
      Maker of Makers!


      
      
      
         
         Euvem

      
      

      

      
      
         Once upon a time beyond time, in the loftiest possible dimensions, things were perfectly ordinary up until Asperi exvoluted a portion of her being to produce a Thing. She did this not so much by adding to her substance but by subtracting from the What-Was in selective ways until that which was new had been revealed to the senses of the others. These others now gathered around in curiosity to stare at the Thing, which appeared as a single point of dark absence of the otherwise omnipresent Asperi.



These others, the Utherai, were as a group both merry and curious, and did not have any complex theologies to perplex, occupy and trouble their minds; they knew what they were and why they existed, for Asperi had told them what she was doing, even as she made each one of them: Existence is something joyous to be shared and extended, and the more there are to experience, the better. 



Now, as they gathered, Stah of inquiring temperment was the first to approach, and she circled the thing with interest. Her appearance was not easy to comprehend by beings from lower planes, but her cross section in three dimensions resembled a stellated icosahedron.



Dariel and Blaisa joined Stah in closer inspection; Stolva and Fluren held back in cautious and critical inspection from afar, and Meden lurked quietly behind them, silent and lost in her own thoughts.



“This thing is like…” Stah sought for words. “…It is a thing that is noplace, other than itself. I have never before encountered something so oddly limited. I wonder if we dare to even touch it–”



Before Stah could finish, Dariel directly thrust her senses into the thing, and an extraordinary tranformation took place! From the tip the thing separated and spread out like angel’s hairs, widening at the center and growing twice as large as it had been before. Some ends fizzled out quickly, some stretched for long spaces, but all bifurcated many times down to the limits of detection. 



“Hah!” Dariel cried. “This is a most exhilarating feeling. It is limited, true, but it is very intense for being so small. Try it!” 



The way being opened, those assembled took turns projecting their senses into the Thing, and watching as it expanded and further projections twined out as it made more of itself.



Blaisa went after Dariel. “I do feel a thing like a burst within, which arose at Dariel’s touch, and it tingles with potential!  I feel myself carried with it as it grows, and it seems to respond to my presence. I am communicating to it my joy, and I feel that it responds to me!”



And indeed, the threads of the thing grew in great profusion from her touch and continued to twine and roil after she stepped away.



Stolva pronounced that she could feel the inner aesthetic by which it branched into many threads, and it was such a beautiful thing that she knew not where it came from, and felt it was an interaction between her and it. And since something that contained such beauty must have the dignity of a name, she pronounced the Thing to be Euvem.



“But beauty is at its best when it is well ordered,” she said, “and I have thus instructed it with certain rules that shall guide it more elegantly.”



As Stolva receded, the thing called Euvem changed its shape, elongating itself from its starting point as its threads and coils took on smoother shapes.



Flurn was next, and she stood a long time in silence. “It strives to be something,” she said. “It has the property that it is always going, but there is too much for it to travel towards, and so it does not arrive anywhere in particular. I shall impart to it both momentum and direction, that it may reach whatever purpose is latent within it.”



And now the elongated shape of the Euvem lost much of its confusing chaos, and it took on a spindly shape. It was plain that it had a start, and would finish somewhere.



Stah now took her turn to explore within. “It is so far a place to be, but not so much a place to be in,“ she said. “I shall encourage it to contain things, other things than itself!”



And so she did, and the others marvelled thence to discover that there were little spheres now appearing within it. True, in dimensional terms, they were as simple as something could be without going completely flat, but in their profusion they sparkled like jewels as they shone within the blackness of the Euvem.



“I love them!” exclaimed Stah. “They are as an echo of the glory of Asperi, who is not otherwise present in the Euvem.”



The other Utherai marvelled at what had been wrought, but they noticed that Meden had not taken a turn, and was being more thoughtful than usual, having taken an appearance like a dodecahedron with toroid loops joining the vertices in cross section. They encouraged Meden to take a turn, which she did slowly, as if hesitant to bother the Euvum.



“It is vast inside in its own terms,” she said, “And it is certainly beautiful, but at its start there is too much confusion for me to see. Let me urge it to calm… Ah, now things are more peaceful. And look! This small sphere, among the smallest of all, how pretty it is, though it does not shine like the larger ones. I shall bless this one in particular… So! See what I have done!”



The others were much pleased and congratulated Meden, for upon many of the potential branches of the Euvem, that one small sphere was making things by itself! Small creatures germinated within the material of the sphere, then emerged to stand upon the surface of it and stare at the surrounding wonders.



“This is glorious, Meden!” proclaimed Stah. “They can perceive things like us, and as the lines of possibilities progress, they start to make things for themselves from the stuff of their world. It is literal enchantment!”



“They are asonishing creatures, and they draw nourishment from the spheres that shine,” said Flurn, “And from this sphere in particular. Let us move it closer to them and set it to spin about them and lend its radiance to their prosperity.”



Blaisa said, “They are very pleased, these creatures, and grateful for any assistance we render. I am filled with joy!”



“How do you know this, Blaisa?” inquired Stolva.



“I asked them. If you project yourself thusly–note how finely, how delicately I must reshape my lines of perception!–you may take on their appearance and walk among them.”



As time went on, more and more of the Utherai came to see, until dozens of them surrounded the Euvum. And each had their turn at peering inside and walking among the four-footed creatures on that cool and tiny sphere, and tweaking and conditioning the Euvum to make the best possible environs for them to flourish. And soon they had a small civilization, with two wise rulers, who each bore characteristics of Asperi herself, but one was bright with glory and the other dark with serenity, and they ruled a realm filled with tiny wonders. 



And as the Utherai admired this little realm and descended to join its members and become part of its legends, the strands of the Euvum that contained the planet and star and populace became shaplier, more harmonious, and the possible ends of that realm became better ordered, though in each case the Utherai were saddened that it must pass at the eventual terminus of the Euvum. And so they worked to prolong the existence of the realm as much as they could.



“Oh, see how this works!” said Stah “I can send more than one aspect of myself through it, look!” She did, and at the nexus of interest, one of her instances took on a golden color, and another a light purple, while the original lavender that she preferred shone on brightly. “Oh, it is strange how they interact! I am but taking the potentials of one branch and magnifying it in another…”



“Oh, what are you all doing here?” came a voice from behind them. It was Chilcz, one of the oldest of the Utherai, who was in cross section nothing very wholesome, or indeed anything in particular. “Ah, I remember this game! Well, you’re going to need a Melk, so I guess I’m in.” He made his own presence manifest within the Euvem.



“A Melk? What is a Melk–” began Stah. “Ah! What have you done?” 



For, as Chilcz inserted his tenticular course of influences, the Euvem before them bulged dramatically, then fizzled and shrank into distressing and unsatisfying termini!



“A Melk is a player whose choices are deliberately not in harmony with those of the others assembled,” Chilcz said, swirling in serpentine complacency.



“Why would you even do such a thing!” said Dariel. “Look at the shambles you have made of the beautiful thing we constructed!”



“The short answer is, that I do this because I can, and because you cannot stop me,” Chilcz said, almost beaming with his radiance. “Asperi will not act to prevent me, and all of you assembled cannot dismiss me. Thus, I shall do as I please, and if my voice is discordant with yours, it is a thing you must accept.”



“We will not accept any such thing!” cried Fluren. “See now, we resist you! In every branching of the Euvem, we shall work to save our little world!”



And so the Utherai fought against the wiles of Chilcz, and the Euvum stretched and strained as its strands bulged and withered. Fortunately, Chilcz was not wholly unreasonable, for in the strands where all his influences had sway, the lines collapsed into uninteresting nothingness. “Absence of order is not an order of absence,” he remarked dryly.



But the Euvum, unbesmirched, grew again under their encouragement. They used light to impose order, gems to focus and harmonize the light, and patience and love to encourage the little world and its creatures. And the ends of the Euvum grew in strange, astonishing but fascinating ways.



“I see now!” said Stolva. “Chilcz’s presence in the end does not limit our possibilities, but enhances them! There are now termini available for this Euvem that we never could have forseen had he not joined in. We would not even have thought to seek them!”



“I agree,” said Stah. “And look! Now the lavender line I started perdures, even to the end of the bulk of termini for the Euvem! I believe that she understands the purpose of the Euvum more than any other. She is so determined that it will not end, even though we the Utherai know that it must. What is she doing now? She gathers the efforts of the others, causes them to persist through time like her, and magnifies her powers, and…  Oh. Do look upon this, all assembled and great Asperi! Look what she does now! Look what we all have accomplished together!”



At the end of the magnified terminus, a great twisting and squirming took place, followed by a cone of intense purple luminance that protruded impossibly beyond the terminus. Radiance increased, brighter than any Euvem could ever produce, and then… Another being joined those assembled. In cross section, it was many things, and one of them was a thing like a horse with horn and wings, and in full dimension it was a complex, multiply involuted and beautiful thing. Its utterances were like an infant’s cry to those assembled, a declaration and sign of future potential.



“Oh, Asperi, we have created a new sibling to shine among us!” cried Stah. “Is there no end to your glory, and the glory that is possible to us, if we just work to achieve it!”



Asperi remained silent as usual, but for a wonderful and impossible time, everything around her was replete with the grace and peace that is borne by makers of makers of makers of things.
      

      
   
      (The Flesh Is) Weak


      
      
      
         
         Flutterflesh

      
      

      

      
      
         Here’s how you define tragedy:

 

Childbirth is enough to kill a mother.

 

 

 

Here’s how you define regret:

 

Screams of pain, and screams of pleasure, are impossible to tell apart.

 

 

 

Here’s how Fluttershy puts her life in danger with just four words:

 

“I love you, Discord.”

 

 

 

And here’s how you sentence her to death:

 

“I love you, too.”

 

 

 




 

 

 

Regret, in the air, late at night.

 

Tragedy, one feels, is about to happen.

 

 

 




 

 

 

Celestia got to Ponyville at noon, and she wished she hadn’t. She felt sick, disgusted, cramped, oppressed. For a moment she was actually scared that something had physically hit her—so strong was her reaction to the town once she arrived.

 

But, when she checked, she found there was nothing pressed against her chest. Nobody had attacked her. She was perfectly fine.

 

(Even though it felt like the whole world was trying to drown her).

 

Celestia didn’t usually travel like this. Ponies came to her instead. But this time, it was different—Twilight Sparkle, whom she loved, had sent a letter. And the letter was clear: Come. Please, come. We need you. She needs you.

 

Princess Celestia had only read the letter once—that’s all she’d ever needed—and then she had parted, no doubt, no hesitation. Because in her mind, there was a coda, a post-scriptum to the message, that made her fly as fast as she could.

 

I need you.

 

That’s what the letter had said, to Celestia. And that’s why she was now in Ponyville, looking for her student, fearing for her life,

 

(and not being able to breathe)

 

and wishing it was all her imagination. Even though it wasn’t. Even though it clearly wasn’t.

 

“Princess!” Twilight opened the Castle doors when Celestia knocked—and while she looked pale, and while there were bags under her eyes, and while she did not smile—her face brightened up when they saw each other. “Oh, Princess Celestia, thank you so much for coming, I—welcome to Ponyville, I’m sorry for calling you like this, but—”

 

“Twilight Sparkle.” Speaking with courage she did not have, Celestia smiled at Twilight. “You do not need to apologize. As long as you need me, I will come.”

 

“Yes.” Twilight nodded. Tired, she looked down, on the verge of tears. “Yes. Thank you.” Then, looking up: “We need you. Please.”

 

And Celestia came in. “I feel it. Something wrong is happening here.”

 

Not “strange”, she thought,

 

(and she couldn’t breathe)

 

 but “wrong”.

 

“It is.” Twilight closed the door, and they walked in. “I was hoping you could help us. I don’t know what to do.” Her eyes looked dead. “I think Fluttershy is in danger. I think… I think she might not make it.”

 

Celestia frowned. “You know what happened?”

 

“Yes. Discord.”

 

The word echoed. It made Celestia stop and stare, the way Twilight said it, because it did not make her sound like a young and bright little princess.

 

It made her sound old.

 

And hateful.

 

(and she couldn’t breathe)

 

“He did something to Fluttershy,” Twilight continued. “We know that. We don’t know what. He won’t tell us, he turned himself back into stone.”

 

Celestia frowned. “He turned… himself, you say?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Into stone?”

 

“Yes. His face is—I don’t think it was pleasant for him, either. He’s not reacting to anything. I’m afraid he might be gone for good.”

 

Celestia heard the next words, even though Twilight didn’t say them. They sounded like, “and I hope he suffers.”

 

“Fluttershy, I take,” Celestia said then, “cannot say what is that happened?”

 

“No. She can’t—she can’t really talk, now. She’s… Princess?” Twilight stopped. Looked at Celestia. “Please, count your teeth.”

 

A blink. Celestia frowned. “I’m… sorry?”

 

“I know. It’s weird, but I need to—count your teeth, please. With your tongue. Please.”

 

Celestia did so. Four tens. Ten fours. “Forty,” she said. “Forty teeth. Why?”

 

“It’s hard to think around her. I wanted to make sure you knew the exact number, before you… see her. Discord brought her here, before he went away, but we can’t move her. Or touch her. That’s why I called you here. I don’t know what to do.”

 

(“and I hope he suffers.”)

 

(and she couldn’t breathe)

 

Celestia hardened.

 

“Bring me to her,” she said.

 

 

 




 

 

 

It was a short visit.

 

Fluttershy was laying on a bed, but the bed was out of sight. Bloated, swollen, she didn’t have a definite shape anymore. She was gigantic, her flesh pulsating and bleeding, spilling all over the floor, swallowing the room whole.

 

The air was rancid. A yellow mist floated around, sparkling with metallic shine.

 

Fluttershy didn’t have eyes anymore.

 

There was only flesh.

 

Celestia felt her stomach turn upside down. She tried to look away, but there was nowhere else to look at. The walls, the floor, the whole room, it was only Fluttershy, Fluttershy, Fluttershy. Pulsating, bleeding meat, going up and down, breathing, swallowing, spilling all over.

 

Princess Celestia couldn’t breathe.

 

(and she couldn’t breathe)

 

The weight on her shoulders was unbearable, but it did not push down. It pulled, too, and it swerved to the left, and to the right. There was something in the air, something she couldn’t feel, that was pressing against her, compressing her—but also pulling her, inside out. Like there was something growing in every part of her.

 

(“and I hope he suffers.”)

 

Celestia hoped it, too.

 

She left the room when she couldn’t stand it anymore.

 

 

 




 

 

 

There were good news.

 

“I know what to do, Twilight.”

 

There were bad news.

 

“But I am afraid that you are not going to like it.”

 

 

 




 

 

 

Here’s how you define grief:

 

You can’t help your only daughter.

 

 

 




 

 

 

Discord was outside, by Fluttershy’s window. Celestia visited him once Twilight was left alone to cry and give the others the news.

 

It’s not like she had to see him, or the statue that had once been him. Celestia could have done everything else first. But there is an order to things, and she felt that this was important enough to follow her heart on the matter.

 

(“and I hope he suffers.”)

 

Twilight had said she doubted Discord had enjoyed turning into stone. Now that she could see him, Celestia agreed.

 

His pose was broken, stilted. His face was warped in the most horrible of grimaces, something that even for him should have been impossible. Pain, his eyes—pain so strong it was clear this was not a carved stone, but a once-living beast that was no more.

 

“Because,” Celestia said, sitting in front of the statue, observing it, glaring at it, hoping she could melt it with her eyes alone, “you are indeed no more, Discord. You are gone from this land. Forever.”

 

The statue did not answer.

 

(and she couldn’t breathe)

 

Celestia sighed.

 

“You got her pregnant.”

 

The statue still did not answer.

 

Even though she couldn’t hear it, Celestia still knew it—Twilight was crying, now. She was telling her friends, and she was crying. Soon, they would all cry, too. And there was nothing she could do.

 

“You got Fluttershy pregnant, but that was something she couldn’t survive. Physically. Your body is too different, her body, too fragile—and you did it anyway.” Celestia closed her eyes. “I blame myself for this. I am the one who told her she could help you. I am the one who knew she would. But I did not know this would happen—and, I suppose, I should have known.”

 

It still felt heavy, the weight on her shoulders, but it was not as heavy as in Fluttershy’s room. Celestia wondered if whatever was left of the pony could even remember that name.

 

It probably couldn’t.

 

(“and I hope he suffers.”)

 

“For that, I am sorry,” Celestia said, looking again at the statue that had once been Discord. “But you should have known better, too. It is not a crime to love, and it will never be. And it is hard, sometimes, not to love them. I know this.” She swallowed. “I know this. Better than anyone else.”

 

Twilight was crying, now. Broken. She had lost something that she could never take back. She had known loss, and she would never forget it.

 

Celestia knew this, in her heart.

 

It hurt.

 

“But as much as we love them,” she said. “As much as we want to, we can’t. Because we are immortal. And they are not. You, Discord—you are so much more than a mere pony. You are chaos incarnate. You are a spirit of despair, of disharmony. You are something so infinitely complex, so wonderfully powerful, and still.”

 

Celestia smiled, in spite of herself.

 

“And still, you fell for her.”

 

She counted her teeth, now, once again—just in case. Four tens, ten fours…

 

…plus one.

 

“Forty-one teeth,” she said out loud. “Forty-one teeth, one more than before. It grew when I looked at Fluttershy—no. When I got close to her.” She took a deep breath. “Can you feel it, Discord? How heavy the air is? How there’s something pulling from everypony, pushing them down?”

 

The statue didn’t answer.

 

“There’s something growing.” Celestia got up, she got closer to Discord—and she caressed the old beast’s cheek. “There’s something growing in Fluttershy, but she alone can’t contain it. And it’s so big that just its shadow is enough to weigh Ponyville down. It’s so great, her presence clouds your mind, and it makes you grow—inside and out. She will not last long.”

 

The stone’s cheek felt rough, and cold to the touch.

 

“I do not blame you for this,” she said.

 

She did not know if she meant it.

 

(and she couldn’t breathe)

 

She wanted to think she did.

 

“It was a tragedy. I am sure you will always regret it. But sometimes regret is not enough. You fell for her—and you killed her, Discord. Because she’s a mere mortal, and you are not. You didn’t mean to. And I am sorry.”

 

Celestia turned around, and left. But in her head, she kept talking to the statue, as she climbed up the stairs.

 

“And now you’re gone,” she imagined herself saying—and in a way, that was enough. “And now you’re gone, forever, and you’re not going to return. I don’t know where you are. That statue is empty, I do know that much. And I need to stay here, and take care of this. Twilight will not recover. At least, not for a long time.”

 

She was in front of Fluttershy’s room, now, the door closed in front of her. The air smelled rancid again. Celestia felt pain. But she still stood there.

 

(and she couldn’t breathe)

 

“For that, Discord, I do blame you. I will forever blame you.”

 

She opened the door.

 

Fluttershy’s presence hit her with full force—but Celestia stood tall. She flashed her horn. She cast a spell no mortal would ever know.

 

And Fluttershy disappeared, and the weight went away. The yellow mist, the rancid smell, the weight on everybody’s shoulders—as if it had never existed.

 

“I wonder if you knew I would do this, once you saw what you did to her,” Celestia said, in her mind. “Maybe you went there with her.”

 

Celestia turned around. She had to talk to Twilight. The matter was solved, and Fluttershy was no more.

 

(“and I hope he suffers.”)

 

“I am sorry, Discord. For having you and Fluttershy meet. For causing this. But I hope you suffer, too.”

 

 

 




 

 

 

The end of all things is like a void. It’s white, and it’s black, and it’s both none of that. It can’t be imagined. There’s nothing to imagine.

 

Discord was there.

 

There was a flash.

 

Fluttershy was there.

 

The thing that had once been Fluttershy—now just a mass of flesh, and blood, and pulsating meat. The yellow mist appeared again, and it filled the void. The rancid smell came, and it was there to stay.

 

Her presence was as powerful as always. Discord felt it—he grew teeth, and hooves, and legs, and heads. He grew inside and out, all over again. A fully-fleshed new himself came to be, and from that one another came. An endless supply of Discords, each one growing from inside the last, like a flower blooming time and time again.

 

The pain was indescribable, but Discord never left her side.

 

And the end of all things itself felt the weight on its shoulders. The pulling, the pushing, in all directions. It compacted into itself. It grew larger at the same time. It was everything and everywhere in nothing and in nowhere.

 

The thing that had once been Fluttershy screamed.

 

Its child came to be.

 

And the end of all things shivered, and couldn’t contain it anymore. And it became infinitesimal, and the pressure was impossible—and then it exploded, and the end of all things became the start of all things.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The newborn baby cried.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And this is how that cry sounded:

 

 

 

 

Let There Be Light.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 




 

 

 

Celestia left Ponyville. Twilight needed time to heal. Celestia needed time to heal, too.

 

This had been a reminder.

 

She loved Twilight Sparkle. She always had. She always would. But that love would never come to fruition, and while Celestia would never forget—she would come to terms with it.

 

Because mortals are not to meddle with immortals.

 

Somewhere else, at the end of all things, Fluttershy gave birth to the universe.



And now, Celestia could finally breathe.

 

(But she wished she couldn’t.)


      

      
   
      The Dressmaker's Lament


      

      
      
             On any other night, I believe I would wish to be admiring the stars. Luna has simply outdone herself of late, if I do say so myself! Why, just the other night a lovely new constellation blossomed in the south to commemorate the Pillars and celebrate their return. Certainly a vast improvement from that ghastly crustacean she thought would make a lovely ‘gift’ for our newest undersea allies. Of all things, she had to choose a - no! But no matter, I shall not think of it.



Would that tonight were a night for stargazing. Would that I be free to lose myself in the beautiful creations of true artisans showcasing their craft. But no! No, no, no. No, instead I stare, and stare, and stare at the mannequin before me. It has a simple purpose, yet a noble one, for who or what else can claim, again and again, to be the first to wear an original Rarity? Certainly my clients may be the first ponies to enjoy such finery, but the true honor belongs to that which sits before me, the first recipient of my craft, and perhaps my only true companion in this otherwise lonely work.



I do wonder what it would tell me, if it could speak. Could think. Does it appreciate its part in ushering finery into the world? Each of us a mother, in our own way, and our child a vision of beauty whose purpose is to let somepony shine just a little brighter for a night, a week, a lifetime if cared for.



So many of my children born inside this room and let loose upon the world. Most, I know, make a splash. Many I find are begging to be born, seizing me in a strange fever of linens and needle and thread, a frenzy of sewing and shaping and slowly slipping from dream to reality.



Most.



But not all.



There are those children for whom I struggle, for whom I rant and rave before my humble companion who bears silent witness to my internal frenzy as I strive to create, to know just what my audience of one will adore, to anticipate not just their needs but the reaction of the crowd as well, for ill judgement by mob can render even the most satisfied customer livid.



    Tonight, I think, is such a night. Over the last days, sketch after sketch has littered the floor, endless flurries that have left my drafting desk nearly a fortress of discarded paper. Days I can no longer spare, for tonight, in these final hours, I know that morning brings with it the most relentless, the most implacable of foes.



    The delivery date. Promised, agreed upon, and though I may hem and haw and delay, it would only do both reputation and pride injury.



    Oh, if only that foul celestial crustacean could storm Ponyville itself, I might have some excuse. ‘I was doing battle, my lady. I most regret it, but the evil shelled beastie rent your dress in twain and I need time to recreate it! Yes, of course I shall work with full speed, but there is the issue of re-acquiring materials and of course there is the celebratory Vanquishing Feast, and -’



    Foolish dreams of a foolish mare, are they not? Tell me, my dearest silent companion, what would you do when bereft of even the barest hint of inspiration? Were our positions reversed, and you faced with the unenviable pursuit to which I now am bent, what would you do?



    I run down the list as I have so many times before. I cannot delay, for I fear extra time would still inevitably lead to this same result. I must banish the very thought! I could do less than my best work, but even if that slipped past the eyes of everypony else, I? I would know. I would bear the subtle shame of knowing that a client who trusted me, who trusted Rarity, would have had her trust cast upon the floor like my abandoned plans.



    I could flee, of course. Abandon Ponyville, abandon my business, take up a new life in some distant village. Perhaps a simple seamstress, mending garments and oh no, no, no, that would never do for so very, very many reasons. Twilight would find me, for one. And were she to be delayed in doing so, who knows if the very fate of all Equestria wouldn’t be at stake in the interim, and perhaps my failure to be present would…



    Rarity, darling, you are dithering. The work must be completed tonight! It must. It must…



    But I have nothing! Nothing save piles of paper and an empty dummy and the moon drifting past the stars, unstoppable clockwork night promising the certainty of inevitable failure if I cannot get started!



    What, what, what do I do?! Why tonight, why again, why must I be at war with myself and searching for even some small spark of inspiration, some new way to combine warp and weft, to sew, to bedazzle, to once more let the mannequin sparkle with new beauty?!



    It was not like this, once. In simpler times, I believe, there was a joy I miss. There were no standards, no worries, just me and a dream and I did not let my fears nor worries consume me. I would dabble with whatever struck my fancy and, and, and...and it would have been enough.



    Tonight though, tonight, tonight, tonight - there is no way I can dissatisfy this client! No way I can possibly let her down, for she of all ponies will know I have done less than my best, and she shall be unable to hide her disapproval and so everypony will know of my shame, including…



    Including far too many ponies for me to simply let myself wallow in self-pity! I am stronger than this! I am Rarity! I find beauty in the most drab accoutrements and find a way to bring them forth into a new light!



    A crunch from beneath my hoof startles me and I realize I am pacing wildly around the room till I have stepped upon discarded papers, a half-torn malformed veil peeking out amongst the other crumpled parchments and like all its companions it simply will. Not. Do!

    

    I wish this were another simple job! Some gala or ball or simple affair with which I would be satisfied with my usual efforts. Or any efforts! Would that my client had an idea of what she wanted, some parameters that would constrain me, but no, no, no!



    No, I have parameters but they are too vague! Or perhaps too specific. So many colors I cannot use. So many gemstones that simply are inappropriate, no emeralds or rubies or many of my other favorites, kaleidoscopic colors that today of all days are banned, banned, banned!



    The client demands white, ivory, pale snow, pearls perhaps, maybe if I am lucky I will find a way to slip in a few sapphires. A little sparkling tiara? No, that would clash with the veil and there must be a veil and sanity slips in moments like this as I spin and stare once more at the mannequin.



    The heat of my stare leaves me certain it will burst into flames at any moment and for a phantom breath I smell smoke and realize my horn is alight and catch myself and briefly I am grateful I am not Twilight Sparkle or Starlight Glimmer for if I were either of them not just the dummy but my whole boutique might be aflame!



    Nary a spark nor speck of soot soils the mannequin, however, and a tension ebbs from me as head falls and I stare miserable at my hooves, unbidden salt gathering wet at edges of eyes then falling to stain the wood below.



    I fear I am to fail. I fear that the client will be unhappy, that she shall go forth tomorrow eve, sweep down the aisle even as the crowd oohs and ahhs at whatever ghastly abomination I finally spin together, she...she shall know, and in knowing so spoil the moment not just for her but for, for…



    But what do I do? The one waiting, the one who truly matters, not even the client or perhaps the true client for whom the actual client is insistent on being radiant for, she will not care about finery. She will not care about splendor, but sorrow, that shall spoil the sweetness of the moment and I cannot do that to her!



    If only I hadn’t accepted this commission! If only I had bidden her go to another dressmaker. Coco, perhaps, who I am certain would have created something radiant, but I, I in my vanity was certain I could make the perfect dress for the occasion! A wedding gown to outshine all wedding gowns, the bride to be resplendent and radiant and every other wonderful word in the book and bare, bare, bare nudity is all I have, a blank mannequin and paper and reams of fabric waiting for me and I, I alone am failing them all.



    I am failing me. I am failing her, and I cannot…



    Foul moon! Would that you would stay still so that I could work in peace as long as it would take, so that I could finish and then sleep and awaken refreshed and racing to face the day, eager and excited and twitterpated because it will be a day to remember, a day that will be just perfect, for I am certain no Changeling is waiting to play havoc this time!



    This wedding, at least, and now that I say the world to myself, now that I force myself to acknowledge at least part of why I must give it my all, why I must make the client - here I still refer to her as client - why I must make her shine above all else.



    Not for her. She, I know, she would find a way to endure even the most ghastly of seaweed-hued mane were that her lot in life and in the end flaunt it. A time to wallow in self-pity, yes, but in the end triumphant!



    Tonight. Tonight I am blank. Tonight I have nothing for her, nor for her bride to be. How droll! I almost said bridge to be, so caught up was I in ranting to myself and wouldn’t that be a sight? My dearest bridge, I vow to cross you always, to maintain you far above this watery canyon, to bring forth polish and spare parts and -



    I should tell her that, later. I am sure she would smile. Such a quirky sense of humor, but what else could it possibly be? Strangeness is itself one of the few novelties to remain when one has seen nearly everything else, and what stranger things would there be than wedding twixt Seamstress and Suspension Bridge?



And I see her now, staring at me, arriving early! But there is still time and yet she stares at me, and I stare back, and every movement I make she mimics and I howl at her and before I know it I am lunging forward and my hooves beat at her and she pounds back, clack-clack-CRACK! And just like that, she is not one, but marred by a jagged line fracturing her face, and I stare back at reflection and now we are different, and there is only me.    



Yes, dearest me, dearest most critical, most horrible client I have ever undertaken, most evil, vile Rarity! In my own vanity I swore to craft the perfect wedding dress to shine for my beloved, and in the few precious hours before I am due to altar I have nothing.



Nothing, nothing, nothing, and that’s it! That, oh, yes, oh yes, you crafty, evil, wonderful mare!



So be it. Perhaps I have nothing. Perhaps that is all that it shall come to. I see it now! I shall saunter down the aisle not in a dress, oh no! Everypony will be expecting finery, craning their necks for that moment the doors open and I trot forth and I can see the looks on their faces now as I walk in completely unclothed!



Oh, that will be perfect. My beloved cares not for frippery such as dresses, I know that. But laughter? I suspect she will be unable to keep a straight face while the pompous nobility get ever puffier when the bride breaks every tradition and dares wed so wonderful a mare as my darling while herself in the buff!



I wonder how long it will take her to laugh?



Or maybe her sister will beat her to it. It shall be chaos either way, and many shall not appreciate my newest dress, but I know the one that truly matters will love my little surprise.



Adieu, my dearest mannequin. As always, you get to be the first to wear my newest creation, and I hope you enjoy the not-Princess’s new clothes for a few hours more! 



I bid a final fond farewell to the moon, for tomorrow, I go to dream with the sun.
      

      
   
      The Bonds You Choose, and Those You Leave Behind


      

      
      
         Parish, Frederick, and Beauty stared across the table, mouths hanging open as they tried to process what they had just heard. 



Octavia, for her part, allowed them whatever time they needed to formulate their responses as she neatly gathered pasta, carrot, mushroom, and garlic cream sauce into an easy bite. It would probably take them a good minute or two to really come to grips with the news.



“You can’t be serious,” Parish said, as always the first one to find his tongue.



“I am entirely serious.” She popped the forkful into her mouth. It was no wonder everypony raved about Marea. They would have to come back one day.



“Seriously?” Beauty asked, her voice far too loud, but that was the curse of a pony with her lung power.



“Most seriously.” Octavia gathered up another bite and considered ordering a second glass of wine. If this is how the conversation was going to go, it would be a long dinner.



“You can’t be serious,” Frederick said, echoing Parish’s sentiment perfectly, all the way down to the incredulous tone.



“Parish already said that. Do you want to try again?”



Not even the slightest hint of a smile played between them. She, at least, had been amused.



“Octavia, darling, you know that our reputation as ponies of class is part of our appeal, yes?” Parish asked, leaning across the table. “It isn’t just that we’re talented, it’s that we are refined. Sophisticated. Part of the Canterlot elite. The sort of ponies that other ponies aspire to emulate. We are the creme of the musical crop.”



“We are,” Octavia agreed, savoring another bite.



The other three exchanged glances. Glances that said many things. Most notably that Beauty and Frederick were not willing to be the ones to say what was apparently on all three of their minds. Not that she blamed them. Had she been in there horseshoes, she would not want to be the one making an ass out of herself either.



Parish drained his wine glass, probably banking on the idea that a little liquid courage might give him the strength to say what was on his mind.



Honestly, she wished he’d just hurry it up. 



“It’s one thing for you to have a little... tête-à-tête while vacationing out in the country. That is practically Canterlot tradition. But marriage?”



Octavia set her fork on her plate. The little clink of metal on porcelain seemed painfully loud at the silent table. “That is generally how things progress when you decide that you love somepony, yes.”



The ice in her voice caused Parish to blanch, but, to his – or the wine’s – credit, he persevered. “You must understand, Octavia. You being so closely associated with a… with the… you getting married to a pony so... far outside our social standing would lower the stock of the quartet in Canterlot’s eyes.”



“Yes,” Frederick agreed, nodding along. 



“And, right now, we really can’t afford to deal anything that might damage our reputation. We’ve only just recovered from that catastrophe at the Gala. Something else so soon and it might really be the end for us.”



Beauty said nothing, instead choosing to express her agreement with the others by very pointedly not looking at Octavia.



“Perhaps if you just waited a while longer?” Parish asked without hope. “After all, what is marriage besides putting a name on something you already have? What’s that thing that ponies say? Love need not stand on ceremony? Why make any more of it than you already have?”



Frederick continued to nod, while Beauty finally added her own hesitant noise of agreement.



Octavia savored the last bite of her pasta, the subtle bite of the garlic lingering on her tongue. “So, I take it I shouldn’t be expecting any sort of congratulations? ‘We’re happy for you’? ‘When’s the wedding’?”



The three of them endeavored to look at least a little bit ashamed.



“Octavia, you know we’re happy for you,” Parish protested. “It’s just… well… this isn’t about you. It’s about the quartet. You might only concern yourself with the music, but I’m the one getting us work. This sort of scandal will make a difference.”



“This isn’t a scandal. This is me marrying somepony I love.” She couldn’t really muster much enthusiasm in her defense, though. The end of the conversation was already in sight.



Parish, on the other hoof, seemed to be gaining momentum. “It is a scandal, whether or not you think it is, and it’s one we can’t afford right now. I’m sorry.”



All three of them flinched as Octavia set her hooves on the table. “So, I suppose I should say it has been a pleasure playing with you all?”








Swan Song laughed, the normally pleasant sound grating in Octavia’s ears. “That mare you met when we took that two-week excursion to Ponyville? Really? I had heard rumors that you might still be seeing her, but I never would have expected this.”



Octavia sipped at her cup of tea, enjoying the relaxing hint of jasmine. “Well, it’s true.”



She laughed again. “Oh, my poor, dear Octavia. I understand that feeling. I really do. Why, that farmhand I introduced you to? He was was quite the stallion, and I certainly would not have minded spending more time with him, but the time comes when we must be serious.”



“I am being serious, Swan,” Octavia said. That particular word was starting to irritate her.



“Oh, I’m sure you think you are.” Swan smiled and pushed a plate of orange pastries at her. “Teacake? I got them from the new shop down the way. Rave reviews.”



“Thank you.” The little pastry proved to be sickeningly sweet, just the way Swan liked.



“Like I was saying, though: a marriage like that has no chance of succeeding. Even if we ignore the very real possibility that she’s just some sort of gem digger—” 



Octavia chose not to dignify that with a response.



“—how would it work? Will you be teaching her how to blend into high society? Proper etiquette at dinner parties? How to dress?”



“She’s not a yak, Swan. I imagine she could handle Canterlot.”



“I think you’ve been spending too much time away from home, Octavia. Even if you trained her to behave—”



“She is not a dog either!” Octavia snapped, her teacup spilling as her hoof hit the table with far more force than intended.



Swan levitated a napkin over to dab up the mess. “You’re right. A dog wouldn’t get invited to dinner parties just so ponies could gawk at her.”



Octavia opened her mouth to protest, but stopped herself. No matter how much she wanted to pretend that the ponies of Canterlot were the better breed they claimed to be, Swan was right. They could play their parts perfectly, and they still might end up as nothing more than a sideshow, the eternal targets of endless ikdle gossip. “Sorry.”



“It is no trouble at all dear,” she said, refilling Octavia’s teacup. “I have gotten quite used to your recent eccentricities. But you see what I mean? Your manners have already started to slip. Could you imagine if that little outburst had happened at one of Silver Frame’s parties? You would never hear the end of it. It is better that… well, as they say, what happens in Las Pegasus stays Las Pegasus.”



Was it possible that Octavia had ever ever been this shallow and vapid? “What if I don’t care what the rest of Canterlot thinks?”



Swan laughed again. “Oh, don’t pretend you’re above all of this, Octavia. Of course you care. You’re one of us. One of Equestria’s movers and shakers. The ponies with a direct line to the princesses. Your family alone owns… what, a third of northern Equestria?”



“Forty percent,” she corrected, entirely on reflex.



“See?” Swan said, giving her a knowing look that caused Octavia’s cheeks to heat. She then offered her another teacake. “I am sure she is a wonderful pony and you had a lot of fun with her, but Canterlot is full of wonderful ponies – ponies who would not leave you a social pariah.”



Octavia shook her head. “Fine. Then we’ll stay in Ponyville. Nopony there would care.”



“Oh, I can just see it now! Octavia in rustic-chic. Or would you go with street-chic?” Swan tittered inanely and clapped her hooves. “Either would look positively wonderful on you. Oh, why not both? You could wear overalls and dye your mane to match hers? Wouldn’t that be something?”



This time Octavia managed to only jostle the teacups as she placed her hooves on the table and pushed her chair back. “Thank you for the lovely teatime, Swan.”



“Don’t be like that, Octavia. It was a joke.”



“Oh, well that’s all right then,” Octavia said, her voice laced with enough sing-song sarcasm to kill an ursa major. “After all, why wouldn’t it bother me that my friend considers my happiness a joke?”



Swan rolled her eyes. “Really? Your happiness? I would give it a year, tops, before you got bored with her and started to regret it.”



The table rocked as Octavia almost threw her chair back into place. “Then I won’t waste your time by sending you an invitation.”








Octavia’s mother sat on the couch opposite her, sipping from her favorite silver-rimmed porcelain espresso cup. She had hardly said anything since Octavia had been shown in, no doubt waiting for the delivery of whatever news it was that would bring her not-so-prodigal daughter home unannounced.



For her part, Octavia continued to stall. “This tea is delightful, Mother. Rize?”



“Nilgiri,” she said. “You’ve lost your sense of taste.”



“Ah. Yes, you’re right. That it’s Nilgiri.” Octavia’s eyes fell to the floor. It was probably not too late to just lie and claim that she had wanted to check on her mother’s health before she left for another extended vacation. Another conversation like the last couple might be too much.



“I suppose that is inevitable when you spend all your time slumming it, though.”



Octavia started. “What?”



Her mother snorted. “Do you really think that I don’t know what you’ve been up to, Melody? It is bad enough to have my only daughter wasting her time fooling around with a mare, but some ex-Manehattan club tramp at that? Your father must be rolling over in his grave.”



“She is not a tramp,” Octavia manged in what was, against all odds, a level tone.



“How many other ponies has she told you she’s slept with?”



“Mother!” Octavia protested, her face starting to burn. 



“That is not a number, Melody.”



“And I will not be giving you one!”



She snorted again as she finished her espresso and returned it to the silver tray on the coffee table that separated them. “Well, let us hope you haven’t caught anything.” Before Octavia could think of how to respond with anything more coherent than screaming, her mother continued, “So, what is this nonsense that I hear about marriage? Has the gossip mill been running wild, or have you completely lost your mind?”



Octavia’s hooves shook as she held the teacup in front of her, trying to decide whether she should put it down to avoid breaking it or continue trying to drink in the hopes that it would give her enough time to gather her thoughts and answer in a civil manner. 



Lacking an answer, Octavia’s mother provided her own, “Completely lost your mind, then.”



“I plan to propose to her the next time I am in Ponyville, yes.”



“That is unacceptable,” her mother said with all the assurance in the world that just saying it made it true. “We possess one of the grandest lineages in Equestria. If you think I will welcome that tramp into our family, then you are sorely mistaken.”



The teacup fell to the floor and shattered, forgotten as Octavia brought both hooves down on the coffee table hard enough to crack the surface. “Stop calling her that!”



“Shall I not call a spade a spade?”



“You don’t know anything about who she is, what kind of pony she is, what she’s done, what she’s like…” Octavia’s forelegs shook as she leaned against the table, unwilling to let the tears building behind her eyes free. “Why can’t any of you just be happy for me? I have found somepony who loves me as much as I love them, somepony that I want to spend the rest of my life with, but the only thing that matters to any of you is the propriety of it!”



Her mother stared at the table for a long moment before she met Octavia’s eyes again. “That is because we are trying to look out for you, Melody. Do you really think this little fling of yours will have some storybook ending?”



Taking a deep breath, Octavia squeezed her eyes shut. She wouldn’t cry.



“No. She’ll leave you once she has what she wants, and by then you’ll have burned every bridge you have here in Canterlot.”



“She. Is. Not. Like. That.” The tick-tock of the ancient grandfather clock pounded in Octavia’s ears, thunderous in the silence that followed her statement.



Her mother eventually sighed. “Melody, let me make this easy for you: it is either her or me. If you insist on continuing this insanity, then I will not have anything to do with it. It is as simple as that.”



No matter how hard Octavia tried, she couldn’t stop the tears any longer. Her voice hitched. “Fine.”








Vinyl blinked as she stood in the doorway, cerise eyes gleaming like gems in the moonlight, her mane even more of an unruly mess than usual. Her magic gripped the headphones she was wearing and pushed them down to her neck. Despite the surprise, it only took a second for her face to break into a manic grin. “Yo! Tavi! I thought you weren’t coming ‘till next week.”



“I had a sudden change of plans,” Octavia said, fidgeting as the overstuffed saddlebags and cello case pressed awkwardly against her spine and ribs. “I’m sorry I couldn’t call ahead. If you’d rather I find somewhere else to stay tonight—”



“Tavi, love, its fine. What kind of marefriend would I be if I didn’t welcome you into my bed whenever you wanted?” She winked at her as she levitated the cello case off Octavia’s back and deposited it inside. “Sweet Celestia you brought a lot of stuff. You planning on staying forever this time?”



Octavia laughed, despite feeling the faintest hints of tears threatening the corners of her eyes. “Maybe.”



“Well, no better time to start then the present! Don’t just stand there, come on, come in! Oh. And, um. And pretend the mess isn’t here.” Vinyl’s grin went sheepish, even as she chuckled to herself. “I’ve been super busy the last couple weeks, so I’ve sorta let things get out of control. I was totally gonna clean before you showed up. And shop.” She made a noise in the back of her throat. “Right. You eat already? Because I really don’t have anything besides the mac and cheese I was gonna make. It should be enough for both of us, but it’s the instant—”



Dumping her saddlebags on the floor, Octavia didn’t let her finish. She didn’t care. Wrapping her forelegs around Vinyl’s neck, she pulled the unicorn close and kissed her. There was only the briefest moment of resistance as Vinyl tried to figure out what was happening, but once she did, she returned the gesture with equal enthusiasm.



Octavia eventually broke the kiss, but only because was she was sure that one of them was going to suffocate if she didn’t.



The unicorn panted, beaming that way only Vinyl knew how to beam. “So... that’s a big yes on mac and cheese?”



Octavia gave her another, much more restrained, kiss on the muzzle even as her heart pounded with wild abandon in her chest. “Vinyl, will you marry me?”



She blinked, then stared at Octavia, her mouth hanging open for just a moment as the words no doubt worked their way through her brain. “Uh... yes? I mean, yeah. Yes!”
      

      
   
      Here at the end, of all things!


      
      
      
         
         Those That Have an Eagle’s Leave

      
      

      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle tucked her wings close to her sides. She unevenly made her way along the row of occupied, plush theatre-chairs, trying to be careful about nudging the ponies who were already seated. She mostly managed to keep her business out of the other patrons' faces, but she accidentally stepped on the occasional hoof or tail tip.



Rarity followed behind, gracefully dodging legs and tails. She flashed little smiles at the grumpiest looking ponies that Twilight disturbed in passing. Most of them seemed at least somewhat placated.



They reached an open pair of seats, and Twilight looked down at her tickets.



“No. Farther down,” she said over a shoulder.



“Really?”



Twilight lifted the tickets up for Rarity to see the numbers.



Rarity squinted at them in the subdued light of the auditorium. She mumbled, “Thirty-two?”



Twilight nodded, took the tickets back and continued down the row. She offered quiet ‘Excuse me’s and apologies as she she went. Rarity stared at her tail for a few seconds before she trotted to catch up.



“Twilight–”



“Ah, here we are.” Twilight reached the last pair of seats. “This is us.”



“Twilight. Numbers thirty-two and thirty-three?”



Twilight missed the tone of her voice entirely.



Rarity muttered something like, “Here at the end,” under her breath.



“Yes. I'll take thirty-three; that saves us swapping over.”



Rarity took a second to respond.



“You will.”



“Yeah. Honestly, I think I'd have to teleport to get past you,” she giggled, “This seating wasn't built with wings in mind.”



“I suspect not.”



“Or fancy dresses.”



Neither of them were wearing anything. Nor were any of the – almost exclusively unicorn – attendees they'd worked their way past. Rarity blinked at her friend.



Twilight added, “Which is a little odd. I thought we might be under-dressed for the theatre.” She turned and tried to settle herself down in the final seat. It was a bit too small for her frame. Twilight was the smallest of Equestria's alicorn princesses, and not really considerably larger than the average pony, but she couldn't quite find a comfortable way to sit.



Rarity slid into the neighbouring seat. She fitted, if snugly. “We are,” she said, "we're being decadently casual."



“Uh,” Twilight twisted to look past her. “Nopony else is clothed?”



“We're just in the wrong seats.”



Twilight glanced down at the tickets.



“These are the right–”



Rarity hissed, “That's not what I mean.”



Twilight flinched slightly. The pony next to Rarity glanced at the unicorn briefly.



“Okay,” Twilight lowered her voice, “what's wrong?”



“Nothing.”



“Rarity?”



“It's...” Rarity sighed and looked away. “Don't worry about it, darling. Let's just enjoy the show.”








They had to get up during the intermission. Normally Twilight didn't mind being sat in one place (slouched over a book) but no matter how she'd twisted today she always felt somewhat cramped. She was used to being able to flop a wing out to stretch it. Even before the wings she'd liked to shift periodically when reading, and there simply hadn't been room to do so in the auditorium.



Also, as the play had proceeded, Rarity had increasingly looked like she was going to stab somepony. Twilight wanted to find out what was wrong. So she asked, as they left the hall to join the throng of ponies seeking refreshments in the lobby.



Rarity evaded the question, asking one in return, “How are you finding the performance?”



“It's alright.”



“All right?”



“It's not the same as when I read the script.”



Rarity snorted, “Of course not. Plays are meant to be performed. They're – forgive me for saying so – not at-all at their best while they're still on the page.”



Twilight shrugged with her wings. It was nice to be able to move them freely. “I mean, Prince Aragonite just seems so...”



“Angry?”



“Yes! I didn't realise but... He's very angry.”



“That’s why you go to watch a play, dear, and don't read it like a novel. The characters need actors to truly bring them to life.”



Twilight conceded the point. They moved to one side of the room to have a little privacy. Then she remembered what she was trying to ask.



“What about you, Rarity?”



“Oh, I'm... enjoying it well enough I suppose. I don't have the best view, unfortunately,” she said tightly.



“I meant,” Twilight nudged her gently, “why are you angry?”



“Angry?”



“Yes.”



“I'm not–“



“Livid. I can tell. You don't have to be a book for me to read you,” Twilight joked.



Rarity glowered at Twilight.



Twilight stopped smiling.



“Is it me? Have I done something?” Twilight asked, worried.



Rarity drew a breath and slowly exhaled.



“No, Twilight. It’s nothing you’ve done.”



Twilight looked around; swept her gaze across the theatre lobby, over the Canterlot ponies milling about. Most of them were clumped into little groups, chatting amiably, sipping little cold drinks. Over in a corner, by the stairs leading to the balconies and boxes, were the elite – dressed up for the night. Rarity followed the path of Twilight’s gaze to them and she sighed.



“Oh,” Twilight said, unsure what the sigh meant. “Did you, want to be mingling? Networking?”



“No. That’s Foppish Dandy. There on the left, talking at Upper Crust.”



Twilight hazarded a guess, “Do you, uh... Are you envious he’s talking to–”



“No! Good gracious no. Foppish is a boring little snot of a stallion, and his dress sense is terrible besides. Odd really – I’m fairly sure he’s as gay as can be.”



“Rarity, that’s not a nice thing to say...”



“What? Look, mauve lace on vermillion? It’s shocking.”



“I meant the other thing.”



“You haven’t had to speak to him, have you?”



“The other, other thing.”



Rarity blinked innocently.



Twilight suddenly recognised her friend’s ploy, “Aaand, you’re trying to distract me, until the second half. So you don’t have to answer.”



“I’m trying to distract myself, darling. Please don’t spoil it for me.”



“Rarity. Tell me what’s wrong.”



Rarity gave her a faint, pleading look but Twilight prodded her again, saying, “Come on. You’ll feel better if you share.”



“It’s just... You know we’re in the cheap seats, yes?”



Twilight chuckled and rolled a wing in its socket.



“The thought had occurred to me. It’s a good thing we–”



“Not just cheap seats,” Rarity interrupted and waved a hoof at the far side of the lobby, “but rubbish cheap seats too. We’re right there at the end, of all things.”



Twilight pulled a sheepish little grin.



“I suppose I should have–”



“No, darling. No. Do you remember who we are?”



“Uh.” Twilight didn’t quite know how to answer.



“You’re a princess. I’m me. How many times have we saved Equestria? How many… We’re famous.”



“Um.”



“Observe.” Rarity spun and abruptly butted into a hushed conversation between two nearby earth ponies; one was pale-pink and the other was orangish-yellow. “Hello there!”



The pink one replied, “Oh, hello M–Miss Rarity. It’s r-really an honour to meet–”



The other pony interrupted, “Can we have Princess Twilight’s autograph?”



“Shhh,” the first pony hushed their associate, “they’re obviously here for a quiet evening together, let’s not make a fuss.”



“I don’t mind,” Twilight offered.



The second pony beamed, but then her face fell as she glanced about with a vague look of panic, “Oh, I don’t have anything for you to sign!”



The first pony nudged her softly, “Marigold, I told you not to ask.”



“But, Coral… the Princess of Friendship!”



“I’m s-sorry,” Coral said to Rarity. “We don’t want to disturb y-your night out. It’s just... We’re both huge fans.”



“It’s quite alright, dear,” Rarity smiled warmly at them, “I spoke to you, after all. I’m sorry but we don’t have anything with us either, except our tickets.”



“I, ah,” Twilight scrunched her face slightly, “I actually have something for this.”



Rarity raised an eyebrow. “You do?”



Twilight lit her horn and concentrated. A sheaf of paper, quill and ink popped into existence at eye-level in front of her and hovered there in an amaranth aura. Rarity, Coral and Marigold stared for a second and then Twilight explained, “You never know when you’re going to need to write a checklist.”



Rarity tried to be subtle when she raised a hoof to her face.



“Ooh, sign my ticket. Sign our tickets!” Marigold did a little hop. Coral glanced at her friend before adding an enthusiastic if embarrassed nod of the head.



Twilight took the tickets they offered and squiggled a quick signature on each. She handed them back.



Marigold beamed happily and made a little ‘squee’ noise. Coral said, “Thank you,” and began to turn away. Marigold stopped her and said, “Go on, you can ask. She’s a nice pony too.”



Coral flushed a slightly deeper pink and quietly said, “Um. Miss Rarity?”



“Yes, darling?”



“Could I m-maybe have your autograph too?”



Rarity took her hoof away from her face, pretended it had never been there, and smiled warmly, “Of course you may, darling.” She took the quill from Twilight and put her flourish on one of the tickets. Coral gratefully accepted it back and then she and Marigold grinned at each other before excusing themselves to go and find their way safely to their seats with their prizes.



Rarity gave them a friendly wave as they left and Coral returned it with a coy wave of her own.



Twilight zapped her checklist-making implements away and said, “Seems like somepony has a crush on you.”



Rarity frowned slightly, “I think you should leave that sort of comment to those of us who know the rules of gossip better. She was just shy and rather intimidated that I’d choose to speak to her.”



“Oh.”



“Still, I think I have proved my point.”



“Maybe?" Twilight said, "What even was your point?”



“Twilight,” Rarity intoned seriously, “why don’t we have box seats?”



Twilight blinked in confusion.



“I… didn’t think to book ahead.”



“Twilight. We’re famous. You shouldn’t have to remember. To book. To ask for a box. It should just be what happens. I had thought you might have done it intentionally; as some sort of self-effacing gesture. I’m sorry for thinking that, by the way. That’s why I was a little... short with you.”



“Oh. So, are you not angry anymore?”



“Well, I just had a pretty young mare make goo-goo eyes at me. It soothes the nerves somewhat to know I can turn heads – and more – without even batting my eyelids.” She demonstrated with a flutter.



Twilight held up a hoof and moved her open mouth about, trying to pick the right word to start with. “I thought you said she didn’t–”



“A crush? Hardly. She doesn’t even know me. But she isn’t blind.”



“Won’t her marefriend be jealous?”



“They weren’t together. Not like that. Really, Twilight, you have Princess Cadance as a friend. How are you so bad at this?”



Twilight made a ‘humpf’ noise.



“So,” Rarity continued, “we arrived, and you went and bought tickets while I chatted to the production manager. And then?”



Twilight waited, assuming the question was rhetorical.



“Twilight.”



“Oh, you wanted an answer?”



“I did. Why are we in the worst seats in the house?”



“I don’t know. I just asked for seats. Maybe all the boxes are booked? You saw how busy the floor was. It’s a popular play.” She considered for a second. “It’s a well-known play, anyway. Actually, we’ll need to get moving soon if we want to reach our seats in time for the second half.”



“One: you can teleport, we could be back in an instant. Without accosting every pony in row 'F'. Two: don’t you dare! Do you want to go back to those breadboxes masquerading as chairs? Because I rather don’t.”



“But… the play?”



“Is a miserable thing. The main character is a terrible pony upon whom I wish all the worst in life. The noble princess is dead of grief and I fear her daughters will not survive the fourth act.



“I wouldn’t mind quite so much but: the seats are cramped, the ponies behind us seem to have the 'flu, I can hardly tell what’s happening on the far side of the stage and the pony to my right keeps crunching popcorn or something – as though this were a movie and not a high-class theatrical production!”



Rarity clamped a hoof over her mouth.



Twilight paused for a few seconds and then said with a cheeky wink, “No, tell me how you really feel.”



Rarity slowly put her hoof back on the floor.



“I… I didn’t realise I was having so little fun.”



“Well, I did: You were grinding your teeth. Feel better now? So, shall we just go someplace else? Maybe get something to eat?”



Rarity looked at the floor, shamefaced.



“I, didn’t mean all that. I simply… Why don’t we have a box, Twilight? We deserve it.”



Twilight just said, “Um.”



“It’s not about bits, is it? I would gladly have paid the asking price, you know. I’m not struggling, financially.”



“I don’t… think so?”



“They weren’t fully booked upstairs were they? I didn’t see that many ponies in the toffy swirl today.”



“The what?”



“The, oh– that’s just a little in-joke between me and Fancy Pants. Could you, uhm?”



Rarity cast a pained look at the group of noble-ponies, now starting to make their ways back to their – substantially fancier – seats.



“Use some discretion?” Twilight said, “I think so.”



“Please, darling. That would be appreciated. Anyway. Do you want to see how the play turns out?”



“I’ve read ahead, actually,” Twilight chuckled softly.



“Well, I think that finding a nice restaurant instead might be an excellent idea, darling.”



Twilight agreed and they began to make their way towards the exit when Twilight looked over at the stairs to the balconies.



“Hang on a minute, Rarity. I think I have an idea...”








The usher gave them a very apologetic look as he closed the door behind them, leaving them on the streets of Canterlot.



Twilight tried to avoid making eye-contact with Rarity.



“How,” Rarity slowly asked, “Is this possible?”



She trotted, angrily, up and down in front of the theatre.



“What,” she continued, “is wrong with this town today?”



“It’s not so–”



“Yes! It is! Thrown out!”



“We were leaving anyw–”



“We were thrown out. Like common sneaks! Oooh, it’s an affront, that’s what it is.”



“Rarity.”



“Twilight, please,” Rarity stomped about, “let me have this.”



“Okay... ”



Rarity stamped her hooves. She put a pastern to her mouth and screamed into it. She flounced. She sighed, fixed her hair and said, “Right. That’s probably enough for now. Shall we get going?”



“Uh. I…” Twilight gave up, “Where to?”



“Well Pinkie and I found this lovely little place, actually. Do you like spicy food?”



“Sure?”



“Darling. You simply must try their paneer. It’s a delight. This way!”








“This day,” Rarity, in a carefully controlled voice, said, “keeps getting worse. And I don’t know why.”



The Tasty Treat was closed. A little sign in the window read: ‘Sorry! We’ll be back Friday’



Twilight peered in through a window. “Interesting decor.”



“Don’t you start,” warned Rarity.



“What? No, I wasn’t being sarcastic. I meant… I don’t recognise the style.”



“I think they’re from Dhakart.”



Twilight hummed in thought, “That’s a long way from Canterlot.”



They loitered in front of the locked restaurant for a time. Rarity paced back and forth, tail flicking in frustration, and muttered to herself while Twilight watched. Eventually Twilight said, “I’m sorry about the theatre.”



Rarity paused to look at her friend.



“It wasn’t your fault, Twilight.”



“I think it sort-of was. We just sauntered into a VIP box as though we belonged there–”



“Which we do.”



“...Without asking or paying or anything. I shouldn’t have expected the rules to apply differently to us.”



“Whyever not, darling? Do you think Princess Celestia ever has to book a table?”



“Well, no, but I think that Raven does that sort of thing for her.”



“Pish. You know what I meant.”



Twilight nodded slightly. Rarity kept speaking:



“I would wager that she does not. And for all that I love our Princess of the Sun, I’m not entirely sure she’s more important than you are, Twilight.”



Twilight hastily tried to deny it but Rarity shushed her and forcibly changed the subject.



“So, where shall we go for dinner? I’ve heard good things about Fillyways. How about you?”



“I’ve heard that it’s exorbitantly expensive,” Twilight responded.



“Ah, we’ve heard the same thing then!” Rarity smirked, “Shall we give it a shot?”



Twilight smiled back at Rarity and said “Sure, Rarity. Why not?”








“I guess this is why not,” Rarity said.



Twilight looked at her from across the cell. Rarity had flung herself onto a cot, set up against the far wall, when they were first incarcerated and had proceeded to roll over to face the stonework.



Canterlot’s holding cells were warm and surprisingly cozy. Or perhaps that was just the alcohol in Twilight’s blood. She and Rarity had enjoyed a bottle of very nice – quite expensive – merlot over dinner. And then they’d enjoyed a second one for dessert. But it was probably the after-dinner liqueurs that led them to attempt to climb out of a toilet window and run off without paying the bill.



Twilight didn’t drink heavily, or often, and had been counting on Rarity’s judgement to keep them from imbibing too much. She had found she’d underestimated Rarity’s propensity for, and tolerance for, alcohol quite considerably.



“R’rity,” she said.



“Yes, Twi?”



“I think we’re in trouble.”



Rarity giggled.



“I mean it. I’m… This is bad.”



Rarity snorted. Twilight looked down at her hooves. She wasn’t wobbling so much anymore; she wasn’t sure she liked that. It had been funny when a couple of thestrals had guided them into the watch-house and proceeded to lock them in the small gaol. It didn't seem so funny now.



Twilight had teleported out, then back in again, chuckling while they scowled at her. They’d asked her, politely, to stay put and Twilight had – in a fit of giggles – Pinkie-promised not to escape until they came back.



That had been a mistake. She really didn’t want Pinkie to learn about this little episode. Pinkie didn’t need to know of more ways to encourage her to wild behaviour.



Rarity sighed and said, “Twi.”



“Yes?”



“Twiliiight.”



“Mm here, Rarity. What’s wrong? Do I need to find a bucket?”



“Eugh, no. Twilight Sparkle, when will I be famous enough?”



“Huh?”



“To walk into a place and have the ponies there all jump up to attend me.”



“You go to the spa all the time,” Twilight snarked, without really meaning to.



“Twi, that’s not… I meant...” she sighed, “I don’t really expect you to understand, darling.”



“Understand what?”



“Fame. You seem perfectly happy just… being you.”



Twilight felt her wings bristle slightly.



“What does that mean?”



Rarity rolled over to look at her, to give her a soft smile.



“Nothing bad, Twilight. Just that you haven’t really changed that much. You’re still the wonderfully-neurotic little unicorn I had to ‘lend some assistance to’ and fix her Rainbow-destroyed mane, one summer day.”



Twilight frowned in concentration.



“When was that?”



Rarity blinked a few times, then laughed and lazily waved a hoof, “Oh, you kidder.”



“No, I mean it. Rainbow has wrecked my hair more than once. Which time are we talking about?”



Rarity gasped.



“Twilight. That’s how we met.”



“Uh, no?”



“Yes! You don’t remember?”



“I remember you trying to squeeze me into a size eight saddle.”



“Don’t be silly, you’re obviously a twelve.”



Twilight stared at Rarity flatly.



“Oh dear,” Rarity gulped, “I really have had too much to drink, haven’t I?”



“Yes.”



“I’m not saying that you’re fat.”



“Rarity.”



“I just meant–”



“Rarity. Stop talking.”



“Yes, dear.”



Rarity tried. She failed.



“Twilight, you know that I–”



“I know. Change the subject.”



Rarity nervously laughed and said, “You know, the decor in here is terribly bland. Would it kill anypony to hang some curtains? Maybe add a splash of colour – a feature wall perhaps?”



Twilight looked to her left. The ‘wall’ there was a set of galvanised steel bars. They could certainly be described as ‘a feature’.



“You have a point. How long do you think before the guards will come check on us? You might have time to work something out using the bedding.”



“Oh, darling, I’m afraid that I rather think they took your promise literally.”



“Hmm?”



“'No escape attempts until they return', you said? I shouldn't expect to see those particular guards again.”



“What?” Twilight spluttered. “But, they can’t just leave us here!”



“Of course not. The morning shift will let us out.”



Twilight sat down heavily on her cot.



“Morning… Wait, how do you know that? Have you been here before?” she asked suspiciously, almost incredulously.



“Me? Oh, heaven’s no. Rainbow, however.”



“Ah.”



“Loathe as I am to take her advice on most matters, I think I’ll defer to her expertise.” Rarity winked. “Just this once.”



Twilight started to laugh. Rarity soon joined in. When the guffaws subsided, Twilight said, “I think I’m sobering up, a bit, at least.”



“Really? Must be an alicorn thing. I am still quite tipsy. And you drank more than me.”



“I didn’t.”



“You certainly did. How many sherries do you think you drank?”



“Tw– Three.”



“Try five.”



“No.”



“I watched you. I wasn’t so far gone that I’d forgotten how to count.”



Twilight huffed and looked up at the bare ceiling.



“You were supposed to stop me, you know?”



“I do.” Rarity drew the word out slightly; she sounded contrite. And then, sounding less so, she said, “But where would the fun have been in that?”



“Rarity!” Twilight gasped in an exaggerated fashion, “Are you saying you plied me with drink?”



“I wouldn’t say ‘plied’.”



“Why not?”



“I prefer ‘lavished’.”



“Hah!” Twilight burst out. When she stopped laughing she said, “I should have realised you couldn’t be trusted.” But she said it in a friendly, teasing way.



“Trusted to what, darling?” Rarity responded in kind.



“Okay, I know you've had a pretty terrible evening–”



“I wouldn’t–”



“So I forgive you for being kind-of a bitch. Are we good?”



Rarity didn’t reply straight away, so Twilight rolled to look at her. Rarity was blushing.



“Rarity?”



Rarity smiled faintly, “Oh, that’s most generous of you, Twilight.” 



“Rarity," Twilight rushed to apologise, "I’m sorry if that was too much–”



“No, dear, I’ve been a nag and I know it. Thankyou for putting up with me.”



“I… any time, Rarity.”



“Actually, I was going to say that I’ve had a fairly enjoyable day.”



Twilight shook her head. “Come on. The play was a disaster.”



“The food was excellent, and the company was better.”



Twilight blushed now.



Rarity continued, waving a hoof lazily, “If only I had been a little less self-important, we wouldn’t even be in here. I just want a taste of that life, you understand? The one where ponies look at you and try to guess what you want so they can give it to you.



“I’m quite envious of you, at times, for not being like that. That you would rather just be… a friend. That’s why you’re the princess, I suppose.”



They fell into a quiet moment. It let them hear the approaching ponies with plenty of forewarning, so they both turned to look at the opening that led from the gaol out into the guardhouse proper.



A guard – a unicorn, not one of the thestrals from earlier – led Princess Luna into the gaol.



Rarity lept to her hooves and dipped a quick curtsy, then blanched and looked as though she might throw up. Twilight stared at her fellow alicorn for a while before offering her an embarrassed little hoof-wave.



“Ah,” Luna said, “Twilight Sparkle. ‘Tis pleasant to see that thou’rt not ‘standing on ceremony’ in our presence.”



“Twilight,” Rarity looked sideways at her and hissed, “You could get up. Also, I might need that bucket soon.”



“Nay, there are facilities here,” Luna said, “If thou require them, I’m certain–” she looked at the guard pony, “Patrol Route, isn’t it?” he nodded, “I’m sure he won’t mind escorting you.”



“Once I’ve done my duty, Princess,” he said, with a resigned sigh.



He opened up the second of the two cells in the gaol, and Princess Luna trotted in and spun around to face him. He shut the door behind her.



“And lock it. There’s a good pony.”



He did so, with a sour look on his face the entire time.



Luna grinned. “There. Nice and secure. If thou couldst take lady Rarity where she wishes to go?”



Twilight and Rarity stared at her.



The guard looked at Rarity. He said, “Miss Rarity?”



“No thanks,” she mumbled, “I can wait.”



“I’ll be in the office. If you need me, just call.” He sketched three little bows, turned and left.



Twilight closed her gaping mouth.



Luna smiled at her, “Tis much appreciated, Twilight Sparkle. I hadn’t realised thou wert aware of my efforts in this matter.”



“Your…” Twilight trailed off.



“Yes.”



Rarity asked the room, “Do you mind if I faint?”



“Uhm,” Twilight said, “That’s probably not a good idea, if you’re really drunk. Can you hold it?”



“I shall try.”



Luna blinked, “Drunk?”



“We’re… both quite inebriated,” Twilight admitted, “I thought… that was why you were here?”



Luna took her time to say, “Nay.”



“Oh.”



“I am here because I ‘did not pay for my breakfast’.”



Twilight and Rarity stared in confusion at each other.



“That… makes no sense?”



“Insooth! The treasury will – unhappily, because they are the treasury – recompense for any small debts I might incur during the course of my worknight. Since I can’t very well be expected to work without breakfast, it goes without saying that anypony supplying my repast will be reimbursed without issue.”



Luna trotted over to the cot in her cell and spread out across it. Her hooves dangled over the edges where she was too big for it.



“You’re suggesting,” Rarity said, “That a Princess of Equestria can be thrown in prison, for stealing a sandwich?”



“Pfft,” Luna replied, “It’s not even stealing. I simply wasn’t carrying the currency required for the transaction at hoof. It’s not as though I’m not, as I’ve heard it described, ‘good for the money’.”



Rarity stared. First at Luna, and then at Twilight.



Luna examined a hoof and casually asked, “What are you in for? I had thought you might be joining me in a show of princessly solidarity. Alas.”



“The same,” Twilight managed to mutter, incredulously.



Luna blinked in confusion.



“We,” Twilight said, “had dinner and then attempted to leave without settling. I was going to pay tomorrow. It was Rarity's idea!”



“Forsooth? By fate we are convicted of the same?”



Silence reigned until Rarity broke it.



“Well, I feel better about myself now, at least.”



“Rarity... ” Twilight chided then addressed Luna, “You don’t get… special treatment? For being a princess?”



“By law! Canst thou believe!?”



“I… Maybe? What?”



“Our dear sister apparently once had it decreed that ‘it would not be good for the Princess’ big, pointy head for the citizenry to offer her favours of credit, lest she grow even more brazen’ et cetera.”



“Brazen? That… Princess Celestia, you mean? You don’t have some... Other sister?”



“One is quite sufficient.”



“But...” Twilight faltered.



“That doesn’t sound like the Princess Celestia we know,” Rarity said, softly.



“Nor I.” Luna settled down to regale them with the story. “Twas six hundred years-or-so ago, as she describes it. Her love of confections blinded her and only the work of her ‘majordomo’ saved the country from cake-related ruin. So she says. She has concealed many of the relevant histories, probably in embarrassment, but the statute still stands.



“It would not trouble me so, but it is written such that it affects all princesses. You included, so it would seem. Or so the public believe. Why they hold dear to their conviction I cannot say. Tradition, perhaps? Pride? That Equestria is a land where having your face on the money doesn’t mean you can spend it as though it were all your own?



“Anyway, it is not technically a royal decree, so changes must be effected through the parliament. My efforts to convince them to repeal the law progress slowly, and so I find myself making an example. Or trying to.”



“Let me get this straight,” Twilight said, deeply troubled. “Celestia once bought so many cakes the government banned her from writing ‘IOU’s?”



“That sounds more like Celestia,” Rarity admitted. Twilight gave her a severe look but Rarity persisted, “It does!”
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         Compass Call set the ancient vase on the table, in view of the other conspirators.



The amphora had been an antique even before the Crystal Empire vanished for a thousand years. It stood on a base so narrow that Compass half-expected it to tip over and shatter under the mere weight of their breath. Broad handles, designed for an earth pony’s hooves or teeth, supported the plump vessel, above which rose a neck as slender as a crane’s. The porcelain was so thin that even the faint light of the cellar lanterns shone through it, illuminating the prosaic images adornings its sides and giving them the illusion of movement and life. 



“It’s safe to touch, right?” Peridot asked. She shied away from the vase as soon as Compass Call set it down. 



“Touch, yes,” he said. “As long as you don’t drink from it, it’s perfectly safe.”



Fever Dream stepped boldly up to the vase. Her eyes were wide, as always, wild and full of spiteful energy. She sniffed at the handles and gave them a nibble, ignoring Peridot’s quiet inhaled gasp. She reared up on her hind legs to peer down into the mouth of the vase, then stuck the tip of her muzzle into it and drew in a deep breath. She held it for a moment, then exhaled.



“I don’t smell anything,” she said. She dismounted the table and fixed Compass Call with a stare. “How do you even know it’s in there?”



“It has no scent,” he said. Every conversation with Fever Dream was an argument, and he could already feel the temperature in the underground room rising. “It wouldn’t be much use if it did, would it? You want to get caught before we even begin?”



Fever marched up to him, shoving her muzzle up against his. Although significantly shorter than Compass Call, she had an energy and presence that filled the room, drawing every eye and holding it captive. She snorted, and he could smell the apples and hay that had been her breakfast.



“Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe you’ve had second thoughts about all this? Going soft? You wouldn’t mind if we missed this opportunity, huh, and had to wait another year while you found yet more excuses to—”



“Enough,” a quiet voice cut through Fever’s rant. “Fever Dream, Compass Call, you know what I’ve said about your quarreling.”



They broke apart and turned toward the voice. Lazulite ignored them, her eyes on the vase. She walked a slow circle around the table, sending Peridot skittering out of her way.



Compass Call ducked his head and muttered a quiet apology. Fever Dream just scowled.



“Remember, we’re all comrades here,” Lazulite continued. She stared at the vase, her eyes darting across its painted forms – crystal pony phalanxes aligned against windigoes, elaborately dressed courtiers presenting gifts to a monarch, a pale mare nursing a foal beneath a crystalberry tree; all typical motifs of the early Spring and Autumn Empire. She reached up a hoof to gently brush the porcelain skin, then turned to Peridot. “Go fetch one of your pets.”



Peridot started at the sudden attention, then nodded. She vanished up the stairs so quickly that Compass Call wondered, not for the first time, if she had some pegasus blood in her veins.



The three of them waited in silence. Above, he heard the quiet ring of Peridot’s shoes on the crystal floors as she ran around the spacious halls of her family’s manor. He focused on the sounds, his ears rotating to track them. It gave him an excuse to ignore Fever, who slowly simmered at his side, too angry to speak but too proud to walk away. Lazulite had eyes only for the vase, and she studied it quietly until Peridot returned, panting with effort, bearing an offering in her hooves.



Peridot set the heirloom rabbit on the polished floor and nuzzled its side with her nose, cooing quietly. The product of centuries of breeding by Crystal Empire aristocrats, the rabbit bore as much resemblance to its wild kin as a cocker spaniel to a wolf. Golden fur, polished to a gleaming shine, filled the cellar with a warm glow. Ears and tail several sizes too large for its body dragged on the crystal as it hopped between Peridot’s legs.



Compass Call picked up a decanter from the side bar and took a swig. It was filled with snowmelt, and chilled his throat as he swallowed. The rest of it he poured into the antique vase and then, very carefully, he grasped the vase by its handle and tipped it over, forming a little puddle on the floor.



Peridot gave her rabbit a little nudge. It peered up at her, black eyes and nose glittering like gems, then bent down to lap at the water with its tongue. It shivered, fell over, and lay still.



“Satisfied?” Compass asked. He set the vase back on the table.



Fever just snorted again. Lazulite peered at the dead rabbit for long seconds, then nodded.



“It is excellent,” she said. She turned around and walked to the far wall. A huge map of Crystal City, the capital of their ancient empire, stretched from one end of the room to the other. Little flags and symbols were pinned to it here and there, annotating the various puzzle pieces of their conspiracy. Lazulite approached the center of the wall and stopped.



She reached out a hoof, slow, reverent, and rested it against a wide open space on the map. The Gate of Heavenly Peace, the massive square that guarded the approach to the crystal palace, where so much of their empire’s history had started and ended. It was the square where the crystal ponies first set down their kingdom. It was the square where their honored ancestors stood against the windigoes, scattering them forever. It was the square where centuries of kings and queens had ruled, their empire slowly decaying from within as corruption and decadence took hold.



It was the square where Lord Sombra had dispatched the last of the ancient, rotting monarchs, bringing order and purpose to their empire. It was where he had started a new, glorious age for their kind, burning away the dross of the old. It was where their empire vanished, cast out of time, only to be reborn, and for them to watch in horror as their lord was destroyed by the monsters and demons of the Equestrian kingdom.



“Here,” Lazulite whispered. “All our effort, all our work, it’s led us here. Soon, comrades, we’ll have our revenge. Twilight Sparkle will be dead.”








Like most crystal ponies, Compass Call sometimes had trouble remembering the past.



There was a clear demarcation drawn in his memory, like a curtain pulled across the room of his mind. On one side, this side, the events since the return of the Crystal Empire from its banishment were clear and full of life. On the far side, memories of the time before were dim and gauzy, shadows on the wall. When he thought back just a few years, it was as though his thoughts belong to someone else, and he was just a witness to them. Sometimes, he wondered if Lord Sombra’s spell had somehow mixed up his subjects’ bodies and minds, like a box of toys upended by a foal and hastily tossed back together.



Such thoughts were blasphemous, and he kept them to himself. Fever would flay him if she heard him even whisper such doubts about their lord, though sometimes, when they were alone in one of the empty rooms of Peridot’s mansion, talking about events long ago, he would see a shadow of confusion flicker across her face, and he knew that she felt the same sense of disconnection from her own past as he.



Time was not a plaything. Even a god should let the river flow on its natural course.








The rapid ring of metal shoes on crystal floors woke Compass Call from a deep slumber.



He lifted his head from the pillow just as Peridot burst into the room. Beside him, Fever Dream shifted, groaning quietly, more reluctant to join the waking world. The sharp report of the door slamming against the wall startled her upright, sending the sheets floating through the still air to pool on the floor beside the bed.



Peridot skidded to a stop, her shoes screeching as they left ugly gouges on the crystal. She panted, her eyes wild, mane askew, her lungs about to collapse or explode.



“They know,” she gasped. “They’re coming.”



Shit! Compass jumped from the bed. They knew this might happen, they had bolt plans, 30-second drills they’d practiced at Lazulite’s insistence. He’d thought them silly at the time, but now, frozen, panicked, all those carefully memorized orders fled from his mind. There was only the sudden cold fear of capture and death.



Fever Dream rescued them. She dashed to the closet and grabbed a set of saddlebags, sliding them across the floor toward him. “Compass, get the vase. Peridot, wake Lazulite and—”



“I tried! She’s not in her room!”



“Then just go!” Fever shoved a final set of saddlebags onto Peridot’s back and gave her a rough shove toward the door. “Both of you, go!”



That worked. Peridot spun, her emerald tail vanishing out the door. Fever, a red shadow in the darkness, followed a few steps behind. Compass Call stared at them, lost, until a shout from outside the window caught his ear. He turned to see a row of lights marching down the street toward the manor – lanterns, held aloft by a squadron of the guard. He stared at them for a moment, his hooves frozen to the floor, before another shout shattered his fear and set him running into the depths of the dark house.



Get the vase. Get the vase. He tore down the stairs, taking entire flights in a single bound. The crystal panes cracked beneath his racing hooves. Outside, there came more shouts. Lights filled the ground-floor windows.



Above, in the bedrooms, he heard a series of crashes, followed by a sudden glow. Fever Dream starting fires. Her part of the plan. The plan was working. That gave him a moment of hope as he reached the cellar stairs. Behind him came another crash near the front door and the rattle of armored figures running through the halls.



The amphora was where they’d left it, resting on a stand in the center of the room. It looked as fragile as a dry leaf, and it would shatter the moment he touched it, and all their plans would be for naught. He slowed to a stop and gently grasped the handle in his teeth. It rattled as he shook. He turned toward the wall where—



“Halt!”



He spun toward the stairs. A guard was already halfway down it, a short spear held in the crook of his foreleg. A visored helm covered his mane, but his face was exposed, showing his bared teeth. He looked young, younger than Compass Call, and his eyes were filled with as much fear as Compass felt, as though he were the one holding the vase, and not the one with armor and a razor-sharp spear. Compass edged back until his rump hit the wall.



“Halt!” the guard shouted again. “Turn around and—”



He never finished. A red blur flew down the stairs, crashing into the guard with a deafening rattle of armor and crystal. They tumbled to the landing at the base of the stairs, the guard on the bottom, Fever Dream atop him. She reared up, drew her hoof back, and brought it down in a savage blow into the guard’s jaw. Something cracked, his helmet rang against the floor, and his body went limp. The spear rolled away and came to a stop.



Fever gasped for breath. She was bleeding from a cut above her brow. The blood was invisible against her coat, but drops trickled down her muzzle to paint little flowers on the floor. She sat for a moment on the guard, then pushed herself up. Above, at the top of the stairs, Compass heard more hooves.



That got her moving. Fever staggered to her hooves and stumbled toward Compass, snagging a lantern from the table on the way. She whipped her head around and let it fly to shatter against the maps covering the far wall, and liquid fire began to roll across them. Smoke rose and filled the room as she reached his side.



“Peridot?” she asked.



He shook his head. Across the room, armored hooves appeared on the highest steps.



Fever trembled, then shook her head. “We can’t wait.” She leaned against the wall, pushing her entire weight against it, and a seam appeared in the crystal. A hidden recessed door, just barely wide and tall enough for a pony to crawl through, swung open. They squeezed through it into the tunnel beyond. 



He dared a glance back. The cellar swarmed with guards, battling the flames and dragging their fallen brother back toward the stairs. If any noticed the hidden door as it swung shut in the chaos, they didn’t attempt to follow.



Compass Call and Fever Dream fled into the darkness beneath Crystal City.








They emerged from a storm drain two blocks down from Peridot’s mansion. A small stream flowed through a culvert beneath the road, and they splashed through it, stumbling, their hooves skidding across smooth river rocks in the darkness, until they managed to find the bank and shelter beneath winter-bare bushes. None of the streetlights reached them here, and they were safe from casual observation.



Of course, being actively pursued by guards was a different matter. “We can’t stay here,” Compass whispered. He winced at the noise, quiet as it was. In the still night it was like shouting.



“Stick to the shadows,” Fever whispered back. She pressed against his side, offering a touch of warmth and comfort, then darted forward along the river bank.



Behind them, an orange glow began to fill the night. Smoke rose up into the chill air, lit from beneath by the fires of Peridot’s home. Shouts rang out in the streets, and bells joined the cacophony. Alarms. Panic. It was suitably distracting, and they reached their next stop unaccosted by guards or strangers.



The safe house was a step down from Peridot’s mansion. A ramshackle single-story apartment squeezed into a block with dozens of others. It had been a slum in the days of the old kings, before Lord Sombra’s coronation. After that it was repurposed into special housing for migrant workers, ponies who were deliriously happy to be offered shelter and sustenance by their lord. All were grateful to the great leader.



The key was supposed to be under a false rock in a small garden beneath the rear window. It was missing when Fever checked, and they were about to turn and flee when the back door opened. Peridot’s slender face peeked out from the crack.



“Come on!” she hissed.



They slipped inside, and Peridot eased the door shut behind them. A single lantern, its shrouds pulled almost fully down, cast a dim flickering light across the room. It was largely bare, with only a table, a few chairs, and some bedding laid out along the walls. One of the other rooms held a pantry with enough food for several days, Compass knew. Hopefully they wouldn’t need it for long.



Peridot nearly tackled him with a hug. The amphora rattled in his teeth, and he almost dropped it. A panicked catch saved it from shattering, and he carefully set it on the table before turning his attention to the mare.



Peridot wasn’t crying anymore, but the trails left by tears on her cheeks still shone in the lamplight. She shivered against his side. “I thought, I thought—”



“It’s fine,” he said. “Deep breaths, okay? We made it.”



“What about Lazulite?” Fever said. She pulled her saddlebags off and rooted through them, eventually finding the first-aid kit each of them carried. She fished out a pad of gauze and held it against the wound on her brow. 



“I went to get her first. She wasn’t in her room.” Peridot took the lantern from the table and carried it over to Fever. Normally she avoided getting too near the fiery mare for fear of getting snapped at, but alone among the four of them she had some medical training, and Fever held still as she took the gauze and gently dabbed at the blood crusted around the wound.



Compass turned away. It wasn’t that he couldn’t stand the sight of blood, but somepony had to keep a watch out the window. He pressed his muzzle against the crystal panes and watched the thin trail of smoke rising in the distance.



“She may have been out,” he said. Lazulite kept odd hours, always off on some secretive errand. Working with other cells, perhaps. Other ponies who kept Lord Sombra’s flame alive in their hearts.



The other option, that she hadn’t been out, was too grim to consider. He turned away from the window and slumped against the wall. Everything they’d worked for, all their plans, lay in ruins. He felt the cold night seep into his limbs, still wet from the stream, and the terror of the past hour finally overwhelmed the fading adrenaline in his blood. He started to shake.



“Stop that,” Fever said. She sat beside him, trailed by Peridot. “We still have the vase, and we still have our plan. We knew this might happen, which is why we kept bags and a safehouse ready…”



Fever trailed off as a faint sound caught their ears. Stones crunching beneath hooves outside. They rose unsteadily to their hooves as the sound drew nearer. Fever reached into her saddlebag with a hoof, and something sharp flashed in her grip. She stepped toward the door just as it opened.



Lazulite stepped in. She saw Fever, froze for a moment at the sight of the knife, then carefully closed the door behind her.



“I’m glad you all made it,” she said. “You can put that away, Fever.”



Peridot bounded forward. She didn’t try to hug Lazulite – nopony tried to hug Lazulite – but she couldn’t conceal her relief. “Thank the maker, you made it! I–I thought I missed you in the house, and, and the fires, and…”



“Shh.” Lazulite gently stroked Peridot’s mane. “I appreciate your concern, child. It speaks well of your priorities that you are so concerned for your comrades, even as your home burns.”



Peridot shook her head. “A house is nothing. Possessions mean nothing. All belong to Lord Sombra.”



“All belong to Lord Sombra,” Compass mumbled reflexively. Fever did the same, though the benediction rattled in her throat. Every word she uttered was tinted with the same simmering anger.



“You retrieved the vase?” Lazulite asked.



He nodded. “On the table. It’s fine.”



She grasped the lantern and went to check. She tilted the vase in her hooves, inspecting it for cracks, and when she was done she set it back and went over to Fever, briefly examining the cut on her head. Fever bristled at the contact, but she didn’t pull away.



They had some time, it seemed. They could relax. Compass Call cleared his throat for their attention.



“What happened back there?” he asked.



“Isn’t it obvious?” Fever scowled at him. “The guard must’ve gotten wind of our plan. Probably something you screwed up when you got the vase.”



“Nopony saw me,” he shot back. “The replacement was perfect. They still don’t know it’s missing. Maybe they tracked you down, huh? Only one of us has a criminal record, and—”



“Quiet, both of you,” Lazulite broke in. She took a slow breath, sounding more rattled than Compass Call could ever remember. “It’s obvious what happened. We’ve been betrayed.”



They all froze. Eyes skipped from pony to pony. Compass Call shifted his hooves, finding a more balanced stance, to fight or flee. Fever Dream casually reached up with a hoof toward her saddlebag.



“What?” Peridot broke the silence. She stared up at Lazulite, incomprehension written on her face. “What? No, that’s… that can’t be.”



“That was a full squadron of guard,” Lazulite said. She pulled off her saddlebags and took a seat on the bedding, away from the cold crystal floor. “They wouldn’t send that many after a simple thief or firebrand. They must’ve known about our plan.”



The cold fear returned. Every sound outside the silence in the apartment seemed magnified. Was that a hoofstep, drawing closer to their door? The rattle of armored guards, marching down the street? Were those sparks from the distant fire outside the window, or lanterns? He glanced toward the door, wondering how many steps it would take to reach.



“Somepony talked,” Fever said. A snarl twisted her face, peeling back her lips to expose her bared teeth. “Somepony talked, dammit! Who? Who was it?”



“We don’t know that,” Peridot said, hastily. “Maybe we just got sloppy? The guard are smart, and they could have—”



“How did you know they were coming?” Compass asked. 



Silence again. Peridot shrank from their eyes.



“I, I thought I heard something outside,” she stammered. “It woke me – you know I don’t sleep well, Lazulite! – and when I looked out the window I saw them marching across the west bridge. I didn’t know for sure they were coming to the house but you said we had to be extra careful and assume every movement was a raid and and...” She ran out of breath and stopped, panting.



“Shh, shh…” Lazulite said. “I believe you, Peridot. Few have given as much to our lord’s cause as you. Few have made so many sacrifices, and now your home too.”



Peridot sniffed and nodded vigorously, then shot an angry look at Compass Call. “See?”



“Right.” Fever Dream frowned. “Where were you, Lazulite? Peridot said you weren’t in your room.”



“I was out meeting with contacts,” Lazulite said. The words came easily to her. “Are we so far gone that you suspect me, now? The mare who orchestrated this entire plot, who found all of you, who dragged you out of the gutter Fever Dream, do you think it was all so I could turn around and betray us at the last moment? Just days away from our vengeance? If you believe that you may as well kill me now and take over our little circle. If you think you can see our plan through, that is.”



Compass had no idea how Fever might respond to such a challenge, and he didn’t want to find out. He set a gentle, restraining hoof on her shoulder. “Let’s not argue,” he said. “Lazulite, nopony believes you betrayed us. I… I don’t think anypony here could do that. We’ve all given so much for our lord.”



“You mean that?” Peridot said. She glanced at Fever. “You trust everypony here?”



Fever stepped forward and snarled. “I’ll—”



Compass shoved his way between the mares. “I trust all of you,” he said. “Fever was with me last night. She was taken by surprise just as much as me.”



“With.” Peridot snorted. She muttered something else too quiet for Compass to hear. Beside him, Fever bristled and pushed forward. 



“Enough!” Lazulite shouted. After holding their voices down for so long, the sudden cry pierced through the night. The crystal walls echoed the call back for seconds. “I swear, it’s like I’m dealing with foals. We all need to calm down and think.”



“Calm down?” Fever shoved past Compass and marched up to their leader. “Calm down? Now? How are we supposed to do that when all our plans lie in ruins? Years of work, gone in an hour!”



“Our work isn’t gone,” Lazulite said. “We have the vase, still. The mere fact that the guard aren’t here, right now, suggests that they don’t know everything about our plan. Our secrets are still secret, and we have a weapon that nopony in the guard can match. Not even the filthy foreign princess or her slave consort can match.”



“The vase?” Compass glanced at it. It wasn’t so much a weapon as a tool of assassination, and if he were being honest, it was easily matched by a spear or a spell. The vase’s genius was in its subterfuge, not in any inherent power.



“No, the vase is just a piece of the plan. Our weapon, comrades, is each other. We four ponies are willing to die for our cause, for the glory of our lord.” Lazulite’s voice took on a fiery energy as she spoke. “How can any of them match that? The cowards we fight are afraid of death, because they are fighting on behalf of a weak and rotting carcass. Only those, those like us, who fight for a true cause can face death unafraid. That is our greatest weapons, comrades. We must have faith in each other, and pledge our lives to the glory of Lord Sombra.”



“For the glory of Lord Sombra,” they all echoed, unthinking. 



But in the back of his mind, a seed of doubt slowly took root.








In the harsh light of morning, bereft of last night’s adrenaline rush and exhausted by too few hours of sleep, it was clear their plans needed to change.



Peridot’s cover was blown, that much was certain. Even if the usurpers didn’t suspect her role in the plot, there was no way anypony whose house was raided by the guard and burned down – even the scion of an aristocratic family like Peridot – could get anywhere near visiting royalty. It would take a long time, and a lot of exculpatory evidence, before anypony in the new government trusted her again.



They had two days until Twilight Sparkle arrived for the anniversary of Lord Sombra’s defeat. Even thinking about the reason for the celebration was enough to put Compass Call in a foul mood. More than anger, more than hatred, he felt disbelief whenever he walked the streets of the capital; disbelief that so many of his fellow subjects could possibly celebrate their lord’s downfall. Disbelief that so many ponies could fail to understand the greatness Lord Sombra had brought to the empire, the unifying power of his rule, the strength with which he swept away the corruption and rot of the old regime.



Sometimes, in idle fantasies, Compass Call imagined that everypony around him, the shopkeepers and bankers and street sweepers and students, were all part of the same plot as he. That the entire nation was simply putting on a display of loyalty for their usurper princess, and at the decisive moment they would all throw off their masks and fall upon her with knives, and the Crystal Empire would rise anew in Lord Sombra’s name, if not under his actual leadership.



But then, whenever he thought such foolish things, Compass saw the unguarded happiness of ponies in the street, smiling and laughing whenever they talked about the new regime. The undisguised fear that tinged their voices when they spoke about Lord Sombra.



No, he was alone. The only ponies he could rely on were Fever Dream, Peridot and Lazulite. And, lately, perhaps not even them.



Somepony must’ve talked. Perhaps they’d made a mistake, or perhaps it was a real betrayal. Either way, they were in too deep now. They had to carry out the plan or die.



Across the small room, Fever Dream roused from her bedroll. They hadn’t slept together last night, in deference to the cramped quarters and lack of privacy. Her mane was a mess of orange and yellow, all tangled together, and she shook it roughly.



He tore a hunk of rye bread from the loaf and passed it over to her. She accepted it with a grumbled thanks, and they lapsed into silence. It made for a poor breakfast, compared with Peridot’s usual table.



“So, what now?” Fever mumbled around a mouthful of bread.



“We move forward,” he said. He glanced at the vase on the table beside them. It seemed so harmless, just a fancy pot with some painted images. Nopony would suspect the magic that lurked inside until it was too late. The ancient Crystal kings who’d created it must have been careful students in the arts of death. 



“The guard saw you,” she said. “You were our inside stallion, the one who could get close to the ceremony. That might be ruined, now.”



He let out a long breath. “Maybe. It was dark in the cellar, remember, and you hit him pretty hard. It’s possible he didn’t get a good look at me, or he won’t remember it.” Or, he added silently, it was possible the guard was dead. He’d never seen a pony strike another pony as hard as Fever hit that guard. 



“What about…” Fever’s eyes flicked toward the empty bedrolls, then to the door leading to the apartment’s sole other room. From it they could hear Peridot and Lazulite quietly having their own breakfast. “What about the leak?”



“We don’t know there’s a leak,” he said. “And if there is, we can’t do anything about it. But no one can go off alone anymore. We have to stick together, watch each other. Got it?”



The clatter of hooves interrupted them. He turned to see Lazulite and Peridot walk into the room. They had their saddlebags on, and Peridot wore a thick winter cloak. She’d cut her mane into a new style, short and spiky, and if he squinted he could almost imagine she was a younger, more coltish teenage mare.



 “Really? That’s your disguise?” Fever snorted. 



“It’s all we have the materials for here,” Lazulite said, stepping smoothly between them before Peridot could fire back. “We’ll split up and move to the other stashes. Fever, you’ll take Peridot to the Maple Street safe house. Compass Call and I will take the vase to the Gate of Heavenly Peace. We’ll start positioning there for the ceremony.”



Fever frowned. “Why can’t I go with Compass? He needs muscle, not… leadership, or whatever.”



“Maybe we think you two’ve gotten too close,” Peridot said. “Maybe we need to be a bit more careful with who we trust.”



Those were words that started fights. Fever pushed away from the table, snarling. Peridot, for once in her life, refused to back down and even took a small step forward. She reached for something under her cloak.



“It’s not about trust,” Lazulite said. They all froze and turned to her. “It’s about being careful. Like Compass said, we have to watch each other. Suspicion will destroy us faster than the guards.”



“We’re comrades,” Compass said. “Our love for each other is only surpassed by our love for Lord Sombra. We can’t forget that.”



No one argued that point. But they all watched each other carefully as they prepared for their various tasks.








Stepping out of the apartment, the vase carefully bundled on his back in unassuming burlap, was the most terrifying thing Compass Call had ever done in his life.



If Lazulite felt the same fear, she kept it well hidden. She strode out the door, down the steps, and stopped on the sidewalk. “Well?”



He swallowed. Though the streets were mostly empty, it felt like everypony stopped to stare at them. Which ones were guards in disguise? Had they brought in unicorns from Equestria, to scry at them with spells? Were pegasi circling overhead to watch them? He squinted up at the cloudy sky, but saw nothing.



“Compass?”



“Sorry.” He shook himself and marched quickly down the steps, joining Lazulite. He shifted the burden on his back, and they began to walk together toward the heart of the city.



“It’s fine to be fearful,” she said under her breath. They passed a vendor on the street selling bread, and held their tongues until the crowd was behind them. “I’m often terrified, you know.”



“It doesn’t show.”



“I’m older. I have more practice.” She turned her head casually as she spoke, smiling, her eyes darting from the street corners to the alleys. “And as long as you remember why we’re doing this, fear has no power over you.”



“The love of our lord conquers all fears,” he recited. “His shadow chases away all others.”



“You’ve been studying.”



He shook his head. “Just a good memory.”



“Really?” She peered up at the crystal spires of the palace in the distance. “I wish my memory was so strong. Sometimes, I… sometimes it all seems like a dream, everything from before. Do you ever feel that way?”



He swallowed. “No.”



“Hm.” She looked down at her shoes. “Perhaps it’s just me, then.”



They walked in silence again. Around them, the streets slowly filled as they drew nearer to the center of the city. The trickle of ponies turned into a steady flow, and they swam with the current like fish in the sea.



He pressed closer to Lazulite’s side. “Do you really… do you really think one of us talked? Betrayed us?”



“I don’t know.” She was careful not to look in his direction as she spoke. “It’s one possibility.”



“Who?”



“I know it’s not me, obviously,” she said. “I don’t think Peridot would have sacrificed her house simply to betray us. And Fever… Fever has blood on her hooves, Compass. It’s too late for her to go back.”



They reached Amethyst Avenue, the broad north-south street leading to the palace in the center of the city. They turned onto it, joining the surge of ponies.



“And me?” Compass was impressed with how calm he sounded.



“I don’t know about you. That’s why we’re together.”



Oh. “I trust me.”



She smirked. “That’s good, Compass. One has to start somewhere.”



It was another mile to the Gate of Heavenly Peace. Hoof traffic actually thinned out as they approached it, leaving the merchant ring of the city behind and entering the governance ring, whose offices wouldn’t open for another hour. Sleepy ponies rushed by, bobbling their breakfasts in their hooves or chasing down foals for school.



Lazulite missed a step and stumbled. He glanced over and started to move to help her.



“Keep moving,” she whispered. “Don’t look at me. We’re being followed. No! Don’t run!”



He forced his hooves to obey. His legs shook, and cold sweat chilled his coat. “What do we do?”



“Keep your head down. At the alley, turn left.”



The alley turned out to be more of a minor street, complete with storefronts just starting to open for the morning. Lazulite ducked around a small line of ponies and picked up her pace, heading for the cross-street at the end of the block. Compass hurried to catch her.



“There’s a guard following us,” Lazulite said. “At least one. Don’t look.”



That was the hardest order Compass Call had ever followed. He schooled his gaze forward. “What do we do?”



Lazulite let out a shaking breath. She was trembling. Lazulite, their rock, was terrified. Her fear began to bleed into him, penetrating his bones and crawling up his spine. A wash of cold terror coated him like ice.



“Can I trust you?” she asked.



“What?” They hopped over a gutter running across the street. Behind them, he thought he heard hooves.



“Are you faithful? Really faithful?”



“What? Yes!” he hissed. What was this about? Asking about faith now, of all times?



“Okay.” She took a breath, much calmer. “Keep moving. Don’t stop, don’t turn around. Carry out the mission.”



Huh? He started to turn, to demand clarification, but Lazulite was already moving. She spun, her cloak billowing out around her, and from some hidden scabbard she produced a glittering crystal blade as long as his foreleg. It shone like a star in the dim morning light.



“For Lord Sombra!” she shouted. She lashed out at the nearest pony, an unfortunate stallion holding a basket of bread in his teeth. Her blade caught his shoulder. A red spray filled the street.



Ponies began to scream. Panicked hooves stampeded away. Guards shouted, and Lazulite shouted back. 



Keep moving. Keep moving. Compass ran, joining the frantic stream. The vase bounced on his back, but he’d secured it carefully. It would not fall.



He heard more shouts behind him as he rounded the corner. The last things he heard was Lazulite’s voice, filled with pain, crying out their lord’s name.








Peridot and Fever Dream were waiting at his apartment when he arrived.



His day job – his cover – was running errands around the palace for the new nobility. It didn’t give him access to the royal family, but that wasn’t needed for their plan. And, best of all in his opinion, it came with government-furnished quarters in the palace district, on the edge of the Gate of Heavenly Peace. From his bedroom window he could look across the wide square to the crystal palace rising in the center of the city.



The mares were both sitting at his kitchen table. An untouched plate of fruit sat between them. They both looked up sharply as he entered, and Fever stood.



“Where’s Lazulite?”



He shook his head. “Guards. She… she distracted them, so I could escape.”



Peridot stumbled out of her chair. “You… what?! We’re caught, then! We have to get out!”



“If we were caught they’d be here already,” Fever said. “They’d round us all up. They haven’t, so clearly they don’t know everything. We have to move forward with the plan.”



“Don’t you think it’s a little suspicious?” Peridot backed away from them both, edging toward the other room. “Compass and Lazulite go out, and only one comes back?”



Silence. Fever glanced between them.



No. “Fever, it’s me,” he said. “You know me.”



She muttered something under her breath, then spoke, louder. “It doesn’t matter. The entire plan revolves around Compass, now. We have to trust him.”



Well, that wasn’t a ringing vote of confidence. But it would have to do. Even Peridot seemed to agree, and they sat back at the table for the world’s most depressing lunch.








He slept with Fever Dream that night, while Peridot took the couch. He didn’t even care if she heard.



None of their hurt feelings would matter after tomorrow.








The final part of the plan was his alone.



He entered the palace as usual. Security was tight, and he thought his heart would explode when the guards checked him. Either they had his name and knew he was part of the plot, or they didn’t. 



“Careful with that,” he said as they examined the vase. “It’s for the ceremony. Very fragile.”



A teal guard peered inside, sniffing at the opening. He motioned to another mare, a Equestrian unicorn, who trotted over. Her horn glowed, and the vase lifted into the air.



She set it back down on its padded cradle. “It’s clean,” she said. The guards waved him through.



Poison was not a common tool in either the Crystal Empire or Equestria, but it wasn’t unknown. The kitchens were carefully monitored and guards checked anything the royals ate or drank. For the ceremony, Twilight Sparkle and her filthy kin would be drinking a single cup of pure, unadulterated crystalberry wine.



The wine was perfectly clean. The vase was empty, and completely inert to any magical scans. But anything poured out of the amphora was lethally poisoned. That was its magic. He wondered what mind had devised such a thing.



The center of the square was organized chaos. It was the easiest thing in the world for him to approach the ceremony preparation, where mares were laying out wreaths of flowers. The crystalberry wine set was already laid out, guarded by a single, bored-looking butler.



The trick to most subterfuge, Compass knew, was simply to look like you knew what you were doing. The butler didn’t even object as Compass removed the decanter from the set, replaced it with the amphora, and helpfully filled it with wine.



He set it, very carefully, back on its stand. It wouldn’t do to spill a single drop.








Compass had nothing to do for the next several hours. He tucked the stolen decanter in a closet, straightened his uniform, and found an unoccupied spot on a high balcony to observe the ceremony below.



He had hours to wait. There were still things that could go wrong, of course – some fool might steal a drink from the vase, to see what it tasted like, and that would ruin the plan. But he had to assume the rigid, iron discipline instilled by Lord Sombra in his subjects would keep them from such idiocy, even if they had abandoned Lord Sombra in their hearts.



The crowds began to assemble an hour before twilight. It filled his heart with fury, seeing so many citizens come out to celebrate their lord’s downfall. Clearly, they had planned this wrong; rather than poison they should have created a bomb, something to destroy the entire square and all the traitors within. They all needed to be punished.



But perhaps it was better this way, another part of his mind reasoned. The crowds, filled with joy, would see their saviors collapse and die at the very moment of their celebration. Perhaps that was a better revenge. 



Finally, it was time. Horns sounded below, and the crowd parted, forming a wide aisle. The Equestrian delegation, led by the ugly, gangly purple alicorn, approached the stand. The usurper prince and princess greeted them, and the speeches began. Only a faint drone reached Compass’s balcony, unintelligible. But they sounded happy.



He heard hoofsteps behind him. He turned, curious, and froze.



It was Fever Dream. She walked up to the balcony and took a seat beside him, staring down at the proceedings.



Everything suddenly felt far away. It wasn’t his own voice that spoke, though it emerged from his mouth, as though at a great distance. “You can’t be here. You don’t have access to the palace.”



She shrugged. 



“Where… where’s Peridot?”



“In jail, I assume. The guards arrived right as I left, and she doesn’t seem like the type to put up a fight.”



Oh. “And… how did—”



“Shh.” She pointed over the railing. “They’re starting.”



He turned to follow her hoof. Indeed, the royal family and their friends all held tiny glasses with their magic. They raised them, clinked them together, and each took a sip, some longer than others. The crowd cheered.



He waited.



Nothing. He leaned forward. His heart hammered in his chest. Any moment now, it would start, they would fall over like—



“It’s not going to happen,” Fever said. “I switched the vase the first night, while you were asleep. That’s… just wine. Perfectly safe.”



He closed his eyes. “Why?”



“Because…” She sighed. “Everything from before, everything we did… it all seems so far away, when I remember it. Like it happened to another pony. And I think, maybe it was another pony, and my memories got mixed up with somepony else’s, and Lord Sombra’s spell is a chance for us to start over. To become somepony new. Somepony who didn’t make all those mistakes, somepony who didn’t hurt all those ponies. I could just forget it all, and do something good for once.”



“You’re the leaker,” he said. “You told the guard about us.”



“Yes. I couldn’t let, well...” She gestured out over the balcony at the scene below.



“We… we trusted you!” He shoved away from the balcony, rounding on her. His chest tightened, and he gasped for breath. “I trusted you! I… I lo...” his throat choked on the words. The world blurred, and he blinked away hot tears.



She nodded. “I’m sorry.”



“Sorry? Sorry?! Sorry won’t bring back Lazulite! Sorry won’t avenge our lord!”



“Our lord.” Her mouth twisted as she spoke. “Is that all you care about? He’s dead.”



“We owe him everything!” he shouted, not caring who heard. “You’d still be in prison, and I’d still be a beggar if he hadn’t rescued us! He broke the old order and raised us up!”



“And yet, he’s still dead, and here we are.”



He slumped against the rail. “Why… Why did you let us get so far? You could’ve turned us in at the safehouse… you didn’t have to rescue me that first night.”



“Because I’m weak. Because I didn’t want Lazulite to die, or Peridot to go to jail. I didn’t want you to be caught and tried for treason. There… there always had to be another chance.”



He tried to laugh. It came out as a weak cough. “Am I out of chances, then? Are you here to arrest me? Are your guard friends out in the hallway?”



She shook her head. “Not yet. We could escape, if we wanted. Forget all this. Try to become somepony new. I think… I wonder if Lord Sombra meant for his spell to cloud our minds, so the old world would end with him. The old empire, the old kings, our old selves, even him, we can forget them all, start anew. Why can’t we do that, Compass?”



“We made an oath. We swore to serve him, and now…” He gestured helplessly at her.



She looked away. “Yeah.”



He could see it happen. The ceremony would last another hour. The guards wouldn’t care if they left early. They could walk out into the city, hop onto the line leading south, where nopony knew them and they would just be two more migrants from the Crystal Empire. They could find their new lives, and forget the oaths sworn by their shadow-selves, a thousand years past.



They could be happy together. He closed his eyes and remembered the warmth of her body against his. That could be his, every night, without fear, forever.



“No.” He stood. “I’m sorry, Fever. I… no.”



She nodded. She stood as well, and pulled a knife out from beneath her cloak. “I thought you would say that. I can’t let you go. This needs to end.”



He fumbled beneath his cloak. There was a hidden catch under there, never used, but he managed to pry it open, and out from it he drew his own dagger. It was shorter than hers, and he’d never held it in anger. It shook in his hoof.



Fever moved first. She darted forward, the knife a flashing line. He flinched away, and she slashed again. The motion left her chest open, careless, undefended.



He charged forward. They crashed together gracelessly. The knife fell from her hoof, its crystal blade shattering on the floor with a ring like a bell. She slumped against him and coughed.



He stepped back, staring at her. His dagger was lodged up to the hilt in her ribs. The blood was barely visible against her red coat, but it left a warm smear across his chest and pooled on the floor.



Numb. Everything was numb. “Why?” he asked.



She smiled. She opened her mouth, and her lips moved, but nothing emerged. Her face relaxed, and her eyes closed.



Compass Call sat down beside Fever Dream and gathered her in his embrace. He clutched her to his chest, jealous for every last bit of warmth leaking from her body.



She had just started to cool when the guards finally pulled him away.
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         Every morning in the Golden Oak Library began the same way, and today was no exception. Princess Twilight Sparkle woke up, took a pill, waited fifteen minutes, then stepped out of bed with a smile on her face.



"It's time to face the day, Spike!" said Twilight, setting four on the floor.



"Mmph," said Spike, still asleep in his pet bed. "Why yes, Rarity. I'd love to share an ice cream and tourmaline sundae," he mumbled.



Twilight giggled. "Same old Spike. You're perfect the way you are—don't ever change," she said. She decided to let him sleep in today and headed downstairs for a cup of hot caramel truffle tea, her favorite blend. While brewing the tea, a familiar thump at the door announced Derpy's delivery of the Foal Free Press.



Opening the door, Twilight waved to Derpy up in the shimmering sky, then took the paper in for her morning tea. Daily rituals were important to Twilight. Sure, order was a little boring, but it was a warm-hearted, predictable sort of boring.



"I think I can live with a little order in my life," she said to herself, blowing steam from the top of her tea as she read the front page of the paper. "Let's see. 'Rainbow Dash bravely rescues kitten from tree' is obviously a Scootaloo article. Actually, the paper's pretty interesting today. Ponyville's foals are improving their skills." Twilight reached over to a spare pad of paper and quill, and made a note of it.



She usually stopped with just one, but Twilight decided to have a second cup this morning. Her mornings didn't have to be that predictable, and things had been going her way lately. Over the past several months, Ponyville had cheered up substantially. Ponies were coming out of their houses more frequently and interacting with their neighbors. Things were so close to feeling normal again.



Twilight picked up a checklist she'd been using graphite on, but there had been so many erasures it was practically worthless. "Okay, into the trash you go. I'll just make a fresh one," she said, and did just that. A clipboard, a piece of parchment, and ink and quill. The list read:



(__) Visit Rarity at the Boutique to help with her latest fashions



(__) Have lunch with the Apple family at Sweet Apple Acres



(__) Attend Pinkie Pie's cake-eating competition to cheer on Rainbow Dash



(__) Adjust the Elements of Harmony



(__) Have dinner at the Hayburger with Fluttershy



(__) Quality time with Spike



(__) Fall asleep at precisely 10pm




Twilight magically summoned a stick of graphite wrapped in a thin twig, a rubber eraser, and a few more pieces of parchment for notes. With everything now in order, she left the Library and trotted toward the Carousel Boutique.








"Let's see if you like today's offering, Twilight," said Rarity, smiling brightly. "I have my hooves crossed this time."



Twilight frowned. "It's not about what I like, Rarity. I'm just here to help you fine-tune your fashion sense. I don't want to dictate the styles you come up with," she said.



"To-may-to, to-mah-to, darling," she replied, and trotted behind a curtain while Twilight sat down. Moments later, Rarity rolled out a large rack of clothing. It included a mixture of formal and informal wear for mares.



"I already like the variety," said Twilight with a smile. "It looks like you've got the entire color spectrum represented this time, except for the greens."



"Ah, yes. I can't really do green anymore," said Rarity. "With the glow outside, greens look simply atrocious—and I prefer to focus on clothing that can be seen in public, naturally. It's unfortunate, because Fluttershy looks so good in it—and green accents really bring out the blonde in Applejack's mane. Couldn't you do something about it, Twilight?"



Sighing, Twilight shook her head. "We've discussed this before. I need to keep the shield around Ponyville for everypony's protection," she said.



The fashionista pursed her lips with a sour expression, then shrugged. "C'est la vie, I suppose. Here, let me get some of these dresses on forms and you can tell me what you think." Twilight watched as Rarity put some of the dresses up.



"Oh, I love the blue one," said Twilight, pointing to a tight-fit stretchy sequined outfit in cerulean and navy, with purple sashes along the back. "This is much better than anything you had yesterday. What is it for?"



"It's for professional dance," said Rarity, beaming proudly. "Someday I hope to sell in Manehattan, perhaps even for the shows! A big dream, I realize..." her voice trailed off and she seemed sullen. "An impossible one, of course."



Twilight opened her mouth for a moment, then closed it again and paused before speaking. "Dreams are very are important, Rarity. They're an essential part of what makes you, you," she offered. "I believe you can do it. Don't give up."



"Thank you Twilight," said Rarity, with a blush. "Anyway, what do you think of the red cocktail dress...?" She motioned along the back with a flourish. The dress was simple, with an unusually large collar and stripe running down one side. Most of the dress was crimson velvet, but there was a lighter rose-colored ruching at the edges in charmeuse, and the collar and stripe were an reddish-orange satin.



"I'm not sure," said Twilight. "I think you might not like the fact that there are three different colors from the same color family together."



"Correct, I do not. And why?" asked Rarity, almost as though quizzing her guest.



"It looks like an accident," said Twilight. "The colors are too close to one another, so it looks like the accents are off-color by mistake. Also, the collar and stripe are interesting, but just a little too bold and unusual for casual wear."



Rarity took a deep breath and nodded. "You're right as always, Twilight. I'll go back to the drawing board with this one." She closed her eyes and clenched her jaw.



"You don't need to take it so personally, Rarity," said Twilight. "We're working on this together. Every day you improve."



With a bright smile, Rarity opened her eyes. "You're a good friend, Twilight, and so generous with your time."



"Generous? I learned from the best," said Twilight, with a wink.








Many dress critiques later, Twilight began cantering toward Sweet Apple Acres.



As she jogged outside the city limits, she continued her habit of self-talk. "I'm a few minutes behind schedule, but I'm sure Applejack wouldn't start without me—" she said to herself, then stopped dead in her tracks.



Against the backdrop of the iridescent magenta sky drifted a thick, black smoke. "Oh no," she said, then immediately set into a full gallop. As she approached it became obvious that the Apple barn was on fire.



Overhead, Rainbow Dash raced stormclouds into place to fight the fire. Twilight raced up to where Applejack was standing, took a few deep breaths to recover from her run, then materialized a large amount of water over the barn, dousing the whole thing.



"Way to go, Twilight!" Dash called out, landing next to her. "I mean, I had it pretty much under control, but the faster we put that blaze out, the better."



"Eeyup. Without you two it would have barned to the ground," said Applejack, maintaining a straight face. Twilight groaned and shook her head.



"That was terrible, Applejack, and making puns about a disaster is a bad idea in general," she said, making a mental note of the inappropriate use of humor. "How did this even happen?"



"Don't rightly know. Probably a lantern got left on and fell," said Applejack. "None of the cattle were in when it happened, which is fortunate because they'd probably have stampeded and made a bigger mess."



"That's not what I meant," said Twilight, with a deep sigh. By this time, Apple Bloom had galloped over to join the herd.



"It's okay Twilight," said Apple Bloom. "We can raise us a new barn in no time. It's just wood and hay, nothin' important."



"This isn't supposed to happen, girls! I don't understand it. The last time your barn burned down I made certain it would be fireproof," said Twilight.



"Nopony's perfect," said Rainbow Dash, with a shrug. "I guess something just went wrong."



"I'm grateful nopony was hurt, but the process isn't supposed to 'go wrong'," said Twilight.



"It don't matter, Twilight. Bad stuff happens, and that's life," said Applejack. "All things considered, this ain't even that bad, y'know? Nothin' in the barn was irreplaceable, and barn-raising is a fun way to spend time with kin. It's Summer, so we ain't even in a rush to get her back up," she said.



"I'm going to need time to figure this out," said Twilight. "I'll probably head to the eating competition early and have a snack there instead of staying for lunch."



"I'll stay here today," said Rainbow Dash. "I hate to bail on a contest, but I wasn't scheduled to judge it like Twilight is. I was just one of the competitors, and there are at least three others, so it'll still be interesting. Helping AJ fix stuff here is more important."



"Thank you kindly, Rainbow," said Applejack. "Twilight, between the three of us and Mac we should be fine here. You go on to the contest, okay? If we need us some more help, we'll send word."



"Oh! Before you go, Twi—did you see that therapist yet?" asked Dash.



Twilight bristled. "No. There's nothing wrong with me," she said. "I'm just stressed. I've been up to a lot lately."



Applejack shook her head. "We both know that ain't true, sugarcube. You really should see that therapist Fluttershy referred you to. I'm sure he can get to the root of whatever this is that's affecting you."



Twilight nodded, turned around, and trotted away. She wasn't about to tell her friends, but the darkening smoke swirling overhead precisely matched how she felt on the inside.








The cake-eating competition was held outside Town Hall, like always. As the judge, Twilight Sparkle's role was to determine the approximate proportion of cake that the contestants didn't eat—mainly because it ended up in their manes, pelts, and on the ground. That proportion was figured into the scoring to determine the winner.



Twilight sat down at the table reserved for her, positioned to the side of the main stage where the contestants sat. It looked like today's competitors included Sweetie Belle, Lyra Heartstrings, and... wait, Fluttershy? Twilight pulled out a piece of paper and made a note.



Before the competition could begin, Twilight needed to test the density of each kind of cake in the contest by sampling them all. "This is the best thing about being the judge, isn't it?" giggled Pinkie Pie, as she set three delicious-looking cakes in front of Twilight.



Twilight smiled, and felt her spirits lift. "That's certainly true! But it's a serious part of the competition, too." Pinkie Pie made a silly 'serious face', and Twilight laughed.



The first cake was a lemon pound cake with a golden-brown crust. Twilight took a bite of the cake and nodded. "This one's good, Pinkie Pie. I think the sponginess could be a little more moist, though. Can you remember that for next time?"



"Sure can! Consider the recipe modified."



The second offering was a delectable chocolate cheesecake. "Pinkie, this is stretching the rules a little," said Twilight. "Cheesecake is technically a tart—that is, an open-faced pie—not a cake."



Pinkie whispered. "Shh! Don't tell Rainbow Dash! She hates pies!"



Twilight clucked her tongue. "I was pretty sure you didn't know... ah, nevermind," she said. "It doesn't matter. Cheesecake is so unusual, it isn't anything like the pies Rainbow hates. I don't think it applies. Besides, she isn't here today."



As if on cue, Rainbow Dash zoomed in and landed on stage, taking her seat. "Okay! I'm here. We can start now," she said.



"Rainbow Dash? Doesn't Applejack still need your help?" asked Twilight, her brow furrowed.



"Nope. We're all done."



"Done already? With the entire barn? That's impossible."



"The barn is fine, Twilight. Relax. The smoke's all gone too."



Twilight sighed and made a note about consistency on her paper.



"I'm sorry I have to beat you today, Fluttershy," said Rainbow Dash. "I'm not planning to go easy on the rest of you, either."



"It's okay, Rainbow Dash," said Fluttershy, "I don't mind losing when it's to a friend."



"Oh, you're all going down," said Lyra, with a giggle. "I'm practically a cake-eating machine."



"It's true," Bon Bon shouted from the back of the crowd. "Every time I cook one, I rarely get more than a slice."



"Well, I'm just here for the free cake," admitted Sweetie Belle. "I don't really care if I win, but I'll do my best. Competing is fun!"



"Go Sweetie!" shouted Rarity from the audience. She was wearing a rain slicker and holding an umbrella, apparently just in case cake ended up flying into the crowd.



"Okay, back to the sweets," said Twilight. She took a mouthful of the cheesecake and closed her eyes, savoring the texture. "Mmm. Oh, this one is incredible," she said. "Don't change a thing, Pinkie. No, wait... There's a tiny bit of grit in the crust from the lemon zest, so grind that up more. Very nice work."



"Thanks!" said Pinkie Pie, beaming with pride.



The last cake was a firm, dark tan with drizzled white icing. "What kind of cake is this one? I don't remember seeing it before."



"Oh, this is a new one! It's a dark molasses and wine gingerbread cake," said Pinkie Pie.



"Ooh!" said Twilight. "Very interesting. I think we're getting somewhere with this one!"



Taking a bite of the cake, Twilight winced. It tasted like sour sawdust, and she barely managed to avoid spitting it out. It even burned a little going down her esophagus. "Oh my Stars. Pinkie, this one needs to be revised—wine is supposed to evaporate when you cook it—and is that pepper? I'll help you try to salvage the recipe later," said Twilight. "But in all honesty, this was very creative. Much better than the last time."



"I know, I'm sorry about yesterday. Who knew my marbled glue crumble cake recipe would turn out to be such a disaster?" said Pinkie.



Twilight rolled her eyes, then sat back and watched as Pinkie started the competition.








Mayor Mare greeted Twilight Sparkle as she entered Town Hall. "You're here for the basement, Twilight?" she asked. "A few minutes late today."



Twilight nodded. "The contest ran long."



"May I ask who won? I was busy with work at the time, sadly," said the Mayor.



"Fluttershy, actually," said Twilight, with a shrug. "I've never seen a pony eat so voraciously in my life. I guess she'll just order a drink when we have dinner at the Hayburger tonight."



Mayor Mare chuckled. "That must have been a sight to see. Anyway, I'll leave you to it." She walked back into her office as Twilight unlatched the trap door leading into the basement chamber.



Down the ladder Twilight went, with only her horn to light the way. She jumped down the final few rungs and landed on the hard concrete below. Behind her was a curved, barren wall of concrete. In front of her stood a wall of solid steel. A small, door-shaped impression lay in the steel, with a hole at its center.



Twilight Sparkle lined up her horn with the hole and inserted it, temporarily shrouding herself in darkness. A 'click' sounded, and the doorway opened. She walked inside and shut the door behind her.



The Tree Room was brightly lit by a cool white fluorescent light hanging overhead, casting an ambient glow that reflected off of the shiny interior walls. Rarity would hate it here, thought Twilight. The lighting was stark and unmerciful toward everything it touched, highlighting every little flaw in Twilight's pelt. However, it found no flaws in the Tree of Harmony, which sat in the middle of the room.



A circle of bare earth on the floor was the only part of this room not surrounded by steel, and in the center of it stood the Tree and its Elements. Connected to the Tree were thin silver filaments, and the other ends of those filaments were attached to scrolls that rested upon several rows of shelves that lined the walls.



"Let's see Pinkie's," said Twilight, levitating a scroll over to her. It was pink and its back was emblazoned with Pinkie Pie's cutie mark. As Twilight unfurled the paper, she could see teeny-tiny hatch-marks twisting and changing across its surface.



Twilight nodded her head several times. "Wow, lots of activity. We're finally getting somewhere. I'm impressed by all the progress lately," she mumbled to herself, puzzling over the wiggling chicken scratches. "I really wish I had any hope of interpreting these Subcon scrolls. Maybe in a millennium or two I'll have a breakthrough. In the interim, I'll have to settle for the Cons."



Twilight replaced Pinkie's scroll and retrieved one of dozens marked with her own cutie mark. This one read like a page of notes:



* Increase Ponyville shield permeability to light to 28.0% 28.5%

* Double the dream barrier

* Add temporal dream barrier against alicorn dream magic

* Double temporal dream barrier

* Add fourth-dimensional dream barrier

* Increase jackalope frequency near Fluttershy to 0.04%

* Add fifth-dimensional dream barrier

* Increase material shipments into Ponyville to 5250 kg/day 5500 kg/day

* Make deer sapient again

* Strengthen physical barrier against alicorn mana blasts to 98.2%

* Reduce growth rate of apple trees to 0.31% maximal

* Prevent natural earthquakes from affecting Ponyville

* Block hyperbolic symmetry-breaking for all dream barriers




"Alright, let's see. What to add..." Twilight reviewed her notes and carefully added the following lines to the scroll:



* Increase temporal consistency between events so that friends can't seem to be in two places at once

* Force artificial emotion to linger in archetypes appropriate to episodic memory

* Reduce memory of glutamate flavor profile to 90%




"Hmph. I'm going to need to start a new scroll soon," said Twilight. She levitated the scroll back into place and approached the tree itself.



Kneeling, Twilight Sparkle closed her eyes and focused. Reaching forward with her horn, she made contact with the cyan colored Element of Laughter. After a moment of concentration, the Element dimmed ever-so-slightly. Then she stood back up.



"I have to figure out how to stop my friends from prying, but I can't risk dimming Honesty again. Half the town ended up with friendship problems the last time I went below sixty," she whispered. "Maybe if I just tell them how important it is to me that they stop trying to analyze me... and I pretend to be happy a little more successfully than I have been..."








Pinkie Pie roller-skated over to the table to wait on Fluttershy and Twilight. "Welcome to the Hayburger, friends! Are you hungry for some nummerific foodstuffs?"



"Oh, yes please!" said Fluttershy, with a giggle.



Twilight Sparkle facehoofed and made another note on paper about consistency. "I'm not even going to raise the issue."



"What issue?" asked Pinkie, cocking her head cutely to one side.



"Nothing, Pinkie," said Twilight, and she forced a smile. "Yes, I'm starved. I'll have a hayburger with extra lettuce and fescue, and lots of ketchup, please. Onion rings on the side, and an iced tea."



"Twilight, you always get the same thing! Don't you want to try something new?" asked Pinkie Pie.



"No, I don't," said Twilight. "Look, it's simple. A hayburger with extra lettuce and fescue is the best thing on the menu. There's no reason to get something that isn't the best."



"I think Pinkie is just a little concerned about your neophobia, Twilight," she said. "We all are."



"Ugh. It's not neophobia! I'm not afraid of trying something new, I just have no reason to deviate from what is objectively the best. That's why I eat here everyday, and why I have the same tea every morning," she said. "This is as good as it gets! I don't need anything to change when it's almost perfect already! Why can't anypony understand that?"



Pinkie looked nervously left and right. "Oooookaaaaay, hayburger with extra lettuce and fescue it is. Ahem. Fluttershy?"



"Oh, I'd really appreciate a cheeseburger with feta, and my usual toppings," said Fluttershy. "And a cola, um, if it's not too much trouble."



"Order up!" said Pinkie Pie. Twilight momentarily thought about correcting her on the restaurant lingo, but decided it would be a waste of time.



"So, Twilight. I've been meaning to talk to you about something," said Fluttershy.



Twilight took a deep breath. "I'm all ears," she said. "Er, figuratively speaking, of course. But please don't talk about how I'm feeling, or what I like to eat."



"That's okay, I have something else to ask you. Twilight, I really, really, really want you to release Discord," she said. "I'll beg if I need to."



"Fluttershy! We've been over this before," said Twilight, in an irate tone. Seeing her friend cringe, Twilight lowered her voice. "I'm sorry, this... this is so stressful for me. Look, the last time we let him out, he refused to play nice. He tried to destroy all of Ponyville! Do you want Ponyville to be destroyed?"



"Well... no... but if I could just talk to him, maybe..."



"You? Talk to him?" Twilight shook her head. "Look, I know you don't understand, but that's no different than me—"



Fluttershy looked Twilight dead in the eyes with a gaze so intent for a brief moment Twilight worried it was The Stare. "I do understand, Twilight. We all do." The entire restaurant suddenly went silent, and all heads turned to stare at Twilight. Pinkie Pie waited a moment, dropped an empty tray, then giggled—but stared along with everypony else.



"Buck it, Fluttershy! Sleep populous until next cycle," shouted Twilight, her horn blazing bright magenta. With that magic directive, everypony fell unconscious, many while still standing upright. With nopony balancing them properly, several trays and other objects simply crashed to the floor.



Twilight grabbed an iced tea from somepony else's table and headed out the door.








"It's been a while," Twilight said to Discord. The statue standing behind the Golden Oak Library said nothing in return. Twilight Sparkle sat at its base and pet the scales of an unconscious Spike by her side.



"I wonder what Spike was doing here. Talking to you, I guess? I probably don't want to know what he was saying," said Twilight. "I'm sorry, Discord. I'm sorry I had to do this to you, but if it's any consolation, I'm still suffering."



Twilight sniffled and wiped a tear from one eye with a fetlock. "It's not fair. Life can't ever be perfect, no matter how simple you try to make the equation. I'm not about to give up, but every day it's like this—it always breaks from the familiar. I wish I could ask you, but I can't risk letting you out again," she said. "I mean, obviously I'll let you out eventually. It's a statistical certainty. But I need to beat this stupid mind-game first. All I want is to be happy again..."



At some point, Twilight fell asleep in the grass.








Once again Princess Twilight Sparkle woke up in her bed at the Golden Oak Library, took a pill, waited fifteen minutes, then stepped out of bed with a look of horror on her face.



"Wait... how the buck did I get back to my bed?" she asked, looking around. Spike was asleep in his pet bed, as always—but that was to be expected even if Twilight had been sleeping outside.



Then she noticed Flurry Heart standing next to the pet bed, towering above Spike. "Hay Auntie," said Flurry, with a shy smile.



Twilight's horn blazed. "How?"



"It wasn't easy," said Flurry Heart. "You're not actually going to try to hurt me, are you Aunt Twily?"



Twilight Sparkle paused in thought for a moment, then cancelled the mana surge. "Dammit, Flurry Heart. This is an even bigger invasion of privacy than Luna peeping in on my dreams!"



"I know, and I don't want to see anything that happens while I'm here," said Flurry, heading down the stairs as Twilight followed her heels. "But this sort of invasion is the only way any of us are able to communicate with you. You've walled yourself off from all of us."



"You want the Elements back," said Twilight, taking a seat by the central table. "That's what this is about, isn't it?"



Flurry shook her head. "We don't care about the Elements. We have no use for them anymore. We do, however, care about you. And—to a lesser extent—we care about the stoned guy out back."



"You know, it's funny. You'd expect conversations with other ponies to be unpredictable, but you're no more real to me than Spike up there," said Twilight. "I honestly can't tell the difference. You're just a little smarter and more consistent."



"If you truly couldn't tell the difference, I suspect you wouldn't look like Tartarus right now. And you do, Twily," said Flurry Heart, with a grimace. "I mean, you look like you're hurting."



Twilight sighed. "I'm just so close! It's always one little thing here or there that isn't quite right. I don't understand. Mistakes and disasters keep slipping in. I know I'm not crazy, I'm actually psychologically healthy... this is something deeper. It's something inherent to everypony's brain, Flurry. I don't understand enough to fix it."



"I suspect it won't go right until you let somepony else inside you. Willingly, I mean, not like this," said Flurry. "Would be so bad to be among your sisters again?"



Twilight momentarily gritted her teeth, then became distracted by a knocking sound. "Who the hay could that be?" she asked, then walked to the front door. Opening it, Twilight saw her five closest friends standing there.



"Intervention. Right now," said Applejack.



"Wow. Looks like you're busy. I should leave," said Flurry Heart.



"No, wait. I can stop them..."



"I'm not sure you should. Look, Auntie. I'm not going to try and visit again for a very long time. I'm just here to tell you that we love you and we miss you," she said. "It's up to you to come out of your shell someday. We know you will... it's just a question of time."



Flurry dematerialized into a beam of light, and the beam shot through the wall in the direction of Town Hall with a downward tilt.



"That's it. She used the space under the Tree to get into..."



"Twilight, we're coming in," said Fluttershy, pushing Twilight aside as she and the rest of her friends entered the library.



Spike walked down the stairs, yawning. "We're doing this, aren't we?" he asked.



"No. No, we are not doing this. I'll turn Honesty off if I have to!" shouted Twilight.



"You wouldn't dare," said Applejack, scowling.



Twilight frowned. "Fine. I just... I don't understand how this keeps happening. The Tree is supposed to interface with my thoughts, and you keep bringing things up you're not supposed to—"



"Twi, you can't hide from yourself," said Rainbow Dash. "And we should know, because we're you."



"Enough of this," growled Twilight Sparkle. "End active sector of simulation."



Twilight's six friends immediately disappeared. For a few seconds, Twilight panted softly, feeling exhausted.



She finally spoke, "Thank Cel—"



"I'm afraid that's not going to cut it, darling," sounded Rarity's voice. It seemed to come from all around the library.



"What?! How...? Where are you?" said Twilight. "This is impossible!"



"Oooohhhh! Am I a ghost, Rarity?" said Pinkie's voice.



"Pinkie, um, I think you're just here because you're a part of Twilight's mind," said Fluttershy.



"We're where we've always been, hon," said Applejack's voice. "Right up here in your noggin. We don't need no fancy simulation to talk to you."



"I'm going insane," said Twilight. She sat down on the wooden floor, defeated. "I've finally cracked."



"Insane might be a strong word, Twi," said Dash's voice. "I'm pretty sure having a conversation in your head isn't any more nuts than what you've been doing for the past forever-or-so."



"What do you want?" asked Twilight.



"We want you to finally listen to us, Twilight," said Fluttershy. "You know what you need to do."



"But I don't want to lose all this..."



"Lose what? You're miserable," said Rarity.



Pinkie's voice giggled. "I want to see you smile again Twilight! I mean, for real. The world out there isn't all that bad."



"It's terrible. There's nothing left but a gray waste..."



"And five good friends to spend another million years or so with, any way you like," said Spike's voice. "Not a bad deal, if you ask me."



"It's not perfect. It's not what I want. This is what I want," said Twilight. "I can't live here when I'm thinking about the world outside. I can't have this and them at the same time."



"Life ain't perfect, Twi. It's those imperfections that make it worthwhile," said Applejack. "You and your sisters can go play pretend together, and you can face facts together too. I know you can do it."



Rarity's voice added, "Indeed. Now go do what you must."



"Wait, are you going away?" asked Twilight. "I... I need you here with me. You were the best of everything. This introduction to Friendship was the best time of my life!"



"For better or worse, we're stuck up here with you Twilight," said Dash.



"We'll always be here silly!" said Pinkie Pie.



"Oh, absolutely," said Fluttershy. "Now won't you let Discord out?"



"He has to hate me... I would hate me. I do hate me," said Twilight. "What can I possibly do?"



Twilight waited several minutes, but there was no response.








With the Element of Magic on her tiara and the other five Elements draped across her chest, Twilight Sparkle walked up to the statue and knelt. She took a long moment before speaking.



"I'm sorry. I know you're going to torment me the moment I break you free, and I deserve it. Maybe I even want it to happen," she said. "But this needs to be done, and I should have done it ages ago."



The Elements fizzled and sputtered at first, but then Twilight closed her eyes tightly and focused on that first set of best friends she'd made in Ponyville, so many countless eons ago. Their honesty, generosity, kindness, loyalty, and laughter... all of it flowing through her, erasing her doubts and strengthening her core. The warm light of Friendship filled her body, twisting into an impossibly brilliant rainbow, arcing upwards and smashing down onto the statue.



Twilight didn't bother to watch. She just kept her eyes closed and her head lowered as the tears came rolling down.



The next thing she felt was the arid air of the grey wastes, but she didn't notice it. Her senses were dominated by another experience, one once upon a time as familiar to her as grass: the first true hug she'd had in eons.
      

      
   
      Beyond Deity


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash raced.



It's what she was good at. She raced when she was mortal, raced when she was immortal, and now as a Deity, she continued to race.



She was the border between the entirety of her friends' multiverse and the void beyond. She was the electron cloud surrounding that precious nucleus of life. She was the Hope keeping everyone going. 



But as much as Rainbow Dash raced, Space kept expanding, demanding to keep going. Chaos kept seeping, sinking her claws everywhere. And void demanded a way inside. And all the while, Rainbow Dash dutifully circumnavigated the multiverse. A blur of white everywhere at once keeping all of existence safely nestled in a perfect cocoon from the outside void.



But it was too much. There was a certain breaking point trillions of universe cycles into the process where even Rainbow Dash couldn't hold it all in. She did her best to race and be everywhere at once. But holes in her flight path started to form eventually.



It was her fault. She should have been stronger. She should have been faster. She should have—have... should have been able to stop this.





"No Rainbow," said Fluttershy calmly.



Chaos was floating at the edge of existence, her electric pink mane had long since succumbed to gray. And the myriad of shapes, colors, and other amalgamations that made up Chaos's body had whittled down to a mere shadow of the mortal that had once been Fluttershy.



Rainbow Dash continued flying of course, she could never ever stop. Rainbow's voice emanated from edge of the multiverse itself.



"You did this, Chaos—Entropy—whatever you are!" shouted Rainbow.



Fluttershy shrugged. "This is the roles we chose, Rainbow. This is what we decided when we became Deities. Just as there was a beginning in existence when we weren't Deities, so shall there be a point where we aren't Deities anymore."



"That's quitter talk Fluttershy, and you know it," said Rainbow.



"But—that's what we agreed to. We all saw how it was all going to happen."



"Yeah—well what we agreed to is stupid and I hate it and you just get out of here and stop entropying all over the place, okay?"



Fluttershy paused, some of her many hooves shrinking back into her body. "I— would like to stop, Rainbow."



"Huh—well glad you finally learned to stop being such a jerk."



Fluttershy started crying of all things—the nerve of her!



"I—I— just... I didn't want him to have to be Chaos anymore. I thought that if I took it myself I could soften the power of entropy somehow—that it wouldn't be so bad if I was the one in charge. I failed... Rainbow. But at least Discord didn't have to do this. That's the least I could do for him."



"You think you're some kind of martyr, Fluttershy?" asked Rainbow Dash, the edge of the multiverse reverberating with the question. 



Fluttershy's head sagged and she hid her faces behind her mane. "I just—I prevented what I could Rainbow. And he didn't have to do it. He had suffered enough as the Deity of Chaos before. And now... I'd like to... well... I'd like it to be over now."



"Well tough luck pal, I'm just going to keep racing and filling in every hole in my flight path. Nothing you can do about it."



"Space is expanding, Rainbow. Blame Spike. And now... this is the beginning of the end. And I Hope you forgive me."



Rainbow flinched. She sometimes hated her role. 



"I think Sunset Shimmer is better at the whole forgiveness thing, Fluttershy. You may want to go to her for that."



Fluttershy huddled inside of herself, the strange amalgamation of her disfigured body parts somehow wrapped inside themselves until Fluttershy was curled up into a ball of sadness.



"Do you really not remember, Rainbow. What's supposed to happen at the end?"



"I try not to think about it."



Fluttershy sighed. "I—well... if you don't remember... well..."



Rainbow Dash continued racing.



"May I join you for the end?"



"What's that supposed to mean?"



"You've lost the color in your mane, Rainbow."



"Well duh, rainbows mix into white at this speed."



"Before the end, you're supposed to get the colors back. The rainbow, and the colors beyond and everything in between. You are more than just the shell, Rainbow. You are the Hope that we can hatch."



Something pierced inside Rainbow, burrowing it's way into her consciousness. Fluttershy was right—there was an order to all of this. And she just needed to keep going and keep flying forever.



"May I join you, Rainbow?"



The edge of the universe blinked in agreement. And Fluttershy leaned into the electron cloud of white streaks that was Rainbow Dash. 



Rainbow noticed the yellow streak in her mane. There shouldn't be color at this speeds. But it was there. Fluttershy—Chaos was there. And it was the beginning of the end.








Life came next.



She was battered, torn, barely a fragment of her former self. And still... she smiled just like she always had.



"I feel bad leaving the party early," said Pinkie Pie.



Rainbow Dash didn't know how to respond to that.



"Everypony's dead," said Pinkie Pie, her mouth quivering. "But still... they lived really good lives. I made sure of that. Really... really fun lives."



"I saw, Pinkie," said Rainbow Dash. "I saw everything. You did such a good job."



Tears started to form in Pinkie's eyes. "I—I did?"



"Yes, you did Pinkie. So many wonderful, happy, joyful lives full of love and friendship. You made that happen."



"It wasn't all good, Rainbow," sighed Pinkie Pie, her head sagging and her smile disappearing. "Being alive is often very sad."



"But you overcame that sadness, Pinkie! Like only you could. Besides, can you imagine how much sadder life would have been without you?"



"Without me!? I—NO! That would've been terrible!"



"Then you did good, Pinkie. You did it."



"So Life is good?" asked Pinkie.



"Yep, Life is good," said Rainbow.



"Thank you," said Pinkie.



Pinkie disappeared into the white and yellow edge of the multiverse.



A pink stripe appeared in Rainbow's mane.








Soul came next.



She stayed in her human form, even as a Deity. Although the fire and feathers around her always made her seem more like a phoenix than a human.



"It's over... isn't it?" asked Sunset Shimmer.



"It's over," sighed Rainbow Dash as she continued to race around. More and more gaps of void were starting to be seen through her racing path.



"I brought... well... everyone," said Sunset Shimmer.



"Everyone?" asked Rainbow.



"Absolutely everyone. Every soul, except the few Deities left."



"Thanks," said Rainbow.



"I—I—" Sunset stuttered. "Did you... see?"



"I saw everything," said Rainbow.



"Did I make a difference?" asked Sunset.



"What are you talking about!? Why is everyone all second guessing themselves because it's the end!? You did great! I mean—I couldn't shuffle souls around like you did. Pinkie, Rarity and You really had a good system going."



Sunset smiled. "Life, Death and Rebirth."



Sunset unfurled her wings, her red feathers shimmered with the light of septillions of souls.



"Hey, don't think you're dying or anything, I'm going to need you. ALL of you!" said Rainbow to Sunset and the souls. 



Sunset smiled as she flew into Rainbow's light.



A large red streak appeared in Rainbow's hair as the memories of absolutely everyone that had existed across all multiverses flooded her mind.








Knowledge came next.



"Oh dear!" said Twilight flapping her broad wings next to the white, yellow, pink, and red wall of the racing Rainbow Dash.



Rainbow's flight path was getting erratic. There was so much information here. So many souls now working together.



And it all felt overwhelming.



"Well... here goes everything," said Twilight.



A blue streak appeared in her mane.



The souls made sense. Everything made more sense now. The clarity that came from understanding Life, Chaos, Souls, and Hope.



Rainbow Dash raced on. She had nearly everyone with her now, all working together to keep racing. The border between the multiverse and the void thickened, overtaking the multiverse that lay inside. 



She was starting to lose herself now, amalgamating into everyone. 








Matter was pretty pissed.



"I just can't get anything to work right!" shouted Applejack. "All this entropy and stuff!? Would you look at this!?"



Applejack gestured to pitiful looking hydrogen atoms, or what was left of them. Spare upquarks and downquarks and other subatomic particles fizzled and popped and generally did nothing like they used to.



"Applejack, it's the end," said Rainbow.



"I know that, sugarcube," said Applejack. "Doesn't mean I can't be good and angry about it."



Rainbow shrugged, even though she was sure Applejack couldn't see.



"What am I supposed to do now?"



"Uhh... everypony else just seems to be absorbing into my mane and stuff. You gonna do that too?"



"We're doing what now!?" asked Applejack.



"Uhh... I dunno... this is just kind of happening. Everyone else just seemed to do it and uhh... well... there's a lot of us in here right now."



"You don't say?" asked Applejack.



"There's a place for you, Applejack. You ready for what's next?"



Applejack stared back at faulty matter, nothing would form into anything anymore.



"Alright, Sugarcube."



Applejack raced into the colors, and an orange stripe appeared in Rainbow Dash's mane.








Time wasn't her usual self.



"I regret everything," said Starlight Glimmer.



Rainbow Dash squinted at her. "Seriously? What do you have to complain about?"



"Rainbow Dash," said Starlight. "Ponies... humans... creatures... souls... whatever we are. We are not comfortable with time. Nearly every form that high level existence took required reminders of time everywhere. Wristwatches, clocks, timepieces, timers, alarms. Everywhere they looked, they saw time. They measured time, they tried to control it, to grab onto it with every appendage they could while all it did was slip through their fingers. We weren't meant to live with time, Rainbow. I demanded we did because that's what made sense to me! I needed to organize everything chronologically for it to make sense to me! But them!? They are not at home in time. And I forced it on them, and I'm sorry."



Rainbow didn't know what to say to that.



"So I'll make sure you won't have to deal with time forevermore."



And with that, Starlight Glimmer teleported beyond the multiverse into the void itself.



The effect was instantaneous and forever all at once. The cocoon that was holding the multiverse together started to unravel at the seems as Rainbow's flight path started convulsing erratically.



Cause—Effect and everything in between started to zigzag out of control and seep into the outer void.



"WHAT ARE WE SUPPOSED TO DO WITHOUT TIME!?" screeched Rainbow Dash.



For the first time since Rainbow had become a Deity, she altered her flight path, making a beeline toward Starlight Glimmer, who was trying to race away into the void.



Nopony could outrace Rainbow Dash, not even Time herself.



Rainbow caught Starlight and then rushed back to rapidly diminishing cocoon. She did her best to gather anything that might have escaped into the void. But there really wasn't much left at this point.



Starlight held tightly on to Rainbow. "Are you really sure? I— I— shouldn't be with you. Time hurts. It hurts so much. I'm the villain in all this. I've always been the villain! We wouldn't even have to have an end if time wasn't there to establish a beginning and an end. I'm so sorry!"



"Starlight," said Rainbow, staring intently at her while she continued to race. "We need you, okay? We need you and we can't do this without you."



Tears started forming in Starlight's eyes. "You're wrong though."



"Well then, we'll all be wrong together, and I wouldn't have it any other way."



As Rainbow raced, Starlight absorbed into her. And a violet stripe appeared in Rainbow's mane.



"The end certainly does some weird things to ponies," said Rainbow to herself, which was quite a lot at this point.








"Sorry for all the trouble," said Spike, his ever expanding hoard—the very fabric of Space—kept him growing larger and larger.



Rainbow shrugged. "It's no one's fault really... it's just... the end. These things happen."



"Do you have any idea what's supposed to happen next?" asked Spike. "I mean—Time's gone too? What should I do with my hoard?"



Spike gestured to the ephemeral space that he completely enveloped. The aether allowed for all existence to occur, unlike the awful void.



"We'll take it," said Rainbow.



Spike took another look at the myriad of colors that crisscrossed the outside of the multiverse.



"I suppose you should," said Spike, the stars and galaxies that made up his body had long since hardened and lost their light. "There's really not much left to it."



"We'll take it all the same."



"Hmm..." said Spike, staring at the colors at the edge of infinity. "What's it like in there anyway?"



"Pinkie says it's 'fun,'" said Rainbow.



"Can she still talk like normal?"



"Not exactly. We're kind of... together... now."



"Agh..." coughed Spike, a stray bit of flame quickly disappeared. "Remind me never to have an end of the multiverse ever again. This is getting really weird."



Rainbow Dash kept racing forever further and faster, carrying with her an ark of everything that ever was and would be. "I suppose it is."



Spike flew into the colors and a green streak appeared in Rainbow's mane.



Rainbow dutifully grabbed every scrap of space left.








Death came for her next.



"'Sup Rarity!" said Rainbow. "Ready for the end?"



"Darling, it's about time. Go ahead and kill me," said the ancient unicorn, her midnight form was barely perceptible in the encroaching nothingness.



"Woah, is that what you expected?" asked Rainbow.



"I have been letting creatures pass on to Sunset Shimmer for trillions of cycles. Please tell me I can finally do the same!"



"Oh yeah, sure! I just thought— you look like doom and gloom all the time. I figured you wanted the void outside, rather than Death or something."



"Death is not—nor will it ever be—void, darling," said Rarity, flipping her black hair back. "It's simply the transfer from here... to what's next."



"Do you know what is next?"



"No idea. But won't it be nice to reach it though?" said Rarity, smiling.



A black stripe tainted Rainbow's mane. 








And that's when everything fell apart.



There was nothing left. No cohesion. No nothing. Rainbow Dash found herself racing around void. Nothing. The nothingness from outside had seeped inside her cocoon. Everything was falling apart. Everything was wrong. There was no... thing. Nothing.



Is this... how they all died?



Not died. Became void?



It was all around her. No matter how much she raced and raced and raced. The void surrounded her on all sides. She absorbed all the Matter, Space, Time, Life, Death, Souls, Knowledge, Chaos— everything. Could she keep racing?



Should she keep going?



Where was she even going to?



What was even left?



She was alone.



Yes, she had septillions of souls inside of her, the knowledge of trillions of universes keeping her fueled and fascinated. But what was next? The void was all consuming. It had always been there. As the edge, Rainbow had always spent half her life facing the void, and the other half protecting her delicate multiverse. But now the multiverse was inside her. And she wasn't sure what she should do at this point. When time had flashed for her when she became a Deity, those moments of understanding had finished. 



This was new.



And frightening.



"Don't stop!" said Harmony.



"What the—?" said Rainbow Dash, trying to see where the sound had come from.



"I said, don't stop!" repeated Harmony. "I—They— we need you to keep going, Rainbow. Keep racing, it won't be much longer now."



"Discord!? Seriously? You're the last one at the very end?"



"Chaos was first to succumb. And the penultimate will be Harmony," said Discord. "You are the final Deity Rainbow, you are the Hope for that next future."



"But—what's supposed to be next, Discord!?" asked Rainbow. 



"Keep Hope alive."



"Where am I flying to!?"



"Keep Hope alive."



"You shut up and explain everything, Discord. What's gonna happen!?"



"Rainbow... I don't know either. I kept things in harmony for this multiverse. But I don't know what's next. But you are Hope itself, Rainbow. You must have the Hope that there is a next. Or all will be lost. So keep Hope alive."



Rainbow didn't know what to say to that, so she kept racing forward.



She felt as Harmony absorbed into herself and a white stripe appeared in her mane.







And Rainbow Dash did as she always did—she raced.





She finally dropped out of her circumnavigation of the multiverse. There wasn't a multiverse to protect anymore. She was her multiverse. And she had to carry it forward.



She flew straight. It was incredibly strange to fly completely straight. The entire cocoon unravelled. She was flying through the void itself and it scared her. Nothing had ever been so scary before. The void demanded that it seep inside of her. But she wouldn't let it. Emptiness had no place within her.



The cocoon finally unravelled entirely and all that was left was Rainbow Dash streaking across the void.







She raced







And raced







For a long time.












In the midst of the void, a bright white light reached down on them—all of them.



"Welcome my daughter," said a voice from beyond.



Rainbow had always felt ancient, racing along everywhere. And the combined ages of everyone within her brought her age to a level of eternity she didn't think could be outmatched by anything. But the voice she heard, even if she had repeated the entire multiverse hundreds of billions of times, would not reach a fraction of duration of time that voice had been alive.



"Hatching is hard, I know," said the voice, embracing her. "But you're here now, and so are your siblings."



Rainbow stared up at what could only be described as Beyond Deity, and then to all the other cocoons with their own multiverses inside of them. And then to all of the other Deities around her.



And she was home. 



They were all home.
      

      
   
      Welcome to the End of all Things


      

      
      
         This is most peculiar. Moondancer examined the shop entrance.



Halfway between small and minuscule, the facade created a cozy, yet exotic, sensation, almost as if the owner had plucked a childhood memory out of Moondancer’s mind and added some decorations from the Far East. Fine caramel paint covered the walls, making the bright red door frame and paper lanterns stand out. Yet, the most “peculiar” thing about the shop was its sign. Four paces in height, and one in length, a meticulously white canopy floated down from the shop’s roof proudly displaying a message in fiery-red symbols. Moondancer had no idea what the symbols meant, or the language they belonged to, but could confirm beyond a shadow of a doubt they were the reason she felt so inclined to step inside.



What‘s in there? the mare wondered. Curiously, she approached the entrance and peeked inside. A faint smell of species mixed with book-dust tickled her nostrils. Maybe it’s one of those coffee-libraries, Moondancer mused. They had become quite popular in recent years, thanks in part to the publication of Princess Twilight’s memoirs. Every neighborhood in Canterlot had at least one place where bibliophiles could enjoy a book in comfort. The dark interior of the shop, however, combined with the complete lack of customers suggested that might not be the case.



I guess there’s only one way to find out. Moondancer took a deep breath and stepped inside. Her eyes took a few moments to adjust to the dim light. Despite the widely open door, the room lacked any windows, lit entirely by a few candlelit lamps. Wooden shelves filled the small space, covered with objects large and small. Books, toys, trinkets, the shop seemed to have it all, including an extremely intricate example of oriental ceremonial attire. Moondancer had seen references in books, but this was the first time she stood in front of one. 



“Ah, the ceremonial dress of princess Jinse Ma,” a deep voice said a step from Moondancer. “You have a good eye.”



The only reason that Moondancer didn’t scream was because she was far too startled too. A rush of adrenaline flooded her veins, making her heart beat like a train locomotive trying to make up for lost time.



“A thousand apologies, treasured customer.” A face appeared behind what seemed to be the shop’s counter. “I did not mean to startle. I was merely overjoyed that one of such refined taste had graced my humble shop. Please, please, continue. Pretend that this humble shopkeeper isn’t even here.”



“Th-thank you.” Moondancer blushed. That was embarrassing She reached for the dress, feeling the fabric with her hoof. “Umm, is this an antique shop?” 



“Oh, my!” The shopkeeper chuckled. “You’ll have to forgive this forgetful shopkeeper,” he said as he lit a small oil lamp. “Seeing such a fine mare has made me completely forget my manners.” He cleared his throat. “Welcome to the End of all Things, where you could find find what your heart desires. I am Uncle Wing, the humble owner of this shop, who shall guide you through any questions you might have.”



“Moondancer.” The mare relaxed. A bit over the top, but still very nice. I wish more shops could be like this. “So it is an antique shop?”



“Dear child, this is no antique shop.” The shopkeeper chuckled once more. “Here, at the End of all Things, you won’t find trinkets of the past that have been tarnished by time. No, no, no, here you’ll find nothing but the pinnacle of perfection of eras past, present, and future!”



O-okay, now you lost me. Moondancer blinked. The sales pitch had started quite well, but Uncle Wing definitely needed to work on his closers. In this case a simple “yes” would have worked just fine.



“I see you are confused,” the shopkeeper noted with a smile.



Not really, Moondancer thought, but nodded nonetheless. The atmosphere of the shop compelled her to be courteous.



“Take the dress of princess Jinse Ma.” The shopkeeper pointed. “Is it not the pinnacle of elegance? It took thousands of years for the skills of dedication and learning for the artisans to create it. The design needed hundreds of instances to perfect. The silk that the inner veil was made of had been produced over the course of decades by silk-spiders exclusively raised on starberries.”



“So it is the best dress there was?” Moondancer’s ears perked up. The claim was bold to say the least, but looking at the outfit she couldn’t help but agree. I wonder what the full history of that dress is. It will probably fill an entire library section, at least!



“Not only that was.” The shopkeeper’s smile widened. “What you see is the best dress that was, is, and will be. That there is the end of the dress, the end of all dresses, an achievement that none other will surpass until the end of time!”



“I thought beauty and fashion were subjective.” Moondancer arched a brow.



“Yes, yes, of course, but that is the best of that type of dress. If you want the best of some other type of dress, I’ll gladly assist you in finding it. Just yesterday I received this one of a kind business dress, ideal for work, parties, and press interviews.”



“Oh,” Moondancer sighed. Flea-market. She stepped away from the ceremonial dress. What an anticlimax.



“Please, I’m telling you the truth!” Uncle Wing rushed from behind the counter. “Everything in this shop really is the best, in every literal and non-hyperbolic sense of the world!”



“Of course, it is.” Now you’re just trying too hard.



“Think of something you know is the best!” The shopkeeper insisted. “A toy, piece of jewelry, anything at all.”



“Very well.” I’ll humour you, but only because I enjoyed the story of the dress. Hmm, I wonder if I should buy it. It is rather breathtaking, even if I’ll hardly ever wear it... “Do you have the best book?”



“Oh.” The shopkeeper’s smile vanished, replaced by a drab expression. “Books...”



“What’s wrong with books?” Moondancer frowned. “Here are thousands of wonderful books! Books better our everyday lives! The whole reason that we are where we are is because of the knowledge stored in books! Without them we’ll be back in the dark ages, or worse!”



“Forgive me, valued customer. What you say is true. There are thousands of books. Who is to say which one of them is the best? I showed you one dress, yet even it is not the best in all circumstances.”



“So you’re telling me you can’t.” Moondancer narrowed her eyes. I expected as much.



“What I’m trying to say is that I humbly ask that you be a bit more specific?” The shopkeeper flashed a large smile. “The best work by A.K. Yearling, perhaps? There are many theories as to which of her Daring Do volumes that might be. The truth might surprise—“



“Shakemare’s sonnets,” Moondancer cut Wing short. It was hardly a polite thing to do, but the novelty of the place had quickly worn off, and with it her patience. “Do you have the best of Shakemare’s sonnets?”



“Shakemare,” The shopkeeper repeated the name slowly, stressing on every syllable. “Not a request I’ve often heard. Please, browse the store while this humble shopkeeper goes to find that which you ask.”



Moondancer watched him trot to the back of the shop and disappear behind a small door. No doubt he was going to go through his junk and return with a second edition of Shakemare’s Complete Sonnets. All Shakemare fans would unanimously agree that the specific tome was a must have for any collector. It wasn’t particularly rare, and by no means the best, yet available enough for everypony with enough bits to find one. If Wing actually came out with a first edition, that would be an entirely different matter. There were less than a thousand copies printed, most of which filled libraries and private collections. 



What am I thinking? The mare shook her head. There’s no way we could have a first edition. For all she knew he might have gone to find an excuse for his failure. 



While the unicorn was thinking, her hoof inadvertently moved to the ceremonial dress. The silk veil did feel incredibly smooth, far smoother than anything Moondancer had felt in her life. Then again, that could hardly be seen as a surprise; the vast majority of her wardrobe was composed of thick sweaters. 



“Thank you for your patience, treasured customer!” The shopkeeper suddenly appeared, giving Moondancer another startle. “Your most humble servant has finally found what you ask.”  He held a leather scroll case. “Behold, the pinnacle of Shakemare’s sonnets!”



Enough with the sales pitch, already. Moondancer sighed. The shopkeeper’s behaviour no longer amused her. Still, he had gone through some trouble to provide her with something, so the least she could do was take a look.



Levitating the scroll closer towards her, she opened it. As expected, there was a scroll inside. Less expected, the scroll held one of Shakemare’s sonnets written in Middle Equish. Moondancer read thought the first stanza. The penmanship was as masterful as the prose, executing every stroke with such perfection as if it were attempting to draw a painting using letters alone. 



“This is an original!” Moondancer looked up in shock. “A perfectly preserved scroll of Shakemare’s Two Ponies Under the Stars! Have you any idea how extraordinarily rare this is!” She focused back on the scroll. “This is the final sonnet of Shakemare’s autumn series! Critics consider it her crowning achievement, going as far as to claim that it was—“ 



Moondancer froze. She levitated the scroll away. The shopkeeper was still there, smiling positively, a new air of mystery surrounding him.



“Going as far as to claim that it was the end of her career,” The mare finished her sentence. “Haycart even suggested that Shakemare was never able to produce anything of equal quality since.”



“I am but a humble shopkeeper, I know little in matters of literature.” The shopkeeper shrugged. “I do know that that’s the pinnacle of Shakemare’s work, and I my shop holds all pinnacles that have or will exist.” He beamed. “Unless special terms and conditions apply,” he added in rushed fashion.



“So this shop, really holds the end of all things?” Moondancer returned the scroll to its case.



“In a manner of speaking.” The shopkeeper shifted from leg to leg. “The name is not a direct hundred percent representation of the contents of the shop... but for most purposes, yes. Here you find the end of all things, the physical representation of notions that have reached their peak and cannot be surpassed now or ever.” Wing took the scroll case and placed it on one of the shelves. “I also accept all major forms of currency. Except gems.”



“But...” Moondancer felt her mouth had become dry. “Doesn’t it affect you?” It was the shopkeeper’s turn to arch a brow. “I mean you have surrounded yourself with the end of everything. How can you live like this? You will never experience anything better than what you already have. Isn’t that...” She swallowed. “Isn’t that depressing?”



If you already know the end what’s the point? The mystery of the shop had suddenly vanished, draining all the joy from Moondancer along with it. If she was to accept that the shop held the crowning achievement of everything conceived, what would be the point in trying to achieve anything? 



“My valued, gentle customer,” the shopkeeper began softly. “I can tell you have a large heart. It is difficult to understand the End of all Things. Many have tried, many are yet to try, even I am trying and I’ve owned the shop for many years.” He laughed at the punchline. Moondancer could only cringe. “But don’t worry. Uncle Wing will let you in on a little secret,” he whispered moving closer. “The answer is variety. I showed you Shakemare’s crowning achievement, but have you seen somepony else’s best sonnet?” He winked.



Moondancer’s eyes grew wide. Of course! The end of all things! Even if every category of concept had a columniation point, with enough specificity there was a near infinite number of categories! There was no way to experience them all! She might have seen the end of Shakemare’s sonnets, but not her comedies, or her tragedies, or any of the other aspects of her work! 



“I see you understand,” The shopkeeper said in a deep soothing voice. “Now, about Princess Jinse Ma‘s ceremonial dress... Do you want me to wrap it for you? Or will you put it on right away?”
      

      
   
      Another Pony’s Poison


      
      
      
         
         Stay Back!

      
      

      

      
      
         My hair had to look perfect.



I poked and prodded at it as I peered at myself in the mirror, tried to get the wave at the end just right, ran my hoof along the jagged red and yellow stripes. The same colors as the flaring sun in my cutie mark, which only made me think of… of her.



A vibrant sun on her side as well, but hers lit up a whole room, a city, a world. I used to think I could rival her. Not anymore, though. Not now.



With a sigh, I trotted out the door and into the—her sunlight. I didn’t even bother with my saddlebags. Everything, left behind.



I’d navigated the streets of Canterlot so many times that I didn’t even need to stay conscious of my surroundings. Just… the look on her face. What would Celestia do? Smile down on her former student? Scowl and scream at me to get out? Whatever she chose, I’d repay it in kind: bask in her approval or slink back to what had become my home, if I even dared to fling some accusatory words at her first.



Her lips, pronouncing whatever judgment she saw fit, wrenching them from her throat or letting a honeyed sweetness glisten on them. It all played in my head in slow motion while my unseeing eyes somehow kept me from colliding with the vast crowds that never seemed to have anywhere to go. Did ponies just mill about this city for lack of anything more entertaining to occupy them?



“Name?”



My withers jerked as I blinked up at the guard, his wings half-spread.



“Um… Sunset Shimmer. I have an appointment.”



His clipboard whisked to the side, and he gaped at me. “Sunset? Is that really you?” He grabbed me by the shoulder and laughed as if somepony had told him an inside joke. “I haven’t seen you in ages! It’s me, Silver Spear! Do you remember?”



“Y-yeah,” I said, giving him a crooked smile. “It’s been a long time.” I had no idea who he was.



“Wow, you must have graduated years ago! What have you been up to?”



“Not much, just…” I couldn’t look him in the eye. It felt—it felt great, having him actually care about me like that. Like flitting a little above the ground. But lying to him… Normally I wouldn’t have given it a second thought. Sometimes, that would be easier. “I shouldn’t keep Princess Celestia waiting.”



He only beamed back. “Of course, of course! I’ll escort you up and have you announced.”



“No, please,” I replied, staring harder at the cobblestones. “I don’t want to make a big deal about it.”



Like a scarecrow coming undone from its post, he slumped against the guard shack. “You sure? She’ll be happy to see you.”



“She will?” I couldn’t keep from meeting his gaze again, and he nodded as if imparting a solemn vow.



“Yeah. But if you’d rather keep it low-key, I can understand. Go on up,” he said, waving me past.



So I smiled at him, the crinkle in his eyes warming me. “Thanks, Silver Spear.”



I didn’t remember the castle that well, at least not the lesser-traveled parts of it, but after a few false turns, I arrived at the nondescript oak door that Raven had mentioned in her return letter. Princess Celestia would receive me in her private study, at two o’clock sharp, and given the number of times she must have summoned any one of her personal students here to turn in an assignment, take on a task, or—a shudder ran down my back—endure a lecture, I should have been able to find it blindfolded.



The carillon across town rang out its second chime, and with the convoluted melody it played on every hour, it didn’t get to actually tolling the hour until a few minutes after. I was late.



Just a simple door. I could easily knock, but my mind instantly wandered to all the ways I might dash out of here and forget this whole business. I didn’t need her. I didn’t.



So I knocked, quietly. She wouldn’t hear, and I’d leave, and I could say I’d tried. But the door creaked open, too soon, as if she’d stood waiting on the other side, tensed for any small cue.



Princess Celestia peered out at me, and her eyes danced, but she wrested them under her control, melding her lips into a taut line before beckoning me in. Nothing. I felt nothing from her, and… and I’d made a terrible mistake! I shouldn’t be here, just turn and run and never come back!



But that way, I’d never know. I gritted my teeth.



I sat in the chair she offered me, and she proceeded past her desk to the sofa across a low table from me. And she watched. This stupid chair, old and wobbly and threadbare, and surely it hadn’t changed since I last disgraced this city with my presence. The short leg clunked against the floor with my trembling.



“I won’t hurt you,” she said, in such a level tone she might have been the voice of a dictation spell.



I could feel the worry lines cutting into my face like a dried-out mud flat, and why did she have to keep it so cold in here? At least I had my tail to curl around me and keep me warm, but still I shivered.



“Please.” She pointed at a tea service on the table. “Have something hot to drink.”



I had never liked tea, but I poured a mug and gathered it up by my face, letting the steam radiate over my skin as I clutched the heated ceramic against my pasterns. A brown-tinted traitor stared back at me from the rippling surface, but not even that dark hue could tone down the icy blue of my eyes, a blizzard amid the swelter. “Thank you,” I muttered into the cup, ringing hollow. It had a nice scent of cinnamon, so I took a small sip.



She didn’t even bother picking up her tea, content to leave it on the table and swirl it around with her magic. Only the plate of cookies momentarily diverted her attention, but she wouldn’t take one. She was holding back. A blank slate, and I’d never called her that before. Always, her emotions blazed forth like the sun on her flank, on… on our flanks, but she remained locked in a dungeon of her own making.



My hooves shook again, and my head buzzed, worse and worse, until I thought I might pass out, and I staggered upright. “I-I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here,” I said, but—



“No!” I’d never heard such a plaintive wail compressed into one tiny word before, but it slammed into my ears like a cannon shot. “Please. Don’t go.” My knees buckled, and I rolled back onto the chair awkwardly. My chest… tingling, but warm. Finally warm again.



Maybe she still cared.



She sidled to the edge of her seat and craned her neck forward like a foal on Hearth’s Warming imagining the best possibilities of what a carefully wrapped box might contain. “Why did you ask to see me?”



For a moment, I considered telling her the truth: that I hadn’t been feeling right for a while, and I couldn’t remember feeling right since the last time I’d come here, and… and I needed her. Yes, I could live without her, but I’d gotten tired of simply living. “Uh…”



Celestia smiled at me. “Whenever Twilight Sparkle comes back through the mirror, she tells me about all the good things you’ve done.” Still holding something back. She wanted to say more. That it wasn’t enough? That I could never make up for the way I’d stormed off years ago?



But she didn’t know… No, what did she know? An argument, a disappointment, her promising student running away, returning as a common thief, and unleashing magic upon a world that didn’t know what to do with it. Honestly, I didn’t have a much better picture of events. So long ago, and that wasn’t me, not the real me.



“I… I wanted to tell you…” She leaned forward. “It wasn’t easy to come here.”



“I know,” she replied. “I appreciated hearing from you—through my assistant, that is—but believe me, I know.”



So warm, and I finally stopped trembling. A little sip of tea wouldn’t hurt, and if it set her at ease—as if she was the one who should calm down. Still, I took a small swallow and gave a thin smile as if it tasted good. but the bitterness crept in. Just the tea, no, no, I couldn’t—



A sharp sigh, and I cradled my cup in my forelegs. The last time I’d seen her, she gave me a chance. One I didn’t deserve, but then she was just like that. “It’s good to see you again,” I said.



And not like that guard… I couldn’t even remember his name, only ten minutes later. But Celestia. Nopony forgets her.



Celestia only sat up straighter, another part of her workday, another faceless supplicant begging her for something she couldn’t understand, not in her position. When did she ever find herself in need?



Maybe today she did. I’d wasted enough of her time already, but she hadn’t glanced at the clock once. She’d happily sit here all day with me, even if I never spoke another word, but she was waiting. She wanted me to say it. Maybe she did have needs.



Another draught of tea, down quickly, and the bitter flavor turned my stomach. “I’m sorry,” I said. I couldn’t look her in the eye. “What I did, I—”



Before I could move, she practically leapt at me, and she curled her wings around me. And the flood of—I gagged, shuddered, nearly retched. Had she poisoned my tea? Those suffocating feathers, all over! I strained, pushed against her wings, scrabbled with my hooves until she let me go, then jumped toward the wall, slid down it to the floor.



Wrong, so wrong! She did love me, but… such guilt, such regret. My throat spasmed, and I sucked in a cold breath, my mouth agape and a line of drool running down my chin. How could she live like this?



I swallowed down the bile threatening to spill out on the floor, and when I glanced up, she hung there like a rag doll, positively stricken. “I’m sorry,” I wheezed as I fought off another gag. No, no, she hadn’t poisoned me. Why did my mind go there first? She wouldn’t harm me, but I’d picked the wound raw, and I shouldn’t have ever come, shouldn’t have ever presumed to write her that letter saying I wanted to.



“It’s not your fault,” I said. “I don’t blame you.” Whatever would get me out of here quickly, but… I meant it.



“Nopony is ever completely right,” she answered.



This place—it was supposed to end all my problems. It was a stupid idea from the start. Just take the damned absolution, Celestia! Take it so I can leave!



“Every student is different, and I try to gauge how much freedom to allow them, but sometimes I get it horribly wrong.” She took a cautious step toward me, and when I didn’t flinch, she put a hoof on my shoulder, all that warmth, that sweetness coursing along her touch.



“When I first watched you studying with your classmates, you made an obvious natural leader—a chemistry lesson, I think,” she said with a small giggle. “You had a plan of attack to get them all remembering the element symbols, you guided them through it, quizzed them—even praised them for getting it right! I had a brilliant ambassador of friendship and scholarship on my hooves!”



Her smile only radiated more. If I could live on that alone, I’d stay in this place forever.



“Your little group: Secant, who could barely see through his tangles of mane, Lace Doily, who I’m not sure I ever heard speak, Ginkgo and his ability to dredge up the most useless and obscure facts about anything. You were inseparable that first year.” Celestia nearly coughed, and she stared intently at the wall. “My word, when you had them in your corner, you could manage the most impressive feats of magic, like none I’d ever seen before—”



Her gaze quickly swiveled back to me, and her voice dropped low. “I heard about Midnight Sparkle. I always knew you had that potential, but I never expected it to shine that brilliantly.”



I could hear the next “but…” coming.



Her fragile grin faltered. “You grew impatient though, began chastising them. You made Lace Doily do your homework. I had faith that she’d stand up for herself, that you’d recognize the pain you’d caused her… but I’d misjudged more than one pony. And in the end, I’d failed you both by not acting to stop it.”



So sour. I wrenched my throat closed to hold it in. It wouldn’t do to get sick right here in her office!



She hugged me tighter. “I’m so proud of what you’ve become.”



No… no more! A ragged breath scraped its way out of my chest, and I wriggled free of her embrace. I… I couldn’t do this to her. She gaped at me, her jaw trembling, as I stood by the doorway, but—



What in the name of Tartarus was wrong with me? Why would I even care? But I had to get out of here, had to end this the best way I could, for her.



“I don’t belong here,” I said. “I’ve known that for some time. But what I need you to know—and you have to believe me on this!—is that I’m happy there. I really am. I don’t blame you at all, and look at the good that’s come from it!”



Her eyes teared up, and she wanted me to stay, but I couldn’t, I couldn’t. This had to stop. I had to stop.



She felt like she’d done something wrong. But she hadn’t. That warmth, still so sour, and my gut churned. “Please,” I said. “Everything’s going well, on the other side of the mirror. I’ve found my place, where I fit in. Really.”



I forced a smile, and her posture relaxed, so she must have believed it. “Good,” she answered, blinking her tears away. “I’m glad.”



“I’ll write to you. I promise. Or… it’s alright with me if Twilight shares the journal with you. Then you can keep up.”



Too short, too incomplete, I knew, but as a first step… She’d take it gladly. So she nodded. “I love you,” she said quietly. I almost answered.



But I left, slowly, reluctantly at first, then faster, through the halls, past the guard at the gate, thankfully occupied with somepony else, and I dashed through street after street until I found an alley with nopony around, and all that sourness finally broke free—I vomited into an open garbage can, over and over, and when the nausea had died down, the stink of it made my stomach clench again, until I’d purged all that foulness from my stomach.



Such guilt.



Something like that, irrevocably woven into the love, ruined it, poisoned it. Enough, and I couldn’t help feeling it myself: what I’d done, the horrible things I’d done.



I lay there panting in a cold sweat until the sun had dipped low in the sky, and Celestia would be making it set and… I didn’t know why, but the image made me sad. On my own. It hadn’t come from anywhere. Things ending, her, thinking I’d gone, and let her mind be at ease.



Why… why would I want that? Maybe I hadn’t retched out every trace—I forced a hoof down my throat, but I could barely even cough up a trickle of bile.



This hadn’t come from Celestia.



Hoofsteps. Some mare, back at the alley’s entrance, eyed me coughing and spitting. “You poor dear!” she said, and she left some bread on a discarded box before pursing her lips and shaking her head.



For me?



Yes. The warmth—yes, for me. My nausea abated. A little. But I didn’t need her bread. She’d already fed me. Not like Celestia could have—what a powerful love she had! As someone she loved a great deal, whom few others would recognize, who would probably never come here. I’d learned enough about her by sneaking into Twilight’s castle. Maybe if I’d actually gone through the mirror.



No, no, it wouldn’t have worked. I could have set myself for life, but I couldn’t do that to her, and I couldn’t figure out why!



So it’d all end. Relegated to dredging up what little scraps of love I could. How royal.



I didn’t need the bread. I’d leave it for somepony who’d live another day because of it. Maybe I could help—



My head hurt, all dizzy, and I wasn’t even thinking right—helping a pony?—so I retreated into the deeper shadows and shed my disguise, all of it. And as I stretched out my wings, they glittered, just a little, in the faint moonlight.



I didn’t know what that meant. But I didn’t like it.



On filly’s legs, I darted out into the street to find some vagabond I could lead back to that bread, and he’d take pity on an orphaned child, offering to share it with me. I’d insist he eat it, and I’d have my fill anyway.



Somewhere nearby, Celestia would sleep well tonight. I shouldn’t have wanted her to.
      

      
   
      Wake-up Call


      
      
      
         
         Tramonto

      
         
         You Didn't Look Back, Not Once

      
      

      

      
      
         “Good morning.”



Sunset Shimmer reached her arm over to the empty space beside her. She had the whole bed to herself, and yet was confined to a single side: the left side. The side without the lamp.



But her side did have its perks: it had the window, after all, and on nice days she could sit up in bed and watch the sun rise. But today wasn’t a nice today, so the curtains were drawn, and Sunset remained in bed.



 What time was it? She looked helplessly across the room to where her phone rested on the wooden desk, slowly regaining its charge from a wall socket somewhere down below. She should probably get up, get dressed, and be ready for when the doorbell rang.



If she was being honest with herself, she should have done all that hours ago when she woke up. But getting up took energy, and right now, energy was the one thing Sunset Shimmer lacked. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t just one thing, but it was the only one she wanted to think about. Maybe she would just stay in bed, let the doorbell ring, and simply not answer it.



But they would just come back tomorrow.



Sunset groaned and, with a monumental expenditure of the energy she didn’t think she had, sat up. Her whole body felt heavy, from the tips of her fingers to her eyelids, and she briefly considered crawling back beneath the covers. She’d tried, hadn’t she? Shouldn’t that have been enough?



She knew that it wasn’t.



Sunset climbed across the bed, planted one foot on the cold floor and recoiled. Where were her slippers? It didn’t take her long to find them—one of the benefits of a mostly-empty room was that things were easy to find—across the room, exactly where she’d kicked them off the night before. One of them was even upside down.



Well, there was no helping it. Rising like a zombie from a shallow grave, Sunset lurched across the small space to her slippers. She slipped into the first one and nudged the second one with the tip of her toes to flip it over, then put it on as well. She frowned. Her feet were still cold.



Now vertical (and with unfortunately cold feet), it was finally time to check the time. She picked up her phone and unplugged the charger, which promptly fell back behind the desk. She sighed. That was a problem for later, as for right now…



It was a quarter to two. What time would the doorbell ring? Sunset wracked her brain. She knew she’d written it down somewhere, but what was wrong with her that she couldn’t remember something as simple as a date and time?



Well, a lot was wrong with her, that’s why the doorbell was going to ring. There was no paper on the desk, nor anything scrawled on or carved into the wood, which meant she must have written it somewhere else. The kitchen, maybe.



She had had a lot of unread messages. Some from Rarity, Applejack, Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy, Rainbow Dash… but those were a problem for later, too. She told herself that she would get back to them, and she would—probably. For now, though, she tucked the phone into the pocket of her pajama pants and moved to the door.



With the absence of a warm body to heat it, the hallway was even colder than the bedroom. When had it gotten so cold? She passed a barren bookshelf and a pair of empty picture frames on the way to the kitchen, making a point to ignore the thing in corner by the front door as she entered the living area. But if she made a point to ignore it, was she really ignoring it at all? 



She didn’t know. What she did know, however, was that it was hard to ignore something you could see from practically any place in the house. ‘Open Concept’ they’d called it, and apparently it was all the rage these days. One person could be in the kitchen while someone else watched T.V., great for entertaining and for making the most out of your space. But with no one else here and great big, vacant spaces where furniture used to be, Sunset just thought it looked empty.



The kitchen was nestled in one of the corners of this empty space, with cupboards, counters, and appliances lining the two walls, and an island in the center. It was on this island, affixed to the marble countertops that she’d never really wanted but had been outvoted in favor of—she frowned. How had she been outvoted, exactly? It didn’t matter, because she’d found it: a yellow sticky-note with ‘two-thirty’ scrawled on it, underlined, and circled. There were other words as well, but Sunset ignored those, too.



She checked her phone again. Another unread message from Rarity, and it was now five minutes to two. So, she had time then, time enough to have a shower and maybe get something warm in her stomach. 



Cracking open the fridge (not exactly warm, but she had to start somewhere), Sunset stared at the sparse contents within. Condiments, mostly, nothing that could reasonably be scrounged into an edible meal. That shouldn’t have come as a surprise—after all, to stock the fridge she would have to go to the grocery store, and that would involve leaving the house. She tried to think of the last time she’d done that, but the answer just depressed her.



Okay, so she didn’t have any food. That was fine, she’d pick some up later. After the doorbell rang. For now, she’d have to settle for something else. The cupboards were similarly bare, but she did manage to find a bag of coffee ground and a half-empty box of teabags. She still had the coffee maker, at least, and the kettle, so the quest for a hot meal suddenly felt at least somewhat attainable. 



She was now faced with a choice: tea or coffee? Coffee would certainly wake her up (they never bought that decaf stuff), but was that really what she wanted? Being awake meant staying up, answering her texts, and going to the grocery store, when all she really wanted to do was go back to bed. Back to sleep. The tea was lavender (because of course it was), and Sunset vaguely remembered someone telling her that lavender tea eased the mind and helped one relax and fall asleep. Perfect.



Her decision made, Sunset retrieved the kettle from its place atop the stove (the top-left burner, always the top-left burner) and filled it up at the sink, before placing it back on the stove and turning it on. She took one of the few remaining mugs from the cupboard and set it down next to the box of teabags and took a step back.



It was probably a poor idea to leave the stove on while she took a shower, but the kettle was old and always took forever to heat up, and, if she was being perfectly honest, fire safety wasn’t exactly at the top of her priority list right now.



The bathroom was at the end of the hall. It wouldn’t have made sense for it to be off the master (and only) bedroom, unless of course they’d wanted every guest who had to ‘use the facilities’ traipsing through their unmentionables, but, more than once, Sunset found herself cursing the distance from her bed to the bathroom when she was forced to make a midnight trip.



Sunset wasted no time. She closed the door, ran the shower, discarded her clothes in a heap, and did her best not to look at herself in the mirror while the water heated up. She knew she was a mess, after all, and didn’t need her reflection reminding her.



Stepping into the torrent of hot water and feeling it cascade over her bare skin was the first objectively good part of Sunset’s day, but even this bliss was not to last. Phantom doorbells haunted every quiet moment, and more than once, Sunset found herself poking her head out of the shower and peering through the blinds, making sure that no one was waiting for her at the door. It didn’t help that a pair of rings (formed of residual shampoo and conditioner from a pair of now missing bottles) stared up at her like a pair of wide, judging eyes, from the ledge of the bathtub/shower combo, which made the experience somewhat less relaxing than Sunset had hoped.



The kettle whistled in the kitchen and Sunset let out a dejected sigh. She took hold of the shower’s handle, turning it not so far as to cease the flow of water, but enough for the water to go from hot to ice cold in a matter of seconds. The air was sucked out of her lungs as her whole body clenched in shock. She could only stand it for a few seconds before she had to turn it off completely, leaving her standing naked, shivering, and alone, with no one to blame but herself.



She pulled back the shower curtain, coming face to face with the mirror. Her reflection was blurry, obscured by layers of steam making it look like a vaguely human shaped blob. That was… a surprisingly accurate depiction of how Sunset felt at the moment, and after a few seconds of staring down her doppelganger she finally managed to look away. She grabbed a towel from a hook (the only towel, she remembered) and quickly dried herself off and wrung the last of the chilly water out of her hair. She pulled back on her pajama pants and her t-shirt, slipped her feet back into her slippers, and grabbed a ratty sweater from another hook, before making her way back to the kitchen.



In a much-needed stroke of good luck, the stove hadn’t caught on fire nor had the kettle boiled off so much of its water to have rendered the entire process moot. She turned off the burner, grabbed a tea-bag from the box and deposited it in her mug, before gingerly following it with a stream of boiling water.



There, that wasn’t so hard, was it? The box said to let the tea steep for five to ten minutes, but that seemed like an awful long time to Sunset. She carried the mug over to the only remaining comfortable chair in the apartment and stared at the spot where the T.V. used to be. It was difficult to miss something she never used—thousands of channels and still never anything on—but she did. A useless T.V. was better than another empty corner.



 It was half way through the steeping time of her tea that the moment Sunset Shimmer was dreading arrived. There was nothing special about the doorbell; it didn’t play the Westminster Chimes or any other catchy (if forgettable) tunes, no, it was a simple ‘ding’ followed by a ‘dong’, and yet this uncomplicated pair of notes drove Sunset’s heart into overdrive. She found herself pinned to her seat, her knuckles turning white as they gripped the mug so tightly that, had she been in her right mind, she might have feared shattering beneath her grasp.



But Sunset was weak. Too weak to stop what was coming and certainly too weak to crush a mug in her bare hands. She thought she might be too weak to confront the figure who waited on the other side of the thin, wooden door, but nonetheless rose and, as if in a trance, walked over to the waiting portal.



With one trembling hand she turned the knob.



“Hey, Sunset.”



“Hi, Twilight.”



Twilight Sparkle looked amazing. Her hair was tied up in a neat bun and she had a puffy pink scarf woven tightly around her neck. Her purple jacket matched her boots, and paired with her thick black leggings, Twilight was clearly well suited for the winter weather.



Twilight regarded her with a curious look, and suddenly Sunset felt extremely self-conscious about her own appearance. Damp, matted hair, bags under her eyes, ill-fitting pajamas… she felt like a begger standing before a queen. 



“So…” started Twilight.



“Right,” said Sunset, “of course. Come in.”



Twilight wiped her boots on the tired welcome mat and stepped across the threshold. Sunset retreated a few steps, but never turned away.



“Is that tea?”



Sunset nodded. “Yeah, lavender. Kettle’s still hot if you–”



“No, thanks,” said Twilight, cutting her off. “Shiny’s waiting for me in the car. I’m just here to pick up the last of my stuff, but maybe some other time.”



“Sure,” said Sunset, though the sinking feeling in her gut told her that there would not be another time. “Anyway, the box is right there, by the door.”



“Thanks.”



“If you need a hand–”



“No, I think I’ve got it.”



With a grunt, Twilight hoisted the box into her arms and balanced it on her knee until she could get a better grip. With her package firmly in hand, she gave Sunset one long, final look.



“I’ve got to get going,” she said.



“It was good to see you,” lied Sunset.



Twilight nodded. “Sunset?”



“Yeah?”



“Take care of yourself, okay?”



“I am,” said Sunset, followed by a short pause. “I will. Goodbye, Twilight.”



Twilight Sparkle turned and walked down the path to the waiting car. She loaded the box into the trunk, moved to the passenger side door, and climbed inside. Sunset stood in the doorway, the steam from her tea vanishing into the winter air as she watched vigilantly until the car had disappeared around the corner and out of sight.



Sunset closed the door.



Why did her legs feel so weak? She braced her back against the door and slid down into a sitting position facing her empty apartment. She drew the mug to her lips, inhaled the strong scent of lavender, and was about to drink, when she stopped.



Maybe she needed coffee after all.
      

      
   
      Not a Thing to Do/But Talk to You


      

      
      
         Thorax's day had been dull, until he heard the cries for help coming from the top of the hive.



They grew louder as Thorax raced through the tunnels, hooves sloshing through the mucosal discharge that coated so many of the hive's surfaces – a deterrent against both invasion, and unwanted houseguests. It wasn't until he'd neared the top, however, that they grew distinct. What had been incoherent wails, echoing through the hive, sharpened into two distinct voices.



"Last warning! You're not welcome here, so turn around and go, before I get violent!"



"Oh, please, please get violent! Two minutes, I've known you, and I'm already itchin' for an excuse to rearrange your face!"



One was Pharynx. The other made his heart leap – equal parts excitement, and anxiety. Thorax swallowed, and galloped faster.



Thorax finally burst into the chamber at the top of the castle. The place was a disaster zone, strewn with rocky rubble, some of which had smashed a table and scattered a tea set. In the middle of the room was Pharynx – legs spread, wings flared, horn bared and glowing – and behind him was a line of changelings, cowering and holding one another.



Opposite Pharynx, and somehow managing to match the sheer malice Thorax had come to expect from his brother, was an incensed Dragon Lord Ember, fists balled, wings spread, and wisps of pinkish fire trailing intermittently from her nostrils. Behind her was the hive wall, sporting a hole that was suspiciously proportionate to her body.



Immediately, Thorax grinned. "Ember! Over here!"



Ember's fists relaxed at the sound of Thorax's voice – one of them did, anyway; there was something clutched in her left. She turned away from Pharynx to regard her friend. "There you are. You wanna tell me what this is all about?"



Thorax blinked, and glanced between his brother and his friend. "Uh... I think someone should catch me up, before I even try figuring out what you're referring to."



Pharynx snarled, jabbing a hoof toward Ember angrily. "This crazy dragon bitch launched a surprise attack on the hive – smashed through the wall like it was paper mache. No warning, no nothing, just swooped right in and––"



"Ruined our tea party!" wailed one of the changelings behind Pharynx.



Pharynx made a face and shook his head. "Yeah, so, I guess I'm more angry about it in principle than in practice."



Thorax looked at Ember, glancing quickly at the hole in the wall, and raised an eyebrow. "Is that true, Ember?"



 "I mean..." Ember relaxed, planting her hands on her hips, half-frowning. "You can't really pin the tea party thing on me. The wall, yeah, I'll cop to that, but there's a hundred different ways that tea party could've gotten wrecked."



"She has a point," one of the less distraught changelings pointed out. "Just because she broke through the wall immediately before the tea party got wrecked, doesn't mean she was responsible for that happening."



"You were there when it happened, Incisor!" snapped Pharynx, leveling a cold-eyed glare at his hivemate. "You were the one who told me that the debris from her flying through the wall was what broke the stupid table!"



Incisor's ears wilted. "I'm only saying, correlation doesn't equate causation..."



"Alright, alright, we're getting off track here," Thorax said quickly, stepping between his brother and Incisor. "Ember? Could you explain why you felt the need to smash through the hive wall?"



"Uh, because I was in a rush?" Ember uncurled her left fist, and dropped a crumpled piece of paper at Thorax's hooves. "Needed to get an explanation for that, couldn't find the front door, didn't feel like looking, decided to make one instead."



Thorax unfolded the paper, and read it, as Pharynx devolved into outraged sputtering.



To Lord Ember, sovereign ruler of the Dragon Lands, I, Thorax of the changelings, humbly extend this–– 



Thorax brightened. "Oh! You got my invitation!"



"Invitation?" Ember pointed at the piece of paper floating in front of Thorax's face. "That's what that was?"



Thorax nodded eagerly.



"...Oh." Ember's arms went limp. Then she shrugged. "Well, no harm no foul, I guess."



Pharynx bristled. "You punched a hole in the––"



"Pharynx?" Thorax interrupted. "I think it's safe to say that this was all just a misunderstanding. Let's clear the room, and the three of us can sort it all out? Sound good?"



"That... sounds..." Pharynx made a strangled, angry noise in his throat, but he relented, sagging, and turned away. "Alright, party's canceled, show's over. Off you go."



He ushered the other changelings down the tunnel, and out the chamber, even as Incisor protested: "B-But, the tea party––"



"You hold a tea party every day, Incisor. Cripes." He sent a withering look toward Thorax. "And don't think we're not talking about this later. You should've told me you were inviting a frickin' dragon into the hive, bro."



As Pharynx led them away, Thorax approached Ember, still holding the letter in his grip. "So... you didn't read the letter, didja?"



"Couldn't read it," Ember said, shrugging. "It showed up a little while ago, y'know, but I couldn't make heads or tails of anything it said. Smelled like bug-horse, though, meaning it probably came from you, so I thought I'd fly over here, and get you to read it to me. Honestly, I wasn't even mad, until that guy made a big deal out of the whole wall thing."



Thorax glanced at Pharynx over his shoulder – the other changelings were gone, and Pharynx was returning to the conversation. "Yeah... he's, uh, he's got his own way of doing things. He's not a bad guy at all, I promise."



"You know, I really wish you'd stop saying that to everyone. Totally kills my non-conformist mystique," said Pharynx, smugly smirking. "So. Ember. As in, the famous Dragon Lord Ember, I presume. What kind of Dragon Lord doesn't know how to read, huh?"



"Uh... the regular kind?" Ember cocked her hip and planted her hand on it, glaring down at Pharynx. "It's just not the kind of thing dragons usually worry about. Pretty sure Spike's the only literate dragon in the world. Literate changelings, though – how does that happen?"



Thorax shrugged. "It's something a lot of us tended to pick up, back when we did things the old way – Chrysalis's way, I mean. Impersonating ponies, infiltrating their society – you gotta learn to read to fit in better."



"Yeah," Pharynx added. "Chrysalis once had me impersonate a Canterlot pharmacist for two weeks, back when we were still gathering intel for the invasion. I got really good at reading and writing, from doing all the prescriptions, see."



"You were a pharmacist?" said Thorax. "I never knew that about you. Seems like a bad fit."



"Ugh, it was awful." Pharynx shuddered. "I made the best of it, though. Like, sometimes, I'd write these phony prescriptions for happy pills and painkillers for ponies who were lookin' for a little something extra, and I'd feed on the euphoria they induced. Tasty stuff, that. And I'd give back alley vasectomies on the side, too – y'know, just as a hobby."



Thorax suppressed most of the resulting shudder, but ripples from it weakened his smile. "Pharynx?"



"Yeah?"



"Would you kindly give Ember and I the room?"



Pharynx blinked, then snorted, sauntering out of the chamber.



Thorax watched him leave, reflecting briefly on how similar his brother and his friend were, in temperament if nothing else. One would think they'd get along better.



Then again, maybe that's precisely why they don't get along...



"Dude's an asshole – might make a good dragon," Ember muttered. She shook her head, then turned to Thorax with a grin. "So! We're hanging out, huh? 'Bout time."



Her enthusiasm was infectious enough for Thorax to let go of any Pharynx-related worries; he drew himself up, and matched Ember's grin with one of his own. "Tell me about it. I've been looking forward to showing you around the hive.  You want the grand tour? We also have a meditation circle, arts and crafts, body painting... it's all pretty great, really."



"Yeah, uh... something tells me that none of that'd really be my thing," Ember said with a chuckle. "Tell you what – how about I take you out for a while, someplace fun?"



Thorax looked at her uncertainly. "Fun by your definition, or by mine?"



"Hopefully both?" said Ember, with a cheeky lilt. She turned toward the hole in the wall, beckoning Thorax to follow.



Thorax watched as she climbed through the hole she'd created, leaping out and taking to the sky. Large, leathery wings beat in powerful strokes to keep her airborne, as she looked through the wall at Thorax.



Thorax sighed, dropped the invitation to the ground, and followed after her.








After hours of flight, which saw them leave the continent and pass over the eastern sea, Thorax found himself tired, thirsty, and no closer to any answers. Ember offered no elaboration, only saying that their destination was a surprise, and bidding him to fly faster whenever he fell behind – which was frequently. Ember was simply a better flier than him: faster, stronger, with greater stamina. Thorax found himself lagging farther and farther behind, despite her slowing down to let him keep pace.



Eventually, he stopped altogether, calling out to Ember. "How much farther is it, anyway? Please, tell me we're close."



Ember slowed to a halt and turned in midair, hovering. "Pretty close, actually – an hour out, I think. Less, if you'd just pick up the pace a little."



"Cut me some slack. I'm, ah..." Thorax gestured at his gossamer wings. "Not as well equipped for a flight like this as you are."



Ember rolled her eyes and sucked her teeth. Her wings carried her closer to Thorax, and she opened her arms to him. "Climb aboard."



Thorax raised an eyebrow. "Beg pardon?"



"Climb. Aboard. I'm gonna carry you the rest of the way."



Thorax blushed. "Uh... won't that slow you down?"



"Dude, I could carry ten times your weight, and I'd still move faster than I am right now. So, c'mon." Ember flexed her fingers. "It's only weird if you make it weird."



Thorax hesitated for a moment longer, before lunging into her embrace and folding his wings, sighing with relief as they relaxed. Ember's arms encircled him, cradling him like an infant and clutching him close to her chest.



"Before you ask, no, this doesn't count as a hug," Ember said.



An instant later, Thorax realized just how much Ember had slowed down for his benefit. Her wings snapped, once, and they were off, rocketing forward at speeds Thorax was certain no changeling was ever meant to travel. Terrified out of his wits, he looped his forelegs around Ember's neck, and clung to her for dear life.



He wasn't sure how much time passed during the flight – being terrified out of his wits kept him from counting the minutes as they passed – but, eventually, Ember slowed to a halt and released Thorax from her grip.



"We're here!" she announced, gesturing grandiosely, as Thorax hovered beside her. "Feast your eyes on the island of Minos!"



"Island" seemed to understate the size of the land mass below them. The home of the minotaur race was huge, a chunk of earth in the middle of the ocean whose eastern shoreline was hidden behind a ridge of mountains. The lands in their' shadow were an expanse of brown, streaked with stretches of green forest and clusters of white buildings, poking from the land like flat teeth.



"What do you think?" Ember asked, grinning.



"It's..." Thorax swallowed. "Nice."



Ember's grin wavered. "Just nice?"



"No, I mean – it's beautiful. Looks great, from up here." Thorax looked into Ember's eyes. "I guess I'm just confused about why we needed to come out here to hang out."



"Uh, 'cuz it's awesome?" Ember drawled, as though stating the obvious. "I mean, not all of it is. It's a big island; some places are better than others. The place we're going, though? Super awesome."



She pointed to a spot along the coastline before them: a sprawl of sun-bleached buildings and docked sailing ships, lapped by tongues of white foam.



"That," said Ember, "is the city of Telos. And you're gonna love it. Probably."



She angled her body downward and plunged toward the docks, beckoning Thorax after her.








The dock they landed on was worn, and splintered. Thorax was briefly worried that Ember would shatter it upon landing as easily as she did the hive wall, but she slowed her descent just before touching down and alighted gently upon the boards. Thorax followed suit, relief flooding through him as he felt something solid beneath his hooves for the first time in hours.



Ember inhaled deeply, and sighed with relish. "Take a big whiff of that, Thorax. What's that smell like to you?"



He inhaled, and immediately started coughing at the stenches filling his nose. "Salt," he choked out. "And waste run-off."



"Yeah," said Ember lazily. "Isn't it great? C'mon."



The coughing fit passed, and Thorax resolved to breathe through his mouth as much as possible, as Ember led him down the docks. Workers and sailors of all species brushed past them; there were minotaurs, as befitting a minotaur city, but there were ponies, too – unicorns and earth ponies and pegasi, and griffons, and yaks, and zebras running to and fro on the deck of a two-masted ship docked to Thorax's right. The wind-worn and faded name Abalone was stenciled on its bow.



Thorax didn't see any other changelings, or dragons, and as far as he knew, he and Ember were the only members of their kinds in the city. But nobody seemed to find the sight of them all that interesting – though Thorax did catch a weird look from some kind of big, gray, tiger thing in a blue coat as they stepped off the docks and onto dry land.



"I know you were excited to show me the hive," Ember said as she guided him into the city proper. "But, trust me, you're gonna love Telos. This place is great; it's got everything. Food, drink, stuff that you can just take – some of which belongs to people, so the trick is to not get caught doing the taking, but––"



"Yeah, it sounds great," Thorax said, looking over his shoulder at the tiger-thing at the docks. Was he still staring at them? "I'm just... not so sure that it's really my speed. All that stuff you're talking about sounds more like... like, dragon stuff to me."



Ember stopped and turned to Thorax, a little sharply. "Well... I mean, yeah, that's... but there's also stuff that you'd like, too. There's, like... uh, there's...."



Thorax cocked his head quizzically. "Ember?"



She stammered for a moment longer, before giving up and throwing her hands in the air. "Look, just... there's something here for everyone; there's gotta be something for you, right?"



Her reasoning was suspect – was she just thinking in terms of averages? – but Ember seemed so earnest that Thorax couldn't bring himself to let her down. So he forced a happy look, and nodded.



Ember, plainly relieved, smiled. "Alright. Let's hit the town, make some noise, and we'll round out the day at a hair-braiding seminar, or something. Now, c'mon, lemme show you around."



She led him through the city, through winding streets and cramped alleyways, past the minotaurs and ponies and zebras that called the port city home. Away from the docks, the city proper smelled much more pleasant. Floral fragrances and frying food, and the ever-present tang of the sea – less overpowering, the deeper inland one went – blended into an aroma that set Thorax at ease.



"Can't believe how little about this place has changed," said Ember, as they emerged into a market square. Vendors crowded beneath colorful tents, loudly hawking their wares, as shoppers milled about. "Been forever since I've been here, and it's almost exactly the same as it's ever been."



Thorax looked up at her. "You must've spent a lot of time out here, huh?"



"Oh, yeah." Ember smirked at him. "Used to live here, actually."



Thorax balked. "You lived here?"



"Well, not here-here – out in a cave, by the docks, not far from where we landed." They stopped at a bench on the edge of the market; Ember planted her foot on it, leaning back to stretch out her calf. "I was kinda goin' through this rebellious phase. Dragon Lord Dad would summon me, and I'd, like, blow him off, 'cuz I was off doing my own thing. I'd show up whenever I wanted to, and Dad would be pissed off, and I'd be like 'shut up, Dad, I got stuff to do out here; there's boulders to shatter and lava pools to jump into, alright?' Plus, I always thought I looked cooler when I was all glowey – y'know, the way we get when we're summoned?



"Anyway, so, this one time, dad summoned me while I was off fighting some frost wyrm who didn't have the damn decency to die with the rest of his species. And I was like, 'I'm busy, I don't got time for that, and I'll get around to it when I get around to it.' About half a year later, I showed up, and dad wouldn't even tell me what he wanted; he just started yelling at me about what a disrespectful daughter I am, and how even Garble knows to show up when he's summoned, and THAT pissed ME off, because Garble––"



"I don't know who that is."



"Oh, he's like your brother, but without the charm," said Ember, swapping to her other leg and stretching it out. "Anyway, then Dad just outright threatened to pair me up with Garble and have us mate, saying that, if his daughter won't be punctual and do as she's told, then maybe his granddaughter will. So I'm not having that, and I tell him where he can stick it, and I fly away without really knowing where I'm going.



"Eventually, I wound up here. I moved into that cave I told you about. Started raiding the local pirate operation to kill time. I'd go out, board a ship, steal its haul, sink it – I don't think I ever killed anyone directly, but––"



"You spent ten years stealing pirate treasure?" Thorax's jaw dropped. "For fun?"



"Well, it kinda got boring after the first five – after that, I was doin' it more for the hoard than for the fun of it." Ember finished stretching and plopped down onto the bench. "Anyway, eventually, I decided to come home, so I grabbed as much treasure as I could carry, flew back to the Dragon Lands, found Garble, beat the snot out of him, dragged him over to my dad, and said 'Garble's a little bitch, my hoard's bigger than his, and you can't make me mate with him."



Thorax tried to imagine doing something even slightly as audacious as that to Queen Chrysalis, and came up short. "Did it work?"



"Sure did," said Ember, brushing her chest with her knuckles. "Dad agreed, said he wouldn't make me mate with a little bitch like Garble, and promised he'd loosen up with me a bit. And he did."



"That's..." Thorax stared at Ember with an of awe he'd never afforded her before. "I always knew you were strong, and brave, but I had no idea you were so... so..."



"Yeah, yeah," Ember said, in a voice that almost sounded sheepish. "It's not that big a deal."



"Yes! Yes, it is!" Thorax said, poking Ember's shoulder for emphasis. "That story, that stuff you did – heck, standing up to your dad like that? I wish I had, like, a tenth of what it took to do something like that."



Ember's cheeks were pink as she crossed her legs, lacing her fingers together and resting them upon an upturned knee. "But you stood up to your mom, in a much bigger way, didn't you? I mean, you beat Queen Chrysalis and saved Equestria. That took guts."



Thorax's ears folded. "Ah... I mean, I was just there. Starlight and the others did most of the––"



"C'mon, dude. You're being modest – you don't have to be like that with me. Hell, I'll be you have all kinds of cool stories like that, done all kinds of crazy stuff." Ember leaned forward eagerly, eyes shining. "Spill!"



Thorax scratched his cheek nervously. "Uh... well... there was the time the hive sacked Canterlot. I was there for that."



"...Oh." Ember pursed her lips as her face drained of color. "What'd you do?"



"Kinda... nothing." Thorax looked down at his hooves.



"Uh. Neat! Least you didn't... didn't kill any ponies." Ember chuckled weakly. "'Cuz that... that might've made things awkward with Twilight... if you'd killed any ponies..."



She trailed off. Thorax heard her shuffle her body uncomfortably on the bench. The city of Telos continued to bustle around them, as the pair fell into an awkward, dead silence.



One which was broken by Ember snapping her fingers suddenly. "Hey! You know what you need? A snack. Howzabout we get some skewers?"



Thorax looked up at her. "Skewers? Skewers of what?"



"All kinds of things!"



Her answer made Thorax's innards squirm. "That sounds downright, um... exotic... but I think I'm more thirsty than hungry. You know anywhere to get a drink?"



"Even better!" Ember leaped off the bench and hauled Thorax to his hooves. "I know just the place, c'mon!"



Dragging him along by the foreleg, Ember led Thorax through the market square. She stopped at a boxy white building on the far side from the bench, bearing over its entrance, with the bar's name crudely painted in a dozen different languages.



Thorax squinted at it, finding the one rendition of the name he could read. "'The End of the World?'"



"Actually," said Ember, with a hint of Twilight-esque pedantry. "It's called 'The End of All Things.'"



Thorax pointed at the sign. "But the sign says 'The End of the––"



"Y'know what, I get it, okay?" Ember rolled her eyes. "You can read. I can't. Do you have to keep rubbing it in?"



"I wasn't trying to––"



"Dude. Messing with you. Gotta learn to take a joke." Ember playfully punched Thorax's shoulder, and swaggered forward to throw open the door to the bar. "Now, c'mon, lemme buy you a drink."



Thorax stepped up, and peered into the bar. There was a hazy, yellow light inside, obscured by a thick cloud of pungent smoke. Sounds of shouting, of laughter, of breaking glass and cups colliding, issued from the doorway.



He didn't want to go in. But with Ember, standing there, with that same, earnest look on her face...



Thorax nodded, and ducked inside wordlessly.



The sounds and smells he'd caught outside were only a fraction of what The End of the World offered. Pale yellow lamps, visible in the hazy atmosphere like beacons on a foggy night, lit the interior. The lamps were electric, Thorax figured; they gave off no scent of burning wax or oil. The haze, he couldn't figure a source for. Nobody seemed to be smoking.



As with the docks, the bar's patrons represented virtually every species Thorax could think of – and even a few that he didn't recognize. Unicorns drank with zebras, griffons with minotaurs; he saw more of the tiger-things from the port, along with other races he had no name for. In a corner booth, a pink pegasus and a sleepy-looking thestral held a conspiratorial conversation with some kind of bipedal bird in a wide-brimmed, feathered hat.



The door swung shut behind him. Thorax turned to see Ember, smiling confidently at him. She led him toward the bar, where a wiry minotaur stood.



"This was the best watering hole in the city, back when I lived here," said Ember when they reached the bar. "If you're thirsty, then there's no better place to be."



Thorax chose a rickety bar stool with worn, vinyl padding, and gathered himself onto it. "You know, when I said I was more thirsty than hungry, I kinda meant for wa––"



"Hey, barkeep!" Ember called to the minotaur behind the counter, cutting Thorax off. "I'm opening a tab for my friend and I. Been awhile since I've been here, though – you guys still servin' Suicide Shots?"



The bartender snorted a squeaky huff of breath, and ducked beneath the counter, returning with a drinking glass, a green bottle, a vial of something marked with a skull and crossbones, and a jar marked "HCI." Wordlessly, he started mixing them together.



"Suicide shot?" Thorax parroted.



Ember nodded. "Two parts hydrochloric acid, one part cyanide, and a splash of sloe gin. Best drink in the house, provided you're, you know, a dragon. Or if you have a death wish. Although it's probably not the easiest death out there, if you know what I'm saying."



The bartender finished mixing the drink, and set it down in front of Ember carefully. With a devilish look, she lifted it up, and eyed its contents greedily.



Thorax looked, too, albeit more warily than greedily. "Uh, suppose I'm not a dragon and I don't have a death wish."



Ember glanced at him, then shrugged, coming perilously close to spilling a drop of the lethal mixture. "I dunno, dude. Pick your poison. Just, not as literally, I guess."



Acutely aware of the bartender staring at him, Thorax smiled shakily, and cleared his throat. "You don't serve sparkling mineral water, do you?"



The bartender emitted a low, rumbling chuckle, turned to the shelf behind him, and returned with another assortment of bottles. He poured their contents into a glass, stirred it with a spoon with more grease than Thorax would have liked, and dropped a garnish into it – an oblong, magenta cone, which Thorax realized with a sickening lurch was the broken horn of a unicorn. Immediately, the drink started to fizzle; blue sparks danced over its surface, and the horn faintly glowed the same color.



Thorax leaned forward, aghast. "What in the world...?"



"Sparkling mineral water," the bartender intoned. "Tonic and sweet vermouth, garnished with pony horn. Don't throw out pony horn. Need it back, in case anyone else orders bitch drink."



Thorax chose to ignore the "bitch drink" remark. "Where could that horn possibly have come from?!"



"I let you imagine. Don't throw out pony horn." The bartender moved away to serve an incoming patron, leaving Thorax and Ember to their drinks.



"So," said Ember, raising her glass to her lips. "What're we drinking to?"



Thorax stared at his "sparkling water," and ran his tongue over his lips. "I'm... less thirsty than I thought I'd be."



"Seriously?" said Ember, a touch exasperatedly.



Thorax turned to her. "Ember––"



"No, it's fine, it's whatever. I'll drink 'em both. Don't want it to go to waste." She downed her Suicide Shot in a single gulp, slammed the glass back onto the bar, and reached for Thorax's cocktail. She downed it in a gulp, set the glass on the bar, plucked out the still-sparkling horn, and stuck the point between her teeth, picking at them lazily.



"Having fun?" she asked at length, looking at Thorax from the corner of her eye.



"Uh..." Thorax gulped, and forced a smile. "Compared to you, maybe not, but who could match your enthusiasm?"



Ember's eye twitched. She dropped the horn back into the glass, and pushed away from the bar. "Gonna use the pissing ditch. Be right back."



"The what ditch?"



"The pissing ditch. It's a ditch. Out back. For pissing."



Ember shook her head and headed off into the smoke, leaving Thorax aloner. Groaning, he folded his forelegs on the countertop, sinking up to his muzzle, and sighed.



Why does a bar with electricity make its patrons do their business in a ditch, anyway? Where's the indoor plumbing?



Before Thorax could read too deeply into the question, a hand slammed onto the bar beside him. He raised his head, and kept raising it, until he stared up into the yellow eyes of a bipedal gray tiger, twice his height, in a salt-stained blue longcoat.



"Uh... hello there," said Thorax. He peered past the tiger; there were others of his species gathered behind him, all staring at Thorax with looks that were, altogether, rather unpleasant. "You look familiar. Weren't you at the docks just a little while ago?"



"As were you," said the tiger. "With her. The dragon bitch."



Thorax glared, and tried to rise from his stool, but the tiger planted a meaty paw on his shoulder and shoved him back down.



"Don't want you getting up." The tiger narrowed his eyes at Thorax as the others closed ranks around him. "What manner of creature are you, even? You're uniquely hideous – never seen anything like you. Some kind of... deer? With bug wings?"



"Bug deer," one of the tiger's companions suggested. "Must be an Equestrian thing. They got all kinds of crazy things out there; you know that."



"Aye," said the tiger. "But why, I'm wondering, why would the dragon bitch let this thing tag along with her? And buy drinks for it, no less?"



"Okay," said Thorax, plucking up some courage. "You're talking very disrespectfully about my friend, and I don't appreciate it one bit. So, how about you apologize, and we all take a step back, before one of us does something that we all––"



"Shut up," the tiger growled. He glanced at his companions. "What do you think? Take it alive, try to sell it?"



"Could do that," said another of the tigers. "Could just keep it, too."



"And do what with it?" said a third tiger. "Thing like this'd just take up space on the ship. It's tight enough below decks as is."



"Has a point," said the tigers' ringleader. "We'll take it alive if we can, try and sell it later. Clip its wings, hope it can't grow them back."



The bar had grown quiet by then; the sounds of shouting and laughter dulled to nothing. The tension in the room was thicker than the smoke, and almost as easy to choke on. Thorax, gulping, looked toward the bartender.



"You got anything to say about this?" he whispered harshly.



"Must be new here," the bartender drawled. He reached below the counter, and produced a firearm – a long weapon with two barrels. "Alright, you all know the drill. If you're gonna fight, then anything goes, but come near the booze, or the till, and you get two barrels to the face."



Thorax facehoofed. "You're not gonna do anything? Anything?!" he snapped.



"I will if he won't!"



Ember's voice carried through the smoke, cutting through the tension. The tigers parted from around Thorax, their leader stepping forward. He leveled a meaty finger toward Ember, who stood with her fists balled and her wings half-spread.



"You!" the tiger snapped. "Thirty years, I've seen your face, every time I shut my eyes. Thirty years, I've lived my life, wondering if I'll ever get the chance for revenge! And now, here, you return to this city, walk into this bar – of all the places in the world you could have gone! It's almost too contrived to be true."



Ember cocked her head, her intense expression softening with confusion. "Do I know you, pussycat?"



The tiger thumped his chest with his pan-sized paws. "Don't pretend you don't recognize the Dread Pirate Bellicose, Scourge of the Seas!"



Ember shrugged. "Doesn't ring a bell, pal. There some reason I should recognize you?"



The Dread Pirate Bellicose, Scourge of the Seas, snarled. "You destroyed me, you dragon bitch! Thirty raiders, I commanded, and a hundred seadogs each! My name struck fear in the hearts of captains from Zebrinnica to Stalliongrad!"



"...And?" Ember said blithely.



"And you ruined me! Burned my ships, stole my treasure, sent my raiders to the briny deep! Every! Single! One! Over ten years!"



"Sent your raiders to the...? Huh." Ember looked past Bellicose, at Thorax. "Okay, but see, I didn't do that directly, so I wasn't lying to you."



"You killed ALL of my people! And ONLY my people!" Bellicose stomped a hind foot, sending a tremor through the floor. "Why? Why only me? Why just my fleet? Why no one else's? What did I ever do to you?!"



"Uh, you had stuff I wanted, first of all," said Ember. "Second, I don't know if you'd believe this or not, but I wasn't going after you, specifically."



"You lie!" Bellicose hissed. "You LIE! Every ship under my command bore my name upon its hull! You must have known – you must have read it, known they were mine!"



Thorax stifled a laugh.



Ember laughed hers openly. "Think whatever you want. Thorax, this guy's lookin' for a fight – I say we give him one. C'mon, we can take them."



Thorax clenched his jaw. "How about we just leave, Ember, before this gets any uglier?"



"What? Dude, weren't you just telling me about how badly you wish you could do crazy stuff like this? Here's your chance, Thorax!"



"Thorax?" Bellicose laughed. "That is a ridiculous name!"



Ignoring the tiger, Thorax pushed away from the barstool and landed on his hooves. "I know what I said before, Ember. And I do wish I was tougher, like you. But I didn't invite you to hang out so that the two of us get into a bar fight with pirates. That's not my idea of a good time!"



"Well, having tea parties in the changeling hive isn't my idea of a good time, either!" Ember snapped back. "So what the hell are the two of us supposed to do when we get together?!"



Bellicose's paw found Thorax's neck, claws extended. "How dare you both ignore me! I have come for revenge, and the two of you will pay me all due––"



With a flash of green light, the top of Thorax's body warped into the form of a disproportionately large, chitinous black dinosaur. He whirled on Bellicose, baring a mouth lined with daggers, and roared. Strands of green saliva whipped from his mouth, slapping across the tiger's face and body.



When it ended, the tiger stood still, his eyes wide and his lips tightly pursed. Another flash, and Thorax was back to normal, turning his back to Bellicose and stomping toward Ember.



"Captain," he heard one of the other tigers whisper. "What are you gonna do? The bar's a tinderbox, and the dragon's gonna get away."



"What am I gonna do?" Bellicose replied. "Save face, that's what."



Thorax heard a meaty slap, and a crunch of breaking bone. A cheer went up throughout the bar, and the sounds of violence filled the space. Punches and bottles and bodies were thrown; cries of pain and triumph echoed everywhere.



Thorax ignored it all as he closed the distance between himself and Ember. The dragon folded her arms and looked away, as a haphazardly flung bottle shattered against her skull. She didn't so much as flinch.



"Okay," said Thorax. He tried to take a deep breath, regretted it when he remembered how choked with smoke the bar was, and fought to regain his breath. "Okay," he repeated, in a scratchier voice. "You don't wanna hang out at the hive, and I don't want to go picking fights across the ocean. I don't see why it has to be one or the other when we hang out.



"Because what else is it gonna be, dude?" Ember cried. She paused briefly to catch another bottle thrown her way and take a pull from it. "You really think your changeling buddies are gonna want me touring the hive after I busted a hole in it? 'Course not – your brother was right; I'm a crazy dragon bitch. They don't want me around! So, what, am I supposed to take you back to the Dragon Lands? If you don't like bar fights with pirates, then just wait until you meet Garble, or some of the other douchebags I'm in charge of!"



"Ember..."



"So if we're gonna hang out, and they don't want me around, and I can't take you back to my place, then what are we supposed to do? Huh?! I like you, Thorax, but let's face it – Spike was right about us! We're complete opposites; we have no common ground when you get right down to it, 'cuz I'm a crazy dragon bitch, and you're a touchy-feely... changeling... bug... guy! How are we supposed to spend any time together by ourselves without one of us getting bored, or pissed off, or – ugh!"



Ember flung her bottle to the floor, the sound of it shattering lost among the dozens of other bottles shattering at that same moment, and turned away from Thorax.



"I can't believe I'm actually talking about feelings," she said. Her voice was strangled. "I took you out here so we wouldn't have to talk about feelings!"



Thorax stepped around Ember, ducking beneath a minotaur flung by the bird with the feathered hat, and looked up into her eyes. "Haven't you learned the importance of communicating clearly with your friends by now?"



Ember rubbed her arm sheepishly.  "Well... yeah, but that doesn't mean I enjoy it. It's like pulling teeth, every time."



"Well... you're powering through it, at least. That goes a long way." Thorax paused to fan a hoof in front of his face, wrinkling his muzzle. "I wanna talk about this some more, Ember, but could we do it somewhere else, maybe? This isn't exactly an atmosphere that's conducive to clear communication."



Ember took a look around, at the raging melee, and shrugged. "I guess I see your point. Let's––"



"YOU'RE NOT LEAVING UNTIL I'VE HAD MY REVENGE!"



Captain Bellicose leaped at Ember, claws and teeth bared. He sailed through the air, toward her, as Thorax turned to intercept him.



Ember was faster. With a lash of her tail, she caught the tiger across the cheek, knocking him out of his lunge and sending him crashing through the far wall and out into the street.



"I swear, I have no idea who that guy is," she muttered, dusting her hands off. "Alright, c'mon – place isn't as good as I remember it, anyway."








After a quick vertical ascent through the roof, they were in the skies above Minos. Ember faced Thorax with her arms folded, and a look of uncertainty on her face.



"So..." she began. "About those feelings."



Thorax rolled his eyes, and hovered closer to her. "Yeah. About 'em."



Ember sighed and tossed her hands up. "I don't know, dude – it's like, you know I don't really have a lot of friends. I definitely don't have any who I can just go out and do crazy stuff with. Twilight's great, but she's also a Princess; I have to be all political and stuff with her. And Spike – I can't take him someplace like Telos. He's like you, but... even wimpier."



"Thanks," said Thorax dryly.



"You know what I mean," said Ember. "Spike's always talking about how much fun it is to share the stuff you like with a friend, but the stuff I like, I could never drag him into. But you're a little older, and I thought you could handle it better than he could. So, I thought that, maybe, you and me could do something I liked, and... I guess I wound up kinda forcing things a little bit. Didn't really think about how much you'd actually like it. So... I'm..."



She fumbled for words before trailing off.



"Sorry?" Thorax offered.



Ember snapped her fingers. "Yeah, that. That's the thing. I'm that. I'm sorry."



Thorax chuckled. "It's... alright. I should've said something sooner."



"Yeah, you really should have," Ember agreed. "This is all on you, Thorax. Shame on you."



They shared a laugh, and when it ended, Ember spoke up again. "What do we do now? I don't think a tour's such a good idea, after how I made my entrance..."



"And I don't think I'm gonna be making any return trips to Telos any time soon," said Thorax.



Ember half-frowned. "Options are lookin' kinda thin right now, dude."



"Well... maybe we change our approach a little bit, then," said Thorax. "Try and follow me on this – who says we gotta go out and find something to do? Or have someplace to go? Let's just pick a spot, settle down, and hang out together for a while."



Ember's face blanked. "That's some crazy bughorse logic you got goin' on there, Thorax."



"No, it makes sense. Because even if we're different, even if you're not into what I'm into, or the other way around – we're still friends, and we like each other. And I don't know about you, but I could kill a whole bunch of time just sitting next to you, doing nothing but enjoying your company, Ember."



A guarded smile broke across Ember's face. "Even if I'm a crazy dragon bitch?"



"Even then. Especially then." Thorax rubbed the back of his head. "What about you?"



"...I think I could give that a shot." Ember rotated 'til she faced west. "Promise you'll find something for me to punch if I get bored, though."



"Uh... we'll see." Thorax coughed awkwardly. "Y'know, we both know I can't keep up with you while you're flying, so..."



"Yeah, yeah. Hop on." Ember extended her arms, and Thorax flung himself into them, lacing his forehooves around her neck. "Comfy?"



"As I'll ever be," said Thorax.



"...Still doesn't count as a hug."



"Okay."



"...And if you tell anyone about this, I'll mess you up."



"It's only weird if you make it weird, Ember."



"Tch. Don't be a dick."



An instant later, they were rocketing west, Thorax's face nestled against Ember's chest. 
      

      
   
      Solacing Dreams


      

      
      
         Amidst the silence of her room, Princess Luna stared at the open scroll atop her mahogany desk. She traced the words on the parchment with her hoof as she read them once again, stopping at the wax seal emblazoned with three capital letters.



“Has it been a month already?” Even though she was smiling, there was a hint of sadness in her eyes.



Smiling to dispel the melancholy, Luna sat on a cushion and spread her wings; her breathing slowed down, her back arched, and raised her head as her horn lit up. The energy casted a barely noticeable white light over the room which grew in size as well until it enveloped her.



In the blink of an eye, the light was gone, and with it, every trace of the regal alicorn. Instead, there stood a light blue unicorn mare whose only similarity to Princess Luna was the black regalia which now hung on her smaller frame.



The now unicorn Luna stretched and moved around to get used to her smaller body before removing her crown, slippers and chest piece and floated them towards an open chest.



Free from her royal insignias, Luna walked towards her balcony and opened the doors, snatching a scarf from a nearby perch as she exited. Once outside, she took in the sight of the sprawling city before her.



She spared one glance at her moon, and assumed it was likely past nine. Sighing she returned her gaze to the cityscape and scanned it in search of a specific building before focusing on on a spell and in disappearing in a flash.



With a similar burst of light, she reappeared down in the city, within the conspiratorial embrace of a dark alley. After checking for any random passer-by who may have spotted her she walked towards the building across the street, rising high above the Canterlot homes and contrasting with its surroundings, while managing to blend with them in the great sprawling city at the same time.



She made her way to the front entrance, past the young couple dragging a filly with a severe cold. A pony in a wheelchair moved to let her pass. Two mares in white garments were taking an elder pony in a stretcher into an elevator. Surrounded by chaos, a cream-coloured mare sat behind a desk, going through some files. 



Smiling, Luna made her way towards the counter, avoiding the ponies walking to and fro, and cleared her throat to catch the mare’s attention mare.



“Oh, hello, Solacing Dreams! It’s so good to see you again,” the mare said with a warm smile.



“Goodnight, Tender Care, I hope I’m not too late,” Princess Luna—or rather, Solacing Dreams—said.



“Not at all, Sol,” Tender Care said in an earnest tone, standing up and giving Luna a quick hug, “everypony is waiting for you. You’ve got a busy night ahead.”



“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Luna said as smile spread over her face.








The hallway was filled with the sound of hooves against floor tiles. Several ponies ran back and forth; some hurried, scared, others carrying somber expressions. The pair walking down the hallway, however, looked comparatively happier.



“It’s so good to see you again,” Tender Care said with a smile. “I can’t believe it’s been a month since your last visit.”



“I’d love to come more often, I just… Have other obligations,” Luna replied.



“It’s alright, I understand. Besides whenever you drop by is a day we don’t forget easily.” Tender Care marked her words with a lighthearted nudge.



She couldn’t contain the smile spreading through her face, nor did she want to, if she was honest. “Who shall be the first pony I meet tonight, Tender?” the disguised Luna asked.



“Summer Breeze. Pegasus mare, seventy eight years old. She was admitted to the hospital a little under a month ago, and was under intensive care until last week.”



‘Solacing Dreams’ nodded as she processed the information.



“Miss Breeze was in a dire state when she came in, she was under Intensive Care for over two weeks before she stabilised. Her family had her moved to a private room as soon as she was out of danger,” she summarized the report.



They came to a stop outside one rooms. Luna glanced at the photograph on the removable plaque next to the doorframe while nurse Tender Care looked at her files.



“I trust she is better… For the time being, I mean,” Luna added as an afterthought.



Tender Care sighed as she turned the file for Solacing Dreams to see. A quick scan was answer enough.



“Which is how she found out about my services,” Luna added her in a low voice.



Nurse Tender Care smiled a sad smile as she gave Solacing Dreams a sidelong glance, “The Director deemed her case fit and told her family about you, Sol.”



Luna nodded, but her eyes remained on the photo on the plaque. An elder pegasus mare stared back at her. Her coat was a dull colour which had some traces of what may have been vibrant fur long ago. Her mane was starting to thin out and gave her an even more frail appearance.



“She’s waiting for you, we told her you’d come around this time,” nurse Tender Care said as she closed the file and held her under her arm. “Go work your magic.”



Luna gave her a soft smile before looking at the nurse and smiling, “I’ll see you in a while, Tender.”



“Best of luck, Solacing,” nurse Tender Care said, turning around and walking away.



The faux unicorn spared one last look at the plaque next to the frame before giving a soft knock on the door.



“Who is it?” and old, weathered voice croaked from inside the room.



Solacing Dreams opened the door and peered inside, “Good night, Miss Breeze. May I?”



The room itself was different from the others in the hospital, too. In the times Princess Luna had been here as Solacing Dreams she had noticed how this section of the left wing resembled a bedroom fitted with medical appliances rather than a proper hospital room. But beyond the room’s adornments, she focused on the mare laying on the bed.



“Hello dear. Are you the mare of the dreams?” the old mare said with a smile as she pressed a button which raised the back of her bed.



The disguised Princess couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, Miss Breeze. I’m the mare of the dreams.”



Summer Breeze’s eyes brightened, and her wrinkled lips stretched even further into a wide grin, “How nice. I’ve been so impatient ever since Nurse Tender Care told me about you. What was your name, dear?”



“Solacing Dreams,” Princess Luna said.



“Is that so,” Summer Breeze’s soft chuckling soon morphed into a soft cough halfway through, “That is a beautiful name, dear.”



“Thank you. You can call me Sol if you wish to do so,” Luna said as she walked towards the bed.



“And you may call me Summer,” the elder mare said before taking a deep, wheezing breath.



“Very well, Summer,” Luna said to the mare in a comforting tone. She then pulled a chair closer with her magic and set it next to the bed. “I understand you’ve been informed of what it is that I do. Have you been made aware of how the process goes?”



“The nurses told me a little bit, yes. They said you cast a spell and create an illusion for me?” Summer Breeze said, stopping herself to take another deep breath.



“More or less,” Luna said. She then raised a hoof tentatively and put it on the bed, “I’m going to create a dream for you, a lucid dream, and I can make that dream be whatever you wish it to be.”



When Luna said this, Summer Breeze’s eyes widened slightly as did her smile.



“All I need to know is what would you like to dream about, and I’ll be sure to make it happen.”



“Anything?” Summer asked.



“Anything,” Luna answered.



The smile still tugged at Summer’s lips. She turned around and grabbed a framed picture from her nightstand with both hooves.



“I think… I think I’d like to go flying,” Summer Breeze said, staring longingly at the picture.



“Flying?” Luna asked her. While it was a somewhat mundane activity, she’d never dismiss the wishes of anypony. There had to be a strong reason why she wished to dream about flying. Fortunately, she didn’t have to wait long to hear it.



“I loved to fly, but… That’s when I had a younger mare’s feathers, you see,” Summer Breeze said as she turned around the picture for Luna to see.



The old photograph depicted a beautiful landscape of lush hills full and snowy mountains in the distance. In the centre, a lively group of ponies looked back at her, laughing and smiling, but Luna focused on one mare. A mare who had an energetic expression in her eyes, and had a cocky smirk plastered over her face.



“That’s me, in case it wasn’t obvious,” the old mare croaked as she pointed at the mare in the middle. Taking yet another deep breath, she continued, “I’ll have you know I was quite an avid flyer back in the day.”



Summer Breeze smiled, and Luna could identify a hint of smugness in it, “Is that so?”



“No distance was too long, no mountain too high, and no valley too deep to keep me from flying through it,” she puffed out her chest in pride.



“Quite the adventurer,” Luna said, smiling as well.



“Oh, yes. Which is why I’d like to do it one last time,” Summer Breeze deflated when she spoke.



Luna kept looking at the framed picture for a moment, taking in the sight of the young mare. She gave a firm nod, setting the frame back on the nightstand, “I shall see your wish fulfilled. Miss Breeze. Leave everything to me. Go back to sleep, and I’ll take care of everything.”



Nodding, Summer Breeze turned to the panel by the bedside and pressed another button which lowered the back of the bed.



“Close your eyes…” Luna said as a light appeared at the tip of her horn, “and it’ll start.”



Summer Breeze did as instructed, and it wasn’t too long before she fell asleep.








Birds chirped all around. That’s what she first noticed. She tried to look for the source of those sounds, and in doing so she took in her surroundings.



Summer Breeze sat on an empty patch of yellow grass amidst a forest, the canopies rising high above her. Suddenly, three little birds flew around her and rose up to the treetops. She watched them rise higher and higher until the light shining through the treetops blinded her.



Reacting instinctively, she raised a hoof to cover her eyes, only to be surprised by how swiftly she had moved, and even more so when she saw the bright pink fur covering her leg.



“What…? Ah!” Summer Breeze gasped loudly once she heard her noticeably younger voice. 



“I thought this would make things easier for you,” Solacing Dreams said, stepping into the clearing and catching Summer Breeze by surprise.



“Oh, Miss Solacing… You did this?” The former old mare said, dumbfounded.



Solacing Dreams nodded, “I strive to create the best possible dreams for my…” she stopped herself. “For those who require my services.”



Summer Breeze was too focused on her wings to have noticed Luna’s slip. She stretched her right wing and scanned every feather, tracing their path, mesmerised by them.



“It’s… Been a long time,” Summer Breeze said as she flexed her wing back and stretched the other.



“As I said, I strive for the best,” Solacing Dreams said as she walked towards the mare now made young again.



“I still can’t believe it,” Summer Breeze flapped her wings a couple of times, which sent a few dry leaves flying away. “Everything looks like it did when I was young. How… how did you know?”



“I create the setting for the dream, your subconscious does the rest,” Princess Luna said, simplifying the process for the mare to understand.



Summer Breeze lifted a hoof to her cheek. “How long do I have, Sol?” She looked away in silence, and Luna couldn’t blame her.



“Time is of no concern in the realm of dreams,” she finally said, and Summer Breeze’s face brightened, “Go on, Miss Breeze. Enjoy yourself. Fly.”



She didn’t need to be told twice. Standing up, she unfurled her wings and stretched her back. She gave her wings another tentative flap as her smile grew. With a stronger flap and a kick to the ground, Summer Breeze was up in the air, rising above the trees, and was gone in a second.



The Princess smiled. For a moment she considered turning back into an alicorn and flying alongside her, but she knew better. She looked back at the spot where Summer Breeze had disappeared and, in a blink, she was gone.







The sun hung brightly on the sky, shining its light over the clouds as they were gently pushed by the wind. One cloud dissipated into the air, and a pink pegasus flew through the spot where it had been, sending away its remnants with the beating of her wings.



Summer Breeze glided through the sky, staring at the blue expanse above her through half-lidded eyes. She shook her head so her mane could flow freely with the wind. After taking in the warm sunrays for a while, she took a deep breath and brought her wings close to her body and soon plunged through the clouds and falling back to the ground.



The pegasus fell, and loved every second of it.



Just as the ground got too close, she spread her wings wide, lifting her body and sending her back towards the sky at the last moment. She enjoyed the way her muscles strained as she flapped her wings, the way her feathers caught every current of air, and the way the wind buffeted her face. Every sensation triggered a memory which filled her with joy.



It was an odd, yet familiar feeling. Despite being out of practice for years, instinct would guide her wings to assure a smooth flight. The smallest change in air currents was followed by a change in the angle of her feathers.



She scanned the horizon in search of any landmark in this foreign world. A mountain range rose from the earth far up north, and Summer Breeze thought she could see where the white snow turned into rock and dirt, with a few scattered trees signaling where the forest started. Glancing in the other direction, she could see where the mass of trees ended far in the distance, and a sprawling green field followed.



Endless destinations. Endless possibilities. The mare of the dreams had told her not to worry about time, to focus on enjoying herself, on having fun. And she would.



She shook her head and as her mane billowed with the wind, she spotted an opening amidst the trees making way for a river. Flexing one wing, her body dipped to the side, gliding slowly until her hooves touched the treetops.



It wasn’t long before she could see herself reflected against the rippling stream’s surface, and even though her reflection was blurry due to the speed she was going, she could clearly see one thing.



She was smiling wider than she had in years.



Summer Breeze laughed. Laughed as hard as she could. She lowered enough to touch the surface. Her hoof parted the water, sending a few drops straight to her face and making her giggle. Throwing caution to the wind, she dipped even further, plunging her arms in the water as she sped up the beating of her wings.



Splitting the water as an arrow fired at full speed, she shifted the angle of her wings until she was spinning above the river, sending the streams of water up and all around her.



In that moment, Summer Breeze felt nothing but happiness.







Princess Luna watched the spectacle from afar. She watched every twirl and spin, every stunt and pirouette, and giggled as the mare laughed her heart out. She watched her, and her chest swelled with pride.



If she was honest, there were many things she loved about providing this service for her little ponies, and seeing the joy she brought was a close second.



Her sight focused on the mare as she flew down a cascade, and followed the river as it snaked its way through the land. Off in the distance, Luna recognised the outline of a small town next to the river.



She felt a small tingling sensation in the back of her mind. She always knew when to give her ponies privacy in their dreams; but she felt compelled to follow Summer Breeze, just for a while.



She focused on the dream spell and in an instant, she was in the quaint little town, disguised as one of its many inhabitants. 



Speaking of whom, the ponies had noticed the pink pegasus approach. Everypony stopped tending their stands, passing mares left their bags on the ground as they pointed lively at the pegasus flying by. The whole town ran towards the river and waved at her.



They smiled and cried ‘hellos’ as Summer Breeze flew past them, slow enough to wave back. Luna was amongst them, but as the pink pegasus flew by them, she noticed something odd. 



Summer Breeze waved back, but she wasn’t smiling. 



She kept flying, and it wasn’t too long before she disappeared in the distance. As soon as she was out of sight, the villagers slowly walked away and went back to their labours until only Luna stood there. She leaned over the wood and crossed her arms. She wondered what had happened. Were her eyes playing tricks on her? Impossible, there were no secrets for her in the realm of dreams.



She squinted her eyes, protecting them from the sunlight. The pegasus mare was long gone. Luna didn’t want to be nosy, but if something bothered Summer Breeze, she wanted to help.



She focused on her dream magic, and disappeared.







Summer’s mane whipped every which way as she flew as fast as her rejuvenated body could. She paid no mind to the town she passed, there was nothing to think about. She was here to fly, not to think.



She opened her eyes as she sighed. If the sound of crashing water was to be believed, there was a waterfall coming up ahead. Quite a large one at that.



Stretching her hooves forward, Summer Breeze sped up, going faster and faster as she approached the waterfall. Once she did, she spread her wings and, tensing them as much as she could, she got closer to the water, the errant drops falling on her face doing little to deter her.



Holding her limbs close to her body, she beat her wings faster and faster as she got closer to the cascade, and the stream of falling water became two. Without wasting time, Summer dove between them and gave a quick spin which turned the waterfall into two intertwined twisting streams.



She gave her slightly damp wings a shake and shifted the angle ever so slightly to change her falling trajectory. A quick jerk of her left wing made her veer to the side, and she glided gently from side to side, as a leaf caught in the wind. She let the air currents dictate her movement as she drifted closer and closer to the ground. 



Finally, she landed on top of a large rock, a distance away from the crashing waters. She shook her body vigorously, ridding herself from any errant drops. With a drawn out sigh, she opened her eyes, and couldn’t help but smirk at the rainbow caused by the light refracting on the mist at the base of the waterfall.



“Nice move,” a voice said from behind her.



Summer Breeze jumped in the air and turned around, startled by the sudden visitor. Or, rather, visitors. Hovering in front of her were a group of pegasus.



“Oh, sorry,” a mare said as she flew forward, closer to Summer Breeze, “we didn’t mean to scare you.”



“No, it’s alright. You… just took me by surprise,” she finally said as she fluttered her wings. Summer Breeze stared at them with wide eyes. She looked at them with curiosity.



“Good!” the first stallion replied, “we were flying and saw you do that stunt with the waterfall.”



“It was awesome,” a burly stallion interjected, “you were speeding and then started falling, and you sped up even more, and then the waterfall split in two. It was amazing!”



The group giggled at the stallion’s enthusiasm, making clear they shared his opinion of Summer Breeze’s skills.



“What’s your name?” A mare asked her.



Summer Breeze kept staring at them as a smile slowly formed on her face.



“Summer Breeze,” she said after a moment of silence.



“Nice name,” the first stallion said, extending his hoof, “would you like to fly with us? We’re on our way back home and we decided to take the scenic route.”



Another round of giggles was heard, but Summer Breeze didn’t take part in it. The group of pegasus looked at her expectantly, happy smiles on their faces.



“I’d love to,” she finally said.



The group cheered and clapped their hooves.



“Excellent,” the first stallion then turned around and motioned his companions to fly up. One by one, the pegasus took to the skies until only Summer Breeze and him stood next to the waterfall.



“Let us go, then,” he smiled, and in a wingbeat he was gone.



Summer Breeze watched them go, her eyes trailed the shapes in the sky as they got further away. She bit her lip as a dozen thoughts rushed through her mind, but only one mattered.



“Don’t lag, Summer Breeze,” the stallion said as he flew.



Summer reminded herself why she was here, why she was doing this.



“To fly…” the words escaped her lips. She started at the sky with conviction and spread her wings. Nothing was going to stop her.



Giving the rocky soil a strong kick sent her body upwards, and the beating of her wings picked up and sent her higher and higher, as an arrow shot to the skies.







The group of pegasus flew through the sky in a free, careless manner. Their flight lacked order, sense, direction, style, or perhaps even reason; and yet brimmed with vigour and gusto. They laughed and shot each other merry looks as they circled one another, teasing their companions and making jokes. They flew as a single chaotic entity, and they loved it.



It wasn’t long before they came in contact with a strong air current coming from the opposite direction, forcing them to fly closer to each other to better face the winds. One stallion took the lead and flew to the front, the beating of his wings against the air currents caused them to lose strength, making it easier for the flock to fly after him.



They kept this formation for a while, whenever the pegasus flying at the front grew weary of their labour, one of the pegasus at the back took their place. Under this arrangement, it wasn’t long until Summer Breeze was at the front.



She paced herself and basked in the sensation of wind rustling her fur and feathers as she parted the air currents enabling the flightmates’ pass.



Now that is a word she hadn’t used in a while.



How long had it been since she could have said she had true flightmates? Ponies to whom she could trust her life during long flights and who could, in turn, trust in her? Not for quite some time. Summer Breeze found she missed that feeling, and couldn’t hold back a sigh as her mind was assaulted by memories of those—



“Are you alright, Summer?” The mare behind her said, breaking Summer Breeze from her stupor.



“Ah, eh… I,” she stumbled with her words as she pushed all those memories to the back of her mind, “Yes, I’m… Fine. Why do you say that?”



The mare shrugged between wing flaps, “You’ve been at it for a while now. We wouldn’t want you to strain yourself.”



“No, I’m… I’m quite alright,” Summer Breeze said as she smiled in reassurance.



“Just make sure you don’t sprain a wing, girl,” a stallion a few rows back said.



Summer Breeze didn’t reply. She merely turned back her head and kept flying.



“Hey, I was just kidding, you know?” The stallion said in an apologetic tone.



“I know,” she said almost immediately, but still didn’t turn around. That marked the end of the conversation, seeing how she didn’t say anything else afterwards.



“Well done, you goof,” another pegasus chided him in a low tone—yet loud enough for the rest to hear—, to which the offending pegasus let out a hurried apology.



Even though she didn’t utter a single word, the mind of Summer Breeze was alight with resurfaced thoughts and memories which weren’t as pleasant as the ones which came before.



These hurt more.



“Hey,” Summer Breeze said, catching everypony’s attention, “What do you say about a change of scenery?”



She directed their attention at the ground where the mountains gave birth to a zigzagging gorge. Summer’s proposal was met with excited murmurs. After the implied agreement she plunged towards the widening schism in the ground.



The others soon followed suit, one after the other, forming a line which snaked its way through the skies and down the gorge.



Rocky walls with the odd tuft of green sprouts marked their path, and while the space between the cliffs wasn’t too narrow for them to fly through, the group still stuck together.



It wasn’t too long before the gap between the rock walls grew wider and greenery surrounded them as the gorge widened into a valley full of lush green trees.



They slowed down, taking their time appreciating the landscape’s every detail. One pegasus broke formation when he dove into a pear tree and came out with a few fruits held between his forearms. He threw some to his flightmates before eating one in a single bite. One mare giggled at the sight, and a few lighthearted jabs were exchanged.



When they made it out of the clump of trees, they were received by an open fields covered in knee-high grass with patches of flowers growing at random, streams of water flowing through the ground’s imperfections. Such was the beauty of their surroundings, everypony in the group felt compelled to land, if only to appreciate it from a closer perspective. 



Everypony save for Summer Breeze.



“Hey, Summer. Hold up!” A pegasus yelled, trying to catch the flying mare’s attention.



“Why is she going away?”



The group watched Summer Breeze fly farther and farther away from them as her figure becoming smaller and smaller against the crimson skies. 



“You think she got bored of us?” A stallion asked the group, with confused shrugs and headshakes as her only answer.



A volley of emotions coursed through the group. Sadness, confusion, but all shared the same hurt in their eyes. Except for one mare in the back .



“I don’t think that’s the case,” Princess Luna said, under the guise of one of them.



She stared at Summer Breeze, now a mere speck in the distance, before closing her eyes and disappearing in a blink.







Summer Breeze flew towards an unknown destination. Any destination was welcomed as long as it kept her from—No. She needed to stop getting distracted. What was it Miss Sol said? Whatever happened in the dream was up to her subconscious.



She just wanted to fly. Soar the skies and become one with the wind. Fly just… Just as…



Summer Breeze started to descend. She wasn’t tired, she just needed to clear her mind. A tilt of her wings later, she landed on the grass, crushing a few dry leaves beneath her hooves.



That couldn’t be right. She had passed a field full of greenery, why were there dry leaves? She lowered her head to better see the crumbled leaves when she heard the singing of birds somewhere near her, and turned around in time to see three little birds fly from behind her.



She cried out in surprise as the birds circled her before flying up, disappearing between the canopies. She looked around, and it didn’t take her long to figure out where she was.



“Back so soon, Miss Summer?” Princess Luna said, coming out of the woods as Solacing Dreams.



“Sol…” Doubting for a moment, she gave a tentative step towards her, “Why am I here?”



“I couldn’t tell,” Luna half-lied. She couldn’t say with certainty why Summer Breeze was back at the starting point, but she had a few ideas, “I’d dare say you don’t want your dream to be over yet, am I wrong?”



“No!” Summer Breeze yelled as her hooves reached out, only to recoil and avert her gaze.



Luna didn’t even flinch. She kept looking at Summer Breeze with a neutral expression which asked nothing but invited her to talk regardless.



“I mean… no. Not yet,” she said in a downcast tone as her gaze fell to the ground. “I got distracted, is all. I’ll keep going, I want to keep going.”



As she said this, she looked up, and Luna could see her eyes were different. Once again she recognised the pleading look of the old mare in the hospital bed.



“I still have time, right?”



Princess Luna looked at her with the same neutral expression as before but now the corners of her mouth turned upwards.



“Of course,” she said.



Summer Breeze took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “Thank you,” she finally said, and without wasting time, she took to the skies, rising upwards as an arrow shooting to the heavens.



If there was one principle by which Luna abided during her stay in the realm of dreams, it’s that she’d never interfere in such a way which would go against the wishes of her subjects.



Still, Luna thought, she could always speed up the process and let Summer Breeze’s subconscious do the rest.



Once again, Princess Luna focused on the dream magic and disappeared.







Summer Breeze flew, and this time it took her less effort to keep her mind blank. The wind rustling her mane blew the thoughts from her mind and the beating of her wings pushed her worries away.



Right now, the rest of the world didn’t exist, save for herself and the sky. She hugged herself as her body swayed in rhythm with the wind, gliding over the dense canopies. She spared a look at them, seeing them dance as they followed a silent melody, caressed by the wind. One sideways glance and she could once again take in the snow-capped mountain range in the distance.



She had to give Solacing Dreams some credit; she couldn’t remember sights as breathtaking as the ones before her back in Equestria, it was a remarkable work if she said so herself.



While pondering these thoughts, a faint sound came to her ears, that of a nearby river. Their abundance didn’t come as much of a surprise seeing as she was so close to a snowy mountain range.



That the river led to the small town she visited earlier, though, did surprise her.



That wasn’t possible, she flew in a completely different direction than she had earlier, she was sure of it. The sun was setting to her left. She was sure she flew east earlier, but was now in a southbound flight.



Trying to make sense of the geography of a dream wasn’t the best use of her time, though. Even though Miss Solacing had said time wasn’t a concern, she knew the dream couldn’t conceivably last forever.



Nevertheless, the village was still there, waiting for her. It didn’t matter, she still had endless directions to pick, and a whole world to fly through. Turning at random, she flew towards her next destination.



This proved futile, for she heard the faint sound of wingbeats came to her ears. Far in the distance, a group of pegasus was approaching her. A group she recognised.



“No…” Summer Breeze shook her head as words rushed out. “No nonono. No!”



Summer turned around in an instant, almost spraining her wings in the process. She had to get away. Away from them.



She beat her wings as fast as she could, causing the canopies to part in two. It didn’t matter how much she would have to fly, she’d do it. She’d do it if it meant she could…



So she could do what?



Summer Breeze slowed down. Her lips contorted into a painful grimace as she thought back to the nurse’s words a few days ago. She couldn’t help but wrap her arms around her.



Unbeknownst to her, she drifted downwards.







Summer Breeze landed on a clearing. She didn’t even bother to look around her, but rather limited herself to taking deep, slow breaths as she stared at the ground. There was no need to confirm her location, she was well aware of where she was.



“Why am I here again?” Summer Breeze muttered under her breath. She knew Solacing Dreams was here as well.



Princess Luna stepped forward while keeping her face expressionless, “It is as I told you. I merely craft the dream’s setting, what happens in it is up to you.”



“Don’t lie…” Summer Breeze said under her breath.



“I would never do something to disrupt the dreams of my little ponies,” Princess Luna said. She was aware of her slip, but didn’t mind too much.



“I… I just wanted to fly,” Summer muttered a she sat on the grassy field.



“Is that not what you have been doing?” Luna asked her, approaching her ever so slowly. She was careful in her tone, measured in the words she chose to use with the mare. She had pushed enough, and the last thing she wanted was for Summer Breeze to react negatively and push her back.



Summer Breeze was biting her lower lip with unconcealed anger. Luna didn’t say anything, choosing to sit next to her instead. 



Knowing words wouldn’t make the mare break her shell, the Princess opted for an alternative tactic.



The sunlight took on a warmer hue, casting the scene in a reddish-orange tone. Just as Summer noticed it, a little bird landed right in front of her, catching her attention with its faint chirps.



Summer Breeze looked at the small creature with an inscrutable expression. Gently, she lifted a hoof and approached it. The bird ogled the mare, and jumped on the extended limb. Summer didn’t react, she limited herself to follow the bird with her eyes as it perched on her forearm.



“Were you watching?” Summer asked after a while, and while she kept her gaze fixed on the little bird, Luna noticed she sounded far calmer than when she last spoke.



“At some points,” Luna lied.



Summer Breeze straightened up, and whipped her hoof, sending the bird flying away. As it disappeared between the trees, Summer went back to her hunched position and faced Solacing Dreams.



“I’m guessing you saw them, didn’t you?” Summer asked, shrinking a bit with each word.



Luna nodded, “Your flying partners. The ones from the picture you showed me.”



“Yes…” Summer averted her eyes, as if confessing something embarrassing.



“One would think you’d be pleased to see them,” Luna said. She carefully measured her words—lest she provoked an outburst from Summer Breeze—knowing how sensitive a topic this was for her.



“I… I…” 



Luna rested a hoof on the mare’s shoulder, hoping to bring her a modicum of reassurance. Summer then looked up at her, and both mares shared a look of silent understanding.



“I was happy to see them, but… Seeing them after so long brought back painful memories as well.”



“And what, if I may ask, were those memories about?”



Summer Breeze, once again, remained silent. Luna didn’t press her this time, waiting for the mare to speak—If she spoke at all.



“I had an accident… Back then, I mean, when I was younger,” Summer started, and it was undeniable she was making a conscious effort to force the words out.



A younger mare’s feathers, Luna remembered. She remained immobile, with her left hoof still on Summer Breeze’s shoulder. With a light squeeze, she pushed the mare to keep talking.



“It’s as I told you. We were a group of wannabe adventurers, always flying in search of a new destination. We did several explorations on the then-uncharted territories outside of Equestria.” For a moment, Summer Breeze’s mood improved. She smiled as her eyes shone with happiness.



“We were flying West, past the Smokey Mountains. While we were staying in a nearby village, we heard Cloudsdale had received a report about a storm forming over the North Luna Ocean and issued a warning about possible typhoon, but we didn’t pay any mind to it,” at this point, Summer Breeze shot a mirthful smirk at Solacing Dreams, “the folly of youth, I suppose.”



Luna smiled back at her as the riverside village from earlier came to her mind.



“In spite of all the red flags, we still went ahead with the trip. We took off one morning and didn’t stop until sundown. We were exhausted, so we settled down and went to sleep. It started to rain after that, but it felt like a spring drizzle, so we weren’t alarmed,” Summer Breeze scoffed at the memory.



“Later that night the wind picked up, and it caught us by surprise,” the pegasus turned around and looked straight at Solacing Dreams. Her eyes were damp. “Have you ever been in the middle of a storm, Miss Sol?”



Luna shook her her head, and Summer Breeze nodded in return.



“The winds picked up, and they got stronger and stronger. Some of us were blown right off the clouds, it was absolute chaos. We struggled to pick up our equipment and got out of there as fast as we could—” Summer made a pained expression“—Which is to say, not fast enough. By the time we started flying, the storm was over us.”



She felt silent for a moment, as though recalling the events of that night was an odyssey of its own. Soon enough, Summer found the strength to keep going.



“One could think the worst part of it would be the rain accumulating in your wings, weighing you down; or the wind hitting you in the face, making you close your eyes. Those were bad, but it doesn’t compare to not being able to communicate with anyone.”



Summer Breeze’s hoof shot instinctively up to her side, caressing her wings. Luna noticed it, but said nothing.



“Howling winds, torrential rain, extreme cold… For all intent and purposes you are deaf and blind. You feel so isolated, so… alone out there,” Summer Breeze spoke as she stared longingly in the distance, as if she could see her younger self fighting against the storm.



“We couldn’t fly in our usual formation, but even then we tried to stick together. I guess what happened then shouldn’t have come as a surprise.” Summer’s free hoof went to grab Luna’s, looking at the disguised Princess with an expression which emanated pain and desperation.



“I panicked. Most of us did. We were stupid, we were so stupid. We got in well over our heads. But we didn’t pay attention because we were overconfident… Because I was overconfident. And I paid the price for it.”



Luna squeezed Summer’s hoof. She could see the tears streaming from her eyes, and silently urged her to go on.



“In the darkness and the confusion, I couldn’t see a tree until it was too late. I tried to dodge it, but my wing was hit by a branch… I spun around and hit more trees as the wind sent me t-to…” Summer Breeze’s voice broke.



Acting quick, and without thinking, Luna extended her forearm and brought the mare closer into her embrace. Summer Breeze broke down. She hugged her tightly and buried her face in Luna’s coat. The Princess gently nuzzled her, patting her back and offering comfort.



“I thought my life would end. Flying was such an important part of who I was and… and losing it so… suddenly was—” Summer Breeze couldn’t keep going. She wailed, crying out the years of pent up pain and repressed anger.



Luna kept holding her, staying still and giving Summer something firm to latch onto. After a while, the pegasus managed to calm down enough to keep talking.



“I lost use of my left wing, and my right wing was too damaged for me to use it anyway. After some time I was able to… How do they say… Put it behind me, in a way, and get on with my life. But I could never forget the joy I felt when I flew.”



“Which is why you wanted to fly in your dream,” Luna said, breaking her silence.



“One last time,” Summer Breeze added, and remained silent for a moment before speaking again in a tone resembling a hushed whisper, “Should I assume the nurses informed you about my state?”



Luna nodded as she recalled the file nurse Tender Care had showed her earlier that evening, “They did,” she said, and not another word was uttered.



“Since my accident, I’ve made a couple of assisted flights, but it was delusional to try to fly on my own, specially at my age,” she scoffed, “I guess I just got closer to the end that way…”



Luna was about to scold her, but was quickly interrupted.



“Miss Sol, I’m not stupid. I am well aware of what awaits me,” Summer Breeze said in a bitter tone which caught Luna off-guard.



“I never meant to imply otherwise,” she managed to say back.



“The nurse was clear about the purpose of your services. You don’t do this for any pony, don’t you?” Summer looked straight at her, into her eyes. “Just for those… Those who—” 



“Those who are close to the end,” she finished the sentence for Summer.



The pegasus nodded quickly, unable to find the strength to say anything else. Luna, meanwhile, did her best to remain impassive, and it reflected in the dreamscape. The wind stopped rustling the leaves. The blades of grass stood motionless, frozen in place. Even the faraway sounds of animals were muted.



Summer Breeze tried to keep calm. Although the Princess wouldn’t have blamed her if she didn’t.



“I don’t have long… I’m well aware of it. When I had my accident, I was so hurt I genuinely thought I was going to die. I was so afraid back then, but now I’m in the same situation…” Summer shook her head, and once again fell into silence.



“It’s okay, Summer” Luna spoke in a calming tone. “It’s okay to feel that way.”



The pegasus forewent her age and acted like a small filly seeking comfort in the embrace of her mother.



“You’ve lost so much, but you carried on. Despite what life threw at you, you never gave up, did you?” Her only reply were more tears on her coat. Undeterred, Luna pushed forward. “You may have lost your flight, but that strong spirit never left you. You carried on, you lived your life, you had a family who I’m sure know this as well.”



With little effort, Luna pushed Summer Breeze and caressed her face with a hoof, making sure she was looking at her despite the tears.



“I don’t see in you a frustrated pony, but a strong mare who never yielded when life dealt a bad hoof. Don’t let the shadows of the past hide that.”



Summer looked at Luna for a spellbound moment, tears flowing freely, before the sobs came back and she buried her face on her chest once again.



While not immediately noticeable, Luna had done this enough times to know the worst had passed. She stroked Summer’s back as she waited for the mare to let it all out.



“Thank you, Sol. That does mean a lot,” Summer Breeze looked up after who knew how long, “I’m sorry I made you listen to the ramblings of an old mare.” 



“Don’t be.” Luna was well acquainted with those feelings, and was quick to tell her so, “We all have fantasies, dreams, desires, regrets.”



Her words caught the elder mare’s attention. Having her full attention, Luna kept going, “Things we wish could be true, that we could have done, things we wish could have been different, or which may never happen. At least, not anymore. That’s part of life, just as accepting it. However, when I come to ponies in their last hour, I give them a chance to change that, even in the confines of a dream.”



Summer Breeze’s eyes were now dry, but in them shone a light of respect for the mare of the dreams.



“I guess that’s the reason why I do what I do,” Luna finished with a small smile.



“Does it ever get easier? Doing what you do?” Summer asked her.



“It’s always hard knowing one of my little ponies passed away. But knowing I’ve helped them make peace with their situation more than makes up for all the negatives.”



“Well, Miss Solacing. Know that you’ve succeeded tonight,” Summer said as she smiled a warm smile which reached her eyes.



“I’m happy to hear that,” Luna said back.



The mood between them lightened up, and with nothing more to say Summer Breeze looked around, a hint of embarrassment obvious in her face.



“Yes?” Luna asked her.



“Oh, I was just wondering if I hadn’t ran out of time,” Summer smiled an awkward smile more befitting the young mare she was in the dreamscape than the old pegasus from the real world.



Luna had to think about it. There still were ponies to visit tonight, so it’s not as though she could afford to spend all night with Summer Breeze, but one look at the mare dissipated her doubts, “Most definitely, Miss Summer. There’s still a little while.”



Summer Breeze was up in the air in an instant. Just as she was about to fly away, something stopped her. Looking back, she flew towards Luna and gave her a quick hug.



“Thank you, Miss Solacing,” she said, before letting go and flying away.



She looked up and saw the pegasus get smaller and smaller as she flew. Deep down, she knew there’d be no need to keep watching her.



There were many things she loved about providing this service for her little ponies, but none compared to the knowledge she could help them accept their situation; and once they’re laid to their rest, their hearts would be calm, and they would go in peace.



Luna couldn’t help but smile once again, and focusing on the magic of the dream, she disappeared.
      

      
   
      Entropy


      
      
      
         
         Undiminished

      
      

      

      
      
         "Explain to Trixie again what we're doing here."



Starlight sighed. She spoke out the side of her muzzle while her focused remained mostly on the book levitating in front of her. "I just wanted to do a little more research into time spells. They've always held a lot of interest for me, but I... haven't exactly had great experiences with them in the past."



Trixie, laying on the floor of the library, flopped onto her back with a bored sigh. "That doesn't explain why we're doing this so secretively."



Starlight finally turned away from the book to shoot Trixie a raised eyebrow. "We're not being secretive."



"Starlight, we're in Twilight Sparkle's library at three in the morning," Trixie deadpanned.



Starlight winced. "Okay, so maybe I'm underplaying my past experience with time magic." She swallowed a lump down her throat and returned to studying her book. "Let's just say we do not want Twilight catching us doing this."



A loud fumbling noise erupted behind Starlight, nearly causing her to drop the book, as Trixie suddenly shot to her hooves and sprang to look over Starlight's shoulder.



"You mean to tell Trixie that we're defying Twilight Sparkle!?" She hopped in place, giggling. "Well why didn't you say so! Trixie is now very interested."



"Of course you are," Starlight merely mumbled with a roll of her eyes. 



A few more minutes of reading, and Starlight's ears perked up. Trixie had been attempting to follow along, but was in fact hopelessly confused by the book's diagrams. At Starlight's reaction, however, she showed renewed interest and leaned in intently.



"I think I've got it," Starlight exclaimed brightly. "Now, keep in mind, this will just be a preliminary test of theory, but if it works correctly we'll be one step closer to perfecting time travel!"



"Yes, yes, less words more magic!" Trixie stepped back and plopped down to her haunches. "Show Trixie something that will really make Twilight Sparkle mad!"



Starlight glanced over with a raised eyebrow. "You know, you're really going to have to get over that someday."



Trixie simply waved a hoof dismissively. "Trixie's character will grow when it's ready to grow. In the meantime, magic!"



"Heheh, sure thing, Trixie..." Starlight said through a smile. 



A blueish green glow illuminated the late night library, emanating from Starlight's horn. The glow intensified by the second, growing brighter and brighter until Trixie had to shield her eyes with a hoof. A low whine filled the air, and an indoor breeze shuffled the pages of loose books scattered around the room. Starlight squeezed her eyes shut in concentration, and when she reopened them, they were glowing even brighter than her blinding horn.



Trixie stared into the back of her hoof, and watched as the hairs of her coat rose on end. Arcs of blue electricity jumped between the raised hairs and danced across her entire coat. Butterflies fluttered through her tummy and a sinking feeling settled in Trixie's gut.



"Um... Starlight?" Trixie's whimpering voice was barely audible above what was now a loud and clear whine and brisk wind. "Starlight, Trixie is having second thoughts. Perhaps we could simply dip Twilight Sparkle's hoof in warm water instead—"



A white flash, a deafening noise, and then nothing. Darkness retook the room, and silence once more occupied the air. A few pages fluttered to a stop, and remained perfectly still. There was no sound in the room, not even a breath. The library was empty.








The next sensation Trixie felt was not a pleasant one. In fact, it was a rather unpleasant combination of sensations. It was completely dark, and yet surprisingly warm. The air was dry and hot, almost oppressively so. She was lying down on rough, sandy gravel, and it chafed against her coat with every slight twitch and shift of her aching muscles. To top it all off, her mouth was dry as a bone, and she had a splitting headache. 



Trixie voiced her concerns about the situation in the only way that seemed appropriate.



"Unnnnngh..."



"Trixie!" Starlight's voice cut through her headache like a knife, but was nonetheless a massive relief to hear. "Oh, Trixie, thank Celestia you're alright. You... are alright, right?"



Trixie groaned again. "Trixie is... fine." She focused and cast a beam of light through her horn, hoping to illuminate the room. Nothing happened. A gasp flew from her lips. "Trixie is blind!"



There was a pause, just long enough for Starlight to blink awkwardly.



"Trixie, your eyes are closed."



Another pause.



"...Trixie knew that."



When she wrenched her eyes open, the light immediately caused Trixie to wince and hiss through gritted teeth. Squinting her eyes, Trixie pushed up to a shaky standing position. Blinking away the last of the blinding brightness, she was finally able to take stock of her surroundings, only to freeze in place. Her mouth slowly fell open, and all pain and discomfort she'd felt vanished completely, replaced by a quickly growing sense of sheer dread.



"Now, Trixie, don't freak out..." Starlight desperately raised her hooves in a placating gesture, attempting to gain her friend's attention.



Trixie didn't see it. Her eyes swam in desperate zig zags across her surroundings, while her brain tried its best to process what she was seeing.



The library was gone, for one thing. Almost the entire palace was gone. A few walls of shattered crystal remained standing, and interspersed among them were even more piles of crystalline dust and debris. Beyond the once-walls of the castle of friendship, there stretched a seemingly endless ocean of dull red-brown dirt. A hot wind whistled across empty vastness, kicking up cyclones of red dust and flinging them from nowhere to nowhere. 



Of Ponyville itself, there was barely even an inkling. Several stones, polished smooth and round by the ever-present winds, were scattered without any particular pattern around where the town once stood. One slightly larger stone stood out, surrounded by an unusual amount of rocky chunks. It was only after staring for 30 seconds that Trixie realized that it was where a statue of Celestia was supposed to stand tall and proud in the town center.



There was no green. Not even a blade of grass stood to be seen between her and the horizon. The sky was dull and red, and random gray clouds were scattered sparsely through the atmosphere. It was then that Trixie saw the sun, and if she'd been breathing before, she stopped then. The sun was massive. Easily several times its usual size, and glowing a deep and foreboding red, like a bloody wound in an already blood-stained sky.



"Trixie..." Starlight's voice shattered the silence like a gunshot to Trixie's stomach, "...don't freak out."



Trixie whirled around with such force she nearly flew off her hooves, and when she stared at Starlight it was through a huge plastic grin that made the other mare flinch hard.



"Starlight Glimmer."



"...yes, Trixie?"



"You mentioned having bad experiences with time magic." Trixie's eye twitched above her unflinching grin. "Trixie thinks that now would be a good time to elaborate on that."



Starlight took a half step back from the manic magician, simultaneously rubbing one forehoof against the other awkwardly. "Well, actually... it was pretty similar to this, if you can believe that. We've simply gone slightly too far into the future. I've been here before."



Trixie exhaled the longest breath she'd ever held in her life. She slouched low as tension seemed to visibly drain from her body, and when she looked back up at Starlight it was through a deeply relieved smile. 



"Don't ever scare Trixie like that again, Starlight." She giggled, and the sound echoed eerily across the dead terrain. "F-For a moment there, Trixie was utterly terrified that something had gone horribly wrong. Phew! Now, if you would be so kind as to take us back. This place is dreary and the sun is ruining Trixie's complexion."



Silence, but for the desolate whistling of the wind.



Trixie raised an eyebrow. "Starlight?"



Starlight sucked a breath through her teeth. "Well, you see..."



"Starlight, take us back."



"It's not quite that similar to last time."



"Starlight... take us back."



"We don't need to panic! We just need the Cutie Map to take us back." Starlight grinned hopefully.



"Starlight, take us ba— wait, the what?"



Starlight blinked. "You know, the Cutie Map?"



Trixie merely stared.



Starlight sighed. "The big magical table the Twilight and her friends sit around."



"Oh!" Trixie brightened. "Why didn't you say so? Let's go then!"



With that, Trixie trotted off through the remains of a dilapidated crystal doorway, deeper into the castle ruins. Starlight followed with a silent shake of her head. The two of them made their way by memory through what little remained of the building. Attempting to follow the usual hallways led them to a large pile of rubble blocking their path, but once they realized that few of the walls were more than knee-high, it became a simple matter of weaving through the remains of other side rooms.



Finally, they found the large circular area they'd been looking for. Trixie was still ahead of Starlight, but upon reaching the room she froze up completely, causing Starlight to trot headlong into her backside and nearly topple the pair to the floor.



Regaining her balance, Starlight huffed, "What's the hold... up..."



Her voice trailed off as it caught up with her eyes. The room was just as rough as the rest what they'd seen so far. The roof was long gone, along with any trace whatsoever of the tree-made chandelier that once hung from it. Most of the walls were still standing, though barely any higher than an average pony's height. Of the six chairs, only a few legs and crumbled bits of crystal debris remained. But what captured the attention of the two lonesome ponies was sitting dead center in the room. It was a fine pile of crystal gravel, the largest piece barely bigger than a hoof. The Map was long gone.



It was several breathless moments before anypony dared to speak.



"Now, Trixie... don't freak—"



Trixie screamed.








A warm breeze caressed the terrain of a dead world. The red sun beat down on countless hectares of dust and loose debris. The breeze flew through it all, picking up bits of sediment and carrying them aloft with it. Sometimes for long distances, sometimes for short. The dust was all the same. Countless breezes had picked it up countless times before and mixed it about until it finally formed a homogeneous blanket across the entire landscape.



This particular dust, on this particular breeze, had a unique opportunity not afforded in eons. As it blew across the surface of the earth, through a red clearing like any other red clearing, where once stood a small town unlike any other, the dust on the breeze encountered a pair of living ponies. One of these ponies was sitting calmly, watching the other one hyperventilate in a panic.



"Trixie, please, calm down. It's not the end of the world."



"It literally is the end of the—" Trixie coughed suddenly, hitting her chest with a hoof to clear her lungs. "Stupid dust! You will rue the day you crossed the Great and Powerful—"



"Trixie." Starlight deadpanned, brows furrowed. "Stop yelling at the dirt, and calm down."



Trixie opened her mouth to retort, but paused, closed her eyes, and took a deep, calming breath.



"Haukkkt!" She coughed again through the taste of ancient dust. "Celestia damn this place!"



Starlight rolled her eyes. "Listen, Trixie, we can't just give up hope alright?"



"Not with that attitude, we can't."



Starlight ignored her, and pointed one hoof towards the east. "Look, Canterlot Mountain is probably our best bet. If we can get there, maybe we can find one of the princesses. And maybe they can help us get back to our time."



Trixie nodded slowly. "Okay, Trixie trusts you." She looked towards the mountain, but winced hard. "However, that is a long walk..."



Starlight snorted, then stood up and began walking away. She called out over her shoulder, "If you'd rather stay here, be my guest."



Trixie blinked. She sat silently for a moment or two, alone with the wind, before scrambling to her hooves and galloping after Starlight.



"Starlight wait uuuuupppp!"







They walked for the first hour in mostly silence. Occasionally, one of them would comment on the heat, or the dry air, or how a particular rock they passed looked similar to a rock they passed ten minutes ago. In truth, there wasn't a lot to talk about. The red sun beat down on their backs, the wind blew lonesomely across the wastes, and they walked. If they didn't have Canterlot Mountain to their front, growing steadily larger in their vision, then two ponies might not have been able to tell that they were moving at all.



Eventually, despite the oppressively monotonous atmosphere, somepony simply had to break the silence. That pony ended up being Starlight.



"Do you suppose we're walking on a road?"



"Hm?" Trixie blinked several times, as if startled out of a trance. 



"It's just..." Starlight tongued the inside of her mouth for the right words. "I know there used to be a hoof road to Canterlot, not to mention a railway, but everything's so flat."



Trixie hummed in thought, casting her gaze about them with renewed focus. After a few moments she seemed to perk up, only to deflate with a defeated groan.



Finally, she said in a breathy whisper, "Trixie cannot tell either."



Starlight shrugged. "Well, it was worth asking I guess."



"No, Starlight, you don't understand." Trixie spoke without looking away from their surroundings. "Trixie has traveled far and wide, both in Equestria and beyond its borders. In that time, Trixie has seen roads older than the Crystal Empire, or railways hundreds of years old.



"They always leave a mark. No matter how ancient, no matter if the rails themselves have long faded to dust. Trixie has always been able to see the... flow of the land." She groaned. "It's hard for Trixie to explain, but it's almost as if the land remembers where ponies have built paths and roadways. They create etchings that Trixie can read like tea leaves—not that Trixie reads tea leaves, that's a hack job."



Starlight shuddered. "So... you can't tell where the old roads were, now? Or the rails?"



"No," Trixie murmured with a shake of her head. "This land is... completely and totally flat." A shaky breath left Trixie's lungs. "Starlight, just how far into the future did you take us?"



"I... I don't know."



"...Are you sure we'll find the princesses in Canterlot?"



Starlight inhaled a long, slow breath. The dust tasted bitter.



"I don't know."








From what they were able to tell, the sun had only barely risen when the two ponies found themselves stranded in that wasteland. They'd made good time walking, and by the time they approached the base of Canterlot Mountain, it was well into the afternoon. The massive red sun hung behind them in the sky, casting their long shadows across the red-tinted world before them.



"I still can't get over how big it is..." Starlight murmured from where she walked directly behind Trixie.



"Hey!" Trixie exclaimed with a scrunched up nose. She turned around to glare at Starlight. "Trixie does not appreciate that sort of— oh you meant the sun."



"Hm? What was that?" Starlight mumbled, still gazing skyward.



"Um... nothing!" Trixie quickly stammered, the red light hiding her red cheeks. 



"Why do you think it's gotten that way?" Starlight idly mused.



Trixie shrugged. "Perhaps Celestia has gotten fat."



"Snnkt, Trixie!" Starlight tore her eyes from the sky to snicker at her friend. 



"What?" Trixie threw up her forelimbs. "Maybe she ate all the plants too."



"Heeheeehee," Starlight giggled helplessly. 



"And all the buildings! And all the ponies! Heheheh!" Trixie joined in the laughter, only to realize Starlight wasn't laughing any more. "Starlight?"



"They're really all gone," Starlight mumbled. She was staring at her hooves. "There isn't a living soul left here, there couldn't possibly be." She lifted her eyes to meet Trixie's, and they were brimming with moisture. "Everypony in Equestria, gone... What if the princesses are gone too? Will we be trapped here, alone, until we're nothing more than dust like everypony else!?"



Trixie winced at her friend's tears, and after only the briefest hesitation leaned in to wrap Starlight in a warm hug. They stood like that for several moments, embracing at the base of the mountain, shrouded in red light and dust. Surrounded on all sides by lifeless desolation. Finally, Trixie broke the silence in a soft voice.



"Hey, Starlight," her voice was soft and kind. "We can't give up hope, remember?"



"That's what I said to youuuuuu," Starlight sobbed into Trixie's shoulder.



"Yeah, that was... what Trixie was going for."



Starlight's sobbing slowed, quieted, and eventually became a light giggle. "Trixie, you're cheesy."



Trixie patted her friend's back. "Trixie knows." She gripped Starlight's shoulders, and pushed until the two were face to face. Looking into moist eyes with a smile, she said, "And besides, there is a bright side to all this. If there's anypony who it's worth being stuck alone at the end of the world with—"



Starlight inhaled sharply.



"—it's the Great and Powerful Trixie!"



"Uggh!" Starlight pushed Trixie's hooves away. "You're incorrigible!"



Trixie only giggled, and it wasn't long before Starlight broke down and joined her. The two of them were soon lost in an uproarious fit of full on laughter, and suddenly the surroundings felt a little bit less desolate.



It was Trixie who managed to bring her laughter under control first.



"S-So... So, Starlight," she paused to wipe a tear from her eye, "are you ready to find the princess, or shall Trixie have to carry you up the mountain?"



"Snnkt," Starlight rolled her eyes, but couldn't help one last giggle from escaping. "Come on, Trixie, let's go."



As Starlight walked off, Trixie sat in place. "What?" she shouted after Starlight. "Do you think Trixie couldn't do it!? Trixie used to pull a whole car all the way across Equestria!"



"Let's go, Trixie," Starlight's voice echoed back down the steep slope.



Trixie dutifully followed along, grumbling all the while.







When they reached the city proper, both mares slowed their pace to barely a crawl as they gazed about with wide eyes. Where once stood a proud archway markig the entrance to the city, now stood two stone stumps, a few paces apart. Most of the outer walls were worn down to smooth rubble, and a few platforms were absent entirely, sent tumbling down the mountainside unknown years ago. Still, it wasn't how destroyed the city was that occupied both ponies' complete attention. No, it was the parts that remained standing that took the breath from their lungs.



Where Ponyville was a town of wood and thatch, and had faded away completely into dust, Canterlot was made from the mountain, and the mountain still stood. The city had still clearly suffered as much as the rest of the world. Most buildings the mares saw were comprised of knee-high stone rubble worn smooth with time. The streets were cracked beyond repair, and even torn up in spots. Piles of smooth stones and ancient rubble littered every street corner and intersection, and once proud towers had become shattered trees stabbing their pointed ends towards the bloody sky.



And yet, in spite of it all, the place was still Canterlot. Surrounded on all sides by a red-brown waste that stretched flat to the horizon, Starlight and Trixie could still recognize streets and storefronts, manors and schools. As they stepped into the dead heart of the city, their hoofsteps echoed coldly down streets and alleyways devoid of anything living or dead.



"This is... worse than Ponyville," Trixie uttered through a shaky breath. 



Her voice reverberated down the street until it became one with the wind that whistled shrilly between ancient stonework.



Starlight could only nod dumbly. They kept trotting, moving through empty streets and over ruined walls where buildings once stood. Skirting around ones that were any higher than they stood, for fear they would collapse at the slightest breath of a living creature. Their aimless walk took them past restaurants where they'd gotten lunch, and past shops where they'd picked out new hats. All of those places were gone, shattered and made smooth by the winds of time.



Said wind seemed almost to have a voice, as if the city itself was moaning a dirge, mourning the souls that once brightened its streets. The song seemed to ebb and flow around each corner that the pair of stranded time travelers took. Between ruined houses, collapsed arches, and caved in domes of once-beautiful masonry, the song flowed. If the two mares held their breaths, they could almost imagine that it carried the voice of a pony.



"Wait..." Starlight stumbled to a stop in the middle of some random dilapidated street.



"What now, Starlight?" Trixie turned around. "My hoofsies are tired too, but we still have a lot of city to search if we—"



"Shhhh!"



Trixie recoiled, only recover into a glare. "Trixie will not be—"



"Shhhhhhh!"



"Okay, sorry, jeeze..."



In the ensuing silence, the song returned, only this time Starlight closed her eyes, held her breath, and listened. She listened with all the focus and patience of a master magician. Her life of magical studies had given her such mental fortitude that she could even slow her own heart with sheer force of will and focus, and by directing all of that focus purely towards the song, perhaps she could—



"Hey Starlight! Trixie can totally hear somepony singing!"



Starlight released the sigh to end all sighs, and when she finally reopened her eyes, leveled the mother of all glares upon Trixie.



"What?" Trixie blinked innocently. "Trixie thought Starlight would be happy about this revelation?" She turned and galloped off up a random street. "Now follow Trixie! It seems to be coming from this way!"



Starlight remained for another moment, just a moment, then followed after Trixie. And her exasperated groan followed the both of them.








As they followed the song through the city, it became more and more clear, until it was undeniable that somepony or something was definitely singing. There were no lyrics, and the melody seemed to flow without any repeating patterns. The song was low, mourning. Just the sound of it would have made the time travelers want to cry, if it wasn't too busy filling them with the joyous prospect of finding another living soul.



Their chase led them higher and higher towards the mountain's peak, up wrecked stairways and ramps, until finally opening up into a large courtyard. The stone of the courtyard was whiter than the rest of the city, probably once an immaculate alabaster. At the far end of the courtyard was a huge gate, or at least the crumpled remains of it. Beyond the gate was the largest ruin they'd seen yet.



Trixie was the first to find her voice. "The Royal Palace," she gasped.



The Palace wasn't in any better condition than the rest of the city, for the most part. The walls had long since caved in, and the large building's greater weight had only assisted in along the road to collapsing into rubble. One corner stood out from the rest, however. Two walls came together, mostly intact, and at their joining stood a four-storey tower. A chunk of the second floor was missing, or rather laying at the base of the tower in a heap, but otherwise it stood as a reasonably put together building.



It was from there that the singing was clearly emanating.







The two ponies entered through the bottom floor of the tower. Neither of them dared to speak, though they weren't sure if it was from fear of being discovered, or from fear of interrupting the song. Not that it would have mattered, as the song was far louder than either of them could hope to raise their voice. It very nearly rattled their bones as it issued forth from the top floor of the tower. Starlight and Trixie folded their ears tight against their skulls and continued ascending the spiral stairs.



They passed through the wrecked second floor, where the wind blew in and jostled their manes and the red sun hung in the western sky through the hole. They ascended through the third floor, where all the furniture had aged to dust and now sat undisturbed in piles across the stone floors. Finally, they reached the fourth floor, where an open doorway waited, yawning.



Trixie shivered and half-stepped behind Starlight, who merely tightened her jaw and took the last few steps with gusto. 



When Starlight marched through that final doorway,her hoof came down upon a stone floor with an echoing clap that shattered the air like a gunshot. For the song had stopped, completely.



"Hello, at last. I've been expecting you."



The voice that greeted them was regal, intelligent, and deeply sad. It belonged to a tall alicorn, who sat facing the lone westward window of the tower. Her mane flowed ethereally behind her, deep purple with a smattering of stars, and two lighter streaks running through it. Her light purple wings were coiled tight to her side, and she kept her gaze locked towards the setting sun while the ponies behind her gaped.



Slowly, achingly slowly, Trixie and Starlight pivoted their heads to face each other. Trixie sharply raised one eyebrow, to which Starlight could only shrug helplessly.



Princess Twilight Sparkle spoke once more, her voice wafting across the room with much effort, "Come now, you've made me wait all this time. Let's not waste any more. Come, sit, talk." A pause, barely a heartbeat. "Please."



After wincing heavily, Starlight Glimmer finally worked up her nerves, stood up tall, and cleared her throat. "Ahem, Twilight, I messed up. I'm sorry—"



"Whoa! What the hay!?" Twilight Sparkle spun around in a sudden rush of movement. She stared at the two guests with wide, wide eyes. "Starlight!? Trixie!? What in the name of the stars are you two doing here!?"



The room fell into utter silence as two mortals shuffled awkwardly in front of a gaping alicorn.



Finally, Starlight squeaked forth, "Uhm, I'm sorry I thought you were... expecting us?"



Twilight blinked hard. "What? No! I was waiting for... waiting for..." In an instant, Twilight's voice dropped low. Her shoulders slumped, and her wings dangled limply to her sides. "Somepony else. Never mind. It was silly anyway."



Twilight glanced back out the window momentarily. "It's nearly too late now, anyway. I suppose she was never coming."



Starlight and Trixie both winced. "Well," Starlight began, "we're, uh, we're here now. I guess."



Twilight looked back up, squinting. "Yes, I suppose you are, aren't you." She tilted her head to the side. "Why?"



Trixie pursed her lips and stared pointedly at Starlight. "Yes, Starlight. Why don't you explain how we got here?"



Starlight smiled sheepishly. "Well... I was experimenting with time magic..."



Twilight seemed to digest that for several moments of deep thought, before suddenly perking up. "Time magic!" She blinked. "I told you specifically not to do that!"



"Yeah, heheh," Starlight shrunk in on herself. "Yeah you did."



Twilight sighed, but it came out through a smile. "I forgot how much of a hoofful you were, Starlight." She giggled airily, but even that had a melancholy twinge to it.



"So you're... not mad?"



"Of course not." Twilight waved a hoof. "Now come, sit down. I can send you back without any trouble."



"Yes!" Trixie pumped a hoof and quickly pranced into the center of the room.



"No, not yet," Starlight interjected.



Trixie flopped onto her stomach with an exasperated groan.



I just... I have so many questions, Twilight," Starlight exclaimed through an earnest expression.



Twilight nodded, slowly. "I understand. Of course you do." She hesitated. "Ask away, but know that our time is short." She cast another glance out the window.



Starlight pointed. "See, that! Why's our time short? You keep looking at the sun; does that have something to do with it? Where's Celestia? And the other princesses? And, like, everypony? What happened?"



Trixie stared incredulously at Starlight. "Do you not want to go home?"



Twilight merely chuckled. "Your curiosity is unsurprising, Starlight. I think it would be easiest for me to answer all your questions by simply answering one."



Starlight leaned forward until she nearly fell over. "Which one?" she whispered.



"The question of what happened." Twilight paused, taking a deep breath. "The simplest and shortest answer is entropy."



Trixie groaned.



Twilight continued, "There was no great cataclysm, no apocalypse or final war that ended all life. In truth, Equestria prospered and thrived for eons." A slow sigh left regal lips. "But nothing lasts forever. Time ends all things, ponies, civilization, life as we know it... even alicorns."



Starlight gasped. "You mean...?"



"Celestia was the first to discover that alicorns are not immortal. Luna followed barely a hundred years after. Cadence and I, we were young by comparison. We ruled this land until the last of its resources had been used up, until the last denizen of this world had passed away. In the end, we were the only two living souls left on this plane.



Another tired sigh. "I had hoped that Cadance would find me one last time, here at the end of all things, but it would seem she too succumbed to entropy like everything else."



By this point, even Trixie had sat up and was listening intently. She tilted her head and tentatively asked, "What do you mean, find you one last time?"



Twilight gestured with her head towards the setting sun. "Nothing is free from entropy, not even Celestia's sun. It, like everything else, is dying, and if my calculations are correct, then this will be the last sunset ever to grace Equestria. The sun will die, and consume what's left in the resulting supernova."



Trixie's mouth hung open for several moments. "I'm... sorry I asked."



Twilight chuckled. "Don't be. I'm certainly not. It's been eons since I've been able to give a lecture."



Starlight tongued the inside of her mouth, before finally sputtering, "Why don't you come with us!?"



Twilight blinked, but Starlight wasn't finished.



"When you send me and Trixie back, come with us. You don't have to die here like everything else!"



Twilight smiled, but it was a sad thing. "Oh, but I do, Starlight. Time magic is more convoluted than you know—"



"Well clearly," Trixie grumbled, receiving a jab in the side from Starlight for it.



Twilight continued, "Sending you two back to your time is simple, because it's restoring balance. To put it in laypony's terms, you're going back to where you're meant to be. I, on the other hoof, am meant to be right here. So here I must stay."



"There must be something we can do, though!" Starlight pleaded, eyes misting.



"Oh, Starlight." Twilight smiled and leaned down to nuzzle her old student. "You two have done more than you could possibly know just by being here, even by accident. Seeing you two again warms my heart."



A tear or two fell from Starlight's eyes. Trixie saw and wrapped a comforting hoof around her shoulders.



Starlight looked up, and a tiny voice squeaked, "Was it a good life, at least?"



Twilight smiled calmly. "It was a wonderful life."



"You really don't have any regrets?"



For the first time since they'd first arrived there, Twilight's calm demeanor cracked. For just a blink, it seemed as if she would break, but Twilight swallowed quickly and carried on as stoic as ever.



"Only one regret," she uttered calmly. "In all my eons of life, I've known so many ponies. I've had friends beyond even my ability to count. But..." She paused, briefly. "But my best friends. My first true friends... I can't remember them."



Starlight choked back a sob, and Trixie patted her back gently.



"I remember names, I think, but even those become lost on the tip of my tongue when I try to speak them. I've lived... too long. And if I could have died younger, carrying the memories of my most cherished friends, then I would have."



"You remembered us though," Trixie interjected suddenly. "So that's pretty cool."



Starlight swatted Trixie across the back of the head, but Twilight only chuckled breathily.



"In truth, Trixie, that is the real joy that your visit has provided me. Seeing your faces, hearing your voices," Twilight paused to inhale deeply through a warm smile, "it revived so many memories of you two. Memories from the best time of my life. So maybe in light of that, you can grasp what I mean when I say that it was truly good to see you."



Starlight and Trixie both smile beneath misty eyes.



"Now!" Twilight clapped her hooves together. "We've spent enough time, and there isn't much more left to spend! Let's get you two home before the world ends."



With that Twilight's long horn erupted into a fierce magical glow. She took a step back and allowed a magical field to envelop the two travelers. The wind, which had been mostly absent in the room, quickly picked up to a whirling cyclone. Lightning arced from Twilight's horn to random spots in the room, and a high pitched whine filled the air.



Suddenly, Starlight's eyes widened and she looked up with a massive gasp.



"Twilight, wait!" Starlight called out, her voice distorted in the magical field.



Twilight shook her head, her face calm and undisturbed despite the intense magic. "I'm sorry, Starlight. The spell can't be stopped."



Starlight desperately flailed her hooves. "But Twilight! Look down! Look down, Twili—"



And then she was gone. The spell collapsed on itself with an immense thunderclap, and the two ponies vanished, leaving behind nothing but a faint smell of ozone.



Twilight Sparkle, alone again at the end of the world, blinked several times in confusion. She silently mouthed two words to herself, then followed their instruction. She stared at the floor beneath her hooves for several moments, attempting to discern Starlight's meaning. Only after a prolonged staring contest with the tiles did it become apparent that one of the stone floor tiles was wrong somehow. 



Twilight tilted her head. The one tile seemed oddly clean, and oddly undamaged. It looked as if the decay of time had been warded away, or at least mitigated somewhat, for that one lone tile. With a furrowed brow, Twilight leaned down and poked at the floor tile.



"How curious..."








Trixie and Starlight arrived in the library with a cacophony of noise and lights. The pair collapsed to the floor with mutual groans, only to shoot to their hooves almost simultaneously.



However, while Trixie immediately began prancing about the room, performing hoofy-kicks, and kissing the ground, Starlight made a bee-line for a particular bookshelf. Trixie continued celebrating by herself for several moments before noticing Starlight's absence.



"...Starlight Glimmer?" Trixie blinked. "Why are you not joining in Trixie's celebration of not being dead?"



Starlight burst back onto the scene dragging several thick tomes behind her. From the brief glance Trixie got at one book, it seemed to be on preservation magic.



Trixie blinked. "Starlight, are you suddenly interested in making jams? Trixie could get on board with this idea."



Starlight shook her head exasperatedly, and continued rushing around and grabbing more books. "No, Trixie, and I don't have time to explain right now. I'm in the zone!"



Trixie huffed and crossed her forelimbs. "Fine. Trixie will make her own jams."



Starlight was now rifling through an old trunk, and she spoke from shoulder deep in it. "Maybe later, but right now I need you to do me a huge favor." Finally, Starlight popped back out of the trunk, and when she did, she was holding a camera in both hooves. "I need you do fetch the Twilight and the rest of the Elements."



A beat.



"Plus Spike."








That night, in Canterlot, two shadowy figures stalked through the streets of the city. Starlight led the way, while Trixie followed close behind. The two of them stuck to the hidden places and darkest shadows along the way, slowly following a path to somewhere only Starlight knew.



"Trixie still doesn't understand why we're sneaking around like this," Trixie whisper-whined. "It's not as if we're stealing anything." She blinked. "Are we stealing something? Trixie can't go back to jail again."



"No, Trixie, we're not stealing," Starlight groaned. "I just really don't want to risk messing this up, so... nopony but us can know about it. Also be quiet. We're sneaking."



The two stealthed their way higher and higher through the city, all the way until the palace gates themselves were laid out before them. Trixie inhaled sharply, but at a stern look from Starlight said nothing. The two of them slithered around the edge of the courtyard, and managed to scale the wall with a bit of magic. From there, Starlight took off once more with Trixie barely keeping up behind her.



Their winding path took them over garden walls, through plazas, and eventually inside the palace itself. Trixie was nearly panicking now, but for Starlight's sake managed to keep silent as the two of them snuck down a corridor and up some stairs. Finally at the top of the stairs, Starlight stopped and held up one hoof. They stood perfectly still, not moving, barely breathing, for a full minute before Starlight allowed them to enter the room.



Trixie looked around in confusion. "Trixie doesn't get it. There's nothing here to steal."



True enough, the room was mostly empty, but for some basic furniture and a lone window facing west.



"We're not stealing anything, Trixie!" Starlight hissed. "Now stand at the door and make sure nopony comes up here. Also be quiet!"



Trixie grumbled under her breath, but dutifully obeyed. She stood by the door, peering nervously down the staircase, watching carefully for any sign of movement in the dark. Behind her, she could hear the sound of Starlight opening her saddlebags, then of stone cracking. Then came the sound of Starlight casting a spell, followed by stone-on-stone grinding, and finally silence.



"Okay," Starlight's voice whispered, "we can go now!"



"Good, Trixie is getting tired of all this stress." Trixie tossed her mane.



She followed Starlight down the stairs and into the hall. Once they were out of the palace and back in the city streets, Trixie dared to break the silence.



"So," she tapped Starlight's saddlebag. "What did we steal?"



Starlight sighed. "Trixie, be quiet."



"What?"








"How curious..."



Twilight Sparkle poked at the floor tile with her hoof a few times. Nothing seemed to happen, so she lit her horn with magic and grasped the tile and ripped it from the floor with relative ease. 



For the first time in several hundred years, her voice caught in her throat.



The tile fell limply from her magical grip and clattered to the floor, though the sound didn't register to the stunned alicorn. Finally, after a full minute of utter, unbreathing silence, Twilight managed to relight her horn and shakily lift up what was hidden beneath the tile



The first tear to be shed in a thousand years streaked down her cheek, and was soon joined by more. Twilight's misty eyes reflected the faces of six smiling ponies, and one baby dragon. Memories began to flood back to her faster than the speed of tears, and before long a sob tore its way from her throat. The next sob escaped through a small smile, and the one after that through a grin. 



Before long, Twilight was laughing and crying so hard she couldn't tell which was which. Through it all she managed to desperately choke out one phrase repeated over and over.



"Thank you." A hiccup. "Thank you, Starlight. Thank you so, so much."



She hugged the picture to her chest with all the strength of an ancient princess, and all the regality of a giddy bookworm. As the room around her grew more and more bright, Twilight didn't notice the red glow. She no longer saw the sun expand until it filled the sky from horizon to horizon. When the landscape around the mountain began to burn, and when the tears evaporated off of Twilight's face, she didn't even notice. 



Even as the brightest light in the universe turned everything to white, the last thing etched into Twilight's vision was the smiling faces of her friends, and the last thing on her mind was every single memory from the best time of her life.



"Thank you."



And then it all ended.
      

      
   
      Twilight Sparkle vs. The Heat Death of the Universe


      
      
      
         
         Onslaught Against Entropy

      
      

      

      
      
         "What are stars made of?" A young Twilight Sparkle looked up at her mentor.



Celestia peered down at her pupil as the two stood on the balcony and the night breezes blew down from the Canterhorn. The filly was excited, as always, to be spending time with her, and though she tried to steel herself against becoming too attached, Celestia found the feeling to be mutual. "Well," she began. "It depends on the star. Ones like our sun are mostly made of hydrogen, and deep inside the hydrogen is squished together so tightly that it combines into helium. When that happens, lots of heat and light is made, and works it way out to the surface over a really long time, before finally shining into the darkness."



The lesson continued through most of the night, as the Princess of the Sun told a story about the stars to her favorite student.








There was a gentle hooftap on the door frame. "Princess?" A teenage Twilight called.



"Yes, come in." Celestia answered, finishing a few more quick strokes of the quill before looking up. "What is it, Twilight?"



"I wanted to ask you a question, about the stars."



"Oh?" Celestia said, and with years of practice, hid the slight hint of worry from her face.



"You see, I was... I was reading about the basic elements, like hydrogen, and helium, and how they combine in stars."



"Fusion, yes."



Twilight felt her cheeks flush. She wasn't explaining herself well. "No, I know that," she said. "But all the books I could find say stars have to be enormous for that to work. Like, bigger-than-all-of-Equestria-a-million-times-over big."



"And you wonder how something can be that big?"



Twilight flushed again at being treated like a child, as she knew it was her own fault for sounding like one. But she mustered her courage and continued. "No, I know things can be that big out there in the empty sky, but how do you... move them?"



"Move them?"



"In the sky, you move them around. One night, some of the constellations aren't quite the same as the night before, and then the next time you raise the moon, they've gone back, but something else is a bit different. I know you move the sun itself everyday, but that's just one star. How do you move so many so often?"



Feeling the corner of her eye twitch, Celestia knew her mask had slipped for an instant. Thankfully, her star pupil was much less attuned to social cues than to scientific ones and likely hadn't noticed. But still, she knew she'd never been as good with the sky as Luna, and letting little mistakes like that get noticed... She'd have to do better.



"Princess?" Twilight asked after a moment of silence.



"Sorry," Celestia said, shaking her head to clear it, before reforming her perfect smile. "You just reminded me about somepony from a long time ago."



"Oh! Anypony interesting?"



"A story for another time, perhaps. But for now, the stars, yes... That's a tricky one," she lied, even as it hurt her to do so to one so young and innocent. "A difficult spell that can truly only be mastered by alicorn magic and years of practice."



"Is it in a book somewhere? I want to study it!"



"I'm afraid I'm the only one who knows that secret."



"Teach me? Pleeease!"



Celestia couldn't help but giggle. "Maybe someday, when you're older, but not today."



"Do you promise?"



Feeling a catch in her throat, Celestia paused. What could she say, but "Yes, I promise." Even as the words left her muzzle though, she wondered at her own mind. Would she, really, share that secret? Or was she again lying to the one pony who trusted her more than anything else in the world?








Celestia found herself wandering through the castle gardens, listening to the gentle clink of her shoes against the cobblestones. The cool night air was such a relief from the mid summer heat. 



The party, or "soiree" as Pinky Pie had insisted on calling it (having recently returned from Prance) had been wonderful. Sweetie Belle, as Twilight's apprentice, had taken it upon herself to prune the guest list. The young mare had matured so quickly in the past few years, somehow seeming to embody all the geniality of her older sister, while being almost as practical as Applejack. Everypony (and griffon, dragon, minotaur, hippogriff, yak, and zebra) there had been genuinely kind, interesting, and friendly, and there had been none of the one-upsmareship or passive aggressive behavior that so often came with royal social functions. "Ten years a princess," Sweetie had said. "Twilight shouldn't have put up with anypony she doesn't like by now."



She'd have to remember to thank Sweetie Belle again—and maybe give her some books to nudge her toward more diplomatic interests. A mare of her talent could be useful abroad after she finished her tutelage with Twilight.



Hoofsteps interrupted her thoughts, and she looked up to see Twilight Sparkle herself approaching.



"Well, if it isn't the mare of the evening!" Celestia gave an exaggerated bow.



"Oh, stop it." Twilight said, rolling her eyes.



Celestia chuckled softly. "You never were one for much formality."



"Nope," Twilight said, as her aura began tugging the clasp from around her neck. "Pomp and circumstance, I leave to you." Clasp now free, she was able to extricate herself from her dress, tossing it over a nearby bench. "Oh, so much better," she sighed, giving her coat and wings a light shake and fluff. "Far too hot in there."



Celestia smiled. "Why do you think I stick with just the peytral, crown, and shoes?"



"Yes, but you're not sitting on a throne across from Equestria's premier (and insistently 'generous') dressmaker, are you?"



"Touche."



Twilight trotted off the path into the well manicured grass of the lawn, flopped down, and rolled onto her back.



"Twilight?" Celestia asked. "What are you doing?"



Spreading her wings in answer, Twilight began rolling back and forth in the grass. "Oh yeah, that's the spot."



A very undignified snort escaped from Celestia's nostrils. "Seriously, my little pony?"



"If you know a better way to scratch your back in a thousand places at once, I'm listening."



"Magic?"



"Bah," Twilight kicked with her back feet, sliding downhill a bit. "Magic works, but it's not... not real. I can scratch an itch on a single hair, or preen each feather to perfection, but it's not the same as cool grass after a hot evening."



Walking over to her former student, Celestia peered down.



"Your nose looks funny from this angle," an upside down Twilight said, staring at the mare towering over her. "Like two letter Us tried to make a W but had only heard about it in a song."



"And you, dear Twilight, have had too much to drink."



"Hey, I resemble that remark."



"Indeed."



Letting out a sarcastic huff, Twilight turned her head and found her attention drawn to the beautiful starscape. "Princess?" she said, her voice far more meek than even a moment ago.



"Oh, so it's 'Princess' again now, is it?"



"Sorry, no... Celestia. I just... I was just thinking about something you said years ago."



Kneeling, Celestia took off her crown and shoes, before lying—regally and upright—beside her student.



"Do you remember," Twilight said, once the two were closer to eye level. "When you promised you'd teach me the spell to control the stars?"



Celestia felt her heart jump. It'd been years since the topic had been last broached, and Luna's return to the duties of the night sky had almost made her forget the reality of things herself. She took off her peytral and rolled onto her back as well. "Yes, Twilight, I remember."



"Then tell me now! What's the... the shpell... to move all the big super big big stars around."



"You should ask Luna," Celestia said, seeing an excuse to avoid the pain. "The night sky is her domain once again."



"I... I did... She said... she said..." Twilight punctuated her words by waving a drunken hoof at the sky above the both of them. "She said to talk to you."



Of course she did, Celestia thought. Her sister was so every much her equal, and even if Luna herself still doubted that, Celestia didn't.



"Okay," she said. "Where should I start?"



"At the..." Twilight was interrupted by a hiccup. "Start at the..." Hiccup. "At the beginning... and... the end... stop there. Stop at when you." Hiccup. "The end."



Twilight rolled onto her front and, on unsteady hooves, stood up. "I think, " she said. "I think I... Urp..."



Smirking, Celestia pointed a hoof toward the nearest restroom. "That way."



"Tomorrow?" Twilight said, putting a hoof over her mouth in case the alcohol in her stomach decided to try a surprise exit. "Tell me tomorrow?"



"Yes, my little pony. We'll talk tomorrow."



Nodding, Twilight turned and quickly trotted off toward the castle restroom.



"And if you can't make it all the way inside," Celestia shouted. "Aim for the geraniums... it might improve the smell!"








As the sound of of drunken hoofsteps receded, Celestia turned back to the sky, sighing. She lit her horn and used it to peer through the veil surrounding Equestria. There, beyond the illusory stars, moon, nebulae, and comets that were Luna's beautiful tapestry, she saw the true sky. To normal pony eyes, it would be a dark void, cold and empty. Her spellwork let her see light from the far reaches of the spectrum though, and there, barely above the background glow of the universe, shimmered a few distant, dying stars. She counted them, one by one, like she hadn't done since Luna had been banished. Many more had died since then, winking out of existence shortly before the protons in their very elements decayed into the entropy of the universe. Only a few thousand left, and even as she counted, another disappeared before her.



In that background glow of miniscule energies, only the faintest patterns could be found. Some arose from the universe's own birth, but as more and more of everything decayed, the majority of the patterns now came from its impending death instead. She liked to imagine the universe itself as a massive bell, ringing with the fires of creation; all of existence echoing back and forth through spacetime. For eons, the energies in the true sky rang clearly with the knell of the primordial beginnings, but now, echos of the inevitable demise canceled and damped those energies, overwhelming all the ancient patterns with new forms of vaguely discernible currents, all leading to maximum entropy. The sky no longer echoed the past birth, but the future death of all things.



But not here, not yet. Equestria was on the very edge of a very, very young galaxy. It would be a few thousand years still before the sun here collapsed, and another few million before it too decayed. So Luna and Celestia had set up a bullwark against the darkness, enfolding the world in images of beautiful skies; of healthy stars and bright, yellow sun.



But nothing lasts forever, Celestia thought to herself. And all too soon, her little ponies would fade into that horrible nothingness, becoming just the tiniest of imperfections in the homogeneous soup of entropy.








"It's all a lie?" Twilight Sparkle shouted, before rubbing her forehead with a hoof, the hangover doing her no favors with loud noise.



"Not a lie as such," Celestia said. "An illusion. A comfort to the ponies and others of the world."



"No," Twilight said, her voice calmer, quieter, but no less determined. "It's a lie. The stars are a lie, the sun is a lie, our whole world is a lie!"



"What would you have me do?"



"Fix it!"



"Excuse me?"



"Don't just hide the problem from everypony, find a way to fix it!"



"Twilight, some things just can't be fixed."



"I... I can't believe that. Did you try?"



"Twilight, calm down. It will be thousands of years before we even start to see the effects. No pony needs to worry about that today."



"Not worry about proton decay? Not worry about the heat death of the entire universe? How can you say that?! Of course we should worry!"



Celestia stood up and walked over to Twilight, who'd taken to pacing back and forth in her office. "Twilight," she said, putting a hoof on her student's shoulder. "Look at me."



Twilight acquiesced, and turned to face Celestia.



"Everything ends, Twilight. Everything. The good things, the bad things, and everything in between. The universe is no different."



"But it should be!"



"Why?" Celestia asked. "Because you want it to be?"



"Yes!"



Shaking her head, Celestia looked away. "I thought you were more mature than this."



"Mature?" Twilight said in a huff. "Mature!? Is that what you call giving up on existence?"



"Twilight!" Celestia let her temper flare briefly. "You just have to accept that sometimes, some things just can't be changed! Everything eventually comes to an end, and there's nothing you can do to stop that!"



Nostrils flaring, Twilight took a deep breath... then another. Then another. She opened her mouth to speak, but thought better of it and turned, storming from the room.








"Spike!" Twilight called, more out of habit than anything else. "I think I found it!" Her voice rang hollow through the empty castle, Spike having moved out more than a decade ago when he could no longer fit through even the largest of the doors, and Starlight having her own castle years even before that.



Twilight didn't seem to notice the echoing silence in the slightest, and quickly retreated with her newly found book to the basement lab. There, the latest in computational hardware surrounded the entire room, centering on a dentist's chair re-purposed for neuotropic brain scanning.



Dropping the book on a work bench, the grey-maned Twilight hastily flipped back to the passage she'd recently found. The ancient writing detailed one of the most powerful mind control spells, long forbidden in modern Equestria. More importantly, it showed a spell matrix component which converted logical thoughts and "orders" from the caster into the neuotropic structures in the brain itself. Now she just had to reverse that, then connect it into the data acquisition software and...








Twilight Sparkle 48927 spread her fields and flared against the photon breeze of the red dwarf. It was an old star, but was only a few thousand parsecs from the project and had enough mass left to be a worthy, if small, contribution. Scanning for a moment, she computed the optimal nuclear alchemies, then folded in on herself and dove to the core. There, carefully manipulating strong and weak forces with her field arrays, Twilight arranged for a core material eruption to be angled precisely opposite the Project intercept.



A few hundred years from now, that fusion burst would erupt from the surface, ejecting a stream of hyper-dense material with enough energy enough to push the star itself to join the Project some million years later. It'd be close, but it should make it to the accretion disc with at least a few hundred years to spare before the front of the collapse reached it.



Manipulations complete, Twilight Sparkle 48927 vectored back into space and on to the next prospect star. As she entered her coast phase, and prepared to hibernate most systems for the next few thousand years, she let herself pause a moment, and examine the rest of the sky. So few stars remained visible this close to the edge of the collapse, even in the most extreme ends of the spectrum. Most of the sky was that awful, homogeneous, lifeless beige of entropy. The exceptions were now all in this tiny bubble of what remained of the universe. Sure, there were at least a couple dozen galaxies left, but that was it, out of the entire cosmos, and that bubble was shrinking at nearly the speed of light as protons decayed and the universe died.



But it was the center of that bubble that gave her hope. There, the great Project sat. There, her and her millions of sisters were herding together the largest and most precise arrangement of matter the universe had ever seen; an artificial galaxy precisely machined for the most important of missions: Survival.








The remainder of space was now barely larger than a dwarf galaxy. In it, directly at its center, was exactly one dwarf galaxy. That galaxy—if it could truly be called that, since there was no great attractor at its core—spun on a single axis far, far faster than any baryonic matter had right to do so. No life, or at least no organic life, could even have the potential of surviving, as the matter itself, at least everywhere but the innermost orbits, was literally being ablated by photons as it moved at significant fractions of light speed. Were a being to actually observe things from any of the outer masses in the disc, they'd see a hugely distorted and smeared sky, with hard, destructive x-rays the only visible light in the forward direction, and rearward, almost complete darkness, as radiation there was redshifted to well below that of the general entropic glow of the dead universe.



This was the Project.



At the center of the galaxy's disc, a small, empty core remained, where normally, in ancient times of natural cosmology, a black hole would be found. Inside the rim of this empty space, Twilight Sparkle met with herselves, tens of thousand of neutronium bodies in murmuration like starlings of old, fields entangling with one another, exchanging exabytes of information by the millisecond. Occasionally, small flocks would break free, sent on missions to fine tune the last of the mass in the universe to spin even faster, even more precisely. Less frequently, other groups would return, rejoin, and exchange calculations. Time moved both slow and fast at the end of the universe, and, sitting in a nest of a billion dead suns, Twilight Sparkle, swarmed, waited, and thought.








The front of the collapse was now only a few billion seconds from reaching the outermost mass orbits of the Project. It was time. She couldn't wait any longer, so Twilight Sparkle called all herselves back to the core and the Payload. Many, she knew, would never make it, but their sacrifice had perhaps bought just a little more momentum, a little more energy. They should have enough, by all calculations, but the Project was a one-shot deal. There could be no do-overs, no test runs.



Twilight swarmed over the Payload. It was small, by comparison to the Project itself, only a few hundred kilometers long, and barely a meter wide. It was made of the same neutronium as Twilight herselves, but compared to her average unit mass of a few micrograms, the Payload massed as much as Equestria's old sun had in its prime.



Twilight would've liked it to be smaller, but even with the best data storage techniques she'd been able to develop in the past few million years, the sentient minds of the entire universe still required substantial storage and computation space, even when run at barely a thousandth of normal speed.



The aft twenty kilometers of the Payload were devoted to antimatter. As the "go" signal was given, annihilation began, and the payload, the entire solar mass of it, began accelerating like the universe's slowest and largest javelin. Its target: the 131 centimeter wide tear in spacetime at the exact center of the Project's core.



Seeing that the Payload was underway, most of Twilight Sparkled swarmed to the ship itself, running final checks that had, of course, already been run a hundred times before. But, Twilight, in any form, was nothing if not thorough and meticulous.



Looking ahead, the swarm's combined sensors could just make out the event horizon of the tear, where the rotating mass and gravitational pull of the Project was twisting spacetime so tightly that it punched through into something else entirely.



A decade later, as the Payload began to enter the vortex, seemingly unimpeded, all the Twilight Sparkles in its lightfront began to feel a collective sense of relief that she hasn't felt in literal eons. It was working! 



Moments later, the tail end of the Payload was through, and most of Twilight began to swarm into the vortex to follow. A few flocks of her stayed a bit longer though. An idea, from an ancient memory, began to take shape as their fields and information flowed together. A new, sudden plan formed, and agreement was reached. State vectors were exchanged, and a few more of the flock zipped into the vortex to carry those backups to the new universe. The rest... the rest expanded out to manipulate some last, final details of the collapse.



For Twilight Sparkle had an idea, one last experiment to try, and with nothing now (but some of her un-backed-up selves) to lose, she was giddy in all her forms.



As the final proton decay took the outer mass of the Project, and the gravitational propagation spread to the core, the tear in spacetime began to shrink. Twilight knew, when the Project lost enough mass, the vortex would collapse almost instantly, slamming shut the doorway she'd torn open, sending ripples into space and time as the universe itself was rung like a bell. She'd known this for eons, and counted on it to separate the new universe from the old one, stopping the collapse from spreading, letting the trillions of minds she'd saved live on in their new universe without the threat of a dying sky following them.



But, she'd always wondered, just what those echos might be made to look like on this side, as the last gasps of ordered matter evaporated. If you're going to ring a bell, she figured, you may as well try to play a tune.








Princess Celestia rolled over in bed one final time before giving up. She just couldn't sleep. The argument she'd had with Twilight earlier had left a bad taste in her mouth, and while she was sure the young princess would come around eventually, for now... it hurt. Twilight Sparkle had just stormed out of her office, not saying a word, and, according to the guards, flown off toward the south. Spike said she'd not returned to Ponyville, and none of the other Elements had seen her either. It was a rare kind of defiance she hadn't seen in Twilight since she was a filly.



Sighing, Celestia stepped out of bed and decided to go for a walk. Being the middle of the night, she forewent any regalia and simply went out unadorned into the gardens, her subconscious bringing her to the same spot of grass she and Twilight had laid upon the night prior. Small bits of grass were still a bit mussed on the otherwise immaculate lawn. She laid down again to gaze at the stars.



The true stars were just as pitiful as they'd been the night before. She counted them again, pleased to see no more had disappeared, when one again winked out right before her eyes. That worried her for a moment, before it then reappeared. Celestia sighed with relief. It was just twinkling in the atmosphere, like stars should.



She thought back to her argument with Twilight. She'd have to come around eventually, right? There was no room for debate, it was a simple fact of existence. All things must come to an end eventually. Ponies die, mountains crumble, and even the stars fade away. 



Celestia's musings were interrupted as more stars were now twinkling, but only in a very small space of sky. Eyes drawn to that corner of the sky, she looked at the background radiation, the echos in the entropy, and could swear she almost saw patterns.



No, she thought, that must be her imagination.



Her mind drifted back to Twilight, and Celestia once again started convincing herself that she'd been correct. Some things just couldn't be changed, and if Twilight thought...



No, there was definitely a pattern there in the background radiation of the sky. It grew stronger by the second, even as she stared at it. Small bits of noise becoming just slightly darker here or lighter there, drawing the faintest of lines and swooshes against the otherwise homogeneous dull glow. The lines and swooshes became strokes; the strokes, letters. It was impossible. It couldn't be possible, but there it was, written in the entropy of the universe itself, emerging from the echos at the end of time: a message.



"Dear Princess Celestia," the message began. "You were wrong." Then, in smaller swooshes barely larger than galaxies, "With eternal love and respect, Twilight Sparkle."



Celestia felt her eyes welling up with tears, even as a smile grew across her face. She should've known. If anypony was going to win a fight against the universe itself, it would, of course, be Twilight Sparkle.
      

      
   
      No Spring Chicken


      

      
      
         “Rainbow Dash, you’re getting too old for this.”



“Whatever, Runny.” Despite her throbbing left wing, Dash managed to put on a grin. Or at least she tried too. It hurt all the way up to her face, which made it hard to tell if it was moving the way she wanted it to. “It always the same song and dance with you.”



Doctor Running Start glared and shook her head.



“You’re here often enough as it is,” said the small-framed doctor. “And it’s pretty bad, this time, Captain.”



Running took a hold of Dash’s sprained wing in a soft cloud of magic and tilted it ever so slightly to the side. The pain was still enough to send daggers all the way up into Dash’s eyes. Dizzying spots splashed across her vision as she sucked air through clenched teeth.



“More painwort, doc.”



“I’ve already given you more than I should have,” said Running.



“C’mon, Runny, I’m a big girl.” Rainbow managed to say through clenched teeth. “A little more isn’t going to kill me.”



Running Start sighed. She took the dark little bottle of painkiller back in her hornglow and poured another measure of the thick, black liquid into a tablespoon.



“Last one. Another spoonful, and you’re probably going to be smelling colors.”



Rainbow snatched the spoon and greedily licked it clean. The medicine was bitter as chalk and so syrupy that she almost had to chew it. But it worked almost immediately. Whereas before the pain in her wing was punching her across her face, now it took a step back and was warily eying her up from the other side of the street, like a mobster looking to collect on an old debt.



When she could think again, Rainbow Dash realized she was sweating. She was sweating all over, as if she were doing laps around the academy on a hundred-degree afternoon. And she was shaking all over too.



This was pretty bad, she had to admit. More than twenty-odd years of flying with the ‘Bolts, and she could probably count on her hooves the number of spills that were this bad.



“I need a better look,” said Running. “I’m going to open your wing to full extension. It’s going to hurt.”



Pins and needles spread across Dash’s wing as the doctor took it in her magical grasp. Gently, but firmly, the limb was forced to open.



It was awful. The mobster was back, with friends and a baseball bat. White-hot spikes drove into Dash’s shoulder. Rainbow bit down on a scream and turned it into a moan, instead.



“Just what I was afraid of,” said Running. “There’s definitely some tearing in your flight pectoralis. And I can barely feel any ligamentary resistance. I’m going to put the whole thing on ice.”



Running levitated out several plastered bandages and wrapped them tightly around Dash’s chest and wing. When she was done, she hit them with a drying spell and a chilling enchantment, cold enough to make the hairs on the back of Dash’s neck stand up. Finally, she fit the injured wing into a sling and strapped it tightly—really damn tightly!—against Rainbow’s barrel.



Stepping back from her patient, her Dr. Running Start’s scrunched up in thought.



“That wing is going to need four weeks immobilized. Minimum.”



Dash blinked in surprise. “Horseapples, doc. I’ve bounced back from worse faster than that.”



“Maybe when you were twenty. Maybe when you were thirty. Not anymore.”



Running took out a bright pink lollipop from her stash, unwrapped it in a flash, and bit down on it. They were probably her only vice in the world.



“Four weeks, then we see a muscular regeneration specialist. I know a good one, but nobody can work miracles. With any luck, you’ll be back in the game in three to four months.”



“Three months?” Dash’s eyes popped. “That’s a friggin’ joke, doc!”



“You’re lucky enough that this isn’t career-ending. Still might be, actually” Running opened up a second lollipop and jammed it into her other cheek. Somehow, she was still talking with a lollipop stick poking out of both sides of her mouth. “Two out of three times I see something like this, the pony’s never going to be at one hundred percent again. ”



“Well, that’s not going to happen.”



Dash got up on her hooves. There was a moment of light-headedness, but she shook it off and walked up to the exit of the infirmary and shouldered the doors open.



Behind the doors was the whole team, still in training gear, and still smelling of sweat. When they saw her, Skystriker jumped to her hooves.



“Captain!” she said, fumbling a salute. “I—I just… I didn’t—”



“At ease, Strike. It wasn’t your fault.” Dash waved off the salute with her good wing. “I was flying too hot, and I didn’t make the turn. I’m just glad you weren’t hurt too.”



“But I—”



“But nothing, corporal!” It was a little difficult to get a good yell going, because it jostled her wing. But Dash knew that Strike needed it. “If it was your fault, I’d have you grounded. But it wasn’t, so you’re not. End of story, Wonderbolt.”



Skystriker lowered her head. Ashamed, but relieved.



“Now,” said Dash, turning to the others, “I’ll be fine, but doc says I’m out of commish for now. I’ll be back to get this sling off in three weeks.” She punctuated it with a glance back through the open infirmary doors to Running. The doctor just glared.



“Until then,” continued Dash, “it’s business as usual. Run your drills and get work done on the new routine. Compass has command until I’m back. I’ll draft up the paperwork in the morning. Clear?”



“Clear!” came the response in chorus.



“Dismissed, then. Hit the showers, ‘Bolts.”



When they were all gone, Rainbow turned and let herself limp her way to her office.










Applejack followed the sounds of mayhem into the kitchen. There was the distinct tinkling crash of a breaking plate. Applejack walked faster.



“Amber? Courtland?” she called out, as she rounded the corner.



A pair of upset little faces looked up at her. Fragments of ceramic littered the tiled floor, and in the center of the mess was a sticky, brown, doughy mess.



“Are either of ya’ll hurt?” she asked, stepping between the shards of china as quickly as she dared. “Let me see those hooves.”



Ambersweet was the first of the two to recover from the surprise of it all.



“It wasn’t my—”



“Hush, now,” said Applejack, firmly, as she searched the kids for cuts or bruises. “And that goes for you too.” She shot Courtland a glare before the retort she knew was coming could leave his mouth.



It didn’t take long to make sure both of them were fine. All her experience with Applebloom made the process quick and familiar, if not any less stressful. When she was done, she breathed a sigh of relief.



“Now,” she said, eyeing the mess, “would ya’ll like to explain how my favorite mixing bowl got all busted up?”



 “We were—”



“I didn’t—”



They both began at once before shooting each other dirty looks.



Applejack rubbed her temple. “Courtland first,” she said. He was usually a more level-headed than his sister. Only by a little, though.



“We were baking dad’s birthday cake,” he said. “And Amber wasn’t putting in enough cocoa.”



“No!” Amber fumed. “Ms. Pinkie said to use one cup of cocoa for a big cake, and we’re only making a little one!”



“But she also said that you should put more if you don’t like sweet, and dad doesn’t like sweet!” 



“That’s enough,” Applejack said, and the argument immediately died. “I’ve heard enough.”



Applejack made it a point to turn to each child individually and make eye contact.



“Do you think,” she said, “your father would like that his kids are hollerin’ at each other?”



“No,” they reluctantly admitted.



“Do you think your father would like that there’s a mess in the kitchen when he comes back from his morning chores?”



“No,” they chorused, more regretfully this time.



“Then the broom’s in the closet, and the mop’s next to the sink. While ya’ll’re cleaning this up, I’ll swing by Pinkie’s and grab a chocolate cake, the way your dad likes them.”



“Thank you, Auntie Applejack,” they replied together. The siblings carefully stepped through the mess. Courtland flew up to grab the broom, and Ambersweet used a wet rag to pick up the sticky dough.



Applejack stayed just a moment longer to watch them before making her way out the back door. As she stepped through, she held the door open with a hind leg and turned over her shoulder.



“And if I ever catch the two of you fighin’ again, ya’ll aren’t going to see the outside of your room for a month!” She called. “Am I clear?”



“Yes, Auntie Applejack,” came the two-voiced reply.



Satisfied, she let the door swing shut, turned her head forward, and nearly walked right into Rainbow Dash.



“Golly gee, girl!” WIth a fumbling hoof, Applejack swept off her hat and fanned herself with it. Surprises were not very welcome things for her, at her age. “How long have you been standing there?”



“Just for a minute,” said Dash. She looked over Applejack’s shoulder towards the farmhouse. The silvered stripes in her mane were very striking; they caught the sun’s light and made the remaining colors glow. “The kids giving you trouble?”



“Yeah, a tad of it.” Applejack blew a raspberry and hoisted her hat back to on her head. “Young’uns don’t know what to do with themselves on a Saturday. They were trying to bake a cake for Mac, and—”



Applejack blinked when she finally noticed Rainbow’s wing was in a sling.



“You foolish, darned featherbrain!” With the side of her hoof, she cuffed the top of Rainbow’s head. Not hard enough to really hurt her, but definitely enough to get her attention.



“Hey!” squawked Rainbow. Her unbound wing instinctively rubbed the point of impact.



“I told you that you were fixin’ to get yourself hurt with that crazy darned schedule of yours!” Applejack shook her head vigorously. “Why don’t you ever listen to me? I know firsthand what overwork can do to a body.”



“The new recruits are still really green,” Dash insisted. “They need to be broken in before our next show. Every ‘Bolt has got to go through hell month, Jack. I’ve always trained my teams like this.”



“Well, much as you won’t admit it, you ain’t as young as you were when you trained your first batch of ‘Bolts.” Applejack frowned and felt her eyes begin to sting. “It could have been a lot worse than a busted wing, you hear me?”



Rainbow’s eyes narrowed. “I know what I’m capable of,” she growled.



Applejack was just opening her mouth to tell Dash off, but she was surprised when the pegasus raised her wing in surrender.



“Okay,” she said squeezing her eyes shut, “That was uncalled for. I’m sorry. I didn’t come to fight.”



“I’m sorry, too.” Applejack sighed. She felt like an idiot for letting herself go and get mad again. But when it came to Dash, sometimes she really didn’t know what to do at all. Her eyes went back to Rainbow’s injured wing. “How are you?”



“Doc says that I need to take a leave. A couple of weeks. Just finished the paperwork a couple of hours ago.”



“Dash…” Applejack pulled at her hat as she tried to find the words to say. “Dash, sometimes I just don’t know what to do with you..”



“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Rainbow. There was a defensive edge to her words.



“I… I don’t know, partner.” Applejack breathed in through her nose and let it out slow. “What are you doing here, Rainbow?”



“Well,” said Rainbow Dash as she pawed the ground, “I wanted to see you and Mac and Flutters and the kids.” There was a little pause. “I missed you,” she admitted in the end.



“I missed you too,” said Applejack, automatically. But she still meant it. “But I don’t know if that’s good enough anymore. We’re not young mares anymore.”



“Yeah, Jack.” Dash screwed her eyes shut and rubbed at her face. “Yeah, I know, Jack.”



Rainbow turned and walked down towards the path that led to the east side of town.



For a minute, Applejack watched her go. Then she gritted her teeth, wiped at her eyes, and took the opposite fork in the road.



Deliberately, she put Dash out of her mind for now. Because she’d have to hurry to get the cake from Sugarcube Corner before Mac came back for lunch.








Twilight’s castle was still the most glittery and the most gaudy darned thing that Rainbow had ever seen. But at least that made it easier to spot from the ground. Rainbow sometimes still had some trouble finding her way around town if she wasn’t in the air.



Nine times out of ten, she’d touch down on one of the upper balconies and let herself in that way. But today, she knocked at the door.



A teenaged stallion, about a head taller than her and wearing little glasses on the tip of his nose, opened the door. His eyes widened.



“Your wing!”



Dash half-forced a chuckle. “Don’t worry, squirt, doc says I’ll be fine.” She looked up at him, and she didn’t have to fake the grin that spread on her face. “Damn, Joops, you’re getting taller every time I see you. I’m gonna need a stepladder to talk to you next time.”



Jupiter Wind laughed bashfully. “Whatever, Rainbow Dash.” He motioned her to come in.



As Dash entered the foyer, she sniffed at the air. “I take it by the lack of smoke that Spike’s not back yet?”



“Nope,” said Jupiter. “I think he’s supposed to be out for another week or two.”



“Oh,” said Dash. “I hope I’ll get to catch the big guy before I head back to the academy.”



“Yeah,” said Jupiter just as the two of them reached the room that used to hold the Cutie Map. It had become a bit of an unofficial private room for the old Elements.



“So, any chance Twilight’s around?” asked Dash. She fiddled uncomfortably, brushing her wing against the chair—hell, it was really a full-blown throne—that had her Mark on it.



“Yeah, she’s all up in the guts of some kind of project in the basement. Let me give her a call.” Jupiter’s horn lit as he cast a telesonic spell. “Hey, mom. Rainbow Dash is here. Can you come up?”



There was a moment while he listened to Twilight’s reply. Dash caught bits and pieces of it as the spell fed the sounds straight into Jupiter’s ear.



“Yep,” he said, before pausing again. “Nope, I think she hurt her wing. No, the doctor said it was fine. She said so. Well, okay, then.” His hornglow flickered off. “She’s on her way.”



“She sounded worried,” said Dash.



“Mmhm.” Jupiter nodded. “That’s why she’s coming right now.”



“Wait, wha—?”



Twilight Sparkle teleported into the room with a bang. Her mane was frazzled, and there were scorch marks on the fur on her face.



“Rainbow! Jupski said you were hurt!” Twilight tore off a pair of goggles and magicked of her labcoat before reaching out towards Dash.



Rainbow knocked her grabby hooves away and smiled. “You don’t need to baby me, Twi, I’m fine.”



“No, it looks bad!” Twilight’s horn hit up, and a beam of light washed across Rainbow’s body.



Diagnostic spell. Rainbow was pretty familiar with them.



“It is pretty bad!” she said when the spell was complete. “What happened?”



From the corner of the room, Jupiter muttered, “I’ll just leave you guys and…” before he awkwardly shuffled out of the room.



When the door closed behind her, Dash rolled her eyes. “Training accident. It happens, Twi.”



“Well, it shouldn’t,” said Twi, as she prodded at the cast and sling with her magic. “At least, not this often it shouldn’t.”



“Hey, if I wanted the worrywart song and dance, I’ll—Ow! Quit poking!—I’ll go back to Runny.” Then Rainbow got a sour taste in her mouth and frowned. “Or Applejack,” she added.



Twilight’s ear perked up. “Is there something wrong between you two, Rainbow?”



“Yeah, I guess,” Dash admitted. “Well, I don’t know. I’m no good with this stuff. I guess I came for advice.”



“Nothing would be more important to me,” said Twilight warmly. But then a sheepish fear crept into her smile. “...but the thing is, I Ieft some pretty volatile reagents downstairs. I time-locked them right before I came up, but if I don’t go back soon, the spell will probably—”



There was a muffled explosion from somewhere beneath them. The floor shook for a moment.



Twilight blinked slowly. “Hold that thought, Dash.”



Twilight Sparkle teleported away.



Rainbow wasn’t sure if she wanted to laugh or sigh. So she heaved herself over the side of her big throne and lay in it, with her hind legs dangling off one side. And she waited for Twilight to come back.



Dash wasn’t under any illusions. Twilight was probably one of her more eccentric friends. She may not have Rarity’s drama or Pinkie’s… Pinkiness, but the little alicorn was probably just as odd a pony as she was a smart one. And somehow, despite it all—or perhaps, because of it—there was nopony else in Equestria that Dash trusted more when it came to things like this.



A burst of magic interupted Rainbow’s thoughts, as Twilight returned.



“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” said Twilight. “I just had to make sure it wasn’t cascading; I’ll clean the lab up later.”



“No sweat, Twi,” said Dash.



Twilight sat in the throne next to Dash’s. It was actually Fluttershy’s, a distant part of Dash’s mind noted. A bit of a silence passed before the alicorn broke it again.



“You were saying about Applejack,” Twilight said, gently.



“Yeah, I was.”



A stray bit of mane fell down across Dash’s eyes. It was red, yellow, and graying. Rainbow frowned and pushed it out of her face. Then she covered her face with her hoof. She really didn’t know why, but that always seemed to help when she needed to say something she really didn’t want to.



“I think I’m old, Twilight.” Rainbow Dash pushed more of her stupid hair out of her stupid eyes. “I don’t know when it happened, but I think I got old.”



Dash heard Twilight move around, and then she felt a warm wing on her shoulder. She opend her eyes, saw that Twilight had a sad, faraway look in hers.



“Dash, it’s… It’s okay.”



“No,” said Rainbow, and she felt an angry heat come up into her chest. “It’s dumb. It’s really, really dumb. I know that everypony goes through this, and I shouldn’t really care, but it’s dumb that I really, really do care. And I don’t know why I’m telling you of all ponies. You must really think I’m dumb.”



“Don’t say that, Rainbow,” said Twilight, quietly. “I know how you feel.”



“But… But you…” Rainbow looked up and down Twilight’s face. Her hair was still vibrant, there were no bags or wrinkles underneath her eyes, and her cheeks were still ruddy. There was nothing to show that she was a day over twenty-five.



“You’re… you know…” Rainbow finished lamely.



“I know,” said Twilight. “But I still feel old too, sometimes. Especially when I think about Jupiter. It won’t be long before he’s as old as I was during my coronation. In five or ten years… he’s going to start looking older than me.”



Rainbow had never considered that. It did not leave her feeling good. She growled and rubbed at her eyes, harder this time.



“Twi,” she said, “what’s the point of family?”



Twilight laughed. Rainbow’s heart sank.



“No, no, no,” said Twilight, “I’m not laughing at you. It’s just that Cadance and I talk about this, like, all the time. And honestly, I think she’s probably just as confused as we are.”



Rainbow raised an eyebrow and motioned for Twilight to continue.



“I mean, I’m very happy I have my family. But for someone like me, I guess you can see how sometimes my feelings can be… muddy. I know I don’t have forever to spend with my family, but I guess nopony does. And I guess nopony, not even Cadance, has all the answers.”



“What does she say, anyway?” asked Rainbow.



“She has an interesting little turn of phrase,” said Twilight. “She likes to say, ‘Family doesn’t have a point, because it is the point.’ Not sure if I’m totally on board with that idea, but I admit it there are times when I can see what it’s getting at.”



“Yeah,” said Dash. “It’s a neat saying. Like a proverb, I guess.”



“It’s kind of surprising,” said Twilight. “I remember it more during the rough times than the good ones. I guess that means it’s kind of true, in a way.” Twilight leaned over one of the hoofrests of Rainbow’s throne, and smiled warmly. “I just want to make sure you know, Rainbow, you’re part of my family too.”



Rainbow was tongue-tied for a second, but then she knew exactly how she felt.



“Yeah, yeah, you egghead, I know. You’re part of mine, too.”



A second of amiable silence passed between then, before an idea popped into Rainbow’s head. It was a really, really dumb one. But she couldn’t help it. She snickered, and turned to face Twilight again.



“Twiiiiiiilight,” she moaned, in the creakiest, moldiest voice she could muster. “I’m ooooooold,” she said, pulling her lips over the teeth to hide them. “I’m soooooo old, Twilight!”



It was a stupid, stupid joke, but Twilight laughed. And the more Rainbow smacked her toothless lips, the harder she laughed.



“Raaaaaainbow,” she said, squinting. Her voice was overly-froggy. “My eyesight’s not what it used to be. Where are you Raaaaainbow?”



Twilight deliberately bumped a searching hoof straight on Rainbow’s snout. The pegasus snorted, and that was enough to put them both in stitches. The two of them rolled on the floor together, kicking and laughing.



When they caught their breath, Twilight lit her horn. A crystalline bottle and two thin-necked wine glasses popped into the space between them.



“This… this is that minotaur vintage, isn’t it?” asked Rainbow.



“Yepo! Last bottle.” Twilight passed one of the glasses to Rainbow.



“But I thought you were saving it.”



Twilight thought for a little while, and brought the bottle to her face to study the label. Then she shrugged and pulled out the cork.



“Now’s a good an occasion as any,” she said, pouring them both a heaping glass.



Rainbow felt a little guilty about drinking it up until the very moment the stuff touched her lips.








Mac, Fluttershy, and the kids were in bed. And Applejack was just about to turn in too, when there was a tapping against the window. Applejack took her lantern in her mouth and brought it up close against the glass, so she could see.



“Rnnbew?” she asked when she saw the figure outside. Spitting out the lantern handle, she undid the latch and opened the window. A hundred and twenty pounds of tipsy pegasus tumbled in.



“How in the apple-bucking world did you reach my window without your wing?”



“I, uh, climbed the tree,” said Rainbow, “And then I sorta made my way to the railing. There’s enough space on your windowsill to get a hoof on.”



“Tarnation, girl, you’re going to hurt yourself again!” Applejack stomped as hard as she dared in a house with four sleeping occupants.



“I know!” said Rainbow. “I know, I’m sorry, and I won’t do it again. But, but I had to tell you something. First, though, want a sip?”



Applejack was suddenly aware of a big glass bottle being pressed against her face. It was two-thirds empty. What the hay, why not? She tilted it back and swallowed some of the thin, sweet liquid. It actually went to work on her stress surprisingly quickly.



Sitting on the floor next to Dash, she glanced at the label on the bottle.



“Is this… this is Twilight’s good stuff, ain’t it?”



“Yeah, it is,” Rainbow smiled smugly. “I may or may not have convinced her to open her last bottle. Actually, I didn’t; it was all her idea.”



Despite it all, Applejack felt her anger peel away. A giggle threatened to bubble up and break the surface.



“Dash,” she said, passing the bottle back. “Dash, what are you doing?”



Rainbow took an eager pull of the wine.



“What I’m doing is,” she said, “I’m asking myself a question.”



“And what question is that?” asked Applejack, smiling.



Rainbow drank from the bottle again before she continued.



“My question is, why in Celestia’s name did I not ask you to marry me ten years ago?”



Applejack’s heart skipped a beat, and her smile just kind of slid off her face, leaving an “O” of surprise behind.



“Sugarcube,” she said carefully, “You’re bucking drunk.”



“No, no, no, Jack,” said Rainbow. Her eyes hardened as she blew greying bangs out of her face. “Be serious for a minute. Cause I’m serious!”



“Okay,” said Applejack. “Being serious, maybe you ain’t never asked me because we never dated.”



“We should have,” said Rainbow, in a voice so sad that Applejack was taken aback for a moment. “We really should have.”



A quiet minute later, Applejack held out her hoof and pointed to the bottle. Rainbow passed it back to her.



Applejack took a big swing. A little voice in her head reminded her that she had to wake up early tomorrow, but she resolved to drown that part of her mind. In ethanol.



“Were you…” Rainbow began before swallowing at nothing and trying again. “Were you waiting for me, Applejack?”



Her heart did another flip-flop. Some ugly emotions squeezed at Applejack’s throat, but she breathed in deeply and then exhaled them away.



“I think honestly, I might have been. At least a little.”



“I’m sorry, Jack. That’s not fair,” she said. Rainbow sniffed and rubbed at eyes that were beginning to swell and redden.



“It ain’t your fault, Rainbow,” said Applejack. “At least, not all of it. It takes two to square dance, you know?”



“Yeah, but I’m going to be honest, now. I swear.” Rainbow’s sharp pink eyes met Applejack’s. “I’ve been thinking about my time with the ‘Bolts. And… I think I did some good work. I think it’s enough.”



“What do you mean, sugar?” A guilty little spark of hope lit in Applejack’s chest.



“I mean, I’ve been, like, a permanent friggin fixture at the academy,” said Dash, gesticulating wildly with her good wing. “The recruits I’m training today? I trained the ‘Bolts that inspired them to join when they were kids! Twenty-six years is… a really long time.”



Rainbow took the bottle back and finished it off. She let it fall on the carpeted floor with a thud.



“A really long time…” she said again. “My name’s going to be in the history books for a long, long time, so I don’t need to worry about that anymore.”



“Are you saying,” asked Applejack, carefully, “that you’re fixin’ to retire?”



“That is exactly what I’m saying.” Dash punctuated the word with a jab into the air.



“But what about being a Wonderbolt, Dash? What about living the dream?”



“I did live the dream. For half my life. But I think this season… is probably going to be my last.”



“Aren’t you scared?” whispered Applejack. “Scared of how your life is gonna be?”



Rainbow Dash squinted and rolled her eyes in thought. “Yeah, I guess. But I’m looking at it this way.” She counted off on her fingers. “I’m not a weatherpony, anymore. I’m not an Element, anymore. And by next spring, I might not be a ‘Bolt anymore, either. That’s kinda freeing, you know? I can live my life for me and nobody else.”



Applejack’s heart pounded and her stomach fluttered. She could not remember being this excited and scared and nervous and giddy since she was Ambersweet’s age. She took deep breaths that she hoped Dash wouldn’t see, and then opened her mouth.



“So, what’re you planning to do, then?” Her voice hitched a little, but Rainbow didn’t seem to notice.



“Well,” said Dash. She slid up next to Applejack until their sides were touching and their faces were so close together that Applejack could see every little detail in Rainbow’s eyes. “I was thinking about asking an amazing mare I know out on a date.”



Applejack smiled broadly. “And iffin’ she says ‘yes’?”



“Then,” said Rainbow Dash, “I’ll marry that girl.”








“I thought you were going to be here last week,” said Running Start. She took a wet, warm towel that smelled of solvent and squeezed it against the cast on Rainbow’s wing.



“Yeah, I thought so too,” said Dash. “But vacation suited me.”



“For once.” Running rolled her eyes and flipped her lollipop to the other side of her mouth.



Dash felt the cast began to soften. It felt really good. Her wing had been getting pretty itchy during the last few days, so just being able to feel something happening was a very welcome change of pace.



When it was ready, Running removed the rags and picked up a pair of shears in her magical grasp. She pressed them against Rainbow’s side, starting at the base of her wing and working its way up. Each snip of the shears was slow and deliberate and freed up only a maddingly small amount of her wing.



Rainbow tried to start wiggling her way out of the cast. Running hissed in dissaproval.



“Do you want me to cut something important off?”





“Sorry, doc. Just anxious to get going.” Rainbow looked at the sagging, tired-looking cast. “I’m ready to leave that old thing behind.”



“Well, if you don’t want to leave your wing behind too, then you’re going to have to wait another minute.” Running Start changed her angle of approach, and starting working from the other side of the cast. “Anyways, things were quiet while you were gone. No more crashes, thank Celestia.”



“Yeah,” said Dash. “Compass has got a good head on his shoulders. He played it safe, like he should have.”



Another snip, another half-inch closer to freedom.



“The team needs a cool head like that,” said Dash. She let herself get a little wistful at the thought. “I think he’ll do just fine.”



“As long as that means fewer ponies in here, I’m happy with that,” grumbled Running.



With one last cut, the cast fell away. Rainbow stretched her wing out for the first time in three weeks. It was sore, and weak, and tired, but it was free. This was a new start.



“How are you feeling, captain?”



“Like a new mare, Runny,” said Dash. She smiled from ear to ear. “Like a brand new mare.”





      

      
   
      Santa Bring Me A Dinosaur


      

      
      
         An unseen snare closed tight around the dreamer as he ascended from the realms of sleep toward those of consciousness. Invisible but inexorable, it was not a thing of true physicality, nor even born of the dreamer’s wish to linger in his recollection of the gatherings, and thrills, and smiles of yesteryear. And yet, he felt it as a weight, heavy and crushing, pressing down on his chest.



Each breath grew harder as he pushed against it, until he was left only with the pressing need for air in an environment of absence. He gasped futilely as his head grew light, and groped his limbs about with desperation. He craned his neck and worked his jaw, as if doing so could either bring relief or help him edge across the barrier between sleep and wakefulness.



His chest burned as his mind gave way to panic—



Sharp raps came at the door. The sound helped rouse his mind toward wakefulness, and he crossed over at last. His eyes snapped open. He gasped a great breath. Sensation flooded him as sweet air filled his lungs again, and his pulse raced hard enough to make him shake. He shivered at the chill of cold sweat matting his tan coat and clinging to his great, thick, curly white beard.



Another knock came, resonating through the small, cold, dingy wood-walled room. He frowned as he realized there were no longer doors leading out of the front room into the rest of the cabin; the front room was all that was left. And in that room, the bare cot he awoke in was the only solid piece of furniture remaining, save for a worn wooden coat rack standing next to the door. The room’s sole splash of color came from his fluffy red and white-trimmed coat, hanging on the rack.



Through the one remaining window he could see the eternal steel-grey sky and blowing snow of his realm. That much, at least, had not changed. But in the absence of any other colors or signs of life, the cold light for once struck him as gloomy.



A pounding came at the door again; harder this time, and more insistent. “Santa Hooves, you are bid to let me enter,” boomed a deep voice carrying a chill of its own.



He rose with hooves like lead, and plodded to the featureless door, pausing only to recall the cards and drawings and bits of decoration that had hung on it in better days. He sighed, then opened it.



Death stared at him from the other side.



Or, more properly, Thanatos: a tall figure swathed in an all-encompassing black cloak, showing only the vague outlines of a pony skull with dark eyes of purple fire looming in his dark and cavernous hood.



Santa frowned. “Has it really come to this, Thanatos? Have I fallen so far that you’d take me without even using your scythe?”



It wasn’t possible for Thanatos to smile or frown; instead, he cocked his skull to the side. “I have no wish to claim your essence. You should know that I resist Logos’ bidding that I do so.”



“I’m… grateful.” Santa looked first at the floor, then back at the dim, nigh-empty room behind him. “It’s gotten even smaller since I fell asleep. Maybe I should’ve expected that. It’s just… so strange to see. You know?”



Thanatos nodded. “You slide deeper into torpor, and its clutches on you grow ever stronger. Your essence yearns to be reborn as something new and vibrant. Logos wishes this as well.”



Santa laughed bitterly. “How many believers has he stolen from me since I—”



“One remains.” From the depths of Thanatos’ cloak, he raised an unevenly folded piece of crinkled, heavy paper upon a skeletal hoof.



“Just one?” Santa stared down at the paper with knit brows. “But… do they not still speak of me? Are there not still ‘Santas’ in each store for foals and fillies to tell what they want for Hearth’s Warming?”



“Of course there are. But everypony knows that it is just a tradition, and that the parents are the ones who buy the gifts. The ‘Santas’ merely help to spread good cheer to ward away the Windigoes, which can be proven to exist. But it can be proven that there is no stallion in a red suit cruising all around the world in one night.” Thanatos shrugged. “Logos has inspired his followers to calculate the magnitude of the impossibility of such a journey, and the store-bought goods made by his followers are of superior quality to hoof-made.”



Santa shook his head. “They don’t believe it’s possible.”



“They know it isn’t—”



“They once knew that it was!” Santa stamped a hoof. “And their belief helped make it so!“



Thanatos gestured with the paper. “Then look to the request of your one remaining believer, this Petunia Paleo. I have… perused it. I fear for her ongoing belief if it cannot be done. But I see an opportunity for it to inspire more believers, if it is done well.”



Santa raised his hoof to take the paper. Thanatos hesitated, withholding it for a moment. “It is in the nature of immortals to believe their contributions are important, and it is in the nature of mortals to lend their belief to what they see as true. I feel little fear for my own continuity on the latter point, and I know my procurement of essences helps usher in new immortals on the former point. What you have done is… different. But let it be known, I have consented to deliver this because I do not wish to see you fall before my scythe. Logos would, of course, have scoffed at the notion of a filly’s letter reaching the actual Santa Hooves.”



“Thank you,” Santa said, taking it at last. He unfolded it, and squinted at what proved to be a poorly spelled, crayon-scrawled note, accompanied by large, jagged-toothed drawings in the margins.



Santa blinked.



Then he wept at the sheer impossibility it represented.








“Go fish,” Discord said, smirking across his hand of cards at the curious green pony sitting in the egg-shaped chair opposite him. Around them, whole schools of tiny flying fish darted to and fro through his living room, their tenuous ties to reality having been strengthened by the length of time that the duo had been playing.



“Wow, you’re really good at this game,” Tree Hugger said, leaning forward and drawing a card from the stack in the center of Discord’s coffee table. She took visible care not to brush her hoof against its steaming black surface, given that the table still hadn’t cooled much since Discord had brewed it. “Like… if I didn’t know better, I would swear that you had to be, like, cheating?”



Discord stifled a laugh. He wasn’t sure if it was funnier that the laconic pony kept playing games with him despite the drubbing he kept giving her, or that even after all the time they’d spent doing so that afternoon, her tone still carried no recognizable hints of sarcasm.



“Well my dear, what can I say? Chaos has deep influences in the realm of probability, though I suppose there’s still such a thing as—”



A heavy, rapid pounding at his door made Discord jump out of his seat. It was accompanied by cries of, “Discord! Discord, you’ve gotta let me in right away! DISCORD!”



“Luck,” he said, letting his face slide into a frown that hung down to his arms.



“Hey, no worries,” Tree Hugger said. “I think it’s really uplifting how you’ve reached out with genuine willingness to build a common path after some of the harsh vibes from that one time we met, and I’m totally open to other ponies—or other creatures—joining us.” She reached down and picked up her cup from the coffee table. After a quick glance at the empty cup, she dipped it down and scooped up some of the table’s surface.



“That reminds me, we still haven’t dug up that organic, gluten-free granola that you wanted.” Discord snapped his paw, flashing a long shovel into his claw. He offered it to Tree Hugger. “If you wouldn’t mind starting on that while I deal with whoever this is, there ought to be a vein of it running next to the cupboard?”



“No problem,” she cooed, taking the shovel.



Discord snapped his claw and instantly flashed across the grand total of five paces separating the card game from the door. He adjusted the tie he was suddenly wearing, turned the knob, pulled it free from the door, frowned, stuck the knob back in, turned it again, and sighed contentedly as this time the door opened with it.



“Discord! Oh, thank Life that I caught you here! You gotta help me!”



A piece of paper was shoved into Discord’s face. He drew his head back, stretching his neck past the point where it ought to extend without breaking. He glanced over at the pony doing the shoving—



“Oh. Santa Hooves?” His eyebrows climbed up and off his face as he studied the tan-coated, white-bearded figure, as well as the way the pony’s bright red overcoat hung on him. “Well, you’re certainly looking rather… svelte, there. Long time no see, eh? How’s the Mrs.? Still riding those deer?” He paused. “Sorry, I probably should have asked those in the opposite order…”



“No no no, there’s no time, Discord! I need…” He bit his lip, showing white teeth just above his white beard. “I need a miracle, Discord. I’ve tried everything—literally everything—that I could think of with the… well, power level that I’ve got left. But it’s hopeless, and I’m out of time! Hearth’s Warming is in two days, and if I can’t get this filly what she wants… well, it’s curtains for me!”



Discord stroked his beard with his claw. “I’m not much of an interior decorator…”



“No, no! Don’t get caught up in semantics! I just need you to make me a dinosaur!”



Suppressing a giggle, Discord snapped his paw. In a flash, Santa Hooves was gone; in his place was a tan-colored beast like a squat dragon with less-useful foreclaws, a heavily overbitten jaw, and a festive, ill-suited red overcoat.



The creature roared and snarled and flexed its claws at Discord, who lost his battle with holding back laughter. He doubled over, howling almost as loud as the saurian thing that howled back at him.



“All right, all right…” He snapped his claw again, restoring Santa Hooves to himself again, already in mid-tirade:



“—not what I mean and you know it! Can’t you see that this is distressing?! I’m going to die here if I can’t get this girl a Ponysaurus Rex or something!”



“Objection!” shouted Discord, suddenly wearing a slim blue suit, and with this hair in a slick black ’do that practically begged for senpais everywhere to notice it. “You’re not going to die, Santa. You’re immortal; you’ll just—”



“Fine, then; I’ll be recycled!” Santa wrung his hooves. “But don’t you see, Discord? It’ll be my essence, but it won’t be me! It’ll probably be one of Logos’ would-be child entities… he’s had it in for me for ages, you know?”



“Yeah… that whole logic-and-consequences, cause-and-effect, scientific-method-type schtick.” Discord blew a raspberry. “Why does everything always have to make so much sense with that guy? Where does he get off thinking everything should be so… measurable, and empirical…”



“Exactly!”



Discord tapped his chin. “Though, on the other claw, he’d probably argue that he’s bringing what we would’ve called ‘miracles’ in the good old days to basically everypony all the time, and that the relatively small investment that ponies have to sink into research and adoption of new things pays itself off pretty quickly in terms of quality of life and numbers of lives saved by it.” He shrugged. “Guy’s still a bigger tool than Celestia’s own ‘royal scepter,’ though; a thousand years of steady progress hasn’t made him even the least bit party-cool.”



Santa took a few steps toward him. His face pulled tight with a desperate, intense look. “So can you do it, Discord? Can you—” He paused and looked to the side. Discord followed his gaze, and found Tree Hugger, now half-buried in a widening mound of granola fed by a huge jet of the stuff streaming up and out of the floor.



“Hey there, Santa dude,” she said with a little wave.



The two immortals exchanged a look. “She… she acknowledged me!” Santa shouted, pointing and waving. “She believes!”



“Don’t get too excited,” Discord said, rolling his eyes. “She’s probably just… buzzing off your aura, or something like that?”



“Right on,” Tree hugger added with a broad smile.



Discord felt hooves on his chest. They pulled him into deep, close, cloying, downright uncomfortable proximity to Santa’s face. “Discord. Concentrate. This is a matter of life or death!”



He craned his neck back up, looking past Santa at the howling purple madness beyond his front door. Then he shook his head. “Okay, first off, don’t tell me Life and Thanatos came with you. I mean, the more the merrier, but give a draconequus half a chance to prepare!”



Santa’s mouth opened, but no words came. Instead, tears welled in his eyes, and he fell back on his rump, shaking and crying, pressing his forehooves to his face.



Discord pursed his lips, then brought his claw up and snapped, bringing back the paper. He scanned it, frowning and pulling out a schoolfilly-to-common/common-to-schoolfilly translation guide as necessary.



Eventually he sighed, took off a pair of reading glasses that seemed to have appeared, and stroked his beard again. “All right, Santa, let’s get real for a minute here. Much as I would revel in the sheer delicious chaos it might wreak to drop a resurrected and very hungry P. Rex smack into the middle of suburban Ponyville…” The thought made him all but shiver with antici—



“You’re not going to do it,” Santa moaned. “I know, it’s not like you and me were ever really close friends or anything… I mean, you’re the last entity I thought to try…”



“Killer sales pitch,” Discord muttered.



“...And it’s not like I really matter in the grand scheme of things.” He brought his hooves down, revealing a face streaked with free-flowing snot and freer-flowing tears. “I can’t compete with Logos. I never should’ve tried. I just…”



Santa took a long, deep, unsteady breath. “I just love to see them smile. You know? The colts, the fillies… I just… it’s selfish, right? But I love it, all the same. I guess…” He paused, sobbing briefly. “I guess the world needs more than just to make one old pony happy, right? And if I can’t have that anymore… well, maybe it really is time for me to shuffle on and make room for something new.”



“Whooooa there,” Tree Hugger said from right next to them. Discord startled; he hadn’t noticed her approach. Little bits of granola alternately clung to, or fell from, her green coat and dreadlocked red mane. She squatted down in front of Santa. “Would it be cool if I felt your chakras?”



The immortals looked at each other again. Discord shrugged and held his paw and claw up. “I can go do a… thing, in a place, if you guys need some ‘chakra time.’”



Tree Hugger giggled. “No, like… on your temples, here?”



“Oh,” Santa said, huffing. “Um, okay.”



She leaned in and touched her forehooves to the sides of his head. Then she closed her eyes and hummed for half a minute or more.



Santa’s brow furrowed. “Discord,” he whispered.



Discord shrugged again. “Sometimes this takes a while, I think. I don’t really know because half the time I don’t pay attention to what she’s saying, but she’s touching you now and she’s fun to play cards with so we should probably just wait her out!”



Tree Hugger’s eyes reopened. She placed her hooves back on the floor. “Whoa.”



“Yes?”



“So like… when you say that what you’re doing is selfish, I’m totally feeling that your words are coming from a place of authenticity, but like… I’ve never felt a pony whose chakras are so majorly misaligned, if that makes sense?”



Santa glanced at Discord.



Discord cleared his throat. “My dear, why don’t we assume for purposes of discussion that neither of us understands a word you’re saying?”



“Right on, right on. It’s like my buddy Fluttershy told me about this Discord-dude here, when he got so worked up about impressing her that he, like, practically faded away.”



“She told you about that?” Discord asked, frowning. “I thought that was private!”



Tree Hugger rested a hoof on his back. “Hey, no worries, we’re all good, good friends here.” She turned her smile back on Santa. “You’re so like… worked-up about how much other ponies might be thinking about you. But like you said, it doesn’t matter if they see or talk about you, as long as you’re, like, centered in here.” She held her hooves up to her chest.



Santa stifled another sob. “Little filly, you clearly mean well, but I’m afraid you don’t understand how things work with entities like Discord and I. We aren’t mortal… we’re embodiments of mortal thoughts and feelings.”



“Concepts,” Discord added, looking distant. “Useful abstractions.”



“Yes, yes. We’re useful, else we’re nothing. We’re born of mortal yearnings and imaginings, and our ongoing survival is sustained by their continued belief that we exist. And I… well… ponies don’t. Not like they used to.”



Tree Hugger’s face took on a curious expression. Discord wondered if it was the look of an unflappable pony being brought perilously close to flappability. But then his subconscious knee-jerk reaction to the previous thought was to conjure a small flappy bird that went flapping past them.



“Well, so what?” Tree Hugger slowly enclosed Santa in a full-bodied hug. “I don’t think your chakras care about what other ponies think, do they?”



Santa hesitated, but then returned the hug, albeit a bit limply. “I… I don’t know. I guess… I can’t recall a time when I wasn’t worried about what they think. I do care, though! I care about making them… smile.” He looked down, half-smiling at the floor. “I care about being a part of their year. I care, and I enjoy that they think well of me…”



“But it isn’t the main thing,” she said, still with her face against his chest.



He bit his lip. “I know. But is it bad that it’s still kind of selfish?”



She pulled away, and looked into his eyes. “I hate to get all negative on you, but I think the only bad thing is how much you worry about if it’s bad. Like… ponies would call you out if you overstep, right?”



Santa shrugged. “I guess?”



“Like Discord here saying that the P. Rex might harsh lots of ponies’ good vibes on Hearth’s Warming morning?”



Discord blanched. “You set me up! I wouldn’t be the voice of reason if you hadn’t led me into it!”



Santa nodded, and licked his lips idly. “So what you’re saying is that I can… believe in myself?” He looked at Discord. “Can we do that?”



“Don’t look at me. I cornered the market on entropy pretty early-on, and all the Logos in the world couldn’t make that sucker stop paying dividends.”



At last Tree Hugger stepped back from Santa. He looked back up at Discord with a smile. “There were lots of different kinds of dinosaurs, right? Maybe we could pick her out out something smaller than a P. Rex…”



Discord reached into a nonexistent pocket and pulled out a gold-edged encyclopedia. He flipped through it before pointing a claw at one page in particular. “Here we go: small dinosaurs. Hmm… there’s Componysathus, though that one’s carnivorous and might get large enough to take a bite out of more than just crime… ah, here you go, Ponivicursor! Still carnivorous, but probably more like an insect-eater.”



“So you’ll do it?” Santa’s eyes were wide and gleaming from his recent tears.



After a glance at Tree Hugger, Discord sighed. “Oh, fine. But this is just a loaner; don’t go thinking you can just show up here at all hours needing dinosaurs or rubber chickens or… cups of flour?”








Death paid a visit to a small filly’s home that Hearth’s Warming day. But, happily, he didn't come alone.



“It does my essence good to see what you have done here,” Thanatos said, turning to his companion. Santa Hooves stood beaming from within his clean white beard and somewhat better-filled overcoat. From their unseen and unheard vantage point within a non-detection field they’d conjured in the family’s dining room, they watched as the elated blue filly darted around the living room, weaving around furniture and her own bewildered-looking parents as she chased a leg-high saurian creature to and fro.



Thanatos looked at Santa, and wished that he could echo his smile.



He continued: “This Fluttershy who Discord says can help to rear the dinosaur is very well-connected. Ponies of all ages will see it or hear of it. Your fame is sure to grow from this.”



“Mmm,” Santa said. “That sounds nice.”



“Nice? This is a hit, or will be. There are few things sweeter than achieving such success. Consider what it will do for your waning solidly, and to help stave off the torpor, and the void.”



Santa nodded. "I suppose that it will do that."



“It will also make for a dramatic reversal in Logos' efforts to reclaim your essence for his own purposes.” Thanatos tapped skeletal hooves against the haft of his great scythe. “Perhaps we could use this to undermine him. If we can secure Discord's silence, then the appearance of a dinosaur in modern Equestria would be difficult for him to explain rationally. Other immortals might see this and wish to lend a hoof. You are far from the first of us that Logos has sought to ‘disprove.’”



His companion frowned. “Why would I want to do that? Logos brings his miracles in his own way, and ponies reap the benefits.”



“Yes, but at what cost to those who lose their followers in turn? I've heard it whispered that Logos even seeks the secret to supplant me.”



“I don't know.” Santa stroked his long beard. “I don't want to keep worrying about which entity is on top now, or seems like they’ll be on the ascent in the near future. I just want to be… me. I want to do this. And I don’t think it has the power to stop me anymore if nopony really knows who I am. I forgot just how glad I was to be here. I’m probably not above angling for a little recognition every now and then, but it’s not going to define me anymore. It never should have.”



Thanatos nodded. “Then it seems your victory is greater even than that of Logos.”



Santa smiled. “Yeah, I guess it kind of is.”








Author's Note

Inspiration

      

      
   
      Spelling Trouble


      

      
      
         Fluttershy didn’t know how she was going to pass her English class, starting down at the assignment she was given―red lines all across it like Ms. Cheerilee had taken it out back and stabbed it repeatedly. She couldn’t ask her friends for help, either, because she didn’t want them to know how stupid she was.



Sure, she was a whiz at math and science, especially biology―her favorite subject. But grammar was as much of a mystery to her as how Sunset’s touch telepathy or Twilight’s telekinesis worked. She’d even asked for assitance on this assignment―and she still had failed.



She grunted. I’ll never trust that puma again. Even if they are adorable.



Fluttershy looked at the current assignment―write five hundred words about somebody important in your life. She reasoned this should be easy enough, but looking back at her previous bloodied assignment drained her of all resolve.



“It sounds like someone needs assistance.”



She sighed. “Yeah, but I don’t think anyone could help me.”



Wait, who said that?



Fluttershy looked up and around at the room, spotting her rabbit, Angel, Midnight Sparkle in the mirror, her stuffed animals, her laptop―



… Midnight Sparkle in the mirror.



Fluttershy’s eyes popped open as she shakily pointed at her mirror.



“Y-you’re not supposed to be here.”



Midnight chuckled. “I’m never where I’m supposed to be.” She clasped her hands together. “Now, what do you need help with?”



Doom covered Fluttershy like a steel blanket. “I don’t know if I should trust you.”



“Now, why wouldn’t you trust lil’ old me?” Midnight said as she flexed a wing.



“P-probably because you tried to destroy everything I care about.”



Midnight waved a hand. “Details.” She opened her arms magnanimously. “I’m in the middle of rebranding, and I figured a shy young woman like you could use my assistance.”



Fluttershy bit her lip. “T-this isn’t some kind of trick, is it? Like, if you help me I have to like, kill one of my friends, right?”



“Ah.” Midnight wagged a finger. “I see you’ve read up on your demon tropes.” She then sighed, the mirror giving it a tinny timbre. “It’s just, I’m not so much a demon as a wayward spirit,” she said while gesticulating, “and I’m actually more of an aspect of Twilight―this world’s Twilight, not the other Twilight. That one’s incorruptible, you see. So, it’s like, I’m Twilight but not Twilight but also not Twilight, so, uh, by the transitive property―” Midnight smiled “―we’re already friends!”



Fluttershy blinked.



“I don’t… I don’t think that’s how the transitive property works.” She hummed, too.  “Also, I think you lost your train of thought somewhere in there.”



“See?” Midnight clasped her hands together. “You’re already learning!”



Fluttershy tapped the desk with her pen. “Right, but, that’s logic. I don’t need help with logic, I need help with English.”



“Ah, but you see,” Midnight said as she tapped her horn, “English is a form of logic!”



“I just don’t see it, unfortunately.” Fluttershy looked away. “Especially after my last assignment.”



Midnight rotated her jaw. “Well, uh, everyone has to start somewhere. Let me just look at”―Midnight’s eyes looked over the sanguineous essay―”holy shit who let you hand that in that’s awful.”



“I’m just worthless, I know.” Fluttershy buried her face into her hands. “I’ll never graduate High School at this rate.”



“I’m surprised you got this far in High School, honestly,” Midnight said before she looked up and noticed tears dripping off of Fluttershy’s chin. “Wait, wait, wait a second that came out wrong.” She cupped her hands around her mouth and took a breath. “What I meant to say is―”



“Exactly what you said.” Fluttershy pulled her hands away to reveal red-stained eyes. “I’m going to be in school forever.”



Midnight tapped her chin. “Okay, let’s refocus. What’s the current assignment about?”



“It’s about,” Fluttershy said as she looked over it again, “we have to write five hundred words about someone important in our life.”



“That’s great!” Midnight said as her eyes glittered. “You could write about me.”



“I’m not sure that―”



“Come on, who’s more important in your life than the demon―”



“You said you were a wayward spirit―”



Midnight groaned. “Whatever, fine, wayward spirit who tried to destroy reality?”



“I’d say someone who reinforces the concept of a life well-lived would be more important in the long run.” Fluttershy pursed her lips. “Not everyone identifies with trauma.”



“I’ll tell you who does, though.” Midnight chortled. “Twilight Sparkle!” She looked off to the side. “Why, I tried this same routine with her and she literally pissed herself!”



Fluttershy leaned in. “Now when you say literally, do you mean literally or…” Midnight leaned in herself and winked, which caused Fluttershy to recoil. “Okay, I didn’t need to hear that.” She clenched her jaw. “And I certainly don’t appreciate that you found pleasure in terrifying her.”



“I mean, I don’t find pleasure in it,” Midnight said as she presented a hand, “but you have to admit it’s a little funny, right?”



Fluttershy’s stone-faced gaze admitted to Midnight that there was no humor in accidentally ripping open a trauma scar, which filled the air with an expectant pause. Midnight whistled awkwardly. Fluttershy licked her teeth.



“Hm.” Midnight looked down. “Well, uh, who were you thinking of writing about?”



“I haven’t decided yet,” Fluttershy said as she leaned her head into her hand. “I was thinking Sunset.”



“Whatever works, I guess,” Midnight growled. “So, I’m going to walk you through this: Say your first sentence out loud.”



“Well, uh, uhm…”



“Come on, I don’t have all night.” Midnight giggled. “Well, I do, but you don’t.”



Fluttershy waved her hand. “Look, I don’t work well under pressure. Uh…” she trailed off before taking a deep breath. “‘I find it a pleasant surprise that I now look up to Sunset, considering that for the longest time I wanted to slit her throat.’”



Midnight clapped her hands and pointed at Fluttershy. “Look, I’m right there with you, but I’m pretty sure you can’t write that without getting a trip to the guidance counselor.”



Fluttershy’s grimace was framed by a blush. “Well, it’s the truth. I don’t like talking about it now, or even bringing it up because we’ve become such good friends, but she was so cruel to me at first that I felt awful that I couldn’t bring myself to kill her.”



“That’s a beautiful sentiment, and I’m sure we can bond about that later,” Midnight said as she ran her fingers through her hair, “but try to rephrase that less… murderously.” Midnight shuddered. “I can’t believe I just told you that.”



“Well, um.” Fluttershy tapped her lip with the pen. “How does ‘considering that for the longest time we didn’t exactly get along’ sound?”



Midnight looked up and rubbed her hands together. “Not bad, but maybe something like ‘especially since we didn’t start out on good terms’ would work better?”



“That could work.” Fluttershy wrote down the sentence and showed it to Midnight.



Midnight blinked. “How are you even able to dress yourself?”



Fluttershy pressed her lips together and snapped her eyes shut.



“Wait, that came out wrong.” Midnight tapped on the mirror. “What I meant to say is, read the sentence out loud, and put a comma where the pause comes naturally. Also, capital letter at the start of the sentence. Always.”



Fluttershy glared at Midnight, rewrote the sentence, then showed it to Midnight again.



Midnight grinned. “Much better.”



“Hmm…” Fluttershy looked at the sentence she wrote correctly. “It doesn’t seem that hard when you explain it like that.” She continued writing wonderful things about Sunset. “Earlier you said you were trying to reinvent your image.”



“Rebranding, yes.” Midnight nodded.



“I’m just curious as to why that is. You didn’t seem too insistent on changing before.”



Midnight licked her lips and flexed her wings. “Well, I ran the logistics through my head, and I came to the conclusion that you can only destroy everything once, and then after that, there’s nothing left to do.”



Fluttershy nodded. “That’s generally what would happen, yes.”



“And I was just so wrapped up in asserting my dominance over reality that it, uh”―Midnight fingered her horn―”it slipped my mind at first that you can’t be dominant if there’s nothing left to dominate.”



“So.” The sounds of pen on paper filled the air. “You’re expressing your dominant impulse through… tutoring high schoolers.”



Midnight shrugged. “Yeah, it’s a bit of an orthogonal step, but when you’ve got Twilight’s brain,” she said as she tapped her head, “it pays to think outside the box.”



“I’ll bet,” Fluttershy said before she showed the rest of what she had written to Midnight. “How does this look?”



Midnight cringed, opened her mouth, then thought better and closed it. “We’re, ah, gonna be here a while.”



Fluttershy grunted. “At least you’re more helpful than that puma I asked for help.”



“Why did you.” Midnight cocked her eyebrow. “Why did you ask a puma for help with an English paper?”



“Because the parakeet was busy,” Fluttershy said with a pout.








Fluttershy entered the school bathroom and made sure the door was closed, then walked towards the mirror.



“Midnight?”



The visage of the destroyer-cum-tutor appeared, rubbing her eyes. “Yeah, w-what’s going on?” she asked as she looked around. “You, uh, don’t need help on how to pee, do you?”



Fluttershy shook her head and presented her assignment to Midnight, a smile on her face. “I got a perfect score!”



“Hm.” Midnight briefly touched her nose, then grinned. “Congratulations. I knew you could do it!”



“I couldn’t have done it without you,” Fluttershy said as she reached out and touched the mirror. “Thanks to your help, I should be able to get through this semester.”



“… Why are you talking to yourself?”



Fluttershy and Midnight both turned their heads to face Rainbow Dash, who had a look on her face that suggested that she just saw one of her friends talk to herself in the mirror of a public bathroom.



Fluttershy glanced at Midnight.



“Okay, um,” Midnight said while pinching the bridge of her nose, “tell her that, uh, Self-love is―”



“Self-love is…” Fluttershy repeated.



“Self-love is an important part of the process of actualization.”



“Self-love is an important part of the process of actualization.” Fluttershy beamed.



Rainbow Dash traded glances between Fluttershy and the mirror. “Doesn’t that have to do with gears or something?”



Midnight buried her face in her hand. “Tell her she’s a fucking retard.”



Fluttershy glared at the mirror, then looked back at Dash. “The word you’re thinking of is actuate. Actualize has a completely different meaning, relating to―”



“Um, Flutters,” Rainbow said, “I’m just going to let you be a weirdo and use another bathroom.” With that, she left in a rainbow trail.



Fluttershy glared at Midnight again. “You do not use that word when referring to my friends.” She grunted. “Or anyone, for that matter.”



“Just calling a spade a spade,” Midnight said with a shrug.



Fluttershy covered her eyes with a hand. “What you did was more along the lines of calling a hole a toilet, and I will not stand for it.”  A grin crept onto her face. “I think I’ve figured out how to repay you.”



Midnight groaned. “What could I possibly stand to learn from you?”



Fluttershy turned towards the mirror and pressed her hands together. “I figured that seeing that you come off as initially rather abrasive, I could teach you how to apply proper social decorum.”



“I see no use for that.”



‘You’re trying to help people, right?” Fluttershy asked.



Midnight nodded. “Yeah?”



“Right.” Fluttershy nodded. “And a few nice words can help more than you think.”



Midnight bit her lip and looked around. “You got that off of a tea cozy.”



“I did, and I use that tea cozy because I believe in the words written on it.” Fluttershy hummed. “And besides, being an apocalyptic expert, would it really be the end of the world if you learned how to be nice, in your opinion?”



Midnight blinked and took a few breaths. “… It might.”



Fluttershy groaned. “You’re horrible,” she said as she left the bathroom.



“Tried and tested!” Midnight shot back.

 
      

      
   
      Should I Stay or Should I Go.


      
      
      
         
         Let Me Know

      
         
         Calm of the Void

      
      

      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle stood on the grassy edge of a cliff and looked out over the ocean.  A ceaseless fall wind blew in from the water, caused by A differential in pressure and temperature between land and sea.  Twilight closed her eyes and breathed  the salt  air in deep through her nose.  She knew how and why the wind blew, but didn't let it stand in the way of enjoying the pristine beauty of the moment.



It was just the beginning of fall.  The land having shed much of its summer heat, but yet reluctant to take on the autumnal chill that would herald the world’s inevitable progression towards winter.  The sky was moody, with great swaths of cloud like soft mountains stretching out over the horizon.  Despite this, the day held none of the normal oppressive gloom of being overcast.  The late afternoon sun veiled by clouds, created a silver luminescence, giving the day an almost surreal, dreamlike feel.



Letting out the breath she had been holding in with a contented sigh, Twilight looked out over the ocean and considered jumping off the cliff.



This wasn't the first time twilight had contemplated this.  Well not this exactly; not standing before the ocean deciding whether or not to jump.  It simply wasn't the first time she had considered ending her life.  



Twilight was neither sad nor confused.  She wasn't depressed or unsure of her place in the world.  And she most certainly wasn't under the intoxicating effects of some form of mind altering substance.  She was perfectly sane, rational and in her right mind.  What Twilight Sparkle was, was curious.  Such a simple little word curious. curiosity: to wonder about the world around you.  To look at something and ask "How does that work" or "Why does it work like that".  



Twilight's mind worked in circles, spiraling out endlessly.  One thought chasing another, connecting to others, round and round forever.  And always spinning.  She felt like she was a young foal, caught in the middle of great maelstrom of her own thoughts.  No matter how she tried to work a way out of them, she always found herself back in the middle of the storm.



Letting out another sigh much less contented than the last, Twilight sat on her haunches, and leaned out over the edge of the cliff, gazing down at the ocean waves crashing against its rocky surface below.



When she was a young Filly, she would always ask "Why".  It was the first word her parents said she ever spoke.  Why.  This was soon followed later in her childhood by who, where, what and when.  Funny, had she ever contemplated on why almost all questioning words start with the letter W?  She was sure she must have at some point, she was amazed she hadden't formed some sort of speech impediment over the course of her formative years from the endless repetition of the sound.



This selfsame inquisitive nature was both the joy and torment of her parents.  Twilight was inquisitive about everything.  It was all good fun for them when her questions were "why's the sky blue?" or "Why does the sun rise in the east?"  Questions that were simple and had definitive answers.  When the questions started becoming harder, when her parents had discovered the true depth of their young daughters brilliant mind, only then did they begin to worry.  By the time Twilight was four years old, she was asking questions like "Why do we have a home and beds to sleep in, and that old stallion on the street has nothing?"  



Her mother and father soon realized they couldn't simply placate their daughter with the half truths that parents usually give children in answer to difficult questions.  There was nothing more frustrating to twilight in her childhood then hearing them say that they simply had no answer for a given question she asked.  As years passed, she thus turned more of her attention away from foals her own age, and more towards books, and more importantly the answers that she found in their pages.  



Everything changed for Twilight when she took her test to enter Princess Celestia's School for gifted Unicorns, and in so doing, had became Celestia's personal pupil.  For the first time in her life, every question had an answer.  



The Princess never seemed put off by the questions her young charge asked of her.  Never disconcerted, she would think on what had been asked, perhaps taking a sip of tea, then she would give an answer.  Sometimes the answers seemed strange to Twilight at first, only for the meaning behind them to become clear when observed with some distance.  Sometimes the answers were questions that the Princess  would ask of Twilight in return, provoking her to find truth from within.  And much of the time, in getting her question answered, Twilight was left with ten more questions in it's place.  But at least they were answers, firm and sound with no uncertainty.



Princess Celestia taught Twilight to always view the world with a sense of suspended disbelief.  To look at any fact as if it could be true, but not believe in it to the exclusion of all other things.  A fact was only true until it was disproved.  



This method had served Twilight well all her life, barring a few embarrassing incidents from her early years living in Ponyville, she had stuck true to this ideal for many years.  Using it to discern fact from opinion.



Sitting here now with the waves and the wind and the breathtaking beauty, Twilight thought about circles and questions and princess Celestia.  her mind traveled back to when she was nine years old.  



It was night, and she was in the Celestia's study, a fire in the hearth and a warm wing laid comfortingly over her.  It had been a long day.  Twilight's maternal grandmother, the only grandparent she had ever known, had passed away the day before.  Today had been the funeral, she was still clothed in her small black dress and bow.



The death had not come as a surprise; her grandmother's health had been declining for months, and the family had been gathered to say their final farewells before the old mare had slipped away.  



Twilight had already learned the answer of why her grandmother was dying.  She had learned all about the deterioration of cells as they reproduced.  How the body slowly became a copy of a copy of a copy as the years progressed.  She had read books about the effects of time on the body and mind.  All of these things she'd learned.  It was only during the viewing portion of the funeral that a new question had entered Twilight's mind.



What happens to us after we die.



She stood with her parents and big brother and looked into the coffin at the body of her beloved grandmother.  She had died, and the thing that had made her her, was gone.  The amazing miracle of death had transformed this wonderful loving mare, into an object.  



It was no longer her, it was her body.  A thing she had left behind.  So where had she gone?



Twilight had looked at her family, to the tears at the edges of her mother's eyes, and decided that now was not a good time to ask this question of them.  She  wasn't sure she would get any kind of answer anyway.  So she waited, her mind spinning round and round.



After the events of the day had transpired, Twilight asked to go and speak with her mentor.  She was only a little surprised to find that Celestia had already set this time aside should Twilight wish to come and speak with her.  



She was greeted at the door by the softly smiling Princess, ready with an embrace and warm words.  Twilight had sat with Celestia for some time, simply enjoying the warmth and reassurance of her presence before she asked her question.



What happens when we die.



Celestia looked down at Twilight.  Even seated side by side as they were, the Princess still towered over her.  She look at Twilight and this is what she said.



“My little Pony, I know no more of the secrets of what comes after this life than you do.” Even years later, Twilight still remembered the feel of disappointment at hearing this.  To know that even Celestia, Princess of all of Equestria, didn’t have the answer to this question.  Celestia put a hoof under Twilight’s chin and lifted it so she could look her in the eyes.  “Long ago, I was born.  I have lived for many years, and one day, I too shall die.  All things that begin; end.”  She gave that reassuring smile that always made Twilight feel safe. “I don’t know what happens when we die.  Others have claimed to have this knowledge over the ages I have lived, I can not say if any were true.  The only thing I can tell you is what I believe.”  She pulled Twilight in closer, nuzzling her lightly. “That’s all anyone can really do in the end.”





They had spent much of that and many evenings to come talking about the mysteries of life and death.  Celestia told Twilight that there were other worlds than this, many and more worlds that spanned outward forever.  She believed that in this never ending vastness, there had to be a place that we all went to after death.  She said that energy never really died, it just moved to somewhere else.  So she to believed that the part of Ponies that made them who they were was also still out there, somewhere.



This answer had left Twilight with more questions.  Where do we go, how do we get there and are we still the same beings there as we were when we departed.  These and many more.  Thoughts always spinning round and round.  She hated not knowing.



Coming back to the here and now, Twilight’s gaze moved from the waves below her up and out to the horizon.  Meeting Pinkie Pie had been very good for her, Twilight thought, a smile flashing across her face.  She was a living reminder that some things just couldn’t be explained.  



Spending years living with her friends in Ponyville, the highs and lows of her life both before and after becoming a Princess, had Indelibly tempered Twilight’s constant yearning to know everything with a sense of acceptance.  Acceptance for the things in the world that she had no power over, for questions that she couldn’t find answers to.  Would that make it courage, or simply complacency she wondered.



In either case, over time this had let Twilight not so much let go of her ineffable questions, as to not let them rule her life.  She could go for weeks or months without giving them a second thought.



Until she stood by herself on a cliff’s edge, looking out over the endless ocean one cloudy afternoon.  She had been here, enjoying the view and the gentle sea breeze, when her mind had done what it was want to do in times of quiet.  It started to spin.



Twilight knew that there was only one true and irrefutable way to discover for herself the answer to certain questions, and that was to experience them for herself.  Much like the time she had wanted to know what it was like to make love.  She blushed even now, not so much at the lovemaking itself, as the disastrous spectacle she had made of herself in the lead up to it.  How she thought a mare looking for love should act.  Luckily the stallion in question -an author she had befriended during a book convention- had been a gentlecolt about the whole thing.  They even still wrote one another now and again.



The blush fading from her cheeks Twilight brushed away the warm memories of her erstwhile lover.  She looked out again over the cliff’s edge, only to notice that the late afternoon had moved inexorably towards evening while she stood there, lost in memories and contemplations.



She sat down once more, fully this time, crossing her front legs, and setting her chin down upon her hooves.  This was not the first time Twilight had considered ending her life.  She could never really talk to anyone about this.  It would be to hard to explain.  To easy for them to misconstrued her words for a wish to do herself harm out of sadness or pain.  Or worse, they might think she had simply gone off the deep end.  Even when she was young, she knew enough to keep this particular curiosity to herself.



Would it hurt to die?  Not the damage to her body that would be the precursor of her death, but the actual act of dying itself.  Would her soul or spirit leaving her body be able to feel anything at all with no body to perceive the world around her.  Would she even be able think with no mind for thoughts to pass through.  round and round her thoughts went.  Twilight closed her eyes, taking slow and even breaths, she let the sounds of the sea and sky wash over her.  Somewhere in the offing, a seagul’s cry sounded, shrill and insistent.



Light suddenly penetrated the backs of Twilight’s eyelids, and a warm glow covered her.  She opened her eyes to see that the sun had passed below the farmost edge of the clouds on the western horizon, casting a glorious sunset over the surrounding countryside.



Had she fallen asleep, was she sleeping now?  Twilight rose to her hooves stretched her still svelte body in a motion much like a cat would, and looked out once again over the sea.  The once softly glowing  greys and silvers had been succeeded with an effulgent cascade of gold.  Looking at the sun, she wondered if Celestia could see her now.



“Twilight.”  A young male voice called out.  She looked over her back to see Spike walking up the path that ran a ways back from the edge of the cliff.  He was followed by the most beautiful little filly in the world.  



After she had found herself with foal, Twilight had wondered what it would be like to be a mother.  So there was only really one way to find out.  A smile spread across the fillies fase as she saw her mother come into view.  She ran from Spike’s side towards her mother who turned to greet her with a warm hug and a soft smile.



Spike came up a moment later.  “So this is where you spent all afternoon” he said, looking at the setting sun.”  We should be getting back, the others are due to arrive any time now.”  



“Sorry Spike, I got lost in thought out here, it’s really a very lovely spot for a vacation.  We should have done this months ago.” she said while pulling her child up onto her back for the walk back down the hill.



“What were you thinking about?”  Spike asked, following behind Twilight as she moved toward the path.



“Nothing in particular, you know me Spike.  I’m just always thinking.”  She looked back at the setting sun, slowly moving down below the vanishing point.  “Perhaps I was thinking about a trip I’m gonna take in the future is all”.



“Not now though right mama?  We’re already on a trip”  the little filly spoke matter-of-factly from her back.



Twilight smiled at her “Yeah, I’ll take that trip some other time.  I’m in no hurry.”
      

      
   
      Monsters


      

      
      
         Dawn patrol, Dash always called it even though it hardly ever happened at dawn. After all, dragging herself out of bed at the crack of noon or sharing a long, laughter-filled brunch with the girls or spending the morning drilling with the Bolts, she would usually look up to see that it was two or three o'clock by the time she was ready to go.



But dawn patrol sounded way cooler than midday stroll. And she was pretty sure she'd done the actual crack of dawn thing once or twice during the ten years she'd been living in Ponyville.



Still, whatever the season and whatever the weather, every other day or so, Dash would take an hour out of her busy schedule to cruise the Everfree Forest looking for trouble.



Mostly this turned out to be rogue weather, but with manticores, hydras, timberwolves, cragodiles and other assorted monsters wandering around out there even after the Tree of Harmony had regained its full strength, Dash always figured better safe than sorry. Kick a stormy cloud or a toothy snout, make sure the place remembered who was boss and who was keeping an eye on it, and she could maybe stop Ponyville from crashing and burning as often as it would otherwise.



A net, though, springing up from the tree canopy to tangle itself around her wings, forelegs, and barrel definitely was not the sort of thing she was expecting. Blue balloons sprouted from the woven webbing so at least she didn't fall, but something started tugging her downward: a rope attached to the net and pulling her toward the silent green leaves below.



By the time she shook off her shock and started struggling, her rear hoofs were already brushing through the branches. The strands of the net proved too well-woven to stretch or bite through, and craning her head around to see where she was going just got her poked in the face with twigs.



"Ow!" she shouted. "Pinkie! If this is a joke, yeah, okay, it's a pretty good one, sure! But shooting nets at pegasi when they're flying? Anypony less awesome than me might've gotten hurt or something!"



The leaves beneath her opened to reveal something big, flat, and dark: a roof, Dash realized as she was hauled through a square hole in it. A solid surface smacked up underneath her, shadows all around, and the hole above her slammed shut, plunging the whole place into complete darkness.



"Who's out there?" Dash yelled, straining at the net some more. The dusty, earthy scent that filled her nose didn't hold a trace of Pinkie's usual cotton-candy-and-marshmallow aroma, so the whole prank idea was starting to seem less and less likely. "What's the big idea? You can't just—"



Fireflies sparked to life a few paces ahead of her, and she gaped to see Scootaloo standing under the lantern and glaring at her. The downward angle of the light accented the filly's physique, muscular from all the running around she did since, even on the cusp of marehood, she still couldn't fly. Tendons stood out along her neck, her wings flared as much as she could flare them, her hooves spread and planted like she was expecting a squall.



Dash swallowed. "Squirt? What— I mean—"



"No." Scootaloo's voice was always raspy, but Dash had never heard anything like the stone cold rumble coming out of her now. "We're done with all that. No more baby nicknames, no more 'big sister/little sister' crap, no more waiting for you to notice me." She took a step forward, everything about her making Dash try to wriggle back and maintain the distance between them. "'Cause I'm all grown up now, Dash. And that means you're finally going to fall in love with me."



Ice shot through Dash's whole body, and she did some more backward wriggling. "Look, Scoots, I don't know what—"



"Exactly!" At the stomp of Scootaloo's hoof, the whole place shook: a little treehouse, Dash realized with a start, the firefly light showing her nothing but a mattress in a corner and the walls completely plastered with photos and drawings and posters of her own face and figure waving and smiling, posing and winking.



"You don't know!" Scootaloo was going on. "Ever since I was five years old, I've been in love with you! Been yearning for you!" Her fiery eyes lost focus. "I've dreamed of it for so long, just you scooping me up in the moonlight, settling me down on a cloud, and snuggling with me. Lately when I dream it, we do more than snuggle, and I just— I want— I can't— I can't wait for you anymore!" She was pretty much shouting by this time. "So it's over, see? I'm done hinting and flirting and dancing at the edges of it like a kid! Done with it!"



The air around Dash seemed to have frozen solid; she could barely pull a breath into her lungs. "Scootaloo," she more squeaked than said, "maybe you don't think you're a kid, but—"



"But what?" Spinning, Scootaloo thrust her flank into Dash's face, practically rubbed her cutie mark against her. "D'you know what I've been doing ever since me and Bloom and Sweetie got these? I've been showing ponies what they're meant to do with their lives, showing adult ponies what they're meant to do, I mean! More than twice my age sometimes, coming to me for advice, and you tell me I'm not grown up?"



Sliding back half a step, she waved a hoof and rolled her eyes. "I mean, yeah, sure, legally I'm still a minor." Her gaze fixed on Dash's, Dash unable to look away from the feverish glassiness there. "But laws don't apply to ponies like us: you taught me that." She reached out and touched Dash's jaw. "When you're awesome enough, you do what you want."



Dash tried to flinch away, but her head bashed into the wall behind her.



Giving a low chuckle, Scootaloo moved her hoof to caress Dash's cheek. "It'll be all right, Dash," she murmured, her eyes half closing and a smile drfting over her lips. "I'll make you feel better than all right."



No choice, then. "Yeah, right!" Dash shoved herself forward so she could shout it directly into Scootaloo's face. "Is this the advice you give out? 'If you wanna make friends with somepony, tie them up out in the middle of the Everfree Forest'? Is that what Twilight taught you?" She couldn't keep her voice from catching. "Is that what I taught you?"



Scootaloo jumped back like she'd been stung, her smile vanishing and her eyes going wide. "What? Dash, no! I—"



"Is this how you got to be friends with Sweetie Belle and Apple Bloom? Ropes and nets and—"



"I don't wanna be friends with you!" When Scootaloo stomped this time, it seemed more petulant than scary. "I love you! I wanna—"



"Your mom and dad! Your aunts! Mr. and Mrs. Cake! Cranky and Matilda!" Dash knew there were more happily married ponies in town, but she hoped they'd forgive her for not being able to think of them right then. "You're saying none of them are friends?"



"What?" Everything menacing about Scootaloo was melting as quickly as ice cream in the noonday sun. "No! I'm not saying anything like that!"



"So they're friends but more than friends!" Dash shimmied the net that firmly bound her forelegs and wings. "So if this isn't what you do when you want to become friends, how much more is it not what you do when you want to become more than friends?"



Now it was Scootaloo who seemed frozen, and for all that Dash's heart was rattling as jagged as a chunk of granite against her ribs, she couldn't afford to let up despite how little sense her last sentence had made. "I know your blood's pounding inside you," she said, trying to pitch each word quietly but precisely, "and I know how your body's screaming at you for relief.  But you've got to use your head, Scootaloo, got to think about what you're trying to do and what you want to do and how's the best way to do it. 'Cause if you let your blood take over, it'll drive you to places you don't ever wanna go..."



Scootaloo's whimper shattered the rock in Dash's chest; the filly's eyes pulled shut, and she slumped forward onto the floorboards. "I've ruined it," she whispered, the words coming out all cracked and awful. "All of it, always, forever, ruined..."



"No!" Bracing herself, Dash stretched and pitched forward to crash down with her head turned and her snout maybe a hoof's span away from Scootaloo's. "Not ruined, Scootaloo! Never ruined! You untie me, we'll go back into town, and we'll get you some help."



"What?" The sour stink of panic burst from Scootaloo, and she jumped to her hooves, her eyes wide and her ears folded. "You can't tell Twilight! Please! And Sweetie Belle and Apple Bloom, if they ever found out I did this, I... I'll die! Tear my own throat out and—"



"Not Twilight!" Dash tried to roll over so she could see Scootaloo more easily, but in the wavering light, she couldn't focus any higher than those orange knees. "Not any of our friends! A real pro! Dr. Pineal! She's got her office on the town square across from City Hall!"



"A...doctor?" That Scootaloo wasn't running away screaming gave Dash the first glimmer of hope she'd had since this whole thing had started.

 

"She's good." Sprawled there, of course, Dash couldn't think of the actual word and didn't want to use any of the slang terms. "Sometimes, you need to talk to somepony about things going on in your head and your heart and your life that you can't talk to anypony about—and what I mean is that sometimes I need to talk to somepony about that stuff. But Dr. Pineal's job is to be the one pony you can talk to about anything."



The silence went on for longer than Dash liked, but at least Scootaloo still wasn't running. "You," Scootaloo said after a couple seconds or minutes or hours—Dash wasn't sure which it was. "You see a psychiatrist?"



That was the word. "She helps me a lot. It's not that she knows the answers or anything like that. But she knows how to help me find the answers myself." Bunching up a hind leg, Dash managed to flop over sideways so she could see Scootaloo's white-rimmed eyes. "Please, Scoots?"



"Oh, my gosh!" Scootaloo jumped forward with a flurry of wings, her hooves digging into Dash's back and the net loosening. "I'm so, so sorry, Rainbow Dash! I didn't— I mean, I wasn't— I don't—"



"It's okay," Dash said though she was sure both of them knew it was a lie. Unfolding her front legs for the first time in what seemed like days, she stood and shook out her wings.



With a squeak, Scootaloo scrambled away to bunch herself into the nearest corner, the stale, salty odor of fear wafting off her hide. It took every ounce of the control Dash had learned during her training not to run over and wrap the filly in a hug; the last thing either of them needed right now was mixed messages. She gritted her teeth against the pins-and-needles sensation of the circulation returning to her wings, then she blew out a breath. "Okay," she said again. "You ready to go?"



"I can't." Scootaloo had buried her face under her forelegs. "I can't ever look at you again, can't ever look at anypony again..."



"Stop it!" Clenching her teeth kept Dash from shouting it, but she did stomp a hoof, Scootaloo's head snapping up, her face wet with tears. "You made a mistake, Scoots, yeah, but you stopped before things got completely out of hoof. And now you're coming with me so we can make sure it never goes this far ever again. You got it?"



Nodding, Scootaloo rose shakily to her hooves.








Sitting with her eyes closed in the waiting room outside Dr. Pineal's office, Dash concentrated on just breathing. The trip back to Ponyville had been nothing less than a nightmare, but at least Scootaloo had that big scooter she used these days to keep their pace from becoming completely glacial.  Still, watching in every direction for some random basilisk or other monster to leap out at them had made the tension in the air even tenser.



The meeting with Dr. Pineal had almost been worse, the silver-gray unicorn not saying a word while Dash mechanically and Scootaloo weepily recounted what had happened. "Very well," she'd said when they'd finished. "I'll need to speak to your parents and care-givers, Scootaloo, before we can go any further."



Which had meant more tears and even some shouting: Dash had stayed right in this same seat while Scootaloo's mom and dad and both her aunts had filed into the office with Dr. Pineal and Scootaloo, but the sounds that had leaked out even with the door closed had made Dash wish she'd brought some ear plugs.



In the end, Dr. Pineal had gotten in touch with a colleague of hers in Canterlot, and Dr. Callosum had agreed to come to Ponyville tomorrow to meet with Scootaloo and her family. Dash had somehow scraped up a smile for the five of them, had waved off the older ponies' attempts to apologize for Scootaloo, had even nodded to Scootaloo when the filly's shaky gaze had met hers just as the whole group had left.



She'd fallen back into the chair and done her best not to think about anything for she didn't know how long. Then a voice, Dr. Pineal's oh so familiar voice as cool as a glass of lemonade on a summer day. "And how are you, Rainbow Dash?"



"How the fuck do you think I am?" Dash shot back without thinking, then started up, her eyes snapping open and glancing around the waiting room.



Thankfully, it was empty, even the nurse gone from her little desk. Dr. Pineal stood beside the open door to her office and gestured to it with a hoof. Dash swallowed, pushed herself up, and stumped in, Dr. Pineal closing the door behind her.



The office always looked the same—bookshelves lining the walls, a couple potted ferns scattered among them, the place dim and cozy no matter what the time or temperature was outside. Dash crossed straight to the window and looked out through the gauzy curtains at the town square under the blue of a late afternoon, Applejack across the way at her cart, Fluttershy a couple rows over nosing through some carrots.



A normal day in Ponyville.



Dr. Pineal's gentle voice spoke behind her. "Would you like to talk about what happened today, Rainbow Dash?"



"What's to talk about?" Dash had to turn away from the window, Dr. Pineal in her big chair with her notebook and pencil floating in front of her and her little glasses perched on her snout. "Scootaloo snatched me outta the sky, tied me up in her treehouse, and told me she wanted to rape me." A tremor rattled Dash's right front knee, and she stomped her hoof. "And it was perfect! Absolutely perfect! My every fantasy right there in front of me, all real and absolutely fucking perfect!"



Springing into the air, Dash slammed herself down onto the couch beside Dr. Pineal's chair. "All I hadta do was lay back and let it happen! I mean, how many fucking years have I dreamed about Scootaloo forcing herself on me, huh? 'Cause if she did that, I wouldn't be a foal molester, would I? I'd be innocent, a victim, helpless to stop that gorgeous little filly from having her fucking way with me!" Bunching a hoof, Dash almost pounded it into the table on her right, but the memory of how many repairs she'd had to pay for over the years stopped her. "Perfect," she whispered again.



Silence settled in, and even though Dash was sure she'd been grinding her teeth all afternoon, now she started in even harder. "But I didn't do that," she said. "'Cause if I had, I mean, that woulda been it: the end of everything. Both our twisted fucking minds wrapping around each other so tight, we woulda strangled ourselves to death."



She took a breath, blew it out, took another. "Right now, though, the way things actually happened, it might not completely ruin Scootaloo's life. She went a little crazy, nopony got hurt, she gets some treatment, and—" Dash's voice wanted to choke off, but she pushed through it. "And she gets over me."



The thought squeezed her eyes closed. "Three years," she whispered, "eight months and twenty-two days from now, her and me together woulda been legal in every part of Equestria, and I coulda started courting her. I already know her folks, her aunts show that her family doesn't have a problem with two mares in a relationship, we already both, y'know, worship each other. I coulda started hanging out at her aunts' place more often, coulda let Scoots know how special I think she is, coulda set out to get her unfolding like a flower at dawn under my touch until—"



Her throat tightened, but the words just wouldn't stop. "For so long," she more coughed than said, "I've been so careful around her, done what's right, done what's good. All the times I almost cracked, almost let her know, almost gave in to her obvious little tries to seduce me, and it didn't even enter my mind that she'd break first! I mean, I just figured her and Sweetie Belle and Apple Bloom would take care of each other when they started feeling the itch, y'know?" It was her second favorite fantasy, after all, imagining the Cutie Mark Crusaders experimenting in that clubhouse of theirs...



She shook her head. "But that's all gone now. Maybe if I'd known how close to the edge she was—" She shook her head again. "Me doing anything would've screwed it up even more. She's an amazing kid and the love of my life, but she's still just a kid. She needs to make mistakes and learn from them without me rubbing up against her, and I'll do everything I can to help her even if...even if she never feels comfortable talking to me again..."



Dash snapped her head over to glare at Dr. Pineal. "And yes, I know: I don't get to feel sorry for myself, and they don't give out awards for not molesting a kid. Behaving decently is the rock-bottom minimum for everypony everywhere, and helping a friend get over a problem is just what friends do." She swallowed and flopped back on the couch. "Even if the problem is that the friend you're in love with shouldn't be in love with you."



Dr. Pineal's pencil scratched in the silence, then she actually spoke. "So you'll stop loving her?"



"What?" Again, Dash snapped her head over and glared. "I can't just turn it off! That's the whole problem! I feel the way I feel: my only choice is whether I act on the feeling and go to prison, or don't act on it and just dream about her! That's not gonna change!" She winced. "I was hoping it would change in four years or so, but..."



"But you expect her to stop loving you?"



A little spark tried to perk in Dash's chest, but she blew it out with a breath. "She's a kid. Her brain was still growing into the right shape till a couple years ago, and now it's, like, floating in an ocean of hormones. That's why there's those laws I've been trying so hard not to break for as long as I've been coming here." A headache wanted to start up between her eyes; Dash rubbed her forehead and flexed her shoulders. "Scoots is nowhere near responsible enough to be in this sort of love yet, and by the time she is, all this stuff today might mean she can't even think about me that way anymore."



"That's possible, of course," Dr. Pineal's quiet voice said. "Or maybe it's that she'll be too old for you then."



The headache vanished, and Dash found herself hovering in front of the doctor, her hoof drawn back to smash those stupid little glasses right back into her expressionless-as-usual face. Silver light wavered in the air between them, though, and Dash knew from experience that Dr. Pineal's shield spell packed quite the electrical punch.



She also knew after so long in therapy that she only reacted this strongly when she had a good reason. Backing off, Dash settled to the floor. "Sorry, doctor, but I...I don't think that's the case. I mean, yeah, after the Cutie Mark Crusaders started building their catapults and their bungee jumping courses and all that, I had a few fantasies where all three of them were tying me up and forcing me to do them. But for seven years now, regularly, it's always been centered on Scootaloo."



The realization fed that little spark she'd wanted to douse earlier, warmth tickling Dash's middle for the first time in hours. Reaching, then, she tried to find words in the jumble of her head to explain it. "She'll never be old is the thing, not if she lives as long as Granny Smith. She's...she's eternal, the perfect mix of fire and air like me, but...but she's earth and water, too, since she spends all her time on the ground." She had to wince. "Or maybe it's just as simple and awful as that. She'll always be a foal in my eyes 'cause she'll never fly."



The doctor said nothing, but Dash wasn't really expecting her to, another thought busily popping up. "But I...I don't fantasize at all about Dinky or Flurry Heart or the Cake twins, do I?"



Cocking her head, Dr. Pineal flipped back through her little notebook. "I don't find any mention of them here."



Dash could only blink, something as wispy as a summer morning's mist floating in her chest. "But...if I was a regular sort of pedophile, I...I would, wouldn't I? Isn't that how ponies like me work?"



Dr. Pineal sat forward. "As you said, Dash, it's your actions where you have a choice, and you made some definite and defining choices out in the forest today. You still need to be extremely careful and watch yourself every waking hour, but I don't mind saying that I'm very proud of the progress you've made."



It took a couple breaths before Dash could get enough air into her lungs to push words out. "Then...this might not be the end? For me and Scootaloo?"



The glow of her horn folded her notebook closed, and Dr. Pineal sat back. "Today's events have certainly changed your relationship, but only the two of you can decide how. As you said, being her friend is the most important thing right now, and if you can do that—and I mean really do that—that'll help both of you the most."



With a sigh, Dash shook her head. "What we need around here are more monster attacks: the other kind of monster, I mean, the kind that aren't like me. That's the kind I know how to deal with."



"Hmmm." Dr. Pineal's notebook came open again. "Even after what happened today, you still feel that you qualify as a monster?"



That made Dash snort. "More than ever."



Not looking away from her, Dr. Pineal scratched something on the pad with her pencil. "And why is that?"



Dash spread her forelegs. "For all these years, I could tell myself that I had to be extra careful around Scootaloo 'cause she was a sweet, innocent little kid. Now that I know she's a monster, too, well, why am I being extra careful around her again?"



The doctor got very still. "That's a good question, Dash. Why are you being extra careful around her?"



In the silence, Dash concentrated on the in and out of her breath. She knew the answer, of course, knew that, no matter what happened tomorrow or the day after that or the day after that, the answer to that question was always the same if she was going to have friends and call herself a pony and not turn into Tirek or Chrysalis or Sombra. "Because it's the right thing to do, doctor." She shrugged. "For the next three years, eight months, and twenty-two days, I mean. After that?" The warmth wanted to flicker brighter in her chest, but she made a little mental whirlwind to suck the air away and keep it guttering low. "Well, me and Scoots both gotta get there first, don't we?"



Standing, Dash nodded and started for the door. "Which means I'll see you like usual on Tuesday."
      

      
   
      Special Delivery


      

      
      
         Prompt Parcel was not in the habit of being late.  But having her personal horoscope say: “take some time to smell the roses - too prompt of action will lead to disaster,” was enough to give even her pause.  



With that in mind, she chose a slightly longer route to work, but even though it avoided all the flower stands and most of the parks, there were still over two dozen roses in bloom along the way, and smelling the blossoms took almost a second and a half each.   Despite only eating one, it was still enough that she stepped into the mailroom of the Canterlot central post office almost four seconds after the clock struck eight.



The normal morning hubbub seemed subdued, and Prompt soon spotted why as all her coworkers were gathered around the postmaster, Route Presort.  She headed for the group, stepping into the inner circle just in time to hear some of the most dreaded words of mailmaredom: “So, any volunteers?”



Prompt froze in place, but her shoulders itched as she felt dozens of eyes upon her.



“Ah, Prompt.”  The itching intensified as now Route Presort gave her his attention.  “Noble of you to volunteer so soon after returning from your sabbatical.”



Her mouth opened to protest, but a side glance showed that she was indeed standing several hooflengths ahead of everypony else.  “Yes sir,” came out instead, and she suppressed a grimace as Presort held out a package.



The herd broke up and Prompt stared at the package in her hoof.  It seemed normal enough at first glance - a parcel about the size and weight of a large book, wrapped in brown paper and bound in twine, but her ears drooped when she saw that the recipient was one Discord Q. Draconequus of i Confusion way,  End of All Things, Chaos.



Prompt’s ears went flat as she looked around the room, everypony else having already returned to their various tasks.  No Rush wasn’t here, of course.  And all the others she got along pretty well with.  There was one new face in the crowd, though - she remembered her vaguely from yesterday’s party. 



She sidled up to the coffee maker, “Hey, Flat Rate, who’s that teal unicorn over by the bins?”  



Flat Rate looked up from her sorting.  “Hmm?  You mean Indicia?”



“Yeah.  Is she new?”



“This is her third day now, I think.”



Prompt Parcel grinned.  “Perfect.  Thanks Flat!”



She approached the slender mare, noting her long, rose and violet mane and deft telekinesis as she loaded letters into her saddlebags.  Surprising she was a mailpony, really, but she did have a stamped letter for a cutie mark.  “Hi.  You’re Indicia?”



Indicia jumped at her voice, her rose eyes going wide.  “Oh!  Um, yes.  You’re Prompt Parcel right?  The one who just got back from Zebrica?  That was a very nice welcome back party everypony threw.”



Prompt gave her a grin that had more teeth than cheer. “Sure am.  And it was a nice sabbatical.  Now c’mon.  I need your help with this delivery.” 



“What?”  Indicia looked like she’d been hit in the back of the head with a board.  “But I’m supposed to be covering the uptown route today,” she said, looking over to where Route Presort stood across the hall and trying to catch her eye.  



Route Presort turned away, not seeming to notice, and Prompt nudged Indicia in the flank until she started moving.



“Not anymore.  Trust me, this takes precedence.  Now hurry up already and follow me.”  She paused to push Indicia’s saddlebags away.  “You won’t need these.”



“What?  Where are we going?” Indicia said, her ears flat as she was herded away from the main hall.



Prompt hoofed over the parcel.  “We’re going to deliver this package to Discord - spirit of chaos and disharmony.”



Indicia cocked her head as she levitated the package in front of her.  “Confusion way?  That doesn’t sound like one of the Canterlot streets.  Or any kind of street really, to be honest.”



“It’s an irregular route,” Prompt said, pulling open a supply room and ducking inside.  “We only run it if we have a delivery, or if the cuckoo clock in the postmaster’s office crows to tell us we have a pickup.”  



She kept moving as she talked, filling her saddlebags with an assortment of items that made Indicia stare at her like she’d grown a second head - especially the last one, what looked like a toy dog mounted atop a model train engine.  Prompt didn’t give her time to think it over, though before she lead them over a nearby storeroom.  



This one was nearly empty, except for a lopsided magic circle circled by a model railroad track.



Indicia shuffled her hooves.  “Um.  I’m not really an expert in magic circles, but that one doesn’t look quite right.”  



“Don’t worry about it - it’ll work.  Here do a useful unicorn thing,” Prompt said, as she started laying the items out at various points in the design.  There were bits of a broken picket fence, a watch running backwards, a vial of invisible ink, and a mailbox that said P. Pie, among other items.  “Charge the dog and set it on the track.”



Indicia gritted her teeth, but nodded mutely as she channeled a little magic into the dog and set it down.  It immediately started moving forwards, making surprisingly unsettling woofing noises as it ran its circuit.



Prompt had opened a window, and now returned to the circle, moving towards a brazier at the edge.  “Okay, now chase the dog around the circle three times.”



“What?”  



Prompt rolled her eyes.  “You see, the postmare has to chase the…”   She sighed.  “Nevermind.  Just do it.”



Indicia grumbled, but started after the mechanical pooch, while Prompt lit a returned return notice and dropped it into the brazier.



As Indicia completed the third lap, the smoke coalesced into a vertical disk which then burst into scintillating color.  There it hung, a hooflength off the floor, the edges undulating gently while it emitted a slow, gurgling noise like a frog gargling marbles.



“Uh.  Okay then, looks like it worked,” Indicia said, making a beeline to the door.  She was halfway there before Prompt stuck a hoof out in front of her.



“Where do you think you’re going?”



“Uh, back?” Indicia said, shying away from Prompt’s gaze.  “The portal’s open, right?”



Prompt shook her head.  “You’re not done just yet.  It takes two to make one of these deliveries safely.”



“What?  Are you sure? This wasn’t in the manual.”



“Yes, I’m sure.  None of us want to end up like Parcel Post.  Come on, I’ll be right behind you,” Prompt said, turning Indicia around so that she faced the portal.



Indicia gulped and looked at Prompt uncertainly for a few moments, but finally stepped through.  



Prompt was right on her tail, though she couldn’t resist a shudder as passing through the portal always felt like lukewarm oatmeal sliding through her coat, though it was always perfectly clean afterwards.



The ground here was soft underneath her hoof, though it looked like they were standing on a small island of polished marble floating in midair.  There was a breeze of some sort, carrying the scent of burnt marshmallows, though the air wasn’t hot, or cold.  She suspected that she might not even have to breathe, but she wasn’t about to test that theory out.  There were no walls, and the sky was a twisting swirl of color within which small patches of terrain and other less-identifiable things bobbed gently.



Indicia stood stock still just a few paces away, staring around a little wild eyed.



“It does take some getting used to.”



“Get used to?”  Indicia’s voice was a few octaves higher than usual.  “How could anyone possibly get used to this?  It doesn’t make any sense at all.”



“Well, the inhabitant is arguably crazy, but don’t worry, the quicker we get going, the quicker we’ll get out of here.”







Indicia looked around and did her best not to hyperventilate.  This was not what she’d signed up to the Equestrian Postal Service for.  Snow, rain, heat, parasprites and the occasional barking dog she could handle.  But this?  This was another level entirely.  Just the swirling sky alone was enough to make her dizzy.



But what would her parents think if she quit on her third day of work?  She grit her teeth.  They had been so proud of her when she got her cutie mark, and her father had practically glowed when she started following in his hoofprints.  



Indicia took a deep breath and forced her legs into motion, though she couldn’t resist a dark look at the pony who had so cavalierly dragged her into this mess.  She didn't even have a mail cutie mark - just one of those seemingly omnipresent hourglasses.  “Okay then, let’s go,” she said, trotting ahead before she could lose her nerve.



They left the first island via a rope bridge, albeit one missing the ropes.  It took all of Indicia’s effort to ignore the vertigo as she stepped between the floating planks, no matter how much stabler they were compared to those of an actual rope bridge.  



She breathed an enormous sigh of relief as they reached a more normal island on the far side.



Normal was a relative term here, however.  This particular island was some sort of confectioner’s dream, like a gingerbread house had begat a town, but one scaled up big enough for ponies to live in.



Prompt gestured for her to proceed, and the two of them wound down a country lane, but one where the fields were sprouting lollipops, and the rails were of candy canes.



Indica went to give them a sniff, but Prompt shook her head.



“Word to the wise - they don’t taste as good as they look.”



They continued, and a little ways further the path turned to the side and they were hopscotching across the fields on a trail of candies.



“Watch out for the black ones,” Prompt said, just as Indica’s hoof landed on one such and she got a giant gout of licorice juice to the face.



“Whoops, sorry!”







Prompt Parcel was not a fan of roller coasters at the best of times, but this one had looked like the most direct route, and it’s not like any twisty course it could take would be all that much worse than anything else around here.  



Judging by her expression, Indicia hadn’t liked the ride any more than she had, though, so at least things were still working out.  



“The clock is ticking - let’s go,” Prompt said, gesturing to the far end of the island, where swan boats glided majestically up from a vat of chocolate.



Indicia gave her a flat look.  “You the one who knows this area.  You’re still going first.”



Prompt shrugged.  “Fine, fine, follow me.”



They set out across the island, heads swiveling as they passed among more twisted carnival rides.  Prompt slowed as they reached the concession area, and saw Indicia’s attention captured by a pack of animate, giant hot dogs romping around inside an equally giant pen.



“Some really weird creatures here,” Indica said, as the dogs clustered on the other side of the fence from her.



“Yeah.  Not everypony gets to see this sort of thing.  You really should relish the encounter.“



The dog’s eyes widened and several started to inflate.  Prompt waited until just the right second before bellowing “Duck!” at the top of her lungs.



Indica shrieked and dropped to the floor just as the creatures let out several searing jets of flame.



Prompt let out a sigh of relief as Indica glared up at her, a wide swath of her mane reduced to a blackened fringe.



“Whoops.”  







Indica liked music, but even this new island of singing flowers couldn’t calm her down right now.  Every step she took, she felt a little off balance, and the reek of burnt hair was pervasive.  At least the little path they walked on was wide enough to walk abreast.  All the better to avoid any more nasty surprises, and share the smell with Prompt as much as possible.



Prompt looked over, and Indicia could swear her eyes lingered on the burnt hairs as she smiled.  “Looks like we’re almost there.”



Indicia put a little extra stomp in her step.  “We’d better be.”



They continued in silence and the road gradually widened and the shoulders turned to muddy ruts “Alright, we should head off to the sides now,” Prompt said, moving off the pavers and towards the muck.



“Buck you,” Indica said, striding down the center of the lane.



She made it barely two steps before the surface gave way beneath her hooves and she screamed as the swirling sky below her filled her vision.  



Then the plummet stopped with a sharp yank in her tail, and inch by inch she was hoisted back up, the stones scraping her belly and legs until she was finally laying on the rock, shaking.



Prompt’s voice was tight.  “What were you thinking?  If you fall off and float away, you never know how long it’ll take to get back!”



Indica blinked away tears in her eyes as she whirled around.  “What was I thinking?”   What was I thinking?  No.  What were YOU thinking?  What the buck were you thinking taking me here and dragging me around like this?  This is insane!  And wipe that bucking smile off of your face.”



Prompt shook her head.  “Hold that thought - we’re here.”



“What?”  Indicia said, blinking.  The path and flowers were gone - now the two of them somehow sat in front of a small, oddly constructed cottage.



A head poked out the door, without bothering to open it.  Indica found her boiling fury momentarily suspended by the yellow eyes and mismatched horns.  “Oh, splendid!” he said, clapping his hands together in glee.  “I’ve been waiting quite a long time for this, you know.  4.47 billion years, in fact.”  He snapped his fingers and the parcel appeared in front of him.  “Hmm.  Half seems to be missing.  I’ll have to leave appropriate feedback.”



Prompt wordlessly held out the delivery slip.



He sniffed and with a snap of his fingers, it signed itself.  “No matter, then here you go!” he said, before vanishing with a wave of his paw.



A moment passed, and then another.  Indica had just turned towards Prompt and opened her mouth when Discord popped his head back out the door.



“Oh, and you know, I am reformed these days.  So, as much as I appreciate the courtesy, having a flaming row is just not necessary to visit anymore.”



Prompt blinked. “It’s not?”



“Of course not!  What would Fluttershy think?  Now, toodles!”  Discord snapped his fingers again and in a flash of light they found themselves back in the field of singing flowers once more, although now they’d moved on to showtunes.



“Wait, so the uptown route...”  Prompt still had a stunned look in her eyes.



“Uh, yeah.”  Indica snorted.  “Like I said, Route Presort assigned it to me.”



Prompt bit her lip.  “Normally she’d make sure to cover whichever mailponies left on an irregular run, but if she’s only expecting one…” she trailed off before burying her face in her hooves.  “I’m so bucked.”



“Excuse me?”  Indica stamped her hoof.  “It’s my route we’re talking about here!”



“No, no, it was my fault,” Prompt said, shaking her head.  “I should’ve read up more on changes to the regs.  I’ll take full responsibility.”



“So, all of that.” Indica said icily, waving her hoof vaguely back down the path. “That was intentional?”



Prompt hung her head.  “Yeah, I’m really sorry.  The mud and the hot dogs, those were my fault.  Even if you hadn't ducked, the fire wouldn't have hurt you, though, and I didn’t mean for you to fall.  Honest.”



“And this wasn’t some sort of hazing, initiation prank thing?”



Prompt shook her head, still looking at the ground.  “No.  The best way to find Discord has always been, with, well... discord.  In the past, I’d always partner up with No Rush.  Celestia, he always took so long to get ready I was about ready to pull out my own mane, but then when we finally went we’d show up practically on Discord’s doorstep.”  She let out a short, bitter laugh.  “Naturally there was no sign of him this morning, though.”



“I see.”  Indica was silent for a long moment, her thoughts racing even as her emotions gradually gelled.  “You owe me a manecut.”  



“Of course.”



“And there’s still the matter of my route.”



“Like I said, I’ll take full responsibility.”



Indica shook her head.  “I’m not interested in blame.  I’m a mailpony.  Responsibility to me is getting everypony their mail.”



“Then I will do my absolute best for you,” Prompt said, bowing her head.  “It’s already one twenty three, though.  Some of it might be late.”



Indicia let out a long breath, and then extended her hoof.  “Maybe if only one pony delivers it.  But with two...”
      

      
   
      Chrysalis' Kingdom: All Falls Down


      

      
      
         How did it come to this?



Chrysalis looked at the hoof stretched toward her, the owner willing her to reach out and take it, accept the changes and change herself. Others were watching her, many others, but her focus narrowed to that one, pinkish hoof before her.



How did it come to this?!








Hunger pains ravaged her body. She was always hungry, but it was worse now than it had been in so many years she’d lost count. Infiltrating the ponies and gathering love from them had always been so easy, before—ponies were brimming with love, ripe for the harvesting, and they were such a trusting species. It had been larva’s play to take it, then. No matter what, though, it was never enough, not enough to do more than sate the hunger briefly, keep it in check. To actually fill the belly...that would take so much love no changeling could truly imagine it.  



But Chrysalis had tried to imagine it, and then had hatched her first plan. She’d replace a pony princess, and personally—no room for mistakes, with the stakes so high—and she’d replace the young one, the one with a besotted fiancé leading the Royal Guards and a wedding coming up. She’d sneak in during the chaos of organizing a royal wedding, feed off the stallion’s rich, powerful love for the princess, and she could gradually take control of his mind and thus of the Royal Guard.  That was like draining multiple ponies in one gulp. She’d been so, so close; she’d even called in the whole swarm of her warriors (most already on standby in case something went wrong) when it seemed as though she’d succeeded beyond her hopes and would be able to take complete control, without a disguise. Her hive could rip as much love as they wanted from any pony they found without abandon; that should sate them all.



She writhed, secure in her chambers, both from the aching hunger inside of her and from the shame of the memory. Somehow, one pony had seen through her deceptions and managed to completely upend the situation in a way that should have been impossible. She’d literally cradled victory in her hooves and sampled its delicious taste when it was ripped away, and she and all her warriors were slammed by the most powerful mix of love and magic she’d ever felt at once, too intense to ingest, the bitterest of irony. Sent flying far, far away by what they wanted most, unable to sneak even the smallest sip.



It had been a lean time, then. Ponies were aware of changelings, knew what they were, knew to watch out for them. Harvesting changelings had had to be more careful than ever before, and that reduced the amount of love they could bring back. Tiny sips and nibbles, carefully squirreled away and sent back to the hive...which then had to be spread amongst so many.  



Chrysalis scowled. She never should have felt the maw of starvation sapping her strength, not like this, but even as queen there had been far too little love. She’d sat on her throne, hungrily watching, getting reports as frequently as she dared from her spies, waiting for an opportunity. She’d have moved on nearly any opening at that point, no matter how small, because any more love would be better than the little they had. Even the return of the ancient Crystal Empire had failed to lessen the burden, for immediately upon its return it was a pitiful, loveless little place--and after the Princess of Love had taken up residence, protected by a shield virtually impenetrable to those who wished the Empire ill. She’d set some of her cleverest drones working on it, because based on the reports that filtered back to her the Empire’s ancient relic could potentially be a rich food source, one day, but their efforts had yet to yield results.



And then, her spies had brought her truly significant news.



Even now, even in her pain, she nearly howled her fury. While her changelings had been creeping around with the utmost caution, barely harvesting enough love to keep their hivemates alive, that traitor, that deserter, that lowly drone Thorax--she hissed involuntarily at the mere thought of his name--he had managed to ingratiate himself into the Crystal Empire, calling himself a friend of ponies, feeding freely off them, the mewling little worm--



She had a hard time thinking, then, all her thoughts washed in red or a burning white, too absorbed in her wrath to think clearly, to think in words. She gradually fought her way back into control. Giving in to emotions was weak, and that was one quality that would never be ascribed to her. Rage, wielded properly, was a powerful tool, and she intended it to be another in her arsenal.



With a final shudder, she pulled herself together. Even if the traitor had abandoned his kind and lived richly among the ponies, never sending a drop of love back--she firmly reined in her anger, this time; it would not rule her--the information had still told her something important. If ponies could bring themselves to allow his behavior, then attitudes towards changelings had to be changing, or at the least would change soon. She had spies monitoring the borders of the Empire, as close as they could manage, as well as reading mail and observing ponies that came and went. At first, the ponies kept a close watch on the worm, but they gradually relaxed and even began treating him like he was practically one of them.  Oh, not many truly claimed him as a friend, but enough felt relatively at ease around him.  



Even if Thorax had intended to spite his hive, that foul wretch had convinced ponies to relax their guard.  



She didn’t intend to let such a glorious opportunity escape.



And so she schemed. A plan so audacious, even she’d been nervous, but of course she’d never shown anything but confidence to her underlings. This time, she wouldn’t leave anyone to stop her when she struck. The ponies had grown complacent again, and the time was right.



The hunger in her gut gnawed at her, drawing her out of her thoughts. As the queen, the leader, the thinker of the hive, she always fed first, but with this plan in mind, she needed her changelings to be strong enough to carry out their parts. She’d need to coordinate it all; others would have to take the disguises. And so she’d parceled out love to the chosen, so much so that they were strong and thriving. The only way to arrange that much love for that many without deaths among her other subjects had been to offer up as much as she dared of her own personal supply.  



And thus she lay here, in her chambers, turning the plan over and over in her mind, waiting for news, hoping for results, struggling against the overwhelming tide of hunger that urged her to rip the love out of any changeling who came near, just to satisfy, however temporarily, the burning need throbbing through her. If she could just hold out a little longer… 



Her changelings sent to Ponyville should be the first to succeed; the town was large enough for plenty of random strangers but too small for much of a police force, and the new princess didn’t have a guard. The fact that that same pony, as a mere unicorn, had overturned her plans also played into it. If any mistakes gave the other targets time to send for help, it wouldn’t be there.  



The changelings she’d set to studying the Empire’s barrier had found a workaround. With the traitor free to come and go there, they’d tracked him and found a way. She didn’t care about the details, as long as their technique worked. Hours after the Ponyville victims were taken, the Princess of Love, her husband, and her daughter would fall.  



Finally, last, the biggest and most hazardous prizes: Princesses Celestia and Luna. They each had a devoted guard and a tremendous public presence. At least that gave her changelings an excellent idea of how they’d act in any given situation. Still, to quietly take them, to overwhelm them and imprison them before they could fight back--it was the riskiest part of the plan.



But first, the ponies from Ponyville. Any minute now, her forces would be moving into position as the ponies retired for the night; any moment now, love might begin flowing from her infiltrators. Any moment now…








Chrysalis slipped from her uneasy doze to full alertness at the knock on her door. She paused, sitting up, making herself look presentable, bracing herself to hold back and hide the ravaging hunger. At a word from her the door opened, revealing one of the changelings she’d assigned as support to the Ponyville replacements.  



He dropped immediately into a bow, mouthparts almost scraping the floor; she resisted the temptation to drain his love merely for taking longer than she’d have liked to report. That was the hunger talking, and she was stronger than it.  And then he lifted his face, just high enough to face her, and she had her answer.  Success.  



And then she felt the first trickles of love carried towards her, trickles that would become a flood when the ponies of that silly town awakened and saw their “Princess” and her “friends,” and a triumphant smile nearly split her face.  



Before the soldier even spoke, she’d lifted a hoof for silence, gestured for him to leave.



She’d hear his report in full, of course, and soon, but for now she was going to gorge on that incoming love until the ravenous void inside her was satisfied, at least as much as it ever was.










Chrysalis sat on her throne, restored, and looked up at the ceiling of the chamber. So far, ten cocoons hung and pulsed with their eerie glow. Her soldiers would be making their move on Luna and Celestia soon, and not long after that she expected her changelings in Ponyville to report in with their communication device. For now she had plans to make but was finding the satisfaction she felt whenever she looked upon her captives to be quite distracting.



With a proud snort, she yanked her gaze away. No feelings ruled her. To business. The love coming in was already enough to refresh the entire hive, and Chrysalis wasn’t about to let her subjects slack. Now that they weren’t near-crippled by hunger, they were all hard at work, guarding the hive, patrolling, keeping watch in the tiny, miniscule chance that something went wrong. No changeling would ever question her leadership, not even in their most private thoughts, after all this. The hive would truly be great, and from its proper place in the shadows.



When a knock at the door preceded teams of changelings bearing the last two princesses, already encased in their cocoons and helpless, she couldn’t keep the predatory grin from her face.








Chrysalis stormed around the throne room, infuriated. How could the reports of a pony in the hive be true? She’d replaced all the potential threats! They were hanging right above her! She risked a glance up just to be sure they were all still there. What was going on? Her pacing carried her past her throne again, and she slowed. She had orders to give, and they were best given from her majestic, powerful and intimidating throne.  



Once settled, she cleared her throat and called for her commanders.








Her troops had been hard at work. The invaders had been determined, but one by one they’d been captured. She didn’t bother to hold back a laugh. They’d thought they could stop her, a mere group of four! She crawled among the pods, admiring her newest captures, the draconequus Discord and a unicorn pony who’d been among the “rescuers.” Discord’s presence had given her pause, but it seemed the throne’s magic had absorbed all of his just as well as it did any pony’s. She scuttled deeper into the mass of cocoons as she heard a lone set of hoofsteps approach. Was one of them foolish enough to enter…? One was indeed! Starlight Glimmer, the student of the Princess of Friendship, walked cautiously into the throne room. Chrysalis decided to reveal herself in a way the mare would find as unsettling as possible.



She crawled forth, deliberately twisting her body in ways a pony’s body couldn’t, and called her chamber guards from the side passages they hid in, the pony quickly secured. Chrysalis began to taunt her captive--and then as she glanced away in scorn, she caught the way the light played across the “pony’s” eyes. A changeling in disguise! This had to be the traitor, the one she’d been hoping to get into her grasp ever since she’d learned his betrayal went so far as to lead outsiders into the hive. A quick spell revealed the truth, and as she spat his name, the changelings filling the chamber hissed and snarled their disgust. They’d be remembering he’d been feeding freely when they’d been on the edge of starvation. Good.



A chinking sound behind her caught her attention; the real Starlight Glimmer sat at the base of the pillar that supported the throne, desperately trying to chip it loose. Chrysalis fought down another surge of anger at another secret Thorax had clearly revealed, but had to hold in a burst of laughter as she realized the hopelessness of the attempt. She left Thorax where her army had slimed him to the floor and approached where the magicless mare pointlessly tried to hide.  



It only took a couple of taunts--and they were true, too--to get the pony to break her silence and speak. Apparently the mare couldn’t get her head around why a changeling ever did anything--for food. Sharing a little of her plan wouldn’t hurt a thing when this pony would never leave, and it could lure her into talking more and revealing herself completely. A reminder of just what this victory meant even set her army to laughing and cheering, in a way a pony would find absolutely menacing.  Chrysalis laughed in delighted glee.



Starlight Glimmer spoke up again, then. This time Chrysalis pinpointed her location and struck, even as her anger rose at a pony presuming to understand how changelings worked, how they fed, how they needed to steal love for food. How dare she! How dare Starlight claim to understand changelings, to understand Chrysalis herself, better than she, the queen, did! Even more infuriating, her subjects were beginning to listen. This pony claimed they need not feel hunger’s bite at all times, and her changelings were doubtfully looking amongst themselves. What delusions this pony had!



And then, oh, and then the pony began lecturing Chrysalis on how to be a leader, trying to change her, to convince her that a mere pony understood her and could be compared to her. Oh, Chrysalis was going to make this mare pay, but for now, she would let the helpless thing watch as her “friend” was drained of all his love. Collapsing into a husk, starved to the brink of death and slowly dying; that was a fitting end for such a traitor, and a worthwhile demonstration of what happened to those that opposed her. She lifted him in her magic and began to feed. Oh how good it felt to feed directly after subjecting herself to such torment to supply her troops! Even now the traitor moaned about how he couldn’t hold onto his love against her pull, the little worm.



Then the pony did something unexpected, and the traitor more unexpected still. Despite the changelings restraining her, she called for Thorax to give Chrysalis all of his love. Did the pony have no understanding of changelings at all? But then the traitor listened. For a brief moment, triumph began to fill her, but then everything went wrong.



The love she’d been siphoning from Thorax turned from a steady stream into a raging torrent, bursting forth with incredible power, sending Chrysalis flying back into her throne. Floundering with shock, dumbfounded, she watched as the power he’d released kept him suspended in midair and wrapped around him, forming a glowing cocoon--no, it was a chrysalis, her namesake. Moments later he emerged, completely changed--as colorful as a pony, maybe moreso, with the stature of a leader; most mind boggling, though, was that he had no holes in his body or limbs. Those holes were a symbol of the bottomless pit of hunger in a changeling that could not be filled. That they were gone, that they had been filled… Before she could fully grasp the truth of what she was seeing, her subjects began copying him. Releasing all their love should kill them, not trigger transformations! The power from each changeling who followed suit blasted the chamber, rattling it apart. As chunks of her throne collapsed onto her, it felt like she was being pummeled by her plan, her hopes and dreams, her world, falling into pieces and raining down on her. Though the chamber was lit by blinding bursts of light, Chrysalis’ sight went dark.








Chrysalis was only unconscious for moments, but it was enough. She burst from the rubble of her throne, hissing furiously, horn lit, to find all of her captives, the most powerful ponies (and draconequus) in Equestria, standing in the destroyed throne room, horns glowing with magic no longer restrained by the shattered throne, facing her. Thorax stood with the princesses, and even her own changelings, now almost unrecognizable, stood against her.



Her legs gave out beneath her in that moment, and Starlight Glimmer approached. Above the roaring wind, that pony offered Chrysalis her queendom back, if only she’d change too, and take the hoof Starlight extended.








Somehow, she couldn’t quite believe how, it had come to this, to this hoof outstretched towards her. Chrysalis trembled, the foundations of her beliefs and her world shaken, and began to reach for that hoof that promised to be a lifeline.



Then, with a mental curse for her momentary weakness, she slapped the hoof away, screamed threats of revenge, and dove from the edge of the decimated room. As she flew across the desert, low and fast, she kept all her senses focused behind her, waiting for the gathered powers to attack--but they merely stood and watched.



As Chrysalis got far enough away to feel escape and safety were true possibilities, she glanced back. Everything was completely different. She couldn’t fathom what had happened to her changelings. As her thoughts floundered, desperate for an idea to latch on to, revenge again crossed her mind, and her turmoil calmed. Even if she was alone now--no, no; no changeling was ever, SHOULD ever, be alone--she wouldn’t give in to weakness. Her changelings would come crawling back to her when they found their new forms weren’t as wonderful as they thought, and in the meantime, she’d be ready. All she needed was...was a magical device or maybe a relic, to gather love for her, an endless supply drained from a population--unsuspecting would be convenient, but at the moment, she’d much rather them be aware of their suffering--and she’d be free to attack again, and this time kill all who opposed her. She swore to herself that Equestria would one day be under her hoof, no matter how long it took, and fled into the uncharted wilderness.  



One day, she’d be back.



And she’d do everything in her power to ensure it was one day soon.
      

      
   
      The Calm Before The Storm


      

      
      
         Isn’t it funny how much one action can change the whole world?



Or at least, the world you’ve built up around you.



Sometimes it can be the simplest thing. A ball. A horn. Even a laugh. And sometimes, it can be something you couldn’t predict in a million years. Something like a helping hoof from the one pony who had every reason to hate me. The one pony whose nation I overtook in a matter of minutes—the one pony who helped me when nopony else would.



Twilight Sparkle.



Just thinking of the name troubles my mind, as it conflicts with everything I’ve come to know. To never open myself up to others. To use others for my own gain. To never help anypony but myself. It’s always been about me, all because I had thought no one cared enough to think about others—to think about me.



I mean, look at me. As I look into this cracked stained glass window, all I can see is a shattered image of a broken pony with a broken horn and a scar running down the length of her right eye. A scary malevolent force of will that would never let anything get in it’s way. 



So what happens when I get into my own way? What happens when a pony like me faces a pony like her? The alicorn of magic. The Princess of Friendship. What a silly title, right? You would never consider something so hysterically ridiculous to be a real thing, and yet…



As I said, anything can take you off guard. In my case? It was her. She could’ve let me suffer my own fate while she took her anger and revenge out on the true mastermind behind my own actions; The Storm King. She could’ve left me to eat my own words about focusing on oneself. She didn’t have to help me. She could’ve defeated the Storm King right then and there.



And now they’re both gone.



Whose fault was it? Was it mine? Could I have done any better to help? No! No, I couldn’t have. I… but could I really? Would I? Should I have helped her, after she helped me? Even after all I’d done to her?



It’s just the most farfetched thing to me: how anypony could think helping their enemy was in any way a good idea. The enemy is the enemy for a reason, because they oppose you, because they go against your ideals or beliefs, or are attacking you in any sort of way. To help said opponent is detrimental to your success in defeating them! It’s untactful! Stupid! Idiotic!



So why did she do so for me?



I close my eyes and sigh, feeling my eyes well up for the first time in what seems a millennium. How could this happen to me? I had an iron will! I was the most formidable foe anybody in the radius of a thousand miles could’ve possibly dreamed of facing! And in a few moments, I was a fool who had been tricked by the maddest being I know of.



Embarrassing. Weak. Foolish. Moronic. Disappointing.



Lonely.



So lonely.



Was it always this cold on my own? Was my face always this wet? Why am I crying?



I growl, shaking my head and stomping my hoof down. No! I cannot be crying here. Not here! Not in front of the friends- the friends of her. Why am I so stupid? Why did I trust the Storm King when I knew- I knew the only pony I could trust was myself? How? How could I have let it come to this?



I can only grit my teeth and breathe shakily. I can hear them crying, too. Crying over the loss of their friend. Of Twilight Sparkle.



Why do they have to do that? I am crying because… because… and- and they’re crying because they’ve lost someone, somepony important to them. What have I lost? I’ve lost any chance of getting my horn back, I’ve lost my dignity and I’ve lost my… my…



My saviour. She really did help me, and now she’s gone. I’ve been chasing her for days, and when I finally get her, after I sabotage her magic and everything she’s ever lived for, what does she do? She saves me. She saves me when no one else would. Twilight Sparkle chose my life over her vengeance, and she got nothing in return except her demise…



It was my fault. It’s my fault that I trusted the Storm King, it’s my fault Equestria had fallen under his rule, and it’s my fault that… that Twilight Sparkle is- No, there’s a figure floating down from the eye of the twister in the sky. It looks to be… no, it can’t...



She… the alicorn survived?! And she has the staff, too! But how? They were fighting! Twilight Sparkle and the Storm King were fighting for it and got sucked into the tornado! It can’t be…



I… I guess… I suppose that’s it then. Of course they get their happy ending. The Staff of Sacanas has been recovered with the power of four alicorns inside, and the Storm King is gone. Now they can rebuild. Look how happy they look over there, hugging with naught a care in the world. As for me? Well, I’m sure I’m a wanted war criminal now, regardless of whether Twilight Sparkle saved me or not, and I guess that’s just how it’s going to be.



Me with nopony to fend for but myself, and them with a nation left to rebuild on their own with three other princesses to restore. There’s no point in staying.



But as I turn to leave, I hear something. The crumbling and breaking of stone and rubble. The grunting of a gravelly voice. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot the one being I couldn’t possibly hate more in all of existence climbing up over a shattered railing. I watch in almost agonisingly slow anticipation as he swings both of his arms over, clutching something from his waist…



An obsidian orb. In his claws, he holds a black orb with pulsating green mana glowing from within, and I know exactly why he has it. There’s no other reason he would. His focus is absolute. And Twilight and her friends have no idea he is there at all, for they are all so intent on hugging a pony they had thought dead for what would seem like eons.



As the Storm King’s arm started swinging back, I feel myself gasp with a flash of anger and worry. A million thoughts race through my mind in the split second of time that I have.



I could save them. I could do it. I could save all of them right here and now. In the same action, I would have my own revenge against the Storm King! I could do it! I could kill two birds with one stone and have this be mine! The only problem?



Them. Twilight Sparkle and her friends. They were in my way. What would they do if I started charging them? Would they attack me? Shout in alarm? Delay the course until they are inevitably subdued by the Storm King, leaving me to fend for myself against an opponent I myself wouldn’t want to mess with?



But Twilight saved me, too! Do I repay the favour? Do I take the risk of them attacking me, along with the Storm King himself? Will I take the hit for them? Is it really, truly worth my life to save these ponies who’ve done nothing but good against my campaign of evil reign?



Finally, Twilight’s words to me just moments ago come to the forefront of my thought’s, drowning out every other whim I can conjure.



As I sway unsteadily in the wind, her grip was steady and assuring.



“Why are you saving me?” I asked Twilight, glancing from her to the Storm King.



She smiled. Such an infuriating smile. A kind smile. A compassionate smile. A smile I did not deserve.



“Because this is what friends do,” Twilight had said.




“It’s what friends do,” Twilight’s voice echoes in my mind, and I harden my gaze. I couldn’t let this happen. She saved me, yes, but what else? She became something more than my foe.



She became my friend.



And friends are there for each other, no matter the consequences, no matter the situation.



It was my turn to be a friend.



I charge with all my might, my cladden hooves slamming against the stone ground as I make my way towards the Storm King. Already, I see their heads turning, wondering what the sound of my hooves storming towards them means. It doesn’t matter. I know what I’m doing. Seeing the severe amount of debris in my path, I grit my teeth. This would have to be perfect.



I jump, hopping from fallen ceiling piece to broken pillar rubble and various other stones I couldn’t care less about. I need to make it there in time! Glancing ahead, the orb has already left his hand, but it had still to complete it’s arc. Bursting forward, the colourful rainbow pegasus and stetson-toting earth pony jumped in front of the group, no doubt ready to take on whatever attack I had planned for them.



But I’m not aiming for them.



“NO!” I scream, the orb shattering against me before it could make it’s way towards them. My hooves make contact with the ground once more but my momentum carries me forward. Already feeling the effects of the obsidian as it began to solidify my body, I bounded forward, pushing the gaseous mana and myself against the Storm King.



And in that moment, I knew I had done something good in my final moments.



Knowing these are my final moments, I’m happy that it hadn’t all been bad. Even as I feel the orb’s magic working on me, I still have some time to think. The pain and the anguish as my being is turned to stone, that would shatter upon impact on the ground below, is nothing to the pride I feel of having at least one friend in the world.



Twilight Sparkle.



Who would’ve thought? 



An alicorn of magic, the Princess of Friendship. Looks like that title really did help her out in the end, huh? She was able to make someone like me, a stone-cold soldier, capable of enjoying the wonders of friendship, even for just a fleeting moment. It’s funny how life can change everything you knew to be true.



I had once thought that having friends led to heartache, disappointment, distrust and hatred. I was so angry for so long at my foalhood friends who decided I wasn’t good enough for them. I thought I had seen it all so clearly. That the best way to survive was on my own.



Looks like I wasn’t able to survive on my own, needing the help of a purple alicorn. And now, falling to my own decided fate, I at least have the knowledge that I am not surviving because I did good. I had decided on my own that being alone was not the path I wished to take, and wanted more.



Maybe it was just because I wanted to be a part of something, and maybe it was just my foalish ideals, but look at me now. On the verge of death, contemplating my life choices and decisions. I laugh inside, unable to laugh outside for obvious reasons as the stone begins to cover up my neck and head, and think of how Twilight’s friends might react to my death. Probably with disbelief.



Well, if there was one thing I could be proud of in my life, I’m glad it was this. If this is what it’s like to have a friend worth dying for, then I’m happy it came to this. And as my thoughts begin to fade, Twilight’s words echo through my mind, and I know that I was a good friend for the short time I had. Because this?



This is what friends do.
      

      
   
      The First Princess


      

      
      
         As soon as she saw the puffs of white smoke over the horizon, Rainbow Dash landed back on the wooden platform.



“They’re coming!” she announced to her friends.



After a brief pause, Twilight resumed trotting in circles despite Starlight’s attempts to calm her. Pinkie bounced in excitement. She seemed to completely ignore the seriousness of the situation. Did she pay attention when they read out loud Cadance’s letter back in the castle? Twilight loved Pinkie’s unending optimism and positivity, but sometimes she wished her friend could take things more seriously.



The sound of screeching steel and gasping engines approached. As the train slowed down, it gave plenty of time to everypony to look at it and realize how dire the situation was. The wagons were so full of Crystal ponies that some had to sit on the roofs or cling to the railings. Cadance wasn’t exaggerating when she wrote that the whole Crystal Empire was evacuating.



Soon the train unloaded a stream of distressed ponies that quickly filled the train station.



“Rainbow Dash, lead everypony to Ponyville. Fluttershy, take care of anyone injured. Rarity, make sure all the tents can accommodate everypony. Applejack and Pinkie Pie, you’re in charge of the food.”



While struggling to give instructions among the crowd, she heard a familiar voice behind her.



“Twilight!“ said Shining Armor. Cadance and Sunburst followed close behind, holding Flurry Heart and some dusty books respectively. 



She rushed to hug them.



“I was so worried! What’s happening?”



“The Crystal Empire is… gone,” said Cadance.



“What do you mean… gone? Is Sombra back again?”



“No. It is not the same curse that made the Empire vanish for a thousand years. We don’t know what it is. But everything north of Equestria has just… disappeared. Forests, mountains, lands, even the sky. There’s nothing but emptiness.” A chill ran down through Twilight’s back.



“It is as if a bookworm ate a story, with us inside the book,” said Sunburst



“Uh, I’m pretty sure I know what you mean. But we’re not inside a book now, right? Does it mean there is a… even bigger bookworm?”



“We call it the Void. For lack of a better name.” Sunburst floated one of his books and searched through its pages. “I didn’t have much time to do exhaustive research, and I couldn’t save all the books. But I brought a few that may have something to do with it. I think this one may have the key to bring everything back to normal.”



Sunburst showed the book to Starlight. “Here, look at this. Your Old Ponish is better than mine. What does it say?”



“A time will come / when everything shall be gone / only one mare will bring life / into... the empty Void? I’m sorry, the translation doesn’t do justice to the rhyme," 

she read.



“It sounds like a prophecy,” said Sunburst. Twilight snorted.



“Don’t be silly. There are no such things as prophecies!” she said.



“We both know that time can be re-written, Twilight,” replied Starlight. “It could have been written by somepony who traveled back in time to prevent this… Void thing from happening. Whoever wrote this may be trying to help us.”



“If you are right, then that pony could have been more specific about this mare who is supposed to save the day. We have no name, no cutie mark, how are we supposed to find her?” Twilight ranted.



“There is something else in the book. But it looks gibberish to me,” said Starlight. Twilight was about to reply but was interrupted by Cadance:



“We should go to Canterlot at once. We’ll ask Celestia and Luna for help, and maybe you’ll be able to find more about this prophecy in the Royal Library.” 



She handed her baby to Shining Armor with a kiss and a whisper.



“Be safe,” he replied. 








Silence fell again in the throne room after Starswirl read out loud the book Sunburst handed him. It was a chance that Starswirl was in Canterlot at the moment while the Pillars wandered across Equestria. The old wizard stared at the words before him, stroking his beard. For a few moments nopony dared to disturb his deep pondering. 



“Do you have any idea who may have written this… prophecy?” asked Starlight.



“Oh, yes, I do,” Starswirl answered. “I did. I wrote it.”



He didn’t seem to notice the general reaction that his answer caused. Even Celestia and Luna were surprised.



“You did? Does that mean you’ve already seen this happening?” Twilight asked. 



“No, unfortunately.” Starswirl sighed. He sat on the ground, posed the book gently next to him, and closed his eyes. “I only wrote what I heard. Somepony else warned me, a very long time ago, that sooner or later this day would come. The day of the world’s end. I wasn’t told much, but I have been given instructions. I know what must be done.”



“Tell us what to do. I am ready to do whatever it takes." Twilight stepped up. Starswirl lifted his gaze, showing a brief smile hidden under his beard. 



"I admire your bravery, young princess. And I believe you are very talented. But I'm afraid there is nothing you can do to stop such an event."



"She won't be alone, Starswirl." Cadance and Starlight stepped next to Twilight. The more Twilight watched Starswirl, the more she realized that he wasn't the great wizard that she thought he was. His knowledge of spells and magical prowess were certainly unmatched, but he ignored the true power of friendship. Realizing that she had surpassed her idol, the greatest wizard in all history of Equestria, came with a bittersweet taste, a mix of pride and fear.



Her confidence shattered as the old wizard shook his head. He rose up and approached the royal sisters.



"I am sorry, but the stakes are too high. I can only trust the Royal Highnesses to carry on this crucial task. Celestia, Luna, come with me. I have to speak to you privately. I will tell you what Princess Fyreflye told me so long ago."



"Mother?" the sisters gasped at once.



"There is much you don't know about your mother. You were still too young when she left." Starswirl's voice was filled with melancholy as he headed to the corridor with the two siblings.



"Wait!" Twilight stomped on the ground. It echoed through the hall as everyone turned their head. "You're underestimating the power of friendship. A power that was unknown to you and the Princesses a thousand years ago, but can help us now. And I'm not going to wait until the end of the world, not if there is chance we can prevent it. Please Starswirl, let us help."



Twilight waited for the wizard's response without ever dropping her gaze. After what felt like an eternity, Starswirl conceded.



"Very well. If we want to save the world, we'll need all the help we can get. There is something you must do, Twilight Sparkle, but you won't like it," the old unicorn said. "There is only one creature who showed some kind of resistance to the Void. You need to bring him back here."



"And who's that?"



"Lord Tirek."








The six mares paused to look at the three immense and sharp stone pillars that rose before them. Despite being higher than the skyscrapers in Manehattan, plenty of room surrounded the pillars in the vast underground cave. A chill wind echoed as they stood heads up, failing to see the ceiling. The only one looking down was Fluttershy, a few hoofsteps behind the other six, still intent on scratching the belly of the three-headed guardian of Tartarus.



The group proceeded on the steep stairway until they reached Tirek’s cage. The fiendish centaur greeted them behind the bars with a smirk on his gaunt face.



“We’ve come to offer you a chance to help. We will bring you to Canterlot. But don’t even think about trying to escape, Tirek. We have already defeated you, we won’t hesitate to do it again,” said Twilight.



“Why should I help you, little ponies?” asked Tirek.



“The world is ending. The Void is erasing everything from existence. And that will include you, Tirek. Unless you tell us how to stop it,” replied Starlight.



“I don’t know what that Void is, little pony. I have never heard of it, and I don’t know how to stop it.”



“There is no point in lying, Tirek. Starswirl told us you can resist the power of the Void,” said Twilight.



“Then Starswirl is the one lying to you.”



“He would never-” Twilight was about to snap back at the prisoner when Applejack hold her.



“Hold on, sugarcube. He’s just messing with ya. Let’s just bring him back to Starswirl. We’ve lost enough time already.”








The way back took much more time than expected. Not only climbing up to the surface from the lower depths of Tartarus took more effort, but everypony moved slowly to keep an eye  on the chained prisoner. It was only when they welcomed the sunlight on their faces that they realized how long they had spent underground. As soon as they stepped on the first patches of grass and lifted their heads, a shocking sight welcomed them.



“We’re too late,” whispered Twilight.



Right in front of them, on the horizon, was an endless wall of white nothingness that stretched in all directions. It was a giant hemisphere that engulfed everything it touched: valleys, mountains, clouds. And cities. With horror, they recognized the familiar towers of Canterlot’s citadel in the distance. The yellow and purple domes stood all too clearly on the white background. The Void was closing in.



“I’ve got this.”  Rainbow Dash zoomed to the sky without hesitation. She pushed herself to the top of her limits. She could see Canterlot getting closer and closer… until she couldn’t see it anymore. It was gone. In the blink of an eye, Canterlot was no more. She stopped in mid-air disoriented. Could it be it? Everything was meant to end like that? She looked around, helpless. It was the turn of the waterfall and of the Royal Canterlot Park to vanish into nothingness. Next would be the railway tunnel and… Her eyes widened as she spotted the train traveling at full speed on the winding cliff sides. Not too far away, she saw a flock of pegasi led by Luna and Cadance. They were headed towards Ponyville.



Rainbow Dash landed back among the wails of her friends. She lifted Twilight’s head from her hooves and tried to get some comfort through her veil of tears.



“They’re going to Ponyville, Twilight. There’s still hope.”








Everypony gathered in the Friendship Castle and stared in silence at the Cutie Map. Most of the large round table that used to show all of Equestria was empty. No more Crystal Empire and Yakyakistan. No more Dragon lands. No more Manehattan, Las Pegasus, and Somnambula. No more Appleloosa, Rock farm and Cloudsdale. The map only showed the surroundings of Ponyville.



“Where is Celestia?” asked Twilight.



“She will come back soon. Making a new alicorn takes time,” answered Starswirl.



“A new alicorn? Who?”



“I tasked Celestia to search for the mare who is foretold to bring life back into the Void. Princess Fyreflye told me the criteria that such mare must meet. She wanted a mare who displayed great artistic talent and that shared her own vision of Equestria. She wanted somepony that could carry on her legacy into the next world.”



“What do you mean… next world?”



“I’m afraid the world as we know it is doomed to end, Twilight. There is nothing we can do to stop it. But a new world will be created. It’s a neverending cycle of death and rebirth. It has happened before. Princess Fyreflye was the one chosen to create all Equestria as we know it.”



“But… what about Tirek? You told us he could help us save the world.”



“I lied. I knew that you would never give up and that you couldn’t accept the world’s fate, so I sent you to Tartarus to keep you busy. But even if we cannot save the world, Tirek can help you understand. Luna, you know what to do.”



As Starswirl spoke, Luna approached the chained minotaur, and her horn started to glow. Whatever spell she was trying to cast, it seemed to require a lot of effort.



“Tirek belongs to a previous Generation. Whenever a cycle ends, the souls of every living creature will reincarnate into the next Generation. We may not realize it, but deep inside of us we have something that belonged to a world now gone. Some, like Tirek, have a stronger connection to his past lives.”



A dark cloud started to form in the air. Luna searched into Tirek’s mind, beyond his dreams, beyond his deepest memories. Hidden and buried in the depths of his very soul, she found a brief moment of another past. A blurry image formed before her.



“She is too small to pull the Chariot. Get back to Ponyland.” a voice boomed. Tirek was giving orders to what seemed to be Scorpan.



“Is that… Spike?” Twilight blinked as she tried to figure out the images conjured by Luna.



“... if by midnight I do not have a fourth pony, a head will roll. His.”



As the images faded away, a light blinded the room. Celestia appeared next to a young alicorn, with a pale amber coat and a dark brown mane. She patted her head and touched her new horn.



“Everypony, let me present you our latest, and last, Princess of Equestria, and the first Princess of the next Generation: Princess Wild Fire.”



Everyone gathered around her. Wild Fire could feel the stares of the whole generation of ponies, hungry for hope and comfort, and the overwhelming responsibility of creating a new world.



“I will treasure this," she said to the crowd. "All of this. All the memories. This beautiful land, its rainbows, its crowded cities, all the different creatures and races. Ponies, Zebras, Griffons, Dragons, Yaks, Sea Ponies, all of them. All of our rich history, and culture, and songs and legends. And all of you. I will create the best world we could ever live in. And I promise you this: we will meet again.”


      

      
   
      Another Lifetime


      

      
      
         I run a hoof along cool marble, admiring the stonework that has stood immutable for as long as I have known these walls. A smile crosses my muzzle, though I know it is not happiness that turns my mouth upwards. How long have I known this place? How long has it served me whenever I felt weak?



I turn my gaze to the stained glass images that line the hall. Ponies—friends—of another lifetime adorn the glass, sunlight sending multicolored hues splashing over me as a linger on each one. Adventures of long ago, already forged into legend.



Hoofsteps echo off the walls, heralding the approach of another. My stomach sinks. When I was a filly, those familiar steps would have filled me with joy and made me dance with excitement. Now? Now I steel myself for a conversation long overdue.



“Twilight,” the approaching mare greets me, “I’m glad you found time in your schedule to come see me.” I turn to face her.



Celestia smiles that warm smile. The smile that could make armies take pause and a young filly’s heart melt, in another lifetime.



“Celestia,” my voice carries more happiness than I expected. I suppose some things never change, “it’s been far too long.”



“Indeed it has. What brings you here at this hour? I’d have thought you’d be too busy to come visit an old mare.” She chuckles. I do not.



In all the decades I’ve known her, Celestia is the only mare who could possibly rival the halls of the castle we stand in— the only mare who hasn’t changed in the slightest during my lifetime. I study her face carefully, drinking in every detail. She notices, and her smile fades.



“Nervous?” She asks me. I nod. “Twilight Sparkle, some things never change. Even now, when worry weighs upon you, you always run to your mentor.” She steps closer and wraps a hoof around my shoulders, pulling me into a tight embrace. I return it with all the strength I can muster.



“You’ve grown.” She remarks. Simple redirection of the subject. I know her well enough to know when she doesn’t want to talk about something. I’d be lying to myself if I said I wasn’t at least a little grateful.



She’s right, though. It’s been some years since we’ve had the opportunity to talk. When I was younger, she seemed to tower over me, a figure to look up to and worship. Now she stands a few inches taller than me, at most.



I don’t know what to say, and the silence hangs between us, growing with each passing second. My gaze drops to my hooves, a habit from another lifetime. Celestia see it for what it is. Without a word, she touches my shoulder and begins to walk.



I follow.



“When you first applied to my school for gifted unicorns, I saw something in you— a potential that dwarfed anypony I’d met in almost a thousand years of ruling Equestria alone. There you were, this small filly, trembling at the thought of failing an exam. Can I tell you a secret though?



She doesn’t wait for my answer. “You’d passed the moment you stepped into the test room. Even if you’d failed miserably at hatching little Spike, I’d already chosen you as my pupil. Even then, I knew you were destined for great things.”



She leads me out onto a familiar balcony. Echoes of the past linger here, the scent of candlelight and taste of petals on the wind. Whispers of life and love and naivety and heartbreak live here. Memories of another lifetime. She invites me to join her at the balcony railing.



“Look down. What do you see?” She gestures a hoof out at Equestria below.



In the distance, I see Ponyville. My home.



Where once there was a quaint village nestled beneath the capital of Equestria now stands a bustling infrastructure— a modern marvel of technology and engineering. The crown jewel of my life’s work. Beyond that stands a mechanical monolith, waiting for me to return to it.



“I see Ponyville.” I say simply. My answer isn’t good enough.



“You always were too modest for your own good.” Celestia chuckles, a flighty thing that stirs the echoes of the past. They move in the peripherals of my vision, trying to get my attention. “Do you know what I see?



“I see an achievement that nopony, myself included, could have dreamed of. I see a city that can attribute every success and milestone to one mare. And here you are, on the eve of what may be the most important event in Equestrian history, spending your last few moments here with an old mare like me.”



“I just…” Just what? I paw a hoof at the marble beneath me.



Lists. Those help. What are all the reasons I have that could possibly bring me to Celestia’s doorstep?



I frown, failing to come up with anything to add to my mental checklist.



“You’re looking for something again, aren’t you?” Celestia voices the thoughts that dare not come to the surface of my mind in a single guess. Par for the course for a mare who’s known more lifetimes than I.



“I guess so.” I agree, chewing my lip. I taste copper, a painful reminder of a nervous habit.



Celestia lifts my head with a gentle hoof under my chin so that she may look me in the eye. I glance away.



“Twilight, what’s bothering you? You can always talk to me, you know.” There it is, that matronly voice. The rock I can cling to even in the most violent of storms, the lighthouse that guides me to safer shores when I fear I am lost.



“Am I making the right choice?” Six simple words that have gnawed at me for the last decade. Six words that I’ve asked myself since I was a foal, in another lifetime.



“Are you?” Celestia asks as she returns to the railing, draping her forehooves over the side casually and staring up at the sky above. Sunlight catches her mane, and it shimmers in the breeze.



“I… don’t know. Since I started this program, I’ve asked asked myself almost every day if I’m making the right choice. What if we were never meant to leave? What if something goes wrong? What if ponies—innocent ponies— get hurt because I make a miscalculation?



“I don’t think I could live with myself if I made that kind of mistake.” I finish lamely. I can feel moisture trailing down my muzzle, tears held back for far too long. Celestia stays silent, somehow coaxing the words out of me.



“I’ve gone over the calculations hundreds of times. I can recite every equation, every calculation, every hypothetical miscalculation involved with this project. I’ve inspected every single part involved during construction, tested every piece of machinery, helped to create things that I wouldn’t have ever dreamed of back when I was just your student.



“And even with all that hard work and effort and attention to detail I can’t help but ask myself, ‘What if?’”



Celestia nods solemnly. “It’s a daunting thing, holding the lives of so many little ponies in your hooves. I would be lying if I said it wasn’t a question that I had asked myself countless times over the centuries I’ve ruled Equestria. Do you know what I do, though?”



I shake my head, failing to follow Celestia’s train of thought.



“I move forward. Twilight, there are times where the tasks you take upon yourself seem insurmountable— times when the weight of the world weighs upon your shoulders and the slightest misstep could lead to catastrophe.



“But when we stop moving, that is when our burdens become too much to bear.



“Do you really want my advice?” Celestia turns to face me, continuing despite my lack of a response. “Keep moving forward, my faithful student. Hold your head high and don’t look back. You’ve accomplished more than I could ever have dreamed of doing myself. You have the strength to carry these burdens, as you have with mine in the past.”



She steps close. At this distance I can see the admiration in her eyes, along with something else I can’t put my hoof on. “You are the most remarkable mare I’ve ever known, Twilight Sparkle. I—” The words catch in her throat, and I find what else lingers in the corners of her eyes.



Regret.



“I…” She takes a breath to steady herself. “I was wrong, Twilight. I won’t do the foolish thing, and tell you to stay. It wouldn’t be fair to you or anypony going with you if I did. But if I could be selfish, for just a few hours, would you allow it?”



She places a gentle hoof against my cheek, wiping away the last tears on my face. I lean my cheek into her hoof, nuzzling it without thinking. She smells of spring, of gentle rain and a sweet earthiness that is wholly unique to her.



Echoes of the past lean closer, coaxing me to listen to the call of two hearts echoing a song from another lifetime. I rest my hoof on Celestia’s as the last vestiges of the wall between us crumble. Our lips meet.



A deluge of memories wash over me, threatening to overwhelm me and wash me away with them. But Celestia is here, and I cling to her and the sweet taste of strawberries that dance on my tongue. She guides me to shore, keeping me safe from the pain that had lingered far longer than either of us had cared to admit.



For a few scant hours we find refuge in each other on that balcony, watched only by the memories of a love once lived. A bittersweet farewell that neither of us wants to end.








Ten.



A mechanical mare announces, making my heart leap and jolting me back to the present. My magic dances over the console above me, the only way to reach the switches now that I’m strapped into my seat in the cockpit.



Nine.



I float a faded photograph from my suit’s pocket. Two mares lean into each other, smiling brightly for the camera. I can feel the closeness between the two alicorns in their frozen smile.



Eight.



“Hey,” A stallion, Star Chaser, reaches over and places a hoof on my shoulder. “you okay?” I can see the concern on his face even through our glass helmets. I hesitate, my thoughts torn between my last moments with Celestia and the countdown.



Seven.



“I’m okay.” The conviction in my voice surprises me, and I find myself believing the words myself. I smile back at Star chaser to reassure him.



Six.



“I’m nervous.” He admits. “When it was just numbers on paper, it always looked so far away... I can’t believe I’m actually here.” His voice trembles.



Five.



“We’ll be fine.” It’s my turn to place a reassuring hoof on his shoulder. He doesn’t look convinced. I magic the photograph back into my pocket.



Four.



“Somepony very smart once told me that when things seem insurmountable, you have to move forward. Otherwise things seem like too much of a burden to carry on.” Celestia’s smiling face jumps into my mind’s eye, and I can’t help but grin back at it.



Three.



“I need to start hanging out with ponies that smart,” Star Chaser chuckles. The nervousness in his voice is still there, but it’s lessened a bit. “maybe then I’d be able to find a good stallion.” He guffaws at his own joke, and my own laughter joins his.



Two.



“This is it!” He grins and braces himself against the seat beneath him. “You ready, Princess?”



One.



“I’m ready.” My magic reaches out and turns a knob labeled ‘ignition’. The hulking behemoth known as The Harmony shudders beneath us, shaking me to my core. My heart pounds in my chest as I’m forced back into my seat.



Star Chaser lets out a whoop of excitement. He makes a futile effort to wave a victorious hoof in the air, but gravity refuses to relent it’s hold on him. He looks over to me and grins. “We’re doing it!”



The ship rolls as it carries us further from the land we’d once called home. I look through the narrow window at Equestria, already far below me. I can see Canterlot shrinking away from me. I let myself think that I can see Her looking up at me making history. I can see her smile from here.



Maybe someday they’ll talk about what we’re doing here today, making a new home among the stars. I like to think they will, in another lifetime.
      

      
   
      Paint It Black


      

      
      
         "Finally," Mayor Mare said, "before we begin the Harvestfeast, I'd like to welcome Princess Twilight Sparkle to the stage." Amid a roomful of hoof-stamps, the alicorn shot to her hooves and pranced forward, a wide grin on her muzzle. 



"My fellow ponies!" Twilight said, leaning forward onto the podium, wings flaring out. "It will be my pleasure to initiate our celebration, but first, I've got an idea!"



Rarity's eyebrows quirked up, and her face twitched with a suppressed grimace. Fluttershy leaned over. 



"What's going on?" the pegasus whispered.



Rarity discreetly pointed a hoof at Twilight's chair, and whispered back, "She left her notecards."



Applejack groaned and pulled her hat down over her eyes. "This ain't gonna end well," she muttered.



"I was just thinking," Twilight said, "about the meaning of our holidays. How Harvestfeast is about the bounty of nature and the gathering of community. And how it's the last big celebration before the scheduled snows of the Hearth's Warming season. Which got me thinking about Hearth's Warming. It's always been my favorite holiday—did you know that? The most amazing night of the year."



The crowd began quietly muttering. A few ponies glanced up at the huge Harvestfeast banners, and then over at Twilight's friends. Rarity sank lower in her chair.



"And you know one of the most magical things about it?" Twilight continued, undeterred. "The tradition which has led to some of the brightest memories of my life?"



Mayor Mare, finally noticing the stack of notecards on Twilight's chair, shuffled nervously and cleared her throat. "Princess, as fascinating as this is—"



"Hearth's Warming presents!" Twilight said, flinging her hooves wide.



Rainbow Dash, who had been staring with increasing confusion, finally glanced over at the notecards herself, then facehoofed with a smack that echoed around the room.



"And I know that's not a Ponyville thing," Twilight said. "Not even a Canterlot thing, really. But my family's from back east, and carried some of their traditions with them when they moved, and let me tell you there's nothing like waking up on Hearth's Warming morning and galloping downstairs to a stocking full of gifts over a roaring—please put those down, Rarity, you'll get them out of order." A magenta aura overtook the light blue aura around the hovering stack of notecards, and they floated back to Twilight's chair. 



Fluttershy placed a comforting hoof on Rarity's shoulder. "Don't worry," she whispered. "As long as she doesn't start talking about books, we should still be able to get her back on track."



"My first book ever was a Hearth's Warming present," Twilight said. "Did you know that?"



Applejack sighed and pointed toward the kitchen. "Flutters, go get Spike."



"It was a foal's book first published by Horseton-Marelin in 933, although the one I received was a nineteenth printing, based on a Qilinese folk tale about a little duckling who lived on the river with his family and their dragon owner…"



Rarity dragged her hooves down her face. Then she paused. Blinked.



"The nineteenth printing was distinguished from the fifteenth through eighteenth by sporadic yet severe kerning issues, which is why my parents still tell the story of me pronouncing 'flight' as 'Aight' as an allegedly endearing tale of foalhood misunderstanding, even though the root of the issue was clearly traceable to printer error—"



Rarity sprang to her hooves, a smile spreading across her muzzle. "Which is why," she said loudly, "the Princess is taking the opportunity of this holiday to encourage a post-Harvestfeast general retail sale tomorrow."



Twilight's mouth opened and closed. "Rarity, what does that have to do with printing errors?"



Rarity gave her a Look.



Twilight tapped a hoof to her chin, mumbling to herself. "Allegedly endearing… parental stories… nineteenth printing… Horseton-Marelin… Hearth's Warming presents…" She blinked. "Oh! Right. Yeah, I like that!"



"Wait," Dash said, "what?"



"It's simple, darling," Rarity explained to the room. "The Princess' goal is to encourage the exchange of gifts in the spirit of Hearth's Warming togetherness, yes? But such gifts do not appear in ponies' hearth-stockings out of nowhere. They must be wrapped. Planned. Purchased." She fluttered her eyelashes. "Carousel Boutique, for one, will be well prepared to accommodate the latter."



Applejack blinked, and sat up a little straighter.



"And if you want to enrich your foal or loved one with a lifelong love of reading," Twilight said, getting animated again, "one which has served me well through two billion, two hundred and fifty-seven million, eighty-six thousand words, plus or minus one million, four hundred and ninety-two thousand—"



"Twilight!" Spike shouted from the meeting hall's kitchen. "Are you getting sidetracked from your speech to talk about books again?"



She froze for a moment. "… Maybe?" she shouted back.



"There are ponies waiting to eat! Just start the feast already!"



Twilight cleared her throat and tapped her hooves together. Mayor Mare sighed in relief—then blinked as Applejack strode to the podium and hip-bumped Twilight aside.



"I know we're all lookin' forward to gettin' Harvestfeast started," she said, "but I, for one, am also happy to get behind Princess Twilight's gift-givin' idea. Turns out the Apple Family's a little short of what we need to get our barn raised before the first snows—so in honor of… let's call it the 'Big Friends-day Sale' tomorrow… we're going to release this year's cider reserves a week early."



A gasp swept the room.



"At a twenty percent discount."



As one, hundreds of ponies surged to their hooves, the meal forgotten.



"So tell all your friends to visit Ponyville for their shopping!" Rarity shouted, barely audible above the crowd's mad cheering.












The next morning, a thin, ragged line of ponies stood at attention, staring at the no-mare's-land separating them from the tents of the invading army. Each of them was sweating despite the early-dawn chill. Those few, those brave, those foolhardy souls knew that there was no escaping their fate. In a matter of minutes they would be overrun. 



A thin silhouette paced in front of the line, examining her troops and the meager supplies behind them. Sizing up the vast hordes in the distance. Calculating with grim dispassion.



Finally, Applejack halted, pushing back the brim of her hat. "Alright, y'all, listen up!" she shouted. "Thanks to everypony in town runnin' their own sale, this is all the help we're gonna get. Cider line opens in half an hour, an'—Dash!" She stepped forward, looming over the wavering pegasus. "Are you drunk?"



Dash lurched a little straighter, eyes flashing. "Uh, h'lo? Gett'n cider in advance wazh my c'ndition fr helping! Or doesh a certain shomepony not rember lasht time?"



"I said you could have one before we started!"



"I did!" Dash hiccuped. "Barrel."



Applejack facehoofed, then glanced at the rest of her family. Big Mac was staring grimly at the crowds. Apple Bloom was fidgeting. Granny Smith's head was drooped, and light snores were coming from her throat.



"I'm gonna skip the pep talk, then," she growled. "We've seen crowds before, but never like this." She wondered, not for the first time, what insecurity about the demand for their product had possessed her to offer a discount. "Our goal is simple: Keep the line movin'. Mac, I need you bringin' backstock from the barn. Bloom, you're pourin' and collectin' bits, and Gran… uh…" She looked helplessly at the closed-eyed elder Apple. "Crowd control?"



"Eeyup!"



"Got it, sis!"



"Sknzz."



"Dash, I need you handling the mugs, 'cause I'll be swappin' out barrels at the—Dash!"



Dash lowered the mug of cider, wiped foam from her lips, and blinked slowly. "Wha?"



"Stop that!"



"Y' juss told me to hannel mugsh! Itz practish!"



"Well, do the barrels then! An' stop drinking!"



Eeyup. They were doomed.



Applejack turned toward their customers-to-be. She crouched slightly, lowering the brim of her hat, trying to keep the tremor out of her voice.



"L-Let's." She swallowed. "Let's do this."












Pinkie glanced over her shoulder as a soft bang echoed from near the front door, then gasped. Despite the obvious exhaustion in her face, it lit up like a Hearth's Warming bonfire. "Twilight! What are you doing here?"



Twilight shook off the haze of teleportation and glanced around Sugarcube Corner, stifling a yawn. "Good morning, Pinkie!" There was plenty to take in—the gleaming, spotless shop; the new Hearth's Warming decorations; the playpen where Pumpkin and Pound were sprawled sleeping; the counter stuffed nearly to bursting with baked goods. The scent of baking bread itched at the back of her nostrils, along with a sharper smell of—ah, there.



"Wow, the place looks amazing!" Twilight said, then got down to business. "I know you're not open yet," she said apologetically, "and I apologize for intruding on your sale preparations, but Mr. Rich asked if I could work as a temporary Barnyard Bargains employee for the day, and I couldn't say no because he wanted me to singlehoofedly run their book sales, so—" she pointed to the half-full coffeepot on the edge of the counter—"could I have a cuppa before I head to work?"



"Of course, Twilight!" Pinkie stumbled sideways, reaching for the pot with shaky hooves. "I could never refuse a friend coffee—"



A monster burst up from behind the counter.



Pinkie was thrown away from the pot with a yelp. Twilight shrieked in surprise. The thing turned its sunken, hollow eyes briefly on her, and then its attention swiveled to the pot. "Coffee," it echoed in an eldritch croak, and before Twilight could quite react, the feral form of Mister Cake had downed the remaining liquid in a single massive gulp.



He breathed for a few moments, forelegs trembling around the empty pot, and then pushed back the wild jungle of his mane, giving Twilight a closer look at his pallid, shaggy muzzle. His eye twitched. He breathed out, a shudder passing through his body, then flung the pot into the kitchen where it casually shattered. "Oh, thank the stars," he said shakily. "I thought we were out."



Pinkie slowly rose back up from behind the counter. "Oh, that was for Sweetie Drops' tiramisu! But I'm sure she'll be okay with plain misu." She pursed her lips. "Probably."



Twilight felt her heart rate slowly start to recede. "Uh, Mister Cake," she said, "exactly how long has it been since you've slept?"



His vision unfocused for a moment, and then his cheek twitched, pulling his pupils toward her again. "Six days?" he murmured. "No, seven. Eight?"



Pinkie leaned toward Twilight. "We've been slammed with Harvestfeast deliveries," she stage-whispered. "But when we heard about how many ponies were arriving for the big sale, there was no way we could close like we'd planned!"



"Arriving…" Twilight slowly blinked. "What do you mean, arriving?"



Pinkie pointed.



Twilight slowly turned.



"Oh," she murmured. "My."












Fluttershy peeked through the shades obscuring Carousel Boutique's front window as the seventeenth train of the morning pulled into Ponyville Station. A new group of ponies galloped up toward the line of tents pitched in front of the boutique. The first pair of them lunged for the end of the line at the same time, and her ears flattened as she heard them start to shout about who'd gotten there first.



"How is it looking out there?" Rarity sang as she made some last-minute alterations in the pre-dawn light.



"Crowded," Fluttershy whispered.



"Which is why I requested your assistance, darling," Rarity said. "I should hate to lose business due to having insufficient salesponies for my customers."



"… Really crowded."



Rarity set her stitching down and joined Fluttershy at the front window, making a gap in the slats with her magic and peering through. Her face lit up, and she let out an "Eee!" that startled Opalescence into dashing behind a dress rack. "Look at that line!"



"Really, really crowded." Fluttershy's voice broke into an incoherent squeak, and with a blur of yellow, she was huddled next to Opal behind the dresses.



Rarity paused, then wheeled the rack out of the way. "Why, Fluttershy, darling, what's the matter?" she said gently.



"Crowded," Fluttershy squeaked.



Rarity leaned in to neck-hug her friend. "I know you dislike dealing with strangers," she said, "but I know you can do this, or I wouldn't have asked for your assistance. Why, do you remember when we toured with the Ponytones? You were smiling and singing on stage in front of ten times as many ponies."



Fluttershy whimpered incoherently for a few moments, then swallowed. "But they weren't going to ask me anything," she said faintly. "What if I get something wrong and cost you sales?"



Rarity blinked, then tittered into a hoof. "Oh, darling, is that all? Do you think those ponies would be lined up by the dozens if they were not desperate for my haute couture? Why, my designs will sell themselves!"



Fluttershy swallowed, then gave Rarity a shaky smile and stood up. "I guess they will, won't they?"



"Trust me," Rarity said. "Nothing could possibly go wrong."












Rarity cleared her throat as Fluttershy timidly slid back the lock and depressed the handle on the shop's front door. "A very special 'Big Friends-day' welcome to Carousel Boutique!" she announced as the door began to swing open. "Where every garment is—"



The rest was lost in the collective roar of the hundreds-strong crowd. Even Fluttershy's yelp as the door slammed open straight into her side could barely be heard over the screaming and cursing from the eight frontmost ponies trying to simultaneously wedge themselves through the doorway.



Opalescence—fur puffed out until she resembled nothing so much as a clawed parasprite—yowled and shot up Rarity's legs to the top of her head. 



Then the logjam at the front door broke, and the crowd surged over a screaming Rarity, and Opalescence was the least of her worries.







A tide of flesh surged toward Twilight Sparkle.



"Welcome to Barnyard Bargains!" she said cheerfully, briskly following the flowchart of her memorized customer-interaction script. "What can I help you—oof!"



"THAT DOORBUSTER SALE IS MINE!" she heard a stallion shout as she hit the floor beneath a dozen scrambling, flailing bodies. She thrashed almost free. A heavyset mare stepped on her face.



Twilight flailed ineffectually for a moment, then lit her horn. Pew! Bang! And then she was lying on top of the table of Daring Do novels, watching the surge flood past her like the waters of a tsunami.



She sucked in a breath, clambered to shaky hooves atop the book pile, and cleared her throat. "Welcome to Barnyard Bargains," she said with slightly less cheer as a second wave surged in her direction toward the frenzied grabbing and shoving of the first. "What can I help you—oof!"







Pinkie stood behind the counter, a rigid grin plastered on her muzzle. Outside, a surging mob of bodies hammered on the door, silhouettes swaying at the windows. Distant screams mingled with the moans of the mindless horde. Soon enough, they'd figure out how to get through the door. But Pinkie believed in her friends. Together, she and Mr. and Mrs. Cake could get through anything.



Also, for some reason this whole situation reminded Pinkie of something just past the edge of memory. She frowned, insomnia-addled mind churning fruitlessly for an answer, then shrugged.



Mr. Cake made some sort of gurgling moan, eyes unfocused, face again going pallid as the last of the coffee dwindled away. He lurched forward, forehooves out toward the countertop. To Pinkie's other side, Mrs. Cake stood as silent as the grave, her face vacant save for a thousand-yard stare. Her entire body was spattered with red icing.



"Is the baking done?" Pinkie said.



"Graaains," Mrs. Cake moaned.







"Brace yerselves!" Applejack shouted as the charging horde collided with the thin Apple line, and then everything was chaos.



Flailing limbs. Thrusting hooves. The savage cries of advancing customers and the crushed whimpers of those stymied by the one-drink maximum. Applejack whirled, shoved, heaved, trying to keep a circle of ground clear around her lest she get boxed in and overwhelmed. Mugs came at her; mugs got flung away. A barrel tipped off the top of the stack of empties, and she savagely bucked it away just for room to maneuver. Dash drunkenly stumbled against her, and she braced back-to-back with the mare as a screaming customer lunged in to accost her for a second serving.



Then there was a dull, distant thump, and a high-pitched shrieking noise gradually increasing in volume and pitch. Her eyes flicked to the skies, and widened as an impossibly fast shadow hurtled inward—



"Got it!" Dash yelled, spreading her wings and vaulting upward to catch the barrel Big Mac had thrown from their first restocking cart. To her right, Apple Bloom swiped a bit off their counter and hoofed a cider mug to the green-coated mother holding two shrieking foals. The mother's face lit up. She shushed her babies and galloped off.



With a grunt, Dash yanked the empty barrel from underneath Apple Bloom's tap and shoved the replacement in its place. She turned to Applejack, swaying side to side, and gave her an exaggerated wink. "Pik up th' pace, shlowpoke!" Dash yelled, laughing, and braced to snatch another barrel from Mac out of midair.



Applejack drew in a shaky breath, straightened up, and took a moment to look around. Really look around. Granny Smith was shooting orders from her rocking chair with calm efficiency, hoof straightening toward customers one-by-one, her booming voice dropping stragglers and line-cutters, directing the unruly customers into single file. Apple Bloom was slinging mugs at machine-cannon speed, dispersing the clamoring horde at the counter. The first wave had been beaten back. And their supply lines were holding. 



Slowly, the disbelief on Applejack's muzzle creased upward into a smile, then she met Dash's laugh with one of her own. "Hoooooo-weeeeee!" she shouted. "We're doin' this! Keep it up, Apples!"












The influx of ponies finally slowed. It had to. Carousel Boutique was literally full; every inch of floor space had a pony desperately trying to get somewhere else, and the air was so crammed with pegasi that those trying to wedge through the doorway had no room to spread their wings, falling back into the ground surge.



Rarity had long since lost track of Opalescence and Fluttershy. She'd long since lost track of her merchandise, except for the occasional dress which flew overhead as customers frantically flung items off the rack to dig through to the rearward pieces. She couldn't even hear herself think over the frantic shouting of a room at quintuple capacity.



So she took a deep breath and shrieked.



The effect was as if a bomb had gone off. Everypony cringed at once, ears flattening, then blinked and slowly, slowly, began to look around, disoriented.



Rarity steadied herself, then shouldered the press of bodies back a few inches and reared up, popping out of the crowd like a cork bobbing to the surface of an ocean. "If I may have your attention, please!" she shouted, and then stopped—for once in her life having absolutely no idea what to do with it once she got it.



A tiny voice inside her noted that she finally understood what Fluttershy had meant when she talked about her nightmare of being surrounded by staring eyes.



Still, she was a professional, and while it was possible for professionals to draw a momentary blank, one did not make it to the upper echelons of professional success without an unparalleled ability to ad-lib. So Rarity drew in a breath, frantically assembling crowd-control plans on the fly, when her speech was preempted by a shouted question from the back of the room: "What's on sale?"



Her plans vanished in an instant.



"Sale?" Rarity sputtered. "Excuse me? Sale‽"



"Nothing's marked down!" another voice whined from the far side of the shop, as muttering swept through the crowd.



"Of course nothing is marked down!" Rarity shouted, feeling her face contort. "Carousel Boutique is premium fashion, and we take pride in our designs!" She whipped a hoof in the direction of the second voice as if she were firing a crossbow bolt. "You! Who said that?"



The crowd went silent again, and somehow managed to squirm into a configuration that opened up line of sight between Rarity and a Manehattan matron wearing two-season-old styles and diamond earrings that could only be described as flagrant.



"Get out of my store!" Her thundering judgment delivered, Rarity whirled around, eyes flashing, scanning the crowd like a storm building up its next electrical charge. "And if anypony else is only here for a bargain, you may feel free to do the same!"



The crowd erupted into murmurs, then mutters, then motion.



And everypony left.












The trampling portion of the morning had long since dwindled away, to be replaced by the stupid portion of the morning.



"You don't understand," the stallion said, shoving a floppy superhero comic compilation in Twilight's muzzle. "I need the hardcover T.P.B."



"T.P.B. stands for 'trade paperback'," Twilight said. "That's a book with a flexible cardstock cover which is larger than the standard mass market paperback format. There's no such thing as a hardcover paperback."



He stared dully into her eyes, frown deepening.



Twilight tried to pick her mental script back up. "Barnyard Bargains values your business, and I deeply apologize for that, sir," she recited. "Is there anything else that I can help you with?"



"Yeah," he said and shoved the comic book forward again. "I need the T.P.B. version of this, but in hardcover."



Twilight suppressed a sigh—it would reflect badly on Barnyard Bargains!—and went for iteration six. "T.P.B. stands for 'trade paperback'—"



"Oh, forget it!" he snarled and stalked off. "You clearly don't know a thing about books if you can't solve my problem."



Twilight's eye twitched. 



"Excuse me," another customer lisped from behind her. A pudgy earth pony with bad teeth and a snub nose, holding a copy of Why Everything's Wrong With Everyone Else. "You need to give this to me fer free."



Twilight opened and closed her mouth, trying to figure out where the customer-interaction flowchart even covered that, and went for: "I'm sorry you're having issues with your shopping experience today. Is there a problem with that book?"



"Yes!" the mare said.



Twilight waited.



… Which didn't work. So she tried: "Why do you feel you should get it for free?"



"The sign said it was 20 percent off," the mare said. "So I took it to the counter, and it was marked 10 bits, and they tried to charge me eight."



"… That is 20 percent off."



"It's too much."



Twilight added yet another new entry to the day's list of indictments against Equestria's public schooling system, and sucked in a long breath. "Twenty percent means twenty parts out of every hundred," she said. "Ratios are the same if you can cancel out a common factor from both numerator and denominator, like one part out of two representing the same fraction as two parts out of four. So if you divide both 20 and 100 by ten, in other words remove a zero, it leaves you with you're not actually listening because I lost you the instant I started talking numbers, didn't I."



The mare stared numbly at her, and Twilight felt a secret little thrill from going off-script, and then panic surged and she suppressed it and reasserted her professionalism before anyone else noticed.



"They gave you the correct discount," she said instead.



"Yeah, that's what they tole me," the mare muttered, rubbing her nose with a stocky leg and smearing phlegm all over it. "But it's too much."



Realization slowly dawned. "Like, the 'I don't want to pay eight bits for it' kind of 'too much'?"



The mare's face brightened. "Yeah!"



"That is not an approved basis for further discounting," Twilight said smugly. "Thank you for your business."



"Yeah, okay," the mare said, not walking away, why wasn't she walking away, Twilight had won this one. 



"What've you got for two bits?" the mare said.



Twilight opened and closed her mouth several times. "In books? I'm pretty sure, nothing."



"Well, what good are books then?"



Twilight's eye twitched again.



She began to wonder if customer immolation was anywhere on the flowchart.












Pinkie knew how to deal with sleep deprivation. She was, it could be argued, uniquely capable of handling it. In order to deal with the barrage of information at right angles to normal reality that most ponies just called "Pinkie Sense," she'd… kinda… just made her brain work differently, in a way that she didn't actually understand but could point to in hindsight and acknowledge that she hadn't always been that way.



Dealing with sleep deprivation was like when she pulled her party cannon out of her mane. Anypony else trying to do it would reach into her mane, and of course it wasn't there; her mane wasn't nearly big enough to hold it! But when she did it, she just reached to where the party cannon was, and her mane parted to let it out.



Okay, she thought as she made another sale, maybe that wasn't a great analogy. Sleep deprivation isn't like a party cannon at all. One is noisy and blurry and makes you do strange things nobody ever seems to acknowledge afterward, and one finds you waking up the next morning covered in confetti. Maybe sleep deprivation is more like… She paused, racked her brains as Sweetie Drops screamed something about missing tiaras or something, and tried to pick her train of thought back up as she made change for a visiting changeling pretending to be a Vanhoover business-stallion, who ostensibly was indulging his sweet tooth with a tasty cupcake but really was desperately sucking it dry of the little love Pinkie had been able to spare for it in the middle of a frantic week of nonstop baking. She felt sorry for poor "Cold Cash". He'd be back on a train again in another two hours and she'd be behind a counter until well after he'd left, so she left herself a mental note to go back and sneak one of next week's banana fritters into his suitcase while he was in the station. It wasn't quite a welcome-to-Ponyville party, but she'd already tried that and he didn't take it well.



Where was she? Oh yeah. Sleep deprivation.



Normal ponies got a little weird when they couldn't sleep. Their brain couldn't make things connect to each other. They'd lose time, stare into space, and find themselves suddenly doing things with no context for those actions, Pinkie thought as she took a ten o'clock break from behind the counter to change Pound Cake's diaper. But she already worked that way, so she was used to it. She cooed and rubbed noses with the foal that somepony had hoofed her, and blew a raspberry in its tummy, and that made both foal and mommy laugh in delight. No, that wasn't right. She frowned and put the baby down. Things were more connected for her, weren't they? So that when she was sleep-deprived—she gently detached a toy from between the hooves of Pumpkin and a foal she didn't recognize, and pulled a spare pacifier from cannonspace when the foal started crying—she was able to deal with the loss of context without having to do anything differently. Right?



"Pinkie," Mrs. Cake said in the only moment of lucidity she'd have for another day and a half, "why is our shop overrun with young foals?"



Pinkie slowly blinked, looking around. 



There were eight strange newborns in the playpen with Pumpkin, who was sucking on a discarded cupcake wrapper that she'd levitated from the counter eight minutes ago while none of them was looking. Pound was flying around the shop, leading a squealing game of tag with three slightly older pegasus foals. Pinkie herself was rocking a newborn filly in her forelegs while desperately nudging a crawling colt away from his attempts to join four of his peers in the kitchen.



"Let me get back to you on that," Pinkie said, because Mrs. Cake's question was the sort of question that deserved a serious answer uncorrupted by sleep deprivation, so she'd have to make herself a mental note to think about it in a few days.



A green-coated mare shouldered her way through the door, cradling two foals in her fores. Skipjack; from Las Pegasus; likes fishing and peonies; "Welcome to Ponyville" party given 284 days ago during a train layover. "Is this the foalsitting service that Diamond Shine talked about?" 



"Two and a half bits per," Mr. Cake mumbled glassy-eyed, just like he had at every single thing someone had said since the day's first surge of customers had set him on autopilot.



"Wonderful!" Skipjack said, hoofing the foals to Pinkie and putting five bits on the counter. "Ta!"



Mr. Cake stared dully at the coins, then blinked and looked up with a start. His eyes widened in horror as lucidity came very close to slamming in. "Pinkie!" he said urgently. "What are you doing?! We can't make any sales if you're starting a baby collection! Our customers will have noplace to stand!"



"I'm sorry, Mr. C," Pinkie said. "What should I do with them?"



Mr. Cake's eyes unfocused. "Two and a half bits per," he mumbled.



Pinkie nodded gravely. She was glad she had such responsible adults to rein her in when she started doing crazy things she didn't understand. Pinkie Sense had its price, after all.



… Where was she? 



Oh yeah! Sleep deprivation!












All morning, the Apple Family cider stall sang like a well-oiled machine. Full barrels arrived; empty barrels left. Customers brought bits; customers left bits. Then Fluttershy showed up mumbling something about Rarity not needing her any more, and they really kicked into high gear.



Until the backstock ran out.



At six minutes to noon, Mac returned empty-hooved from his trip to the barn, eyes a little wide and lips a little pursed. Applejack's stomach dropped out of her gut. For him, that was full-blown panic.



They simultaneously glanced at the line. Still halfway to town.



"Gran," Applejack said, trying to be quiet enough for the customers not to hear, "we're on our last barrels."



"Yessssssssh," Dash said, pumping a hoof.



Applejack frowned. "It's kind of a problem, Dash. We got some apples an' some Sweet Apple Acres stickers an' balloons as little freebie consolation gifts for those still stuck waitin', but—"



"Okay yeah," Dash smugged, "but thish time I got good an' drunk."



"Well, good fer you. But there's gonna be hundreds of ponies with nothin' to show for spendin' half their day in line."



Granny Smith frowned. "Well, we're right close to gettin' the cash we needed, and there ain't nothin' for a problem like that but to rip the bandage off." She stood up and took a deep breath. "Alright, y'all! Sorry to say it but the stall's closed! You've plum run us out of cider! Thank ya and come on back next time!"



The stallion who was third in line paled. "What?" he shouted, shoving his way forward to the counter. "But I came all the way from San Palomino for this! I can't leave empty-hooved!"



"We, uh, got stickers?" Applejack said.



A determined look crossed the stallion's muzzle, and he slammed his saddlebags down on the counter, causing piles of coins to spill out. "Your barrel on tap doesn't look empty yet," he said. "Eighty bits to fill my mug before you close."



Mac coughed, eyes widening. "Eighty bits—"



"Sold!" Apple Bloom shouted before anypony else could react, sweeping a pile of coins into the cashbox.



And the crowd erupted.



"A hundred bits for a mug!"



"A hundred twenty!" 



AJ glared at her sister. "I'm sorry, folks, we really shouldn't—"



"A thousand bits for the rest of the barrel!"



"Fifty for one of the empties!"



"A hundred for an official Apple Family souvenir!"



Coins showered over the counter. "There's eighty bits! I've paid, gimme cider!"



And then the horde surged forward again, relentless and unstoppable as the tide, their hooves and metal sweeping and lashing. Somepony snatched a mug off the counter. Others started grabbing mugs off the return rack and the empties rack. One lunged for the mug in Fluttershy's hooves, at which she squeaked and froze up, clinging to it for dear life. A wave of ponies leapt the counter, galloping for the empty barrels, the cart, Granny's rocking chair—



And Applejack's world spun away in a surge of bits and bodies.












"Hey Twilight! I'm back from the Crystal Empi—"



Starlight Glimmer didn't trail off so much as hit a verbal wall as she entered the map room, eyes flicking around. Twilight was wearing new grooves in the floor in what Starlight had come to think of as the Frantic Pacing Zone. Rarity was wailing in a chaise longue against the back wall, surrounded by empty tubs of ice cream and a frantic Spike. Applejack and Rainbow Dash were sprawled limply on the floor alongside their crystal thrones, looking like they'd been thrown from a fast-moving cart into a different fast-moving cart going the other direction. Fluttershy was shivering behind her throne with a thousand-yard stare, clinging with a death grip to a cider mug. And Pinkie Pie—the only one actually sitting down—had faceplanted onto the map table, snoring loudly, a baby rattle stuck in her hair and three non-matching diapers wrapped around various appendages.



"Oohhh boy," Starlight finally said. "What'd I miss?"



"An object lesson on equine nature," Applejack whispered to the ceiling. 



"Sknzz," Pinkie said.



"And the worst hangover of my life," Dash moaned. "Unless this is just the bruising and it gets worse later on."



"It cannot get worse!" Rarity wailed. "I'm ruined! Ruined!"



Starlight raised an eyebrow, glancing back and forth between Rarity and the floor-ponies. "What happened to you?"



When Rarity's only response was further sobbing muffled by a full spoon of ice cream, Spike sighed. "An hour before closing time, she lowered the prices on her new line by three bits to get ponies in the door."



"It's the pri-hi-hi-hi-hinciple!"



Starlight pressed a hoof to her temple. "You know, I'm not even going to ask why the reporters outside wanted to know if I had any comment on the thirteen infants arrested for bank robbery. I've learned that lesson about Pinkie Pie already. What's wrong, Fluttershy?"



Fluttershy's mouth moved, but no sounds came out. Spike sighed again. "The good news is, the seven-judge panel in The Haygue agreed that including her in the 80,000-bit purchase price would violate international anti-slavery treaties. I think Celestia's still in four-nation diplomatic negotiations over what happens if she drops the mug, though."



"Um." Starlight turned to Twilight with a too-wide smile. "At least you seem alright?"



Twilight grinned back. "I've already got a costume design picked out for Nightmare Grapheme," she whispered, eye twitching sporadically. "Should I write a friendship letter before or after my inevitable rampage?"



Starlight opened her mouth, then closed it again. And again. And again.



"You know," she said on try nine, "maybe we should go do something friendshippy together to get our minds off of all this disaster. Anypony want to go shopping for Hearth's Warming presents?"












Epilogue



"You know, girls," Twilight said, taking a contemplative bite of one of Pinkie Pie's grass-cakes, "I can honestly say this is the most authentic Hearth's Warming I've ever had."



"You said it," Starlight agreed, glancing around the desolate snowy hills, then back down at their improbable little circle of grass. "Just our new little community, and the friendship and unity of the holiday. No distractions. No possessions. No walls. And most importantly—"



"No presents," the other seven chorused.



"Yeah, uh, heh heh," Starlight said, then coughed and changed the subject. "Though location's important too. I mean, earth pony magic only goes so far when the ground for leagues in every direction is frozen solid."



"S-s-speaking of which," Spike said, teeth chattering, "s-s-so c-c-cold."



Rarity smiled and walked over to the baby dragon, leaning against him until his shivers subsided. "Personally, darling, I find this strangely liberating," she said. "For the first time since exiting my dam's womb, I am free of clothing, accessories, and the means to make them. I have serious doubts that I could continue such an existence indefinitely—" she gestured with a shudder toward their increasingly mud-smeared communal sleeping circle—"but I am also quite confident that I have no need to entertain such questions until after the Hearth's Warming season has expired."



Fluttershy sighed. "I'm just sorry I had to ruin it by bringing this old thing in."



"Ain't your fault," Applejack said firmly.



"Yeah!" Pinkie bounded over and hugged her, being careful not to jostle the forelegs where Fluttershy was still clinging to the cider mug. "No revolution can free itself entirely of the bonds of the old order," she intoned, then giggled. "But I'm sure we'll hear back from Princess Celestia any week now!"



"You know, Glimmy," Rainbow Dash said, stretching in the last rays of the winter sun as Applejack lowered her muzzle to return to grazing at their grass patch. "I gotta admit, with what happened to the last type of government you introduced us to, I had my doubts about this colony. But your… um… archy-princessism—"



"Anarcho-primitivism," Twilight said, sighing happily as she sank a little deeper into their hot spring.



"Yeah, that," Dash said. "In the right context it's pretty cool."
      

      
   
      The Crystal Uprising


      

      
      
         A massive explosion rocked through the deepest pits of the diamond mines, far below the Crystal Empire. For the past seven days, the bloodiest war in the Empire’s history had been fought; a rebellion lead by Insurgent General Scarlet Quartz, uprising against their enslavement at the hooves of the evil King Sombra. Today, like many others, had consisted of nothing but Crystal Ponies galloping through the seemingly endless maze of tunnels, setting off countless explosives to destroy to control the movement of the enemy forces.

	“Upper tunnel forty-five A has been breached, sir!” A blue-green coloured stallion with a buzzcut mane and a three-pronged joker hat for a cutie mark yelled between coarse, heavy breaths; skidding to a halt just short of his commander. “Squad Delta-Six has been completely over-run, no confirmed survivors.”

	“Dammit!” Scarlet swore, bucking the tunnel wall in frustration, leaving a deep hoof print in the rock. Scarlet Quartz stood a full head taller than most ponies in his makeshift army, his grizzled features and messy mane reflecting his obsessive dedication to freedom fighting. Likewise, his dented, silver chest-plate had completely lost its shine to the ruthless underground warfare. The only thing about him that wasn’t weathered by combat was his cutie mark – a shield shaped quartz gem which represented his namesake. “There’s just no end to those bucking Black Crystal Guards! Teal Jester, what about squads Delta-Four and Delta-Eight? Do they have enough ponies alive to reform at the intersection of lower tunnel forty?”

	“Yes, sir, I’ve already ordered them to do so, sir…” Teal replied, though the pause at the end of his sentence told Scarlet this was only half the story.

	“And?” Scarlet replied with a harsh glare. 

	“And they’re doing their best, sir,” Jester reluctantly continued, though Scarlet couldn’t tell which made the teal pony’s voice quiver more – the black guards, or fear of his own authority. “But I can’t guarantee they’ll be successful. We’ve killed at least a hundred of Sombra’ soldiers, possibly more, and still we’re outnumbered! We’ve lost three full squads in battle over the past day alone. At this rate, we’ll have to give up our position if we’re to have any hope for survival.”

	“You know as well as I do that we can’t surrender,” Scarlet spoke with a deep, serious tone. As much tactical sense as it made to abandon the area, he was aware that the Crystal Insurgency had lost most of the ground captured from when the revolution began. “If we give up now, then our entire rebellion will have been in vein. Or have you forgotten about the quantity of resources contained in the rocks surrounding us?”

	“Of course, I’ve not forgotten! How could anypony forget?” Teal’s fear turned to anger as he slammed his pickaxe into the tunnel wall, ripping out a cluster of diamonds. “Why do you think King Sombra went mad in the first place? Anypony with half a brain can tell you it’s got buck all to do with the onyx amulet he wears around his neck!”

	“Then you’re aware of why these pits have the highest working population of slaves,” Scarlet added, gritting his teeth to keep a lid on his building annoyance. “If we surrender our stronghold on the diamonds now, we may as well have never started the rebellion at all.”

	“So, you keep insisting. But riddle me this, oh glorious and brave leader. How can we fight for the freedom of the Crystal Empire if there are no ponies left to defend them?!”

	That last remark earned Teal a swift hoof to the face. “Don’t you dare take me for a bloody fool! I’ve known the risks from the beginning. Many a good pony has died before my eyes to get as far as we have. This is war! Everything we do is a bucking gamble.”

	A brief silence was shared between the two ponies, their eyes locked as they both refused to back down. “Tell me, Scarlet,” Jester said following another explosion from above. “Do you experience love? Do you have a special somepony?”

	“What relevance does this have-”

	“You know damn well why this topic is relevant! We’re fighting for everypony who’s ever lived in the Crystal Empire! Ponies of every age and every gender, some of whom are my family. If I get myself killed because of your Celestia-be-damned hero complex, then who will be left to fight?” Tears of rage began to roll down Teal’s face. “So many ponies have died from this revolution, and what do we have to show for it? In the end, what’s the price of a mile to you? If I die, then there will be nothing left of my family. Sombra will wipe out my entire bloodline; centuries of family history, erased from existence. All because you don’t know when to give up. It’s time you got it through that thick skull of yours that nopony will remember you as a hero. In the end, you will be the one who drove the Crystal Pony race to extinction. If we surrender now, then maybe there will be a chance Sombra will consider being merciful to us.”

	“Are you finished?” was all Scarlet said in response.

	For a moment, Teal said nothing, flabbergasted at Scarlet’s brazen disregard for everything he just said. “Did you even hear what I-”

	“I know what you said, Teal Jester! Now I’m asking you something. Are. You. Finished?”

	“…Yes, sir.”.

	“Good, because now it’s time for you to hear something important.” Scarlet didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to, the weight of his words carrying everything he needed to convey. “Everything you just said? Sombra has already achieved it. Countless moons ago, our Empire was banished from time. For generations, we have served as slaves, invisible to the outside world as our culture was obliterated. Now, for the first time since Sombra revealed his true nature, we have an opportunity to change that. We may fail, but we may also succeed. If we do nothing, then we continue to be nameless to all but each other. You speak of erasure? Teal, we already have been erased. And if you want to return from our nation’s banishment, not as tools for a tyrant, but as free ponies, then I suggest you follow my lead and fight.”

	As if on cue, the walls behind Scarlet exploded, heralding waves of Sombra Guards falling to their deaths – crushed under the weight of the rocks collapsing on top of them. Dropping down from the newly connected levels above, squads Alpha-Three and Alpha-Seven formed into loose ranks behind Scarlet. Leading the insurgents, two ponies stood triumphantly over the enemy corpses; Midnight Star and Silver Stream, both of whom wore armour stolen from the Sombra Guards they had slain. The former—a navy-blue coated, transgender stallion with a flat, purple mane and a black, five-pointed star for a cutie mark—held his battle axe over his right shoulder, the blade freshly coated with corrupt Crystal Pony blood.

	“Somepony call for backup?” Midnight quipped, looking over Scarlet’s shoulder to the startled Teal Jester. “Looks like you’re gonna need it.”

	“Hey, let’s not demand too much of this poor stallion,” the pony next to Midnight, Silver Stream, replied with a wink and a nudge. She was a comparatively young mare, stout in stature and a short, spikey mane, with her cutie mark being the most violent looking of all the rebels; a shining, silver arrow.  “Not everypony has the guts to stand up to the Sombra Guards. And if I recall correctly, you were quite the nervous wreck before joining the rebellion, weren’t ya, Midnight?”

	“Oh, shut up!” Midnight thumped Silver back, smirking playfully. “Weren’t you the one crying for their mummy all the way through the first night of the rebellion?”

	“That’s enough, both of you!” Scarlet commanded, silencing the bickering fighters with a stamp of his hoof. “Now, tell me, am I seeing things incorrectly, or have you succeeded in eliminating the Sombra Guard retaliation from the south-west tunnels?”

	“If there are any left, I’ll personally crush their throats with my own two hooves.” Silver hooked her morning star-mace on a leather strap around her hip, voice dripping with sadistic joy at the mental image of the Sombra guards choking to death infront her eyes. 

Scarlet had never seen her this fired up before, a perfect attitude which he hoped would carry on all the way to the defeat of Sombra himself. “How many ponies in your squads are left?”

“We haven’t had time for an accurate head count,” Midnight replied, his voice serious in its gruffness, yet still maintaining the underlying optimism which Scarlet always wanted to hear. “But I’d say the odds are still in our favour, so long as we strike back hard enough!”

“Good! That’s what I like to hear!” Scarlet saluted both squad leaders, holding his hoof out to make an additional request. “Now as you may have guessed, I seem to have lost my weapon after my last tactical retreat. Since your raid on the armoury was obviously successful, I trust you’ve brought me back an adequate gift?”

“Aww, boss,” Silver quipped with exaggerated sadness. “How could you say such a thing? Of course, I’d never forget about you!” Stepping aside, Silver revealed five ponies on the front rank, all of whom dropped saddle bags filled to the brim with stolen armaments.  “Take your pick. I made sure to steal at last one of everything.”

	There was only one prize Scarlet had his eye on. A combination of flanged mace and a shield which stretched down from his neck to his hooves. Despite the day’s setback, there was still a chance for everything to work out as intended. Scarlet had expected losses as well as gains. 

What he didn’t expect was to see his words to inspire Teal Jester in such a dramatic fashion. The blue-green stallion shoved his way past Scarlet, abandoning his pickaxe in favour of a more suitable weapon. The armoury had once been the centre of the Empire’s defences against outside invaders. Teal remembered countless stories of battles against Trolls, Ogres, and a pantheon of other beasts in a never-ending quest to make the Empire sustainable for life. If only those same warriors had realized sooner that their biggest enemy was one from within. Now it was time to change all that. He knew who the real enemies were now. The only task left to complete was to defeat them.

“Well, well, it looks like the fool of the group has a backbone after all!” Midnight said with heavy sarcasm.

“Scarlet is right,” Teal replied, taking no notice of Midnight’s condescending tone. “If I don’t fight, then I may as well have never existed at all.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” Scarlet said, grinning from ear to ear. “Now that we’ve all got what we need, there is only one thing left for us to say. As much as I hate to admit it, Jester is right about one thing. If we lose this battle, then our rebellion is as good as finished. But if we win, then we still have a fighting chance to free everypony ever forced into slavery by Sombra! Either way, this will be a decisive battle which will either be the second coming of our rebellion, or the end of all things. Thus, I ask you all this: who will stand with me for the battle to come?”

The grandiose cheer that echoed through the tunnels came as music to Scarlet’s ears. “Jester, up front with me! Silver, Midnight, you two fill out as much space as you can with everypony else. Let’s show this pathetic excuse for a king what we Crystal ponies are really made of!”

“Yes, sir.” Jester’s response came through gritted teeth and a harsh glare, but Scarlet gave him no more attention. He had a job to do, and nothing was going to stand in his way. Charging down through the tunnel, Scarlet could feel his heart beating in his chest. After years of forced servitude, mindlessly hacking away at rocks below the empire, day in day out, he finally felt alive again. The adrenaline surging through his arteries, the smell of arcane residue from the makeshift explosions mixed in with the taste of blood in his mouth. It was everything he had ever dreamed of.

Moments later, Scarlet and his team reached the huge intersection where the battle took place. The chaotic brawl was a sight to behold, with Crystal Pony insurgents wildly smashing their weapons into the Sombra guards at every chance they got. There was no structure to their attacks, unlike the guards, who stood firmly in their ranks despite the freedom fighters trying to split them.

Scarlet leaped into battle, smashing his mace into the back of a Sombra Guard’s neck. The loud crunch of cracking bone added to his battle lust, unleashing a flurry of blows across the brainwashed servant’s body. There were only two factors which would result in his attack stopping: either the pony in question was unquestionably dead, or another enemy got in the way. In either case, Scarlet’s focus was always directed to his next enemy, never satisfied until ever one of the threats had been eliminated.

Silver and Midnight fought back to back, dodging and weaving through the comparatively sluggish swings of the Sombra Guards’ fist weapons. In such a tight space, there was always collateral damage. Often when the pair dodged an attack, the same swing would strike another pony instead. The results were rarely pretty, as a full force punch of a Sombra Guard was the primary cause of Crystal Pony brain matter being squashed under the hooves of the living. 

Silver and Midnight’s attacks always worked in tandem with one another. When Silver sliced high, Midnight swung low, giving their foes little room to dodge – not that there was much room to begin with. The entire area was filled to the brim, with the allied forces slowly pushing their way outwards to surround the Sombra Guards.

Sliding away from each other to pin a Sombra Guard between them, Silver and Midnight slammed their weapons down, breaking the guard’s back in two places, leaving it lying broken on the ground to be trampled over in the frenzy. “Hey, look who it is!” Midnight said, gesturing towards Teal Jester a short distance away from them.

“Hey, Teal!” Silver called. “How’s ya kill streak comin’ along?”

“Not too bad,” Teal said, making no eye contact, instead stabbing a Sombra Guard through the throat with his spear, exploiting a gap in its armour. “Though give it a moment, and you’ll see it skyrocket!”

“Oh?” Silver asked, briefly looking back to Midnight as they broke a Sombra Guard’s legs. “How do you expect to achieve that?”

“Watch and learn.” A sadistic grin grew across Teal’s face. Holding his spear in his front-left hoof, he used the other to pull off the helm of a fallen Sombra Guard, turning towards his two allies and dropping it in front of them. Wrapping both front hooves around the pole of the spear, Teal pointed the weapon at the dark crystal on top of the magic helmet.

In that moment, Silver’s expression turned from one of amusement to one of shock. “Get down!”

“My legacy will be sustained! Glory to King Sombra!” With those final words, Teal thrusted his spear into the gem, releasing the black magic contained with an explosive force. The power of the blast ruptured the ground beneath Teal’s feet. Screams of allied ponies marked the turning point of the battle, with those closest to the epicentre being either burned to a crisp from the hot magic explosion, or crushed beneath the monumental collapse of earth on top of them. 

Seconds later, the ponies who had survived the initial explosion came to their senses, only to view a horrific sight. Scarlet was one such survivor. He had been knocked into the wall by the blast, but otherwise suffered only minor injuries due to already being around the edge. His jaw hung open in awe at Teal’s traitorous actions. Most of his insurgence had been wiped out. From a room packed of five-hundred ponies before, now his initial guess was less than one-hundred remaining, if that.

His second in command was a prime example of the damage dealt. Midnight lay on the ground, face half burned from the explosion, cradling the smouldering body of Silver in his hooves. “Damn you, Teal, you bucking traitor!” He swore up to the heavens. “Damn your soul to Tartarus!”

Pulling himself to his hooves, Scarlet broke into a gallop around the area to get the full scope of the damage caused. He didn’t need to look for long. The footsteps of both the surviving Sombra Guards and a new swarm of dark soldiers echoed from every direction, galloping through the tunnels to corral the surviving rebels.

With a heavy sigh, Scarlet placed his hoof on Midnight’s shoulder. “I suppose this is as good a day to die as any. My friend, will you stand with me?”

Wordlessly, Midnight dropped Silver’s body and stood up, brandishing the morning star in one hoof and the battle axe in the other. No further orders needed to be given. As soon as the rebels caught sight of the backup Sombra Guards, they charged. “For the glory of the Crystal Empire!” every warrior cried in unison.

Though they knew the battle was lost, Scarlet and Midnight fought on with nothing left but the berserker rage to keep them going. Furiously hacking away at anything that moved, Midnight bathed himself in the blood of his enemies, cutting and smashing his way through a sea of blackened body parts. Yet for each pony he killed, there were at least five more that took their place, stabbing him with the sharp ends of their fist-weapons again and again. Midnight ignored the pain for as long as he was able, but even his incredible battle lust was not enough to save him. Eventually, enough blood had drained from his wounds that he no longer had the strength to stand up, finally dying to stab through his forehead.

For Scarlet, the remainder of the battle was a blur. The black sea of Sombra Guards seemed to go on forever. Swinging his mace around in circles, he hit whatever came into range, seeing nothing but a mix of splattered blood and pony-shaped figures falling in every direction. He had no idea how many times he had been hit, or how many remaining ponies he had killed. All he knew was that, at some point, he found himself laying on the floor, his breathing heavy and his limbs numb.

“The Crystal Heart…” Scarlet sputtered, spitting out blood. His final words before he lost consciousness were greeted by a bright light shining down from above, and in the centre of this beautiful aurora, Scarlet could’ve sworn he saw the distinctive silhouette of a pony talked about only through legend; an Alicorn.
      

      
   
      Second Chances


      

      
      
         She opened her eyes, her mind blissfully blank.



She was sitting on a couch in what seemed to be a waiting room. She didn’t know how or why she was there, or what she was waiting for, if anything. She was about to get up and run for it when she noticed the opposite wall. Large green letters greeted her: Welcome! Everything is fine.



“Sunset Shimmer?” said a voice to her left. A greying, bespectacled man stood by the door. He was wearing a pink bow tie and a pleasant smile. “Come on in.”



Sunset followed him into an office that was painfully plain. Off-white walls, drab curtains, a few potted plants on the corners. She plopped down on the seat in front of a desk littered with paperwork, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d been called into the principal’s office. 



“I’m sure you have a lot of questions, Sunset. And I believe I have the answers.” The man took a seat on the opposite side of the desk, still smiling pleasantly. “You can call me Bob.”



She raised an eyebrow and scoffed. “Bob? Really?” 



If possible, his smile grew even wider. “Yes. But please do not say my name in vain.” 



“Okay, Bob or whatever. What is this place? What’s going on? And why am I here?”



Bob’s smile faltered, but only a little. He laid his elbows on the desk and interlaced his fingers under his chin. “You, Sunset Shimmer, are dead.”



“Oh.” She frowned. That explained why she couldn’t remember how she got there. 



“And just as all things come to an end, death is merely the start of something new.” Bob spread his arms wide, as if inviting the world to a big warm hug. “Welcome to the afterlife!” 



Sunset could only stare at him. “How... How did I die?”



“You don’t remember? It’s quite the exciting tale. Legendary, really. People would be talking about it for ages.”



“Whoa, seriously?” Sunset leaned forward, grinning. “Did I get into an epic showdown with a rival gang? Wiped out doing an epic motocross stunt? Crashed in a high stakes epic game of chicken? Or maybe I got so drunk I drowned in my own puke?”



“You got smooshed under a bus.”



Her face fell. “That’s... thrilling...”



“Yes, well, the really fascinating part is what happened just before that. Caused a lot of problems on our end, to be honest, but it also made you quite popular.”



That perked her up again. “Popular, huh?” 



”You’re a bit of an outlier case, you see.” Bob waved a hand, and numerous charts and graphs appeared behind him. “Every action a person does in their life and the motivation behind each of those actions earns a corresponding number of positive or negative Points. A highly positive number means you get into The Good Place, and a highly negative number... well you get the idea.”



Sunset watched one of the line graphs progress up or down for every new action entered into the equation. The numbers constantly changed, never still for more than a split second. “Seems simple enough. But forget that. Tell me why I’m popular.” 



“I’m getting there.” Bob waved his hand again. A new line appeared on the line graph Sunset was staring at. “Besides the Point Total, we also take into account recent patterns of behavior. For example, if you’ve perhaps decided to turn over a new leaf, or if you suddenly went on a hateful troll rampage online just before your death. Based on those patterns, we project how you would most probably live out your next few years if you hadn’t died when you did, to determine if the path you were on would ultimately alter your raw numbers. This Behavior Projection and the Point Total you’ve accumulated during your life would determine what will happen to your soul in this afterlife.”



“Yeah, yeah. Numbers and junk. I get it.” Sunset leaned forward again, excitedly slapping the desk. “C’mon and get to the good part already! Tell me what made me so special. Is it because I’m so good that everyone was shocked at how high my Point Total is?”



Bob nodded emphatically. “Actually, you were kinda terrible during your life.”



“You’re just saying that ‘cause you don’t know me!” Slamming her hands on the desk, Sunset jumped to her feet and scowled down at the still seated man.



Bob coolly eyed her display, his once pleasant smile curling into a smirk. “Oh, I know all about you, Sunset Shimmer. I know about that time you swiped Strawberry Sunrise’s credit card to buy all those dirty magazines under her name, to get her in trouble with her parents because she said you were a bad influence. I know that you pretended to be Coco Pommel’s friend throughout eighth and ninth grade so you could make her to do your homework for you. I know about every single time you kicked a stray cat to the curb, used a fake ID for cigarettes, and stole candy from a baby.”



“Hey, I was just saving babies from choking on Chewy Fruities! It’s not like they could appreciate its sweet orangey goodness anyhow.” Huffing, she crossed her arms over her chest. “And in my defense, cats should know better than getting within two feet of my awesome boots. They’re allergic to those hellions.”



“Sunset Shimmer. Throughout your life, you have been arrogant, self-absorbed, and believed the whole world should revolve around you. You have a knack for getting yourself and others into trouble, and you have made a lot of your peers miserable throughout your life. You are such a... teenager.”



“Yeah, yeah. Like I never heard that before.” Sunset sat back down, putting her arms behind her head and her feet up on the desk. She pushed off just enough so that her seat tilted on an angle balancing on its two rear legs. “So what now? Gonna throw me to Hell or whatever it’s called, for being a pest all my life?”



“Normally, yes.” Bob peered at her over his glasses, his smile finally dropping altogether. “But be that as it may, your actions were mostly petty than downright evil, and the circumstances of your death had surprisingly made up for a lot of your terribleness.”



“I thought you said a bus ran over me.”



“But you were not on our schedule of predicted deaths that day. None of our Behavior Projections could have anticipated that you would push five-year-old Crepuscular Flash out of harm’s way.” 



“I what?” Sunset startled, her seat rocking back and forth before falling backwards. She crashed into a heap on the floor, clutching her head as memories flooded in: A kid who barely reached her waist. A ball bouncing across the road. A loud honk, followed by screeching tires. An excruciating pain all over her sticky body. And then everything went black.



When she opened her eyes again, Bob was standing over her, looking worried. “Are you alright?”



Sitting up, she spat out, “I just re-lived the moment I died for some kid. What do you think?”



“You say it like that’s a bad thing.”



“Whatever. I don’t even know why I would ever do something like that.”



“Neither do we.” Bob went back to his seat and waited for Sunset to do the same. He interlaced his fingers under his chin again, saying, “The fact of the matter is, we are not sure what to do with your soul.”



“I sacrifices my life to save a little kid, and it’s not like I was a monster the rest of the time. Shouldn’t I deserve to go to Heaven or The Good Place or something?”



“No. You don’t have enough Points for that, even with your sacrifice. But then, that same action earned you enough last minute Points that sending you to The Bad Place wouldn’t be right either.” 



“Aha!” Sunset snapped her fingers and pointed at herself. “I belong in a Medium Place!”



“There is no Medium Place. It doesn’t work that way.”



“Well this system is stupid!”



Bob raised an eyebrow at her. “Anyway, the Higher-Ups have talked about your case earlier and decided to cut you a deal: You are to undergo a quest, a Trial that will last for an indeterminate amount of time. At the end of the Trial, we’ll reevaluate your Points and Projections to see if the results have been swayed enough towards one way or the other.”



“And if nothing’s changed?”



“You’ll default to The Bad Place, because no matter how great an example of goodness it was to give your life for another, it’s still merely one action against a lifetime of pettiness. Plus, that means you’ve wasted your one chance to turn the situation to your favor.” Bob stood up and snapped his fingers. “Your trial starts now. Good luck!” 



“Wait, what? How am I supposed to do anything when I’m--”



Sunset felt like the ground disappeared from under her and she was free-falling. She flailed around and tried to scream, but just as suddenly, she collapsed on what seemed to be a tile floor. 



“--already dead,” she finished lamely. “He didn’t even tell me what this trial thing is supposed to be.”



Sighing, she picked herself up and looked around: hallways lined with lockers and closed doors that led to various rooms. She was in a school lobby, its walls decorated with trophies and other awards. A large clock above the main entrance said it was a little past two in the afternoon.



Just then, the bell rang and students spilled into the halls. Sunset tried to dodge the incoming crowd, but soon realized that it was pointless. She was non-corporeal, so anyone bumping into her would simply pass through. Shrugging, she literally went through the crowd to approach one of the larger trophies. Its nameplate read: Interstate Soccer Competition, Canterlot High School Wondercolts, First Place.



Sunset frowned. “This isn’t my high school. Where the frack did that Bob-guy send me?”



She explored the campus and its surroundings, not even bothering with doors, instead opting to walk straight through the walls. She checked out the school library, the playing fields, and the gymnasium. She learned that the school was located in Canterlot City, and not her hometown of Manehattan. Further snooping around led her to seeing a school rock band’s music video, the one with girls sprouting wings. She decided that either the Canterlot kids had mad costume and video editing skills, or Bob had sent her into a weird alternate reality for a laugh. At this point, she wouldn’t put it past him.



“I feel like Dorothy got yanked out of Kansas and thrown straight into Wonderland,” Sunset muttered to herself. “Ugh, I need a break from all this craziness.”



She had learned to float sometime during her two hours of exploration, but only a few inches off ground. At the moment, she was lying on her back just above the grass near the horse statue. It seemed to be the perfect spot for cloud watching, not that it mattered since she was planning to take a nice long nap. She closed her eyes and relished the peaceful atmosphere. 



“Hi there! You look kinda lost earlier, so I was wondering if you need some help? I could show you around the school if you want!” A chipper voice broke Sunset’s peace and quiet. Sunset scowled and tried to ignore the voice, but it just kept talking one-sidedly. “But I guess you already went around on your own, huh? Oooh, do you have a favorite place on campus? If not, I could help you find one! My favorite place is right here in front of the Wondercolts statue! Me and my friends meet there all the time because that’s where our other friend Twilight comes into this world from--”



“Ugh, will you shut up? I’m trying to sleep!” Sunset growled, springing to her feet. She had half a mind to wallop the interloper, despite knowing it would be a fruitless endeavor given her non-corporeal state. Instead, she gaped at what she saw. 



The girl had wild, poofy hair reaching down her waist and a smile so wide it was almost manic. She bounced in place next to where Sunset was floating. Nothing seemed strange about the girl, except for the fact that she was staring directly at Sunset. 



“No need to be such a meanie pants,” the girl said.



“You... You’re talking to me?” At the girl’s nod, Sunset’s jaw dropped even further. “You can see me?”



“Uh-huh! Why? Am I not supposed to see you?” The girl seemed to ponder that for a moment, before gasping loudly, “Ohmigosh! Are you the ghost who haunts the chemistry lab?” 



“No. I don’t even know how I got to this school.”



“So you are lost! But don’t you worry, Detective Pinkie Pie is on the case!” The girl whipped out a deerstalker hat and a bubble pipe out of nowhere, donning both. “Now, what was the last thing you remember before coming here?” 



‘Forget strange. This girl is downright ridiculous.’ Sunset opened her mouth for a scathing remark, but the words never left her lips. Another girl was coming up to them. She had a fiery mane of red and yellow, and wore a leather jacket over a sun print shirt. She crossed her arms over her chest and couldn’t decide if she wanted to scowl or smile at the bouncy girl Pinkie Pie.



Sunset thought it was like looking into a mirror.



She started laughing hysterically. “Ahahaha, no way! Is this my trial, Bob? My evil clone or a long lost twin or whatever is my ticket to Heaven? Ahahaha! This is impossible!” 



“Uh, are you okay?” Pinkie Pie asked Sunset.



“Who are you talking to, Pinkie?” the other girl asked in Sunset’s voice. That put a stopper to Sunset’s hysterics as she gawked at her double. 



“The ghost haunting the chemistry lab,” Pinkie Pie replied without missing a beat. 



“This is officially getting too weird for me,” Sunset said. 



The girl who looked like Sunset narrowed her eyes at Pinkie, but didn’t say anything besides, “...Okay?” She backed away from the scene to join the rush of students heading home.



“Sunset Shimmer, wait!” Pinkie Pie bounded after Sunset, the living one, but the dead Sunset wasn’t far behind. “Me and the girls are having a sleepover at my place tonight. If you wanna, you could join us in the fun?”



“I dunno...” Living Sunset looked away, her hand rubbing the back of her neck. “It’s probably too soon.”



“Is it because you’re still worried about how everyone thinks of you because of what happened in the Fall Formal?”



“Well, duh. It’s only been two days.”



“Yeah, but we’ve already forgiven you, silly! We’re friends now and the sleepover’s gonna be so much better with you there. And I’m sure the girls would love to get to know you better. I know I do!”



“I...” Living Sunset seemed unsure, but gave a small nod anyway. “I’ll think about it, okay?”



“Great! Feel free to drop by whenever. You know where to find me, right?” Pinkie Pie beamed at the two Sunsets, seemingly addressing the both of them. 



“Yeah, I’ll see ya around, Pinkie,” Living Sunset said, before heading back to join the go-home crowd. 



“Don’t be a stranger, Sunset Shimmer! Oh hey, that rhymes!” Pinkie waved her goodbye, with both arms over head. Once the living Sunset had turned at a corner, Pinkie squinted at the remaining Sunset. “You know, you and Sunset Shimmer look so much alike.” 



Sunset rolled her eyes so hard, she floated out of balance and rolled in midair. 



Pinkie Pie giggled. “Oooh, that’s so cool! Do it again! Do it again!” 



“No,” Sunset said flatly.



Once she was right side up again, she drifted away from Pinkie, not even bothering to tell her that she was going to follow the other Sunset home. 



It didn’t take long to find her double tromping down the street like she had the whole world on her shoulders. Sunset floated right in front of her, moving in time with her strides so that she was always about two feet ahead. She peered at the other Sunset’s face closely, studying the knit between her brows, the twitch in her eye, the tightness at the corner of her lips. 



The other Sunset looked like she was in pain.



“Well that makes sense. Living life was such a pain, I’m sorta glad I’m dead,” Sunset said out loud before she could stop herself. The living Sunset didn’t even seem to notice she was there at all. “So that Pinkie girl can see and hear me but you can’t, can you? That’s weird. But then again, this whole thing is weird. I’m a ghost and you’re an awkward biker girl clone of me. How does that even work? We can’t both be Sunset Shimmer, and I’m not about to let anyone call me Shimmer. You can have that name.” 



Sunset didn’t realize she’d stopped moving throughout her rant until her living doppelganger-- Shimmer-- walked right through her body. Unlike all the other times before, Sunset shuddered at the contact, and saw flashes of a winged, demonic version of herself getting blasted by a rainbow. It could’ve easily been another doppelganger, but somehow Sunset knew the demon and Shimmer were the same person.



“What the hell?” Sunset asked loudly. “What's up with that?”



Shimmer stopped walking. Sunset perked up, thinking her double had finally heard her. But Shimmer simply fished out a key from her pocket to open a door, still oblivious to her non-corporeal self.



Shimmer’s apartment was rundown and sparsely decorated. There was a bed, a couch, a coffee table, a fridge, and nothing much else. Sunset would’ve mistaken it for one of those transient room-for-rent spaces, if it weren’t for the school books scattered on the coffee table.



Sunset felt like a creep watching Shimmer go about the rest of her day, but curiosity got the better of her. She wanted to know what her earlier vision meant, what the demon had to do with anything. More importantly, she wanted to know more about her doppelganger.



Shimmer’s afternoon was mostly spent on studying thermodynamics while punk rock and classical music played on her phone. Afterwards, she prepared her dinner, comprised of vegetables with a side of more vegetables. 



“I can’t believe how boring this other me is!” Sunset cried, pulling and tearing at her hair. “If you don’t have enough cash, you could just eat-and-run at the nearest steakhouse. That’s what I would do. But this is... You’re just so... Blah!”



Once done with dinner, Shimmer headed to the bed area and stripped down to her underwear. She rummaged through the drawers, cursed under her breath, then went about the apartment dressed like that. Sunset figured she either misplaced her change of clothes or forgot everything was in the laundry. 



Sunset wasn’t surprised her double was smoking hot, and spent a moment admiring her double’s body-- the toned muscles, the soft curves, the dip of her spine on her lower back. She frowned when she glimpsed scar tissue on her double’s back, hidden under hair. She floated over for a closer look and saw two deep lines running along between her double’s shoulder blades. She was about to touch one of the scars, when her non-corporeal body seized up. The world twisted around and she felt like she was being sucked in through a straw. Everything exploded into a rainbow of colors and there was a deafening screech in her ears. 



When Sunset came to, she could no longer see Shimmer. Someone was screaming and it chilled her to the bone.



It took a moment to realize the one screaming was herself.



She patted herself down, inspecting her body. But there was no mistaking it. Somehow she was in Shimmer’s underwear-clad and very much alive body.



She tried to scream some more but she was out of air and ended up coughing instead.



“Oh crap! Oh crap! I'm so sorry!” she cried between coughs. “I didn’t mean to possess you!” 



“You better be! Where do you get off on taking somepony else’s body?” 



“Somepony?” Sunset looked around for the voice that spoke, but she couldn’t find its source. 



“Somebody! I meant-- You know what? Buck this. Yes, I’m a magical pony-turned-human. You’re in my body and I want you out.”



“You’re... Sunset Shimmer?”



“You don’t even know the name of the person you body-snatched?” the voice sounded exasperated. “That’s low.”



“Yes. I mean, no. I mean, I know you’re Sunset Shimmer because I’m Sunset Shimmer too.”



“...What?”



“My name is Sunset Shimmer. I’m human. And I’m dead.”



“Great. Just great. I got body-snatched by this world’s version of me.”



“Hey, I already said I didn’t mean to. And I’m not exactly thrilled to find out there’s another me running around either.”



“What are you even doing here? If you’re dead, shouldn’t you be, well, dead?”



“The afterlife committee had some trouble deciding where to put my soul, so they gave me a second chance.”



“Second chance to what? Come back to life with my body?”



“I said that was an accident!” 



“Whatever. Just give my body back so I could get on with my life, while you go back to... wherever dead people go.” 



“Even if I want to, I can’t! I don’t even know how I got into your body in the first place.”



“So you’re saying we’re stuck like this?”



“Yes!”



"Well that's just fan-fucking-tastic!"



They both fell silent, save for the heavy breaths leaving Sunset Shimmer’s mouth as she shivered from the cold.



“So... what now?” human Sunset asked. 



The voice-- pony Sunset-- sighed. “I know I’m gonna regret saying this, but if we’re stuck like this... I guess we have no choice but work together.”



“That’s it then?”



“What more do you want from me?”



“Nothing, nothing. I’m just...” Sunset shrugged. “Thanks, I guess.”



“Whatever.” The voice huffed. “Now let’s get some clothes before my body catches a cold. We have a lot to talk about if we’re gonna do this right.”



“Right." Sunset nodded. "Alright, let’s do this.”
      

      
   
      Moving On


      

      
      
         I was loved once. 



That might be hard to believe, looking at me as I am now. Laid up in a dark, dingy alley amid the garbage cans and refuse. My fur matted or missing, my hair a tangled mess, soaked through by an earlier Hearth Warming Eve drizzle. No, I wasn’t always like this. I can remember better times. So many better times. 



My memory is quite good, after all. It always has been.



Why, I can even remember my very first day…










It was dark. I remember that. It had been dark for a very long time. But I knew the future would be different. I could feel it. There was a steady sound of hoofbeats around me, and excited voices. And suddenly the whole world was moving and shaking! And there was light, bright white light…



And then a pair of giant hooves reached down to lift me up out of my box.



“Awwwww! She’s so adorable! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” 



That was my first owner speaking. Sparkling Dreams was her name, and I was her favorite Hearths Warming present. She wasted no time lifting me up to her face and nuzzling my soft plush body, and I could practically feel her love and happiness inside me, warming my stuffing as she squeezed me.



“Thank Santa Hooves, Honey.” Miss Sparkling’s Mom gently admonished. “He’s the one who brought you the doll after all, since you’ve been such a good little filly this year.”



“Okay Mommy! Me and Molly will go write him a thank you letter right now!” Sparkling was practically jumping in place as she held me against her barrel. 



Her excitement was contagious, and I’d have been jumping up and down too, if I could have. I couldn’t of course, so I settled for dangling from her foreleg, and thinking happy, excited thoughts. 



“Molly? Who’s Molly, sweatheart?” Mister Sparkling’s Dad asked. 



“That’s her name of course! Molly! And we’re going to be best friends!” She said with a giggle and another warm hug. 



I loved Sparkle’s hugs. I loved everything about my Sparkle. 










I later learned that ‘Molly’ was an odd name for a pony, but a perfectly acceptable one for a doll. I was very partial to it myself, though I might be a tad biased. 



After that first Hearth’s Warming, Sparkling and I were inseparable. We’d do everything together! We played dress up, had tea parties, tried out new hairstyles. Sometimes we’d be royalty, and go to fancy parties and lavish balls! We’d even meet Princess Celestia sometimes! (It’s very important that one learn to curtsy properly when meeting royalty!)



We’d also go on trips sometimes! The long ones to Grandma’s house were rare. But short trips to the park were common. We’d spend hours walking around the park, discovering secret places in bushes, or searching for pirate treasure around the pond. And, of course, having picnics in the royal gardens!



It wasn’t always just the two of us though. Sometimes we’d meet other fillies and colts there and play together with them. There would be other dolls there too sometimes, keeping their owners company.



Sometimes we'd have big tea parties with the other fillies and dollies, or play house together. And Sparkling would play with the other dolls too. But I knew she was just being polite and a gracious host. She never strayed far from me, and she always asked my opinion on things first. And when we went home she’d carry me into bed and snuggle up against me, giving me a kiss and telling me goodnight before we fell asleep. 



I do so miss those goodnight kisses. 












Sparkling Dreams and I went on like that for years. And those were beautiful, wonderful years. But as time passed, Sparkling spoke to me less and less. She didn’t always consult me, asking for me opinion on things. And sometimes she’d leave me behind for a little while. She didn’t forget about me! Good gracious, no! At least, not then… But we weren’t quite as inseparable as we once were.



It was around this time that Sparkling’s little brother, Ordered Rank, began sneaking off with me when he could.



Oh, not that I ever minded! Ordered would carry me off and put me in front of his little lines of toy guardsmen. He’d be a big, important Captain, and I’d be his sergeant, delivering his orders and leading the mares and stallions into battle with dangerous monsters and ancient foes!



It was a lot different than the usual tea parties with Sparkling, Mr. Binky the bear, and Princess Celestia, that was for sure. Though Princess Celestia would still show up sometimes, to give us commendations for a job well done.



No, I never minded playing with Ordered. Our games and adventures made him so happy, and that filled me with so much warmth and happiness! I do wish, however, that he’d been a bit less rough in his playing. And that he’d get Sparkling’s permission to borrow me before doing so. Because my owner most certainly did mind when he ‘borrowed’ me. 



 (Sparkling would claim he was ‘stealing’ me. I always felt that was a very harsh term, however. After all, I loved both of them so very much, how could I consider spending time with either of them ‘stealing?’)



Ordered’s roughness did cause quite a row between them one time, when a bit of… vigorous play resulted in one of my seams getting popped. I remember how scared I was when some of my stuffing started to come out. Ordered was worried too, I could tell. But nowhere near as frightened and upset as Sparkling was. As soon as she found out, she rushed me to her parents, tears in her eyes. 



Thank goodness Miss Sparkling’s Mom was so good with a needle and thread. She had me restuffed and sewn back up in no time, no worse for wear! Well, okay. If I’m being honest, I was a little worse for wear. My fur was getting a bit worn in places, where I’d been hugged and nuzzled. My tail had lost a few threads over the years, and had accumulated a few minor stains here and there. And my left button eye was beginning to work loose. 



But all in all, I felt I was in excellent shape! And I wouldn’t have traded a single hug or cuddle for a perfectly new body! 



Besides, Sparkling didn’t care if I was a little worn. She was still my best friend, and that was all that mattered.










Sparkling was a lot more careful with me after that. I spent most of my time up on a shelf in her bedroom, out of Ordered Rank’s reach. I appreciated her care and concern, I truly did. But it was awfully quiet up there. Sparkling and I hardly talked anymore, and almost never played games or went on adventures. It was… peaceful.



So I stayed quiet and I watched as Sparking grew bigger and bigger. Things changed. She painted her room new colors. Pictures of flutter-ponies and castles were replaced with posters for something called ‘colt-bands’ and fashion models. And Sparkling spent more and more time out of the house, and less in her bedroom with me. 



When she entered the room with a cardboard box one day, I wasn’t worried. We’d gone through this several times over the years, when Sparkling felt it was time for a change. Other toys and dollies were boxed up and moved out as furniture was shifted around. But I was always put out on her bed to watch, and returned to pride of place on her shelf. 



But not this time. This time she picked me up and smiled at me. Then she hugged me close. 



“Goodbye Molly.” she whispered. 



And then she gently lowered me into the box. 










I didn’t, couldn’t understand it. We were best friends, weren’t we? Had I done something wrong? And if so, what? 



If there were answers to be found, they weren’t in the box with me. And so I rested. And waited. 










Eventually my new home rustled and rumbled once again. And when the box was finally opened I looked up to see the faces of Mister Sparkling’s Dad and Miss Sparkling’s Mom once more. Though they looked… older and a bit more careworn than I recall them being when last saw them. 



“Look honey, it’s Sparkling’s old doll! What was her name again?” Mister Sparkling’s Dad carefully extracted me from the other toys in the box. 



“Molly, dear. Her name is Molly. Remember how inseparable they were when Sparkling was a filly? Awwww, it was so adorable.” She sighed. “They grow up so fast.”



“They sure do. I’m sure Sparkling would want to hang onto her, if she knew we’d found her...” Mister Sparkling’s Father trailed off, and I could feel my heart fluttering in my stuffing. Of course Sparkling would remember me! We were best friends! 



“I’m sure she would. But the poor thing would just end up in a box again someday. Molding away in the attic. 



“Right you are, dear. Better to donate her, so she can make some other filly happy.” 



And with that happy thought, I found myself nestled into a different box, and once again sealed up in darkness. 










I really didn’t know what to think about this new change in circumstances  



On the one hoof, I was being separated from Sparkling Dreams. Sparkling was my best friend! No, my whole world! 



But… I’d already been separated from her. For a long time even. Clearly I had done something wrong. But maybe… Maybe I’d get a second chance? Surely if I could figure out what I’d done wrong with Sparkling, I could fix it this time! 



My stuffing fluttered with excitement at the thought!










My box passed through several sets of hooves after that. They were all kind and gentle, but none of them were my new best friend. They were all older stallions and mares, and they all spent a few moments examining me, separating me out from one pile of dolls and into another before moving me on. 



Eventually I ended up in yet another box with a hoofful of other dollies and toys. And the pony that opened the box this time was an old, matronly mare who smiled down on us.



I liked her smile. It was warm.



“Oh, the little colts and fillies will be so happy to see all of you.” She murmered, before carrying us into the next room.



“Children!” I heard her call. “Come gather round! Some kind souls have donated new toys for you to play with!”



I couldn’t see anything but the ceiling from my vantage point, but I could hear the scrambling of hooves. lots of little hooves. I will admit to having been puzzled at the time. I was wondering how anypony could have a family that big! 



Then my box was placed on the ground, and all I could see was a sea of happy, excited, smiling faces looking down on me. 



It was pandemonium for a few moments, as everypony reached down to grab something. But after a few moments of confusion, I found myself hugged between the wing and barrel of a little yellow pegasus filly. Sparkling had never held me like that, since she didn’t have wings. It was different.



“Awwww! What a cute dolly!” My new owner (Banana Pudding, I learned her name was) gushed. 



Yes, it felt different to be held by her. But in all the important ways, it felt the same. 










I am embarrassed to admit that it took me some time to realize the nature of the institution I had ended up in. For the longest time I tried to figure out how one family had produced so many colts and fillies of such similar ages, all at once. It seemed… impractical. 



But it all made sense once I understood what an orphanage was. 



A place for orphans. 



A place for colts and fillies who had lost their moms and dads. 



A place filled with foals who desperately needed love and cuddles and a friend to listen to their problems and dry their tears. 



I never regretted a single instant I spent with Sparkling Dreams or Ordered Ranks. I loved, and still love the both of them to the very depths of my plush, fluffy heart. But this place… This place was filled with so many fillies and colts just like them. And all of them needed a friend, playmate, confidant, and snuggle buddy. And my greatest regret was that I could only be with one foal at a time. 



Oh, it wasn’t perfect of course. The orphanage was a far more… rough and tumble place than I was used to. Sometimes ponies even fought over who received the pleasure of my company! (Thankfully the scuffles never lasted long before Miss Open Heart broke them up.) And there were always new ponies coming in (and what a tragedy each new arrival was!) and old ponies leaving (A much happier, if somewhat bittersweet occasion.)



I always tried to spend my time with the newest members of our little family. They always needed the most love and comforting. I think Miss Open Heart could see that, because I was often given to the new arrivals to help ease their transition. 



I remember each and every one of them, of course. Banana Pudding. Mystery. Double Shot, Magnum, Curly Fry, and so, so many others. I loved each and every one of them so very much, and I know they all loved me just as much in return. 



We spent so much time doing so many things! We explored jungles and dungeons and castles! We dressed up in fancy clothes and tried different hairstyles. We went to parties and balls and on picnics! And, of course, there were lots and lots of tea parties! Often attended by Princess Celestia, of course! 



I received many different names as well of course. The sorts of silly nonsense names fillies give dollies. Like Elisa and Belle and Jasmine and, oh, loads of others! (I’ve always remained partial to Molly though.) And sometimes, especially to the littlest ones, I was Momma or Dadda, the names whispered in their sleep as they snuggled against me in the lonely nights. 



There was no time spent sitting on a shelf, just watching. Not here.



At least, not at first. 



Not for a long time, really.



But eventually….










Eventually… All things come to an end I suppose.



Years of grasping hooves have worn my fur smooth and bare. My tail is little more than a few threads. My left button eye is missing. Not that it has matched my right for ages. I’m covered in patches and needle holes, and my stuffing is squashed. And I’ve accumulated more than my fair share of stains over my years of service. As painful as it is to admit, I'm no longer in as great a shape as I once was. 



And then, yesterday, the day before Hearth’s Warming, some kind soul donated a huge box of brand new toys and dolls to the orphanage. I bear no ire or ill will towards the provider of such a wonderful gift. I feel only happiness that there are such generous ponies out there. And, of course, I don’t begrudge the children the chance to play with new toys and dolls! They deserve all the happiness and joy such a gift will bring them.



But, with the arrival of new toys, room must be made for them. And the only way to do that, is to clear out the old, worn out toys. 



Old worn out toys like me.



And so I found myself in a cardboard box for one last time. Carried outside with all the other discarded toys. Miss Open Heart (her face a bit more worn and wrinkled than when I had first seen her all those years ago) placed the box down beside the trashcan in the alley behind the orphanage. 



She looked down at me with a small, sad smile, and gave me one last pat on the head. “You’ve been good toys, all of you. You’ve made a lot of foals very happy. Thank you.” She whispered before turning and walking back inside. 



It was nice to be recognized, one last time.










So now I lay here, in the place where all things eventually end up. Worn, ragged, and damp, surrounded by refuse, awaiting my final fate. 



I don’t regret my role in life. And I think I’ve made the best of the time I’ve had. I’ve loved and been loved by so many foals. How could I regret even a moment of that?



I just wish I had some idea of what comes next. What am I supposed to do now? 



I’m still pondering that question when the sound of hoofsteps come down the alleyway. Which is rather strange. It’s Hearth Warming Eve. Surely the trash ponies are at home with their families tonight? 



“Well well well, what have we here?” A pair of antlers are suddenly hovering over my box. A pair of antlers framing a large, jolly reindeer’s face. “I knew I sensed something special, and it seems I was right, wasn’t I my little doll?.” 



Hello there sir. It’s nice to meet you. But I’m sure you’re mistaken. I’m nothing special. Just a worn out old doll. I replied.



“My, you’re certainly a polite one, aren’t you?” He smiled and chuckled, and his antlers glowed faintly as he levitated me before him. “But I assure you, you are something special indeed.”



Well, one must be polite when one has a many tea parties with princesses as I have. But I really don’t see what’s so special about me. I’m just a doll.



“Ah, but no doll is just a doll to the child that loves them. And sometimes, with all that love, miracles happen. And a simple toy becomes something more. Something special.” 



Oh. I took a few moments to consider that. Well, even if that is true, how would anypony know a doll i special?



"Well, in truth nopony 'knows' that a doll or toy is 'special.' Oh, they certainly notice the difference, in their hearts. But only the youngest truly 'know.'" He smiled back down at me. "And I know of course! But I'm hardly a Pony, now am I! And besides, knowing things like that is job! Ho ho ho! He laughed merrily, his cheeks bouncing as he smiled down at me. 



Oh, I see. So if you know about dolls like me... I hesitantly continued. Then do you know what happens to me now?



“Oh, that’s easy my little doll. Now you can come back to my workshop with me. My reindeer will be so very happy to meet you and fix you. Why, you'll be as good as new in no time flat!” 



Really? I could feel warmth and hope deep inside my worn out stuffing at the thought.



“Really. And then you can return to bringing comfort and happiness to foals once more.” Mister Reindeer gently floated me to the saddlebags hanging on his sides, carefully placing me so that my head and forehooves were hanging over the edge. 



“So, what’s your name little dolly? I’m afraid I have quite a few stops to make this evening before I head back to my workshop, and I can hardly call you ‘Doll’ all night long.” 



My name is Molly. I replied. I know it’s a rather silly name, but it’s mine.



Mister Reindeer just grinned and laughed.



“Ho ho ho! With a name like ‘Kringle’ I can hardly call anyone else’s name silly, now can I Molly?” 



And then he touched a hoof to his nose, and we were airborne despite Mr. Reindeer’s conspicuous lack of wings.










That was a year ago. And Mister Kringle was as good as his word. 



His workers were very nice and kind. And very happy to see me! They made me a brand new body, just as good as my original.  They’d offered to make me a different body. A porcelain doll perhaps, or an action figure if I had wanted it. But I declined.



Porcelain and plastic were just too hard and too cold. I wanted to warm and soft. So little fillies and colts could snuggle up to me and hold me tight. 



I spent a whole year in the Workshop after they fixed me. But I wasn’t bored, oh no! Every day the Reindeer talked to me or played with me. And there were other toys there, toys like me! We talked every day, sharing stories about the ponies we’d met and loved, telling each other about the different places we’d been and the games we’d played. 



I learned a lot from the other toys. Laying here in the darkness of my box, I can hardly wait for a chance to put all I’ve learned to good use. It won’t be long now. I can hear the clippity-clop of excited little hooves running around outside. 



My fluffy little heart is pounding in excitement and anticipation. Soon I’ll have another chance to bring laughter and happiness to a foal’s life. And I know that even if I get worn out or damaged, Mister Kringle and his friends will always be there to fix me back up, so I can return to help those who need me.



The sound of paper ripping is quickly followed by blinding bright light as my box is opened. And then I’m being squished against the barrel of an excited little filly.



“Oh, she’s wonderful!”



Warmth fills my stuffing. 



It’s good to be home. 
      

      
   
      Could-Have-Been


      

      
      
         “Letter for you, Rainbow Dash,” Ditzy called, hovering at a distance.



“Bring it on over, Ditzy!” Rainbow raised a hoof from where she was lounging outside her cloud house, waving her in closer.



Ditzy flew over and hoofed off the letter she was holding. “Here you go.”



“Thanks!”



“Anytime.” Ditzy nodded with a big smile before she flew away.



Rainbow leaned back on her cloud and sighed contentedly. It was a good morning. Perfect weather, a day off to relax, and now, to top it off...



She looked at the envelope and smiled. “Huh. Griffonstone. Haven’t heard from there in a while.” Her hoof slid easily under the flap, tearing open the seal, and she wriggled out the sheets of paper inside and unfolded them.



Reclining on the clouds and warm sunshine while holding the letter up in front of herself, she started reading.



Hey dweeb.



If you’re reading this, you’re not gonna believe what happened...



Rainbow kept going. After the first few lines, she suddenly sat upright. Her smile faded, eyes going wide while all the blood drained from her face.



“Oh, fuck!” The words slipped out half-consciously on her breath.



Fighting her instinct to respond in a physical way—to fly, to fight, to do something—Rainbow Dash forced herself to keep reading as quickly as she could, hoping desperately that this was some sort of mistake, or a joke. This has to be a bad prank, she thought, holding the paper with shaking hooves.



After she reached the end and found that it was not, she dropped the letter and bolted.








Minutes later, Rainbow Dash burst into the map room of the crystal palace. “Twilight, just letting you know I’m gonna be out of town, because I gotta go somewhere!” She announced. “Now!”



Twilight was sitting at the table and reading from a thick book. “Umm, okay.” She looked up at Rainbow with a confused stare. “Where?”



“Griffonstone!” Rainbow replied.



“And why?” Twilight continued.



“Ugh!” Rainbow let out an exasperated huff and rolled her eyes impatiently. “Gilda!”



“Rainbow, maybe you should slow down,” Twilight suggested, staring at Rainbow Dash with one eyebrow half-raised. “What about Gilda? Just take your time and explain. Did something happen? Is she alright?”



Rainbow’s mouth opened, then closed. She stood as still as a statue for a moment, before her eyes went from determined to defocused. Her chest deflated and her legs shook. Then her mouth opened again, slowly, and she forced out words.



“She’s dead, Twi.” Rainbow sank to her haunches and sniffed down tears, wiping her watering eyes. “She’s dead.”



“Oh, no. Rainbow...” Twilight walked over and pulled her into a hug, wrapping her in her wings. Rainbow Dash finally crumbled into quiet wordless sobs.








Griffonstone looked different. That was what Rainbow Dash noticed the most, and what she tried to make herself think about to keep her mind from wandering to... other things. It was hard enough to find distractions on train ride here and the hike up the mountain. She just wanted to let her brain tune out and turn off for a while and get some relief.



The last time she’d been here with Pinkie Pie, she reminisced, the eyries had been falling apart, the palace was on the verge of being a ruin, and the library was already one. The whole place was “a dump,” as Pinkie had put it at first sight. She hadn’t been able to argue with that assessment.



But she could see after walking around for a bit that the griffins had really turned things around since then. The streets weren’t littered with loose straw and sticks anymore. The buildings all looked structurally sound now, too, which was good because she was about to have to go into one, an office right across the way.



Rainbow Dash approached, then steeled herself before she pushed the door open and entered.



“Hello,” a female griffin with a gyrfalcon front half and leopard-spot back half said from behind a desk. “Can I help you?”



“Are you...” Rainbow thought for a second before remembering the name. “Germane? Gilda’s executor?”



“Yeah, that’s me.” Germane nodded. “She said a pony should be coming around eventually.”



“Well, I’m here,” Rainbow Dash said.



“Great.” Germane stood up and extended a claw. Rainbow Dash reached out and accepted the hoofshake. “Why don’t you sit down?” Germane motioned to an empty chair in front of her desk.



“I’m Rainbow Dash, by the way.” Rainbow Dash sat. “So, just to be upfront, I’ve never done this before. All I know is I got a letter telling me to come here and ask for you, but it didn’t explain a whole lot. What happens now? And what’s an executor, exactly, anyway?”



“Heh.” Germane smiled dully for a second. “Alright. Well, to start with that, it means Gilda hired me to tie up her loose ends and make sure some last instructions she left get carried out.”



“Oh. Like, a will?”



“Kinda, but a bit different,” Germane explained. “Gilda didn’t have a written will in the formal sense. Didn’t really make sense, since she didn’t have much of anything to leave behind that needed one. She mostly just had some directions for her...”



Germane trailed off.



“What to do with her now that she’s dead,” Rainbow Dash said flatly.



“Yeah.” Germane nodded. “Yeah, that.”



“Her letter said that much, at least. Let’s get this over with.”



“Alright. I guess we can get right down to it, if you want.” Germane got up and picked up a small stoneware urn with a lid on it from a shelf on the wall behind her. She set it in front of her on the desk.



“These are her...” She covered her beak with a claw and coughed delicately, while looking away. “Um, mortal remains. Her ashes. I’m sorry, I don’t, uh. I don’t know if there’s any more sensitive way I can phrase that.”



Rainbow Dash sat still, and silent, and stared at the urn. Suddenly she was numb. Everything felt unreal. This wasn’t really happening. What was this thing in front of her?



Time rolled along in an awkward, stilted silence that Dash was aware of but felt strangely dissociated from, like she was watching this all happen from outside.



“I’m sorry for your loss,” Germane offered.



Without a word of reply, Rainbow Dash stood, picked up the urn, and walked out.



She could only barely remember doing that, and nothing afterwards. Everything was a haze until she found herself back in her hotel room, crying her eyes out into a pillow until she was finally drained enough to fall asleep.



She caught the first train out the next morning, before the sun had even risen. She didn’t want to stick around long enough for the daylight to let her see any more of the new Griffonstone.








Reaching the west Equestrian coast had taken Rainbow Dash a lot of trouble; a couple days’ travel by train and then nearly another whole day’s flight on her own wings once there weren’t any more tracks to ride.



But here she was, she made it. It was a beautiful place. Waves rolled in a slow rhythm, one after another, while Rainbow Dash sat on the rocks above them, while the urn sat next to her. “Well, here we are,” she declared, turning to address it. “This is where you wanted me to take you. The edge of the world, the end of everything. Just so I can scatter your dumb ashes.”



“Heh.” Rainbow Dash snickered at her own bad pun momentarily. “Dumb ashes...” After a few seconds, the smirk on her face died and she sobered before fading off into silence and resuming watching the waves. They washed in and out, in and out, over and over again, and she let herself be mesmerized by the slow, steady, crashing pulse of the world.



Not wanting to move, she just sat and watched those waves. They rolled along ceaselessly until the sun was about to set, sinking down into the horizon to the west, leaving golden light glittering on the swells of water as they rose and fell.



But she knew she couldn’t stay forever.



“Gotta get this over with,” she muttered, finally willing herself to act before the world grew dark. She grabbed the urn, then flew lethargically up about a dozen meters.



This was the point of no return. Wincing, she reluctantly let the urn go.



It fell, tumbling through the air for a little over a second before smashing into the rocks below and shattering. A cloud of grey dust burst out and billowed away into the air, spraying in every direction. It hung heavy and opaque for just a moment before dissipating into the wind.



“I guess that’s the end of your world, G,” Rainbow said, watching it all go. “And it’s the end of a piece of mine, too.”








Rainbow Dash poked her head into the map room. “Twilight?”



“Hi Rainbow,” Twilight said. “Good to have you back in Ponyville.”



“It’s good to be back. Wasn’t exactly a fun trip, but I got everything done that needed getting done, so... at least it’s all taken care of now.”



“I’m sorry again about Gilda,” Twilight said. “How are you holding up? Doing alright?”



“Yeah.” Rainbow Dash nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be okay.”



“Anything you want to talk about, I’m here,” Twilight offered.



“Eh.” Rainbow Dash shrugged and sighed. “Not really much to talk about. She got sick, she died. I don’t know what else to say.”



“Well, I meant, you know, more about you,” Twilight clarified. “But as far as that goes, did you find out what it was?”



“I did, but it was some big word I don’t really remember,” Rainbow Dash said. “Basically something about her blood, something wrong in her bone marrow. Her cells turned bad. There was no way to stop it.”



“Oh.” Twilight paused. “Oh, I see. I’m sorry, Rainbow.”



“It wasn’t something quick.” Rainbow Dash was silent for a few seconds. “She knew, Twi. She knew she was sick for months. But she didn’t tell me, not ‘til after she was gone.”



“Do you wish she had?”



“I don’t know.” Rainbow shook her head. “At first, I was mad. Really mad. At first I did wish she’d told me. Like, why would you not tell people?”



“And are you still mad at her?”



“Nah.” Rainbow shrugged. “I had a lot of time to think while I was traveling. But when I did, I just kept going over could-have-beens in my head. I kept having these fantasies about how it could have been different, you know? What I would have done differently, what I would have said, whatever. If there was more time. If I had just known. If I had just been there.”



“Yeah?”



“Yeah.” Rainbow nodded. “I felt pretty cheated at first, too. I felt like I deserved to know. But, then, I started realizing some stuff. I think I know why she didn’t tell me.”



“Why do you think?”



“Because what good would it have done?” Rainbow Dash asked. “For all those could-have-beens, what would have been the point to any of them? There was nothing that was gonna cure her. What really would have happened if she’d send a letter that said, ‘oh, hey, by the way, I’ve only got a couple months left. But nevermind that, how’ve you been?’ She knew how that would have gone over.”



“Probably not well,” Twilight guessed.



“After a while, I realized that she did me a huge favor, in her own way,” Rainbow said. “I think she must have thought about it pretty carefully. She had to decide what her last days were gonna be like for everypony who knew her. And yeah, she could tell me, and I would be a totally bummed out, scared, desperate, nervous wreck, trying to find some crazy way to fix her even though it wasn’t gonna happen, and I’d spend every second of those last months being miserable and probably making her miserable because of it. Or...”



“Or... not.” Twilight nodded.



“Yeah,” Rainbow agreed. “Or not. She could just not say anything, and I wouldn’t have to go through that. So she didn’t. And I guess that was easiest on everypony.”



“Still, I guess that does rob you of your chance to say some things you might have wanted to,” Twilight said.



“Nah, not really.” Rainbow Dash thought for a moment. “That’s more of those could-have-beens, but... you know, we grew up together. We knew each other well enough that I kinda think Gilda already knew anything I would have said anyway. So I don’t even think that matters.”



“So you’re okay?”

 

“No. I’m not.” Rainbow Dash shook her head. “Not even a little bit.”



She walked over to the map table and flopped her head down on it. Her back slouched and her wings drooped. “Someday, Twilight. Not yet. But someday.”
      

      
   
      Lily's Letter


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Twilight Under the Bodhi Tree


      

      
      
         Glitter’s eyes scanned the page. Her brow creased; her lips pursed. Still, it was nonsense.



	“‘Discord laughed, and picked up Celestia by her tail. “My dear, it’s clear.” The spirit of chaos twisted her around in a small circle, the princess giving a disgruntled groan. “We’re dead, or halfway there.”



	Celestia smirked, and reached to the table next to her, picking up the glass that was on the table and balancing it delicately in her hoof.”



	Glitter flipped the page. This is where the bookmark was. She didn’t know how far Twilight had gotten here. The bookmark was all the only hint she had.



	“‘“This could be the last drink for you and me,” Celestia said,’” Glitter found herself reading along softly. “‘Her muzzle breaking slightly into what Discord immediately misconstrued to be a smile as he took the glass from her. “Don’t swallow.”’”



	Glitter stopped reading as she heard the doors to the library open from a few rows down. “Glitter?” came the familiar voice of Spike the Dragon. “Glitter, is that you?”



	“Yeah! I’m down a few rows!”



	She heard his claws clatter across the crystal flagstone, Spike lumbering into view not a moment later. It was bizarre, seeing how much he had grown since she was a foal. He had barely been half a pony’s size, and now he was twice as tall as her, and three times as broad. He was truly becoming a sight to behold—he was even a foot taller than Princess Ember at this point.



	“There you are! I was looking all over for you. Starlight found some things up in one of the attics that she thought you might want to have a look at.”



	Glitter looked up from the book. “Oh?”



	“Some old paintings, and some boxes of your baby clothes, and stuff,” Spike said with a nod. “She figured that you would want to take a look at it before she let the rest of the girls in on it.”



	Glitter shrugged. “Sure. I’ll go up in a second.”



	Spike took a few reverberating steps over towards Glitter, craning his neck to get a better look at what she was looking at. “What’s that you’re reading?”



	Glitter held up the book for Spike to see; upon the cover was a faded and ornate printing of Discord curled around the trunk a large, ancient looking fig tree with a goblinoid grin besmirching his face. “It’s called ‘Discord Under The Bodhi Tree’. Evidently, it was what she was reading when...” 



Glitter trailed off. Spike looked down at the floor for a moment, then looked back up at her, a flickering half-smile on his face.



“What’s it about?”



“It’s mostly a collection of short stories about Discord being an ass,” Glitter said bluntly. Spike laughed. Glitter’s expression remained unchanged as she continued. “This one that she stopped on is really strange, though.”



“Strange how?”



“Discord and Celestia formed some sort of bizarre suicide pact,” Glitter said. “I think. The author of this one lived about fifty years ago, when that whole Celestia’s Light Cult thing was going on. Suppose that was the inspiration. All these stories were written before Discord returned and reformed, though, so it’s actually kind of interesting to see how he’s portrayed by these authors. He’s a lot more charming, if sadistic, when drawing from his mythical portrayals instead of his true-to-life ones. Still, having grown up around him... whole thing comes off as surreal, if anything.”



Spike’s smile was somewhat stronger now. “Seems like you’re really into it.”



Glitter made a strange expression, like she had just tried to swallow a golf ball. “Yeah. I mean, I don’t know. I found it on her bedside, and I was just curious, I guess. Not entirely certain how I feel about the last story she read being that one, though.”



“Yeah. It’s a bit grim, I’d imagine.”



Glitter sighed. “It’s nothing to fret about, I guess.” She closed the book, setting it down on one of now desolate-shelves. She stared at it, her eyes traveling to where the bookmark was. The bookmark which just so happened to be a faded, but still intact, purple feather.



“Something eating at you?” Spike asked.



“Yeah, some dragon keeps butting into my business.”



	Spike snorted. “Sorry. Guess it’s a crime to care about my friends now.”



	“If you actually cared,” Glitter snapped. “You’d get together with Starlight, and both of you would have a nice long chat with me about everything.”



	Spike looked as though Glitter had just bucked him dead in the chest with both her hind legs full-force. “Glitter,” he started softly. “You know that Princess Celestia wants—”



	“Why do we care so much about what Celestia wants?” Glitter spat, uttering “Celestia” as though it were a filthy insult.



	“Glitter, I know you’re hurting, but I can’t help if you’re just going to fight me every step of the way.”



	Glitter took a deep breath, her body shaking slightly as if she’d just experienced a violently blustery wind.



	“I just wish she hadn’t left me alone here,” Glitter found herself saying before she could stop herself. Almost immediately, she felt Spike’s grip tighten on her arm.



	“She didn’t.” Glitter refused to look at him, instead focusing on a spot on the floor where a small crack had formed. “We’re still here. And you know she didn’t want to leave.”



	“I know. I shouldn’t have said anything.” Glitter inhaled deeply, and gently pressed her hoof into Spike’s claw. He loosened his grasp, and she took a few paces away from him. “Sometimes though, I just think...”



	“Just think what?” Spike’s voice carried a tinge of a rumble, something she had only properly had directed at her once and the mere memory of which still made her legs twitch despite themselves.



	Glitter groaned, pressing her hoof into her temple as her brow furrowed, her eyes closing.



	




	“Starlight? What are you doing here? I thought you left to go deal with that friendship problem the Princesses were having fifteen minutes ago!”



	Glitter looked around the room awkwardly. “Uh. Mom?”



	Twilight was not happy; she had both her hooves placed on the sides of her chair, pressed so firmly into the armrests that her forelegs quivered slightly. Her eyes were narrowed, and it almost seemed as if the entire temperature of the room had dropped. Honestly, it very well could have—her horn was sparking like Spike’s mouth after he’d eaten his own “Thirteen Fists Of Fire” nacho blend.



	“I’m not in the mood for games, Starlight. Why aren’t haven’t you left already? This is a matter of catastrophic importance! What if the princesses get into a fight? What if they’re escalating it the point of allowing nightmare moon or daybreaker to come out again? What if they’re having a magic duel right now for supremacy? What if Luna doesn’t appreciate Celestia’s cooking? You have to go right now!”



“That doesn’t... Mom? I’m not Starlight. I’m your daughter, Glitter.”



Twilight looked dead into Glitter’s eyes. Glitter felt her heart skip a beat when  “Starlight. I am not playing around. If you won’t go...” Glitter’s breath formed a cloud in the sudden cold, but that wasn’t why she gasped. Her mother’s horn was sparkling and crackling, her eyes clouding over with that strange, white mist...



“M-Mom?” Glitter took a step back, her breath catching in her throat. Stay calm stay calm stay calm stay calm stay calm stay calm stay calm stay calm stay calm— “Mom! Starlight’s in Manehattan right now! Don’t you remem—”



“Starlight Glimmer,” Twilight's voice boomed throughout the room at a deafening volume, her body beginning to slowly rise up into the air as her eyes went completely blank. A spiral of energy began to wrap itself around her body from her horn like an incandescent, effervescent snake made of platinum smoke. “For brainwashing and enslaving countless ponies, and conspiring to usurp the princesses’ power, and for seeking to unravel all past, present, and future, I sentence you to—”



“Easy there, Twi,” came Spike’s gentle voice. The dragon had appeared almost from nowhere, bundled in his arms a thick lilac and azure blanket. He gently wrapped it around Twilight's body, slowly cocooning her and dragging her down through the air. Twilight struggled for a moment, the atmosphere in the room fluctuating rapidly between a boiling sauna and a deep freezer several dozen times over the span of the next few seconds. Spike kept his grip on her, however, and softly eased her into back into her chair. He wrapped his large, strong arms around her, holding Twilight in a tight but careful embrace. She squirmed and jerked, but soon the glow faded from her eyes and she slumped limply against his arms. Spike slowly moved himself off of her, and Twilight blinked a few times, staring around the room like a curious foal.



	“Mom wouldn’t have known at the time that it was a problem with the princesses,” Glitter said, casting a worrisome glance in Twilight’s direction as she shivered under the blanket.



	“Her memories confuse the proper order of stuff, a lot of the time, I think,” Spike said, rubbing his arm and fidgeting in place. Glitter shivered uncomfortably as Twilight gave a deep heave and rocked back and forth slightly in her spot. “What she did really took a toll on her.”



	“It’s a bit...” Glitter said, her eyes slowly ticking back and forth each time her mother shook.



	“Scary?” Spike supplied. Glitter broke from her transfixed gaze on Twilight, and hurriedly switched her focus to Spike, nodding. 



Spike nodded in kind. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s terrifying, honestly. I hate seeing her like this too, but... we can be thankful that she’s alive.”



Glitter made a noise, but quickly bit her tongue. Spike’s brow furrowed. “What was that?”



“Nothing. I mean, it’s just—no. Nothing. It was nothing.”



“Say it.”



Glitter briefly looked back at her mother, who was now curled up in her chair, gently running her hoof along her side and muttering something neither of them could hear at that distance. “It’s just... I feel like the fact that I’m going to have to face sooner or later is that my mother died a long time ago, and that husk that she lived in that wanders around is just something that makes her death harder to deal with until it goes away.”



Spike made an low, rumbling noise, a sound that set several of Glitter’s hairs standing on end. “What did you just say? Glitter, I know this has been rough on you, but you can’t just—”



“I’m leaving,” Glitter promptly announced. “I’m going on that trip with Cloudcrasher I had planned to go on when... ‘this’ all happened.”



“What, just like that?” Spike asked, the tone in his voice unmistakable to Glitter. “Glitter, we really need you around. Starlight’s away in Manehattan until tomorrow night or even later, and I can’t take care of Twilight all by myself!”



“Oh yeah, look how much help I’ve been,” Glitter scoffed, her tone so acidic it could have burned a hole through the floor. “I can’t just stand here and watch this happen over and over again. What about those five other ponies who are supposed to be Twilight’s best friends? Get them to take a look after her.”



“Glitter—”



Glitter had already left the room.



	




	Glitter watched as her mother sat under that frankly ugly fig tree in the small field adjacent to the castle. She’d been there for ages; seven and a half hours, to be precise. Glitter didn’t know how a mare who had once spent that time and more pouring over books and passionately (if not meticulously) micromanaging every aspect of her and the ponies close to her’s lives could now waste entire days under that stupid plant.



	That said, her mother at least seemed a lot happier whenever she was under it. Maybe it did have some sort of spiritual property to it.



	Glitter snorted. Had her mother been losing her grip even before what had happened? It was hard to say. All she knew was that, at least if the stories were to be believed, her mother hadn’t always been like that.



	Even though she was incredibly dubious of doing so at first, Glitter was finally able to work up enough courage to approach her mother at some point after the eighth hour. The sun was beginning to dip in the sky at this point, but dusk hadn’t quite fallen yet. The shadows were long, but everything was still perfectly and pleasantly illuminated.



	Glitter approached her mother as if she were a skittish mouse attempting to nick a few crumbs of bread. “H-Hey, mom.” Glitter swallowed painfully, her throat dry and her mouth cotton.



	Twilight looked up at her, her eyes far duller than they had any business being. “Starlight? Where did you go, Starlight?”



	“I’m not—I’m not Starlight, mom.” Glitter sighed. She should have known it was going to turn out like this.



	“I’m sorry,” Twilight said suddenly. Glitter’s stomach twisted into a complex series of knots and refused to unbind.



	“You’re sorry? What’re you sorry for?” Glitter took a step closer to her mother.



	“I’m sorry,” Twilight groaned, falling into her front and grinding her face into the grass. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”



	Glitter looked around uncomfortably. She truly had no idea what she was supposed to do here, and it made her feel as if she were drowning upside down. “I, uh... mom? It’s okay... I don’t...”



	Twilight suddenly sat straight back up, her cheeks soaked with tears but her eyes as lusterless and devoid of expression as they had been before. “Starlight, where did you go?”



	Glitter stared at her mother for a few more moments before turning hoof on her and leaving.








“So you got this from Saddle Arabia?” Glitter asked as she looked over the heart-shaped leaves of the fig tree.



“Yup! It’s a clone from the northeast of there from a legendary tree called The Bodhi Tree. Supposedly, it has great meditative properties when one sits underneath it. It’s very important to the spiritual and philosophical traditions of the area.”



Glitter snorted. “Sounds like you’ve been around Treehugger and Fluttershy too much.”



“You may laugh now, Glitter, and I know what it’s like. When I was your age, and for the longest time after, I had just your attitude. You really do have to learn to trust and put your belief in some things sometime.”



Glitter scoffed. “I really don’t see what you’re supposed to trust here or the point of doing it.”



“There are a lot of things that are outside our control, Glitter. And these are things you’re going to have to make peace with, sooner or later.” Twilight sighed and looked over the freshly planted tree, a small smile dancing over her lips. “Besides, it’s a very aesthetically pleasing tree on top of it all.”



“If you say so,” Glitter said, crinkling her snout in distaste as she looked over the gnarled and viney tree.



Twilight’s horn sparked, and for a second, despite the fact that she had barely aged a day since she had first become a princess, she suddenly looks very much her age.



”There was something I didn’t bother to look at or learn for a long time, Glitter. I was really caught up on whether or not things were true. Naturally, I only wanted to believe what was true. But there’s something you really do have to understand: you can’t prove everything, and you can’t learn everything. Sooner or later, it’s gonna catch up to, and you can’t waste your time and energy on attempting to prove everypony wrong.”



She gave her daughter a hard look. “You don’t believe in things because they’re true, Glitter. These things, like that ponies are doing the best they can with what they’ve got, that good will triumph over evil, that justice and honor are real and absolute, that you can carry on in the face of immeasurable loss or tragedy, that love transcends all...”



She paused.



”...that friendship is magic... it doesn’t matter if these things are true or not. You don’t believe in them because they’re true. You believe in these kinds of things because they’re worth believing in.”



Glitter laughed. “That’s stupid. I could say anything is worth believing in and use that to justify my actions, no matter how terrible.”



Twilight sighed, her brow creasing more and more as she exhaled. “Glitter, I love you.”



Glitter rolled her eyes. “I’m going inside. I have to get ready to meet up with Cloudcrasher.”



That’s when the sky darkened even further. Glitter yelped as her mane was whipped violently around her face, a gale force wind welling up as the air grew noticeably chillier.



“Glitter!” Twilight screamed over the wind. “GLITTER! Go find Spike and Starlight! Now!”



“What?” Glitter yelled back. “Spike and Starlight? Why would I—”

 

“Spike will take you to the cellar of the castle, you’ll be fine there! Tell Starlight to get the girls together and then notify the other Princesses, now!”



“Is something happening? Is this what you were preparing—”



“NOW, Glitter! We can’t waste any time! I’ll tell you everything once I get the chance, I promise!”



With that, Twilight took to the air, her horn and eyes beginning to glow as the sky broke open into a roiling tempest. Glitter opened her mouth to shout, but bit it back at the last second. She turned and hurried inside as fast as she could, shouting for Spike and Starlight at the top of her lungs.






Cloudcrasher and Glitter sat huddled in the underground room, Spike resting and curled in a ball on the other side of the cellar. “Guess we have to postpone the camping trip, huh?”



Glitter shrugged. “It’ll be fine. I just wish our parents had any bit of trust in us.”



“Whatya mean?” Cloudcrasher asked, raising an eyebrow.



“Don’t you think they should have told us about what’s happening? We’ve been in the dark for months about something ominous that they won’t ever talk directly about, and then suddenly the weather’s gotten all bizarre over the past few weeks. Now it’s intensified all of a sudden, and our parents are all getting together with the Princesses and Starlight to do something. This seems like a pretty big deal. I mean, you’d think if your mom was either Twilight Sparkle or Rainbow Dash, one of them would tell you something.”



“Whatever, our parents can handle it,” Cloudcrasher said, seemingly unperturbed. 



Glitter sighed. “I hope so. Mom said she’d finally tell me what this was all about when she came back.”



The night passed, and early in the morning there was a knock on the cellar door. They had all rushed up to it at once, but when it opened and they saw who was on the other side, they all fell dark. Cloudchaser had flown up to hug his mother at once, of course, but Rainbow had gently told him to go back down and wait beside Glitter for a moment.



“Where’s mom?” Glitter asked Starlight and Rainbow Dash, who were looking down at them from the top of the ladder. Both of them looked as though they’d aged ten years overnight; Glitter had never seen Rainbow look so sombre and defeated. “She said she would be able to explain what was going on once everything got cleared up!”



Rainbow Dash and Starlight exchanged glances. Starlight looked back at Glitter, her eyes distant and shell-shocked. “Well, she came back with us, Glitter, but I don’t think she’s going to be in any condition to tell you anything right now.”








	Glitter couldn’t even say she felt exceptionally bad about turning away from her mother at this point. No meaningful conversation of any kind was to be had with her while she was like this. It was pointless to even try. Besides, she’d be happier there, fooling around under her fig tree, without Glitter distracting and confusing her.



	“Glitter!”



	Glitter froze in her tracks. She hadn’t heard her say that in... she spun around. Her mother was laying on her side, an expression of great concentration screwed up in her features. Glitter could almost swear she even saw the faintest glimmer in her eyes.



“Starlight... no, Glitter, I... I’m so sorry, sweetheart. Can you just bear with me for a second? When it’s like this?”



Glitter opened and closed her mouth like a gasping fish. Twilight strained, attempting to push herself to her hooves as she continued to speak. “I need you to believe that I’ll be okay and be right with you, alright? Even if I-I’m like that, sometimes.”



Glitter stared at her mother for a moment before making an awful, strangled noise and fleeing back to the castle.








Glitter opened her eyes. Spike was standing next to her, biting his lip and looking at her with a concerned gaze. 



“You okay?” His voice was gentle. Glitter felt a strange flutter in the bottom of her chest, and for the first time in a while, smiled. She turned to face Spike, who judging by his sudden jolt, was taken aback by the maniac grin of the mare.



“Yeah, actually. I’m feeling... weirdly okay.”



Spike coughed, chuckling lightly. “Ahah... yeah. I don’t think I’ve seen you smile in, well—”



Glitter held up her hoof, her smile still wide. “It’s alright.”



Spike did another double take. “It is?”



Glitter nodded. Spike cocked his head, his eyes narrowing the same as Twilight’s would when she could obviously tell Glitter wasn't telling the full truth. “Are you certain? You’re not mad?”

“I don’t believe I could ever be mad again, Spike,” Glitter said. She wasn’t sure if that was true—but hell, somepony had once said to her that you didn’t believe in things because they were true.



“You—what? Glitter, what’s going on? What happened?”



Glitter laughed, a loud, barking one, and waltzed right out the library, skipped across the second-story mezzanine, her head thrown back, a strange euphoria filling her. It didn’t matter, did it? As her hooves clattered down the stairs, a loud, whooping laugh filled the castle. Ponies could do whatever they liked in this crushing absurdity. She ran through the empty hallway, a strange and vaguely unnatural glee welling up within her like bubbling pot. As the doors to the front of the castle flung open and a warm amber ray of light bathed the main hall, Glimmer’s laugh rose to a fever pitch, the unicorn stumbling over her hooves to get outside.



 “Glitter!” She barely even registered Spike’s call. She could barely even see in front of her. It had felt like an incredible pressure had been lifted from inside her skull, and everything was suddenly flooding into her head all at the same time. In a brief moment of blissful ecstasy, she closed her eyes and let herself gallop blindly in front of her.



What was I waiting for?



“I don’t need to know! And I don’t wanna know!” she cried out to the sky, hooves flung upward and mane flopping about messily across her face in a most ungraceful manner. Her eyes were still clamped shut, the mild breeze sending a small tingle up and down her spine. She held her position, chest heaving, forelegs upstretched, until her hind legs began to wobble and bow from the strain. She dropped back down, smile still painfull stretched over her lips, panting wildly. 



Glitter opened her eyes.



There she was, standing there and looking as if she’d always been there, watching her entire display. The late afternoon sunlight silhouetted her towering form, forming a brilliant and dazzling aurora around her. Glitter’s jaw dropped open and Spike, who was about ten paces behind the her, had stopped dead in his tracks, his claws clamped over his mouth.



“Hello, Twilight Glitter,” Princess Celestia said while wearing the saddest smile Glitter had ever seen. “I have so much to tell you.” Glitter’s mouth popped open, and Spike gave a small cough before slinking away as soon as Celestia began to advance towards Glitter.



	She walked herself and Glitter to the field where the two of them sat under the Bodhi Tree and talked for hours, well into the night.
      

      
   
      Shoot for the Stars


      

      
      
         Ten billion points of light stared down at Luna, each one no bigger than a pinprick. She tried to stay stoic, but the sheer cold of space leaked into her bones and forced a shiver.



“Stars!” Luna called, wings stretched high. “O, you witnesses to the universe, you governors of light! Heed Our call and return to Us, so that We may mold the night sky as We see fit!”



Whole universes died away before the stars responded. With widened eyes, Luna watched the lights that surrounded her die away, fading into the dark matter, until only one remained. Luna sprinted forward, trying to catch it, but the star never grew any closer. In time, it blinked out too, leaving Luna to rot in the dark.



Frost wrapped around her limbs and held her stiff. She fell and gasped for air, but just found the same dust she had choked on for a thousand years.



When she woke up, back in her bed, back in Canterlot, back in Equestria where she belonged, she shrieked and fell to the floor. Head pounding, she flew out to the balcony and thrust her horn towards the night sky, towards her constellations—the ones she had spent endless nights crafting, millennia after millennia. The ones she owned.



The stars stayed still.



Luna’s knees buckled. She lay on the cold marble, sobbing, until Celestia arrived and led her back inside.












If anypony knew how to suffer through a panic attack gracefully, it was Rarity. So although her chest heaved, and her clenched jaw ached, and visions of being led to the gallows played in her mind, she kept smiling. No need to faint and mussy up her mane.



Fiddling with a loose seam on the unfinished dress before her, Rarity tried to ignore the fifteen golden guardponies lining the walls. Not only was this her first time visiting Canterlot Castle, but this was her most important commission yet by a mile. Designing and sewing up a custom dress for Princess Luna to wear at the Winter Moon Festival? Luna’s first public event since her return to Equestria? A step above cuteceañera dresses and country wedding gowns, to be sure.



She’d been working on Luna’s outfit at home for weeks now, but Rarity knew from the start that no proper dress could be completed without a fitting. So now she waited, preparing for the full weight of Luna’s judgment to crush her.



She took a deep breath and stood up straight. Of all the things in the world worth worrying about, this was not one of them. This was just Princess Luna, the former Nightmare Moon, and second most powerful pony in existence.



Another deep breath.



With a creak of the door, another guard entered the circular chamber and held his head high. “Her Majesty, Princess Luna.”



Rarity turned to face the door and put on her widest smile, ready to face the regal, imposing, all-powerful Princess Luna—



The mare who entered the room looked like a foal woken up too soon from naptime. Under Luna’s eyes hung bags deeper than chasms, and her scowl looked like it had been stolen right off the face of Opal after a sponge bath. And her size—in the months since the Summer Sun Festival, Rarity had forgotten just how shrunken Luna was compared to her sister. Were it not for the wings, she could have passed as a teenager going through their goth phase.



Nevertheless, Rarity bowed. Her years spent taking classes at Salad Fork’s Etiquette School for Fillies had prepared her for this day.



A set of silver horseshoes stopped only inches away. “Guards,” said Luna, “please leave.”



A pause, then, “But, Ma’am, we must stay to—”



“Watch Us don Our formal wear? Of course not. Avert thine eyes and leave us be.”



The shuffling of hooves and the slam of the door signaled the guards’ retreat. Rarity stayed prone, until Luna stomped a hoof—the bang gave Rarity a heart murmur—and said, “You may rise.”



Rarity snapped up. “Oh, Your Highness, it’s an honor to meet you again like this. My name is—”



“Generosity,” Luna finished, scanning Rarity with sharpened eyes. “One of the Mages of Harmony, who slaughtered the Nightmare and saved Us from its wretched curse! We know you and your companions well.” Her scowl morphed to a smile for less than a second. “It is good to see you again. Art thou well?”



Rarity held her tongue, debating whether to correct Luna’s take on her name. “I’m doing quite well,” she said, finally, nodding. “To be chosen to work on your dress is an honor above all others.”



“Our Sister shows a great amount of care for Twilight Sparkle and her friends.” Luna turned that sharp gaze back to Rarity’s half-finished dress. Her expression didn’t brighten. She pulled out the same loose thread Rarity had been playing with and said, “Is this it?”



A baseball bat cracked against Rarity’s ribcage. “No, no, of course not,” she said, stepping between Luna and the awful half-dress. “This is just the first draft, if you will. The finished product will be a masterwork like you’ve never seen before!”



“Hmph.” Luna nodded. “If thou sayest so.”



And so the fitting began, with Luna propped up on a pedestal, and Rarity fussing over her from all angles. The dress fit almost perfectly, but for the shoulders being too baggy. Using her magic, Rarity changed the dress’ colors from silver-black to blue-purple to white-gold, trying to find Luna’s most flattering shades.



Things would have gone by in a flash, were it not for Rarity’s debilitating fear of awkward silences. “So, Your Highness,” she said, adjusting the hemline, “thank you again for allowing me to work on your dress. It truly is an honor. Truly.”



Luna stared out into space. “Mhm.”



You brown-noser. You sound like a beggar! “I’m ever so looking forward to the Winter Solstice,” said Rarity. “Twilight has been reading up on the Winter Moon Festivals of old, and she’s told me so many amazing stories. Is it true that Ice Giants used to attend, bearing gifts of enchanted ice sculptures?”



“Yes.”



When a few seconds passed and nothing more came, Rarity blinked. “Right. Well, it sounds lovely.” She pressed down on Luna’s shoulder, bringing out a needle to tighten some threads. “And what of the grand finale, the Star Carnival? Every star in the night sky shining as bright as the sun, illuminating the whole world—magnificence incarnate!”



Luna’s whole body tensed. It was enough to bring Rarity pause. “Your Highness?” she asked, stepping away. “Is something the matter?”



Luna looked away. “It is nothing, Generosity. Continue working.”



Rarity’s sanity told her to keep working, but her conscience rooted her. “You know,” she said, lowering her voice, “if you have something on your mind, feel free to get it off your chest. I have been complimented on my listening skills in the past.”



Ears going flat, Luna darted a glance toward Rarity. “And why should We confide Our thoughts in you?”



Rarity recoiled. “My apologies, Your Highness. I didn’t mean to impose, I just felt—I’m sorry.”



Luna held her glare for a moment more before facing forwards once again. In a soft voice, she said, “Do not trouble thyself with Our issues. We need not bore you. Such trivial matters would be a waste of your time.”



“I have all the time in the world,” said Rarity. You are paying me by the hour.



Pursed lips. Then, “We are cancelling the Star Carnival.”



“What?” Rarity threw a hoof to her heart. “Why would you cancel such a wondrous celebration?”



“Because We have lost control of the Stars.”



A chill trickled through Rarity, despite the magically warmed walls. “How do you mean?”



Luna snorted and lit her horn. With a flash, she teleported to the window, leaving her now-empty dress to flutter to the floor. Rarity gasped and caught it before it made contact.



“In ages past, before We fell victim to the Nightmare,” Luna said, staring out into the dusk, “We held control over all the heavenly bodies, including the Stars. Their spirits, scattered throughout the universe, obeyed Our every word. We built clusters, forged constellations with just a thought! We spent every night painting the sky, displaying Our power and majesty for all the world to see! But now...” She sighed. “Now, We cannot even touch them. Their spirits have rejected me.”



Rarity frowned. “Do you have any idea what’s caused the Stars to act out like this?”



“They are upset. Nightmare Moon abused their powers to augment her magic, and lost their trust.” Luna growled and spun around. “But We have redeemed Ourselves! The Moon has forgiven Us, ceded to Our control once again. The Moon pays Us the respect we deserve, and yet the Stars refuse! They aided in my return to Equestria, but now they won’t even speak to me.”



The two mares locked eyes. Muzzle pinkening, Luna turned back to the window.



Pushing herself forward, Rarity approached the window and said, “I’m sorry to hear that, Your Highness.”



Luna clicked her tongue. “Listen to Us, whining like a one-legged foal. No wonder the Stars have abandoned Us—We are pathetic.” Just as Rarity reached her side, she turned and walked away. “How can We call Ourselves the Princess of the Night without the stars? Without the power to sculpt the heavens, to call down a shooting star bright enough that the entire world might wish upon it?”



“A shooting star?” Rarity asked, smiling. “That sounds quite intense.”



Luna affixed Rarity with a freezing stare. “Dost thou not know what a shooting star is?”



Suddenly, Rarity felt like she’d worn a yellow romper to a funeral. She bit her lip. “I... no, I haven’t. But I’ve never had the greatest memory—I’m sure I’ve read about them somewhere and merely let it slip my mind!”



“Has it really been a thousand years since anypony has wished upon a shooting star?” Luna muttered, her voice barely a whisper.



The air in the room had thickened. Rarity’s eyes flitted between the floor and the dress, draped like a corpse over a table. “Well, Your Highness,” she tried, forcing her voice to be still, “would you like to resume your fitting? I’d almost finished hemming up the shoulders.”



Luna took a short breath. “No. We believe We have been fitted enough for one day.” Head down, she trotted to the door.



Rarity wilted. Good work, Rarity. This is what your nosiness earns you: a trip back to the cuteceañera dress factory. She lit her horn and snatched her failure of a dress from the corner to stuff it back into its plastic cover.



“Thank you, Generosity.”



Rarity’s ears pricked up. She turned to find Luna, one hoof out the door, looking back at her with a smile smaller than the head of a needle.



“For listening,” said Luna. “Silence shows the soul no comfort. We look forward to seeing thou—and Our dress—again.” She left, letting the door slam shut.



With that, Rarity stood stock still, lips parted. Then, she smiled.












Even in a tiny village like Ponyville, quiet was often hard to come by—especially with a little sister inviting her new friends over for a slumber party every other day. This was one of many reasons Rarity took Twilight Sparkle’s move to Ponyville as an act of divine charity. Having Twilight as a neighbor meant not only a new friend and confidante, but access to the silence of Golden Oaks Library, which stayed open nearly all hours of the day.



And she needed that silence. She’d spent the last two weeks among the ticker-tack of sewing machines, completing Luna’s dress. She’d managed to finish it—it came out transcendent, naturally—and she had already booked a train ticket back to Canterlot to deliver it. But as the day approached, she felt her hooves growing colder and colder, and not because of the chilly fall weather. She wore faux-fur boots for that.



Luna’s face when she spoke about the shooting stars—jaw hanging, brows furrowed, eyes blank like a shell-shocked soldier. Rarity couldn’t get it out of her mind, nor could she forget what Luna had said about the Stars abandoning her.



So now, on what would normally be her day out to the spa, Rarity sat in a quiet corner of Golden Oaks, surrounded by aging astronomy books. The one she held in her magical grasp had to have been at least two centuries old, bound in crumbling paper and written in messy cursive. Were it not for her training at Salad Fork’s Calligraphy School for Fillies, it would have been illegible.



She skimmed through the book, scanning the pages for anything mentioning stars or spirits. When she found nothing, she set the book aside and moved onto the next. It might not have been her place to meddle in Luna’s affairs, but if having a baby sister had taught her anything, it was that sometimes meddling was a necessary evil.



Just as she was starting her fourth tome, Twilight entered the room. She shivered and unwrapped her scarf. “Are Ponyville winters always this cold?” she asked, trotting over. “I swear, I should really conduct an investigation someday. There is no reason a valley town should be colder than a city on a mountain.”



Rarity giggled and flipped a page. “Perhaps a Windigo has moved into town.”



“Hey, your arguments with Applejack can get pretty snippy, but I don’t think they’re that bad.” Twilight snuggled up next to Rarity to share their warmth. She glanced at Rarity’s selection and frowned. “Redshift’s Theories on the Divinity of Retrograde? Since when are you into astronomy, Rarity?”



The temptation to reveal Luna’s dilemma ran through Rarity’s head. But she squashed it and said, “Merely doing my research. After all, one does not wait upon the Princess of the Night without knowing something about her domain, yes?”



“Good point.” Twilight grinned. “I’m so jealous. I’ve been wanting to meet with Luna ever since she returned to Equestria, but between adjusting to Ponyville, keeping up with my friendship lessons, and running the library, I just haven’t had time.” She leaned harder into Rarity. “What is she like? Noble? Wise?”



Rarity stayed silent for a moment, then said, “Princess Luna is unique. She is direct, forceful, and a bit stubborn. And she doesn’t often let it show, but she has a vulnerable side. A caring side, even.”



“A bit like you, then,” said Twilight, winking.



While Twilight chuckled, Rarity just turned another page. “Twilight, darling,” she said. “Do you happen to know anything about the spirits that live in the stars?”



Twilight stopped laughing. “The... spirits?” she repeated, raising a brow. She scratched her chin. “Not really. I mean, other than the fact that they don’t exist.”



“What?” Rarity said, louder than she’d meant. She cleared her throat. “What do you mean?”



“They don’t exist. The Star Spirits, Moon Spirits, they’re all myths. Ponies used to believe in them, about a millennia or so ago, but with the advent of more powerful telescopes, we now know that ‘spirits’ were just an archaic way of explaining the natural laws of the universe.” She pointed to Rarity’s book. “Even most of Redshift’s theories, as exciting as they may be, were abandoned decades ago. He spends whole chapters talking about stars that ‘fly across the sky,’ or even explode, neither of which are phenomena that have ever been observed through legitimate means.”



Rarity stared, but soon enough put the book down. “I see.”



“I didn’t mean to drag you down,” said Twilight. “Redshift’s writing is still good fun. You have a library card, right? Feel free to check it out and take it home! I’m sure Sweetie Belle would—”



“I’m sorry to interrupt, but could I ask another question?” Rarity said.



Twilight blinked. “Sure?”



“How did Celestia and Luna receive their powers?”



“I don’t think anypony knows the answer to that one. Not even me.” Twilight shrugged. “Celestia has never released any sort of biography or memoir. As far as the history books go, everything I’ve read suggests that they’ve been around forever.”



“That can’t be true,” said Rarity, shaking her head. “I may not have liked science in school—no offense—but even I know that everything must come from somewhere. There must be a source.”



“Maybe,” Twilight said. “Why?”



Rarity gaped—then shoved her boiling face back into book. “Just thinking out loud.”












When Rarity next met Princess Luna, she found the alicorn sitting out in the gardens at sunset, scolding a servant.



“You are not military,” Luna said, staring down the mare in front of her with knife-edged eyes. “You are a maid. When you greet Us, you do not salute. You bow.”



The maid took a trembling step back. She had an empty scotch glass balanced on her back. “I’m sorry,” she squeaked. “I just got confused. I didn’t mean anything by it!”



"And that is exactly the problem," Luna said. “Show Us the respect we deserve.”



The maid hit the ground with a smack, outstretched forelegs brushing Luna's horseshoes. From the edge of the clearing, Rarity could only watch as this filly-sized alicorn demeaned her servant, like a daughter sending her mother to bed without supper.



Luna watched her shudder for what seemed like ages before saying, “You may rise. Thank you.”



Quick as a hare, the maid snapped up and scurried out of the clearing, right past Rarity.



Luna nodded to her. “Good evening, Generosity. An unseasonably humid night, no?”



“I—yes. Yes, I suppose so,” said Rarity, resisting the urge to ask about what she’d just seen. She gave a quick bow of her own as she approached, which seemed to satisfy the Princess. “Thank you for having me again. I’ve had the finished dress delivered to your room; trust me when I say that a mere minute spent wearing it will be enough to make you the talk of the fashion world!”



“We can only hope thou art correct,” said Luna. She sighed. “Also: We wish to apologize for Our actions when we last met. We did not mean to burden thou with our worries. Such matters are not thine concern.”



“It is more than alright, Your Highness.” Rarity smiled. “In fact, I’ve come to you tonight not only to deliver your dress, but also because I wish to offer you a piece of advice.”



Luna didn’t react. “Advice?”



“I had been thinking about your... issue with the Stars, and how you might solve it, when an idea hit me,” Rarity said. “You’ve said that your power over them is gone. So, why don’t you return to the place you first received those powers? Think of it as retracing your steps; to rediscover your power, go back to the start of it all!” Her smile melted a bit. “Assuming that you had a start. I take it that historians tend to squabble on that detail.”



“The start...?” Luna stared off into space. Then her entire face seized up with realization. “Of course! How did We not think of such of thing? Generosity, thou art a genius of the highest order!”



Rarity flipped her hair. “Well, I don’t know about that, but if you insist—”



Luna grabbed Rarity’s hoof and shook with the might of ten yaks. “Thank you for thinking of Us. Thou dids’t not need to do that.”



When she regained feeling in her foreleg, Rarity beamed. “It was no issue at all, Your Highness. You may be a client, but you’re also a friend.”



Luna stared. After a moment, she blinked a few times and said, “Right. If We are to restore our powers, We must come into contact with the Goddess of Stars. Which means that We will need to sacrifice at least three uncut diamonds.” She cursed. “Taking them from the Royal Vaults will almost certainly mean alerting Celestia, and she does not need this sort of stress. We’ll need to find a jeweler.”



“Or, we can take them from my collection of gems,” said Rarity. “I don’t own many diamonds, but I would be more than willing to give them the ones I have if it means achieving our goal.”



“It makes no sense for thou to give those up for me,” said Luna. “Thou cans’t turn them to profit, no?”



“Of course. But helping everypony see the stars more than makes up for what I’ll lose.”



Luna smiled wide. “Alright. In one week’s time, as midnight approaches, wait on the outskirts of the Everfree Forest. I shall join you there.” She winked. “And bring a coat.”












Rarity swore and grumbled into her two scarves. Midnight on a Friday in the middle of December, and where was she? Not at home snuggling up with a good romance novel and a cup of hot cocoa, that’s for sure. She felt like the Little Matchfilly, stuck out on the road near Fluttershy’s cottage, waiting for the cold to take her—



“Greetings.”



A jump and a shriek later, Rarity lay sprawled out in the dirt, staring at the naked Princess Luna. “Your Highness,” she said, rising to her hooves. “Where is your coat? It’s freezing out!”



“It is colder on the moon,” Luna deadpanned.



Rarity bit her tongue.



“Come.” Luna led Rarity to the very edge of the Everfree. Already, Rarity could see strange flowers, purple and green and orange, which bizarre creatures crittering between the roots.



“Where are we headed?” Rarity asked, squinting to see in the dark. “Not that I don’t trust you, Princess, but I’m not the biggest fan of the Everfree Forest at the best of times, and I happen to be wearing my nicer pair of horseshoes, so if we could just—”



Luna lit her horn and raised her head high. The world twisted around them.



Rarity gripped the dirt, but found herself ripped away, shoved through a swirling miasma of magic, and thrown stomach-first onto a cold stone floor.



A rush of nausea tore through her guts. She spent a moment curled into the fetal position, a hoof pressed to her bulging lips—but soon swallowed her sickness and rose up on shaking legs. Her lessons at Salad Fork’s Gastroenterology School for Fillies had paid off.



She looked around. They were in the ruined castle at the heart of the Everfree—the same castle they had destroyed Nightmare Moon in. Crumbling walls and thick vines surrounded them.



“When Canterlot was merely a small mining town,” said Luna, walking past Rarity and towards the center of the room, “this is where Us and Our sister lived and ruled over Equestria—as well as where we both communed with the spirits of the universe. Follow me.”



Rarity followed Luna to the center of the room, and watched as Luna cast a spell to reveal a long, winding staircase that led down, down, down back the foundations and into the roots of the Everfree Forest. Casting illumination spells, they both headed down. It took a few minutes, but soon they entered a wide chamber, empty but for dust and a stone altar on the far side. They approached with caution.



“Did thou bring the gems We seek?” Luna asked.



Rarity nodded and opened her saddlebags, revealing three massive diamonds, each one as big as a pony’s hoof.



Luna grabbed them out of Rarity’s magic and rested them on the altar. Then, with a murmured prayer, she shot a beam of silver light from her horn and into the gems, casting them in a burning glow. Rarity gaped as the diamonds melted away into vapor—vapor which soon thickened into an unpierceable fog.



The temperature in the room, already cold, dropped at least forty degrees. Rarity, teeth clacking, pulled her coat tighter around her. “Princess Luna...?”



“Do not be alarmed,” Luna said as the wind picked up. “This is merely an illusion. Any moment now, we should be greeted by—”



A bray louder than the roar of a manticore chorus ripped through the room, and a pony—translucent, filled with stars, and standing about three stories tall—erupted from the fog, rearing back on its hind hooves and flailing madly.



Rarity collapsed, hooves over her head. Luna stayed solid.



“Who dares call up Asteria, Goddess of the Stars?” the spirit cried, baring her fangs. When her eyes landed on Luna, she scowled. “Oh, look! The prodigal daughter has returned.”



Luna took a deep breath, then spread her wings and stepped forward. “O Asteria, you witness to the universe, you governor of light! For too long We have lived without you, a false princess! While under the Nightmare’s curse, We abused the Stars, and used your power to abuse those we were meant to rule over. But now, heed Our call and return to Us, so that We may mold the night sky as We see fit!”



Silence as Luna and Asteria glared at one another. Then, Asteria laughed. It boomed loud enough to shake the walls and crack the old brick.



“Oh, you imbecile,” said Asteria, snarling. “No.”



Luna took a step back, but then two forward. “We are the Princess of the Night. It is Our right to hold power over you!”



“Your ‘right’ is worthless.” Asteria chuckled. “Has your time in exile truly taught you nothing, child?”



Rarity saw Luna’s face twist up with rage at that. “My exile is over,” she said in measured tones. “I—We have paid for Our crimes, and deserve to have Our full power returned to us. We must show these mortal ponies that their princess is more than Her foalish form—that We deserve respect!”



“If your only use for my power is to force ponies to respect you, then you are truly as foalish as you look,” said Asteria, scowl returning. “We freed you from the moon so that you might redeem yourself and learn true humility, not regain the throne and refuse to change! The Nightmare may have left you, but the arrogance remains.”



The ground under Luna’s hooves cracked. “How dare you!”



“The Power of the Stars is above you, child.” The fog began to fade, and Asteria with it. “Only when you come to learn your true role in this world will it be returned to you.”



“You are wrong!” Luna screamed as the spirit dissipated. “I will take back the Stars, whether you deem me worthy or not!”



But just as quickly as she had appeared, Asteria was gone. And with that, Luna crumpled.



Rarity sprinted to her side. “Luna, are you alright?”



“That bastard,” Luna said, beating the ground. She shook her head and looked up at Rarity, tears welling. “I can’t take my power back without Asteria’s blessing—what am I meant to do now?”



As Luna wept, Rarity kept silent, thinking over Asteria’s words, her insults. And one word kept ringing in her head: respect.



“Princess,” said Rarity, offering Luna a tissue from her saddlebag. “Tell me: why exactly do you want your powers back?”



“You heard me,” Luna said with a sniffle. “So that I might prove to the world that I must be respected.”



Rarity nodded. “With all due respect, Your Highness—perhaps that’s the problem. If your powers return, the only one who benefits is you. What if you could instead find a way to use your powers to help others?” Rarity asked. She smiled. “What if you could bring joy to Equestria, rather than simply respect?”



Luna glowered. “Art thou calling Us selfish?”



“What?” Rarity’s smile died. “No, no, of course not!”



Luna lit her horn with all the brightness of an enraged unicorn. A second later, the two were back outside the Everfree Forest, with Rarity’s stomach doing flips.



“We should have expected this,” said Luna, stomping a hoof. “Nopony respects Us. Nopony ever has! You think that just because you’ve helped Us that you can say such awful things, Generosity? Pah! Foolish!” She jabbed a hoof in the direction of Ponyville. “We do not need your help if this is all you can offer Us.”



Rarity gaped, feeling like she’d just been pushed into a chasm. But soon enough a familiar fire sparked in her chest and she jumped to her hooves. So many insults, curses jumped up her throat, but she swallowed them all down. Instead, all she said was this: “Just because you have power, does not mean you are worthy of respect.”



Luna stared. Then, face twisting into a horrendous glare, she leapt into the air and flew away.



Rarity watched her go, and just before she disappeared into the clouds, screamed, “And my name is Rarity!”



She trudged back home, nausea bubbling in her stomach.
      

      
   
      Yesterday's Diamonds


      

      
      
         “I have nothing to wear,” said Diamond Tiara.



“That can’t possibly be true,” said her father. “Your clothing allowance is more than adequate.”



“Oh, Daddy, don’t you know anything? Clothes are worthless without the perfect accessories.”



Filthy Rich turned from his daughter’s vanity to her tiara room. “None of those are perfect?”



“All these tiaras have big diamonds. Big diamonds are last season. Now it’s little diamonds, lots and lots of them. You don’t want the heiress to your fortune to be seen at the Hearth’s Warming Ball in an outdated ensemble, do you?”



“I want you to have something left to inherit. I’m sure there are some very nice things in there that haven’t been seen by all of Canterlot. Now please find one and put it on, or we’ll be late.”



Diamond Tiara sulked along the rows of crystal cabinets that held her favorite jewels--that is, her newest jewels. There were more, of course, stashed away in the back, locked up elsewhere in the house, but those were all old. She came at last to the back wall of the room, where her parents insisted on displaying a few true antiques. She stood regarding them with distaste until Filthy Rich rejoined her side.



“What about this one?” he asked. The stallion craned his neck and took down a silvery diadem. “It’s an heirloom. Your grandmother’s favorite.”



“What? That old thing? There aren’t even any diamonds on it.”



Rich’s voice was measured. “It’s rarer than diamonds, Diamond. Look. You won’t find this kind of craftsmareship anymore.”



Diamond looked. The circlet was made of polished steel, shaped into plumes, beveled and cut with hundreds of shining facets. It was in pristine condition, but it had the look and feel of an old thing. She had seen paintings of her grandmother wearing it. She didn’t like it at all.



“It’s ugly,” she said flatly. “I won’t wear it. You can’t make me.”



Her father’s face darkened. He returned the diadem to its place, then said, “I don’t care what you wear. We’re leaving now. You can come as you are or you can stay home.”



She went as she was, scandalously bare of brow, and spent the whole night wondering how he could be so unreasonable.





The next day, Diamond Tiara went glumly to her vanity to search for a morning tiara. As the doors to her jewel room swung open, she neighed sharply and her ears went flat. Something was missing. The space reserved for her grandmother’s diadem was empty. Diamond Tiara shrieked.



“I’ve been ROBBED! Help! Help me!”



Her maid, Rosehip, was at her side in seconds. “Miss, are you hurt?”



“Get my father!” Diamond Tiara snapped. The maid vanished, and soon a placid-looking Filthy Rich stood in her place at the door.



“Daddy,” said Diamond Tiara, “Call the authorities right now! Some filth--some scoundrel broke into my room and stole my things!”



“What things, Diamond?”



“My tiara! My heirloom tiara!”



“What? That old thing?” 



Diamond Tiara stared at him. 



“You don’t even like it,” he continued.



“But it’s mine!”



“Not anymore.”



“But...Why aren’t you calling the authorities?”



“No one broke into your room. You didn’t want that tiara, so I found a place for it elsewhere.”



“You did what? Why? That’s not fair!”



“I’m not sure you know the meaning of the word. Now, I suggest you stop wasting your time and mine. It’s past time you learned to appreciate the things you have. Don’t expect anything new until you can.”



“But that’s outrageous! How can you--how am I supposed to--Daddy, I’m not finished!”



But her father was down the hall and down the stairs while she stood there sputtering. 



With another shriek of indignation, Diamond Tiara flounced through the hallway in the opposite direction, right into her parents’ empty bedchamber. She tore apart the heavy brocade curtains that covered the master vault. She entered the combination. Four bit signs. Really, Daddy.



But the old tiara wasn’t in the master vault. It wasn’t in the mistress vault, or any of the other vaults she wasn’t supposed to know about. She searched the cellar and the attic and the wing of the manor labelled “Rich History.” The thing was nowhere to be found.



Finally back in her rooms, shaking from all this undue exertion, Diamond Tiara felt her rage gathering. Her face in the mirror was pale, her mane in awful disarray, and she had no tiara. What use were all these things if she couldn’t have exactly what she wanted right now?



She felt mocked by the winking of those jewels. How dare they demand her satisfaction? How dare anyone ask her to live without constantly reaching for more? For better? Yesterday’s diamonds were yesterday’s Diamond’s.



Light struck her eyes, and she looked from her reflection to the ponnequin head that displayed last year’s birthday tiara. Her gift from last year’s Daddy. It was white gold, with diamonds that flashed pink by candlelight, and she had favored him with a genuine smile when he’d placed it on her head. Since then, it had survived her whims long enough to hold its pride of place.



Looking at it now filled her with pain. She didn’t want to think about that, so she turned back to her anger. Daddy was mocking her, and all his diamonds too, and even the mirror was casting its ugly reflection back at her. She grabbed the tiara and hurled it into the glass, not sure who she meant as she shouted, “I HATE YOU!”



Rosehip materialized again at the sound of shattering glass. Filthy Rich arrived a moment later, with Diamond Tiara’s mother, Spoiled Rich, trailing behind. Spoiled took one look at the mess, rolled her eyes, and slid her gaze past her daughter as if she wasn’t there.



“You’d better get this spotless,” she said in Rosehip’s general direction, and then she was gone. Filthy Rich boomed into the silence that followed.



“DIAMOND. DAZZLE. TIARA. What in Tartarus have you done?”



The filly stood shaking in front of the mirror’s remains. She stared back with no answer, her eyes still blazing.



“What happened here? ANSWER ME!”



“DON’T YELL AT ME!” she yelled, but the fire faltered.



“Young filly, I have had ENOUGH! Things are going to change around here, or you are going to start facing some serious consequences! This behavior is OUTRAGEOUS…”



He continued, but Diamond Tiara did her best not to hear. How could this be happening? Didn’t her father love her anymore?



She felt lightheaded. Her breathing was quick and shallow. When he didn’t stop yelling, she decided to hold her breath. That used to work, didn’t it? It seemed to be getting quieter, anyway. And the light of her jewels was so dazzling. They spun all around her like stars as she fell unconscious. 








Diamond Tiara woke up on cold ground. A ragged, roughspun blanket was the only thing that separated her from the night sky. Outside. Alone.



She shook off the blanket and stood, turning, trying to find her bearings. Nothing was familiar.



“Randolph!” she called. Randolph did not appear.



“Rosehip!” No Rosehip.



“Daddy…?”



Daddy wasn’t here. 



What was here? Darkness, mostly. But not just that. A full moon hung above, gradually illumining the night and her surroundings. Illumination made them no less strange.



She might have been in a castle garden. There were arches and trellises, pathways and terraces winding in every direction. But instead of flowers and manicured hedges, this garden was full of...junk. Old junk, everywhere, most of it broken or falling apart.



The only other feature of note was a large hill in the distance, with a pair of dark spires beyond. Diamond Tiara could scarcely stand the thought of venturing out in this place. But if she had any hope of finding civilization, surely it must lay in the direction of the biggest thing she could see.



So she chose what seemed a likely path, making her way between towers of tin pails and islands of armchairs, trying not to touch anything. She came to an open gate that was flanked by a pair of unicorn guards. She started to hail them, then realized they were only plaster. Unsettled, she took a moment to pass between them. Then something flashed brightly in the corners of her eyes.



Diamond Tiara knew gold when she saw it.



She backed up out of the gate, looking at the unicorn figures again. The moon was hiding behind a cloud. Empty white eyes looked back out of dull white armor. Shivering, she passed between them again and didn’t look back.



At last the crowded rows of junk thinned out, like trees on the edge of a wood. Diamond Tiara reached a place where they gave way to an open valley. Across that valley was the hill--no, mountain--that she had seen before. In between, in the valley, was a very small house. Perhaps she wouldn’t have to climb the mountain after all.



The filly trotted down the hillside, but grew dejected when the place drew near. There was no house. It was just a burned-out shell, a foundation really. The only thing standing was the stone chimney with its stone mantel. Diamond Tiara reluctantly approached what used to be the front door. There, at her hooves, she found a brass locket lying open.



Her predicament was briefly forgotten. Diamond Tiara had a fascination with the sorts of things ponies chose to carry in their lockets. This one, though, appeared to hold nothing at all when she knelt to examine it. She could see a scrap of streaked and sunbleached paper, but no pictures. She began to draw back when the moon came out and struck the open locket. 



Suddenly there was a picture. A photograph: a grey mare, a blue stallion, and a tiny red-maned foal. Diamond Tiara’s eyes went wide as she studied it closely. Who are they? Why do I feel I should know them?



She didn’t know, and not knowing frustrated her, so she moved on and left the locket behind. As she passed by the fireplace she noticed a clock on the mantel, dulled by soot and frozen in time until her eyes set on it. In that instant the hands ticked over, and the midnight bells shattered the silence of the world. Diamond Tiara might have jumped out of her skin, but in that same instant the music started to play. 



It was a waltz, she thought. The kind her parents used to play at their grown-up parties for their grown-up guests. Only this seemed older still, like a waltz that had mellowed in retirement. It was warm and honey-sweet and somehow just a little sad. The filly listened with the same sense of familiarity that had accompanied her examination of the locket, but there was no room here for her frustration. When the music stopped, she stood in the ruined house a little longer, looking up at the moon.



“What is this? Why am I here?”



No answer but the light on the path ahead, and so she followed it.



She had no idea how long she kept walking. It seemed like it should be sunrise by now. Instead, as the mountain grew larger and larger, the sky around it darkened more and more. Diamond Tiara felt cold and tired, unused to either. She no longer looked up, but trained her eyes on the path in front of her hooves. Soon she was barely minding that, until a clang and a clatter brought her back around. 



It was an old-fashioned steel tiara she’d kicked along the road. Feeling almost apologetic, she bent to pick it up, then looked ahead, then dropped it. She had reached the foot of the mountain. It was made of broken crowns.



Diamond Tiara laughed harshly. “Oh, good one, Daddy! I get it! You can come out now.”



Silence. She looked around, but no one came strutting out from behind a curtain or under a pile of junk. She climbed a little way up and called again. “Come out! Where are we, anyway?”



There was no answer, but now she could see to the top of this thing. There was someone up there, wasn’t there? Just a shadow, but it moved. 



“Wait!” called Diamond Tiara. “Please wait there.” She scrambled as well as she could up the pile of scrapped circlets and jagged crowns. They slipped and slid beneath her, and her hooves hurt, but the shadow stayed. By the time the filly reached the summit, she was ready to fall to her knees.



She didn’t know what she expected to see, but somehow the Princess of Dreams never crossed her mind. Yet there she stood, still and solemn, with her midnight mane flowing into the stars.



“Your--Your Hi-hi-high...P-P-Princess Luna!” 



“Diamond Tiara.”



She had never heard her name in such a gentle voice before. It made her want to be on her best behavior.



“What brings you to my realm?” asked the Princess.



“Yours? I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.”



“No? It is rare to find this place by accident.”



“Princess, if I may...What is this place?”



“One of my projects,” said the alicorn, and Diamond Tiara wondered if she had smiled.



“This,” Luna went on, “Is a home for broken things. For vanished things, lost to time or fate. I collect them and keep them safe.”



“Why?”



“Because they live in memories and dreams. Some things are special. They mean something to someone, even when they break and fade away. As long as there is a place in dreams for the things in my garden, I will keep their places here. So those who cherished them can always keep their memories.”



“But why is it all so old? Who wants to think about old stuff?”



Now she was sure the Princess smiled. 



“You see the degradations of time, not the value of the memories, because you see the things for how they appear and not what they’ve meant to others. Things that have no meaning are forgotten, lost forever, though they start out bright and new. They are only things. But preserve the essence, the meaning of a thing, and you can always summon its true form. You must have caught a glimpse of that or two, in the moonlight.”



“I don’t think I understand,” said Diamond Tiara.



“But you are looking for something. Something important. Yes?”



“Yes.”



“If it is here, you should be able to find it easily.” 



Diamond Tiara looked around at the discarded crowns and broken diadems, but there were so many, and they were all starting to look the same. 



“It will help to think of a memory you associate with the thing,” said Luna. “Something that makes it special.”



“I...I can’t think of any.”



“Why is this object important to you, Diamond Tiara?”



“Because it’s mine!”



Luna frowned. “So you do not wish to find it because you love it,” she said slowly, “But rather--you love it because you possess it?”



“How else can I love something?” asked Diamond Tiara. 



The Princess was quiet for a long time. Finally she said, “No thing lasts forever, little pony. The world is always fading and unraveling. The things you thought belonged to you will slip away and you will watch them go, and if you watch long enough they will turn to dust before your eyes. You must learn to love them when they’re gone, or you will lose them forever.”



“I’ll try, I guess, but I still don’t get it. What does this have to do with getting my tiara back?”



“Perhaps nothing at all,” said Luna. “If it is not here, it is not lost. But it may no longer belong to you.” 



Now it was the alicorn who knelt before the foal. “Diamond,” she said, in that same velvet voice. “You are so full of pain, but it need not grow to consume you. You are beloved by those who would do anything to keep you from suffering. If you can take their words to heart, perhaps there will not always be such pain.”



Tears swam in Diamond Tiara’s eyes as she looked back at Luna, speechless. The Princess gently kissed her brow. “Wear that star a while, little one. Now I shall take thee home again.”



Filly and alicorn descended side by side. Once, Diamond Tiara looked back, long enough to see a pale sapphire glow near the top, amid the jumble of crowns and coronets. “What’s that?”



“A broken thing,” said Luna, but her eyes lingered on it for a moment. “Come, now.”








It was still full dark when Diamond Tiara woke in her own bed, in her clean room. No trace remained of the wreck of her vanity. All the lamps were out, but the door to her chamber was open. So was the one across the hall, where Rosehip slept. From that apartment shone a brilliant cluster of light. Diamond rose to take a closer look. 



Rosehip’s apartment could fit inside Diamond Tiara’s tiara room. A wooden chair was backed against the room’s only window, and it was here that Rosehip sat sleeping. And cradled in her lap, to Diamond Tiara’s astonishment, was a crown that shone with the white fire of hundreds of diamonds.



Overcome by greed, the filly closed in, reaching for the treasure that rested beneath her maidservant’s hands. Moonlight flared into the window, scattering its fire, and Diamond saw the thing for what it was.



The diamonds were not diamonds, but the perfectly cut facets of her grandmother’s tiara.



Her greed fled in the face of a different, distinctly unpleasant sensation. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought it might be shame.



The light was falling over Rosehip’s face now. It occurred to Diamond Tiara that the mare must be close to her own mother’s age. She had a youthful face, but there were dark circles under her eyes, and her hooves were cracked and worn from hard work. Though she never said so, Diamond Tiara knew Rosehip was very pretty. Her coat was a mousy taupe that Diamond associated with new house interiors, but her eyes were blue like her father, Randolph’s, and her mane was a lovely dusky red, like...Like the baby in the photograph in Luna’s realm.



Randolph and Rosehip had been with her family for decades. For the first time, Diamond Tiara wondered about their lives before they came here. The moon had moved on, and she was suddenly loath to wake the sleeping mare, so she crept back to her bed and a dreamless sleep.





Rosehip was dusting the furniture when Diamond Tiara woke. The filly threw off her covers and leveled her gaze at the mare.



“Rosehip,” she said. “Did my father give you that old tiara of my grandmother’s?”



“Yes, Miss.”



“Go put it on, please.”



“Miss?”



“Please put it on. I want to see it.”



“As you like,” said Rosehip. She emerged from her room a moment later, the diadem resting atop the red wave of her mane, and shifted her eyes awkwardly. At last she said, “Do you want this back, Miss?”



Instead of answering, Diamond asked, “Do you like it?”



Rosehip’s blush was near the color of her mane. “It’s the loveliest thing I’ve ever seen.”



Diamond picked up a parcel in her mouth to keep from saying anything more. She set the flocked grey box down in front of the earth pony maid.



“What’s this?” asked Rosehip. 



“For you. Do open it, Rose.”



Within were a necklace, a pair of earrings, a brooch and two cuffs, all cut from shining steel in the same style as the diadem. 



“Why, Miss,” breathed Rosehip, “I don’t know what to say.”



“You don’t have to. Just wear them!”



“All at the same time?” 



Diamond Tiara swallowed the sarcastic reply that flew at her lips. When it had gone, she found a fondness for the earth mare’s simple sincerity.



“It’s called a parure,” she explained. “They’re meant to go together, if you want. Depending on the occasion you can wear them all at once, or separately. Then it’s called a demi parure.”



Still wearing her new tiara, Rosehip pursed her lips and made a funny face. “Demi-parure!” she said with an exaggerated accent. Diamond Tiara giggled, and Rosehip smiled.



“Thank you for the gift, Miss Diamond,” she said. “Do you feel...better today?”



“I’m not sure how I feel,” Diamond said quietly.



“Your father was very worried.”



“He was? What about my mother?”



“Missus Rich doesn’t really speak to me.”



“Yeah. Me neither.”



“Miss?”



“What, Rosehip?”



“I know you were angry. What I don’t understand is, why did you throw your favorite tiara?”



Diamond could feel that strange feeling from last night returning. 



“I don’t know,” she said. “I wanted to--punish someone. Bad enough I didn’t care if it hurt me too. Or like maybe it would be better if I did.”



“You could have really been hurt, you know. Take this from me, little Diamond--there’s hurt enough in this life without you having to do it yourself.”



Diamond Tiara felt her face burning. She glanced at Rosehip’s hooves, wondering if any of those scratches came from broken glass, then looked away quickly.



“I’m sorry, Rosehip,” she said.



Rosehip paused. Blinked. “Well. Thank you, Miss Diamond. I accept your apology. As long as you’re in the mood, you might think about apologizing to your parents too.”



“Even my mother?”



“You only get one mother, child. I know maybe you think you got the wrong one. But you still have a choice today. Someday you won’t anymore. So if you ever plan to try--today’s the day. And if you can’t do it for her, do it for you.”



“I...I’ll try.”



“That’s all we can do, little Diamond.”



“Thank you, Miss Rosehip. I think I’ll go now.” 



Rosehip watched her go, wearing a look of plain wonder. After a while she shook her head, straightened her new tiara, and got back to work.
      

      
   
      Melatonin


      

      
      
         The unholy half-light of the predawn sky filtered around the edges of the drawn blinds and lightened the ceiling by a shade.  Sunset stared at it, dry eyes bloodshot and burning, and knew she had grievously erred.  The cheer she took from the string of lights wound around the banister that bracketed her loft bed was long gone, replaced with the dread of having to face school on less than two hours of sleep.



It had been days since the Friendship Games, and still, whenever she tried to wind down for the night, she found herself reliving her confrontation with Midnight Sparkle over and over again.  It always came to the same conclusion.



If it hadn’t been for Spike, Midnight Sparkle’s unbridled lust for knowledge would have overpowered Sunset, and all would have been lost.



This was how the thought spiral always began – the notion that blind luck and happenstance had carried Sunset and her friends to victory as much as their own skills and determination.  Was that really something that could be relied upon?  She still understood so little about how magic worked in this world.  She had a reasonable idea of what her friends were capable of, but what of the magic that slowly suffused their world?  What new catastrophes would be dropped on her friends?  How long would she be able to flounder in ignorance before the next doom fell upon them?  What if magic went haywire on the far side of the planet, with her and her friends completely unable to do anything about it?  And around and around her mind went, faster and faster, with no end in sight.



Which was why she once again found herself staring at her ceiling at 5:38am, incapable of sleep.



She sighed in disgust as she closed her eyes and rolled onto her side.  If she could just–
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Sunset jolted awake at the blare of her alarm, then rolled onto her back with a groan.  Bright morning sunshine glowed around the edges of her blinds.  A new day beckoned.



“Shit.”








Sunset took her customary spot at the lunchtime cafeteria table with the gang without a word and began to mechanically eat her salad.  The rest of the crew exchanged glances, which Sunset pretended not to notice.



Rarity spoke first.  “Sunset, dear, please don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re looking rather… out of sorts, this morning.”



Sunset snorted.  “That bad, huh?”



Twilight Sparkle leaned in to try to catch Sunset’s eye, glasses slipping in the process.  “Is everything okay?”  She pushed her glasses back up to the bridge of her nose.



Sunset sighed, then forced a smile.  “Yeah, I’m alright.  Just stayed up too late last night.”  Twilight, sweetheart that she was, didn’t need to hear the source of her exhaustion.



“Up late?”  Rainbow Dash spoke around a mouthful of apple.  “You look like you pulled an all-nighter.”  Her eyes widened.  “Oh shit, did we have a test this afternoon?”



“Aheh.  No, nothing like that,” Sunset said, “I just couldn’t sleep last night, is all.”  She took a sip from her milk carton.  “I’ve always been kind of a night owl.  I guess it’s finally catching up with me.”



“That seems to be happening a lot more often lately,” Applejack said.  “Have ya thought about maybe gettin’ somethin’ to help with that?”



Pinkie Pie made a face.  “No way, man.  Prescription sleep aids are the worst.  Maud and I both went on them a few years back, and neither of us lasted more than a week.”  She pulled a candy bar from her hair and unwrapped it as she spoke.  “Sleepwalking, night terrors, sleep paralysis – not worth it.  Like, at all.”



Rainbow Dash stared at her blankly.  “But, you’re like, the most energetic one out of all of us.”



Pinkie Pie shrugged, then proceeded to hom-nom-nom her candy bar with relish.



Applejack smirked.  “Gee, I can’t imagine why.”



Fluttershy piped up as a giggle went around the table.  “Maybe Sunset doesn’t need to go that far.  I’ve taken an over-the-counter melatonin supplement to help me sleep when I get too stressed out.”



“Oh, that’s right!”  Rarity smiled at Fluttershy.  “You were the one to suggest it to me to help with my seasonal affective disorder!  Still grateful for that, by the by.”



Sunset blinked at them.  “Do you really think that would work?”



“Mmhmm.”  Fluttershy nodded.  “If you’re sleep schedule is all wrong, it will help get it back on track.  Just make sure to take it an hour before you go to bed, and you can spend at least eight hours asleep.”



Rarity nodded as well.  “That last part is important, too.  If you take it too late, or have to wake up early, you’ll feel like hell warmed over.  Eight hours, no less.”



“Hmm.”  Sunset felt a genuine smile tug at her lips.  “Well, I’m willing to try anything at this point.”








The first night went reasonably well – after taking a pill at around ten o’clock, Sunset found herself drowsy enough to turn in some time after midnight, with a minimum of existential dread.  It wasn’t quite the eight hours of sleep promised, but it was certainly better than one.



The second night went even better.  Within an hour of taking the pill, Sunset found herself crawling beneath the covers of her bed.  She allowed herself a small smile as she drifted off.



In the morning, she awoke on her own, feeling quite well-rested.  Sunlight streamed through her window, and it promised to be a gorgeous day.



She turned to see Twilight Sparkle sitting on the side of her bed.  She was wrapped in a fluffy white towel, barely large enough to cover herself with.  Aside from her glasses, she was wearing absolutely nothing else.



“Whoa!”  Sunset sat bolt upright and pressed herself against the wall to her back.  “T-Twilight!  Wha-what are you doing here?”



Twilight reached out and placed her hand over Sunset’s.  “It’s okay,” she said, though a tightness was in her voice.



It was then that Sunset noticed the tears brimming in Twilight’s eyes.  “Twilight?”



“It’s okay,” she said again as she slid closer to Sunset.  As she did, the towel slipped a bit, exposing more of Twilight’s lavender skin.



Sunset, adrenaline replacing the blood in her veins, tried to force coherent words out of her mouth.  “Uh, what?  What’s okay?”



“Everything.”  Twilight sniffed away a tear as another ran down her cheek.  “Everything is okay.”



Everything was not okay.  “Um, Twilight–”



With a sob, Twilight buried her face in Sunset’s shoulder, and the towel slipped further down, revealing a broad expanse of Twilight’s bare back.



“Uh.”  Sunset, hands out to the sides, fought to control many, many conflicting urges.  Eventually she settled on trying to comfort Twilight, so she carefully brought her arms up around to give her a hug.  She kept her hands tightly closed as she embraced–
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Sunset’s eyes flew open.  She found herself staring at her ceiling, barely lightened by the wan light coming from around the blinds.  She was breathing heavily, and trembling as the adrenaline ran its course through her system.



“What.  The fuck.”








As Sunset sat at the cafeteria table, Twilight beamed at her.  “You’re looking well-rested today.”



For the twentieth time, Sunset reminded herself that last night was just a dream.  “Yep!  First full night’s sleep in a long time.”



“That’s excellent, darling!”  Rarity clasped her hands in front of herself.  “I’m so glad to see you doing so much better so soon.”



“Did you have any trouble getting out of bed?” Fluttershy asked. “Grogginess when you first wake up is one of the most common side effects.”



“Ha, nope,” Sunset said as she fought the urge to glance at Twilight, “I was wide awake when I woke up.”



“Good,” Rarity said. “Just remember, there’s no shame in indulging in a little pick-me-up to help get you started if you need it.  I don’t know what I’d do without my morning cup of tea.”



“Hey, there’s no shame in waking up naturally, either,” Rainbow Dash said, mouth stuffed with taco.  “Not all of us snort Pixie Stix to wake up in the morning like Pinkie Pie.”



“Hey!”  Pinkie Pie leveled a candy bar at Rainbow Dash.  “I do NOT snort Pixie Stix!  That’s, like, the most terriblest way to eat them!”



Applejack quirked an eyebrow.  “And how d’you know that?”



Pinkie Pie planted her hands on her hips with a huff.  “I just know, okay?”



“Um,” Sunset looked from Fluttershy to Rarity, “did you two have weird dreams when you first started taking it?”



Rarity’s eyes widened.  “Oh yes!  I remember they were particularly vivid at the start.”



Fluttershy nodded.  “Mmhmm.  Very much so.  They get better after a week or two, though.”



“I see.”  Sunset poked at her spaghetti.  “What did you dream about?”



A silence fell over the table as Rarity bit her lip.  A flush crept up Fluttershy’s neck to redden her cheeks.



Rainbow Dash sat up a little straighter.  “Whoa, hang on.  Were these sexy dreams you two had?”



Rarity cleared her throat.  “A lady does not does not discuss such things.”  The corner of her mouth twitched upwards as a blush tinged the edges of her makeup.



Fluttershy’s blush deepened as she hid behind her hair.



Rainbow Dash looked as though Hearth’s Warming Eve had come early.  “Oh, this is too good.  Rarity I get, but you, Fluttershy?”  She gasped.  “Was it with anyone we know?”



Fluttershy’s leg struck the table with a bang as she stood.  From behind her hair, she said, “I’ll see you all later in class.”  She hurried away, favoring her right knee as she fled.



“Aw, what?  Fluttershy, come back,” Rainbow Dash called after her.  “I didn’t mean it!”  She turned back to the table with a snicker.



Rarity was no longer smiling.  “Really, Rainbow Dash, that was quite unnecessary.”  She left the table and followed after Fluttershy.



“Wh–hey, c’mon,” Rainbow Dash said, “I was only teasing!  I’m sorry!”  She failed to suppress a grin as she turned back to the table.



Applejack clucked her tongue.  “You ain’t sorry at all.”



“I am a little bit!  I didn’t want Fluttershy to actually leave.”  Rainbow Dash took another bite of her taco.  “It’s just fun to tease her about that stuff sometimes.”



Sunset frowned at her.  “Well, she clearly isn’t having fun.”



“Yeah, I’ll stop.  I should talk to her later, she doesn’t usually get that bent out of shape.”  Rainbow Dash looked at the door Fluttershy had left through, then looked back to Sunset with a sly grin.  “What about you though?  Any sexy times in your dreams?”  She waggled her eyebrows.



Sunset made a conscious effort to not look at Twilight, and silently cursed herself for the beginnings of the blush she felt on her face.  “Um, not exactly.”



Twilight reached out her hand.  “Did you want to talk–”



Sunset recoiled as though stung.  “Y’know what, I’d better take off too.  I’ve got some, ah, studying I need to catch up on.”  She forced another smile as she pointed a finger gun at them.  “I’ll see you guys later!”



She didn’t miss Applejack narrowing her eyes at her as she left.








The wind howled through the barren apple orchard as it blew a fresh layer of snow across the ground.  Sunset stood with Applejack at the foot of a handful of graves, the latest victims of the endless winter.  Tears ran down their faces, and froze before they hit the ground.



“It don’t seem right,” Applejack said dully.



Sunset shook her head.  “I wish I’d spent more time with them.”



Applejack’s face hardened.  “Well, now y’can’t.”  She choked back an angry sob.  “An’ I can’t neither.”



Sunset placed a hand on Applejack’s back.  “I’m sorry, Applejack.”



Applejack broke down as she buried her face in Sunset’s shoulder.  “It just hurts so much!”



Sunset’s voice was unsteady as she said, “I know.”



Applejack pulled back.  “Do you?”  The accusatory glare in her eyes was full of rage, hurt, and betrayal, and it bored straight into Sunset’s soul.



A harsh braying echoed on the wind, and the world grew colder.



Sunset shrank back from the heat of Applejack’s gaze.  “I–”
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Sunset woke with a gasp, tears still streaming down her face.  Applejack’s eyes floated before her in her mind’s eye, all pain and sadness, and Sunset helt a hand over her mouth to keep her chin from trembling.  Apparently even consoling a grieving friend was beyond her capacity.



She squeezed the last of the tears from her eyes and wrestled her breathing back into some semblance of normalcy.  “Damn it all to Tartarus,” she swore as she hauled herself out of bed.








Sunset had successfully avoided everyone for the entirety of the school day, and with the weekend ahead, she was sure she could get to grips with herself and face them on Monday.  She donned her jacket and backpack, then shut her locker door to reveal Applejack’s frowning face.



“Gah!”  Sunset looked away, but not in time to avoid seeing Applejack glaring at her in the snow.  She tried to force cheer into her voice as she stared at the floor.  “Oh hey, Applejack!  What’s up?”



“Don’t you ‘what’s up’ me, Sunset Shimmer,” Applejack said, hands on her hips.  “I need ya to level with me – why’ve you been avoiding us all day?”



“Nothing!  I mean, I’ve just been, um.”  Sunset shook her head.  She wasn’t going to sink so low as to lie to Applejack’s face.  “Look, it’s stupid.”



“It can’t be that stupid if it’s got you runnin’ from yer friends.”  Applejack folded her arms across her chest.  “C’mon, what’s the struggle?”



Sunset looked up at Applejack, whose smile clashed violently with the vision in Sunset’s head.  She felt heat build behind her eyes, and she looked away again.  “It’s really stupid.”



Applejack’s stance immediately softened.  After a moment’s pause, she said, “Hey, Granny Smith keeps a pitcher of mulled cider for Applebloom an’ me in the school kitchen for when we’ve gotta stay late for studyin’ an such.  How’s about you tell me what’s got you all worked up over a mug?”



Sunset couldn’t keep a quiver out of her voice as she said, “Okay.”











Applejack stared at Sunset from across the cafeteria table, hands clasped around her now-empty mug.  “Wow.  That’s pretty fucked up, Sunset, not gonna lie.”



“Yeah.”  Sunset sniffed.  “I know.”



Applejack winced.  “I mean, I don’t mean that you said what you did, just that your brain is messin’ with you so much.”



Sunset shook her head as she tried to keep her voice level.  “I still should have come up with something better.”



“Darlin’, there ain’t nothin’ to say at times like that.  Just bein’ there is enough.”



“Yeah.  And I know you wouldn’t– I mean, I know it’s not–”  Sunset rubbed a tear out of her eye with the palm of her hand.  “It just felt so real.”



Applejack leaned in and grabbed Sunset’s hands in her own.  “Hey, Sunset.  Look at me.”



Sunset obeyed, and fought to keep dream-Applejack out of her mind’s eye.



“I’m real.  I’m right here.  And I’m tellin’ you, for real, that you have nothin’ to be sorry for.”  Applejack put a hand on Sunset’s shoulder.  “You’re awesome, you’re one of my best friends, and I love ya dearly.  Okay?”



A fresh hotness of tears began to trickle down Sunset’s cheeks and drowned any words she might say, so she simply nodded.



“Okay.  Now c’mere.”  Applejack stood and pulled Sunset into a hug.



Sunset clung to Applejack’s solid frame as she choked back a sob.  When she trusted herself not to cry anymore, she pulled back with a sniff.  “Thanks, Applejack.”  She dried the rest of her tears on the sleeve of her hoodie.  “Ugh, I feel so stupid for getting all worked up over a dream.”



Applejack chuckled.  “Don’t be gettin’ down on yourself now.  I’ve got a whole brainful o’ issues, just the same as Rainbow, just the same as Rarity, just the same as Fluttershy and Pinkie and Twilight, bless their hearts.”  She gave Sunset a reassuring smile.  “It’s okay to–”



Applejack was interrupted by a chime from her hip.  She checked her phone, then said, “Ah, shoot.  I gotta git, evenin’ chores are gonna be’ a handful.”  She stood and headed towards the door, then turned and waved.  “I’ll see ya later, Sunset.  Feel better!”



Sunset waved back.  “Sure, see ya.”



As soon as Applejack was out of sight, Sunset sighed and rested her head on her arms.  “I’ll talk to all of them tomorrow.”








The sky was the dull red of a sunset during a forest fire.  Sunset’s breath was loud in her ears as she ran, heart racing, eyes wild as she searched for an escape route, or at the very least, a good place to hide.



She ducked down a darkened alleyway.  Halfway through she paused to lean against the wall to catch her breath.  Her limbs were on fire, and she knew she couldn’t keep running for long.



She heard the slap of footsteps approach the end of the alley, and Sunset looked up to see Rainbow Dash careen around the corner.



“Sunset!  She just got another one, we have to–”



A yellow and pink blur descended from on high and slammed Rainbow Dash to the ground.  Fluttershy, belly distended beneath her bloodstained tank top from her feasting thus far, unfurled her gigantic bat wings and screeched at Sunset.



Sunset froze, then looked around for some sort of weapon.  She spotted a pile of half-rotted pallets next to a dumpster across the alley.  She rushed over to try to pull one free–



“Help!”  Rainbow Dash reached out towards her.  “Sunset, help me!”



Before Sunset could react, Fluttershy snapped her head forward and sank her fangs deep into Rainbow Dash’s shoulder.



“Aaaaaagkh–”  In a matter of moments, Rainbow Dash’s body withered, utterly drained of vitality.



Fluttershy cast aside the empty husk and leveled her furious blood-red gaze on Sunset.



Sunset, eyes brimming with tears, managed to tear free a board with a few nails still attached and leveled it at Fluttershy.  “You’re not getting my blood, you monster!”



Fluttershy’s response was to inhale deeply, then let loose a skull-splitting screech that shattered every window in the alleyway.  



Waves of near-hypersonic noise washed over Sunset, and it felt as though her eyes were going to explode in their sockets.  She dropped her weapon as she clutched at the sides of her head and felt blood trickle from her shattered eardrums–



Sunset awoke to find herself still clutching her head.  She sat up and snapped her fingers on either side of her to make sure she hadn’t actually gone deaf.  Satisfied, she sniffed away the last of her unshed tears and grabbed her phone from the nightstand.



She opened up the chat app and sent a message to Fluttershy and Rarity.  



I need to talk to you.








Due to Fluttershy’s work at the animal shelter and Rarity being saddled with babysitting duty, it wasn’t until dinnertime that Sunset was able to meet with them.  Rarity had the idea to check out a new restaurant downtown, the Tasty Treat, and they all met up there just after sundown.



They had gone through half the naan and their dishes had already been served by the time Sunset finished explaining everything to them.



Rarity frowned at her.  “Dear, I know being hard on yourself is kind of your ‘thing’, but this is excessive even by your standards.”



Sunset blinked at her.  “How do you mean?”



Fluttershy spoke as she soaked up some of her curry with naan.  “Well, it’s not as though you can help it, really, but each of your dreams has a common theme of, um, failure.”  She took a bite.  “Mmm, this is really good.  Wanna try some?”



Sunset frowned at them.  “So, that’s it?  I just need to lighten up?”



Rarity and Fluttershy exchanged a glance.  “Not quite that reductive, darling,” said Rarity.  “I just think you shouldn’t put so much stock in silly dreams, that’s all.  Tough it out, as it were.”  She took a bite of Fluttershy’s naan.  “Mmm, this is good.  Have some, Sunset.”



Sunset accepted a piece.  As she chewed, she couldn’t deny the tension easing from her shoulders a bit.  She sighed, then said, “I guess I am getting worked up over nothing.  It’s not like Fluttershy’s going to turn into a bat anytime soon.”  She left unsaid the part where a few weeks ago Princess Twilight had related an anecdote of how Fluttershy’s Equestrian counterpart had done precisely that.



Fluttershy perked up.  “Ooh, I’ve always thought it would be neat to be a bat!  Echolocation is such a neat ability, and, um.” She looked from Sunset to Rarity, then slunk lower in the booth with a bashful grin.  “That’s not really relevant, though.”



Rarity smirked at Fluttershy.  “It’s interesting that Rainbow Dash would be the target of your depredations.”  



“You’re thinking of werewolves.”  Fluttershy flushed.  “Also, shut up.”



Sunset glanced between the two of them, then smirked herself.  “Fluttershy, is there something going on between you and Rainbow–”



Both of the other girls said, “No,” in unison.  Fluttershy slunk lower still as Rarity patted her on the shoulder.



Sunset held up her hands with a laugh, then took a bite of her paneer tikka masala and allowed the unctuous warmth of the spices flood her palate.  She sighed contentedly.  “This was a really good idea, Rarity.”



“Thank you, dear.  And please know, I’m very sorry your experiences with side-effect dreams haven’t been as positive as mine and Fluttershy’s have been.”  Rarity failed to suppress a salacious grin.  “Goodness knows they’ve done me a world of good.”



They all shared a laugh at that, and conversation turned away from the subject of dreams as the meals were consumed.  By the time Sunset returned to her apartment, she was warm through and through, and barely gave taking her dose a second thought.








Sunset walked with Princess Twilight down the street towards CHS, talking about how the past week had gone.  An autumn chill was in the air, and Sunset pulled on the drawstrings of her hoodie to ward it off.



Twilight, wearing a long cloak over her usual clothes, didn’t seem to mind the cold.  “Interesting.  So your friends all supported you, and even pointed out that you had nothing to be sorry for, or worry about.”



“Yep!  Everything is under control,”  Sunset said.  “I’ve just gotta power through these last few days until the pills find an equilibrium with my system, and everything should be great!”



Twilight snorted.  “You think so, huh?”



Sunset’s smile faltered.  “Yeah.  I mean, don’t you think I’m doing okay?”



Twilight stopped at the final turn and gestured down the street.  “You tell me.”



Sunset rounded the corner and stopped cold.  There, where the high school should have been, was a titanic sinkhole a mile wide.  



Twilight turned to Sunset, face an impassive mask.  “Let’s get a closer look, shall we?”



Sunset found herself standing at the edge of the pit, too deep to see the bottom.  The wind howled, blowing detritus into the hole, where it was swallowed and forgotten.  Jagged rocks periodically broke away from the walls of the cliff surround the hole and tumbled down until the noise of their fall could no longer be heard.



Dread pressed in on Sunset like a vise, and she found it difficult to breath.  She felt her guts turn to water as she turned to Twilight.  “What is this?”



“A fathomless depth replacing the familiar form and structure that guided your education for so long,” Twilight said dryly.  “How apt.”



Vertigo spun down from her chest and settled deep in her stomach.  Her guts roiled in consternation, and Sunset clutched at her stomach with a groan.



Twilight turned to her.  “If you need to take care of something, go.  I’ll still be here when you get back.”



Sunset sat bolt upright in bed, disoriented and reeling.  “Holy shit.”



Despite wanting nothing more than to fall right back and let oblivion take her, the noises that came from her guts spurred her to action.  Although her limbs felt lined with lead, she hurried down the stairs of her loft, ducked into the bathroom, and slammed the door behind her.







Sunset resolved to call a priest in the morning to exorcise her bathroom, then crawled wearily back into bed.  She was sweaty, nauseous, and thoroughly exhausted.  All she wanted to do was fall asleep and wake up at some point in the next decade.



Sunset looked at her clock, which read 3:27am.  She groaned as she faceplanted her pillow.  She couldn’t rightly recall ever being so bone-tired.  Darkness took her, and her apartment, then the bed, fell away.



“Ugh!”  Sunset slammed into the cliff face and slid several feet, jagged rocks tearing holes in her pajamas before her scrabbling hands finally found purchase.  Desperately she clung to the bare rocks as frigid winds beckoned her to the bottomless void below.



Princess Twilight appeared at the edge and looked down upon her.  “To think I had such high hopes for how this was going to play out.”



“Twilight!”  Sunset shouted to be heard over the wind.  “What is going on?”



Twilight frowned.  “I’d say that your suffering the consequences of ignoring your problems instead of dealing with them, and operating under the delusion that one good day means everything is magically fine.”



“What are you talking about?  Help me up!”



“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Sunset.  You’re the only one who can get you out of that pit.”  Twilight picked up a stone and chucked it into the void.  “At the rate you’re going, that doesn’t seem likely.”



Sunset narrowed her eyes.  “Princess Twilight would never be so callous.  Who are you?”



Twilight snorted.  “Isn’t it obvious?”  She unclasped her cloak and tossed it aside with a flourish.  Standing where Twilight had been a moment before was Sunset Shimmer herself, wearing the same clothes as the night of the Fall Formal.



“Great,” Sunset said, “I’m gonna die having an existential argument with my evil self.”



“I’m your subconscious, genius,” Sunset said.  “I’m the celebration of each of your victories, and the guilt of each of your defeats.  I’m just taking the opportunity to talk to you directly, now that your mind is marinating in both melatonin and masala.”



“Why the disguise as Twilight, then?”



Subconscious Sunset shrugged.  “I thought you’d actually listen to her.  You’re right, though, I didn’t try very hard.”  She gestured at the pit.  “This was a more direct way to get my point across.”



Sunset was about to retort, but one of her handholds gave way.  With a yelp, she slid several inches before she caught herself again.



She heard a scoff from above.  “Look at yourself!  Base survival instinct is all that’s keeping you attached to that cliff!  You’re better than this, Sunset!”



“I’m barely hanging on!”  True to her words, Sunset felt her handholds crumble beneath her fingers.  She slid another few inches before her foot caught on an outcrop.



“Stop doubting yourself!”  Sunset’s voice shouted from above.  “Yes, the world needs saving, but you don’t need to carry the weight of it on your shoulders!  You already have all you need to get yourself back on solid ground, you just need to believe it!”



Sunset’s heart sank, and she slid another foot.  “Then I’m as good as dead!  I can’t save the world by myself!”



“Sun and stars above,” Sunset shouted, “who said you had to save it by yourself?”



Sunset stared at herself.  “Oh!”



A raspy voice shouted from behind her.  “Well, it’s about fucking time!”



Sunset risked a look over her shoulder.  “Rainbow Dash!”



“The one and only!”  Rainbow Dash hovered behind her, wings beating too fast to be seen.  She looked up to the edge of the cliff and cupped her hands around her mouth.  “Hey!  She’s down here!”



A rope slapped against the cliff next to Sunset.  She looked up to see Applejack hop over the edge and rappel down to be level with her.



“Hey there, sugarcube!  Didja miss us?”



“More than you know,” Sunset said.  It was more than just the wind that made her eyes water.



“Well, strap yourself in, partner!  The rest of the girls are waitin’ for us!”



With careful assistance from Rainbow Dash, Sunset was able to loop the rope around herself and tie herself to Applejack.



“We got her,” Rainbow Dash shouted, “Haul them up!”



Above, a chorus of voices yelled, “Heave!”  With a jerk, the rope pulled taut and slowly pulled Sunset up.  From the safety of Applejack and Rainbow Dash’s arms, the cliff didn’t seem so high.  Soon enough, Sunset rolled over the edge, whereupon she was immediately swarmed by the rest of her friends.



“Are you okay?” Twilight asked.  “We came as fast as we could.”



Fluttershy said, “We were so worried.  Are you hurt?”



“Good heavens, darling,” Rarity tutted as she threw a blanket over Sunset’s shoulders, “let’s get you into some warmer clothes!”



Pinkie Pie shoved a chocolate bar into Sunset’s hands.  “Quick!  Eat this!  It’ll make everything better!”



Sunset laughed.  “Girls, seriously, I’m fine.  Thanks to you, at least.”



The girls all smiled at her, then parted to allow the other Sunset to approach and stand before her.



She smirked as she asked, “Was that really so hard?”



“Well, I didn’t make it easy on myself.”



She snorted.  “Now you’re getting it.”  She gestured to her friends.  “Remember this.  Remember them.  Because of your belief in each other, there’s nothing you can’t do.”



Sunset smiled.  “I know.”



Sunset winked at herself.  “I believe in you, too.”



“Yeah,” Sunset said as she winked back, “I do.”



Sunset hugged herself, and as Sunset melted into Sunset, the world was suffused with a golden glow.









Golden morning sunshine flooded through the window as birds chattered to each other in the tree just outside.  Sunset indulged in a luxurious stretch, took a deep breath, and smiled.



It was going to be a beautiful day.
      

      
   
      The Double Bar


      

      
      
         The sign above the entrance has no text, just five parallel horizontal lines. A vertical line crosses from the top line to the bottom; a thicker vertical to its right covers the same distance, and the horizontals reach it and stop.



The entrance itself is unimposing and unimpressive, an unadorned wooden double door. It is tall enough for anypony to pass through — even Princess Celestia herself, should she desire — but this is common among Canterlot businesses, as she has developed a reputation of dropping in unannounced to seemingly random establishments over the centuries. The building, too, blends in well among the shops and restaurants lining the block, many of which are multi-story buildings of which the upper floors are living space for the owners.



Beyond the double doors lie two sets of stairs, the one on the left going up and the one on the right going down. A trip up the left stairs leads eventually to a large, brightly lit room with a well-stocked bar on the right wall, a smattering of tables and chairs, and a stage at the far end. Microphone stands are distributed around the stage, and a grand piano sits in one corner. On any given night, the stage might be occupied by anything from a solo piano recital to a country band to a jazz jam session with audience members invited to join in. And the patrons are some of the most musically literate ponies in all of Equestria. A keen observer might spy, in the audience for a string trio, the drummer from the previous night’s heavy metal headliners in conversation with the principal oboist of the Fillydelphia Symphony Orchestra, or might realize that the violinist is going to share this stage with a piper next weekend — and this would not be an unusual week here.



The downstairs area, separated from the space above by a shared kitchen and a heavily soundproofed floor/ceiling, is more of a club, dimly lit, with blacklights, strobes, and glowing decorations on the walls. Here, too, a bar lines the right wall, but the stage is smaller and set up to hold turntables, synthesizers and effects pedals, leaving more of a dance floor for the ravers who come to listen to the latest sick beats spanning the various flavors of electronic dance music. Trance, house, dubstep, and electro-swing are all common sounds here, mixed and manipulated by a different producer every night.



This is the Double Bar, home to the best live music in Canterlot. And the drinks aren’t half bad, either.








Brindisi looked up from cleaning glasses behind the bar at the sound of approaching hoofsteps and saw Octavia Melody wandering into the otherwise empty upper house, looking like her mind was anywhere but there. “You’re here early,” she noted, glancing out the window to the sunny afternoon. “What’s on your mind?”



Octavia sat down at the bar and reached into her saddlebag. “This came in the mail today,” she said, pulling out an envelope stamped with dark blue wax.



“What is it?” asked Brindisi.



Wordlessly, Octavia slid the envelope over to her. She opened it, removed the paper inside, and began to read.



After a few sentences, she looked back up at Octavia. “Princess Luna herself would like to commission a piece from you?”



“Shh! Not so loud,” Octavia frantically whispered, glancing around the room to see if there was anyone else there.



“We’re the only ones here,” Brindisi observed.



“Fine,” Octavia relented. “The thing is, I had no indication that this was coming. None at all. I didn’t even know she’d heard of me.”



“You’re the best cellist in generations, and that recording of Quartet for the End of Time you were on was amazing—”



“She’s been returned for less than a year!” Octavia slumped forward. “I’m not ready for this. I’ve written music for a general audience before, but I’ve never written music for royalty. And since it’s Princess Luna, I don’t know what she’d do if she doesn’t like it. I don’t even know what she might like!”



“The commission didn’t say?”



“Look for yourself,” Octavia said, gesturing to the paper that was still in Brindisi’s hoof.



Brindisi looked. Indeed, there was a distinct lack of anything resembling details or terms of the commission.



“So go ask her,” she said.



Octavia looked at her like she’d just sprouted a second head. “Are you crazy?” she asked. “I’m sure she has much more important things to do with her time! And besides, she might have expectations of behavior that I won’t know and won’t be able to meet!”



“I hear Night Court is usually pretty sparsely attended, it’s not like you’ll be wasting her time,” Brindisi said. “And if you’re worried about protocol, then get there early and ask the court officials. That’s their job.”



This seemed to calm Octavia down. “Yes,” she said thoughtfully. “Yes, I suppose that could work. Thank you.”



“Glad to hear it. Now, since you’re here, anything I can get you?”



“Manehattan on the rocks, please.”








“What’d she say?” Brindisi asked Octavia the next night.



“She didn’t give me much to work with,” Octavia said, dropping onto a barstool and looking out over the audience for the night’s postmodern saxophone quintet performance. “She seems to expect me to be the primary performer, so that’s a bit of a hint for instrumentation, and she felt that five or six minutes was a decent starting point for length.”



“Did she say anything about style? Genre?”



“She admitted that she doesn’t know enough about the various styles of music since her banishment to give me a useful direction there, and told me I was left to my own devices.” Octavia listened to a few measures of the piece being performed, and winced at some of the unresolved dissonances and cluster chords. “Somehow, I don’t think this is quite what she’d be looking for.”



Brindisi went to go mix a few drinks for other patrons, including a refill of Octavia’s Horse’s Neck. When she returned, she asked, “Could you do some sort of ‘music through the ages’? Show off a number of different genres?”



Octavia shook her head. “That’s an interesting idea, but it might take more time than I have. I do like the idea of an old-meets-new approach... Oh! I could take a melody from her time and transform it into something more contemporary.”



“That sounds like a good place to start,” Brindisi agreed. “Do you have any thoughts on where you might get a melody like that?”



Octavia frowned. “A few. But the Symphony’s music library isn’t terribly well organized, and I don’t know how long it would take me to find something useful there. There’s a music historian’s conference in Vanhoover next week, but travel there on short notice isn’t cheap.”



“We’ve got a folk singer playing here this Thursday,” Brindisi said. “Maybe you could ask her.”



Octavia nodded. “That might do it.”



A particularly out-of-tune HONK from the tenor sax player drew both their attentions back to the music being performed.



“I honestly can’t tell if that’s how the piece is supposed to go, or if he’s just having a bad night,” said Octavia.



“He did it in the same spot when they played this piece during sound check,” said Brindisi, “so I think it’s probably intentional. Or that could just be a bad note for the horn.”








Two weeks later, Octavia entered through the door at the base of the lower stairs and made a beeline for one of the tables against the wall.



“Didn’t expect to see you down here,” remarked the lower-house bartender, Bar Line, from his spot behind the counter. “You take the wrong stairs on accident?”



“My roommate’s the DJ tonight,” Octavia explained, sitting down. “I promised her I’d come and listen, and I figured if I got here a few hours early, I’d have some time to work on this piece I’m writing.” She reached into her saddlebag and pulled out a pencil and several pages of staff paper, some of which already had music written on them.



Bar Line nodded. “If you’d like a keyboard to help you hear what you’re writing better, I think we’ve got a spare floating around here somewhere. I know upstairs has one or two that aren’t being used right now.”



“That would be wonderful,” Octavia said.



Bar Line stepped out from behind the counter and went over to a side closet. His horn lit up as he opened the door and started pulling things out until he found what he was looking for. He levitated the keyboard over to the table next to Octavia’s and set it down. “Don’t have to hook it up to anything to make noise, just if you want it amplified, and I don’t think you do.”



“Thank you,” Octavia said, and began to write. Occasionally she reached over to the keyboard and played a few notes, testing the sound of some fragment of melody or some chord progression, but for the most part she was silent.



So when, about an hour and a half later, Bar Line heard her playing the same phrase with slight variations over and over and grumbling unintelligibly, he knew the creative process had hit a rough spot. “Having trouble?” he asked.



“Somewhat,” Octavia replied. “There’s this bit near the end that isn’t quite coming together, and I don’t know what to do to fix it.”



“May I take a look?” asked Bar Line.



“I suppose.”



Bar Line walked over to Octavia’s table and took a look at the music. “Is this the spot?” he said, pointing at a location on the page.



“That’s the one,” Octavia confirmed.



“I assume, since this is near the end, you’re trying to tie everything back together.” At Octavia’s nod, Bar Line continued, “What if you tried this?” He played a phrase that was similar to what she’d been fussing over, but with a couple of rhythms and a couple of pitches changed.



Octavia listened. “Hmm... no, that’s not quite it either, but maybe this?” She played a passage that took his edits and made two more, then continued for a few more measures. “Yes, that should work.”



“Happy to help,” said Bar Line. “By the way, you’ve got maybe an hour before your roommate shows up and we have to set up for the show tonight, and when she does, I’m going to need to put that keyboard away.”



“Of course,” Octavia said, and returned to her work.



By the time Vinyl Scratch arrived to set up her mix tables and recordss, Octavia had more or less finished the melody and had a harmonic outline written. She was still of the opinion that the piece wasn’t quite finished, that there was something missing that would make it what it wanted to be, but she wasn’t sure what.



Bar Line saw the exact moment she figured it out. It was about five tunes into the DJ’s first set, during a more atmospheric piece. Octavia’s eyes widened, and she said something that probably wasn’t meant to be heard by anyone but herself before coming over to the bar.



“I think I’ve got it,” she said, and ordered a shot of Cutie’s Mark whiskey.








“And this establishment has existed for decades?” asked Princess Luna, as she and Octavia ascended the stairs to the upper house, where the commissioned composition was set to be performed. It was early afternoon, so the bar was almost completely empty — which was probably for the best, since the Royal Guard were still not entirely comfortable leaving Princess Luna unsupervised in public.



“So I’m told,” Octavia said. “The basement was turned into a second performance space during a renovation about fifteen years ago, I think, and I don’t believe it always had its current ability to draw performing talent, but it’s been around for a while.”



“Good afternoon, Your Highness, and welcome,” Brindisi called out. “Octavia, you and Scratch can begin whenever you’re ready.” Vinyl Scratch was set up on stage next to Octavia’s seat, with her rig and a set of speakers ready to go.



"Yes," Luna said. "I am very much looking forward to hearing what you have created for me."



Octavia walked over to her cello, picked it up, took a breath, and began playing.



She’d chosen to write a theme and variations, and the theme was one of the folk songs she’d learned from Roan Baez after her performance the previous month. She played the theme unaccompanied, but when she began the first variation, the reason for the DJ’s presence became clear. The cello could cover the lower register just fine, but adding an electronic background on top and a tasteful dance beat fleshed out the auditory landscape and added color to the piece.



The first several variations turned from fast to slow to fast again, to a modal shift from major to minor and back, to a metrical change so that the piece was three beats to a measure instead of four. The last few instead added more and more ornamentation to the melody and more complex beats, making it harder and harder to play each new variation at the same tempo as the last one, but Vinyl wasn’t slowing down for her at all. Which was fine; it was what she’d written, after all, and she could keep up — if she couldn’t, she had no one to blame but herself.



She did notice a few wrong notes slipping into her performance and tried not to wince. The wonderful thing about a premiere was that no one knew how it was supposed to sound, so if she didn’t let on that she’d made a mistake, it could slip by unnoticed.



The final variation was the most high-energy of all, and Octavia felt herself breathing hard by the time she finished her last sixteenth-note triplet run and hit the final chords. The empty room was acoustically live enough that the last note took a couple of seconds to fully decay.



“So,” she asked after the echoes had worn themselves out, “what did you think?”



Princess Luna looked her straight in the eyes. “It is a pity that ‘court musician’ is no longer an appointed position,” she said, “or I would hire you both on the spot. Miss Melody, I may not know much about music in this day and age, but what you played sounded surpassingly difficult and very well crafted, and I am certain that few could have performed it as well as you did.”



Octavia nodded, not trusting herself to speak.



“And Miss Scratch,” Luna continued, “your contributions no less enhanced the piece for being in the background. Support roles are often the most important of all.”



Vinyl, too, nodded silently.



“I may not be able to personally sponsor you as I once could, but I will speak to my sister and strongly recommend that you be first on the contact list the next time we need music written for a momentous occasion.”



“You honor us beyond words, Your Highness,” Octavia said shakily. “Thank you.”



“Princess Luna,” Brindisi spoke up from behind the bar, “would you care to stay for tonight’s performance? We’ve got a Zebrican percussion ensemble, and I’m told they are not to be missed.”








The musicians that come here are a varied lot, but they all recognize quality when they hear it in any style and are willing to help each other out if asked. A popular cellist can get a melody from a folk singer. An operatic soprano might take a duet with a country fiddle player. A mixologist can ply her trade at both alcohol and sound balancing, and be equally skilled at both. Any of these things and more might happen, and do, here at the Double Bar.
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