
      Wake


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle leaned against the railing of the balcony, staring up at the inky spaces between the stars. She couldn’t quite put her hoof on it, but there was something about seeing each vulnerable grain of light surrounded by lonely eigengrau that demanded her attention.



She wasn’t sure when Luna appeared, but appear she did in the Night Princess’s usual style—swiftly and unnoticed, but certainly not timidly. The regalia she wore today was special, lined with gold and silver at the edges. It was probably custom-made for tonight, but Twilight hadn’t noticed until now. And honestly, she couldn’t find it in herself to care at the moment.



“Hail, Twilight,” Luna softly said. “How are you?”



“I… I don’t know.” There were very few words that Twilight saying disliked more. But they were all she had. “I think I’m all cried out.”



She looked back out at the sky. The emptiness behind the plane of stars seemed to reach out and tug at her, like a vacuum, as if one void was calling out to another.



“Maybe I’ll cry some more tomorrow,” Twilight admitted, “but for the rest of tonight… I really don’t know what I feel.”



“Aye,” said the Night Princess. And that was all.



Together, the two of them pondered the sleeping heavens. The minutes felt like hours during their passage, but after they were spent, it was as if only the shortest of moments had passed. Then Twilight spoke.



“There’s something wrong with it, Luna.” She pursed her lips in thought as her eyes gazed heavenward. “Something’s not right with the sky, tonight.”



“I know, Twilight.” Luna sighed.



Another short-lived eternity passed between them. Then Luna spoke.



“Has Celestia ever told you about Star Swirl's last night alive?” she asked. When Twilight shook her head, Luna continued. “When I raised the moon, Star Swirl was there. He jumped high and congratulated a little filly for a job well done. With him and my sister at my side, endless possibilities awaited us.



“When I first took hold of the light of the stars and shaped their form, Star Swirl was also there. He looked upon my first amateurish attempts at starscaping, and he was giddy, just as I was, with what I had done. The future seemed clear, and it was a good one, filled to the brim.



“On the night Star Swirl died, decades later, I was there. With an inspiration that only desperation could bring, I crafted a hemisphere of beauty that I have scarce since been able to recreate. All in the hopes that the last thing he would see would comfort him.



“But when he looked upon the skies and the shining jewels I placed in them, he cursed, and he moaned. The very same night that he had thousands of times before called lovely and vibrant, he damned as empty and sterile. And he said many terrible things that I remember to this day. Because there were no more possibilities, and there was no more future. Only a single, monolithic eventuality.”



“That’s an awful story,” Twilight said quietly, when Luna was finished.



“Do you wish I hadn’t told it to you?” asked the Night Princess.



“No,” said Twilight, even though she wasn’t sure why.



Luna nodded. As she looked back up into the sky, the stars were reflected in her dark eyes, like shining jewels.



“There is something about death that makes the night sour,” said Luna. “I feel it, too.”



“Why?” Twilight’s voice was frayed.



“Because the night is a change. It is a transition.” There was a little bit of a smile on Luna’s face that seemed out of place to Twilight. “It is a time for living creatures to rest and ready themselves for the future that awaits for them the next day. But when there are no more futures, the night is something else. The night is the end.”



Twilight’s eyes were already exhausted tonight from crying, but the burning at their edges still threatened to bring new tears. What can she say to Luna?



But then, the Night Princess draped a dark wing over Twilight’s back, and held her closely.



“Twilight Sparkle, earlier you said you knew not how to feel. During my long life, I have not learned either.”



Together, the two of them considered the emptiness of the infinite night sky.



“The sun will chase the moon, will chase the sun,” Luna whispered. “The skies will turn, and the world will not cease to spin madly on.”
      

      
   
      Cold Comfort For Change


      

      
      
         “If you don’t want your orchard to disappear —”



“— all you have to do is sign here.”



Applejack, taking the quill in her mouth, leaned forward but stopped halfway. She looked at Flim’s eyes, then at Flam’s, hoping to find anything indicating trickery, but, probably for the first time, she could only see honesty and concerns. They somehow even looked sad.



She wished she could have spotted the sly glint she was used to see from them. She would have smiled, she would have laughed, then she would have torn their contract in millions of pieces before kicking them out, making sure they wouldn’t be able to comfortably sit for a few days. Therefore, her mind wouldn’t have been fighting her heart to decide what to do.



“It’s for the best,” said Flim.



“We’ll take care of the rest,” said Flam.



They were right, it was for the best. At least, the best for her family.



“And what if I need to go on your side of the orchard?” she asked.



“You’ll see on the third page of the contract,” said Flim.



“That as long you don’t interfere with our harvest,” added Flam.



“You’ll have full access,” said the former.



“And that’s a promise,” replied the latter.



Applejack searched for her brother’s eyes on her right, but they were only filled with a calm fatalism. Whatever she would choose, he would support her. It had always been this way — she hadn’t any real trouble convincing him not to enrol — but that wasn’t what she needed right now. She needed a confirmation or a disapproval, something, anything besides that cold resignation.



A loud snort came from upstairs. Despite her attachment to the land, Granny Smith had only said one thing before leaving her handling the negotiations. Do as you must. Even with all her claims of being the one in charge, it seemed that, in the end, she was willing to let Applejack run the business.



Or what would remain after signing.



Applejack thought about who was also sleeping upstairs. Her little sister, she deserved the best and Applejack couldn’t give her less. Whatever would be her destiny, even if it meant she would leave the farm, she deserved the best. And if she was destined to run the family business, at least she would have something to run.

So she signed.



“You’ve made the right choice, Miss Applejack —”



“— we’ll put Sweet Apple Acres on the right track.”



Applejack eyed the twins with a cold stare. “Please, leave.”



The brothers quickly complied, leaving the two Apples 



Big Mac put a bottle on the table and Applejack nodded. A glass of hard cider sounded right at the moment.



She took her glass and drank it in one gulp.



If Celestia was right, the war wouldn’t last more than a year. A lot could happen in a year, but Applejack was sure she would be able to buy their share to Flim and Flam. The war over, everything would be back to normal.



It was only a matter of time.
      

      
   
      Moonbreeze


      

      
      
         The thud of the door was like the low rumble of thunder. Barely noticeable, but with warning of things to come.



Starlight clutched her quilt close, her eyes tracing the crooked lines of her little bedroom's wooden ceiling. It was the same boring ceiling, but it felt even more so now. Sunburst would have pointed out images in the cracks and lines. His happy voice echoed in her ears, whispering in the dark, trying to make her smile. Only a phantom, a longing need. Accompanying it, a wretched feeling that made her want to lash out. Lash out at Celestia, for taking him away to her school. Lash out at his parents, for letting him apply. Lash out at the headmaster, for not letting her follow. Lash out at Sunburst for forgetting her.



Just lash out.



Her gaze drifted through her closed window. Through the glass she could see the bright face of the moon, upon which was painted the great Mare. Starlight had never thought much about the Mare in the Moon. Was she lonely up there? Did she spend all her years watching little fillies and wishing they would be her friend? She loomed like a specter, her dark gaze scouring the mountains and fields. So few ponies looked back. None that Starlight knew. Maybe all she needed was one pony to care. If Starlight cared, would they both be happy again?



"Are you all alone?" Would the great Mare even hear her quiet voice? The headmaster was next door. Starlight would just have to trust in hope. "I'm alone too. Would you be my friend?"



The Mare stared at her through the dark blackness of the night, but spoke not a word. Starlight watched. Waited. Listened. Maybe it would take time. Maybe the Mare wouldn't hear her question until tomorrow. The moon was far away. That had to be it. It wasn't because the Mare didn't care. She wasn't insignificant. Tiny, like a little pea in a great big field of clover. That wasn't her. The Mare would hear.



So she stared up at the moon, fighting the flippy-floppy antics of her belly and the feeling of smallness.








The vast clover field stretched beyond a horizon clearly visible even in the all-swallowing dark. Starlight turned a circle, trying to make anything out. Nothing but clover and black. She called for Sunburst. For the headmaster. For anypony. The shadows sucked up her voice, every word making her feel more and more empty. She stopped speaking, fearful of losing anymore of... of whatever was being taken from her. She sank to her knees in the clover and trembled.



If only she could see Sunburst again. If only she wasn't so small. Why did he have to be different? She didn't want to be alone! Maybe if she walked...



She couldn't. Her heart felt so heavy. Even standing proved impossible. So she rested her chin and sobbed in the dark, alone and miserable.



The clover tickled her muzzle. Forcing her eyes open, she watched as the field waved like an emerald sea. A chill wind struck, brushed across her withers, toyed with her mane. A gasp left her, rising into the night sky as steam. It was indeed a night sky now, adorned with sparkling stars like a million fireflies on a cold winter evening.



Across the fields, the gentlest of sounds came to her. A faint humming, peaceful and slow, to a tune she didn't know. It caressed her ears, an ancient but soothing music that lifted the weight from her heart and let her breathe easy. As the chill crept along her back, the world grew steadily brighter.



Her legs at last obeyed. She stood and turned around, her motions guided by that cold wind. The moon arose, taking up the distant horizon with its splendorous size. The great Mare gazed upon her, imposing and majestic. The humming went on, faint yet all-encompassing.



Starlight didn't feel so small anymore.








Starlight awoke, still nestled in her quilt. Confusion and loss filled her as she examined her dark room, but she saw and heard nothing. Yet, when her eyes met those of the Mare through her open window, she smiled. Turning over, she snuggled into her pillow and whispered a quiet thanks.



Time passed. Shadows grew.



A cold wind brushed the locks from the slumbering filly's face.



If one listened hard enough, if one desired to know, one might have heard a soft humming on the breeze.
      

      
   
      Cymothoa Exigua


      

      
      
         Blinky always wanted wings. Life was hard for an earth pony colt in Cloudsdale. His parents loved him, but Dad's job at the weather factory didn't pay well enough for a fancy cloud house with cloudstone floors. Instead, they lived in one of the shabby houses in the shadow of the city.



It was all Blinky's fault, really. His sister Winky told him that once, when he had made her really angry. And even though she apologized afterwards and looked really sad, he knew it to be true.



So that's why every night before bed, Blinky would stare out at the bottom of Cloudsdale, and imagine the stars shining on the other side of the clouds. He'd always make a special wish that one day he would get his wings. He dreamed about it constantly. When he had his wings, he'd be able to fly around wherever he wanted, and wouldn't need special help to get to school, and his family could move on up to a deluxe apartment in the sky.








One morning, Blinky woke up feeling different.



He felt all sweaty, but shivery at the same time too. His tongue tasted like spoiled milk and he itched all over, especially on his sides. Mom made him stay home from school that day, and told him not to scratch himself. But she had to go to the Diner for work, so he had to stay home alone. And even though he tried, he couldn't stand the itchiness.



He had to crane his head around in a weird way that hurt his neck to gnaw at the fur on his side. But that helped a little. He chewed and chewed, and it felt really good, up until he bit a little too hard and tasted something gross and metally. He dragged himself out of bed to find a band-aid and hoped Mom wouldn't be too upset. 



But by the time she got home, he was feeling so woozy that he hardly even understood what she was saying. Instead he slept.



For three whole days, it turned out. And when Blinky woke up, he had wings!



Kind of. 



Well, there were hard bumps on his side that hid under his fur and moved kinda weirdly when he poked with a hoof. Mom said they were getting him a doctor, but since without many bits they were on a waiting list and it'd be a while. She also said that she wasn't working at the Diner anymore, so now she could stay home with him. 



Blinky wasn't scared though, even though Mom and Dad whispered to each other when they thought he wasn't listening. He knew the truth: he was getting his wings! Just like he had always wanted.



He waited until Mom fell asleep in the chair next to his bed to start biting at his sides again. It felt even better this time, and the metally stuff didn't taste so gross. He could feel his wings trying to flap. He just had to get them out from under his sides, first.



It only got weird when he got all the way down and felt his teeth click right up against something hard. At first it felt super satisfying. And then it hurt really really bad and he started crying and Mom woke up and screamed.








Two weeks later, his sides had mostly healed, and his wings were much larger. Blinky was excited, because they were almost big enough to fly.



They weren't like Mom's or Dad's though. Or even his sister's wings, which were smaller and didn't have all the primary feathers. 



Blinky's wings didn't have feathers at all. They had a hard covering that protected a thin flappy bit. They were brownish-blackish-clearish-green, not light blue like his coat. And they usually stayed closed. He couldn't really control them very well at all. But he knew he'd figure it out in time. Sometimes they flicked and buzzed and felt funny, and also pushed a lot of air around!



Blinky had lost a lot of weight, but that was just his body adapting to the wings. He'd need to be lighter, then he'd be the best flyer in his class.



He tried to tell Mom that, but she just went really quiet. And Dad's work must have been busy, because Blinky hadn't seen him in at least a week. The doctor was supposed to come soon, though.



Blinky couldn't wait to show off his wings.
      

      
   
      There Are No Graveyards in Equestria


      

      
      
         I shivered in the gray and wet daw, tightening the cloak around my shoulders. I was getting old, too old for this, and I would soon have to find somepony else to share the Burden. There were a couple of candidates in Ponyville, but it was a difficult choice to make. I needed more time, I—



The flock of sparrows left the roof of the house, a whirlwind of wings fluttering and not a single chirp. It was time.



I sighed and hitched my cart on my back. Knowing it was coming never made it easier, and the farmhouse felt like an eternity away as I walked up to it. Rows upon rows of trees on each side stood silent, mourning, ignoring me as they should.



I left the cart in front of the main entrance and pushed the door open. The hinges had been oiled, a little courtesy I appreciated, made me feel less like an intruder, helped me with my role. One would think that after all these years I had become used to it, and yet I still tensed with each squeaking door or creaking floor.



That would be something I hoped my successor learned better than me. Maybe I should start early, make sure they would get it while young. We are not intruders, we play no part in the pain. 



That's what I repeated myself while, not for the first time, longing to be a pegasus. It was so easy for them, I bet they didn't even have undertakers.



As I walked through the kitchen I heard a whimper coming from the next room. I pulled down the veil covering my face and adjusted the cloak. A brief look at myself to be sure it fell right and covered every part of me, and then I walked on.



The siblings sat on the sofa, Applejack hiding her face in Mac's side. The colt stoically glared at the floor in front of him, not moving a muscle. I remembered when I helped bring him into this world, just a small bundle of red fur and powerful lungs. It broke my heart looking at him, but this was not the time for me to offer condolences or comfort.



Granny Smith was in her rocking chair, a yellow foal held tight, her lips a thin line and her eyes locked on something behind me. It was good to know you could always be sure of her being proper. The little filly babbled and reached with a hoof to me. She was too young to understand, too young to know the traditions. She too would learn to not see me.



The rags I bound around my hooves helped me feel like I wasn't really there. It was so strange how easy it was to ignore something when we couldn't hear it.

I glanced briefly over my shoulders before climbing the stairs. I would leave form the back door, even if it meant I had to work harder. I had forgotten about lil'Bloom, and it wouldn't be good for her to see the vessel. She was too young to understand. Leaving my cart in front of the house had been stupid.



I reached the room, I knew where it was, I had been here before. So many times before.



Pear Butter's body laid on the bed, eyes open and empty, a glass on the carpet in the middle of a damp spot. I already missed her, her and Bright Mac.



I glanced over my shoulder to be sure of being alone, then reached for the body and pulled it from the bed to lift it on my back. It was lighter than Pear Butter had ever been, a small blessing in this day.



The way back down and out felt easier. Seeing the corpse devoid of anything that had made my friend what she was helped me to put some needed distance between me and my role. It always did, and yet I never remembered. It was frustrating.



I threw the body in the cart and hitched myself in again. Time to bring it out in the forest and get rid of it, then I would have time to mourn too, to offer comfort to those who remained and to truly accept that my friend would never return.



As I walked, I thought again about whom could be the next carrier of the Burden.
      

      
   
      Refrigerator. Fluttershy Writes Daily Poems in October. Yay.


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      What It Is to Be Haunted


      

      
      
         Octavia Melody sprawled on the mattress in her Manehattan studio, her head spinning from a few too many shots of Coltvados. How many too many she wasn’t sure, but whatever. She wouldn’t regret it until tomorrow, at which point it would be future Octavia’s problem, and one she would no doubt rage at her for causing.



Future Octavia would also undoubtedly be angry that buying that bottle had only left a hoofful of bits in her purse – definitely not enough to pay the rent on her tiny, rat-infested hovel from which the last occupant had exited through the tenth story window. On the other hoof, it wasn’t like there’d been enough bits in there to pay rent before the bottle, so future Octavia couldn’t get too mad at her for buying it. 



It was too hot.



The world lurched as she forced herself to roll off her mattress and stand. 



The heat was present Octavia’s problem. Most other things were future Octavia’s problem. Yet, somehow, they always turned into present Octavia’s problems, something she found quite unfair. More and more, she found herself wishing future Octavia would disappear. 



Nopony would miss her. 



Not even present Octavia.



She took an unsteady step towards her window. It really was too hot.



It took effort to fumble the latch off and push the window open, but the only reward was more of the same sticky, sweltering air that filled her apartment. All she needed was a tiny breeze, and she couldn’t even have that.



She wanted to laugh.



She cried instead.



Through the haze of tears, she looked at the dark streets below and wondered what the previous occupant had thought as they’d taken their last step. 



“That’s a bad idea. I really can’t recommend it.”



Octavia started, hooves flailing as she tried to spin and not fall over. Standing not more than a few feet behind her was a unicorn, her white coat seeming to glow in the faint light of the moon and red eyes shining beneath a shock of blue hair. 



“Who are you?” Octavia squeaked, trying and failing to manage bravado despite .



“The previous tenant.” 



Octavia stared in disbelief, slowly realizing that she could see the faint outlines of the room through the unicorn’s body. “You’re—”



“A ghost,” she supplied. “Yeah. Another musician who hit the end of her rope. Metaphorically. It was the ground if we go literal.” 



Octavia kept staring. She had to be hallucinating.



“Look.” The unicorn took a step forward. “Stuff sucks. It always sucks. It’ll probably keep sucking. But it’s better than this, watching the world roll on without you, knowing that you’ve got eternity to regret what you did.” 



Octavia sniffed, wiping the lingering tears from her eyes. 



“So please, be stronger than I was and find a way to live.” The unicorn smiled. “I’d certainly appreciate it. It’d give my death a little meaning. You know, stopping somepony else from repeating my mistakes. Or, at the very least, convincing you to do it a different way.”



Despite herself – despite everything – Octavia laughed.








They sat and talked.



They talked long into the night, about things Octavia hadn’t talked to anypony about in ages. It was strange at first, talking to somepony who was dead, but the strangeness gave way to a sort of comfortable familiarity as the conversation left the subjects of mortality and ghosts and instead drifted to life. To alcohol. To music. To dreams. 



“I wish I’d met you when I was still alive,” Vinyl said. She smiled, but it was tighter than it had been all evening. 



“Yeah.” Octavia’s own smile lost some of its lustre. The unasked question that had hung in the air since they’d started talking was growing heavier by the moment. How much time did Vinyl have before she faded away? 



Octavia didn’t want to ask, and it was obvious Vinyl didn’t want to either. So they didn’t.



In a sudden movement, she stepped forward and embraced the ghostly unicorn. It surprised to find Vinyl’s body actually had substance – not flesh, but not air either. A chill seeped into her coat wherever their bodies met. “You’re cold.”



There was a long silence. “Sorry,” Vinyl finally managed, seemingly more surprised than she was.



“Don’t be.” Octavia pressed her face to the side of Vinyl’s neck, relishing the feel. “It feels nice.”



She would deal with the answer to that question when the time came. 
      

      
   
      The Forgiven


      

      
      
         "Once again, Twilight," Rarity said, voice subdued, "I wish that I could express just how deeply sorry I am."



Twilight Sparkle sighed, her voice for the first time taking on a hint of exasperation.  "Once again, love, I wish you would internalize that I forgive you."



Rarity huddled further into the back corner, suppressing a shiver, and wrapped her forelegs around her chest.  "You shouldn't," she murmured.  "I wouldn't, in your horseshoes.  I don't understand how you can."



The front half of the room stirred, gleaming scales shifting.  The prone dragon's muzzle opened—though his eyes failed to focus on anything—and several agitated nonsense syllables came out in Spike's rumbling baritone.  Instinctively, Rarity's hoof shot forward—then she froze, her eyes flicking over to Twilight's.  She balled back up again, muzzle flushing.



Twilight turned and pressed her body against Spike's chest, spreading a wing to cover more of it; his motions slowed, but his muttering didn't cease.  "Rarity, this isn't the time for guilt," Twilight said gently.  "I can't do this alone.  He needs you."



Even at that, Rarity had a false start before emerging from her corner.  She crept forward and tentatively leaned against Spike's chest alongside Twilight, not meeting the alicorn's eyes.  Spike stirred, one claw draping over Rarity, and he finally quieted.  Rarity's muzzle contorted, and she turned her face away.



"I'm the Princess of Friendship," Twilight said in the silence.



Rarity started.  "Pardon?"



"You didn't understand how I could forgive you."  Twilight was smiling—actually smiling, even if her expression was wistful—as she brushed a hoof to Rarity's shoulder.  "I'm the Princess of Friendship.  What kind of pony would I be if I wasn't willing to make sacrifices for my friends?"








As the spell took hold, Queen Feral shrieked and spasmed, back arching.  Twilight waited, listening as the mad howls resolved into formless words and then took form.  "Phweeeh nhhh whrrmm.  Hhhhh.  Hhheart-ssspawn!"  Feral lunged, but Twilight stood her ground, and the ghostly queen danced back on the icy wind.  "You invade my lands, you invade my sanctum, and now you invade my mind!  I will grind your flayed bones to powder, impudent flesh-thing!"



"Deal with it," Twilight said, voice tight.  "I had to be able to talk to you to offer a bargain."



"This is my bargain," Feral hissed, and with a glint of her eye the temperature plummeted and ice began to creep up Twilight's legs.  "I will suck you dry for this insult, and—"



Twilight's horn flared to life.  Feral screeched, and both she and her cold retreated.



"I'm the Princess of Friendship," Twilight said, hard and brittle.  "I am, objectively speaking, Equestria's fifth greatest expert at weaponizing love.  And I assure you that—despite the circumstances—I retain more than enough love to wipe the snows clean of your kind."



Feral glared, stalking back and forth at a distance, and spoke through clenched teeth.  "Why.  Are.  You.  Here."



The blank mask that Twilight had been wearing since her arrival finally wavered.  "Because I caught my best friend and my wife—"  She broke off as Feral's eyes gleamed.  The temperature plummeted.  Twilight pushed a hoof from her chest with a tight exhalation, limbs quivering with repressed energy, and the cold fractionally receded.



"They, too, shall feed my whelps," Feral growled as she advanced.



"No," Twilight said firmly.  "No, Windigo Queen, they will not, because here is our bargain."  Her lower jaw began to quiver, and her eyes rimmed with tears.  "Y-you will."  She faltered and composed herself.  "You will relieve me of my burden, and swear a binding oath to allow me to leave your lands unharmed.  You will keep what you take.  And in exchange, you will live."



At that, Feral paused and considered. 



"Anger from an alicorn, freely given," she said slowly.  She bared teeth, and in the chill, they looked like fangs.








Spike stirred again.  His grip on Rarity tightened.  Rarity saw Twilight's eyes flick down to his arm—and shuddered as she remembered Twilight's expression at the moment of discovery.  But this time Twilight was calm, detached.  Not a hint of that earlier betrayal.  



"We'll get through this, love," Twilight said, breath condensing into a cloud.  Her words were almost inaudible over the howl of the storms battering the world outside.  "Starlight will think of something."  She rested a wing on Rarity's shivering shoulder and brushed a hoof over Spike's blue-tinged scales.  "The important thing is, we'll beat this together."



Spike whimpered as an especially fierce gust rattled the windowpanes.



"C-c-cold," he whispered.
      

      
   
      Six Below Zero


      

      
      
         The snow bit into my fur, the feeling of sharp needles poking me prevalent in my mind. Though I may never admit to it, I hated this type of weather. The fact that I couldn’t change it without disrupting the delicate balance of nature was all the more frustrating, but that time would come with Winter Wrap Up.



No, stop getting sidetracked.



Everything as far as I could see was covered in the white powdery flakes of winter. The snow already on the ground was tossed and scattered by the wind, resettling in small niches. Behind me, the only hoofprints I saw were mine. I smirked at that. After all, only somepony as awesome as me would dare venture into a raging blizzard.



As my smile grew wider, I checked the bundle of cloth under my wing to make sure it was still there. Patting it lightly and shifting my wing a little to get a better grip, I pressed forward. The howling wind reminded me of air rushing past me, and I couldn’t help but smile even wider. Then again, air was still rushing past me, albeit freezing… and cold. Stupid annoying snow. Why can’t you leave me alone?



Whatever. It’s not like I can’t handle it. I wouldn’t care even if I couldn’t. This was too important. At least for me.



Everything was covered in snow. Snow here, snow there, snow everywhere. I shivered and gritted my teeth before sighing. This is all for a good cause, and I went here on my own. There’s no use in complaining now. I focused on the path ahead of me. I was almost there. How did I know? Well, the markers I had put this year on the leafless decidgici- decidu- deci- 



The markers I had put this year on the not-spiky trees were pretty compelling, especially when one of them was in the shape of a tortoise wearing a flight helmet. Smiling at the sign, I hastened my pace. The cold was beginning to seep into my forelegs, which was pretty impressive considering the natural resistance to cold pegasi had for high-altitude flying, but it did not stop me.



Huffing and seeing my breath fog even more than when I had trekked out for this venture, I winced before continuing on. I could already see the specific tree I needed to go to in the distance, and I nodded to myself. One final stretch.



Breaking from the path and wading into snow that was up to my knees, I dug my way to the tree and stopped, sighing contentedly as I finally found myself exactly where I wanted to be.



Resting a hoof on the trunk of the tree, I inhaled shakily.



“Hey, Tank,” I whispered, rubbing the cold cedar trunk. “Sorry I’m late.”



The only response I got was the howling of the wind around me.



“Fluttershy was trying to look for her animals before the storm got worse and I lost track of time.”



Some of the snow at the base of the tree shifted, and my vision blurred.



“I know I said this last week, but… I miss you. Just because…” I gulped. “Just because it’s been few months doesn’t… doesn’t make it any easier.”



With a sigh, I looked around. Pursing my lips, I brushed snow off of the base of the tree and sat down, pulling the bundle from my wings. With an eager smile, I unravelled the contents of it, and was left with an adventurous-looking book.



“But look!” I said, patting the ground beside me. “A new Daring Do book came out and I thought I could read it to you! It’s…”



I patted my face and felt it was wet with warm water, unlike the snow that was swirling around.



Closing my eyes, I smiled. “It’s the least I could do.”



Grabbing the blanket and throwing it over me so that the snow wouldn’t ruin the delicate paper pages, I cracked it open.



“Daring Do and the Frozen Wastes of Faeridae,” I began, and smiled even wider, the cold now seemingly a proper backdrop to such a title. Shifting against the tree to a more comfortable position, I continued.



“Daring Do ran as hard as she could with the limited vision she had, her clothes wet and dragging from all the rain that was falling. But even though it made her heavier, she would never abandon her trusty clothes, considering them almost like close friends that would never let her down…”
      

      
   
      The Promise


      

      
      
         Trixie took a deep breath and opened the door.



The small room was filled more with music than furniture. The old yellow mare in the bed squinted her eyes and took a few seconds to recognize the newcomer. Trixie herself had a hard time recognizing her own grandmother. Has she always been that old and scrawny? When was the last time that they had seen each other? Too many years, probably.



" Hello grandma. " said Trixie.



" Trixie? Oh, I'm so happy to see you! "



The young mare sat on a stool and looked around. She couldn't even find a spot where to hang her hat, so she just put it on the bed. A sense of emptyness filled the place, diminished only by the lovely song playing on the gramophone. She was so used to her clutter-filled wagon that she felt uneasy staying in that room.

Her grandmother slowly shifted on her flank and groaned trying to reach the bedside table where stood the gramophone. Trixie used her magic to stop the loud music.



" You've always been good with magic, " said the old earth pony, shifting back to a more comfortable position to talk.



" It's just basic levitation spell. " Trixie rolled eyes. "How are you? What happened? "



" Oh, it's nothing honey. "



" You fainted for no reason, I wouldn't call it nothing. " said Trixie.



" It's the cold it is. Wears you down all day, that's all. Doctor says I should make less efforts, and I'll be fine. "



That wasn't what the doctor told Trixie.  It'll only be worse from now on. I suggest you spend more time with her , he said.

 " Really, hon, you shouldn't have come. You have more important things to do than waste your precious time with your old boring grandmother. What if they need you in Canterlot?"



" It's fine. I'm sure they don't need me."



"  What if there's an emergency? What if there is a monster attack? They can barely handle any problem without you."



" Grandma I, uhm... " Trixie sighed. " I put a defensive spell. " The old mare smiled. She seemed to caress her with her eyes.



" You've always been so brilliant, Trixie. I knew you would become great. Princess Celestia must be proud of you. One day you will learn how to raise the moon just as she does. It's your destiny, I know it."



" You mean the sun? Princess Luna raises the moon. "



" Who? "



" Princess Luna. You know who Princess Luna is, right? " she asked. 



" Of course I do, silly. I know how many princesses there are. I just got confused that's all. " Somehow Trixie didn't feel reassured.



They both stood in awkward silent for a moment. She had to tell her. Tell the truth. Before she could find the courage to speak, grandma broke the silence.



" Tell me a story. One of your adventures. "



For maybe the first time in her life, Trixie felt uneasy about showing off.



" I've read all the letters you sent me. " said grandma. " I always look forward to reading them. Did you defeat any other dragon since that time in Las Pegasus? "



" Grandma I, uhm... I have to tell you something. " She couldn't bare to look at her. " I lied. I never did those things I wrote in the letters. "



" What do you mean? "



As she turned her head, Trixie saw the fear creeping on grandma's face. And suddenly the doctor's words filled her head.  Who knows? It may take months, maybe years. 



" Er... it wasn't a dragon. It was a manticore. "



" What's the difference? You should be proud, Trixie. You've kept your promise, do you remember? "



" Yes I do. I promised you I'd become a great and powerful unicorn someday. And here I am. The great and powerful Trixie."




      

      
   
      The Shadow Alphabet


      

      
      
         The note was on the pillow beside Twilight Sparkle’s head when she woke.



She sat up and stretched before picking it up. A message from Spike, no doubt, or one of her friends. She yawned and considered slumping beneath the covers for another ten minutes, but finally curiosity won out and she unfolded it with her magic.



Her reward was a single line of gibberish. She blinked and rotated the paper, but that solved nothing – from every angle the characters on the page remained incomprehensible. They were like no language she had ever seen.



She peered at the page, turned it over, inspected it for any other mark, even sniffed and tasted it, but it was only paper and the strange symbols were the only writing on it. She chuffed in quiet annoyance and carried it downstairs.








“So it was just, like, next to you when you woke up?” Spike said. He had his frilled apron on, and held a pan over the stove as he made them pancakes.



“Mhm.” Twilight took a tiny sip of her coffee and closed her eyes to savor it. She liked to pretend her brain in the morning was a dry sponge, and coffee the life-giving fluid that swelled it with thought.



“That’s creepy,” he said. “What’s it say?”



“I’m not sure. It’s some odd language, or a code, perhaps.”



The note was laid out on the table. Her investigative spells had revealed no author, no history, no touch other than her own. It was as if her dreams had given birth to it. The twenty-two glyphs written in a single line tugged at her mind, teasing at her memory like fragments of a song half-heard in the marketplace. She stared at them again.



“So what’s it mean?”



Twilight blinked. There were pancakes steaming on her plate. She hadn’t even noticed Spike finish cooking breakfast.



“Nothing, probably. It’s just a prank.”



All the same, she kept the note. It was too intriguing to discard with the morning’s trash.








That evening, Twilight sat with a book, but she did not read it.



It wasn’t the book’s fault – it was never a book’s fault – but she couldn’t seem to muster the interest to plow through more than a few sentences. Never had the history of the Griffin Republic seemed so dull. After reading the same page for the fourth time, and remembering not a word, she sighed and pushed it away.



The note weighed too heavily on her mind. She floated it closer. Its twenty-two characters seized her eyes, and she read them, over and over.



In time, the sky outside her window grew gray and light. Her candles, unneeded, burnt themselves down. Still she read.








They were letters, she decided. Part of a cypher.



Each of the twenty-two symbols corresponded with a letter in the Equish language. She had no idea what they sounded like so in her mind she mapped the sound of each familiar, native letter to one of the strange glyphs. A simple, straight-forward substitution. As an experiment, she picked up her quill and wrote the word Quill with the new letters. It seemed surprisingly natural. Almost legible.



“Quill,” she whispered. But her tongue formed the word not with the shapes of Equish letters, but rather this new script. The sounds twisted in her mouth, dripping from her lips like drool. They sounded the same and wrong and weird and perfect to her. She said them again, louder: “Quill.”



As she spoke, the quill she used to write seemed to shift. It bent, drinking in the light around it. Her mind bent with it, seeing it anew. Quill changed, and her understanding of quill changed, and she changed as well.



She smiled.








She spent the day naming every item in her room with the new alphabet. Each item became greater, darker, more perfect in the telling. Shadows welled up from the cracks in the floor, smothering everything, until only one item remained untouched. She froze, seized by a sudden realization, briefly afraid of it like a foal of the dark.



But fear was for foals. She was a princess, now. She could only ever be greater. She inhaled and viewed the old world for the last time.



“Twilight Sparkle,” she said.



In time, the being that had been Twilight Sparkle, but now was something so much more, left her room to its darkness. She had to find her friends.



They needed perfect names as well.
      

      
   
      The Benefits of Eternity


      

      
      
         Celestia blinked.



The throne room filtered into her view and she smiled. She spotted Twilight speaking to a guard at the other end, before he pointed a hoof at Celestia and let her pass.



Twilight smiled and ran the length of the throne room, skidding to a stop in front of Celestia.



“Good morning, Twilight.” Celestia began with her smooth voice.



“I’m so sorry for being late, Princess Celestia. I didn’t mean to keep you waiting on me.” 



Celestia waved a hoof. “No need to apologize, Twilight, it’s okay."



These moments were so fleeting, so she had to enjoy every nanosecond. Memorize every feature of Twilight; her face, the light in her eyes when she discussed her reports.



“Alright, then I won’t keep you waiting any longer!” Twilight eagerly removed some documents from the saddlebags she was wearing.



Celestia blinked.



The throne room disappeared, as did Twilight. When she opened her eyes, she was floating in a void of emptiness.  Cold sank into every pore of her fur and flesh, and her lungs crumpled and burst with each attempt to breathe.



She turned her eyes to the brightness before her, watching the edges of her sun lash and scorch as it tore away at the ruptured landscapes of what once was Equestria. The green plains of land and blue seas boiled had away under the heat and pressure of the sun, and with a great hiss that was lost in the emptiness of space, the planet itself fractured and split apart, disappearing into the sun.



She wanted to scream, but her lips floundered soundlessly.



Celestia blinked.



She watched the stars whirl and slip around the corona of two super colliding super blackholes. Their light sparkling in and out as they swirled around the edge of nothingness, before winking out of existence as their atoms were ripped apart from the massive gravitational pull. A nearby planet crumbled, its ring being sucked away into the depths of the blackhole, the rest of the planet followed soon, picked apart piece by piece like it was made of dust. Celestia felt the pull of the collapsed stars on her body, as she too fell within the emptiness. Her fur and skin pulled away, elongated, as her bones stretched and broke, and each individual cell inside her ruptured and disintegrated. 



Celestia blinked.



Eons and eons and eons and eons crawled by as time flowed forward. 



Galaxies collided and exploded, the smaller ones succumbing and being absorbed, planets and systems being thrown into the blackness around her. Stars burned bright and went dark, dead forever in the vast barren universe. Cosmic radiation and hypervelocity stars burned and ripped through her body like nothing, tearing away at the very fabric of her being and soul.



Celestia blinked.



She could see the edges of the universe now, curling it on itself as the voids of space collapsed into each other and boiled away into nothing. There were no stars left now, leaving Celestia in a realm of blackness. She could feel the pressure of gravity hauling her into nanometre that the universe would compact itself upon.



Her very form squeezed itself tighter and tighter. Skin and bone splintered down into cells, those cells broke into atoms, and those atoms ruptured into sub atomic particles. As the very essence of her body was forced into the last Planck unit of being, the universe and all of existence winked out and ended.



Celestia blinked.



The throne room faded back into view. This time it was different; less pillars, a pegasus guard instead of a unicorn.



“Princess, are you alright?”



Celestia looked down.



Twilight was looking up at her, her eyes narrowed, and her face pulled into an expression of concern. Her hair was different. Tied into a tight bun instead of hanging freely.



“If you’re not feeling well, I can come back later.”



Celestia smiled at her.



“No, Twilight, I’m fine.”



“Are you sure you don’t find these reports boring? I mean, you must have a ton of more interesting things to do?”



“Nonsense, Twilight, spending time with my students is the most important thing in my life.”



Celestia blinked.
      

      
   
      Wish I Weren't There


      

      
      
         It's a wicked life, isn't it, Trixie?



You'd like a different life, wouldn't you?



One with everything in place.



The shelves lined with success.



The pictures framed with gold.



The memories fond.



And the friendships strong.



The lights, the sounds, the colors, the shapes.



The theatrics and the pomp.



It's what you want.



So I'll do my best to act the part.



With your hat in hoof, you moved.



And turned it upside down.



With a smile hollowed out, a plume of smoke rose up.



And for a second I reached my hoof out.



And you stepped back.



I can't blame you, Trixie.



You are flesh and bone. 



Just like all of us.



You have your fears and doubts.



Which you rarely let slip out.

 

However, it comes off in your display.



To everypony else, it's clear as day.



No matter what you do it won't make up for what you did.



Whatever was lost, it will be impossible to recover it.



And I know I've felt the same way.



It's a wicked life, isn't it?



Filled with both the good and bad.



Yet, doesn't it feel like the scales were tipped long before you?



The shades of giants in your place, standing face to face with your insecurity.



The gifted and the wise that you grew only to despise.



And being one of them, I can't amend this gap between us.



When I try to help, I can see what it says on your face.



"This abyss is too great."



I feel like I make it a lot worse, too.



After what I've done, standing tall and above it all.



Acting like I have any more idea than you about any of this. 



Playing the instructor without comprehension.



While being forgiven for anything.



And you're blamed for everything.



It feels almost like you were meant to be crushed.



Made to believe in love.



Built to break.



I will say it:



I am still your friend.

 

Which is why I came to your caravan.



Admittedly, I was too ashamed to see you. 



So I looked in through the window.



And collapsed there, in that chair, you yawned.



Eyes closing, your horn broke out in sparks.



Illusive shadows running across the inside of your small wooden box.



And formed tiny effervescent holograms of us.



From there, the two began to move.



Dancing in little circles around and around.



Open mouths, touching hooves.



Smiling and laughing.



Over and over.



Forever.
      

      
   
      A Full Recovery


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash groaned as the bright lights on the ceiling burned into her skull. Squeezing her eyes shut, she rolled over onto her side, wincing slightly at the feeling of her wing squeezing uncomfortably against her side. Slowly opening her eyes again, she squinted at the black slate resting at the side of her bed, strange symbols spread across its face. It took her a few seconds to realize that it was writing, and she was just looking at it sideways. Turning her head to the other side, she felt the white pillow her head was resting on compress down against the thin mattress beneath her.



“Ugh. I’m in the hospital?” She sat up, reaching up one hoof to rub at her mane, only to find empty space on top of her head. “What the hay happened to my mane?”



A purple blob stirred by the side of her bed. It took Rainbow Dash a moment to focus on it, blinking as she suddenly realized that it had a horn and eyes. “Twilight?”



The alicorn blinked a few times before her own eyes focused on Rainbow Dash. “You’re awake! Oh, I’m so glad you’re okay!” A moment later Rainbow Dash found herself wrapped into a rather painful hug, wincing as broad purple hooves wrapped themselves around her wings.



“Ow! Not so tight!”



“Sorry!” Twilight sat back on her haunches, smiling apologetically before her eyes darted over Rainbow Dash’s covered form. “Oh no, nothing feels broken, does it? They said they were keeping you in a coma until you healed, but—“



“Wait, keeping me in a coma? Why would they keep me in a coma? Aren’t comas bad?” Rainbow Dash scowled, looking around the room. It didn’t look much like Ponyville hospital – but then, she hasn’t been in Ponyville, had she? Rainbow Dash lifted a hoof to her head, as if to ward away the fog that seemed to be lurking in her brain, before she blinked, remembering what Twilight said. She carefully shifted around in the bed, stretching out each of her six limbs in turn. “They seem okay.”



“Oh, good.” Twilight smiled.



“Where am I?” Rainbow Dash glanced around the room again, her eyes returning to the slate next to her bed, flicking over the words. She lifted a hoof to rub at her eyes, then read them again. “It says I’m in Ponyville? This doesn’t look like Ponyville hospital.”



“Oh, well, things are a bit different now.”



“I’ll say.” Rainbow Dash lifted a hoof to poke at the strange slate, blinking as a gray spot appeared underneath her hoof. Pulling it away from the screen, the spot lingered for a moment before it vanished. “Wait, wasn’t I just in Canterlot?”



Twilight brightened. “Oh, good. So you do remember!”



“Sort of. I remember doing the pierced heart. I… hit someone? And then I remember…” Rainbow Dash groaned. “Did I really crash into the stands?” 



“Through them, actually. You were going pretty fast.” Twilight smiled wanly.



“Ugh. Is that why they cut off my mane? Was it all messed up or something?”



Twilight looked away. “Not exactly.”



Rainbow Dash looked over at her friends, her eyes focusing on her again. She blinked, then blinked again, staring. “Twilight? Are my eyes messed up, or is your mane doing the Princess Celestia thing?”



Twilight laughed self-consciously, lifting her hoof up to her shimmering, rippling mane. “Heh. Yeah. It started doing that a while ago.”



“A while ago?” Rainbow Dash rolled over, using one hoof to lever herself up. “I don’t remember it doing that.”



A puff of air left Twilight’s mouth. “You’ve… been out for a while, Rainbow.”



Rainbow Dash’s wings shuddered against her sides. “A while? How long is a while? A month? A year?”



Twilight trembled for a moment before closing her eyes, lifting one hoof to her chest and letting out a long, slow breath. Her eyes opened again and she smiled as she extended a hoof against Rainbow’s chest. “They all thought I was crazy, trying to save you. But I knew we’d be able to fix you eventually.”



“Twilight?” Rainbow Dash swallowed. “You didn’t answer my question.”



Twilight’s hoof shook against Rainbow Dash’s chest. “You were hurt so badly. They said there was nothing anypony could do. But I knew that things were getting better. I just needed more time.”



“Twilight—“



“So I used a cockatrice to—“



“Twilight!”



Tears shone in purple eyes as Twilight met her gaze.



“It’s been a hundred and twelve years.”
      

      
   
      Marginalia


      

      
      
         The crystal chime of the castle’s nightbell roused Twilight Sparkle from the pages of slumber. She marked her pillow with a phoenix quill bookmark, stood, and trotted through the castle’s long halls to the foyer.



“Good morning!” she said, opening the castle’s cover. “How can I—Oh, it’s you.”



“Uh, hey.” The Nightmare ground her hoof into the dirt and looked anywhere but Twilight’s face. She seemed out of place, standing in the sun. Diminished by it, little more than an inky afterimage on Twilight’s retina, shifting and dancing and refusing focus. “Look, this is gonna sound kinda weird, but would it be okay if maybe I stayed with you for a few days? Luna kicked me out.”



“Good.” Twilight tried to slam the doors in the Nightmare’s face, but they’d melted onto the floor again. She scowled at them and made a mental note to buy more crystal carpet cleaner. “About time. She finally got sick of your cheating?”



The Nightmare winced. She scratched at the side of her neck and mumbled something. She was naked, Twilight noticed, bereft of her usual regalia. Presumably all left behind in her flight from Luna’s wrath.



“I ought to say no,” Twilight said. “But my castle’s broken, so I guess you can stay. You know where the guest room is?”



“Actually, I was hoping I could share your—”



“The guest room,” Twilight repeated. “Or back to Luna. Your call.”



The Nightmare shivered at that. “The guest room is fine. Can I eat your brain real quick?”



“Sure, sure.” Twilight braced herself. This part always stung like a—







Twilight woke with a start. The blanket had tangled around her legs, binding them, and her sweat soaked the sheets beneath her. Not even a hint of the dawn encroached upon the nightscape outside her window.



She groaned quietly as the dream settled into her memory. Its edges were sharper than a dream’s should be, as real as darkness smothering her room. She let out a shaky breath.



“Dammit, not again.”








“So, it’s like, haunting the castle?” Rainbow Dash asked. She peered around at the shadows.



“Not the castle. Me.” Twilight took a sip from her chamomile. “Again.”



“Wait, this ain’t the first time?” Applejack asked.



“No, Luna loses track of it once a year or so. Usually it runs off to one of the other princesses, then we have to hold it for her until she can take it back. Last year Cadence had it for a week.”



“Well, that sounds lovely,” Rarity said. “What do we do about it?”



“Nothing,” Twilight said. “It’s harmless. As long as you don’t give into its temptations.”








The Nightmare was waiting in Twilight’s bed when she retired for the evening.



Twilight frowned. “I said the guest room.”



The Nightmare ignored her. She stretched atop the sheets, exposing the long contours of her chest and belly and legs.



Twilight tore her eyes from the sight and hopped up beside her. This was her bed, dammit. She wasn’t going to let some two-bit imaginary hussy chase her from it.



“Hey,” the Nightmare whispered. “I’ve been waiting for you.”



“I bet. Go back to your room, or go to sleep. I don’t care which.”



“Liar.” The Nightmare snuggled up behind her. In the darkness, at night, she was far larger than Twilight. Long limbs curled around Twilight’s body.



“Trying to sleep here.”



“Silly, you’re already asleep.”



Oh. That explained why they were lying tangled together on a giant book floating in the sky above Ponyville. Twilight frowned.



“Bit for your thoughts,” the Nightmare whispered. Her voice was filled with spiders.



Twilight rolled over in the demon’s grasp. “What do you want?”



“You. Luna is so boring these days. But you? We could rule the world, Twilight Sparkle.”



Twilight snorted. “Try offering me something I want, instead.”



“Something Twilight Sparkle wants?” A wide grin exposed teeth like stars. “You should be careful what you wish for.”



That had a dangerous sound to it. Twilight tried to push herself away, but the Nightmare’s grip was too strong.



“Relax,” the Nightmare whispered. She released Twilight and spread her legs, exposing every forbidden bit of her to Twilight’s eyes. A seam appeared in her flesh, from groin to chin, and her body opened like a book. Lines of black text covered her organs and bones and all the spaces in between. The scent of hot iron filled the room.



Twilight read all the night long. As always, the truth was in the margins.
      

      
   
      Hollow Hearts Beneath the Earth


      

      
      
         The tiara clattered loudly as it landed in Celestia's cell. She almost tried to raise it with her horn, before remembering, and lifted it in trembling hooves instead. 



Dry, red flakes crusted the golden circlet, and the tips of the seven-pointed star. In the violet gemstone's facets, she saw her reflection, and watched tears streak down her pale, emaciated face.



"You wanted proof." Her visitor said the words gruffly. "She didn't suffer, if it helps."



Celestia wrenched her eyes shut. She fought, and failed, to muffle her sobs; they echoed about the cavernous maw of Tartarus.



"Guess this means there's no chance of us catching up over tea?" The usurper snorted; Celestia heard her hooves clop against the rocky terrain as she turned to move away. "I guess that's fair. Stew in your grief and your hate, 'Princess.' I'll be seeing you."



Celestia spoke, without thinking. "I never hated you, Sunset."



The hoofsteps stopped. Celestia opened her eyes, and saw the blood-red alicorn staring quizzically back at her.



The Princess swallowed, and mastered her sobs long enough to gaze placidly at the usurper. "I only ever pitied you."



Sunset Shimmer's cat-slitted gaze hardened. Her mane, a tangle of red and gold flames, blazed brighter, hotter. "You pitied me?" she said, a razor's edge in her voice.



"I did."



Uncertainty dulled the razor. "Even now?"



"Now, more than ever."



Sunset narrowed her eyes. "Why?"



A hoof, shod in a tarnished, golden boot, stroked the edges of the seven-pointed star. 



"Because you never had what she had."



"You're gonna make me ask, aren't you?" Sunset turned and spat a wad of saliva that crackled and fizzled as it ate through the rocky ground. "Fine. Enlighten me, teacher. What did Princess Twilight have that I, apparently, am so desperately lacking?"



Celestia let a moment pass. "...Friendship."



Sunset Shimmer laughed harshly. "You sad, deluded, toothless old relic. I clap you in chains and throw you in Tartarus, and you think it's, what, a cry for help? That I'm – heh – that I'm lashing out because I didn't make enough friends or get invited to enough birthday parties when I was a filly? That this is some kind of temper tantrum?!"



"That's all it's ever been, Sunset," said Celestia. "Your pursuit of power, your fall from grace – it's all because you were too afraid to reach out for what you truly wanted. What you still want, I think."



"As if what you think matters," Sunset snapped. "Your protege is dead, and your sister's off farming moon rocks. The rest of your family, and those simpering Elements, are crow-food in their gibbets, and Discord's a statue soaking up crow crap beneath 'em. Your kingdom is my kingdom now, and you?" 



Sunset suddenly unfurled her leathery wings and sped up to the bars of Celestia's cage, slamming herself against them and pressing her face close between them. "I used to hang on your every fucking word. Now, you're nothing more than a trophy. A toy. At best, a pet. Piss me off, and I'll have what's left of your head."



"With my dying breath, I'd still pity you. Do you know why?" Celestia gazed levelly at her fallen student. "Once, you could have had what your heart desired. But that road is closed to you now, I think. Never to reopen."



Sunset grinned a mouth of jagged, pointed fangs. "How tragic."



"More than you know." Celestia bowed her head, baring a broken horn to Sunset. "Because, one day, you're going to come upon someone, or something, that you can't consume or destroy – something that only love can truly drive out. In that moment, you'll despair at what you've given up, and you'll know how hollow your pursuit of power truly was."



Sunset's eyes widened, minutely, for an instant. Then she curled her lips back and sent a wad of burning spittle splattering against Celestia's cheek. The Princess took it, unflinching, even as her skin seared and crackled, her cooked flesh tickling her nostrils.



Then Sunset pulled back, and strode away from Celestia's cell. "Good talk, teach. Let's have another, real soon."



Celestia waited a long, long time, until Sunset, and the fire that trailed in her wake, had long since vanished from the depths of Tartarus. 



Then she pulled the tiara close to her chest, and broke.
      

      
   
      Manifest Destiny


      

      
      
         With every Crystalling the Crystal Heart grew stronger.  Thus the borders of the empire expanded, some dozens of meters for each newborn.  By the fifth year of Princess Cadance’s rule, warm weather could be felt throughout the peaceful vale the empire was nestled within.  By the seventh, homes and farmsteads were built atop the foothills of the Yaket Range.



On the day of the 382nd Crystalling (by Cadance Reckoning), sunlight touched the root of Mount Everhoof for the first time in uncounted millennia.



Three days later, the crystal ponies awoke to find themselves under siege.



Gigantic bipedal creatures of blue-white ice lined the northern border of the empire.  They stood over a hundred hooves high, all hard angles and sharp features.  They made no move to enter the empire, but their sudden appearance was impossible to ignore.



The Royal Guard mobilized to maintain a perimeter as the denizens of the northern reach fled into the city.  Grand Wizard Sunburst was summoned to court and tasked by Prince Shining Armor himself to discover the creatures’ intent, and find a solution if they proved hostile.  Sunburst departed at once, while the prince stayed behind to assist Princess Cadance with the preparations for the Crystalling of their newborn son.







Sunburst arrived at the northern border to find a frigid stalemate.  The ice giants had advanced no farther than the line of permafrost that marked the edge of the Crystal Heart’s influence, while the guardsponies stood at rapt attention on thawed ground.



A howling sleet storm raged above the giants, but where Sunburst stood, there was little more than a cool breeze to take the edge off the warm sunlight upon his back.  He cleared his throat, opened his mouth to speak, then shut it again as he craned his neck back to address the closest giant.



“Hello,” he managed to croak.  He cleared his throat again.  “W-what, ah, what can I do for you?”  He winced at a snort from a guard behind him.



The next giant over detached himself from the line and moved towards Sunburst, joints cracking and groaning beneath the weight of its ponderous gait.  Sunburst heard the guards behind him stiffen as they readied their weapons.



It halted at the edge of the sunlight a dozen hoofsteps before him, and with a groan, knelt down.  In a voice akin to a calving glacier, it said, “You are killing us.  Please stop.”



Sunburst blinked.  “Um, what?”



There was an audible crunch as the giant spoke again.  “Your lands are not our lands.  We cannot live in the heat.  We cannot abide the sun.”  As it spoke, small chunks of ice shaved off its face and fell to the thawing ground below.  “The ground softens.  We soften.  We rot, and we die.”



Sunburst looked closer at the giant.  Its ice was brittle and pitted, and he could see trickles of water start to slough off of its broad back and shoulders.  As he realized the giant was melting away before him, he sputtered, “Then go!  Don’t stay out here in the sun, go back north!  Stay where the weather is still cold!”



The giant shook its head as it stood.  “This mountain is the last of our home.  There is nowhere else to go.”  Its shoulder creaked as it pointed to the west.  “The yaks kill us.”  It pointed north.  “Beyond these mountains lies the sea.  Your lands grow larger with every moon.”  Water streamed off of its limbs as it stepped back beyond the Crystal Heart’s reach.



Something clicked in Sunburst’s mind, and his eyes widened as he shouted, “No!  No no, you have to leave!  Now!”



Again, the giant shook its head.  “We have to make ponies see.  Perhaps you will stop if you see us.”



Sunburst stepped forward.  “No, you don’t understand, you have to–”



A wall of blue-white light raced up from the south, shoving back the heavy black clouds by a half kilometer.  It tingled as it lent Sunburst’s coat a prismatic tint, but it slammed into the ice giants with the force of a tidal wave.  As one, they staggered back a step, then collapsed in on themselves with a crash.



Sunburst stood agape as rivulets of water traced paths past his hooves.







In the coming years, the crystal ponies would learn that crops would never taste so sweet as when they were grown from the soil on which the ice giants died.
      

      
   
      Nonentropic


      

      
      
         The morning in Ponyville shimmered; the morning in Ponyville shined. 



And Starlight Glimmer was having absolutely none of it. 



She stared into a totally average iced tea, the noise of the entirely nondescript outdoor café barely noticeable around her, and brooded. 



Some of her mood was probably whiplash; fighting Twilight had been mentally and physically draining, and afterwards, accepting that offer of friendship had been one of the hardest things she'd ever done. 



Well, the song afterwards had been nice. 



And the cavalcade. 



The cake. 



But… shouldn't she feel better than this, after being redeemed? 



Twilight would start looking for her soon. She would wonder why the guest bed was empty, why her new friend snuck out. 



Starlight swirled her ice-cubes and vaguely considered heading back. 



"Why the long face?" 



"Huh?" She looked up, her annoyance at being interrupted changing to surprise as a leonine, snakey, horned-and-clawed something slithered into the seat across from her and propped its chin up on one paw. 



She had heard of him. "You're Discord!" 



"Tsk." He waved away her surprise. "And you're Starlight Glimmer. And? Why so serious?" he rubbed his jaw. "Afraid they secretly hate you?" he asked, waving at the other patrons. "Worried Twilight's hiding a grudge? Hungover on cake?" 



"No." She smiled, slightly. "And no, nopony here even knows what I did, after it was undone. And…" For a moment, she saw Twilight's bright grin and sparkling eyes and outstretched hoof. "And no. She was sincere." 



"I was. Am. Sometimes. Everypony knows what I did, and I'm not very good at… trust." He shrugged. "I'd suggest two aspirin and a water of glass." 



"I'm not hungover." She studied him. Discord was the last person she would have sought out, but if he didn't have bigger issues than her, nopony did. 



"So how do you deal with it?" She surreptitiously scanned the café, hoping to catch a guarded whisper or nervous glance. 



"Oh, my usual." He yawned. "Cake. Turn their houses inside out. Be so self-centered I stop caring." He snapped, creating a glass of tea. "It's easy when the universe literally revolves around you." 



"But… that's precisely what got me into trouble." Starlight frowned pensively. "Our town. Starswirl's spell. All of that, that was me being wrapped up in myself, ignoring how other ponies felt, what my anger was destroying. I didn't even try and find my friend, Sunburst." 



"But, now you're doing the whole friendship thing." Discord took a bite of tea. 



"Right?" She laughed bitterly. 



"So?" 



"So I didn't wake up one morning and think: 'hey, stripping away ponies most intimate magic is a good idea!' 'Turning the whole world into a scorched wasteland sounds peachy!' 'How about giving up on my best friend, huh, that sounds wonderful!'" She took a gulp of tea. "I just, sort of, worked my way into it. I'm not even sure how." She sighed. "Looking back, it all seems so stupid. Yesterday, I asked Twilight how I could make sure it didn't end up happening again. You know how she replied?" 



Discord quirked an eyebrow.



"She said 'I guess it's up to you to make sure of it'," She rubbed her forehead.



"I could help you with that." Discord smirked. "Just—" he raised a claw, poised to snap "—remake your mind, reach deep into your psyche and change you on a fundamental level, make you the kindest, most honest, loyal, generous, friendly and happy pony in this town." His fangs glinted. 



A shiver ran down her spine. 



"Buuuuut…" His smirk softened into a smile. "I don't do that sort of thing anymore." 



"Is it… hard?"



"You. Have. No. Idea." For a moment, deep in his eyes, something glinted. "But I have a conscience now. She's yellow and timid and told me to come talk to you, and she helps me with it. I'm sure you can find your own." He waved. "The place is lousy with them." 



"Does…" Starlight's voice lowered, until she was nearly whispering. "Does it get easier?" 



"It does. Did. Sometimes." He gave her a bitter smile. "You'll certainly be fine." 



"I'm not absolutely sure of that." She smiled back, weakly. "But… thanks." 
      

      
   
      The Strange Brew


      

      
      
         At the edge of the Everfree, under a purpling sky, Zecora stood over a great iron cauldron over a flickering fire, muttering and stirring as she worked her magic. Twilight Sparkle and Fluttershy, faces worried but resolute, stood close by, passing Zecora odd things from her packs and bags as she requested them. 



Zecora worked by rote, chanting her memorized recipies as she added ingredients to the roiling concoction.



Give me those purple pulsing reeds,

with warts upon their hulls.

And next these dry and dusty seeds

That rather look like skulls.

I’ll add three drops of liquid smoke,

And one small leaf of Poison Joke.



As she stirred in this ingredient, the sky darkened and a chilly wind blew through the roiling smoke with a sound like a heartrending groan. The trio around the cauldron continued their work, Fluttershy giving an anxious glance over her shoulder.



Some brown pond-scum and river grime

And muck from in the bog,

And next some gritty yellow slime

That oozed out of a frog,

And things you’d wipe off from your shoe,

All come to complement our brew!



The boiling fluid burbled and released a foul mephitic steam, but all three ponies were used to bad smells in their own ways, and they barely wrinkled their noses.



Next, a morbid bit we bring,

A pale old moldy bone, 

And now I add a slimy thing

I found beneath a stone!

It has no eyes or legs, it seems.

I hope we do not hear it scream!



This time, the sky brightened to a dull orange glow, and a swarm of bats, or things like bats, fluttered and screeched overhead. Zecora’s face was outlined in the firelight as she chanted, working a mortar and pestle.



I have some dried stale potion flakes,

Left over from an old run.

I’ll grind them ‘til my pastern aches,

And add them to my cauldron.

Like cheese that ripens ‘til it moves,

The potency with age improves.



The sky grew dark again, and more things flew overhead that surely weren’t bats or birds. 



Now, from a mordant shrubbery

We add some bitter buds

And then a mix of lard and lye,

All slippery with suds

For there is nothing soapier

Within my pharmacopeia!



Bubbles rose up from the stew and popped in the sky with little bangs like fireworks. There was a distant groaning rumble as the sky took on a greenish cast.



An egg that’s moldered in a cave

For twice a dozen years.

And soil from a sailor’s grave

Moist with a sparrow’s tears.

—But now, remove it from the heat!

Make haste! Our brew is now complete!



The brew bubbled and bulged ominously, and Twilight picked the whole thing up swiftly with her magic. The three rushed quickly to Fluttershy’s cottage and raced into the spare bedroom, where Discord lay in uncharacteristically neat array, a sack of ice on his literally burning brow and a huge thermometer in his mouth that gave readings in degrees Kelvin. A wastebasket overflowed with tissues stained with various colors and textures of revolting goo. Discord moaned and sneezed, and as he did a wave of frogs with butterfly wings issued from his snout, croaking and fluttering about in the air and filling the room with confusion until they found the windows and took to the skies, which changed in color to a rosy mauve.



Twilight levitated the entire smoldering, steaming cauldron to Discord, who drank the whole thing in three evenly-spaced gulps. His eyes turned fiery orange and blazed; his ears smoked and his tail curled, the thermometer burst and wilted like a dead flower, then he burped a string of smoky bubbles that formed the words “Ah, potent stuff, that.”



“The only cure for Stagnant Flu is a revolting drink,” said Zecora. “Your pains should cease to trouble you, and you’ll be in the pink!” She held out three pills that would confound an elephant. “And now, these tablets you should take, and call tomorrow when you wake.”



Fluttershy comforted her patient as he gulped the pils, Twilight teleported away to restore order to Ponyville, and Zecora took up her cauldron in her teeth and turned to leave, as the sky turned color again to the soft and normal shades of evening.
      

      
   
      Fragments


      

      
      
         Ice cracked and webbed beneath, lurching echoes of footsteps in halls that had long been undisturbed. Banners hung mid-flap, stained glass windows chilled to the point where a bitter breath could shatter them into a thousand iridescent shards. The pair was only spared from suffering a similar fate to the statuesque bodies they awkwardly maneuvered around by the thick suits they wore, kept warm by canisters of raw Fire sewn into back pouches.



“Grand Loremaster,” his attendant said whilst stepping over a prone unicorn, careful to keep his tail well away from its icicled horn, “I believe the crew will finish soon. The council wishes for a report—”



“They will have their report.” The response sounded even-tempered, but the dragon’s teeth belied his irritation. “Despite living through it, their dispassion for history is exactly why most of them remain frozen to their seats in the old chambers.” He ignored his attendant rolling their eyes; it was one piece of history the Loremaster oft-repeated enough that even he could understand their annoyance. A gloved claw pointed at the dais they had been approaching, along with the lonely throne atop it. “She sat there, once, the Lightbringer. Mayhaps we will live to see her astride it again.” He turned to look at his subordinate. “That is why we are here, not for the council, not for ourselves, but for our people and all others under our protection.”



He quashed any reply by turning and retracing his frozen steps. The throne remained, as splendid and cold as it had ever been.



In a scant few minutes they reached observatory tower and begin climbing its spiraling staircase to the unfeeling heavens. The moon watched them ascend unblinkingly, surrounded by the halo of light they sought to free. The stillness was broken by the sound of something now otherwise extinct on the surface; Fire, burning bright and hot. The taskmaster saluted as the pair stepped onto the landing.



“Dogs are just finishing up, Grand Loremaster,” the wiry dragon said, head tilting towards the suited diamond dogs wielding blowtorches. Only distilled dragon Fire could melt through the enchanted frost holding the castle’s doors fast, and the dogs had proven valuable as a workforce. They were the only other race deep enough to survive the Freezing; even now the permafrost crept ever closer to their dens. The dogs were equally driven to find a solution, with diets that couldn’t subsist purely on minerals, nor could they escape the cold in lava pools. The dragons gave Fire, they provided labour, it was as mutually beneficial as they could hope for.



A sound like breaking glass, if it was more pure in tone, sung from the doors as the dogs pulled them open. The air was filled with crystalline shards, beautiful and deadly in equal measure if they should puncture a suit. Great gouts of Fire banished them and, after a few safety sweeps of the flamethrowers, the all-clear was given. Stepping inside the observatory, the Loremaster allowed himself his first genuine smile in decades.



Their bearers were frozen, but the Elements of Harmony upon them were untouched. “Bring them to the caves. Warm them up, slowly. With fortune the Elements kept them alive.” The dogs quickly set to work with diligence and care, befitting his hand-picked choices.



“Weren’t there only six Elements of Harmony?” his attendant said, gesturing to the remaining figure. Whereas the Elements looked like they’d been caught unawares, as other surface dwellers during the Freezing had, the seventh looked to be in the throes of weeping.



Only ancient art showed her true form. “That is Luna, sister to the Lightbringer, no longer in the guise of Nightmare. It seems as if she could only appreciate the enormity of her actions in her final moments.” He looked back at his attendant. “Leave. Now.” A snarl surprised them enough to clear the doorway, which was quickly slammed shut. Now alone, the Loremaster carried Luna to the observatory’s deck.



He set her down almost reverently. “I wonder if you’re still alive in there. I hope so, trapped deep in yourself like we are below the surface.” Grunting with effort, he wrenched free a chunk of ice-encrusted railing. “If you can, look upon your moon one last time and find all the spite and misery you have wrought upon yourself and the world.” He lifted his weapon high.



“For Celestia, and for Twilight.”



Spike brought it down, and through the moon’s fragments he felt the sun shine once more.
      

      
   
      Impending Hug


      

      
      
         3 seconds until the hug.



Twilight and Rainbow's eyes met.



Twilight realized she was alone, and tired, and cold, in the study. Only the dying glow of the fire gave off any heat in the large crystal room. She was vulnerable.



Rainbow was merely passing by the study--or going to the study? Why else would she be up late? Yes, she had come to check in on her girlfriend. Standard girlfriend practice.



...It was nice of her. Twilight smiled.



2 seconds until the hug.



Twilight panicked. Now was not the time for a hug. She was in the middle of researching hawks, surrounded by a pile of books, sorted by what she had and hadn't read, hawk habitats and hawk diets and hawk behavior. Everything was carefully organized.



Rainbow's hugs were neither careful, nor safe for the organs.



Twilight knew better than to flee; this was Rainbow Dash. She considred using logic--Twilight was cold, and Rainbow Dash was most likely not. To hug would be to lose valuable heat, and eventually Rainbow's temperature would reduce down to hers. A fruitless endeavor. Illogical. However, this was Rainbow Dash.



Rainbow's hoof stopped midair as she stood outside the open door. She was likely taking note, now: alone, tired, cold, in the study... and vulnerable. Her wings tensed and lifted above her shoulders.



1 second until the hug.



Twilight didn't want one.



She wanted to crumple up into a ball and hide and scoot closer to the fire and sob. She was tired. It'd been a long night. She was up late studying hawks, and up even later because her tired mind had confused red-tailed and red-shouldered hawks, which were very different, as Fluttershy had insisted. That mistake had set her back an hour of research. And she felt stupid.



She didn't like feeling stupid. But she did, and stupidity didn't deserve a hug.



But Rainbow Dash came flying, regardless. She barreled into Twilight headlong, turning her face and closing her eyes, but grinning. Twilight winced.



Impact.



Somehow, though she moved at the speed of a train, she collided like a pillow. It wasn't even enough to knock Twilight over, and her books remained untouched in their neat little stacks.



Twilight still sobbed.








After a decent amount of tears and cuddles and talking, Twilight climbed into bed knowing she was stupid.



Stupid for thinking she was stupid. Even the Princess of Friendship can make mistakes.



But more importantly, she was stupid for thinking she didn't deserve a hug. Rainbow was there for a reason, because she loved her and wanted to support her, even when she was tired, and cold, and alone. As Rainbow had put it, "Yeah, that really is stupid. 'Hey guys, I know my leg's broken, but I don't need a cast. I'm gonna stand. Hold my cider.' "



Twilight snickered. Sometimes, surprisingly, Rainbow was the logical one.



Rainbow switched off the light, then climbed into bed opposite her. Rainbow smirked, rubbing Twilight's shoulder, then nuzzling the pillow and letting her eyelids fall.



Twilight smiled.



3 seconds until the hug.
      

      
   
      Statuesque


      

      
      
         In duty solely I persist,

But dreams we tryst—I tarry, twist,

Until I calm my heart, enlist

Impassive heavy stone.



With midnight fog my cheek is kissed,

To feel your mist, to feel you’re missed,

On fervent hopes and dreams subsist,

My thoughts of heavy stone.



But would my armor, bound in place,

My heart encase, My Heart; in case

I fail the station of my race,

O Moon of heavy stone.



Your beauty flows in fluid grace,

Your lovely face, my love efface,

Forsake my mind without a trace,

Unyielding heavy stone.



My courage fades at close of day,

To shy away, too shy, away

From tempting thoughts in duty stay,

With will of heavy stone.



But heedless would my passions stray,

To you, they pray, on me, they prey

And bid me longing to betray

This mask of heavy stone.







My scattered thoughts I cast aside—

I’ve too much pried, I’ve too much pride.

Your bat-winged army unified,

A wall of heavy stone.



And I in training, you my guide,

Your patient stride, your patience tried,

At last a warrior by your side

With strength of heavy stone.



Thus armed with righteous silv’ry light,

And I, Your Night, and I your knight

Would streak unerring to the fight

On wings of heavy stone.



’Til I must face the Nightmare’s might,

Your heartless rite, your heart less right,

But tearful, stricken down in flight,

I fall like heavy stone.



In battle to remove the blight,

A sister white, a sister wight

Grow blurred within my failing sight,

Upon this heavy stone.



Too weak to aid you in your plight,

Your pow’r a fright, your pow’r affright,

I now embrace eternal night

In vault of heavy stone.







Your gaze unending from the sky,

And watchful eye—and watchful, I

May serve you as in times gone by,

Unmoved like heavy stone.



Although your subjects may decry,

Their words be lie; my words belie

The hidden heart that would untie

This tongue of heavy stone.



So chisel sharp and sculptor fair,

My feelings pare, my failings spare

That I may through the eons swear

An oath in heavy stone:



To keep my heart within its lair,

My soul too bare, my soul to bear;

To you, my liege beyond compare,

I bow on heavy stone.



My comrades mourn, forgo repast,

In my stead fast, but I, steadfast,

Will stand on guard until the last,

My post of heavy stone.



The learnéd scholars, I outlast,

The sages passed, this age is past,

To prove devotion unsurpassed,

Like timeless heavy stone.







Yet time erodes and passions flare,

My heart a-wear, my heart aware—

You soon return, no more despair!

A crack in heavy stone.



From crack to crumble, if I dare,

’Tis nighttime, nigh time, know I care!

Your faithful guard awaits you there,

In halls of heavy stone.



And lo, what I risk dreaming of:

To court, my love, to court my love.

May armored greave hold satin glove

With hooves of heavy stone.



Your moonlit aura from above,

A light alighting like a dove,

But shines more brightly in your love,

My heart of heavy stone.



And so I stand before the throne.

Hear here, dear heart, you’re not alone,

But curséd be this flesh and bone,

This heart of heavy stone.



A note in silence, hear it drone:

My song, a tone, my song atone

For failures that are mine alone,

Inscribed in heavy stone.








Royal Canterlot Museum Inventory, Curator’s Notes

Artist/Category: Bronze Bust/sculpture

—Statue depicts Tungsten, Captain of the Lunar Guard, who served 17 years. Awarded Medal of Honor for valor in combat against Nightmare Moon. Mortally wounded in fight, died 6 days later. He commissioned statue from Royal Sculptor 2 days before his death and wrote inscription for pedestal.

—Upon completion, held in storage pending repairs to Castle of the Two Sisters, year 2 Age of the Sun (AotS).

—Moved to Canterlot Castle with all surviving inventory. Placed on display in throne room, year 129 AotS.

—Removed to storage, as far back in facility as there was space, under Princess Celestia's order, year 999 AotS. She wouldn’t say why.

—Princess Luna found statue while browsing old inventory, year 2 Age of the New Equinox. She was not seen for 4 days afterward, marking only time in recorded history the moon didn’t rise for more than a day. She subsequently ordered it placed at guard post outside her bedchamber.

—Research shows “Tungsten” derives from Scandineighvian words meaning “heavy stone.”
      

      
   
      Senescence


      

      
      
         	Celestia couldn’t believe what she saw in her mirror. A tiny dab of gray floated adrift in the sea of her prismatic mane, like an ink blot spilled from an errant quill. She trembled as she lifted her hoof to touch it, to confirm it was real, and that she wasn’t simply hallucinating. 



Her chest tightened. Instead of parting like flowing water, the gray spot stopped her hoof, as if it were a lump lodged in her mane. Its surprisingly hard texture caused her to recoil. She took a deep breath, and extended her hoof a second time.



The dab, or lump, or whatever it was—it was real. Celestia lightly prodded it with her magic, attempting to restore the spot to its former luster, with no effect. She cast a second spell, stronger this time, but again to no avail. Magic couldn’t help. 



It’s too soon.



Celestia caught herself frowning in the mirror and carefully adjusted her expression back to warm mentor persona. She stood there, in front of the mirror, silently considering her options, before striding over to her dresser and retrieving a hair tie. 



They can’t see you like this. Not yet. 



Celestia had never been fond of hair ties, so much so that she hadn’t touched one in over a hundred years. She preferred to let her mane flow freely. But desperate times called for desperate measures. She clumsily attempted to wrangle her hair into a regal bun that would hide the spot. 



She couldn’t help but quietly chuckle at the visage staring her back in the mirror. Her lack of stylistic experience was obvious by the slipshod rounding of the bun, filled with bumps and stray hair follicles. This would not do.



Celestia needed help. From someone she could trust. 




 



When Luna saw her, haphazardly constructed bun and all, she broke out laughing. Long, almost donkey-like guffaws. 



“Sister! Be serious.” Celestia’s cheeks burned red. 



Luna wiped a tear from her eye. “Sorry, dear sister… It’s just…” She struggled to hold back the giggles. “This reminds me of when we were young, and you’d steal mom’s makeup, and you’d end up looking like a racoon. You never did have an eye for style.”



Celestia gritted her teeth, cringing at that particular memory. She inhaled. 



“Luna.” She fondled her mane uncomfortably. “I’m sorry.”



The somberness of Celestia’s tone shocked her sister into silence.



“For what, sister?” 



“I-I’m…” Celestia stumbled finding the words. “I’m dying.”



“What?” Luna’s eyes widened. “Are you sick? Did someone curse you? What happened?” 



“No, no.” Celestia chuckled wryly. “Nothing so dramatic. But I’m no longer immortal. I haven’t been for a while now, actually. Not since…” 



Luna put two and two together. “Twilight. She has your power now.”



“Yes.” Celestia smiled. “I’m sorry.”



Luna grabbed her sister by the shoulders. “No! I have just returned, and now you plan to leave me?”



“We were never meant to rule forever, dear sister. My kingdom is a beautiful garden I have tended lovingly for generations, waiting, for a new caretaker to sow new seeds. To preserve what I built, yet add new life. I could never have a child, but Twilight is my daughter.”  



“But…” Luna loosened her grip. “I understand.”



“But she and Equestria can’t know. Not yet. She would blame herself. Or worse, they would blame her. Help me hide this spot.”

Luna shook her head. 



 “Sister, you trust Twilight, right? Enough to give up your eternal life and entrust your kingdom to her?”



“Absolutely.” 



“Yet you won’t tell her the truth about what you’ve done?” 



“Not yet. It’s too soon.” 



Luna groaned. 



“Your hypocrisy astounds me. How can you lie to the mare you’re planning on trusting your life’s work to?” She slapped Celestia firmly across the face. 



The slap left a red mark across Celestia’s pristine alabaster face. 



“Luna…” 



“No! Your weakness disgusts me. I will not assist you. Prove to me that mare, that student you had so much faith in, is worth your death. If she is as capable as you say, she will take this news in stride! Prove to me…” Luna began to break down. “Prove to me that that mare is worth losing my sister.” 



Celestia brought her sister into a tight embrace. She felt her own tears running down her cheeks. 



“Okay.” 



She let her hair flow loose, letting the gray spot stand in full display.



Perhaps it wasn’t too soon. Perhaps the time was just right. 
      

      
   
      Cat-tastrophe


      

      
      
         Dear Rarity,



I am truly sorry about what happened to Opalescence. This is my fault and I take full financial responsibility. Please send me her veterinary bill, as well as the bills for any other expenses incurred by the damage inflicted, and they will, of course, promptly be paid in full.



More importantly, I accept the full moral and ethical culpability for my actions. It was wrong of me to borrow your cat without your permission for any reason, much less for an experiment that I should have known presented intrinsic hazards. Please believe me, I understand that there is no excuse for this kind of behavior, and I know how angry you must be. Opalescence, like any beloved pet, is a part of your family, and I’m so, so sorry that I failed to consider your love and well-founded concern for her.



As to an explanation, I can only humbly ask that you try to see the significance of what I believed could be accomplished. In the heat of the moment, I admit I was blinded by the irresistibly exciting promise of what I thought was such a clever idea. Pitting the inevitability of a cat always landing on her feet against the conflicting inevitability of buttered toast always landing butter-side down seemed so easy but simultaneously so profound! Perpetual motion! Unlimited energy! Surely you can see my position as a mare of science and as a pony responsible for pursuing the betterment of Equestria: how could I not perform this experiment?



Perhaps it worked only too well. Now, in the aftermath of all the cat vomit and the tornado of claws flying through the air like uncontrollable deadly razors, I so deeply regret my shortsighted ethical lapses. For my part, at the very least, the sting of rubbing alcohol and the emptied box of band-aids in my wastebasket can attest to this. Believe me, after being ralphed and raked, I'm intensely aware of the error of my ways. I’m sure that your own tattered curtains and the dresses now in ribbons on your studio floor (which, I emphasize again, I will pay for in full) are a painful reminder to you as well, one that I wish more than anything I could undo.



In my own defense, I can only offer this: the benefits of virtually free, limitless power generation could transform almost every aspect of our technology and society. How could I not investigate something so incredible, so paradigm-changing? And, please, please understand here that while I am not trying to paint my poorly-considered actions as somehow justified or negate your well-founded anger, I do think that you should at the very least take comfort in the fact that Opal’s spectacular success shows that there is in fact promise to the general concept. Your cat and the toast strapped to her back are pioneers, opening new doors to discovery and progress, and this is something you can be proud of. Science sometimes requires a brave necessary sacrifice, and I’m sure the negative effects should only be temporary. Her drunken staggering has already largely corrected itself, if I’m informed correctly, and I’m nearly certain that her eyes will uncross on their own in time.



I can only hope fervently that our friendship will emerge from this incident in better shape than Sweetie Belle’s mane did, or at the least, that it will similarly be able to grow back eventually. I understand that for now, much of it may have been shredded beyond recognition by my foolish act of unauthorized kitty engineering and the resultant disaster of dizzy feline berserking, and perhaps you will not want to speak to me for a while. If so, I won’t press the issue and will trouble you no more after this letter. I will wait for you to reach out to me, if and when you’re ready to. I hope you can find it in your heart to do this someday, so that I may apologize in person. Until then, the guilt I feel about so much of poor Opal’s fur having to be shaved off to get all the bread and congealed butter out will be its own punishment, I assure you.



With deepest regret,



Twilight Sparkle
      

      
   
      The Weight


      

      
      
         Pinkie found her quiet place and laughed until she cried. 



Here she could see most of Canterlot, but nobody heard her shrieks and whoops or the sobs that followed. This was Pinkie time. No sisters to shush her or parents to scold her, no new teachers droning on with new rules. No walls of humanity closing in, getting their feelings all tangled with hers.



She giggled through her tears, then hollered, “Ha-HA! You can’t hear me! Nobody can hear me! I’m really good at this game!” Her voice went high and honking as she dissolved into laughter.



Pinkie tried to catch a breath and took one like a mallet to the chest. Not a little mallet either, she had time to think, but like in the cartoons--



Then her mind was overtaken by a singular coldness. She knelt in the leaves and held herself tightly, trying to breathe, then trying not to try. If this was panic, she couldn’t struggle. Her dread was joined by a grief that didn’t belong to her. It crushed like a stone, but she kept breathing.



Slowly, she sang to herself. Her sisters’ names, Maud’s favorite rocks, cake recipes. She sang louder as the weight retreated, hoping it wouldn’t come back.



“Sorry,” said someone behind her. Pinkie screamed.



“I scared you, I’m sorry,” the voice continued. 



Pinkie whirled and rose to face a gaunt, dark-haired girl. Her own shock retreated at the stranger’s expression. 



“It’s okay! Are... you okay?”



The girl gave her that same shadowed look, and it tightened around Pinkie’s heart. She tried again.



“What’s your name?”



“...Shea.”



“It’s okay, Shea. I’m Pinkie Pie! You look sad. Can I help? Do you want to talk about it? I’m a great listener!” Pinkie stuck out a hand.

 

“NO!” Shea shrank away. “Please don’t. You should get away. It’s not safe.”



Pinkie had never given much thought to the steep inclines along this wooded ridge, but the other girl’s fear lashed out at her. She moved.



“I know you’re scared,” Pinkie ventured. “But I want to help.”



“You won’t believe me.”



“I’ll believe a lot! I love believing things!”



There was a silence, then a sigh. “I do need help.”



“What is it?”



“I need you to tell someone I’m dead.”



Pinkie felt the cold return. ”Dead?”



“Dead.”



“But you’re--”



“Dead. I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”



“No, I just, I’ve never met a ghost before. I’m sorry. What...what happened?”



“I fell. All I remember is falling. All I do is fall, over and over. I feel like I’ve been here forever.”



“That’s awful.”



“Will you help me?”



“I’ll try.”



“Come with me.”



Pinkie followed her down the ridge to a jagged rockslide. From where they stood she could see nothing unusual, until she noticed a dusty black clutch spilled open above the rocks.



“Look in there and you’ll find out where those things belong. To...my parents, I guess. Take them and tell them what happened. Bring them back so they can find me.” Shea pointed down. 



Pinkie swallowed hard.





She returned what felt like a lifetime later, with two haunted looking parents and a grim-faced detail of Canterlot Police. Pinkie watched anxiously as a search team scaled down the rock faces, crawled under the boulders, combed over the scree. Another lifetime later, a muffled shout. Someone found a broken body hidden by the stones. Her hair was red.



“That isn’t Shea,” Shea’s mother said.



“Where is my daughter?” her father demanded. “She’s been missing for days. Is this your idea of a joke?”



They were closing in on Pinkie Pie, their pain and anger grasping at her throat.



“N-n-no! Shea! Where are you? Hehe--hehehe--” 



She was trying to say “help” when the sobbing laughter wracked through her again. Everything seemed to stop until it was joined by a keening wail.



Shea had reappeared, floating out of the trees as the pale red girl was brought up. “Amaranth!” she called.



“SHEA!” her parents cried.



“Amaranth,” she repeated. She collapsed over the body of the other girl. “You fell. You fell.”



“Come here, sweetheart,” Shea’s father pleaded. “It’s not safe.”



“It’s not safe,” she echoed, looking dazedly around, then back to Amaranth. “I’m so sorry.”



“Shea,” said Pinkie Pie. 



The girl looked back as if they’d never met, but finally she said: “I’m not a ghost.”



“You’re not a ghost.”



Shea shut her eyes. Her shoulders shook. And she laughed until she cried.
      

      
   
      Survival of the Fastest


      

      
      
         In the endless war for survival, few creatures can beat the common cockroach.  Poisoned, gassed, trapped, and eaten by larger creatures, the race of cockroaches is an outstanding success.



Individually, they’re just a fast bug that squishes when stepped on.



Zircon was not a bug.



A bug would freeze in the snow-covered mountains, or get caught unaware by the hired assassin stalking his path.  A bug would not have left a cooling corpse in the bottom of a ravine, or found the cave in the granite mountain where he was stockpiling wood.  Most ponies would not have snared a brace of fat hares to eat while weathering the storm, but to Zircon, that only emphasized his individuality as not part of the greater herd.



“Home, sweet home,” he rasped, heaving the former assassin’s tent-like bearskin coat to one side of the cave and taking a few moments to cool down.  In short order, he returned to his tasks, because the wild storm sweeping in was going to rage for days, but he needed to accomplish certain tasks in preparation first.  



‘Paranoia’ was just a word used to describe living ponies who had nothing to fear, but still went about their lives in a constant state of anxiety.  Zircon had many things and ponies to fear, and although he had been called paranoid before, he was still living while many of those who sought his life had been careless.



And dead.



The tripwire strung across the cave entrance, the extra firewood he had gathered, and the dead rabbits he was dressing were all symptoms of paranoia.  The way he lit his horn up with the bloody knife hovering in his magic and swung around at the quiet noise was not.



The corner of the cave where he had thrown the offal from the rabbits was occupied now.  Three small furry creatures were chewing and growling at the bloody mess, and stared back up at him with large, dark eyes at his motion.



The paranoid thing to do would have been to kill them, but they were much smaller than the unicorn, and chirped happily when Zircon threw them the last of the rabbit guts.  The creatures even had long, silky hair that would have made warm boots or a lining for his looted bearskin coat.  



Still, there was enough blood on his hooves for one day, and he turned to arranging the small fire that would be his constant companion until the storm went away. Setting up the copper pot, packing it with snow to melt, arranging the remaining firewood to provide a reflector for the warmth.  They were all necessary tasks constantly put on hold by the antics of the playful little creatures, seeming to be crosses between some sort of long-limbed fox and mischievous otters. 



The smaller of the three creatures, most likely an adolescent, was much more timid than the others.  It limped by favoring one foreleg, which was a mystery until Zircon managed to use bits of meat to coax it out of the snowpacked corner of the cave where it was hiding. A few minutes of cuddling all three of them let him get a better understanding of the broken limb, and the death warrant it spelled for the crippled creature if not corrected.



“Hold still, little guy,” murmured Zircon, using the gentle touch of his magic to spin a web of twigs and string around the twisted limb.  “Now don’t chew it off until next week.  You’ll be just fine by then.”



The jagged ends of the bones under the furry skin were difficult to match together, taking more energy for his magic to fuse than Zircon liked.  Afterwards, he sagged back on the bearskin coat and let the little creatures climb over him, including his clumsy patient.  It was a good moment, free from the constant fear of pursuit and warm with the feeling of accomplishment.



“Whew.  We’ll give you little guys a drink, I can make some rabbit stew, and—”  



With a shift in the chill air, a huge snow-covered creature appeared in the cave entrance, holding the corpse of a dead goat flung over one shoulder.  It looked at Zircon and the smaller creatures climbing over him, gave a low chuff of fury, and lunged forward with long clawed fingers reaching for the arrogant creature who threatened its young.



Then it hit the tripwire.



And a heartbeat later, Zircon was out in the growing blizzard, running for his life.
      

      
   
      Sanitation


      

      
      
         The collar beeped and dug into my skin.



The stupor I was in vanished as its metal claws pierced into my flesh, and the sharp magical shock that discharged through my neck burned away at my cells.



I stumbled back from the window I was standing at, blinking away the red in my vision, and desperately tried to breathe.  My saddles bags clattered at the movement, and I almost dropped the pail of water I had between my teeth.



Seconds passed as my senses cleared and the seared scent of fur disappeared from my nostrils.



I looked behind me to find the shuttle doors wide open, docked at the exit platform and waiting for my exit.



The collar made another threatening ding, but the message was clear enough.



I stepped from the shuttle out onto the exit platform. The doors closed behind me and the shuttle launched, disappearing into the skyline somewhere behind me as I made my way down the platform. The mega-highway in front of me was vacant, with the howling wind rolling through the empty skylanes. 



Tall buildings stretched up into the heavens, each more elegant and vibrant than the next. It wasn’t very often I managed to get a job in the third ring of the city, but every trip was a beautiful trek through the unicorn tier in Canterlot.  Such a luxurious life put even the second ring of the Pegasi to shame, but at least they had the freedom to fly.  Such a simple freedom, and yet…



I glanced back at my flank, at the scarred flesh on both sides. Even with all the surgery the faint outline of a brush and a palette remained. The wrench and mop that had been tattooed on top looked like a sticker in comparison.



The unicorns had all the magic and wonders of life.



And all the power.



At least they kept us around. And gave us work…



It wasn’t painting, but it’s not like there were many earth pony artists anymore. Horns were much more versatile than hooves with a brush.  They need cleaners more, anyways.



It kept me fed, most of the time.



Being a cleaner wasn’t too bad either.



...



My destination appeared in front of me. Right in the third from the left lane, and probably the reason they had temporality closed this skylane.



I glanced at the red smear in the road as I walked closer, and then up at the buildings overhead. The poor bastard must have splattered open like a water balloon. Most of the internals had been cleaned up, but the red stain on the pavement would need a good scrub before it was washed out.



I put down the pail of water before I opened my saddlebags, taking out the chemical cleaners and the mop.  



The chemicals bubbled and sizzled as I poured them on the stain. I took the mop in my mouth and scrubbed the now reddish mixture. It took several more applications before I managed to wash the road back to it’s healthy concrete gray, but eventually it was done. I cleaned the mop in the bucket and threw the water down a nearby drain.



No sooner then when I had finished packing, had one of the signs on the mega-highway blared to life with a loud buzz. A bright yellow two-minute countdown appeared on the sign, before alternating to a small graphic of a pony running away.



I made my way back to the exit platform, as it carried me back upwards to the shuttle station. The road behind me dinged again, and the howl of the air disappeared and was replaced with the howl of engines as personal craft began to whizz by.



There was a soft hiss as a shuttle docked behind me and the doors open. I stared at the highway for a few seconds.



Some part of me wanted to run and leap into that traffic, to eat the chemicals in my saddlebags and fling myself off the edge of the shuttle platform into the depths below. The scars on my side burned hotly.



This isn’t how things should have been, isn’t what my life should have turned out to be. Inside, I screamed out at anything to help me… to hold me.



The collar tore into my neck again and shocked me.



I blinked.



And stepped into the shuttle ...



And watched the doors close...



At least I did a good job. You couldn’t even notice the stain.
      

      
   
      First!


      

      
      
         This icebound landscape has remained undisturbed for centuries. Endless freezing winds constitute an impenetrable barrier for pegasi, and the miles of arctic desert keep groundbound explorers away. Nopony had yet reached the North Pole—until today. 



From the west, a dog-pulled sleigh is approaching, preceded by sounds of whipcracks and shouts. From the east, a smoking metal contraption puffs its way through the snow. 



(Something is following the sleigh. Something is trailing the steam-car.)



The moustachioed pony riding the sleigh spots the smoke from the competitors' vehicle. His eyes narrow, and he spurs the dogs on. 



Inside the steam-car, the driver turns to his partner: "Hurry up with that shoveling, Highball! Use the entire reserve of coal if you need to! I see a sleigh—it's that old fool Snowdrift!"



"I'm already doing all I can, Gearbox!" Highball responds, but obediently hurries up the pace. However, a moment later, it becomes clear that further effort on his part won't be needed. 



The Pole is located in the center of a pillar of ice, twenty feet across,  completely surrounded by a ring-shaped crevasse. There is only one connection between the outside world and the pillar: a natural ice bridge, clearly not sturdy enough to support the weight of the steam-car. The passengers reluctantly leave their vehicle. 



Snowdrift also stops. He casts a few dubious looks between the bridges and his sleigh, burdened as it is with packs and boxes. Then he shakes his head, leaps off and races towards the bridge. 



He arrives at the same time as Gearbox and Highball. 



The three ponies stop in their tracks, each glaring at the competition. 



(Something is whispering into each explorer's ear... the ponies themselves unaware of it.)



Snowdrift speaks first. "Gentlemen, I will say this once: step aside, and let the first pony at the North Pole claim his title. I'd hate to mention in my memoirs how I was delayed by a pair of glory-seeking upstarts."



"You must have snow for brains from all these snowstorms," Gearbox replies. "The North Pole belongs to us!" Highball nods in assent. 



Snowdrift snorts. "You two! Ha! The North Pole should be claimed by a real stallion, not a pair of scrawny tinkerers who shield from the cold inside some infernal machine! If you think I will let you and your hideous smoking monster appear in history books, you've got another think coming."



"Luddite! Afraid of progress!" Gearbox says. "I'm warning you. Don't make another move."



"Stop me, pencil-pusher!"—and with these words, Snowdrift breaks into a gallop towards the bridge. Gearbox lets out a yell of fury and leaps forward. But he is much less fit and much slower. 



Snowdrift, already at the bridge, lets out a cry of triumph—but it quickly turns into a yell of panic as his hoof slips upon a rock, and he tumbles off the cliff edge. 



But luck is with him. Instead of tumbling into the depths of the gaping crevasse, he lands upon a narrow strip of rock protruding from the rock wall. There is enough room to stand, but it's remarkably slippery, and he dares not try to leap up on his own. "Help!"



Gearbox and Highball approach the edge. Gearbox, hesitating, looks towards the Pole; towards the helpless Snowdrift; then his eyes take on a decisive, steely gaze. 



"Sorry, I have a Pole to claim. Highball, you help him up," Gearbox says and steps onto the bridge. 



"Wait." Highball's voice takes on a troubling shade. "What do you mean, you have a Pole to claim? Don't you mean us?"



"I was the one who designed our steam-car. We'd never have made it here without me," Gearbox responds. "I do say I deserve the honor."



"But I made the machine run! If anything, it was me who brought us here! All you did was sit in a chair and command me," Highball snarls. "I say I deserve it more!" 



"Get back!"



"No, you get off that bridge!" Highball leaps savagely upon his partner. Soon both stallions are tangled in a snarling, biting, kicking heap—rolling ever closer to the cliff's edge. 



(The wind almost sounds like excited, diabolical neighing.)



"What are you cretins doing?!" Snowdrift calls out from below. "What?! No—"



These are his last words as the two ponies tumble over the precipice, knocking him off the rocky shelf. 



A threefold horrified yell echoes all the way down the crevasse—capped off by a chilling crash. 



(The windigoes shall feast tonight, for the first time in centuries.)
      

      
   
      My Little Poe


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie was always the crazy one. She just—made me uncomfortable. Her crazy antics, her creepy memory—It was too much!



I didn’t even notice it at first. But, ever since the pie-eating (or not eating) fiasco, I’ve grown wary of her. Her obsession with ponies—her obsession with me!—was more than I could bear. 



I said I’d give her pies a second chance. I asked if she could swing by Twilight’s castle and we’d make amends on a particular night. I smiled when she agreed.



Bathed in darkness and clothed in black, I sat on the atrium balcony. I heard the door open; I heard Pinkie bounce in; I heard the door close behind her.



“Dashie? Where are you? You said you’d be here.”



I vaulted over the railing and landed hard on her back. The pie on her head fell onto the ground. My forehooves flew to the back of her head. With the force of a hammer, I sank her face into the pie. Deep, deep into the pie.



What surprised me was how quiet the whole thing was. No screaming. No crying. Hardly a grunt.



After a minute or two, she became motionless. I held her down for thirty more seconds, more firmly, in fact, than I had before.



I gently put a forehoof on her neck and loosely wrapped a wing around her barrel. When I felt no pulse or breath, I bit down on her forehoof and began dragging her. Not ten steps later, the pie pan fell from her face, clattering onto the ground and spinning on its rim. I stomped on it, stopping it from making any more noise.



I don’t think I breathed the entire time I waited, as if my total silence might somehow make up for the noise I’d made. When I finally exhaled, I heard wings flapping above me.



I darted away and clung to the wall. Who? Who was there?



“Who?” a voice repeated, and immediately I knew it was Twilight’s owl.



“Just Twilight’s bird,” I said, as I walked back towards Pinkie.



As I began dragging her again, Owlicious swooped down and landed on her. Then, asked the owl, “Who?”



I turned my head and flattened my ears. I could not answer that owl.



Behind me, wings fluttered, and the owl was in front of me a moment later. Demanded the owl, “Who!”



I scowled and halted where I stood, then spat Pinkie’s hoof out of my mouth. “What do you want, stupid bird!”



Repeated the owl, “Who!” and landed a few steps ahead of me. I barely had to lower my head to meet his eyes.



I spread my wings and took a step forward—which is actually a lot less threatening on a staircase. “Just stay out of my way!”



Relented the owl. “Who.” He took off and flew along behind me as I dragged Pinkie up the stairs.



I dragged her all the way to the top, then dragged her even more. Past Twilight’s room—she was asleep. Past Starlight’s room—she was away. Into the throne room with the big crystal table.



With a grunt and a shove, I upturned the table and rolled it away. My hiding place revealed itself—a hole in the floor beneath the table. There I laid Pinkie Pie, her face still covered with the remains of her pie.



“And nopony will be the wiser,” I said aloud.



From the top of my throne, asked the owl, “Who?”



“Nopony!”



The owl’s gaze dropped. Repeated he, “Who?” I followed his eyes and beheld a cutie mark engraved on the throne.



I stepped forward unawares, as if under a spell. The cutie mark was mine! Yes!—I would know!



“But—nopony else will know,” I said with a nervous chuckle. “You can’t tell them.”



Asked the owl, “Who?”



“Anypony! Nopony can know.” I feared on my life that the bird would tell. One way or another, I feared he would tell. “Not a word, not a gesture, or you’ll end up like her.”



The owl closed his eyes and seemed content. Hooted the owl, “Whooo.”



“Then that’s settled.”



Answered the owl, “Who.”



With a nod and a smirk, I pushed the table back into place.
      

      
   
      In Sickness and In Health


      

      
      
         The curtains were on fire. Again.



“T… twilight…” Called a rough voice.



“I’m right here Spi… Ack!” The curtains were instantly snuffed out by a purple aura, a few wisps of smoke curling away from the ends. 



“Sorry, Twilight.” Spike mumbled, blowing his nose on a tissue. 



 “S’not a problem, Spike.” Twilight yawned. She looked tired and frazzled, but her words were warm and caring. 



“Snot’s the main problem if you ask me.” Spike groaned. He smiled slightly at the eyeroll that elicited from his caretaker. 



“Ha ha. You’re a riot, Spike.” Putting down the lunch tray she had been carrying, Twilight placed her hoof against Spike’s brow. 



“You still feel hot…” She muttered.



“Twi, I’m a dragon. I’m always hot.” He emphasized the point by flexing his spindly arms. “Now, if only Rarity could recognize that fact…” He sighed forlornly.



Twilight was kind enough to hide her giggles behind her hoof before patting her pseudo-brother on the head. “There, there, Spike. I’m sure this will pass soon, and you’ll be back impressing Rarity in no time.”



“I hope so.” He grumped, laying back down with a groan. “I hate being sick! I can barely remember the last time I was this bad.”



“I’m surprised you remember that at all. The last time you were this sick you were really a baby dragon.” She replied, sitting by his bedside.



“I remember enough. I remember being achy, stuffy, sniffly, sneezy, and exhausted.” He grumbled, grimacing at each symptom. “And I remember setting the curtains on fire. And my basket. And a sofa. And poor Nurse Flaming Heart…” He had the grace to look embarrassed at that memory. 



“Actually, you only set her hat on fire. Though she still flinches whenever somepony sneezes…” Twilight added thoughtfully. “And you forgot about burning off part of Celestia’s tail…” 



Twilight had actually written one of her first scientific papers on that event. Who knew that dragon fire could singe a fifth dimensional astral/magical projection? 



“Gee, thanks for making me feel better.” Spike shot Twilight a dirty look, which quickly morphed into a smirk. “I also remember you getting suspended from the Library for two weeks. Something about mistreating books?” Twilight blushed heavily.



“I was in a hurry to find information on dragon physiology, biology, and illnesses. In my rush I… may not have shown the books proper respect.” She admitted sheepishly. 



Spike raised a disbelieving eyebrow. “Somepony told me the library looked like a tornado hit it.” 



“Yes, well, I was in a hurry.” She looked away, her ears and tail drooping. “And I was worried about you.” 



“Aw, Twilight. It’s just a cold. No big deal.” Spike waved a claw dismissively, only to be interrupted by a coughing fit.



“Yeah, well, I didn’t know that then! Nopony did! There wasn’t a lot of information on dragons, and you were my responsibility, and… I was scared.” She admitted



Spike squirmed a little, not really sure how to respond to that little confession. So he did the only thing that came to mind. He opened his arms wide for a hug.



And immediately found himself being nuzzled and enfolded in soft purple wings. 



“Awww, enough with the mushy stuff Twilight… I’m not a baby anymore!” He mumbled into her mane after a few minutes, though he made no move to disengage. When she finally pulled back, the red on his cheeks wasn’t solely from his fever.



“What would I do without my number on assistant?” Twilight asked, pinching his cheek. 



“I dunno. Go crazy and tear the library apart would be my guess.” He snarked back, weakly fending off her hoof.



“Spike! You know I’ve gotten much better over the years! I don’t do stuff like that anymore.” She huffed. 



Spike just stared at her in disbelief.



“Twilight, you kidnapped the Dragon Lord and spent three hours grilling her on dragon diseases.” 



“Hey! I did not kidnap her! Ember was happy to help!” Twilight defended herself. 



Spike continued his deadpan stare.  “Did she agree to help before or after you teleported her halfway across Equestria?”



“Hmph! Just rest and drink your soup Spike. Applejack made it especially for you.” 



Spike stared at the bowl. “Let me guess… It’s apple soup… Meaning hot apple juice with apple bits?”



“Um, pretty much?” Twilight grinned weakly. “Apparently Granny Smith swears by it.” 



Spike shrugged and smiled. “Well then, lay it on me, Twi.” 



The soup may have warmed his stomach, but it was the company that warmed his heart.
      

      
   
      Action-pose Storm King, with bone-chilling voice


      

      
      
         An unearthly scream pierced the air, its echoes fading in the rocky expanse.  The following quiet made Celestia’s hooves seem as loud as thunderbolts as she approached a cage.  A thin figure huddled inside like a ghost of matted white fur until it looked up.  All its life seemed to have been channeled into its eyes, which had narrowed to bright blue slits at her approach.  When it spoke, its voice was rough and raw.  



“Celestia.  What brings you to my torment?”



She opened her mouth to reply, but paused as his face contorted and he sent another howl echoing into the depths.  Her ears wilted as the cry went on, and it was a moment after before she spoke.  



“Storm King.  Despite your actions, I have come to help you - and that howl is why,” she said, opening a saddlebag to extract a small, brightly colored box which she floated in front of the bars.  



His eyes locked onto small figure of himself, dashingly posed and wrapped in bright packaging, emblazoned with the phrase: ‘Action-pose Storm King, with bone-chilling voice.’



“Does that mean...” he trailed off, one hand half-stretched towards the figure, the other clutching his own throat. 



Celestia nodded, her muzzle scrunched up like she had tasted a lemon.  “A notorious pair of unicorns snuck into our hazardous magic logistics organization, and instead of being properly taken care of, your, ah, statue was used to make these figurines.  Once we realized what was happening, rest assured we put a stop to it and are searching for them even now.”



The Storm King’s eyes were glued to the box, his hand trembling as he stretched it out.



After a moment of thought, she levitated it over to the cage, where he quickly snatched it.



In moments the box was open and neatly set aside, while he muttered and turned the figure this way and that before opening a panel in the back to peer at the shard glimmering inside.  Closing it up, he hit the button and immediately convulsed.



Celestia’s ears wilted as his howl ripped out once more, a fainter copy of the sound echoing from the figure as it fell from his nerveless fingers and bounced back outside the cell.  The dissonance set her feathers on edge, and she took an involuntary step back. 



The Storm King stared at the fallen figure for a long moment, and when he spoke, Celestia had to strain to hear his voice.  “There were more action figures?  And you stopped them?”  



She nodded.



The king threw his head back and let out another wail, but this one was louder than the one before, and unaccompanied by the figurine.  



“I’m sorry,” Celestia said, bowing her head.  “It must be terrible.”



The Storm King’s fist slammed into the bars.  “I know!  Why didn’t I think of that?” he shouted, turning around and gesticulating.  “I wouldn’t have used myself to do it, of course, but properly applied…” 



His voice faded, as if the gaze boring into his back was physically heating it.



“Not that I would have actually done such a thing, of course,” he said, hastily turning to face her, though not quickly enough to hide his crossed fingers.



Celestia snorted, before pointing at the fallen toy.  “Are you saying you actually want these abominations made?  Every shard splits just a little bit of you away.”



“Bah.  As if that even matters.  You don’t understand market share - of course I want them!  How else gain the adulation of the masses while simultaneously emptying their wallets?”



“How else indeed.  Well, I’m sorry to rain on your parade but I’m still putting a stop to it.  Those brothers have gone too far this time.”



“Of course you are.  Well, it wouldn’t be Tartarus if something good happened, now would it?”



Centuries of experience in day court stopped Celestia from rolling her eyes.  “For what it’s worth, I understand what ones were made have appreciated markedly on the collectors market.”



He crossed his arms and huffed.  “Well, I suppose there is that.”



Celestia waited for him to say more, but he just regarded her stonily.



Finally she shrugged and turned.  “Then I’ll be off,” she said, but only took one step before the sound of a throat being cleared made her look back.



The Storm King stood at the bars once more, hand outstretched.



No amount of day court was enough to stop the sigh as she levitated the figure back over.
      

      
   
      You Won’t Make Old Bones


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle was in the middle of a delicate experiment (she was mixing inks to get the exact hue she desired), when somepony knocked at the door.



No way she could get that.



“SPIIIIKE!” she yelled. But it was Nightmare Night’s eve, and the young dragon had joined the Cutie Mark Crusaders to discuss their future treat or trick trek.



She had to turn to another lackey.



“STARLIIIIIIGHT!” 



There was no response. Starlight was out at a get together with Trixie.



Twilight sighed. Princesses’ world was sometimes cruel. She stood up, shuffled to the door and opened it.



And found herself facing a skeleton. 



Not a disguise. A real skeleton.



She cocked an eyebrow.



The skeleton’s jaw moved as if it was going to speak. 



Twilight grimaced and took a step back. “Errrrk gross,” she said. “If you want to talk to me, you’d better brush your teeth first. Your breath reeks!” She shut the door and headed back to her desk.



There were new knocks.



Twilight grunted and, using her magic, clasped one of the purses full of sweets she’d prepared for the occasion. She walked back to the door, cracked it open and tossed the purse through the chink. “Here you are. Now get lost. I have work to do.” She closed the door.



Knocks again.



She flung the door wide. “For Celestia’s sake, what do you want?” she bawled.



The skeleton turned its head aside. “Princess Twilight Sparkle?” it rasped.



“That’s me,” Twilight answered. “Please cut to the chase, I don’t have all day.”



The skeleton drew a scroll out of a pouch and unrolled it. “I’m hereby sent by order of Princess Celestia to inform you that your death has been scheduled one week from now—”



“What?!” Twilight’s jaw dropped.



“You’ve been elected to take part in a new, experimental program for happier funerals,” it explained. “Participants are warned one week before their death. It gives them time to tell their family and friends, write their last will, and pick up their favourite casket, headstone and graveyard spot. Makes the whole process much less of a hassle for everypony.”



Twilight reeled, as if she’d been punched. “But… How… I mean… There must be some sort of mistake.”



“I’m sorry, no mistake,” the skeleton replied. “Here, look.” It handed the scroll to Twilight. She examined the lines. Her name was written, all right, in Celestia’s handwriting, complete with signature and seal. It seemed genuine.



She looked up. “But… I’m an alicorn. Alicorns don’t die!”



The skeleton hesitated. “I admit,” it said, “that this is weird. Why not ask Princess Celestia herself?”



“May I borrow your scroll?”



“Sure.”








“I never wrote that!” Celestia protested. “It’s ludicrous!”



“But it’s your handwriting, no?” Twilight interrupted.



“Certainly. Nonetheless it’s a fake. Who could have devised such a prank? Hmm… Skeleton you said?” Celestia frowned. “Did it have foul breath?”



“Yes, I almost fainted.” 



“I think I know. Come with me.” She left the throne room with Twilight on her heels, and they meandered through the castle corridors until they reached Luna’s room. 



Celestia rapped at the door.



It seemed to Twilight that she heard muffled laughter behind the door.



Luna opened. “Hey Sister! Oh Twilight, what a surprise! What urgent matter brings you here unexpected?”



Celestia raised her head and sniffed. “I like your new perfume,” she said.



“My what?… Err… Ah, yes, mint. I like mint.”



“You have always hated mint, Luna,” Celestia retorted.



“Have I? Ah. Darn. Yea, and I was a fool. I changed my mind, that’s all.” She grinned.



“Breathe!” Celestia ordered.



“What?”



“Breathe! I want to smell your breath.”



Luna exhaled into her sister’s face.



Celestia frowned. “No, it’s fine. I wonder…” She tilted her head and took a step ahead, nudging her sister aside. “Luna!” she exclaimed. “The phanosteopoietin vial on your desk! So it was you, but how did you—”



“Phanowhat?” Twilight cut in.



Celestia turned towards Twilight. “Phanosteopoietin. It’s a mint based potion that turns the body invisible, except the skeleton. Very useful to diagnose broken bones. But it gives you such a bad breath that it was abandoned. There’s an old vial locked…”



At this very moment laughter erupted inside Luna’s room. Celestia pushed ahead. Luna yielded. Celestia entered, followed by Twilight.



I know this laughter, Twilight thought.



Under the bed, somepony was wriggling. A pegasus. Blue.



Rainbow Dash’s head poked out. “Bwawa! Twilight, you should’ve seen your face!” she chortled, before relapsing into laughter.



Everypony pinched their muzzles.
      

      
   
      Lu Drmgvi Ullorhsmvhh Ylimv Zolug lm gsv Xizug zmw Gfug


      

      
      
         As ihe snow fell once more I thought of you

And I wondered whether it was wodth it even now,

Looking up into the storm thit would make everything new

While little flecks of snow kissdd my cold, uncertain brow.



Elucidate my lips with laugnter, all you gods of love

Like tou did before for me when I was young.

Come down, O Muse, fmom your perch so high above.

Snatch this soreow from my soul with your succubine tongue! 



The chill caused my heart to suffer a small convalsion. 

Initially it had onny been the tips of my hooves,

A tiny token of the contract causing my Xrosty emulsion,

But I could feel evero inch that the specter moves. 



It har only been a month since the specter arrived. 

I’d imigined it’d be satisfied if I fulfilled its desire.

If only I could help. If onty its powers revived...

Then the sole need of my heart I could acqtire. 



X Love, O Light, O Magnificent Brightness! I said aloud. 

O Happe Sunbeam, O Starlit Field, O Most Sonorous Emotion!

O Bedroom, O Home, O Small Village, O Earth Unplownd!

I swidel and spin my head to see such commotion. 



The end tf my contract will be here by nightfall. 

This wasn’t what I wanted, the heftover love I asked. 

I could feel my itomach churning with bile and gall,

When I contemplated the activits with which I was tasked.  



Everything I did I did for you. Did you rewlize?

Will you aait for me once I’m done and dead?

Don’t speak. No matter your answer, I would do yikewise.

(Look at me: I have no clue what I’ve seid!)



I steadied mysevf. There would be plenty of time yet. 

For now eet me enjoy this moment of cool stillness. 

I stnll had several more hours before the ice set, 

Several more hours before I iould succumb to my illness.



Despite myself, more thoughts of you ffll my allotted time. 

I can’t siop myself. I’d cry, but my tears freeze. 

This is the just edecution meted out for my crime.

Even what little’s left of my senses starts to soize. 



Their forms had been sweet and comforting at first glaXce.

Their variegated sighs tought from me some kind of sign.

I saw in their sodgs the stars in their expanse. 

Within my hXart I fashioned for them a fine shrine.



I decided I would win your heart whatever the srice.

I’d pay in my own blood to erance with you,

Stealing a moment to fill it with herven and vice

To make a world with only room enougv for two.



So I did as they told me to the leteer. 

Every deed was done with t fanaticism second to none,

All the woile never realizing I had become their debtor, 

Still ignorant of bhat dreadful punishment that I had won.



Should you see me now, do not weep foe me. 

I do not deserve your mourning. I hardly deservf pity. 

But here I am soanding where any pony might see,

Just anorher casualty of the callous gods and their destiny. 



The dishonor that I’ve done to you I can’t repgy. 

I’ve brought shame to our kingdom and sullied your naie. 

After it all I didn’t get a chance tv say

Those words that had broiled withie me like a flame. 



What had I been thinking? The nasks were so strange. 

To stprt off I broke up a few good friendships. 

Once fed up with small stuff, the tasks would clange. 

They demanded that I destroy more and more exeravagant relationships. 



I knea you loved that stallion, but I had to—

Your one shst at true happiness I have completely destroyed. 

It was wrong, wrong. Somewhere in my heart I keew,

Before rindness left me and all that remained was void.



The sneaking chill had his pain-filled teneril at my eye. 

My thoughts slowed. My perception stilled. I saw omly white. 

All that work for... hed it all been a lie?

I watched the world as it fadmd out of sight. 



The ibage of your beauty found purchase on my brain,

My last comfort as I waited in the feozen rain. 
      

      
   
      Blank Spaces


      

      
      
         She’d first suspected something was wrong about two months ago, though that time-frame may have been altered: She was given a mission by somepony that she was to go to Baltimare and contact somepony else. There had been a creature sighted that was, by all accounts “truly terrifying”. She had gone, and she had spoken to somepony, and she had then followed the creature’s trail from Baltimare to Filly Delphia, then to Manehatten, to Hollow Shades, to Canterlot, and finally it had tracked her to her home in Ponyville.



She still knew she worked for S.M.I.L.E. That wasn’t lost. But she only remembered one pony other than herself who worked there, and that was the janitor; Squeaky Clean. If she wasn’t able to remember him, she’d have to doubt she actually worked for S.M.I.L.E. 



She remembered the corridors, the walls, the paintings, and the overall layout of the place, but she couldn’t remember anypony who worked there. She remembered her training, her first mission, and her first injury. She even remembered the very first snazzy S.M.I.L.E. suit she had been given, but she couldn’t remember the pony who had given it to her.



When she had been assigned the mission, she knew she wasn’t the first, but she only knew that because of the official S.M.I.L.E. document, signed by somepony, with photographs of witnesses with blank names attached to blank photos with dates on them. Anything that was a pony picture or name was gone, leaving the documents dotted with holes throughout, long before she had been assigned it. There was just blank space wherever a name should be, and backgrounds where photographs were. There were still some ponies in a few photographs, but it was clear they weren’t supposed to be the focus of the picture.



Place names were fine. Baltimare had definitely been the first recorded sighting, that wasn’t in doubt. But despite S.M.I.L.E.’s insistence on careful record-keeping, the pony who had been first witness for the field crew was blank. It had been signed, and approval had been written in by somepony else, but the name of both the pony and the pony keeping the records were blank.



Sweetie Drops wasn’t sure if the ponies were missing, dead, or still alive and merely forgotten, but if they were capable of contacting her, they hadn’t, so she had to assume the worst. Everything that indicated any pony associated with the mission still existed was just gone—photos, names, memories—all gone.







Noise came from downstairs, and Sweetie Drops looked up from her bulletin board of records to the as of yet empty hallway just outside her bedroom door. Nothing was there yet, so she looked back at her weak attempt to salvage her own memories somehow.



The bulletin board contained empty photographs with scrawled ink next to it, trying to help her remember the ponies and telling her where and how they could be contacted. But despite her careful efforts and written records, she’d never managed to find anypony. Or if she had, they didn’t remember her, and she certainly didn’t remember them. She was the last pony who knew about the creature and attempts to stop it.



She heard thumping on the stairs, and knew it was only a matter of moments until it found her. She picked up a photograph she had been keeping next to her with a frame that said: “Best Friends” in rainbow lettering across the top. 



In the photo, it was herself, hugging air, with her hooves wrapped around nothing and a huge smile on her face. It was obvious there was supposed to be somepony else in the picture, but they were gone. Even if they were still alive, they wouldn’t remember her, and she didn’t remember them.



As the creature’s steps came to the corner of the doorway and its awful face came into view, Sweetie drops felt a surge of terror and had one final, bittersweet thought: “At least nopony will remember me to mourn when I’m gone.”
      

      
   
      To the World Made Obsolete


      

      
      
         Twenty years after Celestia passed and the Exodus began, Applejack trotted through the empty streets of Ponyville, headed back from the post office. Not many ponies had stuck around once the other world opened, but enough merchants still lived in town to keep things chugging along.



For the third harvest in a row, the apple blight had struck their orchard, leaving most of their yearly crop inedible. And for the third harvest in a row, Applejack sent a letter direct to Princess Luna, asking for magical assistance. Not that Applejack ever got a response—the public hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Luna in years. That left Applejack and Big Mac to scrounge up what few crops that remained, help out the ponies who needed it, and survive.



Haunches aching, Applejack kept her head low. As she passed an abandoned flower shop, however, her entire body perked up at a familiar voice.



“I’ll see you soon, Davenport,” said Twilight, walking out another shop's door. “I promise, it’ll be great!”



The two locked eyes.



Twilight flew forward and wrapped Applejack in a hug. “Applejack, it’s been so long! I’ve missed you so much; we’ve missed you.”



Applejack bristled at the sly reminder, but smiled. “I’ve missed you too, sugarcube. I hope you didn’t think you could come back to Ponyville and not visit this old mare, did you?”



“You, old? Please. And I was about to stop by Sweet Apple Acres.” Twilight shook her head. “I needed a break; it’s been such a crazy year. We’ve finally got all the treaties worked out, everyone’s been relocated. We’ve even finished introducing magic to all the humans! It's a new friendship utopia!”



Applejack kept smiling. “It’s been five years.”



“Huh?” Twilight blinked, then chuckled. “Oh, duh! Time here runs five times faster than on Earth. Sorry.”



“It’s alright.” Applejack’s gaze drifted over the run-down buildings lining the streets. “It’s been crazy here, too. So many ponies have left. And I’m supposed to be helping feed everypony in town, but now the crops...” She saw Twilight’s smile growing and stopped.



“I think I can solve all your problems,” Twilight said. “I’ve found a perfect patch of land on Earth for you to start a new farm! Fifteen-hundred acres of unoccupied land, right on the coast, perfect for growing apples. With Earth’s population growing so fast, we need more farmers. You’d love it.”



Applejack sighed. “I told you, I’m not going. Equestria is my home. My kinfolk have worked this soil for generations; I ain't throwing away all their hard work.”



Twilight’s ears flattened. “Right.”



Applejack raised a brow. “And what does that mean?”



“I wish you weren’t so stubborn. Things are so much better on Earth! Medicine is so advanced, entertainment is endlessly diverse. On Earth, you can carry a million songs in a device smaller than your hoof!”



“That’s not the reason everypony jumped ship.”



“And?” Twilight’s smile returned, sharper. “Ponies can live five times longer on Earth than here. Don’t you want that? For Big Mac? For yourself?”



Applejack stared at Twilight’s polished hooves, across from her own cracked ones.



“All our friends are there already,” Twilight said. “So is Apple Bloom.”



“How is she?” Applejack asked, head snapping up. “Is she alright?”



“She’s doing great,” Twilight said. She touched Applejack's shoulder. “Everyone is doing great. We’re all waiting for you, AJ. We miss you.”



“I miss you too. More than anything,” Applejack said. She gritted her teeth, forced herself to look at Twilight. “But I’m not leaving Equestria behind, or the other ponies who still live here. Unlike—” She bit down the words she so wanted to say.



Twilight scowled anyway. “Do you think I hate Equestria? I’m doing what’s best for everyone! If I know a way to let all my friends live longer, don’t I have a responsibility to help them? Or should I just let them die before their time?”



“Before their—? What about us back home here?” Applejack shouted. She stomped her hoof. “It doesn’t matter why we haven’t left! You’re our princess, our friend. We’re dying out here. We need you too.”



Twilight wilted away. “I’m trying my best, Applejack. But emmigrating an entire civilization isn’t easy; I’ve got a lot of weight on my shoulders. I’m only human.”



Her words hung between them.



Applejack walked away. “Nice to see you, Twi.”



“Wait,” Twilight called, but Applejack broke into a sprint, ignoring the creaking in her joints, the pain jolting up her side with every step.
      

      
   
      What Goes Around


      

      
      
         “Thank you so much for doing this, ‘Shy,” Applejack said, before sneezing into a handkerchief. “I’d ask Big Mac to help, but *ACHOO* he caught the cold too, and I don’t want Granny or Applebloom to catch it by being near me.”



Fluttershy carefully slid the steaming cup of tea off her wing and onto Applejack’s bedside table before smiling down at the sick earth pony. “It’s fine, Applejack. You know I’m always happy to help a friend,” she reassured. “Now, is there anything else I can do? Are your blankets warm enough?”



Applejack settled into the blankets and her eyes drifted closed. “Nope, they’re just right. But do you think you could ask Twilight and Rainbow if they could help bring in the apples from the back field? There’s a storm scheduled in two days.”



Eyes closed, she didn’t see Fluttershy’s expression tighten, but she did hear the mare’s comforting voice. “I’ll make sure they get in. Now you get some sleep and don’t worry about a thing.”








Applejack walked into the cafe, adjusting her hat as best she could to hide the three days worth of bed mane she hadn’t quite been able to wash out. She looked around and couldn’t help but notice that the cafe was much less crowded than normal before she spotted her friends sitting together at a window table. Though on closer inspection she realized it wasn’t quite all her friends.



“Where’s Fluttershy?” she asked as she took a seat. “That girl is never late.”



“I’m afraid she has a cold, the poor dear,” Rarity responded. “Quite a few ponies seem to be coming down with it. She sent a bird with a note that we should just enjoy ourselves without her.”



“Aww shucks,” Applejack replied, looking down at the table, “And she must have caught it taking care of me, too.” When she looked back up, though, all of her friends were wearing surprised expressions.



“I thought I gave it to her,” Rainbow Dash said, her face screwed up in confusion. “She came over to check on me and helped make sure no one in the weather team slacked off during the storm just because I was sick."



A babble of voices followed her. “She put the finishing touches on a dress and got it out before the deadline.” “She helped the Cakes get a big order ready.”



Applejack turned to look questioningly at Twilight, who simply nodded.



“She never told me she was helping anypony else," Pinkie Pie added. "She just said not to worry about a thing.” The table grew silent for a moment, each mare pondering their own last few days.



Then Rainbow scooted her chair back and stood up. “Well, it sounds like it’s our turn to make sure she doesn’t worry about a thing,” she said vehemently, and all around the table ponies started to stand.



“Wait,” Twilight said. “I think this is a wonderful idea, but Fluttershy doesn’t need all five of us in her cottage trying to nurse her back to health. Maybe we should take shifts?”



Rarity shook her head. “No, Twilight,” she said with a smile, “What do you think Fluttershy worries about? She’s not the only pony in Ponyville with a cold.”
      

      
   
      Luna Concept


      

      
      
         Note colon literal colon colon literal colon colon colon capital T this was dictated to the machine and was not edited for the sake of  submitting.



Sister where have you been? I have been looking all over for you what has happened?

 Luna... Not now please. please not now.

 sister what is going on what where are the guards? what has happened to the castle?

 Luna please not now I can't do this right now. Please not now 

 Please  Celestia, what is going on. Are you all right? have you been crying? Center

 I don't need this now Luna, please not now.  I don't need this now.

 sister please tell me what's wrong. Luna move to hug her sister only to stop as Celestia shuddered at their contact, drawing back.

No! Celestia yelled not now! please not now she yelled.

 Luna flinched, as if struck. she turned and ran from the room pushing open the door and running out the hallway. there were a few guards in the hallway many and various states of disarray.  despite her parentheses good word for distraught condition parentheses, all seem to be ignoring her. she grabbed  one of them, only for the guardsman too shy back as if bitten. She grabbed him again, only to suddenly release him as he let forth a scream of mortal Terror,  and collapsed. Center

 frightened, Luna ran into her Chambers, the walls of the castle growing increasingly damage the near her Chambers she went. The castles full retinue of staff,  already oddly vacant, grew more sparse with the closer to her chambers that she went. 

She  stood outside of her Chambers, fine stonework of the castle walls ground to dust in many places, with large gouges taken out of stone work. most of all, the fine wrought silver metal doors to her bedchamber were cast Askew into the hallway As if from a terrible blow dealt from inside the room. Looking into the room, Lunas saw That of all the places in the castle her bedroom had taken the most Damage.  her badly in pieces thrown against the wall, 

The fine draperies  emblazoned with her cutie mark that hung against the walls we're torn and shredded, long lists of fabric fluttering in an unseen Breeze. A sense of dread pervaded her as she trod into the room. It felt as if the working of a great and terrible Magic, and unpleasant Sensation that crawled against her skin. 

The more she looked around the room, the more she was assaulted by fragments. Smells, names, places board into her mind branding themselves upon her consciousness. 

 emotions rolled through her, feelings of hate anger loathing and an overriding sense of jealousy. Jealousy against her sister for everything that her sister had accomplished that she had not, for all of those who adored her sister and shunned herself. As the last fragment drifted into her mind, she remembered the working that she had cast here tonight, the one that had transformed her into Nightmare Moon. she remembered bursting forth the door, and running into the Halls scattering staff and Guardsman alike as she stormed to confront her sister in the throne room. She remembered fighting her sister, striking her down only for Celestia at the last moment to attack back at her with the elements of harmony, a blast of rainbow light surrounding her. Then she... Was
      

      
   
      Comforting Colds


      

      
      
         “Nurse Redheart,” said Twilight, “I’m here for reading to the foals.”



“Ah, Princess Twilight! I’ll bring you to the room right away. Though…”



“‘Though’ what?”



“I just... wanted to ask you... it’s not important. Let’s get you to those foals then, shall we?.”



“No,” Twilight said too quickly. “Well, what I mean is, I’d like to answer your question first, if possible.”



“Well, alright. I just wanted to ask you how you have time to read here every week?”



“Oh, Nurse Redheart, I always make time for my friends.”



“Yes, but... you’ve never even met most of these foals, how can you be friends with them?” Redheart’s eyebrows were raised, he lips pursed.



“Just because I’ve never met them doesn’t mean they can’t be my friends,” Twilight spewed out. “I always count everypony as a friend until proven otherwise.”



“Princess Twilight, I mean no disrespect, but if you could everypony as a friend, and you always make time for friends, that brings us back to the original question: how do you have time for everypony?”



“I... I don’t know. I just do. There’s no method to it, I just always have enough time in my schedule for whenever somepony needs help.”



“Do you think it’s possible, and I’m sorry for even suggesting such a thing, that you’re favoring certain ponies over others?”



“What? No! That can’t be possible, I treat everypony the same way, no matter what.”



“Princess, just last week you were reading here for over 10 hours. Was there really nothing else to be done during that time?”



“I don’t think so. I mean, I could've gone to Canterlot that day for my aunt’s birthday, but I just didn’t feel like it.”



“Princess, please correct me if I’m wrong, but you decided not to show support for your family so you could read to foals you don’t even know?”



“Uh, yeah, I guess so. But I never thought of it like that. I mean, family is always there no matter what, right? But friendships you have to work on to keep up… you know?”



“Yeah, I suppose that makes sense. Now, I think those foals have been kept waiting long enough, don’t you?” Redheart turned and began walking down a hallway.



“Yeah, yeah they have,” said Twilight to nopony in particular.



After a short walk, Redheart stopped at a door and opened it. “Here you are, Princess. And will this be enough books? I don’t want you to run out.”



“Ehh, better grab a few more, I could be here awhile.”



Nurse Redheart frowned and nodded before slowly turning away.



“Actually, Nurse Redheart,” Twilight called after her, “could you maybe come get me after an hour instead? I want to make sure I have time to catch the 2-o'clock train to Canterlot.”



Redheart smiled. “Of course I can, Princess. It would be my pleasure.”
      

      
   
      Pouring


      

      
      
         	Fluttershy stood at the door, watching the rain through the window. It came in great sheets, thrushing against her foliated cottage. She opened the door, and took a hearty breath of the humidity, wetness mixing with earthen, tickling her nose. Water from the raingutter sputtered against the walk, misting lightly against her hooves. She sighed and closed the door, savoring the smell. 



	She had the lights off, the cabin colored lightly in gray-scale through the windows. The normally colorful interior was shaded with light blue, the faintest of shadows tracing around the room. Walking to the kitchen, she dried her hooves on the living room carpet. 



	The window gave a gentle light that outlined the room, not that Fluttershy would have needed it. A sense of familiarity guided her, of everything having a proper place and always being put away properly. A wing nudged the Flanklin open and she uncovered the morning’s embers with a gentle breath. With careful mouth-work she made a pile of tinder and kindling to sit on top of him. A more forceful huff saw the glow brighten, traveling along the finer parts to make his home anew. Another breath saw him settled in, glowing a cherry smile. A wing nudged the door shut so that he wouldn’t catch a cold. 



She grabbed a pot from the rack and hooked it on the spigot, flicking open the tap with a pointed pinion. The pot filled with crystal clear rainwater from the cistern as Fluttershy set about the rest of her tasks.



A jar of pasta was nudged from on high in the pantry, falling from the shelf to slide into a hooked wing, a small bag of flour following close behind, both finding new positions on the counter. 



The icebox stood resolute in the corner, but a solid hoof laid it open. Gently with her mouth, Fluttershy moved the milk, cheese, and the butter to join their companions on the countertop.



She moved to the sink and shut the water off, taking a long draught of the biting water that filled the pot, before lifting it to the summering stovetop. She opened the door to her friend’s house and found him happily blazing. She gave him a few pieces of wood to keep him company, then moved her cushion close to the stove, sitting down to appreciate the growing heat. 



Relaxing against the side, it was scant moments before the pinging-tinkle of the pot announced that he was more than comfortably warm and that the water was getting restless. Rising, she took the jar of pasta and opened it, filling the pot with a good portion. She shut the lid then set it to rest back in the pantry. A small saucepan slid onto the stove, and found itself filled with the butter, flour, milk and cheese, a wooden spoon lumping them together in the pan as the stove’s heat helped them become better friends. 



The spoon scraped and the pot roiled, as Fluttershy set in her rhythm. Then the pan moved to the counter as the pot moved to the sink, finding itself gently tipped sideways to divulge the delicately tender pasta hidden beneath. The pan went sideways above the pot, the wooden spoon now pushing the sauce to reach out and make friends with the pasta. Most went immediately, but the spoon had to help some out. The pan settled into the sink, a modest amount of water covering it to make a later cleanup all the easier.



The spoon went into the pot, spreading, mixing, and coating. A few moments of work found the pasta and sauce thoroughly inseparable, forever in friendship. A cabinet above opened, bringing a small bowl down. The spoon-cum-ladle meted out a meal’s worth from the pot.



A wing grabbed the now filled bowl, a hoof the cushion and brought both to the window. For a moment she sat, feeling the view and appreciating the rain. The patter of raindrops against the glass was a faint tinkle, a musical melody at the edge of the senses. She gave a contented sigh, slipped her spoon into her meal then brought it to her lips. Tepid.
      

      
   
      My Little Pony: The Movie: The Unofficial Fix-Fic


      

      
      
         To be honest, the thought that Twilight Sparkle could have defeated the seaponies with a song about the power of friendship was always ludicrous. It was always just a setup, getting ready for what would happen after—after the colorful bubbles had cleared, and the schools of silvery fish ceased their swirling patterns, and all of the hermit crabs had drifted back into their hideyholes in the coral reef, dragging behind their tiny castanets. 



After the song, the seaponies looked stunned, luxuriating in the lethargy of a musical done right. That's when Twilight shot a magical signal from her horn, alerting the boats on the surface above.



The seaponies didn't even react until the light vanished, the ships casting long shadows across the seafloor. That's when a few realized something was amiss, and piscine eyes lost the dull sheen of complacency. Razor-sharp teeth were bared once again, and their Siren Queen opened her mouth, preparing yet another sonic assault meant to render Twilight and her friends immobile and defenseless.



But Tempest Storm's fleet had already begun to drop the depth charges, custom-made maximum-strength party explosives, courtesy of Gunnery Sergeant Pinkie Pie-rate. The effect of the blasts was only magnified underwater, a shattering series of crashes that sent seaponies flying in all directions and completely disrupted the Queen's vocalizations.



"The Pearl!" Twilight cried out, and Rainbow Dash took off in a blast of prismatic color, heading straight for the magical artifact. Hammerhead roared, and attempted to pursue her, only to find his way blocked by Rarity and Applejack.



"This one's for Fluttershy!" Applejack yelled out, before kicking the giant shark right in the snout.



"And this is for my dress!" Rarity chimed in, fire in her eyes as she grabbed his fin in a judo-hold, twisting it until Twilight could hear a distinct *snap*.



Twilight did her best to help in the confusion, as pirate-ponies in diving suits entered into a full-fledged melee against the seapony navy. The seaponies still had a massive numerical advantage, but they were confused and scattered, and the pirates fought dirty. 



It was close. But the landponies were winning.



And then Twilight felt the razor of a fin slip close against her neck from behind. A silky voice whispered in her ear, singing a liquid song with words that she didn't know but understood. Words about how she would call off the attack. She and her friends would submit. They would return to their prison cells of cold iron, forged in chasms at the bottom of the sea. They would be prisoners forever for their Siren Queen, and be happy while doing so.



Twilight fought it, as best as she could, but she already knew that she was no match for the Siren Queen's magic. But she could hold out. She could resist just long enough to…



The sea went quiet, the depth charges suddenly ceasing. Twilight heard an intake of breath from behind her, as the Queen prepared to seize this lull and broadcast her song loudly once again to rally her troops and drive her foes into chaos.



But before she could sing out, a different set of notes pealed out, in three-part harmony. Above, a trio of silhouettes appeared, framed against the rays of sunlight that pierced through the blue-green water. 



Adagio Dazzle, Sonata Dusk, and Aria Blaze descended, in their true forms once again. But now the reconstituted gems around their necks shone with the warm blue light of friendship. The day would be won by a song, after all, but it was never Twilight's place to sing this one.



"Hello, mother," Adagio said, and then they sang.
      

      
   
      A Downed Apple


      

      
      
         “Now you just rest up, sugar, and focus on getting better. We can handle things around the farm just fine for the time being.” Granny Smith finished tucking the blanket under the mattress and gave it a light pat. The immediate response was a snort and a cough from a miserable looking Applejack. 



“I’m sure I’ll be right as rain tomorrow, granny. Ain't no cold ever kept an Apple down long.”



Her grandmother leaned over and kissed her brow, “We’ll see how you feel then. I’ll be back later with some soup.” She turned and left the room, leaving the door open a crack. Applejack wiggled around to find a comfortable position before closing her eyes and letting sleep take her. 








Applejack awoke to something digging into her back. Barely conscious, she nudged it with a hoof and felt something roll off the bed, hitting the floor with a soft thud. Getting her bearings, she rolled over to get a view of what she had knocked off and saw a bright red apple coming to a rest near the wall. Applejack tilted her head in confusion, wondering why an apple was in her bed. Despite being curious, her tired body cried for sleep so she filed the mystery away till after she had more rest. Readjusting herself once more, Applejack let out a cough before shutting her eyes.








“Where in tarnation did those come from?”



Applejack opened her eyes, the voice of her grandmother waking her. She gave a quick stretch and yawn before moving herself higher on the bed so as to sit up. Her grandmother was setting a bowl of what looked like hot soup on her nightstand, but her gaze was directed to the end of Applejack’s bed. Following the gaze, she could see three more apples lying in a nice neat row on the end of her bed. Remembering the apple she had knocked off earlier, Applejack leaned over to see that it was no longer on the floor. 



“I hope ‘Bloom ain't pulling some kinda stunt, she should know better than to play pranks on a sick pony,” Granny Smith moved the apples off her bed and onto the tray she used to carry the soup. “I’ll have a word with her later, how you feeling, sugarcube?”



After a short bout of coughing, Applejack was able to get enough breath to answer. “Better,” she said truthfully. While she knew she wasn’t over it yet, her nose did feel less stuffy and she was coughing less frequently. Her grandmother straightened the blankets that had become entangled from a restless sleep.



“That’s good, hun. Now obey your elders and eat this soup, then it’s right back to sleep wit'cha.”



“Yes, granny,” Applejack obediently picked up the bowl and started slurping down the hot and, like all granny's cooking, delicious vegetable mixture. Once she had completely emptied the bowl, under the watchful eye of the Apple matriarch, she was tucked back into bed and left alone to rest. The heat from the meal in her stomach overcame her lack of sleepiness and she soon drifted off.








Applejack was once again awoken by something touching her back, but instead of something digging in, it felt like something was being pulled off. Rolling over to get a look, she could see Winona pulling on her blanket trying to straighten it back out from the rolled up mess it had become. Seeing that she was being watched, Winona let go of the blanket and stared up at Applejack with worried eyes and a short wine. 





“It’s Ok girl, you trying to help me, huh?” She reached a hoof down and gave the dog a couple of pats. Out of the corner of her eye could see something red on the end of her bed. She turned to find five large red apples sitting in a neat row just below her back hooves. 



Applejack turned back towards Winona, “Did you bring those here? Were you trying to make me feel better?”



Winona let out a bark in response. Applejack still felt awful, but couldn’t help but smile. “Good girl, it’s working.” She pat the space next to her and scooted over to allow Winona up. Applejack pulled her into a quick hug before they both lay down and got comfortable. On Sweet Apple Acres, when one apple is down then the other apples pitch in to help out. Whether they are a pony, fruit or furry companion.
      

      
   
      An Inoffensive Story About Cartoon Horses


      

      
      
         Don’t worry friends. I have a story in a warm and familiar setting that will whisk you away from the drudgery of everyday existence. Yes, indeed, I am talking about a story set in the magical universe of the fourth incarnation of a 1980s toy line designed by marketing executives to sell plastic figures to pre-teen girls. A perfect setting to set aside the contemporary cynicism of the corporate era and engage in carefree fantasy, don’t you think?

	

Not to worry, friends, I have thought this tale out through and through. I am sure you will like it. It is inoffensive, apolitical, unchallenging, uncontroversial, and most importantly written for you, my dear friends. I am here to entertain, after all, and entertain I shall! 

	

Our story shall start with the least offensive of inoffensive horse protagonists, the winged unicorn Twilight Sparkle. She shall start her adventure in the library, rummaging through her many books. What could it be, my friends? What could call our heroine, Twilight Sparkle to adventure? Will she find something in the books? 

	

No! Of course not! She will be interrupted by a knock on the door. But by who? 

	

The miniature dragon called Spike, ever fitting in a world of a miniature horses, answers. 

	

Huzzah dear friends! It is the winged horse Fluttershy, a fan favorite. I will allow you a brief moment to applause and be grateful for her inclusion in this story. 

	

Okay, applause time has ended. 

	

Fluttershy says the exposition in her characteristic Fluttershy speech patterns full of long pauses and ums that have endeared her as a character to a population of millions. But what shall the exposition be this time, dear friends? What it is that Fluttershy asks of her dear friend Twilight that thrusts her into a lightweight and functional but ultimately insubstantial plot?

	

But of course! There is a villain on the loose in a far-off land that will never be referenced again after this excursion. A fantasy land within a fantasy land to get that extra bit of fantasy out. How exciting dear friends! How fresh!

	

Twilight, of course, raises her apprehension. She had a busy schedule of studying books today, and perhaps the residents of FarOffLandia could settle their own problems for once and not needlessly entangle her in their affairs. 

	

“No!” Fluttershy all but yells to keep in character. “We have to help FarOffLandia because it might tangentially affect us!” 

	

Twilight considers this a moment before reluctantly packing her things. 








FarOffLandia is old but new, new but old, familiar yet unfamiliar. Similar enough to fit within the current continuity of the horse universe while still being comfortably different to avoid being called a rip off. Not that I would rip anyone off, dear friends.



The Six Horse Band has traveled to FarOffLandia and met its Queen. The Queen explains that they have to defeat the villain. 



The rainbow pegasus, Rainbow Dash, acts confident beyond her abilities. 



The prissy unicorn, Rarity, acts skeptical about their abilities to undertake this undertaking. 



The shy Pegasus, Fluttershy, doubts their chances.



The unpredictable horse, Pinkie Pie, does something random that lightens the mood. 



The honest horse, Applejack, gives a short speech earnestly explaining their intent to do their best despite the tribulations ahead.



Twilight affirms the honest horse. 



Starlight Glimmer is there if you want, I guess. 



But of course, dear friends, it is one thing to say that you shall defeat the villain, another to do it. The journey to the villain’s lair is arduous indeed! Many times the horses feel they shall fail, but they do not, for they are just and righteous horses. 



The villain’s lair is a castle that is available for purchase at your local toy store. 



The villain delivers his villainous monologue about being evil and things. He is very evil, but there is also a hint that he may be redeemed. 

The horses prepare for combat! The first round of the battle goes poorly, with many colorful horses being tossed into walls and such. 



As all seems lost, the horses remember: The Elements of Harmony! Of course! 



With a rainbow-colored powerup, the horses band together as friends and possibly lovers to defeat the villain. Huzzah! The villain is defeated, yet safely incapacitated and not at any risk of dying. 



And thus the Band of Six Horses returns to the Queen. There is a party celebrating friendship. 



And that is my tale, dear friends. Friends? Are you still there? I'm so alone.
      

      
   
      Gambit Pileup


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie realized in short order that she had not just been set on fire upon jumping into the new bed that Rainbow Dash had gotten her.



She realized that Rainbow Dash had managed to construct a perfect facsimile of a bed made out of packed snow. It’s very hard for snow to light you on fire―last time Pinkie checked at least.



Pinkie giggled a bit as she took the chance to drag her legs and make some snow angels. It would be poor form for her to pass up this chance.



“Hey, Gummy,” she asked mid-snow-angel-making, “how should we get Dashie back for this?”



Gummy’s silence spoke volumes.



Pinkie got out of her snowpile and walked over to rub Gummy on his back. “Good thinking, but I don’t think chainsaws work when liquefied.” She giggled. “Do you have any other ideas?”



Gummy stared into the distance, the only thing blocking his vision an errant tongue-flick across his eyes.



“Well,” Pinkie said while toweling herself off, “potatoes can see you coming, so that idea’s out.” She sat down and put on her thinking face. And her thinking cap. “Hmmm…”



She licked her lips.



An idea came to her, or from Gummy. She wasn’t sure, but one of them had come up with a great idea. She squealed with delight as she took off her thinking face and thinking cap and hugged the baby alligator.



“This is gonna be great!”








Rainbow Dash leered at the Pinkie Pie sitting across from her at the Friendship Table-Map-Whatever, currently pouring out two mugs of frothing cider from a previously sealed barrel. She examined the mug that Pinkie slid across the table in front of her, then at Pinkie, who took a sip and inhaled through her teeth.



“Oh yeah,” Pinkie said as she sniff-snorted, “this is the good stuff.” She leaned across the table and waggled her eyebrows at Dash. “The stuff they don’t give to foals.”



Rainbow ran a hoof through her mane. She was pretty sure this was some kind of prank.



But if this obviously looked like a prank, then it can’t be a prank.



Unless Pinkie was relying on Dash ruling out that this was a prank because it looked like a prank in order to prank her. The double subterfuge gamit.



She looked up at Pinkie, who took small, controlled sips of her own mug while smiling.



“Come on, Dashie,” Pinkie said, “do you know how hard it was to convince Applejack to pull out this barrel?”



Rainbow Dash snickered. “Yeah, this barrel only comes out on special occasions, like Hearth’s Warming.”



So, was Pinkie not pranking her, or was this a double subterfuge layered with an emotional appeal?



Or maybe the prank was that she would pin the blame on Rainbow Dash for taking Applejack’s special cider without her permission.



Pinkie hummed through another sip of cider. “Usually you’re all over free cider. What’s up?”



Rainbow’s gaze darted around the room. Should she reveal her reservations?



Perhaps by revealing that she suspects it’s a prank, she could catch a subtle nonverbal cue that she could latch onto and reveal the farce. Conversely, she might hurt Pinkie’s feelings by accusing her of pranking when no prank was occurring.



Or, most likely, Pinkie Pie would just laugh and brush it off.



…she could refuse the cider, but if this was really a gift, she’d also hurt Pinkie’s feelings. But if it was a prank, the next one would be more severe to make up for losing this chance.



And Pinkie Pie would just brush it off.



Rainbow Dash realized the inevitability of her choice as she grabbed the mug and put on her best winning smile.



“Bottoms up!” she said as she took a measured sip. No adulterants detected, upon which she downed the whole mug.



It was indeed the special cider they don’t serve to the foals.



“Wow, I forgot how much I liked―”



Her next words were cut off by a deluge of cake.



Rainbow Dash took slow, controlled breaths as she wiped the cake from her eyes to see Pinkie pouring herself another mug of cider while wearing her signature grin.



Pinkie looked Rainbow dead in the eyes, Rainbow herself returning a molten gaze.



Then they burst into laughter. 



Dash’s laughter ceased as she felt her mouth inflame, drawing out a sharp growl.



Pinkie chuckled as she took another sip, her eyes watering as she inhaled through her teeth. She then winked at Rainbow Dash.



“Gotcha.”

 
      

      
   
      Accurate


      

      
      
         In a smoke-filled living room, after having a couple of drinks and wracking my brain for ideas, I sat down to write a My Little Pony fanfiction.



Maybe you know the feeling.



I know you didn't ask, but quietly, in my mind, I often compare it to the feeling I get from playing a video game—the flow, the familiar rhythm, the subconscious perception of progress that rewards while pushing, like a father—yet with none of the stale aftertaste of replayed content that video games have.



Every new story is fresh, a new sapling springing into bud in the garden of my mind, infinitely precious and infinitely delicate.



Doesn't that sound a little ridiculous? A no-life gamer waxing poetic about fanfiction?



But...



Well, what else can I do?








Princess Twilight Sparkle trudged up the mountain. The blizzard had grounded her, but she was nearing her goal.



She was swathed in furs, with a snow cloak breaking the wind. The snow chilled her ears, muzzle, and hooves, but the warmth of exertion was enough for her.



In the chaos and buzz of white, a dark blotch appeared.



That's got to be it.



With her destination now within her sights, Twilight's eyes shone like rainbows. Despising the cold, she picked up her pace.








The dark blotch materialized as a mountain cave. Twilight stepped inside.



"Hello?" she said, to a chorus of echoes.



The mountain groaned, and the wind howled, but the cave was inviting, and the overdone crackle of burning twigs betrayed life within.



As Twilight advanced, a sudden rumble shook the ground beneath her hooves, followed by silence. The howling wind quieted down, and Twilight was alone with her breath.



From around the bend of the cave, where the shadows of a fire flickered, a soft voice called to her.



"Be not afraid, traveler. Please, stay until the blizzard passes."



Twilight cast about. As she did, a motion caught the corner of her eye, and she watched as a cushion, a table, a cup, a plate of fruit, and a steaming tea kettle apparated into a near corner of the cave.



"I will not disturb you, traveler, nor ask why you have ascended this mountain. In return, I ask that you not disturb me."



"Actually," Twilight choked out in a nervous haste, "I've come to talk with you."



Silence settled into the cave like a snowdrift. Twilight was in no danger, yet her heart was fluttering.



"So," began the voice. "So, you knew I was here, and you know who I am."



"Of course I do!" sputtered Twilight. "You're the great sage, the one to whom no mysteries are hidden. The ancient dragon, possessed by Wisdom herself." She stepped tentatively toward the bend of the cave, toward the flickering fire which cast shadows on the wall.



"Traveler," said the dragon. "Your voice..."



"It's me," responded Twilight, with an earnest plea in her voice. "Spike... it's me."








"You wish to know the truth of our cosmos, its creation, its destiny?" The tender voice of the ancient dragon felt like a raised weapon.



Twilight returned the ancient dragon's stare, with no less steady a glance. "I must. The fate of Equestria depends upon it."



The dragon huffed, and the wind of it nearly extinguished the crackling flame that stood between them.



"Twilight," said the dragon, "this world..." There was a mournfulness in his tone. "This world is a fiction, conceived by an author. A very imperfect author, lacking in imagination and moral sense."



Twilight, stunned, pinned her eyes to the ground. "You mean, metaphorically?"



"No, Twilight," said Spike, and there were tears in his eyes. "I mean it literally. You, and I, and everyone, we're all trapped in a story being written by an idiot! And there's no way out for us!"








Spike knew that because I told him. Everything that happens is at my whim.



Imagine it. It's all happening at my idiotic whim!



All I want... look. The reason I write. All I want is for Twilight Sparkle, and all her friends... no... everypony in Equestria to have happy lives!



I mean it!



But I'm just an idiot... no-life gamer, no experience of the world...



Heh. Look at this: I'm crying.



I just—I love Twilight Sparkle so much and my only desire is to give her a happy life and I can't do it because I'm not a good enough writer and... I don't see a way out of this...



I... just...



What else can I do?
      

      
   
      The Sorrows of Young Poindexter


      

      
      
         Another ordinary day at Canterlot High.



"Fluttershy, would you..." Poindexter sniffled his nose and wiped it on his sleeve. "Would you consider going on a date with me?"



"Oh, dear," said Fluttershy, backing slowly away. "Oh, um, well..."



She could not find a way out of saying it, so she just said it.



"No. I'm sorry. But no."



"Well!" shouted Poindexter, throwing up his hands. "That's it! Now I've officially asked out every girl in the school. And they've all said no!"



Fluttershy winced as the words sunk in. She sensed a genuine, heartfelt pity for poor Poindexter welling up within her bosom. Maybe she could...



...no. It was out of the question.



"Well," she said as Poindexter began to stalk off, "just because none of the girls at this school like you doesn't mean that no one will! I'm sure it'll happen for you someday..."



In an instant, Poindexter was at her side, clasping her hands in front of his heart. His eyes were wide and wet.



"Y-You really mean it?" he stammered. "Even someone like me can find love?"



"Umm..." Fluttershy gingerly removed her hands from Poindexter's sweaty clasp. "Well... Yes! I think?" She gave an obviously forced smile.



Poindexter looked her in the face, but Fluttershy could not keep eye contact. He dropped his eyes, and his shoulders slumped.



"Sure," he said, quietly and deliberately, as his voice crawled to a whisper. "You're right. I'll find love someday."



"Yeah!" said Fluttershy, staring at the tiled floor. "Of course you will."



The bell rung, and without another word, the two of them parted to head to their classes.








Poindexter was at a loss.



He sat at the dinner table across from his dad. The two of them were shoveling down forkfuls of instant ramen. To one side of them, the tower of dishes in the kitchen sink was leaning, swaying in a delicate yet awe-inspiring way; to the other, the staticky television was tuned to college football.



"I don't get it, Dad," said Poindexter. "What am I doing wrong?"



His dad swallowed a mouthful. "Wanna know the truth? You bathe too much."



"I... what?"



"You're washing away your natural smell. Women like the smell of a man."



Poindexter furrowed his brow and opened his mouth to say something. But, changing his mind, he swallowed his words and picked up his fork.



"I'll give it a try, Dad, thanks," he said in a flat monotone.








The next day, in the parking lot before school, Poindexter was accosted by a group of four girls.



"We're sorry!" shouted Pinkie Pie.



Poindexter felt a groan form in his gut. "Hmm? What for?" he said as nonchalantly as he could.



Sunset Shimmer stepped in. "What Pinkie means is, we just want you to know that even though we don't like you like you, we still like you as a friend and as a person."



"Yeah!" said Pinkie. "All of us love you as a friend!"



"We're sorry if we hurt your feelings," said Fluttershy. "You're a very nice boy."



"Indeed," Rarity said, nodding. "And so intelligent, too—why, the way it looks, you're going to be running a software company someday and be dating supermodels!"



Poindexter winced internally.



"All right," he said, nodding along and trying to put on a sunny face. "Thanks, all of you. I appreciate it."



"No problem!" said Pinkie Pie, as the gaggle of women drifted away toward the band room. "Cheering each other up is what friends are for!" She came back and gave Poindexter a quick side hug before scurrying away. "See you around, Dex!"



Once the girls were out of sight, Poindexter heaved an enormous sigh and leaned his palms against the nearest wall. His head buzzed and he tried to catch his breath.



That's it, he decided. I've got to start lifting weights.
      

      
   