
      Could-Have-Been


      

      
      
         “Letter for you, Rainbow Dash,” Ditzy called, hovering at a distance.



“Bring it on over, Ditzy!” Rainbow raised a hoof from where she was lounging outside her cloud house, waving her in closer.



Ditzy flew over and hoofed off the letter she was holding. “Here you go.”



“Thanks!”



“Anytime.” Ditzy nodded with a big smile before she flew away.



Rainbow leaned back on her cloud and sighed contentedly. It was a good morning. Perfect weather, a day off to relax, and now, to top it off...



She looked at the envelope and smiled. “Huh. Griffonstone. Haven’t heard from there in a while.” Her hoof slid easily under the flap, tearing open the seal, and she wriggled out the sheets of paper inside and unfolded them.



Reclining on the clouds and warm sunshine while holding the letter up in front of herself, she started reading.



Hey dweeb.



If you’re reading this, you’re not gonna believe what happened...



Rainbow kept going. After the first few lines, she suddenly sat upright. Her smile faded, eyes going wide while all the blood drained from her face.



“Oh, fuck!” The words slipped out half-consciously on her breath.



Fighting her instinct to respond in a physical way—to fly, to fight, to do something—Rainbow Dash forced herself to keep reading as quickly as she could, hoping desperately that this was some sort of mistake, or a joke. This has to be a bad prank, she thought, holding the paper with shaking hooves.



After she reached the end and found that it was not, she dropped the letter and bolted.








Minutes later, Rainbow Dash burst into the map room of the crystal palace. “Twilight, just letting you know I’m gonna be out of town, because I gotta go somewhere!” She announced. “Now!”



Twilight was sitting at the table and reading from a thick book. “Umm, okay.” She looked up at Rainbow with a confused stare. “Where?”



“Griffonstone!” Rainbow replied.



“And why?” Twilight continued.



“Ugh!” Rainbow let out an exasperated huff and rolled her eyes impatiently. “Gilda!”



“Rainbow, maybe you should slow down,” Twilight suggested, staring at Rainbow Dash with one eyebrow half-raised. “What about Gilda? Just take your time and explain. Did something happen? Is she alright?”



Rainbow’s mouth opened, then closed. She stood as still as a statue for a moment, before her eyes went from determined to defocused. Her chest deflated and her legs shook. Then her mouth opened again, slowly, and she forced out words.



“She’s dead, Twi.” Rainbow sank to her haunches and sniffed down tears, wiping her watering eyes. “She’s dead.”



“Oh, no. Rainbow...” Twilight walked over and pulled her into a hug, wrapping her in her wings. Rainbow Dash finally crumbled into quiet wordless sobs.








Griffonstone looked different. That was what Rainbow Dash noticed the most, and what she tried to make herself think about to keep her mind from wandering to... other things. It was hard enough to find distractions on train ride here and the hike up the mountain. She just wanted to let her brain tune out and turn off for a while and get some relief.



The last time she’d been here with Pinkie Pie, she reminisced, the eyries had been falling apart, the palace was on the verge of being a ruin, and the library was already one. The whole place was “a dump,” as Pinkie had put it at first sight. She hadn’t been able to argue with that assessment.



But she could see after walking around for a bit that the griffins had really turned things around since then. The streets weren’t littered with loose straw and sticks anymore. The buildings all looked structurally sound now, too, which was good because she was about to have to go into one, an office right across the way.



Rainbow Dash approached, then steeled herself before she pushed the door open and entered.



“Hello,” a female griffin with a gyrfalcon front half and leopard-spot back half said from behind a desk. “Can I help you?”



“Are you...” Rainbow thought for a second before remembering the name. “Germane? Gilda’s executor?”



“Yeah, that’s me.” Germane nodded. “She said a pony should be coming around eventually.”



“Well, I’m here,” Rainbow Dash said.



“Great.” Germane stood up and extended a claw. Rainbow Dash reached out and accepted the hoofshake. “Why don’t you sit down?” Germane motioned to an empty chair in front of her desk.



“I’m Rainbow Dash, by the way.” Rainbow Dash sat. “So, just to be upfront, I’ve never done this before. All I know is I got a letter telling me to come here and ask for you, but it didn’t explain a whole lot. What happens now? And what’s an executor, exactly, anyway?”



“Heh.” Germane smiled dully for a second. “Alright. Well, to start with that, it means Gilda hired me to tie up her loose ends and make sure some last instructions she left get carried out.”



“Oh. Like, a will?”



“Kinda, but a bit different,” Germane explained. “Gilda didn’t have a written will in the formal sense. Didn’t really make sense, since she didn’t have much of anything to leave behind that needed one. She mostly just had some directions for her...”



Germane trailed off.



“What to do with her now that she’s dead,” Rainbow Dash said flatly.



“Yeah.” Germane nodded. “Yeah, that.”



“Her letter said that much, at least. Let’s get this over with.”



“Alright. I guess we can get right down to it, if you want.” Germane got up and picked up a small stoneware urn with a lid on it from a shelf on the wall behind her. She set it in front of her on the desk.



“These are her...” She covered her beak with a claw and coughed delicately, while looking away. “Um, mortal remains. Her ashes. I’m sorry, I don’t, uh. I don’t know if there’s any more sensitive way I can phrase that.”



Rainbow Dash sat still, and silent, and stared at the urn. Suddenly she was numb. Everything felt unreal. This wasn’t really happening. What was this thing in front of her?



Time rolled along in an awkward, stilted silence that Dash was aware of but felt strangely dissociated from, like she was watching this all happen from outside.



“I’m sorry for your loss,” Germane offered.



Without a word of reply, Rainbow Dash stood, picked up the urn, and walked out.



She could only barely remember doing that, and nothing afterwards. Everything was a haze until she found herself back in her hotel room, crying her eyes out into a pillow until she was finally drained enough to fall asleep.



She caught the first train out the next morning, before the sun had even risen. She didn’t want to stick around long enough for the daylight to let her see any more of the new Griffonstone.








Reaching the west Equestrian coast had taken Rainbow Dash a lot of trouble; a couple days’ travel by train and then nearly another whole day’s flight on her own wings once there weren’t any more tracks to ride.



But here she was, she made it. It was a beautiful place. Waves rolled in a slow rhythm, one after another, while Rainbow Dash sat on the rocks above them, while the urn sat next to her. “Well, here we are,” she declared, turning to address it. “This is where you wanted me to take you. The edge of the world, the end of everything. Just so I can scatter your dumb ashes.”



“Heh.” Rainbow Dash snickered at her own bad pun momentarily. “Dumb ashes...” After a few seconds, the smirk on her face died and she sobered before fading off into silence and resuming watching the waves. They washed in and out, in and out, over and over again, and she let herself be mesmerized by the slow, steady, crashing pulse of the world.



Not wanting to move, she just sat and watched those waves. They rolled along ceaselessly until the sun was about to set, sinking down into the horizon to the west, leaving golden light glittering on the swells of water as they rose and fell.



But she knew she couldn’t stay forever.



“Gotta get this over with,” she muttered, finally willing herself to act before the world grew dark. She grabbed the urn, then flew lethargically up about a dozen meters.



This was the point of no return. Wincing, she reluctantly let the urn go.



It fell, tumbling through the air for a little over a second before smashing into the rocks below and shattering. A cloud of grey dust burst out and billowed away into the air, spraying in every direction. It hung heavy and opaque for just a moment before dissipating into the wind.



“I guess that’s the end of your world, G,” Rainbow said, watching it all go. “And it’s the end of a piece of mine, too.”








Rainbow Dash poked her head into the map room. “Twilight?”



“Hi Rainbow,” Twilight said. “Good to have you back in Ponyville.”



“It’s good to be back. Wasn’t exactly a fun trip, but I got everything done that needed getting done, so... at least it’s all taken care of now.”



“I’m sorry again about Gilda,” Twilight said. “How are you holding up? Doing alright?”



“Yeah.” Rainbow Dash nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be okay.”



“Anything you want to talk about, I’m here,” Twilight offered.



“Eh.” Rainbow Dash shrugged and sighed. “Not really much to talk about. She got sick, she died. I don’t know what else to say.”



“Well, I meant, you know, more about you,” Twilight clarified. “But as far as that goes, did you find out what it was?”



“I did, but it was some big word I don’t really remember,” Rainbow Dash said. “Basically something about her blood, something wrong in her bone marrow. Her cells turned bad. There was no way to stop it.”



“Oh.” Twilight paused. “Oh, I see. I’m sorry, Rainbow.”



“It wasn’t something quick.” Rainbow Dash was silent for a few seconds. “She knew, Twi. She knew she was sick for months. But she didn’t tell me, not ‘til after she was gone.”



“Do you wish she had?”



“I don’t know.” Rainbow shook her head. “At first, I was mad. Really mad. At first I did wish she’d told me. Like, why would you not tell people?”



“And are you still mad at her?”



“Nah.” Rainbow shrugged. “I had a lot of time to think while I was traveling. But when I did, I just kept going over could-have-beens in my head. I kept having these fantasies about how it could have been different, you know? What I would have done differently, what I would have said, whatever. If there was more time. If I had just known. If I had just been there.”



“Yeah?”



“Yeah.” Rainbow nodded. “I felt pretty cheated at first, too. I felt like I deserved to know. But, then, I started realizing some stuff. I think I know why she didn’t tell me.”



“Why do you think?”



“Because what good would it have done?” Rainbow Dash asked. “For all those could-have-beens, what would have been the point to any of them? There was nothing that was gonna cure her. What really would have happened if she’d send a letter that said, ‘oh, hey, by the way, I’ve only got a couple months left. But nevermind that, how’ve you been?’ She knew how that would have gone over.”



“Probably not well,” Twilight guessed.



“After a while, I realized that she did me a huge favor, in her own way,” Rainbow said. “I think she must have thought about it pretty carefully. She had to decide what her last days were gonna be like for everypony who knew her. And yeah, she could tell me, and I would be a totally bummed out, scared, desperate, nervous wreck, trying to find some crazy way to fix her even though it wasn’t gonna happen, and I’d spend every second of those last months being miserable and probably making her miserable because of it. Or...”



“Or... not.” Twilight nodded.



“Yeah,” Rainbow agreed. “Or not. She could just not say anything, and I wouldn’t have to go through that. So she didn’t. And I guess that was easiest on everypony.”



“Still, I guess that does rob you of your chance to say some things you might have wanted to,” Twilight said.



“Nah, not really.” Rainbow Dash thought for a moment. “That’s more of those could-have-beens, but... you know, we grew up together. We knew each other well enough that I kinda think Gilda already knew anything I would have said anyway. So I don’t even think that matters.”



“So you’re okay?”

 

“No. I’m not.” Rainbow Dash shook her head. “Not even a little bit.”



She walked over to the map table and flopped her head down on it. Her back slouched and her wings drooped. “Someday, Twilight. Not yet. But someday.”
      

      
   