
      Welcome Home


      

      
      
         You start reading yet another boring Writeoff entry. You were already half-asleep to begin with, and your mind begins to wander. The text is blurry and your eyelids close most of the way.



So you're nearly asleep, but you're still lucid enough to notice a strange feeling in your legs, and up above your face. Huh, that's strange. Where did that horn on your forehead come from, you wonder?



Wait a minute. Who are you?








You are Ruby Pinch.



After a momentary dissociative fog, you snap back to reality. The horn is there because you're a unicorn, of course. Why were you imagining that you were reading a story? That's kind of a weird thing to imagine, but your mind often wanders.



Your horn is also why you're currently in the Carousel Boutique, standing next to the Princess. You're here for magic training that she's been gracious enough to supply for free. As you stretch your neck, you glance down at your cutie mark: two large red rubies. What are the odds, you think? If Mom had named you Amethyst Pinch, would they be purple instead?



"Did you get all of that, Pinchy?" she asks you.



"Oh—gee this is embarrassing," you say, and frown slightly. "I totally spaced out there for just a moment. I'm sorry, Princess."



"It's fine," she says. "But as I've said before, please call me Rarity. There is more than one princess in Ponyville, you know. Besides, darling, you don't want me to call you 'Ms. Pinch', now do you?"



The Princess of Generosity smiles with the warmth of a hundred suns, and you smile shyly back.



"No ma'am—sorry; I mean, no, Rarity. I like Pinchy," you say, rather assertively. You realize that what feels assertive to you, probably wouldn't feel the same way if you were somepony else. But you're not somepony else, so that's a strange thing to think about, and then Rarity starts talking so you focus again.



"I've hidden six gemstones in this room. I want you to find them using the gem location spell I've taught you," she says. "You have been practicing, yes?"



You nod vigorously. "Oh yes! I've been using it to find gems outside, actually."



"Good! But please, be careful about wandering too far from Ponyville without an escort. The outskirts are a dangerous place these days," she says.



As you nod in agreement, you decide not to tell her about getting kidnapped by Diamond Dogs and then being rescued by the Princess of Loyalty (who, fortunately, promised not to tell anypony). Obviously, Princess Rarity would never let something like that happen to her. You probably shouldn't have been out there alone, though. Mom wanted to come with you, but she probably would have just run away screaming. Mom means well, but it's not like she...



"Some of the gemstones are smaller than others," says Rarity, "and one of the six in particular will be exceptionally difficult to find. I shall sit here and read, and watch you from time to time," she says. Rarity takes a seat and begins reading from an issue of Cowsmopolitan.



You're certain the magazine is a ruse so you won't think you're being watched when your back is turned. Everypony is always doing terrible things behind your back, you're certain of it. Just like Mom used to do, back when you were much younger. She was always doing stupid things to hurt herself and hiding it from you so you wouldn't know. If she'd been open about it maybe it would be easier to forgive her, even though you do forgive her. At least Rarity is nice and straightforward about it. It's not like she's making fun of you or lying to you. You hope.



You look over your withers back at Rarity, who is currently pretending to read the magazine. It's a very convincing act. You return to your task. Standing from a vantage point that captures most of the room, you cast the spell and squint.



You immediately see your aura shining in three signatures: one large, one mid-sized, and one small. The large one is behind the sewing machine under a tiny piece of fabric. You probably could have found that one without the spell. The medium one is hidden inside a bolt of fabric, and the small one is under a warped rug. You had wondered where that rug came from, and why Rarity would keep such a thing, so it was kind of obvious. Nonetheless, the small gem's signal was very faint.



All three gems are rubies, of course. Rarity has a flair for poignancy, as well as for pretty much everything else she does. You head back with three rubies levitated beside you, and set them down on the desk. "That's the first three," you say.



Rarity smiles very wide, and she looks like Mom does when she discovers you got straight A's because she found your report card. You've never been able to hide it where she can't find it, but she works from home so she has plenty of time to snoop. You don't really know what the look on Rarity's face means, because it doesn't seem to make any sense. Privately, you call it the Mystery Look. "Excellent work, and very fast!" she says, with a clop of her front hooves.



"Well, that's only half of them," you say, frowning.



Rarity sighs deeply. "Pinchy, you must learn to take pride in your accomplishments. You're learning how to do this very quickly!" she says, as she gets those vertical concern wrinkles in the middle of her forehead. "I only expected you to locate these three, by the way. The others are very tricky. Don't stress yourself; just relax, and take your time."



She's clearly patronizing you, you think. But you'll prove her wrong. You have to. Other ponies need to respect you. You need to be useful to other ponies so that you can finally stop all this worrying. You need to be worth something.



The spell has faded, so you turn around and recast it. You look thoroughly around the room, squinting. You can't see any other glowing signatures. Wait...



You walk slowly toward the bolts of cloth. Something is glowing inside the orange bolt. It's almost impossible to see because the orange bolt exactly matches your aura color. You reach in and pull out a gemstone.



"Excellent!" says Rarity, almost shouting with exuberance.



"That was very clever," you say. "Where in Equestria did you find a bolt that matches my aura so well?"



"Well, I had to dye it," she says. "But I can use it to make a dress for you later."



You know you have a puzzled expression on your face, but you can't help it. Why would Rarity, a bonafide princess, spend so much time on a simple test like this? Why would she offer to make you a dress? You're not that important. You dismiss your confusion and look around the room. The spell is still active, and you don't see anything. You spend a few minutes carefully peeking from every steradian on both sides of the room, and you see nothing. The two remaining gems are very hard to locate.



"You shouldn't feel the need to keep trying, because the last two gems are very difficult to find," says Rarity. "I'm very impressed you found the fourth one."



"No," you say, shaking your head decisively. "No hints, and I will not give up."



Rarity's lips pull inward for a moment. "Alright, sweetie. Just, try to relax. Believe me, it will help with detection."



No it won't. You don't need to relax, you just need to be smart—and you are smart. Hmm. If you can't detect the gems when the spell is on, maybe you can detect their absence when the spell is off?



You stand on one side of the room and turn the spell on and off several times in a row. You're not seeing anything, but the light overhead is flickering just a little.



"Ah!" you say, suppressing a smile. You look up at the overhead light, which is very bright, so you have to squint. Turning the spell on again reveals the tiniest boost to the glow, on one side of the light. You reach in with your magic and remove a large ruby.



The gemstone is very hot, so hot you can even feel it with your aura. You didn't know that such a thing was possible before now. You suspect it's a lesson embedded within the test.



"Let me take that one from you," says Rarity. You feel her touch your aura as she plucks it from your magical grasp, and the sensation is strangely intimate. You blush. Rarity sets the ruby on a ceramic plate she recently added to the desk, obviously to allow the gem to cool.



"Okay, one more," you say. "Unless you've hidden seven gems to test me further?" You eye Rarity with high suspicion.



Rarity rolls her eyes. "Oh Heavens, no! I'm being straight with you, Pinchy," she swears, making the same motion that the Princess of Laughter uses. "There's only one gem remaining. I don't expect you to find it, and in all honesty I think I made it far too difficult, but the fact you found all of the others is incredible! You should be proud of yourself."



"No. I'll get it," you say flatly, and you see her frown.



You spend the next fifteen minutes searching for your aura everywhere in the room, with no luck. You try turning the lights off, but nothing is visible. You suspect the ruby must be very tiny. But even if it were infinitesimal, you would still be able to see your aura around it...



"Darling, it's okay. I made the last one too difficult," says Rarity, and her face looks sad. "Your mother is coming to pick you up soon, so we should stop for now. There are some lessons about using spells I haven't taught you yet, and to be fair, you need that information to have any chance at this one. You've done an amazing job."



"Not yet," you say. You want to ask why your mother is coming to pick you up, but it doesn't really matter. All that matters is finding that last gem. Lessons you haven't been taught, you wonder? Maybe you're going about this the wrong way. You can't see the aura... so what if there's no way to see the gem at all?



You're uncertain if this will do anything, but you turn off the lights again and close your eyes. Rarity is whisper-quiet. You cast the spell, and right at the end of it you get the idea to hold the magic there slightly—like a singer stretching out a note. It's exhausting, but you focus on listening, smelling...



Wait. You sense something, but not physically. It isn't a sight or a sound or a scent at all. Somehow, you can feel it within your mind. It feels like using telekinesis, but it's much subtler than that. You walk toward where you sense the object is. It's inches from your face, you're sure of it. You open your eyes, and Rarity is seated right in front of you. She flips the light switch. She has a convincing poker face. You realize you probably have a look of surprise on yours.



"Can I help you, dear?" she asks.



"It's... it's inside you," you say, then you burst out with a brief laugh. "You put the gem inside your body, so that your living aura would block my ability to see my own aura! But somehow, I can sense it anyway?"



Rarity gets the Mystery Look on her face again, and she hugs me tightly. "You are beyond incredible, darling," she says. "Yes. Our magic can indeed penetrate living auras, but you can't see into flesh. You have to use your magic sense to feel in the places you cannot see. While normally you can see your aura through objects, there are a few things that can block that ability—I'll review them with you next week. Your magic sense, however, will always work, which is why it's essential to practice it."



"Huh. I guess it was too hard," you say. "But I did it anyway, so... go me?" you add, with a smile.



Rarity hugs you tightly again. It's weird, but you do kind of feel good about yourself for once.



"Oh, wait. Do I have to, well, get the gem out of you?" you ask.



Rarity's eyes widen. "Goodness, no! I'd rather not have you open me up, darling. But I will return it to you, er... perfectly clean of course, in a few days." She blushes.



"Oh. Wait, returned to me? Do I need to find it again?" you ask.



"All of these rubies belong to you now, Pinchy," says Rarity. She places the five rubies into a pair of saddlebags and levitates it onto your back. The saddlebags are very well-made, and they have your cutie mark embroidered on them, so it's clear they're yours as well.



"You, you can't be serious," you whisper. Those gems weren't just boring old rubies. They were rare and flawless, just like everything Rarity uses. Even each of the little ones must be worth a hefty pile of bits.



Rarity grins. "Of course I'm serious, dear," she says. "At this point, you've learned everything about gem location that I can teach you. You can practice your magic sense on your own now. Next week we'll start working on the basics of illusion magic. I'll have to start preparing now, because I expected this would take another month."



You sit down and rest for a while, feeling even more fatigued than you were when you began. Rarity gives you a glass of juice, and that helps. Using magic can be very tiring, just like heavy lifting or painting or solving a hard puzzle. Your mind takes more energy than any other part of your body. But this, this thing you've done today? It's good, you think. You can't deny that you did well, even though you like to deny that most of the time. This is good.



There's a knock at the door, and Rarity answers. "Ah! Perfect timing. Welcome, Berry Punch," she says. They do an air-kiss and giggle. You really don't understand that.



"Pinchy!" says Mom, and she turns and gallops past Rarity, picks you up, and squeezes you tight. You smell something on her cheeks. It's smells a little like wine, and you wince.



Dammit, Mom.



"Honey, you can go outside and get in the cart. I'll be right out, after I talk with Princess Rarity." Her breath smells like mouthwash, but that isn't fooling you. You know Mom better than she does. You've lived with her your whole life, after all. Well, except for the couple of times they took you away from her for a while.



"Oh. Why are we taking a cart?" you ask.



"You'll find out soon enough," says Mom, and she grins.



You go outside, and there's a small haycart loaded with several boxes. You climb in next to the boxes and rest while Mom and Rarity gab it up. You feel kind of sleepy because you stayed up late last night doing homework, but you resolve to stay awake. It's your birthday today, which Mom usually remembers. You're not counting on that, but you should at least be prepared.



Before you know it, Mom latches herself to the cart and begins to trot. Since she's an earth pony, this load won't even make her break a sweat. "I see the saddlebags, and Rarity told me how well you did today!" she turns back and looks at you with the Mystery Look, then she keeps trotting. "She didn't give me any details about what you did, though, so you'll have to tell me all about it. We're going to have a lot of fun together celebrating your awesome magic."



You smile. "Oh, cool," you say, and you mean it. Yeah, you do love Mom. It's not really her fault she has a drinking problem—it's a physical addiction she developed when she was a little foal. Mom tries her best, and everypony makes mistakes.



Then it hits you: is the Mystery Look what... pride looks like? Is that what you're seeing on ponies faces? Is your mother truly proud of you? Is Rarity? Maybe all this time, inst—



Mom yelps and twists to the left, and everything spins upside-down. You fly out of the cart as you hear wood cracking behind you, and you slam into the side of a stone building. It winds you, and painfully.



Hitting the ground, you cry and gasp for breath, kneeling there right next to the wall. Looking up from the ground, you see Mom's legs behind the overturned cart, and you hear her curse. You feel bad, but you can forgive her... even though she's obviously drunk off her rump again.



One of the boxes has smashed open, and party supplies have spilled out. Party supplies? You can't think clearly because you're still struggling to breathe, when a large block of granite appears on the ground right next to you. What? You hear loud hoofsteps striking the ground at a galloping pace. You feel worried for some reason, but you don't k—



You jerk upright in bed, throwing your covers across the room and screaming loud enough to wake everypony in the house. You're drenched in sweat. You're confused about where you are, and everything else too. Were you in a dream? It felt too real to be a dream. You were gaspin' for breath, and... didn't it have something to do with Mom? No, Ma wasn't there. You ain't sure about the rest.



The door to your room bursts open, sending fractured pieces of wooden lock flying right out the open window. "You okay?" says a large alicorn who reminds you of one of your sisters.



Wait. Sisters? What were you just thinking about? Dreams fade so quickly...



Who are you, anyway?








You are Big Macintosh.



Officially, you're 'Prince' Big Macintosh, but colt howdy, how you hate that title. You reckon you're thinkin' about the whole prince thing again 'cause your sis got her wings spread really wide right now.



"Mac?" your sister says, and then she walks into the room and places a hoof on your shoulder.



"I, um, I'm okay," you say, trying not to sound nervous. You're pretty sure you failed at doin' that thing. "Nightmare."



Applejack rassles her arms all the way 'round your bod, which ain't easy, even for a mare her size. You can see Apple Bloom right there in the door with an equal helpin' of concern squattin' on her own little face. Well, you guess her face ain't all that little no more.



"You need anythin' to get back to sleep, Brother?" asks Apple Bloom, stepping into your room. You feel very foolish and dumb for screaming from a nightmare, because stallions aren't supposed to do that. You also don't like having your sisters in your bedroom with you, because it feels cramped. Bein' around too many ponies in a place too small to give y'all some breathin' room makes you mighty iffy—even if they're kin.



You look at the clock beside your bed. "Nnope," you say. "Might as well get movin', it's almost dawn now." You hope they'll get the hint, and you're safe 'cause they ain't dumb at all. Bless the Stars, Bloom's the smartest Apple you ever known, and you've known a passel of 'em. You can't even believe you're related, to be honest. You can't even think about smart stuff without your brain hurtin'. But weren't you just thinkin' all about magic and clever stuff? Must of been the dream. Maybe it wasn't all bad, after all.



AJ's smart enough to release you, then she steps back and smiles. "Must have been one humdinger of a dream!" she says, and whistles. "It's been a few years since I had one that bad. Remind me to scold Princess Luna the next time I see her."



Despite how your innards are all a-twist, you smile a little. "Luna ain't got nothin' to do with it," you say. Deep down, you're grateful to have kin who care so much about you. You got a good life, 'cept the hard work. No, wait, you forgot somethin' important. You love hard work. So all's good, 'cept the prince thing of course, and that don't matter none. Now you smile a lot more.



Bloom catches the smile from you and AJ—stuff's like a bad cold—and then they leave you be. You head off to take a shower and exfoliate. You wish there was a different word than 'exfoliate' because that one sounds so floofy. You don't like things that sound floofy because you worry what ponies'll think of you. You worry about that a whole lot, even though you know it's silly. On your way to the shower you make a note in your head to wash your sheets tonight.



Usually you shower in the evening, but today you're gonna need two: one now, and one after chores. It's kind of a hassle, 'cause you take a while to shower. But you got stuff to think about. You start by thinkin' about Fluttershy, which happens a lot in the shower, though you don't tell nopony that. You been visitin' her a lot, and she seems to tolerate you good enough. Maybe you'll actually ask her for a date someday. You wouldn't think about that kinda thing, 'cept Twilight came stickin' her muzzle where it don't belong to tell you Shy kinda likes you. Twilight would know, what with Friendship and all, so it seems cut and dried, but it still gives you the willies. You're brave enough, you just don't wanna make her feel bad.



You'd probably leave Shy alone 'cause she's a princess, but you're a prince, so if you married her (now there's a crazy dream) you can't become a prince more'n once. So her bein' a princess don't core you any more than you already got cored by AJ. No matter what you do, you're gonna be a prince. You sigh and accept it.



Although...



Sometimes, you actually kinda think about bein' a princess. Not for the title, 'cause that ain't much better'n prince. You like to think about bein' smart, and havin' magic to do stuff with, and bein' able to fly around, just like your sister and her friends. Maybe even wearin' fancy gold shoes, or somethin' wild like that. But that kinda stuff don't happen to colts, and you ain't smart enough, and your daydreams don't really matter a lick. But the facts don't stop the thinkin' part. You might be afraid of what other ponies think, but you ain't afraid to dream. That'd just be silly.



You finish your shower and towel off, then head out to face the day.



It's all bright out today, nice and sunny and hot, the way you love it. You also love it when it rains and when it snows, just not quite as much. Today's a sweatin' day, and there's plenty of work to be done, so you trot down to the orchard and get to workin'.



Your mind wanders a lot, even though you ain't got much mind to wander. Mostly about stuff that can't be real, as usual. You reckon most ponies probably got fantasy thinkin' goin' on at least part of the day, but it's mostly all day long for Mac. The stuff you gotta do is simple and most folk'd be bored stiff by it, but it's great exercise and it feels good all over your body, and especially in your chest, and not the flesh part. There's a warmth in your heart that never leaves you when you're doin' your part for the family. You want that warmth to be in there every day.



Then it's about noon, so you start thinkin' about puttin' grub in your muzzle, and you head on back to the farmhouse to do that thing. Normally AJ'd be ringin' the bell for lunch, but she got somethin' to do today so it's just you and Bloom. When AJ ain't around for lunch, Bloom usually goes and eats with her friends. You don't like bein' alone for lunch, but it ain't your place to ask for anythin' different.



But just as you get close to home, you get an odd hankerin' for somethin' different. You reckon you'll head into town today and get somethin' to eat at the Hay Cafe. They always got specials that don't cost too much, and three earth pony meals is usually enough to fill your belly. Maybe it's a waste of bits, but you hardly never do stuff for yourself, so you smile and grab your saddlebags.



As canter into town, your dumb brain keeps wanderin' as always, first about how you ain't never gonna be a princess, then s'more about Fluttershy. You worry she might see you, 'cause you're all sweaty right now, but some mares s'poseda like that sorta thing. Besides, you can't be ashamed of your work, 'cause it's what makes life worth livin'. That and family, and maybe friends too. But that don't make no...



Wait.



There's somethin' wrong. A cart just crashed down the hill by that stone house what's still bein' put together, and it looks like somepony flew out of the cart and into the wall. You hear some loud naughty words, too. They might need some help. You start trotting that way, carefully eyeballin' the situation. Then you see a bunch of stones resting on the edge of the roof of that there house, and they're in a stack like somethin' that high up shouldn't be, and they're teeterin'.



You're in a gallop even before you tell your hooves to move, which you think is kinda neat. You guess you know what's right so good that you just start movin' when you gotta. Well, you gotta. That's a filly right under them stones, and she gonna get smashed if you can't go fast enough to get her.



As you race, you look at the rocks, and you quickly reckon out exactly when they gonna hit the ground and where they gonna hit. You reckon the first stone'll hit next to the filly and the second square on her, and you only got seconds to spare, so you turn up the juice past the breakin' line.



Oh, how you wish you was fast as Rainbow Dash right now! You don't need to be a princess, even though it'd be nice, just as long as you could get to that little filly in time. The first stone falls right beside her, exactly where you done thought it was gonna. Your hooves just keep movin', and it's hard to breathe. You don't think you ever run this fast before. You see more stones fallin' toward her, and you jump real hard...



You land a few hooves away from the filly just in time to see stones come smashin' down on her. It looks real bad, but you stand u—



No, it turns out you don't do that thing.



Several big stones hit your back and there's a real loud crackin' sound and it ain't the stones makin' it. You think you're pinned under 'em, but you can't tell 'cause you can't feel a goldurn thing back there.



You don't wanna admit it, but you realize even if you do come outta this, you pro'lly ain't never gonna move those back legs of yours again. And that ain't good, 'cause it means you'll be a large-size burden on your sisters' withers. You almost hope you don't make it outta this one, even though you're sure that's the wrong thing to hope and you know your sisters don't want that neither.



Then you look up and see a big grey mass, and all of a sudden you feel an overwhelming sense of peace. You done right, Mac.



The stone hits your shoulders nice and square, and they crunch like dried applewood and you can't hardly breathe no more. You don't feel no pain, but you feel warmth flowin' right out of your mouth, kinda wet-like, and the warm parts in your chest are gettin' mighty cold.



But that's okay, 'cause it's just physical warmth. It ain't the important kind.



You feel so cold and sleepy, and things get all dark, then there's a ringin' in your ears as ev—



Hold up a sec, now.



Slowly, real careful-like, you see a light. It's a white light, and it starts to feel warm again deep in your innards, and you gasp for breath because your lungs still ache. You blink repeatedly, and you flex your legs, all four of those things. You can feel them again, as a tingling sensation covers them. You stretch, and look yourself over as you start to breathe normally. Okay, this is interesting...



Where in Tartarus are you? You're sitting in a comfortable chair next to a bottle of pills, but why? This house looks familiar. Weren't you trying to help somepony? Didn't you feel broken and cold? What the buck...



For that matter, who are you?








You are Berry Punch.



You know you were being crushed... or was it pulled apart? You can't remember, but it was some horrible kind of hallucination. Or was it? What in bucking Tartarus is going on? You're still gasping for air.



Were you drinking? You remember having a drinking problem...



No, you weren't drinking. You wouldn't dare drink again. You've been sober for eight months, and you'll be sober for the rest of your life. That last time you almost lost your daughter. Fortunately, the Princess of Forgiveness saved you from yourself.



So no, you won't drink. Pinchy means everything to you. She is your reason for existing. You need her to know you care about her, and you need it more than you need to eat grass, or drink water, or even breathe. And you certainly need it more than alcohol.



Your hooves are shaking and you're still a little dizzy. You stand up and examine the pills beside the tattered easy chair you were seated in.



Oh no.



"I took the wrong ones?" you whisper to yourself. You can't believe it. You realize your new anti-anxiety meds, which are still experimental, look a lot like the pills you thought you were taking. The pills beside your chair are the experimental ones. You just took six large doses of an anti-anxiety drug that had only been tested for a single dose per day. Earth pony sized doses, to be precise.



Horsefeathers. You feel guilty, and you punch yourself in the side of the head, which hurts a lot. But it should hurt. What would have happened if you'd died? You're a mother. Maybe you're not a good mother, but you're still a mother, and Ruby depends on you to take care of her—even though she's getting close to the age when she'll finally leave you forever. But for now, you have a responsibility, and taking care of her means you need to take care of yourself. You love her too much to do something this stupid. You can't be this stupid again, you just can't.



You try to calm down. You shouldn't be hurting yourself, because that's almost as wrong as drinking. Fortunately, it isn't difficult to calm down because you have a ton of anti-anxiety medication in your bloodstream right now. That's a silver lining, you sarcastically think. You try to focus, and look over at the clock.



"Oh horse apples, I'm late!" you say. You're glad Pinchy isn't here to hear you cuss out loud, but you were supposed to pick her up five minutes ago. The Carousel Boutique isn't far from here, but you zoned out instead of delivering the party supplies to Sugarcube Corner, so you'll have to take them with you.



You run into the bathroom and quickly dab some cheap perfume under each cheek. It smells more like kerosene than flowers, but you can't afford the good stuff, and appearances are important. You want the Princess of Generosity to know you're grateful for her time, and for her willingness to teach Pinchy for free because she knows you can't afford to pay for lessons. But more importantly, you want Pinchy to know you take her abilities seriously. You may be an earth pony, but you don't have to be a unicorn to appreciate one, for buck's sake. You quickly rinse your mouth out with mouthwash and canter outside.



As you load the party supplies into the cart, you wonder why things always need to be so bucking complicated. If only Pinchy realized what incredible talent she has, you think, as you hook yourself up to the cart you borrowed from a neighbor. But then again, if your daughter didn't have these issues, she probably wouldn't push herself so hard all the time. It's a deep irony, and it makes you feel conflicted. You're so proud of her, but you're pretty sure you'd rather have a C student who felt good about herself. She doesn't need to do all this to impress you! You've always been proud of her, even when you were unable to show it properly.



You take off at a canter, but to be safe you'll slow to a trot after you pick up Pinchy with you. She could just walk beside you, sure, but today is her day. She'll get a wagon ride to her fifteenth birthday party, and then we'll both have a blast. You start to relax a little more. Things are okay.



You arrive at the Carousel Boutique. You detach yourself from the cart and walk up to the door, then pause before knocking. The princess said she had a difficult test planned for Pinchy. Her foal might be inconsolable if she didn't pass. Of course the filly will pass, but that's never good enough for Pinchy. She'll expect her performance to be perfect. You sigh deeply. You need to take her with you to therapy someday. She says she doesn't want to go, but maybe if you beg her like a jackass or something.



You knock on the door, and you bite at your lip as you wait.



A few moments pass, then a smiling princess opens the door. "Ah! Perfect timing. Welcome, Berry Punch," she says to you. You giggle and fake an air-kiss, ironically. Rarity's always talking about how ridiculous ponies are in the world of fashion. Initially you used to think she was trying to show you up, but eventually you realized her friendship for what it is.



Then you see your perfect daughter sitting down inside, and you smile.



"Pinchy!" you shout, then race into the Boutique, pick Ruby up, and hug her like you mean it—because you do.



You look into her eyes, and she looks disappointed, which is how she usually looks. You don't think that will last for long, though.



"Honey, you can go outside and get in the cart. I'll be right out, after I talk with Princess Rarity," you tell her, and set her back down. You notice she's wearing saddlebags with her cutie mark on them—obviously another gift from Rarity.



"Oh. Why are we taking a cart?" she asks you.



"You'll find out soon enough," you tease, then walk over to Rarity. Your daughter walks past you and climbs into the cart.



You smile at Rarity. "Did you give her those beautiful saddlebags?" you ask, already knowing the answer. "They're perfect for her."



Rarity grins back, a bit sheepishly. "Oh, there's a little more gift-wise, but I'll let her tell you herself." You don't know what that means, but you have the suspicion Rarity has outdone herself.



"You're too kind to us both, Rarity," you say. It took you a while to learn to call her Rarity, but you've known each other for a couple of years now. She's been a great source of strength. You figure all of this is why she's a princess.



"No, you deserve better than you've had in life," she says. "I'm proud of you both, but especially Pinchy. I cannot believe that darling girl! She masters everything I throw at her, thrice as fast as I ever learned magic."



You smile. "She's something special, alright. I only wish she knew that."



"We'll teach her, don't worry. It just takes time," says Rarity. "You know," she adds, dropping her voice to a whisper, "I never much cared for children. At all, really, except for modest doses of my little sister. But I think I see the rewards inherent to motherhood, and for that experience, I am forever grateful."



You feel misty eyed. Horse apples, you hate this kind of sentiment. "You're coming to the party, yes?" you redirect.



"Wouldn't miss it for the world, darling! But to avoid spoiling the surprise, I shall be 'fashionably late', as they say," she says, vainly holding a hoof to her chest with her nose upturned, before we both break into giggles again.



"See you soon," you say, and you head back to the cart.



Pinchy looks tired, and you're tempted to tell her that she can nap in the cart, but you're pretty sure she'd just take that as a challenge to prove you wrong. So you quietly latch yourself to the cart and begin to trot toward Sugarcube Corner. You'll keep the destination and party a surprise. You scrimped and saved so you could give her a very special experience today.



After you're on your way, you look back at her, beaming with pride. "I see the saddlebags, and Rarity told me how well you did today!" you say, then put your eyes back on the road. "She didn't give me any details about what you did, though, so you'll have to tell me all about it. We're going to have a lot of fun together celebrating your awesome magic."



"Oh, cool," she says, and you feel like you've just won a marathon.



Out of nowhere, a baby rabbit jumps right in front of your hooves and freezes! You move your left forehoof to the side, and it catches in a small rut in the road. Your ankle twists painfully and you fall to the ground.



Unfortunately, you're still harnessed to the cart, and as an earth pony, you weigh at least twice what the cart and its contents weigh.



The cart flips sideways and the boxes fall all over the place. One of them cracks open, and one of the wooden wheels is shredded. And then you see Pinchy hit the wall. For a unicorn, that really had to hurt. Oh, buck it all to Tartarus!



"Horsefeathers!" you shout, your voice filled with an even mix of anger and guilt. Your ankle seems unbroken, so you try to stand up, but then you notice two of your legs are caught through one of the undamaged cart wheels. Of course you could snap the wood to splinters as easily as chewing through sugar, but you'll have to pay for the damage the cart has already taken. You don't have the money for this, and you don't like to lean on friends like Rarity for things you should be able to do on your own. It's not like you have gems sitting on your dresser.



You try to pull your legs free without damaging the cart any more than it's already damaged. You hear a 'thump', followed by a few 'thump's with a little 'crunch' in there. Then you see Big Macintosh racing and jumping toward where Pinchy fell—



You utterly destroy the cart as the most horrible feeling of your life grips your chest. There are enormous blocks of stone falling off the wall. You'd have to be a genius to calculate where the stones would land, so nowhere along the wall is safe.



You don't see Pinchy anywhere, and you're starting to panic. There are stones littering the area by the wall where she was. Big Macintosh has stones covering his back half, and then you see a stone land on his shoulders and flatten him thinner than anypony can be flattened, let alone a pony his size. You realize you just watched a pony die, then you snap back to your senses because it doesn't matter.



You don't bother to look up, because safety is not important. You rush to the pile of stones where you last saw Pinchy. No, no, no. There's a lot of red, and you throw one of the boulders over your shoulder and you scream and you fall to the ground and pet the part of her head you can still touch. This is the end of the world.



At some point you run out of voice to scream with, and you turn and gallop away. You're barely able to breathe through the tears and the pain. You feel a momentary numbness grip your body, and you realize you're watching yourself act. You're not in your own body right now. A mind can't live inside of that body right now, you realize. Nothing can live there.



When you reach your home, you run inside and slam the door behind you. The instinct in your mind is to go for booze, but you've removed all of that from the house. You're tempted to try drinking the vanilla and almond extract, but you realize you can't do it. Even now, with your soul fractured into a million pieces, you can't betray Pinchy. You cannot drink.



But then you see the pills.



You know Ruby Pinch would want her mother to live. You know she would try with all her might to protect you from yourself. But there are limits, and you've gone well past any rational limit. Besides, you don't know the pills will kill you.



You just hope they will.



Twenty-three pills go down your throat, or as many as you can swallow dry before you begin coughing. Most of them are get stuck in your esophagus, but the pony body is designed for digestion and it's only a matter of time. In the meantime, choking is a welcome distraction. You lie on your bed and cry and choke and rip your covers to shreds, then you start to destroy the mattress as a very heavy weight presses down on your neck. Your body tingles and goes numb and you just want to go somewhere else, anywhere else, even nowhere if it means... you're sleepy all over and blessed confusion sets in. It's all tight and warm and floaty and you thi—



You wake up next to a moonlit lake, surrounded by magical flora created from your own imagination, and you smile, because you know exactly where you are. This is your realm, after all.



Where you are is, oddly enough, still asleep.



As for who you are?








You are Princess Luna.



You stretch out on the imaginary bed inside your own dream, and you close your eyes for a moment to focus. Unlike most ponies, you have developed the ability to remember dreams. And you can do this not only with your own dreams, but also with the consciousnesses who enjoin with you.



You can feel the minds which merge with your own when you pick them up in states of altered consciousness or once consciousness can no longer be supported. Everypony does this, but only you are directly aware of it. This time, the mind that merged with yours was from a future version of Equestria. As was the last mind that merged with her, and the last mind that merged with him. The one before that was something alien to you.



Normally, a stack of consciousnesses would come from all over the multiverse. Three minds in a row, all from the same timeline, the same point in time, and victims to the same event? As well as from Equestria? The odds are simply impossible. But you know that impossible things happen everyday, so you just smile and feel the warmth of life.



Welcome home, you think to yourself, and you embrace the past.



It is fortuitous to have a window into the possible future. You shall take steps to ensure that the tragedy which took that stack of minds doesn't happen in this Equestria. Tomorrow, you shall speak with Twilight Sparkle in order to ensure this comes to pass.



You enjoy a blessed life, at least for now. Yes, everypony has problems they must face, even you. Nearly everypony's life is filled with joys and sorrows in equal measure. Minds that merge with yours are usually better for it. You are loved, which is all that really matters, and very comfortable, which is nice. And you have a long life ahead of you.



Living for centuries is overrated, but a charmed life is a good life to be trapped within. You feel all the ponies within you, those who have become one another and then become you, and you know they are unlikely to leave soon. You know those three ponies must be happy to be a princess, because you are happy to be a princess, and they are you. Even though you split off bits as often as you take consciousnesses into you (which is constantly), the splitting is rarer. So most of you gets to remain you for a long time before you go somewhere new.



Even though splitting is rare, it does happen—as does everything. There shall be a small probability of you-ness splitting away the moment you go back to double-sleep. That fraction of you shall split again and again, travelling directly from Luna to endless other places, most of them nice. Although it won't be very much of you, at any point there is always a nonzero chance you will wake up from a dream, or daydream, or some other mental state in which a transition is likely.



That is okay, you believe. So you return to double-sleep, confident that if you randomly do end up being shunted off, you'll be back again... eventually.



And then, something strange happens as you enter the second sleep. Against all odds, you do stop being Luna!



So who are you now?








You are you.



Well, horsecrap.



Here you'd been pulled completely into a story, you were totally ready to be Princess Luna for a few centuries, and you've just been cheated out of it by the slimmest arbitrary chance! Plus, you were forced to read a really, really sad story in the process.



But... what if the story you just read weren't as sad as it seems? Maybe what defined your lives wasn't how you died, but how you lived? (And by how you 'died', you actually mean how your mind transitioned elsewhere, of course.)



Um, no. That is awful. You are definitely going to complain that the author was too telly in your review. They practically shoved words in your mouth, which is as stupid as it is rude, especially when the story is an obvious author tract!



Then again, despite the failings of the author, you're left with a thought.



You can't help but wonder if it would be so bad to end up in Big Mac's horseshoes, or Pinchy's, or her mom's, or anypony else's for that matter. If this subpar story can do that to you, could another? Could even the boring stories do it, if you let them? Maybe you'll find yourself somewhere else, somepony else, for the next few centuries. Or at least, you'll find yourself there for a little while.



Hmm. That doesn't sound so bad after all.



You're still pretty tired, but you decide to read one more story before bed.
      

      
   