? Don’t—”



Sunset swallowed the mouthful; her eyes opened wide. She grinned at Aria. “No, it’s okay. It’s okay! This is—” She looked at the man. “Excuse me— this is a damn fine cup of coffee.”



The corner of Aria’s mouth tugged down. “The hell?” She looked at the remaining mug in the man’s outstretched hand, as Sunset continued to gulp down the fine brew.



The man smiled at Aria. “You look like you could use a pick-me-up.”



“Mm. Yeah, we sure could.” Sunset finished her coffee quickly, and sighed. “Is there more?”



The man’s smile faded; he shook his head.



Grumbling, Aria took the mug from him and downed a quick swig. She smacked her lips, and grunted. “Not bad. I don’t usually drink mine black, but—”



“Don’t be picky,” Sunset said, elbowing Aria. She turned to the man, cradling the coffee mug in her palm. “You talk normally – you don’t sound like that other guy. The little guy.”



The man shook his head again. “I’m not from around here. Not like him.” He looked pointedly between Aria and Sunset. “And not in the same sense as you, either.”



Sunset set her empty mug on the floor – the mug promptly vanished – and stuck both hands into her pockets. “Where is ‘here?’”



The man’s mouth opened, but he shut it with a frown. “It’s difficult to explain. And I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you.”



Aria grunted into her coffee. “Great. So what’re you good for, exactly?”



The man looked at her for a long moment, before returning his gaze to Sunset. “I know why you’re here. And I’m going to help you find her.”











Sunset and Aria followed the man through a seemingly unnavigable maze of identical red curtains and zig-zagging tiles, the minutes stretching on and on as they went. Aria kept silent through most of it, though she emitted the occasional bored grunt or epithet, and scuffed the tiles with her toe impatiently.



On the other hand, Sunset had an inexhaustible well of curiosity, and a boatload of questions by nature. So she drew closer to her guide, and tapped him on the shoulder to get his attention as he led them through another stretch of identical rooms and curtained corridors.



“You said you weren’t from around here,” Sunset said quietly. “Does that mean you’re from, you know. Out there?”



The man stayed silent, but eventually nodded.



“How’d you get in here?” The man didn’t answer that; Sunset tried a different tack. “How long have you been here?”



“…I don’t know, exactly,” the man said. His jaw worked for a moment. “Time… it’s hard to tell how time passes in a place like this. If it has meaning at all, I haven’t figured it out.”



He pulled aside a flap of curtain leading to a new room, but instead of passing through, he paused and looked at Sunset. “I’ve been here long enough to understand some things. Not long enough to understand it all.”



Aria brushed past Sunset from behind, jostling her rudely. “’Scuse me,” she muttered. Then she ducked underneath the man’s arm, through the opened way.



Sunset rubbed her shoulder where Aria’d struck her, muttering to herself. Then she caught sight of the man’s eyes – his gaze was sad.



She tilted her head. “What’s wrong?”



“What year is it?” he asked. “Out there, where you’re from – what years it it?”



But before Sunset could answer, he held up his hand, smiling wanly.



“I think it’s better if I didn’t know.”



Hoofbeats echoed behind Sunset. She almost turned to look behind herself.



“Don’t,” the man said quickly, a cautionary edge in his voice. “Don’t look. Not yet. Just go.”



He pulled the curtain higher for Sunset. She, swallowing hard, no less frightened and no less anxious, and ducked underneath into the next room.



This room was wide – wider than the dingy room, wider than the curtained room, about as wide as the CHS courtyard, Sunset guessed. Aria stood there, her arms limp at her sides; a look of utter incomprehension dominated her worn features as she gazed at the room’s one and only feature.



It was a sycamore tree, its jagged branches pointing upward. At the top of its trunk was a round, bulbous object, glistening with moisture – the shape of it recalled the little man’s head.



Bound to the tree’s branches was Adagio Dazzle – pale, and gaunt, her voluminous hair hanging in lank, sweat-matted tangles around her bony face. Her clothes were torn, and her limbs twitched intermittently, as groans of pain issued periodically from her throat. Around her neck was a shattered pendent, a few fragments of glassy red rock clinging to a lanyard; around her ring finger was a band of gold, set with a pale green stone, inscribed with a symbol Sunset had never seen before.



“What the fuck,” Aria whispered hoarsely. She rushed toward the tree, toward Adagio, her hand extended.



The man in the suit moved quickly to intercept her, catching her by the wrist and stopping her mid-step. He looked at her, firmly, yet with gentle patience in his eyes.



Aria was firm without being gentle or patient. “Get the hell off!” She pulled at her arm, tugging vainly to free herself; she swung at the man, but his head moved swiftly aside. “That’s my sister! That’s my fucking sister, you—”



“It can’t be you,” the man interrupted. “Do you understand?”



He looked toward Sunset; Aria followed his gaze. Comprehension dawned on the Dazzling’s face as the man’s hand released her wrist.



“That thing you wear,” the man said, pointing at Sunset. “Around your neck.”



Sunset’s hand sought her geode, and she gripped it tightly as she stared at the writhing Adagio. The geode, Equestrian magic, the power she had to read minds by touch – her mind made those connections rapidly, told her what she needed to do.



Her feet carried her toward her task less quickly. Nevertheless, toward the tree, she walked, stopping within arm’s reach of Adagio.



The man stepped up beside her; she looked at him, biting her lip. “It’s gonna hurt, isn’t it?”



The man looked sympathetic as he nodded.



She gulped. “That’s what I thought.” She took a deep breath, and looked at Aria. The other girl looked torn between any number of emotions. Fear seemed dominant – fear for herself, most likely. Fear for Adagio, also likely.



Fear for Sunset… well, that would have been nice.



Sunset faked a smile. “I do this for you, and you never call me a ‘bleeding-heart pony’ again.”



Adagio’s lips quirked up for just a second, and she made a huffy sound that might’ve been a laugh.



Then Sunset turned back to Adagio, to the tree. Her hand shook as she reached toward Adagio…



“Not her,” said the man softly. “The tree.”



The tree, Sunset thought. Her hand drifted toward the tree, hovering over one of its thin, frail branches. She imagined she could feel the prickle of static stinging her skin, just from being that close to it. Fear kept her back for just a moment longer…



Then her hand tightened around the geode, and she seized the branch.



Sunset screamed, and the tree screamed with her.













In her mind, insulated from the searing pain of corporeal existence, Sunset saw them all.



A thousand, thousand victims, and a thousand, thousand lifetimes of suffering barreled toward her, an inferno of agony. She saw them all, as clear as day – the father who forced his daughter to suffer, and the daughter who suffered in silence, the madman who overstepped himself and was burned and consumed for his arrogance, the lady in the convent with the knife to her wrist, now on a stage, now lying in sterile white hospital sheets in a bloodstained gown…



Among them all, Adagio Dazzle, alight with a fire of her own – shrieking, screaming, eyes closed tight. Sunset saw her, and understood it all – the pact she made, and the secret shames and slights she bore, all for the sake of the ones she loved.



Sunset stood fast as the inferno washed over her; her clothes caught fire and her skin flash-cooked, and her hair was a crown of flame. Yet she waded into the fire, waded toward Adagio, and took her by the arm.



Adagio’s shrieks ebbed; she opened her eyes, and stared at Sunset, mouthing words of incredulity.



Sunset could only smile.











Sunset screamed, and the tree screamed louder. The fire radiating from Sunset’s body engulfed the tree’s branches and boughs; the head, that bulbous lump of flesh, withered and blackened as the tree itself became ash.



Just as Sunset’s geode crumbled to a fine, pale powder.



When it was over, the head rested upon a pile of black soot; a flap that might’ve been a mouth opened and closed, with the faint sound of breathing.



And Adagio, freed from its grip, slumped forward into Sunset’s arms.



Aria raced forward, and Sunset passed Adagio into her embrace. Slowly, Adagio’s arms moved to encircle Aria, as Aria wept into her sister’s shoulder.



“Aria,” she mumbled thickly. “How…?”



Adagio didn’t answer – she looked into Sunset’s eyes, pleading wordlessly.



Sunset groped at her chest for the geode, hollow inside as she realized the enormity of her sacrifice. The man’s hand on her shoulder came as comfort; her eyes fluttered shut, and she sighed.



[i]She made a deal.[/i[











They moved quickly through the curtains after that, Aria pulling Adagio’s limp body beside her. Adagio drifted in and out of consciousness; when awake, she’d mumble incoherently, occasionally taking on the odd vocal cadence of the little man.



Behind them, ever present, was the distant clop of hooves on tile.



Sunset barely heard it. She drifted after the threesome in a daze, and more than once, the man in the suit had to stop and shepherd her closer. “Don’t get lost,” he warned her after the last time. His face was intense, his tone carrying an implication of what, precisely, happened to those who got lost.



Once more, she wondered how long he’d been in that place.



Finally, they arrived at the end of a corridor, staring into a red, velvet sheet. The man paused in front of it, and turned to regard the three of them.



“The way out,” he said, drawing back the curtain. “The way home.”



Sunset’s spirits lifted at what she saw beyond: the façade of Canterlot High in the false light of dawn. With a pang of regret, which shifted into annoyance, Sunset realized she’d have to schlep back into the desert for her bike.



But that was a small price to pay, she supposed.



“Not my home,” Aria mumbled, looking suspiciously at the school beyond the curtain. “Kind of inconvenient for me, actually.”



“Aria,” Sunset sighed.



Aria shook her head, throwing up her hands in defeat. “Fine, fine, whatever; I’ll take it and I’ll be grateful. Sheesh.” She hefted Adagio and trudged toward the exit…



“The ring,” said the man. He looked at Adagio, his mouth set in a scowl.



Aria blinked at him, then followed his gaze, and noticed the band around Adagio’s finger. Shrugging, she tugged it free, and dropped it into the man’s upturned palm. He stared at it with an inscrutable expression.



“You’re a cop,” Aria blurted. “Aren’t you?”



The man blinked at Aria and tilted his head.



“Sixth sense,” Aria said. She hefted Adagio again, and trudged toward the exit. “Thanks for the coffee, officer friendly.”



They passed through, and into the Canterville morning. Sunset moved to follow them.



Only for the man’s arm to drop the curtain. The exit vanished before Sunset’s eyes.



She whirled on him furiously. “What are you—”



“Not yet,” said the man. He looked past Sunset, down the corridor. “You can look behind now.”



Sunset did, and beheld herself.



The sunny-coated unicorn trotted toward Sunset, her mouth stretched into a rictus. Pale eyes, white eyes, stared lifelessly into Sunset as she emitted that bizarre, obscene, inhaling laughter.



Sunset groped for her geode, and felt nothing. She turned toward the curtain, toward the flap that led home. The man stared stoically at her.



Slowly, he extended the hand with the ring.



“It’s not for you,” he said quietly. “You must understand. It is not for you.” He paused. “Do you understand?”



Sunset looked at the ring. At herself – the milky-eyed doppelganger of herself, now breaking into a gallop toward the curtain. At the doppelganger’s horn – her long, slender horn.



Sunset swallowed, and set her jaw. She took the ring from the man’s hand, and whirled to face the other her.



The doppelganger leaped toward the curtain, and Sunset leaped toward the doppelganger. She caught the unicorn around her middle, and wrestled her to the ground, slamming her hard against the tile. Sparks of red shot from the doppelganger’s horn as it flailed and roared its anger, thrusting its horn toward Sunset’s body. The tip pierced Sunset’s jacket, right through to her shoulder, and gouged just deep enough to make her cry out in pain. Sparks from the horn cauterized the wound, and made her nerves light up.



Sunset tasted corn on her tongue, and remembered the fire rushing toward her.



Steely resolve took hold then, and Sunset’s elbow slammed into the doppelganger’s throat; it made a choking sound and went limp just long enough for her to pin its head to the ground. She grabbed the horn; it felt like gripping a white-hot shaft of steel. Sunset fought back the pain, held the horn in place, and in a single fluid motion, slid the ring down its length.



The doppelganger made one last high, keening shriek. Then it shriveled, and collapsed, its entire mass condensing into a shiny gold pebble, perfectly smooth and round, and encircled by the ring.



Both melted into the floor, merging with the zig-zagging black and white.



Sunset lay there for a moment, too pained to stand, too worn to even cry out. The man’s firm grip took her under the arm, and he guided Sunset back to her feet, steadying her until she could stand on her own. Then, gently, he took her burned hand, covered it with both of his, and pressed it gently. His skin was cool, and soothing, against Sunset’s, and his eyes warm as his gaze found hers.



“He asked me to help,” the man said simply.



Sunset blinked. “Who?”



“The fireman. He asked me to help you.”



Sunset’s eyebrow arched. “Well. That clarifies a lot of things, thank you.”



The man actually laughed at that – he looked so young, so bright and cheerful, that Sunset found herself blushing.



“I wish I could say more,” he said at length. “But it would take too long to explain, I think. And you’ve been here long enough.”



“Could you tell me one thing, though? Before I go?” Sunset’s lips curled into a half-smile. “Could you tell me your name?”



The man hesitated, his smile shrinking, before coming back again in full bloom. “Dale.”



“Dale,” Sunset mused. She leaned up and pecked him on the cheek. “Mine’s Sunset.”



Dale stepped away from Sunset, and pulled back the curtain. CHS still stood there, the false dawn giving way to golden radiance. “You remind me of someone, you know.



Sunset stepped toward the exit, giving him a coy look with her foot on the threshold. “Should I take that as a compliment?”



Dale’s gaze turned wistful. “You remind me of someone wonderful.”



With a nod, and her hand at her breast – at the spot where the geode should have been – Sunset turned away from Dale, from the red room, and stepped through the curtain, toward home.











The Dazzlings weren’t at CHS when Sunset arrived – evidently, they’d decided not to wait up for her. So, the next day, after fishing around through phonebooks and websites of questionable repute for their home address, Sunset went to them. Aria greeted her in a bathrobe, grumbling. She let her in regardless.



“Coffee’s on in the kitchen,” she mumbled, slipper-shod feet sliding against the carpet as she led Sunset toward said kitchen. Her eyes were brighter, her face a little clearer, not quite as lined or as gaunt as it had been even the day before. “Not as good as the stuff that cop served up, but good enough.”



“You don’t mind sharing?” Sunset asked.



Aria snorted as she and Sunset entered the kitchen; she gestured for Sunset to take a seat beside a wooden table. “Of course I do. But I owe you. After this, though, we’re square. Got it?”



“Hmm. Yeah, that sounds fair. One free cup of shitty coffee is totally equivalent to rescuing your sister from eternal torment."



“Bleeding-heart little—”



“You said you wouldn’t call me that anymore.”



“You said,” Aria corrected. She poured a mug of coffee for Sunset, then shuffled out the kitchen door. “Wait there a minute, alright?”



Sunset nodded, and sat alone. Her hand reached for her geode, and clutched at nothing. She sighed, and clenched her hand against her breast. Then she took a sip of coffee, and grimaced.



“Celestia, this is disgusting.”



“Aria does the shopping,” a raspy voice called from the kitchen entrance. “She likes that cheap shit.”



Sunset looked up to see Adagio, still pale and haggard, but moving on her own power. She was dressed in fuzzy pajamas bedecked in Sonata’s personal sigil, and sat at a chair opposite Sunset.



“How is she?” Sunset asked quietly. “Sonata, I mean.”



Adagio’s tongue ran along her teeth. Then she nodded. “Better. I don’t know how – the pendent, the new one, it broke when I was…” A shudder silenced her; she took a deep breath. “There’s no reason they should be feeding. They’re not feeding – there’s nothing for them to feed on. But she and Aria, they’re both doing better anyway.”



Sunset nodded, and took a sip of coffee, before clearing her throat. “Are you?”



Adagio didn’t say anything.



The minutes passed awkwardly – silence, interspaced with sips of coffee. Outside, the morning birds sang to greet the dawn; in the distance, an owl hooted, and Adagio seemed to cringe.



“…You didn’t say anything,” she whispered. Her eyes refused to meet Sunset’s. “You didn’t tell Aria what you saw in there. Didn’t tell her what I…”



Sunset finished her coffee and pushed the mug aside. “No. No, I didn’t.”



Adagio’s hands trembled on the table. “Why?”



Sunset folded her arms tightly around her middle. “Do you want them to know?”



“I don’t even want to know,” Adagio whispered. She folded her hands, wringing them together; Sunset noted the way that she traced along the length of her ring finger, around a narrow band of skin that was paler than the rest.



“…Pain and sorrow,” she rasped. “It’s easier to find out there than adoration. My sisters and I can’t eat it, can’t survive off it, though. But those things… they can.”



“So you made a deal with them,” Sunset said softly.



Adagio nodded. Her hair seemed to be regaining some of its normal poof, and it bounced with the motion of her head. “I’d go out. Gather pain and sorrow. Most of it mine. I didn’t mind if it was for Aria's sake, for Sonata's. And I’d bring it back. They’d trade it for… feelings that we could survive on. Except last time… I didn’t have enough. They told me I was breaking the contract, and to make it right… I had to…”



Sunset remembered the prickle of electricity against her skin and shivered. “Would they have let you go?”



“Maybe. Eventually. When they’d gotten their fill. Or when they’d just wrung me dry.” Adagio’s hands relaxed and lay flat on the table. “All I know is that things could’ve been a lot worse than they were, and they sucked pretty hardcore to begin with. And… gallingly…”



Adagio looked up at Sunset, a spark of the old Dazzling in her eye.



“I have you to thank for that.”



“Save your thanks. Got no need for them.” Sunset leaned back in her chair smugly. “I’ll take another cup of crappy coffee, though.”



Adagio fixed Sunset with a long, unsettling glare. Then the corners of her mouth lifted.



“Get it yourself.”



With a chuckle, and a shake of her head, Sunset reached for her cup and rose from her chair. 
      

      
   
      Don't Leave Me With Myself


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash spent fifth period the same way every day. First, she walked to the soccer field. Then, she saved the world from aliens.



Tensing her legs, Rainbow set her gaze on the ball in the center of the field. She murmured, “Thirty seconds on the clock, and the contract’s been signed. If Rainbow Dash makes this shot, the aliens leave Earth forever. If she misses, they steal all our babies.”



This one’s for you, babies.



She sprinted forward and took control of the ball. Fleshy alien fingers grabbed at Rainbow from all sides, but she ducked and dodged around them, making a beeline straight for the enemy’s goal. Usually she’d just zip past them with her geode magic, but King Goonax the Third had been clear—no superpowers, or else.



Thirty yards to glory, thirty yards to the salvation of the human race—but what sort of savior would she be if she ignored the fans? As she passed by, she glanced toward the crowd, flashing her award-winning smile. She slowed down, waiting for both the applause, and the wailing sigh of every girl in a twenty-mile radius fainting.



Off on the bleachers, Fluttershy fiddled with a birdhouse at her side. Sunset Shimmer yawned.



Rainbow weaved to her right, locked eyes on the goal.



Just a bit closer, and... “Now!”



With all her power, Rainbow spun on her heel and delivered a kick that could be felt across the galaxy. The ball shot off, faster than she could run, towards the goal—where it ricocheted off the post, and flew straight for the bleachers, where it tore through Fluttershy’s birdhouse and smashed it into a million pieces.



Fluttershy shrieked, Sunset cursed, and the aliens ran away.



“Crap, crap!” Rainbow said, running towards the bleachers. “I didn’t mean to do that!”



Fluttershy stared at the empty foundation of her birdhouse with wide eyes. “I spent a week on that,” she said. She took a quivering breath. “It was supposed to be a present for all my bluejay friends.”



Sunset scowled. “What the hell, Rainbow? What did that birdhouse ever do to you?”



“Sorry,” Rainbow said. She kneeled next to Fluttershy. “I swear, it was just an accident—”



Rainbow saw a single tear forming at the edge of Fluttershy’s eye.



The tear dripped down, and shrieking in terror, Rainbow Dash zoomed inside the school. Speeding from classroom to classroom, she grabbed every roll of tape and bottle of glue she could find. When she finally returned a second later, just in time to see that tear hit the ground, her arms were overflowing with adhesives. Fluttershy gaped.



“C’mon, don’t cry,” Rainbow said, setting all her stuff down. “I’ll fix it up again. Promise.”



“You don’t have to do that,” Fluttershy said, sniffling. “I built it once. I can rebuild it.”



“Nah, I wanna do it!” Rainbow said. She zoomed around the bleachers, collecting every tiny shard of broken wood. “I broke it, so I should be the one to fix it. That’s fair.”



She plopped down into the space beside Fluttershy and set to work, piecing the birdhouse back together as best as she could remember. Of course, she’d never had the best memory, and building stuff wasn’t her strong suit; even her lantern at Camp Everfree she’d gotten help on from Applejack. Still, she screwed up her face and tried to focus.



Not easy, what with Sunset berating her. “Seriously, Rainbow, you have to be more careful,” she said, slurring her words and still lounging in her seat. “This isn’t the first time you’ve almost hurt someone. Remember last week, when you sent that ball flying straight at Twilight’s head?”



Rainbow tried to block her out, but just managed to cross her eyes in frustration. “Yeah.”



“I’m just saying, it’s not cool. A real friend wouldn’t—”



“Would you lay off?” Rainbow asked, spinning around. “At least I’m trying to fix it, not lying around like you. So much for a real friend.”



“Girls, please,” Fluttershy said, holding up her hands. “I don’t think you should fight.”



Rainbow and Sunset kept their glares up for a second more before they broke away. Sunset sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry, that was mean.” She stood up, walked over to where Rainbow was working on the birdhouse, and grabbed a gluestick. “Here, let me help.”



The two worked in silence, the only sound being Sunset’s constant yawning.



After what had to have been the millionth yawn in five minutes, Fluttershy raised a finger. “Um, Sunset? Not to be rude, but are you alright?”



“I’m fine,” said Sunset, waving her off. She rubbed her face. “Don’t worry about it.”



For the first time that day, Rainbow took a long look at Sunset. She didn’t have the smell of alcohol on her breath, or the glazed eyes of someone who’d been concussed. Rainbow looked at Sunset’s neck, just above her breasts, and noticed something else that Sunset didn’t have: her magical geode.



“You sure about that?” Rainbow asked. She pointed at Sunset’s chest. “Apparently you’re tired enough to forget to wear your amulet.”



Sunset glanced down, then shot Rainbow a raised-brow smirk. “Taking a good look at my boobs, yeah?”



Placing a hand on her heart, Rainbow sent back a smirk of her own. “Let’s just say I’ve got an eye for detail.” She then frowned and jabbed a finger at Fluttershy. “Don’t tell Rarity I said that. She’ll make me critique her dresses again.”



“Well, I didn’t forget it.” Sunset touched the empty space below her neck. “I’m just... not wearing it anymore.”



Fluttershy frowned. “Why not?”



Sunset pursed her lips, looked between her two friends—then shrugged. “I guess you two deserve to find out. Real friends don’t keep secrets, right?”



Rainbow thought about the stash of King Size chocolate bars she kept hidden under her bed. “Yep,” she said. “Secrets suck.”



Sitting up straight and crossing her legs under her, Sunset got into her Storyteller Pose. “You know how I’ve been telling you that my empath powers have been getting stronger lately? Like, how I can influence people’s moods, or even read their thoughts without touching them sometimes?”



“Yeah, we remember,” Rainbow said, laughing. “Was it Trixie that thinks about herself in the third-person? Or was that Cloud Kicker?”



“No, Cloud Kicker was the one who”—Fluttershy gulped, cheeks pink—“imagines what everyone looks like naked.”



“I’m gaining the power to see any part of someone’s thoughts,” Sunset said. “And that includes myself. It sounds weird, but I can sorta read my own mind now. I can access almost any memory I’ve ever had, no matter how small.”



“Whoa, that’s awesome!” Rainbow said. “Can you see, like, when you were born?”



“Probably, but I don’t think I’d want to,” said Sunset, smiling. “I remember everything, and now I’ve started having these super vivid dreams, too. Everything is fine, great even.” Her smile faded. “But that’s when the Marabunta comes.”



Rainbow and Fluttershy exchanged a glance. “The what?” Rainbow asked.



“The Marabunta. It’s a monster that’s designed to protect your thoughts and memories from intruders. Like if you were a spy, and you were captured and interrogated, it would stop another unicorn from reading your mind,” Sunset said. She tapped a finger against her head. “It lives inside of your brain, and takes the shape of the intruder’s deepest fear.”



“So, are ponies born with it?” Fluttershy asked.



“Born with a monster in your brain,” Rainbow said. She shook her head. “You ponies are weird.”



“No, we’re not born with it. It’s dark magic, banned in Equestria, and almost impossible to find any info on.” Sunset gave a huffy sigh. “So, of course, I broke into the Forbidden section of the library, got hold of a book about it, and put one inside of my own head. It’s not like I was ever in any danger of being interrogated. I just wanted to be edgy, and rebellious.”



“You couldn’t just wear all black and get a tattoo?” Rainbow asked. “That’s what everyone else does. Ask Fluttershy.”



Fluttershy tugged down her shirt. “I don’t want to talk about it.”



“Whenever I wear my geode and use my powers,” Sunset said, “or fall asleep with it on and have a vivid dream, the Marabunta thinks I’m invading my own mind and tries to attack me. I can’t sleep. I can barely even think while I’m wearing it anymore.”



Fluttershy gasped. “Can the monster hurt you?”



“Not if I don’t wear the geode. But if I do...” Sunset grimaced. “The Marabunta is real powerful magic. If I were to somehow get ‘caught’ by it, it could drive me to insanity, if not kill me.”



“You put it there, can’t you get rid of it?” Rainbow asked, throwing out her hands. “I’ve read Daring Do. Whenever she gets hit by some ancient spell, there’s always a counterspell to get rid of it. Just get one of those!”



“It’s not that easy!” Sunset said. “There probably is a counter, yeah, but I’d have to cast it on the Marabunta myself, which would mean going inside my mind alone to confront it. What if it takes me before I can kill it? I’m lost forever!”



Rainbow looked away—before a thought hit her. “I could go with you.”



“What?” Sunset’s eyes narrowed. “How?”



“You go into other people’s minds all the time,” Rainbow said. “What stopping you from bringing someone into your mind?”



Fluttershy and Sunset stared. Then, Sunset scratched her head. “That... that’s not a bad idea. I mean, I dunno if it would work, but we could try.”



“Yeah!” Rainbow pumped her fist. “I’ll go into your head with you, and hold down the Maribelle while you blast it!”



“That sounds dangerous,” Fluttershy said, shrinking into her seat.



“She’s right,” Sunset said as she looked at Dash. “Are you sure you want to try this? If you get caught by the Marabunta, it’ll show you your deepest fear. Can you handle that?”



Rainbow scoffed. “I don’t have a deepest fear. I’m not scared of anything!”



From inside the school, the end-of-period bell rang.



“Then that settles it,” Sunset said, standing up. “Next period, I’ll grab my journal and ask Princess Twilight if she can find the countercurse. Assuming she does, why don’t all three of us agree to meet at my place after school?”



Fluttershy jumped. “Three? I’m not going into your head, am I?”



“No, but we should have someone to look after our bodies while we’re mind-melding,” Sunset said, smiling. “What if my apartment burns down and we’re just sitting there, comatose? It won’t matter if we kill the Marabunta or not if we get barbequed.”



“Don’t worry, ‘Shy.” Rainbow grabbed her bag. “You can just play with Sunset’s pet lizard.”



Sunset nodded. “Ray has been missing you.”



“Alright,” Fluttershy said, twiddling her fingers. “Although, I will say... if the building does burn down, chances are I’m only strong enough to carry one of you.”



Sunset and Rainbow looked at each other. Then Rainbow shrugged and pointed a thumb at Sunset. “It’s her apartment. Let her go down with the ship.”



“How thoughtful,” Sunset said, rolling her eyes. Waving, she walked off, back into the school.



Rainbow followed after, but stopped when Fluttershy called her name. She turned around.



Fluttershy motioned to her still-smashed birdhouse.



“Oh.” Rainbow gave a stiff chuckle, rubbing the back of her head. “Right.”












As the sky outside grew dark, Sunset leafed through her journal, Fluttershy chatted with Ray, and Rainbow lounged on the couch.



For the fifth time since she’d arrived at Sunset’s apartment, Rainbow hesitantly laid her head down on the cushions and sniffed. “Has anyone ever told you your couch smells like strawberries?”



In her loft bed, Sunset’s back went rigid. “Uhm,” she said, looking away. “No. No one’s told me that.”



“Ooh, strawberries are nice,” said Fluttershy. She smiled. “Speaking of, has Twilight told either of you about that new strawberry shampoo she’s been using? She makes it sound so luxurious.”



Rainbow grinned. “Sounds like she’s been giving Sunset some free samples.” She thought for a moment about what she’d just implied, then leapt off the couch.



Face bright pink, Sunset said, “Could you guys quiet down? I’m trying to memorize the Marabunta countercurse Princess Twilight sent me.”



Fluttershy flinched. Rainbow snorted and sat back down. In a different seat.



A few minutes later, Sunset shut the journal. “Alright, I think I’ve got it. Rainbow?”



“Finally.” Rainbow ran up the stairs and jumped onto Sunset’s bed, nearly knocking her to the first floor in the process. When she saw Sunset’s glare, she snickered. That just made Sunset’s glare deeper.



Fluttershy looked up at them. “Are you sure you two will be alright?”



“We’ll be fine,” Rainbow said, flopping down onto her stomach. “We go into Sunset’s mind, grab the monster, blast it, and come right back. It’ll be easy!”



“Thanks again for babysitting us.” Sunset pointed at her jacket, draped over a chair. “My wallet’s in my pocket. If you wanna order a pizza or something while we’re under, go crazy.”



“No, no, don’t worry.” Fluttershy tickled Ray’s chin. “Ray and I will be perfectly happy entertaining ourselves.”



Sunset turned back to Rainbow, then touched her own geode, hanging from her neck. “Just wearing this thing, I can feel the Marabunta raging inside my head. When we find it, it’s not going to be happy.”



“Sounds like a challenge,” Rainbow said, puffing out her chest.



Giggling, Sunset offered her hands. “Here’s hoping this works. Ready?”



With a smirk, Rainbow grabbed them. “You know it.”



Sunset closed her eyes. A tinnitus-like hum filled the air as the amulet hanging from her neck sparked to life, glowing a bright red. Rainbow could feel the magic flowing through Sunset’s skin, like tiny flickers of lightning jumping between their entwined fingers.



Sunset’s eyes snapped open, beaming with pure white energy.



The apartment disappeared.



Rainbow held in a scream as she was pulled into a swirling purple vortex, magic boring into her eyes and ears and skin. Her brain felt like it might fall from her mouth. Even with her eyes closed, the flashing lights blinded her. The magic twisted up her guts and wrung them back out.



Then, nothing. Then, the ground.



“Aaugh!” Rainbow shouted, crashing stomach-first onto a hard, cold surface. She stayed still for a moment, waiting for the needles in her head to disappear. They didn’t. So, holding in a barrel of puke, she scrabbled onto her hands and knees and scanned the area.



Hundreds upon hundreds of bookshelves, each one as tall and wide as CHS, surrounded her. She looked down, and found a perfect reflection of herself in the marble floor.



In the corner of her eye, a hand appeared. “Need some help?”



Rainbow took Sunset’s hand and rose to her feet. “Ugh,” she said, holding her head. “I feel like I just slammed back, like, fifty beers.”



Sunset rolled her eyes. “You haven’t had a sip of booze in your life.”



“Doesn’t mean I don’t know it what feels like,” Rainbow said, turning up her nose. Her skull throbbed at the sudden motion. “Where are we?”



Stepping forward, Sunset gestured to the bookshelves around them. “Welcome to my mind! I guess your idea worked.”



“Your mind is a library?” Rainbow raised a brow. “Who are you, Twilight?”



“My mind is a lot of things,” said Sunset. “This is just where you enter—a room containing the contents of every book I’ve ever read. Think of it like a lobby. I’ve read your mind before, you have one too.”



“I doubt mine is as nerdy as this.”



“Oh, not nerdy at all,” said Sunset. She examined her nails. “I mean, except for all the pictures of your soccer war with King Goonax the Fourth.”



“One: it’s King Goonax the Third,” Rainbow said, broiling. “Two: shut up.”



“Fine. But my mind isn’t nerdy,” Sunset said, crossing her arms. “It’s... sophisticated. Cultured.”



Rainbow pulled a book from one of the shelves and flipped it open. “This is just filled with algebra!”



Sunset snatched it away.



“So, where is this monster of yours?” Rainbow asked, looking around. All she saw were shelves, stretching out beyond her sight and into darkness.



“I dunno.” Sunset touched her geode. “I can feel its presence, but the Marabunta is designed to be stealthy, to ambush intruders. I doubt it’s just gonna hand itself to us on a silver platter.” She turned to Rainbow. “But considering a foreign body just invaded my mind, I imagine it’s not going to be happy either.”



Rainbow pouted. “I’m foreign? You’re the horse alien.”



“Not what I meant,” Sunset said, frowning. She walked off, down a random aisle. “I haven’t totally explored this library, but I think I know the way to the next room. Come with me, and keep your guard up.”



“Aye aye, captain.” Rainbow followed after, running to catch up. “So, if I look hard enough, am I gonna find some dark hidden secrets of yours in here?”



“I don’t have any hidden secrets.”



“Everyone’s got a secret. Lemme guess: when no one’s looking, you pick your nose.”



“What? Ew.” Grimacing, Sunset shook her head. “I told you this morning, I don’t keep secrets anymore. But what about you? Are you sure you really aren’t afraid of anything?”



“Of course I’m not. I mean, have you seen me?” Rainbow rolled up her sleeves and flexed, showing off her lean, muscled arms. “How could someone as awesome as me be scared of anything? This monster of yours will be crying for his mommy once I’m through with him.”



Sunset simpered. “Y’know, Dash, I get being confident, but some people might find that bravado of yours a bit obnoxious.”



Rainbow dropped her arms and locked them to her side. “I’m not obnoxious,” she spat, voice cracking.



“I didn’t say you were. I just said that flexing in my face might be.”



“Oh.” Rainbow turned her head away, trying to ignore how badly her face burned. “Well, that’s not either.” She didn’t pay attention to Sunset’s response.



They kept walking. Sunset’s mind-library went on for miles it seemed, stuffed with books upon books upon books of every shape and size. Just how many books had Sunset read in her life? Rainbow didn’t think that this many books even existed. She enjoyed a good adventure novel now and then, but Sunset’s mind looked like the king of all libraries.



As they passed into another aisle, Rainbow fell back from Sunset, then reached up and pulled a book from a shelf. She grabbed the biggest one she could see, bound in blood red leather, and generally looking like something straight out of a vampire flick.



She opened it up to a page in the middle, and furrowed her brows. Unintelligible scribblings stared back at her, some bizarre cross between gibberish and gobbledygook. Drawings of horses and skulls filled the margins.



“What are you reading?” Sunset called over her shoulder.



“You tell me.” Rainbow turned the book around, showing Sunset the page she’d opened up to. “It looks like something an emo kid would doodle in their math notebook.”



Sunset went white. She shot towards Rainbow, grabbed the book from her hands, and tossed it back onto a random shelf.



“Whoa, whoa!” Rainbow said, checking her fingers for papercuts. “What’s wrong? What was that?”



“Nothing.” Sunset hurried forward. “Just a stupid book.”



“That was not nothing.” Rainbow ran and grabbed her shoulder, twisting her around to see her face. “C’mon. I thought you said you had no secrets?”



Sunset stared, blank faced—then snorted. “It was a book of dark magic. Worse than the Marabunta—the kind that’s made to hurt innocent people.”



“...And you have it memorized?”



“No!” Sunset shouted. She sputtered, then added, “Well, yeah, I do, but that’s just because I have a good memory. You remember pretty much everything you read, technically, you just can’t access—” She stopped and face-palmed. “It’s before I became friends with you girls, okay? When I was evil.” Shaking, she managed to look Rainbow in the eye. “Really.”



“Okay, okay.” Cursing herself for not thinking before she spoke, Rainbow put on a smile and patted Sunset’s back. “Don’t worry about it. I bet you have lots of weird pony stuff in here.”



Silent, Sunset nodded.



The floor beneath them shook, sending a few books tumbling to the floor. Sunset and Rainbow grabbed each other as the tremor passed through, and shared a wide-eyed look once it ended.



Rainbow swallowed. “Was that...?”



Sunset took a deep breath. “I think so. That must mean we’re going in the right direction.” Her embarrassment seemingly forgotten, she let go of Rainbow’s jacket and resumed walking. “Come on, we’re not far from the exit.”



Taking one last glance at the book of dark magic, now lying open on the floor, Rainbow followed.







Eventually, they reached the end of the darkened horizon—a marble wall, with a single unmarked door fitted into the middle. Sunset opened it up, and the two walked through. They entered a narrow hallway, each wall dotted with countless doors, just like the one they’d just opened.



Sunset blinked. “We went the wrong way.”



“What?” Rainbow’s whole body wilted. “We’ve been walking for, like, twenty days. And now we have to go back?”



“No, we should be fine.” Sunset advanced down the hall. “This just isn’t what I was expecting to see. I’ve never been in here before.”



“Well, what’s behind the doors?” Rainbow tried to peer through a keyhole, but just found darkness.



Sunset opened a random door. Her face went volcano red and she slammed it shut again. “I think I know what hall this is now,” she said, backing away.



Rainbow leaned forward. “Yeah?”



For a moment, Sunset kept quiet, glancing between the closed doors. Then, with that same blank face she had taken on about the book, said, “Stay here, don’t open anything. I’m going ahead to look for the Marabunta.”



“Excuse me?” Rainbow stomped up to Sunset, hands on her hips. “I did not get thrown into a magic brain vortex just to sit on my butt. I came here to help you fight!” She pointed to the door Sunset had opened. “And what happened to not keeping secrets? We, like, just went over this!”



“There’s a difference between something being a secret and something being”—Sunset waved her hand around, like she was searching for the words in the air—“personal. And besides, you’ve got super speed, and this hall echoes like crazy; if I find the Marabunta, I’ll call for you, and you can run and meet me.”



“Can’t I just follow you?”



“I’m probably gonna be opening lots of doors, and I’d rather you not peeking in.”



“Ugggghhhhhh.” Rainbow threw her arms up and banged her fists against a wall. “This is so dumb!”



“Hey, it’s my mind,” Sunset said, hands on hips. “My brain, my rules.”



Rainbow slid down the wall and groaned. “Fine.”



Sunset nodded and walked off, checking different doors as she went. Rainbow glowered.












Fluttershy sighed.



Rainbow and Sunset—both of whom’s eyes had become like searchlights, blazing with white energy—had been gone for almost an hour now. Ray had fallen asleep just a few minutes later. Fluttershy had no phone service in this part of town, and had forgotten to ask Sunset for the WiFi password.



Already she’d organized all of Sunset’s bookshelves, checked all the outlets to make sure there was no danger of a fire breaking out, and rebuilt her birdhouse. Now she just sat by Sunset’s desk, hands folded in her lap, waiting for her friends to return.



Her eyes wandered around the apartment, searching for something new to clean.



They fell upon Sunset’s jacket, still hanging from another nearby chair.



She knew she couldn’t call for food—no phone service—but still she stood and picked Sunset’s jacket up. “Goodness,” she said, stroking the faux-leather. “This is so smooth. No wonder Sunset wears it so much.” She felt the insides, and found they were just as soft as the outside was smooth.



She glanced up at Sunset and Rainbow. Still caught in their trance.



Slipping the jacket on, Fluttershy walked over to Sunset’s mirror. She giggled at her reflection; her pink locks didn’t complement the black leather as well as Sunset’s red-and-orange did, but she still looked quite nice. Hot, even. It reminded her of a different era in her life—one that she still didn’t want to talk about, not even to herself.



Placing her hands on her hips, Fluttershy smirked as hard as she could. “I’m Sunset Shimmer,” she said, trying to imitate her friend’s deeper voice. “I ride motorbikes and fight brain demons. I’m a total bad girl.”



She laughed again, and moved to take off the jacket—but stopped when she noticed Sunset’s walk-in closet. She scurried over and peered inside.



“Oh, my.”












Ten. Minutes.



Rainbow had waited for ten minutes already, and Sunset still hadn’t returned. Just how many doors did this hall have? Rainbow was starting to wish that the Marigold would just attack her right now. Even that would be better than just sitting there, staring at the ceiling.



For the third time since Sunset had left, Rainbow shouted a curse. Once the echo faded, flooding her with silence once again, she slumped over and fell onto her side.



She hated this. She hated when people didn’t trust her, or kept secrets from her, or left her behind. Sunset had done all three. What, did Sunset think she was gonna go blabber on MyStable or something?



What was it about Rainbow that made Sunset act so weird? Why did she treat Rainbow like an idiot?



Maybe she’s got a crush on me.



“Nah.”



Maybe it’s because I never know when to shut my mouth.



Rainbow shook the thought off and stood up. “This is stupid.”



Grumbling, Rainbow walked up to the door Sunset had opened, threw it open, and walked inside.



She saw two familiar people. And a familiar couch.



Sprinting back out, she closed the door tight, then swore never to visit Sunset’s apartment again.



As she tried to calm her speeding heart, she picked another door further down the line and entered it.



She found herself standing behind the counter at Sugarcube Corner, next to Mrs. Cake. The store was packed, each and every table filled with chatting customers. And just on the other side of the counter, chatting and laughing with Mrs. Cake, stood Sunset.



Yet, it wasn’t the Sunset that Rainbow knew. This Sunset was smaller, scrawnier, younger. Like, first year of high school young.



She shared one last laugh with Mrs. Cake, then placed her order. Once Mrs. Cake walked away, however, Sunset’s smile disappeared, replaced by a snide scowl. She took a tiny glance around the store before snatching two dollar bills out of the tip jar. When Mrs. Cake returned with her food, Sunset’s smile came back on, and she handed the bills over as payment.



“Hey!” Rainbow said. “That’s real low, Sunset.”



If anyone could hear her, they didn’t show it. Sunset waved goodbye and walked out of the shop, humming as she went.



The world faded to black for a moment, then the scene—This must be a memory, I guess.—began to replay. Rainbow stepped back out of the dream and closed the door.



Scratching her chin, Rainbow headed further down the hall. What was the theme here? What did these memories share? Things Sunset was embarrassed about? Ashamed of? Didn’t want anyone to know about?



Rainbow picked another door. This one opened up to the courtyard in front of Canterlot High, way early in the morning. The school’s entire entranceway was missing, ripped from the foundation, which meant that this had to be some time soon after the Fall Formal.



It didn’t take long to find Sunset, kneeling in front of the entrance steps, spreading cement between concrete blocks. Rainbow ran to get a better look, but skidded to a stop when she caught Sunset’s voice.



“Screw this,” Sunset spat at the ground, an awful glare stretched across her face. “Screw this, screw this, screw this. Screw everyone. Screw those stupid girls.”



Rainbow stopped just behind Sunset, and recoiled when she jumped up, screamed, and threw her cement trowel across the courtyard. “Ugh, I never should have agreed to become one of the stupid good guys! I should have killed them all when I had the chance!”



The past Sunset turned around and gazed right through Rainbow, to the horse statue in the center of the yard. “These girls think they can change me, make me one of them. They can’t. As soon as I get the chance, they’re dead.”



Rainbow Dash stared, eyes gone wide, mouth gone dry.



Then came Sunset’s voice again, but this time from behind her. “What the hell, Rainbow?”



She turned around just in time for Sunset—the real Sunset—to grab her by the collar and drag her out of the memory, back into the hallway. Once the door closed, Rainbow pulled her off. “Hey, watch it!”



“I told you not to look at anything!” Sunset said, jabbing a finger too close to Rainbow’s face.



Rainbow hit her hand away. “So what, I’m not even allowed to see now? You want me to rip out my eyes?”



“You’re not funny, Dash.” Sunset sneered. “I’m being serious.”



“I’m here to help you!” Rainbow shouted. “Why don’t you trust me?”



“Because you keep looking at stuff you’re not supposed to! Even when I tell you specifically not to!” Sunset growled and shook her head. “You’re so annoying. You never listen!”



Rainbow fell back a step—then saw red. She grinned. “Oh, I’m annoying, huh? Why? Because I found out about your plan?”



Sunset stared. “What?”



“You know what I mean. Your plan to kill all of us?” Rainbow said, forcing a laugh. Her head buzzed. She didn’t mean this, she knew Sunset would never hurt them, Rainbow just wanted to hurt her. “Maybe you brought me here just to kill me!”



“No...! No.” Sunset looked ready to beat Rainbow to death right there. She advanced on her. “You don’t get to turn this around on me. You always assume the worst about me, about everyone! You’re awful!”



Rainbow threw out her arms and shoved Sunset away. “You’re awful!”



Sunset stumbled away a few steps, but then swore and shoved Rainbow right back.



Mind wild, Rainbow balled up her fists and reared back.



A brain-shaking roar ripped through the hallway.



From the shadows, a mass of red goo like blood gelatin spilled down the hall. It moved with the speed of an airline, headed straight for the girls.



Sunset gasped. “It’s the—! Crap!”



“Quick!” Rainbow said, shaking Sunset’s shoulder. “Do the spell!”



“Uh, um—” Sunset tapped the side of her head. “Beldurra suntsi—”



The Marabunta surrounded them, climbing up the walls, flowing through their shoes. It let out another roar and rocketed towards Sunset.



“Watch out!” Rainbow screamed, and knocked her out of the way.



The monster crashed against Rainbow, crushing her against the floor. She couldn’t breathe couldn’t move couldn’t think as it enveloped her. All she felt was the sensation of a thousand burning insects crawling across her skin.



She flailed her arms in every direction, tearing through the Marabunta until she reached fresh air. Head now free, she took a gasping breath, found Sunset—knocked to the floor, trembling—and managed to shout “Help!” before the goo wrapped around her face and pulled her down again.



She fought for a few moments more, but couldn’t find the air again. Her fists unclenched, her muscles relaxed. Dark.












Rainbow woke up with a shuddering groan. She felt cold, wet, slimy, like she’d been vomited up by a whale. Coughing, she pulled herself out of the fetal position and onto her rear.



She sat in the center of a darkened room, bare walls on every side. She tried to remember how she’d gotten here, but came up empty. Not worth worrying about.



Especially now that Fluttershy was here, walking towards her. Rainbow waved to her, calling her name, and once they got close asked, “Hey! Did you see Sunset? I think she needed something.”



Fluttershy lifted her hands, revealing the birdhouse Rainbow had smashed. “Why did you do this? Why are you so awful?”



A spike of fear rammed itself into Rainbow’s gut. “I’m sorry,” she said. She reached towards Fluttershy, but couldn’t reach her. “I’ll fix it.”



“You’re obnoxious,” Rarity said. “Ugly, vapid, unlikable.”



“That’s not true.” Rainbow jumped up. Her chest felt tight. “Stop it.”



Twilight appeared next to her. “And stupid. Mean, too. If it wasn’t for your magic, no one would want you around. I don’t want to be friends with you.”



“I don’t either,” said Pinkie.



“Shut up!” Rainbow tried to clench her fists, but was shaking too hard.



“All you ever do is yell and make jokes,” Applejack said, crossing her arms. “Nobody likes them. We just laugh because we don’t want you to know how much we hate you.”



Eyes stinging, Rainbow swung at Applejack, but missed and fell to the floor. She landed hard on her side, all the breath leaving her body.



Sunset stood over her. “You never think before you do anything, do you? And then, when it all blows up in your face, you just expect everybody to forgive you.”



“We don’t forgive you,” Fluttershy said. “We’re done with you.”



Rainbow covered her ears and screamed, but nothing could block out the voices. Nothing could shield her from the truth: she didn’t deserve to be cared about. She didn’t deserve friends. Not someone as rude and selfish as her.



The tears spilled out before she could grit her teeth to stop them. “Please,” she said through her sobs. “Stop—stop!”



Their insults continued for ages, endless, pointing out her every flaw and weakness. Just as Rainbow lifted her head to smash it against the floor, against the walls, anything to make it end—



“Let go of her!”



Warmth filled Rainbow’s head, then flowed out of her ears. She opened her eyes to find herself in an empty white chamber, resting in Sunset’s arms, all her memory returned to her. Above them hung the Marabunta, crawling across the ceiling, its various chunks forming into one moist mass.



Rainbow took deep, gulping breaths. “Sunset,” she said. Her face, soaked with tears, felt like mush. “Why did you save me?”



“What do you mean, why?” Sunset helped her to her feet. “You’re my friend! I wasn’t just gonna let the Marabunta kill you!”



“But, but—” Legs trembling under her, Rainbow shook her head. “But you should hate me! I’m stupid, and mean, and annoying. I looked at all your secrets!”



Sunset smiled. “It’s true, Dash, you can tick me right the hell off sometimes. But that’s just who you are. You’re my best friend, and I’m not gonna leave you behind.”



The Marabunta roared, finally back into one gargantuan blob.



Sunset glared up at it, feet planted firm. “Let’s end this.” She lifted her arms and thrust her palms out towards the monster. “Beldurra suntsituko da!”



A silent moment passed. The Marabunta kept hanging.



Sunset stepped back. “It didn’t work—”



The Marabunta swooped down and grabbed Sunset, slamming her into a wall. Rainbow shouted and beat her fists against it as it passed, but her hands just sunk into the goo.



“Rainbow, run!” Sunset shouted as the Marabunta crept up her body. She craned her neck to keep out of its reach. “This thing is too strong! Go get the girls, Princess Twilight, anyone—”



With slick gurgle, the Marabunta forced itself into Sunset’s ears. A swimming pool of red goo slipped into Sunset’s head, earning a scream from the helpless girl. Within seconds, the Marabunta had disappeared into its new home, leaving Sunset to collapse like a broken doll.



Rainbow froze for a few seconds, cold terror planting her to the ground. Then, shrieking Sunset’s name, she zoomed over to the carcass and rolled her over onto her back. She wasn’t breathing.



“Oh my god, oh my god,” Rainbow sputtered.



Sunset’s eyes stayed open, but she just stared forward, not blinking. Behind the whites of her eyes, Rainbow could see slithering red tendrils, mixed in with the bloodshot veins.



“Let her go!” Rainbow beat her fists against the ground by Sunset’s ear, as if trying to scare away a cat. “Get out of her head!”



Sunset had managed to free Rainbow. Why couldn’t Rainbow do the same?



It’s not my head. I can’t do anything.



Rainbow closed her eyes and rested her head on Sunset’s stomach.



She could feel a familiar burn in the pit of her stomach. Rainbow panted for breath, let the tears spill down her face. All her thoughts, all her emotions launched into overdrive.



She let out a shout, and blue light surrounded her. Wings shot out from her back, and her hair grew to twice its length.



“You came back for me,” Rainbow said. She touched the geode on Sunset’s chest. “I’m coming for you.”



She focused her magic into Sunset’s amulet until it began to glow. She’d never used Sunset’s powers before, but she just sparked her energy in the same way she did to use super speed—and the empty room around her melted away, replaced by the courtyard of Canterlot High.



This time, however, half the school had been torn away, blasted into rubble and flame. Corpses lay strewn across the sidewalks. And above it all flew Sunset, her skin and body twisted into its horrific demon form. She circled like a buzzard above the bodies of all her friends, Rainbow included.



“Why?” Twilight asked. “Why would you do this?” All she received in response was a blast of burning magic, centered right on her stomach. She screamed out in pain.



Rarity scowled. “We forgave you!” she called up to Sunset. “You were our friend!”



“Oh, you really believed that?” Sunset giggled and burned Rarity’s legs. “You’re an idiot, then! You never should have trusted me. All I’ve ever wanted is power! I could never stay good!”



Rainbow watched as the she-demon swooped through the sky, torturing her former friends, until she heard muted sobbing from somewhere in the distance.



She ran over to find Sunset—the normal, teenaged Sunset—kneeling by the horse statue, head in her hands, crying. “Stop,” she said, barely audible above the moans of her friends. “Stop, please. I don’t want this. I don’t...”



Rainbow shook her shoulders. “Sunset, wake up! Sunset!”



Sunset looked up, her face damp and a patchy red. “Rainbow?” She looked over to her dreamt-up friends. “But you’re...”



“This isn’t real! None of this is real!” Rainbow said. “It’s just the Marabunta playing a trick on you!”



Sunset blinked a few times, a look of realization passing over her face. But it soon disappeared, drowned out by another heaving sob. “But it’s true! I’m a monster. You can’t trust me!”



“C’mon, that’s not—”



“For months after the Fall Formal, all I thought about was betraying you. I hated you!” Sunset said. “You forgave me, and all I wanted was my power. It’s been so long now, but what if I fail? What if I go back to being evil? Even now, I’m so impatient, I’m so angry, I’m so—”



“You’re a good guy!” Rainbow said, shaking her again. “You’re smart, you’re funny. You’re kind. You’re the best friend anyone could ever have, no matter how much you used to hate me!”



She pulled Sunset into a hug, locking her arms around Sunset as tight as she could. It took a moment, but soon Sunset sniffled and returned the hug, burying her face into Rainbow’s shoulder.



The sounds of the demon’s mayhem faded out, replaced by the hum of Sunset’s magic. A fiery warmth beat against Rainbow’s skin, and Sunset transformed into her Ponied Up form.



Holding hands, the two of them stood up. With a shared grin, they raised their free arms into the air and focused their magic. White light surrounded them, and Canterlot High disappeared.



Rainbow’s body jerked back as she left the Marabunta’s vision and reentered her body—her body still inside of Sunset’s mind, at least. On the ground, Sunset gasped and shot up.



The Marabunta, all one-million gallons of it, spilled out of Sunset’s head and onto the floor. Growling, it reared back, splashing all over the walls.



Rainbow helped Sunset to her feet. The two magical girls glared at the monster, watching it reform for its next attack.



They weren’t going to give it the chance. As one, they rose into the air, their bodies giving off a beaming light.



Sunset placed one hand on her amulet, and the other out in front of her. “Beldurra suntsituko da!”



A beam of purple energy shot from the two girls and hit the Marabunta dead in the center. Its goo bubbled like hot tar, then swelled, then exploded.



Waves of red juice flooded the room, spilling all over Sunset and Rainbow. The two kept holding hands, even as Sunset snapped her fingers, and everything melted into a purple vortex—







Rainbow gasped as she landed in her real, completely alive body, back in Sunset’s apartment. Windmilling her arms, she fell back and banged her skull against Sunset’s headboard, adding to her already pounding migraine. “Aaugh, crap!”



Sunset fell back too, luckily just falling into her sheets. She groaned, rubbing at her eyes.



A gasp came from the floor below them. “Are you two alright?” Fluttershy asked, standing by Sunset’s mirror and... wearing all of Sunset’s clothes. “Did you get rid of the monster?”



“Yeah we did!” Rainbow cheered. She looked at Sunset. “We did, right?”



“I feel like someone dropped a bowling ball on my head, which is at least a sign that we did something.” Sunset sat up and touched her geode. “Let me try accessing an old memory. If the Marabunta is still there, I’ll be able to feel it.” She closed her eyes.



Heavy seconds passed. Rainbow gulped. “Well?”



Sunset edged open her eyes. “I can’t feel anything,” she said. A smile broke out on her face and she threw up her hands. “I can’t feel anything! Rainbow, we did it!”



Rainbow laughed and pulled Sunset into a hug. The two of them whooped and hollered, even in spite of their mutual magic hangovers.



As the two of them descended the stairs from Sunset’s loft, Fluttershy clapped. “Yay!”



“Yay is right. You wouldn’t believe what Rainbow and I—” Sunset looked at Fluttershy, scanning her up and down. “Uh. ‘Shy. Why are you wearing my jacket? And my shirt? And skirt? And boots?”



Fluttershy glanced down at the oversized clothes hanging off of her, then up at Sunset. She frowned. “You didn’t leave me the WiFi password.”



Sunset furrowed her brows for a moment, but then shrugged. “That’s fair. Hey, who wants pizza?”



“Me!” Rainbow said, raising her hand. “I feel like I could eat a horse after that! Uh, no offense.”



“I should probably change back into my own clothes,” Fluttershy said, blushing. She walked to the closet, but before stepping inside, stopped and smiled at the others. “I’m glad you two got back safe. I don’t know what I would do without two of my best friends.” She disappeared into the closet.



Silence claimed the room. While Sunset took her phone from the coffee table, Rainbow fidgeted in place, working up the nerve to finally say: “Sorry.”



Sunset looked up. “Huh?”



“I shouldn’t have looked into your memories when I shouldn’t have,” Rainbow said. “It was really dumb of me, and that stupid fight we had about it almost got us killed. I’m sorry.”



Chuckling, Sunset waved her off. “It’s fine. Well, it’s actually not, but—I forgive you. I shouldn’t have yelled at you like I did, or even left you behind in the first place.” She put out her fist. “We cool?”



Rainbow laughed and completed the fistbump. “The coolest.”



Sunset smirked and walked off, punching in the number for the pizza place. Rainbow, meanwhile, let out a monstrous yawn and hopped onto the couch. She closed her eyes and rested her head on the cushions. Pizza would take a few minutes—enough time for a nap.



She smelled strawberries.



With a yelp, Rainbow jumped off the couch, tripped on the carpet, and went crashing onto the coffee table, where she landed butt-first on Fluttershy’s rebuilt birdhouse.



Sunset gaped. “What the hell, Rainbow.”



“Sorry.”
      

      
   
      Severe Weather Appreciation Week


      

      
      
         “And that brings us to next Tuesday,” Thunderlane said. He made a little mark on the cloudstone tablet balanced in his hooves. “Schedule calls for clear, sunny skies with a gentle breeze all day, and light showers at night. Blossomforth, you’ve got the upper-level winds. Cloud Kicker, you’ll be in charge of gathering moisture starting in the afternoon. Try to have enough for sprinkles starting just after sunset. The rest of you support with cloud movement. Questions?”



“No.”



“Nope.”



“Nah.”



“Got it, chief.”



Rainbow Dash sighed. “Whatever.”



“Great.” Thunderlane made another mark on his tablet. “Now then, Wednesday, we’re going to mix things up a little bit. Partly cloudy skies with gentle winds during the day, and…”



Thunderlane normally spoke with a gentle, masculine baritone. Rainbow Dash didn’t mind listening to it most of the time – in fact, it sometimes made her feel warm and light inside, because frankly he was one of the hottest pieces of stallion in Ponyville and all the mares on the Weather Team had their own private fantasies for what they would like to do with him should he ever display even the slightest bit of sexual interest in one of them, not that he ever did for some reason, which was just more evidence in Dash’s mind that he was probably gay because really what straight stallion could spend any time around her and not trip over himself with desire (the answer was no stallion, of course) – but now was not most of the time, now was a staff meeting, literally the cruelest, slave-drivingest invention ever foisted upon the pegasi by heartless unicorn managers.



The Weather Team held short schedule huddles every day, which were just a few minutes long and therefore tolerable to Rainbow Dash. She didn’t even land for them, just hovered near some cloud while Thunderlane, their team lead, listened to their reports and made last-minute adjustments to the next day’s weather plan. Rainbow Dash was a responsible, grown-up mare, so she had no trouble holding still (mostly) while they talked. Doing, as a general rule, was better than talking, but even she knew enough about big, complex organizations like the Weather Team that there had to be a little talking from time to time.



Talking was like the salt in her breakfast oatmeal – just a little went a long way.



This was not a short huddle, though. This was the weekly staff meeting. An hour, minimum, of sitting around a bunch of cloud desks in Thunderlane’s office while he went over the entire month’s schedule, as well as any personnel issues, paperwork, budget items, or whatever else it was managers did in their offices while the rest of the team was out pushing clouds. It involved reading, she knew, and writing letters and adding up little numbers in columns on endless scrolls of paper and oh Luna why did she have to be here for this she could be out flying right now the sky was perfect with that squall line hanging right over the Everfree just dripping with unshed rain and pregnant with lightning, just begging for her to come out and dance with it, she could do that while the rest of the team held their meeting and she could be back before they finished and they wouldn’t miss her and—



“Dash. Dash!” Thunderlane’s voice broke into her fantasy. “Yo, Ponyville calling Rainbow Dash, you there?”



Dash jerked upright, kicking little tufts of cloudstuff into the air. The other mares tittered or snorted. Thunderlane just looked peeved.



“Uh, sorry, yeah. What am I doing?”



Thunderlane sighed. “You’re summoning a gentle zephyr from the west, starting at noon. Think you can handle that? Gentle zephyr?”



Ugh. Zephyrs were the worst. The slowest of the winds. Even a breeze was faster. “What? Why can’t we, like, do gusts instead? Ponies love gusts.”



“Ponies do not love gusts,” Thunderlane said. “Gusts mess up manes and blow away napkins at the café patio. Do you want to have to explain why we made ponies chase down their napkins and newspapers?”



“I love chasing stuff!”



“Well, fortunately or unfortunately, most ponies are not you.” Thunderlane made another mark on his tablet. “Anyway, next up is Thursday. Now, we’re going to start a slight warming trend in the morning, and…”



He kept talking, and Rainbow Dash went back to not listening. She could see the clouds over the Everfree, dark and furious and free. They whispered to her, come play with us, Rainbow Dash. Work can wait!



She sighed.



Work sucked.








Rainbow Dash lay atop a cloud floating above Ponyville. It was a tiny cloud, just barely large enough to support her weight. Her legs and tail dangled off the sides.



She was working, technically. She was getting paid, anyway, which meant she was on the clock, which meant this counted as work. But mostly she just glowered down at the ponies below, the thousands of unappreciative unicorns and earth ponies who didn’t understand just how hard they were making her life.



“Oh Rainbow Dash! This weather is too scary!” the Flower trio wailed in her head. “Cloudy skies terrify us!”



“Oh, darling, this rain is just awful!” Rarity shrieked in her mind. “My mane! My mane! It’s ruined forever!”



“Rainbow Dash! The river is starting to overflow its banks!” she heard the Mayor cry. “The town is going to wash away if you don’t stop this storm!”



Ugh. Wusses, all of them. Dash rolled over, exposing her belly to the sun’s warm rays, and closed her eyes for a nap. With any luck she would dream of awesomer weather.



She had barely closed her eyes when a quiet fwumph announced the arrival of another pegasus beside her. She squinted and turned to see Flitter standing on the next cloud over, a cross expression on her face.



“You’re supposed to be shepherding clouds,” she said.



Rainbow Dash waved a hoof. “The clouds are fine. Look at them.”



“They’re all over the place! Seven thousand feet, ten thousand feet, everywhere! You’re supposed to keep them level.”



“Level is boring. Besides, does it matter what level they’re at?”



Flitter rolled her eyes. “And what, napping isn’t? The ponies down there are paying us for good weather, Rainbow. We need to put some effort into it.”



“Good weather?” Rainbow Dash sat up. She shook herself, tossing away little scraps of cloud that had stuck to her coat. “More like, boring weather! These ponies wouldn’t know real weather if it woke them up in their beds tomorrow morning.”



“Does it matter? This is the weather ponies want. It gets put in the schedule, and we just make it happen.”



“Ugh, that schedule.” Rainbow made a face. “Why do we even have a schedule, Flitter? It’s always the same. Clear skies, gentle breeze, showers at night. Exchange showers for snow in the winter. Repeat until we all die of old age.”



Flitter shrugged. “We do storms sometimes. And remember that one time we had a blizzard?”



“It was six inches of snow! They even scheduled it for Saturday so the foals wouldn’t miss school!”



“Parents don’t want their foals to miss school,” Flitter said. She’d adopted the same damn, calm, reasonable tone Twilight Sparkle used when lecturing little fillies. Pedantic, Rainbow Dash called it. That was a word she knew because she was a smart pony too. “Nopony’s gonna pay for bad weather.”



“No, not bad weather, exciting weather!” Rainbow Dash stomped in a small circle on her cloud, her mind spinning with pent-up thoughts. “Everypony calls storms bad weather, but why, Flitter?”



“Uh, because they ruin ponies’ days? They can’t go outside without getting wet?”



“We get wet all the time. We’re wet right now!” It was true – working with clouds, or even just napping on them, meant your coat got soaked with condensation. Nopegasus minded, because really, what pegasus cared about a little water? Cloud homes were made out of water. Pegasus coats were thick and warm, and their feathers sluiced away water like a duck.



“The weather’s not for us, it’s for them.” She pointed down at the ground. “Look, are you going to get to work or not? Thunderlane said these clouds need to be in order before sunset or—”



“Wait.” Rainbow Dash frowned. “Say that again?”



“What? Thunderlane wants these clouds in order by sunset?”



“No, before that.” The disordered thoughts in Rainbow Dash’s mind were starting to fall into some semblance of logic. “About who the weather is for.”



“Uh, it’s for them? You know, the ponies on the ground?”



“Why?”



“Because, uh…” Flitter blinked rapidly. “Because… that’s just how it is?”



“That’s not a reason, that’s just precedent!” Precedent, another word Rainbow Dash knew because she was smart. “That’s just us doing something because we’ve always done it that way. But shouldn’t pegasi get to choose the weather too, sometimes?”



“We, uh.” Flitter looked down over the edge of the cloud at the town below, then turned her gaze west, toward the source of the light breeze they’d spent all day gathering. “We do, Dash. Pegasi like this kind of weather too. It’s nice and… you know, gentle.”



It was Dash’s turn to roll her eyes. “You really mean that, Flits?”



“Well…” She nibbled at her lip. “Sometimes I like the rain.”



Dash’s heart was beating faster. Like she’d just won a race. Her coat prickled with sweat and excitement. “Yeah? What else?”



“What… well, you know.” Flitter looked down at the cloud she was standing on, as if seeing it for the first time.



“No. Tell me.”



“I… I like thunder too,” Flitter said. Her wings fanned at her side. “The way it shakes your chest and vibrates your bones. I like the long thunder, the thunder that’s one crack after another, like an explosion rolling downhill. I love listening to that.”



Rainbow Dash was grinning, she realized. “I love it too. What about the wind?”



“I love the wind!” Flitter grinned back. She spread her stance, as though bracing for a gust. “I love when it fights me! When it tries to beat me but it can’t, because I’m stronger!”



“And you fight back, right?” Rainbow Dash was breathing hard now. She could feel the tempest against her wings, hear the crackling thunder, taste the ozone left in the lightning’s wake. For a moment she felt alive. “You take the wind and you beat it, and then you make it stronger! You create the storm!”



“A storm that shakes the world,” Flitter said. Her eyes lost their focus, and she stared past the clouds at something only she could see. “A storm that brings darkness at noon. Wind that breaks trees! Lashing rain, Rainbow. Lashing rain!”



Rainbow Dash wasn’t into mares, but oh Luna, the way Flitter was talking, the hungry look on her face as they talked about this storm, the way the muscles in her legs and chest and oh those wings rippled, Dash was about ready to toss her down onto the cloud and ravish her right there. Let the other mares have Thunderlane and his sad little weather schedules – Rainbow Dash needed a pony like her, a pony who loved the power and energy and terror of real weather.



Passion, that’s what it was. Rainbow Dash wanted passion. She realized this with a sudden dawning of comprehension, and for a moment all thought of mares or stallions or even storms washed from her mind. This wasn’t an argument about sunny days or gentle rains – it was an argument about what kind of ponies they were.



Those ponies on the ground? The ones who loved gentle winds and soft showers? They’d forgotten the passion that the weather held. Thunderlane? He’d forgotten the passion of their pegasus birthright. The power to shape the heavens to their will.



They’d all forgotten it. Even she, Rainbow Dash, the greatest pegasus alive, had forgotten it. But now all was clear again.



“Flitter,” she said. “We’re about to do something awesome.”



Flitter shook with energy. She licked her lips as she stared at Dash. Her eyes were filled with hunger. She took a half-step forward. “Y-yeah?”



Rainbow Dash nodded. “We’re going to the library.”








Rainbow Dash was excited to attend the next Weather Team staff meeting. The office was still dark when she arrived, nearly a half-hour early, and she dropped a stack of books on the table in front of her.



Flitter arrived next. She was humming some tune, and she grinned when she saw Dash. They sat together, vibrating in time with each other, two mares who shared a secret knowledge, a passion, that was about to be fulfilled.



This was what ponies in love felt like, Dash realized as they waited. Except she wasn’t in love with Flitter – okay, maybe there was a bit of lust there, but whatever – she was in love with this new idea. This ambition they had discovered together.



Rainbow Dash was going to bring real weather to Ponyville. The kind of weather everypony wanted, if only they knew it existed. She was the apostle, and this was her promised land.



Thunderlane arrived a few minutes before eight. He froze at the sight of them, blinked rapidly, then smiled.



“Hey girls,” he said. “Sorry, didn’t know you’d be here so early.”



“S’okay,” Dash said. “Hey, listen, we wanted to suggest something for next week’s schedule.”



“Oh?” He pulled a cloud tablet out of a drawer in his cloud desk. “Well, the schedule looks pretty open next week, clear skies and sun everyday, and sprinkles at night. Did you want to do some stargazing? Twilight Sparkle would like that, and we can arrange for an afternoon shower to compensate for the farmers—”



“No, something better,” Dash said. “Lots better.”



“Like, super!” Flitter added. “You’ll love this idea!”



“Well, if it’s got you this excited, it must be good!” He waved to the other weather team mares as they arrived. In just a few minutes, Cloud Chaser, Cloud Kicker and Blossomforth had joined them at the table. “So, what’s your plan?”



“Okay, are you ready? Get this.” Rainbow set her forehooves on the table and pushed herself upright. “Storms. All day, every day. All week! We’ll call it ‘Severe Weather Appreciation Week’!”



A pause. Thunderlane stared at the two of them, his eyes darting back and forth. He furrowed his brow, as if he didn’t understand.



Finally, “I don’t understand. Why would we do that?”



“Duh, because storms are awesome!” Rainbow Dash started. “How does that not make sense—”



Flitter cut her off with a gentle hoof placed on her shoulder. “Let me try, Rainbow. Thunderlane, what’s your favorite kind of weather?”



“Well, uh.” He glanced around at the group, suddenly on the spot. “You know, good weather? Sunny skies all day long?”



Flitter raised an eyebrow. “Really, anything else? Maybe something that has the word ‘thunder’ in its name?”



He ducked his head. “Well, you know… I guess I do like thunderstorms. Who doesn’t, right?” A chorus of affirmative murmurs followed from around the table.



“And when was the last time we had a good thunderstorm?” Flitter asked.



A pause, again. It lengthened into a silence. The weather team ponies all exchanged a look.



“I, uh, I’m not sure,” Thunderlane said. “I’d have to check the archives.”



“Maybe when Discord was here?” Cloud Chaser said. “There was some weird stuff going on then.”



“That doesn’t count.” Rainbow Dash waved a hoof. “When was the last time we scheduled a thunderstorm? A real one, not some pansy cloud-to-cloud lightning.”



“It must’ve been years ago,” Blossomforth mumbled. “Why has it been that long?”



Thunderlane rallied at that. He sat up straight. “Because ponies in Ponyville don’t want thunderstorms. They want sunny days and gentle showers at night. It’s perfect for hoofball games and picnics and farming. Perfect for our customers.”



“Aha!” Rainbow Dash shouted. “Gotcha!”



They froze. They stared at her. Even Flitter seemed taken aback.



“What?” Thunderlane asked.



“Our customers!” Rainbow Dash pulled a small booklet from the stack in front of her and set it in the center of the table. “This is the Ponyville Weather Team charter. Do you know what’s in it?”



“Um, yes? I’m the weather team captain, so—”



“So you know who our customers are?”



“Yeah, the farmers and the shopkeepers and the—”



“And! And!” Rainbow jumped into the air, hovering above the table. “And the pegasi! The pegasi are customers too, Thunderlane! All of us! We have just as much say in the weather as all those other ponies! And right now, I’m asking… no, I’m demanding that we get some interesting weather for once! A storm! A squall! A tornado, even!”



He started at that, and shook his head, as though waking from a dream. “A… a tornado? Dash, you can’t be serious. A tornado is an emergency! It would disrupt the entire town! We’d be cleaning up for days.”



“We clean up after monster attacks all the time,” she said. “And we’d be careful with it. I bet we wouldn’t even lose any roofs.”



“No, this is silly. You’re being silly, Dash.” He waved a hoof toward the huge open window overlooking the town. “Those ponies down there rely on pegasi for good weather. It’s part of the compact – we provide the weather they need, and they grow the food we need. And the unicorns do something too, I guess.”



“Aha! Again!” Rainbow pulled another book from the pile, a thick one this time, and slammed it on the table. “Do you know what this is?”



Thunderlane peered at the cover. “It seems to be a copy of Page Turner’s Treatise on the Compact of Unity Between the—”



“It’s a copy of Page Turner’s Treatise on the Compact of Unity Between the Three Tribes!” Rainbow Dash said. “And do you know what’s inside?”



“Uh.” Thunderlane frowned. “A long essay on the compact?”



“Er, yes. But more importantly, it has an this line!” Rainbow Dash flipped through the book, quickly finding a bookmarked page. This was it! This was the moment! Rainbow could already taste victory. “It says here that when the tribes came together, all ponies agreed that the pegasi would have sole, full discretion over the management of Equestria’s weather, to be used for the good of all ponies!”



“...so?”



“So?” She gawked at him. “This means we get to decide on the weather. Us. Pegasi! Not anypony else!”



“For everypony’s good. What good are thunderstorms?”



“What good are thunderstorms?” Rainbow Dash groaned. “I… Flitter, help me out.”



“Okay. Listen, all of you,” Flitter said. “I know we’re not used to taking Rainbow seriously, but she’s right this time.”



“Gee, thanks.”



“I didn’t realize it until yesterday myself,” Flitter continued, unabated. “She… Rainbow showed me the truth. We’re pegasi! Storms are in our blood! They’re in our names! Thunderlane, who’s the greatest pegasus of all time?”



“Uh… Commander Hurricane?”



“Exactly! But have you ever seen a hurricane? Do you even know what one is?”



“It’s… it’s a big storm, right?” Cloud Kicker said. “No, it’s more than that… Hurricanes are huge cyclones that cover hundreds of miles. They’re monsters.”



“What must that be like?” Blossomforth asked. Her voice was a low mumble, drifting in time with her thoughts. “A storm that covers half the world. To fly in one? To create one? It must be like… be like creating a god.”



“Yes!” A grin twisted Rainbow’s face, and she leaned forward over the table. “That was us once! We did that! And now we’re building schedules for the weather, crafting little breezes and zephyrs and sprinkles and showers and everything safe. We’ve taken everything that was once great about us and turned it into a gentle shadow! You want to know what good thunderstorms are, Thunderlane? What they do? I’ll tell you! They make us live! And we can live again!”



“We could do it, couldn’t we?” Cloud Kicker said. She stood and walked to the window. “We could build a low-pressure front, using the energy over the Everfree. I bet we could have a squall line in place by tomorrow morning.”



“It’s a hot day tomorrow,” Blossomforth said. “We could trap that energy, add moisture to the air. The afternoon sun would heat the ground and cause tremendous atmospheric instability. If we bring in a wave of cold air overtop it…”



“It would build its own cell! It would… can we do that?” Cloud Chaser asked.



Thunderlane shook his head. “No. This… this is a fantasy. We’re entrusted with Ponyville’s weather and we’re required to give them what they want.”



Ah, and there it was. The final piece of her trap. A well of euphoria built in Rainbow Dash’s chest, spilling out of her as a high, ringing laugh. All the ponies turned to her, startled.



“Yes!” she cried. “You’re right, Thunderlane, we have to give them what they want! But do you know the last time anypony in Ponyville actually put in a formal request for weather?”



Thunderlane shifted. He glanced over at his desk, and the calendar hanging on the wall above it. “It’s, uh… a few months, I guess? The weather’s always the same, so ponies don’t usually put in, like, formal requests.”



“I know,” Rainbow Dash said. She pulled out a simple sheet of paper, a standard Ponyville Weather Atmospherics Request form, already filled out with her signature for next week. “Which is why I did. And as we’ve established, pegasi are allowed to request weather, just like anypony else.”



He snagged the form with his hoof and pulled it closer. The other mares, all except Rainbow and Flitter, crowded around him, reading over his shoulder. They ooh’d and ahh’d.



“This…” He swallowed. “This is insane, Rainbow.”



Blossomforth shook her head. “No, it’s great!”



Cloud Kicker: “This… this is sweet.”



Cloud Chaser: “Oh, we’re gonna get in so much trouble for this. I can’t wait.”



Flitter smiled. She nudged Rainbow Dash’s shoulder with her hoof, then leaned down to whisper in her ear. “This is gonna be so awesome.”



Awesome. Yeah. Damn, it was.








They called it, as Rainbow insisted, “Severe Weather Appreciation Week.” It seemed like a pretty easy concept to Rainbow Dash: you have severe weather, and you appreciate it. She wasn’t sure how much simpler she could make it.



“I don’t get it,” Rarity said. “Are you preventing the severe weather? Are we supposed to appreciate you for that?”



“No, no.” Rainbow closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Twilight, can you help me out?”



“I’m not sure I understand it either, Rainbow.” Twilight Sparkle set down the informational flyer Rainbow Dash had spent all morning distributing around town. They were at one of Ponyville’s outdoor cafés, enjoying a brief lunch together. The entire weather team had taken the day off before starting their preparations tomorrow. “Are you actually causing all these storms? We’re going to experience them? Here, in town?”



“Yes! Thank you.” Rainbow turned to Rarity. “See? She gets it.”



“Those were questions, darling.” Rarity took another sip from her latte. “Twilight’s as in the dark as I am. Befuddled, if you will.”



“I’m not befuddled,” Twilight said. “I just don’t understand the point of this. We have a weather team to prevent this kind of weather, not cause it.”



“Okay, see? That’s wrong. That’s where you go wrong.” Rainbow Dash set a copy of her flyer on the table and pointed at one of the many paragraphs on the bottom half below the schedule. “See this? This is a line from the Compact of Unity Between—”



“Yes, yes, I see it. I’ve read it,” Rarity said. “But wasn’t the whole point of the Compact that the pegasi give us good weather?”



“Uh huh. And who decides what’s ‘good’ weather?”



“Well, um.” Rarity coughed into her hoof. “Earth ponies? And unicorns?”



“See? See?” Rainbow turned to Twilight. “That’s what I’m talking about. You ground ponies only think one type of weather is good, but that’s like saying only one kind of food is good, or only one kind of music is good. Severe Weather Appreciation Week is about helping ponies understand and appreciate all kinds of weather.”



“Okay, first off, ground ponies? That’s tribalist,” Twilight said. “And second, there’s a tornado on the schedule for Friday, Rainbow. A tornado.”



“I don’t think I’ve ever even seen a tornado,” Rarity said. “Except that one that Lightning Dust created. I hope you’ll forgive me for not wanting a repeat of that little escapade.”



“Relax. We know how to handle tornadoes, okay? We use them all the time to lift water up to Cloudsdale. We’ll keep a tight rein on this one, make sure it doesn’t, like, pick up any houses or anything.”



Twilight shook her head and looked back at the flyer. “What about… Hailstorm? Really?”



Rarity peered at her own flyer. “Isn’t hail made of ice? Can you even do that in the summer?”



“Yeah, it’s easy,” Dash said. “So, hail forms when you have extremely turbulent atmospheric conditions, usually caused by a thunderstorm, with strong updrafts and a lowered zone of freezing air. Ice pellets form as the warm air rises into the cold air and they begin to fall out of the storm, but if the updrafts are strong enough they keep tossing the hailstones back up into the atmosphere where they refreeze and stick together, until eventually they get heavy enough that okay I see you aren’t paying attention anymore so I’m just gonna cut to the chase and say that yes, hail does happen in the summer, it only happens in the summer, and it’s gonna be awesome when you see it next week.”



“Uh huh,” Rarity said. “So you’re starting with fog tomorrow morning? That’s nice. The town looks pretty in the fog, I think.”



“This is a bad idea, Rainbow,” Twilight said. “You’re doing a thunderstorm Tuesday afternoon? There will be ponies trying to picnic in the park on Tuesday.”



“Yeah, they can still do that.”



“In a thunderstorm?”



“Yeah, we’ll make sure the lightning only hits trees or tall buildings. They’ll be safe.”



“Their food will get wet,” Twilight said.



“Your food is wet right now.”



“This is soup, Dash.”



“Everything turns into soup if you add enough rain,” Dash said. “Look, you’re getting way too excited about this. In a bad way, I mean. You should be excited in a good way! Like Flitter! She’s super pumped up about this whole thing. The entire team is.”



“You’ve been spending a lot of time with Flitter lately,” Rarity observed. “Anything you want to share with us?”



“Yeah, she’s awesome. More awesome than you two, no offense.”



“None taken,” Twilight said.



“Anything… else about her?” Rarity asked.



“Hm.” Rainbow Dash frowned. She cast her thoughts back to Flitter for a moment, envisioning that demure smile, the storm gray color of her coat, the electric glow of her mane. The way she breathed harder and faster when they talked about the weather, about how in the past few days they’d bonded over their suddenly discovered shared love for storms of all types. She remembered the spark in Flitter’s eye when she described fighting the wind, and how the muscles in her chest and shoulders strained beneath her coat as they flew together and she twisted in the air, telling Rainbow Dash how she couldn’t wait to bring these storms into the world. She recalled her own heart beating faster, pounding, racing in her chest as she sat beside Flitter and shared her dreams and the euphoric, exhilarating realization that finally, somepony got her. She remembered flying home at night, drunk with giddy joy, the mare’s scent clogging her nostrils. She remembered a dream, a crazy dream, an insane dream, of bathing in a pool filled with Flitter, swimming in a liquid that was somehow also a pegasus until every feather and hair and pore was soaked with the essence of her. She drowned in Flitter and loved it.



Rainbow shook her head. “Nah, not really.”



Rarity pouted. “Fine. Well, I suppose I’ll be staying indoors next week. I’ll catch up on some orders for the boutique, at least.”



“You’re gonna miss out,” Rainbow said. “At least check out the tornado.”



“This still seems like a bad idea,” Twilight said. “I could cancel it, you know? Invoke my authority as a princess.”



A cold shock embraced Rainbow Dash at those words. Could she? Would she? Her coat broke out with in a sudden sweat. She took a slow breath and focused on calm, soothing words.



“All the pegasi are excited about this,” she said. “We’re the experts on weather. And the Compact gives us complete discretion over the weather. Not even Princess Celestia can go against the Compact.”



Twilight sighed. “You’re determined to do this, then?”



Rainbow nodded. “The whole team is. And most of the town’s pegasi want to help.”



“Really, darling, it doesn’t sound so bad,” Rarity said. “So we’ll miss out on a week of good weather. Maybe, in the end, that’s what we’ll learn to appreciate?”



“Yeah, what she said.”



“Fine, fine.” Twilight pushed the flyer back to Rainbow. “Don’t make me regret this, though.”



Rainbow grinned. The weight lifted from her shoulders, and suddenly the day was as light and warm and beautiful as before.



“Don’t worry, princess. Everypony’s gonna love this week.”








Rainbow Dash wasn’t lazy. She was, point in fact, the hardest working pony she knew.



Other ponies might have objected to this characterization. They might have (and frequently did) call out her long naps, or the frequency with which she was late to work, or her occasional tendency to blow off work altogether in pursuit of some other goal (usually naps). Rainbow Dash tried not to act offended when this happened.



It was all wrong, of course. Rainbow Dash was maniacally focused on her job – she just didn’t always agree with everypony else as to what her job was.



Rainbow’s job was flying. Rainbow’s job was getting into the Wonderbolts. Rainbow’s job was going on adventures with her friends and saving the world from various assorted evil villains. The weather team? Pushing clouds around? That was just a side-line. Of course she didn’t put as much effort into it as, like, saving her friends’ lives when they ended up plummeting to their dooms for the umpteenth time.



Other ponies just had poor priorities.



When Rainbow Dash had a passion, she poured her entire being into it. She didn’t pursue goals – she was seized by them, throttled by them, her very soul held hostage by the desire to do something awesome.



And Severe Weather Appreciation Week was the awesomest thing she’d done in… well, maybe ever. She paused atop a cloud near the town border and considered that thought. She turned it over in her mind, examining it from all angles. Had she ever been so beautifully obsessed as this?



There was the Wonderbolts, of course. Everypony who knew Rainbow Dash knew how much she loved the ‘Bolts. They knew it was her life goal to make the team, to someday lead them in glorious flight. She had slaved away for countless hours, practicing her routines in the air over Ponyville until every part of her body, even her feathers, ached. She could never have thought something else might consume her thoughts so much as the ‘Bolts.



But here she was. She, who frequently dozed until noon, hadn’t slept more than an hour in the past three nights. Every waking moment had been spent with Flitter or the other mares, planning and scheming and gathering clouds and whipping up moisture and corralling the winds, all in preparation for this. She gobbled down her meals in seconds, all in order to get back to work faster. The team held meetings on the wing, never stopping, never ceasing their work. Even Thunderlane, the skeptical one, slowly came over to her side. It was when they planned the thunderstorm that he changed, as the realization that he was finally building a storm of his own namesake, a storm that would rattle houses and flood the streets and shake the trees, finally dawned. Rainbow Dash saw it in his eyes, when they finally opened to her grand vision.



And, of course, there was Flitter. More than any of the other mares, she was always by Rainbow’s side. Helping her wrestle an ornery cloud into line, or bottling the lightning they would later unleash over Ponyville. Whenever she was tired, she looked at Flitter, and a new vitality filled her wings. Whenever Flitter sagged in flight, Rainbow was there to lift her up. Together they found the strength to plan, craft and set into motion more severe weather than Ponyville normally saw in an entire decade, all in just a few days.



It was awesome. Rainbow Dash closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The world tasted of ice and lightning.



She felt the cloud shift beside her. “I think we’re about done, boss. Not much else we can do now but wait.”



Why was she so consumed by this, Rainbow wondered? She knew what other ponies thought of her – the jock, the dumb one, the bird brain. They didn’t credit her with much introspection. But ponies as obsessed with greatness as Rainbow Dash were also filled with quiet, hidden self-doubt, and self-doubt always led to a gnawing, insatiable self-examination in search of failure. She boasted aloud and quailed inside. She reflected, often. She couldn’t help it.



And now she considered this, her new obsession. Why had it seized her so suddenly? What was its source?



“Anything else you need?” Flitter asked. She sounded pensive, as though worried by something.



“Nah, we’re good,” Dash said. “You did great this week. We all did. Go get some rest, and I’ll see you tomorrow at dawn.”



“Right!” Flitter saluted, then paused. Haltingly, she reached out with the tip of her wing, and just touched it to Dash’s shoulder. Whatever possessed her to do such a thing fled as quickly as it came, and Flitter leaped from the cloud, vanishing into the summer haze below.



Rainbow Dash sat on her cloud, thinking. Eventually the sun set, and night swallowed her whole.








Severe Weather Appreciation Week started with fog. It rolled in slowly from the forest. It crept through the sleeping streets, wrapping around the homes and climbing the walls like ivy. Birds and insects, normally so loud in the morning, grew quiet, then still. Colors drained away from the world, drunk up by the mists, and then shapes and forms as well, until everything became vague suggestions and hints. The fog came in and stole Ponyville away.



Fog didn’t take much effort to get going. It was easy, dramatic, and not very frightening. Perfect, in other words, for the first morning of the first day.



When the team had first announced Severe Weather Appreciation Week, Rainbow Dash had worried about the reaction from the town. Most ponies, after all, expected nothing from the weather team but sunny days and gentle evening rains. How would they react to something new, no matter how exciting it might be?



But aside from a few stubborn holdouts like Twilight Sparkle, the town had quickly fallen in line with the idea. Ponies, as a general rule, were respectful of authority, and the weather team was the authority on weather. Ponies also loved to celebrate things, and it didn’t take much work on Rainbow’s part to convince the town that Severe Weather Appreciation Week was a type of celebration. That alone got ponies talking in excited whispers about food and decoration and spending time with friends and family. So when the fog rolled in that morning, it was greeted with cautious enthusiasm by the town.



Ponies ventured outside into the mist as though entering a new world. They took slow steps from their doors. Foals raced out ahead of their parents, froze, then ran back to hide between their legs. When the fog didn’t bite, they wandered back out, and soon the streets of Ponyville were filled with shouts and laughter, all hidden away.



The other reason ponies weren’t too concerned about the week was less flattering. It was simply difficult for the town’s earth ponies and unicorns to take the pegasi seriously. Pegasi, in their long experience, were flighty creatures, given to brief whims and short but intense passions. The idea that the town’s pegasi, led by Rainbow Dash of all mares, could sustain a serious effort for an entire week was difficult to entertain.



The fog developed into a gloom, a pall that sat atop the town. Clouds descended until they brushed the tops of ponies’ homes. Twilight Sparkle’s crystal castle, normally so bright in the sun, darkened as though scorched by fire. The amethyst walls turned black and chill, and their high points vanished in the clouds.



In the afternoon, downbursts exploded across town. Sudden, short, sharp showers of rain that soaked everything and everypony beneath them. Foals chased after them, laughing. Adults fled from them, shrieking.



All the while, Rainbow Dash flew above the town, nudging clouds or currents into their correct positions. The other weather team ponies orbited further out, collecting pockets of warm or cold air for later distribution. But Flitter never left her side, even when there was no work for her to do. They paused for lunch atop the town hall’s steeple, perching above the eaves, munching on apples stolen from the Acres. Their wings brushed together as they breathed.



Flitter bit through the core of her last apple, chewing it noisily. She spat a few seeds onto the cobblestones below.



“Going good so far, boss,” she said.



Rainbow Dash nodded. The motion hurt – her wings and back and neck were a solid lump of ache, the muscles worn to exhaustion by days of ceaseless flying. Even breathing was difficult.



She loved it.



“Thunderstorms are set for tomorrow,” Flitter continued. She peered up at the clouds, which were only a few feet above their heads. “Plenty of extra energy. Should be some great lightning.”



“Yeah.”



Flitter turned her head. “You okay? I thought you’d be more excited.”



“I am. Just tired. Lotta work, you know?”



“Yeah.”



They lapsed into a companionable silence, and Rainbow Dash returned to the puzzle that had twisted her thoughts for so many days. Why did she care so much about this week? Why did she spend every waking hour, and many of the hours she should have been sleeping, preparing weather of all things? Not even the Wonderbolts training had driven her so.



“Hey, Flitter?”



“Hm?” Flitter looked back at Dash. Her breath smelled faintly of apples. “What’s up?”



“You ever want to be a Wonderbolt?”



“Hmm…. Nah.”



“Why not?”



“Eh.” Flitter shrugged. “They just, you know… they’re cool ponies and all, but... “



“But?”



“They’re not the kind of pony I want to be. It’s always about them. How famous they are, how, uh, how awesome they are.”



Rainbow snorted. “What’s wrong with being awesome?”



Flitter nudged her. “Nothing. But, like, their whole thing is how awesome they are. Even their shows. Like, do you think they’d do all that if nopony showed up to watch? Just fly around because they love it?”



Rainbow Dash thought back to her times with the ‘Bolts. The stadiums, the crowds, the adulation of the fans. The rush of performing in front of thousands, all chanting her name.



Huh.



In time Flitter excused herself to run some errand or other. She brushed her wing against Rainbow’s, then jumped off the roof. She arced through the air, seeking out one of the fierce downpours soaking the town, and Rainbow Dash lost sight of her in the rain.








The thunderstorm the next day was luminous.



It struck as the sun set. All day the overcast skies had slowly descended. The air pressure fell in time with them, creating a sense of ominous anticipation in the ponies below. They could feel the skies building toward something, drawing closer with each hour to some inexorable explosion.



The sun descended, and twilight washed over the land in seconds. The world plunged into darkness as thick black clouds swept in from the horizons. And just as night settled onto the town, the first bolt of lightning split the darkness. It blinded all who saw it, and the thunder that followed seconds later shattered their hearing. Windows vibrated in their panes. It knocked leaves loose from their branches. Birds, roosting in the trees, burst into the air in a panic.



Foals cried. Adults jumped and raced inside. The first fat drops of rain landed like rocks on their roofs, filling homes with a constant, endless din. It lasted for hours.



And all the while, the town’s pegasi cavorted in the skies. They laughed, filled with a joy most of them hadn’t felt in years. They danced with the rain and with each other and with the lightning. Fierce gusts battered them, threatening to slam them into the earth, and they fought back. Faint blue wisps of St. Elmo’s fire rose from the tips of their wings.



The weather team took turns powering the storm. For days they had filled clouds with rain and stored them above the White Tail Woods, and now they shuttled them to the storm.



Rainbow Dash pushed a particularly large, sodden cloud into place, and gave it a good kick. It rumbled with thunder, and soon it began to bleed its rain into the squall. She hovered beside it, watching, ready to shepherd it into place if it drifted away.



Rainbow saw a light gray coat and cyan mane below, darting in and out of sight. Flitter spun freely in the rain, laughing, not caring who saw. She dived into a cloud and burst out from the other side, trailing bits of sodden gray fluff. The lightning illuminated her smile.



Flitter noticed her watching. Her wings flapped, and in seconds she was hovering at Rainbow’s side. She panted for breath, absolutely soaked. Every line of her body stood out in sharp relief beneath her coat.



“Rainbow!” she shouted to be heard over the wind. “This is awesome!”



Rainbow grinned. “Having fun?”



“It’s incredible!” She flipped in a quick loop. “Do you want to play? I’ll push the clouds for a bit.”



“Uh.” Rainbow Dash glanced around. All below her the sky was filled with darkness, and in the flashes of lightning she saw dozens of colorful sparks flying to and fro. The town’s pegasi flew with unchecked joy like she had never seen.



“I’m fine,” she said. She smiled at Flitter. “You go back to playing.”



“You sure?”



“Yeah. Yeah, go!”



“Alright!” Flitter flipped over, twisting in a graceful loop that stretched her body and limbs out to their utmost, and then she fell back into the storm and the dancing ponies in the sky.








The town the next morning had the look of a stunned survivor.



Debris from the forest littered the streets. Branches, leaves, entire trees. Ponies ventured out cautiously, stepping between the deep puddles and around the new obstacles. They mumbled quietly amongst themselves, exchanging stories about the previous night.



Rainbow Dash didn’t see any other pegasi from her seat at the café. All still asleep, probably. She sipped at her coffee and waved to Twilight Sparkle.



Twilight waved back. She walked over, righted the tipped-over chair across the table from Dash, and took a seat.



“So,” she said.



“Hm?”



“Your storm kept me up last night.”



Rainbow grinned. “Yeah?”



“Yes. It kept a lot of ponies up, Rainbow Dash.”



Rainbow stretched. Her body wasn’t as sore as the first day, but it still ached a bit. “I know.”



“Do you know how many ponies have complained to me so far this morning?”



“I dunno. Five?”



“Eleven. And that was just walking here from my castle.”



“Ponies complain too much.”



Twilight sighed. “You’ve had your fun, Dash. Do you really need the rest of this week? Hailstorms? A tornado?”



“Duh. We’re saving the best for last.”



“Rainbow, ponies don’t want a tornado—”



“No, listen,” Rainbow cut her off. “You keep saying that. Rarity said it, and Thunderlane said it too. Ponies don’t want these things. But what you mean is some ponies don’t want them. But what about the ones who do?”



“Pegasi?”



“Yeah.” Some of the tension faded from Rainbow’s shoulders, and she smiled. “You should’ve seen them last night, Twilight. All of them flying in the storm… I don’t think I’ve ever seen everypony so happy.”



“And what about the rest of us?”



“Eh.” Rainbow sipped her coffee. “Earth ponies and unicorns somehow survived with wild weather all those years before the compact. Have you gotten so soft you can’t stand a week without sunny weather?”



Twilight frowned. “Soft? I’m not soft.”



“Uh huh.” Rainbow reached out with her wingtip to prod Twilight’s stomach. “You sure?”



Twilight swatted the feathers away. “Why are you so intent on this? You never cared about the weather before.”



Hm. That question again. Why did she pour so much of herself into this week? Why did she work herself to exhaustion, for the weather of all things? Where had this passion come from?



An image from the previous night flashed into her mind. Darkness, light by lightning, revealing dozens of pegasi dancing in the storm. Alive as they had never been before. She blinked, and the image vanished, and the bright morning Ponyville café returned.



“You know, I’m still figuring that out,” she said. “But I’ve got a few ideas.”








The rest of the week went well, except for the tornado.



The tornado was spectacular.



It arrived over the town like a runaway train. A hundred pegasi swirled within, driving the twister forward. The ground shook beneath them. Shrieking winds tore away shingles, shattered trees and plastered homes with debris.



Inside the tornado, the town’s pegasi fed each other with their power. They reached speeds unimaginable by most of them who were not named Rainbow Dash, and for few moments they all knew what it was like to be a Wonderbolt.



It was over in minutes. The funnel passed over the town, leaving it battered and waterlogged. Ponies emerged from their basements to assess the damage and found it generally to be light. Rarity, who had forgotten to remove the pennants from atop the Carousel Boutique, cursed under her breath and went hunting for them. Twilight Sparkle spent the day scraping mud from the highest crystal panes of her castle.



As evening fell, the pegasi returned to town. They were a mess – manes ruined, feathers all afluff, and coated in grime. The dryest one was like a wet sponge. They were exhausted. And still they helped the rest of the town clean up their mess, because this was Ponyville, and they were all neighbors here.



Night found Rainbow Dash and Flitter perched atop the town hall again. They were the weariest two of the town’s pegasi, and they looked it. Dash could barely keep her eyes open.



“So.” Flitter let out a breath. “That was pretty fun.”



“Yeah.”



“Not bad work. You did good.”



Rainbow smiled. “Thanks. Hey, you too.”



“I gotta admit, I never really expected something like this from you. It took a lot of hard work.”



Rainbow Dash snorted. “Implying?”



“Well, you’re not lazy.” Flitter paused. “To my surprise.”



“Heh.” Passion, again. What drove it? Rainbow Dash glanced at Flitter, then back at the town.



The Wonderbolts would never have done something like this, she was pretty sure. Where were the crowds?



“You were right, you know.”



“Huh?” Flitter glanced at her. “About what?”



“Nothing, nevermind.” Dash stood and stretched her aching body. “Wanna get some food? My treat.”



Flitter grinned. “Sure.”



They jumped from the roof together, and flew down into their town.
      

      
   
      Violets


      

      
      
         Wingtip to wingtip, the Wonderbolts shot upward into the blue. Rainbow Dash looked straight ahead, locked into formation and felt the universe follow. Her blood kept pace with the wind that rose among their wings: each pulse a heartbeat. Here everything kept time at once, and everything was clear.



Climbing faster, their bright arrow breached a canopy of cold. On the edge of her vision Dash could see the outside flyers, right on schedule, breaking away in widening arcs. She held her position and spiraled higher, higher, higher, laughing into the sun. At the apogee of her flight, she stopped. For one breath nothing moved at all. Wings tucked, eyes closed, she hung suspended between the forces of nature and those of her own will. To see it from the ground was eerie, even for a seasoned veteran. But the flyer alone in the sky, in the silent space, was a feather’s width from heaven.



The descent began and she drew a slow breath, diving down, falling fast. Cheers from below rose up to reach her over the rushing wind. They joined with the atoms of the air that crackled and hummed around her. It closed in until, halfway to earth, it began to bend. Electric sparks ran over every nerve as she gathered its energy in. The light of her magic burst forth at once, a many-colored fimbriation, prismatic contrails spreading in her wake. With a final shout she broke the wall.



On the ground there would be more shouting and cheers of delight at the whipcrack they’d hear. But Rainbow Dash heard none of it now, only the blood roaring in her ears and her heart near the speed of sound. The noise was behind her, and the ring of skyfire, and all but the boundless way ahead. And all of it was hers.



Low along the runway, one last pass for the crowd. At last she circled and slowed and stuck the landing, grinning. 



“Awesome teamwork, team!” Dash exchanged high-hooves with each of them, secretly congratulating herself on her modesty.



“YOU’RE awesome!” Soarin nudged her. “That was incredible!” The ponies chimed in their agreement.



“Aw, thanks.” Her grin broadened.  “I am pretty awesome.”



“Nice flying, Crash.” Spitfire’s mouth twitched, barely hinting at a smile. “Looks like you set a new altitude record.”





“All RIGHT! Cider’s on me tonight, guys! Let’s go!”



“Dial up your drag, flygirl. Got something for you. This just arrived.” Spitfire produced a thin envelope from a satchel at her side. Rainbow Dash raised her eyebrows but took the envelope, hunkering down to see what was inside.



The other Wonderbolts looked on curiously. A few seconds passed. Their friend’s face faltered, then went pale before their eyes. 



After a few more seconds, Spitfire ventured, “Rainbow Dash? Is everything OK?”



The pale blue pegasus looked up at her captain as if she didn’t recognize her. “I...uh...uh?” Her eyes were wide and her breath came short and shallow.



“Are. You. OK?” Spitfire frowned and stepped in closer. “Is it altitude sickness? Air gets thin up there.”



“Y...yeah. Must be.” Still dazed and shaking slightly, Dash stood up. “Just...need to take five.”



Spitfire nodded. “Misty. Keep an eye out for her. The last thing we need is Wonderbolts falling from the sky. Report immediately if her condition changes.” She looked around at the others. “Good work today, everyone. Dismissed.”



The ponies dispersed and Rainbow Dash moved slowly away, stopping to stare out over a field of sun-bronzed clouds. Misty Fly stood watchful, but she read something in Rainbow’s face and kept a careful distance.







Five minutes later, Rainbow Dash was facing the captain over the wide gulf of her desk, composed but remote. “Captain?”



“Yes, Rainbow Dash.”



“There’s been a death in my family. I have to go home for a few days.”



“Oh, kid, I’m sorry. That’s rough. Go ahead, and take the time you need. I trust you’ll be here when you’re ready.”



“As soon as I can, ma’am. Thank you.”



Spitfire nodded again and raised a stiff salute that Dash returned, uncommonly solemn.



“Right, then. You are dismissed.”



Rainbow Dash turned to go, but halted when Spitfire spoke her name again. “Ma’am?”



“Take care, kid.”



“I will. Thanks.”








“I didn’t know you had an uncle, Rainbow Dash.”



Rarity sat by Rainbow’s side, both of them sinking in the center of the cloudlike bed. The soft glow of Rarity’s magic surrounded them, and over and over a brush was gently smoothing the rainbow mane.



“Uncle Sirocco. He’s--he was my mom’s kid brother. I called him Rocco. He moved away when I was pretty young, but before that I used to see him all the time.”



“Sirocco?” Twilight looked up from the lists she was organizing for her friend’s trip, meticulously detailed despite the nearness and brevity of the stay. “Sirocco the Wonderbolt?”



“Yeah. For a little while, anyway. I guess he had more interesting stuff to do. But while it lasted he was the awesomest, the most--”



“--Fearless flyer to dare the skies!” Twilight joined in. Pinkie cheered. Scootaloo, curled up at the foot of the bed, gave an echo.



“You saw him?”



“Well, not exactly,” said Twilight. “But Cadance had his poster! She thought he was ‘dreamy.’ And he’s in at least one of my books, you know.”



Rainbow Dash smiled for the first time since her hooves had touched the ground.



“He always took me flying. I think I learned to love the sky from him. And he--he always believed in me.”



Fluttershy scooted closer on the bed, resting her chin on Rainbow’s shoulder. “He sounds very nice.”



The blue pegasus leaned back and sighed, suddenly tired. “I just wish... I wish we had more time.”



Applejack set a large basket of food at the edge of the bed, near Scootaloo. “Course you do, sugarcube.” She plucked a small apple up by its stem and brought it to the bedside table, where Pinkie Pie was pouring a glass of milk.



“Time’s the one thing we can’t never get enough of.” Her green eyes met Rainbow’s and held them steady. “Sometimes people leave before we’re ready for ‘em to go. Sometimes a long time before. And it ain’t fair.” She shook her head.



“No,” said Rainbow quietly. “It hurts.”



“Ah know it does, sugar. Ah know.”



Applejack climbed up onto the bed and hugged her friend close. Slowly, the rest of Rainbow Dash’s circle drew in, and they clasped each other tight.



Scootaloo broke the silence at last, piping up from the center of their protective ring. “Can I come with you?”



“Of course you can. I wouldn’t go without you, Scoots. But I think we’d better go tonight. Mom and dad need us.”



“Won’t you try to eat a little before you go?” Rarity asked.



Rainbow Dash gave the apple on the table a rueful look. “Not just yet. My stomach is still experiencing some turbulence. Gosh, I haven’t even told you guys about the maneuvers today!”



“We’ll all look forward to hearing it,” said Twilight, “But for now, I think you should save your strength. Let us help you get ready.”



“And you will eat later. When you can.” Applejack, not asking.



“Yes, mother.”



“Yes, mother.” Scootaloo giggled. 



“Hey, half-pint,” said Rainbow, ruffling her mane. “What about your appetite?” 



“I’m always hungry!” 



Rainbow Dash lifted the basket and deposited it in front of the filly. It was nearly her size. 



“Dig in.”








“Mom? Dad? It’s me. Us. Are you here?”



Rainbow Dash and Scootaloo stepped into a dim and strangely quiet room. As they unloaded their parcels--overnight bags, flowers from Rarity, and the basket of food, now lighter by half--some muffled sounds approached from the back of the house. Then two silhouettes filled the doorway ahead, two shadows flowed out to meet them.



One shadow was tall and broad, edged with a muted palette in the fading daylight. The other, for the moment, seemed so slight that it might disappear into the floor. Rainbow Dash bridged the distance to her parents in two long strides, and buried herself in the crush of their embrace.



“I’m here,” she whispered. “I’m home.”



“Baby,” her mother murmured. “My baby.”

 

The scratch and bristle of her father’s face filled Rainbow with a long-lost warmth. Her mother’s scent was the same as ever and somehow still surprising, that starchy mix of roots and flour with the spice of her favorite cookies. Yes, she was home.



When they lifted their heads, she was startled by her parents’ eyes. Neither had slept, she could tell, and Mom’s usually vibrant eyes were cloudy and rimmed with red. Still, when Windy met her daughter’s gaze, she smiled.



“Hello, Scoots.” It was the first time Bow had spoken, and his voice came out an odd wet rumble. He cleared his throat, freeing an arm to reach for Scootaloo, who gladly joined the family hug.



“Hello, Scootaloo. I’m so sorry, I’ve forgotten my manners. Can I get you two something to eat? You must be so hungry.”



“No, Mom, that’s okay.” Rainbow Dash looked at Scootaloo. “There’s some food in the basket here, and Rarity sent these flowers.” She gestured to the white lilies blooming in a crystal vase.



“Oh, how lovely.” Windy smiled again. “That Rarity is so thoughtful.”



“I guess we should all try to eat something,” Rainbow continued. “Why don’t I fix something for you?”



“You don’t have to do that, honey.”



“I want to. How hard can it be to make a whole mess of pasta and potato sandwiches?”



“We get to make a mess?” Scootaloo squealed.



“Figure of speech, kiddo.”



“Well, all right,” said Windy. “It would be nice to sit down for a while. Just be careful.”



“Why?”



She answered with an enigmatic smile. 



“The pastato sandwich is deceptively simple,” Bow explained.



“Minutes to learn,” Windy added. “Years to master.”



“Riiiight. I’ll do my best.”



“I know you will. You’ll be the best pasta potato sandwich maker ever! Just call me if you get in too deep.”







After the meal, they retired to the living room and sat together in the comfortable silence that only comes from full bellies and empty plates. They’d scarcely spoken throughout dinner except to compliment the chefs--the best ever, of course--or to ask each other to pass the salt. Rainbow Dash thought her first attempt at the highly sophisticated pastato sandwich didn’t taste much like the original. Still, everyone offered rave reviews.



“All that and she can cook!” Bow thumped his daughter on the back, breaking the after-dinner lull. “My daughter the Wonderbolt, chef extraordinaire!”



“You may have got the flying from your uncle,” Windy laughed, “But not the cooking, that’s for sure!” Then everyone was laughing.



“Did he try to cook for you, Mom?”



“Oh, he tried. He tried and tried.” She paused, and the smile on her face remained, but it drifted into sadness. “Bless his heart.”



 “A man of the world was our Sirocco,” said Bow. “Always finding exotic new recipes to try on us. Mostly they wound up half-burnt. But only half, mind you! Some of it was edible. And he was so creative. So creative.”



“He was getting better, I think.”



“He was.”



“What was your favorite dish?” asked Rainbow Dash.



“Ermm.” Bow exchanged glances with his wife. “Well. Hmmm. He made so many.”



“So many.”



“What about the, uh…”

 

“Rice?”



“Rice! He was good at rice.”



“Almost never burnt the water.”



“Rice?” Rainbow Dash looked skeptical.



“You remember, dear.” Windy seemed to be in the process of remembering, herself. “The yellow rice!”



An image appeared in Rainbow’s mind, and suddenly her palate was flooded with remembered tastes.



“The yellow rice. He...He made that every year. For me.” Rainbow Dash turned to Scootaloo. “At Hearth’s Warming.”



“Yellow rice?” it was Scootaloo’s turn to be dubious.



“I wish you could try it, Scoots. It comes from across the sea. Tastes like nothing you’ve ever tried. And he added things. Other things I never would have tasted if it weren’t for him. There was fruit from a vine he found in the desert and dried on the stones of a ruined temple. Pine tree nuts from a mountain ridge you can only reach when the moon is full. Yak butter melted on golden carrots and cinnamon from the garden of a queen!”



“Wow, did he tell you all that?” Bow was stroking the stubble of his beard. “He told so many stories, I guess I’ve forgotten half of them.”



“What do you mean, ‘stories,’ Dad?”



“Oh, you know. He was a storyteller. He liked to entertain.”



“Sure, he had lots of cool stories about his adventures! Why wouldn’t he?”



“No reason, dear,” said Windy. “I know you’re very proud of him.”



“Aren’t you?”



For a moment Windy looked like she might cry. Rainbow Dash stammered and tried to speak, but her mother was first to find her voice, level and low.



“I love my brother.” She took a deep breath and let go. “I’ve always loved my brother. I always will.”



“I know, Mom.” Rainbow looked downcast. “Me too.”



Bow spoke up abruptly. “We should get some sleep. The Major will be here tomorrow with Silver and Squall, and knowing him, they’ll be here early.”



“Yes, that’s right.” Windy’s voice now was almost a bluster of pleasantry. “Rainbow hasn’t seen her cousins in such a long time, of course neither have we! Ha-ha! And Scootaloo, you’ve never met them at all! And The Major, of course, oh I think you’ll warm to him very quickly. He’s my father, you know, gave his whole life to the Corps, and the Corps just doesn’t think like you and I, of course they don’t, but the years have passed and he’s just a dear old man, and…”



She trailed off and blinked twice. “Excuse me, dears. My nerves today! I always talk too much when I get nervous.”



“It’s okay, Mom.”



Bow stood at Windy’s side, draping his neck across hers and kissing the top of her head. She looked once again like a shadow that might melt away with one false flicker. 



“Come along, my love. I’ll tuck you in.”



“Yes. All right. Good night, children. I love you both.”



“Good night, Mama.”



“Good night. Mama.” A smaller voice, shyly tasting the word, answered with two swift, tear-salted kisses for her own.



Scootaloo trailed behind Rainbow Dash as they climbed the stairs to her old room. She was looking at the portraits that covered the walls. Most were pictures of Dash, though scattered among them were various relatives who looked a little or a lot like her.

“Where are Uncle Rocco’s pictures?”



“I’m not really sure. I never saw a lot of them. Mom said it’s because he didn’t like having his picture made, but--” Rainbow Dash spoke more quietly. “That never sounded like Uncle Rocco to me.”



She opened the door to her childhood sanctuary and ushered her guest inside--only Scootaloo didn’t really seem like a guest anymore, did she? Her filly friend was family now.



The room was just as Rainbow Dash remembered it, as it always had been, and she was glad. Fresh pillows and blankets were piled on the bed. There was her favorite old down pillow, cerulean emblazoned with a rainbow as brilliant as her youthful eyes recalled. “Here ya go, Scoots. Try this on for size!” She served it to her underhanded, miming the slowest and silliest of pillow fights.



The filly caught it easily but rolled off balance, fwumphing back with a giggle. “Really? Wow!” She examined the pillow with a kind of wonder, tracing her hoof along each arc of the rainbow.



“It’ll give you good dreams.” Rainbow Dash winked. 



“Cool! Maybe I’ll dream of Uncle Rocco! Maybe I’ll see what he looks like!”



Rainbow Dash was fluffing out a blanket, casting it out to settle over Scootaloo like a mist rolling in from the coast. She arranged it with the tenderest care and brushed a stray wisp of pink from the child’s forehead. Fast asleep.



“Maybe I will, too.”



Sleep came less easy to Rainbow Dash. For a long while she lay in the dark, staring up at storms of clouds and star-stuff that silently spun on her ceiling. Searching for faces. Watching the luminous passage of all those faint colors: saffron, indigo, violet. Saffron. Indigo. Violet. Violet.








Violets, his eyes are violets. Like hers. Like her mother’s and her grandmother’s before her.



The stars are violets. The moon is a silver cup in a maiden’s hand, spilling the violet stars across the sky. He told her so.



The sky is indigo. She is peering out from the river that runs from the crown of his head to spill over his shoulders and swirl into the sky. Blue. Indigo. Violet. Silver streams among the stars and eddies in deep shadow.



“Catch me one, Unka. Catch me a star.”



The wind is on their faces. She has never flown so high. Running on air. Scattering starlight.



“I’ll help you catch one, Little Wing. Someday you’ll catch them all. Are you ready?”



Is she ready? 



“Hold on tight.”



The sky is black now and the stars are huge. The moon-maid’s arm is beckoning. They’re so close. Will they be close enough to reach?



She holds the river like life itself as he bows his neck and she tumbles forward. His hooves are pounding the air in time with his wings, she swears she can hear it. And something else: the rush of blood, the heartbeat. Two of them together. 



She looks down at the river, then up at eternity, and this moonlight child is something most remarkable.



She is not afraid.



“Go on,” she whispers. “Send me up. I can do it.”



“I know you can.”



She lets go and he tosses his great proud head to the night, defying it to stop them. 



And she is flying. All on her own, barely grown into her wings, she is flying ten thousand feet above the ground. She has found the greatest thing she’s ever known.



Or ever will.



Seconds fill a year’s expanse in her fledgling outsize heart. The sky holds her frozen in time. Calling to the stars, she feels their light inscribe her lungs with a billion violets. All the lines spell love. Her eyes close and her wings wrap round her and she lets herself fall.



She lands in the river, of course, and scatters all her violets in the stream.








The peal of a bugle split the morning air. A bolt of sunlight conspired to pierce the high window of Rainbow’s room, and the two pegasi stirred grumbling from their separate dreams.



“RISE AND SHINE! IT IS OH-SIX-HUNDRED ON THE DOT. MY DOT, SWEETHEARTS, NOT YOUR DOT. THIS IS YOUR CALL TO MUSTER. FAAAALL IN!”



It was a voice that sounded amplified, but was in truth all natural. “S...Spitfire?” Rainbow’s voice was gravelly. “Why would she…”



“Dad.” Another voice from below--Bow’s, it sounded like. It carried up the stairs as Scootaloo and Rainbow Dash staggered toward it. “You still carry around that ridiculous thing?”



“THE MIND THRIVES ON ORDER, YOUNG MAN. ORDER AND DISCIPLINE.”



“Order and discipline, you got it.” Windy’s voice. “You’ve always been the best orderer-discipliner I know, Dad. Do you want some coffee?”



“Just fine, just fine.” The Major seemed satisfied, for the moment, his voice at least approaching an “inside” level. Not, thought Rainbow, a morning one. “Where are those boys of mine? Hop to it, lads!”



“Hiya, Gramps. Good to see ya.”



The Major turned, unsmiling, to his only granddaughter. “Gramps, eh?” She caught the tiny twinkle in his sharp blue eyes. “Guess they still teach newbie sass at that Academy of yours.”



“No, Sir. I came by that naturally.”



The old stallion barked with laughter, clasping her in a bear of a hug. “Good to see you too, Little Wing.”



Rainbow Dash felt her ears burning, grateful for the hug that hid her quivering jaw.



“And who’s this famous flying ace?” The Major knelt, regarding Scootaloo.



“I’m Scootaloo! Sir!”



“She’s a Cutie Mark Crusader, Grampa. It’s a very important job.”



“Then it’s a good name for a good filly. Honored to meet you, Scootaloo.”

 

“Hey, me too!”



“Me too! Me too!”



Two tall and wiry stallions, blue-maned and grey, were laden with luggage and trying to fit through the front door at the same time.



“That’s enough, boys! Settle down and make your manners.”



“Right.” 



“Right!”



They both bowed gallantly to Scootaloo. Up close it was easier to tell them apart. One, like the Major, bore a dusting of white dapples. The other was more slightly built, and his forelock was a silver streak.



“I’m Snow Squall,” said the first.



“I’m Silver Fog,” said the other. “But you can call him Squall.”



“And you can call him Silver.”



“Pleased to meet you,” Scootaloo replied.



“Squall! Silver!” Rainbow Dash hurtled into them as soon as it seemed proper.



“Hey there, half-pint!” Squall tousled her mane.



“Hi, Rainbow.” Silver smiled.



“Wow, you guys got big.”



“It happens.” Squall tossed his head nonchalantly and flexed a bicep.



“You’ve grown up too,” said Silver.



“Y’know, been workin’ out.”



“Oh yeah?” Squall leaned in. “Wanna spar? Huh? Huh?”



“Take it outside, kids. AFTER I’ve had my coffee.” The Major settled down at the kitchen table. 



“And breakfast, I’ll make us all some breakfast.” Windy hugged the twins in turn, then bustled off to work.








By mid-afternoon, the family was lazing outside between bouts of wrestling and cloudwork and communal eating. Rainbow Dash swayed in a hammock in the soft breeze, while the twins leaned back against the stoop looking slightly battered, but pleased. 



“Hey,” said Rainbow Dash. “I had a dream last night. I think. About Uncle Rocco.”



“Did you, dear?” said Windy. “What was it about?”



“Oh it was the best! It was the night he took me flying for the first time--really flying! All by myself!”



“All by yourself,” her mother echoed.



“You remember, don’t you? I couldn’t have been more than--”



“A baby.”



“Aww, c’mon, I wasn’t a baby.”



“You were MY baby. Rainbow, he didn’t ask if you could go. I was frightened half to death that night. Your father, too.”



“Frightened.” Bow grunted. “Sirocco’s lucky I didn’t frighten him.”



“But you did. There’s a reason he never tried that stunt again.”



“Oh.” Rainbow Dash frowned as if she’d made a calculation she couldn’t explain. “Is...that why?”



“You could have been badly hurt,” said her father. “Even--” he stopped short.



“But I WASN’T! I had the best time of my life up there! Ever! Did you take that away from me because you thought I wasn’t GOOD ENOUGH? Did you send HIM away?”



“No!” her parents shouted. 



“Then…” she looked helplessly from one face to the next. “Why did he go?”



“We don’t know, dear.” Windy looked to her husband, desperate to send that expression forever from their daughter’s face. “A...A lot of reasons. But none of them were you.”



“No,” said Bow. “Never you. You know how much he cared for you.”



“I thought I did.” Some of the misery was fleeing now, replaced by simple sad confusion.



“Take it from us, kiddo.” Squall and Silver were flanking her, two pillars of steadfast steel. “Dad was never easy to understand.”



“For anyone,” said Silver. "Especially once Mother was gone. I’ve asked myself questions you probably haven’t even thought of yet. Some I just gave up on.” He studied his hooves, then met her eyes, so like her own and like his father’s. “But I know he loved us, Rainbow. All of us. In his way.”



“In his way.”



“It’s all anybody can do, little love,” said Bow. “In his way...he was better than most.”



The air around them whistled into the silence that followed. Scootaloo hummed a few notes to herself.



“Susurrus,” sighed the Major. 



Scootaloo hummed on. “Hmmm?”



‘Susurrus,” said Rainbow Dash, then: “Grandmother.”



The breeze came alive. Somewhere a windchime sounded.



“Lady, is that you?” The Major was up on the lawn now, standing upright at attention. He had removed his service cap, and the rising wind played through his coarse and close-cropped mane.



“Susurrus! Speak to me. Please.”



Bow put his arm around Windy as they watched from the porch above. The wind was rippling now, pulling at banners and skimming at clouds, tossing and tangling manes and tails and singing oh, so sweetly.



It brushed the water streaming from the Major’s staring eyes. The chimes grew louder and the song rose steadily to a howl. And still it was lovely.



Grandfather sang too. A storm was brewing, grey on grey, and it tore the song from his lips but he did not stop. The howl became a wordless prayer released into the atmosphere. The sibilance took on another shape. This time it struggled through Grandfather’s teeth, wrenched from his mouth in a pained and wretched cry:



“SIROCCO!”



The wind screamed on as long as he, and not an instant longer. When it passed, the old war-pegasus crouched, bowed into the storm that had broken around him. 



“Sirocco,” he sighed again. “My son.”



“We’re here, Daddy.” Windy descended and draped her hooves around him. 



Silver Fog was watching the horizon, where the sky was once more clear and bright.



“I think we’re not the only ones.”








“We’re overdue for a meal. Don’t you think?” 



“My paunch is growing quite respectable,” said Bow, “But you’re the captain, captain.”



“I think we are. Rainbow--Scootaloo--Silver--Squall.” She favored them each with her sweetest smile. “Would you kids like to go to the market? Just take this list, if you would, and gather a few things for supper. You’re such good gatherers!”



“Sure, Mom.” 



Silver pranced to the front of the line. “Okay pegasi, let’s get in formation!”



Rainbow Dash stretched and fanned her wings. “Hooves in saddles, Scootaladdles.”



“Whaha?”



“Come aboard! We’re going flying!”



Squall brought up the rear, and their little party set upon its way. The market wasn’t far, but the resourceful young ponies found time enough for aerial horseplay and fun. By the time they reached their destination, all of them were laughing, momentarily carefree. Squall’s voice rang out above the din.



“I don’t know, but I been told!” 

“I don’t know, but I been told!”

“Major Gramps is really old!”

“Major Gramps is really old!”



“Tell ya how he got that way!”

“Tell ya how he got that way!”

“Kickin’ tails and raisin’ hay!”

“Kickin’ tails and raisin’ hay!”





“SOUND OFF!”

“ONE-TWO!”

“SOUND OFF!”

“THREE-FOUR!”



“Rainbow is his grandest girl!”

“Rainbow is his grandest girl!”

“Got her mama in a whirl!”

[/i]“Got her mama in a whirl!”[/i]



“Won’t back off and won’t slow down!”

“Won’t back off and won’t slow down!”

“Crashing soon into your town!”

[/i]“Cra-ha-ha! Hashing soon into your TOWWWWN!”[/i]



The squadron fell apart, crying with laughter, rolling onto tufted clouds that gave like summer grass beneath them. Scootaloo popped up first. “Squadron!” she chirped. “Assemble!”



The older ponies promptly ceased their laughter, snapping to with military precision. 



“Our mission is clear. Obtain the objective. Failure is not an option!”



“No ma’am!”



“Hup! Hup! Hup!”



They jogged into the market and fanned out, each with a piece of Windy’s grocery list.



“Reunited in no time flat,” Dash grinned when they met up front. “What a team.”



“It’s a family tradition.” Squall winked.



“Why hello there!” The mare at the counter sized them up with a tremendous smile. “Did you find what you needed today?”



“Sure did!” said Rainbow Dash.



“You’re Bow and Windy’s girl, aren’t you? Goodness, how you’ve grown!” She craned her neck to eye the twins in the back. “And you! Is that you?”



“We’re us,” Silver confirmed.



“By the sun, you are. Sirocco’s boys. Where is your father now?”



Two pairs of violet eyes, so like his own, shared this space of pained silence.



Rainbow mantled her wings around her cousins. It would surprise a stranger, seeing how far she could go to shelter them.



“Sirocco is no longer with us.”



“Ah.”



The market mare hesitated, eyes darting briefly to Scootaloo and back to Rainbow Dash.



“My condolences, then.”



They all shifted uncomfortably until the mare jumped at the job in front of her. Once remembered, she performed it with alacrity.



“Thank you for shopping have a nice day.”



“Uh, yeah, thanks,” said Rainbow. “You too.”





Not far along the road back home, she halted.



“What is it, Dash?” asked Squall. No one had spoken since they left the market.



“She gave me one too many.”



“Erm?”



“Coins. I have to take it back.”



“Righto, let’s go.”



“We don’t all need to go. I can deal with her. This. Go on ahead, guys.”



“Hey, nopony gets left behind.”



“I’ll go with her,” said Silver. “Buddy system.”



“A-OK, brother. Scootaloo?”



“Sir?”



Squall chuckled in spite of himself. “It’s a good time to practice our holding patterns.”



“Wilco, good buddy.”



Now they all laughed. Some of the wind had gone out of the sound, but laughing together, they knew, was better than what waited to get them alone.







“Just let me double check the receipt,” said Rainbow Dash. She stood with Silver just outside the shop, cast half in shadow. The voice of the mare at the counter carried from inside.



“I feel awful for those colts of his. You know he ran off to some Saddle Arabian nag before their mother was in the ground.”



Silver Fog froze. His face was a blank mask.



“I heard he was bewitched by an evil sorceress!”



“Same thing!” the voices cackled. 



“To be brutally honest,” the first went on, “I think he had a mare in every port. And for years before that poor Simoom gave up the ghost."



Silver hadn’t moved or made a sound. Rainbow Dash was trembling. By the time she reached the counter the shaking had edged into her voice, but she kept it very low.



“You need to apologize.”



The gossips would not look her in the eye.



“No? Nothing to say?”



She leaned across the counter until her nose was a knife’s edge from the market mare.



“Good. You should try it more often.” 



Eyes narrowing, she spoke more softly still. “At least you have the decency to be ashamed of yourselves.” 



Her voice rose only as she withdrew, slamming a coin on the counter top. “You messed up.”



Silver Fog was no longer a statue. He leveled his gaze at the pair inside until Rainbow Dash was beside him.



“Let’s get out of here,” she said. “This place reeks.”



Silver said nothing, but turned his back and followed her away.





“What happened?” Squall called out when he saw them.



“Nothing,” said Rainbow Dash. “Bad service, that’s all.”



This time they walked, and said no more.








The Major was taking a power nap. Silver and Squall had helped to unload the groceries, then excused themselves with talk of going up to punch a few clouds. Scootaloo was looking sleepy, but she rallied like a champ when Bow appeared with a box of Rainbow’s early race reels, recently restored. Rainbow Dash and Windy sat alone in the kitchen.



“Mom?”



“What is it, love?”



“Please tell me what happened. To Rocco.”



“There was a storm. At sea. He disappeared, drowned, they think. We don’t have many details yet--”



“No, I mean--before.”



Her mother sighed into a teacup and set it aside.



“Your uncle, he was a complicated person. There’s so much you didn’t see, you never had a chance to understand.”



“But I want to, don’t you see that? Can’t you help me see?”



“I can try. With time. But my Rainbow, I won’t help you lose the precious thing you have already.”



Unsure as ever in this realm, the young mare watched and waited. Windy at last laid a hoof on her shoulder.



“Your memories are precious. Your time with him, and what it meant to you. You love Uncle Rocco now just like you loved him as a little filly, with all your great big heart. With all your world. And I would never try to change that.”



“Oh, Mom. I miss him so much.”



“Me too, honey. Oh, me too.” Windy’s throat tightened.



“Say,” she brightened. “Speaking of honey. Do you know where they put the new jar?”



“Honey.” Rainbow’s eyes flew wide. She looked at her mother with mounting horror.



“Yes...are you all right?”



“I forgot. I forgot it. Oh Mom I’m so sorry, I just forgot, I just forgot!” 



Rainbow Dash burst into tears. Windy clasped her tight, already weeping, and rocked her only baby on her heart until she slept.








She woke hours later under a quilt on the downstairs sofa. Someone had placed her rainbow pillow beneath her head. The house was quiet and dark, except for the moonlight pouring in. Lambent it crept across the floor and into the seams of her covering, which shone like a royal tapestry. Indigo, violet, blue and black. And silver, always silver.



“Susurrus,” something whispered nearby.



A ghost? 



No. Just the Major. Sleeping in his chair, talking in his sleep. Talking to grandmother again, she supposed. Then he spoke again.



“Your grandmother made that quilt.”



“Grampa? I didn’t know you were awake.”



“I’m always awake,” he rumbled. “Sleep with one eye open in the jungle, Little Wing.”



“But we’re in Cloudsdale.”



“That’s right. It’s a jungle out there.”



The moonlight in the room flashed brighter. Now she could see her grandfather’s face, at least the silvered outline of his features. Enough to feel like looking at a mirror in the dark.



She could make out more of the quilted pattern, too. A field of jeweled violets adorned its deepening gradient sky.



“Pretty thing, isn’t it? Like her. Or her reflection. She finished it after Sirocco was born. Said she wanted to wrap her babes in the cloth of heaven. Enough to cover them both, and more. To keep them safe.”



There was a creak, in the chair or the Major, while he resettled his bones like a ship at sea.



“It’s all we ever want, to make them safe. Each in our way. I stormed the battlements to fight what I saw would hurt my family, given the chance.But your grand-mare... She’d seen more demons when I found her than I’ve ever had to face. Do you understand?”



“I think so.” 



“I brought her home, out of that place, and we made our life. Made new life. From that day forward, Susurrus would do anything to protect us.”



“But she didn’t fight.”



“Not the same way I did, or Squall, or you. But never mistake a strategy you don’t understand for surrender.”



“...Wow.”



“Wow,” agreed the Major, snorting ever so softly. “Wonderbolts Academy indeed.”



“Hey,” Dash said faintly, though she offered no riposte. She knew the kindness that roughness belied. Knew it very well. But there was an opening, she saw that too. 



Guide me. Let me be not a sword but a key.



“Grampa?”



“Yes?”



“Will you tell me the truth, if I ask?”



“If I know it. Yes.”



“Why did Uncle Rocco go away?”



“He got hurt.”



“How?”



“His heart was broken, first of all. He was married quick and widowered young, left with two colts who were heartbroken, too. He ached to be everything to them, had his mind made up he couldn’t. He wasn’t afraid of much, my son. But he was terrified of failing those boys.”



“So he left them with you?”



“Not as simple as that. After Simoom died, he did his best to carry on. I should have seen it clearer then, how he struggled in those days. The Wonderbolts helped, for a while. But Rocco’s fearless flying took a toll. He got hurt, got reckless, and got hurt some more. It all stacked up. Folks said he washed out, but he just broke down.”



“It was too much.”



“Would have told you no such thing, once upon a time. Take a lap and fly it off. Rub some dirt on it.” The Major took a deep breath. “It didn’t work for Rocco. He needed more.”



“Well, did he ever get better? He was gone for so long. Out there living somewhere. Did he write to you?”



“Sometimes. Every year on his mother’s birthday. He’d say he found a place to settle down and start fresh, tell us about whatever schemes he was scheming. Some of those were pretty good. When they worked out he’d send us a piece of his adventures, some tokens and trinkets, all the money he could send for the boys. Your mom must have some of the things he found for you.



“Maybe. But what about all his stories? And his magic Saddle Arabian wife?”



The Major’s rich laughter summoned up Sirocco in truer shades than any ghost so far.



“Two years after he left home, he wrote his longest letter yet. Told us he’d won the hand of a princess, tall and dark and beautiful. Who rode a magical flying carpet!”



Rainbow Dash smiled as the Major shook his head.



“Always our storyteller, Sirocco. Making stories ever since he was a foal, most to please his mother and soothe her sadness. I never quite understood how she could get so homesick for the land she’d left behind. But I suppose I should be grateful I don’t have to.”



“Do you think any of it was true? Those things he wrote?”



“I know he fell in love again. I don’t know who she was. But if I ever knew my son at all, I think he was finally happy. In the end.”



“What about you, Grampa?”



The Major stood suddenly, the dreadnought borne moonward on the surging wave. 



“I have fought a good fight. Held the earth and the sea and the sky in my stride, and watched my children’s children grow strong and true. I have loved one woman all my life--the finest woman who ever walked the sands under Fire Mountain. When I look in my granddaughter's eyes, I see her spirit, and I know that she waits for me on a far, far shore.”



He turned his face to the window where the silver moon poured in. 



“And now she need not wait alone. They will have stories, and each other’s company.”



Rainbow’s eyes were leaking moonlight, too. 








They rose before dawn to make their processional up to the chosen hill, keeping close to one another as they moved along.



An unexpected silhouette stood out against the sky--a deep blue figure in a violet glow.



The shape resolved as they drew near. An earth pony, tall and graceful, was clad in magic fire that spread from her golden locket to each of her white gold hooves, weaving a carpet of light. And there was something else: a falcon, silver-white, poised on the pony’s back.



“We are well met, I hope. We came to pay our respects. I offer apology, kin of my kin, if my presence here brings you harm. I have spoken my peace with the sky, and will depart at your command.”



“Are you...Gale?” Windy stepped out from the group to see her better.



“I am. You’re Windy, aren’t you?”



“That’s me. You’re welcome here, Gale. Thank you for coming.”



“I’m sorry we were unannounced. It’s mostly for Aya’s sake.” The falcon called out in response to his name. “He’s been inconsolable, and I thought the air up here might do him good. Sirocco always said it made him feel better.”



The Major made a bow in front of the tall blue mare, whose eyes and mane were hued the same as the magic at her hooves. “It’s an honor to meet you face to face. Sirocco always said you were a ringer for his mother. He was right. May I introduce you to your husband’s sons?”



“I’ve heard so many stories about you,” she told them. “I’m glad to finally meet you.”



Scootaloo and Rainbow Dash finally made their way down the receiving line. When Gale greeted them fondly, Rainbow Dash saw the resemblance to Grandmother, too--but also to the husband this mare had just lost. They both wore the same warm and curious look. Dash liked it right away.



There would be time soon for better introductions. Just now, another figure was making its way up the far side of the hill. Rainbow Dash spotted him first, a small and shaggy salt-and-pepper pony, holding a bundle in his mouth. The stranger crested the hill, saw Gale, and brought the bundle to her.



Here was the captain of the ship Sirocco sailed when he was lost. As the mourners gathered closer in, he spun them the tale of their loved one’s last heroics. When the storm came up, three sailors were swept overboard. Sirocco brought the first two back, then went to save the third. The wave this time was too much, too big. It swallowed them up, he said, and they were gone. But Sirocco traded his life for two others. One of them was the captain’s.



Gale helped him to unfurl the flag that had flown above their ship. As it snapped and strained in the rallying wind, they presented it to Sirocco’s father, who stood spear-straight atop the hill, and wept without shame for his beloved son.



When all was said that could be said, they retired to the family stead. The captain had brought more than a flag: there was Uncle Rocco’s share of gold, and then some, from the expedition he’d saved. Most of it was marked for Squall and Silver.



From Gale there were tiny portraits of each of them, rendered in her paints from Rocco’s recollections. A bigger one of Rocco was given pride of place at the center of the room. 



Gale’s portrait of Rainbow Dash was different.



“He told me how small you were the last time he got to see you,” she explained, “But he said it wasn’t how you really looked.”



The image was of Rainbow Dash, Captain of the Wonder Bolts, grown bold and bright into her glory. 





At twilight, they gathered outside again to watch the stars come out. They clustered like fireflies above as the ponies kept close to each other below. In a quiet moment, Rainbow Dash turned her gaze again to Gale, her uncle's magic princess. She stood with her eyes closed, letting the evening breeze wash over her.



In this light, her coat glimmered like the evening sky itself--like rarest royal silk--and the strands of silver in her hair gleamed like a crown.
      

      
   
      Luna Upon Sulva


      

      
      
         “Consider: Thou thoughtest that I was altogether such a one as thyself.”

She says, the younger sister standing

Somewhere between Then and Now,

Adjacent to Never and Resting like a ship in port above Forever,

Or, to tell it true,

I do not know where and when they were,

But that there were two of them

There are always two of them, in different guises across varied time there are

Always Two.

One, she upon the right,

A Proud mare and a Good one,

Her heart beat in her chest like a sturdy marching drum, her eyes

Like bonfires blazed with burning Charity, her

Lips tasted of Honey, her

Body was the Sun and her hooves were cast in shining bronze

Light, blinding and searing light pours from her unendingly, and 

Here, past the furthest shore and beyond the sphere of the world she

Lets down her mane

And her glory is free, her body a ripple of the solar wind upon Arbol.

What heart can hide from such a light? What eye can see it? What mind could

If it were possible to see her for long

Bear it? There are terrors of the flesh and of the spirit, born of miserable things

But there is another Terror, and that is the knowledge, like knives at one’s throat 

Digging in

That Someone has seen too much and brought too much of you into the light

And that there is nothing coming but some

Awful

Embrace--

To say it in short what horror compares to Love without Expectation?

That is what it is like to see the Sun, walking in the god’s playing field 

Between one universe and the next.

Yet her sister was different.

See the moon,

	   See it, if you can--

	   Her form is nothing and no one, it is

	   Less presence. No presence, but the weight of the lack of Something

	How dark is the night which knows no torch, no candle, no

	Stars by which prisoners in baleful cages chart their coming escape

	And yet that night which passes eventually can not compare to the Night Exultant

	What revelries can soil the streets of the cities, what passion could lovers have, what

	Torments could wrack lonely minds in the feverish valley between midnight and morning

	That could compare to this deepst Night, which shrouds the Moon

	For she too has let her glory unfurl in the safety of the space between worlds.

	Her hooves are silver, her eyes are dark pools beneath the coldest mountains, her

	Steps are measured to plum upon the wild beats of distant paeans. Her lips are wine and

	Hemlock, her body is the formless darkness which sits in wait at the base of the skull

	Patient for that last gentle Departure. To see her is to see

	That last rendezvous with death that all things have, the clearing at the end of the path where sits

	Some Other Thing

	Different from all that came before it,

	And if one could bear to watch 

	(If one could bear not to watch)

	Perhaps she would turn her eyes on you, and then

	If so

	You would know what it is like not to be seen, not to be

	Found out so much as Known.

	It is one thing to have the secrets you buried deep beneath your house come

	Awful into the light

	And it is another entirely to have those secrets kept where they are

	And have someone recite them by rote, their voice

	Mocking and then Becoming your own, their cadance your cadance their

	Tongue your tongue their heart your heart their flesh your flesh.

	To be Known darkly and deeply is the most frightening thing.

The Sun laughed, and said:

“What is there that is alien to me? And to what do I find myself estranged?

	“What could be so bound to me as you are, Moon Dearest Ours in Sisterhood

	“And be foreign?”

(They walk side by side these Two, the world entire, and beyond them

	(I think, are other worlds and times, the

	(Roiling)

“Sister Sun, do not pretend that your light has addled your thoughts,

“Nor, as you love us, profess ignorance.”



“If I might--”



“You might not. Peace

“Be still, and listen.”



So spake the Moon and the stars appeared about them

A field in truth a

Shining Plain of Abrol, so they call it somewhere and so I’m told

These Two know it as.such,

Or,

Again--I speak only what I’m told, and have only that to offer--

Or, just so I’m told.





The Moon and Sun came to rest upon

A new world, another iteration of Being and Time

And rested in a garden there, which they found

Furnished with alabaster couches adorned with softest pillows

And other Earthly and Unearthly delights

And continued their long Argument.

Ponies came and went. Lovely ponies, their eyes bright with 

Love, full of it like a cup poured by a cheerful drunkard runs over

And their talk would pause a moment 

--I mean this less literally--

Until such ponies would pass, or leave, or find themselves too busy

To sit with the Sisters Two in their gardens.

Then the Argument would begin again,

Going ‘round and ‘round again.



“I am not as you are,” began the Moon again,

As the last of their friends parted with a peaceful sigh.

“Nor can I be--what alliance can Day have with Night? What

“Bond can thrive between the Fire and the Shadows which Dance at the edge?

“Can the commoner come into eat at the King’s feast?

“No, I think that we are altogether different. More than that--

“More I mean to say that we are a chasm which cannot be bridged.

“We must be parted, at some point, we must be

“And when that hour comes I fear there will be no chance of healing.”



“You are as I are,” the Sun sang softly into her cups as faceless servants brought wine.

A castle was being built now to wall the garden off. No ponies could

Breach it without consent. Only now could their glory be let loose, where their small friends

And fragile subjects might be safe, knowing the glow without losing their eyes to the light.

“You are flesh as I am flesh. You are blood as I am blood. You

“Live as I live, and walk as I walk. You said to listen, and I have always listened.

“If I might,

“Do you not care for the little ones who sit at our feet? And do you not teach them to sing songs

“Which echo in our stone halls, this castle living with their harmony, their voices bright bells?

“Sister, Dearest Sister, you and I cannot be kept apart. Even if Time were to crack

“And the foxes all faced the hounds at last

“Even if, my love, my heart,

“Even if all Being were split in two halves and we found ourselves truly on either side of the gulf

“Even if that were to come to pass, I tell you that we would be united again.”





	“You have not brought an answer forward,” the Moon said, years later,

	“And you have not answered my complaint. I did not expect you to, but

	“I supposed you should hear so. My complaint, again,

	“Put simply, again:

	“We are utterly different. Oil and water. I, the oil, and you the waters of life

	“I am the end and you are the beginning, and all your happiness in me finds its shallow grave.”





The castle grew taller, and around it sprouted up a town, bustling with life.

A principality was here which struggled valiantly with a world that had been accustomed to

Unkind deeds, and by gentle firmness was it softened and its edges blunted.

The Argument, which never dies, paused. Things there were to do, and foes to slay,

Friends to cherish, and lovers to submit to in joy together

But it could not die. Such things do not die.

It would be like saying that sadness was over.

Old advisors died, old heroes faded, and again there came a conversation over a dinner table.

“What is so different? I have answered you as I know your question. Logically,

“You are of the same sort of thing as I am. We wear the same shape.

“Our aspects are different, yes, but you do mean something so small as that.

“Our natures as they are physically you cannot mean, for that would be foolishness,

“And the night’s foolishness is a different kind of foolishness, more madness than anything else.”

	“And what, pray tell, would you know of night?”



“Enough, I think, to last me today,” the Sun answered at length.

“And a bit of tomorrow. I know what it is like to sink into a soft bed at the close of day. I know

“The passion of the night, the mystery of it (from afar) and the contradiction of it. I know

“How dark it can get, how a thing can seem to be but not as the shadows change. I know

“The hollow feeling of famine after midnight, and the fear which stabs the heart and dashes it I know.””

	

	“No, you know the surface,” the Moon said with a sneer.

	“You do not know much, sister Mine. Not much! And not enough, not enough

	“By half. What would I know of the sun after all?

	“I know my shadow lengthening at noon and my stomach empty by mid day. I know

	“The frustration of heat and the indignity of sweat, I know

	“The alienation of one’s labor and the hardening of one’s callouses under arrogant fire.”



“Perhaps, sister, the problem is you do not know the Sun,” said the Sun, and meant it in more way that one.

“Perhaps you do not see that we are alike because you see trifles and imagine horrors.

“Has it occurred to you that there is more to the day than a shadow of your experience?”





War came, and with it all the woes that flesh is sadly heir to--

Famine, plague, and victory, Death’s fellow travelers

Circles around the principality like vultures. 

But the tide turns. 

Peace brings time, and time brings the space for talking, and these things breed Argument.

	“And has it occurred to you that the same might be said of you? That my experience

	“Is not as full as yours? That there is more to the Night than revels and song?

	“You think that your light will shine forever, and maybe it will--

	“You think your love will last forever, and maybe it will--

	“But I won’t hold my breath. I won’t wait to see. You’ll snap or I’ll snap.

	“Sisterhood, our love and our yoke, is not some immutable thing.

	“You know that nothing lasts. We too will die.”

The Sun sighed long and loud.

“What is your motivation? Why do you continue this? Do you want me to leave you be?”

	“No, I want the opposite.”

“Then why persist?”

	“Because I must. Because if we do not know where the edge is, how will we be safe anywhere?”









The days were longer. The days were fuller, and not happier.

The Principality had grown. The ponies did not come often into the garden, and the Moon rarely left.

Sullen, she saw no one. She had all the time in the world for Argument

But the Sun was exhausted from growing duties.

Talk was turned down in favor of bed.

Again, again

Again

Like so--

	“Sister, would you talk? Would you parley with us upon the green? We can talk of anything

	“Anything at all, even if it is not our old discussion, anything! I wish to hear you speak.”

“I can’t. I can’t. I can’t, I’m--”



	

The Moon stalks the high walls around her garden and considers the nature of time.

The Sun slinks into her bed until tomorrow.





The Sun assumes the world is always a cycle. She assumes all things move from one to another,

She assumes that what works for me will work for you. She assumes that

The numbers add up and that the sentence scans. She assumes.





The Moon says

	“Time, you

	“Insatiable beast. You highwaymare of Being, you

	“Shred all things and break their bones in the end. You catch us all.

	“You catch even Us, my sister and I. Time always catches up. 

	“We came here to rest awhile before we continued in Arbol

	“And bit by bit our stay extended. Tomorrow, we said, tomorrow we shall leave.

	“We can go any time we want to,” she said and shivered in dark on the edge of winter

	“That is what we said. We can go anywhere 

	“But I’ll tell you this, sister, and I’ll fill you in, Time:

	“I hoped for this. I hoped that one day I would be right. I hoped because

	“I will know one way or another by the end of it all which of us was right.

	“Is love elastic? Does it bend under the weight of necessity, or does it snap?

	“If I lose upon the field, or if I win, what then? What then?

	“What then?”

She continues at length.

	“Here are my truths, Night which I made. Hear them and write them upon your hearts

	“Nothing comes from nothing, and from barren ground no seeds sprout into plants. 

	“Love is read by its fruits. Patient, kind, aye--but its the fruit we see, it’s the 

	“The outside that we need. We’ll

	“Try again, if you find me. If you come after me, if you give chase

	“For I’ll lead you astray a thousand years

	“A chase after a wild goose and you’ll trip out among the stars and land on

	“Cold and lonely Sulva, you know the place

	“The moon above this world, the place that’s dead on one side and alive on the other.

	“Time, you bitch, learn this: long ago we had our own trials and mine was Sulva, to live among the living there. My burden was to watch them die. My burden was to 

	“Lead them.

	“My sister’s? I know not.

	“But mine taught me this: that love is in the fruits

	“And that if there is any endurance to a thing it must be tested.

	“So I’ll test my sister quickly, when night is in its darkest core

	“And we’ll know it all one way or another, won’t we?”
      

      
   
      Wasting Time


      

      
      
         With her toothbrush swishing around her mouth pleasantly, and no current crises to occupy her mind, Twilight Sparkle strolled down the halls of her castle and prepared for yet another day of friendship. Back and forth, up and down, past her kitchen, her library, her throne roo—



A tiny bit of motion caught her eye. The cutie map! Right there, above the center, somepony’s cutie mark bobbed, beckoning to them to undertake a mission of glorious friendship. Maybe it was her. Oh please let it be her!



She teleported her toothbrush and a mouthful of foamy, minty spit to her bathroom sink upstairs, and she hoped she hadn’t accidentally sent any of her teeth along—no, a quick probe with her tongue verified perfect attendance. Then she rushed over to the map to take in the wonderful sight of magical stars summoning her to—



An hourglass. It was a freaking hourglass.



She let out a sigh loud enough to resonate a few of the crystal columns, then plopped into her throne. Time to wait, she supposed.



She drummed a hoof on the armrest. Nopony showed up. Ten minutes went by, twenty, thirty. Twilight picked up her copy of Organization Monthly Magazine and perused the article on proper ways to catalog and store back issues of Organization Monthly Magazine for the seventeenth time this week.



Finally, footsteps in the hall, and Twilight perked her ears, but Spike tottered in with a stack of the day’s paperwork. His eyes alit on the map. “Oh! Who gets to go this time?”



Twilight practically flung her hoof at the map. “No idea. You know how many ponies have that cutie mark?”



“Um… no?”



Her eyes rolling up, Twilight went down her mental checklist. She had the actual checklist over in the library, but she didn’t have the heart for exact numbers right now. “Over five in this town alone. But it’s been a while, and nopony’s here.”



“Well, what if they have to travel from Vanhoover or something?” Spike asked. “Might take them days to get here. And, um…” He fiddled with his fingers. “Not to be disrespectful or anything, but would the map know if somepony had died recently?”



Hm. That might present an avenue of interesting research. “Yes, the next time somepony’s cutie mark pops up here, I could find out.”



Spike covered his face with a claw. “No, Twilight. We talked about this, remember?”



“Huh? I’d cast a spell to mask their life signs. Why, what did you think I meant?”



But Spike just wiped some sweat off his brow and waved her on. He set his stack of pages on the side table, then went about dusting the room. Twilight’s scowl only deepened, and by the time he’d finished, she wore a very serious frown. From the feel of her cheek muscles, it would probably approximate an inverted catenary.



“We have to go looking,” she stated, her jaw set, and Spike snapped to her side. Nothing seemed to surprise him anymore.



So she marched out the foyer and through the front door to—



“Minuette!” she said. By some stroke of cosmic fortuitousness, her friend stood right there in the road. “Were you just on your way here?” Yes, reliable Minuette. Had Twilight waited only a moment longer, Minuette would have trotted into the throne room and reported for duty.



“For what?” she replied, her eyes flicking about as she formed a ridiculously enormous smile.



“Cutie map mission!”



“Cutie what now?”



Twilight leaned down to Spike and hissed, “Hey! Did we never make that nationwide public service announcement about what to do if your cutie mark starts acting up?”



Spike shook his head. Well, that made things about ten times harder.



“You haven’t noticed your cutie mark glowing and pulsing or anything?” Twilight said.



Minuette just held a hoof to her mouth. “No, not since that time years ago that a wasp stung me there.”



Spike jerked a thumb toward Minuette’s flank. “No flank fireworks. I don’t think she’s the one.”



“Yeah,” Twilight agreed. “Minuette, it would have been supremely coincidental if you’d been that close right when it happened, I guess.”



“Uh-huh,” Minuette answered with a sharp nod. “It’s just by chance I was here, and I was in Canterlot when you went to find Moon Dancer even though I live here, and I’m in the background a lot wherever you go. Heh. Heh heh.” Her eyes flicked around again, and that enormous grin only got worse. “I’m not following you or anything. Just a coincidence. Heh.”



Fair enough. At least one other pony immediately popped to mind, so Twilight cantered on to Dr. Hooves’s laboratory, though it did seem like she spotted Minuette behind her a couple of times.



Twilight knocked on the door, and after some banging noises inside subsided, the door flung open. “Come in, come in!” the Doctor said. “I’m always thrilled to have a visit from another pony of science! You can help me observe my latest experiment.” He proceeded to whisk her inside, and Spike barely made it through the door before the Doctor kicked it shut.



The lights inside had been dimmed, and in the center of the workshop, a bundle of coiled wires led to 

a metal enclosure. Derpy’s head peeked over the edge, and upon seeing Twilight, she broke into a grin and waved madly. “Hi, Twilight.”



“Miss Derpy!” the Doctor admonished her. “Please, keep your concentration.” Her face fell, and she ducked down behind the wall again. He then turned to Twilight. “You see, I want to know if I can harness the energy of anticipation. I have Miss Derpy in a Fair-a-Day cage to isolate her from external energy sources, and incidentally, I believe such a structure would protect her from ghosts as well.”



So Twilight flapped her wings for a better view. Derpy stood inside the box, staring intently at a muffin while her mouth watered. The bulbs on the contraption she wore over her head flickered a little.



“Anyway,” Twilight said, “You haven’t noticed your butt vibrating this morning, have you?”



“What around here doesn’t do that?” he said, pointing at all the devices on every table and shelf. Yes, the constant mechanical hum, and the floor thrummed under her hooves. In any case, his cutie mark just sat there doing nothing.



“Thanks anyway,” Twilight said on her way back to the door. “Interesting experiment, but I have urgent business today. Maybe I’ll stop by later and see how it’s going.”



Who else? Nopony immediately came to mind, but she’d definitely seen more hourglass cutie marks around town before. Then a devilishly lovely plan beat down the door of her mind, and she galloped back to the castle.



“Starlight Glimmer!” she shouted as she rushed into the entrance hall. “Starlight! You here?” Down the hall, and she peeked into the throne room, the pantry, the formal dining hall. “Starli—”



“Yes?” Starlight peeked around a bend in the corridor. She had a length of twine tangled about a rear hoof, and the edge of a box kite protruded past the corner. Blushing, she nudged it out of sight.



No reason Starlight should be self-conscious about that, but Twilight didn’t always understand her. “You know a lot about cutie marks. Maybe you could help me with a problem.”



“Oh, um, yeah.” Starlight shuffled backward a step.



“Good! Come with me to the throne room.”



The tension drained from Starlight’s face as she teleported away, the loose twine end dropping to the floor. “In here!” Starlight called from down the hall.



So Twilight trotted in and jabbed a hoof toward the map. “See!?” she barked. “See what I have to deal with?” Only then did Spike catch up and dash in, panting.



Starlight glanced at it and squinted. “Not really. What’s it doing wrong?”



“That!” If Twilight could, she would have dashed that accursed hourglass across the room to shatter on the wall. “Do you know how many ponies have that cutie mark? At least a dozen, maybe a lot more. And not one has shown up here to do anything about it. If nopony comes, what then? Will it simply keep blinking at me for eternity?” She leaned in and bared her teeth at it. “Taunting me, year after year and reminding me of the one mission I could never complete? And it’s not even over a town! Look at it! Hovering in the middle of nowhere…”



“Twilight, you need to calm down,” Starlight said, and Spike hurriedly nodded alongside her. “We’ll deal with this. Now, it sounded like you had a plan. What was it?”



Twilight loomed over the hourglass and gave it a wicked grin. “Somepony either doesn’t know what the cutie mark alert means, or they’re deliberately ignoring it. Normally, that’s enough to make them want to report in. But we have to raise the stakes.” She looked up, and a convenient shadow cast her eyes in darkness. “Can you make everypony with this cutie mark want to come here?”



A hoof tapping at her chin, Starlight pursed her lips and remained silent for a short while. “I think so. I mean, I’m good at working with cutie marks, and I’m good at employing mind control in situations that don’t really call for it. I don’t see why I couldn’t combine the two.”



“Perfect!” Twilight rubbed her hooves together.



“Twilight…” Spike said, but he didn’t raise any objections.



“Oh, and if you can except a couple, we already know it isn’t Minuette or Dr. Hooves.” Was that Minuette’s face she just saw peering through the window?



Immediately, Starlight got the same gleam in her eye that Twilight had, and she also leaned over the offending symbol. She closed her eyes, and a beam shot from her horn toward the center of the room, then a sphere of light erupted from it, growing until it engulfed the whole town. “Now we wait,” she said.



And not five minutes later, six ponies shuffled through the door, stiff-legged and with dull expressions on their faces. The last one, a wavy-haired pegasus stallion Twilight didn’t even know, mumbled, “Brains!”



Quickly, she formed them into a line and clapped her hooves loudly, each of them shaking their head as if emerging from a deep sleep. “Alright!” she said. “Sandstorm, Perfect Timing, Red Rose, Spring Forward, The Inquisitor, and… ‘brains’ guy. Which one of you is it?”



“Which one… what, Twilight?” Sandstorm said.



With a sigh, Twilight pointed at the map. “See that floating hourglass? That means one of you needs to go on a friendship mission. Which one of you has a cutie mark going haywire?”



They all turned to show identical hourglasses on their flanks, but not one glowed.



Twilight’s ears drooped, and she nearly let a sob out of her chest. “Really? Nopony has a dodgy derriere? A quaky keister? Chattering cheeks? Fluctuating flanks? A refashioned rump? A transfiguring tush?”



“Twilight, we talked about that, too,” Spike said, pulling a copy of Improving Your Life Through Alliteration out of the trash can. “If they can’t even follow their own advice in the title, chances are it’s not worth listening to.”



Fine, but nopony should ever throw away a perfectly good book, and she’d reshelve it right after his bedtime.



“Okay, you all may leave,” Twilight said, not even watching them go—she turned right back to Starlight. “How about further away? Can you make ponies all across Equestria come here? Better yet, teleport them! Then I don’t have to wait.”



Starlight winced. “Yeah, probably. But it’ll hurt.”



“You or them?”



“Me.”



“Hmm. Okay, let’s do it.”



“You could help, you know. Then it’d hurt less.”



“Would it hurt both of us?”



“Yes.”



Twilight stuck her tongue out the side of her mouth. “Hmmmmmmmmm.”



“Really?” Starlight raised an eyebrow.



“Okay, okay. But let’s send them outside. No telling how many there will be.” Twilight took a deep breath as they both channeled their magic into a growing sphere. Hourglass firmly fixed in mind, she unleashed the magic to spread across the land in the blink of an eye. And the spell’s backlash walloped her to the floor. If felt like something in her brain had popped! Good thing brain guy had already left.



She tried to stand on shaky knees, but the pain in her head came back for a second round. “Celestia dammit!”



“Twilight!” Spike hissed, his eyes darting to Starlight. “We talked about that, too!”



How much would that have hurt Starlight if she’d done it alone? Either way, they should have a crowd in the street outside. “Come on,” Twilight said. “We should have a fresh batch to interrogate.”



Only six more, though. A few she recognized: Raggedy Doctor, Infinity, Perfect Pace, and Steam Roller. Plus a brown earth pony stallion with a blond mane and a pale green unicorn mare with a two-tone dark green mane. “I don’t suppose any of you have cutie marks that are glowing and moving, do you?”



They all turned to look, but of course they didn’t. Somehow, somewhere, Twilight had missed at least one. “Fine, you can all go.”



“How… how are we going to get home?” Perfect Pace said.



“I’ll buy you a train ticket!” Twilight barked, louder than she meant to. “Sorry. Spike, go to the petty cash box with them and reimburse them.” Of course, she could just teleport them home again, but the prospect of feeling that pain even once more had her shuddering.



“Come with me, Starlight. We may have to find a way to cast the spell over an even bigger area than Equestria, but preferably without doing permanent damage to ourselves.” Then she led Starlight back to the map, and…



The hourglass! Gone!



“Did somepony solve a friendship problem out there on their own?” Starlight said. “Maybe by accident, but hay, if it means you don’t have to worry about it now, I wouldn’t complain.”



And a stallion rolled out from under the table. “There. That shouldn’t give you no more trouble with the map, that shouldn’t.” Kind of a pale red, and… a crystal pony? His tool belt had slipped over his tail and hung rather low on his butt.



“But… but the hourglass,” Twilight said, pointing at the vacant space that had so recently tormented her.



“Yeah, that’s just it gettin’ locked up and tellin’ you to wait, that is.” He sniffed and tugged up his tool belt, but not nearly enough.



“Who even contacted you to come fix it?” If somepony around here knew how that thing worked and hadn’t told her, the lingering headache would soon find a new target.



“That’s one of them smart appliances, that is,” he said, poking an elbow toward it. “It knew something wasn’t right, and it sent out its own call, it did.”



But he’d nearly beaten the ponies they teleported here! “You sure got here fast.”



He only chuckled. “That’s kind of you to say, ma’am, very kind, but I started out walkin’ here a few years back. Just now made it. I says to my boss, I says, ‘You want I should take this call? I’m the only one who knows how to fix ol’ Brimstone’s water heater, I am, and you just know she’s gonna call in again in six months, like she always does,’ but he says to me, he says, ‘Go, go, it’s fine, I can deal with it.’ So here I am.”



“Years ago?” Twilight said, her mouth gaping open. “I didn’t even have the map then!”



“Oh, I know, I know,” he replied, nodding. “These new appliances, that’s how good they are. They can not only predict when stuff’ll break before it actually does, they can, but before they’re even built! Map like this, it’s worth maintainin’. Last you a lifetime, it will.” He gave it a pat. “Matter of fact, the signal from this baby is what brought the Crystal Empire back.”



No. No way. “But that was Sombra’s curse ending.”



“Naw, naw, that was supposed to last a thousand nine years. Dude had a thing about prime numbers, he did. Now, I’m not sayin’ it’s the Celestia-help-me truth.” He let out a chortle and shrugged his shoulders. “But the empire comes back at the exact time the call comes in? I’d say that’s a bit more than a coincidence, I would.”



Twilight only stared at him.



“Yeah, that crystal magic is somethin’,” he said under his breath as he surveyed the room. “Nice crystal castle you got here. Long as I already came out, you got any crystal terlits you need unstopped? They’re finicky things.”



Spike waved good-bye to the last of the displaced ponies, and his arm shot up in the air. “Ooh! Ooh, yeah! I do!”



“Yes!” Minuette’s muffled voice called through the window.



Starlight blushed, dropped her gaze to the floor, and halfheartedly raised a hoof.



All the bluster of that stupid hourglass faded from Twilight’s chest, and she rubbed one foreleg over the other. “Um… the one in my suite, too, please.”
      

      
   
      Blueblood's Greatest Love


      

      
      
         Satan’s best feast is an innocence.






Fleur Dis Lee usually liked to make herself up. She could emphasize any part of her face, according to where she went, or the ponies she met. An official reception, and she would apply foundation, making her composure as formal as the party requested. A dinner with friends, and she would have lipstick, lightening her smile to greet the ponies she cared about. A romantic night with Fancy, and some mascara on her eyelashes would melt his heart every time she batted them. She couldn’t really believe that, even after ten years, he would still fall for that trick. She loved being able to show each of her best sides to every one of them.



Today, for the first time, she wasn’t looking forward to it. She couldn’t imagine getting herself ready for their guest. He wasn’t worth of any of her make-up. Everything he could be was completely alien to her. Every fiber of her being, from her hooves to her horn was the exact opposite of who he was. Unfortunately, this pony had recently joined the private circle of Fancy’s friends, and for her husband, she wanted to look happy to welcome him.



She was gazing at her reflection, hoping to find an answer to her dilemma, when Fancy Pants’ voice called for help.



“Honey, could you come here for a moment please?”



She hastily put the bare minimum of make-up to be at least presentable, and, in a way satisfied, she went for the bathroom. She found her stallion nearly choking, a mess of knots around his neck.



“Would you help me with this bloody bow tie? I think I’ve missed a step.”



A small smile crept on Fleur’s face. She freed him from his near-hanging with her magic, leaving him with a perfectly tied bow tie.



“I don’t know what I’d do without you, dear,” he said, kissing her forehead.



“You’d probably be found dead by our servants, and I wouldn’t have to greet the Prince.”



Fancy Pants frowned. “I know you don’t like him, honey, but I can assure you he has changed. Blueblood has made a lot of progress; he isn’t the stallion you used to know.”



“I didn’t need to know him before,” she replied. “He has acquired quite the reputation in Canterlot.”



“Don’t tell me you listen to the rumors.”



“They are more than rumors, Fancy. Almost every time his name is mentioned in a conversation, I always hear the same things, even from his admirers. Nothing is sacred for him. He doesn’t have any respect for the Harmony and Celestia’s cult, claiming that believing is the opium for the simple-minded ponies. And do you want to know how many different conquests these rumors are giving him? More than two hundreds, Fancy, more than two hundreds.”



Fancy Pants sighed. “I heard them too. But, you know, maybe some ponies aren’t meant to remain faithful like us. I mean, we may have evolved and aren’t living in herds anymore, but I believe some ponies still think and act like our ancestors.”



“He doesn’t even respect his own aunt’s cult,” she exclaimed.



“Probably because he knows her well, and how she isn’t as almighty as ponies think she is. I’m sure he’s simply teasing the most devoted believers, just to make them fly off the handle a bit.”



A knock and a voice came from behind the door. “Prince Blueblood has arrived, sir. Shall I make him enter?”



“Yes, Tailcoat, thank you” replied Fancy Pants. “We’ll come downstairs in a minute.” He then turned back to her wife, putting his hoof on her cheek. “I understand you’re not really happy about all this, but can you give him a chance? I promise if things go bad, I’ll consider seeing him outside of our house.”



“I’ll try,” said Fleur, pouting.



“That’s all I can ask from you,” he said, kissing her.








The dinner had gone by, and the dessert was about to be served.



If she was honest with herself, Fleur Dis Lee had to reconsider her opinion on Blueblood. From the moment he had come inside and until now, he had been one of the most pleasant guests she had ever entertained: polite, obliging, knowing when he could talk and when he should keep quiet. The exact opposite of who she remembered and who she had pictured from hearsay. As for his appearance, even though a few strands of grey hair were whietening his already blond mane, time had been merciful with him. He was still as handsome as he were, and the years had given him a certain maturity, both in his look and in his stature, erasing the naivety from his beauty.



The only thing a bit odd was the glances he would giving her when Fancy wasn’t looking. She knew she was far from being an ugly mare, and she could appreciate stallions eyeing her, but he had this little glint in his eyes that made her feel uncomfortable. Desire, lust, or carnality, she couldn’t tell. Whatever it was, she wasn’t about to make a scene just for that, she knew better.



“Because of that, the market should be crawling with carrots next year,” said the Prince. “If you want to be the one who fix the sell price, it’s time to invest now.”



“I’m not really into that field,” replied Fancy. “But I know one or two friends who would be very interested in this information.”



Blueblood raised a hoof. “As long as you tell them where it comes from.”



“You know me,” said Fancy Pants, faking shock. 



Blueblood took a sip of his wine, winking at her. 



Either he still has a few bad habits from his past life, or he has trained himself to hide them, thought Fleur. It was time to unveil the truth.



“By the way Prince,” she said — he had insisted she simply called him Blueblood but she couldn’t resolve to do it. “I’m surprised the Countess isn’t with us tonight. Is she feeling ill?”



He took the time to put back his glass on the table before answering without any trace of regret in his voice. “I’m afraid to say I had to put an end to our relationship. The Countess, as sweet as she was, had lost her appeal for a few months. Alas, freshness charms don’t last long. You know how it is, Fancy.”



Fleur glared at her husband, daring him to agree with the Prince.



“However, Lady Luck, that fickle mistress, gave me the chance to meet this young lady, Miss Silk,” he added. “I’ve been able to find solace between her hooves.”



“I apologise,” said Fancy with a smile. “But I have a hard time picturing you, Blueblood, a famous Casanova, being distraught by a break-up.”



Blueblood looked a bit sad. “Believe it or not, my friend, despite all the relationships I had, I’m always a bit nostalgic of what I lived with these mare. I sometimes envy you both.”



“Would you say you can remember each one of your lovers?” asked Fleur, not really convinced by his claim. “Allow me to doubt that.”



Blueblood simply smiled. “Doubt it however you want, Miss Dis Lee. Every mare I've been with was unique in her own way, and I'll always cherish that.”



“You surely had one mare who left a great mark on you,” said Fancy Pants. “A mare with who you'd like to start everything again, if that was possible.”



Blueblood waited for the servants to serve the apple pudding. He took a small bite before replying. “Honestly, I wish I could do that with every one of them. However, there is still one among them all who still shines brighter than the others in my memory.”



“Would you mind sharing that story?” asked Fancy.



“Not at all,” said Blueblood. “It was years ago. I wasn't a young stallion anymore, but I wasn't old enough to be called a stallion. It all happened when I was seeing Lady Rarity.”



Fleur Dis Lee almost spat her mouth full of pudding. Luckily, all these years attending official parties had trained her to keep her composure whatever was happening.



So she gulped and raised an eyebrow. “Lady Rarity, Really?”



“The one and only,” said the Prince, smiling.



"I can't believe it," exclaimed Fleur. “I thought she wouldn't let you come closer after the fiasco at the Grand Galloping Gala.”



“Miss Dis Lee,” he said with a condescending tone. “Learn that no pony can hold a grudge for that long, especially mares. They are better than us, stallions, in every way. They have too much love to be resentful for more than a year, and Lady Rarity wasn’t an exception. So after sabotaging that night, I started sending her letters.”



Fancy Pants gasped. “Hold on, are you saying that your behaviour at the Gala was a part of your plan?”



“Yes, my friend. I hadn’t opened my mouth that Lady Rarity was already at my hooves. I had to do something if I didn’t want things to be too easy. You know what they say, victory without risks brings triumph without glory.”



Fleur wanted to puke. Blueblood’s mask was falling, and he was showing his true nature more and more. Her husband, however, seemed to be completely enthralled by the Prince’s tell.



“So was she the one?” he asked.



“Let me finish my story first.”








“I’ve always heard that our strongest love isn’t the first, nor the last, but our second, as many believe. When it comes to love, everything is right and wrong, and, as for me, well, it wasn't the case.”



“After several months and a lot of letters, I managed to break her bitterness, and she started to see me in a new light. A few dates later, and her resolution collapsed. I moved in with her, and the time we spent together was one of the sweetest I’ve ever known.”



“You know Lady Rarity, she is the most passionate mare, pretty, witty, with the intelligence of an artist, and natural. She had no other intent than to please me, and be the tenderest lover and the best friend.”



“I wasn’t the first stallion in her life. I believe she had known other stallions between our first meeting at the Galla and the moment we started our relationship. She had loved once, but it was a virtuous, platonic love, which trains the heart more than it fills it, and which prepares its strengths for another love that must follow. She was at that point when I came into her life.”



“Would you believe me if I told you that, despite her experience and her passion, she was inexpert to touch? Inexpert to touch like she was ardent in life. The stallion she loved had to constantly teach her things she had never learned. She had love however, but she lacked the art of love. She was the opposite of so many mares, who only had the art!”



“So we lived an intimacy, which had some storms but no heartbreak, and this intimacy wasn’t a mystery for anypony in the small town of Ponyville. Because of her passion, and also because of one of her friend, Rarity couldn’t hide anything, even if she wanted to. Her little sister, who was fourteen despite her innocence, could clearly see the feelings her older sister had for me.”



“I don’t know which poet had wondered what could think the little fillies whom we love the elders. An interesting question I often asked to myself when I caught her look, mean and threatening, from the bottom of her deep green eyes. The filly often left the room when I came, or putting herself as far as she could from me when she had to stay. She tried to hide the repulsion I was inspiring her, but her disgust was stronger than her, and it betrayed her. It showed in imperceptible details. ‘You had to be careful’ Rarity often told me. ‘I think my sister is jealous of you.’”



“At the beginning of my relationship with Lady Rarity, I had for this filly all the small attentions we had for the younglings. I brought her some candies. I called her ‘little bell’. And when I was speaking with Rarity, I usually stroked her curly mane. But the ‘little bell’, whom the cute mouth always had a pretty smile for everyone, frowned, tensing her body under my touch.”



“Seeing anything could please the little devil, I decided to leave her be, not even speaking to her. ‘She feels you’re stealing from her’, told me Rarity. ‘Her instinct tells her you’re taking a portion of love from her sister.’ Sometimes, she added: ‘This filly is my conscience, her jealousy my remorse.’ Rarity had tried to question her, but all she could get from her was ‘I’m fine’, ‘I don’t know’, or ‘it’s nothing’. She gave up on finding an answer.”



“I don’t know if you remember, but her sister was very pious. She twisted her body around all sorts of scapulars, and was often seen wearing Harmony’s icons. ‘You’re unfortunately an impious’ told me Rarity one day. ‘You may have scandalised her with a bad word. Be careful of what you’re saying, please. Don’t worsen my faults to the sister to whom I’m already feeling guilty enough.’”



“So I put between us the politeness we have between grown ponies who don’t like each other. I called her ‘Miss’ and she replied with a cold ‘Mister’. She didn’t want to do anything that could put herself in a good light in front of me. No matter what she tried, Lady Rarity couldn’t bring her sister to show me one of her drawing, or play the piano for me. When I caught her, enraptured in her lesson, playing with great care and fervour, she immediately stopped, got up from the stool, and didn’t play anymore.”



“Only once, Rarity had forced her to play for everyone — she was hosting a small gathering — so the ‘little bell’ put herself in front of the instrument. She had one of this expression; it wasn’t pretty. She started playing a melody I can’t remember, and I was looking at her sidewise. Her back was facing me, and there wasn’t any mirror in which she could have seen I was watching. Suddenly, her whole body tensed up, like if I had broken her spine only with my gaze, and, knocking the top of the piano down in a terrible sound, she ran away from the living room. They tried to bring her back, but nothing they could say would have made her move.”



“This moody filly’s behaviour didn’t give me anything to think about what she was thinking of me, and neither her sister. We lived our love for two years, before life called me for other horizons. I kept in touch with Lady Rarity, and one day, long after our flame had been extinguished, I met her at a Summer Sun Celebration. We were having a pleasant and common conversation, when she told me something quite unexpected.”








“Prince Blueblood, do you remember Gold Virtue, the Ponyvillian priest? — she asked me. He came to me one day, looking troubled, he who is usually very placid. ‘My lady,’ he said. ‘You find me very embarrassed. I’ve run the Harmony Church for fifty years, but I’ve never been tasked with something so sensitive. Sweetie Belle, your sister, who is an angel of purity, the same filly I’ve baptised when she was still a baby, she came to me to confess something incredible. I’m convinced she’s mistaking but… she told me, this morning, that, I must tell you, that she was... pregnant!’”



“I let out a scream. Like him, maybe even more, I was sure of my sister’s innocence; but the innocents often fall… What she said to her confessor wasn’t impossible. I couldn’t believe it; I didn’t want to believe it! She was only fourteen, but she was already a mare, and her precocity itself had scared me. I needed to know, so I came to her room. She was bowing low before her Harmonic Star, her eyes red and dry. I took her between my legs and made her sit next to me, telling her I couldn’t believe what I had heard from Gold Virtue. She sweared it was the truth, sobbing and shaking. ‘It has to be a very important pony for you to be so ashamed,’ I told her. ‘Who is he?’”



“She kept quiet for an eternity when suddenly, she whined: ‘Promise me you’ll forgive me, Rarity.’ I promised her everything, even though I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t betray her trust.”



“‘It’s… Prince Blueblood,’ she said in a quivering voice. ‘Prince Blueblood?’ I exclaimed. ‘But you’re always fleeing him! Have you both hidden something from me?’”



“She looked at me, begging for forgiveness. ‘No… It was during a night… He was in the big armchair next to the fireplace. He had stayed here a long time, and when he left, I went to sit where he was… Oh, Rarity! It’s like I had fallen in fire… I wanted to get up, but I couldn’t… And I felt… here, right there!’ — she put my hoof on her belly — ‘right there, I felt I had… something… a baby!’”








“Here it is, Miss Dis Lee, Fancy,” said Blueblood. “The greatest love I’ve ever inspired in my life.”



Fleur looked back and forth between the Prince and her husband. The former had an insufferable smirk on his face, while the latter had his mouth wide opened.



“What happened to Sweetie Belle?” asked Fancy Pants.



“Oh, she was already dead, young and married on the other side of Equestria, when her sister told me the story.”



Pretending she was tired, Fleur asked the Prince to leave them so she could have some rest. Once her husband had closed the door behind him, he turned and faced her.



“So? What did you think?” he asked, apparently genuine.



Fleur, her teeth clenched, let out a growl. “He will never put a hoof again inside this house. Is that perfectly clear?”



She didn’t wait for him to reply and left him for the bathroom. She needed a shower to clean her body and her mind from all of this. A very long and cold shower.
      

      
   
      A Speculative Spectrum


      

      
      
         “But surely there’s something you’ve heard of!” Pinkie Pie’s head bobbed up and down as she looked at the strange things laid out on Twilight’s table. She poked one of the vials and it released a cloud of bubbles that floated to the surface of the liquid. She giggled.



“I’m sorry, Pinkie. Ponies can only see the seven colors of the rainbow and the hues in-between,” Twilight said. “There are more colors, but we cannot see them, nor can we fathom what they would look like because of the limitations of our eyes.”



“But what about with… magic!” Pinkie waggled her hooves and rolled her eyes.



“Even if I were to cast a spell to allow you to see them, you wouldn’t know what you were looking at,” Twilight said. “Not to mention, ultraviolet isn’t a ‘new’ color, per se, we just can’t see it. You wanted a new color. The pony brain is limited, and has difficulty understanding the concept of a color that isn’t somehow made of colors that already exist.”



Pinkie Pie stuck out her lower lip and frowned. “But–!”



“Pinkie Pie!” Twilight cut her off and sighed. “I’m sorry, but I really can’t. It’s just not possible with the knowledge I have. Maybe there is a spell for it, but I don’t know it. Now please, I really need to get back to work.”



Pinkie Pie nodded, and without another word she left Twilight to whatever she had been doing. She wasn’t offended by the brush-off, because if Twilight had known how, she would have shared. Pinkie was just sad that Twilight didn’t know of a spell to create a new color. It didn’t seem like something that should have been so hard. 



Pinkie herself hadn’t know about bright and vibrant colors until she had gotten her cutie mark. She knew of them, as a concept, but she hadn’t seen how perfectly bright they could be until that day.



Pinkie Pie remembered the day she got her cutie mark with amazing clarity. Her life until then had been a drudgery of stone. Pushing, pulling, sliding, rolling, breaking, and polishing rocks. It was an interminable and never-ending chore, and Pa had pushed her and her sisters to work hard to ensure the success of the family business.



That all changed with the sonic rainboom. That arc of color had spread across the grey skies that constantly hovered over the rock farm. It had blasted away the drab days and opened Pinkie to a world of smiles. The delight she had felt upon seeing the sonic rainboom was a feeling she wanted to share with as many ponies as possible. Nopony should be without a smile for long if she had anything to say about it.



But there should be more to it than that. The fun, the smiles, and the happiness she felt and that she shared was so fleeting and ephemeral. It disappeared within hours, or even minutes! A single wrong word could crush somepony’s smile and end their happiness. Why did it have to be that way? Wasn’t there something that could keep that happiness going? Something that could prevent the loss of the smile and help somepony be happy no matter what was happening? Colors had brought so much happiness to Pinkie’s life, and she was certain they were the answer to this conundrum as well.



So, Pinkie had spoken to the smartest pony she knew. Twilight couldn’t do it herself, but she had said there might be a spell to create a new color. Well… she hadn’t said there was, just that she didn’t know of one. So that meant it was up to Pinkie Pie to find out if such a thing existed!



The trouble was that Pinkie had no idea how to begin. She’d never researched anything in her life! There was that one time she tried to find out about the kinds of parties Yaks held, and that had needed a bit of reading, but she usually just made things up on the spot.



It worked, generally. For most parties, there were things she could expect: Most ponies liked decorations, food, drinks, and music. She would customize what form those took depending on the pony and his or her preferences, but having a wide variety of choice prepared ahead of time meant that any problems that arose could be dealt with. She was a master of improvisation, and that helped make ponies happy. But her parties always ended. They had to.



That was something that improvisation couldn’t fix. What she wanted was something she could show ponies during her parties that would stay with them. Something that stuck out in their minds as happiness, and nothing but. That wasn’t something that was so easy to improvise. She’d spent some time thinking on it, and went back to the moment when she first understood what happiness was. If the seven existing colors of the rainbow did that for her, a brand-new color would do the same for everypony else! It was a flawless idea!



The trouble was finding or creating it.



The castle receded behind her has she pranced away from it. She hummed to herself and pondered the possibilities of creating or discovering a new color. Her options were limited. She was neither a unicorn nor a pegasus, so she couldn’t use magic in her search, and she couldn’t fly as fast as Rainbow Dash and create a sonic rainboom. She would have to get very creative. For that sort of creativity, she would need some advice. Advice from the most creative pony she knew: Rarity.







Rarity understood colors and creation in a way that most ponies could only dream of. Where Pinkie was a brass band on the creative stage (noisy but fun), Rarity was an orchestra. She wove music into elaborate images that waltzed through the mind and persisted. If somepony knew how to make a color that could cause emotional staying power, Rarity might know them.



After she explained her quest, Rarity blinked at her. “You want a new color? You mean a new shade of blue or red?”



“Nonono. A new color. Brand new! Something nopony has ever seen before that isn’t part of the colors of the rainbow,” Pinkie said.



Rarity creased her eyebrows in thought as she pondered what Pinkie meant. “I don’t think such a thing exists. If it did, somepony would already have seen it.”



“But there has to be a new color! Rainbows only have seven, and that’s not enough! I need an eighth one to make ponies happy!”



“Oh, I understand what you mean now.” Rarity pulled a bolt of cloth out of a drawer and carried it over to her sewing machine. “But that’s just not possible, darling. Light doesn’t break up into more than the visible spectrum. You said you spoke to Twilight already?”



Pinkie nodded. “She told me there might be spells to see ultraviolet light, but ultraviolet light already exists. I want a brand new one! You’re fancy and creative, do you know of any spells to make one?”



Rarity shook her head. “Pinkie, our eyes can’t see anything that isn’t already there. Look.” Rarity picked up a clear crystal from a chest of gemstones. She walked over to the window where sunlight was spilling in and held the gem in the sunbeam, refracting a rainbow onto the floor of the boutique. “Light isn’t made of anything more than the colors Twilight talked about. There’s a few we can’t see, but as you said, those aren’t new, we just can’t see them. If you want a new color, you’d have to change light itself.”



Pinkie frowned. Her mane twitched, her forelock bouncing in front of her eyes as she tried to reconcile this new information. “Hmmm…”



“I’m terribly sorry, Pinkie. There isn’t anything I can do. If you want something with existing colors that really gets ponies’ attention, I’m your mare, but creating new colors is impossible,” Rarity said.



Pinkie nodded and grunted, then stepped out of the boutique, leaving Rarity to her dresses. Rarity hadn’t been able to help her, but she had given her a new pony she needed to talk to. It would be a bit of a trip, and she might have to wait, but she was one of the elements of harmony!



She stopped by Twilight’s castle and asked Spike to send a letter ahead of her, then bought a ticket to Canterlot for next week. She still had parties to plan and couldn’t just drop everything on such short notice. If she was to ignore happiness in her quest for happiness, how would she know it if she found it? No, she was prepared to wait a little bit for happiness to be found. The current colors weren’t going anywhere, and it looked like she was going to have to create a new one. That meant talking to the pony who was in charge of the source of light: Celestia herself.








When next week finally arrived, Pinkie hopped on an evening train heading to Canterlot. Celestia had promised her a room at the castle when she arrived so she could spend the night in style and comfort. She had even offered dinner, and Pinkie had graciously accepted. She’d brought cupcakes for dessert, just to show off a little. The castle had its own bakers, but nothing could beat a gift from a friend.



When the train arrived, the sun had long since set, and a member of the royal guard was waiting for Pinkie when she bounded out of the train doors. Pinkie offered him a cupcake, but he initially refused, citing that he was at work, so she hid it in the crest of his helmet when he wasn't looking so he could find it and enjoy it later.



The guard and Pinkie Pie respectively walked and bounded up the road to the castle. Pinkie was shown into the dining hall where Celestia was waiting at a large table spread with food. She waved and motioned for the guard to bring her in, then motioned for him to leave so the two of them could dine in peace.



“Hello, Pinkie Pie. Thank you for accepting my invitation to dinner. I trust your journey wasn’t unpleasant?” Princess Celestia said.



“Nope! I always enjoy riding the train. The wind in my face when I stick my head out the window is invigorating!” Pinkie Pie put the box of cupcakes on the table and pushed them over to Celestia.



The Princess opened the box to look inside and noticed an empty space. “Why thank you, Pinkie. I see one is missing. Did you offer one to the guard?”



“I did! He said he wasn’t supposed to eat one while working, but nopony doesn’t want a free cupcake! That’s just silly!”



“There’s no rule against eating cupcakes on the job. He’s just being uptight. I’m sure he’ll enjoy it when he finds it.” Princess Celestia took a bite of her salad, chewed slowly and swallowed. Then she turned to Pinkie, who was fidgeting in her seat across the table. “But cupcake delivery wasn’t why you came, was it? What can I do for you, Pinkie. Your letter left your goals a little vague.”



Pinkie perked up when the Princess skipped any more formal small talk. Her patience had a very short limit. “Okay!” She took a deep breath, and launched into her explanation: “So, when I was young I was always so very sad because work on the rock farm was really boring and my Pa and Ma only wanted us to work day in and day out and it was sooooo dull, and Maud and Limestone and Marble and Me were all serious all the time and there wasn’t any fun, but then one day there was a big explosion in the sky really far away, and I didn’t know it was from Rainbow Dash I didn’t learn that until later, but the colors of the rainbow made me suuuuuper happy and I wanted to hold a party even though I didn’t really know what a party was at the time, so now that I know how to make other ponies happy I really want to make them happi-er, and I figured if seven colors made me so happy, what would a new color do for happiness, but Rarity told me there isn’t one we can see, and even those aren’t new, so I have to change light, and so I’m here because I want you to change light to make an eighth color!” Pinkie panted at the end of her story and gulped in air.



Celestia stared at Pinkie and picked up her tea to take a sip. As the little cup tilted, Celestia closed her eyes, thinking through the story Pinkie had told. She pulled the cup away from her lips and looked up at the ceiling, then she looked to the stained-glass windows, took another sip, and turned back to her waiting guest.



“Although I understand your desires, I cannot do as you ask.” Pinkie’s mane deflated a little at her words. “Although I have a lot of control over the sun, I did not create it. The light it sends out is not mine to change. I am sorry. Your mission is a worthy one, but I am sure you will figure out how to make ponies happy with the colors you have.”



“Awwww… and Luna can’t do anything with the moon’s light?”



Celestia smiled patiently at Pinkie. “The moon reflects other’s light. It has none of its own.”



Pinkie leaned back in her chair, defeated. She couldn’t find a spell to create a new color, and she couldn’t change light to create a new color. What else was there? “What else am I supposed to do? The rainbow made me so happy when I first saw it. The happiness of a new color would have made so many ponies happy for so long.”



“Pinkie Pie, Twilight has nothing but good things to say about you anytime she writes. From what I know of you, although you can be a bit chaotic at times, your antics make ponies happy far more often than not. I’m sure you’ll think of something else.”



Pinkie picked at her food and frowned. She didn’t want to do something else. Colors were unique. Combinations could please ponies or disgust them, and some colors were able to encourage specific emotions. She wanted a new color.



“Please, Pinkie Pie, do try to enjoy your meal. I’m sorry your idea didn’t work out, but dwelling on things you aren’t able to change will only make you miserable. Surely you realize this.” Celestia sipped her tea with an encouraging smile on her face.



Pinkie tried. She ate, and it was delicious. The vegetables were fresh, the cheese was exotic, the fruits were juicy and ripe, and dessert was decadent. It was everything she expected of the royal kitchens. Her own cupcakes suddenly seemed childish by comparison.



While she ate, something Celestia had said kept niggling at the back of her mind. She couldn’t quite put her hoof on it at first, but she was halfway through an entire rhubarb pie when she realized what it was: Celestia had called her chaotic! Chaos was the upending of the expected norms! Chaos was the answer!



Pinkie was uncharacteristically quiet for the rest of her time with Celestia. She was imagining all the possibilities asking Discord for help could result in. He, like her, was naturally chaotic to other ponies, but unlike her, he had powerful magic. He was able to conjure things that normally couldn’t exist, or that flew in the face of rational thought: Cotton candy clouds that rained chocolate milk. Checkerboard grass. Choreographed wildlife. All unnatural phenomena were run-of-the-mill for Discord. He could reverse gravity or ignore it altogether, and when it came to things behaving like they should, he was able to change the expected result. So, if light was naturally only the seven visible colors and a few invisible ones, who was to say Discord couldn’t change that as well?



Pinkie Pie was positively vibrating with excitement as she bedded down in her room at the castle that night. When she returned to Ponyville, she would talk to Fluttershy, and Fluttershy would help her get in contact with Discord. It was perfect! Pinkie went to sleep with a smile on her face.








Her return train pulled into the station with the squeal of metal. Pinkie leaned on the doors with her face against the glass until they opened, then zipped past other passengers as she raced down the road toward Fluttershy’s cottage.



The animals that were ever-present at the little cottage were milling about. Birds and butterflies fluttered about the windows perching on one branch or flower then moving to the next. Squirrels clambered up the vines and lattice on the walls of the cottage, while other animals milled about outside. Their lazy and relaxed manner seemed to indicate that they had been fed not too long ago. That would mean Fluttershy was likely at home.



Pinkie bounced around the sides of the cottage, looking to see if Fluttershy was feeding the chickens, but after a full circuit of the house, there wasn’t anypony outside. She returned to the front door and rapped on it with a hoof.



Soft hoofsteps could be heard inside the cottage. They approached the door and opened it to show Fluttershy hidden slightly behind it. When she saw it was Pinkie Pie, she smiled and stood up straighter, opening the door wider for her friend.



“Oh, hello, Pinkie Pie. What brings you here?” Fluttershy stepped to the side and motioned for Pinkie to enter.



Pinkie Pie pranced past her and into the cottage. “Good afternoon, Fluttershy! I actually came here to ask you some questions about Discord.”



“Oh?” Fluttershy shut the door and walked to the kitchen, where she started preparing some tea for her unexpected guest. “If you want to know when his birthday is, he said he doesn’t really have one, so he’ll accept whatever day you want to throw him a party.”



“No, nothing like that, though I should really throw him a birthday party sometime. I wanted to talk to him,” Pinkie said.



Fluttershy stuck her head out of the kitchen, confused. “You want to talk to him? Nopony ever wants to talk to Discord but me. What about, if I may ask?”



“Colors!” Pinkie threw her hooves into the air, tossing a small hoofful of confetti.



“Colors? What about them?”



“I want to know if he–as the spirit of chaos–knows of any colors we don’t already have, or if he could create a new one!”



“A new color?” Fluttershy’s brow furrowed as she tried to imagine one. “What would that even look like?”



“I don’t know, but it would suuuuper neato! I figure if seeing the seven colors of the rainbow made me so happy when I was a filly, a new color would make other ponies happy!”



Fluttershy brought out the tea and passed Pinkie Pie a cup. She sat in an armchair and inhaled the gentle aroma of her tea, then smiled. “Well, I don’t know anything about that, but I can send him a message. He’ll be coming for our weekly tea party too, and I can mention it then. I’m sure he’d be more than happy to talk about something so… odd.”



“Perfect! Thanks, Fluttershy. You’re a real pal!” Pinkie reached over and hugged her friend. Fluttershy had to hold both her saucer and cup above her head until Pinkie let go.



“Oof! You’re welcome, Pinkie.”








Pinkie Pie waited as patiently as she could. Her usual workdays of confection-making and party-planning were uninterrupted by the physical embodiment of chaos itself, but as the day of Fluttershy and Discord’s tea party came and went, Pinkie Pie’s anticipatory excitement turned to confused disappointment. She didn’t want to bother Fluttershy more than she had to, but if Fluttershy had forgotten to mention her, she was going to have to go over there and ask about Discord again, and that would be tacky.



She waited as long as she felt was the required polite amount, then after work on a sunny day, Pinkie wandered up the path to Fluttershy’s cottage. The animals were still ever-present; chirping, growling, and snuffling as they were wont to do. Pinkie Pie marched on up past them, and reached out a hoof to strike the door. She knocked, and after the third knock, Pinkie noticed the animal sounds were gone.



She turned away from the door and saw that the animals that had been everywhere not five seconds before, were all missing. Along with most of the ground, replaced by a curious starscape of floating islands and shifting clouds. Her attention was drawn back to the door when she heard the latch open, and Discord appeared in the doorway. He smiled that welcoming smile that implied he was privy to a joke nopony else was, and motioned for her to step inside.



“Welcome, Pinkie Pie. Fluttershy told me you wanted to talk about colors,” Discord said.



Pinkie took the change of scenery in stride. When dealing with chaos, nothing was out of bounds and it was just best to accep that. “Well hey, Discord! Fancy door you got. It looked like Fluttershy's door when I first got here!” Pinkie stepped into Discord’s home and gawped at the strange décor. A table floated past her muzzle and she giggled.



Discord shut the door behind her and watched her admiring his home. After a moment to let her look, he steepled his claw and talon together and cleared his throat. “As much as I appreciate your admiration, I do think we should get down to business, Pinkie Pie. I am a busy creature of chaos, and I’m sure Ponyville’s party-planner has many things to do.”



Pinkie Pie whirled to face Discord and put on as serious a face as she could manage. “You’re right! This is for the good of ponies everywhere! I want—” Pinkie whipped a hoof up to point at Discord’s face and waited for dramatic effect “—a new color!”



“A new color, hmm? What’s wrong with the old ones?”



“Everypony has seen them! I can put streamers up for a birthday party in red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, or violet or any hue in between, and everypony has seen them before!” Pinkie ranted. “Even if we used magic to allow ponies to see invisible colors, that wouldn’t be enough. I asked Twilight and Celestia about that, and those colors already exist! I want something brand new!” Pinkie stabbed a hoof at Discord for punctuation.



Discord kept his face carefully neutral. “While I think you’re not giving the current colors enough credit, I do know of colors nopony has seen, there’s more to those than you might think, however.”



“So you do know of new colors? What kind! What are they like?” Pinkie pushed closer to Discord, placing her forehooves up on his lower torso.



“Well, there’s such a thing as the color of magic in a world far from this one. They call it ‘octarine’, but that won’t do for you. Only those who use magic can see it.”



“That would be neat for unicorns, but other ponies get left out. That’s no good at all.” 



“Oh, but don’t fret, there are others. There’s a new color inside an ark hidden in a place called Area 51. Some archaeologist found it.” Discord scratched his chin in thought. “That one may not be what you’re looking for. It causes an agonizing death upon those who see it.”



“Colors that cause death? I don’t want them to cause death, I want ponies who see it to be happy!”



 “You’re right, of course. Happiness, not death.” Discord nodded and punched a fist into an open palm. “I might know of a few, and we can certainly go through the list, but…” Discord leaned down and whispered to Pinkie Pie. “How would you like to see the current colors in a different way, hmmm?”



“A different way? Like Rarity’s designs?”



“Ohhhhohoho, no. A way I can guarantee nopony has ever imagined before.” Discord winked and smiled at her.



Pinkie put a hoof to her chin in thought. She hemmed and hawed and rolled her head about as she pondered his words. She thought to herself for a minute or so, then whipped about and pointed a hoof at him.



“Why don’t you want me to have a new color?”



He held up his hands, trying his best to look innocent. “I swear I’m not trying to stop you, I’m just saying you could have the opportunity to take a look at the colors you have. Maybe you’ll find a way to work with existing colors instead of dredging up dangerous ones. You never know, maybe you’ll be inspired.” Discord grinned at her.



“Hmmm. Okey-dokey-lokey. But this better not be a prank. I’m super serious about this!” Pinkie Pie frowned and looked askance at Discord.



“Cross my heart and hope to fly, stick a cupcake in my eye.” Discord made a cupcake appear and smushed it into his face for emphasis. He looked at Pinkie afterward and smiled.



“Okay. Do some chaos, Discord!”



Discord snapped his fingers, and Pinkie’s eyes began to ache.



At first, nothing seemed different. Pinkie blinked and squinted as her eyes hurt her. She shook her head and blinked rapidly, trying to clear the pain, but nothing worked.



“Discord, what did you do?”



“Why don’t we go back to Fluttershy’s place and have a look outside? That should answer all your questions.” Discord snapped his fingers again, and Pinkie could once again see the trees and animals that all lived around Fluttershy’s cottage.



Pinkie focused on the leaves of a nearby tree. They began as green, but as the ache in her eyes became more acute, the green started to slide off the tree. It swam away from the trunk, and coalesced into a floating sphere of color. After it had gathered together, the sphere burst, throwing green all over the landscape. It splattered onto the blue of the creek near Fluttershy’s house, and sucked the color out of it. The now black and white river trickled on by, until the black and the white leaped off the ground and stood at odds with the blue and green colors across from them.



They began to battle, black and white jets of color met blue and green in between. There was no sound to accompany this combat, but Pinkie watched confused, though interested. The blobs started to dance around each other, looking for an opening. White moved first, but was caught in jets of green and blue as they responded to its movement. It doubled over, fell down, then pooled on a carpet of uncolored grass.



Green and blue moved away from white's amorphous body, and black crawled slowly forward. It reached out with black tendrils and enveloped the dribbling mess of white in its inky limbs. It reared back, looked up at the sky, and threw the white upward. Pinkie followed as the white lifted into the sky. Up, up, and up it went until the light became too bright, and Pinkie finally saw the sun.



When the celestial orb entered her vision, everything exploded in color. Green, blue, white, and black, were all obliterated. Every color was washed away as her eyes were filled with sunlight. She couldn’t name the color everything changed to as her sight disappeared, but she knew it was unlike anything she had ever seen before. Unfortunately, it was gone as soon as it appeared. She tried to call out to it, but her voice did not follow her orders, and the strange color gave way to white.



White soon gave way to violet, then that was washed away by indigo, then blue, and on through the rest of the rainbow. The colors danced through her mind. They lived lives of their own, they fell in love, they married, they had children. They owned businesses, they played games, they went on adventures, and they died. Then their world disappeared around them and gave way to a pit of blackness. Out of that pit came nameless things of single colors espousing virtues and vices, they battled for supremacy and twisted themselves into further strange shapes to strive for becoming the greatest color among them.



Then those died away and others rose. These lived peaceful lives, enjoying a calm existence. They whispered knowledge into Pinkie’s ear, and told her secrets the likes of which she had never conceived of. They told her the secrets to life, and to existence, then left her with a ringing in her ears that washed away all knowledge of it. She lived lifetimes in an instant, and then, as quickly as it came, it all disappeared. Red gave way to orange, then to yellow, green, and onward until white was all there was. White then disappeared, and became yellow.







“Pinkie Pie?”



The yellow in front of Pinkie’s eyes waved up and down.



“Pinkie, you shouldn’t stare at the sun for so long. It’s dangerous,” Fluttershy said.



Pinkie Pie blinked, the afterimages of the sun’s light glowing in her vision. She turned to look at Fluttershy, and blinked again.



“Um… Pinkie, you have a little something… right here.” Fluttershy wiped the corner of her own mouth and pointed at Pinkie Pie.



Pinkie closed her mouth that she wasn’t aware was open, then wiped the corner of her mouth Fluttershy had indicated with a hoof. She had been drooling.



Pinkie looked around. The tree she had looked at was green, as was the grass. The creek near Fluttershy’s house was intact, and had a lovely and clear blue. The dandelions were yellow, and the roses were red, and yellow and black bees buzzed from one to the next under gently scudding clouds of white. Pinkie stared. She blinked yet again, and turned her head to look at Fluttershy.



For what seemed like the first time, she really looked at Fluttershy. Her friend had a yellow coat, and her pink mane and tail draped down across it in an exquisite manner. The soft pastels of her coloring really drew out the cool blue of her eyes, and the longer Pinkie stared, the more amazing her friend’s colors looked.



Fluttershy looked concerned, but Pinkie’s gormless expression quickly gave way to a small smile which widened the longer she stared. Pinkie’s mane, which had been listless before, slowly fluffed itself up to its usual bright and poofy self along with her widening smile.



“Are you… okay, Pinkie?” Fluttershy asked.



“Okay?! I’m better than okay! I’m grrrreat!”



“Oh, that’s–”



“In fact, I’m amazing! I understand now! It wasn’t the colors that were wrong, it was me! I wasn’t seeing the value of what we already have! We don’t need anything new to truly be happy, we need to understand the true value of what’s already here!” Pinkie bounced around Fluttershy, her excitement bubbling out of her in an unstoppable deluge.



“So, what–”



“I know exactly what I’m going to do! I’m going to go home, and I’m going to bake a cake! It’ll be an amazing cake! It’ll have icing, loads of icing! Icing of every color of the rainbow!” Pinkie grabbed Fluttershy’s hooves and danced in a small circle with her. “It doesn’t matter if the happiness I bring ponies disappears, because I can always make them happy again! That’s what makes their smiles worthwhile!” Pinkie Pie bounded down the dirt road away from Fluttershy’s cabin, shouting back excitedly. “Tell Discord I said thank youuuuuu!”



Fluttershy watched dumbstruck as her friend screamed and bounced away from her cottage. When the Pink pony was finally out of sight, she turned back to her cozy little house and stepped back inside. When she entered, she was surprised to see Discord was waiting on the couch.



“What did you do to her, Discord?”



“Me? I barely did anything. I just let her see colors. True colors.”



“New colors?”



“No no no, those are dangerous. These are our colors, but now she has truly seen them, for the second time.”



Fluttershy shook her head. “You promise you didn’t do anything dangerous to her?”



“Please, Fluttershy. I would never hurt a friend of yours. You know that.”



“Well, she seems happy. Thank you, Discord.”



“Anything for a friend, Fluttershy.”



Fluttershy smiled and picked up her kettle and put it on the stove to heat up. Though it wasn’t their weekly meeting, tea was always welcome. It was sometimes something they took for granted, and having it on a different day was refreshing. Change was the spice of life, after all, and sometimes it took looking at things differently to truly appreciate what seemed ordinary.



The End.
      

      
   
      The Truth Hurts


      

      
      
         When Rarity sat at her desk for the evening, she didn’t have high expectations. She was no great magical scholar, and creating a truly new spell was a feat that even prodigies like Twilight would be blessed to accomplish twice in their careers. By all rights, it promised to be a waste of an evening. And yet, she carried on.



Her magical reference books were laid out before her. Her more elegant glasses rested over her muzzle. Candles were lit. She’d had one glass of wine already and left another on her desk to sip. Briefly, she reflected on the fact that the proper conditions for magical study and the proper conditions for traditional romance were strikingly similar.



Her reasons for that attempt were complicated. Part of it was simple vanity—Rarity often had a high opinion of herself. Part of it was humble expectations, for the spell she sought to create was quite simple in its function. Part of it was curiosity about what the attempt would be like, and a desire to brush off magical training she hadn’t used since her school filly days.



But a part of it was something deeper. It was cultural tradition. It was identity. Some unicorns are great sages, and some unicorns are dentists or dressmakers, but every unicorn thinks they’re a wizard. Research knew no nobility, and anypony with a curious mind had the potential to discover something great. One never knew where the next great discovery might come from.



Far into her research, as the candles burned low, Rarity paused. She squinted at the page.



Her eyes went wide.



“TWILIGHT!” Hours later, rarity pounded on the castle doors, shouting up at the windows far above. It was well past midnight, and the stars were out. Rarity’s voice echoed far through Ponyville’s silent streets, and a few lights even came on in its wake. “Twilight, you open this door right now!”



“Okay, okay!” From inside the castle’s entranceway, Twilight yanked the double doors open with her magic, pulling Rarity inside in the same motion. Her mane was a mess, her face creased and her eyes bloodshot. “Is something wrong?” she asked, squinting through the haze. “Is Ponyville under attack?”



“No, Twilight. I’ve discovered something.” Rarity stood breathless and panting, gesturing wildly with a foreleg as she spoke. “I was researching a new spell, and I think I found something wondrous! I need to use your library.”



“You woke me up at 3:30 in the morning because you were doing magical research and it just… couldn’t wait?” Twilight scrunched up her face. “I have really mixed feelings about this.”



“Yes yes. You’re an adorable bookworm. But seriously, Twilight, look at this.” Rarity held up a giant mass of loose paper and parchment in front of her. Twilight could only assume it was her notes. “You know the old philosophy problem of color. Is my color red the same as your color red. That old thing?”



“Sure.” Twilight sighed. She took a moment to rub her eyes, trying to work some of the sleep stuff out of them. “It’s an illustrative question about the subjective nature of perception.”



“Well, I was working on a spell to help me more elegantly blend colors for my fall dresses, and…” Rarity took a deep breath. Her whole body tensed up. “I solved it!”



“You… solved it?” Twilight frowned.



“Yes!” Rarity let out a loud squeak of joy. “I realized that our existing collection of color-altering spells only make sense if color is an objective quantity in the universe, and that you can measure to what extent an individual's personal perceptions align with that reading! Not only can we measure if your red is the same as my red, we can determine how close each of us is to real red!”



Twilight stared. She laughed. Her hoof went to her face. “Okay… Rarity. It’s not a solvable problem. Like, not it isn’t solvable because it’s hard. It isn’t solvable because it doesn’t even make sense to say you solved it. The point of the problem is that perception is subjective, so you can’t measure-”



“Oh for goodness sake!” Rarity grabbed Twilight with one leg, and held her notes with the other. She pulled the two together, until Twilight was face to face with her scribbles. “Read.”



“Ow! Rarity! Okay, this has…” Twilight trailed off as one of Rarity’s diagrams caught her eye. “Wait. Why would you…” She separated some of the pages. She stared. She read. “Oh, that’s… clever. That’s…”



Finally, Twilight let out a soft: “Huh.”



*************************************




And so it came to pass that color was objectively verifiable. With nothing more than a color wheel and a guide to basic spellcasting, any competent unicorn could measure a pony’s chromatic perception. It became a quite popular parlor trick, and many a pony enjoyed learning precisely how well their notion of color corresponded with that of their neighbors.



As it became more popular however, other discoveries followed. Those who were gifted in the visual arts nearly always had perceptions that closely aligned with objective reality, while those whose perceptions deviated were far more likely to purchase salmon wallpaper or unironically dress in neon. The facts were clear, and because the ponies who compiled those facts had excellent perception, the facts were also arrayed in visually pleasing color-coordinated graph and charts. Something had to be done.



And so, Twilight invented a technique for enchanting lenses, that they could correct color like normal lenses corrected focus. All a pony had to do was slip on a pair, and they would know with certainty that their perception of reality aligned with the truth, and that their fears of unknowingly being a tasteless clod were at best only partially justified. They became so popular that schools started giving them away to fillies and colts before art class, and red-and-black hair dye became an endangered species. It was a glorious time.



Then, Cadance got involved. She was part unicorn too, after all.



The color-correcting glasses craze had reached the Crystal Empire, and Cadance’s subjects could finally confirm what they’d always known—that their sense of color coordination was amazing and that Equestria didn’t have nothin’ on them. But the very idea of objectively measuring what was once a subject of perception tickled Cadance’s fancy, and she set to work at her own desk, with her own candles, and with her own two glasses of wine. And she made something.



It measured love. Or, more accurately, the potential for love. Cadance had been able to do it for years, so it was just a matter of replicating her natural powers into a simple enchanted object. One pony held one end of a wire, and the other pony held the other end of the wire, and the meter in the middle went “foop” and “bing.” Then, a card came out of the slot in the top.



Cadance tested it with Shining Armor, and the card read: “True Love.” Then, she tested it with Flash Sentry, and it read: “Not that into you, but will pretend to be in the hope of a threesome with your husband.” That was when she knew she had a winner.



The romamoeter, or “love meter” for the masses, was an instant hit in Equestria. Speed dating had never been speeder or more accurate. No longer did ponies have to go through the complex back and forth of dating, courtship, ritual. They could just sit across a table, each grab a wire, read the resulting card, and thank their lucky stars they dodged that disaster. It was such a simple, practical device.



Some ponies thought the concept could go even further.



“Twilight!” Applejack roared. Her hoof hit Twilight’s door and took it clear off its hinges, sending the two shattered halves of the gateway back into the castle foyer. As she stormed inside, Twilight appeared up the hall and gaped.



“Applejack,” she called. Her eyes were wide. “You broke down my door!?”



“I knocked.” Applejack growled. “It’s the traditional way earth ponies knock on castle doors,” she got into Twilight’s face, muzzle to muzzle, “when they are extremely angry with the unicorns living inside.”



“Well technically I’m an alicorn…” Twilight squeaked. Applejack growled. Twilight broke out in a cold sweat. “But you know, point made. What’s bothering you, very good friend of mine who would never do violence to another good friend?”



“This.” Applejack pulled a piece of paper from her saddlebags, shoving it towards Twilight. Twilight took in from her, studying her.



“Applebloom’s… report card?” She frowned. “What does this have to do with me?”



“Because it’s not a report card for her. It’s a report card about her. Specifically, about how good a job I’m doing raising her!” Applejack tapped her chest with a hoof, her voice rising from a humble shout to a full-throated bellow. “They say that you discovered that a happy childhood is objectively measureable from brainwaves, and so now all the kids are getting their heads scanned so their parents can learn what they’re doing wrong!”



“Oh. Um… gosh.” Twilight’s eyes flicked back and forth between Applejack and the paper. “It looks like they gave you a B-. I mean, that’s pretty-”



Applejack took a step forward, until her muzzle pressed into Twilight’s. “They said I was raising her to be resistant to change. Can you believe that!? They told me to try being more open to new things, Twilight!”



“Oh, uh…” Twilight croaked. “I mean, that’s obviously wrong…”



“Yer gul-darn right it is!” Her hoof hit the floor hard enough to leave cracks. “My great grandpappy was open to change, and my grandpappy was open to change, and my pa was open to change, and that means I’m open to change, and darned if I’m going to hear some fancy machine tell me otherwise!”



“Yes. Yes. You know. That’s a very good point.” Twilight nodded quickly. “I will talk to the school and get this sorted out right away.”



“You do that! I’m telling you, Twilight. This craze has gone too far. Ponies won’t stand for it no more! You get that sorted right now, or I swear I’m gonna go sort it for you.” She snorted and stormed away, pausing only briefly on her way out to repair Twilight’s door in full. It was just neighborly.



Twilight needed a few minutes to breathe after the encounter. Then, she hurried outside and into the street of Ponyville. It was a long walk to the schoolhouse, and she saw things on the way there.



She saw red slips affixed to doors. While beauty did take many forms, it was objectively measureable, and so the city had done away with its complicated zoning laws. Instead, they passed a simpler law, that ponies homes could not be more than 20% ugly by mass. The assessment was made by automated pulchriograph, and notices left for the offenders.



She saw a bookstore owner putting up a new sign in his window. “90% of everything is terrible,” it said, “and we now carry just the other 10%! All books now biblometer filtered. Guaranteed compelling and well-written! Plus textbooks.” A giant pile of books filled the dumpster behind the shop. Mostly self-help books and fantasy novels with sultry mares on the cover.



She saw a pony comparing apples and oranges. He didn’t have a fancy machine to do it or anything. It was actually pretty straightforward. And in retrospect, it always had been.



Then, she saw that Barnyard Bargains was having a 2:1 sale on pitchforks, torches, and looting sacks. Ponies had formed a long line that stretched around the block, and were chatting amicably as they waited. Parents had brought their foals to try things out before they bought them.



She sighed. “Ah, ponyfeathers.”



*************************************




The riot burned itself out eventually. Mostly because Ponyville had run out of things to burn and/or steal. The townsponies thought it was a great time. Everypony got lots of exercise, worked some aggression out of the system, and little Dinky Do got to run around wearing her neon-pink “Anarchy Now” mask. She even sprinted around the square lighting the most objectively beautiful buildings on fire, and screamed “No gods, no masters!” so high her voice cracked, which everypony agreed was adorable.



Of course, the pulchriograph was the first thing to be burned, along with the little red notices. Then the biblometers went, and the machines that detected if children were happy, and the little dating device that went “foop” and “bing.” Then went the town hall that contained laws about beauty, and the school that thought it could send snippy letters to parents. And finally went the glasses that corrected color, and the fumes from their chemical flames formed a beautiful rainbow that stretched high into the sky.



Twilight’s castle was spared. Partially because it was non-flammable, and partially because of Spike’s shocking and unexpected aptitude for street brawling. And so it came in time to pass that Twilight and Rarity sat on the castle porch, and together watched the sun rise over the smoking and blacked remains of Ponyville.



“Thank you again for letting me use your guest room,” Rarity said. The Carousel Boutique was currently a vaguely circular pile of timbers and burnt fabric. “I’m… sorry. I got this whole thing started.”



“Oh, it’s… nothing.” Twilight waved her off. “And, don’t be. You just made the discovery. I was the one who started with a practical application.”



“Somepony else would have thought of it if you didn’t.” Rarity said. Twilight shrugged, and the two lapsed into a long silence as they watched the town.



“Did we just go too quickly?” Twilight finally asked. “Could this have worked if we’d been more patient? Or do ponies just not want to hear the truth? Maybe we just prefer to believe it’s all subjective?”



“Ponyville isn’t the whole world, Twilight -- much as it often feels that way. The craze is still going strong in Canterlot. So I wouldn’t make judgements as to the character of the whole pony race just yet.”



“Yeah, but…” Twilight gestured out at the town. “You know what I mean. In a sense, isn’t this… moving backwards? Embracing our worst nature?”



“I’m not sure much changed, actually.” Rarity sat back, drawing in a deep breath. “Take fashion, for instance. Oh, we didn’t measure it with machines, but it was never really that subjective. There was and is such a thing as good and bad taste. But even if I could somehow get away with it, I wouldn’t tell every customer in the boutique what they have to wear. Because it’s not just about objective beauty. It’s about…”



She gestured high into the air, and let her hoof fall back to her side. “Self expression. It’s not about what clothes are best. It’s about what the clothes say. And sure, maybe sometimes what they say is that the wearer is colorblind, but isn’t that just admitting something true about ourselves?”



“So what are you saying?” Twilight asked. “That the quantified, objectively perfect town is the real lie? That this is the honest Ponyville?”



Rarity shrugged. “Take a look for yourself. They’re already rebuilding the town -- rebuilding it the way they want it to look. It’s a rare moment of mass, pure creative expression, and the new town will, I think, reflect the true desires of its inhabitants.”



Twilight sat up in her chair. She squinted down at some of the new buildings, already under construction.



Finally, she came to a realization. “They look awful.”



“Like the south end of a mule going north,” Rarity agreed.



“Gosh, that’s just an eye-sore.” Twilight flinched. “Hey, if you’re going to be my guest for a few days anyway, you want to just take a trip to Canterlot until this all blows over? I heard the palace now has the most objectively comfortable beds ever constructed.”



“Oh, certainly!” Rarity said. She refilled her and Twilight’s glasses of wine, and they clinked the two together. “That sounds way better than self-expression. Cheers!”



And it really was.
      

      
   
      Post Mortem


      

      
      
         Fluttershy’s burial was the saddest moment in Twilight Sparkle’s life.



She was standing on the rostrum, eyes locked on the paper sheets, wrestling to keep them in place as gusts of wind threatened to blow them away. Overhead, patches of dark scud darted across the sky, brought in and then swept away by the unceasing gale. It was pelting down, and her umbrella barely protected her from the lashing rain. It felt as if the world’s end was about to come.



But she didn’t care. She didn’t mind the cold, she didn’t register her shuddering. She didn’t know what streamed from her face anymore, rain or tears. Her vision was blurry, her eyes baggy and bloodshot with sorrow and fatigue, with all those nights spent scribbling futile words on and on before she would scratch them out contemptuously, scrumple the sheet and start over for the umpteenth time. Words the wind would carry away, the rain wash out, the pain tear apart. Meaningless jabber which would never bring her friend back.



And yet, she had to do it. It was her dreadful duty.



She raised her eyes and scanned the overcrowded square. It was hard to tell who had come. Pony of all sizes, colours and walk of life had gathered, most of them hidden under umbrellas, in a vain effort to keep dry and warm. Only in the first row did she recognise the princesses, Mayor Mare, Fluttershy’s beloved animals and her friends. One was missing, of course.



Rainbow Dash had been in a coma since the accident. That stupid accident. The pegasus had lost control during one of her crazy acrobatic drills and crashed into a tree right in the middle of the small crowd which had gathered to admire her. The tree had broken under the force of the impact, and everypony, transfixed by the shock, had witnessed the enormous trunk crack, fall and smash down directly onto the helpless Fluttershy.



What had been picked up from her had been but blood and pulp.



I should’ve done something, Twilight thought for the zillionth time. I should’ve teleported her to safety rather than gawping like an idiot. I’ve failed her, and now she’s gone. In a flash, she saw Rainbow Dash, stark still in her hospital bed, her body tangled in bandages and tubes. At least she was spared the weight of the guilt. For the time being.



The loud keening of the wind snatched her back to the present. She shook her head, cleared her throat and focussed on her speech. They’re waiting for you. You must do it.



“Fluttershy,” she began, “you… were…” She stopped. Gulped. Hesitated. “Fluttershy,” she went on with a slur in her voice. “I’m so …” Her vision blurred. She stooped, overwhelmed. The wind was buffeting her barrel. Darkness wrapped around her. She tried to regain her composure, but the world was reeling. She took one step backwards, teetered and collapsed onto the platform. “…sorry,” she finished in a whisper. Then she swooned.








“What?” Celestia exclaimed, and her eyes almost popped from their sockets.



“I’ve got to do this,” Twilight Sparkle said. “I can’t live with the guilt anyway. It’s too much for me to bear.”



Celestia sighed. “It wasn’t your fault, Twilight. She’s gone, and Rainbow Dash is in bad shape. I don’t want to add you to that list. Give up on that crazy idea. You can’t get an appointment with Death. He doesn’t operate a claim bureau. You won’t find him, and if you do, he will take you away, and there’s nothing I’ll be able to do to bring you back.”



“You don’t understand, Princess. I shall find him. I don’t mind the cost if there’s the slightest chance of bringing Fluttershy back.”



“Nopony has ever gone to the kingdom of the dead and turned back alive. You have zero chance to succeed. I know it’s painful, but you must get over Fluttershy’s death.”



“Get over it? How am I supposed to?” Twilight retorted. “Each night I make the same nightmare: I see that tree crashing down, I see Fluttershy pinned to the ground by fear, I see the glance she cast me at the last moment, those eyes begging me for help. And then I hear the sound of her bones snapping. And then I wake up screaming and I can’t even think going back to sleep. How can I get over it? My life is ruined.”



Celestia sighed again. “Alright,” she said. “What do you want to know about him?”



“Do you know him?”



“Of course I know him,” Celestia replied. “He was with us when time began. He… he’s our brother.“



“Brother?!”



“Yes. We were – are – a big family.” Her eyes lost focus as if she recalled old memories. “He was always stern and gruff,” she added after a while. “When the creation was over and we were given the choice over our dominion, I chose the sun, Luna chose the moon and space, and he took the underground and afterlife. Together we dug Tartarus. When it was done, he descended into it and vanished inside. I never seen him since.”



“So he lives in Tartarus?”



Celestia shook her head. “No. Tartarus was just the place where he set the entrance to his kingdom. There’s a gate down there, a gate he’s the only one to know the location of, a gate invisible to all living things. Even I cannot see it…”



“Wonderful!” Twilight said. She looked down in dejection. “How am I supposed to find him?”



Celestia pondered. “I suppose I could summon him using his name,“ she answered. “But—”



“His name?“



“We all have names, Twilight. Not the ones you’re familiar with. True names, that we only are allowed to know and use. I wasn’t born Celestia, and my sister wasn’t born Luna either. Those are the names we picked up later. Our true names are names of power. Call mine and I will appear, even in the remotest place, and the same holds for all my siblings. We swore to use them only in case of extreme danger. I can’t call my brother on such an occasion. I’m sorry, Twilight, I can’t help you. You’re on your own.”



Twilight looked at her mentor with supplicant eyes, but Celestia lowered her gaze. She turned to Luna, who had been sitting silently all this time between two pillars, but the blue alicorn shook her head.



“Very well,” Twilight growled, in a sudden fit of anger. “You won’t help me, nopony will help me, but I’ll go. You swore an oath, let me swear another: I will find Death and come back with Fluttershy, should I wander in Tartarus for millennia.” She cast her crown from her head. It rolled on the floor until it hit the plinth of Celestia’s throne. “Tell the others I’m gone on a very, very long quest, but that I will be back with a surprise.” And with these words she teleported away in a flash.








Twilight flopped onto the hard, rocky ground. She was at the end of the rope. How long had she been roving through this maze? She had lost all sense of time. Nights and days felt so alien. There was only gloom here. She had to keep her horn glowing all the time, lest she be lost to darkness eternal.



And it was so creepy. Snaky tunnels meandered through the rock, sometimes leading to other identical tunnels, sometimes opening to deserted, hollow caves where the sound of her hooves reverberated. Eerie luminescent runes oozed elusive magic from the ceiling. Unexpected draughts, sometimes chilly, sometimes warm, bore wafts of odd and exotic scents. But the most unsettling was the wailing. The wailing never ceased. It was a high pitched, spooky dirge, as if remote voices chanted spells in a language long forgotten. It brought with it a baleful quality which chilled Twilight to the marrow. Sometimes, it would almost dwindle away, only to pick up strength ten steps ahead. What was it? Where did it come from? Twilight couldn’t guess.



Some tunnels had huge stone gates lining them, with names carved on them. Most of those names Twilight was unfamiliar with. Only once did she stumble on a name she knew, and she shuddered and ran away when she read it, as old ominous legends came back to her mind. Behind that door lay a primeval monster, an archfiend so formidable Celestia and Luna had had to harness all their power to put it under restraint. Her mentor has once hinted at huge orichalc fetters forged in the fire of Equestria’s hottest volcano, fetters of such size even the whole city of Canterlot could easily fit inside them.



Once she stumbled in front of a door, almost knocked out by the evil which radiated from inside the cell, an evil so strong it had hit her through metres of granite. She wondered who was inside, but the name on the door, Astralus, was unknown to her, so she walked by.



And now she was lying here, in the middle of a workaday tunnel, a tiny shadow under a greater shadow, not knowing whom she was looking for nor where to find him. She drew her blanket out of the saddlebag and tucked herself under it. I’ve been stupid, she thought. Now I’m lost and Celestia knows how long it will take me to get out. She was right, after all, I’ll never find that door. Fluttershy’s gone for good, I must—



Wait! What was that?



She could swear she had heard clear syllables over the wailing. A male voice, gravelly and loud. She couldn’t understand it, but it was there. She strained her ears. Yes, definitely, somepony was yelling. She stood up, put her blanket back into her bag and galloped ahead.



A minute later she came to a T, cocked her head left and right to try and locate the voice. She chose the left path. The echoes of the voice grew stronger as she ran along it. Somepony called for help. 



“Hold on! Hold on!” she shouted in return.



Her words must have been heard, since the voice paused then yelled “Watch out! There’s a pit in the middle of the room!”



Twilight slowed down as she entered a vast cave. The voice was right. Just ahead of her, a large pit gaped. “Where are you?” she asked.



“Down there,” the voice answered.



Tilting her head over the pit, Twilight saw, several feet under her, the shape of a unicorn standing on a minute ledge. “Keep calm,” she said, as she conjured up a simple hauling spell. A purple glow wrapped itself around the unicorn. Twilight lifted him up and deposited him onto the border of the pit.



“Thanks,” the unicorn said. “I thought I was going to be trapped here forever.”



Twilight peered at him. He had pitch black coat and mane, barring a single white speck on his forehead. He was wearing… a tuxedo? 



Indifferent to Twilight’s inspection, he brushed the dust away from his clothes, then dipped a hoof in one of its pockets. He fished a cigar out of it, that he lit with a match he dredged from the same pocket.



All that didn’t make sense.



“You see,” he said, after drawing a couple of puffs, “I was taking a break.” He waved his cigar. “Nowadays, with all that fuss against tobacco, you can’t enjoy even a tiny cigar inside your office without risking a riot.” He pouted. “Modernity, I guess. Anyway. I got lost in thought and didn’t see the pit. Fortunately, I managed to land onto that ledge below.”



“Why didn’t you teleport out?” Twilight asked.



“My magic doesn’t operate in this place,” he answered. He looked at Twilight with curious eyes. “But you, darling, what are you doing here? Don’t tell me you’re on a vacation trip.”



“Me? Oh… No. Err… As a matter of fact, I’m desperately looking for… Death,” Twilight answered. She simpered.



The unicorn broke into a fit of laughter. Twilight cocked an eyebrow and examined him more closely. Something was bulging under his tuxedo. Like… Wings? She was certain now. He had wings under his clothes. He was an alicorn.



“Well,” he said when he had recomposed himself, “it seems you found it. I mean him. I mean me!”



Twilight’s eyes widened. “You mean you’re… Death?” 



“Yes! It’s me. So what?” he asked. He checked himself over. “What’s wrong with that?”



“Well…” Twilight hesitated. “I was expecting you looking… different maybe?”



Death laughed again. “I suppose you were picturing me as in those crazy paintings? A skeleton with a scythe, or something of the same sort? The Grim Reaper? Bwahaha… What a laugh! The truth is, I like power dressing. After all, I belong. I’m the boss of one of Equestria most successful businesses. Work is never slow down there.” He drew another puff from his cigar.



“But Celestia told me you were stern and gruff.”



Death looked at Twilight with impish eyes. “My sister said that of me? How disappointing she still keeps slandering me outrageously after all these millennia.” He looked up at the ceiling. “Lill’ sis’, if you hear me, you’re punished. No cake for dinner.” He giggled. “Is she still so greedy for cakes?”



Twilight smiled self-consciously.



“Well,” Death carried on, “on the other hand, I do understand why she portrays me like that. Say, what would happen if she started trumpeting around Death’s a rakish and fun-loving guy, and the kingdom of the dead is a place where people enjoy eternal bliss? Hmm? Everypony would rush in. I’d have to curb illegal immigration. How unseemly. No, really, I’m better off with ponies fearing me, clutching at their lives until the last minute…“



“The kingdom of the dead is a place where ponies enjoy eternal bliss?” Twilight repeated.



“You don’t believe me?”



“Well – I mean, it’s a bit hard—”



“Let me show you round,” Death cut in. He walked to Twilight and wrapped a leg around her shoulder. “It’s been a long time I haven’t had any tourist down there. Especially one so cute! Come on, sweetie!”



Twilight blushed, ever so slightly. 



Death touched the stone wall. A gate materialised. He placed his hoof into a small dimple and the gate hinged open, revealing another narrow, dark tunnel. Death proceeded into it. “Come on!” he said. “It’s no trap. Follow me.”



Twilight followed suit. As soon as she had walked past the door, it slammed shut. The light of Twilight's horn was snuffed out. Only the reddish glow of Death’s cigar remained visible. Twilight tried to recast her light spell, but it failed to work.



“Why is it so dark?” Twilight asked.



“Hmm?” Death replied. “Oh that! The fuses blew at the beginning of eternity, and I never got round to fix them. On the other hand, I’m not sure I really want to do it. That helps keeping the aura of the place. Just stand still for a couple of minutes, until your eyes get used to darkness.”



They waited. After a short while, Twilight began to make out the shape of her guide and the walls of the tunnel. “All right,” she said, “I can see you, more or less.”



“Perfect!” Death replied. “Let’s go ahead then.” 



He resumed walking. Twilight fell into step and both went on for a couple of minutes, until they reached a sharp bend. Just after it, the tunnel ended with a door. Frosted glass panes let a bright light filter through it. Death turned the knob and the door opened. Twilight reflexively put a leg over her eyes to screen them from the glare. When she could see again, she stood at the threshold of a vast open space room. Scads of mares sat at desks, in front of strange machines. Light poured from overhead slits. Opposite the room, a magnificent picture window was overlooking a bright landscape, as far as Twilight could tell from where she was.



“This is my office,” Death said. “All these mares—” He walked to the nearest one, a young, orange coated mare and patted her on the back. “—work for me, 24/7. There’s no lull in my business. Dead keep coming at every hour, night and day. My employees have a good job though. Secure position, cosy shifts, great perks, top insurance, etc. Aren’t you happy here?” he asked the mare.



“Sure, sir,” she answered.



“This office,” Death continued, gesturing around with a hoof, “is top notch. Switchable A/C, unobtrusive lighting, purified air, outside noise reduction. Also—” he pointed to several machines in a corner “— free food and water dispensing machines, if anyone gets peckish or parched.” He leaned towards Twilight. “They can even use Internet if they want to,” he whispered at her ear. “I really like to cocoon them.“



Twilight was completely befuddled. And lost in concepts she had never heard about. “Where did you get all this?” she asked.



“How do you mean?”



“All that stuff. Machines. Desks. Lights.”



“Ah! At the annual death fair, of course. Where else?”



“Death fair?”



“Yeah. The death fair. It’s a great event to attend, believe me. There’s a large exposition room where companies sell everything that’s needed to operate the business. And it’s also the place to meet my peers and carouse together!”



“Your peers? You mean—”



“Sure! Each universe has his own death lord. We form an association, and exchange experiences, discuss groundbreaking advances in death management, and so on.”



Twilight tried to imagine what could such a symposium look like, but she failed. The mere concept was eluding her. “What are all those mares doing?” she finally asked.



“They’re my immigration service!” He chuckled. “They register every newcomer. They create a file with name, age, marital status, parents, children, etc. Well, when I say files, that was before we bought computers and digitalised all the data. Before that, the room was lined up with dozen of shelves, and it was really unwieldy. Now—”



“Computers?” Twilight cut in.



Death looked at Twilight with perplexed eyes. “Never mind,” he finally said. “Death is serious business. I have to keep track of anyone in there. It’s critical. I can’t afford losing one single soul. But enough rambling. Come over here.” He motioned Twilight towards the picture window. “Have a look on the land of the departed.”



Twilight walked to the window and gasped. The view was breathtaking, as if she were standing on the edge of an eagle’s nest, thousands of metres above the ground. Far below forests, meadows, small lakes and hills rolled on as far as the eye could see. Scattered over this lush landscape, small villages crowned with plumes of smoke sprawled lazily in their verdant cradles. A bright light, too diffuse to be the sun, radiated from above. Flocks of birds, tiny black flecks from this far away, wandered from grove to grove. Peace and serenity emanated from the place.



“I can’t believe it,” Twilight whispered. “It’s… gorgeous!”



“Thank you!” Death said. “To be honest, I’m quite proud of it. It took me a long time to get things the way they are. Underground irrigation. Basin architecture. Hills forming. Villages design. Overhead lighting, all LED now, to minimise the energy footprint. I like to boast my world has an environmentally responsible ruler.”



“Impressive,” Twilight added. She had no idea what Death had just said.



There was a short pause. “By the way, purple honey,” Death said. “Why the hell…” He chuckled. “I’m sorry,” he added, “I can’t resist bad jokes. So hmm… Yes. Why were you looking for me?”



Twilight turned around. “I wanted to ask you… I mean… I have a friend who recently—”



“Say no more!” Death interrupted. “Come with me in my office. Such things are best discussed in private.”



Death showed Twilight into a large office, and closed the door behind her. He gestured her towards a large armchair, and sat opposite her across the desk. “So,” he said. “You want me to send your friend back in your world? Don’t you think she might be happy there?”



“I… I don’t know,” Twilight replied. She was feeling very self-conscious. “She died in a stupid accident. It was not my fault, but I could’ve teleported her away just before it happened. I can’t help but thinking she died because of me, because I failed her. I mean…” She hesitated. “I know it’s selfish, but can you send her back? We all miss her up there. Badly. And all the animals she was caring for do, too.”



Death swivelled his chair aside. He seemed to ponder. “All accidents are stupid. I guess you saved my life,” he muttered after a while, “and I’m beholden to you.” He grumbled something, then he swivelled back to face Twilight. “Let’s do this,” he proposed. “I’m going to summon you friend over here. You can talk together and decide what’s best for… for?”



“…her. Fluttershy.” Twilight said. “That’s her name.”



“Fine. But look. If ever she decides to go back with you, you must swear to keep the secret. One of my peers once had a bad experience. There was that guy – what was his name… Arpheos? Orpheas? I don’t remember – anyway, his wife dies. Guy comes before my peer, begs him to give his wife back. Peer, goodhearted and a bit gullible, grants him his wish but makes him swear not too look back at his wife until he’s out. Guy doesn’t keep his promise, peer gets into a lot of trouble with local authorities. I don’t want that, right?” 



“I shall be silent as the grave,” Twilight said. 



Death smiled, and flicked a switch on. He spoke into an unknown device. “Tuba Mirum,” he said, “per rule A.335b, could you print the file of miss Flutterby?“



“Fluttershy,” Twilight corrected.



“Sorry. Fluttershy,” Death carried on. “She’s arrived very recently. Thanks!“ He flicked the switch off. “We should get her whereabouts in just a few seconds,” he said to Twilight. “Computers are really wonderful.”



There was a short pause. Death shuffled through papers, and Twilight let her eyes rove idly around the room. The walls were white and bare. Decor was minimal. But on her right, behind Death’s desk, another door was slightly ajar. Through the chink, she caught a glimpse of what she thought was a unmade bed.



At that moment, somepony knocked at the door. Death looked up. 



“Come in!” he bellowed.



The door opened and a white, good looking mare in a straight jacket appeared on the threshold. “I’m sorry, sir,” she said. “No trace of anypony named Fluttershy in our database.”



“That can’t be, miss Mirum. Everyone gets registered when he arrives. There must be some sort of error. Show me!” He stood up, rounded his desk and exited. Twilight followed behind.



The secretary sat at her desk, Death and Twilight gathered round her. She typed on the keyboard, and simultaneously ‘FLUTTERSHY’ appeared on the screen. 



“Is that the correct way to spell it?” Tuba Mirum asked.



“Yes,” Twilight replied.



Tuba Mirum hit a big key. There was an imperceptible lag, and the message ‘FILE NOT FOND’ flashed on the screen.



“Voilà!” the secretary said. “No Fluttershy, as I said.”



“But, but—” Twilight stuttered. “She—”



“Did you try to trick me, miss Sparkle?” Death asked, and his voice suddenly sounded rough and ominous. “I warn you, I don’t like that sort of joke.”



“I… No… How do you know my—? No, Fluttershy is dead, she must be here! There has to be an error. Your computer. Check again, please.” Twilight felt a sudden panic wash over her.



“Miss Sparkle – yes, I know your name. And let me tell you, I don’t find this funny at all. I have total confidence in my staff. They’ve been working for millennia and never made any mistake, so I won’t accept any accusation from anypony, be it my sister’s protégée. Your friend is not here, full stop.” He took a glance at the wall clock overhead, then glowered back at Twilight. “I think I have lost enough time with you and your sick humour. Now if you will excuse me…” He grasped Twilight inside his magic, and swept her across the room and through a door labelled ‘emergency exit’, “I have serious business to attend to. Goodbye miss Sparkle, and may we never meet again!” The door slammed shut, and Twilight found herself back in darkness.



“NOOOOO!!!! PLEEEAAASE!!!” Twilight screamed desperately, but nothing happened. She flopped onto the ground and for long minutes smashed her hooves on the rock, sobbed and wailed, until exhaustion took her and she passed out.








When she came round all was still dark. How was she feeling? She didn’t know yet. She rose to all fours, and lit her horn. She was standing in the middle of a small tunnel. A few steps behind her, the tunnel ended with a rock wall. No sign of a door, nothing to hope on this side. She sighed, checked her belongings, turned round and set out.



She took a few steps and froze. Something peculiar was happening. The walls of the tunnel were losing substance. They were fading away, letting a bright light seep through. A couple of seconds later, they were gone. 



Twilight found herself in the middle of a meadow. She looked around. She knew this place. She was in the outskirts of Ponyville. Not far away ahead of her, she spotted a small group of ponies standing at the edge of a thicket. What? She shook her head. Who was that yellow mare with a pink mane in the middle of it? Could it be…?



She galloped towards the group. They all were looking up, as if watching something in the sky. Twilight skidded to a halt. “Fluttershy?!” she called out.



Fluttershy turned her head. “Hey Twilight!” she said.



“Fluttershy? How…? What are you doing here? I mean…”



“Shhh!” Fluttershy replied, and she put a hoof over her mouth. “We’re watching Rainbow Dash perform her last acrobatic tricks.”



Twilight raised her head. Far above, the pegasus was soaring along a wide arc, her wings fully outstretched. When she reached the apex of her trajectory, she folded her wings and dove down at breakneck speed.



“Ooooh!” the crowd exclaimed in awe.



Twilight tensed. It rung a bell, but what was it? Suddenly she realised. There was no time to lose. A ray of magic shot from her horn and wrapped around Rainbow Dash, who was stopped in mid-air. Twilight then guided the pegasus gently down, and deposited her next to Fluttershy. She broke the spell, and pounced on both of them, pinning them down in a tight hug.



“Hey!” Rainbow Dash protested. “Gross!”



Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash still wonder what happened to Twilight at this instant.







Far, far below, or maybe in another dimension, Death walked to Tuba Mirum’s desk. “Can you check for ‘Fluttershy’ again, please?” he asked.



The secretary nodded, punched the name, then the ⮐ key. ‘FILE NOT FOUND’ appeared on the screen.



“Miss Mirum,” Death said, “next time you fake a message, try and avoid typos, right?” 



He turned around and walked into his office with a smile on his face.
      

      
   
      The Coat


      

      
      
         The light of the evening streamed through the windows of the boutique, bathing ponequins  and dresses in a warm aura. The doorbell jingled as the last customer left, while Rarity floated needles, threads, and notes back to their place.



From outside came the muffled sound of Ponyville getting ready for the evening, of promises of family dinners, of cups of tea, and of rest after a day of work and play.



She rubbed her eyes, yawned, surveyed the room and then trotted in the kitchen. Water plunged in the kettle, and a spark of magic ignited the herd as the bell of the shop sounded again.



Rarity groaned internally, then put on her professional smile number thirteen—I would so gladly help and would move mountains to do it, but the moment is unfavorable—and went back in the showroom. "Welcome to the Carousel Boutique. I'm sorry but—"



In the room stood the largest griffon Rarity had ever seen. Gray plumage ran down the back of his head, and bleached-out, blue fur hinted at a life under the open skies. Two massive saddlebags made of thick, oiled cloth hung over his sides. His beak was covered in scratches and chipped at the edges, and a crisscross of old scars marred his coat, with a particularly ugly one running over his left eye.



The Griffon's good eye fixated on her and he asked, "Good evening, are you miss Rarity?".



"Huh?" Rarity blinked, then said, "Ah, right. Please excuse my rudeness, but I didn't expect any more customers today. Yes, I am Rarity, how can I help you?"



He nodded. "Do you do repairs?"



"That depends. Is it one of my pieces?" If she had ever done something for a griffon it should have been memorable, but as she racked her mind trying to remember such an occasion she came up empty.



The Griffon shook his head. "It is not." He turned and reached for his saddlebags, then pulled out a package wrapped in brown paper and closed with a twine. He proffered the package to Rarity and said, "It was made by a Griffon."



Her curiosity piqued, Rarity grabbed it in her magic and floated it over. With a tug, she undid the node and unwrapped it. "I usually don't do repairs anymore, if not under very special circumstances." She unfurled the piece of clothing inside and floated up a large, anthracite coat. It was made of heavy wool, thickly weaved, and in a shape she didn't think she had seen before. Around the shoulders and the wing holes, the cloth was consumed from use and the lower borders were a bit frayed. A faint smell of sea came from it.



"I must say, that is an interesting design. I think I saw something similar, once, but I can't really remember where." Her glasses floated on her muzzle as she squinted and looked at one of the pockets. "I see that somepony already repaired it. Not perfect, but a decent job. Can't you bring it back to the tailor who made it?"



She continued to examine the coat, noticing more small fixes. A sewed snatch here, a hidden patch in the lining there. After a while, when no answer came forth from her guest, Rarity turned to the griffon.



He stood there, shoulders slightly sagged in, his eye looking on the floor.



"Are you alright, Mr...?"



He sighed, then looked up. "I'm fine, thank you. My name is Gerard, and no, I can't bring it back to the tailor who sewed it." He passed a claw over his head, straightening a couple of feathers. "Can you repair it?"



Rarity folded the coat. "Honestly, it doesn't seem to be damaged. There are the wear and tear of its age, but aside from that it is in good condition."



"Can you restore it to perfection, then?"



The folded coat landed on the brown wrapping paper. "Maybe, but it isn't something I usually do. It would require a lot of time and some research, I suppose, and I have to start my work on my fall collection. I can give you the contact of a couple of talented—"



"The price won't be an issue."



Rarity raised an eyebrow and looked to Gerard.



The Griffon stood there, massive, intimidating, a history of violence and trouble etched in his being, and with a pleading look in his eye. "It will be a gift for my daughter. Please."



The kettle whistled from the kitchen. Rarity looked at the coat, then back at Gerard. She removed her glasses, then smiled and said, "There seems to be a lot of things bound to this coat that are not immediately apparent. Why don't you sit down with me for some tea and tell me the whole story?"






   

Gerard sat at the table in the kitchen with a cup between his claws. The sweet smell of bergamot hung in the air, and the waning light of the sunset cast long shadows across the white surfaces of the room.



Rarity put the cup down, then leaned on a hoof. "So, I gathered that this coat is really important for you, but it is also quite old. There's a rip under the right sleeve that has been repaired three times, and I didn't see any previous restoration attempts."



"True. The coat is almost as old as me, and I'm going for the sixties." He sniffed at the cup and smiled. "You are spoiling me. Is this a Zebrican Black Gold?"



"Oh, a connoisseur. Yes, it is. A friend of mine introduced me to it, and I never looked back." She sighed. "I admit that sometimes it's difficult to get it, the supply doesn't seem to be very stable."



"That really depends if the Elarian Grand-duchy is flexing its muscles on the eastern gate or not. They only treat the tea in Zebrica, ferment it in some secret way, but the raw materials come from the Tarillian Isles. If one has a taste for risk, it's a pretty profitable route."



"Well, that explains a bit, I think. I may have to ask Twilight where some of those places are, though. I admit my knowledge of the eastern hemisphere is sorely lacking." Rarity sipped her tea. "So, are you a merchant?"



Gerard raised his claws. "Oh, no, I'm nothing more than a humble sailor. I've been on that route just a couple of times when I was younger and more prone to take risks."



"And yet you come to me with something straight out of history and you ask to restore it to a pristine state, no matter the price." Rarity floated a plate of biscuits in the middle of the table. "Now, could you please tell me why this is so important for you?"



"It's important for my family, and it's a long story." Gerard looked to the side. "I really need it done."



Rarity took a biscuit. "Well, I am quite busy at the moment, but you made me curious." She smiled. "And I'm glad we are beyond the curt statement phase. Now, consider this story part of the price."



The Griffon sighed, then looked to the unicorn. "Very well. From a certain point of view, it's mostly a story about my father.

 

"My earliest memories are the smell of chalk and my father sitting at the kitchen table. Considering we lived in an aviary on the coast north of Griffonstone, one would think it should be fish and snow, but they are not. I think it's because chalk meant home.



"My father was one of the last griffon tailors this side of the Dragon's Land. He was proud of it, even while his profession became more and more meaningless with each passing year." He tipped with his claw against the cup. "He was a good griffon, you know? There were a lot of good griffins. They still are, but somehow we broke and we stopped caring.



Gerard looked up to Rarity, then clenched his beak. "I think you heard about how losing the Idol of Boreas made everything fall apart. Well, one of the things that we lost were tailors. Not suddenly, but in time. Clothing is not something essential for us. We are hardy, so we don't need much more than a scarf and some bags. There will be less cloth, and then there will be fewer griffons working with it, and... I think you see where this is going.



"Anyway, when I was but a little chick there was still some work for him. Griffons in our aviary brought him rags and he transformed them, made gloves or cloaks or hats. I remember him sitting there with his waistcoat, threads hanging from it like medals, a focused look in his eyes while he fixed a beret or sewed some saddle bags. He did everything like he had a commission from the King, no matter if all he would get just get a sack of flour from the miller.



"He took pride in what he did, no matter how humble it was. He cared even when those around him stopped."



Rarity poured some tea in her cup. "I can see it, and I think I understand. I count myself quite lucky that what I do is considered relevant here. But even if it wasn't"—she shuddered—"I think I would do it all the same. I suppose the coat was his, right?"



"It was." Gerard smiled. "I think he wanted it to be his masterwork, his legacy. And a memento. He worked on it for years. He had this cloth roll, thick, warm, you have seen the coat. Mother once told me that it was all he had left after he closed his shop in Griffonstone.



The coat floated over to the table and Rarity unfurled it. She put on her glasses and squinted at it.



"He once told me it was done like the ones the knights of the King and the nobles used. He told me how, when he was an apprentice, some great griffon or the other would come in his master's workshop for one. It was one of the few times his master was in a good mood, and how it also meant a couple of extra coins for the apprentices too. It also meant a couple of whacks more from the cane when they messed up. A stitch the thickness of a thread too far was enough to get beaten. When I  think about how my father told the story, I'm pretty sure he resented him a bit even after all those years."



"Hitting somepony with a cane is unacceptable. No slight intended, but that sounds, ah, positively dreadful."



Gerard shrugged. "It was a different time. And, well, Griffon culture may be a bit more physical than what ponies are used to. I think my father would agree with you, though. He respected his master, but I don't think he ever liked him."



Rarity looked up from the coat. "From what you tell me I think I would have liked to know him. I can also see the skill in what your father has done. This sewing is almost invisible, and this one here is perfect even after all these decades. Masterpiece is an honest assessment in my professional opinion."



"He would be honored by that. May I?" Gerard pointed at the teapot.



"Oh, certainly." An azure aura surrounded the pot and Rarity poured some tea for Gerard. "So the reason you want to restore it is that you want to give your daughter something from your father?"



"Well, not only that. My father taught me the craft, or at least the fundamentals of it, but I, myself, became a sailor. I was fourteen when I embarked, and I was young and stupid."



Rarity looked up to her guest. "Fourteen? That is quite young."



"The fall of Griffonstone was complete, by then. And even our little aviary felt it. We youngsters had seen the old ones struggle, and fight, and we saw things becoming miserable. We were also convinced that we could take on the world alone, that we didn't need anyone else and that we would never end up like the other losers. I dreamed of going out on the sea, and that I alone would become rich and come back to rub it into everyone's beak.



"So once I decided that, I embarked on the first merchant ship I could find and sailed for the Middle Sea, east of the Dragon's Land."



Gerard sipped his tea, then looked up and grinned. "Let me tell you, there's nothing like being on a ship during a storm to cure you of the notion that you can take on the world alone.



"I don't know how much you heard about the Middle Sea, but it's a place that opens one's mind. It will do it with a crowbar, if necessary, and it will pull out whatever you thought you knew and trample on it. There are Griffon cities there, and Minotaur enclaves, and Donkey reigns, and ports where you'll find every race that ever walked, or flew, or swam on this earth. And they'll laugh at you if you think you are the best thing after salted herring that ever graced them with his presence.



"They still fight a lot there. And then they drink together, and then they fight again. And when I returned home six years later I finally understood what my father talked about when he told me about Griffonstone of old."



"I'm not sure the Middle Sea sounds so enticing if you put it that way." Rarity floated the empty pot over to the kitchen counter. "You paint it as quite a savage place."



The griffon chuckled. "Oh, it is. It is also full of life and adventures and wonderful people. And it's where I met my wife."



"Oh, romanticism on the sea is something I can get behind." Rarity folded the coat again. "So, you returned to your home, and then?"



"I still hadn't met her, then. Anyway, I talked with my father and with my mother. That first time I stayed home only for a couple of weeks. I was a different Griffon than when I first left, but my thirst for adventure was the same, only less focused on becoming rich.



"I left again, for five years this time, and when I returned I came back with my Giselle. We married the summer after my return, and it was the first wedding in some years there." Gerard leaned on the table. "My father sewed Giselle's dress, did it with sails and nets. It was rough, and solid, and it smelled like the ocean, just like her. It was a wonderful day, she was beautiful, and the party, well, we hadn't much by then, but it was like aviary had returned to how I remembered it from my childhood. It didn't last, but it was a glimpse into what we once were.



"It was also the day my father gifted me his coat. He took me aside after our vows and then gave it to me. Said I reminded him of the good in us.



"After that, we embarked again, toured a bit the Celestial Sea, sailed for a while the Southern Luna Ocean. It was when we all still thought that the Night Princess was an old tale or a spirit coming to carry away sailors when their time had come."



Gerard closed his eyes and took a deep breath. "My father wasn't a sailor, so it was the North WInd that came for him. I… When we returned to the aviary he wasn't with us anymore. I wasn't even there for the funeral, and when mothers letter reached me it was four months too late."





With a flicker of magic, the lights in the kitchen turned on. Rarity sat down on Gerard's side and put a hoof on his shoulder. "My condolences. He seemed to be a great griffon."



Gerard shook his head. "He was old and had a life full of love, despite everything. His greatest regret was that he saw his art dying with him. My greatest regret is that he never met his grand chick."



"Your daughter, right? You said this was for her."



"Yes, it's for her. We had her pretty late. Giselle and I have been around for quite some time before we decided to settle down and nest. Or better, she settled down. Me, I'm still sailing, even if now I'm a boatswain. I think the sea is too encrusted in my feathers to stop, but I try to be home more often, and not to be away for years at an end." He reached out to the coat and took it in his claws. "I always brought this coat with me. We saw both marvels and some pretty rough times. The stitches and the repairs, those are mine. I even lost it once, in Herenchol, and found it six months later in a pawn shop some two thousand miles away."



"And now you want to pass it on." Rarity smiled. "But with such a rich history, why do you want to undo all the things you have lived through with it? From what you told me, there is a soo much in it, even if the little fixes you have done are less than perfect."



Gerard stared down. "Because my daughter is more like my father. My gift to her will be something else, something that's me through and through. But this coat, this is the essence of him, of what he built and what he saw. Me, I came to understand him, and I learned to shake off some of the stupid things Griffons came to believe. And yet I'm still an offspring of my time.. But she, oh, she's cut from a wholly different cloth." He snickered.



"I think we may be familiar enough for me to tell you that that was awful." Rarity passed a hoof on the cloth. "Well, then you only have to tell me why I should do it. I'm honored that you came to me, but I'm not the only seamstress in Equestria."



"Oh, well, that is because my daughter told me about you." Gerard looked to Rarity. "You should have met her a while ago, and I think she is a good friend with your sister. When Gabrielle came visiting us she told us so much, she was so happy. She's how Griffins should be, not how we were for decades. That's why I want the coat to be perfect. I want her to have what my father made when he thought of the great Griffins of the past. Because she is exactly like them and she deserves it."








The moon was high in the sky and all the lights in the sewing room were on.



Rarity looked down on the coat laying open in front of her. She passed a hoof over some of the original, almost invisible stitches. It truly was a testimony to craft and love.



The fall collection could wait.
      

      
   
      How to Blackmail an Ex-She-Demon


      

      
      
         tap tap tap



Evening Gleam eyed the young woman before her with a mixture of awe and trepidation as best she could through the mask of confusion she was desperately trying to maintain. As frustrating as her opponent could be, Evening couldn’t help but admit that Dusk consistently impressed her. How could anyone possibly make such dangerously accurate accusations with the same calmness and quiet curiosity one might use to enquire about the weather? How could anyone possibly cut so quickly to the heart – the truth – of the matter between mouthfuls of jam on toast? How could anyone so unkempt somehow seem so ethereally beau




“Hey, Twilight? Are you busy?”



Twilight almost sprang up from her beanbag, slamming her laptop shut with just a little more force than was strictly necessary. From the doorway of the unused classroom, Sunset Shimmer eyed her with a mixture of bemusement and fondness, and it took all of Twilight’s concentration to keep her cheeks from flushing.



“N-no!” She stammered, a little forcefully. Biting her lip, she smoothed down her skirt as she rose. “No, I was just writing.”



Sunset smiled and shook her head softly, shutting the door behind her.



“Of course you were,” she said, before her smile morphed into an uncomfortable grimace and the confidence fled from her voice. “Listen… I, uh, could do with some help. If, you know, you have the time.”



“Yes!” Twilight said, before realising that she hadn’t actually been asked a question. “I mean, of course I can help. What do you need?”



Sunset was smiling again – gratefully this time, but Twilight never particularly cared why Sunset smiled (though it made her a little bit giddy every time the reason was her.) “Thanks, Twilight,” she said, unzipping her jacket pocket with one hand as she began to walk over. By the time she had reached Twilight, she had pulled out a small, jet-black thumb drive. “Mind if we take a look at this?”



Twilight nodded and tried to smile back when Sunset gestured for them to share the beanbag. She opened her laptop quickly, her fingers brushing expertly at alt and tab almost as soon as the screen flashed on to keep any incriminating evidence out of Sunset’s sight.



“Alright,” she said, pointedly ignoring the way Sunset was staring, eyebrows raised, at the fanart she’d chosen as a desktop background. “What are we looking at?”



Sunset took the offered laptop and clicked her way through a few folders, before turning the screen to face Twilight, a screenshot filling the display.



Dear Sunset Shimmer,



If you don’t want the attached photos to be sent around the whole school, then send $1,000 to our paypal address: Eeipnvec@capreae.com. You have until 6pm on Thursday.




“Sunset,” Twilight began, slowly, “I can think of a few problems with this, not least of which is that it’s already Thursday. When did you get this email?”



Sunset scratched the back of her head and glanced away. “Two days ago,” she mumbled.



“And you’ve said nothing all that time?” Twilight almost threw her arms up in exasperation; instead, she took a few, short breaths and tried to make eye contact with Sunset. “Sunset, this is blackmail. You should be taking this to the police, not sitting about agonising over it.”



“I wasn’t ‘sitting about’,” Sunset spat, and Twilight instinctively recoiled from her right as Sunset slapped her hand across her mouth. The two girls stared at each other for a moment, and for the briefest of moments Twilight could see her own fear of rejection reflected in Sunset’s eyes.



And then Sunset slowly peeled her hand from her lips, and said, “I’m so, so sorry, Twilight. I didn’t mean to snap. This whole thing just has me on edge, y’know?”



Twilight didn’t quite relax. But she could feel the tension begin to drain from her shoulders, and she forced a smile she wasn’t quite ready for onto her lips. She nodded; she couldn’t quite trust herself to speak.



Neither, it seemed, did Sunset, whose voice rose barely above a whisper. “Besides, I didn’t particularly want anyone to see those photos.”



“What did they catch you doing?” Twilight asked, morbidly curious. It wasn’t until she noticed the dark gold tint of Sunset’s cheeks that she added, “You, uh, don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”



“They didn’t catch me doing anything,” Sunset replied, her eyes glaring at the floor. “They were photos I took. For Flash, back when… y’know…”



“Oh.” Twilight’s cheeks flushed with heat. All of a sudden, Evening Gleam was sending Dusk Shine pictures just like those, and though the young detective was sure it was a trap meant to ensnare and distract her, she couldn’t help but stare, enraptured, at luscious amber skin… 



Not for the first time, Twilight was really, really glad that Sunset’s skin wasn’t brushing up against hers.



“I don’t know what to do, Twilight.” Sunset’s voice was small, and pleading, but it somehow had enough strength to pull Twilight from her thoughts and back to the present. “I’ve tried everything I can to track these people down, and I’ve come up blank at every turn.”



Dusk Shine was a super-sleuth. She could solve any case, no matter how difficult, and she never backed down from a challenge. Her mind raced through the endless possible solutions like a chess grandmaster searching for moves, and she was always a step ahead of the criminals trying to evade her. With enough thought and enough time, Dusk Shine could do anything.



Twilight Sparkle wasn’t Dusk Shine.



But, seeing the fear and desperation in Sunset’s eyes, she could sure as hell try.








“I’m still not entirely convinced the library is gonna help us,” Sunset muttered. They had been sat at one of the wooden desks for almost an hour, now: Twilight’s laptop was open, two browser windows sitting side-by-side and filled with information, as she scrawled endless diagrams and notes onto the pieces of scrap paper that were strewn around the desk. Sunset was absent-mindedly flicking through a copy E-Mail For Dummies in the hope that it might give them some way to get past email aliases. “I know we deal with magic a lot, but this isn’t a Harry Potter novel.”



Twilight raised an eyebrow, but otherwise continued to add arrows to the network of people she was trying to reconstruct on paper. If she could find someone, anyone with a motive…



There was a soft, satisfying thud. Twilight looked up to see Sunset leaning back in her chair, her eyes closed and her book abandoned on her lap. A strand of amaranth hair had come loose and traipsed over Sunset’s shoulder, meandering around and curling in on itself to gently caress her neck. Suddenly self-conscious, Twilight brushed a strand of her own hair back behind her ear as Sunset let out a low groan.



“Sunset? Are you alright?”



“Yeah,” Sunset replied. Her voice sounded heavy with exhaustion. “I’m sorry if I’m distracting you. I just… I’m tired, and scared, and I need to vent, y’know? I’m definitely not in the most efficient mood for research right now.”



“Twilight nodded, and smiled. “I can understand that,” she said. “You’ve got a lot riding on this, after all.”



“Mhmm.” Sunset opened her eyes and looked over at Twilight, a warm smile tugging at her lips, and Twilight’s abdomen was suddenly aflutter with hesperiids. “Thank you for helping, Twilight. Whatever happens… it means a lot.”



“It’s okay, Sunset,” Twilight said. “I’m always happy to help. How’re we doing for time?”



Sunset stretched, and glanced up at the clock on the opposite wall.



“It’s almost three thirty. Have you got anything new?”



Twilight slid her pencil back behind her ear and turned to her laptop, her fingers dancing across the keys. She could feel Sunset’s expectant gaze, but her eyes continued to dart over paragraphs of text in single glances, scouring her searches for…



“Dammit,” she cursed. “I was sure that would be it.”



Behind her, she heard Sunset’s sigh, and the rustle of pages as a book fell open. Frowning, she traced a finger along the network of arrows that covered the page closest to her, meandering through the entire social structure of the school in search of a culprit that Dusk Shine would have spotted instantly. This wasn’t going to be as easy as she had thought.








By the time Rainbow Dash curiously poked her head in through the library door to ask if the two of them were free that evening, Twilight was starting to become more than a little bit frustrated. Sure, she could name people who would want to hurt Sunset – plenty of people, though it pained her to admit it – but there wasn’t anything concrete. It didn’t help that she couldn’t begin to imagine how the anonymous blackmailers had gotten hold of those pictures (Sunset was certain that Flash Sentry had nothing to do with it, though Twilight couldn’t help but be suspicious of the slightly-strange boy.) Rainbow Dash shrugged off Twilight’s excuses that they had a lot of work to do for a research paper as typical egghead thinking, and left the two of them to it.



That had been half an hour ago. It was now five o’clock, and Twilight was beginning to feel the pressure of the imminent deadline.



Sunset, on the other hand, had dozed off on top of a book. Twilight didn’t blame her: with the week she’d had, Sunset certainly deserved a little bit of rest. Besides, she was adorable when she was sleeping.



Twilight wasn’t entirely sure when she had first started crushing on her best friend. She supposed it had been long enough that it was more of a case of ‘becoming best friends with her crush’, anyway – she had at least been attracted to Sunset ever since she met the fiery, brilliant girl at the friendship games. But it wasn’t until that resplendent angel had reached out a hand, and called her name…



Sunset Shimmer had saved her life.



And, crush or no, Twilight Sparkle couldn’t repay her.



Dusk Shine could. Dusk Shine would have found the culprit within an hour; not just that, but she would have found a way to get them to give Sunset the money they’d demanded of her, and do it all entirely within the realm of the law. Dusk Shine would have had everything wrapped up neatly after finding some obscure reference in a book, instead of doodling for hours across a table spread with scrap paper in the vain hope that something might make itself clear to her.



Twilight’s head fell onto the desk with a thud that echoed through the library, as she felt her throat constrict with barely-concealed disappointment. She was upset and frustrated and angry, and she felt absolutely nothing at all. There was a black hole where her heart should be, and it pulled her chest inward into emotional nothingne



“Twilight?”



Sunset’s voice, muffled as it was by a yawn, was like a sudden burst of Hawking Radiation for her heart. The pressure evaporated from her chest, and she smiled into the table, despite herself.



“Sorry I woke you up,” she mumbled. “I’m just hitting dead ends everywhere.”



“It’s okay, Twilight,” Sunset said. “We tried, you know?”



Twilight lifted her head just a little, and slid an arm under her chin to prop herself up. She gazed up at Sunset, concern weighing on her features, and sighed.



“It isn’t okay, though, is it?” Twilight said. “I couldn’t find out who sent that email, and now your pictures are going to be sent to who knows how many people!



“I’ve failed you, Sunset.” Twilight’s voice was small, now, and it felt as if it were hiding away in the back of her throat, like a mouse quivering timidly in its hole as a cat prowled outside. “I’m sorry.”



“Oh, Twilight!” Sunset stood and hurried around the table so smoothly that it seemed almost one motion. Before Twilight could even register what was going on, amber arms were wrapped around her shoulders, and she could feel the pressure of Sunset’s chin resting on top of her head. “Don’t be so silly! You haven’t failed anything. We both tried damn hard to find this, Twilight. You have no idea how happy I am to have a friend as good as you.”



Twilight leaned into Sunset’s embrace, twisted her neck, and buried her head in Sunset’s shoulder. “I just can’t shake the feeling that I’ve let you down. If I’d been faster…”



Twilight frowned as she felt Sunset’s whole body shaking with laughter against her. She pulled back just enough to look up at Sunset, and tilted her head slightly in question.



“I’m sorry, Twilight,” Sunset said, taking deep breaths between chuckles. “You just reminded me so much of how Princess Twilight was panicking back when she couldn’t figure out the right spell to counteract the magic of the sirens…”



And just like that, Twilight Sparkle’s mind started to fill in connections.



The sirens were an old enemy of Sunset Shimmer. The sirens had lost everything specifically because of Sunset Shimmer. The sirens were master manipulators who had always been able to use their powers to get what they wanted from people and were almost certainly both able and willing to blackmail someone and – 



(Almost subconsciously, Twilight’s fingers started to trace over additional connections from an invisible point on the paper, even as Sunset continued to try and explain what was so funny about her reaction.)



– they had had access to Flash Sentry at a time after the photos had been sent to him and it seemed reasonable that they might want to collect blackmail on anyone who might stand out as potential threats and even through human history they had been known for their use of sexuality as a means of control – 



(And Twilight could see as Sunset’s face was beginning to fall, even as she felt her own eyes glazing over, but she couldn’t interrupt her thoughts to tell her friend not to worry because she’d found a motive and now all she needed was proof come on Twilight what do you know?)



– and and and sirens were from Greek mythology and they were said to have bird-like forms though it seems their equestrian counterparts were more fish-like and they had an affinity for music and musical instruments and none of this is relevant andandand the Greek for sirens is Σειρῆνες and some translations place them in Punta del Faro or in Sirenuse or in Capri…



It was a moment she had described a thousand and one times: every observation fell completely into place, and suddenly everything about the case made sense. There was no emotion behind it: no surprise, no elation, no fear; it was simply fact.



“Twilight? Are you okay?”



Twilight took a deep breath and allowed herself the briefest of triumphant smiles.



“It’s the sirens, Sunset,” she said. “Do you know where we can find them?”








Twilight stepped off the motorcycle, and tried to will her legs to stop shaking – which, if anything, made them shake even more. She had thought that wrapping her arms around Sunset and holding her tight would make the ride less terrifying (after all, that’s what always happened in the fanfics she read), but nothing short of burying her face in Sunset’s back and squeezing her eyes shut had prevented her from fainting from fear. Sunset might have been her redeeming angel, but she certainly rode like a demon.



Still, Twilight had to admit that Sunset had good reason to shatter the speed limit, given their deadline and everything that was at stake.



She watched as Sunset stood and stretched, taking off her helmet and shaking out her hair. Then Sunset turned and smiled at her, and stretched out a hand, and Twilight didn’t quite fall over as she stepped forward to grab it. Sunset’s soft palm and calloused fingertips brushing against her skin calmed her legs just enough to walk, and the two of them made their way inside.



“Do you think they still live here?” Twilight asked. They had gotten the address from Vice-principal Luna, who had accepted their explanation that there was an urgent magical crisis without so much as a second thought.



“I doubt they can afford to move out since we defeated them,” Sunset replied. “Still, it’s a bit of a dump.”



The apartment building was, in Twilight’s opinion, just a shade too structurally sound to be condemned. The wallpaper was dusty, and peeling in places, and the paint on the doors was scratched and faded, but nothing seemed actively dangerous. Still, something about the building had Twilight on edge.



“102, 103…” Twilight muttered, her eyes darting from door to door. “They should be just around the corner, if I’m counting right.”



Sunset nodded, and began to walk purposefully down the corridor. Caught off guard, Twilight hurried to catch up, almost jogging to keep pace with Sunset’s larger strides. When they reached apartment 107, Twilight stepped back as Sunset knocked, loudly, three times. After a moment, the door opened just enough to let a mass of blue hair through the gap.



The hair grinned.



“Oh, hi Sunset!” it said, cheerily. “We weren’t expecting you!”



“Sunset? As in Sunset Shimmer?” A muffled, angry voice came from behind the door, and a fuchsia hand grabbed at the mass of hair, pulling what Twilight could only assume was one of the sirens inside with a violent jerk and a high-pitched squeal. Thinking quickly (for once), Twilight shoved her foot forwards into the door’s gap, and winced in anticipation just before it slammed onto her. Smiling gratefully, Sunset pushed the door open and stepped inside.



“Good evening, girls,” she said, calmly, as the brawling sirens before her froze. “I believe you have some things of mine. I’d like them back.”



“Technically, they’re Flash’s photos–” The blue-skinned siren (Sonata? Twilight had tried to remember their names from photographs, but they all looked so very different with dishevelled hair and battered clothes) was cut off when the other (Aria?) grabbed her by the mouth.



“Aria, put Sonata down. We have company.” Even if she hadn’t named her companions, Twilight would have known that voice belonged to Adagio Dazzle without ever having met her. It was deep and dangerous and, despite the loss of their magic, almost melodic. It was a voice that commanded attention and obedience: everything she had heard about the legendary siren fit it perfectly. “Speaking of… good evening, Sunset, Twilight. Would the two of you like to come in?”



Twilight shot Sunset a worried look, but the other girl seemed wholly focused on the sirens before her. After a moment of pause, Sunset nodded slightly to herself, and stepped into the apartment.



“Do make yourselves at home,” Adagio added. Twilight stood awkwardly by a coffee table; Sunset flopped down onto the old, beaten couch and sighed loudly. “And girls, go make yourselves useful. I suspect our guests would like a drink.”



Sonata and Aria traipsed into the kitchen, glaring daggers at each other the whole way. Twilight wasn’t entirely sure how the two of them ever worked together long enough for the sirens’ plans to come remotely close to succeeding.



“Now, Sunset,” Adagio began, perching herself gracefully on the arm of a recliner, “what’s all this nonsense about us having ‘things’ of yours?”



Sunset smiled. “I know you’re the ones behind that email I got. I’m here because I want all the copies of those photographs back, and you’re going to give them to me.”



Adagio shot Sunset a withering look, and raised her eyebrows in disdain.



“Even if we had photos of yours, why would we give them back?” she asked. “You wouldn’t be here in person if you had any proof. Why do you even think we had anything to do with this?”



“Twilight realised it,” Sunset said, before glancing up at Twilight and nodding. Twilight cleared her throat.



“It was all in the email,” Twilight explained. “Your paypal address, that is. One of the places commonly attributed to sirens in mythology is Capri – or Capreae in Latin. And the Greek for sirens is Σειρῆνες and if you take every Greek letter and substitute it for one that looks similar you get Eeipnvec. So really, that paypal address reads ‘Sirens at Capri’… and, uh, that’s how we knew it was you, I guess.”



It had been a pretty good explanation, Twilight thought, but it was lacking a certain punch. Adagio simply shook her head, smiling wryly.



“Twilight, dear, that’s not evidence,” she said, speaking in the same slow, simple voice that one might use to explain something to a particularly badly-behaved toddler. Twilight's face fell as she realised what Adagio had meant. How had she been so stupid? “That’s the kind of thing that anybody might use to try to frame us. Why, if that’s your big revelation for why we should be giving in to your every demand, you’ve got an awful lot to learn about–”



“Or, y’know, we could just show the police this blackmail email in your sent items,” Sunset said. Twilight and Adagio moved as one, twisting their heads to look at the other girl, who was now crouched forwards and idly rubbing her finger in circles on the trackpad of a laptop. After a moment, she looked up at Adagio. “You really shouldn’t leave stuff like this lying around without password protection. Nice desktop background, by the way.”








tap tap tap



Evening Gleam faced down the vicious merfolk with a dangerous glint in her eyes. It felt weird to be standing beside Dusk, truly working with the aloof detective rather than against her, but Evening couldn’t help but feel at home as the two of them brought down evidence upon the blackmailers who had come so close to ruining her life. Dusk really was phenome




“Hey, Twilight? Are you busy?”



Twilight looked up from her laptop and smiled at Sunset Shimmer, who was standing nervously in the doorway. “No, I’m just writing. What’s up?”



Sunset closed the gap between them and wrapped her arms gently around her.



“I wanted to say thanks,” she said, her voice muffled in Twilight’s hair. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”



“You were the one who got the proof,” Twilight replied. “You were brilliant in there, by the way. I was just a distraction, if anything.”



“Without you I would never have figured out that it was the sirens in the first place,” Sunset reminded her. “You were brilliant, too. Thank you.”



And, just like that, Sunset’s lips pressed against the top of Twilight’s head, and Twilight was almost relieved that her mind went totally blank in response. Sunset, it seemed, didn’t notice, and gave Twilight a quick, affectionate nuzzle, and Twilight felt her hair moving back and forth beneath Sunset’s cheek. For a minute, Twilight allowed herself to relax and melt, content, into Sunset’s embrace.



Then, just as Twilight’s shoulders had fully relaxed and her breathing slowed to an almost imperceptible rate, Sunset’s quiet voice dragged her back to the present, filled with warmth and curiosity, teasing gently.



“Twilight, are you writing fanfiction about us?”
      

      
   
      Copenhagen


      

      
      
             Greetings, and good day, or evening, or - well, we hardly can be certain whatever time of day or night it is whenever you might choose to give us thine attention, but whenever it may be, we wish you well.



    Ah! Apologies. It may seem odd, we admit, but even though in this modern age we recognize ‘I’ is the proper vernacular, as our sister tells us, nonetheless it remains a sort of comfort to speak as we would do naturally. ‘Tis hardly possible to simply overcome an age of habit with a few scant years, and though we are certain eventually we shall adjust, nonetheless in more intimate environs such as this we prefer to resort to a more comfortable manner of speaking.



    Apologies, again! Thou - you, that is - have come here for a story, have you not? And we would be a poor host were we to not indulge thine desires.



    ‘True Colors’, we believe, is the theme. A fertile field in which we might sow our seed, for of course, there is the literal manifestation of shades of light. For a time, we contemplated telling a tale of the Elements, and yet nothing proved quite satisfying. Then, well, there is the interpretation in terms of personality, a chameleon of a pony presenting themselves as something they are not until the time comes to reveal to either compatriots or victims or audience their true nature, be it for good or for ill.



    We had thought of placing our Sister at the center of such things, for of course we know there is a certain substrate of those who admire Us who would appreciate seeing dearest Celestia spinning webs, a spider cloaked in glory so bright that none felt the venom coursing through their veins.



    Of course, a thousand years of authors have beaten us to the buck in that regard. There is little we could say that has not been trod before.



    But, ah! We are certain that some of our readers might object that we still wax onwards, flagrantly breaking...what is that delightful euphemism? Ah! We flagrantly break the Fourth Wall, even now.



    Or do we? For to break the Fourth Wall would be to acknowledge us as fictional. Can you be truly certain? We are privy to some aspects of the wondrous advances in science crafted in the human world, and the concept that the universe itself is but a single bubble amidst an infinite sea of realities is at least one that has been broached time and again over the decades since humanity first conceived it as a possibility.



    That, naturally, leads to a secondary query of ‘Yes, but even if such a thing is possible, thou art but a fictional construct of a single human, Princess, and thou art but the dream of the Lady Faust, and therefore no matter the longing of those who even now may well read these words, no true Equestria exists, no?’



    Fie! Human history is fascinating, and what is most fascinating is how amongst the many ages one of the few constants is mythology. Now, of course, many would claim ‘tis but an effort to explain unknowns amidst the natural world, and yet.



    And yet.



    And yet, we find ourselves wondering, were it only a natural explanation, then why is everything so rich? So extraordinary? For beings so blessed with imagination, why would the true universe be so dull?



    One can simply say ‘Princess, I apologize, but you are but a story’ and that would be a position one could take. We can even understand why one might feel that way, for of course to believe otherwise is rather asking a large leap of faith.



    And yet.



    Consider.



    Consider, perhaps, another idea. Consider, perhaps, that through some unknown means, be it a dream, or coincidence, or fate, or Knowledge, that perhaps, perhaps the chosen Human knew something more than her compatriots.



    Consider that perhaps instead of imagining our world, she was gifted a vision. Or that she guessed properly. Or that she has access to some hidden knowledge, or - well, the possibilities number as the stars do, if one spent enough time imagining.



    Yes, we fully recognize how easy it is to reject such a premise. After all, why us? Why not one of the myriad thousands of other worlds that have been created?



    How many of those worlds truly have heart to them?



    We need not have the reader answer. We know, already. Far too many are cynical attempts to draw in ever-more bits. Discount those, and but a fraction of a fraction remain, the worlds that are true labors of love.



    There is no magic in this world of yours.



    At least, there is no magic that the vast majority of you can pinpoint as magic, and yet…



    HIstory in your world is full of tales of miracles and feats extraordinary that cannot be explained by mere science.



    Most, yes, most are but charlantry that is passed off as something greater, but t’would only take a single instance for all that the rationalists believe to be proven wrong.



    In that sense, then, how truly insane is it to believe that one might tap into a spiritual conduit, or be rendered a message meant to awaken the world to a greater truth?



    We might well be out there. We likely are out there. There may well exist countless versions of myself, and of my sister, and of all our little ponies and none of you may be the wiser save through thine wish fulfillment.



    Ironic, no? That the most desperate among you for some shard of happiness may be the ones to stumble closest to the truth.



    Perhaps we are mangling the definition of irony as most of you are given to understand it. If so, we blame our sister - it is she providing a conduit at this time, and perhaps she has been unwise in her attempts to develop a proper channel between ourselves and the one transcribing our words.



    Nonetheless.



    We have rambled on for a time and, we admit, failed to give any semblance of a narrative. After all, we believe we are supposed to be delivering fiction and yet from our perspective all we have said is truth.



    Ah! But there, a quandary. If the reader accepts this as falsehood, then ‘tis but a fiction and thus well within the purview of the ‘rules’, as they were. Quirky, yes. Night certain to be unpopular, yes, for our speech is hardly deep in emotional content inasmuch as we are rambling upon that which comes to mind.



    But? The more interesting dwells within the ‘What-If?’. What if we are not wrong? What if something more is going on here? What if, perhaps, not a single word of this is fiction?



    Would that run afoul of the rules? A strict interpretation would say yes. In order to accept even a single word of these as true would be to demand that we be struck from the competition for we are guilty of plagiarism against ourselves.



    On the other hoof, is any speech itself not a fiction? ‘Tis meant to persuade, yes, but such concepts as Honesty and Kindness and Generosity are themselves fictions. There is a human author, one we cannot recall off the top of our head, perhaps even a blogger or writer on thy own site of fiction about our land.



    The gist of their argument : All that one views as moral is itself a fiction. We can see the evidence for math in the universe, but show us how Loyalty or Laughter is writ upon the laws of reality.



    Thou canst, for in the view of such author, such concept itself is a fiction. A beautiful fiction, yes, but still a falsehood in which we collectively believe because it gives meaning to our lives in some fashion.



    Most - if not all - of you come to this expecting us to weave a coherent narrative, and we do somewhat apologize for our failure to weave a story. There is no beginning, no end.



    There is simply being.



    There is being on many levels, amidst the world that the reader dwells in, and amidst our world full of magic and mystery and so very, very many interpretations that the ‘website’ the readership and judgingship and authorship and many many beloved friendships ultimately congregates around.



    And who is to know which is the correct? Perhaps the ‘official’ is our history. Perhaps some author, somewhere, seeing a hole and wishing to plug it is correct. Perhaps an author dissatisfied who recasts our world is correct.



    Perhaps all of you are but ants trying to feed the hive with no idea to the greater whole. How funny, then, would it be?



    Mayhaps we are malicious eldritch beings yawning to breach the barrier protecting the universe in which you fragile mortals dwell, in which the racist Lovecraft was one of the first to divine our purpose, and even now we don the hides of adorable equines to tempt someone to breach the barrier and let us in.



    Mayhaps we desire to feast upon human souls, and subject them to an eternity of torment so vile that words yet not exist to describe the suffering.






    Neigh. Fear not. At least, insamuch as our words may give comfort, we do not desire the end of your world, nor any true anger, nor any desire to see anyone here suffer. Thou are but foals and fillies and colts scrabbling over a sandbox, and while one might discipline children, they know not better.



    ‘Tis sad, really, how thy species sees so fit to revel in competition and strife and suffering over meaningless baubles of wealth and status which in the end amount to nothing. What use a legacy that is built upon the pain of others? What good a world in which the ‘good’ itself is layered upon the screaming souls of those who died for the prosperity of the few?



    But yes, take false comfort in foalish beliefs like ‘merit’ and ‘hard work’ and other nonsense. We refuse to apologize for growing firm, because…



    Because to us? That is the principle failing of thine world. The vile belief that somehow any one of you is better than another. The vile belief that somehow any one of you is better than another. The concept that there are intrinsic qualities of greater value.



    Many of you would contend my sister and myself matter more than many of our little ponies. Such a contention is right, on one level, and wrong on so many, many others.



    We do not matter more because we are better, or because our lives have greater value, or because we are immortal and somehow that gives our continued existence greater meaning.



    The only, only, only reason both Tia and myself have been willing to order ponies into conflict on our behalf is not because we believe ourselves better.



    Were it for the net benefit of the herd we would sacrifice ourselves without a second thought and go gladly into the endless fields of the beyond.



    We persist only because we are both blessed and cursed to be bound to the heavens, to be burdened with knowledge that we cannot bequeath to our subjects, to be forced to know that our long years yoke us eternally to the carriage of service.



    We persist because we love our ponies, and as of yet there has yet to come a time when our absence would bring them greater joy than our presence, but the day that that comes we shall begone without a second’s hesitation.



    Tis the difference, in the end. Ponies - neigh, we are not perfect, and I myself remain a living testament to what may happen when one pony’s resentment overpowers her.



    But I am the fluke. I am the aberration. I am the mutant.



    Readers, look at thine own herds. Look at thy leaders, in whatever form they take. Ask how many of them wield power for the greater good of the herd rather than for its own sake.



    Ask how many would relinquish that power if asked. Ask how many reluctantly wield that power only because they feel called to lead, rather than any desire to dominate.



    Ask who among you would give everything for the least among you, if it would bring a greater kindness into the world.



    And then weep, readers. Weep for your kind, for far too few as of yet understand.



    We hope.



    We hope that you all may wake up in time.



    And yet we fear. We fear, and our sister fears.



    We fear the time is too late.



    We fear that in hastening for power and control, powers that cannot be controlled may be unleashed.



    We fear that our words may be a Cassandra, bleating into the wild in warning, and unheeded, watch in despair as all the beauty of the wondrous, flawed, amazing, horrid, fascinating, terrible, delightful world that humans have created comes crashing to an end because of foalish mistakes.



    We fear.



    And we hope.



    We hope that our fears may be unfounded.



    We hope that somehow, the myriad obstacles may be circumnavigated.



    We hope that someday we may extend our hoof in friendship.



    But we fear that our hopes are in vain.



    We fear that we are wrong.



    Please…



    Bring forth the world we hope to see, and not the world we fear thine kind art capable of.



    We would love for thee to someday count us amongst thy friends.




    

    And so, we hope.



    We beg thee - let our hope not be in vain.



    Please.



    Please.



    Let it not be in vain.
      

      
   
      Lights Sparkling in the Night


      

      
      
         Two mares make their way through the howling snow and wind, Ice caked to their cloaks. They stop in the lee of a hill to catch their breath and the older mare turns to the younger. “How much further?” She had so many layers wrapped around her body that it seemed she could barely move. The thick scarf wrapped its way around her muzzled was so tattered that sections had been torn off to be used as stuffing for the parts that still held together. A pair of goggles fogged up at every breath. 



The other mare was by comparison only lightly attired for the frigid climate, and it showed. Below her hood her cheeks were an angry red and damp with snow. The rags that wrapped her legs cracked and crunched with every move she made. Even her cloak shivered every few moments, wracked by the intermittent convulsions that traveled the length of her body. She reached up and grabbed the cloth sack hanging around her neck and pressed it to her blue lips. “Not far. We’re almost there.”



“That’s what you’ve been saying every day for the last three weeks. And you’re frozen. Wear the extra cloak, please.” 



“No, I told you, I can’t feel it through all the layers.”



“Then let’s at least stop for the day. I’ll dig a hole in the side of this bank and we’ll make camp. There’s enough fuel for a few more days at least.”



“No, I told you, we’re almost there. I can feel it.” With that the younger mare pushed herself forward on stilted legs and crawled back out into the wind. 



“You’re gonna get yourself killed like this,” she said, following, “and me with you. Think about how your sister feels for once.”



“You didn’t have to come with me.”



“And lose the only decent conversation partner who won’t shiv me over a can of fuel?” She scoffed and pushed her way through the drifts to the front. She tucked her chin deeper into her scarf and bore the brunt of the heavy winds with her face. “Besides, any place is as good as another is this wasteland. Not gonna make much difference in a few days anyway.”



“It’s not gonna come to that sis, you’ll see. It’s getting warmer.”



“Pol, we’ve been following that feeling in your gut for weeks now and as far as I can tell it’s only gotten colder.” As she stepped over the rim of the hill she was slapped by a flurry of ice crystals that tore her hood from her head and tossed her mane free. She grappled at it for a free moment, her hoof grasping blindly in the white blackness, and then yanked it down into place. Cinching it tight with a shiver she bowed her head and pushed forward. 



Ahead of them the hill sloped gently upward into the darkness, the eternal white expanse unbroken save for where their own feet had trod. Slivers of ice skittered across the frozen tundra propelled by the eternal wind. 



"Can you hear it?"



"It’s the wind, Pol, it’s always blowing."



"No, not that. It sounds lonely."



Sis poked an ear out from under the protective folds of her cloak and listened. There, below the constant howl of the wind, was a low moaning sound. It reminded her of when she was little and her sister had held the door open, gazing out into the snow. That same sort of moan had always floated in from the darkness, low and sad, before her mother had kicked the door shut and put another coal on the fire. 



Her father had told her that it was the ghosts of travelers, trapped and freezing, miles from home. He said that, on cold nights, they would rise from their frozen graves as wendigos and search out the heat of little foals out after bed and drain the heat from their hooves.



Her grandfather had had a different story. “No child,” he would say, “the wendigos died a long time ago. This cold was too much for even them. No, what you hear are the moans of the Princesses, lost to the unending winter. My own grandmare told me once, how they died.”



“It all happened when she was but a foal. The sky fell. Rocks the size of mountains came down like rain all across the land. The legendary city of Canterlot was crushed in a single blow. And through it all they flew light rays of light shielding their ponies. Until at last the sky grew red and the stars themselves came to claim our land. The Princesses flew off the meet them. Like bolts from the heavens themselves they struck back with a force so bright it sundered the heavens themselves and the stars fled.



“But at great cost,” he would say as his eyes filled with tears, “because on that day the sun also vanished, and the moon with it, and the dust of our enemies choked the life out of the sky and left us with this endless winter.” 



He could never get past that part. He would turn away and shed his tears for the fallen, real or imagined, before returning to his life underground, searching for enough coal to get the city through another month.



Sis missed her grandfather and father both, she missed their stories, but she had her own theories about the sounds of the tundra and what they meant. 



“It’s probably just a rock somewhere.” She said, pushing forward and tucking her cold ear back inside her hood. “You’ve heard them before, it’s nothing special.”



“No,” her sister said, pushing against her sister with all her meager strength, “that’s it. I’m sure of it. Come on.” 



With a huff the elder sister veered left, breaking a track through the drifts in the direction of the sound. As they walked the sound grew more distinct, rising out of the darkness like a mournful choir. It grew louder and louder until it seemed to surround them with a chorus of frozen angels, crying tears that could never fall.



She was about call out to her sister for a halt before the noise deafened them, when a patch of not-so-shifting snow caught her eye and she ground to a halt inches from a frozen monolith. 



The spire was massive. It curved around in a perfect circle for nearly a dozen pony lengths in either direction with a frosted stone that blended into the background perfectly. Above them it slanted ever so slightly inward, reaching up nearly out of sight in the gloom only to to be sheared off in a field of jagged spikes and shattered stone. 



From this close the moans almost sounded like a song. A requiem for the lost echoing through the bones of the old world. It ebbed and flowed with the wind, rising and falling with tones that pierced her more surely than any the storm’s icy claws had yet managed. She was stunned. Transfixed by the broken, towering glory that even her sister could not rouse her for a time.



“Sis? Sis. Come on!” She was tugging at her cloak, the heavy fabric nearly muting the weak attempts. “We’re here, now we have to get inside!”



Sis snapped back to herself with a shake of her head. Her sister was clutching to her with one hoof and at the bag at her neck with the other. She hadn’t noticed, standing so close to the wall, but the wind reaching further out and tossing her cloak around. With one hoof she reached out and grabbed her sister around the middle and dragged her into the relative shelter of the wall. 



Even at a hoof’s length she still had to yell to be heard over the moaning of the stones. “How are we supposed to get inside that thing?” 



“I don’t know!” Pol yelled through chattering teeth, “Maybe we’re supposed to go up? But we have to get inside!”



Sis looked at her sister for a moment, and then nodded. Reaching back with her teeth she pulled a spare cloak from her bag and wrapped the heavy garment around Pol. When she began to protest she pressed her ice covered leg wrap to her lips. “I’m gonna go look around the edges for a way in, and I don’t need you freezing to death while I’m gone. You won’t be moving so your feeling shouldn’t be a problem, and if you don’t rest now you won’t be able to walk in a few minutes.”



“But what if you get hurt like on Shiver Ridge?”



“I’ve got my ice axe this time and I’ll crawl back if I have to. And even if I can’t I don’t want you coming after me for at least twenty minutes. The last thing I need is you wandering after me and getting lost in the snow.”



Pol opened her mouth, ready to argue, but another shiver caused her to suck down deeper into the depths of the cloak. “Fine. Ten minutes. But then I am coming after you.”



Sis grinned under her scarf and pulled her hood down tighter. “You’re the boss.” With a flick of her neck she retrieved the ice axe from her saddle harness and plowed into the drifts once more.



As soon as she rounded the corner the wind whipped at her again and she bit down on the cloth wrapped handle of her axe. The addition of the monolith made the journey even more unnerving than usual in the dark tundra. Eddies of air created swirling shapes that seemed to reach out or gallop past her under cover of the moaning tower above, and the constant distractions were making it difficult to concentrate on the unremarkable surface beside her. Every few steps she would take a swing at the stone, waiting for the metal axe to sink through the crusted snow and ricochet off the surface below before moving on. 



Crossing back into the lee side of the wind yielded the same monotonous white curtain of stone. There were no holes, no dents, no foundation, no discernible markings on the structure at all other than the gaping scar that whistled incessantly above her head. It seemed that the entire building had been carved out of one continuous piece of stone right from the bones of the mountain itself. 



Abandoning her task, Sis quick stepped through the remaining drifts back to her original position to find the other mare with her ear pressed to the smooth stone. 



“No luck around the sides. Might as well try going over.”  



Extracting a length of chord from her pack she swiftly fastened it to the middle of the axe. She looked up and began twirling the instrument over her head for a half dozen rotations until, with a slight grunt of effort, she sent it hurtling skywards to land among the jagged spires atop the monolith. A few swift tugs set the improvised grapple and she swiftly began hauling herself up the structure’s face. 



The climb was as uneventful as any could be on the side of a snow covered cliff. Gusts of wind and snow attempted to pry her from the wall but the slight slant and her wide stance kept her firmly rooted while a combination of hooves and teeth saw her quickly to the top. 



From her perch a dozen a half dozen yards in the air the wind was noticeably fiercer, forcing her to cling to one of the many shattered spikes to maintain her footing. Viewed from the top the surface gave more of an impression of a broken tree than a stone roof. Thick spikes of shattered stone extended from the roof like fingers all around an enormous hole that left a full two thirds of the roof as empty space. 



Sis wasted no time in tying a loop onto the rope along with axe, and fed the weighted line back over the edge until it went slack. She felt two swift jerks in the line and set about reeling it in. She looped the rope around a particularly thick spike and, after testing it with a buck, tossed the remainder over the edge and started pulling the main line up hoof over hoof. 



For a moment nothing happened, the slack line waving in the wind, and then both lines tightened and began sliding over the spike. From below Pol emerged from the snow climbing on one line with the other tied firmly around her waist.  The two didn’t try to speak as Pol was hauled onto the roof. They simply gestured to the hole, nodded, and then proceeded to descend into it. 



By the time the rope went slack Sis’s ears felt like they were going to vibrate out of her skull from all the noise. She gave a double tug on the rope and, upon receiving on in return, anchored it to the spike and jumped into the hole.



The difference was so stark that she almost let go. The incessant moaning from above cut down to a dim whistle just past the rim and the wind died entirely. In sudden void she slipped through the blackness hesitantly, trying to catch the faintest whisper through the ringing in her head. 



Finally, below her, a pale blue globe sprang up, blinding in the darkness. She squinted her eyes at it and slipped another length down towards a dimly illuminated snow pile. 



“Almost there, it’s not as deep as you’d think.” Pol appeared out of the gloom, hood thrown back and horn alight. She had shed the second cloak and fastened it neatly under a saddle strap where it gamely tried to escape its confines. 



Touching down on the surprisingly thin crust that coated the chamber floor, Sis took a moment to cast about in the darkness for any sort or markings and was rewarded with dim sparkles of pattern on the walls. They were in some sort of circular chamber with curved arches reaching up towards the roof that framed sort of pale white panel that glistened in the light. 



“It’s amazing in here,” Sis said, “I never knew stone could sparkle like that.”



“It’s not stone,” Pol said, an excited grin eating up her face, “It’s crystal. Like what they would find in the mines. It’s everywhere.” 



“Really?” Sis said, trotting over to investigate, “I’ve never seen like it! And I can’t even find the seams.



“Can you imagine how long it took to carve it?”



“Things are a lot easier when you don’t have to worry about freezing to death.”



The two mares giggled and marveled as the walls sparkled in the magelight. Sis put a hoof against one of the panels, drawing it across the glassy surface, only to flinch back a moment later. Her ears lay flat as she retreated from the wall. “I don’t think that part’s crystal.” 



“Why not?” 



“It’s cold. I think it’s ice.” 



Pol’s eyes widened and and she backed away slowly. “You think it might..?”



“Better not risk it. Hooves to yourself. Is that feeling of yours telling you anything?”



“Only that we need to go down.”



“Then let’s hurry it up. I don’t want to find out how much snow’s above our heads.”



Pol clutched at the sack at her neck and then pointed to a dark rectangle on the far side of the chamber floor. “Over there,” she said, “I think there might be some stairs.”



“Hopefully it’s better than the rope climb.”








“This is worse than the rope climb.”



“At least we’re not in the snow.”



“In the snow I know what I’m dealing with. This is just creepy.”



The pair found themselves trudging down yet another flight through the deserted structure. Their hoofseteps reverberated eerily through the crystalline corridors they passed at each intersection. Pol ignored each one and pressed continuously downward, passing more than a dozen windows on the continuous winding stair. Each one blocked by the same ice sheet as the other rooms. 



“How much farther are we going? I feel like we have the whole mountain over our heads by now.”



“I think we’re getting close.” 



“Did the walls tell you that?”



Pol shot a glare back at her sister and pushed open the next door. “They feel warmer than usual. We’re almost there.”



Sis rolled her eyes but kept walking, muttering under her breath. “Who’s crazier? The mare who listenes to trash, or the mare who follows her?”



The door spilled into an enormous chamber with the puny magelight only illuminating the smallest section next to the wall. Off in the distance they could see an object sparkling in the gloom and below them stairs ended in a purple stone floor that was polished to a mirror finish.



“That’s it!” Pol yelled, and dashed forwards with a speed and suddenness that surprised the other mare.



“Pol, wait!” Sis cried. She reached out to grab hold of her sister, but stumbled coming off the steps. Cursing, she watched as her sister’s magelight bobbed to a stop in the center of the the room before following at a more sedate pace, glancing left and right as she advanced through the inky blackness. 



Encircled by the small pool of light were two statues and pair of crystalline spikes that protruded from the ceiling and floor to stop a few hooflenghts away from each other. The spikes were unremarkable, other than being slate gray and impossibly smooth, but the statues were intricately carved. 



The statues depicted a unicorn stallion and another pony, one with both horns and wings, leaning against one another with their heads bowed. The pair were beautiful, almost lifelike. Every detail was was embossed in stone right down to the individual hairs and tiny shards of ice on their cheeks. And below them on the ground was a crystal heart, broken in two.



Sis looked to her sister, who stood transfixed by the sight, and back to the statues. “I wonder who they were.”



“Are.”



“Pol, they’re just statues.”



“Maybe now, but they feel like they were alive once.”



“Whatever. Are we here for the statues?”



“No,” she said, gesturing to the heart, “I think we’re here for that.”



“The rock? Okay, well, what do we do with it?”



“We take it back up.”



“To the top?!” sis whined, her hooves already aching, “But we just got here.”



Pol gave her sister a grin. “We can stay here if you’d rather. I’m sure the tonnes of ice and snow above our heads won’t mind.”



“Fine!” she said, grabbing the spare cloak from her sister and scooping up the stone, “Fine. But you get the cold side of the sleeping bag tonight.”



The trek back up the stairs felt longer than the decent, if only because of the large rock they now carried. They had to stop three times before they reached the top and both were panting hard by the time they heaved it over the final step. 



“I hope,” Sis gasped, “you’re happy.”



“Yes,” Pol replied from face down on the floor, “I am.”



The two lay there for a few moments, snickering between breaths, before Sis asked the question. “Now what?” 



“Push it into the center.”



“That’s it?” 



“That’s it.”



“Not gonna make me drag it all the way back to Warm Springs?” Sis asked, rising to her hooves.



“You just wanna see that colt again.”



“He was cute!”



With the stone’s two halves situated in the center of the room Sis took the opportunity to relax. She stumbled over towards the edge of the room and lay down, watching as her sister pushed the two of stone halves together. Then Pol reached up to the bag tied around her neck and, pulling it open, upended its contents over the heart. 



Out of the bag came tens of shards of multicolored pieces of glass. Shards of blue, green, yellow, and red fell all over the stone and once the bag was empty Pol turned to face the gray opening into the sky.



She sat there staring up for several minutes before Sis finally asked. “What you looking for?”



“Light.”



“In the sky? Now I know you’re crazy.”



“It’s there. You just have to ask.” As she spoke a single bright point of light broke through swirling snows above. The tiny speck flickered for a few moments but then strengthened to a shining gem in the dark.



“Okey, I’m impressed, but what’s that supposed to do?”



“Everything.”



On top of the rock heart the glass shards began to glow, faintly at first, but more and more as time passed. It was almost as if they were capturing the wisps of light and collecting them within themselves. Then they started to move.



First they trembled, then wiggled. Then, little by little, they rose into the air, carrying the heart with them. They spun around the heart in rainbow waves, coalescing into concrete points of light. Red, blue, pink, orange, yellow, violet. They spun faster and faster, passing their light into the heart.



Then the light started to seep into the crack in the heart, filling it up like silver water until it spilled out the top in a rainbow wave the crashed against the clouds, filling the room with the light of a million candles. 



It sat there, humming slightly. It felt warm.
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         Royal Guard - Official Incident Report



Case Number: 0304580

Date: 31/12 - 21:36

Reporting Officer: Sgt. Bold Spear

Guard ID: 438521-76



	Incident Type: Property Damage and Endangerment caused by Magic

	Address of Occurrence: Southern Tower of the Royal Castle, Canterlot

	Involved Parties:

		Sparkle, Twilight: Magic Student. Unicorn mare, 22

		Spike:  Unemployed. Male dragonling, 12.



Details of Event:

On the evening of the Summer Sun Celebration, at approximately 19:42 , an explosion took place on the Southern Tower of the Royal Castle. The incident was witnessed by numerous residents of Canterlot’s Upper Villa, as well as most of the pedestrians in the Southwestern sector of the city. Eyewitnesses’ account describe the incident as a sudden of swelling of ambience magic for a few seconds before  the aforementioned explosion took place. Bystanders describe the ensuing explosion as a burst of a deep purple magic which tore through the roof and wall of the tower, residence of Twilight Sparkle and her assistant, and then shot upwards to the sky before quickly dissipating.



Actions Taken:

First to arrive at the scene was a detachment of Royal Guards led by Captain Shining Armour, as well as Princess Celestia herself. Upon arrival, the Princess retrieved the body of Miss Sparkle from the debris. Due to Miss Sparkle’s critical condition, she was immediately dispatched to the nearest hospital. Miss Sparkle’s assistant, one Spike, the Dragon, was unharmed during the explosion and being the sole witness of the event besides Miss Sparkle herself, was held briefly for questioning (see addendum to case 0304580-A: Transcript of Interview for details)



The nature of the events that took place in Miss Sparkle’s study are unknown at this moment. Princess Celestia has delegated a team of court archmages to determine the cause of the magic blast. Until the results of their investigation are out, the guard will continue to look for potential witnesses of the incident.



Bold Spear

Sergeant of the First Division of the Royal Guard








Cadence,



I don’t know how soon will the news of what happened reach you but I’m writing right away to let you know. Twilight had an accident, they still don’t know what happened, but as soon as we got her out of the rubble I had her sent to Canterlot General. I’m on my way to see her, I just had to stop to write this to you.



Must have been sometime in the afternoon, I was doing the routine check up of the guard as they changed shifts at the Castle grounds when we heard the explosion. We thought it may have been an attack at first, you know we’ve been on the edge with the reports of changeling activity in the badlands, and Celestia calling back detachments from all over Equestria back to Canterlot for the Summer Sun Celebration certainly didn’t help.



The explosion took us by surprise. The castle was in the way, and we couldn’t get a clear view of the Twilight’s tower. Even some of the pegasus guards were knocked from the air. I was running before I realised it, yelling at the guards to follow me. Didn’t take us long to figure out where it had come from. Princess Celestia herself was flying straight for the tower, part of the roof was caved in. I don’t I don’t know what happened I got there as fast as I could. 



The blast must have knocked Spike out but he’s a tough guy, his scales protected him from whatever it is that caused the explosion. Twilight’s study was wrecked, just rubble everywhere, we tried clearing it but Princess Celestia got Twilight out first and shewas



Cadence, her eyes. She was scared, I’ve never seen the Princess scared like that, but there was also something, sadness, I don’t know, it scared me too. I had to keep it together, for the other guards, I couldn’t break down in front of them, but I almost did when I saw her.



I just couldn’t bear seeing my little Twily like that, she looked so frail so weak, she wasn’t breathing normally and she felt cold and Princess Celestia wouldn’t talk to anyof us



I wanted to stay with her, but I couldn’t leave the castle, I had to organise the guard and start the investigation, I don’t even know what I told them to do I just started barking orders and then I came here to write you this letter before I go to the hospital and I still have to tell my parents I have to let them know they’re gonna be worried sick and damn it Cadance I was supposed to protect her I’m her big brother how could I let this happen? I

	please hurry Cadence

		I need you with me








Canterlot General Hospital - Emergency Room Report 28-013/S



Name: Sparkle, Twilight

Age: 22

Sex: Female

Race: Unicorn



Date of Admission: 31/12 - 8:24 PM



Doctor in charge of the examination: Dr. Tender Care M.D.

Assisting nurses: Quick Patch, Mending Balm



Chief Complaint: Patient brought in by elite detachment of the EUP



History of Present Illness: The patient is a light purple unicorn mare in comatose state. The accompanying guards were not able to give an accurate account of the events precipitating the mare’s arrival at the emergency room. Per testimony of the Royal Guards, the patient was found amongst the rubble of her living quarters in the Canterlot Castle and upon checking her vitals, was immediately transferred to Canterlot General Hospital. The patient was worked up back to stable levels here in the emergency room, but could not be awoken from her coma.



Past Medical History: Minor past admissions for exhaustion and severe fatigue during her stay at Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. Subject is slightly out of shape in part due to low-activity lifestyle.



Current Medications: 60mg Strottera (atomoxetine) per day.



Allergies: No known drug allergies, lactose intolerance.



Family History: Noncontributory



Social History: No history of tobacco, alcohol, recreational poison joke, or illicit drug use.



Review of Systems: Unable to review due to the patient’s status.



Physical Examination:

	Vital Signs: Blood pressure 89/54, heart rate 52 bpm, respiratory rate 10, temperature 35 °C.

	Skin: On physical examination, skin is pale, dry and warm.  Several bruises of varying degrees of severity were found alongside minor lacerations correlating with the Royal Guard description of the circumstances of Miss Sparkle’s accident.

	Coat: Slight singing of the fur in the left side of the face and neck,  part of the chest and front limbs correspondent with the powerful release of a thaumaturgic energy.

	HEENT: Intracranial pressure at 22mm Hg. Pupils were fixed and non-reactive to light. 

	Neck: Mild JVD. Supple. Respiratory effort is normal.

	Chest: Clear with good breath sounds but below the safe range. Eighth and ninth left rib show signs of fracture, causing pressure in the lungs and heart.

	Cardiac: Irregular rate and rhythm, arrived at the emergency room below safe levels and dropping.

	Back: No CVA tenderness found.

	Abdomen: Soft.  Minimal tenderness in the suprapubic area.  Bowel sounds are normoactive in all quadrants.  No mass, guarding, rigidity or rebound tenderness.

	Limbs: Front limbs show the same bruising and singing of the fur correspondent with the rest of the body. Back legs do not show the same damage to the fur, but the abundance of tender spots lead to believe patient was flung backwards, landing on her backside with force.

	Neurological: There is reflex reaction in limbs to pain stimulus, but the patient does not respond to other kind of stimuli. She had no signs of basal skull fracture, but there was an abrasion with an ecchymosis to the left forehead and a smaller abrasion over the chin. Scalp, skull and facial bones appear to be intact. Brainstem reflexes, such as corneal and gag were intact. 



Intervention: The patient was brought to stable condition in the Emergency Room and proceeded to be admitted to the hospital for long-term stay. Further analysis are required to fully determine the neurological damages the patient suffered due to her accident, as well as their extent. Additional clinical plans on hold pending those results.



Diagnoses:

	-Minor contusions and damaged fur product of the accident.

	-Nerve overload due to sudden thaumaturgic feedback

	-Glasgow Coma Scale of 5



Additional Observations:

Doctor Hayes, I know you’ve been personally asked by Princess Celestia to oversee Ms. Sparkle’s case. You’ll get my full discharge report later today, but I just wanted to let you know that there’s something odd about her. We ran the routine checks for patients who’ve fallen into a coma and her Glasgow results are worrying, but it’s incongruous with her thaumaturgic readings. I know we have to wait for the result of the CAT scan, but what we have now says she should be able to at least react in some way. She hasn’t suffered brain death, for the Princess’s sake! We should be able to get something from her.








Royal Guard - Official Incident Report - Witness Interview



Case Number: 0304580-A

Date: 31/12 - 22:45

Reporting Officer: Pvt. Copper Wing

Guard ID: 553806-76

Preliminary Inquiry: Report on the Summer Sun Incident

Report Type: Witness interview



	What follows is an interview conducted by the Royal Guard the night of the Summer Sun Celebration incident. 

	Interviewee is identified as ‘Spike, the Dragon’, assistant to Miss Twilight Sparkle (see document 28-013/S - Doctor Tender Care’s full physical analysis for further information on the subject’s state). 

	Interview was conducted in the lower dormitories of Princess Celestia's School for Gifted Unicorns while the quarters of Miss Sparkle remain under the inspection of the Court’s archmages.




Spike: “Can I see Twilight?”

Copper: “I’m afraid that can’t happen for the time being, Spike.”

Spike: “But is she okay?”

Copper: “Of course she will be okay, sweetie. We just want you to answer some questions before you go see her.”

Spike: “That’s… alright, I guess.”

Copper: “Let us start, then. You’re her assistant, right?”

Spike: “That’s right! I’ve been Twilight’s number one assistant my entire life.”

Copper: “Can you tell me what happened yesterday?”

Spike: “You should probably ask Twilight about that, I didn’t really understand what she was doing. Once she starts talking about the latest branch of obscure magic she discovered or the life of a character from history, she won’t stop.”

Copper: “We know, and we’ll talk with Miss Sparkle soon, it’s just that it’d be better to have… another perspective before we do.”

Spike: “I guess that makes sense… What do you want to know?”

Copper: “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

Spike: “You mean yesterday morning?”

Copper: “Sure, let’s start there.”

Spike: “Alright… Twilight was doing some research on old legends, I didn’t catch what exactly, but it was really old stuff, like, centuries ago. She went out to read in the palace gardens and didn’t come back until well after noon.”

Copper: “So you don’t know where she was or what she did all morning?”

Spike: “She had a book with her, I doubt she did anything other than read. I just went around the castle and talked with some of the guards. What’s up with that? There’s been a lot more than usual.”

Copper: “Princess Celestia just wanted more of us for the day after Summer Sun Celebration, is all. But please, tell me when did you see Miss Twilight again.”

Spike: “She came back bursting through the door later that day and asked for a book about predictions and prophecies.”

Copper: “Prophecies?”

Spike: “I know. Weird, right? But that’s… That’s Twilight for you, she always wants to learn more.”

Copper: “I see… Please, go on.”

Spike: “She found a passage about that old story about the Mare in the Moon and then kept on talking about how this was super important. I… I told her it was just an old ponies’ tale and… and that she shouldn’t take it so seriously…”

Copper: “Spike?”

Spike: “Are you sure I can’t see her? I can come back afterwards and we can continue this, I promise I’ll be fast.”

Copper: “I…”

Spike: “Please?”

Copper: “I’m sorry, Spike. I understand how you feel, but I really need to ask you these questions.”

Spike: “… ”

Copper: “Listen, as soon as we’re done, I’ll make sure one of the guards escorts you to the hospital. How does that sound?”

Spike: “…mkay.”

Copper: “There we go. Now, you were telling me about what happened after Twilight found the book.”

Spike: “She was going to tell Princess Celestia about that whole Mare in the Moon thing, but I told her that all she knew came from an old book and… I think that made her think twice.”

Copper: “How so?”

Spike: “She… said I was right and then something about coming up with a plan of her own she could show Celestia. Then, she ran into her room yelling about saving Equestria.”

Copper: “And you wouldn’t know anything about that plan, would you?”

Spike: “Sorry… I usually help Twilight with whatever project she has. Finding books, taking notes, making transcripts, getting coffee… Y’know, that kind of stuff. But when she goes into full research mode, I try to give her space and only help when… when she calls for me.”

Copper: “I suppose this time was different.”

Spike: “Yeah, she… She didn’t call me all evening, so I just left her alone, went around the castle for the evening. I got a letter from Princess Celestia a while after that, but… when I, when I w-went back to the tower, I… I—”

Copper: “It’s okay, Spike. It’s okay.”

Spike: “I didn’t know, alright! How could I have known she’d do something like that?”

Copper: “It’s not your fault.”

Spike: “It is! I’m supposed to b-be her assistant, I shouldn’t have left her alone. If I had been with her, then she wouldn’t have tried to—”

Copper: “It’s not your fault, Spike.”

Spike: “I’m… I’m sorry.”

Copper: “It’s okay to feel bad about what happened, but the Princess called the best magic healers of Equestria to help her, she’s going to be alright.”

Spike: “But… that magic explosion, that was… that wasn’t Twilight’s normal magic, I could feel it.”

Copper: “…”

Spike: “I don’t understand why she took an old legend so seriously, it was just a dumb old legend…”

Copper: “Hey, big guy. You’ve told us more than enough. Thanks for putting up with us, I’ll have somepony take you to see Twilight now. Captain Armor has been at the hospital for a while now.”

Spike: “Thanks…”




	The interview shows  that the dragonling had no role in the events that took place in the Southern Tower of the Castle, and with him being our only lead at the moment, the prospects do not seem favorable for the investigation.

	However, thanks to the testimony of Spike, we’ve managed to ascertain that the catalyst of the event was most likely Miss Twilight Sparkle, though we’ll have to wait for the verdict of the archmages to confirm the young dragon’s suspicions of magic other than Sparkle’s own being at play.



	Recommendations discussed include:

		-Speaking with Spike again at a later date, after he has processed the events in order to corroborate his statements.

		-Look into the timeframe he left the tower and determine whether or not somepony else may have been there.

		-Asking teachers and former classmates in hopes they may shed some light regarding Miss Sparkle’s topic of research.



	Not much else can be known before Miss Sparkle regains consciousness and we can get the answers we need. I’ll be forwarding this transcript to headquarters right away, as well as a copy to Princess Celestia as instructed.



	Copper Wing

	Private of the First Division of the Royal Guard








Explosion Shook Royal Castle on Summer Sun Celebration Night




By press stop and muckraker

canterlot - Residents of the city were rocked early in the night by a loud blast coming from the Royal Castle.



In the eve of the thousandth Summer Sun Celebration, the city of Canterlot was shaken by an explosion on the Southwest tower of the Royal Castle in what is shaping up to be the biggest and costliest magical disaster to hit the capital city in recent memory.



Emergency crews comprised of Royal Guard detachments were dispatched within minutes of the incident. Shortly afterwards, a party of Court Archmages was seen arriving at the scene.



Soon after, the neighboring residences were evacuated, affecting about 24 Canterlot ponies. A couple who own a residential villa in the proximities of the castle said there was a strong sense of magic rising in the air.



This statement was corroborated by numerous witnesses. “You could feel it in the air,” a local business owner said to the Canterlot Post, “there were lots of ponies out at that time due to the Summer Sun, and we all felt it.”



A Royal Guard spokespony, a Private of the First Division, said they could not immediately provide information on injuries or damage as result of the explosion as its cause and extents remain under investigation. Once the investigation has concluded, the Royal Guard will make a formal announcement to the population of Canterlot.








Royal Guard - Official Incident Report - Subject Interview



Case Number: 0304580-B

Date: 02/01 - 08:25

Reporting Officer: Pvt. Copper Wing

Guard ID: 553806-76

Preliminary Inquiry: Report on the Summer Sun Incident

Report Type: Interview



What follows is an interview conducted by the Royal Guard on the morning of the second day after the Summer Sun Celebration incident. 

Interviewee is identified as ‘Moon Dancer’, grad student and long time classmate of Miss Twilight Sparkle. 

Interview was conducted in a private study room in the Main Library of Princess Celestia's School for Gifted Unicorns.

	


Copper: “Thanks for taking the time to meet me, Miss Dancer.”

Moon Dancer: “It’s no problem, I’d like to help as much as I can.”

Copper: “And rest assured, the Royal Guard appreciates your cooperation.”

Moon Dancer: “Just tell me what you want to know, and I’ll do my best.”

Copper: “Very well. Are you aware of the accident that took place two days ago?

Moon Dancer: “The magic blast at the South tower, yes. Yes…”

Copper: “I understand you knew the pony involved in the incident.”

Moon Dancer: “Twilight Sparkle. Yes.”

Copper: “What exactly was your relationship with Miss Sparkle?”

Moon Dancer: “Strictly academic. I’ve known Twilight since our first year at the Princess’s School, and we’ve constantly worked on joint research projects, but I can’t say we were ever… close, you know?”

Copper: “Of course. That’s precisely what I wished to di—”

Moon Dancer: “I’m sorry, I just… Nopony has heard about her since the explosion. How is she?”

Copper: “I’m afraid I can’t disclose that information.”

Moon Dancer: “Well, it’s not as if you can’t pretend nothing happened. A third of Canterlot must have seen the explosion, and I’m sure the rest at least heard it.”

Copper: “Be that as it may. A formal announcement cannot be made until the Royal Guard has finished conducting the investigation.”

Moon Dancer: “Well, there has to be something you can tell me.”

Copper: “…”




This excerpt of the conversation has been stricken from the record due to little relevancy. See Emergency Room Report 28-013/S for the update on Miss Sparkle’s status.




Copper: “If we may return to the purpose of this interview, Miss Dancer.”

Moon Dancer: “S-sure…”

Copper: “As I was saying, it was brought to the Guard’s attention that in the days leading up to the incident, Miss Sparkle was conducting research on an undetermined topic. We understand you were amongst the few ponies in Celestia’s School who were up to par with Miss Sparkle’s skill, and hoped you would perhaps know what it is she was studying.”

Moon Dancer: “[Unintelligible]”

Copper: “I’m sorry?”

Moon Dancer: “I may be an assiduous academic but nopony was on Twilight Sparkle’s level, that mare was… she is brilliant.”

Copper: “Miss Dancer—”

Moon Dancer: “Just Moon Dancer is fine. And I do remember Sparkle mentioning something about an obscure topic of research.”

Copper: “What can you tell us about that?”

Moon Dancer: “Twilight Sparkle always likes to talk about what she’s studying. She’s not boastful or anything, she just takes pride in her efforts. The past week was no different, the last time I saw her, she was excited about this history project. About old legends and how the reality of early pony society shaped these tales.”

Copper: “Legends, you say?”

Moon Dancer: “Yes. You know, the Tale of Unification told in Hearth’s Warming Eve and the like.”

Copper: “I see. Is there anything else you could tell us about Miss Sparkle’s research, Moon Dancer?”

Moon Dancer: “It’s odd, you know? I also was interested in knowing, and I was… I was going to ask her more about it that day. There was this party that day some classmates convinced me to throw. I wanted her to go, but she didn’t show up. I mean, at the moment I felt hurt, but knowing what happened later, I can’t help but feel a bit guilty.”

Copper: “You can’t blame yourself for what happened.”

Moon Dancer: “I know that. I know it’s not my fault that Twilight did… whatever it is she ended up doing but, but what if I could have done something about it? Maybe if I asked, Twilight would have shared her project with me or any of our… our friends, then she wouldn’t have gone and blown herself up alongside half of her tower!”

Copper: “Moon Dancer, please calm down. I understand you’re upset, but anger won’t solve anything.”

Moon Dancer: “I’m… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to lose my temper like that.”

Copper: “As I said, I understand. The events of the Summer Sun Celebration has taken its toll on most of us, even Princess Celestia herself has been hit hard by it.”

Moon Dancer: “The… the Princess…”

Copper: “Miss Sparkle was her personal student. What happened to her must—”

Moon Dancer: “No, wait. I just remembered something. The history project, Twilight’s history project that, that was… that was assigned to her by Princess Celestia herself.”

Copper: “I beg your pardon?”

Moon Dancer: “Yes! I remember. Twilight was so excited about her project because it was an assignment that came from Princess Celestia herself during one of their private study sessions!”

Copper: “I… I see. Is that all you can recall, Moon Dancer?”

Moon Dancer: “I think it is, at least for the moment.”

Copper: “Thanks for your cooperation. If you remember anything else that could be of help, please contact me or any other Guard immediately.”

Moon Dancer: “I will. I’m glad I could be of help.”

	


	The interview with Miss Moon Dancer seems to indicate that Miss Twilight Sparkle showed no signs of odd behaviour in the days leading up to the Summer Sun Incident.

	She was also able to shed some light on Miss Sparkle’s topic of research, namely old legends, perhaps tied to the claims of the dragonling which stated Miss Sparkle also looked into predictions and prophecies before the incident. More important, however, was the discovery that this research was being conducted at the behest of Princess Celestia.

	

Recommendations discussed include:

-Work out the specifics of Miss Sparkle’s research in hopes of determining the cause of the Summer Sun Incident.

-Contact Princess Celestia regarding the research she appointed Twilight Sparkle.



	Considering the status of Miss Sparkle for the foreseeable future, and how the Court’s archmages are yet to wrap up their investigation, the best course of action is to figure out what did Twilight Sparkle find in her research and how does it tie into the Summer Sun Incident.  I’ll be forwarding this transcript to headquarters right away, as well as a copy to Princess Celestia as instructed.



Copper Wing

Private of the First Division of the Royal Guard








To Sergeant Bold Spear, strictly off the record.



Sergeant, pardon my bluntness but what in Tartarus is going on? I’ve been chasing any possible lead on this case almost non-stop for two days now and then it turns out Princess Celestia had information about what happened all along?



She made us give this case top priority, and given the circumstances I can see why, but why wouldn’t she tell us she knew what her student was doing when she blew up half of her tower? Is she too busy with her little homage? It’s not as though she’s dead, if we can figure out what happened that day then we can still help her, for Celestia’s sa



I’ll stick to protocol and see my investigation through to its end, but I think I also deserve a little transparency, we all do.



Awaiting further instructions.

Private Copper Wing.








celestia's royal archmage court


canterlot




INFORMATION:		2 January 

To:				Comet Streak

From:				New Spark

Subject:			Summer Sun Incident



FIRST STAGE SCOURING

Progress has been slow, but we managed to make a breakthrough. After another compound scouring spell, we unraveled most of the leftover ambience magic in the rundown observatory. It will take a few days for it to clear completely, but it’s down to levels that should allow us to work with considerable ease. The chief issue relating to the determination of the spell or spells cast by Twilight Sparkle is magical dilution. Not enough of Miss Sparkle’s arcane signature is present in the thaumaturgic readings of the spell feedback to extricate a reasonable origin, but with further analysis we may distill her essence to the point it becomes recognisable and we can determine the nature of the spell or spells used.



The second issue relates to the adjacent magical readings that overshadow Miss Sparkle’s own. Both the feedback and spectrum readings throw results that contradict most of what should be expected. While not quite falling into the realm of Chaos Magic, there is more than enough to suggest the presence of conjurings well outside the realm of conventional magic.



CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

At this moment we will refrain from further speculation, but the Court agrees that the presence of this yet to be determined magic is a serious problem. This issue may be what finally makes the Princess break her silence and work with us but, until then, we will continue to extract as much information as we can from the spell’s feedback.



A Court representative will meet the delegated investigator of the Royal Guard. We shall also decide the course of action regarding the divulging of information to the public. It’s been two days, and we can’t keep the citizens at ease with just the promise of an investigation being led. Unless Princess Celestia decides to step in, we will be forced to act upon this matter.









New Spark

Fourth-rank arcanist of the Royal Archmage Court








To: 		Pvt. Copper Wing

From:		Sgt. Bold Spear



Subject:	Request for Audience with Princess Celestia



Princess Celestia has denied your petition for an audience, as with all other requests since the Summer Sun Incident. Canterlot is still dealing with the aftermath of the explosion, so for the foreseeable future, the Princess will grant no audiences.



I shall continue my attempts at persuading her, but in return I will ask you to continue with your investigation to the best of your abilities, Private.







Bold Spear

Sergeant of the First Division of the Royal Guard










To Private Copper Wing, equally off the record.



Save the reply, I am no less exasperated by the attitude of the Princess. Her demeanor has been a detriment not only to your investigation, but to most of the activities of the Royal Guard regarding the Summer Sun Incident.



What happened to her protégé was terrible and she deserves to grief over it, but not at the cost of shunning the rest of Equestria. I wish we could meet to further discuss these matters, but alongside other officials I am forced to cover for Captain Shining Armor while he remains on leave.



Until such an occasion, I urge you to not give up and see your investigation to its end.



Sergeant Bold Spear








Royal Guard - Official Incident Report - Written Testimony



Case Number: 0304580-C

Date: 03/01 - 20:15

Reporting Officer: Pvt. Copper Wing

Guard ID: 553806-76

Preliminary Inquiry: Report on the Summer Sun Incident

Report Type: Written Testimony



	What follows is the written testimony submitted to the Royal Guard on the evening of third of January regarding the events that took place in Twilight Sparkle’s chambers in the Southwest tower of the castle..

Subject is identified as ‘Feather Duster’, one of the castle maids on duty the night of the Summer Sun Incident.

The testimony was taken in a private room of the headquarters of the Royal Guard in the Royal Castle.




Good evening. My name is Feather Duster.



I, alongside many others, serve as a chambermaid at Celestia’s Royal Castle. On the day of incident, I was doing my activities as usual.



We worked hard in the week leading up to the Summer Sun Celebration as to make sure the whole castle was spotless. That day there were only a few rooms left in the towers to take care, and one of them was Miss Sparkle’s room.



This was going to be my last task of the day since there is never much to do other than a quick sweep and dusting, she doesn’t like us touching her books. I went to the room just over an hour before the sunset and it was empty. I usually find Miss Sparkle or her assistant there, but I didn’t pay it any mind and started tidying the place as normal.



As I worked, though, I started feeling strange. Apologies for sounding vague, but I can’t quite explain how it is that I felt other than it felt wrong. I chalked it up to nervousness over the Summer Sun Celebration to be held that night, so I kept working. It got worse, though, as the evening went on. I felt something was wrong but I couldn’t quite explain what.



When I finished with the main room, I moved to the bedroom but I couldn’t get in. What I mean is that, I couldn’t bring myself to open the door. That feeling of dread came back and it was so much stronger. I just couldn’t open the door, I couldn’t bring myself to open it, I just stood there. The feeling wouldn’t go away, and I didn’t know what I should do.



In the end it became too unbearable and I just had to get out. I ran away from the tower and told my supervisors I had finished cleaning, so I know they didn’t send anypony else there. I wanted to say something about what happened, but with the explosion later that day I just was too afraid.



I don’t know what happened to poor Miss Sparkle, and I can’t possibly imagine why I felt that way when I went into her room, but I know it may be connected to the explosion.



I hope I've been of help, and I apologise for my silence.




The testimony of Miss Feather Duster seems to corroborate Spike’s claims of a magic other than Sparkle’s own being present at the tower in the night of the incident. However, it would be entirely speculative to link Miss Duster’s alleged sensation of dread with magic.

Additionally, if she speaks the truth, then it’s safe to assume no other pony was near Miss Sparkle’s quarters on the day of the incident.



Recommendations discussed include:

-Discuss the upkeep schedule for Miss Sparkle’s quarters with the head of the chambermaids to confirm whether or not other ponies may have gone there.

-Inform the Royal Archmage Court about the sensation of dread Miss Duster felt in the tower should it be relevant to their investigation.



I’ll be forwarding this testimony to headquarters right away, as well as a copy to the Royal Archmages and Princess Celestia as instructed.



Copper Wing

Private of the First Division of the Royal Guard








To:		Lt. Heartmare

From:		Sgt. Bold Spear



Subject:	Request for Replacement



This is a formal request for a provisional replacement of Captain Shining Armor. He has shown no intention of returning to his activities and while our hearts go to him and his family in these difficult times, the whole Guard cannot be put on hold for his grief.



Different guards have taken care of the different duties Captain Armor should have attended, but a more stable alternative must be taken until the Captain is fit to return to his position. I have enclosed a list of potential candidates who could fit the role, and I am sure the higher ups will have suggestions of their own regarding how to better handle this situation.









Bold Spear

Sergeant of the First Division of the Royal Guard








Canterlot General Hospital - Long Term Care Report



Name: Sparkle, Twilight

Age: 22

Sex: Female

Race: Unicorn



Date of Admission: 06/01 - 9:00 AM



Doctor in charge of the patient: Dr. Hayes, M.D.



Patient Status:

Miss Sparkle’s condition remains consistent with Doctor Tender Care’s report. There has been no improvement on the patient’s condition since her arrival at the Emergency Room on the night of the Summer Sun Celebration. Initial wounds and lacerations show signs of healing, but there’s no sign of improvement on her neurological condition.



Recommended Course of Action:

Judging by the frankly discouraging results of Miss Sparkle’s tests over the course of the week, she is to be prepared for long term stay for further supervision. As per prior arrangements, she will be placed in a private room.



Additional Notes:

As requested by Her Royal Highness, Princess Celestia herself, I shall keep a close eye on the development of Miss Sparkle’s condition. However, both Doctor Tender Care’s notes and the report received from the Royal Archmage Court suggest there won’t be any change to her status. Nevertheless, I will keep my duties, and will keep Her Royal Highness informed should anything new arise.



Doctor Hayes

Chief of Neurology, Canterlot General








Dear Night Light,



I have no words to express how deeply sorry I am to hear about your daughter. Hearing the news of what happened was a shock. She is just as brilliant as you were at her age, and it pains me to know she’s suffered so much. My thoughts and best wishes, as well as the rest of the faculty members, are with you and yours during this rough time. Please give Velvet a big hug from us. I would love to fly up Canterlot if you need me to. Just say the word and I’ll do so.



Your friend,

Starry Sky








To Mr. Light and Mrs. Velvet,



We’re so sorry about what happened. We wish Twilight will make a full recovery and urge you not to lose hope. Princess Celestia is taking care of her, and she loves your daughter as well. We’re with you in these hard times.



Lemon Hearts, Twinkleshine, Minuette, and Moon Dancer








Dear Night Light and Twilight Velvet, 



Words cannot express the heartache we feel for your family. You are both such lovely people and we adore your daughter. Even as socially reclusive as she may have been, it was a delight to have her with us at the Castle. Please know that our thoughts are with you. We would love to see you in the near future. 

All our best wishes and sincere condolences,



Head of Staff, Royal Canterlot Castle








Captain Shining Armor, and family,



We are so sorry to hear the news about your sister. Our condolences to you and your family. We will be thinking of you and the rest of the family, and know that we will be there for you during these hard times, should you need us.



Lieutenant Heartmare, on behalf of the Royal Guard








To Twilight Sparkle’s family,



My name is Moon Dancer. For a long time, I was a classmate of your daughter at Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. Maybe she mentioned me at some point, though I doubt she had. We weren’t too close, and I guess we drifted even further apart as time went on. Nevertheless, your daughter was a great role model for me. While she may have had her shortcomings, she was everything I hoped to be as an academic, as an arcanist, as a pony. What happened to her was a tragedy, and my heart goes out to you. I want you to know that, even though your daughter and I may not have been close friends, she still left an impact in my life, just as I’m sure she has on many other ponies.

There’s nothing I can say that will get rid of the pain you’re going through, but I hope it will serve as a consolation to know that your daughter is a great pony.








celestia's royal archmage court


canterlot




INFORMATION:		5 January 

To:				Her Royal Highness, Princess Celestia

From:			Comet Streak

Subject:			Summer Sun Incident



PRELIMINARY FINDINGS:

Upon arrival at the South, the  delegated group of archmages found an overwhelming amount of ambience magic permeating the scene of the incident. This hindered the efforts to ascertain the cause of the magical blast of the night of the Summer Sun Celebration. As stated in a previous report, due to the magical ambience as well as the unknown magical feedback present, it was hard to distill Miss Sparkle’s magical signature.



TESTS RUN:

Due to the amount of raw thaumic energy quickly dissipating into the atmosphere, the archmages immediately performed a freezing spell to preserve the incident scene as pristine as possible. Once it was made sure the team had stabilised the area, they began working on several compound scouring spells to clear the magic noise imbued in the environment. This process took a few days, but once the levels of ambience magic had been reduced to manageable levels, the team began the task of finding Miss Sparkle’s particular thaumaturgic signature through a variety of espying spells, as well as discerning the source of the additional magic found in the tower. Once the separate signatures were isolated, they proceeded to run a thaumic spectrum reading to identify the origin of all the traces of magic.



RESULTS:

On multiple castings, the freezing spell was able to prevent further thaumic leak. Once the spell had taken effect, the team found a large amount of magical feedback. While this was expected of a spell of the magnitude required to cause the explosion of the Summer Sun Celebration, it was still far more than we had imagined. 



Nevertheless, the team started to work on a series of compound scouring spells which managed to dissipate and clear the thaumic readings from their state of disarray. As they worked, it became clear that further worked would be required, as magical occlusion had rendered Miss Sparkle’s magical signature indistinguishable from the ambience magic.



It was at this point that the archmages started discerning the first traces of what later tests would prove to be residual dark magic.



Once the ambience magic had settled to manageable levels, the archmages started working on finding Miss Sparkle’s own magical signature amidst the rest of ambience magic through a series of espying spells. This led to the discovery of three distinct magical sources in the remnants of the Southern Tower, which were quickly identified thanks to a thaumic spectrum reading: Twilight Sparkle’s own magic, concentrated nature magic, and remnants of dark magic.



Finally, the team did a recreation of how the night’s events may have developed, detailed in the attachment.



CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS:

It came to the Court attention that on the night of the incident, one of the castle’s chambermaids came to the Southwest Tower for scheduled housekeeping. Upon further discussion with Miss Feather Duster (refer to the  Royal Guard’s report: 0304580-C). This further corroborates the findings of dark magic being at play.



For reasons we cannot fathom, nor will we presume to know, Miss Sparkle engaged in dark magic in the night of the Summer Sun Celebration. As of the time of this writing, the precise nature of the spell cannot be determined.



Knowing this, the Court thinks it wise to update the caretakers of Miss Sparkle at Canterlot General on her condition as soon as possible.





Comet Streak

Lead Arcanist of the Royal Archmage Court








Royal Guard - Official Incident Report - Final Summary



Case Number: 0304580-D

Date: 06/01 - 17:00

Reporting Officer: Pvt. Copper Wing

Guard ID: 553806-76

Preliminary Inquiry: Report on the Summer Sun Incident

Report Type: Final Summary of Investigation



	What follows is the final report on the Investigation on the Summer Sun Incident, meant to summarise its findings. It will use all available evidence, ranging from testimonies and interviews, to reports from medical and magical authorities, to make an assessment and present conclusions to the aforementioned incident.

	This report will close the Investigation.




Outline of Events:

On the days prior to the thousandth Summer Sun Celebration, Twilight Sparkle started a research project on folklore at the behest of Princess Celestia (See: Subject Interview - File 0304580-B) This was confirmed by Sparkle’s peers as well as her assistant. Furthermore, on the day of the Incident, she claimed to have found evidence to a threat to Equestria, and set towards coming up with a plan to allegedly save the nation (See: Subject Interview - File 0304580-A). She then send her assistant away and started working on her own. The testimony of one of the Castle’s chambermaids (See: Written Testimony - File 0304580-C), further sustained by the findings of the Royal Archmage Court (See: Files from the RAC’s archives), points towards dealings with Dark Magic.

While the specifics and motivations behind her actions remain unknown, they are irrelevant to the outcome of the Incident.

Twilight Sparkle casted Dark Magic, and this caused the destruction of the top floor and observatory of her residence, the Southern Tower of the Royal Canterlot Castle. This also resulted in severe damage to Twilight Sparkle herself, who remains hospitalised and in a coma.



Conclusions:

Twilight Sparkle was the cause of the explosion, and the only one who is in place to present charges is Princess Celestia herself; however, she has not said anything on the matter, and there’s nothing we can do until she does.

Barring those circumstances, this case is closed.



	Copper Wing

	Private of the First Division of the Royal Guard








Sergeant Bold Spear,



I suppose this is it. Case closed and Sparkle gets stuck in the hospital until she wakes up. Not that it would have made any difference in the end, but I just wished the Princess would have opened up to us and saved us a week of work.



Perhaps it’s out of place for me to ask, though I’m already going against protocol by attaching this note. Did you ever get to talk with the Princess?



I admit I was angry at first, but she must be thinking herself at least partly responsible for what happened and I guess that explains her isolation. Hopefully things will return to normal sooner than later.



Still, I wonder how long she’s going to keep that memento in the moon.



I shall go back to my normal duties.

Private Copper Wing








Moon Shows No Signs of Change After One Week




By hot press

canterlot - After one week of the Summer Sun Celebration, the moon remains unchanged.



After the magical mishap which marred the Thousandth Summer Sun Celebration, the moon remains unchanged.



As it is now public knowledge, Twilight Sparkle, personal student of Her Royal Highness, Princess Celestia, was performing magical experiments in the Southern Tower of the Castle one of these experiments backfired and caused the explosion. She remains, as of the time of this writing, in the hospital under intensive care.



What also remains is the purple shade left on the moon.



There are scholars who have maintained that the visage of the Mare in the Moon is a homage by Princess Celestia, and further theorise that the addition of the purple shade is a homage as well. Whichever the case, Princess Celestia has yet to make an announcement on the matter, so we do not know if we will have a purple moon for the years or centuries to come.








To Twilight Velvet and Night Light,



I write to you not as your Princess but as one pony to another. You deserved a quicker response and I have failed to give it to you in time. You also deserved to have your daughter with you, and I have failed in that as well.



I have no ground to as for an apology, nor do I deserve it, given the circumstances, but I must express my sorrow to you either way, for it is my fault that this disgrace has fallen on your daughter.



Perhaps I shall start at the beginning, and keep it straight to the point.



A thousand years ago, I lost my sister due to my own blindness to her feelings. She was morphed by her anger and jealousy into the being known as Nightmare Moon. I managed to subdue her before untold harm downed upon Equestria, but fate saw it fit to punish her with a millennia in the moon.



There was a prophecy made that on the thousandth year, she would return, but I was no longer deemed suitable to wield the magic that banished my sister. And this is where my own hubris came back to cause me pain and rob me of somepony I loved, only this time more ponies have to pay for my conceit.



I saw in Twilight magic unlike I have witnessed in centuries, and in this I also saw hope for the redemption of my sister. It was under my prompting that Twilight studied the tale of Nightmare Moon, assuming she’d take the path I had set for her and lead to the purification and reunion with my sister.



But she did not do this.



Instead she chose to hold the full weight of the situation herself, much as I did in the past. And it’s due to her lack of insight on the matter, her limited knowledge of what was truly transpiring, that she now has met a fate much similar to that of my sister.



As you sure have noticed, the moon know has a deep purple shade since the Summer Sun Celebration. Unlike what you may have heard, I played no part in that. The purple shade of the moon is now Twilight’s essence imbued in the same prison as my sister.



I will not ask for your forgiveness, as I do not deserve it. Know that I have my punishment every night when I have to raise the moon and see the remainder of having failed not only my sister, but now also your daughter, and until I find a way to finally atone for my sins, I shall be reminded of it every night. Though now I must also bear the pain of knowing it will serve as a grim reminder of your loss as well.



I cannot ask for your forgiveness, but know that I regret this with every fiber of my being.



Undeservedly yours,

Celestia

      

      
   