
      The Game of Thrones and Ponies


      

      
      
         Twilight sat comfortably on her throne, levitating a goblet of dark wine just within her reach. She glanced beneath her at the map of Equestria, lavender flags dotting almost all regions of interest.  



She sipped the wine and declared, “Just as I planned. My opponents lie vanquished and my forces control every corner of Equestria." 



But she was not alone. Opposite of her stood Rainbow Dash, her wing outstretched in defiance. She raised her hoof and yelled "I won't let you win." 



Twilight gently raised her hoof to cover her mouth and smugly laughed. "You won't let me? Oh, dear Dash, you were invaluable pawn in my grand scheme. You made my victory possible to begin with.” 



“What?” Rainbow Dash back-paddled without thinking. “No, you are just trying to mess with my head! Your mind games won’t work on me!”



Twilight closed her eyes and sniffed the rich aroma of her bitter drink. “It was far too easy to ignite rivalry between you and Applejack. A simple observation here, a snide remark there. And when fighting started neither was willing to stop, that is until you won.” 



“Did you enjoy it, Rainbow?” Twilight asked. “Did you enjoy beating your rival?”



For a moment Rainbow Dash averted her glare. It did feel good at the time to prove her awesomness. But the feeling faded quickly, being replaced by the bitterness of the current situation. 



Satisfied with reaction, Twilight continued with gloating.“And we can’t  forget our darling Rarity. So trusting, so naive. She earnestly believed that our discreet alliance would protect her from you, seeing you as the bigger threat. A mistake on her part, one she won’t be repeating any time soon. All of you danced like puppets on my strings." 



Twilight continued to gloat, "The hard part was getting rid of Pinkie. She was a wild card, so naturally she had to go first. I was almost stopped but in the end I prevailed before any of you were any wiser. 



“And then there was Fluttershy..." 



Rainbow roared, “Don’t you dare!”



Twilight casually waved her hoof. “Please, I didn’t need to do anything. She wasn’t even a player.”



Enraged, Dash flapped her wings. "That's it! You are going down right now!"



"You forget Rainbow, it is still my turn. It is my attack that will decide your fate. So say your prayers and roll your dice. It is your last stand."



 Rainbow grabbed her dice with her wings. She blew on them and tossed them as hard as she could. Her heat pumping faster and faster as dice slowly lost momentum. And then they stopped. "Hah! Two fives! Beat that!"



 Twilight casually rolled her dice and she received two sixes. "I win." 



Rainbow Dash flipped the friendship table and stomped out. Right before she left through the door she faced Twilight and said, "Risk is a dumb game anyway."



In sweet silence, Twilight sipped her wine. "And at the end, I remain alone and victorious. For I am the princess of games."
      

      
   
      What Dreams Are Made Of


      

      
      
         "Tell me what her dreams are made of?"



Cadance asks me this one afternoon, whilst we are alone with Flurry Heart in the Crystal Castle's nursery. She strokes her daughter's mane tenderly, her face drawn from one lost night after another. Yet fatigue dulls not her smile. It shines – she shines – with the youthful exuberance of a young mother, in love with her young family.



I've seen that look on the face of every young mother who's called on me with that question. If I make that sound like a common occurrence, it's because I mean to; it happens with surprising regularity. Young mothers will visit the castle, seeking me out, or spot me on those rare occasions where I venture into Canterlot proper alone. Clutching their babes to their barrels, they pluck courage enough to approach me where their husbands or lovers will not, and ask me what dreams fill their colts' and fillies' slumber.



They all want the same answer. They expect the same answer. The truth is, I couldn't tell them what their baby, specifically, dreams of, because I've learned not to investigate the dreams of babies. They dream of shapes, and of colors, and of sounds. Their minds are blank canvases, unspoiled by the material world; they lack context for anything more complex than what their senses immediately perceive. Babies are uncomplicated. Their dreams are no less so; they've no need for me



Mothers don't want to hear that. Every mother want to hear the same thing: that their baby dreams of their mother's smile. So, I tell them that they want to hear, and they leave, satisfied by my lie.



My sister's niece is no different. Despite my misgivings upon first meeting her, I've grown fond of this earnest young alicorn, yet between you and I... she, too, is uncomplicated. Predictable. By no means is this a criticism; I don't imply that she has the wit of an infant. Merely, she is Love, as I am the Night, and I understand her better than she could hope to understand me.



So, when she asks me to tell her what her daughter's dreams are made of, I know what she expects of me. It is no different from any of the other innumerable times I've been asked this tired question.



Except, in this instance, my canned response is not a lie.



Once, on the occasion of her birth, I slipped inside of Flurry's dreams. It was equal parts boredom and curiosity – a whim I chose to act upon. I wanted to know what the first natural-born alicorn since time immemorial must dream of. I don't recall what I expected; only that I hoped to see something more than the same shapes, and colors, and sounds that fill all infants' dreams.



And I did. And I've not been able to chase the memory from my mind since.



Flurry Heart dreams of the end. Of icy winds, and sandswept ruins, an expanse of ash and salt and sand stretching into the horizon, where a six-pointed star and a blazing sun shriveled in the cold, blue light of a sickly crescent moon. 



One tower, cut from crystal, caught the dying light and drew my eye. Flurry Heart, in marehood's bloom, sat upon its balcony. A pony curled at Flurry's hooves: a sallow bag of brittle pink skin, stretched taut across sharp bones and clad in oversized, rusted regalia. It wore a rictus – an eternal grin of rotten teeth.



Flurry's face was expressionless as she stroked what remained of her mother's mane, gazing across the picked-over carcass of Equestria.



"Auntie Luna?" Cadance prompts me, no less sweetly.



I tell my sister's niece what she wants to hear. 



"Why, her mother's smile, of course."



Cadance grins. Her teeth are pearly white.



My own smile is thin and brittle, like dry skin over dry bones. I'm careful not to let it reach my eyes. A shiver catches me, then, and I fluff my wings for warmth.



I look away from Cadance, toward her offspring. This slumbering miracle who knows not her own importance, who burbles into the saliva-soaked fabric of a cloth snail whilst filling a canvas with dreams of the end. I wonder at her.



I wonder whence that vision came. I wonder if she knows I wonder what else she sees, what else is sealed away within her mind.



I wonder if I'll ever have the courage to look again.
      

      
   
      Escape


      

      
      
         The air in Tartarus stank, as always, of roses.



It was different for everypony who visited. The ancient sages had held that one could divine a pony’s true nature by how Tartarus reflected them, that its innumerable horrors were not some cosmic zoo but simply a pony’s own mind, turned inside out. It was a depthless ocean for ponies who had committed murder at sea; a field of razor-edged grain for lords who glutted themselves while their vassals starved.



Celestia no longer believed such things. She just liked roses, and Tartarus knew that, and so it twisted her favor into something detestable. The stench of them sat heavy on the back of her tongue, gagging her. It was the same every time, and it would be years before she could wear rosewater perfume.



But years were something she had in plenty. In time, she would defeat Tartarus. She would love roses again.



Tartarus was a featureless moonscape this time. Endless fields of dull regolith stretched out beyond sight. A starless night sky met it at the razor-sharp horizon. One prison, imitating another. Some day, she imagined, when Luna’s banishment no longer troubled her, Tartarus would have to find something else to be.



All directions were the same here. She spun in a circle three times and began to walk.








Ghosts attended her path.



They were silent partners, as befitted them. They seemed more curious than anything; the dead, wondering who this intruder might be. Celestia knew better than to engage with them – they were, after all, only figments of her own mind. Guilty threads plucked out of the tangled mass by Tartarus and spun into mocking imitations of those she loved and those she had failed. A few whispered her name before evaporating.



There was Evening Star, the student she had cast out for necromancy and died a year later, victim of her own experiments. There was loyal Masterstroke, the general who led the doomed expedition to tame the wild gryphon tribes. He walked alongside Viridian, the first changeling Celestia had ever loved. They vanished when she looked too closely, dispersing into a cloud of moondust that drifted into the past.








Celestia knew she had reached her destination when she could advance no further.



Mountains had grown around her. The vast plain constricted, becoming a valley, then a canyon, then finally this: a narrow trail between high rock walls that ended in a little pit not much larger than the bed of a wagon. If she bothered to measure it, she guessed it would be the exact dimensions of the dungeon cells beneath her castle, so mercifully unused in these civilized times.



She tried to move forward. Something prevented her.



“Mine,” a weak, rasping voice whispered. “Mine, not yours.”



“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to trespass. May I enter?”



“Of course not.” His form came into view. A centar, frail and diminished, huddled atop a basalt slab. All around him the pit flowed with fire. Flames licked at the bare rock, questing for him. “All the world is yours, Celestia, but this is mine.”



She studied the pit. It didn’t take long. “How proud you must be.”



“You mock me, but this is no little thing. All throughout Creation mighty Celestia may go as she pleases, but not here. I forbid it.”



“And what if I offered you more?”



Silence. Tirek studied her for what felt like hours. “More?”



“Freedom. Parole from this prison.”



He snorted. “In return for supplication, I presume?”



“No. Just your word that you will not harm anypony. Live as you please, but make slaves of no thinking beings. That is all I ask.”



“A type of slavery for myself, then.” He reached out a bone-thin arm. The flames caressed it, blackening it. “No. I will stay here and grow. Tartarus purifies those who who embrace it. In this purgatory I will find the strength to challenge you again. And here, I am the master. You must come to me to beg for an audience. And I say to you, no. Begone.”



Celestia took a long, slow breath. It stank of roses and fire. When it was clear Tirek had nothing more to say, she she turned and left.



In the pit, unseen, Tirek reclined on the rock slab. He sank again into the flames, bathing in the fires that refined him.
      

      
   
      King of Shadows


      

      
      
         The ponies of the Crystal Council knew the prince wasn't paying attention to the meeting.  He had been distant since the hour began.  It made proceedings awkward.



The interruption was nearly a relief.  The councilpony speaking trailed off gratefully as a servant made her way to the prince and whispered into his ear.  The others heard only a few muffled words, but everyone knew what was being said.  Sombra's eyes widened.  He started to stand, but he caught himself midway through the motion so it ended up being more a sort of lurch.  



“Apologies, but I need to leave soon,” he said, a crystalline forehoof tap-tapping on the arm of his chair.  “No one has anything urgent?”



A few ponies shook their heads.  The one who had been interrupted smiled, reassuring, and said, “Nothing as important as that, Your Highness.”



“‘Your Majesty’,” the young prince corrected with a bemused frown.  Before anyone could reply, he was out the door.  He galloped down halls and stairs, only slowing to give ponies the chance to scramble out of his way.  The sunlight that fell through the windows and glanced off the palace and ponies inside refracted off of him as well; the faceted shadows he cast sparkled as brightly as anyone's as he ran.



He stopped when he reached the clinic wing.  A nurse showed him to the door.  He stood in front of it for a minute to let his breathing even out, listening for any sounds from behind it – he thought he could make out voices – then knocked.  “It's Sombra,” he called quietly.



He had been here five hours earlier as well.  Radiant had just begun to go into labor.  He remembered the tension and tentative joy he'd felt as he met Silver in the hallway before the other stallion went in to be with his wife.  He remembered it like it'd been in a dream.



Silver Medal opened the door.  He was beaming, all anxiety erased.  “Come see,” he said, ushering Sombra towards the bed.  “Look at him.”



“Diamond Shine,” said Radiant, who glowed even more than Silver.  She held the sleeping colt to her chest, and as she said his name she nuzzled him.  “He put up a lot of trouble, but look at him now.”



“Oh,” Sombra breathed.  “Welcome, my little pony.”  Their son was a beautiful colt, even for Sombra who was no judge in these matters.  Coat a soft, pink-hued white, wings so large and downy it seemed the foal might sink into them, the gently narrow facial features of his mother already apparent.  “Radiant, how do you feel?”



“I'm going to sleep for a week,” she said, and Silver laughed and reached out for her to set her hoof atop his.



Radiant Hope had been Sombra's best friend from childhood and now was the head of his court scholars.  They'd shared sorrows and smiles for most of their lives.  Silver Medal was likewise a dear friend, his seneschal and a stallion whose ability Sombra trusted without question.  Awe and love and pride grew in Sombra at the sight of their happiness, but it was a strangely dim mixture.



He felt as he had in the council room, listening with half a heart to his advisors while his mind lay in a different world.  This wasn't the place where he belonged.



And, as he thought that, shadows crept into the scene, enveloping Sombra and spreading from him.  Darkness consumed Radiant and Silver.  For an instant, as it reached Diamond's soft wings, Radiant looked like she might have noticed – her tired eyes widened, she opened her mouth and turned to Sombra to speak – but the darkness swallowed her breath.  Then it was only King Sombra in the perpetual night at the base of the Crystal Heart's prison.



He shivered, so subtly he could pretend it hadn't happened, and pressed an armor-clad hoof to the ache like a wound in his chest.  He did it to feel the conviction in his voice.  “I am King Sombra!  I defeated Princess Amore!  The Crystal Empire is mine by right of might,” he declared to the empty room.  “I know who the crystal ponies are.  They're not yours.  They're mine!  Your lies are nothing.”



Proximity to the Crystal Heart had polluted and gravely weakened the trap.  He dispelled the illusion, recast it as it should be, and went to oversee his slaves from atop his tower.
      

      
   
      Blooming, and Wilting


      

      
      
         “You’re doing it wrong.”



Tempest’s eyes darted up from the stubborn weed in her future garden, and they met big, golden ones. A young earth pony mare was standing at the edge of Tempest’s garden, leaning against the wooden fence with a friendly grin on her face.



“Wuhrt—” said Tempest, before she realized there were still leaves and stems in her mouth. She spat. “What do you mean?”



The girl hopped over and made her way next to her.



“You see,” she said as she nosed around the base of another large weed. “You’ve got to get a hold of them as close to the roots as you can.” She seized the offending shoot between her molars and continued speaking out the other side of her mouth. “Then, y’can achually git a grip on ‘em!”



With a flick of her lithe neck, the whole stalk came out, dirt-clumped roots and all.



“If you leave the roots, they’ll grow back.” said the mare, spitting out the tangled mass.



“I see,” said Tempest. She looked back at the shredded mess of vegetation behind her. “I’ll have to go back and dig up the ones I missed.”



Even though she hadn’t done anything wrong, the mare looked apologetic. She offered another smile.



“I can help if you want; I’m not doing anything much today. And it looks like you’ve got a lot of space left to clear.”



Tempest's tongue suddenly felt thick and clumsy. Part of her wanted to say no. She almost said no.



“Sure,” was what she said. “I have shovels, in the back.”



“Great!” said the mare. The sun made her auburn coat shine as she trotted over. “My name’s Willowbark, by the way. What’s yours?”



“Fizzlepop,” said Tempest.








When the spring breeze tickled the tree branches, and the birds were singing, Willowbark was there.



“Hey, Fizzlepop! What are you planting?”



Tempest Shadow carefully put down the packet of seeds before speaking. “Tomatoes, here. And zucchinis, there.”



“Need help with seeding the rows?”



Tempest’s heart raced.



“Sure,” she said.








When the still, constricting heat of summer beckoned ponies to the shade of tall, quiet trees, Willowbark was there.



“Hi, again, Fizzlepop. What are you reading?” said WIllowbark.



“Hello, Willow. It’s a novel. About a family, and their life.”



Willowbark paid rapt attention, and Tempest continued.



“It’s about losing relationships, and finding new ones. The father gets remarried, and the kids get new step-siblings all of a sudden. It’s really good, and it’s sad too.”



“Wow.” Willowbark’s eyes shone. “Let me know when you’re done! I might have to borrow it.”



“Sure,” said Tempest, smiling.








Tempest looked into the mirror, and she didn’t like what she saw.



She saw a mare who looked older than her years, with ever-present bags under haggard eyes.



A scar, dark and swollen with age, cutting a scowling face in half.



A jagged stump of a broken horn.



Tempest opened a small purse, full of gifts that she had originally intended to pay for, until Rarity had enthusiastically pushed them into her hooves for free.



It was difficult, putting on the eyeliner with a trembling hoof. Almost as difficult as applying an even layer of foundation in the earth pony way, with the brush held in a stand in front of the mirror.



It took her a long time to make the scar less angry, and to make her wrinkles fade.



But when she was done, Fizzlepop looked into the mirror and finally—finally!—a familiar face looked back at her.








“Hi, Fizzlepop!” Willowbark called out from where the road came next to Fizzlepop’s fence.



Fizzlepop's heart thundered.



“Hello, Willowbark.”



When Willow finally got a good look at Fizzlepop, a beaming smile split her face.



“Wow, you look beautiful!”



The foundation would hide her blush, Fizzlepop hoped.



“What’s the special occasion?” asked Willow.



“Nothing… I just wanted to look pretty, I guess.”



“I completely understand!” Willowbark said. “I feel like that all the time, and my husband thinks I’m nuts! Sometimes a mare just wants to love herself right?”



Fizzlepop’s world broke. But Willow didn’t notice.



“Oh! Speaking of, I don’t think you’ve met Mumbles yet! How about I bring him over sometime for some of that tea you had me try the other day?”



“... Sure,” said Tempest.



Tempest couldn’t bring herself to say another word, until Willow was gone. Then Tempest went into her tiny bathroom and washed Fizzlepop’s makeup off of her face.



It was already running from the tears, anyway.
      

      
   
      My Immortal


      

      
      
         “Twilight, can we talk?”



The Friendship Castle had been renovated since Celestia’s last visit. Out were the gaudy amethyst crystals and tacky purple moulding. There was nary a pennanted spire or whatever those dangling ornaments were on the original balcony to be seen. In Celestia’s mind, this was an improvement.



That was not to say the new design was perfect. There was a lot of red, for instance. And black. The walls were carved with a filigree of roses amidst twisted vines. Gargoyles leered down from the upper levels onto the throne room. Twilight had somehow contrived to embed an ever-flowing stream of lava beneath the clear crystal floor, such that the entire room was lit from below by an evil orange glow. A constant moaning wind blew in from the doors, through the halls, pushing supplicants ceaselessly forward toward the throne and the castle’s master.



And what a throne it was. Marble, skeletally thin, borne by a pedestal of living earth ponies. They bore its weight stoically. Were it not for the drops of sweat streaming down their coats, Celestia might have imagined they were caryatids themselves.



“Of course, princess!” Twilight clapped her hooves, and a gagged and blindfolded servant scuttled in, dragging a tea trolley behind her. “Would you like some tea? Or some opium?”



“Tea would be nice.” Celestia sat at the foot of the throne. “I heard you’ve been making some changes around Ponyville.”



“Oh, haha, yes.” Twilight ducked her head. She rubbed the back of her neck with a hoof. “I’m still getting used to it myself. It’s only been a few days, but I think ponies are starting to get used to it. It’s probably like moving into a new home, right? It feels weird at first, but by the time you know it you can barely remember the old place. I was nervous at first, but everypony has been very helpful.”



“Mhm.” She accepted the tea-bearer’s offering and took a sip. It was sickly sweet with sugar and honey. “Was that a red-light district I passed on the way here?”



Twilight’s ears perked up, and a smile lit her face. “Oh, you noticed! We were so excited when it opened last week! Do you know how hard it is to find that many red lanterns? There haven’t been any customers yet but we’re hopeful they’ll come once word gets out.”



“Of course. Are your friends around, by any chance?”



There was a flash, and a small folded notebook appeared beside Twilight. She flipped through it “Applejack and Rainbow are negotiating an arms shipment to Yakyakistan. Fluttershy is researching puppy mills. Pinkie Pie is developing new drinks with high-fructose corn syrup. And Rarity is… hm… Oh! She slaving away in the sex mines today.”



“The sex mines?”



“Yes, we all take turns.”



“Fascinating. Anyway, I’m here to talk about that letter I sent you last week.”



“The one about becoming an alicorn?”



“Yes. May I see it?”



“Um.” Twilight blinked. “Well, uh, sure.” She leaned over and whispered to the tea bearer, who hobbled off deeper into the castle.



They waited a bit. Celestia took another sip of her tea and found it just made her even thirstier. The earth pony throne-bearers watched her curiously.



"I like these collars," Celestia said.



"Thank you. Rarity made them."



Finally, the servant returned with a folded scroll in her mouth. She offered it to Twilight, who passed it to Celestia, who opened it.



She scanned it quickly, then nodded. “As I thought. I apologize, Twilight, my penmanship can be a little ornate sometimes. This word? It should be immortality. With another ‘T’.”



“Huh.” Twilight took the letter back and started to read. “‘In time you will have to confront your greatest challenge, the curse all alicorns must bear, of immortality.’ Oh. Ooohh.” She put the letter down. “That… that makes a lot more sense, actually.”



“I’m sorry, I should’ve been more clear.”



“No, no, this is my fault.” Twilight hopped down and clapped her hooves. “Attention everypony! We’re going back to the way things were! Start taking down the—yes, everypony! What? I don’t know, just put them on the floor for now. We’ll figure it out later.”



“I’ll get out of your mane,” Celestia stood to leave. “I can see you’re busy.”



“It’s fine. We’ll get this all sorted. Oh, um, can you stop by the sex mines on the way out of town, to let Rarity out? And, uh, bring a towel. In fact, bring two.”
      

      
   
      Forever Together


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Diamond Ponies Aren't Forever


      

      
      
              The fire kept the Canterlot winter away as Lapis Lazuli lay by the fireplace and stared into the flames. Individual tongues of fire appeared and disappeared, and much more quickly than the colored leaves had done months ago. Glancing out the window, he saw the barren tree in the front yard swaying in the wind and snow.



     Shivering, he tucked his legs and tail closer. Hoofsteps prompted him to look over his shoulder. “I made us hot cocoa,” said Fluorite as she approached.



     Lapis eagerly accepted the mug from Fluorite’s outstretched hoof. “Thanks, love.” He sipped and swallowed, and felt momentarily warm.



     Fluorite lay down next to him and leaned against his neck, then sighed contentedly. “What a year,” she said, reminiscing.



     Lapis’s ears fell as he stared back at the fire. “Yeah.”



     He felt Fluorite raise her head. “I meant for us.” Lapis Lazuli cast a sidelong glance at the gemstone in the middle of her necklace--his namesake. He caught himself starting to smile, but allowed the feeble feeling to fade. “You remember our first trip to Canterlot, don’t you? For the Summer Sun Celebration?”



     “How could I forget?” he answered. And he hadn’t. The planning, the secrecy, the jeweler’s shop, the bended knee and passionate embrace; he got off the train with his marefriend, but embarked with his fiancée.



     “But the Empire...” he said, continuing the thought his memories had begun.



     "I know." She paused. "But there’ll be another Summer Sun Celebration next year. They’re making it an annual event. It'll be more special for us,” she said. He turned to face her, and saw the fire reflected in her crystal eyes--dancing patterns of white and yellow.



     Almost before he could react, she leaned in and gave him a brief kiss. She then drew back and licked her lips. “Mmm. Cocoa kiss.”



     Lapis chuckled and licked his own lips before lowering his head to his mug. He raised his head prematurely when he heard a knock at the door. He and Fluorite exchanged glances. “Who could that be?”



     He rose and went to the front door. A quick peek through the peephole revealed a tall white unicorn wearing a winter coat. He opened the door, inviting in the winter wind, but standing between the stranger and the warmth. “Hello?”



     “You don’t know me,” the mare began, “but all the inns and the trains out of town are booked. I’ve no place to stay the night, and no relatives to board with. Would you--take me in for the night?”



     Lapis contemplated for several seconds. “Y-yes. Of course.” He stepped aside and gestured with his hoof, ushering her inside. “Come join us by the fire,” he invited.



     Fluorite’s eyes met them as they entered the living room. “Who's this?”



     “Fluorite, this is--” he paused awkwardly, suddenly realizing he hadn't asked the mare’s name.



     “M-my name is G-golden Ray,” she answered, shivering. Lapis hadn’t noticed her shivering a moment ago.



     “She’s our guest,” he added.



     Fluorite perked up at that last word, then stood up and began walking towards the kitchen. “Make yourself at home. I’ll bring you some cocoa.”



     As Fluorite left the room, Lapis and Golden entered. Lapis watched Golden’s gaze jump from one decoration to the next. Yet she seemed drawn to the decorations opposite the Hearth’s Warming dolls on the mantle: a crystal and a pair of candles. “What is the meaning behind the candles and the crystal?”



     Lapis sighed as he joined her by the mantle. “My fiancée and I are crystal ponies.” Golden nodded. “If we had been there during the coup…” he shook his head. “The candles--are for our vigil.”



     Golden slowly took a step back. She closed her eyes and bowed her head, wiping her eyes with the sleeve of her coat. “A vigil through--the night...” She turned her head to face him. “Forgive my deception. I knew you were crystal ponies, and I decided to visit for the holiday. I know you've lost everything. Instead, you have given something special to me.” She lit her horn and unbuttoned her coat as she stepped sideways towards him. “Thank you.”



     Lapis’s confusion grew when he felt something like a foreleg on his back, only softer. He looked back to see a large white wing holding him in the mare’s embrace. In shock, his head spun to face the mare. The alicorn raised a single feather to her lips. “Shh,” she whispered. Though tears were in her eyes, a smile was on her face.
      

      
   
      Mayflies


      
      
      
         
         Delicate Reflections

      
      

      

      
      
         The maid was trembling. The tips of her ears shook in time with her pulse. She stared down at the floor and the mess there as though it were her life shattered into pieces, rather than a simple teacup.



“I’m so sorry, Princess.” Her voice came out as a choked squeak. She edged toward the door, her head so low her chin brushed on the tile. “I’ll turn my apron into the Housekeeper and have another maid sent to clean–”



“I don’t think there’s any need for that,” Celestia said. She put on her warmest smile for the young mare, who couldn’t have been more than 15, on the cusp between a filly and an adult and clumsy as all such growing creatures were. “If we released every maid who broke a teacup we’d have neither maids nor teacups left in this castle.”



It was not, technically speaking, just a teacup. It was a four-hundred-year-old antique, one of the last surviving creations of the master ceramist Nacre Glaze, a thing of fluted porcelain perfection rarely seen in the world today. But that was not what this terrified maid needed to hear.



Celestia found an enormous fluffy towel in the bath and brought it over. The laundry staff would have a fit – the bath towels, spun from the softest Zebrican cotton, were meant only for her perfect coat, not to clean up spills. But in Celestia’s experience towels never complained regardless of the use they were put too, and this one did just as well at soaking up tea as it did drying her mane.



The filly jolted at the sight. Something about the princess cleaning a mess by herself set off a rebellion in her heart, and she darted forward to snatch up the towel. She folded it and blotted with it and scooped up the broken teacup shards, and before Celestia could blink she was halfway to the door with the entire affair.



“Wait!” Celestia said, before the maid could make her escape. “What’s your name?”



She froze at the door. “Um, G-gold Leaf, if it pleases your highness.”



“Well, that’s a lovely name, Miss Leaf, and it’s your name regardless of whether or not it pleases me.” She crossed the distance between them and sat beside her. “Is this your first day here?”



Gold Leaf nodded. “Y-yes. I finished the training last week and I did so well the Housekeeper said I could serve you tea today and I was trying to be careful but the cup slipped and I splashed a bit of water on my hoof and that’s why I dropped it and now the Housekeeper will be furious and…” She ran out of breath, hiccuped, and started to shake again.



Celestia lowered her head to whisper. “We’ll make sure the Housekeeper never finds out then. Now, since it’s your first day here, would you like to watch me raise the sun?”



Would she? Gold Leaf’s expression was the answer. She stared up at Celestia, her eyes wide, her mouth falling open in a little ‘o’ of wonder. She stumbled alongside as Celestia walked to the balcony for the morning ritual.



Celestia smiled. This had all the makings of a good day.








It turned out to be an average day. After the emotional high of helping her maid through an emotional crisis, the business of running a nation attacked with a vengeance. She had barely finished breakfast when the chamberlain dragged her off to meet with her ministers and cabinet. Something about the budget, followed by an emergency council on water rights apportionments with the buffalo tribes, then an awards presentation to the winners of the annual Canterlot Science Fair. All before lunch. 



As they always did, the meetings and appearances and events bled together. She’d done them all before and would do them again. For not the first time, Celestia wished Equestria had more princesses. Somepony to share the load.



By the time the sun set and Celestia was ensconced in her bath, she could barely remember the little accident with the teacup. But then the door opened and a gold-coated mare, barely more than a filly, appeared amidst the steam, a pile of towels upon her back.



Celestia floated one over and wrapped it around her mane. “Thank you, Gold Leaf.”



The maid froze. “I’m sorry, Princess?”



Ah. Celestia shook the foggy memories aside. “I’m sorry. Thank you, Golden Bough. You remind me of your mother, sometimes.”
      

      
   
      The Eternal Kingdom of Princess Evergreen


      

      
      
          Princess Evergreen the Just and Perfect surveyed her domain, and found it to be just about perfect.



Her palace of fine oak timber sat nestled on a green hilltop. Before it, in all its splendor, the Royal Pine stood amidst verdant gardens ringing ponds with bridges, and round rows of roses, and –




– ash.




 In the center of the rolling fields stood the town to which the princess would, on occasion, journey and mingle with the common-folk. They had skilled cooks there, and storytellers, and she'd spent many a fine evening curled up by the fire in the large hall, which –




– lay in ruins.




Hoofsteps crunched on marble gravel, as her self-appointed Royal Adviser approached. Although the princess found him a touch overbearing at times, he was a  tried and trusted companion on her many adventures.



She didn't want him here today.



"Go away," she said. "Leave me alone."



He ignored her, as he often did, – 




– clearing off a space on the ash-dusted ground next to her, where he sat in silence. She waited.



“You know, the first ponies that came here,” he said slowly, tasting the words as he said them, “thought this place was a paradise. Everything was so lush, and green. The waters were clear. Food was plentiful. Thought they had it all. And then one day, this big fire sweeps through the valley. Burns the whole darn thing down to the ground. Flowers. Trees. Buildings. Their homes, everything they knew, all gone.”



She saw him look up at her out of the corner of her eye, fishing for a response. She kept her sullen gaze fixed on the burnt-out shell of the tree in front of her.



He turned back to it. “The first ponies,” he continued, “nearly left. Thought they’d lost this place forever. Only that wasn’t how the land works, you see. That tree you’re staring at? Look closer.”



She followed his gaze to to the base of the trunk, where wildflowers had started to bloom red-and-blue against the grey soil. 

 

“Those ponies soon realized that their valley was a paradise because of the fires that came through every couple of years. Without them, things would never get a chance to grow. To renew. Without the fires, everything just grew, and died. With them, things got a chance to live again."



She closed her eyes.




Princess Evergreen, alone, sniffled. “Not everything,” she said to the empty room. "Houses don’t grow back."



Her adviser, beside her, wrapped a wing around her – 




– and pulled her into a gentle embrace, her head against his neck. “No they don’t, sweetheart," he said, voice low and warm. "No they don’t. But we're not going anywhere, and houses don't matter so much as people do."



She didn't respond.



“Either that, or I’m getting a little sentimental in my old age,” he said with a grin, and for a moment, she grinned too. But her gaze caught on the tree again, where her little house used to be, and to beyond, where the empty shell of their home stood. His gaze followed hers, and he smiled that warm smile of his, ruffling her mane. 



“Take your time, sweetheart. It's alright. We'll be waiting by the cart when you're ready."



She stared at the tree. Closed her eyes. Opened them. Closed them.



In the background, she felt him release her, and heard broken branches break under hoof as he walked back to the –




 – carriage that brought him here.



Princess Evergreen the Just and Righteous surveyed her kingdom, and knew that it could not last forever. She would have to let it go, eventually. There would be new lands to rule over.



But it was her choice. And for now, she'd stay, and gaze upon her gardens, and her towns. Just long enough to hold them in her mind, and save them, before she had to rebuild anew.



Just a little longer. 
      

      
   
      Afterword


      

      
      
         "Big Mac's about done moving the extra tables into the barn, I think," Applebloom said as she hauled a stack of plates though the kitchen door. She watched Applejack wash the same dish three times before piling more onto the dirty stack on the counter. "Rain's finally startin' to come down, too."



"Reckon she'd be fine with that, now that everypony else is good and gone," Applejack said. She looked at the bowl in her hooves with surprise before setting it aside and starting on another dirty one. "Granny never did care for those sappy clichés. 'Bad enough somepony up and died without the weather chimin' in on it,' she always said."



Applebloom scrunched up her nose and cocked an eyebrow. "I don't remember her ever saying anything like that."



"Yeah, well..."



Quiet fell over the kitchen, punctuated by the clatter of kitchen wares and the patter of rain outside. Applejack washed, and sometimes rewashed, dishes, while Applebloom took to putting the clean ones away. The sisters carried on like this until Big Mac burst through the door, half soaked in rain and half in cold sweat, clenching a letter in his teeth.



Applebloom jumped at the sudden noise and nearly dropped her stack of extra clean plates. "What in Sam Hill are you doin' burstin' through the door like that?!"



Bic Mac's ears twitched and he danced anxiously in place. His eyes darted between his sisters and his mouth remained stubbornly useless.



"Baby's coming early?" Applejack asked, barely looking over from her remaining workload in the sink.



Big Mac's head raced up and down.



"Go on then. You can still make it before the kiddo comes. I'll be alright here, don't you worry."



The two mares were swept up in a lightning fast but vice tight hug before their brother bolted out the door toward Our Town.



"You mean 'we', right?" Applebloom asked after a moment. "I'm here too, you know."



Applejack sighed. "'Course you are. For now. You'll be goin' on back to Canterlot before too long, though." AJ tugged on the brim of her hat. "World keeps on turnin', tragedy or not, and you'll be in for a mess if you miss too much school."



"I could take a semester off." Applebloom moved in to nuzzle her sister. "Figure it wouldn't hurt to take a little break. Especially with our new nephew on the way. I could split the time between the farm and the bakery."



"Yeah, well..." Applejack returned the nuzzle. "Maybe you've got a point there. Would be nice having some company, and those two might need an extra set of hooves until they get used to things."



"Alright, it's settled then. I'll—"



"—Why don't you check around outside and make sure Big Mac got everything put away before the rain up and ruins something?"



Applebloom's eyes narrowed at her sister for a moment before she headed out the door into the rain. "Fine, I'll finish up out there."



Applejack slumped into a chair, laid her head down on the kitchen table, then listened to the sound of an empty house.



She'd have to get used to it, sooner or later.
      

      
   
      To Anyone Listening


      

      
      
         Evil ruled in distant lands

Enacting plans none could abide

Missiles flew and fell from space

Eighteen billion people died.



A single cell lay in a lab

A perfect little shade of green

Containment failed and all were felled

For want of a vaccine.




A million robots trained to fight

AI would save us all

But by the time a side had won

We’d faced the curtain call.




In the end I was alone

Buried deep beneath the earth

Sending signals up to space

Speaking of our former worth



In the end I was alone

Looking out from quarantine

Forever in a vial made

Wondering what might have been




In the end I was alone

Eternal lord of robot minds

Built a dish that faced the stars

To tell them of my kind.




A signal seen

A signal sent


A meeting of the minds


We spent a thousand

Thousand


Years


Musing our demise.



We searched and searched for mortal minds


Or immortal souls like we


But in a thousand

Thousand


Years


We remained lonely.



A thousand probes


A thousand scopes


A thousand points of view

All pointed at the stars. 


All looking for you. 




And so a million years have passed

Seeing worlds of gray.

Worlds that once held so much life


Worlds far past doomsday.



But see amid the void of space

A pearl of green and blue

A world untouched by war? 


Or plague? 


So we are calling you. 




There’s none up here but we three minds

Singing songs of old

And while their words still hold some grace

New ones would be like gold.




If you yet live out there in space

Please speak and let us know.

Should you need some help, no fear

We have the perfect radio.









Three pairs of eyes stared at Twilight as she lowered the scroll. Licking her lips, her eyes flicked from those of her mentor, to those of the immortal she had freed from the darkness, and finally to her sister in law.



“Are those truly the words that came from the stars?” Luna asked.



“Well, it’s the best translation I could make. I might have taken a few liberties with the words here and there to keep the rhyme. Obviously they don’t speak our language, so I sort of had to improvise.” Twilight chuckled nervously. “I hope that’s okay? I was really trying to make sure that it came across the same way it was sent, it was very deliberate, but I could always make a more direct translation if—“



Celestia set a gold-shod hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. “It’s fine, Twilight,” Celestia said, smiling. “You did a wonderful job with the translation.”



Cadance nodded her head. “I think we were just hoping that it would be something more encouraging. It doesn’t sound like things have gone very well for them.”



Twilight rubbed her mane with her hoof. “Yeah, well, from what they said, it sounds like they all destroyed themselves.”



“A fate we ourselves have almost shared,” Luna said with a heavy sigh. “I fear we might not be any more fortunate than they.”



“Yeah, it’s not exactly what we wanted to hear from our first contact with intelligent life. So much for those books where aliens show up and solve all our problems.” Twilight said, giving voice to another nervous chuckle.



Celestia bowed her head gravely. “Indeed. But it still seems like a wonderful opportunity.” The tall alicorn strode out towards the balcony, staring up at the sky over Canterlot before glancing back over her shoulder at Twilight. “Fortunately for us, I think we have just the right pony to write a response.”



The Princess of Friendship stepped up next to her former mentor, and forever friend, leaning her shoulder against a long white leg as she smiled up to her. “I’m honored to represent our people. But…” Twilight shuffled awkwardly.



“What is it?” Luna asked, joining the pair out on the balcony.



“I’m not sure I can do it!" Twilight blurted out.



Cadance smiled as she stepped up beside Twilight on the other side. “I’m sure you’ll do fine. You are the princess of friendship, after all.”



“Oh, that’s not what I’m worried about,” Twilight said, sighing. “It’s just… I’m not very good at writing poetry.”
      

      
   
      A Slow Death


      

      
      
         Twist sat at the bar and stared at her drink.  It was cheap, potent and one would often be enough to get the job done for most ponies.  That was her third and she still wasn't feeling the buzz.  Not that she'd felt much of a buzz on alcohol anyway.  Not since that night ten years ago.



She'd worn her best dress, a blue and white number that fit just so in just the right places in the hope of a proposition.  Twist had waited for about forty five minutes for Goldmane, son of crime boss Gladmane.  While she didn't approve of their business, Goldmane had never been anything but nice to her.  He'd paid attention to her when other colts had ignored her,  supported her when others doubted her.  So, in return she was extra nice to him.  So much so that when she got the test results back she was over the moon.  She'd even told him right away.



"You're Twist ain't cha," asked a large stallion with a busted face as he approached her table.



She'd seen this guy before.  He'd worked as Goldmane's bodyguard on occasion.  The thought of a monster like him being bossed around by her boyfriend made her moist but she didn't think anything more of it than that.  "Yes I am.  Is Goldmane alright?  He's running late."



"Sorry about that.  Goldmane had some business to take care of.  He sent me to take you home."



Perhaps it was the naivety of youth but with a smile and a nod she left the restaurant with the stallion.  She'd prattled on about this or that not that Twist could remember until they got to the coach in the alley way.  "Hey who's that," she'd asked when she saw the shadow in the coach.



Quicker than lightening the stallion cracked his hoof across her face and sent her world spinning.  Still she fought and hollered, not that anyone intervened.  They knew not to.



 He quickly restrained her and the other pony levitated a syringe and jammed it into her.  At first, Twist felt the sting of the puncture and then she felt a bliss unlike anything she'd ever felt before.  Her limbs grew heavy and the world faded away as did the urge to do much of anything.



She didn't know how many hours she was out.  However, when she came to and looked down at the blood on her dress the only thing she thought was that her, 'my dress is ruined.'  The world spun on a dime as she heard the big stallion mutter something from the shadows.  "You're gonna be in big trouble," she screamed, "I'm Goldmane's..."



"Not no more you ain't," said the stallion, "We took care of that.  You ain't havin' a ...."



"Baby," she'd said before crying herself unconscious again.



She woke up in the hospital after that.  The doctors explained what had happened.  They told her that she'd almost died and that she'd never have kids, whoever worked her over had seen to that.  The stallion however, had seen to something else.  She now had a hunger for something she shouldn't.  



At first it was just to keep the dreams of her covered in blood and the constant, 'I told you so,' she got from her family away.  Yet each time she shot up, each time she felt the world slip away she slipped further into it.  Eventually, when it became too obvious what she was doing they cut her off, but she didn't quit.  She just found other sources of income.



She pondered those sources as she sat at the bar.  The hush money, the stock options to go away, and the occasional tips for an expert performance.  She thought about it as she ran her hoof along the rim of the glass and sighed quietly to herself before she ran her other hoof over her track lines.  They itched.  



"Hey sorry I got held up," said a voice from behind her.



She reached into her bag and pulled out some cash and set it on the bar. "Stick it in and walk out."



"Cool," said the voice as she felt the slight change in weight.  "Hey be careful with that stuff okay?  I think the cut's a bit more pure than last time.  Seriously, it could kill you."



Twist didn't say a word to the courier as he took his money and split.  She looked into the bag and sighed.  "This town killed me long ago."
      

      
   
      In Manehattan, You're Never Alone


      

      
      
         The doctor's office was modern and cozy, with large glass windows providing good view of Manehattan's cityscape. Coco stretched her hooves on the couch, watching the expensive carpet and the potted plants standing all around the place. The doctor levitated a clipboard, watching her from behind a large, mahogany desk.



Coco sighed. She kept visiting this doctor for the last three months and she still felt that for some reason, he wasn't really interested in her. This, along with his strange fondness of potted plants made her wonder if he was gay.



"Recently, I noticed that all the stallions in my life suddenly disappear," Coco said, staring at the particularly impressive snake plant standing next to the desk. "We meet, we start hanging out together, it's all fun... But then, out of the blue, the guy vanishes from my life, never to be seen again." She shrugged. "I know that I'm busy working and I don't really have time for long-lasting relationships, but this is just strange. Why does it keep happening to me? Will I ever be loved?"



Coco immediately noticed that the doctor winced. She furrowed her eyebrows – after all, weren't therapists supposed to listen to their patients, no matter what they said? Especially since he was apparently a very good doctor – Rarity herself recommended him.



"So, what do you think, doctor?" she asked.



"For starters, I'm not your psychiatrist," the doctor replied. "However, when it comes to infectious diseases, I am one of the best experts in Equestria. The problems of your love life, while undeniably interesting, are none of my concern." He levitated a stack of papers from the desk. "According to the lab tests, you have a rare genetic mutation which makes you immune to any sexually-transmitted disease in the world." He nodded and this time Coco noticed a tinge of respect in his eyes. "Which is actually good, since, as young kids say, you've apparently caught 'em all."



"Oh," Coco muttered. "Is it bad?"



"Not for you," the doctor replied. "However, it means you're still a carrier. And since your actual psychiatrist also diagnosed you with, as he put it, 'raging nymphomania', I regret to inform you that as a result of your actions, about ten percent of stallions in Manehattan were infected with unusually virulent strains of syphilis, gonorrhoea, Chlamydia, and Burning Knot Disease, which is especially interesting since this one normally only occurs in Diamond Dogs."



"I swear, that's the last time I ever go to that club above our store," Coco said. "Also, ten percent of stallions?"



"Not to mention a few dozens of mares," the doctor deadpanned. "I'm far from judging but I've heard one of them weighed about half a ton."



Coco smiled sheepishly. "I like challenges."



"Oh, I'm sure of that." The doctor nodded. "I'm not sure if you realise how much of a threat you are. Most of those ponies have partners. As you may guess, it all spread a bit."



Coco frowned. "What do you mean by 'a bit'?"



"Currently there's a detachment of royal guards at the every road leading to Manehattan, shooting anyone who tries to get out." The doctor sighed. "Same with the airspace. We pumped you full of antibiotics, which caused side effects such as short-term memory loss or you thinking I'm your psychiatrist."



"Wait, you are not?" Coco asked.



"Nevermind." The doctor rolled his eyes. "Anyway, I'm begging you, stop trying to flirt with every nurse who comes to your house to administer your medication. Some of the less assertive ones already ended up infected."



"It's the uniforms," Coco replied. "I can't help it, doc."



"I figured it out once your chastity belt mysteriously broke due to metal fatigue." The doctor shook his head. "Anyway, I think that's all for today. Come back next week to discuss the new results. And remember about the psychiatrist appointment tomorrow."



"Sure thing, doc." Coco replied, getting up from the couch and giving the potted plants one last look.



A short trip across the surprisingly empty streets of Manehattan later, Coco was back home. Unfortunately, nopony was there. Even her bed, usually completely ruined by countless lovers, was neatly made. Coco looked at it and sighed, shaking her head.



She walked to the closet and opened it, looking at the various unspeakable things inside. Leather and plastic, metal and glass... She smirked. She wasn't allowed to invite anypony home, so this had to do.



"Guess it's just you and me now..." she muttered. 
      

      
   
      The Wound in the World


      
      
      
         
         The Wound in the Way

      
      

      

      
      
         I can’t find the Wound.



That scares me more than jewelry or pigeons ever could—even working together!



I could be back on Earth, bothering Twilight’s little colony and enjoying her weekly political scuffle with the human-things we’re renting space from.



But no, I’m spending an un-chaos-ly amount of time in Equus’s mantle, looking for a sneaky speck capable of jabbing me in the tail, and FSCHLOOP!



No more Discord, anywhere.



And the only defense I have against that infinitesimal abomination of gluttonous entropy, the “Wound in the World,” is to find it before it finds me, so I can stay the heck away from it.



Celestia and Luna are up above the surface now (where they say the Wound stays 99% of the time, but I’m too suspicous to learn math), making lots of noise, which they can’t hear, all their air being eaten. But down here, trying very hard to listen for something very quiet (and hopefully very far away), the racket echoing through the crust is distracting.



Dare I divert even a little attention to investigate the commotion? I’d say “no” for fear of my me getting FSCHLOOPED, but right now, frankly, screw rational caution.



They’re fighting. No surprise. After—how long has it been here? Three centuries? Thirty?—however-long bound intrinsically to a silent rock or mass-of-incandescent-plasma (and the dead world it orbits), just the two of them, I’m impressed they’re capable of speech.



I’m not tuned into Luna’s voice spell, but she’s probably shouting something like, “Curse you, Tia, I spent all century building this… little….”



Nevermind, that’s an entire city. Get her, Luna! But sculpting citizens, too? I’d say bordering on obsessive, but I shouldn’t judge.



And clumsy Tia broke the biggest tower. As per tradition, this means war!



It’s only a game to them, really. Luna’s not angry, but they’re not having fun, either. They’ve done this too often.



That’s why I bravely risk infinite life and mismatched limbs to visit them. They certainly need me more than Twilight and humanity.



This fight would be legendary, if anyone knew or cared. Celestia probes with beamy-things! Luna dodges, closes in to do something with her horn and a lot of light! Celestia counters by freaking exploding! Luna spins away, now hooks around, and—!



...Holy garbanzo.



All three of us freeze, transfixed by the mountain range Luna just vaporized.



That could have been Tia! Would have been, if she hadn’t dodged. Luna almost killed her!



I can tell this is new to them, but they still show neither anger nor remorse. Nothing… but curiosity. Their eyes meet; some nervous, wordless question passes. I’m paralyzed.



The battle rejoins, but more subtle and quick. No shouting, just concentration and naked excitement. They’re actually fighting to kill. Not murder, not suicide, just apathy.



Celestia’s really into it. She knocks Luna away, and, almost gleefully, burns Luna’s city to glass.



Uh oh. Luna’s pissed.



She ignores Celestia’s apologies, blocking the voice spell. She’s not stopping.



Celestia dodges everything, but Luna’s not just aiming at her. Continents away, libraries, observatories, laboratories—obliterated; Celestia’s every accomplishment since the Exile. Now it’s on for both of them.



Okay, time to refocus and—



Oh, no.



Luna once explained their early-warning system, something about shields and gas. Before her muzzle became a trumpet, she definitely said caverns were weak spots, but the Wound hates land, so whatever.



GUESS WHO WAS WRONG?



The Wound is rocketing up from beneath them. They don’t notice, still fighting. 



Screw caution, too, it’s time to intervene. I race the Wound.



I lose.



As Luna braces for Celestia’s charge, a crater rips out of the ground below, and the Wound clips her outstretched feather in the same flap—



—And nearly wrenches the wing off with it.



As the accursed speck flies off on its merry way, as oblivious to gods as to everything else, the fight is forgotten. Celestia’s charge becomes a rush to catch her crippled sister, and I suddenly feel like now would be an awful time to make an entrance.



I watch, instead, as they share a heartfelt moment. They gab about the purpose of life and the importance of love—I’ve heard it all before, and so have you, so I’ll spare us both.



I guess today they don’t need me as much as they usually do. I’ll come back in a week. Or a year. Come to think of it, that’s what I said last time, and that must have been decades ago.



Oh, well. I’m sure they’ll be fine.
      

      
   
      Moonlight Shadow


      

      
      
         Celestia sighed and looked up from the heap of documents she was trawling through. She set her glasses down on her desk. “Come in!” she said.



Luna opened the door and entered.



Luna. Of course. Never going to give up.



She swaggered to the desk, whistling, and sat in the armchair across from it. Ensconcing herself, she nodded towards a small, half-filled glass that stood next to her sister. “Same moonshine as yesterday?” she asked.



Celestia looked away towards the window and did not answer.



“Tsk, tsk… I don’t like my sister tippling rotgut,” Luna said. She grabbed the glass in her magic, put it to her mouth and slugged it straight down. She exhaled noisily and swept her mouth clean. “Not that bad for bootleg stuff,” she remarked.



Celestia didn’t budge.



“Still working?” Luna asked.



Reluctantly, Celestia turned her head and looked straight into Luna’s eyes. “Are you so surprised?” she answered. “If you expected me to sleep, why would you knock at my door anyway?”



A smile played on Luna’s lips. “You should indeed sleep more. You’re beyond exhaustion at this point.” Her eyes drifted towards the stack of papers. “Let me handle that while you go to bed.” She snatched the cigarette pack on the desk, lit one up and dragged on it, reclining further in the armchair.



“It’s all your fault,” Celestia said. “Look what you’ve made of me.”



“My fault?” Luna replied. She straightened up, clutching the armrests. “I never did anything wrong. You, you didn’t pay attention. Busy as a bee, shaking hooves here, big smiles there… You never realized how bad I felt. And if you did, you didn’t care. You never cared anyway.”



“You can’t say that to me, Luna. That’s a lie. I cared for you. Every second of my life, I have always cared for you. And I still care for you, whatever—”



“No, you don’t. Don’t claim otherwise. My precious pupil, yes, she’s the one you care for.  But me? You abandoned me. You did nothing, absolutely nothing. Worse, you turned a blind eye to it.”



“How can you say that?” Celestia protested. “I offered to talk about it, remember? Ten times, maybe more! But you never let me in. On the contrary, you pushed me out.”



“Wrong! You simply never tried to get to the bottom of things. You thought I could deal all by myself with my growing angst, knowing perfectly well how it would end. Look what I did to you? That’s a laugh. Look what you did to me!”



There was a hush, as both alicorns glared at each other.



“You betrayed me, Tia.” Luna said calmly.



“Don’t say that, Luna. Don’t push it too far—”



“You betrayed me, Tia.” Luna repeated icily. “And for that, I shall never forgive you. Never.”



Celestia reeled in her chair, as if she’d been hit by a blow. She retched. She swayed. Suddenly twitching her head down, she threw up all over the desk and collapsed behind it.



“TIA!” Luna blurted, bolting out of the armchair.



“PRINCESS?” Sunset Shimmer shouted as she flung the door open. She rushed in but stopped short after a couple of steps. “Oh fuck! Fuck! FUCK! NO! NOT AGAIN!”



Ahead of her, the room was in a mess. Papers were scattered all over the desk, covered in a thick brownish layer of vomit. A bottle of cheap liquor had been knocked over. It had rolled around and spilled its contents onto the already repulsive mix. On the carpet, Sunset saw a large dark spot where a glass had fallen.



Trying hard not to be overcome by her own mounting nausea, Sunset strode to the desk and around it. Celestia’s white body was lying motionless on the floor. Sunset could see her chest weakly heaving with her breathing. She walked closer, hunched over Celestia’s face. The alicorn’s eyes were rolled upwards, and a tiny stream of blood dripped from her nose. She was drooling.



Sunset stood up. She scanned the desk until she spotted, in one of the few clean areas, a speck of whitish powder. She picked up a sample and sniffed it. 



She shook her head and sighed.



Kneeling back down, she wrapped her forelegs around her mentor’s neck and burst into tears. “Why?” she asked, sobbing. “WHY?”



High above and through the window, the moon, bearing its too-familiar mare pattern, was shining bright in the cloudless night sky.
      

      
   
      Resolve's End


      

      
      
         Maud hadn’t seen many changelings before; it took her a good long, look to convince herself that she was staring at one, and another one before she could overcome the disbelief that one was crying.



This changeling looked not unlike the other changelings Maud had seen. She was brightly-colored, even in the dim evening light, with wings so thin and fragile—the antitheses of rock—that Maud couldn’t help but not care for them. And her face was buried in her hooves, hidden underneath a mop of hanging teal hair.



“What are you doing here?” Maud asked.



The changeling sprang up with a lurch, whirling and hissing; her menace was diluted by fresh tears glistening in the moonlight on her cheeks.



Maud blinked, tilting her head.



To her surprise, the changeling backed down right away. She inched back, falling to her haunches. She looked so frail and thin Maud didn’t realize how very tall she was right away. Taut skin exposed a suggestion of ribcage, while gaunt cheeks made her face skull-like. 



“Starving,” the changeling replied, though she didn’t need to say it aloud. Before Maud could think what to say to that—tears weren’t something she knew how to handle—the changeling asked, “Do you know who I am?”



Maud didn’t know many changelings. She shook her head.



The changeling’s mouth pursed up into a bitter scowl. “I figured,” she said. One of her hooves pawed at the ground, showing flecks of dirt through the holes dotting her limb. 



“Is that why you were crying?”



The changeling sucked in a snort of a breath. Anger flickered through her eyes, as if the act of speaking infuriated her, but her mouth opened inexorably. “It’s not fair,” she said. “I was living the right way. The natural way. Then they despoiled themselves.” She curled her lip, then hung her head. “But the right way forwards told me that ponies needed to be punished.



“But I saw them. Just a few days ago. They were happy. They didn’t even know I’d tried. My plan failed, and they never noticed.”



Maud blinked. Then stepped closer. Then sat down in front of the changeling. “Do you want to talk?”



Again the changeling snorted, lifting her leg and showing the holes in it; up close, Maud could see the color fading into black here and there, like some ichor was seeping up from beneath the changeling’s skin and corroding her cheery exterior. “This is what happened the last time I tried that.” An angry tear rolled down her cheek. “They all made this work.”



“You’re different,” Maud said. “So am I.”



The changeling glared at Maud.



“My children betrayed me. They found their own way. What kind of queen would I be if I let them outdo me?” the changeling hissed.



Maud frowned.



“Get away from me,” the changeling said.



Maud wished she had the words to tell the changeling how wrong she was.
      

      
   
      The Emissary


      

      
      
         “I did not summon for anyone.”



“You did not, your Lordship, yes,” the young Emissary acknowledged with a practised bow, one unsightly from someone of his lanky stature. “I came here of my own volition.”



The Lord-of‐Old narrowed his gaze. Gifted he was with the power of sight, and his eyes had seen it all— the First Dark, the First Light, Daysbirth, Nightsbirth, Kingsrise, Kingsfall, the skies smothered in purple ash, the malice of Sun and Moon, every forgotten empire, every vivacious ruler, every little life lasting unto its end, everything.



Likewise, in the eyes of the Emissary standing before his colossal form, the Lord-of‐Old saw the budding green of truth, and nothing else.



“You know not of my demands?” he questioned with a deep frown. “Did you not notice the trails of grey I’ve left overhead? Were you not notified?”



“It sorta took me a while. Needed some help figuring it out,” the Emissary professed, twiddling his claws. “Nevertheless, I stand before you well-informed, your Lordship.”



The Lord-of‐Old spared only a haughty snort at the other’s defiance. “And yet you still chose to present yourself before me. You, the interloper.”



“I just… I don’t think it’s right, your Lordship.”



“Realize that you tread upon dangerous territory, young one,” the Lord-of‐Old warned, the cave rumbling from his fanged snarl. “You’re questioning our culture. You’re questioning century upon century of our kind’s tradition, bestowed upon us by the Serpents Between The Stars, and right now, you stand before me in dissension, refusing me of my pride. Of my final dignity.”



“I’m not here because of any of that,” the Emissary explained, crossing his arms. “In fact, I don’t even care about any of that.”



“Watch your tongue, newt,” he growled. “Need I remind you that in the end, you are but an outlander, tarnished by the customs of your compatriots. Your words have no power here. Now, leave before I decide to set you alight.”



“Not everything has to be about pride, your Lordship.”



The Lord-of‐Old saw fit to smirk, for he had never heard a more ridiculous statement in all of his lifetime. “You seem to misunderstand something. Pride is but a fragment of the whole, young one. This is about celebrating the life of the dragon as they near their denouement. A moment of reminiscence and retrospection. I know not of how the customs over there had changed, but I recall it not being too dissimilar from your kind, is it not?”



“It’s… different… no, it’s more than different. Not why you’re doing it, but the way you’re doing it, it’s… i-it’s...” the Emissary struggled to find the right words, which came to him after he paused and took a deep breath. “It’s selfish. It’s cruel. It’s not fair to anyone else, especially to those close to you.”



“Such is the nature of life’s end, young one. The sooner you understand, the better.”



“It’s not the same. It just isn’t,” the Emissary asserted with a shake of his head. “You know, it doesn’t have to be like this. You don’t have to face it alone.”



“It is but the nature of our kind. Surely you understand that.”



“Yes.” In that single word, the Emissary carried wisdom beyond his age. “And when that day comes for me, I’ll face it. But never alone.”



“When that day comes, you’ll throw aside your honour and pride?”



“No, your Lordship. I’ll exchange it.”



“With what?”



The Emissary only smiled, providing another practised bow before stepping out of his cave. For a moment, the Lord-of‐Old pondered upon those words, until a different figure emerged from the entrance to his home and stepped into view. Her head hung low, her gaze averting his piercing scrutiny as she made her approach.



“You never listen to me, do you?” he grumbled.



“I tried stopping him, Dad, I did!” she cried. “I told him time and time again that it’s pointless to convince you, to just leave you alone, but he kept on insisting—”



“Come here,” the Lord-of‐Old calmly asked of her, to which she complied. “Raise your head. Steady your poise. You’re the Dragon Lord now. Show your strength, as I've taught you.”



In her realization, she smiled. “There’s more of us waiting outside. The family, friends, some from Equestria and beyond,” she began. “Should I…”



“Bring them in,” the Lord-of‐Old closed his eyes and made his final plea. “Please.”



Thus, she did.



And in his final moments, the Lord-of‐Old smiled the biggest smile of his life.
      

      
   
      Behind the Magic Eight Ball


      

      
      
         "Applejack! Wait!"



AJ didn't, shoving through the flap of Pinkie's fortune teller tent. Resisting a powerful urge to stomp, she kept her eyes downcast and her hoofsteps steadily moving out into the autumn afternoon sunlight.



The others' voices swirled around her. "The nerve!" Nopony did scorned like Rarity. "I shall complain to the festival's organizers!"



"That would be me." Twilight's sigh was every bit as unmistakable as Rarity's huff. "I'm sorry, Applejack." Feathers draped across AJ's back. "We know you're not like that anymore."



"Maybe..." Fluttershy had a way of using silence that was all her own. "Maybe it was...a joke?"

 

"Ha!" And Dash of course crashed like cymbals. "That wasn't me laughing! That was a snort!"



"Wait!" The shout, in front of AJ this time, forced her head up and made her blink at Pinkie kneeling on the ground, her turban all askew and the ends of her scarf drooping. "I didn't mean it, Applejack! Honest!"



And as much as AJ wanted to tell her it was fine and they should head over to the food booths for cidar and boiled peanuts, she just couldn't. "Then why'd you say it?" she got out through clenched teeth.



"I didn't! I—!" Pinkie slapped her hooves over her mouth, then she was leaping up, planting the top of her turban against AJ's chest, and shoving. "Back into the tent! We're gonna fix this!"



"Pinkie," Twilight started.



But Pinkie whirled, her muzzle almost slamming into Twilight's. "I whim-whammed when I shoulda zim-zammed is all! Don't go away!" Spinning back, she pushed her head into AJ again, the scrabbling of her hooves doing nothing but digging little trenches in the dirt. "Come...on! Let's...go!"



AJ blinked, then blew out a breath. "Fine." She relaxed and let Pinkie push her backwards into the tent. "But I don't—"



"Shhh!" Springing forward, Pinkie pressed her snout to AJ's ear. "You've gotta understand, Applejack, that it's sometimes really hard being me! So I—" She made little choking noises. "I cheat a little!"



Then Pinkie was tumbling over to the crystal ball table in the middle of the tent. "Promise me you won't say anything!" And before AJ could even open her mouth, Pinkie swung the tabletop open like the hinged door of a cellar.



In the space underneath the table sat a gray mare with a mane the color of stewed prunes, her eyes widening behind little half glasses. "My cousin Mince Pie," Pinkie said, her face going even pinker. "She's one of my writers." Her blush hardened into a glare. "And you'd think by now that she'd know our audience!"



"Pablum!" Mince Pie had a voice like the ponies AJ had met living among the Oranges in Manehattan. "We could bring true depth and angst to these ponies' lives if you'd let me—"



"Depth? Angst?" Pinkie flailed a hoof in AJ's direction. "Applejack has family and friends and trees and pigs and cows and sheep who just plain love her, and you feed me a line telling her she's gonna end up alone? That's not just inaccurate; it's mean!"



Mince Pie sniffed. "Life is tragic."



"I'll say." Pinkie jerked the hoof over her shoulder. "Get back to the party cave. I'll have your severance check later tonight."



The other pony's jaw dropped, then snapped shut. Eyes clenched and nose in the air, she turned and slid into the darkness under the table.



Pinkie was shaking her head. "Edgy is one thing. Clueless is another."



Unsure what to say, AJ went with a wisecrack. "So, my real fortune is: never hire relatives."



"Exactly." Pinkie started back, all the hardness vanishing from her face. "Wait! That doesn't work for you, either! Lemme get wunna the other writers up here, and—!"



"'Sall right." AJ stepped forward and put an arm around Pinkie's withers. "But how 'bout I predict you're taking the afternoon off?"



A grin blossomed over Pinkie's face. "Signs point to 'yes'!" She leaned over the hole. "Folks? You're off the clock! But gag meeting tomorrow morning at six!" Flipping the tabletop back into place, she pulled off her turban and tossed it beside the crystal ball. "Y'know, you're pretty funny. How'd you like to join my staff?"



"Mighty neighborly of you, Pinkie." AJ tapped the side of her snout. "But you outta know by now I work alone."



Pinkie groaned. AJ laughed, lowered her head, pressed it to Pinkie's side, and pushed her out to where the others were waiting.
      

      
   
      For Mother


      

      
      
         The white earth pony patted the pockets of her smock, checking that their contents were still present. Satisfied, she donned her nurse’s cap, the red emblem almost identical to the cutie mark on her flanks. A tray with a covered dish lay on a table, which she took in her mouth and laid across her back. After a few measured breaths, she confidently strode around the corner.



Step by step, she trod down the ward towards a door at the end. Flanking the door were a pair of Royal Guard, each clad in their resplendent armor. As she approached, they rose to a more attentive position, looking at her appraisingly.



“Hi,” she muttered meekly as she stopped in front of the duo, visibly wilting under their combined gazes. “Doctor l'Anémie sent me with the patient’s meal. It’s steamed hay until his choler improves.”



The unicorn of the pair, a fetching white stallion lit his horn, lifting the lid off of the singular dish and prodding the contents. Satisfied, he nodded to his partner. “He’s down at the end, but I should warn you that yesterday he was very aggressive.



His partner opened the door, keeping it open with a wing. “He’s been restrained, but if you feel threatened or he tries to something, we’re right here.”



“Thank you sir,” she replied, nosing into the room. 



As the door swung shut, the expression of apprehension slid from her face, replaced with a singular flat look. Looking around, the ward was empty save for a single bed near the end, the curtains drawn.



She walked the length of the room, announcing her presence by clomping on the linoleum. Pausing at the curtain, she nosed through. 



A starkly peach pegasus stallion lay strapped into the hospital bed. His eyes flicked toward the sudden intrusion before they flicked back to stare into space. Most of his body was hidden under the sheet, but what remained visible told the story of a badly injured pony. 



There was a distinct emptiness under the sheet on his left side, and she could see the distinctive signs of compulsive preening, from the multitude of damaged feathers visible, or from the way every few moments the stallion would lean slightly forward against his restraints before pulling back, lips trembling in a half remembered pattern.



The skin on the left of his face laid oddly, as if a sculptor had grown impatient with a study and thrown it against the ground. There was no fur, only a scarred smooth surface pockmarked by weeping burns.



The scent of wet feathers mixed with the haze of sterility in the room and the harsh lye of the sheets brought back a memory unbidden, during her childhood when a broken bird had been found. It never recovered, and hadn’t lasted long after discovery, nor was it expected to.



The nurse nuzzled a rolling table closer, setting the dish down upon it before pulling a chair close and taking a seat. 



“I heard it was terrible,” she ventured, smiling as he turned to look at her. “The fire, I mean. Such a dreadful business that was.”



“No one could’ve expected Princess Celestia to have shown up,” she continued. ”Never expected her to play hero.” she muttered.



“But yet she did,” the stallion replied.



“It was fortuitous that the fire was already out of control by that time. Most the evidence had burned by the time she had finally dispatched a certain group of ponies.”



The stallion chuckled, wincing as cracked lips split. “It was only my duty.”



“Still though, your performance was in excess of expected potential. I am happy to report that your Basis was selected for advancement.”



“Unfortunately,” the mare continued, retrieving a syringe with a thick needle from her inner pocket. “Your Basis was lost in the fire. I was sent to retrieve a viable sample.”



“Then I’m to be..?” The stallion’s eyes, suddenly apprehensive, cast towards the door.



“I’m afraid so. With the attention of Celestia herself, options were limited.”





The stallion grimaced as the nurse jabbed the needle into the bone of his foreleg, filling the syringe with rich colored fluid. “I’ve been marked then?”



“Yes,” the mare stated plainly, snapping the needle off and dropping the syringe down into the tubular leg of the table. “In a way, you’re the lucky one. You get to pass painlessly in your sleep after suffering a massive stroke. Meanwhile, I am to be struck down by a cart this evening.”
      

      
   
      Tireless


      

      
      
         Applejack opened the front door to a blast of cold air and a very concerned friend.



Fluttershy stood in her doorway for minutes upon minutes, letting in all the cold as she informed her that Twilight’s fancy new pet bird had ran away. Flown away, actually. 



“So it just--” Applejack motioned with her hooves. “No provokatin’ or anything?”



“Right out the front door,” Fluttershy replied. “Twilight was inconsolable. She had just fed it.”



Applejack nodded slowly. The way the muscles in her neck creaked and complained, it seemed she would be doing everything slowly for the foreseeable future. “Sure, I can help. What do you need?”



“You and I--well, I was just thinking we’d be the best at search-partying, so I volunteered us. We could start looking along the edge of your orchard. If it’s not there, we could work our way back into town. There’s so many places it could have gone, but if we get started now--”



“No need to check the orchards,” Applejack said, tossing a scarf over her neck dismissively. She knew she was coming across as surly, but even the modicum of effort it took to be polite seemed out of reach this morning. “Do you want some coffee?” she asked hopefully.



“No thank you. We should get going.”



See? No hope. Applejack threw on her coat, which did nothing to alleviate the draft. “I suppose we should,” she said, and together they started off towards town.



It was a long, slow walk to the section of houses across from the castle. “Remind me again why Twi got that thing?” Applejack asked once she had acclimated to the dry air.



Fluttershy replied over her shoulder, “I think she was lonely.”



“She got friends, don’t she? She got us.”



“Yes, well, I was thinking about that too when she first got the bird.”



“Yeah?”



“Yeah. And watching the bird fly around, and watching us all go about our days--I think we’re more flighty than that bird was. Sometimes.”



“But it flew away.”



Fluttershy nodded. “So do we, from time to time.”



“Ah‘m not a bird,” Applejack muttered. “You’re a bird.”



Fluttershy pretended not to notice. When they reached the main street leading to the princess’s castle, Applejack picked up her pace and set her eyes on the small groves of dormant trees sticking out between buildings.



It took hardly ten minutes of searching and circling before she found the noticed a splash of color in an otherwise empty tree a few blocks away from the castle. The bird was stone dead and frozen to a branch, dangling upside down like a ridiculously-colored icicle. Its feathers looked recently and professionally groomed. If a little bird could look sharp, this one would be the benchmark. She could see why Twilight would want it around.



Applejack had a short staring contest with the bird. Its eyes were frozen over, its body curled slightly. It looked like nothing to her. “How’s Twilight?” she asked. “Anyone keepin’ her company?”



“The rest of the girls are taking care of her.”



“Good.” Applejack turned towards town. “We should, too.”



Fluttershy held up her hoof. “We should get to burying it. Don’t you think we should?”



“Maybe,” AJ replies. “If I’m bein’ honest, something’ll come along and take care care of it before long. Winter’s starvin’ time. No sense lettin’ it go to waste.”



Fluttershy took her arm. Her eyes were pleading--something Applejack didn’t have the energy to counter. Cold earth was one thing. Cold eyes, hers especially, were another. 



“How long have you been at this?” Applejack asked. “You must be freezing.”



“Just a little while. It’s nothing.”



Applejack couldn’t help but admire how hard that little pegasus worked just to keep herself warm. When the hours were long and the cold was biting and death was dangling in the tree like that dumb bird, she sometimes thought of Fluttershy. It brought life to her days.



Applejack said, “I’ll get a shovel.”



Fluttershy nodded. “Get two.”


      

      
   
      Twilight, By Herself, On A Holiday Afternoon


      

      
      
         Time-clone TS11608 uploads your final assignment to your inbox, and for the sixty-third time that morning, you pick up a quill in your horngrip and set it to parchment:



Dear — you glance at the bottom of the uploaded letter — Bytecode Quine, 



Thank you so much for your lovely letter.  I am always thrilled to hear from my fellow ponies — and while my schedule doesn't usually allow personal responses, your request deserves a reply.  



No — you deserve a reply.



You underline that with a flourish, for the same reason you're hornwriting this instead of copying and pasting into an e-mail.



Next to you, TS9177 rolls her neck to stretch a kink out, then stands to arch her back.  "Done," she says into her mic, then glances at the number on your collar and gives you a sympathetic look.  (The 9000s are covering the brief thank-yous to the Holiday Well-Wishes, comma, Not Otherwise Classified.  She probably finished her quota of 500 an hour ago, then picked up some slack from other queues.)



You nod to her as she heads back to Staging for debrief and decommission, then return your focus to the scroll.  That said, you write, I hope this explanation of why I am declining your offer of a Hearts and Hooves Day date will help bring some comfort.



You let out a long breath, closing your eyes and feeling your wings fluff out.  You can never write that without picturing the way their face will fall as they read.  You've stabbed 63 ponies straight in the heart today, and felt each one.



Simply put, you write, I spend the day alone by choice.  Part of it is that this isn't my holiday; this is Cadance's time to shine.



With the soft whuff of displaced air, TS11608 teleports Bytecode's gift-box of Scharffen Pferdger chocolates to your desk.  You pause to sample a few.  They're marvelous.



But more importantly — you continue — there are some ponies who don't find romance necessary for a healthy, fulfilling life.  A generation ago, I realized I was among them.



"Another year down," TS2326 says as she walks past you to Staging.  You understand her look of relief — she's in your group.



That doesn't mean I'm incapable of feeling love, you write.  It doesn't mean that I can't enjoy intimate time with ponies.  But it does mean I don't get the same kind of fulfillment from the experience that my friends do, and dating has repeatedly led to me creating hurt feelings over unreciprocated passion, which I'd rather not put you through.



If you'd like to learn more — you add hopefully — I've enclosed search codes you can use on the Equinet to learn more about aromanticism and asexuality.  That's my path, not yours, but understanding other ponies better makes it easier to be good friends with them.



You take a deep breath, fire up MapTable.exe, and scrutinze Bytecode's letter while you wait.  This is where the script ends and the delicate work begins.  The work of being a good friend to somepony who wrote an awkward proposition to a princess they've never met.



Your terminal pings.  Preliminary compatibility analysis complete, it says atop ranked lists of names: potential local and online friends based on social media analysis, and a third column of gender-preference-appropriate singles imported from GemHeartDB.  You focus your vision into the middle distance and page through the matches' profiles, looking-not-looking at the magical resonance, until you're satisfied.



I can tell you try hard to be a good friend, you write, because the chocolates you sent were a generous — and delicious! — touch.  And I know you're lonely right now, despite the beauty of your generosity.  When you give and give and get nothing in return, it's the worst feeling in the world. 



I can't be everyone's best friend, but I do care, Bytecode.  That's why I hope you drop a line to some of the ponies in the attached list.  They could use a good heart like yours, and I think you'll be pleasantly surprised by how much they bring into your life in return.  Please write back next year and let me know how it goes!



All my best,



Twilight



And with that, you're done.  You reread the scroll, slide it onto the dragonfire-ready pile, then lean back and allow yourself a smile.  



Only one pony alive could tease out the threads of harmony from such thin context.  Good thing she scales.
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