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         Many years later, Twilight Sparkle would look back and find it odd how being abruptly awakened at three in the morning would be the least objectionable part of that day.



Groaning and turning around, as if trying to get ahold of the hems of a dress worn by her fleeting sleep, Twilight ignored the hammering noise on her window until she remembered her room was on the second floor.



With a huff, she kicked away the covers and jumped off the bed, and all traces of sleep were chased away by the face pressed against the window glass.



“Pinkie?” Twilight muttered as her friend gave her an apologetic smile. She didn’t know what expression she should use, and the rushing memories of the previous day were of little help, so she settled with shock. Still, she walked towards the window and threw it open with her magic. “What are you doing here? I told you we’d talk in the morning.”



Unlike herself, Pinkie went through a few distinct expressions as she registered the meaning of her words. Once she apparently did, though, she laughed.



“Oh, no no no. That’s not why I’m here. Well, I mean. No, no. That’s not why I’m here Twi,” Pinkie said, seemingly doing her best to sound reassuring, but Twilight could feel the underlying awkwardness in her voice. “But I do need your help.”



Despite of Twilight’s recent reservations, she had to admit Pinkie would never knock on her window in the middle of the night if she didn’t really need help. And Celestia knew she wasn’t one to turn her back on a friend in need, but this was probably not the best course of action to take considering yesterday’s… events.



Then again, Twilight was already walking out of Golden Oaks before she could finish that train of thought, so perhaps it was a moot point to keep thinking about it.



Be that as it may, she couldn’t quite shake the discomfort she felt as she walked with Pinkie down the empty streets of Ponyville. Therefore, she’d focus in whatever it was that bothered her friend.



“So… tell me, Pinkie. What was so urgent that it couldn’t wait until morning?”



Pinkie immediately perked up, and smiling her usual smile, she said, “I wanted to bake something for you!”



Twilight slowed down, unsure of how to respond to that. “I thought you said that’s not why you came to see me.”



“I know, and it’s not about that. It’s just that, well…” Pinkie hurried up until she reached an intersection. “I think I messed up the recipe somehow.”



The baker turned around and looked at some point down the street with a scrunched up muzzle. Eyeing her warily, Twilight walked up to her and followed her friend’s gaze.



Sugarcube Corner was surrounded by red clouds with silent lightning arcing around them. The roof was bending slightly upon itself, creaking as it was slowly sucked into the vortex hovering above the building, warping the air around it.



Now Twilight was sure there were no remnants of sleep clouding her mind.








Not a second had passed since the aura of the last warding spell had dissipated when Twilight casted another one.



“I’m sorry, Twilight. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” Pinkie said as she scrapped the wooden floor of the living room.



She didn’t reply, she was too busy mumbling the incantation of the next spell.



“The recipe book didn’t say any of this would happen,” Pinkie said, pausing for just a second before her expression turned pensive and she tapped her chin in thought. “Well, there was one that did, but that one required two challices of blood, and I was not going to do that one. I mean, I may be a bit crazy from time to time, but that’s just unsanitary.”



That made Twilight stop for a second. She was about to voice any of the myriad of questions coursing through her mind, but then a guttural groan coursed through the air, so she once again focused on the task at hoof.



“Pinkie, I have to finish these spells, but as soon as I do, I’m going to need you to tell me how this all went down.”



Pinkie only nodded furiously.



After sealing the entire lower level with warding spells, protective runes, and hanging a portrait of Celestia on the door for good measure, Twilight finally allowed herself a moment of rest. She slumped down on the floor as a tired groan escaped her lips. Closing her eyes, she almost wanted to forget about the unspeakable horrors waiting within the edges of reality and go back to sleep. Before she could further entertain that thought, however, she heard the soft clopping of hooves against the floor until Pinkie was standing next to her.



“I already said I was sorry, but I just wanted to say it again so you know I mean it,” she said.



“You know, the weird stuff usually doesn’t happen until Saturday,” Twilight deadpanned. While it hadn’t been her intention, that made Pinkie laugh, and she couldn’t help but feel a little better at that. As better as one could feel while the building you were in was slowly being sucked into a dark dimension, anyway.



“I know… And I’m sorry, Twi,” Pinkie said once her giggles had died down, and to her credit, she genuinely sounded apologetic.



Twilight stood up, and gave her friend a reassuring smile. “Start at the beginning and tell me what happened, Pinkie.”



“Okay!” Pinkie said, sitting down next to Twilight. “After… Well, after yesterday, I wanted to bake you a cake, but I knew it couldn’t be any ordinary cake, it couldn’t be a super special cake either, it had to be a super-duper, mega, extra special, one of a kind cake, but my recipe books only go up to super extra special, so I knew I had to find a different recipe. I thought about checking a book at the Library, but that would have ruined the surprise and, uh, you said you needed some time alone.”



Though memories of their shared evening last night rushed to the forefront of Twilight’s mind, she pushed them aside for the moment as she urged Pinkie to keep going.



“Anyway… I wondered where else I could get some great baking books, so I remembered how much you like to talk about the library back in Canterlot, and how your eyes get all sparkly when you think about all the things you’ve read there, and you get this goofy smile when you do—”unbeknownst to Pinkie, Twilight had started blushing“—and I also think I saw a cooking section in one of the shelves back when we snuck into the castle while wearing those nice latex suits.”



“Wait, you snuck into Canterlot Castle to get a recipe book!?” Twilight exclaimed, her momentary embarrassment already forgotten.



“What? No, of course not, Twilight.”



“Oh, thank Celestia. Then what—”



“I snuck into the old Castle in the Everfree, they had a lot of books as well, let me tell you,” Pinkie said, gently bumping the shell-shocked Twilight. When she didn’t react, Pinkie kept poking her.



“Anyway,” Pinkie continued, oblivious to the many micro contractions Twilight’s facial muscles were undergoing. “There were a lot of fun recipes there, so I made a few of them to see if I could get them right, and before I knew it, the batter was folding itself in ways I’ve never seen before. Oh, and I could hear some singing coming from the oven, but it was a bit hard to keep the melody when it’s all just throaty sounds.”



Twilight’s facial spasms had reached her lips, and now her mouth was contorting into a series of odd shapes before settling on a wide grin which lasted for all of two seconds before she started laughing.



Pinkie joined her soon enough, and both of them rolled on the floor, laughing at the the ridiculousness of it all.



A minute later, the laughter had died down, and Twilight knew they had to get to work if they wanted to fix everything.



“Get me the book, Pinkie. I’ll try to come up with a counterspell,” she said as she stood up.



“Roger!” Pinkie replied and bolted for the kitchen.



Twilight felt the room get a little colder after she left. While it would’ve been easy to blame the malevolent energies confined in spaces her eyes could not see for the drop in temperature, she knew who was the real reason.



With a weary sigh, Twilight scanned the warding spells to make sure they were working while memories of the previous day wafted through her mind like the aroma of a bake just out of the oven, and just like a cake, it was too much to go through at once.



The picnic, the furtive glances Pinkie shared with the rest of the girls, how they left them alone all of a sudden, how Pinkie became so serious… Twilight felt her cheeks burning as she thought back to Pinkie’s words, at how the orange light of the sunset made her blue eyes shine, how her usual exuberance was toned down when she said—



“Here it is!” Pinkie exclaimed as she walked into the room, holding a thick tome on top of her head.



“Gah!”



“Oh, are the snake~y thingies coming through the windows again? Because I got them out by sprinkling them with salt water.”



“No, you just surprised me, is all… Is that the book?” Twilight asked as she hurriedly brushed those thoughts away once more.



“Yuppers! Here you go, Twi.” Pinkie held the book out with her hooves, and just before Twilight could whisk it away in her magic, she realised she had extended her own hooves towards it.



The gentle brush of her hoof against Pinkie’s sent conflicting emotions running through her mind, which were becoming much harder to ignore the longer he spent near the pink, pony-shaped mass of energy. For her part, Pinkie just smiled, but Twilight could see her look away as soon as she let go of the book.



“Thanks, Pinkie. Tell me which is the recipe you used  and I’ll… Wait, hold on. Is this leather!?”



Pinkie scooted over to Twilight’s side and leaned forward until her nose was almost touching the book.



“Huh, I guess that explains why it was so resistant to water.”



“I can’t… No, you know what? Doesn’t matter, let’s just get to work, which is the recipe you used?”



Just as Pïnkie was about to speak, the windows themselves starting twisting counter-clockwise upon themselves.



“Shoot, I gotta get more salt,” Pinkie said with traces of annoyance in her voice. She spared Twilight a brief glance before running out of the room again and yelled, “Check on page a hundred eighty!”



Twilight stood indecisive for a second before opening the book. It’d be for the best to let Pinkie deal with the small stuff while she looked for a way to counter the effects of the recipe.



Using her magic, Twilight opened the book and rushed to the page Pinkie mentioned. Part of her wanted to ask Pinkie when she learned ancient Suneighrian Language, but there’d be time for that later. Right now she focused on translating the recipe.



“Kanu… Arammu… Sibutum? That means… Ah!”



Though her knowledge of ancient languages was a bit rusty, these words were common enough for her to recognise, and as their meaning came back to her, Twilight couldn’t help but throw a furtive glance at Pinkie Pie, throwing hooffuls of salt at the windows.



“Testimony of true love,” Twilight whispered.



“You said something, Twi?” Pinkie said as she swept away the salt.



“N-no, don’t mind me. I’m just, uh, I’m just going to keep reading.” After that, Twilight buried herself in the mechanical task of translating the recipe into a modern language while also trying not to dwell on the odd feelings stirring in her chest.



One of this tasks was considerably easier than the other one.



Twilight wondered if Pinkie was going through the same as her and was simply better at hiding her feelings. An odd thought to entertain when talking about somepony as exuberant as Pinkie Pie, for sure; however, she had surprised her before.



She never would’ve expected her to become one of the Elements of Harmony and save Equestria from Nightmare Moon. She wouldn’t have imagined somepony so seemingly silly should succeed at sensing shifts in her surroundings. She wouldn’t have imagined such a party lover to be responsible when she needed to be. But Pinkie was all these things and more, she was such a kind, selfless mare, willing to give up just about anything to make a friend happy. Pinkie Pie was always full of pleasant surprises, and discovering something new about her friend was always a joy.



Yes. Perhaps she should crack her skull open and see how that brain of hers worked. Yes. Machines couldn’t give her accurate readings, but nothing beat actual observation. Yes. Yes.



Twilight balked at that thought. Where did such a horrible thought had come from? It was then that she remembered Sugarcube Corner was under siege by abhorrent forces from beyond reality. That was odd, her warding spells should have protected their minds from their influence.



“Pinkie, could you check the basement and see if there’s anything odd in there?” Twilight asked as she started casting additional protective spells.



Giving a mock salute, Pinkie pronked across the room until she reached the door leading to the basement, opening it wide only to be greeted by a wall of writhing flesh with a dozen eye-like orbs swimming through its folds. It’s groans of agony were cut short by Pinkie slamming the door on it and pronking back to where Twilight was standing.



“Yup,” she said.



“I was afraid that’d be the case.” Twilight bit her lip in thought. “For the time being, try to barricade the door, I’ll try to see what’s caused all of this.”



“Alright, Twilight,” Pinkie said. “By the way, don’t bother with the ingredients, there was nothing out of the ordinary with that, but the preparation was the real doozy!”



Once more, Twilight poured herself over the book, checking over its contents. Pinkie was right, there was nothing out of the ordinary about the ingredients used—save for an alarming amount of butter—which meant the key had to lay in the preparation, and as Twilight turned the page and saw the pentagonal diagram one had to follow while stirring the batter, she suspected she was on the right track.



The translation here was tricky. Ancient Languages with no practical application in real life were a subject as fascinating as any other, but the Suneighrian texts which survived to this day were very few, which in turn limited Twilight’s ability to get a proper sense of the specifics of the recipe. Nevertheless, she pushed forward, hoping her two semesters of dead languages and literary analysis would aid her.



Lulled by the hammering of Pinkie nailing the basement door shut, Twilight read through the instructions detailed on the page. She was surprised that this wasn’t a simple recipe—demon summoning aside—due to the way it was written. A normal recipe states in simple terms the process of making a dish, but here, every step was written in an almost poetic way and with extreme precision.



*And thus, the left [heart] must keep the cooking [epru], the flour, and the salt. [Stirring] with the power your love [stirs] in your heart.

*Meanwhile, the right [heart] must ready the cream, the butter, and the vanilla. Mixing them with the left’s [brew], much like you wish Inanna would bring you together as one.




A bit dramatic, but it made its point.So far, the recipe lived up to its name. Each step could not be done mechanically, you had to think about the pony for whom you were making the cake. Twilight was well acquainted with the intricacies of potion making. That the intentions of the one making the potion influenced the outcome of the potion itself was not uncommon, and this seemed to be the case.



And to think Pinkie saw this and thought she could do it, that spoke volumes of how she truly felt…



Twilight looked up at Pinkie, who was currently nailing the kitchen’s revolving doors to the basement door—which had started thumping—and the memories from the previous day rushed unabashedly.





Twilight sat on the checkered pattern blanket, waving their friends goodbye. Though the sun was yet to set, they had all bid Pinkie and her farewell. All at the same time. All citing increasingly odd reasons. She could buy AJ having stuff to do at the farm, and Rarity having to deal with a sudden order for dresses, but she knew most of Fluttershy’s animals were hibernating, and Rainbow Dash hadn’t even tried to come up with an excuse, she just wished them good luck and flew off.



“So,” Twilight said. “What’s going on, Pinkie?”



Pinkie was sipping a glass of punch through a comically large straw, probably in an effort to buy herself more time before having to reply.



“Oh, nothing really, I just, hehe…” Pinkie smiled a nervous smile as she looked everywhere around the park except straight at her, though once their eyes met, the smile became more subdued, and the happiness reflected in her eyes. “We haven’t had the chance to talk, just the two of us.”



“Well, I’m all ears, Pinkie.” Twilight smiled back at her, and in doing so, Pinkie’s smile shone brighter than it had all evening.



“I’ve been thinking about this for a while,” Pinkie said, her eyes dancing back and forth, as though she wanted to look elsewhere, but she was making the effort to keep eye contact. After a second of silence, she cleared her throat and looked straight into Twilight’s eyes. “I wanted to talk with you about something.”



Her sudden seriousness intrigued Twilight, whatever Pinkie wanted to talk about had to be important, so she gave her friend an encouraging nod, “Go on, Pinkie.”



However, Pinkie didn’t speak. She stayed silent for a moment, staring at Twilight with that little smile still on her face. “You’re always so encouraging, Twi. That’s really nice of you.”



“It’s nothing, Pinkie. Really. I just try to be a good friend.”



“No, it is something. Trying to be a good friend is something huge, and really, Twi, you’re a great friend.” The words seem to die in Pinkie’s throat after she said this. Her lips were still parted, and stayed that way for a few seconds before she bit her lip and looked away.



Seeing the usual spry and hyperactive pony act so shyly was disconcerting. Twilight reached for her friend’s hoof, giving a light squeeze in what she hoped was a reassuring way.



“It’s not been that long since you came to Ponyville, but you’re already one of my best friends. We’ve been through so much together, and well, maybe it’s silly of me to assume, but I am very silly sometimes, so I guess it’s okay. I don’t know. I mean, I do know, it’s just that it’s kinda frightening, but not in the scream and cry kinda frightening, though it does feel like that sometimes, but it’s more of the very very nervous kinda frightening because I feel like I’m about to go bungee jumping but I don’t know if I have the stretchy rope attached, and I can’t know if I do until I check, but—” Pinkie bit her own lips to stop the barrage of words from pouring out. Twilight was about to say something, but before she could even open her lips, Pinkie started talking once more. “Sorry, what I meant to say was… Twilight…”





“Do you need me to do something else?” Pinkie asked, once again bringing Twilight’s mind into the present.



“I… Ah, sorry Pinkie, I was, uh… I was lost in thought for a second,” she replied.



“It’s okay, you’re good at thinking, and right now, thinking is what we need!” Pinkie exclaimed as she gave a little hop.



Twilight looked down so Pinkie wouldn’t see the smile her little compliment elicited. Although the meaning behind the recipe was enough to reignite the maelstrom of conflicting emotions which had taken residence deep in her chest since the previous evening. She once again had to marvel at Pinkie’s self-control; after… After the way their meeting had ended yesterday, Twilight had been worried about how the baker would handle herself, but to know that not only did she not feel down, but had enough resolve in her to try to do something like this for her… It was genuinely heartwarming.



Still, there was that reticence in the back of her mind, the same which had not let her give a proper answer. The same doubts which had been consuming her until she fell asleep.



Wait… Consume.



“Pinkie, did you finish baking the cake?” Twilight asked with rising hopes.



“Oh, yeah. I did. I was about to take it out of the oven, but that’s when the air started to vibrate.” Before Twilight could say anything, she added, “Don’t worry, it stopped once the insect-like legs started coming from the ceiling.”



“Was that supposed to be an improvement? Ugh… Nevermind. If you finished the cake, maybe we can bring this all to an end if I eat it. That should end the ritual.”



She was about to nod, but stopped mid-action. Though it had been subtle, Twilight noticed the way Pinkie’s breath hitched and her lips trembled.



“Are… Are you sure? I mean, you read the book, you know what—” She was interrupted by a purple hoof pressing her lips.



“Yes, Pinkie. I know what the cake means, and I know what you meant when you baked it,” Twilight said, giving a tentative smile.The light blush spreading over Pinkie’s cheeks turned her coat a bright red, and Twilight was sure she looked much the same. “There’s a lot we have to talk about, but right now we have to make sure Ponyville doesn’t get sucked into the void.”



Pinkie giggled and nodded again while the blush spread even further across her face.



“Let’s go eat that cake,” Twilight said, and they turned around towards the kitchen.



The truth was, she had spoken with far more confidence than she actually had. Realising the extent of Pinkie’s feelings for her had been extremely flattering, to say the least… but it ha also brought forth a heap of insecurities from deep within herself. Even if the results had not quite been what she had expected, Pinkie chose that recipe because she felt it conveyed her emotions, and the recipe went in great detail to examine the feelings of the pony making it.



Twilight wondered if, had the roles been reversed, would she have been able to do the same for Pinkie?



Twilight knew she had her shortcomings, just like any other pony, she was inattentive to most things, had a one-track mind, was always one crisis away from having a nervous breakdown… honestly, she didn’t think herself a good partner, but… Pinkie had seen all of this, and even experienced some of her worst moments right alongside her, and still chose to focus on her good side, on her qualities as a friend.



She still fell in love with her.



What kind of friend she’d be if she didn’t at least give her a chance?



“Huh, that’s new,” Pinkie said, and if her stopping abruptly just a few steps into the kitchen wasn’t enough to bring Twilight out of her not-quite-day-dreaming, the unnatural green glow coming from the oven sure did.



The small portion of Twilight’s mind which wasn’t frozen in shock, wondered how could a glow be unnatural. Light worked the same way all across the observable universe. Then again, photons weren’t supposed to have mass, and the way the light creeped around the kitchen sure seemed to indicate mass. It was around that time that thinking started to hurt, so she decided to file those questions for analysis at a later date and focus on eating.



“Do you think you can take out the cake, Pinkie?”



The baker already had an oven muzzle on and was waiting for further instructions.



“Good!” Twilight said. “I’ll keep you safe from anything that tries to get near you, so go ahead.”



They both nodded and Pinkie started slithering her way to the oven while Twilight casted one protective spell after another, occasionally scanning their surroundings for any errant malevolent force trying to get in. So far they’d had no trouble, but neither was willing to let their guard down.



Once Pinkie had made it to the oven, she looked back to Twilight and they shared a glance of reassurance. Pausing for a second, she turned around once more and opened the oven door, when all Tartarus broke loose.



Twilight would later kick herself for using that phrase.



As soon as the oven door opened, a vortex pushed them back. Gales came from deep within the appliance, sending the various utensils strewn about the kitchen come flying towards Twilight. She barely had time to put on a shield before they all crashed upon her.



Several alarms were ringing in Twilight’s mind, mostly crying about Pinkie’s safety. Though it hurt her eyes to look straight into the source of light, she did so out of fear for her possibly-more-than-just-a-friend, though it was here ears which first informed her of the baker’s state.



“Wheeeeeeeeee!”



“Pinkie!”



Pinkie Pie was holding on the door’s handle, swaying up and down as the wind coming from the oven whipped her around like a flag on a cart.



“Hold on, Pinkie! I’m going to bring you here!”



Pinkie looked back with fear in her eyes. “Wait, I still have to get the cake back!”



Twilight’s eyes darted back and forth, every second which passed was another chance for Pinkie to get hurt, or worse. She had to think of something, and quick.



“Hold on! I’m going to try pushing you with my magic!”



Pinkie’s eyes softened for a second, but she gave her a firm nod and gripped the handle even tighter.



Wasting no more time, Twilight enveloped Pinkie with a telekinetic field and slowly pushed forward while Pinkie pulled herself with all the might of her earth pony magic. The maelstrom of dark energies proved to be a worthy adversary, but they were a pair of stubborn ponies when they needed to be, and soon Pinkie managed to stretch her hoof into the oven.



For quite some time, Twilight would rack her brain for a way to describe what happened at that moment, but since replicating that scenario is off the table, she may never know for sure.



During a fraction of a second which stretched for far longer than it should, the dark magic in their immediate vicinity stood still, even the winds stopped. Then, a pulse of energy came from the source of green light, and two things paradoxically happened at the same time. The dark energies imploded and rushed towards the oven while Pinkie and Twilight were pushed away.



The shock was enough for Twilight to lose her concentration for a second, releasing the shield spell and her telekinetic grip on Pinkie, who came barrelling towards her and towards the opposite wall of the kitchen.



For a second, neither moved, focused solely on making sure every part of their body and mind was in the place they were supposed to be. Once they were sure there was nothing wrong with them, they exchanged one look and promptly burst out laughing.



They laughed and kept laughing until they ran out of breath. Once they calmed down, PInkie Pie uncrossed her forelegs and showed Twilight the little cake she was holding.



“Is that…?”



“Yuppers.”



The cake was only slightly larger than a cupcake, but it was probably one of the most beautiful cakes Twilight had ever seen.



“When did you have time to decorate it?”



“The book said it would take care of the details as long as I had a clear picture in my mind.”



Deciding not to entertain the thought of a sapient book which was also possibly evil, Twilight focused on the cake itself. Though a bit squashed in spite of Pinkie’s protection, the cake was covered in a beautiful violet gradient which reminded her of a starry sky. The errant hints of pink and purple shades only served to make it all the more captivating.



“Well… This is no quite how I imagined I’d be giving you this,” Pinkie started, and Twilight let out a few giggles at that.



“I imagine none of us expected this.”



“To be fair, I was going to put on a light show,” Pinkie added with a smirk. 



She felt the laughter coming back, but she also wanted nothing more than to call it a night. She had been awakened at three in the morning, after all.



“I accept your cake, Pinkie,” Twilight said, smiling at the sheer joy spreading through Pinkie’s face.



As she took the first bite, Twilight wondered if some of the dark magic hadn’t made it into the cake itself, because it seemed impossible for a cake to taste as good as this one did. Then, she realised that was not only a reasonable question, but an alarming one. However, the cake tasted really good.



“This is,” Twilight mumbled in between bites of the cake, “wow.”



Pinkie bit her lip as her cheeks puffed. The sight was adorable, and it brought warmth to Twilight’s heart. Without even thinking, she broke off a sizeable piece of her cake and floated it towards Pinkie.



“Wha… But, Twilight. I made this for—”



“I know… And I want to share it with you.”



Pinkie Pie blinked and smiled faintly at herwords. She was the happiest pony Twilight had ever known, few were the times she didn’t have a smile on her face. That smile, though, that one blew them all away.



“Thank you, Twilight,” she said, her voice barely a whisper as she accepted her piece of cake. Such a little gesture, but one which held so much meaning for the two. So much that, even once they finished the concerningly delicious cake, neither wished to move.



“What now?” Pinkie said, breaking their silence.



“Now… Well, now we should make sure everything is back in order, I wouldn’t want to explain to the Cakes why there’s a three faced squid hidden somewhere in the pantry.”



They both giggled as they stood up and started putting the kitchen back in order. Twilight started picking up the several utensils and putting them over the counter, they’d have to make sure they were clean come the morning. Meanwhile, Pinkie Pie checked the oven just to make sure it was indeed eldritch-being-free, and then moved on to the food elevator which connected to the basement, only to be pulled in by a fleshy tentacle.



“No!” Twilight screamed, and was already jumping down the elevator shaft before she even realised it.



She could still see her fluffy pink tailed, though it was getting further and further away. In an act of desperation, she teleported herself forward and managed to hold Pinkie by her waist.



“Pinkie, get ready! I’m going to teleport us back!”



Twilight thought she heard Pinkie reply, but by now she knew better than to trust her senses. She started gathering magic for the spell when she noticed they were no longer being pulled. Her curiosity got the better of her for a second and opened her eyes. That briefest of instants was enough to send waves of unrelenting horror coursing through her mind.



“Aaaaaaie! Pinkie! Don’t look!” She yelled.



“Wow, it’s like a kaleidoscope but with less straight lines, and three dimensional!”



“Pinkie, I told you not to look!”



“Hey, I think I see ourselves up ahead, but we’re longer and don’t have tails.”



“What part of don’t look you don’t understand?”



“Oh, there’s more of us further beyond, but they—Huh, why are they folding upon each other?”



“That’s it, we’re out of here!”



A flash which could not quite be described as a flash later, Pinkie and Twilight landed back on the kitchen’s floor, and Twilight promptly casted a dozen different cleansing spells upon them.



“No! No no nono no! No! No!” she yelled as she held to her rationality for dear life.



“That’s odd, everything didn’t disappear once you ate the cake…” Pinkie wondered out loud as she sat on her haunches and rubbed her chin. “But the recipe said both hearts would be fulfilled if everything went right. Was it because I’m not ambidextrous?”



“Nononono—Wait, hold on. Both hearts?” Twilight asked, pulled out of her existential crisis.



“Yeah, at the very end of the recipe, it said if both halves of a heart did the recipe correctly, then Inanna would bless them with happiness and—”



Pinkie didn’t get to finish that sentence. Twilight ran out of the kitchen and called forth the blasted book of bad bakes and flipped it open to the page of the Testimony of True Love. She cursed herself for not double-checking her translation. She had assumed left and right hearts meant left and right hooves as they often did in some potion making rituals, just as Pinkie had, but Twilight had overlooked something obvious.



True love isn’t one-sided, true love is the connection between two ponies, which means it can’t be done by just one person. Left and right heart weren’t a poetic way of referring to left and right hooves, they meant—



“Pinkie, get your ingredients out!” Twilight yelled as she teleported back to the kitchen. “We’re doing some baking!”



Many years later, Pinkie Pie would confide in Twilight that she had dreamed of hearing those exact words from her mouth many, many times.



In a frenzy, Twilight recalled the pots, bowls, and utensils from where she had left them while Pinkie took out the ingredients they would need. They threw it together on a table and opened the book.



“Alright, let’s get started.”



Just as she said this, the floor started to shake. They exchanged one nervous look before they started falling in opposite directions.



After regaining her bearings, Twilight groggily got up, only to realise she was standing on the wall. One quick look around and she found Pinkie had her head stuck in the paper lamp on the ceiling.



“Pinkie, are you alright?”



“No, this is electrical light, not an oil lamp. I won’t catch fire.”



Either that had been a joke, or Pinkie was still a bit stunned. Nevertheless, she was glad she was conscious.



“Pinkie we have to bake a new cake if we are to stop this. I’m going to pass you the ingredients and you get to work.”



“Wait, how will we know who’s left and who’s right?”



“Let’s just pick one and hope Inanna gives out points for good intentions,” Twilight yelled as she threw Pinkie a bag of flour, baking powder, and salt while she took a bowl and started magically heating the cream with the butter.



They worked in a hurry, Pinkie focused on her bowl while Twilight kept an eye out for any danger. Suddenly, Pinkie stopped stirring and looked into the distance, though before Twilight could ask what was wrong, the baker’s tail started twitching.



“Twilight, look out!”



Twilight immediately looked up, afraid of any errant object which may come her way.



“No! To your right!”



She looked to her side just in time to feel a rolling pin miss her head for a hair’s breadth.



“Wait, that’s your other right…”



“No time, gimme your mix, my batter is ready, and if you even attempt to make a joke I swear our first date will be in a dusty old library with no colouring books!”



Pinkie’s face went from worried, to mischievous, to shocked, to happy, and then back to worried in the span of a second. Rather than saying anything else, she threw her bowl to Twilight, who quickly mixed the two together wishing with all of her heart for her and Pinkie to be together and alive once the morning came.



Before she had to say anything, Pinkie Pie was already separating the whites and yolks of the eggs. As soon as she did, Twilight teleported the whites into the mix and replaced it with sugar.



They diligently kept their work while thinking about each other in whichever lovingly odd way the recipe asked, and a small voice inside Twilight’s mind noted that if it weren’t for the impending doom due to dimensional apocalypse, this would be a bit romantic.



Shaking her head, Twilight threw her bowl at Pinkie, who caught it with a weird brown glove thing before hitting her own bowl back with a bat, and she couldn’t help but think if that was a product of the dark magic or just Pinkie being Pinkie.



Nevertheless, she sprinkled the flour over the beaten whites while thinking about how the peaks of the meringue represented the highs and lows their relationships would go through, which is why she could’ve been excused for not seeing the return of the insect-like legs coming from the ceiling.



“Waaaaah!” Pinkie cried as the legs started creeping towards her bowl.



“Oh, no you don’t,” Twilight yelled as she shot a few gusts of air at the spindly limbs, making them bend in ways her mind decided not to process. “Pinkie, we have to do the next step together, jump and I’ll catch you!”



Pinkie tore her eyes from the insec-like legs coming from the ceiling and looked at Twilight. Her eyes showed nothing but the utmost resolution. Holding the bowl with both forelegs, she jumped downwards  just as Twilight did the same.



They hit one another near the middle of the room, and their different axis of gravity caused them to start spinning, neither falling to the floor nor the walls.



“Woah!”



“Don’t let go, Pinkie. There’s just another step before we bake this!”



Nodding, Pinkie poured her bowl into Twilight’s, and threw it out once she was done, inadvertently hitting the one of the eye-like orbs of the creature of writhing flesh from the basement which was leaking into the kitchen through the pipes. Undeterred, Twilight started folding the batter gently into itself until it was completely even.



“Great!” Twilight said, with more joy than she had felt since they started baking. “Now we just have to—”



Her words were cut short by the fleshy tentacle from the elevator, which shor out of the shaft and crashed into the bowl, breaking it and sending most of the batter flying away.



“No!” they both screamed in unison.



Before despair could take over, Twilight pulled forth all the pieces of batter she could see and held it with her magic. It was barely enough for an ecláir, but they had no chocolate icing, but she was sure they could improvise.



“This will have to do,” Pinkie said, sounding both worried and hopeful. “I’ll get to work on something to use as a filling, you put it in a mold and bake it.”



Twilight nodded and turned around to see the oven broken in two.



“It’s okay, I have magic,” Twilight said, eyes twitching, and ignited her horn. She focused a heat spell on the glob of batter and hoped to Celestia it would bake evenly.



As the spongy cake started to become spongy, Twilight noticed the windows were once again twisting upon themselves. Clockwise, this time.



“Pinkie!”



“Filling’s done. Is the baked good baked and good?” Pinkie asked.

A quick scanning spell told Twilight the batter had reached the perfect state, so she cancelled her spell. “Done, now we—”



As if choosing the most dramatic moment possible, Sugarcube Corner itself started shaking, and the twisting windows gave room for small vortices, from where a claw with too many talons emerged and grabbed Pinkie by her neck.



“Oh,” was all she could say before she was pulled in.



Twilight froze as her body stopped working. The world itself, as lively as it was, stood still as she saw the claw pull Pinkie in stop motion.



“No...” she whispered, the words hanging lifeless in the kitchen’s silent air.



No.



“No.”



No.



"No!"





Pinkie Pie blinked a couple of times, her face completely expressionless as she registered what Twilight had just said, and just a second later, Twilight herself did.



“Wait! No, I mean. No no, that’s not what I, wait,” the unicorn blubbered, words flowing without reason as her brain tried to catch up with what she just heard.



She saw the light go out of Pinkie’s eyes and be replaced with cold, hard sadness.



“I don’t mean no!” Twilight yelled finally, not able to take the sight of a sad Pinkie.



Sadness gave room to doubt. Optimistic doubt, but one that seemed it didn’t want to get to hopeful.



“It’s just… This is so sudden, I don’t… I mean, I’ve never been with anyone, I mean, I don’t think anyone has ever, you know, for me,” Twilight said, aware of how close she was to descending into pure word salad, but having to force herself to speak anyway lest Pinkie interpreted her silence as a rejection.



She did notice that, as eager as she was to assure Pinkie she didn’t mean to say ‘no’, she wasn’t rushing to say ‘yes’, either.



“I… I know it must be a lot to take in, Twilight,” Pinkie said, rubbing her foreleg with her free hoof. It was then that Twilight noticed she was still holding her hoof. She almost withdrew it, but thought otherwise. “But I wanted to tell you. I wanted you to know, but I don’t want you to feel any pressure either.”



Pinkie Pie was nervous now. Nervous was better than sad, in Twilight’s scale.



“Maybe I shouldn’t have let Rarity convince me to tell you…”



“Tomorrow!” Twilight yelled, catching Pinkie’s attention.



“Wha—?”



“You deserve an answer,” Twilight said in a slightly higher-pitched voice. “And you deserve one now, but right now I just, I just can’t, I need some time alone. Time to think… But tomorrow… Tomorrow I’ll give you an answer.” She looked straight into Pinkie’s eyes. “I promise.”



Pinkie’s face remained expressionless for a second before a smile tugged at her lips.



“Pinkie Promise?” she ventured.



“Pinkie Promise,” Twilight replied, doing the motions as she smiled as well.



She’d have a lot to think about tonight, but deep down she knew she could sort this out. Whatever she decided, the last thing she wanted was to—





“—hurt her, you hear me!? Don’t you dare hurt her!” Twilight yelled as she pulled back the eldritch claw with her magic. The thing may be able to bend in ways which defied reasons, but Twilight was going to find a way to bend it so it hurt if it was the last thing she did.



Once its grip on Pinkie lessened, the baker paddled through the air, floating towards Twilight.



“Pinkie, I don’t know how long I can hold it, you have to finish the cake!” she yelled, looking at the simultaneously terrified and relieved pink pony. She didn’t give her time to reply, instead throwing the cooked pastry at her and trusting she’d get the work done.



She looked back at the twitching claw as it came undone and dozens of fleshy tendrils swayed as though each had a mind of its own. So focused she was on keeping it contained that she didn’t notice similar tendrils coming from the vortices left by the other windows.



“Pinkie—!”





“—Promised,” Twilight said once more.



Pinkie Pie was once again smiling, there was a hint of apprehension in her eyes, but the  happiness in them overshadowed it anyway.



“Alright, Twilight,” she said. “I’ll wait for you.”





The kitchen exploded. There were not two ways about it, and Twilight was glad, because she was running out of ways of rationalising the paradoxes. However, that still left the problem of the kitchen exploding.



A golden orb of light was at the centre of the room, and shockwaves rippled through the air, splintering the wood, shattering the glass and melting the metal. The horrid creatures of nightmare squirmed in agony as the golden light disintegrated them. Pinkie and Twilight fell to the floor with the aid of normal, euclidean gravity, and were also pushed by the energy of the new cake.



Just when the walls started to give in, time stood still and reality was sucked into the gold light. Suddenly, the light went away, as did the forces pushing and pulling existence—alongside most of the damage dealt to the structural integrity of Sugarcube Corner—and both mares found themselves lying on the kitchen floor once more.



After a few seconds where neither moved expecting the skies to split apart or for Discord to pop in a claim it was all an elaborate joke, both Twilight and Pinkie stood up and threw themselves at each other in the strongest hug either of them had ever given in their lives.



They laughed, and cried, and sobbed, and wailed and then went back to laughing as they realised their ordeal was finally over. Neither was able to form a coherent string of words, but it didn’t matter, they were alive, they were safe, the Cake’s dark magic insurance would cover most of the damages left, and most importantly, they were together.



Twilight buried her face in Pinkie’s neck, drying her tears in her coat, much like Pinkie was probably doing. After a few seconds of nuzzling each other, Twilight raised her eyes and didi a double take.



“What is it, Twi? More monsters?”



“No, no. It’s just… Well, look,” Twilight said as she pointed at the little, somewhat rectangular cake they’d made.



“Oh, right. The cake,” Pinkie said in the least enthusiastic way Twilight had ever heard her talk about pastries.



Twilight floated the little thing towards them and held it between the two. “It doesn’t look as pretty as the one you made… Though I guess we did get rid of the evil creatures.”



“I think it’s a fair trade,” Pinkie said. “Wanna share?”



Twilight giggled. “I suppose it’ll be time for breakfast soon,” she said, and broke the cake in two. Pinkie ate her half in a single bite, while Twilight took a few small bites.



“You know, the the snake~y thingies ate the banana filling I was making, so I had to improvise and used the leftover cream to make whipped cream,” Pinkie said after swallowing.



“Huh… Interesting.”



“Hey, I guess this counts as a new type of cake, what should we call it?”



Twilight smiled. “I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to think of a name,” she said before giving Pinkie a quick peck. The baker was frozen for a second before opening her mouth wide as she inhaled deeply and jumped on Twilight, peppering her with many, many kisses.



Many years later, Twilight Sparkle would look back and find it odd how even though this cake objectively did not taste as good as the one Pinkie had made, it was somehow much more satisfying.
      

      
   
      Of Moose and Mares


      

      
      
         Self-control. It was the most important thing, right now. No matter how much of a strain it was, no matter how much my magic screamed for me to relax and let go, I had to keep it up. I had to smile and play nice and pretend nothing was wrong. Otherwise, it would all come crashing down.



“Is something wrong, Lyra?”



I looked up, and forced myself to smile. I’d let my real feelings show through for a moment. A critical mistake.



“Nah, Bonnie, of course not.” I looked to the side, hesitating and coming up with an excuse. “It’s just… you heard the rumors too, right?”



“Rumors?” Bon-Bon asked.



“I was talking to Lily and Rose and they said they saw something in the forest.” It was an easy excuse. The flower ponies always saw things in the woods, and they had memories like goldfish. By the time Bon-Bon had a chance to talk to them, they’d have a new horror invented in their own minds. Ponies were just so afraid of the unknown.



“What kind of something?” Bon-Bon asked, her expression growing tense. Ever since I’d learned about her real job, she’d been more open with me. It was ironic, since it meant I had to be even more careful than before.



“You know how they are with details, but…” I leaned in closer. There was something I could use. A monster I’d seen once, far from here. “It was kind of like a pony, but covered in seaweed, and it was trying to get them to come with it.”



“That could be a pooka…” Bon-Bon mused, and I watched her thinking. “Or it could be nothing, or a pony with a wet mane.”



“Maybe I should tell Princess Twilight so she can take care of it,” I said. It was carefully calculated, trust me. Sure, there was a small chance Bon-Bon would let me go talk to my ‘old friend’, but more likely she’d take the bait exactly like I wanted.



“No, I can handle it!” Bon-Bon yelled, jumping to her hooves. She blushed when she realized how she sounded, like I’d threatened to go over her head. Even retired, she couldn’t quite get the urge to protect ponies and hunt monsters out of her system. It was how we’d met, though she didn’t realize it. “I mean, um. If it’s nothing I wouldn’t want to worry her. I’ll just... go and take a look.”



“Are you sure?” I asked, and my doubt pushed her to double down on being reckless, just as I’d intended.



“Of course!” She huffed. “Do you know how many pookas I’ve taken care of? Well, only two, and one didn’t really count because it was just lost and not trying to hurt anypony but… they’re not really dangerous except to foals.”



“I just don’t want you to get hurt,” I said, and I hugged her. I meant it, too. She was important to me for a lot of reasons.



“Don’t worry about me,” she said, grabbing her sunglasses. “I’ll be back in a couple hours.”



“I’ll get dinner going,” I said. “For my brave monster hunter.”



She smiled and ran out the door.



When she left, I locked the door, counted to ten, and finally, finally, listened to the exhaustion pouring through my body.



Green fire consumed my form, and I was able to relax for a little while.



The most important rule when having a monster hunter as a marefriend was no turning back where they could see you.








The first time I’d met my marefriend had been a couple years before the whole Nightmare Moon thing. Chrysalis hadn’t been planning anything big yet, so I was part of the normal rotation of infiltrators, going out and finding a little love and whatever else we could grab without being noticed.



I was young and sloppy at the time. I mean, even younger and sloppier than I am now. I’m not going to pretend I was perfect - if I was, I never would have gotten to see Bon-Bon in action.



My form at the time was a fairly nondescript pony, for a unicorn. Light blue, just barely more than white, and a mane and tail of swirling bright blue and fuschia. I’d gone with the very, very common cutie mark of a couple of horseshoes and the name Lucky Charm.



It was my first time in Canterlot. The fact I was allowed here at all showed that my Queen was showing favor to me - if she didn’t think highly of me, I’d be stuck in some little town in the middle of nowhere, and if she was displeased with me, well… I wasn’t actually sure what she did with changelings she was unhappy with, because no one ever saw them again.



The important thing was, I was learning how to fit in. You’d be surprised how little a changeling really learned about pony culture until push came to shove. For example, how many bits did a banana cost? I had no idea. One bit? Ten? A hundred? Was I supposed to haggle, or just accept the price given? The rules were different everywhere, and the best way to learn was to copy what others did.



I’ll be the first to admit I kinda screwed up a little.



Okay, so picture the scene - I’m a perfectly average unicorn named Lucky Charm. I find an interesting little shop in Canterlot, a jumbled shop full of something between junk and treasure. Almost all of it was magical, of course, because unicorns couldn’t make anything and not stick an enchantment on it.



“What’s this?” I asked, picking up an oddly-shaped horn. The musical kind, not the unicorn kind. I already had the latter and as a changeling, my standards for an oddly-shaped anything were pretty high, so you better believe me when I say it was strange.



“That is the legendary fugelhorn of Princess-” The shopkeep started, his tone telling me his sales pitch was going to be a cautionary tale and involve at least three curses.



The door slammed open, and three ponies in sunglasses and dark jackets stormed in.



“DOWN ON THE FLOOR!” The lead pony yelled, a barely-yellow earth pony mare with a two-tone mane that almost matched mine.



I felt my globflax pound in my chest. I dropped the horn and knelt down.



She was super hot, especially the way she pointed a crossbow at me.



“Where’s the basilisk?” The super-hot mare demanded.



“What’s a basilisk?” I asked, confused.



“She’s just a customer,” the shopkeep said. I made a note to buy something from him in thanks if he didn’t end up being executed or banished or whatever it was ponies did with their criminals. I’d heard rumors they got sent to the moon but that seemed unlikely.



“We’ll be the ones deciding that,” one of the less-attractive ponies said. “Agent, search her and we’ll take him and look in the back.”



“Got it,” the hot mare said. I blushed as she pushed me against the wall, showing her strength and dominance. It was really turning me on. Thank the hive I was already transformed - being in another shape gave me some control over the way my body was reacting. I tried not to make any sounds while she searched me, but a little moan slipped out.



“S-so is your name Agent, or-” I started.



“You have the right to remain silent and I suggest you use it,” she said, firmly.



“Are you doing anything later?” I asked. “Because if you want to get coffee I have some other places you could search-”



“IT’S LOOSE!” Somepony screamed from the back room. I never got to find out if my amazing line would have gotten me a date. I mean, with hindsight I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t have worked, but you never know.



The shopkeep ran out of the back room like his life depended on it and managed to get all the way to the door, grabbing it with both hooves, before he froze in place, turning to stone.



“Oh Celestia,” the hot mare hissed. “Just my luck.”



“Why is he a statue?” I asked. I was considerably less turned on now that I was trapped in a life-or-death situation.



“A basilisk’s gaze can turn a pony into stone,” she explained. “Also its bite is a deadly venom. And touching it isn’t a great idea either.”



“And he just had one lying around? Why?!”



“You’d be surprised at what the Stalliongrad Mafia will pay for one,” she said.



I definitely had a lot to learn about ponies.



“Do exactly as I say,” the mare told me. “We’ll get out of this alive.”



I nodded. Alive was good.



She moved to the corner of the counter and looked around the edge to look towards the back room. Agent, or whatever her name was, immediately pulled back.



“It’s coming!” She said, with naked terror. “Get down!” I took cover behind a probably-cursed trunk painted blue and covered in hearts, stars, horseshoes, clovers, and blue moons. I made a big mistake. I watched to see what was going to happen. What did a basilisk look like, anyway? I expected something like a dragon, or maybe a giant snake.



A lizard almost as long as my horn scuttled out of the back room.



“Is that it?” I asked, amused. Its eyes met mine, and my laughter froze in my throat.



Like I said, I was young and sloppy and stupid.








Some time later - a few hours, I’d later find out - the world started moving again.



“Are you okay?” Asked a pony in a white coat. “Do you have any pain or stiffness in your joints?”



“I’m-” I coughed, my throat dry.



“Your mouth was open while you were petrified. You’ve probably got some dust in there, hold on.” He gave me a cup of water, and I greedily drank it down.



“Thanks,” I said, giving him the empty cup. I looked around, hoping to spot the attractive mare from before. “Where are those other ponies? The ones in suits.”



“Sorry, Ma’am, you’re the only one here besides the shopkeep. We were ordered to come here and treat both of you for petrification.”








My next chance to choose an assignment, I decided on Canterlot again, because I wanted to try and find that mare. Since I’d been there and nothing terrible had happened (I left the temporary petrification out of my report, because it definitely wasn’t my fault and no one got a promotion by reporting on their failures) my request was granted and I was back in the richest and most dangerous (for changelings) city in Equestria.



Now I know what you’re thinking - how could I possibly find one mare in an entire city? Well, we changelings happen to have an amazing information network. All I had to do was ask some of the deep-cover changelings that had been there for years, beg a little, ask again but with a bribe this time, and then I had the information I needed.



The mystery mare had been drinking at the same bar for a few nights in a row. Usually that would make her an easy target, but according to my contact, she was as sour as a lemon and totally worthless as a meal.



It didn’t matter. I was willing to put in the extra effort. There was an old changeling saying about lemons - if life gave you lemons, spend years plotting revenge and strike when life least expected it.



I decided to start by adopting a new disguise and observing her from a distance. I wasn’t feeling particularly creative, so I just copied somepony that I’d seen on the street, a green unicorn that had been busking halfway across town.



She was at the bar when I arrived, nursing a drink and giving off an aura that would have told any changeling that they were looking for love in all the wrong places. It wasn’t going to scare me away, though! I was on a mission.



You’re probably wondering why I was spending so much time and effort on one pony. Have you ever wanted one particular food so badly that you went out to the store in the middle of the night to get what you needed to make it? It’s just like that, when you get an uncontrollable urge to make a roast at midnight or pudding at two in the morning. It seems dumb but then you do it, and it’s worth all the effort. Or you feel really stupid an hour later because you made a big meal in the middle of the night. Sometimes both.



“Hey there,” I said, sliding into the seat next to her. “How’s it hanging?”



She gave me a look.



“I lost my job and I can’t even tell anypony why, and it’s gonna be really great getting another job when I can’t use my last one as a reference because- because of reasons!” She slammed back what was left of her drink and motioned for the bartender to bring her another.



“I’ll have one of whatever she’s having,” I said. “And this round is on me.”



“Thanks,” she muttered.



“It’s no problem,” I said. “So what’s your name?”



“It’s Sw-” she stopped herself. “Bon-Bon. Just Bon-Bon.”



“I’m Lyra.” I really hoped I was pronouncing that right. “I’m kinda looking for a job, too.”



“I think I’ve seen you playing in the street,” she said.



“Yep,” I said. I felt a bead of sweat work its way down my face. Did she know this green mare? If so, I was in more trouble than I thought. “It’s not exactly the best-paying job. Sort of more like begging. Exactly like that, actually.”



“I bet that’s not good for references either,” she said, turning to her new drink as it arrived and taking a long sip. I copied her.



By the hive, this was a terrible drink. It was like the bartender had taken everything that was high-proof enough to burn, poured a shot of each into a glass, and topped it with a cherry. I pretended to like it.



“Awful,” I said. “The references, I mean.”



“It’d be easier to just move somewhere else,” Bon-Bon sighed. “My former employer strongly suggested it to me, actually.”



“If you’re moving anyway…” I took another sip and coughed. I was pretty sure finishing the drink would give me liver failure. “How’d you like a roommate?”



She raised an eyebrow.



“I literally beg for money in the street,” I said, quickly. “And rent in Canterlot…”



“Right,” she said, still skeptical.



“And you’re cute!” I blurted out, feeling my cheeks burn.



“I’m cute,” Bon-Bon snorted. Then she started giggling.



“Sorry,” I said, looking down. “I’m not good at this.” The worst part was that I’d had almost a year of training in seduction techniques.



“No, keep going,” Bon-Bon said. “I don’t mind being called cute. But if you want to move in with me, you’d better buy me dinner first.”








Our first date nearly ended in disaster.



I’d let her pick where she wanted to eat, and when I arrived, just a few minutes early, Lyra - the real Lyra - was playing right across the street.



I was bucked.



Bon-Bon wasn’t in sight, so I had only a few moments to fix this. I just had to use all my changeling might and training to turn this around. Step one, pick another disguise and get the real Lyra out of here.



And then I saw her, only a block away.



I was bucked harder than a thing that got bucked really hard and I didn’t have time to think of what that thing was because I was bucked that hard too.



I panicked. A little. With no time to be subtle, I hit Lyra with a little bit of the old changeling horn-twisting mind meld and she stopped playing like she’d heard somepony calling her name and left everything behind, trotting down an alleyway and into the next street, chasing a phantom sound.



I ran over and took her place. It wasn’t going to last long, but I’d think of something else later. I grabbed the harp she’d been playing and tried to look like I’d been here for a few hours.



Bon-Bon waved to me when she spotted me a few moments later. I’d only gotten away with it by the skin of my fangs.



I waved back, and she trotted over.



“Busking right in front of the restaurant?” she asked.



“I had a few hours to kill a-and this way I wouldn’t be late!” Not the best excuse, but better than nothing. “Besides, this way we’ll have enough for dessert.”



I looked at the loose bits in the cup Lyra had set out. It was not exactly an encouraging amount of money, but thankfully I’d brought some of my own.



“You should play something for me,” Bon-Bon suggested.



I froze.



“You mean, like a song?”



“Of course like a song,” she laughed. “You’ve got a lyre. I just want to hear how good you are.”



“Wouldn’t you rather eat?” I asked.



“We have a little bit before our reservation.” She smirked. I could feel a strange mix of emotions coming off of her.



I brought the lyre up and swallowed. If I didn’t get this right, I’d make a fool of myself, maybe expose myself as a changeling, and mess up the date. I wasn’t sure what part was the worst, because they were all really bad.



Oh right, and I only had a few minutes at most before the real Lyra recovered and came back.



I plucked at the strings, trying to make music come out of the little harp. The first few notes were hesitant as I figured things out, but I managed to work my way into a rhythm and sort of play music.



“No wonder you’re looking for a roommate,” Bon-Bon said, when I finished. “You can’t be making much.” She confirmed that for herself by looking at my cup and the few lonely bits within.



“Hey, I tried my best,” I muttered. “I get nervous.”



She patted my shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get something to eat.”



I was already getting an appetizer. Her pity was palpable. And sort of tasty.








Dinner went well, at least. I did know pony table manners. It was one of the things we’d been drilled on in the hive.



“This wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” Bon-Bon said, as we finished up dessert and had moved on to tea. She’d fixed mine up for me after she saw me struggling to decide what to add to it.



“You thought it would be bad?”



“I wasn’t expecting this to be a normal date,” she said. “Because you’re…”



“A musician?”



She smiled at that. “Not a very good one.”



“I’m working on it,” I muttered.



“It’s very cute,” she said. “But I have to ask - why me?”



“Well, um,” I took a sip of the tea. For some stupid reason, the truth started coming out of me instead of a nice, easy lie. “Because I think you’re really attractive a-and you look cute in sunglasses and I wanted to get close to you!”



Her expression changed subtly.



“You saw me in sunglasses?”



“Is that bad?”



“...No. Just unusual. What’s in it for you, though? What do you want?”



“I just want you,” I said, feeling stupid. “A-and I want you to like me.”



“Huh.” She looked at my tea. “That’s not what I expected to hear.”



“What were you expecting?”



“Let’s say I was expecting something more selfish.”



I would have asked her what she meant, but the waiter dropped the bill off, and the total was a little higher than I expected. I wasn’t going to have many bits left over. I swallowed. So much for spending my night in a comfortable pony hotel room. Of course I could handle roughing it. I was a changeling, after all. We were tough. Practically invincible. But I really could have gone for a warm shower and a bed.



“Are you okay?” Bon-Bon asked. 



I forced myself to smile.



“It’s fine,” I said, taking the bits from my saddlebags.



“Do you have somewhere to stay?”



I swallowed. “Um…”



She sighed. “Fine. You can sleep on my couch. For tonight. And don’t get any ideas. I’d just rather have you where I can see you. Should have known you wouldn’t have anything normal arranged...”



“Thank you,” I muttered.



She stood, but instead of heading towards the front, Bon-Bon trotted to the back, right through what I was sure was an employee’s only exit. I followed, unsure what she was doing.

	

“Why are we going out the back way?”



Bon-Bon gave me a look. “I just feel like it.”



I wasn’t going to complain. It was a lucky break for me, since the real Lyra might still be in front. I followed along, feeling my spirits buoyed. Things were looking up!








Ponyville wouldn’t have been my first choice. It was too close-knit for anyling to really infiltrate, but that actually ended up being good in the long run. Running off with Bon-Bon was kind of outside my mission parameters.



In other words, I was what ponies might technically call… AWOL.



We got a little house together, and eventually I actually learned to play the lyre (you’d be surprised what you can pick up if you’re sufficiently motivated).



You probably know the rest of the story - invasion of Canterlot (don’t ask about the bridesmaid thing) and, well, I did poorly enough during that little adventure that Chrysalis didn’t even try to contact me when they replaced basically every important pony in Equestria.



I’m not sure between us if me or Bon-Bon was more embarrassed about not noticing until the Queen’s plan fell apart.



And then there was the fallout from what happened after that, which brings us back to the present...








It was a few days after I’d sent Bon-Bon on a wild pooka chase and gotten myself a few hours of rest in my natural form that disaster struck. And not just a little disaster like a stampede of bunnies or Discord attempting to take over Equestria or running out of chocolate during THAT time of the year. It was a big disaster. The biggest and neonest.



It was so big it was on my front doorstep, and it was twice as tall as I was with big moose horns and pastel colors.



“Hey I know this is probably a bad time,” Thorax said, in what was the understatement of the century.



I slammed the door on his bizarre pastel face.



“Honey, who was at the door?” Bon-Bon asked, from the back room.



“Uh…” I had to come up with a good excuse.



“Lyra, I swear if you forgot to pay the water bill and they’re here to turn it off, again, I’m going to staple the bill to your horn!” Bon-Bon stormed out of the kitchen, wearing an incredibly cute apron that did nothing to make her glare any less serious as she pushed past me and opened the door.



Thorax was rubbing his snout. Maybe I’d slammed the door a little hard.



Bon-Bon narrowed her eyes, then looked from him to me.



“Wonderful,” she sighed. “I guess this is about changeling business, then?”



“W-what?!” I almost choked on my globthax.



“Honey, you’re a wonderful mare and I love you but I’ve been a monster hunter for half my life.” Bon-Bon kissed my cheek. “I’ve known you were a changeling for years.”



“But- No you didn’t!”



“You buzz when you snore.”



“...Lots of ponies do that.” She gave me a look, and I crumpled halfway to the floor.



“If it helps, you’re a very good changeling. I almost never caught you undisguised.” She hugged me. “And to think, I nearly killed you during our first date when you mind-controlled the real Lyra.”



“You what?!”



“I’d been watching for hours, honey. I saw everything. The important thing is that I didn’t, and you should invite Thorax in before all the neighbors start talking.”



I grumbled and stepped aside, motioning for Thorax to come in.








“I just don’t get why you never said anything,” I mumbled, watching Bonnie pour tea.



“It seemed important to you that it was a secret, and I didn’t want to ruin things,” Bon-Bon explained.



“Can I have some extra honey?” Thorax asked.



“Don’t worry, I know how Lyra likes it,” Bon-Bon giggled, adding a few more tablespoons of delicious golden honey to his tea. I tried not to be jealous. She was only supposed to give her honey to me!



Well I mean, it wasn’t her honey exactly. She didn’t make it. And she didn’t have bees. But she bought it from somepony who did have an apiary and that made it Bon-Bon’s honey, and only I should have been allowed to have it, darn it!



Thorax must have sensed that I was upset, because he gave me one of those nervous smiles that you give somepony when you know they’re mad at you. I gave those to Bonnie a lot.



“S-so I’m here because…” he coughed, swallowing. “You know about the whole thing with Chrysalis and the hive and stuff, right?”



I nodded.



“Well, ever since then, I’ve been trying to round up all the loose changelings.” He smiled. “Get it, loose change-lings? S-spike thought up that joke and… you don’t like it. Okay.” his ears folded back.



“Lyra, stop being rude to Thorax,” Bonnie chided.



“I’m not being rude! I didn’t say anything!” I protested.



“You’re glaring at him in silence, Lyra. I don’t even know why you’re so upset.”



“He blew my cover!”



Bon-Bon rolled her eyes. Like it didn’t even matter! Didn’t she know how important my cover was? Without it I might starve to death! Or, well, she wasn’t kicking me out so that probably wasn’t going to happen, but it was very embarrassing. It was like… like being caught in the shower by everypony in town. At the same time.



You’ve had those dreams too, right? Except unlike those dreams, this wasn’t going to end in a pile of hugs and kissing, this was going to end with torches and pitchforks! And if you think I’m exaggerating, the store next to Quills and Sofas exclusively sold torches and pitchforks.



“It’s okay!” Thorax tried to sound reassuring but it was hard to take him seriously when he looked like a giant pastel moose and still had his old voice. I wonder why he never changed it to be more imposing or regal - maybe he wanted his friends to know it was still him, despite how he looked?



“How is it okay?”



“We’re friends with Equestria now that Chrysalis is gone, so we don’t need to hide.” He paused. “As much. Most of the time. Usually the rioting stops pretty quickly! And you have Princess Twilight in town and she can explain things.”



“Or Starlight could use mind control and make everypony calm down,” Bon-Bon muttered.



“If we wanted to do that, we’d do it our...selves…” Thorax coughed at Bon-Bon’s look. “It was a joke? Sort of. We don’t do that anymore! The point is, Lyra, I wanted to ask if you’d consider-”



“What, become a weird hole-less pastel-ling?”



“Princess Twilight was working on the terminology,” Thorax said. “We still just call ourselves changelings. It’s not like anything really changed except that we’re not hungry all the time. It’s made most of us a lot less crabby.”



“I’m not hungry anyway,” I huffed, getting up to hug Bon-Bon. “She’s all I need.”



“That’s very sweet of you, even if it is about my value as a food source,” Bonnie muttered, smiling just a little.



“I can’t force you to change,” Thorax sighed. “There are a couple changelings that haven’t made up their minds yet. I can tell you all the ones who do end up happier. Just think on it, okay?”








“Why does the idea bother you so much?” Bonnie asked me, after Thorax had left. He said he had other changelings he needed to talk to, but I didn’t think there were any other changelings in ponyville. Of course I also hadn’t noticed when Chrysalis replaced half the town, so maybe I was a little out of the loop.



“He’s like a big neon moose!” I blurted out.



Bon-Bon raised an eyebrow. “And?”



“I don’t wanna be a neon moose.”



“You’re a shapeshifter, Lyra. You spend almost your entire life as a colorful horse already.”



“You don’t understand!” I got up and started pacing. “It’s not a disguise, it’s… it’s about changing who I am under it! The first thing changelings are taught, after loyalty to the Queen and bathroom training and to never spit slime on anything we wanted to keep is that we have to hold on to the part of us deep inside. The irreducible me.”



“Couldn’t you just change how you look back to your normal form?” Bonnie asked. “Actually I don’t really know what you look like under your disguise. I always tried to give you warning so I wouldn’t catch you au naturale.”



I bit my lip and let my disguise drop. Let me tell you, it’s harder than it sounds, changing in front of somepony you love. You spend years training yourself to never, ever lose control, and then you have to do it on purpose and you freeze up a little.



“This is what I really look like,” I muttered.



“I thought your voice would be scratchier.”



“Why?” I asked, looking back over my shoulder at her.



“I assumed it was part of your disguise,” she explained.



“Oh.” I shrugged. “The real Lyra probably has a better singing voice.”



“We could always go to Trottingham and find out,” Bonnie teased. “I looked her up after we started dating. I needed to make sure you hadn’t, you know.”



“Foalnapped her and sealed her in a cocoon?”



“That, yes.”



“I wouldn’t do that.”



“Well I know that now, honey, but I didn’t know it back then.”



“Can I change back now?” I asked. “I feel naked.”



“You’re almost always naked anyway,” Bon-Bon chided. “Whatever you decide, you don’t have to keep up your disguise all the time when it’s just you and me, okay? I know how much of a strain it is for you sometimes, and I don’t like seeing you hurt.”



I scraped a hoof against the carpet, blushing green.



“What’s your real name?” Bon-Bon asked.



“Aristate,” I mumbled. “But I haven’t used it in a long time.”



“It’s a pretty name,” Bon-Bon assured me. “No matter what you choose, I’ll still be here for you.”








“You’re sure about this?” Thorax asked, again. He barely fit in my living room. I definitely wasn’t going to do the whole neon moose thing out in public where anypony could see. “Once you do it, you can’t change back. Permanently, I mean. You can still, you know.”



“Change my shape?” I guessed.



“Yeah,” he said. “But… I don’t think anyone has even tried changing back to their old shape. I know we can still look like ponies. And rocks! I’m really good at looking like a rock.”



“Why would you ever want to look like a rock?”



“Looks like someone has never had to hide from a dragon,” Thorax said.



“Don’t dragons eat rocks?”



“I…” Thorax rubbed his chin. “Only shiny ones, I think. But you’re sure about this?”



I looked at Bon-Bon, and took a deep breath, nodding.



“You remember the instructions I gave you?”



“Yeah. Coherent death beam of love, got it.”



“And don’t point it at-”



I didn’t hear what he was about to say, because I was too busy feeling my love reserve explode out of me. At first it was not a great feeling. Actually it felt a lot like having my feeblethrong rupture. You probably don’t know what that feels like because you’ve got a spleen instead, but trust me it’s not pleasant.



The terror and sense of wrongness faded away after a few seconds to a kind of calm serenity. It was like drowning. In the sense that the world kind of fades and you feel yourself getting detached, not in the sense that my lungs were filling with fluid.



I felt like I was floating away. I could feel my body changing, the hunger inside me fading.



And then I got dumped on my flank as the magic gave out.



“Lyra!” Bon-Bon ran over to me, hugging me.



“Ow,” I muttered, rubbing my butt. It felt different. I looked back, and the first thing I saw was my own big minty-green flank. I saw it enough in the every day to recognize the curve, but usually it wasn’t covered in chitin. “I need a mirror!” I said, starting to panic.



“You look great, honey,” Bonnie assured me.



“Why did she point that right at my face…” Thorax groaned, stumbling around the living room, blind. I’d apologize later, maybe.



I gave her a look and whined, and she helped me stand, leading me to the mirror we had in the hallway. I usually used it to make sure my disguise was in place before going out the door, the same way most ponies would check they had their pouch of bits.



I was…



“Weird,” I said, touching the mirror. My chitin had changed to almost the same shade of green as my- as Lyra’s coat, and my eyes were golden-yellow. The purple shell on my back was going to take some getting used to, but it wasn’t as bad as I feared.



And I had to admit, I felt great. There wasn’t a gnawing pit of endless hunger inside me. Just the regular hunger that came along with skipping breakfast.





“I like the… neck gems?” Bon-Bon said.



“I don’t know what they’re called either,” I whispered.



There was a crash from the living room. We both turned to look. Thorax was stuck in the bookcase, his horns jammed in the shelves.



“Help?” he asked.








“It wasn’t so bad, was it?” Bon-Bon asked, a few hours later. I was enjoying the novel sensation of being able to cuddle with her in my (new) natural form. We’d already enjoyed the novel sensation of figuring out what my body could do, after getting Thorax out of the bookcase and seeing him off with a promise to go to the hive at some point and check in.



“I could get used to this,” I admitted. “I was just afraid that things would change between us. At least the trouble is over now.”



“So was I. It’s why I never talked to you,” Bon-Bon admitted.



“It was silly, huh?” I laughed.



“Let’s have a foal,” Bonnie said.



My glorbthax stopped. At least I knew I still had one of those. I looked into her eyes, not sure if she was serious.



She was.



I was wrong about my troubles ending. They’d only begun.
      

      
   
      What Comes Next


      

      
      
         The hardest part about breaking up with Applejack was not, as Rainbow Dash had assumed beforehand, the break-up itself.



It wasn't the void that the break-up left behind, either, the phantom pains she felt whenever her mind drifted over any of the innumerable memories she'd made. Stolen kisses, fleeting embraces, tender nights and lazy mornings-after. Fingertips dancing along thighs, and chests, and collarbones and lips. Thinking on all that hurt, like a soccer ball being kicked full-force into her gut.



That pain wasn't the hardest part, either.



The hardest part was the fissure that the break-up created among their friends. The hardest part was deciding who got whom. It changed on a day-to-day basis, and mostly depended on who got to the girls first. As with most everything else about their friendship, and the relationship that emerged from that friendship, it became a competition between them. In a perverse paradox, avoiding Applejack allowed Rainbow Dash to feel close to her.



Every day, Rainbow Dash would slide her way into the cafeteria line, ignore the vicious glare that Granny Smith sent her way from behind the buffet, and make a beeline for the table. If she was lucky, the group would only be partially assembled. Sad, half-enthusiastic smiles and waves from Sunset, or Pinkie, or whoever was there already, would beckon her over, and she'd sit with them, make the usual smalltalk, and pointedly ignore the elephant in the room.



If she wasn't lucky, and Applejack had beaten her there...



Well. Today was one such day.



Rainbow Dash paused in the center of the cafeteria, a statue among still-moving classmates, and stared at the table. Her friends were there – eating, drinking, making smalltalk. They looked at her; they smiled at her; they beckoned her over.



Applejack just turned her seat, baring her back to Rainbow.



Rainbow swallowed a lump in her throat, turned on her heel, and strode toward the cafeteria exit. Her belly was empty, and would remain empty. That suited her fine.



She passed a table where Scootaloo sat with Sweetie Belle and Apple Bloom, and tapped her younger protege once on the shoulder without breaking stride. And Scootaloo, as ever, fell into step with her, mumbling a farewell to her friends.



Rainbow pretended not to feel Apple Bloom's gaze burning holes in her back as she walked.



"So, punching bag again?" Scootaloo said as they shoved their way through the cafeteria's double doors. "Am I holding it for you, or just watching you go at it?"



Rainbow shrugged. "Dunno. Guess we'll see."



Scootaloo was quiet for a moment. "You're gonna have to talk to her sooner or later, Dash," she finally said.



Rainbow clenched her jaw and tossed her head, swinging her ponytail from one shoulder to the next.



"Not today, I don't."








Sixth period dragged on far longer than Rainbow Dash liked. Partly because they were reading Shakespeare, that blowhard, with his thees and thous and his weird references that went over everybody's head. She got the gist of it, thanks to Twilight's under-the-table study guide ("Sparklenotes"), but the finer points of the story were still lost on her. Which was Shakespeare's fault, really, for living way back in 1864, or whenever, and not knowing that nobody in the 21st century thought "nothing" meant "coochie."



...Mostly, though, it dragged for Rainbow because it was one of the few classes where she couldn't avoid Applejack. The other girl was seated two desks behind, and one to the right, of Rainbow.



Rainbow supposed she, at least, had it easier than Applejack. She didn't have to look at her. She wasn't sure if Applejack was staring – she didn't have that powerful, palpable, heat-vision-esque hate-gaze that her grandmother and sister both had. But, Rainbow figured, she must've been.



In her place, Rainbow knew, she couldn't stop herself from staring.



Book in hand, Ms. Cheerilee circled the room, making the rounds and sliding between rows like a very scholarly bird of prey. She rapped the desks of students who slept; she peeked at notes and smirked (or grimaced) at what she saw; she read her book in that soft, yet clear and vibrant, teacher's voice.



"Of course," said Cheerilee, "as readers, we know Iago's not telling the truth. Othello, though – does he realize it?"



"No," the class murmured in a listless chorus.



Cheerilee paused at the front of the room, leaned her ample backside against her desk, and frowned. "Sorry, say that again? Once more, with feeling?"



"No."



Rainbow caught a hint of country twang among the chorus. Her hands, sore and chapped from the half hour she spent with the punching bag, clenched into a fist on top of her copy of Othello. 



Cheerilee smirked, and nodded in satisfaction. "And who remembers what we call that? When the reader knows something that the characters in the story do not?"



The voice with the country twang mumbled, "dramatic irony?"



"Quite right." Ms. Cheerilee frowned again, angling her head. "Are you okay, Applejack? You sound a bit tired – are you getting enough sleep?"



"Gettin' plenty of sleep nowadays, Ms. Cheerilee, thanks. Got nothin' t'keep me up at night."



Rainbow's face heated up.



Ms. Cheerilee gazed uncertainly at the farmgirl, before shrugging, pushing off from her desk, and resuming her circuit around the room. "Understanding dramatic irony is important to understanding drama, both with the play, itself, and beyond – in other works that we'll read together. Or that you'll read alone. Because you're all such voracious readers, I know."



She winked, and there were a few scattered, self-deprecating chuckles.



"In the case of Iago, Othello, and Desdemona, we, as readers, know that Iago is manipulating Othello into hating his wife. He doesn't know that, however. One imagines the play would end far differently if our protagonists were present for any of Iago's hateful soliloquies. Alas, it ends in tragedy."



Ms. Cheerilee shut her book and clasped her hands together over it. "And it ends in tragedy because...?"



"'Cuz Othello's a hot-headed sack o'crap, Ms. Cheerilee."



The class snickered again. Rainbow didn't join them.



Ms. Cheerilee's face screwed into a frown. "I was looking for a more literal answer, Applejack, but I suppose we can dive into interpretation and analysis a little early. What's your take on Othello's character? And, please, try to be a little less crude when you elaborate"



"Beg pardon, ma'am, but I dunno what else t'say," Applejack replied. "It's plain on the page, is what it is. Man's got a temper, jumps t'conclusions, acts without thinkin', makes a dumb, bone-headed mistake."



Ms. Cheerilee's arms folded. "I can't say I disagree with your assessment, entirely, but what about the role Iago played?"



"Don't matter." Applejack's voice was like a knife. "Don't matter one bit what he said; Othello should'a known better. Should'a trusted his wife t'keep her word an' cleave t'him, 'stead of doubtin' her."



"Maybe Desdemona should have given Othello a reason to trust her," Rainbow growled into her book.



Ms. Cheerilee's face lit up with a smile. "Well now! Looks like we've got the makings of a lively debate. Rainbow, why don't you elaborate?"



"Yeah, Rainbow. Elaborate," Applejack drawled. "I wanna hear this. I wanna hear why Othello was right ta lose his marbles an' wanna hack his wife to messes."



"Chop," Ms. Cheerilee interrupted. "Sorry. Go ahead and answer, Rainbow."



"I..." Rainbow glanced down at her book, eyes scanning frantically through it for a passage to latch onto. "Uh, well... it's on... it's on page, um... line..."



Applejack's derisive chuckle made her pause and clench her jaw.



"Y'know what?" Rainbow folded her hands on her book and forced a smile. "I'm sorry, Ms. Cheerilee, but I've changed my mind. I agree with Applejack."



This particular combination of words had not been heard by Ms. Cheerilee, at any point, in the past. "Seriously?" she said dumbly.



"Seriously?" Applejack echoed equally dumbly.



"Yeah. Seriously. She's right." Rainbow steeled herself, turned in her chair, and grinned smarmily at Applejack. "Desdemona did nothing wrong. She's the real victim here, and she's gonna make sure everybody knows what a big, bad guy Othello was to her, because in her simple little farmgirl head––"



"Desdemona ain't a farmgirl, featherbrain."



"Uh, it was, like, 1864? Everybody lived on farms back then."



Applejack's palm slammed into her forehead. "For the love of––"



Ms. Cheerilee chuckled nervously, cutting her off. "Well, I suppose there's room to argue that – I mean, um – could we perhaps say that both Othello and Desdemona were equally victimized by––"



"Equally, nothin' – beg pardon again, Ms. Cheerilee. Desdemona got right shafted by her lug of a husband, an' I got no sympathy fer him."



Applejack's eyes smoldered – hey, looks like she had the heat vision after all.



"Or maybe," Rainbow shot back, catching and holding that burning gaze, "maybe Desdemona got exactly what she had coming to her!"



Applejack's jaw dropped. "He stabbed her to death, Rainbow Dash! Did you even read th'damn book?!"



"Applejack, I did say to mind the profanity."



"Uh, it's a play, Applejack? Not a book? Dumbass."



"Rainbow, that applies to you just as––"



"Yer dodgin' the question. Heck, yer dodgin' both my questions."



"Ladies, there's 'spirited debate,' and then there's––"



"And you're talking out of your ass and making it all about you! Because that's all you ever do!"



"Rainbow, Applejack, that's enough––"



Applejack, furious, slammed her palms down on her desktop, her face contorted with rage.



The sound of shattering wood and twisting metal silenced her before she could say anything.



Seconds ticked by – the two girls glared at each other, and the classroom stared at them in turn. Ms. Cheerilee stood by, caught up in the same spell as her students.



The bell rang, and the spell was broken.



"Oh, thank God," the teacher muttered under her breath as her students filed out. "Homework's on the board; finish it by Monday. Applejack?"



The farmgirl had the decency to look abashed. "Yeah?"



"Vice Principal Luna's office."



"...Yeah." Applejack wrenched her eyes away from Rainbow's, and gathered her belongings. "Sorry about the––"



"I know you are. Thank you." Ms. Cheerilee's eyes followed Applejack out the door, before turning on Rainbow and narrowing. "And, as for you..."



"Yeah, yeah." Rainbow folded her arms on her desk, and rested her chin on them. "I'm sorry for cussing."



"And for what else?"



"I..." Rainbow remembered who she was talking to and bit back her retort. "I shouldn't have pushed her like that."



"No. You shouldn't have." Ms. Cheerilee's narrow-eyed gaze seemed to soften. She stepped closer to Rainbow, slid into the empty desk in front of her, and looked expectantly at her.



Rainbow lifted her face from her arms. "What, you want me to talk about it now?"



Ms. Cheerilee nodded. "Of course, if you'd prefer to talk to the vice principal––"



"Wouldn't be my first choice."



"The guidance counselor, then."



"Wouldn't be my second choice." Rainbow blew a puff of air at her bangs. "Guy smells like cat piss."



"He works part-time as a janitor; the ammonia seeps into his clothes."



Rainbow frowned. "Seriously?"



"You didn't hear it from me. Also, language." Ms. Cheerilee crossed her legs. "Have you and Applejack been fighting?"



"We're always––"



"I don't mean in the usual way."



Rainbow huffed and slumped in her seat. "Is it any of your business?"



"My students' well-being is always my business. When their personal issues start to influence their classroom conduct..." Ms. Cheerilee cast a glance at Applejack's ruined desk. "That's usually a sign that I need to intervene."



"Not like I broke mine," Rainbow muttered.



"And that's why I'm letting you talk to me, instead of the administration."



"What do you even want me to say?!" Rainbow snapped, bolting upright. "Yeah, we–– we broke up, alright? And it sucks! It sucks a lot! Everything's all..."



She gestured vaguely to the ruined desk.



"Like that. It's all like that."



She balled her fists on her desk and clenched her jaw to strangle her own sobs.



And it's easy to blame her. 'Cuz then I don't have to blame myself.



Cheerilee's expression softened further, and she allowed Rainbow a moment to compose herself. At last, she spoke, softly.



"You can change classes, if you'd like. I'm sure we can shuffle you into a different period. I teach senior English in the morning, as you know."



"...Shakespeare at 8 AM doesn't sound much better than Shakespeare at 1:30. No offense." Rainbow let out a wet, snotty breath. "AJ might take you up on that, though."



A thin smile crossed Ms. Cheerilee's face. "No she won't. That'd be letting you win."



Rainbow snorted, and the snort became a laugh. It died when a thought occurred to her, and twisted her guts in a knot. "She's gonna get suspended, isn't she?"



"That's for the vice principal to decide. But, in all likelihood..."



"...Yeah." Rainbow shut her book and slid it into her backpack. "Do I need to... I mean, do you want me to stay any longer?"



Ms. Cheerilee pursed her lips and shook her head. "You're free. But watch how you talk to your peers in my classroom, regardless of who they are. Capisce?"



Rainbow looked blankly at her teacher.



"...Capisce." Ms. Cheerilee's face fell. "It's Italian. It means 'do you understand?'"



"Oh. Uh." Rainbow nodded vigorously. "I, uh, I capeese."



"...Because we're reading Othello, and I thought it'd be clever, because... Italian."



"Yeah, no, it's clever. It's super funny."



"Don't you dare patronize me, young lady." Ms. Cheerilee scowled, a playful glint in her eye. "Now. Away with you."



Rainbow slung her backpack over her shoulder, and headed for the door. She paused with her hand on the knob, and turned back to her teacher. "Ms. Cheerilee?"



"Hm?" The older woman was still seated in the empty student desk – a thin ray of sunlight washed over her, through the window. "What is it?"



"Do, um..." Rainbow fiddled with the strap of her book bag. "I mean, uh... how do you... how do you make it right with someone? Someone you hurt, I mean. Someone you... someone you love."



"To be frank, I'm probably not the person to ask for advice on affairs of the heart, Rainbow Dash. They've never quite been my forte." Ms. Cheerilee smiled sadly, her skin all but shimmering in the sun. "But, with people in general... an apology is never a bad start."



"Apologize. Right." The word tasted ashy in Rainbow's mouth. "Thanks."



She turned the knob.



"And Rainbow?"



Rainbow glanced back at Ms. Cheerilee.



"If I ever catch you working with Sparklenotes again, you'll be scraping gum off my desks well into next year. I'll have you held back from graduating just so that you can do it."



Rainbow flushed, chuckled nervously, and fled.








Applejack's face was still red and puffy when she emerged, sniffling, from the vice principal's office. Upon sighting Rainbow Dash, she immediately pretended she wasn't crying.



"...Hi." Rainbow stuck her hands in her pockets. "Um... you get suspended?"



Applejack's lips curled into a pout. She shook her head. "But I gotta pay fer that desk. 'Cuz o'you."



"Hey, I didn't make you––" Rainbow stopped, took a deep breath, and held it for a while, as Applejack waited for the rest of her retort.



"...I'm sorry for that. For going at you."



Applejack's eyes narrowed suspiciously. "The hell is this?"



Rainbow shrugged. "An apology?"



"Fer what happened in class? With the desk?"



Rainbow nodded.



Applejack's jaw shifted. "Jus' fer that?"



Rainbow hesitated, and shook her head rapidly. "AJ, I'm... I've been..." She flapped her arms, once, limply against her sides, at a loss. "I gotta be straight with you––"



"First time fer everythin'."



"I've been a total––" Rainbow stopped, and planted a hand on her hip. "Wow, really? Gay jokes?"



Applejack's lips curled into a smirk.



Rainbow followed suit. And the girls shared a laugh – something wet, and quiet, and not quite joyful.



Then Rainbow said, "I've been a bitch."



"Sure have." Applejack fidgeted. "But, uh... then again... I think I helped get us here, too, Rainbow."



"Hey. I'm apologizing to you. You can fix your own guilt issues when it's your turn."



"It ain't a contest, Rainbow," said Applejack. The smile she wore after her laugh faded. Pointedly, she added, "You hurt me real bad, y'now."



Rainbow cringed. "Yeah."



"An' I don't know if you an' me can... y'know, like we used to."



"...But I wanna." Rainbow sniffed, and wiped her nose on her forearm. "Maybe it's dumb to think that we could, but I still wanna go back, AJ."



"Go back to what? If you could choose." Applejack folded her arms. "What would we go back to?"



"...I just want you back, AJ." Rainbow took a step forward, arms half-extended. When Applejack recoiled, she balled up her hands and dropped them to her sides. "I don't mean like... girlfriends, again."



"'Cuz we ain't good at that."



"We're really not."



"So... jus' friends?"



"Yeah. Just friends. Just like before."



Applejack fixed Rainbow with a gentle, evaluatory look. Slowly, she shook her head. "I jus' don't know if we can. Go back to what we were, I mean. Not after everythin'."



Rainbow felt something tear in her chest, but she nodded her understanding regardless.



Then a rough, calloused hand, its touch stirringly familiar, gripped hers. A leathery thumb stroked her knuckles, with tenderness belied by its owner's superhuman strength.



"Don't mean we can't be nothin', Rainbow. Jus' can't be like we were." Applejack was smiling; her eyes were red, and clear of malice. "But hey. I'm game fer findin' out what comes next, if you are."



Rainbow grinned broadly.



Then Applejack was holding her, and she held Applejack in turn, and she was pretty sure Vice Principal Luna was staring at them through the door's window, and she really, really didn't care.



"I'll pay for the stupid desk, you know." Rainbow pressed her cheek against Applejack's ponytail, draped over her left shoulder.



She felt Applejack's tears pepper her neck, and her chest shudder with laughter.



"Oh, sugarcube. Yer damn right you will."
      

      
   
      Crash


      

      
      
         Sunset made her way through the dormitory hallways. The scent of weed smoke drifted through the air, heavy music thumped from behind closed doors, and posters covered every inch of exposed door or wall, advertising favorite bands, local events, or just someone’s favorite meme.



It was hard not to smile as she took it all in. For better or worse, this was her home now. There was a certain charm to it that stood out all the more after spending a few days away.



Around the corner found her in the floor lounge, and various students milled about. She caught Vinyl’s eye and gave a little wave. In the chair next to the door, Tree Hugger sat in Sandalwood’s lap as the two made out furiously.



Tree Hugger pulled away from the kiss to look up at Sunset, much to her partner’s disappointment. “Oh, hey, Sunset! Didn’t realize you were back already.” She raised her fist, and Sunset bumped it. “You were off visiting uh… your magical horse world, yeah?”



Sunset nickered. “Yeah, Princess Twilight needed my help with some stuff. Well, she said she did, but it mostly just ended involved me being a sounding board while she worked through all the problems on her own. Still, nice to visit home.”



“Far out.” Tree Hugger nodded several times, then kept nodding, until her expression grew distant and it looked like she wasn’t quite sure why she was nodding anymore. Then she shook her head, her eyes snapping back into focus. “Oh, right! Tell your girlfriend she owes me money.”



The words were a kick to Sunset’s good mood, and she struggled to keep it off of her face. “Just how high is her debt now anyway?”



“Uh…” Tree Hugger counted on her fingers, then shrugged. “I have the exact total written down somewhere, but pretty sure it’s over five hundred now.”



“Of course it is,” Sunset said dryly. “You know she’s not good for it, right? You should probably cut her off.”



Tree Hugger shrugged. “Eh. Guess I’m just too nice for my own good.” She licked her lips, then resumed her makeout with Sandalwood, who had zoned out and seemed surprised to be receiving attention again.



Well, that was the end of that conversation. Sunset adjusted the strap on her backpack, then left the lounge, heading down the hall until she stood in front of the door to her room.



She took a deep breath, and steeled herself for the inevitable confrontation. Then stopped herself. This was Rainbow Dash she was thinking about. Her girlfriend, and her roomate. She loved her. She shouldn’t be looking to pick a fight.



The sound of empty bottles clinking when Sunset pushed open the door barely caused her to grit her teeth at all.



The room looked like the aftermath of a drunken party, which was probably exactly what had happened. Empty beer bottles all over the floor, a half eaten pizza draped over the mini fridge, some bags of chips and empty takeout boxes scattered about haphazardly.



To think, Sunset had everything nice and clean a mere four days ago when she left to visit Equestria.



The offender herself, Rainbow Dash, lay sprawled across the bottom bunk in her underwear, her hair a mess, and snoring loudly.



Sunset picked her way across the detritus, then pulled open the blinds and opened the window to let in some fresh air. She could see the park below her window, where fellow students of NCU tossed a football around, played hacky-sack, and otherwise enjoyed a beautiful Sunday afternoon.



Rainbow Dash groaned, then rolled over and buried her face in her pillow. “What time is it?” she managed to croak, her voice hoarse.



“It’s past three in the afternoon.” Sunset sighed, and rested her hand on her hip. “So were you planning to clean any of this up before I got back, or did you just want me to yell at you first?”



“Oh, fuck off.” Rainbow Dash took a deep breath, then rubbed at her forehead. “My head is killing me, at least give me a minute before you start in on this again.”



Sunset bristled, but she bit back her retort. Deep breaths. She turned around, then took a step over to her desk, one of the few spots in this cramped room that was hers. A few empty bottles had made it up here, but nothing had been spilled, thankfully. After rummaging in her drawers for a bit, she pulled out a trash bag and cleared off the top of her desk.



“Princess Twilight says hi, by the way.” Sunset found a clean disposable red plastic cup, then made her way to the door to the shared bathroom and knocked. When nobody responded, opened the door and filled the cup in the sink before bringing it back to Rainbow Dash. “Here.”



Rainbow Dash sat up, still clutching her forehead, and took the cup. She drank it greedily, down to the last drop, then set the cup aside. “Thanks,” she mumbled.



Sunset cracked a faint smile, and reached out to gently brush aside some of the hair on Rainbow Dash’s forehead. “Come on, don’t you think you’re overdoing this a bit? There’s more to college than nonstop partying. Don’t you have practice tomorrow?”



“Yeah yeah.” Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes, then stood up, brushing her way past Sunset. She stretched, and scratched herself. “You don’t have to lecture me about it. You’re not my mother.”



“Mmm.” Sunset’s eyeball twitched, and her smile faded. “You’re right, I’m not your mother. I’m not a very motherly person in general. Which is why I’m starting to resent having to act like one. If you were living on your own and wanted to live like this, then sure, whatever. I don’t care. But right now, I have to live here too, and it’s doing neither of us any favors when eighty percent of the available floor space in this tiny room is covered in beer bottles.”



Rainbow Dash scowled, and gestured around them. “I had like, one twelve pack, tops. And I was planning to clean it up, before you decided to get on my case about it ten seconds before saying ‘Hey babe, I missed you!’”



Sunset clenched her fists. She thought back to the recent conversation she’d had with Princess Twilight, where she’d laid out her frustrations and worries with this relationship.



Sadly, Twilight had little to offer beyond generic platitudes. But it wasn’t like Twilight had experience with the subject matter. Or with living in accommodations smaller than a castle. Or with a version of Rainbow Dash both younger and from a completely different culture than the Rainbow Dash she knew.



“I’m not trying to get on your case, Dash.” Sunset stood up, and took another deep breath. “But I had this place spotless before I left, four days ago. And if it was just a one time thing, then sure, whatever. But this is happening constantly.”



“Okay, fine!” Rainbow Dash threw her hands into the air. “I’ll clean the stupid room. Wasn’t like I wanted to hang out today or anything. Does that make you happy? Just, give me like two minutes to pee and grab a bite to eat.”





Sunset narrowed her eyes, and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’d be a lot happier if you didn’t take every minor request to tidy up every once in awhile as an excuse to start a fight.”



“Oh for fuck’s—” Rainbow Dash growled, then spun and stomped off towards the shared bathroom, slamming the door behind her.



“Real mature!” Sunset called after her. She couldn’t actually see it, but could somehow feel the middle finger she got in response. She sighed, and ran her fingers through her hair.



A sharp buzzing broke the silence, and Sunset turned to see Rainbow Dash’s phone clattering against the nightstand, from a number that wasn’t in her contacts list. On a whim, she grabbed it. “Hi there!” Sunset said, raising her voice. “You’ve reached Rainbow Dash’s phone. This is Sunset Shimmer. Rainbow Dash would answer it herself, but she’s too busy being a whiny brat right now. Is there anything I can help you with? Can I take a message?”



“Screw you!” Rainbow Dash shouted from inside the bathroom.



A vindictive thrill ran through Sunset, followed by an equal wave of disappointment in herself.



“Um…” a masculine voice said from the phone, then cleared his throat. “Right. This is Doctor Leaf from Canterlot General Hospital. We have ‘Rainbow Dash’ listed as an emergency contact for a Miss Scootaloo. Is there any way I can speak with her?”



Sunset’s blood ran cold. The world seemed to spin around her, and she clenched tightly to the phone, as if afraid she might drop it. “W-what? I… what’s happened? Is she okay?”



“Ma’am, can I please speak to Rainbow Dash?”



The toilet flushed, and Rainbow Dash poked her head out of the door. “Who is…” She trailed off, her eyes going wide when she saw the expression on Sunset’s face.



Sunset bit her lip, trembling, and wordlessly held out the phone towards Rainbow Dash.



Rainbow Dash snatched the phone, and held it up to her ear. “This is Rainbow Dash. Who is this?”



Sunset watched the expression of dawning horror and panic creep across Rainbow Dash’s face.



“What? Is she—Where? How?” Rainbow Dash tugged on her ponytail, her eyes brimming with tears as she managed to stammer her way through the rest of the phone conversation. “Okay, I’ll, uh. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” The call ended, and Rainbow Dash stared at it as if it were some kind of poisonous snake. “Fuck!” she screamed, hurling the phone into a pile of dirty laundry. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”



“What happened?” Sunset asked, standing up and taking a step towards Rainbow Dash.



“I…” Rainbow Dash shuddered violently, her voice catching. “Scoots was in a dirt bike accident. She’s stable right now, but… it’s apparently pretty bad. I…” She squeezed her eyes shut, tears running down her cheeks. “I’ve gotta go see her. I… fuck!” Rainbow Dash looked around, then grabbed a random pair of pants and started trying to tug them on, nearly falling over in the process.



An icy tendril of fear wormed its way into Sunset’s heart. She did her best to ignore it, and closed the distance between them, grabbing Rainbow Dash by the shoulders. “Hey. Deep breaths, okay? Let’s focus on one thing at a time.”



“But she’s—”



Sunset squeezed tighter. “If Scoots is in trouble, we’re the ones who have to keep it together, right?”



Rainbow Dash clenched her teeth, then took a deep, shuddering breath. “Right. I… what do I do?”



With a gentle nudge, Sunset sat Rainbow Dash down on the bed. “Put some pants on. Lucky for us, I haven’t unpacked anything, so my travel bag is still ready to go.” She made her way across the room, and fished Rainbow Dash’s phone out of the laundry, then went and unplugged the extra charger for the wall and stuffed it into her bag. She ran through a quick list in her head: everything they might need for an overnight hospital stay.



Rainbow Dash finished putting her pants on, and numbly threw on a loose t-shirt. “What now?”



“I’ll drive.” Sunset fished her keys out of her pocket, then took Rainbow Dash by the hand.



They stepped outside, and Sunset locked the door behind them.



“Woah,” Tree Hugger said, leaning out from the common room. “Usually when you two have a fight the rest of us get to enjoy the sound of you having makeup sex afterwards. Is today a special occasion or something?’



Sunset grimaced, though she did her best to present a fake smile. She wanted to retort, but her own stomach was churning too much to admit the truth, or snark back, or anything.



Instead, she just squeezed Rainbow Dash’s hand, and dragged her towards the stairs.










Canterlot General Hospital was an easy, fifteen minute drive down the highway on a good day.



Today was not a good day.



There was apparently a football game in town today, and the highway went right past the stadium. By the time she’d realized her mistake, they were already neck deep in bumper to bumper traffic.



An hour later, Sunset pulled into the hospital parking lot, both of their nerves frayed to the breaking point.



Rainbow Dash strained at her seatbelt like a dog against the leash, and as soon as they parked, she tore out of the car, sprinting towards the lobby with no restraint or hesitation.



Sunset took a deep breath, shouldered her bag, locked the car, and slipped the parking ticket carefully into her wallet. Then followed to catch up. She managed not to run.



Once she’d pushed passed the giant revolving doors, she found Rainbow Dash already leaning over the counter, gesticulating wildly at the receptionist. As she got closer, their voices carried over the sterile air.



“Are you Miss Scootaloo’s legal guardian?”



“What? No, I’m like, her sister!” Rainbow Dash slammed her hands down on the counter for emphasis, then mumbled, “Practically.”



The receptionist pursed her lips, then looked between Rainbow Dash and her computer. “I’m afraid practically doesn’t cut it, Miss Dash. I need her legal guardians for this. Do you know how we can contact them?”



“What? That’s bullshit!”



Sunset stepped forward and placed a hand on Rainbow Dash’s shoulder.



Rainbow Dash looked back at her, trembled, then took a deep breath. “Please,” she said, her voice catching. “Scootaloo is like my little sister. She means everything to me. You have to let me see her.”



The receptionist clicked her tongue, and adjusted her glasses. “I’m afraid I’ve been unclear. You’re welcome to see her, Miss Dash. However, there’s paperwork that her legal guardians are required to sign, and we haven’t had any luck in contacting them. Any assistance you can provide in this manner would be greatly appreciated.”



“I…” Rainbow Dash stammered, then nodded. “Oh. Right. Her parents. They’re overseas right now, they got new numbers for the trip “ She fished in her pocket and pulled out her phone, leaving it on the counter, then froze. “Wait, her… parents don’t even know yet?”



“We apparently had outdated contact information, so no, they don’t. Would you like to contact them yourself?”



Rainbow Dash’s eyes went wide, and she stared at her phone in horror.



Sunset wrapped Rainbow Dash’s hand in her own, made eye contact, and shook her head.



“You guys should probably do it.” Rainbow Dash unlocked her phone, then displayed the contact numbers for the receptionist to copy down. “So, you said we could see her? Where is she?”



The receptionist took what seemed like an eternity to enter the new numbers into the system, but she nodded. “Downstairs. Follow the blue line there to the elevator, take it down to G1, then follow the red line to the ICU.”



Rainbow Dash nodded along with the directions, then took off running.



Sunset kept her grip on Rainbow Dash’s hand, planted her feet, and stopped her.



“Come on, let’s go!” Rainbow Dash growled, tugging furiously.



“Stay with me, okay?” Sunset asked. Her voice came out quieter than she’d expected it to.



Rainbow Dash stared, closed her eyes, then nodded.



They made their way through the hospital together, hand in hand, though they at least walked in double time.



A part of Sunset’s brain that wanted to think about anything else marveled at the simplicity of having colored lines on the walls and floor directing them to exactly where they needed to go. She supposed she’d never actually found the occasion to be in a human hospital before. The air smelled oppressively clean.



When they finally reached the ICU, they found another receptionist and another waiting room. They were handed visitor badges, and assured that they’d be notified soon when they could go see Scootaloo. They took seats in the corner, and Rainbow Dash buried her head in her lap, while Sunset draped her arm around her shoulder.



The waiting room was pretty sparsely populated, with only a handful of other people lounging about, some looking just as dejected as Sunset felt. Perhaps Sunday afternoon wasn’t the most popular day for accidents.



Or maybe everyone was busy at the football game currently playing on the lobby TV.



Minutes passed in silence, the perception of each stretching far beyond what was reasonable. The hospital moved around them as Sunset sat, her heart heavy in her chest, trying to avoid an overactive imagination.



After maybe ten minutes, Sunset cleared her throat. “Scootaloo was staying with Applejack, right?”



Rainbow Dash looked up, her eyes red. She nodded, then took a deep, shuddering breath. “Yeah, for the few weeks while her parents were out. And… crap. Nobody’s probably told AJ either.”



Sunset winced, then dug her phone out of her pocket. “Guess we should probably tell all of the girls, huh.” It wasn’t a conversation she particularly wanted to have either, but one look at the pain in Rainbow Dash’s eyes told Sunset she needed to do her best to handle all the difficult stuff. She brought up a group text and typed out her message.



“Hey. Scootaloo was in a dirt bike accident. Apparently she’s stable, but it was pretty bad. We don’t know much more than that. Rainbow Dash and I are here in the ICU waiting to see her. Will let you guys know more when we do.”



It didn’t take long for her phone to start buzzing with responses, and Sunset did her best to relay what little information she knew, and give clarification whenever possible.



“Rainbow Dash?”



Both of them started, and looked up to see an older man leaning over them.



Rainbow Dash looked over at Sunset, then nodded. “Y-yeah.”



The man nodded, then held out his hand. “I’m Doctor Leaf, and I’m in charge of taking care of Scootaloo for the moment. We’ve gotten ahold of her parents, and they’ve given authorization for you to sign any paperwork on their behalf, if that’s okay with you.”



“Yeah. Sure, fine, whatever.” Rainbow Dash licked her lips. “Is Scoots okay? Can we see her now?”



Doctor Leaf nodded. “She’s awake, and wants to see you. Come with me.” He turned, and swiped his badge to unlock a nearby set of double doors.



“What happened?” Sunset asked, hurrying to catch up.



“She’s with me,” Rainbow Dash said quickly, at the doctor’s look.



He shrugged, then glanced at his clipboard. “Scootaloo was in a dirt bike accident. She attempted a rather large jump and fell, landing badly and breaking both of her legs in multiple places. She was alone, but managed to call 911 anyway. By the time the paramedics arrived, she’d lost a lot of blood, so it was touch and go for a bit, but we’ve given her a transfusion, and patched her up the best we can for now.”



He stopped outside a door, then turned to them, his face stern. “The damage to her legs was pretty severe, however. I have confidence that she’ll be able to walk again, but it’ll take a lot of hard work and physical therapy, and I doubt it will ever be one hundred percent.”



Rainbow Dash swallowed, her face pale. “Okay. Uh… Thanks. She’s in here?”



Doctor Leaf nodded, then held the door open for them.



For all of her fourteen years, Scootaloo looked tiny and frail laying there in a hospital bed, hooked up to an IV, her legs hidden under blankets. She looked up as they entered, her eyes somewhat distant, but smiled broadly. “Hey,” she said, her voice raspy.



Rainbow Dash teared up, trembling, then collapsed onto the chair next to the bed. She took Scootaloo’s hand in her own. “H-hey, kid. How are you feeling?”



Scootaloo grinned. “Super great, actually. Whatever they’ve got me on is dope as hell. Like, if this is what drugs are like then you should feel ashamed for ever telling me to stay away from them.”



Sunset blinked, then looked towards Rainbow Dash, and made eye contact. They both stared for a moment, then burst out laughing. It felt like a weight lifted from their shoulders in that moment. Sunset took a deep breath, then pulled up a second chair and sat next to Rainbow Dash.



“Hey, Sunset.” Scootaloo turned her attention towards her. “Why the long face?” She waited a moment before snorting with laughter. “Get it? Because you’re a horse?”



“The pinnacle of comedy right there.” Sunset rolled her eyes, then reached over and gently flicked Scootaloo in the forehead. “And to think you had us worried half to death, you cheeky little shit.”



Scootaloo shrugged, and bit her lip. “I’m sorry. I guess I kind of messed up big time.”



“Ya  think?” Rainbow Dash grit her teeth, but gently stroked the backside of Scootaloo’s hand with her thumb. She took a deep breath, then lifted Scootaloo’s blanket, wincing at whatever she saw underneath. “I know dirtbikes are fun and all, but you can’t just go do crazy shit like that all by yourself.”



“You should’ve seen the air I got though!” Scootaloo flashed her teeth, pride dancing in her eyes. “Managed to do a full backflip! I uh, just didn’t stick the landing, that’s all.”



Sunset drummed her fingers on the side of the bed. “That’s a pretty big part of the trick, you know.”



“Yeah, yeah.” Scootaloo’s eyes turned downwards, and she sighed. “How bad is it, anyway? The doctor is being like, super vague.”



Rainbow Dash grimaced, then looked up. The doctor hadn’t actually followed them in. “I don’t really know the details myself, but it sounds bad. Going to take a lot of pain, sweat, and tears to get you back to normal.”



“I kind of figured as much when I saw what they looked like after the crash. Man, that one’s going straight to the nightmare bank.” Scootaloo tried to grin, but her own apprehension bled through. “You’ll help me, right?”



“Every step of the way,” Rainbow Dash whispered. She squeezed Scootaloo’s hand, and shuddered.



“Don’t count me out either,” Sunset said, smiling. “Or any of the girls, really. Which reminds me, I should send them some more texts.”



“Good! With the best people in the world on my side, I don’t have anything to worry about.” Scootaloo gave a more genuine smile, then yawned. “How’s college going, anyway?”



For the next thirty minutes or so, they sat and talked with Scootaloo, about their lives, about her life, about the football game, and about nothing in particular. Scootaloo started to get sleepier and sleepier, and eventually Doctor Leaf came in and asked them to let her rest.



There was a ton of paperwork that needed to be signed, and Rainbow Dash started the arduous task of scribbling across document after document, though Sunset slowed the process down by reading them all first.



They wanted to keep Scootaloo in the ICU overnight for observation ‘just in case’, so they made plans to camp out in the lobby, so they could be close. Judging by the number of large couches available, this wasn’t exactly an uncommon occurrence.



Sunset took care of contacting all of their teachers, letting them know they wouldn’t be able to make class for awhile, and letting the girls know they might all be able to come visit tomorrow if the doctor allowed it.



Once that was all settled, she went and retrieved her bag from the car, then stopped by the cafeteria to pick up a surprisingly good meal, which Rainbow Dash devoured with rabid enthusiasm. To be expected, since she hadn’t eaten anything at all yet.



Once every possible responsibility that anyone could think of had been taken care of, they settled in, and Rainbow Dash snuggled in close to her on one of the larger couches.



“Thank you,” Rainbow Dash murmured, her face buried in Sunset’s shoulder.



Sunset ran her fingers through Rainbow Dash’s hair. For all that she was one of the top athletes in the school, Rainbow Dash felt small and frail in her arms right then.



She also still stunk like booze and stale weed and BO, but Sunset didn’t let it bother her.



“What for?” Sunset asked.



Rainbow Dash took a deep breath. “For being so… you. For taking control, being in charge. Keeping your cool, and being awesome, and handling everything. When I got that phone call… it felt like I was going to suffocate. I would’ve fallen to pieces without you.”



“I was scared too,” Sunset whispered. Just thinking about earlier caused her heart to start racing again, and she let out a long sigh. “I love Scootaloo too.”



“I know that,” Rainbow Dash mumbled. “I’m sorry, okay? For being such a fuckup. For making your life such a pain in the ass, and being a ‘whiny brat’, and everything. I’m sorry.”



Their fight earlier that afternoon already seemed like it was a lifetime ago, and Sunset had a hard time even remembering her anger. “I’m sorry too. I guess maybe I can be a little patronizing sometimes. I went in ready to start a fight, and I was treating you like a child, and that wasn’t fair.”



“Mmm.” Rainbow Dash looked up, meeting Sunset’s eyes. “It… doesn’t take much more than one mistake to screw everything up..” She glanced over towards the ICU doors, and shivered. “I don’t want us to screw up. I love you, okay?”



Sunset leaned forward, and placed a gentle kiss on Rainbow Dash’s lips. “I love you too.”



Rainbow Dash smiled, then sunk back down into their embrace, and stayed silent for several minutes, before speaking up with, “I wish we could spend more time together.”



“Uh…” Sunset raised an eyebrow. “Dash, we live together. We share a room practically 24/7. That’s kind of part of the problem, isn’t it? Too small of a space leads to getting a little bit stir crazy sometimes.”



“It’s not like that.” Rainbow Dash shook her head. “Sure, we live together, but when was the last time we like… actually hung out? Specifically did something together. You’re always busy with studying, I’ve got practice, but even when we got free time… we’re not doing anything. You don’t want to party with me, we haven’t just sat around playing video games, we haven’t gone anywhere or done anything. Sure, we bang a bunch still and that’s great, but…” She sighed, and looked away. “I don’t know. I like spending time with you.”



Sunset thought back, and with a growing realization realized that Rainbow Dash was right. Living together was one thing, but being in a relationship… maybe that required something more. “I’m sorry.” She stroked Rainbow Dash’s hair a bit more, then smirked. “Well, we have a daredevil of a teenager with broken legs to help take care of for the next couple months. Could pencil that into our calendar, call it a date.”



Rainbow Dash snorted with laughter, then looked up, eyes wide. “That is way too soon!” she said, playfully punching Sunset in the chest, and still giggling.



Sunset kissed her again, and held her close. They stayed like that, the din of the hospital waiting room diminished by their embrace.
      

      
   
      What a Drag it Is, Getting Old


      

      
      
         The Tarnished Bit Pub & Grill was fairly empty as Sunset wandered through the winding maze of tables and booths.  Warm late afternoon sunshine streamed through the windows, which highlighted the rustic timber furnishings that gave the tavern its homey charm.  She tried to focus more on the relaxing atmosphere, and less on the tightness in her chest.



The traditional back corner booth came into view, and time seemed to slow down a bit as a wave of nostalgia washed over her.  She paused to take in the sight of Applejack, Rainbow Dash, and Rarity listening as Pinkie Pie chattered away - something about texting while glazing donuts, from the sound of it.  They laughed, a sound which should have sounded like music to her ears, but Sunset felt the noise was hollow.



The moment passed, and Sunset made her way over to them, trying to leave her anxiety in her wake.



“There she is,” Applejack said as Sunset sat next to her.  A cheer chorused from the rest of the table.



“Hey, sorry girls,” Sunset said, “the bus ran late.”



“Uh-oh.”  Rainbow Dash’s smile fell away.  “What happened to your bike this time?”



Sunset sighed.  “She threw a rod, I think.  Took her to the shop earlier this morning.”



Applejack winced.  “Ouch.  It may be time to put her out to pasture, darlin’.”



“Yeah… Yeah.”  Sunset tried not to sigh again, and failed.  “If it’s actually that bad, I’m probably just going to sell her for parts.  I can’t keep pouring money into repairs.”



Rarity reached over and put a hand over hers.  “I’m sorry, Sunset.  I know how much that bike means to you.  If there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know.”



Sunset gave her a tight smile.  “I appreciate that, but AJ’s right.  It’s probably time to, um, retire her.”  She shook her head.  “But enough about my bike.  Where’s Fluttershy?  I thought for sure I’d be the last one here.”



“I’m afraid you are, darling,” Rarity said.  “The poor dear called me in tears last night.  Apparently she needs to stay in Wyomare because some ruffian poisoned a family of wolves, and she’s doing her level best to nurse them back to health.  It will be touch and go for the next few days, though, so she needs to stay at the wildlife rehabilitation center until things aren’t quite so dire.”



“Aw, poor thing,” said Applejack.



“Yeah,” said Rainbow Dash.  “She was really looking forward to seeing us this year.”



Sunset deliberately ignored the feeling of the ground lurching beneath her.  She forced an upbeat tone into her voice as she said, “Well, it’s still good to see the rest of you girls.  Let’s grab some drinks!”



“I believe that’s my cue,” said their waiter as he sidled up to the table.  “What can I get you lovely ladies?”



“I’ll have a Tuppence Amber Ale, tall, please,” Sunset said.



“Sure, can I see some ID?”



A combination of smiles and snorts went around the table as the girls dug through their respective pockets and purses for their driver’s licenses.  The waiter nodded at each of them, then looked to Applejack.



“Apple Family’s Finest, tall,” she said with no small amount of pride.



“Same,” said Rainbow Dash with a grin.  “I can’t get enough o’ them Apples.”



Applejack made a face at Rainbow Dash.  “You’re terrible.”



Rainbow Dash elbowed her in the ribs.  “You love it.”



Rarity cleared her throat.  “Silver Stallion Cabernet Sauvignon, please.”



“And a virgin strawberry daiquiri for me!” Pinkie Pie chirped.



Sunset stared at her along with the rest of the girls.  “Who are you, and what have you done with Pinkie Pie?”



Pinkie Pie’s grin was somewhere between sheepish and coy.  “What?  Can’t a girl decide to take it easy once in a while?”



Rainbow Dash frowned at her.  “Dammit, Pinkie Pie, are you pregnant again?”



Pinkie Pie burst into high-spirited laughter.  “Yep!  Baby number four, due in November!”  She put a hand to her belly, which, now that she’d pointed it out, had a subtle bulge.



Applejack’s face lit up as though Hearth’s Warming had come early.  “That’s wonderful news, Pinkie Pie!  Congratulations!”



Sunset couldn’t help but smile at Pinkie Pie as well.  “Wow, aren’t you the avatar of fecundity.  You’re averaging what, a kid a year?”



“Well, yeah, this is the third year in a row Pinkie Pie’s gone sober on us because,” Rainbow Dash gestured vaguely at Pinkie Pie, “y’know, pregnant.”



Pinkie beamed as she shrugged.  “What can I say?  I love babies!”



Rainbow Dash smirked.  “Psh, that’s not all you love.”



It was Applejack’s turn to elbow Rainbow Dash, even as she snickered.  “Be nice, Rainbow.”



“Indeed,” Rarity said, primly.  “I think that choosing to expand one’s family should take precedence over a single evening’s carousing with friends.”



“Nah, she’s right,” Pinkie Pie said, a glitter in her eye.  “I really love the ‘D’, too.”  She gave Rarity a friendly shove.  “You know what I mean!”



Rarity blushed furiously as she pointedly buried herself behind her menu.  “I mean, really.”



Rainbow Dash held up her hands with a laugh.  “Hey, I’m not judging or anything.  Different strokes for different folks, and all that.”



“Pffft hahaha, ‘strokes’!”  Pinkie Pie snorted as she made a lewd gesture.



A fresh howl of laughter erupted around the table, and Sunset felt the tension of the day slowly ease from her shoulders.  This was the way things were supposed to be.  It felt so good to be surrounded by her friends again.



Most of them, at least.



Sunset buried the thought, but not before it smothered her laugh.











Three rounds of drinks and half a meal later, Sunset could tell everyone was feeling pretty good.  Applejack and Rainbow Dash barely had any space left between them, and Pinkie Pie kept egging on Rarity as she ranted about the state of the fashion industry.



“Sequins!”  Rarity gesticulated wildly with one hand while she held her wine with the other.  “Can you believe the tackiness of it?  I honestly don’t know what this world is coming to.”



Rainbow Dash furrowed her brow.  “Wait, didn’t your winter line, like, two years back revolve around sequins?”





Rarity leveled a finger at her.  “Precisely!  Suri Polomare is trying to revitalize a fad that came and went years ago!  A fad which I started!”  She folded her arms across her chest with a huff.  “The unmitigated gall!”



“Ooh, she’s really gotten under your skin this time,” Pinkie Pie said.  “What are you going to do to get back at her?”



“Absolutely nothing,” Rarity said.  She paused to take another swig of wine, then said,  “My line of boutiques has twice the market share of hers.  This blunder will only cost her in the long run.  No reason for me to sully my brand by deigning to acknowledge hers.”  As if on cue, her phone buzzed, and after a brief glance she began feverishly typing a response.



Applejack looked out the window as the nearby streetlight flared to life.  “Not to cut this shindig short or anythin’, but don’t you need to get home soon, Pinkie Pie?  Your husband’s probably buried under a mountain of toys by now.”



Sunset felt the blood drain from her face.  It was too early for that kind of talk.  It still felt like she’d only just arrived, and to lose her friends again so soon–



“Nah, I’ve still got time.  Joe actually looks forward to these get togethers almost as much as I do.  It’s not too often he gets to play with the kids on his own.  It’s really sweet.”  



Sunset breathed a quiet sigh of relief.  Crisis averted.



Pinkie Pie suddenly sniffed, eyes glistening.  She caught Rarity’s startled expression and said, “Heh, sorry.  I just really do love that big lug.”



“Oh.”  Rarity patted Pinkie Pie on the shoulder.  “There there, sweetheart.  You have nothing to apologize for.”



Rainbow Dash opened her mouth to speak, hesitated, then said, “Nevermind.  Sunset, can you and AJ scooch your butts, I need to hit the restroom.”



Sunset chuckled as she stood to let Applejack and Rainbow Dash out.  “‘Scooch your butts’?  You really have gone country–”



There was a muffled pop as Rainbow Dash stood, and she staggered to the side with a grimace.  She grabbed the end of the booth to stabilize herself.



In a blink, Applejack was at her side.  “Hey, you okay?”



“I’m fine, AJ.”  There was an edge to Rainbow’s voice that vanished when she added, “Thanks.  Be right back.”  She strode away, slightly favoring her right leg as she rounded a corner.



“If that ain’t the most pernicious lie of them all,”  Applejack grumbled as she slid back into the booth.



Sunset blinked at her.  “What is?”



“‘I’m fine,’” Applejack spat.  “Thing is, she ain’t fine.  Poor girl’s knee is almost completely shot.  Hardly any cartilage left in it anymore, just bone grinding on bone.”  She mashed her fists together for emphasis.  “She puts on a brave face, but it’s getting harder for her to help out with chores around the farm.  I keep tellin’ her to wear a brace or something, but she’s as stubborn as I am.”



“That sounds like full blown osteoarthritis,” said Sunset as she kept her voice low.  “She’s not even thirty!”



Applejack’s expression soured.  “Yeah, well, when you take a hit like she did in college, and then keep wearing that damn rock–”



Rainbow Dash rounded the corner again, and Applejack immediately stopped talking.  



Sunset covered for her by standing to let Rainbow Dash reclaim her seat.  “After you, RD.”



“Thanks,” Rainbow Dash said, sidling back over to sit in the middle of the booth.



At that moment, Sunset suddenly realized two things, both of which reinforced a creeping dread at the back of her neck.  The first was that there was now a sizeable gap between Applejack and Rainbow Dash.



The second was that out of all of them, only Rarity was still wearing her geode.











At last, the dreaded hour came when Sunset, moderately tipsy, stood with her friends out front as they said their goodbyes.  She did find it gratifying that nobody seemed keen on actually leaving – at least, not yet. 



Pinkie Pie suddenly spoke.  “Has anybody–”  She looked at Sunset, then fell silent.



Sunset knew what was coming, but braced herself and asked, “What is it?”



Pinkie Pie stared at her shoes, then looked up at the rest of them and asked, “When was the last time anybody talked to Twilight?  Not a text or an email, but like, actually spoke?”



Sunset felt heat rising to her cheeks as the rest of her friends stole furtive glances at her, then pointedly looked away again.  She sighed and said, “I know I’m not the last one who talked to her.  She and I haven’t spoken in years.”  She flinched at the unintentional level of honesty in those words, so she clarified, “Not since the night she arrived in Geneighva.”



Another awkward pause, which Pinkie Pie broke again.  “The last time I talked to her was a few days after Strawberry Rhubarb was born.”  She stared at them, increasingly alarmed.  “But that was in July, like, almost a year ago.  That can’t have been it, can it?”



Rainbow Dash shook her head.  “She and I nerded out over the last Daring Do book, uh, last September, I think.”  She chuckled.  “She kept going on about how the different translations in, uh…”  She caught the look on Sunset’s face.  “In, uh, yeah.  September.”



Silence descended once more.  Sunset looked around at them, then said in a flat voice, “So, that’s your answer, Pinkie Pie.  Eight months ago.”



Rarity cleared her throat.  “Well, she is doing very important work for HORN, still, right?  That’s got to take a lot out of her.”



Sunset simply shrugged, thoroughly unwilling to maintain the facade that she wanted this conversation to continue.



Pinkie Pie nodded.  “Okay, then.  I just miss her voice sometimes, is all.”



Applejack snorted.  “Well, it ain’t like she’s dead.  Give her a call sometime!”



“I have.”  Pinkie Pie said in a small voice.



“Let me guess,” said Sunset, not unkindly.  “Straight to a full voicemail box?”



Pinkie Pie nodded again.  “Yep.”



Sunset took a deep breath.  Twilight had always been terrible at keeping her voicemail cleaned out.  It was one of her more endearingly frustrating qualities, wanting to hang on to snippets of her friends’ voices as though they were memories she didn’t want to lose.  It was certainly something Sunset could sympathize with, were she still capable of sympathy for Twilight.



It was a long time before anyone spoke.  Rarity received another text, to which she typed furiously in response.



“Yeesh,” Rainbow Dash finally said, “talk about a buzzkill.”



Sunset gave her a weak smile.  “No reason we can’t keep working on that buzz, right?”



Applejack returned the smile in kind.  “No can do, sugar.  We’ve got chores in the mornin’.”



Rainbow Dash merely grunted.



Rarity looked up from her phone.  “I’d love to, darling, but I’m afraid I can’t.  My flight back to Manehattan leaves at six o’clock sharp tomorrow morning.”



Out of force of habit, Sunset looked to Pinkie Pie



She simply rubbed her belly with a sheepish grin.  “I mean…”



Sunset chuckled, then, to hide her sudden welling tears, she wrapped Pinkie Pie in a hug.  One by one, she felt her friends throw their arms around them as well.  She discreetly rubbed away the moisture in her eyes with a free hand, then let go.  “Well, I best get to the bus station.  Same time next year?”



There was a chorus of agreement, and with that, they bid each other farewell, and went their separate ways.











Sunset stared into the empty void of her studio apartment ceiling.  It had been an hour since she’d crawled through the door, and removing her pants had taken her last reserves of motivation.  Now her mind endlessly whirled, ever downward into a bitter pit of resentment.



It didn’t help that it was so very quiet.  Nor did it help that she was sobering up, with a hangover already draping itself over her exhausted form.



Her friends all lived such rich, full lives compared to her.  The last decade of her life had been spent shuffling from one failed tech co-op to another, and all she had to show for it now was a broken bike and a shitty downtown apartment.



It had started with Twilight.  She was the first domino to fall.  There were a number of excellent reasons why she hadn’t come to celebrate the anniversary of their graduation these past few years.  Sunset counted herself among them.



Now, it was Fluttershy.  An idle fluke?  Or a precedent for future excuses?  Sunset immediately felt ashamed of herself for thinking so poorly of a friend as dear as Fluttershy, and a wave of guilt washed her further down the spiral, deeper and darker.



One by one her friends would fall away as their own lives claimed them.  Who would be next?  Rarity, probably - she’d been absent most of the night, dealing with one crisis or another through her phone, and clearly had one foot out the door already.  Perhaps Applejack and Rainbow Dash would get a divorce, and that would be the end of seeing at least one of them, if not both.  Perhaps Pinkie Pie would just keep cranking out children until there were too many to handle by one beleaguered man.



Perhaps Sunset would be the one to leave, so that she wouldn’t be the one who was left behind.  



Perhaps she would die, damned to become naught but dust, forgotten, forever.



Perhaps she should get up and brush her damn teeth.



Suddenly, the void was lit by a lavender glow, and a rattling noise came from her bookshelf.  Sunset groaned as she sat up, then sprang to her feet as she realized what it was.



There, coated with a thick layer of dust, shuddered the glowing two-way journal she shared with Princess Twilight.



It had been so, so long since Sunset had written to Princess Twilight.  Or had Princess Twilight been the last to write her?  She honestly couldn’t remember.  She couldn’t even remember when she had last thought about her, or thought about Equestria in general for that matter.



Next to the book, also coated with dust, sat a lone picture frame. Eight smiling teenage faces beamed at her in the wan glow.



Guilt piled on top of guilt as Sunset pulled the tome free.  She wiped off the cover with her shirt, then, with no small amount of trepidation, cracked it open.



Dear Sunset Shimmer,



Hey, it’s been a while!  Things have finally calmed down here in Equestria, at least for the time being.  Who knew diplomatically staving off international catastrophe could be such a pain in the neck, am I right?



I’m sorry it’s been a few years since I’ve written you.  I guess in the chaos of moving the capital city to a new castle, this book got misplaced.  A lot has happened on this end, but, well, that can wait.



Anyways, what’s new with you?  How’s my counterpart doing?  How are the rest of the girls?  Tell me everything!




Sunset stared at the page, numb.  After a quiet minute, she closed the book and returned it to the shelf.  She crawled into bed, where she failed to do anything more than dampen her pillow with silent tears.
      

      
   
      Spin The Wheel, Win A Prize


      

      
      
         With a single trembling hoof, Spitfire folded her sunglasses closed and lowered them to her desk. She kept her eyes trained like gun barrels on the stallion standing in front of her, shifting his weight between his hooves like he had just barged into a washroom unannounced, as opposed to her office.



“Soarin,” she addressed the stallion. “Do you know why I gave the entire academy a day off today?”



Lieutenant Soarin shook. “Uh… No, Captain. Why?” He shook harder when she put on a smile.



“The building inspector’s coming through today,” Spitfire explained, “and I wanted him to walk through a nice, upstanding, empty building to avoid any hiccups.”



“…Okay.”



Spitfire crossed her hooves. “And I’d like to make one thing clear.”



Soarin gulped.



“The last thing I’d like to be doing on building inspection day, is helping you hide a dead body.”



Soarin tried to make a noise of offense, but it came out as just a squeak. “Hey, I’m not asking you that! I just thought you should know,” he turned away, “that there’s a body. And that I need your help.”



The phrase, ‘I need your help to hide a dead body’, indeed did not show up in Soarin’s story of his morning. But of course, it was a Soarin story, so the request was hidden inside a mess of nonsense that Spitfire had to parse to find it.



The story went something like this:



“So, Captain… You know how sometimes I like to take some of the new cadets on a personal tour of the academy? You know, let them spend some quality time with a real, bona fide Wonderbolt?”



To which Spitfire replied: “I don’t want to hear the rest of this story.”



But Soarin continued: “Well, I figured today would be the perfect day since the academy was empty, right? So I invited one of the cadets on a tour, and she” – because of course it was a she – “said she wanted to do something fun and dangerous. And what’s more fun and dangerous than the Dizzitron, right?”



He continued to rationalize this decision for a time, but Spitfire’s mind was already spinning in circles of rage for her to hear it. She only came back for the long story short:



“So… long story short, she got launched right into a solid wall,” he finished, slapping his hooves together with a sad smirk on his face.



Spitfire’s mouth shook. “…Huh?”



“Yeah, it was awful. Her whole body kinda folded in on itself. And the sound she made… phew!” Soarin shivered. “Really uncool.”



Spitfire frowned. “That’s impossible. The Dizzitron is stationed a mile away from any walls. And it’s designed to only launch ponies upwards.”



“The new one is, sure. But not the old one. You know, the one that's stored in the gym?” Soarin put on an impressed frown. “Turns out it still runs!”



“…You used a Dizzitron indoors?!”



“Hey, she just wanted to go fast! It was perfectly safe so long as nopony hit the release lever.”



“So… what happened?!”



“I slipped.”



Spitfire’s hooves came within an inch of smacking her forehead. But that might have broken her sunglasses, so at this point she removed them, which catches us right back up to where we should be.



She stood up from her desk and walked around to her antsy guest, which didn’t help him calm down. For several minutes now, she hadn’t broken eye contact. “Soarin, you’ve done a terrible thing. You know that, right?



Soarin dropped his head. “Yes, Captain.”



“I should haul you out by your tail, give you to the authorities and make sure they give you a prison cell with a nice window where that poor girl’s family can come see you rotting in prison whenever they please. Understand me?”



“…Yes, Captain. Only fair, Captain.”



Spitfire pulled her lieutenant’s head back up to her level. “But I’m not gonna do that, Soarin. Do you know why?”



Soarin’s eyes glistened. “Because I’m your best flyer and the Wonderbolts would be nothing without me?”



Spitfire laughed softly and brushed off both of Soarin’s shoulders. “You’re my second-best flyer. No, I’m gonna help you, because your little stunt has now put the entire Academy in danger.”



Soarin shrieked. “Second-best…?”



Spitfire almost paused to remind Soarin – for the hundredth time – that Fleetfoot was her best flyer, because Fleetfoot was a goddamned professional. But there were more pressing matters at hoof.



“Soarin, focus. This isn't about you or me. This is about the little boys and girls all over Cloudsdale who have a reason to smile, thanks to the Academy. A goal to aim for. The chance to join a team of heroes. And if the inspector decides to shut down the Academy, then it’s no more smiling faces. And we can’t have that. Understood?”



An irrepressible grin had grown onto Soarin’s face. It almost made Spitfire crack her own smile, but the fake one was a pretty good imitation.



“I said… Understood?”



Soarin nodded. “Okay, so what do I do?”



“You’re going to shut your mouth and do everything I tell you.”



Soarin nodded. “Okay, so what do I do?”



“You’re—” 



Spitfire broke off to growl at her lieutenant. After a huff, she continued. 



“The first thing we have to do is draw as little attention to the gym as possible.”



“Okay. So... I’m guessing we don’t call for an ambulance?”



Spitfire shrugged. “Well, if she’s dead there’s no point. That just makes us look bad with no benefit to her.”



“Can’t argue with that.”



“Right. Now—” Spitfire trailed off when she noticed Soarin’s mouth hanging open, a habit of his that came out whenever he had something he felt he should say. “…What?”



The lieutenant bit his lip. “In theory…”



“Soarin, you didn’t!”



“…If I told somepony to call for an ambulance on the way to your office…”



“You perpetual—!”



Suddenly, Spitfire choked on a thought that hit her like six glasses of wine. She stumbled to the side. Soarin tried to help, but she smacked his hooves away. 



She recovered for a moment, and carefully asked, “Who did you tell to get an ambulance?”



Soarin scratched his chin. “Guy with a clipboard. He a friend of yours?”



Another six glasses came crashing down on Captain Spitfire. She nearly heaved, but she kept her composure. Slinking over to lean against her desk, she slowly re-applied her aviators to her face. With a deep breath in through her nose, and a deeper one out through her mouth, she straightened her neck up high and declared, “Soarin, I have a plan.”



Soarin smiled in relief. “Oh, thank Celesia. I am dry over here.”



“If you trust me, we can make this work.” Spitfire approached her lieutenant again, got nice and close, and saluted as tall as she could.



Soarin did the same, pressing the tip of his left wing to his forehead. “I trust you, Captain.”



“Good.”



Without warning, Spitfire snatched at Soarin’s wingtip and yanked on it. 



Three noises followed. The third was an agonized scream that was borderline masculine. The second was Soarin’s body crashing towards the floor. The first was a distinct ‘pop’.



“Captain!” Soarin wailed, “That’s my wing!”



“Stand up, soldier! You said you trusted me, right? If an ambulance is coming, someone’s gotta be there for it! Might as well be the one who got us into this whole mess!”



Soarin sniffed and sat up. He shuddered at the sight of his wing, hanging limply by his side. He nudged it, and recoiled as lightning struck him at the joint.



Spitfire stamped a confident hoof. “Once this crisis has been averted we’ll pop it back in place, right as rain!”



“But…” 



“I can’t HEAR you, soldier!”



“But… I’m the one who asked him to get the ambulance! Why would I be the one who’s hurt?!”



Spitfire bared her teeth, and then stopped. “Oh. That’s a fair point, actually.”



“If anyone should get their wing pulled out…!”



“Soarin, don’t do anything DRAST—!”



Pop.



Crash.



Scream.








The journey to the gymnasium proved challenging. Normally a quick flight of less than twenty seconds, the two beleaguered Wonderbolts were forced to shuffle there over five minutes with perfectly straight legs to minimize body-shake. Their outside wings dragged two parallel lines along the hallway. 



Shortly into the trip, they spoke about the victim, Celestia rest her soul, in between all the Ooh’s, the Aahh’s, and the Ow-ow-ow’s that they mumbled to themselves.



“Which Cadet was it, anyways?” Spitfire asked pointedly.



Soarin squinted. “Uh… I think her name was Ruby? Ruby Eyes?”



“Oh. Really? Well, so long as it wasn’t Lilac Storm. She’s our best Cadet.”



Soarin inhaled sharply, like he'd just been stabbed. “Wait, sorry... Lilac Storm. Her name was Lilac Storm.”



Spitfire resisted the urge to tackle Soarin into the wall. “Seriously?”



“Yeah, turns out she’s crazy. She actually cackled when she was spinning in that thing, and I don’t say ‘cackled’ unless I mean it.”



“That’s because the best ones are always crazy…”



They arrived at the gymnasium and creaked open the doors to the great expanse inside. The floor was littered with mats, punching bags, and climbing ropes. Every piece of equipment was in pristine condition, as if they had simply appeared there, and the room had never been entered before now. Even the floor had only one or two skid marks on it. Truly, the gymnasium was a shining monument to the Wonderbolts’ efforts to not have their municipal budget lowered in the new year. It literally shined, in fact: the exterior wall was a window extending the full height of the room – glazed with speeding-pegasus-proof glass. And it was an admittedly nice day outside.



But there was one part of the shining room that didn’t exactly sparkle: the old Dizzitron. The giant wheel and its out-dated three-gear design was the only thing that showed a little bit of use. Some peeling paper and some loose metal here and there. The machine sparked fear in Soarin for obvious reasons. But it sparked fear in Spitfire because a stallion had just walked out from behind it. A stallion with a cheap red pen in his mouth and a clipboard in front of his face.



He lowered the board and noticed that he wasn't alone. His eyelids fell half-closed, and he pushed his circular glasses up his nose. Clicking his pen with what could only have been his tongue, he began striding over. The Wonderbolts froze.



“You know what?” the inspector said as he approached. His voice sounded like it was coming from his nose instead of his mouth. “I had a feeling that you were playing the old get-the-inspector-to-call-an-ambulance-so-that-he-kills-time-in another-room trick on me. I’ve been in the business far too long.”



“You must be Mr. Signage.” Spitfire choked out, grinning from ear to ear. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Sorry about the… prank, sir.” She extended her hoof out to greet him.



“Psst.”



Mr. Signage eyed the hoof disapprovingly. “What happened to your wings?”



“Captain.”



Spitfire’s eye twitched. She politely drew her hoof back. “They’re resting, sir. Secret… Wonderbolt yoga technique.”



“…Uh-huh.” Mr. Signage – whose first name was Exit – began to leave the room. “I’ll go ahead and continue my tour now… If that’s alright with you two. Is there anywhere I need help getting access to?”



“Captain, her body isn’t here.”



“I’VE NOTICED—!” Spitfire screamed at Soarin, before turning back to the departing inspector, “—that all the doors have been unlocked for you.” She grinned wider. “You can go anywhere you like.”



 “Hmph.” Mr. Signage turned around just enough to maintain eye contact with the Captain. “…I’ll be the judge of that.”



When he turned away, Spitfire stuck out her tongue. And when he was out of earshot, she muttered, “Freaking municipal workers.”



Soarin, meanwhile, took the first chance to sprint towards the lightly used Dizzitron standing parallel to the windows. He inspected a particular purple mark on the wall next to it, and the empty space on the floor below it. He scratched his head and gradually turned his attention to the windows. “Uh… Captain?”



“And you!” Spitfire whirled around, whimpering in pain as her wing brushed her face. “Is this your idea of a joke?! I should have you—… Oh, Sweet Celestia on High.”



Spitfire limped to the windows to join her lieutenant. They had a perfect view of the main entrance to the building: a long and wide set of stairs leading out to the edge of a cloud, and a steep drop to the runway far below where they trained the Cadets. Between the last stair and the cloud was a mare. Both of her wings hung at her side – specifically her left side. Her right hindleg dragged behind her, making a trail in the clouds. Her left foreleg hugged her opposite shoulder. She limped towards the edge of the cloud, and the aforementioned sheer drop, at a guaranteed pace.



“She… survived?” Soarin said. “That’s…”



Spitfire and Soarin looked at each other. “Ambulance,” they said in unison.



“You go!” Spitfire ordered, pushing Soarin towards the door. “I’ll stop her from falling! And don’t let the inspector see you!”



Soarin crouched backwards to take off, and then watched his wing spool next to him. “Aw…”



“Wait!” Spitfire called back to him. “Look!”



The risen cadet stood two paces from the edge, or perhaps four paces in her condition. The hoof around her shoulder was now stretched forwards, as if trying to touch the face of god. Her head tilted slightly, and the weight carried her all the way over to her side. In hindsight, she couldn’t have asked for a nicer surface to land on.



Spitfire wiped her brow, though she wasn’t sweating. “Well, that’s a relief.”



Soarin did a double-take. “…What part?”








As if mimicking a funeral procession, the two injured Wonderbolts stood on either side of Lilac Storm. She was a pretty, if mangled mare. Her body was a pale purple, and her flowing mane was a deeper purple with unnatural blue highlights. Her eyes were closed, her mouth was open, and her tongue was hanging out. She slowly sank into the thin cloud beneath, tongue-first.



“Should we… do something about her?” Soarin asked.



Spitfire scowled. “What, you were just gonna leave her here?”



“I know we have to do something about her,” Soarin shot back. “It’s just… I don’t do so good with zombies. I dunno what I’ll do if she gets back up again.”



Spitfire rolled her eyes and cocked her head forward, catching her sunglasses as they fell. She placed them a couple hoof lengths away from the cadet’s mouth. Soarin watched her carefully, frowning in concern.



“There,” she observed, flicking her shades back on. “No fog. She’s not breathing. Happy?”



Soarin gave his captain an incredulous look. “I can’t believe you just asked me that.”



“I didn’t mean—“



“This is insane!” Soarin squatted down in the cloud and held his hooves and one wing over his head. “We’re going to get shut down… We’re going to go to jail. We should just confess to the inspector.”



Spitfire grabbed her lieutenant by the shoulders and lifted himself back to standing. “Pull yourself together, Soarin!” she spat in his face. She slapped him repeatedly until he was looking at her. “We’ve gotten her this far without the inspector seeing us, and he’s busy in there!”



Soarin rubbed his jaw. “She got herself here.”



“Regardless! We just gotta stick to the plan.”



“Oh yeah?” Soarin protested. “And what’s next, huh?”



Spitfire released Soarin and began circling the body. “We can’t just get rid of her. That's too sinister. What we have to do is put her somewhere where somepony will find her, but where it looks like it was an accident.”



“It was an accident!”



“A non-incriminating accident, Dingus! Something that’s completely her fault and not at all yours!”



Soarin huffed. “Or yours!”



“None of this is my fault,” Spitfire stated, rubbing her chin.



“Uh-huh…”



Spitfire held up a hoof. “Hold that insurrection.” She hobbled to the cliff’s edge, ignoring the collective clench of all her muscles as she approached the drop. It had always been oblivion, but for the first time, it actually felt like it. 



She peered down at the runway below, to the staggered clouds leading down to it, and at the far end of the runway, the state-of-the-art Dizzitron in the grass.



“I’ve got an idea.”



Soarin whimpered.








Spitfire dug her hoof into the machinery behind the Dizzitron. Where the front side had only one colourful wheel and two innovative gears meant for flinging ponies, the back side was a mess of gears, belts, weights and counterweights, and other miscellaneous pieces of metal.



“I don’t understand what you’re doing,” Soarin said, standing next to the controls. He listened to the sounds of Spitfire’s mechanical work, but his attention was really on the cadet’s body strapped in to the larger gear, making sure that the only movements it made were from the jostling of the machinery behind her.



“I’m removing the safety!” Spitfire explained.



“…Is that really such a good idea?”



Spitfire tossed a black piece of metal from behind the towering machine, which landed in front of Soarin and left a divot in the dirt. She slammed her hooves on top of the Dizzitron. “This is the only idea.” She landed next to her lieutenant and put a reassuring hoof on his shoulder, which he cringed away from. “We have to do this. For the smiling children, remember?”



“I don’t think what we’ve done is gonna make any children smile,” Soarin observed.



“That’s because—”



“I think they’d just scream.”



“That’s because you’re too busy looking at the small stuff. See, I’m the one looking at the big picture. And the important thing about the big picture is that the children aren’t gonna see this part. You trust me, right?”



Soarin swallowed firmly and stood up straight. He had yet to take his eyes off the body. “Okay… Remind me again what we’re doing?”



Spitfire glanced up at the body and nodded approvingly. “It’s simple, really. Normally the Dizzitron needs two things to happen to launch its passenger. The lever needs to be pushed, and the wheel needs to hit the point where ponies will be flung at an optimal direction.”



“…Okay…”



“Now that this is out of the picture,” Spitfire paused to kick the small piece of metal down to the runway, “only the first thing needs to happen. Once you pull that lever, she'll be on her way.”



Soarin broke his gaze from the body to look down at the lever. “Goodie…”



“What we need to do is fling her right into the dirt. Just straight down, Soarin. Understand?”



“…How will I time that?”



“I’ll do it for you, okay? Count of three. And once we’re done, we hightail it out of here, our inspector sees the body on his way out, and all there is to say is a daredevil cadet came, broke the safety off of the Dizzitron, and pancaked herself.”



Soarin squinted at the lever, and then at his captain. “But then who… pulled the lever?”



“The important thing is that it wasn’t either of us!”



Soarin lifted his hooves and shrank back. “Okay, okay!”



Spitfire’s eyes sparkled in desperation. “This is the best solution I have, okay? I’ve never had to deal with a dead body before.”



“Could have fooled me…”



“What was that?”



“Nothing. I’m… ready when you are.”



After a shaky, uncertain breath, Soarin pressed down on the lever. The cadet’s body slumped from one side to the other, and the machine started to rotate. Soon, Lilac Storm was nothing more than a blurry purple circle rotating in place.



“Alright…” Spitfire breathed. She moved her head forward in a large circle, like she was feeling out a spinning jump rope. “1… 2… 3…!”



Soarin threw the lever.



Spitfire bit her tongue.



Time stretched to infinity. 



In the endless seconds between the lever pull and the launch, a hundred memories flooded Soarin’s thoughts. Memories of his time with Spitfire, back when they were first in the academy together. Those important, formative years as Wonderbolts.



All the manouvers they completed, effortlessly. All the leg-grabs, the turnovers, and the half-in-halfs that they practiced during all those endless mornings. Everytime they needed a countdown, Spitfire did it herself, without fail. But it had been a few months now since they had done any duet flights together. Spitfire was so busy now, after all, being captain. And in that long stretch of time since they had worked together, Soarin had forgotten that she had a very consistent way of counting to three.



She said ‘1’.



She said ‘2’.



She said ‘3’.



And the last part, which was very important:



She always said ‘now’.



As time compressed back down to normal speed, Soarin looked on in horror – much the way Spitfire looked at him – as Lilac Storm was released straight up into the air at a considerable speed.



Spitfire screamed. She spat. She stomped her hooves. But Soarin didn’t hear her. His ears were ringing too loud. In his trance, he could only try to read her lips, but he there was only one word he could read, which she was using a lot.



Now.



Now.



Soarin, you’ve screwed us now, Soarin. Soarin, you perpetual motion machine of screw-ups and bad decisions, I always say ‘now’.



Perhaps he could read lips better than he thought.



When Spitfire tired herself out, Captain and Lieutenant gazed up at the sky. The cadet’s body soared almost completely vertically, angling slightly back towards the academy. They thought of flying after her – even if they were both short a wing – but an oppressive, defeating air washed over them and rooted them to the ground. So they simply watched, their heads slowly turning in sync as they followed the body’s journey through limitless atmosphere.



At the top of her arc, just about as high as the office building, Lilac Storm vanished out of view.



Soarin’s hearing returned to him. His mouth fell open, and he exhaled. “Well,” he said, his voice cracking twice in the span of one word. “You wanted it to be an accident.”








Thirty minutes passed. Soarin and Spitfire didn’t move. Eventually, Mr. Signage came down to greet them. His clipboard was under his foreleg, and his pen was snug behind his ear. He flew down to the runway, landed deftly and walked over, but the Wonderbolts continued watching the sky.



“Afternoon, you two. Er…” he glanced up in the direction of their gaze. “Uh… Whoa!” 



When he looked back down, the Wonderbolts were staring at him, mouths agape yet still, like those of petrified zombies.



Exit Signage cleared his throat. “Er… Okay. Um… I dunno if you two know this, but as I was finishing up on the roof, I saw somepony taking a nap on a cloud.”



Soarin and Spitfire inhaled as if coming up for air.



“…Rrrriiiight. Anywho, the girl looked so out cold I had to go make sure she was even breathing!” He took off his circular glasses and gave them a wipe on his shirt. “Used the ol’ fog-on-the-glasses trick and sure enough, she’s breathing.”



Soarin and Spitfire both squinted. They looked at each other, and then slowly back to the inspector. “…Whaaaaat?” they drawled.



“I dunno if she’s trespassin’ or something. I mean, I figured she was a Wonderbolt since her wings are both ‘resting’ like yours are. A couple of her legs might be too. But I thought I’d let you know either way.” Exit Signage clapped his forehooves together. “Anyways! Inspection’s done. All looks good for the most part.”



Spitfire coughed herself back to the present moment. “…Really?”



“Yep! But you’re being shut down.”



Soarin and Spitfire’s shoulders dropped. “Aww,” they lamented.



The inspector suddenly burst out laughing, almost doubling over. “Nah, I’m just messing with you. Kinda. It’s just a temporary thing until you guys get rid of that old Dizzitron in the gymnasium. Thing looks like it could hurt somepony.” He waited for a response, but it didn’t come. He nudged Spitfire playfully on the shoulder. “I know, I know, what are the chances it even runs? Still. Bureaucracy, am I right?”



Still nothing.



The inspector cleared his throat. “Anyway…” he ripped a sheet of paper off his clipboard and passed it to Spitfire, who took it without looking.



“Thank you, sir,” she whispered. “We’ll get right on that.”



Twenty minutes after the inspector left, Soarin turned to his captain and asked, “Hey… Do you think the mare he’s talking about is—?”



“Stop talking, Soarin.”








If the trip down to the runway with a dislocated wing was an exercise in withstanding pain, the trip back up was an exercise in not passing out from it. The only rest Soarin and Spitfire had were in the occasional breaks they took on a cloud while waiting for another, higher cloud to drift close enough to use as a platform. And those breaks made for some tremendously awkward silences.



Once they were on the roof, they sat back-to-back – their strong and weak wings mirroring each other. They waited there for a time, and only occasionally glanced at the circling cloud just above their heads – tantalizingly out of reach. For on this cloud slumbered a bright young cadet with several broken bones.



Soarin was the one to break the silence. What he said came to him without surprise or filter. 



“You didn’t hold them close enough.”



“…What?”



“Your sunglasses. You didn’t hold them close enough to her mouth. I was gonna say something, but I didn’t question you.” His head sunk low in his chest.



“…Oh.”



“Why don’t I ever question you, Captain?”



“Hold that thought… I think I can…”



Mercifully, the cadet’s cloud meandered just close enough for Spitfire to reach out and grab it. She pulled it in close and lowered it to the roof. Soarin approached beside her, and they gazed down at the sleeping mare like she was their child, just back home from the hospital.



“She looks so peaceful,” Soarin cooed.



Spitfire pulled off her sunglasses again and put them much closer to the cadet’s mouth. Sure enough, they fogged up. 



“…Fuck me,” was all she could say.



“Think she’ll sue?”



“Only if she likes money.”



A cough burst from Lilac’s mouth, and her eyes sprang open. Her pupils vibrated in place as she acquainted herself with her surroundings, or rather, failed to.



“Where am I…?” she exhaled.



“You had an accident,” Soarin explained briefly. “Paramedics are on their way.”



Her eyes darted to her superiors, and they both flinched.



“…You launched me into a wall.”



“…My bad.”



A creeping smile formed on Lilac Storm’s face. “That is so awesome. That is...” 



The smile gradually disappeared. 



“...I can’t move.”



 “You really shouldn’t be,” Spitfire said.



“Wait, wait…” Lilac pressed her eyes shut in concentration. All of her muscles convulsed for a split second, and she exhaled in satisfaction. “Nope, I’m good.” The smile came back, and it made the Wonderbolts shiver. “…What a rush.”



Soarin gasped. Then he gasped again.



“…What?” Spitfire asked.



The First Lieutenant of the Wonderbolts puffed out his chest and scowled at the crumpled-up cadet. And then the tirade began:



“That was an incredibly stupid thing you did, Cadet. I’m totally ashamed. You’ll have to miss a year thanks to your injuries, and that’s not taking into account your suspension! What were you thinking?!”



It appears the muscles in Lilac’s eyebrows still worked. “It’s your fault too,” she pointed out.



Soarin waved the accusation away. “Regardless! Wonderbolts must think for themselves, and not put undue faith in anypony else! This is on you as much as it is on me.”



Spitfire blinked rapidly.



“…Sorry, sir,” Lilac said.



“But!” A devilish smile appeared on his face. “I’m willing to let this one slide so long as you promise me one thing.” He got down really close to the Cadet and bared his front teeth. “…You will never mention this to anypony for as long as you live.”



Lilac thought it over, which was only apparent through random eye-movement. “What’s in it for me?” she asked.



Soarin pulled back and winked at his Captain, who watched on in awe. 



“I’m glad you asked, Cadet. How would you like an old Dizzitron?”
      

      
   
      Father and Son


      

      
      
         Big Macintosh felt a soft touch on his back as he hefted his great wood-and-metal plow up onto its shelf.  He startled, but drew a steadying breath and managed to guide the plow down gently.  That done, he turned, expecting perhaps to see that Apple Bloom had come to call him in for dinner.



He looked from side to side in the warm, dark barn, but saw nopony.  There were loose-packed bales of hay, and lances of late afternoon light spearing down through gaps and knotholes, and sweet-smelling casks full of juice in various stages of fermentation—but that was all.



Big Mac grunted, turned toward the great barn door, and walked across its threshold to the gently-blowing grass outside.  He instantly felt his stomach clench with trepidation as he sighted the family home.  Why’d Applejack and them all hafta run off to deal with more changeling problems now of all times? he thought to himself.  He looked up toward the sky, and let his gaze linger on the gold-and-red-smeared canvas of sunset.



One more glance toward the house—bringing more pangs of anxiety—and he set off for the nearby hill overlooking the farm.



A chill wind blew through the grass around his fetlocks as he walked, gently teasing Big Mac’s shaggy coat.  He maintained his pace while glancing around, again seeing only sights he’d expect on the working farm.  One of those was the field he’d been plowing that afternoon, with its rich soil seeming almost pitch-black as the blazing sunset threw the landscape into either brilliant color or deep shadow.  He allowed himself a tight-lipped smile as he studied it from afar.



At last, Big Mac reached the lone apple tree at the top of the hill.  He settled on his haunches underneath it, gazed up at the fruit weighing heavy on its branches, and heaved a deep sigh.  Then he raised a hoof to his eyes and looked out at the low-hanging sun and the long strings of fiery clouds that surrounded it.



“I wish it was all just as simple as apples,” he said aloud, to nopony other than himself.  “Ain’t nothing to apples.  Just grow ‘em and buck ‘em, year in and year out.  Don’t hardly have to think about it, ‘cause there ain’t nothing much to think about. It’s all just…”



He trailed off, shaking his head and looking down toward the farmhouse again.  “No.  Granny, I love ya and I love this farm, but I can’t take over.  I can’t.  I’ll work it ‘til my dyin’ day, but you’re gonna just have to wait for AJ to get back and sign those papers, not me. I ain’t the kind of pony meant to be in charge of nothin.  And that’s enough, ain’t it?  World needs its share of ponies just willing to lend a strong back to things.”



The breeze blew again, and Big Mach felt it brush his coat once more—but this time came a stronger feeling as well.  It was light for a touch, but solid enough to make him turn his head.



He jerked back at the sight of a sturdy yellow-coated stallion standing just behind him.



“Just a strong back?” asked the newcomer, smiling beneath a shock of red mane sticking out from his tan stetson hat.  “Son, I wouldn’t be so proud of you if you were just a strong back.”



Big Mac’s jaw drifted open as his eyes roved over the surface of the newcomer.  “P… pa?!”



“Yeah, Mackie,” Bright Mac said with a smile.  “It’s me.  And I just want you to know that I’m proud of you… endlessly proud.  But I need you to know that you’re wrong about something.”



“B… but… this isn’t possible…”



Bright Mac shook his head, and his smile turned wan.  “I didn’t think so either, but I need—”



“Wait.”  Big Mac raised a hoof to his mouth, and pointed with the other.  “No.  You can’t be here.  Whatever you are, you can’t be my pa.”



“I can.  I am.  But I don’t know how long I have, so please, just listen.”



“No!”  Big Mac rose to all fours and stomped closer to Bright Mac, who retreated several steps down the hill, eyes widening.  “Now I don’t know if you’re some figment of my own imagination, or even a rogue changeling spy or something!  But that is not a face you get to wear, you understand me?!”  His hooves thundered closer, ever closer.



“Wait, son, no!”



The thing wearing the face of Bright Mac ducked around a thick set of bushes midway down the hill.  Big Mac jumped forward, seeking to catch it.



But it was gone.



For long moments, Big Mac stood alone there on the hill, looking all about for where it could’ve gone.  The soundtrack to his fruitless search was the soft song of the wind in the trees, and the hammering beat of his blood in his ears.  At last, with rising confusion, he looked back at where he’d chased it down the hill.  He trotted closer, focusing on the crushed grass that had been beneath his heavy hooves.



But there was only one set of hoofprints.








Late that night, Big Mac sat hugging his legs in the pool of guttering light cast by a lone candle on the kitchen table in his home.



He didn’t sit alone, though.



“You did the right thing, tellin’ us,” Granny Smith said from the nearby rocker.  “And don’t you worry, Mayor Mare’s got all the regulars out watchin’ tonight.  She’s even gonna have ol’ Spike send word up to the Princess herself in case she wants to do something.”



Big Mac nodded sullenly.



Granny Smith slowed her rocking.  “I don’t suppose, though…”



He looked up, meeting her eyes.



“I know it’s crazy.  Course it’s crazy, thinkin’ it.”



“It can’t have been him, Granny!” Mac all but exploded.



“Hsst!”



“I know, I’m sorry, I don’t want to wake up Apple Bloom either.  But what I saw… I can’t have seen pa!  There ain’t no comin’ back from the other side, y’know?”



“I know that better’n most ponies, child,” Granny Smith said, narrowing her eyes.  “It’s why I finally up and had them documents drawn up when your Grand Pear mentioned hoofin’ over his orchards to them uncle Pears you kids have.”



Big Mac buried his face in his hooves.  “I know, Granny.  And I’m sure sorry for bringin’ it up like I did.”



She frowned.  “Now, it could well be that this is changelings out makin’ mischief in some new, cruel way.  Or, like as not, it could just be nerves.  Lately you got more nerves’n a hog tap-dancin’ on a tightrope.”



“I can’t do it, Granny,” he said, shaking his head.  “I feel more shame’n I know how to say, but as much as I want to help out… I just don’t think I can be in charge around here.”



Granny Smith grunted.  “Well, I don’t suppose I’ll do any good pushin’ things if that’s how ya feel.  Applejack should be home soon enough, and I’m sure she’ll sign if you won’t.”  She looked away, toward the window and the moonlit fields beyond.  “Truth be told, though, it don’t seem like her path is as tied to this place as it used to be.  Might be that her heart’ll always be here, but ain’t no telling where her hooves might be on any given day.”



“I know.  She’s… she’s everything I’m not.”



“Now quit your blatherin’’ right there, boy.  You’re an Apple, through-and-through, just as sure as any of us.  You work hard!  You’re loyal to the family!  And just ‘cause she goes off and saves the world every now an’ then don’t mean there ain’t room for ponies doin’ other things!  Somepony’s gotta make that world she’s savin.”



He looked up at her, nodding.  “I just wish I could do more.  But not with bein’ in charge.”



“You’re stubborn like an Apple, too.” Granny Smith added a slight smile.  “Maybe there’s even some Pear stubbornness in there.  But you ain’t fixin’ on what you can do; you’re too hung-up on the feeling that you can’t do this, or shouldn’t.  But if you think about it, none of that matters much next to believin’ in yourself, and lookin’ for good ponies to keep by your side to help ya carry through the tough bits.”  She gave him a broad wink.  “That Sugar Belle sure looks like she’s gotta have a strong back to help hold up them nice, shapely flanks.”



Big Mac felt a rush of fire through his cheeks, and he buried his face again.  “I know, Granny.”



He heard her sigh.  “An’ I know it is crazy, Mackie, but don’t you think your pa would’ve told ya you could do this if he’d have had the chance?”



“I don’t know, Granny.”



“Well, think on it, then.  And maybe if ya feel up to payin’ another visit to that hill tomorrow… I don’t know.  Sometimes even crazy ain’t so crazy once ya get to know it.  I mean, look at that maybe-distant-cousin-a-whole-buncha-times-removed that we’ve got, know what I mean?”



“Eeyup,” he said, snickering in spite of himself.








The next day, Big Mac’s concentration broke repeatedly from his plowing as far more ponies than usual came trotting through Sweet Apple Acres—some with guardspony armor, some without.  A few guards stopped by to question him during his lunch break, and by the time he was done mustering up a few words to share with them, he’d lost his appetite, and simply went back to working.



He regretted that decision long before the sun began descending into the late afternoon.  The last hour or so of plowing was sheer torture, with his stomach grumbling almost as loud as the sound of the plow turning up dirt.  It was bad enough that he broke early, unhitching himself from the plow and leaving it there in the field as he set off for the farmouse.



A slight tickle on the back of his mane made him stiffen in his stride.  He turned his head, but found nothing save for the open field behind him—and the hill beyond.



Big Mac sighed as curiosity won the battle against trepidation.  With movements like lead, he plodded back across the field and toward the hill, trying to ignore his stomach and his nerves by turns.  He climbed the hillside ponderously, looking all around himself as he went.  It was empty, though; empty save for himself, the few bushes along the way, and the solitary tree.



He salivated as he caught sight of the ripe fruit hanging heavy in the tree.



His pace quickened.  He walked right up underneath it and reached a hoof up to pluck an apple.  He didn’t even need to buck them, with the branches hanging so low.



“I remember when you planted that,” said his father’s voice behind him.



Big Mac jumped again, and turned, seeing Bright Mac—or the image of him—standing nearby.



Bright Mac raised a hoof in a gesture of peace.  “It was father’s day, right after Applejack was born.  I remember you led me up here, and I…” He looked down at the grass.  “I told you all the reasons why planting a lone tree at the very tip-top of a hill wouldn’t work.”



Tears sprung to Big Mac’s eyes.  “Pa?”



“Your mother was right, of course,” Bright Mac said, meeting his eyes again.  “There were ways that we could nurture it, and shelter it from storms while it was too small to bear them itself.  But I’m… not proud of discouraging you.  I did too much of that, sometimes.”



Big Mac felt a flood of warmth in his chest and face.  He couldn’t speak, though he felt as if there was a knot of words, and questions, veritably threatening to burst out of his throat.



“I just want you to know that I’m proud of you, and of the pony you’ve become.  And I need you to know that I’m sorry.  I always tried to do my best, and learn from my mistakes, but I made a lot more of them than I wish I had.  Especially with you.  I learned so much from you, but I learned it the hard way sometimes, and I—”



“Why didn’t you come back sooner?” Big Mac blurted, half-choking his words through tears.  “It wasn’t fair having to grow up without you!”



Bright Mac frowned.  “It wasn’t fair not getting to see you grow up, and not getting to say what I needed to say when it would’ve made the most difference.”



“But how… how can you be here?”



“That’s not the important thing, Mackie; you are.  You need to know you can do this.  I know you feel like your sisters are leaving you behind, and I know you dream of being just like them…” He cracked a smile.  “Alicorn princess and all, right?”



A hot wave of embarrassment came crashing down on Big Mac.  “Pa, I—”



“You’ve nothing to explain or apologize for, Mackie.  Celestia knows I used to like to sneak your Granny’s nightshirts out for a walk in the moonlight every once in a while.”



“You… did?”



Bright Mac turned a frown toward the setting sun.  “Mackie, I know it doesn’t take much for it to feel like the world’s pushing you aside.  It felt like time stood still for me here on the farm, sometimes.  And fatherhood never quite took to me, through no fault of yours or your sisters—I just always felt it was work, even though I was proud to do it.”



Big Mac turned his eyes toward the ground.



“You need to know that I love you, son, and I’m proud of you, and my own failings as a stallion, and a father… well, they ain’t yours.  Or they don’t have to be.  I wouldn’t want them to be, at any rate.”



“Pa, I don’t blame you—”



“Course ya do.  As well you should.  But let me tell you something, Mackie: if I can be proud of one thing I did in my life, just one thing, it'd be being there for your mother through her suffering after her pa left her.”



Big Mac looked up again, seeing his father’s ears turned down.



“That’s what I wanted to tell you, Mackie: even if most ponies don’t understand, and even if it’s for just one pony—even for yourself—your love can still mean the world to somepony.  And you’ve got a great big heart, just full to bursin’ with love, all just waiting to come out.”



The breath caught in Big Mac’s throat.  “Pa… how do I know you’re real?  That you’re not just… some changeling, sent to tease my heart and take… take…” His voice was lost amid rough sobbing.



Bright Mac took a step backwards, and nodded.  “Proof is valuable in some things, son.  But sometimes, proof just ain’t there at the start of something.  Anypony has it in ‘em to fail at doing just about anything; I was just a pony too, and I made plenty of mistakes, right up to my dyin’ day.  But I believe in you, Mackie.  I think you’d find it in you to take the farm if you could put aside your fear of failing at it.  And for anything I did to put that fear in you… I’m sorry.  Ten thousand times sorry.  But not as sorry as I am proud of you.  And that’s… that’s all I really wanted to say.”



“No, pa!”  Big Mac’s vision blurred with tears as he leapt forward, reaching out to hug his father.



But nopony was there to hug.








“Night Court is adjourned!” Princess Luna declared from her podium the front of the room, pounding a great gavel before her.



Big Mac winced at the sharp rapping sound.  Next to him on the bench, Granny Smith jerked back to wakefulness.  He glanced around at the small crowd of ponies rising and gathering their effects to focus on her, and he smiled a bit at her halfhearted attempt to fuss and grumble like she’d been awake for the whole duration of their hearing.



Granny Smith cleared her throat, and shouted over the crowd:  “Sorry about my ears there, Princess.  Where didja say we had to go to get these here papers stamped again?”



Luna glanced at Big Mac, then at Granny Smith, and gave her a small smile.  “Your papers are all in order, my good mare,” she said over the crowd.  “You were even gracious enough to give us a thorough accounting of your grandson’s virtues prior to… resting your eyes for a moment.”



“Eh, sounds good ta me,” Granny Smith said, shuffling the papers in her hooves.



Big Mac glanced back at the crowd, which was actively dispersing.  He raised a hoof gingerly.  “Uh… Princess?”



“Yes, goodstallion Macintosh?  Is there something else?”



Big Mac blushed.  “Uh… d’ya mind if I… ask ya a couple other questions, not about the court?”



Luna turned to one of the bat-winged guards flanking her at the podium, and nodded.  He trotted down toward the exits, following the ponies who were leaving, and preparing to close and lock the courtroom.  “You may ask,” Luna said once the doors were shut.



“Well, uh… you mighta heard we had a… visitor up at our farm recently.”



“The possible rogue changeling,” Luna said, raising an eyebrow.



He swallowed.  “I suppose that could be what it was, ma’am.  I was wonderin’, though… could what I saw have been a dream you mighta sent me?  Just like… a daydream, or something?”



“I only rarely send a dream.  It is a subtle power, but one with weighty and complex responsibility.”  Luna shook her head. “I understand that you might still be seeking answers.  Know, however, that there is sometimes more to our world than what most ponies know or see, sometimes including myself.”



Big Mac nodded.  “I understand, ma’am.  Thank you anyway.”



“With that said… would you say that what you saw was evil, or disturbing, or that it wanted something from you?”



He frowned.  “No, I reckon it was mostly just… encouraging.  Well, I s’pose it did want me to own the farm, and it seemed to think there’d be a lot of love there if I took it.”



“I see.”  Luna furrowed her brows for a moment.  “Then I give you my word as your Princess: from this night forward, I shall keep a closer watch over your family’s dreams, in case this should prove to be something malign.”



“Thank you, Princess,” Big Mac said, bowing his head.



“But I urge you to take comfort in the meanwhile,” Luna said.  “Most ponies would give anything to know their lost loved ones still care for them, and think well of their abilities.”



Big Mac felt something on his back again.  A gentle touch, but firm.  Hot tears returned to his eyes, and he turned—



—and there, gazing up at him with tear-streaked eyes of her own, was Granny Smith.  “Come on, young’n; we best get back to the hotel and get some shuteye ‘fore the sun comes up.”



The two left, hoof in hoof.



Behind them, Luna smiled.
      

      
   
      She Persisted


      

      
      
         "Hey, Ditzy, over here!" Summer Showers waved from across the school lunchroom.



Seeing her friend, Ditzy Doo trotted over and took a seat next to the other gray pegasus. "Ugh," Ditzy said, poking tentatively at a greenish-white blob on her tray. "I can't tell if that's half a pear in juice, or a scoop of mashed potatoes with gravy."



Summer leaned over and gave a tentative sniff. "Pear in gravy?"



Ditzy chuckled. "At least there's never any question about the main course."



"Yep, good ol' Crispy Brown Thing #3."



The two mares raised their milk cartons and "clinked" them with another giggle.



"I sure hope the food is better at university," Ditzy said between bites of "Crispy Brown."



"Well, it can't be worse, can it?"



"Boo!" Ditzy shouted. "Don't jinx me like that!"



"Hey, at least you're going to university!" Summer said. "I'm stuck working at my dad's candle shop for at least a year before I can reapply."



Ditzy leaned in and patted her friend on the shoulder. "Awww, I know, but you can come visit me whenever you need to get away for a bit. Manehatten's only a couple of hours by train."



"Thanks, and I plan to. I still can't believe you got accepted to Manehatten Academy though."



"Yeah, well..." Ditzy hung her head.



"No no... I mean, you totally deserve to get in. You're super smart, and you worked your tail off studying. I'm just saying I'm impressed."



"Hey, you're smart too! You just..." Ditzy trailed off, not sure how to not insult Summer.



"Yeah yeah, I know, I should've studied. It's my own fault."



Ditzy smiled. She'd been friends with Summer since halfway through grade school, and by this point, both could usually tell what the other was thinking. They'd had quite some fun with it a few years ago, as they'd managed to convince half their classmates they were twins that could read minds. Now though, with only a few weeks left to go in their final year, it seemed fate was finally dragging them apart.



As they finished their lunch, Manny Orange approached them. He was captain of the JV hoofball team, and Summer had had a crush on him for most of the past year. "Hey girls, you hear about the party this weekend?"



Summer shook her head, then leaned in with a smile, "No, but do tell!"



Manny leaned in as well, lowering his voice to keep things a bit discrete. "You know that abandoned cannery down by the docks? Well, a bunch of us are chipping in for a barrel of cider, and Bass is gonna set up his turntables this Friday."



"Oh, sounds fun," Summer said, in her best, most flirtatious voice.



Manny ignored her, turning instead to Ditzy, "How about you, sweet stuff?"



"Umm..."



"Oh come on!" Summer said, thumping a hoof on the table. "It's practically the last party of the year!"



"Well, I should probably be studying for—"



"For what? You already got accepted!"



"Yeah, what do you say, Ditzy?" Manny smiled at her. "Let loose a bit!"



Ditzy took a deep breath and let it out through her nose. "Okay, fine. What could it hurt?"



"Yay!" Summer said.



"Cider starts flowing at sunset." Manny said, then slyly winked at Ditzy. "I'll keep a cup ready just for you."



The two mares waited for the colt to leave, and summer turned to Ditzy with a bit of a huff. "Did he just wink at you?"



"I think so." Ditzy seemed as surprised as Summer. Sure, Mandarin "Manny" Orange was attractive, but she'd never thought about him as someone to date. Doubly so once Summer had confided her crush on him.



"Ugh!" Summer slammed her forehead on the table. "Life is just not fair! Derpy, you're super smart. Derpy you got a scholarship to the best university on the east coast. Derpy you have a handsome colt after you... and you weren't even trying!"



The use of the childhood nickname brought back mixed feelings in Ditzy's mind. The first year they'd met, Summer had been teasing her just like all the other kids. But looking as similar as they did, the other kids turned on her as well, calling them the Derpy Twins. It'd been both a painful moment, but the root of their friendship as well. Now, Summer was the only pony she'd put up with calling her that, but as she did so, it was clear this meant a lot to her.



"Um, sorry?" Ditzy gave her best grimace. "He's totally yours... I'll stay out of it."



Summer raised her head. "Are you serious?"



Ditzy nodded, "Of course! I know you've liked him for a while now."



"You promise? You won't let him snog you, even if he asks nicely?"



Ditzy giggled. "Ewww, no! I don't even know him!"



"Promise?"



"Yeah, sheesh, I promise already! I won't snog Manny!"



Summer leaned over and wrapped Ditzy in a big hug. "Eee, thank you so much!"



"Hey, you still have to convince him to snog you though!"



Putting on her mock-devious face, Summer grinned. "Oh, I've got a plan for that!"



"Good." Ditzy smirked. "Just remind me to stay at minimum safe distance!"



----



Ditzy Doo dropped her bags off at the bottom of the stairs, before knocking on the open door of her father's study.



Steady Figure raised his head and peered at her over his half-moon spectacles. "Hey, Muffin, what's up?"



"Hey Dad, I was... well I was wondering if I could maybe..."



Steady set down his papers and let his glasses slip off his muzzle to hang on their chain.



"I know that look..."



"Daad..."



"What is it you just can't live without this week, and how much does it cost?"



"No, no, I don't need any money for anything, I just..."



Ditzy heard a light, feminine giggle sound from the hallway behind her, announcing the entrance of her mother.



"Are there going to be colts there, dear?"



Ditzy felt her cheeks flush. "What? I mean, Summer wanted me to go to her place and... What do you mean?"



"The party, dear," Carmine said, without missing a beat. "Are there going to be colts there?"



Knowing her not-so-clever ruse was already spoiled, Ditzy gave in. "Yeah, Mom, a few."



Steady let out a quick snort, standing from his chair to object. But he'd barely gotten his mouth open when Carmine raised a hoof gently in his direction. "Quiet dear, the mares are talking."



Steady figure slumped back into his seat.



Carmine turned back to her daughter. "How many?"



"I don't know, maybe a dozen?"



"And is there one you're specifically interested in?"



Ditzy blushed even more, the pink showing brightly on her inner ears and nostrils. "No!"



Nodding, Carmine continued. "I see. And are any of them are interested in you?"



Ready to emphatically declare "no" again, Ditzy found her mouth silenced by a gentle hoof on her muzzle. "Do not lie to me, dear." Carmine smiled a rather predatory grin. "A mother can tell."



Ditzy shut her mouth.



"I see." Carmine appeared to think for a moment, as Ditzy and her father sat in quiet. Both knew better than to interrupt the mare of the house.



Seeming to make up her mind, Carmine turned to Ditzy and said simply, "Come with me."



The mare made quick steps out of the office and up the stairs with Ditzy in tow.



Steady Figure, not quite sure what had just happened—but also comfortable with that common state of affairs where his wife was concerned—merely shrugged to himself, reseated his glasses, and went back to looking for financial irregularities in the files.



----



The next day at school, Summer and Ditzy met up for free period.



"So you can go?" Summer asked.



"Yeah," Ditzy said matter-of-factly, though her face seemed in a state of shock.



"Even after they realized you weren't just spending that night at my house?"



"Yeah..."



"How?" Summer exclaimed. "No offense, I love your parents, but they always seemed pretty strict to me."



Ditzy laughed. "And me!"



"So what happened?"



Ditzy shuddered at the memory.



"What? Tell me!"



"Okay, so you remember health class?"



"Oh no, she didn't..."



"She did! All of it!"



"But doesn't she know you already learned all the birds and bees stuff in that same class?"



"She said she wanted to make sure the school hadn't 'missed anything important'." Ditzy shuddered again. "She had books. There were diagrams! There were pictures!"



Shoving her hoof in her mouth, Summer made gagging noises.



"You don't know... you don't want to know. Do you have any idea how big a newborn foal is?"



"Uuugghhh... noooo... don't..."



"Do you know where it comes out of?"



"Stop stop stop!" Summer pawed at the air, trying to shoo away the horrifying thoughts.



"Okay, fine. I just want to think about anything else now."



"But the important part is, you can go, right?"



"Yeah, I can go. I just hope it was worth it."



----



The spring air was warm, but cooling rapidly as the two mares strolled down to the old docks. The seaside in Fillydelphia was never exactly scenic, but Ditzy reckoned it had a kind of old-timey charm. In the days before refrigeration, canning was the only real way to preserve most food (unless a pony liked chewing dried foods the rough consistency of bark.) Now that most ponies in a city could afford those simple boxes that kept food cold, canning had mostly gone out of style, leaving dozens of old facilities abandoned as the future rolled in like the tide.



In other cities, the dock-side facilities had often been repurposed, but for whatever reason, most of Filly had avoided other shipping-focused industries, so the half century old buildings sat unused, slowly decaying. It was probably a bad sign for the local economy, but if you were a teenager with an urge to get away from your parents, it was a godsend.



The venue for the party stood out rather obviously amongst the half-ruined buildings, as it was the only structure lit up from the inside. Moreover, the loud sounds of Bass Clef's sound system were literally shaking the entire pier.



"Hey, glad you made it!" Manny ran up to the mares as they approached the door. "Come on in, let's get you a drink!"



"Have you been waiting out here just for us?" Ditzy asked.



"I said I'd save a cup just for you." He winked, then made a show of producing a cheap plastic cup from somewhere behind his mane.



"Uhh, why don't you take that one." Ditzy said, shoving Summer forward. "I'm not thirsty yet."



Grabbing the cup before Manny could object, Summer thanked him.



"Uh, yeah, sure..."



"Wait!" Summer said. "It's empty."



"Well, duh. It's a kegger. You gotta go fill it."



Trying hard to flirt again, Summer begged him to show her where.



Manny, torn, tried to object, but Ditzy quickly shut him down. "Oh no, you go on ahead. I'm just gonna look around."



As Manny reluctantly trotted off with Summer, Ditzy relaxed. There, she thought. She'd done her best to shove the two of them together, and it wasn't her problem anymore. Now she just had to relax, enjoy some music, maybe a little dancing, and forget all about the horribly giant impossible responsibility of going to an elite school in a few months. Yup, she thought. No problem, just do that.



As the night wore on, Ditzy finally gave in and had herself a cup of cider. She'd only tried the hard stuff once before, and hadn't been a fan. Now it seemed... better. By the end of the cup, she'd had another. She'd promised her mom she wouldn't, of course, but... her mom probably knew better too. She had no desire to overdo it though, and paced herself, with plenty of water (like the books suggested) after that.



As the beats continued to drop, and the evening wore on, Ditzy found she'd had to parry and deflect Manny a couple more times, but each time he'd circled back to her like some slow comet, Summer had been there, doing her best to cling. Ditzy giggled, realizing if he was a comet circling her, then Summer was that comet's tail.



With a slightly fun and novel buzz in her brain from the cider, surrounded by body-shaking music, and dancing like nobody was watching, Ditzy felt the evening was turning out to be one of the best she'd ever had.



That is, of course, when it all went wrong.



----



It started small. A couple of colts had been smoking in the old foremare's office, high up over the entrance, so it had a view of the entire production-now-dance floor. One had ashed his cigarette into a filing cabinet, and it'd caught fire. At first, they'd laughed, and a drunken freshmen had smashed a bottle of some rotgut he'd stolen from home against it. The fire spread and—as these things do—got out of hoof.



The witness reports all agree up to this point.



----



Dancing with herself, lost in the beat, Ditzy didn't notice much of anything until ponies nearby were suddenly standing still instead of dancing along with her. When she stopped and turned to see what they were all staring at, she was taken aback. Orange and yellow flames were licking out of the windows of the foremare's office, some forty feet above the ground.



As she stared, she saw several colts scrambling down the metal stairs high above, who made it to a slightly lower catwalk before turning and starting to cheer.



The music stopped abruptly with a screech so cliche it belonged int a film.



All around Ditzy, ponies were talking in worried and urgent tones, when the sound system cut back in at full volume.



"The roof, the roof, the roof is on fire!" The lyrics proclaimed in a loud and familiar beat. "We don't need no water, let the motherfucker burn!"



A chorus of cheers went up throughout the party. Cups were raised in affirmation as the song continued, "Burn, motherfucker. Burn."



"No!" Ditzy found herself shouting. The haze of alcohol was doing unfamiliar things to her senses, but she was smart enough to know this was a serious situation.



"No!" She shouted again. "We have to get out of here now!"



A couple of nearby ponies seemed to nod in agreement and were moving toward the exit. She could see others across the production floor doing the same, though they were in the minority. The rest seemed content to stay and party in a burning factory.



Ditzy couldn't let that happen.



She bullied her way to the pallets that'd been set up as DJ booth, and forcibly grabbed a mic from Bass.



She started to shout into it, but it didn't work. "Turn it on!" she shouted, during to the DJ.



"Hey, hooves off the equipment! You know how much that—" She shoved her hoof down on the turntable, bringing the music to a stop. "Turn it no, NOW!"



This time, Bass acquiesced, and she immediately began giving orders. "Everypony, get out now! This is serious. Get outside as quickly as you can!"



Ditzy looked up at the spreading fire. The old building was basically a tinderbox, and already half the roof was on fire. More worryingly, the supports holding the foremare's office up had given way on one side, threatening to collapse directly down on the main doorway.



"Stick to the left," she shouted. "And hurry!"



It was amazing, Ditzy thought, how much ponies would simply obey when they heard it through a loudspeaker. Within seconds of her orders, nearly everypony in the building was moving humidly toward the exit.



Then the worst happened. The office collapsed.



Mercifully, it took several seconds. The supports crumbling and pieces falling, but nearly all the ponies underneath had time to run or dive out of the way before the bulk of it came down.



The downside was that this blocked the main doors.



The second downside, was that, being as this party wasn't exactly authorized, nopony had bothered to break the locks on any of the various, smaller mare-sized doors throughout the place. They were all completely locked in as the wall and roof began to collapse.



Behind her, DJ Bass, now taking things absolutely seriously, began shouting. She handed him the microphone.



"Everypony," he said. "This way, toward the water. We can swim for it!"



Ditzy turned, seeing he was right. The cannery had massive doors on the waterfront side as well, opening directly to the harbor. They only went to the water's surface, and everypony could swim under. It'd be cold as all get out, but it'd be doable.



Feeling a tug at her tail, Ditzy turned to find Summer. "Come on!" she said. "Let's go!"



"Not yet, we gotta make sure everypony gets out."



The next few minutes were frantic, as Ditzy and Summer both herded their classmates toward the cold, dark water, and tried to convince them it'd be all right. Several, it turned out, barely knew how to swim, and the drunken state of most didn't help matters either.



As the remaining ponies dwindled though, the warehouse became eerily quiet. The roar of the fire was there, but so close to white noise, high as it was up at the roof. Then they heard the calls.



The voices were a bit muffled, but with the other voices near them now gone, the two mares could clearly make out the screams of several colts.



Ditzy ran toward the blaze and Summer followed.



Moments later, they found two trapped colts, who'd been pinned beneath a collapsing staircase back in the smaller side rooms and offices at the far edge of the factory.



"Help me lift it!" Ditzy screamed, grabbing at the twisted metal and trying to raise it.



Summer leaned her shoulder into it and tried. "I can't!" She screamed back. Just as Summer was about to give up, one of the colts slipped free, and turned, scrambling to help lift. The three of them were then able to raise it enough to free their last classmate.



Before they could get back to the main floor, however, the roof began to collapse. Burning timbers fell like spears, and it was only luck that left them avoid being hit directly. One, however, fell just beside Summer, close enough that she crashed into it, causing the flames to melt the fur on her face and neck as she scrambled past.



Reaching the waterside once more, the mares showed the colts the point of escape, and they dove for it.



Then, one final scream was heard. Another pony, trapped, somewhere back among that burning, crashing roof.



"There's another!" Ditzy said, turning just as she was about to jump into the water. "That sounds like Manny!"



Summer put a hoof up in front of her. "No, you can't! It's too late."



Ditzy was emphatic. "We have to, Summer!"



"No, you'll die!" Summer screamed in her face. "I can't lose my best friend!"



The scream was heard again, and Ditzy knew her mind was made up. "We can't just leave a pony to die!"



"I..." Summer hung her head and the two advanced again toward the burning hallways.



Another piece of roof fell in, landing just hoofsteps in front of the pair.



"I'm sorry, I just can't!" Summer said, turning.



"I need your help!" Ditzy said. "We can't turn away now, or we'll never forgive ourselves!"



"I'm..." Tears welled up in her eyes. "I'm sorry!"



Summer ran to the edge of the water, before giving one last, tear-filled look toward her friend. Then she jumped in and swam away to safety.



Ditzy, for her part... She persisted.



----



"I'm sorry, Mrs. Carmine, but we just can't say." The doctor rubbed the bridge of his muzzle. "Your daughter has suffered a very serious brain injury, and it's simply too soon to know what will happen."



"Now, you listen hear," Steady Figure advanced on the doctor, thumping him in the chest. "That is my baby girl in there, and you will do whatever you have to in order help her."



The doctor, trained to deal with these worst of situations, was as meek as could be. "I assure you, Mr. Figures, we will. But you need to understand, her skull was cracked in nine places and there's severe injury to both the memory centers of the brain, and the visual cortex. She has a major orbital fracture around her right eye as well."



Steady Figure was anything but, and his shaking legs gave way beneath him causing him to collapse to the floor. Carmine Doo rushed to his side and wrapped her husband in a hug, before turning to look up at the doctor. "Thank you, doctor, I'm sure you are all doing your best."



The doctor nodded and looked away.



----



A week later, Manny finally returned to school, his leg finally healed enough to at least limp around on with the cast. He entered the lunch room hesitantly, and made his way over to a certain table, where only one of the Derpy twins was sitting.



"Hi Summer," he said.



Summer merely nodded.



"I just wanted to say... thank you."



"For what?"



"For saving me!"



"But I..."



"No, I mean it. I was rude to you that whole night, even though you clearly had a thing for me. I kept blowing you off."



"Yeah, well it was clear you were interested in Ditzy, not me."



"No... I mean..." Manny rubbed his neck. "That was a dare. A bunch of us on the team. Well, we had a pool of a hundred bits for whoever was willing to snog the Ditzy-know-it-all."



Summer was taken aback, feeling the first non-depression emotion she'd felt in the week sense the fire, when Manny continued.



"But you, you saved me. I saw you and Ditzy save Ox and Moose, but you... I was so sure I was gonna die, but then you came back for me."



"But that wasn't..."



Tears were showing in the corners of Manny's eyes. "I don't care if you didn't know it was me. You came back! That's all that matters! Thank you!"



----



Summer stepped quietly into the hospital room. She hadn't been to see Ditzy in the two weeks since the accident, but the doctors had said she was at least awake now. "Hi," she said, tentatively. "How are you?"



The bandaged head turned toward her. "Summer?"



"Yeah, it's me."



Summer looked into her friend's eyes... "Oh my gosh!"



Ditzy quickly looked away.



"Yeah, sorry. I know it must be... be... be..."



"You okay?"



"Yes, just I can't... think of certain words. Sometimes it's... hard. Weird!"



"What?"



"Weird... it must be weird.



"Ditzy?"



"My eyes, I mean, I know they... I had a mirror. It's... wrong now. They're wrong."



"Oh my gosh, I'm so sorry, Ditzy!"



"Why?"



"Well, because of the way I acted."



"But you saved so many ponies! You saved... ma...ma... Manny."



"I..."



"Don't be... ti...ti... shy. I saw the papapper. 'Heroine saves hoofball lineman!' They had your pi-pi-picture and everything."



"But that was... Wait, don't you remember what happened?"



Derpy turned rolled over to face the far wall. There was silence for a moment before she admitted. "No."



"You don't remember anything?"



"I remember da-dancing then... The fire, but... Not much after that." Ditzy paused. "I'm sorry."



"No no, don't be... you actually..."



"They told me you grabbed the mi-micro mi... speakers and made everyone get out in time. I'm sure Ma-ma-manny loved you being her-heroic."



"So you really don't remember anything yourself?"



Ditzy rolled back over and looked her friend in the eyes... at least, as best as she now could. "No, I can't remember much. Just what ponies told me. I guess I had too much to d-d-d-d-drink if I didn't get out. I thought I was sma-smarter, but I guess I'm just lucky you were the-there to save us all."



The two sat in silence a moment.



"Su-Summer..."



"Yeah, Ditzy?"



"Thank you! You're a gooo-goo-good friend! I hope Manny ap-ap-apri... likes what you did for him."



"I... I'm sure he does. But what about you. Are you going to be okay?"



"I'll manage." Ditzy gave a smirk. "Though u-u-university will have to wait. I can't... you know," she tapped gently on the side of her bandaged head. "I can't remember so good now."



Summer left the room, before her tears or her conscience could betray her.
      

      
   
      Lines Uncrossed


      

      
      
         For the second time that week, I had less than five minutes to save my friends. 



My trainers squealed as skidded around an corridor and the students of Canterlot High leapt out of my way with practiced ease. Most of them didn’t even look up from their phones; I didn’t dwell on the fact they were becoming accustomed to magical catastrophes. 



“Sunset Shimmer!” 



I let out a strangled yell and slammed on the breaks moments before I ran face first into a camera. 



“Miss Shimmer, what do you think of the rainbow phenomena around the west wing?” Shutter Snap said in a rush, as the camera was joined by a microphone. 



Cursing Rainbow Dash, I tried to fix my face in a neutral smile. “No idea what you’re talking about,” I said, glancing at my watch. Three minutes ten left. 



“Oh come on, Sunset,” Shutter pressed, wiggling his eyebrows. “Half the school knows something is going on. Why keep us out in the cold?” 



I stamped down on the urge to roll my eyes. Shutter Snap, and his stoic cameraman, were dancing on my final nerve. The pair were mostly harmless, barely out of their teens themselves but could not keep their camera to themselves. Shutter was light skinned, wore his bright blue hair slicked back in an alarming quiff and thought he was god’s gift to the world. 



“Because there’s nothing going on,” I snapped. “You are quite literally chasing rainbows. Now if you’ll excuse me I’m running late.” 



I fainted left and, as the camera swung round to track me, ducked right under Shutter’s outstreached arm. I was sprinting down the corridor before they could even turn. 



“You can’t run from the truth!” Shutter Snap called after me, melodramatic to a fault. I ignored him. Two minutes and fifty. 



Finding Fluttershy was never an easy task, the girl had an alarming ability to go unnoticed in plain sight, but after a year as her friend I’d begun to learn her haunts. Bursting through a backdoor I raced across the gardens, searching for a familiar flash of pink hair. The second shyest girl in our school, however, was nowhere to be seen.



“Wallflower!” I cried in relief, spying the shyest. The girl knelt next to her garden, a trowel in one hand and potted flower in the other. She looked up in surprise as I staggered to a halt in front of her, gasping for breath. “Flutter... Where... Monster... Equestria problem.” 



Wallflower put a hand on her hip and fixed me with a glare. The flowers would have been more threatening, but I got the intent. Besides, it was unwise the underestimate the girl who’d nearly expunged me from existence earlier in the week. “I don’t think she wants to talk to anyone.” 



I resolved to take up Rainbow on one of her gym trips as I gasped. “Look, I know we said some things we shouldn’t have said. But this is an genuine crisis. Please, I just need to know where she’s hiding.”



Frowning, Wallflower pointed at a narrow copse of trees. Pausing only to thank her, I was off like a shot. It was only when I spotted a flicker of pink through the trees that I slowed my breakneck pace. 



“Hey,” I called out softley, slowing to a walk. “Fluttershy.” 



“Go away,” she murmured. “I don’t want to talk.” 



Fluttershy was sat in the nook of the tree, Angel Bunny clasped close to her chest. There were tear stains on her cheeks but her eyes were dry. “It never does any good.” 



I sighed, running my hand through my hair. I didn’t have time to be diplomatic, and if we were honest not the skill. I could be manipulative, callous and scheme with the best of them, but those weren’t skills I liked to lean on. Glancing at my watch--one minute fifty three--I considered whether brute force would work. Fluttershy was an easy mark, insecure and anxious. Insinuations of cowardice and the girls turning on her would get her moving in ten seconds flat. 



Instead, I crouched down next to her. “Look. Rainbow never thinks before she speaks,” I began, wringing my hands. Twilight, Princess that is, always says friendship comes from the heart. I found it hard to find sometimes. 



“I know.” 



“Right, and she didn’t really mean to say you’re slow. I mean, she literally leaves rainbows when she runs--that’s something I’ve really got to talk to her about.” I gave a sheepish smile. “Sorry, that’s off track. It’s not a problem that... I mean you’re great doing what you do. If that makes sense.” 



Fluttershy said nothing, her eyes distant as she stroked Angel. I swear the rabbit was shooting me a stink eye. I tried my best to ignore him.



“We just... want you to do your best. We’re your friends, Fluttershy. Just because Coach Straight Shot can’t see that you’ve got your own tallents doesn’t mean that they aren’t there. Heck, how many times have you saved the world now?” One of those times was from me but I decided not to mention that. 



A long sigh escaped Fluttershy. “I don’t like being the shy one,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “The one who has to just... deal with everything.” 



I bit my lip. Damn you Rainbow Dash, how can you know a girl for years and still screw things up so badly?



“We’re sorry,” I blurted out. “Coach Shot’s an ass and Rainbow can’t lose gracefully to save her life. Please don’t think it’s anything more than that.” 



Angel’s glower deepened even while Fluttershy’s face stayed wooden. “I know. Dash can’t be anything but what she is. It still hurts.” 



For a long moment we were silent as I tried to figure out why the girls sent me of all people. Rarity would have been a far better choice, or Pinkie or even Applejack on a good day. With a deep sigh I dropped to the ground. 



“I don’t know what I’m supposed to say,” I admitted. “We didn’t mean to hurt you. What can I say to fix this?” 



Fluttershy didn’t reply. My five minute clock counted down to zero and beyond as I sat there, trying to find the right words. They never came, instead I ended up losing a staring contest with Angel. 



An explosion shook the ground beneath our feet. I leapt up, scanning the horizon, and with a shriek threw myself to the floor. A basketball that was also on fire hurtled through the space my head just vacated. 



“What?” Fluttershy exclaimed, clutching Angel closer. 



I flashed a sheepish smile, as another barrange of ballistic athletics equipment burst from a hole in the gym wall. “Ah, right, I forgot to mention. Coach Sure Shot found an Equestrian artifact after class and is now trying to destroy the school because you failed to make a three pointer.” 



For a moment, Fluttershy seemed taken aback. “Maybe you should have lead with that.”



I diplomatically said nothing. Instead, pausing only to put Angel somewhere safe, we set off at a run to once again save the world from magic run amock.








With a deep sigh, I closed the door and slammed my head against the cool wood. “Finally,” I said, with a low groan. 



“Having fun, Sugarcube?” Applejack asked. The girls were sat around a lab benche, one piled high with unidentified wires, screens and a few magic crystals. Twilight didn’t officially have a lab in school, but she’d perfected the art of assembling the pile of technological do-dads in her locker into one in under ten minutes. I wasn’t sure if the science teachers were angry that we kept stealing their classrooms or envious of Twilight’s setup. 



“Shutter Snap again,” I grumbled, not looking up from the door. “He’s particularly persistent today.” 



“Well, someone did blow a large hole in the gymnasium,” Twilight observed, failing to keep the accusatory note from her voice.”



“Hey!” Rainbow exclaimed. “I just dodged. Someone was supposed to be blocking that kind of thing.” 



Rarity huffed. “I was attempting to block a veritable barrage of golf balls, thank you very much.” 



Sighing, I locked the door. “It doesn’t matter girls,” I said, turning and taking a seat with the rest of them. “We won. Principal Celestia--” It still felt weird to say that. “--has already claimed on the insurance. I believe this one was a metalworking project gone horribly wrong.” 



“I’m somewhat alarmed by how many plausible ways she’s come up with for wanton property damage.” Twilight did not look up from her machine as she spoke. I couldn’t make heads or tails of the arcane and electronic abomination she’d mashed together. Reputedly, it was a magic tracker. 



“There’s a story there, somewhere.” I shrugged. “She’s also trying to put Shutter Snap off the trail, for now I’ve set the CMC on them.” 



There was a collective round of winces. The CMC, when they got an idea in their heads, were somehow even more destructive than my group of friends, and we fought magical inclusions on a regular basis. 



“So, even if they find anything, they’re not going to have a working camera, clever,” Applejack said, nodding. “Though, it’ll probably be me that ends up paying for a new one.” 



“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” I replied, with a tired sigh. 



“Why is Principal Celestia even allowing them to poke around anyway?” Rainbow Dash demand. “It seems to me that ‘paranormal investigators’--” She made air quotes. “--are the last thing we need.” 



I shrugged. “Apparently they’re the least competent she could find. There’s hundreds of people trying to investigate this place. If someone fails to find anything...” I let the sentence hang. I wasn’t quite so sure Celestia’s clever plan was going to work. Sure, it made sense to discredit the conspiracy theorists by giving at least one team free roam. But we were up to one magical catastrophe a week, and they weren’t always easy to hide.



Rainbow Dash crossed her arms and huffed. “I still don’t like it.” 



“We’re not flush with options,” Applejack countered. And wasn’t that the truth. 



“What have you found out about the artifact?” I asked Twilight, in an attempt to bring us on to a brighter topic. 



Twilight startled. “Oh, yes.” She reached into the mass of circuits and plucked out the artifact. It was shaped like an oversized arrowhead, about the size of my palm, and encrusted with runic sigils. “Well it’s really quite an interesting piece. It’s a quite a bit cruder than Wallflower’s Memory Stone, but not a spontaneous piece of magic like Juniper’s mirror. I believe it was supposed to make things more accurate, that is, before Coach Straight Shot got his hands on it.” 



I frowned. The artifact reminded me of something. Reaching out, I took the lump of stone and turned it over in my hands. The runes were ancient but recognisable as Equestrian, even if they predated the Unification of the Tribes.



“You’re right. This is an accuracy charm, I’ve seen a few in the Royal Archives. Ancient pegasi used them to shoot from leagues away.” I traced the keystone rune, luxuriating in the faint buzz of magic. “They’re pretty rare these days,” I continued. “Magical artifacts in general have fallen out of favour. I don’t think anypony’s made one in generations.” 



“Why?” Twilight asked. “It seems like it could be useful.” 



“Certainly would have helped Fluttershy’s shooting,” Rainbow interjected. We all shot her a glare. “What? It’s true.” 



Fluttershy sighed. “Applejack?” 



“With pleasure.” She cuffed Rainbow Dash over the head, eliciting a startled squark. 



“What was that for.” 



“Tact, darling,” Rarity murmured. 



“Anyway…” I cut in before they could get going. Fluttershy’s ability to talk down possessed gym teachers far overshadowed her inability to sink three point baskets, in my opinion. “To answer Twilight's question, they don’t get used much because artifacts tend to make people want to use them, and the longer they’ve been left alone the worse it gets. This one feels sated, for now.” 



I passed the arrowhead back to Twilight, who wrapped it in some tissue paper. 



Rarity cleared her through. “If I might interject, I feel the more important question is; how did Sure Shot come about this accuracy charm?” 



Rainbow Dash leaned over and nudged Pinkie Pie in the ribs. “Ten bucks says it fell through a portal.” 



“I’ll take that bet,” Pinkie whispered back, grinning. In the same breath she turned to the table and announced, “It’s been on his desk for years. He said it was a graduation present.” 



“Pinkie!” Rainbow Dash exclaimed. “You can’t make a bet when you know the answer.” 



“Really? But that’s the best time.” 



I rubbed the bridge of my nose, trying to keep a lid of my temper. I loved my friends, but there were times when they could be so childish. “Can we please focus,” I snapped. “We were almost destroyed by yet another magical monster today.” 



“Yeah, and we whooped his evil ass!” Rainbow and Pinkie high five. 



“He was just a little worked up,” Fluttershy murmured, the girls ignored her. 



“And, he was the second one this week,” I continued, shooting Rainbow and Pinkie a dirty look. “That makes a grand total of five different magical apocalypses we’ve stopped, not including my own.” 



Twilight raised her hand. “Are we really counting Wallflower as a magical apocalypse? She just wanted some friends.” 



I took a deep, steadying breath. “She used a relic made by a sorceress that took a good shot at conquering Equestria. She could have done anything with that stone, like erasing the President’s mind.”



“Like that’d make a difference,” Rainbow Dash muttered. 



Again, I ignored her. “My point is, well, I guess that this is getting worse. An accuracy charm isn’t even supposed to be that dangerous, but if more Equestrian magic is seeping in...” Well, it was going to be the end of the world. A long sigh escaped me and I caught the looks of concern on my friend’s faces. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to make it all dramatic.” 



Rarity stood, stepped around the bench and pulled me into a hug. I leant into the warmth and the heavy scent of perfume. “It is fine, darling. It has not exactly been a relaxing. I think what we need is a break.” 



I blinked. “A break? Rarity, I just said that this is a crisis.” 



“And one that we have risen to face every time,” she replied, with a warm smile. “I believe you told us yourself that we’d been given these powers for a reason. I am sure that, no matter how hard things get, there will be nothing we can’t handle.” 



I opened my mouth to protest, but couldn’t come up with a good argument. Instead I let out deep breath, unclenching my shoulders and slumping in my seat. Somehow my friends always knew the right thing to say to make things better. 








“I can’t handle this!” Rarity screeched, straining to see her reflection in one of her crystal shields. Her hand mirror lay in shards at her feet; she’d snapped the handle. 



The peace and calm had lasted all of three days. We were back in Twilight’s lab--sans equipment for once--and all worse for wear after our last adventure. 



“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Twilight assured her, her smile a little too forced. She continued to run a wet brush through Rarity’s hair, it was doing little to dislodge the soot stains and a lot to highlight the sindge marks. 



“This is a disaster!” Rarity wailed. “I’m ruined! What kind of beastly creature would consider such an assault on fabulocity?” 



Twilight paused mid stroke. “Fabulocity?” 



Applejack leaned over to me. “Hey, Sunset. Rarity’s supposed to be a unicorn on the other side of the status, right?” 



I cocked a brow at her. 



“Cause right now she sounds like a drama llama.” 



A half bag of make-up was hurled across the room at her and we had to duck.



“Hey girls!” Pinkie called out, in a sing-song voice, skipping into the room with Rainbow and Fluttershy in tow. “Look who’s got a shiny new home. It’s Peewee!” 



The adolecent phoenix let out an enthusiastic trill, flapping its stubby wings and sending a shower of sparks across his cage. Everyone bar Fluttershy--who cooed appreciatively--recoiled from the bird. Rainbow Dash hefted her fire extinguisher and pointed it at Peewee, giving him a sour look.  



“You named it?” Rarity said, icily. 



“Actually, he already had a name,” Fluttershy replied, reaching into the cage and giving the phoenix a scratch under the chin. Peewee leaned into her hand, like a contented cat. “He knows Princess Twilight.” 



A tendril of fear coiled around my stomach. “He’s from Equestria?” 



The phoenix nodded, enthusiastically. 



“Damn. That’s really bad.” Phoenixes are intensely magical creatures, as I’d learned when attempting to revenge prank Philomena, but they were still more physical than the random spells we’d seen so far. 



“We can just take him home, right?” Fluttershy asked, biting her lower lip. “I promised him.” 



“That’s not the problem The problem is he even found his way here.” Sighing, I shook my head. “I’ll take him through the statue as soon as class starts, as long as someone call tell Principal Celestia where I am.” 



A sudden knocking at the door startled everyone. I did a quick headcount and, seeing we were all present, gestured frantically at Peewee and the windows. Quick as a flash, Rainbow grabbed the cage and vanished in a rainbow blur. I waited a few heartbeats for her contrail to dissipate and then went to the door. 



“Good morning, Sunset Shimmer,” Shutter Snap exclaimed, with his usual unwelcome enthusiasm. He pushed his way through the doorway, followed by his camera. He paused, frowning at the soot stains on my jacket. “Oh, has something happened?” 



He tried to keep the smug smile off his face but failed miserably. I put a hand of my hip and cocked my head. “I lost a fight with my hair straighteners.” 



“All of you?” Shutter looked pointedly at Rarity. Rarity glowered, hefting her recovered makeup bag. 



“It was an epic battle. What do you want, Shutter?” 



“Oh, just doing a bit of snooping,” he continued. “Did you girls happen to hear about all the activity here over the weekend? Bright lights, unearthly calls, burn marks on the athletics pitch.” 



As it happened, we had. Phoenixes are not subtle birds; being almost immortal does not lead to strong survival instincts. “Some of the senior kids smoking, I bet.” 



Shutter snorted. “Yeah, right... You know it's strange. There’s lots of strange things going on at this school. Loads of the kids will talk your ear off about the weird stuff they’ve seen. You girls though, never say a word. Even if all the stories put you right in the middle.” 



Panic flickered across my face as I realised the critical flaw in our ‘denial’ strategy. “What’s your point?” I asked, hastily. 



“No point, just an observation.” Shutter took another long look around the room and, seeing nothing, shrugged. “Catch you later, girls.” 



I waited for the door to close behind him. 



“Ponyfeathers!” I swore. Rubbing the bridge of my nose, I took a deep breath and tried to calm my burgeoning stress headache. 



“Maybe Celestia should kick him out already,” Applejack muttered, glaring at the door. 



I sighed. “Applejack, if Shutter Snap is starting to piece things together then any idiot can. We’ve got to do something.” 








Equestria was disconcerting to visit. While I was getting some practice shifting from a dexterous ape to a magical equine and back, it never got easier. It wasn’t just the switch in stance, it was the magic. Everything felt more alive in Equestria. There was a tingle at the base of my horn, a well of untapped potential that I could reach into at any time and bend to my will. It was rather like gaining a new limb, one that I lost every time I stepped back through the mirror. 



I shook my head and tried to clear my thoughts. I was lucky I had good friends waiting for me back home, otherwise the temptation to stay would have been all the stronger. 



“Who’s a good phoenix, you are. Yes you are.” Princess Twilight patted Peewee on the head, as the bird squealed with excitement. The young phoenix was perched on the armrest of her throne and luxuriating under all the attention. “Now, you’ve learned better than to go through strange portals?” 



Peewee puffed himself up to his full height, about eight inches, and gave a grave nod. 



“Well then, Spike’s in the kitchen if you want to--” Peewee exploded in a burst of flame and vanished. “Huh, I didn’t think he’d be old enough to teleport.” 



“Trust me, he’s figured it out.” I huffed, the mirror had removed most of my singes. I would have to hide that feature from Rarity. “That wasn’t the only reason I came, however. The magic problem on Earth is getting worse.” 



Princess Twilight frowned. “Worse? I thought you’d handled Straight Shot incident.” 



“There shouldn’t have been an ‘incident’,” I snapped, then immediately felt guilty. It wasn’t my place to yell at the Princess. “Sorry. I mean... well look at this.” I levitated the artifact out of my saddlebag and dropped it onto the table. 



Frowning, Twilight picked it up in her magic and drew it closer. “Huh, a pre-unification accuracy charm. Remarkably well preserved, but not rare. You found this on Earth?” 



I nodded. “Yeah. You see the problem with this?” 



“Uh, not really. I guess it does mean that more than the occasional lost relic and monster has been dumped through the Mirror.” 



That was something I had to talk to Twilight about at some point. I wasn’t comfortable with Equestria using my adopted home as a dumping ground. Although, humanity would have done the same if they’d known it was an option. 



“It’s completely generic,” I told her. “It’s not some forgotten bit of sorcery of ancient monster. It’s just a rock that channels magic, and there now enough magic on Earth that it works fine.” 



It took a few moments for that to sink in, but when it did Princess Twilight’s mouth opened into a little ‘o’ in shock. “Ah. That’s not good.” 



“Yeah.” I shook my head. “I think this is my fault.” 



“Oh no. Sunset you can’t blame yourself for this,” Twilight exclaimed, leaning forwards. 



“Well who did drag the Element of Magic into another world?” I shot back, snarling. More angry at myself than the Princess. “Who thought it’d be a great idea to use teenagers as an army? Who’s been fighting fire with fire and expecting not to get burned? Huh!” 



Twilight paused, seeming to consider her words for a moment. “We thought your geodes would be the way to help.” 



“No, I thought it would help.” I slammed a hoof down. “And, as usual, it hasn’t worked. Earth is going to keep becoming more magical and... and I don’t think they can cope.” 



“Equestria copes just fine with the magic.” 



“Earth doesn’t,” I said, shaking my head. “They’re not used to it. Even the other Twilight, with good intentions, was nearly consumed by it. We’ve both grown up in a magical world, we know what lines to cross and which ones eat your soul. They don’t. If Earth keeps becoming more magical a lot of people are going to get hurt. Some are going to die. Some are going to find even worse fates.” 



Princess Twilight shuddered. She’d been the same school as me. History was littered with the bones of unicorns, pegasi and earth ponies alike who’d reached beyond their limits. Magic schools paraded these dire warnings in front of the students to dissuade such notions, sometimes using the literal bones. The idea of an entire civilisation butting up against all those lethal limit at once was terrifying. 



Friendship is magic, but that doesn’t mean that magic is friendly. 



“Okay.” Twilight took a deep breath. “We can fix this.” 



I raised my brow. 



“I’m serious,” she continued. “If magic is in enough quantity to power simple runes then we can set up magical defences. We can ward the whole area, keep magic bottled up near the statue where you and your friends can deal with any emergent phenomena.” 



I frowned. It was an okay plan. I had no idea how effective it would be--my brand of magic was always more direct--but if anyone could pull it off it was Magic incarnate, Princess Twilight. Another flicker of guilt flashed through me, once again I was running to a Princess to help solve the problems I’d created. Every time I figured I’d got ahead of my own stupidity, something went wrong and I had to go hat in hand, begging for help. It hurt to do it, but the look what happened the last time I tried to strike out on my own. 



“And what do we do if that fails?” I asked, leaving the ‘when’ unspoken. 



Twilight grimaced. “We’ll deal with that if it comes to it,” she assure me. 



I met her with a measured gaze. “Really?” 



“We don’t need to borrow trouble, Sunset.” 



Trouble had already found us. I shook my head. “Well, while you’re hitting the books. Why not at least find a way of sealing a portal. Permanently.” 








“I have to say, I expected this would take longer,” Twilight, human brand, said, peering out of the window at the portal. 



Princess Twilight moved fast when motivated. Within two weeks--during which a boy from the entomology club went crazy over a crush and nearly turned himself into a changeling and four separate magical creatures showed up on the grounds--she’d drawn up, constructed and installed an entire arcane network. 



It was not subtle. Beyond the latticework of runes that had been painted in gold and silver on the statue itself, she’d sunk a six tiered ring of steel and gems deep into the earth. Principal Celestia was branding it as a modern art installation donated by a wealthy benefactor. A lie that was beautiful for being true save for a few crucial missing details. 



“Well, you two are geniuses,” I observed, not looking up from the ream of documentation. It was genius. The first layer of defences would keep Equestrian magic bound in the statue. The second would keep and spillover within the circles. Finally, and far more subtly, a ring around the school grounds would bottle up any magic that had already seeped into the human world. The school was going to bear the brunt for a few years while the magic exhausted itself, but that was something we could deal with. 



“Flatterer,” Twilight shot back, smiling as she turned away from the window. “I couldn’t even begin to build something like this.” 



I shrugged. “You didn’t go to magic school. Although, I did and you’ve built more magical devices than I ever had.” Partly, because my ever burning flame project was vetoed by Princess Celestia. “I’m sure you could if you had access to the right books.” 



“Does it look like it’ll work?” Twilight asked, sitting opposite me and craning her neck to get a better look at the papers. 



I shrugged. “You know, it kind of does. I don’t really want to get my hopes up after the last week, but we might have dodged a bullet.” 



“What’s this going to do to all the magic still on Earth?” 



“Not much,” I admitted, grimacing. “Our geodes have enough juice to run for years. Although, it would be nice if Rainbow Dash stopped using hers to get to school when she sleeps in.” 



Twilight winced. It wouldn’t be so bad if she didn’t leave a literal rainbow trail pointing straight at us. “How about Spike?” she enquired, trying to sound casual.



“He’ll be as sassy as ever.” I smirked. “Don’t worry, he’s halfway to being Equestrian. Magic twists, it doesn’t take."



Before she could ask about that one, and open up a three hour discussion on magic, an alarm went off. Twilight whipped out her phone. 



“Shoot. I’m seeing Shutter Snap in five minutes,” she exclaimed.



“Wait, what?” I honestly couldn’t think of a reason to give him the time of day. “Why?” 



“Because he made a good point about us seven being a wall of silence. I figured I’d show him some of my equipment, explain what I’ve been doing and showing him that there’s nothing to detect.” 



I frowned. “Your equipment regularly detects magic.” 



Twilight smiled, and pulled a circuit board out of her pocket. “Not without this gain-amplifier.” 



“Heh.” Simple yet genius, a classic Twilight move. “See, I knew there was a reason people call you Purple Smart.”



“They call me what?” 



I was saved from having to explain that one by the arrival of Shutter Snap. After making my excuses and refusing an interview for the fifth and hopefully final time, I decided to go to the library and get a start on my homework early for once. While I didn’t begrudge saving the world on a regular basis, it did a number on my GPA. 



I’d barely read one page of my reading assignment before Trixie interrupted. 



“Sunset Shimmer!” she bellowed, slamming the doors open. She ignored the librarian shooting her a filthy look and strode over to my table. “The Great and Powerful Trixie needs to speak to you.” 



“So speak, don’t shout,” I grumbled. I liked Trixie, but did she have to be so... Trixie all the time?



Trixie glanced around, and seeming to notice that every eye in the library was on her. “I need to speak with you, alone,” she amended. 



I cocked my head. Trixie never ceded an audience. Without another word I packed up my stuff and we found an empty classroom. 



“So, Trixie, what’s this about?” I asked, closing the door behind us.



Trixie paused, pursing her lips as she seemed to struggle for words. 



“There’s nothing up my sleeves, you see?” she began, pulling open the sleeves of her hoodie so I could get a proper look. I nodded. “You’d think so, but... abracadabra!” She reached in and pulled out a long, pink silk scarf with a flourish. She let it flutter to the floor.



I applauded politely. I quite enjoyed the human art of sleight of hand; Equestria never developed the art, we used flashy magic as a substitute. “Cool trick. I may have seen you do it before, though.” 



“Sunset, there was nothing up my sleeves.” 



It took an embarrassingly long time for me to process that. With a rising sense of horror I snatched up the silk scarf and pulled hard. The thread tore, the loose ends boiling away like morning dew as the magic was exposed to open air.



A great many words ran through my head. “Ponyfeathers,” I settled on, in lue of some inventive curses. Curses would have been unwise. It was a shame because I could feel the panic welling up inside of me. 



With practiced ease I reached for that knott of power that usually rested in the base of my horn. It took a moment to find it--it seemed to settle around the lower knuckles for some reason--but the moment I did the familiar buzz of magic began to fill me. I let the remains of the scarf go, and caught it in a blue haze of levitation magic. 



Tixie and I shared a look. 



“I don’t suppose this will be permanent?” Trixie said, after a long moment. “Because Trixie can see a lot of potential for this.” 



“It won’t be permanent,” I assured her. “I can fix this. I promise.” 








I planned to meet the girls after class. Unfortuantly, the amature dematics society was perfoming a rendition of Wicked and so we had to stop a rampaging witch first. Pinkie Pie was turned into a alligator but got better. Somehow. 



“Girls, we have a serious situation on our hands,” I began, as Applejack locked the door. Twilight was fussing over her machine, which squealed in protest every few seconds. “The plan didn’t work.” 



Rainbow Dash snorted. “When do they ever?” We all looked at her. “What?” 



Sighing, I decided to ignore that one. If only it wasn’t true. 



“Technically it did work,” Twilight interjected, not looking up. “We penned up magic on school grounds. We just underestimated the sheer volume that entailed. Look.” She switched on a screen. Overlayed on a map of the school were the three circles Princess Twilight had installed, each glowing brighter than the next. “Each circle has reduced the amount of magic seeping through, but not stopped the flow. The first two circles are already near saturated and within the third circle things are becoming intensely magical. We’re already seeing side-effects.” 



I flicked my fingers, summoning a small swarm of sparks around my hand. “Its magical enough that pretty much anyone can now cast spells, geodes or no geodes. Fortunately, no one really knows how but this is a serious problem, girls. We can’t keep this under wraps much longer.” 



Twilight cleared her throat. “Actually, it’s even worse than that.” I looked over in surprise, this was a new bombshell. “The magic levels in the school is growing fast. There’s a very real risk that magic will start bleeding into the town within a few days.” 



“Um, what does that mean?” Fluttershy began, hesitantly.



I stared at the screen for a long moment, trying to force a solution into being through sheer force of will. Nothing changed. “It means that...” I let out a bitter sigh. “It means that we can’t do this anymore. We can’t keep fighting magical creatures like it's some kind of game. We’re going to have to seal the portal.” 



Absolute silence descended on the room. The girls looked horrified, well all except Pinkie Pie. 



“Aww, does this mean I can’t keep swapping with pony-me?” she asked, pouting. 



That got a half hearted chuckle out of me. At least until I remembered who I was talking to. “Wait, seriously?” 



“Only a couple weekends here and there.” 



I spent a long moment trying to figure out if she was joking, then decided that I didn't want to know. I’d never be able to tell, anyway. 



“Sunset, are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Rarity’s poise never slipped, but there was a definite fragile note to her voice. “Are you...” 



“Yeah,” I cut in. “To make sure the magic doesn’t spread everything Equestrian we can find will have to be on the other side. That’ll have to include me.” 



“What!” Rainbow Dash yelled. “That’s not fair! You’ve got just as right to be here as anyone else. There’s got to be another way.” 



“No. There isn’t,” I replied, too tired to put any force behind my voice. “We’ve tried all the other options.”



“Surely there’s something we can do,” Rarity protested. “Things have been dark before but together--” 



“Together we blasted everything with magic and made the problem go away,” I snapped. “We can’t fix too much magic by throwing more magic at the problem.” And honestly, I was a fool to ever think it would.



“You can’t be serious,” Rainbow Dash exclaimed. “You’re just giving up!” 



I slammed my fist down on the bench, sending bright orange flames racing up and down my arm. “I am taking the only option I have left!” I roared. I took a deep breath. “Please...” My voice was just a whimper. “Don’t make this any harder than it already is.” 



“No. We are not giving,” Rainbow declared, full of determination. I was going to miss her bullheadedness--from a distance. She cast around for support, but there was little coming. Fluttershy had retreated behind her hair, Pinkie Pie’s smile had become fixed and glassy and Applejack was looking anywhere but at me. “Come on, Twilight. We can fix this. Every magical monster we’ve fought so far we’ve beaten hands down. ”



Twilight sighed. She stalled for a moment, polishing her glasses. “We could, in theory, contain this within more circles--” She held up a hand before Rainbow could butt in. “--but things will only get worse. As the area becomes saturated in magic the kind of phenomena we’ve been facing are just going to become more frequent until... well, until we’re don’t nothing but fighting them.” 



“And I’m not going to do that to you girls,” I cut in. “I’m not making you all do this for the rest of your lives.” 



Applejack huffed. “We’re happy to help, sugarcube,” she interjected. “Don’t ever think different.” 



That was the problem. “You all have lives. Dreams. Families. I’m not going to tie you to this school for the rest of your lives just to fix my damn mistake.” I shook my head. There were more tears in my eyes than I’d like to admit. “No. Only one person should pay the price for my stupidity. And that’s me.” 



Without a single word between them the girls gathered me into the center of a group hug. It was a bitter sweet kind of warmth, and one that I was sure I’d miss for the rest of my life. 








A little over twelve hours later I found myself four hooves. A whirl of packing, frantic searches for Equestrian junk and one very much appreciated surprise party had left me exhausted. There had been a lot of tears, hugging and promises to write that I’d already broken. The diary, along with our geodes, were one of the many things I’d placed in my bags before crossing the portal. 



“And these are the bedrooms,” Princess Twilight continued. She’d written up a list of places to show me in her castle and, just like my Twilight, would follow it regardless of how little interest I’d shown. 



“Right...” 



“Mine is over here, and Spike’s is just next door. Spike is generally the better bet if you want something, he’s got a much better sense of the castle than me. Just don’t call on him too late, he’s still a baby dragon and needs his sleep.” 



I was pretty sure dragons slept years if you let them, but couldn’t muster the energy to point it out. “Okay.” 



“Now, I’ve got a nice little room for you down the corridor.” Twilight beamed as we made our way down the crystal hallway. “I know its not home, but I want you to consider it as such. At least until you’re ready to find a place of your own.” 



A ghost of a smile flitted across my lips. “Already trying to get rid of me?” I said. I tried to come across as playful; it didn’t work. 



Twilight winced. “Well... I do already have two reformed unicorns living under my roof. Fortunately, Trixie hasn’t moved in as well. I’m not sure I could take sharing a breakfast table with her.” 



Having spent breakfast with my Trixie I-- I cut that thought off. Trixie was just one of the many people I would never see again. 



We stopped in front of one of the identical doors. “And this is your room.” Princess Twilight turned, and looked me up and down. “Sunset, I know this isn’t exactly a good time for you. But I’ve always believed that, no matter how bleak things get, they will get better if you let them.” 



It was a nice thought, one that I’d have loved to believe not twenty four hours before. I couldn’t, though, not when it felt like somepony had taken a rusty knife to my soul.



“Twilight,” I said, shaking my head. “I appreciate everything you’ve done, but right now I really want to be alone.” 



Without another word, I stepped around her and entered the--my--room. Like everything in Twilight’s Crystal Palace it was huge, glittering and richly adorned. My eyes slid over the decorations without pause and went straight to the bed. My body followed it a few moments later and I paused only to dump my saddlebags in a heap next to the nightstand.



“Umm.” Twilight hovered at the threshold. “It's only nine in the morning, Sunset.” 



I raised my head and fix her with a dead stare. “I spent all night packing and just finished sealing away the only friends I have in the world. I’m going to sleep until it stops hurting.” 



Dropping my head back on the pillow, I proceeded to ignore the Princess until she finally went away. Perhaps it was petulant of me. In fact, it was downright rude, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. The wound was too raw. I’d lost everything I cared about, after all. My friends, my home, and even my motorcycle which I was sure Rainbow Dash had already managed to ding.



Somehow I slept, and when I opened my eyes Celestia had lowered the sun. I spared a moment to thank Princess Luna for the lack of dreams, when I heard my door creak open. My ear flicked as I tried to make out the hoofsteps, but they were unfamiliar. 



With a huff, I rolled oven and then did a double take as set eyes on the unicorn. There were two things I noticed about her immediately, one was she sheer size and the second was the broken stub of a horn on her brow. I did my level best not to stare. 



“Don’t worry, everypony stares,” she said, stepping further inside. “I’m Tempest Shadow, Starlight said I was to welcome you to the ‘Reformed Unicorns Club’.” She delivered the line deadpan. “We were wondering if you would join us for dinner.” 



I sighed. “No. I don’t feel hungry.” 



A long silence stretched between us, and I had a strange sense that Tempest was eying me up for something. I blinked first. 



“What, what is it?” 



Tempest nodded. “It hurts, doesn’t it. Giving up everything you ever worked for?” 



I didn’t dignify that with a response. 



“I’ve done it a few times myself. It doesn't get any easier. Not all wounds heal.” She tapped her broken horn. A shudder ran down my spine. I’d lost my magic in the human world but to see a horn sundered... “I’m sorry,” I said, automatically. 



“Don’t be. You’re hurting. I know how it feels. At least you’re hurting for the right reasons.” 



I let out a bitter laugh. “It’s remarkable how little that helps.” 



Tempest nodded, then paused. “Is that supposed to be glowing?” she pointed at my bag. 



Whipping round, I spotted my saddlebags shining and grabbed it in my magic. It was a mistake, the flap popped open and six sparks of light shot out. I gaped for a moment as my friend’s geodes raced past Tempest and through the door. Swearing, I grabbed my own and set off at a blind run through the corridors after them, Tempest at my side. There was no doubt in my mind just where the errant stones were going, but I hoped against hope that I was wrong anyway. 



The mirror sat in the far corner of Twilight lab surrounded by arcane bindings and a with a note pinned to the front that read: ‘Please do not touch. This means you, Spike!’. The geodes ignored both and slammed into the binding like an alicorn’s hammer. Magic blazed into life as the shield tried to hold off the stones, but it lasted only a moment. With a crack that was audible in Canterlot the spell shattered and the geodes streaked though. 



I didn’t pause in my gallop. I leapt through the mirror after them, despite Tempest crying out a warning. 



The moment of transition was no less disconcerting and I fell flat on my face the moment I was flug out of the statue. I landed with a crash in the middle of Princess Twilight’s failed warding, right next to the six geodes. The damned rocks had decided that they were no longer homesick and they lay there, inert.



“I hate you,” I informed the rocks, snatching them up. 



“Sunset?” I looked up and found myself staring down the lense of a camera. Shutter Snap was staring at me open mouthed, his microphone hanging loosely at his side, seemingly forgotten. “Did you just come through the statue?” 



It was not my day. Groaning, I pushed myself to my feet. “Let me guess, you got that on camera?” 



“Actually... No. We were too busy filming that.” He pointed up into the sky at the bright sparks dueling in the sky. It took just a moment for me to identify a ponied up Rainbow Dash and what looked like a corrupted version of the Shadowbolts, back for what must have been round three. 



I glanced down at the geodes. They didn’t respond, but I could sense the smug satisfaction pouring off them. 



“Right.” Sealing the portal hadn’t been enough. Of course, since when do my plans ever work? Some selfish part of me was relieved. I couldn’t stop the magic, I’d never had a chance. It was time to accept that. 



I took a deep breath. “Well, denial has ceased to be an option. Mind if I answer all your questions after I save my friends?” 



Shutter looked back and me, then up at the sky. “Yeah... Don’t let me stop you.” 



“Great.” I slipped on my geode and set off at a sprint, leaving the bewildered paranormal researchers in my wake. 




 



“So. Where do we want to start?” 



It was a beautiful sunny day in Canterlot. Rainbow Dash had made sure of it, kicking all the offending clouds out of existence. I sat with my friends at my side in front of Shutter Snap’s camera, trying and failing to keep my nerves under wraps. Applejack’s solid hand on my shoulder was the only thing keeping me from diving under a desk. 



“Why not the beginning?”



I snorted, taking great interest in the camera man’s shoes. “That’s a long way back. But I guess the short version is: long ago, in the magical land of Equestria and foolish unicorn made a stupid mistake. She used a mirror to travel to a far off land where she sought power.” I took a deep breath; Rarity’s hand found my other shoulder. “She didn’t find it, and in her attempts to steal magic itself she, and by that I mean I, broke the world.” 



“My friends and I have spent a months now trying to fix this.” I looked up at last, into the lends. “And it’s time to admit that I can’t. I, and I alone--” Twilight opened her mouth to protest but I shot her a look. She may not have helped, but sure as tataurs didn’t throw the first stone. “--brought magic into this world. We’ve managed to hold back the flood for a few months, but it’s not enough. Things are going to change. It’s going to be painful, wonderful and terrifying all at the same time and the world at the end is going to be different.”



A shudder ran through me. Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie’s hands found their way to my shoulders. 



“I can’t promise that it’ll be a better one. I can’t promise that things will be okay. Some lines can never be uncrossed and... I’m sorry.” 



I bowed my head. Fluttershy and Twilight’s hands took mine and I found the strength to look into the camera again. 



“I can’t fix my mistake. But I, and my friends, will do everything in our power to help. That I can promise.” 



Something exploded outside. 



I shared a look with my friends before we all set off at a sprint. Perhaps not to save the world, but it wouldn’t be for lack of trying.
      

      
   
      Lunae Lumen


      

      
      
         Something is ahoof.



It may very well be just me. It may be my paranoia. It may even be my own jealousy for my sister, but it cannot be dismissed. She is changing. For better, or for worse, I do not know yet, but it is something I can no longer ignore. I fear for her. Could it be her pride getting into the way, or could it be the very ponies we so dearly care for?



It started out small. Her favourite food. She would always order a small cake after dinner. Something to wash down the meal and something to savour. She doesn’t, anymore. Now, she asks for the latest in developments for treaties and negotiations for more land. She asks for the status of new settlements and subjects under her rule. She asks for the state of the nation.



I ask for the state of the citizens.



I love them so. They treasure the light they have in Celestia’s day, while they admire the stars I create at night. An equilibrium, of sorts. Though not everyone, yes, everyone, can withstand the travails and hardships of the waking hours, many still come out at night to watch the night sky. I especially love these beings the most. Ever so often, I would reward them with a beautiful shower of light, and I would relish their awe and wonder.



My sister, however; I have noticed she is more and more reluctant to give up her hours in the sky as the sun. She does not yield as willingly as she once did. More often, now, than not, I must relay to her the responsibility she bears in lowering the sun, as much as I do in lowering the moon.



Yea, she does brood like an owl in wait of prey. Could it be something I or one of our subjects had said that pesters her mind? She has grown more quiet than even I, and that sayeth something. The subjects I encounter seem to find me more and more amiable than the likes of Celestia, and that worries me greatly.



For if we, if I am more approachable than my sister, what else has changed? What else could be so vastly different than what was before? For I do know that I am more direct and honest in my proceedings, while Celestia is kinder and more open. Has she drawn into herself so much that even the citizens of Equestria find it more difficult to talk to her than I?



I do not know what this meaneth, but I do know something is coming, and I fear it may happen sometime soon. If it has anything to do with what is happening Celestia, I do not know either, but I do know I must tread carefully. If it does involve my sister, I have every reason to believe and act in a way that will ensure I do not incur what wrath she may be bottling up.



I may not admit it here and especially now, but I care for my sister. More than she would lead herself to believe. More than our subjects would be led to believe. A deception, and unintentional at that, but it is for the best. She truly is a superior ruler to me. Wiser. Older. I would not be well in a position of power to lead. She has a heart of gold.



But I fear that gold is tainting with every waking breath.



I pray her pride does not hinder her duty and love for Equestria, for I fear something has taken ahold of her heart. A creeping darkness in the glory of her light. Whatever it may be, it must be eradicated. It is the only way.



She comes.



~	~	~




It ails her in her dreams. It is poisoning her mind. It is deteriorating her will.



It disgusts me.



I sensed it, at first. It was the smallest thing. The darkness. I had felt it brewing. I knew my sister was changing, but not to this extent. My greatest fears have been realised. It is as I said.



Darkness.



A nightmare.



A nightmare, attacking the head of a powerful nation! And I, a co-ruler and sister to the one who needed me the most, walked on by as they were attacked night and day in my own realm!



Indeed, I despiseth this creature that has taken hold of my sister. It’s trickery has moulded her thinking. How could I have been so foolish? I saw all the signs! The weariness in her eyes. The burden seemingly placed on her back. The increasing selfishness and mistrust in her subjects, and most of all, me!



She looks at me with these eyes, she gazeth down upon me with, with… dare I say, hatred. But she holds back. She belays her tongue. Her voice is restrained. I can see the turmoil brewing within her eyes. The evil glint. Yet I see a spark. The tiniest of hopes. It cries to me for help. It pleads to me for redemption. It calls to me for salvation. My sister is still there.



What am I to do to save her? There is next to nothing, no experience, no weapon or tool I hold or know of that comes close to this magnitude. The only ability I could possibly think of using… but no, would it work? What are the odds I could destroy my sister and myself at the same time? Is it truly worth the risk?



Verily, thou must thinketh, what of the Elements of Harmony? Are they not useful? Would they not purge my sister of this wicked entity?



Nay, I cannot. If I were to try, my essence could very well be dispersed amongst the stars in an attempt to save my sister, and I gambleth everything here. I may not even be able to save my sister, and all hope for Equestria would be lost. My sister, however… she would be able to take the burden of all six. Even for a moment. Would it be enough?



If I could… I- I would wish for this to end. I would tell my sister to snap out of it and the nightmare would be banished, but alas… It pains me to see my sister suffer. Mayhaps the stars will hold the answers. I shall consult them.



The moon’s unblemished light waxes evermore.



~	~	~




Princess Luna, arraigned in her purest regalia and armed with her dream magic, stood in the doorway of her elder’s chambers. Her sister studied the twilight sky, smirking softly to herself. Luna could guess as to why, of course. The sun was three minutes behind schedule, and it remained above the horizon, lingering.



Luna knew it was time. It was here and now, or never. Either choice she made would decide the fate of Equestria, and she knew, both would change Equestria forever. There could be no hesitation.



“Why doth the sun remain, Sister?” Luna asked softy, not startling Celestia in the slightest. “Thou art always on time, even when we argue.”



“Argue?” Celestia said. “I always win.”



Luna pursed her lips. “You delay the inevitable. You must lower the sun.”



Celestia glanced back at her. “Who art thou to order thine elder around, Luna?”



“I do not. It is thine duty. I merely remind thee of this.”



“Hm, yes, a reminder, that your night is much more brilliant than my singular star in the sky.”



“We have our parts to play, Celestia,” Luna said. “Thine task, to warm and give light for life on the world, it is most important, but thou knowest the rules.”



“Why can’t my sun stay up a little longer, give it’s light a little more, then?” Celestia murmured. “Or art thou selfish enough to deny me this?”



“My pride means nothing in this conversation, Celestia. We must act our parts.”



At that, Celestia suddenly sneered and turned around, her eyes flickering dangerously. “Then act your part and obey your older sister.”



Blinking back a sudden wave of tears as she stared at her sister’s face, Luna locked her jaw. “Obeisance is only ever as good as the one who wields power.”



Celestia’s horn lit up. “Then thou must understand who is truly in charge.”



Yet Luna was ready, and before Celestia had her spell charged, Luna had shot a volley of spells into the chest of Celestia.



“Yield, sister!” Luna cried. “I come in peace! I only wish to heal thee-!”



“Lies!” Celestia cried, strapping her own regalia on and growling. “Thou wishest to overthrow me and take this land for thine own!” And before Luna could react, she found herself barrelling through several walls, getting buried under a pile of rubble.



The pile of rubble shifted as Celestia drew near, another spell at the ready. “And thus, we see who is truly superior.”



The rubble shifted, and Luna blasted the debris away from her. With a quick flash, Luna teleported behind Celestia and shot her in the back with a stunning spell. Celestia was quick to retaliate, however, even angrier than before.



Luna pleaded with Celestia. “Sister!” she cried. “Please! Thou art being used! Deceived! Manipulated-”



“By you, thou fiend!” Celestia yelled, throwing spell after spell, Luna fluttering quickly and dodging as many as she could. “Steal the throne! Traitor! Heretic! Thou wouldst have slain me in my chambers when thou hadst the chance!”



“If I were, I would’ve done so weeks ago!” Luna cried, and charged her horn. “I see now, I should’ve done more to help you. I ask you that you can forgive me, Celestia!”



“Forgive you?” Celestia laughed darkly, her own horn glowing madly. “Thine delusions are getting out of hoof, this ends now!”



“And so it does,” Luna whispered, sweat beading down her head. “Stars above, mother, help me, forgive me.”



Their two magics met, and a brilliant white light flashed, visible for miles upon miles with no end. They struggled against each other, furiously focusing as hard as they could to best the other in this duel of mana.



But Luna’s cause was nobler and purer. Her love for her sister was enough. With tears in her eyes, Luna pushed with all of her might, and with a shout she delved into the mind of Celestia.



There, Luna could see, the true extent of what was ailing Celestia.



The walls that Luna perceived were black, dark as the deepest abyss, and solid. The path was overgrown cobblestone, where weeds and thorns flourished. And at the end of the path, Celestia lay in chains, tattered.



“Celestia?” Luna asked tentatively.



Shaking her head, the Celestia in chains shook with a sob before going limp again.



“Celestia!” Luna ran up to the dream realm version of her sister, holding her head up as she noticed how broken she seemed to be. “By the gods, Celestia, what happened to thee?”



“L-Luna,” she pleaded. “Leave me. Destroy me. Don’t let me take power! I-I was not strong s-strong enough to fight it back. If you do not leave now, sh-she will come, and both of us will be lost!”



“The Nightmare?”



“D-Daybreaker.”



“It shall not come to that.”



Celestia, confused, looked up at her younger sister. “Luna, what art thou planning?”



“Thine rule has always been kinder than mine, Celestia,” Luna murmured. “Thou art wise beyond thy years. I, however, am yet but a younger sibling. And thou shouldst not worry about me anymore. Thou must attend to the heart of the ponies. To the people. Promise me thou will not fail to remember them first.”



“Luna, this is preposterous! The ponies, the people love you! Thou art adored! Do not mean to tell me-”



“Forgive me, Celestia.”



“Luna? Luna?! Luna! Don’t do it! I beg of thee! Please, please, sister! I would not be strong enough-”



“Let this be a reminder of your strength, and my love,” Luna whispered, and she lit her horn.



Immediately, the shadows shrieked. The darkness howled and they swirled around Luna, attacking her, biting at her, yelling at her. Luna growled and shouted, but did nothing to them. She kept calling upon the Nightmare, and the Nightmare came.



Soon enough, Celestia’s shackles broke, their essence joining the storm brewing above Luna.



Celestia tried to run up to Luna but her magic failed and the storm threw her like a ragdoll to the side, her dreamscape falling apart as Luna took in everything.



“Luna, no!” Celestia weeped. “Don’t take my sins! Don’t become her! Don’t let my failures be your downfall!”



“U-use the Elements!” Luna cried, “This N-Nightmare must be banished, o-only you have the strength to wield-”



“No!”



Sadly, Luna smiled at Celestia. “Hey,” she whispered painfully, as if a joke was being passed between them. “You win. Now, go save Equestria.”



And Luna disappeared, leaving Celestia alone.



Celestia couldn’t tell if she was crying or laughing, or maybe at the same time. It didn’t matter. Celestia knew that when she woke up, Luna would be waiting. And somehow, she knew, when the light would rest upon her… she would be beautiful. Regal. Powerful.



A Nightmare.
      

      
   
      A Change of Heart


      

      
      
         Adagio Dazzle always preferred the old ways.



The issue with that, though, is that the old ways kept changing.



Take the book she was currently reading, for example. First it was parchment sewn together by ligaments bound between hard covers. Then they were composed of cotton, and moved onto pulp. And now, as she saw high school student Twilight Sparkle—it was important to differentiate—navigate the multiple interfaces of the workstation as if taming a hydra, reading a bound book felt old-fashioned.



Twilight’s phone alarm went off—she ignored it, but the sound sliced into Adagio’s brain like a knife, and set her nerves alight



“Twilight,” Adagio intoned as she found her place in her book. “Your alarm went off.”



The fan inside of the computer tower whirred almost accusingly. “Did it? I didn’t—”



“Go downstairs and get yourself something to eat.”



“But I’m almost done.” What was once the oppressive ringing and clanging of a typewriter ages ago now was reduced to the mildly intrusive, nearly hypnotizing tapping of a keyboard thinner than her finger.



Adagio growled. “That’s your eating alarm.” She exhaled and turned the page. “That means you need to eat before you forget and you wonder why you’re so dizzy three days from now.”



“Fine,” Twilight huffed as she pushed away from her desk, “but one day I’m going to invent not eating, and I’ll have the last laugh.”



“Someone already invented it. It’s called starving. It’s what I’m trying to prevent here, actually—”



“I meant without dying, and you know it!” Twilight’s voice trailed off as she exited her room and descended down the staircase.



“Hmm.”



Adagio took a breath and looked around the room: a mirror fit for a king, a bed sized at queen, and a telescope. A powerful telescope. A Court Astrologer, ages ago, once claimed his telescope was the Eighth Wonder. The best telescope ever made, he said, and he meant it, and he was right.



The one in Twilight’s room was ten times better, at least.



The corners of her mouth turned down.



Of course, now you can do this all online.



She went back to her book.



Not that anyone believes in such nonsense anymore.



Adagio heard Twilight come back in and sit down, the wheels of the office chair rolling against the hardwood floor sounding oddly soothing. She hummed. Welcome. Twilight hummed back. Hi.



Then, the sound of someone sipping from a drink.



Adagio pursed her lips and looked up from her book. Twilight was sitting in front of the computer, and she had clearly received something to drink—and nothing to eat.



So Adagio sneered. “That,” she said, “doesn’t look like food to me.”



Twilight sipped. “It’s a meal replacement shake. Just as good. Easier to get down, too.” She turned her chair around and pointed at the bottle. “And it’s really tasty.” Twilight went back to her studies. “Also, you know, for someone my parents hired as a tutor, you really act a lot more like a nanny.”



“Attendant. The word is attendant. And back in the day, it was a highly sought-after position on Royal Courts. Really big deal.” Adagio clenched her jaw. “’Personally, I would love to tutor you, but last time I tried I got a bit lost after you spent two hours explaining what an M-Theory is. Fairly sure I’m not needed there.” She turned a page. “Also, I think you would have mentioned something if you didn’t want my presence.”



“Hmm.” Twilight swiveled around, and started her hypnotic typing again. “I guess it’s nice to have some quiet time. And to have someone make sure my basic needs are met.”



“In spite of your complaining,” Adagio mused.



“In spite of my complaining,” Twilight said, nodding. “Although the last princess I talked to didn’t have much in the way of a court.” A chuckle escaped her throat. Against her will, judging by her expression. “She did look just like me, so—”



The fires of Ares welled up inside of Adagio. She licked her teeth and calmly closed her book. “That’s interesting.”



Twilight turned around and blinked. Adagio felt her piercing scan. “Did… did I say something wrong?” A weird grin twisted out of her mouth. “I mean, I guess I didn’t give the full—”



“Do you, perchance, happen to know somepony by the name of Sunset Shimmer?”



Twilight paused. When she spoke, she frowned, ever-so-slightly. “… I’m guessing by your choice of words, you already know the answer to that question.”



“Fascinating.” Adagio put a hand to her chin and examined Twilight. She seemed a bit jumpy.



Twilight looked down, then at Adagio. “Bist þu my freond?”



“Min freond. You mixed up your languages.”



Twilight inhaled, sharply, and snapped to attention. “You didn’t list proficiency in Old Ponish on your résumé.”



Adagio narrowed her eyes.



Clever girl.



She smiled. There was acid on her lips. Or, at least, it felt that way. “You need not fear for your life.”



Twilight’s eyes darted left and right. “Why not?” She gripped an arm of her chair. “What’s to stop you from kidnapping me to, uh”—she waved her free hand around—“lure her out?”



“Why would I do that?”



“I don’t know. To get revenge? Some kind of…? Revenge plot?”



Adagio crossed her legs, keeping her eyes fixated on Twilight. The girl was shivering a bit. “That,” Adagio said, “sounds like a plot ripped out of a comic book.”



“My life has felt like a comic book at times.” Twilight whistled. “You have no idea.”



Adagio looked away. “I’d imagine so.”



Twilight blushed and bit her lip. “So… Is this the part where you kidnap me?”



“What?” Adagio’s eyes widened. “No.” She shook her head. She grasped at the nothing in front of her breastbone—it was an old reflex, one she hadn’t had the time to grow out of. “And I’m just saying, you should probably buy me dinner before you request a kidnapping. It’s just common courtesy.”



She scanned Twilight’s features again, the lip-bite morphing into a half-grimace.



“… Oh.” Twilight scratched the back of her neck. “Well, uh. I could… get us something to eat? If you want?”



Pause.



Adagio raised an eyebrow. “Twilight. Are you hitting on me?”



Twilight wheezed. “Well, funny story is, I recently read something about how our brains can’t detect the intricacies of the differences between enhanced emotional states. And I recently broke up with a camp counselor I was dating and I kind of like you I guess so—” Twilight tittered and clapped her hands “—you know I was worried if I was attracted to you because you were in a position of authority over me but I guess you being fifteen hundreds years old would render that variable moot so—”



“Twilight, you’re rambling.” Adagio flexed her hand. “And hitting on me. You’re rambling while hitting on me.”



Twilight shrank in her chair. “You didn’t let me finish.”



“I just—” Adagio pinched the bridge of her nose and chuckled “—I just can’t believe the sheer brazenness of what you just tried to pull off.” She snorted while shaking her head. “And then, and then you went on a monologue attempting to explain your plan to take advantage of my heightened state to suit your needs.”



Twilight sniffed, then righted herself. “I, uh, don’t think that’s necessarily a bad thing.” She pursed her lips and waved some fingers. “It’s how social interaction usually takes place. I’m just being proactive about it!”



Adagio hummed. “I do like people who are proactive.”



“See?” Twilight said as she pointed at Adagio. “That’s good! That’s a thing you like about me.”



“Hmm. Why does this sound like you’re trying to justify this to yourself?” Adagio said as she rubbed her head.



Twilight paused again. “… does it?” She clasped her hands together. “I mean, I kind of got a weird feeling when I first saw you, and, uh”—she fluttered her fingers in the air—“after starting a relationship based on that, and getting burned because it was based solely on surface interests, I’m just trying to get all of my ducks in a row before I jump off the cliff. Again.”



“Uh-huh.” Adagio tapped her chin. “Interesting choice of words there.” She rotated her jaw. “Jump off the cliff.”



Twilight fingered her glasses. “Well, yeah.” She touched her cheekbone. “You know, you start something and”—she clenched her fists in front of her—”and you’re free falling, and it feels great…” The words died in her mouth.



Adagio nodded, waved a hand in the air. “And…?”



Twilight bowed her head and drew a line downward with her hand. “And then you hit the ground at terminal velocity, wondering what led you to start doing something so ridiculous in the first place.”



A rush of memories came back. Of friendship, of defeat, of prismatic immolation.



Of how it hurt. How it burned.



So Adagio cradled her chin, and waved a hand again. Keep talking.



“And then it’s like—” Twilight rubbed her forehead “—why bother taking that risk again, right?” She said as she twirled her hair. “You want to do something, and your gut tells you it’s the right choice—but it’s been proven that it was a mistake. So what do I even do?”



Another image flashed through Adagio’s mind. A peach-colored pegasus tricking her and her sisters into another world many lifetimes ago.



It also hurt, and it also burned, but in a very different way.



Twilight looked up at Adagio with glossy eyes. “Why make the mistake again if you can prevent it?” She grunted. “Why set yourself up for failure?”



Adagio licked her teeth and rubbed her chin, taking it all in.



It was so strange, to hear it put into words. Almost scary.



Almost.



Adagio dragged her chair along the carpet, placed it in front of Twilight, and sighed. She’d been avoiding answering this for a while now, she’d been trying to bide her time, but eventually—ironically—time catches up with everyone.



“Twilight,” Adagio said. Her face screwed up into a grimace. She glanced at the telescope pointing out of Twilight’s window. “What can you tell me about astrology?”



Twilight’s sharp features softened. “What?”



“Astrology. What do you know about it?”



Twilight ran her fingers through her hair. “That’s… junk science that’s supposed to predict the future, right?”



“… More or less.” Adagio grasped Twilight’s hand, sending a blush through the latter’s face. “It was also an attempt to assign meaning to the world. Trying to explain things they couldn’t understand using the limited resources they had.” Adagio looked around Twilight’s room. “Granted, a lot of it is nonsense, sure. But at the time they didn’t know that.”



Twilight stared at Adagio. “… What does that have to do with me?”



“Well.” Adagio looked down and grunted. “Much like societies, individuals go through different layers of understanding, and they do the best they can with what they have. But the only way to gain new understanding is through research.” She pressed her eyelids shut. “Some of it is rather painful. Sometimes ruining lives in the process.”



Books bound in vellum and rag cloth and stitched together with cord. Quill against parchment. Old typewriters, and new digital keyboards.



“Adapting to that change is extremely difficult.” Adagio opened her eyes and looked Twilight in the eyes. “Because there is no turning back. And, trust me, I know.” She clutched at her own empty chest.



Twilight said nothing.



The ghost of a smile crossed Adagio’s face as she looked around Twilight’s bedroom—once only fit for royalty—and at the many-headed workstation. Only a couple years ago, this had been unimaginable as well.



And the smile completed itself.



“In the end, though, change usually goes in the right direction. If you make a point of looking at it that way.” She removed her hand from her chest and sighed. “And with how intelligent you are, Twilight, I trust that you are perfectly able to form new understandings, based off of research.”



Twilight nodded slowly, looked down for a moment, then blinked a few times.



She exhaled.



Adagio smirked. “Besides, if either of us didn’t want to be around each other, we could have ended this tutoring sham a while ago.”



A grin burst onto Twilight’s face. “Yeah, I guess if you didn’t want to be here you would have left already.” She looked at Adagio. “So… dinner first, then kidnapping?”



“Hey.” Adagio grinned back. “Who said anything about dinner?”



Twilight looked to the side. “Well, since I already had lunch, I figured this would be dinner.”



Adagio pulled her hand away and put it to her lips. “I mean, good point, but I’m not so sure I’m up for kidnapping after just one date.”



“Oh?”



“I’m not that kind of girl.”



Twilight grasped her glasses. “… Well, technically, you’re not a girl. At all. If we’re being precise, you’re more like—”



“Twilight.”



“Yes?”



“I suggest you choose your next words very carefully.”



Twilight gulped.



“You know what? I think we should just get us something to eat,” Twilight said as she stood up and headed for the door. “Sounds like a better idea. Sounds like a stellar idea.”



“Coward.”



“I’m just picking my battles! I know when I can’t win. It’s called strategy,” Twilight said as she left the room.



Adagio hummed.



From parchment to bound books. From typewriters to keyboards. And now, from attendant to consort.



Well, call it an upgrade. Sometimes you just have to welcome change.


      

      
   