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         A puff in her ear and a sharp prod between her wings jabbed Twilight awake. Leaping up, she threw off her blankets, spun in mid-air, and flared her horn, her mind racing—Tirek! Parasprites! Tatzlewurms! Silverfish!



But instead, the not-long-after-dawn light coming through her bedroom window showed her a hovering white envelope, its little paper wings rustling with each flap. Purple letters stretched raggedly across the front of it, and they spelled out her name.



Twilight blinked at it. It continued crunchily flapping. She reached out a hoof, but just before she could touch it, its wings vanished with a poof, dropping the envelope right onto her frog.



After a few more blinks, she dismissed her internal checklist of what to do when awakened by a monster and/or a threat to her books. Activating senses she'd honed during her time in Ponyville, she sifted through the evidence—time; place; size and physical make-up of the envelope; quality and thickness of the ink—and came to one conclusion.



It was a party invitation, but not from Pinkie Pie. Pinkie always preferred delivering her invitations herself, after all.



Relaxing a bit, Twilight drifted back down to settle on her flannel sheets, a light camphor smell still drifting up from them since she'd just unpacked her cold-weather trunk yesterday. A thought sharpened her hornglow; she sliced the top off the envelope and pulled a cream-colored card from inside.



She set the envelope down and looked at the words Come one, come all! printed across the card in that same scraggly writing. And yes, I suppose that means you, too, Twilight Sparkle.



Which pretty much confirmed the suspicion that had started tickling the back of her brain. What was Discord up to now?



Well, if you'll just keep reading, the next line on the card said, it's entirely possible that you might find out.



Fighting off the usual dealing-with-Discord urge to grind her teeth, she shifted her gaze to the third line.



Now, where was I? Oh, yes. The party. And the fourth line said, With the leaves having been run and the Nightmare Night candy now busily rotting hundreds of thousands of molars and festering away in pillow cases and paper sacks sequestered within closets and under beds across the length and breadth of our beloved realm of Equestria, it's time for the greatest of all Autumnal Celebrations—



And here the writing ran out of room at the bottom of the card.



Automatically, she flipped it over. The other side was blank. She turned it back to the first side. It was now blank, too.



A twitch pulled the corner of her left eye, but movement from the envelope lying on her sheets caught her attention. The edge of another card was now poking from the top even though Twilight was certain it had only had the one card inside when she'd opened it.



For a moment, she struggled with the question of whether it was worth her time to look. Yes, Discord had made enormous strides since he'd first burst forth from his stone prison. But he had an annoying tendency to backslide, a sort of "three steps forward and two steps back" ebb and flow to his personality that had Colgate shaking her head every time Twilight went in for her dental check-up: the grinding hadn't caused any serious damage yet, but Twilight knew she had to be careful.



Still, for all his whininess and petulance, Discord was a friend. Even if he did seem bound and determined to knock the 'r' out of that word half the time...



With a curl of magic, she took the second card from the envelope and saw at the top in big, flashing, blocky letters: The Annual Change from Daylight Saving Time to Standard Time!

 

In the center of the card, smaller, non-flashing letters said, The entire population of Ponyville is invited out for a Saturday of fun and frolic, food and festivities, frivolity and, oh, I don't know, fescue, maybe? Brought to you free of charge by that Master of Mirth, Discord! The merriment will increase till two AM Sunday when we will all waggle our collective tongues in Celestia and Luna's general direction, declare that we're the ones who decide what time it is, and turn all our clocks back one hour to enter the boringly but appropriately named state known as Equestrian Standard Time!



Underneath that, the letters the same size but flashing again, were the words, Children! Stay up past your bedtimes! Adults! Eat and drink more than you really ought to! Everypony! Arise in defiance of chronometric oppression!



And at the bottom sprawled one more line of purple ink: The party starts now!



Jaunty calliope music began outside, Twilight's ears twisting and the hair prickling along the base of her mane. A flex of her wings carried her to the double doors of her balcony, and she threw them open to see—



Balloons, streamers, banners, flags: the whole town lay covered in a blanket of colors that reached up to the crisp blue of an early morning in mid-fall. A fluky little breeze rolled past her with aromas of cinnamon and pumpkin, hot chocolate and spiced apples, warm blueberries and preserved peaches, pancakes and butter and maple syrup. Twilight's stomach tried to rumble and tighten at the same time.



Windows were sliding up all over town as she looked down across the rooftops. Ponies peered out, some of them holding cards that looked a lot like the one she'd just finished reading. Their blank expressions changed to smiles almost immediately; heads pulled back in, front doors went swinging, and foals tumbled laughing into the street to begin galloping toward what appeared to be a large rainbow awning covering the town square.



Their parents emerged shortly after, some of them wearing fancier hats than Twilight thought they'd likely be wearing on a regular Saturday, and without another thought, Twilight leaped from her balcony, spread her wings, and joined the crowds heading downtown.



"Aw, yeah!" a familiar raspy voice called, and Rainbow swooped up beside her. "Partying all day and night with Discord!" She did a quick barrel roll. "This is gonna be epic!"



And as much as Twilight didn't want to be a grouch... "Did you actually read what he wrote on the invitation, Rainbow?"



Rainbow snorted. "I saw the words 'party' and 'till two AM.'" She tapped her chest. "That's all some of us need to know."



They reached the square before Twilight could object, and the sight that met her eyes under the awning pretty much froze her in her tracks. Multiple Discords, all of them wearing poofy chef's hats and white aprons, were zipping here and there among tables and counters, steam trays and fry stations. Flipping flapjacks, pouring beverages, setting plates and cups before hungry ponies, the Discords all seemed to be grinning and chatting with the townsfolk streaming in from all sides and settling themselves before the finest breakfast Twilight had seen in quite some time.



A rainbow flashed from Twilight's side directly toward the cider station, but a softer familiar voice stopped her from calling out or following. "Oh, my!" Fluttershy was smiling at the scene before them. "Discord said he had something special planned for today, but I had no idea it was going to be so extravagant!"



Twilight looked back and forth between Fluttershy and the expanding tent, tables springing up like mushrooms as more ponies arrived. "But what—? And why—? And—" She shook her head. "It doesn't make any sense..."



Fluttershy gave one of her little giggles. "That's his specialty."



"But—" Twilight struggled to find the words. "All that talk in the invitation about arising against oppression almost sounded like— I mean, I know he wouldn't, but—" She took a breath, turned to Fluttershy, and whispered, "You don't think he's trying to overthrow Celestia and Luna again, do you?"



That got Fluttershy blinking. "Oh, no," she said. "He wouldn't do that today. He loves the beginning and end of Daylight Saving Time. He says it's the only good thing Celestia did while he was 'away.'" She made little air quotes with her hooves when she said that last word.



Wanting to ask what that could possibly mean, Twilight didn't since another familiar voice beside her gave a delicate "Hmmph!" before going on: "I can well believe that he'd approve! These time changes are such a frightful nuisance!"



"Hey, now," came one more familiar voice, and Twilight looked to see Applejack in her regular hat glaring at Rarity in a slouch-brimmed fedora that seemed to glow with every color of the autumn leaves. "If you was up ev'ry morning like some of us, you'd see how powerful dark it is this time of year. After this whole switcheroo, though, the clocks're more in sync with what I'm actually doing when I'm actually doing it. Matter of fact, I wish they'd go back to making the change the weekend before Nightmare Night, but I reckon the princesses get their reasons."



"Hmmph," Rarity said again, but it didn't seem as heartfelt to Twilight as her first one. "Perhaps it's all right for those of you who work out in nature." She shivered slightly. "But I for my part am very nearly useless the first week or so after a time change."



"Wow!" Pinkie popped up beside Applejack, a large cinnamon roll balanced on the end of her nose. "First Discord feeds me breakfast, then Rarity feeds me straight lines!" She flipped the cinnamon roll into the air, reared back on her hind legs, caught the pastry in her teeth, and chomped it down. "How could the day get any better?"



With a whoosh, Rainbow appeared, three mugs of cider crooked in each of her front fetlocks. "One better day," she said passing a mug to Pinkie and a mug to Applejack, "coming right up!"



The three clanked their mugs together and drank. "Well, now." Applejack smacked her lips. "That's a right decent cider."



"Of course it is!" It was a familiar baritone this time, a table springing into place between Twilight and her friends. One of the Discords popped up as well; he snapped his lion claws, and plates of pancakes sprouted around the table, though Twilight couldn't help noticing that two plates settled into the empty space between her and Rarity while she had no plate in front of her at all. "Oh, now, really!" Discord said, frowning at the two empty places. "If I'd known your party wasn't complete, I wouldn't have seated you!"



"Whoa!" Spike's voice called then, and he came flying in, Starlight galloping along behind him. "You mean that invitation was for real?"



"Indeed!" Discord gave Twilight a half-lidded look. "For most of you, at least," he said so softly, she was sure no one but her could hear it. "But—" He flicked his eagle talons, and with a ring like a toaster going off, a plate just as full as the others dropped onto the table in front of her. "Because leaving you out would spoil it for them, you get a pass. Just like—"



A flash outside the tent, and Twilight, completely unsure where to look or what to think, blinked at Celestia and Luna touching down in the sunlight beside city hall, Celestia looking as fresh as the dew, Luna looking a little droopy-eyed.



"Ladies!" The Discord beside her vanished, and one stepped from the air beside the two princesses. "So good of you to stop by! Can I get you a plate?"



Celestia was smiling, something Twilight rarely saw her doing in Discord's presence. "We can't stay, I'm afraid," she announced, her voice carrying. "But I just wanted to thank you, Discord, and say what a wonderful thing this is you're doing."



"Yes." Luna was smiling as well. "Though if you're inviting us, we may come back after moon rise for a bit of supper and—" She cocked her head at him. "I assume you've included a carnival?"



Discord bowed with a flourish, and things reared up past the low Ponyville skyline: the tops of a Ferris wheel, several roller coasters, and something that Twilight thought was a water flume. "Just outside of town," Discord said, straightening up.



He then turned to face the area beneath the spread of the awning. "Everything's free, of course, and if you find any sort of amusement missing, just let one of your hosts know." All the Discords gave simultaneous waves, and the Discord next to the princesses waggled his eyebrows—though Twilight wasn't quite sure how she could pick out that detail since her table was most of the way across the town square from him. "May I suggest the slower rides immediately after breakfast, however?"



Laughter snickered across the tent. "Lunch and dinner," Discord went on, "will be available throughout the midway all day, and we'll open the tent here again at suppertime for those who might like something a bit more formal. We'll have three different displays of fireworks—one at eight PM, one at ten, and one at midnight. The parades will be this evening at seven, nine, eleven, and one AM tomorrow morning, and then of course the main event: the clock changing at two AM." He made a show of wiping his forehead. "So much order! I don't know how I can stand it!"



A larger laugh rolled through the crowd, and Twilight looked quickly around the table. "Will you all excuse me just a minute?"



The only one who didn't seem to have a mouth full of pancake was Spike. "Go ahead, Twilight." He pointed a claw at her plate. "Just don't be surprised if that's empty when you get back."



Her stomach growled, and she gave the whipped cream on top of her short stack a big lick. With a sharp nod in Spike's direction, she cast a teleport spell that zapped her over to where Celestia and Luna were bending their knees and spreading their wings, about to take off for the return trip to Canterlot. "Wait!" she shouted.



"It's all right, Twilight," Celestia said.



"But—!"



"Trust me." Celestia pointed a gentle, reassuring smile at Twilight, and Twilight closed her mouth, not really sure what she'd been about to say anyway.



"Truly." Luna's expression, already a bit sourer than Celestia's, went even further sideways. "Indeed, it might be best were you to accompany us away from here. Today is—"



"About friendship." Even though Celestia had turned to Luna and hadn't raised her voice, her words still felt as sharp as a currycomb against Twilight's hide. "Wouldn't you say, sister?"



Luna squinted at Celestia, but then her eyes opened very wide before closing completely. "It is." She bowed her head slightly toward Twilight. "Forgive me, Twilight. I stand in need of sleep, or I would not have spoken so."



Her mind churning, Twilight abandoned all her questions except one. "But this isn't some trick on Discord's part?"



A softness came into Celestia's face, and Twilight could see that she was looking at the assortment of Discords moving around inside the tent. "This is perhaps the least trickish thing he's ever done," she said quietly after a moment.



Which, Twilight decided, was good enough for her. "Then we'll see you two around suppertime?"



"You will," Celestia said.



"Indeed!" Luna gave one of her big laughs. "I solemnly assure you that we'd not miss this for the world!"



"Thank you." Twilight nodded, turned, and started back to the table where her friends sat.



The rest of the morning whirled by, Twilight maybe having more fun than she'd ever had outside a library. Because it wasn't all roller coasters and slingshots—though she whooped and hollered alongside Rainbow Dash on a few of those, too. The midway had a vast assortment of games including "balance the bottle" and "pop the balloon," a karaoke pavilion, and smaller attractions like a Tilt-a-Whirl that she and Starlight rode at least ten times, laughing uproariously as they shouted their calculations for the exact amounts of centripetal force they were experiencing.



Over a lunch of shredded carrot tacos and fried tomatillos, Fluttershy gave her enthusiastic approval to the petting zoo, Rarity raved about the do-it-yourself facilities at the craft fair, Pinkie said she'd sampled a churro from every cart on the grounds and didn't have a single complaint, and Applejack invited Rainbow to come on over to the rodeo stadium to try her hoof at a few of the events there.



Throughout the day, Twilight crossed paths with Spike and the CMC, groups of students from the school, folks from town and the surrounding countryside, and all of them were smiling or laughing or chomping away on cotton candy or watermelon slices. Musical acts of all different genres appeared on the various stages—Octavia's late afternoon performance of Bastion Box's Suite for Unaccompanied Cello in a little grassy amphitheater at the far end of the midway simply took Twilight's breath away—and she heard ponies talking about how great it was that they could go home, take a nap, then come back for more fun.



As evening began, Twilight hurried to the big tent in the town square and had to give a little skip of joy when she saw not only Celestia and Luna but Cadance and a sleeping Flurry Heart seated at a table by a big rotisserie where Discord was slowly turning a gigantic potato over an open fire.



"Oh, yes," Cadance said after they'd hugged and done their chant and settled into their places. "We got our invitation weeks ago—Shiny's out on the midway right now—but Discord made us promise we wouldn't tell you."



"Surprise!' Discord squeezed his snout with a honk like a bulb horn.



Twilight swallowed and turned to him. "Discord, I owe you an apology."



"You certainly do." He grinned, spreading melted butter over the outside of the giant potato with a paint brush. "But for what, exactly? I want to make sure I check the right boxes on my spreadsheet."



"I just—" She blew out a breath. "I wasn't sure what to make of all your talk about rising up against Celestia and Luna."



"Indeed?" Luna aimed a very toothy smile at him.



Discord raised his hands, the rotisserie continuing to turn. "I never said that. I said we need to rise up against the tyranny of time...or rather, the tyranny of timekeeping." Reaching into a pocket of his cooking apron, he pulled out a big, old-fashioned alarm clock with round metal bells on top. "These two ladies here do an admirable job juggling the sun and the moon, but the regularity of it all doesn't impress some of us." He turned the clock to face her, and Twilight saw that its hands were spinning wildly in the wrong direction. "It's the variability that makes us giggle."



As hard as she tried, Twilight couldn't keep from rolling her eyes. "Of course."



"Well?" Discord tapped the clock; its three hands stopped, and he reached down to put little yellow gloves on the ends. "Why does the time of sunrise change from day to day, hmmm? Why does the moon cycle from full to new to full again?"



"Ummm..." Looking at Celestia and Luna, Twilight wasn't sure if she should answer. But at Celestia's nod, she turned back to Discord. "Without the sun moving north and south from solstice to solstice, we wouldn't have seasons. And without the phases of the moon, there'd be no tides."



Discord nodded, tapped the clock, and its second hand began a regular forward tick-tick-tick. "The flow of time as reflected in the cycles of nature. The lovely conundrum of predictable change, of orderly disorder, if you will." Putting the clock back into his pocket, he waggled his eyebrows. "And nothing shows that more clearly than all of you changing your clocks twice a year. That you choose to acknowledge the primacy of chaos in this fashion makes me all warm and squishy inside." He gave a delicate burp. "Unless that's just my organs liquefying again."



Other ponies had begun wandering into the tent, and Discord bowed. "Excuse me for a moment. All this orderliness takes a bit of concentration." He closed his eyes, and copies of him began peeling off like autumn leaves, hurrying over to welcome the new arrivals.



Twilight leaned toward Celestia and Luna. "So he's just decided to celebrate the end of Daylight Saving Time as National Chaos Day?"



Celestia shrugged. "Any excuse for a holiday."



Luna snorted. "As long as there's cake, my sister will be satisfied." She picked up her fork in her hornglow and shot a glare at the Discord still turning the potato. "While some of us have been looking forward to a succulent potato cutlet since the moment we sat down."



Discord's eyes cracked open, his mouth going sideways. A flash of light brought a large knife to his lion paw, though, and he began cutting slices from the potato.



Shining Armor joined them not long afterwards, Spike flapping excitedly around him, and they ate while full dark settled over Ponyville, the lights from the midway growing brighter and brighter. They finished their suppers just in time for the first parade complete with floats, dancers, and marching bands, all of them made up entirely of Discords. After that, Twilight went for a spin on the log ride with Shiny and Spike, kept an eye on Flurry, burbling happily with some other babies in a ball pit, while Shiny and Cadance slipped away to visit the Tunnel of Love, then she watched the first fireworks show with all her friends atop the grassy hill behind the castle.



Spike was yawning by then with Flurry fast asleep, so Cadance and Shiny wished everypony goodnight and took the two of them inside. Celestia and Luna bowed out, too, Celestia saying that, even with the extra hour of sleep, dawn still rolled around fairly early. Luna promised, though, that she'd be stopping by during the course of her other nightly duties before she vanished in a cloud of black and silver.



Things got steadily more surreal after that, but it was the good sort of surreal, Twilight decided, the sort that can only come from crashing around a packed carnival midway with your very best friends in the whole wide world. The fireworks shows grew sparklier and the parades more raucous, the Discords convincing ponies to join in the marching and dancing and playing instead of just sitting around watching.



And by the time the midnight fireworks show had spurted its last flowery tendril across the star-filled sky and Discord's voice was booming, "It's nearly one AM, everypony! Time for our final parade!" Twilight realized that there wasn't an audience anymore. Everypony who'd managed to stay awake was lining up to be a part of the parade—or rather, part of the massive, three-dimensional conga line, laughing pegasi arching over the rows and ranks of dancing unicorns and earth ponies.



The town clock struck one, the band of Discords struck up a lively tune, and the air around Twilight seemed to shudder. Everything everywhere gave some sort of twitch, and another Twilight Sparkle materialized beside her. And not just another Twilight, she saw immediately: another Dash popped into the sky where Rainbow was hovering, two Applejacks now staring at each other to Twilight's right. In fact, a quick glance around showed her doubles of everypony across the whole open swath of the parade ground.



Twilight's doppelganger held up a hoof, said, "Don't panic," and leaped into the air. "It's all right!" she shouted, and Twilight could feel the magic her other self was using to amplify her voice. "We're all you from an hour in the future! Discord adjusted his clock at two AM, and it sent us all back in time to one AM! It's okay, though, since, in an hour, your Discord will do the same to his clock. That will take you all back in time to become us, and then everything will continue on from there!"



Out of the corner of her eye, Twilight saw one Starlight a yard or so away rapidly explaining something to the other Starlight with glowing diagrams floating around them that Twilight recognized as temporal calculation matrices. The other Starlight's eyes widened, then she turned to Twilight and called, "The math seems to hold up!"



"It's all right!" the airborne Twilight was saying again. "We'll ask folks to go around and check, but as near as we can tell, this only affected those of us who were still awake. The mathemagics of it also seem to indicate that the effect was localized and centered around Discord!" She gave a clenched-jawed glare at the group of Discords—a glare that Twilight recognized very well from the twinge in her own teeth—and suddenly there were only two of him standing there, little halos sprouting around their horns.



"But like I said," the other Twilight went on, "it's all right! We've already done this once, and in an hour, you'll all go back and do it again!" A slightly strained smile jerked across her snout, and a little flaring firework shot from her horn. "So let's party with ourselves till then!"



A halfhearted cheer wobbled up from the parade ground, and Twilight saw the two Dashes circling overhead. One whispered something, the other shouted, "Awesome!" and they both sped off into the night. To her right, the two Fluttershys were peering at each other from behind their bangs; ahead of her, the two Raritys were chatting away and examining the hems of their respective coats; and to her left, the Starlights seemed to be arguing over a section of one matrix concerned with tau particle decay. The crowd parted past the Raritys, and both Pinkie Pies were standing there on their hind legs, kilts around their middles and broadswords in the front hoofs. "There can be only one!" they both shouted, then each tumbled backwards, laughing.



"It's, uhh..." a way-too-familiar voice said above her, and the other Twilight landed, her face blushing a deep purple. "It's a little strange. I know."



Twilight could only nod.



"Okay." The other tucked her wings to her flanks. "So we need to double check Spike and Flurry and Shiny and Cadance just to make sure they don't have doppelgangers in bed with them so you can honestly make that speech I just made when you go back."



Her throat going dry, Twilight activated her teleportation spell and landed in the hallway outside Spike's room just as the other Twilight did. Peeking in, she saw he was alone, then closed the door, shook her head, and cast a scrying spell that told her the right number of ponies were sleeping in the rooms around her. "But why—?" she started, then shook her head. "It's Discord. 'Why' is always the wrong question."



The other Twilight nodded and held up a front hoof. "And no more time travel?"



Twilight brought her hoof up and bumped it against the other's. "Ever," she agreed.



They popped back to the parade ground just as a quartet of Mr. and Mrs. Cakes walked by. They confirmed that neither Pound nor Pumpkin, fast asleep at home, had been affected, but that Maud and Mud Briar, sitting up and babysitting, had been playing bridge with their duplicates when the Cakes had looked in on them.



Flapping over to ask Discord if he had anything to say for himself only resulted in the two draconequi pointing at each other. "It's his fault!" they both said in perfect unison, and this was of course followed by, "My fault? You're the one to blame!" They each then split into several more Discords, and the squabbling rapidly became completely incoherent.



That the sigh she heaved when she turned away so exactly matched the one from the other Twilight made her mane stand on end. But she smoothed it down, swallowed, and asked her doppelganger, "You want an ice cream cone? 'Cause I could really use an ice cream cone."



Identical ponies in pairs or larger groups mixed and mingled as she crossed the midway with her double, but Twilight couldn't think of a single thing to say to herself except, "It's been a long day."



"Twenty-five hours," the other her muttered, and Twilight had to giggle.



They met the two Applejacks at the concession stand finishing up some caramel apples. "I was thinking we oughtta trade hats," one of them said. "Y'know, for a memento of this whole weird thing."



The idea shocked Twilight into silence, but the other Twilight smacked her forehead with a hoof and said, "We talked about this."



"We did." The second Applejack pointed at the first. "She ain't been through it yet."



Shaking herself, Twilight launched into as thorough an explanation of causal loops as she could manage while trying not to dwell on how many of these exact temporal paradoxes were undoubtedly being created all around her. She'd barely gotten through the first quarter of her dissertation, though, when a butter brickle ice cream cone inserted itself into her mouth.



"In short?" the other Twilight said, the glow of her horn, Twilight could now see, holding the ice cream cone in place. "It would be bad."



"See?" The second Applejack smacked the first in the shoulder. "Told ya."



The first Applejack rolled her eyes. "It was just a thought." Shaking her head, she started toward the parade ground. "'Bout ten minutes till two, I reckon, Twilights. Wouldn't wanna make any Tim-Poor-Al whosistses by being late, now, would we?"



The second Applejack shrugged and trotted off after the first, and Twilight took the ice cream cone in her own magic. "Well, then," she said, looking at her other self. "You're the older and wiser me. Any advice?"



The other Twilight gave her own butter brickle a lick and shrugged. "You're going to be me in a few minutes, so not really. Just enjoy your ice cream. Oh, and—" She reached out with a hoof and touched Twilight's chest. "Tag. You're 'it'."



With multiple sighs, Twilight finished the cone and sprang into the air. "All right, everypony!" she called, using the same amplification spell she'd felt her double use earlier. "If we could all make our way back to the parade ground, please? We've got an appointment to meet ourselves in about eight minutes!"



Movement in the air below her said that the other Twilight had joined her, and together, they flew to where the rest of the ponies were all gathering. "One more hour," her doppelganger said. "Then you can get some sleep."



Twilight had to smile at her. "At least I know I make it, right?"



"Careful." The other Twilight shook a hoof, but she was smiling, too. "They may still have to change the name of the town to Paradoxville."



The word conjured up an image in Twilight's sleepy brain, but the other Twilight spoke before she could say anything: "And yes, I know you just thought of what a 'parrot ox' would look like and decided they would be sort of hippogriffy creatures with parrot parts in the front and ox parts in the back." The other her rubbed her eyes. "It's been a long day."



"Twenty-five hours," Twilight replied, then she was swooping away to hover over the crowd. "All right! When we get there, try to reassure yourselves! I'll make the speech, we'll do this hour again from the other side, then this party will be officially over!"



A pair of groans came from the stage where the two Discords stood in baggy red and blue striped shorts, boxing gloves on their hands and feet. "But we were finally going to settle the question of who's the World Heavyweird Champion!" they both said in unison again.



She didn't even try to stop her teeth from grinding. "Get that clock out, Mister! And be ready to change it when the time comes!"



Each Discord rolled one eye, and Twilight took the next several minutes to check that everypony was back and in good spirits. The two Rainbow Dashes looked a bit more mussed than usual behind their big grins, but Twilight refused to let herself anything other than that they'd been racing.



Then Discord was shouting, "Let's count it down, folks!" Twilight zipped over to stand beside herself, and everypony began chanting, "Five! Four! Three! Two! One!"



The other Twilight gave her a wink; the tinniest, tiniest little pair of bells went off on the top of Discord's old alarm clock; he cranked the hour hand back from pointing at the '2' to pointing at the '1'; and the whole world stretched around Twilight like a fun house mirror tipping over.



It all snapped back into place almost immediately, though, and the other Twilight was now staring with her mouth and eyes wide.



Holding up a hoof, Twilight said, "Don't panic," and leaped into the air.



The next hour unfolded just the way it had before, she assumed: she'd been tired enough the first time and hadn't really memorized everything her other self had said. She just said what seemed to be right at the time and hoped nothing too paradoxical happened.



Some things she did remember, though. She made sure to suggest that her younger self check on Spike and everypony in the castle, for instance, and she shut herself up with the butter brickle ice cream cone a quarter of the way through the paradox lecture to the two Applejacks. When two AM came around the second time, she made sure to wink, then the other Discord's clock went off, and half the ponies on the parade ground vanished like smoke from a doused campfire.



Everypony left behind stood frozen for the length of an indrawn breath, then they all seemed to partially deflate, a relieved sort of groan rising up and more than a few ponies falling right over onto the ground.



"All right!" Discord called from the stage. "See everypony again next year!"



And as much as she wanted to whisk herself over there to express her feelings on the subject in no uncertain terms, she instead took another breath, blew it out, and turned to look at her friends converging on where she stood.



Even Pinkie looked exhausted, Applejack barely stifling a yawn when she asked, "Reckon we oughtta reconnoiter? Make sure nothing's here that ain't s'pposed to be or vicey versy?"



Twilight shook her head. "You girls turn in. I'll do a quick fly-over, then count on you to handle anything that comes up tomorrow if I oversleep." She had to grin. "The time change always messes me up for a couple days anyway."



Rarity made a sound that from any other pony Twilight would've called a snort, but it was Rainbow who muttered, "Lightweight..."



By the time Twilight convinced them to actually go home, every other pony had already left. Taking wing, she glided over the the dark and silent carnival rides and wondered why Discord hadn't already made them disappear. A quick glance around didn't show any of him anywhere, and her stomach tightened. She was pretty sure he hadn't planned for the party to end this way. Might he be upset?



Gaining some altitude, she cast her gaze further around the darkened town...and saw a flicker of silver sparks at the top of the hill where they'd all watched the first fireworks show. She adjusted her pinions and drifted over to land beside him, idly tossing and catching a little ball of glitter in his lion paw as he looked down over Ponyville. "Discord?" She took a step toward him. "Is everything all right?"



"Eh." He nodded toward the quiet houses. "It's just that time will catch up with them all, won't it? Even Spike eventually."



Twilight blinked at him, but movement in her peripheral vision made her turn to see Celestia and Luna walking slowly up to join her and Discord on the hilltop, Cadance following with a sleeping Flurry Heart floating in her magic.



Discord was going on: "The world does a great deal more springing forward than it does falling back, but those of us who float above such things, we really need to show the rest of them how much they mean to us. Which is why I proposed this new holiday to fall just after Nightmare Night: to give us all an opportunity to metaphorically spit into the face of time." His voice dropped to a near whisper. "Celestia and Luna didn't much care for the name I suggested, but I still think it has a nice, succinct ring to it." He nodded to the town. "'The Day of the Dead.'"

 

With the other princesses standing downcast around her, Twilight looked from Discord to Ponyville and back again, her throat too tight to let her speak.
      

      
   
      Just Family


      
      
      
         
         Arts and Crafts

      
      

      

      
      
         “Hey, Twilight, check it out!” said Spike from downstairs, somewhere.



The little bubble of comfort and safety that Twilight had built up in her study warbled and threatened to collapse altogether. But it was okay! She would just ignore him. Spike knew that sometimes sound didn’t carry so well in the palace, with the crystal walls and all, so she could just say that she didn’t hear him.



Her eyes resumed their romantic liaison with the book in front of her, a recent publication of essays by Baltimare University’s most gifted minds.



… Well, recent, by her current standards. There was a time when Twilight measured the newness of an academic study by the number of hours between its virginal publication and the moment her lustful eyes had their wicked way with it. Nowadays, she was lucky if she could keep herself from falling more than a publication cycle behind with any given university’s major journals.



“Twilight! Where are you?” Spike’s voice echoed once again through the halls.



Steadfastly, Twilight denied the existence of any adolescent dragons in her castle. In fact, there was a good chance statistical chance that adolescent dragons didn’t exist at all, considering how draconic puberty only accounted for about 0.01% of a typical dragon’s natural lifespan, which fell well within the margin of error of several—



“I’ve got my Nightmare Night costume on! You wanna see?” came Spike’s voice, somewhere down and to the left of Twilight.



Oh Celestia, he was in the public portion of the library. Once he was done searching there, he’d be here next!



… But he was a fair bit bigger than he used to be, and he sometimes had trouble navigating the more narrow shelves. It’d buy her time. Sweet, succulent time alone with her book.



She shoved the journal back in her face and began to read an application of Hayto’s philosophy to modern financial ethics, with the desperation of a sleazy suitor whispering the phrase “Now, where were we?” into the ear of a beautiful and terrified mare even as an out-of-control kitchen fire spread to the highly flammable curtains of the otherwise extremely reputable Neightalian dining establishment they sat within.



“Twilight? Are you taking another nap?”



It just wasn’t fair! She spent all bucking day reading creative writing projects from her third year students! The full extent of most of their literary prowess was to remember to sign and date the top of their wide-ruled notebook paper!



Finally, the inevitable happened. The fancy Neightalian restaurant burned down, and Spike’s footsteps sounded just beyond Twilight’s study door.



“There you are!” he said, as the door squeaked  opened and he stepped in. “Dude, check out my costume for this year.”



Twilight really didn’t like being called “dude”. It didn’t even make sense.



Lovingly, she mouthed the words “I’ll be back, I promise!” to the Hayto article, before closing the book and looking up from her desk. And then she saw the most utterly horrifying thing she had seen since Tirek.



“Do you like it?” said the monstrosity in front of her in Spike’s voice.



Twilight shut her eyes and took off her reading glasses. They did tend to blur things in the middle distance. She smiled peacefully, and opened her eyes again.



Yep, still terrifying.



In front of her stood, well, herself. It looked exactly like the purple alicorn that greeted Twilight in the mirror each morning. Except, of course, where it was unnaturally misshapen from the ordeal of fitting an entire Celestia-sized dragon inside of it. And, of course, how it’s mouth was stretched in an unending silent scream, like the dislocated jaw of an egg-swallowing snake, in order to let Spike’s own muzzle and eyes to poke through.



Some of the stitching was also a little rough at the joints.



“Are you dressed as me?” she said.



“Yeah!” said Spike. He smiled toothily from within the fake Twilight’s wailing mouth while he spun around. His wings poked out through the top where Twilight’s would have. “I did most of the sewing myself, and I can’t really see the back of it when I’ve got it on, so I’m not entirely sure how things look over there.”



Twilight breathed deeply to silence the internal screaming.



“It’s… Wow.”



“Thanks!” said Spike. “I’ve also got one for you! I was thinking we could do a matched set this year.”



From somewhere within the eldritch folds of the Twi-suit, Spike produced another purply-hued bundle of cloth. When he spread it out between his outstretched claws (which, Twilight noted, poked disturbingly out of the Twi-suit’s hooves), she saw that it was one of Spike himself, made to her size.



The Spike-suit looked up at her, with sad blank eyes, like the discarded skin of a dead fish. Twilight wasn’t even sure if or how griffons skinned fish before they ate them, but she still thought it was an apt metaphor.



“That looks…. Wow!” she said, once she remembered that Spike was waiting for her thoughts.



“I’m… sensing a bit of hesitation,” he said, raising an eyebrow.



Darn! When did he get so perceptive?



“Oh, did you already have plans?” he asked. He gestured punching the air. “Drat! I knew I should have asked you first, but I wanted it to be a surprise!”



“No, I don’t have plans. It’s just that…. Uh….” Twilight’s mind drew a blank as she looked at fishskin Spike’s gaping maw, where her head would presumably stick out from. “What I’m trying to say is…. that…”



Spike’s wings drooped.



“Oh, well, if it’s not your speed, then don’t worry about it.” He bundled up the Spike costume and stuffed it back into some kind of hidden pocket in the Twi-suit. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have sprung this on you like this.”



The ‘Bad Friend’ alarm sounded in Twilight’s head (with the flashing red lights and everything), and she scrambled to backtrack.



“No, wait, I mean—”



“It’s nothing!” Spike smiled and waved a claw dismissively. “It was a bit of a silly idea, and I let it run away with me.”



“But… You’ve definitely put a lot of work in this.”



“Don’t worry. We’ve still got a little while before Nightmare NIght, and I’m sure Rarity would jump at the chance to design something for my size again. Good practice for the Princesses, she says.”



Somehow, that only turned up the alarm bells further.



“Spike, I didn’t mean to make you upset.” said Twilight.



“I’m not upset!” insisted the gentledrake. He grinned again and made a shooing motion. “Go back to your book. I know you’ve been looking forward to it.”



With a nonchalant saunter (as much as one could saunter in a Princess costume), Spike stepped out the door and shut it behind him.



For a couple of moments, Twilight was a little dumbstruck. She did eventually find her spot in the Hayto essay again, but she found herself reading the same couple of sentences more than a few times and only half-realizing it. The fiery passion of a lover from just a few minutes prior was gone, turned into wet sheets and icy glares.



Then Twilight did discover the most awful thing that an introvert could imagine. That an awkward silence could still be built up even if there was nothing but a nerd and a book in a room.








“Okay,” said Spike. “I guess I’m a little upset.”



“Pssh! I knew it!” With a practiced throw, Scootaloo sent another dart soaring through the air. It arced beautifully. The slight spin that Scoot’s flick imparted on it kept its trajectory nice and tight as it joined its four siblings in a well-worn spot about a foot left of the dartboard.



thunk.



“Darn, not again.” said Scootaloo. She walked up to retrieve the darts.



“Scoots, don’t be mean,” said Sweetie Belle, scowling at her friend from her seat across from Spike. Next to her in the booth sat Apple Bloom, who was nursing a halfway-licked extra-large salt cube.



“Er’m nrt ‘eeing mean!” said Scootaloo as she pulled the darts out of the wall with her teeth. She spat them out (along with a fair bit of drywall) and made her way back to the throwing line. “I’m just saying, I knew it! Spike’s always a bit mopey when he’s trying hard not to be upset.”



thunk.



“Darn,” said Scoots.



“Am I really that predictable?” said Spike, fiddling with the mug of piping hot cider in his claws.



“There is nothing wrong with how you choose to express yourself, Spike,” said Sweetie, as she glowered at Scootaloo again.



“I don’t know,” said Spike. “I really shouldn’t care this much over a dumb set of costumes. But… well… I don’t know…”



thunk.



“Luna-darn it…”



“Sounds like there’s somethin’ more to it than just the costumes,” said Apple Bloom. “I mean, you’re a reasonable dragon. I reckon that if there’s something troublin’ you, there’s a good reason to it.”



“Well, I guess…” said Spike. He sipped his drink and tried to start again. “I mean…”



Across the table, Sweetie Belle eagerly leaned forward even more, eyes wide and her therapist-smile stretching from ear to ear. She nodded, encouragingly.



“It’s been a while since I feel like Twilight and I did something together.” Spike scratched his chin. “Well, I guess we did do pretty much everything together, before she was a princess, or a teacher, or a principal and all. Sometimes I feel like… we’re just not as close as we used to be.”



“Oh, I see,” said Sweetie. She nodded with the serene understanding that only a professional could have. “Have you thought about your future much, Spike? Do you feel like you’re in control of your life?”



Spike balked a little. “Um…. I guess I am? I think my future seems pretty good. But I guess sometimes I wish things were the way they used to be. You know?”



“Oh, I do understand, Spike,” said Sweetie, smiling sweetly. “Why don’t you do a thought experiment with me? Can you imagine the pony—er, dragon—that you think you’ll be in ten years? How is he different from you now? How is he different from you ten years ago when you were—”



“Land’s sake, Sweetie, are you goin’ through the Destiny Checklist with him?” interrupted Apple Bloom. “Spike ain’t a client.”



“But—But I can help!”



Her professional confidence gone, Sweetie tried to hide behind one of her hooves. It was pretty cute, Spike thought.



“Spike doesn’t need that kinda help, Sweets,” said Scootaloo between throws. “What he needs is a little (thunk)—Darn!—a little straight-talking.”



“I find myself agreeing with Scootaloo’s diag-naw-sis.” Apple Bloom bit down on her salt cube and chewed thoughtfully. “Ya think Twilight knows how much this is bugging ya?”



“She probably has a bit of an idea,” admitted Spike, “but I don’t want her to worry about it.”



Apple Bloom shrugged. “That’s your call, but I’m pretty sure Twi’s the understandin’ type,” she said.



“That’s exactly the problem,” said Spike. “She’s running herself ragged for everypony else. The last thing I want to do is to make her run herself ragged for me!”



“Why not?” asked Scoots as she—thunk!—missed horribly again.



“We… we’re special.” Spike fidgeted with the mug again. “I mean, we’ve been there for each other since I was an egg. I don’t want to end up being just another one of Twilight’s friendship problems…”



“You’re not,” said Sweetie Belle. This time, her smile wasn’t confident; it was soft. “You’ll never be just another problem to Twilight.”



“Thanks,” said Spike. He smiled, but he was careful not to show teeth, because they were in public and sometimes ponies didn’t like that.



Wistfully, he began tapping a claw on the tabletop.



“I just… well I guess I had this silly idea. I mean, there’s a bunch of things that Twi and I used to do together that we don’t do anymore.”



Sweetie’s therapist-grin began to come back.



“Yes..?” she asked, leaning forward in her seat again.



“I mean…” said Spike.



He debated whether or not to tell this next part. Because even in his head, it sounded a little dumb, and probably more than a little weird. Finally, his mouth just started working on its own a little.



“I had this idea, where while we were wearing those costumes of each other, we could—”



thunk!



“Darn it aaaaaall!” Scootaloo stomped in place with all four hooves.



Sweetie shot Scoots a look that could set a forest on fire, but the damage was already done. Spike shook his head and downed the last of his cider.



“Ah well, forget it,” he said.



“You don’t need to tell us anything yain’t comfortable with,” said Apple Bloom, despite Sweetie’s pleading looks. “But I’m glad you could git what you could off yer chest with us.”



Spike nodded, contentedly.



“Thank you, guys,” he said. He stretched in his seat, and started to pick himself up. “Well, it’s getting late. I think I need to head back.”



“So do we,” said Apple Bloom. “We’ve got work in the morning.”



“On Nightmare Night day?” asked Spike as he stepped out of the booth. He stretched his wings, which ached from being cramped. “That ought to be illegal!”



“Tell that to Scoots; she’s the one that sets the office schedule,” said Apple Bloom.



“Ya’ll are just unappreciative,” said Scootaloo. “I’m giving us—darn!—a week off for Hearth’s Warming.”



Spike laughed and started making his way out.



“See ya, girls,” he said with a wave. But he made a point to find Sweetie with his eyes. “Good bye, Sweetie Belle!”



Flustered, Sweetie, muttered something that sounded like a farewell, while Apple Bloom chuckled, knowingly.



“Catch ya next time, pardner,” she called out as Spike left the salt bar.



thunk



“Cadance-darn it, this makes no sense!” Scoots fumed. She looked around the mostly-empty bar for a minute, and then made up her mind. “Does somepony have a hammer and nails? I’m moving this friggin dart board."










When Spike had left the castle, it took Twilight only a little while to find the Twilight and Spike costumes.



She felt kind of bad for snooping through Spike’s room. But, she told herself, if it was for a good cause, it wasn’t really snooping. It was friendship-rummaging!



A couple of questionably-hidden magazine stashes later, Twilight found herself peering at the Twi-suit’s soulless eyes, and she really had to shudder again. The uncanny effect was still there, even when nobody was in it.



“I don’t know why you’re so important to Spike,” she admitted.



Twi-suit only stared at her questioningly, with a permanently open mouth and askewly sewn button eyes.



“But you are important to him,” she said. “So, you’re important to me, too.”



Holding the two costumes closely, she closed her eyes and lit her horn. A flash of magic engulfed her, and she disappeared, leaving only her reading glasses, which clattered to the floor.








There was a little storage closet next to the public library that Twilight kept empty and locked from the inside. She called it her landing room.



It was a straightforward concept: if there was a room of known dimensions that she always knew would be empty, it’d simplify her teleportation formula by quite a bit to teleport directly there each time she had to jump to the castle. It was efficient, and Twilight was nothing if not a mare of efficiencies.



Late that night, she flashed into the landing room, with two heavy coat bags in tow. Unlocking the door with a key on a peg, she opened it and walked out to the sight of Spike just around the corner, waiting.



“Buh!” she recoiled in surprise. “How did you…?”



“You left your glasses behind, again. They were on my floor.” he said.



Twilight’s hoof instinctively went to her forehead, where her readers usually were, only to find them predictably absent.



Spike chuckled and held them out in the tip of a claw. Embarrassed, Twilight took them in her hornglow and placed them back on top of her head.



“Spike, I’m sorry about earlier today,” she said. “I shouldn’t have made you feel like I was shooting you down. Even if I was a little… confused by it.”



“No worries, Twilight.” Spike said. “I think I was being a little insecure about the whole thing myself. I actually just had a talk with the Crusaders about this.”





“Oh? Did Sweetie have any good advice?” Twilight smiled.



“Er, yeah she did.” Spike rubbed the back of his head while grinning a grin that showed teeth. “They all did. And I think the most important part of it, was, that I want you to know that I’m always going to be on your team. You’re important to me.”



“Thanks, you big lunk,” giggled Twilight, as she drew him in for a one-armed hug that was only a little bit awkward. “You’re important to me too.”



The coat bags in Twilight’s grip rustled, and she smacked an open forehoof on her forehead.



“Oh! Yeah! Let me show you,” she said, opening the bags. “Well, I just wanted to clean up some of the stitching, and Rarity ended up helping me retouch them both.”



Out of the bags came Twi-suit and Spike-suit, both wearing dopey smiles now. Their eyes were aligned, their back legs weren’t terribly misshapen, and they would probably not make foals want to scream at first sight anymore. Probably.



“It’s… It’s great, Twilight!” Spike gently took the Twilight costume in his hands. “Does this mean, you think you’ll…?”



“Yeah, let’s do it!” said Twilight. “I’ll be you, and you’ll be me this year.”



Spike smiled toothily again.



“I was also… Well I was thinking about doing a little something to go along with the costumes, if it’s fine with you.”



“I’m all ears,” said Twilight. “Lay it on me.”








“Nightmare Night!” Chanted schoolfoals, for the upteenth time. “What a fright! Give us something sweet to bite!”



Twilight threw some candy down at the foals, and giggled at the looks she got from the parents.



“Golly, I hope that’s enough for you all!” she said, in the raspiest, lowest voice she could manage.



“By my calculations,” said Spike in a falsetto, “each schoolchild should receive an average of three point six-six repeating pieces of candy per visit for the optimal sweets distribution rate. Make a note, Spike!”



Between the foals, her students, and the Ponyville old-timers who had been around since Spike was little, most everypony thought that their skit was a hoot.



“I hope there’s gonna be some left for me!” grumped ‘Spike’ from atop ‘Twilight’s’ back.



The foals giggled and dispersed once the candy was divided up.



Spike began trotting down the street, making his way to the newer residential areas where a lot of young families were living now. Atop his back, Twilight teetered and tottered. It was probably in the ballpark of three decades since she last had a pony-back ride, and it was not like riding a bicycle.



Up ahead, a group of foals were gathered at the little cottage that the Crusaders rented as office space.



“Nightmare Night! What a Fright!”



“Yeah, yeah, give you something sweet to bite. Sure, kiddos.”



Scootaloo yawned through her windigo mask as she hoofed over a pile of candy that was probably a bit too much for the five or six foals at her door. Not that they minded at all, those sugar-addicted little beasts.



“Hey Scoots!” called Twilight in her Spike impression. At this point, she had all four hooves wrapped around Spike’s middle, clinging on for dear life. “How’s it hanging?”



It took Scootaloo a moment to blink away her sleepiness before she laughed. Poking her head back inside, she called out.



“Sweetie! Blooms! Come check this out! Twilight’s riding Spike!”



“I don’t see what’s so funny,” rumbled ‘Twilight’. “It’s simply the most efficient way to travel, given our relative body weights and average strides per meter.”



“Oh!” said Scootaloo, smirking. “You’ve got her down good!”



 From a window, Sweetie Belle poked her head out, wearing a tricorne and an eyepatch.



“Hi, Spike!” She waved.



“Hey Swee—” Spike began in falsetto, before catching himself with a gurgle. “Hi, Sweetie Belle!” He managed in his regular voice.



Twilight rolled her eyes and decided to bail him out.



“We’ve got a few more stops tonight,” she said in her Spike voice. “But we’ll be back in a few!”



“Sounds good!” said Sweetie.



“I’ll probably be passed out,” Scootaloo confessed. “Blooms was right. Next year I’m scheduling the day off.”



“We’ll catch you later!” said Spike, as he sauntered down the road, as much as one could saunter in a Princess costume.



Twilight sighed and settled back down into the little divot in Spike’s back, where his hips met his tail.



“You know, Spike,” she said in her normal voice, “I could definitely get used to being carried around everywhere.”



“It’s the best,” chuckled the dragon. “I really miss it, sometimes.”



For a couple of minutes, the Twilight was silent as she felt the bounce of Spike’s steps and heard the plodding of his feet on the ground down below.



“Spike,” she said, after a while. “Do you think it’d be odd if… we asked Rarity to make up some kind of riding saddle?”



Spike cocked his head to the side. “I mean, if you want to do this again next year, then sure! But it might be a little odd, two years in a row.”



“No,” said Twilight. “I meant a saddle not just for Nightmare Night.”



“Oh!” From the sound of his voice, Twilight could tell Spike was smiling. “That miiiiiight be a little weird, I guess. But not too weird.”



“I’ll be honest, I think I really missed this,” said Twilight. “I missed walking down the streets with you, and I miss talking to you while we walked.”



“Yeah, me too,” said Spike.



Twilight was kind of overwhelmed at the moment, and words kind of just started pouring out of her mouth.



“You’re family to me, Spike,” she said. “And we should really make sure that we don’t drift apart.”



“Thank you, Twilight.” Spike’s fangs poked out of his smile again. “You’re the best mom a dragon could have.”



Twilight laughed, and it nearly knocked her off her perch.



“Ew, no, stop!”



“Sister, then?”



“That’s… also not quite right.”



“Hatcher?”



“That’d make you my… hatch-ee?”



“Your spawn.”



“Haha, no!!”



“Your thrall!”



“Haha. Just… family, Spike. Let's leave it at that. Just family.”





      

      
   
      Pumpkin Spice Season


      

      
      
         “Why do we teach this in the Spring again?” Starlight Glimmer asked.



She gazed out the window of her office as she spoke. The cold bluster of March had given way to April’s hints of the wakening world. The bare trees of the Whitetail Woods were tinted green with buds counting down the days until they unfurled and were born. 



The birds had returned, too. A courting pair of Uncommon Cisticolas hopped about on the windowsill just a few feet away, their dull wings beating against the glass as they danced around each other. Further out, hawks turned in slow loops over the fields, effortlessly riding the morning thermals high into the sky on still wings. Above them the larger shapes of pegasi cavorted amongst the clouds, kicking up bits of mist or simply spreading their wings to catch the late morning sun.



“Just tradition, I guess,” Twilight Sparkle said. She wasn’t looking out the window. She was staring at the book laid out before her while she scribbled notes on a lined folio. Dozens of loose-leaf pages floated around her, darting around in time with her attention. They filled the office with a quiet rustle. “I mean, it’s as good a time as any other, right?”



“Seems kind of inappropriate, though.” Starlight frowned. “Incongruous.”



“Would you rather teach it in the winter, when the students are cooped up with nothing to do?” Twilight fixed her with a pointed glance, then returned to the notebook. “Don’t think of it as special. It’s just part of the curriculum.”



“Yeah.” Starlight turned away from the window to her own notes. They were laid out haphazardly on the desk, and she shuffled them into a semblance of order before Twilight could do it for her. “Still feels weird, though. I mean, we’re supposed to teach all this, then just go on afterward like it was nothing? And why can’t their parents just teach them? Mine did. I bet yours did, too.”



Twilight’s quill froze, and her gaze took on a distant aspect. Then she blushed. 



Still, she soldiered on: “Celestia feels it’s important for all foals to receive a thorough, modern education in the subject. Too many ponies, especially of the, er, older generation have some outdated beliefs that could end up being harmful to foals as they mature. And where better to do it but in schools?”



“So, make their teachers uncomfortable and awkward instead?”



“Do you not want to do this, Starlight?” Twilight closed her book and moved around the table, draping a wing over Starlight’s shoulders. “You don’t have to, you know. I just figured that, well, you have the most experience, so who better to teach the kids?”



“No, it’s fine.” Though, after days of research and note-taking and putting together lesson plans, she was starting to regret her earlier bout of volunteerism. 



Besides, agreeing to teach the course had put a smile on Twilight’s face. How could she undo that?



“Just nervous, I guess,” she continued. 



“Don’t be. You’ll do fine, just like always.” Twilight scooped up her notes, the pages aloft in the air zipping down to neatly sort themselves in her folio book. “Thank you for the hot cocoa, too. What do I owe you?”



“Nothing.” Starlight waved a hoof. “I got it free from the new Starbucks. They were handing out boxes at the opening.”



“The one across from the town hall?”



“No, that’s the old-new one. The new-new one is behind the Hayburger.”



Twilight’s ears perked up. “Ooh! I’ll have to check it out the next time I go there. Anyway, do you think you’ll have a finished syllabus ready next week?”



Starlight glanced down at her notes. She wasn’t much of a by-the-syllabus teacher, preferring to just adlib and feel her way through classes, but that wasn’t Twilight’s style and this wasn’t a subject that lent itself to casual experimentation. It had to be rigorous. And she could do rigorous just as well as anypony. Even Twilight!



She huffed and nodded. “I will. It’ll be the best class you’ve ever seen!”



“I’m sure the foals will appreciate it, Starlight. Even if they may be uncomfortable at first. And remember, you can always come to me if you need any help.” Twilight smiled, and the room lit up like the sun had emerged from the clouds.



No, wait, that was an actual cloud. They squinted against the sudden flood of light as the pegasi outside finally got to work clearing the sky. Twilight gave her a little wave, and Starlight held her own smile until she was out the door. Only then did she slump in her chair.



“Right, no pressure then.” She lifted her notes and tapped their edges on the desk, aligning them perfectly. Then she set them down, stared at them, and shoved them off the desk onto the floor. 



Dark Magic Education was going to make things awkward around the Friendship Academy for a while.








“I don’t like this,” Pinkie said. Her muzzled wrinkled as she spoke, as though the words and their sentiment tasted sour in her mouth.



“What, the weather?” Rarity peered out the rain-dotted window. It had been drizzling all afternoon. Out in the fields, beyond the houses and storefronts of Ponyville, dozens of farmers were mucking through through the rows, churning the mud with their hooves and having a great time of it. 



At least, Starlight imagined they were. They were earth ponies, after all. How could they not enjoy it? And hadn’t she done the same as a filly? Her mother had certainly scolded her for it enough times, tracking half the moors around Sire’s Hollow into their house after her adventures with Sunburst. 



“No, this place,” Pinkie said. She hunched over as she spoke, her voice low. Not that anypony could hear them over the chatter of the crowd.



This place was the new-new Starbucks, still festooned with Grand Opening signs and trays filled with free samples. Little cups of steaming java and quartered croissants impaled on toothpicks. Half the town was packed into the spacious lobby and seating area, a pastel jumble of familiar sounds and scents that soothed Starlight’s mind. Though she could never really appreciate the pampering of the spa like Rarity could, Starlight imagined that this was how it made her feel – comforted, accepted and warm. Dozens of ponies sat just feet away, none of them staring at her, or walking around her on the tips of her hooves, afraid she might turn in their direction. Here she wasn’t an ex-world-ending-villain or recovering megalomaniac. No, here she was just another pony.



It was nice.



So she said, “It’s nice.”



“That’s the problem,” Pinkie grumped. Most ponies couldn’t speak with their mouths making that shape, a sort of wrinkled frown, but Pinkie managed. “A place ponies can go to get pastries and coffee? It’s ridiculous! And look at these drinks! They’re all made up!”



“What? Posh.” Rarity took a sip from her latte. A bit of foamed milk stuck to her upper lip, and her tongue flashed out to wash it away. “Lattes and espressos and mochas are all accepted species of coffee.”



“The latte, maaaaybe,” Pinkie said. She swept a hoof at the tasteful menu board behind the counter. “But look at some of these! Chai tea? Chai is tea! It’s a tea, with tea in it! And a toffee nut latte? Toffee is candy, Rarity! It’s candy! You can’t put candy in coffee! This is madness!”



“Chai is a specialized blend of aromatic spices. It’s just a way of letting their customers know the tea has a bit more kick to it.” Rarity took another sip, then turned to Starlight. “Are you alright, Starlight? You’ve been awful quiet this morning.”



“I know. I’m sorry.” Starlight gave her head a little shake to bring herself back into the present. “A little stressed, I guess. I’m working on a syllabus for a new course at the Academy.”



“Oh?” Rarity set her cup down and leaned forward. “What are we teaching?”



“Not we, me. Twilight wants me to teach it because of my, ah, experience in the subject. An Introduction to Dark Magic Education, its Dangers, Precautions and Warning Signs.”



Pinkied gawped at her. “You’re teaching the foals dark magic?!”



“No, I’m teaching them dark magic education. Education, not training.”



“What’s the difference?” Rarity asked. 



“Well, it’s the difference between sex education and sex training, I would imagine.”



The others were silent for a moment. Pinkie let out a quiet grunt.



“Leaving that image aside for a moment,” Rarity said, “why teach the course at all? I’m not sure I would want Sweetie learning such things from school instead of from our parents, like I did.”



“Yeah, but, didn’t you have that incident? Before I got here. Something about a book?”



Rarity coughed. She lifted her latte and took a long sip, hiding behind it. Finally, when she ran out of drink or breath, she set it down and cleared her throat. “That was a minor episode of carelessness on my part. There was no permanent damage. Nopony was hurt.



Pinkie leaned in. “She turned half the town into—”



“What matters is that nopony was hurt,” Rarity leaned in further. Their little tabletop was running out of space for ponies. “And that’s all we need ever say on the subject, thank you very much.”



“Right.” Starlight pulled her empathy mocha out of range of their muzzles. “So, surely you used the experience to teach Sweetie about the danger of dark magic?”



There was another moment of silence. Rarity shrank back into her seat.



Finally: “Perhaps not directly, no. But I’m sure she absorbed that lesson.”



“She absorbed the lesson? Sweetie Belle. Little white unicorn filly who likes to sing? She absorbed the lesson and learned to be responsible with dark magic all by herself?”



“Well.” Rarity tapped her front hooves together. “You make it sound silly when you say it like that.”



“It’s nothing against her, Rarity,” Starlight said. She reached out to squeeze Rarity’s hoof. “But we all know she adores you and tries to emulate you. Without a proper understanding of dark magic she could find herself in the same situation you did. Do you want that?”



“Of course not.” Rarity huffed. “And Twilight approves of this?”



Starlight nodded. “She’s the one who asked me to design the course. And, if we’re being honest, I know more about how dangerous dark magic can be than most ponies, right? Who better to teach it?”



“That’s… vaguely reassuring. What do you think, Pinkie?”



Pinkie shrugged. “It’s all unicorn to me.” She turned back to her perusal of the menu. “Hey, what do you think pumpkin spice is?”








It was bright and early on Monday when Twilight stuck her head into Starlight’s office. “Knock knock!” she called. “You finish that syllabus?”



No. No she hadn’t. Not by a country mile. But it was Monday morning and Twilight was expecting a syllabus and even though Starlight knew, absolutely knew beyond any shadow of a doubt that Twilight Sparkle would not be disappointed in her if she said it wasn’t done, that she would give her all the time she needed and help her step-by-step the entire way, there was simply no way she could tell her mentor and best friend that the thing she’d asked for, the thing she had showed up to receive early in the morning with a smile on her face, wasn’t ready. So she said what she had to.



“Yup! All done!” She pushed the folder across the desk. It was still rough in spots, marked through with pencil and red ink, but the gist was there. The compiled expertise of dozens of eminent scholars, the best minds in modern education, and of course her own cautionary experiences, all condensed into a dozen pages describing a week-long comprehensive dark magic education course.



Twilight took a seat opposite and picked up the folder. If anything, her smile widened as she opened it and began to read. Her eyes flicked across the lines with amazing speed.



She tilted her head.



The smile faded, giving way to something else. A slight frown, a tightening of the lips. A hollow feeling began to grow in Starlight’s gut.



Finally, Twilight reached the last page. She read it, then turned back to the first. Nopony spoke.



Outside her window, the courting Uncommon Cisticolas tapped at the glass. Starlight barely heard it over the sound of her heart.



“You, ah… you don’t like it?” It emerged as a squeak.



“What? No, of course not.” Twilight forced a smile. “It, uh… I can see you put so much effort into it!”



Oh no. No. That was the worst. Twilight was trying to let her down gently. Starlight’s heart hiccuped in her breast. She leaned forward, hooves clattering at the desk, trying to grab the folder back out of Twilight’s grasp.



“It’s just a draft!” she said. “It’s, it’s, it’s not done yet! There’s so, sooo much more I can still add! More lessons! And citations! And the exam! Twilight, you haven’t seen the exam yet! You like exams, right? You, you can help me write the exam! It’ll be fun!”



“Starlight, stop. Relax. Breathe.” She set the folder on the desk. “It’s not the quality I’m concerned about. It’s the, uh… the direction, I guess. This seems very… hooves-on. Like, you actually plan to teach, you know… how to do dark magic?”



Starlight blinked at her. “Er… yes?”



“That’s…” Twilight paused. “Why?”



“Why… I’m not sure what you mean. It’s a comprehensive course on safe dark magic. That’s what you asked for.”



“Oh. Oh. No.” Twilight shook her head. “No, that’s… no. Starlight, this is supposed to be an abstinence-based dark magic course. The only safe dark magic is no dark magic.”



“What?” Starlight sat up straight. Her earlier shame at having let down her mentor began to melt away, replaced by something else. Something firmer. “Twilight, abstinence-based education doesn’t work. Foals are going to experiment with dark magic whether we want them to or not. We need to make sure they have the tools and information to do so safely. That’s, like, accepted wisdom in education circles. I did the research!”



Twilight shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. That’s not how I was raised, it’s not what Celestia taught me, and it’s not what I’m going to teach in my school. Dark magic should only be practiced between a pony and their arch-nemesis, not just casually whenever you want!”



“No, see? That’s exactly what this course addresses!” Starlight snatched the folder back with her magic and held it open. “See? The first lesson is about the dangers of irresponsible dark magic and all the harm it can cause! Then, starting on Day 2, we get into the safe use of wards and boundary spells. It’s not until the end of Day 4 that we even address how to appropriately reach into the void to commune with the dark lords that dwell within. And all along the lessons emphasize safety and moral certainty! Look, look, here’s a segment on Casting When Angry, and an easy acronym to recite when deciding if the benefit of blood magic really outweighs its costs!”



Twilight squinted. “B-C-Y-T-R-F-Q-L-Y? That’s an easy acronym?”



“Well, I mean.” Starlight fumbled with the folder. “It’s a work in progress, okay? What matters is that every lessons introduces its subject with a careful review of the risks and the precautions that must be taken before dipping your hooves into dark magic. It’s based on the same protocols they use in university Thaumaturgy departments.”



Twilight shook her head again. “No. This is all... I’m sorry, Starlight, but no. I want you to start over and develop a dark magic course that emphasizes its dangers and teaches foals to never use it. Take out all the stuff about precautions and safety. That will just encourage them to try it at home.”



Starlight gawked at her. She looked down at her folder. Then she looked back at Twilight. She frowned, and the squishy firmness in her breast hardened even further. It solidified, straightening her backbone, forming a solid core around which she could rally.



“No.”



Twilight blinked. “What?”



“I said no. I will not redo it. Foals need to learn this, Twilight! Foals will experiment whether we want them to or not. You want them to end up like us? Or like Rarity?”



“What do you mean? We ended up fine! And Rarity just… it was just one little incident.”



“Fine?” Starlight pointed at hoof at herself. “I started a cult based on magically erasing ponies’ identities and stealing their cutie marks. Rarity twisted half the town into some crazed fashionista Tartarus. And don’t think I never heard about your Want-It, Need-It spell. Ponies don’t forget that sort of thing, Twilight.”



“That just proves my point! Do you want everypony to know how to do those things?”



Starlight crossed her forelegs. “We can’t stop them from learning. All we can do is show them how to do the right thing with it.”



Twilight took a breath. Then another. She held up a foreleg and pushed it out slowly as she exhaled. When she spoke, her voice had calmed, bit it lost none of its steel. “This is my Academy, Starlight. I value your input as a guidance counsellor and most importantly as a friend, but I have to take responsibility for the curriculum. Develop an abstinence-based dark magic plan, and then we’ll talk.”



Starlight shook her head. “I can’t, Twilight. It’s your Academy, but this is too important. This is the course I’m teaching.”



“I could dismiss you.”



“You could.”



“I could find another unicorn to teach it.”



“I’m sure you could. Rarity? Trixie? You want them teaching foals about dark magic? Don’t you find it odd that almost every unicorn you know has gotten in trouble with dark magic at some point?”



That scored. Twilight’s eyes widened, and Starlight could practically see the thoughts racing through her mind. Reviewing all the powerful unicorns they knew, going through their history, trying to find one who hadn’t stepped onto the wrong side of dark magic at some point.



But she couldn’t, of course. Every unicorn did it. It was just part of growing up. Starlight waited for Twilight to reach the same conclusion. 



Eventually she did. Twilight glowered. “Fine. Fine! You teach your course, but you know what? I am going to find another unicorn! Myself! I’ll teach my own course, and it’ll be based on abstinence, and it’ll keep foals from using dark magic until they find their one true special nemesis!”



“Fine, you do that.”



“Fine, I will!”



“Fine.” Starlight closed the folder and leaned back in her chair. “My class starts tomorrow.”



“Fi— wait, I’m supposed to meet Celestia in Canterlot tomorrow. Can we start Wednesday?”



“Time waits for no mare, Twilight.” Starlight kicked her rear hooves up onto the desk and leaned back. “Tomorrow at first bell.”



Silence. Twilight narrowed her eyes.



Finally, “Fine.” A pause. “Are we still on for coffee this afternoon?”



“Of course. The new place?”



“The new place it is.” Twilight stood and gave her wings a little shake. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot of preparation to do! If you change your mind or feel like, I don’t know, apologizing or something, just come by my office. I’ll be there. Planning. Writing plans! Just stop by any time!”



“Don’t think so.”



“Fine.”



“Fine.” Starlight waved. “Bye.”



“Bye!” The princess turned and stomped off. Her hooves echoed down the hallway until they were lost in the general clatter of students arriving for first lessons.



Starlight let out a long breath. Her hooves started to shake, and she pressed them to the desk. 



“Awkward indeed,” she mumbled.








One full day of school later, Starlight found herself at the new-new Starbucks’ outdoor patio. A decaf empathy mocha slowly cooled in its ceramic mug in front of her. The barista had drawn the image of a blooming flower in the milk foam floating on the surface. She’d also somehow signed her name in it. Not, perhaps, the best use of a barista’s time, especially when the line was out the door. But then, who knew how to be a barista better than the barista herself?



It was crowded, of course. That went without saying. A gaggle of seatless ponies idled in the spaces between the tables, shuffling along, waiting for a spot to open. A few glared at her for occupying a four-seat table all by herself.



Rarity arrived before anypony worked up the courage to evict her. The unicorn waved from the entrance, started to walk over, then apparently decided to get in line instead. A few minutes after Fluttershy arrived, and Rarity dragged her alongside, ignoring Fluttershy’s squawk and the indignant glares of ponies behind them. In time, in the manner of molasses flowing through a straw in January, they made it through the line and collected their drinks. 



“Well, next time remind me to leave earlier,” Rarity said. She sat and floated her saddlebags to the side. “Don’t they realize how many more customers they could serve if they sped things up a little bit? I swear, that mare spent five minutes just decorating the foam on this latte.”



Starlight leaned over. Sure enough, the surface of Rarity’s latte bore a finely rendered landscape picture of the sun setting behind Canterlot mountain with Celstia’s castle in the foreground. Each of the minarets and spires bore tiny banners that seemed to sway as the liquid settled.



“Um, I think it’s nice,” Fluttershy said. “It gives me time to think about what I want to order then practice it in my head a few times before I reach the register.”



“What’d you get?” Starlight asked. Fluttershy’s drink was in a covered to-go cup, and she couldn’t smell anything from it.



“Just water. Coffee makes me a little dizzy.”



“You get used to it eventually.” Rarity took a sip from her latte, tearing apart the carefully sculpted mountains. “Anyway, where are my manners? How are you today, Starlight?”



“I’m good.” It was mostly true. Her heart still hadn’t slowed from the morning’s confrontation with Twilight, but the resolute conviction that inspired her defiance hadn’t wavered either. She felt like  a mare on the eve of battle, ready to fight with her last ounce of strength. To win or die.



Well, hopefully not die. She spent a moment dialing things back in her head. Better to just lose gracefully.



The others were looking at her, and she realized she was staring off into space. She shook herself and continued. “Have you seen Twilight and Pinkie? They were supposed to join us.”



“Hm, not since lunch.” Rarity took another sip. “Did you tell them to meet us here?”



“I said the new Starbucks, yes.”



“Oh, that’s your problem. The new Starbucks is attached to Barnyard Bargains. It’s just down the road there.” Rarity pointed down the street, where sure enough the green-and-white seapony sign of the Starbucks franchise hung over a new attachment to the Barnyard Bargains store.



Starlight blinked. “I thought this was the new one?”



“No, this is the old-new-new one. The new-new-new one opened this weekend. See? They have the little grand opening flags still up.”



“You think they went there?”



“I do. In fact…” Rarity stood up, bracing her forelegs on the table. “Yes, I can see them, actually. Yoohoo, Twilight! Twilight! Over here! No, look left! Left! Down the street! Yes! Look, I’m waving at… Okay, good, she sees us now. Here they come.”



It was a short walk between the outdoor patios, and a few seconds later the three ponies became five. Starlight scooched over so Twilight could squeeze in beside her. They all spent a moment adjusting legs and hooves and drinks until everypony had some space.



“Sorry, Twilight,” Starlight said. “I thought this was still the new Starbucks.”



“It’s fine. We probably need better names for them. Especially if they keep opening new locations.”



“I don’t get that,” Pinkie said. She alone among them had no drink, preferring to glare at the menu board instead. “There’s four of these places now! That’s too many for a town like Ponyville!”



“Yes, but nopony goes to the original one anymore,” Rarity said. “The lines are too long. So really there’s just three.”



“That’s still too many! And I hear they’re getting ready to open another near the castle!”



Twilight perked up. “Really? My castle? Like, right outside it?”



“Yes! They’re going ruin that Prench word Rarity keeps using even though there’s a perfectly good Equestrian word that means the same thing.”



Rarity squinted at her. “Ambiance?”



“Ambience?” Starlight asked.



“The first one,” Pinkie said.



“Darling, it’s a giant purple crystal castle shaped like a tree with an enormous star on top of it and random flags and banners jutting out at all angles. There’s no ambiance to ruin.”



“I wouldn’t mind a Starbucks outside my castle,” Twilight said. “I could get danishes there in the morning.”



Pinkie gripped her by the shoulders. “You get your danishes from Sugarcube Corner!”



Twilight gently disentangled herself. “I could still do that. I could, you know, get danishes from both places. Or maybe alternate days?”



“And that’s not all!” Pinkie leaned forward over the table. Her voice dropped to a whisper, and the others had to lean in to hear, their muzzles just inches apart. Starlight could smell the mix of cocoa and milk and coffee in their breaths. “I’ve been doing some research into this place, and I’ve found some disturbing secrets!”



Twilight gasped. “You’ve been doing research?”



“Yes! And it turns out that pumpkin spice has no pumpkin in it!”



There was a long pause as they digested Pinkie’s revelation. Glances were exchanged. Eyes darted toward the menu board over the counter, which prominently featured no fewer than three pumpkin spice beverages.



Finally, Starlight spoke for the group. “So?”



“So? So?!” Pinkie slammed her hooves on the table with a sharp report. The buzz of conversation around them died instantly as dozens of ponies turned in their direction. Fluttershy vanished beneath the table. “They call it pumpkin spice, but there’s no pumpkin in it! It’s false advertising!”



“I’m not sure that’s a true statement,” Rarity said. “But, leaving that aside for a moment, what do you think pumpkin spice is?”



“I don’t know yet.” Pinkie frowned. “Everytime I ask they say customers aren’t allowed behind the counter. Or the supply room. But I’ll figure it out eventually. Oh, and another thing! Why put pumpkins on the menu in spring? Pumpkins are for Nightmare Night. They won’t even sprout until summer!”



“Well, keep us apprised of your progress,” Twilight said. She leaned back in her seat, her wings brushing against Starlight’s side. “So, how is everypony? Fluttershy, are you okay down there?”



“Um, yes. It’s nice here. Are ponies still staring at us?”



“No, you can come out.”



“Okay.” There was a shuffle, the table jumped as something kicked one of the legs, and Fluttershy emerged. “How are you?”



“Busy.” Twilight sniffed. “I had to cancel my trip to Canterlot tomorrow, in fact.”



“You didn’t have to,” Starlight said. “You elected to. That was your choice.”



“A choice forced upon me by somepony. And circumstances. But mostly somepony.”



Rarity sat still, her mug held just in front of her muzzle. Her eyes darted above it between Starlight and Twilight. “Is everything alright, darlings?”



“We’re fine.”



“Fine.”



“We’re both fine.”



“Just fine.”



“Never happier.”



“I see.” Rarity set the cup down without taking a drink. “I must be imagining things. Anyway, Starlight, your new class starts tomorrow, doesn’t it? You must be excited.”



She smiled. “I am!”



“I am too!” Twilight said. “Because I am also teaching a new class tomorrow. It will be just like Starlight’s class, in fact.” A pause. “Except better.”



“By ‘better’ she means ‘irrelevant to the needs of modern foals’,” Starlight said. “Also counterproductive.”



Rarity’s ears folded back. “I’m… not sure I understand.”



Twilight spoke before Starlight could get a word in. “Starlight believes that foals should be taught the fundamentals of dark magic in the apparent belief that when they inevitably use dark magic themselves, at least they’ll have read the warning label. I will be teaching a traditional course on the dangers of dark magic and why it should only be used under special conditions that most of these foals won’t meet for many, many years.”



“She means abstinence,” Starlight said. “You know, ‘The only safe dark magic is no dark magic!’ Like our parents taught. And about as useful. Useless.”



“It’s not useless. It’s age appropriate.”



“So, are foals going to both classes?” Fluttershy asked. “That might be confusing.”



Starlight shook her head. “We’ll leave it to the students. Or their parents, if they’re around.”



“I see.” Rarity took a sip. “I have another question.”



“What’s that?” Twilight asked.



“Would you mind adding Sweetie Belle to your class? I love my parents, of course, but I’m not sure they’d be the best teachers of something this delicate. And as for me, well… I don’t quite trust myself with this subject.”



“Oh, Rarity.” Twilight stepped around the table to Rarity’s side and draped a wing over her shoulder. “You know we don’t feel that way about you, right? We’ve all made mistakes. You, me, Starlight, Pinkie, Starlight, Fluttershy, Starlight… Mistakes are what help us learn and become better ponies. That’s why Starlight’s probably the best one of us!”



“Ahem. Rarity, I’m sure we would both love to have Sweetie Belle in our class,” Starlight said. “Which of us would you prefer?”








“Good morning, students!” Starlight called to the crowded lecture hall. “It’s good to see so many of you today! And we have some new ponies with us for this very special class. Hello, Sweetie Belle.”



“I’m learning magic!”



“That’s right. We’re all learning about magic today. Specifically, we’re learning about a very special, very delicate type of magic known as Dark Magic.”



The room exploded. The assembled students gasped, they laughed. Many blushed and ducked beneath their hooves. A chatter grew among them as they repeated what she said, growing louder as it passed in waves from one end of the room to the other. Starlight stood at the base of the auditorium and let it play out. 



It was all a little overwrought. They all knew what the class was. They’d volunteered for it. But apparently it was one thing to sign up for a course in a paper catalogue, and entirely different to show up in auditorium and hear one of their teachers blithely discuss dark magic, of all things.



Finally, minutes later, the last of the giggles subsided, and the students turned their attention back to her. She waited another moment, letting the silence stretch out until all eyes fixed on her, then spoke.



“Get used to saying it, fillies and colts. Dark magic. It’s all we’re going to talk about this week. I know you’ve all heard about it before. Maybe you saw it in a movie, or read about it in a book. Maybe your friends told you about it when no grown-ups were around. Maybe a few of you have even tried it yourself, or know somepony who has. And all of those things are fine. I’m not here to judge you. No teacher in this Academy will judge you for honest mistakes.”



She turned back to the board, where a list of rules was written in bold strokes. “But I also need you all to understand how serious Dark Magic can be. If you are careless, if you are inattentive, of even if you make a simple mistake, you can be badly hurt. But worse, Dark Magic can hurt other ponies. So before we learn anything about Dark Magic itself, we need to learn a few rules.”



Every eye in the room was on her as she spoke. Never, in her months as a teacher and guidance counselor at the Friendship Academy, had she commanded such uncontested attention. The earlier giggles were all forgotten. She could’ve heard a pin drop.



Not a bad start. She allowed herself a small smiles as she continued. “Now, the first rule of Dark Magic is…”








“I want to start by thanking everypony for coming,” Twilight Sparkle said to the lecture hall.



It wasn’t entirely empty. She was in it, for one. Also Apple Bloom and Scootaloo. And Snails. They occupied three seats out of the Academy’s Luna Auditorium, which on other days could comfortably seat over a hundred students.



So, there was space to work with. That was good. She focused on that part.



The rest of the Academy’s student body was not in the Luna Auditorium. They were in the Celestia Auditorium, where Starlight’s course on Dark Magic was underway. She regretted, for a moment, making the selection between their courses voluntary, rather than establishing a quota. After all, one could hardly expect foals to willingly take the more responsible class when a more exciting course was on the menu. She might’ve even done the same as a filly.



“Now, then. Who knows why we’re here?” she asked.



The three foals looked at each other, then down at their empty notebooks. Finally, Snails raised his hand. “Isn’t Starlight going to teach us about safe dark magic?”



“No, that’s in the Celestia Auditorium. I’m teaching how to not use dark magic. There’s nothing safe about it.”



“Oh. Okay.” Snails stood, gathered his notebook, and walked out.



Apple Bloom started to rise. “Should we—”



“No. Stay right there.” She let out a quiet huff as the door closed behind Snails. “He just doesn’t know what he’s missing. Believe me, you two are in for a treat! A safe, responsible treat, like, uh, eating all your alfalfa! Not like the candy that Starlight Glimmer’s class is getting. Metaphorical candy, I mean. I don’t think she brought real candy. If she did that’s cheating.”



Scootaloo started to stand. Both fillies glanced at the door.



Twilight latched it shut with her magic. “Ahem. Starting over. Today, we’re learning about the dangers and risks of Dark Magic. Not safe dark magic! Because that doesn’t exist. In fact, repeat after me: There Is No Safe Dark Magic.”



Apple Bloom and Scootaloo mumbled the refrain together. “There is no safe dark magic.”



“Right. Perfect.” She smiled at them. “Before we go any further though, let’s review the types of magic you’re familiar with. I’m a… er, I was a unicorn, and unicorns cast magic with their horns! They can levitate objects and cast other spells. Pegasus ponies use the magic in their wings and hooves to fly around and shape the weather. And earth ponies can, uh… Well, they can… hm...”



Apple Bloom looked up at her expectantly.



“Anyway, there’s another kind of magic called dark magic. It’s called dark magic because it’s bad and using it is wrong except under very special circumstances. The first known users of dark magic was—oh, yes Scootaloo?”



The filly lowered her hoof. “You said we can use it under special circum-somethings?”



“Well, I wasn’t going to get into that until the final day, but I guess we can briefly address it now.” Twilight stepped closer and sat between the fillies’ desks, draping a wing over each of them and pulling them closer. “Someday, when you’re both grown ponies setting out to start your lives as independent mares, you may meet somepony very special. They may start out as a stranger or even as a friend, but eventually they’ll turn into a rival, then an enemy, and finally into your one true arch-nemesis. And when that day comes, when you finally know who your special somenemesis is, then you’ll know that it’s time to use dark magic. And it won’t matter how much training you’ve had or how much you actually know about casting dark spells, because it will come naturally to you, like a beautiful flower blooming for the first time.”



The fillies looked at Twilight. They looked at each other. They looked again at the door.



Twilight tightened her wings around them. “Now, we’ll start by learning the Seven Warning Signs of Dark Magic. Get your quills ready, girls! You’ll want to take a lot of notes here! Now, the first warning sign is…”








“So,” Rarity said. She blew on her latte to help it cool, then took a sip. “How are the lessons going?”



“Fine.”



“Fine.”



“Really fine.”



“Better than fine,” Twilight said. “Great, in fact. Classroom engagement is off the charts! I expect all my students will pass the end-of-course exam.”



“Both of them, you mean,” Starlight said.



“All of them, yes.”



“Which is both of them.”



“It doesn’t matter how many there are. What matters is that they are receiving a quality, responsible education in the hazards of dark magic.” Twilight sniffed, then took a long sip from her pumpkin spice latte. When she finally spoke her tone had cooled. “Ooh, that is good. Anyway, Starlight, how is your class going? No maimings yet, I hope?”



“Nothing so dramatic.” Starlight trid to sip her bubble tea, but the beverage didn’t lend itself to sipping. Instead she took a puzzled mouthful, let it squish around, then swallowed. Tasty, but it would take some getting used to. “Today was all about the importance of protection and safe dark magic. Boundaries, wardings, that sort of thing. We won’t get into the actual mechanics for a few more days.”



“I’ll sleep tight tonight, then.”



“You know, it occurs to me that a collaborative effort might yield more fruit, as it were,” Rarity said. “You two clearly have very different perspectives on how to make sure foals stay safe around dark magic. Surely you could develop a joint curriculum that takes both attitudes into account?”



Twilight shook her head. “I don’t think so, Rarity. The only safe dark magic is no dark magic. Once you start telling foals that some dark magic is okay, what’s to stop them from using it everywhere? Where do you draw the line?”



“The same place you draw the line for anything,” Starlight said. “When it starts to hurt ponies. We have to trust foals to make the right choices at some point.”



“They’re too young for that, Starlight. Maybe when they’ve grown up, but I just can’t let foals play with fire like that.” She eyed Starlight’s glass. “How’s the tea, by the way? It looks… unusual.”



“It’s rich, but it takes some getting used to. Probably like the first time you eat tapioca, you know? It’s good, but it’s still tapioca. How’s the pumpkin spice?”



“Really good. Want a taste?”



“Sure.” She accepted the cup and took a cautious sip. “Hm. Not bad. I think Pinkie’s right, though. There’s no pumpkin in it. More like… nutmeg and cinnamon.”



“Very much a fall-flavored drink. I can’t imagine why they sell it in April.” Twilight floated the drink back. “Where is Pinkie, anyway?”



The three of them looked around the new-new-new Starbucks, but the mare was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps, Starlight reasoned, she’d found a coffee shop more to her liking.








Starlight was dead to the world, lost in some muffling dream that consumed all her senses, when the door to her room crashed open with a tremendous report. The sudden sound shocked her upright, still delirious, uncomprehending. Half-dreaming, half-waking, all confused. She stared around the dark room in shock.



“Starlight!” somepony shouted with a vaguely familiar voice. Feminine, high and burning. The intruder leaped onto the bed and grasped Starlight’s shoulders, shaking her roughly. “Wake up! I figured it out! I figured it all out!”



“Wha… what? Pinkie?” Starlight blinked the last fragments of the dream away. Something with a poofy pink mane and the scent of cotton candy assaulted her. She tried to free herself from the covers. “What’s going on!?”



“It’s the pumpkin spice, Starlight!” the pink thing shouted. Pinkie Pie. Definitely Pinkie Pie. And for some reason she was wearing a Starbucks-brand green apron and hat, like all the baristas wore. “The secret is the spice, Starlight! It’s how they’re controlling us!”



“...what?”



A blinding flare lit the room. Incandescent light poured in through her window like the sun had just risen outside. The sudden brilliance washed out everything, and they both turned away.



“Pinkie Pie!” A loud, amplified voice shook the castle. “We know you’re in there! Come out with your hooves up!”



“Cheese it, it’s the coppers!” Pinkie hissed. She jumped off the bed and broke for the door, where she paused and turned. From out of the apron’s big front pouch she pulled a slender notebook and tossed it onto the bed. “Everything’s in there! The dossiers, the formula, the decoder ring! You have to tell everypony, Starlight! Tell them about the spice!”



“...what?”



“The pumpkin spice! Remember? I told you it didn’t have any pumpkins in it, and you were all like ‘Oh Pinkie you’re so random,’ and I was like ‘Nooo you have to listen to me it’s super important this time,’ and then Twilight said—Hey, hey! Get off me! No! Leggo! Starlight, you have to tell them! Tell the world the truth! Tell them the truuuutthhhhhh…”



Pinkie’s voice faded into the distance as the police ponies dragged her off to the paddywagon. After a few more seconds, the spotlight shining in her window snapped off with an audible clang, and the room was once more plunged into silence and darkness. Starlight sat on her bed, blind again, blinking away tears.



“...what?”








“So, wait. Let me get this straight.” Twilight ticked off the points on her hooves. “Pinkie impersonated a Starbucks employee, stole their secret pumpkin spice recipe, reverse-engineered it in the Sugarcube Corner bakery and determined that it was actually the product of dark magic alchemy created by the witch Europtera the Many-Fanged who secretly controls Starbucks to brainwash ponies into buying so many of their drinks that they take over market share and expand endlessly, thus spreading her malign influence throughout Equestria. Then she broke into your room last night to tell you all this before getting dragged off to jail.”



“As best I understand it, yes.” Starlight took a sip of her pumpkin spice latte. “I really wish she’d just waited until morning to tell me.”



“Well, that all sounds rather insidious,” Rarity said. “It does explain the number of stores, though.”



They were in the new-new-new-new Starbucks, conveniently located just outside Twilight’s castle. From the patio they could see the construction ponies working on the sixth and seventh Ponyville Starbucks locations down the street. Ponies were already queuing in line for the unopened stores.



“Doesn’t it seem a little… I don’t know, far-fetched?” Twilight said. She took a sip from her own latte. “I mean, this is Pinkie we’re talking about. Isn’t it possible she just imagined it?”



“She sounded pretty serious,” Starlight said. “And why else would they sell pumpkin-themed drinks in the spring? They really should just be selling it in October and November. What do you think, Fluttershy?”



“Oh!” Fluttershy ducked at their sudden attention. “Well, Pinkie is our friend so I think we should support her. And if she’s right, we should probably defeat this witch and shutdown all the Starbucks stores.”



“Whoa, whoa, hang on,” Starlight said. “That seems a little hasty.”



“We should consider our other options first,” Rarity said.



“Exactly,” Twilight said. “Like, that’s one option. Shutting down all the Starbucks stores forever. But another option, and I’m just tossing this out there for discussion, is, uh… we don’t do that.”



Silence. The four of them looked around the store, then at each other.



Starlight nodded vigorously. “Yup.”



“Sounds like a plan, darling.”



“Good, good. Fluttershy?”



Fluttershy sighed. “Fine. But I’m sticking with water.”



“Great. We’re agreed,” Twilight smiled. “That’s the power of harmony right there. And friendship, or something.”



“What about Pinkie?” Rarity asked. “We should probably go bail her out of jail.”



“I’ll head there before classes start,” Starlight said. She set her empty cup down and stretched. “Want to come with?”



“Sure. Been a while since I’ve visited the jail.” Twilight pushed her empty cup away and stood. “You know, really ought to incorporate this into our lesson plans somehow.”



“I was thinking the same thing. It really emphasizes the need for foals to understand all aspects of dark magic and how it can affect them.”



“And how dangerous it is, and why it shouldn’t be practiced.”



“And… like, it could be an example, you know? We could take field trips. To show the foals how to safely deal with dark magic. Through careful drink selection.”



Twilight tilted her head. “Hm. Yes. I could get behind that. It’s for safety!”



“Yeah, safety!”



At last, something they could agree on. Starlight fell into step beside her friend, a smile on her face, as they went to bail Pinkie out of jail again.
      

      
   
      Starlight over the Bridge


      

      
      
         “Do you, Sunburst, take Starlight Glimmer to be your lawfully wedded wife?”



The stallion at the altar, his mane like autumn, his nose a streak of white lightning, stood with one hoof-tip poised on the carpet. He had traded his in cape for a suit and a bowtie. His mane was combed. He had no glasses, for his eyesight was perfect.



He flicked his mane. “I do,” he replied, his voice like Haymes Bond’s.



“And do you, Starlight Glimmer, take Sunburst to be your lawfully wedded husband?”



The mare in the white dress had already dropped her bouquet. Her mane was in a bun so tight that it pulled on her scalp from all sides. Her tail was hidden under a veil that stretched from her forehead all the way down to the floor. Lilac ribbons assaulted her ensemble.



“I dunno, Twilight,” Starlight replied to the minister. “That’s a good question. I’m gonna go with…”



She tapped her chin thoughtfully.



“…Fartnozzle.”



She waited for the collective gasp of the crowd. It came about three seconds too late.



“I’m gonna say,” she continued, “lick a cactus top-to-bottom and back up again, Sunburst. Jump in a boiling tub of acid, set your tail on fire, poopy-poopy, lemon-loopy, with gumdrops and sprinkles on top.”



She capped off her speech with a smile. “Not the answer you were looking for?” she asked Twilight.



The minister was silent and expressionless. She blinked twice and turned back to Sunburst.



“Do you still want to kiss her?”



Starlight shoved her bouquet in Twilight’s mouth and walked off, shaking her head and muttering to herself.



“I should have never taken up lucid dreaming.”



“Why are you so upset?” she heard Twilight say flatly.



Starlight just laughed. She gestured to one of the ponies in the pews—blue coat, white mane, and completely lacking a face—to scooch over. He promptly did so, and she took her seat with her hindlegs folded under the dress.



“Good old Twilight Sparkle,” she said. “The mare who questions everything. Or as my subconsciousness sees it, the mare who speaks only in questions.”



“Twilight Sparkle!” came a condescending voice from a couple rows back. “I heard she wets the bed.”



“And that’ll be Trixie!” Starlight continued. “The girl who I met years after I went to magic school, yet speaks only in magic school gossip.”



Starlight pulled a bottle of apple cider from out of nowhere, cracked the cap onto the floor, and took a swig. “Hmm,” she said as it went down. “Like water, but with less flavor.”



The two ponies still at the altar shifted uncomfortably in their suits. The groom tugged on his collar, while he, for some reason, still stared romantically at the spot where Starlight had been beside him.



“I’ll admit, you’ve really improved,” she addressed Twilight’s stand-in. “It’s a huge step up from the white room with the two chairs, a table, and a game of mahjong. But this!” She gestured with the bottleneck at the autumn stallion, splashing him with cider. “This is where I draw the line. Who the hay is he supposed to be?”



Twilight looked the groom up and down. “You don’t recognize him?”



“It’s not Sunburst if that’s what you’re insinuating. This is…” she waved her hoof around for the right name, and she found it. “This is his dashing twin brother, Studburst.”



Twilight had no answer. Studburst had no denial. Silence stifled everything.



Taking another drink, Starlight sighed and growled in one breath. “As far as dreams go, this one stinks.”



“Why do you think this is a dream?” Twilight asked.



Starlight scoffed. “Well. Let’s review the clues.” She cleared her throat. “We seem to be in a room with stained glass windows, much like Canterlot, except they’re all depicting parts of my life for some reason.”



She was right. Everything from pictures of her as a baby, growing up with her dad, a couple scenes from her lengthy stint with villainy, and everything wonderful and awful afterwards, lined the two walls.



“Meanwhile, this audience of fifty ponies seems to have about, I don’t know, six faces to share between them?”



Twilight tilted her head. “…And?”



“And?! And… what is with this thing?!”



Starlight pointed the room’s attention up at the chandelier dangling overhead, swaying slightly. Everypony looked up.



“Steel frame and glass crystal?! That’s so modern! It clashes horribly with the rustic theme you were going for with the stone and the wood! No interior designer would let this thing within a seventy mile reach of this room. And no wedding planner would ever pick this venue!”



She let a silence fall, for the effect. She wondered who she was trying to impress.



“And Twilight isn’t even ordained,” she finished. “Face it, me. I’ve crossed the Bridge of Amnesia.”



Twilight squinted, turning her head. “The what?”



Starlight sighed. If this was the real Twilight, or literally anyone else Starlight knew, it would make sense for them to ask what the Bridge of Amnesia was. But she coined the term herself, so everyone in the room should know—especially the smart one. But even then, she thought, it was pretty self explanatory. Just like you couldn’t remember your dreams when you woke up, you couldn’t remember going to bed when you started dreaming. Clearly there was some kind of transition that made you forget. It might as well be a bridge, and it might as well have a name.



Starlight set her bottle down on the floor, then waltzed to the back of the room. “I’m outta here,” she announced. “But I guess you can already tell.”



Approaching the giant double-doors, Starlight raised a hoof. There wasn’t any hardware available so she elected to push.



But what if it’s locked? she thought.



The doors rattled in place against her hoof. She slammed her forehead into them. There was noise, but no pain.



“I hate it when I do that.”



“Do what?” Twilight asked, suddenly standing behind her.



“Oh, nothing. Excuse me.”



Starlight brushed passed the minister and made her way back to the altar, refusing any and all eye contact from the ponies in the crowd (the ones who had eyes, anyway). She reached the front and flashed a coat of magic over one of the pews.



“Up,” she said to the seated ponies, who only turned and looked. “I said… up, up, UP, c’mon!”



The ponies scattered, emotionless, away from the pew. With a mighty swing, Starlight lifted it up and brought its edge right down onto a stained glass window—the one depicting her sneering self with her staff—smashing it open, and giving her a nice ramp up to the ledge. Everypony shuddered, suddenly exposed to the elements.



Not that the temperature changed, or that there was a draft. That would take a talented dream sculptor, which, as Starlight had long since accepted, her subconsciousness was not.



What it did let in was a thick, almost solid chunk of moonlight, highlighting the pew, and bouncing off the remaining pieces of the window. The light blinked at a steady pace. On. Off. On. Off.



Starlight paid it no mind. “If it’s all the same to you,” she told Twilight, “I’m gonna go jump out of this window, and hope it’s a long way down. Then I’ll wake up, get myself a glass of water, and we can try again. Sound good?”



“Baby, no!” Studburst exclaimed, devoid of emotion.



“Quiet, you.”



Starlight jabbed each of her forelegs into the jagged pieces of glass lining the window frame—for support. 



“Welp! This has been fun. Try harder next time, and no weddings, okay?”



She hoisted herself up and looked down. Ignoring the interior of the building, the exterior was definitely Canterlot Castle, and the mountain face several leagues below looked anything but receiving. The moon continued to blink over everything.



Starlight’s heart leapt into her throat. She gasped for air. She fell back inside and scrambled as far from the window as she could. Everypony watched her, but only one moved to help her up.



It was Twilight.



“Don’t touch me!” Starlight yelled, fumbling around her chest for her heart. “What… What is going on?”



“What’s wrong?” asked Twilight.



Starlight, still breathing fast, shot her friend a dirty look. As if she doesn’t know. But, she realized, speaking out loud might just help her figure things out.



“I’ve never had to jump,” she explained. “I always just have to look down and… then I freak out and jerk awake.”



Everypony turned to look at the window.



“This is a dream, right?” Starlight asked the room. Nopony answered.



She spat on the floor, shook herself, stood back up.



“Yes,” she said. “Way too much evidence. This is a dream. Alright.” She eyed the length of the pew, took a stance, snorted, then hesitated.



“You sure you don’t want to get married?” Twilight asked.



Studburst stretched out a hoof, though he had yet to turn in the right direction. “I love you, Starlight Glimmer.”



She took off at a sprint—no need to accelerate in the dreamworld. She felt stone, then carpet, then wood sound beneath her hooves. She pushed off, and relaxed her whole body, letting the night sky tumble around her. She wondered, when she met the ground, would it feel like her bed?








Metal struck metal. Close, then far away, then halfway between. The three piercing notes—sounding the same except for the distance, punctured the air as if following a pattern. Thinking was a trial.



But Twilight spoke as if nothing was amiss.



“Do you, Sunburst, take—”



“Cut the crap,” Starlight blurted, “And help me find out where we are.” 



She was in a bright orange vest with reflective yellow strips. So were Studburst and Twilight. She wore a hardhat on her head, and it fit snugly, despite the horn that should have been in the way. The same could be said about Studburst and Twilight, but they took their positions dutifully and continued the procedure.



Starlight broke from the pack, her mouth hanging open in disbelief. She tried to concentrate through the clanging.



They were in a factory of some kind—a double-height warehouse filled with conveyor belts, tool benches, and rusty red columns. The walls had large, foggy windows, through which shone the moon, blinking again.



The three of them were the only ponies in sight. And yet the clanging continued, metal on metal, refusing to stop for a break.



Starlight winced with every clang. “Have I even been to a place like this in my life?” she wondered, but of course she knew the answer. She must have, at some point, and it must have looked something like this.



She turned her attention to the ceiling. Isolated half-dome lights hung from above, all of them swaying in a nonexistent breeze. Starlight analyzed the shadows, and found them all wrong. But the worst were the ones below her—four peaks stretching out in what might have been the cardinal directions. She looked up and regretted it.



“Ah!” she yelped, backing away from where she stood, for the light hanging above her was more than just a light. It was surrounded by a steel frame, from which hung a vast number of crystal prisms.



“Seriously?” Starlight groaned. “You kept the clashing chandelier?”



“Starlight, baby,” Studburst said. “Come back to the altar.”



But there was no altar. Twilight stood in front of the mouth of a great metal beast, which Starlight only knew from textbook drawings to be a furnace. It reached all the way to the ceiling, and had two openings. Steam escaped from a pipe sticking out the top, its flap opening and closing, but nothing escaped from the second opening, a circular gate just behind Twilight’s tail, shut tight with a hundred screws.



Studburst held out a hoof, but it was to Twilight. “Please, Starlight? Like we always wanted?”



Twilight gently nudged Studburst so he faced the right direction.



“Studburst,” Starlight said with false calmness. “I meant what I said earlier. Cactus, acid, tail on fire, all in that order. Leave me alone.”



“But Starlight. I love you.”



Starlight received the words and shuddered from her tail up to her head. “Don’t say that.”



“But don’t you recognize him?” Twilight asked.



The noises clanged on.



Starlight got up in Twilight’s face.



“I get that you think this is some sort of fantasy for me, but you need… to drop it and help me find a way to wake up.”



“A fantasy?” Twilight repeated.



“Don’t play dumb. You think it’s my fantasy, but it’s not. And you would know that if you paid any attention to the fact that you had to change—”



Starlight pointed to Studburst’s mane.



“—every—”



She pointed to his chin.



“—part of him!”



She pointed to his tuxedo.



“…in order to make him ‘husband material.’”



Twilight had backed off. She didn’t seem to understand, and she didn’t seem to be able to verbalize it.



“It’s pathetic,” Starlight seethed in her friend’s face. “And it’s frankly insulting. To me and Sunburst. Got it? Now help. Me. Wake. Up.”



With a flick of her tail, she stormed off. Poor Studburst was in her way, and she pushed him to the ground.



“Why are you so upset?” Twilight asked.



Starlight spoke while searching the area. “Because the only way I can cope with having a subconsciousness that sucks at dreams, is by being able to wake myself up and reset! And now you aren’t letting me!”



There came no reply, other than the silent confusion of two blank stares. Starlight, meanwhile, had noticed that there were no doors.



Starlight crumpled to the floor, curling up into a ball. She remembered when Luna and Twilight had suggested lucid dreaming. They had sold it as ‘free therapy’. A direct link to the subconsciousness, the birthplace and caretaker of all your insecurities.



And yet Starlight could never get a clear answer out of herself. She could ask the actors in her dreams what day it was, and they wouldn’t be able to tell her.



But it was time to move. Standing up, Starlight trotted towards the nearest conveyor belt, hoisting herself up. It didn’t carry anything, and it wasn’t moving, but it was at least further away from Twilight and Studburst, who were starting to become more annoying than that ghostly, incessant clanging.



But what if it was louder?



Starlight winced at the thought. 



“No… I need to focus, brain, stop doing that.”



It was too late. The close, the middle-distance, and the far away all came closer, to right next to her ear. Each strike felt like a nail puncturing her ear drum.



She forced her eyes open to look around for something, any information at all, and she found she was drawn to the light. Not the fixtures dotting the factory, but the moonlight shining in from the windows. The flickering had changed. Every so often, the blink was longer, about three times so, by Starlight’s estimate. The fourth blink, she realized. No, she didn’t actually know which was which. But it was certainly longer.



“…Is that horse code?” she whispered.



Her concentration couldn’t stand the clanging anymore, and she shut her eyes again. There was no way it could be more annoying.



But what if it got even louder?



“Go away,” she growled.



The noise elevated. Starlight covered her ears, which of course, did nothing. She reached out for any sound, anything other than the clangs, but all she she heard were the calls of a minister and a groom.



“Come back!”



“Where are you going?”



“That’s IT!” Starlight screamed. She leapt off the belt and charged after the two of them, unsure of what she would do, only sure she had to attack. This was her dream, they were her subconsciousness, and they had to be destroyed.



But then she skid to a halt at the last second.



“What’s the matter?” Twilight asked. She followed Starlight’s gaze to the furnace behind.



The gate at the base, with the hundred screws, now had ninety-nine. In the distance, metal plinked onto concrete.



The furnace rumbled, it grumbled, it roared. It put the clangs to shame. Plink, plink, the screws rocketed off the gate, flying in whichever direction they chose.



Starlight relaxed and closed her eyes, feeling the whip of the screws fly by, some even flicking her hardhat. She sat and counted down from a hundred.



“Anything but the altar this time,” she pleaded.



When Starlight was a filly, she heard her first and only explosion. She and her father had taken a vacation to Haywaii. They were just in time for a volcano eruption, just a few short miles from where they were staying. She could barely remember the evacuation, or what the volcano even looked like, only that it sounded like the world was coming to an end.



The furnace blasted open, making the exact same sound.








Starlight stared at the stallion in front of her. Her jaw was almost on the floor, and she squinted until she could barely see.



This time it was a classroom. Fifth Grade, Mrs. Persnickety’s Communicative Magic class. 



But that wasn’t quite true. The room was the same, but the layout was all wrong. Starlight knew right away—Mrs. Persnickety’s class was being used as a front for the real operation. 



The small desks were lined up like pews, and the large desk at the front had been gussied up like an altar. And everypony was back—that was, the random strangers and smattering of actual friends that Starlight always met in her dreams—staring up at her as if they had no idea where they were, but didn’t want to let anypony know.



Twilight sat behind the teacher’s desk, her hair tied up in a ponytail, and her eyes covered by half-moon glasses, tied together at the back of her neck. She cleared her throat to speak to the two ponies facing each other, dressed for a Celestia-forsaken wedding.



The bride was Starlight, but the stallion wasn’t Studburst.



His coat was the color of mildew. His mane could only be described as ‘salami-slice dreadlocks,’ parted vertically at the center of his head. His tongue stuck out of his lips—there was simply no room in his mouth. And he was only up to Starlight’s shoulders.



“Uh…” She turned to Twilight. “What gives? What happened to Studburst?”



Twilight paid Starlight five seconds of eye contact. Then said carefully, “Should anyone here present know of any reason that this couple should not be wed, speak now or forever hold your peace.”



The doors at the end of the classroom slammed open, and Studburst strutted right in, flicking his mane and puffing out his chest. “I object!” he boomed.



Starlight hid behind her bouquet. “That is such lazy writing.”



“Who are you?!” Twilight yelled, still lacking any emotion in her face or her voice.



With a flying kick, Studburst flew towards the groom, and, Starlight noticed, passed right in front of him. But regardless, the disgusting stallion threw himself on the floor and wailed. 



He passed right through it and disappeared. Starlight assumed she wasn’t supposed to see that part.



All in all, the scene didn’t accomplish its goals. But Starlight didn’t blame the actors. She had simply never seen a good play in her life.



“If you two are finished?” she asked, and she pretended they responded. “Somepony is trying to communicate with me, and you’ve brought me right where I need to be.”



She didn't need to search for it—which was good, because she didn’t want to accidentally look up. She knew steel and crystal would be there, clashing like never before. She turned immediately to the east wall, right next to where she sat as a child. Right where the horse code cheat sheet poster hung on the wall, coated with laminate. Mrs. Persnickety had forgotten to take it down during the test, and the final exam.



At first, she couldn’t read it. Circles and lines and symbols floated around like those particles that float in your vision, unable to land anywhere, and changing position every time you shift your eyes. 



“C’mon, cmon, remember…! I’ll do anything, please, remember!”



Gradually, shapes took form. The circles and lines became dots and dashes. The symbols morphed themselves into letters. She found she could only read them one at a time, and she took five seconds on each letter. But she was patient, and she had a secret weapon. The only thing she could consciously remember from horse code—S.O.S. Three dots, three dashes, three dots.



At the altar, the moon had only blinked. It was three dots, over and over. What ever she was being told, it started with the letter ‘S’.



“F!” she shouted next, a few lines down the page. Dot-dot-dash-dot. The factory.



She threw her attention to the windows. The blinking had changed again. One blink. Then a long, long pause without any light. Then a blink again. Just one dot.



“I just saw that!” Starlight elated. “E! I’m getting somewhere! S-F-E…! Uh.” 



She cocked her head to one side. Twilight came up beside her and peered at the page. Starlight wondered if it was all perfectly clear for her.



“Are you sure it’s an F?” Twilight asked.



Starlight gasped. “Twilight,” she said, “were you just… dare I say it… helpful?”



“Was I?”



“There’s gotta be another letter! Three dots, one dash, three dots, one… L! That’s—!”



Starlight’s smile up and died right on her face. She dropped the cheat sheet to the floor and moaned. “I should have known.”



“What does it spell?” Twilight asked.



“S-L-E,” Starlight said. “Unless I’m being warned about inclement weather, I’m being told to sleep.”



“Oh?”



Starlight shook her head. “That was mean, Twilight. Here I thought Luna might be trying to communicate with me or something. But it’s just—freaking—you.”



“Me?”



“Yes, you! You want me to stop trying to wake up so that you can keep screwing with me. Punishing me!”



“Is that what I’m doing?”



Starlight grabbed Twilight by her sweater vest and shook her as hard as she could. “Enough of this!” she said. “Let’s go to Our Town or something! Or let’s visit all those awful timelines I created when I tried to ruin your friendships. Won’t it be nice to see all my shortcomings again? Really make me think about how awful I was! Like a good subconsciousness!” 



“Aren’t you over all of that?”



“That… That’s not the point. The point is that I’ll do anything else, so long as it doesn’t involve marrying that abomination you keep calling Sunburst.”



“Sunburst!” came a voice. “I heard he dropped out of magic school.”



“Thanks, Trixie,” Starlight replied, still clutching her friend. “Always appreciated.”



“Trixie!” Trixie shouted. “I heard that she’s an amazing magician.”



Starlight almost laughed, but she was cut short. The earth had suddenly cracked.



“Whoa!” she jumped, staring at the black, jagged line running through the tiles. “What was that?” She looked to Twilight for an answer, but of course, she only got a question.



“What was what?”



A second crack, right through the last one, putting it to shame. It was so big that Starlight could see the soil beneath it, spilling onto the floor.



“Mrs Persnickety was on the second floor,” she pointed out, but she knew it was no use.



The third crack opened up the world and swallowed it whole.








Wind, ice, hail, sun, and miles of open sky. It pounded her from all sides. It swept her, pushed her, lifted her and brought her back down. She dug her hooves into the snow and slid down to her stomach. She was freezing on all sides. She could scarcely see.



She heard somepony screaming.



“DO YOU! SUNBURST! TAKE STARLIGHT GLIMMER!”



“SHUT UP!” Starlight hollered at Twilight’s hooves in front of her. “AND HOW ARE YOU STANDING IN THIS?!”



Trembling, she got to her hooves and faced the two ponies in front of her. They were atop a mountain ridge, miles above the clouds. The snow fell on one side of the ridge and flew up the other, right into her face. Without warning, it would reverse. 



But it wasn’t the mountain or the wind that frightened her, but the sky. The sun was there, and then it wasn’t, and then it was, revolving, rolling, turning under and rising above the clouds, shrouding the world in darkness, then brightening it to blinding. Stars appeared, spun around a single point, then disappeared again.



And of course, the clashing chandelier stood swinging in the sky, hanging on a steel chain a million miles long, fixed to some impossible point in the atmosphere.



“I DO!” Studburst yelled, his mane changing directions twice every second.



The sun flew on, looping from one edge of the sky to the other. Cycles repeating, always and forever. It needed to stop. She had to stop it. Even if it meant flying up to space and pushing it in the other direction herself.



She could do that. It was her dream. She could stop the sun.



But what if it got faster?



“NO!”



Starlight took cover under her forelegs, but she couldn’t help but watch. Twilight’s and Studburst’s shadows appeared on one side of the mountain, narrowed to nothing, widened to the other side, enveloped everything, and appeared again on the other side, all in less than a second. The planet spun faster, the stars revolved like clothes in a washer. 



“DO YOU! STARLIGHT GLIMMER! TAKE SUNBURST!”



She screamed like she hadn’t in ages. I’m sorry! Make it stop! Why is this happening? Nothing changed, except the world going faster. Time getting shorter.



A single thought appeared in her mind, and it exploded to every fiber in her body. She stood up and screamed it inside and out.



“WHAT IF EVERYTHING JUST STOPPED!”



She heard the sound of slowing. A tone falling eerily to something lower. The sun whipped, flew, moved, crawled, and rose at its ordinary pace to its apex. It stopped to the sound of a tremendous gate closing shut. The mountain rumbled, and avalanches started below.



Starlight shakily got to her hooves. She noticed the wind was gone. She whimpered and laughed. “It worked,” she said. “I did it. I made it better.”



But what if I made it worse?



“Please, no.”



Starlight heard a book close. Twilight and Studburst stared upwards at the sky, their mouths open wide in dumb fascination.



The sun fell, perpendicular to its previous path.



The three ponies watched it go. The sky went with it, from blue, orange, purple, to black. The stars stayed hidden, and so did the world.



“T—Twilight?” Starlight searched. “Are you still there?”



The ground had turned into nothing—no sound, no slope, just the feeling of a flat surface. 



“Sunburst? Where did you guys go?! Why isn’t it resetting?”



No answer.



Starlight began to calm down, but only because she had no choice. There was nothing to excite her now—nothing all of everywhere.



She huffed. She took a deep breath. Just a dream, after all. And she’d made the spinning stop. If she could do that, what else could she do?



Then she heard the creaking of a metal chain. 



The clashing chandelier was still there, right above her. It hadn’t disappeared. In fact, it was the only illuminated thing in sight. The base looked like an eye, tracking her even as it swayed and squeaked.



“Leave me alone.”



The chandelier didn’t answer.



“Go AWAY!” she stamped her hooves on the emptiness. “SCREW you! Why are you following me around in every single—?!”



The last thing she heard was the snap, and a collective gasp. From whom, she didn’t know.



The chandelier fell.



She had no time to move.



Not even to take cover under her hooves.



“No.”



It smashed against her eyes, but she didn’t feel it. She only watched it bounce off and crash to the floor.



Crystals flew in every direction.



The frame bounced and sagged, leaving her untouched in the wreckage. She watched the crystals continue to skid away forever.



It never made a sound.








Starlight kept silent. Twilight didn’t say a word. Studburst was gone.



They were back at the altar. Starlight felt the tug of her mane and the delicate warmth of her dress. There was a single ribbon in her hair, trailing down her shoulder. 



“I think I know why I can’t wake up,” she said. 



Twilight stood in her suit, idly sniffing at the air.



The rock walls dripped with water. The stained glass windows waved like portals to the past. Starlight looked through each one, and decided there wasn’t anything she particularly wanted to revisit. 



The clashing chandelier remained in pieces on the floor, its frame unbent and tilted to one side, and its crystals scattered about the rows of empty pews. It looked like a great dead thing—an exposed and slain monster.



“Where is everyone?” Starlight asked.



Twilight responded, “Who do you want to see?”



Starlight closed her eyes. A few ponies came to mind. She thought harder, and a few more showed up, walking out of the darkness to join the rest.



Twilight was in front, with Spike waving beside her. Behind them, Applejack, Pinkie and Rarity sat, while above them flapped Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash.



Her father was beside them, wearing his usual red vest. But instead of the tie, he had her childhood blanket wrapped around his neck. He read from an old book.



Trixie was there, hat and cape on, a pile of cards and ribbons at her hooves. She was probably pretending she hadn’t dropped them.



Maud stood at the back, a kite floating up above her, tied down at her hoof. A simple two-color diamond, purple and blue. Hey, look at that, Starlight thought. That’s one facial expression you actually got right.



She noticed Sunburst near the back. He had traded his tuxedo in for that over-sized blue cape. His mane was frazzled, his goatee returned. He adjusted his glasses for no apparent reason.



Starlight giggled. That’s better.



She forced their images into the pews, opened her eyes, and there they were. Staring blankly, yet expectantly.



“I’m gonna, um…” She cleared the catch in her throat. “I’ll skip the goodbyes since you aren’t really… you know.”



Everypony looked down guiltily.



“But I just wanted to see you. And maybe… you can… walk with me. Wherever it is I’m going. How’s that sound?”



They parted. As they shuffled back into the pews and watched each other’s hooves politely, the carpet reappeared, as well as the double doors at the end of the hall.



Starlight realized that the chandelier was gone, but a few larger pieces of crystal still remained here and there. As she walked up the aisle, she watched tiny versions of herself walk the other way.



With Twilight on her left and Sunburst on her right, she approached the doors. She remembered them being locked, but she didn’t think it.



Open Sesame, thought Starlight instead, and the latch clicked in response. The left door creaked open—just wide enough for a pony to squeeze through—out into a world of silence and darkness.



But not complete darkness, she realized. There was gravel, white and chalky and hard, to walk on.



And it wasn’t silent either. There was a rumble of thunder in the distance, but no rain. The wind whistled like it did on the mountain, but quieter. It bristled Starlight’s fur and urged her forward.



The gravel crunched under her hooves, reminding her of a childhood playground back in Sire’s Hollow, a ten-minute walk from the school. But there was no slide out in the darkness. No see-saw, whirligig, monkeybars or swings. 



It didn’t matter. The gravel was her favorite part anyways.



Everypony followed. Hooves upon hooves trod noisily behind her, smashing the silence away. A collage of color followed in Starlight’s wake, weakening the darkness.



She came to a wooden platform. She paused and she continued. It thumped under her hooves like a pier.



The crunching started to disappear behind her. Quieter and quieter, until she could hear the thunder rumbling again. Or maybe it was ocean waves. It sounded halfway between.



She snuck a look behind her. Only Twilight and Sunburst were left. The wood ended up ahead, swallowed by the dark.



“I think this is my stop,” Starlight murmured, turning around. She chewed on her lip, and wondered what was stopping her from standing there forever.



“I hope Equestria is better for me,” she said. “I hope I was, uh… What I mean to say is…” 



She scuffed the wood like she was putting out a fire.



“This is Starlight Glimmer… signing off.”



Before she could turn around, a voice came out of nowhere.



“Starlight Glimmer.” It was Trixie, reappearing.



“…What?”



Trixie bumped an elbow against Twilight’s shoulder, a prideful smile on her face.



“I heard that she’s never been kissed before.”



It brought Starlight down to her seat. It brought her hoof to her mouth. She stared accusingly at Twilight and Sunburst. 



“Is that what this was about?” she asked them.



They were gazing down at their hooves. Trixie was gone again.



“All this time…” Her shoulders relaxed, and she laughed a full, long laugh. “All this time you were just trying to do something nice for me?”



Starlight blinked away a few tears.



The wind continued to whistle.



“Alright, L-Loverboy,” Starlight said. “Step right up and… Let’s get this over with.”



Sunburst trotted over, and Starlight realized it was the first time any part of her subconsciousness had done that. He actually trotted, a smile on his face, as he approached her. Like he was a colt again. It was enough to make her laugh.



He was close now, looking exactly like himself, and Starlight wondered.



What if he pushed his glasses up his nose?



And then he did it, and her heart was fluttering. She never realized how much she loved that.



But then she wondered about something else. She wondered about the altar, the factory, the classroom, and the peak. She wondered what was about to happen. One last time, she thought about something that might go wrong, but this time, she knew it was true before she thought it.



“Let’s… get this over with,” she repeated.



She placed a hoof on the back of his neck. She aimed. She stepped forward.



Their lips touched, and Sunburst vanished with a whisper. Starlight watched him dissolve. She held her shoulders.



“I was afraid of that,” she said. She rubbed the point of her hoof along the wood floor. She shrugged. “I… don’t know what that feels like. Thanks for trying, though.”



Twilight was sitting, staring through the wood at whatever was below.



“Hey, don’t be like that…”



Starlight bent down, hugging her friend—not just the stand-in for her mind—before rising again. Twilight raised her chin, and Starlight saw her own reflection in her friend’s eyes, along with everything that was above her.



“Whoa.”



She looked up.



A sea of blue and purple, warping and spilling into itself. Rivers of stars so packed it looked like dust. A few stars shining brighter than everything else. And in the middle of it all, the moon, full and bright, a glimmering disk of constant light.



“Inaccurate to the last,” she noted with a smile. “There’s no stars during a full—”



Twilight was gone.



“…See you.”



The darkness loomed. It was on her left, her right, and behind. But she had one side left. In front of her was a banister—an edge to the wooden platform.



“I’ll be right with you,” she whispered to whoever was listening.



She stepped forward and placed a hoof on the banister. It was painted red, with little polished balls at the top. Tied around them were lilac ribbons, hanging in loops along the railing.



Her heart was quickening. Every breath a shudder. She peered over the edge.



Below her—two miles down at least—in the surrounding darkness were navy blue paint strokes, flowing steadily like water. They glowed just enough to be seen.



“Almost looks like a river.”



Starlight tapped the banister with a front hoof. She tapped the planks with a back hoof. She looked down again.



She sprinted to the other side as fast as she could run.
      

      
   
      All the Little Lies We Tell Ourselves


      
      
      
         
         Drowning

      
      

      

      
      
         Applejack was drowning. 



An ocean of apples bobbed all around her, the ruby red spheres rolling over her again and again as she struggled to keep her head above the surface. “Wait, y’all!” she gasped as she paddled furiously, “Wait!” 



In the distance, her house continued to float away, easily drifting between the mountainous trees that rose out of the apples like mountains on the prairie. She could see Granny and Big Mac and Apple Bloom all sitting on the porch, but they didn’t seem to notice – or care – that she’d fallen overboard. 



“Help!” she shouted, even as a towering wave of fruit rose above her and slammed down, driving her deep into the apples, deeper than she knew she’d ever be able to come back up from. Still, she flailed desperately against the crushing weight, sinking down to where the apples were no longer fruit, but instead a thick mashed mess that wrapped around her, entombing her in a sticky sweet sauce that filled her mouth and nose and…



...nearly fell out of bed as she jerked up and twisted about in an effort to escape the confines of imagined applesauce, lungs burning for air that she already had. “Dagnabbit,” she gasped, panting as she looked out her window to see a nearly full moon hanging high in the sky



She rubbed her eyes tiredly and slumped back down against her pillow, the panic slowly fading as good sense rushed in to handle it. It’d just been nothing more than another nightmare.








Yawning, Applejack struggled to focus as she lined herself up to give the mareigold tree behind her a good, solid buck. Despite her efforts, the tree still blurred into three distinct shapes again, forcing her to stop and give her head a good shake, the extras vanishing as she temporarily jostled her brain back to wakefulness. 



She didn’t have time to be falling asleep on the job, what with a few acres left to harvest and Winter Wrap Up just around the corner.



Abandoning all pretense of careful preparation, she just went for her, tucking her legs and kicked with as much power as she could muster. Her hooves slammed home with a resounding crack and a painful shock ran up her legs and down her back even as the apples rained down around her. A lot of them landed in her carefully positioned baskets. A lot of them also bounced off the ground where they’d wait for her to scoop them up and toss them in with their brothers.



She winced a little as she settled back onto her back legs, a twinge of pain shooting straight through them. Hopefully she hadn’t twisted an ankle, because right now she needed that less than a hen needed horseshoes. Forcing herself to ignore it, she paced round the tree, dutifully picking up the each and every loose apples before she let herself sit down and take a minute to catch her breath. 



What she needed was a helping hoof, but the fact of the matter was that everypony was busy right now. Rarity was in Manehattan, Rainbow Dash was out at a training camp, Twilight had her school to worry about, Pinkie was busy baking, and Fluttershy was working with some of the monsters from Tartarus. Even Big Mac and Apple Bloom had things to tend to that weren’t Sweet Apple Acres. 



They’d been pitching in a helping hoof wherever they could of course, but Applejack wasn’t about to let Big Mac send Sugar Belle off to her big bake-off in Canterlot all alone, or let Apple Bloom miss out on her trip to Griffonstone.. 



But somepony had to make sure Sweet Apple Acres kept running, and she certainly wasn’t going to be the one that let it fail. Sure, it was a bit of work to manage alongside pitching in with friendship quests, helping Twilight out with her school, and saving Equestria every now and then, but it was nothing she couldn’t handle.



Even if it meant she had to do some mighty complicated arithmetic to find time to sleep and eat.



The rustle of wings, the crack of branches, and a startled yelp caught her attention as Ditzy Doo dropped through one of her trees, her mailbag catching on a tree limb and left her suspended awkwardly in the air just across the way from Applejack. “Heya!” she said, smiling as she waved a hoof.



“Well howdy, Ditzy!” she said, keeping the annoyance out of her voice and forcing the best smile she could manage as she pushed herself to her hooves. “What’s got you crashing into Sweet Apple Acres today?”



The pegasus smiled her lopsided smile and then dug her face into her bag, extracting a letter that must’ve been thicker than most of Twilight’s books. “Delivery!” she managed despite it being more than a mouthful.

 

“Oh.” Applejack’s expression softened just a bit. Had it already been that long? Time sure flew when you were bucking apples. “Well, thanks for taking the time to lug that all the way out here, sugarcube.” Leaning down – and ignoring the twinge in her legs – she grabbed one of the fruits from a basket and offered it up to her. “Want an apple?”








The sun hung just over the horizon as Applejack finally made it back to the farmhouse, a slight limp making the trip take even longer than expected. Nothing she couldn’t tough out, of course, but it was going to make tomorrow a real chore. Still, if there was one thing Granny’d taught her, it’s that nothing fixed you up better than a good night’s sleep. 



And nothing made you sleep better than doing some good, hard work.



Despite the care she took to not make much noise, Granny Smith still snorted and jerked upright in her rocking chair as Applejack entered the room, the sudden movement jostling the record player and bringing it to a sharp, scratching halt. “Huh? What? Applejack! was starting to think you weren’t coming back for supper at all!”



“Sorry ‘bout that, granny,” Applejack said, depositing her saddlebag by the stairs. “You know how it is, though. Those apples aren’t gonna harvest themselves!”



“That I do, dearie,” she agreed. “Sorry I can’t help you, but these old bones just aren’t what they used to be.” Her lips curled up into a smile as she learned forward, the chair creaking as it shifted with her. “Why, it’d probably take me two kicks to properly buck a tree nowadays!”



Applejack chuckled as she crossed back over to the couch. “Don’t you worry none about it. Even if Big Mac and Apple Bloom don’t got a lot of time to help this season, I’ll make sure we get her done.”



“Never been scared of a little hard work, have you?”



“Nosiree!” Even if she had to struggle to make it happen, Applejack’s smile was genuine. Because it was true: she wasn’t one to let a little hard work get in her way. And she knew if Granny Smith could she’d be right there bucking apples with her all day long.



“Still,” Granny said, pushing herself out of her chair. “You shouldn’t be working all the time. A mare like you ought to be having fun sometimes. Why, when I was your age, I couldn’t wait to get out of the orchard and go into town.” She beamed at Applejack as she shook her hips arthritically. “I can guarantee I was cutting a rug at every dance the town ever had! That’s how I met your grampa”



“I know, granny. I’ve seen the pictures.”



“Darn tootin’ you have!” Finally reaching her walker, she fell silent for a long moment as she stared into the distance, then turned to face Applejack. “I know its hard with the way things are right now, but still. You ought to think about finding a stallion of your own. Takes a family of Apples to run an orchard after all!” She cackled as she continued to push herself towards the kitchen. “‘Sides, I wouldn’t mind seeing a couple of great grandfoals ‘fore I kick the bucket.”



Despite sharing the laugh, Applejack didn’t say anything. With the way things were going between Big Mac and Sugar Belle, she wouldn’t be surprised if the Apple family getting started getting a little bit bigger. But she… well.



“Now how about supper?” Granny asked, jerking her head towards the kitchen. “You must’ve worked worked up quite an appetite tackling those mareigolds all on your lonesome. Nothing a few bowls of my veggie stew won’t fix.”



“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” she said, with barely a glance back at her waiting saddlebag.








Applejack managed to give Winona a good petting before she finally staggered over and collapsed into bed, the mild twinge in her back legs having blossomed into a constant, dull throb. Not that she minded. Being sore at the end of the day was just part and parcel of the Apple lifestyle. She’d been working hard and she had the aches to prove it.



Still, despite the near rockhoofian effort that the task required, she scooched forward and leaned over the side of the bed, rummaging through her saddlebag and tossing the letter back up onto the bed with her. The dull glow of the firefly lantern hanging above her illuminated the wild, loopy script who’s near weekly arrival that she’d really come to appreciate. 



She hadn’t been trying to hide the letter from Granny. After all, with near two dozen of the things stuffed in a box – a darn big box – under her table, that’d be a lost cause. It just... wasn’t something she really wanted to talk with her about yet.



Besides, Granny obviously knew something was up. She could be sharper than a timberwolf’s teeth sometimes. That’s probably why she’d been talking about stallions earlier. After all, what sort of mare would be getting big old letters with fancy, loopy writing on the front if they weren’t from sort of admirer?



Yawning, she stretched herself out just enough to nose open the letter’s crinkled envelope, the flap popping with barely any effort as the paper stuffed inside to practically exploded out.



Autumn Blaze wrote letters just the way she talked: like there’d been a fire sale on words and she’d bought them by the barrelful. Page after page was covered in her frilly script, sentences running into each other as she jumped from thought to though without regard for what’d come previous, words taken up entire lines and stuff whenever she got excited about something, and punctuation showing up wherever she liked.



Twilight’d probably have gone round the bend trying to read it, but it was definitely Applejack’s speed.



Hey Applejack!



I’m so, so, so bummed out you didn’t have a chance to write last week, but I know you have to be REALLY busy lately with the harvest and everything so no worries at all. At least I hope no worries and that nothing else has gone on like a new evil threatening Equestria or anything! Let me know when you have time!



Anyway, things have been going SUPER!! well in the village lately. Well, mostly super! Good at least.



Okay.



You know how some things aren’t great but they’re still good even if they’re a little bad? Well, it’s like that! I mean, nokirin’s set the village on fire lately and that’s good! But not everything is that good. They’re all still getting used to all the chatting and the feelings and the FEELING feelings all over again, so there’s a bit of friction. And friction makes fire, right?!



Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha. Nirik jokes, right? Rain Shine is NOT AT ALL ABSOLUTELY NOT a fan.



OH! My plays are still TOTALLY silent though. Mostly because I really think it adds to the ambience and really lets the actors stretch. Also writing dialogue is hard. Also a lot of words are still being pronounced wrong.



TOTAL SIDETRACK. I got the apples you sent and they were DE-LIC-IOUS!!EXCLAMATIONPOINT! You should send me a whole TREE next. I mean, I don’t know if an apple tree can even grow out here and it’d be so sad if it died, but could you imagine how great it’d be to have apples out here? You could teach me all about how to grow them and there’d be a whole bunch of them and I’d have apples whenever I wanted! 



Applejack smiled as she read through page after page of words, Autumn Blaze’s voice echoing in her mind. She’d must’ve left quite the impression, because Autumn Blaze’d sent her first letter just a bit after they’d left the Peaks of Peril. Applejack had written back and here they were. Still writing back and forth. 



Usually.



...and I’m still spending a lot of time out on my peak with Silhouette Gloom and everyone else because, well, I guess I still talk a bit too much for everykirin.



I mean, it’s not like I NEVER EVER EVER go back to the village or anything. I mean, my couch is still down there! But I also spend a lot of time up here.  



Tangent! I was hoping maybe, maybe, maaaaaaaaybe you’d want to come back and visit sometime? Or – idea – maybe I could come and visit you? I mean, I would LOVE! to see Ponyville. Love, love, love. You make it sound so amazing with everypony living in harmony and working together like you’re all part of some perfect circle. And the school sounds AMAZING. Maybe we should send some kirin to attend? Hint, hint?



Whoops! Looks like I’m running out paper so I guess that means I should stop writing, huh? Good luck with the harvest! We’re all rooting for you!



-Autumn Blaze



P.S. Send more apples.



Applejack stared at the last page, the firefly light dancing over it. That’d be the third time and Autumn Blaze had asked her to come one down again or invite her on up. And it wasn’t that Applejack didn’t want to take another trip to the Peaks of Peril or have Autumn Blaze come to Ponyville. 



She was just busy. Very busy. Unfathomably busy. That was all.



Finding time to reply to this letter was going to be hard enough, nevermind any sort of vacation. That sort of thing was for ponies not worrying about the family apple orchard.








Applejack walked between the crowds of ponies gathered round Sweet Apple Acres, waving and welcoming everypony to the reunion, making sure they knew about the refreshments on the tables, and letting them know roundabouts when things were planned.



Nopony seemed to be paying attention though. 



“Hey, y’all got cotton in your ears?” she asked as she approached Fiddlesticks and her kin.



“‘Scuse me?” the pony asked, turning sharply on her. 



“I been trying to tell y’all—”



“This party’s for Apples only,” she interrupted, snorting as she looked Applejack up and down. “Get lost.”



Applejack blinked. Then blinked again, grabbing Fiddlesticks as she tried to turn back around. “Have you lost your mind, coz?”



To her surprise, Fiddlesticks slapped her hoof away. “I’m not your ‘coz,’” she spit as she turned away and trotted back towards the group.



Starting after her, Applejack jerked to a sudden stop as her back hoof refused to move. “What the in Celestia’s name?” she asked, turning, her jaw dropping as she saw the vines curled around her leg. As she pulled, they seemed to crawl further up, wrapping round her fetlock and moving towards her flank, pulling tighter with every passing second.



Bracing herself, she tried to pull even harder. As if responding to her efforts, the vines pulled back, dragging her leg deep into the soft soil. “Hey!” she shouted, looking at the clusters of ponies all around her. “Somepony! Help!”



Nopony moved. Applejack scrabbled desperately at the ground as she felt her other leg start to pull in as well. Thrashing with every ounce of strength she could muster, she caught sight of her friends and family walking down the path, sending a swell of hope through her. She waved a hoof desperately, allowing her entire back half to be pulled under. “Everypony! A bunch of overgrown daisies’ve got me!”



“Running an orchard takes a family,” Granny Smith said, nodding as she continued walking. “Without one, why, you might as well be trying to go up a creek without a paddle.”



“Granny! Big Mac! Apple Bloom! Girls!” Applejack bellowed as she was pulled deeper and deeper into the ground. The trees of Sweet Apple Acres seemed to tower over her, their leaves turning brown and piling up all around her, leaving nothing but the bare skeletons. “Help!”



“Tradition, right?” Twilight agreed. “I mean, that’s what the reunion’s all about, isn’t it?”



“Darn tootin’!”



Hooves thundered around her head as they passed over her. “Please!” she managed before she was tugged beneath the surface, the world going dark as the soil covered her. She could feel the vines continuing to climb her body, completely immobilizing her down here in the dark where there was nothing.



Especially not air.



Her lungs burned as she struggled to move, knowing that it was pointless. Bright spots filled started to fill her vision as she fought the urge to gasp in the soil around her and then…



Applejack felt the tingle of magic wrap around her body and tear her out of the ground, the vines tearing away as she burst free of the soil, landing roughly in one of the piles of dead leaves. Her chest heaved as she sucked in the apple-scented air and stared up at the starry sky above her.



Sweet Apple Acres had gone silent. Everypony was gone. It was just her, the skeletal trees that had been her family’s legacy, and the moon shining high above.



“I am sorry I have come to aid you so late, Applejack. This time of the year there are so many dreams to tend and it appears I fear I have let yours be for far too long.”



“Huh?” she asked, tilting her head back and finding herself almost muzzle to muzzle with Princess Luna. “What in tarnation is going on here?”



“Is it not obvious?” Luna’s smile was gentle. “You are having a nightmare.”



“Oh.” Applejack rolled over, coughing up a little more dirt as she found her hooves. “Well, that makes sense then. I thought it was a bit weird that nopony seemed to care that a bunch of rabid rhododendron were dragging me underground!” 



“Indeed it was.”



Applejack cleared her throat as the two of them stood facing each other. “So, uh. You’re gonna make my nightmares go away? Because it’d be a whole heck of a lot easier to do all my work with a good night’s sleep behind me.”



Luna shook her head. “No.”



“What? I thought that’s what you did. If you can’t get rid of my nightmares, then what good are you?”



Luna raised an eyebrow at her.



“No offense meant, Princess. I just thought you, you know,” she raised the hoof to her forehead and waved it about. “You could magic all them nightmares away.”



“No. I cannot just,” Luna raised a hoof to her horn and waved it around a bit, “to get rid of nightmares. My magic might be able to banish this one dream, but then it or some other will simply be waiting for you the next time you go to sleep. And the time after. And the time after that.”



Many, many sleepless nights came back to Applejack all at once. “Well then what in the hay am I supposed to do?”



“You must face the source of your foul dreams.” Luna stretched out a wing and pressed it against her shoulder. “That is the only true way to end your nightmares.



“Well how’m I supposed to do that?” Applejack asked. “There ain’t nothing bothering me right now except for these dreams.”



“Truly?”



“Definitely.” Applejack thumped her chest. “Element of Honesty, remember?”



“True,” Luna conceded, stepping past Applejack as she looked around. “There is a commonality to all your dreams though.”



Applejack was ready for that one. She might not be much for literature, but hang around Twilight long enough and you picked things up. Like metaphors. “If you’re thinking I’m working too hard, then I’m gonna stop you right there, Princess. There ain’t nothing wrong with a bit of hard work, and there definitely ain’t nothing wrong with feeling a bit overwhelmed by work. And it ain’t like I’m pretending I can get everything done all by my lonesome. I already learned that lesson.”



“You did indeed.”



The simple statement practically cut the ground out from under Applejack. “That’s not what you were thinking?”



“No. That’s not what I was thinking.” Luna made a noise in her throat.  “Though I do suspect it’s related.”



“Well then what?” Applejack demanded.



“Did you not just say that there is not anything wrong with a bit of hard work?” Luna said, her smile a lot less gentle than it had been. “Come, Applejack, let us walk.”



Thinking better of getting too smart with the Princess, Applejack fell into step behind her, walking down the rows of the orchard the skeletal tree limbs reaching towards her. One managed to catch on the brim of her hat sparking blue magic sent it reeling back. Applejack couldn’t quite suppress a shudder. “So, uh, where we headed to, Princess?”



 “This is your dream. Why don’t you tell me?”



Applejack frowned. The Princess Luna Apple Bloom had told her had visited her dreams certainly sounded a lot more useful than this one. “Well, I dunno. We’re already at Sweet Apple Acres.” 



The soil underhoof seemed to harden as they continued on, the bones of trees giving way to rocky outcroppings and solid stone far quicker than should be possible. There ought to have been another few acres worth of trees, not a big ol’ mountain slope. She thought twice about asking about it, though. After all, they were in a dream, right? Things didn’t have to make sense.



As they crested another rise, Applejack’s breath caught in her throat. The view that greeted her was the sort poets’d spend hundreds of words trying to describe when there really weren’t no better description than “pretty” to be had. A brilliant rainbow hanging over the greenest valley Applejack had seen, with the blue sky stretching for mile and miles all around.



A view she recognized.



Glancing left confirmed her suspicions, with Autumn Blaze’s ramshackle shack standing perched near the edge. Though it looked a lot less ramshackle than it had when they’d been there. There was even a small cluster of apple trees nearly fenced off to one side. And sitting on the upper balcony looking out over the view was Autumn Blaze… and Applejack herself.



Applejack could feel the heat rising in her cheeks as Applejack – the one on the balcony, that was – leaned into the kirin, nuzzling against the side of her muzzle. “No way!” she said, shaking her head as she started to turn away. “This ain’t the sort of thing I dream about.”



“It isn’t?” Luna asked.



“It ain’t. No way, no how. And you ought to be ashamed of yourself, peeping on ponies like this!” As she stepped, however, the ground gave way, the long drop to the forest below being arrested only by the firm grip of Luna’s magic. As the rocks fell, they became apples and vanished into the green below.



“Sometimes dreams are the way we tell ourselves the truths we hide from ourselves,” Luna said as the ground beneath her gave way and she plummeted, carrying Applejack with her. Apples and rocks fell around them as they both dropped, the shack disappearing into darkness far above, but Luna didn’t even bother to unfurl her wings.



Before the shout could even finish forming in Applejack’s throat, they were standing back in Sweet Apple Acres. But gone were the bare trees they’d left previous. No, the orchard was in full bloom as the sun shone brightly over head.



It took a second for Applejack’s heart to slow down enough to manage speaking without squeaking. “Now see, this is more like it.”



“Truly?”



“Truly, or my name ain’t Applejack.” Words she regretted the instant she caught sight of herself under a nearby tree, instructing Autumn Blaze on the finer points of apple bucking. At least that’s what she was doing before she tackled the kirin to the ground, laughing as they rolled in the dirt. “Well now that just ain’t fair!”



“The truth seldom is.”



“Now you stop that!” Applejack demanded. “This ain’t the truth. It’s all just a dream or something, right? I ain’t… I just…” her words died in her throat as she tried to find some way to explain herself that made sense. The laughter of her dreamself made that more challenging than it ought have been. “Look, how could I be in love with somepony… somecreature I barely know?”



“Have you not heard of love at first sight?” To her surprise, Luna smiled and dropped a wing over her back. “Do not answer. It is just a joke. My real question is thus: must it be love?”



Applejack stared past the princess, not quite able to meet her gaze. “Well, no, but… what if it was? I mean, I like Autumn Blaze. But what I did more than just like her? What if I did want to go fix up her ol’ shack and live up there on top of that mountain with her? What then?” The trees around her began to wither and wilt, shriveled apples dropping from their branches and piling up all around them. “Everypony is counting on me to make sure Sweet Apple Acres keeps going, now more than ever. I just…”



Luna chuckled.



“What’s so gosh darn funny?” Applejack grumbled.



“I thought you said you weren’t pretending you could do everything on your lonesome.”



“That ain’t the same thing!”



“It is not?” Luna asked. “You make it seem as if Sweet Apple Acres would fall to ruin were you not here.”



Applejack grit her teeth, wondering when the Princess of dreams was actually supposed to start helping. “Look, Princess. It ain’t that simple. I love Sweet Apple Acres. I love my family. I don’t want anything to change that.”



“Sometimes things must change if we are to be happy,” Luna said, her voice soft and quiet in the still air. “Sometimes those changes will bring us great joy. And something they will bring pain and heartache. Sometimes they will bring us both. But if we let that uncertainty rule us, well… we might start to resent the very thing we think we want while we let what we truly desire pass us by. Do you understand?”



Applejack fell silent as thoughts of her mother and father floated to the surface in her mind. Of how what they did bucked tradition. How her mother lost her heritage, but gained another. How Granny decided her son’s happiness was the thing that mattered most. All around her, the orchard began to fade into nothingness. “I… ‘spose.”



“I believe you do.”








Applejack yawned and stretched as she opened her eyes, the distant crowing of the rooster telling her what the light coming in from her window had already let her know: it was morning. 



Rolling out of bed – and only wincing ever so slightly as her legs hit the ground – she could already smell the sweet scent of oatcakes in the air. Apparently Granny’d gotten up even earlier. So she washed her face, combed her hair, brushed her teeth, and stopped in the doorway right before she headed down.



Leaning towards the stairs, she raised her voice so she’d be heard over the skillet, “Granny, I’ve got something I need to take care of before I come down, aight?”



“Aight, dearie,” came the faint reply.



Trotting over to her table, Applejack grabbed the quill she’d borrowed from Twilight, pulled out a sheet of paper and set to work.



Hey sugarcube,



Sorry I didn’t write back before. Things’ve been pretty darn busy around here and I’ve also had a lot on my mind. But I was thinking that maybe making my way back out there after the harvest’d be a good way to get my strength back. 



And if you were up for it, maybe you’d want to come on back with me and get a tour of Ponyville?
      

      
   
      Pinkamena’s Bellyache


      

      
      
         Go-See Night! Bing-bong, a gong at the door! Pardon me, pardyguests, as I go see whoooosup!



Trick-or-trotters! And who’ve we here, who takes the dare, and thinks it meet to seek my treats? We have a Night-mare Lunna, and a gap-grinned skellyghost, and a Sun Prince, fakehorned or fakefeathered or both! And a Mannytour–hello, Spike! How’d I guess you? I counted your legs and multiplied by one!



And what a broad bowl of of candy I have, so round and deep, it’s a candy urn! Take your peek! Caramel wheels, cocoa clusters, sugar bombs and twizzlety candy cones and maple grape goodies! Gamboling gumballs, crunchy tuffy bars, Butterhooves and Chuckers and Maidez, packed with peas and nuts, and Mershey chokealot bars, so large! Salt taffies, Bitterhoneys and Maryjanes that glue your mouth shut for weeks. Sour lemons, tartsweet! Schmarties, so named because they make your teeth hurt, and Atomic Redhots with extra synonym, and Everlasting Slopglobbers and plasticky Hoofsie Rolls and waxy candle corns, Nekko wafers suitable for use as cat toys… I don’t judge, I just Provide.



And now, if you’re all done with your entreateries and have filled your handybags and punkinheads with yummy candies, come and join my party! Everypony in town’s been coming here as the meanderings wind down. We’ve had the costume contest already; we got the arrogant one, and the fog cloud, and the one dressed as the sky, and the rogue, and the shivering guard, the staid one, and the angry rabbit, and the pain who kept making puns, and the graingrinder who wasn’t there, but I was just dressed as a potbellied pig all along. Somepony has to be easy to guess, eh?



Well, pardon me while I bring out more food! These are pizza skulls, grinning with white cheese and dripping red with tomato blood! Plenty of crudites with chivvied onion dip for the refined and Raretest of palates. Salsa and guac with corn-husk chips, rose pate with rosemary crackers, clove-roasted apples with lemon dressing, artichoke toasties and cauliflower wings with extra hot sauce… Birch beer and dandelion wine and sarsaparilla and cherryapple soda, and… Deep fried pickle chips with balsamic blackberry dip! May I eat several trays of them even as they emerge piping hot from the oven? Don’t mind if I do, my very self!




And so the evening goes, as I give and partake and refill plates and glasses and everyone has such a swell time, Cakes and Apples and Glimmers and Sparkles and Songs and Melodies and Drops and Derps and Pies, and I! Even after I see the last guest to the door, and close and lock it with a whumphf and a sigh, I stand there awhile awash in the glow of friendetic energies. Another stunning success! The best parties are the ones where the hostess is, not utterly invisible, but simply in the Pink as much as she can be.



Afterpartied, I yawn and nosh a bit more at stray trays of unclaimed food, down a last glass of bubbly, then drayge myself to the Cleanup Cannon, my second-greatest invention, and yank the chord, and with a pedantic poumph it borings up the place and uprolls the streamers and carks the bubblies and fridges the cakecups and freshens the floorhay. That takes care of all, for I hate morningafter scrambles and the kitchen must be fresh tomorrow for the Cakes to comfortably craft their wares.



As I assend the stairs to my bedroom, scrape-scrape bump goes my belly on the boards. I have most effulllgently indulged myself in cornucopious good food and drink, and disblorted my trim slim frame. Oooh, how I look forward to sleep!



On my tumbly roumbly roundbelly, I boundce boundce bedward! With a summassault I berloop onto the matteress and land aback, my proudtummy upscuring my view. I call Nightie Night aright to Nightmare Night, and blow Gummy a cheekpeck, and close my whirried eyes. The room spins gently about and above me, and my tongue itches and tingles from sugarscurch, and I think about sleep. I think of sleep for a long time, then a longer time, then the longerest time ever, so long that I memorate all the sheeps as they bounce over the fence with their little wooly round sugarbellies, bleating as they bump the tuffets. And when I am just about to drift off into arms of onerous Oneiros, comes a garglous gurgle from regions below that rousts me again. Oh, my stummy is stymied and taut, tut tut! But I scrunch my brows and whip out the eyeclamps (eyelash shapers wrapped with rubber bands) and crample my pillows into my flattenears, and soon again I drift belonely off to sea, to see, to seek, to seek whence, to sequence sheep, to slee…




To sleep, or chance to dream. Where is it you go when your eyes roll backward in your head and you see yourself dreaming, but there’s not enough of you there yet to be anything? I am there in black, aback, dreamsails flappering and fluttering, my kite blown fully out, troughing and cresting on waves of wake, dreaming I am awake and waking to a dream and versa visa, and all punctuated by the perambulant putterings of my proudly protuberant ptomach. This will not do, I have things to do tomorrow and Cakes to placate and pastries to paste!



As I stare forgonely into a dark corner of my room, I see a wink.



I blink.



I think a wink was not. I thought…



But then another wink!



And I want to upbound and welcome a new friend but my tired corpus is well and truly glued to the bed. All I can do is roll my eyes and watch as tall dark shadows congragugate in the coroners of my suddenly quite adarkened gloomroom. 



But I hear them before I see them, squirmeling in the shadows like snakes as I try to hushup and stall my bleating heart, and just when I am silentest and stillest, then there comes the loudest tummygrowl and borborythm I have heard the like of in my life, an urpquake of intestinal fartitude! And there is no dodging that, and likewell there is no sense to pretend it wasn’t heard, and so I hear peals of laughter in the darkorner, and out they come!



I now know them right off from tales of PiMa and PiPa, they are striding sneaky bony-kneed Gabbafallanks with yellowy hides and long snakey brown polkadot necks and giraffe-horned heads and platapussy beaks and forkey hooves and waggly tangletongues and corkscrew tails tipped with bells, and sneakyslimysmiles creeping all over their snidesniffy snouts, how hateful!



I try to call out and rouse the house for help, but I am frozzled in body and spurrit and paraloosed from nosetip to hoofbottom. I can only watch as they gather rather close around me, a buzzing dozen of ‘em, and lean their long necks down to gaze with grimy grins at my outstretched bollybully and outienavel. They chortle and mutter and knock their giraffey heads together, and the toothy grins they send towards my whirling eyes would make my heart plummet were my belly not already stuffed full. They are not here to be friends!



With no let or leave, they caress my swollen tummy, patting it like a drum and listening to it twang, then a rhythm forms and they start to caper, dance and sing, bobbing their long necks like pompous grass!



You are so firmly stuffed!

(You are!)

Your poke is ponkly puffed!

(Hoo-raw!)

You’ve got a glut inside your gut, and now you’re firmly fluffed!

(We saw!)



They guffaw with raw laughter, then pull out towels and dip them in wax and wrap them around my poor ponderous helpless stummy, whipping them around and up and down, shaking and shimmying, until my rotundity starts to shimmer and shine like a pink beacon, and they leap about the room and sing again, capering and kicking!



Your scut looks rather scuffed

(True facts!)

Unless we’re being bluffed

(More wax!)

Your tum will spar-kle like a star, once it’s buffed and rebuffed!

(To max!)



I was feeling warm and shy and flaky and even more rumbly in my tombly, which I feared would cause another emburblessment. And not to point it too baldly, it dood. A regular firecrack! I was wishing to drop right out of sight through the floor, but they roared in the fun and danced all the more.



What is this now we’ve huffed?

(Oh phew!)

It roughs our nostril tufts!

(It do!)

And we can tell that rotten smell in Die Umgebungsluft!

(It’s YOU!)



And, hooting and hollering, they leap high in the air and land atop me, and dance, dance, dance on my belly with their sharp, sharp, scharpe scalpelous little hooftoes poking and poking at my shiny perplexus, and I am all larmed and shourting for them to forbear, for each poke feels like a popper and I fear for my dear innards. But they dance and tread and bounce the bed and I look away for I do not wish to see the horrid release of my dearest treasures when it–



Prroooolooooopp!




And I can’t help but look again, and I am busted like a balloon, but like a piñata I only contain candy, and from the air rains canes and cones and pops and drops and trifles and truffles and taffies and toffees and yummies and gummies, and partyphernalia, pleated streamers, twinkling confretti, and they take up the streamers and dance with them around a tall candypole that now rises from deep within me. M’aidez! M’aidez! No Mershey for me! I am the consummate party hostess, but now the party is hosted in me, and not in a good way!



I swirl slowly around and below the pole as they prance, a retching panting pony on the spinning wheel ride! They ravel me up to a slow bolero, winding me tighter and tighter, until I cannot breathe, cannot blink, cannot think–



Bwouloump! I plomph within myself with a great grauiny buuuurrruuup! I headshake and rumpquake and stand, my belly downrounder than before, and growing! I’m in a rockcandy cave, just like mother used to excavate, and the sharp facets shine shpraklsh with glinters and reflect me a quillion spazillion times to infunity with impunity, and I see my tummy has gotten so huge that it’s draggon behind. No way up, no way back? 



I hear the Gabbafallanks chaunt behond me, singing songs of muckery with ferrious adhockery, tippyhooving after me, prankypronking my way, swinging around them huge wooden fannypaddles!



I sigh and clomp forward through the sugarmirror cave in undulative rhythm. Strain forward, sweating lemondrops, bigbellybulge drags through dirt to catch up and bump my fanny, k-nocking me forwards, strain again… Slowly I inch my painful way through turntwists and allalike passages, seeing my struggle refracted in the walls about me.



The cavewalls grow closer and closer, and soon my belly is blocked! I scrabble hooves for purpchase, and behind me, I hear the Gabbafallanks laughing and roaring and whacking their paddles against the cavewalls. Mighteously I strunch and scrain at the obdurstriction, and I feel the pounding punchers descend around my paunch. Oh, my poor bestuffed bepoked beknighted tummy! 



The Gabbafallanks seize my blockading belly and start to whack, smack, crack with their painful paddles, and I count myself in a sorry pick of peckles indeed, when with a grand gurgle all suddenly gives way and out like a carked cork I pop! I fall forward into darkness as they laugh and cackle and chitter and hoot!



And so they chase me on again, from caves to swoirling clouds where they tickle me with feathers, to deep fiery valleys where they play the serpent at me, to chillsome mountain peaks where they just stare at me, and I am bereft of my usual clever tricks and can only run with waggling belly. But soon my gurgling goggling tummy feels lighter and lighter, and I feel a lift, a luft in my steps, and uptum I go like a bubtroubled fish, drifting up higher hither into the lonely sky, hoping madly for the Solar Prominence or the Dread Selenical to take their mercy upon me. I hear the Heavenly chimes from far away, then near–



ABRINNGaDINGaDING! Alarum, Alarums, awake! My faithful clock reaches the tock that lets it unlock the saving bell! A snirt, a snort, I blink awake, a pinkawake! From dreamy scenes I come serene, arise arouse again to sweat-sodden sheets, and I am never so relieved in my life to see the dawn!



(Though I am in fact considerably more relieved shortly thereafter as I run to engage the little toil and deliver the “night soil.” The more said phewphemistically, the batter. Whew!)



I hear the Cakes as they bake downstairs and the first wafts of morning waffles and muffins wend up bending stairs to enchant the airs and tickle my nostril hairs. I’d be up with them on a normal day, but they’d given me leave to rise later to recover from partystrain. And despite all the turmoil in my tummler last night, the scent of baking goods still entrained in my drained brain the perk of appetite, and my lately groaning guts gave the anticipatory growl of renewed interest. And there is so much befridged food left down there, and so much candy.



So I took me time to bethink upon the nightmare and the mere night, for were things fully episodic there’d be a lesson to be learned–Oh, I shouldn’t think that way? But I’m the one who sees all the walls, even the ones you can’t see, remember? Tink tink, wink, wink!



So I imagine going slimstraight and swearing off the excess goodies and puddies and sweating off the excess bulgies, which is super not fun. Fortunate am I that it’s way out of my weltanschauung; cake is what I love and candy is in my blood! 



Still, perhaps I am a trifley-wifley immoderate and without overbearing lecture designed to be easily grasped by foals in one minute summation, I could just take a lot of that sugarstock and give it back. Picture Pinkie dressed again as a potbellied pig, ringing doorbells and giving surprised ponies their treats, no tricks, then home to sensibelly-sized fudgecake for deserved dessert!



But then I get a smile, a smile with extra curls at the corners, and I rush down to my basement lab, grab a feedbag and pour the candy urn into it in an ever-rending stream, then strap it on. I pull out my drawing table, put on my visor, and start to draw the plan as I munch, crunch, lunch away…




And so it is that I wind up again that very next evening, bulgebellied and blearied and staring at a dark corner again that very night, as snickering shapes entwine their necks and step forth towards me, ready to burst into sinist-song.



And once again, I am sugarsapped and dewilled and sleep stunned and parolized and cannot even twitch my tail.



But around me, my bed shivers and shakes, then unfolds. Struts and straps attach to my limp legs and arms, servos whine as I am pulled upright over motorized treads and twin gumball-gatlings swing round from my back. The Dreamland Exoskillaton Mark Twoin has arisen and I see the Gabbafallanks pause in the first sillyable of their snarksnide song, all of them wideeyed and gapemouthed and being given considerable pause.



And little robot arms with white gloves reach out from the helmet, tuck fingers into the corners of my limp lips, and help me to give them a big wide win-some smile!
      

      
   
      Brush Thoroughly to Avoid Periodontal Disease


      
      
      
         
         Taste Test

      
      

      

      
      
         It was Nightmare Night, and Pinkie Pie had two baskets. One of them had brownies in it. The other one, which had brownies in it at one time, was currently empty.



This mystery would require all of her cognitive powers to unravel.



She munched on a brownie, and frowned as she did it. It was hard to frown. The brownie was really good.








"Now, Rarity, I said I wouldn't put you under, and I meant it," Minuette growled. Silver tools, caught in the grip of her magic, flashed in the lamplight as they wriggled inside Rarity's mouth. "But so help me, I will pump every tank of nitrous oxide I own directly into your lungs if you don't stop squirming."



"Gahahahahaha, hla hla hla, nla––"



"Yeah, and that's another thing. If you must yell inarticulately at me, at least make sounds that don't require your tongue." Minuette snorted. "You keep poking my tools."



"Hagahahgggahaha."



"Yeah, that's better. More of that, if you don't mind." Minuette squinted, peering deeper into Rarity's mouth. In her peripheral vision, she glimpsed a fat drop of saliva sliding down the corner of her mouth. "Hey, drool patrol."



"On it!" Spike chirped. He dabbed Rarity's lips with a wad of pristine white tissue. "How's that?"



"Awesome, kid. We'll make an orthodontist out of you yet." Minuette's horn flashed; another tool from her surgical tray, a pick, floated into Rarity's mouth, gently wedging itself into her gumline. She prodded, and wiggled the pick's tip against a hard little nub stuck behind Rarity's molar. "One sec. Think I got it... annnnd..."



"NGYAAAAAAAH!"



"Got'cha, you slippery little so and so!" Grinning behind her surgical mask, Minuette pulled away from Rarity, victoriously twirling the array of tools that had previously been probing her mouth. "Another dazzling display of dentistry from the most overqualified, and also only, dentist in the Ponyville town limits. Can I get a hoofbump? Rarity?"



"Oh, keep your extremity of pain as far away from my pony-pedi as equinely possible, you, you sawbones!" Rarity's magic flashed, and the chair reclined into an approximation of a chaise lounge. She sprawled, melodrama incarnate.



"Ah, that's gratitude for you," Minuette sighed. She looked at Spike. "How about you? Got one in ya, for old time's sake?"



Spike, giggling, knocked his fist against Minuette's hoof. "Thanks for having me on the team, doc."



"Glad to have you around; I'm short-staffed this morning. My assistant's out sick." Post-Nightmare Night Periodontal Disease could strike anypony, and seemed to target ponies who worked in dental offices just for the irony of it all. "How'd that even get in your tooth, Rarity?"



Rarity glared at Minuette through her tears, and flopped onto her side, baring her back to the dragon and the dentist.



Minuette shrugged. "Spike?"



"Ah... it's my fault, really." Spike rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. "See, I was over at Carousel Boutique, helping Rarity out with this awesome evening gown – she'd been working on it all night last night, missed Nightmare Night because of it––"



"Rub it in, why don't you, Spike?!"



"Well, that's why I brought the candy, Rarity," Spike protested, wringing his hands together. "I didn't want you to feel left out, so I thought I'd share my haul with you."



Rarity flopped her head around. "You might've warned me about the razors and the broken glass!"



Minuette held the bloodstained shard of glass she'd pulled from Rarity's molar up to the light. "Funny; I always thought that was an urban myth. Should probably tell the authorities about this... and prepare for an influx of patients over the next couple of days, provided any of them survive."



"No, no need for that," Spike said. "They're, uh. The razors and the glass are..."



"They're his," Rarity said, seething. "Almond clusters with glass where the almonds ought to be. Crisp wafers and caramel, topped with shaving razors. And, so I'm told, brownies with some foul substance baked into them, though there's nary a trace of those to be found. All courtesy of Pinkie Pie."



"Pinkie baked special brownies?" Minuette shook her head. "Wait, no, I can actually kinda picture that – Pinkie baked murder-candy?"



"Not for everypony – not like she was givin' 'em to fillies, or anything." Spike fidgeted and looked down at his toes, tightly crossing his legs together. "Pinkie made 'em for me; nopony else was supposed to eat 'em."



"And yet, Spike. And yet!"



Minuette raised an eyebrow at Spike.



Spike shrugged. "They add texture."



"Well, ours is not to judge," Minuette sighed. She dropped the glass shard onto her surgical tray – she'd find a jar for it later for her "weird stuff I've pulled from patients' mouths" shelf at home – and floated a notepad and pencil over. "Rarity, I'm gonna write you up a prescription for some antiseptic mouthwash – some antibiotics, too, as a precaution. Keep the area clean, and avoid solid foods; we'll check back in a week from now, okay?"



"A whole week without solid foods?" Rarity moaned and slid from her chair, now a puddle of melodrama incarnate. "Au revoir, Waldhoof salad, thou most tasty of appetizers."



Spike helped Rarity to all fours, beaming. "Don't sweat it, Rarity. I'll treat you to hay shakes – three meals a day of 'em!"



"Need I remind you of how we landed ourselves in this mess, Spike? I'll treat myself, thank you very much." Rarity sniffed, held her nose high, and trotted toward the exit. "My gratitude, Minuette."



"Always a pleasure, Rarity." A thought struck her, and she blurted, "Spike, stick around for a sec?"



Spike did, as Rarity excused herself to Minuette's waiting room. Alone with him, Minuette said, "That thing, about the, uh, special brownies... Pinkie didn't give those to you, too, did she?"



"Huh? Oh!" Spike shook his head vigorously. "No, nuh-uh. Not even a one. I mean, I saw 'em in her egg basket, when she was giving me the – what'd you call 'em? Murder-candy?"



"Murder-candy, yes."



"But she wouldn't let me have the brownies. Said to ask her again in ten years." Spike huffed. "It's not fair."



"Yeah, it's a real travesty." Minuette bit her lip. "Think she still has any?"



"Ah, I dunno. I dunno what happened to 'em, come to think of it. I tried to sneak some out of her basket, at the end of the night, but they were all gone." Spike tapped his chin. "Maybe she ate 'em herself?"



I'd think they'd be redundant to somepony like her, Minuette thought. 



She hid a giggle behind a hoof, and sighed. "Ah, worth a shot. Anyway, thanks Spike. And, uh, this probably goes without saying, but toss those drooly tissues before you leave, okay?"



Spike's face burned. He threw the tissues stained with Rarity's spit into the wastebin, and hastily tore out of the room.








When Pinkie had taken a bite out of one of the brownies, she'd expected it to take her someplace filled with lollipops and gumdrops, with diamonds in the sky, and rocking horse people eating marshmallow pies. And, well... 



It was good – Pinkie made it, after all – but it wasn't quite that good.



This raised quite a few questions about her expectations. About how the night had unfolded. About her decision to store regular brownies, and special brownies, in identical baskets that could easily be confused with one another. About juggling between the two baskets throughout the night. About how effectively she could be counted on to keep track of which basket was which, and what held what.



The more Pinkie thought about it, the sillier she felt.



She took another bite from the brownie. Still nothing. She decided to experiment, and fed one to Gummy. He fell onto his side and didn't move for awhile. The experiment was inconclusive.



"This must be how Twilight feels all the time."



Pinkie folded her forelegs and rested her chin on them. She thought. She thought. She thought.



Her ears pricked up and her eyes widened.



"Oh. My. Garmonbozia."








Raven had known Princess Celestia for some time now, and thought she knew the inscrutable monarch better than the average pony. That understanding was seriously strained as she watched the Princess carefully for some sign of a reaction. A change in her posture, her body language, a subtle shift in her expression...



None of that. The Princess remained in the same position she'd been in ever since entering Princess Luna's tower: her hoof firmly plastered against her forehead, and her eyes squeezed tightly shut. Anyone else would think her annoyed.



But, surely, she was more than just annoyed by the sight of her sister sprawled out, unresponsive and twitching, on the floor of her bedchamber, at the center of a pile of candy.



"The chambermaid just found her like this. She doesn't know how long she's been in this condition." Raven waited, hesitated, before continuing. "I summoned the court physician before going to you, Your Majesty, but he seems to be making his rounds in the city, and we're having difficulty tracking him down. As serious as Post-Nightmare Night Periodontal Disease may be, the poisoning of Princess Luna––"



"She hasn't been poisoned," Princess Celestia said, in monotone. "I appreciate your sense of urgency, Raven, but my sister is quite alright."



Raven watched, intrigued and disgusted, as Princess Luna's tongue lolled out of her mouth. It, like her gangly legs, twitched and spasmed periodically.



"...Are you certain, Princess?"



"Yes. I am. Doctor Cross Stitch may take his time. We needn't trouble him."



"But your sister... she look as though she's been poisoned."



"Hardly. She's simply..." Princess Celestia glanced at Raven from beneath her hoof. "How do the young folk put it these days? When a pony's been intoxicated by delirium-inducing, hallucinogenic substances? 'Turnt?'"



"High," Raven said quickly. "'Turnt' is for drunkenness. As in, 'Lemonheart became turnt off her six glasses of Chevalier Blanc at the Nightmare Night banquet, and woke up beside the Saddle Arabian delegate's daughter.'"



Celestia's eyes flew open.



Raven's face reddened. "Probably the wrong moment to bring that up."



"High, then," Celestia said testily, returning her gaze to Princess Luna. "Mildly so, by her standards."



"This is... mild?"



"I daresay that this is the kindest Phoenix Dust has ever been to my dearest sister."



Raven stared at the Princess, her jaw slowly going slack. She glanced backward, out the open door, then sidled closer to Celestia, dropping her voice low. "Did she... eat... Philomena?"



Princess Celestia stared so intensely at Raven that she felt herself liable to combust and shrivel to ash herself. "I worry, that's all," Raven squeaked.



Celestia glanced quickly at Luna, her lips twitching with an enigmatic smile. 



"A long, long time ago, Star Swirl the Bearded's pet phoenix, Ceres – an ancestor of Philomena – passed away, and declined to resurrect herself. Star Swirl kept her ashes in an urn, which, one night, went missing. At the time, Luna was going through a prolonged period of rebellion – not her first, nor, sadly, her most destructive – and after another night where I failed to convince her to eat her alfalfa, she produced the urn, seemingly from the ether, and poured all of its contents into her mouth. 



"'Doth this thy standard for nourishment meet?' she screamed at me, in between mouthfuls of dead, powdered bird. I failed to stop her, then this and that happened... to make a long story short, that's how Northern Equestria was made."



Celestia's face and tone did not change one iota during the entire story. 



Raven could not say the same for her own expression. She swallowed hard. "So... this, then..."



"Is a relatively mild reaction. Presumably, she only consumed a small amount of the stuff – enough to knock her proverbial socks off, not enough to transform her into a demon of malevolent gales and bitter, merciless cold." Celestia floated a candy from the pile surrounding Luna, unwrapped it, and tossed it into her mouth. "She'll have a dry mouth and a nasty hangover, and that'll be the end of it."



Raven watched Celestia chew one candy, then another, and then another, all while staring stone-faced at the semi-conscious Luna. "How do you suppose the Phoenix Dust got into her system?"



Celestia unwrapped several chocolates at once, liquified them with a beam of golden-hot sunlight, drank the gooey stream from the air without besmirching her glorious lips with a single particle of brown, then shrugged. "We won't know until Luna wakes, and subsequently sobers." 



A licorice whip in a yellow aura squiggled through the air, toward Celestia's mouth.



Raven bit her lip. "I don't know if Princess Luna would appreciate you doing that, Your Majesty."



"What's hers is mine. That's how sisterhood works. Feudalism, too." Celestia bit the licorice whip in half, then dangled the other end in front of Raven's mouth. "I won't tell if you won't."



Raven felt her mouth water. With a lack of reluctance that surprised even her, she leaned forward, and nommed the licorice out of the air. Side by side with Celestia, she chewed, and watched Luna's tongue flop like a fish out of water.



"You should date my sister," Celestia remarked. "You'd be cute together."



Raven, shocked, spat wet chunks of licorice, pelting Luna. One landed on her tongue. She lapped it into her mouth, smacked her lips, and flopped her tail against the carpet.



"...I'll think about it," said Raven.








Pinkie found herself with a conundrum.



Either she accidentally gave Princess Luna a basket full of magical Phoenix Dust brownies that were supposed to take you on a trip to someplace with rocking horse people and marshmallow pies, and kept the regular old brownies for herself, or the brownies she gave Luna were regular old brownies, and the brownies she kept for herself were also, for all intents and purposes, regular old brownies, because the stories about phoenix dust being magical trip-dust were just that. Stories.



So, okay. If the former were the case, then that also presented two options: Princess Luna was unaffected by the brownies, because the stories about phoenix dust being magical trip-dust were just stories (but then, why would Philomena leave behind that extra pile of ashes when she died and resurrected in Ponyville if she didn't want Pinkie to scoop it up and mix it into a plate of hallucinogenic holiday treats?) or Princess Luna was experiencing exactly what Pinkie thought she would experience, and was losing her marbles because of it.



In which case, she might be jailed. Or exiled. Beheaded. Do they behead ponies anymore? Did they ever?



...Worth looking into.



If the latter were the case: She had brownies, and Luna had brownies, and the best case scenario was that they both ate brownies contentedly. Worst case scenario: One, or both, of them had a tummy ache from eating too many.



And regardless of the case, she still had a basket full of brownies which needed to be consumed. And it was still Nightmare Night for another thirty-seven minutes.



"Eh, whatever. Figure it out in the morning."



Pinkie popped a brownie into her mouth whole, and chewed.



Then she swallowed, sat up straight, and blinked.



"If I screwed up with the brownies... oh, shoot, I hope I didn't pass out Spike's candy, too."
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      Two Girls, One Corpse


      

      
      
         Sunset took a deep breath and grabbed the edges of the toilet bowl. Another portion of vomit hit the water with a loud splash that made Sunset’s bowels twist. After she was done, she sat on the bathroom floor, panting. Whatever happened on Nightmare Night—or Halloween, as humans preferred to call it—she definitely didn’t want to remember it.



After a while of getting her bearings, she stood up and examined the contents of the toilet for traces of blood. As much as she hated throwing up, it was still better than what’d happen to her as a pony – that is, painful hours spent waiting for stomach rupture to end her suffering.



She flushed the toilet, hoping it wasn’t clogged – after the last Taco Tuesday, when she let Rainbow Dash use it, she had every right to be afraid. Luckily, the toilet worked so Sunset, whose stomach didn’t hurt that much now, looked into the mirror.



Her first thought was that she didn’t need a disguise to look like a zombie. Her skin looked pale and the state of her hair and clothes suggested that her aim while vomiting wasn’t as good as she thought. To her surprise, she also found out that she had a black eye.



Sunset rubbed her face. Now, that was new. The events of Nightmare Night were still shrouded in a veil of intoxication and bad decisions; who punched her in the face remained a mystery. 



She shrugged and sniffed her t-shirt. This ultimately convinced her that a shower was a good idea. Even with a pounding headache, Sunset could endure a few minutes of water rustling, even though it’d surely echo in her skull as if it was a cathedral. Her smell, on the other hand, was just unacceptable. 



Cursing under her breath, she moved the shower curtain aside. Upon seeing what was behind it, she froze – although not as much as Pinkie Pie, who was lying supine under the shower. Someone apparently had poured cold water all over her. Sunset noticed an empty syringe next to her and immediately thought of Lizard King, found in the bathtub after an overdose. 



However, upon closer examination of the package lying next to the syringe, it turned out to be insulin. Sunset, however, was still about to pass out, run away, throw up, or all of the above; Pinkie could’ve, after all, drowned, choked on vomit, slipped and cracked her skull, or otherwise meet an untimely death in any shape or flavour.



“Pinkie?” Sunset shook Pinkie gently.



“Not now Mr.Rumplestiltskin, I'll turn straw to gold later,” Pinkie muttered, opening one eye. “Get out, I’m sleeping.”



“And here I was about to ask you if you weren’t cold.” Sunset stood up. Normally, she’d try to be tactful, but dehydration and hypoglycemia weren’t helping her at all.  “Also, it’s my shower, so if anyone here should get the hell out, it’s you.”



Pinkie looked around. “Hmm, this is not my bedroom.”



“You don’t say,” Sunset muttered. “Find some other place to sleep. I need to take a shower.”



Pinkie slowly got out of Sunset’s shower, groaning and muttering something about the sorry state of her clothes. No wonder – apparently at some point during the last night, they decided to wrap her in toilet paper, perhaps in order to create an impromptu mummy costume. Of course, after sleeping in the shower toilet paper didn’t look as good. Nevertheless, Pinkie finally left the bathroom and Sunset could finally take a shower and regain at least a semblance of dignity.



When she got out of the bathroom, wrapped in towels that somehow survived the party, she found Pinkie sitting on the couch, staring at something in the distance. Sunset glanced at her; Pinkie was pale and motionless and Sunset thought it was the first time she’d seen her friend hungover.



“Do you want some water?” Sunset asked. “Or painkillers?”



“I’ve been wondering...” Pinkie said. “If Halloween’s over, then why is Fluttershy still hanging from the ceiling?”



“Pinkie, you shouldn’t just ask people why they are–” Sunset’s mind skid to a halt with the sound of grinding gears. At the moment, those were rather rusty gears. “Wait, what?”



“She’s hanging over there.” Pinkie pointed towards the corridor. 



Sunset looked, but the corridor was rather brightly lit by the rising sun, making her bloodshot eyes hurt. She could, however, discern some dark shape in there. “Like, is she hanging upside-down like a bat or–”



“Nah, hanging by neck, totally dead.” Pinkie shrugged. “Do you know that if you wear a hangman’s rope around your neck, it cures headaches?”



“What is it, some Amish superstition?” Sunset asked.



Pinkie rolled her eyes. “Now that I think about it, she mentioned something like, ‘I’ve seen everything. Now I can die in peace’ when Rainbow punched you in the face.” 



“What?” Sunset muttered, rubbing her temples. “Why did Rainbow punch me in the face?”



Pinkie shrugged again. “Something about proboscis monkeys. It’s a bit blurry because then Fluttershy brought a rope and I was like, surely you can’t be serious, but she said she was serious and I shouldn’t call her–”



“Pinkie, could you shut up for a moment?” Sunset asked. “My head hurts, my friend committed suicide in my house and when you’re hungover, your voice sounds like scratching a glass pane with the mother of all knives even more than usual. And that’s not good when I’m trying to figure out what to do!”



Pinkie raised her finger. “I don’t know how it looks in your world, but in here we usually call the police.”



“Yeah, but what will happen if magic starts seeping into this world again?” Sunset dropped on the couch with a sigh. “We’ll need someone to help us deal with it!”



“Well, Fluttershy isn’t helping us anytime soon,” Pinkie replied. “Unless magic causes zombies to raise from the graves, then we may see her again. Unfortunately, she may want to eat our brains, but at least Rainbow Dash and Applejack will be safe…”



“My brain isn’t working well either,” Sunset muttered. “But I know we can’t call the police. Not now, at least. There must be a way to bring her back to life…”



Pinkie scratched her head. “Well, we may go and find seven dragon balls…” 



“I’ll go to Equestria and catch Spike,” Sunset said. “That’ll make two.”



“I’m afraid those won’t do.” Pinkie looked around Sunset’s apartment. “But if you really think reviving her would be easier than giving her geode to someone else, we may contact Twilight…”



“Sci-Twi?” Sunset furrowed her eyebrows. “Now that’d end with an Einstein’s monster…”



“Frankenstein,” Pinkie muttered. “Get your knowledge of this world straight. And I meant the other Twilight. You have all that magical mumbo-jumbo, don’t you?”



“Yes, but if Princess Celestia caught us anywhere near books on necromancy, we’d already be freezing on the moon…” Sunset smirked. “Who cares? She can’t reach us here.” 



She grabbed the notebook from the shelf and started writing in it. The sound of the pen was unusually loud, but she kept writing anyway. “Okay,” she said after a few minutes. “Now, while we wait for the reply, we may get some painkillers.”



“And untie Fluttershy,” Pinkie said. “You know, when the body decomposes while still hanging, the head falls off.” She bobbed her head as if it was rolling down the stairs – quite an impressive feat, given her state. “Not to mention that it smells.”



“I wouldn’t know, we don’t hang ponies in Equestria,” Sunset said. “They’re dealt with in a humane way and sent to mercury mines so they can atone for their crimes.”



Before Pinkie could respond to that, the notebook started to vibrate. Sunset opened it and looked at the page. “Twilight is on vacation? Why now? At least Starlight Glimmer is there.”



“Who, that strange girl who sells Che Neighvara t-shirts?” Pinkie asked.



Sunset raised her eyebrows. “Must be her pony counterpart. She says we have to bring Fluttershy’s body to Equestria and she’ll think of something.”



“How?” Pinkie asked.



“How what?” 



“How do we get to the portal?” Pinkie scratched her chin. “We didn't go to school. Even if we say we’re late, it’s gonna be full of people! You can’t just tell them we’re carrying a carpet!” She looked at Sunset. “Or rather you can, but nobody is that dumb… Except maybe Snips and Snails. Once, they-”



“SHUT UP, PINKIE!” Sunset yelled, wincing when her head exploded in pain. “We’ll worry when we’re at school. Now, you have to drive us there.”



“Why me?” Pinkie asked. “I don’t even have a driving licence.”



“And I’m pretty sure my BAC is still off the charts.” Sunset groaned. “Why did I even drink so much?”



“That's what you get for trick-or-treating with jello shots,” Pinkie said. “Anyway, you are the driver here.”



Sunset sighed. “No, I’m not driving Fluttershy’s corpse to school!”








“What am I even doing…” Sunset blinked, trying to focus on the road.



“Driving Fluttershy’s corpse to school.” Pinkie looked back, at the trunk of the car. “Not to mention my mother’s favourite daughter.”



“Who?”



“That’d be me, silly!” Pinkie chuckled. “Though on a second thought, this could be Maud. I am more of a black sheep.”



“I’m pretty sure I’m a black sheep now,” Sunset said. “I mean, my parents probably weren’t happy when they heard I ran to another dimension. Assuming they got what that meant. They never understood me when I talked about any advanced magic.”



“Oh, you should see my parents,” Pinkie replied. “If I started to talk about magic, they’d start to prepare wood for a stake.”



“What stake?” Sunset asked.



Pinkie sighed. “You know, witches, stakes, Spanish Inquisition? Well, no one expects that one anyway…”



“Pinkie what are you–” Sunset looked in the rear mirror. “Oh, shit.”



The siren wailed right next to her. When Sunset stopped at a red light, the police car stopped right next to her. Its door opened. Sunset gulped, wondering what’d happen to her now. Deportation to Equestria probably wasn’t an option, but if she told them the whole story of her life, they could always treat it as a plea of insanity.



“Your hubcap fell off,” the policeman said, giving Sunset the hubcap. 



“Thanks,” Sunset muttered, smiling at him. “We’ll fix it soon.” She threw the hubcap to Pinkie and, as soon as the light changed to green, pushed the accelerator.



“Celestia’s tits, that was close,” she said when the police car disappeared in the distance. 



“Celestia’s tits? Seriously?” Pinkie rolled her eyes. “I must start using this one.”



Sunset shrugged and turned towards the school. The parking lot and the school grounds were empty; apparently the lesson was in progress. Sunset looked around before parking the car as close to the portal as possible.



“Okay, now we have to get her to Equestria…” Sunset opened the trunk and looked at the body wrapped in an old carpet. “At least she isn’t heavy.”



“Vegan diet,” Pinkie said, grabbing Fluttershy’s legs. “It also gave her stomach problems. Like bad gas.”



“My life wasn’t complete without that information.” Sunset grabbed Fluttershy’s arms and they carried her out of the trunk. “Steady, we don’t want her to fall out of that carpet.”



Pinkie nodded. They were close to the monument, when they saw that someone was looking at them. Sunset froze, seeing a student sitting on the stairs, reading some book.



“Oh, hi Lyra,” Pinkie said. “What are you doing here?”



“The theatre group meeting didn’t quite work out,” Lyra replied. “On a semi-related note, Sophisticata got suspended for defacing Shakespeare and assaulting Flash with Laertes’ foil. All that because Flash mistook a foil for a rapier.”



“Sounds fun.” Sunset smiled sheepishly and gestured Pinkie towards the portal.



“What do you have there?” Lyra asked.



“A corpse,” Sunset replied before she could think of some better response. “I mean, umm…”



“A corpse?” Lyra chuckled. “That’s a good one… And you want to throw it into the portal to the land of ponies?”



Sunset nearly dropped Fluttershy’s corpse. “You know about it?” 



“Dude, everyone knows that,” Lyra said. “I tried to get there once because I love ponies. Unfortunately, it was closed or something, so to cheer myself up, I bought that horse-shaped thingy from Naughty Drake, you know…” She opened her purse.



“I think it’s not the time,” Pinkie said. “But come to me later, we can compare and exchange our, umm… experiences.”



Lyra smirked. “I’ll be waiting…” 



“Yeah, sure.” Sunset nodded. Together with Pinkie, they swung Fluttershy’s body and threw it into the portal before following it to Equestria.



“Yay!” Pinkie exclaimed, jumping out of the mirror. “Wonder if we’ll meet the other me!”



“Just not in front of Twilight, she gets ballistic when she sees more than one Pinkie at a time,” somepony said in a muffled voice. 



“Starlight?” Sunset asked. “Where are you?”



“Lying on the floor after getting hit in the face with a dead pegasus,” Starlight replied. 



“Sorry,” Pinkie said.



“No problem.” Starlight lit her horn, revealing a large pentacle drawn on the floor with some reddish substance. At every point of the pentacle there was a pony skull with a candle on the top. Starlight stood in the middle of it, levitating an old, leather-bound tome titled “Necromancy for Foals.”



“Wow,” Sunset muttered. “Did you remember to add some salt to manticore’s blood in order to prevent demons from running away and possessing someone?”



Starlight rolled her eyes. “Please. Do you think I’m a newbie? But unfortunately, full revival would take about a month, given her state.” She poked Fluttershy’s body and levitated it towards the centre of the pentacle. “We don’t have that much time. When Twilight heard that I revived some kid’s dead hamster, she flipped.” Starlight sighed. “Blah, blah, blah, you can’t use necromancy, blah, blah, necromancy-schmancromancy.”



“So…” Sunset, who’d already used her magic to cure her hangover, levitated Pinkie away from one of the skulls. “What are you going to do?”



“Something faster,” Starlight replied. “Luckily, this world’s Fluttershy is still in town. Also, Maud agreed to help.”



“Maud?” Pinkie’s ears perked up. “My sister is here?”



“More like, your sister’s counterpart from this dimension, but that’s not important at the moment,” Starlight replied, cancelling her magic and leaving them in almost complete darkness, dispersed only by the faint light of the candles. “Anyway, I need to start the ritual. Whatever happens, don’t move a muscle.”



Sunset nodded. Starlight walked to the corpse and opened the book. “Chapter Twenty-three: Memory Transfer.” She furrowed her eyebrows and lit up her horn. “Volcam lonshi tox! Volcam drilp! Hoath iaida!” 



The candlelight dimmed. Starlight raised her hooves, her eyes lightning up. “Ia! Shub-Niggurath! The Black Goat of the Woods with a Thousand Young!”



“She got serious,” Pinkie whispered. The castle’s walls trembled at a frequency that shouldn’t be possible.



“Shut up,” Sunset whispered back, moments before a lightning struck in the distance. 



“ZACARE CA OD ZAMRAN, ODO CICLE QAA, ZORGE, LAP ZIRDO NOCO MAD, HOATH IAIDA!” Starlight exclaimed. All the lights lit up, revealing that Fluttershy’s body disappeared from the circle. “Volcam ehnub ror,” Starlight muttered before collapsing on the floor, panting.



“Is everything alright?” Sunset asked. At first she wanted to run to Starlight, but she stopped at the edge of the circle, remembering the tales of necromancers who walked into the circle before the ritual ended and their brains got fried by some loose demon. 



Starlight raised her hoof. “It is. I managed to transfer all her memories to my brain… I think. You have those machines that allow you to access all the knowledge in the world, but you use it to watch cat videos or other humans, umm… copulating?”



Pinkie and Sunset looked at each other. Pinkie grinned. “It’s always the quiet ones, I knew it,” she said. “What’s her favourite one?”



Starlight winced, her face turning green. “I’d rather look into the eyes of the Black Goat of the Woods again.”



“So, now we have you with human Fluttershy’s memories,” Sunset said. “How does that help us?”



They heard knocking on the door. 



“You’ll see,” Starlight said, running to the door. Soon, she came back with Maud and Fluttershy who were dragging a heavy sack.



“Do you have it?” Starlight asked. “Did you knock her out as soon as she emerged?”



“Yes,” Maud replied. “Boulder did.”



“You sure you knocked out the right one?” Starlight looked at Fluttershy.



“We could do the watching paint dry test,” Fluttershy said. “But if I was a clone, I’d be yelling ‘critters! critters!’ all the time.”



“Indeed.” Starlight nodded.



“Pinkie?” Maud asked. “What are you doing here?”



“More like, it’s your sister’s counterpart from another dimension, but that’s not important at the moment.” Starlight rolled her eyes and levitated the sack. “What we have here is Fluttershy’s perfect clone. Maud happens to live next to the mirror pool, which creates a clone of whoever takes a bath in it.”



“That’s awfully convenient,” Pinkie muttered.



“Actually, it was your Equestrian counterpart who used it to create enough clones of herself to give Twilight PTSD, so shut up,” Starlight muttered. 



“PTSD?” Fluttershy asked.



Starlight scratched her head. “Must be human Fluttershy’s memories seeping into my brain. I’m afraid in Equestria we still call it ‘Lack of Moral Fibre’.” She opened the sack, revealing another Fluttershy, lying unconscious on the floor. “Okay, time to get rid of those memories…” She touched the clone Fluttershy’s forehead with her horn. “Back off. Something may explode.”



She lit her horn. The air around her trembled. Nothing exploded, but Sunset’s nostrils were suddenly hit with the smell of ozone. 



“Okay.” Starlight stood up. “I also added a few things about not killing yourself, so we don’t have to do that again.”



“Thanks,” Sunset said. “I guess we all owe you one.”



“I should bring my sisters here next time.” Pinkie smiled at Maud. “You could bring your sisters and we’d have an interdimensional sister-only party.”



“Yeah, sure, maybe later,” Sunset muttered, looking at the clone. She turned to Maud. “You sure you didn’t knock her too hard?”



“Boulder says no,” Maud replied. Sunset sighed.



Suddenly, the clone opened her eyes. “What happened?” she muttered. “My neck hurts… Why are we in Equestria?”



“Long story,” Sunset said. “I’ll tell you next time we drink together. Which is never, because I don’t wanna drink again. And you shouldn’t either. We have to go back home now.”



“What?” Pinkie exclaimed. “Without the party?”



Sunset sighed. “Okay… But make it a little one.”








“And this is why we didn’t go to school,” Sunset said and took a large bite of her pizza. “Did we miss anything interesting?”



“Not much,” Twilight replied. “Although Rainbow Dash and Applejack also didn’t come. Guess that means my hangover cure worked.”



“Twilight, as far as I recall, you drank one beer,” Sunset muttered. “And it was root beer.”



Twilight blushed. “Maybe…”



The door to Twilight’s lab bursted open. “Hello, guys!” Rainbow Dash exclaimed. “You eat pizza? Without me?” She snatched a piece of pizza from the table. 



“What’s up?” Twilight asked.



“Fluttershy’s a bit weird,” Rainbow Dash said. “She sits in Applejack’s barn with, like, ten other people and she keeps telling them that they should free themselves of the limitations society imposes on them, living in accordance with nature, building a village in the mountains, and other new age crap. A few times she mentioned something about cutie marks.” She shrugged. “Do you think it’s Equestrian magic or did she finally get crazy and started a cult?”



Sunset froze, still holding a piece of pizza in her hand.



Rainbow Dash smirked. “No wonder, after she got that rope at the party… Life-changing experience and all that crap.” She looked at Sunset. “You okay? Sorry about punching you, by the way...”



“I think we made a grave mistake…” Sunset whispered.
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Ever since we'd given back the Elements of Harmony to the Tree of Harmony, the Everfree Forest had become an ever more hospitable place.  I would never have thought to walk there on my own before; there were so many monsters!  It was lovely how once a pony, or a forest, got over their anger they became a much nicer pony, or forest.



I sang as I trotted between the trees on an animal path through the underbrush.  It smelled like autumn, which was why I had my woven collecting baskets on.  I looked for mints and mushrooms and mares-tail fern.  Nightmare Night was a couple days away.  I wanted to brew a calming tea for Harry the Bear and to bake mint cookies for our lay-in.  Chocolate mint ones.



Trunks soared above, and while most of the rustling canopy looked green, occasional yellow and red leaves see-sawed lazily down and through rays of dust-speckled sunlight.  I aimed for the piles of leaves and smiled as they crunched.  The dark between the trees didn't look so much ominous these days, as infinitely wise and protective.



I liked the wild places.  Of course I did.  The tweeting of birds, the buzz of insects, the banter of chattering rabbits—it made me feel surrounded by friends.  The wild was rarely neat, though.  I slowed, approaching scattered sticks, broken branches, and lichen encrusted logs.  It looked like somepony had kicked apart a beaver dam, but I didn't smell or hear a stream nearby.



I smiled.  I was in no hurry to return.  I'd left Angel Bunny watching the other animals at the cottage.  He'd take care of anything.  



"Probably," I said, as I fluttered around, clearing the path for the next pony or deer that followed me.  It took just a few minutes to make a nice neat pyramidal stack of broken branches, sticks, and random-length logs.  I remembered that Princess Celestia had decreed nopony would collect fallen wood from the Everfree anymore, so I'd made it look artistic in case it would lay there until industrious little termites reduced it to dust.



I shrugged back under my basket saddlebags, proud of myself, when I heard the clatter of wood rolling down.  I sighed.  I wasn't an engineer like Applejack, but when I turned to look at my work, I realized that proper engineering wasn't my problem.



"Oh dear."



I'd piled the wood amongst the shaded underbrush.  You couldn't miss the yellowish-green aura that fizzed around the pile as logs and sticks levitated every which way into the air.  The assemblage built itself between me and my path back to the cottage.  I stood frozen not so much because of fear, but because a new breathy sound joined those of the forest. 



"Po...nies..."



It didn't take but half a minute for the small timber wolf to finish reassembling itself.  I did step back slowly, shivering slightly.  That distinctive compost-and-halitosis scent that I remembered from my last encounter with the creatures drifted on the breeze.  Oddly, the birds and crickets continued their songs as if I'd only encountered a deer instead.



"Ponies.  Always ponies," the timber wolf said.



"I-I didn't know timber wolves could talk."



A couple sticks with leaves floating above the dog face swiveled in my direction like ears.  Green glowing fog coalesced suddenly into eyes in a snouted face as the creature turned its gaze on me.  I eeped and I fluttered back a pony-length.



She said (her voice was definitely that of a mare, or rather a... that of a word I knew applied to female dogs), "There are a lot of things ponies—" she made the word sound like a curse "—don't know about the daughters of Forest Green."  



She blinked at me, then shook herself like a dog, and stared.



She was fascinated.  Like I was.  Like when I'd first met Spike, who was smaller than a regular dragon and didn't look scary.  This timber wolf, a bit smaller than Harry, didn't look that scary.



It occurred to me that the timber wolf had just realized it had spoken to a pony and for the first time the pony had understood.  



Shock.



It felt shock.



I said, "I can speak to woodland creatures.  My name is Fluttershy.  What's yours?"



The timber wolf's brain had stopped working for a minute, but eventually she pointed to her nose.  A log with a single oval leaf.  She said, "Laurel.  Ponies have names?"



"We do—"



Laurel crouched suddenly and started growling.  



I fluttered back reflexively, then reminded myself I could fly upward away from any lunge.  I was a strong flier now.  And, in any case, Laurel's change didn't so much frighten me as anger me.  As I could with my animal friends, I sensed her feelings.  Confusion swirled together with fear.



I said, "Well, I'm sorry if you feel that way.  Maybe I won't pile up scattered logs next time I encounter them."



"You put me back together?"



"I guess I did.  Some thank you!"



The timber wolf sat.  "Why would you do that?  Something big struck me, broke me apart.  Then I saw you."



"Do I look big enough to do that?"



"No.  And Forest Green would say give thanks where it is due."



I smiled.  "A wise wolf, then.  You are very welcome."



"I don't know how long I lay there.  Ponies are dangerous, wily.  Everywolf says to avoid you.  I'm not supposed to be this close to the Edge..."  The green miasma contained in its wolf-log body swirled rapidly as if it were breathing faster.   



It clicked in my head:  She was a young timber wolf, a foal—or rather a pup. 



"You monsters collect our bones and burn them!"



"We do not."  Remembering Princess Celestia's edict, I added silently, Not anymore.



"I have seen plenty of nurseries."  A sphere of green pulsing energy seemed to look me in the eye.  "Plenty of scattered deadwood in each one.  The alphas say ponies always steal from the wood in the nurseries, but I saw none of that.  But then, here you are, a pony, in the forest, moving wood around."



"I piled your... your b-bones up.  I wasn't taking them."  I looked away.  "Ponies are learning to be more friendly."



"I want to believe that, but here I am talking with a monster.  The kindly wolf-witches of the Auroral Forests condensed us from the spirit of the forest, and, in their honor, we protect those forests.  Then ponies came from the Foam Sea and razed them to plant their fields and orchards, then to dig out the minerals underneath and to use the forest's bones to build their cities.  Forests ran from the Blue Sea to the Foam Sea and up to the Crystal mountains.  Since the evil pony queen defeated Princess Forest Green and took her away, we've lived where we could, but ponies covet empty land, not forest.  Friendly ponies that would understand us and recognize our need would be a dream fulfilled.  I'd have a hard time convincing the alphas, though."



"I am so sorry to hear that, but now I know you have elders and history.  It must all be a big misunderstanding.  Ponies are becoming friends with creatures all over the world.  Perhaps we could become friends, too, and be less monstrous?"



"I am—  This is all very confusing.  I can't just believe what you say even if I wanted to."



The expanse of the forest that loomed around us amplified her sadness, and it radiated into me, causing me to feel cold.  The crackle of autumn leaves at my hooves seemed instead of a cheery harbinger of the season, a disconsolate reminder of the terrible history Laurel implied.  I looked at Laurel.  She was bigger than Big Mac and smaller than Princess Celestia.  



And then I got an idea.
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The sign read,



	Sorry.  No commissions until after Nightmare Night.



I knocked anyway.  



Rarity opened the door on the Carousel Boutique about a minute later, her pumpkin-orange pince nez on her nose, a pin cushion stuck with a dozen flag pins floating beside her neck.  "I'm sorry," she started, then said, "Oh, Fluttershy, dear.  Do come in.  I could use a helping hoof."



I ducked my head and followed her, determined not to let her distract me from my mission.   It took only an hour of draping cloth over ponyquins, helping cut patterns, and tack stitching a ball gown that I finally got to say, "I need some help designing a Nightmare Night costume."



She had red-, blue-, and green-headed pins in her lips, and a operated the pedal of her sewing machine with an almost musical staccato rhythm as she sewed a complex variation of a cross-stitch.  



I didn't think she heard me at first, then she spat the needles and flicked up the tension switch.  Opalescence merrowled, dodging the projectiles under a red fainting couch.  Blue eyes regarded me, practically sparkling.



"Darling?  You're joining our yearly get-together?"



"I wasn't planning to."



"But—"



"I met a new friend, but she's a little bit shy—"



"Why doesn't that surprise me?"



I covered my mouth to stifle a giggle.  "Not quite like me.  She's rather, um, tall.  Store-bought costumes wouldn't fit her."



"How tall is 'um-tall?'"



Almost Princess Celestia's height, but as wide as Harry the Bear."



"My, my.  What kind of costume did you have in mind?



"A timber wolf costume.  Something concealing, to cover her muzzle to tail.  I have her measurements and a basic sketch."  I passed her a penciled paper with my wing.  "I'll sew it.  I just need a pattern."



"Nonsense.  For you, I can fit it in.  Can she—?"



"Laurel."



"Can Laurel come in for a fitting?"



"No."  I passed a hoof over the other while averting my gaze.  "I can do any last minute adjustments.  Thank you so much!"
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Regardless of how I tried to explain it to the mallard duck commune, Fairly Ferret, and the mouse tribe who had been staying over at my cottage, they vacated when Laurel showed up.  Laurel assured me that she could smell ponies and would make sure nopony would see her.  Despite her similarity to Harry in size, she had to disarticulate her shoulder to fit through the door, not that many of the pieces actually touched.  I imagined the smile on Twilight's face as she would spend an entire day trying to figure out the magic that levitated Laurel's "bones."



I quickly opened all the window shutters.  "I'm sorry," I told her.



She examined beams in the walls and how the lathe fit together.  She nodded and said, "No, I like fresh air."



Angel Bunny made a rude noise and tapped a back foot, from behind me.



She pointed a paw of sticks at the ceiling.  "How does the rain get in to clean your lair?"



"It doesn't."



"No wonder it smells so strongly of pony.  What's that?"  She pointed at the table, then looked at the turned, varnished legs and pushed around a chair with a wicker seat.



I explained it was a place to have dinner, or for a tea party.  Then I had to explain the meaning of the word eat.



"We don't 'eat.'  If you have to grow things to take them apart to eat, every single day forever, some of the weird things you ponies do, like farming, starts to make sense."



"But you have teeth."  I grinned to show her mine.



"These?"  She tapped the pegs in her mouth.  "To pick things up.  To defend myself."  She leaned down and looked at my midsection.  "If I understand this right, if I were to eat something, it would just fall out of my chest.  But I guess you are a bit more solid and could hold this food thing.  Now that you mention it, I've seen forest creatures eating, but I didn't know it was significant of anything other than being randomly destructive.  So interesting.  Not sure what to make of all the deadwood hanging around inside a living tree like yours, though."



"Not all dead wood is timber wolf bones?"



"No.  Only the right green timber felled by wind or lightning can be gathered in a nursery."



"What's in my house came from tree grown for the purpose."



"And none of it rotting.  All of it shaped regularly and preserved as if in ice.  The brown colors are warming, but it does feel somewhat spooky to look at it, unmoving, static, yet beautiful."



"Would you rather we worked in my backyard?"



"No.  I want to learn everything I can about you creatures, and nowolf has seen any of this."



"Will they smell pony on you?"



She sat at the end of the table, moving a chair aside, studying the china tea cup and saucer there.  "They will, but I will deal with that when I must.  This must work like the crook of a tree to capture water.  Am I right?"



Nightmare Night was this evening, and though Laurel had arrived at noon, it took hours before our mutual excitement ebbed and we got to work fitting the costume.  It was after sundown by the time I started laying out the fabric on Laurel's back.  Fortunately, everypony knew it wasn't worth asking for candy at Fluttershy's Cottage.  I did have a tendency to shout from behind my door saying that scary ponies weren't welcome.  



I was left to concentrate.



I'm not going to say I like Nightmare Night.  The whole concept seems rather the opposite of friendly, but thanks to my friends and their challenge last year, I can now understand how dressing up and pretending to be some creature could be fun.  



As a vampire bat pony, I'd become momentarily strong and in control.  I could make others react just by acting myself.  I had seen with my own eyes that others found it fun when I'd scared them, but despite protests to the contrary, I know they didn't like it when I scared them and they thought they faced a real danger.  Twilight had spoken a few days later that she was glad she hadn't tried to protect herself with magic in the underground horror house I had concocted, when Harry the Bear rushed them.  That could have turned out really bad.



I just didn't like seeing somepony scared, especially if I scared them.  It felt...



Unkind.



But it represented an opportunity, and I explained all this to Laurel as I adjusted a few seams and encased the timber wolf's bones in a skin of fabric.  Rarity had outdone herself.  Because of the difference in proportions between a pony and a wolf, the stomach area sagged and the tail and neck were too tight, and I had to improvise the straps that would have held the wolf paws to a large pony's hooves.  But the concept was more of a pony skeleton cloak with wood bones then a perfect timber wolf costume, but that made it better.  Who would think a real timber wolf lurked inside an absurd timber wolf costume?



Rarity had peppered me with questions about my friend.  I think it made her happy when I let her put a pouch for a long unicorn horn; she became convinced my friend was Princess Celestia no matter how many times I said no.  With a stick in the pouch—which Laurel had no trouble propping on her head—I could see how it could appear that the costume did conceal an alicorn.



I chuckled, imagining Princess Celestia's smile if she ever learned the truth.  Assuming my idea worked out.



I looked at the result. Laurel's glowing orb eyes were visible through the thin mesh eye holes.  I smiled, then let it fade as I blinked at what I had done to her.  I had a twinge of claustrophobia.  "Does it feel alright to you?"



"I don't feel the fabric at all."



"I mean, you've never worn clothing.  Is it restrictive?"



Laurel moved her arms and legs.  Her up-curved tail fought with the down-curved fabric sewn for a pony, "but I can deal with that," she said.



When I donned my flutterbat costume and shut the lights in the cottage, it was half-way to midnight.  It was then that I noticed the green glow that faintly lit the outside of the costume.



Of course she didn't feel the costume.  She didn't feel it any more than I felt my own skin!
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We had just walked past Sugar Cube Corner when our first group of colts and fillies came laughing up to us: a scare crow, a Princess Luna, a Tow-mas the Tank Engine, and a colt-clown.  His parents had used every color of grease paint on him that existed in the rainbow, so it took the red nose to help me realize he was a clown and not a rainbow.



"I vant to dwink your juice!" I said, fluttering my bat wings and grinning so my paraffin fangs displayed.



They looked up at Laurel who seemed unable to figure out what to make of the foals, tilting her head.  I nodded at her.



She lifted her head an howled.



The foals screamed, "Ahhhh!"  One fell over in surprise.



Every pony in earshot, costumed or not, froze and stared.  The fur on my spine rose.  Of course the howl was authentic.  But nopony spooked or ran.  And after a moment, with many ponies looking toward the faux horn (that frankly wasn't exactly straight) and the green glow surrounding Laurel, the audience began to clap their hooves or stomp applause.  The foals began giggling and laughing, then streaked off toward their next destination.  I heard, "Nightmare Night!  What a fright...!"



Nopony approached, though.  I smiled.  The horn was a great idea, as was the fragrant garlic garlands I'd strung around her neck to confuse her scent.  I imagined I would have no end of ponies asking me tomorrow if Princess Celestia enjoyed her outing.



"Is all this normal?" Laurel asked quietly.  



I was having trouble getting across the concept of pretend.  "Just this one day a year."



"Acting like you think a creature that you fear would seems a bit deranged."



I chuckled.  "I kind of agree.  I usually stay home, and it used to feel too real to me.  But it is a way ponies have fun together and make friends in the community.  We cooperate."



"And give candy?  Is 'candy' a better food because it is given?"



"Foals whose parents limit how much of it they can eat might surely think so."



"I don't understand taste, so I guess I can't see how one food would be more desirable than another."



"And I can't understand how projecting your spirit out from your body is how you see, rather than with light."  Apparently, I hadn't even needed the mesh eye-holes in the costume, but the weird green light shining out from them did add to the costume's verisimilitude.



"Much to learn for the both of us.  All you ponies seem socially at the same level.  Are there alpha wolves?  Omegas?  Other than the little ponies following the big ponies, I don't see any structure."



"There's structure.  Everypony is convinced you are a princess in disguise."



"Right.  I knew you had princesses."



"Some friends are more pushy than others.  And we have a mayor, and..."  



I looked up and saw a little black storm cloud scudding much too low in the sky.  I saw a bit of sky blue and a flash of rainbow hair.  I fixed my stare upward, but the cloud inched forward, daring me.



I fluttered up to meet it.  "I wouldn't do it, Dashie."



"Aw, Fluttershy.  You're no fun."  She scooted the cloud to my right.



I blocked her again.  "Do you really want to shock—"



"—the princess?  Now that you put it that way..."  Big grin.  "Yes."



I blocked her again.



"No.  I guess if you're going to be a pain about it.  See ya!"



"Better not!"  I shouted at her retreating cloud.



Rainbow Dash waved with the back of her hoof.  I noted she wore the Shadowbolts costume I had helped her make a few years back as I floated down, watching her circle around Town Hall, then swoop out of sight.



Laurel said, "So you are one of the alpha ponies?"



"No, not at all.  But I always protect my friends."



"Am I your friend?"



"Yes."  I thought of Discord and smiled.  "I like interesting friends, I guess.  And you are very interesting."



"I like you, too.  Seeing you dressed as a monster makes you seem oddly less monstrous.  I never thought I could have an creature other than a timber wolf as a friend, let alone a pony, but it doesn't feel so strange, suddenly."



"Baby steps, or puppy steps for you."



"Puppy steps?  Ah, just leaving the nursery ground.  I see."  When the timber wolf chuckled, it sounded like a musician playing random keys on a marimba.  "I was wondering, could I try asking for 'candy' like the pony 'pups'?"



"Foals."



"Foals," she pronounced, though really she made no sound and only I heard her.



I looked at Sugar Cube corner and smiled.  I got her a basket.  She walked over to the entrance of the store.  Tapped on the door with a paw, and sat.  When the door opened, she lowered the basket before the Cakes.  I supplied the "Nightmare Night!  What a Fright!" part because other than howling, Laurel could speak only to me.  The Mrs. Cake made a big fuss as if she were facing a precious little foal, not a Princess Celestia in disguise—or a timber wolf in disguise.  Other ponies gathered around, but not too close because the garlic could only mask so much "authentic costume odor," and they cheered like if it were a foal's first Nightmare Night performance.



As it essentially was.



Laurel got a haul commensurate with her size of chocolate bars, peppermint sticks, wrapped caramel apples, and an assortment of the Cake's special-edition Nightmare toffee.



She spent the next hour giving most of it away, imitating the Cakes and getting foals to pronounce for her the "secret words."  She couldn't speak, and I translated everything for her, but she was picking up phrases and pointing out words she had learned.



I began to think my plan to teach timber wolves that they could possibly coexist with ponies might actually work.
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Past midnight, the foals had all gone to bed for the night.  The fillies and colts attended late night parties.  We watched from the orchard while ponies had fun at the Apple Family Haunted Corn Maze.  Applejack had dealt with timber wolves too many times to risk her noticing Laurel wasn't just pretending to be one.



The last place I took Laurel was the statue of Nightmare Moon that some unknown pony had built outside of Ponyville after the events of the 1000th Sun Celebration.  Zecora with the help of Mayor Mare had turned it into an instant tradition that first Nightmare Night following it, bringing in scores of tourists each year just for the town's celebrations.  Having actually had the real Mare in the Moon visit gave our town a certain je ne sais quoi.  The wind had picked up and turned cool.  It blew into our faces as we approached.



I said, "And this is what we do with the last bit of our candy."



In the moonlight, Nightmare Moon, obviously horn-carved from granite by a pony who had seen the real item, reared mutely, pedaling her spike shod hooves at the sky.  The stone had been filed so the fur looked plush, the flared alicorn wings looked feathered, and polished so the black armor gleamed with reflected blue light.  



Laurel had to look up.



"That's actually pretty scary.  If you had asked me what a pony looked like before I met you, what I would have described would have looked a bit like that.  If somepony could kick me apart never to reassemble, I'd think that monster might just be able to."



"She was very real," I said, looking up into the stone eyes.  I shivered and looked quickly back at Laurel.



I could almost believe the glow in any timber wolf's eyes would be kinder.  I'd seen Nightmare Moon rage on the elevated stage in Town Hall, and later in the Castle of the Royal Pony Sisters.



"Nopony is perfect," I continued.  "Not everypony is nice.  When Princess Luna felt unloved by the ponies who adored her sister's day—"  I digressed to explain the two princesses' magic talents.  "She became angry and disconsolate and tried to remake the world by force into one that who hoped would love her.  The ruined castle in the middle of the Everfree forest was destroyed in their epic battle."



The timber wolf made a half-howling awed sound.  "I've seen those ruins."



"But Princess Luna was wrong.  Me and my friends helped her break out of an evil that she let take her over.  My friend Twilight Sparkle, especially, taught her how to be friends even with ponies that don't understand you or find what you do simply uninteresting.  Princess Luna now understands how she had let her focus on bad things in her life make her miserable.  She's now a very serious pony who keeps her sister—who sometimes likes pranks and can get too sentimental—on track, in ensuring Equestria's safety."



"So your rulers are princesses?  Not queens?"



"If you mean, benevolent, yes, they're benevolent princesses."



"Queens are always bad," Laurel insisted.  I remembered she thought a pony queen had defeated her Princess Forest Green.



"So...  just add your left over candy to the pile here."



Laurel eyed the statue's face.  "Does she come alive and eat it?"



"Oh, Celestia, no!  It's a ritual to give some of what you got back to show you are thankful to have received."



"Well, I'm thankful to have received so much from you, Fluttershy."



I blushed.



The wolf tilted her head, having seen my cheeks redden.  She asked, "What just happened?"



I looked down and pushed some of the lollypops off the top of the pile with a hoof.  "Ponies do that when embarrassed.  It means you are too kind, by which I mean you aren't really too kind, but that I have to work to allow myself to accept what I've earned unexpectedly.  Oh, dandelion fuzz, I'm not sure if that explains it.  But what you said was very nice."



Laurel dumped some toffee and the remaining chocolate bars on the heap.  "So your skin changes color and shape, and you make mouth noises to communicate.  Nowolf knew this."



"Well, then tonight was worth it."



I heard the sound of flapping wings and the drop of hooves on the path behind us.  A pony in an low angry voice said, "Princess Luna, stay behind me!"



I turned as did Laurel behind me.  In a pool of moonlight, not ten pony-lengths beyond me stood pale yellow pegasus.  She wore no costume, but had instead applied hair dye.  Since I knew of the immigrant from Trottingham, I saw that she had dyed her black mane and tail to turn herself into a harlequin.  Half her mane was blonde, and she'd combed it over her eyes.  Streaks of blonde lined the tail thrashing behind her.  Opposite legs were black and a black rectangle went from the midsection of her barrel across her saddle area.  I could see the rainbow hearts of her cutie mark.  Clearly upset, I saw she wore brass horseshoes that flashed as she reared for a moment.



"What are you?" she demanded.



Though I could not see her eyes, I could read her intensity.  She was not pretending.  When Laurel did not answer—and she couldn't if she had wanted to, and was too stunned to realize she was under attack by a pony to do so anyway—the menacing  harlequin stalked closer.



Behind, a tall figure separated from the gloom of the trees that lined the path to the statue.  The first thing I realized was it was a two-legged creature.  And it was tall.  Beside the statue on the pedestal, it would have been barely shorter.  But that didn't hide the stilts the pony in the costume used to continue to rear and be able to walk.



It was the ghost of Hearthswarming Eve future from that famous book.  Like Laurel's costume, it had been designed to hide the owners occupant.  When she brushed back the overhanging hood to reveal her black crown and long spiral horn, it became obvious why her height and that of the statue were so similar.



Laurel growled.  "The Mare in the Moon!"



"No, she isn't," I said.



Princess Luna looked at the two of us, first at Laurel, then me, then Laurel.  She said, "Indeed.  You are no pony.  What are you?"



Of course, the only pony in Ponyville that Laurel's costume would not fool into thinking it housed Princess Celestia was Princess Luna who would certainly know better.



Spurred by the princess' question and Laurel's growl, the black and blonde harlequin mare lunged.



"Stay!" I shouted at Laurel, stifling a reciprocal response into little more of a jerk.  I launched myself in the mare's flight path toward Laurel's head.  Since the pegasus was spinning midair to deliver a buck on contact, I did the same.



The bang as our hooves met reverberated off the surrounding trunks.  The shock almost knocked me from the air, and I felt the kick in every joint.  My teeth even knocked together.  But I beat the air with my wings and kept aloft.  I had to.



As we whirled to face one another, I screamed, "Nopony hurts my friends!  Nopony!"



Our wings beat at one another (woof, woof, woof), pinions hitting pinions, as we hovered upright in place not a pony-length from Laurel.   I could see her clenched pearly teeth.  Our fore-hooves all but touched, and her brass ones looked way harder than my wooden ones.  



And yes, I could smell Laurel very well.  The wind blew from our backs.  Garlic could not mask this.  



"Laurel is a timber wolf and she is my friend."



Princess Luna's voice crackled with authority as she said, "Stand down, my knight."



The harlequin mare shot the princess a glance of pure anger.  I could tell this because the motion was so clipped, so sudden, her overhanging bangs didn't follow her head's motion and I glimpsed a flash of deep blue.  She faced me, beating the air for a count of three flaps and backed off.



As she landed, she said in a low, deadly serious voice, "I would protect Luna with my life."



That didn't sound professional, like something a royal guard would say, but I did not doubt she meant it.  When her glance showed that Princess Luna had discarded her costume with her magic and approached, she backed slowly.  A fast swipe with her hoof pushed her bangs aside, revealing those azure blue eyes.  Interestingly, they stayed unblinkingly on mine as if I really were a worse threat to the princess than a timber wolf would have been.



I didn't like staring into other pony's eyes anyway.  I bowed.  "Princess Luna."



"Fluttershy," Luna said in return.  "Please, don't."



Beside me, Laurel had mirrored my bow.  And held it as I held it, until, after a count of five, I stood and she did, too.



Laurel said, "So this is a pony princess.  No mistaking an alpha pony.  The both of them."



Luna stood shoulder to shoulder with the harlequin who would protect her.  She looked down at her companion as her companion kept watch on me.  Luna sighed.  She nudged the mare hard enough that she tumbled over.  



"Whoa!" the harlequin cried, obviously immediately wanting to right herself, but Luna continued.



"There is a point where one can be too earnest."



"Are you sure?"



"If Fluttershy says Laurel is a friend, Laurel is a friend."



The mare stood again, shoulder to shoulder with the princess.



Luna said, "You must forgive my friend.  Her special talent is protecting ponies."



"I don't think so—"



Luna rolled her eyes, somehow making it look stately.  "This little pony almost managed to throw Lord Tirek off of Canterlot Mountain when he came to steal alicorn magic.  She's pretty talented."



When Laurel nudged me with a paw, I said, "I have to translate."



Laurel bowed again, this time toward Luna's companion.  "Any pony who would battle the Killer of Forests is a friend of the Daughters of Forest Green.  Did ponies ultimate defeat the demon that attacked our forests?"



I answered.  "It was my friends and I, with the help of the Tree of Harmony who stopped Lord Tirek and sent him away to where he will never hurt Equestria, or the Everfree Forest ever again."



"I have much to tell our pack."



Luna said, "Laurel, please reveal yourself."



I helped Laura out of her costume.  By now, the commotion and noise we'd made had attracted a small but growing audience of ponies.  Some pony said, "That's an impressive costume," as the last bit of fabric fell aside and Laurel stretched her previously cramped tail.  I wasn't entirely sure if that was a joke.



"Laurel, as a Daughter of Princess Forest Green, is it true that you wish to become a friend of the ponies of Equestria?"



As I translated, Laurel looked from Princess Luna to her companion, to the gathering ponies, to me.  She said, "All I can say is that I want to become a friend of Fluttershy.  I have learned much this night.  As I told this pony, if we could become friends and understand one another,  it would be a dream come true."



"Indeed it would be.  My sister told me this day would come.  Please return to your forest unimpeded and return, if you may, with news or questions."



"I shall."



"Fluttershy?"



"Yes?"



"It seems unremarkable to thank a pony for being who they are by nature, but I must anyway.  Thank you."



I answered, "You are very welcome."



As I walked with Laurel past the statue, because my cottage and the Everfree forest had been behind us, I glanced back.  I saw Luna's companion look up at Luna, who watched us retreat, and suddenly grin with what I could only describe as pride.  Without warning, she nudged Luna, staggering her.  Luna flared her wings and nudged back, but the mare braced herself and then nudged back once more. Both ponies started laughing.



So Luna had a friend.



I looked at Laura who imitated a pony smile with her pegged-tooth mouth, looking down at me.  I could almost say her eyes smiled.  Of course I could feel the smile without her saying a word.



I, too, had a friend. 
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