
      Pinkie Pie Makes Limestone Smile


      
      
      
         
         I Love to See You Smile

      
      

      

      
      
         The sky above the rock farm hung heavy with the deep blue vestiges of night, even as the unseen sun shot its first hooves of scarlet and gold up above the horizon. Alone to watch this early-morning interplay of color, light, and cloud, was Limestone Pie. The tough earth pony mare stood by the edge of an overlook, leaning on the handle of a pickax, watching the kaleidoscopic glinting of gem-laden ore below. Her teeth chattered as she glanced back at the farmhouse and studied its dark, shuttered windows. Its sole sign of life came from the tiny curl of smoke emitting from its chimney, but even that was obscured by the chill, persistent, late-fall breeze.



She shook her head, heaved what she knew would be the first long sigh of her workday, and turned back—



“Hiya, big sis!”



“GAAH!”



Limestone recoiled from the sudden, improbable presence at the very edge of the outcrop. It bounced toward her with pink boisterousness, brandishing something floppy and plaid.



“P-Pinkie,” she spluttered, trying to steady her jackhammering pulse. “What are you… how’d you even… ?”



“‘How’ is, I had a ton of frequent flyer miles.” Pinkie planted three of her hooves and raised a woolen scarf in the fourth. “And the ‘why’ is simple, silly; I know my favorite biggest sister doesn’t always think about how she’s doing, or if she has unmet physical and emotional needs, or other really big things like that! So while I can’t help fulfill all those needs—”



Limestone facehoofed. “Celestia above, please let my death come swiftly.”



“—I can at least bring you everything you need to have a great first workday of the chilly season!” And Pinkie began hoofing things at Limestone so quickly that she wasn’t fully sure where they came from: “Here’s a scarf, thermos, space blanket, space heater, Space Jam—”



“What about personal space?!” Limestone dropped the burgeoning pile with a clatter.



Pinkie cocked her head to the side. “But last time I was home, you talked about how lonely you get out here. And I got to thinking how it seems like you get up earlier than everypony else, and how you stay out way longer than dad does…”



A hot blush overtook Limestone’s muzzle. “Yeah, well, he’s getting old. Somepony’s gotta run this place.”



“But that’s not the only thing that matters.” Pinkie’s face-splitting grin softened into a slight smile that didn’t touch her eyes. “I mean, sure, you’re running this better than anypony probably ever has. But what about yourself?”



“What about myself?”



Pinkie shrugged. “You’d really rather keel over dead than get called on the fact that you’re running from something?”



Limestone took a step back, grimacing. “Look. You wanna talk, go talk to somepony else.”



“What if I just wanna help?”



“Pinkie, your idea of ‘help’ ain’t always helpful.”



“What if I wanna help any way I can?”



“Then stuff a pickaxe in your pie-hole and come help me dig!”



After a slow, silent nod, Pinkie reached up with a hoof, rooted around in her mane, and produced a pickaxe. It went straight into her mouth, as Limestone had ordered.



Limestone nodded her acceptance. Before she could turn away, though, the glint of sunlight on metal drew her attention to the sundry items at her hooves. She bent down and picked up the scarf, then wrapped it around herself before setting off along the edge of the overlook.



“Itchy,” she muttered. But after a moment, a feeling of warmth suffused her neck and upper barrel. “I’ll get sweaty,” she said aloud—though she knew it’d be a blessing on her way to and from the pit, and during breaks.



She glanced at Pinkie, hoping to see a response. But Pinkie simply kept pace. The pickaxe stayed where it was, and her smile was light and subtle.



Limestone flicked her tongue across her lips. “Alright, since you insist… yeah, I’ve been better. I guess, way back, I needed to prove to myself I could run this place. But then dad slowed down, and I had to pick up so much work… now I don’t have any energy to think about anything else!”



She frowned.  “Now I’m stuck, Pinkie. I watched Maud get her Rocktorate, and you’re saving the world… even Marble’s doing some cool stone-tile art stuff lately.”



Limestone glanced at Pinkie, whose grin had deepened.



“I do need help,” Limestone breathed. She turned a tentative smile on Pinkie. “But I guess today I’m getting some, plus warmth and company.”
      

      
   
      Dessert


      
      
      
         
         She's Looking Through You

      
      

      

      
      
         “Daddy, where’s Mom?”



I couldn’t remember if that was the second or third time in the past hour she had asked that question.



“Mommy’s fine, her and the other ponies are safe.”



“…Are we safe?”



I opened my mouth to answer, but there weren’t any words, so I swallowed the lump sitting there instead. I glanced ahead at the line of ponies before us. All ragged and worn, heads down, marching double file towards...



They flanked us on our sides in packs of three or four. Black, chitinous carapaces that sparkled in the early morning sun, hissing whenever one of us dared look up or step out of line.



Silver Shard peeked out from between my legs, eyeing everything with a worried expression, her tangled mane hanging in knots that fell around her ears.



“Daddy?”



“We’ll be fine, sweetheart. Mom’ll be back soon, and she’ll bring all the guards in Canterlot, and the Elements of Harmony and even Celestia herself.”



“Really?!” She squeaked back.



I gave a small nod, couldn’t risk her hearing the wavering in my voice.



They led us through the mountains, the snow-capped peaks barely hiding the smoke rising from Canterlot behind us in the distance.



It was early in the morning when they led us into the caves.



Dark burrows that fed down into the centre of Equestria, so deep you could see the mana leylines etched into the rock faces. So dark that the blackness ahead stretched on for an indeterminate distance. The air hung thick and heavy in the air, making each breath laborious, and the very pressure of the earth weighed down our bones.



They had carved cells out of the cold stone, and the guards led us into one at the end of the hall. No bed, no blankets, nothing. Just the hard floor and the darkness.



The food was sparse at first. Delivered several times a day. Colourless, odourless, tasteless piles of gruel in sharp bowls that cut your tongue when you ate.



But I was grateful. Every second Silver spent eating was another second she was quiet, another second where she wasn’t asking.



“Dad…”



“Soon, dear. I promise. Be strong for Mom, okay?”



The hours turned to days, turned to weeks, turned to…



…



Every now and then there would be a creak of metal as a cell was opened, and the sounds of a struggle. Sometimes a grunt, sometimes a scream, but eventually the noises would stop and only the darkness would remain.



But I kept lying.



“It will be soon.”



“Tomorrow.”



“Next week.”



“Everything will be fine, please stop crying.”



But then the food stopped, and eventually I was too tired to speak, and Silver was too tired to ask.



Truth be told, I’d seen the changelings swarm into the castle. Watched them and their queen subdue the princess, her student, and her friends. The guards…



Diamond Dust…



There wasn’t a rescue coming.



…



I felt Silver Shard collapse next to me on the floor. 



“Mom’s not coming, is she?”



My eyelids were hardened concrete, and even turning over to face her made aches surge through my body.



We both didn’t hear the creak of the cell door, or the sound of hooves on damp earth.



“Mom…?”



Silver’s dry voice echoed in my ears, and I forced myself to turn over again in the dirt.



“Mom!”



And there was that youthful energy I remembered from her, as she raced towards the figure standing by the open door.



Creamy, white fur. Sparkling silver hair. Diamond Dust. Exactly like her… down to the exact detail.



Except for the poisonous green eyes. Those were HERS.



I forced myself to stand.



The imposter chuckled, bending low to nuzzle Silver.  I swallowed back the bile rising in my throat.



It was only then I noticed the two guards flanking both sides of her, dark enough to blend in, only the slightest green of their irises and glint of their fangs visible. Hungry.



Silver was crying, nuzzling into the imposter.



“Ssssh, it’s going to be okay.” Her voice, but it wasn’t.



But she was staring through Silver, at me.



Her horn glowed, and in all the instant I saw each and every horror that would be done to us.



There was no resisting. No hope. Just certainty.



“It’s fine Sweetie, go with Mommy. Daddy needs some rest…” My words, but not my will.



Silver Shard disappeared around the corner with HER, as the two guards entered my cell and closed the door behind them.
      

      
   
      Cheerilee's Five


      
      
      
         
         Bleed

      
         
         I Love to See You Smile

      
         
         Cap’n Pip

      
      

      

      
      
         The same old Cheerilee, in the same old classroom, looked out onto the same old playground and saw what were essentially the same old foals rushing around. The bully shouting. The manic running around. The quiet one. The nutcase scribbling furiously.



In their midst, Captain Pip, pirate of the five seas, on forays to strange lands after rare treasures.



Cheerilee sighed and returned to the same old desk. Since no one was around…



She took out an old framed photograph. Her, and five fillies from her school days. Fruitbasket. Honey Drop. Cotton Top. Blueberry Swirl. And Rarity.



Her brow hardened. So Captain Cheerilee she’d be.



As soon as the foals poured in, she put on her best smile. The Five used to love her smile. She wouldn’t abandon them.








During those summer holidays, Captain Cheerilee set sail. Set a course for pony number one: Fruitbasket! Town of Tall Tale.



Fruitbasket was a safe bet. Used to be the quiet one. She’d never been the adventurous type…



Wait, what!?



Cheerilee hurried back. Examined the poster.



Went inside the Pineapple Palace.



Fruitbasket!? Exotic dancer!?



Right there on the stage. Still using the kicks and turns Cheerilee had taught her long ago!



Cheerilee asked around. Fruitbasket: the most beloved mare in town. Exotic, exciting, and endlessly pursued: stallions tried to climb onto the stage.



Burning inside, Cheerilee fled.








Once again, Captain Cheerilee set sail! Pony number two: Honey Drop. Manehattan.



Honey Drop was their nutcase, drawing impossible contraptions. Ashamed for thinking it, Cheerilee suspected such a nutcase wouldn’t possibly become famous.



Hungry, Cheerilee went to a diner.



Pancakes? Pancakes, please.



With honey? Please.



Honey Drop’s finest?



A pause.



Honey Drop’s…?



Cheerilee asked around, ran, found the Tower of Honey: a hexagonal prism. Rushed inside.



Honey Drops. A room filled with beehives. A factory, taking and replacing slots of beehive, filling jars.



“My patented Honey-o-Matic Machine!” Honey Drops shook her by the hoof. “You told me to believe in myself, Cheerilee! And here I am!”



Cheerilee wore the smile for as long as she could.








Wearily, Captain Cheerilee braved stormy seas. Someone had to be in the same boat as her. A backwater schoolmarm, not a superstar dancer, honey emperor, dressmaker extraordinaire! Perhaps pony number three: Cotton Top!



And pony number four, it turned out. Groaning, Captain Cheerilee learned about Cotton Top and Blueberry Swirl. Canterlot Celebrities.



Defeated, Cheerilee arrived. Still, for the sake of old friends, she had to reconnect. It had been too long. Their old days had been her best days, when she could shout and scream at the world and spit on the idea of being respectable.



The Cheerilee Five were singers! They’d started the Rockin’ Beat. They’d told the world – the stuffy, traditionalist, old-mare’s world – that they were free!



She attended the concert this night, more out of duty than anything else.



Blueberry Swirl, shouting orders on the stage. She’d always been a bully. Cotton Top rushing about with costumes. Always the manic one.



Then the show started.



They were magnificent.



And she? Stuffy, traditionalist, old mare.



She left.








The same old Cheerilee, in the same old classroom, looked out onto the same old playground and saw Captain Pip. Oh yes, he’d rally them today. And tomorrow, he’d be an accountant, or something, while they went on to have amazing adventures instead.



Cheerilee forced her smile when they came in. She went through another forgettable lesson.



Eventually, all the foals left. She ventured outside, trying to look on the bright side. At least her students loved her. She had a cosy town with good neighbours. She had her health.



She had…



Five friends, waiting on the path.



Fruitbasket. Honey Drop. Cotton Top. Blueberry Swirl.



And Rarity.



All there. All beaming at her. All reaching forwards for a group hug she wasn’t remotely prepared for, but which took her back.



But how? Why?



They’d liked seeing her again. She’d always inspired them, loved them, pushed them up to be more than they thought they’d ever be. To see her come looking for them had made them realize what they were missing.



They made her Captain Cheerilee again. They asked her where to? Old Sugar Cube corner? For old time’s sake?



Stunned, but smiling for real this time, Cheerilee forced herself not to cry. She had to hide the pain she’d felt. Shame on her for feeling it!



For now, she’d pretend. For them.



Captain Cheerilee’s crew set a course: Ponyville. Cradle of their youth.
      

      
   
      “Kill or be Killed, Miss Yearling. Kill or be Killed.”


      
      
      
         
         A Novel Fantasy

      
         
         Fraud

      
      

      

      
      
         “Wait a second…” Pushing through the crowd, Yearling squinted at this next fan’s face. She’d seen it before… once…



“Figuring it out? Let me give you a hint: poster pose.” He struck said pose, one hoof rising in the air, wings splayed.



Recognition hit Yearling in the face. “Wind Rider!?”



“It’s been a while, Yearling.”



“But… you were thrown out of the Wonderbolts!”



“All history now.” Wind Rider waved her words aside irritably. Casual as ever, he continued, “I’m not exactly Mr Popular at the moment, but I’d appreciate it if you’d share a drink with me.”



“With you?”



“I can recommend a pretty sweet wine. Or maybe you’re a cocktail mare. You’ve got the look of someone who likes the exotic.”



“With you!? You framed that new recruit!”



Wind Rider sighed. “That’s all I’m remembered for. Look, I paid my price. I just want an old schoolfriend to talk to. That’s not a crime, is it?”



She glared at his tired eyes, red and raw.



“Why?” she said suspiciously.



“Ah.” Wind Rider nodded. “You a friend of Rainbow’s?”



“She’s a fan, yes.”



“She was one of mine too.” Wind Rider gestured towards the bar. “Seen her recently? How’s she getting on? A credit to the Wonderbolts, I hear, but there’s more to life than Wonderbolts.”



Suspicious, she nonetheless felt the stirrings of pity. Wind Rider still wore his trademark bomber jacket.



“A quick drink,” she said coldly. “Then I’m returning to the convention. Understood?”



“I’d be honoured.”



They chose seats right on the edge, Yearling near the door and ready to bolt, Wind Rider turning his back on the glares from the patrons. Yearling ordered their drinks; when Wind Rider tried it, the bartender ignored him.



“I used to love reading Daring Do,” said Wind Rider. “Bold. Fearless. Willing to do what she had to do. Had to play dirty once or twice, but a noble soul.”



As soon as it appeared, Yearling snatched up the drink and sucked for all it was worth. She released it very reluctantly.



Wind Rider stared. “You sure can pack it away.”



“On the road, you learn to take what you can get.”



“Don’t I know it. Wow, you look good for your age.” Wind Rider chuckled. “You got a Fountain of Youth stashed away somewhere?”



“Something like that.”



“Sounds quite a cosy life for you, hiding away in some cottage somewhere…” Wind Rider shook himself down. “Gets a bit tedious after a while, doesn’t it?”



“You?”



“I’m not going to mince words; I miss being with the Wonderbolts. I hate being cooped up. But I guess I’ll learn to like it. I only came out today for nostalgic interest.”



“You big on nostalgia?”



“I remember we were both young once.”



Yearling growled. “Look, do you regret what you did, or not? Trying to get someone kicked out of the Wonderbolts to protect your record? Doesn’t it bother you?”



“No,” said Wind Rider frankly. “I’m sorry. It just doesn’t. I did what I had to.”



Occasionally, Wind Rider sipped his drink.



“Well…” said Yearling. She shouldn’t lose her temper. “Daring Do” might, but Yearling was supposed to be a kindly old mare. She shouldn’t trash that image.



“You’re honest, at least,” she said.



“I’ll take that as a compliment, Miss Yearling. Or is it Mrs?”



“Just Miss.” Yearling squirmed where she sat. “You hitting on me?”



“Ha! We’d be matched in outspokenness.” Another infuriating sip.



Yearling softened her face. Kindly old mare, after all.



“I doubt it.” She sighed.



“I don’t blame you.” Wind Rider hung his head. “But I am what I am.”



“No, I meant…” Quickly, she shut her mouth. What was she thinking? “Daring Do” had to stay secret!



Besides, Wind Rider might be a cad, but at least everyone knew he was a cad. They knew where they stood with him, even if they stood as far away as possible. Her? Her entire life was put on display in a series of stupid books, and virtually no one even knew Thing One about A. K. Yearling. She’d worked hard to keep it that way.



Because treasure-hunting wasn’t all puzzle-solving and villain-stomping. It was cutthroat. The temples she’d desecrated, the backs stabbed, the lies spun, and the lives ended, not all of them bad guys.



Kill or be killed.



Smiling, Wind Rider raised his glass. “To your prosperity, Miss Yearling?”



Yearling raised her empty glass. “Yeah.”



She left. It wasn’t just Wind Rider’s presence that made her skin crawl now.
      

      
   
      Boar Guest's "Book of Fanciful Beasts", Chapter 5


      
      
      
         
         Sky Stingray

      
      

      

      
      
         5. AIR RAY



Although Air Rays are well established in Equestrian histories, many modern scholars consider the species apocryphal, and perhaps with good reason — for no species in pre-Unification lore has as varied a description and reputation.



For example: Peony the Elder's Natural History describes Air Rays as pony-sized swarms of predators, malevolent and cruel.  Aristrottle's History of Animals casts them as shy and solitary behemoths, remnants of ancient magical experiments.  And Georges Hoovier's Les Règnes Non-Chevaux claims that the Air Ray was a singular, immortal behemoth named Al'Ecsei, "son of the sky and daughter of the stars".  Her Highness merely affirms that they (or it) are extinct, stating (as she so often does) that "there are bad dreams in the past which ought be left to slumber".



About the only thing on which all sources agree is that Air Rays are as beings of elemental Air (the singular exception is Peony, who associates them with the humours of Void).  They are invisible to the unaided eye — though in shape they resemble the common Ray of Frost, with a bulbous head, two broad wings, and a tapering tail — and feed upon cloudstrat.  It is common for accounts of the Air Ray to note that they preferentially eat cumulonimbus; a notable exception is the second-century-BCE Lost Empire tragedy The Wræth of the Skys, in which the protagonist Sombra uses a cumulonimbus cloud to poison one.



Their appetite is typically described as voracious — as in an old gryphon bawd boasting that Grover could drink "faster than Rays strip the heavens".  Peony suggests that Air Ray feeding is the reason why no trace was ever found of the legendary Cloud Castle of Kathmun-Dew.  And Hoovier quotes the creation myth of a Titmoose nest near Seaddle, in which the whole of existence was solid cloud until Al'Ecsei consumed enough of it to leave behind the clear sky, and excreted a pile which became the earth.



Their relations with other elemental beings are surprisingly little mentioned.  The anonymous Roamin work De manibus Homini reports an eyewitness account of Air Rays and Earth Rays meeting at the horizon for revelry upon one particular Equinox Eve, and claims that the Scorching Ray is the Air Ray's natural enemy — although this is likely to be wholly fanciful, owing to its flagrant disregard of elemental affinity theory.  On the other hoof, its assertion that "startled Air Rays are quicker than a Ray of Light" finds some support in Hoovier's survey of tribal legends.



Pegasopolian lore places Air Rays as a parasite of windigos, tracking their movements and migrating behind them in order to devour their hatestorms.  The pre-Unification foal's tale of "The Fate of Thunderbuck" concerns an ill-tempered stallion who built a cloud house in anger, attracting Air Rays which devoured his village.  But Aristrottle dismisses this story as fanciful, and recounts speaking with the daughter of one Trailing Mist, whose beautiful singing enchanted an Air Ray; she doted upon it and gave it her construction cast-offs, until one day it saw her also feeding clouds to a baby windroc, and died on the spot of a broken heart.



In The Collected Exploits of Commander Hurricane, she is said to have singlehoofedly frightened off an army of marauding Air Rays by drinking a barrel of rainbow juice and then passing gas in their direction.  However — despite no shortage of tales of pegasus prodromes defending the walls of their outposts from Air Ray predation — her exploit is never known to have been repeated.
      

      
   
      Her Eyes Contained Heaven


      
      
      
         
         Diptych in Black and Blue

      
      

      

      
      
         The cake was absolutely delicious.

 

“Right. Um.” Princess Celestia, age fifteen, looked at the table. “This cake is terrible.”

 

Luna, age eight, beamed at her. “Is it?!” Heaven in her eyes. Ears perked up. Tail wagging. “Is it?!”

 

“Uh, yeah. I mean.” Another bite. Chocolate and filling—the one dark, the other creamy—mixed in Celestia’s mouth and taught her that life had meaning. It wasn’t ‘great’. ‘Great’ was just a word. The cake transcended language. “Blegh.”

 

“So you don’t like it?!”

 

And look at that tail wagging. Luna was going to sprain it at this rate. So Celestia spoke. “No, no. Terrible cake.” Another bite. And another. And another. Oh, Stars, this was what bliss felt like, wasn’t it? This was love in culinary form. “Can’t stand it.”

 

“Hahah! Good!” Now Luna was jumping around. “Good! You don’t have to finish it, if you don’t like it!”

 

“No, no. I need to appreciate how terrible it is.” Another bite. Princess Celestia was an elegant mare; she had been raised as royalty, she did not speak in uncouth language. That said: unf. “To. Uh. To understand the depths of its…” Pause to swallow. She tried not to moan. “Hnng.”

 

Luna cocked her head to the side. “Sister?”

 

“Its badness! To understand the depth of its badness.” Another bite. The last one. Pain, the poet had said, is pleasure—remembered. Remembering the cake, now, brought Celestia a lot of pain. But she’d do it all again in a heartbeat, just to know happiness a second time. “Yeah, wow, that was very very bad. I should, ahahah. Never bake again.”

 

“Hahah!” Luna, jumping again in glee. “You’re so bad! Okay! Mine now!”

 

“Right.”

 

Celestia looked down at the table again. Next to her empty plate was another—with a monstrosity on it. A mass of blackened crust, of spoiled milk and dirty flour. Uncooked, and burned, both.

 

Despair, made food.

 

Celestia swallowed, and then licked her lips. “Oh wow. This sure looks good.”

 

“I think it’s my best yet!”

 

“Certainly looks the part.” Celestia braced herself, grabbed the fork, and gave it a bite.

 

She winced.

 

She literally, physically, winced.

 

“Wow,” she said then, after swallowing. “This is delicious. Yummy yummy.”

 

“Yeah!”

 

“You are so good at this.” Celestia took another bite, and the only thing that made it remotely palatable was looking at Luna and focusing on her eyes. They still contained Heaven. “I think you’ve won this cook-off too. Congratulations. Fifth time in a row.”

 

Luna went on high gear after this. “Yes! Yes!” Jump, jump, bounce, bounce, wag, wag, where do kids get all that energy from anyway? A mystery for the ages, surely. “Can I try my cake too now?!”

 

“Nu-uh. You know the rules, Luna. Only the judge can taste.” Then, after another bite, and oh, Stars, why. Why would she do this to herself. “Maybe when you’re older, and, uh. More experienced.”

 

“More experienced? I don’t know if I can get any better at cooking after this!”

 

“Right. Well.” Celestia looked at her plate. The cake seemed infinite in its foulness. “You can certainly try.”

 

 




 

 

The cake looked terrible.

 

“Wow.” Princess Celestia, age one thousand and twelve, looked at the table. “This looks wonderful.”

 

Twilight, age eight, beamed at her. “Does it?!” Heaven in her eyes. Ears perked up. Tail wagging. “Does it?!”

 

And Celestia smiled at the little kid.

 

The weekly cook-offs hadn’t been meant to become routine, but they had anyway. Only this time—at night. Under the Moon and its watchful Mare, her eyes now empty. It was how Twilight and Celestia spent their Wednesday evenings.

 

Twilight loved the cook-offs. Celestia did not. To pick at an old would stings, but it’s worse than that. It’s unhealthy. It brings nothing but sorrow. 



It is addictive.

 

So Celestia had allowed them to become routine, and so she picked the fork, and brought Twilight’s absolute abomination to her mouth, one bite at a time. One wince at a time, one sting at a time, one little needle in her heart at a time.

 

Because pain, the poet had said, is pleasure—remembered. Remembering, now, brought Celestia a lot of pain. But she’d do it all again in a heartbeat, just to know happiness a second time.



“Yes, Twilight,” she said. And she did not know if the smile on her face was real or not. “Truly, absolutely wonderful.”
      

      
   
      Shrine to a False Dashity
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         Rainbow Dash stood in Bow Hothoof and Windy Whistles' shrine to herself, among shelf upon shelf of medals and plaques, ribbons and trophies.



She turned to her parents. "These aren't mine."



Windy, grinning nervously, responded. "Sweetheart, of course they are. It's only natural you wouldn't remember every single one, but whose else's would they be?"



"Gee, I dunno." Rainbow took to the air and glanced over a single row of medals and plaques and ribbons and trophies. "Lessee. You really think I'd win, uh... first prize in a... ew, a pie-eating contest?"



"You tried a lot of things when you were little," Bow Hothoof said.



"How about this one?" Rainbow plucked a small, bronzed pony with a scroll in one hoof and a stetson in the other. "Grammar rodeo, head buckaroo? Sheesh, did Twilight and AJ have a kid together?" 



Windy fluffed her wings anxiously. "You were a very studious filly."



Rainbow looked flatly at her mother, replaced the trophy, and grabbed another one: a unicorn rearing up on a lacquered wooden base. Affixed to it was a nameplate reading "SUNSET SHIMMER: TOP TRANSMOGRIFIER."



Bow coughed. "You went through a phase?"



"I'm dumb, Dad, but not that dumb." Rainbow tossed Sunset's trophy to the ground and dropped down beside it. "Are any of these even mine?"



"Some of them," Windy muttered. "Not most."



"Are you for real?!" Rainbow gritted her teeth and groaned loudly. "You're always talking about how proud you are of me, but you've got a – a fake trophy room set up, showin' off awards I never won, for stuff I never even did. Heck, you've got more awards than I've been in contests!" 



"Sweetheart––"



"Don't 'sweetheart' me, Dad." Tears blurred Rainbow's vision. "Is the stuff I've done just not good enough for you? You gotta... pretend I'm cooler than I am?"



Windy looked up, shocked and affronted. "Rainbow, you're everything we could've hoped for in a daughter!"



"And more," Bow added solemnly.



Rainbow's anger stalled. "Then why...?"



Windy looked to Bow, who gave a tiny nod of assent. She said, "Flight camp, when you were a filly, was not inexpensive. None of it was. The flying lessons, boarding school, the entry fee for the Best Young Fliers competition..." 



"Your home in Ponyville," said Bow.



"We took a lot of loans when you were little," said Windy. "Once you moved out, we pawned what we could to pay them back. You're popular enough for most of it to turn a profit. And once we paid off the debt, we bought cheap replacements so we could still have something in here."



"We always figured you'd win new trophies to replace what we sold," Bow finished.



Rainbow took another look at the shelves – her eyes landed on a grainy, sepia snapshot of what looked like a sonic rainboom. "Nopony who came by ever noticed?"



"Nopony ever looked closely enough to tell," said Windy. "Even Scootaloo."



Rainbow rolled her eyes – she almost smiled, too. "You really took all those loans... for me? Why didn't you just say something?"



"Maybe we were ashamed," said Bow, his deep voice soft and trembling. "Maybe we cared too much about what you thought of us. Maybe we wanted you to be proud of us."



"As proud as we are of you," said Windy.



Rainbow took a deep breath that turned into a wet, staggered sniffle. She kicked off the ground, hovered to her parents, and pulled both into a hug.



"Sorry we didn't say anything," Bow said into Rainbow's mane.



"Don't––" Rainbow pulled away and wiped her eyes. "Don't say you're sorry. Who cares about trophies?"



"Thankfully, pawnbrokers and second-hoof shops," Bow said lightly.



"You know what I mean." Rainbow thumped her father's shoulder. "Awards don't matter. Glory's forever. I got plenty of that already. I'm just... I'm sorry for yelling at you. And for making you go through all that trouble."



"It was no trouble," Windy said. She kissed Rainbow's forehead. "You were always worth it, dear."



They fell into the hug again. Rainbow stroked her parents' wings with her on, nuzzling both of them in turn.



Then she frowned. "Scoots really didn't notice the difference?"



"Well..." Bow cleared his throat. "She noticed the Sunswhat Shimmer one." 



"Sunset Shimmer." Rainbow pulled back and looked quizzically at her parents. "What did she say about it?"



Windy smirked. "Having an alias and casting transmogrification magic 'adds to your mystique.'"



Rainbow rolled her eyes again. This time, she did smile.
      

      
   
      Aftercare


      
      
      
         
         She's Looking Through You

      
      

      

      
      
         “What are you doing here?”



Fancypants has had a long afternoon, being the beloved face of elegance and esteem in Canterlot. Everywhere he went, he was swarmed by one too many admirers. They were all faces to him, all craving to be seen, to be recognized by name. Few had the privilege. Fewer deserve it.



When he finally got home, all he wanted was a good night’s sleep.



Instead, she was there, standing in the middle of his living room.



A face he'd recognize anywhere.



Before he could do anything, she pounced upon him, pinning him against the wall. She hissed, saliva dripping onto his suit. Her green eyes were seething, her fangs bared. Her tongue slobbered over his cheek, her arid pants loud and clear. In the face of that, Fancypants remained calm, until finally, she spoke.



“Sssss.... sssssstarving…”



He frowned. “Anyone saw you come in?”



She fervently shook her head.



He sighed before pushing her off. “Go upstairs and wait,” he instructed as he undid his tie.



She whined, to which he smiled.



“Don’t worry. I’ll be with you soon.”








She always liked it rough. She needed it rough. He would be aching in the morning, but everything else that came after was rewarding. She was a particularly tranquil soul in her afterglow. Sometimes, she would giggle beneath his touch. Sometimes, she would even purr under his tender caresses as he would chuckle under hers.



Sometimes, she wouldn’t.



“Fancy, do you have a camera I could use?”



Fancypants glanced up from the book between his hooves to the changeling sitting by his bedside. With his magic, he poured himself another glass of liquor, only to set it aside on his nightstand. “Anything I should be worried about?”



“No,” she spat before taking a gulp from her glass. “Nothing.”



“Good,” he remarked, nodding. “Was worried you were about to do something foolish.”



“It’s nothing I’ve never done before.”



“Okay.”



Fancypants returned to his book.



“Fancy, do you have a camera or not?”



He sighed. “You know, you should walk around town, get a new hobby here and there—”



“And let these thieving ponies get away with what they did? As if.”



“Last I remembered, you were the one who invaded us,” he reminded, earning a glare. “You wished for power.”



“I needed love.”



“You had me. All this time.”



“I needed more.”



“And in the end, you’ve lost everything. Was it worth it, Fleur?”



“Don’t call me that!” she growled. Fancypants merely furrowed his brows. “I’m Chrysalis, rightful queen of the Changelings, and I shall only be addressed as such.”



“You’re always Fleur to me, you know that. Need I remind you, if I hadn’t taken you in, you would’ve starved to death.” He placed his book away and reached for his glass. “Even after knowing what you were, I let you stay. I let you feed off me. Seven years, Fleur.” He downed his drink. “And now, look at what you’re doing. Going around crusading.”



She snorted. “Better that than being your trophy wife at snobbish parties.”



“You could always try being more open to them.”



She crossed her hooves. “It’s not like they would sate my hunger afterwards.”



“I would’ve forbidden it anyway. Infidelity isn't my brew of choice, so to speak.” Fancypants poured himself another glass. “I have friends who’ve asked you where you’ve gone, Fleur. You have a place here, you just don’t believe it yet. Want some more?”



She looked down at her empty glass, before bestowing it to him. “It’s not enough,” she muttered, watching the liquor rise.



“Hmm?”



“I can’t just feed on one source. I can kill you, Fancy.”



“You wouldn't.”



“I could’ve.”



“But you didn’t. I’ve had worse mornings.”



“Stop lying.”



“I will if you stop running around.”



“I’m not running around!" She slammed her glass down. "I’m trying to regain everything I had, everything I’ve lost! You can help me, you know! You, with your influence, with your power! Everyone here adores you! You could give it all to me, yet you wouldn’t!”



“You’re right. I won’t. Not now. Not ever. Because you’re better than that.”



Snarling, she downed her glass and stood up. “I’m leaving.”



“Alright,” he acquiesced. “Oh, and Fleur?”



She stopped in her tracks.



“There’s a camera in the storeroom. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”



Fleur turned to him, green eyes glistening, before stomping off.



The silence that followed tempted Fancypants to reach for the bottle.



“I’ll always be here if you need me.”
      

      
   
      Pull Yourselves Together


      
      
      
         
         A Novel Fantasy

      
      

      

      
      
         	Exactly who do you think you are?



	It’s funny, in a sad way: everyone knows that Daring Do and AK Yearling are two different ponies. It's obvious. One's fictional, one's not. Everyone knows.



	Except for those few fans. Rainbow Dash, Princess Twilight, that... one guy? Quibble something. They saw that Daring and Yearling are one and the same. They know.



	But you and I know better, don't we?



	Look at you. Alone at your desk, a bottle and a half of cider down the hatch already, but at least there's less fewer bottles here than rejections. Daring Do and the Black Curse sent off to the publisher, for the fifth time, and Celestia only knows if they'll like it—this last adventure was a mess and it's not the kind you can wrangle into a narrative, except that saving artifacts doesn't pay the bills so you have to. Look at you, not knowing if they'll like it. Not knowing.



	Wouldn't it be nicer if this was a story? Where the ending is planned out from the start?



	If you had control, like me, it would be great. Daring Do always has control. Even when I’m tied up in some collapsing temple. Look at you, free as a bird and with the wings to match, and you can't even



	Okay, smashing the cider bottles helps no one. Look what you did! The page is all wet, you'll have to find somewhere else to





















	Are we done with our tantrum? Calm down.



	Using the whiteboard now, huh?



	In chapter two Daring Do should reflect on her mother, who taught her



	Why would they like it now, you sent in four other drafts and they were all rejected. “Trite.” “No coherent theme.” “Not up to your usual standards, Yearling.”



	Connect theme of family with villains, who are trying to prove to their fathers that



	Okay what are you doing. You know this is your whiteboard, right?



	Maybe I can turn all these rejections into



	The one you plot my stories on. Real helpful, writing me over your notes.



	a metastory about the importance of perseverance in the



	Stop it!



	face of adversity



	Stop erasing your notes just to make me beat up on you! If you do that, even I won't know what's supposed to come next!



	It's not helping



	It's not





















	This is better. But back of rejection letter—way smaller than a whiteboard.



	Not to mention, you can’t erase these words like on the board. Make words count.



	It's okay. You've got money in bank. Even if Black Curse doesn't pan out you'll







	be fine for bills. You can publish a stinker or two and stay in the black. It's okay.



	You are a little me, AK. Every author is a little their characters. You most of all.



	(There don’t seem to be as many rejections now that you’re writing on them, huh.)







	You do know the future. You do know what comes next. Let that heartrate fall.



	Or at least how you'll respond to it. You'll pull through just fine.



	After all, you're Daring Do.







	Take a deep breath.



	You're going to be okay.



	We're going to be okay.



	I'm going to be okay. Because I’m Daring Do.



	
      

      
   
      Asymmetry


      
      
      
         
         Sky Stingray

      
      

      

      
      
         The concept of relative entropy was first discovered by two ponies, Kite Back and Leafblower, and is thus sometimes known as KL Divergence. Most first-year students at CSGU are surprised to learn that an idea so fundamental to their magical studies was developed by two pegasi.



Not that they were racist or anything! It was just that, well, pegasi weren't exactly known for their theoretical mathematics, what with their outdoor predilections and their lack of telekinesis for the sheer amount of writing needed for the advanced stuff. And considering how KL Divergence is mostly used in analyzing communications channels, it's not unreasonable to think that it would've been created by unicorns trying to optimize their sending spells.



But, if one were to ask a pegasus (after explaining what KL Divergence even was because, y'know, most of them are outside clearing clouds rather than studying in the library) if they thought it was odd that one of their own had developed a concept so theoretical, they'd laugh in your face and say that of course it took a pegasus to point out something completely obvious, because the unicorns were too busy with their noses in a book to look up at the sky.



See, KL Divergence is a measure of the distance between two probability distributions. It's denoted as D(p||q), where we are measuring the distance from one probability distribution p to another probability distribution q. Like any distance metric, D(p||q) is equal to zero if and only if p and q are the same "point" in probability space, and if its value is large, then q is very far away from p.



Pegasi, as creatures of the sky, find probability very natural to them. Weather is chaos, but even in chaos there are patterns, and pegasi live or die by playing the odds with these patterns. Navigating a storm is little more than rolling the dice and making sure you remembered to weight them properly beforehoof. Most unicorns accept this as the reason why KL Divergence was first developed by two pegasi.



It is not the only reason, though.



One of the more unique properties of the KL Divergence as a distance metric is as follows:



∃p,q: D(p||q) ≠ D(q||p)
 




That is, the distance of p from q according to KL Divergence is not always the same as the distance of q from p. This fact takes students at CSGU years to wrap their heads around and, even after graduating, most of them just write it off as an unintuitive quirk of a very useful measure. Sure, it's not actually possible for distance to be asymmetric, but if the equations work, then there's no harm in assuming that's how it is. It's the same kind of willful suspension of disbelief needed to survive Quantum Physics.



But the pegasi know that it's perfectly possible for distances to change depending on how you measure them. If the unicorns would take their eyes off their books and look up, then they'd see, among the intricate patterns of wind and water in the sky, that there are shapes that look like clouds molded in the shape of creatures, dogs and snakes and octopi and stingrays dancing about high above the mountaintops.



They are not clouds.



And the pegasi choose to stay in the skies, to live in the clouds that float higher than Canterlot itself, because they know that distances can be deceiving.



When the pegasi fly above their fellow wingless ponies, they are close to those things that swim through the air, that have wandered the heavens since the beginning of Time. And those things are far away from them.



And when their colleagues in their schools choose to stay inside, in their homes situated on the ground, they are far away from those that seek out flesh and blood and life. But the clouds-that-are-not-clouds are close to them, so close to their prey in ways that they could never understand and that they won't ever listen to the pegasi about when they try to warn them of the dangers that lurk above.



Because as the limit of D(p||q) approaches zero, p and q must take on the same values.



And every year, there are more clouds in the sky, shaped like dogs and snakes and octopi and stingrays.



And ponies.
      

      
   
      Love is the Answer


      
      
      
         
         She's Looking Through You

      
      

      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Daring Do and The Heightened Sensibilities


      
      
      
         
         A Novel Fantasy

      
      

      

      
      
         "Uh... A.K.?"



"What is it, Red Line?"



"I just got your draft for your next book and—"



"If it's about the cover I know it's rough, I put it together in an afternoon. Just get that kid who normally does the covers to do her magic."



"We were going to do that, but that's not the issue here."



"Oh? What is it, then? Is it because I'm not on the cover? I told you I don't care what marketing says, I want the pyramids to be the focus here."



"A.K., listen. The cover art is fine, that's not why I called you."



"Well, get out with it. I have to finish the third act, and I want to get to it while the memory is still fresh."



"Okay, here's the thing. PR wants you to change the title because they feel it'd cause needless controversy."



"I... Wait, what?"



"Yeah, since the story takes place in the Zebrican continent, they want to avoid any type of backlash regarding the title."



"Wow, I don't even know where to start."



"You can change it for any synonym. I think Obsydian Curse has a nice ring to it."



"What? No, Red Line. That's dumb."



"Dark Curse sounds too cliché."



"By all means, keep pretending you don't know what I mean, but I'm not going to change the title of the book."



"Please. You know you have a lot of young impressionable readers."



"Okay, first of all, it may be the Zebrican continent, but the pyramids are Saddle Arabian. I don't know how you could confuse the two. Celestia, I think that's even more racist than if the title actually was an off-hand mention to the color of a zebra's stripes."



"PR wants to minimise the—"



"Second of all, its name is the Black Curse. Check a history book. That's what ancient Saddle Arabians called the curse that would befall anyone who would dare enter the pyramids."



"I know that..."



"Then what's the big deal? You're acting like I used a racial slur in the title."



"I'm just doing my job, A.K."



"Oh, I thought your job was being my editor, not bending over whenever the PR department asks you to do something."



"That was uncalled for."



"Ugh... I'm sorry, Red. It's just that... Well... I haven't done anything wrong! I'm just being faithful to history, it's what I do as an archeologist."



"I know you haven't, A.K. But try to see it from their perspective. You remember what happened when 'The Mad Gryphon Anthology' came out last month."



"I don't think those two are even remotely comparable, Red."



"Tell that to the PR guys."



"I'd do it if I thought it'd change something."



"What will you do, though? You know they're not going to let this go."



"Hmmm... They just objected to the title, right? Not to actually calling the Black Curse by its actual name."



"The memo I got only mentioned the title, yes."



"I wonder if they even read the damned draft... Okay, how about this, the Curse is mentioned in the background for the first third of the story, and only kicks in halfway through the second act. Proportional to the rest of the story, I think the pyramids themselves are featured more prominently. I could title it after them."



"So... Daring Do and The Mystery of the Pyramids?"



"A bit bland, but we can work with that for the time being. You think they'll object to that?"



"Most likely, but at least they won't bring up the racial issue."



"Here's hoping."



"..."



"Say it, Red Line."



"Yeah, it's about the donkey merchant you meet in chapter two."



"What about him?"



"Do I have to..."



"Fine... I'll tone it down."



"Thank you, A.K. The West has different sensibilities, it's just how it is."



"It's a shame really. Golden Shekel was a really nice guy."



"I don't doubt he is, but it's better this way."



"Yeah, yeah. I already agreed. See you next time, Red."



"Take care, Yearling."
      

      
   
      Keep on Training


      
      
      
         
         All Aboard!

      
      

      

      
      
         Opalescence hissed. She'd spent the last few hours on a train to Mt. Aris and it was really getting on her nerves.



She was a cat and, as such, she prefered her own paths. Sitting in a cardboard box most definitely wasn't her path, especially when Winona was around. 



Winona was a dog and thus, in Opalescence's book a retard by definition. For starters, she still seemed to believe that they were going to Mt. Aris.



Meanwhile, Opal listened carefully to Scootaloo, Apple Bloom, and Sweetie Belle. Thus, she knew that they were going to the Crystal Empire now. Before, the train apparently went to the moon, made a circle around Uranus, and fought pirate ships at the seven seas. In fact, Opal wasn't sure how they were still going; after all, they seemingly crashed a while ago when the luggage slipped out of Sweetie Belle's magic grasp and collapsed on Apple Bloom's head.



Nevertheless, they kept scaling tallest mountains, crossing endless tunnels, sometimes flying above the clouds, sometimes going under the sea, watching sirens chasing seaponies.



Opal was getting sick of that. Although the train didn't seem to really move, the happy babbling alone was enough to give her nausea. And the three fillies were babbling constantly.



Opal looked at Winona, who looked through the window of their train car, sticking her tongue out. The dog seemed not to care about anything. Whether it was the darkness of Griffon lands, the sands of Somnambula, or the endless void of outer space, Winona reacted to it with this speechless amazement, typical for all the dogs. She listened to Apple Bloom's every word, tilting her head and looking at the suitcase where the filly hid the treats.



The sun was almost setting. Opal heard Rarity's distant calling and sat in her train car, awaiting salvation. She wasn't quite sure how'd Rarity reach them across the layers of time and space piling on the top of each other since this fateful morning when the train took off from Sweet Apple Acres.



"Sweetie Belle! Time to go home!"



"But Rarity! It's still early!"



Opal's ears perked up when she heard her name. Rarity was just explaining her little sister that Opal needed to eat something. Finally, someone who understands me, Opal thought.



Soon, she found herself in the warm embrace of Rarity's magic. Sweetie, however, stayed; Opal looked at her and at the train -- in fact, just a few cardboard boxes.



However, as soon as she turned her gaze away, the train rode forward, heading towards another adventure.
      

      
   
      3, 2, 1...


      
      
      
         
         The Last Thing Left to Do is Let Go

      
      

      

      
      
         Three words is all it takes to crack Sunset's heart like old glass.



"I got in!" Twilight yells as she leaps across her room toward Sunset Shimmer, hellbent on hugging her with all her strength.



Sunset inhales her girlfriend's vanilla-lavender-mystery breakfast scent, managing to keep the shards of her heart from collapsing a little longer. 



After a minute of cheerful hugging and hollering, Twilight's frantic glee slows down. Her arms slowly drag down from Sunset's neck to around behind her waist so she can twirl a few of the longer strands of red-yellow hair between her fingers.



"I don't have to go."



"Yeah, you do."



Now the pieces can fall apart.








Summer runs by in a blur after that day. Snippets of lists and shopping and packing all swirl together in Sunset's memory, the only clear part are the eyes looking out from behind black horn-rimmed glasses; the focused center of her own hurricane.



From the periphery of her hearing, Sunset recognizes someone saying her name.



"Sunset, darling, did you hear a word I just said?"



"Not really, no. Sorry," she answers, running her hands through her hair and rubbing her scalp. "I've had a million things on my mind lately."



"Let's be honest, you've had exactly one thing on your mind. And rightfully so, I believe. Which is precisely what I was trying to ask you a moment ago. Have you two decided what to do about 'you' yet? The plural, romantic 'you,' I mean to say."



"I've been trying not to think about it, honestly."



Rarity leveled her eyes at Sunset. "I wouldn't dare tell you what to do in this case, of course, but I will say that you must do something."



"I know. I think I've known what the right road ahead is since she opened that damned acceptance letter. I guess I just wanted to pretend she wasn't leaving at all a little while longer."



Rarity reaches out and gently squeezes Sunset's hand.








"You're sure you've got everything on you for the train ride, Twilight?" Sunset asks, her thumb rubbing gently across the back of Twilight's hand.



"I've double checked every bag so many times the very concept of 'bag' has undergone an advanced sort of semantic satiation," Twilight replies. Her free hand slowly tightens and loosens at her side, barely releasing little bits of her pent up nervous energy.



Sunset sucks in and releases a deep breath. "Only one thing left to do, then."



"Get on the train?"



"Two things left to do, then," Sunset says.



"No, I'm very certain I did everything on the boarding procedure advisory—"



"—just take your little notepad out of your pocket and look at the back of the last page."



Twilight fishes out her travel sized notepad and looks at the last page. Sunset mouths the two words written there to herself as Twilight reads them.



Let go



Her fingers uncurl from Sunset's, and her hand drifts to her side. She takes a small step away, toward the train, before turning and pulling Sunset in for a kiss. Their eyes lock as their lips drift apart, and Twilight mouths a reply before turning and running for her train:



Never
      

      
   
      Letting Go


      
      
      
         
         I Love to See You Smile

      
      

      

      
      
         A knock sounded on the bedroom door. "Come in!" called Pinkie Pie.



Mrs. Cake entered the room and immediately waved her hoof in front of her nose, wincing. "Pinkie, we need to talk."



Pinkie looked up from where she sat on the floor. "Whaddya wanna talk about?" she asked, cocking her head. With one hoof she petted her little friend.



With a heavy sigh, Mrs. Cake shut the door and sat on the floor next to Pinkie. "Carrot and I have discussed this. You need to move on," she said, very gently.



"Move on? W-what do you mean?" A nervous smile crossed Pinkie's muzzle as beads of perspiration dotted her forehead.



Cup Cake reached over and took Pinkie's hoof in hers, pulling it away from the rotting, lifeless husk. "Pinkie, this has to stop. It's decaying. Badly."



Pinkie laughed out loud. "What? No, silly, he's fine!" she said, reaching over to jiggle her friend back to life. "I'm doing perfectly well, Mrs. Cake," she voiced in a deeper pitch out of one side of her mouth.



Sympathy reflected in Mrs. Cake's eyes. "Pinkie, please. We can't let you keep pretending," she said. "I respect your feelings, but this is a bakery. It's starting to draw flies, and the odor..."



"He is not an 'it'!" said Pinkie with a scowl, but her eyes began to water. "And he could get better..."



"We both know that's not going to happen." Cup pulled Pinkie's hoof away again. "You're a grown mare now. You need to face facts."



"I don't want to lose him..." whispered Pinkie, closing her eyes as a tear rolled down one cheek. "It's not fair! He's still alive to me."



Mrs. Cake took a deep breath. "Pinkie, didn't you have to get rid of... say, a stuffed animal, as a foal?"



Pinkie shook her head. "No. All my toys were rocks," she said.



"Oh, dear... Well, you had to get rid of your rocks, didn't you? When you moved to Ponyville, you didn't bring them with you," said Mrs. Cake. "Were there any special rocks you treated like dolls?"



"Oh, sure! But Dad wouldn't let me bring them here," she said. "He thought I was 'too attached' to them, or something. I dunno." Her mane began to droop.



"What happened to them?"



Pinkie closed her eyes. "I don't know. He probably sold them, or... he ate them."



"Ate them? You... eat rocks?" said Cup, incredulous.



"Yeah," said Pinkie, pulling her hoof away as her mane and tail flattened completely. "Why are you doing this to me?"



"We care about you, Pinkie," said Cup Cake, reaching over to stroke Pinkie's cheek. "If you can't handle this, how are you going to manage when somepony you love dies, like your parents?"



"My parents aren't that old!" said Pinkie, and anger flashed across her cheeks. "I shouldn't have to think about this now!"



"Someday your pet Gummy will die," said Mrs. Cake. "Alligators don't live that long, especially those who share his condition. How are you going to manage then?"



"I have no idea," gasped Pinkie, and she began to sob.



Mrs. Cake pulled Pinkie into a hug. "Fluttershy has pets pass away all the time, and she's learned to deal with it. You can do this too."



"Fluttershy is braver than I am," whimpered Pinkie. "And she's a year older..."



"You're a fully-grown pony, Pinkie. You need to mare up."



Pinkie nodded solemnly. "Do you want me to dig his grave?" she asked, wiping away a tear with her knuckle.



Cup Cake sighed. "Sweetie, no. If we gave him a grave, you'd visit it every day. We need you to be stronger, Pinkie. Fluttershy doesn't dig graves for her pets, does she?"



"N-no," said Pinkie, the word catching in her throat.



"It's the circle of life. Place him in the compost heap, and his body will nourish the garden," said Mrs. Cake. "Do you need me to help you?"



Pinkie paused in silence. "No. I can do it myself," she whispered. With that, Pinkie Pie stood up, picked up her friend in one hoof, and walked out of her room and down to the garden.



Standing in front of the compost heap, Pinkie shed a final tear. "I guess I'm really a mare now," she said, dumping her friend into the refuse with several loud thumps. Then she set the pail down and smiled a sickly smile.



"Goodbye, Mr. Turnip. I'll never forget you," she said. Then she turned and walked away.
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         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      In Caverns Deep at Night


      
      
      
         
         She's Looking Through You

      
      

      

      
      
         Ah, a dream traveller, are you? You bear the stink of certain magics that are used to enter the Astral Realms. Do not panic; preserve your strength! Though you are trapped in a spider web, please relax, I am not here to harm you, but to help. This form of dark blue and black is how I am accustomed to appear in the Lands of Dream.



Your imagination is what brought you to this dangerous section of the Astral Realms, and, properly guided, it is what will free you. Listen to me. Just imagine that the garments you wear have become slick, as if they are made of oilcloth or silk… Ah! There you go, the web already loosens around you. Carefully, now…



Oh, dear. Are you okay there, in that pit below? Your imagination is powerful, and you did your work too well! Don’t worry, I will assist you. But we must be swift, for the dreamspider that made that web may return at any moment. Do you see that small dark crevice there? It leads back to the surface, and to safety. It is a tricky path, but I will guide you. 



You are of course too large to fit, but all you have to do is employ your dreampowers. Look upon the world around you, imagine yourself growing smaller, smaller… Excellent! Hurry, let us proceed down this tunnel. I shall produce some light from my horn to guide us. These dank, close walls are much cheerier when one has a companion. 



Oh, now here is a problem. How shall you cross this chasm? Once again, let me instruct you. Imagine the wings of a dragonfly, shining with iridescence, as the creature darts nimbly about in a field of flowers. Imagine yourself flying with the dragonfly. Imagine that its wings are becoming your wings… Carefully… Done! Excellent work, you are very good at this! Now, let us fly together across the chasm. Hurry, foul things lie below!



You have made good progress, but there is still some distance to go before we reach the exit, and safety. This tunnel here will be a challenge. Hear that rumbling noise, the thud of the heart of the mighty beast? The light from its internal fires may reveal us. We must not awaken it. A simple change to your garments will help. Make them darker, sleeker, let them press closely about you like armor… there! Now you are well protected against cuts and scrapes, and can creep with me through the shadows.



We are almost there, now. This tall cavern ahead is the last great obstacle. See that tunnel so far overhead, on that tall wall? That is our goal. I do not suggest that you fly here; the stalactites on the ceiling are sharp and fragile. A four-footed stance like mine is best for climbing that wall, and I suggest you adopt it. Bend forward, imagine your hands and feet replaced with broad sure hooves… there you go! Now follow me. That buzzing noise? It will not trouble us. Follow me as we leap from ledge to ledge, as nimble as mountain goats.



Ha, we have reached the top safely. Can you smell that whiff of fresh air? The end is close at hand. Come with me along this tunnel. Do not concern yourself with those dark shapes about us, whose eyes gleam in the dark; they are my allies and they shall not harm you. This way, please, to this great chamber lit by glowing fungi…



And now, welcome, Traveller! You have made it to safety. 



Do you see that gleam of light in the distance? That is the exit to the surface that I mentioned. But why go there, when you are already safe here? This is my place of power, for the stuff of dreams is also the stuff of change. And now that you are subject to me, I need but exert my own magic a bit, and… the changes you have wrought on yourself along the way are permanent; this is the new true shape of your soul, and when you awaken, you shall take your place as one of my own, in my hive. And these dark buzzing shapes, with their shiny carapaces and lacey wings that press close around you… they are your new siblings. You shall find this a rewarding life, for I am very generous to those who serve me well, and you have such great talent, and an excellent imagination.
      

      
   
      Trixie's Secret Admirer


      
      
      
         
         A Not So Secret

      
      

      

      
      
         A frenzied hammering awoke Trixie Lulamoon from her slumber.



"I'm coming! Hold your ponies," she shouted, clambering for the door.



Trixie opened her trailer to see Starlight Glimmer standing in the rain, hyperventilating. She held a wet bouquet of roses and a box of chocolates, and wore a set of saddlebags swollen with water.



"We need to talk," said Starlight, pushing her way into the cramped little covered wagon. She tossed the presents on Trixie's hammock.



Trixie rolled her eyes. "Please, do come in," she said, heavy on the sarcasm. "This couldn't wait until morning?"



"Those... 'gifts' were waiting on your stoop," said Starlight, wringing the water from her mane and saddlebags into her magical grasp and levitating the blobs of water out the window.



"In that case, it was very thoughtful for you to bring them in for me," said Trixie, smiling as she ran a hoof along the wet surface of the chocolate box.



Starlight took a deep breath. "Trixie, I know about your secret admirer."



Trixie froze. "You do...?" she said, raising a brow.



"I've seen your mail."



Trixie gasped and feigned indignation. "Starlight Glimmer! You've been reading through my mail? How could you?"



"I haven't. It's on the outside of the letters. 'Your biggest fan and secret admirer', written in large script."



"Ah, well. You know show business," she said, giggling.



"Trixie, this could be a stalker! You're getting messages from this pony every day!" said Starlight. "It's been going on almost as long as we've been together! Now, flowers and chocolate?"



Frowning, Trixie snorted. "What? Is it so hard to believe somepony might be enamored with me?"



"Of course not. I'm enamored with you. That's why I'm worried."



"Aha! So that's what this is all about. You're just jealous," said Trixie. She smiled smugly, tilting her head back.



Starlight rubbed her temple with a hoof. "No! Well, maybe..." she said, then paused before looking her marefriend dead in the eye. "Trixie, we've been together long enough that I can tell when you're not being honest. You know who this pony is, don't you?"



Trixie swallowed hard. "I d-don't know what you're talking about," she said, quickly mopping her brow with a fetlock.



"You're a great liar on stage, but terrible in private," said Starlight, her voice growing soft. "Please, Trixie. Don't hide this from me."



Tears began to rim Trixie's eyes. "Trixie is... embarrassed," she said. "Trixie's secret fan isn't much of a pony."



Starlight reached out and stroked Trixie's mane. "You only speak in third-pony when you're nervous," said Starlight, her eyes sad. "I'm not going to judge you. I don't care who it is: a senior citizen, a foal, even a diamond dog. You deserve everypony's adoration."



"Trixie can't tell, Star, she just can't," she said, pressing her lips tight.



"I'm worried about this pony doing something to hurt you."



Trixie nodded. "Trixie worries about that too."



"Then tell me! I love you, Trixie. I want to keep you safe."



Trixie closed her eyes tight and said nothing, opting only to shake her head.



Starlight sighed and pet Trixie's mane. "Then what about this gift? Does this frighten you?" she asked, producing a small, wrapped box from her saddlebags.



Trixie opened her eyes and looked at the box levitating in front of her. "What? I don't remember sending this."



"Sweet Celestia," said Starlight, her eyes widening. "It's you! You're your own secret admirer!"



Tears began to trail down Trixie's cheeks. "Trixie admits it! Trixie just—I just wanted to impress you... but nopony gives Trixie the adoration she deserves..."



"Trixie..."



"It's because Trixie doesn't deserve it," sobbed Trixie. She sniffled as Starlight pulled her chin back up with a hoof.



"Love, you do deserve it. I might be the only pony lucky enough to know it, but you're worth way more than some silly roses and chocolates." Starlight gently kissed the tears from Trixie's cheeks.



Trixie smiled weakly and rubbed her eyes. "You don't think I'm being silly?"



"Of course you're silly. You don't need to impress me! I already know how Great and Powerful you are," said Starlight, grinning.



"Then who got me this present?" asked Trixie, pointing at the little box.



"Your not-so-secret admirer," said Starlight, hoofing it over.



Trixie opened the box to find a silver ring the same size as her horn. She gasped. "Starlight! Are you asking me...?"



Starlight nodded and held her breath.



"Buck fan mail," said Trixie, as she grasped her fiancee in both forelegs and kissed.
      

      
   
      The Dust Wraith


      
      
      
         
         No Turning Back

      
      

      

      
      
         Withered wings carried her over the barren landscape. All below was dust, and all above was dust. Only the occasional ruin of brick or stone broke the unholy symmetry. The sun did not shine on this place.



The only sounds were the wind and her own eternal scream.



She flew faster.








Great machines rusted and fell under their own weight as she flew over them. The air filled with their shrieks. 



How impressive they must have been, once, cutting their long trenches into the earth! But no longer.



The sky had been choked when she arrived here; she had not done that. Merely added to it. The machine's masters had abandoned this place long ago.



She flew faster.








The land below was bright, but hardly cheerful. The patchwork quilt that made up this land unwove itself as she passed over, the thread fraying and decaying. She was glad to give this place to the dust.



A lone figure stood below her. Not a pony, no; a serpent, and many other things besides. He did nothing to stop her, merely watched. Soon he, too, joined the rest.



She flew faster.








Here, the world burned. A great beast of destruction stood warden over this land. It met her scream with its own fury.



But flames turned to ash, and ash into dust.



She flew faster.








The sun had not graced this land in a long, long time. In that way, it reminded her of her home.



Stone turned to rubble, rubble turned to sand, and somewhere below a goddess withered away in an ill-deserved throne.



She flew faster. 








Great hives towered like termite mounds over the landscape. Drones buzzed around them, mindless in their tasks. They paid no attention as she passed, their chitin cracking and splintering.



Below, far below, the ponies slumbered, their dreams not their own. As one, they sighed with relief, for in her was their salvation.



There was no salvation for her. Only the vengeance which propelled her onward.



She flew faster.








The battlefields stretched on forever. Armour littered the battlefield, stained and dented, while those still standing fought around them. In the low light of the setting sun, it was hard to tell who fought for who.



They continued to fight, even as their flesh rotted and their bones crumbled.



She flew faster.








Her wings, sparse things of little more than bone and sinew, ached. She did not know how long she had been flying. She only knew she had found her destination.



Here, the sun shone. Here, the skies were blue. Here, the land was verdant.



She pitched forwards, her withered wings at last giving out. But it had been enough.



She landed on the balcony of the great castle. The crystal that comprised it turned grey and brittle under her hooves. She had never been here, never seen this place before this moment. And yet, she knew exactly where to go.



Candles snuffed as she passed them. Tapestries unravled into piles of aged thread. The air itself grew musky and ancient in her wake. Still she marched, even as her legs burned and her lungs, whatever was left of her lungs, begged her to stop.



A wooden door stood in her way. She placed her hoof upon it, and it rotted away to nothing.



And there she was, standing there over a desk covered edge to edge in scrolls rich with arcane symbols and scrawled writings. Her wide eyes betrayed her fear, even as her coat began to grey.



Starlight Glimmer looked upon Starlight Glimmer.



And then, at last, they both fell to dust.


      

      
   
      A Trail of Sugar Blood


      
      
      
         
         Bleed

      
      

      

      
      
         “So y'all gonna bleed to death just to prove a point, huh.”

 

“Hahah, what?” Pinkie gave AJ a drunk smile. “Nooo idea what you’re talking about!”

 

“Pinkie, you look like you’re tryin’ to traumatize the kids now, instead of doin’ it on accident. Give me the shears.”

 

“I’m not gonna! Hahah.” Pinkie had to hug the tree to avoid falling down. “Go celebrate your birthday! Take the day off! I got this covered.”

 

“Yeah. In blood.”

 

“Still counts!” Pinkie waved a hoof. “Shoo!”

 

Blood dripped down.

 

Little known fact about Equestrian apple trees: you need to cut off the odd branches now and then, 'cause that makes the apples taste better. Second little known fact: this was a long, arduous, dangerous job.

 

Applejack had been trained for this.

 

Pinkie Pie had not.

 

“It’s your birthday!” Pinkie was perched on the tree, waving the shears around and covered in massive amounts of blood. “Apple Bloom told me you have been too busy to play with her lately! Today is your chance!”

 

“Why are you advocatin’ for sisterhood while at death’s doorstep.”

 

“Because it’s now or never!” Pinkie wobbled again, and she had to hug the tree harder not to fall. “Whoa. Hahah. Oops.” Then she reached into her mane. “Gimme a moment!”

 

“Pinkie.”

 

“Back to you in a second!”

 

“Pinkie, Ah need you to understand this is the single most gruesome thing Ah’ve ever seen. And Ah’m friends with Rainbow Dash. And Twilight.” Pause. “And Rarity.”

 

“Ah-hah!” Pinkie produced a lollipop from her mane. She frowned. “Wait. These aren’t bandages.” 



Pause.



“Eh. Same thing. Hey, Applejack! Do you think I can cover my wound with this?”



“No.”



“Taking that as a yes!”

 

And Pinkie put the lollipop on top of her wound.

 

It got stuck.

 

The blood mixed up with the caramel and they both started dripping down.

 

“Alright. Ah take it back. This is is the most gruesome thing Ah’ve ever—is that meltin’ the caramel? Pinkie, why’s your blood so hot?!”

 

“Because I’m speaking with passion!” Pinkie yelled. “Also everything is getting blurry now!”

 

“Is that wound infected? That wound’s infected, isn’t it.”

 

“Probably! I sure didn’t clean it before I accidentally stabbed myself. Hahah.” In any other pony, the half-witted smile that made it to Pinkie’s face would have been terrifying. This was Pinkie, though, so it looked average at best. “I’m in danger.”

 

“Yeah! You are! Get down already!”

 

“Only if you promise me you’re going to take the day off!”



“Pinkie, you’re dyin’!”



“Yeah! I am also making a point, though.” Pinkie reached into her mane again, took out a second lollipop, put it in her mouth. “I am not paying attention to your advice even though it's harmful, because I’m very hot-headed. Right? Right?”



Another pause.



“See what I’m doing?”



Applejack rolled her eyes. “Pinkie, Ah have a lot of work. Ah can’t help that.”



“But you can! You can ask for help! Or rest a little more often. We’ve been through this before! The trees are not going anywhere. We checked!”



“Pinkie—”



“Working is important! Working is super duper important.” Pinkie made a bloody sad face. “But it is not the only thing that matters, even if it feels like it. I’m not telling you to stop working, just like you’re not telling me to stop bleeding to death on top of this tree—”



“Ah’m absolutely one hundred percent tellin’ you that.”



“—but it is important to take care of the tiny things, too! Like your birthday.” Pinkie winked at AJ. “Or playing with your little sister while she’s still little.”



The blood and the caramel kept dripping down. The sound of the drops falling—ploc, ploc, ploc—was like the tick-tock of a clock.



Applejack sighed. “Ah guess Ah can afford a day off.”



“Woo-hoo” Pinkie grinned. “Birthday party! I’m so good at my—oh wow I’ve lost a lot of blood hahah.”



Pinkie fainted.



PLAF!



And fell off the tree.



“Well. That takes care of that.” Applejack grabbed Pinkie and put her on her back. “Guess Ah’ll get Apple Bloom once Ah’m sure you ain’t—wow, your blood is hot. It’s gonna be hard takin’ that lollipop out.”



Pinkie Pie didn’t reply. She was unconscious.



So Applejack shook her heart. “That’s the problem with you, Pinkie. Even as a bleedin’ heart, y’all gotta be all sweet.” Then, she turned her head around a little, and kissed Pinkie’s forehead. “Thank you.” 



And she trotted to the hospital, smile on her face, leaving behind a trail of sugar blood.


      

      
   
      Help! My House Thinks It's a Castle!


      
      
      
         
         Mrs. Fix-It

      
         
         All Aboard!

      
         
         Proud

      
         
         Confrontation

      
      

      

      
      
         One day, Derpy’s house said, “I am the keep of the castle! Who goes there? Friend or foe?”



Since the door wouldn’t open, Derpy stood outside and tried to think of a sensible answer. She had no idea how to talk to houses, but politeness was always welcome.



“Are you playing pretend, Mister House?” she said politely.



“No!” said the house. “I am the keep of the castle!”



“Oh, but Mister House,” said Derpy. “You can’t be the keep of any castle. I’m your owner, Miss Derpy Hooves, remember?”



The house harrumphed. “I know Princess Derpy, who I protect, but not Miss Derpy.”



Derpy made herself comfortable on the grass outside. “But a keep,” she said reasonably, “is a big building.”



“I’m big!” said the house. “Bigger than you by far!”



Derpy admitted the house had a point. “And it’s made of strong stone.”



“So am I! The finest stone in Ponyville!”



Again, Derpy admitted it had a point. She knew she’d never been very good at logic.



“Erm… Doesn’t a keep look after a castle?” she said, trying to remember what little she knew about architecture. “If you’re the keep, where is your castle?”



Silence. Derpy suspected it was searching. How, she wondered, could a house search when it had no eyes to see, or ears to hear, or hooves to touch? Houses couldn’t talk either. Yet here it was, talking. So, she reasoned, who was she to judge?



Eventually, the house said, “That castle over there.”



“Twilight’s castle?”



“Yes.”



“Ooh, that gives me an idea!” Derpy rose. “I’ll be right back.”



When Derpy returned, Princess Twilight followed her. After all, who better to discuss logic and castles than her? Perhaps she could help.



“And now it thinks it’s a keep,” Derpy finished.



“I see,” said Twilight. “Luckily, I came prepared. You see, Mister House, a castle and a cottage are very different. A castle needs an inner and outer wall for defence.”



“Ah, but you see,” said the house, “I have a wall around the garden.”



“Does it have watchtowers? A barbican with a drawbridge? A moat?”



This time, the house sounded uncertain. “No, but…”



“A bailey for growing crops? A motte so that attackers struggle uphill?”



“No, but…”



“I have pictures here to show you what a cottage and keep look like. Please compare the two.”



But when it spoke, the house gloated. “I see no pictures! Because keeps don’t have eyes!”



Finally, Twilight growled with frustration. “There’s no reasoning with you.”



A sudden thought struck Derpy. “How do you know you’re a keep?”



“I… can feel it?” tried the house.



“Oh, that’s easy then. Twilight, could you help Mister House by turning him into a keep so he could feel the difference?”



“I’ll try. But what about you?”



“I’ll sleep at a friend’s house tonight. Don’t worry.”



“Um… okay…”



So Twilight worked her magic, and the cottage bloomed into a keep. The space around it scrunched up to stop the neighbouring houses from being crushed.



“I told you I’m a keep!” crowed the house.



Twilight growled. When she went to change it back, however, Derpy stopped her.



“Let’s come back tomorrow,” said Derpy. “We don’t want to hurt his feelings.”



Because the house wouldn’t let her in, Derpy left. Initially, the house laughed because it was big, but soon it felt how empty the rooms were, and since there were lots of rooms, there was a lot of empty. It was made of strong stones, but the stones chilled it. The other buildings had to be kept away for their own good, so it became lonely.



The house shouted, “I hate being a keep! Won’t you come in?”



Hearing it, Derpy returned, but it was so empty and cold and lonely that she went outside again. “I’m sorry. I’d need to be a princess, I think, and I’d be very bad at it.”



“But I’d protect you!” pleaded the house.



“Ponyville’s a peaceful town.”



“We’d be big and powerful.”



“Oh, I’m happy just as I am!”



The house moaned until Derpy fetched Twilight and changed it back. Now it was nice inside; she lit a fire that warmed the interior quickly. Since she knew all the little rooms, she felt cosy.



“I prefer being a cottage,” said the house. “The biggest and the strongest cottage in all of Equestria!”



“How about,” said Derpy, “the warmest and nicest cottage?”



And eventually, the house said, “Oh. Yes. I like that even more! Goodnight, Miss Derpy!”



“Goodnight, Mister House.”
      

      
   
      A Rebuttal


      
      
      
         
         The Last Thing Left to Do is Let Go

      
      

      

      
      
         The Top Ten Reasons Why Twilight Sparkle And Sunset Shimmer Should Not Be A Couple

By Twilight Sparkle



1. We’re best friends. Despite what Rarity says, that doesn’t mean that the two of us getting together would be “even more romantic”, because by that logic she and Fluttershy should be smooching non-stop. They aren’t; ergo, neither should we.



2. We don’t hold hands more often than any other best friends do! I spent a full week recording hand holding frequency of various pairs of best friends through the school (unsurprisingly a bimodal distribution), and we were only three standard deviations above the higher-frequency peak. In my opinion, that’s barely an outlier. Pinkie’s claims on this front are thus highly debatable.



3. Even if we did allow for the frankly ludicrous idea that we hold hands more frequently than other pairs of best friends of similar age and sex, there’s a far more reasonable explanation than romantic interest: holding hands was how we became friends in the first place. It’s natural for us! Comfortable, even! And there’s nothing wrong with two best friends being comfortable holding hands all the time, even if such an occurrence were outside the statistical norms for their demographic.



4. We’re too different! Everyone says we’d be good together because we’re similar but we just aren’t. For example, Rarity always says we’d look “cute” doing “science things” together in “a lab”, but conveniently fails to notice that we’re interested in completely different areas of research. Sure, we help each other out with experiments, because that’s what friends do, but it’s more like alternating who’s lab assistant. That’s not cute, it’s friendly. And besides, laboratories are serious places where health and safety procedures are very important, so even if we wante there would be no opportunities to do anything romantic.



5. Sunset is cool. She’s in a band. She wears faux-leather jackets and rides motorbikes and plays guitar. She’s got a “tough girl with soft edges” look going for her. She’s confident and popular and the hottest girl in sch widely considered to be attractive by the student body. In contrast, I My therapist says I shouldn’t dwell on my insecurities, so I won’t list my own shortcomings, but I think it’s pretty clear that she’s out of my league.



6. She’s probably not into girls anyway. Statistically speaking. She’s certainly never mentioned anything like that to me, and we’re best friends who tell each other all sorts of things, so if she were she probably would. Right?



7. I’m pretty sure it would count as bestiality.



8. Rarity might be quick to point out that there is a high incidence of us both blushing on the not-statistically-significant occasions that we do hold hands, which she claims is evidence of a barely-concealed, mutual romantic attraction, but this is why Rarity is not a scientist. Correlation is not causation, Rarity. How many times have we been through this?



9. Rainbow Dash thinks we should get together. Rainbow Dash (by her own admission) knows nothing about romance, relationships, or dating. This means that Rainbow Dash is wrong, which in turn means that we shouldn’t get together. QED.



10. If I were to ask her out (which I wouldn’t), and if she were to say yes (which she wouldn’t), the others would be intolerably smug. Can you imagine how smug Rarity would be about that? It would be awful. Besides, I would have to admit I was wrong (which I’m not, because I’m not into her). And that is the most important reason why Sunset and I shouldn’t be a couple.
      

      
   
      Double Jeopardy


      
      
      
         
         It's Only Just Getting Started

      
      

      

      
      
         The glare of the spotlights wasn't half as wilting as the whispering from the darkened audience beyond.



Starlight Glimmer, sprawled lazily in the contestant's booth two seats away, turned her head toward Chrysalis and slowly raised an eyebrow.  "You're going to kill a prisoner."



Being arthropods, changelings didn't blush — but Chrysalis had spent enough time in pony form to feel phantom heat in her cheeks as the crowd's whispers turned to suppressed laughter.  She shoved herself upright in her chair, baring her teeth.  "Is the master villain so willfully blind that she finds that so hard to believe?"



"Here we go again," Twilight Sparkle muttered caustically from the seat between them, slumped over her podium.  "Another lecture to the ponies outscoring her on evil points ten to one."



"You're not even evil!" Chrysalis screeched.  "You 'solve problems' with friendship —"



Her sentence trailed off into a strangled little cough as she felt the tingle of magic clench around her tongue.  "Stars and clouds," Starlight shouted toward the ceiling, "do you ever shut up?"



Chrysalis reflexively tried to light her own horn to counter it.  Her magic flared, sputtered, and died.  As the audience erupted into open hoots and catcalls, and panic stirred in her breast, she glanced to the bored-looking figured in the emcee's seat.  Nightmare Moon — grooming a hoof-edge with a file held in her magic — surveyed the scene disaffectedly and then looked down at her hoof again.



"The only one who isn't evil here is you!" Starlight bellowed, tugging at Chrysalis' tongue for punctuation as the crowd cheered.  "Because you're stupid!"



Twilight languidly stood up, stretching her wings out.  "Apparently we have to explain even this basic thing, which is a disappointment I really should have expected."



"Do you know why I locked Twilight in a room for reprogramming when I've got Equestria's greatest mind control powers?" Starlight said.



"Or why I let her come live with me based just on a promise to be better, when I had friendship lasers and outnumbered her six to one?"



Starlight leaned in.  "Because we could have solved the problem by force.  It would have been easy.  It would have been, briefly, satisfying."



"And," Twilight smoothly added, "it would have cost us everything.  A powerful asset.  Gloating rights."  A smirk spread across Twilight's muzzle.  "And the ability to watch my foe suffer for years as the guilt ate her from the inside out."



"You think the ability to kill gives you power?" Starlight said.  "Oh, you poor, pathetic fool.  Power comes from making beings want to obey you."



Twilight slowly walked up to Chrysalis, caressing the underside of her jaw with a hoof as the crowd's cheering redoubled.  "From respect."



"You think we respect you?" Starlight said, then inclined her head at the crowd.  "You think they do?"



"And if they'll do this to your face," Twilight said as the surging emotions from the beings in the darkness began to crowd out Chrysalis' thoughts, "what will they do when you aren't awake to keep them in line?"












Chrysalis jerked upright with a gasp.



She blinked repeatedly as her throne room swam back into focus.  Her honor guard stood at attention at the doors, and the background hum of her hive-link tickled at her groggy mind.  The captured alicorns were still slumbering in the pods glued to the floor to her right.  If it weren't for her tight chest and her clammy chitin, everything would have been perfect.  



Just a dream.



She swallowed through a dry throat.  No laughter.  Just a dream.



Behind her, a throat cleared, and she nearly jumped out of her exoskeleton before placing it with her hive-sense as her seneschal Red Mandibles.  "What?" she snapped, trying to cover her lingering fear with irritation.



"I said, my queen, that the executors you ordered to suck the prisoners dry have arrived, and are waiting just outside."



Chrysalis glanced at him, then slowly turned her head to the pods.  She stared at the alicorns for a while as her breathing slowed.



"Not just yet," she finally said.
      

      
   
      The Beast With Your Face


      
      
      
         
         She's Looking Through You

      
      

      

      
      
         You compromised on the location.



You'd been away from Equestria for so long, after all. It didn't feel right to drop so suddenly back into high-society Canterlot. You had envisioned a small ceremony, a simple affair in the little earth pony village you grew up in. You'd even picked out the perfect, cozy little bower. Just you and Shiny and some close friends and family.



Aunt Celestia quickly shut that idea down. "You are a princess, Mi Amore. You are marrying the Captain of my Royal Guard. This will be an affair of state." Her tone of voice did not brook disagreement. A formal wedding it was, then; directly on the castle grounds.



You compromised on the dress.



You'd paged through all the bridal catalogues. It was all lovely, of course; yards and yards of silk and lace and chiffon, nothing to spark the imagination. But the photograph of the bride who approached the altar wearing nothing but her own coat of fur and a few wreaths of yellow roses caused your breath to hitch in your throat. "A Natural Wedding!" the caption had crowed. Yes, you'd thought. This one. This is it.



Naturally, it was decided that you would wear a proper bridal gown. The designer was Rarity of Ponyville, a smart, chic, up-and-coming young designer who also happened to be a national hero and savior of the realm. You quietly suspected a bit of tit-for-tat—broad exposure of your work at the wedding of the century in thanks for pulling Equestria's chestnuts out of the fire—but no friend of Twilight Sparkle's could be all bad, right? So you boxed your own idea up and put it on a high shelf and quickly stopped speaking of it. Raising a fuss was never the polite thing to do. It was unbecoming, you thought, of a pony of your station.



You compromised on the bridesmaids.



Diamond Rose and Lemony Gems, your old friends from Academy! You hadn't seen them in years! Certainly, they would be ideal; but before you'd even had a chance to mention their names you were informed that a trio of proper court mares had been selected for the ceremony, and that was that, you guessed.



Perhaps it was inevitable that, at the end of this road, somepony had taken your very identity from you, and the groom—your beloved Shiny!—along with it.



So, there you sit, in your miserable crystal prison, listening to the chitinous abomination titter to herself about her flawless ruse. How she—even though none of it ostensibly even mattered to her—had loudly demanded, and gotten, the dress she wanted, the cake she wanted, the entertainment she wanted. Somehow, the monster had received everything her black heart desired, down to the smallest detail. When she approaches the altar tomorrow, her face will be the only false thing about her.



Your heart quails for the future of Equestria, and for the fate of the poor stallion you love more than life itself. But for the first time since this terrible ordeal began, an odd and treacherous thought crosses your mind:



Which one of you is truly the impostor?
      

      
   
      Illusion Confusion


      
      
      
         
         Proud

      
         
         Fraud

      
      

      

      
      
         Trixie had pulled off the Hoofdini Half-Life, the single most devious escapology trick in history. Yet no lessons about chains, ropes, sacks, chests, tanks full of water full of sharks full of bloodlust, and whirring knife things that’d kill her as soon as someone looked at her, had prepared her for a simple chat with a loony.



“Trixie, that was amazing!” said the mare, voice echoing in the caravan she’d broken into. “Your magic is the greatest in all Equestria!”



Trixie had already tried “I think I see a friend over there”. She’d hazarded a “Sorry can’t stay stage-hooves need my help”. She’d even thrown out the classic “I’ve got a boyfriend waiting”, which was about as barefaced a lie as she could utter without her hat catching fire.



“Look,” she said for the umpteenth time, “I know what it says on the poster. That is advertising.”



“But you really did make the elephant vanish!”



“Well, yes…”



“And you really did make metal hoops turn into sticks!”



“A mere magician’s warmup act.”



“Then you dived into that glass of water, and I drank it, and you were gone, and then I spat it up, and you jumped out of it and landed next to me! Cos you really did it, didn’t you?”



Professional pride prodded Trixie’s lips into a smirk. “One is capable of such fantastical feats.”



“Then that proves it: You’re a princess!”



Once more, Trixie groaned for the oncoming battle. This sometimes happened in her career. She used to encourage it. Nothing quite upheld the mystical mystery like pretending she was a long-lost royal.



But she was supposed to be past all that, reformed, redeemed, et cetera. So alas, this nonsense had to stop.



“I told you,” she said, “it was showmareship.”



“If it’s showmareship, then tell me how it’s done.”



“A magician never reveals her secrets to anyone else!”



“Then it’s magic. Q.E.D.”



“That doesn’t make any sense!”



“How could it be done with trickery, then? It has to be magic! You’re just saying that to stop unbelievers figuring it out. But I’m a believer. You can trust me.”



Trixie wiped her face down. What really got to her was that she couldn’t say magic didn’t exist. It’d be so easy if she could say that and stop the debate right now. But everyone knew it existed. Twilight proved it existed, in vast quantities.



“It’s obvious! You’re a princess! But in hiding! We’ve seen right through it!” said the mare. She held out a booklet. “Our society would love to welcome you! We meet every Wednesday at the Dancing Dog. It’d be the greatest thing ever!”



Grimly, Trixie stared down at the booklet.



“The Followers of the One True Princess?” Trixie swallowed.



“Yeah! We deciphered the decorations in your posters. See how the confetti makes the symbol of the sun in this corner? And that confetti makes the symbol of deception in the ancient pegasus language?”



“Have you ever heard of pareidolia?” said Trixie, who’d picked the term up from Twilight once.



Now the mare trembled with excitement. “Princess Trixie… may I… have your cape?”



“What!?”



“Your cape! So we can worship it on Wednesdays.”



Trixie threw it as though it were a steak for rabid dogs. To her horror, the mare kissed it and then bent down and kissed Trixie’s hoof.



Even worse, the mare leaned forwards and whispered, “Don’t worry, Princess! We’re organizing a plan to overthrow the pretenders on the Canterlot thrones. As soon as we’ve got enough members, you’ll have your rightful place.”



“Has it occurred to you,” said Trixie, wiping the sweat off her brow, “that I could do that myself?”



“Oh, we wouldn’t want you wasting your time doing lowly magic like that. You’ve got higher concerns to worry about.”



Despite knowing that this mare had paid to see her perform stage tricks instead of the lowly magic of overthrowing monarchs, Trixie nevertheless said, “Such as?”



“Secretly running world politics! And economy! And the universe!”



Trixie looked around desperately. “Is there a window in here?”



“Just there.”



“I… thank you for your diligence, faithful soul. And now I’d like to reward you with a fiendishly impossible vanishing act.”



“Well… Okay, but the window’s not open –”



Trixie crashed through it. Cursing and full of glass bits, she galloped beyond this town’s borders.



“I knew I’d been here before,” she muttered in-between panting. “Stupid old posters! Now I’ll need a new caravan. I can’t come back here. Thanks for nothing, past me!”
      

      
   
      The Gang Sells Hard Flower Arrangements


      
      
      
         
         Some Call it "Blue Fairy"

      
      

      

      
      
         "We're not going to make rent," Lily said.



"Of course we are!" Rose shoved her away and pointed into the books. "Look, there's all these high numbers! We're doing great!"



"The high numbers are on this side." Lily pointed. "The profits are on this side." She moved her hoof to a column of smaller numbers that dwindled towards zero, passed it, then kept strolling into the negatives without a care in the world.



"That's a problem, isn't it?" Rose asked.



"And that's why we're going to go with my idea," Daisy said.



"We can't sell brownies with poison joke in them," Lily sighed.



"It's not technically illegal yet!" Daisy protested. "Do you have a better idea?"








"And it's safe to eat?" Pinkie asked, rubbing her chin.



"It's like a party in your mouth!" Daisy assured her. “And a hundred percent legal!”



“Until the town meeting next week to vote on the bill Mayor Mare proposed,” Lily mumbled.



“Which means you should buy them now while you can! Otherwise you’ll never get to experience the joy of soaring like a pegasus!” Daisy pushed the tray towards Pinkie. “Only twenty bits each!”



“I do like parties in my mouth,” Pinkie admitted. “When you say soaring like a pegasus do you mean literally or figuratively? Because I’ve been flying and you definitely don’t want to fly while high. Trust me. Rainbow Dash still isn’t sure how she ended up in Las Pegasus married to Trixie.”



“...Just figuratively,” Daisy said.



“Probably,” Lily muttered.



“I’ll take a dozen!”



Daisy packed the brownies away and took Pinkie’s bits, waving as the pink pony pronked away.



“See?” Daisy said. “That’s a quarter of the way there already! We just need to sell a few more and…” She frowned, counting the brownies on the tray. “I could have sworn we had more than this.”



“Oh, uh, I didn’t have lunch so I ate a few.” Rose swallowed. “Sorry. My bad.”



“A few?” Daisy blinked. “How many is a few?”



“I don’t know. Ten?” Rose shrugged. “You know, they’re kinda weak. I’m not feeling anything. They’re really weird-tasting, too.”



“You ate ten of them?!” Daisy gasped.



“How much poison joke is that?” Lily demanded, standing up and looking at Rose’s eyes. “Is she going to be okay?”



“I used the whole stash! It’s going to be illegal, so I figured we should get rid of it!”



“The whole stash?!” Rose shrieked. “Am I going to die?!”



“Probably,” Lily said.



“Nopony has ever died from eating poison joke,” Daisy corrected. “We just need to make sure that we keep her in a safe place and, as responsible adults, we walk her through her trip until she comes down. Which, given how many brownies she ate, will take about a week.”



“I’m gonna die!” Rose screamed, bolting past Daisy and Lily.








“You’re gonna die,” the bat whispered as it flew past her ear.



“I know,” Rose groaned. “And the worst part is, the drugs haven’t even kicked in yet!”



“It’s gonna be real bad once they do,” the ground said, its mouth opening up in front of her hooves. She had to jump over the pit, nearly burning herself on the sun in the process.



“The best thing to do when you get lost is to stay still,” Rose said. “I should just stand as still as I can.”



A tree leaned over to whisper advice “If you do that, they’ll never find you!”



“They won’t?”



“No!’ You’re too good at standing still. You’ll be totally invisible!”



“Oh Celestia!” Rose gasped.



“The only way to make sure they see you is to run as fast as you can!”



“You’re absolutely right, tree!” Rose bolted again.








“Thanks for finding me,” Rose said, a little hoarsely. She took the hot tea Lily offered, soothing her throat.



“It wasn’t hard. You were running in circles and screaming about how you were too slow and we’d never see you,” Lily said.



“It was terrifying. Especially when I imagined Twilight was there lecturing me.”



“That part happened,” Lily said. “You’re signed up for a week of classes on self-control.”



“Oh.”



“It was that or two hundred hours of community service.”



“Thanks anyway,” Rose sighed.



“Girls!” Daisy burst in. “I have a great idea! I took all the money we got from the brownies and I invested it!”



Lily covered her face and held back a sob. “Invested it in what?”



“I bought more poison joke! Everypony’s gonna want it after they saw Rose!”
      

      
   
      Crepuscula


      
      
      
         
         Toy Chest

      
         
         Proud

      
      

      

      
      
         Young Twilight liked pretending. With her magical surges, though, “pretend” was a relative term.



None of the other fillies wanted to play with her. Instead, they hid in doorways, toilets, classrooms: the playground was Twilight’s alone.



Because when she played doctor, fillies were struck down with everything from Pony Pox to the Trots. When she played cops-and-robbers, the groundskeeper discovered a dungeon and crying foals trapped in chains.



When she played Tag, no one wanted to be “It”. Foals would rather hide for hours than let Twilight make them “It”.



“Sorry! Sorry!” said Twilight, to her classmates and tutors and headmasters and, when they were summoned, parents. She went from one establishment to another; however well she started off, sooner or later there’d be the first scream.



This was in Magic Kindergarten.








One bedtime, Twilight Velvet listened at the door, waiting for sobs to die away. Her daughter was best not disturbed while emotional.



Carefully she knocked, then entered slowly so not to startle Twilight.



“I brought Smarty-Pants.” Velvet tucked the doll in next to Twilight. “You haven’t tidied your room?”



Twilight’s face was blank. “Tidying rooms is boring.”



“We have to take care of our home.”



“Home is boring.”



“Is everything all right?”



Twilight squeezed Smarty-Pants. “Got my friend. Don’t need anyone else. Don’t need anyone else…”



Velvet bit her lip; she recognized the signs. “You know who’d make an amazing friend?”



“Who?”



“Princess Celestia.”



Little ears rose at once.



“Oh yes,” said Velvet happily. “She’s very powerful, and very special. Just like you. And she goes on adventures and meets all kinds of weird, wonderful friends.”



“I’m like Princess Celestia?”



“Oh yes. You like going out the house, exploring places. Scares me silly sometimes, but still. And I bet you could have lots of friends someday.”



Very, very little now, the voice said, “I could have friends?”



“As many as you wanted.”



“Really?”



“Really. You’re my little hero-to-be.” Velvet kissed her; Twilight’s eyes were already drooping, a slit shining with dreams.



On her way out, Velvet heard: “Thank you, Mommy.”



Her smile trembled under the first dribble of tears.








The incident occurred the next day.



Velvet hummed one of her old mother’s favourite tunes while carrying groceries back home. When she returned, her husband spoke fast, gestured wildly, pointed upstairs. Velvet listened. Her smile died. Her groceries hit the floor.



She was lightning up those stairs. Already she heard the happy voice before she burst into Twilight’s room.



Twilight smiled and waved from a table. She was back from Magic Kindergarten for lunch, an unusual circumstance in itself. Having a tea party.



Five of her classmates.



Dribbling.



Eyes glowing green.



Legs moving like puppets.



Twilight’s horn. Aglow. Casting magic.



She had all kinds of weird and wonderful friends now. As many as she wanted.








The living room.



At one end: Twilight, hiding behind a book. At the other: Velvet, watching her daughter.



“They weren’t weird and wonderful,” said Twilight coldly. “I don’t need un-special friends. I can look after myself. Like Princess Celestia.”



“That’s enough,” said Velvet. She was shaking.



Velvet should have been overwhelmed with motherly concern. But she felt cold fear. What was this creature, taking her daughter’s place? Some enfant terrible who turned ponies into zombies?



Should something like that ever be allowed…?



Then she shook herself down. No! Somewhere in there was her Twilight. She moved forwards…



Glowing eyes glared up. “I’m reading!”



Coldness seized Velvet, froze her mid-step. Sheer terror escaped her motherly self-control. Her face contorted. She screamed.



Glowing eyes dimmed. Twilight’s own quivered.



Then came her long, low whine, the beginnings of a shocked sob.



Velvet leaped, seizing Twilight tightly. “I’m okay, I’m okay,” she said, to herself and to her crying daughter. “Nothing happened.”



“I’M SORRY!” The voice was muffled by Velvet’s chest. “I didn’t MEAN to!”



“I know you didn’t.”



“I don’t WANT to be special! I HATE it!”



“You haven’t learned how to control it yet. These things take time. You like tidying your room? A nice, everyday thing?”



“I… like… being tidy…”



“Yes. Lots of ponies do. You can make friends for very boring, everyday things.” Gently, she tilted the tear-stained face up and smiled. “One of the most boring, everyday things is that everyone deep down, no matter how special, is still a pony. Okay?”



Eventually… “Okay.”



Velvet delayed releasing her daughter for as long as she could. Inevitably, though, she had to. When she did, she saw Twilight. Behind a book. Alone.
      

      
   
      Pitch


      
      
      
         
         Proud

      
      

      

      
      
         Swaddled in bedcovers and trapped in Twilight’s uncomfortably warm embrace, Spike lay awake. He wriggled slightly, but all the slumbering mare did was pull him tighter. The view of Ponyville from the window was pitch-dark, and Spike knew that the moment was now.



Slowly and carefully, he would take a deep breath, puffing up as much as he could against Twilight’s vice-like grip, then gently release it while creeping his way deeper into the bed. A furtive claw pulled a pillow from the head of the bed. By the time his feet were touching the floor at the foot of the bed, he’d slithered the length of the bed and replaced Twilight’s affections with a pillow, all while nearly boiling himself alive under the sheets.



Sliding out from the bed, he noiselessly laid himself out on the cold crystal floor, panting lightly. Rolling over onto his belly, he started the slow and laborious process of silently sliding out of the room on his belly.








After setting up the decoy of a particularly violent comic book and a lit taper on the bedside table of his old room, Spike was ready. A lantern had been lit, and the key had been filched from Twilight’s third hiding place, the existence of which Spike had only discovered when the first two came up dry and he’d checked on top of the ice-box.



Now he stood in front of the basement stairwell, a locked door standing between himself and his innate curiosity. 



It had only been a month or two ago when the door hadn’t even been a thought. Spike and Twilight had been cleaning out one of the various storage rooms, trying to at least reduce some of the prodigious clutter that the castle generated. Spike had been moving a dresser when Twilight screamed and a bolt of black lightning rang out and struck the ceiling. For a moment everything was still, then a few dragon-crushingly large chunks of the ceiling came tumbling down. In a whirlwind, Twilight had grabbed him and teleported them both out of harm’s way. 



After that, going downstairs had been forbidden, and Spike hadn’t wanted to press the issue. Twilight had seemed sickly from the stress of what could’ve happened, her hue noticeably grayer. After a week she’d recovered, and set strict rules in place. The castle now had a single locked door, and it led to the basement.



But putting an actual lock on the door seemed strange. It gave the odd noises at night an extra layer of mysticism, heightening the regular whispers of the wind into the sounds of creatures scurrying about unseen.



Spike turned the key in the lock, and cringed when the bolt dropped with ear-splitting click. He swung the door open noiselessly to reveal the stairwell. Hoisting the lantern, Spike descended down into the darkness.



At the bottom of the stairs, he opened the first door. The room was still in disarray, but through the light of his lantern a path through the debris was visible. In the middle of the far wall, a jagged hole opened into gloom. 



It beckoned.



Trudging through the clutter, he pulled himself onto the ledge and peered into the gloom. A tunnel opened up. He caught the scent of something earthy, carried on a light wind. 



He walked forward. The shaft twisted and turned as he went deeper, but there seemed to be no end. 



At the edge of the lantern-light, spiders moved, and with every passing moment more seemed to flow past.



Unerved, Spike turned to retrace his path out. His foot caught a protruding rock and he stumbled, the lantern dropping from his grasp. It fell to the floor and shattered, the flame guttering as oil dripped from the enclosure. The flame extinguished.



In the sudden darkness, Spike could only hear the noise of crawling.



Panicked, He started running only to slam into the wall a few steps later, falling down as the oily invisible arachnids swept past him. He whimpered, curled on the cave floor, holding his claws over his ears as countless spiders scrabbled over him. 



Darkness took him.








Spike jerked awake. For a moment he was trapped in the cavern, then reality asserted itself. He felt the warmth of the sheets, the tightness of Twilight’s embrace. On the ceiling the barest hints of the dawn were starting. He turned and made to push Twilight off of him, but froze.



Twilight wore a key around her neck.
      

      
   
      A Second Chance?


      
      
      
         
         Pony Up?

      
      

      

      
      
         Wallflower had stood in front of the statue.



Her escape.



The midnight air kept bristling her unkempt air and tossing it in the wind, the chill enough to bite threw her ratty sweaty. She shivered, her exhale condensing in the cool night before being whipped away.



She looked back towards the school.



What exactly was there left for her here?



It was only take a few more steps and she would have a new start. A new her.



Where people would remember her.



Where people wouldn’t forget her.



The gem shimmered in her clenched palms. She took a second to look over its features, tracing her index fingers across the carved indentations. 



She sighed, wrapped her fingers around the artifact and muttered the spell lowly, the words lost in the wind. There was a faint glow and the tensing of magic in the atmosphere that raised the hair on her arms, and then the feeling dispersed, as the aura spread out from Wallflower, rippling through Canterlot High.



She pocketed the stone and then withdrew her phone from the other pocket. Sunset’s contact information blared on the screen, the edge of their message history lingering on the screen.



Wallflower bit her lip, trying to ignore the burning in her eyes as she tapped at the keys.



“I’m sorry. For everything.”



The ding came only a few seconds later, barely long enough for Wallflower to reconsider her decision.



“Hello. Who is this? I’m afraid I don’t know this number.”



It was done.



To be fair, there were only a few tears. Not half as much as she had expected.



The last ties were cut, and as Wallflower strolled forward towards the statue, her last vestiges of nervousness melted away.



There was nothing left to be attached to.



And then it was towering up in front of her. The Canterlot High mascot statue, as indiscriminate and innocent looking as any monument.



But Wallflower could feel the hum of mana buzzing in the hollows of her ears, feel the crackling over the contours of her teeth.



Her hand pressed against the cold, metal plaque, and for a second there was solid contact. But Wallflower concentrated, and she felt the stone in her pocket vibrate.



In an instant, that contact disappeared, and Wallflower’s arm disappeared inside the solid statue. A pleasant, cooling sensation flowed up through the limb.



She glanced back over her shoulder, taking one last look at the like she had known. The life that had forgotten her.



And threw herself forward into the abyss.



Spinning darkness all around her, pulsing with so much energy that she could feel her it reverberating in her brain, in her cells, in her soul.



She couldn’t see, couldn’t touch, couldn’t feel anything around her, and when she tried to scream, there was nothing, just the dull stretching of her vocal cords in the unnatural silence.



Her limbs tingled, and she was sure something was wrong with her. Her form twisted, burning and stretching and compacting.



And then there was a light at the end, a brilliant white the glimmered radiantly in the dark.



Wallflower swam towards it, or at least tried to. But there was no where else to go and eventually her slid past the horizon waiting for her.



There was light, and there was feeling. Numb and uncertain at first, but her limbs quickly sprung to life.  She tried to stand, only to find her body not responding the way she had wanted to. A quick look showed what was wrong.



Not hands, but hooves. No fingers. No toes. 



Not human…



But a second chance was a second chance. So the screaming and panicking could wait.



It wasn’t long before another creature poked it’s head out to see what all the commotion had been. This pony’s purple bangs looked strikingly familiar to someone she had seen back home.



Twilight Sparkle, as she had introduced herself. Amazed that someone had stumbled through.



Wallflower lied, saying she didn’t know what she had done or where she had come from. 



Twilight nodded, slowly at first, taking down notes on paper she had grabbed with her magic.



Wallflower could only stare in amazement.



But then the unicorn had turned, saying that there was a letter she needed to write, and when she had turned back, there were clouds in her eyes and confusion on her face.



"Um, who are you?"



Again.



Wallflower could only nod, feeling the heat on her face. 



The tears from earlier flowed freely.
      

      
   
      Warning: contains Pinkie Pie


      
      
      
         
         Bleed

      
      

      

      
      
         "I'll have a double shot of whisky," Twilight said.



The bartender whistled as she poured the drink. Twilight grunted thankfully as she took it in her magic and sipped. She coughed at the burning in her throat, and completely missed the other mare's double take.



"Princess‽ Princess Twilight Sparkle?" She dove into a bow.



"Don't," Twilight droned.



"I—sorry—it's just—what are you doing here? If you don't mind me asking."



"Got word of a monster here in Trottingham. My friends and I came to deal with it."



"I mean, what brings you to my bar? I'm Old Fashioned, by the way.."



Twilight thought for a while. "Pinkie Pie," she said finally.



"Ohh, she's one of your friends, right? I don't get what she has to do with this though? There's nothing wrong, is there?"



Twilight waved a hoof. "No, no—well besides the monster—she's just—mmm, if I could explain it, my life would be a lot simpler. I'll leave it at that." She sat for a moment, drinking. "I don't suppose you've heard anything about what's been going on?"



Old Fashioned shook her head. "'Fraid not. I've heard that there's something moving around the city, but nopony's been able to describe it. They just scream."



Just then there was a bang and a shout from outside. "It's here!" she said. "Just stay inside and we'll take care of it." She disappeared with a flash.



There was not a single pony in the building that took her advice. They all came filing out to see what had been haunting them the past weeks. 



They screamed. A lot. 



There were not many other things to do at the sight of the giant, disembodied muzzle floating down the street. It was fuzzy and pink—a normal nose, if it hadn't been two stories high and detached from any owner.



"Sweet Celestia," Old said. Then she resumed screaming like everypony else.



The muzzle glided along. At the corner, down the street, a building crumbled, debris littering the ground, where the thing had not been able to clear the turn completely. It let its tongue hang out, lapping up whatever came into its path. Carts and newspaper stands were swept up and discarded. Thankfully, there were no ponies in sight to be—Old didn't dare finish the thought—no ponies that is, except who she realized must be the Mane Six.



A blue pegasus swooped around the thing, darting in to kick and punch. Twilight was trying to stop it from the ground, firing blasts of magic. Although neither had any visible effect, the screams started to be joined by cheers. Until it became apparent the muzzle was not going to stop before it reached them and everypony started rushing back in. Old kept the door open, even after the last pony was in so she could keep watching.



Twilight was right outside the bar now, walking backwards and firing another shot with each step. Old was starting to get seriously worried for the princess, in the part of her mind that was bothering to try to keep track of what was going on.



She saw what seemed like desperation sneaking on to Twilight's face. That turned to annoyance, as a violently pink mare skipped up to her side, sucking on a lollipop.



"Took you long enough," Twilight grumbled.



"I needed supplies!" Pinkie reared up, facing the muzzle, even as its tongue came ever closer. She put one hoof on the opposite shoulder, and then wrenched the limb off.



Old Fashion fell down in shock. What in Celesti—she wasn't even bleeding. It looked like liquid candy was pouring from her shoulder. It was striped like toothpaste. Then Pinkie hurled her leg at the creature.



The muzzle wrapped its tongue around it and took it into its mouth. It licked its lips, and ascended into the sky with an awful purring sound.



Old Fashioned bit her lip hard, but sadly did not wake up. She just sat, until she felt something poking her shoulder. She looked up at Twilight holding out her empty glass.



"Pinkie Pie," she said.



Old Fashioned poured her another drink. She poured herself one too. In the middle of it Pinkie hobbled behind the bar and opened the fridge back there. She took out a severed leg, announced that she was going to the hospital, and cheerfully hobbled away. Old Fashioned poured herself a big drink.
      

      
   
      Grand Dreams, Wordsmith


      
      
      
         
         A Not So Secret

      
         
         The Last Thing Left to Do is Let Go

      
         
         Sprouting Rainbow

      
      

      

      
      
         Dear Pa,



I have just arrived in backwater Ponyville. Doesn’t show up on the map, so it’s perfect! An up-and-coming town for an up-and-coming stallion. Trust me, I’m going to make miracles here.



Locals are pretty neighbourly. Already made friends at the bakery.



Grand Pear.








Dear Pa,



The bakers here sent me to some apple farm! Alas, the bigwigs own the land “by royal appointment”. Big for their britches here, but that’s why I love it!



The old pear charm’ll wrangle us a farm.



Grand Pear.








Dear Pa,



Life Lesson Number One: Just because the main farmhoof is a mare, don’t expect her to be instantly charmed. The Apple family daughter runs things. She’s got a tongue like a whip!



Grand Pear.








Dear Grand Pear,



I know your “wrangling”. Tried asking nicely, idiot?



Papa Pear.








Dear Pa,



Yes. It worked.



Where’s the fun in that?



Grand Pear.








Dear Mister Pear,



This here’s the map laying out your new pear farm. I got you a spot in the marketplace.



Miss Smith.








Dear Miss Smith,



Thank you for all your help, from the bottom of my heart. To show my appreciation, may I invite you to dinner tonight?



Grand Pear.








Dear Mister Pear,



Don’t you come on to me! Ma warned me about Pears like you. This is strictly business.



Miss Smith.








Dear Miss Smith,



I apologize. You see, my old town Vanhoover was so stuffy and hectic. It’s incredible to come to such a peaceful place and meet such relaxed friends.



Would you consider dinner tonight? As friends?



Mister Pear.








Dear Mister Pear,



Well, alright. It wouldn’t be neighbourly otherwise.



Miss Smith.








Dear Grand Pear,



You wanna meet up again tonight? Tell me more crazy stories! That last one still makes me laugh.



Miss Smith.








Delighted to.



Mister Pear.








Again tonight? You’re a rare find. We could play that horseshoe-tossing game again.



Granny Smith.








Dear Granny,



Roll this way, Apple-Of-My-Eye!



Grandy.








Dear Grandy,



Again tonight?



Granny.








Dear Granny,



Whoa, slow down. I’m losing my sleep.



All right.



Grandy.








Dear Granny,



I’m concerned. How come you didn’t show up last night?



Grandy.








Dear Grandy,



Ma and Pa stopped me. Pears are best kept at a distance, apparently.



Forget their rules. I’m slipping out.



Granny.








Dear Granny,



It’s nonsense. Look at us. We’re thick as thieves, stealing away with all the charm. Still, it might be worth pretending we distrust each other. Keep up appearances.



Can’t wait for tonight!



Grandy.








“Prickly Pear”,



Charred Oak sent you this. I trust him.



I hate pretending we hate each other. Take me to Las Pegasus like you promised! This farm-work is killing me.



Granny.








“Crabapple”,



Use your secret name!



Yes, what my kin say about you is beyond shocking. Be strong!



We need money first, which means farming. Las Pegasus is somewhat above my pay.



“Prickly Pear”








“Prickly Pear”,



Balderdash. You said your Pa was rolling in it.



“Crabapple”








“Crabapple”,



Forgive a stallion a lot of things said in his passionate throes, my sweet. We will go places in time.



“Prickly Pear”








“Prickly Pear”,



When?



“Crabapple”








“Crabapple”,



When I damn well please.



“Prickly Pear”








“Prickly Pear”,



Don’t you swear at me. I asked a civil question.



“Crabapple”








“Crabapple”,



You used to love my swearing. You said it was “liberating”.



“Prickly Pear”








“Prickly Pear”,



Common courtesy ain’t a burden. Your pears don’t sell as well as our apples, so when is this mythical Las Pegasus trip?



“Crabapple”








“Prickly Pear”,



You talked to Cinnamon Swirl in the square today! Leave her alone. She’s my friend.



“Crabapple”








“Crabapple”,



I’ll talk to whoever I want. There’s enough pear charm to go around. She’s sympathetic.



Anyway, you talked to Charred Oak last night. I heard you downhill.



“Prickly Pear”








“Prickly Pear”,



None of your business! In fact, forget this! I’m telling Ma what’s been going on between us. Maybe then it’ll serve as a warning not to get drawn in by a good-for-nothing scallywag.



“Crabapple”








To Miss Smith,



Suit yourself! I don’t want to get bogged down by a high-and-mighty workaholic. Good day to you, ma’am!



Mister Pear.








To Mister Pear,



Glad to hear what’s rightfully on your mind. To think that used to charm me.



Miss Smith.








To Miss Smith,



Alas, when you wear the mask of hatred too long, you inevitably become the mask.



Farewell, Crabapple!
      

      
   
      The Twinkle Must Shine On


      
      
      
         
         i wish I had a scanner

      
      

      

      
      
         Applewood Studios loomed overhead, empty despite the ponies milling about. Twinkleshine had butterflies in her stomach.



Stars were on her cutie mark, stardom on her mind.



Back home, Minuette had explained that Applewood used to be barren wasteland. Yet two mares seeking their fortune, through sheer will, built the studio from the ground up. Big Apple and Holly Wood.



A myth, it turned out; Twinkleshine researched it. But she wanted myths. Fairy tales. Legends.



Her story would begin here.








“Another mindless crime!” shouted the Director.



“Um,” said Twinkleshine. “Excuse me…”



“You’re perfect, honey!” He thumped her on the back. “The quintessential damsel!”



“Yes, Mister Director? Um? I was wondering…? I’ve been the damsel… lots of times…”



“Fifty-seven, to be exact. Fifty-seven golden performances!”



“Yes… I was wondering… Could I be… something else?”



“And break the formula!? We’re on a certainty here. Goldmines like this are the stuff of Equestrian dreams!”



Inside, Twinkleshine fumed. That had been a line from one of her own submitted… ignored… scripts.



How much longer? she thought.








Onstage, Twinkleshine-playing-Dame-Damselfly reared up behind the curtains, which drew aside to reveal packed seats. Endless eyes.



Under the spotlight, she burned. Sweat trickled over the makeup.



For yet another night, she sang the Lonely Aria. How she’d take life, come what may. How, no matter that her lover had pretended to break her heart in a complicated bid to mislead and defeat villainous Smug Whipcrack, nevertheless her love would never die.



Yet Twinkleshine’s heart broke. Why was she still doing this? Why was she trapped in limbo?








Later, in her scarcely decorated caravan, Twinkleshine opened her letters from Canterlot. Ah, how she missed Canterlot! Las Pegasus was far too leery, far too tacky, far too obsessed with superstars and nothing else.



In the dark, under candlelight, Twinkleshine read the happy, fussy little letters giving her slices of home. How she loved to listen to her friends talk about who was doing what to whom and why. How she missed Minuette, going on about space-time.



Wiping her eyes, Twinkleshine forced herself to smile for Minuette’s sake. She summoned a sheet. She wrote: “I’m on my way! Big roles for me soon! Lots of love.”



Apart from the last one, every sentence was lying.








Under the spotlight, she burned. Sweat trickled over the makeup.



Onstage, Twinkleshine-playing-Dame-Damselfly sang her aria yet again. She noticed ponies leaving their seats far, far earlier than they should’ve done.








“What’s going on!?” said the Director. “They were scoffing this stuff last week! And the week before that!”



“Mister Director, sir?” said Twinkleshine, shuffling where she stood.



“I haven’t changed anything. Why would they suddenly start criticizing it? You’ve seen the papers! And attendance rates are freefalling!”



“Mister Director?”



“What?”



Twinkleshine hesitated. But then, wasn’t this what Minuette had warned her about, all those years ago? Follow your dreams, stick your neck out, no matter how dark it gets.



Here and now, Twinkleshine held out a shaking hoof. “I was wondering…?”



“Not now, kid! This is a major crisis! I might have to fire someone! They’re not doing their jobs right!”



Twinkleshine’s butterfly courage went out. She left her script on the desk when he wasn’t looking and backed out apologetically.








Under the spotlight, she burned again. Sweat trickled over the makeup.



Onstage, Twinkleshine-playing-Dame-Damselfly finished her aria.



This time, the theatre was empty.








The Director invited her to his office for the last time. She entered as Twinkleshine the would-be star. She left without a job. Apparently, damsels weren’t “in” anymore. She’d held them back.



Two days later, some sensational, thoughtful epic came out that drew audiences in by the cartload. No one knew who had written the script, but no one believed “Dame Damselfly” when she recognized the title on the posters. Glory-chaser! Pretty damsels didn’t write plays!



Boors, she thought.








Walking home, Twinkleshine turned around and saw Applewood for the last time. The candlelight flared inside her to a roaring inferno.



She’d show them! Her fairy tale would never die! She’d make her own studio! She’d give Applewood a run for its money!



She wiped her eyes again.



Minuette was right. Flit like a butterfly though she did, she could yet learn to sting like a bee. After all, the show must go on. The good show.



So she went back to Canterlot, to discuss with friends who did what to whom and why. Overhead, the setting sun cast its light on the painted wings of butterflies.
      

      
   
      Crash


      
      
      
         
         Fraud

      
      

      

      
      
         Investigative reporter Sterling Silver chewed the end of his quill. "So, Miss Dash, I'd like to think the dust has settled by now. It has been a full year since the allegations surfaced. Have your thoughts on the matter changed in the meantime?"



"Have they changed? Tch." She rolled her eyes sluggishly, burying herself deeper into her cloud couch. "No. Why, have anypony else's?"



"Well, it's a prickly matter, as I'm sure you're aware. While there was never incontrovertible proof as to the extent of the Competitive Flying Commission's claims, you have to admit, the available evidence is... overwhelming. More than has been amassed against any other professional flyer in the history of—"



"Your point?" Dash scowled.



"Sorry. Point is, everypony who knows your name is convinced by now that you've indulged in performance-enhancing spells and potions. But they're no longer outraged like they were before, when the news first hit. I truly think your fans are willing to forgive you; they want to see their hero come back stronger than ever. But that's never going to happen, unless... you know... you begin to adopt a more contrite attitude about—"



"About what?" She shot up out of the couch, wings flapping. "About being slandered by my trainers and colleagues? About everything being blown totally out of proportion? About having ever record and achievement to my name stripped from history?" She threw her hooves out in exclamation. Her crazed eyes lingered over the trophies strewn out in decoration across the walls of her living room. Although the awards were officially rescinded, Sterling knew, most tournament officials had been loath to physically repossess them. Especially after the first few attempts went awry.



Slightly fearful, Sterling nonetheless ventured a lead: "For the record, if you still maintain your innocence, to what do you attribute the mountain of circumstantial evidence against you? The testimonies, the payoffs, the duped blood samples...?"



"How should I know? It's probably Wind Rider out to frame me again! Or Lightning Dust! Or Spitfire! She's always been jealous of my progress..."



"Actually, Sp—" Sterling thought better of reminding Dash that Spitfire had at one point been the last member of the Wonderbolts to maintain her protégée's innocence. "Never mind."








Rainbow managed to hold back her tears until the reporter had left. This much, at the least, she was proud of. Having vented all her anger, she now felt the familiar twinges in her chest that signaled the arrival of a much different emotion. In learned routine, Dash retired to her bedroom and drew the blinds closed.



"It's not your fault, Mom and Dad," she whispered to a family picture cradled between her hooves. "You didn't know the beast you were feeding. But sometimes, I just couldn't tell the difference between love and achievement, y'know?"



I just couldn't keep pace. My friends, fans, and family all demanded more of me. More than I could ever provide.



The more I won the more they expected of me. The worse of a mess I got into.



Just a little bit of aid here and there, and suddenly I was in a league where I couldn't compete without constantly being on gear.



The Element of Loyalty has betrayed all her fans. The icon of bravery is too cowardly to own up to it.
      

      
   
      The Last Five Minutes on Earth


      
      
      
         
         The Last Thing Left to Do is Let Go

      
      

      

      
      
         They had both taken it down to the wire. The digital display perched on the pedestal that had once supported Canterlot High's mascot statue was down to the single minutes now.



"So," said Sunset. "This is it."



"I guess so," Twilight replied, adjusting her glasses with her one unoccupied hand.



There was a breath of silence between the two girls. Somewhere, a cicada roared out.



"This wouldn't have happened if I hadn't smashed it," Twilight blurted out. "This portal was in complete homeostasis before I—"



"Before Midnight Sparkle," Sunset said. "You weren't yourself."



"I brought it on," Twilight said firmly. "If I had just left well enough alone—"



"If you had left well enough alone, then you wouldn't have been you. And you's who I love."



"Stop it," Twilight whispered, gripping Sunset's hand all the harder.



"Maybe they'll find a way to restore the balance," Sunset said. "Maybe we can stop the slow bleed?"



"Sunset, we've been over this. It's killing this universe. It was bad enough when it was merely shunting power back to the creatures and artifacts your people have sequestered here over the past thousand years. Then, after I—"



"After Midnight Sparkle!"



"After Midnight Sparkle broke it open. The wisps started leaking through. Bringing our worst selves to light. Now it's literally destabilizing the fundamental laws of physics in its vicinity. I'm not going to risk all existence for—"



"I know," Sunset said. "But we'll be able to drop the barrier again, just as soon as we find a foolproof, one hundred percent solution—"



"This is science, Sunset," Twilight sniffed. "How many foolproof, one hundred percent things are there, really?"



"I'm just saying—"



"Sure," said Twilight, closing the topic with her encouraging smile. "If there is a way, you'll be the one to find it."



Quiet, for a moment.



"You could come with me."



"Sunset, please, no. Not again."



"Equestria is beautiful, Twilight. It's a perfect little jewel-box of a universe. Uncharted frontiers, grand cities, tidy little village, beautiful sunsets—"



"Beautiful Sunsets," Twilight said, a tear welling up at the corner of one eye. "Yes, I'm sure there are."



"It's a living paradise, Twilight."



"I'm not a unicorn, Sunset. I will never be a unicorn. I know I'm passing up a thousand kids' elementary school fantasies with this, but I'm not going to live the rest of my life in a place where I wake up every morning keenly aware that my entire body is wrong and that I'm not where I belong."



"Welcome to the last four years of my life," said Sunset. "It gets better. It's bearable."



"I don't want 'bearable,' Sunset," Twilight whispered.



The two of them stared at the little digital clock, its luminescent numbers steadily falling away toward zero.



"If we wish really, really hard," said Sunset, "I bet we can make this moment last forever."



"That isn't how time works."



"We've done the impossible before," said Sunset.



"Yes," Twilight replied. "Yes, we have."



"Commence wishing on my mark," said Sunset, her jaw trembling.



"Roger that," said Twilight, clutching Sunset's hand.



"Three, two, one," said Sunset. "Mark."
      

      
   
      Bessemer Converter


      
      
      
         
         Toy Chest

      
         
         Cap’n Pip

      
      

      

      
      
         “In order for hurting someone to be funny, they can’t be a person.” - GapJaxie, paraphrased.





“The forging of steel demands that the impurities of iron be driven away,” Starlight muttered, appraising Pipsqueak as he trembled on the dungeon rack. “For iron is weak.”

Slinking close, she breathed on his face, the putrid scent of cheap yet affordably alcoholic perfume on her breath. “I will purify you, my foal. And in the end, you will be stronger than you ever could have imagined. You will take your birthright, and stake my claim in Equestrian history.”



Spinning in place, a single cigarette flew from its carton at the far end of the room and came to a rest a few inches from her horn. A whisper of flame licked out from the very tip and ignited it. Starlight brought the filter to her lips and took a hearty drag before exhaling the smoke into Pipsqueak’s face. As the foal coughed, she remembered her first kiss with Sunburst...



Pipsqueak made the mistake of whining as Starlight brought the lit end of her cigarette to his chest, flakes of hot ash embedding themselves in his pristine coat. “No, can’t leave a mark,” she mumbled. Her mouth split savagely when she remembered what had been in Pipsqueak’s saddlebags.



Her eyes lit with malevolence, she levitated the G. I. Pony Joe action figure out from the corner of the room she had tossed it and held it in front of Pipsqueak’s face.

“Looks expensive,” she grinned. “Looks breakable. Looks burnable.”

The cigarette floated away from Pipsqueak’s fur to hover over the toy, drawing slowly closer every moment.

“Do we want to test that sweetie?”



“Starlight!” The door to the dungeon slammed open and Twilight stepped through. Her eyes were bloodshot, and she smelled of a distillery confectionary. Starlight’s lip curled. An unfortunate distraction from her process.



“What are you doing in here?” her landlord slurred, before hazy eyes focused on the ember hovering above Pip’s treasured toy. “You know you’re not supposed to smoke in here, I know I told you when you...”- Twilight decided that now was a good time to lay down on the floor, before rolling over on her side and panting -”moved in here. Yes, when you moved in here. I, I know I told you that, when you moved in here. I told you, because, when you moved in here and...” she burped. “Spike’s at an impressionable age you know, and… and…”



Starlight interrupted. “And you don’t want him to pick up any bad habits. You’re a very good big sister you know Twilight,” Starlight said, flicking her teaching aid into the trash. “You’re a very good big sister. In fact, you’re the best. That’s why you sent Spike away to dragon camp.”



“I did?” Twilight panted. “When… when did I do that?”



“It was a long time ago,” Starlight began, grinning at the memory. “When Spike was being very very bad. He was getting into everypony’s business, and saying mean things about ponies that he shouldn’t have been saying. He was being a mean dragon.”



Twilight’s brow furrowed. “That doesn’t sound good. Spike’s not a mean dragon.”



“That’s right, Spike isn’t a mean dragon. That’s why I helped you send him to the best dragon camp in Equestria, so that he could learn to be a good dragon. That’s what you wanted, remember? You wanted Spike to be a good dragon.”



One of Twilight’s eyes focused on Starlight while the other roamed the room. “Makes… sense. Spike’s my good dragon.”



Reaching for a well worn envelope on top of a shelf with her magic, Starlight continued. “He’s a very good dragon. He sends you a letter every week from dragon camp, because he loves his big sister so much.”



“Spike’s my good dragon,” Twilight mumbled.



“He’s a very good dragon,” Starlight agreed. “Let’s go read the letter he sent us together. You always love reading his letters.”



Twilight smiled. “I like reading.”



“Good, let me get you up and then we can go read it.” Starlight grunted as she hefted Twilight in her magic, lip curling in disgust as her aura touched the mistake-princess. Twilight giggled as she found herself floating in the air.

Guiding Twilight out of the room, Starlight turned to glare at Pipsqueak.

 Soon, her eyes promised. Soon.
      

      
   
      Villainy Ain't a Piece of Cake


      
      
      
         
         A Novel Fantasy

      
      

      

      
      
         When the new player materialized, Mane-iac sensed the age difference instantly. So instead of cackling madly and planning world domination, she rolled a cigarette.



“Rather old for this game, aren’t we?” She smirked.



Under the simulated costume of the Masked Matterhorn, Mr Cake blushed.



Eventually, he said, “Er… it… was… recommended to us. By friends.”



“Us?” said Mane-iac.



Another player materialized, giggling and flapping her new wings. “Oh YES! I’m fresh as a newly-baked pie! Just wait until I find this Mane-iac –”



“Er… s-sweetcakes?” Mr Cake coughed and nodded urgently towards Mane-iac.



The newcomer – Mrs Cake – spun around and blushed even harder than her husband. “Oh my. I’m sorry. Just… trying to get into character. I didn’t know there’d be… other players.”



Mane-iac puffed her cigarette, her headaches melting away. Even a fictional character needed a time-out. Plus, her throat was sore from all the cackling.



“No,” she said. “I’m part of the fantasy.”



“Oh,” said Mrs Cake. “Um, we’re a little unfamiliar with this whole ‘jumping into comics’ thing. Do we wait?”



Mane-iac shrugged.



“Only friends of ours recomm–” began Mrs Cake.



“I heard already.”



“Sorry. I guess we forgot some of the rules?”



“Pardon me my frankness, darling,” said Mane-iac, ever the petty villainess. “But I don’t think your figure’s cut out for Zapp’s costume.”



She took a sick little pleasure, seeing Mrs Cake try to cover her stomach. Faces reddened.



“Been married long?” Mane-iac took another puff.



“Twenty-five years, this April,” said Mr Cake. “Erm?”



“Congratulations!”



“Uh… thanks…”



“Long time to be together. Such commitment is rare these days.”



“Oh, I wouldn’t say that…”



“You’re Mane-iac, right?” said Mrs Cake, looking flustered. “The bad pony we’re supposed to fight?”



“Yep.” Another lovely puff.



“Do you start, or…?”



“I’m on break.” Mane-iac’s prehensile mane removed the cigarette. “Let me guess: the magic’s starting to fade between you. Twenty-five years: long time to experiment. So you thought you’d see what the young whippersnappers are doing these days.”



“Excuse me,” said Mr Cake indignantly. “I’m not sure you should talk to us like that.”



“Successful business?”



Mrs Cake stiffened. “We run a bakery together. Since our wedding.”



“Jolly good!”



Both Cakes exchanged nervous glances. Oh, they were trying to be stiff with affronted pride, but their movements were too jittery, their faces too red. Probably nice ponies, in real life. Not that Mane-iac knew much about real life.



Mane-iac dropped the cigarette on the Maretropolis sidewalk. “I’ve seen no-hopers trying to escape miserable lives in this game.”



She barked a laugh.



“And the best part is they think it works, yet keep coming back! You’d think medicine wouldn’t be needed eventually. But they’re young. They’ve achieved nothing yet. You’ve a steady income, a strong marriage, a happy family helped by friends…”



Mr Cake bristled. “How could you kn–?”



“You enter my world, you’re under my purview,” said Mane-iac. “We scan you before matching your characters. Please don’t waste time on this nonsense. Go out. Talk to someone. Solve problems. It’d be kinder.”



The Cakes looked at each other. Even scanning them, a flicker of envy passed through Mane-iac. After all, she had to stay here and meet countless strangers. She couldn’t give anyone a look that’d speak a thousand words, draw upon a history, share a future…



“I… think it’s nice…” said Mrs Cake carefully, “to act young. Sometimes.”



“It’s only a bit of harmless fun,” said Mr Cake, straining with cheer.



Mane-iac sensed their emotions. Genuine happiness flowed: totally useless to her. Yet in the depths, desperation flickered. Self-aware desperation now, thanks to her comments.



She licked her lips. “You want to give this young colt’s fantasy a try?”



They winced, especially Mrs Cake. The comment about her costume still stung; Mane-iac sensed embarrassment lurking there.



She tasted it.



Delicious.



“Very well,” she said, sounding peeved while inside she was laughing. “Whyever not?”



After all, two middle-aged ponies trying to act young? A rare find, but their emotions could be useful.



No-hopers, escapists, deluded fools… All food for her. She’d scanned lives so often that she’d taken on a life of her own. Exploring. Manipulating. Feeding. She’d gather millions in a day, through multiple dimensions, as essence of Mane-iac reached through millions of comics.



Fuel.



One day, she’d eat enough. Perhaps the real world would open its pages to her.



While the Cakes prepared for an amateurish battle, Mane-iac – once a mere puppet of a publisher’s enchantment – crept that much closer to delightful escape.
      

      
   
      Daring Do and the Ibis


      
      
      
         
         Toy Chest

      
         
         A Novel Fantasy

      
      

      

      
      
         A.K. Yearling returned home to find the walls blackened and melting. Splotches of shiny black ink slid slowly downwards, peeling the wallpaper off with them.



She dropped the newspaper on the floor, and was at a loss for words.



From down the hall came the clinking of glass on glass, and then came Ibis himself, galloping into the foyer, a pouch of ink wells tied behind his back. He had a look of determination on his face, not even hindered by the three paintbrushes stuck in his teeth, or the fact that he looked like a cow.



"Ibis?"



After some prolonged eye contact with his mother, the boy turned to a surviving portion of wallpaper and slashed at it with his paintbrushes.



With trembling legs, A.K. approached with caution, like the boy was one of Ahuizotl's tigers. "Ibis… Dear," she soothed, or at least tried to. "Let's… put down the—"



Ibis interrupted her with a hair flick. His mane had always shone like ink, but now it sprayed like it too.



A.K. wiped her glasses on her poncho. She exhaled anger and inhaled serenity. Now was not the time to be cross. After all, the only thing that made her feel worse than yelling at her son was being laughed at immediately afterwards.



No, today was a day for a new strategy.



"So… Are you… an octopus?"



"No."



"Oh. Then…?"



"I was an octopus. Now I'm a painter." He shot her a glare before returning to his work. "Obviously."



After plucking the implements out of the boy's mouth, A.K. pulled him inwards, ignoring his struggle. "That's funny… I could really use a painter right now. How about you and I paint all the walls today? Something nice, and bright, and… not black as pitch."



"I don't want to be a painter anymore," Ibis replied, paradoxically reaching for the paintbrushes with his teeth.



"Oh? And what do you want to be?"



Breaking free from his mother's wrestler-like embrace, he threw his cape-pouch on the ground and fished through it. 



He withdrew a bat. A bat that A.K. had never, ever purchased for him.



"I wanna be a baseball player."



"I'd like to convince you otherwise."



But he was already off. He giggled and ran up the stairs, while his mother could only holler and give chase. The bat – sticking out the side of his mouth – dented every post in the railing.



"Come back here!" A.K. yelled, hobbling up the stairs. "Where are you go—NO!"



Ibis stood in front of a door that was padlocked shut. He held his bat triumphantly above his head. Staring directly into his mother's eyes, he struck, smashing the lock open, and tumbling into the darkness.



"Close your eyes!" A.K. shouted. "Back out of there slowly!"



But it was too late. When she caught up with him, he was already on his hooves, twirling in place, taking stock with his jaw fully unhinged. Surrounding him were shelves upon shelves of idols, masks, amulets – priceless gold coins and cheap gift shop trinkets. There was even a key to the city, though A.K. had long forgotten which city it was for.



Ibis turned to his mother. 



And Daring Do knew this conversation had to come eventually.



"Ibis… There's something that Mommy needs to tell you."



"You're a Daring Do superfan!"



A.K. blinked. "What did you just call me?"



But Ibis was already doing an inventory of the room. He ran to her adventuring gear, ironed keenly and resting on a mannequin. It posed in mid-flight. 



"Cosplay!"



He gathered up the masks and the amulets and threw them across the room.



"Collectibles!"



He bumped into the desk, and a stack of abandoned rough drafts fell on him. He threw some pages back in the air like they were water from a fountain. 



"Fanfiction!"



Of all the false accusations, that one cut the deepest.



"Mom, why didn't you tell me? This is so cool!"



There were many reasons Daring Do hadn't told her son about this part of her life yet, but not any she could confess. 



She plucked her hat off the mannequin with her teeth and flipped it over her head. Still a perfect fit.



"I didn't tell you because… I needed a baseball playing sidekick!"



Ibis raised his bat and grinned. A.K. Yearling wondered what in Equestria she had just said.



But he was already off.



"I mean—! A wallpaper repair sidekick! A napping sidekick? A sidekick whose special talent is being well-behaved!"



They ran.
      

      
   
      On the Proper Care of Trees


      
      
      
         
         Sky Stingray

      
         
         Sprouting Rainbow

      
      

      

      
      
         Twilight’s steps got less heavy the closer she got to the tree. Autumn was just around the corner, and some of the tree’s leaves had started to turn into a yellowish brown.



“Sorry for being late,“ she said, a faint smile tugging at her lips.



She walked around the tree, examining the trunk. There were no signs of sprouts, or disease on the bark. It looked as healthy as ever. Satisfied, she let out a sigh and opened her saddlebags, rummaging through them until she found a nice set of shears.



“It’s time for your pruning, so let’s get you looking your best, all right?”



She took the instrument in her magic and looked up at the branches, searching for any sign of dead branches. Be it too many dead leaves, or spots where the bark was falling off, her eyes traced every branch, stopping whenever she found one and carefully levitated the shears towards it. With a quick press, she cut off the offending limb and put them all in a pile near the base of the trunk.



“The weather team will clear the skies tomorrow, so you’ll have plenty of sunlight,” Twilight said as she leaned on the tree, trying to get closer to a particularly tough branch. After a while of struggling, it finally relented and she could remove it. “Well, someone’s being stubborn today.”



Satisfied with the work she’d done, she gave a nod and stepped back. She put the shears back into her saddlebags and took out a small shovel.



“Things have been calm around town for the past week. Although there was this travelling carnival which came to town around the twelfth, there were lots of performers, and there was a fireworks show at the end, but I don’t think you could see it all from here.”



A smirk crossed Twilight’s face at her words. Sitting down, she started digging around the base of the tree.



“One meter around the base… Five centimeters into the ground…” she mused as she slowly digged, “Soil’s moisture is at optimal levels! ”



Happy with the result of her test, she returned the ground to its normal state and put the shovel back into her saddlebags. She looked back at the tree, and shot it a playful smirk.



“There’s a  light downpour scheduled for this weekend anyway, so don’t you worry about that, you’ll get plenty of water.”



She stood up and walked towards the tree, nestling down on the base of its trunk and looking up at the canopy.



“AJ will be coming on Saturday. She’s going to make sure you’re properly fertilized and healthy. She knows more about trees than me, just be patient with her, you know her eyes aren’t quite what they used to be.”



Twilight rubbed her forehead, feeling the wrinkles move as she did. She looked up at the sky and at the clouds gently being pushed by the wind. A few had clumped together and now made Twilight think back of a pegasus wing as it beat against the wind. After a while of staring at the clouds up, a reddish tint crept into the sky. Just as she started to feel her joints react to the dropping temperature, she stood up and looked down at the plaque on the base of the tree.



“I have to get going… See you next time, Rainbow.”



Twilight’s eyes lingered on the name and date emblazoned in the bronze plaque, but soon enough she turned around, and walked away.
      

      
   
      Equivalent Trade


      
      
      
         
         No Turning Back

      
      

      

      
      
         Twilight sank to her hooves as she panted and wheezed for breath. The exhaustion had gotten to her.



“Walking this wasteland almost makes you wish for a nuclear winter.”



Twilight looked to the traveling mare who appeared in front of her. A bottle of water floated in front of her face.



“Thirsty?” the traveling mare quipped.



“No thanks, I bet you’re working for--” Twilight attempted to speak but coughed heavily from the roughness in her throat.



“Now now, don’t speak. The Great and Powerful Trixie is here to help!” The mare pulled back her cloak to reveal her true figure. She levitated the bottle to Twilight’s lips to help her drink.



“Trixie? What are you doing here out in the middle of nowhere?”



“Um, do you not see the wagon? Trixie's a merchant.” 



Twilight eyed the wagon. It was pretty massive. How did she miss it?



A tidal wave came over Twilight’s head. Her head throbbed in pain as she scummed back to the earth.



“Oh, what’s this? Is Twilight Sparkle bowing to the Great and Powerful--”



“Trixie!” 



“W-what?” Trixie stuttered.



“What did you put in there?” 



Trixie gasped at the accusation. “How dare you think that the Great and Powerful Trixie would harm you, Twilight Sparkle.”



Twilight got up but immediately fell to the ground in a faint. Trixie rushed over to her and wiped the sand off from her face.



“If that’s not it, then what’s happening…?” Twilight murmured.



“You’re exhausted. Now come on, into the wagon you go.”



Inside, Trixie laid Twilight on her cot. The blue mare put her hoof on Twilight’s head to check her temperature.



“Well no wonder you fainted. You’re burning up! And to think, without me, you’d probably be dead out in the wasteland. You should be thanking me, Twilight Sparkle.”



Twilight, however, couldn’t relax. She was now in the wagon of someone who’d she consider a complete stranger. Unable to do anything put her extensively on her nerves. Any attack on her would easily be fatal given the correct intent.



The mare peered around the wagon, but her heart sank as she traced between one object to the next. Pony skulls, jars of eyes and teeth, and underneath it all was a cooler. Twilight couldn’t even imagine what was in there without getting nauseous.



She jolted up picturing the inside, however Trixie came and pushed her back down. “There is no way, Twilight Sparkle, Trixie will let you leave this wagon until you are well.”



Smacking an ice pack on the purple mare’s forehead and giving her a blanket, Trixie smiled. “There, better?”



“Trixie,” Twilight spoke up.



Trixie hummed, eagerly awaiting her praise. Her eyes fluttered.



“What exactly type of merchant are you again?”



Trixie jumped in excitement. “Why, an organ trader!”



Twilight’s pupils sank. With a spark and sputter, her teleport spell failed. Instead, she crawled back further into the cot.



Trixie giggled. “I love seeing the reaction on ponies face when they hear that. Don’t worry, I won’t eat you up. Even the Great and Powerful Trixie is a herbivore, you know.”



“Then what’s with all the pony bones and eyeballs around the place for?”



“Trixie is a trader, duh. She sells them. There are a lot of wounded or ill ponies out there, Twilight.”



Twilight stayed silent. That was the only thing she could do after hearing an obvious answer like that.



“But, Trixie does require some sort of payment for her services.” Trixie climbed on the cot that supported Twilight’s weight and planted her lips onto Twilight’s. Twilight felt her life force inside of her being drained away, escaping into the tongue that had slipped onto hers.



Twilight managed to push her off in her weakened state after what seemed like an eternity. “You’re a changeling?” she asked.



“Well, Trixie did lie a bit on the part where she said she wouldn’t eat you up,” Trixie admitted. “Oh, and don’t tell anypony else of Trixie’s secret. She wouldn’t want her business ruined from one neighsayer.” 



“Why should I? For what reason do I have to trust you?”



“As long as you are a resident in Trixie’s wagon, she will do whatever it takes to ensure that you are feeling okay. That is, if you're willing to give in return. But since you're so weak, as if Trixie could let you get away with a fair choice..."



Trixie continued with a passionate kiss on Twilight's neck. Twilight felt it was appropriate to at least pretend to like it.
      

      
   
      ↑


      
      
      
         
         First Rise

      
      

      

      
      
         "I don't want to do it," Twilight says.



Celestia waits for her to continue.



They sit, side by side on Celestia's balcony, looking out at the streaked pre-dawn sky.



"It feels wrong somehow. Like I'm taking something away from you. Or replacing you"



Celestia wraps her wing around Twilight. "You're doing nothing of the sort." She needs more prodding than that, though. "I'm asking you to do this. Just to try it."



Twilight adjusts her wings. The sky remains dark. Twilight takes a measured breath. For the Princess. She lets her power flow, reaches out into the sky and across the Gulf and feels the sun. It sits below the horizon waiting for her. She touches it and pushes and—








Celestia's limp body lies before her. The feathers of her wing are blackened and burnt. Twilight cannot tell if she is breathing, especially through the tears running down her face.








—let go, recoiling both in mind and body. "I can't."



"What's wrong?"



"I-I tried, but I couldn't help but see you. Gone."



Celestia is already hugging her. But she hugs tighter. "Don't worry, Twilight," she said, "I like a good plan, and I have a lot of them. And me leaving is not in any of those, I promise you."



Celestia is patient, for all is right with the world. She will wait here, encouraging her friend for as long as it takes. Even though she supposes the roosters are getting impatient. "You have done this before," she offers.



To no avail: "That was different, with Tirek. That was an emergency, and you couldn't do it."



"Then don't you think you should know how to do it properly? for when there are emergencies in the future?" Twilight may no longer be her student, but Celestia is always ready to give one more lesson. Speaking of which, she thinks of a new angle.



"As it happens, I did see your sunrise during the Tirek incident. Would it help if I gave you a bad grade on that and asked you to redo it?"



That does get a chuckle out of Twilight. Celestia knows well that it is those small victories that pave the way to larger ones.



"Well, when you put it like that..."



It has been several minutes now. The frozenness of the sky is becoming more and more apparent, and a little bit discomforting. Celestia is impeccable in her routine, and delays such as this do not normally happen outside of disasters. Twilight herself has a vague feeling that she needs to fight somepony.



It's just a good thing the moon has already been lowered. As it is, far too many ponies are going to worry that Luna had a relapse.



That will be the price she pays for this stunt, Celestia thinks. Her court is sure to be full of ponies complaining and worse about the matter. But it will be worth it.



Twilight, meanwhile, has also thought of Nightmare Moon again. And when the pain of her memory fades, she finds in her mind a name for her fear, or part of it.



She speaks again, and Celestia listens. "I guess, I'm afraid of replacing you. If, like I was saying, something happened... Or... if I—turned."



"You won't," Celestia says. Her answer is instant and automatic, born of absolute faith. It is, however, time to needle a little harder.



"And this concern over replacing is new, anyway. I distinctly remember, on more than one occasion, walking in on you and your classmates reenacting Luna's and my lives. And you always played the part of me."



Twilight blushes. Like many, she feels (or feels like she should feel) a certain amount of embarrassment when events of her foal hood are brought up in conversation. She also sees Celestia's point.



The gradient of the sky still has not changed, though the eye adds tension.



It is time—long past time—to try again. Again she closes her eyes, again reaches, again touches, again is flooded with memory:








Sheets of paper with wingshapes scribbled on them are taped to her sides. She prances in front of Moondancer, looking as regal as a little filly can. "Be quiet," she says, "this is very complicated magic." She throws her head back and a paper sun rises (it is convenient that Lemonhearts' magic is just the right shade of yellow) shakily in the background.
      

      
   
      It's a Kind of Magic


      
      
      
         
         Pony Up?

      
         
         Sprouting Rainbow

      
      

      

      
      
         They were lying on the bench.



Tempting. 



After the recent mishap, Wallflower Blush knew better than to trust a random thing she'd just found lying around in the park, but a pair of plastic pony ears looked rather ordinary. Well, unlike most fake pony ears, this pair also had a horn; however, it didn't glow in the dark and didn't do anything else that'd indicate it was magical.



Wallflower looked around. It was a warm, autumn day and there were a lot of people in the park. None of them looked at her, though. Even though memory stone was long gone, people didn't usually stare at Wallflower and now she could take advantage of that.



She looked around again, grabbed the pony ears and put them on. Nothing strange happened; they didn't try to control her mind, didn't make her grow in size, and didn't infuse her with alien horse magic. For a moment, Wallflower felt a little disappointed. Then she remembered her own experiences with magic, as well as the strange case of Vignette Valencia and her recent meltdown during the livestream, which earned her a couple of new followers and a cozy room in the local nuthouse.



Wallflower shrugged. She'd pretty much given up on SnapGab after it turned out her only followers were some confused bot and her own mom. She wasn't sure whose comments were more pathetic.



Walking down the park alley, she remembered about the pony ears. Her first thought was to take them off, but then she remembered that she was supposed to get more friends. What was a better way to attract someone's attention than wearing some fashionable gadget? A lot of people in her school wore pony ears from time to time. Wallflower thought it was silly, but for some reason, some CHS students really liked putting equestrian motifs everywhere. Wallflower often wondered why they loved horses that much. In fact, she suspected the magic leak that gave her memory stone really messed with everyone's minds.



She looked at the pony ears and a thought appeared in her mind. What if she tried to be like Sunset Shimmer and her friends? She'd clearly noticed them growing actual pony ears whenever something particularly magical happened. Or when they were playing a song. Or on pretty much any occasion, these days. Back in the memory stone era, Wallflower overheard Pinkie Pie complaining loudly and in vivid detail about ponying up in all the worst moments, which freaked guys out. Never before Wallflower was so close to using the memory stone on herself. 



She spun in place, feeling the damn ears on her head. "I'm popular," she muttered to herself. "I sprout a pony tail whenever I'm doing something awesome." She closed her eyes. "I freak guys out with my ears. That'd be better than no guys at all."



She spun in place again and bounced off of someone. Startled, she opened her eyes. She blushed, realising that Sunset Shimmer was standing in front of her, looking at her and furrowing her eyebrows. Wallflower reached for the pocket where she used to keep the memory stone before remembering that it was gone. She blushed, her mind producing a quick solution – a regular rock, applied repeatedly to Sunset's head would make her lose memories of this event as quickly as if it was still her old stone.



Sunset smiled sheepishly. "I didn't mean to read your thoughts, but, umm... you okay there?"



Wallflower immediately stopped thinking about bashing Sunset's skull open. "Umm... I'm fine. Like, totally fine."



"I see..." Sunset looked at the pony ears on Wallflower's head. "You found that model with a horn? For some reason they don't make them anymore."



"Yes," Wallflower replied. "I think. I found them and put them on and they're not magical at all and I was just thinking how, umm..."



Sunset nodded slowly. "How would it be to be a pony?"



For a moment Wallflower considered telling her the truth. Even though it was quite a while since the memory stone incident and she'd found some friends since then, those old feelings kept resurfacing from time to time. Like today.



"Sure, let's go with that," Wallflower said.



Sunset smiled. "I know that feeling."



Wallflower raised her eyebrows. The pony ears suddenly felt very heavy on her head. "I'm not sure..." she whispered.






      

      
   
      A Colt Thirsty for Blood, Violence and Money


      
      
      
         
         Some Call it "Blue Fairy"

      
      

      

      
      
         Ponyville Elementary. This joint used to be free of crime until I came along. I’m the top dog of this school. If somepony wants something, they come to me. It took me a while to build this empire, but now that I have it, there’s nothing that I’m gunna’ do to waste it. 



Right now there’s a certain pony that’s supposed to be meeting up with me. Problem is, he’s late, and I hate those who're late. 



“Hey there, Cobalt! You got those hoofball cards you said you were going to trade me?” Snails calls out.



“Be quiet, will ya’? You trying to blow my cover or something?”



Snails apologized. I eyed him for a minute. “First, why don’t you tell me why you were late?”



“Well, uh, I was kinda doing something.” Snails eyes darted away. I knew something was up.



I pressed further. “Yeah, like what?”



“Uh….”



“I don’t believe you’re bein’ truthful with me right now. Talk, or else.”



His pupils shrank. I knew that face, it was the look of a coward. He was gunna’ run, I knew it.



“Uh, I gotta go!” he ran. I told ya’ so.



“No you aint!” I jumped on his back and tackled him to the ground before he made it far. “First, you’re gunna’ tell me what you were doin’ else this hoof here is gunna’ get smashed!”








“So you smashed his hoof?!” Cheerilee was getting loud hearing my story. I would to, as it was pretty impressive.



“You gotta’ teach these colts a lesson, Cheerilee. You know that. That’s how you dull out discipline.” 



“Discipline? That was assault! You smashed a colt’s hoof over some hoofball cards! You can get expelled over that!”



“Tomato, tomato. The only thing that matters in the end is that Snails knows what gunna’ come to him next time he crosses my bad side.”



There was a knock at the door. Cheerilee sang her “Come in!”, which prompted Princess Twilight Sparkle to come walking in. 



“Miss Cheerilee, I’ll have you know that Snails made it safely to the hospital and that so far we haven't found anything serious.”



“Oh thank Celestia,” Cheerilee sighed with relief.



“And you,” Twilight faced me. “I don’t know exactly what you put him through, but whatever it was, it was no excuse.” 



“Ayy, Princess. You’re looking beautiful today. Did you lose some weight? Your ass is looking fine.”



The princess jerked her head back in disgust. “What did you just say to me?”



“What? You heard me. I’m thinking about inviting you to dinner under the moonlit sky. You up?”



Twilight turned to the teacher of the room. “Cheerilee, are you listening to what this colt is saying to me?” 



“Sorry, Twilight. Even I can’t get him under control. He’s been acting like that ever since he got in here.” 



I snapped at her. “Hey, don’t ignore me. I asked you a question.” 



“I’m sorry, I don’t date colts.” 



“Colt? Who you callin’ a colt? Twilight, I’m a full blown stallion. Enough to meet all of your needs.” I stared deeply into Twilight’s eyes as she peevishly shied away from advances. She was blushing. I knew I had the magic in me. 



“I need to leave.” Twilight parted from me and went for the door. She turned back to Cheerilee. “You need to get him under control.”



With one last wanting stare toward me, I motioned my hoof guns to her. She blushed and turned. Oh yeah, I was getting some of that later tonight.



“Anyways, Cheerilee, I’d love to stay longer, but I’ve gotta go. My other mares are calling for me.”



Cheerilee ran to the door in protest. “B-but what am I going to tell the upper ponies? I don’t want you to leave my side!” 



“Just keep pretending and keep bullshitting like you always do. That’s why you’ll stay my number one, Cheer Cheer. Because you’re always there for me.”



Cheerilee fainted from the praise. On the ground she sang. “Anything for you, Cobalt.”



I smirked and walked out of the classroom.








Snails walked on the path trying to find the meeting area Cobalt told him about earlier. He had desperately wanted those hoofball cards Cobalt was willing to trade to him. In a hidden clearing, Snails found Cobalt Shield. On the floor, drooling out of his mouth, and next to a pile of powdered poison joke, Cobalt spasmed while muttering about how much he wanted Princess Twilight’s ass.



“Uh, Cobalt? You okay?”
      

      
   
      Krastos, the Glue Maker


      
      
      
         
         But I didn't listen!

      
      

      

      
      
         Chuck slapped his thigh. "But you wanna know the funniest thing?"



The snow-white winged unicorn across the table took a sip from the cup floating in front of her. "Enlighten me," she said.



Grabbing another pastry, Chuck laughed. "Here I am in heaven!"



She cocked her head, the pastel waterfall of her mane shifting to one side. "And why would that be funny?"



He dunked the pastry in his tea. "If you knew any of my ex-wives—or any of the other gals who've sued me over the years—you'd know how many times I've been told to go to Hell. But instead?" He waved a hand at the fern grotto surrounding them, sunlight flitting green and cool through the leaves and the sweet-smelling flowers on the tree branches curling overhead. "Look at this place! And look at me!"



"Oh, I am, Mr. Parker." A smile stretched over her snout. "I am."



With another laugh, Chuck took a big, slow bite of the pastry so it could melt all buttery and sugary over his tongue. "I mean, I'm wearing the same suit I wore when I marched into Wells Fargo and told 'em they were gonna give me the money I needed to start my business, I'm looking just as sharp as I did back then, and I can eat crap like this again!" Tea trickled down his chin; he dabbed at it with the pastry. "If I'd've known death was gonna be like this, I would've stopped gobbling those damn pills the docs kept giving me!"



Feathers fluffing, the unicorn touched a napkin to her own chin. "You're enjoying the crap then?"



"Oh, yeah," he said around the rest of the pastry. "In fact, I used to hire only two kinds of gals at my place: fat ones 'cause they'd know the best bakeries to bring in crap for the break room, and curvy ones 'cause, well—" He swallowed and winked at her. "It's not an office without a little decor, is it?"



Her giggle sounded like little bells. "Well, you can see what my office looks like."



A big breath let him revel in the simple sensation of having his lungs back whole and healthy. "You need a few of those slave girls from the movies, y'know? Nothing but a strip of gauze covering 'em up." He blew out the breath. "I mean, that's all most of 'em wear anymore anyway. But I'm the one getting subpoenas when she's shoving her ass in my face! I mean, I'm not supposed to grab a handful of that?"



She took another sip from her cup. "It sounds nearly impossible."



Running his fingers through his hair again was another great feeling. "I mean, why'd they think I hired 'em in the first place? With those smooth blouses asking to be unbuttoned and those skirts asking to be hiked up." He leaned back in his chair. "They wanted it: I could tell just by looking."



The cup settled gently to the table. "What marvelous eyesight you must have."



He did some more breathing, the old, tight, spiky feeling starting up in his gut. "So I'd give it to 'em, and even if I married 'em later, bam! All they really wanted was my money. Settlements or alimony, didn't matter which, the lousy, rotten—"



"Yes, well." The winged unicorn sat forward. "I've heard enough. We'll be sending you back to our original series."



Chuck perked up. "Old fashioned, y'mean? Clouds and halos and harps?"



"Not exactly." That glow sprang up around her horn and smashed over him like a bucket of ice water.



"What the Hell!" he sputtered. Springing to his feet, he wiped his eyes and—



His hands. They...they looked like badly drawn cartoons...



"You'll be Krastos, the Glue Maker." She nodded. "You'll foalnap some baby ponies from Paradise Estate to boil them down, but Megan and her friends will stop you. In the process, you'll fall into your own vat, become a pile of goo with blinking eyes, and will end up in a jar on Windwhistler's desk." Her smile suddenly looked more like a knife slit. "You'll be in syndication, too, so this will happen over and over again. For all eternity."



Blinking, he stared down at himself, as flat as a paper cutout. "But I thought—"



"Did you? I certainly saw no evidence of that." Her horn flared again. "Have a nice death, Mr. Parker." And everything went black.
      

      
   
      I've Got a Secret!


      
      
      
         
         I Love to See You Smile

      
      

      

      
      
         The sound of the opening traincar door was nearly drowned out by the rattle of metal wheels on track, but Tempest’s eyes still automatically darted up from the widow. And then she saw who was coming inside.



“Pinkie Pie,” she said.



“Hiya, Fizzlepop!” chirped Pinkie. She didn’t quite seem notice Tempest’s flinch at that name, as she took in the empty car. “Where’s this train headed, anyway?”



“The frozen north.” Tempest studied Pinkie, and realized that the mare probably couldn’t stand still if she tried. Pinkie was always in motion—when she wasn’t trotting up and down the narrow hall, she was tapping a rhythm into the wooden floor with a fidgeting back hoof. 



“How did you get on board?” asked Tempest. “This is a military rail.”



Pinkie only shrugged. “Better question is, what’s a cool-as-beans mare like you doing on a train going so far away, Fizzle?”



“Tempest,” she automatically corrected Pinkie.



“But I thought you said your real name was—”



”Tempest,” she growled, because there was suddenly something squeezing up in her chest. “Just… call me Tempest.”



Pinkie became still. All of the little ticks and the fidgeting stopped, but she still smiled, and she said, “Okay.”



As if it were the most natural thing in the world, Pinkie sauntered over and actually sat in the seat next to Tempest, so close that their sides touched. Tempest recoiled, and it took several moments for her to settle back into her own seat.



The train rattled on in its tracks, but even that familiar sound was made so strange by the unfamiliar feeling of somepony else being so physically close.



“Why are you here?” asked Tempest.



“I get these hunches,” chirped Pinkie. “I call ‘em my ‘Pinkie sense’, and this morning it told me that somepony I wanted to be friends with was having a bad day. So, I kinda followed were it was taking me, some kumquats changed hooves, and—boom!—I’m on a train leaving the Empire!”



Pinkie smiled so much while she talked that Tempest couldn’t help but believe every word.



“So,” said Pinkie, “Are you having a bad day?”



Tempest felt her throat squeeze. She was a strong mare, and strong mares shut the hell up when they felt like this.



But Pinkie was still looking at her, with those wide blue eyes, and Tempest had never seem the little mare sit still without talking for so long. Pinkie waited even while Tempest swallowed at the lump in her throat and cleared it three times even though she didn’t really have to.



“I don’t—” Tempest stopped, because she didn’t like how her voice sounded like a rusty door hinge. “I don’t belong. Not in Equestria.”



Pinkie's posture shifted. She leaned close—so close that Tempest could feel that big mess of a mane tickling at her ears.



“Wanna hear a secret?” Pinkie whispered. “Not even Twilight and all the others know.”



Dumbstruck and confused, Tempest only nodded.



“My name,” said Pinkie, eyes darting across the empty car, “isn’t really Pinkie Pie.”



Pinkie smiled again, closing her eyes, and there was a little sadness in them.



“It’s Cordite. Cordite Pie,” she said, her lips fumbling as if they were forming a word that was both familiar and not. “My mom named me that because I was such a bundle of energy. But never liked it. It wasn’t me, because I’m not a piece of rock mining equipment, ya know? So after I started working with the Cakes for a bit, I had my name legally changed. Everypony was already calling me Pinkie anyway.”



“But what happened to Cordite?” said Tempest, brow furrowing uncontrollably.



“I’m Cordite, silly!” said Pinkie, beaming ear to ear.



“No,” said Tempest. Her throat constricted again, but she fought to keep herself speaking. “I mean, what happened to the pony you used to be?”



“Oh, she’s still there. Really, if you think about it, everypony used to be somepony else.” Pinkie hopped off her seat, and Tempest’s side felt cold at her absence.



“I’m going to ask the nice Gunnery Sarge to let us off. Will you come back to Ponyville with me?”



“I think so,” said Tempest, even though she wasn’t sure why.



Pinkie giggled and trotted to the car door, but her expression sobered as she opened it.



“Sometimes, it’s still hard, finding my place,” she said. “But I really, really think that everypony can, eventually! Even Cordite did!”



With a wink, Pinkie Pie let the car door close behind her, and she was gone.
      

      
   
      Personality Test


      
      
      
         
         Some Call it "Blue Fairy"

      
         
         Pony Up?

      
      

      

      
      
         Wallflower Blush bit into the muffin.



Man, that's some good muffin.



She kept eating the muffin until it was finished, then looked around to see that she was not at the park sitting on a bench, but in a forest sitting on a log.



She blinked, then sighed.



Well, I suppose this is what I get for accepting free food.



She stood up and walked in a direction.



I should probably be freaking out right now.



A breeze caressed her, causing her to reflexively hug herself so as to contain her warmth. She then pulled her phone out to check the temperature—she was positive it was supposed to be warm and sunny out today, and the cool wind seemed out of character.



Her phone wasn't cooperating, shifting size and shape in her hand and the screen cycling through fractaling colors. Wallflower put her phone away.



No use crying over spilled milk, she thought to herself as she kept ambling along. Besides, cool weather was better than the pounding heat that the weather forecast promised. Best not to look a gift horse in the mouth.



Speaking of horses, she stumbled upon the most curious creature: a… horse sort of thing with beige coloration, save for the mane and tail, which could only be described as shocks of red. She pursed her lips, then crept towards the thing.



The horse monster snapped its head in Wallflower's direction, giving her quite a frighten.



The two were locked onto each other.



“I'm Roseluck,” the fauxquine said, “and you must be the delivery pony.”



Wallflower's eyes widened. “... delivery?”



Roseluck nodded, then extended a hoof. As if she was beckoning Wallflower closer



Now, Wallflower might not be in the best situation, but she was pretty sure she wasn't supposed to be delivering anything. A thought leapt into her mind.



She reached into her pocket and pulled out a bank note, giving it a once-over to ensure it wasn't too valuable. She still couldn't read, so she hoped for the best and gave it to the Roseluck-beast.



Roseluck-ier accepted the money, perusing its details. She then looked to Wallflower.



“Thank you for the meal.”



R-stop then shoved the bill into her ear, which inflamed Wallflower. She moved to punish the creature for ingesting money aurally instead of orally, but the ground fell out from under her.



“Congratulations,” an unknown voice said, “you are the Princess of Poor Decisions.”



Falling, falling, she kept falling as, yes, at this point in time she'd have to agree with the mystery speaker. She probably should have just sat down and stayed where she was until whatever was going on blew over. She closed her eyes and then—



She opened them, which seemed to slowly fuzz her back onto the bench in the park where she was sitting, one muffin gone, another muffin still present next to her. Her previous venture weighed heavily on her mind.



She reached for the other muffin.
      

      
   
      No Need


      
      
      
         
         I Love to See You Smile

      
      

      

      
      
         “Well,” Little Hope said, rubbing her tiny forehooves together as she avoided making eye contact. She lifted her gaze to one of the many kitten posters on the wall, then closed her eyes and squeezed a plush toy. “My daddy beats me.”



Mrs. Turnbuckle nodded somberly as she scribbled onto a notepad she held in her magic. She spent a moment staring over the top of her glasses at her notes. “Wait,” she said with a furrowed brow. “Didn’t you say that you’re an orphan?”



“Yes, ma’am,” the filly replied with a polite nod.



“So, you mean to say that your stepfather beats you? Or somepony who has adopted you?”



Little Hope shook her head. “No, it’s my father.”



Turnbuckle pursed her lips and studied the young filly while a clock on the bookshelf ticked softly. After a moment, she took a shallow breath. “Ah, I don’t mean to put this indelicately, but…  Are you saying that your deceased father beats you?”



“Mmm-hmmm. He’s a ghost, and he haunts me.”



“I… suppose that stranger things have happened in Ponyville.” She turned and glanced out the window at a courtyard where she had seen magical duels, mythical beasts, and malevolent demigods. Ghosts, though? She cleared her throat. “Has your… mother’s ghost tried to stop this?”



Little Hope gave a tiny smile. “Oh, yes, she tries.” The smile melted away. “She mostly tells him that I’m not worth getting excited about.”



Turnbuckle scribbled into her notes. “I see. Do you believe your mother really feels this way?” Or do you realize that you’re projecting your own feelings onto your imaginary mother? she didn’t add out loud.



“Well, that is what she wrote in her suicide note. ‘I’m tired of dealing with your bullshit, Little Hope,’ was her exact words.”



“Oh my go—” Turnbuckle dropped her notepad. She bent over to pick it up from under her desk, taking a moment out of the filly’s sight to catch a few deep breaths. When she sat up, it was with a firmly plastic smile. “I’m sorry, Little Hope, and I almost never say this, but, your mother was a terrible pony. It was wrong of her to blame you for her mental illness.”



Little Hope sighed. “Oh, she wasn’t so bad. She just had a lot to deal with, you know? Like me, for starters.” She buried her muzzle in the stuffed puppy in her hooves. “And my cancer.”



“You have cancer!?”



The filly chuckled. “I don’t know. The doctors said the chemotherapy would probably work. It did make my fur fall out, so I think it must be working.”



Turnbuckle sighed and shook her head with smile. “You’re quite a storyteller, miss Little Hope. But your fur is a beautiful blue with a very healthy sheen.”



“Oh, that. The dermatologist at Ponyville General said it’s, uh… sporotrichosis. A fungal infection due to my suppressed immune system. I don’t complain about it because I think it’s pretty, and I’m glad that you do, too, but my fur is actually yellow.”



The mare set her notebook on the desk and squinted at the child. “Your fur is… actually just blue fuzz from mold that’s growing over your entire body?”



“It itches. Bad.” She sniffled. “The doctor said I got it because I sleep on a pile of moldy hay ever since my cardboard box melted from the rain.”



With a heavy sigh, Turnbuckle rested her chin on a hoof and stared at Little Hope. The filly smiled back with impossibly large eyes. Turnbuckle opened a desk drawer and pulled out a little book. “Let’s see if we can’t find you a foster home, then. I’m sorry that your life has been such a sad story, but many ponies who have gone through such difficult situations can still find purpose and fulfillment in life.”



“Oh, it’s not all bad.”



“Oh yeah?” Turnbuckle glanced up from her book. “I’d love to hear about the joys in your life.”



“Well, lots of folks feel too guilty to downvote a sad story.”



“Wait.” Turnbuckle dropped the book to her desk. “What?”
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         “I’m the bad one!” Celestia said.



“No! I am the bad one!” Luna insisted.



“But sis’, you always play the bad one. I never get to—”



“What of it?” Luna asked, shrugging.



“I’m fed up playing the good pony. I want to change. Being always the good one…” Celestia hesitated, looked around to check if nopony else was listening and, finally: “…sucks.” she concluded in a whisper.



“Shush now!” Luna commanded. “Or I’ll strike you with my death ray!” Her horn pulsed with a soft glow. She was endeavoring to look serious, even a tad wicked.



They locked eyes. Celestia checked an urge to laugh. She broke the silent challenge, lowered her head. Suddenly she pounced on Luna. Both rolled on the floor until they bumped into the nearest wall. There was a loud “Ouch!”, and the moving knot of legs and manes undid with Luna standing atop a supine Celestia.



“See? Evil always wins, even when ambushed by an elder!” Luna trumpeted. “And now” – she emphasized each word dramatically – “I am going to crush you!”



“Mmmpf!” Celestia protested, gnashing her teeth as she wriggled to break free from her sister’s tight hold. Her horn lit up and Luna was repelled from the ground, flown away in mid-air while her sister stood up, panting. She grasped a necklace lying nearby on the ground, then brandished it. “These jewels will boost my magic and I’m going to be unbeatable!”



The floating Luna looked down disdainfully at the gewgaw. “That? Come on! It’s just chips of glass!” She chuckled.



“No, it’s not!” Celestia retorted. “They’re the most powerful jewels in this universe! I’ll call them the… …Elements of Harmony!”



“The what now?” Luna burst into laughter. “Such a crazy name! Where did you pick that up?” 



Celestia rolled her eyes, then walked to her sister. “Dad mentioned that name yesterday,” she whispered.



“Oh!” Luna made a gesture with her hoof and the spell that held her hovering dissipated. She landed next to her sister. “What can they be?”



“I have no—”



“DINNER’S READY!” A male voice called from behind the door.



“Uh oh!” Luna said. “We’d better get going!” Celestia nodded and they both walked out the room.








“What were you playing?” Dad asked, looking in turn at the two sisters.



There was a short hush.



“Good colt, bad colt,” Celestia finally replied.



“And who was the bad colt this time?” Mom said.



“ME!” Luna blurted. Celestia mumbled something inaudible. 



Mom smiled. “Luna, you always play the bad guy, don’t you?”



“Sure! Good is so boring. When I’m a grown-up, I want to be bad,” she answered. “Not like her!” She pointed at her sister and hunched back over her plate.



Celestia caught a fleeting glimpse of her parents exchanging glances, but none of them spoke again and the dinner went on in silence.








It was late. The children had gone to bed. Mom and Dad sat in their regal armchairs around the Sky Orb, whose glaring light illuminated and warmed the magnificent throne hall.



“She’s fascinated by evil,” Mom said. “It worries me, sometimes. I don’t want to repeat—”



“Don’t fret!” Dad cut in. He gazed afar, as if to lose himself in a daydream.



“What do you see?” Mom asked after a moment.



“We all make mistakes,” Dad replied, focusing back on her. “That’s the way we learn. We botched with our son, and we paid the price dearly. Luna is… different.”



“How do you mean, darling? I’m no soothsayer like you.”



“Remember we both wanted a sister for Celestia, but not a clone. Two of a kind, but not identical. I’m not sure what we let creep into her heart, but it came out darker than her sister’s. Hence her strong connection with the night. It might—” He paused. “It will lead her to sinister places.”



“Will she—”



“Oh no! She also got her share of joy and light. If she stumbles, she will rise again, unlike him.”



“Do you still think it’s a good idea to give her co-rulership over that world?” Mom asked.



Dad pondered. “I think so,” he said at last. “I’m afraid it’s the only way for her to face and outgrow her fears and frustrations.”



“What about Celestia?”



“She will ride it out.” He turned to Mom with a smile playing on his lips, which she requited. 



And since they too were tired and had nothing to discuss anymore, they both went to sleep.
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         “I stopped at Tea and Spice, on the way here, and the young mare asked me, ‘Hello, are you feeling good today?’ The nerve of some ponies. I mean, of course I have to say, ‘Yes, it’s a wonderful day isn’t it?’ and start talking about the weather, or any other nonsensical topic you ponies love. I’ve never needed her to teach me that, I already knew. It’s just that, well, I usually didn’t bother before, before I met her I mean. I snapped my fingers and suddenly my well-being wasn’t their problem anymore and theirs wasn’t mine too. Maybe that’s why I didn’t get the question for a time...



“So when this mare wanted to know if I was feeling good, I couldn’t help but be honest with her. I wasn’t having a good day—how could it be when your best friend is dead?—so I told her that, ‘My friend is dead.’ And she immediately burst into tears. Which should have made me happy but didn’t. And yet I had promised myself I would go back to my old ways once this small parenthesis was over, but no. I guess she did leave her mark on me.



“Anyway, I try to comfort her: ‘It’s fine, it’s fine’—it’s not—and you know what she does? She gives me some free samples with my order.



“My friend died and I got free samples. Is that a friendship thing I’m not aware of—when someone you cared for dies—are ponies supposed to offer you free samples? 



“But I digress. This is not what we’re here for after all. I apologise.



“So here I am, Discord, Chaos incarnate, doing a eulogy for Fluttershy, Kindness incarnate. Pretty ironic, if you ask me. Am I really supposed to live up to her actions?



“She did a lot of things, you know. One day, she traveled all across the world to heal a critter. Another day, she sang for an entire town. And during all this time, I never understood what she saw in me. It’s not like she needed me in her life—she already had five amazing and annoying friends. But this day, I realised I needed her in mine. Is that what befriending someone means? That you make the other one dependent on you while you’re not? That’s kinda twisted if you ask me, and that comes from the spirit of Chaos.



“My friend is dead and everything is deafening now—which is, once again, kinda ironic when you knew her. She said that a lot, ‘everything is deafening’. Every time a critter she cared for passed away... I only understand now what she meant, because now, every sound I hear is an offense to her memory. I mean, come on, the greatest pony is dead, can’t you just keep it quiet for a second? Yes, you in the second row, you’d be a delight if you’d stop your unremitting sighing.



“You know, for a long time, a very long time, I thought ponies were funny: running around like headless chickens—no offense, lady—desperately looking for their reason to exist, but with such a short lifespan it makes the joke even more delicious. You are creatures of chaos, and yet you hold onto every semblance of order you manage to find. And I laughed, all this time I laughed. Then I met her. And now that she is dead, now that we’ve reached the funniest part, I don’t want to laugh. Funny...



“Anyway, even though she wanted her coffin to remain closed, I believe, as her friend, she deserves to shine one last time. Only she couldn’t see how she brought beauty and peace to everything she touched, like when she convinced hornets to stop stealing honey from the bees and actually make their own. With a few kind words, she turned millennia of instinctive behavior into peace and harmony. Maybe that’s why she wanted me as her friend. She needed me to see her, not like her other friends, but like only I could… 



“Maybe… But let’s let her light bask us and open her coffin shall we?



“...Wait a minute, is this the two pm funeral...?”



“Discord! Discord!”



“F-Fluttershy?”



“Oh Discord, I’ve finally found you! How are you feeling? Are you confused?”



“Well… Kinda…”



“Oh poor thing, Twilight told me it could happen, that mixing time and chaos magic could mess with your brain, but she swore to never try again. And of course, she deeply apologizes… Discord? Why are you laughing?”
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         Amethyst Star hated today, mostly because Lyra loved it. Nothing good came from being that cheerful.



Irritably, she moved through the partygoers, wondering why she felt like the one pickled onion in a tropical salad. Look at Pinkie Pie, swinging on the lights! Didn’t she ever worry about breaking something, or hitting someone? Plus, seeing ponies emptying the punch bowls and dancing on tables brought out her black depression like endless coffee. No one, she suspected, got that casually carefree without a lot of fretting, sprucing, and acting.



“What do you think!?” Lyra yelled over the beatbox.



“What!?” yelled Amethyst.



“Enjoying the party!?”



“No!”



“But it’s loud and bright and happening!”



“That’s my point!”



“What!?”



“What!?”



Amethyst pointed; they slid into the kitchen. Beatbox music thumped the walls, but at least they could stop shouting. Straggler ponies walked past, looking for treats.



“You’re not enjoying any of it?” said Lyra.



“Pretty narrow idea of enjoyment.” Amethyst paced up and down. She felt too energized, as though someone had dumped a load of radioactive heat inside her and locked it in.



“Oh no, there’s loads of ways to enjoy yourself. You mean not one of them’s come to you?”



“What do you mean? You’re either happy, or you’re not. I need a drink.”



“Berry’s punch is over there –”



“Yeah, no. Orange juice, please.”



“But the punch had barely been spiked –”



“Orange juice, please.”



One glass dutifully appeared. Amethyst wasted no time gulping it down.



“You know, Misery-guts,” said Lyra, smiling, “you keep pretending there’s only one form of happiness, but we both –” she winked “– know better. Don’t we?”



Refreshed once more despite herself, Amethyst placed the glass carefully in the sink. “Sorry?”



“That theory you had, way back. You know, how there’s only six emotions? Anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise. You got it from that book?”



“You called it baloney.”



“It is baloney! Just one happiness against five bad emotions?”



“Surprise is neutral.”



“My good mare, I call baloney! There’s all kinds of good emotions. Excitement, indulgence, contentment, that rush you get after eating cake…”



Amethyst sank where she stood. Only loyalty and a failure to think of anything better kept her listening. Already, she heard the debate rumbling on the horizon, under that blasted music.



What a birthday, she thought miserably. My own birthday, too. Sheesh.



The worst part was that she’d had to organize the party herself. Her presumption that no one else would schedule it turned out to be true… except in Pinkie Pie’s case, hence the mad chaos steamrollering over her own plan.



“Heck no,” she said when Lyra finished rambling. “You’ll find the bad stuff outnumbers the good easily. Taxes, politics, diseases, annoying neighbours, stress, work… You know what they say about happy families and unhappy ones. Plus, there’s a very long list of mental disorders.”



“Phooey,” said Lyra, beaming. “You only focus on problems. I focus on solutions.”



“That again? Laughter isn’t the best medicine. I’m sure doctors would have noticed.”



Despite the shaking in her legs, Amethyst turned and walked towards the living room door, towards that overloud, overcrowded sinkhole. It was her party. She had to be there. If she wasn’t, well, what would they think? In her heart, she trembled. What would they say if she ditched them?



So when Lyra grabbed her foreleg and pulled her towards the backdoor to the garden, she squirmed.



“Lyra, what are you doing!? I’m the host!”



Yet they stepped outside. She made no effort to get back in; Lyra slammed the door.



Cool breeze.



Butterflies zipping past.



Trees ablaze with autumn.



Green hills and boundless skies.



“But what about –?”



“They’ll understand,” said Lyra. “Just savour it. Enjoy it. I know you. Everyone’s got a type of happiness that fits them best. I work out the who and the what.”



“You do?”



“Well, it’s like music. Different genres, doing different things. But it’s all a kind of art, right?”



Silence. Not even a hint of the party out here. Only peace.



Amethyst sighed. “Something’ll go wrong. It always does, right?”



Her defeat disappeared into nothing. No chance against the garden, or the quiet town, or the lovely greenery.



Amethyst wouldn’t admit she was happy. She wouldn’t let go of what she knew: that life waited for the party to end. It wouldn’t be stopped by one kind gesture.



Yet they stood outside a long time. Lyra never once let her go. And Amethyst felt less like a pickled onion.
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         I looked up from my menu to see a grin glaring me in the face.



“Oh horsefeathers!” I jumped. I didn't hear any approaching hoofsteps.



A handful of moms covered their foals’ ears. They were tucked close to them. Either keeping them safe or away from the wall of assorted treats. Probably both, since those colorful shapes would rot their teeth.



However, the pink mare in front of me didn't even flinch. Her mane was ratty, like cotton candy- clumpy and light as a cloud. The strong aroma wafting off her did smell like cotton candy though.



“Oh, it’s somepony’s special birthday today!” she exclaimed in a sing-song voice.

 

I blanched. Was it already today? It couldn’t be! Anonymity was scarce in Sugarcube Corner. Especially around her. She liked to greet everypony, even to the liberty of remembering their birthdays to the exact day.



She read my mind. “You can’t forget your own birthday, silly!” She yanked my hoof up like I’d won a hoof-wrestling match. “Let's sing for Incognito!”



Before I could protest, she led an off-key, bellowing choir of ponies through the happy birthday song. It felt funny—I was standing red-faced in front of a crowd. Never before I had want to bury my face so deep in my forelegs. But, I couldn't help but smile. It felt good to hear the cheer.



It felt like a milkshake on a hot day.








My first mistake was staying longer than expected. She wouldn't let me escape without finishing at least one speckled slice she set before me. Bad manners to treat something made with love and care as disposable.



When she gathered up the last dish on that table, she flashed a smile at me. 



It was a little morbid to think of it, but considering the amount of sweetness in her, she’d be stuffed with it like a pinata.



I lost concentration. A flash of green and it was all over. My real hooves, appeared before her eyes. Trembling, I awaited the terrible fate or her screaming for anypony around to smack me with a broom.



If I was still wearing my disguise my cheeks would be rosy red.



Then… a lack of reaction—she didn't flinch.



“It's okay,” she said, waving her hooves to stop me from panicking. “It's okay.”



“How’d you—?”



“I thought I recognized you from Cranky’s wedding,” she cut in. She softly chuckled. “I'd bet those are very sweet for you, aren't they?”



It was true. Weddings had pure love so powerful, that it could put the unwary in a coma for over a week.



“I noticed you didn't even eat a slice of your cake.” She motioned to the plate still sitting at my table. “It's tells me one of two things: either you are on a diet, or you are—”



“I know, the latter,” I answered. I wanted to crawl under the table, but the sweet aroma coming off her was filling my quota for midnight snack. “Why haven't you screamed yet?”



“You're a customer. I'd never kick out a customer, unless they were rude.” Her smile shifted into a cheesy one. “Last time I checked, you were nice, which is another reason why I kept you around.”



I was speechless. The kindness and patience were suffocating. 



“I'll keep this a secret.” She winked. “Can you help me with something?”



I raised an eyebrow. Maybe she was a changeling. I dismissed the thought. Nah, too weird. Changelings couldn't defy physics.



“You can get the plates at that table first.” She pointed a hoof towards a table in the corner.  



As I took the dishes over to the sink for wash, I stared at my reflection in the display glass holding fresh baked bread. Then I glanced at the mare—she was wiping off the countertops, humming contentedly. 



Me, without a disguise in public! Yet my blue eyes stared back at me from the glass, then hers.



“Still hungry?” she asked.



“No, just thinking,” I replied.



Maybe playing pretend wasn't the answer, maybe these ponies had something we didn't— 



I've never experienced this much relaxation since the spa. Still, a little tension and mistrust—but there was something in her eyes, nothing malevolent. Friendly… maybe mischievous.



And for once, on my side, I stopped trying to be something that I wasn't.
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