
      In the Beginning


      

      
      
         In the beginning, there was nothing. And I do mean nothing. Or so Mother told me, anyway. It sounds all terribly dull, really. Oh, sure, the first time you hear about  there being literally nothing – no time, no space, not even the idea of time or space – it sounds interesting, but it only a takes a few moments to realize just how incredibly dull it would be. No planets. No stars. No ponies. No me.



No, it was terrible.



Fortunately, things got better. I guess when things get that boring, it starts to wrap back around and become interesting again.



Anyway, somehow – no, I don’t know how – Mother came to be, along with a bunch of rocks and gas and some other things. It is a good thing she doesn’t need to breathe, it would have been rather unpleasant otherwise. I don’t know why you ponies have to breathe; it really makes no sense to me. You have magic; why can’t you just live on that? Eating, drinking, breathing – it all just seems so pointless to me.



Oh, where was I?



Ah, yes, Mother.



Well, you see, she thought this was boring too. And so, her first thought was what anyone’s first thought would be – to start setting things on fire.



No? That isn’t your first thought? Hmph. Honestly, I’m not sure how you ponies survived without me.



 Anyway, yes, she started setting things on fire. But not ordinary fires – oh, no. They didn’t last very long out there in the void of space. No, she started setting the gas on fire, and keeping it on fire, by bunching it all up into stars.



Of course, that was fun for a while, but soon enough, she got bored with that, too. So she tried to do a bit of landscaping. A bit of rock here, a bit of dust there, and – voila! A planet!



She made a few of them – actually, more than a few. Quite a lot of them, really. Big ones, small ones. Ones covered with ice, others covered with water. A few with giant rings around their middle – yes, really. Rings. No, no, not metal ones; they’re different. More like Frisbees, but without the middle.



Yes. No, really, I can show you. You have a spell for breathing in space, right? No? Well then, I suppose you’ll just have to take my word for it, now won’t you?



Anyway… Mother was getting bored again – planets are all well and good, but they are rather boring on their own. Rocks and dirt are only so fun for so long. So she started making things – living things. No, nothing like you at first - moss, fungus, that green stuff that grows in ponds, little squirming things that you can only see if you really squint your eyes, trees that grow hot dogs and golden apples; you know, that sort of thing.



Then she made me. Oh, yes, I told you I would be in here somewhere, didn’t I? Well, in any case, she made me, and she told me that I was in charge now. I was supposed to “look after” the planet, while she went off to do… something else. Honestly, I think she just got bored again and wanted to try something new. No, I don’t know what.



Do you know how boring it is to watch slime grow for a million years? Of course you don’t. But I do. It was dull. So I thought I’d make things more interesting. A bit of magic here, a bit of chaos there… oh, things were getting better. But it took so long…



So I stepped outside of time for a bit. Skipped a few turns, made it straight to the future. At first I was happy! Things were so complicated! But I quickly discovered none of you had any idea I was supposed to be in charge! Worse, you were all trying to make things so orderly: building castles, growing crops. You know, all the boring things you ponies do.



So I thought I’d liven things up a little. You know the rest from there.








Twilight shook her head as she walked away from Fluttershy’s cottage, Spike walking along beside her.



“So, uhm, do you think any of that was true?”



“I don’t know Spike. It would explain some things. But really, everything coming from nothing? That seems a little made up, don’t you think?”
      

      
   
      One Last Rodeo


      

      
      
         “I’m gettin’ too old fer this,” Applejack muttered, picking herself off the forest floor. She felt around for her hat, unable to find it until she looked up and saw a pink hoof offering it to her.



“You say that every time we wanna do something fun,” Pinkie said, Applejack snatching the hat from her and putting it firmly on her greying mane.



“That’s because it’s true,” Applejack said. “I shouldn’t be out in the dang Everfree.”



“If you really thought that, you wouldn’t have left,” Fluttershy whispered. Applejack looked back at her, laying on a travois and shivering under the blanket they’d given her. She’d never have been able to walk there on her own.



“Just rest, Fluttershy,” Rarity said, brushing the pegasus’ thinning mane and adjusting her pillow. “We’re almost at the castle.”



Fluttershy nodded and settled down again, quickly passing out again.



“Do we have a plan for what we’re gonna do when we get there?” Applejack asked.



“Whatever we need to,” Rarity said.



“I’m sure Twilight will listen when she sees all of us there,” Pinkie assured them, smiling weakly. Applejack couldn’t help but glance up at the sky, filled with auroras and caught between day and night, just like it had been for too long, now.



“It’s the good old days all over again, isn’t it?”



“Ain’t much good, just old,” Applejack muttered, looking down and using her hat to block out the unnatural sight, focusing on the dark castle ahead.








“Twilight, git out here, we ain’t all immortal an I don’t have time t’ run around lookin’ fer ya!” Applejack yelled, her voice echoing from the ancient stone walls with a fair approximation of the volume of the Royal Canterlot Voice.



“Go away, Applejack.” The voice came from everywhere at once.



“We came out here because we’re worried for you,” Rarity said, her horn projecting a beam of light as she searched the dark corners for their friend. “Where are you? We just want to talk, darling.”



“I brought cupcakes!” Pinkie Pie added, pulling a box from her saddlebags, not quite up to producing something from nowhere today.



“I told you to go away!” In a flash of magenta fire, Twilight teleported in front of them, fuming with anger. The years had been kinder to her than the others, leaving her taller and stronger instead of crumpled and weak. Even Rarity couldn’t hide all the wrinkles she’d accumulated, no matter how many spa treatments she got and how much makeup she used.



“If you really want us to go, we will,” Applejack said. “But we gotta set things right, Twi.”



“You can’t make things right,” Twilight spat.



“We made a stop before we came here,” Applejack said, tugging on the strap of her saddlebags and making a mess of it, the side spilling open. Gold and gems tumbled out onto the cracked marble floor, Twilight recognizing them in an instant.



“The Elements of Harmony?” She asked. “Why? Were you going to try and blast me with friendship and rainb-” the word caught in her throat, and she looked away.



“I know you miss her,” Rarity said, stepping closer. “We all do.”



Rarity’s blue aura surrounded the lone tiara among the jewelry scattered on the ground, settling it on Twilight’s head. She gave the others their elements, adjusting Applejack’s when she put it on crookedly.



“We weren’t going to use them against you,” Pinkie said. “We brought them to help you remember all the things we did together.”



She hugged Twilight, waving for the others to join in. Applejack and Rarity helped the sleeping Fluttershy into the group hug.



Twilight sniffled, tears leaking from her eyes when her friends embraced her. A spark ran through them, and all five of them felt something, a presence that hadn’t been there before.



“I’d never leave you guys hanging.”



Twilight gasped and opened her eyes in surprise, and the warmth vanished, the spell broken. Loyalty clattered to the ground, the red gem still faintly glowing.



The noise startled Fluttershy awake.



“What happened?” She asked, looking around. “I was having a nice dream. Dash was there, and we were all having a nice picnic in the sun.”



“We can still have the picnic,” Rarity said, running her hoof through Fluttershy’s mane. “Pinkie brought cupcakes, and Twilight can take care of the rest.”



Twilight smiled crookedly and wiped her eyes, nodding. Her horn lit up, and the sun rose over the horizon.
      

      
   
      Divine Nectar


      

      
      
         Applejack surveyed the crystalline hall within Twilight's castle, where her friends, along with Princess Celestia, Princess Luna, and half of Ponyville, had gathered to celebrate.  The Pillars had returned from their year-long sojourn to travel the world and learn more about their place within it, and everypony was eager to catch up.



With one notable exception.  Applejack frowned to herself, then quietly took Sonambula aside.  “Where’s Rockhoof gotten himself to?  I’ve got something Twilight and I cooked up I want him to try out.”



Sonambula’s normally gentle smile faltered.  “He has, ah, spent a lot of time keeping his own company over the past few moons.  He was very close with the ponies of the Mighty Helm, and seeing his old village in– well, in its current state…”  She sighed.  “It was difficult for him.”



“I can only imagine.”  Applejack scratched at the crystal floor with a hoof, then looked up with a determined glint in her eye.  “But I have something that might help.”











Applejack found Rockhoof just outside as he sat along the side of the road, idly scuffing geometric patterns – no, runes, as Twilight had called them during their research – into the dirt.



“Hey there, big guy.”  She ambled over to him, carrying a mug in her forehoof.



“Ah, Applejack.”  He heaved himself to his hooves.  “How goes the celebration?”



“A might bit empty without you in there taking up space.”  Applejack grinned at him, then softened her expression.  “I hear tell you’ve been keeping to yourself for a while now.  Wanna talk about it?”



“I would rather not.”  Rockhoof stared at the runes in the dirt.  “I will just say it is difficult to enjoy the company of friends, when all you think of is friends who can no longer be with you.”



Applejack simply nodded, and the two of them stood in silence in the pleasantly cool autumn breeze.  She considered the design of the runes, and thought they were pretty, in a simple kind of way.



At length, Rockhoof sighed.  “Sonambula’s village is thriving today, and Meadowbrook’s people endure.  The Cloudsdale pegasi still have a fine military tradition in the Wonderbolts, and Mistmane still has her village’s lovely garden.  Even Starswirl still has his prize pupils.”  He frowned, and his voice lowered.  “Yet nothing remains of my village, of my culture, but an archeological dig site.  It seems the volcano won, in the end.”



Applejack hung her head.  “I’m sorry, Rockhoof.”



“Mmm.  Me too.”



After a reflective minute, Applejack said, “Well, before I leave you be, Twilight and I made you a little somethin’.”  She held out the mug.



“Oh?”  He took the mug in his own massive hoof, and his eyes widened as the smell of it hit his nose.  “It cannot be.”  He took an experimental sip, and his eyes shone with moisture in the starlight.



Applejack winced.  “N-now, it might taste a little funny – I doubt they used apple blossom honey back in the day, but Twilight said elderflower– whoa!”



Rockhoof scooped her up in a bone-crushing hug.  “It tastes like home, little one.”  He set her down, then laughed and drained the mug in a single hearty swig.  “Ah.  Is there more?”



Applejack grinned.  “Yup!  Made a whole barrel, ‘specially for you!”



“I am well pleased!”  Rockhoof grinned back.  “It is good for a first run.  With some work, it could replace this land’s obsession with cider!”



Applejack jaw fell open.  “Whoa now, no need for–”



“Ha, I kid.”  Rockhoof tipped back Applejack’s hat and tousled her mane with a heavy hoof.  “Come, let us share with Flash Magnus – he is almost as fond of mead as me!”



“Heh, well, best get it to him before Rainbow Dash finds out about it, or he’s liable to not get any!”



They shared a laugh, then returned to the light and life of the gathering hall.
      

      
   
      The Cycle of the Sun


      

      
      
         The soft periwinkle stones of the Celestial tower rose sharply in front of Twilight.



The archaic monument, though out of place within Canterlot now, still maintained a certain regal aura that engulfed Twilight. Even the modern skyscrapers that brushed the tips of the sky seemed to lack the presence of the old palace grounds, and as Twilight weaved through the buildings, she saw her destination. 



 It was places that like this made her still feel like a student. The soft flutter of her wings as she landed outside in the courtyard brushed away that distant memory, however.



But it wasn’t nostalgia that had brought Twilight here.



She spared a moment to glance beyond the tower, towards the horizon. There, the sun flickered over the edges of the mountains, bobbing up and down like a great golden circle lost at sea.



Twilight looked down towards the gauntlet clasped on her right forehoof. The dimmed display lit up, showing the time.



7:37am.



The sun should have been in the sky ten minutes ago.



Squinting up the stonework, Twilight could make out the sparkling golden glow, fading in and out, that shone from the platform near the top.



She frowned and made her way inside.



The lobby also maintained its antiquated feel. Wooden chairs and desks, actual fur rugs instead of the synthetic ones. The only item breaking the illusion was the glow of the holo-terminal sitting on the desk, and the worried expression of the unicorn sat behind it. The secretary rose from her chair as Twilight entered, quickly shuffling across the hall to greet the princess.



“How is she?” Twilight asked.



The secretary shook her head, “I told her to wait for you… but she’s still struggling at it, Princess.”



“It’s okay, I’ll take care of it.”



Twilight sighed, heading towards the golden elevator in the corner of the room. The lift hummed lowly as she ascended, the only other noise being the slight ping from Twilight’s gauntlet letting her know she was missing her appointment. This would have to be quick.



Eventually, the lift slowed, and the doors opened



And there she was. After all these years, Twilight could still never mistake her for anypony else.  Even with the greying hair, or the mature wrinkles surrounding her eyes.



Celestia stood at the far end of the room, out on the open platform. Her feet were planted solidly, back arched and head down, as she concentrated on the sun that sat on the skyline. Her horn burned with magic, the golden aura on her head blazed brightly for the briefest of movements.



Before sparking out and fizzling away, as the sun dropped in the sky.



Celestia didn’t turn to face Twilight, instead keeping her position as she forced more mana into her horn.



“Ah, Twilight!” Celestia strained out, “I just need… a few more minutes.” Each word was punctuated with a flash of yellow from her horn.



Twilight joined Celestia on the platform wordlessly and wrapped her wing around the other alicorn.



The purple aura from her horn intertwined with Celestia’s golden one, and slowly the sun rose on the edge of the sky, drifting upwards into the heavens. 



Twilight was quick to separate afterwards, turning to make her exit.



“I’m sorry that this keeps happening, Twilight. I know you’re busy.”



Half-way across.



“Are you sure you can’t stay for a while?” 



Even Twilight couldn’t ignore the emotion in that plea. She froze mid-step.



Twilight turned and looked at Celestia.  She was almost leaning forward on her front hooves.



Twilight rose her forehoof and looked at her gauntlet. Missed message alerts and appointments pinged relentlessly on the screen. 



And then up at her former teacher. Her eyes shone with a glow that was not dulled by age. 



Twilight tapped a button on the side of her device, and the screen went dark. 



Silent.



“Yes, of course, Celestia. It’s been a while.



The rest of the city could wait for now. This was more important.



Celestia smiled. Her mane seemed more iridescent and the creases on her face faded slightly. She led Twilight back into the room, her footsteps light and giddy.



“I have this new tea, I’m sure you’ll love it!”.
      

      
   
      Trigonometry: Fluttershy Writes Daily Poems, in April This Time


      

      
      
         April 1:     

New beginnings soon

Green shoots peeking up from soil

Not yet time to bloom



April 2:     

Snowflakes in the air

Searching for a place to land

Cold winter’s last sigh



April 3:     

Day frozen with doubts

Changes can be scary, too

Face them… tomorrow



April 4:     

Daylight hour lost

“Spring forward,” says the Princess

Twilight: “Lost a bet.”



April 5:     

Wrap-up brings beauty

New nests skillfully woven

Homes for friends, by friends



April 6:     

Five-syllable yawn!

Bear friend is a sleepyhead

Honey perks him up



April 7:     

Hardy winter herbs

Give up final gifts and rest

Soft new growth begins



April 8:     

She took a wrong turn

But better late than never

Welcome back, Ms. Goose!



April 9:     

We ran so they fell

After green turned orange and red

Who runs so they grow?



April 10:     

Spa relaxation

Comes with its share of stresses

Friends make it worthwhile



April 11:     

Unspoken thoughts grow

Longing to blossom in spring

They wither instead



April 12:     

Ponyville is pranked!

Pink and blue claim April Fools’

On the twelfth? Surprise!



April 13:     

Cool, wet, and mucky

April showers have their fans

Worm and toad parade



April 14:     

Upside-down tea party

Buttering saucers instead of scones

He takes pride in his mess

But there is order in the chaos



April 15:     

Flowers hide meaning

Roses: love, lilies: solace

Daffodils… lunchtime!



April 16:     

Serendipity:

A word for something unseen—

Generosity



April 17:     

Tuesday is canceled

Exceptional circumstance

Won’t make it hurt less



April 18:     

Strangest plant of all

The carousel’s flowers bloom

Pastel spring fashions



April 19:     

Fun at pet play date

Startling teamwork wins the race

Tortoise and the hare



April 20:     

The sweet song of birds

Melodious, but also…

A little risqué!



April 21:     

Passion for the marks

Shifts focus, now they notice

The flanks underneath



April 22:     

Contemplative mood

Wishing I could be alone

But not by myself



April 23:     

Carrots, onions, leeks

Spring’s produce is crisp and fresh

Taste of a new year



April 24:     

Soft words in private

Cucumber slices on eyes

Elusive meanings



April 25:     

Bouncing in the stream

Bunny never wants his bath

But loves playing splash



April 26:    

Fog winds through forest

The poetry of the haze

Transcending my own



April 27:     

Anticipation:

Anxiety, but reformed

By reassurance



April 28:     

Sharing poetry

Is baring a piece of soul

For a special friend



April 29:     

Sleeping underground

Chirping friends need extra rest

See you in summer



April 30:     

Home is safe and warm

Sealed with a sturdy door, but:

I’d welcome you in
      

      
   
      The Sun and Moon of the Future


      

      
      
         It was a beautiful machine, all crystal and spun bronze, with whirling widgets and spinning spheres, pointing golden arrows indicating the location of all the celestial bodies and toothed cogs marked in careful graduations.  It ticked and tocked, sparkled and glowed, and hummed like a happy hummingbird in a field of flowers.  One entire room of the castle was taken up by its impressive presence, with a maintenance crew of a dozen ponies who kept it polished, oiled, tuned, and coddled to the point where Celestia swore they read it stories at bedtime.



She hated it.  No, Celestia loved her alicorn student who had created it, and admired just how beautifully the machine had turned out.  The world appreciated the exactness of the motion of the sun and moon, and it certainly took a great load off the Royal Sisters’ shoulders.  She just despised what the machine stood for.  Often, she took a few hours out of her day just to stand in its presence and listen to the whir and tick and hum of the world progressing along to the dictates of steel and glass.



“Good eve, dear sister.”  Princess Luna glided up to Celestia’s side and joined her in regarding the machine.  “Still no name for our eternal nemesis, I presume?”



“No.”  Celestia regarded the machine for a few more silent minutes before correcting herself.  “Nothing printable, at least.”



“It hath only been a full decade.” Luna’s words held a light hint of chastisement, but much welcome humor.  “There is no rush.”



“True.”  The sisters remained watching while the golden needle of the machine dropped closer to ‘Sunset’ by small clicks.



“Do you miss it?” asked Luna abruptly.  “The touch of our stellar burdens, that is.”



“No, of course not,” said Celestia.  “There were days when I struggled until sunset, blessing the time when I could finally collapse into bed and surrender my task to you, dearest sister.”



“My banishment must have taxed your stamina greatly,” mused Luna nearly under her breath.



“And my will, and all my soul,” added Celestia.  “Even then, I would not have surrendered my duty to a machine.  It reminded me of you, every day and night, and promised your eventual return.”



“Masochist,” chided Luna.



“Also,” countered Celestia before both sisters fell prey to a fit of unstoppable giggles.



“We find ourselves briefly without a task this eve,” said Luna once she had regained her composure.  “Would you care to join me on the solarium balcony to watch Twilight’s machine perform?”



“Gladly.”  Celestia fell into step beside her sister, tracing their familiar paths through the busy castle until they came to the room where they had raised the sun and moon for many years.  They took their places on the balcony, side by side, and watched the sun slowly descend until it reached the horizon…



...and stopped.



“Strange,” mused Celestia.  “There must be something wrong with the machine.”



Luna shrugged.  “Perhaps a chunk of rock found its way into the gearbox.  A tragedy.”



Casting a skeptical look the innocent expression on her sister, Celestia raised one eyebrow and lit her horn.  “Shall we?”



The sun set.



The moon rose.



And two sisters stood together, joined again in their duties. 
      

      
   
      A Shame To Grow


      

      
      
         “Flurry! Flurry!”



Twilight was searching the crowd for her niece’s cute purple curls, but the crowd of eager parents was dense. She wanted it to be a surprise at first — Surprise, Flurry! Auntie Twilight is here to pick an adorable little filly up from school and spend the entire afternoon with her! — but she had resolved to simply find her instead.



Finally, she caught a glimpse of her mane among the sea of colours.



“Flurry, over here!” she said waving. “It’s auntie Twily!”



Flurry Heart didn’t look like she had seen or even heard her. Probably because of the hoof she was keeping besides her head. If Twilight didn’t know best, she could swear her niece was trying to hide, which was silly. She was simply engaged in a deep conversation with her friends. Nothing else.



Twilight managed to slip into the crowd, still calling her oblivious niece. It was only when she got a lot closer that Flurry turned her head.



“Oh, hi Twilight.”



She raised an eyebrow. “Hi Twilight? That’s a bit short for an unexpected visitor, young filly. Come here.” She grabbed her niece with her magic, then with her hooves in a hug, while covering her brow with a big kiss.



“Twilight,” whined Flurry. “Put me down.”



She complied, but not before kissing her one last time. She then turned to the other fillies and colts who were trying their best to hide their giggles.



“Hi, you must be Flurry’s friends.” The ponies nodded. “Flurry told me so much about you. So I guess it’s Scarlet, Arctic Breeze and Cobalt. Nice to meet you.” 



“Nice to meet you, Princess,” said Cobalt.



“Please, call me Twilight. Besides, it’s not an official visit. I’m here as the best aunt ever of this adorable little one. Which is not really less stressful when I think about it. I mean, you should have seen Flurry when she was just a baby. The cutest filly you could find but one that would always find a way to cause troubles.”



“Twilight, stop,” whined Flurry again.



“Did she tell you about the time she disappeared in Ponyville for a whole afternoon?”



“No,” said Scarlet.



“Well, she did just that. We search the town for hours, worried sick about what could have happened to her, before finally finding them.”



“Them?” asked Arctic Breeze.



“Yes, she and the twins were simply watching the trains passing at the station. We found them laughing, Flurry trying to imitate the sound of a locomotive. Choo choo!”



They all laughed, except for Flurry who was pushing on her aunt’s leg. “Can we go now?”



“Yes, yes, sweetie, we’re leaving” said Twilight with a smile. “I know a filly who gets fussy if she doesn’t have her supreme double chocolate snack.” That elicited a few more giggles from the young ponies. “Well, goodbye children.”



“Goodbye Pr-Twilight,”



“See you tomorrow, Flurry.”



The two alicorns walked away from the school, the youngest a bit behind and pouting.



“Auntie Twily, why did you do that?” she asked.



“Did what?”



“What you did. That was… embarrassing,” she added, avoiding her aunt’s eyes.



Twilight gasped. “Embarrassing? So I have become old-fashioned? I knew a day would come where my niece would not want to be seen with me, but I thought I still had time, especially with a teacher like Rainbow Dash.”



“I...I didn’t say that.”



Twilight nudged her niece. “Don’t worry, Flurry, I was just teasing you.” She sighed “I’m sorry, I sometimes forget that you’re not a baby anymore, and that a time will come when I won’t be Auntie Twilight.”



“No, you’ll always be Auntie Twilight to me! It’s just... “



“What? Not in public?”



“No…”



“Just noot in front of your friends?”



“... yes.”



“So I suppose that my plan to bring a little filly to the ice-cream vendor, then to the toy shop, then to the library before heading back home is still up?” Light burst into the filly’s eyes who vigorously nodded. “Good, let’s not waste anymore time.”



They trotted a few minutes before Flurry Heart spoke. “Auntie Twily?”



“Yes, honey?”



“I think I have a small crack in my hoof, and I don’t want to make it worse so, could you… could you carry me on your back?”



Twilight smiled, grabbed her in her magic, and set her at the usual place. And with that, the two ponies walked towards the ice-cream vendor, eager to enjoy a treat and the afternoon.
      

      
   
      Bingo


      

      
      
         Night Light loves bingo. He likes to help put the numbers in their proper places, comfortable and safe. 



When he was a younger, brighter stallion, he would let the numbers sprawl freely all over the pages of his textbooks, ladder up and down the monkey-bar margins like rowdy children. They’ve moved out of his head since then, and into an apartment complex downtown -- five floors, five rooms for each. Safer that way. Easier.



“Two fat ladies,” the caller intones, “88.”



“Good evening, ladies,” Night Light says, smiling, meeting them at the reception. They scowl at him with their jowls, flanks jiggling like lava lamps, and they wobble past him to the elevator. Fourth floor, flat three. 



It’s been a busy night, tonight. Lot of folks coming home for the summer.



“1 and 7,” comes the caller. “17.”



17 comes to Night Light smiling, as if he’s always known him. Night Light recognises him -- he’s a tall, stout unicorn, mane falling easily about his handsome face. 



They share a nod and a smile, linger for a while, a little too long because already there’s somepony else coming through the door:



“2 and 3. 23.”



17 looks back in surprise, laughs in delight. Night Light frowns, peers over 17’s shoulder, and sees a beautiful alicorn. Her neck is curved elegantly like a swan, her wings curling up and in towards her sides, a little like a heart. She flitters over to 17, and they nuzzle, and they kiss.



Night Light feels a pang of something, but he smiles at the couple anyway. He can’t help but admire the beauty of them, the clashing shapes of them that, nonetheless, his mind is already fitting together like jigsaw pieces--



“Ooh,” the caller giggles, “Naughty forty.”



Ponies next to him chuckle, his friend elbowing him softly in the side. Night Light frowns.



17 and 23 slide up the stairs (their rooms are next to each other’s, of course) but the image of them is drowned out by something else. Something that doesn’t fit in his house.



40 is a crooked old stallion lying in a bed built for two, curled up right against the edge. The space next to him is empty. Night Light can’t see his expression. Doesn’t want to see it. Reminds him too much of university, when the numbers grew too big for his head and they--



“Full house,” Night Light calls. 



It takes a while for everypony to notice him. They were still chuckling at the 'naughty forty' line.



When the caller comes to check his apartment building, each room filled up and locked up tight, she looks at him. Night Light recognises her from somewhere.



“Hey, you,” she says, wrinkled face crinkling into a smile. “The birthday boy. Remind me, how old were you this year?”



Night Light smiles and he doesn’t think of the numbers. They’re safe in their rooms, sleeping. They don't bother him in there.



Safer that way. Easier.
      

      
   
      Birthday Greetings, Bottle of Wine


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      My Gift To You


      

      
      
         The bear. We needed the bear. How could I forget about him? Outdoor tea parties wouldn’t be the same without the bear. I looked around me. The critters waited for my instructions. Angel and the weasel stood straight, their stances fit for royal guards. The raccoon put down the wicker basket and took breath from the heavy lifting. The little choir of birds rehearsed their song, or at least tried to. I had no time to correct their mistakes, so they kept pouring clashing notes that were… not very pleasant to hear. 



“Uhm… change of plans, we need a bear,” I told the raccoon. In the blink of an eye, he was gone, and a bear took his place.



“And… the scale is supposed to be C minor, so, uhm, please try to work on that.” The birds nodded. I really hoped they could get their keys right. We didn’t have much time to rehearse. Princess Twilight would come soon, and she would never stand it if they sang like that. It wouldn’t be very nice to make her listen a bad song. I wanted her birthday to be flawless.



I took out the red and white nap from the basket and laid it out on the soft grass. At least the place was perfect. A lush green meadow on the outskirts of Ponyville, framed by hills and slowly lolling trees. Not far away, I could hear the soothing gurgling of a stream twinkling in the sunlight. Occasional whiffs of breezes blended marvelously with the warm touch of the sun, and gently stroked green leaves and pink mane alike.



As Angel started to set up the teapot, the cups and everything else on the nap, I produced the old journal from the satchel to check if I did forget anything. We had the nap, the critters, the tea set, the muffins and the birthday cake… and me. I had no idea how Twilight would react when she would have seen me. It’s been so long. I thought it would make her happy, even if for a short time. But maybe she was very sensible, and she could get mad at me. She could get… sad. Oh my. Of course she’ll be sad, why wouldn’t she? This is terrible. I didn’t realize how stupid this idea was for a birthday present.



Twilight’s voice came from behind the hills. “Hello? Anypony there?” It was too late to get back now. I glanced at the others.



“Everyone do as planned, ok?” I whispered them.



“Yes, your Highness,” replied one of the birds. I winced. 



“Don’t call me your Highness, not now!”



The critters moved into position around the nap. I hid behind the trees to make my surprise reveal. Once again, I looked at the journal. There was an old photo, crumpled and bleached out, made by Photo Finish so many years ago. One last check with the mirror. Daffodil coat, taffy mane, cerulean eyes, a weary smile peering from the mouth. Perfect. I took a deep breath, ready for the show.



Hidden behind the tree, I peeked as Twilight came in sight. She was holding the anonymous letter I wrote to bring her here. As her gaze fell on the picnic setup and the animals, she immediately stopped. I could almost see the memories resurfacing in her mind.



I stepped out.



“Happy birthday, Twilight.”



She was paralyzed. She stared at me. No words came out from her. Tears did.



What had I done? It was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have met her like that. I looked down, trying to hide my face from the world.



“Fluttershy…?” she whispered.



I couldn’t bear it anymore. I couldn’t break Twilight’s heart. I shook my head.



“It’s… exactly as I remember it,” she said with a broken voice.



“I thought… You would want to hang out with her again. For one last time.” I said.



She couldn’t stand it. She rushed to me, and we locked in a long, relieving hug.



“It’s the best gift you could give me. Thank you, Thorax.”










      

      
   
      Kites


      

      
      
         Starlight Glimmer was taking tea with Spike in her room, admiring the cherry blossoms visible in the orchards from her balcony, when Twilight Sparkle’s message arrived.



Starlight unrolled it while Spike finished hacking up the tea from his lungs. It was short enough to read at a glance, and she frowned.



“What’s wrong?” Spike asked. “What’s it say?”



“I’m sorry, take care of this bear. It’s not his fault,” she read. She flipped the paper over, but the back was blank. “That’s it.”



“Huh.” Spike scratched his spines. “What bear does she—”



A flash of purple light left them both blinking away tears, followed by a loud, mournful roar. Starlight’s bed shifted alarmingly beneath her as some new weight came to rest upon it. An odd stink of dirt and sweat and unwashed fur assaulted her nose. The spots in her eyes cleared, and she found herself face-to-face with Twilight’s bear.



Spike made it to the door first. He was a gentledrake and didn’t slam it shut until she’d escaped too.








Starlight had built dozens of kites over her lifetime. Most were lost now, abandoned when she left her fillyhood home, incinerated by angry townsponies along with the rest of her belongings in Our Town, or stuck in trees across the breadth of Equestria. Kites were like butterflies; beautiful, but so mortal.



There were several kites in her room. The largest, an elaborate, multi-celled box kite, hung from the ceiling. The others – stunters and bat-wing deltas and traditional rhomboids – were mounted on the walls. At night their dark shapes seemed to float against the shifting crystal like they were flying. They helped soothe her to sleep.



Starlight listened from outside as the bear explored her room. Occasionally something would crash to the floor with a clatter. She heard the rattle of its claws against the crystal, accompanied by ominous ripping sounds. 



Her poor kites. She glowered at the door.



The click of different claws on crystal caught her ear, and she turned to see Spike arriving with Fluttershy in tow.



She landed with a gentle flap of her wings and gave Starlight a nuzzle. “Spike said you had a bear in your room?”



“It’s a long story. Can you talk to it?”



“I can try.” Fluttershy opened the door and trotted inside. In the brief glimpse before the door closed, Starlight saw scraps of cloth and broken things scattered on the floor.



“Should, uh, we have gone in there with her?” Spike asked.



“Probably.” Starlight stared at the door. “Spike, I’m upset with Twilight right now.”



“Yeah. Her note sounded like she was in a rush, though. And she wouldn't have done this unless it was really important.”



Starlight took a long breath and exhaled it slowly. In with air, out with anger. The items in her room were just things, easily replaceable. Even her precious kites. “I know. But she better have a good reason for this.”



The door opened, and Fluttershy emerged. Her mane was mussed and her feathers afluff – signs of a tussle? Starlight stepped forward, concerned.



“I’m fine. He’s just a little afraid,” Fluttershy said. “He’s a Neighponese Lunar Bear and he says a purple pony sent him here. Would that be you or Twilight?”



“Twilight,” Starlight said. “Can we just set him loose?”



“Well,” Fluttershy said, “it’s a long walk to Neighpon, so I’d say no. Do you want me to get some food for him?”








The bear disappeared in another purple flash, hours later. Only its unwashed stink and the ruins of Starlight’s room remained to remind them of it.



Her mattress was in shreds. The dresser was overturned, its contents strewn about like nesting materials. The many-chambered box kite overhead was safe, but the ones on her walls were torn down and destroyed. She gathered their scraps into a little pile and stared at them.



“So, uh, can you fix them?” Spike asked.



She considered the broken spars and torn panels. “No.”



“Oh.” He frowned. “You know, she’ll be really upset when she sees all this. Think it’s her fault.”



“Yeah.”



He was silent in reply.



In with air, out with anger. How many times had she broken things? Broken ponies? And yet, here she was, forgiven for all those times. It was more than she deserved.



In with air, and… there was no anger left, she found. Just understanding.



“Have to remake them before she gets home, I guess,” Starlight said.



“Can I help?”



She smiled. “Yeah.”
      

      
   
      An Apple Asunder


      

      
      
         Granny Smith finally let her posture slump after turning the corner and reaching the relative isolation of her family’s kitchen.  She began a heavy sigh, but caught herself and held her breath, praying that young Big Mac in the living room wouldn’t have noticed, occupied as he was with homework.  Instead, she let her breath out slowly, and took the occasion to stretch her stiff left foreleg.  She didn’t feel her age most of the time, but then she’d never had to hold baby Apple Bloom as much as she had the previous two weeks—



Since the accident.



She shook her head to ward away the pain that came with thoughts of Bright Mac and Buttercup, and set her mind to thinking on what kind of dinner she could pull together in a hurry.  She plodded toward the pantry, seemingly half in a daze from the fatigue of having to keep the family running all day, and staying up half the night with Apple Bloom.



A faint sniffle intruded into her reverie.



Granny Smith turned to see Applejack seated at the table and wiping her eyes, doubtlessly trying to put on a brave face.  “Aw, AJ,” Granny said, changing course.  “I’m here, and I love ya ta bits.”



Applejack nodded, and met Granny’s eyes with a solemnity that would’ve looked more at home on an old farmhoof than a child of not yet twelve.  “I know, Granny.  I… I know you’re here.  I guess I was just thinkin’ about somepony else.”



A glance at the table before her revealed several sheets of lined paper—some crumpled—and a pencil.  “Yer pen-pal from a few summers back?  What was her name—”



“Rara,” Applejack said quickly.  “Or ‘Coloratura.’  Anymore, she signs it that way sometimes.”



“Well, I’ll leave ya to your writing if ya want,” Granny said, nodding.  “Sharin’ troubles with a friend can help your heart at times like these.”



Applejack’s frown deepened.  “Honestly, I ain’t sure if I oughtta write her.”



Granny blinked away a feeling of surprise.  “Come again?”



“It ain’t that I don’t want to, I just…” Applejack gestured at the paper. “I’ve been thinkin’ for a while that somethin’s funny with the way we write each other.  It started out bein’ monthly, but for a while now she hasn’t always kept up her end.”



“I reckon that’s how ponies get sometimes, though,” Granny said.  “Usually one friend’s a bit chattier than another. Ain’t nothin’ wrong with that.”



Applejack shook her head.  “I know, Granny, but I don’t think she even thinks about writing until she’s got a few o’my letters lyin’ around.  And I don’t think she reads ‘em anymore… she only talks about herself, and still hasn’t answered some questions I had a while back.”



“That’s city livin’ for ya,” Granny said.  “All so fast-paced that nopony’s got time ta do the simple things. But I reckon it ain’t personal—“



“I know it ain’t, Granny,” Applejack said, punctuating her words with a hoof-clop on the table. “Not like it used to be personal. I mean I hate to say this, but I put things to the test a few months back.  I hadn’t gotten back a letter from her in a while, so instead of doin’ my monthly one, I just stopped.  I figured if she cared, she’d notice, and she’d read some of ‘em and maybe start replyin’ to me.”



“But she didn’t,” Granny said, frowning.



Applejack nodded.  “And now I have the biggest thing in all the world that I could write someone about, and I… I don’t think I could bear it if she didn’t say a word about it.  But then I don’t know if it’s exactly fair to make her say anythin’, with how she’s been quiet for so long.  I thought we were friends, but right now I just feel like I’d be dumpin’ all my troubles on a perfect stranger. Were we really friends?”



“Oh, sugarcube... ya were. And it might be y'still are, or that ya could be.”



“I s'pose.”  Applejack stood and started gathering the sheets of paper. “Reckon I might think about it in my room, if that’s all right.”



Granny held her tongue, put forward a brave face, and nodded.



She felt sure that she heard Applejack let out another sniffle once she exited the kitchen. But with a sigh and a head-shake, Granny turned back toward the pantry.



Close friendship sounded wonderful, but somepony needed to get dinner started before hunger overshadowed all their other pain.
      

      
   
      First Date


      

      
      
         For the hundredth time since this perfect night began, Shining Armor had to resist the urge to pinch himself to make sure that he wasn't dreaming.



"I usually go for Conjuration spells, but I've had fun with Transmutation too." Standing right next to him, close enough that their coats occasionally rubbed together as they walked, was Princess Mi Amore Cadenza, Empress of the Crystal Empire.



It'd taken three tries before Her Most Serene Highness had managed to convince Shining that she'd really asked him on date, but she'd eventually gotten him to have dinner with her at his favorite restaurant.



Said dinner had been absolutely wonderful, and he'd quickly found Princess Mi Amore – Cadance – to be a wonderfully charming mare with a kind heart, a sharp wit, and a beauty beyond compare both within and without.



He'd gotten so comfortable around her that he'd accidentally started talking about his latest Oubliettes and Ogres game, which, if his gaming group were to be believed, was a surefire way to ensure that a second date never happened. Instead…



"Did you know that Glibness is a level three spell? I used the plus-thirty bluff bonus to talk an Adult Dragon into giving me his whole hoard once. At level three." Cadance let out a delicate giggle, like the tinkling of wind chimes on a warm summer day.



"You play a lot of O-and-O?"



"Not that much, but I have a... friend who really likes to play, so I try to make time for some games."



They reached the Palace, where Cadance was staying while she was in Canterlot, and Shining knew that even if it was real, this dream was about to end. "I guess this is where I say good night, right?"



"No, this is the part where you give me a good night kiss." Cadance leaned over and captured his lips with her own, her tongue moving with expert precision against his. A hoof trailed up his barrel, stroking lightly at a sensitive spot around his withers that Shining didn't even know he had and making the stallion shiver with delight. "I hope you had fun tonight, Shiny."



Shining nodded until he thought his head might come off. "This d-date was perfect," he said, stumbling a little over the word that he couldn't quite bring himself to accept. "I feel like we've known each other for so long, even though this is only our first time. You certainly seem to know what I like."



"I am the Princess of Love," Cadance said. "Planning a perfect date is just one of the many things I've studied." She leaned in closer to Shining, her next words coming out low and sultry. "Do you want to come in and see what else I've been studying when it comes to love? I'm sure I can sneak you past my aunts."



Shining gulped. Yep, he was definitely the luckiest stallion in the world. Either that, or his sister was using her position as a Princess to help her brother out. He wasn't going to question it, not when he'd just been propositioned by the most beautiful mare in the world. "S-Sure," he replied, and congratulated himself for only stammering a little.








Shining Armor woke a few seconds before dawn out of habit. As such, the first thing he saw was the sun rising from a window on the other side of the room.



At the same time, a nondescript rock sitting on Cadance's end table flashed with arcane light, and Shining armor froze in place, the bed covers still clutched in his hooves. His eyes unfocused as they were surrounded in a powder-blue light before returning to normal.



"Good morning, sleepyhead."



Shining Armor turned to face his wife. "Good morning, honey. Did you sleep well?"



"Mhm." A hoof reached out to stroke him softly on the withers. "Did you have fun on our date last night?"



"Uh huh." Shining leaned over to give her a quick peck on the nose. "Giving you the chance to make me fall in love with you all over again is the best idea you've ever had. I can't wait for next week."



"Me too. Remind me to recalibrate the Memory Stone Version Two to work on me instead of you."



"Of course." As he drew his beloved wife into his embrace, he let out a sigh of pure contentment. "I can't wait you take you on the perfect first date."
      

      
   
      Just Like Old Times


      

      
      
         “I just don’t get why things had to change,” Spike said.



Twilight smiled softly. “Time passes. Ponies grow older. Sometimes things in our lives come to pass, and they change us. It’s up to you to make sure that’s for the better.”



Spike let out a sigh. “Yes, I know. But… remember when we first came to Ponyville? How you and all your friends slowly got to know one another? There were adventures, sure, but also simple friendship problems. Things weren’t complicated yet. No one was going to die because Rarity and Applejack got in a fight at a sleepover.”



“Well, Rarity might have acted like she was dying,” Twilight giggled.



“But she was always so cute when she—” He frowned. “Don’t distract me. I mean there weren’t evil monsters breaking out of Tartarus, or giant crystal castles or… is it a school now? I can’t even keep up. There wasn’t even…” He waved a claw in Twilight’s direction.



“My wings?” she said softly.



Spike snorted. “No, I meant your unstoppable army of killer robot spiders.”



“Spike… we’ve been over this.”



“I know, I know. I’m just saying, it’s scary. And what about me? What will happen to me when I get bigger?”



Twilight unfurled one wing and trotted next to him, pulling him close underneath it. She smiled, reassuringly. “Things fall apart. The centre cannot hold.”



Spike nodded. “Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world. The blood-dimmed tide is loosed and everywhere the ceremony of innocence is drowned.”



The closest spider began an electronic keening, slightly too early. Twilight frowned at it, noting that its programming must have had a—she chuckled to herself—bug.



The gleaming metal surface of the hills surrounding Ponyville shimmered as the rest of the army activated, the individual clicking and whirring magnified by their sheer number. They flowed over one another, coursing down upon the town like a river of aluminum. A cleansing flood, perhaps.



Surely, the Second Coming was at hand.



Spike turned away, unable to look. He held his claws up to his ears and burrowed close against Twilight’s side. She murmured soothing stories to him of cold and barren bones, bleached by the desert sun. The stars overhead slowly faded from view, unable to be distinguished through the smoke rising from below.



Pursing her lips, Twilight whistled tonguelessly. She straightened up, and helped Spike clamber up onto her back. The night air was cold as they winged their way towards Canterlot.



“But, like, what if I get really big?” Spike insisted. “Remember the thing with greed? What if that happens and I hurt one of our friends? I could never live with myself.”



“We wouldn’t let that happen.” Twilight’s horn came aglow in a shower of sparkles, cloaking the both of them as they slipped through the city’s first shield. “And I don’t think you would, either.” She wrinkled her nose in amusement. “I know that sometimes you can go a little overboard, particularly when it comes to ice-cream, but you learned generosity from one of the best, remember?”



“Just like you learned loyalty?”



Twilight paused, hanging in the air outside the an upper room of the castle. Seven wings beat in harmony, thrumming in the night wind.



“Is that meant supposed to be funny?” she said sternly.



Spike shrugged. “I’m just saying. Maybe I learned honesty too.”



Her hooves clacked as she landed on the roof. Light rain pattered against the rooftop as clouds rolled in from the direction of Ponyville, and the crimson liquid sizzled and popped as it hit the marble.



“I will turn this chariot around, mister. We can just pack up, go home, and slouch towards Bethlehem another night.”



Spike crossed his arms, pouting. “You always get like this! You can’t take the slightest criticism!”



“I was trying to help you! That gives you no right to—” Twilight forced herself to breath in and out as she composed herself, her lungs complaining at the unfamiliar task. “I’m sorry,” she said, more calmly. “I know you’re a little on edge. It’s been a rough couple of weeks.”



“Tell me about it,” Spike muttered.



“So let’s just take care of the important things first.” A light on the horizon revealed Celestia’s arrival. “And then…”



“Ice-cream?”



Twilight smiled. “Ice-cream. With cherry quartz on top.”



“I can’t wait!” Spike said. He clambered down onto the rooftop, and Twilight sloughed off the last remnants of flesh.



Unmovable, she rose to meet her beginning. Spike tried to remember if he liked hot fudge.
      

      
   
      One Last Time


      

      
      
         Each of the Mane Six rose into the air and glowed with the color of their Element. The hues flowed off of them like water into a rainbow swirl which smashed into the smoldering abomination that called itself Animus. Fiery hatred was stripped from the being as wave after wave of friendship magic tore into its form. What remained, as was almost always the case after such a Harmony intervention, was a cowering, frightened pony.



As the rainbow light faded, the Mane Six slowly lowered back to the ground and took a few moments to compose themselves. The chamber was surprisingly nondescript for a place where a pony could summon, and be possessed by, all the powers of malice and hatred.



"I'm sorry, so sorr—" The semi-prone pony was cut off as a griffon, dragon, and two ponies rushed into the room and gripped them in a crushing embrace.



"See that they're well treated." Twilight smiled as she brought herself to her full height, which was completely neck and shoulders above even the tallest of her five companions. "They've been through a terrible ordeal and they will need to be shown compassion and forgiveness if they are to be rehabilitated."



The griffon saluted. "Yes Princess."



Twilight turned to a dragon that had attached themselves to the wayward pony's thigh. "You were right to bring this to my attention, Simmer. I know the Friendship Corps has been in operation for many years now, but you should never feel hesitant to come to us for a situation of this magnitude—"



Rainbow Dash collapsed to the floor, causing the Princess to choke on her words.



Twilight gawked for a moment but quickly recovered her composure. "Get them out of here, now! And send for the paramaredics!"



The Friendship Corps removed the apologetic pony from the room as Rainbow Dash struggled to get back to her hooves.



"Rainbow, stay down." Fluttershy's voice trembled and her cloudy eyes glistened. She was swaying a little herself.



"Naw... I... I just—" Rainbow pushed down with her wings as well and managed to stand again. She shook her mane out of her face. Where once it had been quite colorful, it had now faded to multiple shades of grey over the years. "—just haven't been the same since that stunt show a few years back..."



Applejack limped towards Rainbow and offered a steadying hoof. "Ya broke yer back, sugarcube. It's a wonder ya can still stand at all."



"Ha! You're talking to a former Iron Pony, AJ, nothing's gonna keep this pony down!" That didn't stop Rainbow from taking the proffered hoof for balance.



Rarity adjusted her conservatively coiffured mane as she looked from the pair towards Twilight. "Darling, I know that you wanted to tell those nice Friendship Corps ponies that they could come to us in an emergency, but... Twilight, dear... what I mean to say is—"



"We're too old for this BEEP, Twilight!" Pinkie interjected. A half dozen medical bracelets jingled as she gesticulated wildly with a hoof.



"It's true." Applejack added. "Yer the only one of us that's still getting stronger with age."



The other ponies nodded in affirmation. 



Twilight looked at her assembled friends.They all looked, and must have felt, much worse for wear than Twilight did. "I'm... I'm sorry everypony. I just wanted to be with you all again... It's... It's been so long..."



"Years." Rainbow, blunt as ever, said as she limped towards Twilight with some help from Applejack. "But Twi, don't worry. Even though I'm... hay, we're all going to be feeling this for months, it felt good to be back."



"Absolutely." Rarity said.



"Yay." Added Fluttershy.



"It's just—" Applejack paused as she struggled to keep Rainbow upright. "—Ah think this was the last time, Twilight. We can barely stand and all we did was walk past all those beat-up members of the Friendship Corps and use the Elements."



Again, the other ponies nodded in affirmation.



Twilight looked at the floor as tears threatened to spring from her eyes. "I'll have to make sure the new element candidates are ready then..." Twilight turned her gaze upwards towards each of her friends in turn. "I'm just glad that we got to do this. Even if it was just for one last—"



"And roll credits!" The years had been cruel to Twilight's friends, but hadn't diminished Pinkie's supernatural ability to ruin the mood.
      

      
   
      The Lay of Luna


      

      
      
         She looks beyond the window pane

Calms her terror, and grooms her mane.

In the night sky, there far aloft

Her vessel shines, and shadows soft

Spread on the earth. The hours flow.

She blinks and sighs, and then lies low.



Her dreams follow a somber path,

Memories rush: her wicked wrath,

Shrill is her laugh, proud her stance,

Corrupt her heart, feral her glance.

She taunts and mocks: “You, sister weak!

Shall you defend the light they seek?

Shall you stand fast against the night?

Or shall you yield, as it is right,

For I’ve become what you so feared.

You made me meek, and yet I cleared

That evil curse you cast on me.

Afraid no more of what I’d be

If I killed you, ruthless tyrant,

And freed the land from that giant?

No need there is for your command

One shall suffice to rule the land.

The sun and moon, alone I can

Move on and on. There is no ban

On my power, o sister wrong!

Foolish was I all those years long. 

And when you die, under my blow,

Mourn I shall not. No torch shall glow.

No one shall cry, even a bird,

No tear be shed, no sob be heard.

In loneliness, you shall be lost,

Your soul shall rove the land of frost.

All you cherish’d I shall plunder,

Smash and trample, tear asunder,

Until at last, nothing from thee

Could be gather’d on land or sea.

Memories past I shall destroy,

And all my might I shall employ

To vile your name. You they shall hate

And join my mirth when your last fate

We shall recall. Who shall pity

A princess fed by vanity?

Too long above your sun has shone, 

Too long have you govern’d alone.

Always second the moon you set

With no excuse, with no regret.

Now at last, the moon rebels.

Your fate is near. I hear the bells

Tolling, a knell. How sinister 

For me to say: ‘goodbye sister!’

And yet” – she laughs – “Now ’tis time!

The stars are right, the clock has chim’d.”

 

Her voice threatens, her eye of ice.

Her sister shakes, she knows the price,

That she will pay, had she to wield

The dire gems. There is no shield

That will protect against their might.

For that reason, she would not fight,

Rather perish, ere the dawn came,

But the kingdom would do the same:

All her subjects, every critter,

Even the land would then wither,

Hope would be lost. Upon the throne,

would reign a queen with heart of stone,

Never asleep, never away,

All would wizen under her sway.



“No sister dear, I won’t fight thee.

Lower the moon! ’Tis your duty!

O Luna sweet, where have you gone?”



“Don’t call me that! From this day on,

As Nightmare Moon, I shall be known,

Equestria, I claim my own.

Yet a last task, I have to see

Let me prepare to slaughter thee.”



And with these words, she casts magic.

Celestia runs, dodges the trick.



“Sister sister, why do you flee?

There is no place, as you can see,

No crack, no cave, no safe or room

Where you can hide, escape your doom.”



Another bolt, another cry.

Celestia falls down from the sky.

Her white body lies in the mud

Stained and bruised, covered in blood.

Dead she is not, but she has swoon’d.

Darkness descends, is she maroon’d?

Yet she still breathes. Lo and behold!

Shiny crystals all set in gold

Appear in turn. Celestia sighs,

Rises and moves, breaking her ties.

Now she ascends, ready to meet

Her sister dark. A final feat.



“O sister dear, please pardon me

I never was your enemy.”



The jewels shine, as rays of light

Spring from their core, colored and bright.

But Nightmare Moon first does resist

With all her strength, to say the least.

Will she succeed? Slowly she yields

As the rays close, piercing the shields

That she brought up. They all shatter. 

Magic breaks through with high clatter.

Nightmare moon shrieks, when the rays hit—



Luna twitches. Her moonlight lit

Bedroom is still. But she has yelp’d,

Crying out, begging for help.

Slowly she wakes and feels round her

The warm embrace of her sister.
      

      
   
      Walking on Eggshells


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash had really screwed up, this time.



She and Rarity had been dating for two years now. Sure, on paper, they were nothing alike, but that’s what made it work. Rarity was one heck of a mare, and she made Rainbow Dash feel like a million bits.



But unsurprisingly, they also had the occasional fight. They’d dig in on opposite sides and it’d be nuclear war for a week, but then they’d make up and have super hot— well, the precise details didn’t matter. 



But this time, Rainbow knew that she had screwed up. It started with the dress fitting yesterday, preparation for a fancy party that Rarity had been looking forward to. It wasn’t like Rainbow minded fancy parties. Though she hated to admit it, they were actually fun, particularly with Rarity at her side.



But dresses? Eeeurgh. 



They were just so… girly. She hated the way they made her look, the way they made her feel.



And so despite Rainbow’s best efforts, her totally-minimal fidgeting and occasional, reasonable complaints had driven Rarity to despair. 



Which was Rarity’s fault, actually. That wasn’t the screw-up.



The screw-up was when Rarity had suggested a compromise: wearing her dress from that first Gala.



Rainbow had a lot of good memories from the Gala. In fact, it was the first time she had started to feel things about a certain seamstress. She had learned much later that was reciprocated.



But she had still never been comfortable in the dress. It was a dress! And when she accidentally let that slip… She had hurt Rarity. Deeply. In a way she wasn’t quite sure how to make up.



Nonetheless, she was certainly going to try. So the next morning, she went to the market bright and early to get Rarity’s favorite flowers. She would have to tread carefully, she knew.



She expected Rarity to still be furious. But when Rarity opened the door, she had a manic grin plastered on her face. Her hair was slightly askew in that way that was still elegant, but also a sign that she had spent all night working on something.



“Uh…” Rainbow stuck to the script. “I wanted to apologize.”



“Yes, yes, darling.” Rarity swept Rainbow into the room. The flowers were distractedly deposited in a vase. “I finished your outfit!”



Rainbow blanched. “Gee, thanks,” she said, trying to sound sincere. Suddenly, everything went black as Rarity draped a cloth over her eyes. “Hey, wait!”



“Shush. Let me get you dressed and then tell me what you think.”



A familiar sinking feeling settled into Rainbow’s stomach. Rarity lifted one of her legs, then the other. Cloth slipped around her, hugging her legs and chest tightly. “Are you sure this is right?”



“Mmhmm.”



In only a few moments that seemed way, way too long, the movement stopped. Rainbow’s ears twitched, but she held still.



“Perfect!” Rarity announced, and whipped the blindfold off.



Rainbow Dash stared. 



She was wearing a charcoal-grey suit. She lifted one foreleg, then set it down again. She looked at a side mirror, seeing herself in profile, then front again. She looked great.



She turned towards Rarity, mouth opening and closing. She couldn’t find the words.



Rarity was staring back with a fragile smile. “You like it.”



“I love it! Ohmigosh! How did you—”



“A flash of inspiration.” 



Rainbow posed, tilting her head to the side and adjusting her tie with one hoof.



“Wow. I look just like…” Rainbow trailed off.



“Like a suave, debonair stallion?” Rarity said.



Rainbow blushed. “Well, I mean… It’s just… I look really awesome.”



“You certainly do.”



Rainbow flexed, watching the way her body moved under the fabric. Were her shoulders always this broad? If it was padded, it looked totally natural.



“Life is funny,” Rarity murmured. “You let go of one dream, because life surprises you. But then it changes again. Maybe that’s okay, too.”



Rainbow looked at her, blinking. “Huh?”



Rarity shook her head, and then met Rainbow’s eyes. Her smile was genuine. 



Rainbow grinned. With a flap of her wings, she flew forward, sweeping Rarity off her feet. “I think you have a few books with pictures like this on the front,” she whispered into Rarity’s ear.



Rarity’s eyes lit up with recognition. She flung one forehoof to her forehead for dramatic effect. “Oh, Mr. Dash!”



Rainbow’s heart leapt and she leaned in, relishing how the unicorn melted in her firm grasp.







…they ended up ripping the suit a little in everything that followed. 



Rarity didn’t complain.
      

      
   
      88


      

      
      
         Celestia stared in horror at the small lump of glowing metal sitting on the laboratory bench in the darkened room.



“Are you alright, Princess?” the balding mare asked from the other side of the bench, her face faintly illuminated by the dim light.



“I’m fine, my little pony,” Celestia said, looking away from the lump of metal to meet the eyes of the scientist. “Though you seem as if you’ve seen better days.”



The mare blinked her milky eyes. “I’ve been doing this for more than twenty years. I’m getting old.”



“I fear it might be more than that.” Celestia’s eyes returned to the small lump of glowing metal. “Did you ever wonder if perhaps this glow might be dangerous?”



The mare frowned. “Can’t be any worse than sunshine. Isn’t as bright. You can’t even see the x-rays; they just go right through you. Hard to think they’d be bad for you.”



Celestia sighed. “If you say so. Still, you should go see a doctor, and perhaps take some precautions to keep the dust away from you. Lead blocks the x-rays, doesn’t it? Perhaps you should start lining the storage containers with that, at least. And don’t let ponies handle it with their mouths. Just in case.”



“But a third of my staff are earth ponies!”



Celestia’s eyes hardened. “If you are getting sick because of exposure to this metal, I don’t want anypony else getting sick. I will find some bits in the budget for these safety precautions, but they must be taken. Is that understood?”



The mare nodded her head reluctantly.



“You should have come to me when you first started doing your research,” Celestia said as she stepped away from the glowing piece of metal. “There are old legends about glowing metals, and the dangers they hold. Legends I had put from my mind, until I heard about your research. I would have hoped that a pony from a family of doctors might have thought to take more precautions, Professor Curey.”



“It’s metal, princess. How dangerous could it be?”








“You seem pensive, sister.”



Celestia shook her head at her sister’s words, tearing her eyes away from the horizon as the sun seemed to set the sky aflame. “I am. Does the name Curey ring any bells?”



Luna arched an eyebrow as she stepped up next to her sister. “The doctors?”



“Not that kind.”



“I see.” Luna grimaced. “Have you ever wondered if history might have a sense of humor?”



“It was once said that it rhymed. I forgot who said that, though.” Celestia stepped forward, hooking her hooves over the edge of the balcony as her eyes returned to the horizon. “Do you think we’ve done enough, sister?”



Luna sighed, stepping up beside Celestia to lean against her sister. “I don’t know. Few are malicious – far fewer than before, and yet…”



“It only takes one.” Celestia sighed.



“No one has come from the stars. That is what troubles me the most.” Luna stepped away from Celestia, leaning forward over the railing to try and catch her sister’s eyes. “It is too much of a burden for two ponies to bear. We should tell your student and Cadance, at least.”



“I fear that I would simply be adding to the load on their backs, without lightening ours.” Celestia finally pulled her head back, stepping back onto the balcony proper.



“They of all ponies have the right to know what happened. Where we came from. And what happened before. Time is running short. Less than two hundred years, if history is any judge.”



Celestia’s shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath. “You’re right, I’m being selfish. But they are so young and innocent. But maybe that’s why they’ll see what we did not.” Squaring her shoulders, she strode into her room, her horn glowing as she pulled the heavy bookcase aside to access the safe hidden behind it. Her horn glowed as the dials spun, and a few moments later, It swung open, revealing a pile of ancient tomes. The top one floated out, the cover adorned with the yellow and black symbol that once marked death for any who tampered with it, before she turned to Luna. “But what should we say?”



“Tell them the truth. That civilization once scorched itself from the Earth. That if we fail, we will all die.” Luna stepped forward, steel in her eyes. “That we can’t fail again.”
      

      
   
      I've Come to Talk With You Again


      

      
      
         The moon shone high in the sky, slender, though waxing. Luna, as she trotted through the castle gardens, did not feel the same way. It was one of those gatherings of the cream of the crop of Canterlot, which is to say, of Equestria (their own words). Supposedly it was some kind of party, though certain pink maned friends of Luna's would have objected to that description, considering it a gross misapplication of the word. Luna herself shared that opinion, but did not say it out loud. There was no point in saying it to Celestia, who she already knew agreed, and she could not say it to anypony else there. She reminisced about the days when she, naive filly, had thought that being a princess meant you could do whatever you wanted.



She looked up. Aside from her moon, the sky was adorned with a few bright stars. Otherwise, it was an empty black, tinged with the orange glow of the city lights. She sighed. At least they were awake and outside at this hour. She remembered all too well when activity like this so long after dark would have been an event in itself. And she remembered all too well when activity like this so long after dark would have been a dangerous thing.








The moon shone high in the sky, full, though waning. Luna trotted through the castle grounds. The nobles were gathered for another inane "celebration." They called it a party, but Luna knew those, and this was not one. She did not say that to anypony, though. Celestia would just tell her to try to enjoy herself anyway, and she could not say it to anypony else. Once she had thought that being a princess meant you could do whatever you wanted. Quickly she had learned that if you wanted anypony to cooperate with you, that was not the case.



She looked up. Stars hung in her sky like a thousand silvery blossoms. She looked around, not one pony was paying the least attention. What was even the point of doing this at night, if nopony was going to appreciate it. She had spent all week traipsing around the Everfree to make sure the area around the castle was safe. Might as well have had it during the day—or, here's an idea: keep the sun up late, why not? Night's overrated anyway.








Luna trotted off. She was good at disappearing. Celestia would miss her, but she was not counting on anypony else. But that was fine; she wasn't counting on it. She closed her eyes and let her hooves carry her among the rows of hedges away from everypony else. They were not afraid, she considered, remembering her earlier thought. At least there was that. Even if they did not appreciate the night as they should, even if they finally realized that the world kept on after sunset, only to blot out the sky with a lurid glare, even if they still flocked to Celestia first before coming to pay there respects to her, at least they were not afraid.



So there was that.



—Even if they had not changed in the last thousand years, these ponies.



And what would she do about it? She would tell Celestia of course. Complaining about ridiculous ponies—that hadn't changed either. And Celestia would laugh, and she would too because it would be funny then. And life would go on, just as it always had with them, just like old times.



Because how much had she herself changed? Didn't it sting? As much now as it had then. But no. No. It was okay. Wasn't that what Celestia, and everypony, always said. She could say it too. She had said it. Many, many times. She looked at the moon.








But what if she didn't need ponies to cooperate with her? What if she could make them appreciate everything she did?








Hooves clattered on the garden path up to her. "Sorry I'm late," said Twilight Sparkle, smiling. "I got caught up in some paperwork—you know how it is."



Luna snorted and rolled her eyes, "Welcome to being a princess."



Twilight looked up. "It's a shame about all the light. You can hardly see anything up there. At least the moon is nice and clear. It's always so pretty when it's a thin crescent like that."



Luna joined her in looking at it. "Yes it is."



The moon shone on those two friends.
      

      
   
      Along the Way


      

      
      
         Twilight trotted up to Applejack’s front door and knocked.



“Round back!” came the reply.



Twilight found her in a pit behind the house, a mound of dirt nearby, tools and lumber scattered around.



“Everything okay?” Twilight asked.



“Sure is.” Applejack turned and wiped her brow. “Here about my curriculum?”



“Yes. Sorry to pester you, but I need them by tomorrow. You and Rarity are the only ones who aren't done yet.” Twilight hesitated, surveying the construction project. “Do you need help?”



“Pfft, funny you should ask. I've been up to my neck in chores this week, so I've only had time to do the outline and a few examples. I—”



“I understand entirely, but we need to keep things moving, so if you give me whatever you've finished, I can fill in the holes.”



“Er, Twilight, I was saying that I knew I wouldn't get it done on time, so I asked Rainbow and Fluttershy to help me out. They're not too busy, and I figure loyalty and kindness together are a tootin' good substitute for yours truly.” She glanced back to the foundations of the house. “Hate to rush you along, sugarcube, but I gotta get this finished today.”



Twilight nodded dumbly and trotted back toward Ponyville, her chest strangely still.



Of course Applejack had already asked for help. She'd learned that lesson years ago. And of course Rainbow and Fluttershy had agreed. They knew how important the farm was to Applejack, how much she cared about the friendship school, and how little time she had for both.



They worked together in near perfect harmony.



So why did Twilight feel so unsatisfied?








As she passed the castle on her way toward Carousel Boutique, Twilight spotted an off-white pegasus mare crouched in the bushes, her eyes staring into one of the castle's windows, a small black binder tucked under a wing. Curious, Twilight trotted closer.



She jerked upright as Twilight approached and spun around. A wide grin broke over her face. “Oh hey there. You live here, huh?”



Twilight reflexively unfurled her wings. “Um, yes. Me and a couple others.”



“Spike and Starlight Glimmer,” the mare recited with a smile.



“Yes, right again. How—”



“Do you mind if I ask where and when you all sleep?”



“Uh… a little? I definitely mind at least a little.”



The mare frowned. “I see. I guess that's not really a normal question. Still, I need to know. Do you think your neighbours are home?”



Twilight's teeth met. She could feel time ticking away at the back of her mind. “Look, do you want me to sign something? A book? A petition?”



The mare shook her head. “Sorry, let me explain. I'm spying on you.”



“Okay.” Twilight glanced to her castle, the window beside them, and back at the pegasus. “I would really rather you didn't do that.”



“That's fair. I'd hate if somepony spied on me. Um, but I kinda have to. It's my job.”



“You're a spy?”



She blushed. “Well, technically, I'm an EEA liaison. But today that means spying, apparently, and I'm giving it my all!”



Of course she worked for the EEA. Of all the monsters Twilight and her friends had defeated over the years, it seemed that the slow-grinding gears of bureaucracy were the most resilient.



“My school has no affiliation with the EEA!” Twilight gestured wildly to the castle. “Stars, this isn't even the school! It's my house!” The mare just shrugged apologetically. Twilight rubbed her face with a hoof. “I'm not going to be able to get rid of you, am I?”



“You could file a restraining order,” the pegasus said. “Please don't, though. It turns out I really like being a spy. And the board'll just assign somepony else if you do.”



Twilight opened her mouth, but paused. The first tingles of a stress headache were gathering behind her eyes. Her body and brain ached, desperate for sleep despite it barely being mid-afternoon. She was annoyed, vexed, and floundering for her next response, caught between sarcasm and reason, and reason seeming slightly too complicated to shape into words. It was a familiar feeling, and a familiar problem. Maybe, under the right light, she could call it a friendship problem.



“In that case,” Twilight licked her lips, feeling awkward and off-balance in a way she hadn't for years. It glowed warm in her chest. “In that case, and this is going to sound weird… do you want to come over for a slumber party some time?”
      

      
   
      Shipping & Handling


      

      
      
         It was a lovely, sunny day in Ponyville, and Twilight was extremely, incredibly bored. The sheer fact that the most interesting thing about her day was the weather certainly underlined just how uneventful things were. She actually would have welcomed a monster attack or friendship problem, but when she mentioned that to Spike, he gave her a worried look and mumbled something about a want-it-need-it spell. Thankfully, that’s when her doorbell rung. But instead of a pony, what she found waiting outside was a package. A plain brown package, with no name or address, and no sign of the deliveryman. Twilight knew then that she was going solve the mystery of this package, no matter what.



Ponies stared at her package she ran through Canterlot. The added weight made movement awkward and clumsy, and Twilight was constantly distracted by the thought of releasing its contents. She knew that it was just the addictive lure of dopamine between her neurons, anticipating a reward... but that didn't make it any easier for her to resist her curiosity. Protected by only a thin outer layer, her package might react explosively to the touch of her hooves, much less enveloping it in her magic. It would ruin everything if she spilled its secret now. She thrust into the castle's throne room, penetrating past the flank of the royal guards, and boldly stuck the package in Princess Luna's face. "Please, Princess Luna, I need you to take me to the moon, right now," said Twilight.



"The moon? At this time of month?" The princess seemed perplexed. "Twilight, thou of all ponies should know that a new moon means it's simply not there at all."



"Of course I know that. That's something every schoolfilly learns in basic astronomy lessons," Twilight lied. Whatever was going on here went all the way to the top, and now was not the time to tip her hoof early. "And while I'd love to talk about this more, I just remembered that, uh-- Mayor Mare needed me to sign off on some zoning paperwork!" Twilight gave a nervous and very convincing grin. "Very important paperwork, how terribly unlike me to have forgotten this deadline. I really have to be going!" Spreading her wings, she took off at top speed without sparing a glance at the results of her deception.



There's only one mare I can trust to help me solve this mystery, Twilight thought as she flew, and I know just where to find her.



It was night when Twilight Sparkle landed outside of the Temple of… something. She had found the note in Daring Do’s cottage, and even though her hoofwriting was terrible, Twilight only knew of one nearby temple full of traps and snakes and treasures. Sure enough, there were signs that someone had recently arrived. Poison darts lying around the hallways, a giant boulder already crashed through one set of walls, the usual. It was simple for Twilight to make her way to the vault at the very center, though who she found there left her speechless.



Sitting on a ruby-incrusted throne and chewing on a cinnamon stick, Twist shot the princess a devilish smirk. “Well, the falth god finally thows. Are you ready for war? Or are you ath much of a coward ath your prethiouth Princeth Thelethtia?”



Twilight took a deep breath as the monstrosity that was once Twist―now Princess Twist, Alicorn of Abandonment―addressed her. "Twist," she said, "this isn't you. You're corrupted by the Alicorn Amulet." Twilight pointed at her. "I need you to take that off so that things can go back to normal." 



"Oh, no, absolutely not," Starlight replied as she sauntered ever closer. "After all, it just has you paralyzed oh so, so very well, doesn't it? You can hardly move a muscle!" Twilight ground her teeth, and whispered, "You planned for this from the beginning, didn't you?" "I knew the moment I took your hoof we would end up here," Starlight chuckled, "And now, Princess Twilight Sparkle, I have you just where I want you. Don't bother trying to scream. Or do. It doesn't matter. Nopony will hear.” One last smile. Starlight had won. Twilight...was hers. Helplessly, utterly, completely...hers.



“And now… what’s in this package.” Starlight’s magic reacted with the box causing it to collapse inwards.

Everything disappeared, first Twilight and Starlight, then Princess Twist. The last words the universe heard were “Oh <explative that’s funny because lisp>”



[b]( Author's Note: In case it's not obvious, Twist is included for anagnorisis.)
      

      
   
      Never Surrender


      

      
      
         Shining Armor collected some snow from the cave floor and pressed it against his throbbing nose. The snow gradually changed from white to red, and he assumed that his fur was doing something similar.



“That hurt!” he scolded the darkness. But there was no reply.



Suddenly, the sound of hooves tapping against rock reached his ears. He jumped upright, reigniting his light spell and spinning around to locate the sound. It filtered in from around a rocky corner.



“Mr. Armor?” came a voice over the hooves. It was bright, young, and feminine. “Have you found him yet?”



“No, Nurse Crystalline,” Shining Armor sighed, relaxing. “He found me, though.”



Crystalline rounded the bend, her body glinting like a prism in Shining’s spell. “Goodness me!” she blurted.



“I’ll be fi—”



But the nurse ran past him, to a recently disturbed snowbank nearby. She picked up a tangled structure of skinny metal tubes—shaped in a tapered rectangular frame. A quartet of tennis balls were impaled on each of its legs.



“This is his walker!” the nurse fretted. “He can’t get anywhere without it!”



“Yeah?” Shining Armor tilted his head back, squinting. “Well, he throws it pretty hard.”



Crystalline placed her hooves on her temples. “I’m so sorry for all the trouble,” she said. “The reenactment was my idea…”



“Uh-huh,” Shining intoned entirely through his mouth. “Try bingo next time. It’s less emotional.”



“You’ve never seen him play bingo…”



From the darkness came the sound of pebbles falling down a rocky wall. “You ready to surrender yet?!” a gravelly voice boomed. “Or would ya like another walloping!?”



Shining's head dropped forward, lower than his shoulders. One at a time, he snorted dried blood out of each of his nostrils. “Alright, that’s enough of this… Onyx!” he boomed right back. “Come out here, now! The war is over! You—I mean, we won!”



Nurse Crystalline whispered, “He prefers Second Lieutenant O’Nova.”



Shining hissed, “We need him to stop preferring that.”



Onyx shouted again, his voice echoing so fiercely it sounded like he was everywhere. “Hah! You Sombra scum and your tricks! You won’t fool me!”



“Your family misses you!” Shining called. But then, that was only a guess. He’d never met the stallion’s family. And in the next moment, Onyx shrieked out the reason for this.



“Sombra killed my family!”



His voice reverberated all around like a lion's roar. Shining and Crystalline's light spells grew fainter. 



Crystalline swallowed. “Onyx… come out, please. You’re just confused.”



“Sombra killed EVERYONE!”



When Onyx’s voice ceased echoing, silence enveloped the ghost from the past, as well his two worried pursuers. Shining half expected to hear sobbing coming from the old stallion’s location. 



But instead there came more shouting: “I’ll fight ‘til my last breath! For the Empire! For Equestria! For the Princesses!”



Shining Armor frowned. Spinning on his hooves, he began retracing his steps back out of the cave.



“Where are you going?” Crystalline murmured. “We can’t just leave him here…”



Shining stopped momentarily. He closed his eyes and exhaled. “You stay and make sure he doesn’t go anywhere. I’m… going to see a friend of a friend of mine.”








Sombra's soldiers had been quiet for hours now. Too quiet. Second Lieutenant Onyx O'Nova thought he’d heard one of them leave, but Sombra’s soldiers were all tricks.



Onyx pressed himself against the cave wall, ignoring his shortening breath and his aching knees, hocks, and fetlocks. He tapped his hindlegs a couple times and found they were going numb. Hiding wasn’t going to work anymore. He didn’t have a weapon, and his magic wasn’t what it used to be, but he still had his dentures.



Shakily, he rose to his hooves. He groaned. Loud. Holding his breath, he froze in place.



It was too late. The light came closer. But more than that, it grew brighter. Larger. Hotter. The feeling returned to his body, and his heart quickened. From around the corner came three smiling ponies. A mare he recognized, a stallion he didn’t, and a princess he’d only seen in pictures.



“Second Lieutenant O’Nova,” Princess Celestia greeted, brightening the cave without a spell. “I understand you’ve been fighting bravely.”



“P—…Princess!” Onyx elated. He saluted as best he could, even if his unsteady hoof didn’t get quite as high anymore.



Celestia smiled. “Thanks to your efforts, the war is over. The Empire is safe. As is Equestria. As am I.” 



She bent down and pulled the old stallion into the warmest embrace he’d ever felt. His eyes shimmered like lakes.
      

      
   
      Same As It Ever Was


      

      
      
         The old mare plodded slowly up the hill, the pain in her chest doing her no favors as she inhaled the morning chill. The frost-laden grasses of late autumn lent a strange texture to every hoofstep; crackling, yet pliant. As she neared the top, she paused, catching her breath. A smile barely ticked across the corners of her mouth as she watched her breath glimmer in the first rays of dawnlight.



"Eeyup," she said, to no pony in particular. "Reckon it's a great day to be alive." She'd always loved the first days of frost.



As she reached the top of the small down, she sat, the respite more than worth the brief chill to her yellow backside. The Acres would be in full swing any moment now, as the family raced to harvest the last of the season's apples before the frosts became worse.



Moments later, a buzz sounded from one of the small "hives" not too far away. It quickly grew louder, and was joined by similar noises from the rest of the small shelters as well. Then, almost too quick to see—unless a pony knew what she was looking for—hundreds of little machines swooped out from their overnight charging stations and went to work.



The old mare watched, and sighed, as the small robots flew through the trees and started plucking apples with a dexterity and finesse no mere bucking could match. So much had changed over the years, but she'd always felt she, herself, was one step ahead of it. Now though, looking back at Sweet Apple Acres, she sometimes wondered.



Or was it wandered...?



No, definitely wondered.



She was mostly sure.



Yes, "wondered."



"Granny?" A young, vibrant voice that rang like a concerto called out. "Granny... What are you doing out here again?"



It was... what's-her-name, the old mare thought. The young 'un by way of Skystar and her own cousin somethin' or other. Half hippogriff, half Apple...



Think! she demanded of herself.



But it did no good.



"Hi, Granny," said the newcomer. "It's me, Starburst."



Damn, the chemo had been doing a number on her mind lately. "Consarn it, I remember who ya are!" she lied.



Starburst nodded perfunctorily. "Then, you also remember the farm nearly runs itself these days. You ain't got to come up here and 'supervise' or whatever."



"Tarnation, child!" she said. "You don't think I know that? I invented the first three generations of those apple pickin' drones!"



"Then you know they can work without you watchin', right?" Starburst said.



The old mare rolled her eyes. "That ain't why I'm up here."



"Then why?"



"I just..." Apple Bloom paused, unsure in her own reasons.



"We worry about you, Granny. You come out here every morning, but the doctors say—"



"Buck the doctors!"



Starburst sighed, she'd done this before. "Do you want me to call Aunt Gabby?"



Her one weakness. "Aunt" Gabby. The griffon she'd fallen in love with. Married.



Married.



Married!



The thought still brought shivers to her spine... And other places. Some crazy combination of lust and love, of guilt and shame. Not that her family and friends ever saw anything wrong with it; species or gender. Far from it. They'd celebrated and cheered!



But she'd never had foals. She'd never continued the Apple family line. She'd been "Auntie Bloom" in later years, and "Granny" only after AJ had passed. She'd been thinking of—



"Granny?" Starburst leaned in and offered a hoof. "Want to come back to bed now?"



Apple Bloom looked up. She'd lost time again. The sun was at least an hour into the sky. Below her dozens of ponies, hippogriffs, changelings, dragons, yaks—and every other kind of family she knew—were moving through the fields of Sweet Apple Acres, helping bring in the harvest, assisted by the picking drones she and Gabby had created.



"Granny Apple Bloom!" Starburst was speaking loudly into her face. "Do. You. Want. To. Go. Home?"



Apple Bloom stood, cursing the pain in her chest as she did so. She shook her head, trying to clear the haze the chemo seemed to have draped upon her life. "What do you see?" she said, gesturing to the orchards below.



"It's... Sweet Apple Acres." Starburst said, not quite groking the question, but letting the old matriarch have her way.



"Same as it ever was?" Apple Bloom said, standing to let herself be led downhill.



"Yes, Granny." Starburst said, smiling for no reason in particular. "Same as it ever was!"
      

      
   