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Somebody knocked on the study door, and the sound of it was loud enough to make Sunset’s heart skip a beat in surprise.



The door began to open with a long, whining creak, which made Princess Twilight—still slouched over a pile of scrolls in her seat next to Sunset—mutter something in her sleep.



“Shhh!” Sunset turned to face the noisemaker and reflexively tried to bring a finger to her lips in a shushing gesture. It was too late before she realized she was in Equestria.



Spike slipped into the room through the partly-opened door just in time to see Sunset mash her hoof into her mouth and sputter wetly into it.



Sunset removed her hoof from her face as gracefully as she could, ignoring the expression of hopeless confusion on the little dragon’s face.



“You’ll wake Twilight,” she whispered, as she turned a page on the tome in front of her, nonchalantly.



Spike regarded the slumbering alicorn with an unimpressed look.



“Don’t worry about her,” he said, not bothering to lower his voice from conversational volume. “When she’s out like this, she’s freaking out. She’s been pushing herself all week getting ready for your research session together.”



“Oh,” said Sunset. Just a little twinge of guilt compelled her to dart her eyes back to Twilight. The slumbering Princess’s mane was pretty frazzled, and there were dark, baggy spots below her eyes.



“You think she’ll be alright?”, asked Sunset. She stopped whispering, but was still afraid to speak at full volume.



“Don’t worry about her.” Spike rolled his eyes. “I’m pretty sure that bi-weekly crashes are a part of her natural sleep cycle by now.”



Spike stretched one of his little arms up behind his head as he spoke. For some reason, Sunset had to stifle a chuckle. The pose he struck was a bit funny-looking, kind of like when he was a little furry do—



Ugh! Darn! Sunset squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head at herself. She really hated the fact that her first impression of Spike was seeing him as a talking puppy. He was really such a charming little gentledrake, but every now and then Sunset would still catch herself thinking of him as a pet or an oddity.



“Hey, uhh…” said Spike, breaking the micro-silence. “It’s getting late, and I bet you could use a break. Wanna grab a hot chocolate with me? I know a place near the palace that’s open pretty late.”



There might have been something a little funny with how he voiced the question, but Sunset put it out of her mind. She really could use a pick-me-up, and this would be a good chance to get to know the little guy better. In fact, this conversation right now might be the first time the two of them talked to each other without Princess Twilight.



“Sure, that sounds good to me,” she said. “I could use some fresh air, too. Been stuck in this room forever.”



As she got up, Sunset put a bookmark in her place in the tome, and carefully levitated some priceless scrolls out of the way of Twilight’s sleep-drool. Spike held the door open for her, and the two of them set out.



“So, how are things at Canterlot High?” Spike asked idly, as they walked through the castle.



“It goes on,” said Sunset, smiling. “The girls and I start senior year this fall. Lots of talk about college and ACT scores.”



“Ugh, tests!” said Spike. He stuck out his forked tongue and gagged. “Those guys in the mirror world really like their tests, don’t they? I’ve never heard the phrase ‘pop quiz’ used more times than when I was there.”



Sunset laughed. “Yeah, that’s one thing I like about Equestria. Among many others.”



“Huh,” said Spike, tapping a claw against his chin. “So what’s, like, your favorite thing about Equestria?”



“Well, it’s got to be magic, of course,” said Sunset, tapping her horn.



“Pshh! That was an easy answer,” said Spike, waving his hand dismissively. “Well maybe this’ll be harder—what’s your favorite thing about being over there?”



“I’ll tell you one thing; it’s definitely not the cafeteria food.”



The two of them shared both a chuckle and a grimace in a way that only shared suffering could afford. Stepping past the two night guards by the palace gates, they made their way to the streets. Sunset’s hooves clipped and clopped satisfyingly on the well-worn cobblestone.



“For real, though,” said Sunset, “it’s probably the freedom.”



“What do you mean?” Spike said, raising a… brow scale?



“Well, everypony in Equestria has a place,” said Sunset, “and there’s a place for everypony. You can really feel the Harmony here.”



“Sounds like a great thing to me.” Spike shrugged.



“It is! Don’t get me wrong. But it’s… um...” Sunset scrunched her muzzle as she searched for words, and it still felt a little odd that as a pony, she could see the wrinkles on her nose when she did it. “It’s stifling, sometimes. Like I never get to be me, you know? At Canterlot High, I might be making things up as I go, but I’m the one deciding where to go. Maybe I’ll drive myself into a brick wall, but that’d be me, right? Does that make sense?”



Spike pondered the words for a while.



“Sorry Sunny,” he finally said, shaking his head a bit. “I think I get what you’re saying, but I don’t think I’d want something like that. No offense at all, you know.”



“None taken,” said Sunset. “I know that the life I lead isn’t for everypony. But it makes me happy.”



Spike really was a great conversationalist. Sunset was so wrapped up in their idle chit-chat that she was almost surprised when Spike walked up to a very familiar storefront and opened the door.



“Hey Joe,” he called out, walking in and holding the door open for Sunset. “Got another late-night study session. Do you have any cocoa on the stove?”



“Not at the moment, big guy,” said the stallion at the counter, “but I can have a pot ready in a shake of a—oh, Sunset Shimmer! It’s been an age!”



“Hey, Joe,” Sunset smiled, bashfully. “It has been, hasn’t it?”



“You and Joe know each other?” said Spike, surprised.



“I think everyone who’s studied at Celestia’s School knows Joe. Best place for a coffee at two in the morning.” said Sunset. “But I am surprised he remembers me.”



“I have trouble forgetting names,” said Joe, grinning, “especially when that name scorched a spot into one of my tables with a spell she was trying to get the hang of. Still there, you know.”



“Oh my stars,” Sunset felt heat rising into her cheeks. She snatched her bundle of bits from her saddlebags. “I never paid for that, did I?”



“It’s nothin’ at all. ‘Sides, it’s a good conversation starter, you know?” said Joe, waving down the bag of money. “Now I know that the big guy is gonna want his cocoa and a bearclaw. What about you, Sunset? Your usual, black coffee with lots of sugar?”



“Y-yes,” said Sunset. She realized that she was still holding her bit bag in the air, so she counted out the cost of the order and put the rest away. “Thank you, Joe.”



“Nothin’ at all,” he said with a wink as he turned back to his stovetop.



When the drinks and Spike’s doughnut were ready, the two of them took their seats at a booth. Out of the corner of her eye, Sunset regarded the hoof-sized black splotch that marred one table’s corners. She had really gotten much better at her entropic transference spells, honestly.



As Spike tore into his paper-wrapped pastry, Sunset sipped the dark and aromatic beverage in her mug, and it was exactly how she remembered it.



“Wow,” she said. “Some things don’t change, do they?”



“No kidding. Joe’s always the best,” said Spike. “Thanks for picking up the bill, by the way.”



“It’s nothin’ at all,” she said, imitating Joe’s speech.



The two of them shared a chuckle.



“Hey Sunset,” said Spike, “I’ve… actually been meaning to have a chat with you before you left.”



“Oh?” Sunset saw her own nose scrunch up again. “What’s up, Spike?”



“Well, I, uh… need some advice.”



The little drake wrung his hands in trepidation. Sunset supposed that it would be odd for a pony to know what that gesture meant, but Twilight—her Twilight, not the Princess—did it enough to make it familiar to Sunset.



“It’s about… you know… relationships. And love and stuff.” Spike sipped his hot chocolate quickly.



“Oh, well…” said Sunset, gathering her thoughts. “Honestly, I don’t consider myself an expert on that subject.”



“But you have experience, don’t you?” asked Spike.



“If by ‘experience’ you mean Flash, then yeah, I’d know what not to do,” Sunset said. “And I am seeing someone now, but I still feel like I’m working it out as I go.” She shook her head. “I’m just not the pony for this, Spike. Have you tried talking to the other girls?”



Spike rolled his eyes.



“Okay,” he said, gesturing with his hands. “We all love Pinkie Pie. And we all love Rainbow Dash. They’re both absolutely great friends. But those mares are not ready to talk about candlelit dinners.”



Sunset chuckled as she thought about her own Dash and Pinkie.



“Yeah, I guess you’re right. But what about Applejack?”



“I already know what she’s gonna say.” Spike groaned. “Something about how relationships are hard work, and that love is like an appleseed growing up into an orchard.”



“Which is good advice!” Sunset pointed out.



“Not what I need, though. I think I already know what to do when you’re in a relationship. I want to know what to do to… Ugh.” Spike rubbed his face.



“Then Twilight.” Sunset was stalling at this point and she knew it. “Twilight knows just about everything. She’ll know what you need.”



“Dude. Sunset.” Spike deadpanned at her. “Twilight is basically my big sister. Who the heck goes to their siblings for romance advice? That’s just… awkward!”



“Rarity, then?”



Spike’s expression twisted.



“Well… she… you see, she’s kind of the one… Ugh!”



He let his face hit the tabletop, and he groaned a mighty groan.



“Oh,” said Sunset. “I do see.”



An awkward silence built up, interrupted only when Spike briefly separated his face from the table’s burn mark for the sole purpose of pouring more liquid chocolate into it.



“Well,” said Sunset finally. “The people on the other side treat romance… just a little differently. For one thing, we’d probably be in a bar if you were human. And old enough.”



“I’m old enough to drink, Sunset,” said Spike. His voice was low, and a little defeated.



“Wait, really?” Sunset blinked rapidly in surprise. “Because I know that there’s no legal age here, but—”



“I’ve gone wine tasting with Celestia before. Twilight’s parents are technically nobles, so learning table etiquette was kind of required for us. Gotta know your rieslings from your chardonnays.”



“Well, drinking at bars is… kinda different?”



“How?” snapped Spike. The intensity in his voice surprised Sunset, but then he softened immediately.



“Sorry!” he said. “It’s just that… that’s the problem, you know? Ponies assume I’m too young. They don’t think I’d take love seriously.”



“I think I understand.” Sunset finished off her coffee and brought the mug down on the table with a clatter. “I’ll… try to give you the same advice I’d give anyone else… not that I can guarantee that it’d be worth anything.”



“Thanks, Sunset. That’s really all I need.”



For the first time, Sunset noticed how tired he looked, and she wondered what time Pony Joe’s would close.



“So, what’s your question?” said Sunset. “I’ll do the best I can.”



“I want to know,” said Spike, squeezing one hand into a small fist, “how you can tell love is real?”



Sunset thought for a moment.



“I… guess… it depends?”



Spike looked at her with eyes that could curdle milk.



“Okay,” said Sunset, laughing at herself. “Sorry, that was a dumb answer.”



Spike huffed a little laugh too.



Somehow, this made it a little easier for Sunset to talk.



“What I’m trying to say is…” She trailed off, and then had to reorganize her thoughts. “Well, Spike, do you believe in true love?”



Spike shrugged.



“You mean like, the whole ‘destined to be together’ sort of deal? Yeah, I guess, a little at least.”



“Well, in the human world, it’s different,” said Sunset. “Here with Harmony and all, it’s… let’s call it fifty-fifty on whether or not true love for everypony exists or not. Ponies will debate it. But over there, there is no such thing. Or at least, nobody really believes that there’s any such thing.”



Spike thought about her words for a long minute.



“Okay,” he said. “Go on.”



“It changes the way people think about relationships.” Sunset rubbed the back of her head with a hoof. “Like here, we take the phrase ‘special somepony’ pretty seriously. But to humans, it’s kind of only something that kids would say.



“I mean, still, relationships are basically the same, I guess. But the difference is… subtle, but important.” Sunset continued. “Most people go into a relationship to… try things out. See if they think they can make it work. And if they can’t, well, there’s that one phrase with the sea and the fish inside of it.”



“That’s… really cold,” said Spike.



“No, no,” said Sunset. “I must be saying things wrong. It’s not bad, like that.”



She idly lifted her mug, only to find it much heavier than when she last left it. Her eyes darted downwards and confirmed that it was, indeed, full again. Joe must have slipped in and refilled it without her noticing. She sipped the steaming coffee.



“I mean,” she said, “breakups are still awful. People still go to bars to drown their sorrows and whatnot. If anything else, it happens more, since nobody really expects to find that perfect person anyway.”



“But how is any of this… good?” asked Spike.



“That’s my point,” said Sunset. “It really isn’t. Love over there is a fair bit more complicated than it is here. But it does teach you a couple of things. For example, it shows you that you really are responsible for the health of your relationships.”



“I think I see,” said Spike. “It’s all up to you to make it work.”



“Yep,” said Sunset. “Equestria is a world where things tend to… work out. You know, your cutie mark will tell you where to go in life. Doughnut store owners remember your name even after three years. And your heart is the the right place, you're pretty much guaranteed to find somepony you can spend your life with. It's not the same, in the other world. So it’s also up to you to decide: is this relationship worth it? You have to judge if it really makes you happy, or if you would be happier someplace else.”



“Okay,” said Spike. His eyes were focused tightly on a point in the middle of the table. Sunset could almost see the gears in his head spinning.



“Remember when I was talking about the freedom in the other world? It’s the reason why I choose to stay there,” she said. “I get to choose who I am, who I’ll become, and who I’m with. And I think even here, you have to make that choice. You have to decide for yourself if this is what really makes you happy.”



A long quiet passed while Spike stared at his cocoa, as if he were counting the little marshmallows in it.



Eventually, he spoke.



“Falling in love… is easy,” he said.



Spike breathed fire over his mug. The cocoa bubbled, and the marshmallows melted.



“Falling out of love is harder, I think.”



Spike’s eyes met Sunset’s, and they had in them an understanding that went far beyond his years. For a moment, she could really see what an amazing little guy he was.



She smiled, and so did he.



“Thanks, Sunset.” said Spike. “I think… that was some really good advice.”



“I’m glad it helped. I was just worried that I'd get things wrong. Since I, well, don't know you as well as some of your other friends might.”



"I think a little distance is what I needed," he said. "If you can't see the forest for the trees, you need to back up and get perspective."



Sunset chuckled. "I like that. I might steal it."



Spike hopped off his seat, and started walking to the Joe’s counter.



“Let me grab something for Twilight for when she wakes up,” said Spike, “and then we can start heading back. It’s getting stupidly late, and I think even Joe is going to close up shop soon.”



“Okay, sounds good!” she said.



Sunset looked at her half-empty mug, and she wondered how in the world she was going to get any sleep tonight with a mug and a half of coffee in her.



She shrugged.



Whatever. Might as well make it two.



She tipped her mug upside-down over her lips, finishing off the rest, before slamming it down and following Spike out the door.





      

      
   
      Limestone Pie Meets Petunia Paleo


      

      
      
         “You did what?” Limestone Pie said out in the field, and she stamped and cracked a rock in two through sheer lack of concentration.



Pinkie Pie had joined her for the usual Pie Sister’s Surprise Swap Day, which was a bit of a misnomer as Limestone had suggested, planned, timed, provided guidelines for, and scheduled every second of the day three months in advance. Since Limestone virtually never left the farm, Pinkie had to visit her on-site; after all, if the Limestone would not go to the Pinkie, then the Pinkie must go to the Limestone. And Limestone’s present had obviously been the superior one; rock candy so hard that Pinkie had chipped a tooth on it, rock cakes that could crack a skull at sixteen paces, and rock jelly that only wobbled under tectonic pressure.



Pinkie had merely gotten her a Holder’s Boulder Magical Tracking Device. Apparently, someone called Twilight had made it. Limestone didn’t trouble herself much with politics, provided the political process stayed the hell away from Holder’s Boulder.



She’d dumped the present in her room before heading to work. Just because family was coming over, didn’t mean she had a second to slack.



Still… Not a bad present, all in all. You never knew when some overambitious thief might try to make off with Holder’s Boulder in the night. Multiton egg-shaped rocks were, in Limestone’s mind, the crown jewels, and all that stood between the boulder and the entire international criminal underworld was her. That evened the odds somewhat.



Still, it was the thought that counted. So the fact that Limestone had trained herself to sense a feather touching Holder’s Boulder while she was several miles away, locked in a safe room, and asleep was just a minor detail.



And now this.



“I thought it might be nice to send a friend over for a week!” Pinkie skipped around her, giddy over her own imagination. “You two would get along so well! You like rocks, she likes rocks, her parents think she’s weird, Mom and Dad think you’re weird, she never gives up no matter how hard it gets to dig, and you never –”



“Pinkie!” snapped Limestone.



Pinkie stopped mid-excited-jump. “What?”



“She’s an archaeologist.”



“Uh huh?”



Limestone growled. Much as she loved her little sister, the time spent away from the rock farm had clearly perverted Pinkie’s already-perverse habits of thought.



“They dig up bones,” she said.



“They dig up fossils,” said Pinkie triumphantly. “Like last week, she dug up a whole Brontopony skeleton just outside Ponyville! It was fantastic. Mayor Mare herself took a picture and tried to get more ponies to come on vacation and see it. She called it ‘drumming up business in the tourism trade’.”



“What the heck does that mean?” said Limestone, less out of curiosity as out of outraged disgust at the weirdness of the wider world.



“I dunno.”



Limestone stamped and cracked another rock open. “Doesn’t matter. She’s not coming to dig up our farm.”



“But I already asked Mom and Dad, and they said yes!”



With a wince, Limestone remembered the arguments. As usual, she’d been quite heated, hitting the table and bellowing loudly, while all the time Mom and Dad had simply weathered it and then, as usual, carried on without her.



It wasn’t fair. She was past the age when they ought to be dictating to her what was going to happen. Privately, she felt some quid pro quo was in order.



Not a tremble broke through her voice when she said, “That’s because they’re getting soft in their old age. This place would fall apart without me. Everyone knows it.”



“And I asked her to ask her Mom and Dad if she was allowed to come, and they said yes.” Pinkie frowned. “They also said not to let her have any treasure she digs up, in case she gets greedy and suddenly turns into a pirate. Oh, and don’t let her near any axes.”



“Why?”



“Uh… don’t remember? In case she gets mad and suddenly turns into a murmurer, I think they said. Well, they more whispered it so she wouldn’t hear, but I think I got the gist.”



Limestone snorted. Her next stamp was so heavy it cracked the rock, the layer beneath, and several nearby protruding gemstones which only innocently happened to be in harmonic resonance and therefore didn’t deserve this treatment.



“She sounds like a nutcase.”



“They’re a little… worried about her cutie mark.”



“Why? What’s wrong with it?”



“It’s a skull.”



“Yeah? So?”



“That’s what I thought!” said Pinkie with obvious slumping relief. “But would they listen –?”



“Any weirdo who digs up dead bones for a living deserves any weirdo cutie mark they get.” Limestone grunted and stomped over to a less-cracked patch of the farm. Absentmindedly, her one forelimb grabbed hold of the cartful of stones by the yoke and, with barely a tug, wheeled all three tons of it over to her new spot.



Then she flicked a stone off the back and prepared to stamp.



“What was her name again?” said Limestone, trying to convey that she wasn’t asking through ignorance, but just to hear again how stupid the name sounded.



“Petunia Paleo,” said Pinkie proudly.



Limestone grimaced. “Even her name’s weird. Where’s the rock? Why isn’t she Pyrite, or Pumice? No one who digs up things in rocks should be named after a weed.”



“Oh, silly! Petunias aren’t weeds.”



Expertly, Limestone cracked the stone in two. Clean break from top to bottom. She smirked at her hoofiwork.



“I’ll be the judge of that,” she muttered.








She was the judge of it as soon as Petunia Paleo hopped off the carriage at the train station the next day. Limestone had insisted on fetching her, mostly to make sure she stamped out any subversive thoughts and Holder’s Boulder-related schemes. Anyone might make a move.



Now she looked down at the curious, wide eyes of a filly who… ugh… was so obviously trying to be cute.



Petunia blinked, and it was so cutesy Limestone swore she even heard each individual blink.



“Are you… Mrs Cloud Quartz?” said Petunia cautiously.



Limestone’s glare lowered itself to her level. “Do I look like a ‘Mrs’ to you?”



“Oh good!” Petunia sighed with relief. “I was worried I wouldn’t be able to find you at the station when I got off!”



Limestone looked around the otherwise-deserted train station. Picking Limestone out of a crowd was easy once there was no actual crowd to muddle things up. But Petunia seemed proud of her facile feat.



In fact, Petunia almost swelled with pride when she extended a tiny hoof up. “I’m Petunia Paleo, Miss Cloudy Quartz! Honoured to make your ‘quaintance!”



“Yeah, I know.” Limestone looked at the hoof. “We don’t shake.”



Quickly, the hoof dropped down. “Oh. OK.” The smile rose up suddenly. “Do you hug?”



“Not if you want to live.”



“How about hoofbumps?”



“I can smash granite with my hooves. You don’t wanna bump these.”



The smile faltered. “Um…”



“And no, we don’t touch in any way. This is a rock farm.”



Petunia pouted up at her. “You know, you’re nothing like Pinkie Pie.”



“Too right I’m not. Come on. Mom and Dad are making dinner. Up to you if you want any or not. Now follow me.”



“But what about my luggage?”



“What about it?”



“I can’t carry it all by myself.”



Limestone looked up. There were maybe two cases. That was it.



She scowled harder. “Don’t be such a baby. Those things look light as feathers.”



“I had a hard time getting them off the train! I can’t do it one at a time again! I can’t walk that far!”



Making the usual impatient sound against a world determined to annoy her, Limestone stepped around her and plucked the suitcases as easily as if they were made of paper. Sure, they were a little heavier than she’d expected, but only in the same way that a bed quilt was heavier than a blanket. She didn’t see what all the fuss was about.



“You were spoiled as a kid, weren’t you?” Limestone jerked her head, indicating that Petunia could follow her but that Limestone would not be looking back to check if she didn’t.



“Oh, Mom and Dad were very nice to me. They got me all kinds of cool presents! Princess dolls and action figures and little dresses and a bucket and spade I could take to the beach whenever we went on vacation!”



Limestone shook her head at the decadence of the outside world. “Spoiled. All you need is a pickaxe.”



“I liked the bucket and spade best. Mom and Dad thought I was digging for buried treasure.”



“Uh huh.” Limestone stomped down the steps and away from the station.



“I was gonna be a pirate!” Petunia hopped down the steps after her.



“Uh huh.”



“Mom and Dad said that was crim’nal activity.”



“Uh huh.” Limestone would have shrugged. Most things not approved of by Mom and Dad constituted criminal activity. It was actually quite impressive what they considered bad behaviour, up to and including “not being interested in rocks”. And now they were turning into soppy liberals, if they were letting archaeologists onto the farm.



“…and then I’m gonna learn swordfighting,” finished Petunia. “Hey! Are you hearing me OK!?”



“Loud and clear,” said Limestone.



“I can tell. I’m good with ponies.”



“Yeah.”



“Oh, this is so exciting… I’ve never seen a rock farm before!”



Limestone stopped so suddenly that Petunia bounced off her flank. She turned, and then pointed.



“There’s our rock farm,” Limestone said. “There. Now you’ve seen one.”



Wide open rock. Windmill creaking as though about to collapse at any second. Silo standing cold and dead. Tiny little shack huddled in the midst of empty bleakness. If brown and grey were acceptable colours, then the place was a kaleidoscope. Of dull.



Petunia stared. For once, she gaped as though at a loss for words.



After a minute, she still didn’t move.



A twinge of concern prompted Limestone. She wasn’t used to so much staring.



“Uh?” She cocked her jaw, thinking. “You just gonna stand there all day?”



“It’s… beautiful…” Petunia breathed softly.



Limestone looked her up and down. She seemed genuine enough…



“Yes it is,” she said, matter-of-fact.



They took in the bleak desolation together for another minute before Limestone shook herself down. Too indulgent. Too slow. She hurried onwards, hearing Petunia’s frantic hoofsteps try and catch up.



“You know what, Miss Cloudy Quartz?”



“It’s Limestone!”



“I think I’m gonna like it here.”



And it was a mark of how much Limestone was not used to this sort of comment from visitors… that she completely forgot to warn Petunia not to touch Holder’s Boulder.








Dinner was stone casserole. Not Limestone’s favourite, but it did the job. Petunia was obviously not fitting in, as she had eaten around the stone instead of, as it were, through it.



In fact, when Mom and Dad had brought the dishes round, Petunia had actually pointed out the rock in it. Like it was a fly in her soup, or something ridiculous.



“Eat it,” said Limestone.



Petunia grimaced and looked down at the thing. “Um… I’ve never eaten rock before.”



“Let her be,” said Mom calmly. “Thou wouldst do well to remember she is a guest.”



Dad turned to Petunia. “To thee and thine alone, I say: eateth what thou will.”



Whereupon, Limestone glared at Mom and Dad opposite her. “That’s not how you brought us up.”



“Mm hm,” said Marble next to her.



Sometimes, Mom and Dad didn’t need to use words. A look would be enough.



Still, Limestone was growing out of their influence. She met glare for glare before sulkily returning to her own dish. Of course, Marble had overcooked the stone. She always overcooked it.



“Um?” Petunia waggled a hoof. “Excuse me? Are you all rock farmers?”



Mom nodded solemnly. “That we are.”



“Mm hm,” said Marble.



Petunia caught her eye. It was harder than it sounded; Marble always wore her cascading mane over half of her face, and the other half generally pretended not to exist in case it accidentally was rude to anyone.



“Pinkie Pie said you’re her twin.” Petunia announced this with the air of one namedropping a king they happened to have lunch with. “I didn’t know twins could look so different. I always thought they looked the same.”



Limestone glanced across and saw Marble blush. Frankly over-the-top behaviour.



“Pinkie looked like her once,” said Limestone.



“Mm hm,” said Marble.



Petunia cocked her head. “What’s wrong? Can’t you talk?”



Helpless in the face of a negatively phrased question, Marble looked pleadingly at Limestone, who translated: “Marble’s under a vow of silence.”



“Why?”



“Because Pinkie does the talking for two, that’s why,” she said irritably. “You wanna take the vow?”



“Um… Does it hurt?”



Marble shook her head.



Dad’s voice rumbled into gear. “‘Tis a test of self-control, to silence one’s thoughts and temptations thus.”



Mom coughed genteelly. “Thou mayst discover that life on the stone demands strong constitution.”



“These be the hallowed traditions of yore.”



“Mayhaps unfamiliar to those from yonder.”



“Yet, i’faith, I dare say thou shalt learn much from our example.”



“As we have learned from our forebears over unfathomable ages.”



Blank eyes met them. Petunia skewed her jaw in childish contemplation. Eventually, she said, “Okey dokey?”



Before staring at the stone in her dish.



To her own surprise, Limestone relented enough to say, “Eat it. It’s got calcite in. That’s good for your bones.”



A while later, there was a crunch. Then: “Ouch!”



“I make that mistake too. The trick is to use your molars to crack it first.”



“I chipped a tooth!”



“Only one?” Limestone said. “That’s OK to start. At your age, Marble broke three teeth on her first try.”



“Mm… hm…” said Marble, clearly not happy to have personal experiences revealed so openly.



Mom stood up. “I shall fetch the ointment.”



Groaning, Petunia clutched her own jaw. “You have ointment? For chipped teeth?”



Checking the young face for any sign of playing dumb, Limestone said, “Duh. It’d be stupid to work on a rock farm and not have ointment.”



“Miss Limestone? This hurts a bit.”



“Just hold it in. The ointment’ll clear that up too.”



“Miss Limestone?”



Why was this kid picking on her all of a sudden? “What?”



“Limestone!” said Dad. “Manners maketh mare!”



“All right! What, Miss Petunia?”



“When do I get to dig up fossils?”



“Tomorrow.” She glanced across at Dad, who nodded once.



“So where am I sleeping?”



“We have a guest bedroom.”



“Miss Limestone?”



“What now!?” Hastily glancing at Dad, she added: “Miss Petunia?”



Petunia squirmed where she sat, either through dental agony or sheer nerves. “Did I do something wrong? You seem kind of mad at me.”



“I get that a lot,” Limestone said dismissively.



“That is merely Limestone’s way, young Miss Paleo.” Mom came back and placed the ointment carefully over Petunia’s proffered tooth. “Temperament is as the fall of rain upon the field; thou never knowest where thy drop shall fall.”



“Mm hm,” said Marble.



“Like Pinkie,” Limestone translated. “We’re not all as nuts as her.” Then she pointed at Petunia’s stone. “Are you gonna eat that? If you don’t eat it, then it’s mine. Got it?”








The next day, Limestone kept close to Petunia. She didn’t like the idea of following the foal, but she really didn’t like the idea of not following the foal. Foals touched things.



To better aid Petunia’s dead bone fixation, Limestone took her to her own least favourite part of the farm; the sedimentary section. Sandstone was probably best for fossils, she reasoned, precisely because that kind of rock had the shame of being a fake mix-up cobbled together from other rocks as though in a desperate attempt to steal the best parts about them. No, give her good, honest igneous any day of the week. And maybe metamorphic: she kept changing her mind on that.



Now she stood and waited sullenly while Petunia wheeled a suitcase over to the site.



Petunia chose a spot randomly and marked an “X” on the ground with her hoof.



“What makes you think anything’s there?” said Limestone, curiosity peeking over perpetual annoyance for a moment.



Petunia patted her own cutie mark. “It’s a talent. I can sense where there’s good digging about! Hey, can you do the same for good types of rock?”



“All types of rock are good,” said Limestone. “Except sedimentary. That stuff sucks.”



Happily, Petunia nodded. “It’s great, isn’t it!? Now all I have to do, now I’ve got the landowner’s permission, is dig!”



Limestone rolled her eyes while Petunia fussed over the suitcase. She didn’t have anything against fossils, per se. But they didn’t belong in rocks. It really was like finding a fly in your soup. Merely thinking about it made her shudder.



Still, perhaps this was a good thing. After all, if you didn’t want flies in your soup, it would help to know someone who could fish them out.



To her surprise, she saw Petunia pull out of the suitcase a spade, a toy pickaxe, a toothbrush, a lot of rope, a little scalpel thing, a brush, a bigger brush, a wad of papers, some pencils, a pencil sharpener, an eraser shaped like a dinosaur, a ruler, a compass, a –



“This is how archaeologists dig?” she said incredulously. “What’s all this stuff?”



“It’s very important,” said Petunia, as though revealing a delicious family recipe that had hitherto remained secret. “See, the closer you get to the fossil, the more delicate you gotta be. And it’s good to make sketches and notes while you’re working, so everyone who sees your work knows what you did.”



“You’re digging up dead bones. What idiot wouldn’t know what you did?”



Petunia placed the spade in her mouth. It was almost as tall as her.



Automatically, Limestone wrinkled her nose at it. Spades were beneath her.



“Don’t you know how to dig with your hooves?” she said.



Surprise slackened Petunia’s face enough to drop the spade. “Me? Yeah. Only in sand and mud. Mom and Dad said I mustn’t use my hooves on rock.”



“Why not?”



“Because it’s rock.”



“That’s crazy. I use my hooves all the time on rock. What’s the big deal?”



Petunia squirmed where she stood. “Well… I’ve actually always wondered… Doesn’t it… Isn’t it… Do you hurt when you do that?”



“No,” said Limestone promptly. She quickly stifled most of her earliest memories on the job, and reclassified them as anti-weakness preparatory training when she couldn’t.



Petunia’s eyes widened. “Wow. You must be very strong.”



“That I am.” Limestone resisted the urge to preen herself. Such an urge was sissy.



To her surprise, she saw Petunia blush.



“What?” she said, trying not to sound too put-out.



“Um… could you… teach me how to dig with my hooves?”



“Teach you? It’s digging with your hooves. There’s nothing to teach.”



“No secret tricks?”



“You just dig.”



Disappointment hung on Petunia’s face. In all honesty, Limestone wasn’t used to this. Digging in rock was usually greeted even by rock family foals the same way visits to the dentist were. Limestone herself had got by learning not to wince at her earliest blows, and even then she’d failed to stop the odd tear. Rock farming was something a pony had to grow into. Pedicures, for instance, were ruled out as an option pretty early on.



Under her breath, Petunia murmured, “You just dig. You just dig. OK. You just dig.”



Feeling more was expected of her, Limestone added, “And try to keep your back straight to get all the energy you got. Don’t flex about.”



“OK.”



“And no half-measures. You’re hitting it or you’re not.”



“OK.”



“And… Look, just do it. Don’t try and psyche yourself up for it. The rock doesn’t care how you feel.”



“OK!” With that, Petunia promptly reared up and smacked her hooves down hard.



She yelled in pain. She fell over. She shook her legs and hissed trying to suppress her own agony.



“It’s so hard!” she said.



Limestone stood frozen to the spot. By now, Dad would have said some encouraging words, or at least have stood closer without doing anything as forward or indulgent as actually hugging anyone. But encouraging words came easily for him. Limestone’s idea of encouragement was: “If you touch Holder’s Boulder, I will make grit out of your bones.”



“You OK?” she managed to say.



Weakly, Petunia picked herself off the ground and nodded.



“I think I chipped a hoof,” she said, and offered it up for inspection.



Limestone made a show of examining it. “Not too bad,” she said.



“I’m sorry.” Petunia walked over to her spade.



“What for?”



“I thought I could do it first time. I wanted to do it first time. But I guess I’m just not strong enough to do it.”



“Huh? What are you talking about? That wasn’t a bad attempt.”



Confusion stayed Petunia, who peered up through shiny tears. “It wasn’t?”



“For a foal.” Limestone cocked her head. “No one does it first time.”



“But rock ponies are so tough and strong! I read about them in my book!”



Limestone grimaced; books were advanced technology on this farm, and she’d only mastered the art of reading Pinkie’s letters because she couldn’t get letters that actually talked, like real ponies.



Anyway, she wasn’t sure about those tears. Were they of pain, or of disappointment?



“Books don’t tell you how to rock farm,” she said, but her eyebrow dangled a question mark at the end.



“Oh, but these ones did!” Pain forgotten, Petunia took the dreamy look of the terminally obsessed. “And they made rock farming sound so interesting! They said rock farming traditions have stayed the same for hundreds – no, for thousands – of years. It’s amazing how they’ve survived so long, and against all the changing history in Equestria. That’s cool!”



Now Limestone was thoroughly stumped. “Cool” was not a word she associated with rock farming. She stood stock still while her mind tried to grasp the idea – the wildly insane idea – that someone who was not a rock farmer might actually be interested in rock farms.



One unambiguous thought got through; these books knew how solid it was. Although the “thousands of years” bit surprised her. As far as Mom and Dad had known, they’d been around for “hundreds” at best.



“Darn right,” said her pride, though even it was struggling to catch up with the sheer time span involved.



Down below her, she watched as Petunia aimed another lunging dig –



“No, no, you’re doing it wrong,” said Limestone, holding out a hoof to stop her. “You don’t throw yourself into it. Proper digging technique means using your own natural strength. Look, watch me.”



It wasn’t even effort. Limestone ploughed through the first metre of rock as easily as if it were water. Sand sprayed around her. Her hooves were a blur, her legs pumped and slid like well-oiled machinery, and the darker the rock became, the deeper she got, and the more she had to let her body lean down to keep pace.



Then she stopped and gestured at the hole.



Petunia’s eyes were so wide they seemed to be swallowing up her whole face.



“That…” said Petunia.



“Er?” Limestone wiped the grime off her own forelimbs. “You feeling all right?”



“That… was…” Petunia’s eyes watered again.



A brief panic flared up in Limestone’s heart. “You’re not ill, are you?”



“Awesome!”



“It’s just digging. Don’t go nuts.”



“But I was just imagining it, a thousand years ago: ponies like you would have been digging in that exact same way! Isn’t it amazing? It’s like travelling backwards in time, and all you have to do is see a clue living right in front of you! It’s the most magical thing I’ve ever done.”



At last: Limestone’s brain clicked into place. She’d found solid ground.



“History buff, huh?” she said. Archaeology was mucky, but history. Well, history was something else.



“Uh huh,” said Petunia, swelling with pride. “And isn’t there this tradition, that rock farmers take? Of leaving home on their eighteenth birthday to go explore the world? And they see what it’s like, and they decide if they want to stay on the farm or go find a new life elsewhere?”



Limestone… wasn’t impressed, exactly. Lots of ponies probably knew about it from the occasional rock farmer who decided to go find a new life elsewhere. But she was looking at Petunia as though she might, in some unfathomably way, be some kind of lost relative, newly discovered.



Maybe this foal wasn’t as far gone as she’d thought.



“Come here,” she said, moving away. “I wanna show you something.”



After all, if the foal wanted history, then on a rock farm there was one piece of history she simply could not be allowed to miss.



Holder’s Boulder.



It loomed up before them, as vast as history, as old as time itself, as indestructible as truth. Merely to gaze upon it would be a time traveller’s dream. And when she turned and saw Petunia stumbling along behind her, mouth agape and face trying to fill up with comprehension and joy all at once, she saw – for a moment – her own childhood staring back at her.



Was she ready?



“Is that…?” Petunia gulped. “Is that… a dragonstone?”



Yes, thought Limestone. The foal is ready.



“That,” she said smugly, “is Holder’s Boulder. You want history, you got it.”



“Wow…”



“Holder Cobblestone had to fight a dragon off to get this baby.” Limestone patted its firm, reassuring side. “Anyone else would have croaked, but he was tough as diamond and twice as sharp. He beat up the dragon and scared it half-to-death all the way off the land.”



“He scared it?”



Limestone grinned nastily. “Rocks do not know pity. Half of rock farming is showing no mercy. Holder Cobblestone got a good one, all right. Ever since, this farm has had nothing but good luck thanks to him. He even built the farm around it and never once hurt himself or had an accident or nothing.”



“So this… is… as old as this farm?”



“Exactly. Find me a fossil that’s worth half of this bad boy.”



Petunia simply stared and gazed in awe and rapture. The holy moment glowed upon her countenance.



Then she reached forwards to touch it.



“Ah!” Limestone blocked her with a hoof of her own.



On Petunia’s face, the spell broke.



Gently, Limestone lowered the tiny hoof again. She shook her head.



“Not just anyone can touch Holder’s Boulder,” she said. “You gotta be a farmer to do it. And you gotta earn it through hard work.”



“Oh.” Petunia hung her head in shame.



To her own surprise, Limestone was actually enjoying herself. She’d never had a foal to boss about. There just wasn’t enough time for that sort of nonsense.



But a fellow enthusiast? Perhaps she could make something of that.



She said, “So you were digging up some fossils, yeah?”



For a moment, Petunia’s face was uncomprehending. Then light dawned.



“Yeah! Can you teach me? Can you teach me?”



“Why not?” Limestone shrugged. “You’re about the right age. Come on, I’ll show you proper digging technique.”



“OK!” A while into their returning walk, though, she added, hesitantly, “Um… If it hurts again… can I use my spade?”



Limestone shrugged. Deep down, she knew was she getting far too soppy, but most of her didn’t care anymore. “Sure. I’ll play ‘Mommy’ today. Also, Mom always keeps some bandages ready in the kitchen. Just in case, yeah?”








The week ended far too soon.



Both of them waited at the platform.



Both of them watched the train roll in.



Both of them watched Pinkie cartwheel out of it.



Petunia broke ranks by glancing from one sister to the other. Limestone wished she didn’t. A true rock farmer was supposed to look stoic. Unflappable. Poised.



Oddly, Petunia was wearing bandages on her front two hooves. Yet she wore them as proudly as badges of honour.



“So!” said Pinkie, quickly glossing over this detail in the name of good cheer. “Today’s the day! Today’s the day you go home, Little Miss Daring Do, you! Hi, Limestone!”



“Hm,” grunted Limestone.



Pinkie paused, apparently surprised, but recovered quickly and bounced about.



“Miss Grumpy Pants enjoyed her time with the intrepid explorer, huh?”



“Yes, I did!” Petunia burst out excitedly.



Pinkie paused again. “No, silly, I was talking to –”



“Yeah, yeah, yeah, we know who you were talking to.” Limestone waved her off and turned to Petunia. “So.”



“So,” said Petunia, and Limestone almost beamed. She’d taught the girl well. With luck, some of the lessons would remain uncorrupted, out there in the big, wide world.



“Nice to have you over,” said Limestone coolly.



“It was fun!” Petunia caught herself. “Er, I mean: It was fun,” she added, much more calmly.



“Good girl. You know what, Pinkie? We just might have recruited a new convert to the cause.”



Now Pinkie’s pause was so overwhelming she almost went backwards in time. “Limestone? Is that you? You’re not some imposter, are you?”



“Don’t be stupid. Look, are you taking her back, or aren’t you? Mom and Dad and Marble already said their goodbyes. I’m just seeing her off. Got it?”



Pinkie gave her a funny look, but said nothing. “Are you OK, Limestone?”



Limestone shrugged. In truth, her mind was spinning a bit. History and archaeology kept churning up her thoughts, and she was becoming very, very vaguely aware that, beyond her rock farm, rivalling Holder’s Boulder, and standing alongside her own proud stories of rock farmers past and present, there was this thing called The Rest Of The World that might, if she was open to exciting heresy, be full of interesting things with histories of their own.



Not as interesting as her own, of course. But there was wiggle room for “mildly interesting”.



“Well, if you say so…” Pinkie shook her head and beamed down at Petunia. “OK, Petunia Paleo! Let’s go say hi to your mom and dad!”



“OK, Pinkie. You go on. I’ll catch you up.”



Pinkie shrugged, winked at Limestone, chuckled, and hopped onto the train, ever the optimist even to the last.



Whereupon, Petunia leaped and seized Limestone in a surprisingly tight hug.



Limestone said, very slowly, “I’m not a hugger, you know.”



Petunia backed off at once, blushing. “Oh, sorry.”



And Limestone relented enough to add, “You clearly are, though.”



The last week had trained her well; she stayed put while Petunia gave her another hug and hurried onto the carriage. When the filly opened a window and leaned out and waved so hard at her that she almost fell out, Limestone resisted every urge prompting her to wave back. But she did allow one very small smile to peek through.



After all, she’d seen another side of life. And on the whole, it had been an eye-opener.



So when Pinkie too leaned out of the window to wave before the train started moving, Limestone leaned closer and whispered, “Hey. Pinkie.”



“Yeah?” Pinkie whispered back.



Limestone fought to get the right words into place; this sort of thing wasn’t her thing. But she gave it a go:



“Can she come back next year?”



A year sounded about right. No point rushing things, after all. That’d just be silly.
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         “Have you ever wanted to just, you know, set a book on fire?” Twilight Sparkle asked Starlight Glimmer at breakfast one morning.



Starlight considered her answer over a mouthful of soft, buttery pancake. As usual she’d loaded it with maple syrup too, and she needed a swallow of milk to clear her mouth before answering.



“Like, a specific book? Or any book?”



“A specific book,” Twilight said. She then clarified: “Except it’s not really a book. It’s more like a spell in the form of a book.”



“A spellbook, you mean?” Sometimes spellbooks set themselves on fire if you weren’t careful. Starlight had lost a rather nice copy of Xenophon’s Examined Exsanguinations in just such an accident as a teenage filly. It took the hair on her fetlocks weeks to regrow.



“No. A book that is a spell.” Twilight nudged her plate of pancakes morosely. She hadn’t taken a single bite yet. Apparently contemplating the fiery death of a book had stolen her appetite. “A magical artifact that merely takes the shape of a book. Also, it doesn’t work.”



“So it’s a spell in the shape of a book, except it doesn’t work. It sounds to me like you’re describing a regular book.” Starlight finished the last of her pancakes, and then, sensing that Twilight had no need for hers, reached out with her magic to grasp the princess’s still-full plate and slide it slowly across the table. They had whipped cream and blueberries on them, which Starlight wasn’t thrilled about, viewing them as a desert-like corruption of a breakfast staple, but she wasn’t going to look a gift pancake in the mouth. Instead she put it in her mouth.



“No, it’s…” Twilight frowned in thought. Then she looked across the table at her absconded pancakes and frowned harder. “It does something. More than a book. But it’s a failure at what it should do.”



“Objects that fail to fulfil their purpose should be destroyed,” Starlight said. She scraped the whipped cream and blueberries off the pancake, restoring it to its proper form, and took a bite. “That is what the old-Starlight Glimmer would say. New-Glim says there’s room for everypony, or, uh, everybook, no matter how imperfect they may be. So no, you should not burn this book. Is this, uh, like a friendship lesson?”



“No, it was a genuine question.” Twilight stood. Her horn glowed, and a dollop of the scraped-away whipped cream on Starlight’s plate lifted away, floating across the table until the princess snapped it out of the air with her jaws. Her tongue flashed out, cleaning away the flecks that had escaped on her muzzle. “Come on. I’ll show you.”








The book was opened to its middle atop a polished cedar lectern in Twilight’s private library, the one attached to her bedroom that only friends were allowed to use. Since Starlight Glimmer was the only friend of Twilight’s who had more than a passing interest in books, it was rare for anypony but her or Spike to set foot within its walls. She’d snuck Trixie in once, just to prove the place existed, but aside from that passing moment of daring it was only ever a place of study.



And now, apparently, spellwork. Starlight trotted up to the lectern and peered down at the book.



It was blank. She flipped all the way back to the beginning. Every page was empty.



“I found your problem,” she said. “It’s supposed to have words in it.”



“Ha.” Twilight trotted up beside her. Her horn flashed and a quill appeared, yanked out of some pocket dimension where she kept an endless array of writing supplies. She offered the quill to Starlight. “Here. Write something in it.”



“Uh.” Starlight held the quill over the page. “What?”



“Anything.”



Fine. Starlight hummed quietly for a moment, considering, then lowered the quill’s tip to the page.



There once was a dragon



Who lived in a wagon.



As soon as she made the final mark with her quill, the period at the end of the sentence, the world around her changed. Her sight vanished, replaced by darkness, and for a moment she floated weightless in space. She started to scream, but before she could draw the breath to do so, light and life returned to the universe.



She stood in a wagon, cramped, packed with all the things a pony could own: clothes in trunks and shoes on racks and a bed decorated with star-and-moon sheets and pots and pans and fireworks and ratty books from distant lands. She started to turn and kicked over a stack of empty bottles; her horn tangled in a silver dreamcatcher. The door opened beside her, and she spun to see an enormous dragon, far too large to fit into the wagon, larger than a house, squeezing its enormous head through the opening, and all the belongings in its horde were squished to the side as the wagon suddenly went from crowded to compactly airless, and for a moment Starlight Glimmer was given to remember that diamonds are made when carbon is compressed as her body found itself squeezed between the cracks of endless detritus, and the pressure grew and her body went from something pony-shaped to something more in the style of a wet red abstract sculpture that seeped—



Starlight Glimmer gasped. She was back in the library, teetering on her hooves, still very much in one piece and pony shaped. She stumbled away from the book, releasing the quill and letting it drift to the floor.



Twilight caught the feather. She set it on the table beside the book. The words Starlight had just written there had already faded away, leaving only blank waxweed vellum behind.



Quick check: limbs, eyes, horn, tail. All yes. Starlight let out a shuddering breath. “What was that?”



“Based on what you wrote, I’m guessing something about a dragon in a wagon. Also pretty disturbing, from your reaction.”



“It, uh… yeah, a little.” Starlight gave her whole body a shake. “What was it, though? Was that real?”



“Oh, no.” Twilight shook her head. “I don’t know exactly what you saw, because that’s unique to you. But I can tell you with absolute certainty that it was not real. Nothing this book shows is real.”



Starlight found the courage to approach the book again. Not even the scratchy indentations of her quillmarks remained on the page. It was perfect and pristine. “So it’s, like, just a fantasy generator?”



“No. It’s… hm.” Twilight tilted her head. “It shows things that might have been true. I wanted to call it Sparkle’s Counterfactual Simulacrum, but that’s not quite alliterative enough. It needs some other title. Anyway, it shows different outcomes. I guess it tried to show you what happened if a dragon really did try to live in a wagon, but since that sounds impossible it must’ve been weird.”



“Uh, a little.” Starlight glanced at the quill. “Why though? Why make it?”



“Because, haven’t you ever wondered?” Twilight’s words took on a hint of zeal. “Haven’t you ever had an argument with someone about what might have happened? If Celestia had done more for Luna before she became Nightmare Moon, or if the princesses hadn’t ignored Scorpan’s warnings about Tirek, or if the Crystal Empire before Sombra had adopted a market-based economy? Can you imagine? Every argument could be solved! We could just ask the book what might have happened and get an answer!”



“Yeah, that sounds pretty neat, actually.” She eyed the quill more thoughtfully now. “So what’s wrong with it?”



“It doesn’t work for any of those things.” Twilight’s muzzle wrinkled. “It’s not powerful enough to reach back across centuries, or to consider what thousands of ponies might have done different. All it can do is show things related to the individual who writes in it. The different paths your life might have taken.”



Oh. Starlight considered that statement for a while. Eventually she noticed Twilight was watching her.



She cleared her throat. “Still sounds like a success. Just not the one you wanted.”



Twilight shook her head so hard her mane whipped about. “No. Think about it, Starlight. All it can ever show you is things that might have been. Maybe it shows that things turned out well for you, but what’s more likely? That, or it shows you how much better things could have been? It shows you all the ways your mistakes could have gone different. All the better paths your life could have taken. It’s…it’s like a magical regret generator. It serves no other purpose.”



Ah. Their earlier pancake conversation made sense now. “So you want to destroy it.”



“I think I do. Yes.”



Starlight reached out to touch the book. The pages were warm and soft. Something like a heartbeat vibrated beneath her hoof.



Twilight raised an eyebrow.



A pony could learn a lot from such a book, Starlight reasoned. And the more mistakes a pony had made, the more they could learn. Ergo, a pony who’d made every mistake could learn everything from it. It was a fountain of knowledge and power inverse to the wisdom and judgement of the pony writing in it.



Perfect for her, in other words.



“Let me use it,” Starlight whispered. “For one night. Let me have it for one night, and I will tell you if you should destroy it.”



“It’s more dangerous than you think,” Twilight said. Her eyes grew clouded for a moment. “Trust me.”



Poor Twilight. For all that she’d saved the world through countless dangerous adventures, she didn’t really accept risk in the same way Starlight did. She didn’t understand that sometimes things had to be sacrificed. A pony had to be willing to step up to the edge of the cliff and risk everything in pursuit of what they wanted. Of what they needed.



“Just one night,” she repeated. “That’s all.”








Starlight Glimmer sat atop the covers in her room. The rest of the castle had turned in for the night, and the only light came from the oil lantern by her beside. She’d opened her window a crack to let the cool evening air in.



The book sat on the covers beside her. It was huge, hundreds of blank pages long, for no reason Starlight could understand. Wouldn’t a single page have been enough? She’d probed at its magical structure earlier, curious to see how Twilight had woven the thing together, and already found a few areas for improvement. Nothing that would solve the book’s paramount deficiency, however; no magic she knew, or apparently Twilight knew, could create a counterfactual world based on other lives. Only the life of the pony writing in it.



But still, such a powerful artifact it was. Her mind boggled again at Twilight’s irrationality. To have given birth to such a wondrous artifact and have already consigned it to destruction. She stroked the flat of her hoof over the gold-embossed cover.



She shifted on the covers. They were soft on her belly where her coat was the thinnest. She could feel the pattern sewn into them scratching pleasantly on her skin.



Enough stalling. One night. She opened the book to the first page, snatched up the quill from the inkpot, and wrote:



Sunburst didn’t move away when we were foals.



The shadows around the bed expanded. They grew like billowing clouds, reared up to swallow the walls and the ceiling and collapsed onto her like waves, leaving only darkness in their wake.








Starlight Glimmer sat at her desk, grading essays. She was nearly done with the entire class, and only one remained. The sun had long-since set outside her window, and the lights come on in the town’s streets. Ponies wandered the broad avenues, in couples or in groups, chattering quietly. It was winter, and the trees bare, and drifts of snow danced across the cobblestones.



Starlight noticed these things only in passing. Part of her wanted to set this final essay down and head out, to grab some dinner or just do a bit of window shopping while there was still time—she really needed to get those Hearthswarming gifts still—but that would just mean having to grade it at home, and that was one rule she tried never to break. So she focused all her waning attention on Petunia’s exhaustive accounting of the trees of Sire’s Hollow. She loved evergreens especially. A full page of neat, foalish mouthwriting detailed the ideal characteristics of the cedar family.



She knew what score it was going to receive after the first paragraph. But still she read the whole thing before affixing a gold star to the top. Petunia’s cutie mark hadn’t manifested yet, but the filly was bound to be a botanist. Starlight would’ve bet her life on it. The task complete, she set the essay atop the pile of other essays, tidied up her desk, and locked up the schoolhouse for the night.



Ponies greeted her on the streets. She was a popular mare, the teacher of their foals and magic tutor for the unicorns. A powerful unicorn, yes—there’d been whispers as a filly about sending her off to the capital, to study with Princess Celestia herself, but instead she’d gotten her cutie mark as an educator, and what use did a young teacher’s assistant need for instruction by a princess? The town’s old teacher, a retired professor from Oxbridge, took her as his apprentice, and in the decades since she’d grown into his job. It was a simple life in a simple town, her days filled with corralling foals and trying despite all their efforts to educate them. She woke before the dawn and rarely returned home before sunset.



It was a good life. She waved at Sand Dollar and his wife as they exited a restaurant across the street. Their colt’s essay on seashells had been one of the first she’d graded that night.



The stores along the main street had already set out their Hearthswarming decorations. She paused outside a haute saddle shop and peered through the glazed windows. There were some fashionable stallion’s saddles inside, and she hadn’t gotten her father’s gift yet. In her head she juggled her finances, the small bonus the town paid her before the winter break, and the fact that Firelight still got her something nice every year. 



It could wait, she decided. Surely they’d have a sale before too long. And as much as she loved her father, there were other ponies she had to get gifts for first. So she put a pin in the saddle idea and reluctantly resumed her walk.



Her home was in one of the modest neighborhoods adjoining the central street. She walked down the elm-lined avenue to its end, where a small but tidy house practically glowed from within. Dozens of candles and lanterns and magic-infused crystals chased away the darkness. As she stepped on the path leading to her front door, more lights came on, and warmth as well, and for a moment it felt like a spring day coddling her in the heart of winter. No snow ever touched the ground here. They didn’t let it.



She pushed open the door and was assaulted by the rich scent of lentil-stuffed acorn squash slowly roasting in the oven. A moment later she was assaulted again by a twenty-four pound terror that dove on her from above. Legs and wings wrapped around her barrel and tiny teeth grabbed her mane.



“I’ve got you, mommy!” Cinnamon squealed from atop her. “Rawr!”



“Aargh!” Starlight cried. She sank to the floor and flailed. “I’m gotten! Sunburst! Help!”



There was a shuffling sound from the kitchen. A moment later the love of her life stuck his head out. Sunburst wore the frilly gray Countess Coloratura apron she’d bought him as a gag back in their college days, and a spatula floated beside him. He rolled his eyes at the sight and retreated back to making dinner.



“Traitor!” Starlight called. She yelped in actual pain as Cinnamon found her ear and bit. Pegasus teeth were sharp. “Ow! Careful honey. Don’t hurt mommy.”



“The victow.. Victoriow…” Cinnamon struggled over the words.



“Victorious, baby.”



“The victorious hunter returns home with her prey!” Cinnamon flapped and flapped, but could no more lift Starlight than Starlight could lift a mountain. She panted from the effort and settled on Starlight’s back, still clinging to her mane.



“Very impressive.” Starlight turned her head to kiss her daughter’s cheek, then stood and trotted into the kitchen. Dozens of tools and instruments and utensils floated in a cloud of Sunburst’s magic, and she carefully navigated around them to the table. She deposited Cinnamon in the high chair and took her own seat by the window. “Need help, babe?”



“Nope. Almost done,” he said. Most of the utensils floated over to the sink and settled into the water. Sunburst opened the oven and pulled out their dinner, which incidentally gave Starlight a great view of his ass. She stared at it like a high school filly.



In due course the squash were set out and the family tore into them. They shared the mundane details of their day; Starlight’s class, Sunburst’s library and Cinnamon’s grand adventure fighting pirates who’d buried treasure in the nearby woods with her friends. Starlight listened as her daughter recounted their ever-more-elaborate hijinks and decided, for not the first time, that the filly was going to either be the next Daring Do or a pirate herself.



After dinner was bath time, which meant just little splashes of water for pegasus fillies. Then Starlight carefully helped Cinnamon preen her wings, reading aloud from a book their pegasus neighbor Zipporwhill had lent her. Not all of it made sense to Starlight, but she supposed a book on unicorn magic would be similarly indecipherable to pegasus parents. Someday, when Cinnamon was older, maybe during a summer break, she would finally get around to writing that guide to raising pegasus foals for non-pegasus parents.



Ah, but that could wait. She had a squirming ball of feathers to deal with now.



“Okay, baby,” she said. She uncapped the bottle of feathergloss oil and poured a bit into an empty soapdish. “Remember, just enough to get the tip of your muzzle wet. Not like last time.”



So saying, she dipped her nose in the dish, dabbing it with a bit of the oil. It smelled like sandalwood to her, though Sunburst said it was more like laurel leaf. She started working it through Cinnamon’s left wing, while the filly went to work on the right. 



There weren’t any spills this time. Progress.







Later, when Cinnamon was in bed and Starlight had taken her own, longer bath while Sunburst cleaned the last of the evenings detritus, the settled into their bedroom. It barely felt like any time had passed since she got home. Some days, it barely felt like any time had passed since she and Sunburst bought the house, or since Cinnamon had been born, or since they moved back to Sire’s Hollow after graduating, or… Starlight’s thoughts tumbled down time’s endless paths. Where had it all gone? Just yesterday it felt like she’d brought Cinnamon home from the hospital.



Sunburst nuzzled just behind her ear. His breath tussled her mane. “What’s wrong, Glimmy?”



“Just thinking,” Starlight said. She rolled over to face her husband. “Time flies so fast.”



“That’s because, as you get older, each individual day or month or year is a subjectively smaller portion of your entire lived experience, so the thirtieth year of your life seems much shorter than the third year of your life, which—”



She silenced him with a kiss. “I know, babe. I’m just saying.”



“Oh.” He blushed hard enough for her to feel the heat radiating from his face in the darkness. “Sorry.”



“Don’t be. I love your sexy pedantics.”



He chuckled at that, and they settled back into silence. The room was cool with winter’s touch, and Starlight snuggled closer to him, jealous for his warmth. Sleep began to steal over her in waves.



He cleared his throat. “Glimmy?”



She blinked sleepily. “Muh?”



“Sorry. Uh, Stellar Flare came by earlier.”



“Oh.” Starlight closed her eyes again. “What’d your mom want?”



“The usual. Play with Cinnamon, talk about Hearthswarming gift ideas. Ask about more grandfoals.”



Eyes opened again. Wide awake this time. Her ears perked up, straining forward. She could hear his heart beating. “...oh?”



“Yeah. I said we’d, uh, been talking about it.”



That they had been. Starlight forced her hooves to stillness. “And?”



“And, you know… maybe it is time?”



She swallowed. “You mean it?”



He nodded rapidly. Jerkily. A bit scared by what he was saying, but then, so was she.



But that was fine. They could face their fears together. She lifted her muzzle for another kiss. 



It was a while before she got any sleep that night.








Starlight Glimmer gasped for air. The muscles in her back spasmed, drawing her spine into a tight coil that bent her nearly in half. She stared up at the dark ceiling in her room in Twilight Sparkle’s palace. The cold air chilled her sweaty coat.



Her hooves scrambled for purchase. They slid on the smooth blankets, and she tumbled off the bed, landing on the hard crystal with her shoulder. A bright flash of pain disoriented her, and cried out. The darkness blinded her, and for a long moment she could not tell the difference between her bedroom here and the fantasy bedroom conjured by the book. The false vision, the fake, faithless promise of what might’ve been. The lie it told her. 



She stood, her chest heaving. Spittle dripped from her lips. She glared at the book, her confusion and pain replaced in an instant with an intense, burning rage. Her horn lit, and the book floated before her. It would just take a thought, a passing wish, and nothing would remain but ashes. It would never deceive another pony again.



“You liar,” she hissed. “I… you!” 



She flung it across the room. It struck the far wall with enough force to rattle the lamp on her bedside table. 



“You lie!” she screamed. The images paraded through her mind. She remembered flashes of things the book had never told her: her marriage to Sunburst; the surprise when her daughter was born a pegasus; her mother showing her the best way to nurse the little ball of feathers. A thousand things that had never never never happened.



Perhaps Twilight was right. All the book could offer was regret. She lifted it again and was about to cast the spell that would destroy it when a passing thought stayed her wrath.



Shaking, she drew it back to her. She set the book on the bed and opened it to the first page. Blank again.



“What do I have to regret, anyway?” she said. “L-look at me! Student of the princess. Not some lowly teacher still living in the same small town where she was born. I'm better than that! This is better!”



Defiance drove what she wrote next.



I defeated Twilight Sparkle at Our Town.








The deserts outside Our Town were high, dry and cold. Only at the height of summer were ponies in danger of overheating—in the winter months, foals had to be kept inside after the sun set, and many families shivered their way through the nights.



The homes weren’t very well insulated. Starlight Glimmer understood this and understood that it needed to be fixed. Their carpenter just wasn’t very good at filling all those pesky gaps between the planks, and the gypsum wallboard they’d ordered from Las Pegasus was moldering in their little warehouse while they figured out the correct gauge of nails to hang it with, and nopony in the town really knew how to insulate the ceilings or floors at all. Maybe carpets were the answer, said Tapperwhill. But carpets were expensive and Starlight Glimmer knew for sure that cold hooves might be uncomfortable but they didn’t really matter, all that mattered was that everypony’s home was the same. 



They could all be freezing in caves in the desert, and it wouldn’t matter. As long as they were all freezing together. Unity of purpose would give them the strength to overcome any adversity.



Or any adversary.



Starlight Glimmer was cold at that moment, actually. Her breath fogged, forming white clouds that drifted through the cave, slowly dissipating. The glow of the enslaved cutie marks filling the wall behind her lent the space an eerie, ghostly sense of menace. Normally she loved to bathe in their light, but today she felt nothing but cold in here.



“You can’t win. You know that, right?” 



“Quiet,” Starlight snapped. “You’re hardly in any position to talk about winning.”



Princess Twilight Sparkle was a pathetic sight. Like every other pony Starlight had freed from their mark, she was going through a brief period of lassitude, characterized by exhaustion, loss of color and shallow emotions. An untrained observer might call it despair. It would fade soon, once she realized how joyous it was to be unshackled from destiny, but for the next few days at least the cutie mark withdrawal would leave her weaker than a kitten.



She wasn’t tied up. No need for ropes. Alicorn or no, Starlight could’ve held her down without even needing her magic.



“I don’t know what you thought your little escape was going to accomplish, but it failed,” she continued. “You’re one of us, now. Once you accept that you’ll be happy again. Trying to resist will just prolong this period of suffering.”



“Happy?” Twilight chuckled. It was a lifeless, empty sound. “You stole everything that makes me special. You stole everything that makes my friends special. You call that happiness?”



“I do! You see, your problem is that you don’t understand what happiness really is.” Starlight paced around the cave, growing excited as she spoke. “Ponies think happiness is a warm, fuzzy feeling that they get whenever something good happens to them. Contentment or euphoria. But that’s wrong, Twilight. That’s just an emotion, just the pleasure centers in your brain activating because they’ve received the correct chemicals. No, true happiness occurs when ponies flourish. When we do the right thing and act virtuously to bring about a better world. That feeling, that sensation, that is happiness. And it’s what you will feel soon! When you join our town and become a part of our great project, bringing about a new, egalitarian dawn for all of Equestria, then you will be happy, Twilight!”



She ended in front of Twilight, their muzzles just inches apart. She was breathing hard — she always got worked up when she gave that speech. It roused a fire inside her, burning away doubt and cowardice. Every time she recruited a new pony and freed them, her own convictions were reborn. It was the best part of what she did. Better than any food or wine or drug or sex, this feeling, bringing a new pony into the fold, this was joy.



Starlight Glimmer was happy.



“You’re an idiot.”



Starlight flinched as if slapped. “What?”



“You heard me.” Twilight said. She spoke slowly and evenly, without any heat or emotion in her voice. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a pony so deluded. I actually pity you.”



“You...” Starlight had to stop. Her belly spasmed in a gutteral, humorless laugh. “You pity me? Look at you! You have nothing! I have won, princess!”



“You think you’re happy? You think this is victory?” Twilight looked around slowly. “This is misery, Starlight. You’re fooling yourself. Oh, and I do have something you don’t.”



Starlight sneered. “What, those wings? You think being an alicorn makes you better than me? That’s exactly the sort of unequal lie that I’m trying to destroy—“



“No.” As soft as Twilight’s voice was, she interrupted Starlight effortlessly. “I have friends. Friends who will never stop fighting for me, not because I’m making them or they’re afraid of me, but because they love me. Do you have anypony like that, Starlight?”



“What? I have friends. I have lots of friends! A whole town of friends!”



“You have prisoners. Slaves. And someday they’ll rise up to overthrow you.”



Starlight snarled. “They will never oppose me! They—WE are all committed to this project. We have all sacrificed for it, more than you can imagine, and I won’t let your stupid sentimentality put it at risk.”



Twilight rolled her shoulders. Her whole body slumped, weighed down by exhaustion and cutie mark withdrawal. Everything but her eyes. They bored into Starlight’s, and in them Starlight saw not just determination and resistance but something far worse. Not scorn, not hate.



Concern, pity and love.



“Stop it,” Starlight growled. “Don’t you dare look at me like that!”



“It’s not too late. I know you feel trapped here, Starlight, but it’s never too late—“



“Shut up!”



“It’s never too late to do the right thing. I know you don’t really believe all that babble about happiness. I know what you’re hiding in there, a scared little filly who lost something and doesn’t know how—“



“SHUT UP!” Starlight’s horn flared, burning with enough light to fill the cave like the sun. She lifted her captive into the air, squeezing her roughly. “You know nothing about me!”



Twilight laughed. It was a weak, defeated sound, but still her eyes were filled with force. They reflected the light of Starlight’s horn like jewels. 



“Everything you do, everything you say, it just proves how wrong you are.” The words gurgled out of Twilight’s throat. “You know it. Come with me, Starlight. I can help you. I’ve helped ponies who’ve made mistakes—”



No. No, she hadn’t used that word. Any other insult Starlight might have abided, but to say that, to call into question everything about her great work, that was unforgivable.



“I. HAVE NOT. MADE. MISTAKES!” Starlight’s vision went red. She felt the blood singing in her veins as she screamed. With every beat of her heart the aura of her magic grew, until everything in the cave was either light or shadow. 



“You don’t understand!” Starlight screamed at the dark, pitiful shape hanging before her. “I am the hero here, not you! I am the one saving the world! I will—”



A loud crack cut through her rant. She felt something give in her magical grip, a sudden resistance that vanished, replaced by a sandy, grinding, dripping weakness. She gasped for breath, closed her eyes, and slowly let the power out of her horn. 



Deep breaths. She was the one in charge here. 



She opened her eyes. Twilight lay crumpled on the ground, her neck bent at an angle that no pony’s neck should bend. Her chest neither rose nor fell.



She licked her lips. “T-twilight?”



The cave was silent in response. Only the quiet, omnipresent hum of the imprisoned cutie marks behind her filled the void.



“Twilight, I’m sorry. P-please don’t do this.” She was shaking. The edges of her hooves rattled on the stone floor. A sudden dawning horror welled up out of her heart and seized her brain. Her eyes widened, and she opened her mouth to scream but nothing emerged because she couldn’t breathe, her chest wouldn’t move, and still the horror grew inside her like a cancer, crowding out everything else until nothing remained but a scared little filly lost in an endless darkness crying for her mother.



“T-this. This.” Starlight swallowed. Her heart began to beat again, and slowly the rage returned. She welcomed it, embracing it to chase away the horror. “This is your fault. Your fault! Not mine, yours!”



She stalked around the body, the rage inside her growing with each step. “You made me do this! You could’ve just accepted it, like everypony else, but no! You had to be a fool, and now look! Look at what you’ve done! YOU!”



The room spun. Not enough air. She closed her eyes again, waiting for the vertigo to pass. Everything replayed itself behind her eyes, the argument, the screaming, the wet sound of Twilight’s neck breaking. She couldn’t get it out of her head. And all the while, something else grew inside her.



Hatred. For the first time in her, Starlight understood hatred. Not the pitiful emotion foals felt for bullies or grown ponies for their rivals, but a true, deep, all-consuming malice. The kind that fueled rage unto death. 



Starlight opened her eyes, and a new clarity overtook the world. Everything was sharper. Clearer. The fog was gone. 



She leaned over Twilight’s body and whispered to it: “Everything that happens now is your fault. All your friends. It’s all on you.”



She stalked to the entrance. The guards outside shied away as she emerged. It was all she could do not to strike them for their weakness.



“Bring the unicorn next,” she snarled.








The collapsing spell hit Starlight Glimmer like a meteor. The cave and its memories washed away, but nothing could erase the image of Twilight’s body, crumpled on the ground before. Crumpled on the ground because of her.



She was lying on the floor, she realized. An acid tang filled her mouth. She coughed and spat out a vile mix of saliva and phlegm. A pool of vomit surrounded her head.



She tried to stand and failed. Her legs wouldn’t support her weight. She crawled across the floor away from the bed and the book. 



The sound of claws on crystal slipped in through the crack beneath her door. “Starlight? Are you okay?” 



“Spike,” she croaked. Her throat was raw. She tasted blood in the back of her mouth. “I… I’m fine. Just a dream.”



“I heard, uh, sounds.” There was a pause. More clicking of claws. “I’m coming in, okay?”



“No!” She found the strength for power again, and her horn came to life. Light surrounded her door, holding it fast. “No. I’m… I’m fine. Go back to bed.”



“I’m getting Twilight.”



“No, please…” Starlight squeezed her eyes shut. Tears flowed from them, hot and stinging. 



He didn’t reply. A few minutes later she heard the quiet clip-clop of hooves on crystal. Her lungs seized, and she curled into a tight ball, covering her face with her hooves.



“Starlight?” Twilight’s voice was dimmed by the thick door. “Spike’s, um, he said something was wrong. Can I come in?”



No. No no no no no no. Starlight curled up tighter. Ever muscle constricted. Her jaw clenched and her teeth squealed. “Please don’t. I can’t, I can’t look at you.”



“It’s okay. You used the book, right? I don’t know what it showed you but it doesn’t matter, Starlight. We’re your friends and we love you—”



“Stop. Please,” Starlight moaned. Every word was poison. She had done nothing to deserve such kindness. She poured more power into her horn, wrapping the magic around the door. The crystal began to vibrate from the force of her grip.



“Spike got some water for you. Do you want some water? I’m just going to slide it in—”



Starlight felt Twilight’s magic start to mingle with hers. It was a familiar sensation, as comfortable to her as her own skin after so many years as her student. But now she saw Twilight hanging in the air in the cave again, and the touch of her magic was like fire.



“NO!” She gripped the door with more force than she’d ever used before. The crystal sang, ringing like a bell, and then it cracked full across its face with the sound of a canon. It deafened her. 



In time, sound returned. She was standing now, panting, unable to hold a breath in her lungs for more than a second. The magic had faded, and nothing prevented Twilight from simply pushing open the door and walking through.



“Okay.” Twilight’s soft voice came through. Subdued, calming. The voice one used with a wounded animal. “Okay. And the book?”



The book. Starlight turned. It lay open on her bed, undisturbed by her tumble. The pages were blank again. She swallowed the lingering taste of vomit. 



“I need it still,” she whispered.



She walked back toward the bed and picked up the quill.



“You’ve shown me the life I could have had,” she mumbled. “You’ve shown me the evil I could have done. Please, please, please show me that I could have done something right. Show me that I can be good.”



She lowered the quill and wrote.



I said yes to North Star.








Starlight Glimmer could see Our Town from the cliffs around her magic cave. She could see her house, even.



More specifically, she could see the wreckage of her house. The townponies had done a rather thorough job on it, tearing through it and tossing most of her belongings out into the street. It looked like they were searching for something. Or maybe they were just really upset. There had been that mob chasing her.



More was in ruins than just her house. Everything was ruined, in fact. All her plans. The years of effort. The sacrifices she’d made. The life she’d built out here, scratched out of the unforgiving badlands with nothing more than the force of her will and the unity she inspired in her followers.



All gone. Just… gone. Like dried leaves picked up by the wind and carried away.



She ought to be more upset. But mostly she was just numb. An endless emptiness filled her gut. The strange beating pulse in her chest was somepony else’s heart.



The clatter of disturbed stones broke her reverie. She turned her head to see another pony scrambling up the rough path to the cave. A unicorn stallion with a chestnut mane and sandy coat. He froze, seeing her, then slowly walked toward the cliff and took a seat a few paces away.



“Come to push me off?” she asked.



North Star recoiled. “What? No! No, I just, I thought you might be up here. I wanted to talk.”



Oh. Alright then. She made a little motion with her hoof to continue.



“We, uh, we talked down there. About what happened.” He gestured down at the town below them in the distance. “A lot of ponies are upset.”



Yeah. She’d gotten that impression. “Uh huh.”



“And, um, ponies want to know what you’re going to do.”



What? She squinted at him. 



He fidgeted in place. “You know, like, what you’re going to do. Now, I mean.”



She had a few ideas, actually. Little fantasies that had filled the wreckage of the past hours. Mostly they involved kicking Twilight Sparkle’s ass.



“Why do you care?” she asked.



“Well, I wanted to make sure you were going to stay.”



She blinked. “Stay?”



“Yeah. Like, as our mayor. Without the cutie mark stuff though.”



“Without the–” She caught herself and took a deep breath. “The ‘cutie mark stuff’ was the whole point, North Star.”



“So that didn’t work out too well, right? Like, I feel so much better now. I didn’t even realize I was missing it before, it’d been so long, but getting my mark back…” He sighed. “It was like having a weight on your back for years, for so long you’d forgotten you were even bearing it. Every day it crushed you, grinding you into the dirt until you thought the dirt was where you belonged. And then, one day, gone! And it felt like I could fly. It feels like I can fly, Starlight! All that stuff was wrong, but now it’s right!”



She closed her eyes. “It wasn’t supposed to be like that. It was supposed to free everypony. If I’d just been able to finish it, everypony would’ve forgotten how terrible being different was, and then we could all be happy for once—”



He snorted. “I’m happier now, Starlight. I’ve never been this happy before. I never knew what happiness was until my mark came back to me.”



“That’s not really happiness. That’s just pleasure,” she said. The rote words tasted like chalk. “True happiness is when ponies flourish and work to bring about a better world.”



“Yeah, well, maybe that’s what we’re doing now, then. Cause I feel pretty happy.”



Had North Star ever been one of her true-believers? She’d thought so, but how quick he was to betray her. She closed her eyes.



“You want to know what I’m going to do?” she asked.



“Yeah, that’s kind why I came up here, remember? The others are all—”



“What I am going to do is find that… that bitch of a princess!” Starlight said. She pushed herself back on her hooves. The emptiness in her chest faded, replaced by something warm and welcome. Anger.



“I’m going to find her and her friends,” she continued. “And I’m going to get my revenge! I don’t know how, but they’re going to pay for ruining our dreams! I don’t care how long it takes. I’ll make them all pay!”



“Oh. Uh.” North Star gawked at her. “What about us?”



“What?” She blinked, suddenly returned out of the clouds. “What about you?”



“The town. It’s still there. We still need you.”



“I don’t care about the town! The town was never the point!” She stalked in a circle, stomping her hoof for emphasis. “The point was to build a new society based on equality and freedom! Never again would ponies be slaves to their cutie marks or forced into destinies they didn’t want. We could have escaped from fate and forged our own paths! No more being shackled to some idle whim from our childhood. The point was to make a world where ponies could be free! The town was just a… just a byproduct. A, a side-effect. A way to make the dream come true. And now that dream is gone.”



She stumbled to a halt by the end, and sat again. She watched the colorful little dots in the distance that were ponies walking through Our Town’s street.



North Star sat beside her. His shoulder brushed against hers. “Yeah, well, it’s still a pretty nice town. Best one I’ve ever lived in! You did a good job with it.”



Yeah. She had, she supposed. Something small to hang her hat on.



“Look, I’m not saying you have to stay or live with us or anything,” North Star said. “Just, you know… come down and talk? I promise nopony’s too upset. They’re a little worried about you. I… you know… I’m a little worried about you.”



He set his hoof on hers. She stared down at it, baffled.



How long had it been since another pony had willingly touched her? She wracked her mind, trying to recall the last time. Never in Our Town, certainly, and before that… she flipped through the years, desperate, trying to find a single shred of shared contact. Of even the most casual affection. Something that resembled friendship.



Not since she’d started her quest. That… that bore consideration.



“Starlight? You there?”



She started, shocked out of her reverie. “Sorry. Just, uh, thinking about something.”



“Okay. You looked, uh, a little spaced out there.”



“I know.” She paused, suddenly afraid. But she’d never let fear stop her before. “North Star… can, um… ah dammit this will sound weird. Can… can I get a hug?”



Silence. He stared at her. The slender tendril of hope that had begun to sprout in her heart began to wither. Her mouth twisted, and she wished she could go back in time, taking back those words. Anything to avoid the burning humiliation starting to flood out of her chest. She squeezed her eyes shut and turned away so he wouldn’t see her cry.



She didn’t get far. A pair of strong legs surrounded her, squeezing her tight. For the first time in years another pony held her in their arms. The warmth of another body washed over her, and something inside her broke.



“Sorry,” he said. “I wasn’t sure I heard you right.”



She sniffed. “It’s okay.”



His grip eased. “So, uh, you wanna come back and talk?”



Did she? Starlight considered the paths before her. Her spirit still cried out for Twilight’s blood. She couldn’t abandon her life’s work so easily. Revenge might be years away, but she deserved it. They all deserved it.



But this warmth, this… friendship. That was the word. There was friendship here now, waiting for her to accept. All she had to do was let the past go.



“Yes,” she said. “I think I do.”








Twilight Sparkle had entered her room at some point. She sat by the desk, a quiet, steady presence. The early morning sunlight painted her mane with amethysts.



Starlight closed the book. She tried to speak but nothing came.



Eventually, Twilight broke the silence: “I’m sorry.”



Starlight shook her head.



“I used it too, you know?” Twilight gazed out the window as she spoke. “I wanted to see how my life might have been. If I’d made friends as a foal. If I hadn’t cloistered myself with my books. If I’d been happier.”



Ah. Starlight stared at the cover. It seemed so harmless, closed like that.



“Sometimes I was happier,” Twilight continued. “Sometimes I wasn’t. Sometimes the world ended because I’d changed my path and wasn’t able to stop Nightmare Moon or Sombra. But I never learned anything useful from anything it showed me. Only that I’m worse than I could be, or I could be worse than I am. I thought it might be different for you.”



Starlight shook her head again.



Twilight closed her eyes and tipped her head, resting it on the window sill. “Then I hurt you for nothing. I’m sorry.”



Starlight licked her lips. They tasted foul, bitter, tinged with hours-old vomit. She worked her sore throat until it yielded enough to croak: “Twilight?”



Twilight’s ears perked. “Yes?”



“Can…” Starlight swallowed. Her voice was a ragged whisper and would be for days. “Can I get a hug?”



Twilight moved without hesitation. She jumped over the bed between them, wings flared out for balance, and wrapped Starlight in the gentlest, kindest, most welcome hug she’d ever known.



Starlight inhaled Twilight’s scent. That lavender shampoo she always used. Her own coat stank with sweat and worse, she knew. But Twilight never pulled away.



“Friends?” Starlight croaked.



“Best friends.” Twilight squeezed her tighter for just a moment. “Hey, want some breakfast? I bet Spike’ll make pancakes again if we ask nice.”



Starlight nodded. She glanced back at the bed. “And the book?”



“Eh, we’ll figure it out later. C’mon.”



And they left behind what might have been, and went to start their day.
      

      
   
      Nights of Frights and Butterscotch


      

      
      
         "If I'm being honest, my dreams are more like visions. I can't control them."



It was one of those common softball questions Luna had received hundreds of times before. Of course she didn't blame ponies for being curious; it was only natural for them to wonder how the Princess of Dreams dreamt. Standard journalist faire. She smiled at the mare who had begun her interview, feeling fondness for her delicate demeanor and firey blush.



After some silence, Luna prompted the mare, "Did that answer your question? Or were you hoping for more, Miss Ink Blot?"



The mare's jet mane was tied into a tight bun behind her head. It bobbled as she shook her head. "Oh, umm, you can just call me Ink, your highness." 



"Only if you just call me Luna. Deal?"



Ink anxiously panned her eyes down the pages of her notebook. She nodded, fixing her glasses on her snout.



Uneasy. I'm intimidating her, thought Luna, frowning. 



She'd hoped a public setting would make the pony feel more comfortable. She'd spared cursory time for other journalists in the middle of the city square before. The Canterlot Chronicle had a whole contingent of journalists to sling at her, their noses and quills keen to capture the latest news. Ink Blot must be relatively new to the Chronicle, she thought.



A waitress floated by their booth to take their order on a small yellow notepad. "A latte," said Luna, then asked Ink if she wanted anything, which the mare timidly declined. Luna nodded. She didn't want to push her.



"You say your dreams are more like visions," said Ink. "I've heard of other ponies that are blessed with prophetic gifts. Do they come from you?"



Another one Luna had heard, to which she replied her typical "Yes, but also no."



"Could you please explain?"



Luna chuckled. "I could, but wasn't this interview meant to be about Nightmare Night?"



"Oh...sure. We should get back on topic..." Ink trailed into an uncomfortable silence.



"No, no, I'm sorry." Luna shook her head, forehoof against her forehead. She took a moment to distill her thoughts, mentally chiding her insensitivity. "I'm not the matron of prophetic visions. I don’t create them, but they pass through me. Does that help?"



Ink nodded. "A little." She scribbled notes with a pencil held between her teeth, which was a noteworthy feat on its own. Most of the field journalists the Chronicle sent were unicorns with the advantage of magic to take quick notes. "But back to Nightmare Night." She straightened up in her seat and cleared her throat.



Luna smiled, matching Ink's attentive adjustment with her own. "Ah, the topic du-jour. Ponies worried that Nightmare Night doesn't feel the same without the threat of Nightmare Moon, correct?"



"Sounds strange to want a villain back—oh!" Ink gasped, then attempted to retract her statement.



"No need to apologize, I take no offense." Luna thanked the waitress as her latte arrived. She took a first sip, raising her eyebrows at the sharp bitterness and heat. "It makes sense to me why ponies want to keep Nightmare Moon around. I can imagine the thrill behind the legend, the idea that a dark creature would come out of the moon to eat you."



"Unless you appeased her appetite with candy," added Ink. 



Luna nodded over the rim of her paper coffee cup. "Brilliant solution. I love butterscotch by the way. There's a tip for next week."



Ink scratched "Thrilling legend" and "Butterscotch" onto her notepad. It would be a fun, lighthearted addition for the article, thought Luna. 



Ink rolled her pencil between her teeth until it reached the corner of her mouth. "Do you worry what will happen to the holiday, now that Nightmare Moon is gone?"



"Not especially. It's a wonderful holiday. Ponies would hate to give it up. Plus..."



Luna trailed her thought. This wasn't the appropriate place to continue it. She knew what might happen if she admitted Nightmare Moon wasn't gone forever. Though it was true, they didn't need to know, but to keep the secret tasted strongly of a lie, and Luna struggled to stomach it. 



She buried her lips in her latte, ignoring the burn.



"Plus...what?"



Luna vented the coffee heat through her pursed lips. 



"Plus...it's too important to abandon. More than a holiday for ponies to dress up and eat sweets, it's an exhibition of how to properly combat darkness. Laughter. Joy. Butterscotch."



Her statement prompted a small giggle from Ink, which made Luna smile and let out a steady sigh. 



Their interview continued for another few questions; what did she think Nightmare Moon would think of the celebration (Oh, she'd despise it!), and what was her favorite costume (Tricky, but probably a possum). Ink also saw fit to inform her that she had prepared a question about what her favorite candy was, but Luna had already answered that.



"What's your favorite candy, then?" asked Luna.



"Choco-Peanut Bites," said Ink. Her tone had lost its nervous hesitance, noted Luna pleasantly.



"And what do you think about the outlook of Nightmare Night?"



"Honestly, I'm not the best pony to ask that. More of a Hearth's Warming fan." She shook her head, laughing wryly. "In fact, that's probably why the Chronicle wanted me to collect this scoop. They knew I didn't have a strong opinion about Nightmare Night."



"Once again, no offence taken," said Luna, chuckling.



The pair shared pleasant smiles, having finally reached a social equilibrium in which neither had to seriously worry about what the other had said. It finally felt like they were connecting in a manner that transcended professionalism, which Luna felt was the most genuine way to handle interviews. Others would swarm her for a scoop, then immediately leave once they'd devoured the information they needed. Ink did not, which was why Luna took an immense liking to her.



Ink set her pencil and notebook aside. She placed her hooves on the table.



"Do you mind if I ask you more about your visions? Off the record, of course."



"Of course," echoed Luna. She sipped through the final quarter of her coffee. It had gone cold. "What would you like to know?"



"Anything, really. What kind of futures do you see? And whose futures?"



Luna blinked. It took her a moment to find an answer that wouldn't be a lie.



"I see mine. Mostly, it's the very far future. I see what I will become."



Ink hesitated. She felt she was approaching a line, and she wasn't wrong.



"I really shouldn't ask..."



"Go on, dear."



She gazed up at Luna, a lens of tears magnified through her glasses. 



"Do I...ever become a great violinist?"



The question surprised Luna. "I..."



"It's okay, you don't have to answer. It was a dumb question."



"No! It's not that..." Luna laughed. She was relieved that Ink hadn't pressed to know more about what Luna's future was. "The visions I receive...they don't tell me who will be your true love, or how successful your career will be. In fact, they barely give me any distinct picture to work with." She paused to think of an illustration. "If the future was a loaf of bread, my visions are like the scent wafting from the bakery. I only get a sniff. As far as I know, this holds true for the visions other ponies receive."



"I see." Ink stiffened. Her expression seemed puzzled, conflicted.



Luna coughed. "So...you play the violin? You should show me sometime."



At this suggestion, Ink's expression brightened. She launched into details about her upbringing in a household of journalists, and how thrilled her parents had been when the Chronicle hired her, and where she hid her violin whenever her parents came to visit.



For the time being, Luna relaxed, feeling her secret was safe.



***




That night, Ink had a dream.



She was atop a mountain, taller than anything else. So high, the sky was space instead of blue. It was cold, and she didn't need to breathe. The sensation was both liberating and terrifying. She didn't need air anymore.



All of a sudden the sun crashed down from the sky. Not on her, nor even the planet, it simply fell away and was gone. It was in the way to begin with, she thought. Blocking out all the stars and the dark void around them. Even the stars were an impurity.



Things grew much colder. The sky was oh so beautifully dark.



She requested an audience with Luna the next morning, under the pretense that she needed more information to supplement the piece she was writing on Nightmare Night. 



"We'll put your request through to the princess, but don't expect a response soon," said the guard at the palace gate.



Ink pondered this. "Fine," she said. "I'll wait here."



***




It wasn't often ponies received a private audience with Princess Luna. Her sister, presiding over the daytime, was much more accessible, and tried to make appointments with as many of her subjects as she could sensibly manage. It was far more exclusive, even sacred, to have a private audience with Luna upon request.



"Unfortunately I can't interpret your dream," said Luna. She grimaced, tasting the unpleasant flavor of a lie washing over her tongue. "I remember passing it on to you last night, but I cannot tell you more than that. It was certainly an odd dream." She held up a box of candies, smiling. "Choco-Peanut Bite?"



Ink ignored Luna's offer entirely. "Odd? But didn't you give it to me?"



Luna frowned, setting the box of candies on her desk. She took Ink's distress very seriously.



She rose from her chair, took several paces while staring at the tall ceiling of her study. It had been painted the deep blue of a night sky, with caricatured five-pointed stars scattered all across it, and the constellations traced by silver lines. Had she been around to conduct the design of her own study, she would have done things much differently, yet she didn't let Celestia see how much it irritated her. 



"What makes you think it was a vision of the future?"



"It was just like you said visions were! It had a scent!" said Ink. She stared at the floor, stirring the carpet with her hoof. "It...It felt like a warning, I’m not sure. I need to know where it came from and what it means. You said you have those all the time, so could you please help me?"



"I'd like to, I really would, but..." Luna breathed heavily, rubbing her forehead. Ink's description of her dream was so vividly familiar. She'd never heard of anypony else having it before. She's toying with me now, thought Luna, not referring to Ink. "...perhaps you only miss-read it, little one. It's possible our talk yesterday put these thoughts of prophecy in your head, and your subconscious convinced you it was something greater."



"What?? How...how can..." Ink's voice flared with anger for only the briefest moment before simmering down to a smoldering silence. 



"Only a disturbing dream, but the memory will pass," added Luna, extending her hoof to the journalist's shoulder. Ink recoiled, sending a stab of pain through Luna's heart.



"Why don't you believe me? You must have seen what I saw!"



"Please, I don't want you to be upset..."



The two stood alone within silence, overseen by a sky of tacky stars.



"I thought I felt something," said Ink slowly. She rubbed her shoulder. "When I first learned to play the violin, you know? Something that tugged me in a way I couldn't explain. I felt a similar tug from this dream, like it was plucking the soul out of my body. Maybe it was really nothing the whole time, and that's all I ever see. Smoke. Mirages. Things that aren't real."



Ink made a curt bow, wiping tears from her eyes. She made her way to the door of Luna's study. "If you'll excuse me, your highness, I have a piece to write. Thank you for your time." Her words were frosted, stiff and formal. She closed the door behind her with a similar tone, leaving Luna feeling cold and empty.



***




Luna hovered through the dream, her wings outspread, her fangs displayed in a cruel, glistening sneer.

She inclined her neck, peered to the sky, then opened her mouth and laughed. The sky began to fall to the earth in a great, gaping wall and a thundering avalanche of icy air. She continued to laugh as it rushed down upon her. It fell and became the ocean. 



Deep, deep underwater, where there was no air. No need for air, or light, or warmth. It was absolute. Still she laughed, but there was no sound. Finally, there was no sound!



It was only a brief dream. She awoke with the laugh still on her lips.



"She's mocking me," thought Luna with disgust, rising from her bed. "We'll just see how she likes it."



***




The frontpage article looked very neat and professional, and was one of the most popular pieces on Nightmare Night the Canterlot Chronicle had ever published. They'd never had to run extra print runs during the holiday before. It even earned Ink Blot a promotion, which she couldn't help but accept. Her father couldn't be more proud of his "dyed-in-the-wool ace journalist daughter," and her mother insisted she take Ink's picture while holding a copy of her article. 



Ink was happy that her parents were happy, but that was the only reason.



When Nightmare Night arrived, she told her parents she was going to a party one of her friends from work hosted each year. In truth she planned to spend it as she'd spent it in previous years: practicing her violin. After years of practice, she could almost play the entire concerto from memory. If she could nail the solo, she thought, then maybe it would be enough to impress the director of the Canterlot Philharmonic, despite the fact that she had no formal experience, and her only training came from two years under her uncle when she was twelve.



In the midst of practice, she heard a knock on her door. Ignoring it, she went back to her solo. She'd left a bowl of candies on her front porch, and a sign which said "Please Take One" with a little Jack-O-Lantern doodle. Nightmare Night may not have been her favorite holiday, but she wasn't going to be a grump about it.



Again, the knocking came. More loudly.



Ink lowered her violin with a growl. She yelled, "There's candy on the porch!"



"I know that!" came a booming voice. "There's no butterscotch in here!"



Ink set her violin on her chair. She stormed to the door and ripped it open with a glare. Princess Luna stood on her front porch in absurd costume that didn't fit her properly. Her sheepish face poked out of a fuzzy white suit, muzzle capped by a pointy, whiskered nose. A pink, ropy tail hung limply from her hindquarters.



"Can I help you, your highness?"



"Yes, I believe you can. It seems your candy bowl is out of butterscotch, and I—" She was unable to finish her sentence before Ink closed the door in her face.



Luna knocked on the door again. "I was only kidding! Ink! Please, come back!"



Ink did not return. Luna felt a tug on her costume's tail. She whirled around to see a group of small foals, impatiently waiting to get access to the candy bowl. Luna stepped away from the porch. As she did, the sweet melody of a violin caught her ear. She trotted around to Ink's parlor window and peered inside. The music wasn't bad by a long shot. Ink wasn't a virtuoso, but her music was still lovely to hear.



"Ink, please hear me! I need to tell you something!" Luna knocked on the window. "Can you please come to the door?"



Instead, Ink came to the window and closed the curtains.



"Very well," said Luna slyly. "If you'd rather not know what your vision meant, that's fine."



She heard the front door open a moment later. Ink stepped out onto the porch, glaring through her glasses. Beneath the cold disdain of her glare, the mighty Princess of the Night seemed to wilt.



"You mean the vision that didn't mean anything?"



"It did mean something. Before, when you asked, I wasn't sure how to reply. So I lied."



Luna raised her eyes and the pair of ponies shared an uncomfortable silence. Out in the streets of Canterlot, the cheers and hollers of children undercut their silence drastically. Each one felt they needed to say something, but couldn't work it out.



Finally, Luna spoke. "I...um...liked your music. You play very well."



"Oh. Thanks."



Ink rubbed her foreleg.



"I like your...outfit."



"Thanks. It's a possum. Dreadfully itchy, though," said Luna as she scratched herself.



Ink snorted. Luna blushed.



"Shall we take a walk?"



"Sorry," said Ink, covering her mouth. "Princess of Possums is still cracking me up right now." She stepped down from her porch. "Yeah, let's take a walk."



"You should put on a disguise. It is Nightmare Night, after all."



"I don't have a costume," admitted Ink.



Luna pulled a set of plastic fangs out of the pouch of her costume. "Here," she said, winking. "I've washed them."



Ink shoved the teeth into her mouth.



"There. Howth thith?"



Luna laughed. "Utterly terrifying."



The two ponies vanished into the streets, piercing the night with laughter.



***




Luna had practiced for this sort of event in her head. She'd worked out all the details she might need to share, if she ever decided to tell somepony the truth about Nightmare Moon. Of course Celestia knew, and had worked out her own scripted explanation. She didn't think Celestia had ever needed to share the truth, either. 



Throughout her explanation, she watched Ink's expression change from puzzled to disbelieving, to almost angry once again. Now she'd returned to puzzled, slowly working back through each of the pieces Luna had described to her. When she arrived at the end, she heaved a weighty sigh.



"It's...a lot to process," Ink said, having spit out the plastic teeth a long time ago. "I guess I shouldn't be surprised that the world would end, but I didn't think it would be her job."



Luna nodded. "Sometimes the visions she grants me slip through my mental barriers, and behold, another prophet is born."



It was the truth, in a perverted way, that prophecies came from Nightmare Moon. Ink had laughed this off at first, having only heard this as a fringe superstition taken seriously by absurd religious groups and huckster fortune-tellers. Hearing it from Princess Luna herself gave her serious pause for thought.



"But did it mean anything? In my vision, I was on a mountain. I felt cold, inside and out. I saw the darkness of space and welcomed it to me. Why did Nightmare Moon want to show me all that?"



Luna thought for a moment, then suggested they head to the Nightmare Night Fair that was being held in Bridle Park. It didn't answer Ink's question, but it would give her a chance to think of a good response. She would have to go slightly off-script.



"I don't yet understand why she sends visions to specific ponies," Luna replied as they walked. A group of nearby children screamed at her grotesque costume, without her needing to add any scary actions. "All she wants is to get out so she can inspire fear, which is why I fight to keep her locked inside. The more ponies know the truth, the more despair will take hold, and the stronger she'll grow. As I said, her first appearance was too soon. She only escaped because I was foolish and wanted her to escape. Thankfully, her power was weak enough to be fought back."



"So, there wasn't anything in that vision for me specifically?"



They were nearing the park, Luna could tell from the growing sound of lively music spilling through the streets and the crowds of costumed ponies congealing around them, all walking toward the source. She grinned at them, sticking her tongue out at the children, getting delighted laughter and screams alike.



"It's possible she saw how you and I were becoming friends. Perhaps she wanted to show you the monster I would become. Perhaps she knew you would force the secret out of me."



"Oh." Ink laughed weakly. "Does that happen to all of your friends?"



"No. She must have thought you were special."



Several grinning pumpkins greeted them as they approached the park. The Nightmare Night fair surrounded them in games and laughter and colorful street fireworks. Ink adjusted her glasses to the dazzling lights.



"I guess, in a weird way, that's kind of flattering. To have the Nightmare of the Apocalypse think you're special. Should I be worried about that?"



"I wouldn't let it get to you." 



"What about the doomsday in my vision? The visions you see every day? Can it be stopped?"



Luna sighed, sweat dripping from her brow. Her costume was both itchy and hot.



"That future is such a long way off that you will never see it. Very few ponies will. And the visions don't torment me every day, in fact, I've never gotten a single vision during Nightmare Night."



"But still,” Ink huffed, “you shouldn't have to live with that monster inside you. It doesn't seem fair."



"Don't focus on Nightmare Moon or her distant, ugly return," said Luna. She smiled, patting Ink on the shoulder. "Focus on a vision that matters, like playing the violin. That's a very good vision."



They approached one of the game booths together. Luna picked up a cream pie that was set out on the booth table. She offered it to Ink. "If you're still worried, just throw one of these at her." She slung the pie at the goofy wooden cutout of Nightmare Moon. The pie hit the cutout right in her snarling face.



"See? Cream pies! Her greatest weakness!"



Ink laughed. She threw a pie, hitting Nightmare Moon right in the flank. She laughed even harder.



"Cream pies and butterscotch, right?"



"Oh-ho! She hasn’t got a chance against an arsenal like that!"



The rest of the night they continued throughout the fair, stopping at booths to play games, or to steal a few of their favorite candies from the sweets stands. They brought up the topic of doomsday a few more times, but it was always to the tune of a bad joke and a flourish of laughter. 






      

      
   
      Everyland and Nothingland


      

      
      
         Young Lyra Heartstrings lay on Canterlot grass, under a kindly tree, next to a sleeping lake, listening to her school friend drone on about hidden meanings in literary texts… Well, pretending to listen. At the moment, she was trying to spot mermares in the lake.



“There are clues in everything,” young Amethyst Star said in full lecture mode.



“Yep!” Lyra met her eye to show willing, and cursed herself. Be fair; she DOES organize her schoolwork.



“Clues, and messages, and secret codes, and metaphors, and… and stuff like that. You gotta watch out for that, understood? It could be in anything: style, content, interconnections.”



“Yep, yep, and yep!”



“And red herrings too.”



“Ye– what?”



“You know. Things put in to make you think it’s one thing, when really, it’s another.”



“Oh. In that case: Yep!”



“Of course, sometimes, it’s pointless.”



“Not if it’s fun!”



“Fun things can be pointless.”



“That’s preperostrous!”



“It’s ‘preposterous’.”



“Fun can be a point all of its own! What better point can you have?”



“Oh, all right… I’ll give you that one.”



A pause. Then…



“You OK?” said Amethyst quietly.



Lyra didn’t meet her eye this time.



A sigh. “I wish I could come with you.”



“Family only.” Lyra coughed. “Sorry.”



Gently, Amethyst’s hoof tapped Lyra’s own. “Not a problem.”



“I think you’re family.”



“I’m really not. That ain’t gonna fly with your parents. Trust me.”



“But you’re my best friend! That’s good enough for me!”



“So,” said Amethyst with remarkable calm, “what’s happening tomorrow?”



Lyra shrugged. “Nothing much. We’ll all go to the… to the thing… and then when that’s over, I think I might practise on the harp. Or – Or – Or I could play some games! I’ve still got that ammonite you gave me. We could make a circus in my bedroom! An ammonite show special! And then I was thinking –”



“You know,” Amethyst said, shifting where she lay, “you can’t avoid it forever. Why not come out and say it?”



Silence, except for the trickle of the lake as it lapped the bank nearby.



Amethyst sighed. “There’s no point being coy about it. Come on. You’re smarter than that, Lyra.”



Still no sounds. Lyra waited patiently for her to change the subject.



Eventually, Amethyst’s small voice said, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to push you.”



“So now what?”



“I’m sorry, Lyra. I-I dunno. What happens tomorrow is… is up to you, I think. I’m sorry.”








Tomorrow came.



Tomorrow dragged.



Lyra sat through it all. A lot of crying grown-ups, which she hated. All around a meaningless wooden box. It did nothing for her.



She fidgeted so much, but since she’d promised Mom and Dad she would behave herself, she didn’t – for example – burst out into random songs and run around. She was going to be their precious little angel today.



She’d even brought the harp. It reassured her. It had gotten her cutie mark. And above all, it just felt wrong not to go without it. No. She was sure. Granny Virgo thought bringing it was right. Lyra could tell, though she didn’t say any of this, especially to her parents.



And then, finally, it dragged through her. She’d stayed still for too long.



She was suddenly, unexpectedly, but overwhelmingly dead inside.



Tomorrow finally drew to a close…








Lyra was still dead inside.



She was taken back to her hovel. She was with her mother and her father. They were wearing their best suit and dress, and she was wearing her best dress. The clothes were black.



No one spoke. They were supposed to do normal things. They were supposed to make music to each other. Lyra started playing her fiddle, but no one really listened. Lyra started playing her harp, but no one really listened. Lyra was shushed when she started singing.



She went outside. There was grass. There were hills. There were mountains over there. It was raining. The sky was grey. Lots of clouds were there. She went inside.



She was stopped when she tried skipping rope indoors. She was ignored when she tried playing charades. She was glared at when she tried getting Dad to go shopping at market. She was shooed away when she tried getting Mom to go through the attic for cool stuff.



No one listened except for Lyra herself, when she sat in the corner and told herself stories. Her favourites were many. There was one about a Canterlot stallion who sailed across the world. He found giant ponies and little ponies and smart ponies smarter than real ponies.



There was one about a warrior prince and a beautiful milkmaid who tried to meet in secret. They died because their families and betrothed found out. There was one about an evil servant of Celestia who tried to take over, and was cast down to Tartarus, and got revenge by escaping and corrupting her loyal subjects in secret against her.



Young Lyra told herself these stories. Then her mother rushed out of the room. This was odd. She asked her father. He said her mother wanted to be alone. Lyra asked how long. Dad said a little while. Lyra asked if Mom wanted to be alone with someone. Dad said no, just a little while.



She got herself a drink. No one was getting her things when she requested them. She had tea. She had lots of sugar. She liked sugar. Then she had milk. Then she had a plain biscuit. It was tasteless and did nothing.



Then she went to her bedroom.



Yesterday, Lyra went into her bedroom and played with the balloon. It was some cousin’s birthday balloon. It hadn’t gone down yet. Yesterday, she had a tea party with her balloon and her ammonite-in-a-piece-of-rock and her doll with paper wings stuck on and her woollen corgi dog Mom had knitted for her.



Today, she sat on the bed. She lay on the bed. She rolled on the bed. For a few minutes, she pretended to be an elephant. She gave up because her forelimb was too short for a trunk.



Once, she hopped off to go to the corner. She kicked at the cans and sieves and metal junk. It was going to be her time machine. She needed a bulb to finish it.



Once, she went to the other corner. There were rocks. She wanted to start a collection, but rocks were boring. Her school friend Amethyst had told her they weren’t, but they were. But she tried to start a collection anyway, just in case.



She sat on the bed. She lay on the bed. She rolled on the bed.



The window darkened. Outside, the sun was going down. An early star came out.



Her mother and father did come into the bedroom to tell her a bedtime story. Lyra did not jump about the bed this time, but she did raise her pony ears to listen. Stories were good. This one her parents told her, and they took turns. It was: The Legend of Caelum and Infernum.








Once upon a time, there were two sisters. One was a good unicorn. She was always kind to those who asked for help. She loved parties and talking to ponies. She never shunned anyone and she made all ponies feel welcome. She was never scared or angry, and she never despaired. She did her homework on time and never missed an appointment or meeting or deadline.



The other was a bad unicorn. She thought other ponies were dangerous and full of tricks. She hid away from them unless she couldn’t avoid them. She was rude and spoke her mind no matter who she hurt or insulted. She was never happy, not with ponies nor on her own. She was a mess and either late or absent.



So when they were older, they went to two different places. The good unicorn went to a place called Caelum, which was in the sea. She could breathe and walk underwater, and thus she found the city full of colourful fish and magic music that didn’t need air to make its sounds. She was happy because there were lots of ponies and lots of places to explore.



The bad unicorn went to a place called Infernum, which was in a land of fire. She was burned by the fire, but she could do nothing about it, and she walked on lava and drank hot oil. She was sad, and afraid, and angry, because she had no one there and nothing except pain.



But one day, the good unicorn asked a guardian angel in Caelum to find out what had become of her sister. So the angel went to Infernum, and then returned home to describe what the bad unicorn was doing.



The good unicorn felt sorry for her sister, and so she left the waters and travelled over mountains and through pegasus cities in the sky to reach the land of fire.



The bad unicorn was surprised because her sister had suffered a lot to get to her. This was so touching and wondrous that the bad unicorn went with her to Caelum. But because she was a bad unicorn, she didn’t like it.



Her sister asked her not to go. To her surprise, the bad unicorn brought the good unicorn to a third place. It was not on a map. It had no entrance and no exit, yet anyone could get there.



It was called Nihil. There was nothing there. The bad unicorn liked it. She stayed there.



The good unicorn was sorry to say goodbye, because she wanted her sister to join her in Caelum, which was the best place. But the bad unicorn was happy for the first time in her life, so the good unicorn wished her well and they parted as friends, forever after. They'd meet again someday.








Lyra was told to go to sleep now. Her parents kissed her goodnight, and she went to sleep.



Then she woke up. Midnight darkness.



It’s time, she thought.








Quickly, Lyra rolled off and landed on all four hooves. Excited, she peered under the bed. Pure darkness: she crawled through it. Through carpet turning to grass. Through air cool with a salty breeze, air alight with distant voices. Through darkness that shifted and morphed.



Into a cave.



Up ahead was the gurgle of a river. Boat bobbed, bubbles breaking beside it. A cloaked pony, completely shrouded in shadow and delicious mystery, extended a gloved hoof that revealed nothing.



Climb aboard, said a voice.



Gently, the cloaked pony eased Lyra onto the stern of the boat, where she raised her head to better capture the breeze through her flowing mane. An oar splashed behind her, but she didn’t look. Soon, the darkness up ahead: it would shift!



It would be there!



The cave entrance loomed up; she saw pure white. She licked her lips, and when the light flared she hopped off immediately to crunch on the grass opposite and run up and over the hill and see, beyond the brightening sky of sunrise, nestled between coddling forests and guarding mountains and waterfalls gurgling with curiosity… There!



Even the ground shuddered. Laughter escaped Lyra’s chest. This! Was! More! Like it!



Rich salt speckled her nose. Spotlights flared whenever they caught ghostly shapes floating over the lot. The lot that was full of tents and huts and cottage rooftops and banners and flags and flying shapes too fast to see as anything but a blur. Vaguely, murmurings of the distant crowd tiptoed over her firecracker mind. The air itself had bubbles rising in it, for crying out loud!



Lyra’s face exploded with beaming pride. There was no stopping her crunching gallop down the slope towards the sunlit silhouettes and the quiet noise and the gentle earthquake of music singing through the ground.



At the edge of the village-circus-parade mishmash, she skidded to a halt on ground that plumed like sand underwater when disturbed, and took a deep breath that ran through her legs and around her skull like a crowd of excited children.



And she said, “This! Is! Amazing!”



All lights went out.



Even the sun.



Lyra stood and waited.



A thousand voices cheered in darkness.



They fell silent.



They stamped. United.



A thousand voices, louder than before, cheered in darkness.



They stamped hard enough that Lyra felt them send the seismic urge through the ground; she stamped back.



Then silence.



A thousand voices burst their voice boxes and louder, longer, more lovingly with levity and lingering to keep the silence cast out, blasted out a bellowing cheer in the depths of the darkness.



Both they and Lyra stamped.



With the winds suddenly picking up, she barely heard the echo of the elephant’s trumpeting call. She strained to make out the splash of spilled liquids, as from many drinks being thrown carelessly about. There was the thump of a thousand hooves, and then the thump became the thumping of an unseen march. Fiddles furiously following, and – goodness! – the roar of tigers! Wings beating the eardrums, thrusting draughts of air downwards onto Lyra’s face: completely blind, she skipped forwards, as the music and the marching threatened to draw away however much she wanted them to stay, to not leave her behind, wonderful like a welcome fire washing her of winter chill –



“WAIT!” she cried out, half-laughing.



Silence.



She slowed to an amble. “What next!? What next!?”



Silence.



Then out of the darkness… a well-lit figure.



Lyra beamed. “Granny!”



Blearily, the old mare raised her unicorn horn – alight, naturally – and squinted. “Granny Virgo, thank you, Lyra.”



“Granny Virgo! Granny Virgo!”



“You coming along, then? We won’t start without you.” Wrinkly legs gripped the bounding Lyra mid-jump, and bones like old oak creaked tightly against her head, pressing her into a shawl like a blanket.



Granny steered her around: the better to focus “the young tearaway’s” tearaway attention span onto what was supposed to be the main attraction.



Spotlights lit up.



Two ringleaders, resplendent in brass buttons and red coats.



“Mom!” Lyra waved. “Dad!”



“Hi, and love you dear!” Mom waved a pegasus wing.



“Having fun, my little angel!?” Dad stamped with earth pony poise.



Wing and forelimb twirled their batons. Other wing and other forelimb cracked their whips. They sang:





“Lyra, Lyra, loud and long:

Won’t you join our siren song?

In your heart, you can’t resist

Your lifetime treasures: with a twist!”





Whips cracked right: a dozen levitating fiddles appeared. Screaming, sliding, silly and strong…



Whips cracked left: harps upon harps twinkled and tittered like raindrops reaching deep into her desires…





“Lyra, Lyra, fancy free:

Dream things for our jubilee!

Be brave, be bright, and be inspired!

We’re borne aloft on muse’s fire!”



Flares blossomed from the tops of all instruments. Lyra yelped with shock… and then laughed, shaken by indulgent Granny’s grip.



Torches opened their eyes all over. Huts and hovels glowed under them. Tents and towering cloths and bouncy castles reflected with sheens the new light. Ponies shifted under them all, hard to make out: here, a juggler rushing by; there, a somersaulting mare in sequins; everywhere, a sudden stamping as of toys come to life.



Lyra willed them to go further, show off, dare anything and everything.



And lo! The lights extended far beyond what the torches would naturally illuminate, and the mighty circus stamped and marched behind Ringmaster Mom and Ringmaster Dad.



“I ought to take you to shows like this more often.” Granny chuckled. Lyra felt the old limb pat her on the flank. “Go on, you rascal. I can tell you’re dying to.”



“You can? You mean, I can…?”



“Yes.”



“Really?”



“Yes.”



“Really really!?”



“Yes! You dumb monkey. This is your world; there’s no point fighting it. Go on with you!” Another pat on the flank, Lyra stumbled forwards, and instantly she turned it into a gallop towards her parents and their twirling batons. Only once did she pause to check Granny was shuffling after her like a weary sheepdog after a rogue lamb.



“Think of it, Lyra!” Ringmaster Mom reared up and widened her wings. “This is your very own wonderland! No more boredom or brainless drudgery here.”



“Another other world!” Ringmaster Dad took Mom’s hoof for a gentlecolt’s kiss. “You’ll always be safe and welcome here, Lyra. Inside your mind lies the greatest show of all ponydom!”



“An unlimited world of magic and stories and dreams!”



“A portal through time and space to an unwritten melody made real!”



“We hope you enjoy every second of it, sweetie.”



“Alley-oop!”



“Rise high, honey!”



“Knock ‘em dead, darling!”



“Have fun!”



Lyra raised her hooves and let her parents grip them. “Love to!”



Granny patted her on the back, wheezing slightly. “Well, let’s see you make an ass of yourself, shall we?”



“Haha, no chance! Watch me, Granny! Watch me!”



Then…



Up!



Both Mom and Dad threw her well. She soared over the flames of the fiddles and the heat haze of the harps, over gambolling clowns, which tried to squirt her and throw pies at her.



She grabbed the acrobat’s hooves and rushing winds ripped over her. Colours blurred, she stopped somersaulting, and the protective net shot past below her when she let the next acrobat grab her tail and swing her up and over, to hover for a moment, to squeal at gravity, to fall, fall, fall…



A tiger opened its jaws. She even felt its hot breath before –



Whoomph!



The elephant’s trunk seized her and turned her fall into an arc, twisting its trunk to toss her up lightly. She couldn’t resist her chance; at once, she flipped and landed on the tip, balanced precariously for a second, and then rolled cartwheels down a trunk as sturdy and stiff as an iron bar.



An iron bar that ended with a sitting strong mare, who then stood on her head on the elephant’s head. And then gripped the elephant by the temples and swung it up and over Lyra as easily as if it were cardboard. Lyra fell into the emptied space and thrown knives whirred around her towards a spinning target. Thuds nearby. Grass crunched under her hooves again.



“Made it!” she shouted.



Just as she gaped up at the next volley of tossed knives, and then at flaming arrows, someone in spandex threw a red blob into her mouth.



Weight hit her throat. She choked. Tears rolled into her eyes.



“Shoot, kid!” someone cried out.



She spat. Or tried to.



Flames bloomed from her mouth. Her pouting lips cracked under the hot breath, yet she felt no pain. Surprise pushed her backwards, and she landed on her rump.



The flames streamed up and away. They forked and curled as fiery snakes. Now both forks spiralled around each other into a helix. This shot away from her and up into the sky, so high into darkness it was reduced to a dot of angry red.



Which flared.



The sun there finally burst back into life, blue skies flooded them overhead, and the sunlit show surrounded her. Amid the village and circus and parade: weirder things came out of dying shadows.



Balloons as big as birthday parties.



Ammonites floating among them, waving elephant-trunk tentacles.



Corgi dogs made of wool, piling on top of each other into pyramids, pyramids, and pyramids balanced on pyramids.



Skipping ropes, skipping themselves. White outlines of invisible ponies making gestures for inscrutable charades. A time machine of tin cans and sieves and bulbs flashed into existence, and a fur-and-helmet warrior prince hopped off, followed by a leaping milkmaid, shouting war-cries, but shouting over the creak of a fleet of ships sailing through the distant hills as silhouettes, some ships small as pennies, some ships larger than cities, all fighting against the fiddly fiddles and the harps harping on, against the roaring elephant and the growling tiger and the stamping hooves and the thud of knives and the singing ringmasters – Mom and Dad – and there in the middle of it all, when Lyra stopped spinning around trying to take it all in… when Lyra could see through the kaleidoscope dazzling her senses… when she calmed herself enough to stop squealing and screaming and smiling… Granny Virgo spread her forelimbs for a hug.



Lyra scarcely thought. She galloped at her and leaped into the hug.



“You like it, Granny Virgo?” she said into the shawl.



A shrug. “S’alright.”



And Lyra wept; she’d never heard Granny gush so much.








“That show was AMAZING!” said Lyra.



It was some time later. Lyra darted along, across, around, and sometimes actually above the forest path, downhill, leading away from the village-circus-parade. Meanwhile, Granny Virgo moseyed on behind her. The show was packing up; Ringmasters Mom and Dad had disappeared into the nearby forest together, skipping alongside each other as though they were sweetheart newlyweds. Lyra giggled at the thought.



“Welcome to Everyland,” said Granny gruffly. “Land of nutballs and kooks. You’ll fit right in.”



Lyra chewed her lip and slowed down. Now that the excitement was wearing off… This country path between the ferns was reduced to gentle birdsong and a sweet gust, calming her down…



“This is like the country back home,” she said.



Up ahead, a cloaked pony walked along the path and came towards them…



“A lot like the country back home… Um, Granny?”



“Yes, dippy doodah?”



Guiltily, Lyra looked up at the wrinkly face; Granny had views about eye-contact. “Did I really create this world?”



Granny rolled her eyes. “Use your brain, you daftie. Of course you did. Who else would be crazy enough to dream all this up?”



“And I really control everything in it? Only when they were singing, Mom and Dad said I could.”



“Good gracious, you’re fast on your hooves all right, but not fast up here.” Irritatingly, Granny tapped Lyra on the noggin; Lyra hated when she did that. “Think, Lyra! It’s like a trick. You must’ve figured out how it was done. Oi, you!”



Sorry. Excuse me, said a voice.



“No need to barge into me like that. Path ain’t that narrow.”



I will try to be more careful. The cloaked pony moved around them and carried on the other way; Lyra watched it until it vanished round a trunk. She shuddered. Something about that creep seemed off, but she didn’t want to think too hard about it. Just another dream creature, after all.



“I don’t like figuring out tricks.” Humming to herself, she hopped onto a log and walked along it, balancing carefully the whole way. “That’s spoilsport stuff.”



“That’s smart stuff. You’re a smart girl. What just happened?”



Lyra hopped off the log and matched Granny’s mosey. “Well… Yesterday, I asked Mom and Dad if I could go to the circus.”



“Uh huh?”



“They said it wasn’t the right time. They’ve been kinda funny lately.”



“My word.”



Suddenly worried, Lyra kept her gaze on the path below them. It looked real enough.



“Mom told me to tidy up my room.”



“That pigsty? About time.”



“But she never tells me to tidy up my room! And Dad said I should throw out my old toys!”



“No. Really.”



“That’s not like him at all!”



“And you’ve got a mind like your body: the darn thing won’t sit still.”



“Yes, Granny.”



“Always going off with imaginary friends and invisible knights and ghosts and pixies, what don’t exist.”



“Yes, Granny.”



“I bet you’re not even listening to me right now.”



“You said I’m always going off with imaginary friends and invisible knights and ghosts and pixies, what don’t exist, Granny.”



Granny hummed; whether this was through pride at the breakthrough or disappointment at being proven wrong, Lyra found it hard to tell.



“Granny Virgo to you, you daydream believer.”



“Yes, Granny… Virgo.”



Granny sighed. “Ah well, we gets there. Sooner’d be nicer than later, but we gets there.”



“Yes, Granny Virgo.”



Up ahead, round the next boulder, came the trickling sounds of a river, just out of reach. Lyra hopped, unwilling to outrace Granny just yet but too restless to do nothing except walk.



“Granny Virgo?”



“Yes, love?”



Lyra chewed over her words. Something told her this was a bad idea, but as they said: Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Fortune favours the brave.



So maybe only the brave ventured, then? Because fortune would logically only give gains, and if you had to venture forth and be favoured, you had to be brave…



“Sometime today, please?” said Granny.



Lyra shook the distracting thoughts out of her head. “Um… about today…”



“Uh huh?”



“When we came back from… from, um…”



Fear choked her from the inside-out. She actually stumbled as though dizzy.



“Nothing,” she said quickly. “Forget I said anything.”



“Oh,” said Granny. Her tone was soft with concern. “You’re sure you don’t want to talk about today, love? I’m right here, you know.”



Lyra didn’t trust herself to speak. Instead, she shook her head so hard her locks flapped.



“I thought you handled it very well, all told,” said Granny. Lyra could even hear the smile. “Course, you mucked it up when you got back home and started pestering your ma and your pa with toys and stories. Like a callous little baby, you were.”



“Wait. You know about that? But you weren’t there!”



“You just lost some brownie points, my girl. This me right now –” Granny pointed to herself briefly. “– is a figment of your imagination. I know what you know. Everyone here does. And between you and me, Lyra, you could have imagined me with a few less wrinkles, thank you so much.”



Lyra’s chuckle almost sighed with relief. “I’ll try to remember that next time, Granny – I mean, Granny Virgo.”



“Bloomin’ hopeless, you are. Even in your little fantasy world.”



They passed the boulder and turned round to face the river.



They stopped.



On this side of the river: ferns and grasses and willows overhanging the bank. Sunbeams even cut through the canopy. Yet on the other side, reality faded into another scene. A cave, pure dark rock, shadowing an underground river. There was even the same boat drifting by the opposite bank, with a cloaked pony holding a stick like a bargepole.



That wasn’t the surprising part. The surprising part was the little filly sitting on this bank here.



“Amethyst!?” Lyra shot forwards.



Amethyst stared into the waters and didn’t look up when Lyra landed with a thump right next to her.



“Amethyst! Nice to see you made it!” Lyra gave a weak laugh. “Course, you could have joined us at the village-circus-parade thing, but still…”



To her further surprise, she saw Amethyst shoot a glare at her.



“What?” Lyra backed off slightly. In a mood, Amethyst could say… harsh words.



“Having fun, are you?” said Amethyst coldly.



“Well… yeah…” said Lyra. “Wh-Why wouldn’t I? Here, I can have as many shows and games as I want.” Lyra swallowed. “How come you weren’t there? At the last one, I mean. I-I would have liked to see you there.”



“Really? Just like you would have ‘liked’ to see me at your ‘family only’ get-together?”



“I did!” Lyra almost lunged to reassuringly touch Amethyst’s upper forelimb. “I swear I wanted you to come! Mom and Dad said you all agreed you really shouldn’t. It wasn’t my idea.”



“But…” said Amethyst, a diabolical chessmaster to the last, “this dream was your idea.”



“I’m sorry.” Lyra met the reflection of her friend’s glare. The water shimmered. “I really am sorry. Oh, but you should have seen the show! And we can have another one, just for you! I can make things you like in the next one: rock monsters, rock ponies, rock towers and rock houses and rock musical instruments.”



Still more surprisingly, Amethyst sniffed. “No, thanks. I’m not here to play games.”



“Then why were you so upset!?” Lyra said hotly, taking her hoof away. “You don’t make any sense!”



“Translation: You don’t understand me.”



“Oh, lighten up. Stop being so serious all the time, and have some fun. Look, I’ll introduce you to Granny Virgo. You haven’t met her before. She’d love to come talk to someone like –”



Lyra stopped getting up to turn around. She’d noticed Granny Virgo…



…was different.



Granny shuffled towards them as before, yet while Lyra watched, the high and mighty head began to dip. A proud amble slowed and struggled into a stooping crawl. And there seemed to be extra wrinkles on her face.



Which creased further into a scowl. “Lyra, I’ve told you about staring.”



Sweat clung tight to Lyra’s temples. Her throat felt dry. At once, she looked away. Just in time to see Amethyst stand up and slink around her, catlike.



“What’s going on?” Lyra turned to keep Amethyst in view while the slinking encircled her.



“Dreams don’t all do what you want them to do,” said Amethyst. “Come on, Lyra. Haven’t you figured it out yet?”



“N-No,” Lyra said, utterly lying. She took a step backwards, her hoof plopping into the edge of the water before she hastily pulled it out.



When Amethyst’s circling slink reached the bank, she kept going as though the river were merely more ground. “I’m trying to help you, you know. Stop making me forget why.”



“I’m not doing anything!”



“You are. Deep down, you are.”



“Will you stop talking like that?” Lyra glanced at Granny. “And stop doing that to her!”



“I’m not doing that, and you know it. This isn’t my dream.” Amethyst stopped and sat down on the water when Lyra spun round to confront her. “Listen, this place is nothing but one long party. Have a drink, play games, get all hot and bothered, go nuts: it’s just disgusting time-wasting.”



“Yeah, well… you would say that.”



“You’re better than that, Lyra. There’s a boat coming to pick us up. Then we’ll cross the river, and you can return home.”



Lyra glanced beyond to the far bank. Whatever that cloaked pony’s boat had been, it was long gone by now.



“I’m not going back,” she said.



“Don’t stay here. You’d rather stay in a world full of lies?”



“It’s just fun and games. It’s not lying!”



“It’s as good as.”



“Says you!”



“It’s not only boredom anymore. You’re running away from your problems, but no one can run away from their own mind. At least don’t make it a stupid mind.”



“I’m not running away from anything! I don’t wanna leave just because you told me to!” Lyra shot to her hooves and strode over to Granny’s side. Come on! she thought. Granny would have said something by now.



Amethyst looked from one to the other. For once, her stoic, stone-like face cracked at the edges. Even her skin paled.



“Lyra, please. Don’t ignore me. I’m here for a reason.”



“I’m not ignoring you. We just… have to agree to disagree. It’s OK, I’ll be fine, you don’t have to worry about me, and it’s only a dream.” Lyra shook Granny’s forelimb for backup. “Isn’t that right, Granny?”



Granny merely hummed; under Lyra’s grip, she seemed strangely tense.



When Lyra looked again, Amethyst was gone.



“Who was that?” said Granny. Her voice was eerily weakening. “Friend of yours?”



Hackles rose to attention on Lyra, who fought to keep them down. “A dream versio– I mean yes, yes she was.”



Overhead, the sun flared. A dot of angry red broke away, then shot down to become a helix. Spiralling fiery snakes broke apart and streamed, screaming, into a swoop.



Lyra’s mane thrashed under the turbulence. When the snakes sliced through the water, they left nothing but an inferno: as if the water was oil. Heat rippled across her face.



Staring at the fire, she guided her body under Granny’s limb and shoulder, hefted the grown-up weight with practised ease, and guided her further along the path, away from the river. As she followed the route, she looked back. The flames spread, blackening and crumpling ferns and trees and grasses, to ooze up the path after her. Not urgently, but like lava. Keeping a steady pace.



“I can walk fine,” muttered Granny.



“It’s OK, Granny. You’re just… tired,” Lyra said, wishing she didn’t have to lie so much. The heat from behind made her sweaty and slippery; she kept stopping to adjust her grip.



Not now, Lyra pleaded. Please, not now.



“Tell me a story, Granny,” she squeaked. “I loved your stories.”



“Your friend’s got a good head on her shoulders.” Granny’s voice dimmed to a whisper.



Behind, branches crackled under greedy fire.



Lyra began to pant under the effort of speeding a fragile old body along. “I liked the one about Celestia, and her traitous servant, and how he made everyone turn against her with all those clever tricks.”



“It’s ‘traitorous’. You know, ponies rub off on you, impressionable little halfwit that you are.”



She swore the heat was intensifying behind her. “Tell me that story again, Granny. You keep changing the ending. I like that. No one can guess what ending you’ll use. Tell me that one!”



“That’d explain a lot, seeing as your ma was a nutter too. And still is. Like her husband, the giggly little goblin.”



“Please tell me something!”



“Known Amethyst long?”



Helplessly, Lyra nodded and then redoubled her efforts. She swore a spark had stung her tail’s dock.



Then she yelped; the weight sagged.



“Granny!”



“There’s a smart girl in you somewhere, Lyra.” And then Granny drew that pained, stretched, rattling breath, and Lyra no longer felt the heat; she’d turned so cold. Even Granny’s forelimb chilled her like ice. Lyra desperately thought warm thoughts.



“Granny, this isn’t the real world! You don’t have to do this all over again! I don’t want you to!”



“There’s a smart girl… in you somewhere,” insisted Granny, now barely above a croak. “Dream all you like… Nothing wrong with dreaming in doses… But that’s up to you…”



“We’ll go find another village-circus-parade thing, Granny!” Lyra panted, struggled, and heard the roar of excitement from the flames as though they’d found better fuel. “You always said you’d like to see the circus! Well, we can. We can see any circus we want. We can see the biggest, bestest, most amazing circus ever.”



“You’re a smart girl now, Lyra… Smart enough to know not to kid yourself… You muddled little… yapping puppy, you.”



Finally, Lyra looked up from the path to see where they were actually going.



Right in front of her was the cloaked pony.



Holding a stick in one hoof.



And a blade in the other.



Oh dear. Would you like a rest? It cocked its head. You look dead on your feet.



Then the flames overtook them all. Lyra felt no pain: just the cold, chilling realization before the fiery white engulfed the shadowy face.








Lyra woke up. At least, it felt like waking up. She opened her eyes. She was lying down. She had to get up.



What was wrong was the fact that she was lying down and getting up on nothing.



Nothing.



Not even blackness. Blackness was something. This was nothing: no smell when she breathed, no feeling on her side or under her hooves, no taste in her mouth, no sounds except her own.



Nothingland.



Nothing.



She swallowed and shrank. No one. Nowhere to go. Nothing to do.



Nothing.



Curling tighter, she bit her lip hard. Felt nothing.



Nothing.



“I wanna go home,” she whispered.



Nothing… gave way.



A few yards to her right, a bed faded into existence. Lyra turned her head and stared at it.



Blue bed sheets, just like before. That IV drip thing, just like before. Her parents standing on one side with heads bowed, just like before.



Lying on the pillow: Granny Virgo’s head. Wheezing. Not moving. Just. Like. Before.



Lyra’s jaw trembled. She didn’t want to look, but she couldn’t stop staring. Never had she seen Granny Virgo so stiff, so quiet, so unmoving before…



And to her horror, all the memories of listening to stories and insults and advice: they were all fading away. Trickling away like water, however much she tried to hold onto them in her hooves.



“Lyra…” called two voices.



A few yards to her left, a doorway opened onto nothing. Ringmaster Mom, Ringmaster Dad, the acrobats, the elephant, the tiger, the ammonite, the giant balloons and ships, everything peered through it.



Sunlight shone through the doorway.



Ringmaster Mom twirled her baton. “Don’t cry, my love. You can take her to another circus.”



“And another, and another, forever and ever!” Ringmaster Dad cracked his whip and beamed.



“We have everything you’ve ever wanted.”



“Granny Virgo would want you to be happy, sweetheart. Would want us to be happy, like we used to be.”



“And you’ll keep your promise. I think that’s a wonderful thing to do.”



“No more boredom or sadness. Won’t you bring her to us, darling?”



Confused, Lyra glanced from doorway to bed, from bed to doorway, and on and on. Mom and Dad stood by Granny Virgo’s side. But they also stood at the entrance in those spectacular clothes.



An ache hit her in the chest. She grimaced against it.



“I get to choose?” she said.



The parents by the bed looked up briefly, eyes gleaming. They both nodded. Once. Lyra looked away, not meeting either side’s stares.



She could take Granny to the circus. After all, wasn’t this the only way now, and wouldn’t Granny want her to do it, “come hell or high water”, like she always said? Granny always said she couldn’t do everything, but she could do the next best thing.



Lyra didn’t dare speak. Her throat was tight.



She wanted it. She wanted the lights and the blur and the music to play so loud she couldn’t hear her own thoughts. She wanted it so bad, she shook for it. She wanted to see her parents smile, like they always did. She wanted to smile herself. To laugh. To run and jump. That’s what she was supposed to do. Lyra the tearaway…



Yet when she looked at Ringmaster Mom and Ringmaster Dad, Amethyst’s cold voice reminded her: It’s a world full of lies.



Would flying through the air, swimming through the chaos, be as much fun, knowing the cold ice of truth was in her head all the time? Telling her it was a lie. Forcing her to know it was a lie. Chilling the spiralling flames and the flaring sun enough to kill the lie stone dead.



Instead, she looked at Mom and Dad standing over the bed. Mom was burying her face in Dad’s shoulder. Dad was trembling not to cry.



Instantly, Lyra closed her eyes.



Granny Virgo was supposed to be up and kicking and shouting her head off because Lyra had accidentally trampled her azaleas again. That was Granny Virgo. Not this withering old fake.



Lyra was supposed to visit her every weekend. Not every weekend had been fun, but so what? Granny was a part of her very existence. She couldn’t just go.



What kind of world would just let her go? What kind of Mom and Dad would say, “I’m sorry, honey, she had to go”?



No world at all. Just a selfish, cold, heartless, mocking bit of nothingness. Ponies shouldn’t go, and no world that let them was worth calling a world.



Lyra cut off the first sob and stuffed a hoof into her mouth. Through closed eyelids, dampness oozed.



It’s a world full of lies.



And Granny had strong views about lies. She’d been like Amethyst in many ways. They didn’t jump and shout and gambol and cry out with joy. If the world was bad, they said so, even if it sometimes hurt. They were bad unicorns.



No. That was going too far.



Despite every instinct crying at her to pull Granny towards the door, despite her own childlike memories running giddy for another showstopper spectacular… It’s a world full of lies.



As Granny once said, that was all there was to it.



Lyra opened her eyes. As per her imagination’s demands, the blurred doorway closed. Her left side faced nothing.



Instead, she forced herself to walk right towards the bed, hooves compliable as granite. When she blinked, only the bed and Granny remained. Now that she got closer, like an optical illusion, what she’d taken for a head was actually a pillow. The IV drip was hooked up to nothing.



For a moment, she wondered why she’d thought she’d seen any different, but it didn’t take long for her to figure out, and when it did, she almost fell over with the sudden loss of strength.



Granny was gone.



It took all Lyra’s efforts to rear up. Small hooves met cold blanket. She wiped her eyes and swallowed the ice that had formed in her throat.



No one had let her see Granny after that one day. That one day when Granny had lain upon the bed, looking a little thinner around the face, reduced to whispering, but still volleying insults.



Not even at the funeral. Just a meaningless coffin.



“Goodbye, Granny,” she said to the empty bed.



Nothing happened.



No one was there. No Granny to hear her.



“Goodbye, Granny,” she said again, louder.



Nothing but the empty bed.



“I said goodbye, Granny! I’m supposed to say goodbye!”



She was supposed to feel better for it. She didn’t. She just struggled more to say anything else.



Maybe some other words would work? she thought. What would Mom and Dad do?



“Do you remember,” she said, “when you made me that doll, Granny? I do. I remember you told me about angels. How they played the harp. And I remember I said, ‘Like me, Granny?’ And you said, ‘Yes, but they didn’t go nuts when they did it, they were all graceful-like.’ And I said I wanted to be an angel, and you said why, and I said, ‘Because angels can fly.’ And you said, ‘Your ma’s a pegasus; ask her to give you a flight.’ And I said, ‘No, I wanna be my own angel.’ And then you made me that doll, only you put wings on it and you gave it to me and you said, ‘There, that’s you. Now make it fly.’ Well, I wanted to, Granny. I wanted to make it fly. I just never got around to it. There were too many games to play. But I really did want to fly. Like an acrobat.”



Still nothing. For the moment, the pain was shrinking to a dull throb deep inside her chest. She ploughed on.



“I said I was gonna take you to the circus. I know you liked them when you were Mom’s mom. I had the tickets. They were hard to find! There aren’t a lot of circuses now. Now it’s more theatres and other stuff. Circuses aren’t big now like they were when you were younger. See? I remember stuff you tell me.”



Still nothing. Lyra stared at the bed, willing the pain not to turn on her.



“And Amethyst and me were learning literature at school. Told you I knew stories of my own. I was gonna surprise you. I was gonna tell you lots of stories. So… I am a smart girl… I proved it… I was gonna prove everything… It’s not my fault! It’s… It’s your fault! It’s not my fault! I’m not stupid! I’m not… I’m not…”



The deep breath she needed; rupturing agony flared across her as though at a wounding stab. Fire burned. Water drowned her. She shuddered and gripped the blanket and refused to let go and the sob dissolved what was left of her speech –



Something heavy landed on the bed.



Lyra looked up, wiped her eyes, and choked.



It was her harp.



Behind her, Amethyst’s voice said, “It’s no one’s fault. This sort of thing just happens. That’s all.”



Lyra spun round as the filly walked up to her side cautiously. “What?”



Amethyst nodded to the harp. “I thought you might need cheering up. Well, you thought that I thought you might need cheering up. This is your dream.”



Wiping her eyes, Lyra lowered herself from the bed and faced Amethyst head-on. Shame trickled through her.



“I don’t like this dream,” she managed to squeak.



“But you knew you needed it. Deep down.”



Forcing the tears and the sobs back, Lyra scanned the impassive face. Amethyst was always so cool and clear-cut… like a gemstone.



“So…” Lyra sniffed. “What happens now?”



“What do you mean?”



“I mean… Is there nothing after you die? Do you get to come back as someone else? Rin-carnation, I think it’s called. Or do you go to the next stage in a long line of lives, but in other worlds?”



Amethyst shrugged. “Don’t know. No one does. It’s not important right now, anyway.”



“How can you say that!? If Granny’s still out there somewhere, then I have to –”



“Assume she is. That’s not gonna make you feel any better, is it? You’re just distracting yourself again.”



Lyra stared at her. “But I want to know.”



For the first time, Amethyst’s face broke. Her lips dried up. Her eyes shrank behind the protective eyelids rising up.



“I’m sorry,” she said. “I really don’t know what’s happened to her. Lyra: she’s gone.”



Gone.



All around Lyra was nothingness. Even the bed faded away, leaving nothing. Nothing to stop the weight of dirty, mortal earth from pressing in on her from all sides, nothing to distract her from the cold clutch of death’s promise, nothing to drown out or shut out the sound of life bubbling out of her, crying out in all-too-real torture, poisoning her with misery, making her for the first time not want to be Lyra Heartstrings.



She was on the floor of nothingness, trying to cry her eyes out, when to her horror she heard a sob from Amethyst.



At once, she rose to her hooves.



“Why…?” she said between hiccup-like chokes. “Why are you… cr-crying?”



Twisted up, Amethyst’s face smoothed itself down and she wiped her cheeks hastily. “I can feel everything you feel. I’m in your head, remember?”



Despite herself, Lyra stared. “I can’t remember the last time I saw you cry.”



Fiercely, Amethyst said, “I’m growing out of it! That’s why!”



“Granny Virgo said it’s OK for big ponies to cry. She says it proves they still have a heart.”



“It’s just your dream. The real me’s growing out of it.”



Surprised by joy, Lyra bravely let a smile bloom on her face. At first, the folding cheeks felt unnatural. Part of her still buried itself in woe. Yet she could smile, and mean it. If only the sticky tears hadn’t spoiled the feeling.



“Come on, you,” she said, walking across nothingness with Amethyst beside her. “It’s a long way back. Maybe I can tell you a few good stories Granny Virgo told me.”



Amethyst sniffed, and Lyra heard the snot in that one. “In the real world, you mean?”



“Yeah. You never met Granny Virgo. But I can help you do the next best thing.”



Up ahead, at the edge of a river that was suddenly there, the boat was waiting. Lyra didn’t bat an eye at the cloaked pony standing on it, not even when it joined stick and blade, and raised the resultant scythe.



Good morning, said the voice. Ready to awaken, I see. Jolly good.



Lyra swallowed. Even now, she still didn’t want to take her eyes off it. Just in case.



Do not fear me. I assure you that you can come back. It is always up to you when you come and when you leave.



“Um…” Lyra watched Amethyst clamber onto the boat. “OK…?”



She chewed her lip.



Yes?



“And… I can see Granny Virgo again? And tell her stories?”



The cloaked pony kneeled, an adult catering to a small child. Of course, it said. When you need to. Dreams are good for something, after all.
      

      
   
      Fluttershy Saves the World in 7 Days


      

      
      
         Angel Bunny was up late again, only this time, he wasn’t in his usual haunts. He wasn’t in his bed, mulling over Fluttershy’s agenda for the next day, week, and month, until he fell asleep; he wasn’t in Ponyville, gossiping in chirps and squeaks with Mortimer, that ridiculous caged brown bunny  with the lazy eye; and he wasn’t curled up with a book inside the secret compartment underneath the couch cushions, although that was where he was when it all started.



Fluttershy returned home from Twilight’s party much earlier than she should have. The booming thunder and relentless rain masked the sound of the front door opening and closing, but Angel certainly heard her bedroom door shut, and the bolt thudding into its socket. His ears perked up, and he heard the breathing—slow and full of effort, getting louder, and with a shuddering whimper here and there.



He leapt out into the living room, kicking himself as he went.



From outside the door, still, all he heard was the breathing, and the occasional whimper, each one driving another nail into his tiny little heart. This wasn’t at all like her usual crying fits or wails of sorrow, pleading for a friend between the lines. This was so much quieter, which made his stomach sink.



He bounded outside to find another way in. The wind and rain drenched him to the bone in a matter of seconds. He made the climb up the tree to Fluttershy’s window, only to find that it was locked too. It was here that Angel Bunny spent the rest of the night, banging on the window. It was here that he witnessed what a panic attack looked like.



It wasn’t pretty. She paced, and paced, and her eyes whirled around the room, dragging her head in snake-like motions, as if a monster was hiding in the corners of her eyes. Her wings were limp on either side, as if she no longer had the energy to hold them. She stumbled a couple of times, and hid there under her forelegs, then suddenly would shout, ‘No!’, before jumping back to her hooves to pace some more. Her room fell slowly into disarray. Books, picture frames, and knickknacks made their way off of their dressers and nightstands as she bumped into them. She collapsed into bed at one point, but kept tossing and turning and breathing and breathing and breathing.



Two elevated heart-rates, showing no signs of calming, beat on either side of the window. 



Twenty minutes later, she was finished. She fell asleep, most of her sheets and pillows on the floor. Angel did the same. For the both of them, sleep was spotty, but it lasted until one in the afternoon the next day.




Day 1



The sun shone shadows of moving leaves into Fluttershy’s room, and Angel awoke to the sound of tearing paper. His eyes ripped open and found Fluttershy immediately. She was sitting at the edge of her bed, staring at her dresser, where one item had survived the night. It was a page-a-day calendar she’d bought on a whim around last year’s Hearth’s Warming. Mental Health Word-a-Day Calendar!, was written on the top of each page.



Fluttershy crumpled the previous day’s page in her hooves, eyes locked on the new word. Angel strained to read it.



October 16



Strength (n.): The capacity to be strong.



Try and think of those that you find strong, and those 

who make you feel strong. Maybe send one of them a letter!



Exercise: What is strength? Try and come up with as many definitions as you can.





Angel had read words like this before. Each time, he found them useless, paltry, a waste of a few seconds of Fluttershy’s morning. She never seemed to think about them past breakfast. But something in her empty stare made Angel wonder if this one wasn’t sticking with her a little harder.



In a moment, she was on her hooves, wings folded neatly. She walked decisively towards the door. Angel shrieked and rushed back inside, ready in the living room for when she came out.



“Oh…” Fluttershy started at the sight of him—mouth open, eyes watering, studying her face for answers. “I’m sorry, Angel Bunny,” she soothed. There was a limp in her voice. “I don’t think I’ve ever been that scared before.”



Angel’s shoulders slumped and his mouth fell further open. He could only agree.



Fluttershy broke eye contact and sauntered towards the kitchen, and Angel bounded after her. He leapt onto the counter and fixed the same look on his owner. She turned to open a cupboard, where he jumped inside and stared at her again. And she could turn away as much as she wanted, but Angel always found another ledge in the kitchen from which to stare at her.



“Angel…” Fluttershy said, her eyes moving to the floor, just before he did. “I’m… sorry. It won’t happen again,” she whispered, her voice shaking. “I…”



She sat down on the floor and sniffed. She rubbed her eyes, but realized no tears were there and put her hoof back down. “I can’t do this anymore,” she declared quietly.



Angel rubbed circles into her fur.



Her wings unfolded and drooped, but then they rose back up again, along with her neck, her chin, her head. “I’m not going to do this anymore.”



Angel stopped rubbing and pulled back.



“I’m—” Fluttershy paused to swallow. “I’m going to get better.”



After a light gasp, Angel covered his mouth. 



In his secret compartment inside the couch, he kept a small stack of thin books and thinner pamphlets that Fluttershy knew nothing about. The books, he had picked up from the self-help section of the library; the pamphlets, he swiped from a therapist’s office. In his head was a recipe containing all the best ingredients from those books and pamphlets, a strategy for his dear owner to grab hold of her life and use it to become the champion in yellow he always knew she could be. He had always wanted to test his recipe, but was always missing the most important ingredient: A Fluttershy who wanted to get better.



Angel finally closed his mouth. He nodded assuredly. He realized he was still wet, so he shook like a dog, spraying water everywhere.



Fluttershy laughed weakly and did the same.







That night, between Fluttershy’s evening nap and her first restful sleep since the attack, Angel laid out his plan.



Fluttershy was in her pink nightgown, huddled up inside her freshly made bed, the cup of peppermint tea in her hooves making the room smell sweet. Angel brought in the calendar from the kitchen. With one paw on his hip, he pointed to Fluttershy, pointed downward, and dragged his paw across the calendar from Sunday to Saturday.



“A whole week?” Fluttershy gasped. “I can’t stay here for a whole week! I have to cancel plans, and-and-and do groceries, and… and see my friends! Oh, they must be so worried, I—”



Angel had a scowl that could silence his owner whenever he wished. Again, he dragged his paw across the calendar.



“…Okay,” Fluttershy agreed, watching the ripples in her tea. “If you think that’s what I need… I’ll do my best.”



Angel tucked her in shortly after, planting a kiss on her cheek. Her words from earlier in the day bounced around in his head.



I’m going to get better.



Angel realized that she had given no indication that she really, really meant that. But he certainly had ways of finding out.




Day 2



Angel Bunny thumped the bedroom door open with a two-footed kick. He stormed inside. The noise beckoned Fluttershy to follow, and follow she did. He jumped onto her bed, which she had made first thing in the morning. With paws outstretched, Angel twirled around the room in one circle, gesturing to the displaced items, scattered clothes, and leftover dishes piled upon every surface of the room. He pinched his nose with his paw, cringed dramatically, and wiggled his tail.



The room didn’t actually smell, but Fluttershy got the message anyways.



“I know… It’s a mess.”



Angel raised his paws in front of him, closed his eyes, and clapped twice. He left the room and shut the door behind the mare, pressing his ear back up against it.



Fluttershy breathed in and out, carefully, before saying, “Time to get to work.”







What Fluttershy needed was a benevolent warden—a role that Angel took to rather well. He spent most, but not all, of the day reading, napping, and making green tea for his busy worker on occasion. He watched her carefully whenever she exited her bedroom, ensuring she wasn’t doing anything other than putting dishes away, grabbing cleaning supplies, or using the little filly’s room.



He was ten minutes deep into an essay on the nature of panic attacks when the first knock at the front door sounded. Fluttershy came out of her room to answer it, but Angel stood in her way and pointed behind her, ordering her to march. Reluctantly, she did.



Angel would end up playing the role of door-bunny all day long. Five times, somepony would knock, and each time Angel would perform the same routine. Open the door. Stare daggers. Accept the gift. Slam the door. The only part that changed was how many times he would shake his head ‘no’ for a request to enter, or nod his head ‘yes’ for every time they asked if the poor girl was okay. But. hidden behind that nod were the words, no thanks to you.



Angel knew the names of Fluttershy’s friends, knew them well. But the best part of not being able to speak or write, was that he could come up with as many nicknames for anypony as he pleased, without worrying that he might accidentally slip up and say them out loud.



Bumpkinhead was the first at the door. “Ah, uh… Wanted ta, ah, er, check up on Flootershy, make shuuurrre she’s o-kay ‘n all, I reckon…”



Angel realized he wasn’t actually listening to a word Bumpkinhead was saying, so he stopped pretending. He waited for her to bring out her gift, and place it on the floor inside. 



A basket of apples.



After slamming the door, Angel pinched the space between his eyes. He wondered if Bumpkinhead knew what the term ‘ignorance is bliss’ meant, or if she was happier not knowing. Had she not seen the way Fluttershy ate apples? With her eyes squinting shut in agony, her bites slow and methodical? She must have—Fluttershy only ate those blasted red stones when Bumpkinhead was around.



Deathwish was next, only she soared around the cottage about five hundred million times before finally landing at an entirely unnecessary speed, knocking Angel off of his feet. He opened the door to find her, wings outstretched, with an unwrapped book under her leg.



“It’s my favourite book!” Deathwish explained. “It’s helped me a lot, and, uh…”



Angel frowned. That wasn’t a difficult sentence to finish. The title of the book started with Daring Do and the, but Angel stopped reading it altogether, making a sound that was halfway between a growl and a sigh.



“Anyways, I’ve already read it twice, so, like, it’s no big deal or anything.”



Angel though this was very thoughtful, sarcastically.



“But I still want it back!” Deathwish added. “You know, when she’s done. I don’t like having a hole in my collection.”



With an unearnest smile, Angel waved to Deathwish, gradually turning his paw from a goodbye wave to a buzz off wave. And he was moments from closing the door, when he saw a cloud of cotton candy bouncing up over the horizon, far away. Angel threw his head back and sighed.



Bumper Cars.



Before he could say anything, she was already inside, asking way too many questions and even almost knocking on Fluttershy’s door before Angel finally got to her and pushed her outside.



“You’re strong!” commented Bumper Cars.



Apparently having gotten the message, she revealed her gift to him. And of all the gifts, hers was the worst. An invitiation to a party—a promise, that when Fluttershy felt better, she would throw the Bumpiest, Carsiest party in all of Ponyville. A capital idea, Angel thought. If only a party hadn’t caused the attack in the first place.



Bad Priorities was last, and her gift was Angel’s favourite, because it didn’t exist. Like Bumper’s, it was a promise, that she would make her a splendid dress of her own design. In fact, she could wear it to the upcoming party! When Angel realized he didn’t have to take anything from her, he slammed the door.



Bookface, Celestia bless her, at least had the decency of not showing up in person. Ever since she sprouted those unseemly wings, Angel could never look at her the same way again, finding it odd how long it took an adult pony to find out where they fit on her body. Outsretched? Folded in? Drooping? Sticking out like the hands of a clock at an asymmetrical hour? Angel wished Bookface would just pick a lane.



But, Celestia curse her, she may not have showed up, but she sent Angel’s mortal enemy in her stead.



When he opened the door to see that emotionless face, those glowing yellow eyes, that hairpin beak, he grabbed hold of his tail and launched backwards, glaring. At all their pet play dates, this infernal owl spent all of his time nipping at Angel’s tail and hoo-ing with cheer, as if reminding him of the laws of nature was worth a chuckle every now and again. “If we were both in the wild,” he seemed to jest, “what fun we would have!”



But the bird didn’t come to play. He simply bowed and took off back into the sky, leaving behind a package (which quite obviously held a book), as well as a rolled-up letter. Angel went to scoop the items off the welcome mat, but something caught his eye. This letter wasn’t addressed to Fluttershy at all. It was addressed to none other than Angel Bunny.



He tore it open cautiously.



Dear Angel,



A few weeks ago, I saw you reading one of Fluttershy’s cookbooks and helping her out with a recipe. So I’m sorry if the fact that you can read is a secret. I promise I won’t tell anypony, but I wanted to talk to you.



I wanted to come explain and say hi yesterday, but I figured Fluttershy might want to be alone. And then I realized that you were probably wondering what was going on. I won’t go into details, but I’ll say that we had a conversation that got out of hoof. We started talking about life, the future, and, well, relationships. AJ and Dash started to nudge her, and Pinkie and Rarity started making guesses about her. She left pretty flustered, but then I guess you were there for that part. I really hope she’s okay.



With this letter, you should find a book. It’s for her.



Angel unwrapped the package and studied it. Daring Do and the Rest of Her Life. The adventurous protagonist of the series wasn’t on the cover of this one—it was designed instead to look like an envelope, addressed to her, from somepony named Thousand Heart.



It’s a side story to the Daring Do series, and it’s one of my favourites. It’s quite atypical, actually; it turns into a romance about halfway through. But don’t tell her I said that. It’s a spoiler.



Again, I’m sorry about everything, and I hope you won’t hold it against us. We should have never pressed her like we did.



Oh, and sorry for sending Owlowi



Angel rolled his eyes and pulled out a pencil.



Oh, and sorry for sending Owlowiscious. I thought of using Spike but I know when he sends something it can be rather, well, startling. You should find this courier more professional.



Yours,



Twilight Sparkle







That night, under flickering candlelight, Fluttershy read Twilight’s book on an uncluttered desk. A one-sided smile bloomed on her face. 



Before she’d started, she noticed a thin wooden bookmark halfway through, covered in moons and suns and stars. She placed it aside, murmuring to herself that Twilight must have been reading the book, and that she would return it later. From his bed, Angel watched the bookmark hanging over the desk, the significance of it not at all lost on him as it was on her.




Day 3



Fluttershy’s rooms was spick and span. So too was the first floor. But the kitchen only had a day’s worth of food. Well, two days of pony food, but only one day of bunny. Angel sat cross-legged in the center of the counter—having taken a full stock of the cupboards—and pondered his next move.



The week wasn’t even half over, and groceries needed to be obtained. Angel couldn’t do it—he could never carry the heavy bits there, let alone the heavier groceries back, and he could never communicate such a transaction to the grocer anyways. This meant that Fluttershy would have to go. That’s right, Fluttershy, off on her own to the marketplace to be pushed, talked at, and haggled until everything they’d worked for came undone, and all she would have to show for it was overpriced food.



Angel’s pocket watch ticked to 6 o’clock, and he realized that the sounds of cleaning from upstairs had disappeared. The silence clutched at Angel’s little heart, and he shot to his paws, bounding up towards the attic. He found his owner safe and sound behind a stack of boxes of old school supplies. Her nose was nuzzled in Twilight’s book.



“Uh—!” she stammered, stashing the book away, taking flight, and dusting off the top of the box of old school supplies. The box Angel had asked her to find a way to dispose of.



Angel leapt onto the box and stared the shrinking pony until she was on the ground.



“I’m sorry…” she said. “It’s just really, really good. It sounds like Daring Do might settle down with this stallion! That would be lovely.”



This plot element registered somewhere in Angel’s brain, but not in a very important spot. With a sigh, his eyes wandered to the single open flap of the box. Inside, he saw a stack of cue cards, still wrapped tightly in plastic. He gasped, ripping them out of the box, kissing them all over, snuggling them close.



“…Are you okay, Angel?”



In quick, assured motions, Angel withdrew his pocket watch and pointed one paw towards it, tracing it ten notches along the edge.



“Ten minutes?” Fluttershy asked. “Okay! Meet you downstairs?”



But Angel was already gone.







At one end of the kitchen table sat Fluttershy, and at the other sat Angel. Between them were six cards, spread out randomly over the tablecloth. Each card had a distinct drawing on the front, which Angel had made with his trusty pencil, and colored with his new set of pencil crayons.



Fluttershy’s eyes had been lighting up gradually as she looked over the cards. “Is this like pictionary?” she asked.



Angel held one paw flat in the air and wobbled it back and forth.



“It’s… kind of like pictionary?”



He flipped over one of the cards, revealing a line on the back. He pushed his pencil towards his owner.



“Oh, I have to guess them all? And write it in?”



Angel snapped his paw, then sat back and waited, the palms of his paws pressed together in front of his little pink nose. Fluttershy picked up a card. The drawing showed a paper bag with a baguette, a cucumber, and several carrot stalks sticking out of the top.



“Um… Groceries?”



Angel applauded, and then turned over the card for Fluttershy to write the word on the back. She did so with glee.



She got the next two rather quickly. A picture of a pony shaking her head and frowning, was simply the word ‘No’. The drawing of an eye, was an eye. Then she picked up the drawing of a large tent, adorned with colorful stripes and flags, with ponies mingling all around it.



“Hmmm…”



Angel had to stop his foot from tapping impatiently.



“A circus?”



Angel shook his head vehemently.



“A… carnival?”



Angel cringed, then started rotating a paw in a forward circle.



“Close, so… a fair? Or…?”



The snapping of Angel’s paw startled her into a giggle. She turned the card over and wrote ‘fair’. She made to pick up the next card, but Angel waved his paws in front of her face and pointed back down at the card, at the space before the word.



“Oh… you want the ‘a’?”



A snap, an applause, and a point at the card. Fluttershy rolled her eyes and scrawled in the extra letter.



Angel braced himself with a short exhale. This next one she’d chosen would be tough. It depicted two stallions with boxing gloves on their forehooves, glaring at each other through bruised eyes, and snarling through cut lips.



“Boxing?”



A good start, but Angel shook his head.



“Hmmm… a fight?”



Angel made a tsk sound. He held up one paw and darted out of the kitchen, returning with a thesaurus. He opened up the page to ‘fight’, and then pointed at the plethora of words underneath it.



“Uhhhh…” Fluttershy began reading. “An altercation…? An argument? A battle? A bout?”



Angel smacked his paws together.



“A bout!” Fluttershy celebrated.



Angel put on an open-mouthed grin. He threw his paws up in the air, and then pointed them at the card.



As Fluttershy scrawled both words onto the card, Angel snatched at the last one on the table. It was his finest work, a mean-looking stallion with a brown pelt and a stubble, wearing a flat cap and sucking on the end of a corn pipe. Angel shook his head. This one would be impossible, but in the morning, it wouldn’t be open to interpretation.



Fluttershy glanced to her left and then her right. She put on a coy smile. “So… Did I win?”



Angel glowered and pointed up the stairs. Fluttershy marched.







That night, Fluttershy let it slip that she had sent a letter to Twilight.



“I didn’t leave the cottage,” she explained to his frantically tapping foot. “I just put it in the mailbox…”



Angel sighed and applied his paw to his forehead.



“I’m almost done my book,” Fluttershy said. “And I was wondering if she could give me another one!”




Day 4



Angel stood at the edge of the Ponyville Market without a clue of what to do. In front of him was a sea of legs, turning and churning, pausing and continuing, moving in every direction at once. Ponies towered overhead, smiling and chatting and paying no attention to little creatures that might be nearby.



He clutched his cue cards, the only things he had with him. He stared at the drawing of groceries on top and gulped. His prize was in the center of these legs—a small stand of fruits and vegetables. Every so often, Angel spotted the stallion manning his post, looking bored, blowing his blond mane out of his eyes.



Angel turned and started to step away, but saw Fluttershy through the window of his mind, pacing, panting, whimpering, and he turned back to the legs. He gulped and took a step forward, certain he was about to die.



“Hoo!”



Angel’s breath leaped out of him. He stumbled into the ground and clutched at his tail instinctively, dropping his cards. Almost hyperventilating, he gathered himself and stared back at the owl, baring his little bunny teeth.



“Hoo,” Owliscious stated, hopping twice to Angel’s left.



Angel dusted himself off and pointed to his chest with one paw.



“Hoo?” Owliscious went on, hopping twice to Angel’s right.



Angel scoffed, jabbing his chest with both paws.



The owl shook his head, waving his wings in front of Angel’s face, and making him want to body-check the crazy bird.



“Hoo.”



Owliscious hopped to Angel’s left.



“Hoo?”



Owliscious hopped to Angel’s right.



Angel suddenly snapped to attention. He swallowed and nodded.



“Hoo.”



The two of them hopped to Angel’s left.



“Hoo?”



The two of them hopped to Angel’s right.



Angel started clapping and hopping on either foot, his eyes gleaming. He even shook the owl’s wing.



The owl waved him back to attention again, paying him a serious look. Next, he strode away towards the crowd for two paces, shouted, “HOO!” and then stopped in his tracks. His head rotated back towards Angel to make sure he was watching.



He was, but he wasn’t liking what what he was seeing. He nodded anyways, thinking carefully.



“Hoo-hoo!” 



Owliscious took off, and began circling the crowd.



Angel gathered up his cue cards and stuffed them under his shoulder. He slid up to the crowd of legs with one eye closed, like he was approaching the edge of a diving board. He waited for an opening and jumped inside.



“Hoo.”



Angel darted left, dodging a stomping hoof, and then prepared to move left again.



“Hoo?”



Without looking, Angel jumped right, almost dropping the cards. A red-furred leg barely grazed him, and he kept running.



“Hoo. Hoo? Hoo. Hoo. Hoo?”



Zig-zagging through the legs, Angel gradually shut his eyes and leapt on command, feeling the breeze of passing legs, but never the warm, firm strike of a kick. He opened them again and saw the stand, just two hops away, and he coiled like a spring.



“HOO!”



Angel halted. A bicycle whizzed past his nose. When it was gone, he rolled forward out of the crowd, flattening into a sprawl. He clutched at his ears, head, body, arms and little feet, finding that they were all still together, unbruised. He laughed hysterically, nearly in tears.



Owliscious circled overhead until Angel gave him a thumbs-up, and the owl left him to his business.



After brushing the dirt from his snow-white fur, Angel shook out the thrill from his body. He gathered up his cue cards and scaled the market stand, to meet the bored stallion under the straw roof. He was brown, with a stubble, and a tweed flat cap. He sucked on his corn pipe lethargically. Behind him, in a steel-framed cage, a small brown bunny with a lazy eye blissfully ate a meal. He did a double-take when he saw Angel. His mouth fell open, bits of carrot falling out.



The brown bunny shook his head. Angel nodded, grinning. The brown bunny shook his head faster, grabbing the cage and rattling it.



“Quiet back there, Mortimer!” the stallion boomed, casting a side-eye at his pet. “What do you want little rabbit?”



Angel fanned out his cue cards in front of him, the words facing him, the drawings facing the stallion. He selected one and placed it on the counter, pushing it forward.



Groceries




“You got any money?” inquired the marketpony.



Angel placed the cards down neatly, then pantomimed pulling empty pockets out of his hips, still smiling. 



“Wait, I know you…” the stallion intoned. “Yeah… the little wuss’s rabbit, right? What, she gets her animals to do her errands for her? Sheesh.”



Angel’s eye twitched, but his smile didn’t waver.



“Listen, rabbit, no coin means no sale. Maybe ask Miss Scaredy-pants to give you some allowance, heh! Only fair, right Mortimer?”



With an agreeable shrug, Angel turned to leave. Mortimer stopped rattling and wiped his brow. But at the last second, Angel held up his paw and turned back, wagging it at the stallion. Mortimer got louder, whining like a dog.



“…What?”



One at a time, Angel placed the eye, the pony shaking her head, the boxing ponies, and the colourful tent in front of the stallion.



He peered down at the cards, uninterested. That was, until Angel flipped them over.



eye no a bout a fair




Under his brown fur, the stallion’s skin went white. His corn pipe fell out of his mouth. “What the—? How in the world did you—?”



Mortimer stopped rattling his cage, suddenly looking like he wanted to make as little noise as possible. Angel walked to his groceries card and tapped it twice, politely.



“This… this doesn’t matter!” the stallion maintained, messing the cards up. “It’s not like you could communicate it to my wife anyways, ya dumb little rodent.”



Angel raised an eyebrow, he pushed away all but one of the cards—the a fair card—with a swift kick, and with a confident flourish, played the last card in his paw on the table: A stunningly accurate depiction of the stallion himself, who started to sweat. 



“Yep,” he said. “That’s damning, alright.”



Soon the grocer was collecting fruits and vegetables, stuffing them in a bag about twice Angel’s height, even with his ears up. Angel jumped inside the stand, and leaned against Mortimer’s cage without looking at him. The brown rabbit hid under his ears, only coming out to grab a carrot to munch on.



“…Anything else?” the grocer seethed when he was finished.



Angel nodded, frowning. He picked up the stallion’s card, feigned putting it back into his paw, and then slammed it down again, twice as hard.



The stallion’s head dropped and he gave his counter a half-hearted kick. 



“…Lead the way.”







That night, as they gobbled up lemon-and-lime zest salad, Fluttershy showed off her new book from Twilight. Angel wondered if, when a book reached a certain size, it could still be called a book, or if it got upgraded to tome at a certain pagecount. This tome was ancient, well-traveled, with some pages sticking out, no longer glued to the spine. The title read:



The History of Pegasus Magic. Ancient Lessons Passed Down From Pegasopolis Past.



“It’s…” Fluttershy’s rubbed a shoulder. “It’s really dense. I’m not sure if I can—”



But Angel had fallen asleep. When a bunny has a headache, it takes over every inch of their body, radiating pain from within, forcing them to retreat into sleep.



Fluttershy gathered the dishes and washed them in the sink, dried them, and put them back where they were. She gently picked Angel up by the scruff of his neck and placed him in his basket, planting a kiss on his cheek.




Day 5



“You want me to what?”



Fluttershy re-read the pamphlet that Angel had placed in front of her (over her Daring Do book) one more time.



Write letters to your friends about the things they do that upset you, and then don’t send them.



Angel padded his foot against the desk, not taking his paw off of the instruction.



Fluttershy went up in the air, fretting and fretting. “Oh, oh… Angel! I can’t do that!”



His foot still padded, his paw still pointed. He had even brought a stack of five cue cards, upon the fronts of which he had scrawled the five cutie marks of her friends. He had wanted to draw the ponies themselves, but he thought he might get carried away. He had already planned to give Bumpkinhead cross-eyes, to stick a dress in Bad Priorities’ mouth, and to draw Deathwish with her spine bent so far backwards you couldn’t even see her head anymore. But Angel knew where it was.



The cutie marks were more impartial, in the end.



“But… I love my friends! They don’t do anything to upset me.”



With an audible sigh, Angel took a piece of lined paper on the desk and placed it in front of the chair, along with a quill and an ink well. He took the first card off the stack—the three apples—and put it neatly over the page. He snapped his paw for good measure.



Fluttershy got in her chair, pushing her forehooves into its edge. “Okay,” she said. “If you’re sure this will help.”



The process took a couple hours. It started with a few tears, but it ended with careful, methodical breaths. Calm ones, that had a pinch of vigor in them.



When Angel checked in on her, she was finishing her fourth letter. He looked over her work, just to make sure she wasn’t holding back. She wasn’t. Bumpkinhead got a stern sentence or two about how she made Fluttershy feel like a child. Bad Priorities got something similar, with an added shot to her laissez-faire attitude toward Opalescence.



Bumper Cars’ was more lighthearted—mostly just a lecture on the difference between extroverts and introverts. Deathwish was called out for making Fluttershy feel like she kept her around as a kind of contrast, always making herself look more athletic and brave whenever she was nearby.



Angel hummed in approval. He noticed that each letter was still signed with her name, right after the word ‘love’.



Then he noticed she had stopped writing. She picked up the card with the spiked stars. She rubbed her bottom lip with the point of her hoof.



“Um… I don’t know what to write,” she said. Not scared or worried, just matter-of-fact. “Actually…” She dipped the quill and began writing.



Fluttershy wrote ten unsent letters to Twilight Sparkle that day. Angel left her to her first, then checked up during her third, her sixth, her eighth and tenth. He wasn’t about to do anything that might cause her to lose the silly smile appearing on her face.







That night, as Fluttershy re-organized the bookshelf in the living room (she felt she could do better), Angel read over her pile of letters to Twilight. Sentences popped out at him as he skimmed.



I’ve never met anyone who could be so awkward, so bookish, yet still be so great at friendship and getting herself out there. I wonder if you could teach me someday?



I love really like how you seem to outdo yourself every day. It’s like you never stop working. It doesn’t surprise me that you’re a princess now, you deserve it.



Twilight, you’re going to save the world one day. I mean, I know you already have. We already have! But even if we weren’t here, you would have done it without us. I’m sure of it.



Angel’s foot began tapping uncontrollably. When Fluttershy walked into the room, she caught him grinning. She shooed him away, blushing wildly.




Day 6



Angel’s seven-day plan was finished in five days. The cottage was tidied. Bags of discarded items, waiting for pick-up, sat inside the foyer. And every door and window to the cottage was open, letting it drink in the fall breeze, its leaves rustling gladly.



Pony and bunny sat on lawn chairs, just paces from the babbling river in front of the cottage. Fluttershy read her tome. Angel, nodding in and out of sleep, held a tiny reflective board across his shoulders, a patch of sunscreen on his pink nose. Both of them wore sunglasses.



Whether or not Fluttershy was recovered, or if she truly ever would be, Angel couldn’t tell. But her fur seemed to catch the sun a little better than ever before, and that was a good enough start. Maybe this was just a peak before another trough, but the point, to him, was to prove that the peaks existed.



“I think I’m going to ask Twilight for another book,” Fluttershy announced. She closed the cover of her tome, not having gotten past the first page in over half an hour. “I don’t think I’m…” 



Angel raised both eyebrows as she considered her next words carefully.



“…ready for something like this yet.”



Angel smiled.



With that, she flew into her cottage, only coming out to place a letter in the mailbox and take her place back in her chair, carrying her book instead of her tome.



She had another announcement. “I’m hoping to see Twilight tomorrow.” She turned to Angel for a moment. “I know tomorrow’s my last day. But if it’s okay with you…?”



It was nice of her to ask, Angel thought. But he knew had no way of stopping her. He nodded, putting on a frown that feigned a tough decision being made.



Fluttershy giggled. “Okay, good,” she said. “Because I just asked her.”



Angel chuckled, massaging his aching shoulder and temples. He dozed off. Hours later, the sound of crackling green fire startled him from slumber, causing him to clutch at his heart.



“That was fast!” Fluttershy elated. “But… there’s no book?”



Snatching at the letter before it hit the ground, Fluttershy tore off the seal. Angel watched her eyes fly across the page, and he almost went back to sleep, until he saw her eyebrows turn upwards at the middle, and her lips press together. From behind her sunglasses, her eyes began to twinkle with the ghosts of tears.



Angel rocketed to her from his chair, massaging her shoulder with both paws. He made worried sounds to get her attention.



“Oh.. Angel, it’s fine, it’s just,” but he could hear her voice shaking. Her gaze moving between him and the page, then suddenly behind her. She got up and paced, dropping the letter on the ground. In a moment, she was trotting towards the cottage. Angel made to follow, but couldn’t leave without reading the letter first.



Hi, Fluttershy!



I’m so glad to hear you’re feeling better! You’re right, I’m always busy, but I can open up my schedule tomorrow. How about we go to the Ponyville Zoo? Say around 4 PM? I haven’t been there since it opened last year. Maybe you can teach me a thing or two about the animals!



And I’m sorry to hear that the book is a struggle, I just think it would be really cool if we could both learn how pegasus magic worked together. Did you know, that if you get good enough, there might be a way for you to invent your own pegasus magic? How cool would that be? I mean, nopony has ever done anything like that before, but that’s what makes it so exciting! Maybe we can talk about it tomorrow?”



Yours,

Twilight Sparkle



Angel sighed and applied his paw to his forehead. The Ponyville Zoo was a lot of things to Fluttershy. It was caged animals, restricted from living their lives. It was the absence of their growls, cries, roars, chirps, squeaks, and other sounds of the wild, implying some kind of sedation. But not the chemical kind—something much more powerful than that. 



Boredom.



Angel threw the letter on the ground and kicked it. How naive he was, to let this happen! To let Fluttershy give the decision of ‘where’ to have their first date to that Bookface, that imbecile! To give her an opportunity to blow it like she just had! Angel stamped and stamped on the letter until it was covered in dirt, then picked it up and tore it in two.



A single word appeared in Angel’s mind, and he held onto it firmly.



No.



There was still one day of his week left. He wasn’t going to let it end this way.







That night, Fluttershy finished Daring Do and the Rest of Her Life. Closing it softly and pushing it across the desk, she laid her head down and exhaled deeply. Angel knocked on the wood to get her attention. He didn’t have a chance to give her a quizzical look—she answered without turning.



“The ending wasn’t what I wanted,” she murmured. 



Angel rubbed circles into the back of her neck, spinning strands of pink hair together.



“…But it was the only way it could have ended.”



Angel kept rubbing. He noticed that she was staring at the page-a-day calendar still standing proudly at the back of her desk. Fluttershy had yet to tear off the page from six days ago, asking her what strength was.




Day 7



Angel wouldn’t let Fluttershy leave without him. On her way out the door, she had found him laying on his back in one side of her saddlebags, staring up at her with a concentrated frown, his paws crossed.



“I’ll be okay,” she told him, and her smile made him believe her.



But he was going to see this through to the end. And if he had to be in her bag, where he could easily push up against her chest and monitor her heartbeat, then that was just fine with him. It was a nice little place to ride shotgun—the sun poked little rays through the top flap into the bed he’d fashioned out of blankets from home. An intermittent breeze filtered in while Fluttershy flew to the zoo, brushing Angel’s whiskers and reminding him to stay awake, alert, ready.



Their arrival was obvious. The subtle shift in weight as Fluttershy landed. The noise of ponies nearby, many of whom were children. And, of course, the sudden jostling of the bag as Fluttershy was assaulted with a hug.



“I’m so glad you’re feeling better!” Twilight’s voice sounded just a little too loud, even from inside the bag.



“It wasn’t so bad,” Fluttershy claimed. “I’m sorry I ran away like that. It was rude.”



“Not at all. You really had me worried there!” Twilight gave a quick snort, followed by a nervous laugh, as she let go. Angel snickered in approval. What an awkward dork. There was no way Fluttershy could resist.



But then, could she? Her heartbeat hadn’t changed at all since they left the cottage—no uptick when she saw her date, or even when they came in contact. Surely it should have at least spiked for a few seconds. She was calmer now, sure, but this was extreme.



“Shall we go in?” Twilight suggested. “I’ve already bought us tickets! Actually, that’s a lie… They were free. Perks of being a princess, I guess.”



There! A spike! It was unquestionable. It seemed Fluttershy’s heart was simply a sucker for jokes. But then why didn’t she laugh?



“Actually, um… Do you mind if we just… sit over there a second? I have to ask you something first.”



Angel almost leapt out of the bag. He wanted to grab Fluttershy by the ears and take control. Steer her to the gates. Somehow take over her voice and get her to say, On second thought, forget I said any of that, let’s go have honest, innocent, ignorant fun.



“Er,” Twilight stuttered. Unsurprisingly. “Sure… I suppose. What’s on your mind?”



The saunter towards some far off bench felt like walking towards the edge of a cliff for Angel, yet he couldn’t control it. He flattened his ears against his face. His teeth chattered.



Fluttershy placed her bags on the grass before she sat down. Angel felt the sudden stillness of the earth instead of a heartbeat, a jostle. He peeked out to see Twilight and Fluttershy, sitting on opposite sides of a bench, eyes staring forward. Behind them, a stubborn maple tree shed the last of its leaves. But, he saw, there was a bunch of them still left just above the bench. He waited until he was sure he wasn’t being watched, or rather, until he realized he didn’t altogether care who saw him, before shooting out of the bag in a flash of white and scurrying up the tree like a squirrel. When he got to the bunch, he skidded to a halt and grabbed his tail.



“Hoo,” Owliscious greeted. He saluted with his wing, and turned his attention to the ponies below.



Fluttershy asked her question, and Angel held his breath.



“Are you going to… live a lot longer than me?”



Twilight’s eyes grew two sizes. Her mouth opened and closed, and she swallowed an invisible stone. “I mean… who’s to say… who gets to live longer than whom?”



“You know what I mean,” Fluttershy said sadly.



“No,” Twilight answered sharply. She leaned a little towards her date, who didn’t react to the advance. “A few days ago, I… went to see Princess Celestia to ask. She said that she wouldn’t make such a decision for me without asking first.”



Fluttershy turned, and their muzzles came within an inch of each other. Angel and Owliscious leaned over the leaves, nearly falling.



“But,” Twilight added, closing her eyes, turning away. “She said I have the option. She would just have to cast a spell. It’s simple, but for alicorns only. And it’s… irreversible.”



Fluttershy’s head dropped lower than it had in a week. Pushing her mane out of her eyes, she sat up and relaxed her shoulders. “And if I were to… learn pegasus magic, and… devote a lot of time to it. Do you think I could become an alicorn too?”



Twilight didn’t say anything. She was suddenly distracted by something, or rather, anything else. “Maybe,” she eventually decided on. “I mean, I don’t know. It was just a thought.”



Angel had to check if his heart was still beating anymore. Every bit of that conversation seemed to grip it, twist it, slow it down to nothing. He looked over at Owliscious, who was looking down at the ground, his eyes closed with force.



“You never finished the book you got me,” Fluttershy noted. “Is it alright if I spoil it for you?”



Twilight shrugged. She started rocking. Angel wondered what her heart was doing. And when Owliscious started rocking himself, he figured the infernal owl was doing the same.



Fluttershy raised her chin and watched the clouds pass overhead. “Thousand Heart… breaks it off with Daring Do. He decides that… she’s too important to the world to settle down with him, so he doesn’t give her the option.”



Their muzzles came close to each other again, not even half an inch away. A breeze pushed their manes lightly away from each other.



“I think you’re going to save the world someday, Twilight Sparkle.”



Angel’s body folded towards the tree branch, and Twilight started breaking. A few tears sprang forth. And then the wiping. And the sniffing. Fluttershy took a deep breath, her eyes closed, and put her wing around her friend. Owliscious did the same for Angel, hoo-ing softly.



Fluttershy had one last thing to say.



“It’s obviously your decision, but… If I’m all that’s keeping you from it, well, um… I hope you’ll ask for the spell. And I hope that no matter what you choose… that we’ll still be friends.”



Twilight sniffed loudly, pulling her own chin up high. She scanned all over the sky, as if it had answers for her. “Okay,” she murmured. “…Alrighty then… I’ll just…”



The princess departed without another word, and Owliscious flew off after her. Angel raced down the tree and stepped in front of Fluttershy, who now watched the sky herself. His foot thumped against the ground ferociously, and his eyebrows angled in a disappointed glare. But he stopped, clutching his paws together. His ears fell down behind him.



Fluttershy lowered her head to greet him. “Hi, Angel Bunny,” she blubbered, biting her lower lip. “I want, I-I-I… Uh-m…”



Angel leapt onto the bench and massaged her flank, wishing he had arms wide enough to wrap around her.



“I want to go home.”







That night, Angel climbed into Fluttershy’s bed to give her a squeeze around the neck. He’d never wished to be able to speak, or write, at any point in his life. After all, why string together words in a slow, frustrating process, when he could simply draw a picture, and have a thousand of them? But as he listened to Fluttershy’s easy breathing, and the occasional sniffs that punctured the air, sleep coming nowhere near her, he wished he could speak just one thing to her. He had something to say that no picture could ever convey.



But he did have a working idea, so he snuck out from under the covers and drew it on her page-a-day calendar, right at the bottom. A purple pony and an owl, and a yellow pony with a rabbit, both pairs walking away from each other. He circled the words, What is strength? and drew an arrow pointing to his champion in yellow.
      

      
   
      Fire Burns Both Ways


      

      
      
         Friendship Magic is a truly incredible force, able to warp the very fabric of reality around itself, yet only the choicest ponies can wield this power. No one regulates its use, and no one knows by what criteria the chosen ones are indeed chosen. Only moral qualifications seem necessary, yet the chosen ones are not always exemplars of virtue.



All of this is fundamentally wrong.



I grew up on a small sheep farm. It was a peaceful life, but my family presumed for some reason that I hated it, and so told me stories to help me “escape”. These stories were the stuff of nightmares. “Chosen ones” who were really no better, or even worse, than the ordinary characters they encountered. Whole civilizations reduced to mere damsels in distress. What contempt these storytellers must have had! Nevertheless, the so-called chosen ones were made special. They were treated like royalty.



I can think of no meaner insult to my fellow country ponies. My ordinary fellow country ponies.



Imagine my horror when I learned that such “chosen ones” exist in real life! Worse, they are helped by rare artefacts designed to channel “Friendship Magic”, the most powerful magic known to ponydom. This is simply horrible! The fate of millions of ponies should not rest with the actions of one! Either everyone should decide their own fates, or no one should.



I will right this injustice. The world needs its shepherdess. These insignificant little sheep can wait.



- Arcadia Charm.









The desert around Double Diamond’s village was a dead warzone. Boulders lay scattered and half-buried in the sands. Mountains stood guard on the horizon: in the other direction, the sheer hopelessness of open dunes, beyond which the heat haze concealed all.



The village remained as a pathetic oasis in the midst of Nature’s wreckage; two strips of houses led up to a single tree. And that was it. So small, the out-of-town ponies had once said, that it wouldn’t even show up on the map.



And for years and years, this had been Double’s only home. Until old Starlight had left, taking her insanity with her, he’d scarcely believed a full Equestria existed at all. Not beyond his little home. No more real than the stories he’d read in the papers every day.



Now that they were free of Starlight’s insanity…








It has been three years since I left my farm, and though I miss my family greatly, I know I am doing the right thing. Over the years, I have tracked down and captured many ancient artefacts containing so-called Friendship Magic. Out in the world, I have learned much about my fellow ponies. A few wish to see this magic shared fairly among ponydom, but most regard my work as an abomination. Apparently, to tamper with Friendship Magic is to out oneself as clueless on the nature of friendship itself. Will the insults never cease?



For the time being, I find it prudent to keep my experiments a secret. This modest little commune will serve as our base for now. Hopefully, we can make something beautiful out of such humble beginnings.









Double chewed his muffin, peered over the newspaper, and inspected Sugar Belle for the slightest sign of non-emancipation.



Clearing the nearby table of plates, she blushed. “Um? Double? You’re doing it again?”



“Hm?” Double blinked as though waking up. Suddenly, he seemed way too close to her, and threw on a guilty little smile. “Oh. I’m sorry, Sugar Belle. Old habits die hard.”



Double hid behind his newspaper; he’d long since learned from mirrors that his own blush could put a rose to shame.



Apologizing for every syllable, Sugar’s voice tiptoed on. “Are you reading anything interesting?”



Tensed, Double quickly checked his answer first. “Stuff from the next town over.”



“Oh yes. Of course.” A nervous cough. “What… kind of stuff, if you don’t mind my asking?”



“Stuff about the wider world,” he said, far more confidently. He even lowered the paper to meet her blinking gaze. “Now we’re running our own lives without Starlight, it’s very important we know everything there is to know about the wider world.”



“I agree.” She nodded enthusiastically. “It’s just strange to see you’re the only one reading newspapers.”



Double shrugged and hid again. In truth, he’d always read the newspapers from the other towns. When Starlight had ruled the village, she’d entrusted him – and him alone! – to keep an eye on the news. On the doings of Princess Celestia, on the major cities with their inventions, and on the stories of heroism and bravery that everyone loved to talk about when they thought no one in the village was listening.



At the time, he’d burst with pride. To be entrusted to handle the subversive news of the outer world! A real honour!



But, she’d told him, he wasn’t special for it. Anyone could have done it. He merely happened to be her lucky choice.



It was – It had been very important not to be special. They had to be equal. “Equal” and “special” were fundamental opposites.



“Have you ever seen Canterlot?” whispered Sugar quickly.



For a moment, Double was caught off-guard. She’d spoken as though they were spies swapping national secrets.



“I’ve always wanted to go,” she continued before he’d even moved his lips. “It must be so exciting to see Princess Celestia in person! And to see all the stained glass windows showing the brave deeds she’s done! And they say she keeps a museum of ancient artefacts full of powerful magic!”



Double forced a smile onto his face. “That sounds fantastic. Why don’t you go? You could send us photographs and letters every day.”



Nothing but the click of plates piling up and mugs being stacked. Somehow, he sensed this was the wrong answer.



“I couldn’t,” she said eventually, when he’d started reading the sports column. “What about Night Glider, or Party Favor? I’m sure they’d like to go too.”



Double nodded to himself. Thankfully, he wasn’t the only one having difficulties.



“It’s OK,” he said in a gentle voice. “We don’t have to do everything together. You can go as your own pony, if you really want to go. Everyone’s got their special interests and wishes, right?”



“Oh. Of course. Right.”



“Right.”



Double beamed after her before she disappeared inside. Thank goodness he was around to keep an eye on his friends, or else they’d never be properly emancipated.








My friend Match has broken off from our commune in order to found her own nearby. I'm inspiring others! More ponies left wishing to try their own experiments with my artefacts. I am truly happy for them, and wish them the best of luck.









Under cover of midnight darkness, in a room shrouded and still, Double looked across the lantern to the glowing faces of the other three ponies. Sugar sat opposite; having served fruitcake, she now kept silent like a servant trapped in a meeting of masters. On either side, Party Favor and Night Glider chewed and spoke alternately.



“What if Starlight isn’t the only one?” Party shoved another slice into his mouth and struggled to chew.



“Yeah!” said Night, pausing only to lick her plate of crumbs. “We saw the maps you brought over, Double D. This desert is huge. There could be more villages out there we don’t know about.”



Party winced under the effort of swallowing. “And if so,” he said, “then there might be more ponies in secret communes like ours. They could be trapped against their will. Or worse: brainwashed!”



“Why else do you think Starlight founded the village here?” said Night. “Because –”



“Because it’s the perfect place to hide from Celestia!” finished Party.



Double squirmed on his seat. He’d insisted on this square table arrangement so that none of them could be considered the leader, yet all eyes aimed at him. After all, he’d been the second-in-command that Starlight officially didn’t have.



“Well…” He wondered if part of him was flattered by all this attention, and pushed his uneaten cake away. “I think you’re right, but I’d like to hear what Sugar has to say.”



Sugar waved the words away. “I… don’t… really have an opinion.”



To her right, Party patted her on the forelimb. “It’s OK, Sugar. We’re truly equals now. But special, of course. If you don’t agree, it’s OK to say so.”



To her left, Night smirked and winked. “No one’s hiding anything. We did talk about this to everyone in town. All we want is your special view on it.”



Double saw the downturned face opposite lower itself further. Ever since the flight of Starlight, Sugar had struggled with the idea of disagreeing with anyone. Old habits die hard.



“I… just… don’t know.” Sugar leaned down and took a bite out of her own slice: a sure sign of disquiet.



Thumping the table, Double met the returning looks of Night and Party. “Let’s leave her alone, guys. Maybe not wanting to share all her thoughts is her specialty.”



“But,” began Party, “we won’t mind this time if she tells us.”



“That’s right: we won’t. And that’s why we won’t force her to tell us either. We’re all truly equal.”



“And we’re special too,” said Night at once.



Helpless staring ensued. Not one of them, he could tell, had thought it’d be this hard post-Starlight. Thank goodness he was around to help, or heavens knew where they’d be without him.








Success! The love of my followers can no longer be in doubt. For years, we have learned how to reach the sheer heights of friendship amongst ourselves, the better to manipulate the Friendship Magic. Such brothers and sisters! Such love and devotion! So many lives saved and personal treasures sacrificed in the name of friendship!



To honour the blessed state we have now achieved, I hereby rename myself as “Amity”. We shall all be cleansed by the fires of friendship!



Finally, the magic is ours to shape as we will! Such miraculous feats I have never known! We no longer even import our food and supplies, but create them from nothing. Even our cutie marks are nothing against this power; I have destroyed them utterly.



And best of all, we can now share the magic even with non-initiates. Once we try more tests, I am sure we'll be ready. My dream is soon to become a reality!









The next morning, Double sat at the end of the only road in the village, stared up at the lonely tree, and chewed his lip.



When Starlight had “ruled” the village – though she’d never called it “ruling”, all of them being equal and whatnot, and she’d insisted any of them could’ve done the supervising if they’d wanted to – when she’d ruled the village, she’d happily welcomed stray ponies who’d wandered in. She’d happily encouraged the town to talk about the peace and harmony their new lives together had enjoyed. And if all else failed, she’d happily ripped the cutie marks off their flanks and given them new ones of the same boring, safe, meaningful equals sign.



To do that, she’d needed magic.



Powerful magic.



And sure, if the out-of-towners were telling the truth, then powerful magic was rare among unicorns. Part of him had hated hearing this. Sure, Starlight had reduced the villagers to fearful shells in the name of equality, but at least the magic she’d used had been available for everyone. The Staff of Sameness had been right. No one had owned it. In theory, even he could have wielded it.



Yeah, he thought bitterly. Just like in theory, I could have supervised the whole town.



Yet supposing Starlight hadn’t been the only powerful unicorn out there? After all, she’d been bested by another one, who’d freed the village. Double tried to focus on lots of other details, but that one stood out to him. There’d been powerful unicorns. Not unicorn. Unicorns. In the plural.



Supposing there were others?



Supposing they found another village, deep within the desert, controlled by another unicorn like Starlight? They couldn’t just wait for a second unicorn to come in and set things right. Sugar was a unicorn, and definitely not strong enough.



And in a way, this was heroic questing. From all the papers he’d read and the stories he’d heard, the best pony to have on a heroic quest was a princess. Princesses were experts. They got results.



He stood up. He’d decided.



He’d call in an expert.








My friends are intrigued. Match’s commune has achieved Friendship Magic liberation by a totally different process. Instead of self-sacrifice, they have opted for secrets-sharing and intimacy, using their pasts to unite them in the present. This seems a strange idea, but I cannot argue with the results; their spells rival ours. Great news indeed! This has inspired me to try the same technique.



Our power has grown. We’ve even learned to shape the world around us. I erected an enchanted hedge as an effective magical barrier while we practise our talents, though of course it shall need constant maintenance.



Next, I shall create a Cave of Remembrance for our memories. Sadly, that feat requires more power.









“You did what?” said Party and Night in unison.



Evening: in the middle of the street. Double preferred to watch the sun go down below the desert rather than watch their two faces widen any more.



“It makes perfect sense,” Double said patiently, as though he hadn’t said this umpteen times around the village today. “I went to the nearest town and sent a letter to Canterlot. Of all the princesses we know about, only one has lived so long and seen and done so much. It’s actually amazing what the newspapers say she’s done.”



“But this was supposed to be our special mission!” said Night, stamping a hoof. “We know what it’s like to have to look over our shoulders every time we wanted to talk about cutie marks or special talents! Now we can do something about it!”



“We are,” said Double, bowing hastily. “We’re helping any ponies who might be out there. We’re just doing it cleverly, that’s all.”



Party narrowed his eyes. Not hard to fathom his thoughts: when ponies in this village had looked over their shoulders every time they’d wanted to talk, Double had been the one pony they’d feared would be right behind them, eavesdropping. Nonchalantly reading the newspaper, nonchalantly inspecting the shop’s goods, nonchalantly smelling the dead flowers on their windowsills…



Remembering all that, Double didn’t dare say anything. He’d just taken matters into his own hooves again. Good grief, he thought, I really am turning into a leader…



“Um,” said a quiet voice.



At once, Party and Night stepped aside. Sugar shuffled into their cluster like a stray looking for food. Most of her body crouched or tensed ready to bolt, but her face and eyes were alight with hunger.



“Sugar?” Party said gently.



“I think Double’s right,” she said, trying not to quaver. “Starlight was dangerous. Maybe other ponies will be too.”



“We’re not gonna get a princess on our side!” said Night. “I bet that letter takes weeks to get through! Princesses probably get thousands a day! And what makes you think she’ll take it seriously?”



To everyone’s surprise – Night and Party shifted aside urgently – Sugar actually stood taller against these words.



“A princess came for us,” said Sugar, and the natural quake in her voice now trembled with tectonic strength, “when she found out about us. So they’ll come for other ponies in the desert.”



“But Princess Twilight didn’t even know why she’d come here!” said Night, but Double saw the uncertainty weakening the defences across her face.



“Yet still she came,” said Sugar. “Look, we don’t know what’s out there, and neither do the princesses. We'll explain our plan to them. If any of us think ponies need help, though, we’ll help them. Won’t we?”



Double leaned towards her, almost took a step forwards. Whether through rage or shock, Sugar trembled where she stood, stand tall though she did.



“My thoughts exactly!” He beamed at her. “And we can help them too. After all, the princesses might know how to cast spells and handle quests, but we know how to help the poor ponies see the truth.”



Sugar’s very lips trembled with suppressed emotion. Instead, she and Double nodded to each other. As equals.








These offshoot communes are becoming worrisome. They once shared their research with us freely, but now we struggle to get any news out of them, and what little we receive is delivered with reluctance and suspicion. They erect communal towers for protection. Such power!



All the same, I hear the ponies within the communes are reaping the benefits of their experiments, and when all is said and done, are we not united in spirit?









One week passed before they received a reply. A flash of light. A shower of sparkles. A scroll materialized, hovering over Double’s head while he ate shortcake at Sugar’s café.



He read it there and then. He read it out to Sugar when she came over. Then he showed it to all the ponies in town.



Princess Celestia was coming.



Nonetheless, the next day, before sunrise, after a rushed breakfast of crumpets and milk, only he and Sugar were waiting, as per the instructions, looking up expectantly, there at the edge of the desert.



Princess Celestia: the anti-Starlight, once upon a time.



When Starlight had “ruled” the village, she’d told of the living insult that was Princess Celestia. Ponies, after all, should not be special. They should not put on airs. All ponydom should not be subject to the will of one so-called “superior”. Thanks to her unique sun-based magic, her noble rank, and her astonishingly vast political power, Princess Celestia had spat on all three ideals.



On everything Starlight – the village – had stood for.



Double had read about her exploits weekly. Hard not to, when she was involved in monster battles and threatening wars and ambitious crimes and terrifyingly occult disasters so often that – he’d learned from one editorial piece – she had specific government departments set up, each specialized in a particular kind of crisis.



Of course, a mare who swung the sun round the world like an Equestrian Games hammer-thrower was usually enough to settle a dispute. Still, she was kept busy by a constant flux of overconfident troublemakers, few of which posed much of a challenge to her.



In short, she was perfect.



Obviously, back when Starlight had “ruled”, he’d booed and hissed Princess Celestia’s name the same as everyone else had. But privately, he wanted to shake her by the hoof. He’d spent most of his early life trying to be awesome, and Celestia was already a grandmaster of awesome. Heck, she was old enough to have met every grandmaster of awesome.



“Look!” shouted Sugar.



Double followed her pointing hoof.



He gasped.



Rising with the sun, the blaze of light was a star, a small dot of purity burning the eyes until they glowed purple with afterimages. As he forced himself to watch – and yet couldn’t look away – he saw the blaze swallow the sky, saw the silhouette of wings gently ease into his vision as though the figure inside the blazing light was quenching the fire. Graceful legs slid into focus, a proud chest manifested above, and between a banner of a mane and a sword of a horn, the muzzle of Princess Celestia bore a discreet smile beneath a modest crown.



Four golden horseshoes hit the earth before them. Immediately, Sugar and Double bent their knees.



A wing shot out. “No need,” said a voice used to serenading sunsets. “Here, we can dispense with formalities. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Sugar Belle and Double Diamond.”



Hardly daring to believe he was doing what the old him would have denounced as heresy, Double spoke to the princess.



“Y-Y-You kn-know our n-n-n-names?”



For such idiocy, he should have hit himself. Fortunately, Princess Celestia nodded as though he’d made a keen philosophical point.



Using a wing, she gestured to the desert beyond. “Now, shall we begin our quest? We can discuss matters along the way.”



Whereupon, Sugar fainted.








Disaster! Three of our communes began fighting each other last night. Many crops were spoiled, and try as I might, I couldn’t stop the fighting. Every single pony in these communes was destroyed come daybreak.



How could this happen? They were fellow crusaders!









They marched through the desert, and yet felt no heat. Not even the drying of skin: Double suspected the princess was using her sun-based magic to channel the hot wind, or something like that.



Beside him, Princess Celestia strode as though she owned the desert. Deep down, Double both wished she did and wished she didn’t. Too many memories of Starlight strode alongside her.



Further along, Sugar stumbled in a trance. Either the heat was reaching her regardless, or the blush was brightening the closer it got to Celestia.



Celestia popped a doughnut into her mouth and chewed for a while. “I must say, Sugar Belle, these treats are among the finest I’ve ever tasted. You work as a baker, am I right?”



Sugar’s reply was too squeaky to make out.



“How did you know our names?” said Double.



Celestia said, “Princess Twilight informed me of the village’s existence shortly after its liberation. I must say it was quite alarming to learn so much was happening right under my nose. Your suggestion was timely; I’d recently been planning an expedition to this desert.”



“Wow,” breathed Sugar. “And did you really do all those things the newspapers said you did?”



A tiny smile twisted up around Celestia’s muzzle. “Most of them. Journalists can exaggerate a little.”



“Wait.” Double peered past the princess. “Sugar, you used to read newspapers?”



“Huh?” Sugar looked panicky for a moment. “Well… Um…”



“Right under my nose?”



“Things were… different… back then. Anyway… everyone was doing it really.” Hastily, she added, “And what stories they told! Princess Celestia, you were an inspiration! All the time I was under Starlight’s wing – well, not literally a wing, she was a unicorn – I always wondered what it would be like to have a sun for a cutie mark.”



Double’s indignation faltered under Celestia’s tinkling laugh. What am I doing? he thought. I was just Starlight’s spy! I shouldn’t care now! That’s bad history!



Yet his pride gave his heart a sullen kick. They’d been reading subversive literature! Without Starlight’s warrant! Right under my nose!



Celestia said, “It’s a delight. Raising the sun daily is an awe-inspiring experience every time. Of course, it’s also quite draining; I generally try not to do it over breakfast!”



More laughter tinkled like bells. Sugar dared a chuckle.



“We have many fine delicatessens in Canterlot, if you ever want to visit,” said Celestia. “I promise you’ll find many new ideas worth your while, so you can experiment and share your creations with your fellow ponies. I’d be more than happy to accommodate another world-class baker.”



Double’s mind had taken notes before he realized what he was doing. Every word they’d said sounded like subversion and treason to his ears. Starlight had always preached that experimentation was the work of ponies trying to stir up controversy, and arguments, and heartbreak.



But I’ve moved past all that! Stop policing, Double! He kept telling himself this over and over, wishing he’d listen to himself. Yet still he eavesdropped on their conversation, taking notes, no matter how much he tried to stop himself.



Then… “We’re here,” said Celestia suddenly. Her voice was an axe.



Disturbed from his inner tussle, Double looked at her face, then at Sugar’s gape, and then up ahead.








What is going on? More communes broke out into magical fighting today. Some ponies even escaped the hedge barrier to flee. Yet the love within each commune is strong. If so, then why can’t the communes get along with each other? It’s senseless!



Match recommended I put up magical protection in case my own commune is targeted. I don’t want to arouse suspicion, but if the fighting continues, I will have to relent for the sake of peace. My closest friends must never be endangered.



Now I’ll confront the other communes. These fools must come to a compromise!



I’d best tell them what is what.









Deep in the desert, Double found sand, and rock, and sand, and rock, and sand, and rock, and sand. And a hedge.



A hedge that rose higher than even Princess Celestia, and which encircled a city-sized space. They found that out by walking for a full hour round it before they discovered the arched entrance.



And fields, full of rotten compost and overgrown shrubbery and a few gnarled trees that looked like vine clumps being forced to stand up. Once, there had been clear paths, but the encroaching creeper grass had started the conquest of greenery here too.



And two towers.



There had been ten more, arranged within this encircled world like numbers on a colossal clock. Vines, weathering, and age had reduced these towers to rubble.



The two stood opposite each other, as though determined to get as far away as possible without breaching the hedge. Vines clung to them, promising conquest.



Both towers were black. Not because of the choice of stone – they’d obviously been based on the ivory towers of Canterlot – but because of scorch marks running from foot to peak. Even the iron fences encircling the nearest tower were black with soot. Patches of greenery around them were ashen.



Celestia proceeded, horn aglow and aiming, warhorse body tensed to strike. Double and Sugar crept along behind her, glancing about.



“It looks abandoned,” whispered Double. “There’s no one here. Let’s go.”



“Double!” hissed Sugar, outraged. “We have to check! Ponies could still live here – Look!”



One of the windows upstairs flared orange, as though due to a passing light.



All three of them stopped. They stared up at it. Nothing else happened.



“Stay close,” commanded Celestia.



The other two drew so close they almost pressed themselves against her rear legs. Careful step by careful step, the three of them inched forwards, past the gate, across the crunching ashes of burnt grass, towards the gaping doorway with no door…



From inside came the echo of a yell.



They waited. Double’s heart began to quicken.



The other two watched Celestia step through first, and then scurried after her. Double had to blink to adjust to the sudden shadow, and hold his breath against the stench of rotting wood.








I have created our own communal tower, as advised. No one except Match is allowed beyond the border of our communal protection now. The risks are simply too great. Already, six communes have collapsed; two more are at war with each other.



They no longer listen to me. These pathetic insects do grow tiresome!



My friends have helped me to sleep through all this noise. Helped me with my nightmares too. I have been blessed beyond what I deserve to have such comforting, gentle souls on my side.









Corridors and doorways surrounded them. Even here, vines clung to the walls. Torch brackets bulged with creepers.



Someone was shouting. Very far away. Double hastily stepped in front of Sugar, confident in the fact that Celestia stood in front of them both.



“There’s a lot of magic here.” Beyond Celestia’s silhouette, a golden light spell framed her horn. “No one could change the desert this much without it. If I say flee, be prepared to flee. Understood?”



Double stammered out a “yes”. Sugar barely managed to stammer.



They heard thundering hooves. A distant roar. And then –



“I SAID STAY BACK!” someone yelled.



Double yelled as Celestia swung round, horn aglow, and for a moment thought she was aiming at him –



“Get down!” she shouted.



He grabbed Sugar and pulled her down just as a unicorn stumbled and fell onto the floor beside them. Briefly, he noticed its horn flare.



The unicorn shot to its hooves. Wide eyes flashed in the darkness. It stepped towards Celestia, and under the golden glow, its face twisted itself through sheer panic.



“Calm down,” said Celestia soothingly. “We’re here to help.”



The unicorn’s gaze shot to Sugar. If it were possible, its face cracked widening so much.



“You!”



There was a blast behind them. Instantly, Double rolled over and jumped to his feet and spun round.



Where there had been another wall, now only fire remained. Roaring walls of tortured light thrashing and twisting in torment. Even from here, his skin was awash with waves of sheer heat.



Sugar screamed.



While the floor and ceiling cracked, an outline coalesced from the flames. The suggestion of pony stepped forwards, alight from horn to hooves. Only two eyes glared at them, pitiless as Bunsen burner flames and blue as ice under intense beams.



It didn’t roar. When it opened its mouth and exposed a blue vault to the heart of hell, the sound was a more concentrated rumble and growl, as of crackling wildfire building up to the infernal cry of forest-consuming fury.



“NO!” The unicorn flailed trying to gallop away. “SAVE ME!”



Celestia aimed her horn at the same time the floor collapsed. Before Double could cry out, there was a flash of gold overhead.



And as the floor gave out beneath him, he vanished – screaming – into subterranean darkness.








Match’s commune is the only other one left. Disgusting warmonger she is, crawling over to our defences and polluting us with their demands. I no longer care. Self-defence? Match fought. She defiled herself.



My commune has surpassed friendship. Our bonds are beyond the understanding of pathetic mortals with no hearts. I don’t even know why such petty traitors deserve our fire.



I sent Match scurrying to her tower with a carefully aimed warning shot. More mercy than she deserves. Hopefully, they will now cease to disturb us.









Aches and bruises screamed at him from all over. A few pebbles tumbled down beside him. Hard earth pressed against his side.



Double groaned and rose off the floor. Dimly, he heard voices nearby.



The weaker groans of Sugar made him turn around: just in time to see her shakily get to her hooves.



“Hey, are you OK?” He hurried over.



Dust cascaded from her mane. One smile twitched across her lips. She nodded once.



Both of them turned around, and as they did so, they noticed in the darkness a pool of glowing aquamarine. Ethereal light shone under their muzzles. Both of them stared, entranced by the shifting lines of waves and disturbances unseen.



Heavy breathing drew close.



“What just happened?” said Double.



“Thank you for saving me!” said a breathy voice nearby; Double saw the unicorn from before step into view on the edge of the pool, right next to him. She lit her horn and panted before continuing. “Boy, what luck! If you three hadn’t shown up, I’d be barbecue by now!”



“No, I mean what just happened?”



“Yeah,” whispered Sugar. “I remember the fire…”



“That was no ordinary fire!” hissed the breathy voice, suddenly gripped by fear. “Didn’t you see the pony shape!? That was an aethon! A fire demon!”



Double looked around. So much darkness, and yet here and there the aquamarine light caught ridges and stalactites…



“Are we in a cave?” he said.



“Yes!” A thump: the unicorn had sat down. “The Cave of Remembrance! It’s right under the communal towers.”



“I’m sorry. What are communal towers?”



“Those towers in the overgrown area! There are only two now, thanks to that monster!”



“Monster?”



“The aethon! The aethon! Do keep up!”



Double cringed; after a while, that voice became as pleasant as a jab with a needle. “Is that why the towers are all burnt?”



“Oh, you have no idea! That… thing has been chasing me from one tower to another for years! It’s taken all my magic to repel it!”



“Are you all right?” said Sugar, and Double was surprised to realize he hadn’t bothered to even think of asking that question. After all, the poor unicorn was still panting in between bouts of speaking.



More panting. “I’m fine! Fine! I’m used to running by NOW!”



The unicorn lunged forwards before Double could yell, and he was seized by the shoulders.



“It’s the cause of all this strife! We were going to build a perfect paradise here, one where all ponies would be equals, and then that thing… that thing came and started hunting us! We panicked! We thought one of the others must have sent it!”



“Liar,” whispered Sugar.



Blinking, Double tried to prise the unicorn off without actually doing so, in case he caused offence. “One of the –?”



“I’m the only one left now! Oh, how foolish we were! Treating each other like enemies, when we should have seen the true enemy all along! It’ll find me, you know! It always does! Always, always, always, I run and hide, run and hide, run and hide! I swear it can smell me! I’ve not spoken to another soul in years!”



“Years?” Finally, Double broke free of a grip tightening like jaws. “How come you never escaped?”



“Are you mad!? Nothing but desert beyond those hedges, as far as the eye can see! I’d perish in a day!”



“But the desert isn’t that big…”



Only then did Double meet the unicorn’s eye, and immediately he wished he hadn’t. Veins protruded like roots. Pinprick pupils pinned him down. He swore they even bulged in time with the hyperventilating breaths of sheer terror. Those eyes could easily look beyond the hedge and see nothing but deadly desert. Those eyes could see anything.



He swallowed. “Well… it’s OK now. You’re here with us. We came to find poor ponies in the desert.”



The unicorn blinked. “You did!?”



“Yeah. Yeah, of course we did! We thought there might be trouble out here, and we wanted to give other ponies a chance.” Realizing he hadn’t involved her yet, he added, “Didn’t we, Sugar? Sugar?”



Behind him, Sugar stared into the pool. He cocked his head at her.



“Sugar?” he said, more loudly this time.



“Hm?” She looked up at him. “Oh. Sorry. I thought I saw something.”



“You can see anything in the Pool of Remembrance!” Instantly, the unicorn zipped over and held onto her shoulders tightly. “Don’t look in there! It’ll turn your mind! AAH!”



The unicorn threw herself away; Sugar stumbled, almost toppled into the pool… Double rushed forwards to grab her… Brusquely, she brushed him aside, righting herself.



Out of the darkness overhead, gold and red comets burst forth. They collided with a crash. Sparks flew. Flames plumed. Trails of screaming fire blazed behind them as they circled each other and hit the floor of the cave nearby.



Gold vanished, revealing Celestia braced for attack. Red condensed into the blazing body of the aethon, and its two blue eyes swung around.



And found them. Standing there. Right on the poolside.



Without thought, Double stood between it and Sugar. Nearby, the unicorn whimpered.



The aethon crackled, silently judging them. Briefly, Double swore the glare swung round to him, then to Sugar, and finally to the unicorn whimpering where she’d fallen.



Both eyes flared red.



Then it screamed. A wall of fire burst out and cascaded around it, from ceiling to floor, distorting rock and making the stalactites glow under volcanic stress.



Double swallowed. Of all the times he’d seen Starlight burning with fury, he’d childishly wondered what she’d look like if she had burst into flames. Now the answer branded his mind and burnt and left marks he’d never, ever wash out of his memory.



To his relief, Celestia zipped into the gap between them. The aethon, the wall of fire, the burning blue eyes came stalking.



“This is your last chance to back down!” Celestia lowered her head and thus her horn. “I mean you no harm! We came on a mission of peace to help lost ponies!”



The aethon stopped and glared at her. For a moment, the wall of fire shrank down to a flaming bar on either side.



Celestia’s shield burst forth a second before the jet of flame surged forwards and swallowed her utterly. Answering gold threads of magic curled round and tightened as nets across the aethon, but the flames merely oozed through and congealed back into shape. Soon, fire and gold splashed and crashed against each other.



Double gaped. “It’s so strong. How is it so strong?”



“Double?” said Sugar.



“It just can’t be this strong. It’s fighting a princess!”



“Double?”



“Where does that power come from?”



“Double!”



“Maybe we should escape now!”



“Double!”



He blinked and turned around. “What? What?”



“Look in the pool!”



Amid the roar of fire and the shriek of gold, Double followed her gaze and peered into the undulating waters.



“I don’t see anything,” he said. “Look, we gotta get out of here –”



Irritably, Sugar pointed. “It’s right there! Don’t you see it?”



“We don’t have time for this.”



“Double! I’m not being funny! There really is something under the surface! Will you just look?”



Double waved a hoof angrily. “I already did.”



“No, look from here. Where I am!”



Surprisingly, she grabbed his foreleg and tugged him over. As she did so, his gaze brushed the water and, amid the aquamarine flex and flow, he saw a shape.



“Ah, now I see it,” he said, forgetting even to struggle out of her grip. “But so what? Isn’t it just a box?”



“No! I know these things! My family used to keep them! They’re secret boxes! Someone kept secrets in those things. There was this separate compartment –” But then her confidence failed her; she closed her lips tight and blushed out of sheer horrified embarrassment.



Double almost burned with embarrassment back. Up till now, Sugar had never even hinted at her life before Starlight. And to his consternation, he knew he’d never asked.



“You think it’s important?” he said.



“I want to find out. I’m curious.”



“Right now?”



“Any clues would be helpful.”



“What about what that unicorn told us?”



“No. I think there’s more to it than that. Help me, will you?”



Checking the endless crash of gold and red beyond, Double shrugged. Why not try it now? Maybe she’s onto something I don’t understand. I can’t keep being the leader like this.



“OK,” he said, taking a breath. “What do you want me to do?”



“I’ll fish it out,” she said, lighting up her horn. “And then you open it. You’re a strong stallion. I’m sure you can crack it open.”



They glanced at the unicorn lying nearby. Unlike them, she was too transfixed on the fight – gibbering and curling up with each blow – to notice them.



A splash, and the box was on the bank. A crack, and Double’s hoof had its side broken open.



“There are scorch marks on it,” he said doubtfully.



Sugar’s spell levitated its contents between them. “Papers,” she said, flicking through them. “Looks like a diary to me. I was right! These are secrets!”



“What do they say!? What’s in them?” Double peered over her shoulder.



They read on in silence. He noticed how the earlier pages were crisp and clear, only to lead to pages flecked with suspicious drops, and then, right at the end, scorched edges.



The first began:



Friendship Magic is a truly incredible force, able to warp the very fabric of reality around itself, yet only the choicest ponies can wield this power…




He read on, feeling his jaw sag as he did so.



“Oh my,” he said.



Eventually, he came to the last one. Charred edges. Tears dotting the page.








Match has destroyed me.



Match has destroyed us.



Match was destroying everyone.



Match has destroyed me.



Match has destroyed us.



Match was destroying everyone.



MATCH HAS DESTROYED ME.



MATCH HAS DESTROYED US.



MATCH WAS DESTROYING EVERYONE.



Match. Will. PAY!!!!!









An explosion ripped through Double’s ears. He returned to the present and looked back in time to see Celestia land on all fours, skid along the ground, and grunt as she stopped, smoking, inches away from them.



Undimmed, the aethon and its wall of fire closed in…



To Double’s horror, Sugar hurried around Celestia and raised a hoof. “Amity!”



The aethon took a step forwards. Then it stopped.



“Amity! Arcadia! Those were your names, weren’t they?”



Double and Celestia rushed forwards, but Sugar yelled, “WAIT!” at them, and they hung back uncertainly.



Fires crackled all over the aethon’s body. Sugar met it glare for glare.



“I know what you’ve been through! You lost some good friends too, long ago. You would have died for them. You loved them so much you would have died a hundred deaths for them, wouldn’t you? But they were taken from you first!”



Double gaped at her. He swore there were tears fighting not to be shed in the voice.



“I know what that feels like!” Sugar took several breaths while the fires burned impassively before her. “I know how horrible it is when all that squabbling and fighting costs you so much. We never wanted that! We wanted to stay away from fighting. It wasn’t worth getting involved. It’s not fair. Why should they be taken away, and all those other ponies carry on? Why does the world pick on us, and not them!? Why did everyone have to be so different!?”



“Sugar…” Double stepped forwards and stood by her. He had a vague idea of holding her shoulder in case she collapsed, yet she carried on despite the slow crumbling of her voice and the leaks in her eyes.



“You wanted to drown your memories too! But you can't! You wanted to stop the pain; you gave in to the fire. But I saw where that inner fire led. If you let it burn you, it’ll take over. I destroyed my life here trying to find a new one, and that meant being controlled by someone else’s tricks. Starlight knew how to smother fires and pour oil over them when she needed to, and I was under her control all the time. I hated that life! I kept telling myself it’d get better, it’d be all worth it, but I was wrong.”



Double bit his lip. In all the time he’d known her, had watched her suspiciously, had made sure her fake smile under Starlight never faltered, he’d never thought to ask about her life…



The aethon’s eyes dimmed; blue blazes simmered to empty holes.



“You don’t want revenge! You want our friends back! I’m sorry, Amity! They’re gone! This is all that’s left!”



Horn aglow, Sugar levitated the papers over to the creature and laid them down carefully before its crackling hooves. All the while, its dying eyes followed them and its head tilted down as though bowed in prayer.



Furthermore, as he watched, Double swore he saw the aethon shrinking.



“I’m really, really sorry!” Sugar wiped her eyes. “You can’t get them back. You have to try and build a new life now. We can help you. We want to help you. But we can’t if you don’t want us to. It’s all up to you now. We’re willing to listen. I wish I could do more.”



Now there was no mistaking it; the aethon’s flames dwindled so far it had become almost a stick figure. The gaping holes where its eyes had been shrank as though under narrowing eyelids.



Celestia stepped between him and Sugar; glowing gold, her magic raised the ruins of the box and the papers, and slid the latter into the former before offering the lot to the aethon. It simply stared up at her.



Feeling he ought to do something, Double walked forwards and plucked the box out of the air. Gingerly, he held it up to the empty eyes.



The burning head shook side-to-side.



“You don’t want it?” he said quietly.



A fiery hoof pointed. He followed it to the poolside.



“You want us to put it back?”



A nod.



“And then what? Would you like to come home with us? We’d be happy to give you somewhere to stay.”



Another side-to-side shake.



Uncertain, but determined nonetheless, he carried the box over to the pool and placed it on the side, then looked past Celestia’s blank face and Sugar’s shiny eyes to the aethon. Which shook its head.



“Where, then?” he said. “In the pool?”



Nod.



Shrugging, he placed a hoof on the box and pushed it into the waters. Instantly, even the silhouette vanished beneath the waves.



“Now what?” he said.



Cautiously, the aethon stepped forwards, slowed to a stop beside him, and sat down. Its fiery blue mouth opened.



It – Amity – said in a voice crackling with heat, “Go.”



“But what about you?”



Amity turned her head away. “I? A shepherdess. With no flock.”



“What does that mean?”



“It means this! Insignificant little sheep! I can wait! Leave me be. Please. I… need time to… reminisce.”



Before he could open his mouth to protest, Double felt a cold hoof on his shoulder. Overhead, Celestia said, “Very well. We shall respect your wishes.”



The cold hoof vanished. He heard steps disappearing behind him, and with one last glance at Amity, at her flickering reflection in the water, and at a box he knew he had no hope of seeing now, he turned and followed the princess away from the glowing pool.



Sugar fell into step beside him. Up ahead, Celestia’s magic tingled through the air and the unicorn – Match, he realized – squealed and kicked, suddenly in midair.








As they strode through the arch of the hedge, the world behind them shimmered. Double instantly turned to watch; greenery, towers, and blackened ruins faded like hallucinations, once more leaving nothing but desert sands, desert rocks, and a suspicious tingle in midair.



Beside him, he heard the unicorn Match whimper while Celestia said, “I know you, Little Matchstick Mare. I knew all about Arcadia’s travels from years ago before she and her followers disappeared. She saved you from the gutters of Manehattan. How did you repay her?”



“I had to defend myself!” Match gibbered and moaned. “They were all – They were all turning! I had to save myself! Even my friends turned on me! I got them first, though! I got everyone! I nearly got Amity! I had to! Them or me!”



“She’s lost her mind,” muttered Double in disgust.



“Isolation breeds paranoia.” Celestia levitated Match – gibbering at empty air, at horrors only she could see – and grimaced. “It’s common for ponies to feel they’re not being treated fairly under Equestrian rule. I try not to discourage them. Everyone in the world has a right to an opinion. But sometimes I wonder if I should do more to make ponies understand.”



“Understand what?” said Double, in what he hoped was a respectful manner.



Celestia glanced from him to the silent Sugar and back. “That in our efforts to do good, we often forget how it looks to the other side. Match saw only fear and suspicion. Amity, only privilege and hardship. You’d be surprised how different the world looks a mere foot to your left.”



Double looked to his left and saw Sugar, not looking up at him, trudging alongside them. I never asked… All this time, and I never asked…



I never asked anyone where they came from, or why they joined. I just made sure they stayed.



He had a new quest now. And it started when he turned to Sugar and said, “Would you like to talk?”



Silence answered.



“Please give me a chance,” he said gently.



And after a while she looked at him, and smiled.



They began to talk.
      

      
   
      Just A Different Shade


      

      
      
         Dear Princess Twilight,



Sunset Shimmer was shot. Come as soon as you can.



- Fluttershy








Princess Twilight stepped out of the mirror portal outside Canterlot High, greeted by Rainbow Dash limping impatiently in a tight circle.



"Okay, so what exactly is going on now? Sunset Shimmer was shot by what, exactly? I'm guessing 'out of a cannon' and Pinkie is to blame, but I haven't ruled out adverse vaccine reaction or experimenting with alcohol and Fluttershy just isn't fluent in the lexicon."



Rainbow Dash stopped her pacing, and leveled her red, blood-shot eyes at Twilight. "With a gun, Twi."



"Oh. What's that?" Twilight asked.



The girl's eyes flashed from tired to angry, and then to confused before understanding finally dawned on her. "You really don't know what a gun is, do you?"



"I don't think we have those in Equestria, no." Twilight finally took a moment to read Dash's disheveled look and realized something was wrong. "Sunset's hurt, isn't she?"



"Just... just get in the car. One of the other girls can explain at the hospital. I'm at my limit for being the person who isn't a basket case right now, and I still have to make the drive back before I can totally crack."



Twilight sat quietly in the passenger seat while Rainbow Dash drove. She didn't even notice Dash's bloodied knuckles until they had nearly arrived at Canterlot General Hospital.








The waiting area of the Emergency Room was as cold to the eye as it was to the touch. White tile and white paint reflected white fluorescent light, and the blue of the sky outside looked like a painted facade when viewed through the double-paned, thermally insulated windows that dotted the western wall. Five girls sat in stiff maroon chairs at the center of the room, each of them more worn down than old wooden arm rests on their chairs.



"Hey," Twilight said as she walked through the sliding doors into the reception room. She turned to speak to Rainbow Dash, but was met with a flash of colored hair as the other girl made a bee line for the bathroom.



Rarity got up from her chair, a basket of mascara smeared tissue at her feet, and grabbed Twilight's hands. "Don't mind her, darling. It was hard for her not being here."



"It's fine, really." Twilight walked back to the line of chairs and sat in the one next to Rarity. "I just wish I understood exactly what was going on. The journal message said Sunset was shot, Rainbow said by a gun, but I don't know what kind of monster or magic that is and I'm starting to freak out a little bit. When can we see Sunset?"



"It's a weapon, Princess," the native Twilight explained after a minute. "There are many different models and variations, but basically they all use a controlled explosion to launch a projectile at incredible speed with the intent of causing grievous harm to the target."



"What was Sunset doing anywhere near something like that?"



"Bein' a hero, like she does sometimes," Rainbow Dash said as she sat herself back down in the circle of chairs. "Sorry about the silent treatment, Twilight. Had to focus on not losing my head in the car. I think I'm square now. I can't believe you don't have weapons where you're from, though. That sounds... kinda great, actually." Rainbow casually wiped her sleeve across her eyes one more time.



"We do have weapons, Dash. The Guard has swords, spears, lances, bows, cannons, dozens of different offensive and defensive spells. Just no 'guns.' Which, back to the point, what exactly happened?"



"She saved my life, that's what happened," Applejack answered. "Mine and who knows how many others, to boot. 'Bout half an hour before school let out, we all got a text from Sunset saying there was an emergency in the south hall, and to call the police. I rushed out of class when I saw the message and left my phone on my desk, on account of my being a damned fool and all." 



Applejack pulled a tissue out of the box on Fluttershy's lap, blew her nose into it, and tossed it into the bin at Rarity's feet. Rarity, to her credit, didn't flinch.



"When I got there, I saw Sunset staring down some guy with a gun in his hand. Looked like he was wearing the same jacket as Mac had when he was at CHS, so I reckon he was a student a couple years back. She kept his attention and I snuck up and clobbered him good from behind. Thought he was out cold—being a damned fool and all, remember—and I stepped right over him to ask Sunset if she was alright. Next thing I know she's shovin' me aside, there's a bang like the whole world's coming down, and then—"



"—I saw him lift the gun," Rainbow Dash interrupted. "I ran as fast as I could, but I wasn't fast enough. The bastard only got one off, though." She balled her hands into fists until the fresh scabs on her knuckles threatened to split. "I kicked the gun away. Fell and twisted my ankle, but I got it. And then I climbed on top of him and started hitting him until I couldn't feel my hands. Not sure who finally pulled me off of him."



"The rest of us showed up after the gunshot, along with most of the school," Fluttershy said. "We tried to keep everyone calm. It kind of worked. Once the police and paramedics showed up, I realized I should contact you. Luckily, Sunset had the journal in her bag. Right after that is when everyone except Rainbow Dash... oh what's the phrase..."



"Lost our shit," Pinkie said from behind a frock of perfectly straight hair.



"Adrenaline crash," the native Twilight said. "But Dash kept her head on straight. She loaded us into her car, dropped us off here, and went back to wait for you. The implicit assumption being that you'd show up almost immediately, and weren't off handling your own emergency."



"I was doing the best I could at the time, alright? Thinking things through isn't my strong point in the best of days, and today is basically the worst day."



"You're a real hero, Rainbow Dash," Princess Twilight said. "You did great."



"Bull," Dash spat back. "Real heroes stop the bad guys before anyone gets hurt. I just ran cleanup duty."



"Don't sell yourself short, darling. Minimizing a crisis is its own sort of miracle."



"Would have been two of us in deep mud if you hadn't shown up when you did." Applejack pulled Dash in for an awkward side hug across the chair arms. "Don't beat yourself up."



"AJ's right," Twilight said. "I've seen hostile foreign armies invade my home twice, chaos gods run amok, magical dictators return from ancient exile, a soul-sucking demon centaur, and more malevolent unicorns than I care to count; most of whom live in or near my house, come to think of it. Through all of that, though, I learned that, sometimes, bad things happen before you can stop them. And it's not your fault. But you pick yourself up, and get right back to fixing the problem. That's what you did. That's what my friends back home do, too, and they're the bravest heroes I know."



The six girls stared at Princess Twilight for a long, drawn out moment.



"So Equestria has it's fair share of trouble, too, I guess," Rainbow Dash finally said. "I guess the grass isn't always greener on the other side."



"It does taste better, though."



And for what felt like the first time in forever, all seven girls laughed.








Several hours later, a doctor emerged from the doors marked "Authorized Personnel Only" wearing a white coat and a green mask tucked under his chin. "Family of Sunset Shimmer," he said into the waiting area.



The girls, all strewn across the chairs and each other in a vain attempt to nap comfortably, snapped up to attention and charged the doctor at the mention of their wounded friend's name, clamoring for answers on her condition and when they could see her. The doctor silenced them all with a sternly raised hand.



"Do any of you know where her parents or other legal guardian are? I need to speak to them first."



The girls all looked at each other in a panic.



"She's emancipated!" Twilight yelled out, pushing her glasses back on her nose. "Kind of."



"I'm the one whose supposed to be looking out for her," Princess Twilight volunteered.



The doctor looked back and forth between the two nearly identical girls.



"It's complicated," the two Twilight's said simultaneously.



"So you—" the doctor pointed at Princess Twilight "—are a legally responsible party in the matter of Sunset Shimmer's medical care and affairs?"



"Yes," Twilight lied.



"Fine. Come on back," the doctor said, clearly having already passed his threshold for dealing with anxious teenagers. "Just you."



"I'll be back with news as soon as I can. I promise."



Twilight followed the doctor back through the doors and down a long stretch of halls with colored lines across the walls and floor. Mobile computer stations and supply carts stuck out from every nook and cranny while nurses worked their way between rooms cordoned off with draw curtains; taking notes, reading temperatures, and trying to soothe panicked patients. The doctor swiped his badge across a grey panel on the wall and a door swung open in front of them. Down another hall, passed a nurses station with a coffee maker that clearly seen better days, first door on the right.



"Room one twenty seven," Twilight said aloud so she could commit it to memory more easily.



The doctor opened the door and gestured for Twilight to go in first.



Inside was Sunset Shimmer. She had plastic tubes wrapped around her her head leading into her nostrils, and her left arm was draped across her stomach, a mess of IV drips taped down to her skin and monitors clipped onto her fingers. Her right hand did a weak little wave from her bedside at Twilight, and a near voiceless "hey" escaped her dried lips.



"Heard you were playing hero again." It was Twilight's turn to break down, but she pushed the worst of it down for later. With watery eyes, she sat down at Sunset's bedside and gently clasped her free hand.



Sunset shrugged and gave Twilight a little smirk before the pain set in.



The doctor pulled a stool up to the other side of Sunset's bed. "I'm Doctor Hawkeye. I'm the surgeon who operated on you." He caught a flash of shame on Twilight's face and spared her a quick, soft glance, to let her know that this wasn't the first time someone in distress hadn't thought to ask his name during the long walk through the corridors. "This young lady here says she's your guardian?"



Sunset was confused for a moment before the long-term repercussions of her situation set in: insurance paperwork, bills, liability forms, and a host of questions about her personal history that she really didn't want to answer. She started to panic, but a gentle squeeze on her right hand calmed her down.



She nodded at Doctor Hawkeye.



"Okay then." Hawkeye sat up straight on his stool. "We're still waiting on some post-surgery scans to develop, but my preliminary opinion is that you are an incredibly lucky young lady, all things considered. Given the angle of entry, a few centimeters in any direction and we'd be talking about likely permanent damage to your lungs or spine. There was some damage to your diaphragm, and I had to cut further to remove the bullet, so you won't be doing anything physically demanding in for the next several months. But, as it stands, unless the scans show us something new, you'll be on the road to a complete recovery."



Sunset smiled and gave Doctor Hawkeye a flimsy thumbs up with her left hand.



"I know it's been a harrowing day for you and your friends and you're eager to see each other, but in my medical opinion the best thing for all of you to do right now is to get some rest." Hawkeye leveled a different sort of subtle look at Twilight.



"Right, of course. Have to rest after an operation. Makes sense." Twilight moved to stand up, but Sunset grabbed her hand and stopped her.



"A... J..." she managed in just more than a whisper.



"Applejack is fine. A little shaken up—everyone is—but fine. You saved the day, Sunset. I'm so proud of you. Now get some rest."



Sunset nodded weakly, and let the exhaustion of her day finally take her.



Twilight and Doctor Hawkeye quietly left the room and walked back to the waiting room. Doctor Hawkeye stopped just short of running his badge to open the last door.



"I've taken a lot of metal out of a lot of people," he said without turning to face Twilight. "But never out of a kid like that. I thought things would be easier back home, but..."



"'Not always greener,' or something, right?" Twilight said, still fighting down her own emotions.



"Isn't that the truth."



"Thank you for saving my friend, Doctor Hawkeye."



"I hope I never have to see her again," he said as he tapped his badge and opened the last door, sending Twilight out to deliver the news to her friends.
      

      
   
      A Home Far Away


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash removed the goggles from her eyes as soon as her hooves touched the soft sands at the base of Mount Aris. The towering mountain home of the hippogriffs loomed high above her, the city nestled between the protective stone wings that shielded it from the worst of the southern storms. Colorful creatures that were half pony and half bird (or half fish, as the mood took them), flew above the sands or swam within the waves, and the beaches seemed alive with the sound of happy laughter and squealing fledglings playing games of tag both in and out of the water. It was a home, a place of happiness and family, where a sense of community and friendship tied everyone together in the celebration of life and the joys of having their ancestral home back. It was a far cry from how Rainbow remembered the abandoned mountain when she first saw it a long, long time ago.



The pegasus smiled to herself and began to make her way further up the mountain, quietly reveling in the awed looks some of its denizens gave her as she passed. She knew she must have been like a hero to the hippogriffs; after all, it was her and her friends that managed to defeat the Storm King and allow them to reclaim Mount Aris. And while she would have loved to chat with them and let them stroke her ego some, she had more important things she needed to take care of. After all, it had taken her a long time to figure out that who she was after had hid herself away in Mount Aris, and she hadn’t believed it at first when she did. But there was no doubting her revelation, and Twilight had even helped her confirm it. Now, all she needed to do was go and see that person for herself to be sure.



It all seemed so absurd.



Though she intended on climbing the stairs to exercise her legs instead of her wings after the long, long flight to the south, Rainbow swiftly grew bored of that and unfurled her blue feathers. After all, if she lingered too long, then she might arrive too late to catch her quarry before she disappeared again. Besides, she was a creature of flight, and that meant avoiding walking as much as she could. So, even though her wings were sore and stiff, she forced them to carry her skyward once more, bypassing the hundreds and hundreds of stairs that led all the way up to the city at the top of the mountain.



Once more, her colorful appearance caught the attention of the hippogriffs around her when she proudly landed in the middle of the town square. Excited whispers and foalish giggling made their way to her ears, and she briefly waved her wings to at least acknowledge the attention coming her way. But before word about her sudden appearance could spread too quickly, she made her way to the nearest soldier in gold armor, who smiled at her as she approached. “Rainbow Dash?” he asked, the crest on his head momentarily rising in surprise as she approached. “Welcome! What brings you to Mount Aris? If we had known you were coming, we would have prepared a better reception.”



Rainbow shrugged her wings and stopped in front of the tall hippogriff, momentarily smirking at her reflection in his polished gold armor. “I didn’t really want to let anybody know I was coming, y’know? I’ve got things I need to take care of here, and it definitely wouldn’t help if everybody knew I was coming beforehand.”



The soldier blinked. “What kind of things? Maybe we can assist you.”



“Nah, I don’t really need that,” she said. “Though some directions would be nice. I mean, you guys have an awfully nice place set up here, and I’d love to explore it now that it’s not dead and empty, but maybe I’ll do that after I find what I’m looking for.”



“Well, ask away, and I’ll try to assist you.” The soldier proudly stood up taller. “It’s little in the way of repaying our debt to you, but the hippogriffs are happy to help.”








Rainbow Dash had to admit it: Mount Aris was about as awesome as awesome could be. There was something that she found utterly fascinating about the blending of regal hippogriff architecture with the nature around them. They turned great trees into their homes, hollowing them out with magic completely alien to her and living within. Everything looked so natural yet so controlled at once that it made the Golden Oaks Library appear wild and unkempt by comparison. Of course, now the library had been replaced by a big, gaudy, crystal tree, so it was certainly in a much sorrier state than even the lowliest home at Mount Aris could ever possibly be.



But even more splendid than the architecture and pleasant greenery of Mount Aris were the hippogriffs who lived there. Down on the streets, beneath the canopies of their homes, Rainbow Dash felt small in comparison to the hippogriffs towering around her. Yet she never felt uncomfortable or threatened; if anything, the tall hippogriffs looked up to her, and she felt like she belonged here, even if she didn’t have a beak or talons like them. It was a shame that the hippogriffs had been hiding beneath the sea for so long, chased from their home by the Storm King. Equestria would become an even greater place now that the hippogriffs had been returned to Mount Aris and the two peoples could mingle together for the first time in a long time.



It certainly explained why she had to come here to find who she was looking for.



Counting the numerous treehouses on the shaded cobblestone street, Rainbow Dash stopped in front of a weeping willow with cheery, light blue windows. The tree lived sheltered beneath two larger oaks on either side, whose tall canopies enshrouded the smaller home, lending an air of privacy and meekness to the otherwise happy structure. It was cozy and unassuming, which is why Rainbow knew she’d come to the right place. If she’d tried to remain this difficult to find, then it made sense.



She climbed up the stone steps wrapping around the tree’s trunk and moved to knock on the door, but another hippogriff called out to her before her hoof could make contact with the wood. “If you’re looking for Dee, she’s not in right now,” she said. “She’s at the café having some lunch.”



Rainbow turned around and spied a hippogriff hen with a coat as pale as the sand at the base of the mountain smiling at her from the road. Clearing her throat, she gestured to the door with a wing. “Um, any idea when she’ll be back? I just… had a few words I wanted to say to her.”



The hen tilted her head. “Really? What do you need with her?” Her brow lowered, and her smile turned into a frown. “Is this about—?”



“Really, it’s nothing,” Rainbow said, cutting her off by holding up a hoof. “I just want to have a friendly talk with her, and then I’ll go. I’ve uh… I’ve been looking for her for a while. Consider me a concerned friend.”



Though the hen didn’t seem to exactly trust Rainbow’s words, she shrugged regardless. “Well, I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you then. She won’t be back to her house for a while, though, so if you want to catch her, you should see if she’s still at the café.”



Rainbow quickly searched the hippogriff’s face to see if she was concealing anything from her, but the hen seemed earnest in helping Rainbow out. Shrugging, Rainbow hopped down the short flight of stone steps up to the door and landed in front of the sandy hippogriff. “Thanks,” she said, offering a wing for the hen to shake. “I’ll try that. Which way to the café?”



The hen took Rainbow’s wing in one of her own and pointed across her chest with a talon. “Just go down that road for a bit and make a right at the square. You’ll see it quickly enough.”



“Thanks.” Rainbow took her wing back and started to walk in that direction, only to come to a hesitant stop a few strides away. “Oh! Sorry, I didn’t get your name.”



“Sandbar,” the hen said with a little bow of her head. “I’m one of Dee’s neighbors and friends. She’s nice, you hear? She might not really be one of us, but still…”



“Like I said, I just want to talk to her,” Rainbow said. “It’s been a while and, well… I need to apologize about something. But thank you, again. You’re awesome.”



She waved her wing one more time and then set off to the café, not wanting to waste more time trying to explain something really complicated to Sandbar. Once more, she fell into the trickle of hippogriffs venturing up and down the street, at least until she entered a large courtyard. Here, hippogriffs took to the air where there was a break in the canopy, passing by the rustling green leaves that battered each other with the wisps of winds diving into the city over the mountain’s stone wings. It offered her a clear view of the blue sky, decorated with puffy white clouds arranged like a bouquet of flowers. Rainbow had to admit, even if the weather wasn’t controlled out here, the skies had a natural beauty of their own that was hard for even the Cloudsdale Weather Company to fully recreate back home. Rainbow decided that she’d need to test them out before she finally went back to Equestria.



As Sandbar had said, the café was situated off to the right, at the base of a great hemlock. There, the roots spread out from the stone platform the tree rested on, imitating columns to support an awning over finely carved seats and tables. A smattering of hippogriffs and their families sat at the tables beneath it, creating a mishmash of cheery springtime colors that made them all blend together. A slight buzz of conversation drifted to Rainbow’s erect ears, accompanied every so often by a punch of happy laughter.



Rainbow Dash approached the café but stopped about twenty or thirty feet away to get a better look at its patrons. She vaguely knew what to look for, but if what Twilight had said was correct, she didn’t know if that would help or not. But if she could at least look for the colors…



There! Through the shroud of colorful hippogriffs, Rainbow saw what she was looking for: light sea green beneath a golden crest. Smiling to herself, proud of spotting her quarry in the middle of a busy café, Rainbow slowly sauntered closer to the hippogriff. The hen Sandbar had called Dee sat by herself, making a meal of berries harvested from one of Mount Aris’ meadows, coupled with a tea steeping in a ceramic cup. She seemed quite happy and content at the café, and her wings or shoulders weren’t pinched in a show of discomfort. She really, truly looked like she was happy, liked she belonged. Rainbow felt like she should just walk away and not bother her with any more worries about her past.



But she’d flown all this way, and she wasn’t going to go home without a word. So instead, she continued onwards, walking right into the café, and stopping just behind the hippogriff’s seat. Clearing her throat, she put a smile on her face. “Long time, no see, eh?”



The hippogriff stiffened, and Rainbow saw her talons clench in surprise and a bit of worry. Her throat bobbed, and then she turned her feathered head around, looking right into Rainbow’s eyes. A spark of recognition flashed in her own golden orbs, and she seemed to shrink down. “Do… do I know you?”



Rainbow sadly shook her head and moved around the table, pulling out the seat opposite of the hippogriff. There, she sat down and sighed, her body practically worshipping her for giving it the first real chance to rest and relax in a long time. “C’mon, don’t be like that, LD. Or ‘Dee’, as I guess you’re calling yourself these days.”



The hen’s beak grinded as her jaw tightened in worry. Ultimately, however, that worry turned to indignation, and she frowned across the table at Rainbow. “Did you come all the way here to drag me back?” she asked. “Because I don’t want to go back, Rainbow.”



“I’m not here to make you do anything, Lightning Dust,” Rainbow said, tilting her head slightly back to look up at the taller hippogriff.  “I just… well, it’s been a long time since the Academy, and I feel like we should talk.”



“About what?” Lightning Dust asked. “There’s nothing we have left to say.”



“Maybe for you, but I have a few words of my own I need to say.” Rainbow inhaled and closed her eyes. “Lightning, I’m sorry about what happened back then.”

Lightning narrowed her eyes at Rainbow. “Why are you sorry? You’re not the one who almost killed another pony’s friends with a cyclone.”



“Yes, I was,” Rainbow said. “We built that thing together, and only you got blamed for it. It wasn’t right. And so I’m sorry.” When Lightning remained silent, Rainbow shook her head and tapped her hooves together. “Look, I spoke to Spitfire, and she agrees that it’s been long enough. If you want to come back—”



“Why would I come back?” Lightning asked, perhaps louder than she intended, if Rainbow were to judge based on the worried look she gave to the hippogriffs sitting around her. Grimacing, the hen slouched back in her seat and idly fondled with the necklace resting against her breast. “I don’t want to go back to Equestria. I just want to stay here.”



Rainbow blinked in surprise. “Why not?”



“Because I like it here.”



That answer had certainly been one of the last things Rainbow ever expected to hear from the mare-turned-hen. “Really? I thought you were just hiding out here because you were afraid of made-up consequences over what happened years ago. It’s all water under the bridge, LD, I promise.”



A pained expression took hold of Lightning’s face, and she looked away. “I picked up a reputation from that incident,” she said. “Ponies knew me as the mare who almost killed the Element Bearers. Can you imagine how hard it was to find work after that? The best I could get was a third-rate cloud pusher job in Manehattan, where there are so many weathermares that my name just faded into the background.”



Rainbow winced; she hadn’t imagined that what had happened at the Academy could have such far-reaching consequences for one mare who made a bad call. “Yeesh, I… didn’t know, LD. I didn’t know it was that bad.”



Lightning hung her head and stared down the length of her beak. “It was, I can assure you that.”



“But why here, though?” Rainbow asked. “Why run all the way to Mount Aris? Why turn yourself into a hippogriff, for Celestia’s sake? That’s just crazy!”



“Because I was tired of being ostracized in Equestria,” Lightning calmly retorted, though Rainbow could feel the anger crawling around underneath the hen’s feathers. “Mount Aris was a fresh start. The hippogriffs didn’t know anything that had happened in Equestria in years. And they liked to fly almost as much as I did. I felt like I could feel at home, here. So, I flew here, and I pleaded with Queen Novo to make me one of them.” She grasped the necklace in her talons and held it out to Rainbow. “Thankfully, they had enough to go around. It was a fresh start. And I… well…”



She lowered the necklace and allowed a little smile to appear on her face. “I thought I would just be a refugee at first. But they took me in. They like me. They don’t know about my past, and they treat me like I was always a hippogriff. I never had much in the way of family back in Equestria, but out here, on the other side of the world…” She hesitated to swallow a lump in her throat. “Believe it or not, I actually feel like I belong. And I couldn’t be happier.”



Rainbow Dash began to chuckle, which only earned a frown from Lightning Dust. Before she could get the wrong idea, however, Rainbow waved a hoof. “No, I’m not laughing at you. It’s just… I thought you were out here, doing this, because you still blame yourself for what happened. And I came all the way out here to tell you that it’s okay to come home, because we forgive you. I didn’t want you to be somewhere, being miserable, because you thought that’s what you deserved.” She shook her head and managed to stifle her laughter into a solemn and understanding look. “But if you’re happy out here, I’m not gonna try to take that away from you. You deserve to be happy, LD, whether that’s as a pony in Equestria, or a hippogriff in Mount Aris.”



At the very least, the confession made Lightning smile. “That’s… thank you, Rainbow. I just… I don’t know.”



“Thought I was pissed at you?” Rainbow asked, wiggling her eyebrows. “That I swore to destroy you if you ever came near me or my friends again?”



Lightning chuckled. “That’s a bit of an exaggeration.”



“I was never good with the boring truth. It’s… well, boring.”



The hen shrugged her shoulders. “True that. And I guess you were kind of right. I was afraid that speaking to you again would only bring me more pain. I just… needed some time to cool off, I guess.”



“Me too,” Rainbow said. “But there’s nothing to worry about, now. I don’t hate you, and I hope you don’t hate me.” She smiled at Lightning Dust. “Maybe like this we can start over. You’ve certainly taken to your fresh start.”



The corners of Lightning’s beak twitched upwards. “Yeah, that’s one way of putting it, I suppose.”



Rainbow Dash and Lightning Dust both visibly relaxed. Instead of enemies, Rainbow felt like they saw each other more as old acquaintances who hadn’t spoken in years. And that much was true, at least; they certainly hadn’t shared a word of communication since their time at the Academy a few years back. Now, far removed from the time and place where they’d gone their separate ways, Rainbow felt like she could rekindle with a pony who had once reminder her so much of herself. “So, LD, I have to ask…”



Lightning Dust raised an eyebrow. “What?”



“What’s it like being a hippogriff?”



The green hen blinked in surprise. “Oh. Uh… that’s a really hard question to answer, believe it or not.”



“Well, then what’s the best thing?” Rainbow pointed to Lightning’s face. “I bet it’s having one of those awesome beaks. Or maybe not; you don’t really have lips, do you? I bet that’s annoying.”



Lightning ran a hand over her beak and frowned at it. “It’s flexible enough to smile and frown,” she said. “But it’s definitely weird. Nah, the best thing is probably my talons.” She held them out for Rainbow to see and wiggled them one by one. “I don’t know how I survived without fingers. These things are amazing!”

Rainbow looked at her own plain hooves in comparison. “Now I’m really starting to feel inadequate. You’ve got bigger wings, bigger legs, fingers…”



“I don’t fly as fast as I did as a pegasus,” Lightning said. “And I lost my cutie mark. It has its ups and downs.”



“Dee!” A hippogriff’s voice sounded from the other side of the café, and Lightning turned around to spot a dusty gold tercel approaching them. He came to a stop by Lightning’s side and placed a hand on her back, between her wings. “There you are! I wondered if I’d catch you before you headed down to the shore without me. Figured you might enjoy the company on the flight down.”



Lightning smirked at him and brushed her cheek against his foreleg. “That’d be great. Can you get some towels from my house? I was going to run back there after I finished here, but if you get those, we can skip right to the beach.”



“Sure.” The tercel’s eyes shifted to Rainbow Dash, and he gave her a smile. “Rainbow Dash? I didn’t know you were coming to visit Mount Aris, or that you were a friend of Dee’s.”



Rainbow and Lightning briefly made eye contact that ended in small smiles for the both of them. “Old friend, actually. From before all this. And I just dropped in for a quick visit.”



“That’s pretty cool.” The stallion stuck his taloned hand out for Rainbow to shake. “Name’s Swash. Nice to meet you.”



“Yeah, you too.”



They shook hoof and hand, and then Swash teasingly tugged on Lightning’s head crest with his beak. “Be back in a minute.”



Lightning rolled her eyes and playfully warded him off with her talons. “Yeah, yeah, I’ll hold my breath until you get back. Grab the snacks, too, and see where Sandbar’s at. She said something about joining us.”



Swash nodded, and then he was off in a brief flash of wings. Rainbow watched him go, then cocked an eyebrow at Lightning. “And who was that?”



“Erm… my coltfriend,” she said, beginning to blush.



Rainbow laughed again, her voice full of mirth. “Coltfriend? Hey, that’s pretty awesome, LD. I guess you really are getting along with the natives!”



“You could certainly say that,” Lightning said, sheepishly peering through the end of her head crest, which had fallen over her eyes.



Rainbow Dash shook her head in disbelief and leaned across the table to pat Lightning’s shoulder. “Then it seems like you’ve really found your own happiness out here. That’s awesome. I’m super excited for you.”



“Thank you,” Lightning said, lifting her head. “I’m really glad to hear that. It’s… it’s a load off my chest, in all honesty. I’d gotten so used to it being there that…”



“You don’t have to try and justify anything to me,” Rainbow said. She slid back into her seat with a thump and sighed. “You know, I think I might just hang around here for a little bit. I never gave anypony a timeframe for when I’d be back, so I think I can stay for a bit. I need a vacation, anyway. I am not teacher material.”



Lightning blinked. “You’re a teacher?” she asked, obvious disbelief coloring her voice. 



“I know, I don’t think I’m qualified either.” They laughed, and Rainbow concluded it by standing up when she saw Swash and Sandbar walking toward the café from the street. “So, what do you say, Dee? Wanna hang around for a bit, get caught up, maybe make it like the old times?”



“If you mean before the cyclone, then sure,” she said, likewise standing up and finishing her tea. “I can even show you around Mount Aris. I’ve certainly had plenty of time to get to know it.”



“Heh. That sounds great.” Rainbow fluffed her wings up, and the two began to walk away from the café. “Maybe I’ll figure out why the hippogriff life is so appealing to you.”



“Maybe I can convince you to come join me.”



“Hah! I’d like to see you try!”



They fell into a fit of giggles, and as they rejoined Lightning’s friends, Rainbow took to the air with a smile on her face and a warm feeling in her chest, knowing that a mare she’d been so worried about had made such a happy life for herself far away from Equestria.







[i]Author's Note: Story inspired by this picture and the comments accompanying it.
      

      
   
      Nod Your Head to the Beat of Death


      
      
      
         
         And She's Climbing a Stairway To...

      
         
         Going in Circles

      
      

      

      
      
         Princess Cadance climbed a staircase that wasn’t anywhere, but led where she wanted to go.



Each upcoming step imposed upon her the tyranny of time, and the previous step was joyous release.



She had forgotten what seemed like ages ago why she was climbing.



But she knew she had to climb. For reasons that escaped her, she needed to climb.



A quick glance to the left impressed upon her the tapestry of astronomy, which destroyed the meaning of up. Cadance focused her gaze forward to reaffirm her direction.



She had to go up.



Up past Twilight, previous ward and current friend.



Up past Shining Armor, current love and devoted friend.



Up even past Flurry Heart, her current devotion and future friend.



But is there a future beyond the staircase in front of her? She does not know.



All she knows is that her calves ache and each forever moment drives her stir-crazy. Her only solace is that each forever only lasts a moment.



An eternity of pain that ends when her hoof touches ground, then reignites as she lifts her hoof to climb the next stair.



Climb.



Does she know where the stairs end? Does she know why she climbs?



She knows to stop climbing is to embrace death.



To stop climbing is to fail those who look up to her.



Her love, Shining Armor.



Her daughter, Flurry Heart.



Her subjects, the Crystal Ponies.



Her aunt, Celestia.



And her friend, Twilight.



Perhaps Twilight was at the top of the staircase, to soothe her pain and let her rest.








The staircase still did not end.



For days, for weeks, for years she had been rising. Her legs threatened to tear themselves to shreds, her back warned of seizure. Her heart warned of loss.



Yet she still climbed.



What direction was there to go but up? Going down wasn’t an option. Princess Cadance needed to see the top of the staircase, if only because she had spent so long climbing it.



So she kept at it.



Step after step, beat after beat, breath after breath.



Surely all of this toil would reap reward.



Surely, she told herself as her calves burned and her neck strained.



Surely its meaning would reveal itself at the end of the labor.



Surely her suffering has meaning.








Perhaps her daughter had developed into a full-grown mare, her father beating off suitors with a stick.



She chuckled ruefully at the thought. Her Shining, with flecks of grey marring his lustrous mane. Lucky to be subject to the ravages of time.



Time had lost all meaning on this perditious staircase.



No landings, no turns, only merciless up to go.



Princess Cadance wished time was on her side, tearing her apart like a pack of wolves as opposed to the dictatorial youth it imposed upon her.



Like it wanted her dead, but with no concept of death.



So it pushed her forward, away from her home, and up, away from those she cared about.








I mustn’t fret, I mustn’t fuss

I mustn’t moan, I mustn’t muss



Princess Cadance lifted her head at the ghost of words she had thought she heard, her heart threatening to skip a beat as she trained her ear to re-hear the sounds as she marched ever forward.



Ever up.



You will now break, you will now burn

You will now boil them all like worms



There it was again. She knew she had heard it. Although her tendons threatened to pop like a mighty sword held over her, she moved faster.



Anything to escape this wretched up.



I can not cry, I can not cuss

I can not talk so treasonous



Again!



The idea of a grin tantalized her face.



She would see ponies again.



She would hug, she would kiss, she would dance and sing and cry.



She just had to keep going up.



You want to fry them with the sun

You want to frolic when you’re done



Princess Cadance cared not what the words said. Only that they were words and that they were being said.



I dare not give my soul to one

Who’d break the day and call it fun



This was the purpose of life, no?



To fight and bend and march and toil until you cross a stranger along the path and share a knowing glance. That they have toiled as well.



And fought.



And bent.



And marched ever on like a soldier, knowing that if they broke, everything else would break as well.



She had to fight.



She could not break.



You dare to lock me up inside

You dare to be my scornful bride



To break now would be to betray the struggle, to render the climb meaningless. Princess Cadance needed this endless climb to have meaning, even if to one other pony.



And this pony, whose familiar voice she heard just up the stairs, was that pony.



That pony with whom she’d embrace and sob and bequeath upon them the meaning of this climb, this endless upward climb whose meaning had eluded her.



Until she saw the pony at the top of the stairs.



Inside of me you may reside

Of this I barely can abide



The one pony who would understand. Who would know.



The one pony whose gaze would embrace her like loving eternity.



You deign to give me room to yearn

To gnash and wail and whine and churn



Yes, she was close!



Princess Cadance could see the top of the staircase.



She summoned the last of her energy stores.



She pushed her muscles and tensed her back and stomped the



Last



Few



Steps



Up the staircase until she came across a



A landing, where the tapestry of the endless she had been avoiding while climbing assaulted her vision full-on, the word vision itself not doing justice to the breadth of her experience.



She became the undying and the undying became her.



Princess Cadance felt her self slip out from under her.



She felt her muscles die.



She felt her family die.



She felt her subjects and her home die.



Something inside of her laughed.



Princess Cadance thought about the ponies of Canterlot.



Their social climbing, their intricate dance of favors and backstabbing. Their eternal drive to be on top for what felt like forever, but only lasted a moment.



Princess Cadance thought about the Yaks of Yakyakistan.



Their ritualistic impulses, their cries for raw authenticity. Their smashing and stubbornness, their demands that each creature be only themselves.



Something inside of her laughed.



She saw herself, playing with Flurry Heart. Lifting her in the air, hugging her, laying her to rest.



She laughed.








A darkness penetrated Cadance’s vision as she felt comforting softness under her, cradling her.



She took a breath, the feeling of the miasmic oxygen sustaining her and washing over her, injecting life into lifeless muscles.



Princess Cadance grunted as she rubbed her muzzle and opened her eyes, her vision unfocused and blurry until something came into view.



Princess Celestia.



A glass of water dangled before her. She grasped it with her magic and gulped it down like the Wolf of Death, a strained exhale escaping as she finished. Cadance felt Celestia’s hoof running through her mane as ragged breaths escaped her lungs.



She had known everything, and everything had escaped her.



Except what she most needed to know.



Something unpronounceable.



Something inescapable.



Something sacred.



Something she had to tell the world.



She moved to get out of bed until Celestia pressed on Cadance’s chest with a hoof.



“Rest, my niece,” Celestia said in that amaranthine tone she always wears on her voice, “you’ve exerted yourself quite a bit.”



Cadance scowled. “But they have to know.” She sniffed. “Everyone has to know.”



“And you will tell them.” Celestia removed her hoof from Cadance’s chest. A sign of trust. “Through your actions.”



Cadance grunted and blinked, a sheen of moisture betraying itself upon her eyes. She rubbed her head. “I don’t understand how ponies function anymore.” She shook her head. “Not without this.”



“They climb,” Celestia said. “They climb, and climb, and climb again.” She pressed her lips together. “Tearing themselves to shreds like you used to.”



Like I just did, Cadance emoted to herself.








Princess Cadance gazed down upon Canterlot from a balcony in Canterlot Castle.



Ponies milling about, carrying about their day.



In the dark.



Blind.



Like she once was.



She sighed.



The click-clack of shielded hoofsteps danced in her ears as she sensed a companion. She said nothing, enjoying the… presence.



It was Luna, Princess of the Night who spoke. “Not all who tread the path are equipped to handle it.”



Cadance nodded, understanding the full dimensions of her statement.



If she tried to open up their eyes, they would resist, revolt. Turn on each other.



Turn on themselves.



In fact, she suspected that the pony behind her had once walked the path.



For a thousand years.



An eternity.



It probably felt like a moment.



Cadance exhaled as she felt the tyranny of time once again, through Luna.



Through her husband, who would have to leave her in the future.



Through her daughter, who would not need her in the future.



Through even Twilight, who ruefully had escaped her need long ago.



Yet need time be a tyrant?



She had a new organism to watch over. The Crystal Empire.



With its growing and retracting and growing yet again, all on impulse.



Beating and pulsing with life. The life of thousands.



Perhaps millions. Millions of endless moments spanning the breadth of time.



That reminded her.



She took a breath and muttered, “gnash and wail and want for me. Guide me through eternity.”



Luna grunted.



“I heard a verse in the endless without end. A set of rhyming couplets that never finished.” Cadance grinned. “And that is how I choose to end it.”



“A wise decision indeed.” Luna snickered.



Cadance looked back upon the city under her. She thought she saw a theft in progress.



No, it was just two foals playing pretend.








Shining Armor, her husband, embraced her tightly when she arrived home.



An eternal moment that filled her with warmth. She returned the embrace, fruitlessly wishing that this one forever would never end.



A soft projectile shattered that fantasy as she pulled away from her best friend to see her daughter, a face suggesting that Flurry Heart was very angry that Mommy was gone.



It was only a night, but to a child a night is endless. Cadance sat down and picked up the projectile. It was a stuffed snail.



Flurry’s Whammy.



Mother, Father, and Daughter played pretend.



The Father, pretending he was absolutely sure of his path in life and had no fears teasing his heart.



The Daughter, pretending that they had already impressed importance upon existence without understanding what ‘importance’ or ‘existence’ meant.



And the Mother.



The Mother, Princess Cadance of the Crystal Empire, Niece of Celestia, Wife of Shining Armor, Sister-in-Law of Twilight, and Mother of Flurry Heart.



Cadance now understood that life was a constant game of pretend. Who she was depended on what was needed.



When she was needed.



Why she was needed.



And where and how she was needed.



Her muscles may burst, her lungs may grow raw, and perhaps a few times she’d be utterly lost in the endless expanse for a few moments. No one cared about what she was doing or what she was about to do. They just needed her in this moment.



They needed her in the ever-shifting, amorphous moment.



A moment never ends… yet moments kept passing her by.



All she could do to not miss the eternal micromoments was to seize the opportunities by the reins and fully plunge into the miasmic presence of what is happening right now.



And right now, looking down at Flurry Heart, her precious baby daughter, for whom she’d sacrifice her immortal life to see succeed, to see grow.



To see not need her anymore.



… Right now, Flurry Heart needed a boop in the nose.
      

      
   
      Revisions


      

      
      
         Violet found herself short of breath as she trudged through the thick woods. It was the third day of her journey since leaving the train station, and while she’d been prepared for a bit of a trek, she still wasn’t much of an outdoors pony. As she floated the map in front of her, she made note of how far she’d traveled since the last mark she made, and made another estimate mark on the page. Her progress suddenly stopped, however as her head bumped into a low-hanging branch.



She dropped the map and quill, clutching her forehead with a hoof. The spot still felt tender from making the same mistake a day ago. “Way to learn, Vi,” she said aloud as she sat down, letting the weight of her saddlebags rest on the ground. She picked back up the quill and map and tucked them into a pouch on her bags, before glancing up at the treeline.



The sun was just reaching the center of the sky, which meant she had at least a few hours to make it to the changeling hive. Violet pulled the letter she’d received from Twilight Sparkle out of her bags, reading once again the words she’d practically memorized since receiving it two weeks ago:



Dear Violet Verse,



Thank you again for your previous letters and reaching out to me. I know it took some time, but Thorax wasn’t able to reply until just recently. From his response, he and the changelings would be delighted to allow you to visit and ask some questions.



Please return a response with when you’d like to plan your visit, and I’ll be happy to forward it to him. 



Thank you,

Princess Twilight Sparkle



P.S. I would still ask that you bring somepony with you, but if you’re adamant about going alone, I wish you the best of luck.



When the response arrived, it took all Violet had to not rush out of the door with little more than an “I’ll be there soon,” but she knew she had to put her best hoof forward. She’d spent a few days planning out her trip based on the map that Twilight had provided to her and gathering supplies before she gave a reply. Now though, she was starting to worry that she’d arrive a bit too late in the day, or at the end of the three-day window she’d provided. How was she supposed to know the train would break down that late in a day?



Violet put the letter down and took a deep breath as she closed her eyes. It was getting anxious like this that led her into this situation: traveling across nearly all of Equestria to get to a hive full of creatures she’d only written stories about. They were all fiction, but when she read about the award ceremony in Ponyville, and what had happened, she wasn’t sure what to do. After a bit of trepidation, she sent a letter to Twilight Sparkle. She was the Princess of Friendship; if anyone could help it was her. She was actually shocked to get a response, and to learn that Twilight had even read one of her books. And now, here she was, in a strange land on her own, walking into the unknown. 



She did her best to push the worries out of her head. It was out of her control. She wasn’t arriving that late. She just needed to keep up the pace and she’d be there before she knew it. Opening her eyes, she exhaled, and stood back up on her hooves, grunting as the full weight of her saddlebags was on her haunches once again. Looking to the horizon, above the canopy, she could make out the top of the spire that was the changeling hive.



“Just keep moving forward, Vi. You’ll be fine,” she said with a smile, and continued walking. 








It was getting close to sunset when the treeline started to thin, and Violet was given her first look at her destination. Past a cliff ahead of her, and in a valley littered with jagged peaks of greenery was a verdant, yet menacing tower of bluish stone. She took a moment to rest, admiring the sight. Even from this far she could see changelings darting in and out of it, going about their days and glittering with a reflection of the sun off their shells.



It was altogether the opposite of what she had envisioned. Violet had this image of changelings hiding in plain sight, buried in hives beneath the ground to stay hidden. Still, reading about how this part of the world was until recently, it’s no wonder that no one ever really found them by chance. She took a moment to pull a camera from her pack and take a picture, before making her way down a nearby path and towards the hive.



As she got closer, the size of it became all the more daunting, and she had to crane her neck to keep the high peak in her vision. It was that focus that kept her distracted as a changeling landed in front of her, and made her ram head first into their chest. She fell backwards, one of her saddlebags opening as an assortment of camping equipment, maps and journals spilled out and onto the ground. She looked up at the changeling blocking her path, the sun behind them making her squint to try and make them out. “I’m so sorry!”



The changeling was silent for a few moments, and then spoke with a gruff voice. “I guess you’re Violet then? Thorax said you’d be around sometime soon.” 



Violet lifted a hoof up to block the glare of the sun from her vision, and could finally make out the changeling. His carapace was dark grey, except for the blue on his underside and the elytra over his wings, and he was nearly a head taller than her if she had been standing. After taking in his appearance for several seconds, she finally saw the expression on his face: a perplexed glare as he waited for a response. “Oh, yes. Yes!”



Violet quickly scrambled to her hooves again, reaching a hoof out once she was standing. He gave it a meager shake and then looked over her shoulder at her scattered belongings. “Well, get your things and we’ll go inside.”



Violet smiled and nodded, until the changeling turned away from her and started to walk towards the looming hive. She sat her saddlebags down and grabbed her assorted things, doing her best to get them back inside before running to catch up to him. She took a few ragged breaths once she was just behind him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”



“Pharynx,” he said, not turning to look back at her.



“I didn’t mean to bump into you, Pharynx,” she said, picking up her pace just slightly to get beside him. “I was just distracted. The hive was a lot more… grand than I was expecting.” As she walked beside him, waiting for a response, she took in the finer details of his body: the intricate designs of his wings, the way the light reflected off of his carapace, and the violet of his eyes. However, she quickly looked forward to the hive when he glanced at her.



“It’s fine. It’s not like you could have caused any damage to me,” he said, picking up his pace slightly. It was a few seconds of silence before he spoke again. “Thorax said you write books?”



Violet was surprised at his question, but nodded as she smiled. “Yes. I’ve written a few of them—”



“On us?”



“Mostly, yes,” Violet said, looking down at her hooves and frowning.



Violet had written them shortly after the changeling invasion of Canterlot. Hivesworn: a series about espionage, political intrigue and adventure from the point of view of a changeling infiltrator, Chitin. She’d been a journalist beforehand, which was the reason she wasn’t in Canterlot when the invasion actually happened, but afterwards she just couldn’t seem to write articles about it day after day.



Instead, she’d turned to her creative side. Of course, she didn’t paint the changelings in a very positive light. They were still vicious, conniving, and ravenous to the point of being willing to do anything to get the one thing they needed: love. Even if she wasn’t trying to redeem them in her work, it was still easier to write than the truth.



“You ponies are strange,” Pharynx said, finally turning his head to look at Violet directly. “Why write about something other than yourselves?”



Violet closed her eyes, taking a deep breath and then slowly exhaling. When she looked back up at Pharynx, she was smiling again. “Well, I wrote about ponies too. I was a—” Violet stopped talking, partly because Pharynx had already looked back to the path ahead of them, and mostly because the entrance to the hive was upon them. 



The archway formed in the stone towered above her, with a mixture of vines and moss growing along its edges. The interior was dark, sheltered from the sun’s light, but as Violet and Pharynx traveled deeper, and turned around a corner, Violet could see a brightness ahead. As they stepped out of the tunnel, it opened into the interior of the hive, brightly lit by both the setting sun through a number of holes in the walls, as well as various luminescent plants along the walls. 



It was even more awe-inspiring than the towering exterior, with a series of paths, stairways and caves littering the walls that led all the way up to a ceiling stories above them. Violet could see dozens of changelings flying about above, darting in and out of the caves, while others walked along the stairways between levels. It was like a city contained within a single tower.



As Violet stood in place, taking it in, Pharynx was already several steps ahead of her. He turned around, tapping a hoof impatiently before speaking up. “Come on, it’s going to take a bit for you to walk up there.”



Violet shook herself out of her awestruck state, and trotted quickly to catch up to Pharynx. As they walked along staircases, sloped paths and in and out of halls off of the main chamber, Violet saw changelings of all hues walking past them or standing with one another and talking. A few times she would see them staring at her, and muttering to each other. She did her best not to stare back, looking down at her hooves once or twice to take a breath and exhale.



You’re strange to them. They don’t get many visitors. They’re just curious. Violet told herself any number of things to keep from thinking the worst, and before she knew it, she and Pharynx were entering the top of the tower, and Violet was close to exhausted. As soon as Violet made it past the last step and onto even ground, she dropped down to her knees, letting the weight of her saddlebags rest on the floor as she took deep breaths and pulled a handkerchief from her bag to wipe the sweat from her brow.



“This is Violet,” she heard Pharynx say, and looked up to see another changeling, even taller than Pharynx, with a green carapace and massive, mandible-like antlers. Violet let her saddlebags fall off her haunches and stood back on her hooves, walking towards the two of them.



“Thank you, Pharynx,” the massive changeling said, before turning to look at Violet. “Hello, Violet Verse. I’m Thorax. I’m glad to see you could make it so soon.” He extended a hoof to her, and Violet reached out to shake it. Pharynx gave Thorax a nod and lifted off of the ground to fly away. It was only then that Violet noticed the open-aired throne room that was the top of the tower, with a view of the horizon in every direction and the slowly setting sun in the west.



It took a few moments for her to turn her attention back to Thorax, still slowly shaking her hoof. “Sorry! It’s just so awe-inspiring. And it’s just Violet, please,” she said, finally withdrawing her hoof. “Thank you again for letting me come.”



Thorax smiled. “You’re very welcome. We haven’t gotten many visitors since our metamorphosis, except for some of my friends. When Twilight sent the letter, I couldn’t be happier to extend an invitation to someone new.”



Violet glanced down at her hooves for a moment and took a quick breath before she locked eyes with Thorax once more. “I’m glad to hear that.”



“I assume your journey went well?” 



“Other than hitting my head on a few branches, yes.” Violet and Thorax both laughed for a moment. “I’m not much of an outdoors type, but I guess I made it here in one piece.”



“That’s good. I had some of the changelings checking the woods over the last few days, just to make sure there wasn’t anything dangerous in your way.” Thorax looked to the sunset, and then back at Violet. “I suppose you’ll want some rest, given how long your journey has been. I had some changelings dig out a room to set aside for you. I know it probably won’t be much, but it’s better than nothing, right?”



“Thank you, but…” Violet looked back at her saddlebags, “I’m fine for the moment. I don’t want to impose, but I’d love to have a chance to talk first.”



“Oh, sure. Still, we should get your things down there first. I’ll lead the way.” Thorax walked towards the exit, waiting for Violet to pick up her bags before starting down the stairway. “I’m sorry if Pharynx was a little off-putting. He’s come a long way since he changed, but he’s still not the most talkative changeling.”



“I could tell, but no, it’s fine. I didn’t want to nag him with questions when we only just met,” Violet said, glancing around the hive as they re-entered the main chamber, and made their way towards a lower level. 



“Well, you don’t have to be afraid of nagging me. The reason I agreed to let you come was so you could ask questions. That, and I was a little curious myself.” Thorax and Violet reached the bottom of a stairway and then veered off into a cave entrance, walking down the hallway and passing a few rooms that jutted off from it. Like the main chamber, Violet noticed a few glowing plants hanging from the ceiling. “Twilight’s letter only mentioned that you wanted to learn about us, and that you wrote books about changelings before.”



Violet took a breath in and slowly exhaled, her smile starting to waver. “Yes, I did. They weren’t really… factual.”



Thorax chuckled. “I’d hope not. In the old days, whatever wandered too close to the hive didn’t get the warmest welcome. Some creatures still don’t, but we’re certainly welcoming to ponies now. Oh, here we are.” Thorax had stopped near a crude door, made out of what looked like the bark of a large tree. It was set inside of a roughly cut arch, smaller than the other natural looking doorways they had passed in the hallway. Thorax pulled it open, and Violet saw it was attached to the stone by what looked like a few vines to keep it from falling out of place.



The inside had similar roughly dug walls, and a window cut into the wall opposite the entrance. Violet stepped inside and noticed a bundle of glowing fungus on the ceiling lighting the room in a dim glow, keeping it lit even as the natural light pouring in was dwindling.. 



“Like I said, I know it isn’t much, but we made sure to include a door.” Thorax shut the makeshift door carefully with a hoof. “Changelings have never had a thing for privacy, but we’re trying to adjust.”



Violet sat her bags down in a corner, pulling out a few of her things, in particular a sleeping bag. “I’m sure I can make do,” she said as she turned back to Thorax. “And I appreciate the effort.” Violet then sat down, patting the ground next to her with a hoof. “If you have the time to talk…”



Thorax nodded and sat down across from Violet. “So, your books, did you bring any of them?” As he asked the question, his wings lifted out from under their elytra, fluttering gently. 



“Umm, well…” Violet opened one of her bags with her magic, pulling out a few things: her map, quills and ink, a blank journal, and a compass. After a few dozen other objects were laid out on the ground, she floated a book out from the bottom of the bag. The front cover depicted a changeling, with half of their face covered by a pony’s. The background looked like Canterlot, with a few other ponies scattered about in the picture. The title at the top read Hivesworn: Into the Court. She passed it to Thorax.



Thorax held it in his hooves, looking at the cover and then flipping through a few pages. “I didn’t think ponies would want to write about changelings right after the invasion, and they wanted to read about us too?”



“Well, it’s more about ponies, really. It’s just from the point of view of a changeling,” Violet said, watching Thorax flip through the book for a few more seconds and then set it down. She then looked down, taking a deep breath. “I know it’s not the best picture of your—”



“It’s alright, Violet. I know what changelings were back then,” Thorax said, resting a hoof on her shoulder. “We’ve changed, really, but I know it’s probably hard for some to imagine so soon.” He slid the book back towards her. “This is why you came here, right? To get the real story?”



Violet finally exhaled, only to take another breath in. “Yes.”



“Don’t worry. The other changelings and I will be happy to give you whatever you need. How long were you hoping to stay?” Thorax removed his hoof from Violet’s shoulder and stood up.



Violet breathed out slowly, before standing up and glancing back at her bags. “Well, I haven’t booked a train ticket back yet, so however long you can let me will be fine.”



The door creaked open, and a fuschia-colored changeling poked their head in. “Thorax, there you are.” Their voice was soft, but echoed in the recently-formed room. They waved a hoof, beckoning Thorax to them.



“Chitin, I told you and the others about knocking,” Thorax said, walking towards the door before turning his head back to Violet. “Sorry, it will be just a moment.” He walked out of the room, leaving Violet on her own, mouth agape.



She looked back and forth between her book and door at least a dozen times before she managed to take a deep breath in, which she quickly exhaled. “Calm down, Violet,” she whispered to herself as she paced back and forth in the room. “They aren’t that Chitin. You wrote that Chitin. It’s not… fate or something, is it?” She stopped moving, looking down at her forehooves as she took a few quick breaths in and out. 



Thorax must be busy ruling the hive. Just ask to talk to them. What could be the harm in that? 



The door suddenly opened again, and Thorax stepped back inside. Violet rubbed a hoof on her face and then turned to him.



Thorax frowned, not taking a step into the room. “I’m so sorry, Violet. Something came up that needs my attention for the night. Is there anything I can get you before I leave? Food? Water?”



“No, I’m fine, Thorax. Thank you,” Violet said. As Thorax turned to leave, however, she raised a hoof up toward him. “Actually… I know it’s a bit odd, but Chitin, that changeling who asked for you. Could I talk to them?”



Thorax opened his mouth to speak, but paused, rubbing a hoof on his chin. “I don’t see why not, but they’re going to be busy tonight as well. Maybe you can talk to them tomorrow?”



Violet smiled and nodded. “That’s great! Thank you, Thorax.”



“No problem. Oh, but feel free to walk around if you like. Every changeling here knows you’re visiting, so don’t be afraid to say hello.” Thorax closed the door behind him as he left, and Violet collapsed to her knees, taking a slow, deep breath.








Violet’s night had been uneventful. Sleeping with a roof over her head was a bit more restful that being out in the open air and needing to worry about the elements, but she had elected to stay in her room rather than mingle with the changelings of the hive. Instead, she spent most of the night before falling asleep writing in her journal, making notes about the structure of the hive and some crude drawings of the changelings.



By the time the morning light filtered into her room, she was already awake, eating the last of the oats she packed as she flipped idly through both her journal and the copy of her book that she’d brought. She wondered how long it would be until Thorax or someone walked through the door as she took slow, deep breaths between bites of food.



It was only a few minutes after sunrise that she got her wish.



The door opened and Violet looked up, seeing the same fuschia changeling, she thought, that had come in to find Thorax the night before. “Violet?” the changeling said, in that same soft voice. “I’m Chitin. Thorax said you wanted to speak to me.” Chitin entered the room and closed the door behind her, only taking a step or two inside as she looked at Violet.



Violet took a quick breath and held it in. She nodded and smiled, patting the ground with a hoof. She exhaled. “Yes. Yes, I… I know it probably seems strange.”



“Oh, not at all,” Chitin replied, her voice melodic but still quiet. She walked in and sat down across from Violet, smiling as she looked down at the journal and book sitting between them. “Oh, are these what you wrote?” she asked, picking up the book and looking at the cover, her wings fluttering out from her elytra almost exactly like Thorax’s had.



“Y-yes, it’s,” Violet took another quick breath, trying to keep it and the sudden exhalation quiet, “why I wanted to talk to you.” She closed her eyes and took a moment to calm herself. “I’m not here to write about changelings.”



Chitin glanced up from the cover of the book, looking confused. “What do you mean?”



Violet had spent more hours than should remember dreading this moment. She thought of every possible way that things could go horribly wrong; she would be hated by creatures she had never met and that she deserved it. Her breathing quickened, and her eyes stayed shut as she tried to push those recurring thoughts out of her mind. “I wanted to apologize,” she said, her voice cracking as she forced her eyes open and looked up at Chitin.



“I wanted to apologize for what I wrote,” Violet continued, using her magic to pull to the book out of Chitin’s grip. “I don’t know how many ponies have read what I’ve written, or who maybe think it’s as close to the truth as they’d get about changelings. I know you’re different now, and that they should know better, but I…” She found her words catching in her throat, and felt the tears starting to well in her eyes.



“What if somepony never trusts a single changeling because of what I’ve written?” She let the book drop from her magical grip, landing with a thud on the ground. Violet kept her eyes on her hooves, not having the strength or will to look up. She took quick, ragged breaths in and out as she prepared for the worst. She imagined Chitin shouting at her or storming out of the room. Every single horrid scenario from the past month of tenuous waiting played over in her head.



Instead, tears streaming down her cheeks, she felt a pair of hooves wrap around her shoulders, and Chitin’s hard carapace brush against her coat. That soft, sweet voice filled her ears. “It’s alright,” was all that Chitin said. Violet wrapped her hooves around Chitin in return.



Only the sound of Violet’s crying and ragged breathing filled the room for a few minutes. When she finally calmed down, she let go of Chitin, and pulled her head up to finally look the changeling in the eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whimpered, using a hoof to wipe tears from her face.



“It’s fine, Violet. You don’t have to be ashamed to share that.” Chitin pulled away from Violet, glancing down to the book for a moment. “Thorax said you were here to write about us though, right? Did you really come all this way only to apologize?”



Violet nodded, grabbing a handkerchief with her magic to wipe the rest of the tears off of her face. “Yes, I… After the changelings reformed, I was worried about my writing, just a little. Then one day in Canterlot, I just overheard some ponies talking about you all. They talked about how they couldn’t trust you, and… I just blamed myself. I can’t recall however many books I’ve had printed that are in the hoofs of ponies I don’t even know, and I can’t change all of those stories for the better.”



“You don’t have to,” Chitin said, grabbing the book with her hoof. “Everything you’ve written,” she flipped through the pages quickly, “is what it is. It doesn’t have to change with time.” She closed the book and pushed it aside. “We all know how we were. We all know the things we’ve done, and how ponies, or any creature, would naturally feel about us now. Still, we’re trying to put our best hoof forward. It’s why Thorax let you come here.”



Violet looked down at her hooves and started to take a deep breath, but stopped herself. She turned her gaze back to Chitin, but stayed quiet.



“Don’t let what you’ve made before stop you from making something new, especially if it’s to help someone else.” Chitin looked back down at the book and smiled. “Thorax would still love for you to write about us, and to share it with as many ponies as you can.”



Violet returned the smile, and grabbed her journal to flip it open. “I did take down some notes, but I’m going to need a lot more than that.”



“Then we’d be happy to help.”
      

      
   
      Fluttershy Converses with a Tree
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      Why a Duck?


      

      
      
         The knock at the door made Fluttershy look up from her oatmeal. She'd been awake since dawn, of course, seeing her nocturnal friends to bed and her diurnal ones off to start their days, but this early in the morning, she didn't often get actual visitors.



It had to be bad news, then.



Sighing, she stood, her mind spinning into worst-case scenarios. It wasn't that she regretted becoming one of the great heroines of Equestria. It was just that it had forced her imagination to grow wilder, more grandiose, and scarier in its efforts to come up with possible threats to the realm that were worse than the things she'd already faced alongside Twilight and the others.



Plodding across the front room, she took a breath. The return of Tirek? All four princesses vanishing at once? A giant space squid threatening to spray the sun with ink? Pony eating worms boiling up from beneath the ground? At the door, she wrapped the knob in her teeth and pulled it open.



"Hi, Fluttershy!" Pinkie bounced past her. "Told you she'd be up, Cheesy!"



"Well, all right!" a stallion's voice said, and Cheese Sandwich pranced in behind Pinkie, a long white box balanced across his back. "Good thing we brought donuts!"



"Ummm..." Fluttershy watched the two party ponies throw a rainbow patterned tablecloth into the air over her dining room table, then they snatched her bowl of oatmeal, the box of brown sugar, the milk jug, the toast rack, the napkin holder, and everything else off while the tablecloth drifted downward. It settled into place, and they quickly put all the items back exactly where they belonged with the donut box right in the center. "Thank you?" she finally decided to say, though she couldn't keep a question mark from curling up at the end.



"You're welcome!" they both said at once. They burst into giggles, slid into a couple of chairs, and began pulling cups and plates and saucers and gravy boats and serving platters and who-knew-what-all from their manes and tails to set places for about ten ponies at the table.



Swallowing, Fluttershy peered out the front door. "Are we expecting more guests?"



"No, no," Pinkie said, and Fluttershy looked back to see her positioning an already lit candelabra next to the donut box. "It's just that we're here to ask you a really, really big favor, so Cheesy thought we should be all nice and butter you up first."



"You know me!" Cheese Sandwich straightened the little cow-shaped creamer. "I'm all about the dairy products!"



The darkness of her previous terrible thoughts puffed away like fog at sunup, and Fluttershy couldn't stop a giggle. "That's very sweet of you two, really, but there's no need."



"Knead?" Pinkie took the cover off the plate in front of her and began mooshing the lump of dough on it with her front hooves. "She's got you there, Cheesy. 'Cause you can't make a sandwich without baking bread!"



He nodded. "Or make an omelet without breaking eggs." Taking the cover off his own plate revealed four large eggs; he leaned back in his chair, put a hoof to his snout, waggled his eyebrows at Fluttershy, and whispered loudly, "Don't tell anypony, but it's a cheese omelet!"



More giggles popping out of her, Fluttershy almost skipped to her place at the table. "Thank you, but a chocolate-frosted, old-fashioned donut should be just enough for me."



Pinkie flipped the white box open. "Fluttershy likes to nibble the little fringy bits off before eating the rest of the donut."



"Ah." Cheese Sandwich nodded and reached a hoof into the box without even looking. Coming up with a chocolate-frosted, old-fashioned donut, he flicked it across the table to land perfectly on the little plate beside Fluttershy's half-finished bowl of oatmeal. "Obviously a mare of charm and distinction."



"Shhhh!" Pinkie hissed, bending closer to him. "We'll never get her to help if you tell her she's got dis-stink-tion!" She turned a big, obviously phony grin at Fluttershy. "He means you've got dis-nice smelling-tion!"



Cheese Sandwich blinked. "Dis-perfume-tion, maybe?"



"I dunno." Sniffing, Pinkie wrinkled her nose. "She kinda smells like cold, sour oatmeal, really." Her phony grin burst into place again. "Not in a bad way, though!"



Fairly certain her two guests would never get to the point if she left it up to them, Fluttershy took a nibble of the donut's nearest fringy bit and asked, "So what is it you need my help with?"



They both went completely still, something Fluttershy had never seen either pony do before. "Well," Cheese Sandwich said, "y'see, back before the dawn of recorded history—"



Pinkie snatched a powdered-sugar coated donut and mooshed it between Cheese Sandwich's lips, translucent yellow goo oozing from the corners of his mouth and scenting the air with lemon. "Lemme just fast-forward a couple quajillion years to last night," Pinkie said. "'Cause that's when Cheesy stopped by Sugar Cube Corner on his way back from a big party in Hoofington. And we got to talking, him and me and Boneless and Boneless 2 and Gummy and the fireflies from my sitting room lantern and the moths who were swooping around outside my sitting room lantern and the lizards who were—"



Swallowing his mouthful, Cheese Sandwich scooped up a white-frosted donut with green and red sprinkles and slid it in among Pinkie's teeth. "We began discussing ancient philosophy," he said while Pinkie frantically chewed, "like you do when you've each eaten a couple dozen éclairs and you can't tell anymore where your brain ends and the custard begins." Licking his lips, he reached into the box and pulled out an éclair. "Custard's a dairy product, too, y'know." He chomped the end off the donut, the chocolate glaze crinkling.



"I do know!" Pinkie picked up the little ceramic cow, poured about half the cream down her throat, and smacked her lips. "Along about midnight, we got to debating one of the foundational elements of epistemological thought, and just after sunrise, it occurred to me that you would be the perfect pony to settle the question once and for, well, not all, I suppose." She gave a real grin this time, a few of the green and red sprinkles showing here and there between her teeth. "But for most at least."



"Exactly!" Cheese Sandwich's grin was just as real, but it had yellow and off-white streaks criss-crossing it. "So! Whaddaya say?"



Fluttershy looked from one to the other. "Remind me again?" she finally ventured to ask. "What are we talking about exactly?"



Cheese Sandwich waved his hooves in the air. "The fundamental question at the basis of all comedy!"



And both he and Pinkie recited together: "Why did the chicken cross the road?"



Not sure she'd heard correctly, Fluttershy couldn't stop her brow from wrinkling. "Isn't the answer 'to get to the other—'"



"Yes, yes, yes!" With a back flip, Pinkie left her chair and landed solidly on the floor. "We've been through all that over and over again for the past six hours!"



A soft bell started clanging, and Cheese Sandwich raised a front leg to squint at a miniature grandfather clock strapped to his pastern. "Seven hours," he said.



"Seven hours!" Pinkie started pacing up and down beside the table. "And the only conclusion we've reached is that theoretical discussion just plain breaks down once the jelly donuts run out."



"What?" Cheese Sandwich sprawled onto the table, forks and cups and long-stemmed drinking glasses scattering before him. "The jelly donuts!" He grabbed the white box, spun it upside down, and shook it empty, donuts of every shape, size, and color bouncing and flopping across the rainbow tablecloth. Well, every shape, size, and color, Fluttershy couldn't help noticing, except— "We're out of jelly donuts!" Cheese Sandwich wailed.



"Cheesy!" Leaping to the edge of the table, Pinkie clapped her forehooves to the sides of Cheese Sandwich's face, his cheeks squishing till his lips bulged forward like a fish's. "We talked about this, remember? That's the reason we came to see Fluttershy!"



His lips flexed. "She has jelly donuts?" he asked, his voice muffled.



"She has chickens." Pinkie's head swiveled slowly till she was facing Fluttershy, her grin like something carved by a first-time jack-o-lantern carver. "And you can talk to them, can't you?"



"Oh, yeah!" Cheese Sandwich slipped from between Pinkie's hooves and turned an equally jagged grin in Fluttershy's direction.



The oatmeal Fluttershy had eaten seemed to congeal and turn to stone in her stomach. "You want me to ask Elizabeak...why she crosses roads?"



"Please!" With a cotton candy colored whoosh, Pinkie appeared on her knees beside Fluttershy's chair. "It's for science!"



"Science?"



"No!" An orange whoosh brought Cheese Sandwich to Fluttershy's other side. "It's for the spirit of philosophical inquiry!"



Pinkie made a rude noise with her lips. "Not as catchy..."



"Ha!" Cheese Sandwich sprang onto his hind legs and pointed a forehoof at Pinkie. "You nuts-n-bolts types are all the same!" His hoof flicked, and a floppy, button-eyed puppet of Pinkie Pie appeared over it. "'I'm Pinkie Pie!'" Cheese Sandwich said in a high-pitched voice. "'If the angles of my pratfalls aren't calculated out to the nearest arcsecond, I don't consider them worth taking! Because I'm looking to provide the ultimate comedic experience!'"



"That's a lie!" Bounding onto her hind legs as well, Pinkie aimed a shaking hoof at him. "Those buttons are brown, and my eyes are blue! Besides, you're the one who keeps yammering on about the one proper method of comedy!"



"That's right!" He nodded his head so sharply, Fluttershy thought she heard his chin swish through the air. "The tried and true!"



"Fiddle faddle!" When Pinkie flicked her hoof this time, peanuts and caramel popcorn spattered into Fluttershy's lap. "'Trying' means 'experimenting!' Or are you actually informing the world that you're against improvisation?"



"Even improv has rules!"



"I agree!"



"No, I agree!"



With all the jabbing going on, Fluttershy thought she maybe understood what it was like to be a pincushion. A leap of her own brought her into a hover above the table, and she was just considering making a dive for the window when Pinkie suddenly sprouted a black-and-white striped cap between her ears and blew a steamship-loud blast on a whistle that appeared on a lanyard around her neck. "Stop!" she shouted.



Cheese Sandwich froze, his face contorted and his mouth partway open. Fluttershy looked from Pinkie's wavering eyes to the window and back again before sighing and drifting down into her chair again.



"See?" Pinkie took off her hat and pressed it to her chest. "That's why we need your help, Fluttershy. 'Cause Cheesy and me, we always agree and never got shouty or cross. And then we discuss the basics and fuss and feud and get thrown for a loss."



Another whistle blew, and Fluttershy started around to see Cheese Sandwich, now also wearing and black-and-white striped hat, throw a yellow piece of cloth into the air. "Five yard penalty!" he announced, his voice somehow distorted and echoing. "Rhyming without a poetic license!"



Clearing her throat, Pinkie arched an eyebrow and held up a card with her picture on it and some writing too small for Fluttershy to make out. Cheese Sandwich leaned over, squinted at it, and pursed his lips. "How do I know this isn't a forgery?" he asked.



Pinkie pulled another card from her mane. "My forger's license," she said. "You'll notice it's expired?"



"Hmmm..." Cheese Sandwich rubbed his chin, then broke into a giant grin. "All right! Case dismissed! Donuts for everypony!"



The two flung themselves onto the table and started gobbling the donuts lying everywhere. Fluttershy drew her legs up against her chest and wished she'd slept in that morning.



Not that it would've helped, she was sure. All this would just be taking place upstairs in her bedroom instead of down here. But as much as Fluttershy enjoyed Pinkie's antics, both party ponies together seemed to create an atmosphere that was much more than twice as loud and confusing; she found herself picturing one little rock nudging another little rock and another and another and another till the whole mountainside they'd been sitting on began tumbling and crashing down directly toward the lovely meadow where Fluttershy saw herself admiring some edelweiss blossoms.



Shaking the image away, Fluttershy came to the reluctant realization that the only way to survive whatever was going on here would be to ride it out, keep her focus, and push through to the end. "So. You need me to talk to my chickens?"



"Yes!" Pinkie whirled, and Fluttershy felt something plop onto her head; a glance upward showed that it was the black-and-white hat. "You're the referee now! It's up to you to make the ruling that decides the fate of all comedy everywhere forever!"



"What?" The back of Fluttershy's neck went hot, then cold, then hot again. "But I don't know anything about comedy!"



"Nonetheless." Cheese Sandwich rolled off the table onto all fours. "We at least need a rule of thumb. Or, I mean, well, you know..." He held up a hoof and sort of waggled it.



Silence settled over the room like a nervous sparrow, ready to bolt at the slightest provocation. "Ummm," Fluttershy said, sending an apologetic thought toward the tailfeathers of the imaginary fleeing sparrow. "I guess we'll go out into the yard, then."



"Yes!" It was Cheese Sandwich saying it this time; he reached into his shirt, pulled out a giant rubber cockscomb, and snapped it on over his mane. "Will we need costumes?"



"No!" Fluttershy had to force herself not to follow the sparrow. "You'll just scare the chickens!"



Pinkie's grin spread over her face like spilled ink. "Scare them into crossing some nearby road?"



Unsure how to explain, Fluttershy still felt she had to try. "Chickens aren't like ponies. They prefer things to be calm and regular. Peculiar things make them skittish, and then they run away and hide."



"Huh." Pinkie poked an elbow into Fluttershy's ribs. "That does sound like a pony I know, actually."



Fluttershy blinked at her, and Pinkie reached across to tap Cheese Sandwich on the shoulder. "Hear that?" she asked. "That was way ruder than when you called her stinky, don't you think?"



"Let's find out." Cheese Sandwich pulled a small notebook from his shirt, flipped it open, and gave Fluttershy another of those phony grins. "Ma'am, I'm taking a survey. Do you feel more insulted now, or did you feel more insulted then?"



Her face heating up, Fluttershy slid out of her chair and started for the back door. "Hmmm," she heard Cheese Sandwich say behind her. "I'll just put down 'declined to state.'"



"I'm sorry, Fluttershy." Pinkie peered around the edge of Fluttershy's peripheral vision, her blackberry bramble mane a little droopy. "I know I can get a little silly sometimes—especially after my fifth box of éclairs and my second day without sleep. But you know I love having you as a friend, right? Right?"



Most of the upset in Fluttershy's middle evaporated, and she blew the invisible steam of it out with a sigh. "I guess," she said. And that was as far as she meant to go, not wanting to say aloud what she was thinking. But the words came trickling out anyway. "I just don't know why."



"Why?" Pinkie's right eye blinked, then her left one, then both of them together. "Why the chicken crossed the road?"



With a swallow, Fluttershy turned to face her. "Why we're friends," she could barely whisper. "You're so peppy and outgoing and alive, and I'm...not." The heat in her face increasing, she looked away and pushed out into the back yard.



The spring morning was barely an hour old at this point, the clouds drifting through the blue above still as fluffy and clean as freshly laundered pillowcases. Which just made Fluttershy think of her bed and how much she'd like to be in it—or under it, maybe...



But instead, she kept going to the gate in the fence around the chicken coop. "Ummm," Cheese Sandwich said behind her. "Do we need some laughter here to cut the tension? 'Cause I can probably pick some up in town if the stores are open yet."



"Cheesy..." Pinkie's voice had a hardness in it that Fluttershy rarely heard there.



Realizing that that was also her fault, Fluttershy let go of all her upset, turned around, and showed the two of them a smile. "It's okay," she told them. "Because we're going to get some answers straight from the chicken's beak."



Cheese Sandwich raised a hoof. "You'll be getting them straight from the chicken's beak, Fluttershy. But since we'll have to wait till you translate them, Pinkie and I will be getting them..." He looked over at Pinkie and waggled his eyebrows.



Pinkie shot him a glare, but then her wrinkled brow smoothed, her eyes widening. "Straight from the horse's mouth!" she shouted, lifting her knees in a quick, high-stepping little dance. "Fluttershy! You made a funny!"



Fluttershy giggled, undid the twist of wire that held the chicken yard gate closed, and pushed inside. "Everypoultry? We have some visitors!"



Elizabeak and the others blinked up at them, but Fluttershy could tell they weren't upset. "I already fed them," she said, scooting around behind Pinkie and Cheese Sandwich to close and fasten the gate. "So they should be in a nice, relaxed state of mind to answer your question."



"All right!" Pinkie was glancing all around the chicken yard. "I'm guessing you won't let us take some of them out to the actual road just to see how they respond in their natural state?" She gave a hopeful look over her shoulder.



And as much as Fluttershy didn't want to bring down the mood again... "I'm sorry, Pinkie, but that's just too dangerous."



"Hmmm." Cheese Sandwich, a bright yellow hardhat now pushed down over the curls of his mane, rubbed his chin. "We could put in a petition to the zoning commission and get this all designated as a public thoroughfare." He glanced at his pastern, no grandfather clock there this time. "That should only take eight or nine months."



"Plan C!" Pinkie's head shook so quickly, it became nothing but a pink blur, ten or twelve little toy trucks and tractors plopping out into the dirt. "We construct a scale model!" When her head stopped shaking, she was also wearing a hardhat, and she spread what looked like blueprints out on the ground. "We can follow the gradient here to get the proper drainage, and—"



"Enough!" a strange voice, deep but still somehow squeaky, announced.



Snapping her head around, Fluttershy saw something swirling in the air at the far corner of the yard: a little black whirlpool, tiny lightning bolts flashing from the center. As she watched, the whirlpool spiraled larger, opening to show dark storm clouds behind it.



Beside Fluttershy, Cheese Sandwich pulled a book from his shirt, the words The Friendly Planet Guide to Ponyville written across the cover. "That's just the Ponyville Vortex, right? The famous local atmospheric phenomenon?"



Before Fluttershy could do more than shake her head, the whirlpool had grown to about pony size. A shadow loomed on the other side, and out of the roiling clouds stepped—



"A duck?" she heard Pinkie ask behind her.



"Not just any duck!" the duck said, and Fluttershy had to agree with that. It was nearly twice as large as any duck she'd ever seen before, and its black feathers bristled with the pale light of certain fungi she'd seen swaying out in the Everfree Forest even when there wasn't any wind. The glowing red eyes weren't usual, either, to say nothing of the dozen or so scaly green tentacles flailing away where its beak should've been. "I am Duck'thulhu, mortals, and I am your doom!"



"Huh." Cheese Sandwich was still squinting at the guidebook. "No, I'm not finding anything about that. Is it part of the Ponyville Penguin Museum?"



Pinkie popped up beside him, her attention also on the book. "We should go there," she said. "It's both a nice place and an ice place at the same time."



"Ummm, hello?" The duck waved its wings. "Doom over here."



"A room?" Pinkie started riffling through to the back of the book. "We'd need the hotel section for that."



"That's at the front." Cheese Sandwich turned the book upside down. "There you go." He looked over at the duck. "How much are you planning to spend per night?"



"Spend? Spend?" The duck's little tentacles, Fluttershy noted, twitched and writhed in the same rhythm as the words it was saying. "Duck'thulhu doesn't spend! Duck'thulhu earns! Specifically, she's earned her reputation as the doom of mortals!"



"Oooo!" Looking away from the book, Pinkie gave the duck a nod. "Nice wordplay!"



"Thank you." Duck'thulhu gave a little bow, and Fluttershy thought maybe she blushed—ducks didn't normally blush, of course, but since this was such an unusual duck, Fluttershy was willing to consider the idea. "Still, you're making inquiries into forbidden matters, and it's therefore my duty to—"



"Have some breakfast!" Fluttershy blurted out, finally realizing what it was about the duck that looked so odd—other than the tentacles and the glowing eyes and everything. "You just look like you haven't had any yet this morning, and, well, it is the most important meal of the day."



"Breakfast?" Duck'thulhu blinked. "I feast upon the souls of those unfortunate enough to attract my attention after I've flayed them for a century in my dungeon of torment!"



Sitting back, Fluttershy folded her forelegs across her chest. "And when did you last do that?"



A gurgling noise rose from Duck'thulhu's midsection. "It...has been a while," the duck admitted. "Five, six hundred millennia, maybe?"



"My goodness!" Fluttershy sprang back onto her hooves and spun toward the two party ponies, busily making paper hats out of the pages of the guidebook. "Pinkie? We need a stove top right now!"



"Huh?" Pinkie blinked, at least four paper hats sticking out from various parts of her mane. "And where am I supposed to get a stove top way out here?"



Fluttershy just raised an eyebrow.



Pinkie rolled her eyes, slunk over to the chicken coop, and dragged a large camp stove out from underneath. "But it's only for cooking emergencies!" she said, shooting a purse-lipped glare over her shoulder.



Leaning toward her, Cheese Sandwich put a hoof to his snout and said in a loud whisper, "I'm thinking this might qualify."



Fluttershy flared her wings. "I should say so! Imagine! Not eating a proper breakfast for that long!" She leaped into the air. "Now, Pinkie and Cheese, if you could please get the stove fired up, I'll fetch the basic ingredient." Clearing the top of the fence, she angled her wings and landed next to the marigold bed. She hadn't had many duck visitors lately, so she was able to pluck quite a nice crop from the plants before flapping her way back into the chicken yard.



During her absence, Cheese Sandwich had produced a small magnifying glass from his shirt and was focusing the sunlight through it onto a page from the guidebook while Duck'thulhu watched with evident interest. "To think," Duck'thulhu was saying in that quacky-but-not-at-all-quacky voice, "that the hated sun, symbol of all that's good and pure, can also be harnessed as a destructive force."



Pumping away at the gas can on the stove, Pinkie blew air through her lips. "That's nothing! You should see Princess Celestia go after a seven layer cake!"



That was when the guidebook page started smoking, and Fluttershy landed with her precious cargo cupped between her forehooves just as Cheese Sandwich and Pinkie were connecting the fire and the gas, a blue flame springing merrily to life around the stove's burner.



Duck'thulhu's head came up, and even though she didn't seem to have a nose, Fluttershy was sure she heard sniffing. "Do I detect the succulent aroma of—?"



"You do!" Holding out her hooves, Fluttershy beamed at the duck. "Snails!"



"Oh, my!" Duck'thulhu's fiery eyes went very wide. "I...I've not devoured the living flesh of a mollusk in...in— I can't even recall how long!" She took a step forward.



"Now, now." Fluttershy hopped into the air to land closer to the stove. "You let us get them all fixed up for you." She looked at the two party ponies. "I think a little escargot gratinés will be just the thing."



They both whipped out big white poofy chef's hats, and Fluttershy shook the dozen or so snails from her hooves into theirs. Marigolds were pretty enough all on their own, but the way snails headed straight for them and didn't bother her other plants so much made them indispensable. And then, when her duck friends came by, she had snacks all ready for them.



Duck'thulhu's little tentacles had begun dripping a brownish liquid. "Will...will they have garlic butter?"



"But of course!" Cheese Sandwich already had a pan sizzling on the stovetop. "They'll also have mozzarella, Parmesan, and Gruyere cheeses!"



The big black duck squished when she sat down in front of the stove, and Fluttershy took the opportunity to make sure none of her chickens had wandered into the vortex, still swirling stormily at the far end of the yard. Fortunately, Elizabeak had shooed the others into the coop before hopping in and closing the door behind herself, so Fluttershy was able to get a count through the window and see that they were all there.



A lovely oily, cheesy smell began drifting over from the stove. This was followed by slightly horrible slurping noises, and Fluttershy trotted back to see Duck'thulhu somehow sucking down both snails and shells even though she didn't appear to have any openings in her face below her eyes. Still, Fluttershy wasn't about to look too closely at whatever those tentacles were up to...



"Such flavor!" Duck'thulhu nearly sang the words. "Such bouquet! Such viscosity!"



The grins on Pinkie and Cheese Sandwich's faces looked a little strained, but Fluttershy felt a very real grin on her own snout. "Now, Duck'thulhu," she said. "If you ever get that peckish again, I want you to promise me you'll stop by. I won't always have such wonderful chefs visiting, but I'm sure we can whip up something nice for you."



"I...I will." Something that may have been a tear boiled to steam at the corner of Duck'thulhu's eye. "Thank you." She blew out a brimstone-scented breath, hopped back up onto her webbed feet, and brushed at her oily chest feathers. "Seriously, though, you guys. Quit poking around with the whole chicken crossing the road thing, okay? There's some things ponykind wasn't meant to know, and oddly enough, that's one of them." She aimed several tentacles at Pinkie and Cheese Sandwich. "Promise me?"



Cheese Sandwich looked at Pinkie, and Pinkie looked back at him. "Oh, all right," they said.



Duck'thulhu leaned forward. "Pinkie promise, I mean."



Both ponies sighed and went through the familiar ritual.



"Well, then!" Duck'thulhu flapped her wings against her sides. "I'd say my work here is done." She turned to Fluttershy. "Thank you again for the lovely time. And if you ever need anypony flayed, you know who to call." With a little wink, she spun and waddled back to the vortex. Stepping through, she vanished, the cloud whirling tighter and tighter till the whole thing made a popping sound like the cork from a bottle of sparkling apple cider.



"And that," Pinkie said into the silence that followed, "is why we're friends." A whoosh behind her, and Fluttershy couldn't stop a giggle at being enveloped in one of Pinkie's giant hugs.



"I suppose so." Shifting as much as she could, Fluttershy managed to squeeze Pinkie in return. "I'm sorry you didn't get the answer to your question, though."



"No biggie." With another whoosh, Pinkie was back on the other side of the stove and helping Cheese Sandwich push it under the chicken coop again. "There's plenty of other mysteries in the comedy world. We'll just contemplate those instead."



"Yeah!" Cheese Sandwich whirled around. "You wouldn't happen to know where we could find any woodchucks, would you?"



Giggling, Fluttershy shook her head and opened the gate, closing and fastening it once the party ponies had stepped out and started across the grass.



"Ooo!" Pinkie gave a little hop. "I've got a good one! Why a duck? Why-a no chicken?"



Cheese Sandwich gave a shrug. "I'm a stranger here myself." And they walked through the doorway into the house.



Fluttershy felt like prancing a little as she followed. It was always so nice making a new friend, especially after all the awful things she'd been imagining earlier about what today might hold. And she still had most of her donut to finish, too!
      

      
   
      Checkpoint


      

      
      
         The building, long and low, had once been a graystone monstrosity, a tribute to the clash of classical building design with modern sensibilities of Spartan efficiency, designed and erected a hundred years ago. Painting it lime green had not helped. It stood at the end of a long avenue, surrounded by asphalt parking lots that shimmered in the relentless summer heat, which in turn were enclosed by electrified fences topped with razor wire. 



At the rear of the building, connected to it in the most architecturally offensive clash possible, stood a large wide steel warehouse, also in lime green, with a corrugated and unpainted roof. A tall thing like a transmission tower rose from its top, covered with ceramic insulators, with multiple guidewires to keep it in place. Still the thing hummed, shimmered, and occasionally seemed to strain as if it would leap up into the heavens were it not firmly restrained and bolted down. Every once in a while, a passing pigeon would get too close and spontaneously transform into a fruit or vegetable for a few minutes, before recovering and flying shakily away.



In the parking lot, before the entrance to the main building, a plywood sign in garish red with white letters proclaimed:



EQUESTRIAN BORDER CHECKPOINT



NO CARS BEYOND THIS POINT



NO FIREARMS BEYOND THIS POINT



And the list continued for fifteen entries. Underneath the sign flowed a long line of beings, composed mostly of humans with a few ponies, and interspersed with carts laden with various goods. A similar line flowed out of another entrance.



Jerry Hyskiewisc was one of the few among them that read the whole sign, but he didn’t dawdle; he wanted to be on time for work. He was of moderate height, with sandy brown hair and a muscled frame that was starting to show hints of a donut belly, which was fortunately concealed by his Kevlar armor. He could use a more active job, but this wasn’t likely to be it. He adjusted his blue hat, wiped his sweating brow, summoned his confidence, and strode forward.



Two guards were discussing a complex schedule that had been written in Lovecraftian hieroglyphs on curled paper tacked to an extremely worn clipboard that was almost paper-thin itself. One of them, a tall hawk-faced man in a rumply uniform, glanced up and saw Jerry.  “Stevie?” he said to the other guard. “I think that transfer you requested is here.”



The one named Stevie turned. She was short and broad, with dark copper skin and fierce brown eyes. Jerry felt that she had taken his full measure the instant she saw him, and that she was not impressed. “You are Mr., uhm, Huskeywhisk? Please pardon my pronunciation.”



“No problem, ma’am,” said Jerry. “That’s close enough, and Jerry works too.” He started to present his credentials to her. “Uhm, I was supposed to report to a Ms. Rosalyn—”



“That’s me. Rosalyn St. Valens.” She flashed her own ID. “My last name got abbreviated on a document to STV, and that became my call sign. You know how that goes.”



“Indeed I do, ma’am.” He handed over his ID and other paperwork. “My regular post won’t want me back until Thursday of the week after next, so I am at your disposal until then.”



“Great,” she said flatly, flipping through more papers. “I have great hopes that you will help us hold back the forces of chaos until our colleague, Mr. Rashid, returns from his leave. By the way, I don’t see that you’ve worked with any Equestrians before…?”



“No, ma’am. I’m told my great-great-great-great grandmother ran a horse stable…” Jerry sensed that the joke had fallen flat, then collapsed into a sinkhole and caught fire.  “…Me, I’ve never been good with horses—Earth horses, that is. I have nothing against the ponies.”



He endured her stare for what felt like a solid minute, but couldn’t have been more than forty seconds.



“Okay, down to brass tacks,” she suddenly broke the silence. “Let’s get you shown around and settled in. Dunstan—” she indicated the hawk-faced man “—is your supervisor under me, but I strongly advise, Jerry, that you defer to any agent at this facility, regardless of your prior experience, at least until you have accustomed yourself to how we run things here. Is that likely to be a problem?”



Jerry suppressed several emotions that were tripping over their own feet anyway. “No problem at all, ma’am. Please lead on.”



He followed Stevie and Dunstan through enormous open steel gates into a large long open space that reminded him of the Grand Central terminal, if it had been designed as a gateway to Limbo rather than a portal to a magical fairyland full of talking ponies. They had apparently run out of lime green paint for the interior, and much of the original stonework was visible in the tall gray buttressed walls. The main signs of modernism were the mazelike lengths of security fencing, and the scanners, conveyors, metal detectors, and other paraphernalia by which humans attempt to divide the Sheep from the Goats. The incoming streams of humanity and equinity poured in channels, guided by painted lines on the floor and metal partitions, into the equipment that was to process them in safety and security for the greater good, at the least annoyance to all involved.



Or such was the goal of the system, as would be agreed to by any one individual if one took them aside and asked them that in a straightforward way. But it never quite seemed to work out that way in practice. Jerry had seen how the sausage of security got made on both sides, and these days he simply tried to comply with as many regulations as possible while doing what he could to genuinely help.



As they walked, Stevie and Dunstan called out various aspects of the apparatus to him. Jerry noted the exceptions to what he already knew and tried to fit in the rest. But his attention was also caught by the interactions of the immigrating sapients around him with the rigid rules given faces by the occasionally sadistic and relishing, but often hapless and apologetic guards. Inasmuch as he would be joining them soon, listening to how they handled things was also valuable. The mostly calm but commanding tones of the guards were familiar to him, as were the tones of the crowd in response: often polite and even apologetic, some surly, some conceiving to gain some advantage from the implacable system by treating its human servants to varying levels of calculated indignance or artistic screeching. 



He caught fragments of conversation as he walked past them, treading in secure areas where only guards were permitted to pass.



“Ma’am, these are chocolate covered espresso beans. You cannot bring them to Equestria. No, I understand that Equestrians can eat chocolate and can also drink coffee, unlike Terrestrial horses. However, they have listed chocolate products containing caffeine as Schedule A restricted, meaning that it has the potential to impact resources necessary to the security of the state. No, I do not know what that means either, but you cannot bring them in.”



By the time Jerry stopped listening to that, Stevie was finishing up an anecdote.



“We caught some silly idiot trying to dig a tunnel. A freaking tunnel. And where the rest of them went to,  we had no idea. We had to call in the BCU in for a search and rescue mission…”



Jerry’s eye was caught by another commotion.



“Sir, you cannot bring those in here! Sir! They are non-sapient mules. They are not permitted entry here. They cannot even be issued visas—”



“You must let them in,” declaimed a calm gentleman in a sweeping yellow cloak. “They have informed me that they wish to apply for asylum from their owner.”



“You…” The guard seemed ready to weep as he reached for the police hotline. “You aren’t their actual owner, are you?”



Jerry tuned into Stevie’s words enough to figure that she was discussing metal detector operation, on which topic he was sufficiently informed to disregard most of what she was saying.



“Ma’am, this is beef jerky. It is a schedule B restricted substance. You cannot bring this into Equestria. The ponies have actual dungeons, Ma’am…”



Nearby, Jerry got his first close look at an Equestrian Guard. She was dressed in modern armor designs, one area in which the ponies had learned some valuable things from humanity. Instead of the traditional burnished and magically resistant bronze, she wore a comfortable barding of padded and enchanted Kevlar. She was what Jerry figured, from his introductory pamphlets, to be an Earth pony, meaning she was the kind that most closely resembled a real horse, if one disregarded the pastel teal hair. She was certainly larger than the average pony he’d seen on the news, close to the size of an Earth horse; perhaps the guards just bred larger. She was leaning over a conveyor belt with passing parcels, doing a sort of weird grimace with her teeth and inhaling deeply, and occasionally nosing one package off to the side for further inspection.



“What’s going on there?” asked Jerry.



“Looks weird, doesn’t it?” said Dunstan. “That’s how horses smell things, when they want to do a thorough job. She’s sniffing the packages.”



“Couldn’t they be using a dog for that?” inquired Jerry.



“Equestrian noses are just as sensitive as dog noses,” explained Dunstan, “and there’s the added benefit that they can just tell us what they’ve found.”



“Ah, looks like she got something interesting,” observed Stevie, as the mare opened a satchel with her teeth and extracted a plastic bag containing suspicious green buds.



“I admit I’ve seen people try just about anything,” said Jerry. “But why bring drugs into Equestria?” His mental vision of the mystical land was something like a parody of an acid trip, with bright orange hills and paisley fields and dancing Heffalumps.



“Well, there is a legal point,” said Dunstan. “The… contraband is not illegal in Equestria. It is still of course illegal here. So you can certainly have it when you’re in Equestria, but it can’t go through this checkpoint.”



“Ah. …But why does the Equestrian here seem to be pocketing the contraband?”



“She may have missed breakfast,” said Stevie with the most mordant deadpan expression Jerry had ever seen. “In any case, we tend to worry more about things going in the opposite direction, and harder drugs in any case. We wouldn’t waste a prosecutor’s time with small amounts like this.”



“Equestria is exporting drugs? Here?” Jerry’s mental image of Equestria as a dayglow-colored land lit by blacklight bulbs and lava lamps became even more inaccurate.



“Well, your training materials covered the Changelings, right?” asked Stevie.



It turned out they hadn’t.



“Well, it’s a bit complicated, because nowadays there are some good Changelings, but there are still some… of questionable ethics who lurk about. We suspect that they are making arrangements with human groups of similarly questionable ethics. We’ve stopped a few shipments so far, but we know there’s more out there. You’ll be helping us to keep an eye out for such things, of course.”



They walked on, and Jerry noticed a cart that was being brought in on the From Equestria line. It was pulled by two large muscular Equestrians, and the cart was piled high with a stack of what looked like four by fours.



“Is there a market for magical lumber on Earth?” he asked. He’d had a vague impression that the trees and their wood should be bright, hot candy pink.



“Those are actually steel girders,” said Stevie.



“Uhm… Okay, I will take your word for it.”



“Equestrians turned out to be very very good at metallurgy, and they have plenty of ore to spare,” explained Dunstan. The Earth ponies understand the soil—and by extension, metal—deeply, and once you can make them understand what you want, which is admittedly the tricky part because of the cultural barriers, they can perform amazing feats for you.

And Unicorn-powered magical sintering techniques are opening a whole new world of materials engineering. It’s an exciting time to be alive!”



“Anyway,” continued Stevie, with a side glance at Dunstan, “they transmute the girders into a smaller, lighter form to make them easier to transport. The effect doesn’t last forever, particularly on Earth, which drains away magic fairly rapidly. These boards will revert to their original form within two days.



“Gotcha. I suppose it would suck to build a house out of them in the meantime.”



“You would be unpleasantly surprised,” said Dunstan.



They passed through several more security cordons, at each of which Stevie waved her security pass over a scanner. Jerry noticed that the pass took on a purple glow at these occasions, and glanced at Dunstan. “Magic,” he said. We’re using some Equestrian spellwork to aid security. The pass ID is literally unforgeable.” Jerry had some reservations about that, but kept them quiet.



Soon, they had arrived at a metal staircase which ascended in a square spiral to a small office that had originally been a cargo container, but now rested on a platform about two stories up, an excellent post from which to oversee the entire operation. As they climbed, their boots clanging against the rough metal risers, Jerry kept hoping for a stray breeze from the outer gates to relieve the stifling heat, but it never arrived. But he felt a drip from above, and looking up again he saw an air conditioner mounted in the wall of the office. He spent the rest of the climb looking forward to the blessed blast of coolness at the end.



At the top, Stevie raised her pass, and the door to the office opened with a beep and a brief purple glow. She and Dunstan entered, and Jerry followed them expectantly into a stifling cargo container being roasted in the lowermost pits of hell, if Jerry was any judge of hot places. The groaning, ancient air conditioner was doing little more than moving the hot air around the room.



Jerry was led through a haze of introduction in which he failed to get everyone’s name and would feel silly if he had to ask again, a situation he’d resolved in the past by glancing at nametags. After this, everyone quickly sat down. Jerry observed the pecking order as Stevie headed straight for the desk with the largest rotating fan. The two other people already in the office rearranged themselves by rank after her and Dunstan, in order of best benefit from the remaining airflow. Jerry was left in a corner by the door to become slowly cooked into stew inside his uniform and Kevlar armor. 



“Is there any reason we can’t open a window?” he asked Dunstan.



“Security, mainly. They didn’t install the more expensive kind of security window with ventilation. They spent so much money on refitting this old building for security purposes that they undid all the benefits of buying a cheap property in the first place. We’re trying to get a new AC worked into next year’s budget. In the meantime, we’re just using workarounds.”



“Okay, Jerry,” said Stevie. “I think we’ll continue your orientation by GODDAMMIT!” She whirled to pick up a chiming phone that was ten times louder than the other ones, holding up her finger at Jerry to immobilize his attention as she spoke. “Uhuh. Uhuh. No! Uhhuh. Nuh-huh. Are they flipping CRAZY?” She stabbed the mute button. “Jerrythisisgoingtotakeawhilepleaseexcuseme!” She stabbed mute again, and launched back into the fray.



Dunstan had headed for a table with some wilted-looking snacks set out. “Ugh!” he exclaimed.  “Did Rashid buy the salsa again before he left? This stuff tastes like it came from New J—uh, NY. Get something real next time!”



“Get it yourself, next time!” said someone whose name was Trisha, or Tesha, who was stationed at a panel of fifteen security monitors. She spun around on her chair. “So anyway, Jerry, we were having a discussion before you came in. What’s your view of the future? Better with the partnership of the Equestrians, or not?”



Jerry was tempted to look for a trap in this question, but she seemed sincere. “Optimism. And you?”



“A dystopian tale.” She sighed. “I find myself disillusioned by the future’s promise. We’ve reached a dead-end, friends.”



“I live for sweeter dreams,” said someone whose name was Raoul or Harold, who was alternately typing away at a terminal and shoving wads of paper into a shredder. “When I compare what we once were, to what we strive to become… then the future seems twice as bright. Perhaps all potential futures are hidden in our one reality.”



“That’s a game of pones, not people,” Tresha said.



“Maybe people should be more like ponies, in some regards,” said Rahrld.



“Oh, God, don’t tell me you’re one of them,” she said. It would be just like you, wouldn’t it? Please tell me you’re not one of them. Are you one of them, Jerry?



“YOU ARE OUT OF YOUR MOTHERFLIPPING MIND—” shouted Stevie into the phone.



Jerry chose to be more tactful. “Uhm, who are ‘They’, anyway?” he asked.



“Hah! That’s just my point!” she crowed. “Who even knows who they are! Do they even know themselves?” She darted an odd look at Rohurld, then turned back to her monitors.



Jerry shot a look of his own at Dunstan, who just rolled his eyes and waggled a finger near his head.  Well, Jerry had had to put up with weirdos as co-workers in the past; why would people who worked around magical ponies everyday be any less likely to have popped a cork?



Just then, Jerry heard the sounds of several people clanging on the outer landing, as if they were wearing steel boots. “We’ve got some loud visitors, eh?” he chuckled.



The door opened, and a single Equestrian guard entered the room, folding his wings. Oops, thought Jerry.



“Hi, Panz!” cried most of the people in the room, Stevie slamming down her phone by way of winning the argument.



“Hello, everyone,” said Panz, smiling in what struck Jerry as a hideous way and drawing a deep breath. It was that horse smelling trick again. “Uh, It’s a bit stuffy in here, isn’t it?”



“Yeah, tell us about it, Panz,” said Stevie. “The AC unit’s on the fritz again.” She lifted an eyebrow.



Panz made an exasperated horse noise. “Stevie, I love you, but I can’t do this for you guys all the time. I’m as busy as you are, and likely more. Old Mare Meadows is retiring in two months, and I have a shot at moving up when she leaves. I’ve got to conserve my energy and stay focussed…”



“Sometimes friendship is tragic, Panz. Please, for me?”



Panz rolled his eyes. “Oh, okay.”



Panz spread his wings, reared up rampant, and drew a deep breath. Stevie felt and smelled a presence in the air, which he would later learn was the sweetish ozone of magical force. The moisture in the air condensed into a small cloud of steam, which formed into a small funnel that went down a drainage grate in the floor. The air in the room was now blessedly cooler. “That should hold for about an hour,” said Panz.



Stevie leaned back in her chair. “Wow, that’s great, Panz! Thank you very much!”



Raharl stood up and stretched his back “I’m going to run to the vending machine. Anyone else want a drink?”



“Me! Alcoholic of course…” said Tishra.



Raharl shook his head. “So noted,” he said, and walked out, his expression unreadable.



“So, what brings you here, Panz?” said Stevie. “Anything we should know?”



“Until further notice, all tourist visits to Ponyville are being cancelled. They’ve got a minor infestation of Cutie-Mark fleas—”



Stevie had stopped listening. She was sharing a look with Dunstan.



“Bum, bum, bum—” sang Dunstan.



“Another one bites the butts!” she sang; then they sang together. 



“Bum, bum, bum—Another one bites the butts! And another clamps on, and another clamps on—”



“Ahemhrm!” coughed Panz. “I am aware that Cutie-Mark fleas are mainly an annoyance, but that is no reason to make light of those afflicted.”



“No offense was intended, Panz. Sorry.” But the grin didn’t leave Stevie’s face, at least until the phone rang again. “GOD—” 



Panz winced and his ears flattened involuntarily.



“—dammit. I have to take this again.” Her eyes softened. “Panz, I hate to be a pain, but Jerry here is taking over for Rashid for a while, and I’m not getting anywhere with his orientation right now. Is there any chance you could take him with you, and show him the ropes on your side?”







Which was how Jerry, for the first time in his life, found himself walking alongside of a genuine Equestrian, trying not to think silly thoughts. Maybe they could read his mind; he just didn’t know. It was somehow worse because he’d had to walk down the stairs himself and the Pegasus had just jumped over the railing and flown down to meet him at the bottom. They were now walking towards the rear gates of the building, where the new warehouse section which contained the portal to Equestria connected to the old building. 

 

“So, uhm…” Jerry sought for conversational topics. “Your name is Panz. Are you named that because you’re big and tough like a tank?”



“It’s short for Pansy Puff,” said Panz, with not a trace of inflection to help Jerry figure out if he was telling the truth or bluffing, or it was true and he was being sarcastically rueful, or it was a bluff and he was being sarcastically arch, or it was true and he was challenging Jerry not to laugh… Jerry’s social intelligence ran out of processing power on this and gave up.



“Jerry, are you possessed of fair mental flexibility?” Panz suddenly inquired.



Jerry paused again to process this. “I like to think so,” he hazarded.



“Good.  As newcomers may not know, the magical fields from our realm induce a certain amount of unpredictable events in areas of poor magic drainage, such as Earth. In circumstances like these, it is well to keep an open and flexible mind. Do you understand?



“I think so. As long as you don’t let it turn to mania, I guess. Like those complete opposites, Tesha and Raoul, that I’ve looked at—”



“Love, from both sides now, would not be lost. Their friendship, a test subject to their challenging environment, nonetheless endures, and will soon ripen to visible romance. So my nose tells me.”



“Your nose? Tell me you’re joking… 



“Please, please tell me you’re joking.”



“I am most serious,” said Panz. “In that tightly packed office, with that heat, your pheromones reveal more about you humans than you would be comfortable to hear me relate. So I will only state the obvious, and spare your feelings.”



“I see,” said Jerry, wishing he could excuse himself to take a shower.



“Here we are,”  exclaimed Panz, walking up to a small door that stood beside the large processing gate. He turned and placed his butt against the card reader, an act that made Jerry’s brain lock up for a moment until he realized that Panz’s security pass was mounted on that part of his armor, near a transparent section that showed his Cutie Mark. Whatever helps security, Jerry thought, comforting himself with the knowledge that he only had two weeks of this to go.



The door opened, and from it came a gentle breeze, a breath of fresh air, smelling of deep forests and flowing streams, open fields of sweet flowers, and an occasional hint of horse sweat.



Jerry stepped through, and beheld a thing like a huge oval mirror, a hundred feet high, linked to cables that ran to pulsing machines that connected to the massive roof antenna. And through this mirror was a green field, and the cleanest, most orderly security setup Jerry had ever seen, all being run by horses. There were neat orderly lines without shouting loudmouths or weeping geshryers, there was a children’s play area where the kids were amusing themselves with balls and swingsets, there were even two kids—well a kid and a foal, Jerry guessed—that were playing target practice with a padded bow and arrow set. Briefly, he was ashamed of his own people, but that was no way to get along with people you had to work with. “It looks very efficient,” he told Panz, who just nodded.



“We’ll need to get you an extended badge and finish up more forms before you can step through to the other side,” said Panz, “but you can see enough from here to get you started. Our security setup mirrors the logic of yours to a great degree, and indeed we mostly modeled it on your approach. Our leaders appreciate well conducted and balanced processes—”



And that was when it happened. On the other side of the portal, in the line of people awaiting processing for admission to Earth, a large woman in a yellow dress was screaming and clutching at her satchel. A blue Pegasus with a red mane had the handle in his mouth and was tugging with determination. She suddenly lost her grip and fell over backward, and the thief sailed skyward with his prize, cackling with glee.



“Come on, Jerry!” shouted Panz.



“What—?”



“No time!” Panz bit down on Jerry’s uniform shoulder and yanked him into the air as he waved his arms and squawked. Panz then backed under Jerry before he could fall. Jerry landed on Panz’s back, his legs behind Panz’s strong flapping wings. Panz threw himself forward, and Jerry instinctively clutched at Panz’s mane and squeezed his legs tight to keep a grip. In a moment, they were both through the portal into Equestria. The magic field stretched with resistance around them like a layer of static-charged plastic wrap, then it popped soundlessly and fresh clean unpolluted air and golden alien sunshine hit Jerry in the face like the breath of a goddess.



“Don’t worry, Jerry, we’ll square up the paperwork later.” said Panz. He was speaking at normal volume, but somehow it carried well to Jerry through the rushing air. “Some air time will look good on your annual review. It’s your first time on our side, eh? Hope you like my homeland.”



“It’s…” Jerry paused in awe. Gone were the LSD fantasies he had pictured, replaced by something stranger, but not random; something real. This was a magical fairy land in truth, pastoral and peaceful, under a sky with more blue than Earth’s sky had room to contain, with rolling blue mountains in the distance dominated by an utterly impossible titanic spire with an equally impossible palace clinging to its side, a splendid wonder of blue granite growing a flower of alabaster and gold. “It’s beautiful.” He had no better words.



“I’ll take you on a tour later. Let’s catch that arseclown now!” Jerry could see that two Pegasus guards were now flanking them, aiding the pursuit. He stared after the fleeing suspect, and his eyes narrowed. The thief was glancing back at them. There was something about that look…



“Take us back, now!” yelled Jerry, wishing that Panz were wearing reins.



“Sorry Jerry, no turning back. You’re here for the ride now. We’re close to outpacing them—”



“Wait, Panz, this is a distraction. He wants us to chase him, I swear it. Get us back to the portal now!”



“You’re sure?” Panz looked back with a searching eye.



“Dead sure. You can blame it on me if I’m wrong.”



“Okay, but if I lose my promotion over this, I am going to make your life wet, gray and miserable all next week. Airgale, Slipstream! Keep after them!” Panz flared his wings and came to a halt that almost violated physical law, and Jerry fought to keep down his lunch. Panz kicked back against something invisible, and he and Jerry hurtled back towards the portal.



Panz made a galloping four-point landing, and Jerry yelled, “LOCKDOWN! HALT ALL TRAFFIC! BOTH SIDES!” He reached to an emergency switch on a nearby pole, opened it with his security pass, and punched the button inside. Alarms chimed and doors closed.



“You’re in it knee-deep now, Jerry. You’d better be right,” said Panz. “By the way, you can get off me now.”



“Huh? Yeah. Umh…” Jerry had never ridden a horse and didn’t know how to dismount. He was suddenly unsure of his balance and where he could politely put his hands.



“Oh, Celly’s Sunrise! It’s okay, jump down!” Panz said. “Alright, hold on, then…”



Panz bucked his back, and Jerry went flying into the air again. The air around Jerry suddenly felt thicker, and he landed safely, though he skidded as his shoes touched the floor.



“I’m sure you have security cameras on this side?” he said. “Or something similar?”



Panz led him to a crystal ball on an ornate stand. He touched his nose to it, and it started to play the past few minutes in a scene that projected itself on the air. Over intercoms, guards chattered, the complaints of the delayed travelers rumbled like ocean waves, and Jerry could note from the corner of his eye the presence of Stevie heading his way beyond the portal, with a very serious expression on her face, one that could make snakes faint and rocks crumble. I’d better be right, indeed, he thought. But no, it has to be, I’m sure— 



“There!” he said. “Could you back it up a bit?” He pointed to the children and foals playing in the free area beyond the checkpoint, then traced a line in the scene to one cart. “There, see it? It’s so quick it’s hard to see, but it has to be that one.”



“Okay,” said Panz. “Let’s go check it out.” 



They passed through the portal again, and Jerry felt it the moment the old hot muggy polluted air smacked him in the face. It smelled like the goddess’s other end. He prepared his explanations and approached Stevie, with what he hoped was a professionally serious expression untinged by apprehension. Soon, the three of them were marching for the cart.



The cart had reached the Earth exit inspection station for processing before the lines halted, and next to it stood a green unicorn with a bored expression. “Can’t smell anything on it,” he said.



“It’s been searched for transfigured contraband?” said Panz.



“Well, no. That would take forever to do for each shipment, and besides, they already inspected it on the Equestrian side—”



“Well, going by what we saw on the tape, it’s probably this one.” Jerry indicated one of the boards. Panz pulled it out by his teeth, tossed it off to the side. “Check that one out in detail, please.”



A minute later, the unicorn, muttering curses, cast a full dispellment on the stick while all stood back. It stayed exactly the same.



“Wait a minute,” said the unicorn. “That should have been enough to revert it…” He sniffed at the beam, then lifted his hoof and brought it down at one end. The beam splintered, revealing a hollow inside, and brown paper packages. The unicorn sniffed again, and his nostrils wrinkled. “Oh, my, yes. This is that heroin you humans hate so much. Good catch, there.”







“So the joke’s on me, I guess, ’cause I still don’t get this,” said Dunstan, as they all met back in the office at the end of the day.



“Well, first, let’s understand a few things about transfiguration,” said Stevie. “The steel girders were transmuted into smaller and lighter-weighted sticks, using an enchantment meant to last only a day or so until they got to their destination on Earth. They aren’t transmuted any smaller than they are because that hastens the time until they revert to what they were.



“So this load of sticks gets inspected by the Equestrians, and passed, by the book, above board and all proper. Now it’s heading towards the portal to pass through our side and get another, admittedly less intense inspection.



“But at this point, there’s that debacle. The changelings did whatever they do in the shadows, and became that fat woman and slim pegasus in the crowd. They cause their shenanigans, and everyone looks at the commotion as one of them flies off, and the guards pursue.”



“And right at that point when no one’s looking,” said Jerry, “that foal in the back of the video there, the one playing with the kid who has a toy bow and arrow? That’s not a foal and probably not a kid. They’re more of these Changelings, who now have an excuse to carry around a bunch of little wooden sticks, like miniature versions of the ones loaded in the cart. 



“And one of them is a stick that’s been transfigured several times,” continued Stevie. “It started as bags of heroin, which got transfigured to steel. This got put in a steel box, and that got transfigured into a wooden stick like the ones in the cart. And, a short while before all the troubles begin for us, that stick gets transfigured into a little arrow. Get it? The H is three levels deep now.



“So, while everyone is distracted by the escaping pegasus, the ‘kid’ shoots this ‘arrow,’ probably aided with levitation magic, into the cart that’s just heading through the interface between worlds. The extra layer of transfiguration wears off quickly, and now it’s a wooden stick of transfigured steel that was transfigured from a load of heroin. 



“Now, on a day that nothing arose, we’d do it differently, but there are no days where nothing arises, right?” They all nodded. “A cursory reading won’t find the heroin, but just encounters wood reading magically as transfigured steel, which is all the scanning spell expects to see anyway. It gets a perfunctory scan, then it heads out to its listed destination, only something delays it on the way, and that extra beam gets removed when the driver isn’t looking.”



“Human agents on Earth must have found a way to contact the rogue Changeling hives, or perhaps it was the other way around,” said Panz. “It will be very difficult to stop them from growing and manufacturing such substances, so we’ll all have to be rather more vigilant going forward.” He made a sad horse noise that sounded a bit like a razzberry. “Addictive substances used for love harvesting. Love goes to the rogue Changelings, cash to the pushers, death to the addicts, around and around. The gift that keeps on giving.”



“And this’ll be the first…” Stevie sighed. “…last time that it works. I hope.” She turned to Jerry. “Nice going there, champ. You’ve made a good start here.”



“All in a day’s work,” said Jerry. “But this is really just an old idea with a new twist. I can’t tell you how often I see the distraction con in my regular rotation. Know thine enemy, and all that.”



“Very well done indeed,” said Panz. “And while it’s too premature to make any promises, I think some reins might well be pulled, should I succeed in gaining my promotion, to extend your rotation here beyond two weeks. I think you have a great deal to share with us, and I could use my advanced position to enhance your career considerably. It would be the very least I could do for you, considering how much you’ve helped me and helped us all…”



And for a moment, Panz thought, Jerry’s expression suggested that he was standing exactly in the middle between two piles of hay.
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