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         Twilight found in her private library—“Trixie! What are you doing here!? This library is closed!”



Carelessly, Trixie flicked through more pages. “Yes, yes,” she said. “One moment.”



“This is trespassing! If you want a book, you should come during normal—”



“While you’re here,” said Trixie, summoning another, “give me a hoof. These magical grimoires are just too dull for my superior tastes.”



Twilight growled and slammed the door. Matters of state pressed heavily on her conscience. This was the last thing she needed.



“Will you please leave!?”



Idly, Trixie glanced up and wrinkled her lips. “And fend for myself in a world full of horrific hecklers and clueless critics!? Did you know they laughed at my last vanishing act? It was hardly Trixie’s fault the rain made the trapdoor seize up. But don’t mind me, please. One is quite used to such humiliation.”



“Y-Yes. I-I heard. I’m really sorry. But you understand I have to ask you to leave—?”



“AHA!” Trixie grabbed the book and muttered under her breath. Sparkles appeared. “This’ll fix everything! They want a vanishing act? Trixie shall give them a vanishing act!”



Twilight shouted, “DON’T—”










Scene I.—Twilight’s Castle, Private Library






TRIXIE and TWILIGHT appear, stunned


TRIXIE: Where are we?

TWILIGHT (angrily): I tried to warn you not to use that spell! We’re in another universe!

TRIXIE looks around disdainfully


TRIXIE: It's exactly the same as the old one. Hardly worth the effort.

TWILIGHT groans


TWILIGHT: Not quite. A unicorn should never interfere with the multiverse except in dire emergencies! They taught us that in magic school—

TRIXIE: But we've vanished from the previous universe, yes?

TWILIGHT rubs face with hoof


TWILIGHT: Give me that book. I’ll return us home.

TRIXIE: Oh, and let you spoil my glorious achievement? I think not!

TRIXIE mutters spell. Divers alarums. Exeunt.











Rising like the sun,


Trixie and Twilight arrive


Unto a new world.




Twilight tries to grab


With mountain strength the cursed book,


But Trixie clings on.




Trixie mouths the spell,


And thus they depart this plane


Like fallen blossoms.









In the year 3 post-Nightmare Moon, at 23:45, Princess Twilight’s campaign to retrieve the only extant copy of the V-Cabinet, a then-experimental spellbook, became increasingly desperate. The Princess had attempted to convey via several communications that, in the hooves of novice magic-crafters, the power was dangerously unpredictable and therefore not ready for field-testing. Trixie was a determined character, having encountered failure repeatedly on her travels across the Equestrian mainland; she wasn’t prepared to surrender. At 23:46, right before the famous Eruption of the Princess, and motivated by a speech given to those assembled by the magician herself, the Great and Powerful launched a major offensive and read the following instructions in the book, hoping to achieve victory.[1]



[1]While history doesn’t relate what the two combatants’ eventual fate was, many take the disappearance of both as evidence that the Great and Powerful was successful in her campaign. See Appendix IX for details.








There was a young pony called Trixie

Who wanted an urgent quick fix-ie.

Said Twilight, “Don’t cheat!

“You’ll only defeat

“Your standing! Please take me home quick-xie!”








Piano solo, lento en pesante



“Twilight, you do not understaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaand.

While you were gallivanting with your frieeeeendship baaaaaand,

I roamed the streets alone

My craft was mine to hone

Without a friend to call my veeeeeery ooooowwwwwn.”



“Trixie, please hear my caveaaaaaaaaat.

I’m not indifferent; I am a diiiiiplomaaaat.

So please let us be wise:

If we can compromise,

I’m sure combined, we'd make a graaaand repriiiiiise.”



[CHORUS]


“Oh let me disappear!”


“Please don’t give in to fear!”


“They threw tomatoes at my face!”


“So get back up! Don’t be disgraced!”


“I’ve met the mockery a thousandfoooooooooooooooold!”


“So meet once more, ‘Great Powerful’ of ooooooooooooooold!”




(both quietly) “A simple spell is all its needs to heal…

Not magic faked, but magic…

Oh…

Magic…

Thaaaaaaaat iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiis reeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaal…”








They popped back into the room. Sighing, Trixie shelved the book.



“You did the right thing,” said Twilight.



Downcast, Trixie shuffled towards the door. Unexpectedly, Twilight blocked the way.



“Oh, what now? A friendship speech?”



“I just wanted to say something,” said Twilight, smiling. “If you ever want a friend's help with your magic act…?”



Narrow-eyed, Trixie nudged her aside. “How generous,” she boomed, returning the smile. “But it'll take more than that to stop the Grrrreat and Powerful TRRRRIXIE!”



Swishing her cape magnificently, she added, “Rain check?”



A puff of smoke. Twilight beamed; the expertly made clouds vanished perfectly.
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         The Town of Ponyville v. Cutie Mark Guidance Services, Ltd.

      
      

      

      
      
         From the offices of Dr. Curio, on behalf of Cutie Mark Guidance Services, Ltd., to the client party represented foremost by the pegasus Mrs. Sharp Note:



We regret to inform you that your daughter, Grace Note, has failed to achieve a cutie mark in violin, or indeed in any musical activity whatsoever. We take full responsibility for this unfortunate outcome, to the extent that preventing it was ever truly in our hooves; as has been contractually witnessed by both parties, influencing the development of a cutie mark is a new and as of yet highly uncertain science, despite our best attempts with your daughter. We lament that Equestria shall not, through Grace, see a fit successor to your musical excellence.



In summary:



Pursuant to your wishes that she “not be encouraged to flaunt those feathery monstrosities,” we took every effort to ensure that Grace used her wings as little as possible. From the very first day that she was inducted into our institution, she was let outdoors on an exceedingly infrequent basis, always while under supervision and in wing restraints. When it became clear her passion for weather and open air was highly resistant to our usual methods, we forbade her access altogether to the outdoors, and relocated her to a living quarters without windows.



As is typical procedure, we first treaded softly in our psychological techniques, aiming to establish a friendly rapport with Grace, so that she might—of her own volition—choose to pursue a career in music. However, it appeared Grace already possessed negative associations to music, and to continuing your legacy in particular. It rapidly came to the point that every mention of music would provoke an uncooperative response, with repeated requests that she be allowed to contact her father; obviously, we did not fulfill any such requests (as per our contract), and any staff that appeared sympathetic to her situation were quickly reassigned.



Thus, we resorted to more forceful methods. Among these methods included: a token economy at our canteen that provided her with more flavorful meals (freely available to her, initially) if and only if she adhered to a daily violin regimen; the graphic recitation of “horror stories” concerning injuries sustained by weather pegasi, together with the testimony of paid pegasi actors; the introduction of addictive substances into her food, with subsequent reintroduction dependent on achievement of set musical milestones; and so on.



In the spirit of full disclosure, we admit that there was one salient event that contributed to the unfortunate outcome with your daughter. At the so-called “final critical point of cutie mark acquisition” (an approximately five-week window in which, empirically observed, all foals under our care who had not acquired a cutie mark by this point, did so by the end of this time frame), we had confined your daughter to 24/7 room time without social contact, had removed all personal affects from her possession, and had redecorated her room such that every square inch (wallpaper, bedsheets, toiletries, etc) be reminiscent of her violin studies.



Two weeks into this treatment, our staff discovered one morning that her door was unlocked, and Grace was nowhere on the premises. We immediately sent personnel to locate and retrieve her; within the hour, one of them had discovered her at a ravine nearby, practicing aerial acrobatics with her under-developed wings. She fled into the woods, and although it didn’t take long for us to capture her, we then made the startling discovery: In this brief chase, she had acquired the cutie mark of a swift gust of wind.



(It is unclear at this moment whether a fellow foal or a sympathetic staff member unlocked the door for her escape; rest assured, a thorough investigation is under place, and we shall prosecute the culprit to the full extent of our legal ability. We offer to split restitutions jointly.)



Again, we unreservedly apologize for this series of events; in this new and experimental business, satisfaction can never be 100% guaranteed. In accordance with our contract, we shall reimburse one-half of all expenses incurred by your party in our dealings over the months, and—should you choose to pursue them—we offer you the following discount on the services of our parent firm, Cutie Mark Conversion Services, Inc...
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         Rarity crashed through the skylight in Twilight's room and sprawled across the floor, covered in broken wood and bits of stained glass. She picked herself up after a moment, dusted herself off, fluffed the detritus out of her wings, then folded them haphazardly at her side.



Twilight looked up from her book, quickly scanned over her friend, and went right back to reading.



"Ahem," Rarity gently coughed. "Twilight, dear, we—"



Twilight held up a hoof to quiet her friend. She continued reading to the end of the page before inserting her bookmark and dropping her leg. "Sorry. I don't know what's going on, but I can already tell it's going to give me a headache. Didn't want to lose my spot."



"Quite alright," Rarity replied with her usual tact.



"Starlight or Discord?"



"Starlight."



"Where?"



"Counselor's office."



With a loud sigh and a purple pop, Twilight and Rarity teleported to Starlight's office at the school. Rainbow Dash was huddled in a corner next to Starlight, the former rubbing her empty shoulders while the latter waved a hoof over where her horn should be. Fluttershy was helping Applejack fit her hat over her horn without poking her in the face, while Pinkie walked upside-down on the ceiling.



"As you can see, we're in quite a pickle, darling. And I dare say these feathery ones aren't as nice as the silky butterfly ones I had last time... though I do appreciate not plummeting to my death so easily, I suppose."



"What in the world happened here? Sweet Celestia, this is a mess."



"It was an accident, I swear," the hornless mass of Starlight Glimmer said from her fetal huddle. "I was testing a spell to let ponies feel what it was like to be in somepony else's shoes. It didn't work. It. Didn't. Woooork." Starlight pulled Rainbow Dash into a tight hug and they cried into each other's shoulders.



"Well, the good news is I think Applejack can fix this."



"Say what now," AJ said as she poked a hole in her hat.



"Trust me. It won't make things worse, at any rate, and the sooner Starlight and Dash stop crying the sooner my headache will go away. I want you to focus on a commanding presence. Think of something big, powerful, and in charge."



"Like Granny Smith?"



"Like Granny Smith riding Big Mac in a calvary charge!" Pinkie yelled out from the ceiling.



"Put the letter 'Z' in your mind. Write it as big and clear as you can."



"Unicorn magic sure is strange, Twi, but alright. I got it. What next?"



"Power up your horn, and release the magic at the same time you touch both of those images in your mind."



Applejack closed her eyes and focused as hard as she could on her magic while thinking about the images. She scrunched up her nose, made her horn glow, and with a blinding green flash cast the spell. When her eyes adjusted, she saw everypony back with all the limbs they were born with. Pinkie, unfortunately, came crashing down from the ceiling.



"Quite the feat, darling, getting a magical novice to undo Starlight's work so easily," Rarity said. "How did you know that would work?"



"A little trick I picked up while visiting Sunset Shimmer," Twilight said, rubbing a hoof across her chest with pride. "It undoes the last big action, but it only works when used on by an Apple for some reason."
      

      
   
      This is the Weather Patrol


      
      
      
         
         Does this AMUSE you?

      
         
         this is the weather patrol

      
      

      

      
      
         “This ain’t no picnic,” Commander Wind Shear had said to the summer camp junior cadets this morning. “This is the Weather Patrol!”



Six hours, two blue eyes, and one accidental rainstorm into her first patrol, Raindrops was trying not to hyperventilate as she stood at attention.



“This,” Commander Wind Shear bellowed as he swept a forehoof toward the sopping wet family standing in the middle of the sunny park, “was a picnic!”



The ground squished around her hooves as she squirmed. Ponyville was supposed to be the easy patrol, for first-time junior cadets.



Wind Shear flew slowly back and forth in front of her, never breaking what must have been a withering stare from behind his mirrored aviators. “And what is your name, Cadet?”



She squeaked, then cleared her throat. “Raindrops, sir.”



“Raindrops, huh?” He landed and stepped closer. “Can you tell me, Raindrops, what was today’s forecast?”



She took a deep breath. “Perfect Picnic Weather! Warm sun, lazy drifting clouds, and just enough breeze to tease your mane.”



“That is the copy we sent the newspapers!” He leaned back and raised one eyebrow. “And do you know what you did wrong?”



“I kicked when I should have bucked!” She remained at attention, studying his stonelike expression for a full ten seconds. “I, uh, bucked when I should have kicked?” She gulped. I got distracted by a cute stallion…



Wind Shear bent down and stuck his muzzle in Raindrops’ face. “Look at that family.”



Raindrops closed her eyes and exhaled, then leaned to the side and peered around her commanding officer-slash-camp counselor. Two foals were splashing around in the grass, cackling in delight. A stallion and a mare began chasing them around a soaked picnic blanket, but soon it was unclear who was chasing whom. Meanwhile, a stallion about her age was flipping his wet bangs from one side of his face to the other, grinning at Raindrops in between each flip.



She didn’t realize she was smiling back until Commander Wind Shear took a deep breath and hollered, “Does this AMUSE you?”



Her ears immediately folded back. “N-no! No, I—”



“Do those soggy sandwiches look delicious to you?”



She glanced back to the picnic. The saturated white bread looked like it had melted in the sun. The same sun that was sparkling off the young stallion’s coat as he winked at her with a sly grin on his muzzle.



Raindrops bit her lip and tried not to smile. She jumped as Wind Shear got in her face again and shouted, “Do you ENJOY waterlogged potato salad? Do you understand how serious this is?”



“No, sir! I-I mean, yes, sir! I—”



The young stallion moonwalked behind the Weather Patrol Commander, splashing water behind each of his hooves as he slid backwards across the grass.



Raindrops stifled a giggle.



“Is this FUNNY to you, Cadet?” He was so close, Raindrops could see her blushing reflection in his sunglasses.



“No, sir! The stallion behind you is trying to make me laugh.”



Commander Wind Shear worked his jaw, then turned around. The young stallion quickly looked away, whistling and swinging a hoof idly. Wind Shear turned back around and scowled. “Oh, yes. That guy is hi-larious.”



Raindrops huffed and stomped her forehoof with a splash. The stallion turned back around and winked at her again.



“This is serious, young lady! You have…”



She found it hard to pay attention to the commander, as her eyes followed the young stallion. He trotted away from his family’s picnic, then planted his hooves and started galloping toward the pair of weather ponies. He leapt forward, keeping his forward momentum through his landing, skating across the slick grass with his legs all stiff as boards. He slid just behind Commander Wind Shear, blowing a kiss to Raindrops as he passed.



Raindrops turned back to Wind Shear with wide eyes just in time to hear, “…and what are you going to do to make it right?”



She stood tall and saluted. “I’m sorry, sir. I’ve let you down. I’m going to buy him lunch. Them lunch. I’m going to buy them lunch and apologize.”



The commander nodded. “You see that you do. Oh, and Cadet?”



“Yes, sir?” From the corner of her eyes, she could see the young stallion pumping his forehooves in the air.



He lifted his sunglasses with one wing and gave her a tiny smile. “Try not to rain on any more picnics.”
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         The date was a disaster.



Pinkie Pie knew it could have gone better. She didn't need to say anything about it, or even to think about it as she ascended the stairs to her apartment, the same downtrodden place she had been staying at for the past two years.



She felt the weight of the failure in her bones. 



The stallion she had gone out with was nice about it, but his awkward, strained smile as they bade each other farewell in the streets told her that, aside from maybe coincidental path-crossings where they would not even make eye contact, they would never again speak a word to each other.



Pinkie crept into her apartment, creaking the door open and letting in the foggy light from the corridor before shutting it out.



For the first time since she had left for her doomed date she noticed the weight of the trilby—one of three she owned, this one she believed giving her good luck, but apparently not enough—on her head, on her sugary pink mane, and so she took it off tiredly and hung it up with the other hats.



"Sorry, guys," she told her collection. "Another stinker." A sigh. "He was so funny too."



How could a pony with a good sense of humor like him resist her? Not to mention seem to be uncomfortable around her.



It was like he could smell the falseness on her; he didn't know she was fake, but like every other pony she'd dated he seemed to sense it. It was a subconscious or unconscious thing, never outright acknowledged but always manifesting somehow, in some unspoken way.



"Uuuuuugh," she said, or rather breathed out, like a balloon slowly deflating, as she flopped onto her half-made bed, grabbing a pseudo-hand-me-down pillow and hugging it with all four of her legs. "What am I gonna do about this?" she said to nopony, least of all it—the voice that was not hers.



There were a lot of ponies in Manehattan, but Pinkie got this horrible feeling that she was running out of options. For all she knew it was always impossible for her to like somepony without he or she realizing, through one way or another, that Pinkie wasn't real, and she just never came to grips with this fact up until now. It shouldn't be impossible, she thought bitterly.



Pinkie clung to her pillow like a lover, knowing this was a weird position but also not wanting to move. Whatever let's me sleep faster.



Even after so many attempts, along with what she thought were improvements, romance continued to elude her. The real Pinkie Pie, she suspected, would have gotten it right the first time without even trying. The real Pinkie Pie would have found love by now, and, she also knew, gained far more friends than she herself could ever hope to have.



The amount of jealousy building up inside her almost made her cry, but the days of crying in her bed by herself, back when she was new to the ways of the city, were far behind her now.



So she closed her eyes.



Then, after a while, just as she figured she was about to drip off to sleep, Pinkie heard the first stirrings of an alien voice in her head.



Come back, the voice said, firm, in control, but feathery, like a mother trying to point her very young foal in the right direction without getting rough.



The voice of the pool...



"Oh no," Pinkie groaned. "Please." She quickly got under the covers and hid her face from what she imagined to be an intruder, but deep down she knew she was the only one in the apartment.



Come back, the voice said.



Pinkie didn't say anything in response; she just pulled her legs tighter against her chest and barrel and kept her eyes shut, as if any of these measures would make it go away.



Come back.



"But why?" she eventually asked, hoping for the voice to say something different.



Come back, it only said.



The pool kept calling her. It persisted, almost every night—and always at night, for reasons Pinkie could never ascertain—and it always left of its own accord, at some point, long after Pinkie stopped hoping to get decent rest.



"What do you want from me?" she begged quietly.



Come back.



"Why can't I just be real? Why can't I live, huh? Why can't I be happy?" said the clone.



Come back, was all the voice said.
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         In the beginning was the Word. And the Word was “AAARGHNONONOnoNOOOOOahCRAPcrapcrapcrapCRAP!”



For the universe was created. Unfortunately, the Pony had done it wrong, and so Her universe, because of a slight miscalculation of gravitational attraction, ended up… well, ending… in a Big Crunch within a matter of seconds.



So the universe was created again. Due to a mix-up in the nuclear forces, though, it remained an undifferentiated soup of subatomic particles, so nothing interesting happened unless one were seriously starved of entertainment.



The Pony looked at the Examiner, who raised an Eyebrow and wrote Something on His Clipboard.



After They’d waited six million years for the universe’s heat death, the Pony started again. And thus the universe was created, again again, in a magnificent Big Bang. This time, the Pony cheated a little and resorted to inflation when the Examiner wasn’t looking.



As She watched, matter formed into complex atomic particles, fused together into powerful stars, created the higher elements and molecules, and after a mere few billion years was ready for the first stirrings of life. Self-replicating molecules gave way to organic machinery measured in nanometres, which gave way to superlatively designed bacteria, which led to an offshoot involving hypercomplex living things until, finally, they ended up with very spiritual, very loving, very conscious ponies.



The embarrassing thing was that this had all been done materially. For free.



The Pony blushed. That sounded bad for the economy, and anyway the Human claimed to have already done it. She’d lose marks for creativity.



So after this universe had met its end, She started up another one and infused it with a high magical potential. It was generally considered more sensible to get spirituality and the other stuff from magic than from matter, which after all was supposed to be the groundwork, not the main performance.



Alas, due to a failure to appreciate that magic sufficiently indulged in is indistinguishable from randomness, She ended up creating six rubber duckies, a pretzel 6,000 miles long, a rather bewildered and short-lived accountant, and a bad sitcom that refused to die even after the laugh track finally broke down.



The Examiner wrote Something on His Clipboard. He’d pursed His Lips in the universal sign of bad news.



Swallowing, the Pony went for the fifth attempt with gusto. This time, She threw the magic in and policed the universe for any signs of randomness. At least She got ponies faster. Sadly, they were a little too spiritual: prone to staring at nothing, giggling uncontrollably, going around with creepy smiles, and even treating the countless evil invasion forces as cheerful pastime, not mortal peril. Eventually, they deteriorated so much that they found enlightenment in one small fairy cake.



The Examiner tutted.



The Pony rubbed Her Forehead miserably. Five attempts. Five. Even the Spiny Lobster had managed it in three, and He’d had a head cold. At least, She assumed it was a head cold; His Clicking of the Pincers was a little hard to read.



She sighed. Maybe She wasn’t cut out for Creatorship after all. But She’d so wanted the Deism certificate. Deists were good enough to just make a universe and then sit back and let it get on with things. If She got the Theism certificate, She’d have to constantly monitor and intervene in Her universe, and only geeky shut-ins thought that was a good time.



Sniffling, She wiped her eyes and was astonished to see the Great White Handkerchief.



The Examiner was offering Her one. True, He did it while apparently inspecting the Ceiling, but He had extended the white fabric and waited patiently for Her to blow Her Nose damply on it.



He twisted His Divine Lips into something of a small smile. He leaned forwards. He whispered in Her Ear.



Delight rushed through Her, for She saw that it was good.



So She made her sixth and final universe. All matter, to begin with. But this time, She added just a pinch of magic.



She watched the result.



She stared at the result.



She let there be light, because She wasn’t sure She believed what She was seeing.



Bonding. Friendship. Of course! How had She not seen it before? And ponies that managed their own world. And good genuinely struggling—yet triumphing—over evil. Magnificent!



She left the Examiner’s Hall with a pass grade. She finally had her Creator’s License. But She was allowed to keep Her world, and even recorded it at nights so She could watch her favourite bits again.
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         Consider Ponyville.



Up close, you can see three young fillies with another, perched at the top of a steep hill while at the bottom, a ramp lies waiting for their arrival.  



But we shall not tarry there to see the inevitable conclusion.  Instead, consider the bakery at Sugarcube Corner, where a young apprentice baker is stuffing the oven with a freshly constructed cake filled with confetti and fireworks in the hopes of making a discovery in the field of party science.



No, we shall not wait for the explosion, no matter the drama and awesomeness it promises.  



Perhaps we should examine the boutique instead, where a young farmer holds herself as steady as she can while her friend constructs a work of art around her.  It is a scene of balance which is hinted at by the few dry apple leaves in the artist’s mane and the traces of mud on her hooves from a more physical labor which is just as much a work of art as her current endeavor.



But no, this is not what we seek either.



We shall travel past the park, where a young musician plays with eyes closed in front of her bowl of bits, her music and heart meant for only one other.  Past the house filled with junk and love finally reunited, the home of pure music divided and united by the same, a post office filled with lost letters, a shop filled with clocks and other bits of timey-wimey merchandise, a young dragon running in the direction of an upcoming disaster, a dozen mares caught in song about the love of a reluctant stallion.  



No, what we want to see is over here, where there once was nothing but grass until the memorable day when a crystal castle appeared in a flash of rainbow light.



And now there is nothing but grass again.  Strange.  Perhaps what we want to see is not here.



Let us away into the sky, past the colorful drifting home of a colorful pegasus, up into the air past the clouds, past the city perched on the edge of the mountain, past any and every thing until we reach…



Glass.



A strange thing to find up here, but we pass beyond it until the castle appears, wrapped around the fragile glass cylinder we have just left.  And a little further we travel until the owner of this home can be seen, a young alicorn driven to sleep by her intense fatigue.  Her forelegs are wrapped around the cylinder of glass and life, with her lips constantly moving even in her fitful slumber. 



“I can fix it,” she mutters through gritted teeth.  “This time, for certain.”
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         Octavia felt the first rays of dawn as a glowing warmth on her muzzle. She raised a hot mug of tea in her forehooves, but she didn’t sip it, instead savoring its aromatic notes of cardamom and citrus as they wafted upward. Her thoughts wandered as peacefully as the steam from her mug, or the faint flecks of dust dancing in the light that pierced the gauzy drapes.



The moment was fractured by a heavy thump from the floor above her. Octavia took a brief sip of the tea, as if it could ward away what would likely come next. But then, sure as death, Octavia heard more hoofsteps from on high, heading eastward, toward the staircase….



“Tavi,” shouted Vinyl Scratch, bursting through the door at the other end of their eat-in kitchen. Octavia took another sip as she regarded the manic mare’s deep grin and unkempt mane. “Tavi, I finally know how I’m gonna break into the big time!”



From experience, Octavia knew not to ask ask what her roommate was on about before finishing her morning ritual of tea and sun-praise.



“It's so easy,” Vinyl said, gesticulating with a fury that seemed undeterred by Octavia’s silence. “Princess Twilight got her wings ’cause she created magic, right? Or like, finished making some that some old dude was working on.”



If she concentrated hard enough, Octavia could almost feel the coziness of her bathrobe subsuming all unnecessary senses—



Vinyl ducked back through the door. Loud tromping on the stairs was followed by mechanical pops and screeches from above. Octavia took the opportunity to slam back most of the tea and mutter a quick thanks for the dawn while she could.



Then Vinyl was back, hauling a load of equalizers, keyboards, and cables in her magic. Octavia felt glad her mug was empty when Vinyl dumped most of the load unceremoniously on the table before her, scattering the mug, some salt and pepper shakers, and a wide red bottle emblazoned with a mustachioed pony under a huge sombrero.



“Okay, so, technology. All this phat-beat techno-wizardry I drop? It might work ‘magic’ with the ladies, but it isn't magic. It's just like… electricity, and stuff.”



“Isn’t the electrical grid powered by magic?”



“Technically, yeah, but that’s just where it comes from. Everything on top of it? That's science. Or is it?!” Somehow Vinyl’s grin grew deeper.



Silence. Long, awkward silence. Octavia’s throat tickled but she refused to clear it on principle.



“...And so,” Vinyl at last continued after tapping her horn, “basically, I’m gonna use my magic to repro what I do on these babies, with this one. Then I’m gonna be the Princess of Gettin’ Down, and life’s just gonna be one sick drop all day and night.”



“I see,” Octavia said, glowering at her empty mug. “So you’ve finally done it.”



“Yeah! I know, right?



“No, I mean you’ve finally gone arse-over-knickers insane…excuse my Prench. That's not really creating new magic, is it? Imagine casting a spell to work the blender, then calling yourself the Princess of—”



“—Smoothies!”



“...I was going to say, Blending Things. I mean, if everypony who ever contributed the tiniest bit of magical research ascended to Alicornhood, shouldn’t the world would be teeming with them?”



“Or maybe it is, but it’s like a VIP-only thing?”



Octavia rose from the table and fished her mug out from the bric-a-brac. “Vinyl, you’re very dear, but do try not to be disappointed when—”



“Gettin’ me some blings, wings, and wubs tonight!” Vinyl interrupted, heading for the stairs. “WOO!”



And Octavia sighed, cradling her head in her hooves.








Princess Celestia had tried to welcome the newest Alicorn with a traditional, if hastily assembled, song and photomontage. But finding her attempts to summon the newling into the void rebuffed by a throbbing wall of sound, she instead teleported to the Alicorn’s location in the mortal realm, where a raucous party was unfolding.



Standing outside the small house at its epicenter was a haggard-looking grey earth pony holding a chipped mug. As Celestia approached her, the pony turned with eyes that made it clear she’d seen things. And slowly, the pony offered her the mug.



“Thank you… oh, that’s lovely. But… what's going on here?”



The pony turned back toward the ever-growing party with a sigh. “Have you ever lived with a pony who you loved dearly on the one hoof, but who drove you bloody mad on the other?”



Celestia took a long sip. “Yes. Yes, I suppose I have.”
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         I know I've written the following words in nearly every entry since I started this diary, but I love my friends here. They've enriched my life in ways I'm constantly discovering and rediscovering, and there is nothing—nothing—that could make me want to go back to the tight-clenched, power-grasping, unhappy Starlight Glimmer I was before Twilight brought me to Ponyville. Nothing.



That being said, this is another entry about how every pony in this town is crazy.



Take Applejack. She knows that it's grossly inefficient to run an operation the size of Sweet Apple Acres with just four earth ponies especially when one's a senior citizen and one's a minor who can legally only work part-time anyway. Hiring a single unicorn—or even taking in a volunteer—would save them time, effort, wear and tear on their equipment, wear and tear on themselves...



But Applejack just laughs and says no thanks. Actually, she says, "If it ain't broke, don't fix it." And when I suggest that inefficient is a kind of broke, she just laughs some more. "Main difference is," she said when I brought it up again today sitting in her kitchen at the lunch she'd invited me to, "broke means I gotta do some repairs. Inefficient means I gotta do some pondering."



"Pondering?" I'd already fired up a memory spell since I knew I'd want to get her wording right for this entry. "What do you mean by that?"



Her mouth shifted sideways. "Say I've a hankering for chocolate cake. Most efficient thing for me'd be to head on into town and pick one up at Sugarcube Corner, wouldn't it? Cake's the family name, after all, and Pinkie's got a touch like no other baker in Equestria. The price ain't much, and if'n Pinkie's working the counter, reckon I'd even get me a discount."



She winked. "Instead, crazy ol' me gets out my bowls and cups and spoons and spatulas, spends half an hour mixing, half an hour baking, then hasta wait for it to cool afore I can put it all together." She leaned back in her chair, pulled the cover off a serving platter there on the counter, and half a chocolate cake glistened at me, the scents of strawberry and sour cream telling me it had jam between the layers and my favorite kind of frosting. "Talk about inefficient!" Applejack went on. "It's taking time outta my already tight schedule and using up a buncha ingredients I'm just gonna hafta buy more of."



"That's not what I'm talking about," I answered, and since I was using a memory spell, I can't forget how grouchy I sounded or how my stomach grumbled.



"Maybe so, maybe not." And even without the spell, I'll never forget the warmth in her voice. "That's what I means by 'pondering.' When it's something that don't particularly matter to me, somepony points out a more efficient way, I'm like to take the hint and make a change or two. But when it's something that satisfies me right down to my shoes, well..." She grabbed a knife in her teeth, cut a healthy slice of cake, flipped it onto a plate, and slid it across the table at me. "I'm like to go on being inefficient long as I got breath in my body."



I'm not sure I agree with her—if I was helping with the harvest, she'd have more time for baking; that cake was incredible! But the more I think about inefficient not necessarily being bad, yeah, it's crazy, but I guess I can understand where AJ's coming from at least.



Which is more than I can say for Fluttershy. I mean, putting the Owl City section of her animal sanctuary in the trees right above Mouse City? That's efficient, sure, but not, I think, in the way she intends...



Like I said: crazy. I'll talk with her tomorrow.
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         Growing up in Cloudsdale, I was taught to believe that only the strong survive. If you have to screw over ten other ponies to get the gold, then that's what you gotta do.



And for most of my life I saw that as true, but look where it got me.



My career as a Wonderbolt ended before it even started—all because I wanted the uniform so badly that I was willing to screw over those ten ponies in order to wear it. Heck, I didn't even give it a second thought, looking back on it.



I just... did it. As if there was no other way.



Then it all ended in what seemed like seconds to me.



Could've gone better, right?



Then, before I even got the chance to take in all that I'd done, I was traveling all over Equestria without really a destination in mind.



I went to Manehattan, Trottingham, Vanhoover, just about every town and city I was kinda curious about.



At one point I found myself in Las Pegasus.



I was there for like a couple weeks, can't remember exactly how long now.



I remember one night I was really drunk, a sea of booze swirling around in my noggin, and I was getting pissed with this one slot machine at the casino. I must've had this dumb look on my face, and my coat and mane must've been disheveled.



One more drink and I was done for, but I moved before a server could make another pass at me, and I walked, or I guess staggered, around the casino, leaving the area with the slot machines and heading for the poker tables, which I normally didn't visit but decided to give a shot anyway.



That was when I saw him.



I saw Wind Rider. 



He was playing at a three-card poker table with a few mares who looked about his age, and at first I didn't even believe I was seeing him. I thought, Oh yeah, there's Wind Rider. He's here. Didn't even occur to me for a good five seconds that Wind Rider was here, in the casino, maybe fifty feet from where I stood, all wobbly, like an idiot.



I took a step toward his table but stopped suddenly, like something had frozen me in my place, and I squinted and really took in the fact that he was there, and—



He looked horrible.



Now, I remember Wind Rider from when I was just a little filly, from when I first aspired to become a Wonderbolt one day and could barely even spell the word at the time, and I had posters of him and the other members of the team, and he was beautiful then. He had magic in him, y'know what I'm saying?



And yet when I saw him... his was in his fifties, but he had begun to age a ton. He had these bags under his eyes, like he never slept, and his mane looked like he hadn't used a comb on it in at least a few days. His coat also seemed slightly darkened and tarnished, unclean compared to how I remembered it.



I knew about how he got disowned by the Wonderbolts—you'd know—but it was a different thing entirely to see him in this state. I felt betrayed, in a sense.



I wanted to say something to him, but I only thought about it, drunkenly, angrily. Look at you, Wind Rider. You were nothing but a hero to me...



Yet I turned away and tried to block the image of him out of my mind. I went up to a young-ish stallion who had just left a different poker table and started chatting him up.



He was cute enough.



We talked some more and went back to his room and—y'know...



But I couldn't stop thinking about Wind Rider.



Eventully I left Las Pegasus.



I read in a newspaper—the Trottingham Times—a few weeks later that Wind Rider had died.



He died of liver failure not long after I'd seen him.



I don't think I felt anything about it, when I read about his death. I guess I felt like he had already died when I saw him at the casino, like he had killed himself and I only witnessed the corpse being animated by puppet strings.



I used to think he was stronger than me, but since I'm still alive and he isn't, I'm not so sure.



I feel pretty weak, honestly—especially when compared to you, Rainbow Dash.
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         The rehearsal had gone as perfectly as it could have. That did not come as a surprise to anypony except maybe the couple: it was the fourth one. Had it been any other couple, everypony would have called it excessive. But it was not any other couple, it was Rarity and Twilight Sparkle who were (eventually) getting married here. Two inveterate perfectionists if ever there were any. And that was how Applejack knew they had not been replaced by changelings.



So despite the constant edits and refinements to the order of events, everypony gathered at Sweet Apple Acres could have gone through this wedding in their sleep. As perfectly arranged and executed as it could be.



Even so, there was a big gap between "as perfect as it can be" and "perfect," and everypony knew it. And everypony knew what was missing. Who, rather. Five friends just could not fill out the stage like six. Rainbow Dash's absence was palpable. The downside to being the best flier in Equestria, was that there was no helping things when a problem came up that only the best could handle. And so as storms raged off the coast, the remaining ponies practiced the motions. Too much had been set in motion to reschedule.



The rehearsals had all gone as perfectly as they could, in the certainty of disappointment. The dangerous moment was the real ceremony. If there was any version that would fail it was that one. Because for the date of the real ceremony, unlike the previous days, there was hope that Rainbow might make it.



An inevitable disappointment was easy to cope with. Even if every movement through a room was calculated to leave space for a pony who wasn't there, if there was nothing to be done, there was nothing to be done. If an expertly crafted dress, hung unworn from a rack because the pony it was fitted for could not possibly be there, that was unfortunate. It was a short tale, if sad. If she might have been there, but was not, then that was a tragedy.



Rarity fretted. She felt exactly as she imagined she would when she first imagined this day so many years ago. All the excitement was there. But her artistic endeavors had early taught her what it felt like to have all her nerves laid raw. She had for all this time been counting on her future lover to calm her, reassure her. Now Twilight Sparkle was a wonderful, beautiful mare, what she was not, was calm in stressful situations.



It was a small ceremony, extensively planned, but small. If only because even if they had invited more ponies, the combined neuroticism of the two brides would have driven most of them away. Rarity did not tell her almost-not-quite-but-so-close-for-Celestia's-sake-just-kiss-me-already wife what she had overheard Applejack and Pinkie discussing. A betting pool for whether or not they would actually go through with the plan, or if Celestia would end up officiating the marriage of their sleeping bodies amidst piles of fabric and strewn notes. And she most definitely would not tell her what she had bet. That was a story for their—grandfoals.



She heard a bird scratching at the window of Applejack's graciously lent office. She stood up. It was time. As she passed out of the house, she tried to be more disappointed about the bits she had just lost than the dress rack in the corner with its single occupant.



The grass was soft under her hooves. She resolved to throw out all her romance novels; they were worthless, failing to capture a thousandth of what she felt. 



Pinkie Pie fell in with her, as planned. The plan didn't include a desperate scan of the horizon, but they managed to do it without stopping or slowing. Wouldn't want to worry Twilight. The rows of pews in the middle of the orchard came into sight. The only blue visible was the sky. There was a glimpse of holy Purple between two trees. She could hear ponies chattering. Pinkie left her side and took her place.



No, then.



She raised her leg and softly took the first step onto the path. Her hoof brushed the soil with a thunderous [em]crack[/em] and the sky was full of color.



The ceremony began. Rainbow Dash was exhausted, naked, sweating, dirty, and clumsy. It went perfectly.
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         Nobody was better at being an adult than Ocellus. That’s what she told herself every morning, staring in the bathroom mirror of her drafty studio apartment in downtown Manehattan. The first of her friends to move out of her parents’ house, the first of her friends to score an actual job interview—the first of her friends to learn how to change a lightbulb on her own! A real lightbulb!



But the job interview was what had her most excited this week. It only took three weeks of applying to every job in the Classifieds section, but she’d finally earned an invite to the top floor of Haruspex, Equestria’s leading magical science firm. With any luck, she’d be walking out as the newest member of their Transmutation Research lab.



She walked down Second Avenue with her head held high, barely yelping when a dead leaf crunched under her hoof. Her years spent at the School of Friendship had given her many things, but most importantly, it had given her confidence. She’d grown from a quivering child into a hot twenty-something with a chip on her shoulder and a host of suppressed anxiety issues. Just like in the movies!



She would ace this interview for sure, and she would make her friends back at the School of Friendship proud.












The interviewer slapped Ocellus’ resume back down on the desk. “Ms. Ocellus, I’ve been through a lot of job interviews in my life. But I don’t think I’ve ever seen anypony so young with so much experience!”



Ocellus hid her blush. “I’m flattered, sir. But it’s nothing special; I’ve just always been taught to do my best wherever I can.”



“A five-year position interning at Ponyville Hospital, all the while tutoring grade schoolers in biology and chemistry, balanced out with an honorary position on the New Changeling Empire’s scientific research council... and that’s not even going into your research credits.” The interview chuckled. “Talk about a good first impression, missy.”



“Thank you,” said Ocellus, bowing her head. “And thank you to my alma mater, as well. Without them, I wouldn’t have had any of these opportunities.”



“I suppose that’s a perfect segue into reviewing your educational history, yeah?” asked the interviewer with a grin. He picked Ocellus’ resume again and scanned down the page—only for his smile to fade. “Eh, Ms. Ocellus... where exactly did you earn your degree?”



Ocellus beamed. “The School of Friendship!”



The interviewer stared.



“The School of Friendship,” Ocellus repeated, her beam dimming. “You know, in Ponyville? Headed by Princess Twilight Sparkle?”



“Didn’t that place get shut down by the EEA for illegal practices?”



“Only once.”



“Uh-huh.” He squinted at the paper. “And you earned your degree in...?”



“Friendship Philosophy!” Ocellus sang.



The interviewer pursed his lips. “Could you explain what exactly that means?”



Memories of her old school rushed back to Ocellus. Wings flitting in excitement, she explained, “Friendship Philosophy is the study of problems related to the theory of friendship: What is a friend? How do we make friends? What is the value of friendship? If one friend is tied to a railroad track and five friends are tied to another, is it moral to pull a lever and sacrifice the first friend, or leave the five to die? You know, basic things like that.”



The interviewer just blinked a few times.



Ocellus blinked right back. “If it makes any difference,” she added, “I never pulled the lever. Even during my final exam, when I had to go through the problem in real life.”



Putting the resume back down, the interviewer narrowed his eyes. “You do realize that this is a science lab, right? Do you know what that means?”



“Of course! I made friends with plenty of scientists over the years.”



The interviewer gaped—then smiled. “I’ve got just the job for you!”



Ocellus tried hard not to squeal.












Ocellus tried hard not to groan.



For the third hour in a row, Ocellus walked up and down the Haruspex mailroom, sorting envelopes and hauling fragile packages. Occasionally one would fall and she’d hear something crack, only to pull it back upright and keep on moving. Minimum wage wasn’t enough to deal with that sort of hassle.



She finished that morning’s load of outgoing mail—only for a whistle to blow, and another two-ton bag of mail to fall from a chute and onto her desk.



She sighed. “Is it too late to get a degree in Friendship Biomedical Engineering?”
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         There once was a dragon who lived in a hill which it styled a mountain, at the base of which lay a village which it styled a city, filled with ponies whom it styled its subjects. Every month it would come amongst them and take whatsoever it wanted—food and valuables, and if the villagers lacked enough of either to satisfy it, then young fillies and colts, for it was ever in need of servants to shine its scales and marvel at it on command. 



How long it had been thus, only the dragon itself knew—but years enough that its cavern filled with treasures, and its larder was never bare, even as the villagers grew ever more gaunt and miserable. Until one day a pony marched into its cave.



“Dragon!” she cried, “I come to challenge you!”



“Who are you, that speaks so boldly?” the dragon boomed, flexing its claws as it considered the best way to deal with this pest.



“I am Sweetroot, from the village of Hoofholt, which you hold in thrall. My stakes are my village! If I defeat you, then you shall trouble Hoofholt no more!”



“And if I win?” the dragon asked, its annoyance untempered, but its curiosity now piqued.



“If you win, then Hoofholt shall be yours.”



“You offer me only what is already mine,” the dragon noted, “But I accept nonetheless, for I shall find it pleasing to crush you. My only condition is that this challenge be to the death.” It smiled, thinking itself very clever. A pony might, perhaps, dream of winning a challenge of riddles against a dragon, but how could such a small creature hope to stand against it in deadly combat?



But Sweetroot was not deterred. “Very well, if you shall let me choose our weapon.”



“As you wish. It makes no difference how I slay you.”



“Then the weapon I chose is time. Let whomever is undone by its passage be the victor!”



The dragon laughed. “A tricksy answer. You think yourself wise, do you not? But you are foolish, indeed. A dragon lives ten thousand years or more! Will you live so long, little Sweetroot?”



“We shall see who the winner is,” Sweetroot replied.



And so the two settled into their great battle. Of course, as Sweetroot pointed out, the dragon could hardly continue its looting with its ownership of the village unsettled, and this seemed fair to the dragon.



But as the battle dragged on, the seemingly inexhaustible larder began to empty. So at Sweetroot’s suggestion, the dragon sent its servants to the village to bring back food. Yet since the colts and fillies could hardly compel the same submission the dragon itself did, Sweetroot proposed that they take a bit of gold from the cavern’s vast stores, and trade for the goods instead. The dragon acceded, the wisdom of her advice obvious. Nor did it object when she further proposed that those fillies and colts be sent home to their parents, on the condition that they return once a week to handle the shopping arrangements. After all, the benefit of having fewer mouths to feed was undeniable.



And when winter came, Sweetroot quite fairly noted that she could not bear the cold as well as a dragon, and that a bit more gold might be spent to bring her blankets and coats. For after all, the chosen weapon was time, and not temperature. And the dragon could hardly disagree.



And as months turned into years, and even the great store of gems with which the dragon sustained itself began to diminish, it was Sweetroot who observed that perhaps the dragon’s less consumable valuables could be traded at the village for precious stones. After all, one cannot eat paintings and pottery. And it was clear to the dragon that this, too, was true.



And so the years passed into decades, until at last Sweetroot grew sickly and frail.



“It has taken long enough,” laughed the dragon, “but finally you have lost!”



“Perhaps, perhaps,” answered Sweetroot. “Revel in your victory, if so you esteem it.” And having spoken those words, she died.



And the dragon looked about its bare, empty cavern.







At dawn, the dragon brought Sweetroot’s body down to the village. It demanded no tribute, seized no goods. It simply laid her down in the square, declaring, “Here lies the greatest of ponykind, who has defeated me in a battle to the death.”



And from that day forward, it troubled the ponies of Hoofholt no more.
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         The needle was slim, barely noticeable between Spike’s pudgey claws. Over and over he dipped it into the silver fabric.



He tugged his thumb from below. The needle came with it, jerking the fabric from his grasp. Once again the needle had stuck into his thumb. It had come dethreaded, too. 



Grumbling, he reached for the threader.



“Oh Spiiike.”



He heard his name come in a singsong voice through the door to his room, then turned his back to it. The needle quivered in his claw.



“Spike?” Again he heard the voice, sweet and concerned. “Are you going to mope in your room all day? I have a gift for you, if you come out.”



Spike set his needle aside on his little sewing table. Five other needles sat there, all with skewed and cockeyed tips. Gingerly he held the delicate fabric in his upturned claws, taking great care to not tear a hole in it, thus requiring him to start again from scratch. The silver sheet made him think of polished snow.



This time there was a knock. “Darling, there’s a bowl of warm rubies out here for you that’s growing cold. I’m going to open the door a smidge and slide it through to you.”



He heard the door click. He took a deep breath, letting his shakes subside and forcing his head not to turn. He heard ceramic scuff the floor and gemstones brightly tinkling. The door didn’t click closed afterward.



“What did you bring me?” he asked, after some silence. Still he didn’t turn around.



“Are you going to come out?”



Spike shook his head.



“Would you like to stay in here and talk?”



After some hesitation, he nodded.



Hoofsteps approached from behind. There weren’t any pony-sized chairs in Spike’s room, so Rarity found a spot on the floor beside him. Though she was on the floor and Spike was in his chair, Rarity’s horn managed to poke several inches above Spike’s head.



He didn’t know what expression she wore. He hoped his gaze couldn’t burn holes, too. From beneath, his claws made ridges and valleys in the soft fabric—or at least he assumed it was soft. It looked like things he’d been told were soft.



“What are you working on, darling?”



Spike shrugged. “S’nuthing.”



Rarity extended her hoof, which also looked soft. “May I have a look?”



Protectively, Spike withdrew his fabric. It wasn’t ready yet.



“Is it for me?” The surprise in her words hung too thick to sound genuine. “It’s a handkerchief, isn’t it? To replace my old one? Oh, Spike, that’s so thoughtful of you.”



Spike sighed, adjusting the silver ridges with his knuckles. “Twilight told you, didn’t she. You don’t have to act surprised.”



“I—” Rarity faltered. 



In his mind, Spike tried to picture the expression shifting on her face. Angry? Ashamed? She knew he didn’t like being treated like a child, but he was numb to it by now. Like needles and fabric, those words didn’t reach below his scales.



After another drawn silence, he heard Rarity breathe her own weighty sigh.



“What happened was my fault. I should have asked Saffron what kind of spices were in the curry. You shouldn’t blame yourself, dear.” Trying to sound helpful, she added: “If it’s any consolation, the damage was minimal. What they can’t recover, their insurance will take care of, Saffron assured me.”



Spike scoffed. A warm puff of smoke came from his nostrils, and he nearly raised his claws to cover, but remembered what they held. His heart vaulted over a few beats when he realized what he’d nearly done. 



“She wanted to apologize for the spices, too,” said Rarity. “She didn’t know dragons could even have food allergies.”



“Flammable food allergies,” Spike corrected coldly. 



Peripherally he saw Rarity shift closer. He saw her hoof reach out to rest upon his back. Through his thickening adolescent scales, he could barely feel the pressure. But, no matter the degree, her touch always felt good.



At last, he looked up at her face. Her eyes were damp. Her expression spoke of kindness, warmth, understanding. Spike’s guess had been way off.



“Here. The present I got you.” She held out what seemed to be a spool of red thread.



“What’s this?” By now, his voice had softened, and he too was holding back tears.



“Fibers drawn from phoenix feathers. Fireproof.” She grinned. “Use them in my handkerchief.”



Spike pinched the spool between his thumb and foreclaw. His face lit up. 



“It’s...warm.”
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         A. K. never liked getting a physical. Few doctors would examine patients who wore identity-concealing cloaks, the ear exam meant the cloche hat was out too, and doing it as Daring wasn't an option. Fictional characters didn't come for checkups, no matter how much they needed them to stay in top adventuring form. Right now, the only things keeping her secret identity safe were a pair of glasses, doctor-patient confidentiality, and too few backup plans for her taste. And given all of the different ways her enemies could bribe, coerce, or magically dominate the stallion, she—



"Ms. Yearling?"



A. K. blinked. The clinic room came back into focus, with all of its informational posters and faint antispetic smell. "Sorry, Dr. Prognosis. I was thinking about work." She settled herself on the examination bench and gave a smile with the right blend of politeness and sheepishness for her current body-shy introvert character. "I hope everything is in order?"



Prognosis looked at her like she'd just risen from the waxen sarcophagus of Queen Bumble before turning back to the clipboard held in his magic. "In all honesty, Ms. Yearling, I might call you a medical miracle, but I think the better description would be 'medical horror story.'"



"What?"



"Your wings alone show unbelievable signs of abuse. There's barely an inch of skin without some sign of lacerations, burns, broken bones..." Prognosis shuddered. "I think you've broken your alar bones more often than any three other pegasus patients at this clinic put together."



A. K. kept her eye roll internal. Everypony always said she overused broken wings as a plot device. It wasn't her fault they were an obvious weak point. "I'm still able to get airborne, doctor."



"That's the horrifying part. From a medical standpoint, they're barely even wings any more. You're flapping two hunks of scar tissue." Prognosis pulled an X-ray out of the stack of forms on the clipboard and backlit it with his horn. A. K. had to admit that the bones looked more blobby than the ones on one of the posters.



"Is there anything else?"



"Anything else? Try everything else!" cried the doctor, his eyes nearly rolling in their sockets. He began to pace about the room. "More broken bones, more poorly healed lacerations, the worst hooves I've seen on any pegasus, the worst rope burn scars I've seen at all, signs of stress in virtually all of your vital organs, and according to the atmic scan, your soul has been torn out of your body at least three times."



"Yeah, that was a pretty wild weekend." A. K. realized she said that aloud when Prognosis's eye began to twitch. "Uh, I mean—"



He held up a hoof. "Save it. I don't know if you're in an abusive relationship, if you're in some subcommunity I'm better off not knowing about, or if your special talent is just finding new ways to hurt yourself. All I can say is if you keep this up, you may not live to see forty."



She frowned. "I'm thirty-six."



Prognosis more than matched her expression, his scowl as furious as a storm cloud. "I know what I said."



"I see." A. K. got off the bench and walked to her cloak.



"Please sit down, Ms. Yearling. I have more concerns here and seeing you move at all is slightly terrifying."



"Just a moment, doctor," said A. K., waving him off with a wing.



She heard Prognosis sigh. "Alright, but we still need to discuss long-term physical rehabilitation. Moons if not years of it. I can recommend..." He went silent and still.



A. K. watched as the Memory Stone she'd taken with her pulled in the ribbon of thoughts. "Helpful little thing, aren't you? A shame I could never find your sister." She slipped it back into her cloak as Prognosis broke out of his stupor. "Thank you, doctor. Glad to know I've got a clean bill of health."



"Wha?" He blinked a few times, shook his head, and looked around the room. "Where? Oh, yes. Clean bill of health." He nodded, signed a few forms without really seeing them, said, "Have a nice day," and managed to walk out of the room on his second try.



"Well," A. K. said to herself as she got dressed, "at least this time I didn't have to break out of physical restraints 'for my own good.'"
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         "Again."



Spike straightened in his high seat at Twilight's command. He'd slumped over the projector – a recent Golden Oak acquisition – having dozed off in the thirty-two seconds that it took for the film to loop again. 



"Seriously, Twi?" he mumbled thickly as he rewound the footage. "We've watched this a thousand times."



"Six hundred and fifty five is hardly a thousand. There's no need to exaggerate so grossly." Twilight was seated beneath the projector, giving Spike a rare opportunity to be taller than her for a change. "Again."



Spike rolled his eyes. He clicked the projector, and grainy, sepia footage flickered upon the projector screen. Frame by frame, the same scene that Spike had seen six hundred and fifty five times before played out again.



Spike's eyelids fluttered shut.



Pinkie Pie pops out from behind the camera and mugs. She pans across the banquet pavilion. The Princess is eating and joking around with the diplomats under the awning. The rope snaps; everypony gasps; the footage cuts out—



"Stop."



Spike started. "But it's already—"



"Rewind it. To the last frame, just before the awning collapses."



Dutifully, Spike obeyed. 



The screen froze on a tableau of visiting dignitaries, laughing at an expertly delivered bon mot from the Princess – as though she were capable of delivering any other kind – at the precise moment that the rope broke.



Twilight leaned forward. Her hoof slowly raised to point at the projector screen.



"You see that?"



Spike frowned as he tried to follow Twilight's hoof. "See what?"



Twilight thrust her hoof. "The rope. Right where the break occurs." 



Spike peered closely, straining to see what Twilight saw. There was a black line, so thin and faint as to be almost invisible, curling across the rope, right at the point of separation.



"Someone cut the rope," Twilight braced her chin with her hoof in thought. "Tried to sabotage this luncheon by breaking the awning. But who? And why"



Spike hopped down from his seat and alighted beside Twilight. "Or, maybe it was just cheap rope. Doesn't mean there was any sabotage."



Twilight whirled on him. "Then how do you explain that?" She pointed at the black line again.



Spike looked back at Twilight flatly. "A hair on the lens? A scratch the film?"



Twilight flushed and fluffed her wings primly. "What's the likelihood of that occurring at my first diplomatic function as a princess? An accident just humiliating enough to damage our reputation – my reputation?"



"It wasn't humiliating. Everyone laughed it right off. And everything else went off without a hitch."



"Except for the great big hitch that Pinkie Pie caught on film!"



"It could have gone better, but it didn't go badly. Princess Celestia even said—"



"She can't speak openly about things like this, Spike; Canterlot's a viper's nest."



"Twi, you've been down this road enough times to know where it goes. Take a step back and relax. It was an accident. They happen. Someone botched putting up the awning, or bought the wrong kind of rope—"



"I put up the awning, Spike. I picked out the rope."



Spike growled. "Then you were distracted from micromanaging everything, and you made a mistake—"



"I don't make mistakes!"



Twilight stood at full height, wings spread, and stared down at Spike.



Spike, unimpressed, stared back. He'd been down this road with her, after all.



"I shouldn't make mistakes," Twilight's voice was softer, yet still strained. "I shouldn't. I'm a princess now, for pony's sake, not some sleepy-eyed schoolfilly who burns out. This should be beneath me."



"'Princesses are allowed to make mistakes.'" Spike rested a palm on Twilight's barrel, and her wings drooped. "She meant it when she said it. You're not flawless; you didn't lose your dents when you got your wings. You're still a pony – an awesome pony, but even awesome ponies screw things up now and then. Look at Rainbow."



Twilight pursed her lips. "Rainbow's not a princess."



"Thank goodness."



Twilight snorted, and looked toward the screen. She bit her lip.



"Sorry for snapping."



"It's okay. You're stressed. I get it" Spike dropped his hand and stepped away. "Let's get some hayburgers. My treat."



"...Go get us a table." Twilight's wings tightened against her body. "I'll be along in a few."



She turned her whole body to face the screen, baring her back to Spike.



As Spike stepped out the door, he heard the projector whir to life again. He sighed.



He'd be dining alone again tonight.
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         "I don't know about this, Cadance. It feels a little weird."



Princess Mi Amore Cadenza smiled gently. "Now, now, Shiny," she said. "It's good to be adventurous once in a while! After all, we have no idea what sort of customs and traditions they have in the lands beyond the magic mirror. I think it would be a good step toward fostering interdimensional cooperation and understanding for us to try some of them out."



"But doesn't it bother you at all that Twiley sent us something this...intimate?"



"Stallions!" said Cadance, with a playful scoff. "Always sexualizing things! It's just a simple bottle of preening oil. I, for one, would love to know how pegasus ponies keep their wings neat and attractive in this strange 'Canterlot High' place that our sister keeps talking about visiting. Plus, based on the label, I think it has a warming agent in it." She grinned, a bit devilishly, running a tendril of sparkling blue magic up the side of Shining's neck. "Doesn't that sound nice, my brave Prince-Consort?"



"Now who's sexualizing things?"



Cadance turned from devil to angel in one moment of coy metamorphosis. "I'm just saying," she said, tracing a pattern in the rug with one impeccably-manicured hoof, "I could make good use of a spare set of teeth in my grooming rituals tonight." She spread her shimmering, violet-tipped wings wide, rustling her feathers enticingly, and she was gratified to see her husband's pupils dilate, his breathing quicken.



"I'm on board," said Shining Armor, snatching up the strange little bottle in his telekinetic field. "How much do I put on?"



"Just a little, at first," she said, delicately arching her left primaries in his direction. Shining Armor uncapped the bottle and poured a measure of thick reddish fluid onto the curve of her alula. "Mm," she said. "I definitely feel something."



"Okay," Shining Armor said, running his tongue across his teeth. "Now, I know I'm nowhere near as good at this as a natural-born pegasus, but I hope I can give you at least a little satisfaction. Just like we practiced, right?"



"Right," said Cadance, her voice becoming a bit dubious. "Shining, wait. I'm suddenly not so sure about this."



"Just relax, Honey. I'll be the first to admit this hasn't always gone well for us, but I really think I've got the hang of it."



"All right, if you're sure," said Cadance, offering her wing again. "It's just that the warming sensation is getting pretty intense—"



Mustering his confidence, Shining Armor gave his wife's plumage the most delicate of nibbles.








Fifteen minutes later, in the opulent crystalline kitchens of their palatial home, Princess Mi Amore Cadenza and Prince-Consort Shining Armor stared haggardly at one another over a heavy pitcher of cold, white milk. Cadance's violet eyes had turned an angry red around the edges, and Shining's coat was drenched with sweat.



Cadance's lip twitched. Then, a chuckle.



"Wow," she said.



"I'm, uh, sorry—"



She laughed. "No lasting harm done, Shiny."



"I want to say it. Sorry for panicking and getting it in your eyes."



"Apology accepted," she said, "if you'll accept my apology for knocking you onto your dock in my haste to get to the bath."



"Accepted in turn," said Shining Armor, his gallant gesture dissolving into a series of coughs. "That," he said, when he recovered his breath, "was the worst preening ointment I've ever tasted."



"I don't doubt it," Cadance said. "It didn't much feel like a peach either." She studied the offending bottle. "'Texas Pete Wing Zing. For Super Hot Wings.'" Cadance shook her head, putting the bottle down. "I don't know much about Canterlot High, and I'm not sure who this 'Texas Pete' is, but his preening aids are absolutely ridiculous."



"Obviously grossly mislabeled, anyway," said Shining. "There is no doubt in my mind that you have super-hot wings, honey, and that bottle was clearly not for you."



"Aw," said Cadance. "How sweet. Kiss?"



Shining Armor leaned in. Their lips touched.



Cadance's eyes went wide.
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         The King and Queen of Griffonia, along with their squad of twenty heavily armed royal guards, were never going to fit inside Griswielda's tent. It was out of the question. Even without their trumpets and swords and bulky armor and all the pouches that the guards seemed to carry... awkwardly... in their belts. Awkwardly, like they weren't normally there. Like they were there for this trip specifically...



...Very bumpy pouches. And were they jingling?



Griswielda swung her eagle arms in a circle and bowed, welcoming her guests inside. She grinned stupidly. "Your Majesties!" she managed, her bedazzled and somewhat offensive turban jangling quietly. "Whatever brings you here to my tent?"



King Gorderia scanned the fortune teller from her black head feathers to her blunted talons and back up again. He was probably visualizing her inside his guillotine, just to make sure she could fit. He snapped a talon. A single guard stepped forward, his pouch most certainly jingling. He unfurled a scroll.



"Are you Griswielda, the Magnificent, the Blindingly Accurate Augurist, the Seer of the Unknown, the—"



Griswielda waved a talon dismissively. "Yes, yes, I'm all of those. To what do I owe the pleasure?"



The guard stammered, but pretended he didn't. "His Royal Majesty King Gorderia, or 'Gord' among his friends, which you are not, wishes to have a fortune told."



Griswielda squinted. King Gorderia was decidedly not a griffon who wondered about his future. He owned the future. Quite officially, in fact: He had his attendant draft up a deed and everything. There was a parade.



"I don't understand," Griswielda answered smartly.



"It is not for me," the king clarified. Queen Gree smiled meekly and rubbed her stomach.



"A-ha... Congratulations," Griswielda said. "Am I to assume that your... expectation is what I'm to foretell?"



The royal couple nodded.



Feeling brave, Griswielda pushed. "Well, my rate..."



A pouch crashed to the floor and spilled gold outwards. Griswielda tingled all over. She grinned inwardly. 



To have so much money that they didn't even think to just threaten her with capital punishment. It was splendid. She had a ranking system, where she sorted the most gullible to the least gullible types of griffons and gave fortunes accordingly. These two were in the top percentile for sure. 



She threw her head back, her eyes rolling back into her head. She chanted improvised nonsense.



"O'Kasala Minthior...! O-ho! Your child will have a remarkable future. I see many great events in their royal life. I see a kingdom full of prosperous griffons, not a one of which failing to respect the new heir to the throne." The guillotine was public knowledge, so that last part was always true.



Gorderia and his wife clutched talons and looked at each other nauseatingly. Griswielda raised the claw that she had them wrapped around.



"But!"



The royals visibly clenched.



"Burfertur... Manial... I see many hardships!" 



A gasp from one of the guards.



"...Hardships that will shape them into a better leader. Hardships that they must tackle on their own!" There was always room for some parenting advice in Griswielda's fortunes.



King Gorderia interrupted. "Why are you saying 'they'?"



"Beg pardon?"



"If you can see their future, surely you know the gender."



Griswielda frowned, but she made it look like she was concentrating. "Well, not every couple wants to know..."



The king and queen scooted forward. "We want to know," the king said.



Griswielda panicked. She stopped thinking of the baby's future and pondered her own. She saw two distinct paths before her. One of them led to fame, fortune, and unending respect. The other led to certain execution. But which was which?



"Hocus Pocus...It's a boy?" she hazarded. The royal couple raised opposite eyebrows. "Yes, yes... I see it now! It's a boy!"



"Hurrah!" the king shouted. The guards repeated his exclamation, shaking the whole tent with their cheer, and nearly bursting Griswielda's only working eardrum. She pretended she was receiving a vision as she covered said ear.



"My boy shall be a great king!" the current king celebrated. "He will explore the world, create new alliances, and conquer those stupid ponies!"



The queen rubbed her stomach expectantly, cooing. Griswielda cringed.



The guards abruptly yet ceremoniously dumped their pouches on the dirt and escorted the royal couple out of the tent. Griswielda waved them goodbye and closed the flap. Her dirty floor now shined with gold varnish. She collapsed into it and made a gold angel out of the coins.



"I'm going to die," she presumed.
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         The two surviving mages hunkered down behind the upturned table. The eldest wondered whose bright idea it was to add essence of pony.



For this creature could think.



They cocked ears. Beyond, the alchemical labs were eerily silent. No bubbling acids. No grounding of the pestles. Not even the usual explosion of exciting chemistry. Those had been reliable sounds for years—perhaps decades—and now they were silent.



Both mages were unicorns. Of course they were. Earth ponies were too dumb for anything other than basic slave commands, and a pegasus was about as welcome here as typhoid.



The eldest—Ophthalmalion, whose name alone would have secured his position as Chief Alchemist—peeked over the table.



“Look on the bright side, Master,” said the other one—Hypohippo, whose mother had been cruel once—“It’s exactly what you wanted.”



Ophthalmalion weighed this statement against recent experience. “Tell me in what way, and I’ll revoke my right to call you ‘Idiot Boy’ ever again.”



“Well… the pegasi won’t stand a chance against this one.”



That was an understatement.



But it had been so obviously right at the time. The unicorns fought the pegasi, and the pegasi fought the unicorns, and both had been locked in a millennium-long stalemate over control of the earth pony tribe, and thus the food. Yet the King of the Unicorns and the Commander of the Pegasi were always one step ahead of each other in the Thousand-Year War. Both sides were getting reckless and desperate.



Until now, Ophthalmalion hadn't cared. Business was business. Alchemy was his passion, and war just a distraction.



Now he looked at the latest result.



“It’s raining mead,” he whispered.



“The floor’s still marshland, Master.”



“And… there are chess pieces dancing across the roof.”



“That’s an improvement, Master! A minute ago, they were tap-dancing mice.”



Ophthalmalion swallowed. “We’ve created a sick mind.”



Quickly, he ducked down and tried to remember all the ingredients they’d used. Essence of dragon, essence of pony… and bat? Snake? Eagle? A big cat of some description?



Too many magical creatures. That was all he remembered, because he’d complained to the King about it. But the King had wanted a supremely magical creature. Something that pegasus weather powers could never overcome.



“What went wrong?” he muttered. “I had the manticore wrapped around my hoof from day one. The chimera at least could be whipped into obedience. The cockatrice just needed reflective glasses and a stern voice—”



A door opened.



Both of them, without thinking, huddled together, determined not to let an inch show beyond the table.



A puff of smoke. A flash.



One hoofstep hit the remaining tiles on the floor. There was also the click of claws.



Ophthalmalion swallowed and tried not to think about that terrible, stretched face leering down at him at any second. Make a monster, the King had said. Make it cruel. Make it impossible to reason with. That’ll give those pegasi nightmares unto their dying days, he’d said.



For the first time in his life, Ophthalmalion felt sorry for the pegasi. He could feel their bloody terror pulsing through him, his heart beating as though determined to get all its beats out before the end—



In the lab, someone whistled a cheery little tune.



He hadn’t really wanted to hurt anyone. He didn’t dare think about much beyond his lab. “Pegasus”, “war”, “eternal enemies”: just so many words to a stallion used to dealing with quicksilver and camphor and gunpowder for cannons. Mixing essence of animal just meant getting a bigger cage and sending for a pooper scooper earth pony slave.



Now, for a terrible moment, his whole mind choked on the image of a serpentine body towering over some helpless pegasus, of the suddenly short future stolen from them, of the last-minute soul-searching while he panicked over what reward—if any—he’d get after making such a waste of his life that seemed far too monotonously foolish—



A snap of talons.



The table turned into a pile of eggs, which smashed on the floor.



Hypohippo screamed.



Determined to get one good mark on the résumé of his life, Ophthalmalion fell onto his knees. “Spare the boy! I’ve perverted Nature, I see that now, but his crimes are ultimately mine! Please spare—”



The world’s first draconequus laughed. “Now what fun would that be, us only playing a game for two?”



It snapped its talons.



Ophthalmalion had just enough time to wonder if it would’ve been better to never have been born. Then he screamed.



His last few hours proved him right.
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         Dear Princess Celestia,



I’m going to die alone. And, really, it’s all your fault.



Your Most Faithful Student,



Twilight Sparkle








“I’m so sorry, Celestia!” said Twilight the moment I teleported into her moonlit room. The words were cocooned in embarrassment and frustration, and they also had a very distinct slur to them. “It was a joke, and I told Spike not to send it. But he thought it would be ‘cathartic’.”



“I see.” I let a bemused smile creep onto my face. “Where is he now?”



“Banished to hish—I mean, his—room. Maybe for the rest of the week. I haven’t decided yet.” Groaning, she shook her head. Her footing faltered for just a moment. “Teenagers, right?”



“Twilight,” I said. “You’re drunk.”



She regarded my words for a moment and then shrugged with both wings.



“Yes, I am,” she sighed. “No sense in trying to hide it, I suppose.”



Her horn glowed and two full crystal flutes of sparkling champagne popped into the air. Taking the one she offered me, I sipped it and I enjoyed it immensely; Twilight had excellent taste.



We sat belly-down on the floor and drank in silence. After we had both drained our glasses, Twilight magicked them away and brought forth a new pair.



“Okay,” she said. “So, the minotaur in the room.”



Deep in my heart, I was proud of her. Not too long ago, these kinds of circumstances would have left her too frightened to speak. Or too frightened to shut up.



“I admit, I’m curious. But, I’m also worried, Twilight.” I place my hoof over hers. “Nopony writes a letter like that without some truth in it.”



“No! I don’t blame you!” Twilight paused. Then she gulped down a mouthful of bubbling wine. “Or, maybe I do? A little, at least? I mean, you are the reason why I’m a Princess. Yeah, I’m a Princess because I earned it, but I wouldn’t have—couldn’t have!—earned it without you! And I’m really grateful that you helped me reach my potential, but being a princess makes it really, really bucking hard to date!”



“Hence, the wine?” I asked.



“Hence, the wine!” she proclaimed.



Her horn flashed and conjured four coconut halves with paper umbrellas and straws poking out of them. She thirstily attacked two at once while passing the other tropical drinks to me. They were also very bucking good, and we consumed them quickly.



“Bad date?” I asked.



“Yeah,” sighed Twilight, defeated. “He… Well, he was nice. But he couldn’t get over it. He tried to. Like I said, he was nice. But it was too big of a deal, I think.”



Twilight’s expression cracked, and my heart broke. She sniffed and brought the tips of her feathers to her eyes to wipe away the moisture. With a blast from her horn, every coconut bowl was full again and sprouted several more sunset-colored parasols each.



“I like the umbrellas,” she muttered hoarsely as she resumed her alcohol intake.



“I’m sorry, Twilight.” I found myself looking deeply into my own drink, as if all the answers would be spelled out in floating coconut flakes. “It’s really how it tends to be, outside of the suitors that are blatantly trying to curry favor.”



“I guess I suspected as much,” she said. “I’m just… I’m grateful for my friends… But I think I just… I just want… Ugh!”



“I understand, Twilight.”



I squeezed her hoof, and she relaxed just a little. There was still tension in her shoulders, and her ears swiveled this way and that.



“Does… it get any easier?” she asked, tentatively.



“No,” I said grimacing.



Twilight’s ears dropped instantly, even as she was trying to process my response.



“But you should give him another chance,” I said.



“Why bother?”



“Twilight, look at me,” I said in a voice I hadn’t had to use in a long time. When her tired eyes met mine, I continued. “Not many ponies can get over it, but nopony gets over it on the first date. If he can, he will be able to see past the crown, given time. But only if given time.”



“Okay,” she said, nodding resolutely. “Okay…” she said again. She sniffed, and forced a smile. “I guess I should be thanking Spike after all.”



“That can wait for the morning.”



I lit my horn and summoned two tankards filled with golden ale.



Twilight’s eyes widened.



"You’re the best,” she whispered.



Giggling, we clank tankards, and much of the frothy beer spills to the floor.
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         Allow me some time to reflect

On this task that I failed to perfect,

A performance review, just a quick thought or two

on my actions to date: maybe five-out-of-eight,

I’ll complain, since my odds weren’t the best



It starts with a principal need:

Each one of my subjects must feed

On the love of a host, and we’ll follow the most,

Such a wonderful treat, so delicious and sweet

and a gastric delight to digest!



We’d been living from meal to meal,

After time, we had started to feel

all our bellies go numb, and we’d slowly succumb 

to a ravenous plight and our vast appetite

was exposed to the ultimate test



With gripes from my minions galore,

At last I could stand it no more,

So I said: “Pack it in with your miserable din!

If one more of you whines, well, then nobody dines!”

and those miscreants had to contest!



I didn’t have time to delay,

My minions were starving away,

So I risked my own life, braving perilous strife,

(And I don’t really see how those grubs deserve me)

Among mothers, I’m likely the best



Equestria was full of the stuff,

All loving and friendship and fluff,

An amorous hoard, a mush smorgasbord

that could feed a whole hive, keep my minions alive

and, for now, put our hunger to rest



I had to tread lightly from there,

The ponies remained unaware,

But by raising their guard, they were making it hard,

Yet I had to succeed; I had children to feed,

and it all made me terribly stressed



But luck favored me all the same,

It gave me an edge I could claim:

One stallion to ward against my hungry hoard,

With a slip of his will, I could conquer them, still!

And they’d bow at my sovereign behest!



There lingered a hitch from the start:

A princess had stolen his heart,

The pair soon to marry, I’d have to be wary,

Before they were wed, I must stand in her stead,

And so snatch his heart from the rest



To convince her I wasn’t a fraud,

I put on my finest facade,

A blue tail and mane, (such a terrible pain)

Imitate her betrothed, (whom I honestly loathed)

Yet, for my brood’s sake, I progressed



In secret, I locked her below,

so slyly that no one would know

that I’d taken her place and had stolen her face,

Now the prince was in reach, soon my subjects would breach

through the wall I had grown to detest



Now, I think it’s important to say

that my spawn had done nothing all day,

They waited around, sniffing holes in the ground,

While I slaved for their food, my impossible brood

thought that they were the ones overstressed!



Were my progeny ready to fight?

Well, they’d gotten to sleep overnight,

Their resolve had been weak, their appearances meek,

All those spineless ingrates were well-earning their fates

For thinking themselves dispossessed



Once, I thought I could go it alone,

(a rash choice I no longer condone),

Right before my mistake, I became wide awake,

I’d be only a fool, without subjects to rule,

or a harlequin sideshow at best



When at last the Big Day had arrived,

My children were gaunt and deprived,

And I crooned: “Very soon, wait for Mama at noon,”

Trusting them to join in and account for their sin

knowing they’d likely feel hard-pressed



At long last, I shed my veneer,

And my beauty was stunningly clear,

Ponies tried to resist, but were forced to desist,

For my power had grown—even more than I’d known!

through the stallion whom I had possessed



My minions descended in swarm,

A cloud that could rival a storm,

Their hum filled the air, filling hearts with despair,

And I watched from above while they feasted on love,

I’ll admit: I felt proud, and so blessed



My plan was working just fine,

The day was about to be mine!

But the very last minute they started to win it,

Don’t know what befell—it was going so well!

But, with dignity, I acquiesced



I’ve been among ponies too long

now I’ve started dictating in song,

This insufferable rhyme is just wasting my time,

Better sod off to bed ‘fore it’s stuck in my head—

Now begone, for your Queen needs her rest!
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         “So, uh, thank you both for coming today,” Twilight Sparkle said. She tapped her index cards on the table for the fourth time, making sure their edges were perfectly aligned. “I know it’s, uh, a long trip, and—”



“I live here,” Starlight Glimmer said.



“Well, not you you, obviously. I was thanking her for coming a long way. But, uh, thank you too, Starlight.”



“You’re welcome,” Sunset Shimmer said. “Nice castle.”



“So, why are we here?” Starlight asked. She peered around the Friendship Castle map room. “And why are the girls all here?”



‘Hi! Hiiiii!” Pinkie waved at them. “Sunset! Hiiii!”



“Hi Pinkie.”



“Yeah, why are we here?” Rainbow Dash asked. She yawned. “You made me get up early for a meeting?”



“It’s noon, Dash.” Twilight tapped her index cards on the table again. “Anyway! This is a very important day for Equestria and for all of us. After Flurry Heart was born, Cadence, Luna, Celestia and I agreed that Equestria needs more alicorns. So, based on your unparalleled accomplishments and experiences, I would like to ask the two of you—”



“YES! YES!” Starlight shouted. She jumped upright, throwing her hooves into the air. “I knew it! I knew it! Oh, thank you! Thank you Celestia!”



“Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh it’s really happening, isn’t it?” Sunset let out a sob. Tears ran down her cheeks in dark tracks. “I thought, I thought it would never happen after all those mistakes I made! But I kept hoping and praying and telling myself that friendship would win in the end and I was right! Thank you Twilight Sparkle!”



“Okay, uh, wait—”



“What am I the princess of?” Starlight spun in a circle, her eyes darting around the room. “Is there a new element? How about Sorcery? I could do that. I could totally do that!”



“Calling it now, Princess of Fire,” Sunset said. “No, no, Princess of Magical Fire!”



“Sunset!” Starlight cried. She wrapped the other mare in a tight embrace. “We’re going to be princesses!”



“Oh, you deserve it!” Sunset sobbed. “The moment I saw you, I knew you deserved to be a princess! You’ve overcome so many obstacles, saved Equestria—”



“Okay, stop.” Twilight gavelled her hoof onto the table, stunning the room into silence. “Let me clarify: we’re not turning you both into alicorns. Instead we’re—”



She got no further. The two mares gasped simultaneously and jumped away from each other. Their horns lit, filling the air with an electric charge, like a meadow waiting for the first strike of lightning from a spring thunderstorm.



“So, that’s your game?” Starlight growled. “Only one of us gets to be the next princess? Very well! I will settle this quickly.”



“Ha! You?” Tiny flickers of flame danced in the air around Sunset’s mane. “I knew you for the mewling little sycophant you are the moment I saw you. I will wipe this castle clean with your hide!”



A magical switchblade snapped open beside Starlight. Its edge glittered, as wicked as the snarl on her face. “Bitch! You think I haven’t been preparing for this day? I waited years for this!”



Sunset howled in response and dove forward, leading with her horn. Sunset met her charge. The air snapped and burned with violent magical energies. Errant bolts of lightning scored the crystal walls black. Fires hotter than a dragon’s breath turned the silken tapestries above into drifting ash. A terrible, all-consuming roar filled the hall as the two contestants grappled with each other, hooves hammering into flesh, shaking the castle to its foundation with each blow. The crystal floor cracked beneath them, no match for the terrible forces unleashed by each mare upon her foe.



“Stallions!”



The room froze. The battered combatants staggered apart. Sunset licked blood from her muzzle. “What?”



“Stallions,” Twilight continued. “We decided Equestria needs an alicorn stallion. We want you two to help us find the right one.”



Silence. Little bits of flaming tapestry drifted through the air. Rarity brushed one off her shoulder, leaving a smear of soot behind.



“Oh,” Starlight said. “Oh.”



Sunset sat. “Huh.”



More silence.



“But…” Starlight tilted her head. “If I marry that stallion… yes! I can still be a princess!”



She vanished in a flash of magic. Sunset gasped, stood, and galloped out the door in pursuit.



A profound silence settled on them like an ashen pall. There was also a real ashen pall, of course. Fluttershy coughed quietly.



Finally, Rainbow Dash spoke for them all.



“I thought Starlight was gay.”
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         big important wizard

      
      

      

      
      
         “It’s over this time, it’s truly over… I really botched it this time…”



She knocked more insistently this time. “Sunburst, are you in there? It’s Cherry Blossom. I just want to talk.”



This drew only silence from Sunburst's dorm room. Silence, and sniffles. Cherry offered some gentler knocks, just to let her friend know she was still there.



Finally, she heard hoofsteps approach from within. The door opened warily to reveal its occupant, worse for wear. “Oh, hello, Cherry,” Sunburst greeted halfheartedly. “W-what do you want to talk about?”



Cherry knew by now that the most merciful approach with Sunburst was to cut straight to the point. “They’re telling me you haven’t picked up your exam results to let them know whether you plan to stay in the program. If you don’t go see them by the end of the day," she warned softly, "they say they’re going to have to drop you.”



“Oh, that,” Sunburst said, staring at his hooves. “I… don’t think it matters, Cherry. The examination was awful, even worse than my usual. You weren’t there, but my entire class was. They saw me struggle just to light a candle, let alone conjure up a flame patronus.” Cherry could see her friend wince just from the memory. “At that moment I knew, my classmates knew, the proctors knew, I just don’t belong at Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. Even if I didn’t fail, and my grade is just barely hanging in there, it’s less painful to just face the music now.”



He might be right, Cherry thought, realistically. But he couldn’t let fear make a decision like this for him. She took a breath, and said, “When I didn’t think there was a chance for me to understand magical theory in my first year, you proved me wrong. There is a chance for you, too, Sunburst. If one day you pull through and become a full-fledged wizard, how will you think back on this moment?”



Sunburst winced again, and so did Cherry; it was cruel of her to guilt-trip him with his one true dream, but she could think of no other way.



“Just, promise you’ll come with me to get your grades? I can give you a moment.”



Reluctantly, painfully, Sunburst nodded his head.








Concerning the grades of the student by the name of Sunburst:



Final marks on the cumulative semester examination



Theory (written)—20/20

Theory (oral)—19/20

Practical (prepared)—5/20

Practical (improvised)—1/20



Overall—11/20



We regret to inform you that, despite your impressive theoretical knowledge of magic, your performance on this practical and all previous practicals has been, frankly, abysmal. As you are no doubt aware, CSGU is an elite and highly competitive institution, and unfortunately, there is not enough room in our classes to accommodate students who cannot perform even the most rudimentary spells. We hope you understand that such skills truly are an obvious prerequisite to calling oneself a wizard.



Effective next semester, you are no longer a student at CSGU, and you do not retain the option to continue your studies here.



We wish you luck in your future endeavors.









Cherry Blossom couldn't find Sunburst anywhere. Not in his (now empty) dorm room, not in the dining hall, not even under the tree behind the school that she knew had always been his private place.



She had waited outside Professor Feghoof's office while Sunburst received his grades. It had taken so long, however, that Cherry left for but a moment to get a drink of water. When she'd returned, the door was open, and the professor had had to give Cherry the bad news.



Frantic, she asked a nearby student if he had seen Sunburst. "Sorry, I haven't seen Sunburst since the final. Did something happen?"



It wasn't fair. Sunburst knew his magic better than anypony, even better than some of the professors.



She asked another. "Sunny? Ha, I hadn't seen his face for weeks, not since the practical. You shoulda seen it. But I saw him packing his bags by his room a little bit ago."



There was a place for him as a wizard, she knew it. Just not with all these narrow-minded, arrogant unicorns.



One more. "I thought he dropped out long ago. Never really seemed like wizard material."



"You're wrong!" Cherry shouted back, holding back tears. "He's going to change the world one day! He's only leaving because he's too good for this pretentious school!"



"Um, okay?"



Cherry apologized, trotted off to the tree behind the school, and wept.
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         United States Spaceship "Barron Trump" tore its way across the vacuum surrounding a small, green planet. Captain Joe Pratt-Whitney stood before the window, smiling at the sight, admiring the rich hues of distant oceans and the shapes of the continents. 



It was finally time to put USA back where it belonged in the history of space exploration. Throughout the 22nd century, the reputation of Joe's beloved country took several hits. First, China established a colony on the Moon, driving every humble American insane with the sight of Five-star Red Flag clearly visible in the sky during every full moon. Still, it was not as bad as Mars. God almighty, Mars!



Joe shuddered. He still remembered how ten years ago, NASA astronomers received a powerful signal from Mars. What they heard, hurt their pride of every True American, Joe included. 



Waltzing Matilda. Camp Drongo, the first Australian base on Mars, became fully operational. According to the brave and industrious astronauts from the land downunder, it was almost like home, except with less spiders. 



Joe shuddered. He remembered meeting one of the founders of the base, Angus Whacker, a complete fool who claimed that he earned more money starring in an ad of XXXX beer than he ever made as an astronaut. Joe was repulsed at the very thought of getting paid. Everything he was doing, he was doing from Uncle Sam. 



This time, Uncle Sam had every reason to be proud of Joe Pratt-Whitney. Here it was, right in front of him, the first Earth-like planet humanity ever managed to reach. And it was done all by Joe. Of course, USS "Barron Trump" was mostly built out of Japanese parts and the shipyard made the US government hire Motoharu Kawasaki as the flight engineer, claiming that no American would know how to take care of the photon engine, but still, Joe's discovery would make Angus Whacker and his Camp Drongo an unimportant footnote in the great history of space exploration.



"Watch this, my friend," Joe said to Kawasaki. The ship was about to enter the alien planet's atmosphere, so Joe put on his sunglasses. Kawasaki didn't have to. A microchip in his head would automatically darken his vision, protecting his eyes against the glow of the heat shield.



The spaceship started to shake, but all the systems worked flawlessly. According to the computer, 21% of the planet's atmosphere was oxygen and none of the other gases it consisted of were poisonous. Joe smiled. While he was told he looked boss in the space suit, it was extremely uncomfortable. Besides, no one would see his face in the photos. 



Kawasaki had no such problems. The engineers from Nakatomi Corporation fitted him with a pair of artificial lungs capable of breathing in every conditions, but this pompous American didn't have to know about that.



Finally, the ship landed in the middle of the forest, trees catching fire from its engines. Joe jumped outside and planted the US flag in the middle of the clearing while listening to the anthem on his newest iPod.



"One small step and whatnot..." Joe muttered, patting Kawasaki's back. "Man, could it get any better?"



Soon, it got better. The planet was apparently inhabited, judging by the two horse... cat... things that arrived at the landing place. Joe wasn't sure what they were, but quickly grabbed a camera and started taking pictures. One of the creatures was yellow and the other was purple. Both had wings, but the purple one also had a horn.



"Kawaii!" Kawasaki exclaimed, running to them.



"Twilight!" the yellow alien said. Joe wasn't surprised – after all, aliens in the movies always spoke English. "They burned the forest and scared the squirrels!"



Kawasaki stopped. Whatever he saw in the eyes of the yellow alien made him take a step back, grabbing a katana he always carried with him.



Joe's eyes widened when the purple alien's horn started to glow. "No!" he shouted before being engulfed by darkness. 








When he woke up, he was hanging upside down in some crystal basement. Not the best way to end a day. Also, that purple alien--Twilight, if he recalled correctly--was there, staring at him.



"I'm sorry," Twilight said. "Your friend eviscerated himself with his sword."



"Kawasaki didn't want to face the dishonor of capture. W-what will you do to me?" 



Twilight smirked. "Science..."



Joe screamed. He kept screaming for a long time.



Before the mission, he hoped he'd be doing the anal probing, not the other way around. 
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         “The Neighponese are really just looking for a token gesture of comradere here, Princess. Just eat, smile, bow when appropriate—you’ve done this countless times before, I don’t know why I’m briefing you—“



Celestia smiled. “I always appreciate your input, Proper Ettiquette. You’ve saved me from making many a social faux pas during these social events. Why, just the other day you had to remind me that the rules for houseguests in this country had changed since my last visit; I would have made a complete fool of myself otherwise.”



“Please, Princess, they would not have held it against you if you had actually asked for a larger cushion—Besides, you’re royalty, they would have been pleased to serve.”



“Either way, I am glad for your assistance. Now, tell me about this banquet I’m to attend.”



“Seven courses, you’ll need to pace yourself. Don’t take anything you won’t finish, but make sure you take at least one item per course, or you’ll insult their cooking. Accept a glass of, but beware of, their wine, it's potent. Otherwise, just eat, make small talk, see if there’s any food aid we can lend since they had that typhoon that damaged their crops this season, and you’ll do well, as always.”



Celestia placed a hoof on Proper Etiquette’s withers. “With your help, I’m sure I’ll do fine.”



“One more thing princess,” Etiquette said, “course six consists mostly of cakes... just... remember there’s a seventh course.”



Celestia frowned. She would never live that Foal Free Press article down.








The Neighponese prime minister, Sunrise, was an absolute delight. She regaled Celestia with tales of enhanced public services, community success stories, and the possibilities of increased trade with Equestria.



The first several courses were gone before Celestia had even realized it. She was pretty sure there was a flavored bread involved, a soup and... a light salad? Definitely a light salad. She looked down to what she was currently eating and saw that it was some kind of fried noodles.



“Do you have any suggestions, Princess?”



Celestia had thankfully been paying attention, despite her sudden preoccupation with calculating numbers of courses, calories per course, and number of laps around Canterlot Castle to burn them back off. “Equestria would be more than happy to donate enough food to more than cover your losses during the disaster.”



Sunrise seemed most overjoyed at the news. “I would like to announce it to everypony at the end of the meal, Princess. My ponies will be so relieved.”



Celestia agreed as her empty pasta plate was cleared from the table.



The main course was an assortment of sautéed vegetables with a flavorful sauce. Celestia was most impressed with the skill of the chefs and mentioned it to Sunrise. They seemed overjoyed to be able to send compliments back to the kitchen.



As the assorted cakes were brought to the table, Celestia felt a slight discomfort in her gut. She chalked it up to eating a little too quickly and resolved to slow down. That resolve quickly evaporated when she spied no less than three cake slices that appealed to her. 



The Neighponese bakers knew how to make flavorful pastry, that was for sure. Each slice was ecstasy, but with each one, her stomach’s discomfort grew.



The final course was just fruit and Celestia wasted no time trying to use it to calm her digestive tract.



All the while, Sunrise continued to talk, but now Celestia was not listening. She put a hoof to her mouth as her gorge tried to rise. She was going to have to excuse herself, social faux pas or not; there was no way she could—



And Sunrise had stood and clinked a glass for everypony’s attention. They started talking, and Celestia could only feel the rumbling and gurgling of her midsection increase. She heard the clapping of hooves and saw Sunrise looking at her with a large smile on their face... and a sprig of broccoli stuck right in their incisors.



What had taken nearly an hour to eat found its way onto the Neighponese prime minister in less than ten seconds.








After having herself quickly flown back to Canterlot, Celestia found a couch outside her’s and Luna’s rooms, grabbed a waste bin, and laid down.



Luna exited her room and spotted Celestia on the couch. “Sister? Back from the dinner so soon?



Celestia quickly explained the evening’s events.



“Well... at least it wasn't any worse?”



At least Clestia could smile at that.
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         "Uh…" Sunset Shimmer paused. "Hmm. Well. That… I’m at a loss for words."



"I know, right?" Twilight’s eyes practically sparkled behind her glasses as she stared into the testing area of Canterlot High’s science lab. She barely even blinked, geode-powered telekinesis typing her observations into the computer without her even looking at the computer. "Just think of how much we’re learning!"



"That wasn’t exactly what I meant," said Sunset.



"Oh?" Twilight managed to tear herself away, but Sunset still only saw innocent wonder in her expression.



There was a sound of some kind from the other side of the glass. Twilight didn't seem to notice, and Sunset tried not to.



"That’s right," said Twilight, "you did some experiments along these lines before, didn’t you? How do your findings then compare to what we’ve done here?"



"Well…" Sunset looked back and forth between Twilight and the testing area. On the one hand, this was bad by just about any standard imaginable. On the other, ruining that look of unmitigated joy would be like trampling a puppy to death in front of Fluttershy. She slapped on the least wooden smile she could and said, "I can honestly say I never got results like this when I tried to test magic. Of course, we had a lot less control back then. Still, neither of us is coughing up rainbows, so yeah, progress."



Twilight made a happy little squeal and actually bounced up and down clapping her hands. It was unfairly heartwarming and also helped take Sunset's mind off the growing commotion in the testing area. "Oh, this is everything I dreamed of when I first encountered this energy signa—" She paused, stumbling when she next landed as her mind had already moved on. "Wait, coughing up rainbows?"



"Yeah, my testing procedures kind of needed work. As did my test subjects. I like to think I worked out the kinks for you." Sunset gave Twilight a wink and got a giggle in return.



"I like to call Spike my number-one assistant, but with that kind of prep work, you're giving him a run for his money. You know, that and the opposable thumbs."



"Twilight?"



Sunset ignored the voice, grinned, and hooked her thumbs behind the collar of her vest. "Yeah, they took some getting used to, but they're pretty useful."



"Sunset?"



"I really should go to Equestria at some point and experience what it's like as a pony." Twilight brought a hand to her chin and looked back at the testing area. "Though I suppose—"



 "Hey! Eggheads!" Both girls flinched back as Rainbow Dash rushed up to the glass, wings and hooves spread wide. "How about you flirt later and get us back to normal now!?"



Most of their other fully equinized friends nodded, though Rarity was also busy gathering their discarded clothing, face bright crimson and tail pressed firmly between her legs. Pinkie Pie just bounced about the testing area, giggling at the situation, though she did pause at the apex of a jump to scowl into the observation bay.



Sunset cleared her throat, pointedly not looking at Twilight. "Right. We'll, uh, we'll get right on that."
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         The morning sky was as bright as a moonlit night, the landscape of Equestria being dimly lit by the halo of sunlight that shone around the edges of the giant space cabbage. It was visible as a great greenish ring that took up a quarter of the dark sky.



Luna strode onto the Grand Solar balcony, wearing her bunny slippers and bearing a coffee mug with the slogan “Let’s Get Sidereal.” She yawned, and her herbivore’s morning breath, laced with caffeine, killed a passing moth. She shook her head, and jerked the moon perfunctorily into the sky, where it shone with an uncannily bright silver light that spread thinly over the lands below. The bats retired to their eaves and caves, the birds started to sing, and the world came awake, or at least as awake as Luna felt right now.



She turned and shuffled back into the palace, the bunny ears on her slippers waggling, and snagged another cup of coffee from an attendant as she made her way to the Grand Study. On a whim, she cast a spell of silence about her scuffing slippers and tiptoed almost to the door, then made a small chuffing noise against the doorjamb and entered, watching as almost every pony in the room tried not to look as if they were jerking to attention.



It had been a year since the space cabbage had appeared in orbit to block the light from the sun, and Equestria’s brightest scholars had gathered to seek a solution. Luna strode past the bleary and frantic paper shufflers and approached the two ponies in the room who weren’t trying to pretend not to have noticed her–Twilight Sparkle and Starlight Glimmer, who under the pressure of their enormous task had fused their talents into a shining diamond of intense inquiry, working together so well and so closely that Luna had fallen into the habit of thinking of them as one entity named Sparglim.



“Any progress?” inquired Luna. “I cannot force the moon to mimic the solar radiance forever, and Tia grows increasingly… disassociated.” From far off in the castle came a shrill laugh of hysteria, and most of the ponies in the room shuddered.



Sparglim looked at each other. They were naturally hesitant, having tested the Diarch’s  patience with many creative but ultimately unsuccessful ideas to remove or bypass the cabbage, including the Mock Suns and the Giant Mirror and the Space Probe Full of Parasprites.



“As it turns out, some long term research is bearing fruit,” said one or the other of them. “We’d noticed that there are markings on the side of the cabbage that faces Equus, and that these markings appear to be more highly ordered than random chance would allow. We’ve been comparing old photos and determined that the cabbage appears to be altering the markings, very slowly, in a manner tied to the seasonal cycles of Equus.”



“We’ve concluded that it is in fact trying to communicate with us,” said the other one, “and that by manipulating the weather patterns of Equus on a truly massive scale, we may be able to talk to it.”



Luna drew breath to speak against this insane idea, but recalling how unhinged Celestia was growing from her thwarted connection to the sun, at last gave her consent.



A great convocation of Pegasi, known historically as a “PegMoot,” was convened to implement the plan. Stationed across the face of Equus, they prepared to alter the weather at Royal command, according to the calculations of Sparkle and Glimmer. It took weeks, but finally the message was spelled out in winds, rains, and hurricanes across the land: “Please stop blocking the sun! We need it!”



Days later, in the Canterlot observatory, the Diarchs awaited the results as Twilight trained a brass telescope on the oleraceous intruder. “Yes, I can read its reply!” she cried. “It’s so unhappy that it hurt us. It’s going to–Oh, no!”



For the cabbage had already burst! Tiny bits like Brussels sprouts fell from the sky, and golden sunlight flooded over the land as before.



“Oh, I wish it hadn’t turned out like this!” cried Starlight. “That poor plant!”



“Sad,” said Luna, “But not unexpected. For, as told in prophecy, When Sparglim writes the clouds, glum slaw rains o’er Sun-block’d horse!”



For a long minute, there was utter silence. Celestia glanced at Luna, intelligence slowly returning to her unfocussed eyes.



“I don’t get it,” she said. “Is that supposed to be a joke?”
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         When thinking of things that can be easily misplaced, ‘keys’ are the first thing that comes to Twilight’s mind. Due to her hardwired, overly-organized nature, she would often find her keys where she’d expect them. Should they not be there, on third loop of the key holder directly to the right of her bedroom door, she would safely assume Spike had misplaced them. She very rarely misplaces things like her keys on her own accord. 



The master key to the School of Friendship wasn’t something that could be easily lost anyhow. It was rather large, almost as big as Ponyville’s key to the city. Twilight appeared before the doors of her School of Friendship, ready and eager to feed the growing minds of her class everything she had learned about the matter. With a twist of the key, the doors were opened. Behind them, sat Starlight Glimmer at a wooden table with a tea set,



And literally nothing else. 



Aside from the door and the frame it was bolted in, Twilight’s entire school was misplaced.



“Have a seat.” Starlight spoke in a rigid tone that easily indicated just what type of headache this conversation would produce. Headmare Twilight Sparkle, God-princess of friendship, narrowed her eyes, almost as if to increase the pressure of her glare stream. 



“Wait outside, Spike.” Twilight ordered coldly. She walked through the door and shut it behind her, leaving a very confused young dragon on the other side of the useless frame. If he could just walk around it, was he outside enough? He shuffled in place before ultimately taking off. 



Starlight lit the chair across from her with magic, prepared to telekinetically pull it out for her mentor, only to have the much stronger alicorn magic yank it away and position it. Twilight carefully sat in the chair which was clearly indoor furniture that was out of place in the pit where the school should be. 



“I’m sure you have multiple questions…” Starlight started as she levitated the kettle. 



Twilight cut her off. “I only have one question.” Her voice was frighteningly firm. Starlight had trouble pouring tea into in to the cups and almost made a bit of a mess. Another mess, that is. 



“You want to know where the school is?” 



“No. I want to know how this happened.” 



This was a much more difficult question for Starlight to answer. Twilight could tell, based on her subtle change in expression. She knew that look. She had been in similar situations in her youth under Celestia’s tutelage. 



“How? Okay, well uh, let’s see…” Starlight fished for an explanation in her mind, mostly succeeding in wasting time. Twilight poured herself another cup of tea, almost as if to illustrate how long she’d be willing to wait. The sound of the oddly muffled waterfalls seemed to grow louder in the silence. “So, you know how Trixie’s been learning magic?” The tea cup Twilight brought to her lips suddenly floated back down to the table at the sound of Trixie’s name. “I decided that, you know, after school, I could tutor magic for her and any other creature who was interested. So, when you went home yesterday, Trixie and a few other unicorns came in and we tried some simple stuff... at first.”



Twilight leaned over the table slightly, “Why was this something you couldn’t tell me? I’d have allowed it if you had just asked me. In fact, there was a meeting yesterday about after school activities! That you attended!”



“Yeah, well, the idea kinda came to me post hoc, and I kinda figured the magic classes would be more of uh, you know, an 'adult ed' type thing, so it was pretty late.”



Silence. 



Twilight spoke first after looking down where the halls used to be and let a sigh go, “It could have gone b-”



“It coulda been worse! I mean, Trixie didn’t do it this time.”



“This time?!”



The sweat drops won’t stop falling. Starlight tried to pour another cup of tea, only for nothing to come out. Twilight set the kettle down forcefully with a hoof. 



“Well, Starlight?” She stood up, “Where did you and your class teleport my school?” 



Starlight gulped, “Nowhere.”



“Wha…” Then it clicked, “Oh… ohhhh…” She looked around, sighed again, and buried her face in her hoof. “Is it indespectia or limpidalus?”



Starlight aggressively sucked air through her molars in discomfort. 



“Starlight!”



“I’ll go get the paint buckets.”
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         Space is vast. It’s so vast that most ponies can’t wrap their heads around it. Not when rapid trans-dimensional teleportation drives mean that a system hop only takes a few weeks. You can stand on a viewing platform, with dark voids in every direction, and not understand how truly large real emptiness is. Not from the safety of our ships.



I’ve been on spacewalks before, standard procedure for repair and maintenance on some of the larger vessels. I’ve looked down from the hull of a of a starliner and seen how tiny a planet looks from orbit, how vulnerable it is. 



But I still didn’t know. I thought I did, but I didn’t. Not until I watched the thruster lights of the Cosmic Ray vanish into infinity. 



The two other ships, visible only as curtains of black against the starscape, each made their ponderous turns to follow the Ray and vanished after it. I grinned smugly. They wouldn’t catch her. Even damaged, she was a fast ship. Modified propulsion engines would barley be good enough to keep her on the scope for a few days. 



But that was more time than I had.



Reaching up I tapped the side of my helmet and the HUD flickered to purple life. A female voice immediately started screaming into my ear. “-et you do that Skylander! Even if-- What happened to the ship, Chrome?” 



I grinned. “They got away.”



“What?” said the voice. My HUD flickered again and a translucent purple pony stood in front of me, just out of hoof’s reach. “You actually did it? Then why are we out here?”



“Stupid mistake. One of the emitters must’ve been damaged when they hit us. The shield didn’t cover us and we slid right off when they went to warp.” 



“Oh.” she said, the pony on my HUD folding her ears back and looking away. “So, they don’t even know we’re back here.”



“Probably not.” I said. I resisted the urge to scratch at my left leg, reminding myself that if I couldn’t feel a micro meteoroid through it I wouldn’t feel a scratch. “Doesn’t really matter through. They don’t have the time to backtrack with Kirin on their tail.”



“Are you okay?”



I glanced down at my left leg. “Physically, sure. For now. I don’t think I’ll have to worry about that infection though.”



“I’ll try tuning the air scrubbers. I think I can get a few more hours out of them. If we’re lucky the Ray can shake the Kirin and make their way back.”



I shook my head, “Don’t bother. The drive’s operating at less than fifty percent power. They’ll never get here in time.”



“Then I’ll turn on the beacon. Somepony will see it and-”



“Spark.”



“If we reduce your temperature and oxygen we can try to approximate hypersleep for-”



“That’s not why I brought you back online.”



“There’s still a chance for rescue. You can’t give up!”



“Spark,” I said, “You know the odds. No one’s coming”



“But,” she said, her image looking side to side before focusing on my face, “if I can’t help with life support, and there’s no one coming, then- then how can I be of service?”



I stared past her into the void, out at where the ship’s lights had disappeared. My HUD zoomed in on the area. In it I could see the remains of a supernova spreading out into the cosmos thousands of years in the past. “Spark,” I said, reaching out to touch the nothingness around me, “have you ever thought about how small we really are?”
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         Push stared out the window, clutching her broom in both forelegs. The bride and groom were dancing, surrounded by their friends in something resembling a line dance. She should be out there with those ponies. Celestia had given them the whole city the day off. Why was it she had to be stuck here?



The answer to that question called to her from near the center of the ruined ballroom. "Stop mopin', kid! You think this place'll clean itself up?"



Heaving the hundredth sigh of the evening, she turned back to the pile of debris she'd been sweeping up. "Yes, Uncle Dry."



"Speak up! Can't hear a word of your whining if you mumble," Dry Broom snapped.



After a long inhale, Push counted to ten. She let the air out in one long gasp. It wasn't enough to keep the venom out of her repeated, louder "Yes, Uncle Dry!"



"That's a good girl." He wiped sweat from his brow and continued working on his own pile of rocks and ruined furniture. As the two of them worked, the older stallion started in on his complaining, as he did with every job. "Back when I was a happy bachelor stud they had proper weddings. Family gets together, play some nice music, share a couple 'I do's'. Now they gotta have massive parties that wreck the reception area! Ponies these days got no respect for marriage. This was supposed to be a royal wedding! What kind of example are they—"



Push tuned him out, focusing instead on the music that barely penetrated the marble walls from the garden area. She wondered if her uncle even noticed the changelings running rampant through the castle a few hours ago. Probably not. She wondered what foul deed she'd committed as a foal to deserve being stuck as his apprentice. It had seemed like such a big deal when she'd joined him six months ago. Being a janitor wasn't glamorous, but she was a janitor in Canterlot Castle, which was probably as close to the big time as she'd ever manage.



Her illusions had been shattered quickly. She glared at her uncle, still rambling about 'proper weddings' and new royalty 'ruining the hallowed images of the princesses'. He was always grumpy, and always making sure Push worked when any reasonable pony would be out having fun. "Like at a royal wedding the entire castle staff is invited to," she growled under her breath. Sometimes she wondered if this job was really worth it.



The door leading to the halls opened. Push didn't bother checking to see who it was. "Reception's been moved to the gardens," she growled out.



"My. Our niece really overdid it, it seems."



Push froze. Heavy hoofsteps resounded in her ears as the visitor approached. She heard the sound of her uncle's broom hitting the floor. Slowly, she turned around to find Princess Luna standing before her and surveying the damage. Push's muzzle slammed against the dirt floor. "Princess! F-forgive my rudeness."



"Oh, do rise." Luna's voice kind and dismissive at the same time. "This is supposed to be a celebration. No need for formality, Miss...?"



"P-Push Broom, Your Highness." She rose, noticing her uncle doing the same. He went back to work, casting scathing glances at Push as if to ask why she wasn't doing the same. But her legs were locked, unwilling to obey her as she gaped at the princess.



Princess Luna continued to survey the ballroom, the corner of her lip turned up in a slight smile. "I take it the wedding didn't go as planned."



Swallowing to clear her dry throat, Push replied, "It c-could have gone better."



"And yet you are still here." Luna studied her as if she were a curiosity. Then she smiled and set a silver-clad hoof to Push's shoulder. "Keep up the good work, Miss Broom." And with that, she moved on.



Push touched her shoulder. A tingle ran through her. The royal hoof had graced her person. Six months of thankless labor, but... she'd met Princess Luna!



Dry Broom watched her as she broke into a grin, fiddling with his broom like he'd never held one before in his life. "Y'know... You could go to the reception. If you wanted."



She looked to him, then to Princess Luna just as she existed the room. Grinning, she grabbed her own broom. "Nope, I'm good. Let's get to work!"



Where she not so giddy, she might have noticed the oddity that was his smile.
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         In the darkness, there was only one.



Then a brilliant flash, as moonlight reflecting off a blade, and there were two.



“Finally,” rumbled Lord Grogar, Ruler of the Realm of Darkness, and Demon Necromancer.  He straightened up and checked his immaterial body, strong and tall compared to the smoking ruin of his mortal flesh a short distance away.  The shattered remnants of bells still hung around his neck, and the tip of one horn remained missing, but the sneer of victory even in his defeat remained.  



The floating spectre at his side did not say a word, but remained standing where she had swung the smoldering scythe.  Spectral winds blew the scraps and tatters of her encompassing robes in flowing waves behind her, highlit by the blue flickers of flame from her scythe.



“Enough of this, Death.  Take me to Erebus as you have before.”  Grogar scowled at the immobile spectre, stepping closer and snorting smoke.  “Well?  Always have you been a well of witty remarks and threats before throwing me into your blasted pit.  Have you finally abandoned your duty?”  



A sneer raised one corner of his translucent lips as Grogar regarded the dark wood and glittering blade of the scythe, which floated up in front of Death as if to be swung a second time.  Then the figure shook her head, ever so slowly.



“What?”  Grogar struck down with one cloven hoof and made the immaterial ground beneath them tremble with his might.  “You are a slave to duty, bound by chains too great to break.  Transport my soul where it is destined to go so that my minions may reunite it with my body in due time.  Look.” 



As he spoke, the robed goats and ponies of Grogar’s living minions continued to creep out from concealment, retrieving the charred bits and scattered chunks of their lord’s mortal flesh and carrying them away like a trail of ants.



“Soon they will cast the unspeakable rituals and retrieve my soul from darkest Erebus,” gloated Grogar.  “It will be a pleasure to dismember these heroes one by one, and feast upon their screams.  I shall have my revenge, and shall not repeat my errors of centuries ago.  The bearded one shall fall first, torn limb from limb by my creations, and the rest will scatter like roaches.  Or perhaps I should strike the new heroes who fought by their sides.”  



He gnashed sharp teeth and pawed at the immaterial ground.  “Yes, I shall start with the yellow one next time.  Her screams will distract the others as I pull her wings apart and plunge boreworms into the wounds.  Eaten out from the inside until she is an undead slave, a fitting fate for such impudence, and the spawn of her infestation will be used to devour the rest of her companions.  Yes, I can hear their screams even now.”  Grogar glared at Death, who had not moved.  “Take me to Erebus now, blasted spectre!”



“No.”  This time Death spoke aloud, the rasp and grate of dry bones making a hoarse voice, barely over a whisper.  The spectral wind around them picked up to a frigid gust, making the streaming tatters of her robes seem to be immaterial fingers clawing away at an unseen victim, and the scythe rose higher in front of her, carried by a glaring blaze of dark magic.



The spirit of Grogar was not deterred, and glared back with a vicious snarl.  “Do not toy with me, spectre!  Even you will not be outside of my grasp once I defeat these heroes and drain their lives into my power.  You too will be a slave to my will, just as much as you are powerless to use that scythe against me.  The rules are unbreakable.  You cannot harm me.  The bond between you and your scythe prevent you from raising it—



The scythe swept down once.  Twice.  Thrice.  Then uncounted times in a featureless blur, leaving the sundered fragments of Grogar’s spirit drifting on the wind while burning bright blue until there was nothing left.



“Justice.”  The dark spectre lifted a hoof and swept back the cowl from over her face, revealing a dark alicorn whose mane flowed with glitters of stellar light.  “You were a fool, old goat.  Never once did you consider that the robe and scythe could be borrowed from a good friend who I had not seen in a long while.”
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         Sunrise on Speaker’s Corner—Central Park, Manehattan—and ex-Captain Throwback eagerly placed his crate and hopped on top. He only winced at the arthritis needling his knees.



“There is an Equestria where no villains survive. A pony wouldn’t wake up to find their neighbours replaced by changelings. Alleys could be safely walked down without having one’s magic sucked out of one’s face. You should attend weddings full of pure laughter and free from terrified screams.”



As Throwback spoke, he saw the crowds around him, fifty years ago. Many nodding, many saying “hear hear”, many drinking in his words with their wide eyes.



“Oh, there’d be conflict. Daily life's too full of challenges and misunderstandings for no conflict. We'd struggle to raise our shops, make birthdays that didn’t involve smashing the cake, and balance the tastes of the elite with the pleasures of farmhoofs. Oh, rest assured this isn’t pie-in-the-sky.



“But these villains are contaminants. To a mare looking after animals or breaking airspeed records, the apocalypse outranks even the most soul-shattering of knocks. The villains can’t be allowed to live.



“Imagine our world: the villains wouldn’t merely have been foiled at the finish. They would never have raced. They would never even see the starting line, thousands of years ago, when the world was a wild garden and needed the secateurs rather than the spade.”



As he spoke, he looked around hopefully. Ponies walked by—and more donkeys and minotaurs and griffons than he’d ever remembered—laughing at each other or chatting eagerly. One or two old-timers walked their dogs and waved at him. Disappointed, he waved back.



“Think on it, my fellow ponies, think on it! Why did Discord survive in stone? Why was Nightmare Moon merely banished, and a thousand years left to prove she had no future? Whence Tirek lasted unto the present, and changelings allowed to fester in the wilds? Security delayed is security destroyed.



“Let me tell you:



“The horn that cast the friendship magic and the hoof that held an Element of Harmony—it’s no different than the horn that casts shield spells instead of an annihilator hex, the hoof that wields a baton and not a blade. The magic is only as good as its master.”



As he spoke, the sun peaked. Vendors, trays, and carts set up along the path and on the grass. He had to fight against the smells and sizzles. Never on his fruitless vigil had he succumbed to so much as a carrot-in-a-bun.



“What I have to say may shock and offend many, but I speak only from pragmatism, not malice:



“Princess Celestia is soft.



“She only incapacitates, as meagrely as possible. The result: chaos ruled, love sucked dry, our magic turned against us by a demon. Over and over, we almost perish. Over and over, we’re pushed towards the cliff and expected to thank our stars we don’t go over. What would it take for us to see the stupidity behind this so-called good luck?”



As he spoke, his knees and the sunlight weakened. The two or so ponies who actually stood and listened to him were now shaking their heads. They were younguns, he noticed disapprovingly. One of them heckled him, shouting, but Throwback's speech was an old steam train with no brakes.



“Here is my regiment’s solution. All magical artefacts—the Elements, the Rainbow Power, the alicorns if necessary—must be registered to an independent authority. Preferably a military one, well-versed in security measures and qualified to handle such power. Who have proven their loyalty over and over. Ideally, the right to wield such power should be as rigorously screened as the right to perform surgery on a patient. It is, after all, the peacekeepers who remove cancers and diseases from a healthy society.



“We urge you to consider this proposal in the spirit it is given: as an aid to safeguard our fair realm. And not to dismiss it as the ravings of deviants. History needs to deviate when the status quo is no longer keeping the demons away from our hearts and minds… and bodies… and… souls…”



Finally, he stopped speaking. Night lights burned the city peacefully. His corner of the park became a black pit.



Ex-Captain Throwback wanted to die protecting his country. Not once had he ever thought—laughing with buddies who’d all passed away before him—that he’d die failing it.



He was alone.



Sighing, he took his crate and shuffled off to find the soup kitchen. He wasn't even sure he believed his own speech anymore.
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         He was running late.  Spike hurried along the streets of Ponyville to Rarity's boutique as fast as his stubby little legs could carrying him. It was 4:58 in the evening.  On most days when Rarity was out of town he wouldn't bother with the shop, but today was not one of those days.  Today he was taking care of her cat Opal.



Typically this would be Sweetie Belle's job.   However, thanks to some super important Cutie Mark Crusader business she wouldn't be able to take care of the finicky feline. So, Rarity turned to him.  "Spike if you could feed my precious Opalescence promptly at five and maybe clean out her box I would be most appreciative,"  she'd said while batting her eyes.  She didn't have to do that.  Spike would have agreed to her simply asking please.  



Spike opened the door to the boutique with the aid of the hide-a-key under the mailbox and let himself in.  He looked at the small clock that hung on the wall.  5:02.  He was late.  Spike shrugged.  It was just a couple of minutes.  It wasn't like the cat or Rarity would know.  



He walked into the kitchen and grabbed Opal's bowl.  He sat it on the floor and grabbed a sealed box of dry cat food.  He looked at the label.  "See No Bits and Kibbles," read Spike, "Tuna Flavored.  Huh.  Never heard of it. Must be some designer brand."  He shrugged and pushed on the tabs before opening the box and pouring its contents into the bowl.  



No sooner had he finished pouring the food that he got the feeling  of being watched.  His heart skipped a beat as he slowly turned his head to see Opalescence sitting at the edge of the kitchen.  Her hair was out of its bow and stuck up at odd angles.  Her eyes were darker than a moonless night.  Spike gulped and offered a weak smile toward the feline.  "Hi there Opa..."



"You are late.  You opened the box," Asked the cat in a deep commanding mewl.



Spike's eyes widened,  "What ... you?"



The cabinet doors flung open, some plates fell to the floor with a crash.  The fat feline slowly stepped forward a frown plastered on its round face. "You are late!  You opened the box!"



"What are you,"  said Spike  as he quickly backed away from the food.  



"A cat to some.  Demon to others.  I am the ultimate traveler in the realms of experience and my desire now is for the flesh that is owed me by the one who opened the box!"



"It wasn't me it was already opened," bellowed  Spike as he backed away quickly.  



"Do not test me dragon.  Your stubby legs and flames but a mere shadow of what I will inflict on upon you if I do not get my flesh.  I will rip your...."



The bell to the front door rang and a familiar voice called out from it, "Spike are you still here?  Things wrapped up quicker than  we thought."  



Spike stood stock still as he waited for the filly to come into the kitchen. When she did her mouth hung open in disbelief.  "It wasn't me I swear!"



"Then who ..."



Spike pointed to Opalescence.  Sweetie Belle's gaze shifted to the cat's who meowed at her and slowly walked toward her and wound its way through her legs.  Sweetie Belle cast a disbelieving look to Spike.



"I'm telling you Sweetie she did it! That cat can talk and it made all that stuff fall from ..."



"It's a cat Spike.  Add some wet food and she'll be fine," said Sweetie Belle with a sigh, "I'll clean up in here.  You get the litter box and we'll be done in no time okay?"



Spike sighed and nodded  and walked  over to the litter box at the far corner of the kitchen.  He picked up the scooper and a couple of bags before setting to work.   "If you were here..."



"Spike it's a cat.  Anyone who's been around one knows how they are," she paused, "Were you late?"



Spike nodded.



"Well that explains some of it.  Opal is particular about when she eats," said Sweetie Belle as she looked for the dust pan. 



Spike leaned over the cat box and resumed scooping.  If he'd been on time none of this would have happened.  Then from above he heard it, Opal's guttural chuckling.  



"Welcome to oblivion," she said and pounced knocking him into the litter box.
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         At Flight Camp, Thunderlane’s disgrace:

The little colt had lost the race

To Rainbow Dash, who’d made a dare.

“I bet I’m fastest in the air!”



Poor Thunderlane, whose mind had swallowed

The Wonderbolts: he’d promptly followed

His Dad’s advice to buck the norm

And take the pegasi by storm.



“Your grades,” said Dash, “might pass the test,

But everyone knows I’m the best.”

“Yeah right,” said Thunderlane. “But I

Don’t smash things up each time I fly.”



Yet Rainbow’s words soon had consumed

The Thunder’s thoughts, for he’d assumed

That pegasi were fighters first.

A loser? That was just the worst.



The second place held special terror.

To lose to gold: that was an error

No Wonderbolt could ever make.

And Thunderlane had made mistakes.



From that day forth, he made a vow

To make ‘em shriek and make ‘em wow.

First Flight Camp, then the weather team:

All service for poor Thunder’s dream.



He was a master of the shocks;

Could conjure lightning from his locks.

A thundercloud was just a squeak

Compared to Thunder at his peak.



For hurricanes, he was a champ,

His rain the terror of the camp.

But when it came to racing? No!

True, he made everyone look slow.



Except, of course, for someone flash,

A certain someone: Rainbow Dash!

To get kicked out of Camp so young

Meant nothing when she was one rung



Above the ladder Thunder gripped

Between his hooves. One day, he… flipped.

“‘But Rainbow did a Rainboom once!’

‘She’s inspiration for the runts!’



‘She saves the town of Ponyville!’

‘A sec with her’s an awesome thrill!’

‘Poor Thunderlane, he almost won,

Just when he’d thought the race was run.’”



And never mind that Thunder too

Was prone to sneaking off to do

Less awesome things like eat and sleep.

His pride was thin, his torment deep.



A silver medal on his chest,

Forever number two, not blessed

With greater things: old Thunder left

The clouds behind, his hope bereft.



Meandering, he soon came down

To Ponyville, a nearby town.

So full of ponies of the earth

He’d normally give a wider berth.



Instead, he landed by the stream

That caught his eye with summer’s gleam.

The weight of cottages behind,

He sank in gloom, dreams undermined.



“Hello there,” said a squeaky tone.

Though Thunderlane still felt alone,

He recognized small Fluttershy

Whose presence usually passed him by.



Surprisingly, old Thunder said,

“Quite nice down here.” (He thought it dead

Of interest). “Just not exciting.”

“But ponies here are more inviting.”



“How’s that?” he said, and she replied,

“Some ponies like to stay inside

And some of us care more for living,

Since life’s a gift that’s keeps on giving.”



“But where’s the rush of awesome speed?

And sometimes don’t you feel a need

To prove your skills and make the most

Of flying, soaring, things to boast



About?” He shrugged. So Fluttershy

Showed him a flying butterfly

And said, “Yes, animals compete

But other things make life complete.



A moment’s beauty flowing by,

The cadence of a lullaby,

The fruiting of a farmer’s patience,

The meditations of the ancients…”



“This sounds like all New Agey-stuff.”

“Perhaps,” she said. “It isn’t guff.

I think you should give this a chance…

If that’s okay?” She looked askance.



Well at the time, old Thunder shrugged,

And flew away, but those words bugged

His mind throughout the airborne trip.

Could he afford to let this slip?



So over time, he came to see

What made the earthen ponies free

Of worries that imprisoned him,

But evidence was rather slim.



At least until he watched the swarm

Of butterflies, and strangely warm

Inside his chest, the joy leaked out

And gave small Flutter’s words some clout.



He listened to the Ponytones,

Famed singers, from the baritone

Of McIntosh, and Rarity,

Whose cadence rang with verity.



He watched the Apples brave the muck

And with some water, time, and luck,

Produce a rain of ripe red fruit.

In awe, the insight left him mute.



For all the time there’d been no rush,

No madness; just a careful hush,

A sense that something greater loomed

And fed, and loved, and grew, and bloomed.



So Thunderlane, while never first,

No longer thought himself the worst.

Although he made the Wonder team,

He was no hostage to his dream.



Thus in-between his thunderous storms,

He took a slightly quieter form

And watched the earth, paid his respects,

And took the time to just… reflect.
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         Celestia moved her rook two squares forward. “Check!” she said. A smile played on her lips.



Luna scrutinized the board and grunted. She grasped one bishop and slid it all the way to the offending rook, that she took away. Celestia didn’t grant her any letup. She immediately brought her queen in.



“Checkmate!” she proclaimed with a triumphant mien. 



“Pffft…” Luna kicked the board and all the pieces fell onto the floor.



“Come on, sis!” Celestia protested. “Don’t be a sore loser. Let’s play another one, okay?”



“No,” Luna snapped.



Celestia rolled her eyes. “What’s up now?”



“I’m bored of this game. Whoever invented it was a huge retard.”



Celestia sighed. “Alright. What then?”



Luna stood up and paced around the room. “I don’t know.” She stopped and gestured with her hoof. “I feel so… jaded.”



“What about checkers?”



“We already played that yesterday.”



”Foosball?”



Luna’s mouth puckered. “Yuck! That’s a game for the rabble.”



“You’re such a killjoy. You know we can’t play leapfrog over the moon anymore!”



Luna’s eye glistened. “Or hopscotch with suns!”



“It was nice back then, wasn’t it, eh? Before all that. Before Equestria. Before ponies,” Celestia said.



Luna nodded. She seemed lost in thought for an instant, then she refocussed. “Your fault it came to an end.”



Celestia’s eyes widened. “What? How dare—”



“You were always fawning on dad. You accepted that position because he offered it to you, and I had to follow suit. I never had my say,” Luna cut in.



“You could have turned him down, you know.”



Luna shrugged. “And spend another fraction of eternity with him? You’re kidding, right?”



“You were so enthused, remember? This new material body. Another creation challenge. And you had a lot of fun with your moon, while I was slogging to curb that sun’s nuclear reactions.”



“Sure,” Luna replied. “But now it’s all over. This world works like clockwork. We have jailed or petrified all the villains. There’s no fun to be had anymore, just ennui. This universe has become tame. Time to move on.”



Celestia walked to a window and looked at night sky. “That’s because you never really got involved with ruling. You’ve got the cushy number. Night. Move the moon, move the stars. All sleep, nopony ever shows up to complain. Okay, it’s routine, but no responsibilities. You’re not the one they blame when something goes awry. It’s—” She broke off at the grating sound of an opening door and spun around.



“Luna? Would you stop riffling through that closet, please?” Celestia asked.



“You store potions there? You never told me.”



“Oldies,” Celestia replied. “I think those ones date back to Starswirl, I’m not even sure they’re still eff— What the heck are you doing?”



Luna had seized a few potions in her magic and was juggling them. “Just fooling with a few of them,” Luna said. She adjusted the phials into a vertical line over her head, broke them and chugged their contents down before Celestia could move a muscle.



“WHAT— ARE YOU CRAZY!?” Celestia screamed.



Luna wiped her mouth with a hoof. “De-li-ci-ous! Wonderful bouquet of strawberry,” she said, beaming to her sister.



“Are you out of your mind?” Celestia walked to Luna, glaring daggers at her. “Potions are not meant to be mixed that way! Who knows what will happen to you now? How do you feel?”



“Uh,” Luna replied. “Refreshed! I’m immune to potions anyway, you should know.”



”Who told you that and when?”



“Me. Now.” Luna chortled. “Anyway,” she said, once she’d regained a semblance of composure, “time for me to lower that good ol’ cobble, isn’t it?” She looked at the floor covered in splinters of glass. “Sorry for the mess in your room, ’Tia,” she added. “Call the front desk and request a charmare come. Charge my account for the cleanup!”



She walked out of the room into the corridor, whistling. Celestia followed her silently, stopped on the threshold and watched her recede. When Luna had disappeared beyond the nearest corner, Celestia rolled her eyes again and turned around, closing the door behind her.



She never saw the dazzling flash, nor heard the hysterical laughter that came just after.
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         Pinkie Pie loved camping. The nature, the campfires, making s’mores, telling ghost stories, no longer forgetting to put out the fire when you’re about to go to sleep, looking at the stars, the friends… It was like a small party in the woods. There was much to like about going camping, whether it was planned of improvised.



Though very much the latter, this time was… different, for a number of reasons, but she’d still do her best to make it enjoyable. At the very least the fire kept them warm in the otherwise cold late autumn night.



She threw Rainbow Dash a sidelong glance. Though her face was shrouded in darkness due to her facing away from the fire, she could still sense a feel of unease in her friend’s eyes.



Her fingers played with the zipper of her backpack. They had stopped at a gas station about an hour ago, and she had loaded up on snacks for the rest of the trip. Maybe having something to eat would cheer up her sporty friend.



“Hey, Dashie. I think I have some marshmallows in my backpack, wanna roast some?”



“Pinkie, just… don’t,” was her reply. A bit annoyed, wistful, but mostly just tired.



She didn’t even get to pull out the bag of candy. With slightly less good spirits, she once more settled down and looked away; even though she tried to think of something to say, nothing felt right.



“How long has it been? Sunset and Applejack should already—”



“I’m sorry,” Pinkie blurted out, “I shouldn’t have suggested this road trip.”



“What?” For the first time in a while, Dash looked right at her, her earlier discontent replaced with disbelief. 



“We should’ve just taken a flight with Rarity and Fluttershy. We could’ve waited a day or two and then we all could’ve gone together.”



Rainbow stayed silent for a few seconds before shaking her head and giving out a drawn out sigh. “Hey, they had stuff to do, otherwise they would’ve come with us. Everyone agreed an overnight road trip was a great idea.”



“But we could’ve—”



Her words were cut short when she felt Dash’s hand on her shoulder. Looking back at her friend, Pinkie saw the small smile on her face.



“Coulda, shoulda, woulda,” she said, “We decided to drive, Rarity and Fluttershy would meet us once we got there. That’s the end of it… And I don't want to hear you blaming yourself for anything else tonight, okay?”



A smile made its way to Pinkie’s face, and she did little to stop it.



“Do… Do you think I overdid it with the pull string fireworks, though? The label did say they shouldn't be used indoors,” she said timidly.



“Perhaps, but to be honest we were already pretty rowdy by that point…” Dash must’ve realised Pinkie frowned at that because she soon continued, “Just so you know, I don’t regret coming, neither do Applejack or Sunset. Even in spite of… well… you know. It’s been a fun ride, and I’m sure the girls think the same.”



Pinkie saw see a smile form on her friend’s face, which made hers grow much wider. Despite the bumpy road and the not-so-great night. Dash’s words warmed her up far more than the fire could. Well, maybe about the same, the fire was starting to get uncomfortable.



She looked back at the burning car behind them. At least they’d managed to push it away from the trees before the engine went up in flames. She still wasn’t sure why that had happened.



“You know, perhaps taking out the fire extinguisher to make room for the espresso machine wasn’t the best idea.”



“Pinkie just... let's not think about it until the girls are back with help, a'ight?”



“Oh! Hehehe… Sorry, Dash.”
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         "How come we always get two birthday parties?" asked Pound Cake.



Pinkie Pie's face blanched. "Well, silly, it's because there's two of you! So we have one for Pound and one for Pumpkin!" she answered, grinning a plastic smile.



"No it isn't," said Pumpkin Cake. "We both get the song with Daddy and we both get the song with Mommy."



"Yeah, and Mommy even makes us two cakes," said Pound. "One cake for each of us. So it's like we both get two parties."



"Well, you guys are super-special, so you get a party with each one of your parents. That's a good thing, isn't it? Double the parties is double the fun!" Pinkie put on her party hat and resumed setting the tables in Sugarcube Corner. "A fun party here with Daddy at Sugarcube Corner, and a fun party at Mommy's house tonight."



"No! It isn't good. We want a party with Mommy and Daddy together," said Pumpkin. "We get to see you at both of them, but everypony else there is different."



"Yeah! We talked to Zipporwhill. She doesn't get a party with her Mommy and another one with her Daddy. They have the same party together," said Pound.



Pumpkin frowned and crossed her forelegs. "Other kids don't do this! And they don't have two Hearth's Warmings neither."



Pinkie Pie sighed and sat down, turning to face the foals. "Have you talked to Daddy about this?" she asked.



Pumpkin nodded. "He said it's gotta be this way and it's Mommy's decision. But Mommy just says she doesn't have a choice."



"He said that, huh?" said Pinkie. She briefly gritted her teeth.



"Pinkie," said Pound, his voice suddenly soft, "did we do something bad?"



Pinkie's eyes watered. "What? No! No, no. Kids, you... this has nothing to do with either of you."



"But it's OUR birthdays!" said Pumpkin, her little muzzle wrinkled up.



Pinkie Pie reached over and pulled Pumpkin and Pound close to her. "Pound, Pumpkin, listen to me. This is super important, okay?" she said. "Neither one of you are responsible for how Mommy and Daddy act."



"Then who is?" asked Pumpkin Cake.



"Yeah. Is it Daddy or Mommy? And how come?" added Pound Cake.



"It's... both Daddy and Mommy, in part. You see, sometimes ponies fall in love, but it isn't for forever," said Pinkie, grimacing. "Nopony can control how they feel in their heart. If the love goes away, it can be hard to do things together. But it isn't because of you. If anything, you two made Mommy and Daddy hold onto love even longer than they would have without you."



"But people who get married are s'poseda be happily ever after!" said Pumpkin cake. Pound nodded in agreement.



"Well, that's in books. In the real world things are... complicated," said Pinkie, idly petting Pumpkin's mane. "Sometimes they're too complicated for Mommies and Daddies to work out."



"Do you think it's Mommy and Daddy's fault the same?"



Pinkie Pie bit the tip of her tongue until it bled and sucked on it for a moment. "It doesn't matter what I think," she said, then paused before speaking again. "But Daddy's family never really liked Mommy, so now that they're not married they don't get along very well."



"How come they don't like Mommy? Mommy's great!" said Pound.



"Adults are weird, Pound. They don't always know the right thing to do, and they don't always understand friendship."



"Oh! You and your friends could fix their friendship problem!" said Pumpkin.



"Yeah!" said Pound, his eyes lighting up. "You can fix any friendship problem!"



Pinkie closed her eyes. "I'm sorry, kids. Auntie Pinkie's tried really, really hard already. This is as good as it's going to get."



"Oh," said Pound and Pumpkin, in unison. They both stared down at the floor.



"Hay, cheer up," said Pinkie, hugging them both. "It's your birthday! You're supposed to be happy."



"What's there to be happy about," mumbled Pound.



"Well... you know something your parents don't," said Pinkie.



"What's that?" asked Pumpkin.



Pinkie smiled. "You know what it's like to have two birthdays. And maybe when you get older and you have your own kids, you can make sure they only get one."



Pound giggled as Pinkie scruffed him on the head.



"Okay. But will you come to our kids' birthday parties too?" asked Pumpkin.



"I wouldn't miss it for anything," said Pinkie Pie. "Cross my heart and hope to fly."



"Stick a cupcake in my eye," said the foals, smiling.
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