
      Sugarcoated


      

      
      
         Upon coarse dirt by the bank of the stream, I lay and dreamed that I was unborn, undone, and drifting under the bright blue sky, grass rustling and wind soughing along the plains, soft haze over the distant mountains, and the blood-bitter taste of the metal stick in your mouth, resting at the gap in your teeth and sucking the heat from your tongue, and the choking yank of the foul-smelling reins as they pull the corners of your mouth up and back. The tug that makes you look.



I awaken with a snort and scrabble at the air, my hooves kicking divots when they strike the dirt. I smell dust and moist streamwater, reeds and muck, a hint of remote foxscent. My ears cock and swivel, hearing no hint of danger, but I am full of a thing like fear as traces of my dream sink deeper into my mind.



I shake my head and step to the stream, gazing down at the rippled image of my roan coat and the white streak like a diamond on my forehead. I drink deeply, listening into my body and feeling the echoes of a panic I cannot name and from which I cannot flee.



I turn to the path of packed dirt that ran by the stream. I close my eyes and I feel the breeze in my face and the drumming of hooves as I run with my herd, the open sky and warm sun on our sweating coats as the land drops away behind us and I open my eyes again to just the path, with a copse of elms ahead and after that the… the word won’t come. I bare my teeth and breathe deep; there is no fearsmell. It is well-travelled, safe, imprinted by hoofmarks of calm gait. I do not remember whence I came and have nowhere else to go; I start down the path.



Some of the prints below me look odd; I smell a sharp odor and the ringing noises, the pounding of the mallets as they strike your upturned hooves, driving the metal rings onto your feet with sharp spikes, the rings that separate you from the earth and I almost panic again. The air smells of sweet grass, chicory and marjoram, the land is rich with food smells and there is no threat, just the thing ahead to which I am drawn. I fall into the rhythm of my gait, and close my eyes again to recall the clean air through the rustling grasses and the peace of the herd about me as we graze and so I drift into and out of my dream as I walk.



The path crosses the stream as I walk, and there is a… bridge over it. Lengths of wood stripped of bark, laid across the water. A tree sliced to pieces to be walked on. I step onto the bridge and hear the hollow sound as I plod across and approach the… town. I have the word now and my ears flatten and I shy back. But I can see others there now, a herd, and they are together and safe and I remember the warmth at my flanks so I trot forward again.



As I approach them, they do not notice me. The sounds from their mouths are intricate and cadent, and they wash over my ears without touching me, and they are like the sounds of the biting pain at my sides and carcass skin wrapped over my back and the tug that pulls my head where demons drive me so I stop still and stare at them, trembling. 



They are not running together or grazing or mating, they stand in unnatural twos or threes and they are making things or exchanging things and there is a mare facing a stallion and he does not press her, though I feel the wind in my mane as I run and the aching hollow of my lust in my loins as he chases me and I yield to him climbing upon my back with his breath at my ears and his teeth clamping on my neck but they are not what I was or what the herd was or what we would have, should have been. They, like demons, make but do not grow.



And as they finally see me, they gather around me and smile at me, and in response I feel the corners of my mouth jerk sharply up and back.
      

      
   
      Hatred


      

      
      
         “So, Twilight.” Rarity takes a dainty bite of her scone. “How are you? Really?”



Only half-aware I’m doing it, I smile what I think—what I hope—is a serene little smile. I’m trying to imitate the one Princess Celestia always wears, the one that radiates distant reassurance even though nopony can read it. Practicing this smile has become a habit lately, though it’s a slow-blossoming skill, the kind that moves so slowly it’s difficult to perceive a change in. Right now, I’m bad at it. I suspect I’ll always think I’m bad at it until one day, far in the future, I suddenly catch my reflection out of the corner of my eye purely by chance and find myself floored by the realization that I long ago became my teacher’s equal without even realizing it.



But right now, I settle for doing the best I can manage for a couple seconds, then cover what I know must be a lackluster performance by lifting my own scone and taking a bite which I can only hope is as politely dainty as my host’s. I swallow a little too fast and it sticks in my throat. It doesn’t feel dainty at all.



I cover once again by lifting my tea and taking a sip to help wash it down.



“Oh, me?” I feign an inflection hinting surprise once my throat is clear. “I’m fine, Rarity. Just fine.”



Rarity smiles her own version of the smile. It never works for her, though, because she’s got those eyes, those big blue oceans of sparkling sapphire, and it’s the eyes, I’ve come to realize, that are the secret to the smile. It doesn’t work if the eyes don’t cooperate, and hers always tell the truth.



Those eyes say it all, from under their long, perfect lashes.



She knows.



It hangs in the air like steam wafting off a fresh-poured cup of tea, a presence barely seen but impossible not to feel when it’s so close, so personal.



She’s too much a lady to let it linger uncomfortably, so she nips it before it can grow to fill the silence.



“I’m glad to hear it.” She nods a little nod, telling me she won’t question my claim. “I just wish we saw more of you, you know.”



“Well, princess responsibilities, and all.” I shrug weakly.



“Of course.” She nods again. “I understand.”



For just the briefest fraction of a second, I suddenly want to flip the table, because she doesn’t. She knows, but she doesn’t understand, and those are two completely different things.



I long ago despaired of anypony understanding.



I don’t flip the table, of course. Not understanding isn’t her fault, and anyway, the outburst was never a real option. The urge is gone as quickly as it appeared. Instead, I nibble at my scone and keep enjoying my tea—it really is good tea—while we sit across from each other.



“What about you?” I ask. “How have you been?”



“Oh, much the same as always, I suppose,” she says. “Lately, that seems to be a lot of juggling my boutique’s branch shops. Wishing I had more time for creating and less for administrating.”



Now I nod.



“I’m thinking of divesting a bit from that part,” she continues. “Getting back to my roots. Spending more time in Ponyville. I’m not as young as I once was, you know.”



“I’ve been thinking about that myself,” I venture.



She gives me that look again. Now I can’t help noticing the subtle crow’s feet that have formed, and they only make those eyes speak more sharply than ever.



She knows.



Even so, she offers me another flash of a smile, brief and terse but genuine. “It would be wonderful if you did.”



Hearing the idea spoken placates us both for the moment. I suppose it’s enough to grasp onto, because it’s true, I will think about it. I’m always thinking about it.



And so the dance goes, afternoon tea with Rarity. We talk and we circle and I smile my distant smile and her eyes tell me she knows and somehow I know it’s not a mistake that I can tell. Our conversation is a shell; we rotate around a hollow center, and we both miss the days there was something there in the middle.



Then finally it gets late and teatime is over, so I take my leave. I step outside and glance back with hatred at my wings, these wings I never asked for, and I fly away.
      

      
   
      River of Dreams


      

      
      
         Princess Celestia lifted her teacup and gave Twilight a curious smile. "So," she said. "A matter of national security?"



Twilight stared back somberly, her teacup untouched. "We've been blindsided by enough ancient foes," she said, "that when I suspected there was truth behind the legends of this one, I decided it was only prudent to be proactive." The folder in front of her shone with hornglow, and a pile of papers angled up and tapped on the desk, aligning their edges. "After all, there would be little more dangerous than the antithesis to an Element of Harmony."



Celestia hesitated. "Antithesis?"



"Lilith," Twilight said. "The Alicorn of Lies."



Celestia was silent for an uncomfortably long time.



"Now there's a name I haven't heard from pony lips in ages," she finally said, and took a contemplative sip of tea.



Twilight's ears perked up. "So it's true? You do have another sister?"



"Did."



"Oh." Twilight gradually shrank back in her chair. "Oh. I'm sorry."



"Don't be," Celestia said, lowering her cup to the platter. She abruptly stood up and paced to the window, staring out into the countryside beyond. "The only peace Lilith ever found was in her choice to sacrifice herself for ponykind."



Twilight stared into her tea for long seconds. "I suppose that must be some comfort?" she finally said. "That her last act before passing on was to repent and reform."



Celestia's jaw shifted. Twilight glanced up—and blinked. Celestia, for the first time Twilight had ever seen, was biting her lip.



"…Princess?" Twilight said, her wings fluffing out. "What? What's wrong?"



Celestia turned her head away for a moment, and her barrel rose and fell in a slow breath. When she turned back, her usual gentle smile had returned—if a sad one.



"It's alright, Twilight," she said. "Just…memories, that's all. We'll talk about them someday."



"…If you're sure." Twilight chewed her own lip. "I'm sorry for bringing it up."








One glance at Celestia's muzzle was all it took. Luna stopped, set down the scroll she was reading, and stood up to give Celestia a hug.



"What is wrong, sister?" she said after their embrace.



"Twilight somehow found out about Lilith."



"Oh." Luna tilted her head. "She took the truth badly?"



"She's not ready for the truth," Celestia said heavily. "Or…well, I should trust her to be. But she knows just enough for the truth to be awkward, and I didn't have the strength to bring it up."



"I shall speak with her," Luna said. "It shouldn't be your burden. I was always closer to Lilith than you were."



Celestia smiled sadly. "No. We should talk to Twilight together. I shouldn't run from this."



Luna nodded and nuzzled her. "Fair enough."



"In the meantime," Celestia said, "can we visit her? Just for a little while."



"Of course," Luna said. "Come join me tonight."








Celestia gradually opened her eyes to find herself floating amid a comfortable night-blue nothingness speckled with points of light. She turned her head, watching the glowing specks drift by. A thousand years of reflex kicked in, and she reached out to the nearest point to brush her hoof against it—but overrode her instincts at the last moment. 



She wasn't here to monitor ponies' dreams. Not tonight.



Still, she couldn't help but survey the currents of light. "The River of Dreams is gentle tonight," she said. "You do marvelous work."



"I merely protect it from the troubled minds who would cast ripples in the stillness," Luna said from behind her, then stepped forward shoulder to shoulder with her. "You did not lie to Twilight. Lilith found her peace here."



"I'd like to think so. But I wonder." 



Celestia let the lights drift around them for long seconds before speaking again. 



"Did you know, Lilith? Did you realize what would happen when you dissolved yourself into the aether of sleep, and scattered your essence into the ponies we breathed to life?" Celestia took a breath. "Did you see what they would do with the ability to conceive of things that did not exist? Was it only—like you said—about cursing our ponies to lie, and cheat, and covet, and wish for violence; or did you understand that allowing them to dream of a better tomorrow would turn out to be the greatest gift of all?"



There was no answer, of course.



Luna silently rested her head to her sister's neck, and Celestia leaned in in return. And they drifted through the night in the currents of their sister's embrace.
      

      
   
      Delta


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Game Day


      

      
      
         Leaning back, Spike looked over at the other three lawn chairs sitting under the early evening sky behind Applejack's barn. "This is so great!"



Shining Armor nodded from the chair nearest Spike. "I'm glad I could finally get down here for a session." He grinned at Discord coiled around his own chair. "We couldn't've dreamed of this playing Ogres & Oubliettes back in Mom and Dad's basement, huh, Spike?"



"That's me." Discord blew a glowing yellow smoke ring, everything suddenly smelling like bananas. "Making dreams come true everywhere I go."



That got a snort from Mac. "Regular Tooth Fairy, ain'tcha?"



A tiny tiara appeared between Discord's antlers. "I also collect horn shavings, hoof trimmings, and shed feathers." Putting his lion paw to his snout, he said in a loud whisper: "I'm trying to make new friends. From scratch, I mean!"



Spike couldn't help swallowing at that, but Mac gave a laugh, Shining Armor joining in. "Really glad," Shiny went on. "Especially after the week we had up north!"



"Oh?" Glad to change the subject, Spike sat forward. "What happened?"



"Ice worms!" Shiny held up his front hooves, barely any space between them. "They're usually this big, and they dig around in the glaciers. But Monday?" He waved his hooves. "Worms bigger than ponies busted up through the fountain in West Park, flopping around and smashing the gazebo! Me and a brigade drove them back into their hole, but, well, somepony had to go down and see what was going on."



Mac nodded. "Meaning you."



Shiny grinned. "Gotta earn the epaulets." He tapped his horn. "So I light up, march in, zap the things till they're thundering off in the other direction, and what do I find?" He held up his hooves again about the same distance apart. "Another sliver of Sombra's horn! I mean, every time I think we've rounded up the last slice of that thing..."



Spike had to do some more swallowing. "So whadid you do?"



"The usual." Shiny settled back in his chair. "Cady showed up with her containment squad, then the troops and I had to stomp around in the snow for a couple days with amulets to dissipate the residual dark magic." He blew out a breath. "So I was ready for a weekend off."



"Same here," Mac said.



"What?" Spike blinked. "You had ice worms?"



"Dust devils." Mac gestured to the orchard. "Dang things was charging around the rows, shaking the apples off the trees afore they was ready. More solid'n any I ever seen, too: head, tail, four legs, the works."



"Wow." Shiny looked from the trees to Mac. "There a spell for that?"



"Just rain." Mac grinned. "Course, after the pegasi push the storm back out, we gotta slog through the mud and gather up the clumps of hair and bits of hoof that dust devils form around, so yeah." He gave Spike a nod. "Nice idea, having Game Day after all that."



"Wasn't me." Spike waved to Discord, eating little colorful umbrellas like they were popcorn. "Discord brought it up, and after the week I've had..."



Shiny laughed. "Twily running you ragged?"



The memory made Spike's shoulders tighten. "I was restocking our alchemical reagents when I noticed the jars looked weird. They all had this, I dunno, fluff inside: not mold but more like that stuff you blow off dandelions." He rubbed his forehead. "And reagents're so sensitive to magic, I had to open each jar, pull the fluff out, then use the passive scope to make sure the chemicals were okay! Took me three whole days!"



"Fluff?" Mac was looking at Discord. "Like feathers?"



Spike blinked, but Shiny was narrowing his eyes at Discord, too. "Huh," he said. "So what did you do this week?"



"Me?" Discord touched his claws to his chest. "Nothing to speak of, I assure you."



Things clicked in Spike's head, and he sighed. "Discord, if you want us to get together for Game Day, you don't need to do anything crazy! Just ask!"



Discord put a talon to his chin. "I could." He snapped, and glasses of something sparkling and orange appeared in the cup holders of all their chairs. "But I've noticed you ponies always enjoy a day off more when you think you've earned it."



Spike wanted to scowl at him like the other two were, but the glass smelled like liquid citrine. "Fine," he said, picking it up. "But I'm organizing the next one."
      

      
   
      The Dog Ate My Homework


      

      
      
         “A dog.” Cheerilee looked down at the two dejected unicorn students, who at least appeared to be honest in their explanation of why their four-page report on Equestrian rivers and streams was absent.



“Well.” Snips scuffed one hoof against the schoolroom floor. “We thought it was a dog.”



“It grabbed our report when we were coming to school,” declared Snails. “After we had spent hours and hours and hours—”



“and hours on it!” said Snips. “We chased after the dog, but it ran really, really fast and just when we were about to catch it—”



“The dog turned into a changeling!” said Snails. “Like a real arthropod with wings and everything! I wanted to put it in a jar, but it still had our report.”



“It tried to fly but we shot magic at it! Boom! Pow! Zap!” declared Snips, hopping around the floor.



“And it crashed into the river.”



“With our report.”



“We tried to use our magic to pull out the pages before they got too wet.”



“But they were all soggy and came apart, except for one page that Snails was pulling really, really hard on.”



“Only it wasn’t a page of paper,” said Snails. “It was a sea serpent! A great big one with a giant mustache like the ones the Great and Powerful Trixie gave us when she beat the giant Ursa Major.”



Cheerilee held up a cautionary hoof. “I thought Twilight Sparkle gave you two mustaches after that disaster. And it was an Ursa Minor, and Twilight was the one who made it leave town.”



“Well…” Snails got a look of extreme concentration, or perhaps constipation. “Maybe.”



After a brief pause to scratch the itchy area on her forehead, which was most certainly not a facehoof, Cheerilee said, “Okay. What about the sea serpent?”



Snips nodded. “Yeah, the Great and Powerful Trixie could chase away the sea serpent if she really wanted to.”



“I think she wanted to know about our report,” said Snails. “But we could go get Trixie and show her the sea serp—”



“The report,” said Cheerilee a little harsher than she wanted. “Just… The report, please.”



“The sea serpent couldn’t help us get the report back either,” said Snips. “But he said he’d help us re-write it, if you give us another day.”



“Or two, if you want it writ up really good,” said Snails.



Cheerilee had just gotten done silently counting the first twenty primes and was seriously contemplating taking up a hobby like skydiving when there was a light tapping at the schoolhouse door, done by a welcome and familiar pony.



“Raindrops,” said Cheerilee in what she hoped was an indoor voice. “Are you here to escort your brother and his friend home?”



I hope.



“Yes, Miss Cheerilee,” said the ever-polite pegasus. “Are they in trouble again?”



“No, nothing too bad,” said Cheerilee with a cautionary glance. “Just a paper they need to rewrite by tomorrow.”



“Awww,” chorused the two troublemakers.



“Now hurry on home,” said Cheerilee. “I expect to see your report on my desk by the morning bell.”



Snips and Snails shuffled out of the schoolhouse and down the road next to Raindrops until they were out of sight, at which time their dejected trudges turned into eager gallops.



“Come on, Thorax,” called Snips over his shoulder.



“Yeah, Mister Magnet said he’d show us where a whole bunch of frogs live down in the river.” Snails stopped galloping and gave several long, springy hops. “I want to put them in this report. Frogs are the best part of rivers and screams.”



“I’m coming,” said the changeling as he shifted into his natural bug form and began flying to catch up. “Are you sure you two didn’t get in too much trouble when I grabbed your homework? It was just so full of love I couldn’t help myself.”



“Naa,” said Snips. “We do this to Miss Cheerilee all the time. She loves it.”
      

      
   
      Moonbound


      

      
      
         Celestia scrutinized Luna, who offered a feeble smile in return. “Are you really prepared to do this, sis? You know—” she said.



Celestia faltered as Luna turned around and walked to one of the many oversized windows of her sister’s bedroom. She opened it and looked out down below. The angry mob, tens of thousands of motley spots shifting and eddying was there, of course, as it was the day before, and the day before that one too. It had been there for over two weeks now, day and night, relentlessly pushing and crashing against the castle’s gates. The thin line of guards that cordoned off the royal palace could hardly keep it at bay.



From that lofty spot Luna could not hear what the mob was yelling. The words were slurred, but the hostile, hateful tone was unmistakable. Squinting her eyes, she thought she could make out a large sign depicting her hanged from the gallows. 



Luna slowly spun around to face her sister. Celestia’s expression blended sorrow and resignation. “Do I have any choice?” Luna asked. “Let the situation fester anymore, and the kingdom is doomed. All we have fought for since the beginning swept away. Shall we permit our world to relapse into endless warfare and destruction?”



Celestia did not answer. Tears welled up in her eyes. At last, she shook her head silently.



“The needs of the many,” Luna continued, and her face was stern now, “outweigh the needs of the few, or the one. And it’s only a millennium.”



“Will they buy it?” Celestia asked, softly sobbing.



“They will. They will see you as their savior. You will have rescued them from a peril so much greater than what they protest against now. Their cause will seem petty, vain. They will adore you, worship you like a goddess. Of course, they will hate me more, if that is possible. But then they will forget. Oblivion will shroud my figure in murk, and wipe the slate clean. After a thousand years, the time will be ripe for me to rise again.” 



“Why did you have to sign that edict alone?” Celestia asked.



“One of us had to sacrifice herself, sis. The situation could not endure. Tribes’ privileges had to be rescinded, lest we built a society based on inequality, prejudice and resentment. The choice was simple. You can’t vanish. I can. They shan’t miss me.”



“But I shall,” Celestia protested.



Luna walked to her sister and hugged her tight. Celestia’s body was twitching, and her tears were flowing freely now. “Hush, hush,” Luna whispered at her sister’s ear. “It will be hard at first, but then you will get used to it. You will do great. You always did.”



Luna broke the embrace, took a handful of steps back, and sighed. “Now, if you would excuse me,” she said, “it is time for me to part. I still have bits of my role to rehearse. Just to be certain to fit in perfectly, you know?”



She walked to the door, opened it, and went ahead into the corridor.



“Luna?” Celestia’s voice called behind her.



Luna stopped, and turned around once more. Her sister was standing on the threshold, looking at her as if it was the last time they would see each other.



Luna smiled gently. “Luna,” she said, “is dead. My name is Nightmare Moon now.”
      

      
   
      Build Me A Bridge


      

      
      
         At these parties, what Applejack hated most was the lying. 



"Charmed, ah'm sure." 



It was more than just pleasantries, those bits of social shorthand that, under inspection, become nonsense. 'I'm fine' or 'have a good day' are mostly reflexive anyways, barely meant.



"Been well myself. And y'all?"



It wasn't even particularly egregious or offensive. On the whole it was mild. But it was so pervasive.



"You don't say?" 



It was petty self-aggrandizement or rumor-mongering,   boasting, character assassination with subtle jokes - and delivered oh so carefully. That was the worst part, really; how she had to actually pay attention. If she allowed her eyes to glaze over and simply nodded along, who knew what she might agree with? 



"Ah'll be certain to ask her about that." 



It wasn't random, after all, nor was it mindless. Each half-truth, white lie, fib, came from ponies who were stirring the pot, working the crowd, trying to ooze their way up the social ladder. Usually by stepping on anypony 'beneath them'.



"'Scuse me, I think Ah see my friend…" 



So she would smile and nod and eat the snacks that were almost - but not quite - tiny enough she could ignore that they were over-salted and under-crafted, and excuse herself at the first possible moment to enjoy what she loved most about these parties:



Rarity's smile. 



"Oh there you are darling, I was looking all over for you!" 



Her friend took to each crowded ballroom or shaded lawn or gently swaying airship like, (as much as she would hate the expression,) a pig to mud. She was completely in her element, wallowing in pleasantry and polite fiction, scoffing at rumors or cutting through boasts with a keen wit. And somehow, despite fitting in perfectly, she was beautiful without being stained. 



It was probably that smile.



"You simply must meet him, Applejack, he writes the most hilarious articles—" 



It appeared at each greeting or parting, brilliant and ephemeral as a shooting star. Rarity smiled at everypony, regardless of station, or costume, or even how pleasant their company was; a brief glimpse of pure happiness, shining through the ritual and pomp, an irrepressible truth. 



"Oh, there's Fleur! Come along, we'll say hi!" 



It was almost reason enough to come to these parties, seeing that flickering smile illuminate her friend from the tilt of her ears to the tap of her hooves. 



"Oh dear, it is getting late!" 



Almost. And sometimes, after the small talk wound down, the buffet was cleared, the guests were trickling out, and the two of them were yawning their way back to a homebound train over the cobblestones and under the gaslamps, Rarity would say



"What a lovely evening. Did you have fun?" 



No. 



Applejack's feet would be hurting from fancy shoes on marble, her stomach protesting overly rich food, her memory relentlessly replaying some stupid thing she said, and home and bed looming large in her mind... 



But she would bite down her retort. And instead of letting the evening die, she would say



"Ah had a wonderful time." 



Then there would be one last smile, just for her, to carry home in her heart. 



And she would think that, maybe, a few small lies now and then were tolerable.
      

      
   
      The Sky Gazes Back


      

      
      
         "Hey, Rainbow Dash?" A tiny hoof prodded Ranbow's flank, jarring her from a groggy half-sleep. "Can I ask you a question?"



"Nyum? Mwuh?" Rainbow smacked her lips and squinted at the pint-sized filly lying beside her on the cloud. "Yuh-huh. W'zup, Squirt?"



Scootaloo tucked her legs beneath herself like a cat. "Back when you were a filly... if you found out that you couldn't fly, that you'd never be able to fly... what would you do? How would you deal with that?"



"Throw myself off the side of Cloudsdale," Rainbow Dash said, automatically, through a yawn. "Learn to fly, or die trying."



"...Oh. Uh, thanks."



"Anytime." Rainbow Dash shut her eyes and reclined on her back, wadding up a lump of cloud to serve as a pillow.



Then Rainbow, realizing what she'd said, froze. She abandoned her half-formed pillow, and took a long, hard look at Scootaloo. Her wings were half-open, flapping experimentally. "Why're you asking?"



Scootaloo's wings snapped shut. "No reason!"



Rainbow Dash turned to her side, propping her head on her hoof. "Scoots, what's on your mind?"



"Nothing. Nothing's on my mind."



Rainbow frowned.



"No, I mean it. Really!" Scootaloo grinned, a little too widely. "Just thought I'd blurt out a random question – something to wake you up. 'Cuz, uh... you snore. Like a chainsaw."



"I mean, yeah, but that's never bothered you before. Unless it's always bothered you, and you've never said anything because—" Rainbow caught herself drifting, and stopped for a deep breath, grounding herself in the moment. "Are you sure that nothing's wrong?"



"Positive."



Rainbow paused. "'Cuz, like, you know you can tell me if something's—"



"I know. I do." Scootaloo turned away from Rainbow Dash, gazing over the edge of the cloud, at the ground far below. "I just..."



"What?" Rainbow rose to her haunches. She felt sluggish, her muscles taut from disuse. "It's just us up here, Scoots."



Scootaloo didn't answer right away. When she did, her voice was a thin whisper. "You'd seriously rather die than live without flying?"



Rainbow's eyes traced over Scootaloo's wings, folded tightly against her body. She bit back a sigh, and a wince, at her prior thoughtlessness. "I mean, when I was a filly, maybe I would've felt that way. But you gotta understand..."



She crept closer to Scootaloo.



"You gotta understand that I was a really, really stupid filly. I knew exactly what I wanted – even if I didn't know really how to get there – and I didn't really think too much about anything else. So, yeah, if I couldn't fly? That would've felt like the end of the world."



Her hoof cupped Scootaloo's cheek, tilting the filly's head until their eyes met.



"You don't gotta worry about that, though," Rainbow said. "You're tons smarter, and more mature, than I was at your age. Heck, you've learned stuff I didn't figure out until I was a grown-up. So, even if you never got the hang of flying, even if you just... couldn't... you'd make it. You'd find your own way to be awesome."



"...More mature than you, huh?" Scootaloo flushed, a bashful smile crossing her face. "No offense, Rainbow Dash, but that's not too hard."



"Aw, shaddap, you." Rainbow's tail whipped Scootaloo's cutie mark, making her yelp. "Think you're so cool, with your regular sleep schedule and your balanced diet."



"And my big sister." Scootaloo pounced at Rainbow, squeezing her in a hug. "I got that over you too, y'know."



"Heh. Yeah." Rainbow stroked Scootaloo's mane, her hoof shaking almost imperceptibly. "You're way ahead of me, Scoots."



It wasn't long before they parted, and Scootaloo peered over the edge of the cloud again. "It does look like a long way down," she remarked softly.



Rainbow craned her head to get a glimpse for herself. Far below, an expanse of green fields and gold-roofed houses stretched, carved in two by a jagged blue scar of a river – a shade darker than the sky above.



Her feathers itched.



"C'mere," said Rainbow, pulling Scootaloo away from the edge. "Let's stop thinkin' about it."



She settled down, and draped a wing over Scootaloo, who snuggled tightly against her. Gradually, the filly drifted off, her breathing prickled with a little rumble of a snore.



Rainbow closed her eyes, but couldn't keep them shut. The endless blue sky stretched out before her, and for the first time in her life, it didn't promise excitement.



All she could do was stare into it, and hold Scootaloo close.
      

      
   
      Dam You Twilight Sparkle


      

      
      
         Alright, alright! Settle down, everypony. I understand that many of you are upset. I’ve heard your complaints and I’ve read your letters, even the letters that contained anthrax or any number of deadly contact poisons. I think some other princesses would be upset by this, since technically it is attempted murder and also probably treason. Maybe even most other princesses. But not me. I take it as a sign of just how engaged the ponies of Ponyville are with their local government!



I mean, think about it. How many towns are there in Equestria that would resort to assasination over disagreement about a civic construction project? Not many! That’s real town spirit. You don’t see that much anymore.



That said, let’s talk about the Ponyville Dam.



I will be the first to admit, mistakes were made. While I think the dam is an excellent project and that it will provide great value to Ponyville over the coming decades, I could have communicated its benefits more clearly. The number of angry or possibly armed ponies in this room makes that clear that expectations were set too high. Ponies are disappointed. I see that now, and accept that some of this could have been avoided if I’d acted differently.



For instance, when I ran that article in Stallions Quarterly that hydroelectric power “gets mares totally wet,” I could have clarified that I was referring to the recreational water park built across the reservoir.



A water park that, I would note, gives Ponyville access to much needed entertainment options that will support it as it grows from a small to a mid-size town over the next five years.



I’m sure you all understand that politics is a delicate game. It’s not just about setting good government policy. I love policy. I love talking about policy. Sometimes I think that Equestria would be better if ponies who love policy were given direct control over local governments instead of being hampered by local government rights. But I digress.



The point is that policy alone doesn’t win referendums. You have to sell your idea to the people. And when building up expectations, sometimes it’s hard to know precisely where to draw that delicate line.



For example, in meeting with business leaders across Ponyville, I was careful to highlight the dam’s economic benefits. I think we can all agree this is a perfectly reasonable thing any pony in my situation would have done. But in hindsight, I could have talked about GDP growth, instead of winking and saying that maybe one particular firm would get a lucrative government contract if they could drive some votes my way.



Though I will emphasize that one particular firm did, after an open and unbiased bidding process. They aren’t based in Ponyville but they did a great job.

I notice that many of you are from the southern half of Ponyville. I understand there were no recording devices present at my meeting with the South Ponyville Homeowners Association, and so I do not recall precisely what I said. But if any of you did interpret my discussion of the dam’s benefits as a promise that it would wash away and destroy your arch-rivals in North Ponyville, I am sorry. I should also inform you that electrical death rays are not real.



Though if they were, the dam could easily power them, as it produces over one hundred megawatts of clean, environmentally sustainable baseline power.



Some ponies have also criticized my choice to use unconventional forms of political advertising. I remind you that the night sky is Luna’s personal demesne, and she can arrange it however she likes. I will also point out that I never said: “Vote for the dam or you’ll be devoured by timberwolves.” Ponyville’s astrologer Star Sign did.



I will be the first to urge him to apologize.



Some of you will not be satisfied by these answers. In the wake of any disappointing event, it is natural for ponies to ask questions. “Can we stop this from happening again?” “Was the dam really a good investment?” “Is Twilight nobility, and thus exempt from imprisonment for fraud?” The answer to all of these questions is yes, particularly since I can shoot lasers.



Still, I hope you will find forgiveness in your hearts. Anger, however justified it may seem, only holds us back and prevents us from seeing the good things all around us.



Like the new salmon migration spillway that ensures the dam doesn’t disrupt the local ecology.
      

      
   
      Fear of Evil


      

      
      
         “We can’t keep letting this happen,” Twilight Sparkle mumbled.



They had a special guard for this. Europa, a magical prodigy second in order only to Twilight herself and trained in resisting every form of mind control the princesses knew. His fluted golden helmet was said to have been forged by King Sombra and enchanted to defy the glamour of the Northern Lights. Every five minutes he was supposed to recite the names of three ponies he loved and who loved him in return.



The cell door was open, and Europa was inside. Twilight could just barely make out his pearl coat against the smooth ebony of Chrysalis’s hide, his face pressed into her underbelly. Twilight dared to lean forward, peering into the shadows. Then she had to turn away and resist the urge to retch.



Europa was trying to nurse.



“Clever little thing, this,” Chrysalis said. She peered at the helmet in her hooves, then tossed it away with a clatter. 



Twilight took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Let him go.”



“Who, Europa?” Chrysalis ran a hoof through his mane. “I don’t think he wants to leave.” A pause. “Who do you think he’s imagining?”



Something inside her snapped. A white hot rage spilled out from her chest with a roar, her horn burned like a star, and the world went away for a while.








“You look upset, princess” Chrysalis said. A long tongue unwound from her jaws, licking her lips and cheeks clean. “Want to talk about it?”



The manacles were back on her hooves, and the cell door securely locked. It wouldn’t last, Twilight knew. As soon as she walked away Chrysalis would have the door open again. The guards would unlock it for her.



“Why are you doing this?” Twilight said. 



“I told you the first time. I’m tired of life on the run.” Chrysalis stretched, then reclined on the spread of velvet pillows a charmed guard had brought her at some point. “So I turned myself in.”



It was so obviously untrue Twilight half-expected lightning to strike through the stone ceiling and smite the changeling queen. Instead silence reigned. Twilight could hear her heart hammering in her chest. It vibrated her shoes against the granite floor.



“That’s a lie,” she said.



Chrysalis grinned at her, revealing a forest of teeth. “It’s true. Or, it’s half true. Which is pretty good for me.”



Half true. “Which half?”



“That would be telling.” Chrysalis’s eyes shifted to the guard beside Twilight, and a leer replaced the mocking smile on her face. “Anyway, shouldn’t you get going? Off to do princessy things?”



“I’m not leaving you alone with them again.” They’d already lost four guards that way. Europa still hadn’t woken up.



“Then I guess we’ll spend eternity here, staring at each other through the bars of a cage.” 



Twilight swallowed. “We have other options.” 



“No you don’t. If you were strong you might, but ponies are weak.” Chrysalis stretched languidly, and one of Twilight’s guards stumbled, nearly falling to his knees. “You have me at your mercy. I am your prisoner. Imprison me.”



Twilight shook her head. “No. I talked with Celestia, and… Just go. We don’t want you.”



Chrysalis rolled back onto her belly. Even lying so on the pillows her head was higher than Twilight’s, and she stared down her muzzle at her. “What you want doesn’t matter, princess. That was never the question.”



Twilight shook her head. There was an answer for this. She knew it. For a long while, she stared at Chrysalis, waiting for the answer to come.



She was immortal. She could wait forever, if that's what it took.



She only wished Chrysalis wasn't immortal, too.
      

      
   
      What She Needs To Hear


      

      
      
         Dear Pinkamena,



I’ve never been more petrified in my life. You’re entering a world of chaos unlike anything you’ve ever seen. It’s dangerous, depressing, and downright crushing out there. There are ponies who’ll use their bad day to make a thousand more. There are ponies who’ll try to screw up that newfound smile of yours as best they can, resenting you for as long as you hold it on your face.



Sticking it out for your family is part of being a Pie. It’ll be hard around here while we're busy worrying about you every hour we're awake. And that's including the sleepless nights you'll give your mother and sisters. But I know we can’t change your mind. We’ll have a hard time without you, but we’ll surely survive despite you, and if you come to your senses, there's always work on the farm.



Your Father,

Igneous Rock Pie







Writing a letter was Cloudy Quartz’s idea. She’d suggested it to Limestone and Marble when they said they’d be too sad to say goodbye. Or, as she put it, “If you think you might cry, then give her a letter instead and get out of there before the waterworks start. No deserter is ever getting that satisfaction.”



Igneous knew he wouldn't cry, but he liked having his thoughts on permanent record.



Meanwhile, approaching Pinkamena one at a time on her last day—as she sat alone at the train station on top of her overflowing suitcase—was nopony’s idea. But Marble went first, so then did Limestone, and finally Cloudy. And when his wife came home, Igneous knew it was his turn.



He approached his daughter like she was a wild animal. Her head was cradled in her crossed forelegs, and that mane—where combs go to meet their demise, as Limestone put it—shot up like an eruption.



“Pinkamena?” Igneous said cautiously.



“My name is Pinkie,” she murmured. “Are you here to yell at me too?”



“No.”



His daughter ripped her head out from her hiding place, revealing her red, bleary eyes. “I don’t get it,” she pouted. “Maud left first. So why is everypony making me feel terrible? Why does my family hate me…?”



“We don’t hate you, Pink—”



“My sisters won’t even talk to me! Ma did, but… I kinda wish she hadn’t…”



Igneous wondered exactly what Cloudy had said. He didn’t get a chance to ask; he only saw her for a few seconds before she ascended to their bedroom and slammed the door.



He adjusted his cap. “I don’t think you accurately recall Maud’s departure. She got the Ma Pie treatment just the same as you did.”



Pinkamena scoffed.



Igneous thought of continuing, but the only thing left to discuss was how prestigious geological schooling compared to a minimum wage job in a small town bakery, and Cloudy would have brought all that up anyways. Besides, for some itching reason, Igneous’s thoughts—usually obsessed with the past—were trained on the future like a hound noticing a threat before its owner did. Perhaps it was something in his daughter's expression, or lack thereof.



Pinkamena’s eyes wandered to her father’s letter. “Just put that with the rest and I’ll get out of your way.”



“This?” Igneous replied. “This is nothing.” He stuffed the letter in his collar. “Grocery list.”



“Oh… okay.”



A train’s whistle sighed on the horizon. 



Igneous took a deep breath. “Pinkie?”



His daughter frowned and looked up at him. “…Yeah, Pa?”



“…I’ve never been more proud in my life. You’ve decided that you don’t like where you are so you’re making a change for yourself. I’m under no illusion that I know anything about where you’re going, but I do know this: You’ll do great things out there. I know you’ll make lots of ponies happy with your parties and your nonsense and your great big toothy smile.



“Making a stand for yourself is part of being a Pie. You’ve never done anything wrong by us, and I don’t think you’re even capable of it. Your mother and sisters are awful at goodbyes, but that just shows that they care. I know we’ll make it just fine without you, and most importantly, I know you’ll still visit.”








Igneous carried two things home with him that day. The first was the image of his daughter—smiling and crying and leaping right at him—burned into his retinas for safe keeping. The other was a toxic taste in his mouth that he wondered if he could ever wash out.
      

      
   
      The Price She Paid


      

      
      
         Flurry Heart found her mother napping under a blanket on the southern veranda, near the middle section of the castle's primary tower rise. "Always this same couch, on the same floor, on the same balcony. Why do you like this one so much? They're all pretty much the same," Flurry said to herself.



"Because, my dear," Cadance answered, not quite as asleep as her daughter suspected. "We're just high up enough to look over the whole city, but not so high that everypony looks like ants. Plus, I like to keep an eye on the rest of Equestria, too. Can't do that looking away from it."



"You can't see beyond the snow fields from this elevation, Mom," Flurry replied with barely a trace of her more youthful eye rolling.



"I think you've been spending too much time with your aunt." Cadance opened her eyes to scowl at her daughter. "You're letting silly things like facts and logic and line-of-sight get in the way of a perfectly good poetic moment."



"Yeah, it was an okay line, I guess." Flurry Heart nosed her way under the blanket next to her mother and nuzzled her. "I was looking at some old photo albums when I was in Ponyville with Aunt Twilight, and I realized something about you."



Cadance tossed the blanket up with her wings, grabbed it with her magic, and draped it over Flurry's head like an oversized bonnet. "Is it that I was a total babe, and that you're lucky to take after me so much?"



"No, Mom." Flurry Heart rolled her eyes and sighed. "I already knew that. You remind me at least once a week. I won't ever forget, believe me."



"Good," Cadance said, smiling. "Now tell me, my most precious treasure, what did you learn with your aunt?"



Flurry's eyes narrowed as she looked at her mother, sucking all the levity out of the lazy afternoon. "You're getting old," she said. "It's hard to notice changes when you see somepony everyday, but looking back at those old pictures it's obvious. Your coat's not as bright, your back isn't as straight, and if I look real close I can see a few grey hairs mixed with the pink."



"Mothers age, sweet heart. It's not a ground breaking observation, I hate to tell you." Cadance smiled down at her daughter, but she'd lost much of her earlier mirth.



"But you... shouldn't be, right? I mean, that's not... Aunt Twilight and Aunt Celestia and Aunt Luna all look the same as the old pictures."



Cadance sighed, and draped a wing over her daughter. "Mothers age, dear. As I said."



Flurry pushed away from her mother's embrace. "You mean I'm the reason you're aging?"



"Hush and listen, Flurry Heart." Cadance gestured for Flurry to sit beside her again. "A while after you were born, your aunts asked if there was anything unusual about my pregnancy, since there had never been a natural born Alicorn in Equestria. I said everything was textbook from conception to birth. That was a tiny lie of omission. Ever since we got together, your father and I were very—"



"—Mom—"



"—affectionate, sweetheart. But, no matter what, I didn't get pregnant. Which was great, for a while. But then we got married, and time went by. I thought more and more about being a mother. One night, after... well, after, I thought about what would happen if I could never have a baby. Never make Shining Armor a father. I wanted you, Flurry Heart, more than anything else in the world. And I would have sacrificed anything to get you."



"I don't know—



"It was like a switch flipped inside of me, and I just knew. The cost of life is life, dear, and I paid it happily. A few weeks after that night, I started throwing up every morning and suddenly couldn't eat pickles unless they were dipped in mayonnaise."



"So, you gave up—"



"Absolutely nothing, compared to what I got. A thousand diapers, a thousand jars of peas, a hundred and one tempter tantrums, countless sleepless nights and exhausted days..." Cadance pulled the blanket off Flurry's head and wrapped it around them both. "One perfect daughter."



Flurry Heart's eyes wet her mother's coat as she snuggled close to her. "Why not tell them? Maybe my aunts would like to be moms someday, too."



"If, someday, they want what I have more than anything else in all the world, they'll know the cost, and they'll pay it gladly."
      

      
   
      Changed


      

      
      
         When he smiles at me, his eyes are dull and empty. When I kiss him, the movement of his lips against mine feels mechanical, almost rehearsed. When we make love, there is no love to be found. I feel nothing from him.



It's been this way ever since our wedding. He hasn’t said anything to me about it. He goes about his day, masquerading as if nothing has changed. On the surface, nothing has.



Perhaps he feels obligated. To me. To his duties. To the Empire. He has always been so steadfast. It's one of the infinite number of things I love about him. 



I just don’t understand why I’m not good enough for him anymore. I don’t know if I ever want to. 



It hurts to pretend like this, but the pain of even imagining the alternative is so much worse.



I lie awake most nights, wondering when he’ll finally tell me. 



Perhaps I’m selfish, but I pray he never does. 








She’s my everything. She always has been. Her heart was broken once when I fell victim to that monster, and I would give my life a thousand times over to keep from hurting her like that ever again. It may be over now, but the damage is done.



She wants to pretend like nothing happened. I suppose that makes it a bit easier for both of us. Still, no matter how much time passes, I will never forgive myself. I may never be whole again, but I’ve already accepted my fate. In a way, I deserve it.



I love her. I do. That spark I felt for her is still there. I know it is. I just have to act as if I can still feel it, as if I can feel anything other than hollow echoes in my soul. I need to show her that I still love her, even if I can’t anymore. 

 

So I smile when she needs me to, during the times when I know it should come naturally. I kiss her and hold her the same way I always have, the way I remember from memories clouded with passion. I do everything I can in the hopes that she never learns the truth. I have to. Being with her, even if it’s just a facade, will at least allow her to be happy. That’s all that matters to me, then and now. 
      

      
   
      Surprise In The Candle Light


      

      
      
         Two ponies sat across one another at a small, intimate table tucked away in the corner of a restaurant. It was the sort of place that required a tie to get in and maybe a well-greased hoof to get in that century. But nonetheless, the two ponies sat at their table, ivory white cloth draping down, two empty plates, five forks, three spoons, and exactly seven knives accompanied by a single small coffee cup between them. At tall, cream-colored candle stood at the center, splitting the image of one another’s face as the silky orange light spilled across their faces.



The first pony, a stallion with a brown coat and black, slicked back mane dressed in a black dress coat, white dress shirt, and a bowtie—which caused some stir amongst the staff when they arrived for seating whether it counted as a tie, and ancient bylaws dating back decades were invoked to indeed say it did. After all, no one had worn such a ridiculous fashion statement since plaid was in style, and most, except lumberjacks, agreed that was a mistake.



Across from him, a soft-featured mare with a flowing golden mane, a dark blue evening gown and green eyes that popped against her pale blue coat. Coincidently the staff made no commotion over her attire despite most agreeing it was gauche to wear dark blue with a pale blue coat.



The two stared at one another, cheeks resting in hooves—certainly poor enough manners to get them kicked out, but the waiter let it slide on account of his generous tip given beforehand. The light flickered, dancing in one another’s eyes as they fell deeper and deeper into a trance.



A short cough broke their locked gazes, and the waiter poured the two glasses of wine and took his leave.



The stallion chuckled, turning a wide grin back to his partner. Taking the glass with a hoof—which, for some reason worked and no one ever questioned how one grips with hooves—he took a short sip. “Honey, I have to confess, tonight is a special night.”



“I knew it!” Honey—which was her name as well as his pet name for her and did cause a few scenes involving punched strangers—clapped her hooves together. “I know you can’t afford this place on your salary. Whose kidney did you sell?”



He merely laughed, brushing the question off with a hoof. “I swear I didn’t sell any left kidneys for this table.”



She squirmed in her seat. “That doesn’t rule out right kidneys.” Again, she clapped her hooves.



“I swear, your mother won’t miss it.” Daintily, he placed a hoof on his chest. “But I did bring you here for something important besides some playful banter.” With the same hoof, he reached down into his jacket pocket, and again—ignoring how hooves do such—he pulled free a small felt box.



The mare’s eyes went wide as her jaw dropped.



Another short cough as the waiter closed the lady’s mouth for her and took his leave once more.



“Would you marry me?” the stallion asked, his smirk growing so wide it almost popped right off his face.



She covered her mouth, and with a quivering voice said, “I have a small fib I’ve been keeping from you…”



He raised an eyebrow. “Is it that you love me and accept, which will make this stallion just the happiest?”



She shook her head. “I, too, am a stallion…” And with that, her ears folded back with her hoof falling to the table top.



Her partner placed his hoof on hers, raising his eyebrow repeatedly. “I know.”
      

      
   
      White Lies


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Grand Finale


      

      
      
         In a suburban garage, air vibrating with anticipation and a blaring techno rendition of "Winter Wrap-Up", a roomful of fretful eyes stared at the clock. 



"Fifty-nine... fifty-eight... fifty-seven..." went the people's trembling whisper as they tracked the agonizingly slow seconds hand. Drinks sloshed quietly as wineglasses quaked in sweat-slick hands. A middle-aged woman at the table scribbled furiously in her notebook, hurriedly trying to figure out the right body shape for her coming pony-sona. 



There was a collective gasp as the seconds hand reached the top. Having been set up carefully to end right at this second, the techno beat cut out. 



Midnight. 



October 10, 2020 was over. And yet they all were still there--bipedal and hoofless. A few people opened the garage door and looked out hopefully into the night, but the surroundings still did not resemble paradisial Equestria in the slightest. 



"Anything online?" someone asked. A few smartphone screens went aglow, but furious scrolling of Twitter timelines revealed nothing unusual happening around the world. 



The tenth anniversary of the MLP:FiM premiere came and went, and yet the Raponyture had not arrived to claim Celestia's Foals. 



A few spasmatic breaths were audible in the great silence. A couple of the Foals, more worried than most, thought about the friends and family members they had alienated in preparation for this day. In the corner, a trio were quietly expressing their sorrow in the best way they knew how: a whispered rendition of "What My Cutie Mark is Telling Me." 



The Foals looked worriedly at their guru -- a portly, bespectacled man with a shirt adorned by a Rainbow Dash. He seemed the most perplexed of all. He blinked a few times, looked out the garage door, then, in deep thought, walked up to the computer and turned on a quiet, calm cover of "So Many Wonders". 



He turned around and, his arms held out like a preacher's, said: "Guys. I just know what went wrong. We were thinking in the wrong terms!" The audience, breaths held, hung on his words. "We are waiting for the anniversary, but not this anniversary. May the sixth! Year twenty-eleven! Remember that?"



A few members piped up: "The Best Night Ever premiere!"



"Exactly," the leader said like a satisfied teacher. "Do you remember these days? The younger of us may not, but I do. The end of Season One. The crushing feeling that it's over, and that we are now facing a lonely, ponyless existence, until Season Two... Yes, do you not see how it makes sense? It was on that day that the longing began, and thus it will be on this same date it will be satisfied!"



With ever rising enthusiasm, he continued in the most stentorian tones he could muster: "The beginning of Season One symbolized just that... Its anniversary today is the beginning of our final stay on Earth... And the Raponyture will take place on the anniversary of the end of Season One, May the sixth!"



There was a silence, and then a raising of arms and a cheerful whoop from the gathered congregation--not all of them, but enough to make one trust it had to be true if so many people believed it. 



"On May the sixth," the guru said, with dreamy eyes, "I will be a pegasus. If any of you has designs on Rainbow Dash... well, I suggest you make your move quick."



"I will be Princess Luna's most faithful guard," a sickly college student said with conviction. 



"May the Sixth!," someone shouted. 



"The Best Night Ever!," a woman exclaimed. "Lose not your tickets, for on May the Sixth we shall rejoice!"



They have never felt more solid in their conviction. And so rose the wave, louder and louder, more passionate voices joining with each repetition: "At the Gala... At the Gala... At the Gala, tonight!"
      

      
   
      The Missing Piece... of Cake


      

      
      
         When her niece and nephew visited, Princess Celestia expected a certain amount of shenanigans to take place.  Typically at some point something would wind up sticky and a lot of hoof pointing between the cousins would happen.  Two weeks ago the pair had somehow managed to  transform the western wall of her throne room into a very dense gelatin dessert.  It took a little magic and a couple of baths to straighten matters up but no harm was done.   Today was an entirely different matter.



Long had that last piece of Germane Chocolate Cake waited for her.  Covered in the remaining frosting and bits of chocolate left by previous pieces it was sure to be the most delicious piece out of the entire cake.  Celestia dreamt about that piece of moist deliciousness that night.  She'd even checked to see if it was safe before she went to bed.  Right then she decided it was going to be her breakfast.  After all it had milk, eggs, coconut, pecans and cherries on it.  It qualified. 



Yet, when she made her way to the kitchen that morning the cake was missing.  At first she stared, her eyes wide in disbelief.  Then her left eye began to twitch, her breathing intensified and she felt as if her mane were about to set itself ablaze.  She shrieked a word she dare not say again.  It echoed throughout the kitchen before she ordered the guard to send her niece and nephew to her study  in which she would present the plate. 



Celestia counted to ten and took several deep breaths as she waited for them to arrive.  Both Blueblood and Cadence were good foals generally speaking.  They were both kind and inventive in their own ways.  Cadence was very good at skipping rope, making friends and painting.  Celestia thought the hoof print turkey  she'd made was rather nice if messy.



Blueblood on the other hoof was her opposite.  He was charming and usually reserved unless provoked.     He also had a rather large imagination that didn't always bode well when it came time to fess up about something.  The last tall tale from him involved a bugbear who had splashed honey on him and written the almost word "fank," on his mirror in crayon.  In spite of her reservations she would try to reserve judgment as much as she could.



The click of the door to her study roused Celestia from her thoughts as the two foals entered.  After a bit of back and forth between the two their eyes focused on the plate that was caked in crumbs.  Their gaze darted in unison from the plate to the princess.  



Cadence leaned over to Blueblood and whispered, "You are in so much trouble."



Blueblood's eyes widened as he quickly turned to face his cousin, "It wasn't me," he bellowed.



"Well it wasn't me," Cadence turned to her aunt, "You can ask any of the guards, I haven't been out of my room all night."



"That's a lie!  You were tapping around outside my window," said Blueblood before adding an, "Unless...."



"Besides he's got brown stuff on his front hooves,"  said Cadence, "See?  Probably from the cake." 



"Now now," began Celestia, "Let's be fair.  Unless what Blueblood?"



"It wasn't me and it wasn't Cadence but," Blueblood paused dramatically, "It could bet could be that weird looking bug foal I saw yesterday that thought it was slick by hiding in the bushes."



"Bug... foal?"



"Yeah a she.  You could tell because her mane was long and all stringy."



"Oh brother," muttered Cadence.

 

"Oh auntie you should have seen her.  Very tacky.  She had holes in her legs and a crooked horn and wings like a fly! I bet she... transformed into something like a cook... got in... and stole the cake!"



Celestia felt her eye twitch again before she sighed, "Then why do you have icing on your hooves?"



"It's not icing it's...," Blueblood shuddered, "mud... I was gonna put a pollywog in Cadence's cereal this morning!"



"You don't like mud Blueblood," said Celestia flatly.



"You don't believe me," he whimpered.



"It's a difficult story to believe."



Blueblood shoved his hooves in his aunt's face, "Then lick them and taste the truth! Taste that it's mud!"



Blueblood was sent out of the study with a week-long ban on dessert for lying and the hoof thing.  As he walked down the hall he saw Cadence trotting his way. As he passed her he muttered," Bug girl," leaving Cadence confused. 
      

      
   
      I Did Not Have Sexual Relations With That Mare


      

      
      
         “Hello, Sweetie Belle, I’m home! How was your sleepover?” called Rarity from the door of the Boutique.



“It went well.” squeaked Sweetie Belle as the other crusaders nodded in confirmation. “How was yours?”



“Well enough for being caught out like that, I suppose.” Rarity removed her boots and placed them by the door. “Applejack was kind enough to let me stay over. Rainbow Dash really needs to plan the weather better so we don’t need these big storms. This is the second time this season I’ve been caught out. Last time I had to stay in the library with Applejack and Twilight only had one spare bed, so at least Sweet Apple Acres is a step up in that respect.”



“So…” started Sweetie Belle, “you shared a bed with Applejack... twice? Already?”



Rarity paused midstep. “No, just one time. What are you implying?”



“Ah don’t think my sis would be into her that way, Sweetie,” added Apple Bloom.



Scootaloo chuckled, “Sure sounds like she was into her to me.”



“Enough! Where did you fillies get such ideas anyway?!” shouted Rarity.



“From the books under your bed,” answered Sweetie.



“You’re grounded. One week.” scolded Rarity. “And, I didn’t… erm… do anything, like in those books, with Applejack… or any pony, last night.”



Applebloom gasped. “Oh mah Celestia, that’s a lie. She’s lying! She and mah sis, they really… wow.”



Rarity rallied and quickly responded, “No, we didn't!”



Scootaloo jumped into the air, fluttering her wings. “Do you know what this means?”



“Absolutely nothing!” insisted Rarity.



“CUTIE MARK CRUSADERS WEDDING PLANNERS!”



“WEDDING?!” screeched Rarity.



“Oooh, when’s the date?” asked Sweetie Belle.



“There is no date!” shouted Rarity.



“Well, have ya picked a season yet, or are you still undecided on that too?” inquired Apple Bloom.



“We’re not engaged!” Rarity, while still shouting, was clearly beginning to tire and lower in volume.



“Oh so you still need to propose to her? Have you gotten her a necklace yet?” queried Sweetie.



Rarity answered, her tone stern and a touch annoyed, but no longer shouting, “No, I did not get her a necklace yet because I am not going to propose to her.”



“Oh, so she’s going to propose to you then?” asked Scootaloo.



“No, we’re not dating, never had- never did any of the things in the books, and are not interested in each other in that way.” And with that, Rarity considered this conversation finally and definitely settled.



But then, the worst possible thing happened. A disaster than can only be known by one name. Scootaloo. “So then you were with Big Mac?”



“I… what?”



“You were lying before. You did the book things with somepony. So was it Big Mac?”



“Oh, Celestia,” Rarity moaned.



“You did the book things with Princess Celestia?!” exclaimed Sweetie Belle. She thought for a moment, then continued. “When you two get married, does that make me a princess too?”



“I was- that was just an expression!” asserted Rarity.



“Wait, that means-” Scootaloo began.



“CUTIE MARK CRUSADERS ROYAL WEDDING PLANNERS!”



“No, I didn’t do the book things with Princess Celestia!” Rarity was done. Anything to stop this madness. “Or rather, just Princess Celestia. I did them with her and Applejack! Yes, Applejack, the farm pony I could hardly stand a month ago! Oh, and let’s not mention, despite her absolute lack of anything but the most basic hygiene products, that my mane and tail are still perfectly styled, and my coat still shiny, despite the sweat and other unmentionable substances that would have resulted as a result of s- book things!”



“Ah knew it!” declared Apple Bloom.



“No you didn’t,” retorted Sweetie Belle. “You didn’t think that Applejack would like Rarity! I’m the one who called it!”



Scootaloo nodded. “Sweetie’s right, Bloom. She called it, not you.”



“Oh. Well, at least Ah get to be a princess too. Which means,” Apple Bloom started.



“Cutie Mark Crusaders Princesses!” cried Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle.



Scootaloo pouted. “But I don’t get to be a princess!”



“Don’t worry Scootaloo, me and Sweetie’ll marry you, so you can be a princess too,” reassured Apple Bloom.



“And I guess do the book things too.” added Sweetie Belle.



“No!” hastily interjected Rarity. “No doing the book things until after you’re married. Now come on, I think it’s time you fillies start heading home.” Rarity then pushed Apple Bloom and Scootaloo out the door and let loose a sigh of relief. It was finally over. Finally, blessedly-



“So, when is the wedding?” questioned Sweetie Belle.
      

      
   
      Go Fish!


      

      
      
         That evening, if somepony had managed to sneak into the Ponyville schoolhouse, they would have seen a pink cherry earth-pony, a pen in her mouth, and her eyes focused on a stack of paper. They would have watched her smile with the same smile at every sheet, no matter the letter she would wrote on the top right corner. They would have seen how the twilight was underlying the first wrinkles of a life dedicated to care about others. But nopony was there, as the bell had rung for hours, and every foal and filly had long come back home. 



What was the purpose of staying if the class was over?



They would have also heard a sigh as Cheerilee, the only one but still favorite schoolteacher nonetheless, put the stack of papers inside her saddlebags before leaving the school, humming a melancholic tune to herself. A music lover would recognise a famous pavan, in which a stallion glorified his love for a noble mare who had taken his life.



What would not be recognizable as a part of the song was the quiet but audible sniffs that were coming from the river. Because Cheerilee was a mare of care, she followed the sound, and, soon enough, she found that one of her student hadn’t come home like the others.



“Good evening, Snails,” she said while sitting next to him.



“Hi Mrs Cheerilee,” he replied without turning his head. His eyes were locked on his fishing rod. 



“I didn’t know you fished,” she said.



“I don’t,” said Snails, his eyes still on his fishing rod. “I don’t like that.”



She raised an eyebrow. “No?”



“That’s because of the rod you say that, right?”



“Well, that’s kind of a big clue. With the rod, we could think you are indeed fishing.”



“No, no, that’s only a rod with a string. And a pebble at the end, to stretch the string.”



“Because it’s important that the string is stretched?”



“Yes of course, or else it doesn’t make any sense.”



“Right, of course…”



Silence came, but Cheerilee knew it wouldn’t last, not with Snails.



“I don’t know how to explain,” said the young pony, “but it calms me… Some ponies sing, others trot. I do that… At least, I don’t hurt anypony.”



“No, not even the fishes.”



“Sometimes I think about them, and I wonder if they are a bit perturbed by all this or not… Maybe they don’t take it well, that a pony tries to bait them with a pebble… They must say ‘He really thinks we are stupid’... Whatever they think, I don’t really care. I don’t come for them.”



“Why do you come here then, Snails?” The foal shrugged. “You don’t know?”



“Well, I’m not sure if I should tell you.”



Knowing her student, Cheerilee simply waited for her student to carry on.



“You see,” he said, “it’s kinda to do like adults, like you.”



“Like me?”



“Yes. I’ve always seen grown ponies, staring at the horizon before figuring out stuff, and I thought that I should try too. Figuring out stuff, I mean.”



“And what do you want to figure out?”



“I don’t really know; a lot of things I guess. I’m retarded so there are a lot of things I don’t get… The fishing rod helps me. I imagine the pebble in the water, and I feel like I belong to a whole: me, the pebble, the rod, the river, the sky… It forms something big, something coherent… It makes sense.”



“It makes sense, unlike Grasshopper.” Her student finally turned his head. Cheerilee had never seen him so lost. “I don’t understand Mrs Cheerilee, when I found him in the garden, my parents told me we would be best friends forever, like with Snips. But one day, they told me he left for a better world. And I don’t understand, what can be better than being with your best friend? Will Snips leave me too?”



“I don’t know,” she admitted reluctantly. “I don’t know.”



That evening, if somepony had walked by the river, they would have seen the schoolteacher and a young unicorn, each one holding a fishing rod in their hoof. They would have noticed how peaceful they seemed to be, only exchanging a word from time to time. But nopony walked this path this late, and it’s only when the Sun had disappeared that the two fisherponies came home, with only the beginning of an answer. And they didn’t need much more.
      

      
   
      Fishy Business


      

      
      
         Sweetie Belle leaned out over the water.  “Here fishy, fishy, fishy.  Heere fishy, fishy, fishy!”



Scootaloo looked over from her own pole.  “Anything?”



“Nope. Not yet.  You?”  



“Me neither.  Heeere fishy, fishy, fishy.”



Apple Bloom’s ears twitched and she held up a hoof.  “Quiet!  Somepony’s coming.”



Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo froze, and three pairs of ears scanned the orchard like radar dishes, twitching as a crash came from among the trees.



“Quick, hide the poles!”  Apple Bloom hissed.  “I think it’s Applejack.”  



A few moments of hasty concealment later and a trio of smiles greeted a dusty Applejack as she trotted down to the riverbank.  



“So that’s where the three of you got off to.  Ain't it a little late in the year to be out swimming?”



“It’s only September,” Apple Bloom said.



Sweetie Bell nodded, gesturing at the river.  “Besides, we can enjoy the river without swimming.  You never know what kind of cutie marks you might get.”



“Ah see,” Applejack said, looking them over critically, before her eyes landed on a nearby bush.  “Y’all got a net?”



“You never know when you might need to catch a critter,” Scootaloo replied.



“Oh?  And that there line?” Applejack pointed to a few glistening strands dangling from Sweetie Belle’s tail.



“You don’t like my new manestyle?”  Sweetie Belle said, her lip quivering.



“That’s not exactly it.”  Applejack snorted, kicking over a board.  “And ah suppose those corks are leftover from the cider bottles and them weights are for a flea circus?”



The crusaders variously studied the ground or other bits of the riverbank that weren’t Applejack.



Applejack sighed and shook her head.  “Look, I ain't tryin to make you girls feel bad.  And I got no no problem with fish.  They’re slippery buggers, but they stay in the water, and ah’m happy to leave them there, minding their own business.  But ponies fishing is trouble.  Apple Bloom, I told you about Yarn Spinner, right?”



Apple Bloom scuffed a hoof in the dirt.  “Yeah, I’ve heard plenty of stories about Uncle Spinner.”



“Then you know that if ponies start fishing, the next thing you know they’ll be gone all day, spending lots of bits, only to come home with empty hooves and cider bottles, while swearing up and down they had loads of fish.  Why the hay would you still go out and try it?”



Apple Bloom’s ears were flat.  “Well, you never know what our cutie marks might be.”



Applejack sighed and shook her head.  “Ponies just ain’t built to eat meat.  Pegasus are the only ponies that eat ‘em, and even them it makes, uh,” she trailed off.  “Nevermind.”



There was a moment of awkward silence, before Scootaloo sniggered.  “Gassy.”



Sweetie Belle cocked her head.  “What?”



“Fish.  They make you gassy.”



Apple Bloom gave Scootaloo a look.



“What?  I had them for dinner once.  I had to get new bed clouds afterwards,” Scootaloo said, before looking at Applejack. “You’ve had fish, too?”



Applejack's ears were flat.  “Never!  Like ah said, it’s a pegasus thing.”



“Then how would you know?” Sweetie Bell interjected.  “I once heard Rarity muttering about uncouth pegasi getting away with it because they were flying around and flapping their wings.”



Apple Bloom frowned.  “Yeah! The only pegasus you really hang out with is Rainbow Dash, and she flies more than anypony.”



Applejack backed up a few steps, her face turning redder than Big Mac.  “Uh, can’t say, gotta go... buck the rakes!” she said, turning on her hoof and bolting for the treeline.



“Hmm.  Maybe our fisherpony cutie marks should wait.” Apple Bloom said speculatively, as she stared at Applejack’s retreating form.



The three fillies shared a look, before chorusing: “Cutie Mark Crusader private eyes, Yay!”
      

      
   
      Bad Romance


      

      
      
         Rarity was not having a good day.



She had spent hours upon hours looking for a single mare: Applejack, and her search had ended up being fruitless. A lost cause. For some reason, the farm pony had chosen this day out of all possible days to go out of town to deliver some apples, and she had only found out half an hour ago.



It was lonely, trudging her way to Carousel Boutique. The windy weather didn’t bother her that much either, though she attributed that to the fact that she was caked in mud from head to hoof. Something that was, frankly, not the worst thing that could’ve happened to Rarity.



Sighing, Rarity stared at the limp and dying flowers in her magical grip. Looking back on the day, she really couldn’t do anything but mope. It was terrible.



She had started by going on a morning stroll. Contemplating her purpose in life, as any proper lady should spend time on doing, as well as brainstorming new ideas that could fit into her newest line of clothing. Upon seeing a couple softly leaning against each other while they walked, Rarity stopped and looked at them with longing.



It was then, Rarity realised, that she was missing something. Something important. It was a feeling that she only got when she looked at couples with longing… and when she looked at Applejack. It was Applejack, she realised, that she’d been thinking about more and more everyday.



At that point, Rarity had marched up to the only plausible store to sell high quality flora for a bargain price, but found that their stock of a couple more roses had just depleted mere moments before she had come. Frowning with incredulity, Rarity nearly cried as she bought daisies. When the Flower Ponies questioned Rarity about her need for roses, she deflected it with a lame excuse. 



The Flower Ponies merely smiled and looked at each other knowingly, until they noticed a flower out of place and collapsed in a fashion that rivalled Rarity’s at her worst. After having bought flowers, she had proceeded to Applejack’s vendor stand to display the flowers before talking to her in private, but found the stand devoid of life.



What followed at first was a friendly visit to Pinkie Pie. When Rarity went to ask her, she ducked and missed a cupcake nearly touching her natural coiffure by only a couple breadths of hair strands. Pouting angrily at Pinkie, she had asked where Applejack was. Pinkie shrugged and offered a cupcake for nearly hitting her. As the lady she was, Rarity accepted, but Pinkie asked why finding Applejack was important.



Rarity said it wasn’t anything important. Pinkie only smiled and nodded with a devious “Mm-hmmm… When you need me, I’m here!”



After that, she had knocked on Twilight and Fluttershy’s doors, only to find similar notes about their companions being sick. She huffed.



“If I didn’t know better, I’d say everypony I care about was trying to ignore me!” Rarity had grumbled, resolving to finally go straight to the source: Sweet Apple Acres. No matter how… inappropriate it actually was to come unprecedented for such a reason. But when she got there…



Now Rarity could see the door of the Boutique, and all she wanted to do was lie on her couch and cry while eating ice-cream. It was the most pathetic thing to do, and she didn’t care if she would track mud. All because she had been standing in the wrong place at the wrong time, allowing for a carriage to splatter her in the vile concoction and trample her precious flowers.



To say it was a surprise to see Applejack standing patiently by Rarity’s front door was an understatement.



“A-Applejack? What-?”



“I heard you’ve been lookin’ for me, Rares,” Applejack smiled. “What’s poppin’?”



“I’ve, I,” Rarity began, before sighing and looking down limply. “I’ve had the worst day, Applejack, and you weren’t even there for me to complain about it.”



“I’m here now, blabber all you want!” Applejack joked, until she saw Rarity’s face. “Come on, tell me the truth.”



“I… there’s nothing that needs to be talked about.”



“Yer lyin’. I know you. Who’re those flowers for?”



“You of course- I mean Opal needed something and-”



“Rarity?” Applejack whispered, shaking her head. “Lie me a river all you want, but I know exactly why you came looking for me.”



Rarity gulped. “And w-why’s that?”



“This.”



Wiping Rarity’s face with a hoof, Applejack kissed her.
      

      
   
      Staying on Course


      

      
      
         Celestia closed her book as she heard a knock on the door. She knew who was coming.



“Come in―” she barely got out before the door burst open, unsettling the copious amounts of dust that had built up over the years. She turned her head to see Queen Chrysalis, chest expanding and deflating like bellows.



Celestia could very nearly picture a hint of fire coming out of the Changeling Queen’s nostrils.



Chrysalis took heavy yet measured steps towards Celestia, placing her face within an inch of the Princess’s.



“What.” Chrysalis clenched her jaw. “Happened.”



“Well,” Celestia replied as she waved a hoof out of her new window, displaying the clearly non-euclidean formations that composed the new landscape, “someone didn’t adhere to the Geometry of Fate.”



Chrysalis growled and pressed a hoof to Celestia’s chest. “Are you implying that I went rogue after having to do that forsaken wedding hundreds of times!?” she looked away and gagged. “I never want to look at another piece of cake as long as I live.”



“Nor do I.” Celestia sneered. “Even though success is no longer my ally.” She looked out upon the wasteland, then back at Chrysalis. “I played my part. Even―” Celestia took a deep breath “―explained to my sister what was going on. She didn’t believe me, but she trusted me.”



“I did my bit,” Chrysalis said as she massaged her throat and paced about. “Went after those troublemakers in Ponyville, first.” She snapped her head to face Celestia. “I’m assuming you were captured?”



“Hmm.” Celestia stood up and placed the book back on the shelf. “I don’t recall being captured.”



Chrysalis sat down on her haunches and rested her chin on a hoof. “Huh. I’d never guess that they’d be able to defy the grooves of history.” A chortle escaped her throat. “They really are getting powerful if they can fight against fifth-dimensional drift.”



“I’d expect no less of them,” Celestia said as she reorganized her bookshelf. “They’re exceptional ponies.”



“Not quite exceptional enough if they didn’t survive the temporal short-circuit.”



Chrysalis grunted.



“You should probably drug their tea this time.”



Celestia paused. “… What?”



“Or coffee, or cider or whatever―”



“I think you suggested that I cause harm to ponies who are my subjects,” Celestia said without turning around, “as well as my friends.”



Chrysalis stood up and faced her counterpart. “Well, suck it up,” she said as a snarl formed on her face, “it’s not like you’re sacrificing your entire species to ensure Destiny’s survival.”



“Well, Chrysalis.” Celestia walked over and looked Chrysalis in the eye. “Some of us still have morals.”



“Morals?” Chrysalis chuckled mirthlessly. “There are no morals if you want your little ponies to thrive.” She rubbed her face. “I’m only doing this because it is really annoying to end up back here every time someone screws up,” Chrysalis said as she dropped her hoof to the ground with a resolute stomp. “My failure to preserve my race goes against my morals, did you think of that?”



Celestia pursed her lips. “Well, what if I explain it to―”



“Do you honestly think they’ll accept that explanation, being who they are?” Chrysalis blew a strand of hair out of her face.



Celestia looked down, then back at Chrysalis, then back down―then walked to the bookshelf.



“Fine, you win. I’ll drug them,” Celestia said as she pulled out a glittering book, “but let it be known I’m maintaining history’s flow under extreme duress.”



“As I do every time,” Chrysalis said with an empty smile, Celestia’s horn already glowing.



“Let the river of history stay the course,” Celestia said.



“Likewise.”



And with that, they both phased out of the world that never was.
      

      
   
      The Lies We Tell


      

      
      
         The Lies We Tell




A single snowflake gently fell down, tumbling on an errant breeze. The flake twirled and came to rest on the nose of a young girl with wild pink hair, bringing a soft smile to her face. A moment later when the snowflake melted, the smile melted away with it. She looked up to the sky, the barest hint of a frown tugging at her expression. Turbulent grey clouds blotted out the Moon and the stars, bringing the world into a realm of shadows and darkness. The girl sighed and leaned forward, allowing gravity to pull her out of the window. The brief trip down sent adrenaline coursing through her veins. With a wild grin, she picked herself up and dusted herself off. There were a few new grass stains adorning her sweater, she didn’t even spare them a glance.



She walked up to the lone tree that dominated the barren front yard of her parents’ rock farm. It easily towered over her house, dwarfing the diminutive building beneath it. She placed her hand on the trunk of the tree and sighed as her hand idly caressed a carving in the withered trunk. A gentle breeze carried the girl’s secrets around the branches and among the few remaining leaves. A feeling of contentment resonated from the powerful life in the old tree, bringing forth fond memories and a ghost of a smile.








"Pinkie, dear, are you alright? What on Earth are you doing down there?" The girl's sky blue eyes snapped open. It took her a moment to realize that she must have dozed off among the roots of the old tree. She had a slight crick in her back from the awkward position she had lain in, but she was no stranger to pain and easily ignored this lesser ache.



With a sheepish blush, she hopped up and brushed herself off again, "Sorry, Rarity. I guess I spaced out for a bit!"



"You have nothing to be sorry for, I was the one running late."



"Guess we're both guilty then!" She paused for a second, “Can we both be guilty?”



Rarity smiled sweetly, “I suppose we could.” Pinkie beamed at her, hiding the anguish within her heart.



She pushed past the feeling, holding on to her mask. Her only life preserver in these raging rapids. 



"Are you ready to go, Pinkie? It wouldn’t do to be late to our dinner reservations, now would it?" 



The girl felt her mask once again slip into place and grinned at her closest friend. She lunged forward and grabbed Rarity’s hand, another lifeline in the storm.



"Let’s go then! I’m starving!" 



Smiles are the easiest lies to sell, after all.
      

      
   
      First Place


      

      
      
         “Thanks fer waiting Twilight. Granny insisted on baking yah a pie for all your help with that Apple Bite Blight outbreak…”Applejack trailed off as she entered the living room and spotted Twilight. The purple princess was in the living room, examining a shelf full of knick-knacks and trophies. 



“Applejack, have you seen some of these trophies?” Twilight demanded, sounding scandalized. 



“Well, I reckon I must have, seeing as how I won them all.” Applejack wandered closer to see what had her friend so upset. 



“Well, some of these are obviously fake, not to mention libelous! This one says ‘World’s Best Liar!’” 



Twilight pointed a hoof at the offending trophy, and Applejack paled.



“Ah, yeah. There’s a funny story about that one…”




It was the same thing every year. Every year since she was a filly. At every family reunion they’d have the annual “Telling Tall Tales” competition. And every year her cousins would push and goad her into entering. 



Each competitor had to spin a tall tale about something they’d done that year. And their stories were scored on two attributes: how ridiculously unbelievable the tale was, and how straight a face the pony telling it kept.



It was no easy feat to keep a straight face when your audience would good naturedly boo, catcall, and laugh at you ridiculous tale. 



Every year Applejack entered. And every year she came in last.



Ever since she was a filly she could hardly tell a white lie without stuttering, stammering, and having her face go red. Everypony else thought it was cute and hilarious. Even as an adult, insisted she compete.



Well, this year would be different. This year she’d had enough of being a laughing stock. This year, if they wanted a real Tall Tale, she’d darned well give them one!



“Well now, I reckon you all know about Night Mare Moon returning to Equstria this summer, after a thousand years of banishment. What I bet you don’t know is that she came back right in my own home town of Ponyville.” 



There were a few snickers and razzes from the audience at that unlikely turn of events, and Applejack gave them a moment to die down before continuing, a look of pure honesty on her face. 



“Or that me and mah friends were the ones to beat her and free Princess Luna...” 



Applejack just grinned and ignored the cheerful heckling and jeers, before continuing her tale… 





 
Applejack blushed in embarrassment at the recollection. 



“And there’s another one next to it that says the same thing, as well as “Two Years running!.”






Applejack was more confident in her storytelling this time. More certain of her craft. When she strode onto the stage, the audience hung on her every word. (Mostly so they wouldn’t miss a chance to boo, jeer, and laugh at her supposed antics.) 



If they expected her to break character though, they were in for a disappointment. She’d tell her Tall Tale like it was the honest, unvarnished truth.



“Well now, let me tell yah all a tale about how me and mah friends met the mad god of chaos, Discord himself… And whupped his flank so hard we turned him right back into stone!” 






“And there’s even a third trophy here!” Twilight’s wings fluttered angrily. “Though according to the date they seem to skip a year…” She muttered in puzzlement. 



Focused as she was on the affront before her, she never noticed Applejack lowering her Stetson over her blushing face. That skipped year had been when she was I charge of the Apple Family Reunion. And had conveniently ‘forgot’ to include that particular event.



The following year however, she’d been a shoe in….






”By now I reckon you’ve all hard about Equestria’s newest Alicorn Princess.” The crowd nodded, and Applejack took a deep breath and smiled. “But did yah know she’s actually one of mah best friends?” 



The laughter and jeers were loud and cheerful.



“…And that she earned her ascension by switchingme and mah friend’s Curie Marks?” 



And boy did that ever have them booing and laughing in disbelief…






“Why, whoever made these should be ashamed of themselves! You’re the most honest pony in all of Equestria and…”



Applejack finally interrupted Twilight’s tirade with a hoof on her shoulder and an embarrassed smile. 



“It’s okay Twilight. Ain’t no need to get upset about it” She assured. Then she grinned and shot the princess a wink.



“Just think of it as a little prank…”


      

      
   
      Glass


      

      
      
         Sunrise. Sunset. Sunrise. Sunset. Days and days and days in which cycle is maintained. Awaken. Raise. Primp. Preen. Regalia. Smile, smile, smile. Words, smiles. Calm. Hope. More and more hope gifted unto others. Happiness springing forth from the well of myself and washing forth to the rest of Equestria, a font of life and smiles and friendship and more, rebounding upon itself and growing ever more potent, sweeping pony after pony into Harmony's ever-deepening sea.



For them, I am glad. For them, I will continue to smile. For them, I endure day in and day out and take place as the Eternal Sun, for what else is there to be? For my student, my sister, my subjects.



But not for myself.



I don't know when it first happened. Or rather, when it first happened again. The thousand year exile, yes, the hollowness within then had a reason, somewhere I could point and understand just what was missing from my life. My other half cleaved away and lost to me. An old story told time and again, history to legend to myth and then brought back into sparkling clarity when Twilight joined Night and Day once more.



For a time, a time, I felt joy again. Rose each day to greet the sun with a song in my heart. On precious days, I can hear fragments of that song. My spirit dances on ethereal wings and the laughter that bubbles forth is genuine.



Somehow, the good days are separated by longer and longer paths of broken glass. Walking upon jagged edges, each step drawing forth a new cut. I bleed, and bleed, and yet never run dry. Yet the pain of it all, that ache within grows stronger. At times I hear her whispers, Nightmare's counterpart, promising to ease my own pain were I to welcome her companionship.



A lie, yet one I need believe for but a moment to be lost to her. I stand strong, and yet I am afraid. Afraid not for my sake, but for theirs. How will our ponies fare were their virtuous one to be the one to fall? Were their faith to shown itself as but a hollow thing?



For them, I go on. For them I bring the day again and again, force my sore stained hooves to walk the broken pathway once more. For their smiles and joy I move forward. For their love, I endure.



I only wish I knew how to find it for myself once more. I only wish I knew why I was shattered.



A smile that is joy, rather than concealing a broken mare. It is a nice dream.



And then, I awaken.
      

      
   
      Sold Down the River


      

      
      
         Blueblood entered the audience room with a smug smile and eyes full of anticipant triumph. "You called me, Aunt?" he said with ratherly acted innocence. "Are you going to complain to me about card debts again?"



"You know very well why you are here, Blueblood," Celestia said coldly. "Explain to me the meaning of the incidents on the Canterlot Drawbridge."



"Incidents, incidents," Blueblood pondered, exaggeratedly tapping hoof against chin. "A hundred apologies, but I can't recall any particular incident at this time. If dear aunt could...?"



Celestia shot him a dirty look and unrolled a paper scroll. "I have received news that you ordered a pair of statues delivered to the drawbridge, depicting, and I quote, 'some sort of a hideous crocodilian creature.'"



Blueblood's smile waned slightly. "I'll definitely track down whoever's insulted my handsome visage in such a way," he muttered. Out loud, he added, "Yes, I'm afraid the common rabble doesn't appreciate true art and fears anything new." 



"They take up half of the bridge's width," Celestia added annoyedly. 



"Surely you see the merits of decorating the entry to the capital, to awe visitors and foreign dignitaries?"



"I believe there's more 'eww' than 'awe' to it," Celestia said under her breath, then unrolled another scroll. "In any case, I also hear that you have sent your cronies to the bridge in order to... collect an entry tax. The guards had to threaten them with jail to keep them from harassing the travellers." She looked at her nephew over the scroll's edge. "We have no entry tax."



Blueblood's smile began to wax once more. "You may not, but I do."



"What does it mean?"



Now it was Blueblood's grand hour. Slowly, deliberately, he took the most prized of his smug smiles out of his endless basement of self-satisfaction, and put it upon his face for all to see. "The drawbridge, you see, is mine."



The guards in the room gave each other surprised glances. Celestia's face was a mask of stone. "Explain."



"As it happens, aunt, I am the owner of the Canterlot River," Blueblood continues, "and I have the right to regulate its use. Since the drawbridge that provides the sole access to Canterlot happens to cross my river and impede the flow of my waterfall, I have the right to tax all movement across it, and make use of its space."



Puffing up like a blowfish and putting on his most prized smile, long maturated in the basement of his self-satisfaction, Blueblood held out a particularly elegant, floridly decorated paper. Celestia floated over the paper to herself and examined it closely. 



"This says that you've been sold the river by..." Celestia's eyes narrowed. "Flim-Flam Associates Co.?" She let out a quiet relieved sigh. 



"Yes," Blueblood answered. "A pair of honest business partners if I've ever seen any." 



"And you truly believed they had the right to sell you the river?" Celestia said more idly, scanning the document closely. 



"No doubt about that. They wouldn't have dared to cheat me, even if they" -- a sarcastic snort -- "had wanted to. Frankly, aunt, you may prize yourself on being a good judge of character, but neither am I deficient in this regard. I have an eye for trustworthy ponies."



"But it would seem you lack an eye for crucial detail," Celestia said, still looking at the paper. 



Blueblood suddenly became aware of a grin budding on his aunt's face.  



"W-What do you mean?" he asked, suddenly unsure of himself in the face of that portentous grin. "This is a legitimate transaction! It's got all the requisite signatures and..."



"That, I admit, is true," Celestia responds. "Misters Flim and Flam had every right to issue to you this paper."



This was not reassuring at all, not with the damnable grin. "See! So you admit it!" Blueblood responded with rising panic. There was an invisible, increasing tension in the air, like that of a punchline waiting to-- 



"Because... as it says down here in an astoundingly small typeface, in dark-purple letters on a black background... this is, and I quote, 'a novelty item, not for official use. Flim-Flam Assn. Co. is not responsible for any consequences stemming from the attempt to use this as a legitimate document of any sort...'"



--punch. 



Blueblood opened and closed his mouth a few times, his babble blazing new ground in developmental linguistics, but doing nothing to improve his dignity. 



"You will remove the statues from the bridge at your own cost," Celestia concluded. 
      

      
   