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		1. Forgotten Knowledge



Phase Shift trotted quickly through the wide doors of the hololab, grinning at the crystal-encrusted book floating ahead of her in the teal aura of her magic. “Do you understand what this means?” she asked, bringing the tome to the largest table. “Do you know how much time this could save us for the process?”
“I understand you’re excited, Phase,” said Comet Streak, following the unicorn into the lab. She flexed her midnight-blue wings, stretching them out full before folding them back to her sides. “I’m glad you think it will help, and that it’s worth all the trouble Nonpareil went through to get it. I just don’t know what an old copy of a book you already have is going to do for you.”
The book settled gently onto the lab table, Phase making sure it didn’t get the slightest bump before powering down her magic. “This is so much more than an old copy, Comet. It’s an original copy. One of only three thought to still exist. It’s millennia old.” She turned to the pegasus, pointing toward the door. “More importantly, unlike that copy in my library, this one hasn’t been interpreted, expanded, annotated, or amended over thousands of years. These are the authors’ thoughts and lessons exactly as they wrote them. It’s as close as we can get to their minds as we could ever hope.”
Comet smiled at last, feeling the enthusiasm radiating off Phase Shift. “Then I hope this means you’ll have this project finished fast, Phase. You know I’m with you for the project, and everything else, to the end. From a security standpoint, though, this being one of three in the world means that no matter how subtle and cautious Nonpareil was in getting it, a lot of eyes are now looking for it. You’d do best to get what you need and let me move it to some other location before those eyes turn toward us.”
Phase sighed, shaking her head. “I know you’re right. You usually are. Fine, let me get started and when we’ve gotten what we need from the book we’ll move it off-site.”
“That’s all I ask. I’ll go double-check our security systems and make sure no eyes are peeping at us already.” Comet walked toward the door, glancing back just before leaving the room. “Good luck, Phase. If anyone can crack this, you can.” She winked, then ducked out of the lab. 
Phase Shift smiled at the compliment, trotting over to a locker by the far wall. While she used her magic to remove any foreign particles from her coat and hooves, she triggered the comm-crystal embedded in her jaw with a thought. “Spider! Are you online?” she asked, floating a clean suit from the locker and starting to put it on.
“Always for you, boss lady,” came the reply reverberating through her mastoid bone. “Leynet systems are ready.”
“I told you before, Spider, stop calling me ‘boss lady’ or I’ll start using your given name.”
“You never let me have any fun, Phase.”
“Another time,” she said, sealing up the suit and stepping back to the table and the crystal-encased book. “We’ve got a lot of work to do. I’m going to put up a stasis field around the book, but we don’t know what condition it’s in. I need you ready to scan, image, and create a holo edition of each page as we go. Think you can keep up if the pages start to fall apart?”
She could almost hear his eyes rolling as the reply came back. “Please, Phase, don’t insult me. This is the simplest job you could give me. Of course I can keep up.” As he spoke, crystal devices rose up from the corners of the table, lenses turning and focusing on the sealed tome. “Scanners online and ready. Holo tools humming and waiting to weave my magic. Start whenever you’re ready.”
Phase Shift took a deep, steadying breath, then turned to the book. “Alright. Begin recording. Activating stasis field.” With a glow of teal magic, the table hummed and white light surrounded the book. “Removing the storage crystals now.” Teal flashed against the crystal coating, and it folded itself off the large book, facets closing against one another until a single crystal rested on the table. 
She moved closer, eyes widening as she looked at the book’s deep-purple cover framed in a gold-leaf border. In the center a gold-leaf horseshoe filled most of the cover, and in the middle of the horseshoe was a single, six-pointed lavender star. “Oh, my,” Phase whispered. “The cover is pristine. If the pages are anywhere close to this condition we’re so lucky.”
“Do you want me to give you some private time with that book, Phase?” 
She rolled her eyes at the innuendo. “Actually, I should have a few more eyes on this. We need to authenticate what we’re seeing.” She smiled. “And I think we owe them the pleasure of being part of the moment.”
“Are you sure, Phase?” Spider asked, taking an annoyed tone. “All they do is pester me with questions when they’re active.”
“Finding an original copy was their idea, Spider. Fire up the projectors, bring them both online with full interactivity.”
“Fine. Projectors online… activating constructs… assembling images… There you go.”
As Spider spoke magic shimmered from the walls of the lab, channeling down through crystal circuits. Light swirled and swelled not far from the table, quickly coalescing into the shapes of two unicorns, a mare and a stallion. Details filled in as Phase watched: light purple and orange coats, a long dark-purple and aquamarine mane on the mare, a vermillion mane and beard on the stallion with a blue star-covered cloak over his back. In an instant, the two stood before her and opened their eyes. 
Phase smiled at the sight of them. “Starlight, Sunburst, I’m so glad you’re back online. You have to see what we brought in.”
Starlight chuckled, stepping forward. “What took you so long, Phase?” she asked with a wink.
Phase Shift paused, nodding. “I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you sooner. It took us so long to even confirm it existed, then longer to find and retrieve it.”
Sunburst lifted his glasses, rubbing the bridge of his nose as he spoke. “Ah, she was joking, Phase Shift,” he interrupted. “When we’re offline we experience zero time lapse. It literally seems like you just said goodbye a second ago.”
Starlight laughed softly, nodding. “Yeah, just my sense of humor. Sorry. Now, what did you find while we were out?”
Phase chuckled, shaking her head. “You got me. I’m just too excited about this. Come see!” They all stepped to the main table, with Starlight's smile getting even wider. 
“That cover is a promising start,” she said, peering at it through the stasis field. “That’s the design Twilight and I came up with when she decided to copy the journal for all her friends, and for publication.”
“So it’s authentic?”
Sunburst shook his head, stepping around for another view. “There’s no way we could tell from the cover alone. We’ll have to read it to see if the lessons match what we remember. Right, Starlight?”
She nodded. “Absolutely. If the current edition you showed me is any indication, we should be able to tell very quickly.” She gestured toward the book. “Phase Shift, why don’t you do the honors? After all, it’s your program… and you’re the one with a physical body that can channel magic.”
Phase Shift grinned, nodding. “I’d let you do it if you could. I promise, once the main project is done, if you want them, I’ll get right to work on something more physical for you.” She turned back to the book, taking a deep breath. “Spider, keep the scanners running constantly. Opening the cover now.”
The glow of her magic encased the book, and the cover raised, slowly and gently, until the book lay open. The binding pushed back against the change, leaving the cover raised a few degrees off the table once it was fully opened. 
Starlight gasped, eyes growing wide. “I don’t believe it,” she muttered.
Phase stopped, taking a step back from the table. “What? Are you seeing something going wrong?”
Starlight laughed, shaking her head, and pointed at the inside of the cover. Along the lower third of the cover were a few words of Ponish written in ink with a careful script, with a larger and more flourished signature beneath: Princess Twilight Sparkle. “When Twilight first published the journal there were a lot of ponies who, let’s say, missed the point of the lessons. Several of them travelled to Ponyville from all over Equestria to get Twilight to sign books they’d never read just so they could seal them up in bags and store them as keepsakes.”
“Do you think this is one of those copies?” Phase Shift stared at the signature with awe. 
Sunburst chimed in. “It’s certainly possible, and that’s a strong factor in authenticating the contents, but we really should read more before we leap to any conclusions. As with all the other changes made over the centuries, somepony could easily have added a fake signature to make their version look legitimate.”
Phase nodded. “You’re right, of course. Alright, let’s get to work.”

Hours later, they closed the back cover of the journal. 
“So, you’re both in agreement?” Phase asked the pair of holograms. “It’s an authentic original copy of Princess Twilight’s Friendship Journal?”
Sunburst and Starlight both nodded, sharing in Phase’s giddy expression. “Absolutely. It’s exactly as it appeared when I first copied the original for Twilight and her friends, minus the rotten apple.” Phase raised an eyebrow, and Starlight continued on. “Long story. I’ll tell you later.”
Sunburst added, “I read the journal several times while I worked at the School of Friendship. This copy is exactly as I remember it.”
Phase nodded and let out a sigh. “Finally, something actually goes our way on this project. Spider, how are those scans looking?”
“Just finishing up my magic touch on the image design, and… voila!” With a swirl of light, an exact duplicate of the book appeared on the table beside the original, just outside the stasis field. “That copy should be exact down to the grain of the paper. I have the image files and text stored to your personal datastore as well as the protected research silo.”
“Excellent work, Spider. Having a copy to reference in-simulation will help a lot. Take a break, then we’ll get started on the real work right away.” Phase Shift looked longingly at the ancient book for a moment, then used her magic to float the storage crystal back to the base of the book’s spine. The crystal started growing, unfolding itself along the book’s surface, until the entire thing was once again encased. “Deactivating stasis field,” she recorded, letting the open air touch the sealed crystal once more. 
Phase switched comm frequencies with a thought, opening a new channel. “Comet? We have what we need. Whenever you’re ready, so is the package.”
“Confirmed,” replied Comet Streak. “I’ll be up in five minutes.” The line disconnected.
“Are you sure you don’t want to keep the original around?” said Starlight. “The copy looks perfect, but there’s nothing like a solid book in your hooves.”
“Sadly, no, there’s a very real security concern keeping it around. Besides, if I want a real book we can print one in a matter of moments. More importantly, now the real work can begin.”
Sunburst and Starlight glanced at one another, and Starlight nodded. “Are you really sure you want to go through with this, Phase?”
Phase Shift stopped, turning back to look over the two of them. “Of course! That’s why we sought out the book in the first place. It’s the whole reason this facility even exists.”
“I know,” said Sunburst, adjusting his glasses. “I admire the amount of research you’ve done to get this far, and Starlight and I really enjoy having been brought back, even in this limited form. It’s just, is it wise to go ahead with the rest? Is it something that should be done?”
Phase frowned. “Absolutely it is. You’ve seen the data feeds and the views outside this very complex. Equestria is a hair’s breadth away from total ruin. If we’re successful, it will mean a renaissance of prosperity and culture like history has never seen.”
“Yes, that is important,” Starlight said. “We want you to consider if this is really the right means to that end. Back in our time, we started a school to pass along what we’d learned to everycreature. Do you think setting up a savior figure is a better choice?”
Phase paced slowly, shaking her head. “That’s not what we’re doing. We’re helping prophecy along, and they are part of it. You know all the details and did before you suggested we find the book. Why are you objecting now?”
Sunburst answered first. “We know what it’s like to rush forward into the unknown chasing our idols. In spite of Starlight’s warnings, Twilight and I devised a way to free the Pillars from Limbo, and all Equestria was almost doomed to eternal darkness because of it. We learned that rushing in isn’t always the way to go.”
Starlight nodded, stepping beside him. “And we only escaped that fate when Twilight took the time to listen to me and rethink the battle before us. This time you don’t have the Pillars, the Elements of Harmony, or even the Tree of Harmony to back you up. Sunburst and I like being here well enough, but are you sure bringing them into this time will really help?”
Phase sighed. “Starlight, Sunburst, I appreciate your perspectives. You’ve been invaluable to this project, and I feel we’ve become friends ourselves. Don’t you agree?” They nodded. “Then believe me when I tell you I asked myself those very questions before I even started along this path. With all that’s happening in the world, I’m convinced the Defenders of Equestria are needed now more than ever before. Will you help me to make that happen?”
Sunburst and Starlight exchanged another look, and another nod. “We’ll help you,” said Starlight, with Sunburst stepping to her side. “But we’ll never stop asking hard questions while we do.”
“It’s what friends do,” Sunburst added.
Phase Shift laughed softly as the lab door opened and Comet Streak entered, nodding to the holograms. “I would expect no less, of any of my friends,” Phase said. “Comet, please get this book someplace safe. We have a lot of work ahead of us if we’re going to resurrect Princess Twilight Sparkle and her friends.”
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		2. Legends Remembered



Six Months Later
“I’m serious, Phase. I don’t like the whispers we’re hearing off the street.” Comet Streak walked beside Phase Shift as they left the conference room. Ponies left in twos and threes, eagerly speaking of the status update they’d all just heard on the project. “Blitz’s gang is seeing more and more unfamiliar faces around The Lot. I’ve diverted two “lost” climbers around the upper caves just last week. There’s a huge uptick in underworld jobs being offered and completed. I’m telling you, we have a lot of eyes getting very interested in this area lately.”
“I know, Comet. I know.” Phase floated a crystal tablet in front of her, reading intently over the figures scrolling over its surface. “We’re at the most critical phase of the project. What do you suggest we do?”
Comet frowned. “You know what I’m suggesting, Phase. I told you in your office, I told you in the meeting, and I’m telling you now. The corps must have detected the increased magic flow into the area. For the good of the project and everypony’s safety, we need to relocate, and soon.”
Phase snapped her head up from the data display, staring hard into Comet’s eyes. “Absolutely not! We are so close to our goal right now. If we have to pack up and relocate it will set us back months, maybe years. We can’t stop now. Not without a clear threat in sight.”
Comet flared out her wings, raising her voice. “Damnit, Phase! I’m telling you we’re not going to see a clear threat until it’s blasting down the front doors! That’s not how the corps work at this level. You brought me in on this project because you wanted my expertise in matters of security, well this is what it’s telling me!”
Phase Shift faced her friend head on, the teal glow of her magic highlighting both of their muzzles. “I brought you in on this project because you’re my friend and you said you were committed to seeing it through, no matter what! Now I’m telling you we could be only hours away from achieving our goal and you want me to pack it all in over whispers and rumors! I thought you were serious when you told me this was the most important thing we could do for Equestria.”
Comet tensed and with a quiet shink sound chrome blades extended between her flight feathers. She stared hard at Phase. “Fine,” she said, the blades disappearing back into her wings. “I’ll go double-check our defenses and check in with Nonpareil in case they learned something new. I hope your test goes well.” She turned and started walking away.
Phase winced when Comet turned away, taking a steadying breath. “Comet, wait–”
“I know you run this place, Phase,” Comet interrupted. “But for the rest of the day, try not to talk to me. We’ll both be happier.” She spread her wings and flew off down the hall before Phase Shift could answer. 
Phase put her hoof to her forehead, wincing further. “Damn it!” With a sigh she turned and hurried on to the main lab. 

Phase Shift trotted into the lab with the holo environment already active, passing straight through the illusion of an ornate stained-glass window and into a grand throne room, lined with columns and dominated by a tiered dais capped with a single throne. She shook her head, noting the purple, six-pointed star insignia gracing the top of the throne’s back. Activating her comm crystal, she called out, “Spider, is this your work?”
“Actually, this was our idea,” came a reply from further in, Starlight stepping out from behind the dais. Sunburst stepped through the opposite wall. “You said you wanted to make sure you had Twilight Sparkle at the peak of her influence, and that was definitely when she and the Council of Friendship ruled Equestria during the Golden Age of Harmony. Spider made the base design, and we were tweaking it from memory.”
“They have no appreciation for my artistic touches,” said Spider through the comm. “It was all, ‘there wasn’t a door there’ or ‘she had a seat for Spike next to her throne’ or ‘none of the stained glass had beer logos worked into them.’ I’m starting to feel unappreciated.”
“Enough!” Phase said a bit too sharply. All the others fell quiet, looking back at her. “We need to reset to the throne room of Ponyville Castle. I’ve gone over the numbers from the last few tests, and that’s going to be our best home location.” She took a few more steps then stopped, looking at Starlight and Sunburst, then to the room around them. “Now, Spider. This should be our final test, and I’m not going to put it off longer than we have to.”
Sunburst stepped forward even as the walls started to twist and fade away. “I don’t understand. I thought the data was suggesting the Golden Age would be the best time period to achieve maximum synchronization.”
Phase shook her head, turning toward them both. “The odds might be slightly higher, yes, but the numbers don’t suggest that to me. I can just feel that Ponyville Castle will work better. Call it a hunch.”
“If you say so,” Starlight answered. “I assume you want me to handle the introductions. Sunburst and I can–” 
“That’s okay, Starlight. I’m going to take it solo. You two should switch over to observer mode and keep an eye on the session.”
The walls blurred, then winked out of existence, leaving the bare crystal circuits of the lab walls behind. A moment later a smaller, but still grand, round room of blue and purple crystal walls formed around them. Tall windows surround the room in rows to the arched ceiling, where a massive set of tree roots hang suspended over the center of the room. Tiny crystals hang from all over the roots, twinkling in the light and revealing images within when viewed at just the right angle. Directly below, a round table made of a huge slab of crystal sits at the room’s center. Around it, evenly spaced, seven modest thrones circle the table, facing in toward the middle, and each other. The top of each of the six larger thrones displayed a different symbol: the cutie marks of the Defenders of Equestria.
While the walls rearranged, Sunburst and Starlight exchanged another meaningful look, holding it for a long moment, expressions changing as if having a discussion. Starlight turned back to Phase Shift. “Are you certain that’s wise? After all, they are our friends. If anypony can ease their transition into this time, it’s us.”
Phase sighed, turning back from the throne room details. “That may be the problem, Starlight. We’ve been trying to ease them in gently so far, with mixed results. But that’s not what we did with you, or with Sunburst. We’ve got the models of their minds as close to the originals as we can hope to achieve. Maybe the shock you experienced is necessary for the process to work correctly. If not, you two can be here in an instant to ease them in.” She floated a stylus over the crystal pad, tapping in a few notes. “Trust me. I’ve run the numbers on this. It’s going to work.”
The pair exchanged another glance. “If that’s really how you want to play it, Phase,” Sunburst said, “you’re the boss.” Starlight still looked doubtful, but nodded and stepped close to her friend. “Switching to observer mode. Good luck, Phase. I hope this works.” The two of them vanished in a blink of the eye, leaving Phase Shift alone in the throne room.
She stopped, noticing the quiet surrounding her, and simply savored it for a moment. I can’t remember the last time it was this quiet. There’s always something needing my attention. She took a deep breath, pushing away thoughts of her shouting match with Comet Streak.
“Ready whenever you are, boss lady,” Spider chimed in through comms, breaking the spell of the moment.
She rolled her eyes at the address. “Alright, ‘Juicy’, let’s get started.”
Starlight and Sunburst’s giggles echoed over the comms.
“Whoa there, Phase! Point taken! No more of the ‘boss lady’ bit. I promise. No need to say the rest.”
Phase smiled. “Alright, Spider, then let’s get started. Bring up the holo avatars for all seven. Put them in their seats.” 
One by one images shimmered into existence in order around the table, quickly resolving into Twilight Sparkle, Applejack, Rarity, Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy, Rainbow Dash, and Spike. They sat in their respective thrones, immobile, looking like an image from one of the crystals above. “Looking good, Spider,” Starlight chimed in. “They look exactly like I remember them before Twilight moved to Canterlot.” 
“Thanks, Starlight. Glad to see you know quality work.”
“Cut the chatter,” Phase ordered, walking slowly around the table, looking into each pony’s face. “Load the behavioral and cognitive models. All constructs in full awareness mode, all behavior restraints disabled.”
“Sure thing, Phase,” Spider answered. Moments passed before he added, “Models compiled and ready. Environment and character models stable. Ready to proceed to testing on your word, Phase.” 
Phase Shift closed her eyes, focusing on the equations needed for the program about to start. Her horn glowed teal, the crystals inset long its length building up an internal light. “Activate room casters,” she whispered. “Focus through me.” A low hum surrounded her, the magic aura around her horn getting brighter. “Begin holo resurrection… now.”
She discharged the magic from her horn in a bright sphere of power growing out from her form until it encompassed the avatars around her. Magic flowed from the walls and ceiling, still adding to the bright sphere, until every section of the room was filled. After a brighter flash, the light faded away. 
Phase opened her eyes, steadying herself against a throne. Around the table the figures blinked and looked around at each other, smiles forming as they looked at their friends. Phase took a deep breath and stepped up to the table, floating the crystal pad before her. “Good morning, Princess,” she said, bowing her head to Twilight Sparkle. “Good morning, everypony. Can you tell me where you are?”
“We’re in the throne room of my castle,” Twilight answered, glancing at her friends, gathering murmurs of agreement. “Just outside Ponyville, in central Equestria.”
“Very good. And what is the date?”
They exchanged another questioning glance. Pinkie Pie jumped up and spoke quickly. “It’s the day before the Summer Sun Celebration in the year 1275 Post Founding.” She smiled a little larger than it seemed a pony really should be able to do. 
Phase nodded, noting the answer. “Excellent.” She switched to her comm crystal. “Begin upload of historical information from 1275 PF to present.” Turning her attention back to the group around her. “I have some news for you all, however. It isn’t actually 1275.”
Rainbow Dash scoffed, flying up to hover over her seat. “Of course it’s 1275. Everypony knows that. What year do you think it is?”
“By your calendar, it’s the year 10191. Nopony’s used the Equestrian Founding calendar for over four thousand years, though.” She pauses, letting them take in the info. 
Fluttershy gasped, her eyes growing wide. “If that’s true, does that mean we’re…” She trailed off with a whimper.
Phase nodded slowly, sympathy creeping in at Fluttershy’s reaction. “Yes, I’m sorry, I’m afraid it does.” She turned her response to all the ponies. “You, the ‘real’ you, are deceased. We’ve recreated models of your minds and personalities into a holographic frame, so we can interact with you.”
Fluttershy started to cry.
“What possible reason could you have to do such a dreadful thing?” Rarity shouted indignantly. 
“That’s some bad business, messin’ with the dead,” Applejack added.
“What were you even thinking?” Rainbow Dash demanded.
“Oooh, it’s almost like time travel, but on fast-forward!” Pinkie cheered with glee. All her friends turned and glared at her and she stopped giggling mid-bounce. “I mean, grrr, how could you?” 
Twilight Sparkle flew up out of her throne, hovering over the edge of the table. “Hold on, everypony,” she urged her friends. “Let’s hear her out. I know the idea is upsetting, but she must have a good reason.”
“Thank you, Princess,” Phase said. She checked the upload status on her crystal pad. “You should be getting a lot of the background information momentarily. My friend Spider is loading the history from 1275 to present into your memories, and it’s nearly done. But the short of it is simple: Equestria is in danger, and it needs its Protectors, according to the prophecy of Princess Flurry Heart.”
Twilight blinked. “What prophecy is that? When did Flurry Heart start receiving prophecies at all?”
Phase tapped her pad. “According to legend, at the end of her days, Princess Flurry Heart spoke of a time when ponies would forget the lessons of friendship and unity from the Golden Age of Harmony, and Equestria would fall into an age of darkness. She said when Equestria reached its darkest hour, when the ponies had their greatest need, the Protectors of Equestria would return to lead the way back to harmony.” 
The room fell silent as the group took in that statement. Twilight landed in front of Phase Shift, glanced back at her friends, then asked, “What are we supposed to do to help? Shouldn’t the reigning alicorn be responsible for addressing magical threats?”
“It’s a bit more complicated than that. It’s not a magical threat, exactly, and even if it were we haven’t had a reigning alicorn of any kind for about three thousand years.” Phase tapped on her pad and made a sweeping motion with her hoof over the top toward the center of the table. An image flew into the air and expanded, showing a detailed map of the world. In the center, glowing a pale yellow, Equestria stood out from the other nations. “On paper we’ve been a democratic republic since then, with regular elections to choose leaders and lawmakers. In reality, though, only the corporations and extremely wealthy individuals wield any real power.”
Spike flew up over the table, pointing at the floating map. “What does that have to do with what we need to do to help you?” he asked simply. 
Phase nodded, refocusing her thoughts. “The problem is that everypony is divided worse than ever before. Far from just three tribes arguing, it’s almost everypony for themselves. Most ponies work for a corporation their whole lives, living in corporate housing, eating corporate food rations, and letting the corporation cast their votes for them. Many more live in poverty, barely able to feed themselves. With lives like that, they never have time to consider others or make friends or even spare a thought to making Equestria a better place.” 
“Aren’t you and your friends trying to make Equestria a better place?” Fluttershy asked. “You had the time to put this all together, didn’t you?”
She sighed, nodding. “We could only do all this because we have some wealthy backers who believe in the cause. In doing it, we’re all criminals.”
Twilight’s eyes grew wide. “Criminals? You mean this isn’t funded by your government?”
“No, of course not. The government is controlled by the corporations, and they want more of the same. They profit from keeping ponies divided. If they ever find us, we’ll be arrested, or killed.” Phase sighed, turning away from them. “As everypony seems to love reminding me lately,” she added quietly. 
Rarity stepped forward, raising a brow. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear you. What was that last bit?”
Phase shook her head, snapping herself back to the moment. “It’s nothing, just… My head of security, Comet Streak, she’s insisting we’re close to being discovered, but she doesn’t have any solid evidence. She keeps pushing for us to move to our back-up site, but that would set us back by months.” She rubbed the base of her horn. “I’m sorry, that doesn’t have anything to do with you. We should get back to why we need you in Equestria.” 
She turned back to find seven pairs of concerned eyes focused on her, with all of them standing or flying next to each other. Twilight Sparkle looked around at her friends, each giving her a little nod, before she stepped forward and reached a hoof out to Phase Shift. “I don’t know if we’re the ones to save Equestria this time, but I think we can help you. Come over and tell us more about Comet Streak and your other friends, and yourself.”
She looked between them all, thinking of dozens of reasons to say no and continue the experiment. “Alright,” she surprised herself by saying. “Where should I start?” She walked into the middle of the group who circled around her.

Two hours later, Phase Shift left the lab. For the first time in months, her crystal pad was nowhere to be seen and a smile touched her lips. She walked past her office, heading right down to the security hub. 
The doors opened to reveal Comet Streak standing at the commander’s station, watching video feeds and the three officers coordinating data flow. The pegasus glanced over at the door, rolling her eyes when she saw who it was. “Nothing more to report, Director,” she said curtly. 
“I know, Comet. I just need… I’d like to talk with you, if you have a minute.” 
“I'm really very busy here, Director. Maybe I can get back with you tomorrow.” Comet tapped a few selections on the control console in front of her.
Phase sighed, “Comet, please, it will only be minute, I promise.”
Comet’s shoulders drooped and she closed her eyes, tapping her hoof slowly on the edge of the console. Ten taps later, she opened her eyes. “Alright, one minute. Step into my office.” She stood and led the way to the small private office on the edge of the control room, Phase following close behind.
“Thank you, Comet,” she said as she stepped inside, the door closing behind her. 
“I told you before that I didn't want to talk anymore today, so say what you have to say and get out.”
Phase closed her eyes, drawing in a slow breath, then opened them again. “Comet, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I dismissed your concerns, and I’m sorry I questioned your commitment. I only said that to hurt you, and that was wrong of me. You’ve been part of this project from the beginning,and you’ve been my friend even longer. You’re the best security expert out there, and if you say there’s a threat I should take that seriously.”
Comet took a step back, eyes wide. “Alright, I wasn’t expecting that,” she admitted. “Where did that come from, Phase? It’s not like you’re any less stubborn than I am.”
Phase blushed at the question, nodding. “I know I am. Let’s just say I had a talk with somepony who reminded me that a good friendship is worth fighting for, and that sometimes that fight means admitting when you’re wrong.”
Comet smiled slightly. “You’ll have to introduce me to this miracle worker sometime. Alright, Phase, apology accepted. No, no!” She held up a hoof as Phase started moving in closer. “I’m still not a hugger, but I’m glad we’re on the same side again. We are, aren’t we?”
Phase laughed. “We are. In fact, that’s the other reason I came to see you. Our final construct test was completely successful. We’re ready to move to the final phase, if my Head of Security clears us to proceed. I know you have concerns, and I want to give them a fair hearing before committing everypony to a huge step.”
Comet Streak nodded slowly, moving around to sit behind the desk. “Alright. You’d best settle in. There’s a lot to cover.”

Phase Shift looked over the lab, nodding. The ponies under her had done an excellent job setting up the final phase, and it showed. Stasis pods were wheeled out of the room, leaving the seven figures seated in the thrones around the central table. She walked around it, gently touching the warm and solid flesh of their cheeks as she passed. Returning to the largest throne with the six-pointed purple star at the top, she activated the comm crystal. “All departments report status for final phase.”
“Comet Streak here. All points of entry secure. Internal security on high alert. External sensors show all clear.” Phase smiled and acknowledged the report. One by one, each department reported their readiness.
A private comm channel chimed in. Seeing the source, she muted the rest and accepted the call. “I thought you might want a word.”
“Ready for another hard question, Phase?” Starlight asked eagerly.
“Anytime, Starlight.”
“When you talked with Twilight and the girls, you seemed to agree that somepony from the present time would be better candidates for Protectors of Equestria.” Starlight took on a more confidential tone. “Personally, I think you and your friends are natural choices. Are you certain that going ahead with the quantum resurrection is a good idea?”
“Absolutely. I agree their lessons are more important for spreading friendship again, and my friends and I will all do our parts. However, there’s one thing Twilight and her friends can bring to Equestria better than anypony else.”
“And what’s that?”
“Hope.”
The line was silent for a moment. “Understood, Phase. Good luck. And don’t forget, if this works Sunburst and I are up next. I’ve waited a long time to hug some friends.” The comm line disconnected. 
“In position to begin,” Phase said through the comm. “Spider, load full construct data, with no behavioral restrictions. Total autonomy mode.” 
“All constructs ready, Phase. Room casters at full power. Proceed with activation phrase at your discretion.”
Phase Shift stood beside the throne of Twilight Sparkle, looking at the motionless form there. She closed her eyes, imagining the runes of the activation phrase. Her horn glowed cyan, brighter than ever before, and she looked to the lavender face beside her. Leaning in close, she whispered, "Princess Twilight Sparkle, it is Equestria's darkest hour. You are needed."
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