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		Description

Twilight has thirty eight minutes to save Equestria, but it's already far too late. 
While trying to explore another reality, Princess Twilight stumbled upon a dying Equestria consumed by Bale-fire megaspells. With just a thirty eight minute window, though as many re-tries as she wants, Twilight has to figure out what went wrong and whether anything can be salvaged. This time it's too late to save the world, but maybe she'll be able to save the one pony she never could, Pinkie Pie.
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		Chapter 1: Steel Rain


			Author's Notes: 
Warning: This story contains spoilers for Fallout: Equestria thoughout. It is not necessary to read Fallout: Equestria for this story to make sense, but if you were saving it for a rainy day, this story will spoil it.



“The study of history has always been, at it’s heart, learning from the past. Learning what lead to triumph, and what lead to failure; where heros beat all odds, and when those odds consumed them. We ponies have a long and rich history, but every day new discoveries flumox this historical learning. How do ancient pegasi battle clouds affect airbus timetables? How can an earth pony lean from the Luna famine, when tractors are taking over the farms? What knowledge can be gleaned from ancient tomes, when we work with forces not even imagined three generations ago? 
“No matter how hard we try, we can not apply the past to the modern world. But nor can we allow ourselves to misstep in the present, the consequences would be too great. There is then, only avenue to turn to. We must learn from the future--” 
Somepony hammered on my door.
“Twilight, are you in there?” Rainbow Dash hollered. “Your eggheads are getting angsty. It’s time to go!” 
I slammed my head against my desk, my horn adding another small divot to the polished mahogany. My new secretary, Ivy... something, gave me a curious look, but I waved her off. One of the nice advantages of being the boss was getting away with more than my fair share of eccentricities. 
“Looks like we’re going to have to come back to this,” I told her. The forest green mare nodded hurriedly, tapping away at the terminal as she saved the file and shutdown the machine. Only when she smiled did I leave the dampening ring of runes around my desk. Technology and I have a love/hate relationship; I love it, it hates me, or at least the high levels of ambient magic that surrounds me. 
The office itself was large and richly appointed, with bookshelves crowding each other for space against the walls. Everywhere I went I seemed to accumulate books, so the titles themselves were mostly unread and more of a random assortment of titles than an actual collection. A large window and balcony gave a fantastic view of the Cantervale, and Ponyville beyond. Canterlot itself could be seen from the opposite side of the building, though I’d refused point blank to have my view marred by it. 
“Come on! You still talking to your fanclub in there?” Dash continued, rapping her hooves against the door again. I trotted across the plush, sky blue carpet to the double doors and wrenched them open with my magic. 
“Finally!” she exclaimed, the pegasus bursting in and hovering at my eye level. “You know, when you said dangerous unknown world to explore, I pictured more fighting giant mutant brezzies, less waiting around and getting physicals.” 
I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Giant mutant brezzies?” I said at last. 
“I had to take a test!” Rainbow Dash exclaimed, clasping her face. “A Test! It was so BORING!” 
I shook my head. In the thirty or so years I’d known Rainbow Dash I’d seen her sit still for seven minutes in total. Maybe an hour if you didn’t count that hoof jiggle when she does while reading as motion. “That’ll be the mental stability and wellbeing test then,” I said, smiling. “Did you pass with flying colours?” 
She gave me a flat look. “Don’t use that line on me, I invented flying colours.” 
“Fair point. Shall we get started then?” I gestured out at the hall. 
“That’s what I’ve been trying to do!” Dash snapped, leading the way. I shook my head and sighed, as I followed her through the broad corridors of The Twilight Sparkle Arcane Research Institute (Lower Canterlot branch). Sometimes I feel the Wonderbolts must despair to have Dash leading them, while still the fastest mare in Equestria and showing no sign of slowing down in her middle years, she got on with paperwork like a house on fire. With all the screaming, terror, and ponies fleeing in all directions implied therein. 
“So what was all that yammering to you fans about?” Rainbow demanded after a short distance. Ponies stepped smartly out of the ways as we swept past, most bowing in reverence, despite my long standing policies. 
“I was dictating a report for the Equestria Journal of Mystical Sciences,” I told her, with a tiny frown. “They are not my fanclub.” If they were my fanclub they would have responded to my letters about the increasingly archaic use of the word ‘Mystic’.
“Right... and you’re working on time travel, again?” 
My eye twitched, though I was able to withhold my irritation until we stepped into the executive elevator and out of the public halls. Dash finally landed, her hooves sinking into the plush carpet. 
“Yes,” I replied, tersely, as we began to descend. “As I explained at length in the documents that I sent you--” which I should have known she’d ignore “--I’ve been working on extracting information from the future.” 
Dash shot me a look. “Didn’t you prove you can’t change the future with the whole timeloop years ago?” 
I sighed, that had not been my finest hour. “Yes, while it is possible to travel backwards in time, you are trapped by the fact that everything you are trying to change has already happened. Extracting information from the future is theoretically bound by the same problem; anything you learn will be based on a future shaped by your future actions, which occur due to knowledge gained from travelling. You can’t fix the mistakes of the past, and you can’t avoid future dooms.” 
Rolling her eyes Dash drawled. “That’s why I like hanging with you Twilight. You’re a regular barrel of rainbows. So I take it you’ve got a half baked scheme to fix this?” 
There was a soft ding as the elevator opened onto the factory floor. The grand experiment sprawled outward, lit by harsh noon light streaming in through the windows. A hundred ponies, mostly unicorns hurried about their tasks, some at the many control stations, others powering the huge arcane engines that dotted the room, or checking the calibrations on a dozen machines. At the very center of the room was a vast summoning circle, a six pointed star cast in solid silver touching the ring at the points. It thrummed with barely contained energy, so much that I could feel my teeth vibrating even at a distance. 
“Well, full baked maybe,” I said with a grin. 
Rainbow Dash whistled. “Okay, that was a good reveal. Seven out of ten.” 
“Seven!” I exclaimed, my wings flying out. “I just revealed a gigantic arcane machine poised to smash through the dimensional barrier! I think that deserves more than a seven.”
Dash gave me a flat look. “You lost two points for mentioning baked goods. You should read some more Daring Doo, there’s some great mad scientist monologues for you to crib.” 
She trotted into my lab and I hurried to keep up. “I am not a mad scientist,” I pointed out, with what was definitely not a pout. 
“Sane science does not use the term ‘smashing dimensional barriers’,” Rainbow Dash shot back. I didn’t have a response for that. Instead I lengthened my stride and swept past her, abusing my height to it’s fullest. There were some advantages to being an alicorn beyond the obvious. 
“Princes!” Silver Note called out, waving a hoof. “Good to see you, we’re almost ready for the transfer.” 
Silver Note was a elderly unicorn, grey coated and somehow going greyer with alarming speed. He was distantly related to the Ponyville Silvers, though I had the vague recollection that they didn’t get along. That wasn’t however, something that came up very often in his role as one of my finest research scientists. 
“Excelent, is the team assembled?” 
“Just waiting on you and Commander Dash, step up onto the dais and we’ll run through the final checks.” 
I gave my most regal nod and resisted the urge to squeal like a schoolfilly. This was it. Five minutes till I had all four hooves on the alien soil of another Equestria. Sure, explaining just how incredible crossing the dimensional barriers was to the average pony in the street would take me a lecture series; but I could present that series as the first pony to step beyond her home reality. 
It was a historic moment. 
“So, you going to explain what we’re doing here?” Dash cut in. 
My ear twitched, as my lecture fantasy dissolved away into the ether. Once, just once, I’d like my friends to do their homework before they see me. Is a five thousand word summary that much bedtime reading? 
I unfurled my wings and hopped over the chaos of the factory floor with a single graceful flap. Three ponies were waiting for us on the teleportation dias, two unicorns, one a grizzled ex-guard with a speciality in shields and another, far younger who’d volunteered for the sheer adventure, a stallion after my own heart. The final member of our quintet was an Earth pony, laden with armour and supplies; he regarded Rainbow Dash and I with a weary stare. 
“We going on a trip?” Dash enquired, meeting the stallion's look with her own drill master's glare. He blinked first. 
“Ideally no,” I explained, surveying the magic filling the air around us. “If all goes as planned, we’ll just be projected into the alternate reality. There will be interaction, but we should not be able to stay more than thirty eight minutes and nothing that happens there should affect your real body in any way.” 
“Right, and the supplies are there for when that inevitably goes wrong and we get trapped,” Dash concluded, quite correctly. She crossed her forehooves across her chest, balancing with lazy flaps of her wings. “What’s the point of this whole exercise anyway, what’s so exciting about another Equestria?”
My ear twitched again. “It’s all about time, Rainbow Dash. We can't gain from traveling forward in time within our universe, so we’ve found a similar universe and intend to visit it’s future. If our calculations are correct, we’ll end up six months ahead of ourselves. Once there we’ll be able to find out... well...” 
“We’ll be able to find out why it’s exploding,” the ex-guard stallion cut in. 
Dash’s eyes lit up. “Explosions are cool,” she agreed. 
“In this case it may be a world ending explosion,” I cut in, shooting the stallion a glare. “Something has happened that is so devastating that it has weakened the very walls of reality enough for us to gain access. I’d like to know what the event was, and whether it’s going to happen here.” 
“Heh, just like old times then. World’s going to end and only the Elements of--” 
She cut off suddenly, as she saw my murderous glower. 
“--’k. Not like old times then.” 

With a terrifying crash the arcane energies tore the world around us apart, and then the screaming started. 
Canterlot was in ruins. I had half expected the transport to bring us into a mirror of my own Institute, but reality was far worse. We stood in a cleared ring in the center of a shattered apartment block; bodies of ponies had been dashed against the walls by our arrival, though judging by the rotting flesh and shattered bones, none had been alive to be inconvenienced. 
Beyond the ruined walls the city was burning. The place and heart of the city had been wrapped in a gigantic shield but... there was a cloying pink fog that filled the dome and even a mile away I could feel the necrotic energies bleeding through. A clawing, hungry type of magic that turned my stomach. There was no safety within that shield, only the dead, and those still busy dying. The rest of the city fared no better, whole districts were aflame, or shattered by spellwork bombs, or simply gone, blasted off the mountainside by some divine hoof. Even where we stood the very air was toxic, burning and freezing my lungs, the dark magic creeping through my bones, trying to kill me by inches. 
The earth pony trailspony ran, accelerating away from our group and following the sound of a foal’s wails to where a mare and her child huddled beneath a flight of broken and blackened stairs. How they’d survived the holocaust of spellfire for so long was a mystery I would never solve. Whatever miraculous wing that had shielded them lasted no more than an instant longer. A thunderous roar, like every manticore in the world all in chorus, slammed into us, lifting the very stones of the building into the air in a deadly rain.
The ex-guard (I should have known his name but didn’t) brought up a shield just in time, a white hemisphere sealing us away from the rest of the building. Shards of concrete and brick slammed into it, followed by a maelstrom of necrotic energy and for a moment he held strong against the killing storm. It was only a moment though, and with a sickening crack his horn detonated, shards of rot flying away from the dying unicorn.
At last I managed to rouse myself from my stupefied haze and acted. I caught the shield with my magic, holding the flimsy spell so firm not even light entered our bubble of serenity. 
“Sweet Celestia, sweet Celestia, sweet Celestia,” the researcher babbled, backing away from the fading corpse of the ex-guard. The guard, of course, was not truly gone, our bodies were stood safely on the factory floor a full universe away, but from when I was standing he looked dead enough. 
“Twilight!” Rainbow Dash yelled, right in my face. I realised that she had been calling my name for some time. “What in tartarus’ name is happening?” 
“... I don’t know,” I whispered. It wasn’t supposed to be like this; I’d expected to find a triumphant Discord, or the return of a lost, mad alicorn, or if we were very luck myself discovering a new form of magic. We were never supposed to find this nightmare. 
“Well don’t just stand there like an overpriced hunk of marble!” Dash roared, clapping her hooves together in front of my eyes. “We’ve got to save Canterlot!” 
Canterlot was dead. Only Rainbow would be brave and stupid enough to think of saving anything from the horror of the ruined city. It was something I’d always admired about her.
“You’re right,” I agreed, shaking my head. My horn shone as I bombarded us with spells. Elemental resistance, wards against disintegration, magical sinks, boosts to speed, thought and will, and finally I purged the necrotic energies that clung to us, weaving new resistance spells to keep us safe from further harm. As I was working, Rainbow Dash grabbed the researcher stallion and dragged him back onto his hooves. 
“Come on soldier, buck up,” she snapped, getting right up in his face. “We’ve got a world to save.”
He shook his head, scrambling back till his rump was pressed against the ink black edge of the shield. “No, no, no, no, no,” he muttered. “This wasn’t supposed to be like this. This was supposed to be a science mission.” 
Rainbow Dash and I shared a look. Civilians. I cut the magic binding the stallion to this world and with a faint pop he vanished. 
“Well, that’s one less problem to deal with,” Dash sighed, leaping into a hover. “What’s the plan Twilight?” 
I frowned. “See if we can find any survivors, if not in Canterlot then somewhere in Equestria. If we can get to Ponyville and find our alternate selves before thirty eight minute time limit runs out we can figure out what happened here. Our absolute priority is stopping this happening at home.” 
Rainbow Dash cocked an eyebrow at me. “Not saving ponies?” 
“If you can, do,” I sighed. “But we can’t take them with us. We have to find out what happened here above all else.”
She snorted. “Okay.” Dash flared her wings out, beating up a storm in the little bubble. “Let’s do this.” 
I spread my own wings and dropped the shield. 
The neighborhood had been devastated, what few walls had stood moments before had been leveled and nothing remained of the mare and her foal, nor the brave stallion who’d tried foolishly to save them. He would be home by now; if the mother was lucky, both she and her child would have died instantly.
Dash took to the sky like a rocket and I hurled myself after her, pumping my heavy wings and spinning flight boosting spells just to keep up. The clouds above us were heavy and dark, lit by the green fire of the dying city below us, thick with poison and the reek of burning flesh. A dozen strange objects streaked through the air towards us and Dash hung a right, going into an evasive roll. That should have been my warning to follow suit, but I was distracted by the sudden bone rattling thrum of solar magic. 
Celestia was never been subtle with her sorcery. A beam of solid sunlight tore the air apart just feet from me as it reached out and smashed the strange objects from the sky. I hurled myself into a steep dive far too late; a small red hot sphere bounced off of my flank as I doubled and redoubled my personal shield and then the infernal device detonated, a wave of balefire (a particularly nasty and very forbidden form of dark magic) slammed into me. 
I screamed in pain as the necrotic blast tore through my hasty protections, the deathly energies tearing apart my flank and left wing. For a moment, everything but agony vanished. My spells failed, my wings stayed glued to my side and even the world vanished in a haze of black and red as I plummeted. 
Rainbow Dash caught me, eliciting more screams of pain as her hooves dug into my ruined side. We landed hard not a moment later, in an open park at the very edge of the city, and Dash laid me tenderly on the ground. 
“Come on, Twilight!” she roared, her voice tinny and distant. “Stay with me! You need to cast a healing spell, or anesthetic or something!” 
I wondered if she realised just how hard it was to cast a spell while you could see your cared hip bone through the ruins of what was once a cutie mark. Drawing on an ancient Zebradian meditation technique and a lifetime of near death experiences, I centered myself for an instant. There was a crack as I forced mana into my horn and, like the sunrise, the pain became a mere irritant. I breathed a deep sigh of relief, that turned into a rattling cough. 
“Awesome,” Dash continued. “Now the healing spell.” 
“This is very dark magic Dash,” I croaked, fighting down the urge to fall into another coughing fit. My lifeblood was forming a sticky pool beneath me and the world was going grey, there was no time to waste coughing. “I’m going to be dea... home in five minutes without a air-bus full of medicine. Get to Ponyville. Find out what went wrong!” 
For a moment I thought Rainbow Dash was going to stay by my side, then she leapt into the air, accelerating away into the tormented sky. The world was lit momentarily by a rainboom and I began to cough in earnest, staining my fetlocks red with bloody phlegm. 
A traitorous part of my mind wished she’d stayed. The necrotic energies coursing through me were making it hard to concentrate on, well anything, and the supercharged anesthetic wasn’t helping matters. I couldn’t quite reach out to grasp the spell that kept me bound to that dying body and so lay there. Struggling to breathe. Counting every heartbeat as I slowly bleed to death. It was almost peaceful. 
Pounding hooves woke me from my stupor. Trying to ignore the rising pain I raised my head and saw... well, I have no words beyond an ‘iron pony’, charging towards me. It was a monstrosity of steel and servos, easily the size of Big Mac and it bore a single searchlight upon it’s head. 
“Twilight Sparkle!” it boomed, thundering to a stop next to me. It had a stallion’s voice. “Are you still with me?” 
My eyes widened in shock. The creature was a pony? “Who...?” 
“Sergeant Steelhooves,” the stallion clipped. “Don’t worry, I have medical supplies.” He sank to the ground next to me, and began rummaging in a set of steel saddlebags. “Stay with me a little longer and everything will be fine.”
I tried to raise a hoof to wave him away, but failed. “Don’t bother,” I gasped. “Save them for somepony who’ll need them.” 
“I can’t think of anypony who’d need them more,” he clipped, and jammed a bottle between my lips. I drank greedily, the ache of necrotic magic fading as the mystic brew spread through my system. I longed to take a sample for analysis but I guessed it wasn’t the time, besides the mixture tasted foul. “What are you doing in Canterlot?” He paused, spotted my ruined wing for seemingly the first time. “And when did you become an alicorn?” 
I kindled my horn, setting a low grade healing spell into motion, enough to keep me from expiring for a few minutes longer. “Long story,” I sighed. “What happened here? To Canterlot?” 
“The apocalypse, that’s what,” Steelhooves growled. “We came under attack by balefire megaspells half an hour ago, after we lost contact with the rest of Equestria. The princesses put up a shield to protect the city center but...” He took a deep, rasping breath, glancing over his shoulder at the roiling mist within the shield dome. “I don’t think it worked.” 
I nodded in agreement, not really listening to his words. This was an attack? Canterlot’s death was the result of somepony bringing weapons, weapons I didn’t even understand, to bear against my home? I didn’t want to believe it. The idea that anypony-- anything could willfully cause murder on such a scale simply didn’t register. Even Nightmare Moon planned to leave Equestria standing once she had won. 
“Who... who’s attacking?” I asked at last. 
“Who’d you think, Seaponies?” Steelhooves exclaimed, then on seeing my confused look. “The fucking Zebras, that’s who! Who else do you think hates ponies so much?” 
“...but Zecora,” I gasped, clutching my pounding head. 
“Was as much of a traitor as the rest of her filthy race.” He stamped a might hoof, and leaned down. “Twilight, I know you’re hurt and I won’t even pretend to know why you’re an alicon, but you have to get to safety. Canterlot is dead, but Stable 2 is close enough for you to make it before the end. Even if it’s closed, Applejack was on her way there and will let you in. Do understand?” 
I shook my head. Honesty was always the best policy. 
“Tartarus!” he swore, and pulled a large syringe out of his pack. He paused only to remove the protective cap and jammed it into my shoulder. 
For a moment I thought he’d killed me, as liquid fire poured through my veins. It felt like I’d swallowed a triple shot of caffeine, cocaine and capsicum, and the world burned with a single crystal clarity. For a moment I felt that I could do anything, rebuild the city, mend the world or birth a sun, then it all came crashing down as the agony from my ruined flank returned with a vengeance, doubling me over with pain. 
“Get to Ponyville!” Steelhooves roared, taking me by the shoulders and shaking me. “Find Applejack! And tell her I love her!” 
He was kidding himself if he thought a single shot of whatever the stimulant was enough to teleport me all the way to Ponyville. The only reason I was even alive was because alicorns were near impossible to kill. Still, the concoction had given me the strength for one minor spell. 
I met the armoured stallion’s shielded eyes for a moment. “I will,” I assured him. And cut my connection to his world. 

I could still hear the screams of Canterlot, even as I sat next to the dais, watching Rainbow Dash’s body twitch and jerk. Somepony had draped a blanket over my shoulders, and I had a mug of coffee in my hooves, but I had no clear idea who had given me them, nor when. 
Of course, the screams weren’t exactly in my head. The guardspony, the one who’s horn had been shattered, was still howling in agony when I’d arrived home. Shattering a horn was often described as the single most traumatic thing you can do to any pony, and it had long been theorised that there was a large psychological impact that went along with the physical sundering. It seemed, at least, we had proved that today. We had discovered little else of value.
The factory floor was quiet, subdued even. The excitement and barely constrained energy of our departure had evaporated. We had achieved a wonder, and done nothing but seen horror beyond our imagining.
“Recall in five, four, three, two, one!” 
There was a deafening crack of arcane discharge and Rainbow Dash suddenly began talking “-- any minute...” She looked around. “Huh... Now.” 
She spotted me and leapt into the air. “Oh thank Celestia,” she exclaimed, hurying over. I managed to avoid wincing at hearing Dash use that name. “I thought we lost you Twilight. Did you, you know--” She traced her hoof across her neck. “--kick the bucket?” 
“No,” I sighed. “A pony called Steelhooves found me and gave me some kind of anti-necromantic potion. Did you reach Ponyville?” 
“Yeah, though there wasn’t that much left. Something had smashed up a load of buildings, and killed all of Applejack’s trees. I only found one pony, Silver Spoon.” 
I blinked, I hadn’t realised the Silvers were still living in Ponyville. “Was she safe?” 
Rainbow Dash shook her head. “Not even close. She and her husband had caught the business end of one of those firebombs. She told me a lot before she went though. There was a war with the Zebras, and somepony nearly killed the Princesses, and Fluttershy of all ponies came up with some world ending spells or something. Twilight, what happened in SIX MONTHS for the whole world to burn like that?” 
“I don’t know,” I said, staring at my hooves. “I can’t imagine how things could get that bad.” Nothing we’d ever faced promised destruction on such a scale. I took a deep steadying breath and continued. “Steelhooves told me there was some kind of shelter in Ponyville, that Applejack should be there. That’s our next destination.” 
“Whoa!” Dash leapt backwards, eye wide with shock. “We’re going back? To that murdered Equestria?” 
I sighed. “It’s worse than that. I’m going to have to go back to Ponyville.”

	
		Chapter 2: Sanctuary



Ponyville rarely saw frantic activity. It was at it’s heart, barring the occasional doomsday, a small farming town. I felt a level of guilt of bring the full might of my Institute, and my title, down on the fragile harmony, but we needed to see things through. 
The trains had started arriving within two days of Dash and I’s fateful trip to the Murdered Equestria. The first had been vast things, but then they had been carrying half a railway with them, and we’d trebled the size of Ponyville’s train station by sunset, just in time for the real cargo to arrive. Arcane generators, focusing arrays and prefabricated buildings to house all the delicate equipment, arrived on flatbed car after flatbed car. A horde of ponies followed them on specially appropriated trains, swarming around the site of a new branch of my Institute. 
The building itself was ugly slab, it overshadowed nearly every structure in town and I’d had a dozen letters denouncing it as an eyesore by day three. I paid no heed, speed was the watchword, to the extent that we were going without a roof till the next round of deliveries. Rarity would have had conniptions to see such a monstrosity erected in her hometown, but I considered it a good week’s worth of work. 
Rainbow Dash arrived while we were running through the final checks, a little over an hour later than I’d told her to arrive, but well within the two hour window I’d set aside for her tardiness. She swooped through the empty space that should have been the roof and settled into a hover by my shoulder. 
“Phew,” she exclaimed, with a low whistle, as she surveyed the hive of activity. “You’ve got to introduce me to your contractors, it’d take me six months to pull this together with the Wonderbolts.” 
“You use government workers,” I pointed out, flicking through my checklist. “The private sector is where you want to be if you want results.” That and liberal use of the phrase ‘Princess Twilight wants...’.
“You keep saying that, but somepony managed to complete that weapon survey you wanted...” Dash grinned, giving me an over exaggerated wink. 
I met her with a flat gaze.
“Oh fine,” Dash sighed, crossing her hooves. “Laugh sometime Twilight. Anyway, Captain Blackbird and his high altitude flyers have combed Zerbradia. No launch sites, no new military buildings, no troop movements, no sudden bursts of construction, and not even any unexplained trains. It turns out that their Minister for War dressed up as a clown for his niece’s birthday yesterday, but that’s the most interesting thing we found out.” 
I nodded in agreement. “That’s what I found out too. I talked with Princess Zamba. There was a lot of ‘realpolitik’, we are after all the heads of state of opposed powers, but in short she has no interest in attacking Equestria, has no idea of any plans to attack Equestria, all balefire stockpiles are accounted for and she has no idea of any weapons that could destroy an entire city.” 
“Hold up! They have those killing firebombs?” Dash cut in, gesturing wildly . “That’s nuts! How can that be part of the treaty?” 
A burst of green flame erupted from my horn. “Because, regrettably, Equestria has them too. What about those steel suits, anything in the RnD labs?” 
Dash slumped in the air. “No. No iron ponies for now. Got the feeling I might have sparked a few ideas while I was trying to find the damn things though.” She paused, and dropped to the ground. “You know Twilight, we’ve had more than a few complaints from, well... nations, about all the running about I’ve got the Wonderbolts doing. ‘Sabre rattling’ they’re calling it. So before we do anything else; are we causing that war? I mean, what we’re doing to find out what happened, is that going to actually cause... that?” 
I sighed. It was a complicated question, one that I’d been chasing around my brain from the moment we’d returned. “Theoretically no,” I admitted at last. “We’ve checked our numbers. That timeline diverged from our’s between five and thirty years ago. However there’s such a thing as destiny, if that war is fated to happen, then it is likely to occur no matter what we do.” 
Rainbow Dash shuddered, her primaries rattling. “Not on my watch. Guess that’s why we’re going back. When’s Applejack due?” 
“Umm... well. I...” 
She fixed me with a flat glare. “You still haven’t talked to her, have you?” 
I rubbed the back of my head. “Not as such...”
“Urgh, Twilight, I have first week recruits that aren’t half as stubborn as you,” Dash snapped, launching herself back into the air. “Come on, let’s get Applejack and get this over with.” 
I took a steadying breath. To be fair, I had been putting off the meeting. But we still had-- I glanced at my Apple Tec watch --seventeen minutes before I absolutely had to speak to Applejack... 
“Come on, Twilight. Come on!” Dash snapped. “Come on, come on, come on, come on, come--”
“Alight!” I boomed. I can’t believe that still worked on me. “We’ll go.” 
In a flash of teleportation magic, we vanished from the factory floor.

The orchards of Sweet Apple Acres had grown over the years, sprawling out over the surrounding hills till it was, by all measures, the largest family owned farm in the greater Canterlot area. The old homestead had long since been expanded, renovated, knocked over and righted again, until it was nearly unrecognisable. A lot of Equestria felt like that these days. The world my friends had saved all those years ago had eroded away until everything was new and alien. I couldn’t say I disliked the new home of the Apple clan, but it wasn’t the home I remembered. 
“Phew, Oliver Apple’s come along,” Dash observed, as a tractor rumbled past us on the road. The driver, AJ’s eldest son Oliver apple a young stallion, waved, before turning his attention back to the controls of his vehicle. I wasn’t sure, but I was familiar enough with the design of the machine to think that a death grip on the steering column was not necessary for normal function. It seemed to be working for him though, or at least he hadn’t hit anything yet. 
Dash shook herself, folding her wings back down. I rolled my eyes. “He’s less than half your age,” I chided. 
“Hey, I’m not dead,” Rainbow shot back, sticking her tongue out at me.
“You will be if Applejack hears you.”
Applesnack was in the garden weeding. We’d teased Applejack mercilessly when she’d announced she was dating a stallion a mere syllable’s separation away, but with their wedding now a fond memory and their first child near full grown, much of the novelty had worn off. 
“Hey Snackie, how you doing?” Dash crowded, hovering next to the olive coated stallion. 
Okay, for some of us, the novelty had worn off. 
Applesnack sighed. “Hello Dash, I see the scarecrow’s broken again.”
Rainbow Dash burst out out laughing, slapping the stallion on the back. “Never change Snackie, is Jackie home?” 
“Ah don’t want to talk to her!” Applejack’s roared, and all three of us whipped around. 
Applejack was aging gracefully; she still had much of the muscle that had characterised her youth and wore her hair back in her familiar ponytail. The stetson hat perched on her head was even the original, preserved by a powerful spell I’d wrought many years prior. Beyond that though, there were lines on her face that hadn’t been there when I’d last seen her and more grey in her mane than ever before. Three kids had also taken their toll on her figure, however I doubted even Applesnack was brave enough to mention that to her and he was a war veteran. The angry glare on Applejack’s face I was more familiar with. 
“Oh come on,” Dash grumbled. “I had to drag Twilight here. Don’t make me pull you into this conversation by your tail.” 
With a huff, Applejack turned away and stormed into the house, bucking the door closed hard enough to rattle the windows. 
Dash snorted and raced through an open window. The yelling started moments later. 
Applesnack sighed, and shook his head. “So, I take it that you’re the reason half of Canterlot is in town?” he enquired, turning to me.
“Yes, we’re trying to save the world... again,” I explained, with a weak smile. “I need Applejack’s help.” 
The stallion frowned at me. “Will she be safe?” 
I nodded. “Actually, this one looks to be a little safer than usual.” So far we had a hundred percent survival rate, and a sixty percent requiring therapy rate. Well above average on both counts. 
The farm door banged open and Rainbow Dash emerged, dragging a thoroughly pissed off Applejack out by her tail. 
“Right!” Rainbow declared, depositing the fuming earth pony at my hooves. “Now you two, talk!” 
I held out a hoof. Grumbling to herself, Applejack took it and I hoisted her to her hooves. 
“Ah take it ya’ ain't here to apologise,” she said, dusting herself off. Behind her Rainbow Dash made a face. 
“I have nothing to apologise for,” I said, sighing. 
Applejack raised a brow at me. “Twi’ we’ve been friends for a long time. And ah’ll tell ya’ now, what ah tell ya’ every time we meet. Ya’ made a promise t’ move on, and ya’re still breaking that promise.” 
I flinched. “I haven’t broken it Applejack. It’s just taking me a while to fulfil it.” 
“Horseapples,” she spat, then rolled her eyes. “But, ah take it from Dash this ain’t just a social call. Ya’ want me for this alternate future business, right?” 
“Remind me to tell Rainbow what the term ‘state secret’ means,” I snapped, not looking at the rainbow maned pegasus as I spoke. “But yes. We need to find out what happened to that world, and apparently there is a shelter in Ponyville that will let you in.” 
Applejack frowned. “Alright. Ah don’t know if ah’ll really be able to help, but for Equestria, ah’ll come along with ya, sugarcube.” 
A smile found it’s way to my lips. “Just like old times.” A moment until I remembered how those old times ended and the smile vanished. 
“Alright, we’re getting the band back together!” Rainbow Dash exclaimed, punching the sky. We both glared at her. “Oh fine, the awesome parts of the band at least.” 
With a sigh, Applejack turned back to me. “So what’s the plan?” 
“Right,” I pulled a small note card out of my saddlebag. “So, as Dash has probably told you, I constructed a transdimensional device to take us to another timeline. Specifically so we could identify what extreme magical event took place to open the timeline such that we could access it.” I sighed. “As it turns out, our thirty eight minute window of interaction is due to an apocalyptic use of magical weapons, that destroy Equestria and possibly the rest of the world. We need to find out what caused this war, and stop it happening here at all costs.” 
“Oh!” Dash interjected suddenly. “I just got an awesome idea, I should try and find me.” 
I stumbled to a stop, trying to parse that sentence. “Sorry? You mean find your double in the timeline?” 
“Well yeah, that too. But why don’t I just find the me from last week and tell her not to worry about the zebra’s invading us?” Dash beamed. I felt a migraine coming on. 
“Did you meet yourself while there?” I enquired, a sinking feeling overtaking my stomach as I contemplated explaining temporal physics to Rainbow Dash. 
“Well, no but--” 
“Then you can’t” I snapped. “This isn’t time travel girls.” I groped around for a good analogy. “Umm, do you remember when I accidentally caused time to start looping?” 
“Yes,” all three ponies groaned, I felt a blush rise. 
“Longest three days of my life,” Rainbow added, kicking the dirt. “I still can’t believe I had to sit through a dozen first dinners with that sleeze bag mom calls a coltfriend.” 
Applejack rolled her eyes. “She’s been calling him husband for the last decade Dash. And ah don’t recall her kicking up such a fuss when ya’ brough Flutter--.” 
I cleared my throat, before yet another conversation repeated before my eyes. “My point is that, like when we repeated the same three days over and over, only the final run actually counted. We can only visit this world during a specific thirty eight minutes, but we can visit that length of time as often times as we like, with our every action erased by our next arrival.”
Dash’s eyes lit up. “So you’re saying we can do whatever we want without consequence?” she purred, a sly grin spreading across her face. 
“Yes, you’re free to do whatever you want,” I said in a deadpan. “In the apocalyptic hellscape.” 
“Okay, that does take some of the fun out of it, but still just listen to it, ‘no consequences’.” She let out a happy sigh. 
Applejack turned back to me. “So this going to be a long trip? ‘Cause ah have chores this evenin’.” 
I smiled. “Technically speaking, we’re not even leaving Ponyville.” 

Our arrival in the Murdered Equestria was, surprisingly, unexciting. I’d spent significantly more time on our own protection for the second trip, weaving resistance spells deep into our forms and even going so far as to acquire armoured barding and enchanting it for additional protection. Beyond the direct defences, we carried more than our fair share of scientific devices, though none more critical that the necromantic radiation detectors I’d affixed to our forehooves. They began to squeal with alarm within an instant. 
“Sorry about that,” I said, reaching out to the spell work and turning down the sensitivity. “I forgot to calibrate those for our enhanced resistance.” The detectors began to emit a chiding clicking. “There. Watch out if they start screaming again, it means you’ll have only a few minutes before the fallout kills you.” 
Dash rolled her eyes. “Yes Princess. I’m going to head out and see if I can’t find myself, or Cloudsdale. Either way, best of luck guys.” 
She shot into the sky, her prismatic contrail a splash of colour against the dark and angry clouds. Applejack sighed, as she cast her eyes over Ponyville.
We’d arrived a short distance from the train station, in somepony’s garden. The plants had been thrown to the four winds by the magical shock, but they had been long dead, poisoned by the foul air. 
“Ah reckon ah could have gone mah whole life never seeing this,” Applejack murmured. 
Ponyville had not been hit as hard as the Canterlot suburbs, though that was a relative term. Windows had shattered, thatched roofs were aflame and bodies littered the streets. A fetid hue clung to the ground like a green mist and if it hadn’t been for our protective charms, a single breath would have been a death sentence. 
“Well, we’re here to make sure it doesn’t happen at home,” I assured her, trying not to look too closely. It hurt to see Ponyville so wounded. “Now, there should be a shelter somewhere. Any idea where to look?” 
Applejack grinned. “Oh shoot girl, ah figured that one out on the way here. Where’s the one place Apples are going to go in a crisis?” 
Realisation set in. “Ah, of course. Sweet Apple Acres.”
“Got it in one,” she broke into a trot. “Should just be a quick jaunt around the memorial from here then...” 
She paused, as she realised that I wasn’t following. 
“The memorial,” I croaked. The blood was pounding in my ears as I stood there with a look of slack jawed horror on my face. I’d forgotten just how close it was.
Applejack rolled her eyes. “Twi. You can’t ignore it. It happened. It was a tragedy. And life carried on.” She sighed, and walked slowly back to me. “Please Twi. Ah’ve watched you tear yourself up about this for decades now. Please, we can--” 
A flare of magic overtook us, and suddenly we were standing in a grove of dying apple trees. It took longer than it should have for me to realised I’d teleported us. 
“--Or we can keep running,” Applejack sighed. “Twi’ ya’ know that waiting for her memory to die, ain’t the same as getting over her memory.” 
I got halfway through a calming breath before the killing air caught in my lungs and it turned into a hacking cough. My radiation detector was kicking up a storm of protests. 
“Not here,” I gasped, kindling my horn and plunging a healing spell deep into my chest. “Let’s find this shelter first.” 
Applejack rolled her eyes, set her forehooves deep into the tainted dirt and then... did nothing. 
After a long beat she sighed. “Ain’t been many Apples around these parts, soil’s pretty poor,” she observed, lifting a clod to her nose. “And this taint ain't helping things. Gonna’ take years to get all this out. Mah poor trees.” 
“We have thirty minutes,” I pointed out, tersely. “Are you going to be using some earth pony magic to find this shelter or what?” 
She fixed me with a flat look, and pointed at a barn in a low depression. “There’s suppos’ta be a hill there.” 
It was amazing how often earth pony magic and common sense were confused. 

“Murderer!” an anguished voice wailed. “Murderer! You’re killing us!” A hefty clang rang through the open door of the barn. Sharing a look, Applejack and I stepped into the dark recesses of the building. It was easy to find a, somewhat hidden, passage down into the root cellar and we descended, our radiation detector’s whining in protest.
“Let! Us! IN!” a mare screamed, punctuating each word with a buck against a titanic steel door. It was a vast thing, ten feet in radius and with a giant ‘2’ embossed in silver on the front. Two ponies lay before it, a stallion, his eyes closed and breathing rapid and shallow, and a mare, who’d reduced her rear hooves to bloody ruins from her hammering on the door. Beyond a dirty smear of blood there was no sign she’d had any effect at all. 
“I’m sorry,” Sweetie Belle’s melodious voice echoed through the hall, choked with tears. “I can’t... I can’t.” 
The mare looked up as we approached. She was a pretty young thing, her hair was rose red and tied by a ribbon complicated into a complicated braid. “Don’t waste your breath,” she snarled at us, and collapsed. 
Applejack hurried forwards, already pulling a first aid kit out of her saddlebags. I rushed over to a small control panel set next to the door; the display wabbled as my aura washed over it but kept working. “Sweetie Belle?” I asked in a rush. 
There was moment’s stunned silence. “Twilight? But, you were supposed to be at Maripony.” 
I probably was, but I really didn’t want to explain over the intercom. “Things aren’t so simple I need to come in.” 
A sob escaped the speaker. “I can’t Twilight,” she wailed. “If I open this door, everypony in this vault dies. You know that. Don’t ask me to do that.” 
I sighed. Was it too much to hope the designer had used an airlock? “I have my magic, Sweetie Belle. I can hold off the radiation.” 
“Not this much,” she said, her voice quivering. “Twilight. There are other Stables nearby, maybe one of them can... can still open the door.” 
“Sweetie,” I began, revealing my trump card. “I have Applejack with me.” 
The was a long silence, and for a moment I thought the terminal had finally failed. 
“... no you don’t, Twilight,” Sweetie said, at last. “Applejack’s already inside. Please... go,” she whispered. 
I looked over my shoulder at Applejack. “These two need a hospital,” she said simply, uncorking another healing potion. “Right now.” 
I frowned, and stepped up to the door. Setting my horn against it I began to probe it with my magical senses. It was an impressive shield, five foot of lead and steel, with a hexum core that kept out all but the most powerful magics. Teleporting through it would be problematic, especially with passengers, but there were more subtle ways to get past a door. 
“Grab them and hold on to me,” I snapped, beginning to gather power to my horn. Applejack hurried to obey, dragging the two ponies across the earth with as much care as she could muster. “Sweetie Belle, are you standing next to the door?” 
“I... no?” came the confused reply. 
A hoof grabbed my mane, and I let the power go in a rush. The spell proof core of the door flickered for a moment as the pressure built, but dutifully rose to counter me. There was an earsplitting crack as the spell discharged. 
For a fraction of a second, we were nowhere, then reality reasserted itself with myself still pressed up against the door. Only on the opposite side. 
Radiation alarms started squealing a moment later, along with the white unicorn who leapt away from us, as if she’d been stung. Frowning, I banished the lingering taint of necromantic radiation from our bodies. 
“Twilight!” Sweetie Belle squeaked. “Applejack?” Her eyes darted between us. “You... I... But... How can... Wings...” 
She fainted dramatically; Applejack caught her with the ease of long practice. “Infirmary,” she snapped at me, jabbing a hoof at a nearby sign. “That way.” 
I nodded, sweeping the two injured ponies up in my magic. My thunderous passage, and possibly the wings and horn, attracted more than a few looks as I raced through the corridors, but I paid them no heed. The infirmary was easy to find, it was small, but sparkling clean and filled to the brim with brand new equipment. The shelter’s doctor was dealing with a dozen small scrapes and burns when I arrived, but dropped everything for us. After convincing myself the two would live, I made my way back to the entrance.
The shelter itself was vast. A subterranean palace, fit to hold hundreds of ponies, maybe even thousands. Long, concrete corridors had been burrowed deep into the earth and I must have passed two dozen doors labeled ‘storeroom’ as I made my way through the, surprisingly empty, halls. I realised that I had completely failed the anticipate the size of the shelter; in my head I’d imagined a half dozen rooms and a few families, but the reality was so much more. It wasn’t a place for ponies to shelter for a few bad days, it was a place to live through the apocalypse, surviving underground for decades if they had to. 
For all I reviled the necessity, I had to be impressed by the local’s ingenuity and vision. Though, as they had had time to prepare such a shelter, it raised worrying questions as to how long they’d had to anticipate the death of their world. Somehow, learning that it had not come as a surprise was more disquieting than discovering Equestria had been attacked from the blue. 
“... and Twilight’s an princess because?” I heard Sweetie Belle ask as I stepped back into the entry hallway. She was leant against Applejack, eyes slightly vacant as if somepony had set off a firework in her face. Two stallions loomed over the pair, dressed in the same utilitarian blue barding as everypony else, though they held themselves with the easy confidence of trained soldiers. 
“Oh she cast some cooky spell and swapped round our cutie marks,” Applejack explained, grinning. “Then she got all regal on us after fixin’ things.”
My ear twitched. “I prefer the term alicorn,” I pointed out, striding over. The soldiers stiffened at my approach, though whether they wanted to stop me or bow, I couldn’t tell. 
“And... you’re from another Equestria?” Sweetie Belle continued, slowly. “So, why are you here?” 
I paused, it was a very good question. “I guess we want to know what went wrong.” 
“Heh,” she let out a bitter chuckle. “That’s a very long story. I’d better take you to Applejack.” 

The look on Applejack’s face when her double walked into the room had been, almost, worth the price of admission. The state she was in was far less pleasant. 
Applejack was exhausted, deep bags hung beneath her eyes; there was this impression of bone deep weariness to the mare. Despite her surprise at our arrival she never rose to meet us, instead she remained sat on her couch, or what little remained of the couch. Somepony (and my bits were on a certain farmer) had smashed most of the room’s furniture to bits, which was no small feat given most of it had been made of steel. Unlike every other pony I’d seen she wasn’t wearing the Stable barding, but still dressed in a tattered business suit. Her stenton must have clashed horribly with the ensemble when it was clean, but now they both looked like they’d been through a war.
Sweetie Belle sat next to her Applejack, a foreleg around the elder mare. Slowly, Applejack shook her head, looking between my Applejack and I with stunned bemusement. 
“Okay Twi’,” she said at last. “This, is the craziest thing you’ve ever done.”
I blushed. “Well I can’t speak for your world, but it’s pretty high up the list for mine. Maybe the world tree incident tops it but that was more of a series of accidents than a deliberate attempt to--” 
My Applejack elbowed me in the ribs and I managed to halt my nervous babble. 
Applejack shook her head, and leaned a little more on Sweetie Belle. “So what are you looking for, Twi’? I hate to say it, but there ain’t much to share down here.” 
“I guess in the end, we want to know where it all went wrong?” I admitted, shrugging my wings. “Chronologically, we’re about six months behind events here but...” I took a deep breath. “We don’t have a war.” Their eye’s widened. “We don’t... Well I don’t... What I’m trying to say is...” 
“How’d it happen?” my Applejack cut in, straight to the point. It was the strangest thing, but I could hear the difference in accent between the pair. My Applejack still had the thick Apple drawl, but the local version’s voice was that much more refined and measured, though, it was nowhere near a high class tone. 
“That’s a very long story,” Applejack began with a sigh. “We’ve been fighting the war for, what, twenty five years now?” She frowned. “Did that happen to you girls too?” 
I shook my head. “We had a three year war against the Zebra that ended roughly twenty years ago. We’ve had a peace treaty since then though.” 
“Well, here the Zebras were too damn crazy to even think about peace,” Applejack growled. “After Shattered Hoof Ridge, where they tried to kill the Princess, it’s been a fight to the death no matter what we wanted.”  
For a moment I was there on that ridge, watching ponies dying all around as Princess Celestia lay at my hooves, desperately trying to summon the will to survive. I fought down a shudder. Never mind the battle, the assassination had been one of the most terrifying days of my life. It had been pure luck, and a touch of noble sacrifice on Big Mac’s part, that had brought us all through alive. 
“Well, after that, the war really began to pick up speed. Princess Luna took over from her sister in running the country in the fight against the Zebras and we’d already been helping run the Ministries for a couple years. She asked us to run the war, and we stepped up.” Applejack smiled at the memory. I gestured her to go on. 
“So I ended up running the industrial side of things in earnest. Wasted a lot of my life trying to make things safe for our soldiers, though it didn’t do them no good in the end. You, well Twi’, threw herself into her ‘Arcane Sciences’. Came up with a lot of ways to help ponies, and more ways to kill Zebra than you can count. Rarity’s Ministry of Image pretty much stayed the same, worked real hard to keep the Zebras out of Equestria, even started running our spooks if you can believe it.” 
I smiled, Rarity would enjoy hearing she’d become a super spy in another life next time I saw her. 
Applejack sighed. “‘Course, there were problems. Pinkie’s Ministry of Morale kept everypony’s spirits up till the last, but... let’s just say they started prying a little too deep into why ponies were sad for my tastes.” She paused, then hung her head. “Then there’s Fluttershy. I love the gal’, but she really went off the rails by the end. Sweet Celestia, I hope she’s okay. I don’t think she’s ever going to forgive us for this war.” She shuddered. “Anyway, Rainbow Dash had her Ministry of Awesome--” 
My Applejack let out a bark of laughter. “Sorry,” she said, holding a hoof over her mouth. “That still makes me laugh every time ah here it. She ever actually do anything with it here?” 
“Beyond fly around and look flashy?” Applejack sniggered. “Not a lot. Her ministry, now they did a heck of a lot of weapons development though. At least half the shit we’ll’ve thrown back at the Zebra’s will have had a rainbow stamp on it.” 
I had to repress a shudder. It was one thing to see Equestria reduced to ashes by the war. It was downright terrifying to imagine that Equestria had inflicted the same kind of death and destruction right back. 
Looking slightly queasy at the idea herself my Applejack interjected. “And after twenty years of fighting, ain’t no one ever tried to stop the war?”
“We tried!” Sweetie Belle protested before Applejack could get a word in, stamping her forehooves against the couch, which groaned alarmingly. “But every year more and more ponies died and things just got worse!” 
“The Zebras are insane,” Applejack added, with a sad shake of her head. “They never tried to negotiate, they never listened to reason, they wanted Equestria gone and there was nothing we could do but fight.” 
Sweetie Belle shot her a look. “There was so much we could have done beyond fighting!” she exclaimed, gesturing at Applejack and I. “These two are proof that there was a way to avoid the whole war! We never found out why the Zebras were so fanatical. We never gave peace a chance once we built the megaspells.” She turned to me. “Equestria went mad, Twilight. Ponies didn’t want to stop fighting. They wanted revenge. They wanted it so there wouldn’t be a single Zebra left on the planet once this war was done.” 
Applejack recoiled from the white unicorn. “Sweetie Belle you can’t say things like that! If the MoM hears you...” She caught herself mid sentence, then let out a bitter chuckle. “Oh, of course. They ain’t got a say in things anymore, eh madam Overmare?” 
“Small mercies at least,” Sweetie Belle admitted, with a tense laugh. She shook herself. “The point is Twilight. There were many times we could have stopped the war, but we never did. That’s what went wrong.” 
“Well, I guess that’s as good an answer as any,” Applejack concluded, with a heavy sigh. She took her hat off and clutched it to her chest. “If you’d asked me a week ago I’d have given you a list of things that went wrong with the war. My own Ministry tried to kill me. I sold my farm to fund a thousand useless suits of armour. Steelhooves had... changed on me. Today. I don’t know. Maybe it was the war that was wrong all along.” 
My Applejack’s jaw had dropped. Her mouth was working in silent horror as she tried to wrap her head around selling Sweet Apple Acres.
“I ran into Steelhooves on my last run through,” I said, while she worked through things. The local Applejack’s ears perked up, though she kept a neutral expression. “He wanted me to tell you that he loves you.” 
“Dumb lug,” she sighed, smiling. A tear formed in Applejack’s eye, but she wiped it clear. “I knew that.” Sweetie Belle gave her another comforting squeeze.
“Ya’ sold the farm!” my Applejack wailed, catching us all by surprise. “But... how? Who?” 
“To be fair, it was to Applebloom,” Applejack explained, shrugging. “Wasn’t like I ever got the chance to run the farm anyhow. I was too busy running Equestria into the ground.” 
My Applejack whinnied in distress, shaking her head as if she was trying to erase the last minute of the conversation. “Sweet Celestia,” she exclaimed, I once again tried not to frown. She knew I didn’t like her swearing on that name. “What did Big Mac say?” 
Sweetie Belle and Applejack froze. 
“What?” Applejack croaked, eyes wide. 
“Well, ah can’t imagine you selling Sweet Apple Acres without him raising a mighty...” My Applejack cocked her head, as she saw the pair were staring at her as if she’d grown a second head. “Somethin’ ah said?” 
“Big Mac died,” Applejack said in a monotone. “He died saving Celestia's life on Shattered Hoof ridge.” 
“No...” I whispered. Ice pressed in around my heart and I struggled to draw breath. 
“Twilight?” Applejack said, putting a hoof on shoulder, though she may as well have been on the moon for all the attention I gave her. “Twilight, speak to me.” 
“He can’t be dead,” I said, my wings flying open as I began to pace. “HE CAN’T BE DEAD!” 
Magic was pooling around my horn in a maelstrom of energy. Somepony tried grab me and I rounded on my Applejack, knocking Sweetie Belle to the floor as my outstretched primaries caught her in the face. 
“Sugarcube, calm down! Don’t do this again.” 
I really tried. It was just too bad Applejack’s mention of ‘again’ just forced me to remember where my last freakout happened. 
“...The Memorial.” 
I flashed out of existence. For a moment the weight of earth and defensive spells fought against my teleportation, but I’d drawn enough power to level a building and with a thundering boom arrived outside the Ponyville Memorial. 
The wrong pony stood in stone before me. Big Macintosh wore his armour with pride, a drawn sword in his teeth. The artist had captured his steadfast determination, his drive, and cast it into the cold stone with such skill it looked as if the statute was ready to step down off the pedestal and charge into battle at any moment. 
“In honor of Big Macintosh,” I read. “Hero of the Battle of Shattered Hoof Ridge, and his noble sacrifice for all of Equestria.”
For a moment I just stared at the statue, struggling to breathe the poisoned air. The only sound was the screech of my radiation meter. 
“How DARE you, you bastard!” I roared, slamming my hooves into the ground. The statue detonated, hunks of marble smashing the gazebo shaped shelter to rubble. “That HER spot! You pathetic--” I lifted the rubble up into the air and slammed it back down. “--waste--” I lifted it high, and brought it down with enough force to shatter windows. “--of air!” 
There was an almighty roar as the rubble was consumed by balefire, the very stones burning under an evil blowtorch of rage and hate. 
I collapsed then, the flames around my horn fading out of existence. “I saved you,” I whimpered, my eyes filling with tears as I glared at the glowing crater. “How can you take that away?” 
My connection to the world severed and, as if drunk, I stumbled off the dais onto the factory floor. Ponies crowded around me, asking questions, trying to give comfort, but I ignored them all as I gathered power for another teleport. 
The Ponyville memorial was a popular destination. It had been built in the centre of a wide green park filled with flowers of every colour. Mares and stallions strolled along the park’s elegant paths and fillies and colts laughed and played on the many slides and swings that dotted the space. Picnics, dates and fond reunions occurred in the shadow of that terrible reminder, just as she would have wanted. 
I arrived with tears streaming down my face. Shattering the laughter and joy that characterised the park.
I’d saved Big Macintosh you see. It had been one of the greatest challenges of my life, drawing on all my skill, imagination and the raw power being the Princess of Magic bestowed on me. I never would have saved him and Celestia without having the anti-necromantic spells already in my repertoire. I’d sworn never to let another one of my friends die so horribly. 
The marble statue of Pinkie smiled warmly at my arrival, but then that expression was fixed on her face. She stood on her hind legs, forelegs spread wide as she welcomed the whole world, with brightly coloured streamers and confetti exploding out from behind her. Her epitaph was simple, “I want to see you smile!” 
The world remembered her with those words. 
I remembered her death. 
It had been neither quick nor painless, and I still saw the terrifying moment when the life faded from her eyes in my nightmares. Because of my promise never to let a friend die that way, I’d been able to save Celestia. 
Because of her death. I’d stopped a war. 
Rainbow Dash and Applejack found me ten minutes later, clutching the statue, sobbing like a lost filly.
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