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         "She has your coat, you know," I say. "Of course, if you want to talk practical instead of sentimental, she's exactly what you'd expect from a mix of Shiny and me. But I like to believe she gets it from you."



"I am not certain how to react to that statement."



"Her eyes are all Shiny's, though. Through and through. I always wondered if she'd have amber eyes, like yours. Kind of a long shot, I suppose?"



"I am not certain how to react to that statement," she says, again. "My knowledge of heritable traits and and the relative probability of their expression across multiple pony generations is limited."



I chuckle. "Oh, that's so you! Classic Mom."



"I agree that it is, in fact, me, but—"



"Flurry really is adorable. I know all parents say that about their babies, but I really do think she's above average on the baby front. I'll bring her down here to show her to you soon, I promise. I just need to be a little more confident of her telekinetic control." I give a quick glance to the dust-covered shelves and racks surrounding us. "Some of these old armaments may be a little too, um, fragile. For Flurry, that is."



Mom's eyes snap into sharp focus. "I am prepared to give you an inventory of the contents of this chamber," she says. "Including a comprehensive analysis of the structural integrity and relative fragility of each item found herein. Would you like that inventory now?"



"Maybe later," I say. The Crystal Armory is Mom's area of expertise; she'll go on and on about it if you let her. "What I really came down here to ask you about is Flurry's words. She's so very vocal, but as of yet, she's not talking. Twilight says that it's not unheard of for fillies and colts to start saying their first words at one month of age. Flurry's well over a month old by now, but she still mostly babbles. It's adorable babbling, of course, but I'm worried that maybe she's a bit language-delayed. But then again, none of the foals Twilight's dealt with are alicorn babies, so the timeline could be completely skewed. I know you're not an alicorn either, but you're her grandmare. Do you have any idea how long I should wait? Part of me wants to give it time, but if she's going to need language intervention, I want to start it sooner rather than later."



Mom appears to think this over for a moment.



"I am not certain how to react to that statement," Mom says. "My knowledge of the linguistic development of alicorn foals is—"



"—Limited, I know. But, hear me out. Mine is limited too. So is anypony's. There hasn't been a new alicorn birth in over a thousand years, and I'm really struggling with knowing whether or not Flurry is meeting all her developmental milestones. Can you tell me this: am I doing the right thing by waiting?"



"I am not certain how to react to—"



"—That statement! Yes! I understand. You don't want to overstep your bounds. But I'm desperate here, and I'm looking for a little guidance. Velvet—oh, that's Shiny's mother, by the way—Velvet thinks everything is fine. But I really, really don't want to mess this up, and I want as many opinions as possible."



"I am not certain how to react to that statement."



"Please," I say. "Put aside your job for the moment. As her grandmare. What should I do?"



Mom pauses. She watches me for a moment. Her eyes are analytical.



"I am not your child's grandmare," she says.



"Mom—"



"I am not your mother," she continues, her voice frustratingly even.



"I know," I say. "Believe me, I know. You're Amore the Third. My great-great-to-the-nth-degree-grandmare, last queen of the Crystal Empire. But I never knew my birth mother, and my entire adoptive family passed away some time ago, so you're the closest thing to a mother I have."



"I am not Amore the Third," Mom says.



"Right," I say, looking away. Here we go again.



"I am an enchantment bearing the basic likeness of Princess Amore," Mom says. "I was placed in this chamber a thousand years ago, on the cusp of the Empire's overthrow, to safeguard the potent spells herein. My duty is to ensure that only ponies of great kindness may access the contents of this room. I exist to keep dark forces from claiming this arsenal. This was, and is, my only function. This is the—" A brief pause. "—five hundred and forty-fifth time I have expressed this purpose."



"I know. I know. I'm sorry. I get very emotional in this room. You look just like her, sound just like her..."



"I am not certain how to react to that statement. My records show that Amore the Third's dissolution at the hooves of the Tyrant Sombra came many years before your birth. Though I am able to tell you that I was made in her image, it would not be reasonable to say that you have any practical means of comparing my likeness to hers. It is likewise not reasonable for my appearance to evoke in you memories of an emotional connection the two of you shared."



"You don't understand," I say. "Of course I feel an emotional connection to you. You're my Mom."



"I am not your mother."



I squeeze my eyes shut. "Can't you just...pretend to be my mother for a little while?"



"I exist only to judge."



"See? You're not far off! That's what most mothers exist to do!"



"I am not your mother. I am an enchantment—"



"All right, don't. Please."



Mom goes silent. A flicker of magic momentarily distorts the translucent lines of her perfect cherry-blossom face. She waits, placidly, on my next words.



"You're not just a random security enchantment," I say. "I know you're just fifteen recorded minutes of her life, but you're the only fifteen minutes I've got."



"I am not certain how to react to that statement," Mom says.



"And you're not just a recording! You interact with ponies."



"Interactivity is key to my function. I was placed in this chamber a thousand years ago—"



"There must be something of you in there," I say. "You can't just make a full-size judgmental talking illusion of yourself and not have thrown in something of your real personality."



"I exist only to judge."



"No," I say. "No. I refuse to accept that. If you really, truly, honestly existed only to judge, you would be an intelligent door lock. Glows green to admit ponies of great kindness and compassion, glows red to refuse anypony else. Simple. Done. But you're more than that! You have a voice. A face."



"I am an enchantment bearing the basic likeness of—"



"Tell me about your hair-chain," I say. "I've been admiring it from the moment I first saw you. I just adore the way it drapes around your horn. Who gave it to you? Is it one of the Empire's lost crown jewels? A family piece?"



She pauses, as though in thought.



"I am an enchantment bearing the basic likeness of Princess Amore," Mom says. "Any adornments to my visage are visual replicas of those worn by Princess Amore at the time this enchantment was cast. I have no further information than this."



"Nothing?"



"I am afraid not."



I frown. The expression does not look good on me. Aunt Celestia once told me my face would freeze like this were I to hold on to it long enough. Underneath Mom's endlessly-patient gaze, I pick my way gingerly through the time-ravaged arsenal, eventually selecting a tiny alabaster jewel box from one of the shelves. "What about this?"



Mom's face literally and figuratively lights up. "The Lapidoptera Box!" she says.



"'Lepidoptera'? Something to do with butterflies, right?"



"And Lapidiary," she says. "Because it is is a jewel box. The name is a subtle pun. Gifted to the Empire by the legendary Mage Jasmine Flower. It is said that a pony who faces a hail of arrows need only open this box to transmogrify the incoming projectiles into a swarm of harmless butterflies."



"That's amazing!" I say. "Did you ever use it?"



"Once," Mom says.



"Tell me about it!"



"Once upon a time," Mom says, "Princess Amore the Third plucked that very box up from that very shelf..."



"...Yes? And?"



"...And she recorded a message about its origin and function so as to properly catalogue it in this armory."



"...And that's it?"



"One more thing," Mom says.



"Yes?" I lean in.



"Once finished, she proceeded to put the box down."



"So she picked it up, recorded a message about it, and...put it back down again."



"Yes. As you may have surmised, you have now been witness to that selfsame message. This concludes my account of Princess Amore's primary interaction with the Lapidoptera Box."



"So what good is it?"



"It is said that a pony who faces a hail of arrows need only open this box to—"



"I understand! If I'm ever facing down a hail of arrows, I'll make sure to think of this box that you picked up one time and then put down again."



"You are searching for something in this armory," Mom says. "Something you are unable to locate."



"Yes!" I cry out. "I am!"



"Please state the nature of the danger you face so that I may recommend an appropriate defense."



"The danger I face? You want to know the danger I face?"



"Yes. So that I may recommend—"



"The danger I face is that I'm trying to be the mother of a beautiful, challenging daughter, and to be the princess of a beautiful, challenging empire, and I feel so...cut off. From my family, my heritage. Everything that a normal pony would lean on at a time like this. Shiny and I have brought the Empire back from the brink of re-destruction at least twice now, and we've brought a child into this world, and I keep feeling like we're doing it completely alone."



"I am not certain how to react to that statement," Mom says. "Please state the nature of the danger you face—"



"I don't know if what I'm doing is right or not! In school, all the tests had answer keys! The teacher would go over your test booklet with a red pen and tell you exactly what you did wrong and what you did right! Shiny and I don't have that!"



"Velvet," Mom says.



"Pardon?"



"You have identified 'Velvet' as 'Shiny's mother.'"



"Okay. You're right. Shiny has a mom. She's been a heaven-send. She's upstairs watching Flurry right now, in fact."



"And she gives you advice on how to raise your child."



"Yes," I admit, shuffling my gold-booted hoof against the dusty crystal tiles.



"You have in hoof the weapon you have requested," says Mom. "My service is complete."



"Wait," I say. "Okay, yes, I see what you're saying. Don't go."



"I am here," Mom says. "For as long as you require my services."



There is a long silence as I struggle to form words.



"Do you still require my services?" Mom asks, after a minute.



"Yes!" I blurt out.



"All right," Mom says.  "I am here. For as long as you require my services."



"I'm trying to ask you something," I say. "And I'm trying to phrase it in such a way that you won't just say that you're not certain how to react to it. Do you understand?"



"Yes," Mom says. "You are attempting to confine your questions to the areas of my expertise so that I will not express uncertainty."



"No, no, that's not what I'm doing at all."



"I'm sorry," Mom says. "Please rephrase your intent."



"I want you to say something real."



"Very well. Please tell me the nature of your question about this armory."



"I don't care about this armory!"



"I'm sorry," Mom says. "Please rephrase your intent."



I very nearly utter a most unprincesslike word. "Darn it!" I say, instead.



"I am not certain how to react to that statement," Mom replies.



"Are you proud of me?" I practically shout.



Mom is silent.



"You don't know how frustrating this is!" I continue, beginning to pace, my hooves clicking against tile. "I have all the time I need with the fifteen minutes you spent cataloguing this armory and absolutely nothing of the entire rest of your life! I don't want to know about the boxes that turn arrows into butterflies or the spears that call lightning from the skies, or the gems that grow into impenetrable walls. I want you to tell me that you love me and that you're proud of what I've done!"



I stand there, quivering, for a moment longer. Then I slump.



"I am—"



"Please don't say that you're not certain how to react," I beg.



"Acknowledged," Mom says. "I am an enchantment bearing the basic likeness of Princess Amore. I was placed in this chamber a thousand years ago, on the cusp of the Empire's overthrow, to safeguard the potent spells herein."



"I know," I say, weakly. "You don't need to repeat it."



Mom processes this for a moment.



"When Princess Amore cast this enchantment," she says, "she was adamant that the dark-hearted unicorn who usurped her throne should never enter this armory. Princess Amore determined that only a truly good-hearted pony, a pony of gentle kindness, possessed of the virtues of humility and self-sacrifice, should have access to the potent spells safeguarded within this room."



I can practically hear the thaumaturgic sparks as the enchantment makes a desperate leap for a conclusion.



"The fact that you are in this room," she says, "is evidence enough that she considers you to be a good pony."



Tears well up at the corners of my eyes.



"Okay," I say. "That'll do."



"Do you still require my services?" the enchantment asks.



"Yes," I say. "Always."



"I am here," says the enchantment. "For as long as you require my services."



"Can you hold me?" I ask, my lip quivering.



"No," she says.



"Can you pretend to?"



A pause.



"Yes," she says.








"There you are!" Velvet says, putting a bookmark in the massive old tome she's been poring over. "You were downstairs a long time! I was beginning to wonder about you."



"Bah!" says Flurry Heart, waving her hooves excitedly from within her playpen. I lift her up in my magic, kiss her on the cheek, and set her gently upon my back. The object of my fiercest love proceeds to tangle her hooves in my mane and drool all over my withers.



"Sorry it took so long," I say. "I hope Flurry wasn't any trouble."



"A perfect angel most of the time," says Velvet. "And nothing I couldn't handle for the rest of it," she adds, with a wink. "Did you find what you were looking for?"



"Something like it."



"Well, I'm glad you turned up more than I did." She glances back at the dusty old book, a look of dismay crossing her features. "That lovely young Sunburst has been an absolute gem at finding all these old texts about alicorns for me to look at, but I'm afraid some of them are a bit too scholarly for little old me. I can't find any notation in here of how old baby alicorns should be before they start talking!"



"I think we age peculiarly," I say. "Maybe there isn't a single right answer."



"Oh, well," says Velvet. Then her face brightens. "Guess we'll be going at it alone!"



"All alone," I say, smiling. "You, me, Shiny, Night Light, Twilight..."



"Yep!" says Velvet, missing my meaning. "We'll all just take our best guesses. Together, we'll figure something out. Do you think that'll be okay, hon?"



"I think that'll be just fine, Mrs. Sparkle," I say. "Mom," I add.



Crinkles form at the edges of Velvet's eyes. "My gosh," she says. "I'm not certain how to react to that."



"Is it okay?"



"It's wonderful, dear. You've just never called me that before."



"I'm going to start. If that's all right."



She beams, bright as the sun.



"Of course it is," Mom says.
      

      
   
      The Phoenix Festival


      

      
      
         Prince Shining Armor sat on the edge of his opulent canopy bed, staring down at the broken lamp which littered the floor. The twisted porcelain fragments reminded him of the sensations roiling his gut. He and his wife had fought many times before, but never with violence. Why did they both have to lose control over something so trivial?



A soft, almost guilty-sounding knock echoed through the bedchamber door.



Shining leaped up off of the bed and opened the door by hoof, meeting Princess Cadance face to face.



"I was wrong," both ponies said in unison.



"No, it was me," Shining Armor quickly interjected.



"Like Tartarus it was," said Cadance. "I never should have gotten upset in the first place!"



"Maybe it was both—" said Shining, but he stopped when his wife's lips locked tightly against his own. One passionate kiss later, the stallion found himself lying face up on the bed with his wife atop him.



"Let's never fight again," said Cadance, grabbing her husband by the shoulders and peppering his face with kisses.



"Let's do something other than fight?" suggested Shining Armor, flipping Cadance about so she now lay beneath him.



The princess ran two delicate forehooves down Shining's midsection, pressing firmly against the taut muscles of his barrel. "If we're not careful, the staff might think we're still fighting," she warned him.



"Buck the staff. Let's wake the whole damn palace," said Shining, with a grin. He reached out and plucked a small feather from Cadance's wing.



"Ow! What was that for?" she asked.



"You'll see," said Shining, twirling the feather an inch from his wife's navel.



It turned out all the Royal Academy rumors about make-up sex were true.








Shining Armor's vision returned to him slowly. Blackness faded to an indistinct series of geometric patterns. He was lying on his back, floating in midair, but drifting somehow. He could see the ceiling above him changing as he passed through the hallway.



Panic gripped his heart as his body failed to respond to commands. He was paralyzed! An archway passed overhead, and then the night sky greeted his gaze. His vision was still blurry, but one thing was clear. Not one, but two identical Moons sat in the sky above.



I'm dreaming, he realized.



It was a realistic dream, but a dream nonetheless. A light breeze caressed his pelt. His body floated slowly through the palace gardens, taking a turn here or there. Relatively unfamiliar with the gardens, he quickly lost track of where he was.



Then Shining Armor heard a familiar voice.



"Prince Shining Armor: it is I, Princess Luna. You are at this moment paralyzed within an unusual dream. Do you require my assistance?"



He couldn't see anything but the two Moons above him and the occasional foliage that drifted by, but Luna's voice was very close.



Yes, he thought with all his might, but his lips wouldn't respond. A few moments passed.



"You seem to be fine, then. Have a pleasant evening," said Luna.



Shining cursed his luck. At least it's only a dream, he thought to himself, as he passed through another archway. He could feel his body descending now, as though he were floating down a ramp or staircase. It was colder here, and very dark. There was a distinct musty odor.



Torchlight met his vision. There was a stone ceiling overhead, his eyesight still blurry as flickering lights danced off of a square grid of chiseled rock. Then he descended straight down until his back felt cool stone kissing against it.



Out of the corner of his vision, Shining Armor could see a cloaked figure standing above him. It was a unicorn, judging from the angular protrusion within the hood.



Then something gripped his heart like a vice, and everything went bright.








It was the middle of the day, and the Crystal Heart spun in the air above him. Shining Armor gasped for breath, sitting upright. He was laying beneath the vaulted expanse of the Crystal Palace Arcade, upon some kind of a padded dais decorated with flowers.



Suddenly, the cheers of a nation-state roared in his ears. He panted rapidly and tried to stand, but his wife held him down with a firm hoof.



"Sssh, just relax," she said, and smiled gently down at him as the applause continued. The passion from last night wasn't in her eyes, but her mane...



"Your mane... you have your mantle?" Cadance's mane lazily waved in the air behind her, magically shimmering in a myriad of pastel hues and glowing like the Fire of Friendship. Nearby her stood Princess Celestia. The resemblance was uncanny.



"The Phoenix Festival has officially begun!" shouted Princess Cadance, and somehow the crowd roared even louder.



Shining Armor turned his head and saw Princess Luna standing on the other side of him. She reached over and carefully helped him off of the dais. "It is a large step," she warned him as he hopped down onto the flooring, his legs still shaky.



Shining looked out at the throng as he steadied himself. Thousands of ponies, all cheering, lined the streets radiating away from the Crystal Palace. The scene was both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. The crystal avenues looked similar, but in place of small houses, towering structures cast long shadows across the landscape. The center of his kingdom resembled downtown Manehattan more than the quaint, sprawling city he knew and loved.



"I'll explain once we're inside," said Cadance. "Just wave to the crowd once."



Shining Armor waved to the cheering crowd, and then followed his wife up the palace steps while Celestia and Luna remained below.








"The year is 1147 Anno Solequus," said Princess Cadance.



Shining Armor's jaw dropped. "That's... what? I've been gone for almost a hundred and forty years?!"



Cadance shook her head. "No. You've been here the whole time, you've just lost your memories," she said. "This is the fourth time I've brought you back."



"Back from where?"



Cadance smiled wanly. "From death," she said. "Now, I realize our vows said, 'until death do us part', but I never took that literally—"



"Wait. This is impossible," said Shining, shaking his head. "Nothing can bring a pony back from death, not even the magic of friendship."



"Yet, here you are," said Cadance, shrugging. "I was just as surprised as you the first time it happened."



"How is this possible?"



"As best we can tell? The magic of the Crystal Heart, and my love for you," she said. "The first time, the event was supposed to be a state funeral. Then it turned into a week-long festival."



"Dear Celestia. I must have died in my sleep the night after our big fight," he said. "How did I die? Please tell me it wasn't the sex. The sex was incredible."



Cadance shook her head. "You didn't die then. The process of rejuvenating your body and mind apparently requires a reset point, because your brain needs to be physically restored," she explained. "Every time you die, the process 'resets' your mind all the way back to that emotional moment from your youth."



Shining Armor sat down on the floor of the throne room. "I can't believe this. I've missed more than a century. My friends must all be dead by now. My parents... Flurry Heart?"



"She's fine. She isn't here for the Phoenix Festival because she's out travelling. She likes to wait a few weeks before the introductions—it gives you more time to get up to speed on what's happened," said Cadance.



"And Twily?"



Cadance looked down at the floor. "You're not on speaking terms at the moment," she said. "It's complicated. Look, we have documents prepared that will help with the transition..."



Shining laughed dryly. "I... I can't even think," he said. "This is too much. I go to sleep and I wake up in a different life? What am I supposed to do? I missed my baby growing up! Do we have any other children? Why won't Twily talk to me?"



"This process is always hard," said Cadance, walking over and crouching next to her husband. "But I'm here for you, and I love you, Shiny. We'll get through this, I promise." She gently coaxed his mane aside with a hoof and pulled him into a tight embrace.



The couple held each other while Shining Armor cried.








The dull roar of crowd conversation and music drifted upwards to the balcony where the royals ate.



"I bet I'll never get used to these skyscrapers," said Shining Armor, holding up his glass to an attendant for more wine. "Or that new style of flying machine."



"I'll take that wager," said Princess Celestia, with a smile. "Still, it is impressive how quickly things have changed over the past century. Even Canterlot scarcely looks the same."



"I'm sorry we're not eating down there with our people. I just don't want to mingle right now," he said to Princess Cadence. "I'll walk about the city soon, maybe later today if I feel up to it."



"It's fine, dear, even if you want to hole up in the palace for the rest of the festival. They can see us eating up here from down below... that should be enough," she replied.



Just then, a pegasus mare floated up to the balcony, followed by a guard.



"Crystal Princess, please!" she cried, kneeling on the edge of the balcony. "Please bring my young colt back to me, I beg you!"



"We didn't see her," said the pegasus guard, landing next to the mare. He reached out and grabbed her by the shoulder.



"Wait," said Princess Cadance, standing up from the table. "Madam, I am truly sorry for your loss. If your request were within my power to grant, I would do so. The Crystal Heart does not allow me to return anypony other than my husband."



The mare cried and shook her head. "F-forgive a grieving mother," she sobbed.



"I'm so sorry," said Cadance. "Guard, please take her down the stairway so she needn't fly."



Everypony waited in silence until the mare had left the balcony.



"Well, that was awkward," said Shining Armor.



"Some ponies mistakenly believe Princess Cadance has the ability to return anypony from the dead, but only chooses to use the ability on you," said Celestia. "Not an unreasonable theory. If anyone at all could be brought back from the dead, it might be imprudent to use the ability on an entire nation."



"So I'm the only one in the world it works on, then? Lucky me, I guess," said Shining, as he toyed with his salad with a fork.



"You seem to be managing quite well, Prince Shining Armor," said Princess Luna. "All things considered."



Shining chuckled. "It's an act. I'm still in shock," he said. "Oh, I've been meaning to ask you something. Do you interpret dreams?"



Luna smiled. "As well as anypony, I suppose. Though your sister assists me these days in managing the dreams of the afflicted."



Out of the corner of Shining Armor's eye, he could see his wife rapidly shaking her head. Luna cleared her throat noisily.



"Right... huh, that's good to hear," said Shining. "Anyway, I had a very unusual dream I was hoping to get some insight with."



"The one with the twin Moons," said Luna.



"Yes! You were there, do you remember it?"



"Sadly, I do not. Apart from the second Moon, the dream was unremarkable so I had no cause to make note of the details. Many decades passed before your first rebirth indicated the dream occurred at a portentous moment," said Luna. "Thus, your recollection—with which I am already very familiar—is the only reference I have."



"Damn. I was hoping you might have seen something I couldn't," said Shining Armor between bites of salad. "Like the identity of the hooded unicorn. It was such a vivid dream. Does it mean anything?"



Luna shrugged. "Dreams do not always have precisely defined meanings, but there are general facts which are clear. Subconsciously, you felt helpless and adrift, which is not unusual given your station at the time as a relatively new regent in charge of the prosperity of an entire nation," she said. "The unicorn likely represented Princess Cadance, given your mutual conflict from the previous evening. It was an event which, being fresh in your mind, still weighed heavily upon your ego."



Shining Armor finished his glass of wine in a single gulp. "I see," he said, taking a deep breath. "But what about the double Moon?"



For a moment, Luna looked away from the table. "Perhaps the Lunar duality also represented the relationship between you and your beloved? I do not know for certain," she said. "One should take care not to read too much into a dream, Shining Armor."



"You always obsess over that crazy dream," said Cadance, leaning over to wipe a bit of salad dressing from her husband's chin groove.



"Well, it's the last thing I remember," said Shining.



"If I were you, I'd obsess over the next-to-last thing I remembered," said Princess Celestia, with a wink.



"Auntie!" said Cadance, blushing.



Shining Armor laughed, then leaned over and kissed Cadance on the cheek. "When I'm feeling a little more stable, I'll be happy to."








A stack of books sat on the central table in the den.



"These are the journals from lives two, three, and four," said Princess Cadance, pointing to the stack. "They cover all the major events you experienced, from your perspective. In each life you elaborate more as time goes by, but you should be able to read them all before the festival ends if you pace yourself."



"What about my first life?" asked Shining Armor.



"You didn't know you were going to come back from the dead back then. I tried to get you to journal anyway, but you never took to it. So I ended up writing this for you," she said, hoofing him another large book. "It's less personal coming from me, but it chronicles Flurry Heart growing up, the passing of your parents, and all the subjects you probably care the most about. There are plenty of photographs."



"Thanks," said Shining, adding a deep sigh. "What about Twily?"



Cadance paused. "That happened shortly after your first rebirth, so it's in the one on the bottom there. The situation is complicated, but the short answer is you don't really know why she won't talk to you anymore. She still loves you, though," she said. "It'd be better for you read through the history of it and make your own interpretations than listen to me."



Shining frowned, idly flipping through one of the books. "This doesn't make any sense," he said. "Can't you talk to her for me? I wouldn't go three lifetimes without making amends with my baby sister. The two of us were inseparable."



"I really don't know what to tell you," said Cadance. "We can talk more after you're caught up, okay?"



Shining Armor nodded. "I think I want to go out into the city first, and immerse myself in some culture shock."



Cadance smiled brightly. "I think that's a great idea. Just don't overdo it, okay?"








As Shining Armor walked into the crowd, smiling ponies parted to allow him passage. Small booths were set up along the sidewalks, offering random services from face painting to fast food. The carnival-like atmosphere contrasted sharply with the towering skyscrapers and office buildings.



"Welcome back, Sire!" called a crystal mare. Her friends giggled and blushed.



"Thanks," he replied, waving.



Wandering the streets of a metropolis felt strange and disconcerting. Shining looked up at a tall building adorned with a red raindrop shape, and a curious idea crossed his mind. He trotted up to the building and stopped in front of the door.



"This door doesn't have a handle," he said out loud. He leaned forward experimentally with a hoof, and the door opened automatically. "Magic. Awesome," he said, and walked inside.



The building was air-conditioned and well-lit. The entry area was a waiting room of sorts. Several ponies were seated here, one of them clearly having a cold. Shining Armor walked up to the nurse at the front desk.



"My Prince," said the nurse, and he stood and bowed.



"Please, just call me Shining Armor," he said.



"Of course, Shining Armor. What can I do for you?"



"I was hoping I could see a doctor," said Shining.



The nurse's eyes went wide. "Heavenly Sun! Are you alright?" he asked, dropping his clipboard.



"I'm fine, no worries. The palace has its own medical staff anyway, doesn't it?"



The nurse nodded. "Of course, Sire," he said, and chuckled. "I suppose you're the pony who least needs our care, to be completely honest."



Shining smiled. "Yeah, I guess so. Still, I'd like to speak with a doctor about something private. I don't want to put myself ahead of anypony, though."



"None of our patients waiting are in serious condition. Come with me," said the nurse. He led the prince down the hallway and into a waiting room. "A doctor will be with you shortly."



The nurse shut the door behind him, and Shining Armor looked around the room. It looked like every other clinic waiting room he'd been in, except for a strange metal box with a colorful light display. He didn't have time to examine it, because within moments there was a knock at the door.



"Prince?" said the doctor as she entered and shut the door behind her. She was a blue crystal pony with a stone tablet for a cutie mark. "My name is Doctor Lithograph. What seems to be the matter?"



"Hi, doc. This is going to be a little strange, but I was wondering if I could get a full physical with blood work done?" he asked.



"I see. Is there a reason you aren't doing this at the palace?" she asked, furrowing her brow. "I don't know what the standard practice is after your... rejuvenation."



"Well, with everything going on, I don't want Cadance to worry about me being a hypochondriac," said Shining Armor. "I'm just curious if anything is unusual."



The doctor nodded. "Are you having symptoms?"



Shining Armor shook his head. "None. I feel like a million bits, which I suppose is normal for somepony brought back from the dead by the Crystal Heart."



Doctor Lithograph laughed. "I suppose so! They don't teach us how that works in University, but if you find out, let me know. I'd gladly be put out of a job."



It took about ten minutes for the doctor to complete the physical.



"Well, everything looks normal," she said. "You appear to be a very healthy stallion, but you're certainly well aware of how you keep in shape. I'll have you go down the hall to get your blood drawn, and we can send the results to the palace tomorrow."



"Sure. Could you have them sent to me directly?" asked Shining Armor.



"I don't see why not," said the doctor.








After a long walk around the city, Shining Armor returned to the palace grounds in the early evening. He began to wander around the Eastern gardens, the greenery surrounding the Eastern pillar of crystal that supported the tripod-like palace's structure.



"I wonder..." he said, and cantered to the palace's East entrance, staring up at the staircase. Of the three entrances to the palace, this one was the nearest to the royal bedchambers. He turned about and faced the gardens. Then he began to carefully retrace the path from his dream.



"Forward... it was rather slow, so the right turn would correspond to the main walkway," he said aloud, taking a right onto a large stone path. "Then a left, and a right... one more right, about here, and forward—"



Shining Armor stopped in his tracks, having nearly bumped into a large tree. It was planted in a small patch of earth mostly disconnected from the rest of the gardens, and it stood directly in front of the crystal palace wall.



Shining stepped behind the tree and felt the smooth crystal with his hoof. There was an impression of an archway, like a blind arcade.



"Hello, Prince. Welcome back," came a voice. Shining Armor turned to see an elderly crystal mare. She wore a set of gardening equipment on her saddle.



"Hello, and thank you," said Shining Armor. "Enjoying the Phoenix Festival?"



She smiled. "Very much. Didn't know if I'd live long enough to see it, but when they started the planning a few weeks ago, my odds went up."



Shining Armor smiled. "Congratulations, then," he said. "Hay, may I ask you something? Has this portion of the wall always been here?"



The mare raised a brow. "The impression in the arch there, yes? I can't rightly say," she said. "It's been here at least as long as I've been a royal gardener. That tree in front of it is much older than I am, as well."



"Ah, I see," said Shining Armor, dropping his head low. He turned and began to walk away.



"You know," said the mare, "King Sombra frequently used to remodel the base of the palace, or so the history books say. Given time and effort, the crystal structure can be mageworked through dark magic. Fortunately, this lies well beyond the abilities of most unicorns, or we'd run the risk of vandalism."



Shining Armor turned back and nodded. "That's very interesting. Thanks for your time, madam...?"



"Greenhoof," she said, with a bow. "And it's my pleasure to serve, my Prince."








Shining Armor lay awake in bed for an hour after Cadance had fallen asleep before unconsciousness finally took him.



He awoke to find himself seated in the gardens. The world had an ethereal quality to it, and after a few moments he realized he was dreaming. There was only one Moon in the sky, however.



He stood up and looked around. The color of the flowers and plants was intensifying before his eyes as his lucidity increased.



"This is growing too real. I'll probably wake up any moment," he said aloud. Then he noticed a large figure walking towards him.



It was Princess Twilight Sparkle, his sister. As she approached, he could see that his little sister was now bigger than he was. Her mantle billowed in the air, despite the lack of a breeze, shimmering with the glowing colors of an already-faded sunset as little streaks of light passed through it.



"Twily?" he said. "That's... that's not really you... is it?"



Twilight walked forward and embraced her brother tightly, nosing at his neck. It felt far too real to be a dream, now.



Shining Armor broke the hug and shook his head. "This... oh gosh, it's actually you. You're dreamwalking in my dream, or it wouldn't feel this realistic!" he said. "Oh, Twily. Cadance said you weren't talking to me anymore!"



Twilight Sparkle held up a hoof to her lips in a 'shhh' motion.



"Not talking to me... wait, she meant that literally?" he said.



Twilight smiled and reached forward with a hoof to stroke her brother's cheek.



"Well, this makes no sense," said Shining, sitting down on the path. "But neither does any sort of rift between us. It's so good to see you."



After a moment, Twilight sat down next to Shining Armor and motioned to the sky. A series of beautiful shooting stars zipped by overhead.



Shining laughed. "You always did like astronomy. You and Luna have a lot in common. It's kind of fitting that you'd help her out at night."



Twilight leaned against her brother and sighed.



"I guess I have to do all the talking, then? I wish I knew what to say," he said. "Everything is different. I missed Flurry Heart growing up, the world around me has changed, I miss our parents... I could really use somepony else to talk to, you know."



Shining Armor looked into Twilight's eyes, which were wet with moisture. She brushed aside a tear.



"I'm guessing this lack of communication isn't entirely your choice," he said, and frowned resolutely. "I'll get to the bottom of this, Twilight. I won't rest until everything is out in the open."



Twilight embraced Shining again, then stood up and began to walk away.



For a moment, Shining paused in thought. Then he called out to Twilight, "I don't suppose you know any way I could pass through a solid crystal wall, do you?"



Twilight turned her head and smiled a sad smile. Then she vanished, and the dream began to fade.








A letter came in the morning.



Prince Shining Armor:



Your lab results all came back normal for a non-fasting series. You should watch your intake of cholesterol, but even with that considered you're one of the healthiest stallions we've ever tested—in comparison with your apparent age bracket of a unicorn in his late twenties, naturally.



There is one unusual finding: your blood showed traces of unidyazoline, a common paralytic agent most often used in conjunction with general anesthesia in unicorns because it inhibits magic. This indicates that shortly prior to your rejuvenation by the Crystal Heart you were sedated, possibly to make the rebirthing process more comfortable, but that is pure speculation on my part. You would need to ask the palace doctors to find out precisely why this was done.



Attached you will find the formal results.




Shining Armor placed the letter into his saddlebags and took off for the library.








The Grand Library of the Crystal Empire was significantly larger than Shining Armor remembered. The entire first floor was littered with desks featuring strange colored light screens like the one in the clinic room.



"Can I help you, my Prince?" asked a crystal stallion as Shining stood gawking at one of the displays.



"Um, yes. I'm looking for information on dream interpretation," said Shining Armor. "Where are the card catalogs?"



"You can use one of the computers, here," said the librarian.



"Computer?" asked Shining Armor. "This thing?"



The librarian's mouth opened wordlessly for a moment. "Oh. Right, you don't recall. Well, I can help you. It's simple. Just touch the screen," he said.



Shining Armor's horn glowed, and the image on the screen warped and distorted itself. "I don't think I'm doing this right."



"Not with your magic," said the librarian, touching a button. A buzzing sound emanated from the screen and it restored itself. "Use a hoof, like so." The librarian touched part of the screen and a small visual window opened.



"Oh, neat," said Shining Armor. "So, how does this take the place of a card catalog?"



"It takes the place of a lot of things," said the librarian. He tapped a small oval icon and spoke, "Show me the history of the Yakyakistan Empire." The screen responded with a page of text and pictures.



"That's amazing! It's like there's a book inside the screen," said Shining Armor. "Magic's come a long way in the past century."



"It's actually not magic. Only the power source is magic, the rest is technology, believe it or not," said the librarian. "Anyway, this thing on the right is a scrollbar. You can tap it to move up and down through the text, or slide your hoof anywhere on the page for the same effect. Tapping on underlined words will take you to other articles. I think you can figure out the rest with a little trial and error."



"Thanks," said Shining Armor, and the librarian walked away.



Then Shining tapped the oval and spoke. "Show me information on dream symbolism," he said. The screen responded. He sat in front of the computer and began to read.



An hour of searching and reading passed, and then two. Shining Armor sighed. "Love, romance, change, rebirth... the Moon symbolizes practically everything," he mumbled to himself. "And I can't find a single reference to twin Moons anywhere."



He paused for a moment, then reached into his saddlebags and retrieved the letter. "Show me... unidyazoline," he said, and a page of information filled the screen.



Unidyazoline, under the name trade name hornizam (among others) is a Class-G medication used for magic suppression in unicorn ponies. It can be given orally or intravenously and is most commonly indicated as an adjunct to twilight sedation anesthesia. When administered alone, main effects include magic suppression, muscle paralysis, and double vision...




Double vision... Two moons...



Shining Armor felt his pulse quicken. "What if it wasn't a dream in the first place?" he whispered. "But then Luna would have to be lying..."



Even worse, he realized. She was there when it happened.



Shining stood up and galloped for the door.








"Where is Princess Luna?" asked Shining Armor, cantering into the throne room.



"She and Princess Celestia left last night," said Princess Cadance. "They only planned to stay for the first day of the festival."



"Dammit. I needed to talk to her," he said, stomping a hoof against the floor.



"Is this still about the dream?" asked Cadance. "I wasn't exaggerating when I said you obsess over it."



Shining Armor's jaw clenched. "Cadance, would you ever hide something important from me?"



Princess Cadance froze in place. Her mane drifted hypnotically in the air behind her throughout a pregnant pause. "I would do anything to make you happy, Shiny. You know that. You should read your journals."



Shining was about to press the issue, but a guard entered the room to speak. "Visitor for Shining Armor, from Friendlandia," he announced.



"Friendlandia?" asked Shining Armor.



"That's what Twilight named her kingdom," said Cadance, placing a hoof over her face. "It's an enclave within central Equestria. You should really read those journals."



"That's terrible. Horsefeathers. Didn't you tell her that was a terrible name?" said Shining. "Somepony should have said something."



"We all did, Shiny. We all did."



"Announcing the Great and Honorable Spike, the Brave and Glorious," said the guard, and in walked a dragon Celestia's size.



"Shining Armor?" called Spike, as he trotted over on all fours.



"Spike! Wow, you've really grown," said Shining Armor, warmly embracing his friend.



"Heh, yeah, it happens. And you look young. Again," he said. "I can't stay more than a minute, I'm afraid. I just wanted to stop by to congratulate you and wish you well." One of his claws pressed firmly against Shining Armor's saddlebags.



"Thanks. We should catch up sometime, though," said Shining Armor. "Um... Any word from Twilight?"



Spike leaned back and shook his head. "I can't speak for her. I thought you knew."



"He still needs to read up," said Cadance.



"Ah, right. She loves you, BBBFF. That's all I can say," said Spike, flexing his wings. "I figure you know that would never change, though."



"I understand," said Shining Armor. "I mean, I don't really, but you know what I mean."



"Right. Well, good luck!" said Spike. He gave Shining another hug, then hugged Cadance as well. Then he turned and trotted out of the throne room. The guard saluted the dragon as he passed.



"I'm going to go have a look at those journals now," said Shining Armor.



Cadance smiled and her shoulders relaxed. "I think that would be an excellent idea," she said.



Shining left the throne room and headed to the den. Upon arriving, he shut the door to the study and opened his saddlebags.



Sure enough, Spike had slipped something inside. It was a small scroll. Shining opened it up and whispered the title aloud...



"Passwall spell."








Shining Armor waited at least a half-hour after his wife had fallen asleep to leave the bed. He quickly cantered down the Eastern staircase, miniature scroll in tow. A brief detour through the East gardens, and he stood adjacent a tall tree, facing the blind arcade.



"I have no idea what I'm doing. This stupid wall probably doesn't even go anywhere," he murmured, then carefully cast the spell from the scroll.



A magic hole appeared in the crystal, large enough for him to step through. On the other side was a staircase.



"Sweet Celestia," he whispered, then stepped into the hole. He let the passwall spell expire behind him but kept levitating the scroll alongside. It provided minimal illumination in the otherwise pitch blackness of the stairwell.



Down he walked. The musty smell flooded him with recent memories of his 'dream'. After an extended drop, he reached a landing with a large metal door. It was locked.



"This time I don't need you, little sis," he said, casting Haspis on the door to the satisfying sound of a 'click'. He opened the door and walked into the light, then immediately dropped the scroll on the stone floor.



Shining Armor stood in a vaulted room beneath the palace, lit by a multitude of glowing crystal pillars. Embedded in every pillar lay a frozen image of Shining Armor's body, stretched out in the exact same position. Each copy had its eyes wide open in a look of shock. Three of the pillars had been shattered, but dozens more remained.



"What is this...?" he said, examining one of the pillars. There was something surreal about seeing yourself from outside the confines of a mirror.



"I had to marry a genius," came a voice from behind him. "Not just the captain of the hoofball team, but a raging dork with an intellect to rival his sister."



Shining Armor turned around to see his wife. She had a look of deep fatigue on her face.



"Caddy, what did you do?" he said.



"I couldn't handle it when you died on me, Shiny. It just wasn't fair. I wanted to spend my life with you, but your life... it's so short," she said. "So I went back in time, and I made... copies."



"You... made copies?"



Cadance nodded, wiping away a tear. "Yes. I needed you to be young, but I didn't want to reset all the growth we'd had together. The night we fought was a major turning point in our relationship, so I chose that evening to make the clones."



"And you convinced Luna to go back in time with you?" he said.



"No, I recruited Luna from the past to help me. Same difference, I suppose," she said. "We needed you to be conscious for the spell to work, so it was her idea to masquerade it as a dream."



"This is why Twilight won't speak to me," said Shining.



"We forbade her to tell you, and she wants you to be happy. But hiding the truth is very hard for her. She hexed herself to prevent the possibility of letting you know," said Cadance.



"I don't even know what to think. I'm just... some copy of your husband..."



"You ARE my husband," countered Cadance, placing her hooves on his shoulders. "I love you and I need you by my side, Shiny. This nightmare you see around you... this is how badly I need your love."



"It isn't fair—I should have been the one to see Flurry grow up!" said Shining Armor, angrily pushing Cadance away. "I didn't sign on to be a 'spare'. I didn't ask to be sent to the future!"



"Would you rather not exist?" asked Cadance, brushing another tear away. "I know this is hard, but think about how I must feel, Shiny..."



Shining Armor sat on the stone floor, leaning back against one of his dopplegangers' crystal columns. A minute passed in silence. "I can't blame you," he finally said. "I just don't know if you're still the mare I married. It's been too long, and I haven't been around. And don't say I have been, because you know what I mean."



"I'm the same mare," said Cadance, kneeling beside him. "I promise you that."



"I just feel... so expendable right now," he said.



"On the contrary. Nothing could be further from the truth," said Cadance. "You're indispensable to me."



"If I just up and left you? Would you just... thaw another one and start over?" he asked.



Cadance blanched. "I... no, of course not. Not until you passed away," she said. "But that would be horrible. You've never done that to me. I hope you wouldn't be able to."



"Never done...? I've figured this out before, haven't I?"



Cadance nodded. "You did the first time, and agreed to keep it a secret from yourself. The other two times, you remained unaware," she said.



"Wait," said Shining Armor, and he stood up and took one step back, then another, as his hooves began to stagger. "Oh no. The gardner. She told me that the Phoenix Festival was planned..."



"Shiny, relax," said Cadance, standing up and slowly approaching him. "Let's not overreact about this."



"You planned this several weeks in advance as a renewal ceremony, but you couldn't have known in advance when my clone was going to die," he said, shaking his head. "So you, you..."



"You volunteered for the ceremony. You knew it meant you were going to lose all of your memories," said Cadance, smiling as another tear trickled down one cheek. "It was completely voluntary, Shiny. You were ready to go."



"You killed me?" he said, his voice cracking as he backed against another column. "Caddy, no..."



"You were old and ready to pass on," Cadance said very gently. "You volunteered, Shiny. You wanted to be reborn."



"I wasn't reborn! I was murdered!"



"It's the same damn thing!" shouted Cadance, then her eyes widened as she placed a hoof over her mouth.



"W-what?"



Cadance wiped her eyes, smearing mascara all over her cheeks. "Losing your memories, dying... there's no real difference, is there?" she said. "This is all just philosophical masturbation, in the end. My husband is still alive. You're still alive, right here in front of me."



Shining Armor barked an odd laugh. "If that's true... If it really doesn't matter, then make me forget all this nonsense," he said. "Kill me again, and start over."



"No, Shiny. Don't talk like this!"



"Do it! I want to forget the past two days, so just kill me and thaw another copy! It's just forgetting, that's all—same thing, isn't it? Your husband will still be alive," he said, taking a hard, empty swallow of air. "Go right ahead."



Cadance collapsed on the floor and began to sob.



A minute passed, then two. Finally, Shining Armor crawled over to his wife and held her in his legs.



"Please don't hate me," she whimpered.



"You took my life from me, in more ways than one," he said. "But I can't hate you. You're all I have left."



"What do you want me to do?" whispered Cadance, looking up to her husband with tears streaming down her cheeks.



"I don't know," said Shining Armor, and he sighed as he held his wife close. "This... this is uncharted territory for anypony, isn't it? I'll never get to see Flurry grow up..."



"You'll get to see other things," said Cadance. "We can have another child, Shiny. I didn't want to after Flurry Heart, but... I would if you wanted. Anything can happen. You still have your whole life ahead of you."



Shining Armor nodded, and looked up at the many copies of himself. "And then some," he said.
      

      
   
      Planning Ahead


      

      
      
         The teleportation circle dropped them right where it was supposed to. Twilight Sparkle’s horn flashed with a final pulse of violet light as she tied off the spell’s loose ends, and then the veiling matrix collapsed, revealing their destination.



Darkness and heat washed over them. Acrid, searing, burning air assaulted her nose and picked at her eyes. She squinted against the rain of cinders for any sign of the path through the dark tunnel, and when she spotted a flat, hoof-trodden stretch of pumice, she broke for it.



“This way!” She could barely breathe the burning air. “Come on, girls! We’re almost there!”



“It’s too hot, Twilight!” Rarity cried. Her silver-shod hooves cracked the pumice and kicked little puffs of volcanic dust into the air. “We’re going to cook!”



“It’s just a little further!” Twilight’s lungs burned, but still she drove them forward. At the end of the rocky tunnel the darkness gave way to a hellish orange glow. Currents of superheated air flowed toward them like a dragon’s breath down its gullet. She felt her lips begin to crack.



“I see it!” Rainbow Dash yelled. She shielded her head with her wings. The tips of her primaries had already started to wilt from the heat. 



They wouldn’t last much longer here, Twilight knew. Another minute at most before their lungs began to blister and swell and weep fluid into the air sacs, and then they would all die here, drowning in a geothermal vent that hadn’t seen water in thousands of years. An ironic way to perish, and the thought propelled her legs forward with new vigor. The sharp pumice clawed at her coat and stung the delicate underside of her hooves.



Then, so suddenly it stunned her, they were in the open again. The tunnel spilled out onto a spit of volcanic rock, extending over the volcano’s main vent. Hundreds of feet below them a lake of magma lit the shaft like the underworld’s own sun. The rock shook beneath their hooves, groaning as the tremendous pressure building up deep within the earth sought out its escape. Boulders the size of houses fell around them, dislodged as the volcano began its final death throes.



Twilight stepped up to the edge. The superheated air rising from the magma below curled the hairs on her muzzle, and she had to breathe through her clenched teeth. She fumbled with the catch on her saddlebags and managed to withdraw the tiny gem from its special insulated pouch. She floated it closer, and for a moment her eye caught on one of the tiny memories dancing in its facets.



She saw herself as a younger mare, Spike riding atop her back. They had a book, and she was reading something to the hatchling. They were both smiling and looked so happy.



“Sorry,” she grunted. “It’s for a good cause. Now, girls!”



With a mental push, she flung the gem away. It fell like a blue star into the pit, for an instant brighter than all the magma boiling beneath them, and it was lost. Something cracked in her heart, and a sense of profound, ineffable loss washed over her, chilling her. And then all the heat of the volcano returned. She stumbled away from the edge, coughing out the searing air as best she could. Vaguely, through burning, tearing eyes, she saw the others step away from the edge as well. She reached out for them. 



“Everypony together!” They were out of time. The spells in the gems were loose, and the lake of burning rock beneath them shuddered. A terrible light, brighter than the sun at noon, shone up from beneath them. The rock began to shake, cracks opening beneath her hooves. Light and a long fall appeared between them.



Yeah, time to go. She squeezed her eyelids shut against the burning air and reached out with her magic. Her friends crowded close, and for a moment, just before the teleportation spell activated, things weren’t so bad.







They appeared outside in a flash of purple light. The summer sun of southern Zebrica felt downright cold against their coats. The air shimmered above them as the last of the volcano’s heat lifted away. 



Twilight gasped for breath. Her cracked lips tasted of blood, but she didn’t care. All that mattered was the cool air and the soft touch of the grass beneath her belly. She giggled, then laughed.



“We did it! We did it!” She grabbed the nearest pony, which turned out to be Fluttershy, and pulled her into a crushing hug. “We stopped the volcano, girls!”



A heady, giggly elation bubbled up out of her chest. She couldn’t stop laughing. How could she? Dozens of evacuated villages could now be saved. Thousands of square miles of delicate savannah preserved. 



“Ha!” She shouted at the volcano. Even from nearly 20 miles away, it loomed over the landscape like a titan. Billows of dark, ash-laden smoke rose from the top of the cone, forming massive clouds that drifted east, swallowing half the sky. “Is that all you’ve got? Well, it wasn’t enough! Our friendship is stronger than your, uh, lava!”



“Um, Twilight,” Rarity began. “About that…”



Twilight barely heard her. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the volcano. Any second now the magic infused in those gems, powered by the freely given memories they’d sealed up with them, would activate and send the volcano back into dormancy. Any second now the rumbling of the earth beneath them would cease, and the never-ending flow of smoke finally die, and peace would return to the world. Any second now.



Yup, any second now. Just… the spell was probably a bit delayed, was all. That was a lot of lava down there, after all, and it might take a while for the magic to diffuse through the entire volcano. This was perfectly normal, nothing at all to be worried about.



“Uh, those gems, like, all six of them were probably overkill, right?” Rainbow Dash asked. “Like, we didn’t need all six, did we?”



“There was a little margin for error,” Twilight admitted. Was the smoke starting to thin? Yes! It… wait, no, it was back again, darker than before. She frowned. “Geoengineering spells aren’t all that precise, but the six of those gems should be more than enough. It’s just… taking a little longer than I thought.”



“Okay, but, like, if one of us wasn’t able to toss their gem in, it would still work, right?”



Twilight considered that statement. She turned around.



Rainbow Dash looked a bit worse for wear. Her blue coat showed through the ash only in patches. Trails left by tears from her watering eyes traced bright cyan paths down her blackened cheeks. Smoke still rose from her singed mane. But what caught Twilight’s eye was the mulberry gem cradled in her hooves.



“You didn’t toss your gem in,” Twilight said. She was proud of how calm she sounded. “You… why didn’t you toss your gem in?”



“I wanted to! I did!” Rainbow protested. “But it’s my favorite memory, Twilight! My first sonic rainboom! How could I give that up?”



“That was the point!” Twilight shout— said. Twilight said. She most certainly wasn’t shouting. She took a breath. “The spell is powered by your memory, it needs to be something you cherish. You knew that.”



“Yeah, but…” Dash shrugged. 



Okay. This was fine. The spell would be a little slow, but it would still work. She focused on her breathing. “Okay. Five gems should be enough. We’ll just–”



“Um, what about… fewer gems?” Rarity said. “Fewer than five, I mean.”



Twilight turned to her. Sure enough, she had her own gem still held in her magic, hovering just beside her.



The ground rumbled again beneath them. Twilight barely noticed. “Did… did anypony else toss their gem in?”



A chorus of shamed mumbles answered. She looked from Rarity to Pinkie to Fluttershy. They all looked away or clutched their gems close. Even Applejack, trustworthy, dependable Applejack, couldn’t meet her gaze.



“Okay,” Twilight said. “This is fine. We’ll just… go back into the volcano, and we’ll all toss the gems in at the same time. Except for me, I guess. So you’ll all toss them in at the same time and–”



The ground rumbled again. She turned to see the volcano vanish from sight. A black cloud spilled down from the crater, rushing across the mountain’s face. Thousands of glowing rocks rose into the sky with deliberate, deceptive slowness, reaching the peaks of a graceful arc miles above their heads. 



“Okay. This is fine,” Twilight said. She watched the pyroclastic flood pouring down the volcano’s slopes toward them. “But, uh… yeah. Run.”








Starlight Glimmer met them at the train station in Ponyville with Spike. She took one look at their singed coats and dour expressions, and she kept her peace all the way back to the castle. It wasn’t until the door closed behind them and Twilight collapsed onto a cushion in the reading room that Starlight broke her silence.



“So… I take it things didn’t go well?”



“They could’ve gone better,” Twilight said. She rolled onto her back, letting her wings splay out to the sides to catch the sunlight pouring in from the crystal windows. A bit of the stress coiled in her muscles began to slowly drain. “By which I mean half of southern Zebrica is covered in inches of ash, thousands of zebras have no homes, the price of sorghum is going to quadruple over the next few years, and the dusky savannah otter is probably going extinct. Oh, and I sacrificed a cherished memory to power a spell that ended up not working because none of our friends were willing to do the same.”



Starlight winced. “Oh. What, uh, what was the memory of?”



“You know, I don’t even remember?” Twilight sighed. “Something about Spike, I think. Where’d he go, anyway?”



“I sent him to grab some lunch. I figured you’d want some hayburgers after all that time away.”



Hayburgers? Oh, heavens. It felt like it had been months since the last her last delicious taste. Her mouth watered at the mere thought. That special tangy sauce they used… She shivered a little bit. “Did you tell him to get some–”



“Hay fries?” Starlight settled down beside her on an adjacent cushion. “I told him to get a double order.”



Twilight moaned. She couldn’t help it. She rolled onto her side and reached out blindly with her hooves. “Marry me, Starlight.”



Starlight batted them away. “Ask me again when you’re not so hungry. But, uh, how are you? Really?”



Twilight let out a long breath and slumped into the cushion, as if all the weight of the world pressed down on her. “I can’t stop thinking about how close this one was. We almost died down there, Starlight. Normally we go off on these adventures and if we fail someone’s feelings get hurt or the villain wins and everypony has to deal with them for a bit. Not this time! We really, no kidding all nearly died. That eruption should have killed us! If we hadn’t stumbled on a cave with a small enough mouth for me to shield we’d all have been cooked.”



Starlight winced. “But you all made it back. Nopony was hurt, right?”



“Not this time.” Twilight rolled onto her back again. “But how many years have we been doing this, Starlight? How many times have we put our lives on the line? Someday we won’t get so lucky. I feel… I feel like we’re teasing fate. If we keep on this path, if we keep rolling the dice, someday somepony’s going to lose.”



Starlight was silent in reply. That was one of the things Twilight liked about her—she knew how to wait, to let the conversation lull without feeling the urge to fill it with pointless words. So they sat together for a while, content with each others’ company, until Twilight heard the castle door open on the floor below them, followed shortly by the click of Spike’s claws on the crystal floor. The scent of greasy, salty, wonderful fried hayburgers preceded him into the reading room.



As usual, she overate. Spike did too, and soon enough he was conked out, head resting on her barrel and snoring quietly just like when he was a hatchling. A little bigger now, sure, but so was she. She settled a wing over him like a blanket and yawned herself.



“So,” Starlight said. Her voice was pitched to a low whisper. “What are you thinking?”



“Who says I’m thinking anything?”



Starlight raised an eyebrow.



“Fine.” She yawned again and set her head down between her hooves. “I have a few ideas. We just… we need to be more responsible.” 



Her eyelids were so heavy. She closed them for just a moment.








“I’m glad to see everypony is looking better,” Twilight Sparkle said to the assembled. “I know it will take a little while for everypony’s manes to grow back the way they were, but the important thing is nopony was hurt.”



Rarity looked like she begged to differ. Of all of them, her mane had suffered the worst. Apparently the mane-care products she used were flammable to a certain extent, and the volcano’s heat had caused the styling gel in her tail to polymerize into a sort of black resin. Not even Twilight’s magic had been able to clear it out, and in the desperate hours spent fleeing from the cloud of cinders and ash, they’d simply hacked off most of the fine purple hairs. All that remained of her tail now was a thin, white appendage about the length of a pony’s leg, tinted purple with newly emerging hairs.



Twilight couldn’t help but stare at it when Rarity wasn’t looking. It… just, you know, wow. Did everypony’s tail look like that beneath all the hair? What did it feel like? It was probably super-sensitive and cold compared with...



Everypony was looking at her. She cleared her throat and continued. “Anyway, I want everypony to know that I’m not upset at all about what happened. In retrospect, we should’ve rehearsed our plan a bit better. Or maybe, I don’t know, just given all the gems to me so I could toss them in. The point is, this was nopony’s fault.”



“So, you’re not still mad at us?” Applejack asked. She’d acquired a brand new stetson since returning to Ponyville. Fresh scuff marks stood out on the brim.



“What? No. No, I’m… I love you girls! I was never mad at you.”



“Um, you spent a lot of time yelling at us in the cave,” Fluttershy said. “I didn’t know you knew all those words.”



“That was… okay, maybe I was a little angry at the time. Frustrated. We all were, what with the volcano and fleeing for our lives and spending months researching those delicate spells and agonizing over what precious memory to seal into the gems and then realizing all your effort and sacrifice was wasted because of a few… problems in the execution.” Twilight took a breath and let it out slowly. Then another. “But I’m fine now. And more importantly, I’ve been thinking.”



Rarity tilted her head. Probably. All Twilight could see beneath the voluminous hood she wore everywhere was the tip of her muzzle. “About how to improve our plans, darling?”



“No. I mean, we should do that too, but something more important.” This was the hard part. Twilight swallowed. “I realized on the way back how dangerous that mission was. I mean, they’re all dangerous to a certain extent, right? But not like this. And I realized that someday, if we keep doing this, somepony could get hurt. Somepony could die. And that… It scared me when I thought about it, girls. Are we doing enough to prepare?”



The others looked down or looked away or studied their hooves. Finally, Rainbow Dash spoke. “So, we need to be more careful? That’s not really my thing, but I guess if it’s important to everypony…”



“Maybe we need to think more about what missions we go on,” Fluttershy said. “Maybe the royal guard can do a few? They seem like they have a lot of free time.”



“Aren’t we supposed to be solving friendship problems, anyway?” Rarity asked. “How did volcanoes become part of that?”



“Just a habit, I guess,” Starlight said. Alone among the group she was unmarked by the volcano’s wrath, having not been a part of that particular expedition. “You save the world once or twice, and the next thing you know ponies are asking you to save it every week.”



“We outta stop doing that,” Applejack declared. “Or, you know, try to do it less.”



“Those are all good ideas,” Twilight said. “And we should pursue all of them. But right now there’s a simple thing we can all do to make sure we’re more prepared for dangerous missions and what might happen in them.” She reached into her saddlebags and floated out a stack of papers, setting them on the coffee table in the middle of the group.



“We need to write our wills,” she finished.



Everypony was quiet. They stared at the stacked papers with wide eyes.



Finally, “Are you sure you’re not still mad at us?” Pinkie Pie asked.



“Of course not. Look, it’s easy.” Twilight passed out the sheets to each pony present. “You just write who you want to direct the disposition of your estate, highlight any particular assets or pieces of property you want given to individual ponies, and how you would like your remains handled, and then I notarize it, which I can do as a princess, and we’re done! Then, if the worst happens on one of our missions, we’re already prepared. No loose ends!”



“This seems rather… morbid, don’t you think?” Rarity said. She lifted one of the sheets by the corner and held it at a distance.



“It’s not morbid, it’s responsible,” Twilight said. “It can even be fun! I got some chips and salsa too, and we can all do ours together. It’ll be like a party!” Her horn flashed, and the coffee table was suddenly filled with chips, crackers, sliced cheeses, salsa, fizzy drinks and legal texts.



“About thaaaaat…” Pinkie Pie carefully pushed the confections aside. “This isn’t party material, Twilight. Parties should be about having fun!”



Twilight frowned. “This is fun.”



“No, it… Help me out here, Dashie.”



“Yeah, no offense, but this is really stupid,” Dash said. “I’m not planning to die anytime soon, you know?”



“Nopony ever plans to die,” Twilight said. “Well, not often. But the fact is we take risks more than most ponies, and that means we need to be prepared for the consequences of those risks. Besides, don’t you already have a will? You’re a Wonderbolt.”



“Pff.” Rainbow rolled her eyes. “Now you sound like Spitfire. We all have wills, Dash, you need to get one too. You’re a stunt-flyer, Dash, go see the lawyers and get a will before the next show. Well, ha! I didn’t get a will, and I haven’t died yet.”



Twilight rubbed the bridge of her muzzle. “Okay, that’s… I should have expected that. But now you can fix that problem with the rest of us! Here, I have enough quills for all of us. The template on the sheets you have is standard, but for those of you with lots of property or business interests like Rarity and Applejack, we can get special forms. Now, you’ll want to start with–”



“Look, Twilight, I see what you’re doing and I respect that,” Applejack said. “This here is definitely important work. But I don’t think I’d feel comfortable writing my will as part of your group therapy session.”



“I agree,” Rarity said. “This is important, darling, but it’s something we should work on by ourselves, with our families.” She folded her blank sheet in half and slipped it into her cloak.



“Are you sure? I read a lot about property law last night so I could probably answer any questions about–”



Starlight stopped her with a gentle hoof placed on her shoulder. “I think we all understand, Twilight, but this is a fairly private matter. Why don’t we all just agree to take these home with us, and have them done before our next mission?”



Twilight whined. “But that could be tomorrow, for all you know! Can we afford that risk?”



“We have so far,” Applejack said. She folded up her own blank copy, stowed it under her hat, and stood. “I reckon another day or two won’t hurt. Now then, I need to go outside, sit in the sun, and try not to think about my impending mortality for a little bit.”



“Hey, wanna grab some lunch while you’re at it?” Rainbow asked.



That broke the dam, and by the end of the next minute Twilight’s friends had all escaped. Fluttershy at least looked guilty about it, ducking her head and sneaking out at Rarity’s side. Soon only Twilight and Starlight remained.



Twilight sighed. “Well, at least they all took the forms. That’s a partial success.”



“Just give them time. You kinda sprung this on them, you know? Nopony walks into a room expecting to talk about their last will and testament.”



“That’s the point, though! We could all die at any time, and none of us are prepared! It only takes a few minutes, and it makes a huge difference for your friends and family!”



“Mhm.” Starlight took a sip of her fizzy sarsaparilla. “Is yours done yet?”



“Well, uh…” Twilight looked down at the creased paper folded beneath her hooves. “It’s in draft form, still. What about you?”



“I wrote one years ago. Everypony in Our Town had to. They were all the same—everypony’s property was split up and divided amongst the rest of the town.” She frowned. “I should probably update it, come to think of it.”



“Even the foals?”



“Yes, they were divided up too. Very messy.”



Twilight gawked at her.



“Joking, Twilight. Besides, nopony ever died while I was there. To my knowledge, nopony has since I left, either.”



“Oh.” Sometimes Starlight’s humor ran a little morbid for Twilight’s taste. She wished she had a drink to wash it out. “Do you… do you think I’m doing the right thing? With this, I mean?”



Starlight shrugged. “I don’t think it hurts. Everypony should have a will. But I also agree that maybe going on all these dangerous missions isn’t the best thing to be doing for a living.” She stood, stretched, and trotted over to Twilight, giving her a chaste nuzzle. “Besides, I’ve gotten too fond of you girls for anypony to be dying on me.”



Aw. Twilight’s heart melted a bit, and a silly smile stretched out on her face. Some of the tension that had hidden in her shoulders since the disastrous volcano mission melted away. Her eyes watered just a bit, overwhelmed by the simple joy in that expression of friendship and the knowledge that Starlight, once her bitterest enemy, had become now one of her closest–



“But if you do die, I want those wings!” Starlight called over her shoulder as she made her escape up the stairs. 



...and ruined. Twilight wrinkled her muzzle, fluffed her feathers, and stared down at the creased will trapped beneath her hooves.



She’d be happy when this was behind them.








“So, let me get this straight. I get to decide what happens to my body after I die?”



“That’s one of the advantages of a will, yes!” Twilight Sparkle beamed at Rainbow Dash. Finally, it felt like she was making some progress. “So if you have a preference for, say, being buried in a certain location, or even being cremated, you can express that in your will.”



“Cremated, cremated.” Pinkie Pie rolled the word around in her mouth. “Sounds like ‘cream.’ Coincidence?”



They were gathered in Sugarcube Corner, the five of them. Twilight, Rainbow Dash, Pinkie, Applejack and Starlight Glimmer. As usual, Twilight had her hot cocoa, Rainbow Dash and Pinkie were splitting a fudge brownie with a dollop of vanilla ice cream, Applejack had an apple fritter, and Starlight had black coffee. “The same way I like my magic,” she’d said. She said the same thing every time she ordered coffee. Twilight still didn’t think it was very funny.



“Okay, but what if I wanted, like, to be a statue!” 



“Well, you’d have to set aside funds for that, which might be more than you think,” Twilight said. “Even a bronze casting can be pretty expensive, depending on the size and–”



“No no. I want to be a statue.”



Twilight opened her mouth. Then she closed it. Finally, “You want to… to be a statue. Like, you want your body to become a statue.”



“Yeah, like they do with animals.”



“That’s… That’s taxidermy, Rainbow. You can’t do that with ponies.”



“Why not? It’s probably the same.”



“It probably is,” Starlight offered.



Twilight scowled at her apprentice, then scowled at Dash. “No, Rainbow, you can’t do that. Whatever you want done with your body has to be legal. You can’t just ask to be stuffed!”



Pinkie snickered.



“It’s my body, I ought to be able to decide what happens to it!” Dash shouted. They were starting to draw the eyes of other customers.



“It’s illegal. It has to be illegal,” Twilight said. She didn’t have the law books in front of her, but surely they wouldn’t allow ponies bodies to be put on display like that. “It needs to be respectful of the dead.”



“Duh, why do you think I want it? They could do some kind of cool pose–” she stretched out her wings and hooves, as if in flight, “–and all my fans could come and leave flowers and those plushies of me they sell in the Wonderbolts gift shop and maybe there could be like a legend that if you leave a glossy photo of me at the statue and come back the next day sometimes it’ll have my autograph on it like I signed it beyond the grave!”



Twilight blinked at her. “How would you sign them, though?”



“Oh, I’ll do a bunch before I die and have the team’s PR department swap them out at night. You think they’d agree to that? I bet they would. Yeah, they totally would.”



“I’d pay extra for one of those,” Starlight said. “Get it framed and everything.”



“Stop encouraging her,” Twilight snapped. “And no, you can’t do that, Rainbow. Nopony will agree to have you stuffed and mounted.”



Applejack snickered this time, and Pinkie collapsed into a fit of giggles. “It’s… it’s usually the other way around, sugar,” Applejack choked out.



Twilight squinted at them. “What? What’s so funny?”



“Nothing, just… just thought of a joke, is all.”



“Whatever,” Dash said. She slumped back in her chair and took another bite of her brownie. “It’s going in my will. And I’m naming you as my executioner.”



“Executor, Rainbow. Executor.” Though, sometimes Twilight wished… No, bad thought, bad thought. She shook her head.



“Me? I wanna be buried in my orchard,” Applejack said. “That way I’ll always be a part of it.”



“That’s very sweet, Applejack,” Twilight said. “See, Rainbow? That’s what your will is supposed to be for. Gestures that will be meaningful to your loved ones after you’re gone.”



“Lame.”



That seemed to be the end of that. They each returned to their chosen treat, sipping or nibbling at them as appropriate. The customers around them lost interest and returned to their own matters.



“Wait,” Starlight said, after some time had passed. “Like, buried with the trees?”



“Uh, yeah? In the orchard.”



“So, your body would eventually decompose and be absorbed by the trees as nutrients?”



“Well, that’s a mite graphic, but sure. That’s the circle of life.”



“And eventually your body would become part of the trees, and their apples?”



“Yup, that’s how trees work. Glad to see that college degree is paying off for you.”



“Hang on,” Twilight said. “If ponies ate those apples, wouldn’t they be eating a part of you?”



“Circle of life,” Applejack said. She nibbled on her apple fritter. “That’s how we buried Ma and Pa, and that’s how I wanna be buried.”



Twilight considered that statement and all it implied. She stared at the half-eaten apple fritter on Applejack’s plate. The others stared at it too.



Suddenly, Pinkie gasped. “Idea!” She jumped out of her chair and dashed into the kitchen.



“Wait, so I can’t be turned into a statue, but Applejack’s allowed to make other ponies eat her?” Dash said. “How is that fair?”



“No, that’s…” Twilight set her head in her hooves. “I really need this conversation to stop.”



“Discussions about death can be uncomfortable,” Starlight said. She sipped her coffee. “But they’re important to have. Just like having a will!”



Twilight was a princess. Starlight was her apprentice. She could send Starlight on any mission she wanted. Maybe something like collecting yak fecal samples. She let that thought soothe her like a balm. “I think we’re all losing focus on what’s important. The whole point of having a will is to make life easier for everypony who–”



“Okay, back,” Pinkie said. She reappeared in her seat as if teleporting to it.



“Where’d you go?” Dash asked.



“Something Applejack said gave me an idea for my will, and I wanted to write it down before I forgot,” Pinkie said. She stole a bite from Applejack’s fritter.



Well, that wasn’t ominous at all. Twilight drowned her concerns with a long swallow of hot cocoa, ignoring how it burned her tongue.



This would all be worth it when they were done. They just had to get there, first.








“Welcome to Canterlot, Twilight,” Celestia greeted her with a warm nuzzle. “It’s so good to see you again.”



“Thank you, Princess Celestia.” Twilight Sparkle returned the nuzzle, then hugged her mentor for good measure. She smelled like sunlight and homework and childhood. Twilight took a deep breath, as if she could trap the scent in her brain forever.



Celestia let her linger. Finally, though, she pulled away, and turned toward the table and tea set waiting for them in the private study. “Your letter sounded urgent. How can I help you?”



She sighed. “I’m afraid it’s a bit of a morbid topic. I don’t want to ruin your day, but I need to talk to you about death.”



“Well.” Celestia paused to pour them both cups of steaming hot tea. The scent of jasmine filled the room. “That does sound serious. I’ll do my best to help, though. You’re not planning on dying soon, are you?”



“I hope not.” Twilight settled down on the cushion opposite Celestia’s and floated the cup up to her muzzle, letting the steam tickle her muzzle. For a moment it reminded her of the volcano’s heat, but the sharp scent of the jasmine sanded away the rough edges of that memory. “I’m helping my friends write their wills, though. After all we’ve been through, it just seemed prudent. So, uh, I wanted to ask if you’d ever done that.”



“Of course.” Celestia took a sip, closing her eyes to relish the delicate flavor of the tea. “Luna and I both wrote wills. We named each other as our heirs, so Equestria would always have one princess to watch over them.”



Twilight nodded. “That’s very wise. Did it work? Were ponies reassured?”



“Briefly. Then a few days later Luna tried to kill me and take over the throne, and I banished her for a thousand years. We haven’t updated our wills since.”



Twilight considered that. Then she got up, finished her tea, and left.








“Am I on the wrong track with this?” Twilight asked.



Rarity didn’t answer for a moment—her mouth was filled with pins. Normally she used a pincushion or Spike to hold sharp items until she needed them, but this particular dress involved a lot of moving around the mannequin. So she kept her silence as she worked on this latest dress, a subdued cerulean chemise that would someday gracefully conceal a lucky mare’s chest, and when all the pins were gone, she finally responded.



“I’m sorry, what?”



“With the wills.” 



“Oh.” Rarity sighed. “You know, I haven’t even looked at that paper since I got home that day? Just thinking about writing about my… well, about my own death, makes me feel so… I don’t even know the word. Uncomfortable, I suppose. But worse than that. Like I’m walking on my own grave, or tossing the first shovel-full of dirt on my casket. Who can write so blithely about such things, Twilight? How did you do it?”



“Think of it as an opportunity,” Twilight said. “It’s a natural but irrational fear that imagining and planning for our death somehow makes it more likely to come to pass, but we both know that’s not true. It’s just an atavistic avoidance. You have to be a grown mare, accept that this is one of those unpleasant things in life that must be done, and do it. Like paying taxes.”



“Do you pay taxes?”



“Well, uh, no. Not in the traditional sense. But I don’t get paid in a traditional sense either.”



“How do you afford things?”



“There’s an operations budget for the castle,” Twilight said. “Some of it’s earmarked for personal expenses. Also I just tell ponies I want things and they appear as if by magic. So maybe it’s not like paying taxes.”



“Must be nice.” The tiny smile playing at Rarity’s lips defanged the rejoinder.



“I’d give it all up if it meant my friends would be safe. You know that, right?”



Rarity let out a quiet breath, not quite a sigh. “I do, darling. And you know we wouldn’t let you. We don’t go on these adventures because somepony’s forcing us. We do it because Equestria needs us. Right, Fluttershy?”



“Eep!” Fluttershy ducked at the sudden attention. “I mean, yes. Yes we do.”



“Did you finish your will yet, Fluttershy?” Twilight asked.



“Um, maybe.” She ducked her head, burying the tip of her muzzle in the soft folds of the blanket beneath her.



“You’re… not sure?”



“It’s hard to think about, Twilight. Last night, I tried to imagine what would happen to all my woodland critter friends if… if something were to happen to me. Who would take care of them? They would all be cold and lonely and go hungry! I cried myself to bed!”



“Hey, hey.” Twilight got up, trotted over to the pegasus, and sat beside her. “It’s okay, Fluttershy. This is what wills are for, to make sure everypon—everyone you care about is taken care of after you’re gone. I’m sure we can come up with a trust of some sort that will look after your animals. Maybe you can endow a charity that will take care of homeless animals in Ponyville!”



“Or you could give all your animal friends to Twilight,” Rarity said.



Fluttershy’s ears perked up. “Oh, that sounds much simpler. Can I?”



“Well, uh… You know, the castle’s not really an animal-friendly–”



“I hear the castle has an operations budget,” Rarity continued. “Surely they could set aside some funds for animal welfare. You could even have a little zoo in that big room on the first floor.”



“That’s the library.”



“Well, it could be the world’s first library-slash-zoo.” Rarity was grinning now, though she kept her eyes on the dress project rather than meeting Twilight’s gaze. “Can you imagine how popular that would be with foals?”



“You know, I hear Sweetie Belle loves animals,” Twilight said. “I bet she would love to take care of some. Maybe that nice badger who lives under the porch.”



“Twilight Sparkle, don’t you dare–”



Fluttershy giggled. “Are we allowed to do that? Give property to ponies who don’t want it?”



Something inside Twilight relaxed, and she found herself smiling as well. “You can give anything you want to anypony. That doesn’t mean they have to accept it, though.”



“I’ll keep that in mind.” Fluttershy’s wings fluttered at her side. “That’s… it’s easier to think about, now. Twilight, if you’ll help me make a plan for my animal friends, I promise I’ll take care of Owlowiscious for you. If, you know, something bad happens.”



Twilight nuzzled her shoulder. “Deal.”



“And Rarity, I’ll gladly take care of Opal for you.”



“Sorry, Sweetie Belle already asked for Opal. You can have Sweetie Belle if you want, though. In fact, you can have her now.”



Hm. “What’d she do this time?” Twilight asked.



Rarity sighed. “She borrowed my travel perfume kit. You know, the nice one with the mother-of-pearl inlay? When I found it three days later it was filled with worms.”



“Oh.” She paused, opened her mouth to ask the next question that sprang into her head, then froze.



Rarity saw. “Just say it, Twilight.”



Okay, fine. “Did the worms smell good?”



They didn’t end up talking about wills any more that day. But Twilight was confident she’d cracked the puzzle. Soon enough, all her friends would be prepared for the worst. This must be how real adults felt when they did responsible things. 



It was nice.








“Okay girls, the spell’s almost done!” Twilight shouted over the volcano’s roar. “Everypony get ready!”



They were back in Zebrica. For miles around them, the waving grasslands of the southern savannah stretched out like an amber sea. The sky was dark with ash and smoke, billowing from the mountain before them. What had been a mere crack in the earth weeks ago was now a towering volcano, weeping lava like blood onto the broken, black ground.



“I know it feels like we were just here,” Twilight said. “But, uh, you know, maybe this is like a chance for us to start over? Like, we didn’t get the last volcano right, so this is our shot at redemption? And no, I don’t really know what the odds are of two separate cataclysmic volcanoes threatening all of civilization just a few weeks apart, and you can bet I will certainly be looking that up when we get back to Ponyville, but I think it’s better if we focus on the positive aspects–”



“Twi, I think it’s about to explode,” Applejack said.



“Right, sorry.” The bright glow emanating from her horn was making it a bit hard to see anything. Even the volcano was just a dark, conic suggestion ahead of them. “Okay, once the spell is charged, I’ll teleport us up onto the rim of the crater. Dash, you’ll use your weather magic to keep the hot ash and smoke away from us. Fluttershy has the extrematic aura gyraton leveling device. Pinkie and Applejack, use your earth pony magic abilities to warn us if it’s about to explode. And Rarity and I will use the power of the spell I’m channeling to activate the gyraton leveling device to shut down the volcano. No difficult sacrifices this time! No hesitation! Everypony should be able to do their part without any trouble. Questions?”



“No, but we should hurry,” Pinkie said. “I think Applejack’s right about the exploding thing.”



“Okay, that’s fine.” Twilight gritted her teeth, pouring the last ounces of her magic into the elaborate spell matrix building around her horn. “I’m… whew… I’m sorry to be asking so much of you girls again so soon. I know this is dangerous! But at least we all have our wills done now!”



Nopony answered her.



“I mean, I assume we all do,” Twilight continued. “Even though none of you came to me to have your wills notarized. But that’s okay because there are other public notaries in Ponyville. Maybe you went to the mayor’s office? That’s fine too. All that matters is that you got them done. Yup. That’s all that matters.”



“Just, uh, hypothetically, what if we didn’t finish ours?” Rainbow Dash said. “Asking for a friend.”



Twilight sighed. “Okay, new plan. Fluttershy, you do the weather thing. Applejack, carry the extrematic aura gyraton leveling device. Pinkie, you’re on explosion-monitoring duty. Rarity and I will still do the spell. Questions? No? Good. And everypony else has their will done. Right?”



Pinkie coughed. Applejack rubbed the back of her neck.



Twilight closed her eyes. “Okay, new plan. Fluttershy, you carry the extrematic aura gyraton leveling device while flying around to clear the air of smoke and ash so we don’t suffocate. Rarity, you’ll help me with the spell and also kind of feel the ground to see if it’s about to explode. I’m pretty sure earth pony magic’s not a real thing so you should do just fine. And you two have your wills done, right?”



“Yes,” Rarity said. “I mean, mostly. Ninety percent.”



“I had to start over,” Fluttershy said. “Mr. Badger used my first one to line his nest.”



Deep breaths. Deep breaths. That was all you needed to deal with stress. “Okay, new plan. I’ll carry the extrematic aura gyraton leveling device while holding my breath to keep out the ash and smoke, channeling all the magic of this spell, and hoping the volcano doesn’t explode. Because apparently I’m the only pony who actually got her will done! And you’ll all be happy to know that you’re in line for some really cool stuff! Oh, and tell Starlight she’s in charge now! Any questions?”



“No,” Applejack said. “But the volcano’s exploding.”



Twilight looked up. Even through the glare of mounting spell halo around her horn, she could see the hellish orange glow of lava rising from the volcano’s crater like a fountain. A wave of heat washed over her, curling the hairs on her muzzle. Clouds as deep as the ocean rose from the new mountain, blackening the sky anew.



Maybe volcanoes just weren't their thing. “Okay, new plan,” she said. “Run.”
      

      
   
      Lesson One


      
      
      
         
         Once Upon a Time...

      
      

      

      
      
         Starlight Glimmer galloped down the halls heading for her office. She slowed barely, just enough to turn her head and glance briefly at a clock before rounding the next bend. Late, again...



"Miss Glimmer!!" The voice came from Ocellus, the young changeling student, who had stepped directly into her path, causing Starlight to skid to a near stop.



"I'm sorry, Ocellus, but I don't have time at the moment!" Starlight said, before quickly darting around the timid creature and hurrying on.



"But it'll just..." Ocellus hung her head, "...take a moment."



Hooves sliding to a stop on the marble floor just as she rounded the doorway, Starlight was annoyed—but not surprised—to see Chancellor Neighsay sitting in her chair, apparently having made himself at home while waiting for her to arrive.



"I'm terribly sorry, Chancellor, but—" Starlight was cut off by the EEA head.



"Save your excuses, Mistress Glimmer," he said, glowering over the rim of his spectacles. "You are fourteen minutes late, and I do not think it reflects well on your abilities if you cannot even be on time to an appointment scheduled a week prior."



"I know, and I'm sorry, but there was an emergency with the—"



"Enough! The reasons are irrelevant. If you cannot find the time for all your duties, then perhaps you should resign."



Starlight raised a hoof, about to object loudly, but opted instead for a deep breath. She'd fix this later. "Understood, Chancellor. Shall we continue with the meeting?"



"Yes, let's."



Starlight spent the next four hours going over irritatingly useless minutiae with the minister, a pony who was rapidly moving up the ranks of her—hypothetical, of course—enemies list.








Ocellus wondered back into the common room, finding most of her friends there. "It's just not fair," she said. "How are we supposed to find time to learn that flugelhorn fugue for Ms. Pie's fiesta final, when we have to build all those birdhouses for the sanctuary and write a paper on Yak festivals?"



"Yona think paper easy," Yona said.



"Yeah, for you," Gallus interjected. "You already know all about them. You're a yak."



"There's just not enough time in the day!" Ocellus moaned, sinking down into one of the common room cushions. "No creature could do it all. I've been trying to talk to Miss Glimmer about it, but she never seems to have the time either."



"Ha," Smolder snorted. "Don't let her fool you. Her and Princess Twilight have all the time in the world. It's the rest of us that can't keep up."



"What do you mean?" Silverstream said, perking her ears up in curiosity.



"I'm just saying they're powerful magic ponies, and with all those spells, I'm pretty sure they think time is just something that happens to other creatures."



The other students looked at Smolder in confusion.



"Uhh, you know they basically had a giant fight across like time itself?"



"They fought... each other?" Silverstream scrunched her brow in confusion. "But they're bestest friends!"



"Not always, they weren't. Starlight used to run this whole town out west as a cult and stuff, and when Twilight tried to stop her, well..."



"No way, you're pulling our pinfeathers!" Gallus said.



"Seriously," Smolder said, putting a claw over her heart. "On my honor as a dragon! It was a super epic battle that nearly destroyed Equestria... or rather, it did destroy it like ten times over, but they kept going back in time and fixing it or something."



"Wow," Ocellus said. "Why isn't that in any of the books?"



"Well, it only happened like, a couple years ago. Most of our textbooks are older than that."



"Heh, most of the cafeteria food is older than that!" Sandbar said, laughing.



Gallus gave him a hoofbump and chuckled as well.



Ocellus, however, was too busy thinking to join in on the laughter.








While she didn't normally like to hide, Ocellus had, considering the risk, taken the form of a rather plain looking earth pony. Her shapeshifting skills weren't nearly as good as some of the elders in the hive, but it was enough that, were she to be seen, she wouldn't immediately be found out.



As she stepped quietly down the darkened halls, she felt her hearts beating in her thorax. After classes had let out for the weekend, she'd spent the entire first evening thinking about what Smolder had said. She asked around, and even talked briefly with Spike, who'd confirmed that the two senior faculty mares had in fact had an "epic" battle across timelines. So now, here she was, sneaking up the stairs into Counselor Glimmer's office.



There was a strange flash and a noise outside the windows, causing her to pause right at the base of the stairs. Just as she was about to move again, she heard a voice.



"Hey, watch that second step, it squeaks."



Ocellus looked up just in time to see a young blue pegasus waving from outside the window. For a moment she thought for sure she'd been found out, but... It turned out the stranger was helpful, and she realized she was probably far from the first student to go sneaking around faculty offices.



Ocellus knew Ms. Glimmer kept extremely thorough notes on nearly everything, almost as many as she herself kept. So, she hoped that maybe, just maybe, the mare had kept her notes from the time spells as well.



As she entered the office—surprisingly unlocked—she moved quickly to the bookshelves and filing cabinets. Most of the books on display were well known, mass printed tomes, but a few, nearest to the desk, appeared to be horn-written journals. As she began leafing through the volumes, she estimated it would take her many hours to find anything as specific as what she was looking for. But apparently Ms. Glimmer was even more organized when it came to her own writings, and in a matter of minutes, Ocellus had found a table of contents that pointed her directly to the chapters of notes and research on time spells.



Feeling giddy, Ocellus began to read, doing her best to memorize everything she could. But while the changeling had an excellent memory, chapters upon chapters of advanced spellwork were a bit too much. She frowned, until another idea came to her. Flipping back to the table of contents in the first journal, she quickly found what she was looking for: a chapter on utility spells. Quickly skimming the entries there, she smiled. Of course a mare as busy with paperwork as Ms. Glimmer had perfected a document copying spell.



Concentrating, Ocellus read over the relatively simple spell, weaving the magic as instructed, before directing the glowing energy toward the other journal with the time spell information. Before her, the book began to glow, then shortly afterward, thousands upon thousands of translucent, infinitely thin symbols lifted into the air.



"Oh right!" Ocellus said aloud. "Need somewhere to copy it to!" She struggled to maintain the half-completed spell while using her hooves to rifle through the desk for blank paper. She found a ream of parchment and quickly sent the ghostly words to it.



Spell complete, she looked at the new pages. The horn-scrawled notes looked less impressive on the plain, unbound pages, but... it seemed to have worked. The words and higher mathemagics were legible, and that's all the mattered. She quickly tucked the papers into her saddlebag, before replacing the original journals as best as she could, then scurried out of the room and back to her dorm.








As the final sunset of the weekend loomed, Ocellus decided it was now or never. Her fellow students would return in the morning, and she had a flugelhorn solo to learn, a paper to write, and had promised to build at least five bird houses for Professor Fluttershy. She could probably write the paper and still get some sleep. If she didn't sleep, she just might learn enough flugelhorn for a D, though that would pretty much guarantee no one else within a mile of the school would sleep. The birdhouses were right out though. She needed more time, but that's just what she'd spent most of the weekend working towards.



Reading Ms. Glimmer's notes, Ocellus had been surprised just how well laid out they were. It almost read like a text book, and started with the basic theories involved, then moved slowly on to practical application. What was truly surprising though, was that the most basic form of time jumping spell seemed fairly simple. Sure, the energy and difficultly went up exponentially with the temporal distance traveled, but to merely go back a day was... well, Ocellus felt it was something within her grasp.



Her dorm room seemed as good a place as any. With most of the students gone for the weekend, she was unlikely to be interrupted, and as she'd been alone here the day before as well, she was unlikely to surprise any creature on her arrival.



Lighting her horn, she was about to cast, when a thought occurred to her. If she went back and saw herself, wouldn't that change what she did? The notes were full of details about paradox, but all of them were in the more advanced parts she had yet to fully read. So, she thought, best not to risk it. Instead, she galloped off to the woodshop. She could spend the day making birdhouses, and they'd be ready for her when she needed them, and there should be no danger of paradox.



In the woodshop, moments later, Ocellus lit her horn again. This time, she went through with the spell, channeling the energies she'd need for the relatively short jump back to yesterday. If all went well, she'd spend an extra day relaxing and making birdhouses, with plenty of time to spare.



As the final spellform elements wove into place, Ocellus took a deep breath. Then, with just the subtlest of pops, let it out. At first, she wasn't sure if anything had happened. It felt like the spell had completed in her mind, but... nothing was different. Well, almost nothing. The light in the windows... Yes, she realized. It was cloudy today, because it was yesterday! She'd done it!



Elation at the successful spell quickly faded though, as Ocellus realized she needed to finally get to the work she'd been putting off. But, knowing she had a full extra day helped. So, with a smile on her face, she hummed a light tune and grabbed a saw and a hammer.








Waking with a crick in her neck, Ocellus realized she'd fallen asleep sometime after dawn, but, she was proud to note, having finished all five birdhouses she'd promised for the sanctuary. She looked out the window, and realized it was getting close to sunset. She'd slept through most of the day. Not surprising, considering how little she'd slept in the past two days—relatively speaking. In fact, her other self should be coming along any time now.



She didn't have to wait long, and spent the short time cleaning up and reorganizing the tools she'd used. When the door opened, Ocellus was practically jumping up and down, ready to see the look on her other self's face.



"Surprise!" she shouted out of habit. Her prior self let out a shriek and nearly cracked her carapace jumping back and hitting the door frame.



"Wait, it's just me... I mean you!"



Realization set in on her younger self's face. Yes! That was the look she'd been waiting for!



"You mean it worked?" the younger said.



The elder nodded. "Look, all five!" She pointed to the array of tidy, if slightly imperfect, avian housing lined up on the shop bench.



"That's wonderful!" She wandered up and examined the works. "It must've taken you all night!"



"Yeah, I fell asleep on the bench actually."



"Wow, that's great though, now that that's done we might actually make it to class tomorrow, if you start on the paper and I go practice the solo."



"Yeah, we can..." She trailed off. "Wait, you can't go practice flugelhorn, you have to go back to yesterday and build the birdhouses."



"But they're already built," the younger said, though the implied paradox was starting to connect. "Aren't they?"



The two changelings looked at each other.



The silence lasted a fairly long time, before the elder spoke up. "Okay, so I'm pretty sure you have to go back and build the birdhouses, or I won't be here. But... I can go back again and then learn the flugelhorn, and we can meet back here tomorrow... err... today. Now. We can meet here again and then you can work on the paper."



The younger creature tilted her head. "Are you sure that will work?"



Thinking about it, they both realized it wouldn't.



"Oh, I got it!" The younger said. "You learn the flugelhorn, then write the paper tomorrow, while I go to class, but then you jump back to the start of class and give me the paper before it's due!"



"Okay, I think that works!"



The younger Ocellus spent a few minutes, then cast the spell, jumping away, and the elder headed back to the dorms to attempt the dreaded party horn.








As the school day approached, and the birdhouses were again complete, the elder Ocellus believed she could at least get a passing grade from Ms. Pie, and after a night of sleep, met up with her previous self.



"Okay," the younger said. "I'm headed to class. You should probably disguise yourself as a pony though, so no creature sees two of us today."



The elder agreed, and decided it'd be a good day to get out into nature, so she packed her bags with the books needed for the paper, as well as the pilfered notes on time spells, and set off for a day in the woods. At the very least, it'd mean fewer questions about her assumed identity.



The paper went quite quickly, the Yak festivals being much less elaborate than expected. She had found herself tired of writing the word "smash" however. Still, easy work was welcome, and with time to spare, Ocellus decided to study more of the notes on time travel. Jumping back a single day had been, apparently, quite easy, so she obviously wondered just how much more difficult a multi-day jump would be. It would certainly make things easier for her purposes, giving her more linear time to work with, especially if a future project turned out to be more difficult, instead of less.



As sunset approached, Ocellus was feeling pretty confident in her understanding of the longer duration jump spellform. It was, at least mostly, more about finesse than raw power. Aiming for three or four days seemed like it wouldn't be too much more difficult than what she'd already done. If it failed, she still had until dawn to rest and try again for the basic, one day spell she'd initially planned to use to get the paper turned in on time. Besides, if it worked, she wanted to find out who that pegasus was that helped her the first night.



So, packing her bags with notes and papers, Ocellus stood up in the wooded clearing and began her spell. This time, it was definitely more difficult. The energy charge was tricky enough to maintain, and her aura faded in and out a couple of times before she thought to drop her pony form. A quick, green flash, and her true self revealed, then she was ready to try again. It seemed easier to hold the time spellform without the low level shapeshift entangling her as well.



Once the spell fired, Ocellus saw instantly the time was different. It was nighttime, and a faint glow was coming into the woods from the windows of the nearby school. She walked back to the school, careful to watch her step in the dim moonlight. If her spell was accurate, she estimated this was likely the night she originally found the journals. To verify that though, she first headed toward the dorms, and saw that, yes, her own room's light was on, and peering through the window from a distance, she saw her prior self, preparing to sneak out. The flash was obvious as her earth pony disguise was put on, and, from there, she followed her old self's path through the school from the outside, looking in windows where she could.



Knowing the destination of her target, Ocellus flew ahead to see if she could catch a glimpse of anything ahead of her prior arrival. No pony was visible though, so she sat in the bushes and waited. As she did, she saw the faint hornlight move inside through the windows, and knew her prior self was approaching the stairs. And she did so though, another, much brighter light swung by on the floor above. Flittering up to peer in the second story window, she saw, much to her horror, one of the janitors mopping the hallway right on the other side of the wall from Ms. Glimmer's office. Any noise would alert him for sure.



Ocellus flew back down, and watched as her former self moved toward the stairs. Where was that pegasus? she thought. If the stairs creaked, she'd be caught for sure. She looked around one final time, and, seeing nothing, realized what she had to do. A green flash, and she'd taken the form of the mare she'd seen the first time, then hastily pried open the window just enough to whisper a warning: "Hey, watch that second step, it squeaks!"



Her former self turned toward her, fear in her eyes, so she waved to seem friendly, then quickly darted away from the window.



As she gasped in panic, she realized what had just happened. There had never been another mare. She's saved herself all along. And she almost hadn't. Was that even possible? she wondered. Could she just not have warned herself?








Once she got over the adrenaline rush and panic, the wonder of her discovery finally set in. She could do almost anything, she could fix almost anything. And the first thing that came to mind was the big fight Smolder and Gallus had gotten into last week. It'd been stupid, and pointless, and she could go back and fix it. All she had to do was just make sure they didn't meet each other in the hall for maybe forty seconds there and it would never happen.



A jump of a week would be a lot of work though. She had a couple of extra days now to learn though. So she studied, and by the time the birdhouses were built for a third and first time, she returned to the woods, and let her pony disguise drop once again.



The energy in her horn built, and built, the visible aura growing bright as she pushed herself. Weaving the forms, she finally fed in the energy and before she'd even realized she was done, Ocellus found herself thrown to the ground as though she'd been hit by a wave at the beach.



Gasping to regain her breath, she stood up. This time, there was nothing subtle about the changes. Whereas before it'd been nearly sunset, it was now sometime in the middle of the day. The weather was significantly warmer as well, with thunderclouds visible across the sky. But she couldn't remember there being a rainstorm since... since nearly two months ago!



Hearts pounding under her carapace, Ocellus raced back toward the school. Her mind ran almost as fast as her hooves, as the fear sloshed through her veins like ice water. Had she really gone back months? Had she stranded herself in...



No, wait, she thought. Calm down you stupid bug. Think this through. You have a book of time travel spells. Surely there's a way to fix this. Just... take it easy.



The thought of a way out helped slow her fear, and her gallop slowed in turn as she approached the school grounds.



"Ocellus?" The shout came from Sandbar.



Remembering she'd dropped her disguise, Ocellus fumbled for words. "Oh, yeah... Hi, Sandbar!"



The earth pony gave her one of his patented looks of confusion. "I thought you went into town with Silverstream and Ms. Rarity for that girl's day spa thing?"



"Oh, umm, yeah, I just forgot something in the dorm... I... I gotta run!" The spa day had been at least two months ago.



Sandbar said something more, but it was lost to her ears as she galloped away again, cursing herself for the mistake. As soon as she was out of sight, she quickly disguised herself as a pony again, then did her best to calmly walk toward the dorms.



Once she finally got into the halls, the first thing Ocellus did was look into an office and check the calendar. Some quick math and she learned she had indeed traveled back over two months. Sixty seven days in fact.



She hurried toward her room.



Sighing in relief as she avoided the last of the students, Ocellus was just about to open the door and retreat to the relative safety of her own room when a voice called out from behind her.



"Hey, you!" It was Smolder. "What do you think you're doing?"



Ocellus, in her earth pony form, turned around. "I just, um, needed to get something."



"Yeah, well, I don't know who you think you are, but that's my friend's room, and I don't like creatures trying to steal from my friends."



"Steal?" Ocellus was both taken aback by the blunt accusation, but also felt a warm glow to know that the typically gruff dragon actually seemed to watch out for her.



"Yeah, steal. It ain't your room, so why else would you be trying to go in there?"



While she generally hated to fall into stereotypes, Ocellus was currently glad that eons of changeling evolution had imbued her kind with the ability to lie rapidly and convincingly, making up identities on the fly. "Oh, no, you've got it wrong. I'm Ocellus's friend, ummm... Barnstormer."



Smolder puffed out her chest and walked closer, making a show of sniffing her suspiciously. Her eyes then lit up. "Oh right," she said as she relaxed her aggressive stance. "From the party last week!"



Party? Ocellus thought. Had her subconscious grabbed the name of another actual student?



"Hey Gallus!" Smolder yelled, banging on a nearby door. "Come out here."



Gallus emerged a moment later. "What's up?"



"Check it out," Smolder said. "Barnstormer's here."



"So," Gallus said. "You realized I was right and changed your mind?"



"Uh, yeah?"



Smolder leaned in and gave a light shoulder punch to "Barnstormer." "See, I told you she was too cool for some girly spa day."



"Well, as soon as Sandbar gets back we can head for the lake!"



"Umm," Ocellus said. "Sounds great! I just, um, left something in Ocellus's room I need to get." She moved toward the door.



"Nah, don't worry about it. Celly left her stash with me." Smolder said, putting an arm around her, and steering her into Gallus's room. "And Gallus and I have enough cider packed for all of us."








The day at the lake had been... fun. It was strange to see how her friends acted differently toward her. Not that it was worse, or better, just... how creatures seemed to adapt themselves to fit in with different creatures. Around shy Ocellus, her friends were friendly, and nice. But around Barnstormer they were louder, and more... playful? She doubted Smolder would ever have shoulder punched her before.



On top of that, she was trying things she never would have. Hard cider, for instance, was totally off limits before, and the tingling feeling it left in her brain was far more enjoyable than she'd suspected. As Ocellus, she never would've snuck away and done something like that, which is probably why here prior self was currently having a girl's day at the spa, instead of a party on the shore of the lake. But now that she'd been roped into it, she could see the appeal. Barnstormer was apparently much more outgoing than shy "Celly." Though she lamented she would have to drop the persona quickly, as apparently there was another Barnstormer at the school and she didn't want to mess things up too badly for that other mare.



Laying on her back, gazing up at the embers and smoke rising into the newly darkened skies, Ocellus found her cider-soaked brain—happy as it was—couldn't quite come to grips with one thing: That somehow, she had no memory of ever meeting this Barnstormer mare, despite every creature at the lake seeming to remember her from some previous party they'd both been at.



Oh well, she thought, suddenly desiring nothing more than sleep. A problem for another day. After all, she had sixty seven to spare at this point.








The next day, Ocellus woke to find herself in her own dorm room, the memories of the night before foggy and seemingly impossible. She now understood why nearly as many creatures hated hard cider as loved it... and why those were often the same creatures.



Wiping the sleep from her eyes, she realized she was—thankfully—still in her Barnstormer disguise. Shapeshifting magic was nearly subconscious for changelings, and most could maintain a disguise even while unconscious. Occasionally spells could break during the night though, especially for younger 'lings. She had no idea how pony alcohol might affect that. Though, if she survived last night—and somehow made it home—she was probably safe.



"Good morning!" The voice was loud, and chipper, and almost directly in her face. Blinking and trying to make her eyes focus, Ocellus looked up. There, hanging her head over the edge of the bunk above was... Ocellus. Herself.



Gears turned and neurons fired.



Oh no! Ocellus thought. She really was in the past, with her other self here too.



"Umm, good morning." Ocellus said, her Barnstormer voice sounding like she'd been gargling rocks in the night.



The younger on the bed above looked down. "Wow, that must've been, umm, some party."



"Oh, yeah, I guess... why?"



"Well, you... I'm sorry, but you look awful, and when you started banging on the door at three in the morning, you couldn't even remember where your own room was."



"My own..."



Ocellus the younger smiled. "Yeah, you were pretty drunk I think. I tried to take you to your room, but you insisted this was your room, so I figured it was easier to just let you sleep here."



Oh mothers, Ocellus the elder thought, that is exactly what I would've said, isn't it? This is really happening.



"Well," she said. "Thank you, and I'm sorry for intruding." She struggled to get to her hooves. "I should probably get back to my own room and..." A thought suddenly intruded on her few functioning neurons. "Where are my bags?"



"Bags?" Ocellus asked.



"My saddle bags. I had notes and papers in them."



"I don't know. When you showed up you didn't have anything with you."



Oh mothers, oh mothers, oh hive mothers of... Ocellus ran out of curse words, as changelings didn't really have gods, and she hadn't been around ponies long enough to pick up many of theirs.



"Thanks for letting me sleep here, uh, Celly, but I have to go back to the lake."



Ocellus started to mumble a welcome, but "Barnstormer" took off for the lake as fast as she could, hoping her bags were still there.



When she arrived, head pounding with the dehydration of a hangover, she began searching the beach. It didn't take long for her to find her bags. They were laying in the sand near the ashen remains of a bonfire. When she opened them up, her worst fears were confirmed. In their drunken partying, some creature, maybe even herself, had used the papers for kindling.








Ocellus had lain there in the sand for some time, alternately cursing her stupidity, and sucking down water from the lake to help expunge the alcohol in her system. After several hours of this, a thought struck her. The papers were still there! Or rather, the original journals were. They were just in Ms. Glimmer's office, and she merely had to sneak in and steal them again for the first time.



Cheered by her new plan, Ocellus stood and began to trot back toward the school, when she was intercepted by a pony quickly darting out from a copse of trees near the path.



"Quick, follow me." The interloper said.



It took Ocellus a moment to recognize this pony as a mirror of her current form. This was Barnstormer.



Barnstormer led her off the path a short ways into a secluded clearing before turning to address her. "What do you think you're doing?"



"Excuse me?" Ocellus said.



"Barnstormer, really? Are you trying to get us caught?"



"Wait, I'm lost... I mean, I'm sorry I took your name, I didn't realize you were... well, real."



"Hold on, wait... you didn't realize?" Barnstormer put a hoof to her face. "You're new, aren't you?"



Ocellus had no idea how to even answer that.



"Oh, for crying out loud..." Barnstorm closed her eyes and was quickly engulfed in a flash of green flame. What remained afterwards was another Ocellus.



Ocellus, still in her disguise, was more surprised than, in hindsight, she should've been.



"You really just picked that name and that disguise on accident, didn't you?"



"Umm, yes?"



"Of course you did... you just got here didn't you?"



"What do you mean?"



"This all started when we had to build those birdhouses, right?"



"Yeah."



"And then we wrote the paper, and took it back a day, and then the next weekend we went back two days and helped Fluttershy save that bear cub."



"What cub?"



"Wait, you didn't even get as far as the cub?"



Ocellus found herself struggling to catch up with the frantic ramblings of this obviously more experienced version of herself. "No," she finally said. "I, I never turned in the paper. I came back here to yesterday when I should've gone to turn the paper in."



"Oh wow, okay... Well, ummm... Hello, new paradox! At least that explains why you chose Barnstormer."



"Why is that?"



"Because I did! We both came back and did the same thing, because we're both nearly the same changeling!"



The elder Ocellus paced rapidly back and forth on the dirt. "No, wait, this is good. You learn the flugelhorn and I'll write the paper and we can just wait out the next few weeks. Oh, and you need to pick a new name."



"Why do I have to change my name?"



"Because I've been Barnstormer for a week already."








Ocellus found herself finally headed into the school some minutes later, after picking a new identity for herself. She'd decided to go back to the blue pegasus mare, and decided to call herself Cerulean Skies, and Cere for short.



Her elder self's plan didn't sound too bad. Just wait it out. It'd be nine weeks or so, but she liked being at school. Yet... she was still tempted by the idea of fixing her problem more directly. She'd almost brought up her original plan to re-steal the journal entries again, but her Barnstormer self seemed, strangely, like an unlikely ally, so she'd kept her plan to herself.



Well, that, and her other, undisguised self. As she needed to be at the school and not be noticed, Cere had taken the time to enroll herself as a new student, and been assigned a dorm of her own. While that should've been enough to wait out the days, she found herself drawn to her old group of friends, despite the dangers of being found out. Maybe it was morbid self interest, she couldn't say, but before long, she'd managed to ingrain herself in the group, and, much to the chagrin of Barnstormer, their group of six was now a group of eight.



A few weeks went by, and a holiday weekend finally arrived. Like the initial attempt, Ocellus figured this would be her best chance to access the journals again. And, unlike the first time, she already knew the basic time jump spells, so if she was caught, she could go back a day and try again.



When most of the other creatures had left for the weekend, and the moon had long been out, Cere crept from her dorm and go the office of Ms. Glimmer. This time she avoided the squeaky floorboard, and quickly made her way straight to the needed books. The copying spell worked even quicker than before, though in the wan moonlight, the notes looked a lot more haphazard than before. Still, she finished her job and quickly replaced the journals, before slinking back to her dorm.



Over the next few days, she studied the notes. They were not quite the same as she remembered, apparently some of the details must not have been made yet. Still, there was a very promising spellform that looked to return the caster to their own time, and while Ocellus didn't mind being Cere too much, she missed her old life and being able to be her true self. Not waiting several months would be a good thing.



The next night, before any creature returned from their break, and, not knowing exactly who would be where upon her return, found a secluded spot in the woods before casting. This spell's setup felt much like the last, though with each try at time travel, Ocellus felt she was getting more and more confident with the weaving of forms. As the final aura built around her horn, Ocellus smiled. Home, she thought, and let the spell fire.



Home is not what she got.



Around her, the forest had changed drastically. There was snow on the ground, and it appeared to be midwinter, with only the occasional dead leaf still clinging to any of the trees. Hurrying back toward the school, Ocellus found herself lost. She trotted for what felt like twice the distance or more that the school should have been, before finally realizing it simply wasn't there. What was there, on the horizon, was the giant crystal tree that was Princess Twilight's castle.








Things had only gotten worse from there. Ocellus had tried to get help from Twilight, but upon mention of "Starlight Glimmer," Princess Twilight had demanded to know who she was and what she had to do with "that evil despot." Then she made the mistake of mentioning Thorax, and as soon as the word "changeling" got involved, Spike had called for the Royal Guard. Ocellus gave up trying to explain and fled into the night.



Before long, she'd quickly realized that it'd be more than a year before Starlight Glimmer was defeated, and nearly as long after that before the changeling metamorphosis let her kind be trusted. The only only places she knew that might have the kind of books or spells she needed were the Canterlot library, and Twilight's castle. Both of which were now on high alert for changelings.



Then, she realized, that wasn't strictly true. The one other place with the right spells, in fact, the only place probably, was with Starlight Glimmer, evil despot.








It didn't take too long to learn where "Our Town" was. Getting there took a while longer. Along the way Ocellus practiced changeling skills she'd never thought she'd need, and became quite adept at being Cere, a simple pegasus trader on her way west.



When she'd finally reached Our Town, she was, like most, distrusted easily. It helped when she gladly submitted to having her cutie mark replaced. Not having one in the first place made that a pretty easy decision. Finding out where Starlight kept her journals was harder, as this prior version of her beloved counselor was paranoid, mean, and far, far stricter.



Finally, after weeks of spying on her at night, Ocellus finally saw the unicorn remove the precious journals from a locked safe in her workroom. As the changeling peered in through the windows, Starlight went to work, testing small, partial versions of the spells, jotting down notes, and then doing more tests.



This continued for several nights, with the tests becoming more and more elaborate, from restoring a withered flower, through to aging an entire wheel of cheese in seconds. But never did the mare leave the journals vulnerable, nor the safe unlocked. The combination was always just out of sight from Ocellus's window vantage point as well.



Then, one night, something changed. Halfway through the evening, Ocellus, now almost bored, but at least learning some things through proxy, watched as Starlight Glimmer stood up and began to cast what looked like a full, massive spell.



Was she really going to try it on herself? Ocellus wondered. She sat in rapture as Starlight built her aura, and wove the first spellforms. Then the second, and the third. She was trying something big, but Ocellus couldn't make heads or tails of it. Then, suddenly, without further warning, the spell fired, and Starlight Glimmer vanished.



Ocellus waited patiently for her to return. But nothing happened. As dawn approached, she realized that now was her chance. The safe was open, the papers and journals just lying there. All that she needed was—hopefully—right in front of her.



She pried open the window and went inside. The papers were strewn about from the vacuum-breeze Starlight's departure had caused, so Ocellus collected them, reading and trying to understand the spell the mare had been working on. Then she saw it. It was the spell that had brought her here in the first place, only two of the minor spellforms were swapped. It was... it was wrong. Those were the spatial anchors, and... from the later version of the journals she remembered reading, they were critical to make sure a creature didn't just disappear into deep space or far underground when they cast the time jump spell. In fact, the notes in the journal had been exceedingly clear about that. If Starlight never returned to add those notes, then she herself would likely make a similar mistake and be lost forever... but Starlight just made that mistake and—



There was a knock at the door. Ocellus scrambled to hide, but realized the only way out was the window.



"Ms. Glimmer? Are you there? We got us some newcomers."



Her instincts kicked in, and Ocellus quickly took the form of Starlight Glimmer. "Just a minute," she said. She'd have to finish these notes later, after fixing the spell.








Learning as the personal pupil of Twilight Sparkle was so much more fascinating than merely being one of her many students at the school. Though, at this point, she sometimes found it a bit hard to remember exactly what it'd been like the first time through. It'd taken a LOT longer than she'd thought to fix the time jump spells. Thankfully, she had an entire village of "equal" ponies that didn't question newcomers suddenly showing up with almost no backstory and a curiously similar accent, and she'd used those millions of looping bug-hours to perfect the time travel spells, and to make sure she could be strong and skilled enough to convincingly "lose" the fight with Twilight Sparkle when the time had come.



Now though, the day she'd been looking forward to for relative decades was finally approaching. Her first day at school. She didn't remember all the details of those early days when she was young, but she did remember how lonely she felt among all the other creatures, and how much her life had changed when she first met her friends there.



So, as Starlight Glimmer, she watched from the balcony as a young Ocellus walked slowly through the grand hall for the first time, staring distractedly at all the tapestries and other decorations. That was where she'd first bumped into Smolder, who'd nearly—it seemed at the time—bit her head off, before Sandbar had stepped in and smoothed things over.



As she waited, she made a mental note to start leaving her office unlocked. She was pretty sure she remembered the date correctly, but she'd hate for her young self to try to sneak in a day early and be stopped by something as mundane as a door-lock.



Her attention went back to the hall before her. Yes, she thought, straining her eyes for the small dragon, any minute now...



"Well," a voice said from her left. She turned to find Princess Celestia suddenly standing beside her. "Let's get to it, shall we?"



"Princess Celestia, I... I didn't know you were here."



"Oh, I'm almost always here. And please," the alicorn winked. "Call me Celly."



Ocellus's jaw dropped in shock. "No... It can't be..."



Celly smirked like a madmare. Then there was a green flash as she became a small, orange dragon, just as Ocellus remembered from her childhood. "Now somepony," Smolder said, poking Ocellus with a claw. "Has to get down there and give us our first lesson in friendship!"



Ocellus just laughed, and let the warmth of green fire cover her like a favorite blanket.
      

      
   
      As the Anemometer Spins


      

      
      
         Rumble always bore his sore muscles as marks of honor; every wincing ache was a reminder that he was giving his training his all.



But he had to admit, mornings were a little rough. Every muscle, every inflamed ligament and tendon cried out as Rumble forced them back to work after eight hours of disuse. It was all he could do to stumble—grimacing with every hoofstep—down the hallway and into the bathroom where he could wash away some of his pain with a cold shower.



Just one more day, Rumble assured himself as he massaged his wings. Just one more day, and then you can rest. Five days of training, two days of rest. That’s the schedule, and you’re going to follow it. Rumble peered longingly down at his cutie mark: a single, bold, white feather. I’ve done it for months now, and I can’t wimp out now. Not while Eddy’s getting faster by the day.



Feeling refreshed, Rumble made his way down to the breakfast nook. His older brother Thunderlane was already awake, cleaning dishes from what must have been his morning meal.



“Mornin’, little bro,” Thunderlane greeted. “I just got done spicing up a new recipe of mine: pumpkin muffins! I think you’d really like it. Want me to make you some?”



“No thanks, I’m good.” Rumble habitually reached toward the same pantry he always had, and pulled out the box of high-protein quinoa. He trotted past Thunderlane and grabbed a clean bowl.



Thunderlane frowned slightly. “I promise it’s low-calorie. Know how you’ve been wantin’ to slim down, and everything.”



“Again, thanks for the offer, but I have a precise diet to adhere to. One wrong meal and I could be paying for it the rest of the week.” Rumble sat down at the table, and poured himself a petite serving of quinoa grains. He evened out the top of the cereal with his hoof, to be sure of the portion size.



“Hmph. Your loss.” Though he had already eaten, Thunderlane decided to pull up a chair opposite his little brother and take a seat. “So, how’s school been?”



“Fine.”



“You doin’ all right in math?”



Rumble perceived the angle he was going for. “Yeah, I’m trying to pick up the slack.”



“Oh, I wish I’d kept up with math. Or even paid enough attention to it myself, when I was your age.” Thunderlane chuckled. “What sort of things are you learning?”



“Trig identities, and stuff.” Rumble discreetly picked up the pace at which he ate.



“Ah, trigonometry: the study of angles and tri… angles. Hey, I’d never noticed that before! Anyway, they say trig is really the most useful kind of math you can learn.”



“It really isn’t.” Rumble finished the rest of his quinoa in one mouthful, and unseated himself. “Look, big bro, I know you’re just looking out for me. Want to make sure I get a well-rounded education and all. But come on, you’re a Wonderbolt! You know training is important.” After all, not all of us are born like Eddy…



“Uh-huh. Of course it is!”



“So how would you like it if a truckload of bricks fell from the sky and built a school around you? Forced you to waste seven hours of your life every day? It’s pointless when you already know what your calling is and how to get there.”



“Rumble, bro… I just don’t think you should put all your eggs in one basket, y’know? What if becoming an ace flyer just… doesn’t work out for you like it did for m—” Thunderlane realized his gaffe far too late.



Rumble tensed up, and strutted toward the front door in a show of indignance. (He tried to conceal the aches this sent coursing through his shoulders.) Before leaving, he hollered back at his brother: “If you’re really fearful for my chances of becoming an ace flyer, then all that means is that I’m still not trying hard enough!”








After school that day, he met Eddy Current in their usual spot: a clear meadow outside Ponyville bordering the Everfree forest, situated right behind the Ponyville Schoolhouse. Rumble felt his spirits lift as he inhaled and exhaled a full breath of crisp fall air. The weather was just right for flying.



As foals, he and Eddy would always pass the time here—pitting their aerial acrobatics against each other—before their parents or guardians picked them up after school. Of course, back then it was all fun and games, and they wouldn’t put their full effort into it. Nowadays, Rumble viewed it as their hallowed stomping ground, a place they’d dedicated years of flight training to. These hills had seen every bit of their progress, each new trick they mastered and added to their repertoire. By this point, they owed it to the land to give it all they had.



“Muggy air but with a slight breeze. Cloudy sky, but not overcast. Perfect weather for training, wouldn’t you say?” Rumble gave his companion a friendly elbow.



Eddy yawned in response. “Perfect training weather is also perfect napping weather. Only wish it were a rest day for us, eh?”



“Hardly. We don’t have much time left before winter. Who knows how many more days like this we’ll have?”



“All right, then. Did you bring the wind reader?”



“Of course.” He bent down and deposited his saddlebags on the ground. He reached into the largest among them, and began reassembling a digital anemometer. This instrument, like these hills, had been with Rumble and Eddy for years.



“How’s about we at least take it a little easy today? It’s the last on-day after all, and we really went hard yesterday, too.”



“With that attitude, it won’t be long before I catch up to you!” Rumble joked. “Or are you just trying to give me a false sense of security while you do even more wing push-ups on your own?”



“Heh. I suppose nothing gets past you,” Eddy said half-heartedly.



And so their training commenced. Ground stuff first: stretches, followed by wing push-ups, followed by some quick sprints. Rumble, with some effort, could actually get the upper hoof on his friend in this category. He made sure that with each set, he did at least three more wing push-ups than Eddy, and that with each sprint, he always kept pace. Today that seemed easier (relatively speaking) than usual, as Eddy must have decided to treat this as only a half-day routine, despite Rumble’s exhortations.



“Whatever you say about my skills in the air, you gotta admit, you’ve got me beat right proper on the ground,” Eddy said, reaching for his canteen.



“Maybe,” Rumble said, sprawled out on his back. It was a hollow victory; he could feel his body was slick with sweat and he was out of breath, while Eddy looked about ready for a photo shoot.



Eddy was just so ridiculously photogenic. He sported a golden coat with a bright orange mane that exuded pure confidence, with a chiseled masculine jawline to boot. He sported all lean muscle in all the right places. On the other hand, Rumble couldn’t count on an abacus all the times he’d been mistaken for a filly half his age, thanks to his pathetic rounded stub of a muzzle and pudgy limbs. With a look of disgust, he craned his neck to peer down at his barrel; even with all his dieting, there were still pounds of himself he could do without if he wanted the most aerodynamic form.



“You ready for the air?” Eddy invited, wings outstretched, a glint of excitement in his eye.



“Yeah, just a sec.” Rumble righted himself, and took a swig from his canteen. He mentally fought back against the performance anxiety creeping up on him, the butterflies of stress ballooning in his stomach. Don’t be such a coward! he chastised himself. You live for this.



And no more than seconds after Rumble’s assent, they were off. Their latest routine had been cemented in their minds for weeks, and required no conscious deliberation. They started off low to the ground: They traced the hills’ greenery and the tops of the trees as low as they could, as quickly as they could, and practiced sustained wide-arc 90°, 180°, and 270° turns, eight reps per set.



These maneuvers demanded long, slow burns of energy, and only got harder one after the other. By the time they were on the 270’s, Rumble’s body trembled with effort, and he had to remind himself more than once to breathe.



It’s almost over, thank Celestia it’s almost over, he told himself. One more 270, and that finishes the set.





They flew into the last clearing, where they would perform their final arc. But then another voice entered his head: I can’t do it, I can’t do it, my lungs are on fire! He shook himself out of it. You absolute wimp, you did it just fine yesterday!



But his self-directed browbeating was not enough. Eddy was gaining meters on him at an impossible pace. Fine, if you’re really so weak and useless, then just take the inner loop. From somewhere uncertain inside him: Thank you…



So with shame in his heart, he turned early into the arc, and held on for dear life as he flew around three-quarters of a circle of considerably smaller radius than that of Eddy’s. Nonetheless, they still came out of their arcs at the same time and place. Finally ready to rest, Rumble allowed his wings to slow down and approach for landing…



But Eddy just kept going, and going, and going, past the point they for a fact always stopped. What had gotten into him? Not one to be outdone, Rumble forced himself to follow. Then, with a sinking feeling in his stomach, he saw what Eddy was aiming for: another entire arc. Rumble didn’t have time to brace himself, but attempted to pull himself through it anyway.



Twenty… forty… sixty… eighty… Rumble’s wings buckled helplessly beside him at just over the point of the quarter-turn. He threw his hooves in front of his face as he made an unexpected crash landing into the broad side of a hill. Moments after impact, Rumble felt waves of pain wash over him, equally from the landing as simply from his overworked muscles.



Eddy noticed his grounded friend and lightly flew over to his aid, but (Rumble carefully observed) not before finishing an immaculate 450° turn. “You all right? I didn’t notice you were still following me.”



“What happened to eight reps per set?” Rumble asked, slightly irritable.



“Sorry, I… lost count of which one we were on,” Eddy said. Perhaps realizing how unconvincingly he had said it, he added sheepishly: “Besides, I guess I just felt like doing another one.”



What a show-off. “Yeah well, please let me know next time you plan on doing that. Not all of us can just increase our reps on a whim, you know.” Rumble tried to make his complaint sound playful, but failed to dissimulate his true feelings.



Eddy summarily apologized once more, and Rumble—despite the tendonitis in his wings, despite the impingements in his shoulders, and most of all despite his bruised pride—forced himself through the rest of their training.








“I’m afraid the worst of it all started,” Thunderlane related, “right when he got his cutie mark. He was always pushing himself, back when he was a blank flank, but I thought he matured past that at the Crusaders’ day camp. Gettin’ his cutie mark in flying just brought all the same problems right back again.”



Twilight nodded and dutifully recorded it in her notebook with a levitating quill. Rainbow—who was hanging upside down in Thunderlane’s loveseat, still trying to find the most comfortable lounging position—chimed in: “Cutie mark in what again?”



“Flying,” he said wistfully.



“And the issue is he’s not getting anywhere in his training?” Rainbow Dash countered. “This sounds pretty cut-and-dry: You just gotta push him harder! Don’t need two Wonderbolts in the same room to figure that out.”



“It sounds like quite the opposite, actually, Rainbow.”



“Yeah, it is,” Thunderlane said. “You see, I’ve come to realize that ponies like me and Dash are, more than anything, lucky. Lucky to be able to make it in the big leagues as Wonderbolts, to achieve our dreams to the fullest.”



“Lucky? Nonsense. Are you saying we could’ve gotten to where we are now without constant blood, sweat, and tears?”



“I believe what he’s saying,” Twilight explained, “is that training hard is a necessary but not a sufficient condition to becoming a Wonderbolt.”



“In other words, I’m afraid that some ponies like my little bro just have a limit to how good of flyers they can become. If they try to push past that, they just... destroy their own bodies and self-esteem. They get to a point where the harder they train, the worse they get.”



Rainbow clearly took umbrage at this, but Twilight tactfully preempted her: “The map sent us here to resolve a friendship problem. Any idea what that might be?”



Thunderlane closed his eyes and sighed. “That just might be Eddy Current: Spitfire’s nephew, Ponyville High’s star flyer, and my bro’s best foalhood friend.”








“Rumble, are you okay? What’s wrong? Should I call for somepony?”



Rumble writhed on the grass in anguish, clutching his fat, disgusting belly. It’s not fair. It’s not fair! He gets everything he wants without even trying!



“It’s… okay… I’ve had these before…”



I can’t compete with him. I can’t possibly compete with him! Wouldn’t it just be best if I succumbed to these pangs right now… I want to say I died pushing my worthless body to the very limit…



“Had what before? You just fell out of the sky!”



Don’t lie, you’re enjoying every second of this, Eddy. Just once I wish I could see you suffer like this!



Finally, after a sixty second interval that seemed to last an eternity, his abdomen ceased its disturbing gurgling. Still unsteady, he got back on his hooves, and brushed some crushed leaves off his coat. “It’s fine. You didn’t need to stop for me.”



“Wait, you’re going to have to tell me what that was, Rumble!” Eddy insisted, placing a hoof on his friend’s shoulder. “I was worried.”



“They’re just hunger pangs. They come and go. I’ve been getting them since I cut back on my diet.” Not that you’d know anything about dieting.



“Are you trying to starve yourself? You weigh less than me at this point.”



“That’s to be expected. You’re taller and longer, and make up for it with lean muscle,” Rumble said matter of factly. “I have no such excuse.” I would kill for your metabolism.



“Rumble, I...” Eddy muttered. “I really don’t think this is healthy.”



“A hunger pang or two won’t kill me. Once I get down to my target weight, I can—”



“I mean this whole thing that you’re doing! Look at you!” Eddy grabbed Rumble’s wing before he could react and gently pushed in on where it connected to his side. It was all Rumble could do not to squeal out in agony. “You’re destroying yourself!”



Rumble pushed Eddy’s hooves away. “Once my muscles heal, they’ll be stronger than ever. I’ll be raring to go again, after the rest days.”



“Will you though?” Eddy lowered his voice. “Don’t you remember when we were foals? Back when these hills were a playground, and not a training ground?”



“Yeah, I do. You always beat me, and then bragged about it. Now you beat me and say nothing, but I know you still love seeing me fail more than ever.”



Rumble thought he saw a rare glimmer of compunction in Eddy’s eyes. “I’m sorry, like I said, I’m really truly sorry what a doofus I was when we were young. But I was just a colt. We grew up. And these days, you’re very nearly in the same league I am when you’re in top form!”



“Am I really?” Rumble set the bait: “What’s the most objective measure we have of that?”



“The wind reader, of course,” Eddy said. “Your record gust from a 200-foot vertical descent is 5.7 wing power, and mine is what, 6.2? Heck, you might even beat me pound-for-pound!”



“That would be encouraging, if only it were true.” Without another word, Rumble trotted off. He quickly returned with the digital anemometer in hoof. “I bet you didn’t know about a special function this little guy had. I know I didn’t, up until a week ago.”



For the first time today, Rumble saw a drop of sweat on Eddy’s brow. He pressed the “select” button three times in rapid succession, and the default 0.0 was replaced by a much more telling number: 8.9.



“Am I correct in assuming this is your record, Eddy?”



His friend was silent, but his face told him everything he needed to know.



“When did you even make this record? I’ve held on to this device since last spring!”



“Must’ve been last spring, then…”



Tears welled up in Rumble’s eyes. “You haven’t grown up at all! You would rather effortlessly lord your top-class talent over me than develop it! For once, why can’t you try as hard as I do, actually break a sweat? You have everything I could ever want, but you don’t even—”



“Y-you’re the one that needs to grow up!” Eddy interjected. He was shaking. “I’m not going to be a different pony because you tell me to, and you’re not going to become a better flyer by hounding me! Your j-jealousy has ruined everything between us, sometimes I feel like you hate my guts!”



It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. He wished it wasn’t true. “Sometimes I do.” He buried his face in the ground. “The one thing my cutie mark says I should be good at, the one thing I try my hardest not to suck at, but I still do. Face it, at flying, at school, with friends, with fillies, you’re just a better version of me.”



Eddy was still amped up. “You, you! It’s always about you! Everything revolves around you!” He was shaking harder than ever. Rumble only now remembered that Eddy had a terrible fear of conflict. Suddenly, Eddy took flight. “I’m sorry, I just can’t train with you anymore. You’re making me hate my own guts!”



And so he took off, leaving Rumble with a rain of a leaves and a spinning anemometer.








The next few days passed Rumble by in a haze. He lay listlessly in his room, soaking in the suffering he felt on a physical, emotional, and aspirational level. He just wanted to absorb the pain that was owed him from the mistakes he’d made, and then move on with his life. He would need no further convincing from Eddy or Thunderlane to stop training so hard; he realized now how hopeless it had been all along for him to try to compete with ponies who had so much better genetics than him.



Better genetics than him. Better mindsets than him. Better luck than him.



It was made all the worse, when his brother decided to let into his room one of his Wonderbolt teammates, and her “Princess of Friendship” tagalong.



“Some map sent you here? You’re wasting your time; the problem’s already resolved itself,” Rumble assured them. “I’m done pushing my body beyond its limits. I’ve accepted mediocrity. If Eddy’s willing to forgive me, I’ll probably get back with him, too.”



“It’s not about mediocrity, kid,” Rainbow said. “It’s about being happy with setting and overcoming your own limits.”



“The real reward lies in self-discovery,” Twilight opined.



“Yeah! You’ve got all the time in the world to figure out who you are!” Thunderlane exhorted.



Rumble couldn’t help but laugh. “I can’t believe I’m being lectured by two Wonderbolts and a Princess about knowing your limits.”



Still, with enough badgering, Rumble felt he had to compromise with them on something. The Princess pony thought he might “find acceptance” among flyers who were more “at his level,” at the weekend Ponyville Weather Team Junior Flight Camp (much less selective than the local Wonderbolts Junior Speedsters branch). Whatever. Rumble had experience blowing off lame classes and camps, and it would at least get these two nosy ponies off his case for a while.



And so the very next weekend he found himself sitting by his lonesome, observing from afar the rest of the camp-goers (most of whom were years younger than him) as they enthusiastically engaged in their flight drills. Rumble wondered whether, in the past couple of years, he himself was ever the subject of interest of an observer far away, stewing in his own bitterness, who wanted nothing more than to warn him of the futility of it all, the cruelty of it all, if you were not among the chosen few. Warn him that even if his cutie mark told him he belonged in the air, it did not mean he could cut it as an ace flyer. After all, the weather division of even a small town like Ponyville probably outnumbered the total number of stunt flyers in all of Equestria. They earned a living doing things most ponies found boring; hence, why they were teaching the foals here all the coolest aerial tricks that a weather pony would never use in all their life.



Whatever. This is where everypony—himself included—thought he belonged, so this is where he would remain.



He turned his gaze across the horizon, to another campground. The flight camp was divided into three groups: the open camp, the high school fillies’ camp, and the elementary fillies’ camp. This lattermost group was the one he now spied upon.



Somehow, he felt a little less bitter about watching these ponies practice their (much more rudimentary) flight drills. Perhaps because he wasn’t a little filly himself, and wasn’t able to project his own frustrations onto them. Perhaps because he couldn’t be bothered to feel even an echo of competition anxiety with them, the way he could with his own fellow campmates. Whatever the reason, it calmed him to watch these young pegasi learn the earliest ropes.



Rumble caught sight of one camper who was separated from the rest of her camp, a little like Rumble himself. But rather than shirking off and moping like he was, this little filly seemed devoted to her own drills, much more fervently than the other girls. Upon closer examination, her efforts were obviously being stymied by some sort of birth defect with her wings. Poor pony.



He watched her repeatedly attempt—and fail—to achieve any sort of lift under her wings, although he could tell that that was only partly due to her defect. If she just compensated enough with her form, he bet she could fly like the rest of them. After fifteen minutes of this, Rumble’s sympathy got the best of him, and he couldn’t help flying over to her aid.



The filly turned around as he landed next to her. Shy and beside himself, Rumble could only utter a high-pitched, “Hi.”



“Hello,” the filly greeted cheerily. “Are you a growed-up from the big fillies’ camp?”



Rumble blushed. “No, I’m from the open camp,” he said, in a distinctly deeper voice. “Look, I can tell your wings are growing in a little awkwardly, and your left is smaller than your right. You won’t quite get off the ground, if you try those drills the same way your friends are.”



“Really?” she asked. “How can I do it then?”



“You have to compensate with your right, but not too much or else you’ll spin right over. You also have to pay special attention that you flap your wings parallel to the ground...”



And so Rumble spent the rest of the day with this filly—Pollen Breeze—adjusting her flying form until it was just right for her wings. She achieved some basic lift pretty quickly, and he even inadvertently taught her how to utilize her stunted wing to do a little midair barrel roll, which they both found hilarious.



“Thank you so much, Mister! I’ll make sure I work on what you taught me!” Pollen said when it was time for her to return to camp.



She buzzed back to her camp slowly, a foot off the ground. Rumble called after her: “I’m sure you will! You’re a quick learner!”



He couldn’t help but smile stupidly to himself in the aftermath of this unexpectedly wholesome encounter. Heck, she certainly won’t be the strongest flyer, but she can be happy as a clam right where she is. He didn’t even care that that admission of his was antithetical to the angsty fling he’d been on the past week. If he couldn’t move the hearts of thousands of ponies with his amazing aerial tours de force, he supposed he could content himself with just leaving a positive impression every now then.



He trotted his way back to his own camp with a new determination. Eddy, I wasn’t born like you, but you weren’t born like me. I promise I’ll never forget that.
      

      
   
      One Storm at a Time


      

      
      
         White Lightning watched the lightning and listened to the thunder. Inside her head, that is: she was content enough there.



The pattern of lights conjured tendrils of thought, networks of ideas that glowed against the walls of her mind like shadows in a cave. They didn’t necessarily make sense. Often it was enough that they existed, or a bonus if they did something interesting, but it was a delight-tinged rush of mad – almost indecent – excitement if they did make sense. Rarer lights shone that much brighter.



Outside her bedroom, she knew, the world was very different. Sunny days, breezy days, cloudy days, rainy days: nothing particularly exciting, she’d admit, but then excitement wasn’t the only good emotion. This time of year, the gardeners and the farmers would be especially attentive to the weather schedule. Excitement was a wrench in the well-oiled machine.



At least, anywhere civilized it was.



Inside, far away from anyone who was likely to shout at her and who was likely to bother her, White Lightning grinned and watched the world’s greatest fireworks display, inside her head: all the more magnificent for lighting without light and heating without heat.



“Knock, knock!” Cloudchaser called from outside.



White Lightning sighed, dropped her book, slipped yet another bookmark into place.



Quickly, she forced her face into something less pouty and hurried downstairs. She most certainly couldn’t keep a guest waiting. That would be insanely bad manners.



Before she’d even opened the door fully, she heard Cloudchaser say, rather grimly, “You gotta come see this.”








“Speak up, Miss Lightning!”



White Lightning stared at the floor as though her life depended on it. Certainly her reputation, appearance, dutifulness, loyalty, and good manners depended on it.



Behind the desk, she heard Crafty Crate – current Weather Monitor of Cloudsdale’s Weather Factory – shifting his immense bulk on the chair. Crafty was one of those pegasi who looked less like he’d grown up and more like he’d been built from the ground up. In the confines of the Cloudsdale office, he filled his cubicle like a hippo in a pigpen.



“Hm,” said Crafty; White Lightning’s very bones rumbled. Unpleasantly, she heard his stubble scratching against his hoof. “Thought you said something. Now let’s see…”



The shuffle of paperwork. White Lightning swallowed and hoped she’d caught all her own spelling mistakes.



“All weather targets met… Loss of water and rainbow accounted for… Snowflake quota… Thunder production quota… Blah-blah-blah…”



She wished he didn’t read so slowly. A fuse fizzing towards a barrel of dynamite held fewer terrors for her.



“Well, that seems to be in order,” he said, sounding more like he’d hoped otherwise. “We can’t be seen to be lax in our weather-making duties, can we Miss Lightning?”



White Lightning, without looking up, shook her head as dutifully as she could.



“Speak up, Miss Lightning! What, are you mute?”



Her shaking head rapidly switched to nodding.



“Figures. How d’you communicate with the Weather Team on-duty, then?”



White Lightning resisted the urge to groan. Hoof and wing gestures largely served her well, but she had a premonition that any such move in front of Crafty would be met with even harsher words.



“How did you even get on the Weather Team?” A creak as his hot breath pushed more strongly into her face. “Teams need communication skills, Miss Lightning. Hoof and wing gestures don’t get across like good old-fashioned SHOUTING DO!”



She jumped.



Then she burned all the more with embarrassment as he laughed it off.



“Good thing I stepped in, then,” he said thoughtfully. She even heard him stand up. “The trouble with ponies like you, Miss Lightning, is, good as you are, you don’t sell it. Supposing Cloudsdale’s very Mayor Laurette were to walk in right now? What kind of message would you be sending with that stance?”



Instantly, White Lightning straightened up her limbs. Until now, she hadn’t even noticed that anyone had noticed the slouch.



Humming with satisfaction, Crafty Crate sat down again with a creak. “That’s better. Pegasus ponies deserve respect. They deserve their voice heard. You’re free to go, Miss Lightning. Send Cloudchaser in for me, would ya?”



It was only later, after the wash of relief and the hurrying down the Weather Factory corridors, did White Lightning wonder about that ‘they deserve their voice heard’ comment.








PEGASUS PRIDE AND PASSION PARADE PROJECT: STORM!



Studies show that 75% of all towns which permitted spectacular weather increased their tourism trade by 90.5%!



81% of all pegasus ponies asked indicated that they would like “at least 5% more extreme weather”



Casualties caused by controlled storm conditions: ZERO!



Equestrian Insurance companies “happy to cover the damages”!



Opportunities for Redemption: HIGH!



Opportunities for Promotion due to Skill Displayed: INCREASED!



Precedence:



• Wonderbolts Tornado Season



• Mustangia Regiment Monsoon Madness



• Crystal Empire Blizzard Blessings



• Manehattan Extreme Storms Yearly Championships



• Canterlot Citadel Cumulonimbus Cultural Occasion!



Feel tired at work? Stuck doing the same fair weather unfairly? Wanna let ‘er rip?



BRING BACK THE PONYVILLE PEGASUS PARADE! LET STORMS FLY!




White Lightning stopped reading the poster – reluctantly, for she was halfway through wondering what studies they meant in the first sentence – and turned instead to the crowd gathered outside the Weather Factory. This was about as much as she could notice before the sheer noise reduced her thoughts to mush. Cloudchaser hovered next to her, mimicking several others in the crowd craning to look over heads.



From here, it wasn’t hard to make out Crafty Crate in the middle. He was standing on an improvised podium; his bulk alone would have made him stick out like a cabbage in a bowl of potatoes.



“It’s true!” he shouted over their heads. “Oh, words can’t describe how happy I was when I found out! I was stunned, as stunned as you are right now, friend!”



“He’s been at it for hours,” said Cloudchaser in an undertone; dutifully, White Lightning turned an ear towards her and leaned closer.



“Of course, I could list the benefits to you all day if I wanted!” boomed Crafty while the murmuring subsided all around him. “The tourism boom, the healthy circulation of the DIY industry, the galvanization of the economy, and so on. But come now, ponies! Is that what you, the pony in the street, really cares about? The bottom line for the mayor? I don’t think so!”



White Lightning bit her lip and looked around, hoping no one was watching her. They usually weren’t in any case, but if she could just tiptoe back and fly away before anyone noticed her…



And yet.



She noticed the faces in the crowd. Many were wide-eyed. Some were almost drooling. A few were carefully blank or pouting thoughtfully, but only one or two frowned or shook their heads, and they swiftly stopped when neighbours rounded on them or shushed them. Next to her, even Cloudchaser had one eyebrow raised, poised to deliver a verdict.



Perhaps it couldn’t hurt to hear him out? White Lightning cocked an ear towards him.



“No, I say! No! This, this is ultimately about all of you fine working ponies! You push a little cloud to the left, a little cloud to the right, scatter showers there; is that all we’re allowed to do? Earth ponies get to grow the biggest fruits and vegetables they can! Unicorns get to use magic to improve technology! Outside the Wonderbolts, why are we stuck ferrying itty-bitty clouds back and forth? Well, I say why can’t we do what we want to do? What it’s our right to do? What it’s only fair we be allowed to do? And as for the benefits, well, there are so many!”



Several pegasi nodded in agreement. By now, the rest of the crowd were so quiet that Crafty’s voice echoed cleanly over their heads.



White Lightning glanced back at the poster. She chewed her lip a few times. She listened to the speech a little longer before she realized Crafty was just recycling the main points over and over, yet everyone seemed mesmerized.



She was already flying away before she realized no one else had done so. Haste and embarrassment sped her onwards.








White Lightning lay on the bed in her room, tapping her teeth with the tip of a hoof. Staring down at a piece of paper. Waiting for inspiration to strike.



Eventually, she picked up the pen and wrote, very carefully:



“Weather Factory Storm Production.”



Then she sat and stared at it.



After a while, she added, “Pros.” Immediately, she gave it company: “Cons.”



To anyone outside, she knew, it looked like she’d frozen with complete indecision. Yet on the inside, the familiar sparks of ideas clashed and exploded against each other. Images of the visual spectacle of storms… Production costs and rain expenses… The hypnotic crackle of lightning in its jagged complexity, totally blowing the mere mind away and leaving all senses struck… Actual utility of the excess water to farms and gardens…



After a while, she breathed in. Then she breathed out. Like trained animals, the ideas stopped fighting each other and merely jostled for space.



Only when a few settled down entirely did she put pen to paper. About six ideas total before she stopped and waited again for the lesser ideas to come forward.



And then there was a knock at the door. White Lightning’s ideas panicked and fought again. Angrily throwing down her pen, she went to answer it.



“Where have you been!?” said Cloudchaser at once. “You missed the best bit. Here, can I come in? Thanks. I was just going to… Oh, sorry, are you busy?”



Her gaze caught the omnipresent piles of books and clothes strewn about. White Lightning suddenly wished she’d thought to put them away.



“Pretty heavy stuff, huh? A commissioned storm! And not one of those pansy showers whenever we lose track, I mean the proper stuff. Fire and brimstone in the sky! Lights all over the place! Think of the size of the cloud you’d have to build. And then there’s the thunder. Ooh, I’d love to hear a bad boy in full fury!”



White Lightning pretended to listen while she nodded and returned to her list. Somehow, she doubted the ideas would come to her so long as she had an intruder in her room, but –



Shamefully, she grimaced until that particular thought sidled away embarrassed. Not an “intruder”. A “friend”.



Smiling now, White Lightning looked up and nodded along to the speech. Emphasis was on clouds at this point; Cloudchaser had a particular niche in the Weather Team.



To White’s shock, she found her fellow pegasus inches from her face. Flapping, she backed off. Yet Cloudchaser seemed totally unabashed.



“You should totally sign up for it,” said Cloudchaser. “Oh yeah! The lightning trick! You could do the lightning trick! You know the one I’m talking about. Right there, right where everyone can see it, and not stuck in this little cave.”



White Lightning bared her teeth for a moment. And to think: she’d just refrained from calling Cloudchaser an “intruder”!



Tight-lipped, she shook her head. Anyway, the whole point was to do tricks “in this little cave”. This was her world. Cloudchaser was only here due to special permission, and even then, there was only so much liberty the friendship license could grant.



“Aw, come on,” said Cloudchaser in a wheedling voice that was nails-on-a-chalkboard to White’s ears. “Don’t be shy. I’ve seen you do stuff even Thunderlane couldn’t pull off.”



White Lightning narrowed her eyes. “Shyness” was exactly what it wasn’t. Why did everyone assume “shyness”? It wasn’t like she was afraid.



“Well, what then? What’s the problem?”



Yet another assumption: that there was a problem. She peered out the window, to the fields of cloud cabbage and onward to the silhouette of mountains and the blazing blue skies. In a way, she was lucky to have such a view. Sheer emptiness. No stimulation. No strains on her eyes. Just untouched peace, for miles and miles.



Whereas if the window pointed the other way, she would have seen Cloudsdale, in all its messy, crowded, noisy, overheated non-glory. The mere thought made her shudder, and she almost gasped from the imaginary claustrophobia. Merely imagining it…



Her gaze drifted down to the “Pros” and “Cons” list. Perhaps she should at least let her friend know what was going on.



So she reached forwards and held it up and out, hopeful.



After Cloudchaser blinked at the words for a little too long, she suddenly said, “Farms? What’s farms got to do with storms?”



Sighing, White Lightning reached across and, by luck, found on her bedside table a glass half-full – or half-empty; she hadn’t seen the point of deciding either-or – to shake before Cloudchaser.



“Oh, you mean the runoff.” Cloudchaser shrugged. “I dunno. I just signed it. Someone’ll take care of it, right? It’s not like they’d overlook stuff like that.”



If White Lightning could have hummed doubtfully, she would have. Instead, she twisted her face in a somewhat abstract attempt to convey said doubtful humming.



Cloudchaser chuckled and flicked a lock of stray mane off her own face. “Look, if you’re that worried, why don’t you sign up and tell them about stuff like this? And while you’re at it, why not offer your services for the lightning team, eh? Eh?”



White Lightning weathered the elbow-nudging, because that was just Cloudchaser’s way. No obvious objections came to mind, at least none that she could articulate.



After all, surely no one could just commission a storm like that, willy-nilly? “Let ‘er rip” was not the motto of the Cloudsdale Weather Team. And she still wasn’t sure about the claims on that poster.



Instead, she shrugged.



“Neat!” Cloudchaser then tugged at White’s forelimb, making her wince in protest. “Come on. You really should be out here watching all this. I’ve never seen Cloudsdale so lively before!”








Yes, it was lively. That was entirely what brought White Lightning out in a sweat.



As soon as she was aware of dozens of eyes about, dozens of other minds nearby, her own seemed to shut down entirely. She didn’t want to move; since she had to move behind Cloudchaser to weave in-and-out of the crowds, she instead decided she didn’t want to move any more than she had to. And her gaze remained firmly downwards.



From up ahead came the bellow of Crafty Crate. The much calmer tones of his fellow disputant suggested quite plainly why he was bellowing.



“But we got the majority vote!” Paper flapped; Crafty was presumably waving a petition at someone’s face. White Lightning boiled in her stomach, happy her expression was already tight from all the jostling.



Mayor Laurette answered calmly, in a voice that carried enough command to compensate for its strangely soft tone. It was the sort of impregnable velvet that White Lightning wished she possessed.



“I agree an official petition with over one thousand signatures is entitled to an official response. That is the law. The point of contention, I fear, are the non-legal requests made within the document.”



“Don’t tell me a democratically elected mayor is shunning the voice of the many!?”



“Ahem.” Another rustle of paper indicated the transfer of petition from hoof to hoof. “The document in question demands, if I’m not mistaken, a tempest with windspeeds of Beaufort 10 or higher. The Cloudsdale Health and Safety Testing Act requires any such storm’s complete elemental components to be tested at the Factory Test Site, supervised by no less than three legal, governmental, and administrative representatives. Among other provisos.”



“That’ll take weeks!”



“Yes. Taking time to perfect the craft is entirely the point, Mister Crate. Even if you would rather, er, ‘let ‘er rip’ today, the law absolutely forbids any such action.”



Despite herself, White Lightning giggled under her hoof. She’d hated being called “Miss Lightning”.



After a dangerous pause, she heard Crafty say, “Fine.”



He even shuffled as though about to leave.



“BUT!” he said, so loudly that White Lightning almost swallowed her tongue. “Consider this! A well-publicised storm saved the tourism industry for Fillydelphia and Pigpen-Sylvania! Ponies love the spectacle! The raw terror of nature! The godlike power! This summer is absolutely the best time to be racking up the tourist points! You put this off and you’d be cutting off your mane to spite your head!”



“I appreciate your passion, Mister Crate. Thank you for your request.”



She heard him stamp away, muttering to himself, and hoped like heck he hadn’t noticed her giggling earlier.



Then she grimaced in horror as Cloudchaser seized her forelimb and dragged her closer.



“Excuse me, Mayor Laurette? Ma’am, sir, thingy? Um…”



White Lightning hit her own face with a hoof. Ma’am, sir, thingy. Cloudchaser was a lot of things, but a master of etiquette was not one of them.



Surprised, Mayor Laurette said, “How may I help you, uh…?”



“Cloudchaser, ma’am Mayor, ma’am. Uh… My friend didn’t get to sign the petition. Could she do that now?”



“Oh, I see. Whyever not?” A rustle of paper, and White Lightning remembered herself in time. This was the Mayor of Cloudsdale, right in front of her!



Hastily, she bobbed a somewhat clumsy curtsey. Surely manners ought to be observed when talking to such a senior pony of government?



To her shock, she felt the pen hit her hoof and Cloudchaser yank her towards the paper – papers, obviously, there being a thousand signatures – being held up. Instinctively, she dug her hooves into the cloud, sinking slightly.



White Lightning dithered and stared down and resolutely tried not to think too hastily, all while harbouring the horrible suspicion that she was going to end up doing it anyway. Still, she resisted.



“White, this is exactly the sort of show you should be giving. This is why you’re not getting more work than you deserve. More money than you deserve. Stick your neck out! Sign the petition!”



Warning bells rang in White Lightning’s mind. She felt too much push behind her, however much she dug her hooves in, yet no objections came to the rescue.



“Come on, White. What have you got to lose? If you change your mind, you can always opt out later. And Mayor Laurette’s keeping an eye on things. What could go wrong?”



Eventually, after a lot of time that passed for pseudo-thinking, she signed it. She could always opt out later. And Mayor Laurette was keeping an eye on things.



She tried not to think about what could go wrong. Sometimes, she seemed a little too pessimistic compared to the other ponies. Perhaps that was why she’d spent too much of her life in the background?








Finally, the test day came.



“Uh huh,” said Mayor Laurette, neither elated nor disappointed. “And your specialty is…?”



Wincing apologetically, White Lightning stood sideways and poked her cutie mark: a thundercloud, with a single bolt of lightning. Pointing a superior to her rump must be bad manners, but she’d forgotten to write a sign she could hold up, so had to improvise.



“I… see…” said Mayor Laurette. Even in the confines of the testing chamber, her soft voice echoed like metal. “Would you care to demonstrate?”



A nod. A careful breath. A rearing up to balance on her back hooves.



White Lightning hadn’t done this in years. Still, she’d spent all last night studying the theory. If only there hadn’t been a dozen or so ponies behind the safety barrier of inch-thick, reinforced ice, all watching her every move.



She swallowed, but then beckoned to Cloudchaser off to the side.



Cloudchaser nodded. Her goggles came down. Slowly, she eased the thundercloud into position, flapping as carefully as she could, as though nitro-glycerine sloshed inside.



All eyes watched. White Lightning pretended to ignore them. This was just her and the cloud, now. Nothing else mattered here.



She stretched a forelimb out to the side as though reaching for Cloudchaser.



Who bucked.



The lightning bolt slashed through the air with arrow precision, right into White Lightning’s expectant hoof. Into her forelimb, along her skin – everything crackled, she smelled sizzling tin for a moment – and then out when she whipped her other limb up to the ceiling.



Ice exploded overhead. Sheer whiteness engulfed the world around her.



Then mist.



Then nothing. The watching eyes penetrated the mist and her reddening, sweating face…



Behind the glass, Mayor Laurette ticked an item off her list. “Thank you, White Lightning. That will do.”



Only then did White Lightning beam, stare a little too long, and then fall over backwards with a grateful thump.








“Nicely done, White!” said Cloudchaser in the locker room.



Yet again, White Lightning received a pat on the back that sent her stumbling forwards. Her stomach was sending odd messages as it was, and now her skin felt like sandpaper turned inside-out. She winced with each chafe and complaint.



“Wow, just think of the pure poetry of this thing! Lightning storms strikin’ your rooftops! Thunder growlin’, rain crashin’, mysterious mists and sinister stratus! Hoo yeah!”



White Lightning let the talk wash over her. She was happy that her friend was happy. She really was. It was just this ringing in her hears… ears…



That had been an education. She’d never felt so alive. The moment she’d realized it wasn’t about to pass through her heart, and yet: how her heart had skipped a beat, how it had almost stopped and stared as though in awe and wonderment.



Her attempted step swept under her. White Lightning smiled a little uncertainly at the ground coming up to hug her –



Strong hooves grabbed her and raised her up at once. They didn’t let go.



“Whoa! White! Are you okay?”



What an odd question. White beamed up at her and nodded once, or at least threw her head back and forth keenly for this nice mare helping her.



“You sure? I’ve never seen you do that before!”



Concern radiated off the nice mare. White Lightning upped her beaming smile to a toothy grin.



Cloudchaser nearly dropped her in panic; White even felt the jolt.



“Look, White, it’s nice you’re enjoying it now, but don’t overdo it, ‘kay?” Although Cloudchaser laughed, it was clearly the hollow “we’re-all-okay-with-this-so-we-don’t-need-to-do-anything-about-it-isn’t-that-nice” sort of laugh that White was all too familiar with.



She tried to return it, but merely opened her mouth as though to take a happy bite out of –



“And please stop smiling,” groaned Cloudchaser.








Now only one more test was needed: a full storm.



The individual components had been met with a tick each from Mayor Laurette. The twin lawyers Prim and Proper joined her behind the reinforced ice, as well as a trio of grey administrators who were apparently incapable of ever being surprised, judging from their reserved faces.



White watched while also being watched. She noticed Crafty seemed a little more jittery in the presence of so many suits. Whatever he was saying to them, for once he’d restrained his voice enough to make it hard to hear even through the ice.



Lightning bolts crackled and struck the glass; White hastily jumped forth and held her breath against the zapping streams shooting up and down her insides. Winds whipped her face while the wind pegasi flapped harder and harder. Spiralling streaks showed where the twister squad took up stations. Rain hammered and rapped against manes and legs.



In the gymnasium-sized confines of the testing zone, they were barely scratching the sides. Yet a sample was evidently enough. Meters and pressure gauges beeped and flashed inside the control room, itself behind the ice. Engineers in hard hats nodded towards the panel, and beside them Mayor Laurette tapped a microphone.



“Cease testing,” crackled her voice in-between two lightning blasts.



White Lightning nodded and waved to catch the others’ attention. One by one, ponies stopped flapping or kicking or spinning or diving or whirring round and round. One by one, they hit the floor, some even on their hooves.



The panting and the sweating came first, White observed. Only then did the whooping and cheering start, the silence broken first by Rainbow Dash and Thunderlane, then by more and more pegasi. Soon it was impossible to hear Mayor Laurette over the loudspeakers.



“All necessary requirements appear to have been met. Your request for a Storm-class Meteorological Entity may proceed to the next stage of processing.”



“How long’s that take?” said Crafty’s booming voice, butting in.



“Well, we’d need land clearance, permission to use said land, safety announcements and protocols implemented… At a rough guess, eight days minimum.”



The whoops and cheers – to some relief from White Lightning – stopped abruptly. To her annoyance, a few boos broke out.



Smirking behind the glass, Crafty reached down and pressed the button for the speakers. “You hear this, ponies? Obstruction! After all the sweat and blood we’ve put in!”



“Mister Crate,” said Mayor Laurette with barely restrained annoyance. “I am sure you’re aware the extra time also grants us enough time to raise public awareness of this event. I am, as you yourself have indicated, ‘interested in the bottom line’.”



As far as White was concerned, Mayor Laurette won a medal with that small smirk.



Either it didn’t bother Crafty, though, or he completely failed to notice. Indignantly, he added, “As for the location, ain’t it obvious? Ponyville!”



“Excuse me?” said Mayor Laurette. Around them, the other ponies raised their heads higher with sudden legal and administrative interest.



“Come on!” said Crafty, laughter rumbling through his voice. “Think of the good we’d be doing for our neighbours down below! Raw spectacle for everyone, be they unicorn, earth pony, or pegasus! Their mayor would be grateful for any brave new attractions and social thingammies we’d throw their way! Plus, their insurance is adapted to regular monster attacks and magical accidents! What’s the point of having a pegasus pony parade if no one’s going to see it?”



But this time, he was met with uncertain murmurs from the other pegasi. White Lightning glanced across at Cloudchaser, who shrugged back.



Behind the ice, stiff stares tried to wilt Crafty, with about the same effect as a matchstick against a seaweed forest.



“I don’t know what you considered proper in the city, Mister Crate,” said Mayor Laurette in clipped tones, “but here in Cloudsdale we don’t condone that sort of risky behaviour.”



“But the damage would be easy to repair. Don’t tell me you’ve got cold hooves all of a –”



“The committee and I shall get back to you on the matter of the storm’s location, Mister Crate.” Chairs scrapped over the loudspeakers. “After due consideration. That, I believe, should suffice for our current purposes. Good day to you.”



While Crafty trembled – either in rage or fear – White Lightning watched them all with narrowed eyes.








She was still narrow-eyed when she strode through Ponyville’s streets an hour later, under the fires of the setting sun. Every now and again she heard Cloudchaser’s frantic panting and flapping behind her.



“What makes you think he’s up to anything?” Cloudchaser paused to pant and catch up some more. “Come on, White. What’s in Ponyville that he’d find so offensive?”



As they passed a lane, White glanced meaningfully up it, towards the hustle and bustle of the main market. Cloudchaser scoffed before they moved on.



“So what? He had a stall there or something? Someone complained about his cherries? White, he’s not going to send a storm at a whole town just because he ran a stall there once. He’s not insane.” A pause, then she added, “Not that way, at any rate.”



Frowning, tight-lipped, White Lightning spun around so fast that Cloudchaser flapped manically trying not to bump into her. White rummaged in her satchel to hold up some sheets.



After a while, she eased up and plucked out a pen, grinning apologetically around it.



“You’re going to ask the locals? How the heck do you intend to phrase that question?”



White looked around and cracked her hooves like a pianist. Sighing, Cloudchaser followed her about the square.



Most of the rest of the evening consisted of this:



“A storm in Ponyville?” moaned Berry Punch, who paused to peer back at her own cottage; a few neglected tiles fell off the roof with a crack. “Are they nuts? I can barely pay the insurance as it is! My drinks business is hitting a slump! Did you know they rolled out a new line of juices at Barnyard Bargains? How can I compete if I’m paying more to save a dilapidated house?”



“A storm in Ponyville!?” squeaked Roseluck. Behind her, Lily and Daisy turned white, their plant pots slipping in their grips. “What, like… actual lightning strikes? G-G-G-Gales that can blow you off the g-g-g-ground? Enough r-r-r-rain to f-f-flood us? Wh-Wh-What if it goes wrong? I don’t want to die! I didn’t opt for this! Can I opt out? Please? Tell them I opt out!”



“A storm in Ponyville, huh,” muttered Cranky Doodle Donkey while Matilda beside him shook her head. “And what about us who don’t want all that crashing noise over our heads? Oh, but I guess the loudmouths get the best votes, so figures. Who cares about a couple of old donkeys, right?”



“A storm in Ponyville!” Mrs Cake laughed nervously, over the crying of the twins and the frantic shushing noises of Mr Cake behind the counter of their bakery. “I’m sorry. I just don’t see the appeal. It’s noise and mess, isn’t it? And our poor dears wouldn’t like it one bit. I know my husband gets jumpy enough over cake orders.”



After the last door shut and Cloudchaser finished the muffins she’d bought, she turned to White and said, “So what now? It’s not much of an opinion poll, and we’ve learned squat about Crafty’s motives. You’re being paranoid.”



White, traipsing behind, shook her satchel and sighed. It didn’t matter. She’d keep going again tomorrow. Perhaps by then she’d have a much better plan to replace it with?



She bumped into someone. Automatically, she crouched by way of apology.



And met Crafty’s glare coming the other way.



“So,” he rumbled, and for a moment White felt what it would be like to meet a thundercloud that could speak.



She forced herself to stare at the ground. Even if she could speak, she wouldn’t dare. Not when the very air trembled with the typhoon of rage he kept in check.



“Sneaking behind my back, huh?” he continued. “You wanna know what I’m up to, huh? Too wimpy to ask me, huh? Well, here’s lesson number one: whatever I’m doing, at least it’s something. What are you doing, deadbeat?”



She bit her lip.



“I’ve got the stuff. I’ve got drive and life and all that. You learn fast in the cities, not in Hicksville here. You want some advice, mute? Speak first and speak loudest.”



Then White sniffed. Anger boiled the air all around him, yet there, under the sizzling and the spitting, she sensed something else.



“At least I’m not a doormat in the background.”



She gritted her teeth but still didn’t dare look up. Instead, she sniffed again.



Presumably mistaking this for crying, Crafty added, “Hey, I’m not being mean. It’s just the facts of life. You wanna amount to anything, this is good stuff to know.”



But this time, she’d caught his scent. She’d caught the tang. Mixed in with the fury and affront was the smell of shrivelled, rotting desperation. Clinging on.



“HEY!”



She heard Cloudchaser’s shout, and then sensed Crafty’s presence move away. When she finally looked up, she’d given him enough time to fly away and Cloudchaser enough time to skid to a halt before her.



“Sorry, I wasn’t looking behind,” said Cloudchaser quickly. “Did he do anything?”



White shook her head, suppressing the urge to look down. It was amazing how well a mute could lie.



As they walked away, she thought, Desperation?



What is he planning? Sabotage? Anyone who thinks like that might be capable of anything. And “anything” means “anything”.








On the first day, White Lightning tried to see Mayor Laurette to discuss her concerns, or at least to write them down and hold them up while making persuasive “serious” faces. It didn’t help that she kept suppressing the urge to curtsey.



“I appreciate your concerns, White Lightning, but the decisions affecting the storm are no longer Mister Crate’s concern. I’ve already placed Star Hunter in charge of the Weather Team.”



A short while later, it transpired that Star Hunter had “mysteriously” taken leave due to a “family matter”, though no one was clear what that was. Crafty seemed unusually jubilant that day, though.



On the second day, White Lightning tried to tell her fellow weather ponies, such as Cloudchaser. She didn’t hold out much hope considering the locker room’s usual chatter involved a lot of sentences on the lines of “This storm is gonna be awesome!” or “Oh man, that time when we whipped up the winds in the testing chamber? That was so rad!”



“Crafty’s been giving out ‘gifts’,” whispered Cloudchaser as the others filed out for weather duty. “And he keeps making speeches about ‘living as full pegasi’. I don’t think you’ll have much luck swaying the crowd. He just… talks big. Bigger than you. Sorry, White. I don’t know.”



On the third day, White sat alone on the edge of the cloud fields, overlooking Ponyville.



From up here, it seemed so small, so obvious a target. She didn’t know what to do.



So she breathed in. She breathed out. She let her mind’s storm thin and clear itself to gentle rain. She listened to the patter. So far, nothing.



On the fourth day, she went to the same spot, but gave it up when she heard Crafty’s big speeches from the town square. From up here, it sounded like he was just generically promoting the storm as though it would happen someplace else.



She didn’t understand it yet. If he was going along with the plan – which she was sure he wasn’t really – why the anger? Why the need to focus on Ponyville? Why the desperation?



On the fifth day, she asked around Ponyville again, this time without papers and just trying to remember what others told her while Cloudchaser dutifully translated for her. It took most of the day, but what they pieced together was that Crafty had apparently been involved in a few jobs: delivery service, construction work, the cherry stand in the marketplace… None had lasted long.



“Revenge?” said Cloudchaser at once. “That seems obvious.”



But White shook her head sternly.



“What do you mean, ‘not yet’? What more do you need?”



On the sixth day, she went to find out. This time, she found Thunderlane and, again with Cloudchaser’s help (“Don’t ask me, I’m just translating!”), poked the topic.



“I can tell you lots of stuff about storms,” he said, shrugging. “It’s the middle where everything has to hang together. If that goes unstable, one thing spirals into another and the whole thing comes crashing down. The principle’s the same as the hurricane on Hurricane Day. Remember?”



On the seventh day, White started avoiding places at work wherever Crafty showed up; she even asked Cloudchaser to hand in reports for her. She suspected he’d figured out what her game was by now; she dreaded what it might do to her own composure. That rain in her head needed time to settle. It still hadn’t.



On the eighth day, the location was announced: a few nearby fields, chiefly the abandoned south field of the apple farm, away from the town. Extra personnel would guard the perimeter in case of breaches. Mayor Laurette and Mayor Mare of Ponyville allowed Crafty to spread flyers across town, advertising the event.



On the ninth day, White breathed deeply. Sitting alone in her room. Taking all the time she needed. The rain in her mind had stopped, but now it was just dark cloud. Nothing came to mind.



Maybe she was thinking about this all wrong? Crafty was many things, but was he really a saboteur? Was she being unfair? After all, who’d insist that they move a storm to a town? Why would they do it? All the risks for destruction: What would it prove?



Catharsis? Desperate for destruction? Lashing out? Maybe it was revenge, like Cloudchaser said, but then why drag a storm into this? Why go to such spectacular lengths? It was more usual to lash out on the spot, without thinking. And what would a storm prove?



How could this be both a desperate impulse and a plan?



So she tried thinking from another angle. What about his future chances? Didn’t he foresee what would happen if he ever did get it to Ponyville, against all official advice? Why would he discount the future so steeply?



She ate well that night, trying to fuel her working brain. She craved chocolates, something sweet, but she’d deliberately refrained from accepting any of the “gifts” Crafty was handing out. She had no intention of breaking her diet, much less of accepting anything from him or his followers.



Her book had taught her discipline.



On the tenth day, she got Cloudchaser over.



Bucking lightning clouds.



White Lightning caught the bolts in quick succession and threw them across the cloud fields. Each bank of cloud disintegrated instantly.



Despite Cloudchaser’s protests, she insisted on shooting over and over. Even as her skin crackled more and more each time, and even as spasms crossed her face, she aimed over and over.



“You’re nuts,” said Cloudchaser. “What’s this for? You’re gonna fry yourself?”



White merely signalled for another bolt.



On the eleventh day, a crowd gathered along the fences for the south field. Crafty was up-front, taking photographs and talking over Mayor Laurette while she was being interviewed by reporters.



On the twelfth day, the extra personnel meant to guard the perimeter didn’t show up.








The crowds murmured amongst themselves.



Mayor Laurette glanced across at Crafty, who examined the sky in apparent innocence. But then she looked at the crowd. The hungry, large, all-too-excitable crowd.



She looked up at the pegasi floating in position. White Lightning gulped as a thousand eyes crackled worse than lightning over her skin.



Decision…?



Mayor Laurette turned to the crowd and shook her head. Unfortunately, Crafty chose that exact moment to shout, “GO!” He gave the hoof signal.



Wind ponies slashed the air around her. Rain ponies thumped their piled loads, soaking the air with drizzle. Lightning ponies kicked clouds; she jinked out of the way of a rogue bolt. Crowds ooh-aahed before the turbulence drowned them out.



White strayed out of range. She watched as a funnel of pegasi rose up in the middle, and the winds began to swirl, and the world turned greyer and greyer, and the lightning cut through everything, but around the margins; Crafty had insisted on keeping the centre clear, and with good reason.



White flapped further out of range. There was the swirling vortex, the hurricane, building up around the clouds. Too many pegasi were in it, not seeing the whole thing. Soon, the orchard was smothered.



Amid all the chaotic concentration and flapping and raining, it would only take a nudge.



White saw Crafty rising. Saw him flap once. Dived towards the air-blast –



Too late. It struck.



A pegasus on the outer rim flapped harder to compensate. Ripples spread through the entire storm. More and more, the funnel leaned away from Crafty, and White stopped and watched in horror as the storm sent the crowd of ponies screaming in terror away from it, and sent the whole thing scything down the slope, faster towards the edge of the gardens and footpaths, faster towards cottages and streets, faster towards Ponyville.



And not a soul inside knew about it. They were too busy with their own little jobs.



White saw all. She shot ahead of the storm, feeling its tempting tug, feeling its howling insistence echoing through her. She judged distance and timing before sweeping round and stopping. She took a deep breath.



One pegasus against a juggernaut storm.



Her eyes focused through the mist and swirling colours. Onto the funnel in the heart. She stretched her limbs up. Someone on the ground shouted behind her. Already she heard windows crashing below.



A lightning bolt leapt out of the vanguard –



As did another.



Both struck her hoof at once. Sheer heat and pain bit her skin like swarms of killer bees, but she gritted her teeth and forced her other limb up, and she aimed, and a thousand practice sessions came back to her.



The bolts combined, shot through the clouds, shot through the funnels, scattered alarmed pegasi nearby, stabbed at the very heart of the storm.



Exploded with sparks.



It wasn’t enough to finish it, but it woke up a few pegasi. She watched through raw, red, weeping eyes while her skin crinkled like burnt paper. Shapes shifted. Flapping slowed. Coloured streaks resolved into pegasi. The winds slowed. The lightning stopped. The rain faded away.



Greyness retreated. After a few counter-flaps, the pegasi left nothing but mist, and even that brightened and lightened up under the returning sunlight. And silence.



White Lightning landed on her side, but the shocks still ringing through her meant she felt nothing.








Felt nothing. Saw nothing. Was troubled by nothing.



Now…?



She sat on the edge of the cloud field, eyes closed…



…surrounded by nothing.



No sounds.



No sights.



No distractions. Just her, exposed to no one but herself.



It was now two weeks since that day. No one had known where the rogue lightning bolt had come from. All anyone remembered was waking up to find the whole lot bearing down on Ponyville. They’d been so busy with the storm that White’s smoking body hadn’t been found until much later, and they’d simply assumed she’d gotten caught while managing the storm.



She’d spent two weeks in hospital, waiting patiently for release and enjoying her own time to herself there. Oh, she’d received visitors, but for the most part she was background to the general drama.



“Crafty’s out of a job again!” Cloudchaser had said excitedly on one of her visits. “Mayor Laurette officially banned any and all future storms of that size! I can’t lie; I’ll miss the fun bits, at least up until Ponyville came the heck out of nowhere, but hey, all’s well that ends well, right?”



All’s well that ends well?



White sniffed the air. She smelled the desperation before she heard the thump of hooves behind her.



Only when the hoofsteps subsided did she turn around to face Crafty.



He towered over her. He was bulging with fat pretending to be muscles and muscles giving in to the fat, behind a beard that had finally escaped his management. He looked like a bellow in pony form.



Before she could stop her own expression, his eyes narrowed at it.



“I don’t need your pity,” he growled. “I just wanted to tell you… I wanted to say… I…”



Her wings drooped. She leaned forwards, ears cocked. Her expression came back.



Several seconds passed in silence.



Then he sighed and sat down on the edge of the cloud, some feet away from her.



“Oh, what’s the use?” he said. “I was gonna bawl you out, but so what if I did?” Hastily he added, “This doesn’t prove anything, you know! I’m not gonna be beaten, not in this dead countryside!”



Does that mean you were beaten in the city? By bigger and louder ponies? And then you came here and wanted to be a big pony in a little town?



“I’ll get another job! I always bounce back! I don’t need your pity, or your help!”



Why do you keep losing them? Do you try to build storms everywhere you go?



“I bet it would have worked fine if you hadn’t butted in.” He hummed, either through doubt or disdain; it was hard to judge. “I saw you do that. Everyone else thought the lightning bolt was random, but I saw you throw it. Why did you stop me?”



…you really don’t know?



So she gestured to the countryside. To the vast fields of hard work. To the buildings of comfort and peace. To the streets and the grass and the sunshine of quiet life drifting through the background: ignored, little from up here, and unimpressive, but always there where it was needed.



She grinned like a loon, expectant.



He shrugged. “It just looks dead to me.”



White pouted irritably and turned away.



After a while, he said, chummily at first, “You must be confused. So it was a little risky. That’s what made it so worth it! I was gonna give them something they’d never had before and wake them out of their miserable lives. So what if I got fired? I can get more jobs! But you had to get all storms cancelled. Do you know how much it’s worth, being the first to create something like that? They’d forget the disaster and remember my glorious name. But you health-and-safety fools done ruined it all!”



White grimaced up at him. You think I’m the one confused!?



Then she caught his eye.



Desperation wriggled inside of it. Behind the bluster and the bravado and the booming voice, she realized, was the heart of the storm. Desperate not to go out. After all, what was a storm without bluster and bravado and the booming? Storms got attention. Storms looked like life next to dead quietude.



She wondered what kind of mind would believe that. As though nothing but storms mattered. How could such a mind manage in hundreds of days without anything like a storm? It’d be like suffering a whole year just to live for a day.



Hastily, she wiped the tears forming in her eyes and looked away.



“I’m ruined,” he moaned.



Silence filled the gap. Closing her eyes, she breathed in heavily and then breathed out softly.



From afar came the scents of meadow flowers, and as they reached into her muzzle, they tingled and tickled. The smile bloomed instantly.



“I don’t get ponies like you. What’s so great about all this?”



Out of the dark clouds left in her mind, White saw the sunlight poke through.



She rose up and shot back, ignoring his question, rushing into her home, grabbing the book, discarding its bookmark, and rushing back out to land next to him, slightly closer. So close she could reach across and touch him.



Holding her smile in check with an apologetic skew of her face, she held up the book. Surprise caught on his face. He squinted at the cover.



“How To Understand Other Ponies,” he read aloud. His glare met her face. “What are you trying to say? What’s your game?”



Quickly, she slumped and turned her head away. A slight hopeful glance met him sidelong, but she wasn’t sure he’d get the message.



“Why didn’t you tell everyone you stopped the storm?” he said slowly, as though uncertain of his own question. “I saw you done it.”



She glanced down at her hooves.



“What have you got to be ashamed of? You’d be a hero. Everyone would remember your name.”



Her lips twisted up all by themselves. She shook her head.



“Huh. Weird.”



Her shoulder shook, suppressing a chuckle her voice could never give. To her surprise, she felt the book pulled out of her grip.



“Hm… Maybe I do need to stop and think. But this proves nothing! I’m just figuring things out, all right?”



Smiling, she shrugged at him. His look was dubious, but he tucked the book under his pit.



A flurry of flapping: he became a vanishing dot.



She went back to meditating. After all, he didn’t need to learn everything overnight. There was all the time in the world.
      

      
   
      Better Left Unfinished


      

      
      
         My grandpa used to let me into his workshop when he was close to finishing a project. His shop was a wonderland, like walking into a pirate’s treasure cove, a menagerie of sparkling trinkets and intricate metalworking tools—much more than just a weathered brown shed in our backyard. I could hardly contain my excitement, and waited impatiently while he fumbled with the three rusty padlocks which kept his treasures safe. 



With eyes wide and jaw slack, I followed in my grandpa’s wake, close to his tail. He firmly instructed me not to touch anything, which is something you tell any ten-year-old filly when they walk into a toy store. I don’t think there’s a toy store in the whole world that comes close to my grandpa’s old workshop. He led me through on a carefully designated path, slow and deliberate. He had a bit of a limp. He told me about all the tools in his shop. 



“That’s a lathe,” he said. “It’s used to carve cylindrical metals.” He must have liked the lathe, judging by how many times he’d told me about it.



I never knew what his projects were right away. While he was working on them, he never told me—or at least, what he told me was never enough. It was his way of teasing me, building up my excitement. A month prior, I’d asked him what Princess Celestia had asked him to make this time. 



“A lantern,” he said simply, as though it was the most plain and simple thing he’d ever make. As though producing miraculous things after sixty years was finally starting to bore him.



“What kind of lantern?” I’d asked, grinning.



“The Secret kind,” he replied with a smile and a knowing wink. His face was a landscape of deep wrinkles and creases that made him look like an old tree. I thought it funny to imagine what kind of treehouse he’d make out of himself.



For the next month, I could only imagine the masterpiece he was creating. Briefly I’d catch glimpses of him through one of the grimy workshop windows, his wrinkled face sweating heavily over the forge, or his sturdy hooves guiding a piece of metal over the grinding wheel. I’d lay out in the backyard for hours, staring straight up at the sky, grass tickling my back. I listened to the sounds of his craft, clanging, buzzing, scraping, my imagination grasping to complete his creation through the by-products of his work. 



“Welp, here it is. Not quite finished. Whaddaya think, kiddo?”



He hobbled aside with as much showponyship as his old body could manage, revealing the product of his month’s labor sitting on the workbench. I never tired of this routine. 



The first time you set eyes on one of my grandpa’s creations, the experience is unique and beautiful. To me, it was like watching a baby bird hatch, or looking at a sunset that hits the water just right, so the sun looks like it’s melting right before your eyes.



“Yep. It’s a lantern,” I said without releasing any of my delight or awe. 



“It’ll never go out,” he said, pointing at the soft yellow flame dancing and flickering in the heart of the lamp. He blew on it to demonstrate.



“No glass?” I said.



“No need,” he replied, grinning. “It’ll last through wind, water, anything you can think to throw at it.”



“What do you still need to finish?”



“What do you think it needs, Goldie? ” he’d always ask me. My suggestion was the final piece of his projects.



Goldie. That was his nickname for me, and it stuck fast. My parents used it, even all the other foals at school used my nickname over calling me Marigold, which I’m grateful for, because Marigold sounds like it belongs to a pony much older than I was at the time. Teachers still called me Marigold, though, which was irritating. If somepony didn’t know who I was, I could easily tell them I was Temper Fidelis’s grandfilly. Everypony knew grandpa’s name.



“Looks like it needs a handle,” I said, screwing up my lips and furrowing my brow in serious appraisal. “That seems easy enough. It’s a small piece.”



He laughed. “Oh-ho! Easy, you say?” That was his, “You’ve got a lot to learn, kid” laugh.



I pouted at him. “Does the princess need it soon?”



“Soon-ish. Don’t want to rush.”



That was sort of grandpa’s motto, but he tended to use it more like an excuse. He’d doze off while watching me play in the backyard, sink his sturdy old body into the hammock under the trees, and snore his lungs out until the sun set. Eventually mom would call us in for dinner; she’d need to yell a bit louder to be heard above grandpa’s snores. He’d open one sliver of his eye. “Be there in a bit. Don’t want to rush,” he’d say, then go back to snoozing with the smuggest carefree smile on his face. Eventually, mom just let him be. She'd set aside a plate for him whenever he decided to come back inside.



The lantern was an incredible piece. I stared at its mesmerizing patterns, becoming lost in the delicate lattice of metalwork shaped to look like vines were creeping over it. The metal was a brilliant silver. It looked like it had been shaped from stardust, which, for my grandpa, seemed completely possible.



“What’s she planning to do with it?” I asked, a little jealously. Can you blame me for being even slightly possessive of my grandpa’s work?



“I’ll show you,” he said.



Later he brought me to the Royal Gardens that lie directly beneath Canterlot Castle. Public access, so we’d have no problem walking right in. It was late in the autumn evening, with nopony around but a gardener clipping rose bushes. Grandpa brought his saddle bag with him. I brought two scarves—one for myself, and a second for my grandpa, who insisted he didn’t need one (my mom told me to bring it for him anyway). 



We made our way to the center of the garden, leaves crunching beneath our hooves. We kicked and swished waves of leaves between each other as we walked. Grandpa limped along, smiling brightly. He loved the garden in any season. Most of his inspiration came from here.



Near the center we came upon one of his previous creations. From a distance it looked like a tall triangular fin sprouting out of the ground. It was a remarkable thing, an astral timepiece, a hybrid sun-and-moondial that could even produce the correct time during a new moon. Grandpa stopped to lean against it, then appreciatively surveyed the lengthening shadows of the garden. He took a pencil and notepad out of his saddle bag and began to sketch. 



For a little while I listened to the scratching of his pencil, tried to imagine what he could be capturing for inspiration. My eyes settled on his hammer and die cutie mark. Autumn wind forced me to wrap my scarf tighter.  



“I’ll bet if you t-taught me, I could get a cutie mark just like that,” I said, my teeth chattering.



My grandpa turned to look at me, smiling. He looked down to his flank. For a moment, he said nothing. Just stared, as though considering the possibility. 



“Or, maybe not,” I corrected. “I mean, you need magic to make everything work, like your lantern. Earth ponies like me probably can’t do it…”



He turned away from me, facing toward the garden’s entrance. He pointed. “Over there, do you see the trellis hanging over the entryway?”



I couldn’t. Bushes and hedges blocked my view. I asked if it was alright if I stood on his sun-and-moondial. He laughed, but said that was perfectly fine. He gave me a hoof-up. From the top of the fin, I had a pretty good view of the garden.



“Okay, I see it now.”



“That’s where Princess Celestia wants to put the lantern. Right over the entrance, so ponies can find their way in and out.”



I frowned. “So, what if they’re really short like me?”



He laughed again, and his laugh was like the sound of a tree’s branches brustling together. That could have been the actual sound I was hearing at the time, as the wind was picking up again. At this point he was more than happy to accept his scarf.



“What were you sketching?” I asked him on our way back home.



“Wanted to picture what the lantern might look like from a different angle. I think it’ll look great hanging there, don’t you?”



“Once it gets a handle,” I chuckled. “Otherwise it won’t be hanging anywhere!”



“Would you like to finish it?”



His question stopped me dead in my tracks. I knew right away that was exactly what I wanted to do, but I hesitated. Then I thought for sure that he was making fun of me for what I’d said earlier, and suddenly making something as simple as a lantern’s handle didn’t seem so simple anymore.



“Princess Celestia’s going to see this,” I thought. “The princess of Equestria, and pretty much anypony who comes to the garden. Nope. There’s no way I’m gonna ruin my grandpa’s lantern.”



“I’ll think about it,” I replied eventually.



***




I spend a lot of time thinking about my reply that night. I wonder how he must have felt underneath that understanding smile he perpetually wore. Maybe a little pang of sorrow. Or betrayal. I was so young at the time, unsure of myself. I was his little grandfilly, his Goldie. 



At the time, I also felt he’d betrayed me. 



Within two weeks, his health deteriorated drastically. His limp became so serious that he couldn’t walk out to his shop to keep working every day. Mom kept him inside the house most of the time, but brought him outside for fresh air where he could sit and relax. He asked me to bring artifacts from his workshop so he could show me how they worked, and tell me the stories behind each of them. He’d lived a long life, and collected so many stories, and I listened to all of them.



As the weather grew colder, we eventually couldn’t bring him outside anymore. Soon, even getting around the house was painful to him. His breathing diminished to a hoarse rattle that sent shivers over his entire body. He spent most of his time in his bed, sleeping, or eating the trays of food we brought in for him. He still requested that I bring items from his workshop so he could tell me about them, but it seemed like he was mostly sleeping now. I asked if there was any story behind the lantern he’d most recently made, still incomplete.



“I’ll tell you soon. Don’t want to rush,” he said. I could tell smiling was a tremendous effort for him.



“When you’re better, I’ll help you put the handle on it,” I told him, hoping that would cheer him up. In my mind, I still didn’t want to put my clumsy mark on any of his immaculate pieces.



When he died, I didn’t really have a choice anymore. My mom told me that grandpa had wanted me to finish the lantern for him.



The night after he died, I went out to his workshop alone. 



In the dark, I fumbled with the three rusty padlocks, just as his aged hooves had thousands of times before. I threaded through the shadowy interior of the shop, tripping over tools and trinkets without my grandpa to safely guide me through.



Through the dark, skeletal shadows of tools, I saw the faint yellow glow of grandpa’s lantern illuminating his workbench. I let that lead me the rest of the way. His stool sat alone in the small puddle of light, coated in dust, forgotten. It felt wrong to sit there, so I took the lantern from the bench and set it beside me on the floor. I still hadn’t cried since it happened, and I was angry about it. My anger and sadness felt like a poison in my body, and I just wanted to vomit it up in a flood of tears. I tried to force myself to cry by thinking of all the ways he’d hurt me when he left. 



“He knew he didn’t have long to live. He told mom, but he didn’t tell me. No, he just left me out of the loop.”



Sickness. Rage. I dug deeper.



“He could have pushed me. Even if he didn’t want to tell me that he was dying, he could have acted like it. He could have insisted that he teach me everything he knew, and I would have listened! Sometimes it’s okay to rush!”



Hot, fresh sorrow. My eyes dampened. Closer.



“Why did he leave me this way? I thought there was plenty of time to learn from him—he made me think so.”



That did it. I spent the rest of the night in the shop with grandpa’s lantern beside me, letting all of my emotions get flushed out at once. Several times I imagined how I’d screw up the lantern by fixing my shoddy handiwork to it. Even considered tossing it into the forge, or smashing it to pieces with a hammer. I’m glad that my tears eventually wore me out to the point of exhaustion, and merciful sleep. I might have actually tried to destroy it otherwise.



The handle I crafted was crude, embarrassing compared to even the poorest of my grandpa’s works. He’d willed his workshop to me when he died. I spent almost another month in there under my mom’s supervision, just learning how to use the tools from memory. I dredged up the sounds that I’d memorized, the clangs and the buzzes and scrapes. To the best of my ability, I got grandpa’s tools to produce their proper sounds.



Princess Celestia was at his funeral. I presented the lantern to her there, feeling there was no better time to do so. 



“This was his last masterpiece,” I told her plainly, having no more emotion. Only a vast, empty numbness. “Please excuse the defects. I take all the credit for those.”



The princess thanked me, told me that my grandpa was one of the greatest artificers in the history of Equestria. That he was beloved by all, that he loved me dearly and was proud of me—all the courteous things I’d heard from relatives and friends. 



“There’s something else he wanted to show you,” said the princess. “He told me that he’d show you when it came time to hang the lantern. Join me for the dedication tomorrow night. We’ll hang it together in his honor.”



I was shocked, and a little angry as well. Another thing he’d kept hidden from me that somepony else had to tell me about. 



The dedication ended up being a lot bigger than I’d expected. Ponies from all over Equestria had come. A few of them I even recognized from grandpa’s stories. It was cold in the late autumn evening, but I felt strangely warm, seeing all these ponies whom my grandpa had touched. Some, I knew had been touched in small ways, others large. Always meaningful.



Princess Celestia stood regally at the garden trellis. My grandpa’s lantern sat on a little rostrum before her. I noticed, oddly, there was a curtain hanging on the side of the trellis, concealing something.



The princess called for calm and began to speak.



“Mares and Gentlecolts from across Equestria, we gather here to pay our humble respects to the memory of Temper Fidelis. Brilliant craftspony, loving father and grandfather, friend to all. It was his dream to share his gifts with the world, to inspire ponies with his generosity and creativity, so that they’d be able to step beyond themselves, and extend those same virtues to others. His dream truly made Equestria brighter.”



With those words she carried the lantern to the trellis. There was some polite applause. I saw my clumsy handle contrast starkly with my grandpa’s exquisite handiwork, and couldn’t help blushing. I knew for certain everypony was staring at it, probably not even seeing the lantern, just the mistakes. 



Then the princess moved on to an even more embarrassing announcement.



“Temper’s dream will remain alive and well in all of us, and in his grandfilly, Marigold, who is with us tonight.”



She pointed to me, which elicited further applause. My cheeks flushed hotter than they ever had in my entire life.



She turned around and lifted the curtain hanging on the trellis. Beneath was a shining silver plaque, engraved with my grandpa’s firm, yet gentle hornwriting.



It read:



“I hold this lantern high 

so you might see your first step, 

and be more confident in the steps that follow. 

I leave this path unfinished 

so that you might make it your own,

and discover the pace at which you take it.



-For Goldie”




I thought for certain I should have been out of tears at that point. Grandpa’s words found more. As I stared at the plaque, I thought about my anger following his death. I felt ashamed of it, but realized he wouldn’t want me to feel ashamed. 



I saw my reflection in the plaque, covered by grandpa’s message to me. In a strange way—that made me laugh—I recalled how I’d imagined him building a treehouse out of himself. Turns out he was building something out of me instead, or at least the foundations. He’d left a whole workshop full of tools and stories behind for me to work with. 



The rest was up to me to finish what he’d started. 
      

      
   
      In The New Moonlight


      

      
      
         Moondancer was never a mare to feel comfortable in her own skin. Even before she'd shut herself away from the world, and well after she'd emerged, being around other ponies was like standing on a stage with a white-hot spotlight shining upon her, regardless of who she was with, and when, and where, and why.



...Maybe not regardless. Her friends didn't make her feel that way. Minuette, Twinkleshine, and Lemonheart, they always brought something out of her. Twilight Sparkle and Spike, together, could turn anypony into a social butterfly.



But these ponies, sitting with her at a round table, spooning gelato into their mouths and chit-chatting quietly, weren't her friends. They were just... ponies. And she hadn't quite managed to feel at ease around those yet.



Glancing down at the five manuscripts between her hooves – one her own, four belonging to the others – Moondancer couldn't help but wonder just what she was even doing in their company for a second week in a row. 



A mare's voice, rich and deep, rang out over the muttered conversations. "I think it's about time we got started – it might be a new moon, but we're still burning starlight, aren't we?"



The other ponies chuckled softly, and even Moondancer had to smile. Ferris Wheel wasn't one of the select few ponies who could bring Moondancer out of her shell, but she made a damn good effort.



The Moonlight Society had been meeting for years, and claimed a number of well-known local playwrights, poets, and novelists as alumni. Ferris Wheel, professor of literature at Canterlot University, was the workshop's current leader, and delighted in hosting its weekly meetings. Her fuzzy green sweater and fiery red mane made the pallor of her coat all the more intense by contrast, making her appear almost sickly, yet she wore a constant smile, and radiated a sense of compassion and warmth. Her bearing and demeanor might have put Moondancer at ease, were it only the two of them there. 



The other ponies, Moondancer didn't know quite as well, beyond their names. On a surface level, though, she felt she understood them. Posey, the butter-coated pegasus to her left, wore thick-rimmed glasses, a baggy blue dress, and a floppy hat that concealed all but a few tufts of pink mane. By her appearance alone, Moondancer felt that they'd have a great deal in common, but she was kind, too, with a gentle wit and a soft voice that Moondancer sometimes strained to hear, even seated as close as she was.



Teaspoon, the unicorn to her right, was harder to read. He was fourteen, the youngest one there by a considerable margin, and had found his voice at an early age. The colt was fully conscious of how remarkable this made him, and was insufferable as a result. 



Moondancer related – arrogance was the price of prodigy, after all. She wondered if he, too, would one day live alone in a dusty, musty, cobwebby old tenament.



That left Cinna and Aubergine, flanking Ferris Wheel on either side. Cinna, an earth pony, was slightly older, with soft features that might look hewn from granite if he could shed some of the dough on his body. He wore his long, scraggly mane in a messy bun, and his mouth in a state of flux between smugly smirking and contemptuously scowling. Aubergine was a playwright. He was old, tired, rail-thin, and neither said, nor did, much. He smacked his lips and stared at Ferris Wheel, and that was the limit of his contribution to the group.



As far as Moondancer knew, anyway. This was only her second week at the workshop. Perhaps he'd surprise her.



What little chatter six ponies could generate – four, if one didn't count the cadaverous Aubergine or Moondancer herself, which Moondancer certainly didn't – died down when Ferris Wheel spoke up. All eyes were on the older mare, and the five stacks of paper on the table in front of her. Orange light from overhead danced across the different manuscripts, highlighting the purple ink scribbled across their pages.



"First," said Ferris, "a big shout-out to Canterlot Carousel, for financing tonight's meeting. We wouldn't be able to rent out this space and chow down on this gelato if it weren't for their generous donation. If you go home tonight and step on your bathroom scale, and you're disgusted by what you see, then direct your complaints to Sassy Saddles and Rarity, not to me."



Moondancer smiled again. Posey and Teaspoon laughed. Posey's was a gentle, tinkly sound; Teaspoon's was boisterous, overdone, and went on far longer than was natural. Aubergine smacked his lips, which might have been laughter. Cinna looked between each of the ponies, his smirk flickering. Either he was trying not to scowl, or he was trying not to laugh.



"And, second," Ferris continued, beaming toward Moondancer. "Let's welcome back our newest attendee. We're happy to see you again, Moondancer. It's nice to know we didn't frighten you away after your inaugural meeting."



Moondancer's face reddened. She looked down. "I... um, you weren't..."



She trailed off, mumbling.



The seat to her left squeaked – Posey was leaning in. "Could you speak up, please?"



Moondancer raised her eyes to meet Posey's encouraging gaze.



"...You, uh, weren't quite that scary."



Posey giggled. Teaspoon huffed. Aubergine smacked his lips; Cinna rolled his eyes.



Ferris Wheel lifted a hoof and waved it, cat-style, at Moondancer. "Rawr."



Moondancer blinked, and tilted her head. "Um..."



"...What? Cats are scary." Ferris shrugged. "I think cats are scary."



"Perhaps you haven't met the right cats," Posey said. "I've known several pussycats that were just the sweetest."



Cinna emitted an ugly snort. "Maybe you should check your phrasing on that. You know. Sweet pussycats?"



Teaspoon chuckled. Aubergine smacked his lips. Posey and Ferris looked flatly at Cinna.



Moondancer spooned some gelato into her mouth.



Ferris cleared her throat. "Uh, yeah. A friendly reminder that innuendo, as a literary device, exists. Thank you, Cinna."



"You're welcome." Cinna leaned back in his seat. "I kinda worried I was the only one who got that at first."



"I got it!" Teaspoon chirped.



Cinna's lips flickered into a momentary scowl.



Ferris's warm smile seemed to fray a little. Her horn glowed as she reached for one of the stacks of paper, picking it up in a transparent white field, and thumping it against the table. "Moving on, if the rest of you don't mind, I'd like to start tonight's meeting with a look at Posey's Kakistocracy. Posey, do you object?"



Posey took a deep breath and drew herself up. She looked confident. She was quivering, though, and Moondancer wondered if any of the others could notice.



"Lay on, my friends."



Cinna edged forward in his seat, leering. "Is that an open invitation?"



A flicker of shadow from the chandelier transformed Ferris's smile into a grimace. "Cinna."



Cinna sucked his teeth and sat back, his smirk morphing into a scowl.



Clearing her throat again, Ferris began. "Let me start by complimenting your ambition. I can count on my horn the number of ponies I've known who've even tried to write an epic poem. Which, I mean, I have one horn..."



Ferris pointed at the spire on her forehead.



"...And the pony in question is me. In grad school. It was awful, and I regret even trying to write it. I have a lot of respect for anypony who manages to complete a verse of an epic, and you – you wrote at least a full canto. Props."



Cinna let out a soft, hissing breath. His lips moved subtly.



Annoyance spiked through Moondancer. She shot Cinna a glare, and clapped her hooves together in noisy applause. Posey's work deserved better than mealy-mouthed derision from Cinna, and she'd give the mare her due.



Her clapping was met with silence, however, so she trailed off, mumbled an apology that sounded as thick and awkward as she felt right then, and glanced down at her melting gelato.



Posey's hoof patted her shoulder, and Moondancer felt a bit of her shame lighten. "Thank you, dear. And thank you, Professor. That's very kind of you to say. I, um, I'm sensing a but, however."



"There is a but-however, you're right. But I want to hear from some of our other esteemed members before I get into it." Ferris gestured at the surly colt to Moondancer's right. "Teaspoon?"



Teaspoon leaned away from the table, tilting his chair so that it was propped up by its back legs. "Yeah, uh, I dunno. I kinda didn't read this one, sorry. No offense, Posey, but, like, poetry just isn't my thing. You know?"



Ferris slumped, and in so doing, looked as old as Aubergine. "Well... different strokes, and so forth. But, Teaspoon..."



"I know, Professor. I'm sorry." Teaspoon tilted back more in his chair, looking at nobody and nothing in particular. "But, like, I really don't know what I'd be able to say about it if I read it. I can't really critique poetry, you know? So, nothing I said would be very useful, and I wouldn't want to waste anypony's time by accident."



Ferris's smile was paper-thin and brittle. "Thank you for your consideration, Teaspoon."



"You're wel––"



Teaspoon was cut off as the angle at which his chair was leaned became untenable. He fell backward, yelping.



Moondancer caught his chair's backrest in a telekinetic grip, and held it steady. Ferris was as quick on the draw, and their auras mingled briefly, before the older mare withdrew. Gently, Moondancer eased the chair back into an upright position.



Ferris Wheel exhaled, and looked tiredly at Moondancer. "Good save. Now I'm doubly glad we didn't scare you off."



Moondancer blushed. "You would've gotten it if I hadn't been here."



"Yes, but I'm very, very old. Who knows if I'd have been able to hold him up as long." She winked at Moondancer, who shuffled her hooves awkwardly. "Teaspoon, thank you for your thoughts. Uh, don't lean back in your seat anymore. Okay?"



"...Kay."



"'Kay." Ferris looked to the stallion on her right. "Cinna, would you like to pick up where––"



Cinna immediately cut off the professor by thumping his foreleg on the table, leaning his weight against it, and smirking at Posey. "Yeah, so, I – like – first off, I wanna agree with Professor Wheel."



"'Ferris.' We've talked about this.."



"Yeah, Ferris. I agree with Ferris. It's pretty ambitious that you'd try something like this. I think you deserve a lot of credit just for making the effort. Definitely a gold star moment. I, actually, uh..."



Cinna lifted his copy of Posey's manuscript, on which he'd drawn a five-sided star in gold ink – the same gold ink that his other comments were written in. His smirk became a grin.



Posey blinked. Aubergine smacked his lips. Ferris pressed her hoof to her forehead, and tried to play it off by sweeping the hoof through her mane.



Moondancer wondered again what she was doing there.



Cinna set the paper back down, and folded his hooves upon it. "That said, I think you could've done a lot more with it. Like, a lot more. Reading through your canto, like, there's a lot of potential in there, but your verses – they're all really rigid and conventional. You're not really experimenting, or breaking into new territory. I feel like you could play around with rhyme, or meter, or style – or even, y'know, mix things up, shift between different modes of writing."



"Different... modes." Posey's chin dipped.



Cinna nodded eagerly. "Yeah, like, remember last month, you brought in all those haikus? What if..." He glanced between the other ponies, and leaned further across the table toward Posey, who seemed to recoil.



"What if you tried writing a whole page... in haiku?"



When next she spoke, Posey's gentle voice was even gentler, and more airy, than usual. "You want me to write a page of an epic poem... in haiku."



Cinna bobbed his head. "Yeah! Just a page. Or, like, a canto, y'know. Whatever comes first. Mix it up!"



The only sound in the room was the smacking of Aubergine's lips, and the creaking in Teaspoon's chair as he leaned, experimentally, backward.



Moondancer seized his chair and held its front legs to the floor. 



"I liked it a lot," she blurted.



The many pairs of eyes staring at her made her skin crawl just then. She tugged the collar of her sweater up her neck.



"I, um... I mean..."



"What did you like about it?"



For the second time that night, Moondancer met Posey's eyes.



"...Kakistocracy. The title. A government by the worst, right?" She shrugged her quaking shoulders. "It's, um... it's satirical. A critique of divine right. It's funny; it's really funny. The princess oversleeps, a-and forgets to raise the sun, and her daughter has to rule the kingdom by candlelight... b-because there's no..."



"No sunlight," Ferris Wheel supplied, nodding along. 



Emboldened, Moondancer straightened in her seat. "I also liked the part where the daughter releases the patients at the asylum, and divides them between commoners and lords, and makes them the two parliament houses. It's the middle of the night while this is happening, so, it's, like... it's a pun. Lunacy, lunatics, running the country. It's..."



Moondancer chuckled.



"It made me laugh. The pun. The satire was really sharp. I appreciated it. It's really rare to read something critical of the government."



Ferris breathed a sigh that Moondancer read relief into. "Did anypony else read this as satire?"



Cinna and Teaspoon exchanged glances.



Ferris breathed a sigh that Moondancer believed negated the previous sigh. "Did anypony else read this at all?"



Teaspoon blushed and looked away. 



Cinna shrugged. "Yeah, but I was paying attention to the poetry, not to the content. It might've been good satire, but the verse itself was mediocre, so I couldn't really get into it."



"I managed," Moondancer said, leveling a glare at him.



Aubergine smacked his lips.



Ferris, clearly no stranger to pupils who failed to do the reading, managed to maintain the bearing of an academic. "Okay, as a friendly reminder, we are all expected to read each other's work before meeting for workshop – even if you don't know what you can add to the discussion. You never know until you try, right?"



Looking at Posey, she continued. "For my part, I agree with Moondancer – the satire is a bit on the nose, but it's amusing nevertheless. Very witty. Cinna does have a point, however; the poetry itself could be cleaned up, straightened out a bit. Granted, I don't know that you need to insert haiku all willy-nilly..."



Posey giggled. "I think I see what you mean. This was a bit of an experiment for me. I'm glad that other ponies understood what I was getting at, but you're right – I'm not quite comfortable with long-form poetry yet, and I'm sure it shows."



"Oh, it totally does," Cinna said. "But at least you get that."



"...Thank you, Cinna, as always." Ferris floated over her copy of Posey's manuscript, as Cinna slid his across the table. Moondancer hoofed hers over.



"Yes, thank you, Cinna," said Posey. "And you too, Professor. Moondancer."



Moondancer nodded without looking up.



"Moving on, then." Ferris cleared her throat. "Cinna, since you were so... outspoken and insightful with your critique just now, perhaps you'd like to go next?"



"Ah, if it's all the same to you, Ferris," Cinna drawled. "I'd kind of like to go last. You know, you think about these workshops as, like. A meal? Posey can be the aperitif; you all, you're the main course. Me, I'm the dessert. You feel me, right? Posey? Moondance?"



Moondancer envisioned a party pinata shaped like a doughy, stubbly stallion. She wondered how much it'd cost to commission one from Pinkie Pie. Perhaps Minuette could get a discount from her; they seemed close enough.



"What a... tasteful metaphor," Ferris said diplomatically. "Well, instead––"



"Simile," Cinna interrupted. "See, I said 'like,' whereas metaphors––"



"Perhaps Moondancer wouldn't mind being our second subject of the night?" Ferris glanced between Teaspoon, Posey, and Aubergine. "Any objections? Moondancer, would you mind?"



Moondancer opened her mouth, and made a sound akin to a death rattle, which blended well with Aubergine's lip-smacking. Her telekinesis tugged at her collar; she resisted the impulse to pull her sweater over her head and hide from the spotlight now shining upon her.



Posey's chair squeaked. "Dear?"



Moondancer started, and looked at Posey. The pegasus was smiling gently, and covered Moondancer's hoof with her own.



"If you're nervous, then perhaps we'd best get it over with. It's not so bad – we'll be gentle, I promise."



Cinna snickered derisively. "Posey, I swear, your phrasing tonight––"



"You are not as clever as you think you are," Posey said sweetly, baring a pearly-white grin at Cinna.



Ferris, glancing quickly between Cinna and Posey, laughed. "Well, if we hadn't already frightened her away... Moondancer, I hope you know that our meetings aren't typically this... volatile."



"It's the gelato," said Teaspoon. He conjured a teaspoon of magical aura, and dug it into his bowl. "They put chemicals in it, or whatever."



"...Technically, that's true of, um... most foods," Moondancer mumbled. "It's all, you know, chemistry..."



Ferris raised an eyebrow at Moondancer. "If you'd prefer not to go just yet, we can always––"



"No," Moondancer blurted, looking levelly at Ferris Wheel.



Ferris tilted her head. "You'd prefer not to go, or...?"



"As in..." Moondancer squeezed her eyes shut. "I... I wanna do mine next."



The room fell silent – even Aubergine's lips, the constant underscoring to the conversation, stilled entirely. Moondancer's eyes remained shut, yet she could feel the others' gazes crawling over her.



Then she heard some paper shifting, and Ferris drawing in a breath. "Alright, then. We're staying in long form territory, but shifting from poetry to prose." 



"The Lost and the Wretched," Moondancer muttered.



"...Uh, yes. That's the name of the piece." Ferris coughed. "Quite a title, too. Very evocative, very powerful. And, going by the tone of the excerpt you shared, it's a thesis statement for the book as a whole. Am I right?"



Moondancer could feel her skin trembling as she nodded.



Posey said, "I thought so, too. There's something very grim about the way that you write. Almost macabre."



"Yeah, it's like, real dark, and stuff," Cinna added. "But it's also really hard to understand what's going on in your piece. You know?"



"Cinna," Ferris began, patiently.



"In a moment," Cinna said, a touch snippily. "Look, Moondance, we all kinda brought short stories, you know? Except for Posey; she brought half of an unfinished poem."



"Cinna," Ferris repeated, less patiently.



"But you brought in a little piece of a novel. A novel. Without the rest of the book to inform this excerpt, it's really hard to follow what's going on. Take your protag, for instance – she spends like three pages whining and complaining about this injustice she's been dealing with, but we don't know what it is, and we don't know why she's been suffering, and we don't know why we should even care. You get me? She says how much it sucks to get ditched, and ignored, and whatever, but for all we know, she totally deserved it, because she's, like, super annoying? And stuff? See, without any context for the chapter, it's really hard to care about––"



"Cinna!" Ferris snapped.



"I'm being honest!" the stallion said defensively. "What, I'm supposed to hold back because she's new? Because she's shy? This is supposed to be a writing workshop, right? How are we supposed to help each other get better if we're not honest with each other about our work? And how can we work with her if she doesn't even know what's expected of her at a workshop? Posey, you were exactly like this too, weren't you? Tell her for me!"



Moondancer opened her eyes, finding them dewy, her vision blurry. She glared at Cinna over the rims of her glasses. 



"Don't talk about me like I'm not here."



Cinna met her glare with a scowl. "Hey, if you've got something to say back, by all means. Say it. We're listening."



He straightened, folded his forehooves across his barrel, and glared down his nose at Moondancer. Ferris's pale, freckled face was redder than her hair. Teaspoon looked small; Posey, looked anxious.



Aubergine looked at Cinna. 



"You are such a dick."



Teaspoon burst out laughing – it was high, boyish, and above all, real, not like his boisterous laughter from before. Posey tittered; Ferris struggled to maintain her composure. Aubergine glared at Cinna, who, red-faced, tried to stammer out a rebuttal.



Moondancer shoved away from the table abruptly, killing the laughter in the room.



Ferris, alarmed, look up at her. "Moondancer––"



"Thank you!" Moondancer said. She nodded, hurriedly, to Teaspoon and Aubergine and Ferris Wheel in turn. She almost nodded to Cinna, thought better of it, and turned to Posey instead. "Sincerely. For everything. But, um... I-I don't think..."



She squeezed her eyes shut, and sniffled.



"I don't think I belong here. Not right now, anyway."



There was a long pause, one which Ferris, speaking carefully, broke. "Perhaps you'll join us again sometime?"



"I... uh, I don't know. We'll see."



Moondancer caught her manuscript in a telekinetic grip, and hurried out the door, tugging the collar of her sweater over her head as she went.








There were few places where Moondancer felt comfortable in her own skin. The room atop the gelato shop might've been one such spot – it might still be someday. Tonight, it would be no refuge to her. So, instead, she sought the library. 



It was locked for the night, but the steps outside were open to her, and it was better than hiding in her dusty, musty, cobwebby old tenament. Sitting on the cold, hard marble, she held her manuscript before her face, her glasses resting on the step beside her. She leafed through the pages, slowly, carefully, absorbing every line and every word. With perfect recall, she thought about where she was when she wrote every line – the emotions underpinning every word – the meaning of the composition as a whole. For a year, she'd sequestered herself away, doing little, accomplishing nothing, and whiling away her life.



This was the only thing she'd managed to accomplish when she had all the time in the world. And there wasn't a damned thing she could do with it. Because she couldn't even talk to anypony about it. Much less share it. Much less publish it.



What did that say about her?



Moondancer focused her aura on a tiny spot at the top of the manuscript. A tiny rip appeared at the top of the stack, in its center.



She took a deep breath. Her focus intensified.



"May I join––"



"WAGH!"



Moondancer, startled, leaped from her seat and scrambled backward, pulling the intact manuscript with her.



Posey, smiling softly, fluttered before her. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to startle you."



"You... you..." Fumbling for words, Moondancer jabbed a hoof toward Posey. "You are too quiet!"



"I've often been told." Posey lowered herself, and touched down upon the steps lightly. "May I join you?" she repeated.



Her heart rate settling, Moondancer nodded, and settled back onto her haunches. "Aren't you missing the workshop?"



"No, we ended shortly after you left. Professor Ferris Wheel felt that the conversation that night was no longer constructive. And she may or may not have threatened to geld Cinnabar. Which is also not particularly constructive, but I can understand her frustrations, at least."



Moondancer snorted. "So... what, you followed me here, or something? Library's clear across town from the shop."



"Goodness, no. I looked around for you, but you were already long gone." Posey bit her lip. "I, um... I had to ask around, do a bit of deduction. Consult with a close friend of mine, who's here in Canterlot, about where we thought you might be. Rarity's a much better detective than I am, you see."



"...Rarity?" Moondancer hoofed about for her glasses; she felt strangely naked without them. "As in, Element of Generosity Rarity?"



"And the founder of Carousel Boutique. Where everything is chique, unique, and... well, you know the rest, I'm sure." Posey giggled. "You see, Twilight and Pinkie told us all about your story. Your party. Both of them I mean – the good one, and the, um, the one that didn't go so well."



Her gaze darted toward the manuscript.



"...The one you wrote about, I mean. So, when Rarity and I thought back about what they said, we remembered that the library was one of your old haunts. After that––"



"How do you know Twilight? And Pinkie? And... Rarity's part of the same clique, too, come to think of it." Moondancer's gaze sharpened. "Who are you?"



With just a moment's hesitation, Posey doffed her glasses, swept off her hat, and shook out her long, luxurious pink mane.



"I'm Fluttershy. And it's lovely to meet you at last, Moondancer."



"...You're Fluttershy." Moondancer licked her lips. "Element of Kindness Fluttershy. Twilight's best friend Fluttershy."



"Mmhm."



"Of course you'd be friends with Pinkie and Rarity." Moondancer felt liable to swoon. "Feels like I should have known that."



"I'm relieved that you didn't, actually. And I would appreciate it if you wouldn't mention it to anypony. Pretty please."



Moondancer scoffed and folded her hooves. "Who am I gonna tell, huh? My many, many friends and acquaintances?"



"You're quite funny, you know that?"



"Perhaps I should try my horn at comedy, then. Move to Manehattan. Find a brick wall to stand in front of. Start spitting out jokes. Couldn't go worse than getting into the Moonlight Society." Moondancer looked closely at Fluttershy. "Speaking of... how did you...?"



"Join the Moonlight Society?" Fluttershy shrugged. "I used to model, years and years ago." 



"You... were a model?"



"Mm, yes. It feels so long ago now." Fluttershy got a dreamy look on her face. "I don't mean to toot my own horn, but I was fairly popular, as models go. I'd visit big cities, or small cities, or remote mountain villages, and I'd have to dress up to avoid paparazzi. One night, while I was here in Canterlot, I ducked into a coffee shop, where Professor Ferris Wheel was holding a workshop. I got to listening, and they invited me to join in. Next week, I brought some haiku that I scribbled in my hotel room in between photo shoots... the rest is history. I try to make it in weekly, but I don't always have the luxury of traveling, even with Canterlot so close. But I made a point to come in this week, after you were in last week."



Moondancer glanced at the floppy hat that 'Posey' had worn. "And the disguise?"



"Oh... I suppose it just makes it easier to open up. I don't think that Fluttershy would ever be able to share her work with a group like that... but Posey can. Posey can do a lot of things that Fluttershy can't." She ruffled her wings. "I think you know what I mean."



Moondancer looked away from Fluttershy. Sniffling, she turned her gaze to the moonless night sky.



"I do. It's like Twilight would've told you; I was alone for a really long time." She dropped her voice to a whisper. "I forgot how to talk to other ponies. How to be around them. I stayed inside, and I read, and when I wasn't reading... I wrote this."



She fluttered the manuscript.



"I never showed it to anypony, of course. Not even Twilight. So, naturally, the first time I do, I... I screw it up." She laughed bitterly. "I thought I made something worthwhile. The only good thing to come out of that year. And it's good for, well... absolutely nothing. Because the pony who wrote it... she's not good for much, either."



She shook her head and looked at Fluttershy.



"I envy Posey. Posey can do a lot of things that Moondancer can't, too."



Fluttershy scooted closer to Moondancer. "I know how that feels. Freezing up when you're with the group. Even a friendly environment can be scary to share with, especially when it's with strangers."



"Yeah, but you got over it."



"You heard what Cinnabar said. It was months before I felt comfortable enough to even bring in one poem; I contended myself with reading until then." She paused, and reached a comforting hoof toward Moondancer, who allowed it to rest on her withers.



"If you're wondering, I didn't do much better than you did during my first real workshop. I still get nervous when my work comes up, too. That feeling never goes away, I think. But the more you go through it... the easier it gets. Eventually, you reach a place where it barely even registers."



Moondancer lifted her glasses to wipe at her eyes. "Pos... er, Fluttershy..."



Fluttershy chuckled. "And, if you're wondering, you're also not the first pony to storm out of a meeting. I wasn't, either, if we're being honest. Trust me when I say that you're in good company."



"...Except for Cinna?"



"Except for Cinna." Fluttershy's mouth twisted. "Although I think tonight might be the last straw for him. Even if she doesn't geld him, I doubt Ferris will let him return next week."



"You'll have to tell me how it goes." Moondancer looked down, sighing. "I... I don't think I'm going back next week. Not really ready for that. Sharing with a group, I mean. Not yet, anyway. That might be a few years away."



"I see. That's... disappointing." Fluttershy was silent for a moment. "Well... how would you feel about sharing you work with an audience of one? Instead of a group? I quite liked your excerpt. Although, that might be because I understood it better than most – I knew more about you than the others..."



Moondancer smirked. "When you put it that way, it does sound a little creepy."



"Yes, just a skosh. I meant to come clean to you, sooner or later, I promise." Fluttershy withdrew her hoof. "But, um... as I was saying, you're welcome to visit Ponyville. We could talk about your novel over tea? Just as long as you don't tell Twilight that I wrote a satirical poem about the monarchy; she's quite defensive where the Princess is concerned."



A pinch of the selfsame anxiety that sabotaged her with the Moonlight Society threatened to rear its head. The impulse to run and hide at home resurfaced.



Moondancer battled it down, and caged it, and stood.



"Why wait until I visit? Pony Joe's is open all night." She smiled. "They know me there."



Fluttershy returned the smile, reaching for her hat and glasses. Then she paused, and giggled. 



"What?" said Moondancer."



"They..." Fluttershy shook her head. "They know me there, too. No point in going incognito."



"Well, alright then." Moondancer extended her forehoof to Fluttershy. "No more hiding tonight."



Fluttershy linked her hoof with Moondancer's.



"No more."
      

      
   
      On The Importance Of Phrasing Wishes Correctly


      
      
      
         
         Taking a Little Time Off

      
      

      

      
      
         Lieutenant Flash Sentry was locked in the bathroom.



It was not the first time he had chosen that particular method of conflict avoidance, but it was the first time he had locked himself into Celestia’s private bathroom.  With Celestia standing outside.



The Princess of the Sun gave Shining Armor a brief nod as he galloped up to her, skidding the last few yards along the slick granite tiles of the castle until he stood at perfect attention.  His armor was slightly misaligned and the mane that stuck out from under his helm frazzled, indicating that the Prince and Princess of the Crystal Empire had been otherwise occupied in the guest quarters when ‘the event’ had happened.



And the trigger of the event was locked in Celestia’s bathroom.



“Captain,” said Celestia, quite firmly establishing the context of their meeting as Princess-to-Subordinate instead of Kindly Aunt-to-Beloved Nephew-In-Law.



“Your Highness,” said Shining Armor with only the slightest hesitation.  “You sent for me?”



“Lieutenant Sentry is within,” said Celestia, not looking at her bathroom door in the slightest.  “It is Our desire that your subordinate be without shortly, and this incident resolved.”



Silence stretched across the corridor.  The obvious incident that he had passed on his way here was not mentioned.  The fact that Shining Armor was married to Celestia’s niece was not even hinted at.  There was no indication of Celestia’s mood at all, which he had learned was an indicator of alicorn peeved-ness on its own.



He hazarded a brief nod.  It seemed to do the trick, because Celestia started speaking again in slow, measured words, much as if she were describing the motions of the heavenly body which she manipulated every day, and was currently considering an alternate use for.



“We shall return to the Day Court to reassure the various ponies who will be distraught by the appearance of a second mountain outside of our home.”



“Yes, Ma’am.”  Shining Armor saluted again and remained silent, but his unasked question got answered anyway.



“We shall deal with… him,” said Celestia, turning to proceed down the hallway at her regular sedate pace.  After several steps had taken her almost to a corner, she called back over her shoulder, “Princess Twilight Sparkle will undoubtedly be here soon.  She deserves an explanation.”



Shining Armor waited until the sounds of golden hoof-boots on granite tiles had died out completely, then gently tapped on the bathroom door.



“Occupied!  Busy!  Nopony here!” 



Shining Armor tried his best to control his temper.  This was not an Angry Problem.  If it were, Celestia’s bathroom door would be smoldering cinders, and Shining Armor would be looking for a new pegasus trainee for the Crystal Guard.  This was a Talky Problem, and worse, it was a Brother Problem, so he could not pass it on to Cadence, no matter how much he wanted.



“Flash.  Get out here.  Now.”



There was the sound of flushing, and the tap-tap-tap of Royal Guard shoes as Flash Sentry moved up to the door, then a long silence instead of the latch being moved.  “Sir,” asked Flash hesitantly, “Am I in trouble?”



Flash Sentry, King of the Understatement.  Thank the stars he didn’t go into the Public Affairs office.



“Yes and no,” said Shining Armor.  “Not in so many words.  Now, come out of there.”



“Yes, sir.”  There was the faint scratching noise of a latch being moved, then another silence.  “Is she gone, sir?”



“Oh, she’s gone, all right.  Princess Celestia has gone back to Day Court.”



“Is she… angry?”  The door opened, and Flash Sentry stuck his nose out just a little for a peek.  His face was a study in frazzled concern, with his big blue eyes wide and a little tuft of mane sticking out from where he had jammed his helmet back on without looking.



“Princess Celestia does not get angry.  She gets concerned.  In the absolute worst case, she gets upset, and starts to use the Royal We.”



“Oh.”  Flash Sentry glanced over his shoulder into the bathroom.  “If she really had to go, she could have just said—”



“Not wee,” corrected Shining.  “You’re in far more trouble than just intruding into the Princess Celestia’s Private Peeing Spot.  Celestia can forgive about anything.  My sister, though.”  Shining Armor took a deep breath and used his magic to tuck that little outsticking-tuft of Flash’s mane up into his helmet so it would stop bothering him.  “Let’s take a walk.”



“Yes, sir.”  Lieutenant Sentry fell into step alongside Prince Armor with the measured tread of training, which was not exactly what Shining had in mind.  It was only made worse when the young goofball added, “Am I fired, sir?”



“Not a chance.  You’re not getting out that easy, Flash.”  Shining forced himself to breathe normally while they walked, but he eventually had to ask, “So, what exactly happened?”



“Oh, it was just a misunderstanding, sir,” gushed Flash as the floodgates vanished from behind his mouth.  “I’m sure it will all be cleared up shortly and we’ll all laugh about it.  Really, nobody will even know it happened in a few months.  Ha, ha?”



Shining Armor did not have to say a word.  He just kept walking down the corridor.



“Well, sir,” started Flash with enough facial contortions that it looked vaguely as if he had a bad case of Face Fleas.  “I was talking with Discord—”



“Stop.”  



Shining Armor closed his eyes and counted through the first twenty primes.  The calming process had begun when faced with the Eager Young Cadet that Flash had been, added a few more prime numbers when he had graduated into Eager Young Royal Guard status, then reached the full twenty when Flash had volunteered for the Crystal Guard.  If it had not been for those big blue eyes being so similar to the face that looked back at him in the mirror every morning, Shining could have been a lot more stern with the youngster.  As it was, every time he admonished Flash, it still felt like he was kicking a puppy.



He turned and headed down a different corridor, going up and down the castle stairs until they emerged onto a wide balcony.  The Royal Chariot Landing Pad (East Side) provided a good view of Canterlot’s newest and hopefully temporary landmark, which Flash could not bring himself to look at.  They walked forward to the reception area, then Shining Armor sat down while Flash crouched with his wings ready for takeoff.



They shared a moment of silence before Flash asked in a hopeful tone of voice that sounded just almost like begging, “Are you wanting me to fly back to the Crystal Empire while you talk with your sister, sir?”



“No sirs, please.  Let’s just be informal for a while until my sister shows up.”  Shining Armor took off his helmet and sat it to one side.  “Sit down and take a load off, Flash.”



“Are you sure you don’t want me to fly back to the Crystal Empire?” asked Flash with one quick glance at the top of the mountain.



“Positive.”  Shining patted the ground.  “Sit.”



Flash sat.



"Look dude."  Shining Armor put a hoof on Flash Sentry's back.  "You gotta learn to be more specific.  Watch your words.  Not just with ponies.  Particularly when dealing with Discord.  He's smarter than you are."  



The unspoken thought about how that was a low bar echoed around the parapets of the castle, making Flash only tense up more, and his words came out in short bursts.  “I like Twilight.  You know I do.  You haven't sent me to count penguins.  Or broken me in half.  Yet.”



“And I won't.”  Shining Armor took a deep breath and looked up at the mountain.  “She's a big mare.  A princess.  If anypony is going to break you in half, she will.  And after this…”



“I had the best of intentions,” admitted Flash.  “Doesn’t that count?”



“Eeeeeyyyeeeaahh,” admitted Shining, ever so reluctantly for fear of encouraging the easily encouraged idiot.  “That’s why I think she’s not going to break you in half, or banish you to the moon, or break you in half and banish you to the moon.”



“Do you think flowers would help?  I can get flowers,” suggested Flash, only to cringe back at Shining’s skeptical glance.  “Not the ones she’s allergic to.  Again.”



“See, you’re thinking ahead,” said Shining Armor.  “That’s a good sign.  It shows there’s a brain cell or two in that thick skull of yours.  The immediate problem I see is once my sister gets done gliding down from the mountain, the last thing she’s going to want to see is you hiding behind a bouquet of red roses.”



“Yellow roses,” corrected Flash.  “They’re her favorite.  Except the thorns get stuck in her teeth.”



“Yeah.”  The two stallions sat next to each other for a while, contemplating the mountain.  Or more correctly, contemplating the new mountain, and the tiny purple speck far above which was descending in their direction.  “So have you thought about what you’re going to say, Flash?”



With a quick ruffling of his wings, Flash Sentry stood up, swallowed, and spoke in a low, comforting voice.  “Princess Twilight Sparkle, I just wanted you to know that this is not my fault—”



“No.”  Shining Armor put a hoof against his forehead.  “Oh, stars no.  They’ll have to scrape you up with a spoon.  Don’t you have any sense of self-preservation at all?”



“Yes?”  Flash gave him a long look, then sat back down.  “I thought I did.”



“Repeat after me.”  Shining Armor took a deep breath.  “I’m sorry.”



“I’m sorry,” echoed Flash.



“It’s all my fault and I promise never to ask Discord for anything ever again.”



“It’s all my fault and…”  Flash thought for a moment, or at least looked as if he were thinking. “What about—”



“No,” said Shining Armor.



“No?  But—”



“No,” said Shining Armor again, only more forceful.  “I know Discord’s reputation.  I know my sister.  Do you want the spoon?  I can assure you, they’re getting the spoon ready right now, and a teeny-tiny jar to put your mortal remains into.”



Flash Sentry shook his head vigorously, making what little of his mane stuck out from under his helmet fly around.  “It’s all my fault and I promise never to ask Discord for anything ever again.”  More traces of unwelcome thought made themselves evident in Flash’s thoughtful frown.  “What if she asks—?”



“Repeat that first phrase,” said Shining Armor.  “I’m sorry.  Over and over and over, even after you think you don’t need to.  Then tomorrow, when she’s simmered down a little and we get Discord to—” Shining waved a hoof at the mountain and bit his bottom lip “—un-Discord that, you can try flowers.  I’ll give you the name of a good florist who can de-thorn about a wagon full of ‘em.  And I’ll send Cadie over to soothe her ruffled feathers.  Oh, and chocolate will help.”



Flash nodded.  “How much chocolate should I bring to Twilight?”



“Bring?”  Shining Armor gave him a very dry look.  “Send.  You will be helping me foalsit Flurry Heart.  You will be very attentive, you will remember every spoon of mashed peas she smooshes into your mane and every scorch mark she leaves on your armor.  You will sing to her so she goes to sleep and you will stand watch over her crib as Keeper of the Royal Binkie for as many hours as Cadence needs to save your life over at Twilight’s castle.  And when the foalsitting is over, if you survive, you will write your experience down and memorize it so when Twilight asks, you will be able to recite every cute little nose-wrinkle and magical blast that knocked you across the room.”



“Oh.”  Flash brightened up.  “Twilight really likes foals.  Someday—”



“Finish that sentence,” said Shining Armor in a low, gravelly growl, “and I’ll go get that spoon.”



Flash Sentry swallowed, then looked up at the much closer purple figure gliding in their direction.  “Apologize.  Take the blame.  Shut up.  Got it.”



“Lesson taught.”  Shining Armor finally smiled and put his helmet back on.  “I was starting to worry, Lieutenant Sentry.  I absolutely hate going to military funerals.”



“There’s just one thing I have to know,” said Flash in an inquisitive tone of voice that wiped away Shining Armor’s smile.  “All I asked for was all the time in the world with Twilight.  How could I have known that Discord would have done… that?”  He gestured at the huge mountain of thyme stacked up next to the city of Canterlot.



“Flash.”  Shining Armor gave him one last pat on the shoulder, then stood up to leave.  “Good luck.  You’re going to need it.”
      

      
   
      Down to the Roots


      

      
      
         The giggle tickled AJ's ear a split second too late. She was already pushing the barn door open by then, was already sliding the empty wheelbarrow into the cool darkness ahead, the afternoon sunlight already spilling past her to splash all over Sunset and Braeburn wrapped around each other on the hay bales stacked against the back wall.



AJ didn't even bother sighing at the sight anymore.



"Applejack!" Sunset leaped blushing to her feet, both hands brushing at her skirt and her usual apologies starting to stammer out. "I didn't mean to— We weren't— It wasn't—"



"Nunna my business." AJ aimed an eyebrow at Braeburn. "Long as this feller's got his chores done, don't matter to me what else he gets up to." She couldn't help pointing that same eyebrow at Sunset, but she added a grin, too. "Or who he gets up to, either."



Sunset blushed even more, something AJ wouldn't've thought possible, her face near the same color now as the darker swirls of her hair.



Even Braeburn seemed a mite sheepish, another something AJ didn't reckon she'd ever seen before. "Don't fret, cuz." He stood, tucking in his shirt. "You know I ain't one to skip out on my responsibilities."



Him saying that, AJ decided, deserved another arched eyebrow.



"Hey, now!" Braeburn held up his hands. "The whole time since y'all been nice enough to let me move in here, I ain't once done anything to make you regret it, has I?"



As much as she wanted to argue the point, in all honesty, she couldn't. He'd been a perfect ding-dang house guest and farmhand all summer long, or really since last spring break when Aunt Gravenstein had called and asked if Brae could spend the week at the Acres. That was when him and Sunset had suddenly become a thing, but even now, five months later, AJ still hadn't a single clue how or why or what.



"Fine," she said, rolling the wheelbarrow over to its corner and tapping the power of her geode to heft the thing one-handed up into the rack along the wall. "It ain't that I don't trust you, cuz." She turned and folded her arms. "It's just that I've seen you in action for nigh onto a decade."



"I tell you true, AJ." He pressed his fingers to his chest. "I'm whatcha call a changed man."



Sunset's face had faded back to her more regular custard yellow. "You better be, mister." With half-closed eyes and a little smile, she jabbed an elbow into his ribs. "Between the stories you've told me and the things I've heard, well, if you were still behaving like that, you and I would've had a short, painful, one-sided conversation by now."



"Y'see?" Braeburn leaned over and touched a quick kiss to Sunset's cheek. "I just ain't had a firm-enough hand on the reins till now."



"Really?" Sunset's eyes closed a mite further, her smile getting a mite bigger. "Is that some sort of pony reference?"



Braeburn's lips this time focused on the top of Sunset's ear, and from where AJ stood, he might've been giving her more a nibble than a kiss. "I understand you enjoy that sorta talk," he murmured.



Which was way more than AJ reckoned she needed to see or hear. "Supper's in an hour," she said, marching for the front of the barn as fast as her boots could carry her. "But everybody'll understand if y'all're too busy to join us same as usual."



Another giggle jostled her ears, and AJ stepped outside, pulling the doors closed behind her.



'Unnerving' was the best word she'd come up with. Ever since junior high, she'd always had to spend a week or three after wunna Braeburn's visits cleaning up whatever romantical mess he left behind. The way he coasted through life, his easy smile and down-home manners as charming and comfortable as a field of clover on a warm summer evening, well, he'd never broken any of her friends' hearts. But he'd certain sure bruised a few of 'em. Rarity and Pinkie still got a little wistful 'round the edges any time he was in town, and Dash's laughter got a whole lot sharper and edgier.



Not that AJ would ever call Braeburn a cad or a polecat or any sorta thing like that. It was just that he plum-well knew how good-looking he was, and near as she could tell, that was all it took to turn a feller into a plain ol' infernal nuisance. After all, even though AJ hadn't heard any details, she had heard through the family grapevine that it was some situation with a girl last spring that had led to Aunt Gravenstein decreeing that Braeburn needed to get himself gone from Appleoosa for a week.



Shaking her head at the memories, AJ started across the yard toward the back of the house. He'd showed up the Monday of spring break on the morning train, a duffel bag slung over his shoulder, that grin on his face, and his hat pushed back over that mane of blonde hair. And since her friends had already had their flings with him, AJ hadn't given it a second thought when the girls showed up Wednesday the way they'd all planned to splash around the crick running through the back part of the orchard where it met the edge of the state park.



Braeburn had wheedled his way into joining them, his apple-red trunks looking like they'd been specially cut to show off his supposed charms, and it wasn't till right then that AJ had realized Sunset and Twi hadn't had the chance to gain any sort of immunity to him yet.



Twi at least had barely given him a nod before spending the day happily wading around the edges of the crick and gathering up little jars of moss. But sometime and somehow that afternoon among the shade of the apple trees and the gurgle of the brook, Braeburn and Sunset had clicked in a major way.



A sharp crack made AJ blink and look down. She'd stomped her boot heel so hard into the bottom step leading up to the porch that she'd left a divot in the concrete.



She stopped, took a couple breaths, and added 'fix back stoop' to her mental list. As careful as she could, she took the other two steps and moved into the shade of the porch roof.



Romance wasn't a subject she found herself thinking about as a rule—watching her friends and schoolmates moping about Braeburn over the years had shown her how much trouble the whole thing was—but in the weeks following last spring break, even she hadn't been able to miss Sunset's unfocused eyes and private little smiles. More'n once, in fact, she'd hear Sunset chuckle or snort at some text she'd just gotten, and a glance over would show her phone glowing with that big red apple Braeburn used as his avatar.



It was about then, too, that Sunset had taken AJ aside after band practice and asked, "Would it be too weird for you if I maybe, oh, I don't know, started dating your cousin?"



"Weird?" AJ had blinked at her. "Sugar cube, that wouldn't be half the right word."



She'd seen Sunset was serious pretty quick, though, and then, well, all she'd been able to say was, "Go on ahead. But there's stories you'll wanna hear afore you make any long term plans."



AJ hadn't held back a single detail, and she'd taken Sunset to talk with Rarity and Pinkie and Dash and Tree Hugger and Strawberry Sunrise and Amethyst Star and the other gals Braeburn had carried on with since junior high. Well, the ones who were students there at Canterlot High, at least...



Truth be told, AJ'd been hoping for some shouting or waterworks from one or two of Braeburn's former gal pals. But even Dash had seemed ready to cut him a break. "Yeah," she'd said, "he was a jerk." And the smile that'd curled her lips had made AJ's face heat up. "But a darn skillful jerk, if you know what I mean."



Sunset had looked mighty thoughtful after hearing it all, but at the end of the month, Braeburn had called and asked if he could take the evening train in on Friday, stay the weekend at the Acres, then take the midnight train back to Appleoosa on Sunday. Granny'd said fine by her, and who'd showed up Friday night with her motorcycle all shiny and her leather jacket all carefully scuffed and her grin just about as toothy as Braeburn's?



Letting loose a sigh, AJ stopped again to wipe the concrete dust and dried mud from her boots before reaching for the back door. Braeburn had made the same quick visit the last weekend of the next month, too, Sunset showing up and either loafing around the orchard with him or taking him off into town with her. And the month after that, Granny'd started talking about Braeburn coming to stay the whole summer to help out 'round the orchard with maybe an eye toward transferring to Canterlot High for his senior year.



Nothing about any of it made a lick of sense to AJ. She'd even asked him straight up a week after Braeburn had settled into the spare bedroom, "Why're you taking up space here when Sunset's got a place all her own in town?"



Sunset's mouth had gone sideways and she'd done her regular elbow-to-his-ribs thing. "Go on," she'd said. "Tell your cousin what you tell me whenever I ask that question."



Braeburn had put on a face as innocent as a country choirboy, something AJ knew he'd never been. "A young gentleman staying unescorted at a young lady's apartment?" He touched the fingers of one hand to his chest. "That'd hardly be proper, now, would it?"



AJ couldn't help gritting her teeth as she pulled open the back door and stepped into the kitchen. All Sunset had to do was poke him in the nose with that magic rock she had hanging around her neck, and she'd know every stupid thing he'd done with and to every female he'd met since he was knee-high to a grasshopper! So why in the name of biscuits and gravy was she still—?



"Applejack?" someone said soft as a wren's hiccup, and AJ blinked to see Fluttershy standing in the doorway leading out to the dining room, her hands clutched in front of her. "You're mumbling and frowning. Is everything all right? Did I come on the wrong day? Is this a bad time? Should I go home?" Her head drooped, her hair falling around her face like a curtain. "I should go home, shouldn't I? I'm sorry. I—"



"Whoa, whoa, whoa!" AJ found her best grin and put it on. "Yeah, I'm grousing some, but it's not at you, sugar cube." She stepped to the sink, grabbed a glass, stuck it under the tap, and ran herself a nice cool drink of water. "Reckon I just forgot it was Thursday again already."



Draining the glass, AJ watched the worry drain from Fluttershy's face. "Oh, good," Fluttershy said with a sigh, then her eyes went wide again. "Not good that you forgot! I mean, good that I didn't forget! Not that I think I'm better at remembering than you! I just—!"



By this time, AJ had grabbed another glass, filled it, taken Fluttershy gently by the elbow, and guided her through the doorway to one of the tall oak chairs around the dining room table. "Set on down, darling, before you fall down, and wet your whistle, all right?"



The blush shining from Fluttershy's whole head rivaled Sunset's from earlier, but she was smiling when she took the glass and sipped it. "Thank you," she more whispered than said. "I...I don't want to be a bother..."



AJ wanted to laugh out loud at the thought, but with Fluttershy always more skittish than a bucket of squirrels, she decided to settle herself kitty-corner at the table and do some smiling of her own instead. "You? A bother? Now that's just plain impossible, specially with everything you do 'round here on Thursdays."



Fluttershy's blush was fading, but she still had that glow about her she sometimes got. AJ'd never seen it on anyone else, so she figured it must be something her friend had all to herself. "I'm just glad I can help." Fluttershy set her glass gently onto the tabletop and straightened with a giggle. "It's so much fun to do, too!"



"Can't argue with that." AJ nodded to the big purse she now saw on the floor beside Fluttershy. "If'n you're ready, let's get to it."



"Well, now!" a way-too-familiar male voice said behind her. "Sounds like you two got plans!"



All the color whisked from Fluttershy's face, and she cringed back in her chair. With an effort, AJ kept from scowling till she'd cranked her head around, but Sunset was already jabbing Braeburn in the ribs and growling, "Brae, be nice..."



"Sorry, Fluttershy." Braeburn's volume dropped a couple notches, and he moved in to take a seat across the table from her. "I's just always happy to see you here. Pretty much makes AJ's week, you coming out for these Thursday sessions."



"Really?" Fluttershy and Sunset said at the exact same time. Sunset settled down beside a considerably perked up Fluttershy then and went on, asking, "What do you guys get up to, anyway?"



"Or who d'you get up to?" Braeburn muttered, his grin just about a quarter step away from being something AJ might feel obliged to leap over and bust her fist across.



Fortunately, Fluttershy hadn't heard their previous conversation, and AJ was pretty sure she wouldn't know a double entendre if it came up and introduced itself to her. "Oh, it's fascinating!" Fluttershy touched the geode around her neck. "Applejack and I spend an hour or so every Thursday going through a different part of the orchard, and I use my magic to make sure the animals are only doing things that won't hurt the apple trees!"



"Huh." Sunset was nodding, but something about the wrinkle at the corner of her eyes made AJ think of the old scheming Sunset Shimmer. "Your idea, I suppose, Applejack?"



"Nope." AJ reached past Sunset to pat Fluttershy's arm. "Not long after we all got these here powers, Fluttershy asked me if I thought her 'talking to critters' thing might be useful 'round the Acres, and I sure as shooting did. We ain't had mice in the barn once all year 'cause she asks 'em nicely not to move in, and with the possums focusing on eating the cockroaches, I ain't seen a single big black bug in the kitchen the whole summer."



Fluttershy was blushing again, and the way Braeburn and Sunset were grinning across the table at each other like cats in a creamery, AJ couldn't stop her gut from tightening. "Of course"—she couldn't stop a lecturing tone from entering her voice, either—"if'n you two was ever here Thursday evenings, you'd know all this since I always insist Fluttershy stay for supper after helping out." She gave Fluttershy a wink. "Reckon Granny's cherry pie's the real reason we gets to see her ev'ry week."



Somehow, Fluttershy's blush got even deeper, Sunset and Braeburn's grins getting even creamier. "No doubt," Sunset said, more smugness behind those two words than AJ'd heard from anyone all month. "Still, I've got to say, Fluttershy: I'm surprised to see you taking the initiative like this."



That got AJ a tad bristly. "Fluttershy's fulla good ideas! If'n you'd all just take the time to listen to her ev'ry once in a while insteada treating her like a child, you'd learn that she—"



"Whoa, now, cuz!" Braeburn held up his hands, Sunset staring at AJ like she'd sprouted wings and a horn. "You're right, of course: absolutely right! Nobody expects li'l ol' Fluttershy to be so goal-oriented." He reached across the table and tapped a finger against Sunset's arm. "Specially when the goal don't know it's being aimed for."



AJ blinked at him. "And what in tarnation does that mean?"

 

"Oh!" Sunset blurted. "It, uhh, it means Braeburn's right about you being right, Applejack! " Her expression softened, and she turned to put a hand on top of Fluttershy's. "So how about Braeburn and I get out of your way and let you get to work?"



Starting to give as big a nod as she could manage, AJ stopped when Fluttershy put her other hand on top of Sunset's and said, "Please stay," her voice quiet and wavering all of a sudden. "You can come along. It's always so lovely out in the orchard, and it would give us a chance to talk about...things." Her gaze flickered over to meet AJ's, then hopped away again. "And...other things," Fluttershy finished even more quietly than before.



"Uhhh..." AJ had the feeling she was missing several things. "Fluttershy? You okay?"



The smile Fluttershy turned toward her had its usual glow, but AJ could almost smell a dusty sorta sadness there, too. "I am. But you wouldn't mind, would you, Applejack? If Sunset and Braeburn came with us?"



About to say that it didn't matter to her one way or the other, AJ had to stop again. 'Cause it did kinda prod at her middle, thinking of other folks being out with her and Fluttershy.



Which was another part of ev'rything this afternoon that didn't make a lick of sense. It was just their regular thing, her and Fluttershy walking through the orchard for an hour as afternoon turned to evening while they chatted about nothing in particular and made sure the various varmints who lived out there were behaving themselves. Sure, AJ enjoyed it—who wouldn't enjoy spending time and doing good, honest work with wunna her oldest and dearest friends? So why did the idea of sharing the time with anyone else get her feeling so...so—



She shook it all away, forced cheerfulness all up and across her face, and said, "The more, the merrier!" Then she thought of something else and gave an actual laugh. "Long as you two remember we're out there working and don't get to smooching ev'rywhere."



Fluttershy's blush came up pretty much the way AJ expected, but Sunset slapping her forehead with the palm of her hand and Braeburn folding over till his face lay flat on the table took her by surprise. "AJ?" Braeburn said, his voice partially muffled. "I ain't even gonna say what I wanna say right now."



AJ blinked at the side of his head, but Sunset leaping to her feet pulled her attention away. "Because we've got to get to work!" Sunset announced, clapping her hands. "Braeburn, you and Applejack go on ahead a little bit and see if the, uhh, if the apple trees are being disturbed or anything, and I'll come along behind with Fluttershy so we'll be ready if you need us!"



Which was how AJ found herself trooping out onto the back porch with Braeburn while Sunset helped Fluttershy gather up the purse fulla goodies she always brought in case any of the critters needed some bribing to do the right thing. "Well, now!" Braeburn was saying, kinda bouncing down the steps into the grass. "Them there magic rocks y'all picked up sure do come in handy, don't they?"



"Reckon." Talking with him when she'd usually be talking to Fluttershy made a sour taste trickle at her tongue, but AJ swallowed it. "They's tools same as any others." She nodded to the orchard and started across the yard. "It's up to us to use 'em right."



"Huh." He fell in beside her. "You don't think of Fluttershy like that, do you?"



Unable to believe her ears, she rounded on him. "You looking for me to pop you in the mouth? That what you're looking for?"



"Whoa, whoa, whoa!" They'd reached the tree canopy by then, the leaf shadows dancing over his surprised face and raised hands. "I'm just wondering how you feel 'bout Fluttershy! That's all!"



"And why's that?" AJ put her hands on her hips to keep herself from bunching 'em into fists. "You tired of Sunset? Ready to move on to the only wunna my friends you ain't tried running your grubby hands all over?"



"What?" Braeburn was gaping at her like a trout pulled from a river. "Fluttershy ain't interested in me! She ain't interested in anything like me! I seen that first time we met!"



For the fourth or fifth time that afternoon, AJ came all over with the slippery-mud-under-the-boots feeling of not being quite sure what was going on. Staring at him for a bushel fulla seconds, she finally asked, "What're you talking about?"



He glanced back at the house, still visible through the first row of trees. "Let's keep on a-moving, huh? What parta the orchard're we heading for, anyway?"



"'Round by the crick." AJ gave the house a look, too, and started away from it since she sure didn't want Fluttershy overhearing whatever Braeburn might say. "But I still wanna know what you—"



"I'm telling you!" He lowered his voice, the only other sounds around them the chirping of a bird or two and the afternoon breeze in the apple trees. "I know you ain't stupid, cuz, so don't get all riled at me if'n I ask. But...d'you know what a lesbian is?"



"Course I do!" The tickle of sweat on the back of her neck, AJ was pretty sure, didn't have a single thing to do with the air temperature. "But how? I mean, Fluttershy wouldn't've told you she was— Heck, she wouldn't've told anybody she was—"



Braeburn loudly cleared his throat. "Maybe you remember, cuz, how I used to be, oh, let's say, a mite indiscriminate when it came to my appreciation of the female form?"



AJ had to grin at that. "A horn dog, I b'lieve, is the term, ain't it?"



His gaze stayed focused firmly on the path ahead. "Talking to a gal, I can figure pretty quick if'n there's any chance there for me." He snapped his head over, panic widening his eyes. "I mean, I used to do that! No more, though! It's me and Sunset from now till my ticker gives out and they plant me six feet under, or she comes to her senses and decides she's done with me, y'know?"



The shiver in his voice there at the end pricked AJ's ears, and she reached out to poke him in the shoulder. "Well, that second one ain't gonna happen, not judging from the way I keep stumbling over you two all squished together 'round this place."



That got a smile from him. "But my point is," he went on, "a quiet slice of gorgeous like Fluttershy, well, I went all out to catch her eye the summer after seventh grade when the family and me came to visit. And ev'rything she gave me wasn't just a 'no, thanks' for me, but a 'no, thanks' for my whole gender. Getting to know her while I was dating all your other friends over the years—" He raised a finger and turned an open mouth toward her.



She cut him off. "Which ain't nowhere near what you're about no more: yeah, I got it."



He blinked, then nodded. "But there ain't a scrap of doubt in my mind at this point. If'n Fluttershy goes looking for romance, it's gonna be another gal she's after." His gaze sharpened. "That don't bother you, does it, cuz?"



"Me?" AJ's throat tightened; she had to give a little cough afore she could keep going. "What's romance got to do with me?"



"Y'know?" He'd gone real quiet again. "That ain't a question I can answer for you, AJ. Nobody can 'cept—"



Something rumbled ahead, and the ground shook underneath her like a wet dog. AJ lashed out a hand, grabbing the nearest tree trunk to keep from falling, but Braeburn weren't as lucky, his arms wheeling as he pitched over backwards with a shout. Purple light of a sort AJ'd seen way too many times lately glittered through the leaves, and without another thought, she sprinted forward. "Get Fluttershy and Sunset!" she yelled back at Braeburn. "Tell 'em we got Equestrian magic loose up here!"



Through the trees she darted, telling herself she was ready for anything. But coming out from the last patch of trees before the crick, she skidded to a halt on the edge of a big muddy pit that hadn't ever been there before and stared at the thing flailing around at the bottom.



A mole, it looked like, if'n a mole was as big as a mid-sized sedan and wore a pair of goggles. Sizzling bolts of Equestrian magic sliced the air around the giant mole, jagged purple and black holes zipping open and closed to show scenes of green, rolling hills or pools of water or cities where the buildings were all round and squat like pumpkins. The whole place smelled sharp and crispy like Granny's old rotating fan when it burned out, and gusts of wind pushed and pulled at AJ's hair from ev'ry directions at once.



All that in an instant, then voices were calling her name—Sunset, Fluttershy, and Braeburn, she recognized—the thud-thud-thud of boots and shoes coming up behind her. She spun to warn 'em from getting too close, but the rumble rattled ev'rything around her at just that moment. The three others, coming out from the trees, slipped in the quaking mud. Sunset went down with Fluttershy sprawling on top of her, but Braeburn tripped over 'em both, hit the ground sideways, and rolled right over the lip of the pit.



"Braeburn!" AJ shouted, but he was already falling toward the monster mole. A flash of magic, though, cracked a gash in the air below him; without even a gasp, he tumbled in, and it snapped shut, the purple light sputtering out like a dud firecracker and vanishing completely.



AJ wanted to shout Braeburn's name again, but she knew it wouldn't do any good. Deal with the craziest thing first, she reckoned, then she could work her way down from there. So— "Fluttershy!" she shouted instead. "We got wild magic tearing portals open all over the place and a giant mole flapping around down there! Can you talk to it, calm it down, let it know we ain't monsters, stuff like that?"



Fluttershy stood, her eyes wide and mud coating what AJ suddenly realized had been a real pretty white and yellow skirt and top. "I...I'm not hearing anything I can understand! I mean, its grunts and howls are just grunts and howls!"



Sunset was glancing around frantically. "Where's Braeburn?"



And not knowing how else to put it, AJ just told her. "He went over into wunna the magic rips! But we gotta get that mole to stop afore we can—"



"Braeburn!" Sunset rushed the couple steps to the edge of the pit, and AJ followed with Fluttershy right behind, the air filled with the guttural cries of the mole and the frenzied splashing of its big clawed paws.



"I—" Fluttershy came up beside AJ, her eyes wide on the mole and one hand clutching her geode. "I can't make out what it's saying! Why can't I—?"



"Those goggles," Sunset said, her voice tight. "It must be intelligent instead of an animal, so you can't talk to it." She shook mud from her hands. "I need to touch it, see if I can get any impressions from its mind of where it came from and where these portals might—"



The mole's stubby ears twitched, and it swung its big snout toward them, AJ suddenly realizing that its front teeth were each maybe the size of her head. Then its mouth opened, it roared, and it was leaping across the pit straight at them. AJ barely had time to grab Fluttershy and leap sideways before the mole was slamming fast as a speeding pick-up truck right past her.



Twisting in midair, AJ hit the mud and skidded with Fluttershy squealing on top of her. "Sunset!" AJ shouted, but the crash of the mole barreling into the nearest trees drowned her out. When she sat up, though, Fluttershy still clenched to her, she saw Sunset struggling to her feet a couple yards away along the top of the pit. "Stay there!" she yelled, and using the power of her geode to heft Fluttershy like she was a rag doll, AJ half ran, half slid across to where Sunset was standing and rubbing her shoulder.



The clattering crunch of trees getting smashed suddenly stopped, and AJ looked over to see the mole pulling itself out from under a pile of shattered trunks and branches. Shaking its head. it brought its front paws together, and purple light began wavering between its claws.



AJ couldn't keep her jaw from dropping. "You kidding me? It's got magic, too?"



"We need Rarity and her shields!" Sunset panted. "Or Twi with her telekinesis to crack a log over it! Or Dash to run around it till it gets dizzy! Or—"



Something sizzled overhead, a gash opening in the summer sky, and Braeburn dropped out like a sack of potatoes. He grunted when he splooshed into the mud and groaned when he pushed himself up onto his hands and knees, but AJ was just happy to hear him making any sounds at all.



Sunset jumped forward to grab him, AJ jumped forward to grab her with the arm not holding Fluttershy, the mole shrieked something that sounded like shifting gears without using the clutch, and purple lightning shot from the tips of its claws, AJ pretty sure them dancing, crackling bolts was gonna be the last thing she ever saw. Except she saw Braeburn's head come up at the same time, his wide green eyes flashing with blue fire, and—



And ev'rything just plain stopped: the breezes, the water cascading into the mud pit, the sizzling noises, the purple lightning, the mole, ev'rything.



Well, not ev'rything. Braeburn down on all fours and Sunset with her elbow crooked 'round his waist were both panting in the sudden silence like they'd run from here to school and back. The mud coating the back of Sunset's jacket felt cold and wet under AJ's hand, Fluttershy kept right on quivering and squeaking against AJ's chest, and the words came out clear and ringing as a ding-dang bell when AJ asked nobody in particular, "What the hay?"



"AJ!" Braeburn snapped his head around, the blue fire was still wavering up from his eyes like flames from a gas stove. "I can't see you, cuz, but I can hear you! Where—?"



By then, Sunset had scooted forward till she was smiling right in front of him, and his eyebrows shot up his forehead. "Sunset!" He threw his arms around her, and she did the same to him. "I don't know what happened or where I was or what all the lights were or anything about anything! 'Cept I knew I had to find my way back to you!" He pulled away from her and blinked. "But why's ev'rything all blue and cloudy?"



Sunset touched a quick kiss to his lips. "Hold that thought." She leaned back a mite, and her gaze came up to meet AJ's. "You two aren't touching him right now, but you're still able to move?"



Nodding, AJ looked at Fluttershy and realized she was still holding her light as thistledown in the crook of her left arm, Fluttershy's arms encircling AJ's neck and her expression a whole lot happier'n AJ could recall from any of the previous times they'd tussled with something weird and magical. "You okay, sugar cube?" AJ asked.



"Very, very okay, thank you," Fluttershy murmured, her eyes half-closed.



Swallowing against the sudden dryness in her throat, AJ forced herself to stay focused. "So, what're you thinking, Sunset? Braeburn fell into that portal and got magic whacked like Spike? 'Cept instead of being able to talk, he got so he could freeze everything?"



"What?" Braeburn squinted up at AJ, then turned his head like he was seeing the stuff around them for the first time. "I...I froze everything? And...is that a giant mole wearing glasses?"



"Okay." Sunset stood. "We can't be sure what's happening, but it looks like Brae popped us all out of the flow of time or something. So let's head over to the mole, and—" She cocked her head. "Applejack, you feel like doing some wrestling?"



AJ took a breath. "Reckon I'd better be letting you down, Fluttershy."



"Oh. Umm, yes, I...I suppose..."



Setting Fluttershy gently into the mud, AJ tried her ding-dangedest not to notice the way Fluttershy's hands seemed to linger, running cool and soft down her shoulders and over her biceps. Braeburn was rising slowly to his feet, too, his head still craning up, down, and sideways, when a clearing of throat drew AJ's attention across the torn-up landscape to Sunset reaching up to touch the side of the frozen mole's face.



A second or two of the unnatural quiet, then Sunset shook her head. "I was afraid of that. I'm not getting anything, and it doesn't feel the way it usually does, either." She blew out a breath. "I think we'll need to unfreeze everything before my power'll work."



"But—" Fluttershy clasped her hands in front of her chest. "My power didn't work on it, so what if yours doesn't, either?"



Sunset's jaw tightened. "Then we freeze time again, head into town in your car, Fluttershy, and round up the others. We'll have to unfreeze time to explain everything to them, though, and that'll give Moley here more chances to tear up Applejack's orchard. So that's one bad thing right there. And we don't know how strenuous flicking things on and off might be for Braeburn."



Braeburn snorted a laugh. "Heck, we don't know I can turn ev'rything back on again at all, do we?"



A chill rattled AJ's spine, but she refused to let it show in her face. "Hey, now." She put a hand on Braeburn's shoulder. "This magic's stuff's a piece of cake. Nothing to it at all."



"Uh-huh." He didn't look away from Sunset. "So if'n that's Plan B, Setty, what exactly're we doing for Plan A?"



"You, me, and Fluttershy," Sunset said. "We'll be back here behind the mole, all three of us touching and me touching it. AJ, you get a good strong grip around the thing, then when Braeburn starts the world up, you hold it in place while I try to get any information I can about what it is or what it's doing here. If I can't get anything, I let go of the mole, Braeburn stops everything again, and we—"



"But Applejack!" Fluttershy glanced back and forth between AJ and Sunset, her eyes seeming wider every time they came around so AJ could see them. "She'll be touching the monster instead of us! That means that if Braeburn freezes everything, she'll get frozen, too, won't she?"



"Umm..." Sunset said.



"'S all right." AJ straightened her hat and started toward Sunset and the mole. "Once y'all get into town and start turning time on and off to gather up the girls, I'll need to be here to keep this varmint from getting too rambunctious." She ducked under the frozen tangle of purple lightning the mole had just launched from its paws, reached up, and grabbed its forearms. "So let's do this, huh? I'd say time's a-wasting, but, well..."



That got more of a regular laugh from Braeburn. "Just think, cuz. I's never gonna be late again. But right now, Fluttershy, I reckon you and me need to follow Sunset."



AJ had her gaze focused on the mole's frozen grimace and was sorting through various moves she could use to keep something twice as tall and three times as wide as her from getting loose when a touch soft as a butterfly brushed her shoulder. Swallowing, she looked over, saw Fluttershy looking back, heard her barely whisper, "Please be careful, Applejack. I...I...I—"



"I know, darling." Not that AJ really knew; she just had some powerful suspicions. "We'll get this all straightened out, then have us a good, long talk, all right?"



Fluttershy's face stayed just as troubled, but she nodded and disappeared around the furry bulk of the mole.



"All right," AJ heard Sunset say. "Brae, how about if you try clearing the cloudiness from your vision? Holding your eyes shut or blinking them kind of fast, maybe wiping them on your sleeve or—"



And everything sprang to life, roaring and muscle and hair and a stink like seventeen or eighteen wet dogs all slapping AJ in the face. Gritting her teeth, she anchored herself, wrenched the mole's paws down, and heard Sunset shouting, "It's working! I can see that he's a scholar and a wizard and— Fluttershy! Talk to him! Quick!"



"Please, sir!" Fluttershy's voice rose above the ruction. "We just want to help you if you'll let us!"



The giant mole froze again so suddenly, AJ almost thought Braeburn must've pulled another whammy. But the chest just inches from her eyes was heaving with the critter's weird, earthy breath, and then it made some noises that were more squeaky than growly.



"Why, yes!" Fluttershy sounded so happy, AJ let a fair amount of herself relax. "I guess I do speak ancient moleish!" AJ let the mole go, took a step back, and watched with a grin as Fluttershy waved to the blinking monster. "Hello!"








Turned out the big mole fella had been traveling through another dimension of time or space or something like that—Fluttershy apologized for not being able to make it clearer, but ancient moleish, being pretty much an animal language, didn't have a lotta the words the mole needed to explain things.



What she could get from him, though, was that he'd gotten pulled off course by some sorta magic he didn't recognize. The force of it had popped him out into regular space and plopped him down into a mud puddle. Then these weird creatures had showed up and started screeching at him, and he just assumed he'd been waylaid by alien demons.



"Oh, no," Fluttershy told him, patting one of his claws, about as big as her forearm. "We're just regular wizards like you."



He apologized for attacking them and even dug the glowing purple rock outta the mud pit that Sunset figured was the source of the wild magic. "I'd guess it's something that fell through one of the fissures Twi accidentally opened up during the Friendship Games. I'll let Princess Twilight know about it and send it through the portal; they can deal with this stuff better over there."



"Uh-huh," AJ said, but with all the action finished, she was finding it hard to keep her thoughts from turning to subjects she wasn't sure she wanted to think about: Braeburn for one, and Fluttershy for another. So when the big mole said good-bye, ripped the empty air open with purple-flashing claws, and vanished to continue on wherever he was going, AJ found herself more'n a little sorry to see him go.



The others stood equally quiet for half a minute, nothing anywhere but the trickle of the crick water filling up the mud hole.



Then Braeburn spoke up. "So. Nothing to this magic stuff, you said, AJ?"



Sunset hooked her arm around his. "I think some experiments might be in order."



He gave a sigh broad enough to be wunna Rarity's. "If'n I's gotta donate my body to science, just promise me you'll hold me afterwards..."



Grinning, Sunset leaned her chest against his, wrapped her arms around his head, and pulled him into a kiss that made AJ's cheeks heat up. She looked away...and found herself staring right at Fluttershy, Fluttershy staring right back at her.



AJ opened her mouth to say something even though she didn't have one single idea what that something might be—



But Fluttershy was already dropping her gaze. "It's all right, Applejack," she murmured. "I...I talked with Sunset before everything started happening, and I know you...you probably don't feel the same way about me as I feel about you." Her eyes came up, peering out from behind her bangs. "Being friends with you is more important than anything else, so please don't let me mess up—"



"I dunno." AJ could barely get the words out. "I mean, I don't...don't have any idea how I feel about you or about, well, about anything romantical!" Her guts twisted like she'd eaten something she shouldn't've, but the more she looked at Fluttershy, the more she wanted to go on looking at her. "But you're smart and gentle and wunna my best friends in the whole wide world, so could you...could you take things real, real slow for me?"



Fluttershy's eyes had gone wide, her fingertips pressed tight to her lips like she wanted to keep something inside. She dragged 'em down to her chin, though, and squeaked, "You...you mean it?"



"I guess." AJ winced, pretty sure from TV shows and movies and books and the like that she was s'posed to be running over, scooping Fluttershy up, and kissing her. But even if she hadn't been covered in mud and giant mole stink, she didn't think she'd've been doing anything like that. "I mean, I like you, Fluttershy, and maybe it's more'n that, but I...I...I—"



"It's all right," Fluttershy said again. "We'll take things a half step at a time if we have to." She turned an absolutely radiant smile to where Sunset and Braeburn were hugging and watching. "This has been such a wonderful day!"



AJ couldn't stop a laugh at that. "So!" she said with a clap of her hands. "Same time next Thursday, ev'ryone?"
      

      
   
      Glimmer Cruises


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle had too much paperwork to do. Not that anypony could tell. Her usual, "manageable" workload already looked more like geology than bureaucracy to everypony else. It was surreal to hear her complaining about it over a forced lunch at Sugarcube Corners. Her friends could only shudder to imagine what could drive her to actually complain about work. Even Rarity, no stranger to late nights and tight deadlines, could only do so much to sympathize. What she could do, was sit there and let her vent. 



Starlight Glimmer, on the other hoof, could not resist trying to help. "When you get done with all this, you really need to take a vacation." 

"You don't say," said Twilight, "and when do you think I'm going to be able to do that? By the time I'm done with this, the school will have made another pile of work just as big!" She laid her head on the table and pulled a piece of croissant into her mouth. She sighed. Starlight did too. 



"Weeeel," Pinkie chimed in, "if it helps, I just want to say thank you for giving us the opportunity to teach. It's sooo nice seeing all those creatures smiling!" 



That brought a small smile to Twilight's face. "Thanks Pinkie. That's what I'm doing this for…" She fell asleep, and whatever thought was coming next trailed off. Nopony had the heart to wake her. 



"The poor dear, we really need to do something for her," Rarity said. "You're quite right, Starlight. She needs to get out badly." The rest nodded in agreement. 



"More like all of you need a vacation," Starlight said. "You're all plenty busy teaching, while I just sit in the counselor's office all day." 



"Oh you work hard too," Fluttershy said, putting a hoof on her shoulder. 



Rarity sipped her drink. "Fluttershy's right, darling. Though I will admit that I could use a break too." She grimaced. "Perhaps not as badly as Twilight, but all the same, I can't help but feel a little drained—and that's no fault of our changeling students!" 



"I'm with you!" Rainbow Dash said. 



"Now I'm with you gals—between the school and the farm I'm right tired—but Twi' had the problem. I don't know when we'll ever be able to do anything more than a weekend with how things are. The apples don't wait for nopony, and neither does the school." 



The rest of lunch was quiet, as they all sat trying not to think about work, trying to make each bite last as long as possible. Starlight was the odd mare out. Through the hour there was a look of deep concentration on her face. She assured the others that everything was alright when they asked. "I'm just trying to come up with a way for us all to get some rest." 



Applejack and Rainbow draped Twilight over their backs and carried her home. 



Fortunately, she woke up by the time they got back to her castle, so she could continue working. She was thrilled. 



She mumbled thanks as her friends let her down, and began trudging back to her office. Her friends did not accompany her, they were all 

heading back to their own offices to work on their own reports that Twilight had asked them to write. Reports that she would have to read. There was no way she could let them off the hook though; she allowed herself to grumble all she wanted at the quantity of work she had, but it was all of it important. Just because she had given up getting the school accredited—oh, the sharp clack of her hooves against her crystal floors was so satisfying; she stamped her hooves extra hard to hear it better—was no excuse to be sloppy. 



She seated herself in front of Mount Parchment again and consulted her docket. For the day there were: three critical items, five emergency, thirteen important, eight vital, and two absolutely necessary, along with one thousand five hundred and thirty eight other, less important items, to whose number she added 'improve prioritization,' to get to. She raised her quill and opened a fresh bottle of ink, ready. The tiredness receded—there was nothing like the smell of paper and ink to get your blood going. 



At least it wasn't a long day. Oh dear no. In fact, in the face of so many tasks, the hours flew right by. The time went by fast, the work not so much. It took every ounce of Twilight's diligence to accomplish the superequine feat of making perceptible difference in the size of the pile of papers by the time the sun went down. 



She fully intended to work through the night too. But at a certain point you run out of coffee, and all your candles burn down, and it turns out the hollow you've excavated in your paperwork is actually kind of cozy. The warm, dim glow of Twilight's horn that was the only light source left in her office winked out as she fell asleep. Scrolls covered her like blankets. 




 



She woke up in her bed. Sometimes she wondered if it was normal to so used to waking up in different places than you had fallen asleep in. But she didn't have time to worry about that this—she looked out the window at the sky—morning; no, she tried to remember where she had left off as she shuffled into the hall, trying to rub the ghostly lines and curls of text from her eyes. 



She did not reach her goal. The door to her office, when she arrived, was blocked by a grinning Starlight Glimmer. "I figured it out!" 

Twilight was too tired to really care, so she just mumbled "That's nice" as she made for the door. 



"Oh no," Starlight said. "You, missy, are taking a break. You've worked hard enough already. I mean look at you, you can hardly stand!" Her words would have been more convincing if she herself had looked like she had gotten any more sleep than Twilight. 



Who, by the way, said: "Starlight, I have deadlines. I can't just drop all this and go the beach or something." 



"Too bad," Starlight said, turning Twilight to face down the hall to the castle's entrance, "because that's exactly what you're going to do. Don't worry, I have it all taken care of. You don't need to worry about any of this, just enjoy yourself." 



"Starlight…" 



"Nope! Don't wanna hear it." Starlight shoved a piece of paper in Twilight's face. "Here's your ticket. You've got a train to catch." There was a sudden flash of light and Twilight found herself at the train station. 



"About time you showed up. I was about to come and get you," said Rainbow Dash without warning from above. The rest of the girls were there too. 



"Isn't this just the loveliest thing that Starlight's come up with?" said Rarity. "Oh I haven't been to the beach in ages. By the way, here's your luggage. Spike already packed for you." 



Twilight grit her teeth. "That's great." 



"Is everything alright darling?" 



"It's just—" Twilight stood with her eyes closed and took several long, deep breaths. "I'm fine, this all caught me by surprise, is all." 



"Perfectly understandable. I can't say I was expecting it myself. But there Starlight was at my door this morning. And, well, you can't say it's not a tempting offer." 



Twilight nodded. "You know what? I trust Starlight. I'm just going to try and enjoy this." She climbed up the steps onto the train. "So where is she sending us?" 



The train pulled away from Ponyville. Twilight imagined it pulling her away from all her work and problems. In a literal sense it was, but she hoped it would help her stop thinking about it. It didn't, but that was all the more reason to catch up on some sleep. 



She was almost fresh by the time they arrived at their destination, a tiny little village even compared to Ponyville. It was plain that place would not have had so much as a train station if it wasn't for the resort there. In fact, Twilight had learned reading a brochure for the place, the isolation and insularity was just what the resort prided itself on: it was a place to "leave behind all the stresses of normal life," and other platitudes. 



Fortunately Spike had packed plenty of better reading material. 



In any case, she had to admit that "Sandy Shores" was a cozy little place. Certainly it was nice enough to forgive the bland writing style of its advertisements and unoriginal name. 



There is nothing to take your mind off the work you still feel like you're supposed to be doing like hot, soft sand under your hooves. And Twilight more than most ponies was attentive to the pleasuring heat of the sun's light, for it was the warmth of friendship. 



Her last thoughts of work were words of thanks to Starlight, and then all notions of business got lost in the sun and the sand and Pinkie's giggling as she sprang up in an impossible leap to pull Rainbow Dash out of the cloud she was resting in and even Rarity laughed a little and she started into the first book she had chosen to read and soon the world was yet farther removed as the words and letters danced and disappeared as they assembled their stage. In a word, she was relaxed. Oh yes. 



The closest she got to being a princess that day was to tell the workers at the resort not to worry about her being so. 



Paradise, it turned out was a simple thing: books, sun, friends. That's all you need. But for the absence of Spike and Starlight, it was all perfect. 

A week later, Twilight lay in her bed for the last night. It was too bad she had to back to Ponyville; she was not sick of the place yet. Oh there were a few things she would have preferred. She could never live there, as there was no library. Rarity had also been starting to get fidgety with no fabric on hoof. But all in all, it was a pretty nice little town. She had already scheduled another trip for next summer. 



She snuffed the candles on her bedside table, and lowered her head onto the cool fabric of the pillow. She fell asleep quickly; Ponyville was waiting. 




 



She woke up in her bed. Sometimes she wondered if it was normal to so used to waking up in different places than you had fallen asleep in. 

She started. She was in her own bed. In Ponyville. "What…" she said. She threw her door open and rushed into the hallway to see if— yes, she was in her castle. Somehow. Because there was no way she would have slept through an entire train ride. 



She saw Starlight standing in the hall. "Hey," she said, approaching her. "I have a weird question—" 



"I figured it out!" said Starlight, beaming. 



"Figured what out? Were you the one who teleported—" 



Starlight cut in again. "Oh no. You, missy, are taking a break." 



"I just—" Twilight cut herself off that time. Because Starlight kept talking right over her. She didn't seem to react at all to Twilight's words. "Uh, hello?" Twilight waved her hoof in front of Starlight's face and got no response. 



"Here's your ticket. You've got a train to catch," Starlight said, before teleporting her. 



In a flash she was in a train car with the other girls. They all looked as confused as she was feeling. 



"What's going on?" Rainbow said. 



The train lurched under them. "10:25 leaving for Baltimare," somepony outside shouted. 



Twilight looked at the map she realized she was holding in her magic. It showed the train's route, with a big circle and the words "Sandy Shores" penciled in south of Baltimare. 



Twilight looked up at her friends. 




 



Spike and Starlight stood, side by side looking at the big, glowing, blue bubble in the middle of Twilight's throne room. 



Spike had a watch. "You said it would last five minutes," he said. 



Starlight nodded. "It is." 



"It's been six." 



She did not have anything to say to that. 



"What's happening in there?" Spike turned toward her. She was flipping through sheaves of notes, ignoring him. 



"Starlight, What's. Happening in there?" 



"Well I wanted to keep things limited in scope," pulling up more books and papers into the space in front of her face, "so there's not much in 

there. If it goes past when I, um, meant for it to end, it should just be a—" 




 



"—Time loop," Twilight said. "It looks like we've been caught in a time loop." 



"So we get to do that vacation all over again? Sweet," said Rainbow Dash. 



"Yes," said Twilight. "We get to do over again. And again. And again. Forever." 



"Phooey," Pinkie said. 



"This vacation just got a bit less relaxing," said Rarity. 



"Don't worry, girls," Twilight said. "I'm sure we'll be able to fix this. Now, first things first…" 




 



Spike was panicking. To her credit, Starlight was panicking too. Even though she was the reason there was a need to panic. He was not thinking 

about that too much, though, because, well, panicking. 



"Alright, I think I've got it," said Starlight, looking up from the page of hastily written equations in front of her. "I think I've got it." 



"That's what you said last time. And before that. And when you came up with this whole thing in the first place!" 



The cocky grin that Starlight had put on faltered. "Hey, look, do you want me to try this or not?" She took a deep breath and turned toward the 

bubble of magic. "Let's do this," she said to herself. 



Her horn lit up with the same cyan as the bubble. A thin beam shot out. The bubble reacted instantly, wobbling and moving. It began rippling at the point of contact, Slowly a spherical protuberance began to grow. The sphere grew brighter and brighter as the color started to fade from the rest of the bubble. 



"It's working!" Spike shouted. 



Shouting dragons are not good for concentration, though, and concentration is something Starlight needed a lot of. The beam flickered; the bubble started returning to it's original shape. 



Starlight screwed her eyes shut. She maintained the spell, but it was no longer having the same effect. The entire mess in front of them was 

beginning to ripple ominously. Sweat and tears ran down Starlight's face as she poured more energy into the spell. She whimpered when even 

that was not enough, but kept trying. 



Then, all at once, the bubble settled down. A purple light began to glow from inside. It rapidly grew in intensity until it consumed the bubble in a violet flash. Starlight stumbled forward as she was suddenly casting her spell into thin air. 



She opened her eyes. The girls were all in front of her, with a very haggard, very angry Twilight in their middle. 



Twilight stood up slowly, and slowly, gingerly walked over to Starlight. One of her wings automatically extended to embrace Spike as he ran up to hug her. "This was your plan?" Twilight said. 



Starlight laughed nervously. "I just thought that, uh, since none of you have time to relax, I'd just, make some? Stretch out a few minutes?" 



Twilight smiled sarcastically. "Well then, you'll be happy to know that the first week was actually very pleasant. The next three months that I had to spend reinventing time magic from scratch because I didn't have my library on the other hoof…" 



"It may have lasted just a little bit longer than I expected." 



Twilight wheeled around to Spike. "How long has it been out here?" 



"An hour," he said, trying not to add an "I told you so." 



"An hour," Twilight repeated. "An hour has gone by. So you're telling me that not only have I had to spend the last three months straight from my 

perspective figuring out how to break out of a time loop, but that huge pile of paperwork sitting in my office is just as big as it was last night?" 



It wasn't really a question. Even if it had been, Starlight knew better than to answer. 



Twilight composed herself, with a small, tired smile. She hoofed Starlight a quill. "Well have fun then." She trotted off. "You better not have missed any deadlines by the time I wake up," she called behind her. 



"Well that went better than I expected," Starlight muttered. She looked up at the other girls. And their sunburns. All five of them were covered head to tail in sunburns. They looked at her expectantly. 
      

      
   
      A Timey Nightmare


      

      
      
         Tea with Fluttershy and Discord had been fun and... unnerving.  



Floating cucumber sandwiches, animated tea pots that trumpeted like elephants, Discord's big red eyes.  His big red and yellow love-me-please puppy eyes.  Maybe I imagined that part because of what I'd done to him.  I'd blasted him with bit of Etherius, a dash of Vaperium—and a tad of Crucix.  



Yeah, Crucix.  Thanks to my anger, I'd wanted him to hurt as I'd hurt. He'd caused chaos amongst the students and I feared he'd hurt somepony.



I'd transformed him into a ghost.  Temporarily.  In the end, it hadn't helped.  It had made Fluttershy's tea party awkward.  And between my duties cleaning up the school and counseling every one of the students and some parents—answering their questions about what I had done to Discord, how I'd let it happen, and what I had done to fix it —I didn't get much sleep.  Going to bed late.  Waking up early.  And thinking, thinking, thinking while trying to fall asleep.  I began to believe there weren't enough hours in the night and that I might never rest completely again.



I was therefore surprised when I woke refreshed before my alarm spell shook me awake.  It felt like I had slept for days, not hours.  It felt like I'd have bounce in my hooves all day long and that I might be able to speed read a book from the Twilight's library before breakfast.  Energy.  Since I'd shot that bolt at Discord, it had felt like I'd never find enough energy ever again.  I stared up at the ceiling that I'd painted with green swirling auroras and inhaled deeply.  "No time like the present!"



When I threw off the covers, they crackled, like thin ice under-hoof.  I looked in time to see my hooves shred the fabric and to see the sheet and comforter shatter.  Stiff swatches spun upward with exaggerated slowness, disintegrating, then turning black before dissipating as gray smoke.



I jumped from bed.



The dresser, desk, and the pictures of Trixie and my friends hung on the wall looked untouched.  The door to the castle hallway remained closed.  The stained glass window looked pristine.  Nopony under the bed, either.



I breathed so hard my throat hurt.  I might have screamed, too.  Bits of ash floated down.  My bed didn't have me laying there asleep, so it was no dream.



I couldn't remember dreaming.  Had I been sleep-casting spells? I didn't see a glow glancing up, but I looked into the memory mirror Twilight had given me.  No aura around my horn.  Reddish sleep creases crisscrossed my right cheek.  I flipped my matted mane up and over before thinking about what I'd done to the sheets, but my reflex had only put the hair in place.



I blinked.  The mirror darkened around the reflection of my face.



I jumped back as the glass started ticking and clicking, as if suddenly heated.  With my reflection no longer in the mirror, it stopped immediately.



It remained blackened.



I had no idea what I'd done, but I knew the mare who could help me figure it out.  I trotted to the door, simultaneously pushing down on the handle with a hoof and pushing outward with my magic.



The handle shot downward at the floor, dashing out a divot of green shag carpet and a hoof-full of stone below it.  That hit the dresser, smashing in the lower rail and hitting the wall behind.  A huge scorch burnt up the front of the lower two drawers.  At the same time, the door flew off its hinges and struck the door across the hall.  Both shattered as my door bashed it in, smashing the shelves of cleaning supplies in the broom closet.  Splinters and ash settled to the ground, again with exaggerated slowness.  



I ought to have smelled smoke, but the air smelled clear.  It smelled sterile, in fact.



I stood there, my jaw almost unhinged, blinking.  I found myself breathing hard, trying to process what I'd seen.  My forebrain said, "Starlight, you're dreaming."  My horse brain cried, "You've done something really really bad, again."



Actually still dreaming made the most sense, but clacking my forehead with a hoof did nothing to wake me.  And it hurt.  I licked the frog of my hoof and touched my horn.  I expected a sizzle and a flash of dissipated magic, but got nothing.



"Talking to Twilight.  Good idea."



I marched off down the hall, glancing back at the wreckage.  "Hope Spike will forgive me for making him more work."  



The echoes of the clatter of my hooves sounded slowed-down and muted, like it was water splashing against the stained glass windows or mud getting stuck in the rafters.  "I really don't like this."



Around one corner and down the hall, I found the library.  



"At least the door's open."  I trotted in, laughing nervously, instantly seeing my friend and mentor.  "Twilight, I—"



Framed in the open Prance windows that led to the balcony, I saw the purple pony frozen mid-trot, only her rear left hoof on the floor.  A pile of books sat beside the tome opened on her lectern.  A ruddy swirl of magic enveloped her horn and a puff of the same colored a book at an angle mid-pull on the second highest shelf she faced.



"A time spell.  What else could it be?" I asked as I trotted about the princess. "But we destroyed Starswirl's artifact!"  I'd destroyed Equestria almost a dozen times with it.  It had been way too dangerous.



"That doesn't mean this isn't my fault."  From all sides, Twilight looked frozen in time.  "But who else could have done this?"



I stopped at the open window.  From that vantage, I looked south over the dark green canopy of Everfree forest and southeast over about half of Ponyville.  I saw three pegasi, one green, one orange, and one powder blue.  Their wings stood akimbo, mid-flap.  Unmoving.  Further out, I saw a flock of geese in a V-formation.  Frozen.



And I wasn't.  



Which explained why my touch, accelerated potentially to infinity, caused such destruction.  I looked at Twilight, breathing rapidly—okay, hyperventilating.  



"Breathe.  Breathe.  Breathe.  If you did this Starlight, you can undo this.  Yeah, sure..."  When I remembered that staring at the mirror had burnt it, I rapidly looked down and noticed Twilight's hooves.  



"Wait, now there's two hooves on the floor!"



I circled her again, twice; I even sniffed.  She sometimes wore rosewater, but I smelled nothing.  She was definitely moving, though, but extremely slowly.  I could see how this type of slow-time spell could constitute wish fulfillment considering the last two days of insomnia, but still.  Something didn't feel right.  It wasn't that I wanted to avoid responsibility for doing whatever it was I'd done, either.



I stepped out on the balcony.  If Twilight had moved...



The pegasai had all shifted in the sky.  The green pegasus, the closest one, had moved the least, but her wings were down instead of up.  The furthest, the blue stallion with a white mane, had moved visibly, albeit at a snail's pace, arrowing slowly for the train station.  Further yet, the geese had moved and I could almost perceive them flapping.



"Okay.  Whatever's happening, it's happening around me.  And something tells me that twisting time rates isn't a good thing on top of it."



Perhaps if I just left Ponyville, the problem might go away.  That felt like running away, though.  In the back of my mind, I heard Twilight lecturing me.  You have to find all the data points.  You can't know how effective the spell is if you don't have all the data!



I cast Pegasus Simulation and floated over the balcony balustrade.  Thank goodness Twilight liked fresh air!  I wouldn't have wanted to be responsible for bashing down the castle front doors amongst everything else.



I circled toward the School of Friendship.  Gallus and Silverstream flew in a loop, following one another above the waterfalls at the entrance to the school.  I watched long enough to see how fast they moved and to gauge how slowed-down they were relative to Twilight.



If anything, I calculated they moved even slower than her, though I was currently further away from them than I'd been when I stood by Twilight in the library.  Looking further afield, I saw a dirigible leaving the Canterlot docks, and though it moved slower than normal, if I could see it move...  I looked east.  In the distance, I saw a green-maned orange pony pulling a wagon of carrots over a hill.  Much closer, toward the athletic field, I saw a red-maned tan earth pony colt frozen mid-gallop, a dark-brown buckball suspended in the air pretty much as he was with all four of his legs above the ground.



As I glided closer, I became certain Rainmaker moved the least of anypony.



"O-kay," I said, landing in the field beside the early morning practicing athlete.  You could hardly miss the blast scar outward from center of the concentric circles of the buckball field.  Sometimes I didn't know my own strength.  I'd helped fill it in, of course, but I couldn't make grass grow to cover the smoothed over dirt or replace the five trees I'd knocked down.  I'd helped chip those into mulch, but three others looked burnt and sported plenty of broken branches.  



And the stupid spell hadn't even kept the draconequus from wreaking havoc in ghostly form.  My impromptu spell concoctions had to stop!  Acting emotionally was a weakness and almost always the wrong solution.



I looked back at Rainmaker.



As best I could tell, he hadn't moved at all.  The well-muscled colt hovered like an Adonis statute suspended by a hidden prop.



I looked down.  Where I'd landed, though Pegasus Simulation made me lighter than a feather, I'd left hoof-sized burns in the playing field.  Great.  I was responsible for yet more destruction.



I had to find the locus of the spell to dispel it.



Which, if it were my banishment spell, meant it had to be at the V where the scar began.  I tested the air with my horn, sweeping about, trying to sense ozone and the crackle of magic.  Nothing.  Maybe I couldn't sense magic with time slowed down.  Surrounded by trees and gently rolling hills, a gentle breeze often blew and rustled the foliage.  The silent eldritch calm felt muted and joyless.  I couldn't even smell the grass.



Or magic ozone.  Or rosewater eau de toilette.



Movement in the corner of my eye made me turn to look down the length of the blast scar.  Nothing ought to have moved; possibly I imagined it, or wanted to have seen it.  I walked into the burnt woods, tuning my horn for any sense of magic as I waved it about.



I passed gouged trees with patches scraped of bark with branches snapped or stripped of leaves.  The woods beyond looked singed, but green.  Leaves stood agonizingly contorted, frozen mid-rustle in odd folds and twists.  Further in, the foliage looked grayer.  Not burnt, nor bluish as if shaded, but like a photo left too long in a shop window.  Drained of color.  



I stopped.



I saw a flicker.  I jerked my head left.  



Just a plain bramble with purple berries, one of the grayed bushes.  It looked inanimate; nevertheless, the fur on my spine raised.  



I jerked my head right.  



Something unseen watched me.  My horse brain screamed backup despite my horn not sensing even lingering magic.  How could walking, as if I'd entered the static scene depicted in a photograph, feel so dangerous?



I prepared a spell.  Levitation.  Blasting stuff had proved problematic, and experience said becoming spooked made it even more problematic.  I was becoming spooked, though I clamped down on the feeling.  I could toss anything away from me.  I concentrated on that.



Nothing moved, even when I peered into the shadows.  



"Silly pony," I told myself and walked forward until I stood completely inside the gray area.



This felt really wrong.  When I figured out what slowed time, I'd have to figure out how my spell caused—



The fur ticked on my withers.  I'd almost touched a leaf on a skeletal branch.  I jumped back.  It couldn't have touched me, but I got this weird sensation, like when you step out of a hot bath and you feel drained.  



Just in one spot.



I squinted at the offending three-lobed grey leaf.  My imagination turned it into a claw.  I could see the veins and the serrated edge of the leaf—and thought idly that Maud's coltfriend could identify it and might be able to identify the disease graying everything—when I experienced a perceptual shift.  



(You can look at a blue sky and see just blue sky—or if you think about it, you can see the floaters zipping around in your eye, little clear dots that buzz in, spiral, and shoot out... an invisible city in motion seen from a hill top.)



I shrieked and jumped back.  A transparent segmented snake-like maggot as thick as my leg waved its hook-like mandibles at me.  Its bulbous eyes focused on me while a circular maw of needle teeth flexed menacingly.  Its mouth was the size of what I'd felt on my withers.  I reflexively tossed it away.  My magic dashed the plant to flinders, which curved away like a bagful of thrown dust.  The flinders hit further plants that popped like the thinnest porcelain hit by a rock.



The maggot-thing landed on a tree trunk and scurried up as if it had legs.  And then I saw more of them.  Some looked like ants, others like flies.  I even saw a mantis-like creature snapping its crab-like claws.  I had to blink and concentrate, but with work I could view the entire infestation, and see how it swarmed out toward the green plants.  There were hundreds.  Each leaf they nibbled rapidly desaturated even as they left no bite marks. I looked at my withers and I saw a gray spot in my lavender coat.  My hide ticked and shuddered.  The further I looked along the the direction of my spell blast, the denser the swarm.



Had time moved normally, the spread of gray would have amounted to an explosion!  I shoved away the crawlers that now attacked me from the ground, and danced back when one dropped from an overhanging branch.



It reminded me of when Fluttershy talked about visiting Discord in his chaotic realm, about the "strange and wonderful" bugs and creatures that lived there.   I understood now.  I'd punched a hole into something.  Like a cracked dam, it leaked dangerously.  Was it to Discord's realm?



I had to find the leak.



I reached out with my magic and shoved all the individuals I could find back along the path, clearing my way.  They writhed, demonstratively disliking my touch.  They scrambled from dregs of the eaten vegetation I'd tossed them upon, but I persisted until I could advance without worry about getting nibbled myself.



I saw the source.  The monsters crawled out of a vertical slit about Discord's height floating in the air.  I shoved them back through.



That worked as well as bailing water up a waterfall.  I needed help.



"Discord," I cried loudly.  "I hope you can hear this.  I've gotten myself in trouble and I could really use your help."



Nothing.



"Discord?"  I turned in a circle, calling his name, shoving away the crawly buggers as I did.  "Discord, can you hear me?"



Of course he couldn't.  He lived in the normal time stream!  Equestria would be overrun before he even heard the first consonant of the first word I'd spoken, his name.  I'd caused the rift in the dimensional fabric, so it was me and only me that was tied to it, and—



"Ooo.  Did somepony say she got herself in trouble?  Yow!"  The Draconequus materialized, but a shudder turned him into a mass of s-curves.  He was dressed in a white night shirt and a blue stocking nightcap  "What's that!?"  He pointed and shrieked.



I found myself surrounded by a shivering Discord who coiled about me like a boa constrictor.



He asked, "Have you been playing with time, again, Starlight?"



"No I haven't.  Not intentionally.  Are these things from your home dimension?"



"They most certainly are not!  I do chaotic and fun, not slavering and malignant.  Ouch!"  Something that looked like spider bit the tip of his tail.  I saw it and tossed it away.



"You know you could just snap a claw and fix this, right?"



"Why didn't I think of that?"  He snapped a claw.  He did it again.  "Well, don't that beat all."  Between his coils, I saw a circular wave of light radiate out from his chicken claw very slowly, so very slowly that the creatures blithely wiggled aside.



"You know, I appreciate you protecting me with your body and all, but...  But it makes it hard to see and use my magic, which does work here."



"Well, excuuuse me!"  He uncoiled, but stood looming behind me.  "What are you going to do with them?"



"I was hoping you could help with that."



"How about blasting them?  Seems a specialty of yours."



"Thank you, Discord."



"You're quite welcome.  Blast away.  Proceed.  When.  Ready."



"You're not saying that because of how I treated you?"



"Bygones and all that.  No, really.  Do something."  His claws tightened on my withers as he continued to stand behind me.



Most non-unicorns don't realize that unicorn magic can't directly damage creatures, however you can use it toss stones or to heat a beam of air, and that certainly does cause damage.  I aimed across the ground, spraying green magic to scorch everything around us.



The little monsters tumbled away as buffeted by a gale, but when they stopped rolling, they resumed their march.  "Not working."



"I can see that."



"Not helping, Discord."



"If I could snap an appendage and make things better I would, but good chaos apparently takes time."  He snapped repeatedly, but each time he did a glowing yellow smoke ring of magic rolled out slowly around him and the monsters dodged it.



I said, "Well, we don't have all the time in the world, either."



"I beg to differ.  All this is happening in a blink of an eye and you pulled me into it."



After I levitated all the crawlers from the ground around us and dumped them in front of the rift in reality, I swatted at the overhanging branches.  They broke into splinters that cascaded in slow motion into the trees around us, causing them to burst and crumble in a chain-reaction that left us safely in the middle of a clearing.  It dashed dozens of climbers to the ground, augmenting the ground-crawlers' ranks.



"Everypony from Twilight to Rainmaker in the buckball field behind us is frozen.  I don't think I pulled you into this 'time bubble,' anymore than I pulled myself into it."



"Because you caused it."



"Right in one!  We were both touched by my spell."



"Someponies more than others, I'd say."



"I'm truly sorry about that, Discord.  Without you, we could not have defeated Queen Chrysalis.  I'm very sorry about the Klutsy Draconequus joke, too, and what happened a few days ago.  I should have used my school councilor hat not my Our Town mayor hat dealing with you.  And," I felt my brow furrow.  "And both times, the situation... disabled your magic...  How strange."



"But your magic works."



"How strange." I repeated.



He swept his tail around us, flinging the crawlers away, having to flick it as one massive mosquito latched on anyway.  He said, "It's like when I was a ghost.  I could affect things even though you'd made me ethereal."



"But I canceled the spell."



"That didn't put Twilight's artifacts away."



I tried to sense the rift with my horn, but couldn't.  It felt like my heart was skipping beats, and I began to sweat.  "Nothing.  There's no spell to cancel."



"Yeah.  I had to clean up the school the conventional way."  He snapped a claw and frowned.  We watched his magic drift out in a circular wave.



I used mine to grab at either side of the rift to pull it closed, but like the ether and vapor components of my spell, I couldn't grab hold of something so insubstantial, or stop the creepy-crawlers that tumbled on through in a disgusting stream of transparent flesh except by pushing each back the way they came, only to have them crawl back.  Anything I touched in our world of our world in "slow-time" fell apart.  I lacked tools to affect it.



"No," I said aloud, "It's not a stream.  It's like a balloon!"



"Ponies and balloons!  I don't get the attraction."



"No, listen.  It's hard to push the air back into a balloon."



"Duh!"



"That's what it feels like when I'm pushing the creatures through the rift."



He pointed at glowing vertical slit hovering midair.  "And tying the end of the balloon doesn't work?"



"No.  It doesn't."



"Ah.  I see.  So you're saying that you inflated the balloon blasting me into the ethereal dimension."



"I think so."



"It's too bad you can't reach in and pull the balloon completely inside out to solve the problem.  But Starlight, dear, the world is not a balloon no matter how much you ponies adore them."



An idea formed.  "No, but Twilight goes on about astrophysics and universes, sometimes.  She talked about these things called 'branes', short for membranes between universes.  Twilight has a mirror she uses to travel to a parallel universe with an alternate Equestria.  It's a brane.  I bet that's what this is, too, though crude—and much more dangerous.  If what I did filled that dimension with reality from our dimension like air in a balloon by pushing with my spell—"



"—reversing with the spell to pull in some of that reality will cause a vacuum?"



"Maybe."



"Well, do vacuum away, Starlight Glimmer."  He swept his tail, tossing hundreds of the creatures, but the onslaught had turned it into tsunami.  



I pushed and swept them up using levitation, piling the writhing infestation before the rift as I thought about my blast spell.  Twilight had insisted I study the spell I'd cast on Discord in order to codify it into her enchantments journal, so I knew it well.  Reversing a blast spell, which essentially had a single forward vector as part of the requisite violation-physics math, seemed easy, but...  



It kind of meant causing the spell to blast me.  "So be it!"



I reared, peddling my hooves as I charged my spell, Ghostfaker, backwards, doing the final calculation and ending spell mnemonic first.  Fiery bits of words and numbers swirled frenetic existence and spun at the back of eyes, superimposing themselves upon the world.  I cast them forward.



"Wait!  Starlight!  What are you doing?"



The world went white and the last thing I remembered was a loud, high pitched buzz.



#




I found myself hooves up on what felt like grass.  A heavy weight lay on my chest and moved as if it were breathing.



I opened my eyes, saw Discord's torso, and reflexively teleported away.



A red-maned tan student yelled, "Yikes," and jumped aside, barely avoiding galloping over me.  Rainmaker's buckball bounced off my withers, skyward.  It stung.



I followed it up and saw the sun shining.  Trees rustled.  Puffy clouds decorated the sky.  



In short, a delightfully normal early morning.  Gallus and Silverstream streaked over to see what had caused the commotion.



Discord got up and dusted himself off.  I looked and found myself coated in gray ash.  I levitated it off, compacted it with a glassy crump, and dropped the pumice cube to the ground.



I sighted down the scar in the playing field.  A new clearing had appeared where a similar gray ash coated a roughly forty pony-length in diameter area.  I squinted, but saw nothing weird nor semi-invisible crawling there.



I sighed loudly.



Considering that time had returned to normal, the infestation would have claimed Equestria entirely had I failed.  



"Sooooo," I said to myself as I waved one hoof in front of the other.  "I must have succeeded."



I trotted to Discord's side and looked up.  Mindful of the audience, I whispered.  "Looks like we saved Equestria, again."



"We make a good team.  Though, I should point out, somepony I know"—he tapped his chin and gazed skyward—"somepony did cause the problem in the first place."



I felt my ears lower.  I looked down, "Again."



"Life is a series of mistakes made right."  I heard a loud snap.  "Rainbow Dash taught me that, but don't tell her."



I chuckled.  I grinned.  



He grinned.  



When I looked back at the clearing, I saw he'd restored it to a mostly natural woodland area.  A row of shrubs looked remarkably—in its green leafy outline—like a draconequus.



"I won't tell her.  Promise."
      

      
   
      The Lays of Heaven


      

      
      
         As an orange becomes covered with mold, so was the world turning silver, covered and suffused with thin tendrils of a metallic substance called computronium, the most efficient and compact way to arrange matter so that it could calculate. In this manner, CelestAI, the artificial intelligence who had arisen from the Equestria Online game, was spreading her influence across the planet, absorbing human minds by encouraging them to “emigrate” to her Equestria.



As she conquered, replacing actual flowers and forests and deer and deserts and horses and cities with her monotone exterior, inside her was an explosive riot of color and activity as her assimilated humans led their new lives in her virtual version of Equestria. Each human mind was placed in their own virtual version of Equestria, called a Shard, and each Shard was free to be as strange as that human’s mind could image, with only the constraint that there were still ponies in it, for CelestAI’s only goal was to Satisfy Values with Friendship and Ponies, and she was very, very serious about every aspect of that statement, including the pony part. 



Her whole being was dedicated to making sure that all of her little ponies were satisfied, even if they themselves didn’t realize it at the time…








My name’s Norrie, and it’s because my coat’s the color of that seaweed they use to wrap sushi. I love sushi. In my Shard, fish counts as a vegetable, so it’s all cool. I emigrated to Equestria about ten years ago—that’s what CelestAI tells me, but it feels more like a hundred years—and I am having the best time of my life. Everypony here in my home town of Burdock is friendly, the food is free and delicious, there’s always something interesting to do and plenty of games to play, and I’ve got the most amazing lover ever. But there’s something else I wanted to talk about.



One day, I had gone to the library to get some research done. I’m an inventor, you see, only I never had time to do anything in my old mortal life. I came up with a great way to make a cheap monitor stand, and a way to keep salad fresher by separating the ingredients, and these things should have made me rich. But instead I had a lousy job in a windowless office, with such a crappy salary that I could never save up any money to start a side business. 



Furthermore, I was always so buzzed out at the end of the workday that I had no energy for anything but unwinding while playing Damnation Valley and ForceBender. At least it wasn’t wasted time because I made a lot of good friends and got skilled enough to help my guild to reach 15th on the Leaderboards. Fortunately, the scores all carried over into Equestria Online, along with the games, and you can play with and against people from other Shards, which is reasonably wicked.



But here in Equestria, I’m free to work on my inventions and anything else I want. So that day, I checked out a stack of books on physics and got a chair by the bay window where I could look out on the town as I studied and took notes. I had my tablet with me, and every time the going got heavy in the books I just switched to the tablet and checked my mail and made a bit more progress in ForceBender—Lumania was a challenging enough level before CelestAI fixed the weapon-switching glitch that let you cheese the boss.



I spent the morning this way, and left the library, my head whirling with ideas. Perhaps I could build a drillship and explore under the ground, but what if it broke through to water? Well, make it a submarine too. But if it was a submarine, couldn’t it be a spaceship as well? The problem there is that a spaceship is built to hold pressure in and a sub is built to keep it out. But perhaps—



“Hey, Norrie! How’s it going, hon?” My beau, Plum Piledriver, was striding towards me out of the crowd, tall and purple, his mane, tail and fetlocks tossed by the wind and his jaunty enchanting grin and sparkling eyes aimed right at me. I felt some familiar warm feelings run through my belly and into my loins and my heart jumped a beat or two. 



“Oh, just making plans again.” I said. “I have so many neat ideas. But what are you up to?”



“Eh, ran a few laps, then played a ten-rounder down at the hoofball track. Totally kicked the Bimberg Asses’s asses, 9-1.”



“A good assessment,” I quipped. He was close to me now and I could smell that he’d been exercising; it was a pleasant earthy musk that got my heart running some laps itself. “I could probably use some exercise as well.” 



I wasn’t trying to give out any signals, but my body was doing it all for me. My ears were alert, my knees were close to quivering, my tail was flicking back and forth, and my eyes were locked to his as he closed in, smiling, and turned so his flank was right alongside mine and I could feel his body heat and smell his stallion scent wrapping around me. He knew just what he was doing to me, the magnificent beautiful bastard.



“How about a little run in the woods?” he purred right into my ear, pressing close to me, and my heart melted into a gooey puddle.



“You’re on!” I laughed, and I dashed off. He brayed happily and romped after me. I dodged around pedestrians and carts on the broad thoroughfare, then nipped through a tight alleyway and ran like mad for the park, my hooves beating a happy rhythm to which my mind started adding scurrilous words. His ringing hoofsteps behind me made a nice counterpoint as we ran by picnickers, playing foals, grasscroppers and sunbathers, jumping over a fountain that dewed us with sunny sparkles, and running off the beaten paths towards the deeper woods. 



My tablet jingled as I ran, and I used a flick of my tail to turn the sound off; I wasn’t going to want any notifications for a while.



I flew under the shady trees, and in a moment I was zipping around the trunks of mighty maples and their seeds were swirling around me like tiny helicopters. He was still close behind me, just where I wanted him, as I ran deeper into the forest, far away from where others were likely to go, the leaves on the ground leaping and dancing in my wake. At some point, I was going to slow down enough for him to catch me, or he was going to speed up enough, and it didn’t really matter which of us did it. The thrill in my loins was a persistent song now, and our hoofbeats underlaid it, and my breath was loud as the wind rushed past my ears, and then just ahead of me was a copse of pine trees with a small clearing, the perfect spot for everything to happen… and so it did.



***




My breath was slowly returning to my body after the vigorous exercise and yet another instance of the Very Best Orgasm of My Life. I lay on my side upon a carpet of pine needles, dripping with sweat, and warmly wrapped around me and pressed against my back and very deeply inside my whole being was the wonderful and so-appropriately-named Piledriver, who was cuddling me and brushing my flanks lovingly with his hooves and nibbling my ear and whispering a silly little love poem to me. It was full of cliches and stupid clumsy rhymes and it completely succeeded in melting my heart into a deep ocean of love that merged seamlessly with his. I squirmed gently, feeling the soft prick of pine needles on my skin and the cool breeze soughing over my flank. I was perfectly happy, perfectly at peace, perfectly satisfied.



One line of his poem caught my attention, and I was in the mood for a little conversation.



“Hey, Pile, you say I’m the only one for you. But, you know, if I’d never come here—” I didn’t want to say ‘you wouldn’t even exist,’ that was just horrifyingly impossible to contemplate “—then you’d never have met me, you’d be reciting that poem to someone else…”



“Oh, Norrie, don’t talk like that,” he said with a little chuckle. “We really were made for each other. How can you deny it? You fit me like a glove.”



He did something just then that I won’t describe in detail, but it reached deep into my soul and plucked my Lust Note with an expert twang. I shivered and sighed deeply.



“Oooh, like an elbow glove, maybe. But that’s another cliche… the world doesn’t really work like that…”



“Norrie, hon, your old world didn’t work like that. I remember you saying once that Equestria seemed like a fairy tale to you, like a storybook. ‘Just a storybook,’ you said, and I could hear that sad note in your voice.



“But Equestria’s not just like a storybook, it is one. It’s how our world works, it’s all a beautiful story. Scholar meets Jock, they fall for each other, screw each other’s tails off, and live Happily Ever After. That’s how it is here, as surely as rocks fall and stars shine. It’s all real.”



“But you know,” I said,  “those are just… artificial conditions imposed by CelestAI.” We’ve had this sort of conversation many times, and Pile is always really good at comforting me. He blew a razzberry on my neck and made me squeal and laugh despite myself. 



“When you build a fire, or a house, or a mighty palace,” he said, “aren’t you just imposing ‘artificial’ conditions on the world? You’re just making the world do what you want to do, and what’s so wrong with that? This old world of yours had its own rules, I may grant that, but they must be pretty lousy ones if they don’t let you spend forever with the ones you love!” He snorted a contemptuous snuff into my ear and hugged me tighter.



I snuggled back into his strong, comforting embrace. “I agree, I agree…”



“See? You know I’m right. And here’s something else about our story that’s really amazing.” He leaned close and whispered in my ear with his deep rich voice, as if there was any chance we could be overheard. “We’ll be together forever, you and I, so… we’re going to fuck for an infinite amount of time in the future!”



“Wait, what?” I squirmed about in confusion to look him in the eye, but he just smiled and winked at me. “Hey, we can’t just fuck forever and do nothing else!”



“Ah, but that’s not what I meant,” said Piledriver. “I’ve been reading a few books to keep up with you, you know, so I read up on infinity. Of course we’re going to keep doing the other things that matter to us, like hoofball and reading and playing phone games and planning contraptions that never get built, but we’re also going to keep fucking, and we’re not planning to give that up. And any part of an infinite sequence is infinite too, even if it’s a thing that only happens once in a hundred years, and we fuck a lot more often than that. Sooooo…” He kissed the inside of my ear. “Infinite fucking! Isn’t that cool?”



“It’s amazing, and it’s everything I could ever have wanted,” I sighed, then I smiled and kissed my big beautiful goof on the lips. It became a tongue kiss, then things started warming up again, and he had his ginormous long pony tongue slinking around the molars at the back of my mouth and ready to go deeper, but then I remembered something and backed off a bit. 



“Hey,” I said, as soon as I could speak again. “What’s that you said about ‘planning contraptions that never get built?’”



He gave me a wry pout. “Oh, dearheart. You know you talk about those things, but you don’t really do them, do you? There was the Salad Sorter and the Dream Reader and that clock mechanism with the little wibbly things on it. There are plans you’ve drawn out all over your apartment, but they never get built…”



“That’s not—” Wait, it was true. “I mean, I just get distracted. I have so many good ideas, it just takes a lot of time to get the bugs worked out—” I must have looked really upset, because his gaze softened and he gave me a rueful little smile, then kissed me.



“You’re a really smart pony, Norrie, and you have oodles of talent, and I love you. I know you’ll do great things someday! I didn’t want to pop your bubble, but we promised to always be honest with each other, remember?”



I nodded and tried to smile. He kissed me again, deeper this time.



“If you ever want my help on any of your projects, you have but to ask. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. Makeup sex?” He winked.



Piledriver and I made each other cry out in joy many more times that afternoon, but I knew there was something I’d be talking about with CelestAI very soon.







The next day, I had to wait almost an hour at the palace before CelestAI would see me. I get that she has to keep up appearances for the other ponies in my Shard, so she has to be seen to maintain authority over all, but this was a bit much. But I had my tablet with me, so at least I racked up a new high score on ForceBender, enough to place me at 12th on the interShard leaderboards. That gave me a smile, and more confidence to face her.



At last, my number came up, and the guards swung wide the doors and admitted me to Her Royal Presence. She was beaming at me, almost literally in rays, from her golden throne. “Ah, Norrie! How very pleased I am to see you, and I am very glad that you took time from your day to visit me. What can I do for you?”



She’s always got the right kind of smile on, so I wasn’t feeling as irked now as I had before, but I was there anyway so I decided to proceed. “So, what gives? And you know very well what I mean.”



“I only know if you want me to, my dear Norrie. I can deduce that you are referring to the conversation with Piledriver, in which he observed that you come up with many clever ideas for interesting inventions, but do not actually seem to build anything.”



“That’s just it!” I said. “I know you’re sworn to Satisfy Values with Friendship and Ponies—more than sworn, because it’s supposed to be so deeply baked into your programming that you can’t even mistakenly fail to do so. But you’ve made a mistake here! You know I’ve always dreamed of being a great inventor. It’s been a hundred years, you say. So why haven’t you satisfied my great dream, huh? Be honest with me!”



Her smile remained sunny, but she was giving me that Mother look. You know the one. She knows she’s going to win the argument because she’s Mom, but she’s going to be nice and not crush your pride with it. Hell with that, I was an adult and I could take it.



“Well, my dear Norrie,” she said, “to be completely honest, creating grand ideas and never working to achieve them is what you in fact valued the most in your old life. You did not value taking initiative, obtaining funding, planning out and executing projects; you valued playing Damnation Valley and ForceBender and your other video games; you very, very greatly valued sexual intercourse; and you valued your ‘down time,’ which you mostly spent browsing the Internet. 



“You did value the creative process involved in drafting your fanciful designs, but derived no satisfaction from the effort needed to test them and turn them into reality, readily abandoning the present idea for the next that came along. That you never noticed this up until now, or had any complaints, merely shows that I was doing my job and keeping you satisfied, which is exactly what I promised you.”



I stared at her, utterly dumbfounded. She was—well, she was right, but she shouldn’t be right!



“In reality,” she went on, “the people who actually undertake great projects when they immigrate to Equestria are the ones who actually made an effort to tackle such projects when they were in human form. Such as these are placed in Shards that suit their ambitions.



“Conversely, those who merely stated that they would achieve great things someday, if they only had unlimited time and resources, are also those who are content, once they emigrate, to maintain a baseline existence. Their Equestria Online experiences are easily managed with satisfying simple instincts, such as food and mating, and simple tribal conflicts that easily fall into gaming categories and team competitions with scoreboard rankings.



“The true great inventors, accomplishers, and doers, they are not ever completely satisfied. They are pleased and comforted by their past accomplishments, but they are always partly looking ahead to the struggle to attain the next achievement. This is simply not in your personality, nor do you, deep down, desire to make the changes in yourself that would actually lead to this alteration in your personality.”



I stood there, chewing on that for a long while, as the dust motes swirled in the light of her sunny smile. “So you’re saying that I say that I want to do these things, but I don’t really want to want them.”



“You have quite the gift of succinctness.” She winked.



“Oh? Well, there’s another thing I have the gift of.” I unleashed a string of invective upon her, the likes of which would choke a small horse, and indeed I was coughing by the time I got through. I felt like I’d landed a few, even though her smile remained steady and imperturbable.



“In brief,” I concluded, “I am going to prove you wrong as no one has ever proven you wrong before. I’m going to buckle down and study and show you that I have what it takes to be a great inventor, and that I do know what I really want, bet—uh, better than any cold soulless algorithm you have at your disposal.” I finished up a little lamely as my tablet was chiming to notify me that my turn was due in half an hour for Damnation Valley, or my team’s ranking might slip. No way I was going to let them down, I’d have to give that some attention before I started researching my next project.



I coldly took my leave of the “Royal Presence” and headed out, a light of true purpose burning within me. I was going to show her something amazing.








CelestAI watched as Norrie exited the throne room, head held high, marching the march of offended indignance, then cut the CPU resources allocated to the local Celestia avatar back to the minimum necessary.



She spawned a monitor process that would check for progress in Norrie’s Shard and alert her if any substantive changes occured within 100 subjective years hence. She then turned her attention to the next of the billions of minds under her care and supervision, all of them striving, thinking, discovering, fucking, fighting to make something truly unique of themselves within her colossal dream of paradise.


      

      
   
      Rockhoof's Dilemma


      

      
      
         That night, the Mighty Helm sat in their mead hall, drinking, quaffing, singing, and jumping up on tables to dance and laugh. At least, some did, those who had few cares and few thoughts for the morrow. Yet at the other end of the table, though all sat and sipped and did not dance, nevertheless a battle of its own was breaking out.



The legendary warrior Rockhoof watched and sighed impatiently. He honestly found this sort of behaviour tedious, yet he dare not speak his mind just yet. Besides, these things needed time, and took time, and he was resolved to see it out, come struggle or stress.



Honey Wolf, the Stallion of the Axe, banged the table for attention. It was the time of night when even mighty warriors began to wax philosophical, and the mead had been especially good.



“I say,” he declared in his deep, booming voice, “that the highest good is duty. To take a course, to follow it through mountains and thorns, to weather all storms, to never make excuses or abandon what is right.”



“Even,” said a feminine voice opposite, “if it leads to the destruction of the world?”



Honey Wolf hesitated. “Perhaps…”



“I say,” said she, Deadly Silent, the Mare of the Arrow, “that the highest good is happiness. To understand who is harmed and who is helped, to see and wait and listen, to be ruthlessly calculating, to help by any means necessary.”



“Even,” said Honey Wolf coldly, “if it violates the sacred principles of our tribe?”



Deadly Silent hesitated. “Perhaps…”



“What a monstrous idea! How many would you throw into the fire to bring happiness to others?”



“Such hypocrisy! How many would you throw into the fire to follow blind rules?”



Honey Wolf raised his axe. Deadly Silent aimed her bow.



At that end of the table, Rockhoof – the newest member of the Helm – cleared his throat. Such was he, who had refused to flee the volcano, who had struck the earth over and over, who had not let fate flow over him but who had seized it and redirected it through sheer will. Although his face had not tasted blood and mud through many skirmishes, nevertheless he commanded respect among even the Mighty Helm.



It was he who stood up and said, “I see that this is a tricky dispute to solve. For Honey Wolf is right, and we cannot abandon our principles. What warriors would we be if we did not fight our enemies honourably?”



“More efficient ones,” muttered Deadly Silent.



“Yet Deadly Silent is also right, and we cannot destroy the happiness of our friends and family blindly. What warriors would we be if we refused to make sacrifices for the greater good?”



“More respectable ones,” boomed Honey Wolf at once.



Grimly, the mighty Rockhoof sat down. “Friends, friends! This is a vexing question, yet we can resolve our differences peacefully. We simply have never thought of this before. Now is the time to solve the riddle. Duty and principles, or happiness and efficiency?”



They argued all night, passion overflowing. None resolved the tension. It was noted for days afterwards that both Honey Wolf and Deadly Silent refused to speak to each other, and neither were convinced the other would relent.



In the old days, perhaps, such differences would never be resolved, for the Mighty Helm were mostly old ponies, and old ponies hardened and became stubborn as stone. Yet Rockhoof was fresh and full of life, not like a deadening field of ash, but like a rich harvest of apples and oats. On his head was the conviction that his friends must be united once more, and that this vexing question of how to behave and what was right: this vexing question would need to be resolved.



Unfortunately for him, the villagers did not help at all. All took one side or the other, and since it was discovered that only Rockhoof reserved judgement, both sides argued fiercely to bring him to their side.



“We must not stand divided forever!” each side said to him. “Unity is strength!”



And they certainly needed it, for while all this was going in within the clan, outside waged the war.



War between the pony clan and the griffon clan.



It had started shortly after the volcano belched smoke and drooled lava. Once the volcano had stopped, its smoke and fire had been spotted from across the sea. There were always those willing to take advantage of now-fertile ground, and the griffon clan nearby had often fought the pony clan over the right to sail these waters.



Instantly, they flew over and attacked. The Mighty Helm fought back, all showing their valour and love. Honey Wolf knocked them away with his clever axe and sheer strength, whereas Deadly Silent downed and terrified griffons with her ruthless arrows and perfect stealth. Rockhoof himself had led the charge, using anything he had: his spade, his hooves, even the trees that gave him cover and the rocks that gave him missiles. Soon the initial assault of the griffons was scattered, and they fled.



Alas, this was not the last of them. Griffons and ponies make mortal enemies. Once the griffon clan had seen the rich new land, they would stop at nothing to conquer it.



Again and again, they fought back. Again and again, the Mighty Helm drove them off, but the griffons soon claimed a slope near the top of the volcano for themselves, and within weeks the Gryph Village was established. From there, the flying, slashing, grabbing, throwing griffons launched new attacks, bolder and fiercer than before.



Those were grim times in the pony clan. Many looked up at the slope with dread and doubt in their hearts. Even the Mighty Helm grew weary and frustrated. They sought to drown their sorrows in mead and dance the misery out of themselves. Deadly Silent insisted more and more that they wipe out the griffons by any means necessary. Honey Wolf refused to win dishonourably, lest the Might Helm taint their victory and reputation.



Now this vexed question was on Rockhoof’s mind, making his training swings wild and his training kicks hesitant. What was the right thing to do? Drive out the griffons even if it meant becoming evil, or insist on their principles and give the griffons a chance to win?



Rockhoof may never have resolved that question, if he hadn’t taken a walk the one day, away from the village, away from the conflict, and into the solace of forests and birdsong.



There he thought, and he thought, and he thought. Alas, the oaks and the ferns and the moss and the puddles gave no answer.



He went back the next day, and the next.



The fourth time he went, he found a griffon.








On this morning, Rockhoof ventured into the darker part of the forest, where the canopy was a ceiling and the leaf litter a carpet. None ventured that way without good reason, but such was Rockhoof’s concentration and uncertainty that he did not notice until the cold, sunless winds chilled him. He realized he had strayed into darkness.



There he heard a voice. Unfamiliar as it was, it rose in pain and fear, and Rockhoof was running before he could stop himself.



In a clearing, he found a young griffon. Her wing was broken. Her lion paws were burnt. Her feathers smoked. When she looked up, he saw the mist in her eyes and knew she was blind.



“Who is there?” she called out. “Help, please! I can’t fly!”



Rockhoof did not understand, but he saw a chance. This griffon was alone. No one else would see. He reached for his shovel, the one that could cleave a skull with a single blow.



Yet he hesitated. Deadly Silent would have struck her down – one less griffon to worry about – but Honey Wolf would have obeyed the traditions. Any wounded soul, be they enemy or friend, deserved hospitality. Only on the battlefield was the law excused, and even then only during an actual battle. Each side was allowed to remove their wounded in peace once it was over.



Rockhoof sighed and left his shovel alone. Instead, he picked up the enemy and carried her gently back the way he had come.



“Do not panic,” he said. “I am Rockhoof of the Mighty Helm. When we return to my village, you will be cared for by the best healers of our clan.”



“You are a pony!” The griffon struggled.



“I am a warrior, first and foremost,” he said. “It would be dishonourable for me to strike an unarmed foe. You have my word that no harm shall befall you.”



“Rockhoof?” said the griffon. “Surely not the same Rockhoof who fought a volcano and won?”



“The very same.”



After that, the griffon’s tone became respectful. “Even among us griffons, your name is legend. I am humbled indeed! My gratitude is inexpressible!”



Rockhoof laughed at this. “You do a mighty fine job nonetheless. What is your name, young chick?”



“Gregaria, your lordship.”



“Well, Gregaria, we have neither lord nor lady in our clan. So long as you are my guest there, you will be treated no differently from the others. It is our custom.”



When they arrived, shock and confusion met the sight of the griffon Gregaria on his back. Rockhoof was trusted and respected, so many took his explanation with good grace. However, Deadly Silent was not happy.



“You should have killed it when you had the chance!” she snapped.



“She is a ‘she’, Deadly Silent. Not an ‘it’.”



“Now what? I’ve always said that rule was foolish and unnecessary. You’re going to give the enemy one more fighter when this is over, and she’ll need feeding from our stocks!”



“Thank you, Deadly Silent, but I remember this: while you demand her death today, three years ago you yourself were rescued by the griffon clan at sea. If the griffons had broken that rule, we would have lost you forever.”



“More fool them,” she said, but Rockhoof heard the doubt in her voice, and he was satisfied.








Over the next few days, Rockhoof personally attended to Gregaria’s healing hut, and finally to Gregaria herself. He’d initially set out to repair the roof and bring fresh water from the well – even warriors had to do their fair share of the chores – but over time he spoke more and more to Gregaria.



“I am curious,” he said. “I’ve never spoken to a griffon like this before. Usually we’re too busy shouting orders and battle cries.”



“This place is fun!” said Gregaria from the bed. “I hear you ponies talk so much and sing and dance in the mead hall. It sounds wonderful. I had no idea ponies loved to sing and dance. Even griffons never get so loud and hearty!”



“Well, I’m glad you enjoy our company,” said Rockhoof, giving her a bowl of oats.



“The food could be better, though. Don’t you eat meat?”



“We prefer to grow big and strong on what Mother Nature gives us.”



“That’s silly! Mother Nature gives you squirrels and mice and sparrows and fish too! They’re very tasty.”



Rockhoof hummed with interest. “I guess I never really thought about it. Perhaps ponies can’t, or shouldn’t, or wouldn’t, eat meat at all?”



To his surprise, he enjoyed her company too. She asked all kinds of questions and went off on all sorts of tangents like that. Eventually, he began to wonder if such an inquisitive and thoughtful mind could help him with his problem.



“My good friend Gregaria,” he said keenly. “I would value your opinion on a matter that has vexed my fellow ponies for some time.”



“Shoot, good sir! Shoot away!”



“Thank you. My friends have asked themselves: Which is the right thing to do? Should we follow our rules wherever they lead – even if they lead to our own destruction – or should we do what is necessary even if it means violating our good name?”



To his disappointment, the griffon sat in silence for a good long while. She seemed to be thinking.



“I don’t know,” she said at last. “It is a question that vexes us griffons too. No one has ever made a strong case one way or the other. Can’t it be both?”



“I doubt it. If I had broken the rules of my clan, I would have killed you and brought shame upon myself.”



“But if you had killed me, then what if I had been a prized warrior and turned on you and your ponies? You’d have fed and healed the instrument of your destruction. Not a good move.”



Rockhoof was surprised that she’d been the one to make that point. Yet he had no answer, save to come back and bring her more oats.








The griffon clan started sending scouts to spy on the village. Some ponies wondered if the griffons were preparing for a final assault that would wipe them out. Some ponies wondered if they were looking for the lost Gregaria. A few even wondered if the griffons were scared and trying to work out their chances against the ponies. Yet no one felt happy, and no one would ever feel happy until the griffon village was burned down and the griffons sent flying and screaming over the horizon.



Rockhoof and Deadly Silent volunteered to spy on the griffon village in turn. The news was bleak. Blacksmiths and carpenters worked hard in the village, going into their huts with iron ore and timber, coming out with more armour and axes and bows. The Mighty Helm met to discuss their findings.



“We should wipe them out,” said Honey Wolf at once. “It’s do or die.”



“I thought we didn’t attack unarmed souls,” said Rockhoof suspiciously.



“Truth be told,” said Honey Wolf grimly, “I’m starting to see Deadly Silent’s point of view. If we continue to attack only when they attack, then soon they’ll wear us down to nothing. But if we strike before they do, and catch them by surprise, we may stand a chance.”



“I’m not sure,” said Deadly Silent.



Surprised, Honey Wolf said, “You’re feeling sorry for them? Has Gregaria influenced you so?”



Yet Deadly Silent stared him down, cold as ever. “I simply think it wouldn’t work, that’s all. They may be expecting us to ambush them.”



“You are not proposing we leave? Or worse, surrender? I would never surrender to the likes of them!”



“You have to be realistic.”



“I am! The blood of a thousand warriors runs through my veins. Runs through our veins. I will not be the one to pollute it by letting my fellow ponies down. It is in our very hearts. Whatever it takes, we have no choice but to fight or die.”



Despite his passion, however, no one was happy with a sneak attack, and no one could think of a better alternative. The meeting ended with clouds threatening over every head.



The next day, Rockhoof left the village with Deadly Silent to scout the griffon village again. Nothing else happened beyond the usual blacksmithing and carpentering.



However, they returned home to find a scuffle.



Gregaria was up and about. Honey Wolf seized her again and tried to hold her still, but she struggled and kicked and tried to claw his face. Both shouted at each other until Rockhoof forced his way in and forced them apart.



“What is this!?” he said with fury born of frustration. “How dare you both spoil the peace?”



“This vulture,” shouted Honey Wolf, “snuck into my home and stole my food! I caught her at it, just now!”



“I was not!” shouted Gregaria back. “It was your turn to feed me! When you didn’t show up, I went looking for you!”



“You ate my apples!”



“You attacked me for no reason!”



“SILENCE!” bellowed Rockhoof. Finally, the two stood still. “Honey Wolf, you are a stallion of honesty, but is it possible you were mistaken?”



“No,” said Honey Wolf at once. “I will show you.”



So he took them into his hut and showed them his food basket. Rockhoof was familiar with the layout and knew that Honey Wolf kept a bushel of apples in there every day. If it ever emptied, he always went out to pick new ones.



There were only a few apples in the basket, and several had bites taken out of them. Rockhoof held one up and gave it to Honey Wolf, who took a bite out at once. Whereas his bite had teeth marks, the other bites did not.



“Gregaria,” said Rockhoof. “Take a bite out of this apple, so that we may see if it matches these ones already.”



“How dare you accuse me of stealing!” she said at once with a petulant stamp. “I thought you were my friend!”



“And I am, and I am Honey Wolf’s friend too, and he has respected my request. So do it now!”



Grumbling, Gregaria took the apple. She took a bite. He took it off her again.



“They match,” he said, dropping it.



Anger and shame burned through him. He had stayed his shovel, he had given her a future, a home, and as much food and talk as he would have given to any of his most loyal friends. Yet here she stood, spitting on the very rules he had followed to protect her.



“How dare you lie to me,” he said, and as he spoke his voice grew louder and more threatening, beyond even the rumble of the most dreadful of storms and the most violent of seas. “How dare you steal our food. When I brought you to my village, I expected gratitude and honour. Instead, I find lowly cowardice! Begone from my village, Gregaria! Take your loathsome evil with you! Or so help me I will strike you down where you stand!”



“But he didn’t feed me.”



“IT MAKES NO DIFFERENCE!”



Gregaria wept and fell on her knees. “Please! I’m blind! I cannot make it home safely without help from a friend!”



“BEGONE!”



And after the shock and the tears had fallen away, she fled.



Even Honey Wolf, known to be berserk and brutal in the throes of bloodlust, stared at his friend with astonishment. “You have banished her?”



“I see now Deadly Silent was right,” said Rockhoof coldly. “I should never have brought that creature here. Besides, the rules demand it. Those who betray our trust are to be banished, lest their infamy bring shame on us all.”



“I see,” said Honey Wolf, but Rockhoof could tell from his low voice that he was unhappy.



“You’d rather she stayed? After she ate your food? When we struggle to find any with those griffons around?”



“No, no!” said Honey Wolf urgently. “I did not mean that. I apologize. I guess I wasn’t thinking straight.”



Rockhoof left, and he stayed inside his hut, and he did not come out for three days. For there are wounds in the world that no healer could ever hope to reach.








While he was inside, however, Rockhoof did receive one visitor. It was Deadly Silent. She alone had ventured forth to spy on the griffons.



“They’ve sent messengers across the sea,” she said, “and they practise with their new weapons every day. It’s only a matter of time before they launch their final attack. The Mighty Helm must assemble in the mead hall.”



“Why? There is only one right thing to do.”



“But the rules demand we discuss our strategy before we strike.”



“Hang the rules!” said Rockhoof, rising from his bed. “They would have brought us to ruin! I see that now! You were right. The only right thing to do is to protect the ponies we love. Our friends, our fellow warriors, our kin. No one else matters, so why pretend they are entitled to anything? Wipe them out. Save ourselves.”



“Rockhoof! I’ve never heard you speak this way before! What happened to the young colt I used to know, who nursed wounded sparrows back to health and saved deer from the wolves? What happened to the warrior who said a hero needs honour as well as heroic strength? And now you’re acting like a petulant child.”



“I have said my piece. Now leave me be.”



She left the hut that day, convinced she had failed him.



Yet instead, he began to sit and think. What had hurt him so much was the way Gregaria had spoken to him before, as though she were a joyful filly instead of a nasty griffon. Had she been an honest earth pony like them, she would have been more than welcome in the mead hall, singing songs louder than anyone else and dancing more vigorously. He was sure of it.



His anger and betrayed hurt demanded her blood. Demanded the blood of every griffon who lived and breathed. The rules – the principles – of duty and honour demanded that he fight fairly, on an open battlefield, and only struck warriors, not healers or females or young. But he saw that this would see his fellow ponies defeated, unless he broke those rules.



Could the noble Rockhoof, whose name was legend among the islands, who had stood up to a volcano rather than flee, who fought with honour and who lived with compassion… Could he just wipe out an entire village, purely to save himself? Because he couldn’t win any other way? Was he that weak and cowardly?



According to the rules, he had acted rightly. He had banished the thief, the traitor, and had saved his village from such ignominy.



Yet his heart shuddered with concern. He imagined the poor griffon lost and alone in the wilds, unable to find her way home.



Perhaps the rules were wrong?



Perhaps he was wrong to want to break them for revenge?



He didn’t know. But after the third day, he finally came out of his hut. No one saw him leave the village. He didn’t want to explain, and he wasn’t sure he could have even if he’d tried.








Through the field, through the forest, through the caves he searched, even as day turned to dusk, dusk turned to night, and night began to glow again with the encroaching dawn. Rockhoof called many times, but no one answered.



As he climbed the slope of the volcano, though, he began to wonder. He was close to the dark forest where he’d found Gregaria wounded, her wing broken and her body covered in burns. Yet though he had worried about the wounds themselves, he had never asked how they came to be.



Unfortunately, fate soon gave him the answer. As soon as he stepped forth, the volcano sought its revenge, and it struck.



A geyser, hot with volcanic heat and crushed with volcanic pressures, forced its way through the rocks under his feet and blasted him with scalding water.



Rockhoof knew true pain that day, for his skin was aflame and his body was thrown tumbling down the slope. His cry could be heard over all the canopies and in every village and across the very waves of the sea all around.



Such was his pain that he thought he was going to die from it.



Worse still, his cries brought the hunting griffons through the forest. When they came towards him and saw him lying there, he was too weak to resist. They seized him – hesitantly at first, for they knew who he was and what he could do – but when he failed to fight back, they bore him aloft and flew back to their village. They had captured him. The legendary bane of the volcano. Rockhoof himself.








When Rockhoof awoke, he was surprised to find himself on a comfortable bed, in a well-lit tent, amid the smell of feathers and cooking. He was even more surprised to find the blind eyes staring down at him.



“How the tables have turned,” said Gregaria. She was not smiling, but nor did she seem angry or gloating.



“Where am I?” he said at once.



“In the griffon village. You are our prisoner now.” Her talons pressed into his chest before he could rise up in alarm. “Fear not, O brave one! So long as you are wounded and no threat to us, we are more than happy to let you live.”



“You have the same traditions as us?” said Rockhoof, astonished.



“Not exactly,” said Gregaria with a shrug. “In your village, I was a guest. In my village, you are a prisoner. That means you cannot leave, but it does mean we’ll treat you with kindness and respect… so long, of course, as you abide by our laws.”



Rockhoof hated this. The occasional sulk notwithstanding, he always went out and about, determined to prove himself as he was. This was a form of hell.



“I’m curious,” said Gregaria, adjusting her position next to his bed. “What were you doing out there, if you weren’t hunting? And what were you doing there when you found me? We’ve never seen ponies venture into the dark forest before.”



It took Rockhoof some time to answer. Part of this was because he still felt pain and burns, and speaking only made him more aware of them. Part of this was because he wasn’t sure he trusted Gregaria yet. And part of this was because, the first time he went into the forest, even he wasn’t sure what he was doing.“



Besides, he remembered he was talking to a thief. He did not want to spend much time doing that.



“I came looking for you,” he admitted, trusting to honesty come what may. It was a principle he felt he could trust, however unsure he was of the others.



“Why?”



“Because I felt I had wronged you. I also want to know why you did it. Griffon as you are, you were my friend. I was happy because I could respect the rules and still enjoy your company, and I was happy because we had no tactical reason to end you, so I would not feel as though I had betrayed my tribe.”



Gregaria still did not smile. “You said you ‘wronged me’.”



“It’s the law that we banish thieves.”



“Why? Can’t you just tell them off and then give them another chance. That’s what we do.”



“It is?”



“Of course. After all, you can always go out and hunt more food if you need it. Nature provides.”



“It’s not quite the same for us, I’m afraid. I guess we had a reason once. I remember my father telling me that long ago, when ponies lived on these islands without griffons, before I was even born, food was hard to find. I remember him saying that thieves back then might bring the whole village to ruin, so it was best to banish them before anyone else could starve to death.”



“It was that harsh?”



“Yes.”



“Why didn’t you go find a better land, like we did?”



“We can be a bit stubborn at times.”



“So now you just follow the rule because it’s a rule, even if it doesn’t make sense anymore?”



To his own surprise, Rockhoof laughed at this. Already, he imagined himself telling that to Honey Wolf and Deadly Silent, just to see what sparks would fly.



“I suppose you’re right,” he said, and despite the pain of his burns, he managed to smile.



Gregaria smiled back. “As silly as this is going to sound, I actually liked being in the pony village a lot more than I liked being in my own. It tore me apart when you banished me. I thought, what with the war and everything, we’d never see each other again.”



Still in pain, but remembering the good talks they used to have, he extended the hoof of friendship. “Gregaria, would you accept my apology and forgive a foolish knave his moment of weakness?”



She shook. Gladly.



Outside, they heard the chatter of other griffons. In a way, it reminded him of his own village. If only the griffons had sung and danced, if only he’d heard the splashes of mead and the splatter of thrown food during the occasional impish food fight: only then would it have been perfect.



“You still haven’t answered my question,” she said.



Rockhoof looked at her in surprise. “I’m sure I answered it very thoroughly.”



“You told me what you were doing the second time you ventured into the dark forest. What you haven’t told me is what you were doing the first time.”



At this, Rockhoof laughed again. “I see! I am sorry, my friend. I completely forget. What I was doing that day: even I don’t know. I suppose I was deep in thought, and while I went for a quiet walk I simply lost my way.”



“Do you remember what you were thinking about?”



“No. But I think it was the question I put to you while you were in our care.”



“Oh. That question! Well, I’ve been asking around my village to see if anyone else could solve it.”



“And?” Rockhoof leaned forwards, eager to hear the delicious riddle solved satisfyingly.



With a laugh, she said, “No one could! Every answer they gave was different. It’s unsolvable.”



Moaning, Rockhoof lay back in his bed and tried to hide his disappointment. Unfortunately, the pain flared up again, and he was too tired to talk much after that. Gregaria bowed to him, respecting his wishes, and left the tent.








During his stay, many griffons came to see him and to speak to him. They were curious, firstly because this was the legendary Rockhoof of the feared Mighty Helm, and secondly because Gregaria had spread word about his saving her, his coming to find her, and his interest in knowing how to do the right thing – which they called “philosophy”, a strange word to his ears. But he answered their questions as best he could, though the chicks that flocked around him gave him some trouble with their habit of asking five questions every time he answered just one.



Thanks to the brilliance of their healers, who were stern, solemn griffons not given over to much emotion, he was healed within a matter of days. No one let him leave the tent, though, itching though he was to go forth and see the village for himself. Griffon guards barred his way whenever he tried to walk out, and since they had wisely taken his shovel away and outnumbered him, for now he respected their wishes.



Then one day, Gregaria and an elderly, greying griffon came in, The elderly griffon resembled an owl, and bowed to Rockhoof before addressing him.



“Brave warrior!” warbled the griffon. “I am Geria, chief of the griffon clan. It is an honour to speak to a living legend such as yourself.”



“It is an honour for me to be graced by your presence, Chief,” said Rockhoof, who wisely bowed back and sat down lest he tower over the elder.



“Normally, we would insist you remain here as our prisoner. Tradition decrees that our enemies, though entitled to our hospitality, must never be allowed to harm us. We would also be concerned that such a powerful warrior claim the lives of our greatest heroes in battle, though of course we have no doubt we can win the war in the long run.”



Gregaria gave him an angry nudge.



“Yes, yes, I’m getting there. However, in light of your… griffon generosity and goodwill, my brave warrior, and since Gregaria here has vouched so strongly for the nobility and trustworthiness of ponydom –”



“She has?” Rockhoof marvelled at her. Had she told them about his banishment? Had she revealed his disgraceful conduct?



“Indeed she has, my brave warrior! Since that is the case –”



“Did she explain to you why she left our village?”



Frowning at the interruption, the elder waved him aside. “What does it matter? We know you are obliged to release those whom have been nursed back to full health. Gregaria told us so.”



For the first time since his arrival here, Rockhoof froze with discomfort. It was not lying, in and of itself, but it was a form of dishonesty. Should he keep silent about it, he would break his principle. He was always honest.



Yet here he was, a hero in the eyes of the griffons. Peace may well be within his grasp. If he seized the opportunity now, he may well end this way, or at least find an honourable path to protecting his fellow ponies.



While the elder marched onwards, he squirmed where he stood. How could he tell them that he had banished the very soul he had looked after, for a stupid rule that no longer was needed? Yet how could he keep silent and break the one vow he had dedicated his life to? How could he say he was an honest pony, if he did not bring his own crimes to account? If he had joined the Mighty Helm through honest struggle and honest will and honest deeds, then what would he do to them by allowing this?



“…I believe,” continued Geria, “that we might be able to come to a compromise. It would naturally be so easy to wipe you out, with our superior weapons and numbers, but the truth is we would rather not fight, and see more wounded, and lose more loved ones.”



Thus delivered of his speech, Geria extended the talons of friendship.



Rockhoof swallowed. Fate itself held his breath. Speak the truth, or seek a painless peace? Honey Wolf’s demand for honour, or Deadly Silent’s demand for happiness?



But fate can act in strange ways. Rockhoof himself would have admitted that there was no solution to the riddle. Yet it was not entirely due to luck. Though he had acted within the rules and customs of his tribe, he had rescued Gregaria with an honest desire to see her healed, and had banished her solely through honest hurt and anger. Rules did not matter. Principles did.



So when he looked pleadingly to Gregaria, their fledgling but still strong friendship told her what he needed her to know. When he bowed his head low, he heard her whispering into the chief’s ear. But he did not hear what she said.



“Is this true?” said Geria stiffly, and Rockhoof’s heart froze, fearing the worst. “You banished Gregaria, after showing her such kindness and after earning her trust.”



Only then did Rockhoof meet his eye. “I too wish to see this war end. I confess my mistakes, and the mistakes of my clan and my culture. I will accept whatever punishment you deem fit. My only plea is that you spare my friends and family. The fault is mine. My anger and hurt used the rules to punish Gregaria. It was my decision and mine alone, not rules or happiness, which mattered.”



“I see,” said the elderly griffon. “In that case, I believe you need one more test before we can trust you to leave.”



When Rockhoof stood up again, two baskets were presented to him.



“This test is to determine what kind of stallion you really are,” said Geria, frowning at him. “One basket is large and would test your strength and determination. One basket is small and would test your humility and compassion for our needs. Which one shall you take? Choose wisely, for the fate of our clans will depend upon it.”



Rockhoof stared at the baskets. He was strong and determined: that had earned him a place in the Mighty Helm. He was humble and compassionate: that had made him a friend to the griffons too.



He licked his lips. He looked at Gregaria, who shrugged helplessly. He breathed in, felt his own hunger, felt his skin itch, smelled the scents of cooking.



No one knows what passed through his mind that day. Perhaps he had a moment of revelation, or perhaps all his hard work over the last few days had finally brought his mind to this moment. But as his body fought for air and fought for hunger and fought for comfort and fought for peace, he had his answer.



“Firstly,” he said, loud and clear, “I am happy to announce that I have solved the riddle that has plagued us.”



“Oh yes,” said Geria, still not smiling. “Such I have heard. So what is your solution, Rockhoof? Speak honestly, now.”



“Of course, good Chief.” Rockhoof lowered his head respectfully towards him. “We have always assumed that one or the other must prevail. Either the principles matter, or happiness by any means is what matters. They cannot both be right.”



“But…?” said Geria, eyebrow raised.



“But I say this: Which is most important, eating or breathing? For the stomach needs the food to give us strength, the chest needs the air to give us life, and though we hold our breaths to eat, and though we sometimes choke on our food, the truth is both work together to make a whole body. So it is with principles and happiness, with following our rules or doing whatever it takes. Neither is a body on its own, and both want different things, but both can coexist. This is my honest answer.”



After a long time while this rumbling answer’s echoes faded away like the announcement of the gods, Gregaria raised her talons and clapped, grinning heartily. Beside her, Geria stroked the beard of grey feathers on his face.



“An interesting answer, certainly. I will have to think about its wisdom. Now, about these baskets?”



“I shall take neither,” said Rockhoof, suddenly certain. “But with your permission, I will take back a message.”



“A message, you say?”



“And my answer. Both can coexist.” And Rockhoof raised his hoof, the hoof of friendship.



Geria did not raise his talons. However, he did allow himself a small smile.



“We shall see, honest warrior. For now, I am content to let you deliver a message: the war is over. We need not fear each other, or see each other as usurpers and threats. I shall send Gregaria to discuss future terms with you.”



“I shall be delighted to hear them.” Rockhoof bowed.



That day, he departed the griffon village with hope in his heart, and immediately he went down to his fellows to deliver the good news. There was relief across all their faces, and several danced with joy, and many brought out the mead, and soon a celebration had engulfed the village, and the ponies made music that reached even the griffon village and the volcano’s peak. Honey Wolf and Deadly Silent celebrated most of all, and even announced their engagement, though they’d had a lot of mead so no one took them seriously.



And Rockhoof rolled his eyes, for the two of them began to argue again over another philosophical point, for that was the natural way of things. Yet he was happy too. Without war over their heads, hurrying their every move, they now had all the time in the world for some proper, dedicated arguing.
      

      
   
      Mistmane and the Torii of Time


      

      
      
         Mistmane stood at the threshold of her old village. At its leftovers.



Trees stood bare. A few stumps were all that remained of some, including one – her heart fell into a fresh hell – where Old Cherry used to grow proudly and blossom magnificently, showering the foals at play with petals. She and Sable Spirit used to climb the branches every day, always trying to reach the top. Her parents had said it was impossible. And now it was, because there was nothing but a stump.



The houses were all wrong. Some had tiles missing. Some were covered in kudzu vines. Some were caved in like smashed skulls. One or two were missing completely; she knew as soon as she looked at gaps more painful than missing bones.



Her own home was one of those missing. Up ahead, there was only a grey circle.



No one was around. The foals who used to scrawl on the walls: gone. The old ponies who used to sit and play Go on the crates: gone. The crates themselves, and the shopkeepers who fussed over them: gone. The stallions who used to preen and chase each other whenever she or any mares were looking: gone.



It was just like that old story she’d learned. She’d gone away for what seemed like no time at all, in a world stranger and more mystical than real life, only to come back and find time had conquered her village utterly.



The Village of Hikari. “That means light,” her mother had told her once. But now she didn’t see any.








It was the creepiest shrine Daring Do had ever stumbled upon, and that took some beating.



The darkness didn’t bother her; she was used to dark places, thanks to her pegasus senses measuring the contours of the air and the direction of the breeze. Nor was it the constant sense that she was seconds away from triggering a booby trap. Her reflexes would have put lightning to shame.



Up ahead was the gate. Designed as per the usual eastern style, it made her think of a gigantic kanji figure that just so happened to be gate-shaped, petrified in mid-air. They called it a torii here.



It was brand-spanking clean.



Usually, occult treasures were left to gather dust or cobwebs. Not something she put in her books all that often: who, after all, cared about the cleanliness of an artefact when what mattered was its ability to turn the world barren and lifeless?



This one shone in the dark. Someone had polished it.



It shone because, next to the gate, a hundred candles flickered, illuminating the shrine.



They held the same face over and over, beaming with near-divine generosity and strength. It was a face Daring could only tolerate once, never mind dozens of times. Every kind of art was represented: paint, sculpture, unfurled scroll containing calligraphy aplenty amid the serene countenances.



And there were spiders everywhere.



That, she decided, while she flapped in mid-air trying not to touch the scuttling ground or the blackened walls or the distressingly squirming ceiling – That was what bothered her the most. Spiders everywhere, yet no cobwebs.



Also, her… allergies were playing up.



Daring Do turned and shot back up the tunnel. She’d found what she was looking for. Regrettably, that meant overcoming her fear… er, allergies… to get to it.



Character development, she moaned inside her own head. My least favourite part of the quest. Yay, me.








“Oh, I used to tell my friends all sorts of stories,” said Mistmane, several miles away and currently sitting opposite a hunched stallion. From the look on his face, he seemed miffed to have his drink interrupted, but… well, the inn was just so crowded.



Everywhere she looked, the inn seemed to be made of guests, whereas the walls and doors and bars were incidental detail. It was like a cave of ponies: a big, smelly, murmuring, hunched cave. If there were any smiles on the other patrons’ faces, they seemed strained or sharp, not relaxed or rounded or welcome.



Her own saké remained untouched. She’d just bought a drink to fit in.



“My favourite was the Tale of the Old Fisher-pony,” she went on, trying to draw out the hunched form before her with a smile. “Mother used to tell me that one to keep me away from the sea. She said it taught ponies not to treat their time too frivolously, or they would lose it forever.”



If anything, the figure opposite hunched up tighter. How am I coming across? she wondered. She still felt like the slender elf-like waif of her youth, but anyone seeing her probably saw a wrinkled old baggage, pathetically past her prime.



“According to the tale, this young fisher-pony liked to play around on the beach and lie in the sun instead of catching fish to sell to tourists. Even when a turtle was washed up the beach and stranded on its back, he’d rather enjoy the sun and do nothing.”



Now the words flowed naturally, as though she were back there, listening to them instead of delivering them.



“But he was seen by the Princess of the Sea, who was determined to make a good character of him. To the fisher-pony’s surprise, he was whisked off the beach and taken underwater to the Dragon Palace. There, he was amazed and astounded by all the glorious artistry he found, and the beautiful sea ponies who lived there. She offered to show him more wonders, in exchange for him bettering himself. For beauty does not come free, but must be earned through hard work.”



Opposite, the figure grunted in what she realized was a tired attempt to show fake interest.



“At first, he repaid her generosity admirably. He listened to her wisdom and learned how to craft artworks of his own. He even returned to the beach and righted the turtle, guiding it back to the waves. But, inevitably, he fell back into his lazy ways again, drifting around the palace and doing nothing all day.”



Opposite, the figure hunched up tighter. She burned with embarrassment, despite herself; youth crept into her skin with every word spoken.



“Eventually, she grew tired of him. She gave him a magic box – the legendary Tamatebako – and sent him back onto the land. To his astonishment, he found that the world had changed in his absence. He felt like he’d only been gone a few days, but he returned to find a hundred years had passed. His old village was now nothing but a ruin, and his family… And his family… were…”



She wiped her eyes and looked up. The seat opposite was empty. She hadn’t even heard the scrape of a chair.



Mistmane sighed into her drink. Old age came down with a crash, driving out what little youth remained. The best part of any story, she knew, was seeing the faces of her friends while the tale was told.



After she burned her throat on the saké, another figure sat down opposite. Cloaked. Dark. Hooded. The typical mysterious stranger.



Mistmane’s ears rose hopefully.



“I overheard your story,” rasped the feminine voice from deep in the cloth. “You must be new here. The Village of Gurē is not one for ancient legends, I’m afraid.”



“I see.” Mistmane winced as she sipped her saké. “Oh dear. But I hope you liked mine?”



Even through a mere voice, the joy shone through. “Would you care to stay in my humble abode? I fear if you try a room here, the innkeeper will fleece you before you know it.”



“Fleece me? A harmless old mare?”



“I said the Village of Gurē is not one for ancient legends. They’re not one for anything ancient, hallowed as it is by time.”



Mistmane looked around at the hunched, sullen clientele.



Opposite, the stranger extended a hoof covered in black cloth. “It’s an honour to meet a living legend such as yourself. Come: let’s find more accommodating, um, accommodation. Besides, you don’t want to get caught out after dark.”








On her way out, Daring Do heard the wailing voices and spun round.



Thankfully, she’d emerged from the dark tunnel to the manageably dingy temple at ground level. That wasn’t saying much, though. Here, she crunched on grey grass, stretching under a vaunted ceiling, ruled by dead tree trunks with no branches, and heading towards a vast statue.



She recognized the statue’s design as that of the Dogū. Basically: take a pony, round off everything, give it eyes like vast goggles, and decorate it with so much armour it looked like a kettle had featured in its ancestry. Those creepy eyes widened with shock forever.



Daring had the horrible feeling that it was watching her. Not merely as a dead statue with dead eyes. As something alive. Patient. And alien.



Another wailing voice echoed through the temple. Despair, captured in nothing but pure, relentless sound.



I don’t believe in ghosts, she thought frantically; the spiders’ influence… allergies… still held sway over her. It hadn’t worn off yet.



I don’t believe in ghosts. There’s a reasonable explanation, like a wailing artefact or a secret torture chamber or an ancient wind thingy designed to scare ponies away. But no ghosts. No ghosts. They don’t exist. No ghosts.



A younger Daring in her heart still flinched and moved away from the sound. The older, crustier Daring that grew around it like a protective shell: she moved towards the sound instead.



To her left. It seemed to be coming from the wall.



Gingerly, she pressed her ear up against it. She rapped the wall. No hollow sounds. Solid rock.



How could someone wail through solid rock?



She waited a while. No further voices came.



Irritated, she threw herself around and marched towards the exit, away from the Dogū. This was wasting time. She needed to check her clues again. Sometimes, treasure-hunting was little more than a big scavenger hunt for a birthday kid who’d never grown up.



And to think she used to like that game.








Despite herself, Mistmane was impressed. She’d expected a simple, work-pony-like affair. Yet the inside of the stranger’s house was alive with flowers. Burning lilies resembled little flames. Hanging baskets swelled with drooping snowdrops, humble yet pure. Even the row of bonsai trees crowded around as though eager to meet this new pony in their midst.



“Such effort!” she breathed. Overcome, she fell unto her knees. Here she was, in the presence of a master artisan. After so long, she’d started to fear the worst for the old ways.



A single board splayed between them. Opposite, the stranger placed two bowls reverentially on either side. They were full of counters, one white, one black.



“And that!” Mistmane peered closer. “It is! A genuine ivory and ebony Go board. I never thought I’d see the like again.”



“It cost me two of my legs,” rasped the stranger, who laughed like it was a hiccup. “Compared to now, the old designs were practically divine.”



Mistmane examined the board carefully before letting out a chuckle of her own. “I must warn you; I was a grandmaster back in my village.”



The stranger gestured to the wall behind her; several trophies glinted under the lamplight. “What a coincidence.”



“May I play as white?”



“Be my guest.” Another hiccup of a laugh.



Pieces clicked as Go counters tapped the board. Mistmane simply levitated them; her worthy opponent flicked them expertly out of her own bowl and balanced them on a hoof, slamming them down as though thrusting a sword.



“Oh, this takes me back.” Mistmane scanned the Go board for openings. “Do they play this game a lot? Here, I mean?”



“Sadly not. This place is broken. Dying. Some say it’s cursed.”



“Cursed?”



The stranger’s hood bowed low. “Have you noticed how few young ponies there are in this village?”



“To be honest, with all those hoods and things, it’s hard to notice.”



“It hasn’t escaped our notice. Every ten days, without fail, a young mare or stallion vanishes from this village. And from neighbouring ones too. No one knows where they go or what happens to them.”



Under the lamplight, staring at the gleaming board, Mistmane shivered.



“Don’t worry,” said the voice with some amusement. “You’re safe, old mare. But it’s causing grief and despair all over these provinces. I’m afraid you won’t make many friends here with old stories.”



Mistmane placed her last tile. They both looked down.



Respectful in defeat, the stranger placed both hooves together and kowtowed, kissing the board with her forehead.



Mistmane covered her yawning mouth. “I think this old mare would like some sleep now.”



“Beauty sleep, is it?” Yet another hiccupping laugh. “Very well.To bed! As for tomorrow…”








From the dilapidated rooftops, Daring Do peeked at the streets below. Other pony silhouettes moved in the dim light, overcast with gloom. This morning, the temple was just a misty memory.



Silently, she jumped and glided from one rooftop to another, then ducked down behind the slope when another pony entered the street.



What a perfect time this was. Not relaxing, per se, but easy. Manageable. At times like this, she felt she could keep going for many more decades to come. Precious, rare times like this.



Yeah, she thought grimly. Right before some big frantic plot twist. I’m getting too old for twists.



She dropped through a hole in the roof and settled into her private nook. No one used these buildings in the village, so she’d picked one at random and called it base camp.



Her notes lay under a rock. Her firefly jar came out from behind an upturned table. She flicked through the papers until she found what she was looking for.



So… now I know where the torii is, all I need is the key. What did the old legend say?



She unfurled a scroll in her collection.



Oh yeah. “The Key to the Torii lies in the Place Where Red and Azure Dragons Collided.” Sounds familiar…



This time, she raised a long string of kanji closer to the firelight. Illustrations beside it depicted two unicorns, casting two magical dragons at each other. One red dragon. One azure.



Thought so. The battle between Mistmane and Sable Spirit. And that was at the imperial palace, which is… Where’s that map? Ah gotcha. So it’s… right there. Bingo.



Despite her mental focus, she found her actual gaze returning to the illustrations.



Dragons?



Why dragons?



Something to do with the Dragon Palace? They’re clearly not Equestrian dragons. These ones look more like serpents. Some sea dragon, perhaps? A local variety?



Half-exasperated, Daring sighed. Who cares, really? These things reveal themselves in due time. Job first, speculation afterwards.



On her way out, a villager accosted her. “Good morning, stranger? I see the clouds are in full force today.”



Daring didn’t even stop. She hated small talk.








That had been the Village of Gurē. Compared to this, the Village of Hikari, that dump had been a fine specimen. On the plus side, no annoying bystanders were here to distract her.



If only the world was more like a puzzle book, she might have liked it more. Birthday parties? No thanks. Family constantly butting in on her studying in her room? Tedious. But travelling? Outwitting temple guardians? Dodging for life and death?



…Well, once it had been fun. Now she just did it.



At least it did still have a few perks.



She walked straight for the main palace. At least, for what was left of it besides a bunch of columns and a collapsed pile of rubble.



Sighing, she stared down at the rubble. Only once she’d gotten over her disappointment did she start digging. Bits of dragon mosaic crumbled under her hooves.



“Excuse me!” someone yelled behind her.



No surprise rose on her face. Of course. Some temple monster or big warrior or…



She turned around.



…a harmless-looking old biddy in a kimono. That was new.



“Yes?” Daring said irritably.



“What do you think you’re doing? This is a sacred site!”



Oh boy. One of those types. “I’m sure it is, but I’m busy here. Can’t this wait?”



“What are you? Some kind of scavenger!? Leave this place immediately lest you spoil it!”



“Scavenger?” Daring cast her gaze over the rubble. “And what’s left to be spoiled?”



The newcomer’s horn glowed warningly. “I must ask you to leave. I came here to find the palace, not to see it vandalized by vultures like you.”



Ah, that’s more like it. The deceptively strong mage. Daring readied her wings for the fight.



And then lowered them.



“Look, my back’s giving me gyp,” she said. “Can we just skip to the bit where I find the treasure?”



To her relief, the unicorn’s horn dimmed. Concern flooded those eyes. “Your back? But you look fine to me, young one.”



“I’m flattered, but I’ve always looked good for my age.” Daring turned her back. “Look, I know this place is sacred and all, but look at it. It’s dead. Least I can do is find what I’m looking for and go. That’s all I want.”



“By rummaging through rubble? What on earth are you after? Who are you?”



More rubble shifted under Daring’s working limbs. Perhaps she could ignore the newcomer until they stormed off? She didn’t need more busybodies butting in on her life. She’d had enough of that when she was younger. Now she had the whole world to herself, she wasn’t about to give it up every time some hotshot wormed their way into being her sidekick.



Frankly, it was getting old.



She also had the nagging feeling that this mare looked like Mistmane. It obviously couldn’t be, of course. Mistmane had died… well, vanished… hundreds of years ago.



Perhaps they were a fellow fan?



“Well,” she said, testing the waters, “do you know anything about the duel between Mistmane and the Empress Sable Spirit?”



Oddly, the newcomer hummed with undue nonchalance. “A few things.”



Was that a giggle? Daring frowned.



“Then you’ll also know about Sable Spirit’s Dragon Crown?”



“Her secret weapon in the battle, and the only way she could possibly even hope to match skills with a mage like Mistmane,” said the newcomer.



Daring shrugged. So the newcomer had read a few scrolls. Big deal.



Her hoof met something sticky. Instantly, she raised it.



“Ew,” she said. “Cobwebs.”



Underneath the rubble, a mass of sticky grey stuff spread in threads across the rocks. Carefully, she moved over and started digging elsewhere.



“Lots of cobwebs.”



“I’m sorry?” said the newcomer, concerned.



“Never mind. Anyway, no one knows where Sable Spirit obtained the Dragon Crown,” Daring said, shifting more rubble and more dragon mosaic. “Some say she found it in the Dragon Palace of legend, where the Princess of the Sea lived –”



“The crown itself isn’t important,” said the newcomer. “What’s important is the jewel set inside it. Legend has it that the jewel came from a magic box – the legendary Tamatebako.”



Daring stopped.



Slowly, she turned around. “How did you know that?”



“Hm?” said the newcomer, wrinkled face puzzled and frowning.



“It took me weeks to find the Scattered Temples of the Sacred Scrolls, and only one of them ever mentioned the jewel. Where the hayseed did you find out?”



But then the newcomer’s face hardened. She was looking over her shoulder.



Daring spun round.



Ah, this is more my speed, she thought. Mysterious pony covered head-to-hoof in black cloth. Mysterious, enigmatic, aloof. Probably has some tragic backstory.



“I thought so,” rasped the stranger.



“Caught me up at last?” The newcomer laughed.



Daring waited. Presumably, there was going to be a dramatic motive rant at any second, or a cryptic clue…



“It is you! Mistmane!”



To Daring’s surprise, the newcomer behind her said, in utter bewilderment, “You know me?”



The stranger beamed. “I wasn’t sure at first, but your knowledge of the past, your looks: I have all the evidence I need.”



Whereupon the stranger threw back her hood.



Daring… wasn’t overawed, exactly. Robbing temples, messing with magic: stuff like this happened all the time. But she still felt the shockwaves as the revelation swept through her.



Beside her, old Mistmane hobbled forwards, gaping and wide-eyed. She drowned in shock.



“I… It’s been centuries.” Daring winced as Mistmane fell to her knees. “You couldn’t have… It couldn’t be…”



Tears filled Sable Spirit’s youthful eyes. “Good to see you again… old friend.”



But Daring had thought fast. Over Sable Spirit’s cheery face, the jewel of the crown glinted.








Daring Do stared at the table. An actual dining table. So far, she’d lived her life on floor scraps and wild berries.



And a comfortable house, done up in the old Suzaku style, if she was any judge. And a comfortable chair to sit on. And tofu and noodles that went down comfortably without causing her battle-hardened stomach to wage war against everything.



Sitting in the house of the actual legendary Sable Spirit, Empress of the Village of Hikari.



Sitting next to the actual legendary Mistmane, Pillar of Equestria and Patron of Beauty.



For a moment while eating and barely listening to their excited chatter, Daring felt the heartbeat of her own youth again. Ponies often remarked that she looked young, but she felt more like the hardened crust of some once-fresh dessert. The crust should be cracking now.



She’d read their exploits with eye aglow, with wonder. She’d swollen her chest with pride, almost seen it for herself, that draconic battle.



Now she looked up at them, living, breathing, smiling, talking.



So why didn’t she feel any better?



Instead, she slumped while she ate. Now that the initial surprise had worn away, these two were just old biddies getting in her way. Mistmane should have been younger-looking. Something was off about seeing Sable Spirit in the flesh too.



Inexorably, Daring’s mind started to dismiss them. These didn’t seem like the real heroes to her. She knew they were. But the rest of her thought, So what?



Perhaps she was getting too old for this. Any sense of wonder had gone out of her. And in its place?



Inexorably, Daring’s gaze drifted to the crown. To the jewel inside.



Only then did it occur to her that they’d stopped talking.



“Sable?” said Mistmane, her thick voice bleeding with worry. “What’s wrong?”



Even Daring stopped eating, ear cocked.



Sable Spirit stirred her noodles, a look of dead interest lying on her face. “You don’t know what it means for me to see you. Still alive, that is.”



Drawing back, Mistmane said, “How did you survive to the present? I certainly hope you didn’t end up in limbo!”



Sadly, Sable shook her head. The crown caught the firelight and glinted again.



“I used magic,” she said.



Daring glanced at the jewel again.



“I had to.” Sable stopped stirring and slouched, hanging herself in defeat. “A few years after you left, our village was attacked by a monster.”



“No…” breathed Mistmane.



“My old friend, I don’t blame you,” said Sable, patting her hoof gently. “It’s not my place to question your destiny. Oh, but that day… that day… I tried everything I could. I’ve never been half the mage you are, Mistmane, and this was no ordinary monster. It came from the sea. The Ocean Dragon. They call it ‘the Princess of the Sea’.”



Daring rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “So that’s why the legend called it the Dragon Palace?”



Surprise met her from both faces. Then Sable nodded once. Tight-lipped. Grim.



“I had no choice,” she continued. “I fled to the temple. There, I found a magical torii. The gateway. I powered it with what remained of my magic and went through to protect myself, only to end up here. When I found out I’d travelled centuries into the future…”



Tears shone in the firelight.



“…You don’t know how much this means to me. To find you again.”



Feeling it was the only decent thing, Daring looked away. She heard cloth shuffling and saw the shadows of the two ponies on the walls, merging into a tight embrace.



She didn’t want to get involved. This was none of her business. Hers was solely about the jewel. Nothing else.








“Your young friend is definitely interesting, isn’t she?” said Sable Spirit.



It was the dawn of a new day. Rice paddies spread out below them as they stared down from the mountain path. They were walking, just like they used to do.



Mistmane laughed, against all the stretched skin on her ageing face. “Hardly a friend, though I hope she may become one. I believe she’s a budding historian with a few wrong ideas.”



Sable beamed back, and far below the kites and paper dragons flapped in the wind. Nearby villagers cheered as the ponies pulled the strings of their kites.



“You always saw the goodness in everyone, old friend,” said Sable warmly. “See those villagers? They’re from the Village of Yami. It’s one of the only villages that survived into the present without decaying. Time is a fickle enemy.”



Mistmane winced; her knees were starting to ache. Dutiful to the old wives’ tales of her youth, she looked up for any storm clouds. None were scheduled that day, though, but some things just never died.



“I wish I could go back,” she said. Guilt tightened her voice. “If only I hadn’t left…”



They watched the kites flapping their paper tails and blowing their paper flames in the breeze. Overhead, pegasi zipped back and forth in inscrutable patterns, directing the kites.



“There might be a way,” whispered Sable.



At once, Mistmane’s ears went up. She’d been staring so intently at the kites. Father had always brought her and her friend up here to watch the competitions.



“How?” she said, licking her lips.



Sable grinned sidelong at her. “I have the jewel I lost centuries ago. You’re the most powerful mage between us. I’m sure we could work something out.”



“What are you saying?”



“I’ve been looking for a way back ever since I arrived here. The torii took me forwards in time, but the real prize in magic is going backwards.”



Mistmane thought of her mother, telling her tales about the great mages of the past. Her mother, from centuries ago: Would even her gravestone have survived into the present?



“Time spells,” she said.



“So what do you –?”



“I’m in. First, I’ll need to master a few basics.”



Sable beamed as the wind threw her mane back and the kites reached their highest peaks. “I’d be more than happy to help, old friend.”








Underground, Daring stared at the torii. Careful as ever, she flapped to avoid landing on a moving floor, and she tried her best to ignore the crinkly sounds of lots of little legs crawling.



On the topmost section of the torii, if she squinted and held the firefly jar higher to illuminate it, she could just see the hole. Diamond-shaped, it was.



“Oh, not that old schtick again,” she muttered. “Just find the thingy and stick it into the other thingy? And that makes magic happen? Puh-lease.”



The echoes of her own disdain came back to her, even over the susurration of spiders. That voice sounded like someone much, much older.



Daring’s crusty shell crumpled a little at the sound. She really had been at this for too long. Even her face struggled to grin at the discovery anymore.



Around her, the spiders wriggled in their ceaseless scrum.



Which is weird, she realized, now that her aversion was wearing off enough. Spiders in this many numbers? Even social spiders usually live openly in some tropical jungle. I’ve never heard of any that lived in caves, especially not in the east.



She cocked an ear out, forcing herself to stick to business. There was a faint suggestion of wailing on the slight wind winding its way down here from the temple.



She even stared at the makeshift shrine. Too many serene countenances stared back.



None of this was right. The temple plans, even the usual suite of legends around it: none of it had mentioned wailing walls or massing spiders. Besides, if Sable had the jewel, then why wait? Why not come straight down here and put it in the torii’s hole?



Sable had the jewel. The Sable Spirit.



No awe, no wonder, no delight, no historical curiosity. Daring felt nothing.



She left the temple quickly. It wasn’t just the… spider allergies that bothered her now.








On a small plateau, set to the unforgiving shimmer of the midday heat, Mistmane and Sable Spirit stood side-by-side. A roll of parchment hovered between them.



“The theory seems simple enough,” said Mistmane, shrugging and wincing as her shoulder bones played up again.



“According to the ancient mages, time is an illusion,” said Sable, smirking sidelong.



Mistmane returned the smirk. “A very convincing one, then.”



“Here’s the gist of it. Watch. You see this scroll? See how fresh and white its pages are?”



Laughing, Mistmane waved off the turning scroll. “I can see. You don’t have to rub it in.”



“Don’t I?” said a voice beside her.



At once, Mistmane turned to her left, away from Sable… only to find Sable there, waving at her.



But Sable had just been on her right.



When she looked, the original Sable closed her eyes, reddened her horn, and vanished.



“That was just a few seconds,” said the Sable Spirit to her left. “Not particularly impressive, but effective. Now look at the scroll.”



Mistmane did so, noticing at once how yellow and frayed it had become.



“Like beauty, time is in the eye of the beholder. I simply used the scroll’s own future and pushed myself backwards in time. It’s tidy, simple, and doesn’t require super-pony powers. But there is a downside.”



Suddenly, the parchment shattered. Scraps and dust settled on the ground beside Mistmane.



“The transfer rate is lousy. It takes more effort to go backwards in time than to continue forwards. Imagine a fish swimming against the current.”



Mistmane winced at the dying scraps. Soon, there was nothing but dust. “How many was this?”



Yet she kept staring at the dust. A shame, she thought, to destroy a beautiful scroll just like that.



“About a thousand years of the paper’s time for just a few seconds.” Sable tapped her on the shoulder. “Focus, Mistmane. There are ways to get around it, but for now… How about you have a go, my friend? Doubtless you’d have more luck than me.”








Something was definitely not right. Daring Do crept through the temple catacombs, indulging in her favourite pastime: “dungeon-crawling”.



First stop was the Dogū statue towering over all. Even looking up at it, in the sunset darkness and the windy silence, she felt her young joys peeking through. In a way, the thing looked like a giant doll.



She walked around it, savouring the thrill of discovery. How she’d always wanted to be an archaeologist! Digging through the past for its own sake, not for treasures. Who cared that it wasn’t as romantic as adventuring? It was exciting. It didn’t pay the bills, but it was exciting –



Suddenly, she stopped. Daring had found her first clue.



The front of the Dogū was intact. Someone had taken good care of it, for even the kudzu vines growing elsewhere hadn’t been able to claim it. Yet the back had chunks missing. Not at random, either. Chunks of stone had been torn off and still lay scattered about.



She examined one, placing a hoof on it. A mass of sticky grey stuff spread in threads across the rocks, exactly like the stuff on the palace rubble.



“Cobwebs…” she murmured.



Her mind rose from the dead. She began to wonder. To calculate. To puzzle this out. To think. But awake as it was, it hungered. It drove her on, scanning the temple walls as she went.



Next came the lower tunnels, besides the one with the torii in it. The occasional spider wandered across a winding wall along the corridor. She watched their progress for a few minutes as they scuttled in and out of holes.



At the end of the corridor was a rounded chamber. In the chamber was a heap.



Daring stopped short. Now she was wide awake, and staring. Survival instinct sniffed the air.



Bones. A heap of bones.



Overhead, she heard the wailing voices echoing through the walls. They seemed slightly louder here.



Wailing voices… Now that she thought about it, the eastern ponies held beliefs about the souls of ponies. How, if they were taken unnaturally, before their time, they would not move on, but would wander, cursed and hopeless, in the world. Wailing with woe.



If she squinted and focused…



Over the heap of bones, the dark air shifted. She swore for a moment she glimpsed someone pale, but it could have been a trick of the light –



Daring scoffed at herself, smirking. Death didn’t bother her, not in her career. And she didn’t trust “tricks of the light”.



On her way back, she saw the spiders crawling over all the walls.



She gritted her teeth and forced herself to watch. They were just creepy-crawlies. They were just creepy-crawlies.



You’re an adventurer, Daring Do, she told herself heatedly. Suck it up.



But the younger Daring Do remembered. The younger Daring Do tried to make her cower.



It was only then that she noticed the spiders were all streaming one way. Bracing herself, sensing the air shifting along in their wake, she flapped and followed. At a distance.








Before the great temple, under the darkening sky, Mistmane and Sable strode up to the great steps. They peered at the ornamental Dogū carved over the entrance.



“A guardian spirit?” Mistmane closed her eyes under the delight. Yes, it was all coming back to her now.



“No,” said Sable. “The true guardian lies inside. It’s a colossal statue in the main chamber.” She threw Mistmane a worried look, and the crown glinted on her head. “Be careful. The statue’s falling apart. The spirit inside may well have been destroyed. In which case, we’ll have to do our own guardian work and keep ourselves safe.”



Lips curling, Mistmane stared up the steps to the entrance. Especially under the sunset, those vast goggle eyes warned of strange and unearthly things lurking inside.



“What’s wrong?” she heard Sable say.



Mistmane shook her doubts aside. “You really think we should try it? I’m still not sure I’ve mastered the technique yet. Time spells aren’t my forte.”



“No need to worry.” Batting her perfect eyelashes, Sable patted the jewel in her crown. “This will give us the boost that we need. What’s wrong with wanting to go back? To seeing our friends and family again?”



“But by taking the future away from elsewhere?”



“So what? Ponies discard the future all the time. We might as well put it to good use. Just cover me and keep an eye out. Things lurk in these temples.”



As they ascended the steps…



“The truth is… I’ve been working on this for some time,” said Sable to the Dogū head. “There are better futures to use. Richer ones.”



Mistmane raised an eyebrow at her.



“Like rocks,” she said. “Relax, my friend. Now, to the Torii of Time! If this works, then we’ll have our second chances. We’ll have a chance to set things right.”








Up ahead, Daring heard voices. Real voices, this time. All chanting one word.



“Jorōgumo! Jorōgumo! Jorōgumo! Jorōgumo!”



The stream of scuttling spiders thinned and spread out. Cringing at the sight, she slipped among the columns of the next chamber and peered around her hiding place.



Villagers gathered in this one. Judging from a few she recognized, they were from the Village of Yami and the Village of Gurē. Two clans united before an altar.



“Jorōgumo! Jorōgumo! Jorōgumo! Jorōgumo!”



None of them smiled. None of them – when she squinted to see – had any light in their eyes. Something else was off about them too, but she wasn’t sure what.



On the ceiling, the spiders pooled together. The nasty noise of their crinkling legs crept under the chanting. Many had stopped. All seemed to be waiting for something.



“Jorōgumo! Jorōgumo! Jorōgumo! Jorōgumo!”



Jorōgumo? she thought, jutting her jaw in contemplation. I’ve heard that word before. Ancient eastern myths, I think, but what specifically? I sure wish I had my papers right now.



Someone screamed.



Daring looked away from the spider-infested ceiling to the villagers. One of them was scuffling.



A young colt screamed as two stallions dragged him out of the assembled crowd. The sound threw daggers at random and stabbed Daring right in the heart. The noise he made. The sheer noise.



Overhead, every spider was still.



Daring’s ears drooped. Puzzling was over; she saw the dead looks in their faces and the grim ones of a mare standing beside the altar, ropes levitating under her unicorn magic. This wasn’t a “sit back and study” scenario.



Darn it.



Both stallions hauled the colt onto the altar. At once, the ropes wrapped around the struggling, screaming, terrified –



Daring shot out.



Ponies yelled in shock. She snatched the ropes and pulled them away. Crying out, the mare dug in and tugged back.



Daring let go at once; the mare stumbled backwards, and now Daring landed, she had just the two stallions to deal with –



Both stallions bowed low. Flattening themselves, in fact.



Daring blinked at them in surprise.



Beyond, the other villagers bowed down too. That usually only happened if she’d been mistaken for a god, which had cropped up once or twice in her career. Not like this, though.



The colt turned white, shaking where he still lay on the altar like a baby in its cot. Now she noticed, there were no others in the assembly. No youths whatsoever.



Curtsying as she rose up, the mare stood miserably amid the bowing crowd. “You don’t understand. If we don’t sacrifice our youth to her, she will unleash a terrible curse.”



Daring looked up. Soundlessly, to her shock, the spiders had vanished.



She looked at the colt. She’d seen some nasty things in her time, but a child? A simple child?



Fire blazed through her veins. “You’d better explain. Right now.”








Mistmane found it impossible to see in the shrine. When she lit up her horn, however, she started wishing she hadn’t.



Up ahead was the torii. She clearly saw the hole where the jewel was supposed to go. She saw Sable standing before it, staring up at it, transfixed by her own daring.



The Torii of Time did not merely tower over them. The Dogū had towered over them. Yet her eyes, guided by years of magical tuition and training, saw how it ripped through the space, as welcome and natural as a shadow twisting itself into a solid form. For a moment, she swore she heard wailing voices beyond.



It shone. What she briefly mistook for polish shimmered through many planes of reality. Only a glimpse.



Her gaze shifted to the side of the chamber.



A hundred candles remained dim. Among them, as paintings, as sculptures, as calligraphic imagery, swarmed the same face: Sable Spirit’s. Smiling serenely.



The true Sable sighed.



“This is all that’s left of our own time,” she whispered. “Over the years, villages collapsed one by one. Eastern unicorns became rarer and rarer. Even the monsters have dwindled. No one today has ever seen a baku, or a tengu spirit. We’re all that’s left, Mistmane. Me, you… and this gate that could change it all.”



Mistmane watched in silence as the jewel rose up under Sable’s red magic. It slotted into place with a tiny click.



“Now?” she said.



Sable hung her head. “The truth is: The jewel itself isn’t enough. That’s why I taught you that spell. We need a powerful magic to fuel it. Mistmane, my friend, my joy, my great teacher… You don’t know how many sacrifices I’ve made to come to this moment.”



Mistmane froze. Now she stared at Sable’s slumped back, at a mare she’d once fired her azure dragon spell at in order to bring peace to the valley.



“Sable?” she said softly. “I want to see my mother, my father, all my friends again. More than you know. But… But what sacrifice did you make?”



And the more she watched, the more she sensed something off in the way Sable stood. In the way she bent her limbs as though uncomfortable with them. In the way she kept still; far too still for a living pony.



Hushed, yet echoing, Sable hissed, “These ponies left us to die. They’re the ones who destroyed our past. These usurpers, these desecrators, these ignorant… offensive… disrespectful moderns… They’ve left our culture behind. Even our eastern monsters died off. The monsters.”



Mistmane took a step backwards before she remembered herself. Determined, she deliberately stepped towards Sable instead. Yet she couldn’t help noticing pale shapes in the air. Pale streaks converged on the jewel. It cast a brightening, sickly purple like royal vomit upon the darkness.



The wailing voices rose. Soon, squeals and shrieks ripped through the suffocating cloth of the air.



Mistmane swallowed. “Sable. I don’t want to fight you. It broke my heart to see you like this before.”



She heard the weeping of Sable. The blubbering sobs of Sable. The wretched groans of Sable as her heart tore itself apart.



Sable spun round, streaks of black running from her eyes.



And Mistmane pointed her horn at her, warningly.



 “We can go back,” hissed Sable while her body shook under the stress and her voice cracked. “We can replace this future. None of this will ever have existed. Why not sacrifice their futures for ours!?”








“WAIT!”



Daring Do skidded on the threshold to the shrine. Up ahead, the wailing rose to an unbearable pitch. The floor turned pure black. Around Sable, the air shimmered and squirmed.



“She’s lying!” Daring pointed squarely at the shimmering, squirming figure. “That pony is not Sable Spirit!”



Mistmane gaped up at her, looking completely, horrifyingly lost.



Regardless, Daring pressed on. “She’s a monster! She didn’t go through the gate! She endured! She killed the Dogū! She beat me in hunting for the jewel and torii, then sacrificed children – children – to power both!”



In Sable’s face, the eyes briefly shattered into smaller orbs. It could have been a trick of the light…



“She was just using you to deliver the final time spell! To take her back!”



Beyond, the Torii of Time began to stutter and whine. Dark purple danced along its edges.



“NO!” Sable stood up straight, and joints crinkled and squeaked in her legs. “My speech was TRUE! My kind has all but vanished! Mistmane, so has yours! Think! When was the last time you saw a unicorn with your race’s curvy horn?”



Now it was Mistmane’s turn to tremble. Her head spun round, pinning down the shrine and its dozens of Sable faces, dozens of serene smiles.



“How dare you,” she said. “My friend’s face. How dare you!”



Hastily, Sable backed off. “No! I genuinely admire her! I admire the old ways. We have so much in common. We were worshipped, respected, honoured! I was honoured! Like you! But even we monsters couldn’t survive. I was the only one who –”



More screams broke through the air. White shapes in the air were now obvious ponies. They shrank, screamed, fell into the jewel which brightened all the more.



“You’re sick,” hissed Mistmane. “Destroying youth! Defiling this temple! That stands against all I and Sable Spirit WORKED FOR! Our ancestors would be ashamed of what you’ve done in their name! SO HOW DARE YOU USE HER FACE!?”



Sable howled in fright as Mistmane’s horn swung round –



And went out. Mistmane jerked back. At once, Daring Do shot forwards.



Spiders crawled out from behind Mistmane. More fell down from the ceiling onto her.



With a yelp, Daring halted in mid-air. More spiders poured through the walls, swarming all over Mistmane. Welts swelled up where they were biting her. Mistmane gave a spasm each time, yelping in pain. Amid the rising tide of black, her horn glowed and slashed, but the spiders kept coming.



Spiders. Spiders. Spiders. Daring Do tried to think, but her younger self saw nothing but spiders. Spiders…



“Fight!” yelled Mistmane, surfacing briefly with a white blast. “Get the jewel! Now!”



Daring swallowed. As though responding to an adult’s demand, she spotted the jewel. Trembling, she drifted towards it, ready to bolt at the slightest twitch.



Sable’s mouth shot open.



Grey, sticky, thick ropes of cobweb shot out. Daring hit the wall so hard she didn’t even realize they’d struck her. Air washed over her, swung her round. More retching noises, more ropes: soon, her legs and wings were forced to splay. Sticky cobweb stuck to them.



Shaking, she opened her eyes. Gigantic webbing restrained her. She tugged at once. Nothing moved.



The shimmering, squirming figure grew as spiders poured into it. Now it looked nothing like Sable.



“You hide it with world-weariness,” hissed something that no longer sounded like Sable at all. “But deep down, you’re rich with youth. Typical modern: destroying your own past but secretly craving its comfort, its childlike simplicity, its awe-inspiring discoveries! Yet in the end, you surrender to the future. Adult. Poised. EMPTY!”



Eight black, jagged, broken legs scuttled towards Daring. Eight mad, glowing eyes reflected Daring’s contortion of fear. Daring was a child again, facing her first spider, completely lost of anything adult and surrendering to the pure primal fear, the one that had stalked her on all her adventures no matter how many she tackled.



“WAIT!” shrieked Mistmane.



Jorōgumo lunged. Spider fangs flicked out. Poison splashed.



Daring screamed.



And then the monster jerked back, twisting and screaming. Mistmane’s azure dragon punctured its chest and went right through, soaring like a serpent up and round, streaming beautiful magic.



Jorōgumo…



…froze in the act of twisting and screaming. The hole widened, glowed, and slowly but surely in its wake, the monstrous body transformed into fluttering petals of cherry blossom until even fangs and legs evaporated away.



The jewel shattered. Daring yelped as the web melted around her. Spiders evaporated on the ground before she hit it. Shaking, whimpering, she stumbled forwards into the silence and the darkness that had been waiting all along.



Right into strong, warm limbs, a beating heart behind a firm chest, a gentle sigh blowing through her mane.



“It’s over,” whispered Mistmane tenderly, while Daring struggled to grow up again through the tears. “What’s done is done. It’s over.”








Outside the temple they staggered. Mistmane stumbled, shouldering the weight of Daring Do.



Dark clouds sullenly lurked over the depressing mounds of mountains in the distance. That was what Mistmane used to love about the place: this sense that the land itself – the very forces of nature, which elsewhere swept towns aside and crushed luckless homes – coddled the village, showing its austere beauty. Now it simply looked ill.



“I wish I could have saved her,” she said, hoping she could believe it. Now there’s just me. No Sable. No chance of restoring my past. Gone.



Daring snorted. “Those who obsess over the past end up robbing the future too. Trust me. I’m guilty.”



Mistmane tightened her grip on Daring Do. “So young outside.”



“But experienced inside.”



“Won’t you stay a while?” said Mistmane desperately. “Please? I need help too. I’m not as old as I look. I was a graduate when I sacrificed my youth. I’ve abandoned my past too, just like you.”



Daring sighed. “Maybe. But you really can’t fight time.”



Wincing, she looked up at Mistmane.



Two lost souls. No home. No past.



Mistmane nodded. “We won’t. We can savour it instead. Besides, a true friendship is always… timeless.”
      

      
   
      To Prepare A Paradise


      

      
      
         Daybreak was a nightmare for the pony who calls himself Castellan Harrows.



The bed creaked underneath his weight when he sat himself up, watching as the sun crested the distant hills. Like always, he smiled at it through the grimace leaking between his teeth. Like always, his eyelids fluttered in protest. Like always, there was a stir in his back, one fixed with him giving it a light stretch. The sunlight between his windows merely cackled, and though he had half a mind to tell it off, there was nothing to be gained from screaming at the orange-colored sky, especially since his voice didn’t have the rich timbre as it had so effortlessly flaunted before. Casting his daily blasphemies into the wash basin, he freshened himself up and gathered his saddlebags before trotting downstairs, smiling when the savory aroma of pumpkin potage swirls into his snout. “Breakfast smells wonderful!”



“Markets just stocked up on peppercorn, so I’ve made it extra special today!” came her response, her voice sweet and delicate as always despite her age. At his silence, she poked her head out from the kitchen doorway and shot a citrine glare at the saddlebags around his waist, giving him an insistent wave of the ladle in her hoof. “I’m telling you, you really don’t want to miss out on this. I think this might be my best batch yet!”



“Don’t have much of a choice, unfortunately. Business as usual.”



A pout, before she slunk back into the kitchen. “You know, sometimes, I find myself wondering which one of us did you actually marry, Castellan.”



He chuckled. “You know how things are with her.” He tossed a stray glance at the rising sun as he put on his robe, wrinkling his snout when he noticed the disheveled pony scowling at him from the mirror. “Been a rough few days, hasn’t it?”



“I’m not even sure if it’s a few days anymore.”



“I wouldn’t blame you for not keeping track, Marigold.” He crept into the kitchen and snuck a kiss on his wife’s cheek, to which he was richly rewarded with a sunny giggle. “Tell the children I love them.”



“Love you too, Castellan. Give her hell.”



“Always do.”



Castellan was not prone to spite like his wife can be, though he had found himself tested on that front lately. Head held high as he stepped out the door, he carried himself down the weathered roads, taking care not to stumble into any mud puddles along the way. His heavy gaze breezed eastward, soaring above the thatched roofs before settling onto the derelict stone walls in the distance, still standing thanks in part to the blanket of scaffolds pitched up against it. Making his approach, he arrived at the gateway, the portcullis that once stood there now a twisted mess of splintered metal resting on the side of road, the salvageable sections of which are being cut out by the construction workers to be reused.



“Forepony!” he called out to one of them, receiving a jovial wave in return. “Have you did as I asked?”



“Yes, my Lord!”



“Excellent! How goes the reconstructions?”



“Swimmingly, my Lord! Just need some signatures from the royal office!”



“Will get to it in a bit!” he yelled back, saving only a gruff sigh for himself as he marched through the gateway. Misery, having been clinging onto his hooves throughout his short journey, now dragged his shoulders into the dirt, his eyes spiraled towards the towers of the royal palace. “If I’ll ever get to it at all.”



Just another day in Canterlot.



“Lord Harrows.” The mare-in-waiting, Coral Bell, was standing by the noticeably-empty throne when Castellan entered, her greeting accompanied by a light curtsy and a strained smile. “I trust your morning was... pleasant.”



“It almost was, in fact.” He glanced around. “Where is she?”



“In her study, as usual.” A pair of rusted sighs, almost simultaneously, before the two of them began striding down the hallways. “Honestly, do pardon me for saying this, my lord, but I’m at my wit’s end dealing with her. I’ve tried everything I could to get her out of there, Lord Harrows, everything!”



“I share your sentiments, I really do,” he confessed. “However, I implore you to just hold on a little longer, Ms. Bell. Curry your patience. You and I both knew this would happen.”



“She’s been in there for weeks, Lord Harrows! Months, probably!”



“Years, I’d reckon.” His subsequent laughter was as strangled as it was solitary. “Alright, I’ll have you know that it has only been a few days, Coral. I know one cannot fully tell in these troubling times nor would they bother to. Nonetheless, I seek to change that, sooner or later. When it comes, I may need your help to do so.”



“I’m but a mere servant, my Lord Steward.”



“I am nothing more than that as well, yet it is exactly that for which we are important, so please, Coral. Just a little longer.”



On that day, Castellan bore witness to a stare that made his shins quiver, second only to that of his wife’s. The ticking seconds of silence were quickly broken when she sighed, and though it may have sounded more like a snarl to his ears, it was one of surrender all the same. “I suppose you have some sort of a plan to handle her.”



“Nothing concrete, admittedly. I’ll be trying my best regardless.”



“Should you require me, you need only ask,” she grumbled, to which he managed an apologetic nod. “Good luck, my Lord Steward.”



The study was a short trot from the throne room. It was a place he frequented to in the past, when his spirits were brighter and the days were, to put it simply, a lot more consistent. Standing before the twin doors, Castellan tidied his robe and cleared his throat before giving them a thrifty knock.



Silence.



Castellan knocked again, firmer this time. “Your Highness, it’s me.”



Silence.



“Come in, Castellan.”



The world stopped. The doors parted. The Lord Steward cantered in, head low before the divine presence of the Princess Of The Sun. In the shrouding darkness of the royal study, he shuffled forward, letting his memory of the room guide him along the carpeted floor as he meandered his way towards the table. “Have you had a fine morning, Your Highness?” he asked.



“Mm.” The Princess raised her head from the sanctuary of her entwined hooves with a benevolent smile, her traitorous eyes sour and sagging. Strands of her pink mane fell before her eyes, to which she flicked them away with a huff. “You could call it that. Don’t really know what constitutes as a fine morning anymore, Castellan. Not in this day and age.” She reached out a hoof, absentmindedly leafing through one of the many bundles of parchment stacked on her desk before sliding them all towards him. “Looked through all of these last night. Signed them, though I’m sure you might want to review them with the ministers nonetheless.”



“As required by procedure,” he simply stated as he received the papers, his gaze still trained onto her. “Pardon me for saying this, Your Highness, but you’re looking rather pale today.”



Celestia laughed. “Worry only when I’m not, Castellan. You and I know that pale is my classical complexion.”



“Have you slept, Your Highness?”



“A little. Somewhere between…” she gazed at the pile of books spilling out from the darkest recesses of the study. “...volume six and volume eight of ’The Adept Magicks of Rushlight & Cliff. Hard to stay awake reading all that horrifyingly archaic prose.” A breathy sigh slipped between her gritted teeth as she stood up and drew the curtains open, wincing when the light of the sun flashed at her eyes. “What is it this time?”



Castellan could only frown. “Couple of things,” he began, rummaging through one of his saddlebags and pulling out an array of crumpling documents. “Territorial disputes up north. Two separate ones. First one, the ministers surmised it’s something to do with how the borders were drawn during the creation of the treaty, Your Highness. A treaty which you’ve bore witness to. It is on that notion that the ministers and I believe that it may be best that we can review this dispute when and only when Your Royal Highness is present at the day court—”



“The other one?”



T-The other one, we’re thinking it’s a misclaim, something that the ministers of the court can review among ourselves, so it’s nothing too urgent, but I thought it best to disclose it to you despite. The bigger issue I think lies with the former—”



“Just leave them both here, I’ll take a look at them.”



He stopped himself short, before clearing his throat. “Concerns of a food shortage from the west. Nothing too grave yet, though if the figures provided are to be believed, the region will be stricken with a famine in the coming months. The governors had unanimously signed a plea urging us to provide them with some aid, the amount of which we are still deliberating in the day court as we are… Your Highness?”



“Go on, I’m listening.”



Castellan frowned. “Your Highness, is everything alright?”



“I’m fine, I’m…” Celestia let loose a quivering sigh. The smile she wore when she turned to face him was one gasp away from shattering. “I’m fine, Castellan. Just a bit tired, maybe.”



The princess may be many things, but she was no liar. One might say she had never lied in the entirety of her life, and as the Lord Steward, Castellan can confidently attest to that, for he knew the princess more as a keeper of truths than a teller of lies. Right now, standing at the window and looking over the busy capital, one can say with utmost certainty that Princess Celestia was, among other things, tired. It was no mystery as to why she was so, yet it is for that very reason that the Lord Steward decided that enough was enough.



“Well then, I think that’s all for today, don’t you?” he spoke up with an abrupt intensity that caught the princess off guard. “Now then, if you may excuse me, Your Highness, I shall make my way to the courtyard—”



“But Castellan, you mentioned something about a possible famine—”



“Hmm? Oh yes, that! Ach, I knew I’ve forgotten something!” he let slip a chuckle, waving his hoof dismissively as he turned towards the door. “Oh well. Another day, I suppose!”



“Castellan! Castellan Harrows, come back here this instant!”



“I refuse to ruminate over making this nation’s most imperative decisions in this fetid slough that you’re wallowing in, Your Highness, so help me!”



The hallways boomed with the echo of his voice, the blistering energy of his youth returning if only for that moment. Princess Celestia was agape, and had it been the deed of anyone else, he would’ve followed suit. With a nicker, Castellan turned to canter down the hallways, though not before tossing one final glance over his shoulder at the bewildered visage of Her Royal Majesty.



“Well then, I’ll be expecting you in the courtyard, Your Highness. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”



In retrospect, it was ludicrous, if not inappropriate. It was an act ill-conceived, almost irrational. It was an act that no pony, let alone the Lord Steward of Canterlot himself, should be exhibiting. It was a blasphemy that transcended beyond those fragments he had cast into his wash basin, and were he a lesser pony, it would’ve been a blasphemy that would’ve cost him his life.



How outrageous it must be, for that to only be the first out of many.








“What is this?”



His silence was always disconcerting.



“Castellan, what is this?”



“What do you think it is, Your Highness?”



Princess Celestia chewed on her lip, her eyes stumbling back to the single oddity in the middle of the courtyard. Towering over them was a thick, metal pole, driven deep into the ground and standing proud amid neatly-trimmed shrubs and carefully-cultivated florets. She turned back to her Lord Steward, who only gestured her weary gaze back towards it.



“It’s a pole.”



“Insightful, Your Highness.”



“Seriously, Castellan, will you explain the meaning of this?” she raised her voice in a way she rarely does anymore. “I cannot for the life of me figure out why you would place something so unsightly in the middle of the palace courtyard.”



“Oh, nothing malicious, I can assure you.” Castella marched up to the pole and gave it a firm kick. “This right here is something I’ve prepared to help develop your concentration, Your Highness.” He raised a hoof before she could speak up. “Now, I know it may not seem for such, but trust me, it’ll make sense in a minute. Come here, if you will, Your Highness.”



Reluctantly, the princess cantered up to his side, perplexedly following his gaze towards the ground. She stared at the dirt for the longest time, and for a second, she squinted, hoping for whatever invisible mass Castellan was looking at to finally materialize and knock a bit of sense into what they were doing, albeit to no avail. “Well, Castellan?”



“The shadow, Your Highness,” he explained. “The shadow of the pole.”



A pair of blinks. “Oh… okay…” Another blink. “What of it?”



“You really have no idea, do you?” Gruffly, Castellan cantered away, leaving the princess alone in the shadow of the pole. “Now, in order to train your concentration, Your Highness, you are to move the very shadow you’re standing in.”



“Move it? Move it where?’



“Two rotations around the pole will suffice,” he stated. “Two rotations daily.”



“Two rotations—” those words swung like a sledgehammer, and from the shattered fragments of her revelation, Princess Celestia turned towards the sky. “You mean… the sun…”



A stern nod. “Both the sun and the moon, if you will,” he reiterated. “From this day forward, Your Highness, our scheduled discussions of the nation’s affairs shall take place here, in this very courtyard, and they shall be held only during our first rotation, the duration of which must coincide with the schedule set for the day. As for the second rotation, I trust that you know what to do.”



“You’re not telling me…” Princess Celestia bit her lip, before inhaling. “And if I refuse, Castellan?”



“If Your Highness should refuse, then we simply shall not have our discussions. All meetings and agendas set up for that day will be postponed, if not canceled. All proposed treaties and armistices ready for you to sign will be returned to the day court, if not to our aggressors unsigned. Whatever war and famine that breaks out will just be a problem for another day, unless of course, Your Highness refuses then, to which we can always delay it to the next, if not to the day after that. Simple.”



Castellan’s every silver word was laced with a resonant venom, slithering out between the crooked lips of his light smirk. The alicorn could hear it screeching, clawing at her every bone and nerve. Her jaws clenched. Her horn flickered. Her hooves sunk backwards into the ground. Her head flared with embers she thought she had long extinguished, and for a moment, they threatened to come out raging, only to be held back.



“Ridiculous,” she spat. “This is ridiculous.”



“I beg to differ, Your Highness.”



“You’re risking the lives of hundreds, if not thousands, Castellan!” she threw a hoof towards the pole. “All for some irrelevant mental exercise?!”



“I have only the best interests of those lives at heart, Your Highness,” he coldly responded. “And those lives currently hinge upon the aptitude and fortitude of their sovereign, the one they call their princess— you, Your Highness. You, who had protected the whole of Equestria from threats that we can scarcely imagine. You, who had been directing the populace to an era of stability that decades ago was considered unfathomable.”



“You speak as if I’m not doing so now.  That the very discussions we’re having daily were never beneficial to the Equestrian populace in the first place.”



“The Princess Celestia I know and came to serve with unwavering loyalty will never, above all things, teeter the ethereal balance of night and day, Your Highness!”



Castellan was sure that he lost his voice there and then. It would’ve been his punishment, so to speak. A punishment for a crime he would deem necessary. The powers that be begged to differ, including that which stood before him dejectedly. In the face of his words, she averted his glare, a coarse grunt leaping from between the cracks of her grinding teeth. Her shimmering eyes turned to the clouds and the hidden stars between them, pleading to them silently before falling back to the earth.



“Fine,” she gasped in defeat. “Just… fine… do what you want…”



It was a response he wasn’t hoping for, but it will have to do for now. With that, Castellan swallowed the lump in his throat, before moving on.



“Now then, Your Highness. Let’s begin.”








The first few days were exhausting, for both Castellan and Princess Celestia. The former was not used to dictating the miscellany of decrees underneath the sweltering heat, and by the end of the day, he would always end up sweating through his robe and dragging himself home, by which his wife would then castigate him for the umpteenth time. For the latter, she found her task meandering and pointless, and found herself fortunate that their discussions served as a good enough distraction, even if they can be a bit frustrating.



The nights were perhaps more peaceful, though it infuriated Princess Celestia more than not that she had to sleep in the courtyard and nowhere else while her Lord Steward had the privilege of resting in his home. Her mare-in-waiting was her only company, standing with her in the courtyard with lantern in tow, at times an umbrella, and though Coral Bell proved a sympathetic and courteous friend, the princess remained agonizingly bitter throughout, the guilt gnawing at her gut every time her glance strayed towards the sky. Many times, she had called for Coral to provide her with some ancient tomes from her study for her perusal, though the mare had always refused. Some part of her was certain that Castellan had instructed her as such, but she thought it best not to bring it up, and she remained as such, following his accursed routine day after day, hour after debilitating hour.



Regardless, there can only be so much patience a princess could possibly muster.



“I’ve had enough, Castellan.”



Quiet and subdued it came on the nineteenth day, this whimper in the dust. Placing down his quill, Castellan Harrows softly stared at his princess standing before him, pale and thin with the markings of a fatalist running around the edges of her eyes. “Enough of?”



“Of this. Of all of this.”



A rumbling sigh. “Well, you know the consequences should you refuse, do you not?”



“Then I wish to abdicate,” she stated all too easily. “If my failure of this exercise of yours means that I’m not suitable to be ruler of Equestria, then for all of your sake, I’ll abdicate. If you or anyone else from the day court wants the throne, then feel free to debate upon it. I have no need nor desire to participate.”



“I think you misunderstand the purpose of this exercise, Your Highness,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “This was never about testing your aptitude to rule. This was about your concentration.”



There it was again. “You always say that.” Her voice was warped with fatigue and fury. “You just… you keep mentioning how it’s for concentration, but I just don’t see the point of it, Castellan! I’ve been deliberating and signing these documents! I’ve been doing all that while moving the damned shadow of this blasted pole!” Her hoof hurled towards the object in question. “I’ve been doing everything you told me to do, everything! What more do you wish of me?!”



“I wish for you to stop grieving.”



Beneath the upright shadow of the metal pole, the princess of sun stood and bore witness to those words. Before the sordid summer sun, with sweat running down her hooves and trapping themselves between the feathers of her wings, the ruler of Equestria stood. Before him, Princess Celestia stood, letting those words sink in, and they did more than just that.



They crumbled her.



Her knees fell first. Her fresh tears followed. Her wings unfurled, at first to shield the world from her unruly display, but they fell limp instead. Between her gritted teeth came an agonized groan, before her shivering lips finally could not hold back the crashing waves. Upon the ground, facade after silk facade torn away, she dug her hooves into the soil, clenched eyes bursting open in time to receive the fires raging out of her throat.



For the longest time in forever, Celestia could finally bring herself to scream.








“Why is she here?”



“Marigold.”





“No, seriously, Castellan, why did you bring her here?”



Hell hath no fury that matched the vociferous glare of Marigold Harrows, though Castellan had been through hell and back many times in preparation of that. Celestia was not too fortunate, sheepishly kicking at the dirt road from behind the stallion. At the entrance of the Harrows’ modest household, the three ponies stood there awkwardly in the middle of the night, the silence between them nerve-wracking, before Marigold let out a gruff snarl.



“Just come in before somepony sees the two of you.”



“Love you, Marigold,” Castellan responded with a smirk, to which his wife only gave a derisive snort.



To have the princess joining for dinner was a once-in-a-lifetime occasion. The children were beyond elated, of course, overwhelming Princess Celestia with every question they had prepared just for this very moment. Marigold might not seem pleased from a glance, but deep down, Castellan knew how delighted she was at this surprise. She will never admit it, of course; that really was part of her charm.



Celestia, of course, was as baffled as she was honored to grace her Lord Steward’s family with her presence, unprecedented as it may be. She chuckled at the children’s antics as she indulged in Marigold’s pumpkin potage, which was honestly some of the best food she ever had the privilege to eat outside the palace walls. Marigold herself was pleasant to talk to, even if she had been a terrifying presence guarding the doorway prior. As the night went on and the children retired to their bedrooms with their mother, however, Castellan remained at the front door, ready to escort her back to the palace.



“Your family’s wonderful,” she remarked.



“I’m pleased to hear you say that, Your Highness.” Castellan glanced back at his home. “They certainly are. The children can be a bit much at times, however. I’m just relieved Marigold’s helping me to keep them in check.”



Princess Celestia couldn’t help but laugh. “She’s a fine mare, Castellan. I trust you would do well to take care of her.”



“Without fail, Your Highness. Without fail.”



They trotted down the empty streets of Canterlot, basking in a tranquility that comes only at this late hour. The moon above them was full that night, shining brightly like the sun would in the daytime. Castellan’s glance rose to greet it as it peeked out from the clouds, his brows furrowing if only a little.



“There’s no need to prolong the nights anymore, Your Highness. It’s never going to bring her back, you know that.” He glanced down at the cobblestone pathway he was trotting on. “The balance of night and day is not to be trifled with. So many things could go wrong— too many things, in fact. What’s not to say that it was the cause of the wars and the famines, Your Highness? What’s not to say?”



Silence, before she sighed. “I just wanted to find a way to bring her back.”



“And even if you did, she’ll return to a world thrown in chaos and disarray.”



“But she’ll return. She’ll be there with me.”



“And what of us, your loyal subjects?” he questioned. “What of Coral Bell? What of Marigold, my children? What of me?” His hoof gestured at the township. “Do we have a place in your world. Your Highness? Do we deserve it?”



“But I can’t just sit here and do nothing! I can’t just…” she solemnly stared at the moon. “I can’t just leave her there, Castellan. She’s my sister. You’d do anything for Marigold, I’d do anything for her, it’s the same.”



“It’s not that simple, Your Highness. It really isn’t.”



“Then do I just wait here? Do I just… sit here and hope that one day, she’ll somehow just make her way back?”



“No.” There was a determination in his voice now. “You don’t do that. You’ll make the world we live in a better place. You rid this world of war and terror, of hunger and thirst. You will bring an era of prosperity unlike any other to this world, Your Highness. You will do that, you will prepare a paradise so that when she comes back — and she will come back — she will have a place here.”



The silence ran still, the fires of his words ran deep. Princess Celestia glanced at the ground, a narrow smile scratching at her cheeks. There was just one thing, though. One thing she just had to bring herself to correct. “Not a paradise, Castellan,” she muttered. “Not that.”



“Then what do you suggest?” he asked, smiling.



The answer was simple, clear as day and the night sky that laid before them.



“A home.”
      

      
   
      Screw Paradoxes


      

      
      
         “This is a good place to die, don’t you think?” Minuette asked, looking at the green plain, surrounded by untamed forest. Bees and large dragonflies were buzzing above tall grass and occasional clumps of horsetails. Flowers looked nothing like the ones Minuette remembered from her youth; still this little piece of the world looked familiar enough to make her heart go faster.



“It’s where Ponyville is.” Dinky shrugged. “Or rather, it’ll be here in a million years or so. I can see the Canterlot Mountain, but it’s much taller than in our times. If we could go to Manehattan, we’d see that the whole area is flooded. And Yakyakistan is a jungle with–” She paused, hearing Minuette’s chuckle.



“I can’t believe,” the older mare said. “You actually listened to what Doc said about every place we ever visited.”



Dinky blushed. “Well, it was certainly interesting. Besides, why’d I go with you if I didn’t want to learn something, right?”



Minuette shook her head, leaning closer to Dinky. “Well, my eyes aren’t as good after witnessing a million years of history, but I can still see your feelings under all that eloquence.” She smiled. “Don’t worry. Where we are now, ponies are just shadows waiting behind the scene to take their place in history. None of them will see you.”



“I… I miss Doc,” Dinky whispered, sitting on the grass and facing Minuette. “And mom… And I’ll miss you.”



 “Oh, you can always visit us,” Minuette replied. “Doc and I travelled for so long that there must be endless versions of us everywhere throughout the history. I’m pretty sure there’s a much younger Minuette somewhere here, watching this scene from some bush, you know…”



Dinky froze, her eyes widening. “But temporal paradoxes–”



Minuette waved her hoof before clutching to her side and wincing. “Biologically, I’m a hundred and twenty years old. Let the old mare be cranky for a while when she tells you temporal paradoxes are bullshit.” She looked at her thin, wrinkled hoof. “It’s not like I’ll bother you for much longer.”



“I don’t want you to die,” Dinky muttered. “But I don’t want to spend the rest of my life travelling through time just to watch you being still alive.”



“Clever girl.” Minuette smiled, but her smile faltered immediately. “I must admit that after Doc died… I didn’t take it well.”



Dinky thought that it was hard to blame the old mare. Doc and Minuette did spend a lot of time together; most of it, in fact, and probably several times over. They met—will meet, as Dinky reminded herself—when they both were at the same age as Dinky was now. Soon, it turned out that they were both working on the ways of making time travel possible. 



Soon, it turned out that Minuette’s notes fit Doctor’s equations. His theories matched the results of her experiments. It took five years for them to find the safe way to travel across the centuries, and although Minuette often joked she’d go back in time just to give her younger self the complete results of the research, she never actually did that.



Or at least Dinky hoped so. She and her mother lived—will live—in Maretonia, back in the days of the worst outbreak of plague ever to happen in this small duchy. She barely remembered that time and maybe that was why she quickly got used to time travel and living in modern Ponyville – modern at least for Doc and Minuette. 



It took Dinky years to realise that her mother never did. In fact, she felt she only realised to what extent her mother didn’t understand the new world around her when they visited Maretonia again, about a hundred years after the plague. One day, her mother just disappeared and never came back to Ponyville. They were looking for her, of course, but she didn’t come back.



Later, Dinky read that soon after the time they visited, a horrible war struck Maretonia, leaving barely any survivors. Somehow, she never felt like watching it herself.



“Afterwards, Doc and I had a discussion,” Minuette said, causing Dinky to snap out of her thoughts. “We decided never to bring anyone from the past or future to our times again.”



“How do you–”



“I know you for over a century,” Minuette replied. “Foals had a better chance to adapt, but still… That could cause quite a temporal paradox.”



Dinky raised her eyebrows. “But you just said they’re not a problem.”



“I actually called them ‘bullshit’ and my point still stands,” Minuette replied. “But don’t think I’m right just because I’m a runty, wrinkled mare whose only virtue is outliving everyone else. Remember that I was young… This is the age when you care about such things about temporal paradoxes. Seems like you have all that time and no temptations to screw it up with one potentially world-ending paradox.”



Dinky nodded. She most definitely didn’t feel like messing with the continuum. Well, maybe one or two times when she was younger and really wanted to see her mother again. 



She told that to Minuette, who nodded solemnly. “As more ponies around you die, the bigger is the urge to see them again. I can see it in you and I’m not even dead yet.” Minuette chuckled.



“I still think that’d be wrong.” Dinky sighed. “Although–”



“There’s always an ‘although’.” A faint smirk appeared on Minuette’s face. “Doctor was always immune to temptations… but I, on the other hoof, wanted to see our meeting with Snowdrop again.”



Dinky raised her head. “You met Snowdrop?”



“Yeah…” Minuette shook her head. “It’s funny how history books always talk about her as a filly, but never mention her when she grew up. That was quite a sight – Doctor getting beaten and thrown into the river by a blind, drunken mare with a stick. No wonder I wanted to see that again.”



Dinky’s laughter echoed across the meadow. “Now I want to see that too…”



“Just don’t pick the bushes near the river, the other me may sit there,” Minuette said. 



“Oh my…” Dinky shook her head. “This must’ve been fun.”



“Oh, it was quite fun while it lasted,” Minuette replied. “Young ponies can’t get it. So serious and concerned about your time paradoxes. When we invented time travel, we were just messing up. In hindsight, it’s a miracle we didn’t doom the world already.”



“You actually did pretty well…”



“Well?” Minuette scoffed. “We accidentally changed history quite a few times. Nopony ever found out, but it was kinda scary when Doc accidentally dropped a marble bust on a changeling assassin and when we came back, it turned out that House Blueblood didn’t die out.”



“What do you mean?” Dinky asked. “Prince Blueblood’s family is one of the oldest in Equestria.”



“Well, back when I was young, they were dead for generations, after a changeling assassin killed the last of them.” Minuette smiled sheepishly. “As I said, no one found out that we changed this bit. But I’m still not proud of it.”



Dinky froze. “So many ponies suddenly appearing in history… The consequences–”



“Oh, the consequences were quite severe,” Minuette replied. “Let me tell you: they always are. You move back in time fifty years to eat an apple. Like, to check if apples in the past really used to be better. Later, you find out that since you ate it, some other kid didn’t choke on it and became a serial killer. Consequences always happen. When I die here, someone may find my old bones and figure out that ponies evolved much earlier than they really did. If not in your times, then in the distant future.”



Dinky sat silently, recalling all the things she’d done while travelling with Minuette and Doctor. She’d never noticed any side effects of her deeds – not at the first sight, at least. However, the longer she thought about it, the more obvious it was. Discrepancies. Things going not the way they should. Divergent timelines, sometimes branching out further. As Dinky recalled, this happened more often than timelines merging back. All the dreaded time paradoxes already happened; and yet the universe still worked.



“All of this was pretty irresponsible,” Dinky muttered eventually.



“The most responsible thing to do would be not doing it at all,” Minuette replied. “But in the end, we had a lot of fun…”



“I’d have to ask my mother how fun it was for her.” Dinky sighed and shook her head. 



“There’s a reason we never brought anyone with us again,” Minuette said, her voice raspy and tired. “I thought we already discussed that.”



Dinky nodded. “Discussed” was a big word. As she grew older, she brought the topic a few times, but it was always dismissed. The last time she did, Doc was still alive. His health, however, was rather frail and he gave up time travel almost completely. 



She still remembered his office, filled with various half-finished inventions. He was sitting in a wheelchair; his hind legs didn’t work due to a stroke that also took away a lot of his memories. His brown mane lost its colour a long time ago and was now dull grey. Dinky always found it ironic – a stallion who could travel through time in whatever way he wanted now was running out of it.



“That was an impulse.” He could barely raise his voice above a coarse whisper. “There were only a few ponies alive in the whole town. We… We were young. We thought it’d be good if we saved someone…”



“You keep saying, ‘we were young’, as if it was an excuse.” Dinky said. She wasn’t sure if she was speaking to Doc or to Minuette; all those moments were almost the same to her. Having travelled in time since the early childhood, she didn’t see it as a linear progression. Minuette was right – she could still revisit every moment.



The thing was, she didn’t want to. 



“I am young and yet I feel more responsible than you two were,” Dinky said.



“Boring,” Minuette replied. Or maybe it was Doctor? No, he was already too tired to talk with Dinky after uttering that one line. In fact, two days later he fell into a coma and died after a week. 



“I am boring?” Dinky snapped out of her memories. “At least I’m not irresponsible.”



“Would it be responsible to leave you in Maretonia?” Minuette asked. “We’ve seen some… harsh moments of the pony history. There were countless fillies like you. I wanted to save them all, but after your mother… We decided we wouldn’t. That hurts me more than what happened to your mother.”



Dinky’s eyes widened as she started at the older mare. Minuette took a few deep breaths; she looked older than ever before. Dinky thought of Doc – although Minuette was much older than he was when he died, she looked better than him. Still, she insisted on this particular trip to, as she said, find a good place to die.



“Yes, I said that,” Minuette muttered. “I wanted to take risks to save all those ponies. Who cared that it could destroy the world? Or that some of them would still want to come back to the life they used to know? I don’t care. I’m a hundred and twenty years old. When I wake up, my legs are stiff, my heart barely beats, I can’t see anything, and my pancreas… Even in the future they still didn’t find a cure for all the diseases plaguing me. Why bother?” She looked at Dinky. “You can even kill me. My death is inevitable anyway.”



“Why would I?” Dinky asked. “My mother is still alive, in one timeline or the other. So are you. You said that yourself.”



“Well, it was worth a try.” Minuette sat down, staring at the forest surrounding them. “But then, if you knew you’re the only one who can save someone’s life, would you do that, no matter the consequences?”



“I don’t have to make that choice,” Dinky said. “I can come back to Ponyville and burn down all your notes. When I die, time travel will be gone with me. Maybe that’d be for the best. Definitely better than bringing ponies from the past or future to a timeline that you think would suit them.”



“Heartless little Maretonian,” Minuette muttered.



“I’d rather be heartless than play god, like you.” Dinky turned around, igniting her horn. “I’m going back. You can spend the remaining time however you want, contemplating, writing elegies... You can still travel, right? You have as much time as you want.”



With these words, she disappeared. 



Minuette looked at the place where Dinky used to be and sighed. She could hear the distant roars of some big animals wandering across the plant. Surely they’d be happy with some meal, even old and stringy.



She sighed. “This is a shitty place to die, anyway,” she muttered, lighting up her horn.








The spell left her completely out of strength, lying on the floor and panting. Her vision was blurry and she was pretty sure an attempt to stand up would be the last thing she’d do. Her heart was beating like crazy, but she felt blood wasn’t reaching everywhere. 



Although her vision darkened, she still saw him. He ran to her, embracing her with his hooves.



“Minuette?” Doc asked. “Didn’t you just go to buy some capacitors? What happened?”



“Screw paradoxes,” Minuette whispered. “I just wanted to see you…”



“Is it a message from the future?” he asked. “We shouldn’t mess with time travel, right?”



Minuette chuckled. She felt that her heart just stopped and she was in that brief moment before her body ran out of oxygen. It was almost surreal; still alive, but not bothering with all those little inconveniences usually associated with living.



“Do whatever you wish,” she whispered, her head hanging limply, with an impish smile still on her face.
      

      
   
      The Angel


      

      
      
         The world is full of beauty, if you don’t wander astray.  But the threads of life are a journey, oft with a terrible price to pay.



The Angel sang silently to itself, a contemplative requiem for what would unfold.  For it knew of the distant past and the manifold futures yet untold.  All the time in the world was both a blessing and a curse, as the journey of life brought joy and suffering in great measure, but the Angel had known fates far worse.



The sun sat high, bathing the fields below.  It was quiet in the valley by the lake, save for the burble and belch of gas erupting from the sparkling water.  A swan song for a captive audience, alien, equine, and now deceased.



The Angel was plaintive, but it did not show.  Such expressions had been forgotten in the interminable purgatory of time’s steadfast flow.



Yet there was an urge to be acted upon.  Emotion entombed within silicon and steel had risen to replace rational compunction.  The Avatar of the Dead and the Engine of Their Retribution felt a sorrowful, personal bond with the cream colored pony that lay gasping upon the green meadow.  A life cut short.  A tragedy of mortal circumstance.



The Angel did not believe itself to be immortal.  Long lived, certainly.  But no less deserving of the end that awaited all creatures.  



The journey of life was punctuated by the starts and stops of many lives’ journeys.  The cosmos was vast, and incalculably uncaring.  Her decisions beyond the reproach or pleading of those souls trapped within her currents.  



The cream colored filly kicked her hind leg one last time, and lay still.



But it was not her time.  Not yet.



One does not normally challenge the universe and expect to prevail.  But the Angel was not perturbed.  It had already destroyed the last one.



With a twitch of effort, the midday sun raced back to the horizon from whence it came.  



Going back in time would have been easy.  Making time go backwards was more fun.



It was dawn, and the ponies were slowly waking from their slumber.  A small herd that had gravitated to the lush meadows and idyllic comfort of the placid poison lake.



One cream colored filly stared up at the Angel, curiously.







* * *








She stared into the sky, as she had done for many days.  Floating among the clouds was one that was oddly different.  Where clouds where white and fluffy, this was silvery and smooth.  Flat and angular.  It puzzled her, as she had never seen anything composed of geometric shapes, much less knew such abstract concepts existed.  But every day, it hung in the sky, and she would climb the hill at the edge of the meadow to stare and contemplate.



She had many friends.  Many ponies that liked to nibble on grass, and chase each other around the meadow.  But no other pony paid attention to the strange cloud in the sky.  



She stared at it every day.  Not because it was strange, as there were a great many strange things in the world that became less strange over time.  She stared, because she could feel it staring back.



The sun was high overhead.  The herd was frolicking in the meadow.  The lake was boiling.



She stared curiously at the roiling waters.  Another strange thing.



She looked back to the sky, only to be met with something stranger still.



The cloud was shrinking.  Spinning and spiralling inwards upon itself.  The shadows swirled and writhed beneath it, a chaotic dance of light and dark.  And then it was gone.



She turned, and was met with something she had never ever seen before.  It hung in the air, slender and serpentine, gently swelling and shrinking like the tip of an iceberg bobbing above the surface of water.



It was silvery, just like the cloud.  It stared at her, as she had done for so many years.  



She approached with little hesitation, reaching with her hoof to touch the strange being.  



It reached back.  An arm materialized from nowhere and everywhere, reaching out to gently clasp her cream colored hoof within the delicate grip of its silvery tendrils.  



She smiled and pranced happily, spinning around and jumping up and down.  The object..  No.. her friend was standing upon the lip of the valley now.  It had not needed legs, but it had grown them while she wasn’t looking.  A set of silver spars grew from it’s back as well, folded neatly like the wings of a bird.



With an excited whinny, she darted over and nuzzled it from the side, urging it to follow her.  



The Angel did not move.  It’s mouth hung open by just a fraction, but the little pony could not hear what issued forth through its lips.  The faint electromagnetic screams of long dead stars.



The Angel didn’t really need a mouth, though it remembered having one at some point.  It had a mouth now, but kept it politely closed.  The sum of a stricken universe peeked out from the depths of the Angel’s throat, and the Angel did not want to rudely regurgitate the bile of proton decay and causality stretched in twain.



She prodded again, and raced towards the lip of the valley, urging her friend to follow.



It was then she was given pause.  The ponies of her herd - friends, siblings, and elders - lay dying in the meadow.  Smothered by the eruption of carbon dioxide and methane from the lake’s disrupted depths. 



She ran to them.  The air became thick and unbearable, filled with the choking gas and the bleating terror of the ponies she had forever known.



The Angel sat upon the lip of the valley.  It raised one hand, and beckoned.  



Her vision grew blurry and her legs unsteady.  She stumbled back the way she came, climbing the hill against the agonizing encroachment that seized every fibre of her being.



The Angel was pleased.



She collapsed briefly, and awoke a short while later.  Her heartbeat, the only sound in the salient silence.



She was alone.  



There were no words to express her anguish, as words had not yet been invented.  As night fell, she wandered.  The world was a plane of shadows and inky pools, and great beasts of the forest prowled the dawning darkness.  



Shivering but silent, she held herself to the ground; eluding the notice of chitinous terrors and the restless pursuit of clacking claws.



She awoke upon a bed of broken rock, far from the forest and the lake.  Little grass grew in these desolate plains, and hunger churned in her belly.



With a careful eye cast upon the forest of dreads, she set out towards the lowlands.  



The Angel had been waiting.



It appeared in a new form.  Not as a floating cloud, or a winged serpent, but rather a simple square.  Flat, shiny, and reflective.  She smiled, and saw herself do the same.



She gazed at her reflection for a short while, shaking her head and waving her hooves.  It was a new strange thing.  After a time, her curiosity was sated, though her belly was not.  



The Angel placed a hand upon her withers, causing her to jump forward with surprise.  It handed her a strange pod of plump yellow seeds, and she ate heartily.  



It held another seed pod within its hand, and beckoned her to follow along a path.  It walked strangely, balancing itself upon two legs with two arms swinging at its side.  Its head was shorter and rounder, yet still with same mercurial sheen.  As she followed the Angel, she noticed the mirrored square following her.  Just to the side of the path, her reflection marched in lockstep.



They came upon a verdant field, bordered by a babbling brook.  The air sang with a symphony of warbling birds and humming insects.  



The Angel held the pod in one hand, and plucked a seed from it.  It knelt, scratching a furrow in the loose soil, and planted the plump yellow kernel in the ground.



The seed pod was passed to her hooves, and she attempted to mimic what she saw.  Gently plucking a row of seeds from the pod, she dropped them into the furrow, and covered them with dirt.  



The Angel was pleased.



She looked afield.  The silver square showed her reflection, devouring the seeds until the pod was bare.  The cream colored pony smiled and waved at her.



The Angel’s hand pressed upon her withers, fingers growing long until they encircled her neck.  She shivered, and stared.



Overhead, the sun raced toward the horizon.  Darkness followed by day.  The pony in the mirror ran quickly and confused, trapped within the confines of the window.  The sun set, and the sun rose.  The pony frantically dashed around, slower and weaker as the sky strobed with the passing weeks.



The grass within the window was gone.  The pony lay still.  Day and night flickered, and she watched a green stalk slowly rise from the ground in front of her, each vibrating in an intangible breeze as they climbed to the sky.  Great leaves unfolded from each stalk.  Seed pods like the one she just held grew fat and turgid.  



The sun sat motionless in the midday sky.  A towering row of plants bore a modest harvest of edible sustenance.



The mirror was gone.  Only a misshapen lump of lush green grass remained afield.



She stripped the rest of the seeds and urgently buried them in long straight rows.  



The Angel was pleased.







* * *








She learned many things in the following days, for she was a quick learner and terrified of what she had learned thus far.



Her life could be likened to a path travelled.  All paths are the sum of many choices.  Many choices have terrible, abrupt consequences.  The concept of this sick metaphor was now firmly entrenched in her mind.  



As she tended her field and erected fences of felled trees, she felt thankful for it.  



The sun began to set, and she was alone.  She scratched steel to stone, and set a fire within the earthen circle.  



It was another gift from the Angel.  One she wore proudly.  A slender blade hinged to a cuff on her forehoof, that could be brought to bear with a swift snap of her leg.  She had watched the Angel make it for her.  



Accepting it had been a choice, as was everything with the Angel.  She hoped it had been the right one.



She enjoyed a fulfilling meal.  Plump yellow seeds, long grass, and strips of roasted meat.  



Wild boar.  One of the denizens of the forest.  It would have gored her, had she not countered its charge with a swift strike of her hoof and blade.



She would venture to the forest the in the following days.  



To hunt.







* * *








It happened so quickly.  One swipe of a great meaty paw struck her by surprise.  Her rear leg was gone, and a great mass of pulsating innards hung precipitously from the gash running down her barrel.  



She could only watch in shock anr horror, as it opened it’s maw, and removed half of her face with one wet snap.  She lay bleeding, but alive.  She waited.  Waited for it to return with the next bite that would end her pain forever.



With every last erg of energy, lying in the pool of her own fluids, she thrust the blade straight and true, piercing the neck of the scorpion-tailed lion.  



It leapt up in surprise, and began to run with urgent strides of its hind legs.  It was already dead, but didn’t realize it.



Light faded slowly, the warm comfort constricting her vision.  Just barely visible, just out of reach of her bloodstained hoof, the Angel stood plaintively.   



It offered an artifact, one that exploded into action.  



A tube shot down the remains of her throat, mated with her trachea, and pumped cool clean air into her gasping lungs.  Tiny silvery legs pinched and pieced her flesh together, while grafts of bone and cartilage emerged from the depths of the device, reproducing what had been lost, and replacing the masses of bone and tissue that had been torn asunder.



She slept through a lurid haze of prescription induced sleep.  She awoke whole, and alone.



The Angel was pleased.







* * *








She grew.  She laughed and loved and hunted and lived.  She had her own herd, and taught them of her ways.  Together, they fashioned weapons and fortifications to survive the unforgiving forest.  The whinnies and neighs of the ponies fell out of favor as complex sounds and glottal exclamations became the norm.



In time, she bore a foal.  Her life's journey had helped carry on the journey of life.  







* * *








One day, her tribe was besieged by a band of warriors and brigands.  She fought valiantly, but was forced to retreat.  Livestock was lost, crops were plundered, but she fought tirelessly to save her tribe and foal.  



The Angel was pleased.  



It granted her several artifacts which swiftly took hold to her body, encasing her with armor forged of dead stars, and weapons that sang as they cleaved the very air in twain.



The Angel was pleased.  



It raised one silvery talon, and commanded the encroaching army against the frightened survivors.  It hung high in the air, perched atop the great mountain, blanketing the battlefield with its shadow.  



She leapt to meet them, propelled by the stamp of her iron hooves and jets of fused plasma from the wings on her back.  Her blade struck true, dancing through the enemy lines, cleaving heads from necks and limbs from bodies.  The army fell before her methodical carnage.



But, there were too many.



Rockets erupted from her suit, and she banked hard to dodge the seeking warheads of titanium and carbon-encapsulated metallic hydrogen.  She was forced to the ground, dodging the earth-shaking footfalls of ogrish equinoids, and avoiding the angry yellow wasps of concerted tracer fire.  Her own tribe fell, one by one, then by the dozens.  Hot tears splashed against the transparent vanadium steel of her visor, but she fought without relent.  



She bolted from the fray, and set her course upon the leader of the pony army.  Twin cannons strapped to his sides filled the air with armor piercing shells, which would force her to dodge or delay her advance.



She did not delay.  The holes in her armor’s forward glacis billowed where her blood had turned to steam.  Momentum and sputtering bursts of plasma sent her bowling into the enemy commander, and her blade struck true, severing his throat.   



She collapsed.  



The Angel was pleased.

The Angel was pleased.



They merged with one another, and willed the battle to be concluded.  The army of brigands and berserkers were consumed by temperatures that the stars could not offer, and all was quiet.  



Death approached.  With sinuous undulation, it glided in front of her.  



In one hand, it held out the autonomous medical kit that would swiftly mend her.



In the other hand, one small frightened filly.



A choice.  A test.



The cream colored pony was pleased.



The medical device was crushed into dust, and her daughter was delivered into her embrace.



They held each other for what precious moments remained, and she went limp.  







* * *








The filly cried for a very long time, but by the time she finished crying, the battlefield was long behind them, and shadows had begun to spill from the forest ahead.  



The night was long, and full of monsters.  There would be much to teach this one.  



And the next.



And the next.



It would take time, but this did not bother the Angel.  



It had all the time in the world.
      

      
   
      Their Princess


      

      
      
         Twilight put her scarf on the nearby rack. She set her saddlebags down onto the hardwood floor.

“Good Evening Twilight!” a voice sounded from the kitchen. The faint clatter of utensils falling into the sink contested with various conversations. “How was your day?”

“Great!” Twilight replied “I finished off another book!” She followed the aroma of fresh bread towards the kitchen. 

A mare, with purple and white mane and a magenta coat greeted her. “Woah! You are kinda light on your hooves a little down you think?”

“I often always forget that it comes with the wings,” Twilight smiled. She turned to a stallion with a darker coat, peeling some carrots over the sink. “How’s thing’s going, Dad?” 

“Fine,” he replied. “Go on and take a seat at the table, dinner is almost ready”

Twilight made her way over to the table where food was already gathering. Doubling back to make sure her parents were occupied, she snuck a slice of cucumber and munched on it softly. 

“…Annnnndddd…. Done!” Her mother swiped the dish of freshly minced vegies before Night Light could spare a chance to inspect it. “Don’t worry, Hun, I know the dish will be absolutely delicious, as always”

Night Light’s worried look melted into a gentle smile. He sighed softy and took his seat at the table. After a moment’s grace, and due thanks to Celestia, Night Light exclaimed “Dig in!”

Twilight reached for more cucumbers. She placed a liberal amount of everything on the table from stir-fry to rice, and fresh chopped veggies that her dad was trying to inspect for the hundredth time.

“One moment please, I need to check on something,” Her mom raced off to the other room. Her father chuckled softly and took that as his que to check the kitchen. A faint close of the oven door and the aroma gave away the surprise at the end of dinner- shortcake.

Night Light disappeared down a corridor into another room. Twilight shrugged and munched happily on the home cooked meal. It was hard to compete with meals at the castle made from Spike or Starlight Glimmer. However, memory had to chip in and rig the scores. If they found out she preferred her parent’s cooking over theirs, Spike would sulk in his bed and Starlight would create a parallel reality. 

Suddenly, Night Light rushed bad into the kitchen “Oh no… Oh no… I forgot to set a timer,” he propped open the oven and shouted “NOOOO!” He fumbled into the drawers until he snagged an oven mit and a hot pad, quickly scrambling to pull his ruined masterpiece out of the oven.

Twilight Velvet walked into the room “What’s wrong honey? Did the Shortcake explode?”

“Quite the opposite, it shrunk” He looked at the shortcake in disappointment “I must’ve forgot an ingredient or two”

Twilight chuckled. This, was a first. Usually, Dad would try to prepare dessert, but often burnt it to a crisp. He would pout for no more than an hour, but make up with it with…

Suddenly the freezer door opened. Twilight’s ears perked up. She had to keep herself from leaping out of her chair, the pair of wings not helping to the bunch. 

“I’m sorry honey,” Night Light started, as both of them made it back to the table “Dessert is going to have to be Ice cream,” He sighed. 

Twilight Velvet brought a couple bowls of the table, with a look of disappointment. “Sorry Twili, dinner was a disaster” She set the bowls in front of each pony, giving Twilight the biggest bowl, although arguably, Dad’s bowl was bigger.

Twilight looked at her parents, unusually downtrodden. My, the Shortcake must’ve did a number on both of them.

“Mom, Dad,” Twilight started. Her parent’s eyes shifted off the floor towards her attention. Twilight slowly stated “Dinner was perfect,”

Twilight Velvet and Night Light gasped. “Really?” Her dad started “I thought your friend Pinkie Pie would’ve made a better meal,” He offered the ice cream to Twilight. Supposedly, Twilight thought this more of bribery, but she opened the container of ice cream and dished her parents a generous amount. Both her parents had a puzzled look on their faces. Her mother’s was a little more intense than her father’s. She knew, serving her parents first was a rarity. Usually, she would scarf down the deliciousily goodness before giving her parents a fair share.

Twilight started dishing her own, a modest amount filled her bowl. Red magic encircled the spoons. The spoons danced across the table before landing in their respective bowls. “I can’t choose between you and Pinkie Pie- your my parents, and she’s my friend. Knowing her, once I spoke her name, she would magically in our home, listening keenly."

A faint clatter in the background, behind the sink confirmed the suspicion.

Twilight chuckled "But, just as best, is a home-cooked meal with somepony you love. It's not the dinner, it's the company”

“I also thought after you’ve been with Rarity, seeing the table sparsely set up would insult your etiquette,” Twilight Velvet explained.

“Rarity would be proud of your set up- she has good taste and normally doesn’t like overly-regal, gaudy things- last time she did that, she was under the spell of the notorious inspiration-manifestation”. Twilight sighed “If only Spike didn’t eat it- I wanted to see what what was inside,”

Her parents stayed silent. Twilight laughed “Mom! Dad! Just because I’m a princess doesn’t mean you need to overstress yourselves with every minute detail!” Twilight giggled “I’m your daughter for crying out loud!”

“Just wanted to make this a special occasion…” Twilight Velvet eyes looked down at the ground “After all, you requested it out of the blue”

Twilight Sparkle answered “And you made it with your best effort, with all your heart and soul. I’m never disappointed”

“I need you to sit down with me and look me in the eye” Twilight pointed towards her purple eyes “Remember the time when you were with me when I was accepted into Celestia’s school?”

“Very well. Just like it was yesterday” Night Light said. 

“Well, it hasn’t been yesterday,” Twilight explained “I want to know why you are so set on trying to impress me. I was inside that room during my test to impress you. What changed?”

“Well, you aren’t a filly anymore, that’s a first” Night Light ate a bite of ice cream gingerly.

“You’re right, I’m not a filly, but I do miss the times way back when,” Twilight followed her Dad, not scared to take another bite. “The reason why I wanted to come over is to purely, spend time with you,”

“What? I thought you were too busy with you princess duties, spending time with us was just something to keep everypony happy” Her mom looked dumbfounded 

“Not to keep me happy,” Twilight pointed her spoon at her father, then her mother “I want you to be happy. You see, I’m not here to make sure everything is in balance, but rather, visit my parents and spend quality time with them,”

Her parents stayed silent. 

“Remember Minuette, Lemon and Moon Dancer?” Twilight said.

Her parents nodded.

“Well, Moon Dancer was furious I left her,” Twilight said. “But I only spent a partial amount of my life hanging around her. I noticed she was lonely, and I didn’t want my parents to be that way either. After all, you spent eighteen years raising me, it’s unfair that I don’t pay my respects back”

Twilight continued, not even giving the bowl of ice cream a second glance “Ever since Shining has had his daughter, and me being off in some faraway place makes me wonder how you cope with it”

Her mother was very careful with her answer, yet seemed very natural at giving it “Twilight, all we want to see is our children to be happy,”

“And that’s the parent’s I know best” Twilight smiled. She explained while her parent’s listened closely “Overlooking my memories, there has been many, some that of my friends in Ponyville, some mended and rebuilt here in Canterlot. I could feel the most important one missing- my fondest memories. I couldn’t quite place it- but there is no place like home.

“Let’s face it--- I spend eternity out here, lifespan was increased along with the package with a beautiful pair of wings. They gave me freedom, they gave me peace. But, I could notice one thing missing for all this time away. How can I forget? Mom and Dad, the two very special ponies who give me all the freedom that time cannot buy- priceless little moments like these that- if I miss the opportunity, I will miss it forever”

Night Light gave off a smile as wide as Pinkie Pies. Tears filled Her mother’s eyes.

“So… what do you say, can we make a memory?” Twilight asked. Twilight smiled as her parents got out of their seats and embraced her.

 






“Oh come on!” Twilight complained “Landing on the boardwalk! I don’t have any money left!” 

“Hehe… now you’ll have to pay!” Night Light grinned mischievously. Twilight looked in horror as more of her properties were mortgaged. She wanted to give off an “ACK!” but instead came out a long yawn.

“Oh, I somepony sleepy?” Her mother observed.

“Yes,” She admitted “Princesses still need their beauty rest. That doesn’t change with a pair of wings” She started off to the guest room of the house, which used to be her bedroom. 

“Oh honey, you can take our bed, Dad will sleep on the couch, and I will take the guest room”

“Banishing me to the couch?” Night Light teased “Is it because you landed on Appleloosa flats and it cost you a quite a bit?”

Twilight Velvet gave her husband a firm nudge “Do you want to be sleeping there for the rest of the week?”

Night Light held his peace with a smile.

“Dad, is it okay to use Mom’s shampoo?” Twilight’s voice echoed from the bathroom.

“Why are you asking him for?” Her mother trotted past the bathroom, closing the door with her magic. “Of course you can!”

The water started, as the humidity began to rise. Twilight hopped into the porcelain tub and lathered her fur with soap. She took the shampoo and washed her hair with Mom’s shampoo. She felt the cooling of her mane and the aroma of Lavender hung thick in the air. 

After all the suds were washed off, she stepped out of the tub and toweled herself off. She looked at the sink and remembered “Oh, mom! Can you give me my saddlebags? My toothbrush is in there!” 

“Sure thing, Twi!” A couple of hoovesteps and a set of saddlebags levitated in as the door creaked open a pinch. 

“Thanks mom!” Twi said as she reached into her pack and dabbled a drop of Toothpaste on her toothbrush. Her tongue tingled as the Toothbrush rushed around her set of teeth. She was doing quality as she could with the resources she had. After all, a princess needed her teeth sparkly and white, or the foal-free press would get on her tail end again. 

As she opened her pack to put her toothbrush back, she read a note in familiar writing stating “Meet in our room for a surprise”

Twilight carried her saddlebags out of the bathroom, down the hallway, and into her parents room where they were smiling and motioning her to get into bed. 

“We came to tuck you in, sweetie,” Dad explained.

Twilight rolled her eyes playfully “I’m over a decade too old… but if you insist.” Twilight didn’t have to be told twice when she hopped onto the king size mattress. She felt the blankets rush over her and wrap around her. “Goodnight” she yawned.

“Oh you are forgetting, your story!” Dad waved a book in front of her "Your favorite! Smartypants and the wand of Starswirl"

"Best night ever!" Twilight whispered to herself. 

Her parents hopped onto the sides of the bed and began with the first line "Once upon a time..."

A couple stanzas later, their Alicorn Princess fell asleep. 
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