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		Description

Hi, my name is Berry Punch and I am an alcoholic. For a long time though, my name was Brian and I was a human. That changed after my 25th birthday. It was a hard time. If it wasn't for my friends and the most amazing little filly I would be dead. 
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Rated M for excessive alcohol consumption, cigarettes, a bit of weed, swearing, talks of suicide, 'prostitution' and earth pony strength. 
But don't worry, that's not what this story is about. This story is about hope, family and going home.
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		1. Living Like Barry (Part 1: Where They Have To Take You In)



I woke up when my face hit the carpet. The rest of me was still hanging off so I brought it down with me. My leg clipped something on the way down. My shoulder landed in a spot that was unmistakably old vomit. Graceful.
My stomach felt worn out and nauseous. My throat, mouth and eyes burned. My limbs were heavy. My head pounded in time with my heart. Shit. I was alive.
I peeled the black mess of hair and beard from my face and pulled myself up to get off the vomit. Plus I had to figure out where the hell I was. I actually couldn’t completely remember last night. Which is rare; I haven’t blacked out in years.
After some difficult thinking I realized at some point during the party last night I had fallen asleep on the couch. With all the furniture still pushed against the walls, couch included, I hardly recognized the space. Someone had stuck throw pillows on the couch behind me to keep me from rolling onto my back. So instead, I rolled off.
My dry eyes scanned over the beer bottles and plastic cups on the table in front of me until I spotted one that was half full; I really wanted to get the taste of vomit out of my mouth. After a swig of stale ale to clean my mouth I started taking in the full scene.
Every surface of the living room and what I could see in the kitchen was covered with beer bottles, cans and plastic cups: The TV stand, the side table, the card table, the kitchen table. Even the floor was littered. Not all from the night before admittedly, but most of them were new. I took another swig. Past the smell of liquor vomit there was also a faint smell of permanent markers nearby.
On the card table against one wall my birthday presents glistened in the morning light. Some were drunk out of more than others. Some were hilariously cheap, some were old favorites and some were quite nice. They were all perfect: Aristocrat and Old Crow. Jameson and Jack. Grapes in homemade moonshine in a Mason jar. 25 year old port wine. And the green fairy herself was here; a bottle of absinthe from the Leopold Brothers’. That last one was a gift to myself. It seemed right to treat myself one last time... before...
On the same table as the liquor was an empty box that once contained 30 cans of PBR; those cans now being room decoration. The adorning bottles were mostly typical American brews but I bought some Mexican and local stuff too. The party litter and my bank account showed no expense was spared. I was trying to go out with a bang and with the furniture haphazardly pushed against the wall and a shrapnel of cups and bottles everywhere it looked like the place exploded.
From where I sat on the floor I could see the cake someone brought still sitting out on the kitchen table. I thought we were civilized with forks and plates but it looks like we gave up at some point and just started tearing handfuls off. I don’t remember seeing that. Next to the cake sat a punch bowl emptied. That one was me; I emptied that. I made a mean punch. I should have probably written the recipe down.
I downed the rest of my bottle. The stale lemon and citrus notes got even funkier at the bottom. And I could smell permanent marker again. That was when I finally noticed the tapestry of marker drawings and writing all over my arms. It looked like I crashed well before everyone left. It beat the hell out of birthday cards at least. They were mostly Happy Birthday, Thanks, penis drawings, a Get Well Soon, a Good Luck in pink highlighter, and several mentions of somebody named Barry. There were also tally marks. I remember now the idea with the markers was to track how much I was drinking but I kept finding more groups of them. There had to be at least 50 across both arms, but there were a bunch of incomplete sets. Next to one group of tally marks circled with it was a message that was drawn with a preposterously shaky hand: “DICKS SUCKD”
My sudden laughter surprised me; I didn’t realize how quiet it had been. In response, I heard a moan of protest come from across the room from the other couch. Connor was still here! He blended in well with the blanket. His normally neat hair was a mess. I saw him turn and stuff his head into the corner of the couch cushion and pull the blanket over himself. Doing that revealed the fact he had taken his pants off at some point.
Connor had his own plans yesterday but those wrapped up early and my party was still going strong. At my insistence he finally came over and I helped him ‘catch up’. First with the spiked punch, which was more alcohol than punch, then when he was well-lubricated I opened the 25 year old port wine and shared a few glasses on the rocks with him. It seemed appropriate, seeing as we had both just turned 25 as well.
Well then, if I’m up I might as well check on the other birthday boy.
I steadied myself onto my knees, then onto the couch, and then onto my feet. My hands were shaking more than normal today but the stiffness in my legs was fine, though they were a little heavy. I must have slept a while because I felt almost sober.
I tiptoed around the cans and bottles towards Connor and leered over his sleeping body. I tried to think of something clever to say but after a minute staring at his blanketed form I fell back on keeping it simple.
“Happy Birthday, Comet!” I cheered a little too loud; it even hurt my ears a bit. I plastered the shit-eating-est grin on my face I could muster. I heard a sigh under the blanket and then he slowly pulled the blanket from his face. He looked like a mummy brought back from the dead unwillingly. But when he saw my face his scowl broke into a reluctant acceptance.
“Happy Birthday, Berry,” he rasped from his cocoon. There was that name again. I looked at the mentions of it on my arm then back at him.
“‘No.... Who the fuck is Barry?” I asked. He answered me with a confused look and rolled over to go back to sleep.
I left him alone on the couch for a moment to head into the kitchen. I was thirsty and my flat beer was empty. I stumbled past the kitchen table with the half-eaten birthday cake and stepped around the puddle of what I hoped was beer by the knocked over keg on my way to the sink. I made for the counter of unused red plastic cups and filled one at the sink. I impatiently downed the lukewarm water when it was half-full then refilled it again. This time it got to the top before I drained it.
While I was refilling the cup for the third time, I noticed from the light streaming in from the window over the sink that I was wearing a deep purple shirt.
I didn’t own a purple shirt.
Well, I mean, I did now I guess.
I took the third refill back into the living room and walked back over to Connor still lying on the couch. Accidentally kicking a bottle and swearing at the spill made him stir again. He strained his eyes open again to look at me. I offered the cup. When he saw what I was offering he moaned angrily and put his hand up to shoo it away.
“It’s fucking water,” I hissed at his protests. Hearing that got him to sit up. He didn’t say thanks but he accepted the cup appreciatively and sipped it like a man unsure what his stomach was going to do with it. I let him enjoy a moment of silence before I tried my question again, “Alright Professor, who’s Barry?”
“You told everyone last night to call you ‘Barry’. And kept asking about someone named ‘Ruby’,” Connor explained this new ‘Barry’ persona to me.
“I don’t think I even know a ‘Ruby’,” I said, more amused than anything. Hearing about my own drunk adventures was great; they were true stories, starring me, that I never heard before. It had been years since I blacked out, at least around others. I didn’t even know I still did that.
“Yeah, everybody played along... but I don’t think nobody knew who Ruby was,” Connor said with a bit of his Arkansas showing. “She wasn’t at the party.” He finished his water and handed the cup back to me. I racked my brain trying to remember ‘Ruby’ from somewhere. The only place I had been to lately had been the liquor store and the grocery store. Was there someone named ‘Ruby’ who worked at one of those? Did she call me ‘Barry’? In my grogginess I couldn’t think of a single instance where I was ever called ‘Barry’. Maybe if I was ‘Barry’ she also had a different name. Then it’d be hopeless.
“Did I do anything else?” I asked for more.
“You went upstairs for a bit. You started hitting the alcohol real hard after the whole ‘Barry’ thing so we thought you went too fast and crashed. But before I could come check on you, you came back down. You smelled like you threw up but you kept drinking and telling everyone to take care of you so they kept giving you more drinks,” he narrated, swallowed a bit and continued. “Then you started telling Rosie how much you liked her shirt over and over so she eventually agreed to trade you since it was your birthday,” he motioned to the purple shirt I was wearing.
I was a little on the short side so I didn’t even notice it was a girl’s shirt. Once I started looking for it though I could tell from the cut that it was indeed a girl’s shirt. Well, that was at least one mystery solved; the shirt was Rosie’s. But that led to a new mystery.
“I don’t know a ‘Rosie’,” I said, feeling the amused grin spread across my tired face.
“She was Harry’s friend,” he informed me while rubbing a headache with one hand.
“I don’t know a ‘Harry’ either,” I said as I chuckled a bit awkwardly. How many friends of friends showed up?
“Really? You acted like you knew each other. Black hair? Told a lot of bad jokes?” Connor tried to fill in the gaps in my memory but there were no gaps to fill in; there wasn’t anything. I shrugged and dropped it. I looked back at my new shirt from the ordeal.
“Well, I guess it’s an alright color,” I said with a shrug. My favorite color was still light green though; the color of absinthe. I looked over at the bottle of absinthe on the table to confirm it was still my favorite. The bottle seemed to answer with the way it shined in the light.
I left my line of questioning with Connor to go check the bottle. Also, you know, I did need to steel myself. So while I was there I uncapped it and took just a short sip. A smooth anise violently shook the jitters from me. The lingering numbness in my mouth left me feeling refreshed and in control.
Before I could do another sip the doorbell rang. Being the least dead in the living room I assigned myself to answer it. I hadn’t realized what time it was, but when I opened the door the intense light of the afternoon jumped out and stabbed me right in the eyes. I unscrewed my stinging eyes to see who brought the sun with them.
The face of the person standing at my door was immediately recognizable but my fumbling brain was having a hard time giving me a name for the face. She looked different. The god rays behind her weren’t helping.
A girl my age was standing there in a blue, flashy top and distressed, heavily torn jeans with colorful tights on underneath. Her face was complimented with long brown hair, a button nose, and a flawless smile. She was a bit more stout than I remembered her last, but it made her cuter. Other than that last bit she was the perfect match to the person from my memories. She held a green Gatorade at her side.
Before I could ask why she was there, or even stop acting surprised, she closed the distance between us and gave me a long, firm hug. The intensity of her shampoo was intoxicating but I eventually managed to put my own arms around her and return the hug. I could tell from the way the wetness of my shirt squished I was transferring some of my throw-up to her but she didn’t squirm from it. At least all the alcohol in it killed most of the smell. After a few seconds she finally released me but stayed nearly nose-to-nose to me. I could trip and fall into those chestnut eyes.
“Happy Birthday, Brian!” she said with her cheerful tone and beamed that wonderful smile again. It felt like a lifetime since we last met. Her greeting reminded me that ‘words’ were a thing and after a moment I found my voice again.
“...Morning, ...Monica?” I replied in confusion. In the silence that followed I tried to adjust my eyes to the light but that made the head beat harder.
“Morning, Brian,” she broke the silence and greeted me again. This time the smile was sadder. “How are you feeling?” she started before her voice trailed off. After a beat her smile returned with a giggle. “Did I come by too early? Do you need a few more minutes?” Monica’s smile grew as she nodded down. I looked down to see what was the matter. And then I understood why she asked.
I was in a girl’s shirt stained with vomit, with my arms covered in penis drawings, still holding a fifth of alcohol... and in my boxers.
“Oh. No, now’s a great time! What are you doing here?” I played it off by leaning against the door frame. Maybe ‘Barry’ answers the door in his underwear?
“Uh,” she seemed surprised by my question. “You... were texting me last night,” she sounded unsure. “Do you remember that?”
“Not exactly. It might have been Barry,” I said, feeding the inside joke some more. I instinctively searched the pockets I didn’t have on the jeans I wasn’t wearing for the phone that wasn’t on me. I turned back to look into the living room; I wasn’t sure where my pants were. “Come on in for a sec,” I said and gestured for her to follow. She made no refusals and came in so I could shut the door behind her and begin the search for my pants.
“Hey, Comet! Have you seen my pants?” I called out as I walked back into the living room. When I turned the corner I saw Comet was up and about now, standing among the party’s aftermath. The long top of his hair was slicked to the side and a little neater now. He had also gotten himself more water. He seemed to still be looking for his own pants as well though.
“No,” he looked around the living room ineffectually as to help.
“Hi, Connor!” Monica called out to my fellow pantsless friend. I turned back to look at the girl who walked in behind me. The look on her face told me she was barely holding in a joyful giggle. “Happy Birthday!” she added. She was also clearly in awe at the state of the living room.
Connor froze unsure for a moment but then relaxed and smiled. The realization of the silliness of the situation seemed to put him in a good mood. “Happy Birthday, Monica.”
I turned back to look at the girl still standing behind me. In my shock of seeing her I had nearly forgotten that since it was May 2nd now, it was her birthday.
“Happy Birthday, Monica,” I said trying to hide the hint of the sudden realization in my voice. “Sorry I didn’t get you anything.“
“Oh, don’t worry about that. Seeing you guys again was the best gift I could get from you! Plus...” She giggled and gestured at our pantsless legs. “What a reunion! I forgot how wild these things got…” She took in the disaster area before her eyes fell back onto the bottle in my hand. “Oh! I got you this though! Trade you,” she gently pawned the green Gatorade she had been carrying off on me and reached for the absinthe in my hands.
I let her take it and she walked it over to the table with all the other liquors to set it down. She looked over all the liquor, cans and bottles on and around the table.
“It looks like you had a lot of... ‘fun’ last night,” she said while looking at the bottles. She turned around and spread her arms out towards the living room. ”So how many were here? You two, your roommates, and ...Barry?”
“No, I’m Barry,” I corrected her. “There were about nine of us when Comet showed up.”
“I think there were around 15 or so at one point,“ Comet added then went back to babying his cup of water.
“Oh,” Monica looked between the two of us as she tried to understand something more complicated. “So you’re ‘Barry’... and you’re ‘Comet’?”. She made air quotes when she said the names. I looked back at Connor. Was I calling him ‘Comet’?  ...‘Vomit Comet’? Did he throw up last night and I forget? “Is that from some kind of party game?”
“I guess? I don’t know when it started,” my friend said, unphased by the name swap.
After a quick look around the living room and the kitchen I was stumped, thinking one of our pants should have turned up by now. After Monica offered to call my phone we finally found my phone, my pants, as well as Connor’s, thrown into the closet by the door where we kept the broom and vacuum. After we found them a vague enough memory of “putting our pants up so we could find them again” came to me. It seemed like it had some drunk logic to it but the thinking space in my sobering brain was being crowded out with a headache.
“So, about last night’s texts…” Monica started again now that Connor and I had our respective pants back on.
“Er. Hey, if you guys want, imma head out,” Connor tried to get past me to the door. He wasn’t drunk but he still looked like shit so I gently stopped him with a hand on the shoulder.
“Hey no, stay a bit,” I pulled my crumbled pack of cigarettes and lighter from my back pocket and offered them to him. “Go wake up first. We’ll go talk upstairs. Right?” I turned at that last part to confirm that was alright with Monica. She nodded approvingly.
“...alright,” he accepted after a moment of consideration.  “Thanks. I’ll go make some coffee then,” Connor took my gifts and headed for the kitchen.
I cracked open the Gatorade and took several large pulls. The electrolytes were just as much of a shock as the absinthe. When I finally stopped gulping it down I motioned Monica towards the stairs to say I was ready. As we ascended the stairs I started thumbing through my texts last night to figure out what this was about. Monica and I hadn’t dated since high school. And I hadn’t seen her in probably three years. What made me think last night that reaching out to her was a good idea?
In my phone there were a few unread texts from people thanking me for the party and wishing me Happy Birthday, some not in my contacts. I thumbed past those to find the ones with Monica. They started around 1 am:
Me: “M I know you don’t appreciate drink texts but I need some hrlp
Throwing one more part then I don’t know what to do with mydelfm
I’m getting ficking lld and the only reason I’m still alive is because I wanted to see Brianna sjccesed.
Nit I have no money the car is trash and I can’t hold down a job.becjsdr I’m a wkrthlesd.alcohol just my dad”

At this point she responded:
Monica: “Are you okay? Where are you?”

And the conversation continued:
Me: “Upstairs.tjrkeknf up in the bathroom I think I’m done. I drink too fast”
Monica: “Where upstairs? At your house?”
Me: “Ye sorry I left the part.”
Monica: “Is anyone still there?”
Me: “Everyone’s here”
Monica: “Find someone and talk to them. Tell them to take care of you. Go down the stairs carefully too. I’ll be by in the morning.”
Me: “ok i love.you mini you’re by.mest.frkend”

Then three hours ago she started sending texts asking if I was still at home. And here we were. True to her word, she showed up.
I had the urge to flee back downstairs and not have whatever conversation we were about to have. But she had showed up and now I was obligated to spill my guts further. Shit. Why would I send this to her? Because we were dating during my last crisis? Damn it, Barry, what were you thinking?

	
		2. The Life Of Brian



We walked past Ian’s room and Markus’s to mine and I sat down at the end of my unmade bed. She plopped down next to me with a refreshing lack of grace. I turned to look at her but in an effort to avoid eye contact I looked down and spotted the brightest patches of the colors underneath her jeans again. When I looked up at her I saw she was looking around my room, I assumed to gauge how I’ve been doing. I looked around too to see what she was seeing, really taking in the state of my room for the first time in a while.
There were various piles of clothes in and around my laundry baskets, a few empty and one nearly empty bottle of Aristocrat on my chipped wooden desk where a laptop from the last decade sat. Along with a few dirty dishes and cups. There were old packages and wrappers from fast food everywhere that I had been meaning to throw away… eventually. The posters I haven’t actually looked at in years, which were of bands I no longer listened to, were still pinned up. The thing that stood out the most in the room was a large opened shipping box in the corner. I could tell this caught her eye but she didn’t ask about it. 
Over the smell of her shampoo I became self-conscious the vomit on my shirt might smell and started apologizing as I stood up to search for a cleaner shirt. I stripped my vomit-covered shirt off and put on an old band shirt from the floor. After I changed and turned to sit back down I saw the smile on her face looked strained.
“What?” I questioned that look.
“You’re just... so thin now,” she worded carefully. “You should eat more!” Not knowing how to respond to my malnutrition I just gave an awkward ‘sorry’ and sat back down. 
“So, are you doing any better this morning?” she questioned again with a strain in her voice. The kind of strain that wanted a positive response, but also for an honest one and knew she couldn’t get both.
I first answered by sipping the Gatorade some more. I didn’t realize how badly I needed electrolytes. I decided to not answer her question directly. 
“Thanks for coming over. I’m kind of in a rut right now, I guess,” I started. I focused on the label of the bottle. “I still haven’t paid my share of last month’s rent. And Ian is starting to get on my ass about finding another job...“
She nodded understandingly but interrupted by rambling with “Have you considered AA?”
I scoffed. Not at her but the suggestion. “Yeah, my probation officer makes me go to that. And do community service,” I said bitterly. I chased my words with more of the green drink in my hands. My avoiding glance fell onto the bottles on the desk... faderade? ...maybe just a little? ‘Hair of dog’ and all that.
“Probation officer? Are you alright? What happened?” she leaned forward to distract me from thoughts of an impromptu cocktail. The lack of judgement in her voice made me willing to answer.
“I… ran over a traffic sign. And crashed my truck against a dividing wall. I got a DUI, a suspended license and then fined a bunch of money,” I said as I shrugged as if it was no big deal.
“When was this? Was this after you lost your job?” she said, putting this together from the texts.
“A few months ago. I... lost my job a little after that,” I looked over into an empty corner of the room before continuing, not wanting to look at her or myself right now. “A friend at work told me management was going to surprise me with a piss test. I called in sick then stopped going.”
“Okay, well, maybe instead of AA you should go somewhere to rehabilitate?” She made another suggestion I already decided against.
“And get into even more debt and waste all that time and effort when I go right back to drinking,” I explained to her the outcome.
“That’s not necessarily true. Plus your life is more important than money. You need to get better,” she insisted. “There’s programs... and aid you can apply to... and sliding scale payment plans for-”
“I’ve quit before, but…I can’t deal with life when I’m sober; everything is crap,” I vented bitterly like a fifteen year old. “It’s better if I just stay drunk until I kill myself; at least I’ll be functional in the meantime. Like my Dad.” The last sentence came out of my mouth before I could think it and long before I could stop it.
“Brian, you’re nothing like your dad,” she said firmly and put a hand on my shoulder to reassure her point. That beautiful smile beamed at me, making me feel like a flower in the sun’s rays. “You’re a wonderful person to be around. You love everyone you meet. And you’re really cheerful when you’re drunk. You’d never hit Brianna.“
The thought of my twin sister filled me with guilt over my poor life choices. But I thought about Monica’s words. When we were young we argued and yelled but it’s true, I never hit her. I was her older brother, even if only by half a dozen hours (technically it was her birthday now). I tried to act like a big brother for her. She was Mom's favorite, especially after I got caught helping make moonshine with Dad in the shed. I don’t blame Mom though, Brianna was my favorite between the two of us too. Brianna was beautiful and talented and incredibly smart and I was an alcoholic like Dad. She had changed majors a few times in school so she was still going but she was already making money selling crafts online; supplementing Mom’s income.
I couldn’t remember a time when Dad was nice to Mom. Mom defended him when we were young, saying he was just tired and grumpy but as we got older and he became more violent she defended him to us less and less. When he wrapped his truck around a telephone pole it was unfortunately the best thing to happen to us.
“I… I guess I’m not like him,” I admitted. Not yet anyway. If I never went back there I couldn’t ever do anything I would regret. “But this day-to-day stuff… I thought I would find something to do by now. But at the end of the day, it’s just so I can come home and drink. The highlight of my weeks are when I drink with others. Last night I was trying to throw the best party I could, to top all the others in the past. One last party to go out on... doing what I do best. ” 
“You were trying to kill yourself?” Monica confirmed with my texts as she moved her hand from my shoulder to my hand. The warmth of which made me realize how cold I was. I involuntarily shivered.
“I figured if I made it look like an accident... everyone would get over it quicker. Plus, it’d mean I could go out the way I lived,” I said as I started picking at the label on the Gatorade. “I’m tired. I’ve been tired for a long time now. I don’t want to live anymore.”
“Brian, you’re my friend. Whether it was an accident or on purpose if you died I would be really sad! All of your friends would be,” she said as that hand of hers slipped around my body. The physical affection was nice but I knew it didn’t mean anything. She was just an affectionate person. “If you’re hurting you’re not supposed to hide, you’re supposed to surround yourself with people you care about so they can help you.” She explained. “And you are! You got a hold of me. You have Connor here!”
"Was this your first attempt?” she asked in a quieter voice. I thought about the rope in my closet I had contemplated for a while. But I was too much of a coward to act on that one. So I nodded.
“So what about Brianna? You just weren’t going to see her again?” she asked. I felt the mountain of guilt and shame inside of me creak and sway under its own weight as a few more scoops were added on top. 
“After the job situation I realized I was fucked. I didn’t want to face Mom and Brianna after that,” I said.
“Because you felt ashamed?” she asked. I nodded. “Brian, you know Brianna would still love you. And you know your friends still love you too. In fact, I’m surprised you didn’t ask Connor for a ride to go see her today. Or did you?”
I shook my head before I responded. “I didn’t want to trouble him. He’s a busy guy now. Everyone’s busy because they have lives now.”
She smiled at me when she spoke. “And yet Connor and I both still showed up when you invited us. You’re our friend; we’re not going to just turn on you because you’re going through rough stuff right now! Even after you told me what you did, I still showed up. And I’m not leaving because of what you told me when I got here. You still have a will to live, Brian, inside of you somewhere, because you’re still grasping for help.”
Or I’m a coward. Or it’s just a natural reaction to dying. But… if there was one way I could tell I was still human, it was from the sense of shame and guilt I had. I was tired of being a living failure but maybe it wasn’t the right time to die. That left a gap in my agenda though.
“So what the hell am I supposed to do? Have Comet watch me 24/7 so I don’t drink and make you drag me around to job interviews?”
“Yes!” Monica said without hesitation. “If it comes down to it I’d be more than happy! And I know… ‘Comet’ would help you too.” She did the air quotes again around ‘Comet’. “I know how it is to struggle between jobs. I was helped by my fiance then and I would be more than happy to help you,” Monica tried to empathize with me but the sounds of ‘fiance’ distracted me. Last I recalled Claudia was her roommate. It looks like she moved in with someone else. “I work at an antique shop now,” she added.
“That... sounds like a pretty comfy job,” I said. I was happy for her.
“It is! Beats being a waitress. I love seeing the old, well-loved stuff people bring in. Everything has a story to it. I end up buying so much junk so I can fix it up at home. With just a little love you can bring so much value back to something neglected. I always plan to sell it when I’m finished but I usually end up keeping it. I’ve started quite the antique collection myself!” she giggled awkwardly.
“You should come thrifting with me some time. Or do some stuff with Connor! Something other than drinking,” she offered. I nodded quietly but didn’t take her up on the offer. “Alright!” She hit her open palm with her fist. She beamed that award winning smile at me. “So, let’s start figuring all this out. How long until you’re out of money?”
I chuckled nervously. “I’m totally in the red right now. But I can probably withdraw a little bit still until all the transactions go through.”
“So… ” she smiled. “You spent every last bit to give everyone a fun time?” She giggled like an angel. “That sounds like you!”
“I mean, I wanted to ‘go out with a bang,’” I reminded her it was a failed suicide plan.
“Yeah, but if you didn’t care about anyone you would just have had more for yourself! You like making others happy. That’s what you were trying to do, one last time, wasn’t it?”
I reflected on her words. I didn’t have to invite Connor, did I? I didn’t have to buy all that beer for everyone or make that punch. If I was just drinking for myself I’d have stuck to the liquor. It was frightening how well this girl could still read me. Was I really still the same person after all these years? How is she finding the good in a suicide plan?
I started to understand why in the blacked out haze I reached out to Monica. Because she would show up. Of all people I had ever met, the person sitting next to me was the strongest force of positivity in human form. Maybe I needed some of that right now.
Okay, Barry, maybe I see what you were doing.
“You’re a selfless person, Brian. I know all you want is for others to be happy. But everyone else wants you happy too!” She rebegan with a renewed smile. “I know if Connor was feeling this way you would be there for him. So why can’t you give yourself what you give others? Be there for yourself. Let others in,” she pleaded. “And not just to drink up all your money!” She giggled at her own joke and got a smile out of me. 
I looked over at the large opened shipping box sitting in the corner. Monica’s gaze followed mine. “There was… also something else I bought with the last of my money.”
I stood up. The initial dizziness started stinging my headache. The gatorade was too little too late to stop the hangover from happening. I walked over to the box and brought it back to where we were sitting.
Monica leaned forward in interest, wondering what I had bought. I began to smile knowing she would appreciate this too. “It’s Brianna’s birthday present. It showed up about a month ago; before I was fired. I had to open it to make sure it was perfect. And, well…”
With that I undid the folded flaps and pulled a large, yellow pegasus with a pink mane and tail out of the box.
“Fluttershy!” Monica's eyes lit up. “She’s beautiful!” Her smile lit up the room. God, I loved that smile. She instinctively reached out to take her. “Can I hold her? Please?” I handed her over and Monica held the stuffed toy like a baby.
“She looks amazing! Brianna is going to love her,” Monica said as she rotated around to examine it more. She gently traced a finger over the subtle stitching around Fluttershy’s muzzle and gently petted her mane. “She’s tall, isn’t she? She must have cost a lot!“
“It did,” I admitted. “Brianna always gave the better present. This year I had to top her. I was going to give it to her for our birthday, but, you know, no car, so I couldn’t make the trip...” ...and I figured it would get to her eventually in the event of my death. “She has a store-bought Fluttershy but this is going to put that one to shame.”
“I’ll say; I’ve never known anyone personally with one this nice before,” Monica admired the detail of the butterflies on Fluttershy’s flank and ran a hand through the tail before gently handing it back to me. “I haven’t watched My Little Pony in years! I still collect the figures when they show up at the shop though. And I have a few bits of clothing I wear from time to time. Like these tights!” The colors poking out underneath the tears in her jeans caught my attention again.
“Did you just... grow out of it?” I remembered my sister and her bonded really well over My Little Pony in high school. I thought it was just a cute thing girls liked at first, like a modern-day Hello Kitty but it had huge nerd appeal apparently. It was hard to go anywhere online without seeing it back in the day. They tried to drag me to a convention one time; a whole convention just for My Little Pony! They kept trying to get me into it but I told them it wasn’t my thing. I watched some with Markus when we got stoned a few times but I didn't remember much.
“Well, no. When the show ended I just kind of stopped rewatching it eventually,” she told me while I carefully set Fluttershy down on my liquor desk.
“Wait. Wait, the show’s over?” I asked as I swerved back to her. I felt a falling sensation in my gut. Did I get Brianna the perfect present too late? I could have sworn she was still drawing ponies. Didn’t she still make My Little Pony stuff and sell it online?
“Yeah, it ended quite a while ago. Really downer ending too; Discord admitted he wasn’t reformed and found the perfect time to turn on them. He threw Celestia down a fiery pit. Then he banished Twilight somewhere with a spell,” Monica didn’t seem to be joking but it sounded made up to me. Not only has it been been over for a while now but it ended with them killed off important characters?
“What the hell? I thought the target audience was like six!” I was surprised at how much I suddenly cared. Maybe it was the fact that my present wouldn’t have as much of an impact as I thought. What if it reminded Brianna of this shitty ending? Why did this never come up with Brianna? ”Why did it end that way??”
“There’s a couple of theories. Either the second part was supposed to be a movie or maybe Twilight was supposed to reappear in a new season in a new place and get back home with the magic of friendship to save it… “ Monica theorized. “...But then it just didn’t get renewed. I remember the writer said that’s just how the series was supposed to end; ‘it was the original vision’ and all that from on high. Some people thought maybe Hasbro was wanting to start a new generation to distance itself from the Bronies and wanted the old ones written off so they canceled the show early. But then nothing else came out,” Monica’s eyes glistened from memories. “Maybe they just never got a solid Generation 5 My Little Pony idea figured out,” she seemed somber thinking about this. I felt bad for reminding her about something she was a diehard fan of ending prematurely.
“Buck,” I grumbled. She looked at me when I said that, a bit of spirit returned to her eyes and an amused curl back on her lips. She never seemed amused by my cursing before. Maybe it was my caring for this show she liked. We met eyes. 
At this angle, looking down at her and her looking up at me, reminded me of elementary school when she was still a good bit shorter than me instead of just two inches; she was “Mini”. I could still imagine the braces on her teeth when she gave those big, beautiful smiles.
In junior high I wanted to be close to that smile. I wanted to know what made her so happy and just stand closer to it to feel its warmth. Getting to know her made me find out there was no inside joke or insecurity hiding behind it, just affection and joy for the world. That childlike joy to her outlook on life that somehow survived into adulthood. Her smile was representative of her positivity. It was obvious why I wanted to date her but I never understood why she agreed to it. Maybe I was a project for her and after three years and my dad dying she finally gave up on me. Maybe she was just around me a lot because of how much she hung out with my sister.
“Brianna is still going to love her present,” she reassured me. “I only feel sad about My Little Pony when I think about the ending. I had a lot of fun being in that fandom. I would be blown away if I got a plushie of Twilight that looked as good as her Fluttershy.“ 
Right, Twilight Twinkle, Monica’s favorite pony. I kept looking at her eyes. They were reminding me of something more recent in my mind but I couldn’t remember what. Was there something different about her? Not her weight, but her face? Were we just getting older?
“So,” Monica broke eye contact. Shit, I was staring. “You and Brianna are practically best friends. But… you guys talk still, right? When was it last?”
"Yesterday. She wished me ‘happy birthday’. She sends pictures of things she's making all the time," I said, thinking of how fussy she is about all the details in her graphic design work that I can't even notice. 
"And you talk-talk to her; you call?" Monica said as she encouraged a smile out of me with her own.
"I try to call her at least once a week. I love hearing her enthusiasm when she's talking about art," I thought about the oil pastels she bought recently that she was trying to use for absolutely everything. 
"And you talk about your life with her?" Monica asked.
"I do. Just not in as much detail or enthusiasm as she does. She knows what you know, minus the depression and... stuff" I said then finished my Gatorade.
"When was the last time you saw each other?" Monica asked. She had found where I lacked Brianna in my life.
"Months ago. Before I turned my car into scrap," I waved the empty bottle towards 'months ago' as I spoke.
“You need to see her again! Do you want a ride some time to give Fluttershy to Brianna? I would love to take you! It would be fun seeing her again. And her reaction when she sees her favorite pony,” she offered. I had moved away from that little town to the city when a lot of my friends did. Brianna was doing community college closer by. She was about 45 minutes away by car now.
“That would be great actually. You two could catch up,” I agreed.
“When did you want to go? I got nothing going on today,” Monica volunteered then checked her phone to make sure. I glanced over at it and saw it was a little after noon now. Whoops.
“Actually, I can’t today. I gotta go do my community service,” I admitted reluctantly. “It'll be too late after. Tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow it is,” she agreed. “I could give you a ride to work too! When do you go?” Monica offered more of her services. Despite how giving she was I didn’t feel like a charity case with her. It felt like back then, when she was just giving because we were friends.
“Nah, it’s fine. I’ll just take the bus. It’s in a few hours but I need to take a shower first and scrub all my graffiti off,” I showed her the marker drawings on my arms. “The old folks at the retirement home probably won’t appreciate all the penises.“ I paused and thought about that some more. The retirees seemed to quite like me actually. “Or maybe they would, the staff definitely wouldn’t though.“
Monica laughed a little at that. “A retirement home, huh? Yeah, your arms are very colorful, but penises are kind of distracting.”
Mentioning colors, I looked at her legs and the tights on them again. They were literally eye catching. That’s one thing that show did well, catching your attention. I studied a few of the pony characters from the slits in her jeans. I could only see Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy well but a sliver of a pink one caught my eye. I suddenly had the urge to see it.
“Hey, could you take your pants off?” I asked her.
She laughed a little and crossed her legs. She looked at me, trying to figure out what was going on. “What? Why?”
“No, I want to see the ponies on your tights,” I pointed at the ones exposed. She followed where I was pointing with her eyes. 
“Oh. Um… well,” she uncrossed legs, stood up and looked at me to see if I was still serious before pulling her jeans down a little to expose more of her tights. “It’s just the mane six minus Applejack on them. I’ve been having dreams about ponies lately. So I dug my tights out this morning.”
I saw the pink one I spotted was the really outgoing one with blue eyes and fluffy hair, ‘Pinky Pie’, I think. There was also the main character, Twilight Twinkle. And a white unicorn. With Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash that would be five... My eyes scanned the crowd on her legs, suddenly feeling like I was missing someone.
“Wasn't there another pink one?” I looked at the other leg trying to see if she was over there. Nope.
“There’s a lot of pink ones. But not on these. Which one are you thinking of? Princess Cadence? Cheerilee? Pinkie Peach?”
Those names sounded familiar but they didn’t click. “I don’t know. She’s one of the main ones,” I suggested. There was an itch in my brain where my headache was; I needed to find her. I needed to see her.
“You’re probably thinking of Princess Cadence then. She’s not exactly a main character but she had focus in a few episodes. Tall, horns and wings? Multicolored mane and tail?” Monica suggested as she pulled her pants back up and buttoned them.
“No, that’s not it. She was a little unicorn. And she was in a lot of episodes,” I tried to imagine her more but I couldn’t. I was suddenly really caught up in this. It seemed really important I saw her again.
“Well, the only other kind of main one is Cheerilee then. She’s the same size as the main characters but she's not a unicorn and she's more purple really. Three flowers on her flank?”
“No. I don't think she had a symbol. Or maybe she did?”
“If she didn't have a mark in the show she was a filly. The only main unicorn filly was Sweetie Belle. Oh! Sweetie Belle was white but had a pink and purple mane. She got her mark later. Did you mean her? Or maybe it was Pinkie Peach? She was a pegasus but had a unicorn and earth pony sister? They were triplets Pinkie Pie watched once.”
Monica was being extremely helpful but I didn't have a concrete picture of who I was thinking of or why it seemed important. I shook my head and shrugged the whole thing off. 
“No idea. Maybe it was just from some pony knock off thing I watched with Markus one time.”
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		3. Permanent Markers



Before Monica left she hugged me one last time and told me she was excited to see my sister tomorrow. With her heading home and my focus shifted from cartoon ponies back to reality I decided to head downstairs and go see Comet a bit before I had to scrub myself clean for my community service. I appreciated the love put into the marker on my arms and I was considering taking pictures of them before I scrubbed them off, but I still wasn't looking forward to the work to get them off of me. At least they didn’t mark up my face.
Downstairs I followed the smell of the coffee to its maker but didn’t find a Comet anywhere nearby. Instead, Markus was in the darkened kitchen with a cup and assessing the damage done by the party. As I was walking in, his attention was on the mysterious puddle by the kitchen table. His dull eyes with black circles and his wrecked, curly short hair told me he had barely survived last night as well. When he saw me approach he frowned.
“I’m kind of surprised you’re alive,” he half-mumbled, half-growled at me. 
“Yeah... I think I broke my record,” I showed him the impossible number of tally marks on my arm. “Everyone get home alright?”
“I think so. Your boyfriend stayed over though,” he gestured to the sliding glass door in the kitchen. He must have meant Comet.
“Did I... do something last night I’d regret?” I asked him as I poured some coffee for myself into a cleanish-looking plastic cup. “I don’t remember much of last night,” I admitted.
“No, not like that,” Markus quelled my fears. “But I am kind of mad at you still. You said there’d be like 10 people. There was like 20,” he explained to me. “This house is a fucking wreck. You need to get this shit cleaned up, like, today. I’m not putting up with the house stuck like this like last time.”
“I mean, I will,” I promised, my words being spoken into my coffee. I took a sip. “But I got work soon.”
“You mean spoon-feeding those old people, right?,” Markus said then sighed. “You’re a fun guy but you gotta get some income coming in or Ian is going to kick you out.” Markus checked his phone and started walking out of the kitchen. “Just start cleaning up some today, alright?” He called back to me.
I needed a cigarette. I headed for the sliding glass door and headed outside with my coffee. Sure enough Comet was out here, smoking and squatting like a slav against the wall with his coffee in his other hand. He looked disturbed, like he just saw a ghost.
"Hey. Somebody die?," I sipped my coffee cup and leaned against the wall next to him. At his worried glance I started to fear I got it right. He didn't offer me my smokes back yet but I gave him time; something was on his mind.
"I got tattoos," he started what sounded like a new topic. I went along with it.
"No shit?" I asked, surprised. Comet didn't seem like the type. He never talked about wanting one before. “What are they? When did you get them?"
"Last night I guess. They're like, blue stars falling with blue trails behind them," he made a swooshing movement in the air with his hand, presumably tracing the trail. "Falling stars." He tossed his cigarette butt and lit up another cigarette. With my pack out he realized he was holding out on me and gave my bic and cigarettes back.
"Because... you're an astronomy teacher?" I asked him as I lit a cigarette for myself. It dawned on me: maybe that was why I had been calling him 'Comet'? Was that something I started doing because he showed me the tattoos and then I just forgot about them? 
I tried to imagine his new tattoos. "Eh. They sound kind of gay, no offense. Is it still sore? Can you show me?"
"No, you ain’t getting me," he looked away from the neighborhood vista and looked up at me from his squat. His normally calm surface was becoming choppy. "I didn't get’em; I found’em when I woke up this morning. They're on my sides, right on my hips; Like a branding," he stood up and pulled the side of his pants and underwear down to show me.
I flinched back a bit not knowing how much of Comet I was going to see today. I relaxed a bit when I saw just his upper thigh. Sure enough, in perfect, solid colors was a large blue star falling with a swooping trail behind it. It kind of looked like generic clip art.
"You said you had stars though. That's only one." I said to get him to show me the other one. I had to see it. He turned to show me his other side. Same clip art but it was mirrored. The skin around this one looked red and dry like he had tried to scrub it off.
"If you woke up with those they're just temporary. Real ones look bruised and angry for a while. They should just come off with soap?”
"I already tried gettin’em off in the bathroom. They ain’t coming off," he pulled his pants back up to hide his new shame.
"They're just some weird new type then. It'll come off somehow," I took out my phone to start looking for something that matched this type of tattoo.
"Even if they are, what kinda weird joke is this? Putting semi-permanent tattoos on unconscious strangers? Underneath their underwear? That's bucked."
I had no retort. He was right: you don't do this. Comet was passed out on the couch for who knows how long. Whoever did it either did it right in front of a room full of people who just watched or had him alone for a while, with his underwear pulled down. What else did they do? Was he sexually violated?
I had no answers for him, but I gave him as many names and numbers as I could of people who were at the party. Maybe someone saw who did it. We found something about temporary waterproof tattoos online. They were a bit expensive for a prank but that must have been in it. Something as big as those would have left bruising if done with a needle. And the spots seemed picked precisely so it could be found later but hidden easily. That would make the prank as harmless as possible. 
When we went back inside and finished off the pot of coffee it quietly dawned on me I hadn't checked myself yet. I was asleep in the same room as Comet. If a person had enough time to do two on one person...
"You... didn't go to the bathroom yet?" Comet asked as he read the realization on my face.
Without a response I headed for the downstairs bathroom. He showed me his, but I felt like I needed to discover mine alone. Before I pulled my pants down in front of the mirror I already had my suspicions.
I had them too. Same spot. One on each side. I stared at mine for a bit, trying to figure out why I had weird-shaped red stars with weird bubbly purple trails until my brain started processing what was actually there: a strawberry and a bunch of grapes. Mirrored on each side. They were individualized? Were they themed to us? Comet's being stars was too much of a coincidence. They must have known he majored in astronomy and taught some classes. And mine was... because of my punch?  I could see a connection being made but they weren't exact fits. They must have been from a set and the closest was picked. Which would explain why they look like generic clip art with their thick outlines and bright simple colors. 
I came out of the bathroom to a waiting friend. Instead of saying anything I pulled down my side like he did and showed him. When he saw mine he seemed way more surprised than I thought he would.
"Oh shit," he said as it dawned on him, "they're cutie marks." I felt myself blush. Since when did I blush? Comet never called anything about me cute before. My embarrassment quickly got backed up by anger.
“They aren’t that cute! Buck you!” I swore at him. Comet looked confused then a calm, amused smile spread on his face.
“No, cutie marks; the butt marks on My Little Pony,” he explained and dug his phone out to show me. He started going through pictures of ponies and stopped on one with a familiar butt mark.
It was mine. 
Well not mine. The one on me.
I also saw what time it was. Now there really wasn’t time to deal with this booty mark problem. If I was going to scrub the drawings off my arms before I go do my community service, and I had to, I was going to have to go shower immediately.
“Horse apples,” I grumbled.” Listen, we’re going to have to switch to text; I have to go get ready for work.”
And with that, we parted but agreed to keep looking into this thing. Comet headed off to work. I went to scrub my arms raw in the shower. I skipped everything else in that shower; I needed time to call Brianna. There was just enough time. I needed to talk to her. 
I was going to spill my guts about everything. I was even going to tell her about the weird  'cutie marks' that didn't scrub off in the shower the way the marker did, but once we got talking none of it seemed important. While I treasured every phone call with my sister, the contents only gave me more to think about. I thought about it the entire walk to the bus stop, while waiting around for it, and while on the bus:

"It's about time you call," she teased me when she picked up.
"Sorry, I slept in," I physically shrugged to the person on the other end. "Happy birthday."
"Thanks. Did you have a fun party last night?" she said with a tone that told me she was working on something.
"I did. Everyone and everyone’s friends showed up. What are you up to?"
"Oh, just... working on a sketch," she said, clearly staring at it.
"Oh yeah? Is it for business or pleasure?" I asked.
"It's just for fun," she seemed surprisingly shy to tell me what it was. "I was in a pony-kick lately for whatever reason. So I'm drawing some."
"Oh? Is it your favorite pony? Butterfly?" as I said it I couldn't keep the grin from leaking into my voice.
"No, not Shutterfly," she said back amused then paused for a moment before continuing. "It's just a few background fillies. I'm ready to paint them and I think I know what colors I want them to be but I want them perfect so I'm going to see if I can find a list of them online to get the shades right."
"That's awesome. I can't wait to see it," I hinted. With what seemed like the best segue I could get I started a new topic. "Speaking of ponies and stuff; Monica came over today."
"Monica?? Really?" she practically squealed. I suddenly had her undivided attention. "Was she at the party?! I didn't know you two were still hanging out together."
"We don't really. I guess I sent her a few weird drunk texts last night and she came over today to make sure I didn't die from alcohol poisoning."
"Aww. That was nice of her. So how were you? Did you die from alcohol poisoning?"
If only she knew.
"Nope. Still breathing. Monica was doing good too. In fact, she said she wanted to see you again too. I think she's going to give me a ride tomorrow to come see you. I still have my present to give you. You're going to love it."
"Monica is coming over??" she sounded incredibly surprised and I heard papers shuffling and things getting put up on the other end of the phone. "You remembered it was her birthday, right?"
"I did. I wished her a happy birthday," I told her.
"If she's coming over tomorrow I'm going to have to make her a present then. Does she still like Twilight Sparkle??"
"Oh yeah. When she-," I stopped myself from mentioning when I showed Monica the plush I got Brianna. Spoilers! Wait. "-she was wearing pony tights today." Smooth.
"Works for me! I'm going to make her an oil pastel drawing!" she announced.
"Well alright, it sounds like you're getting busy so I'll leave you alone. I need to get ready for my 'date' at the retirement home," I started. I knew she would stay up late until she finished her present for Monica and I didn't want to keep her awake any longer than she already was going to be.
"Okay, you have fun. Oh! And tell Comet I said 'Happy Birthday' too" she said. She already sounded distracted with sketching.
"I will," I promised. I looked over at the Fluttershy plushie on my desk and returned the plushie’s soft smile. "And I'll see you tomorrow. Love you, Ruby" I said my goodbye.
"Okay. Looking forward to it. Love you too, Mom," she said, already sounding distracted as she hung up.

"Mom..." I repeated the word aloud on the bus. A large lady standing in front of me gave me a concerned glare for a moment before she went back to looking at her phone.
Brianna seemed distracted so it was probably just a force of habit. But I had called her Ruby, the person I, well 'Barry', was looking for last night. I don't think she even noticed though. My subconscious must have had a one-track mind.
Then there were the tattoos on me now. Comet Tail said he didn't recognize his own but he knew my tattoos were the branding on Berry Punch. He admitted he watched a few seasons back in high school until something called "Twilicorn" happened. When we looked it up we found references to a theory that Berry Punch was a mom to "Ruby Pinch".
And I was “Barry" last night. Looking for “Ruby”.
Our current theory was someone was offering 'temporary' tattoos last night at the party and when drunk-me got that one, he told me about Berry and Ruby and encouraged me to go on a drunken search for her at the party. Leading to everyone calling me Barry. Maybe I was badly drunk flirting, looking for ‘my Ruby’? The theory kind of fit. Sort of. Assuming drunk-me wasn’t paying attention to the mother-daughter part.
Comet's "cutie mark" was much harder to match it seems. There were apparently a lot of star and astronomy-related marks. I was passing the time on the bus trying to search the Internet with my phone for results when I received a text from Monica.
Monica: “I crashed my car :c I'm ok but they think I have a concussion.”

My heart sank. I immediately replied,
Me: “Are you sure you're ok? You should still go to the ER to get everything checked out.”
Monica: “I am. Someone is giving me a ride. I'm so sorry Berry the car isn't going to be drivable by tomorrow.”

Beyond my fear for my friend I almost didn't notice the name she used until I read the message a third time. "Berry"? Was it her concussion? Auto-correct?
Even if she was referencing me being “Barry” at a time like this she spelled it like the character. Did she make the connection too somehow? I couldn't ask her about this now though.
	Me: “Don't worry about that! I'm just glad you're not seriously hurt. Let me know when you get a clean bill of health.”
Monica: “Ok. I will when I know more. I have to get off the phone now the screen is hurting my eyes.”

When I was finally off the bus and at the retirement center I couldn't focus on anything. I would have rushed to check on her if I didn’t know missing community service could land me behind bars. Beyond just Monica getting in a car accident and the My Little Pony tattoos on my mind I felt like garbage: my forehead was pounding and I was having the sweats and shakes. I knew what was happening. I drank some of the port wine before leaving for work but maybe because I didn't wake up with any in my system or maybe because of all I had last night I needed more.
I did my best to make it through my shift. By supper prep time I was really feeling it.
Others in the kitchen preparing dinner were staring at me. I think they could tell I felt like shit. Maybe they could smell it coming through my pores. Some new employee said she liked my hair. She was cute and I thanked her, knowing some chicks dug the black curly locks, but I couldn't flirt while feeling the way I did. Instead I just concentrated on chopping the vegetables and running them through the food processor. The overwhelming varieties of cooking smells in the kitchen was making me nauseated. When I was finally done running everything through I left the food processor unclean and on the counter. I had to get out of there and go see the one guy nearby who would help me out.
Mr. Brown was a 95 year old World War 2 veteran. He attributed his long life and health to bourbon and cigars. When we met we immediately hit it off. He said I reminded him of his son when he was younger. When he showed me his old Playboy collection I knew he would get a kick out of having my dad's old ones. After giving him those he started to share his other stash with me. It was just Wild Turkey and I wasn't ever taking much but he became my favorite resident to hide with during my shift.
When I walked into his room he was sitting in his chair with his feet up on the other chair, watching TV at his normal loud volume. It was what he always did before dinner. He muted the TV when he saw me but his expression changed to surprise.
"Bobby! I like what you did with your hair!" Mr. Brown said as he gestured towards the top of his own head. He frequently slipped up and called me his son's name. "You look like shit though."
"It's Berry actually. I gave you my dad's Playboy's," I told him to jog his memory. Wondering what he meant by my hair, I undid the hair tie. Maybe he just thought it was shorter because it was up?
"I know who you are. I just have trouble with names," he insisted. "Is it time for dinner already?" He held his old calculator wristwatch out in front of him to check for himself.
"No, but it's soon,” I answered. “But… hey, I’m kind of in a weird funk today: my friend was in a car accident. She's fine but I think I'm still a little shaken up from it. I was wondering if maybe I could steal a before-dinner pick-me-up," I told him some of the truth since it sounded good enough.
"Of course! You know where it is. Help yourself," He motioned towards his closet from his seat.
Before I went towards the closet I shut his room door and wiped the sweat from my forehead onto my shirt. I realized now I was still wearing my apron from the kitchen. There was a splash of purple in my face but when I looked up it was gone.
"Shit. I'm losing it," I said as I threw the apron off and headed for his closet. 
"You should see a doctor about that! At your age you really shouldn't be losing your shits yet," Mr. Brown gave me a wide, white smile with his full set of false teeth.
"You're absolutely right," I agreed with him while I carefully took the Wild Turkey 101 out of the red sweater in his suitcase. It was dark in his closet without the light on but I knew exactly where we hid it. When I pulled it out into the light I admired the color of the liquid inside the bottle for a second with awe. I wasn't sure how a brown could be that warm.
Before I unscrewed it I remembered my manners and offered some to him. I ended up pouring him a finger into the nightstand glass he used for his dentures and I poured a few into his coffee mug for myself. He put his feet down and I sat down in his chair opposite of him. We enjoyed the first sips in meditative silence: Mr. Brown left the TV on mute because he couldn’t hear anyone talking otherwise. 
There was always something about the afterburn of alcohol that cleared my mind: it slowed everything down and made me feel like I could think. I think it did the same to Mr. Brown; he always seemed sharper with bourbon in hand. It was his bourbon so I let him break the silence.
"You said your friend was in a car accident?" He remembered what brought about the drinking. I confirmed. "He wasn't drunk driving too, was he?"
"She," I corrected him. "She's not like me. I'm sure she was sober. I'm not sure what happened yet but she's still at the ER I think. She said she just had a concussion," I filled him in. I finished my mug a little too quickly.
"Oh," he nodded and sipped his cup a little more. "Yeah, ladies usually don't have drinking problems. What's your friend's name? Is she something more?”
"Minuette,” I said. “We used to date in high school. About..." I stopped talking so I could do math. "Eight years ago? She's just a good friend now though."
"She must be a great friend if you two are still friends after breaking up,” he paused for just a moment. “What did you say her name was?," he said as he gestured his empty cup towards me. 
"Monica," I repeated. "She really is. I've never met someone as compassionate as her." I poured a little more bourbon back into his cup and more into mine.
He studied me carefully for a moment, I thought maybe I misread him and he didn't want more. He eventually stopped staring and sipped the bourbon anyway. 
A new silence began and it was eventually broken again. This time by a knock on the door. 
"Come in!" he called towards the door then downed his cup in one shot. I did mine as well and pushed my mug and the bottle under his bed.
Nurse Reed came in with his dinner. She was a heavy set woman with dyed-red hair and glasses.  When she saw me her face went from pleasant to surprised.
“That’s... an interesting look. Purple streaks?,” she said while looking right at me.
I looked over at Mr. Brown then back at the nurse. I couldn’t understand where they were looking. It was at me but... purple? I looked down at my chest remembering the purple shirt from this morning. But I changed out of that? As I did black and purple curls fell down in front of my face.
No, not quite purple. It was a purplish red. More red than purple. Maybe dark fuchsia? Rose? I stared at the color in front of my face trying to recall a particular word I heard Ruby use for this color before.
Mulberry. My hair was mulberry. I remembered the image results of ‘Berry Punch’. It was that exact shade as her hair. Except it wasn’t her hair it was my hair.
“What... in... HELL?,” I stammered out. I couldn’t understand this. Mr. Brown and Nurse Reed silently watched me rush to Mr. Brown’s bathroom. I stopped dead in the doorway when I saw what my hair looked like in the mirror. The image scared me.
Not only were half of the curls mulberry now but my hair had gotten longer since I saw it this morning. The back of it had been brushing the top of my shoulders but now it was down to my shoulder blades. I hadn’t noticed it growing longer with it up all afternoon.
How did my hair turn mulberry? How could someone dye parts of my hair without me noticing? How did it get so long?
I finally dared myself to step closer for a better look. As I walked closer to the mirror I blinked just once. And when I did I suddenly noticed something else that froze me to my place. 
The person in the mirror had red eyes. Not bloodshot eyes; but red irises.
I suddenly felt a disassociation with the person in the mirror. It was not me. Not that it didn’t look like me, but it wasn’t me. Someone else was standing in front of me in the mirror looking out. He was pretending to be me.  All the childhood stories of demons and poltergeists summoned in the mirrors came to mind. I felt like a child helpless before a monster adults couldn’t see. 
As if the thoughts manifested, I felt something burst itself out of the top of my skull. I saw one mangled blue horn grow out of one side from the distorted, frozen image of me before me. I wanted to touch the top of my head. I needed to know if this was really happening to me or just the demon in the mirror but my arms and legs didn’t respond to my signals.
His eyes grew wide and I felt my eyes grow wide. He grinned and it made me grin. I understood now: I was the reflection now. He was in control. I was the one in the mirror looking out at him. He was real, not me.
I saw the whites of his eyes yellow with jaundice. Another sharp pain burst from the opposite side of the top of my head. A full, adult deer antler twisted out of the headache in my brain, through my skull, spiraling and tearing through my flesh as it did so. My eyes crossed in pain and everything grew white hot then black. I heard a loud thud and hysterical laughter. 
And then silence extinguished everything.

	
		4. Too Sober For This



“Mom! Please get up!”
As quickly as the fleeting voice brought me back alive it left me in that darkness again.
I heard people calling a different name now. Someone named ‘Brian’ needed to wake up. It took me a while to feel a floor underneath me and orientate that the voices were coming from above me. Me. I became aware I had a body again. I was heavy and awkwardly shaped. I found my legs and found the end where my head was.  I found my eyes on my head. I could move my eyes but everything was still black.
“Brian, please open your eyes!”
Open my eyes? With that clue I found the switch I was looking for and my eyelids came up. Nurse Reed was kneeling over me and Mr. Brown was leaning against the door frame. Another nurse stood behind him. Everyone was looking at me. They were expecting me to say something.
Looking at them and seeing how their bodies were shaped I started remembering how to move mine. I felt my brain haphazardly reprogram everything back in again. Speech came back online.
“Sorry,” I told them with a distant voice. I stayed on the ground.
“Brian, you passed out in Mr. Brown’s room. Do you know what year it is?” Mrs. Reed was talking to me. 
At first I wondered if this was a trick question. Then replied, “2020?”
“I need you to repeat five words back to me, okay? The five words are: pumpkin. calendar. hay. sand... rose.”
I stared at her for a second then repeated the words back to her. She nodded approvingly when I finished and told me to do it again. I did so. She then asked me to do it one more time.
“Do I have to?” I asked annoyed. There were nurses and residents gathering near the bathroom door now to see what was going on.
“No, fine,” she submitted. “Do you know where you are? What state are we in?”
“...Misery,” I replied. There was awkward laughter among the people crowding in the door. The nurse sighed and rolled her eyes.
“Close enough. I think he’s going to be fine,” Reed told the nurses and residents who had gathered nearby. Soon enough they started to disperse until it was just Nurse Reed and Mr. Brown with me in the bathroom. I started to get up slowly to a sitting position. 
‘I got up too fast’ is what Nurse Reed said had happened earlier. Then I passed out when I got to the bathroom and fell. I didn’t tell her about the demonic hallucination I had in the bathroom. The horns were gone but all the mulberry in my hair was still there. I figured my eyes weren’t red and yellow anymore because no one said anything. So, everything before stepping into the bathroom really happened and everything after that was the hallucination? According to them I was out for less than a minute and considering I was only now feeling the effects of the bourbon I drank I believed them.
I was terrified because I knew what was happening: the hallucination must have been from alcohol withdrawal. It was never this bad before though. Usually I could have a drink in the morning then not start drinking until I got home. I was worried the only reason I was okay now was because I had alcohol back in my system.
And to make my day even worse, someone was clearly playing tricks on me today. Somehow they dyed parts of my hair without me knowing and I still had that cutie mark. The hair color was the same as Berry Punch’s and I had her cutie mark. The pranks had to have been by the same person. Was there a way to delay hair dye? ...something that gets stronger with time? Exposure to sunlight? Maybe they make something like that? 
I sat with Mr. Brown while he ate. He was keeping me company instead of the other way around. The TV was back to its usual loud volume so we couldn’t talk. After a while sitting idly I did what everyone usually did in my situation: I took my phone out of my pocket to look at it. As I did my hair fell in front of my face. Oh yeah, it was longer now too somehow. I had to find an answer to the dark purple at least. 
Before I could begin researching my hair I saw I had a dozen messages and two missed calls. I had set my phone to silent because I couldn’t risk getting fired. It looks like today that was a mistake.
Connor, Monica, Brianna and my roommates Ian and Markus had been texting me. I had two missed calls from Connor.
Naturally I needed to check on Monica first. Her messages read:
	Monica: “Waiting to get CT scans now.” 
Monica: “Your phone’s on silent, right? There’s nothing on TV. I’ll keep you updated.” 
Monica: “The CT scans came back normal. They’re telling me the double vision is from subtle bruising. And the dizziness and headaches are from the double vision.  And when the swelling goes down it’ll all go away. I’m free to go. I’m supposed to come back if the symptoms don’t go away.”
Monica: “I’m okay though. It doesn’t look that bad, right?”

She then sent me a picture of herself. It looked like she was sitting on a hospital bed. The bruising wasn’t as bad as I had feared. Despite the bruising she was beaming as happily as the day she got her braces off.
	Monica: “Carrot Top was nearby so she dropped me off at home. She said she had to get back to work but Chad’s getting off work early to watch me.”

I had never heard Monica call her Carrot Top before, but I knew she probably meant her old roommate Claudia. She was a red-head. Monica insisted Claudia was a good person but she always came off as a cold beauty queen to me so I thought this sounded in character.
Connor seemed the most desperate so I checked his text messages next:
	Conner: “There’s a couple of different waterproof and semi-permanent tattoo products. I tried the removal methods for all of them off their websites and none of them worked. I’m starting to think these are legit.”
Conner: “I’m going to send some texts at work and see if anyone at the party saw anything suspicious.”
Conner: “I tried to be vague but no one I texted or called had any weird marks on them after the party. But a bunch of people think I need to go see a doctor, one friend thinks I have an STD now and one person thinks I was abducted. So that’s cool.”
Conner: “What the hell my hair is longer and it’s blue. Please please please tell me that this is happening to you?”

Comet sent a picture of himself standing in front of a bathroom mirror. His hair was indeed a cobalt blue. Just this morning the sides of his head were a shaved low fade but now his hair covered his ears. 
Comet made two attempts to call me about an hour after this. It looks like he gave up and started texting me again afterwards:
	Conner: “We’re cursed. This is a weird curse and I don’t believe in magic but I’ve been in an office all alone all day grading tests and my hair won’t stop growing and it’s blue.” 
Conner: “Didn’t you date a Wiccan once? What else could happen? Am I turning goth? Are piercings going to appear?”
Conner: “Please tell me I’m going crazy but do my eyes look different? That’s impossible right?”

I scrolled down to the picture Comet sent and saw his eye color. It was a close up picture of his eyes but they were still blue like they always had been. I felt a sigh of relief escape me that I didn’t know I was holding. They did look a little lighter but I think it was just lighting and him being paranoid. It’s not like they turned red and he sprouted horns.
I sent a message back to him saying my hair got longer and turned purple. I also told him he was overreacting about his eye color.
I wasn’t so eager to read Ian and Markus’s texts. From the preview I could tell they were just bitching about the house being destroyed and about me needing to pick up. They both knew I was at ‘work’ so I couldn’t do anything right now. I skipped those for now because I could tell Brianna sent me pictures.
I clicked her name and was greeted with a large drawing of Twilight Sparkle half finished against a blue background. She was looking back over her ‘shoulder’ at the viewer.  Her wings were gently outstretched, her horn was longer than I remembered, her mane and tail were blowing in the wind, some in front of her face, and she was giving a graceful grin towards the viewer. Her whole head and particularly her muzzle were slightly more pronounced and less cartoon-like than in the show, making her look more horse-like but still diminutive. I never saw Brianna draw one of the ponies in this style before. She was usually a stickler about making it look just like the show. I loved it, it looked more mature. Something to be proudly hung up. The detail in the shape of the wings and feathers told me she must have been looking at pictures of birds because they looked absolutely lifelike.
What really blew me away was the coloring job so far though. The wings looked soft and the coat looked fuzzy. I wasn’t sure how she did that. A special blending technique?. I didn’t even realize there were that many shades of light purple. Her body outline was thin but present. Her mane and tail were what was left to color.
	Brianna: “Almost done! Just gotta do the hair. I just had to make it hard on myself and have it blowing in the wind. I'm feeling really good about this though.”

Before I could comment I finished scrolling to see a pencil sketch of three little fillies bounding down a steep hill after each other. Two were unicorns and one was a regular pony. I enlarged it to get a better look at them. They were about the same style she had drawn Twilight Sparkle. I could make out all the happy expressions on their faces.  
	Brianna: “This is the sketch I was working on this morning. The unicorn in the front is Dinky, the earth pony is Aura and the unicorn in the back is Ruby Pinch. They're playing on a big hill somewhere between Sweet Apple Acres and Whitetail Woods. I'm wanting to capture that childhood joy of playing with friends. You have no idea how many times I redrew the expressions on their faces."
Brianna: "I'm really eager to color this."

I studied the fillies better. I had looked at a picture of Ruby Pinch when we made the connection of our tattoos with My Little Pony. Brianna had drawn her mane and tail longer than the pictures I saw online. I liked her version better.
	 Me: “I'm eager to see that colored! And Monica is going to love that Twilight."

Oh shit. She doesn't know about the car wreck. Comet doesn't know either. I informed them both.
	Me: "I'm sorry, it's been a weird day. I forgot to tell you about Monica. She was in a wreck earlier today. She went to the ER but she's fine! Her car’s in the shop now. I don't think we can make it there tomorrow."

I forwarded Monica's selfie to quell any fears that Monica wasn't fine. Then informed Comet as well:
	Me: "Monica was in a car wreck. She's totally fine and home now but a little shook up. I don't suppose you want to give us a ride to go see my sis tomorrow?"

It was worth a shot.
I heard the television go silent. I looked up at it to see it was off. I looked to Mr. Brown. He was looking at me concerned.  
"...Bobby?" he asked as he stared me down with uncertainty. When I looked up at him, he seemed even more scared. His fear infected me.
I let my phone fall to the ground and searched the top of my head for horns in my hair. My hands found nothing but thick curly hair. I was relieved but still scared: there was one thing I couldn't check without a mirror.
"Your hair’s all purple now and...," He said bewildered as he kept eye contact with me. "...and... your eyes."

I left straight from Mr. Brown’s room and waited for my ride. When Comet’s brown Civic pulled up I got in. When we saw each other we just stared bewildered at each other for a while. With Comet’s shaggy dull blue hair and long bangs I hardly recognized him from earlier this morning. I imagine I was a sight too. 
After gawking, we agreed on a plan. It made sense to go back to my place, where it started. Comet had exhausted our phone leads but maybe among the party refuse there was still a clue. 
Other than the furniture put back in place, the living room and kitchen were still a huge mess. Ian was in the living room playing some video game, sitting among the celebratory debris. I started picking up bottles and cans while looking for anything else. Markus and Ian were giving me shit about picking up anyway. Comet was checking trash cans carefully for any suspicious packaging that might explain our current situation.
By the time I filled three garbage bags Comet came to me empty-handed, there was apparently nothing suspicious in any trash cans anywhere. No tattoo papers, no weird product packaging or bottles. 
Comet said he needed a cigarette. I readily agreed. 
We stood and smoked in relative silence in the dark until Comet finally shared what he was reading on his phone.
“Eye color can change because of genetics, injury or illness,” Comet read from his phone screen.
I took a drag from my cigarette as I thought about that. Comet was pressing links on his phone. Probably looking at the same things I was wondering. “What are the illnesses?” I finally asked.
“Says things like pigmentary glaucoma. It says that’ll occur in your 20s and 30s,” he read off his screen.
“Alright. But can it make your eyes go from brown to mulberry?”
“It doesn’t say, but I know purple is a really rare eye color. Albinos with some blue pigment in their eyes and the red underneath make’em purple,” he said.
He held the cigarette in his mouth as he searched something else. I took the time to flick my butt away and light another. After I drew mine out, I quietly made a mental note there was one left in the pack now.
We sat in the dark. I quietly watched Comet read his screen. In the light of his phone I could make out his long blue bangs were swept to the side away from me. The reflection of the phone screen made his eyes nearly glow. He took a drag from his cigarette and then took it out to talk again. 
“It’s not pigmentary glaucoma. It doesn’t usually develop in both of the eyes at the same time.”
“Alright, then what are the injuries?” 
“Blunt trauma to the eyes. You don’t have any swelling around your eyes so it’s not that,” Comet shut down that possibility. He flicked the last bit of ash from his butt, inspected it, then grinded it against the sole of his shoe before tossing it into the coffee can next to us.
“So, we’re cursed,” I admitted. I drank from the bottle of Old Crow as we arrived back at our original hypothesis.
“I can’t think of what else is going on,” he agreed and put his phone away. He pointed towards my cigarette. “You got one more for me?”
I smiled at him before I answered, “Of course.”
I put the cigarette in my mouth and lit it for him. Then carefully put the crinkled, empty pack back into my pocket. “No more though, you gotta start buying your own.”
He nodded as he took the lit cigarette. “You know, I only smoke when I’m hanging out with you,” he informed me. “You’re a bad influence.” 
“Yeah, I get that a lot. Thirsty?” I offered him the whiskey.
He took it, took a shot and handed it back to me. We leaned against the house in the dark for a while. There was a strange sense of calmness being in the dark with a friend. I thought we were both watching distant streetlights until I saw his face was tilted upwards; he was looking for stars through the urban light pollution. I looked up as well to see if he could actually make out anything. I certainly couldn’t.
“So. I’m Comet Tail,” he finally broke the silence. “The blue hair made the search easier.”
“‘Comet Tail’? I like it. What does Comet Tail do?” I asked Comet.
“I have no idea. I don’t remember him. He must have just been a background pony,” he sounded a little somber about that.
“Like Berry Punch?” I offered. “Were they ever in the background together?”
“Like I said, I don’t even remember Comet Tail. It’s been like seven years since I watched that show. I only remember Berry because some things she did in the show made us think she was an alcoholic. Which was funny for a kid’s show.”
And I had her cutie mark, hair color and eye color now. Was that what the person who cursed me was trying to say; that this is how I was going to be remembered? They were probably right. Was Comet contemplating being forgotten? I took a few gulps of Old Crow. The nail polish was just swallowable but it complemented the bitterness in the back of my mouth well.
“I’m sorry I talked you into coming over to my party. I know it’s my fault you got the tattoos and hair, “ I apologized.
“Nah, you didn’t make me come over. I wanted to. Besides, my eye color didn’t really change. I can just dye and cut my hair back. You can too,” he told me.
“What if something else changes though? My eye color changed,” I reminded him.
“I’ll admit the eye color thing is throwing off the easy theories,” he started,  “Your eyes match your hair now, right? And my hair and eyes match now. Maybe whatever reaction causes the color changes is being… ‘expelled’ and this is just how it’s released? Like it’s a poison leaving? Then it clears up?” Comet didn’t sound like he believed himself. If it was the truth then this was some weird science. 
“And what about the tattoos?”
“This is going to sound crazy but the cutie mark is kind of growing on me. And I think it kind of suits me: I like the colors and it is astronomy related. Plus it’s easy enough to hide,” he was avoiding the question about how we got them. But I knew he didn’t know either. We had no theories left. “It’s a blackout tattoo from your birthday party. I couldn’t ask for a better story for how I got a cutie mark.”
I noticed him turn to look at me. I couldn’t quite make out his face in the dark but I thought I heard a grin when he spoke, “Besides I had to come to your party. You were always there for me when no one else wanted to be my friend. You supported me at the track meets when my parents didn’t even come. I know it’s been a while since we talked but… when I got your text the other day I knew I couldn’t miss your party.”
I’m glad it was dark because I could feel my face grow warm. Since when did I blush? Something he said reminded me of something I meant to ask. Ideally at a time when I didn’t risk ruining a happy moment. “So, uh, did you hang out with your parents yesterday?”
“No. But Mom called. First time they talked to me in a while. She wanted me to come visit but...” he hesitated. “I had already made plans with some of my college friends to go to this restaurant downtown. Didn’t want to cancel on them either.”
“Anyone I know?” I humored a change in topic.
“Trevor and Adam?” he questioned.
“Is Trevor the one you like?” I asked. I strained my old memories of his friends to its breaking point.
“No? You’re thinking of Tyler. We dated and broke up like a year ago.”
“Oh. Shit. Sorry to hear that,” I apologized. He gave a shrug and an apathetic grunt that told me he was long over it.
“Anyway, I’m heading to the store later to buy some hair dye. I wanna get it back to normal before we go pick up Monica tomorrow. You want me to get you some black?”
The plan to pick up Monica and go see Brianna as a group was on. Monica didn’t want a little car wreck to ruin a fun trip and a reunion.
“Sure,” I accepted. “I’m fine going to my AA meeting tonight with purple hair but I’d rather not see my sister looking like a cartoon character.”
My cigarette was done and I flicked the end. Comet quickly followed suit and we went back inside. The living room was mostly cleared but the kitchen was still a wreck. Ian was still on the couch playing video games. 
“Did you hurt your ankle?” Comet asked me as he followed me in. I wasn’t sure what he was talking about but I looked down at my feet to see. I was standing with my heels raised. I hadn’t even noticed. I felt a little less certain with my steps but I blamed it on the alcohol. I pressed my heels down to the ground, they were stiff and complained. Maybe I did hurt them? Wait a minute...
“You’re doing it too,” I said pointing down at his feet. He looked down confused at his own feet and saw I wasn’t lying. He tried several times to push his ankles to the ground like mine but seemingly couldn’t.
“Stiff ankles,” he pondered this development trying one last time then looked at me. He took in my purple hair and eyes. We both knew this must have been related to the color changes and cutie marks somehow. “What the hell is this supposed to mean?”
“Hey,” Ian interrupted us from his seat on the couch. “If you two are done flirting with each other, all this shit still needs to get thrown out.”

	
		5. You Don't Have to Go Home



Since I needed a ride to AA anyway I went with Comet to the store to buy the hair dye. I normally didn’t take my flask anywhere since it didn’t hold enough but this seemed like a good time. I filled it up with the absinthe, something I could sip slowly and really enjoy.
“You’re going to get me pulled over,” he complained on the way there when he saw me drinking from the flask.
“It’s not illegal for the passenger to drink in the state of Missouri,” I recited.
“I’m taking you to your AA meeting in almost an hour and you’re still drinking,” Comet protested again as he pulled into the supercenter’s parking lot. “You know you have a problem, right?”
“Yup,” I acknowledged. “That’s step one, you see.” I said without any attempt at hiding the smirk on my face.
“And step two is believing in a higher power that can fix you, right?” Comet replied as he parked the car.
“I’m still working on that one,” I slid the flask into the back pocket of my jeans. We got out of the car. 
“You know, if you’re ever needing some support for this…” Comet began. We looked at each other over the roof of his car. “...I’m your friend. I’ll be there for you.”
I really didn’t have a reply to that so after an awkward silence I just told him, “Thanks”.
With our hair colored the way it was, we were getting stares in the store from the customers and employees. A lot more than I was used to. Some laughed, some pointed us out to others, I could have sworn I saw a cell phone come out of someone’s pocket to take a picture. I could have dealt with this fine alone but when you’re walking with your heels raised next to someone who looks just as ridiculous also walking with their heels raised it’s hard to look nonchalant.
We found the hair dye just fine across from the shampoo and conditioner. My black was simple enough. I wanted it to match my beard which thankfully stayed black. Comet seemed more caught up in his choice though. It didn’t help there were like five shades between brown and blonde.
“I probably need to bleach my hair to kill the blue as well,” Comet admitted as he was comparing two of the boxes.
“Don’t any of the kits already have that?” I tried to speed this up.
“Probably not strong enough to go from blue to blonde,” he said. He took two kits off the shelf and held them up for me. “Do you think my hair was more of a ‘Light Ash Blonde’ or a ‘Medium Champagne’?” 
I sighed and began to protest. “I don-” I looked at the boxes he was holding and the ones on the shelf. “...what about ‘Light Golden Blonde’?”
He put the ‘Medium Champagne’ kit up and looked at the ‘Light Golden Blonde’ one. After studying the box with a little consideration he took out his phone.
“I’ll compare them to a picture of me,” he told me his plan. I quietly rolled my eyes. I forgot what a perfectionist Comet was. While he sorted through pictures on his social media he paused at his most recent profile pic. “You know, it probably wouldn’t be too hard to buzz the sides and cut some of the length off. I should buy a cheap trimmer and a pair of hair clippers. Less hair would make applying the dye easier too.” He began fiddling with the back of his hair. “Or at least get rid of the mullet thing I got going on. -wow, it’s even thicker down at the bottom.”
My impatient, grumbling stomach gave me a better idea than waiting for Comet to figure out his hair color. “Hey, I’m going to go grab a sandwich or something real quick.” I wandered off. He made no effort to stop me. On the way over towards the deli I passed by the electronics. I was still too poor to care about electronics but I felt like looking for something particular for a laugh. 
Sure enough, in the kid’s entertainment section between Mickey Mouse Clubhouse and The New Adventures of Winnie the Pooh was a slew of My Little Pony DVD and Blu-Ray sets for sale. Some of the boxes had subtitles, there was even a blu-ray of the old 80’s stuff. I picked up one Blu-Ray called ‘Equestria Girls’ since that sounded generic. On the cover was Twilight staring into a mirror and on the other side was a lavender human that looked like her. ‘A human that looked like a pony’? I was intrigued enough I sat my hair dye down to pick it up and read the description on the back.
‘Humans in high school’ seemed like a lazy concept. I saw art of this back in the day and I was confused when I thought it was fanart. If the appeal is they’re ponies why would they make them human? Were there dolls? It looked like it came after Season 3 chronologically, so maybe the show’s popularity was waning.
“Ma’am? Can I help you find something?” I heard a male employee say something quite loud behind me to another customer. “Ma’am?” I heard him draw closer. I turned to look at what was going on.
“O-oh. Sorry! S-sir?” the employee was looking right at me now. He was maybe a few years younger than me. Oh. He was talking to me?
“It’s cool,” I said as I dismissed the ma’am with a wave.
“Sorry. I didn’t see the beard. The pink hair and the ears threw me off. Can I help you find something?”
“No, I was just browsing,” I said as I looked back at the Equestria Girls movie in my hands and put it back on the shelf. I saw a glimmer of recognition in the employee’s eyes when he spotted what I was holding.
“Seems like something you would already have,” he said gesturing to my hair. I looked at him confused. He seemed unsure of himself when he read my reaction.
“Because my hair is dyed you think I like ponies?” 
“N-no. Because of the pony ears,” he said as he held up both index fingers to the top of his head to gesture ‘pony ears’. We both seemed to be getting more and more confused as the conversation continued. “Are those like the electronic cat ears that respond to your emotions? I didn’t know they made pony ears. Where did you get them?” And now I was more confused than him. 
“Pony ears?” I asked if I heard him right. I became aware something was moving in my hair. I reached up towards where I felt the movement in my mane. I grabbed soft, pointed ears. They shifted forward in alertness, then flopped down in dread then stood up in surprise. When I rubbed the inside of them I could even hear myself rubbing them. I have pony ears.
I searched for my ears, my human ears, on the side of my head. I knew they were parallel to my eyes but I couldn't find them. I couldn't find my ears. I think my inner horror was bleeding out onto my face because the employee standing there watching me frantically search my hair and look around on the ground was backing away slowly and starting to look worried.
“I... I think I dropped something somewhere,” I backed away from that encounter as calmly as possible. There was no way to make this less awkward. I just had to leave. 
I ignored the confused looks and rushed around slow customers to beeline it to where Comet was. The extent of this curse just escalated and the only thing calming me was the hope that this was happening to him too so that I wasn’t alone.
I didn’t have to make it all the way to Pharmacy and Personal Care because I saw Comet rushing in my direction. We slowed down as we approached each other. When I saw pointed, light yellow ears poking up from his hair I felt a little saner again. Comet grew paler looking at me though. He stopped and his arms slowly creaked up towards his own head and found his new ears. He also looked for his old ears, mirroring my actions a moment ago and also found them missing.
“We got pony ears,” he stated the obvious, sounding stunned. 
“If you didn’t know about the pony ears why were you running to come get me?” I asked, confused.
“Because we got pony tails,” he replied with a grim look on his face. I grabbed the back of my hair, praying someone sneaked up behind us with hair ties. Comet shook his head solemnly. “No...”
I then grabbed the back of my jeans and felt around. I found a hard protrusion just above my ass. With my wallet, flask, empty pack of cigarettes and lighter all in my back pockets it was just lost among them. When I moved the protrusion with my fingers I could feel something tickling me back there now. I knew what it was and the sensation of long hair growing in my pants made my skin crawl.
Without a word we headed for the closest bathroom. I could feel the hairs tickling but I had to see it.  I think Comet felt the same way.
Once inside Comet went straight to the long mirror above the sinks to see what his new ears looked like. I was a bit more terrified by the tail revelation but curiosity got me too. Before I even looked in the mirror I had my suspicions what color mine were going to be. I’m sure Comet did about his too.
Sure enough, a light pink-purple, just like Berry Punch’s. Seeing as Comet’s were light yellow, I figured that meant Comet Tail was light yellow.
“Do I look… different to you?” he turned to look at me concerned. 
“Yeah, you have blue hair and yellow pony ears,” I raised an eyebrow at him. 
“That’s not what I meant,” he sounded exasperated. “I mean my face.” He pulled his phone back out, he had pictures of himself still up. 
He held his phone up to my eyes so I could see what he meant. There was a picture of him sitting around a table with his friends, it looked like his birthday dinner yesterday. That felt longer ago now. 
I took his phone from him and zoomed in on his face and looked at the person standing in front of me. Comet helpfully swooped his blue bangs back with one hand, in between his pony ears, so I could compare the faces better. I stepped to the side to get the angle identical. There was a difference, but I couldn’t quite pin down what the difference was. I stepped closer to get a better look without realizing it. The person in front of me looked… younger? But at the same time maybe his jawline was more defined? Or was it just different? Comet was more... 'handsome'? 
“M-maybe the stress, it just- it’s just getting to you,” I stammered out. What was wrong with me? Comet was staring down at me as I studied his face, straight into my eyes, and it was making me self-conscious. I felt like I only now was appreciating how much a height difference five inches made. I realized I was standing way too close and gave him back his phone. “I think, maybe, you just look tired, a little.” 
“...alright,” he said, not quite accepting that stuttered answer as he put his phone back into his pocket. “I’m going to go look at… my tail,” Comet said as he stepped inside a bathroom stall and closed it behind him. 
I understood the feeling. While we knew we both had one now, we needed to discover these alone. I entered my own stall then unzipped and pulled my pants down.
The same dull purple colored hair on my head spilled down to cover my ass. 
I twisted around and grabbed it to look at it better. It was thick and curly like the hair on top of my head but thankfully not as long. I touched where it was coming out of; the fleshy nub protruding above my butt was covered in the same soft little furs that were on my ears. I could feel my spine tingling as I pulled and moved it. I squirmed. It was real and completely part of me.
I pulled the tail more taut to see just how long it was without the curls and was surprised to see that straightened out the curls were several feet long. I let it go and it sprung back in place. I looked at it as it hung there. Did I straighten it out a bit or did it get longer? I started pulling it back out. I thought I was careful not to pull it any harder but it did look longer now. Was it still growing? How long was my tail going to get? ‘My tail.’ I have a tail.
“I’m going crazy,” I said out loud. I wanted to believe.
I heard shuffling and fabric sliding in the stall next to mine. As if to answer my curiosity Comet told me through the stall wall what he was doing. “There’s fur growing around my cutie mark… and on my feet.”
I checked my own and saw he was right about the cutie mark, the same light purple fur on my ears and tails was spreading outwards from my cutie mark.
I started taking off my shoes and socks to look at my feet. It looked like it had started near my heels but it had spread down past the heel of my foot, which wasn’t much of a heel anymore, and it was making its way to my toes. 
My toes. Particularly my middle toe was of interest. It looked wider and the nail looked thicker, like nearly a big toe. I saw my shoes were still fitting because what was originally my big toe had shrunk to accommodate it. It looked like my toes had swapped places. 
“Comet…” I felt pained to ask. I wanted to sit down before I asked but I also didn’t want my tail to get in the toilet water. “Did your middle toe get bigger?”
“Yes,” he admitted with a guilty tone to his voice. I heard pants, awkward adjusting and a zipper go up. Then I heard him leave his stall. “I don’t see no more fur anywhere. Will you check if it’s growing on my back?”
I put my socks back on and started pulling my underwear back up. When it came time to get the tail back in I saw how awkward this was. I forced nearly two feet of a curly mass of mulberry hair out the left leg opening of my boxers. Then when I pulled my pants back up I had to stuff it back down because it was threatening to spill out of the top of my jeans.
That closet of a stall was getting frustrating to get dressed in so I just left my shoes off and kicked them out underneath the stall door. I walked out in my socks.
Standing there waiting for me was Comet. Without a word he awkwardly took his shirt off. He was in surprisingly good shape. At least compared to me. Then when he turned around to show me his back I noticed I could just make out the bump of the tail in the back of his pants. But if I didn’t know any better I wouldn’t have guessed what it was.
I scanned his back for light yellow fur, which in retrospect was probably a lot harder than him looking for the pink-purple on me.
“No, you’re clean,” I told him the good news. 
He sighed but I didn’t hear very much relief in it. He looked into the mirror at us. “I wonder how long it’s going to take?” he asked me. I knew what he was thinking.
“Until... we’re ponies?” I was the first to say it. Hearing it out loud didn’t make the idea sound any less crazy but it was happening. I looked at myself in the mirror then I looked over at Comet in the mirror and saw he was looking at me. He looked like he was too scared to say something and it was freaking me out even more than the ears and tail. 
“What is it?” I looked down at myself then at me in the mirror. I studied my purple hair and light purple ears. I stepped closer to study my face and looked for color in my beard.
“Berry Punch is female," he said carefully. "You realize that right?”
I’m turning into Berry Punch. Berry Punch is female.
I felt a chill run down my spine and end with a shake in my tail. In the mirror I saw the terror in Comet’s eyes creep into mine. 
“But… I’m a guy,” I defended against my fear.
“I know. But…” Comet frowned sadly. “We just grew horse ears and tails.”
I took out my flask and the lid came off. I emptied some of the absinthe down my throat. The burning mint didn’t sooth my chills. Comet was watching me with worry. 
I didn’t have time to come to terms with this. The bathroom door burst open and I physically jumped in response towards Comet. I nearly knocked him over. A middle-aged man with a strong five o’clock shadow and a heavy gut walked in. He got just a few feet in when he saw us and stopped.
I looked at him and he looked at us. He looked visibly disgusted. I looked in the bathroom mirror at us to see what he saw. Two incompletely dressed guys with long, unnaturally colored hair were standing in the bathroom together; Comet still had his shirt off and both of us were missing our shoes. I could easily see my fear being misconstrued. Instead of yelling or saying anything to us the man turned and left in a hurry. 
It was suddenly time for us to go.
From the bathroom at the back of the store to the front doors was a relatively straight path. I took another pull from my flask on the walk towards the front.
“Berry, really?” Comet questioned me and my flask.
“I’m too sober to deal with this!” I told him, sounding more shrill than I planned. His argument stopped there.
“Yeah, I could use a cigarette myself,” he admitted. “It’s my turn to buy.” 
The store was rather dead and we went to the only register open by the ‘smoke shop’. As we approached I could see Comet looking around, presumably for the guy who ‘walked in on us’. 
The slightly older looking cashier took a second glance at us but otherwise was completely unphased by our hair, ears or my eyes. When I got a good look at him I recognized him. I recognized him from all the times I came in. His nametag reminded me he was “Joe”. I told him my brand. When he returned with the pack he logged into his register and scanned the pack.
“Can I see some ID?,” Joe prompted me. I tried my best to look stable as I got out what he was wanting. Instead it looked like I was having my morning withdrawal symptoms: the shakes, shivers and sweats.
“Joe. It’s me, Berry,” I told him as I got out my ID anyway and handed it to him. I nearly dropped it from the weakness in my hands.
“Brian,” he corrected me as he looked at my ID. He seemed unsure of me now. “It says your name’s Brian.”
“Th-that’s what I meant. It’s been a long night,” I told him and sighed. People forget their own name sometimes, right? “Joe, I come in here all the time. Remember I came in a few days ago and bought all that alcohol for my party? I invited you.” 
He looked at my ID then looked at me then back at my ID. I saw an ember of recognition slowly grow brighter in his eyes as he remembered what I was talking about. He suddenly looked more awake.
“Huh. Yeah, it is you. Sorry, didn’t recognize you with the pink hair,” he shook his head. “It’s been a long night for me too. What’s with the horse ears? Costume party?”
“Yeah. I didn’t want to go though,” I agreed to his guess. “I’m losing control of my life,” I reflected. It got a laugh out of Joe. He handed me my ID back.
“Aren’t we all?” Joe replied as I put my ID back. He turned to look at my friend. “I need to see yours too, 'Blue'.”
When Comet finished paying we headed for the only open exit this time of night.
As we approached the store exit I realized there was someone standing there waiting for us. It was an employee in his early 40’s. When we got close enough to read his nametag I saw he was a shift manager. Comet and I both knew what this was about. I didn’t feel like I was able to deal with this right now so I stopped short. Comet took the lead.
“Boys, I heard there was some trouble in the bathroom,” he began. He looked like he was already tired of this situation. Or maybe that was just how he felt about his job in general.
“No. There was a misunderstandin’,” Comet responded with less of a delay than I thought. His southern accent was suddenly really thick and slow. “We were out huntin’ today’n I found a tick on me in the bathroom. I was havin’ my friend check my back for me when that old guy came in’n ran out shoutin’ about fags.”
The manager thought about what Comet was telling him then asked, “what were you two hunting?”
“Turkey. Season just started,” Comet replied like it was obvious. “Didn’t get a one.” 
After thinking some more the manager shrugged and nodded his head in acceptance. “Yeah, works for me. You two have a good night.”
With that we walked out wordlessly and back to the car. When we got there Comet took out the cigarettes and asked me for my lighter. I gave it to him.
We stood by the car while Comet smoked. Neither of us said a word. After a moment of looking at the flask in my hands I cracked it open and took another sip. 
“So isn’t that public intoxication?” Comet asked me with only mild concern in his voice.
“No law against that here,” I told him. The taste of wormwood and anise numbed my brain. Without a word Comet handed me back my lighter and his cigarettes. I lit one in the momentary silence.
It was looking like a storm was approaching and I could tell it was a decently warm night but I had to concentrate to stop my legs from shaking. There was a chill and only I could feel it. I knew Comet could tell what was eating me. And I knew he had his own transformation to worry about too but I didn’t want to talk about it. I was powerless. Comet looked up at the looming storm with mild interest.
“Can’t see the stars tonight,” he chimed.
“Was something supposed to happen?” I said eager for a new topic.
“No,” Comet admitted. “But it always relaxes me; looking up at the stars.”
Comet hesitated then continued, “there’s so much chaos happening in the universe. But because so much of it is happening so far away and because we can see so much of it at once, we can get a bigger picture of it. And all of it looks so calm and peaceful from afar like that. Out there, looking back here, our chaotic little world would look the same. It kind of puts everything into perspective. Like if we could just see what’s going on in the grand scheme of things, we would see it all makes sense.”
I thought about what he said then unscrewed the cap to the flask and took one more sip before I replaced the lid.
“I forgot about that; you told me about that before,” I smiled weakly at my fond memories. “When you took me stargazing.” 
After my dad died I didn’t want to do anything but Comet insisted I go with him. So finally we took my old truck and drove out to his favorite spot out in the sticks. I brought the moonshine and cigarettes and he brought his telescope. Being miles away from everything, just looking at stars with a friend was therapeutic. I liked it enough that we started going so often Monica started to ‘get worried about us’.
Monica.
“So, you still up for taking me and Mini to see my sister tomorrow?” I asked him. 
“Do you still want to? Because I said I would,” Comet said without taking his cigarette out of his mouth. Then looked at his hands. “Assuming I can still drive tomorrow.” 
I looked at my own hands. Were we going to still have them when we woke up? For how long? I drank to that and replied, “Yeah. I do. I know it’ll take an hour or two out of our day but I was really wanting to see her one more time. Just in case.” 
“‘Just in case’? You think this is going to kill us?” Comet questioned by wording.
“I keep calling myself Berry. I keep calling you Comet. So our brains are being affected too. What if when this finishes I can’t remember who I am? If our outsides and our insides change are we still the same person? Or are we effectively dead?”
Wouldn’t it be better if someone else existed instead of you anyway?
“Other than the name thing I don’t think anything else was affected; nothing seems unfamiliar anyway. I can still recognize people and I think I can remember everything. Maybe the name thing is all there is to that,” Comet suggested. He took a drag from his cigarette while he thought about this further. I took that cue and dragged mine down feverishly, holding it as long as I could, trying to warm myself from the inside. 
“You ever hear about the Ship of Theseus?” He asked me what sounded like a distraction from my shaking. I released the smoke I was holding.
“Lay it on me, Professor,” I encouraged as I brought the flask up to ready it for another go.
“It’s a thought experiment. About a ship that is replaced board by board, plank by plank, over the years. After over one hundred years, every board has been slowly replaced when broken or worn down at some point at least once. Is it still the same ship? If not, at what point was it a different ship? The last board? The first board? At the fifty percent mark? What if we painted it? What if we renamed it? Would it still be the same ship then?”
I could see why he brought this up but had no answer to this paradox so instead I swallowed some more minty medicine. “So what’s the answer?”
“There’s not really one. It’s about the concept of how things change gradually over time. The human body replaces everything bit by bit as it repairs and cells split. Bone, brain, muscle. We grow and change. Yet we’re still considered the same person,” Comet explained. “I think… we’re always the same person. We exist on a continuum, and even though we change as we go down it, what travels that continuum is still the same concept; the same self.”
I drank to that. My body wanted to reject it but I breathed out slowly. The warm fuzzies were starting to replace the cold shakes. I finally felt like I reached the bare minimum alcohol and nicotine content to address my worries.
“I don’t want to be a girl,” I finally protested. My legs felt more unsure so I slumped a little more against the car. My tail protested being laid against.
“I’ll still consider you a guy if you want me too,” Comet promised me. 
“What? You’re going to ‘respect my pronouns’?” I spat at him bitterly.
“Yes, yes I will,” Comet promised me again. “Besides, we don’t even know how this is happening. That might not happen. Or maybe whatever is causing this will wear off because we’re not still exposed to whatever is causing this,” Comet tried to reassure me of an unlikely situation.
“What could be causing this though? Black magic? Nanomachines? Why did it target us? How did it target us??” I thought out loud. I started thinking of what we could have done that no one else did. “The 25 year old port wine? I don’t think anyone else had any last night.”
“No,” Comet dismissed. “I saw Ian take some too and he looked fine earlier. Plus the pony choices seem intentional.” 
With that we were back into silence again trying to figure out why. I offered my flask to him and was surprised he took it and it gave it a sip. He grimaced hard and looked like he wanted to spit it out but instead he swallowed and sighed.
“Okay,” Comet said weakly, “we don’t have any leads left. I was going to try a priest and then maybe, worst case scenario, we can try the hospital.”
“‘Ah yes, a simple case of pone-itis’,” I mocked. “They wouldn’t know how this happened. They’ll think this is contagious and call the CDC and FBI and the rest of the alphabet. I don’t want to be experimented on.”
Comet considered that for a moment as he tapped the ash from the end of his cigarette.
“It’s not impossible this’ll wear off eventually. I’m already skipping work tomorrow. And some friends owe me, so I could skip out of grading the last of the finals Monday too,” Comet began planning. “Maybe we can lay low for a while while we think more on it. Even if this finishes we can still try to figure out how to reverse it.”
“Where are we going to ‘lay low’?” I said.  ‘Doing nothing’ didn’t seem too bad of a plan when there was nothing else left to do. I was good at doing nothing.
I knew Ian and Markus were already getting sick of my shit. If I turned into a pony hiding away from the world I would never be able to pay them any rent or probably even pick anything up. I would be even more of a burden on them. Would they kick me out? Sell me?
“We’ll go to the place where they have to take you in,” Comet said with a smile. Home. “I’ll take my mom up on her invitation. You could stay with your mom and Brianna.”
“Pretty sure my mom would call animal control on me,” I told him. I took another drink to quench my dry laugh. The numb world was starting to spin faster. My empty stomach was angry at me. I was angry at it. I was angry at everything because I couldn’t do anything. 
“But your sister wouldn’t let her send you away,” Comet brought me out of my gloom. “Don’t tell me she wouldn’t love her very own pony,” Comet teased. He dropped his cigarette butt and stomped it out. He looked like he was contemplating lighting another one. It hinged on how long this conversation was going to take; did I accept the plan or did we need to keep talking? 
‘Returning home’ meant two things: being under my mother’s authority and rules and seeing my sister as much as I want. I felt differently about those things when I left seven years ago, but now when I weighed those two along with my priorities with my current situation, my decision was different. 
Well, that was it then.
“Okay,” I agreed. “I’ll pack tonight. Tomorrow when you take Mini and me to see my sister I’ll stay with her. If you can’t make the drive to your parents’ you can always have Mini drive you there.”
“I better pack tonight too. Fingers will make it easier,” Comet considered further. “Let’s go by my place. I’ll pack then come crash on your couch again. We need to stick together. We’ll keep in touch after we get back home.”
“Agreed, pony bros have to stick together,” I said mockingly as I raised my flask. There was just a tiny sliver left. I offered some to Comet. To another surprise he finished it off.
“Alright let’s roll,” he said as he handed me back the flask and unlocked his car to get in.
I went around to the passenger side of the car and sat down inside. I immediately realized I was smashing my tail and tried to sit on my side but that was even more uncomfortable. If I pushed my butt out and craned my back I could get pressure off the base but I was still sitting on a big bundle of hair. I saw Comet was having trouble adjusting himself too but finally gave up and sat at an angle.
When Comet started the car I saw his dash light up and saw the time. It was getting late, in fact I was going to be late; I suddenly remembered what we were going to do after we got the hair dye we had given up on.
“Oh shit. I have to go to AA,” I facepalmed. 
“Berry, you’re drunk. I’m taking you home,” Comet scolded me as he started the car.
“If I don’t go once a week my parole office will issue a warrant out for my arrest,” I protested. Comet was taken aback by that. The car sat idling in the parking spot. 
“How long does the meeting last?” he asked as he began to be swayed.
“There’s a speaker tonight so probably like an hour and a half,” I said bitterly.
“What if more changes happen while we’re there? Can you leave early?” Comet said as he was thinking the same thing.
“I guess. But I have to go for most of it,” I said defeatedly. As I thought about the uncomfortable stares I’d get for an hour and a half for my hair and ears.
“Okay, where is it?” Comet said as he started to head out of the parking lot. I told him the address.
“I’ll drop you off and go pack my stuff while you’re there. I’ll come pick you up after and we head back to your place.”
“This is going to be a long night.”

	
		6. Last Call



“So how was it?” Comet asked me after I rejoined him in his car an hour later. I saw his telescope case and another bag in his back seat. He was wearing a blue hoodie with a yellow kangaroo on it with the hood up. It covered his ears surprisingly well.
“There’s a special kind of shame you get for showing up late, drunk and with dyed hair and pony ears to an AA meeting,” I said as I tried to slump in my seat but my tail wouldn’t let me.
“You’re not going to get into trouble, are you?” my friend asked, concerned.
“Probably not. I did show up. Being late is fine, shit happens,” I hesitated before continuing. “And... this wasn’t the first time I showed up with alcohol on my breath. And the pony ears and mane… well, that’s not breaking any rules,” I said with a shrug. 
“Speaking of that,” Comet reached into the back seat and lifted up the flap to his bag; a white hoodie sat on top. Other than the white hoodie, in the dim light I could mostly make out yellow and blue clothing. Knowing him, he was coordinating with his future coat color. He handed me the white hoodie. “Put it on; it’ll cover the ears.”
I recognized what it was. It was the hoodie he wore when he was in track in high school to warm up. “LAWSON” was written across the front in red letters. Reluctantly I pulled his hoodie on over my head and let the back of my hair stay tucked inside. I pulled the hood up to cover my own ears.
“You can keep it, it goes pretty well with the dark red hair,” Comet complimented me as he started to drive back to my place. I pulled the bottom of the sweatshirt down all the way to check the size. It was a little big but it was warm. 
“Yeah, well, maybe you should stay here and become the new mascot. You’re going to be yellow and blue, right?” I teased him.
“You know I wouldn’t like the attention,” Comet said with a smile as he watched the road.
When I thought Comet wasn’t looking I casually sniff tested the inside of the hoodie. While I knew it was clean, I had a strange feeling like the hoodie still smelled like him. I had seen him wear this countless times. It made me feel funny or something to wear this particular hoodie of his. Other than ‘weird’ I couldn’t process the rest of the feelings wearing it gave me. ‘Safe’?
My stomach growled loud enough to interrupt my thoughts and for Comet to hear. He caught me with the hoodie covering the lower half of my face.
“Hungry?” he asked me. I had been hungry for the last several hours but there had been more pressing matters. 
“Actually, yeah. Now that I thought about it...” I said before I paused and double checked my memory. “I… I think I forgot to eat today,” I admitted.
“Berrrry...” Comet whined my name like I hurt him. I felt my ears under my hood fold in shame. “It’s no wonder you’ve been cold and shaking then.”
Without my input Comet turned into a parking lot to a fast food place still open and pulled into the drive thru.
“What would you like? Get whatever you want, I’m buying,” Comet reassured me with a smile. I really didn’t like the leverage of him buying me food while I was wearing his hoodie. I felt powerless yet coddled. 
“No it’s fine, I’ll eat something when we get back to my place,” I tried to reassure him.
“What do you have to eat at home?” Comet asked. I tried to think of food I had on hand. Were there snacks left over from the party? Stale cake? Was thrown out. I had nothing to eat but plenty to drink.  I looked over at Comet and could tell I was doing a bad job hiding from my face how shitty my answers were going to be.
So we sat in his car in the parking lot and ate because driving while in awkward, uncomfortable positions because of our tails and eating at the same time would have been too much. Just sitting in normal positions was uncomfortable. Comet was almost on his side and I was leaning forward to give the base of my tail as much clearance as possible.
My chicken tenders tasted wrong. I didn’t know how they could mess up fried chicken but they managed. The breading was great but the chicken itself tasted ‘sad’. Like it had been frozen too long and lost all its flavor. Maybe I had too much on my mind to taste it but I got it down before my friend finished half of his.
Comet was also picking at his burger and examining it as he ate it. It seemed like both of our meals were disappointments. We both finished our sad meals but neither of us seemed satisfied. Our situation didn’t seem any better with food in our stomachs.
“Are you still hungry?” Comet asked with motherly concern. “You don’t eat enough.”
“It’s fine; I drink plenty,” I quipped bitterly.
“Speaking of...” Comet began as he fiddled with something in his hoodie pouch. “You said back at the store you acknowledged you have an alcohol problem, right?”
“Um… yeah?” I agreed slowly. “Is this about the next step? ‘The greater power’? Did you get me a bible or something?”
“No. Nothin’ like that,” Comet shook his hooded head and turned to face me. “Berry Punch, you’re my friend,” he began. “And I’m your friend too, right? And so is Monica? And you wouldn’t do anything to harm yourself, Brianna’s brother, right?” My ponifying friend was scaring me.
“Y-yeah? We’re all friends...” I agreed slowly.
“Can friendship be your higher power? Can you believe in ‘us’ watching out for you? In keeping in touch with you? In us forgiving you when you slip? In Brianna’s unconditional love for her brother as she tries to help you? In us all trying to help you?” he asked of me in what sounded like semi-rehearsed but effective words. I took a moment to think about the words, let out a sigh and nodded.
My friend’s sharp blue eyes scanned the parking lot around us and then took a small bag full of a dozen pills out of his pocket. I recognized the mark on the pills: I knew white meant they were two milligrams. “I bought some valium from a guy I know on campus, for when you get withdrawal symptoms from alcohol.”
“Comet!” I smiled up at my wonderful friend. “You bought me drugs??” I felt so loved. If I was seriously cutting back then benzos would mean I could be functional while I detox. Maybe I wouldn’t snap at Brianna or yell at Mom. I went in for a hug and my hooded friend readily returned it. He was so warm. “I promise I’ll try,” I said while we hugged and I wanted to mean it.
With the pills now in my hoodie and our fast food trash taken care of, we headed for my place. My lower back was protesting all the walking and awkward sitting and Comet complained about the same when we got back to my place. We left Comet’s stuff in his car and went in with an empty suitcase and a backpack for me to pack. 
Ian and Markus were both on the couch playing something when we came back in. When they saw us enter they paused their game; they were waiting for me.
“What are you doing with that suitcase?” Ian said when he got up to talk to me. I knew what this looked like, and I was basically doing just that. He knew what I was doing too. This was serious. I looked down at the suitcase, feeling extremely guilty.
“I’m… moving back home for awhile,” I admitted. I couldn’t look him in the eye. I knew they were both sick of my shit. The mess from the party probably annoyed them further.
“You can’t move out yet. The lease isn’t up for three months. You’re going to owe us four months of rent. And if all your shit’s still in there we can’t even rent it out to someone else,” Ian said as he crossed his arms. I forgot how big Ian’s arms were. 
“Listen, I woke up with strange tattoos on me today, my hair and eyes changed a different color, I have horse ears and a tail, I’m growing fur, and I think it’s going to keep getting worse; I think we’re turning into ponies” I laid it out to him. Markus stood up from the couch and watched the situation curiously from the living room.
“What? Are you, like, roleplaying with your boyfriend? You expect me to believe that shit? You’re wearing contacts,” he said annoyed by the truth. 
I put my hood down to show him the ears. I found I could swivel them decently if I ‘pretended’ I heard something behind me then in front of me. 
Ian looked at me bewildered. Comet took his own hood down to show he was going through the same thing. Ian reached out to touch my ears and I didn’t stop him until I felt him pull. Hard. I yelled and smacked his hand away. Apparently he felt enough to believe they were real.
“You two need a fucking priest!” Ian said as he backed away slowly with his hands away from him. “I don’t want you spending the night here; you might infect us.” He headed for the kitchen, presumably to bleach his hands.
“You still owe us four months of rent if you’re moving out,” Markus picked up in Ian’s absence.
“You know I just don’t have that. I wouldn’t even if I sold everything. You’re just going to have to tell the landlord I left and can’t pay,” I told him. Markus looked down at the floor and nodded.
“I know, man. So that means if you leave you’re not going to get to come back,” Markus warned me. “And if all your stuff isn’t out soon Ian and I are going to have to toss what’s left so that we can rent out the room.”
I agreed to the terms and Comet and I headed upstairs to begin packing what wasn’t going to get thrown out. It was easier than I thought once I started looking around my room. There was nothing here I really wanted. My music stopped interesting me years ago, my computer was shit. My furniture? Chipped and stained. Trash. There was trash everywhere.
There was one book I was taking, my birthday present from last year from Brianna. It was an informational book on mixology and had a long list of recipes on cocktails in the second section. It was partially a joke gift but I found the talk about theory and balance very interesting. 
“What did you pack?” I turned to Comet for advice.
“Well, I didn’t pack any more pants because I figured ponies can’t wear pants. I did bring my running shorts though. Those might still fit.”
“You didn’t have anything more flexible? Like sweatpants or pajama bottoms?” I asked  him as I checked my dirty pile of clothes and hamper for similar items. I didn’t really own shorts but I did have sweatpants. Somewhere.
“Sweatpants are tacky. And I normally sleep in the nude,” Comet explained to me. I tried to physically shake that mental image from my head. 
I ended up packing a few shirts, my found sweatpants, boxers, and an old backpack on top of those. Then I began to look over my birthday ‘presents’ sitting on my desk. Some of them weren’t even drunk out of yet.
“Do you think you’ll need those?” Comet tested me.
“Just in case. If I use a little booze to taper as well I can cut off more gradually,” I reasoned with him. In my head I knew I also wanted them just in case I needed a drink. I began to wrap some of the bottles up in the clothes in my suitcase.
Comet watched as I put them in my suitcase. I put in the Jameson, the absinthe, the moonshine grapes, the 25 year old port wine and the rum. Few enough bottles everything could get properly wrapped in my clothes. 
“Are you sure you need all those?” Comet asked me with concern. I let out a long sigh as I looked over my chosen booze. Five bottles. But I was going to quit, right? 
“I guess not,” I agreed in defeat. I set the moonshine grapes aside, as cute as they were they weren’t that high in alcohol. Then took out the port wine and rum and considered them both. My fellow hooded-friend quietly watched me decide to keep the rum and leave the port wine. 
I zipped up my suitcase with three bottles in it. I picked up the port wine I had set aside. It would be a shame if wine waited around 25 years just to not get drunk. I gestured the bottle to him with a grin. “A toast to sobriety?”
A warm, amused smile spread on his face. “And friendship,” he added. I uncorked the re-corked bottle and gave the fortified wine a good, long pull and offered him the bottle. He took a small swig and set it aside on the ground next to him with the cork gently resting in it.
I took a look around my room one last time. Besides Fluttershy there wasn’t anything else: my life fit inside a suitcase with alcohol and room to spare. I tried not to care about this fact but I felt heavy. 
“Alright,” I tried to pick up my suitcase. The wobbly balls of my feet could just hold it and keep my balance. “Could you grab Brianna’s present?” I asked my companion. 
Comet took the box holding Fluttershy and I left that room for the last time. Abandoned alcohol sat on the floor and table.
The stairs were hell. By the front door to the house Ian and Markus were waiting for us. I looked around the living room one last time to confirm to myself that there wasn’t anything of mine down here. There wasn’t. And just some crappy furniture, old clothes and alcohol in my room upstairs. Everything that Comet and I weren’t holding was probably getting thrown out. That’s fine, most of the stuff in my life was apparently not worth bringing anyway. Everything I wanted or needed to keep in my life fit in a suitcase and the suitcase was half alcohol.
“You can throw everything else out if you want,” I told them. I could tell they heard me but had no reply to my words.
“I don’t want you to think we’re being jerks but you’re not exactly the most reliable person with rent and helping out around here,” Ian said. He was searching for his next words before he spoke. “The parties have been fun. We’ve had a lot of good memories and you’re a good friend but you haven’t been a very good roommate. You’ve never really pulled your weight around here. The bathrooms, the garbage, the kitchen, the cigarette butts...” There was a lull as he searched for how to follow that. “I hope you get back on your feet, Brian. I hope things work out better when you get home. Let us know if the pony thing gets any better.”
“Yeah,” I agreed with an awkward nod. I wanted to get out of this situation and that meant leaving for good. So with nothing left to say Comet and I left. 
We couldn’t stay there and we couldn’t stay at Comet’s place; it was some cramped apartment on the third floor smack dab in the middle of campus. Both of us felt too tired to drive to our hometown now and we didn’t feel comfortable with crashing at Monica’s place. We also wanted to sleep before we had to explain what was going on to Monica, even though we both feared what could happen while we slept. And we couldn’t even sit in the car comfortably, let alone sleep in it.
While sitting in the car deciding on where to spend the night, as if reading the mood, the dark clouds in the sky finally gave up. A downpour started. The rain was loud enough to drown out my broken thoughts. I was thankful for it.
Comet was talking to me about the motel he picked. I could hear his words but they just washed off me. I didn’t want to respond. I didn’t want to acknowledge me. I was tired and wanted to hide. I wanted this terrible day to end. I focused on the rain. Comet must have got the idea after a while because the rest of the ride there was in silence.

	
		7. Your Own Personal Demon



I stared into that mirror longer than anyone should have.
The first thing I noticed was the taste of hair in my mouth. I woke up from my troubled, dreamless sleep drenched in acetone sweat. I thought my mane had got in my mouth but when I went to pull it away it was coming off in my hands. That shook the sleep from me completely.
I sat up in the dark and turned to the night stand between our beds. It was the time of night when no one had any right to be up. There was a full glass of water next to the alarm clock on my side. Comet must have placed that there for me.
I picked it up with both hands because I didn’t trust either shaking hand to work alone. When I tried to tip it into my mouth for a sip I couldn’t get it down: I got hair in it. More hair in my mouth. I spit out. I was so thirsty but I couldn’t drink. This hair was getting in the way. I put the glass back down on the nightstand. I could make out a large clump of hair floating in it now. I grabbed at my beard to figure out what the hell was going on. I could grab it but it came off effortlessly in my hands. There was a large dark pile down the front of my shirt and covers.
The sting of my sweat made my eyes hurt. I tried to rub them with the back of my hand. Somehow the beard hair got there too and now it was in my eye. It was everywhere. The tickling black mess felt like spiders crawling all over me. I fought the panic rising in my chest. I had to get this off of me.
I peeled the covers coated in my hair and sweat off of my body and tried to stand. Something was wrong with my legs. I still had to stand on my toes but now my feet felt impossibly long. I went to take a step and felt my joints move. They were all there but they were in the wrong place. My legs were too short but my knees were too high. I was stepping on my socks. I held onto the wall as I made my way to the bathroom in the dark. I was too scared to make any noise, as if it’d wake up whatever deity I pissed off and they would cause more changes.
Slowly, carefully, I miraculously made it to the bathroom in the dark on my misshapen legs. My feet clicked as I stepped onto the tiles. I flicked the bathroom light on and was hit by the yellow fluorescent light. I powered through my momentary blindness to see who or what I was in the mirror.
Purple eyes. The long, curly matching hair. The pony ears. My beard was no longer where it was supposed to be though. Instead of being attached by normal means It was stuck to my face and shirt in sweaty clumps. This wasn’t like being shaved in your sleep, I could see places where it was completely gone; perfectly smooth, pale skin dotted with stray hairs. 
I looked sickly pale. The clumps of hair coming off my sweat-coated face into my hands reminded me of a molting, diseased animal. Or like I was irradiated and my beard was falling out now. At that thought I grabbed part of my mane and pulled to test it. The dark pink hair on my head was firmly rooted in place.
I washed my face. 
The cold water felt good and I could wipe off the hair sticking to my face. I clogged the sink several times doing so. Each time I did I pulled the black tendrils of wet hair out of the drain and threw it off to the side on the counter so I could keep going.
I was in a hypnotic state, trying to detach myself from what I was doing and just finish. I didn’t want to think about what was happening to me. 
I discovered there were a few stray patches of beard that were still attached. Testing one, I found it came off with just a tug, as if hanging on by just a thread. I started tearing the rest of it out.
After several minutes of trying to clear all the hair off my face, all I could find left were my eyebrows and eyelashes. They were apparently staying. I felt over my face again. I think I got it all. I slurped several handfuls of hair-less water to celebrate. I felt better.
I looked up in the mirror to see if I did indeed get it all. It had been years since I had seen my chin and jaw. I thought my face would look bigger without all the hair covering it but instead, even up close, I thought it looked smaller. I thought my chin and jaw had been wider. I had a baby face. Did I even look my age now without even a little beard shadow? Would my ID even look like me now? It’s not like my eye and hair color matched it now. The weight didn’t match either considering how little I ate anymore.
I took a motel towel to pat the water off my face. My face felt naked. I looked at my face again. It looked naked. Without the beard I didn’t even look like me anymore. I remembered why I grew the beard out in the first place again, I wanted to look older. With my wide, panicked eyes and clean baby face I looked like a teenager. An effeminate teenager. That was just from the lack of a beard and the purple hair, right?
I had to pee. I walked over to the toilet and pulled my boxers aside to pee. But when I looked down I pulled my hands away. I was afraid to touch it. It.
I stared at the remains of my male genitalia. I was horrified at what I was looking at but like a train wreck I couldn’t look away. I didn’t understand what it was. I couldn’t bring myself to touch it but I needed to see what was going on. I carefully pulled my boxers off trying not to touch it.
I turned to look at myself in the mirror. I couldn’t see my testicles but I could tell there was something else in its place. I stared at that spot in the mirror waiting for myself to blink and for it to be normal again. The strange sight wouldn’t go away no matter how many times I blinked.
What the hell was wrong with my legs? My entire body from the waist down looked alien and strange. The purple fur that was growing in around my heels when I went to bed had grown all the way up to my knees; but my knees were further up my legs now somehow. 
...Were my hips always that much wider than my torso? What used to be my heel was just a crook. I didn’t understand my own anatomy.
I took the socks off that were sliding off my feet. I looked down at my toes. No, I couldn’t see any toes. I had no toes.  I couldn’t feel my toes either. My feet were almost perfectly vertical, longer and ended abruptly with something hard. A big nail? A hoof?
What I was seeing was impossible. The room was spinning. I wasn’t human anymore. Was I even male? What was I? A freak of nature? Whatever I was at that moment shouldn’t exist - I couldn’t exist. My body was a violation. 
I felt bile rise up my throat and I vomited into the sink. I vomited so hard I couldn’t hold my bladder anymore. I started pissing onto the floor. I let myself finish. I couldn’t tell where it was coming out and that made me gag more.
When the dry heaving slowed I had to tear my eyes away from the sink to look back at the creature in the mirror. I didn’t want to look but I had to see it. Was it still me in the mirror? 
I stared in that mirror longer than anyone should have.
I studied my genitalia again through the mirror. I felt like I was staring for hours. While I was trying to familiarize myself with what I was seeing, it felt like I would notice more changes. I don’t know how long I had been staring but I was starting to realize I had been staring for so long I could verify it looked different from when I started: what was a few inches was a bit more than an inch now. Then as I stared longer what was an inch was almost nothing. It was sinking in. A groove was forming. There was more definition where there shouldn’t be. There was nothing where I thought there should be something. 
I spent more than an hour looking at it, I wasn’t certain how much time I spent beyond that. 
I thought the skin was turning purple around it until I realized that fur was growing there now. This wasn’t a human vagina. It was something like one though. Was I actually female now? I definitely couldn’t say I had a dick anymore. 
Not long after I felt it slip inside me, rubbing against my new insides. I felt compact and hollow. I tentatively felt around it. I was scared to get too close but for some reason I just had to make sure I could still feel myself there; that this form replacing mine was actually still me and not someone else’s body. Nothing was numb, it was all my flesh and I could feel it. My fingers brushed across some kind of sensitive puffy nub and I yanked my hand away as if it bit me.
What I thought were just two ‘spots’ were something else. What the hell were those? The flesh around them gave a little more than above it. Were these…?
I felt my chest through my sweat-laden shirt and was relieved to find I didn’t have breasts but I couldn’t deny my shirt looked at least two sizes too big now - too wide and too long.  I studied the width of my torso. My shirt looked bigger on me. It was probably always a size too big but now I was drowning in it. I pulled my beard-covered shirt off over my head to double-check my chest. The nipples on my chest were... gone, those fleshy mounds above my… ‘genitalia’ were apparently replacements, just in the wrong place. What the hell happened to the hair on my chest? Did it fall out too?
I looked at the stranger in the mirror and tried to analyze what this person was. The only hair on my body was shades of pink and purple. Pony ears lay flat against my head as I stared into large, scared eyes. I wasn’t sure who I was looking at. I didn’t recognize this face; this soft, girly face. From the waist up… yet from the waist down as well… A hooved nightmare from the girl’s pink aisle.
I looked away with disgust. That couldn’t be me. This mirror. This face. I touched my own face. There was no beard left, just smooth, soft flesh on my face. But how long until it was covered in the same purple coat eating up my skin?
‘Fuck this shit’, I thought. I couldn’t think about this right now. I needed to escape and stop thinking. At that thought my mouth felt too wet, my head too sharp. I knew how to fix this. I had the perfect solution to all these problems tucked away in my suitcase.
But as I stepped towards the door with a clip-clop and tried to open it I found it didn’t want to budge. The knob turned but I couldn’t pull it open. It was as if there was a large weight resting against it. Assuming it was some weird lock I checked the knob and was unable to find a lock. I tried pushing then pulling again - the door didn’t budge.
“Oh, NOW you stop staring at me?” came an unfamiliar male voice from the mirror. I turned to look at who was talking. My eyes met my reflection but my reflection wasn’t mirroring me; she was leaning her weight against the bathroom door in the mirror and smiling.
I stepped away from the doppelganger across the sink from me. He -she? he- didn’t budge from his spot by the mirror door, but his eyes followed me. I could feel my own mouth hanging open in shock but his was in a dopey grin. That mirror monster from the retirement center had the same grin. This time, closer, I could make out an oversized fang in one side of his mouth.
“We didn’t have much time to talk last time, did we?” he asked. I didn’t know how to reply. I was scared to look away from his eyes. The whites of his eyes were sickeningly yellow. His pupils were dilated differently. He seemed unbalanced; chaotic.
“Well? Do you have any questions for me, Barry? It’s not everyday I give somepony an audience,” he pushed me to talk. 
I wasn’t sure why, but the way he said my name felt wrong. Questions? Somepony? My brain was struggling processing this conversation and the words he was using. I was scared to talk to this creature in my mirror. I was already staring though. That probably meant he was about to devour me and he was just giving me last requests.
“Do you… did this?” I fumbled the words.
The dopey grin on his face dropped for a second to a confused frown. When he understood what I meant he reopened his mouth to return the silly grin to his face. That one fang was on the other side of his mouth now.
“I did! And now it’s wearing off. Unfortunately you’ve made a mess of yourself here, haven’t you? Withdrawal symptoms so bad you’re hallucinating that I’m talking to you through your reflection in the mirror. What does that say about the way you see yourself, you think?”
I struggled trying to understand what he was saying. It’s wearing off? I’m hallucinating? But he’s responsible? But who is he? He’s my hallucination? So does that mean he’s me? This is my fault?
“Well, I gotta fly!” he said to the struggling look on my face. He stepped towards me.  I saw two large wings unhinge and spread out behind him. A large, blue feathered one and a darker purple batwing. The wingspan took up the whole mirror.  “Don’t hurt your head thinking about all this too much… allow me to hurt your head for you!”
“W-what?” I struggled as I stepped back. As he grew closer to the surface of the mirror  he seemed to be taller than me. His wings no longer fit within the frame of the mirror. He hunched over to look me in the eyes. The mischievous grin on his face seamlessly warped into an evil sneer with way too many teeth. His eyes were bigger now. One was bigger than the other.
His jaundiced, red eyes were glued on me but he didn’t move. He stared into my eyes for several minutes behind the glass. I didn’t dare look away. His glare made my knees weak and my hands shake.
As if the glass wasn’t there, he leapt through the mirror onto my counter and gripped the edge of it with clawed hands. His mouth opened wide. “Boo!”
I jumped backwards away from him and fell into the tub. The shower rod came down on my head with a crack. The shower curtain followed and blanketed my view. I quickly pulled them off of me to see my oncoming attacker. 
He was gone from the mirror. I looked around the bathroom and saw I was apparently alone again. I sat waiting for some sign he was still here. 
The only sound was my own ragged, shaky breath. When the hot tears slid down my cheeks I realized I started crying in fear. If I hadn’t just pissed all over the floor I would have probably done it there in the tub. I waited longer for him to return. It felt like an hour had passed sitting naked in the bathtub with the curtain draped around me. 
After I was thoroughly emotionally and physically exhausted I finally accepted he was gone. At least for now. I climbed out of the tub and tried to stand. It took several minutes for the shaking to stop enough that I could stand again on those hooved monster legs. I studied them as I stood up. Purple fur legs ending in hard, purple hooves. 
I looked at my hands. They seemed normal but maybe shorter? It was hard to tell without thinking I was seeing things. ‘Seeing things’...
My gaze fell between my fingers to the floor. It traveled across the floor where my socks and piss lay and up past the sink and counter where black tendrils of beard still laid in clumps towards the mirror. I looked at the person in the mirror. A confused, naked and scared girl with wide purple eyes and dull purple hair was staring back at me. Those horse ears glued down to the top of her head. Her tail was the only thing visible between those purple horse legs. 
I walked towards the door; she walked towards the door. I took a step back; she took a step back. Can I trust the mirror? Can I trust my eyes? Was everything real? My thoughts were racing. They needed to stop. The hallucinations had to stop. I knew how to push them away.
I opened the bathroom door and passed back into the dark motel room. I just turned the bathroom light off and walked back towards my bed. At the foot of it was my suitcase. I unzipped it and tugged the bottle out from the shirt that it was wrapped in. I knew the shape of the bottle by heart. Seeing the clothes I became aware I was completely naked now. I should get dressed and cover this new, alien shame.
But first, I had to take care of these thoughts. I walked over to the one chair in the room and sat down. I studied the bottle. Even in the dark, just knowing the color of the liquid inside it eased my brain. 
That pale green absinthe; my favorite color. Jagermeister bottles were too vibrant. Jameson’s were close. Tanqueray was too saturated. But the liquor here within was the right color. It was love at first sight and the flavors surpassed my expectations.
I opened the bottle and tasted the liquid inside. Something about the taste of anise and that the minty tingle with a slight grape overtone comforted me. It tasted like forgotten holidays from long ago; like dusty memories found decades later, tucked away in a corner, sweetly fermented to perfection among herbs and bitters. But there were no memories associated with this taste. Nothing I ever stole from the liquor cabinet was this perfect.
But scent and taste were strong associations, right? ‘Maybe if I just had enough the memory would return.’ It was always a good enough reason to taste it again.
I pulled another drink. The darkness in the room was warm and wrapped around my bare skin. The sound of Comet mumbling and kicking in his sleep put me at ease; I wasn’t alone. I could almost distance myself from what just happened in the bathroom. Almost.
I took another drink. The wetness in my mouth was balanced out. A hearth was beginning to light in my stomach to dry my emotions. My throat was a chimney expelling heat. My insides warmed my outsides. With the tension melting in my body I realized there wasn’t enough strength left in my muscles to keep me upright. I slumped exhausted from the day into my seat. My body and mind wanted sleep but I wasn’t ready. I struggled to sit up and took another sip instead. 
I wanted to forget why I was drinking: the failures in my life leading up to last night. The party. The blackout. The cutie marks and this pony transformation. The loss of my dick. The loss of my humanity. The demon in the mirror. I was powerless to it all.
Another few drinks. My mind was sluggish. My thoughts were drowning in the alcohol but I could still make them out beneath the surface. An occasional thought breached the waters. A sea of broken thoughts needed an ocean of alcohol to drown it all.
Another drink and the muddled thoughts were smashed again to the rocks: Dad’s white truck wrapped around that pole. The way the shattered glass from my headlights shimmered across the highway. The police. The courtroom. All of the disapproving faces looking down and through me. The anise shielded me from their eyes. My room of worthless possessions washed away in a sea of green. No worthwhile possessions and no accomplishments. Why was I such a failure? 
The way the room rocked reminded me of a ship. Or maybe being comforted in a rocking chair. I imagined I was out there on that green sea of alcohol, looking for answers.
The bottle in my hands glistened in the low light. My little pony. I knew why I was such a failure but what brought me down the road? Nature? Nurture? Chaos? Chance? I had no choice in or say in the events, I was just reacting to them. Hooves. I took another drink from the bottle. It was emptying and even in the dark I could see there were no answers at the bottom.
I’ve changed. In a single day the person I was is gone. Down to my gender. Were my insides different now too? Could I get violated? Could I get pregnant?
Comet turned over in his sleep restlessly and mumbled something about “digging”. I studied my friend’s shadowed outline for changes. ‘Digging’? Tunnels? 
My friends. Comet Tail, Minuette, my sister. Blame. Shame. I took what felt like the penultimate drink from the bottle. Why did they still associate with me? Was I another broken antique for Minuette to fix? Was Comet Tail lonely? If my sister was a bigger part of my life would I hurt her? Could I be weak in front of my sister?
No.
One more drink to clear my brain. I lifted the bottle high to my mouth. The last of the green fairy was brought into my mouth. It was slightly more than I was expecting. I let the magic burn and numb my mouth for a while then I swallowed. My esophagus and gut were numb but on fire. My eyes watered and my nose ran. All I could taste was the fairy; that forgotten green memory. I focused on its silhouette until the world slipped away.
Sleep.
Ruby.

	
		8. In Good Company



“Berry? Berry, what happened in the bathroom?” I heard Comet talk to me. My neck hurt. My head hurt even more. When I tried to move I found I was slumped in a chair with a blanket over me. I was naked and sore under it. I was confused why I wasn’t in my room. Then I remembered.
“Buck,” I growled. Right, I was awake but this was a nightmare. I opened my eyes.
There was a Comet Tail wrapped in a bed sheet standing over me. There was something jutting out of his forehead that spiraled out to a soft point.
“Do you... have a horn?” I said as I looked him over for more changes. His still-human hands held a bed sheet around him. I could make out that his bare chest underneath the sheet didn’t have fur on it. I took in what was wrapped around me. It was the comforter from his bed. 
I tried to figure out what was wrong, why Comet looked so concerned, but my sleepy head told me to just sleep it off so I closed my eyes again. Did I sleep at all last night?
“Yeah, I have a horn now; imma unicorn,” he brushed aside my worry. “Berry, stay awake,” Comet said as he shook my shoulder. I growled a little at him for bothering me in my sleep.  “How much did you drink?”
“All of it,” I groaned, thinking about that bottle of green fairy.  Hearing rustling, I forced one eye open through the pounding headache. Comet Tail was rooting through my belongings. He unwrapped a few of the remaining bottles to check their contents. Eventually he put my bottles away and stood back up. He seemed to struggle staying balanced on his legs as he walked towards the bathroom. Eventually he dropped the blanket. A short, blue tail and a yellow pony ass with yellow horse legs disappeared around the corner. As fascinating as that was, it was gone now. So I did exactly what I wanted to do and went back to sleep again.
I was shaken again from the sleep I desperately needed. I opened my eyes to see a cup of water taking up most of my vision; an oasis in my desert. I took it and drank the entire thing without question. 
“What happened in the bathroom?” Comet tried his question again on me.
The bathroom? Right… the demon in the mirror, the girl in the mirror, my facial hair, vomit, my penis.
I sat up at that last thought and tried to cover my already covered body. Comet frowned worriedly at my concern but waited for me to answer.
“I saw a monster... in the mirror,”  I gave it to him straight. “He said he was responsible for this. Then I got drunk to try and forget about seeing him.”
“So you saw the monster then got drunk?” Comet clarified the order as he sat down at the foot of his bed across from me. Comet was wearing underwear now over his horse crotch but they weren’t helping. I was staring quietly at the odd bulge enough that Comet tried to cross his horse legs to hide it.
“Hey!” Comet protested as he got up and went towards his suitcase, presumably for pants. He gave me a good shot of his back side as he walked away. I could make out all the more horse-like muscles working underneath the soft yellow coat of his lower back side and it was strangely hypnotic. Especially the way the tail swished back and forth along with it.
I laid like a sore sack of potatoes in the chair and just lamely watched him fumble with his jeans. Seeing him getting dressed reminded me of my own nudity under the blanket and a slow rising shame started to raise me to action. 
Wait, this was Comet’s comforter on me, right? He put this on me? That means...
“Hey, uh, Comet?” I asked without sitting up.
“Yeah, buddy?” Comet could just get the jeans stretched over his horse thighs but with him turned my way I could tell he was trying to get too much down the front. 
My god, brain, stop.
“Did you see it? Me?” I asked. Comet delayed his answer as he tried to shove more of himself into his pants. They weren’t going to fit. Evidently horse genitalia didn’t quite sit the way human genitalia did.
“Yeah. I saw. It’s fine. I’ll still consider you a man,” Comet promised.
“Even though I have a weird horse vagina now?” I asked with a defeated, distant tone.
“It isn’t that weird,” my friend tried to reassure me.
“It kind of is though; it’s not human,” I pressed as I contemplated getting up and dressed. My head needed to be held together though. Otherwise the headache would split my head in half.
“No, no… that doesn’t make it weird,” Comet said distractedly. He sat down and took his jeans off. He huffed hard in frustration at his pants predicament. 
“It kind of does,” I protested.
“I mean, we’re turnin’ into equines so it makes sense we’d have equine genitalia. It’s no weirder lookin’ than mine,” said my ‘unicorn’ friend as he sat on the edge of his bed turned to me. 
“...can I see yours?” I asked in my half-groggy curiosity. 
“You want to see my dick?” he asked as his ears swiveled towards me in more surprise than shock. He studied my face for a moment then chuckled a bit and shook his head. “Maybe later. We need to get dressed. Can I borrow your sweatpants?” He tried to ignore my request.
“If you let me see yours,” I bargained. “You saw mine, right? What does a horse dick even look like?”
“I think you’re still drunk,” he said as he went over to my suitcase and got my sweatpants out. “I think your jeans’ll still fit you. But mine won’t. Can I borrow these?”
“Yeah but come on, show me,” I said as I sat up more to show him I totally wasn’t drunk at all, nope. “Make me feel less weird about mine.”
He hesitated then rolled his eyes before his hands went to his waistband. He pulled down his underwear to show me what the outline was hiding.
“That’s what I thought! How the fuck is that fair!” I pointed in protest.
My exposed friend covered himself back up and started putting the gray sweatpants on to further cover what was pointed out. 
“If it makes you feel any better, typical horse anatomy means not all of it can penetrate; horses don’t bottom out.”
“Oh? Where the hell did you learn that? College?” I asked him with a grin taking hold on my sleep-dulled face. In response he tossed a pair of boxers from my suitcase and my jeans at me. I dropped it; a man’s search history was his own business.
Honestly, seeing Comet’s junk looked kind of alien made me feel a little better about mine. They just weren’t ours. I couldn’t identify with it or any of the body replacing mine.
“Are we still human?” I asked him while I studied the clothes in my blanketed lap.
“It’s a little early for philosophical questions,” my roommate grumbled. “But yeah, we are.”
“How though? I look like something Frankenstein’s girly daughter made,” I complained.
“Do you still remember growing up human? Did those events not cause the person you are today? What is a man?” the astronomy professor waxed philosophy at me. Ship of Theseus, right?
I did remember my childhood, as much as I thought I could the day before anyway. No odd pony ‘memories’ came to me. Despite evidence to the contrary, I was still me. I just couldn’t prove it.
“I guess so. But… physically? What if we can’t change back?” I complained.
“Then we’ll be humans in pony bodies and life goes on. You’ll still have your friends and your sister,” he said as he finished putting his shirt on. “Get dressed. We’re going to go see her, remember?”
I studied the boxers in my hand. They were kind of impractical now, just like shoes were going to be. There was no tail hole and a useless hole in the front. Should I even wear these under my jeans? All these layers were getting awkward with a tail.
A weird idea crossed my mind. I put them on backwards underneath the comforter and pulled my tail out of the hole. As I stood up I let the cover slide off my body.
I looked down at my pink-purple legs coming out of my boxers and the hooves they ended in. I looked back at the mulberry-colored tail now pulled out through the back. It was certainly more functional.
“That looks cute,” I heard my friend say.  I thought my face was going to turn the shade of my coat; I didn’t know how to take that compliment. 
“Yeah, buck you,” I told him half-heartedly as I put my jeans on. They still fit me despite my hips seeming wider. If anything they were baggier.
“Do you want my belt? I’m not using it,” he said as he offered it to me. As he passed it to me I could assess our height difference again. I came up to the top of his chest; combined with how my pants fit I could definitely say I was smaller now. I turned away from him when I took the belt and put it on to keep my pants up. 
Lengthwise, the jeans fit but the way the legs of the jeans bent didn’t line up with my knees, which I found were even further up my legs now. I could still walk in my pants but they felt poorly designed. As long as no one asked me to run though, they should work fine. 
We finished getting dressed in silence. We put our hoodies back on with the hoods up to hide the ears. Comet didn’t seem to do anything about his horn. Probably because he couldn’t think of anything. Put a sock on it? Socks and shoes on our hooves were attempted but we agreed they were a lost cause. We didn’t plan on being out in public much today anyway.
Packing up, I remembered the shirt and underwear I left in the bathroom. I headed back into there to retrieve them. To my surprise, there were no black tendrils of hair on the countertop or vomit that missed the sink. On the ground there was no puddle that smelled like pee. The shower curtain and rod were hanging back up. My shirt and underwear, covered in beard and piss were in the trash. Comet had cleaned up my mess before he woke me without a word of complaint. 
“Ready to go?” he asked from the motel door. He was wearing blue polarized sunglasses. He had his suitcase in one hand and his telescope under the other. 
“Sorry about the bathroom,” I apologized as I walked back to the bed and grabbed my suitcase and Ruby’s present.
“I just didn’t want to wake you or leave it," he dismissed. "Remember that time I had the flu and we were downing Fireball? Don’t worry about it, it happens,” Comet reassured me with a smile. I laughed at the memory.
“I swear I could still smell cinnamon in that bathroom like a year later,” I reminded him.
“It was that or the diarrhea,” he shook his head. “I still can’t drink that stuff without remembering,” he made an unpleasant look at the thought of it.
I sighed fondly at the recollection and came back to the present. “But seriously, sorry. You’re a good friend. I’ll do better,” I promised.
“I know you will,” my ‘unicorn’ friend agreed simply. “Got the valium still?” 
“In my pocket.”
“Alrighty then, let’s mosey.” 
It was a horrible day for a hangover. A nice, bright clear sky. The parking lot was mostly empty. The roads were not. Especially not the highway. Sitting didn’t feel as awkward anymore; our tails were higher up compared to our rumps. After Comet noticed how much squinting I was doing he gave me his sunglasses. I made no complaints about the offer as it was saving my eyes.
“Comet, can I smoke in here?” I asked him with one cigarette ready to light in my mouth. I found myself pouting a little in a plea. He frowned a bit but didn’t take his eyes off the road.
“Normally no, but all things considered… crack the window and light me one too,” he submitted. I did so and he took his lit cigarette from me. 
“Anyway," he started again. "We should get some food. And you should take a valium before you start feeling worse,” the driver explained his detour. My stomach hurt and it didn’t feel like hunger but I didn’t have the energy to argue against food. So we went through the drive-thru again. Even with our hoods up and most of our colorful hair tucked away Comet’s horn still drew the fast food workers’ eyes. Comet did his best ‘I am normal. What horn?’ act and ignored their dumb-founded expressions. I suppose that’s all he could do.
“So, I had a really vivid dream last night,” Comet spoke as he drove. We ate greasy hash browns and croissant sandwiches. Once again the meat tasted off. You would think it would taste fresher during breakfast hours. Regardless, the salt and grease felt like they were helping as much as the coffee and the valium. “We were full-pony and we were on guard in this underground cave system. Then…” Comet stopped to take a bite and chewed. Then swallowed. “We got distracted... and then these creatures dug up from outta the ground. They were like these jagged gorilla-looking things with weird rib cages and tapered heads. I saved you but then we had to get back to the others to warn them. There were a whole bunch of ponies underground. I think we were all hiding. But then Discord found us with those things.”
“Who?” I interrupted his story. That name sounded familiar. He took the next exit off the highway towards Minnie’s.
“He was the spirit of disharmony on My Little Pony. A draconequus; half-dragon half-horse. But he had a buncha different parts from other creatures. Like wings and horns from different creatures.”
That was familiar. That was my mirror demon. “And red eyes with yellowed whites? And a single fang?”
“That’s the one. He was a bad guy until he was reformed but apparently he faked it. In the finale he took over Tartarus and started making the ponies disappear. I think that’s where my dream picked up. I guess I was thinking about the show a lot yesterday, cause, you know. I was tryin’ to think if there were any clues in it.”
“That’s what my mirror demon looked like,” I admitted. “I mean, he looked like me because it was a mirror but he always had red and yellow eyes. And sometimes those horns or wings.”
My friend began looking at me for so long he suddenly had to swerve to stay on the road.
After assuring to himself we were fine he resumed the conversation, with his eyes staying firmly on the road this time. “Did he… he say anything?”
“He said he was responsible for this but that it was wearing off. But he also said he was just a hallucination brought about from alcohol withdrawal,” I told him about as well as I could reiterate. 
Comet seemed to work the words over in his head before he spoke. “That doesn’t make any sense. If it’s wearing off why is it still progressing? And if he’s just a hallucination then he’s not real and can’t be responsible.”
“It kind of is gibberish,” I admitted. “Maybe it’s part of the curse? Seeing hallucinations? Have you seen him?”
“No hallucinations. I only saw him in that dream last night. He showed up at the end and cast this spell on us that tore us apart. I woke up from that. Have you been dreaming about ponies and cave demons?”
“I can’t remember the last time I dreamed,” I said as I shook my head. “Is that why I see him in hallucinations?”
Comet thought about my hypothesis as he turned into Minuette’s neighborhood. “Maybe. I hope this isn’t part of the curse.”
We pulled into the driveway of a little, old house with a blue door and blue shutters. The yard was well landscaped with bushes, a single tree and an immaculate lawn. This was Minuette’s place. She was quite proud of this house. It was a fixer-upper and Carrot Top put in just as much work if I recall, especially the landscaping. But at some point apparently Carrot Top moved out and her fiance moved in. It looked about the same from what I could remember on Facebook.
Comet turned the engine off and we glanced at each other in the car knowing how awkward this was going to go. We put out our cigarettes in an empty plastic cup from breakfast. Then without a word we got out and headed for the door. I rang the bell and we heard movement inside.
A man a whole head taller than Comet answered. He was tan and had a spiked crew cut and was wearing a black v-neck. He looked at us. He looked at Comet’s horn. He looked down at our bare ‘feet’. He seemed confused, but after assessing us, it seemed like he was going to take this strangeness in stride.
“Are you... Monica’s friends?” He clarified with us. We nodded. “She was in an accident yesterday and isn’t feeling very well,” he informed us.
“Yeah, she told us. But last night she said she was still up to goin' with us to see a friend. Is she doing any better today?” Comet asked the giant looking down at me. If Comet made me feel small, this guy made me feel like a child. He seemed more confused.
“She’s doing a little worse actually. Sorry, but we’re heading back to the hospital right now,” he said as he showed us the car keys in his hand as evidence.
“Chad? I feel fine! Let me talk to them for a sec,” a familiar voice from further inside spoke. Chad obediently pushed the door further open and stepped aside for her. 
Monica stepped into the gap created for her and she looked at the two weirdos standing on her front porch. 
Monica’s once brown hair now matched the blue tank top she was wearing, all except for the silver lock that crossed her forehead. Her hair was a brighter shade than Comet’s. Not unlike her brilliant blue eyes that were brown the day before since she was born. As she looked us over the confusion in her eyes was overpowered by a building relief and excitement in her eyes.
“Berry Punch! Comet Tail!” She exclaimed our names as she stepped towards us and wrapped her arms around our necks, pulling us toward her.  “Oh thank goodness it’s not just me! What’s going on? Do you have cutie marks too? Does the horn work? We look like ponies!”
“We don’t know, but you haven’t even seen the half of it,” I warned her as I removed my hood to reveal the pony ears. Comet took my cue and put his hood down as well. “We have tails and fur too.”
“This... this is pretty serious! You guys want to come to the hospital with us?” she offered.
“I dunno what they can do for us. We’ve exhausted all the leads we had,” Comet filled her in. “We were gonna just lay low and try to keep figuring this out and see if it wears off.”
“Plus I don’t want to get tested on,” I added. I could see Comet’s horn bob in agreement in my peripheral vision. 
“Do you think it’s contagious? How are Ian and Markus?” she asked before gasping again at another thought. “Do you think it happened at the party??” 
“Well we thought it was just the two of us. But if this only happened to you today I’m not so sure now. There might be a dormant period and Berry and I were exposed early. I think we need to recheck on everyone at the party last night now,” Comet said as he took out his phone as if to begin right away. There was a glimmer of hope now that there was still an explanation. Somehow Comet and I were just apparently the first?
“So you guys don’t want to go to the hospital with us? How far do you think this is going to go?”
“We woke up with hooves and horse... junk today, ” I started vaguely. “I think this is going all the way.”
“Honey, we should still go. The doctors might be able to figure something out,” Chad put an arm around her. She looked up at him, her expression torn.
“Minnie, there’s never been nothing like this ever reported publicly; people don’t just turn into cartoon horses,” Comet warned. “The first thing the CDC is gonna do is quarantine us from everyone while they try to hunt down the source so they can find a cure. Meanwhile we’re going to get poked and prodded from ear to tail. But I don’t think a virus can change a whole person into something else. I think this is witchcraft or something.” 
“Maybe even nanomachines!” I butted in. Comet made a face but didn’t argue with the possibility so I continued. “The CDC aren’t gonna do any better at reversing this than we are because it’s not a disease. We know who most of the people at the party were. We’ll be able to track down where this came from faster than they will. And once we figure out how it happened we’ll know who to ask for help. Whether it’s the CDC, the Ghostbusters or the pope.”
“I suppose a little longer won’t hurt,” Minnie began nodding in agreement. “Let’s figure out if anyone else is going through this too, then we can get help for everyone! You guys want to come in? I can make some tea.”
This was all a good idea, but the goal today was to see my sister. How long would these calls take? Last time it was half a day. When I went to check the time on my phone I saw I had missed a message from Brianna earlier. When I read it I realized our messed up situation just got messier.
“Berry? You coming in? What’s on your phone?” Minuette asked when she saw I wasn’t budging. The words on my screen left me stuck. This was even more impossible.
“It’s... Brianna. She’s going through this too,” I fessed up to the crowd in the doorway. I offered my phone to Minuette so she could read the message:
Brianna: “Something is going on. I woke up with tattoos and pink hair.”

The new information put us all into an overwhelmed silence. Chad awkwardly fiddled with his car keys as we all tried to figure out how this could have happened. There was no immediate connection; it had been months since I had seen her. What was turning us into ponies? How many were there like us?
“This could be really big. She couldn’t of gotten it from us,” Comet voiced our concerns.
“Right. We need to go see her. Figure out what we all... have in common...” I trailed off. As I spoke, the answer came to me. From the sparkle in Minuette’s eyes she seemed to catch on to what I was thinking. “...our birthdays? We all just turned 25.”
“And you two seem to be further along because your birthdays happened first!” Minuette added.
“Okay, but I’m 28?” Chad chimed in. “How does turning 25 make you turn into a pony?” There was still no ‘how’ but this had to be part of it. 
“Let’s try to figure this out on the way. I want to get to her as soon as possible so she doesn’t go through this alone,” I told them. They agreed. Chad understandably wanted to come with us.
After some discussion we decided since we needed to talk on the way and Comet had the only car that fit four, Comet would drive. Minuette used Comet’s phone and tried reaching out to other party-goers in the back seat with Chad, even though the party was beginning to seem like less of a connection than our birthdays. From the front seat I was quick to get my sister in on the loop:
Me: “We’re going through the same thing. Me and Comet started changing yesterday. We were trying to figure out what was going on but now Minuette started today. We’re on our way. We’ll figure this out.”
Brianna: “Changes? What changes?”
Me: “We’re turning into ponies.”
Brianna: “What? What does that mean?
Can I call?”

Eager to hear her voice, I called her. When the ringing turned to breathing I said the only thing I could think of. “Hey.”
“Hey?” she answered in equal awkwardness. “What do you mean we’re turning into ponies?” 
“Comet and I have pony ears and tails now. And fur on our legs. Minuette is about where you are right now,” I laid it all out.
“And hooves. And genitals. And I have a horn,” Comet added from the driver seat. “And it’s not technically fur, it’s a coat of hair.”
“Thank you, Professor Horse,” I sarcastically thanked him. “Yeah, did you hear him? Basically, we’re ponies from the waist down and the ears up right now. And it looks like it’s not stopping.”
“...and you don’t know what’s causing it,” she finished.  “So you realize you’re calling Connor ‘Comet’? And Minnie ‘Minuette’? Is that because that’s who they’re turning into?”
“...Minuette?” I repeated, confused that this was suddenly pointed out to me.
“Yeah? What’s up?” Minuette piped up from the back seat. I could only imagine the look on Chad’s face as he was sitting directly behind me.
“Nothing, Minnie,” I reassured her before turning back to my sister on the phone. “I… wasn’t aware of the Minuette one. Me and Comet have been calling each other pony names since yesterday though. It just kind of slips out,” I admitted.
“So… we’re turning into ponies?” she asked again.
“Yeah, that’s what it looks like,” I said.
“So if Monica is turning into Minuette and Connor is turning into a pony named Comet, ...then who are you turning into?”
“Berry Punch,” I admitted.
“But Berry Punch is a mare…” she unhelpfully reminded me.
“Yeah, I know that very well now,” I said, unable to hide the frown in my voice. “And I think I know who you’re turning into.”
“Ruby Pinch,” she answered confidently. I was awestruck.
“How did you know that?” I asked.
“Because I’ve been dreaming about her. She’s the pink unicorn in my drawing. And I have her cutie mark,” she said.
“What’s your cutie mark?” I had to ask. I had to know.
“Three pink rubies,” she told me. “It has something to do with gem cutting.”
“How do you know that?”
“In my dream she was casting a spell for cutting stones. So I assume that’s what it means,” she explained her deduction.
“What was your pony dream like? Minuette and Comet have been dreaming about ponies too,” I said. I felt like I had all the eyes in the car on me.
“It was just the end of the show. But more detailed,” she elaborated dismissively.
“What was her dream like? Was she dreaming about the ending too??” I heard a voice closer to my other ear and slowly turned to see Minuette’s sparkling visage inches from my face.
“I… yeah, she was,” I told my ex who was getting very close to me in front of her boyfriend -scratch that- fiance. I turned back towards my other side. “Ruby, I’m going to put you on speaker phone."
“‘Kay,” she agreed.
“Hi, Ruby!” Minuette greeted my phone as soon as I hit the button.
“Hi, Minuette!” my sister replied from the other end. “It’s been a while! What was your dream like?”
“It was just the end of the show too!” Minuette shrugged. “You know, a bunch of ponies protecting some children from Discord before he sent them all away to wherever he sends ponies.”
“That’s what I’ve been dreaming about too. Okay, so we’re all dreaming about the ending,” Ruby said deep in thought. 
“We have? Was the cave stuff in the ending?” Comet asked our distant telecommuter.
“A cave? Oh Yeah! It was just a short part but it was part of it. You don’t remember that?”
“I never saw the ending. I stopped watching after Twilight became an alicorn,” Comet admitted.
“Oooh, you stopped pulling the wagon, huh?” Minuette giggled. “That was totally in the finale though!  Maybe you saw a clip somewhere?”
“Maybe? That was like five years ago. Someone might of showed me something since then,” our driver shrugged.
“Okay, but then that leaves Berry Punch,” Ruby said on the line. “Mom? Have you been having any pony dreams at all?" 
‘Mom’. 
I repeated the word in my head a few times. I remembered how last time she called me that it sounded like a silly mistake. This time it didn’t sound silly, it sounded eerily normal.
“Hello?” Ruby snapped me out of my daze.
“Buck! Sorry,” I said startled. “You-you called me Mom.” 
“Oh,” she sounded taken back. “Sorry. That… was weird. Did you have any pony dreams?”
“No, but I’ve been having hallucinations of me in the mirror with Discord features. Last time he talked to me and jumped out at me in the mirror.” 
“That sounds horrible! Are you alright?” Minuette asked me from the back of the car.	
“I’m fine now,” I said, not sounding fine. “Really, I’m fine.” I tried again slightly more convincingly. “I’m more bothered by the changes than the hallucinations.” 
“Yeah, I thought blue hair was trippy; you guys woke up half a pony today!” Minuette said bewildered. “Speaking of… now that I think about it... does that mean you’re… a mare now?” she asked. I sunk into my seat not wanting to deal with this conversation. I didn’t want to be reminded of what was currently in my pants, or what wasn’t. Before I could answer Comet answered for me.
“Berry identifies as a male human. Just like me,” he answered succinctly.
“Oh!” Minuette physically slapped her forehead. “Right, of course you do! -I mean, you are! Sorry, Berry! I phrased that really badly! I guess that’s none of my business anyway.”
“Wait, what, that’s Barry?” Chad spoke up from the back seat. “The guy whose sister we’re going to go see? I thought it was the guy with the horn.” Chad spoke up. “Shit! Sorry dude, I thought you were a girl.”
“It’s cool. After the beard fell out I kind of got androgynous,” I accepted his apology. “But... you couldn’t tell from my voice?” 
“Not really. I thought you were a dyke.” 
“What?? But I still sound the same, don’t I?” I asked as I turned to Comet Tail concerned. Why wouldn’t he tell me?
“You do sound the same? You just sound like you. I don’t think you sound female?” Comet defended, equally as confused as I was.
“Yeah, your voice hasn’t really changed,” Minuette agreed further. “Chad? Could you really not tell?” 
“You really think so? Damn. I’m not trying to be an asshole or anything. I genuinely couldn’t tell. Maybe I wasn’t paying enough attention. Sorry.”
“Okay, so, if we’re done defending my brother’s masculinity…” Ruby piped up from the speaker. “Do we have any ideas what’s causing this? Or how widespread this is?” 
“Not really,” I admitted. “The current theory is it has something to do with our birthdays. Because it started around our 25th birthdays and you two seem a day behind us, just like the order of our birthdays.”
“And,” Comet chimed in as he passed a car. “It’s some kind of supernatural or conspiratorial act because nothing biological is this specific and particular about its targets. It’s targeting us specifically and location didn’t matter.” 
“Minuette? Did you find anyone at the party who is starting to go through with this?” I asked the backseat hopefully.
“Nope! Not yet. But some of them haven’t replied back yet,” Minuette replied back.
I sighed and tried to slump more in my seat but my tail bunched up in my pants. We were still stuck where we were yesterday, going over the same leads. If it was a curse or whatever then we still had no way to undo it. Or figure out who ‘cast’ it.
“Hey, do you guys know there was an explosion at a comic shop in Seattle?” Chad spoke up. “When they investigated, the only thing apparently missing was the show bible to My Little Pony.”
“What?? When was this??” Minuette replied for us. I lifted up in my seat with my hopes. “Was it used as some kind of voodoo item? Was it secretly a spell book? ‘Necroponicon’?” Minuette spit-balled theories out-loud.
“Last night apparently? I searched for ‘My Little Pony’ because I was trying to look up the finale and a news article came up,” Chad explained. “It says they didn’t catch anybody. But sure enough the owner took inventory and the only thing taken 	in the one case broken into was that bible thing,” Chad said.
“That has to be related somehow,” Ruby said what we were all thinking. “Even if it was after Berry Punch and Comet Tail started changing.”
“Maybe if it wasn’t the person who did this, it was someone else turning into a pony?” Minuette asked the car. “Maybe someone in Seattle who thought there might be something in the book to undo this?”
“That makes sense but… all the way in Seattle?” I questioned her. “Do you think this is nationwide? Like everyone turning twenty-five this month is going to turn into a pony?”
“There has to be some rhyme or reason to it,” Minuette insisted. “Maybe someone from our school moved to Seattle? Who was born May 1st or 2nd? Was there anyone like that?”
“You’re asking me to remember the birthdays of people who I used to go to school with like seven years ago,” I countered. I sighed and thought for a second. “I think Tyler’s birthday was near mine? Didn’t he move away?”
“He went out east on a music scholarship I think?” Minuette thought.
“I probably have a yearbook or two at my parent’s house,” Comet offered. “Maybe use social media to try and find people born early May at our school. That might help us find more people going through this?”
“It’s something,” I agreed. There might be more of us. Maybe we had our school in common? Did we ever get a weird shot? Or something? I couldn’t think of anything, but most of my high school years were a blur anyway. I only remembered Tyler because he played guitar and had a garage band. I brought beer to his “concerts” sometimes. 
I felt more hopeful about our predicament. Maybe if we can find enough people-turned-ponies one of them will have some idea or memory that leads us to the solution. 
Chad couldn’t find any more news stories about My Little Pony, Minuette was fruitlessly harassing the party guests with Comet’s phone and eventually Ruby got off the phone to ‘get ready for us’. And so the car was reduced to idle chatter.
The road to Lawson felt longer than I remembered. The town didn’t come into existence like a city but gradually the little houses and shops littering the plains became more and more concentrated. The only way to know you were in a town was the city limits sign. In my absence the town still hadn’t yet hit a population of three thousand. The town was just as slow and dull as in my memories. Driving through the main streets the only differences seemed to be the trees had grown in and a few small shops being swapped out for others. 
And then there was my mom’s house. Exactly as I remember except the changes to the bushes and trees. A three bedroom house on a quiet street. The shed still stood in the backyard in disrepair, presumably filled with Mom’s stuff and none of Dad’s old stuff anymore. The lawn looked freshly mowed. We pulled in behind Mom’s old van. I sent Ruby a text saying we were here.
“This should be interesting,” I said looking from Comet Tail to Chad to Minuette. 
“Is your mom going to be surprised to see you?” Minuette asked.
“That’s one way to put it,” I agreed. “If you guys want to stay in the car for a bit I’d understand.”
“No. We’re here for you,” Comet reminded me. “You two will stay more level-headed if you have an audience.”
I smiled at those words, popped a valium and motioned for us to get out. My unicorn friend carried my suitcase behind me, followed by Minuette and Chad for emotional support. I awkwardly carried Ruby’s birthday present up to the front door and rang the doorbell. 
My mom answered. She looked grayer and older than I remembered but seven years is a long time when you’re an overweight diabetic. I didn’t speak, instead I took off the sunglasses I forgot I was wearing and looked her in the eye.
“Brian?” My mom recognized me. There was a flash of anger then of surprise. She looked at the people behind me then back to me. “What are you doing here? What have you done to yourself?”
“I didn’t do it,” I said as I put my free hand up in submission. “I don’t know why, but we’re turning into ponies. I came to bring Ruby her present.”
“What? ...who?” My mom questioned me. In the moment it took me to catch my mistake I heard her voice. 
“Mom, let him in,” Ruby/Brianna protested from behind her. Mom turned to behind her then back at me. She looked hesitant, maybe even overprotective, but she relented and stepped away from the door.
I pushed the front door open and spotted, just behind where Mom was, was my favorite person sitting there in her chair. Her long brown hair was now two tones of pink. In her lap she had three presents. One I recognized to be the size of a canvas, for Minuette. The other was smaller and flatter. The last was book-sized.
Without any faltering she wheeled her chair closer with the presents in her lap. She offered the book-shaped one to me with a smile, “Happy Birthday, Mom!” 
“Happy birthday, Ruby,” I exchanged with her.
I went to set the large pony-containing box on her lap as trade but stopped.  What stole my attention and left me speechless was her large formerly blue eyes. 
Her eyes were the most beautiful, perfect shade of yellow-green I had ever seen.
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I wasn’t sure where all the tears came from, but the flood began when I saw her again. This was her: My reason for living and dying. My regret and shame and pride. I was so stupid. I didn’t deserve to be loved by someone so smart and beautiful; someone so pure yet so wise.
I didn’t have a specific reason why I cried and I think that made it worse. I was so happy to see her and so sorry for the circumstances. I felt self-pity and sorrow for what’s happening to her as well as all of my friends. I cried for the loss of my masculinity and my humanity being on its deathbed. I cried for the end of my life as I knew it. I cried out of shame for my suicide attempt and never telling her how I really felt all the time. I cried at the idea of losing her forever. I didn’t want to die if it meant I would never see her again but I didn’t have it in me to become the version of me she deserved. But I also cried because we were together again.
Ruby was crying as well, but her cries were different. Instead of the choking sobs hers sounded like sad, pained cries of sympathy. She knew I was hurt and we were scared so she cried with me about ourselves and about the world.
My friends and Mom didn’t make us stop. I didn’t realize they had left the room until the emotional vomit coming out of me finally turned into a steady, manageable leak. I apologized to Ruby and she understood it was for more than just for the waterworks. 
“Don’t leave me, okay?” she spoke softly into my pony ears flattened against my head. I nodded quickly in between sniffs. 
“I know. I won’t. I promise,” I responded.
“Whatever is happening, please don’t hide it from me any more,” the pink-haired filly whispered at me. I knew she wasn’t talking about the transformation. I nodded. It was foolish to try to hide my shame from someone so sharp.
When we finally parted and began wiping our faces I saw the others had quietly moved towards the kitchen. The smell of warm coffee was a blessing after that rainfall. Feeling better we headed to the kitchen. 
I shouldn’t have been surprised when we rejoined them that there was a mug of black coffee waiting for me and something that looked more like milk than coffee for Ruby.
“Do you want any coffee with that cream?” I teased her out of tradition.
“Nope! It’s perfect,” she sassed back and took a sip out of her decorative coffee mug.
“So, we were explaining to your mom about what’s been going on and what we think is going to be the end state of this,” Comet began filling me in.
“I still don’t understand why you would do this,” Mom said, shaking her head. “Or why you would get Brianna involved in this.”
Comet practically leaped to intercept the look of disgust that I threw at my mother.
“Ms. Peters, No one here wants this to happen. None of us are behind this. Even if one of us was, Berry hasn’t seen Ruby for months. There’s no way he could have infected her.”
“Why do you keep calling each other those names?” my mom asked without acknowledging the answer she got to the last question she asked.
“It just happens,” Minuette spoke up. “It’s part of this whole transformation thing. I know everyone’s real name here but the pony name just… ‘slips out’ instead.”
I just knew that they had already explained all of this to her. She just wanted to throw these accusations at me; she ‘knew’ somehow it was my fault.
“I think it’s time to open presents!” Ruby interrupted. She picked up the book-shaped package and set it on the table in front of me then set the flatter package on the table towards Comet. The manila envelope handed to Comet had the name ‘Comet’ crossed out, the name Connor written below that crossed out as well and Comet written again below that.
“You two had your birthdays first so you’ve waited longer. That means you get to open yours first!”
“Aw, Ruby, I didn’t even get you anything! You didn’t have to get me anything…” Comet said while still picking up the manila envelope with care and interest.
“Nonsense, you brought me my mother!” Ruby said. There was a lingering awkwardness in the air. Mom was looking at us, including Chad and Comet’s horn. “I mean… my brother,” she corrected. “I… didn’t know you were coming so it was kind of last minute, but I hope you like it,” Ruby reassured. 
Minuette nodded enthusiastically and added, "That's your gift to me and Berry as well! You said you took today off to give us all a ride here! You reunited us!"
Comet looked over us unsure. He looked at the package in front of me. I gestured for him to open his first and took a sip of coffee to stall for time. He gently smiled at me then at Minuette and back at Ruby. Finally he undid his envelope. He gently pulled out the drawing and sat it down on the table in front of him. From my vantage point I could tell it was a unicorn stallion drawn professionally in colored pencils. It was in the same style as the Twilight Sparkle I knew Ruby drew for Minuette.
“You drew me as a pony?” Comet said in awe. “But you only knew I was turning into Comet Tail thirty minutes ago. You just drew this? It looks great!”
Ruby shook her pretty pink head. “I’ve been dreaming about ponies a lot lately. You were…Well, Comet Tail was in a lot of them.”
Without prompting I opened my present. A book on the history and science of moonshine and distilleries. I could see our mom frowned over the book topic and that was a nice bonus. Maybe it was bad the only inspiration for presents she had for me was alcohol, but I was probably hard to buy for. 
“I could use something interesting to read. Something to take my mind off this pony thing,” I admitted to Ruby as I hugged her.
“Pinchy, I…” Minuette looked at the wrapped canvas then at Connor’s gift and over at Ruby. I made a mental note of how much I liked that nickname.  Minuette seemed uncertain about something until a grin spread across her face. “Before I open my present, I actually have something… a little unorthodox for you!” 
Minuette’s hand slyly unhooked a gold chain from her belt loop. “It came into the antique store a few weeks ago,” Minuette said as she lifted the chain up and a small lady’s gold watch came out of her pocket with it. “I know it looks valuable but it’s not, not financially, I mean; without the original band it’s just worth what it is as scrap! But I thought it was pretty so I shined it up and bought it! It was made in 1946.”
Minuette set the watch on the table and gently slid it closer to Ruby who picked it up in surprise. “Oh, wow. Are you sure? Wow, the face is really pretty.”
“Of course! Watches never get thrown out so they’re not as valuable as people think they are. Besides, I have a ton of watches! They come in all the time,” Minuette said with a hand wave.
“She really does,” Chad spoke up from his quiet spot next to her. “Please take it. If we don’t start giving away the things she collects we’re going to run out of living space.”
Minuette laughed and jokingly elbowed Chad in mock anger for that remark. “Yeah... honestly because of how much stuff I hoard maybe it’d be more appropriate for me to turn into a dragon than a pony!” 
She laughed a bit at her own joke before finally opening her own present. 
The pastel drawing of Twilight Sparkle greeted Minuette. Minuette gasped and showed Chad and the rest of us. The Twilight I saw prior was complete with her soft mane and tail filled in. “Princess Twilight Sparkle! She’s never looked prettier! This is going over the fireplace!” We all smiled and laughed because we knew she was being serious.
Finally, Ruby had no more way to delay her own. She saw all of us looking at her in anticipation and looked down at the plain cardboard box to avoid our staring. She undid the flaps and when she lifted them up I saw those beautiful green eyes shimmer when she saw the contents.
“Mom… how?” She said in shock as she pulled out the Fluttershy plushie. She looked it over, unable to believe what she was holding. She felt the wings and brushed her hand across the mane. The look on her face shifted between awe and shock. “She’s beautiful! You got this for me??”
I nodded and smiled. “You always got me the better gift, when I remembered to get you a gift. I wanted to top you this year.”
She turned her chair to face me and wheeled closer for a hug. I met her outstretched arms and hugged her back.
“You really shouldn’t have. This is… the most precious thing I own now,” Ruby said as she hugged Fluttershy to her chest. “I bet you paid too much for this.”
“And yet you deserve so much more, Pinchy,” I told her as I reached out and mock-pinched her shoulder. 
Mom bent over and asked Comet sitting next to her a little loudly, “Are those really rare or something?” 
“Not rare exactly,” Comet said as he shook his head. “But to get a plushie like that you have to get it custom made by someone. They can run several hundred dollars.”
Mom looked over the stuffed pegasus and eyed me suspiciously. Here we bucking go.
“Are you getting better at saving up money?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said as I glared her down. She matched my intensity.
“Just curious about the sudden jump in income. Brianna was telling me you were fired last month. What kind of job did you get?”
“What are you accusing me of?” I asked her rhetorically. I knew what she was accusing me of: selling drugs. “I’ve been saving up money for almost a year for Fluttershy. You know, back when I did have a job. Something you haven’t had in over a decade.”
“Mom,” Ruby grabbed my arm and I looked at her. The tension eased. She looked from me to over at our mom across the table. “...Mom, this is a special occasion. Let’s behave like adults.”
Mom nodded in agreement.
“Ms. Peters,” Comet broke the silence. “Do you mind if I make more coffee?” 
“That would be fine, Connor,” Mom acknowledged. “Are you all getting hungry? I could order us a pizza.”
“Oh! Actually, can we order?” Chad piped up from checking his phone. “You’re being such a gracious host to let us all into your home.”
Minuette nodded readily. “Please! We kind of just invited ourselves into your home!”
Mom was happy to take advantage of her guests’ offer. She hosted us for a few hours as we ate pizza and talked over our strategy: yearbooks, Facebook, local and nationwide news. We couldn’t find any more information about the show bible being stolen in Seattle and there weren’t any other relevant-looking news stories. Minuette was searching through a decade of forum posts trying to find relevant posts about turning into ponies that weren’t roleplaying. She couldn’t find one that looked genuine.
“They stole the show bible,” Comet thought out loud. “They were looking for something; something in the official media. Some kind of clarification; some hint. Why? What do they know that we don’t? What tipped them off?”
Somewhere around my fourth cup of coffee and second slice of mushroom pizza we were starting to debate sitting down and watching the entire series. The math broke down to days and days worth of pony. There was absolutely not enough time for that. 
I checked the dexterity in my hand for not the first time that day. My fingers were stiff and all but my middle fingers were starting to look shorter. The whole thing shook but I don’t think Comet’s was doing that. I sighed. 
“Comet, I need a cigarette,” I stood up carefully from my seat and gestured towards the door. Comet looked up from the episode script he was reading on his laptop and quietly nodded and stood.
“Please don’t flick your cigarettes into my yard like you used to,” Mom called out after us. I vaguely acknowledged her with a hand wave. When we got outside Comet lit a cigarette up and handed the pack to me to do the same. I took a long drag off of it. While standing was awkward at this point, neither of us wanted to try sitting down because we knew it would be hard to get back up.
“If I stay here with that nag I don’t know what I’m going to do,” I complained.
“Try to get along with her,” Comet insisted. “For Ruby and yours sake.” 
“I’ll… I’ll try,” I muttered around my cigarette. “For Ruby.”
“I’m gonna have to get going soon to see my parents; I won’t be able by sunset. Minuette and Chad said they wanted to tag along. It’d help seeing as my family situation is… you know, a little rocky too.”
“Right,” I acknowledged.
“If things don’t work out at your house you can come stay at mine, okay?”
I smiled at the offer. I made him a similar one over ten years ago. I agreed.
“Thanks, Comet. You’re a good friend,” I said.
“You too, Berry Punch.”
Comet left me the rest of the cigarettes and promised we’d stay in touch. He told me to find something to use as a stylus and to rely on voice-to-text. We could even video chat if we were up to seeing what we all looked like as ponies. I shivered a bit at that thought and took another valium.
I promised him I’d be okay. I promised him I’d tell them when I had more problems and I tried to mean it when I said it. My friends were going to be there for me, at least in text. I had to believe that.
When they left we all exchanged hugs; naturally Minuette started it. 
And just like that, I was left here with Ruby and Mom.
My old room had been turned into storage, so I laid on Ruby’s floor half-awake while she was at her desk. She had a yearbook in her lap and online profiles pulled up on her computer in front of her. My phone was charging, so I was just laying there being useless and doing my best to just try and recollect people I knew from high school. Which lasted about five minutes until I just started looking around the room and thinking about other things instead.
There were so many drawings, crafts and rewards on Ruby’s walls. I was glad she hung them all up with pride. I recognized all of them but couldn’t recall when most of them were done. 
The ones I could date were sketches and older drawings once given to me in middle school or high school. Even some that I gave back to her for her portfolio. I remembered showing some of them to friends once, bragging what my shy little sister could do. She was upset at first but when Lyra approached her to draw his band’s one and only album cover she loved doing it. She made Sweet Death look cooler than they sounded.
I got up to hug her again and kiss her on her pink-haired head. Her pony ears had come in and undoubtedly a tail by now. But sitting on it didn’t seem to bother her. I thought she also seemed a bit shorter but all I could go off was her head height to the back of her chair or how far I bent over.
By the time my phone was reasonably charged again, I went to go inspect myself for changes in the storage room. Taking my shirt off revealed the fur on my body finished taking over my chest and starting down my arms. I also found standing straight to be harder than it had any right to be; my spine wanted me to stoop. I sent a group text with my stubborn thumbs to report my situation. Comet verified the same state and pointed out to me that our teeth were flattened out like a herbivore. So bone was definitely changing all over now. We were probably finishing this tonight.
“Mom! Minuette found somepony!” Ruby called me back to her room. I pulled my shirt back on and went to hear the news. I saw at the same time Mom approach the hallway towards Ruby’s door from the other way.
“She means me,” I unintentionally scowled at her while standing in Ruby’s door frame, blocking her.
“That’s not funny, Brian. I’m not playing this weird mind game,” she pressed to be let in.
“Sorry, Mom. it’s just slipping out. I meant Brian,” Ruby cleared up the ambiguity. I felt a strange sense of smugness as I closed the door on our mother and turned back to Ruby.
“So who did she find?”
Ruby, with her Fluttershy back in her lap, held up her yearbook and pointed at someone who I could recognize from across the room.
“Derpy? Really? She’s turning into a pony too? Who?”
“Read her name in the yearbook,” Ruby guided my sight with her finger over to her name. I walked with a stoop over to her to read it.
“Yeah? Maggie Smills.” I read aloud and thought of what I just said. “Wait, ‘Derpy’? That’s the gray one with the cross eyes!” I was proud to get that one. “Huh. Maggie had a lazy eye in elementary.”
Ruby nodded. “And she’s… kind of clumsy.” Ruby cringed a little, probably recalling the time Derpy sat on Lyra’s guitar. “Whatever is doing this seems to make each pony match us on some level. And more importantly, we can recognize others turning into ponies subconsciously like you just did.”
“So where’s Derpy now? Didn’t she work at like, a bakery or something? How far along is she? I didn’t even know her birthday was in May.”
“I didn’t either. She never brought it up. And Minuette hasn’t gotten a hold of her yet, her phone keeps going to voicemail. There’s no telling if she’s started turning into a pony yet.”
“Shit, so she’s a dead end?” I asked.
“For now, but we might have just figured out a method to find other ponies,” Ruby flipped through the yearbook and stopped on a page at seeming random. When she flipped it my way it was pictures from the computer club. She covered one photo’s caption with her hand. “Who do you recognize?”
“Uh… Caleb, don’t know, Kevin, Michael, I think, and... I don’t know anyone else,” I gave it my best shot. Ruby looked at the photo too then flipped to the next page and repeated the procedure. It was the Gardening Club. “And whose names do you know in this one?”
“Uh. Well that’s Carrot Top. And Michelle, Rose, Amber, Kayla, Lily, Daisy and… that’s all I got.”
“Aha!” Ruby turned the book back to verify something. “Carrot Top’s a pony name! Her human name’s Claudia Hayes!” 
“Minnie’s old roommate?” I frowned then remembered. “Right, she called her Carrot Top yesterday… but you’d think Minuette would have remembered if her birthday was close to hers? She gave her a ride home yesterday from the hospital.”
“Maybe… she didn’t ever bring up her birthday either?” Ruby guessed.
“Or maybe it doesn’t have to be around May 1st?”
“Maybe,” Ruby gave up with a sigh. “But that’s two ponies we didn’t know about before.”
“Maybe. Unless it’s just the names in our heads getting replaced with pony names?”
Ruby thought about the grave implications of that then shook her head. “No. I’ll ask Minnie and Comet to do the same thing. If we all blindly guess the right names then they must be turning into ponies. If we’re just assigning names what are the odds we all assign the same people the same names?”
Ruby’s phone and mine both buzzed at the same time. I went to go unplug mine and check it. It was a message in the group chat we set up:
Monica: "Claudia is Carrot Top! She’s not answering her phone either though."

“Well, so much for asking Comet,” I said aloud. As we spoke there was another buzz. We both looked back down at our phones to see the reply:
Connor: She might not be able to. Maybe Derpy and Carrot are full pony now? No hands.

“Well, shine,” I cursed. 
“How are we going to find them anyway if we’re fully pony?” Ruby asked. “We can’t go out looking like ponies. Someone will call the cops thinking we’re aliens,” Ruby pointed out.
To that I had no answer. The best idea the group chat had was for Chad to drive Minuette around. That was fast becoming a default idea.
We had to keep in touch and if we couldn’t do that we would need to stick together. But who was going to host four, six, or however many ponies we’ll find after we’re done transforming? And for how long? Comet was just being optimistic saying it could just reverse itself as easily as it happened. Who was to say this curse will undo itself at all?
I hugged Ruby one more time and kissed her on the forehead before I laid back down on her floor. I got almost no sleep last night and I could feel a nap coming on. I didn’t want to deal with anything right now. I just wanted to sleep. And maybe drink.
I dug the bag of valium out of my pocket and counted them. Five left. I popped one and rolled over to sleep.

“Mom!” she screamed. “ Wake up! It hurts!”
I jolted awake immediately and clambered towards the voice before I even knew what was going on. Ruby lay there on the floor, having apparently thrown herself out of her chair. She was clutching her leg and shaking in agony.
“What is it?” I felt around her leg for the cause of her pain, I couldn’t find any sign of pain. I looked over her face for some explanation. Her green eyes were tearing up. Her lips were shaking. Her ears were flat to her pink hair. My own eyes were watering at the sight of her in pain.
“It all hurts! My legs!” she screamed at me exasperated. There were tears streaking her face now. I could hear Mom stomping through the house towards the room before she threw the door open.
“What’s going on?! What did you do?!” Mom called at me as she tried to smack me away from my daughter. I huffed at Mom and only pushed closer to Ruby. I held Ruby around the shoulders while she made sounds of sobbing agony into mine. My daughter felt so small wrapped in my arms. Every ounce of me wanted to help but I didn’t know how. She screamed in pain more. I was worried any minute she was going to crumble to pieces in my hooves and I had to be there to hold her together.
“What did you do?! What did you do?!” our Mom shouted at us, she tried to tear me from my daughter again. I resisted my urge to bite that crazy woman.
“I didn’t do jack or jenny!” I snarled at Mom. “Ruby’s legs just started hurting!”
I tried to move Ruby a little to straighten her body out and she called out in renewed pain.
“Don’t move her!” Mom yelled at me. “That’s it! I’m calling 911!”
“Don’t you bucking dare!” I shouted at Mom as she stomped away. “If you do that they’ll take her away! They’ll take us both away!”
I heard no reply. I knew that wasn’t a good sign. I turned back to Ruby’s tear-streaked face. She was scared and in pain and our yelling wasn’t helping.
“I’ll be right back, Pinchy. I promise. I have to stop her,” I told her. She bit her lip and trying to calm her breathing. 
“Don’t. Hurt. Her,” Ruby said between deep breaths.  I nodded as I quickly laid her back down and bounded after that overweight nag.
My half-and-half anatomical structure didn't know how to run. It threw me against the wall across from Ruby’s door. My elbow left a hole in the drywall. I used my deformed hands on the wall to help me stand again and half-limped half-ran after her.
She could only waddle but my flight or fight response was pushing me so hard I tripped again. I reached out. The back of the couch caught me. I fumbled to rise again. My heart was beating in my ears.
Mom’s flat, boisterous stomps entered the kitchen. I chased after her. If the police were involved that would be it. With an odd arc in my back I chased her. When I rounded the corner she already had the phone in her hand. I did the only thing I could do with the time I had: I dive tackled her to the ground.
There was a house-shaking crash as we fell together onto the floor. Her cell phone went flying wide. I didn’t care about that now. I held this excuse-of-a-mother down and brayed in her face.
“You will not risk my daughter! You will not turn her over to the police!” I yelled into her face. I was so mad I snorted and I could have sworn I could see the hot air escape my nostrils. 
The silver-haired lady pinned under me started crying in wide-eye fear. 
She wouldn’t answer me so I held her chin as best as I could with my deformed palm and got so close my spit and snot was dripping onto her face. My hot, laborious breathing stung her eyes.
“Do you understand me, you fat sow!? You’re not calling the cops!” I repeated to her. She blubbered louder. Underneath the quivering chins I felt her nod quickly. “If they take away Ruby you’re bucking dead! Do you understand?? Should I speak slower for you?! She is my everything! If they take her, they’ll hurt her! If they hurt her, you’re bucking dead!”
She blubbered and cried. Satisfied I put the fear of me into her, I clambered off of her and crawled to where I saw her phone go. When I found it I saw the screen had a few cracks to it now. I tried to throw it but my hand wouldn’t hold and it just fell to the floor. 
“Dock!” I shouted at my fumbling, failing hands. They would be useless hooves soon. But maybe hooves had a use…
I clawed at the cabinets to get up onto my hind hooves again. I held onto the countertop for dear life. I could tell from how high it came up to me I was almost a foot shorter than I was this morning, but I was far more angry now. 
I held onto the countertop to stable myself while I stomped down hard onto the phone with my hoof. The screen splintered into a million pieces but it still lit up. I stomped again and the screen went black. It was dead. Mom couldn’t call the cops. They wouldn’t take Ruby away. 
I sighed in relief. My limbs were shaking so hard I could barely hold onto the counter top while I tried to calm my racing heart. I was almost sure my heart was going to explode. I thought I was going to pass out. Instead it eventually started to slow and I could hear the world again.
Mom was sat up but still crying on the kitchen floor. I used the countertop to steady my uneasy steps while I stepped out of the kitchen. As I passed Mom I threw one more angry glare at her. She looked away and kept crying. 
Good.
I dragged my deformed body along the walls of the hallway back to Ruby’s door frame and leaned against it. Ruby still sat on the floor. She wasn’t crying any longer but her paradise-colored eyes still looked pained and there was a new emotion in her eyes I had never seen before: fear. Not scared, but fear. Despite the eye and hair color change Ruby still loosely looked like a younger version of Mom… and I saw the same expression of fear in her eyes that I put into the woman on the kitchen floor.
“Is Mom okay?” Ruby asked me. The words sounded wrong. I was Mom, but I knew who she meant.
“I didn’t hurt her,” I started. Ruby visibly flinched at my calm words. It was true. I didn’t hit her! “She’s fine,” I insisted.
I took a few steps towards Ruby and collapsed onto my stomach. I couldn't catch myself. My legs were willing to support me but my spine wasn’t. 
“Brian! Are you okay?” Ruby called out to me from across the room. Who the fuck was Brian? It sounded wrong. Why was Ruby calling me that? 
What had I done?
“I’m fine,” I lied where I lay. “Are you okay?” 
She looked down at her limp legs out in front of her. Her leggings hung past her feet, confirming my suspicion she was shrinking. She looked like she was trying to say something but first she swallowed.
“They were... asleep. I felt them! It was like when your arm falls asleep but it was from... my pelvis down. It was the worst pins and needles I've ever felt in my life.”
I crawled closer to her on my paddle-like 'hands' and back hooves, something akin to a lazy bear crawl. I collapsed just next to her. She nearly jumped from my clumsy crash. I ignored it.
“Your legs… were asleep? And they don’t hurt anymore?” I clarified her statement. She nodded slowly.
I reached out to her leg and ran the remains of my fingers up her shin to her knee. She gasped in shock at my touch.

	
		10. Dreams and Nightmares



I woke up Tuesday morning without any sign I was human anymore. I probably couldn’t leave the house without fear of being captured and experimented on. And yet, it was the happiest day I had in years. 
The loss of my hands was a bit of a bummer but I could expect no more bodily changes. I was a technicolor pony now, but I was a finished technicolor pony. Ruby’s full-length mirror confirmed that all the build-up led to me becoming the spitting image of the pony Berry Punch. While I thought I looked a bit more like a horse than the show’s art style allowed, there was no mistaking me for anyone or anything else than that specific little horse from a discontinued little girl’s cartoon. 
With my spine bent that way it was now and how long my neck was, I had no choice but to walk on my former fingers and toes. Four hooves. Ruby could only watch me practice walking around her bedroom for so long until she suggested she ride on my back. For practice. Of course.
Ruby had shrunk even more overnight, becoming a precious partial-pony preteen. She even had an adorably stubby horn half the size of Comet’s. So her weight was no issue on my four legs. I walked slowly enough she mostly just held onto my shirt for turns. I kept my boxers on as well for my own sense of security and shame. 
Ruby rarely wore pants, seeing as they were a pain to put on without the use of her legs, so she had plenty of dresses that still fit for now. Her transformation had given her feeling below her waist but she never learned how to walk in the first place and her legs were completely atrophied. 
Not that she was sitting in her chair all that much anymore. The “for practice” pony rides quickly turned into her main form of transportation around the house. She clearly enjoyed it and I loved feeling useful to her. On my back she was the perfect height to cook and she cooked breakfast and lunch for all three of us. I had no complaints about eating the same vegetarian meals she did because my Ruby cooked them.
I didn’t spend every moment with her that day, but I only snuck away to try and get a benzo out of my hoodie pocket in secret when I knew Mom wasn’t going to catch me. Pills were incredibly hard to handle without fingers and I accidentally crushed some. So much so they didn’t last through the day. Oh well, I had Ruby. She was a great drug. I didn’t touch a drop of alcohol that day.
Later that night, since Ruby still had fingers, she was straight with me and told me I smelled and wanted to give me a bath. I was hesitant to be naked in front of her, but eventually I sucked it up and let her wash me; I didn’t want to make her stink and I wasn’t sure how to wash this body by myself. It wasn’t my weird horse vagina anyway, right? It was Berry Punch’s. 
Ruby for her part, was clearly enjoying washing a heliotrope-colored talking pony. Maybe a little too much, but I have to admit I was enjoying being the idol of her affection. That Fluttershy plushie didn’t leave her lap yesterday but now she was hardly leaving my back.
“You know, Pinchy, pretty soon I’m going to be giving you the baths,” I told her while she was drying me off. I patted the top of her pink little head for emphasis; if she could stand she had to be less than four feet tall now. I wasn’t sure how young she was becoming but I didn’t think she looked more than ten now.
She responded to that by pulling the towel she was using on my mane down over my eyes and poking me in the muzzle. I flexed it away from her touch and she giggled at me. I stepped on the end of the towel and pushed the towel off my head.
“I won’t mind that,” she said. “You’ll probably still need help as well. We can do a buddy system.”
That seemed like a solid idea to me.
“Are- ...you’re worried about turning into a pony too, right?” I asked my almost fully-ponified daughter. Her hooved legs had some strength to them now but she couldn’t do more than flail them or gently squeeze them around my barrel as I walked. I could see the fur creeping around her collar bone and it was mostly down her lithe arms now. Her beautiful lime green eyes seemed enormous on her little face. I could stare at those saucers forever.
“I was terrified,” she admitted. “But I’m going to have you and all of our friends as ponies too. And I’m going to get to walk! At least for now until we figure out how to reverse it.” 
“But you’re going to lose your hands!” I said as I showed her my own fore hoof. “You saw me today, I can barely operate a door knob! You’re so talented and not going to be able to draw or make any of the things that you do.”
“I guess I’m going to have to get good at using my magic then,” she said tapping her horn. I looked at it warily. 
“You actually think that thing might work?”
“Mom, you’re a talking purple pony from a cartoon. Magic is real.” 
I smiled at her logic. I couldn’t argue with her.
“If anyone can do it, I know you can, Pinchy. I believe in you,” I encouraged. 
“I know. And that’s one of the reasons I know I can do it,” she said. Ruby was rubbing my barrel and back as she said this. At first I thought she was petting me until she nodded approvingly. “Dry enough!” she said as she grabbed my fresh-ish clothes and assisted me getting them on. I survived my bath.
With me now clad in boxers and shirt she wordlessly clambered on top of me as per our new mode of transportation. She kicked futilely and slid a bit trying to get up. I instinctively knelt down and offered a hoof to assist her onto my back. Once she was up and secure I walked us back to her bedroom and helped her onto her bed. Once she was situated she patted the spot next to her.
“Don’t sleep on the floor tonight; you’re clean. I don’t think you’ll stink up my bed,” she said.
“I don’t know…” I replied with a grin already stuck to my face. “I’ve heard horses fart in their sleep and that might get pretty rank.”
A melodious giggle escaped my little girl on the bed. “You dork! Get up here before I change my mind.”
I hopped up onto the bed and curled my body around her. Ruby leaned against my middle and picked up her phone.
Throughout the day, Ruby was keeping in touch with our pony friends since she was the one still with the fingers.
Minuette and Chad were staying nearby in a motel while they looked for more ponies. Derpy called Minuette back! For at least a minute. According to her, Derpy said she flew to London to see a doctor. A doctor. In London. She tried to get answers and warn her not to go to a doctor but Derpy said she had to go and hung up. She couldn’t get a hold of Derpy again.
Meanwhile, Carrot Top’s phone would still ring but she never answered. They were also trying to find a way to contact a person who might be a ‘Daisy’ pony and hit a dead-end for a pony named Sunshower Raindrops.
Comet Tail, like me, spent most of his day getting reacquainted with his family. Thanks to Minuette showing up with him to show he wasn’t the only one and Chad to show it wasn’t infectious his parents seemed to handle it better than Mom did. When he got away from them he was trying to pull some strings and get someone to pull some surface-level information on students from the university. Comet was sure, statistically, there had to be at least a couple of human-turned-ponies who passed through the school system. While waiting around for people to call him back he watched the series finale and said it wasn’t what he remembered so he was marathoning all the other episodes he never saw to figure out where the scenes he remembered were from.
Ruby made an adorable yawn and sat her phone off to the side.
“No new developments,” she informed me as she slumped down beside me. She giggled when I wrapped my hoof around her and tucked her to my chest like a plushie. She squirmed a little and I let up slightly but she stayed put as my little spoon.
My future was potentially ruined. Considering a few days ago I was ready to throw it away anyway though, I was very content with where I was now. 
The night was young but the only thing I wanted to do was hold her.

We had to keep the light dim and the sound low in these tunnels. We couldn’t risk them finding us. Comet Tail provided the low light from his horn and I provided the liquid courage. I took a swig of the wine I brought out to our shift and offered the bottle to him. He accepted it and took a pull.
“I hope Twilight and her friends can find us here,” I whispered. It had been over a day down in these tunnels. Over a day since Ponyville was attacked. Where was that librarian? Where were the guards? The princesses? 
Comet Tail put a hoof around my back to console my worries. Even in the low light I could see he was scared too so I put one of mine around him. All the ponies taking refuge down here were scared. As spotters we were on the lookout for those...creatures.
At least, we assumed they were creatures. They shifted and changed as they crawled over our roofs, like shadows around a campfire. One minute I thought they were giant spiders, then dragons, then horses. They could slip under one door and tear another one off its hinges. When I got too close I saw they had too many faces. Too many wings. I couldn’t begin to count their legs. 
The worst part wasn’t that we couldn’t figure out what they were. Ponyville being so close to the Everfree Woods you were used to seeing something weird every other weekend. The terrifying part is that they were scooping us up and carrying us away to where that giant… volcano-thing had erupted. No one knew what they were doing but we feared the worst.
So we ran. Away from the fire, away from the Everfree and away from the open plains and towards distant Canterlot. There were so many of us at first, but they picked us off until we took refuge into one of the cave systems. They scuttled after us for a while but they fell behind and eventually stopped chasing us completely.
What could keep creatures like that away?
“What if...” I whispered carefully into Comet’s ear, “what if they didn’t follow us because there’s something worse down here?”
Comet Tail frowned at me in a way that said ‘you’re not helping’. I wanted to laugh at his adorable frown but it died in my throat; I had been drinking, but I wasn’t crazy. So instead I booped his nose.
That got a smile out of him. I picked the bottle up by my teeth and took another few swigs and set it down gently in front of him.  We had to ration the food and water we had and with so many foals the adults weren’t eating. But damn it, I was thirsty and the foals sure weren’t going to start drinking now.
Comet picked the bottle with his magic, studied it, then took a small sip for himself. When he set the bottle back down I got curious and went to check its contents for myself. A yellow hoof stopped me by the nose; he booped me.
I grinned up at this stallion and saw him looking smug. I had to retaliate. So I booped him back... with my own nose… and then a kiss.
At first he tentatively reciprocated and his tongue found mine. Our breath was wine. His musk was strong and feral… but then he just stopped and pushed me away.
“Berry, no,” Comet rejected softly. “Not again. Not now.”
“I wasn’t asking you for a foal, you conehead,” I hushly whispered. “I’m just… “
“Drunk?” Comet offered.
“...scared,” I admitted before adding “...I’m drinking because I’m scared. And you...” my voice trailed off.
Comet held me as consolation and petted the back of my mane. His body was so much warmer than the cave.
“If anything happens… ” I whispered. “...keep Ruby safe. She’s the only thing that matters.”
“That ain’t true, you matter to-,” Comet cut himself off. I saw his horn flare brighter and he hugged me closer.
“Comet?” I asked. Then I felt it too: the cave was vibrating. It was getting stronger. The vibrating was building until I could hear it. Comet let go of me and pushed me towards the way we came. I saw the cave around me glow brighter and realized I was glowing now; Comet cast an illumination spell on me.
“Go! Warn the others!” Comet directed me as he stood his ground. I barely heard him over the reverberating grinding noise all around us now.
“You’re not staying here!” I shouted over the noise.
“I’ll delay’em! Don’t worry, I’ll catch up!” he shouted as he gestured to his horn. Before the argument could continue the ground in front of him started splintering and sinking away. I saw giant stone claws tear through the gapand several stone limbs emerge…
Then the piles of rock flew straight up to the ceiling of the cave several meters above us with a thud. They looked like a pile of moving, coiling rocks sliding over each other. The deafening grinding rock noise died down.
“Useless piles of spawn!” came an articulate voice from below.  A familiar gray horse head with two long mismatching horns poked its head up out of the hole. “I knew we should have taken a left at Albuckquer-” The head stopped speaking and looked at us. A crooked, toothy grin grew clear from one ear to another. “Why hello, my little ponies! Am I interrupting?”
 I knew this creature. Was he the one behind it all?
“Discord!” I called. His teeth grew from ear to ear in a smile. He plucked one of his horns off his head as if a hat and and brought it to his chest.
“The original,” he said with a bow. 
“Discord, do you know what’s going on up there?” Comet Tail asked.
“Beautiful, ugly chaos!” Discord smiled happily. He clutched his still detached horn to his chest. “It’s not perfect, but it’s a start.”
“I… what?  Do you know where the princesses are? Are they safe?”
“...what?” Discord looked incredibly amused with himself. It looked like he was trying to hold in a laugh “Have you been... ‘living under a rock’?” He snickered. “Don't tell me that you're... completely... ‘in the dark’?”
“What happened?!” Comet begged again for answers. 
“Well, ...let me just show you,” Discord offered. When he smiled his teeth became rows of razor sharp teeth. There was a strange metallic smell in the air. He brought the tip of his still-removed horn to his lips and blew into it. 
A long, flat trumpet note echoed through the caverns. It grew louder and the walls all around began vibrating in response. As he played, strange red markings appeared down his serpentine body. The red glow overwhelmed Comet’s magic and extinguished it. We were awash in nothing but that red light. 
When he stopped playing his note a chorus of hundreds of tortured voices cried out in response all around us. The shrieking calls carried through the stone walls and reverberated inside of me. I became keenly aware that the ‘grinding’ noise was actually a symphony of individual claws digging through solid rock. They were all around and all digging now towards the draconequus who called them. The draconequus who was now laughing so hard he was in tears.
“Run!” Comet shouted. We both ran in the only direction available: back to the chamber we were hiding in. Surely they felt the earth around us shake and they’re already packing up and fleeing? Surely Ruby and Minuette and all the other ponies are okay?
The tunnel collapsed around me. The rocks squeezed me and picked me up. I thought I was in a claw then a mouth and finally a ribcage. My stone prison galloped back towards the laughing chimeric monster. I panicked and screamed. The vise coiled around me until I couldn’t breath.
I flailed and kicked my legs at the ribs for breath. They splintered. When I kicked again they broke. The bones were full of hissing snakes. They licked up my legs and tickled my barrel with their tongues. With my gulp of air I screamed and kicked more. Discord’s sinister laughter beat at my chest.
“Mom! -Mom!”

My consciousness was dragged out from my dreams by that voice. I didn’t remember opening my eyes. I was just suddenly aware that I was gripping that little rose-colored filly too tightly. She was strangling against my deathgrip and practically beating at my chest and screaming for me to let go. I did. 
She suddenly fell backwards off the bed and beyond. There was a thud and a small “ow” as she hit the floor.
“Ruby!” I called out as I tumbled off the bed after her. I barely missed her as I ragdolled onto the floor right next to her. We lay there in shock for a moment before we both tried to sit up. 
I stared at her face. I knew her face: It was Ruby. I could tell it was the same Brianna I grew up with but her pony transformation was complete: she was finished. 
While she caught her breath I couldn’t help but study her: her soft coat completely covering her face, her little barrel rising up with each breath, her mesmerizingly large eyes, her little muzzle scrunched up as she fought to untangle her nightgown... 
I sat up onto my back haunches and began trying to figure out where the clothes ended and the little filly began. Once those were sorted it was only a matter of time to untangle them from each other. I tried to push the sliding underwear back up onto her rump for the sake of her decency but couldn’t push the tail away and pull up on the fabric with just my stubby hooves. Just as I felt we were starting to get situated there was a knock on the door. 
Without waiting for a response Mom let herself in. She looked still awake. Likely up looking at Facebook or watching TV before she heard a little filly calling for her mom. We had done our best to avoid each other all day. But, now there was a squirming filly needing help. We exchanged glances for just a moment before both turning back to Ruby.
“Are you alright?” Mom asked her as she approached and bent down slowly to help fix her clothes. It took her all of three seconds to effortlessly fix everything and sit her upright. 
“I’m okay...” Ruby mumbled irritably. She tried to rub the sleep from one of her oversized eyes. After she did she looked down at the forehoof she used. Then at the other. I could tell from how her ears worked up and down and how her nostrils flared she was trying to fully process the loss of her hands. A mix of horror and fascination quickly passed over her features as she worked her ‘wrists’. She studied the nails of what felt like her only remaining finger on each ‘leg’. I was going to give her a moment to work through it but Mom had other plans.
Mom smiled at the tiny filly before her and brushed Ruby’s pink mane to one side of her face with one of her hands, robbing her attention from her hooves.
“Oh, sweetie,” Mom said with glistening eyes. “You’re so adorable! You look like one of your little ponies. Like Pinkie Pied.”
“P-Pinkie Pie...” Ruby corrected.. Without a response to the correction and without warning, Mom picked her up. A small “eep!” escaped Ruby as she did so. Ruby’s legs instinctively kicked and tried to find purchase before an arm came 	around to hold her bottom and held her like a baby. 
I stood up immediately at this action. I was half the height of this woman but I was ready to knock her down if she tried anything funny while she held her.
“What happened, baby?” Mom asked as she intrusively ran a finger over Ruby’s jawline in examination of Ruby’s new features. “You were shouting.”
I remembered why we woke up. Those predatorial eyes glaring down at me. I could still see those razor sharp teeth curling into a red grin. The world seemed to still be shaking under my hooves. I sat down before I fell down. My rump felt carpet but my hooves could make out the texture of the cave floor. 
Ruby squirmed uncomfortably and looked down at me then back up at the lady holding her. “M-… Brian was having a bad dream and was holding me too tight.”
Just a ‘bad dream’. Right. That was a dream, wasn’t it? It seemed so real. Then again, I haven’t had a dream in years. Maybe I just forgot what dreams felt like? 
“Brian?” Mom asked timidly. “Are you alright?”
I nodded wordlessly.
“Were you dreaming about the My Little Pony finale?” Ruby guessed. I nodded again before I spoke.
“Y-yeah. I was dreaming about when Discord captured us,” I told her before I caught what I said. “I mean… when Discord captured them.” In my defense, that was a very vivid dream. Ruby tilted her fuzzy little head and thought carefully before replying.
“But you never saw the finale,” Ruby pointed out. I thought about that and realized she was right. She turned back to Mom. “Can you get my phone? This could be another clue to all this. And I want to see if Minuette finished turning into a pony too.”
I checked the clock on Ruby’s nightstand. It was only 10 o’clock at night. Minuette would surely still be up. Probably Comet Tail too. I wondered if he was alright? Last I saw him he was in the stomach of one of those stone creatures too.
Wait no, that was the dream. Before that…
I could remember a smoke that choked the pegasi out of the sky. I could hear the screams of ponies being plucked off their hooves and carried away by those writhing amalgamations of sooty body parts. I remembered a little filly’s voice crying out as she was dragged away.
“Brian?” Ruby called me back from wherever I was. Mom was holding her and her phone. “I asked if you were alright?”
Honestly, I felt hot in my own coat. My limbs shook and I could feel a phantom prick in my legs where my fingers used to be. I felt nauseous and weak like I usually felt in the morning. I put on a brave face and nodded.
“I’ll be okay. I’m always a little shaky when I wake up,” I insisted. “Hey, let me know how Minuette and Comet Tail are doing, alright?”
Ruby frowned, not quite believing my lie but looked at her phone in Mom’s hand then back at me. “Okay… Mom is going to take me to the living room so she can sit down to text for me. Do you want anything to drink?”
I thought about the alcohol still in my bag. I shook my head. “No. I’m good.” 
With reluctance still on Ruby’s filly face, Mom carried her out of the room. I was alone. 
I walked with uncoordinated legs over to my bag in the corner of the room and just went limp and fell down next to it. It was an odd feeling laying on my stomach and still feeling somewhat upright because of how long my neck was. 
I rolled over onto my side to get a feeling of normalcy. That didn’t cut it either though; since waking up as a full pony, my field of vision had been somewhat widened and even in the dim light of the room I could make out colors better than I thought I should. These heightened senses disagreed with my stomach so I closed my eyes and focused on the carpet bristles against my face. 
I wasn’t that bad. I had my last benzo about five hours ago. I didn’t need to dip into the Jameson just yet. I would be fine. I just had to sleep this off…
I pretended the carpet was Comet’s fuzzy chest from my dream. I remembered the world falling apart around us and the rocks crashing down on us… 
And that was as far ahead as I could remember. I knew Ruby was in it. I thought there was a poem... but it slipped just past my thoughts and back into my subconscious. Dreams were like that, weren’t they? Once you stopped thinking about them they grew fuzzy.
But there was more. I remembered the beginning of that episode from somewhere. And I remembered Minuette said Celestia was thrown into a ‘volcano’. That must have been that giant fire on the horizon where those soot-covered creatures carried off the ponies. 
Surely those creatures weren’t in that episode. Not in a cartoon for 6 year old girls. I wondered if I was blending nightmares with things I saw in video games or movies. There were the stone creatures that came with Discord as well.
I hadn’t remembered a dream for most of the last decade but this one was so vivid. I remembered the smell of ash those creatures carried. How they left little handprints as they climbed over thatched-roof cottages. And their multiple faces of different creatures full of burning eyes. The countless wings on their backs… Did I come up with those? Were they from a video game? Did Comet Tail remember these creatures? He only mentioned the stone ones. 
I had so many questions and once again no answers. I was a talking cartoon pony: who was to say these monsters weren’t out there too now? What if people turned into those things just like how I turned into a pony?
What if the soot on the creatures was from that inferno? If Celestia fell into the fire… if ponies were being thrown into it...
My thoughts were all over the place and I didn’t want them anywhere. My mouth felt too wet. I kept worrying the dirt under my hooves would shift and shake from those monsters digging toward us from every direction. I felt wet and sticky. I felt like I was drowning. Once the panic set in I remembered I was safe and dry on Ruby’s bedroom floor.
I didn’t want to have that dream again. I didn’t want answers, I wanted obliviousness. I needed alcohol. Just enough to stop this encroaching nightmare. Comet would understand. 
I climbed back to my hooves and then sat down in front of my bag onto my haunches. My hooves slipped several times as I worked the zipper open. I saw my phone sitting right there on its side. The bottle of Jameson rested next to it, the shirt it was wrapped in on me now.
With one hoof on the front and one on the back I carefully threaded the bottle out. After several attempts I managed to drop it gently onto the floor. Using my hooves like this was a bit like using chopsticks. 
I was terrible with chopsticks.
I tried holding the bottle between my thighs and twisting the cap in my stubby front hooves. I couldn’t get a grip on the metal cap. Finally I grasped the sides of the bottle with my hooves, bit down on the cap and twisted the bottle.
The cap came loose. I twisted the bottle instead of the cap until the cap was screwed off and spat it off. I pressed the tip of my muzzle to the open bottle and inhaled. I could smell the malt but also grass. Vanilla. Trees. Earth. There was even an odd fruity smell that I didn’t notice before. It had to have been this pony nose. The smell was so much better and stronger than when I was human. I was almost certain my boxers became a little wet.
I tipped the bottle up and took several long pulls. My longer face meant deeper pulls and my longer neck meant longer build up until the dry heat of the alcohol finally was too much and I stopped. I pulled the bottle away and sighed out the heat. Jameson had been a treat for years but now I could taste and appreciate more than I used to thanks to my new pony taste buds. It was so good I was shamefully aroused. It was exactly what I needed.
The noise inside my head became more distant. The wetness was gone and I was warm instead of hot. I brought the less-full bottle back to my mouth and took another pull just for good measure. My stomach got a little overwhelmed but I was an expert at holding my liquor down. Satisfied, I stood up to get the cap and put it away when the unthinkable happened: I knocked the bottle over. 
I panicked and tried to pick it up. Hooves clinked on the bottle as it gushed out onto Ruby’s carpet. I tried to grasp the neck, it rolled and poured out more. Finally I bent my head down and bit down on the mouth of it. I picked it up with my teeth. I carried it over to the cap. 
Of course I heard those unmistakably heavy steps coming back to the room at the worst time. When she came in I was trying to pick up that damn cap and get it back onto the bottle. 
“Brian!” she cursed my name. I gave up trying to get the cap back on. I sighed and looked up at her. I didn’t care about the pissed off look on her face. I cared about the hurt look on Ruby’s little filly face.
“What?” I asked her knowing full well ‘what’.
“You know not to bring alcohol into my house!” she talked down at me. I stood up on all fours and stood my ground. I did my best best not to look Ruby in the eye.
“Yeah, I know how you feel about alcohol. This is the first drink I’ve had since I got here. I’m tapering off.”
“Is that what that is? You spilled it? Brianna’s room?”
“I did! It was an accident” I defended myself. “I have to be sneaking around because you would have dumped it out!”
“Yes I would have! This is unacceptable! I won’t put up with this in my hou-”
“Brian?” Ruby cut us both off. We looked at her. “How much did you bring?”
“J-just two bottles! There’s that and a bottle of Jack. They weren’t even full!”
“Can we check?” Ruby asked.
“Yeah! Go ahead! I was only trying to keep you in the dark because they’d get dumped.”
With that Mom sat Ruby down gently on the floor next to my bag and began going through my nearly empty suitcase. She found the Jack Daniel’s easily enough. Then she found the white Lawson hoodie and I saw the little baggy for the benzos hanging out of it. There was crushed, loose powder still in the bag.
Oh shine. This looked pretty bad.
“And what was this for?” She accused me as she showed the baggy to Ruby. Ruby looked over at me, shocked and hurt.
“Valium. For the withdrawal symptoms. For the alcohol,” I told her the truth.
“So you’re drinking and doing drugs under my roof?”
“This is hardly my biggest problem right now,” I sighed into my hoof. “Listen. I’ll admit I’m an alcoholic. This is how I’m dealing with it! I’m stressed out and feeling sick, alright? This whole thing is stressing me out. You’re stressing me out!”
I pointed a hoof at Mom and she flinched. I was almost satisfied with my power until Ruby spoke up from her spot on the carpet.
“Brian, please be nice to Mom,” she pleaded. She looked up at Mom next, “Don’t yell at him. I know he’s doing his best.”
“Brianna, don’t defend him,” Mom warned. “I’m glad you two are close, but he’s no good. It’s his fault you’re in this predicament right now. I’ll let him stay but I don’t want any of these drugs or alcohol under my roof.”
“You stupid bitch!” I growled at her. There was a strange trill to my voice, almost like a whinny. She flinched but not as hard as I expected. This was unbelievable! She honestly believed this pony transformation was all my fault. After all my friends told her otherwise. Several times. “What would I have to gain from this? You think I like dealing with you?? I’m here for Ruby!”
“Brian!” a tiny voice cracked angrily, it was Ruby. “Please. Stop yelling at her. She’s stressed out too. We all are.”
I sighed and looked up at the mountain of a human in the room. Mom really did look even bigger now that my head barely came up to the widest part of her. But Ruby was right, this situation was probably stressing her out too. I know I would be upset if someone I hated might have done something to Ruby.
“I’m... sorry for yelling,” I told her. I tried to mean it. At least for the sake of peace.
Mom nodded then crossed her arms uncomfortably. “I’m sorry for accusing you of things you said you didn’t do. But what you did admit to doing was drinking and doing drugs here. You knew I wouldn’t put up with that.”
“What are you suggesting?” I asked her openly.
“No more,” she told me. “If you don’t want to follow my rules go somewhere else. You’ve seen what it does. For our safety I won’t allow it.”
I swallowed my anger. I knew where she saw it. I saw it first hoof too. The yelling, the violence, the abuse. I wasn’t him though; I wouldn’t hurt Ruby!
I looked over at my pink little pony to show myself she was fine. But those large green eyes looked pained. I was confused until I understood and looked away.
We were tearing her apart. People she loved couldn’t get along. Even sober yesterday we couldn’t stand each other. We’ve been fighting and yelling at each other for over a decade. We would never get along. But now there was even more tension between us and we all understood why:
We were both Ruby’s Mom.
It was stupid, I knew she wasn’t actually my daughter, she was my sister, but Mom was so crap and I understood a bit more why I became Berry Punch. I was there to love her and protect her and encourage her. Compared to this human, I was always better. If anything Ruby took care of our Mom. Ruby would be safer with me. My friends and I would fix this pony thing. Not her. All Mom was good at was eating food and drinking soda. It made perfect sense why I turned into Ruby’s pony mom.
So it was decided.
“You don’t want me here,” I told Mom. “And I don’t want to be here. Sober or not, we don’t get along. We’ll go stay with Comet.”
“Mom...” Ruby whimpered at me. Her ears were folded back and those beautiful yellow-green eyes were about to break. “I can’t leave Mom; our Mom. She’s my best friend. She needs me.”
“But I need you!” I pleaded. 
She looked down at her little hooves and shook her head. “Please don’t make me choose,” she begged. “This isn’t fair! I can’t choose between you two.”
I wouldn’t let anyone hurt Ruby. Yet I was doing just that. Just by being here. By making her choose between her family. Even if I didn’t like part of that family. 
So that was it then. There was only one way to stop the fighting.
I ambled over to my little pink filly and sat down in front of her. I hugged her and she reciprocated. I petted her mane with my foreleg. 
“I’ll be fine,” I promised her. “You stay here and take care of Mom. I’ll go stay with Comet Tail until we fix this.” 
“Brian, don’t go!” she pleaded. “You’re being stupid! You can stay! Just stop drinking!” She hugged me way harder than I thought a filly her size could. 
“It’s not the alcohol. Mom and I are going to keep fighting no matter what,” I told her. I thought about all the fights Mom and I had while I was growing up. “This pony thing is making it worse. I feel like… I’m your mom. And you feel the same weird connection.” 
She answered by constricting around me harder.
“We shouldn’t be under the same roof,” I heard myself say. “And I know you need to be here for… her. Comet Tail will keep an eye on me. When we figure out the cure you’ll be the first person we fix.”
Ruby cried and wouldn’t let go, “Please stay. Please. I don’t want to lose you.”
“We’ll stay in touch. Everything will be fine.”
I looked up at our Mom towering over us. We made eye contact. In that exchange we made an agreement. “Take care of her. Protect her,” I told her. For once, Mom bit her lip and nodded.
“I will.”
Mom and Ruby helped me pack my backpack and secure it to my torso. It was nearly 11pm in Lawson, Missouri. There was hardly anyone out at this hour. Which is a good thing because I wasn’t spending another night in this house.
I was wearing a shirt, hoodie, boxers and sweatpants. My backpack was secured carefully to my left flank. Mom and Ruby saw me out the back door. It would be a relatively short walk through the dark town to Comet’s place. I made the walk countless times in high school.
When I left with my tail between my legs I forced myself to not look back. 
I wouldn’t let them see me cry.

	
		11. Nathan



I walked my hometown alone.
At night this town was nearly abandoned. My ears swiveled at every sound. Every lone car was all the more terrifying. Every time I went to hide behind the nearest parked car or crouch behind a bush and prayed they were stoned or drunk out of their mind and didn’t see me. 
I had made this walk as a human many times. But that was long ago and on two feet. Now, on all four hooves, it was terrifying. 
I imagined being spotted and what they would think. I was a monster on the prowl at midnight. On a full moon, no less. At first I tip-hoofed through the backyards of houses. Whenever I encountered an impenetrable wall of fences I had to cross across the front yard instead.  
Just one pair of wandering eyes from a dark windowed house could call the police on me. I was the definition of suspicious activity.
One house’s backyard had motion-detection lights. A barking dog at night was annoying as a human. As a pony sneaking through town, I nearly shit my pants. After that I swore off backyards.
My clopping hooves made a loud and distinct noise on the paved roads and sidewalks so I crunched through the grass between them. There were parked cars and brick mailboxes to hide behind until I left the neighborhoods.
It was a slow crawl to Pennsylvania Avenue but I had made it. It would be a straight shot up to Comet’s place but now I was staring down a long road of storefronts with very few places to hide. I lurked in the last bush to hide in, trying to formulate a plan. This street would be a simple path to take, but so very far at this rate. Any alcohol left in my system had burned off from fear long ago. 
A car with one headlight passed. I flattened myself to the ground on instinct. I saw it pull into the nearby mobile home park. I watched the car and waited for the person to get out and go inside their home. To my surprise, by the light of the street light I recognized this person.
That was Nathan coming home from his job at the grocery store. His hair was the same, his baggy pants were the same. I guess some things never changed. I got drunk and smoked pot with him on occasion. He was a little odd and didn’t have a lot of friends besides me. So I felt shitty when he still wanted to hang out after I moved away. Our friendship was alright, but not strong enough to justify the drive. Whenever I came home to see Ruby I never thought to see him. 
He was carrying an armful of groceries to his mobile home. As he awkwardly fished out the keys to his front door I was surprised my ears could pick out the distinct sound of bottles clinking together and the rustle of snacks from across the streets. 
The times we hung out came back to me and something stuck out in my mind: he always wanted me to watch My Little Pony with him and I always declined. Nathan was a brony. And I was a pony right now. If it was anyone else I would be wary of these facts, but I knew Nathan was awkward and harmless.
I took one more glance down that long avenue of storefronts towards Comet’s place then made my decision.
I crossed the street in a dash of clip-clops. I snuck along the mix of dirt and gravel along the edge of his dented up car to his front door, I braced myself as I knocked with a hoof on his door. 
There was an awkward, vulnerable pause before he opened the door. A person my age with greasy, curly hair, a three-day beard, glasses and a slack jaw met my gaze through the screen door. He stared down at me, looked around in confusion then back down at me. He might have been in shock so I made the first move.
“Hay, Nathan!” I waved a hoof and put on a smile. “It’s me, Berry Punch! I was in town and needed a place to crash. Can I come in?”
To my surprise he wordlessly closed the door on me. I heard him lock it. I blinked at the door, confused. Maybe I scared him? Oh wait, I used the wrong name again.
“Nathan? It’s me, Brian Peters,” I called. I looked around and behind me to see the coast was still clear. When I turned back I saw his blinds of his window pulled to the side and him peeking out. I waved a hoof at him again in what I assumed still looked like a friendly handwave gesture without the hand.
He left the window and I heard the mobile home’s foundation creak as he came back to the door and unlocked it again. I took a few steps back this time to give him some more space. He opened the door and looked at me again. He tilted his head to the side and I couldn’t help but tilt my head back.
“Is... this a prank?” he asked cautiously.
“Nope! It’s me, Brian! I turned into a pony,” I explained. I checked behind me again. “It’s… kind of a long story. Can I come in? I’m a sitting duck out here.” 
After a second of hesitation he opened the door wider and let me step inside. I looked around his place to make sure no one else was there. His place showed it was mostly the same as I last saw it. Just messier and dirtier. He still lived alone. I let out a sigh of relief that I was finally back in a safe and familiar environment. I turned back to my host.
“Hay! So, uh, how have you been?” I greeted him. He looked down at me still unsure of what he was seeing. 
“Um… fine,” he answered indecisively. “You- can I touch you? Are you real?”
Without waiting for an answer he bent down to my eye level and touched my mane. This close to him I could smell a bit of body odor and dried sweat. It wasn’t horrible but it was a little stronger than I expected. He ran his hand through my mane and touched my ear. I flicked it in response to get the tickling to stop. He kept touching it so I shooed his hand away with a foreleg. He stepped back apologetically.
“Yeah. I’m really real,” I assured him.
“But you’re Berry Punch! You’re a cartoon pony!” he gave his analysis. I concurred with a nod.
“I mean, that’s what I look like,” I said as I double checked the bottom of my hoof to see that, yup, it was still a hoof. “But like I said, it’s me, Brian Peters? We used to smoke together back in high school? ...your older brother sold you his bong? You had pony stickers on it.”
He studied me a little longer this time. A twinkle of recognition caught his eye. “Brian? It’s really you? How did you turn into a pony?”
I looked over at the bag of groceries still sitting on his counter. I could feel my tail in my sweatpants wag a bit in anticipation. I looked back at him and gave an award-winning smile. “How about I tell you over some beers?”

We ended up settling on the couch in comfier clothing. He was in shorts and a ratty t-shirt and I stripped down to my shirt and boxers. It was nice to get my backpack off and my tail back out.
By the time I finished telling him about my past few days we were a few beers in. Considerate of my handicap, Nathan was opening my cans for me. I found I had just enough grip with the side of what used to feel like the ‘palms’ of my forelegs to get the can up my lips and back down between my legs. 
“Huh, that sucks,” Nathan started. “So are you going to text your friends and let them know you’re safe?”
“I would,” I agreed, “but uh…” I bent the joint that seemed to have been my wrist: it was halfway up my foreleg. “I got no thumbs. Would you do it for me? My phone’s in my bag.”
Happy to help, Nathan got up and dug my phone out of my bag.
“Hey, can we have some of this?” Nathan said as he held up the Jameson from my bag as well. He didn’t have to rummage far, they were practically just sitting in there at this point.
“Hmm,” I hesitated. I wanted to be nice to the guy who let me into his place. And it would make him self-conscious if I let him drink it alone. So… “I think it’s a Jack and coke night actually.” 
Nathan agreed and brought the phone and Jack Daniel’s back over to the couch. I got him to unlock it and directed him to put the message in the group chat. Nathan fired off a message letting them know where I was and that I was fine. He left the phone and bottle with me as he went up to get the soda. To my slight disgust he brought a two liter bottle of Pepsi back to the coffee table with the cups. I debated teasing him but let him pour out our drinks instead. I was no snob. I polished off my beer and accepted the glass of Jack and sugar.
“So is it really so bad to be a pony?” he asked as he turned on his game console, probably to get some background noise going.
“Well, yeah? I look gay, I have to walk on all fours, I have no hands, and I lost my dick,” I complained. As if to confirm he looked down at the crotch of my boxers. With how high I was wearing them in order to repurpose the hole as a tail hole and how thick my flanks were the remaining fabric made it clear I wasn’t packing.
I took a long drink in memory of my lost dick. Jack and Pepsi was terrible but I was used to basically nail polish. Nathan smiled.
“Yeah. I was going to ask about that...” Nathan started as he fiddled with his game controller. “On the show they don’t have genitals because it’s a show for little kids. But… do you… have them?”
"Yeah, I got a weird horse vagina,” I confirmed. I took another drink of my waste of Jack Daniel’s and swallowed. Nathan started chuckling loudly so I turned to see what the matter was. “What?”
“I can tell you don’t like that!” he said, grinning. “Whenever you take a drink your ears pin down and your muzzle scrunches. It’s really cute.”
“Oh,” I looked away feeling self-conscious. My tail pinned by the couch cushion behind me twitched instinctively to try and cover myself. “Don’t-don’t call me cute. That makes me uncomfortable.”
“But you are! Ponies are cute and you’re a pony,” he stated it as fact.
“Yeah, maybe, I guess? I know what I look like right now but I’m straight and I know you’re straight so that makes me uncomfortable,” I explained.
“But... you’re a mare?” he countered. “Aren’t you attracted to stallions now?”
“That’s not bucking funny,” I scowled at him. I thought of the way Comet phrased it and repeated it, “I still…. identify as a male human; a straight male human.”
“Oh, right. That makes sense. Sorry,” he apologized.
I took another drink from my glass, a little angry this time. Apparently the fine hairs on the side of my forelegs were no match for the condensation building up on the outside of the glass. The glass slipped and its contents ended up dumped onto my shirt and lap.
“Applebucker!” I swore.  
While Nathan removed the glass and got a towel I went to my backpack to see what clothes I had on hoof to switch into. I ended up biting down on a shirt and my sweatpants and dragging those into the bathroom to change.
After about ten minutes of wrestling to push my wet clothes off and pull my new ones on there was a knock on the bathroom door.
“Brian?” Nathan called through the door. “Are you alright?”
At that I gave up in my half-dressed clothes and laid down on the bathroom floor. I could smell piss and see hairs of questionable origin from my vantage point. 
“Yeaaaah...” I said with a sigh. “...could you come in and help me?”
Nathan came in and saw my shirt wrapped around my neck and my sweatpants hanging off just one leg. He gave me a pitying smile and started to help clothe me.
“The ponies on the show seem to have a lot easier time doing stuff than you do,” he pointed out as he helped thread my forelegs through my shirt sleeves and even untuck my mane from inside my shirt. “They could build houses and bake cupcakes and balance baskets full of apples on their backs...”
“Yeah well I’m real and they’re not,” I pointed out. “They normally didn’t wear clothes either.” 
I turned around to let him help me pull my sweatpants up. My tail was firmly tucked to cover my shame.
“I mean… why are you wearing clothes?” Nathan asked. He took a second to admire my cutie mark. 
“Because it’s weird to be naked around other people?” I suggested innocently.
“Yeah, but you’re all furry now,” he tried. “You don’t look naked when you’re naked.”
“Nathan, I know you’re a brony,” I turned back to face him. I was shutting this man down. “I know what ‘clop’ is.”
“Hey! Not every brony clops!” Nathan insisted.
“Yeah, whatever,” I dismissed with an eye roll. “Are you going to help me get my pants back on or what?”
After Nathan helped me out we went back to the living room. After a bit of brainstorming, we salvaged a straw from one of the many empty plastic cups decorating the coffee table. I switched to lying on my stomach and then I was sitting with a fresh Jack and Sugar!
“So, you always said ‘no’ when I suggested we watch My Little Pony in the past…” he said as he navigated his game console to his Netflix application. I saw where this was going and groaned.
“I think I have enough pony in my life right now,” I complained.
“Yeah but maybe you need to, like, learn more about how to be a pony? Like carrying objects. And see what Berry Punch is like,” he tried me.
“I heard she’s an alcoholic,” I said dismissively right before I hypocritically sipped on my mixed drink. I could see Nathan’s spirits getting crushed. 
Okay, maybe I was being a horse’s ass. He did just help me get dressed and fixed me another drink (with my Jack and sugar piss, but still).
“Have you ever watched the show?” Nathan tried me. “I think... if you started from the beginning you’d actually like it.”
“Oh, because I’m a little pony I must like My Little Pony?” I feigned insult. “That’s racist!” 
Nathan laughed then offered, “Sorry. So… something else then?”
Honestly, I didn’t really want to watch anything at that moment, but since everything would be equally unpleasant I made up my mind. Feeling I would need it, I slurped my sugary alcohol down. 
“Nah,” I dismissed. “Top me off and let’s do this.”

 Twilight Sparkle: "You see, Nightmare Moon, when those Elements are ignited by the... the spark, that resides in the heart of us all, it creates the sixth element: the element of... magic!"

Twilight and her friends were lifted up from the ground by the light of the Elements of Harmony which quickly became necklaces and a tiara adorning their respective ponies. Nightmare Moon watched in awe and denial as those elements ‘activated’ and their light combined into a rainbow helix which spiraled up and up until crashing down like a tidal wave which continued to spin and envelop her. Twilight, still floating with her friends with the power of friendship, opened her eyes and the screen blared to white as Nightmare Moon’s scream faded into nothingness.
By the time the credits rolled and I was taken out of the show by the outro I had to admit, “Okay, that was pretty awesome.”
“See? I told you!” Nathan insisted with drunken enthusiasm. He brought one of his hands on top of my head and vigorously rubbed me right behind the ear like I was a dog. I was feeling well-buzzed and the petting felt nice so I only stopped him gently by pushing his hand away. 
“Sorry. I just really wanted to pet you again,” he apologized for what his liquid bravery got him to do. 
“Nah, you’re fine. It felt… nice,” I admitted. I couldn’t be too upset, my head was sort of right there and at the perfect level. He started petting me again. It was a little creepy how easily the gentle tingling it caused relaxed my muscles and spread down my neck and my back. 
“...okay, okay,” I stopped him after a moment. “I didn’t say you could keep doing it.”
“Sorry, sorry,” he apologized awkwardly. “So do you want to keep watching?”
I glanced down at my drink. By the end of the two part-er we ran out of Pepsi and were low on Jack Daniel’s. Nathan had already switched back to his Keystone. We were low, but that was a really strong opening. I could see why people would want to keep watching.
“Yeah, why not! The night is young,” I exclaimed. It most certainly wasn’t. “Top me off with more Jack and scoot the chips closer.”
And so we watched our new technicolor pony friends we just met squabble about a ticket to some fancy ball for twenty minutes. I thought the conclusion Twilight reached at the end was surprisingly mature but then Princess Celestia just sent her more tickets and made the episode’s whole predicament kind of pointless. 
By the time Spike ran off giggling with his golden ticket I was a little checked out of the show. It might have been because of the alcohol. It might have been because of the less fantastical plot. It might have been Nathan feeding me chips in exchange for head scratches.
“So what did you think?” Nathan interrupted our post-outro silence. 
“I don’t know,” I hesitated. “It was kind of a boring plot compared to the pilot.”
“Yeah, they get better,” he promised. “I really like the Zecora episode coming up soon.”
“That’s a weird name for a pony.”
“She’s a zebra actually.”
“Huh,” I replied. They added a zebra? I was still looking for other ponies. “So I see myself a lot and I see Minuette... When do Comet Tail and Ruby Pinch show up?”
“Later. And I don’t remember seeing them as much,” Nathan admitted. “I only know who Comet Tail is because the fandom was shipping him with Twilight.” I had just enough knowledge of ‘shipping’ and ‘waifus’ from exposure to know what that meant.
“No kidding? Does Comet Tail talk to her?”
“I don’t think so? The shipping started because they were standing next to each other in a crowd in The Last Roundup.”
I blew a raspberry at the absurdity. “Yeah, that makes sense! Horny bronies...”
“Hey, we worked with what we had! They were both astronomy-related unicorns. It did make sense!”
“Yeah, well, the real Comet Tail’s gay. So the bronies were wrong there,” I gossiped. 
“The real… ?“ Nathan looked confused for a moment until it clicked. “Oh! You mean Connor?”
“Well, duh,” I waved a hoof. “And we have a ton in common with the ponies we turned into. So obviously something must have happened to make it more obvious in the show or the show bible or whatever.” 
“That doesn’t make sense: you’re Berry Punch. I forgot about that teenage pregnancy you had... and you giving birth to your sister,” Nathan patted my barrel for emphasis. I felt a little angry that his counterargument made more sense.
“I still care about her a lot!” I defended myself with all the drunk passion I had. “Ruby is... my everything! Even before all of this…” I gestured to all of me. “horse apples, she was sort of the reason I didn’t… drown myself in a bottle.” I confessed.
“Oh. Drown as in… kill yourself?” Nathan asked. I nodded solemnly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.” He leaned in a little closer to rub my side and thigh for emphasis.  It felt nice. It was probably the liquor loosening me up more. I leaned in in order to half-complete a sort of hug. I could smell that odd body odor and dried sweat smell on him again but I still didn’t really mind. There was something funny about it. Like maybe it came from a weird diet. If it wasn’t for the sour overtone I thought my more sensitive nose would have actually found it… nice.
The TV was playing the next episode but I barely paid attention to it. Applejack and her brother were talking. He was… a really big stallion. 
“You know...” Nathan halted the silent petting I was allowing in my drunken stupor. It was probably stupid to hit the whiskey harder instead of going back to light beer with him: the world beyond our couch felt like it was rocking back and forth. At the very least our ship was comfortable. Smelly, but comfortable. “You said you’re not gay… but… what if you’re still not gay?”
“That’s... how orientation generally works. Yes,” I agreed while slipping lower and laying my head on his leg. Between the stress of my walk and the alcohol I was feeling quite relaxed. He gently placed a hand down onto the side of my jaw and stroked it. He liked petting ponies and I kind of liked the sensation; this was fine.
“But, like, you’re a mare now,” Nathan reminded me again. “And Berry Punch apparently had a kid. So if you’re both straight that means you would like stallions.”
I sat up with great effort at that and looked up at him to see if he was joking. He was not. He had to make this weird, didn’t he? I was going to have to set him straight again.
“I’m a straight human male. My name is Brian,” I reminded him. “He/Him.” I emphasized with two soft jabs at his leg. “This… this just isn’t my body; it’s Berry Punch’s.”
“But then if it’s Berry Punch’s body then how is it gay? Maybe your ‘weird horse vagina’ would like stallions?” he argued while quoting me. 
I thought about all those funny feelings I had been having about Comet Tail’s body during this transformation. I was never interested in Connor before this all started. Something clearly flipped when this whole process started. I thought about what we were doing in my dream before Discord came and crashed our moment. Maybe my brain was trying to tell me something?
“...I bet it’s not even that weird looking,” he mumbled and brought me out of my thoughts. Nathan was patiently waiting for an answer.
“So… are you being serious right now? Are you... actually talking about me having sex like this? Like... with you?”
“I mean… yeah,” Nathan admitted. “I want to fuck a pony. You’re a pony. You’re pretty hot and cute and in the bathroom I really wanted to lift your tail and see what you looked like.”
I scooted back a little from his admission. I was thankful my face was already covered in purple fur because I felt my skin absolutely flush with embarrassment at what he was telling me. I was stunned. I knew he was kind of a weirdo but a 'horsefucker'?
“This could be a once-in-a-lifetime experience for us,” he insisted. “I could sleep with a pony and you could see what sex is like as a girl. It’s not gay if you’re female and I’m male, right? Plus, like, zero consequences: a human can’t get a pony pregnant.”
“But… my identity and…. stuff?” I stammered. I identified as a guy. Nathan said he could understand that but here he was saying we should have sex and it wouldn’t be gay. As if he couldn’t see me as ‘Brian’ anymore despite knowing it was me. 
“I mean… if you don’t want to...” Nathan backed off a bit with his eagerness. “I know you’re probably not all that attracted to me anyway...”
“I mean, you’re not terrible but… if you were me, would you have sex as a mare? Like… take it? Just to see what it’s like?” I questioned him more out of curiosity than accusation. 
“I totally would,” Nathan agreed surprisingly fast. 
“Huh. And you... don’t think that’d be a little gay?” I asked for more clarification. “Or that it’s a little gay to fuck somebody who normally has a dick but they just don’t at the moment?”
“It’s sort of whatever,” Nathan admitted. “It’s so outside of normal definitions why not just... call it whatever you want?”
I thought about that line of logic. It seemed consistent to my alcohol-laden brain.  Nathan reached out to gently stroke under my chin like you would a dog. It reminded me of how a girl would stroke my beard in the afterglow. Him touching me was comforting. I wondered if my coat somehow made my skin more sensitive.
“So… what do you think?” Nathan asked.
“I think…” I started and laughed. “...that I’m not nearly drunk enough for that. Sorry.”
“Could I... do something to make it better for you? Like… I could do whatever you want. Or I could get you something to make it worth it for you? Whatever you want.”
I was a little confused with myself why I was considering it. Maybe it was the half hour of drunken pets. Maybe it was an emotional rebound from the rejection from my family. Maybe this body was feeding me weird hormones. Or I wanted to help a friend out who smelled funny but in a good way… He really wanted this.
I thought about what I wanted. I wanted my old body back. But what I wanted most was  to be cuddled up with Ruby and away from that woman. I wanted to look Ruby in her beautiful  eyes without seeing that rejection... The color of which I associated with absinthe for so many years. 
That stuff felt like the closest approximation. What would that be like with my new sense of smell? I remembered the intensity of the smells of the Jameson. The raw shuddering heat it drew out of my body. I felt part of my body wetten in anticipation and it wasn’t my mouth. I was piqued. Maybe?
“...absinthe?” I tried him without making eye contact.
“The... alcohol? The store’s closed,” he looked defeated. 
“Yeah, but... Judy’s over on 6th is still open, right?” I recalled. The clerks there back in the day never carded me.
Nathan checked the time on his phone then looked up to me. “So… I’ll get you absinthe and then.... will you show me?”
I felt my face warm up again. The blush probably wasn’t noticeable but I felt my ears slacken a bit. I realized the expression on my face betrayed any hidden blush just as well. 
“We’ll… talk,” I promised what I could.
A saw a twinkle of focus in his eyes. He smiled and agreed. “Alright, yeah! I’ll be right back!”	
He immediately went to go put his shoes on, still in the t-shirt and shorts he changed into earlier. He locked up as he went out and I heard his car start up and leave. 
When he got up I saw a very obvious erection. The surrealness of this situation was about on par with the first time I saw my pony ears.
“Berry, what the hell did you agree to?” I asked out loud.
After a moment of gathering my focus I climbed off the couch and carefully sauntered over to the bottle of Jameson still out of its bag. I unscrewed the bottle from the cap and spat the cap away like last time. I took a long whiff and explored the earthy scents in my nose. It was warm and musky, almost like a cologne.
“What the hell is wrong with me?” I asked the bottle of whiskey. When it didn’t speak I took a long pull from it. The warmth filled my mouth and gently warmed my insides like a fire. My body shuddered a bit as the smell lingered in my nostrils. With my drunken hooves I had to sit down before it knocked me down.
So my sense of smell definitely got stronger when the transformation finished. But what if something else changed: my sexual preferences? What if we were still changing, but mentally now?
I decided to do an informal scientific test. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine the last guy I saw in porn. I tried to really visualize him and…
Nothing. Not disgust. Just... nothing.
I thought about the woman involved instead. Her breasts, her hips, her voice... 
When that proved boring I tried to think about past girlfriends. I thought about the dates I went on, the pictures we exchanged, the dates ending in the back of the pickup truck or in somebody else’s bed…
There was still something there, I thought. My body still seemed to respond to those old memories. I thought harder about one night, in the afterglow where we finished off the wine and I tried to impress her with the astronomy I picked up from Comet…
“But... you’re a mare? Aren’t you attracted to stallions now?”
My vivid dream from earlier came back. I could still feel Comet’s tongue pressed into mine, our sweetened breath mingling together and my hoof finding its way up his fuzzy chest. My breath quickened in my dream and in reality. My body felt like it did on the first long pull of Jameson. 
“Oh buck,” I muttered to myself. I was ambivalent to the heat building between my legs. I took another pull from the bottle in my grasp. The burn tracing its way down my esophagus complemented the burning under my tail well. I could almost swear they met in my lower half somewhere. Yeah, the alcohol definitely wasn’t helping. 
I definitely still liked the curves on human females… but there was something exciting about the musculature on a stallion. I remembered when I saw Comet’s well-toned flanks and when he showed me what a horsecock looked like. I tried to imagine what that thing would look like erect and I started to feel uncomfortable sitting on my haunches.
There was definitely something about stallions. But if I still like human females and just like male ponies as well… maybe this arousal of stallions was just from this body? Something about her personality that sits with mine now, like my name. If they both still existed separately then maybe they could co-exist? I was just… temporarily bisexual?
This was... acceptable. I was still me, regardless of what this body changed. Regardless of what happened or what I did I was still me. 
I tried to get to my four hooves. My brain was too drunk to make them work automatically. The cadence to walking felt as complicated as dancing. I focused on each leg as I moved it and fell down right in front of the couch. I was too drunk to walk. I was going to beat myself up over how drunk I was but decided against it. I deserved alcohol for putting up with this stupid pony thing.
I got back up onto my hooves and struggled back onto the couch. With my mind distracted by incomplete thoughts of ponies swimming through overly sweet whiskey, Nathan barely felt like he was gone five minutes.
“I’m back!” he said as he came in and kicked his shoes off. He was carrying another two-liter of Pepsi and an off-green bottle of absinthe. He sat the bottle down on the coffee table in front of me. “Is this right? This shit’s expensive.” 
I sat up and looked at the bottle’s label. A fresh bottle of absinthe, just like that? I excitedly nodded. “That’ll work! But if you try to mix that Pepsi with it I’ll put it up your butt sideways.”
Nathan chuckled at that and went to go put up the Pepsi. “So, do you just drink that straight? The guy at the store warned me to dilute it with sugar and water.”
“That’s how I did it at first, yeah. But nah, it’ll be fine,” I waved it off with a hoof.  “Come open this thing for me!”
I was eager and found myself salivating. From the odd throbbing under my tail I wasn’t sure if my body understood this was for my mouth. Nathan obediently plopped down right next to me and satisfyingly cracked the bottle. He handed it over.
I wrapped my hooves around it and brought it close. I could smell the fennel wafting off the bottle. I inhaled deeper and shuddered at the smell. An earthy, bitter anise assaulted my senses but I gave in to the smell. My nostrils flared up involuntarily like I had to sneeze but instead I felt my nostrils pucker like my mouth did when chewing sour candy. My face relaxed and inhaled the smell deeply all over again. My nostrils flared again as it wafted through my nose and mouth. My whole jaw tensed and then relaxed into a shudder that made its way down my spine and out my tail.
“Buck me,” I muttered happily. I thought I could feel my tail try to swish around in my sweatpants. I gestured to the bottle for Nathan. He took it and sniffed curiously. He frowned.
“It smells like licorice,” he complained. I rolled my eyes. I was used to hearing that. He poured a little into my empty cup anyway. And then a little for himself. I lay down so that I could get my long neck over the straw. 
I put my mouth on the straw and sucked slowly with my eyes shut in concentration. For my efforts a steady, fiery spirit spilled into my mouth. Once I had a good mouthful I played with it in my mouth and let it dance across my tongue. The taste of anise and fennel flooded my senses. There were citrus notes, a bunch of things I didn’t recognize, and coriander. The latter I only knew about because I used to chop it at the old folk’s place. My palette satisfied, I swallowed it down. A deep sigh from inside me escaped. It was good absinthe. Very good. It was strong, aromatic, and complex. The balance of botanicals commanded to be enjoyed, obeyed. But it didn’t taste like forgotten memories and it didn’t remind me of Ruby. It just tasted like good absinthe.
I turned to see what Nathan thought and saw he had been watching me instead of trying it. His hand was doing a poor job trying to hide a boner. His awkwardness was almost cute.
“Do you always drink like that?” he asked.
“Like what? It’s good stuff,” I said while encouraging him to try it. Nathan brought his glass up to his mouth and tried a tentative sip. I saw his brain immediately reject it.
“Oh my god,” Nathan croaked. There was a painfully soured expression on his face. He looked betrayed. I laughed at him and it came out more like a giggle. “You like that?” 
“It’s delicious,” I insisted with a grin. I grasped my glass between my hooves and poured the rest of it into my mouth. The absinthe threatened to burn me from the inside out. I welcomed it and swallowed. I felt like I could breathe fire. The heat radiated from me. 
My whole muzzle was dried out from the wafting heat of the alcohol but there was still another part of me wetting for attention. A part of me that spoke simply enough but with an unfamiliar accent. 
“I don’t see how you can handle that,” he said as he poured the remains of his glass into mine. I happily went to sip my new dose. This time a little slower so as to not totally shock my body and make me vomit; I was admittedly quite drunk already. 
Nathan took the opportunity to rub the back of my neck again, right across my mane and a little down my spine. I could tell what he was doing but I was so relaxed and already aroused so I didn’t want him to stop petting me.
“So,” Nathan started. With his other hand he fiddled with the sleeve of my shirt. “How about we get you ready for bed?”
Yeah, why not.
Buck it. Buck me. 
The world wanted to bend me over, why not let a friend do the same? At least he would be grateful. Even I couldn’t deny I was curious. And I couldn’t deny that between thoughts of past sexual encounters, imagining stallions and all the alcohol in my system that I was horny.
I nodded my approval and saw him light up like a kid on Christmas morning. He was kind of cute in an awkward dorky way. 
He tried to pick me up and carry me back to his bedroom. I was clearly way heavier than he thought though because instead of picking me up he ended up just dragging me off the couch. I barely caught myself just enough to get my hooves down before my face. I crumpled onto the ground and laughed. 
“Horny bastard!” I scolded him and giggled. “Just let me walk,” I told him. I looked down at my mess of limbs and for a moment I couldn't tell the difference between my ‘feet’ and my ‘hands’. I sorted out my appendages and tried to stand again. I just ended up falling sideways. 
“Berry? Are you alright?” Nathan asked as he came over to help. With his help I was able to stand again.
“You’d think walking drunk with four legs would be easier,” I told him. I told Nathan to grab the absinthe and help me. I used Nathan as a guide and a crutch to get down his hall and to his bedroom. A terrible smell assaulted my muzzle as we came into his bedroom. It smelled like him but saltier and less warm and musky. I didn’t want to bring it up and insult my host.
My walking aid sat my absinthe down onto his dresser that was otherwise covered in My Little Pony toys. As soon as his hands were empty and I had the edge of the bed to keep me upright he began stripping down. He was predictably pasty and pudgy. His body hair had grown wild without any intervention. When he was down to his tented underwear he turned to me with a grin.
“Let’s get you up on the bed,” he said as he directed my drunk hooves up onto the bed. He had to help me climb onto the elevated mattress by pushing my ass up onto it. He gave the cheeks a not very subtle squeeze as he did so.
Once I was on the bed he helped pull my shirt off and then rolled me over onto my back to help me get my sweatpants off. I was naked on someone else’s bed, a guy’s bed, but I was still aroused.
I felt awkwardly manhandled but still drunk and warm. On my back, because of my new anatomy, my hind legs stuck straight up and out by themselves.
Nathan just stood over me and appreciated my body for a moment before caressing my tummy with a hand. I felt my whole torso relax a little at the touch.
“Berry, you’re beautiful,” he whispered. I didn’t know how to feel about those words. His hand started working down between my legs but got caught up on my teats. My leg involuntarily kicked a little at his touch. 
“Hey... those things are sensitive,” I whined as I watched what he was doing. He checked my facial expression before he started caressing one. My leg twitched involuntarily again. The sensation of him playing with it made my spine feel like it was squirming and I wanted to curl away from it. He started playing with the other one as well and I couldn’t squirm fast enough. I whined again at the touching and it came out more like a moan. It was a moan.
“Aww, they are sensitive, huh?” he smiled at me in his best ‘mischievous’ look as he traced one slowly. 
“Y-yeah, a little,” I admitted. I felt needy but bashful. This was so out of my normal experience. He gave me one of his cute and goofy smiles before climbing on top of me. He caressed my face and let his fingers follow my jawline. He gently scratched me just under the chin; a comforting gesture of contentment.
“You’re such a pretty pony,” he insisted. I don’t think I had ever been called pretty before. It was a bit coddling but I had to admit it made me feel… wanted.
“You’re just saying that because I said you could buck me,” I teased him. 
“Berry Punch, you are a pretty pony,” he insisted again. He bent down so that we were muzzle-to-nose.
He wouldn’t.
He kissed me right on the lips. Long, slow and romantic. 
He did.
I pushed him away as quickly as I could. He pulled back immediately.
“No,” I scolded him. I rubbed my lips with the side of my hoof.  “No kissing. That’s too personal.”
“Oh. Strictly ‘business’ then?” he said as he idly scratched at the little bit of extra fluff on the front of my chest. I nodded.
“Okay. Just tell me if I go too far,” He conceded. “Can I kiss you in... other places?” I didn’t know how to answer that. Seeing my indecision he decided to test the waters instead. He bent down to kiss my tummy. I flinched feeling his lips tickle me. His tongue found my belly button and licked at it. It felt ticklish and sensitive at the same time. I tried to slow my breath but my attempt at controlling my breaths just gave him an easier target. A shudder shook my system again and I felt another one of those weak moans escape my lips.
Encouraged by my noises his lips went lower and he started sucking and teasing my teats. I squirmed and moaned again at the attention they were getting. I was the definition of hot and bothered. I could feel my inner thighs tremble even though they were relaxed and to the side. I felt wet and overheated. I could smell myself over the smell of the room and bedsheets and there was no way he couldn’t too.
He gently teethed my nipple and I felt a nerve of lightning spark from the bite to between my legs accompanied by an involuntary squeak escaping my lips. He lapped at the bitten teat almost apologetically and I moaned louder at the sensitive teat’s mix of pleasure and pain. Finally he ended it by kissing it and then the other.
With that finality, I felt his tongue trace down lower until he found the area needing the most attention. I anticipated the beginning of my relief but he immediately stopped right where I needed him the most.
“So, uh, I’m not totally sure what to do here,” he admitted. 
“Seriously?” I groaned in frustration. “You were doing so good and you stop now? With the amount of porn you probably watch?”
He looked a little hurt by that comment.
“Sorry, that was mean,” I apologized. “I’m just... frustrated you stopped. Just…”
In my drunken stupor I reached down with my hoof to masturbate before I realized the skills learned as a teenage boy alone didn’t quite transfer over. 
I hesitated until later knowledge kicked in. I started slowly and gently grinding my hoof against the part of me that was boiling over in frustration and needing attention the most. I didn’t like how hard my hoof was but my tinier friend sputtered and crackled appreciatively to my petting either way.  When I felt a familiar but concentrated tension begin to tease itself awake I knew I had found the method.
“Mmm. Yeah, right there,” I cooed with satisfaction. I laid back down. “Just… touch me here. And give those weird horse bits plenty of love too.”
Nathan took over again, licking and sucking right where I told him to. He was hesitant and had no confidence in his tongue but each lick still made me shudder and pant. It was like receiving someone’s first blowjob where they didn’t know what to do but somehow they could already deepthroat you. He wasn’t going to bring me to climax, but it felt overwhelming and amazing. 
I felt a strange pulse inside of me like my heartbeat but slower. He seemed to sense it and respond more eagerly. I tried brushing the top of his head encouragingly and just let him continue that way for a bit as I melted into his bed. 
I was jolted out of my relaxation by him grabbing my teat and roughly squeezing.
“Ah! Bit!” I moaned and tried to snap my legs closed. Instead, because of where his head was, my hind legs just wrapped around his head. He took that as encouragement and kept going. He squeezed and kneaded them even harder. I moaned more out of pain than pleasure.
“N-no. Stop!” I finally found my words again between the moans escaping me. He finally stopped.
“Am I doing okay?” he asked me, confused. I sat up a bit.
“Not... terrible? But... go easier on those things! And mix up the licking more: don’t just do the same direction, pace and pressure,” I instructed. Nathan nodded as if he understood.
“Do you want to try switching?” he asked. For a second I didn’t know what he meant.
“Switch? Like... my mouth on you?” 
“Yeah.”
“Yeah... no. I’m not sucking you off,” I put my hoof down metaphorically. 
“What? But I’m… can I still stick it in?” he asked. He started caressing me between the legs again, this time with his fingers. Now he wasn’t ignoring those engorged lips. He was teasing me by slipping a finger in and out but not doing any probing or caressing inside. It made me realize how empty I felt. I felt my sex throb in need.
“Yeah, I need something in me,” I admitted. I was too well-lubricated with heat and alcohol to let any shame stick. I didn't care anymore.
Nathan stripped his underwear immediately. I had inadvertently seen plenty of guys down there in my life but it was surreal to look at one knowing that he was erect for me. I was probably staring a little too much.
“Keep winking for me,” he commanded. I was confused why he was asking for this so I winked an eye at him then the other. 
He shook his head and then started touching me again. He was teasing me just against the sopping lips again, the tip of his finger only barely caressing the inside. It made my insides ache. I felt myself throb again. This time I was watching and immediately knew what he was talking about. I was surprised it could do that, but then again, it was larger than a human one.
“Just like that! That’s the hottest shit. Do that on my cock,” he instructed me as he clambered on top of me. I couldn’t help but notice just how jiggly his pasty body was as he moved. As he positioned an arm next to both of my shoulders he was able to position his face just above mine so that we could look into each other’s eyes. I became soberingly aware of the fact that this guy was going to put himself inside of me and something seemed off. 
I needed something inside of me. This alcohol-fueled rage burning in my loins needed to be put out. And while Nathan was present, an alright friend, and the sheen of my juices still on his lips and chin was hot... my flight or fight response still kicked in. I covered myself with a hoof. 
“Wait, I…” I started before I knew what to say. I thought about how to fix this scenario. I wanted relief but the truth was not with Nathan. My brain wasn’t angry that he wasn’t handsome.  There was something more fundamentally wrong: he wasn’t a stallion. He seemed… alien above my fuzzy body. 
“Are you alright?” he asked, worryingly. I looked away in shame and didn’t know how to explain the problem. I spotted the absinthe sitting pretty on his dresser. Instead of lying there as a mare and taking it from the stallion who wasn’t present, I thought instead about how ‘Brian’ would handle this situation: I wanted sex but not really with the person interested. 
“Do you want to… do it from behind? Like... ‘pony style’?” I asked. I only assumed that was a term bronies threw around.
“Whatever you want to,” he agreed. He gave my tummy one last rub before sliding off to give me space to roll over.
“Hay, while you’re up… get me a shot of that?” I said gesturing to my green muse. He brought the bottle over to me while I tried to sit up. Instead of letting me hold the bottle he uncapped it and held it to my lips.
“Open up, Berry,” he teased me. I opened my mouth for the bottle and he poured the shot onto my waiting tongue with a little too much zeal. I wasn’t one to waste a drop though. I swallowed the burning anise fire down, barely letting it pass over my tongue on the way down. My snout puckered and I felt my nose leak a bit. I felt the fire plop into the inferno that was my insides right now.
“Good girl,” Nathan praised me suggestively. He put the absinthe back up and climbed back onto the bed.
“Don’t call me that,” I drunkenly hissed, even as I turned around to assume the position. My body begged for someone to deal with the heat radiating from my other end. I was grateful I didn’t have to look him in the eye now.
I heard a mumbled apology from him but he was already far away in my mind. When he grabbed me by the flanks I tried to imagine someone else was behind me, someone that would ‘work’ for his situation. The first pony that came to mind was immediately shot down. My brain spun until it came up with Applejack’s brother. He seemed more than capable of making me feel like a ‘mare’.
I felt the stallion lower my rear so that my entrance was lined up against him. I felt the head brush against my begging lips, testing me. My tail raised itself out of the way. I felt my insides quiver in anticipation of his entrance. I needed it. I winked.

			Author's Notes: 
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		12. Absinthe Makes The Heart Grow Fonder



Nathan had to go to work in the morning. He left me food, water and turned his game console on. He promised me he would pick some things up for me when he got off work. So until then, I had the trailer to myself. I was left alone all day with my thoughts. 
My thoughts and I were not friends.
The couch smelled and I couldn’t stand that bedroom so I was laying out on the floor in the dusty guest blanket. The blanket originally ended up there because I didn’t want to sleep in that bed after what I did on it. So I left to go sleep on the couch with the blanket. The couch proved too smelly though so I eventually moved it to the floor and tried sleeping there. 
Nathan found me there, in my fitful sleep, during a trip to the bathroom. Feeling pity on me sleeping on the floor he convinced me to do what I was reluctant to do: I slept in bed with him. He wanted to spoon. So I agreed to it. I never asked him to help me get redressed. At this point the clothes were just a nuisance and I had no shame left around him since he had seen everything. I was still lying around his home naked from the night before.
When you want to forget the night before, it’s never too early to drink. So as soon as Nathan left I started finishing off the Jameson that was left open all night next to the couch. It still had all its notes but if it were a bouquet, then each of the flowers had withered. Something beautiful was gone from it now.
I left the water and food Nathan put out for me on the coffee table untouched. He was well-meaning when he put the water and cereal both into bowls for me, I was clearly having trouble with cups last night, but I wasn’t his pet. I wasn’t human either though. My name can’t be Brian if even I don’t call myself that.
My name was Berry Punch and I was an alcoholic. I was ashamed of what I did for alcohol. I felt ashamed of the person I was. I was ashamed of the way alcohol was crippling all of my relationships.
I thought about my friendship with Nathan in school. Looking back at it, I realized most of the time I hung out with him because he always invited me over to smoke. At some point he must have realized this, but he kept buying and inviting me over. Sometimes he even tempted me with beer. He didn’t have a lot of friends, so I thought I was being a good friend by coming over and smoking his weed. Was that a good friend? I didn’t ever watch ponies with him until last night. He was an awkward person; I could have tried harder to introduce him to my friends. I knew he had some kind of social disorder and would need help with that kind of thing. Instead, I just used him. And now, in a way, I was still using him. Far more than he used me last night.
I didn’t have to drink last night. I didn’t have to agree to share the alcohol I had on me and I didn’t have to agree to let him buy absinthe for me. But I did all of those things. And then I even let him have sex wih this body because I was weirdly horny and Nathan was there. I knew that Nathan would be grateful. He was always ‘grateful’ for what I did ‘for him’. 
This morning though I realized it meant far more to him than it did to me. He hugged me and nuzzled me. He put out food and water. He asked me if I needed anything and said he’d get it. He promised he’d bring back dinner. 
But what he was doing became clear to me when he dropped the question on me. Right before he had to go out the door:
Nathan got down on my eye level and asked, “Do… Do you want to be my boyfriend? Or my girlfriend?”
“What?? Why would you ask me that?” I asked bluntly.
“Well, I mean, we had fun last night,” he said, chuckling awkwardly. “We could do that every day, if you want. And you can stay here for as long as you want! I promise I’ll take care of you. I’m even buying some weed from a friend today so we can smoke like we used to. So... you’d sort of already be a girlfriend kind of, right? What’s the harm in making it ‘official’?’
“Nathan, those things were fun, but-”
“You can think about it! Please? I have to go but spend some time thinking about it, okay?”
So I did think about it. And then I started drinking about it.
I heard my cell phone buzz again. There had been over a dozen messages that morning but I couldn’t get beyond my lock screen and the only thing the previews told me was that most of them were in our group chat and there was one new person in there that wasn’t in my contacts. I had at least one missed call from Ruby as well. I could have probably fumbled with my phone enough to answer that but I didn’t. 
I was ashamed to tell Ruby I had fallen off the wagon again. After one day. And I was ashamed I butted heads with Mom. I was ashamed I attacked her. I scared her and I knew what she saw in me so I used it against her. That woman was only trying to protect her daughter from a monster coming back into her life and I would have done the same thing. She was right to want me to stay away. Things worked out better when I wasn’t involved.
I thought about Comet Tail and how he would be disappointed that the valium was not only already gone but that I was back to drinking. He wanted me to give myself over to our friendships but in all the talking we had done this weekend I didn’t even bring up with him the fact I was depressed or what my ulterior plans were for that party. I wanted to be a better friend, like he was: when someone called on him, he came...
For the third day in a row I cried out of self-pity.
I finished the bottle of Jameson by noon. Looking for something to distract myself from my sorrow and the absinthe waiting for me in the other room, I turned to Nathan’s video game console. The reason for leaving the console on was as obvious as the bright red app on the home screen: Netflix. Ponies.
It was easy enough to operate the analog sticks and buttons with the controller sitting in front of me. I started up the episode we left off on.
“Applebuck Season…” I read, unconvinced I was making the right decision.

“Cause tomorrow spring is here! ‘Cause tomorrow spring is here! ‘Cause tomorrow spring is here~!” I sang along with the ponies on the tv as loudly and as off-key as I dared. I don’t think I had ever heard this song before, but something about it made me feel good and excited. So much so that after I first heard it I immediately needed to hear it again. I fiddled with the game controller and went back to listen to it over and over again. I hadn’t even bothered to rewind like this when I saw my doppelganger pull Ruby inside the house to protect her from the ‘scary’ zebra. 
Incidentally, Ruby, Minuette and I were singing in this episode. The whole town was singing. In perfect harmony, all together. Something about the song resonated with me. It made me feel like I did when I was with Minuette. I saw her smile on the faces of all the ponies in that episode.
I needed to apologize to her for not trying harder. I needed to thank her for being a source of warmth in the cold world that I made around me. And I needed to tell her that I finally watched ‘that little pony show’ and that I finally understood why everyone around me liked it. It was inviting me into a whimsical and silly world and I wanted to go. If only because of the promise of friends.
After watching the whole episode of Winter Wrap Up again from the beginning I finally let the next episode play. 
I saw Pinchy was invited to a classmate’s ‘cuteciñera’ and apparently I was a chaperone. Instead of keeping an eye on the foals though, and catching Diamond Tiara bullying Apple Bloom, this was apparently the episode I drank straight out of the punch bowl.
“Welp, there it is…” I sighed and pointed it out to no one else but myself. “I see the resemblance now...”
I felt like scolding myself for what she did because I could have seen myself doing something similar if I was properly drunk already. I wonder if I was an embarrassment like that to my Ruby as well?
After dealing with the self-reflection that episode brought up, I felt the need to rewatch Winter Wrap Up again. Not to avoid thinking about my flaws, but to remind me of who was there for me. I heard my phone buzz a few times again during that trip through Winter Wrap Up. I was eager to be able to check my phone and hear from them again...
It was during the reprise of Winter Wrap Up when I heard a clunker pull up outside the trailer. I knew that could be only one person. After crying my eyes out and being indoctrinated into ponies I was eager for company again. I met Nathan at the door.
“Welcome home, Nathan!” I greeted him as he stepped in.  I couldn’t prevent my tail from  wagging a little bit. 
“It’s good to be home,” Nathan greeted me with that funny smile of his. It was good to see another person, even if he now smelled a little worse than the night before now. He had a few bags with him and one of them contained the promised food. He even had a carrier for two chocolate shakes. I still wasn’t sure if I was hungry or just felt tired but I knew either way we needed to take care of the food first while it was warm.
We sat on the couch where I suspected he ate most of his meals. He offered to help me eat but I insisted I wanted to try to feed myself. Which started with me just holding the box of fries between my hooves and pouring them into my open muzzle.
I asked Nathan how his day went. He told me about some people at work who didn’t like him and about some customers who were impatient with him because he “wasn’t a mind-reader”.
I nodded along and offered my ear. I didn’t comment much because he clearly wanted to talk and I wasn’t totally sure who was at fault for most of the stuff he brought up.
While he talked with his mouth full I started picking up a new awful smell. At first I thought it was just him; maybe he ate something gross earlier or just had bad breath. However when I went to unwrap my own burger I found the same smell coming from it. I sniffed it and looked it over. What was going on here?
“Um, Nathan?” I interrupted him. I sniffed my burger again. It smelled… ‘off’.  “What’s on this thing?”
“Nothing,” Nathan insisted. “It’s just a plain cheeseburger. I only like when they’re plain and I wasn’t sure what you liked.”
With Nathan’s assurance I took a bite. As I chewed I was almost sure there was something wrong with it. Lingering with the grease and seasoning was the taste of death. Almost like the meat rotted a bit before being cooked. I refused to swallow it so instead I spat it out. The taste made me gag and retch but I had nothing to vomit up.
“How can you eat that?” I asked Nathan before I poured some fries into my mouth to cover up the lingering taste. Nathan watched me confused for a bit, smelled his own burger and then, as if struck by epiphany, slapped his own forehead.
“Ponies don’t eat meat!” he scolded himself. “I’m sorry. I should have got you a salad or something. I can’t believe I was so stupid.”
“No no, it’s fine! I wasn’t hungry. And… I didn’t know,” I admitted. I thought back to the fast food I had eaten in the past few days. My consistent disappointment with the ‘Crappy Meals’ started to make more sense.
“So, is that in the show? They’re vegetarian?” I asked. “I don’t think I got to that yet.”
“Yeah! In the song in Over a Barrel. Pinkie Pie says the ponies and buffalo are both vegetarians,” Nathan shared.
After biting my straw wrapper open and making sure my shake was palatable I shared my thoughts on the My Little Pony show so far. Nathan was more than eager to talk about ponies with someone.
He explained fan theories on zebras and told me about Trixie’s return and the layout of Equestria. He spoilered future episodes for me and told me about fanfics he had read. It was a bit of an information overload and I didn’t follow all of it but I told myself to try and be a better friend and take in what I could. 
It wasn’t until I heard my phone buzz again did I finally find a good reason to stop him. When asked, he dug through the shopping bag. Among the shower puff, body wash and towel he retrieved the item I needed the most: a phone stylus. He tore the pony-proof packaging open for me and slipped the blunt end into my mouth. 
I bee-lined it for my phone to finally see what was going on in the outside world. Ever since I had turned into a pony my world had shrunk considerably. A few tentative taps with the stylus in my mouth and my phone was unlocked. I took in my unread messages.
“Cheese, I missed a lot,” I muttered around my stylus. The group chat and just about everyone in it had messaged me. Especially Ruby.
“Is everything okay?” Nathan asked from the couch. 
“I… don’t know,” I said, my ears faltering at my admission. The stylus bounced in my mouth like a familiar cigarette.  “This might take a while to figure out…”
I first checked Ruby’s messages. They started last night:
Brianna: “I still need you too Brian. We shouldn’t have to choose between family members. I still think things can work out.”
“Please don’t drink too much.”

And continued into this morning:
Brianna: “I had the same dream again.”
“I know you don’t have a stylus. Find something conductive and voice-to-text when you can.”
“Mom has been trying to help me walk. I don’t like the constant push against my hooves when I’m standing. And I’m trying to practice walking like you did but turns out I have NO balance.”

I know she didn’t mean to hurt me. But that message did. I should have been there for her to see her take her first steps. I should have been Mom...
“So, I didn’t get the weed yet,” Nathan spoke up, snapping me out of my thoughts. “But my friend said he could just come by with it.” I had forgotten all about him mentioning weed this morning. I was far more concerned with the rest of that conversation.
“Oh. You didn’t have to do that. We don’t need to smoke. I barely do that anymore,” I explained. Of course, one of the reasons I stopped was because I wanted to have more money for my more important vice.
“But you like to. And I want to take care of you,” he said. He got up from the couch to come over to me. 
I could feel what conversation was coming just like I could smell Nathan as he approached me. “So did you think about what I asked? This morning? Do you… can I be your boyfriend?”
“Nathan, I can’t. Our friendship isn’t like that,” I tried with him after putting my stylus down. He tried to hold my hoof and I took it from him. 
“But it’s just like it. You’re living with me and we’re having sex. You’re a pony and my friend and amazing. Why can’t you just say yes?”
“Okay, first off, that was a one time thing,” I explained. “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for myself. I used you and I’m sorry,” I said, channeling my inner Twilight Sparkle.
“I don’t care that you used me. We can keep doing it anyway,” Nathan insisted. “And you can keep living here.”
“Well… thank you. But I don’t want to do it anymore. I don’t want to be your boyfriend or whatever. I got off, a little, to what we did but I can’t date you. I’m not… you’re not my type,” I explained. “Is that going to be okay?”
He was quiet and upset but reluctantly agreed. Understandably disappointed he lost some of his benefits with my friendship. I placed a hoof on his hand and put on a smile.
“You’re still friends with someone who’s a pony, you know? And we can still watch ponies together,” I promised.
He gave a waving smile. Then looked away and asked, “Can we still cuddle?” 
“Like… in bed? Just cuddling? ...non-sexually?” I asked. He nodded emphatically. I finally understood just how touch-starved the person before me was. My heart went out to him. It wasn’t that bad being the little spoon...
“We can,” I promised. He smiled happily. Then I caveated, “but you need to wash those sheets. And yourself.” I was going to suggest the whole trailer but then I would be getting hypocritical. I knew how easy it was to live in filth when none of it seemed to matter.
“It’s a deal!” He agreed. He grabbed my foreleg by the hoof and made us shake on it. “I’ll go wash them right now!”
He got up to do just that. Feeling a little better about myself and my situation I turned back to my messages:
Brianna: “I think I’m getting the hang of it. But it’s more annoying than I thought it would be. I think I’m going to try to learn magic instead.”
Brianna: “Sweet Celestial Carrot Top responded. This is important. Check the group chat.”

There were more messages from Ruby beyond that one but I obeyed. I bit down on my stylus and then tapped it on the group chat icon. There were pages of messages to go through. I started skimming as well as I could. A lot of discussion seemed to be thoughts on the show. I stopped when I saw pictures.
There was a blue unicorn with a white shock in her hair. She was standing on what was unmistakably hotel room carpet and was waving up at the person taking the photo, presumably Chad, and giving her biggest, happiest pony smile possible. As if infected by an electronic-borne virus I started smiling too. I didn’t think her smile could get better. 
Shortly following her was the most precious pink unicorn smiling into her camera that seemed propped up on her desk. Her tablet stylus still held in her mouth. I felt so much love seeing her face… and so ashamed of myself.
Next there was the yellow unicorn stallion from my dreams standing awkwardly for a photo. His blue bangs were swept to one side of his horn. He looked like he was taking the photo out of obligation.
I scrolled past a few more messages and saw that new contact’s first message:
“Monica: She responded!“
“Monica: Welcome Carrot Top!”
“I’m so glad you found me I thought I was going crazy turns out I’m just a little hoarse”

And then with more scrolling I found that the phone call that I thought was from my filly was actually a group video call that I missed. 
“Someone catch Barry up”
Conner: “I’ll fill him in.”

Wondering what that was all about I went to check Comet’s messages. I scrolled past the ones that had already been read to me by Ruby and found the first new one:
Conner: “Are you alright?”
“Carrot Top says we got a place we can all stay. It’s her grandparent's old farm in Creighton. Apparently they were Doomsday preppers.”

“A place-” I started rereading before a loud, rhythmic knock on the trailer door caused me to jump up. I hid crouched behind the coffee table and waited. 
The knocking came again.
“Nathan! I know you’re fucking home. Put your dick away and answer the door!” came a male voice from beyond the door. This was followed by Nathan’s phone on the couch vibrating. I galloped off for the bedroom to find him and met him on the way there.
“Nathan! Why didn’t you tell me he was on his way??” I questioned him. 
“Sorry. I thought I did,” Nathan apologized. There was another knock on the door. I turned my head to look back at the noise. Surprisingly, I could turn my head around enough to see completely down my back. I looked back to Nathan.
“Alright. Have fun!” I darted past him and went to go hide under his bed. As I introduced myself to the soda bottles and lost socks I heard Nathan answer the door and let in his dealer. 
I heard Nathan mumble some kind of apology and a voice let himself in. My ears picked up a second new voice as well. Settled into my hiding spot I found nothing else to do than eavesdrop.
“What’s with the food? ‘You eating for two now?” came the first voice.
“N-no. I had a friend over.”
“Oh yeah? Where’s he? Is he smoking too?”
“Uh. No. He’s gone now.”
“...didn’t even finish his burger… can we sit down for a bit?”
A ‘bit’ dragged on to five minutes. That telltale smell hit my nostrils. It seems like they were going to smoke him out. Five minutes dragged onto twenty. The majority of the dead air in the conversation was filled with the sound of video clips and laughter. At first I thought Nathan was being polite. Then I thought he was just in no hurry to get them to leave. 
Around the twenty minute mark of talks about video games and movies I started to wonder if Nathan had forgotten about me. After I started zoning out of the conversation and just heard their voices as noise I started to pick up just how little Nathan was contributing to it. I began to suspect Nathan was too polite or intimidated to ask them to leave.
“Hey, you got two phones?” the second ‘guest’ asked. Despite not being in the room, I figured out what he was talking about before the other two present: I had left my phone out on the coffee table. 
“....what?” Nathan asked from within his high. “...oh. No, that’s... my friend’s phone. She, uh, forgot it.”
“She?” came the dealer. “Shit. Nate. ‘you get a girlfriend?”
“No. I meant he. He’s a he. It’s okay. She’s coming by tomorrow for it,” Nathan tried to backtrack his statement. Nathan, of course, was lost in a haze. 
“Oh... it’s one of those trans things?” dismissed the dealer. “So this is all their shit? That makes more sense. I was wondering what the hell you were doing with body wash and a loofah.”
There was a loud cackle of laughter from the third person. The dealer joined him.  
“You could learn something from your friend,” came the second-in-command. Nathan mumbled something inaudible as a reply.
“They probably aren’t doing much better! They left all of their shit here!” the dealer added. They both laughed again. Once the laughter died down again the dealer cleared his throat and resumed talking.
“So, seriously... you two fucking?” The dealer asked. “‘’Cause if you’re putting it in anything besides a cum jar... I’m happy for you, dude.”
If that was anything like a piss bottle I really didn’t want to know. 
There was an awkwardly long pause while they seemed to wait for Nathan’s response. Which told me Nathan was either way higher than the other two or he was thinking up a lie.
“Um. Yeah! Actually she’s a pony,” Nathan boasted. 
There was a long silence in the living room. During which I wanted to slap my forehead in frustration but held off because I figured the sound of my hoof hitting my skull would alert them. I assumed Nathan was trying to impress these people and not thinking clearly.
“Like your toys? So… like an imaginary friend?” the dealer struggled from his elevation to figure out what was going on.
“So are you just fucking lying then?”  the guest accused. “You leave all this shit out to make us think you had a girlfriend?”
“No-no! She’s real! She’s… hiding. Because she’s shy,” Nathan claimed. I wished Nathan would stop talking. I tried scooting further under the bed to hide better. My rump hit wall.
“Alright. That’s fine,” the dealer said, clearly losing interest. “Your friend is ‘shy’.”
There was another short silence.
“So, uh, you guys hear about this bat flu thing?” the guest suggested. 
Instead of the conversation continuing though I heard the couch squeak followed by footsteps. Coming towards the bedroom. I knew who was coming. As a last resort I covered my face with a leg. Maybe he won’t see me?
“Berry. Come and smoke with us,” offered Nathan’s voice before me.
“You don’t see me. I’m not here,” I pretended behind my hoof.
“Yes you are! Come on!” he asserted, pulling my hoof away from my face. I gave my half-baked friend a pleading look.
“Yo! Nathan! You got anything to eat besides cereal?” shouted the guest.
“Yeah!” Nathan shouted for him but at me. 
My back legs dragged against the carpet as he pulled me out against my wishes. As I fought to keep my place I grunted and huffed in protest which sounded remarkably similar to neighing.
“The fuck are you doing in there?” came the guest. I heard him come down the hallway. Nathan let go of my foreleg now that it seemed the horse was already out of the barn. I gave up as well and decided to just stand up to have some dignity.
‘The guest’ walked in on us and I finally had a face to one of the voices. He was a baby-faced guy with shaggy blonde hair. I saw his half-baked eyes open slightly wider in surprise.
“Woah... Nathan, you got a purple horse?” he asked my friend.
“I’m… a pony actually,” I spoke up. It had the intended effect of draining the color from his flushed face.
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Nathan ended up getting his wish and I ended up joining them in the living room. After the initial obligatory declarations and a long explanation on the nature of what and who I am, Nathan’s high acquaintances took a talking purple pony in good stride. They both instinctively wanted to pet me; I guess I just had that effect on people now. It felt awkward being around three guys completely naked but they didn’t seem to bat an eye at my nudity. Naturally, they wanted ‘the purple cartoon pony’ to smoke with them. I understood the appeal from their point of view and I didn’t like to disappoint. Pretty soon we were gathered around the coffee table passing the bong. ‘The guest’, who I learned was named Cody, and ‘the dealer’ took the couch. The dealer was a slightly older guy with long hair and a goatee named Garrett. I appreciated Nathan sitting next to me on the floor so that I didn’t feel like a pet not allowed on the furniture.
Garrett demonstrated some smoke rings before he passed the bong over to Cody. The bong was the old one of Nathan’s, still complete with pony stickers. Friendship is Magic was playing on the TV on low volume because to them there was nothing more perfect in this situation as background noise.
“So... what’s she like?” Garrett asked Nathan as he gestured to me. 
“What do you mean?” Nathan asked him as he idly rubbed my back.
“I’m a guy; he/him, please,” I reminded Garrett. To Garret’s credit he nodded in agreement and clarified his statement.
“Like in bed. When you’re fucking. What’s his horse pussy like?”
Cody added laughter to the conversation before he started his hit. I thought I was humiliated from that. And then Nathan answered.
“It’s amazing. It’s hot and slippery and it’s got this... grip. And when she winks she flexes. And I can feel it, like, it feels like it’s milking my cock.” 
Nathan, high as a kite, went into horrific, praise-worthy detail about my pony sex. I was mortified and once again my burning blush went unnoticed thanks to the purple hue of my coat.
“God damn,” Garrett reacted to the raving review. He turned to me and gave me a playful wink. “Think you can give me a ride sometime?” Before I could answer Cody interrupted, just as he was passing the bong to Nathan.
“You’d actually fuck her?” Cody asked his friend. “What if you catch a disease or something? What if... whatever the fuck she has infects you?”
“It’s he/him. And I don’t think I’m contagious,” I told him. Then looked back to Garrett. “And this pony doesn’t give any more ‘rides’. That was just… friends experimenting. I’m still trying to figure this body out.”
Nathan finished his hit and slid the bong over to me. He was ready with the lighter for my turn. I was definitely needing to relax. My muzzle fit well over the tube and Nathan helped light. I found my pony lungs were deeper and stronger than they ever were as a human. I held it way longer than I could have before. 
Muscles in my neck and back I didn’t know I was tensing up relaxed. I exhaled. Everyone stopped to watch the purple pony nearly disappear in a puff of smoke.
As if to congratulate me, Nathan’s hand found the spot on my head right behind my ears and began to massage. I immediately liked it. From my loosening posture Nathan seemed to have caught onto this fact. I pressed my head into that hand and closed my eyes.
“So you two really aren’t going to fuck anymore?” Garrett asked. “You made it sound awesome.”
“It was! But it was like… a trade. I bought her absinthe,” Nathan tried to explain.  
“He/him,” I chimed again while lolling from my head rub. Seeing as I was incapacitated, Nathan took the bong from me with his free hand and sat it down on the table closer to Garrett. 
Forget the weed, I was defeated by Nathan’s endless rubbing. It felt like Nathan’s fingertips were kneading my worries out of my brain.
“So. Do you guys do other stuff now then?” Nathan asked.
“N-no. We’re just... going to be cuddle buddies now,” Nathan answered solemnly.
“Well what did you do before that then? What’s that muzzle feel like?” he said to Nathan. Cody was chuckling. I didn’t like this conversation. 
I craned my neck upright from its relaxed state and re-opened my eyes to check on this man. His eyes seemed noticeably more focused than Cody’s and Nathan’s. I wouldn’t have thought much of this except for the fact he was studying me intently with those eyes. A deep, primitive part of my brain interpreted that look as one of a predator.
Cody gave Nathan and Garrett a skeptical look.
“Are you asking... a horse for a blowjob?” He asked his long-haired friend who shrugged.
“Honestly?” he replied. “I’d probably settle for a hoofjob. If vaginal costs a bottle of absinthe, how much for a hoofjob?”
For emphasis Garrett blew me a kiss. I mockingly gagged on it. 
“Berry isn’t a whore,” Nathan came to the defense of my character. Garrett waved dismissively.
“You say that, but it sounds like that’s her best skill. If you aren’t fucking, what is she to you now?”
“It’s he,” I tried one last time. 
“What? Berry’s my friend,” Nathan said as he put an arm around me. I leaned into him for emphasis.
“Is she?” Garrett questioned. He seemed to pretend he was confused. My way higher companions didn’t seem to notice the difference. “She’s crashing here. You buy her whatever she wants, you pet her, you feed her. What is she doing for you now? She’s not cleaning. I bet she’s not cooking… and she’s not putting out... that sounds like either a pet or a shit girlfriend.” 
“Dude, how can she pick up anything… she’s got hooves…” Cody contributed.
“Berry’s… my friend,” Nathan repeated like a waning mantra. I looked around at these people trying to figure out what was going on. They were all talking about me as if I had no say in the matter.
“Friends still give back, don’t they? It sounds like she’s taking advantage of you,” Garrett pointed out. I remembered all the times I most certainly did take advantage of Nathan. I was still taking advantage of him in a way. Apparently I was wearing my emotions on my face because Garrett looked more smug as he continued. 
“So really, if you think about it, she should be doing something for you to show you how grateful she is. I let my friends know I appreciate them. And I’m just saying, it sounds like she’s amazing at taking cock,” Garrett said before shrugging innocently.
“She said she doesn’t want to,” Nathan said, looking at anything other than him now. Without Nathan’s eye contact Garrett’s piercing eyes settled onto mine. He stared at me like I was nothing; like he was looking right through me. 
“Well you know, sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to do. Sometimes our friends have to do things they don’t want to do too. And if they aren’t doing them? Sometimes they just need a little push. What’s she going to do if she doesn’t like it? Call the police?”
This was wrong. What he was suggesting. What he was trying to plant in Nathan’s brain. It was a web of twisted logic and appeals to desire. There was no empathy. Only manipulation. 
“What are you trying to do?” I demanded. He finally acknowledged my words and grinned down at me with authority.
“I’m just looking out for my friends. I don’t want you taking advantage of Nathan,” he replied confidently.
“No. You’re a psychopath,” I corrected him. “You’re the one confusing and taking advantage of him. You need to leave!” I commanded as I pointed a hoof at the door. Garrett smiled at me like I said something funny.
“You can’t kick me out. This is Nathan’s home. You’re not in charge here.”
I turned to Nathan.
“Nathan, please tell him to leave,” I begged and shook the person beside me. Nathan looked a little confused but sympathetic. “Nathan, this person is a manipulator.”
After searching my eyes Nathan finally nodded in agreement. He turned back to Garrett.
“Please go,” Nathan told him.
“Okay. You’re the boss, Nathan,” Garrett agreed and stood up to his full height. He turned to his friend and gestured. “Come on, Cody.”
“Aww, I was wanting to see what the new dresses looked like,” Cody said, gesturing to the My Little Pony episode playing on the TV. After seeing the room was against him, he mumbled something while staggering to his feet to follow.
I helped Nathan walk them to the door. Once they were outside Cody ambled towards his friend's car but had to wait because Garrett turned to get the last word in.
“This is your home, Nathan. Don’t let that pussy control you,” he said pointing right at me.  “Especially if you aren’t getting any of it.”
Once they had left, Nathan and I went back inside. In mostly silence we finished off the weed to ease the tension in the air. What little relaxation I got from smoking was replaced by paranoia. I helped finish off the bud still in the bong but Garrett’s words were bothering me. 
My phone on the table buzzed. After all that excitement with our ‘guests’ I wasn’t able to check my messages. I got up to pick up my phone and stylus. Taking a note from what I learned from the My Little Pony show, I carried my germy phone and stylus back to the couch in my mouth. I got to checking my phone while Nathan continued watching ponies. I got past my lock screen and reread the message there:
	Conner: “Carrot Top says we got a place we can all stay. It’s her grandparent’s old farm in Creighton. Apparently they were Doomsday preppers.”
“It’s a bit of a drive but that’s for the best since I want to check a lead I got for a Joseph Revert. She’s got the right birthday. Her alumni info puts her in the Kansas City area. ”
“Do you want us to come pick you up? Chad’s driving us all down tomorrow.”

A place to stay with more ponies! With my friends. With my daughter. I immediately tapped out a short response, which was all I cared to do with the stylus in my mouth:
	Me: “Yes”

I turned to Nathan to give him the news.
“So, it turns out all my friends are going somewhere,” I started. “They’re going to come pick me up tomorrow.”
Nathan looked shocked and a little hurt. He remained mostly silent. So much that I asked, “Are you going to be okay?”
“Can… can I come too?” he asked. I felt my ears deflate a bit. 
“I… I don’t know,” I admitted. I remembered all the times I should have introduced him to my friends. All the times I should have stood up for him and invited him along. “I… I’ll ask,” I promised. 
I saw the outro to My Little Pony playing on the TV. I still felt awkward doing voice-to-text, especially in front of others and I had a lot of messages to reply to, so I asked Nathan to go shower while I asked about him and told everyone I was alright. Reluctantly he agreed.
I asked the group, specifically Carrot Top, if Nathan could come along. Minuette and Comet Tail were mostly just asking how I was and how they were handling being a pony. Ruby’s were a little different though:
Brianna: “I spent an hour trying to move a pencil across my desk. I have a headache.”
“I remembered a step-by-step process I was taught when I was in my dream and tried to follow it but in my dreams I could feel the objects in my mind before I moved them.” 
“Maybe Ruby can only move minerals. I’m starting to regret giving my rock collection away.”
“I think I can make my watch run slower? Aren’t there gems in old watches?
“Okay it might just be a bad watch.”

If anyone could figure it out it would be her. I noticed my other unicorn friends didn’t seem to be interested in trying to figure out if they could do magic. I suppose they knew there was probably a limit to even what the curse would do. After all, this was a curse, wasn’t it? Nothing good was supposed to come from curses.
Carrot Top sent a new message:
	“Absolutely not I don’t want any humans here the only one I’m allowing is Chad because he’s Minuette’s fiance”

Yeah, that sounded like the Claudia I knew. I thought it was odd she referred to herself as not human. I suppose I knew what she meant though: we didn’t look the part and people could be dangerous. 
A cleaner, less smelly and still slightly damp Nathan rejoined me on the couch. I had to give him the bad news. He took it about as well I would have expected. He was crushed. I felt like I needed to spin this. Somehow.
“Nathan, I really appreciate all you’ve done for me,” I started. “Tonight might be our last time to hang out for a while. So… let’s live it up!”  
Seeing as I declared it a party and I wanted to thank Nathan for taking me in, I wanted to start the evening off right. I shared what I could with him with what I had on hoof and I walked him through how to properly louche absinthe. As well as one could with a spoonful of loose sugar and tap water anyway. Nathan found the cloudy, diluted and sweetened absinthe much easier than the straight stuff. I thought the sweetness was appropriate for pony watching, which is what Nathan and I both wanted to do. I drank. Just a little. Enough to keep the headaches and tremors at bay. And to make sure Nathan’s drinks were properly balanced, sweetened and emulsified. The weed that he did manage to buy though, that was fair game.
Nathan and I were both getting the munchies so he ordered a pizza. Nathan promised me the next episode was really good and I was piqued. With a stomach full of pizza, a gentle buzz and a small high, by the time we started up the following episode, Sonic Rainboom, I could tell we were both feeling better. Nathan was idly petting my back, probably enjoying the sensation of my coat while half-baked. In my state of mind I was quite content with the petting as well.

All petting stopped though when Rarity had literally flown too close to the sun. I was so  emotionally invested in the show when Rarity plummeted to the earth, I didn’t even realize I was standing on the couch. 
The Wonderbolts dived into action to save her but were knocked out by her panicked kicking. It reminded me of the stories of people being pulled under by panicked drowning victims. 
With the rescue attempt failed, there were now three ponies falling to their death thousands of feet from the bottomless arena. There were screams and ponies covered their faces or looked away. A tragedy was going to occur, far too late now to rescue the ponies now falling in a group. 
But Rainbow Dash tried anyway. She didn’t give up. Not when her friends’ lives were at stake. 
Rainbow Dash dived.
It was silly to get worked up by a children’s show. Of course she would save her friend. This was that kind of story and I knew Rarity would survive… but I knew what was going to happen. I was excited anyway when what they called “impossible” earlier in the episode did indeed happen: One little pony broke the sound barrier to save her friend. A burst of light accompanying the sonic boom radiated outward at the moment it broke. That sweeping stretch of rainbow must have stretched out for miles at that height. At the speed she was now diving, she should have caught up to her friends and hit the ground in a matter of seconds. Somehow, with a  rainbow trail following her, she made a 90 degree correction. She flew parallel over the ground at Mach one then pulled up to rejoin her friends and a cheering crowd in what was a matter of seconds.
The whole crowd was cheering. She was immediately gifted first place for the competition she was in. The Princess came to congratulate Rainbow Dash. Rarity gave her friendship lesson but as the episode winded down it seemed so surreal to me. Like something too good to be true had happened. What she did was impossible. What she did was a miracle in their world.
“That was awesome!” I turned to tell Nathan. Maybe it was just the alcohol talking. Or the pizza or weed. It would have been true either way. Rainbow Dash earned the word ‘awesome’ in my book. She was just as cool as the Elements of Harmony in the beginning to me. Nathan was happy to see how much I was enjoying this. 
We continued more episodes, talking longer and longer in between. He wanted to talk about ponies and the nature of my curse.
“Do you think some people turned into the mane six?” Nathan asked. I was surprised I hadn’t thought of that sooner. But if there were so many ponies that I was Berry Punch there might have been the mane six too. Maybe they were even the ones responsible? 
We discussed what the mane six would be like as humans and tried to figure out what gender they would be. 
We agreed on Rarity and Pinkie Pie being female. Rarity had to be a fashion designer. We brainstormed Pinkie Pie was probably an overnight baker who liked their ‘powder sugar’ a little too much and maybe even had an exotic pet or two. Nathan insisted Fluttershy was female but I disagreed. There were plenty of shy, quiet guys like that. They were the type to want to date a Fluttershy. Applejack and Rainbow Dash were probably guys. Twilight Sparkle was probably a huge nerd and a genius but apparently found time for their five friends. Twilight was smart; maybe she got a hold of some dark magic bullshit and that’s how this came about?
“Do you think the pegasi can fly?” Nathan asked while rubbing that little extra bit of fluff on my chest. I shook my head.
“I have three friends who are all unicorns. They don’t seem to be able to do anything like magic and Ruby is trying her hardest. Plus pegasus wings would be too small to help them fly,” I reasoned before I paused and looked at the television in thought. “But if there is a Rainbow Dash, from what I’ve seen of her, she’s probably already tried to jump off of her roof to fly and broke a leg.”  
Nathan snickered and it was funny but I’d hope the hypothetical pony would be okay. 
“What about bees? Bees aren’t supposed to be able to fly but they do, right?”
“Yeah but have you seen how those things fly? Imagine a 200 lb horse flying like that. You would think she was bucking drunk!”
The rest of the night went much smoother. We got increasingly more drunk and finished off every bit of food in front of us. We just nearly finished off Season 1 before Nathan started nodding off on the couch. I guess it was bedtime.
“Hey, you want to go cuddle?” I suggested to him. He ran a hand all the way down my mane and rubbed me under the chin. He then agreed. He tried to carry me off to bed again. This time, being more familiar with my weight, he got a step further, but I was still a small horse and Nathan was very drunk and very full. 
Despite how drunk I was, I managed to get up onto his bed on my own this time. The sheets smelled and felt so much better. The room as a whole had a salty smell still but it was an improvement. 
“Do you want me to get the absinthe?” Nathan asked as he started stripping. I was a little surprised but then calmed myself figuring he just slept in the nude.
“Uh, no. I’m good,” I said as I rolled over and claimed some of the pillow for myself. The main light turned off and I felt Nathan climb into bed and lay down in front of me. He started stroking and rubbing me right under the jawline. I smiled. Nathan was really affectionate. 
“Roll over,” he breathed on me. I rolled over and tucked into him, figuring he wanted to spoon with his pony friend. He pressed into my back and began massaging my chest with the arm wrapped around me. 
I guessed he was just an affectionate drunk... that made sense.
He kissed me on the back of the head and his hand slipped lower and began rubbing my belly. The long, slow strokes were ticklish. A few giggles escaped me before I pushed his hand off of it.
“Don’t do that. I’m ticklish there,” I complained. His hand rested there for a moment before he started up again. I grabbed hold of it with both front hooves. “I mean it, stop.”
His hand stopped tickling me but I started to feel a peppering of kisses just right behind my ear.  
“Can we do it one more time?,” Nathan asked me in a hushed whisper. I hesitated for a moment, trying to think of what he meant other than that. To remove any shadow of a doubt his hand found its way under my tail and I felt a finger slither across my entrance. I went rigid.
“Nathan, no,” I said firmly as I started to push him away and get up. He was just drunk, I told myself. Nathan’s arm didn’t release me though; instead his arm pinned me back down to the bed and pulled me back towards him. Nearly under him.
“It’ll be the last time though. ‘It’s a party’,” he breathed his answer onto the side of my face. A fragrance of alcohol, weed and pizza made me tuck my head away.
“Nathan, I said we’re not doing this anymore!” I said into the bed as I found myself just about pinned under him. “Stop!”
“But you owe me,” Nathan explained as he applied more weight to my back to keep me in place while he physically lifted my tail out of the way. “I bought you food... and body wash... and weed and… and you’re just going to leave me.”
“I said thank you! Nathan! Stop,” my lower legs were splayed out behind me. “I don’t owe you this.”
“It’s not that big of a deal. We already did it,” he said dismissively as I felt him try to enter me. My body was much less receptive than it was last night.
“It’s gay! I don’t want it! Stop,” I insisted as I tried to lift him off of me. For my squirming he crushed me with more body weight. He tried again to push himself inside of me. “Thi-this is rape!” 
“Just let me have this again,” he begged, hot breath tickling my ear. “You’re so good at it. Just do what you’re good at. Wink for me.”
Whether it was the crushing weight or my fear my body started trembling. He met resistance again but he was determined and hurt me. I started to wonder if it would be easier and less painful to just give in.
“You used me. Just let me use you. Then it’s fair,” he said into my ear. I realized how close his face was to me and turned to face him. For the second time today, I was surprised how far my neck turned. I panicked. WIth no other opportunity present I bit his nose. Just hard enough to scare him, I thought. 
He immediately jumped away and I could breathe again. With just one good breath in my lung I threw myself off the bed. I landed on some old plates and plastic bags.
I was surprised how quickly my legs worked with the amount of shaking they did. I galloped to his cracked bedroom door but when I went to open it my stupid hoof closed the door shut with a click. I looked at the door knob. There was no way I could open that.
Sound started registering again in my head just as my attacker wrapped his arms around my middle. 
“Berry! Come on!”
My back legs went out to kick him away. They met mostly air and stomach but it pushed him back. I reared my back legs up and blindly bucked again. 
I felt something snap behind me and I heard a great topple to the floor. The longest moment of my day happened within that second of silence. 
Nathan started screaming and he didn’t let up. I finally looked back to see what I had done. He was sitting there among clothes and cans and attempting to hold his arm against his body but it looked like his arm had a new spot in it where it bent.
No. No, that bone was not supposed to bend that way. Even in the low-light I could clearly make out swelling now. I stood there in shock as he continued screaming. How did I break his arm like that with just a kick?
I saw lights come on outside. Other people in other mobile homes were waking up to the sound of his screaming. Finally my panicking pushed me to action.
“Nathan!  Stop screaming! We’ll call 911!” I stepped toward him to reassure him. He pushed himself away from me. “It’ll be okay! Let’s get your phone!” 
“I’m sorry!” he screamed in between the hoarse calls of pain. “I’m sorry!”
“It’s okay! It’s okay! Let’s just call the police for you!” I told him. Of course, I prayed they wouldn’t find me here. 
There was a banging on the front door and shouts from outside. The neighbors were coming to investigate what was going on. People were going to come in here to help him. They were going to ask questions and they were going to find me.
I made my decision then. I couldn’t let them find me the way I was. I had to not get caught or dissected. I had to see my pony friends again and my daughter. So I had to leave Nathan. There was more pounding on the front door. Nathan’s screaming was down to loud, sporadic moans. 
I initially thought I was trapped but my panicked fight-or-flight brain saw a way out. “I’m sorry, Nathan,” I told him as I approached his window and peaked out. The rear of the mobile home was clear.
“...it’s… o-kay,” he moaned out. “I… I’m sorry…” He looked pale and was shaking. I thought his neighbors were going to break his front door open. I couldn’t wait. I turned around and bucked the window. To my relief, it shattered. As easily as…
I knew I had no time to wait now. I carefully stepped through the window and jumped out. I hit the ground running. Distant screams and shadows danced in the corner of my vision as I ran.
I could still hear his screaming when I saw the red and blue emergency lights in the distance, it played in my head. The sirens sounded like pained wails.
My adrenaline was pumping so hard the only reason I wasn’t running at a full gallop was fear of being caught that night. Instead I was taking blocks in sprints at a time. I hid behind trees, parked cars and trash cans. I went a block over when I saw a human walking their dog. The dog had seen me and started barking like crazy. The human fortunately seemed oblivious and annoyed. 
The street Comet’s parents lived on came into view. Beyond the street lights the street was otherwise bathed in shadows. Seeing the coast seemed clear enough I just booked it the last few hundred yards to their yard, up their driveway and onto their porch. I didn’t stop until I knocked on their door.
Still somewhat in shock I noticed how despite the tremoring I wasn’t the least out of breath. After a few minutes I knocked again with my hoof against the door. For a split second I wondered if they weren’t home. I wondered how else I could get their attention and stood up on my hind legs to ring their door bell as well.
After what felt like far too long, the porch light came on and a middle aged man with short gray hair and a trimmed goatee tentatively answered the door in sweatpants and an old t-shirt. For some reason I had expected Comet Tail and was thrown off until the face started to register again from nearly a decade ago. I had only met Comet’s parents a handful of times.
When he saw me he looked relieved. “It’s Connor’s friend,” he called out behind him in a gruff, tired voice. He turned back to me. “It’s Brian, right? Are you alright?” 
I really didn’t know anymore but nodded. He beckoned me inside where an equally aged woman in a bathrobe and a yellow unicorn closer to my size were waiting for me. His clean, light yellow coat was fully nude. His large, tired sapphire eyes were tired and worried.
It was so good to see a friend I felt safe around. Especially a pony friend. When I saw Comet I broke. I felt guilty for what I had done. I went to him with my head hung low. Without a word Comet Tail sat down on his haunches and embraced me with forelegs. He pet my mane and I cried.

	
		14. Homestead



It was good to be with my friends again. Even if it was piled on the back seat of Comet’s Civic. Ruby and I shared a seat belt while Comet took the other side. Minuette plopped herself right in the middle of us and was happy to be able to reach everyone else in the car, including Chad who was driving. The passenger windows had sun shades placed over them and the back window had a blanket stuffed in front of it.. It was a reasonable precaution, but I couldn’t help think Chad looked lonely up there being made to drive us around.
Ruby’s leg stayed curled around mine for a long time on the drive. It might have been to help control the slight tremors in my own legs but I think she needed it for support too. She spent a lot of time squirming like a small dog in a car. She said it was because she was getting motion-sick. There wasn’t much we could do about it but Minuette jokingly offered to barf with her if she did get sick so that she wouldn’t feel so bad for being the only one.
Chad and Minuette had come and picked Comet and I up first, seeing as it was Comet’s car he was driving. The two had offered us to swing back and pick up my stuff at Nathan’s but I declined. As much as I wanted one of those cigarettes that morning, I didn’t know if Nathan would be home or if it would even be safe to go back there right now. Comet’s dad couldn’t offer me as much as a glass of wine that morning either, being the staunch clergyman he was, so I just did my best to ignore the shaking in my hooves. At least, despite how cramped the back seat was, the air conditioning was helping my symptoms too.
I did my best to keep myself composed while we had stopped at my mom’s house. I wanted to look strong in front of her as well as be strong for Ruby. Chad had gone to the door and came back with Ruby’s stuff. Meanwhile Mom had carried little Ruby out. Anyone looking outside at us would have probably mistake her for a bigger version of that Fluttershy plush sticking out of her bag.
When Mom had sat Ruby down in the back seat with me I couldn’t hide my happiness to see Ruby again. She expressed equal enthusiasm that I was okay as well, knowing ‘something’ had happened with Nathan, and hugged me tightly. The shivering escaped me with her in my embrace but when I looked back up at that old woman I had steeled myself again. 
Mom had nothing to say to me, only making sure Ruby had everything, asking one last time if she was sure she wanted to go with us and then kissing my little filly on the top of her muzzle before relenting. Carrot Top had refused to let Mom come as well. She wanted ‘no humans’ to come. Apparently she had to be convinced to even allow Chad. One of the arguments probably being we needed someone to drive us.
Once we got going Ruby tried to show us her progress with ‘magic’. She gestured to the pocket watch from Minuette she took to wearing like a necklace and seemed to concentrate. Something around her horn seemed to catch the sunlight just right and shimmer. The second hand of the watch seemed to stop intermittently but when she let up I saw the watch didn’t quite tick consistently regardless.
“I’m sorry, Minnie, I think I messed it up from constantly trying to stop it,” she admitted. 
“Psha! Don’t be sorry! That thing is probably getting more use now than it has in the last sixty years,” Minuette brushed it off. “Besides, when you think you got a handle on it, you have to show us how to do it too!” I smiled and agreed. If my friends' horns did much, Ruby would be the one to figure it out first.  
Besides the watch Ruby wore around her neck, Ruby was naked like the rest of us. My reservations and insecurities from just yesterday seemed silly now. I wondered if maybe it wasn’t so weird now because I was around others naked. With no clothes to break up the color of their coats, I started to really admire just how vibrant my friends were in the daylight.
It wasn’t just their coats and manes either. I got lost watching Minuette’s large expressive eyes and ears add to her gestures as she recounted trying to find Sunshower Raindrops. 
“...so, it turns out if you ask somepony’s family where they are, eventually their family starts looking too, figures out they’ve been missing and then calls the police,” Minuette shrugs apologetically with an equally awkward and silly smile stretched across her muzzle. I liked how the end of her muzzle curled up a bit occasionally while she talked. 
“At least you were smart and said you were from her work. If you didn’t have an alibi for calling you would have probably come off the reason she was hiding,” Comet pointed out.
“Oh. You mean like a drug dealer?” she asked thoughtfully. The way Comet’s ears curled forward told me he seemed a little surprised by that example but he hesitantly agreed. “You know, that reminds me about this time I bought shoes from a drug dealer.” I facehoofed, which kind of hurt, knowing where this was going. “I don’t know what he laced them with but I was tripping all day!”
A collection of giggles and good-humored groans filled the car. I saw Comet try to hide a shy grin by looking out through the sun shade. Even if he managed to turn away his perked ears told me he was amused one way or another by the pun.
And of course, I had to bring the reunion down. All of my friends were here. And Chad was here, too. So I finally had a chance to admit to all of them about my attempt to drink myself to death on my birthday. Ruby took to petting my tail to comfort me while I talked and Comet seemed solemn and listened intently. I explained apologetically how quickly the valium went and how much I had been drinking at Nathan’s and how much I got him to drink. I only hinted at what Nathan had wanted to do but I did fully admit to accidentally hurting Nathan and how I escaped.
Comet interrupted only once there to ask about Nathan again. I insisted he wouldn’t call the police or try to follow us. Nathan was a good person, he was just drunk and lonely. Besides, there was no address to follow us on my phone. While I vouched for Nathan’s character Minuette smiled at me. The world made a bit more sense when she did that. I felt brave and got to my point.
“...So, Comet, when you asked if friendship could ‘be my higher power’ I agreed but I didn’t think too much about it at the time. But I was thinking about friendship a lot at Nathan’s… probably because I was watching a lot of My Little Pony,” I admitted. I saw Minuette visibly perk up. Before I went on, I pulled my own little pony closer to me and fussed with her mane playfully so I wouldn’t have to make eye contact. “Can you guys forgive me and... help me stop? Help me be... a better pony?”
“Of course,” Comet replied quickly. 
Minuette added, “you’re always worth forgiving, Berry Punch.”
“I’ll be there for you, Mom,” Ruby said as she turned to hug me around the middle.
As I put my hooves around her to hug her back I could tell my hooves were trembling harder now; I was overwhelmed and thought I was going to cry again.
“Hey Comet, you got the whole show on your laptop, right?” Minuette brought the attention of the car away from me.
“I do, yeah. But it’s packed up in the back,” Comet gestured to the trunk behind us.
“That’s fine! We should watch more of the show when we get to Carrot Top’s place and see if we find anything else,” she suggested.
“That sounds like a good idea,” Ruby chimed in. “I really don’t want to try watching anything right now,” Ruby said, still laying against my barrel. I rubbed her back to try to help with her motion-sickness.
So it seemed like we were going to watch more My Little Pony when we got there. We weren’t going straight there though. First we had to take a detour in the outskirts of Kansas City to see if we could pick up another pony. The address that Comet Tail had led us to a multi-story apartment building. We pulled into a parking spot off to the side.
“Joseph Revert should be living on the fourth floor; 4C,” Comet instructed Chad. The rest of us just looked up at the building.
“So, just knock and if anybody’s home check if they’re a pony?” Chad asked Comet unsure. Comet shrugged.
“She’s prolly living with a roommate. So she could be hiding out at home easy,” Comet reasoned.
“Okay. But what if she’s home alone, what do I say to get her to come to the door?”
“Tell her about us and if I figured out how the face-to-name recall trick works, her name’s Blossomforth. You can use that to get her trust,” Comet offered. 
“Oh. I know that one! She’s white with purple and green hair. And freckles!” Minuette added. Chad thought it over and seemed satisfied with that much.
“Alright. I’ll give it a shot. Don’t drive off,” Chad teased as he got out of the car and headed for the lobby. 
After a moment of silence Minuette crawled up to the front seat to activate the car’s power locks and quickly crawled back to us. “Now we can’t go anywhere,” Minuette jested, her intent likely to keep others out rather than us in.
We waited in silence for a long while in anticipation of our potential new pony friend. A conversation topic came to me.
“So you said you know her? What’s she like? On the show, I mean,” I asked.
“Well, she’s really flexible! And, uh, she’s a pegasus,” Minuette filled us in. I thought she'd keep going but that's all she had and we fell back into silence. 
One by one, a thought seemed to occur to all of us and we all looked up at the building. We were all looking up at the fourth floor where she apparently lived. All the apartments had balconies.
“Do you think… “ Minuette said with hesitation, “...she learned how to fly?”
“If you woke up with wings, wouldn’t you?” Ruby asked rhetorically.
“Pegasuses are just as big as us though, right?” I clarified. “And their wings are kind of small on the show. Do you really think she could fly?”
“Pegasi fly with magic, not aerodynamics,” Comet clarified. “It’s the same magic that lets them control the weather.”
I knew I wasn’t the most graceful person, but I really didn’t think a pony body was built for flight. I was skeptical but wanted to believe. 
“Flight and magic. It sounds like I got the short end of the stick,” I said half-jokingly.
“Earth ponies have magic too. It lets them be stronger and grow plants better,” Comet tried to make me feel more special.
“Stronk and a green hoof!” Minuette rephrased. 
“Yeah that still doesn’t really sound fair,” I muttered to my be-horned friends.
“They’re really strong and can grow things really well!” Minuette doubled down for emphasis. I thought about how I nearly kicked Nathan’s arm off and wondered if that was why it was so easy. So was Berry Punch’s calling to work the land then? While other ponies were supposed to fly? I looked up at the fourth floor balconies hoping for some clue but saw no sign someone left through their balcony. I didn’t think there would be anyway, besides maybe an open balcony door.
After a long while Chad came out of the building by himself. He shrugged at us on the way back to the car. After an awkward fiddling with the door locks, Minuette let Chad back into the car.
“Nopony home?” Minuette asked her fiance from the front passenger seat.
“Someone got to him,” he said with a sigh. He looked over to the blue unicorn next to him and pet her mane. “I asked a neighbor. She says a few nights ago there were a bunch of people in military gear and some really loud explosions. She thinks it was a police raid.”
“Oh. We... should probably get out of here then,” Comet Tail suggested. We all agreed with the sentiment and left our lead.
With no reason to stay, we put the Kansas City metropolitan area behind us. We got back onto the interstate and headed south to Creighton. Our path had us crossing smaller and smaller cities until we finally got to our exit. After that, the towns became increasingly smaller and less populated. Creighton’s city limit sign said it had a few hundred but I didn’t know where they were hiding. If I blinked I would have missed their downtown. As we drove further into the country I watched the asphalt below us slowly gain cracks and wear as we went. It was starting to look like nowhere.
“So, Minnie, Carrot gave you a ride home from urgent care just a few days ago, right? Why is she all the way out here?” I asked. I had a suspicion this was answered in the video call.
“She was getting supplies from her home. She was trying to get her grandma’s place ready to sell,” Minuette explained.
“Oh. And while that happened she turned into a pony,” I finished for her. “So, did... her grandma pass?”
Minuette nodded solemnly. “Yeah. A few months ago. I went with her to the funeral.”
I took that in quietly as we traveled down the country roads to our destination. It was mostly woods interspersed with large open fields for grazing cattle. I saw Chad look down at his phone several times and start to slow down at a heavily wooded area. With the car slowed down to a crawl he looked around outside. When we saw what he was doing we all looked too.
“There!” Minuette pointed her hoof further up the road. She had climbed up into the front passenger seat and pointed again. Chad drove forward to see a metal farm gate. There was a green bandana tied around one of the low bars of the gate, apparently an agreed upon sign.
Chad got out and after a moment figured out how to get the gate pushed open and a nearby rope on a tree to loop around it and hold it in place while he drove through. After which he got back out to close the gate. Apparently according to Carrot’s wishes, he removed the bandana and took the lock hanging behind the gate post and locked it up behind us. He came back and drove us further down the narrow dirt path lined by trees. 
The treeline broke soon after and we were in an opening about an acre in size surrounded by woods on all sides. On the far side of the field dotted with trees was a humble one-story farmhouse with a few solar panels on top and a few additional ones standing freely in front of it. Next to the house was a long wooden shed with faded paint. 
As Chad followed the curve of the dirt path up to the farmhouse, the other half of the farm was on our left. Beyond the low wooden fences and chicken wire was a dense garden of vegetation. There were some bare spots and some plants that looked replanted. There were rows of plants, most of which I didn’t recognize. Some looked like stalks and others looked more like bushes or little trees. On the end of the garden nearest the house was a flower garden and another shed. This shed looked smaller and more utilitarian. I saw the door to the shed was open and next to it was a gardening trolly loaded down with tools, fertilizer and some uprooted plants with white roots.
Just as we started to pass it, a small yellow head with a straw hat cautiously poked itself past the shed door to look at us. It was unmistakable who it was.
“There she is!” Minuette said, still in the passenger seat, pointing across Chad’s vision to the pony that had appeared. When she thought Carrot Top saw her she started waving frantically to her.
Chad took his cue and stopped the car right there, still some distance from the farm house. Chad unbuckled himself first and reached over to open the passenger door for Minuette. Excited as a dog to get out of the car, Minuette pushed the door open and jumped out to run and see her friend.
Chad got out and opened the back door to let us out as well. Comet slipped out while I turned to Ruby to see how she wanted to get down. It was only two feet but when you weren’t three foot that was a lot. I wordlessly offered my back and Ruby agreed to climb on top of me.
By the time we got out, Carrot Top had stepped out further and Minuette was hugging her and laughing in relief. As we approached I saw in addition to the straw hat on her head there was some kind of gardening apron tied around her middle and an armband on her lower foreleg holding her phone and various small utensils. Other than her equipment she had ‘gone native’ and wasn’t wearing regular clothes like us either.
“Welcome to the homestead! It’s so good to finally see some other ponies,” Carrot Top said to all of us after Minuette stopped hugging her. She made a note to look over each of us. I thought her green eyes lingered on me a little longer. Compared to my friends I probably looked like a disheveled, hungover dog.
“I see you’ve been staying busy!” Minuette teased her old friend.
“Yeah. I guess I lost track of time,” she said apologetically. She raised her foreleg holding her phone and it briefly came on to show her the time. Apparently pleased, she put her hoof back down. “Did you shut the gate?”
“I did,” Chad said as he showed her the green bandana.
“Good. Let me clean up and we can head inside. Lunch is probably ready,” Carrot offered.
Carrot accepted no protests about lunch as she put her hat and apron up in the garden shed and walked us to her front porch. There was a bucket of water and a rag by the door which she used to wipe the dirt off of each of her hooves. Comet Tail, Minuette and I wordlessly followed suit, not wanting to be rude. Ruby slipped off my back when it was my turn.
“Ruby, you’re probably fine,” Carrot told her. She then turned to Comet. “So, I guess no Blossomforth?” Comet shook his head.
“Someone got to her first,” he said. “We think it was a police raid.” 
“Oh no! That’s awful...” Carrot said. As if suddenly remembering something else she looked at me. “I’m glad you’re joining us, Berry Punch, but your friend doesn’t know where we are, right?”
I shook my head.
Satisfied with our hooves and our company, Carrot led us into her home. She made no attempt to turn on any lights. From the windows in the living room I made out a couch, an easy chair and a rug all from several decades ago. There were bookcases and family photos covering the available wallspace. There was a brick fireplace on the far wall and hanging above it was a flat screen TV. I noticed I couldn’t make out the distinct electric hum of any idle appliances but there was a soft crackling like a fire, despite the fireplace being unlit. 
What there was though, was a warm, savory smell of food permeating the entire home.
“This is the living room,” Carrot gestured around us. “We’re off the grid so I’m kind of conservative about the power. There’s not a huge need though, everything is pretty energy-efficient in here. Feel free to turn on lights, just turn them back off when you’re done. The extra power is stored in a battery bank in the crawlspace so we have power at night too.” 
Carrot turned and pointed down the hallway. “Bedroom and bathroom are down there. The water pump and hot water are on a switch. Although if you’re feeling up to it, there’s a compost pile out back,” Carrot said with a slight giggle. Minuette’s laughter joined hers. “And... the kitchen is this way! Let’s plate up!”
On a black iron stovetop, Carrot Top had a rich tomato and carrot stew, a pie-plate of cornbread and some kind of amazing oatmeal-carrot cookies. From the cooking and the way she ladled out food she displayed a surprising amount of hoof and mouth dexterity. Although she did relent and let Chad help cut and serve the cornbread.
“I have plenty of food and recipes that aren’t carrots but I figured that’s what you were expecting from me and I didn’t want to disappoint!” she explained with mirth.
With so many guests, including a little one, she opted for us to all sit and lay on the shaggy rug in the living room. In the late morning light, five ponies and a human ate lunch. I was somewhat surprised my stomach didn’t mind the food. I must have been more hungry than the dull ache suggested.
Comet Tail asked more about the property and Carrot was happy to share.
“The shed is where most of the foodstuff is kept. Just about everything is canned or jarred and dated. My grandparents grew or traded most of it. The rest, like all of the grain, they bought. The grains are stored down below in the hidden cool room. I’ll show you that later.” 
“The barn is mostly in disuse but it’s safe. There’s not really any rusting metal and from the looks of the hay in there, I don’t think there’s that many leaks in the roof. With summer coming, ponies could sleep out there no problem. There’s even an old distillery out there if you get interested,” Carrot Top teased me. I frowned and Carrot took notice.
“I’m… trying to cut back. A lot,” I admitted. Carrot apologized and went on with her breakdown of the property. 
She told us about how her grandparents thought the world as we knew it was going to end a few decades ago and started building the property. Carrot Top said growing up this place was the summer home she wasn’t allowed to tell any of her friends about. When Carrot graduated and moved out, her grandparents decided to retire here.
“Papa passed a few years ago but Meemaw didn’t want to leave; they built this place together,” she explained while inspecting her cornbread. “When Meemaw passed, my relatives were given a few things but… she left her home to me. And the garden... She kept right on planting as much as they did every year so I would come help her when it came time to plant and prep. The last of what we planted is ready to harvest now though... I was trying to get it all up and prepped before it goes bad.”
“If you’d like, I’d be happy to help!” Minuette offered. “You’ll have to show me what to do though.” 
We all chimed in as well. Carrot Top smiled humbly at the offers. 
“None of you have to do anything while you’re here. I’m just happy we’re together again,” she insisted. “But if you want, I would love to walk you through the whole harvest process. They would be happy knowing I was passing along what they taught me.”
Carrot Top was more talkative than I remembered Claudia being. I assumed she had been lonely and was happy to finally have someone to talk to again. Her large green eyes easily telegraphed a follow-up thought before it hesitantly escaped her muzzle. 
“They were good people, you know? My relatives disputed custody of me with them... saying they weren’t fit to raise me because of their crazy beliefs. Papa had been listening to end of the world predictions since 1972,” Carrot Top admitted sheepishly. “They were... eccentric but they eased up a lot as they got older. Like we weren’t supposed to celebrate birthdays but they had me now feeling left out. So, being spoiling grandparents, they started celebrating the date they adopted me instead. They gave me something to look forward to that time of year instead.”
“So that’s why I thought your birthday was in October,” Minuette pieced together. 
“I didn’t want to steal any attention away from you on your birthday either. When I got older I kept celebrating it like it was out of tradition. And out of respect I guess.”
“Right. I know you loved them. When I was with you for ‘Meemaw’s passing, you told me you learned your love of gardening from them.”
“My parents did too. But those memories have gotten kind of fuzzy,” she admitted. She looked back at her cutie mark: the three carrots adorning her flank. 
“And of course, then those really old memories started coming back to me and it started to make even more sense. But of course, at first I thought I was going crazy! But then I was in town when I realized others could see the body changes too. One of the good ol’ boys threatened to shoot me! So I came back here and just… hid until I finally figured out what was going on,” She shook her head disapprovingly. “I’m such a silly pony.”
A phone rang before I could ask her what she meant. I looked around until I spotted Chad pulling one from his pocket. He looked at the contact name.
“Maggie S?” he read off and looked to Minuette expectantly.
“DERPY!” came a resounding shout from everyone else in the room.
“Answer it! Put it on speaker phone!” Minuette instructed excitedly and pointed to a space in the middle of our circle. Chad obeyed and set the phone down. We heard the sound of multiple ponies galloping.
“H-hello?” came a gentle, panting voice on the other end. 
Minuette approached her phone and said “Derpy! Is that you? It’s me, Minuette! I used to be Monica!”
“Oh hay! Yeah it’s me. I saw you called. What’s up?” came a cheerful tone on the other end. There was some shouting and a clattering crash of dozens of metal objects hitting the floor.
“Derpy! Where are you? Are you safe?”
“Oh, I’ll be fine! I’m with The Doctor!” she said before the blown out sound of an explosion came through the phone. We all stared in shock at the phone until we heard hoof steps again and then flapping.
“Derpy?” Minuette asked, concerned. “Derpy, are you running from something?”
“No! I’m flying!” Derpy corrected. “It’s part of the plan! I’m supposed to lure them into the-” Derpy’s said before her voice fell away as the phone apparently clattered to the ground. There was a small, distant ‘oops’ and a sudden, short crunch that ended the call. 
End time: 43 seconds

We all stared at the phone in a dazed silence for a moment. That broke when Minuette let out a slight giggle. 
“I guess you shouldn’t talk on the phone while flying,” she said. “I think she’ll be okay; She sounded pretty confident about her plan.”
“Huh. So... I guess we know pegasi can fly now,” I said. Carrot Top looked at me like I said something funny.
“Of course they can. They could fly in Equestria, why couldn’t they fly here?” she asked. 
“Because... Equestria is a place in a cartoon and physics and stuff don’t really need to apply there?” I suggested. I turned to Comet Tail for someone to back me up. I saw hesitation in his eyes. “I mean, right, ‘magic’ or whatever but, come on…” I looked to Ruby and Minuette who seemed equally as confused as me. Carrot Top looked around at our group and something dawned on her.
“You haven’t all figured it out? The dreams?” she asked. She turned to Comet Tail. “Why didn’t you tell them yet?”
“I was waiting to do it in person,” Comet Tail explained. “And Berry hasn’t been having any dreams and he hasn’t seen any of the Discord episodes yet.” 
“What is this about?” Ruby asked the group. She placed a hoof onto my foreleg which I responded to by wrapping my leg around her and pulling her close.
Carrot looked at us warily. Then glanced over to Minuette and Chad with a hint of reluctance.
“I... think we need to watch a few things after lunch then,” Carrot suggested. “Did any of you bring a copy of the show?”
Carrot was thankful for everypony and Chad helping her clean up. Which mostly just amounted to washing the plates and bowls and rekindling the stove to keep the stew warm for tonight. The cornbread was finished off and the leftover cookies didn’t survive long after lunch.
Chad parked the car around the side of the house next to Carrot’s and we brought all of our stuff in. We ended up camping out in the living room again. This time in front of the flat screen. Carrot turning the TV on was the first sign to us that there was indeed electricity in the home. Carrot directed Comet to the episodes she was wanting to show us and to ‘cast’ the video to the TV. The TV picked it up and started playing the first episode she picked out.

It was unsettling to see Discord’s face again, even in 2D. From the way everyone else squirmed and looked away from the screen I could tell everyone else felt that way too.
I had been told Discord was the ‘spirit of disharmony’ but he didn’t do things out of some cosmic obligation to cause disorder but out of glee. He seemed more like an all-powerful, uncaring ‘god’ just trying to amuse himself. Whether he helped create their universe or not, the fabric of it bent to his will like he did. 
The ponies strove to keep harmony, order, around them and yet Discord took that all away in an afternoon. With little effort, even the bearers of the Elements of Harmony saw the world his way and turned on each other.
After the second part got going I saw just how much Ponyville had changed to his whimsy. I expected him to come off as more malevolent. Instead he just didn’t seem to care about the ponies beyond what amusement they could give him. Like materializing a giant pepper shaker and making me in the cartoon sneeze buildings down like they were cardboard cutouts on a stage. 
When Twilight’s spirit was finally broken and she decided to pack up and leave Ponyville forever, she found Princess Celestia had been sending back her friendship lessons. Since all of her friends were ‘Discorded’ and acting the opposite of their normal character, I took this to mean even Princess Celestia fell to him. That everything and everyone could fall to Discord. 
But that’s not how Twilight took it. Twilight found meaning in the chaos. She read the lessons she wrote to her mentor and they reminded her that there were things worth fighting for. Like friendship.
One-by-one she reminded her friends what they meant to her. Once they returned to harmony they confronted Discord again. This time they were able to put him back into stone and return the world back to the way it was. There was a big celebration for the return to the status quo. 
But I knew from what my friends told me that he would just get out again. This victory was temporary; this celebration was hollow. Order would fall to chaos again.
“That climax still gives me goosebumps!” Minuette cheered as she rubbed her forelegs together.
“It’s one of my favorites too,” Ruby piped up next to me.
While I quietly wondered if I took away the wrong message, Carrot directed Comet to put on the next episode Discord was in. 
In this one, Discord was redeemed by spending a day or two with Fluttershy. Fluttershy was a doormat the entire time and Discord seemed to take advantage of her kindness. And yet by getting to know her, by the end of it he felt bad for how he treated her. He could have just discorded her and made her enjoy the way he treated her, but instead he apologized. It seemed like what he wanted was the friendship and kindness that she freely gave, not what he could take from her. 
So caring about Fluttershy meant he cared about something beyond his own amusement and he realized if he wanted to not upset Fluttershy he couldn’t harass the rest of ponykind either. This meant Discord was considered ‘good’ now. By the loosest terms. 
“See? He can be a real sweetheart once you get to know him,” said Fluttershy as the last line to the episode. Almost prophetically, all of the other ponies on screen looked reluctant to agree.
“So they tried to reign in chaos with kindness,” I commented. “Isn’t the definition of chaos to not follow order? Why would he have a morality system? Why would he care?”
“He was sort of possessive of her,” Ruby admitted. “Like a bad boyfriend.”
Or an irresponsible kid with a pet. Something to obsess with until he got bored. And then it was back to doing whatever.
“And that’s okay,” Minuette piped up. “Sometimes someone takes advantage of a kind act. Kindness is knowing that can happen and doing it anyway, giving them the benefit of the doubt. It’s not Fluttershy’s fault he betrayed them.”
“So did Fluttershy ever have doubts about Discord?” I asked my friends. Minuette seemed to think carefully before answering.
“No. I think she just always believed that he could care. And then that he did.”
Without any prompting Comet Tail seemed to know what episode to go to next. He skipped straight to the very last one. 
“Wait,” Carrot Top stopped him. “You’re skipping an important part.”
“Um… is there another episode with Discord?” Comet asked.
“Not that. Do you have Equestria Girls?” Carrot asked. Comet frowned at that question. I recognized the name of that. That was the one where they were humans?
“I don’t,” Comet Tail shook his head. Something seemed to click for him. “Are you... suggesting that actually happened?”
“I have it!” Minuette piped up. “I can stream it from my phone! Let’s watch it and debate if it’s canon after!”
Satisfied with that, Carrot asked for Minuette to get everything set up with her phone while she put the kettle on. With Chad’s help with a few finicky login screens and taps, they got the animation starting on the TV. Just a few minutes in, Carrot’s kettle was whistling. With everyone given a mug of hot herbal tea and a straw, I finally got to see what ‘Equestria Girls’ was.

Twilight Sparkle: “The crown may be upon your head, Sunset Shimmer, but you cannot wield it, because you do not possess the most powerful magic of all: the magic of friendship!”
Sunset Shimmer: “No! What’s happening?!

The Elements of Harmony did their thing and Sunset Shimmer was blasted into a crater, stripped of her demonic form and the students were returned to normal.
Sunset Shimmer: “I-I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I didn't know there was another way.”
Twilight Sparkle: “The magic of friendship doesn't just exist in Equestria. It's everywhere. You can seek it out, or you can forever be alone. The choice is yours.”
Sunset Shimmer: “But... But all I've ever done since being here is drive everyone apart. I don't know the first thing about friendship.”
Twilight Sparkle: “I bet they can teach you.”

Twilight Sparkle gestured to the human copies of her friends she met on that side of the portal. Then there was the dance, the humans she met promised to take care of Sunset, and then Twilight went home and then she and ponies laughed before the credits started.
Princess Twilight’s crown ended up on the other side of a portal thanks to a unicorn named Sunset Shimmer. On the other side of the portal was a school full of colorful humans. Sunset Shimmer stole the crown and used it to turn into a demon and mind controlled the school. Twilight Sparkle and alternate universe versions of her friends used the magic of friendship to take the crown back and defeat her. 
“So what do you think?” Carrot asked Comet specifically when the credits rolled.
“You might be right,” Comet acquiesced. “If there’s a special connection between the human world and the pony world like the movie suggests, it would explain why we ended up here.”
“Wait, I think I get it,” I interrupted them. “You think Equestria is another world on the other side of a portal?” I asked our host. She smiled and nodded at my understanding. Last week I would have called horseapples but here I was: a walking, talking technicolor horse making horse euphemisms instead of actually cursing.
I looked down at my forelegs and considered the bottom of my hooves. I only had one other body to go off of, but this one felt too perfect to be some kind of cruel curse. This body was fully functional and after seeing all that Carrot Top could do, I saw that these bodies weren’t that less dexterous than a human’s if you were determined enough. The forms themselves weren’t a curse.
With all the evidence present, it seemed there was a world out there, reachable by a portal somewhere, that was home to colorful talking ponies and I turned into one. Not only that, but somehow it was documented and turned into a cartoon for children. 
Carrot Top had waited patiently for me to continue while I reflected on my body. When I finally looked up she asked me “And guess how we got into this mess?”
“Discord,” I stated the obvious answer. Carrot nodded gravely.
“So he’s really real,” Minuette said from her spot, curled up securely in Chad’s lap. Her voice was strained and defeated. “In the series finale? When he destroyed all of those ponies... All of those ponies that we loved were real people and they died? And now he’s turning humans into those ponies?”
“No,” Carrot stopped her. “They didn’t die. You’re remembering the series finale wrong. I bet all of us are.” She looked to Comet Tail and gave a ‘go ahead’ nod for the final episode.

The series finale played out just like Minuette had told me: Discord had tricked the ponies. Whether he snuck around this entire time to prevent himself from getting put back into stone or not, it didn’t matter. In the end, he played the long con for the same reason he did anything: it brought him joy. He didn’t care about the ponies.
Twilight’s friends disappeared. Princess Luna disappeared. Princess Celestia was confronted. Discord effortlessly stripped her powers and tossed her weakened body into the fiery abyss that he was responsible for summoning. The same one from my fleeting dreams: the one that the monsters covered in ash came from. But I saw none of those monsters in the show.
By the time Twilight Sparkle figured out Discord was behind it all it was too late. The final confrontation between them lasted less than thirty seconds. Discord cast a spell, Twilight’s counterspell failed and she disintegrated. Discord laughed and the credits rolled. The series ended.
There was no cave. There were no ponies fleeing their homes and hiding from the spirit of chaos. There was no shift to less important characters after the mane six disappeared on them and left them feeling hopeless. The series ended with Twilight. And yet we remembered what happened afterwards… somehow.
The room sat in silence. 
The ‘moral’ at the end seemed dark but consistent to me with Discord’s first appearance: any perceived order was flimsy and was easily washed away. Eventually the status quo gives way to the indifferent forces of chaos. Was it trying to say appreciate what you have before it’s gone? If it all goes away, what’s the point of the experience at all? Was it trying to say the universe was cruel and indifferent?
“Wow...” Minuette said in disbelief. “This whole time…”
“What kind of bucked children’s show was this?” I commented. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed something stirring: my favorite little pink unicorn. 
I looked at her and she looked up at me with large, absinthe-colored eyes. 
She was hurt. I didn’t know how yet but she was hurt. I immediately pulled her up into my legs and held her. She clung to me tightly and croaked out a vulnerable, “Mom...”
“Pinchy, what’s wrong?”
“You’re Mom! You’re my mom!” she choked out. While she had called me that many times by now it usually felt good. This time there was something uncomfortable about it. She believed it. Without any restraint or exception and in horrifying realization. 
While her love and safety filled my life with meaning and I would die for her, at the end of the day, I couldn’t live up to that title. I was a failure. These feelings she had must have just been from Ruby Pinch’s love for her mother confused with the love for her brother.
“Pinchy…” I rubbed her back to console the starting hiccups. “I’ve only been your mom for like a week.” She shook her head still pressed against my chest.
“No. You’ve always been my mom. All those drawings. The way you protected and encouraged me. All that time wanting your approval...”
“You’ve always had my approval. You’re the smartest, most talented pony in the world. But I’m your brother. That’s why I protect you. We’re the same age; we grew up together. Remember?”
Ruby began to cry in earnest and my heart broke. I felt hot sympathetic tears stream down my own face. What could I do to take away this pain from her?
“It-it was... a lie!” Ruby made out between sobs. “My-our child-hood wa-was a curse! A-and I d-don’t rem-ember my real one wh-when you... ”
“Ruby, I’m sorry. I don’t understand...” I said as I rubbed her back and quietly tried to console her.
"Berry," Carrot said to get my attention. She was looking me right in the eye. "The curse we were under lifted. It lasted twenty-five years to the minute we were born and then we changed back. This is us; we're back to normal. We were never human."
Ruby held me tighter and continued crying. 
"Wh-what? No. We're..." I mumbled to a stop. My mind was racing and I couldn't keep up. I looked at my forelegs holding my daughter. 
“Chad! We’re ponies!” Minuette stated in shock.
“Uh... yeah? I noticed?” he replied, confused.
“No! I’ve been a pony this whole time! I’m not human! This is the real me! I’ve only been Monica for twenty-five years!”
“Monkey, you’re only twenty-five… right? You’re scaring me,” Chad held his fiance and petted her mane.
“No! It makes sense now!” Minuette claimed, sounding near hysterical. “Twenty-five: Five score divided by four,” Minuette recited. I felt Ruby’s grip tighten around me and her sobs renewed.
“...your me-memories removed... y-your body... confused!” my filly strained out.
“For your insolence you must pay...” Comet Tail continued.
“Cast off to a land far, far away,” Carrot Top added.
I knew this poem and I knew how the second part went. From a dusty memory, tucked away in a forgotten cellar in my mind I found what I was looking for.
It was a fermented fairy tale. And In the last drops in the nearly-empty bottle I found the last lines to the poem.
“I’ve scattered the six, and that’s just the start of my tricks,” I shared. Ruby’s convulsing sobs grew quieter as she listened. I felt everyone’s eyes on me so I continued. “Your mind shall be weak, your outlook bleak. Forgetting everything and living like a fool, you have all lost, now no one can stop my rule."
It was Discord’s poem: the last thing I heard in Equestria. It was about the mane six, me and everyone I loved. 
I remembered this... because I was there. We were like our respective ponies on the show even before we changed back because we are them.
The ponies didn’t die, not forever. They were us and we were them.
This body was my old body; I was a mare. Before and now again. My masculinity was… a lie? 
I felt dizzy at the revelation and if I wasn’t weighed down I would have fallen over. 
Discord took my old life and my memories from it. All I had was a body for it. And my human life had the opposite problem: I remembered a shitty life in a human world that I could no longer participate in. I had nothing I wanted. Just pieces, lies and failures.
‘Am I even whole?’ I thought. ‘If Berry can’t remember her life and if Brian was a dream I woke up from then who am I? Am I either? Both? Nothing?’
I didn’t even have an identity anymore. Discord had taken everything and just left me with pieces that don’t fit together.
I felt the small bundle in my hooves stir and I looked down at her. Ruby was sobbing in my embrace. The sound of her crying meant she was near and alive. The feeling of her sobs against my chest meant I could hold her and protect her. I hugged her tightly and she clung to me. We fit together.
I felt a new pair of hooves wrap around us and opened my eyes. Comet Tail was hugging us. Carrot Top and Minuette approached and quickly joined in too. We group hugged. We fit together. I saw it on the show and I felt it now. 
We were ponies and we had friendship.
My name was Berry Punch... and I was a mother.
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		15. Can Ponies Even Vomit?



I thought I was handling sobriety well today. But after we got all of our hugging and crying out of our systems everyone else was feeling better and I was feeling worse. The shakiness I could ignore. The way the sweat stuck to my coat and the dizziness I felt from my racing heart, I couldn’t.
As soon as Ruby insisted she was okay I got out of that stuffy house and sat outside on the porch waiting to vomit. When I got like this vomiting always made me feel better. At the very least, the heat leaving my body with my lunch would cool me off a little. I needed to vomit. I wanted this feeling of wrongness out of me.	
The vomiting didn’t come. Instead, going from a dark house into the bright spring afternoon brought on a headache. There was so much weakness in my body and I was emotionally exhausted. The light hurt. 
I really wanted a cigarette. 
As I started to wonder if ponies could even vomit, the front door opened. Carrot Top, the pony I least expected, came out with what I least expected: a Mason jar hanging in a towel from her mouth. 
“Hay,” I croaked. She came over and set down the jar.
“It’s moonshine actually,” she teased coolly. “Comet told me you were going through withdrawal.”
“Yeah. I’m trying to quit,” I said, eyeing the jar. It seemed to glisten in the daylight.
“That’s great but you look bad. I don’t want you seizing in front of your daughter. And I can’t exactly call an ambulance if you do either.” She scooted the jar closer to me. This was the Claudia I knew. She could help you and insult you in the same breath. And of course, she wanted everything her way. I’d let her have this. I wanted this anyway.
“...you’re right,” I relented. I straddled the jar and worked on trying to unscrew the lid with my fore hooves. Carrot stood there and watched me carefully. After some grunts and effort I got it open. 
“How long since your last drink?” she asked as she was undoubtedly getting ready to judge me.
“Last night. Kind of late,” I said while I got the lid off and raised the jar up to get a sniff. Satisfied it was the drinkable kind of poison, I took a shot’s worth. With Carrot watching and the lack of diluents, there wasn’t much joy in it. The heat did nothing for me but the dryness helped.
Wait, no. 
No, it didn’t.
I ran to the edge of the porch and every muscle in my throat, chest and barrel violently seized before I reached it. My legs locked. Reddish-orange sludge projected out of me before I even made it to the end of the porch. The tomato and stomach acid burned everything on the way out and got into my oversized pony nasal cavity. By the time I started dry retching my strength was gone and my legs didn’t want to hold me anymore. I plopped onto my stomach in front of my mess. I was so weak I felt hollow. Finished. Vomiting usually made me feel better, that felt like it nearly killed me. Maybe it should have. 
If I wasn’t ashamed for throwing up onto Carrot’s porch right in front of her I would have just laid down and slept it off right there.
“Feel any better?” Carrot Top asked.
“Yeah,” I burped and looked over my shoulder. “You want a shot? It’s pretty smooth.”	
Carrot sighed. “I’ll get some water and we can try again,” Carrot promised as she left me there with my puddle of shame. 
I watched the half-digested clumps of cornbread and vegetables sail across the red lake towards the edge of the porch. There were some distant birds chirping away. My brain latched onto the repetitive chirping. I could really use a cold toilet bowl to press my head against.
Carrot eventually came back with a bowl of sloshing water clutched in her bite. She sat it down next to me. I could feel the coolness radiating off of it. My throat needed the water so badly I didn’t even hesitate to drink out of a bowl. I stuck my whole muzzle in and drank. I only let up when I finally needed to breath again. Some water got up my nostrils and the coughing was worth the cooling effect in my nasal cavity.
While I was drinking Carrot Top disappeared from my vision and reappeared when I came back up for air. She held the Mason jar in her hooves and poured some of its contents right onto my remaining water.
“Drink,” she ordered curtly. Feeling low, I obeyed her again without protest. It wasn’t good as water or moonshine. I gagged a bit but kept it down. In a display of passion Carrot brushed my mane back out of my face.
“You need to get better, Berry Punch,” she stated simply. “She’s going to need you.”
“...I know,” I acknowledged without looking up from the bowl. She brushed my mane a bit more with her fetlock.
“And you know...” she hesitated. “...after all of this is done? We’re all going to need you. We’re going to need everypony to pitch in to rebuild.” At that I looked around at her little farm operation, confused. Turning my neck hurt from my jaw down. Every muscle was sore. I think I even tensed up my legs too hard.
“Rebuild what?” I asked weakly. 
“Equestria: our home,” she explained simply. I finally looked up at her to try and figure out if that was a joke. It wasn’t.
“That’s... not our home,” I rasped. “That’s Discord’s home now.” The burning in my throat still lingered; I wondered if I tore something.  
“For now. But not forever. We’ll stop Discord like all the other times. If the Mane Six can get the Elements of Harmony back, they can put him back into stone. Then it’ll be up to us to rebuild.”
She had to know she was oversimplifying this.
“Those ponies are probably in the same boat as us though, right? Twilight without her spells. Rainbow Dash without her Sonic Rainboom?” I questioned. Not to mention this hinged on The Elements still existing. And working for the Mane Six. And for Discord being able to be put back into stone. 
“Right. And that’s why they’ll need all our help.”
I shook my head slowly. This pony was crazy.
“You’re talking about fighting Discord. You saw what he could do in a day... Equestria might not even exist anymore.”
“It has to. It’s where we belong,” she insisted. 
“‘Why? ‘Because we’re ponies’?” I glared at her. She nodded as if it was such an obvious fact.
“What if… we just look like it? That was literally a lifetime ago,” I reminded her. “I don’t remember that place. That’s not my home. Fighting Discord would be stupid. We just learned how to walk again a few days ago.”
“So... what are you going to do? Just stay here? You’re just... giving up?” she asked me, getting frustrated. 
“On ‘Equestria’?” I clarified hoarsely. Carrot nodded. “My ‘Equestria’ is in there,” I said, gesturing back inside the house. I had Ruby and some friends, friends from both lives. They wanted me here, they brought me here, despite how worthless I was. That was my home, them wanting me. I was fortunate. Far more fortunate than Blossomforth and other ponies who probably ended up just like her. 
Equestria wasn’t real anymore. It would never be again. If it was ever like it was on a little girl’s cartoon show. It was hardly a memory to a lost species that I suddenly learned I was part of. Was it even a complete concept? 
“Don’t you want Ruby safe?” Carrot asked. It was rhetorical but it still made me angry she would ask me that. She was trying to appeal to my emotions and I wasn’t in the mood for it. She started screwing the lid back onto the moonshine jar and packing it back up into the towel. She was clearly done with me. I was done with her too. “There’s only one place safe for us: an Equestria without Discord. We have to try. If you’re not willing to defend what you love, it’ll get taken from you,” Carrot philosophized at me. 
“Assuming you win!” I spat back. Even if we could get there it would be suicide. Of course if we found a way, Carrot would try to convince all of them to go too. She was the organized one. She was the one in control. She would convince them all eventually. She would lead us to our death. I had no control.
Of course, no one really has any control. 
My thoughts about the finale came floating back to me and before Carrot could leave me I verbalized them: this mare needed a reminder. 
“Yeah, try your best, doesn’t mean anything will happen! The universe isn’t fair. It doesn’t care about you,” I said while my throat burned. I wondered if I had torn something. Carrot Top turned and stared at me, surprised at my yelling. 
“Maybe Discord left! Maybe we’ll show up and all starve on a dead world. Or maybe he’s waiting for us. The smartest mare lasted thirty seconds. I bet the greatest flyer was swatted down. In the end they amounted to nothing. We have no control. We’re nothing and it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters! The only guarantee is we’ll all die eventually so just-” I was cut off from my own coughing. Eventually the tickling in my throat ceased but I took it as a sign to stop myself. I laid my head down.
I didn’t want to fight and die. I didn’t want to risk what we had for what we lost. We didn’t even remember it. I just wanted to be with my friends for as long as I could. Before entropy took us from each other.
Carrot looked angry at me, upset even. 
Just as quickly as the anger grew on her face I saw it wash off and get replaced by something more somber. She stepped towards me and brought a hoof out to my head.
I flinched. 
She gently petted my mane again. 
I expected her to try and convince me again. Tell me I was being pathetic. Tell me I was wrong. I mentally dared her. I watched her emerald eyes for some warning that her fire was coming. I didn’t see it. Instead I just saw her eyes glisten for a while until she finally spoke. 
“I’m sorry,” she said softly while looking into my eyes. “This whole thing is a lot to take in all at once. You need time to heal and process it all. We all do.”
“I need to sleep,” I croaked to her as I looked away and closed my eyes. She stopped petting me and I heard her take a few hoof steps away then pause. 
“Can you... get up for me first?” she asked. I opened my eyes to look back at her. She gestured to the vomit in front of me. “That’s going to stain.”
I still felt guilty about throwing up. Without protest, I placed one heavy foreleg under me, then two, then tried pushing. My vision went black for a second but my forelegs held easier than I thought. 
I got one hind leg under me and then the other. Slowly, I lifted up onto four shaking, bent legs spaced evenly apart. I felt nauseous but I didn’t think I had the strength to vomit again. 
Carrot Top got to work immediately. With a pained look, she dragged her full hoof-washing bucket over to me by her teeth and unceremoniously dumped it out across the red puddle. The chunky red paste was washed off the edge of the porch. 
I took a few clumsy steps backwards and fell down onto a dry spot. Carrot Top bit down on the bucket’s handle and carried it back to where it went. Then she hesitated.
“Thank you,” she said apologetically. “If you want more stew before supper you know where it is,” she gently reminded me. After a beat she pointed at my bowl. “Don’t forget to finish your alcohol.” She went back inside, with the jar of moonshine.
My stomach hurt, especially after landing on it again. I rolled over onto my side and gave into my new warm spot on the porch. I let the warmth and blackness overtake me.
The blackness didn’t last long. 
The screen door creaked open. There were footsteps shortly followed with hoofsteps. I lifted my head slightly to see who it was. Minuette had stopped on the porch while Chad stepped off and was heading around the house to where the car was parked. I decided to ask the obvious despite my body’s protests.
“Going somewhere?”
She looked at me concerned, not bothering to ask if I felt bad because she could just tell. I wondered if they heard me vomiting and complaining and waited to come out.
“I was wanting to see my parents. Now that I know what’s going on I want to tell them,” Minuette hesitated before continuing. “I feel like I need to see them,” she explained with a longing look on her face while she stared off at where Chad had gone. She looked like she wanted to follow him but couldn’t. Even in my state I could tell something was going on between them. Something was wrong.
I rolled onto my sore stomach and examined my friend closer. I was so used to seeing her happy it was clear to me she was bothered, she didn’t even look like the same pony. There was no spring in her gait or the perk to her ears.
“Are you alright?” I asked her while I laid curled up on the ground. She gave me a more endearing smile than I was expecting.
“I’ll be okay,” Minuette promised. “Chad and I have a lot to talk about... We had plans, you know? We were going to get married in the fall and... buy a minivan and everything!” A giggle fell out of her mouth at her choice of words. “This was going to be our crazy little adventure and we’d figure it out and everything was going to go back to normal…” Minuette trailed off. “Now that I know I’m the real Minuette though…” She smiled and made a point to look for eavesdroppers before turning back to me. “Don’t tell anyone but... I really like being a pony... I want to stay one,” she stage whispered. She smiled a little bigger sharing her ‘secret’ and I couldn’t help but smile back. She had been taking this in stride and I had assumed it was entirely because she had Chad with her. She was enjoying this though and that made sense. 
“It suits you,” I admitted. 
“It does!” Minuette nodded in agreement. Minuette and I both looked to the sound of the car coming around the house to the front porch. “I’m not sure if it suits us though.”
“Right,” I acknowledged dumbly. “You’re going to be okay though?”
“Yes,” she stated matter-of-factly. “Everything will work out one way or another! And whatever way that is they’ll be something positive to find in it. So it’s important to look for it.”
I looked at her confused. I felt like she was talking more to herself than to me. Her eyes came back to me from wherever she was looking.
“How are you doing though? You’re a mom! ...again!” she stressed. Putting together what she said about minivans and her emphasis made me think she was almost jealous.
Oh.
The only comfort was the knowledge she couldn’t have been pregnant during the transformation: she would have told everyone the good news when we first saw each other again. 
She was waiting for me to answer.
“Ruby and I’ll be okay. ” I said dismissively. “We’ve always been close. Now we’ll just have different names for each other, I guess. She’s a better adult than me so it’s not like she needs to be raised ...much.” I thought about what she said between sniffles about her ‘lost childhood’ and second guessed my statement a little. “...the weird part is biological. Like I... gave birth to her.” 
I tried imagining a vacancy inside of me where she must have been and it made me feel hollow and vulnerable. The idea of being impregnated made me uncomfortable. How long was pony pregnancy? How painful was birth? 
“The whole... being a mare thing, really. I really thought I was a guy and this is just…  I still don’t know what I am.”
Chad had pulled the car around to just before the porch steps and got out. He waited quietly by the running car, seemingly not wanting to interrupt our conversation. Minuette seemed to search her thoughts quietly until she found a smile to give.
“What do you want to be?” she asked simply. I gave it a little thought. My immediate response was ‘I don’t know’ so I thought a little longer. My second response was ‘it doesn’t matter’. So I thought about what I didn’t want to be and that gave me something. I didn’t want to be dead, really. But our lives were terrifying now and I was scared what would happen to us. I was scared how helpless we were. But if I had a choice in the matter?
“I want to be with my friends. And my daughter. I don’t want to be alone. I... want to get better,” I said looking down at the water bowl and then at my hooved legs. “I guess... being ‘the real me’ would be okay too, whatever that is. If it’s something different. But I don’t know what that is or how to do that.”
Minuette replied by bending over to wrap a hoof around my neck and hug me. I reciprocated by leaning into her fuzzy blue chest. I swear I could smell something minty to her.
“We can be little ponies together! And we’ll relearn what that means together!” Minuette said enthusiastically as she ruffled my mane up with her hoof. 
“That... doesn’t sound awful,” I conceded. It was better than Carrot’s plan.
“Great!” She said before turning to Chad, giving him a nod and then turning back to me. “I’ll be back! If you need to talk to anyone before I get back you know the rest of our friends will listen, right?”
It felt like Minuette found me nearly naked and covered in vomit again. I didn’t feel as good as last time.
I nodded.
“Okay. Be a good pony!” Minuette said before she gently booped me right on the end of my muzzle and headed for the car. Chad quietly got the door for her and I watched them leave the way we came in.
I pulled myself forward and drank more of the water-ethanol mixture down. It really was awful. Not enough cold water and the moonshine had been warm. But I was alone now, and didn’t feel too ashamed to take my ‘medicine’.
As if on cue, Comet stepped out onto the porch. He held the screen door open and stood in the opening.
“Ah shoot, we missed her,” Comet said with a bit more indifference than I would have expected.
Ruby stepped out from under his leg propping the door open. It was the first time I had seen her walk more than a few short steps. It lacked a rhythm like I had gotten down days ago and I noticed her tail wasn’t quite as ‘up’ as mine when I walked; telling me she wasn’t confident in her steps yet. But my daughter was walking. It was mesmerizing.
Ruby caught me staring at her and she smiled.
“Mom? Feeling better?” She asked.
“I-I am,” I croaked out. My throat felt tight like I was going to cry but I really didn’t have the strength in my diaphragm to do that.
I knew it wasn’t supposed to be my fault she spent her time as a human in a wheelchair. There had been complications during our birth and she was the second out after several grueling hours. Things just… happen. And they’re not fair. And of course, that meant I couldn’t blame that old lady either. But the facts remained I came out first, unscathed, and she didn’t. I often wondered if I was born second, then if our situations would have been reversed. And I often wondered if the woman who birthed us had the same thought. Our daughter deserved better. And I didn’t. At least now she was getting back some of what she lost twenty-five years ago.
I was going to ask why they were looking for Minuette but my attention came right back to the filly when she shuffled over to me and sat down against me. I immediately slid her against me to hug her and got my hug reciprocated.
“So, you’re better?” Comet asked while visibly taking notice that the water bucket Carrot used to wash her hooves had been dumped out near me. 
“Yeah, I just… overheated a bit. From all the love,” I said facetiously and rubbed my face against the little pink foal’s. She playfully tried to squirm away but I refused to let her go. 
“Well don’t get started again and puke on me!” she teased. 
I responded by pretending to retch onto her. She giggled and I slackened my smothering grip on her so she could move away a bit. After our little antics were out of us we looked up at Comet who was just standing there amused at us.
“So,” I gathered my strength for my next words. “What’s going on?” I asked the stallion.
“Nothin,” Comet Tail said with a dismissive head shake. “I heard Minuette was gonna go see her parents and tell them she’s a pony from another world and Ruby and I almost considered going with them.”
“And maybe go see yours?” Ruby asked Comet. That was an interesting thought.
“How do you think they’d take that?” I asked. Comet’s expression soured a bit and he shrugged.
“Probably pretty well. I think they’d be happy they could say they don’t have a son: they were just raising a stranger.”
A somber quietness overtook the porch. There was clearly something I was missing.
“I… never asked how your reunion went, did I?” I realized.
“It went… okay,” Comet reassured me and himself. “The funny thing is it felt like coming out again: they asked if I could stop it. Asked if I got into drugs. Or if my friends convinced me it was a good idea. Then asked if I prayed for intervention or if I did anything to deserve it. They weren’t angry. Just confused and emotional.”
He shrugged that off. “They housed me and hoped it would all go away eventually while I tried to figure out why it happened.” Comet gave a tired smile. “... all those similarities made me start to wonder if this was just who I’d always been.”
My friend from two lifetimes and I smiled at each other. He knew I was there for him still just like he was for me.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you didn’t want to tell them,” Ruby spoke up, sounding small.
“No, it’s fine. I did. A little at first. But I changed my mind,” Comet insisted.
We fell into silence again and I tried to think how to cheer Comet up. A thought came to mind.
“You... want to look at some stars later?” I suggested. A smile grew on Comet’s face.
“Absolutely!” he enthused. After a beat he sat down on his haunches. “Tonight though.” 
Well, obviously. 
“For now, if you don’t mind me asking again: how are you, Berry Punch?” 
I really didn’t want to answer that question. I didn’t want to even think about myself right now. 
“You were pretty... bothered last night and didn’t really talk about how you felt about it,” Comet explained.  Oh. He wanted to know about that.
“I’m fine,” I half-lied. “Nathan and I got drunk and carried away and... we did some things I regret,” I reiterated weakly. For a moment, I thought to not talk about this in front of Pinchy, but reminded myself she’s over twenty-five years old and knows and accepts most of my flaws.
“Who is Nathan?” Ruby spoke up. “Did I ever meet him?” I didn’t blame her for not remembering him, I barely mentioned him to the rest of my friends.
“Maybe? I used to smoke with him. He lives over in the trailer park and drives that shitty Fusion,” I tried jogging her memory. She shook her head, not remembering.
I needed to give Nathan more justice than that then. I gathered my strength and forced my tired chest to work. “He’s a good person, really. Really awkward but good. He likes ponies. Works hard. Good host. We just got drunk and… messed around. I regret it now. I told him the next day that was a one time thing and he seemed okay with it. Then his dealer came over and I think he got into his head.”
I sighed but made myself continue. I needed to get to the end. 
“He wanted to do it again and just about got it. He was drunk and really sad and...” I would have been negligent to stop there.  “And... I accidentally broke his arm to get away. Then… people heard him screaming and called the cops. So I ran away.”
My foal hugged me tighter. It was a terrible story of a terrible night. I hugged her back. My slight muscle tremor from vomiting probably made me seem more upset than I was. I was just disappointed and sad we hurt each other.
“So,” Comet started what sounded like a delicate question. “Why did you agree to have sex the first time?”
“I was stupid. And horny. And drunk. I... kind of feel like a whore about it now,” I came clean.
“Mom! You’re not a whore!” Ruby turned to face me quickly, yanking my tail a little in the process. “It was just a mistake; a learning experience!”
“I know, I know,” I relented to the filly. I was probably being hard on myself.
“So… do you think you would have done it if you were sober?” Comet interrogated. I assumed it was a leading question to get me to denounce alcohol.
“Definitely not. I’m not attracted to men,” I said without thinking about my wording. Comet acted like he found what he was looking for.
“That’s what I was wondering about actually,” Comet conceded. “I’d known you for over a decade.” Comet stopped and smiled at his own wording. “Well, I’d known you as Brian for over a decade. You never seemed bicurious or nothing. You knew you could’ve opened up to me and I wouldn’t've judged you about any of it just like you didn’t judge me. But all the times we drank together you never did anything you regretted with me - not that I wanted to, I don’t think of you like that- but... I’ve noticed changes in your behavior since we started changing back and it got me wondering. Are you... now….” Comet stopped to reform his question carefully. “Berry Punch, are you attracted to stallions?”
I felt myself blush and my tail pull back to cower between my hind legs. I knew the answer and it was written on my face. All the way from how my ears flopped to the crinkle at the end of my muzzle. I nodded somewhat shamefully to my stallion friend.
“Huh,” Comet said, more intrigued than surprised. “I can’t say mine’s changed any, but there ain’t exactly been a ton of stallions around to test that.” 
That surprised me. I thought we were really affectionate in my ‘dream’. Either he was mistaken or worse, I was disgustingly promiscuous when I drank and my friend tolerated my unwanted advances. I was too scared of what might be the truth to ask for it. 
He looked down to little Ruby. “I don’t suppose you feel any different?”
“I haven’t given it any thought. But I’ve only been around you guys since this started,” my little filly replied and gave a shrug. I didn’t think she had that many boyfriends when we were growing up together either though.
Comet put a hoof to his chin and thought out loud. “This might be some classic nature vs nurture stuff. Or two natures and nurtures, I guess. Or something to do with hormones and subtle brain changes or-” The Professor stopped himself. Comet’s eyes fell back to me. “Actually, I didn’t even ask. Are you still attracted to human women? What about mares?”
I didn’t like such a fundamental aspect of myself being the center of discussion, but I answered for his apparent scientific curiosity.
“I’m not sure about mares but I think I still like women. But I feel a little… inept for that now.”
“You know you don’t need a penis to please a woman,” Comet needlessly reminded me. At the mention of ‘penis’ I couldn't help but steal a look at his sheath and balls sitting out in plain view before looking away immediately. 
“I’m aware of that. I wasn’t that selfish as a guy.”
“I’m sure you weren’t,” Ruby butted in, “but, we’re not going to get into details about this, right?” Ruby stopped me just in case I was going to get started. “I don’t really want to hear about my mom or my friends having sex.”
“Right, we won’t,” Comet promised. “But there’s still another side to this I’m curious about now. There’s like a basis to sexuality in how we see our role in our relationships: our identity. So I’m kinda curious if you feel any different about that now too.” Comet dropped the academic tone and put on a different one.
“I promised I’d respect your gender identity and that’s still true. How should I see you? Has that grown any like your sexuality?” 
Ruby turned to look up at me, curious about my answer.
“I don't know,” I answered, feeling a little dismissive to the question. Was I anything?
“That’s okay. How do you feel about they/them?” Comet suggested. I shook my head.
“No. That doesn’t sound right to me,” I explained. “I guess he/him is still fine? That’s how you know me.”
“If that’s okay I’ll still use it,” Comet said with a nod. “How does she/her sound to you though?” 
“...I don’t know,” I hesitated. I knew Comet was only asking to make sure I was considering it. Nathan and his acquaintances ignored my wishes and called me that. But the disrespect I felt from them blatantly ignoring me and how they didn’t treat me human was what really made me uncomfortable.
My masculinity was a lie apparently but I didn’t feel like I was all that feminine. I started to wonder if I was still masculine or if I had ever found out what it takes to be a man. It wasn’t like I had a role model for it. 
I wondered if pronouns even mattered. If it was how others saw me, I wasn’t sure if I even had a say in that. People were going to see me how they wanted anyway. Everyone was going to end up using certain words regardless, I knew what I looked like. 
I looked down at my little ruby and she looked back up at me with those precious yellow-green eyes. I suppose that pronoun choice might please one person at least. One important person.
“I’m ‘Mom’, right?” I asked for her input. She smiled at that and nodded. 
“Unless you want to be ‘Dad',” she teased me a little too quickly. An immediate look of terror struck her across the face. “I-I didn’t mean it like that! I’m sorry!”
“I know, I know. It’s okay,” I calmed her. I wasn’t anything like Dad. Except in the ways that I was. 
I rubbed my tired face into her mane to soothe any fear I was upset. When I breathed in I noticed her hair smelled a bit like rain somehow. It was my new favorite smell.
For her sake, I knew what I wanted: whatever she wanted. It didn’t really matter how I felt. Conveniently, what she wanted was also what everyone would eventually be calling me anyway. I pulled away from her head and looked towards Comet.
“Yeah. Let’s try out she/her,” I finally relented. Comet nodded.
“Alright. Miss Berry Punch,” he tried out the change. It didn’t sound wrong to me, just different. That seemed like a good start. I snuck a glance down at Ruby to see how she felt about it. She had no strong reaction to it either. 
There was a lull in the conversation and I desperately wanted the topic off of me.
“So, what about you then?” I asked my little gem. She looked confused. “New look, new you. Do you want to be a ‘Mr. Pinchy’?”
She made the cutest snort. 
“I’m okay,” she assured me. “Thank you though.”
“If you say so. You can be my daughter then,” I told her. I lifted a leadened hoof around her and kissed her on the cheek. She nuzzled me back. She barely avoided making me a pirate with that horn of hers. 
“Is there anything you want to do today?” I asked her, thinking back to what she said about her lost childhood. With how I felt I hoped she was going to suggest ‘take a nap’. 
She looked over at Comet then back at me. “Comet and I were thinking if all of us unicorns put together what we can remember, maybe we could figure out how to use telekinesis?”
I nodded. That made sense. “But Minnie’s going to be gone for a while.”
“Yeah…” Ruby sighed. “When she gets back I want us to watch the second Equestria Girls movie together too; see if there’s any hints about magic working differently on Earth.”
I was surprised to hear there was a second movie. That sounded important. Or at least, interesting. I nodded in agreement. 
“Hopefully that one’s even less accurate. I couldn’t play an instrument even with hands,” Comet quipped. Before I could ask what he was talking about we all heard a slithering sound coming from beyond the porch and turned to see what it was.
Carrot Top came around the side of the house wearing her straw hat and gardening apron again. Clutched in her teeth was one end of a garden hose that was getting dragged along behind her, the slithering sound. She trotted up the steps nonchalantly and dropped the end into her empty hoof-washing bucket. She seemed satisfied with that and turned to look up at her staring guests.
“Just refilling the washing station before I get back to it; you don’t want to try cleaning up with muddy hooves,” she explained.
“Do you need any help with that?” Ruby offered. Carrot seemed to think for a moment.
“I suppose you can make sure the hose stays in while I pump?”
“Oh. Okay!” Ruby said as she pulled herself out from under my leg and got up onto all fours. She did about as good of a job as I did earlier. She did her little shuffle over to Carrot to hold the hose. “Can I help more after that though?”
“Oh. Of course! We’ll walk through the whole canning process today if you want,” Carrot promised. Ruby's tail swished a bit in anticipation.
“That sounds interesting,” Comet perked up before he stood up and joined them.
“Great!” Carrot cheered. She looked away from her gathered volunteers over at me, right where she left me. “Berry? How are you feeling?” 
“A little better,” I exaggerated. I drank from that bowl of disappointment one more time to appease Carrot and my slight tremor. “I’m good though. I'm going to try grabbing a nap." I rolled over onto my side to do so. "Wake me up for the movie," I said with a yawn. 
If Carrot had expected any more or less from me she did a good job hiding it. They left me be, alone behind my eyelids.

	
		16. Shine Together



Mercifully, there were no dreams. I must have been extremely tired though, because I didn’t even remember any blackness, there was just an immediate loss of time. As if my little filly had just walked back over to me and nudged me awake. The sky looked darker, like it was late afternoon and I spotted Minuette standing behind her. Time had passed. The soreness was replaced with stiffness and a heavy numbness like I was one big bruise now. The tiny pink unicorn asked me if I wanted to watch cartoons though. I couldn’t say no to that.
Stiffly I got up and followed into the house in a lightheaded daze. Ruby was excitedly explaining to me and Minuette canning and where the food was stored. I was listening to the sound of her voice excitedly rise and fall more than her actual words. 
“You wouldn’t even know it if you were looking right at it! Carrot says it’s designed that way in case you have to hide from people. And the way the air and water comes in and the way it’s stocked with supplies it even functions as a fallout shelter!” 
“Meemaw and Papa were worried the bombs were going to fall,” Carrot explained shyly. “It made sense to build the shelter around the cool room. Although realistically I’m pretty sure you’d go stir-crazy down there.”
“There’s so much food though!” Ruby defended the grandeur of this bunker to us. Carrot shook her head as we stopped in the living room.
“It only looks like a lot lined up like that. I remember us rotating through the food. Nothing was ever more than a year or two old and there were only three of us. It would have taken a lot of effort to regrow after the bombs fell. All the topsoil in the garden would get thrown out. The fruit off the trees wouldn’t be safe to eat for a long time. If ever.”
There was a depressed silence.
“Sorry. I thought about this a lot growing up,” Carrot remarked embarrassed and rubbing the back of her hoof.
“You’re fine!” Minuette waved it off. “Hey! Speaking of thinking a lot, how about those ponies?”
I didn’t understand the segue but I wasn’t sure if we were supposed to.
“You mean Rainbow Rocks?” Comet corrected.
“Yeah, that! I’ll put it on,” Minuette volunteered as she walked over to where she left her phone and stared down at it. “Um. Hey, Carrot, can I borrow your stylus?”
It was at that point I realized who was missing. I looked around to confirm it.
“Where’s Chad?” I asked the room.
“He headed home. He needed some time to think,” Minuette offered an explanation to me as Carrot offered her her leg brace. Minuette bit down awkwardly on the stylus and pulled it from its sleeve. With it out I noticed it looked homemade. Like someone had stuck a tiny, crude bit of sponge into the end of a metal pen.
“I’ll put some tea on,” Carrot volunteered as she walked towards the kitchen. “Berry? Would you come help me?”
It felt like everyone was looking at me. I didn’t know what she wanted but I figured it couldn’t hurt. I stood and followed her in. 
The kitchen wasn’t all that big. Against the far wall a series of small buckets lined the wall filled with various grains and dried goods. There used to be shelves of spices and canned goods on the wall but those shelves were leaning against the corner now and their contents stacked in front of them, some dented and dinged. There was a metal ice box behind me but I wasn’t sure how it worked or if it did at all.
“Would you put a few logs into the stove?” she pointed towards the stove and the chopped firewood sitting next to it. Wordlessly I went about it while she mouthed a pot’s handle and stood up onto her hind legs at the sink. She worked a hand pump while I carefully dragged some logs off the stack and pushed some into the stove. I wondered how long those logs would last. I wondered how many she had stockpiled and how a pony could chop wood. 
Careful not to burn herself she sat the smaller pot in front of the leftover stew. She turned to look at me, inches from my face.
“Do you want anything, other than tea?” Carrot asked me softly.
“A cigarette?" I asked, knowing what she really meant. She frowned at me. 
“I don’t have any tobacco. But I’m going to go grab some applesauce and a few other things. Did you want any moonshine?” she asked again. 
I was feeling bad but not exceptionally. My body just felt heavy and dull. I could feel my heartbeat at the bottom of my hooves. I don’t think ponies were supposed to vomit. 
“...yeah,” I vaguely accepted her offer. Carrot nodded. 
“Watch the water for me,” she said stepping towards the backdoor. She then turned and raised her voice to the living room. “Do you ponies want chocolate or peanut butter??”
“Both!” came back an excited adult mare’s voice. Carrot shook her head, realizing she shouldn’t have bothered asking.
“‘Both’ is fine,” came a filly a second later.
“Yeah,” a stallion added passively. “...what is this for?” 

Applejack: Sure wish you could stay longer.
Twilight Sparkle: Me too. But I have responsibilities in Equestria that I have to get back to. Its citizens need me. But now I can go through the portal whenever I need to. This isn't goodbye. It's just goodbye 'til next time. Ready?
Spike: Ready!

Sunset Shimmer seemed to turn her life around in Rainbow Rocks. She seemed apologetic like a good children’s villain at the end of the first movie. In this one, the school still hated her and her only friends were the people Twilight told to befriend her. They didn’t really seem to believe in her but they were nice to her. She wanted to prove she changed though. The movie’s subplot was about her.
The use of Equestrian magic at the end of the first movie got the attention of some immortal teenage sirens exiled in our world. They used their voices and magical amulets to turn the student body on itself and fall in love with them so they could root out the source of the Equestrian magic and take it for themselves.
Meanwhile, the humans who befriended Twilight in the first movie ‘ponied up’ and gained ears and tails whenever they played music now. Something to do with direct exposure to Equestrian magic, something that didn’t exist in our world until then apparently. They didn’t understand why it happened specifically when playing music though.
So naturally, it was a musical. It ended with two ‘bands’ battling with the student body between them. The good guys played a song human Fluttershy wrote on a hill overlooking the stage while the sirens were singing high and hypnotic pop-rock notes. The sirens’ sheer vocal power, powered up from stealing emotions from the students, overpowered the humans. 
Then Sunset, not participating in the band until now, took up the microphone. The DJ gave her a beat and she started singing some kind of uniting song. Twilight joined in. Then the whole band. Then the whole school. Sunset Shimmer ‘ponied up’ with ears and tails like the rest of the good guys had been doing and then some kind of giant rainbow alicorn made of light came from their magic and crippled the sirens’ magic and singing voices. The defeated sirens ran off, cursed to be regular humans. 
I wondered if there were actually other magical creatures on Earth like them. Or magical artifacts like their amulets. If this movie happened because a little bit of Equestrian magic was used on Earth, what would happen now with all the magical ponies appearing? 
Sunset Shimmer: [voiceover] Dear Princess Twilight,
Missing you already, and I hope you'll be back soon. Things are definitely looking up for me here at Canterlot High. But I know I still have a lot to learn about friendship. Hope you don't mind if I write to you for advice when I need it.
Your friend, Sunset Shimmer.
Rainbow Dash: You ready or what?
Sunset Shimmer: Ready!
Pinkie Pie: One! Two! Three! Four!

The credits started but nobody made an effort to get up or stop the movie. There was another song playing and it was beautiful. It was about how when with our friends we shined like rainbows. We all listened in silence. Minuette didn’t even finish the chocolate peanut butter cookie pie slice sticking out of her mouth.
I wondered if Sunset Shimmer was still out there somewhere. Maybe she was behind the show. If she didn’t get caught up in the “Five Score” curse and lived out her life as a human she’d probably be in her forties now. She had seemed content to give up her old life and her old body and stay on this side of the portal as a human because she had friends. They made her into a better person and she was happy with them. Nothing was more important to her than the bonds she made. It hurt how relevant that was to me now.
Ruby looked up at me and smiled. Then wrapped herself around me and nuzzled into my chest. “It’s okay, Mom,” Ruby consoled me. I didn’t even realize I had been tearing up.
The conversation on Rainbow Rocks and the nature of Equestria Girls lasted for hours. We had no way to know where it took place, besides near a school. Maybe. We didn't know how accurate it was, considering twenty-five years ago cell phones weren’t a huge thing, humans didn’t come in those colors or those names and it would take a conspiracy to cover up what apparently happened. But we had information, a lot of information, and no way to find the exact line between fact and fiction. Ruby was especially interested in figuring out the nature of Equestrian magic and if the way it worked for the humans in the movie gave any hints to how it worked for ponies.
Eventually we had more carrot stew and it started to get dark. Since we were going to have to turn on some lights or burn some candles anyway, Comet Tail suggested a change of scenery and everyone liked the idea.
It felt like a long time since I had looked up just for the sake of stargazing. It was a perfect, clear night for it. We all sat out on a blanket Carrot provided. A dimmed electric lantern sat nearby so that we didn’t trip over each other.
I wasn’t sure if it was our larger eyes or just because Carrot’s homestead was in the middle of nowhere but the sky was absolutely speckled with stars tonight. It looked even better than what I remembered from Comet’s favorite spot outside Lawson.
When we got out there Comet quizzed me on what I remembered. It was easy to explain where the North Star was at our latitude. And from there, you had the Ursa Minor and Ursa Major and could orientate the rest. I got a little lost among all the new stars trying to draw out the Herdsman though. Well, I had the essentials down at least. Comet was happy to point out a few more then went about setting his telescope up for some planets.
Ruby started talking more about her theory on magic.
“So... music is magic?” Comet summarized what Ruby had said while he tried to carefully adjust the focus knob on his telescope with hooves.
“Wait, no, I thought friendship was magic?” I butted in. Minuette snickered next to me. 
“That just means friendship is music,” Minuette transposed. I heard a bit of stifled laughter, this time from Carrot. The long conversation was finally getting to us. Carrot cleared her throat politely and ‘hmm’ed.
“If that’s true, then when we ‘face the music’... is it like we’re seeing an old friend again?” Carrot pondered, not sounding entirely serious. 
“Just as a metaphor,” Ruby said with a sigh, slightly annoyed at our antics. She was still deeply invested into this conversation. “Like the way music rhymes. You know how you can expect part of a song’s melody from the parts before it? You're expecting to hear something and then it happens. And then there’s a rhythm and tempo to it. That’s like a sine wave, like it’s a form of energy. And then you’re applying meaning on top of that energy, like lyrics or other instruments, like you’re encoding a message onto the wave.” 
“...Ruby, I love you... and I’m listening... but honest question, did you ever smoke weed and not tell me?” I asked, feeling like this thinking sounded familiar.
“What? No!” 
“...alright, that’s Venus,” Comet announced looking up from the telescope satisfied. He pointed out towards the west horizon. “You got Mercury right above it too.”
Carrot Top, standing next to him, took the first peek. She looked down into the eyepiece for a moment then looked up with her naked eyes to where the planets were.
“Huh. You’d think they were just stars,” Carrot said appreciatively.
“You would but they’re so much closer,” Comet said longingly. “Do you know what the word ‘planet’ means?”
“Wanderer,” Carrot answered.
“Right. And that’s how they got our attention back in the day, because they didn’t move with the rest of the stars through the seasons, they appear to move in a spiral, because we move around the sun with them at different distances.”
Comet was in ‘professor mode’. I had heard all of this before, multiple times: it was like a familiar song and it was usually therapeutic to hear. Looking up at all the stars that night though I couldn't help but feel small. Those stars were there before I got here and they would be there when I left. And It didn't matter how close any of it was when I couldn't ever reach them. 
There was something going on closer though: Ruby was still explaining her magic theory to Minuette and me. 
“...all doing a different part, is harmony. That’s why when they played together, they could tap into harmony magic. The Equestrian magic now in them manifested during songs the way it normally manifests when a spell is cast. But there aren’t instructions for the magic in a song like there is in a spell to it, so it just kind of… gave off magical radiation. Like the filament in a light bulb.”
“Huh,” Minuette nodded, trying to take it all in.
“Minuette? Did you want to look?” Carrot asked. Minuette nodded emphatically and got up to look in the telescope. Carrot took her place on the blanket.
“And you... read this in your last memory in Equestria?” I asked my little scholar. I think I figured out the parts I zoned out on.
“No. I was trying to cast a spell I never did before and I was trying to remember the fundamentals I read about in magic kindergarten. But I didn’t really understand the context of the explanation anymore. Not until I saw them playing music in Rainbow Rocks. It was about rhythm and instinct from muscle memory like when playing music.”
“So... does that help? Did you figure it out?”
“Maybe. But the only spell I remember the ‘melody’ to was the one I couldn’t cast, a magic beam. And I only remember fumbling over it. I... think all I’ve been doing the past few days is bashing keys,” she grumbled and tried to look down at the broken pocket watch around her neck.
“I think I remember the ‘melody’ or whatever to telekinesis,” Comet said as he entered the conversation. “I knew a couple of spells back then. Telekinesis felt like, if I had to put it into words… ‘It is familiar. You feel the edges of it. It is a part of you. You can feel the joints connecting it to you and.. you move it along that axis…’. if that makes any sense.”
“A little,” Ruby said, nodded contemplatively. 
“That’s cool,” Minuette said to seemingly nothing in particular. She walked back over to the blanket. “Pinchy? Did you want a go?” She gestured to the telescope.
Ruby nodded, stood up and walked over to it. She was bending and lifting her back legs more now but there was still an odd fumble here and there when she tried to step with the wrong leg or too fast. Still though, my little unicorn was walking more confidently than even this morning. It made me wonder how much that old lady had been coddling her while I was at Nathan’s.
“Um,” Ruby mumbled and looked back over at us. “Comet Tail? A little help?” Ruby gestured to the height of the eyepiece, it was above her eye level.
“Shoot! Sorry,” Comet apologized and trotted over to mess with the tripod legs. They were already as low as they went. “Rubes, bring the light over?”
I watched Ruby walk over to the lantern next to Carrot and bite down on the handle. As she was walking it back to the telescope though, she suddenly stopped and sat it down. Then sat down in front of it and lifted it up in her hooves to look at it, like she suddenly noticed something new about it. 
From nowhere, an eerie yellow-green light grew into existence right above Ruby’s head. Everyone else turned to look at the sudden light but Ruby ignored it and continued to stare at the lantern. 
“Get away from that!” I shouted at her. I stood up but before I could pull her away the intensity of the light magnified over and over.
We were awash in a green daylight. Our long shadows stretched out to the now clearly visible treeline. Then at its brightest there was a sound of glass exploding and we were dumped into pitch blackness.
“Ruby??” I fumbled towards where I last saw her and tripped over something soft and fluffy. Minuette started screaming and kicking from underneath me. Something tackled me to the ground from the side and pinned me. It had hooves. She had hooves. “Carrot Top?”
“Berry Punch,” she acknowledged from on top of me and felt around my chest for my neck, then my muzzle. When she found my mouth I felt her hoof recede then come back for one gentle poke.
“Minuette,” she called out her own name. “Sorry... I thought you were abducting me.”
“Ruby? Comet?” I asked while my eyes readjusted from the light. I could start to make out Carrot’s outline then the stars behind her.
Gentler this time, that green glow came back and we could see again. We all turned to look at it. Ruby stood right under it. Then I realized it was actually touching her. It was her horn. Her horn was glowing. We stared in awe.
“It has a resonance!” she declared with a proud smile.

It understandably turned into a very late night.
Being a dirt horse who didn’t take high school physics or music theory, it mostly all went over my hornless head. It was fascinating to watch though. We moved indoors and Carrot sat out some candles and a second battery-powered lantern. The lantern was understandably tucked away safely in the corner, away from the unicorns relearning ‘how to magic’ from their smallest member. 
Comet Tail was the second to relearn how to ignite his horn. His magic glowed a blue. Which started a short-lived and discredited theory that Minuette’s would be blue too based on eye color. Hers was a golden color.
Once they each had a new flashlight, they started trying to move objects with them. It was apparently a little more complicated than just ‘willing’ it over, otherwise you might accidentally move things. They discussed Ruby’s theory about confidence and muscle memory and figured familiar objects would be easier and require less effort. 
With this theory, Comet Tail walked over to his telescope case and smiled down at its latches. They glowed when his horn glowed. And then flipped open. He even managed to swing the case lid open after dropping it a few times.
Minuette figured it out with a cookie. She said it was something about the anticipation and the expected joy. Ruby tried to explain that that was similar to the melody and cause-effect nature of it.
Surprising us all, Ruby had the most trouble. We tried pencils, clothes, her pocket watch, her Fluttershy plushie, rocks, scissors, cookies, Comet’s telescope, the broken lantern, I volunteered myself, and, after some persuasion, the working lantern was tried. She couldn’t seem to do the ‘spell’.
We asked if it was her age. She claimed it was a confidence and rhythm issue.
“I know you’ll get it. You’re a genius! You’re the one who figured it out,” I reminded her. She nodded quietly, but was starting to look tired and contemplative. I wondered how early her bedtime was supposed to be. She really wanted to get this. 
Yet the most she did was put a fleeting glimmer on an object that quickly sputtered out. While Comet Tail and Minuette were pushing and pulling things over and picking them in their magical grasps, Ruby was struggling to get a grip. She tried a metronome phone app. Then something that made awful noise pitches in specific frequencies. Then we tried playing pony songs.
After another hour of frustration and seeing her friends get it, Ruby finally gave up. I rarely saw her do that. She said the doubt and exhaustion was doing more harm than good at that point. She wanted to go to bed and would try again in the morning. 
That’s when we found out there was only one bed in the house. After a short, tired discussion of sleeping arrangements about who gets the bed, Minuette suggested everypony got the bed. It was fair and simple so we all piled onto it. 
It turns out four and a half little ponies fit not too uncomfortably on a queen-sized bed if they’re willing to cuddle a little. To none of our surprise, little ponies like to cuddle. 
Ruby fit perfectly in my legs and Comet Tail slept with his back against mine. Carrot slept across from me and Minuette used Carrot’s cutie mark as a pillow and her rear legs brushed against mine. With so many warm, fuzzy bodies we had no need for blankets. I thought because of my nap in the middle of the afternoon I would have trouble sleeping yet the body heat from all my fuzzy friends in the uncirculated air of the room pushed me into a light-headed, heat-induced coma. It was almost as good as getting blackout drunk. I could almost imagine the room slowly spinning me to sleep.

	
		17. Keep In Touch



Comet pulled me through the shadowy tendrils and out of its stony chest. We galloped through the twisting cave as fast as we dared, scraping over jagged rocks and fumbling around stalagmites. The glowing aura from our bounding bodies lit the way. Those things chasing us had no eyes, so it wasn’t light they were chasing. They could feel us over their own tumbling grinding bodies made of stone. Discord didn’t chase but his laughter followed us all the way to our cavern.
	When we came into the antechamber, I could see into the larger one and see most of the ponies had already taken off, having obviously heard all of the noise coming down the tunnels. I saw Roseluck’s tail disappear down the other end of the tunnel, telling me how we were escaping. We still had a chance. 
The one pony I didn’t want to see hanging back though, was waiting right in front of me.
	“Mom!” Ruby called out and tried running to me before Minuette stopped her. Comet and I came barreling up to them. I didn’t stop, I didn’t talk, I ducked, stuck my head under her and slid my little filly down the back of my neck onto my back. 
Minuette took our cue and chased after us until I heard her skid to a stop. 
“Carrot! Come on!” she shouted.
“Okay, okay!”
The back exit did a sudden turn and I slipped several body widths down smoothed rock. There was a drop two ponies tall waiting at the end. I plopped down into some new cave vein surprisingly gracefully. 
I looked behind me and then in front of us; the light from Comet’s spell was the only light around us. 
“It’s Discord,” I heard Comet inform back as he fell down next to me. “He’s taken Twilight and the Princesses. I bet he even unleashed those ash creatures.”
“Does this go anywhere?” I called out, frustrated and looking both ways. 
“The Oscura forest!” I heard Carrot’s voice echo down to me, soon after followed by Carrot herself. She was burdened down with sacks and bags draped around her neck and body, most clearly not her own. Comet caught the over-encumbered Carrot as she fell. Minuette landed relatively gracefully. “Go down!” she pointed forward. 
	Carrot took off down the way and I followed, Ruby still clinging around my neck.
	“But isn’t the fire there?” I asked, wary of our destination. 
	“The fire’s on top!” Carrot called out, sounding exhausted from the extra weight she carried. “Cloud Kicker said… this leads out… near the valley floor…”
	We all caught up to Carrot easily but kept pace with her, not wanting to lose her. We rounded a corner and then Carrot skidded to a stop without warning. I plowed right into her and Comet Tail and Minuette crashed into me. Supplies spilled everywhere and Minuette managed to roll right over me and land on a sack of flour. 
	“Other way! Other way!” Carrot shouted as she climbed back to her hooves and took off back the way we came. By that time I saw what she had spotted. 
	It was Discord standing before us in a large opening, smiling sinisterly yet waving casually.
	We all turned and galloped back up the tunnel we came through. The path the other way eventually winded down as well. Once again Carrot Top stopped suddenly. This time we were more ready and collapsed into each other a little easier. 
	“What? No no no,” Carrot said. We peaked around her. 
Discord was standing there again, facing the other way, impatiently tapping his foot. He looked down at his arm of his eagle claw, shook it, held it up to his ear, then twisted his clawed arm around several times, as if winding it up.
He turned around and made a show like he just now spotted us. “Oh there you are! You’re late. It’s not nice to hold up a date, you know.”
Without waiting any longer we all turned and fled back the way we came again. The tunnel didn’t go up at all this time. As we rounded the corner we all stopped once again. There was Discord standing there in the chamber again.
“Nonono,” Carrot stammered. “This isn’t right. This is impossible.”
Discord heard her and brought his arms out wide, presenting himself like a showman. “My dear, I am the impossible.”
I heard hoofsteps take off behind me and looked back. I saw Comet Tail bound out of sight without warning. This time I didn’t follow. After a few seconds I heard the hoofsteps again, this time in front of me. Comet Tail appeared on the other end of the chamber. I saw the color drain from his illuminated face and his light from his spell dim a little.
“Mom, where do we go?” Ruby asked from my back. I looked at my friends standing with me, at Discord standing expectantly to the side then at Comet Tail ahead of me. I bolted across the chamber past Discord to Comet Tail. Discord watched as I passed with Ruby, Minuette and Carrot Top. 
We took off down the tunnel again. Only for it to end shortly back where we started. There weren’t nearly enough turns for us to be back here again. Discord grinned down at us with his shark teeth and yellow eyes. 
“Before you run off again, can I interest you in a drink, Barry? You look like you could use one,” Discord said as he brought a bottle of wine out from behind him. For some reason I didn't like the way he said my name. But that wine bottle. I recognized that label immediately. It was the one Comet Tail and I were drinking earlier. He brought it to his mouth, took a short sip and then let out a long belch. He tapped his tongue to the roof of his mouth, trying to assess the taste. “You know…” he started, a drip of venom entering his voice. “I think... it needs something!” 
Discord let go of the bottle. As it hung there suspended in air he snapped his claw. My world drowned in a dark red liquid. I gasped and wine flooded my lungs. My head exploded into an asphyxiation of colors. My eyes stung and my limbs went rigid as I felt my world turn upside down on me. The weight of the wine crushed down on me, washing me down a glass funnel. My hooves tried to find a surface to grab onto inside the slippery glass walls. I pushed against the inside of the glass tunnel with all my strength, staring down into the dark abyss waiting below me for just one slip.
The force of the last of the wine rushing past me made me slide further down. I took another instinctive gasp and I felt air again. I coughed and gasped and used my regained strength to lodge myself more in place.
“Let her go!” I heard Comet Tail say from far away, the sound of his voice resonating inside my glass tomb. Just as I started to catch my breath I felt my world turn upside down on me again. I plummeted to the other end of the glass tank and a fresh torrent of wine pounded me against the glass bottom.
Ponies were shouting but they sounded underwater. I heard explosions and saw lights and then suddenly felt weightless. 
My world exploded into a sticky mess of glass, rocks and pain. Before I could figure out which way was up again a yellow light grabbed me and dragged me after it. My legs full of glass and pebbles tumbled under me until I felt them regain a familiar rhythm. The world was a blur of light and shadows and then the shadows disappeared. I fell into the light and crashed muzzle-first into a stone wall. I lay on something sharp and sticky. There was an explosion and the world threatened to collapse in on itself. I couldn’t tell what was going on anymore. 
I lay there in shock as I heard a cave-in and manic laughter echoing off the walls around me reverberated in my bones.
“Mom! Please get up!” 
“Pinchy, No! We’re going now!”
“No! What about Mom?! Mom!”
I crawled towards where I thought I heard the voices. My legs rolled out from underneath me and then someone caught me. I recognized his smell. I clung to him.
“Where is she?” I asked into his neck.
“Sssh,” Comet shushed me and pressed a hoof to my mouth to keep me quiet. If we were hiding it didn’t last.
“Well aren’t you an interesting family,” echoed the draconequus voice around us. “I got just the idea for you! Stop me if you’ve heard this one before.” He cleared his throat before beginning:
“Five score divided by four!
Your memories removed, your body confused!
For your insolence you must pay,
Cast off to a land far, far away.
I've scattered the six, and that's just the start of my tricks!
Your mind shall be weak, your outlook bleak. 
Forgetting everything and living like a fool. 
You have all lost, now no one can stop my rule!”
And then reality burned out.

I gasped for breath and startled myself awake. I woke up and looked around at the unfamiliar room. Where was He? The world was painfully bright. I rolled onto my stomach to look around the sharply contrasted and defined space. The room smelled like dust, sunshine, aged wood and horse.
It took me a moment but I figured out where I was. I was at Carrot Top’s. 
I scanned the room looking for signs of Him. There was a pile of bed covers in the corner next to the bookshelf. Open blinds appropriately blinding me, casting dusty sunbeams across the room. Picture frames full of people I didn’t know were on the wallpaper-covered walls and in frames sitting on the heavy wooden dresser. I checked the corners where the walls met and scanned the floor for cracks in reality. I dared a peek towards the mirror on the dresser: its world looked appropriately mirrored.
He wasn’t here. I was alone. Why was I alone? Where were my friends? I sat there quietly just trying to breath. I was getting dizzy. I held my breath. And then let it out slowly. I took one more breath and forced it deeper, held it, and then let it out slowly.
I forced myself to take several more deeper, slower breaths to try to calm my racing heart. In the quiet concentration my mind picked up the slack.
The bedroom looked different in the daylight. Sadder. Sober.
I didn’t know where my friends were. I tried to figure out where I saw them last. Comet Tail was holding me and then…
No. That was a long time ago. Before I died. And before I was reborn. Back when we were cursed out of Equestria just because.
I didn’t want to be alone right now.
I crawled to the edge of the bed and slid off. I landed with an ‘oof’ and my forelegs just about gave out under me but I forced myself to walk forward. They were trembling with each step, a bit like my arms did in the morning. 
...arms?
The old muscle memory of walking on two legs kicked in and I fumbled and fell. I shook the phantom sensation that I was missing digits out of my head and got back up to all four limbs. There was a dizzying head rush when I did. My first several steps were very manual and self-conscious until my legs seemed to slowly start taking over again. I clip-clopped unsteadily out the bedroom and down the hallway.
When I finally got to the living room I spotted a friend. My stallion friend was laying on the rug in front of his laptop. My beautiful pony friend. Alive. I couldn’t hide the relieved look on my face any more than I could hide the shakiness in my legs.
“There she is,” he said to no one else in the room. I felt surprisingly irritated he was apparently going out of his way to test the pronoun again. I didn’t want to think about that right now. 
I quickly stumbled over to him and he looked up at me, confused at my speed and off steps. I collapsed my forelegs around his neck, nearly knocking him over and rubbed our fuzzy faces together. When I felt how real he was I started tearing up more and sniffling.
“Are you okay?” he asked when he eventually recovered. I was. We were. We survived that horrible nightmare. Even if our survival from it was just for a cruel, unfunny joke dragged out for a twenty-five years punchline. I had a more urgent issue.
“Where is she?” I asked instead, exactly as I said it last.
“...she’s with Carrot and Minuette out in-” Comet stopped himself. He recognized what I said. “Oh.” He put his own forelegs around me. His fur was soft but there was a comforting strength underneath it. “You had the dream?” I nodded my muzzle into his neck.
“You... could have run,” I said while I held the sobs back. “But... you didn’t.”
“You’ve always stayed with me,” Comet reassured me.
“Not always-” I started, thinking about our fight as teenagers. Or more accurately, the time I decked the shit out of him. 
“That doesn’t count,” Comet seemed to realize exactly what I was thinking. “I never held that against you. ...you’re always worth forgiving, Berry Punch.”
I choked up. I felt I really wasn’t. I sniffled. When I did I couldn’t help but notice he smelled really nice. As I calmed down and he petted my neck I nuzzled into him a little deeper. He didn’t mind. I gave a few unnecessary extra sniffs. It made my heart race. There was something incredibly comforting and… virile to his scent. I arched my back to push into him and I felt my tail lift.
Oh. 
A pang of shame struck me and I pulled away from my friend. Comet looked at me a little confused but I wouldn’t meet his gaze. I tried to calm myself and told myself I was just relieved and emotional. We sat in silence for a moment.
I told myself I was just relieved and emotional.
“So, are you hungry?” Comet started a new conversation. I swallowed the saliva that was built up in my mouth. My mouth felt too wet. 
“I think I need a drink,” I declared. Comet’s ears faltered with surprise but recovered to face me again.
“How about some food and water first?” he suggested.
Over a bowl of oatmeal and applesauce he explained to me Minuette and Ruby were out with Carrot in the garden. Carrot got up just before sunrise, like she always does apparently, and everyone else got up with her. He was in here keeping an eye on me. 
Comet took the time to pore over international news to look for any sign of more ponies. The Seattle bookstore explosion was obvious enough after they discovered the only missing merchandise was the show bible. He said he didn’t think any other news would be so obvious.
Not wanting to think about what was going on in my head or potentially under my tail I humored him.
“So, what’s going on in the world?” I asked with an untimed mouthful of soggy oatmeal. The mixture was soft, mild and just sweet enough. It set heavy in my stomach but in a good way, like it would keep my insides right-side up.
“Well, organized crime in Chicago spiked... There’s still war in the Middle East… that novel coronavirus is still spreading… and the US is on high alert because there was another explosion in Seattle last night. But the real kicker is they think it’s related to an apparent cruise missile that flew over the Canadian border a few hours earlier. Set off a ton of alarms and scared everybody then disappeared right off the radar. Then a few hours after that there was a huge explosion in some sketchy neighborhood in downtown Seattle.”
I licked some oatmeal off my muzzle in contemplative silence. Things were getting serious out there.
“Can… can cruise missiles do that? Just... disappear and explode hours later?”
Comet shook his head. “I don’t think so. Says this one wasn’t even supersonic neither.” 
I tilted my head and looked at him patiently. He chuckled awkwardly when he got why I was looking at him funny. 
“It didn’t go faster than the speed of sound. Like most modern missiles do,” he explained. “‘says it was going around five hundred miles per hour.”
He was obviously telling me more about this one for a reason and I didn’t think it was because of an interest in missiles or acts of war. 
“...you think it was a pony?”
Comet did the closest thing to a shrug he could laying on his stomach and legs. “Maybe. But five hundred miles per hour is fast. Real fast. Like faster than anything alive.”
An impossibly fast pony… that can make an explosion.
“...Rainbow Dash?” I guessed. I wanted to believe. “Could the explosion have been a Sonic Rainboom?”
“Maybe,” he repeated.
“What the hay do you think she’s doing up there?” 
Comet Tail shook his head.
“I got no idea,” he admitted before looking down at his mug and igniting his horn in his blue aura. I saw his mug get wrapped in that same aura and slowly rise. Unsteadily, like a child holding a cup too big for their hands, his mug floated up to his muzzle. He sipped it carefully and sat it back down a little closer.
Here I was talking to a telekinetic unicorn about a pegasus that can travel cruise missile speed and make explosions. 
I stuck my muzzle back into my bowl again for another mouthful of oatmeal. I mushed it a little and swallowed it down. I eyed his mug. I couldn’t smell any but I thought I’d ask anyway.
“That’s not coffee, is it?”
“Just water,” Comet admitted. That was for the best, coffee wasn’t the same without a cigarette. I decided to distract myself from that thought too.
“So, I didn’t make the news, did I?”
“Should you have?” Comet asked, confused. “...do you mean as Brian or something?” 
I was impressed how weird that name already sounded to me. Twenty-five years… I shook my head and flung a bit of applesauce somewhere.
“No, the other night in Lawson. When I left Nathan’s there were a bunch of people in the trailer park who definitely probably saw me leave,” I explained. Comet’s eyes grew wide before he looked back to his laptop. His horn lit back up and I saw random sparkles on the keyboard while some keys pressed down. It took a moment for it to register to me as typing.
After a minute of scrolling and a few clicks he shook his head. 
“Nothin,” he declared. 
“Not even a mention of a giant purple dog or something?” I asked, not able to hide the hint of bitterness in my voice. I knew I wasn’t a cruise missile but you’d think someone would have said something.
“Nope. Guess it didn’t make the cut,” Comet said. I saw the gears in his head start turning. “But you think people saw you?” 
“I ran right by them!”
Comet started typing again. When he stopped I saw Facebook load onto his screen. I watched silently as he clicked around and opened up neighborhood watch pages and local groups. Apparently the trailer park had its own page even. He didn’t have to scroll far.
"Why didn’t I check social media more,” he chided himself. He pointed at the screen. “They’re literally talking about you specifically. Not even about Nathan or the police showing up. Under the new post about the pet policy, people are saying they saw a weird purple pony.”
“Huh. You think you could find more ponies on Facebook?” I asked the obvious question. Comet gave this some thought.
“I only found mention of you ‘cause I knew where to look; I can’t just search everywhere. This is narrow searching at best.” He paused. “...I could check nearby though.”
I quietly watched Comet scrub social media while I lapped at my morning ration of alcohol. Apparently Carrot poured it earlier just for me. She had set some pot of black beans on the stove top to cook as well. She always seemed to be planning. That pony had everything figured out. The alcohol was more generous and less watered down than I would have expected from her, but not enough for me to get a buzz. 
“Creighton has a few pages. Looks like there was a break-in at the Country Mart the other night. And someone’s looking for their daughter, a ‘Meredith Tolley,” Comet shared what he discovered. I heard an audible click and after another page loaded I heard another. His horn stopped glowing. “...her twenty-fifth birthday was this weekend.”
“Well, that was easy,” I remarked. Our conversation quieted, knowing the next part. “...how do we find her?”
“Well, if I was trying to find you from your post I’d prolly interview the people in the trailer park. Find out it was Nathan’s home you came from, interrogate him…” Comet trailed off. I could hear a ‘but’. I knew what it was. ‘But we can’t do that because we’re ponies’. 
Comet Tail got up onto his hooves. “I’ll ask Carrot Top. She knew the locals, right? Maybe she’s got an idea.”
It was too bright outside for me so I sat on the porch while my eyes watered and Comet went to go talk to her. Even with my pony ears I didn’t catch much of the conversation. I did catch one word though.
“Merry???” Carrot asked as she stepped back in repulsion. Apparently we had a lead. 
Everyone washed up and gathered around the laptop to look at the discovery. My little ruby greeted me with a hug. Minuette, seeing the hug and not wanting to be left out, gave me a hug too. It was nice they cared about me.
Carrot Top skipped the hug altogether. Instead she looked over the Facebook page Comet Tail had pulled up. Comet pointed out the last tip off he found, the last message Meredith posted to her page, the day after her birthday:
Haha. Very funny guys.

    Carrot Top let out a low snort of dissatisfaction. When she stood up she nodded. 
“Yeah, I know Merry,” she nearly spat the name out. “She’s like a hornet’s nest: you mess with her, you're going to get stung. She was with the boys when Braeburn threatened me with that gun. ...she told him to shoot.”
“Oh. ...Braeburn?” Comet checked if he heard right. 
“I meant Ben,” the orange-haired mare corrected herself. I saw her emerald eyes search for something until it registered and she sighed. “Braeburn’s too good for her…” she mumbled with a shake of her head before continuing. “I bet they were out that day buying supplies for her party. She always overdid it.”
“Do you know where they’d be hiding?” Comet asked. Carrot Top put a hoof to her muzzle in thought.
“Diamond and all their friends live in town… except Braeburn, I think. I’m not sure where he lives.”
"Did you say Diamond?” my precious ruby noticed first. “As in Diamond Tiara?” Carrot put two and two together and her irritated expression relaxed into an amused smile. 
“That’s... appropriate. I think she could use a second chance to grow up. ...um, no offense?” she said looking down at the filly next to me, who shrugged.
“None taken.”
“So,” Comet started to bring the conversation back on track. “With your history and all, are you alright with trying to contact’em?” Comet asked. Carrot didn’t hesitate to nod.
“We should. I don’t know what their circumstances are but with the world the way it is right now, if they need any help we should offer it.”    
After digging for clues on social media about Braeburn and Diamond Tiara’s whereabouts for a bit, Comet switched gears and found the equivalent of a phone book online. After begrudgingly paying a nominal fee, we found the geographically closest name match for Braeburn’s human name.
“Oh! That’s just on the other side of town,” Carrot perked when she saw the address. Our yellow stallion switched tabs and poked in our current address and the one we found for directions. Carrot was right. The home was pretty secluded too. Comet Tail looked around the room, made brief eye contact with Minuette, then quietly checked the ‘walking’ directions and we saw it was right under three hours of walking.
All gardening plans for the day were put on the backburner as my friends started discussing our options. I remained quiet and impartial. I hoped the other ponies were okay but I was wary of the danger of making contact, not knowing if humans found them first. Also I knew if our group got bigger I would just become that much more useless by comparison.
Carrot tried calling Braeburn from her phone and then after looking it up too, reluctantly tried calling Diamond Tiara too. Frustratingly, neither phone seemed to ring.
“I’m surprised they didn’t try to contact you,” Minuette wondered. “Like after they saw their own ears come in.”
“I am too... and here I was scared they were going to show up to hurt me. That’s one of the reasons I wasn’t answering my phone. A lot of people in town knew about my grandparents, they were an eccentric pair, but maybe Diamond and Braeburn just didn’t know where they lived. Might have just been the older folks who knew them that well.”
“Well, let’s go say ‘hi’ then!” 
“It would be the pony thing to do,” Carrot Top agreed. “Can we get Chad to give us a ride?”
“He won’t be off work until 8. And… I think he still needs some time,” Minuette worded carefully. “We could try driving your car?” 
"Maybe..." Carrot said, sounding hesitant. "I'll warn you: it drifts to the right a little."
“I dunno how safe driving with magic is anyway,” Comet admitted, looking up from the laptop.  “Like that’s a long while to hold it. I’m worried if we don’t get caught driving around we’d manage to put it in the ditch."
Carrot nodded in agreement. "Agreed. I think we should only use it in case of an emergency."
“What if I helped?” Minuette asked Comet, sparking her own horn a bit for display. “I could work the pedals and you work the wheel?” 
“I mean, I just don’t think it’s a viable option at all for this. A car means we gotta stick to roads. If we use the roads we gotta cross through the middle of town.”
“We could go at night then?” my little filly spoke up.
“Exactly. But if we’re gonna go at night we might as well just take the woods. Less chance of running into people. And if we do run into people, it’ll be easier to get away,” Comet reasoned. “If we did have to abandon the car it’d get tracked back to Carrot Top. And I just... I don’t know. That can’t be good. Walking will take longer but I think it’ll be safer. ...are you sure we couldn’t get a ride from Chad?”
Minuette frowned. It didn’t look right on her face. “I don’t want to call him. Not for this.”
“Okay, but you’re gonna talk eventually, right?” Comet asked.
“Of course! We will. Just, not today. Unless he calls first,” Minuette explained. Comet nodded in acceptance. “Anyway! I still want to go meet the other ponies. Even if we have to walk.”
“It’s my plan so I’ll go too,” Comet suggested.
“I want to go too,” my foal volunteered.
“What?” I questioned her. “You’re not going. This could be dangerous.”
“What? Why can’t I?” she asked, shocked. Ruby wasn’t a child, but I wasn’t sure if I could still treat her like she was still twenty-five. Maybe I was overprotective.
“What if something happens? What if... you need to run?” I pointed out. 
“Then I’ll run,” Ruby countered simply. I was left momentarily at a loss for words, not used to being at the receiving end of defiance or sure how to respond to it. 
“Pinchy, ...you still have trouble walking,” I reminded her.
“And I couldn’t walk at all a week ago! But I could run now! If I really had to,” she insisted, her stubbornness surprisingly aggressive.
She spelled it out for me and it finally clicked: I was telling her she couldn’t physically do something. The most talented human I knew didn’t get that way because she let things stop her. Instead she became great at things by throwing herself into it. That was something I loved about her. Looking at this filly now, I didn’t know how I could tell her ‘no’. I didn’t think I could put my hoof down, not on her spirit.
“It ain’t far, but it’s still a bit of a walk,” Comet spoke up for me. “It’d be three hours there and three hours back. At night. Through hilly, rocky woods. And your legs are shorter, Rubes. That means way more steps for you. Are you sure you’d be up for that?”
Ruby frowned and cast those beautiful green eyes downward. We had to switch tactics.
“Stay with me? Please? So I don’t have to worry?” I begged. I wondered if this was selfish of me. She sighed.
“...fine. But I get to go if there’s a next time,” she bargained.
“...if the circumstances are right,” I agreed hesitantly. Ruby reluctantly nodded in acceptance.
“Well, I guess the party’s set then?” Carrot said looking around the room, seemingly not volunteering herself. In her defense this was her home and it wasn’t like Comet Tail and Minuette would need any more direction than what their phones could provide. “If you two are going to be walking all night you should probably get in a nap first. We’ll start supper earlier and pack some supplies.” 
With mild disdain for the sun, I joined the rest of the bunch outside to help wrap up. I recognized the radishes, there didn’t seem to be a ton of those though. Instead there was a large pile of flat pea pods on Carrot’s little garden wagon that I learned were snow peas.
The first thing Carrot did was wash and dry her tools with religious care and put them up immediately after drying them. Then at the water pump we washed the vegetables as well as we could and threw them into a tall bucket as we went. With five sets of hooves and a couple of horns it was quick work.
Comet took the bucket inside, Minuette put the wagon up in the shed and Ruby and I followed Carrot into the food shed to grab empty Mason jars and bring them into the house. Mercifully, the Mason jars were in nice bottle carriers with round handles.
Apparently the rest of the process could wait though. Instead we had switched to starting dinner. Which was black bean chili and black bean brownies. I was a little hesitant about the latter.
It was interesting to be a part of a kitchen of ponies at work though. It reminded me of working in the kitchen at the retirement home. Carrot divided the beans and had me mash my half with a masher. Minuette was grinding spices with some kind of hoof-cranked grinder with a spinning handle and helped move the chopped vegetables. Carrot held a knife handle in the side of her mouth and held the other end down with a hoof while she chopped vegetables on a cutting board laying on the ground. Comet and Pinchy were measuring things out and added them to my bean mash. I recognized the cocoa powder, chocolate chips, oats, applesauce and some other little things. The odd ingredients to me were the ‘beet sugar’ and ‘flax seed’ sludge.
I was waiting for more ingredients to show up, but Comet and Pinchy were done reading through the recipe. I expected some normal things like eggs and flour. I had never made brownies from scratch before, but I could have sworn at least flour should have been involved somewhere. I actually didn’t know if Carrot even had eggs and butter. I tried my best to stir it all with the big spoon provided. I didn’t want to strain my neck or get my mane in it so I just held it between my hooves and awkwardly stirred. To my surprise, it started to look about right after I got it all stirred through.
“Hey, Carrot?” I spoke up. “Is this right? Shouldn’t there be… flour and stuff? Eggs?”
Carrot looked at me, but had her mouth full with a measuring cup full of some thick grain. With a tilt of her head, Carrot poured it out into the black beans still simmering on the stove. She sat her utensil down to answer.
“It’s a plant-based recipe,” she answered simply before going on. “Even if we could have raised our own animals with love and care, they’re noisy and require a lot of resources and time. It just wasn’t worth it. So, I’m vegan.” 
“Oh,” I stated dumbly. “But ...flour?” 
“I try to ration out the ingredients I can’t grow here,” she elaborated. 
I looked down at the brownie batter I just stirred. We had chocolate last night as well.
“Oh really? Do you have a chocolate chip bush around here somewhere?” I asked, fairly sure of the answer.
Her ears fell flat and a sheepish grin grew on her face.

With the chili ingredients ‘getting to know each other’ and the brownie batter cooking in a skillet in some ‘oven’ door set into the stove closer to the fire, we went back to the canning process. 
Cleaned vegetables went in jars with water. Some got spices, pickling salt and apple cider vinegar. Carrot had some kind of pressure cooker looking thing she sat on the stove next to the chili. That was filled with water and brought to a boil. Then the jars went inside that. It was sealed up and the right pressure for the right amount of time had to be maintained. It was simple, but a little time consuming. While waiting for all the boiling and pressurizing we cleaned up. We weren’t going to eat for a little while yet, but chili was one of those things that got better with simmering anyway. To my disappointment, with our group activities momentarily done, we split up.
Minuette and Comet Tail went to go try and get a mid-afternoon nap in and Ruby wanted to go out onto the porch to ‘practice her magic’. I volunteered to watch but she insisted she didn’t want an audience. Respecting her wishes, I was essentially left alone with only Carrot to talk to. 
Feeling awkward sitting alone doing nothing in the living room I sat with her instead in the kitchen. She seemed to enjoy the silence, almost transfixed by the wood burning stove. She’d occasionally feed it another log or check the cooking food but otherwise just sat on the floor. I saw my opening.
“So, do you always stay in the kitchen?” I asked her with a wry smile on my face. To my relief the joke landed and she giggled a little. 
“I think it’s relaxing to keep an eye on things. It’s a bit like gardening that way. But faster and a little more hooves on,” she mused. “Do you do much cooking?”
“Not really. I can make a pretty mean grilled cheese though.”
She gave a pleasant smile and hummed an acknowledgement but didn’t really comment on that. She probably wasn’t one for grilled cheese, I realized after the fact. The silence returned for a bit until she politely broke it this time.
“How are you doing by the way?” she asked. I was starting to get tired of that question. I was only here because ponies cared about me, not because of what I could provide, maybe I was just a charity case. I thought back to my last ration this morning and then to Comet Tail. Then my pony dream. I was just a furry pile of feelings and exhaustion today.
“Mostly just tired,” I responded, not elaborating further.
“Oh, good? Any more shaking or fever?”
“A little,” I admitted. “That basically went away after breakfast.”
“Oh. That is good then,” She said then looked up at the clock on the wall. “Do you… want any more now?” Moonshine. Of course I wanted some, but I wasn’t sure if I could actually say yes or not. And if she went and got it now, would I get to see where she kept it? No. She would tell me to stay put. And that display of her controlling nature was what I really wanted to avoid.
“I… think I need a cigarette more than anything,” I deflected. 
“Did you smoke a lot?” she asked me. I imagined she was going to silently judge an honest answer so I leaned into it. 
“Only when I drink,” I said with a grin, wallowing in the terrible implication. She humored me with a dry chuckle.
“I’m sorry. I can’t really help with nicotine withdrawal,” she said, assuming I would want her to. “Have you felt irritable? You seem alright.”
I was technically a little irritable at Carrot Top right now. I thought back to Comet going out of his way to call me a ‘she’ this morning and how that irritated me. That didn’t bother me yesterday. ...then the way I reacted to his smell and then pushed him away. I sighed.
“Even without the drinking problem I’m still such a mess,” I said into my forehooves. 
“Maybe you don’t have a drinking problem then, Berry? Maybe you started drinking because of a life problem?” 
That sounded uncomfortably similar to something my dad once said about himself. 
“...Yeah,” I said and nodded in agreement. I placed my forehooves back onto the floor. “Maybe that’s it.”
There was another silence which she broke with her hoof coming to rest on my side. I looked up from the floor at her. 
“You want to get more involved with the cooking? I could teach you some recipes. It’s great stress relief,” she offered. That almost sounded nice. I was really lacking there. If I wanted to be the parent in my relationship with Ruby I probably did need to learn how to cook better than I did now. 
“...are all the recipes going to be vegan?” I teased her. 
“Unless you’re hiding a chicken somewhere,” she shot back with a dry smirk. 

Ruby was the first one to rejoin us. There was a rattle with the front door and some soft hooves pattering as she came in. I thought I made out a long sigh in with the pattering. Carrot talked cooking with me by first explaining cooking rice and beans to me. When Ruby stepped into the kitchen Carrot had been gushing about the culinary value of onions.
“Is it time to eat yet?” our youngest asked. I couldn’t help but notice she seemed to be eyeing the skillet full of brownie more than the chili pot.
“It is. But we’ll wait for Minuette and Comet,” Carrot explained. 
“How’d magic practice go?” I asked my little filly, expecting to hear some progress.
“Tiring,” she stepped around my question the way I would. 
“Do… you want to talk about it?” I asked her.
“No,” she shot me down rather quickly. “Mom? Can I take a bath before dinner?” She changed the subject. I was a little confused by the question and why she was asking me for permission. I looked to Carrot Top for an answer.
“It’s fine by me. There’s towels under the sink. Just flip the middle switch and give it about twenty minutes to heat up,” Carrot reminded us.
“Right. Okay,” Ruby agreed before turning to me. “Mom? Will you… help me? With the bath?” 
“Oh, right, our buddy system! Of course,” I said, realizing why she was asking me. “Should I take it with you? I probably smell bad, don’t I?” I asked, expecting the ponies who had been gardening for two days to be worse off. To my embarrassment, Ruby agreed with me.
“You do. You kind of smell like a horse-scented marker.”
Bath time was a good way to kill an hour. The tub itself was rather equine-friendly. According to what Ruby had been told, ‘Meemaw’ had arthritis. In addition to the shower mat, handheld shower head and flat handles for the shower knobs, there was a less useful shower chair and a too-personal-to-use shower brush stored away in the bathroom.
The shampoo, stored in an easy-pour bottle in an easy-grip rubber koozie, eventually got everywhere but at least it didn’t taste too bad. If we weren’t doing our buddy system the shower brush might have been tempting to get our backs. Instead we did our best to lather each other up with our hooves then rinse each other by holding the shower head in our mouths.
I thought maybe this would have been awkward at first but the innocence and relaxation we had washing each other gave me a similar feeling to when we took baths together as little kids. Except now, to Ruby’s brief giggling terror, I found she was ticklish on what used to be her ankle down and that old lady couldn’t stop me from playfully harassing her a little with it.
The bath itself didn’t take long. The long part was the drying process. I gently patted her face then ruffled her coat dry and then did my best to get her mane and tail dry. We started to use the same towel on me, for conservation’s sake, but my greater surface area quickly made it clear an already damp towel wasn’t going to cut it so we used up another. 
I offered to carry my soft little unicorn back to the living room but she wanted to walk. I assumed it was a reaction to not getting to go out tonight. I wouldn’t squash her independence, even if she still needed someone to wash her back and help her rinse her tail.
Leaving the bathroom and returning to the regular scent of the house, my nostrils were filled with an intoxicating smell of warm, spiced and extremely inviting food. To Ruby’s disappointment, Minuette and Comet Tail were still out. They needed all the sleep they could get for tonight, so we didn’t wake them. However, showing some compassion for the hungry filly, Carrot Top relented and said we could go ahead and eat without them.
Dinner was almost uncomfortably hearty. What felt like ground beef at first in the chili turned out to be bulgur wheat. The spices in the chili were deep and earthy. There was a lot of texture and flavor from the parsnips, carrots, tomatoes and whatever else she put into this. There were some chewy green things that turned out to be the leafy tops of carrots and parsnips. They were slightly bitter but soaked up everything else well. I wasn’t sure if humans could digest those, but I kind of liked the texture and they went down fine.
“Sorry we’re basically having another stew again,” Carrot apologized without any need. “It’s a little easy to set it and go about your day. And I wanted to use up the ingredients I opened yesterday.” Ruby and I insisted it was fine because it was quite good.
When I was getting Carrot’s cooking crash course she explained that’s why the applesauce was in the oatmeal this morning: she used it to moisten the baked food yesterday. It was also why she felt she could use the chocolate more liberally: there was still an open can. She said, ideally, she didn’t want to open more than one more thing each day. I trusted her logic; she was more used to rotating out food to make it last than I was. In confidence, she told me her chocolate cravings are what made her put the black beans on for the chili, just so that she could make her brownies too.
The brownies, despite the slightly unusual ingredients, tasted almost imperceptibly normal. Rich, moist and incredibly chocolatey. I didn't even perceive beans. My favorite little filly, who had a little filly-sized portion of chili, seemed to be perfectly fine with an adult-sized serving of dessert. There was plenty left over after the three of us had a crude chunk of it. Carrot set a few pieces aside and put the rest in a storage container.
"They can give some to Diamond Tiara and Braeburn when they see them," our host suggested. "Or eat them on the way if they need a moral boost."
To kill time waiting for our sleeping unicorns we watched some more Friendship is Magic on Comet Tail’s laptop. Ruby started us on Season 2, understandably after the season premiere. 
I loved all of the episodes I saw. The highlights to me were Twilight mind-controlling the town with a doll, a Halloween episode with an old-fashioned speaking Princess Luna returning to the public eye (I dressed as a safari explorer), and a “Sisterhooves Social” where I apparently won the sister race with some random little filly. 
I thought entering a sister race with my daughter would be something I would do. I think I could pass as her older sister too, I didn’t feel old. In the middle of our debate on whether or not I actually won the race and whether it was with Ruby or some filly aunt of hers, the familiar sound of hooves on wood came down the hall from the bedroom. Comet Tail and Minuette came around the corner, looking well-rested.
“It’s about time you two woke up! It’s almost dusk,” Carrot pretended to chastise the unicorns before she stood up. “Come on, let’s fix some bowls.” 
Comet and Carrot headed into the kitchen but Minuette held back for just a bit with me and my daughter. She stooped low to whisper to me and a mischievous grin appeared on her face.
“Just between you and me, Comet smells really good,”  she whispered a little louder than necessary. I saw Ruby jerkily look away from both of us and flatten her ears, clearly embarrassed to hear this conversation and wanting to pretend she didn’t.
“What? D-did you… ?” I asked, slightly disgusted and feeling slightly betrayed. My face and something else grew warmer.
“Cuddle? We totally did,” Minuette said with a happy, unsuggestive smile. I let out a sigh of relief for the sake of our bedsheets. She giggled at me, clearly getting the reaction she wanted. She booped me right on the end of my muzzle before heading into the kitchen, the bounce in her step a little more back to normal.    
While they were eating, Carrot Top fashioned them two more ‘styluses’ like hers so they could operate their phones. This time with two of her metal straws and a tiny torn piece of her washing sponge she poked into one end. Then she heated the end with the sponge near her fire and stomped hard and quick on it to squeeze it in place. They were crude like hers but worked as long as they were wet with some saliva first.
By the time Comet and Minuette ate and we finished packing it had been dark for hours. The packing was understandably light for the simple journey but Carrot Top managed to make things complicated. Instead of just tightening a backpack around our middle and hoping for the best about it sliding, she turned Comet Tail into a pack animal. 
She put her gardening apron on him so it laid on his back, like a cape. Then she looped the handles of two backpacks together with a belt and laid that on top. Then Minuette crudely tied the ends of the backpacks’ straps together underneath him. Those bags weren’t going anywhere now.
Into the bags went both of their cell phones with the homemade styluses, a thermos of water, a thermos of something Carrot called “switchel” that tasted vinegary and, of course, the brownies. Minuette, in return, offered to carry the electric lantern as their non-magical source of light.
We promenaded our prepared pony pals to the property’s perimeter. 
"I want you calling every hour if you can," Carrot insisted, instructing the ponies that would be getting away from her. "I'll stay awake until you get back. If anything is dodgy or iffy then turn around immediately, okay?"
"Of cwourse!" Minuette said lantern hanging from her mouth. For emphasis she saluted with a hoof.
"It'll be fine,” Comet reassured us. “‘Got a pretty straight shot cutting through the woods and just a hoof-full of roads to cross in the middle of nowhere. We'll make good time.”
We all exchanged hugs with our travelers. It would only be one night and it was a fairly safe plan but we all knew this wasn't entirely without risk. Despite the risk though, they went and we stayed.
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		18. Gone



Nopony back at the house wanted to sleep while our friends were out there. So we laid around the living room and watched more ponies to pass the time. We could measure out the passing time that way. “Team Bluestreak” did their part and called more or less every three episodes. The pacing was more slow-going than Comet had planned. The natural terrain wasn’t difficult but every fence they encountered meant awkwardly going over and trespassing or going around and taking even longer. I was having trouble keeping my eyes open, mostly only being awake from the phone calls. Ruby had passed out laying against me and I laid still and quiet so as to not wake her.
The fourth call came shy of the fourth hour they were gone. It interrupted a scene of Applejack escaping her friends on stagecoach. Carrot put her phone back onto speaker mode so I could listen as well. 
“There’s nopony here,” Comet spoke up over the sound of a gust of wind. The strength of the wind made me imagine they were out of the woods. 
“Are… are you sure?” Carrot asked, sounding desperate.
“It’s all dark inside. We’ve been walking around and knocking but there ain’t no response. Don’t see no cars neither.”
“Be careful,” Carrot reasserted. I looked at the time on the laptop. If someone was home and in hiding they’d probably be asleep right now anyway. 
“We’ll be careful...” Comet reassured before he trailed off. “Minnie?”
“I see- on -floor,” came a distant Minuette, the wind cutting her off.
“Minuette says she sees... clothes?” Comet narrated for us.
“Do you think- like they- ?” Minuette said far off again.
“Maybe? You think you can get the lightswitch in there? ...right there, by the door.”
We listened intently to the mumbling between them that followed, blind to what was going on.
“Yup, they totally packed,” Comet’s voice came back. “Bunch of hangers on the bed. They didn’t get run off, they left for somewhere.”
I could see the exhaustion of the night catch up to Carrot Top with the news that she might have sent her friends off on a wild goose chase.
The phone call continued. We could hear the wind as Minuette and Comet Tail apparently stepped around the back of the house again, braving turning the light switches inside on from outside with their magic. 
“-we could -garage?” came Minuette over the howling wind.
“I got a better idea,” Comet told us all.
The idea was apparently to gently break in. The back porch had a sliding glass door and after magically removing the bar holding it from sliding and flipping down the simple lever lock they were inside. The garage yielded no cars. They made a thorough search through the house for someone who was there or signs of someone who had been there. There was a slight clatter and the sound on the other end changed a little. When Comet spoke we realized we had been put on speakerphone.
“You know what else is missing here?” Comet said with a tone of revelation. “A mess. Trash can’s half-full. No plastic cups. No pizza boxes. Carrot, you were saying they usually got pretty rowdy with their parties, right?”
Carrot looked back down to her phone from where she was staring off into space. “Um... yeah.” she refound her voice. “They used to be anyway.”
“Could they’ve thrown the party somewhere else?” Comet asked her. Carrot thought about this for several long seconds. Then I saw her large pony eyes grow a little bit larger, likely in revelation.
“Maybe... the creek?” she suggested weakly. “When I used to hang out with them over the summer, back when we were teenagers, their group went down to the creek a lot. They went down there to get away from their families to do, you know, the things teenagers want to do.”
“You thinking they might be there now? Would there be any reason?” Comet asked.
“It’s secluded. The only thing out there was this old hunting cabin they’d steal logs from for their bonfires,” Carrot Top said then slumped. “But… that was a long time ago. That cabin was always all locked up. And it was old even back then. I don’t even know if that cabin’s still out there...”
“Is it near us?”
“It’s practically in Urich. It’d be east from where you are. That part of the creek had a sign near the road that just called it Big Creek.”
There was a long, silent delay while Carrot and I watched the phone and listened to sounds of soft taps and something occasionally scoot across the floor on the other line. 
“Alright,” Comet spoke up after he was done. The edge of weariness from Carrot Top started to infect his voice. “That’s… a three hour walk from here. Then we’ll just have to find the cabin.”
“If the cabin is still there,” Carrot Top reminded us, defeated. “You two should just come back. If you hurry you might make it back before sunrise. Most people around here are pretty early risers so twilight’s going to be pretty dangerous as is."
I heard a horse-like snort on the other end of the line then a sigh. 
“I guess so...” Minuette said, sounding disappointed. 
“Minnie, I'm sorry," Comet said with a sigh.  "We should of tried the car."
"It's fine! It’s been fun. Scary, but fun! You were probably right about us driving anyway."
"Right. ...and that's why I'm thinking we call Chad now.”
“...why?"
“I didn’t realize how big of a gamble we took coming here. This was crazy. We can’t be taking these risks. It’ll be a close call walking back. And if we try this again tomorrow night, even knowing where we’re going, we’d barely hit that cabin by sunrise. ”
“We could practice driving together tomorrow then! I bet we can get the hang of it.”
“Maybe. But we don't know how long they'll be there. If they are there. We could just call Chad today and figure out for sure. He'd want to help us, right?”
The silence was long enough Carrot checked her phone was still on speaker. Minuette spoke up quietly.
“...what if he doesn’t pick up?”
There were a few hoof steps on tile and some fabric rustling.
“Now why would he do that?” Comet spoke softly. “You’re one of a kind, Minnie: a unicorn even.”
Carrot and I looked at each other and gave each other a tired smile at the pun. We heard Minuette speak up, with more mirth back in her voice.
“...I can’t be one of a kind,” she said then paused. “There’s at least three unicorns in this world, you know?” She snickered. I heard a slightly deeper chuckle on the other end.
“My mistake. I’m not a math teacher.”
Minnie decided to call Chad on her phone. It was late by some people’s definitions. For others, it was early. The first call went to voicemail. Undaunted, she hung up and called again. The second time it was picked up and I heard Minuette on the other end of our call greet someone who might as well have been static to us.
“...I’m okay,” she answered someone. “We need some help. Can you come get us? … ...I know. No, we’re okay, really. ...sorry. No, not at the farm.... Comet Tail and I...”
Carrot and I listened intently, trying to piece together what was going on with one half of the conversation. There were a lot of affirmations, a few negations and their address given.
“...right. ...yeah, we’re safe! … ...okay. After you get your beauty sleep then. ...good night, stud!” 
I heard a giggle and an electronic bleep on the other end.
“Tomorrow?” Comet asked now that she was off the phone.
“He’s too tired right now but he says he’ll come help us before he goes into work. So we’ll just stay put until then!”
“Alright then, get some sleep and stay away from the windows,” Carrot ordered her scouting party.
With nothing more happening until the morning we said our goodbyes, asked them to stay safe and disconnected the call. By now our sleepy little unicorn was stirring from all the talking. I nudged her a bit more awake, enough for her to clamber onto my back and wrap her hooves around my neck for support so that I could carry her to bed. Carrot Top and I slept with Ruby tucked between us. We had plenty of room in the now emptier bed, but all slept in close contact.
I had a vivid dream that night. Full of distorted fragments of memories that at one point I thought about far too much. They were coming back to me now though, sharp and clear but strangely off.
I was trying to scrub the black paint off of the van I drove to school, Dad’s van, before he got home. His white truck pulled up though. I never really had a chance. He caught me, sponge in hoof, trying to wash the words off. I hadn’t done a good job. The paint didn’t want to come off. It bled but the paint closest to the van’s surface had already dried.
“What the fuck is this??” he said gesturing to the side of the van with the word “FAGGOT” sprayed across the side. I sighed and dropped the sponge into the bucket of hot, blackened soapy water. I got back onto all four hooves to approach him.
“Some assholes at school did it,” I said. I didn’t want to look him in the eyes so I looked at the thirty stone pack of Keystone Light in his grip instead. 
“God fuck!” he roared. “Do you know which little shit did this?!” I quietly shook my head. “Come on, fucking think, who’s out to get you? Who’s calling you this kind of shit?” he said gesturing to the van. “Were they doing this to a bunch of cars?”
“No, no… just mine,” I said and sighed. I went back to the bucket of water and sat down on my haunches. “You think paint thinner would get it off?” I looked up at the slur. Dad had sat his pack of beer on top of the van and walked around to check the other side.
“Oh god fucking dammit,” he swore again and kicked the tire when he saw “BITCH” across the other side. He took his phone out and took pictures of one side, walked around the front and then walked back to the first side and took a photo of it. Satisfied with his inspection he finally answered me.
“Yeah...” he growled and scratched at his beard. “Thinner might do it.” He reorientated himself towards me. “What’s this about though? Are people bullying you?”
“No, not me,” I admitted. “Comet Tail.”
“Who?” 
“My friend. When I go watch the track team? I’m going to support him.”
“...why?”
“I don’t know…” I claimed. “I guess... because with all the shit he puts up with, I wanted him to know he had a friend there. I didn’t want him to quit something he liked.”
Besides the heavy breathing Dad was quiet for a bit as he contemplated this.
“So… is Comet Tail gay?”
“Yeah,” I admitted. There was a short silence before he continued.
“Is this shit on his car too?”
“He doesn’t have a car. I... usually give him a ride to school and back,” I admitted. “It’s on the way,” I defended preemptively.
A long sigh escaped my dad as he glared down at me. I tried to cast my glance away and hid behind my bangs. I was overdue for a manecut, but a lot of people had long hair at school so I didn’t bother.
“‘the bus too good for him?”
“He gets harassed on the bus too,” I explained. And I couldn’t ride the bus with him, I had to take Ruby in the van because it had the ramp. 
He stepped over to me and then around me. “...alright, let’s try lacquer thinner,” he said as he tore open the cardboard pack of beer cans. He tossed me one that I barely caught off-guard with fumbling hooves. He opened one for himself as he walked into the garage and began looking through the pile of shelves for what he was looking for. “Got to put up with all their god damn fucking bullshit and I come home to this fucking shit...” he muttered in a stacatto of swears before he downed a good portion of his can. 
It was a careful process and clearly not what he wanted to do, but the lacquer thinner was doing its job. We did a letter at a time, going slow as to catch it when it started to take off the van’s paint. After getting a few beers in he started to relax a bit more and talk. I washed the lacquer off with soap and water and he followed it quickly after with a drying rag.
“So… why’s your friend gay?” he asked the badly phrased question.
“I think he was just born that way,” I answered it anyway. He thumped me on the back of the head.
“You fucking know what I mean,” he snarled drunkenly. I did know. He wasn’t asking why he was gay, he was asking why I was friends with him.
“We’ve been friends for years. I didn’t know when we started hanging out,” I justified myself. 
“You can usually tell,” he said with a chuckle. I frowned but just continued.
“He came out to another friend a while ago. Someone he had a crush on I think.” I didn’t think, I knew. I asked Comet Tail when I started hearing the rumors and he explained what had happened. “The friend wasn’t gay. And he didn’t keep Comet Tail being gay a secret.”
“It wasn’t you was it?” Dad asked, his thoughts clearly swimming in light beer.
“What? No.”
“Why’re they teasing you with this shit then? Vandalizing the van? Are you hanging out with him too much?”
“It’s because I stood up for him. They were... harassing him,” I explained curtly. “Some of them didn’t even want Comet looking at them anymore. Like they were afraid he was checking them. You remember that fight I got into?” I gestured to my left eye that was all healed up. ”That was because they were ganging up on him in the hallway.”
Dad nodded in recollection about what he had been told about the fight. He couldn’t forget, Mom had been ranting all month about me ending up in detention again. There was a zero tolerance policy in school which meant everyone involved was guilty. In hindsight, if I hadn’t stepped in, Comet Tail might have been kicked off the track team for “fighting”. If I didn’t think those guys were idiots I would have thought that was their plan.
“I’m proud of you…” he began. “...but keep your other friends, alright? Stand up for your friends but... this ain’t your fight, alright? If you’re spending too much time with him they’re gonna think…” he trailed off. “...not that there’s anything wrong with that, but...”
He distracted himself by opening another beer.
“What?” I asked, a little confused by his point.
“I’m just saying, you don’t want people thinking you’re gay too, you know?”
“I guess not,” I agreed.
“...you’re not gay, are you?”
“What? No!” I said, shocked at the question coming from my dad. I felt betrayed: Dad was supposed to know me better than that. “He’s just my friend!”
“That’s fine. Just keep your other friends too,” he repeated. “Who else are you still hanging out with? You still got that girlfriend? The weird pony girl?” I nodded, knowing he’s talking about Minuette with all of her My Little Pony shirts. “How’s she feel about you hanging out with the gay kid?” I was going to remind him that his name was Comet Tail but decided against it.
“She’s friends with him too,” I explained. He snickered a little. 
“Does he like the ponies too?”
“Yeah, they all talk about that,” I admitted, including Ruby into that bunch. I wasn’t really into cartoons. I didn’t want to hear shit from Mom or Dad about it.
“Are you serious with your girlfriend?” He asked.
“I guess? ...not really,” I admitted. “We kiss? And… stuff?” I didn’t want to go into that with Dad.
“Are you sure you like her?” he asked. I looked up at him from the big ‘T’ we were washing off.
“What are you asking?”
“I’m just saying, I know she and Ruby are really close... seems like she comes over to talk to Ruby as much as you. They both like those ponies... are you just dating to say you’re dating a girl?”
“Dad, what the hell. I’m not gay!” I said exasperated.
“Right, right. And there’d be nothing wrong with that even if you were anyway, you know that, right? But spend some more time with some guy friends, alright? Just… keep things balanced.” 
“Comet Tail’s a guy,” I pointed out.
“Other than him,” he quickly amended. I dismissed it by nodding and sipping from my beer. We stayed quiet while we finished the first side. After that was all done Dad left me another beer and headed inside to ‘sit down’ with the rest of them. I was to finish the rest alone.
It was slow going but I trusted in the process we came up with. The slurs were indeed coming off with it, but despite how carefully we removed them, the paint on the van was never going to be the same. 
As I was getting close to done, just finishing up the ‘H’, I heard yelling and something heavy and wooden get thrown over inside the house, which just incited more yelling. I heard the front door open and the yelling suddenly got tuned down to loud, angry talking instead. 
“-do whatever the fuck I fucking please! If I want to fucking break this whole goddamn fucking house I fucking will!” Dad swore, stacking the swears wherever they would go. I heard Dad stumble away from the front door, keys jingling in his hands.
“Don’t you fucking come back! All I fucking ask is you support this family!” Mom shouted after him.
“Fucking bitch,” Dad swore quieter, then spotted me. “It’s my fucking house... I’ll kick her fucking out…” he growled. He staggered to the side a bit to get a better look at where I was on the paint removal. “You did good,” he said with a slur as he slapped me hard on the back. “Come on, you’re driving.”
Dad tossed his key at me and headed for his truck. Wordlessly I stopped what I was doing. I picked up the keys in my teeth and followed. 
As I approached that white truck and walked around it all I could see was the last time I saw it, when it was scrap they pulled off that telephone pole. But it was here now and it looked fine. Was this a…
I was driving a truck and Dad was in the passenger seat now. Somehow I could work the pedals and the wheel just fine with my hooves. Before I thought too closely about it Dad said something.
“Ya know where we’re goin’,” he slurred. “No pickin’ up any gay friends on the way, alright?” he chuckled to himself as he fumbled to pat me on the head. I bit my lip. I did know where we’re going: to the store. I knew what we were buying too. 
“Yeah,” I agreed. After a moment I took the courage to speak up. Maybe he would listen to me? “Dad… did you ever think, maybe, you have a drinking problem?”
Dad was quiet for a bit then let out a badly paced chuckle. “No,” he said. “I don’t have a fucking drinking problem: I love drinking. I have a life problem. I have to put up with those cunts at work. Then I have to come home and put up with that cunt.” He gestured backwards, to where we came from. “...Always wanting shit... always needing shit. People just fucking take. Your sister is a fucking money black hole, you know that? Always needing art supplies and shit... Always needing doctor visits... that fucking van…” Dad lost track of where he was going for a moment then somehow stumbled back onto his train of thought again in his stupor. “Everything’s fucked. Even you two. I got two kids and neither are getting married... a fucking cripple and a fag...” 
I looked away from the road at him. The anger inside of me was trying to come out of everywhere and I felt like I had to pick one.
“Don’t you dare call her a fucking cripple!”
“You watch the fucking road!” he smacked me back forward. I was so shaken from the smack I saw my hands again. We weren’t on the right road anymore. I looked down at the radio to check the time. I noticed from the dash we weren’t in Dad’s truck, we were in mine. 
I looked up just in time to see the traffic sign come into view and disappear as the truck smashed through it and then into the dividing wall at full speed. I didn’t tense up. I relaxed and let it happen. A world of glass and metal crinkled and shattered around me as the world came rushing to an end. I closed my eyes. I was nearly cut in half from the seatbelt and felt something punch me in the muzzle. I went limp.
When I came to, I was shaking. There were bright lights and people talking to me. Someone helped me walk somewhere on my hind legs. I looked back at the truck, but it wasn’t my truck anymore. I saw Dad’s truck, wrecked and where he put it, wrapped around a pole, just as I remembered in the photo.
That wasn’t how that conversation ended though. We got to the store and he didn’t wreck his truck until later that week all by himself. 
I remembered what I did after he died. 
I marched into school ahead of Ruby and as soon as I saw Comet Tail I decked him across the muzzle as hard as I could. 
“Dad thought I was a faggot!” I yelled at the stunned stallion lying on the floor. “He died thinking I-I was like you!”
“Comet!” Minuette, who had just been talking to him, shouted then looked up at me. “Berry! Why would you do that?” She tried to approach me and I pushed her away. “Don’t talk to me. Either of you! Especially you!” I pointed a hoof at the stallion sprawled on the ground.
I skipped school the rest of that day and only reluctantly went the next day because I wanted something else to think about. Comet Tail and the rest of them left me alone like I wanted that week, but the weekend came soon enough and I found myself alone with my thoughts again in my room.
...he was a terrible human being but for some reason I still cared for him. I thought there was still some decency and heart under all that vitriol and vinegar. He had shown it to me at times, when we were alone, in his own way. And because of that, despite reasoning, I still wanted his approval. But now, I wouldn’t ever get that. I thought he understood me and I thought I was starting to understand him. But we didn’t. And now he was gone and that was all our relationship would be.
There was a soft knock on my bedroom door. I recapped the jar of moonshine I had been sipping and hid it under the bed with the rest of them: the last batch Dad and I had made in the shed. I knew Mom was going to throw everything out as soon as she could so I took it.
“...yeah?!” I shouted as I ripped the earbuds out of my ears. The bedroom door opened a little and I saw Ruby.
“You got a friend who wants to see you,” she said with a small smile. Those generous, gorgeous green eyes almost took me out of it but I said my line, I said what I had said back then.
“Just tell her to fuck off for me this time, would you? I don’t want to see her,” I said dismissively and rolled back over as if I was going to go to bed. 
“It’s not Minuette this time,” Ruby informed me. I turned around just in time to see her wheel her chair backwards with her magic and saw him step inside. 
“What the fuck do you want?” I hissed at Comet Tail. I sat up on my bed with some difficulty, my lack of coordination exposing how drunk I was.
“I was wanting to show you something,” he said with a smile on his bruised face. He lifted his telescope up in his magic.
“...your... telescope?” I asked, confused. He let out a short, surprised laugh. The sound was almost hypnotic and then it was gone. Something inside of me woke up from it and it was starving.
“No, no,” he said with a slight chuckle still in his voice. “There’s gonna be a lot of shooting stars tonight. I was gonna go out to my favorite spot… to get away from my parents,” he said, the mirth evaporating a little from his face. “...I was thinking you could use some fresh air too.”
The idea of getting out of this house, out of this town even, felt tantalizing. I didn’t want to be here but I didn’t think it would be better anywhere else. 
“I was... I’ll just stay here and get drunk,” I said from the comfy pile on the bed.
“You can bring it with you?” he suggested. “I got my license. I could drive?”
There was that offer again. I did want it. I wanted to get out of here. Far, far away. But of all people, why was he offering it to me?
“...why are you doing this?” I asked him. He shrugged.
“Just… you were there for me. I wanna be there for you,” he stated simply. I felt tears threaten to come out of my eyes. I hadn’t cried in days; I had felt empty. Why could I cry now? I wiped them away with the back of my fetlock before they could come out. It wasn’t fair he was making me feel better.
“I told you to leave me alone. I punched you. I called you a faggot,” I said barely over a whisper. 
“And I forgive you, Berry. I know you’re just upset and need time. I think this could help,” he said lifting his telescope again. “You wanna go look at some cool space stuff?”
A wavering smile held back my tears.
“...yeah,” I agreed but I was still confused. I still couldn’t understand why he was being nice to me or why he was forgiving me. I abandoned him when he needed me… and he came to make me feel better. I didn’t deserve this. I had one uncomfortable explanation floating in my mind.
“You’re not going to... try anything, ...right?”
Comet looked confused for a second and then smiled. “No. Of course not. You’re not even my type.”
“Oh,” I stated dumbly. “Good.” I nodded then thought to ask, curious now about my friend and maybe for some reassurance. “ ...what is your type?” 
“Heh. Well for a start, they should probably be gay,” he said with a slightly goofy smile. I smiled back at him for that. 
Comet Tail and I tried to head out of the house now to go look at stars for the first time together. Going against the script though, Mom was home tonight and despite being portrayed by Carrot Top I somehow knew it was supposed to be her.
“What a happy memory,” she said, sounding just a little off. “It’s almost as if alcohol itself isn’t evil. It just brings things to the surface.” She tilted her head a little and refocused on me. I thought one of her eyes seemed a little underdilated. “You really shouldn’t be beating yourself up over all of this stuff, Barry. There’s no need to feel miserable when there’s a... solution right in front of you.” She gestured in front of me with a hoof.
I looked down. The jars of moonshine I was bringing with us to go see the shooting stars were sitting on the floor in front of me.
“You know, I know where Carrot Top is hiding it,” the Carrot Top in front of me said. I looked up at her, now fully realizing that I was in a dream. “I’ll have her get it out for you.”
I woke up with my mind racing. I pushed myself up onto my haunches and rubbed the crustiness from my eyes. Those were so many memories blended together and coated in ponies. My head felt like a blender. 
In the jumbled thoughts I picked one out that stood out to me: Dad. I felt disgust and anger and disappointment and I didn’t know if they were directed at him or myself. I still didn’t know why I cared about him even after I started admitting to myself he wasn’t worth feeling for. He was hardly a dad...
Then again, you’re hardly a mom.
I wasn’t. I was a failure. And yet... Comet Tail forgave me. Minuette forgave me. Everyone forgave me. ...but I didn’t think I deserved it. When they looked at me, they saw someone better than I was. They had hopes for me, hopes that I didn’t live up to. Nathan had hoped for a true friend. Ruby hoped for a mom.  ...that old woman- Mom, had hoped for a man who respected her.
But I fell short of all of that. 
I saw similarly good things in my dad, a better person than he actually was. When I got older I realized I was mistaken. He was an awful piece of shit and I was too blinded by what I wanted to see to see what was actually there. I didn’t read him right. In time, maybe the people who thought they liked me would realize the same thing about me. They would learn I don’t deserve them.
I swallowed the saliva building in my mouth. I wanted to stop thinking about these things but I couldn’t. My head was too clear and my mouth was too wet. I slipped out of bed. Almost in a daze I walked out of the empty bedroom into the living room. Nopony was around. 
Right, Comet Tail and Minuette had left together. They were good friends. They would stay safe… and Chad was going to come pick them up today. Chad was a good man. He just needed time. It was hard to resist the light that came from Minuette. I bet when they saw each other again they would make up. 
From the way the light was cast through the windows I knew it was well past sunrise. My precious ruby was probably out harvesting the garden with Carrot Top. Carrot Top was a good pony. She was strong and sharp but a true leader who put everyone else first. She would be a good mom. Ruby deserved a mom like her. Maybe Carrot Top would help me raise her. 
Not that I would be able to contribute much. I wasn’t parental material.
Maybe she should just be her mom instead?
Maybe she should be. Carrot Top wakes up and makes breakfast. 
With that thought, I headed into the kitchen, thinking I smelled a faint hint of a breakfast I missed. I stopped in the doorway.
Sitting out in the middle of the kitchen floor was a fresh jar of a clear liquid that seemed to catch the light of the sun like a prism. I immediately recognized it and was surprised to see it. I looked around, wondering if Carrot Top was nearby and I just caught her getting it out for me to pour out a ration. But no, no Carrot Top and a whole jar was here. 
Did Carrot Top really leave that out for me? Was this her way of showing she trusted me now? I was doing better. I was showing I didn’t need it anymore.
Looking at it, I realized I was just about drooling so I swallowed. I put my tail back down after it had receptively lifted up with a mind of its own. 
No, I didn’t need it. But I wanted it. And I didn’t have an alcohol problem. There was no reason for me to beat myself up over this stupid liquid. It didn’t have any power over me unless I gave it that power, right? 
I stepped over to it and nudged the jar. It was real. The screw top was a little different from the one I last saw. She probably had quite a few sets of these things. She or someone had scribbled something illegible on top of it. I noticed the Mason jar seemed to be the same brand Dad and I had used.
I sat down on my haunches, placed it between my hind hooves and unscrewed it with my fore hooves. It came loose easily with a nice mind-clearing ‘pop’. 
Everything seemed like it was going to be fine now. My friends were going to be fine, even without me. Carrot Top would be fine. Pinchy would be fine. I knew who wouldn’t be fine though. The person who wouldn’t leave my mind. I lifted the jar up.
“...to Dad,” I said with a toast as I took a few long gulps. My senses were smacked and I put the jar down to shake the jitters coming on. It tasted cheap. But that was the problem with moonshine, your batches could come out wildly different if you didn’t have it down to a science. Just impurities.
I steeled my hooves and picked the jar back up. I reasoned if Dad got one then so did I. “...to me.” I made a toast and drank more. I drank a little more greedily than I meant to. I didn’t deserve this but I was going to take it while I had it. Once they realized I didn’t deserve anything I would have to take what I wanted.
I sat the jar back down and felt my stomach threaten to return the alcohol. I held it down and breathed slowly and deeply. My neck was a chimney. My long pony throat was dry. 
After a moment I questioned what I was doing; I didn’t even remember why I was drinking now. I looked down at the jar. 
You were toasting! Because everything is going to be fine. Even if you go away, everything is going to be fine.
That’s right, I was toasting. Everything was going to be fine. Even if I go away, everything is going to be fine.
In fact, they would probably be better off without me.
I smiled at the jar. The warm, familiar fuzziness replaced the softness of my coat. My face was flushed. I missed this. Why did I go without this? I suffered to avoid this?
Surely you have one more toast in you? For your favorite pony?
I did. I picked up the jar again. “To Pinchy!” I said, catching my balance with my hind legs just barely as I lined the jar up with my mouth and drank again. This one even longer than the last. This one was for Ruby, I had to make it count.
I eventually came up for air. 
I fumbled the jar down to the ground and rolled onto the ground next to it. Satisfied, I closed my eyes and curled my legs up to my barrel.
A large hand gently started petting my mane. I didn’t understand why its thick fingers were so short. I didn’t question it though because the petting was slow and rhythmic and I felt myself slipping into relaxation. A voice joined the petting.
“You did a good job, Barry.”
“...Dad?” I asked weakly. It didn’t sound like him, but I had my hopes up. Before I could open my eyes He shushed me.
“Sssh. Sleep. It’ll all be over soon,” He spoke. I closed my opening eyes obediently. 
“Is everything... going to be fine?” I asked in a daze. I felt the odd hand stretch and with a razor sharp nail it scratched me behind the ear, sending a tingle down my spine. 
A deep chuckle resonated inside my mind.
“That’s right,” He agreed. “Despite a few setbacks, you got so many ponies together and yet divided.”
I didn’t understand but it sounded like praise.
“Are you... proud of me?” I mumbled. It continued to pet me, taking longer sweeps now, all the way down my mane to the crest of my neck. My body felt so relaxed. I was barely clinging to consciousness waiting to hear Him speak again.
“It’ll all be over soon,” He finally answered.
Sleep.
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I was tired from how late we stayed up last night. I didn’t blame Berry Punch for sleeping in today. I felt clumsier today too and I didn’t think it was just not having my gardening apron to keep my tools in. I wasn’t going to let that get in the way of finishing the harvest though. I wasn’t going to let Meemaw down. One last harvest...
A glass jar shattered onto the floor of the cellar and I spun around, suddenly feeling much more alert. I looked over the broken glass, liquid and pickled snow peas sliding across the floor. Ruby was standing across the river of broken glass and snow peas looking down at it stunned.
“Ar-are you okay?” I asked her as I edged near the spill carefully.
“I… I’m sorry. I was trying to put the jar on the top shelf for you…. There’s… more room up there,” Ruby explained a little stunned. “I… I really thought I had it this time. I could feel it. And then...”
“It’s okay. It’s... just peas. Are you okay?” I repeated. She looked up from the broken glass and nodded. “Okay. Be careful. I’ll go get the broom.”
“Wait, maybe I can pick it up with magic...” she said before she looked down at the mess.
“You might miss the little pieces. You don’t want to get anything in your frogs: we can’t afford getting thrush. I’ll get something…,” I said and trailed off to brainstorm. “...sticky.”
I thought there was duct tape in the junk drawer.
I turned and trotted up the root cellar steps. I passed through the reinforced door and with the fake shelves hiding the stairs still pushed up against the wall I stepped right up into the food shed and headed out for the farmhouse. I sighed as I looked over the house again.
There was so much work left to put it up for sale and I knew I wouldn’t get to do that now. I didn’t want to sell it but I didn’t want to see their work deteriorate from neglect. And I couldn’t stay here, not alone. Without them here the air felt different, emptier. It was a blessing my friends came. Otherwise I wasn’t sure I would have finished the harvest, let alone stay.
Comet Tail and Minuette hadn’t called back yet though. I knew Chad worked late but I was getting worried. I needed to call. I couldn’t let something happen to them.
I stopped at the bucket by the door to wash the dirt off my hooves. I started to wash my fetlocks a little harder as of late and was considering adding lye to the bucket because I couldn’t help but think the coat near my hooves was getting darker, stained. I wondered, while I cleaned my hind hooves, how I could make gardening gloves- or I guess they would be boots.
As soon as I stepped into the house my thoughts halted. I could feel something was wrong: something in the air or soaked into the floor. I trotted for the kitchen and spotted what was the matter.
“Berry!” I shouted and galloped to her side. She was passed out on the floor, more disheveled and warm than usual. There was a spilled jar of ethanol next to her. I looked at the lid and panicked. In Papa’s scrawl I saw the letters ‘Mthnol’. No, not ethanol. This was the methanol in the garden shed. I started shaking her frantically.
“Berry! Berry Punch! Wake up! Wake up! Where did you find this?” I shouted. She rolled into consciousness in my grasp.
“...what?” she asked in her drunk daze.
“How much did you drink? That was methanol: wood alcohol. You can’t drink that. How much did you drink? Where did you get this?”
“You said… you left it out for me,” she started before closing her eyes again. I shook her and she snorted irritably.
“No. I didn’t. I wouldn’t do that! Berry, this much is going to kill you!” I yelled at her. She opened her purple eyes again to look at me confused and then she started to tear up. I let her gently crumple to the ground and darted for the pile of spices and cans in the corner. I lifted up one particular old commercial-sized tin can. Inside was the ethanol. I rolled the Mason jar on its side over to my distraught friend.
“You silly pony!” I shouted at her as I frantically worked to get the lid off. The ethanol would block the methanol in her system until it passed through. Every moment she wasn’t drinking, the methanol could be doing more damage to her system. With the methanol jar spilled and her not cooperating I had no idea how much she drank or how long had she been lying here. Her eyesight seemed to be still working. I knew I should have been checking on her.
I got the lid screwed off and tried to lift the tearing up pony to a sitting position against the cabinet.
“You need to drink this!” I yelled at her and pushed the jar between her legs. “The moonshine will stop it from absorbing!”
“Just... let me die…” she said as she slumped more. “I don’t deser-”
I lifted the jar and pushed it to her muzzle, not listening to her suicide talk. I should have let her finish. She started coughing. Some went down the wrong way.
“Drink, you silly pony!” I yelled at her again. She eventually obeyed and swallowed. She lifted her uncoordinated hooves up to take the jar but I wouldn’t let her hold it. I put the jar down after she stopped swallowing and it started running down her chin.
“Berry! Why did you drink that stuff?” I asked her, wanting to know if this was planned. Comet Tail and Minuette had said she was depressed but she seemed to be doing better yesterday.
“You said you’d get it out…” she said nonsensically before she looked down at the moonshine jar now between us. “...y’did,” she slurred.
“Were you trying to kill yourself?” I asked outright, hoping for a more clear answer.
“I... can’t... anything right…”
“Your daughter needs you,” I stressed as I put the jar to her mouth. She tried to push it away but I wouldn’t let her. I saw her swallow a few times before I pulled back and let her uneasy breathing continue.
“No... you can ‘mom’... I don’t deserve her... I don’t... deserve anything,” she tried to lay down but I lifted her upright again.
“You’re right. You don’t!” I yelled. “You don’t deserve anything!” That did it. I finally got her sad, purple eyes to look into mine. “No one deserves anything. Things aren’t fair and they aren’t supposed to be!” I thought about my parents, my first human parents, and their deaths. They didn’t deserve to die, but apparently they didn’t deserve to live either. “Fairness and justice are lies we made up! We’re just scared animals in a cold, dark world. And it owes us nothing!” I didn’t think Berry Punch could look more defeated and still be breathing.
I thought about Meemaw and Papa and the rhetoric they believed. Divine grace, the salvation that one couldn’t earn with deeds or moral superiority but that which was just given. There was a kernel of truth to it, but not wrapped in the lies they believed so that their cult could take.
I brought the jar up to Berry Punch’s mouth and she swallowed more without a fight: she was broken. I sat the jar down and petted her mane.
“And that is why... we have to give,” I told her softly. “We’re owed nothing but we can freely give anything with nothing expected in return: a gift. Everything we are given is a gift. Berry, Ruby Pinch’s love is a gift. You can’t earn it. You can’t deserve it. It’s a gift and that’s wonderful.”
My purple friend started crying. I made her drink again through her tears. The sobs made it difficult and she choked and started coughing again. I hugged her and patted her back while she cried against me.
“When my parents were taken I was so angry... my grandparents…the universe is a cold, uncaring place. That’s why we have to give. We have to be the warmth. If you receive it… you need to give it. Not keep it. Or take it with you. Do you understand?” I asked the crying, drunk pony. She said something incoherent and hugged me tighter.
While I held her and let her cry herself out I checked the clock. I needed to get her to drink more. I needed to get the tape to clear up the spill in the cellar. Ruby was probably wondering where the hay I was. She was a smart filly though; she wouldn’t get hurt. But for now I let Berry Punch cry a little longer. She needed to get this all out to get better and she needed my warmth against her while she did.
I heard the screen door to the porch squeak open. I expected the little patter of Ruby’s hooves. I expected them to follow the sound of her mother crying and we would have to decide how to explain what happened. I still wasn’t sure what happened.
I didn’t hear hooves though. I heard heavy boots step into the house. Two boots... maybe four boots. They didn’t sound right at all. They sounded dishonest. But I couldn’t panic. I pulled away from Berry to call out to them. There was only one human I would tolerate here.
“...Chad?”
I didn’t hear a response back but I did hear the boots stop and... whispers. There were voices. At least two human voices.
No, no, no.
My heart began racing. I didn’t even feel myself push away from Berry. I headed for the living room almost robotically: there was a problem and I had to solve it. I racked my head for an explanation that wasn’t what I feared.
When I saw the humans I knew there was no other possible explanation. They saw me just as I saw them. They seemed so incredibly tall and wide. One had a pistol and the other had a catch pole like a dog catcher. That one with the pole charged me and on instinct I did a full turn and bolted back into the kitchen.
“I’ll get it!” he shouted after me.
“They’re here!” I heard the other one holler towards the porch. There were more than two. We could be surrounded. The entire town could be out there. They might have got Comet Tail and Minuette. They might have Ruby Pinch.
I practically crashed into Berry who was barely able to hold herself on her haunches, let alone four hooves.
“Humans!” I shouted at her. She tried to blink away her confusion but I saw her thoughts sloshing in her head. I heard the boots still pounding towards the kitchen. I had to do this alone. I remembered what Papa told me to do if people came. I made my decision then. 
I turned and galloped as fast as I could back towards them. I grazed the first, intentionally throwing him off as I raced past him. I heard a loud click from the one with the pistol and I heard a dart thud into the hardwood floor over my back. Over my heartbeat in my ears I couldn’t hear what they were shouting. It didn’t matter though. My hooves barely touched the ground as I flew down the hallway to the bedroom. My hooves slid as I turned and threw myself into the bedroom.
I had to stop this.
We couldn’t run. We weren’t going to run anyway. This was our sanctuary. This was my home and I was going to defend it. They wouldn’t get us.
I went under the bed and pulled it out by the cloth wrapping it. I pulled the cloth away and was greeted by Papa’s ten gauge and the box of ammunition for it. My first problem wasn’t loading it, I knew there were already four shells in it. My only problem was how to fire it.
I had to wrap something around the trigger.
I pulled the threaded needle from my armband, the last thing I made with my fingers, as I heard the sound of one of the men coming down the hall for me.
I breathed and blocked the sound of those boots out. I focused and dropped the needle into the loop guard holding the trigger. I stomped the safety off and wrestled the gun into my forehooves.
There was no time to figure out how to hold this as a pony. I wrapped one foreleg over the back and one around the barrel.  I bent over the gun and gently lifted the thread up in my teeth.
As I lifted my head I made eye contact with the man as he stepped into the doorframe. He had just enough time to look surprised as I aimed and yanked my head back.
My senses exploded. A painfully loud ringing swallowed my hearing. My forelegs hurt as the gun was thrown from them. The barrel’s length smacked me hard against the jaw. My face and leg hurt so much, for a split second I thought I shot myself. I unscrewed my eyes to look at my target.
My heart fell in my chest as I saw the hole I put through the edge of the ceiling. The shot went wild. There was no one dead or bleeding.
I missed.
In the deafening, all-encompassing ringing I found the shotgun again and with shaking legs I jerked the pump down. The spent shell flew. I felt a new one click into place.
I turned back. In the cover of my muted ringing I saw that man had stormed the room. I reorientated the gun in my shaking limbs and tried to lift the barrel back up to the man. He grasped the barrel and pushed as I tried to yank again for another shot. My thread fell loose. I didn’t feel another explosion.
I screamed “No!” but I couldn’t hear it. He easily yanked the shotgun away from my grip and it landed behind him as he grabbed me instead. I lunged at his arm to bite him and I felt a fist connect to my already-painful muzzle.
I felt something tighten around my neck and I realized too late that I lost track of the catch pole. First I tried to attack him but the length of the pole kept me at bay. So I thrashed as hard as I could and ran. I choked myself as it yanked me to the ground. I pushed off the ground and kept going as it dug in. I saw the shotgun across the room.
I felt him throw his whole weight onto my back and wrestle me to the ground.
I tried to scream again but the air couldn’t escape up my throttled neck. I kicked uselessly and tried to get my hooves back under me. I tried to drag myself out from under him. The catch pole’s grip bit into my neck but I kept pushing against it. I tried to escape his arms around me. His violently hot breath filled my ear.
I continued struggling towards the shotgun. I didn’t stop when my vision went black. I didn’t stop when my legs went numb. I felt like a balloon being squeezed in half. At some point I felt like I burst and lost all sense of anything.
I woke up outside being carried and immediately tried to toss myself out of his arms. My asphyxiated legs were pins and needles though so all I managed to do was make him aware I was conscious again and he gripped me tighter around my barrel.
I focused on breathing. Between the lack of oxygen, my tunnel vision and how loud the ringing was I felt like I was going to vomit.
I felt the sound of a cage more than I heard it. I was pushed inside a wire dog crate in the back of what looked like an SUV. The ponynapper removed the catch pole from around my neck. Higher above the bruise forming on my neck I felt something else and could see a leash lead up from me and out the cage door. In one hand of his was the leash’s loop. I tried to pull myself out of the cage but he closed the door. I saw him lift a simple padlock up and click it shut on where the door met the cage.
The edges of my vision started to return to me. I turned and saw Berry in the cage next to mine. She didn’t make an attempt to sit up or even look at me. She just laid there like there was nothing left inside of her.
I told myself this wasn’t over yet. We could still escape.
I pushed my head and neck against the cage door and pushed harder. I punched at it with my forehoof as it regained feeling. I rattled the cage, testing its strength.
“Don’t think so, missy,” came the first words I heard again after the ringing, from the ponynapper himself. It was quickly followed by my body being lifted by my neck. I was choking again. I scratched uselessly at the thing around my neck choking me. It was a collar, a choke collar. I tried to pull it free with my hooves but I couldn’t get it off. I looked down at my foreleg for ideas and saw my armband was gone. When I passed out they must have seen my phone on it and took it from me.
Just as I started to see stars he put slack back into the leash and let me slump to the floor of the cage again.
I took deep, delicious breaths of air and my oxygen-deprived brain started to recover. The tingling in my limbs was so strong it hurt. I looked over at Berry Punch whose eyes were glazed over. I wasn’t sure if she was tranquilized or just incredibly drunk. Or poisoned. She needed to get more ethanol in her system. Probably a lot more. Or else she could still suffer nerve damage or go blind.
I looked up at the person standing watch over us. He was looking us over with a wide grin and dilated pupils: pleased with himself. I consciously made an effort to memorize his features. Shoulder-length hair, goatee, probably a little older than me when I was a human.
“Please,” I begged him with my nearly crushed windpipe. “Berry needs alcohol. She’s poisoned. She could die.”
“Right...” he dismissed. “You were Miss Claudia Hayes, I presume?”
My human name sounded more like a past job title now more than anything. Hesitantly, I nodded. He stooped lower so that he was eye-level with me.
“My condolences on your grandmother’s passing. The folks at the County Mart said she was a good god-fearing woman.” There was a predatorial glistening to his eyes. “But apparently she was quite the crazy bitch: prepping for the end-times, spouting doom and gloom trying to get the town to join her little cult. She was a good customer though. Ordered a lot of shit through that store. Even had it delivered when she got too feeble to move it all. They said you were in town getting her estate in order. They were more than happy to direct me to come pay my respects.”
“This is my property! And you’re going to leave it!” I rasped. He smiled at my threat from beyond the bars.
“We will,” he promised. “As soon as we find the rest of you.” He stood back up to his full height and looked about the property. I listened intently. Past the fading ringing foretelling my hearing damage, more distant sounds. I heard heavy furniture being tossed about inside the house and glass being broken.
They were tearing the homestead apart. I glanced over at Berry Punch who seemed asleep now without a care in the world. They were going to find Ruby Pinch at this rate. I was surprised they didn’t find her already. I listened intently for the sounds of change to their pillaging of my grandparents’ lifework. I heard a crescendo of glass jars breaking and group laughter. I saw a blonde human digging through my car on the side of the house.
After what felt like an eternity the group of humans started to regroup back around the SUV I was in. To my absolute disgust one of them had Papa’s shotgun in hand and what looked like his ammunition in his hoodie pocket.
Our ponynapper frowned at them and then looked back at me.
“Where’s the rest of you?” he asked me sternly. I looked at him, surprised. They hadn’t found Ruby. The shelter must have been closed up after I left. She heard them coming somehow.
The shotgun firing.
She was a smart filly.
“Well?” he asked impatiently. The sign of relief on my face must have given something away. I wasn’t going to make that mistake again.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said through the gravel in my throat, feigning ignorance.
“Fine,” he said, annoyed. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a phone. He made a few taps on it and turned the screen to show it to me.
I looked at the screen. I saw the names ‘Brianna’, ‘Conner’ and ‘Monica’ in a group chat. I saw my unnamed messages. From there it was clear this was Berry’s phone. I knew who was supposed to have this. I looked up at him.
“Nathan?” I guessed. I saw Berry’s eye flit open for a moment and her irises roll towards the human. It was the first sign to me that she was even conscious.
“Close,” he smiled. “After that little cunt broke his arm.” He pointed at my purple friend. “I bought her phone off of him. Hospital bills are a bitch, you know?”
“Yeah? Well I’m going to do more than break your arm when I get out of this cage!” I growled and threw myself against the door of the crate. To my surprise the cage didn’t topple out to the ground. These things must have been secured in place. The men standing around laughed at me.
“Aren’t you a feisty little redhead!” the person who wasn’t Nathan said as he twirled the leash’s loop around his wrist and lifted me up by the neck again. I did my best to not struggle this time; I wouldn’t give him the pleasure of me reacting to it. I tried to maintain eye contact with him until I felt my eyes roll to the back of my head. It was then he let me flop back to the floor. The world was spinning and I fought to not tumble with it.
“Don’t worry, I’m sure they’ll fuck that attitude right out of you!” He gave my collar a little yank that caught me by surprise. He grinned at the choking noise I made. “You know, I like redheads.” He began. “If I could afford you, I’d buy you myself just to make sure it gets done right.”
“Garrett?” one of the men standing there watching us spoke up. The person was older with jaundiced eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days. I saw the telltale pick marks on his face of a meth abuser.
The person holding my leash, apparently named Garrett, turned to look at him. “I’m getting to it,” Garrett promised, sounding patient. I speculated those two were more ‘business partners’ than friends.
Garrett looked back at me and smiled that predatory smile again. “Listen, sweetheart, we know there’s at least three more of you,” he said as he held Berry Punch’s phone up to me and showed me a picture of Minuette smiling at the camera. He swiped the screen and showed me Comet Tail looking reluctantly up at the camera and then flipped it again to show Ruby Pinch sitting at her desk, still holding a stylus in her mouth. “You can make this quick and we can get you all to where you’re going. Or we can have some fun with you while we wait for them to show up.”
I matched his glare while I thought about my options. They didn’t have Minuette and Comet Tail and hadn’t found Ruby yet somehow. I could tell them the partial truth, that they were gone, but then they would want to know where or wait around for them to return. I didn’t know why Chad hadn’t returned with Minuette and Comet Tail yet but that became a blessing.
If I didn’t tell them anything though, they would wait and Chad would eventually end up bringing the ponies right to them. I didn’t know what they would do to Chad but I know they wouldn’t just let him go. And waiting longer also meant more time for them to search the place and find Ruby Pinch.
I knew getting them to take us to the ‘secondary location’ was the last thing we wanted, but I weighed my friends’ lives with mine. Even if I could decide on the best option, even if their threats were empty and I could delay them until help arrived, I still had to decide on what to say to get the scenario I wanted.
To complicate matters, I would gladly give myself up to give my friends a chance but I couldn’t ask Berry Punch to do the same. When I turned to look at her for ideas I saw her tiredly close her eyes to avoid making eye contact with me.
That was that then, I was going to stall, and I was going to use her to do it. I looked back up at Garrett to give my answer.
“I’ll tell you where they are… if you give my friend the jar of moonshine on the kitchen floor,” I bargained with as much confidence as I could muster from my position. Garrett looked at Berry Punch, who seemed to be drifting in and out of consciousness, then back at me. I watched the wheels turn in his head for a moment before he nodded. He turned to look at one of his lackeys, the one with messy blonde hair.
“Go get it,” he ordered. The boy obediently headed for the house. Garrett turned back to me. “It’s hers. Where are they?”
“Moonshine first,” I demanded. The older man stepped forward and put a hand on Garrett’s shoulder. Garrett whipped his head to look at him. It looked like he was about to snap at him until he made eye contact and mentally backed down.
“Ya don’t let’em set the terms,” the older man said as if he was teaching a trainee on their first day. The older man looked at me but he didn’t seem to register anything when he did. “She’s not gonna give answers. Burn the place. We’ll either smoke’em out or make’er talk.” He turned to look at the remaining people. “Dylan, start with the shed with all that food.”
Dylan nodded and I saw him head in another direction, presumably to get flammable material. The blood in my veins ran cold. The cellar was well-ventilated but that would be useless if a raging inferno collapsed in on it. He turned to the other person. “ ...Fat Body, get aaall the electronics outta the house, move that car away first, and then burn the house. And for the love of fuckin’ God, watch and see if they come out. Alright?”
Fat Body nodded emphatically at his orders and headed for the farmhouse. As I saw him turn and go something inside of me panicked.
“Wait! Wait!” I called out. I saw this house being built. I remembered holding the ladder when Papa had to work on the roof. I could still imagine Meemaw rocking on the porch and reading. And more pertinently, I imagined a little pink filly hiding in the dark under a dusty old cot.
The older leader looked at me with only mild curiosity. Garrett stared me down.
“They- they’re gone. They left last night. They went to find more ponies. There-there’s more ponies!”
“...how many more?” he asked like he was only obligated to ask instead of actually caring for the answer.
“A-at least two more,” I said. I knew what question was going to come next so I immediately started thinking of an answer.
“And where are they?” he asked, looking extra tired. I saw him scratch at the stubble on his face disinterested.
“Settle’s Ford,” I claimed. A conservation area sounded reasonable, I thought. My captor sighed and looked back at Garrett.
“She’s lying,” Garrett deduced. The older man nodded.
“Yup. It’s in the eyes. Even if they don’t look away, they lose focus while they’re thinkin’. She shouldn’t have to be thinkin’ up an answer.” he finished his psychological explanation. “She’s stallin’. Just burn the place.”
“Wait! Wait! Please!” I begged. The scraggly leader didn’t even look at me now.
I saw the blonde guy come back from the house confused. He was holding two empty Mason jars. He looked back and forth between the older man and Garrett “Hey, so… one jar was empty and the other one looked like it got knocked over.”
“Forget it. She’s not-” Garrett started to reply but was cut off by a cell phone ringing. My phone. He pulled it out of the sleeve and examined it.
I never had ‘Connor’ in my contacts. So when I added him, I put Comet Tail. The phone screen now read that name. He showed his boss then they both looked at me.
“A’right,” the man with the meth scabs on his face said. He pulled a handgun from his waistband. There was a restrained insanity to his eyes. “You play along and act like everythin’s good. You get’em to say where they are. And we’ll go pick’em up.” He pointed the gun at Berry Punch. “Or I’m gonna take your friend out back and put her outta her fuckin’ misery. You un’erstand?”
He was bluffing. He had to be. Even if he didn’t look like it. After all: Garrett said we were worth a lot of money. I wasn’t sure if I could risk her life on that assumption though.
I nodded and Garrett moved my ringing phone near the cage door. I pulled myself forward and he slid it to ‘answer’.
“Comet?” I rasped weakly.
“Carrot?” I heard Comet Tail on the other end of the line.
“Y-yeah,” I said and swallowed. The men standing over me looked angry. I saw a look that told me I wasn’t doing good. “S-sorry,” I said and cleared my bruised throat. “I’m… really thirsty. What’s up?”
“Chad hasn’t showed up yet. I know he doesn’t go into work ‘til this afternoon but... I’m wondering if something is up. He ain’t answering.”
I thought about what I needed to say. I looked up at the men standing around me then back at the phone.
This was it then. I tried not to visibly brace myself for what I was about to say.
“That’s u- Humans found us! Run! Don’t come back to th-” I was yanked up by my leash and began choking again. I felt bile rise up in my throat but get cut off. I saw the phone get turned off and disappear into a pocket.
“You stupid fucking bitch!” Garrett swore at me as he lifted me higher by the neck. My oxygen-starved limbs were numb and I thought my lungs were going to burst. I didn’t know if he was going to stop this time before I passed out.
“Alright! They won’t be comin’ for a while now,” the old man in charge said in exasperation. “But they’ll be comin’ eventually to try and save their friends.”
“So we should call up some of our friends?” one asked. I couldn’t follow the conversation with my eyes, my vision had gone black and my heart was trying to beat out of my chest; Garrett was determined to let me know I made a terrible mistake.
“No. We’ll make ourselves scarce. We’ll go ahead and take these back to the drop house. You and Fat Body stay n’ keep an eye ou-”
I blacked out.

At some point I felt the telltale sensation of riding in the back of a car and my vision came swimming back to me. At first I thought there was something wrong with my eyes until I realized there was a thick blanket over the cage. There was a strong stench of alcohol and vomit nearby.
“B’rry…” I tried to call out to beyond the darkness. I realized there was something over my face and wrapped around to the back of my neck. Like… a muzzle. I was wearing a dog muzzle. I could still feel the bruising from the collar practically restricting my throat. “...we h’ve to g’t ‘ut ‘f here.”
I listened for several minutes for any sign she was out there. There was just the drone of the car going down the road. We were going fairly fast and there was a lack of stopping so we must have been on the highway.
I stood unsteadily onto all four legs in the near blackness and tried to feel around for the lock. I found it easily with the still-exposed tip of my muzzle but had no way of gripping it or biting it, let alone opening it.
There was no way out. Maybe when we arrived at wherever we were going. I slumped back to my stomach and tried to keep myself together. I felt so incredibly alone and hopeless.
“B’rry... please s’y s’mething,” I whined through the scratchiness in my throat. “I need to know you’re ok’y.”
I didn’t hear any words or movement from where I thought she would be and that made me even more worried.

The drive felt like it took hours. I didn’t know what would happen to my friends or me. Everything seemed gone. If I got out, the homestead could never feel safe again. Ruby Pinch was alone in the dark. Our group was scattered. I didn’t know what state Berry Punch was in. If she was still breathing I couldn’t hear it over the sound of the road beneath us.
I thought about my grandparents and Equestria. I told myself not to cry. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing the telltale signs later on my face. I tried to get angry instead but I didn’t have the energy to maintain it.

At some point the vehicle slowed down and started making stops again. Wider turns and slower traveling meant we were nearing our destination. We finally stopped and the engine turned off. Our secondary location.
I heard a shuddering breath and a shifting body near me.
“B’rry?” I tried whispering to her. I thought maybe this time she would hear me. There was no response. I heard the back hatch open.
“Any of them got wings?” a new voice asked. The blanket was thrown off my cage and I was blinded by the afternoon sun.
“No. No horns neither,” said the familiar old man. I squinted up at my captors then over to my side. Berry Punch was in a pool of her own vomit but she was very much still breathing.
“Oh fucking hell. It got sick,” the new man spoke. “Hose that one down before you take it inside.”
“We still getting forty for these ones, right?”
“The deal was a hundred for five. Three with horns,” the other man said. He had a full beard, a beer gut and a baseball cap.
“Yeah, yeah, but come on, there’s still two and we c’n prolly still get the other three.”
The new man thought for a moment, sighed and nodded.
“I'll check. But be more careful with’em, alright? These fucking things look half dead.”

Something was adjusted beneath my cage and it was slid out onto a trolley and wheeled towards a garage. Before I went in I glanced around outside. I spotted one nearby house on the property but besides that nothing but fields and a single country road. We could be anywhere.
“What’s your name, sweetheart?” The man with the baseball cap said. After a moment I looked up, realizing he was talking to me. He had the audacity to smile at me.
“Buck you!” I replied with all the bile left in my system. He chuckled, amused at my response.
“That’s probably not it,” he said as he heaved the trolley up on its front wheels and pushed the cage off it with one boot. I flopped to the floor of the cage as it thudded to the ground. While I worked to get back onto my hooves I saw Baseball Cap Man take the loop to my leash and hang it somewhere above me.
“Bill! I got a yellow one with three carrots. And a purple one coming in. Get to work,” he said. I looked around the garage and realized there were two men in here. There was a younger man in a dirty flannel shirt sitting at an old workbench with a laptop. He became aware we were there and took the earbuds out of his ear. He looked me over, took a swig of his beer and started typing. The other, with a shaved head and a scraggly red beard, was gawking at me from across the room. He was drinking something brown in a tumbler glass.
I looked around the garage more. There were piles of full trash bags and several tables covered in what looked like old lab equipment. I sniffed the air. There was the faint smell of cleaning supplies and rotting wood. Like an abandoned hospital. I speculated this was an old meth lab.
A soaking wet Berry Punch got wheeled into the garage. She was laying down and shivering. She had what was probably the same muzzle around her face I had. I saw it was restrained with a simple clip buckle around the back. Something I could take off easily if I still had an opposable thumb.
They slid her cage off their trolley and onto the ground next to me. I saw the loop to her leash get hung up next to mine.
“B’rry!” I called out to her. She glanced at me then quickly looked away with a look of shame in her eyes. I was so happy to see her awake I didn't care.
“Alright. We got Golden Harvest or... Carrot Top. We can definitely move this one. Go ahead and give’em the full forty’,” Bill said. The man in the baseball cap nodded and walked out of the garage back to the waiting methhead. Bill glanced over at Berry Punch then returned to his laptop. 
Several minutes passed and I saw the SUV that brought us here back out and drive off. I noted to myself it went right; presumably that was the general direction the homestead was in. If we could still escape, somehow, that’s the direction we would go until we found something familiar.
I saw the red-bearded man walk over to us and slowly sip on what he was drinking. He squatted down and looked me over curiously. I looked away, unable to bear being something on display in a cage. He turned to look over Berry instead.
I saw his eyes roam over Berry, who was facing the wall behind us. She had made no effort to cover her shame with her tail and I saw this person stare intently at it.
I looked away from the voyeur and back up to the person with the laptop. He was looking at pictures of Berry Punch. In the pictures she was giving happy smiles to the viewer.
I saw Berry Punch smile while she was at my homestead but it was never with that level of enthusiasm. Even when she looked at Ruby Pinch and listened to her talk, there was always something tired to her gaze. Maybe that was her depression or she was still recovering. Right now though, with her tail limp, her limbs haphazardly under her and her thousand yard stare it was clear to me she was ‘gone’ now. With her hosed down the way she was there was one word for the way she looked and I felt terrible for thinking it: pathetic.
“Berryshine,” Bill said with a snicker. “Or Berry Punch. Or Pinot Noir.”
“Ain’t that last one a wine?” said the man nearest us.
“It is,” Bill said, grinning. “Apparently she’s quite the alcoholic. She’s pretty popular too: lots of porn.” Bill stood up and picked his phone up off the desk. “I’m going to go see if the Spectrum guys want this one. Keep’em quiet.”
Bill started dialing and stepped out of the garage a little ways.
“Hey, hey, Pinot,” the man near our cages said in a hushed whisper. “You like whiskey?”
Berry Punch’s head slowly rose and turned. With glazed eyes I saw her look over the human. She spotted the drink in his hand, tilted towards her, almost on offer. On heavy limbs she dragged herself towards the front of the cage. She was shaking, possibly from the cold water still clinging to her coat. She opened her mouth as far as it would go and rolled her tongue out towards the glass.
“Oh, you do?” he said grinning. He started to tip the glass onto her tongue but stopped and pulled the glass away from her. “How much do you like it though?”
I saw half-thoughts float behind Berry Punch’s eyes. She looked feverish and sick. She turned her back to him and I thought that would be the end of it. But to my horror she got her back legs underneath herself and arched her rump up towards him. Her tail fell to her side and I saw her flex and expose a very intimate part of herself. I looked away in embarrassment.
“Oh my god,” the man mumbled and laughed. “No wonder there’s so much porn of you. You’re a little slut, aren’t you?”
“Tom, what the fuck are you doing?” Bill said as he came back into the garage, to my relief, interrupting.
“I think she’s in heat,” Tom snickered. “You seeing this shit?” Out of the corner of my eyes I saw Berry had pressed her back up against the cage door. I turned my head away so I could fully block it out of my view.
“Is she… leaking?” Bill asked as he tilted his head and looked at her. Tom laughed, almost giddily.
“She. Is. Dripping,” Tom said, to my horror. If there were any eyes left for me, they would probably see my face reddening. “So what’d they say? They want her?"
“Still only wings or horns. We’ll sell these up north,” Bill said dismissively. I saw Bill grab a pull cable hanging from the garage door and he brought the garage door down, blocking our main means of escape. There was a door left, but the brass knob was not pony-friendly.
I heard the cage door next to mine rattle and a moan. Against my better judgement I turned to look. Berry Punch had pressed her mouth onto one of the cage bars and rolled her tongue out longingly again. She eyed Tom’s glass.
Tom smiled and tilted the glass slightly so that some of the contents would spill onto her flat tongue. Berry lapped at the dribble until he stopped pouring. Berry pulled her tongue back into her mouth and licked at her lips, trying to get every last drop available to her.
“You like that, girl?” Tom asked. Berry nodded and continued to eye his glass. Her unfocused purple gaze made her seem lost somewhere deep in her mind.
“Tom...” Bill scolded disapprovingly. Tom ignored his friend and spoke to Berry.
“Turn around for me, girl. Do that trick again,” he said, eying my friend with hunger in his eyes. I saw Berry turn around and, from the look on his face, she presumably obeyed. I looked away again. I couldn’t bear to see her like this.
“So, Spectrum doesn’t want her...” Tom started. “You think I can give her a test ride then? See how she handles?”
“...what? Here? In the garage?” Bill said in disbelief.
“Why not?” Tom asked. I heard Bill sigh.
“You got a rubber at least?”
“Well that would take away all the fun, wouldn’t it?” Tom said as he walked over to the work bench and picked up a set of keys.
“My god, you’re serious...” Bill muttered. He put his earbuds back in. “Alright, keep the leash and muzzle on her. And I swear to god, if you grow a tail I won’t hesitate for a second to put you in one of those cages.”
“They said it ain’t contagious,” Tom said as he gripped the lead to Berry’s leash in one hand and unlocked her cage with the other. Tom opened the cage and picked up the glass, offering it to my friend.
Obediently, Berry stumbled out of the cage and brought her restrained muzzle to the cup. She lapped eagerly at its contents while Tom carefully fed the leash through the grate of the cage and brought the leash entirely out of it.
This has to be a well-thought out plan. Berry Punch was using him to get out, surely. Any second she was going to make her break for it and run. Maybe if she charged the door hard enough she could break it. She could probably get away. There probably weren’t much more than the three men we’d already seen.
But no, Berry lapped at the glass and Tom started running his fingers through her mane and petting her. Berry seemed oblivious to his hands creeping down her back and under her.
“Good girl,” he praised her as she got to the bottom of the glass. He scratched at her under the chin. “You want some more? I got plenty more.”
Berry nodded feverishly. Tom stood up and led her by the leash over to his work bench. I saw the tall plastic bottle of whiskey appear from behind the laptop and so did Berry as he picked it up and showed it to her. She sat down on her haunches and presented her forelegs like she was begging for a treat. Tom snickered and I saw him visibly adjust himself. Bill looked over at what was going on then looked over at me.
For a brief second Bill and I exchanged a look of discomfort. He looked back at Tom and Berry.
“You don’t need to wine and dine her, just fuck her already,” Bill said, grumpily.
“Can you… wait outside?” Tom asked his ‘coworker’. “It’d be weird if you watched.”
“I wasn’t going to fucking watch. But you know what? Fine. I don’t want to hear it either. I’m leaving Carrot Head here though,” Bill said, pointing at me. I was tempted to beg for him to take me anyway. “I’m warning you though, if you take that muzzle off and she bites your dick off I’m not going to be one bit sympathetic.”
Berry only had eyes for Tom as he undid his pants. “Oh we’re not using the mouth. Are we, girl?”
“No,” Berry said through her muzzle and turned around to present herself to him again. She bent over and lifted her rear towards him. I saw a long, clear strand drip from her before I turned my head away again.
She was actually, genuinely, aroused by this. She actually wanted it. Maybe she was more messed up than I realized.
“I’ll... be outside the door. Please don’t make a bunch of weird noises,” Bill said as he left and closed the door behind him.
I turned back to Berry, expecting her to suddenly break character but she didn’t. Not even when I saw Tom pull his underwear down and probe under her tail with his fingers. Instead she made something that sounded like a moan. I didn’t want to be a witness to this.
“God, you’re warm,” Tom praised her. I felt a shiver crawl up my spine. I was torn between watching for our escape plan and not wanting to see this happening.
“Please,” Berry begged through her muzzle. She panted. “Whiskey. I w’nt it.”
“Alright, just a little more. But that’s it until I’m satisfied,” Tom said as he tugged playfully on her leash. He brought the bottle to his glass, still sitting on the ground, and poured an inch into it. Berry immediately put her muzzle into the glass and lapped at it again.
With her face down into the glass and her tail still brushed to the side, I saw Tom line himself up behind her. I looked away.
I heard him moan out in relief. Berry grunted and then let out a gentle nicker. Tom praised her again and then I heard his pace quicken. I screwed my eyes shut and covered my ears as best as I could with my hooves but I could still make out the occasional moan. I tried to imagine I was far away but my concern for my friend and my hope this was still a plan kept pulling me back.
She still seemed to sway a bit when she walked, maybe she was still drunk or maybe the nerve damage was setting in. Maybe she was desperate to keep the methanol from metabolizing further. But... she was aroused somehow. On some level she wanted this.
The time seemed to drag on and horrifically the only thing I had to note the passage of time was the sound of the thrusting. It was probably only minutes but it couldn’t end soon enough.
“Good girl, good girl,” he said, finally after their motion stopped. I looked up, thinking the worst was behind me. But I saw Berry had turned around to face him and I could see I-knew-what leaking from under her tail. I felt vicariously violated. Berry seemed indifferent, her muzzle going towards the bottle of whiskey now. Tom chuckled and pet her mane while he took his own swig from it.
Berry didn’t wait for her turn. She put her muzzled mouth to his and started licking and probing with her tongue as best as she could, trying to get at what he had swallowed. He started reciprocating. Tom reached around the back of her head and unclipped the muzzle strainer and slipped it off her head. Tom took another swig of whiskey and they continued kissing, now more earnestly. Berry moaned into his mouth as he gripped her.
I felt hot tears form at the corner of my eyes. I thought I was going to start hyperventilating. Berry was gone. She seemed to only care about getting her fix from both ends now. I didn’t know if she even cared Ruby was probably alone in the dark crying. That our sanctuary and all my grandparents’ work was taken from us. Our friends were hundreds of miles away and we might not ever see them again.
“Good girl, Pinot,” Tom said as he pulled away and pet her more.
“...Berry Punch,” Berry corrected him with a slight slur to her speech. Tom sat the glass in front of her. To his word, he poured a good half glass and sat it near her. But she ignored it and stepped toward him. She gently placed a foreleg against his chest. “What’s your name, stallion?”
I would have gagged if my throat didn’t hurt so much.
“Tom,” Tom said with a grin, which I noted was missing a few teeth.
“Tom… “ she said, leaning against him. “...you’re really nice. I like you.” She nuzzled his shoulder then stood up onto all four drunk hooves. “I’m.. sorry...”
“...what?” Tom asked, confused. As he spoke, Berry turned and raised up onto her forelegs.
A fraction of a second passed. I saw every tendon and muscle in her body tense. Then, her body tension released. It traveled up from her forehooves, through her barrel and out through her hind legs. Her hooves made contact against his collarbone and shoulder. I heard the bones crack. Tom was knocked several feet back and I heard a sickening thud as his head hit the ground. Berry fell flat onto her stomach.

Tom started howling in pain. While he screamed, Berry stumbled to shaking hooves and went straight for his pocket. The door opened and we saw Bill.
“What the fuck!” he shouted in the door frame. “Garry! One’s loose! Get the gun!” He called out behind him.
Berry gave up at the keys and charged my cage. I was confused until she threw herself on top and climbed over it to get to the leash. She bit down and pulled it free from the hook. Bill came running up behind her.
“B’rry, b’hind you!” I shouted up at her. She turned to look and tried to buck him. She stumbled on top of the wireframe cage and Bill grabbed her around the middle. Berry thrashed as he wrestled her to the ground.
I heard the crack of gunfire at the door and turned to look. Baseball Cap Man had fired a handgun into the air before stepping inside. In Bill’s surprise, Berry flailed out of his arms and charged my cage again.
She turned and tried kicking at the padlock on my cage. It rattled violently and the cage dented in around it.
“B’rry, just run!” I begged her. She ignored me and raised up and kicked again. She missed the lock. The cage dented and bent around her impact. I saw a pained, determined look on her face right before Bill tackled her again. One arm around her neck and the other pinning her middle. This time he yanked and pulled at the leash still clicked to her collar. She choked and whinnied violently. She fought while Garry with the baseball cap came at her with the muzzle restraint. Berry threw her head towards him and bit him.
“Fuck!” Garry shouted and pulled his bleeding hand away. He kicked at her exposed back. “Fucking horse!”
“Get it back on her!” Bill pleaded as he still strained to keep Berry pinned. I heard Tom crying and looked to see the man on the floor shaking, obviously deep in pain. Garry looked over at him and his patience evaporated.
“Fucking morons!” Garry shouted as he brought a cowboy boot to Berry’s neck this time. He took the leash from Bill and yanked it hard as he continued to step on her neck. I heard Berry gasp and choke harder.
“How the fuck did she get out?” Garry asked as he held the leash taut.
“Tom tried to stick his dick in her!” Bill scolded as Berry tried to desperately get out from under the boot.
“Tom, you fucking idiot,” Garry said. He released his boot from Berry’s neck. “Take her leash, keep it tight.” Garry passed the leash to Bill who wrapped it around his wrist several times to keep it tight.  Berry nearly pulled herself back up before Bill yanked her leash harder. Garry stomped over to Tom.
“The fuck were you thinking?!” Garry said to the man shaking on the ground.
“Please… i-it’s broken…” Tom begged clutching his shattered shoulder.
“I bet it fucking is!” Garry said angrily. He looked at the whiskey bottle and glass on the ground. “One fucking job!” He kicked at the whiskey glass and it shattered on contact. Glass and whiskey scattered towards Tom who lamely flinched.
“I-I wa-as-s giving it-t to her. Sh-she likes it,” Tom explained while seeming to fight going into shock.
“Oh?! Did she??” Garry shouted at him incredulously. “Well that explains why your dick is fucking out!”
“Garry! Come on! Get the muzzle back on her!” Bill pleaded as Berry snorted harder. She was drooling now as she continued to try and pull herself away from Bill. She was on her stomach now and nearly back to her hooves.
I had to get out and help: our window of opportunity was closing. I looked at the padlock still firmly in place then at the cage deformed around it. Then I looked at the other side of the door at its hinges.
I turned and, copying what I saw Berry do, rose up onto my forelegs, tensed everything up and pushed out from my forelegs and carried the momentum through my body, fully extending all my muscles through my body and channeling all that force outward at that hinge.
The cage violently deformed around my now aching legs but the hinge clung on.
“You want a fucking drink, huh?” I heard Garry from beyond my cage. Garry picked up an old gas can that had been sitting near a rusting lawnmower. He carried it over to the still struggling Berry underneath Bill. “This’ll stop her squirming. Hold her head!”
Bill obeyed and moved to just grip and force her head still. Even with Bill on her back strangling her, Berry managed to climb to her hooves only to be knocked down by Bill’s legs. I saw Garry force the funnel into her resisting face and try to force it into her mouth.
“B’rry!” I called out as I turned to kick again with my throbbing, pained legs at the door hinge. I tensed up again and bucked all my strength out at the remains of the doorframe. The cage’s resistance caved and the remains of the door were thrown open to the other side, hanging by the padlock.
I hear liquid splatter behind me and smelled gas. Berry violently retched and coughed. I turned and looked behind me. The gas can fell from Garry’s hands. Berry was on the ground wheezing and shaking. Bill was still on top of her. But they were all looking at me as I climbed out of the cage.
There was no surprise as I charged Bill but my inertia and rage met his shock and exhaustion as I tackled him off Berry Punch and started violently kicking at him. Hoof met face and arms as he tried desperately to cover himself.
I heard Garry’s body tackled to the ground behind me and several heavy thuds across his face. I climbed off the still conscious Bill and rushed to Berry Punch’s side. Berry was on Garry, fighting and kicking at his hands trying to grab at her. Her heavy, labored wheezing was interrupted by her violent retching and Garry tried to cover his face.
“B’rry! L’t’s go!” I said to her. She looked up at me, pain and determination in her eyes even as she coughed again and her legs shuddered under her. She nodded wordlessly and ambled towards the door. I quickly followed, even as Bill and Garry slowly tried to sit back up. Without hesitation Berry tried to raise up and buck the door. As her back hooves made contact the the wood splintered but Berry slid to the floor and started coughing and retching again.
I followed her example and tried bucking too. I turned, raised, tensed and pushed all the force I could out through my buck. The broken door on its rusted hinges stood no chance and it practically exploded out behind me.
I helped Berry to her shaking legs and we headed for the road, our leashes trailing behind us. Berry’s wheezing was growing quicker and shallower; there was a thick snot-like saliva falling from her mouth but she kept moving forward. I felt hopeful until I ran past a parked car and she crumpled head on into it.
“B’rry!” I stopped and ran back to pick her up again. “‘We h’ve to go! Now!” I dragged her to her hooves. She seemed willing but uncoordinated. She started coughing more. It dawned on me far too late she got the gasoline fumes into her lungs. She needed water, something, but I had nothing to give her.
“-Just- go,” she said between coughs.
I refused and pulled her along until she got the message and followed. We reached the asphalt and got as much road behind us as possible. I tried to gallop but Berry was limping far too much to break into a three-beat gait. I kept with her. Just as we were making some distance she collapsed again, this time without warning.
“G’t up! G’t up!” I screamed at her. She tried but went limp and just wheezed. I heard the men from the garage shouting. I looked down the road and saw Garry point at us. They stumbled to their car.
I tried to get myself under Berry and carry her. She was heavier than she looked and she wouldn’t cooperate. She pushed me away between coughs and wheezing and kept going down the road on her own. She seemed like she was on the verge of collapsing again but I trotted with her, thinking she could keep this pace. She couldn’t though. She stumbled and collapsed again.
“G’t up!” I yelled at her again.  I heard their car start. I looked behind us at the humans climbing into their car. I turned and looked down the long road ahead of us. Then I looked out and saw woods starting just beyond the fences.
“W’ need to g’t off the r’d!” I declared and pointed towards the trees. Berry shook her head.
“I’ll… distrac-tion,” She sputtered. I shook my head and tried to get her back to her hooves. Her four shaking hooves rolled on her. The car was coming now. We both knew if we stayed together we wouldn’t be able to get away. If we split up, Berry would easily be picked off. I looked back at the car then at her.
“Take care of her,” she said, coughed and gasping.”...protect her.”
Her words brought everything back into priority for me. I was being stupid. We weren’t escaping for ourselves. We were escaping to try and save our friends. Berry Punch was escaping for her daughter’s safety. I had to get away for her sake. She had taken my words to heart: she was giving what she had. She was giving us a chance. Tears came to my eyes.
“I w’ll!” I promised. "W'll s've you!" I turned and ran for the fence and the trees just beyond. As I made it to the treeline I looked back. Berry Punch limped away from the car slowing down behind her. I turned and ran as the tears streamed down my face.

	
		20. An Intervention (Part 3: Where Your Heart Is)



I was falling through the darkness when He grabbed me again. He always grabbed me. My tail was yanked taut and I was thrown upwards by it. I tumbled end-over-end and saw Him spiral after me. His snake-like back was lined with pumping pistons. Each piston was heavily-greased with black oil. Mismatched hood ornaments were bolted above the glowing red eyes that exposed the diesel engine burning inside. Black, sticky plumes of smoke trailed from exhaust ports.
When gravity caught back up with me I was right-side up again. Just in time to see His jaw lined with red-hot teeth stretch out beneath me. Fire bloomed from deep inside His combustion engine and I fell through the flames and inside of him.
My fur singed. I clipped spinning wheels and smashed into shifting gears in the suffocating darkness. I was scared but I knew this wasn’t the end. The fumes smothered my breath. Just as the teeth of tumbling blackness began sinking into me I fell out of the exhaust and back into the less cloying blackness. I passed through, beaten and scorched, like all the other times He swallowed me. His mass turned down and saw me falling again towards the black nothingness He denied me. His engines revved like overmodulated laughter.
“What’s wrong, My Little Pony™?” scraped the mechanical monster. He spiraled down after me in the darkness. ”Are you broken? Is it time to throw my toy away?” 
It was pointless to give him an answer. It didn’t matter what I said. He was the one in control here. I was powerless. I had always been powerless. So instead I just watched Him fall after me. His red-hot iron face approached and I could feel the heat radiating off of Him. I saw through His eyes the engine revving inside again and the choking black smoke building. He would swallow me again and I would come out the other end again. An endless cycle of death and rebirth for amusement.
His mouth opened again and I saw the fire inside the beast. In the burning light I saw His insides were a forever changing kaleidoscope of pistons, blades and gears. 
But as I was looking up at Him I saw another light in the ‘sky’ this time. It was soft, white and pocked with craters. Like a moon. There wasn’t supposed to be light here. I gazed at it, trying to understand until it spoke.
“How darest thou defile our domain!” it roared through the darkness. The serpent stopped chasing me mid-fall and His expression changed into confusion as He looked up at the moon. 
As I fell away, I saw specks of distant light appear in the black. First just a few pin pricks around the moon and then they started fading in all around me. It was like a sun had set and all the stars had come out to play. I looked down at where I was falling and saw the arms to a spiral galaxy spread out in all directions. The stars were so densely packed together they looked like white sand on the edge of a black ocean.
I was startled by a thunderous, universe-ending bang and looked back up at the moon. The moon was gone and in its place a hole to a different, blue universe was blown through the fabric of space. From the puncture wound cracks spidered throughout the universe like it was made of glass.
“Thou thinkest thyself a conjurer of nightmares?! We shall show thee a NIGHTMARE!”
Something exploded like a blue sun right in front of my tormentor and pierced straight through His metal hide. He squirmed on that light like a worm impaled on a hook, but where that sun exploded was now a black hole, wearing the light of a moon and radiating two tears in the fabric of space. The beam of light coming from it radiated right past infinity.
“BEGONE STAIN! Thou hast no longer power here!” came the words from that force of nature. I saw the furnace inside the dragon extinguish from the light and the dragon shook violently before that black hole tore through it and swallowed everything around in another explosion that made the stars flicker and cracks in the universe spread further.
I sat up on an invisible ground, trying to find evidence above me of what just happened. I didn’t have to look far though, because another tear in the universe grew in front of me. It stretched up from my ‘ground’ past my sight. It flickered madly like the universe around us was a ripped flag caught in a hurricane. Through the tear I could see another universe bathed in a deep blue light.
While I watched the tear dance, I realized it was two. I looked at where the tears in space met at the ‘ground’ in front of me and realized there was an entity standing there. The rips in the fabric of space billowed out from her.
The tears in the fabric of the universe were her mane and her tail. Her finely-detailed battle armor, from her helmet past her chestplate and to her shoes, was polished silver that glowed like the aura to the moon. In contrast, the body underneath the armor wasn’t black as much as no light escaped it. I could only tell she had a long, black horn because it was visible against her embossed helmet and her cosmic mane whipping around it. Her black wings stretched out impossibly beyond the horizons and eclipsed the stars. She took one step towards me and immediately towered over me; she was incomprehensibly large.
I looked up at her and I couldn’t process her face; my mind wouldn’t let me. The only thing I was sure of was that she was looking right at me. Her smile revealed a mouth lined with teeth too sharp to be real. The eyes within her helmet were the most terrifying part of all though. They were the brightest things I had ever seen. Like twin supernovas burning straight through my vision. I couldn’t look away as much as once I saw them I couldn’t see anything else.
She was impossibly beautiful and utterly terrifying.
“We knew where thou wert and yet thou wert still a difficult mare to find! It is an honor for us to meet thee, Berryshine!” she boomed casually, her words echoing like we were in a great hall.
“Wha… ha?” I stuttered, terrified of her beyond comprehension. She was talking to me. I think she even said my name. She looked at me expectantly and then I saw the astronomic light to her eyes widen for a moment and then flicker.
“Pardon, Royal Canterlot Voice,” she apologized, sounding quieter and no longer echoing.
I stared up at her, an appreciable fear of something beyond me keeping me in place. After what felt like too long, there was a rumble and she started talking again like she just cleared her throat.
“That stain, your tormentor… has been dispelled! I shall be your only nightmare from now on!” she announced with a terrifying smile. 
“You…” I found how to work my tongue again. “...you killed Discord.”
“No. That... was not Discord. That was a stain left behind by your curse after it expired. Normally when magic ends, it’s released harmlessly back into the world. When chaos magic runs its course however, its release infects the world …but you withdrew from the world many years ago, didn’t you? I recognized the expanse I crossed to reach you; this darkness... when Discord’s curse was undone it didn’t find the world. It found you alone, here,” she explained as she gestured to me and the blackness with a hoof that came too close for comfort. “Berryshine, just as the stars in the sky, we cannot shine alone in the darkness. Do you understand?”
I didn’t fully at the time but I was too scared to say so. My gaze couldn’t escape her. I was becoming aware though, that the cracks that formed from when she exploded and then she exploded again were growing larger. Shards of the starry sky were already raining down around us. She seemed either unfazed by them or didn’t notice. She seemed to take my silence as quiet contemplation.
“Be lost no more, Berryshine! It is time to return to your place in the sky. Even now, your friends come for you! I have removed the stain from you. It is time to heal!” she proclaimed, with some theatrical drama to her voice. After another silence she seemed to tilt her head. “...nod if you understand?”
I heard ‘nod’ and obeyed. She seemed satisfied with that and her expression changed into a more determined one.
“Very well then! Berryshine, you must listen carefully: when your friends come, you will be strong,” she commanded, not with force or threat but as if her words made it so. “And when they rescue you, you will be alert. So...” The supernovas that were her eyes grew closer. I began panicking; I thought my mind was going to burn from the light and power growing near me. Her wings, blacker than oblivion, swallowed me up as the sight was drowned out by those eyes as they spoke to me. “...wake up.”
My eyes jolted open. 
I was in the back of a van still, like the last few times I woke up. A blanket was still thrown over my cage and kept me in twilight. I wasn’t sure what time it was. All I knew was night had happened and now it was daytime again. It felt like I had been drifting in and out of consciousness for a while now. Almost every time I dreamed it had been about that same monster. 
Nightmare Moon was new though. She seemed real and terrifying; like my last memory of Equestria. I replayed the dream over in my head; she was the clearest and easiest part to remember. Her words were too good to be true. I didn’t understand how my friends were going to rescue me. Even I didn’t know where I was.
Instinctively I tried to sit up but my legs were still tied together. At least the choke collar was left back at the shed. I put my head back down and sighed. After a moment of silently just breathing I became aware of just how easy it was again. Either I grew so used to how the fuel and oil tasted I couldn’t taste it anymore or it was gone. I could breathe deeply again without coughing.
With it so much easier to breath now, I realized the way the old fuel burned and choked me was really similar to the way I felt when that diesel dragon kept swallowing me. That made that dragon seem a lot less intimidating.
Following that reasoning, I wondered if the way the monster’s insides knocked me around was just from the way the humans had handled me after they caught me again. Like my breathing, the bruises from that already seemed to be on their way out too. Those humans weren’t gentle either: they were furious that Carrot Top got away. A rebellious smirk formed under the restraint on my muzzle. 
But that smirk slowly died when I reminded myself they used my phone to find the homestead and capture us in the first place. At least I was able to help Carrot Top get away. She was a good pony so I knew she would get back and find our friends. She would find Ruby. I just hoped they weren’t actually going to try to rescue me. I didn’t want my precious friends anywhere near these humans. A pony couldn’t ‘deserve’ to be rescued anyway, right, Carrot Top?
...admittedly, that wasn’t what she meant when she threw that word back at me. I did get it. She was saying it wasn’t about getting what we deserve or receiving things we don’t but giving what we have. Everything is a gift; gifts are given. By that logic, I used myself to ‘gift’ Carrot Top an escape. But, the bucked up part was I think subconsciously I didn’t want to get away anyway, like I was punishing myself or thinking I didn’t deserve to escape. I had a feeling if Carrot Top knew that she would have said I didn’t ‘deserve’ that kind of punishment either. ...probably after she pet my mane and called me a silly pony again.
I was a silly pony too. I was self-destructive. I was finally starting to see the consequence of that too. In the post-clarity of finally getting what I wanted, a noble sacrifice or an almost selfless ‘suicide’… it tasted bitter. It was sobering even. 
Now that I finally didn’t see a real way out, I wanted one.
I thought about all the ways I could have avoided all this. If I hadn’t been drunk maybe Carrot and I could have both gotten away. Maybe if I wasn’t such an alcoholic when we were turning back into ponies things would have gone smoother. Maybe if I didn’t use Nathan one more time, my friends and I would still all be safe somewhere together. Maybe if I had been a better roommate I wouldn’t have had to leave. Maybe if I didn’t bring vices into ‘home’ I could have stayed with Ruby there. The alcohol wasn’t to blame either, of course. I wronged them. I could probably make a longer list of people I wronged if I went back further too. Maybe even before “Brian” and before my memory picks up.
Thinking of all the mistakes I had made made me feel terrible. And it hurt a little knowing my friends would forgive them too. They were good ponies, too good for me. Nathan was a good pony too. But just because they forgave me didn’t seem like enough. I didn’t see how I could ‘just forgive myself’. That seemed cheap. Does righting wrongs make them forgivable? Can all wrongs be righted? Is it just the attempt that’s important? I didn’t really know a lot about morality and sins and higher powers. Not like Carrot Top. She seemed so familiar with them she was sick of them.
If Carrot was right and the world was a dark and cold place... then I wished I could set it on fire. For my friends’ sake. For the harm I caused, if I could make everything right and give everything I had, whatever the right way to do that was,  ...if I could metaphorically burn for just a little more warmth in the world... ...I wondered if that would make things seem right. I wondered if I could forgive myself then. I wondered if it was right to even ‘gift’ yourself something like that. Maybe I was just being a silly pony.
I had a long time to think riding in the back of the van. I thought about my friends a lot. My Ruby. I wondered about what would happen to me. I wondered if seeing Nightmare Moon in a dream meant Princess Luna was somewhere on Earth. I wondered if she got here the same way all of us did. I wondered if my friends were really coming to save me. I wondered why, if Princess Luna was so powerful and could find me in a dream, why she couldn’t rescue me herself. 
My thoughts even drifted to my human mother. I thought about Mom and whether she ‘deserved’ what she got. Maybe not. She was insufferable and I didn’t like her. If everything was a gift like Carrot Top said, then I gifted her a terrible son. And as an added bonus I strained her relationship with her daughter. I even took her daughter, who was mine first. Mom had meant no harm though. Even if harm was what she ‘gifted’ me. If I ever saw her again though, I wished I could apologize to her for being so awful. Whether she would accept that ‘gift’ didn’t matter. Maybe Mom didn’t deserve it but I wanted to apologize anyway. Just like how I wanted to apologize to Nathan. I wouldn’t ask them to forgive me though. After all, I apparently couldn’t deserve it. 
I noticed the van I was riding in slowed down and started making stops. I listened closely but I couldn’t ever hear anything. There were just a lot of stops and some turns. There wasn’t really a lot of noise beyond the drone of the van’s wheels.
Pretty soon I didn’t have to wonder where I was though. The vehicle started crunching slowly over gravel and rolled to a final stop before the engine was shut off. There was talking inside the van and then outside and finally they came around to open the back hatch. My covering was thrown off and I could see an overcast sky past the humans and I could smell fresh air again. 
“...yeeaah, Marcus might want her. He’s not coming by today though,” came someone new above me. I didn’t even bother looking at this new human. If his face mattered I would be seeing it more.
“What? The fuck did I come up here so god damn early then?” came a more familiar one. That human was “Bill”.
“I don’t know. Why did you?” the new voice calmly questioned. “Didn’t you see Spectrum outbid Marcus for the pegasus?”
“No! When the hell was this?”
“...do you have one of these?” asked the new human.
“...a composition book?”
“Oh. So you don’t. Well, this is how the big guys are communicating,” the new person explained. 
Curiosity got the best of me and I looked up at what was going on. The newer human, sporting a short trimmed beard and wearing a polo and jeans with a holstered gun on his side, was showing off an old school composition book with a black and white speckled cover. It looked worn and stained and the pages were dog-earred in several places.
“You’re... writing each other letters?”
“...Something like that. Don’t worry about it,” the guy with the book dismissed. “Tell you what...” he started what sounded like a deal. “...I’ll buy the pony off you right now and have Marcus come by later. I got the money in my car.” He patted Bill on the shoulder and led him away. “Buck, take her inside,” the guy making the deal called out.
Someone approached the back of the van with a height-adjustable dolly. The person, Buck apparently, pulled my cage onto it and wheeled me towards a metal-sided workshop. I was hog-tied up still, but I squirmed upright to still get a look around at my surroundings. All I could tell was that I was just in a different nowhere now. All I saw was trees, some fences and a house.
Once inside the workshop I took that in too. It was decorated with typical workshop and garage clutter. I eyed the canisters and bottles warily until my gaze fell on something far more interesting: a pegasus.
My cage was wheeled over next to hers. Her coat was pastel lavender and her mane and tail were amber and yellow.  Her long wings restrained to her side flexed slightly under the sleeve they were pinned under. Her cutie mark was a sun behind a white cloud. 
And there was something red in her mouth. ...a ball gag. We made eye contact with each other. Her irises were a bit like mine but cloudier. She gave me a good humored wink, probably because she saw that I was looking at the ball gag. I think she was trying to grin around the mouth restraint. She said something too but it was completely muffled by the ball.
Buck lowered my cage and slid it off next to hers. I think Buck went to put up the dolly. I didn’t pay attention to him; I was more interested in my fellow inmate. She was trying to talk normally but I couldn’t make out anything beyond how many syllables and how much drool she was making. She seemed either oblivious to our dire situation or extremely cocky because she seemed indifferent to her restraints.
My eyes drifted back over her wings. Even wrapped up like that, they looked impressive. They looked larger than in the show and I wondered just how large they were when open and if she could actually fly. 
While I was looking at how her feathers met her coat a hoof waved in front of where I was looking. I followed the hoof back up to her face where she pointed it at her eyes. She raised an eyebrow at me, apparently amused that I was staring.
“Sorry,” I muffled an apology under my lesser restraint. I gestured at her wings, trying not to stare this time. “C’n you r’lly fly?”
She nodded proudly and sat down on her haunches. Then she started miming something out with her hooves: she pointed at herself with one hoof and held that out. Then she brought her other forehoof from afar and rested it next to the one already held out. She reasserted she had two forehooves and then the second forehoof seemed to fly away again. I took the signing to mean ‘there was another one of us but they flew away’. I silently nodded that I understood.
Encouraged by our communication, she then pointed at the side of her cutie mark, the cloud part. Then she stood back up and bucked out behind her. Then she pointed at herself. Apparently she could tell I didn’t understand this one because she repeated the gesture and pointed at herself rapidly. The whole time she was still talking around that gag.
“...your n’me?” I asked. She nodded quickly. “Oh! You’re... Cl’ud Kicker?” I didn’t have a ton of pony names in my head, but that one stuck out to me. I wasn’t sure where I had heard it before though.
She nodded, gave me a salute and said something more. Satisfied, she pointed at me now and cocked her head. She said something that ended like a question.
“I’m B’rry Punch,” I introduced myself. Cloud Kicker smiled and mouthed something else around her ball. I thought it was odd the human had used a literal sex toy to keep her quiet but I figured they had just used what they had to solve a problem. I wondered why she kept trying to talk if she knew I couldn’t understand her.
Cloud Kicker sat back down and started miming again: She pointed at herself and held out that hoof. Then the other hoof came flying in again, the other pegasus, I presumed. She put the hoof that was ‘her’ down and showed me the hoof that represented the other pegasus. She said something slowly and deliberately. It was three syllables but I shook my head.
“I c’n’t underst’nd you,” I admitted. She snorted and then tried miming it out. She did a gesture that looked like a slow explosion or something coming apart and then stomped her hoof four times. I shook my head and she did it a few more times, a little differently every time. “Boomst’mp? ‘xplos’on Hoof? ...B’rth F’r?” I wasn’t getting it. I understood it was a name but I really didn’t know a lot of pony names. “...F’rth ‘f July?”
The guy who had made a deal with my driver earlier walked into the shed, looked at us then turned to Buck, who was standing guard. “Are they playing charades?” he asked Buck. Buck looked up from his phone and shrugged.
After she noticed the dealer, Cloud Kicker abruptly ended whatever she was trying to tell me. Instead she jumped to banging on her cage and jabbing a hoof at the dealer. She looked at me, to make sure I was looking. I looked at the person she was reacting to.
Frankly, he only looked slightly more intimidating than a typical middle-aged dad. He gave Cloud Kicker an annoyed look before he walked over to his workbench and sat that composition book down. Cloud Kicker started kicking and gesturing more. She locked eyes with me and then pointed at that workbench. She continued to point and look at me. When she was sure I was looking at her again she sat back down onto her haunches and put her forehooves together. She hinged them away from each other so that the bottom of her hooves were facing her face. With the context I knew what she was signing: the book.  With her eyes she asked me ‘Do you understand?’
I nodded. For some reason that notebook was important to her.
“Anyway, that’s taken care of,” the dealer said to Buck. “You ready to move ‘Kicks?”
Buck sighed before he spoke. “Yeeaah, I guess. Not looking forward to that drive.”
“It’s your turn,” the dealer replied with a shrug. “Go get the boys. Bill was saying this one’s trouble.” He gestured towards me.
“You’d think with how much they’re paying for her they’d just come and get her,” Buck complained but left anyway to apparently get the others. He headed towards the direction of the house.
“Yeah, well, you know what they say: don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” the dealer said as he chuckled to himself. I heard Buck groan as he went out of earshot. The guy in charge making dad jokes stepped right outside the roll-up door and lit up a cigarette. I could tell he stepped out to smoke because when the initial whiff of the butane flame burning the cigarette hit me I almost gagged. It reminded me too much of the fumes I had been tasting for over the past day. I really didn’t want a cigarette anymore. 
Well okay, maybe if I used matches.
The cage next to mine rattled again. I turned to look back at Cloud Kicker. Her demeanor was more serious now. She pointed and I looked to see she was still pointing at the notebook on the workbench. I looked back at her. She pointed at me.
“How?” I asked, hog-tied in my own cage. I understood she wanted me to get it but my position was just as bad as hers.
She mimed sleeping on a hoof and then gestured out a large… something with her hooves. Then she saluted again, but not at me, but at the large something that wasn’t there. Any other day I wouldn’t have got it, but I couldn’t forget her size in my dream.
“...Pr’nc’ss Lun’? You s’w h’r?” I asked. She nodded, pointed at me and then mimed sleeping again. My guess was she wanted me to sleep and ask Princess Luna for help. I wondered if the princess could actually help us. I figured if Princess Luna could affect the waking world she would have already rescued us. Unfortunately, there was no way I could sleep right now anyway. I had been drifting in and out of sleep for days now and I was now more alert and sober than I had been for quite a while.  “I‘m... not tired,” I explained. 
The lavender pegasus let out a heavy, defeated sigh but nodded. She rested her head against her cage wall. Feeling guilty, I shifted my body over and over again until I managed to shift myself across my cage floor closer to her. All my commotion made her look back down at me. I looked up at her. I’d have offered a hoof but they were all tied together.
We were so close and yet we couldn’t help each other.
“....wh’t’s your fr’nd’s n’me ‘g’n?” I asked her. At first she didn’t move but then she lifted her head off the cage’s side  and went through the gesturing again: One hoof to the ground… slowly moving up. And then… a slow explosion? An opening? A flower? She struck the ground four times.
“...Fl’w’rf’r? ...Clov’r?” I guessed. She smiled weakly, shrugged and nodded. She didn’t act like I got it though. She drooled some words that I couldn’t make out. There was a lull in our ‘conversation’ again so I decided it was my turn to share again. “M’ d’ght’r n’me ‘s Ruby P’nch.”
She smiled a little more easily and nodded. She said something around that ball that was two syllables. It had the cadence of ‘I know’. I thought maybe she was a brony as a human.
I heard the dealer mercifully stomp out the remains of his cigarette. I looked over to him to see Buck had come back with two other men.
“Alright, let’s load this bitch up!” one of the new guys cheered. He had a curly beard and short faded hair. He also had a fresh bandage on his nose.
“Already excited to get rid of your new girlfriend?” the other guy snarked. He had olive skin and slick, black hair.
“Fuck you, Ants,” the bandaged-nose man quipped back good-naturedly. “We’re getting paid today.”
The dealer began making a phone call while Buck backed up a red, expensive-looking SUV to the roll-up door. The most noteworthy thing about it to me was the Iowa license plate. 
The other two men got the raisable dolly and came over for Cloud Kicker. We looked at each other while they loaded her onto it. They raised the dolley up and put my new pony acquaintance into the back of the vehicle. I watched helplessly as they strapped her cage in. Cloud Kicker gave me one last flirtatious wink as her cage disappeared under a camo sleeping bag and they shut the back hatch.
Then the vehicle drove off and I was alone with the remaining humans. The two new humans and the apparent boss discussed plans. They were saying something about guns and about someone coming to look at me. I hardly paid attention, already missing the pony I had just met. One of them got out rifles and loaded one with large metal darts he was pulling out of what looked like a tackle box. 
“Hey, you hungry?” the guy in charge spoke near me. I looked up at him and saw he was talking to me. He had an air of confidence but otherwise he still seemed unremarkable. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he had a wife and adult children. Hesitantly, I nodded to his question. I was pretty hungry.
“Vern, go get her some food and water,” he ordered one of his partners in crime before looking back at me. “If you’re a good girl we’ll take that rope off you too. It’s not like you’re getting away, I got enough tranqs to drop a whole herd.”
Vern had obediently wandered off in the direction of the house while “Ants” and the boss stayed in the shed and made idle chatter. Everyone was a few decades younger than the man in charge but unless they were adopted I didn’t think they were related. They didn’t even talk like each other.
Their conversation was just background noise to me though: I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t want to hear these humans talk over me like I was just an animal. I listened for anything else. Something outside to latch onto. Birds. Trees rustling.
While I was listening for anything else besides the humans talking, my ears swiveled to a distant sound: gravel was being crunched like a car was driving over it. At first I thought it was Buck coming back with Cloud Kicker but it was slower. I looked up at the humans who didn’t seem to notice the noise. I wondered just how good my ears were or just how involved they were in talking about hunting or whatever. Just as I was starting to think they would surely hear it, the sound stopped. My ears rotated and searched for where the sound went but it was gone. I started to wonder if I even heard it. I laid quietly in my cage for a little longer waiting for it to return.
Ants stepped outside and fidgeted with his pockets like he was searching for his smokes but stopped when he looked up and spotted something. Ants looked slightly spooked as he stepped back into the workshop and picked up one of the rifles.
“Hey, is, uh, is Marcus already here?” Ants asked.
“What? No. He’s an hour out,” the dealer said.
“A’ight. Well, uh, you know anybody who drives a Fusion?” Ants asked the dealer. The dealer was already unholstering the handgun from his side; he apparently didn’t. 
But I did.
“Alright! Hands up!” shouted a beautiful, little voice. 
We all turned to the tiny pink unicorn standing in the workshop’s bay door. Her little horn blazed that wonderful green color. It was unmistakable who it was. She was even wearing that pocketwatch around her neck still. But I couldn’t understand how she could be here. This was impossible.
“Ruby?” I asked the world if my eyes were deceiving me. I tried to stand up but forgot about the rope and fell flat on my face.
Ants raised his rifle at her but before he could do anything with it, it was yanked from his hands by a green aura and tossed behind my daughter like she was tearing off a band aid. Ruby learned magic?
“Woah there, little missy!” The dealer growled. His handgun was aimed at my daughter. 
“I want my mom!” Ruby demanded with a slight voice crack. She stepped into the workshop. Ants, unarmed now, took a step back from my daughter. Her green magic was swirling around her horn like a tornado. I had never seen the glow around Comet’s or Minuette’s horn that violent-looking. It was so violent, I thought it was making the ends of my normally-dull hooves tingle. It was like I could sense the magic was doing something.
The dealer didn’t back down from this display though. He continued pointing his gun at her.  “There aren’t tranqs in this gun; there’s bullets. I could drop you right now,” he warned my daughter.
“You bucking won’t!” I shouted as I tried to throw myself against my cage door. I couldn’t break out of course; it was double-locked and my hooves were literally tied.
The dealer nodded over to me. “Is that your Mom over there then? Tell you what: I’ll put you in there with her and sell you as a set. ‘cause she’s not going anywhere.”
“No. We are,” my brave little filly clarified. There was a slight tremor to her voice now but her green aura didn’t waver. Instead I saw a rifle float into the workshop in her magic.
The dealer still didn’t seem concerned. “Cute but that’s not going to work. There’s only tranquilizers in th- who are you?!” he demanded from someone else who had just stepped into view outside. The human stepped into the workshop.
“N’th’n!” I shouted in disbelief. My friend Nathan stepped in, another rifle in his hands, pointed vaguely at the dealer. He seemed to struggle to hold the gun completely upright, as one of his forearms was in a cast. Nathan looked at me and gave a hopeful smile before looking warily back at the armed man in front of him.
A tear slid down my face as I took in my beautiful friends. This was so surreal I worried I was dreaming, but this was real. Princess Luna said my friends were coming to save me, but of all the people I expected a rescue from, I didn’t imagine it would be these two. I was so happy it was though.
My incredible little filly stepped closer to the dealer. The rifle in her magical field floated next to her side. I saw Ants take several more steps back; he was clearly intimidated now. 
As I took in the sight of my filly, I could make out something was off with her beautiful eyes: they looked bloodshot. Her hooves were dirty as well and I spotted a tremor to her legs. The tremor was either her badly hiding fear or she was as tired as she looked. It was an off-putting state for someone who looked her age. But she wasn’t her age.  This was the person I grew up with as a human. The person who was as motivated and clever and beautiful. And she was still all those things, even in that body and especially in that moment.
“So you got Vern’s rifle too,” the dealer grumbled as he held his ground. “I’m guessing he’s knocked out though. Because there’s just tranqs in that rifle too. Like I was saying, all you have are tranqs! I’m the only one here with actual bullets!”
The gentleness I saw earlier in this man seemed to be boiling off. His expression was soured and agitated now. After some thought he raised his gun to point it at Nathan. Nathan froze like a deer in headlights.
“Now you’re getting it. Bad news, boy: I don’t need a human. And your friends don’t need a dead body to drag out of here,” he threatened. “Put down the rifles and give up or I put a bullet in you.”
“You can’t shoot him,” my daughter stated, oddly matter-of-factly, as her magic continued to swirl around her horn.
“Oh, I will. I have friends who can get rid of a body no problem. You got three seconds,” he warned. 
“I didn’t say you would. I said you can’t,” my daughter clarified with a slightly smug smile.
The dealer stared Nathan down and rechecked his aim. The dealer’s arm then shook. Far more than three seconds passed but he didn’t fire. Sweat started to form on his brow and the man’s expression changed to confusion then anger. He stared daggers at my daughter. “What did you do to me?!” he snarled.
“My special talent is minerals,” Ruby explained. She tilted her head slightly forward to aim her horn more squarely at him. The way the glow of her horn reflected in her eyes made her look wild as she spoke. “Do you know what your bones are made of?”
The dealer’s anger abruptly cut to surprise as his arm bent and the barrel of his gun still in his hand lined up underneath his chin. His arm shook like it was fighting something. 
“Wha-what the fuck??” the man being held hostage by himself shouted in confusion. I saw his other arm raise halfway up to help his first but suddenly freeze up. Ruby visibly jerked as his other arm was forced back to his side.
“You aren’t in control here,” Ruby informed the man pinned in place. The room suddenly felt a lot hotter. By the time the light bulbs above us were practically suns I realized they were growing brighter. The bulbs hummed loudly and that hum grew higher-pitched until it crescendoed with the light. I saw fear in the dealer’s eyes. There was a blinding bang as the bulbs above exploded. The workshop was thrown into shadows as glass pelted the floor. 
Ants screamed and covered his head.
The only light now was coming from the overcast sky outside and Ruby’s magic. Her green magical aura still swirled around her horn. The same glow was on the rifle next to her. Now in the dark though, I could just make out a slight glow coming from inside the man’s bare arms as well. The dealer's eyes grew wide. He seemed to be shaking and sweating.
“I don’t need bullets,” my daughter pointed out needlessly.
There was a slight click and a thump as the rifle in Ruby’s grasp fired and hit the dealer square in the chest. The bolt slid back on her rifle then forward again. I heard another click and thump repeated. Two metal darts were now sticking out of the dealer’s chest. After several seconds I saw the man still being held at gunpoint with his own gun go dizzy. I saw Ruby visibly relax as she seemed to let his body just thud to the floor.
She approached the downed body cautiously and carefully unthreaded the gun from his hand with her magic. She then chucked it out into the grass outside before she turned her attention to the other human standing between her and me.
“Where are the keys to Mom’s cage?” she asked Ants, who was now cowering in fear at the back of the workshop from my little savior.
“I-in his pocket!” he exclaimed and pointed at his downed boss.
“Get Mom out,” she ordered. Ants didn’t have to be told twice. He clambered over to the dealer and fished a set of keys out of his pocket. He hurried over to me and started fumbling with the keys. With the pressure and fear still in him, he got the first padlock off and then the second one around the door hinge.
My cage came open and I let him reach around behind my head. I heard a click and the restraint around my muzzle slid off. I tested how wide my jaw could open again while Ants shakily undid the knot of rope around my legs. To my surprise when the rope finally went loose instead of letting me kick it off, he removed it and started pulling me out of the cage before I could even stand up.
“Nathan, shoot him in the torso,” my daughter ordered. Nathan, for his part, only hesitated slightly as he took aim and fired. Ants was startled but once the dart went in him he fell back and seemed to start rapidly losing interest in getting back up. I wasn’t interested in Ants though.
My daughters’ eyes met mine and in a heartbeat I closed the distance between us. I pulled her into my embrace and I wasn’t sure if I was ever going to let her go. She was soft, warm and real. This was real. She did it. They did it. I was free.
I thought I was going to cry but a dam broke in my pink filly and she started crying into my chest first. My daughter shivered so I held her even tighter and nuzzled her mane. She smelled like... a muddy playground in a thunderstorm. Her smell and her warmth only calmed me. 
It sounds inappropriate to say her crying made me feel better, but it did. When she was like this everything seemed simpler and more possible because then I had only one priority: I needed to hold her and I would be strong for her.
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Ruby and I held each other, reunited once again. I listened to her work the relief and exhaustion out of her body through her sobs. I had so many questions for her: I still didn’t know how it was possible she was here. 
Here didn’t matter right now though. We weren’t in some workshop with two guys knocked out nearby. Nathan wasn’t standing there awkwardly with a rifle still hanging in his good hand. My location was “with my daughter” and I was exactly where I wanted to be.
“You’re so amazing, Pinchy,” I consoled her. I rubbed the sob-induced tension in her back. Just sweet, little compliments. She was amazing; I didn’t know how she did half the things she did. That was true when we had hands and it was still true now.
“I’m so proud of you. Do you know that?” I whispered to her again. She choked a bit and hiccuped, caught off guard by the compliment.
"Uh huh. I know," she acknowledged weakly into my chest. She was dirty and exhausted. Whatever she did to get here, she had pushed herself incredibly hard. And I knew whispering things would calm her as she had to hold her breath to listen. 
“B-Berry?” Nathan interrupted and sounded like he felt bad that he interrupted. I looked up from my precious gem and at my other savior. I definitely had a smile for him.
“Come hug me, you beautiful dork!” I ordered.
Nathan’s posture went stiff and he looked confused for a second before he relented. He got to his knees, sat the rifle down and put his arms around me. I gave him a bit of the nuzzling I had been showering Ruby with. 
“Berry?” Nathan asked again, still hugging me.
“Yeah?” I responded while I rubbed my face against his. He definitely smelled a little better than last I remembered.
“Where’s, uh, Cloud Kicker?” he asked. I stopped nuzzling him and felt my face involuntarily scrunch.
“She... got taken? Right before you came. How did you know about her?” I asked. My little filly, who had grown quieter pulled herself from me.
“Oh no! Cloud Kicker!” she exclaimed in realization. She looked up at me. “Where’s the notebook?!”
Confused but knowing the answer to her question I looked over at the workbench where it was. I stood up to get it but before I could, it glowed green and was pulled past me to Ruby.
“We-we have to save her!” she demanded. She sniffled to try and clear her nose and regain some of her composure. "Nathan, let's get to the car!”
Nathan agreed and, making me feel slightly jealous, picked her up. I quickly followed after them, slightly wary of her being dropped while he ran. I didn’t know what was going on exactly but I was all on board for saving another pony. We raced towards Nathan’s wonderfully shitty car up the driveway.
I got to the car slightly ahead of Nathan and he held the driver’s side door open for me. I jumped in and climbed over the center cup holders to get to the passenger seat. Nathan got in and Ruby climbed over to me.
In the leg room on the passenger side I saw Ruby’s bag and the backpack I had left at Nathan’s resting side by side. My birthday gift to Ruby, the Fluttershy plushie, was even still poking her smiling head out of her bag.
“What were they driving?” Nathan asked as he got in and started the car. Without waiting for an answer he threw the car into reverse and whipped us around. My little pony held me tightly as we were thrown in the seat.
“A red Ford SUV! It had an Iowa license plate,” I answered as I gripped my foal. 
“...I remember that! We passed that!” Ruby exclaimed. “They’re probably heading towards the highway!”
Nathan sped down the short gravel driveway and without any pause turned onto the country road and took off. I watched the fences and trees fly past our windows.
With a clear view and no cars coming, Nathan made a hard turn at a four-way without stopping. I looked over at Nathan and glanced at the speedometer. His speed was climbing well past what would be the speed limit on a road like this and continued accelerating.
I looked down at my precious filly in my hooves. She seemed fine with this reckless driving other than a little shaken. Not even nauseated. I understood freeing Cloud Kicker was a priority, but I felt like I was missing a lot of information.
“Pinchy? What’s going on?” I asked her point-blank.
“We need to rescue Cloud Kicker!” she explained. I nodded, understanding that much.
“Right. But how do you know Cloud Kicker?” I asked, trying to wrestle out some of the information I was missing.
“She helped us find you! She was in contact with Princess Luna. Sh-she found her and used her position to figure out where you were going.”
“Oh. ...alright,” I acknowledged, but not quite getting the big picture. “Maybe you need to start from the begin-”
Nathan braked and made another fast turn. Ruby and I were thrown to the passenger’s side door and threatened to spill down onto the bags. As I got my haunches back onto the car seat, I saw the seatbelt glow green, curl around us and pull the two of us back against the seat. It clicked into its fastener.
“Nathan, seatbelt!” Ruby called over to him. My human friend obeyed and put his on.
“So, do we know where they’re going?” I probed for information again. Ruby looked surprised and her horn lit up, like a little green idea bulb over her head. She looked down at the floormat where the composition book had landed. 
Instead of answering me she pulled the book into her hooves with her magic and flipped it open. First thing I noticed was a large bundle of pages had been torn out. The second thing was there was something written in very neat handwriting on the inside of the cover. Ruby’s eyes stopped on that for only a second before turning her attention to the first page. She skimmed that then flipped it over. She glanced over that one then started flipping several pages at a time until she found the last page with entries. I got a better look at the last page and saw several different handwritings, that didn’t look anything like the first two at the front of the book.. She placed a hoof on one of the entries.
“Muscatine!” she declared to our driver. “Go towards Muscatine!”
“Which way is that?” Nathan asked as he blew past another stop sign. Wherever Muscatine was, it seemed we would make great time.
“I don’t know. I’ll look it up! Just keep following the signs for the highway for now. ...and go faster!” Ruby ordered. Nathan obeyed and the speedometer climbed again. The open pastures we had been blurring past were giving way to sparse businesses and we weren’t so alone on the road anymore. Nathan drove around a car in our way to pass it. We were going so fast it practically looked like it was parked. I saw in the brief flash it was in front of us it had an Iowa license plate too.
“Wait, are we in Iowa?” I asked, confused. I looked down at the pink unicorn nestled against me. She looked up at me and nodded, a plastic stylus hanging from her lips and Nathan’s cell phone in her hooves. “Where’s our friends? Are they safe?”
Ruby shook her head. The plastic stylus bobbed in her mouth as she answered. “I don’t know! I went to find them and Princess Luna found me!”
“You met her? Like in person?” I asked, hopeful.
“No,” Ruby mouthed dismissively around her stylus. Her eyes were back on the screen. “In a dream.” She was trying to enter that town into the GPS and talk at the same time. I assumed the stylus just didn’t work held by magic.
“She was in mine too!” Nathan chimed in for her. “Princess Luna came and told me that-” Nathan stopped himself by quickly skidding the car to a halt. This time our seatbelts kept us strapped in. Nathan had stopped at a stoplight. The only reason he obeyed though was the cross traffic. As soon as the coast was clear he booked it through the red light. Nathan seemed reckless, driving like he was with that cast on his arm. I knew he had his heart in the right place though. He was determined to save one more pony, just like how he already saved Ruby and me.
“...Nathan?” I started.
“Yeah?” he answered while he kept his eyes on the road.
“I’m... sorry about what happened. With your arm. With… with the sex. The first time. I used you. I’ve been using you since we’ve known each other. And… I know you weren’t in a right state of mind that second night.”
“....me too,” he agreed. “I’m sorry, I mean. I was stupid. I almost... I’m really sorry.”
“It’s okay!” I reassured him then bit my lip. “Well, that wasn’t ‘okay’... but I forgive you! We’re both sorry, I’m sorry we hurt each other,” I apologized. “Still friends?”
“Friends!” Nathan eagerly agreed. He reached out to me with his bad arm while his eyes were still on the road. He missed trying to find my mane so I leaned into his hand to help. He awkwardly ruffled my mane and scratched under my chin before returning it back to the wheel. 
We enjoyed our resolution in silence. I got my wish and I got to forgive and be forgiven by Nathan. The next person on my list, our mom, was much further away. I’d have to deal with her later. There were much more pressing matters.
“Muscatine is east-northeast. We need to go north on the highway,” my little filly broke the silence. 
“Okay,” Nathan acknowledged. He had cleared the center of a small town and then crested a hill. Around a bend the view opened up again. The densest part of town was laid out before us, a street of fast food restaurants. I could spy the highway from here.
Nathan pointed out the windshield. “Is that them??”
As we came down the hill I had to strain to see over the dashboard and scan where I thought he was pointing. Down the road and over the highway there was a red SUV in line to turn onto the highway.
“That’s it!” I exclaimed. It was the right car model in the right place. Nathan’s insane driving seemed to actually get us here in time. Nathan overtook another car that was driving too slow for us and we got several honks from angry drivers for throwing the traffic into disarray. We made it to the overpass, the red SUV already gone, but we knew it was heading north. Nathan made a left through another red light and turned onto the on-ramp. WIth a clear path, Nathan picked up speed again. By the time we touched down on the highway we were already breaking the speed limit.
“Okay, so… what’s the plan?” I asked. That Ford SUV had less than a mile on us and we were closing the distance fast.
“What do you mean?” Nathan asked, probably too focused on just catching it. I looked down at my precious ruby.
“Can you stop the SUV?” I asked. She looked unsure but unbuckled our seatbelt to give it a try anyway. She had to stand on her hind legs and lean against the glovebox to see out the windshield. She stared at the vehicle as we approached. 
“A little closer?” she requested from our driver who was doing that anyway. When we were close enough I could read the license plate and confirm it was our target, I saw the same green to Ruby’s eyes dance across her horn. After a moment it stopped and she shook her head.
“I can reach it... but I can’t stop the wheels: they’re spinning too fast,” she explained.
“Can you, like, slam their brake?” I suggested.
“I kind of tried to do that too but blind telekinesis with unfamiliar objects is really hard,” she elaborated what was probably obvious to other unicorns.
I wasn’t sure what we could do then. We couldn’t exactly wave them down to pull over. With their unusual cargo, any odd behavior would be taken with suspicion.
We continued to get closer to the SUV and I realized we were being suspicious. I pulled Ruby back into the seat with me and hunched down with her. “Nathan, slow down! Give them some distance.”
“What’s wrong?” our driver asked but obeyed anyway.
“We can’t let them know we’re following them! They could try to lose us or call ahead or something.”
“So... just follow at a distance?” Nathan guessed.
“No!” my filly spoke up. “We can’t let her get to Muscatine! The people that Cloud Kicker is being sold to are way worse than a bunch of rednecks with dog cages! Princess Luna said they were like an armed militia experimenting on ponies.” 
I peeked back up at the SUV. I don’t think the driver knew we were following yet, but it would only be a matter of time. If he had any suspicions, he might do something to test us, like get off and get back on the highway. He could lose us. And even if he didn’t suspect a thing, we couldn’t let him get all the way to his destination. He wasn’t going to want to stop but we had to stop him anyway and on the highway. 
A chill ran up my spine as I thought of one truck’s wreck scene and got flashbacks of my own. It seemed life was just the stuff that happened until the next wreck. I thought of Cloud Kicker and the brave face she put on as she was sent off to whatever fate she thought awaited. 
For her sake, it was about time again to cause some property damage.
“Mom?” Ruby asked, sounding concerned. I probably had a crazy look on my face.
“He’s not going to want to stop. So we get him to wipe out,” I suggested.
“...how?” she asked, hesitant to hear the answer.
“If you got a look at his steering wheel, you think you could turn it? It won’t take much. He should panic, overcorrect and physics will take care of the rest!” I explained. Of course, I didn’t know physics. I knew plenty about a heavy car going ‘woah’ though.
“Oh. I could...” my filly hesitantly agreed. “...is that safe?”
“Nope!” I chirped. “But Cloud Kicker’s basically in a roll cage and if the driver’s not an idiot he’s wearing a seatbelt.”
I turned to Nathan and asked him, “Think you can get us right up next to it?”
"We’re going to make them crash?” Nathan clarified warily.
I felt something green and tingling pull me against the back of the seat. A seatbelt went over just me. I looked over at my foal and she nodded, determined but wary. I turned back to Nathan who was sweating now.
“Nathan?” I asked.
“...Okay! Okay, for Cloud Kicker!” he psyched himself up. 
Nathan checked his blind spot, then pulled into the passing lane and accelerated as if he was going to pass. Ruby stood up onto her hind legs and I understood now why she wasn’t buckled up with me. I held onto her like the most precious thing in the world as she leaned against the passenger side door to get the best possible view at her height.
As we pulled out of Buck’s blind spot, he did a double take at us. The SUV roared and he started to accelerate away.
“Buck!” I cursed his name. He saw us and panicked. Ruby’s horn held her green glow though. 
"I got it!” Ruby declared. Apparently he wasn’t fast enough. I congratulated my filly with nuzzles. 
“Okay! Make’em swerve!” I instructed.
In retrospect I don’t think Ruby had ever turned a steering wheel before. 
The SUV was immediately thrown hard right but all four thousand pounds of it kept right on trying to go forward. Its tires screeched and smoked as they tried to correct the sudden swerve. I saw its trajectory change from going off the road to suddenly back the other way where we were.
Oh shit.
“Speed up!” I yelled. The SUV, having burned off some of its forward momentum was suddenly right on us. Nathan had diligently floored it at my command but our combined reaction time was too slow. We were pulling ahead of it, but it didn’t seem fast enough.
I felt Ruby stiffen up and saw her eyes grow wide in panic at the sight, right before a green explosion went off in my face. 
I was blinded but felt the SUV clip our back end up hard, the impact clearly shattering a tail light. Our car was thrown into a spin as well. Nathan tried to correct our spin but he had panicked and overcorrected too when he felt it start. It seemed like the SUV was trying to take us out with it.
I held my filly tightly against me and reached out for Nathan before bracing. I didn’t know where we were in relation to the other vehicle going out of control or any other cars on the road. Nathan tried to correct again.
I felt the stuttering of the highway’s shoulder beneath our tires and for a terrifying moment we were an uncontrollable object hurtling towards whatever lay beyond the road with another, much heavier object on its own path and I feared those would cross again.
I heard the underside of our car clip over tall grass as we went off the road. On the softer dirt our spin continued carrying us forward and around. After what felt like several seconds of uncontrolled momentum straining us against our seatbelts our vehicle finally finished transferring all its momentum into the dirt around us. Just as we finished our own wipeout I heard and felt what sounded like metallic thunder come down on a tree a distance away. 
Buck missed us.
The silence after a crash tends to be deafening. This silence was twice as loud. I opened my eyes, realizing I had closed them. I could see again after that flash. Was that Ruby? What did she try to do?
Our interior was undamaged which meant we must be too. I looked over my beautiful pink filly to confirm it. She was unharmed but understandably shaken. I thought she even gagged momentarily like she was going to vomit. From personal experience I knew it took a lot of nausea to cause that. I rubbed her back.
“No more cars,” I promised her, trying to break some of the tension in the air. “Ponies and cars do not mix.” She nodded weakly. 
“We-we almost died!” Nathan exclaimed through shaky breath. I looked over at him as he began to cry.
“Nathan? Nathan, breathe. It’s okay. We’re alive. It’s okay,” I insisted and patted him with my hoof.
I craned my neck to look out through the windshield. We had stopped turned around and facing back the way traffic was coming. Not far from us I saw the red SUV had struck a tree off-center.  The front had crumpled as expected and the airbag looked like it had deployed. Buck was probably fine, just dinged up. It was time to rescue Cloud Kicker.
With the edge of my hoof I released the seatbelt around me. That seemed to snap Ruby back into action. She looked at the door and in her green magic I saw her grip the handle and pull. It released the power locks and the door opened.
Ruby made the few feet down to the grass but her legs crumpled when she landed. I got out and tried to help her up.
“C-Carry me?” she asked weakly after she stumbled when trying to stand. I imagined either the exhaustion was catching back up with her or she was still really dizzy from the wreck.
Wordlessly I pulled her onto my back. I followed the path our car made through the weeds back to the highway and walked down the shoulder towards the truck. It had missed our car by less than a hundred feet. It was close, but the walk felt long anyway. Walking along a highway had a strange warping effect where objects you were used to flying by fast and at a distance were larger and farther apart. This was extra noticeable when you were a three foot something cartoon horse.
A car had already stopped along the side of the highway near the truck’s wreck, presumably to help. The good Samaritan that had approached the SUV froze up when he saw us. I saw a phone drop from his hand as he backed up and went rigid up against the driver’s side door. I imagined the people driving by were rubbernecking as they slowed to see what had happened and were gawking at us too. I didn’t worry about that right now though. I walked past the man frozen in confusion and headed for the rear of the vehicle.
I looked over the back hatch and before I could figure out how to open it, Ruby tested it with her magic and to my surprise it popped up for us. Maybe power locks unlocking after a crash. 
Cloud Kicker’s eyes shimmered when she saw us, the sleeping bag thrown off her cage in the crash.
The first order of business, the sleeve pinning Cloud’s wings to her middle, was pulled off her over her head in a haze of green magic. Cloud stretched her freed wings as wide as the cage would allow and moaned in relief into her ball gag, almost to an inappropriate degree. Next the gag came off. It occurred to me then we still had a cage to deal with.
“You came for me!” Cloud Kicker shouted in amazed relief. I heard a low, disoriented moan react from the front of the SUV. If Buck got banged up he was at least alive.
“Mom, duck down. Cloud Kicker? Close your eyes,” Ruby instructed. We both obeyed the sudden directions as Ruby’s horn began to glow.
A violent, thin beam shot from the tip of her horn and was directed towards the lock. Ruby didn’t technically tell me to look away but I did because it felt like the light was scratching my eyes. For a few seconds I heard metal sizzle and bubble. And then the whole process stopped.
“Ha… h’okay!” Ruby called out, slightly out of breath. Ruby telekinetically tore the lock from the cage, the loop that had been holding it in place burned straight through. Almost like a welder. Or maybe a laser? Before I could ask Ruby how she did that Cloud Kicker burst from the cage and came straight for us.
“Thank you! Thank you!” She cheered as she crushed me in a hug and her wings flapped violently in joy. Unexpectedly, my hooves suddenly left the ground and Cloud spun us in a circle in the air, almost reminiscent of dancing, before she put me back down. I stumbled slightly, a little unsure my hooves were going to get to stay on the ground.
“My hero!” Cloud Kicker declared me as she proceeded to do something even more unexpected: she pressed her lips right onto mine and kissed me. There was definitely tongue. My face flushed like I just did a shot of whiskey. I stumbled backwards in shock and landed onto my haunches. I felt Ruby roll off my back onto the grass. 
“We’ll totally bang later, okay? First though: the notebook! Did you grab it??” she asked us.
“We... we did!” the filly on the ground next to me said. She was laying there and rubbing her horn like it was tender. 
“Blossomforth! Where did they take Blossomforth??” Cloud Kicker asked her as she got my filly up to her hooves. Suddenly all the charades made more sense. Blossomforth! That was the pegasus we tried to pick up in Kansas City.
“Blossom- Oh! Lincoln, Nebraska! Wildcat and… 27th! That was right near the end!” my filly recited. It was no surprise to me she would remember.
“Then I still got time! Thanks, Pinch!” she said before she ruffled Ruby’s mane.
She turned and immediately rocketed straight into the air, her wings beating fast, but not as fast as I would have expected in order to accelerate like she did. Pegasi could fly and it was mesmerizing. I watched her head for the horizon. She continued to ascend with surprising ease and speed. I would have kept watching that very forward pegasus completely disappear out of sight, in awe at the power and grace she flew with, but I heard sirens. 
Police were coming.
“What the hell was that? Was that a giant bird?” I heard the good Samaritan talking to the disoriented driver again. I peeked around the side of the SUV and spotted them. He saw me again and jumped. “Jesus Christ! What are they? Did you kidnap one?” 
Yeah, it was definitely time to go.
Wordlessly I helped Ruby back onto me and headed for the road. I saw in the good Samaritan’s car there was a woman and some teenager with a phone recording us. I let them be and started trotting for Nathan’s car. I could see Nathan still sitting in it. Hopefully he was feeling better now. 
Before I could get there though, the police cars were on us. One drove right past me and slowed down to the side of the road near Nathan’s car. I heard the other come to a stop a ways behind me, presumably to check on Buck. I didn’t turn around to check. The cops in the vehicle in front of us seemed slow to get out. Probably radioing in what they were seeing and trying to describe me and my filly. 
I made a beeline for Nathan’s car, cutting through the tall grass and weeds to avoid going near that police cruiser. I didn’t know what to do so I went to the passenger door and Ruby got it open for me.
“Nathan?” I asked him from outside. Nathan seemed to just be staring off into space. “Are you okay?”
“Y-yeah... yeah…” he said dismissively. I climbed inside and looked out the window. An officer had gotten out now and was slowly approaching us, his hand clearly near his side arm.
“Nathan? We got to go.”
“Yeah, yeah,” he agreed distantly, but didn’t budge.
“No, we all need to go,” I rephrased and put a hoof on his shoulder. I wondered if we could make a run for it before realizing they probably already had Nathan’s license plate. The police officer knocked on the driver side window. He looked right at me then at Nathan.
“Sir, are you... alright?” he asked Nathan through the window. “Are those your animals? Please roll down your window.” He seemed wary of me. Rightfully so: I was a purple-pink pony.
“Nathan?” I asked my friend again. Nathan looked towards me, but didn’t seem to have any urgency to him. He didn’t seem frightened as much as frozen and unable to cope with what was happening. “Nathan? The other driver is fine. Did you see Cloud Kicker? She flew!” I told him, trying to console the worries that might be on his mind. Was this just shock? There was nothing to worry about here though. Technically, the SUV lost control and hit us. We just… reached inside and spun them out of control. Nothing Nathan did though.
The police officer knocked again, a look of concern and confusion etched his face as he saw me speak. I saw a fully lit-up fire truck and ambulance join the police cars on the side of the road. As soon as the ambulance came to a halt I saw humans climb out and approach the SUV. Well, at least Buck was getting help.
“Mom? I think we should go. I don’t want to have a standoff with the police,” my filly whispered to me. In a green glow I saw one bag get tugged out the passenger side and then the other.
Ruby was right: we needed to run. I didn’t want to be captured again. I didn’t want them to get my daughter. I didn’t want to be treated like an animal again. Or whatever was meant to happen to Cloud Kicker or could still happen to Blossomforth.
I spotted movement out of the corner of my eye and looked back up at the police cruiser. The other officer had gotten out now and was slowly approaching our car, making a wide berth as if to go around to our side.
“Mom?” my pink filly asked me again as she floated the composition book out. I heard her fiddling with my bag.
I turned back to Nathan. It wasn’t safe for him to run. This was his car at the scene of an accident. He would be fine though. He didn’t do this.
I brought my forelegs around Nathan’s shoulders and hugged him. I didn’t know what to say so I rambled. “You’ll be okay. Things… will be okay. Thank you. For everything. For saving me. And Ruby. You’re amazing. Just… we’ll see each other again, okay?”
“Y-yeah. Y-you too...” Nathan said as he idly pet my back. I hugged him tighter and I got him to hug me back. The driver’s side door came open slowly. I looked up at the person who opened the door. The police officer had his gun drawn but it wasn’t pointed at me just yet. He was looking right at me though, waiting for me to make a move.
“...hi,” I greeted the officer. I saw his brain reboot at my word but eventually it did.
“Is-,” he started a question but changed his mind. The gun pointed at me. “Get off each other! Hands where I can see them!”
I lifted off Nathan, slowly, and backed up into the passenger side seat. “I don’t have hands,” I explained as I put up my forelegs. The officer stared at them then back at my face. 
"What are you??" he demanded to know. His face was unreadable.
“I’m a pony,” I gave the absurdly short answer because I wasn’t sure where to start elaborating on it.
“...are you an alien?” he responded. For a brief moment I thought maybe he meant like an immigrant then realized that didn’t make any sense.
“No- well… technically yes. I was born here though! Well, the second time,” I started explaining then stopped, realizing I wasn’t making any sense at all. 
"What the fuck?!" I heard from behind me. The other police officer!
“Mom?? We need to go!” Ruby shouted. And that was my cue. I turned and jumped down after her.
“Wait! Halt!” The officer demanded but didn’t fire. Maybe he thought shooting an ‘alien’ would lead to an intergalactic war or something. 
The other police officer had apparently drawn his gun but was frozen, pointing it at my daughter sitting next to our bags. Her horn was a swirling vortex of green and she looked like she was on the verge of collapsing. 
“Put down the weapon or I shoot!” The man commanded my foal. He had no excuse to point his gun at my daughter but I had to admit her horn did look dangerous like that.
“Are you controlling him?” I asked her.
“We need to go,” she insisted, sounding strained.
“Yeah,” I agreed and scooped my daughter onto my back just in time for the other police officer to come around to assist his friend. Ruby slung the bag straps around my neck and I took off straight for the fence and the treeline beyond it. Ruby held the other straps to the bags. It kept them out of the way for me and gave her something to hold on to.
“Stop! Stop!” I heard from behind me. I ignored it and anything else I heard behind me. I just focused on running. I got to the trees and kept right on going.
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I kept running, almost without any direction at all. At one point in a clearing Ruby told me to turn left and I did. Beyond that though, I just kept moving ‘away’ from the scene of the crash. I was good at this. It was a simple goal and every step of my gait got us closer to ‘away’. Over hills, down valleys, and almost always sticking with the forests. Especially where the trees were denser and the grass was taller. Other than crossing a few clear country roads I avoided anything man-made. At one point I thought I heard distant sirens over the sound of my breath but I never saw any. 
The muscles in my legs were sore from all the distance we were making but I kept moving as quickly as I dared through the woods. Eventually though, I felt slick with sweat and everything I was carrying was starting to chafe the skin underneath my coat. I was going to just ignore that too but a little voice spoke up. 
“Mom? Are you hurt?” my precious cargo asked me. Apparently she saw me cringing from the chafing. “We can stop. We’re really far away.” 
She was right and I relented. We were firmly in the middle of wilderness when I stopped and slowly sat down on my haunches. Ruby let gravity slide her off my back. I took the opportunity to pull the bags off my sore neck where the straps were especially rough. Ruby took a few weak, half-crawls towards her bag next to me and pulled it open.  
“Let’s make one of those saddlebags like Carrot Top did,” she suggested. She dug around inside it with her hooves until she pulled out a gray, lace-patterned sweater of hers.
It was obvious from how she lifted it in her aura and the strain on her face that her magical abilities were hitting some kind of wall. Which seemed understandable to me after all I saw her do today. She had made a huge leap in her abilities, right over what Minuette and Comet Tail were able to do, in just over twenty-four hours. I had a feeling she had probably been awake for most of that time too. Which begged the question…
“Ruby, how did you get so good at magic?” I asked her while she tossed the sweater over my back. A tiny frown formed on her muzzle as she tied off the arms of the sweater just below my forelegs. It seemed like something she wasn’t ready to talk about so I didn’t press. She turned back to our bags and started looking through mine.
“Princess Luna taught me some things… after she helped me... get over my problem,” she admitted. She seemed to tiredly study my belt instead of look at me, like she wasn’t sure if it would work.
“Oh! That’s great. What was the problem?” I asked, expecting some explanation about magic that was going to go over my head. I loved listening to her explain things though, so I wanted to hear it anyway. 
“In Equestria, before we were sent here, he… he scared me,” she said with an edge of shame in her voice. I knew who she was talking about. I dragged her to me and held her close. She dropped the belt in her hooves to reciprocate the hugging.
“...what did he do?” I asked quietly.
“I was trying to use my gem-cutting spell offensively. But he just thought it was funny. I kept trying to focus and go over the process and he just-just kept laughing at me,” she explained in frustration. I traced a hoof down her back, trying to ease the tension growing there and remind her she was safe. “When I tried to retrace the steps in my dream... I could still feel him. And hear Minuette screaming. And you… you were all gone. Everyone died trying to protect me. And I couldn’t do anything. The thing that killed everyone I knew was laughing at me,” she explained as I felt her body shiver. “I was pathetic. He made me feel like...” Ruby trailed to a stop. She didn’t want to finish her sentence and she didn’t have to. I squeezed her tighter and rubbed her mane. Like Dad. Discord made her feel weak like Dad did.
“You know that’s not true, right? Especially not now,” I asked my tired filly. She trembled a bit but agreed.
"Yeah..."
Fortunately whatever Princess Luna did had clearly worked. Or at least, well enough. I felt a little crushed though: this was a trauma that Ruby didn’t want to share with me until now. I just rubbed her mane for a while and let her squeeze me back. I wanted to understand why she didn’t tell me but I was also worried about asking the wrong question.
“...why didn’t you tell us?” I finally asked.
“I was worried that you would all look down on me. Like I’m just some little… scaredy filly.”
“Pinchy, we wouldn’t have looked down on you,” I rejected the idea. She pulled away from me and looked up at me with tears burning in her exhausted eyes.
“But what if you did??” she squeaked. She wiped her eyes with her dirty fetlock and I could tell that just made it worse. “I was worried my friends wouldn't see me as their equal anymore. What if... you started seeing me as weak and helpless like everyone else secretly does?!” A sob choked out of her. “I didn’t want my friends babying me like Mom started doing.” So our mom really had been coddling her. 
Ruby had started crying and I wasn’t sure if she wanted me to hold her in that moment or not. I had to do something though so I compromised and put a hoof on hers. She stiffened up at my touch and grew quiet but she still wouldn’t look up at me.
Her being insecure like this reminded me of when we were preteens. In confidence, she told me that part of her motivation for her schoolwork and art had been to be better than everyone else. Being average meant they could look down on her. If she was better than them, they couldn't do that. 
Fortunately, I don't think she thought that way for long. I thought her work became its own reward. At some point I thought she stopped looking at others and just looked forward. She had a drive and however it began to form it was a part of her and something I admired and wished I had. She saw what she could do, not what she couldn't. By the time I figured she could go wherever she wanted for college, she didn’t have anything to prove. The decorations in her bedroom were proof enough of her abilities. 
Meanwhile the decorations of my childhood room had been mostly her art too, just intermixed with a few posters. I’d like to think the fact she gave me those meant I was part of that drive. The fact that she let me hang one of the very paintings in my room that had won an award hanging in hers cemented that in my mind. Her only goal with college was she wanted to be there for our mom.
I thought all that made it clear she had moved past that insecurity. Now I wasn’t so sure if those feelings of inadequacy had just been buried or if this change reverted her to a younger mindset.
In our awkward silence the sky gave up trying to hold back the dark clouds and it started to rain on us. We continued standing there in it as it passed quickly from a sprinkle and straight into a downpour.
“I was scared too,” I finally said something to my small family member. “When I finally remembered that time in the caves, I almost had a panic attack. I started drinking again. We were all scared when he sent us here. He played with us and then he killed us,” I reminded her. “He tried to drown me and swallow me, I think.”
Ruby nodded, confirming my statement. “I guess but… I don’t want you to treat me like a foal. I’m not! ...I don’t know what I am anymore but I already grew up! I'm just... smaller now! Even if I feel like an impulsive crybaby,” She looked sad and exhausted and with the way her tail tucked under her, maybe a bit ashamed. “Besides, if our rescue plan fell apart... I don’t know what I would have done. I’m not innocent; children are supposed to be innocent. Children shouldn't worry they're going to kill someone.”
I was hearing what she was saying, but I was seeing conflicting emotions on her face and a small foal’s dreams withering in the rain. I moved my hoof around her and she didn’t resist. In fact, she leaned into me and was on the verge of crying again but she fought the tears.
“Is that what you want?” I whispered to her, just audible over the rain.
“Maybe I’m just tired,” she dismissed her feelings, ready to shut down.
“Hey, you’re not the only one dealing with this. I was your brother!” I reminded her. Brian was all I could really remember and he was still me, but that part of me felt over now. It was a past life. 
“Then are you really a mare again? In your head?” she asked, looking up at me curiously. “I know you’re ‘Mom’, but… are you female? Did it really change you back, mentally?“
I knew what she was thinking: if I was female again or if I had always been, then she could be a child still. But in truth I didn’t know how to answer that. I knew it wasn’t just pronouns; it was supposed to be like a ‘feeling’ or maybe a lack of a feeling of discomfort with myself. If I had a choice now, I didn’t want to go back to being Brian. Maybe someone else, but going back to him would be uncomfortable. I wanted to be someone else and my old self, or whatever I was now, was potentially someone else. I wanted to move past Brian. What I wanted was to be with my friends. I wanted to be Mom. I don't think I minded being a mare necessarily if I got all that. Did that make me a mare?
“Maybe,” I tentatively affirmed. “You know, I was told you can be whatever you want to be,” I said, channeling my inner Minuette. “Are you sure you don’t want to be my filly? What about… your ‘lost childhood’?” She seemed to take a moment to reflect. I remembered the sketch she made of the three happy foals chasing each other down a hill. I wondered if that was longing or a flash of something past.
There was a longing look in her eyes as she spoke.. “I... don’t know what I want,” she finally admitted in a slump.
“Then... I’ll give you everything!” I vowed. I pulled her into a tight hug. Ruby let out a startled laugh at my nonsensical dramatics but that died quickly and she started to squeeze me back. “You're my everything already anyway. You know that, right?" My friend, my pride, my sister, my daughter. "I would burn down the world if you needed the fire for a night light!"
Her own muffled giggles tickled into my chest.  “I love you too, Mom,” she said.
“So... be yourself, okay?” I told her, running a wet foreleg carefully over her rain-slicked mane. “Be everything, because you're already mine. Tell me if I’m babying you too much and I promise I’ll cut back. Until you figure out what you are, you can be a mess like your mom!”
There was clearly more on her mind but at least a happier smile found its way back into her tired, absinthe eyes. She agreed. “Okay, but you have to only do what feels right too. Okay?”
“It’s a deal!” I agreed and kissed the crown of her water-logged mane to seal it.
The rain wasn’t too cold, but it would eventually soak us through. I started to seriously consider if she might get sick out here in the rain. I looked around at the soaked woods and then up at the overcast clouds above us. They felt… ominous. “Alright!” I started a new topic. “How about I get us out of the rain?”
She agreed and I did my best to help her finish making the makeshift saddlebag and then she slung it on top of the sweater on my back. The weight of the bags weren’t perfectly distributed but once Ruby was weighing down the middle I could tell they weren’t going anywhere. She got her windbreaker out of her bag and I threw that over her to keep the rain off her and my back.
I continued heading in the direction we had been going. Once Ruby had been tucked in and covered she seemed to grow quiet and still almost instantly. I tried to tread carefully. Now that she was off her tired legs and some of the weight on her mind had been addressed, I thought maybe she had finally fallen asleep. She definitely needed it.
When we got to the next country road though, I saw the land across it was open pasture. I didn’t think it was a good idea to travel through that. Not in the daylight, anyway. I turned to look at the sun and get an idea of how long it would be until night. That was when I realized it.
“We’ve been going north,” I said out loud, so surprised I had to hear it to confirm that yes, the sun was moving towards the horizon to our left. Ruby shifted slightly on my back.
“Princess Luna... said go north,” she mumbled without sitting up.
“But our friends are back in Creighton? Right?” I asked her, not sure if I was going to get anything more out of the sleepy filly. I stepped further back from the road and into the woods again to conceal ourselves better. I arbitrarily decided to go east for now, as if that’d make the sun set faster. That was the direction the storm was coming from though, the clouds looked darker there.
“She couldn’t find them. She said... if we went north... we’d get help,” she tried explaining half-awake. I accepted that at first but questions came to mind. I wondered what all Princess Luna knew and what she told Ruby. Or what she was like at all when not the embodiment of a nightmare. I didn’t want to keep Ruby awake, but she seemed relaxed and warm. She was at least resting now.
“So, what's Princess Luna like? Were you scared when you met her? She scared the horse apples out of me,” I said, trying to keep the conversation light for my dozing daughter and for my own mood. We were more lost than I realized and it seemed like a storm was coming.
“I tried to find Minnie and Comet. But I got lost and she found me... in the dark. She said there’s a ‘fog’ growing and it’s getting hard to find ponies from dreams. But foal dreams are still bright enough.”
“She seems... pretty good at finding ponies in the dark,” I joked good-naturedly. Luna found me in the dark too, in a way. But Ruby’s was physical. I couldn’t imagine her wandering in the dark woods alone. It terrified me to imagine what her state of mind must have been. How alone she must have felt. She was just getting the hang of walking again when I last saw her. How long did she travel like that? I would have added my tears to the downpour if I couldn’t feel her weight on me or feel her soft breathing on my neck. I could understand why Princess Luna found her now: a child lost and alone in the dark trying to find her mother. I would need to thank her if I ever saw her again.
I stumbled a bit; the wet rocks and the dim light of the sun was making the uneven ground difficult. We were far away from city lights and with those dark clouds it was going to get way too dark to walk around soon. I walked back out to the road to look for somewhere we could possibly go. There was an old-looking barn a little way up the road. That might be dry.
“So... she couldn’t find any ponies… so she got Nathan for you?”
“She asked if there was a human I’d feel safe with,” she said from my back. And then Ruby directed her to Nathan instead of our mom. I had a feeling it wasn't just the babying: she knew our mom wouldn’t have let her try to save me. Our mom wouldn’t have risked Ruby for me. I wouldn’t have deserved it. 
“You told me where he lived and that he was a good person,” she added drowsily after a moment, as if the thought bubbled up from her as she started sinking back into sleep.
“He is,” I affirmed. There was no doubt about that. He would be fine whatever happened to him. As long as he kept being himself. 
I walked in silence for a little longer. I mostly watched where my hooves fell and occasionally looked up at the barn to see if it was looking any closer. After a while another question came to mind.
“So, what’s the deal with the notebook?” I asked. I didn’t hear a response so I turned my neck to check on her. She was fast asleep now, her hooves tucked under the belt attaching our bags together, keeping her in place under her waterproof cover. My questions could wait.

By the time I reached the barn the sun was starting to set. Cracks and wear clearly showed in the old, darkened wood. The rusted tin roof seemed intact though so I had my hopes up that there weren’t a lot of nasty animals making nests inside.
The first barn door I tried was the one that led out to the pasture. A pasture that was full of cows just sitting out and seemingly enjoying the rain. That door was locked. I didn’t think Ruby was up for cutting it open so I walked around the barn to look for another entrance.
The opposite side of the barn had another wide barn door. This one was pointed towards a tiny farmhouse nestled in the middle of the property. I didn’t see any lights or movement but the cows told me someone at least checked on the property. With the coast seemingly clear I tried the ‘front’ entrance of the barn. That was locked as well. Almost giving up, I walked around to the last side and saw a human-sized door. There were no handles but just a cut in the wood to grip it so I tried giving it a push. To my surprise wood slid against wood for a moment until the door swung open on hinges.
It was incredibly dark inside but from the light of the setting sun I spotted one little black shadow dart away. I couldn’t hear anything inside over the rain beating on the roof to clue me in to what I saw. After staring into that darkness for a while, I saw there were a few of those little black shapes inside, all with reflective eyes. I watched, unsure what I had encountered until one of them braved back into the fading light and I saw it was a cat. They were all cats and there were at least six of them. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.
I knew barn cats kept rats and things out from eating the food stored in them, so it stood to reason they were probably the only creatures I had to worry about in the barn. I continued standing there while the bravest of them all approached me cautiously. It gave my leg a tentative sniff before rubbing up against my leg wanting affection. I lifted my other foreleg and tried to carefully pet it. It gave an approving purr. With that invite, I carefully stepped inside with deliberate steps and pushed the door closed behind me.
The heavy sound of the rain pelting the tin roof was almost deafening but in a relaxing, almost hypnotic way. My eyes adjusted quickly to the darkness and after a moment I could make out well enough to see the outline of the cats and make out what I was smelling: there was indeed hay stored in here. With all the humidity in the air and the hay sitting in the warmer darkness the smell of the hay was permeating my nostrils. It smelled faintly sweet and it made my stomach growl. The last thing I had was some watery oats in my cage the night before. I didn’t know what energy I was running on anymore but the thought of food made me hungry enough to try what I was smelling.
I found a nice corner where a hay bale had been scratched loose and was falling apart. I looked around at the cats, warily, and pet the one nearest me again. It definitely seemed to consider me not-vermin, but I was still worried they would freak out if they saw me eating it. Do they know people don’t eat hay? My stomach gurgled again and I risked it anyway. 
I carefully took a bite out of the bale. It felt like a mouth full of kind of dry grass. It tasted like grass… and dirt. 
I don’t know what I expected.
I chewed the hay a little more anyway, grinding it in the back of my mouth a bit. There was a dirty grit to it. I tried to swallow it and gagged instead. I pushed it out of my mouth with my tongue: I wasn’t getting it down. 
Clean hay. Ponies eat clean hay.
Unable to eat it, I figured maybe it would be better bedding then. I kicked some of the loose hay back together then carefully laid down on it so as to not rock my sleeping passenger too much. The hay was softer and a little less dirty than the ground. It was also just a tad scratchy, but like laying in grass. It would work.
I thought about getting Ruby off my back and onto the hay but I didn’t want to wake her up. She would probably just get dirtier on the hay. My back was relatively dry thanks to the windbreaker that was her impromptu blanket.
So, I just laid there in the dark stuck under my daughter. It was fairly warm and dry though. We even had some company and white noise. I brushed a hoof against one of the cats curiously inspecting me while I listened to the relentless tinny sound of the rain on the roof. 
I just watched the cats mingle and groom themselves for a while. I wasn’t tired, I hadn’t been awake all that long, but there wasn’t much difference in the light of the barn between my eyes open and closed and I found them closing for long stretches at a time. 
The day had felt surreal. Sure my whole week or so had felt surreal but today was different. This morning I was in a cage and through the actions of a dream princess, a determined filly and a friend, I was warm and with that filly again. My luck was starting to change and I was scared this was temporary.
I was a little scared to fall asleep again. I didn’t know what it was, but I felt a sense of doom. It had started when I was running and it had been getting stronger. I was scared I wouldn’t wake up here safe with her. Like maybe this was the dream and the yawning darkness I was on the edge of was something else, a reality. I was scared of what would be on the other side, if anything at all.
These feelings were silly though. If I went to sleep now, Discord couldn’t get me. Nightmare Moon destroyed my hallucination/stain/whatever and promised “no more nightmares but her”. And she seemed benevolent enough from what my friends had to say about Princess Luna that in retrospect I think she was teasing me about that.
Instead of sleeping though, I drifted in and out of awareness. The endless drone of the rain and the soft purring of the cats was consoling but hypnotic and endless. I could feel Ruby’s weight and her breath and knew she was okay and warm as long as I felt those things.
The barn had gotten even darker, probably from dusk finishing. I could still make out the general geometry and the cats’ eyes though. I briefly wondered if my own eyes were reflective like theirs, considering how well I could still see. But I didn’t think about it long, the rain continued to wash my thoughts away.
There was a new sound at some point. And light. I was so out of it, I thought I was just dreaming at first. The door had opened and there was a figure carrying a light. I panicked when I saw it was a human but relaxed slightly when I got a better view of her.
It was an old woman in blue jeans and a blouse. I couldn’t make out details well, but from her posture, little glasses and the wispiness to her hair she was probably someone’s grandmother and maybe even someone’s great grandmother. In one hand she was carrying a flashlight and an umbrella in the crook of her shoulder, in the other hand was a half gallon jug of milk. The cats all came running, like little black moths to a light. 
“Mama’s here~!” she called out to them. Her flashlight swept across the floor to the left of her and landed on some empty bowls. She started to shuffle over to them. “Mama’s sorry she’s so late! She was waiting for the rain to let up but she needs to get to sleep!”
She fumbled with the flashlight for a moment to get the jug in her other hand open. I took the moment to fumble to my heavy hooves, trying hard to keep my back level to not dump my daughter. I stepped on the sleeve of the windbreaker and that nearly slid off my back as I shuffled backwards into the corner with the hay bales. I brushed against a few and then accidentally fumbled a bit on some loose boards laying on the floor. I froze and listened for any sound over the tinny assault on the roof above.
“There you go my babies~, drink up! Be big and strong! Yes~!” she cooed, presumably having poured the milk out for the cats. I was probably being overly paranoid. I didn’t think she had heard me. I doubted her hearing was any better than her eyesight. Neither was probably poor enough for a three foot purple “cat” to sneak in and get some milk though. 
My stomach protested again. I knew she couldn’t hear it but it felt so strong I half-expected her to feel it. I normally didn’t get hungry this easily. It must have been from sitting on piles of warm, inedible food. I would try eating the hay again when she left but with a face to the owner now, the idea seemed more morally wrong. 
I briefly wondered if Ruby had packed anything when I saw the flashlight shift again. It seemed still for a moment on the floor and I didn’t realize she was looking at anything with the flashlight until I saw the beam slowly tracking across the ground… towards me.
“Hello? ...Horsey?” came her shrill voice. I briefly panicked as the light came closer, tracing along the ground at muddy hoof tracks that led right to me. The flashlight landed on me in the corner and she looked startled for a moment, but strangely, that quickly passed.
“Oh! Oh my. Hello there. Are you for Ashley?” she asked but continued to approach me, cautiously. I tried to step back further away from her. I wasn’t scared of her, but felt bad for getting caught trespassing. “Sssh. Sssh. It’s okay, girl. Calm down. What’s that on your back?”
“I’m sorry. I’ll go,” I told her. That made her stop approaching and the flashlight swept away from me momentarily while she scanned the rest of the hay. It eventually came back to me, blinding my eyes.
“Who’s there? I have a gun,” she warned. I didn’t see where she would have kept a gun on her person. Maybe it was an empty threat or a promise she’d go get one. 
“It’s me. I’m the one talking, “ I said with a raised hoof. “I’m... a pony. The magical talking kind,” I tried to explain succinctly.
The flashlight lowered and I looked up to see her eyes were wide and blinking rapidly, as if to clear her vision. She didn’t scream though and she didn’t run. At her age she might not have been able to do either. Maybe unable to do either, she was forced to process what she was dealing with.
“Oh. Oooh. You’re the alien on the television!” she said with more surprise than alarm. She shuffled closer to look at me. I thought back to the police encounter so many hours ago. The child with the cellphone? If I made the news, I hoped everyone else’s response was as calm as this lady’s. She got within ten feet of me. The beam of her flashlight traveled over my body and nearly blinded me when momentarily traced over my eyes.
“Is that your baby?” she asked as her flashlight fell behind me.
I looked back over my body and saw Ruby’s form was exposed from the pulled windbreaker. She stirred, likely from the light and went to cover her eyes with a hoof. I saw her eyes crack open.
“She’s my daughter,” I declared while looking at my bundle. I looked back at the woman. “I’m sorry. We’ll go. We were just getting out of the rain.”
“Oh! No, no! Stay, stay. Please. You’ll catch a cold out there,” she insisted. “Are… are you alone? Is anyone coming to pick you up?”
I felt a sense of relief at this stranger’s kindness. “No. It's... it's just us. No one's coming.”
“Oh. Oh dear. Did you fall out of your spaceship?” she asked genuinely. It was my turn to blink in confusion. Oh. Right: alien.
“...oh! No, we’re not from outer space. We’re from… well, another dimension.”
“Mom? What’s going on?” came a sleepy little voice on my back, almost in a whisper so that the old woman wouldn’t hear.
“Oh no. That’s awful,” the woman declared, impassioned. She was taking this strangely in stride. I wondered if she gave all this kindness to every stranger in her barn. “Will you be okay? Do you have a way to phone home?” I thought about what she said and remembered the portal from Equestria Girls. 
“Maybe. But I don’t know where it is. And I don’t think it’s safe there right now,” I admitted.
“Oh, you poor thing…” she cooed in sympathy. “My name’s Beverly. What’s yours?” I smiled at her introduction.
“I’m Berry Punch. This is my daughter Ruby Pinch,” I introduced us. This stranger seemed safe enough. If she thought we were aliens why didn’t she think we were dangerous?
“It’s nice to meet you both. I was just about to head to bed, but could I get you anything? Blankets? Are you hungry?”
“Well…”

Beverly had brought us leftovers. She even warmed them up and put them on plates. Mustard greens, carrots, diced potatoes.
“Literal aliens...” her husband mumbled half-awake. Those were the first words he said after watching us quietly eat for several minutes. When Beverly came back she brought him. The husband, Paul, dressed in pajama bottoms and a plaid shirt, studied us warily. He was as stooped and wrinkled as her but twice as tan. He had a pistol in a simple holster on the belt hanging over his pants. He didn’t act like it was there though. Just assurance of his and Beverly’s safety, maybe. 
“They’re from another dimension where ponies can talk,” Beverly corrected him.
“They sure know English real well,” he mumbled suspiciously.
“It’s a really similar dimension, I guess,” I suggested. We were speaking English in our memory, I think. Or maybe I just didn’t realize it was different. I could have told them we used to be human but at this point that would have just complicated things.
“Except you’re horses?” he clarified.
“Yeah. I don’t get it either,” I admitted after swallowing my bite. I felt like I was getting into lying territory but Ruby didn’t correct or add anything to my explanation. Instead she quietly nibbled on a bit of carrot. 
“Are there humans there?” he asked. I considered how the portal worked in the movie: turning ponies into humans one way and humans into ponies the other, and was going to say ‘no’ but remembered what and where I was.
“I don’t think so? Unless we swapped places or something. We didn’t come here willingly. We got kicked out by… well, a magical dragon-horse creature.” I really didn't want to get into that either.
“Uh huh. So you’re refugees. There a lot of you?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I admitted. 
“Paul, stop harassing them and let them eat!”
“I’m trying to make sure the aliens in our barn aren’t dangerous!” he exasperated.
“Look at the little one! Do they look dangerous to you?” Beverly countered. I looked over at Ruby who seemed to frown from the words at the nearly untouched food offered to her. She hadn’t said a word in front of them.
Paul for his part didn’t raise his voice to his wife again. He studied us, huffed and remained quiet until Beverly took our plates back from us.
“I hope you stay for breakfast,” Beverly offered. “I would love for you to meet our granddaughter Ashley. She loves ponies. When I first saw you I thought you were a gift for her birthday. She’s turning eight soon and she’s got a pink toy that doesn’t look too different from you!” 
I smiled and nodded noncommittally to that. In my head though, I realized now we barely dodged having to explain our lives had been a cartoon in this world. In the dim light and partially covered I guess they hadn’t made out our cutie marks. Otherwise she might have made the connection and asked more questions.
"Bev, you're thinking of Emma. Ash's twenty-eight," the man firmly but directly corrected her.
"Oh. Oh, right," she agreed then just put that aside and looked back to us. “Ruby? Would you like a nightlight?” she asked my daughter. Ruby looked up at her and after a second quietly shook her head.
“Okay then. Good night, ponies!” she called to us. Her husband was waiting at the door with the open umbrella patiently. She turned to the cats now loitering around. “Good night, babies!” And with that they let us return to the dark with the sound of the rain and the cats.
“We should go,” Ruby spoke up as soon as they were gone. She placed a leg on mine for emphasis.
“Do you think they’re dangerous?” I asked. I was still unsure but the food in my stomach put me a bit at ease.
“No. But they might think we are. And we are,” Ruby explained. I frowned. Sure we both had effective ways to break bones and Ruby could probably melt some faces but… well, Paul had a gun, I guess?
“...okay, we’ll leave before dawn.”
Ruby was silent for a while and eventually answered with the soft green glow of her horn. She stood up shakily and looked around until she saw the loose boards next to us. I saw one of the boards begin to glow and she lifted it up and wedged it at an angle into the ground against the door they had come in. As her light faded she looked at me and then nodded. “Okay,” she agreed.
“Yeah, that’s fair,” I agreed when it grew dark again. I put my foreleg around Ruby and nuzzled her. Ruby responded by quietly scooting closer to me. We laid like that for a while until I spoke up again.
“You know, I don't think she thought you were dangerous. I think she thought you were very cute,” I tried to defend Beverly. I didn’t think she would want to hurt us. Not after she melted when she saw Ruby. Ruby was quiet for a moment and I didn’t think she was going to respond until she did.
“Do you think she would still think I’m cute if she knew I’m like thirty-five and held a man at gunpoint with his own gun?” Ruby asked. I wondered where she got thirty-five until I realized she was counting her human and guessing on pony years. 
“You’re not thirty-five,” I argued. “That’s cheating! That would make me almost fifty. I’m not fifty!” I didn’t know how old I was but if she was a preteen I was probably in my thirties now. It didn’t feel like a big difference from twenty-five but I wasn’t sure how ponies aged.
“I guess so,” she agreed quietly.
“...Besides,” I started and kissed her on the top of her head. “I have a general idea how old you are and I saw what you can do and I still think you’re adorable.”
"Mom," Ruby whined.
"Too much?" I asked. 
Ruby didn't say anything but responded by nuzzling back into me and laying her head down. I followed suit then closed my eyes, exchanging one darkness for another.

	
		23. I See A Darkness
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His laughter shook my bones and reverberated around us until the cave walls began to crumble.
“Mom! Please get up!” Ruby cried somewhere beyond my cloudy eyes.
“Pinchy, no! We’re going now!” Minuette cried out near her.
“No! What about Mom?! Mom!”
I dragged myself towards the voices and tried to get my legs under me but stumbled. I was still disoriented and couldn’t tell which way was up. Someone caught me. I knew from the smell it was Comet Tail. I pulled myself around him and he held me.
“Where is she?” I asked.
“Sssh,” Comet shushed and pressed a hoof against my muzzle.
“Well aren’t you an interesting family,” Discord spoke from every direction at once. “I got just the idea for you! Stop me if you’ve heard this one before.” He cleared his throat-

“Mom! Mom!” came an unexpected whisper. I was being shaken awake by hooves pushing and jabbing into my side. The rain on that tin roof told me exactly where I was. I opened my eyes expecting darkness and got the surprisingly well-lit face of my daughter leaning over me instead. She looked worried and I realized why.
The light was coming in from outside through the cracks in the barn’s wood. It was the dull yellow light of headlights on a wet night. Then it went out. There was still light outside though, erratic white flickers beyond the cracks. 
“There’s a bunch of them!” Ruby whispered. People outside. The old couple sold us out.
“...okay,” I accepted and dragged myself to my hooves. Ruby’s green aura straightened out the sweater on my back, practically double-knotted the sleeves around my stomach and then when I saw her light dim I lowered myself down and she hopped onto me. She gripped onto the sweater and belt.
I headed for the barn door and just then heard the board wedged against the human-sized door groan and grind against the dirt.
“They locked it!” an unfamiliar man shouted from behind it.
“There’s no lock on the door: they barricaded it!” came another.
“I’ll get the front,” came Paul’s voice. 
“Mom, head down,” Ruby told me. I lowered my head and the inside of the barn lit up green. There were shouts of alarm outside and dogs barking before I saw a brilliant beam of sizzling light shoot out over my head and straight into the space above the door. Ruby’s magic burned straight through and once it escaped into the night she cut it off. The shouts outside turned into screams and the dogs started barking louder. From the way the barking was spread out I thought there were at least three, maybe four dogs. I really didn’t like the idea of dogs. I could imagine their jaws were just level with my long neck now.
Ruby adjusted herself and then I saw the barn light up green again as she took aim and shot again: this time over the larger front door where the majority of the light was coming from. From the sounds of the running and shouting several people were outside taking cover. I felt Ruby carefully maneuver on my back and she fired again at the last door. I thought I heard a startled shout or two but definitely not many at least. I understood what my little filly was doing now. I lifted my head back up and raced towards the last door, the locked barn door that headed out to the pasture. 
“Alright! My turn!” I warned Ruby. She gripped my neck and I raised onto my front legs to buck. Every muscle in my body contracted down until all the tension was in my fore hooves. Then I followed through from my fore hooves all the way out behind me out my hind legs and against the barn door. Compared to a metal cage, the old wooden door practically exploded into dust and splinters. 
Without waiting, I barreled straight through the hole I made and galloped out into the dark, rainy fields. We didn’t get far until I heard the people behind us shouting and the dogs’ barking focus down on us. I heard engines start. More lights came on. A shotgun was fired, but up instead of at us.
I fumbled slightly but kept running. Instead of fighting the uneven ground I rolled across it, my hooves finding earth as they did and I somehow flowed across it with each leg of my gait. As soon as I noticed the gracefulness and tried to figure out how my hooves were doing it blindly, I found a gopher hole and tumbled.
Ruby and our bags were thrown off me. Ruby spat and her horn lit up green so we could find where everything went. We gathered the bags back up and Ruby climbed back onto me. The figures with the flashlights were definitely approaching us. The sound of the dogs coming in front of them. I saw cars turn onto the road adjacent to the field. The little caravan was led by a police car with its lights and siren on. 
We were being hunted down. 
“Run!” Ruby pleaded, shaking me back into action. I turned away from the car-lit road and ran deeper into the black fields, lit only by the light cast behind me by my daughter’s horn. 
The fields were wet with night and rain. After too long running practically blind through empty fields I had just a moment to react to the wire mesh fence appearing in front of me. My momentum and the wet grass threw me against it anyway. Ruby gripped me tighter as she was jostled. I started running along the fence to look for some way out on this end of the field.
“Stop! I’ll cut it!” Ruby shouted from my back. I skidded to a muddy halt and Ruby hopped off my back. That intense white-hot light started. I heard the tell-tale sizzle and smelled burning metal as I stood guard.
There was a distant, metallic crunch and I peeked up to see one of the cars in the caravan had plowed straight through a gate leading onto the field. The humans were coming. 
The hounds were getting close too. Too close. The vicious barking sliced right through the wet air. We were sitting ducks.
I looked up at the sizzling light of Ruby’s horn to check her progress. From the orange glow I saw she had scratched a line up from the bottom and was now tracing it across to turn her cut into an opening.
“I’ll take it from here!” I barely warned her and pulled her from her work. I grabbed at the still glowing wire with my forehooves. I dragged and yanked it down. The hot metal scratched around my pasterns and the fence resisted and strained against me. It gave though and the hole was torn further and faster before I climbed through it, in case there were sharp spots. Ruby quickly followed then hopped back onto me.  We continued running in the direction we had been going: into the trees and cover.
If there was any remaining light left from the moon behind those rain clouds or even the headlights of the distant cars, the canopy of the woods smothered it out. I stumbled through the dark, wet foliage and weaved around trees. Ruby had to light the way as well as she could from over my side. Her dull green almost looked like night vision.
Over the endless, droning rain and my tiring breaths I heard one thing: the dogs. The dogs were getting closer. They could smell us. They could probably see Ruby’s light. It was the only light in this forest. 
I kept thinking we were going to run into something. Every shadow stretched away forever from us and shifted as we moved the only light source; creating serpents, monsters, incomprehensible twisting things in the corner of my vision. They were just beyond the light. The darkness circled us, scurrying away as we moved. It waited for the light to fall. I was in a den of monsters. Or in the stomach of one really big one.
These were just normal woods, I told myself. They had to be filled with normal creatures... but I couldn’t hear anything but us and those dogs. How close were they now? I could hear their barks echoing and I was too scared to work out the distance.
The light intensified momentarily and I felt Ruby let out a burst of that beam spell behind us. Ruby saw the dogs.
I knew she had to see the dogs because there weren’t any other creatures around. Where were the deer? The possums, skunks, coyotes? The bears? There should be nocturnal creatures scurrying from the barking or the sleeping creatures fleeing from the ponies barreling through their homes. I hadn’t even heard as much as a bird call. It was raining but there should have been something, right? Where had everything gone? What did they know that we didn’t? Something about these woods felt off.
I came to a sudden steep hill and gathered momentum down it. There was a shallow creek at the bottom and I lost what momentum I gained as I crossed it. I heard the dogs hit the water when I was halfway through.
The light around us intensified again and Ruby fired that gem-cutting spell behind us again. Her green glow didn’t quite return to full intensity. I dragged my hooves up the muddy bank on the other side. The strain from running earlier today was starting to hit me hard. We had to keep moving though and I did as hard as ever. 
As the dogs resumed running after us I could practically smell the wet dogs now. Their angry barks and snarls projected their ill intent very well. They were going to get us for their masters. We were their prey. And as long as they were on our trail, the humans could get us.
The ground went up and I bounded up the hill in large strides. Past slippery rocks and sliding dirt. I cleared a fallen tree half-submerged in one strained leap. 
Across the flatlands on top of the hill I saw the green light around me grow brighter and took a chance to look behind me. Ruby fired off another shot. Despite my mad gallop I thought my back was relatively level; it made the weight not bounce around as much.  And yet, Ruby’s shot landed oddly short of the dogs. They were so close too. The green light around us grew dimmer still. It practically flickered out like a candle light before it grew back. 
Was she even aiming for the dogs? 
“Ruby! What’re. You. Doing??” I shouted back at her between gasps for breath. I turned back to where we were going. I barely dodged a tree I had been running straight towards. The forest was getting denser.
“I don’t want... to hit them!” Ruby said back to me, over the rain, the barking dogs and her own frustration and exhaustion. She confirmed my suspicions: she wasn’t aiming for the dogs. I could only suspect she was trying to scare them off then. It wasn’t working.
“They’re not. Going To. Stop!” I panted. The green glow lighting the woods around us had grown smaller and weaker. Our circle of light was so small I was reacting more on instinct than sight. Ruby was getting tired. We were both getting tired.
After weeds and cobwebs we reached the top of another hill and began a descent down. I saw her light build around us again and then trail out behind us with the shot. Plunged into blindness I heard one of the dogs let out a startled whimper. She got one! But now I was in total blackness. I ran muzzle-first into something. A tree. My vision exploded with colored spots as I tried to agonizingly climb off and around the tree I hit.
As I blinked the spots away I saw the green light had returned, but dimly now. My face hurt and I could taste blood. But we had to keep going. There were dogs left. Maybe only three but still dogs. Dogs that weren’t much smaller than me at all and definitely larger than Ruby. I could imagine what their teeth could do.
My hooves found a bank of wet, slick rocks and I slid across them. I fumbled, caught myself, and twisted a hoof in the process. I didn’t slow. I stumbled forward blindly now, more on momentum than anything else.
The green glow around us grew stronger. Ruby’s light grew intense, almost as intense as before we entered the forest. But then, with a whimper and not a bang, it was extinguished. In total darkness I felt Ruby’s body go slack against mine. The only thing keeping her attached were her hooves tucked under the backpack straps.
“Ruby? Ruby!” I yelled into the void. There was no light to guide me now. We were plunged into black. I felt something bite at the end of my tail. Without time to process that though, my hoof found empty air and then the other three did as well. A terrifying, blind tumble in the dark ended with a plunge deep into a freezing, flowing body of water. 
I breached the surface. I could feel Ruby and our bags dragging me down but I had to keep us afloat. The cold made the pain in the muzzle throb and radiate backwards.
I blindly paddled ‘across’ but the stream carried me downstream a lot faster than I could paddle. My legs were just too tired. When I finally dug into the silt and muck and hauled us onto the other side I hesitated to climb back onto all fours. It was so dark I couldn’t even see my probably-broken muzzle in front of me.
“Ruby? Ruby? Are you awake?” I nudged my soaked daughter on my back. Miraculously, she was breathing but she laid as limp as the bags. My ears keenly perked at the paddling coming from upstream. We weren’t out of the woods yet: the dogs could sniff us out still.
I climbed back onto all fours and stepped carefully through weeds and grass, keeping my aching face with my currently useless eyes down. The grass felt like it was getting taller. The telltale feeling of roots under the ground grew more distant. The rain was falling heavier on me. I was in a clearing, maybe even plains. I opened my eyes, not realizing I closed them, but didn’t notice a difference. I kept moving forward.
After some distance, I couldn’t tell in the dark, I felt the rain was getting lighter again and brushed against a tree: telling me the clearing was over. I continued straight. 
A dog growled- not behind but to my left! I ran right. Was I snuck up on? Were they encircling me? The dog switched to vicious barking and I heard grass and foliage from that direction.
I panicked and trudged quickly the opposite direction. I got maybe ten steps until I tripped over a tree root. I tumbled forward and Ruby and everything slid off me. The side of my face found a bare patch of fresh mud. I pulled myself out of it and quickly gathered up my daughter again. She was all tangled up with the bags. Then I heard not that dog but a laugh. 
That laugh. 
“Hahaha! Oh you should have seen the look on your face!” he explained like it was a practical joke. My blood froze.
He couldn’t be here. 
He wasn’t here, I told myself. I dug myself under Ruby until I could roll her unconscious form onto my back. She had to be okay. I wouldn’t accept a reality without her being okay. I tossed our bags onto her. I had to get us out of here.
“Where are you going, Brian?” the voice spoke again.
Nope. Nope.
It followed me, floating above me and somewhere to my left. I didn’t respond. I refused. I just kept slowly fumbling forward through the wet black. “What’s wrong? I thought you’d be happier to... see me!” 
I started to make out the outline of grass and trees in front of me. I thought it was the trick of the light or my eyes adjusting. It wasn’t so much there was a light source again as much as the darkness seemed to recede and the outlines became easier to take in.
There was one thing very clear in the dark though. He was right there in front of me. Him. He was fully lit but casting no light, like he was standing in a well-lit room or outside on a summer afternoon.
Discord.
Exactly as I remembered him: the mismatched wings and horns. The claw and paw. The dragon tail and that oversized fang in that long horse face. Those red irises swimming in jaundiced eyes looking right down at me. 
I screamed and ran.
Like the moon on a cloudless night he followed me though. I looked away, thinking he would stop being there if I looked away. After a few feet I saw him ahead of me. I turned and ran another direction but he was suddenly there too. I stopped and turned once more. Every direction I turned to go in he had already moved there.
He beckoned me towards him with a finger. I choked on my palpable feeling of impending doom. After he saw I wasn’t budging he approached me instead. I would have run again but when I looked I saw him elsewhere again, still approaching at that casual pace. Any direction I moved would just bring me closer to him.  
“No!” I said as I looked up at my approaching predator. “You’re not real!”
“I’m very real, Brian. What’s gotten into you?” he questioned with a knowing grin.
“Nightmare Moon destroyed you! You’re not in my head anymore!” I denied him to his face. Discord looked confused for a moment and then began laughing like he just got the joke.
“Oh! That’s funny! That’s rich!” he said as he laughed a little longer at my confusion. “I’m not in your head; I’m in the air!” He explained. He took a deep breath to demonstrate and let it out with a satisfied sigh. “Can you smell it? Chaos!”
I couldn’t smell anything over the blood, snot and mud on my muzzle. But I understood now and it terrified me. This wasn’t a ‘stain’. The destroyer of Equestria, the cruel monster that cast us here twenty-five years ago, now stood before me.
I did all I could do facing a malevolent, all-powerful being and turned to fumble away. My hooves quickly found mud though. Mud that got deeper with every step. I pulled and struggled against it. I kept trying to get away and before I realized it I was swimming in it. It was up to my barrel and I continued to sink into it, the very solidity of the ground giving way.
Was Discord going to drown us?
“Leave us alone!” I begged this monster. I was too powerless to fight, my efforts to run amounting to flailing in this thick sludge.
“Oh I will,” Discord said dismissively. To my surprise the mud thickened, but in the right places for me to climb forward and up. I pulled and fought to dig back up to the surface. It was an effort and a huge strain but I climbed back through it until I found grass and regular mud again and laid on it, my legs fatigued. “You have something that’s not yours though.”
I looked back at this chimeric creature of chaos, confused at the comment. He seemed impatient and waiting for my response. 
“...what?” I finally asked him.
“That composition book!”  He explained with a pout. “That’s not yours! That was a present to a ‘business partner’ of mine and I’m just here to get it back for him.”
“...what?” I questioned again, still somewhat in shock that I was holding a conversation with him instead of just being turned into a frog or something.
“That notebook thing in that bag!” he grumbled and pointed his clawed hand to one of the bags on my back. I looked onto my back at Ruby’s unconscious form. I saw in whatever light we had now that her nose was bleeding too, but just a trickle. Was she going to be okay? She needed help. Help I couldn’t give. We were in the last place possible to get help.
“Well??” Discord broke my concentration on my daughter. 
“Wh-What?” I asked, my sight pulled back to him. He wanted the notebook we took from the pony trafficker? He uncrossed his arms and threateningly aimed his clawed hand at me like a gun. 
“Say ‘what’ again! Say ‘what’ again, I dare you! I double dare you!” he snarled angrily down at me. I flinched in terror and his anger quickly broke into a maddening smile that spread his face wider than what would be possible with normal flesh and bone. He somehow still had enough teeth to fill the whole space. “Ooh~. That was interesting. Was that from you? This is going to be fun.”
I didn’t understand what was going on exactly but I knew he wanted something I had and for some reason I was still alive and still had it.
I tried my luck, thinking I was dead anyway, and turned and ran again. I got maybe twenty feet until I felt the ground pull out under me and I slipped and fell flat onto my face. I saw white, searing pain and it radiated deeper into my face. Something was definitely broken in my muzzle. I felt renewed blood on my muzzle as I looked back at him. Discord had grabbed the grass like a carpet and yanked it out from underneath me. 
He tossed the grass haphazardly back down onto the ground.
“I wait all this time to see how my little ponies are doing and what do they do? Run away!” He declared with exaggerated frustration. He pointed at me. “And you’re late too! It feels like you should’ve been here nearly eight months ago.” Discord exclaimed, borderline-nonsensically, and sighed. “Oh well.”  He put his claw to his mouth and blew into it like a whistle. An oddly high-pitched whistle.
I watched numbly and waited, because nothing happened immediately. Then after a few seconds a dog came running up to him and stood obediently for his master’s instructions. I wondered if it was one of the dogs that had been chasing us. Discord looked at the dog and pointed at me. “Fetch,” he commanded.
The dog approached, ears pointed and tail down. I realized as it got closer it wasn’t coming for me though. It was going towards Ruby and the bags. I threw myself in front of her. 
“Stay away from her, you-you bitch!” I snarled through spit and blood. To my relief the dog backed down.
Discord let out a boisterous laugh. “Is that what we’re doing now? Okay, okay, let’s have a little fun first!” He guffawed more at my expense. I kept an eye on the dog while I looked up at my former murderer toying with me. Discord was being disturbingly hospitable and I knew that could change on a dime.
“You… just want the composition book?” I asked him from my spot on the ground.
“I just want the composition book,” Discord repeated as he bent down and put his paw and claw onto his knees. His neck kept lowering until he was bent down all the way with his head just a foot off the ground, eye level with me. But he wasn’t in my face. He had kept his distance. I knew I shouldn’t, but something seemed off.
“Why… don’t you just take it?” I questioned this lord of chaos.
“I didn’t want to say anything but you reek of moon dust and sleep sand,” Discord said while he held the end of his muzzle in disgust. “Someone’s been having little nocturnal transmissions, haven’t they?” 
I pulled myself to my legs and backed up until I found Ruby’s body. I held her. She shifted slightly but frowned and went limp again. I watched Discord and the dog warily and thought about what he had said. He could have turned me into a pile of cupcakes or teleported me into a volcano or something. But he didn’t. Everything had been indirect...
Moon dust and sleep sand...
“You... can’t touch us?” I said aloud in realization. Maybe Princess Luna did something to us when we met her, maybe a spell was on us.
Discord frowned angrily like I had just ruined a punchline. He stood up to his full height, or at least, stopped hunching over. He rolled his eyes and sighed.
“Well, if the kittens are out of the wet sack!” he grumbled as he became translucent, which, on this permeating, rainy night just made him look dimmer. “I actually haven’t moved in yet; just checking in. Seems like a nice neighborhood though.”
I slumped Ruby over my back and bit down on the belt holding our bags together. I ran again. In the darkness I didn’t realize until too late I ran right into a web hanging between two trees. I couldn’t barrel through it and I tried to pull away. It was incredibly sticky and thick. A spiderweb. A giant spider web with silk the thickness of rope and I was stuck in it now. I panicked and screamed when I turned and saw Discord approaching on eight legs.
“Those six really are the perfect bait,” Discord explained as he reared up and all six of his arms jumped from his body and climbed up the trees holding the web up. “You put a little ray of hope in the dark and all the moths are drawn to it: unaware of the web spun around it.”
If he was referring to the mane six then Princess Luna pointed us right into a trap. I struggled against the web again as the armless Discord smiled at me.
“Are... are you going to eat us?” I asked, knowing what spiders did to trapped flies.
“Eat you??” Discord spat incredulously. The web went slack and I fell back to the ground with Ruby and bags. The silk disintegrated around me as I watched his six limbs fall out of the trees and quickly rejoin his body, fusing and returning him to his regular, irregular four-limbed self.
“No no no, you’re going to help me redecorate!” he said with a slight sinister bite to his words. He suddenly seemed taller now. Even taller than the canopies encircling our clearing. His features sharpened and his scales grew rougher. His eyes most certainly glowed now. “I think we should make it more homey. You know, like Equestria. Remember Equestria?” he asked me. He didn’t wait for a response before he gave a dark chuckle. “Oh! Right… let me remind you then. We’ll start with something simple.”
Discord flicked his wrist towards the dog still standing with us in the clearing. The dog took a wide, pained stance and began howling as its limbs seemed to stretch and deform. Its bones began to lengthen but its fur and muscles didn’t. Instead its fur stretched over growing limbs until it let out one more pained whimper as its deforming skeleton tore clear through its fur. Bone sharpened and torefrom underneath, detaching from muscles until eventually its pelt fell off in chunks. Its muscle and organs underneath holding on by sinew and ligaments gave next, spilling from bones staining brown. The last to go were its eyes, melting like hot wax. A blasphemous green glow filled the place in its empty sockets. Its exposed, stained rib cage sharpened and grew unevenly in jagged, sharp juts while the spines along its back grew taller and into jagged, branching spikes ending with leaves. Its teeth spilled out of its angular skull and were replaced by rows of tall thorns. As its snout flattened out and simple leaves grew above both eyes I took in the jagged, dark brown monster that stood over twice my height now.
“Pop quiz, little pony: do you remember what this is?” Discord asked, giddy, as he went to pet its sharp spikes. The branches bent and gave under Discord’s petting hand like a mane. It let out a deep, sandy growl at the affection.
“W-what…” I mumbled in horror at the carnage.
“A timberwolf!” He slapped his knee. “I love a good pun.” Discord smiled proudly at the monstrosity he made. I kept glancing at the glistening deboned remains in front of me, unsure if I just watched something uncaringly sacrificed or transformed. “Anyway! What were we talking about?” he said to bring my attention back up to him. “Ah! That’s right...” he mocked remembering. He idly scratched into the wood under the timberwolf’s chin, leaving deep claw marks in its bark while he looked down at me. “Give me the composition book, and I’ll let you go. Otherwise… you’ll find out how much worse this tree’s bite is than its bark.”
I had no faith Discord would let us go. I was soaked to the bone though, tired, bleeding and cradling my unconscious daughter. I didn’t really have any choice to decline his offer: be ripped apart or give him what he wanted on the off-chance the creature that destroyed Equestria and ruined everyone’s lives would just let us go. I felt hot tears mix with the rain on my muzzle. This was hardly a real choice.
I didn’t understand the significance of that composition book anyway. Ruby had kept it but I didn’t know if it was important to her. Or to Princess Luna. Or if we were delivering it or just getting it away from its owner. I had no idea what was going on in the grand scheme of things or what my part was- if I had a part at all. I didn’t care anymore, I just wanted us to survive.
My biggest concern was, If I lived long enough to see Ruby awake again, if she would forgive me for giving him the book. If he was so adamant about this worn-out school book maybe we were keeping it away from him on purpose. Maybe giving it to him would doom everyone somehow. Or just keep us alive, on the off-chance Discord really would just poof away after I gave it to him.
“Well?” Discord asked me, getting impatient. 
“You’re… you’re just going to kill us when I give you what you want,” I explained. Discord scowled down at me. He looked angry, sharper and more dragon-like.
“Oh? How do you know that?” he snapped at me. “Do you think you can predict what I’m going to do? Me? The Lord Of Chaos?!” I whimpered into the mud at his volume. He didn’t get quieter. “Do you take me for some LAZY TRICKSTER GOD?! I don’t care what happens to you, Brian.”
Discord pointed at me and the timberwolf stepped in front of me, between me and Discord. It lowered its jaw in front of me and bared its thorned mouth at me. Its mouth drooled some kind of pungent, metallic tree sap. I fell back from it and cradled my daughter away from the monster’s maw.
“Please! Just not her! Don’t hurt her!” I begged. Discord laughed at my words. 
“Oh I’ll go through both of you,” he promised. “Those bags belong to you both, so I’ll need to rip and tear that little charm off you both.”
There was one more crazy thought bouncing around in my head: if Discord couldn’t hurt me, maybe the timberwolf couldn’t either. That was my third option: I wouldn’t have to commit and doom one or all of us that way. I could just run away again. I was good at running away and not dealing with things.
I dug into the earth under Ruby and rolled her onto my back. Discord just watched until I tossed the bags over me and immediately took off in a new random direction. 
“Fetch!” Discord called out behind me. I heard some kind of snapping-tree bark noise. “What?” That noise happened again as I gained more distance. “Oh? Oh of course: Timberwolves are pack animals!”
I fumbled through the thick dark, my muzzle down, brushing against a tree here and there. I didn’t want to look back, not even when I heard what sounded like trees being uprooted and torn over and over again. I let that grow further behind me.
I got so far I started to wonder if maybe I made the right choice. Right until a horrible, rhythmic avalanche of trees started behind me: like the most terrifyingly large drum, like a forest tumbling end over end. I thought I got a good distance, but that noise was a lot quicker than me and pounded me into the ground.
It felt like a small tree fell on my rump and tackled me to the ground. Then it hauled me up in the air by my hind leg. Ruby and the bags fell out in front and below me.
As I was lifted by my leg, muscle was torn roughly in its grip. Instead of clean cuts it felt more like dozens of dull, short knives sawing into flesh. I screamed reflexively. Warm blood eagerly poured from my leg and mixed with the mud and rain in my coat.
“Drop it~!” Discord’s scolding voice approached.
I was dropped into the mud like a sack of potatoes. I collected my daughter onto my back and then tried to crawl away. The bag caught up on one leg was an afterthought. Ruby’s gray sweater once wrapped around me was lost somewhere in the mud now. I deposited my daughter and our possessions against a trunk and looked back to examine my leg.
I couldn’t see my blood over the wet, black mud but I could still feel the warmth pouring out of me and feel my leg screaming at me. Beyond my torn leg, I saw Discord standing there now with three timberwolves.
“Well? Should I let them finish?” he asked me. I looked back at my daughter’s unconscious form. This wasn’t worth it. No stupid notebook, no matter what it did or what was in it, was worth her.
“No! Please, I’ll give you the notebook!” I begged him over the throbbing, gushing pain in my leg. I took one more look at my daughter. “Just… please, whatever you do, don’t hurt her.” 
“I won’t lay a hoof on her,” he said showing his two hands, which had turned into hooves. He looked at his wooden creatures. “...or tree.”
That would have to be enough, as empty as a promise from a draconequus could be. I dragged myself to Ruby’s bag. I could tell in the dark it was hers because the soaked, dirty Fluttershy plushie still poked its head out of it. I pulled it open and felt around inside past the stuffed animal. It was mostly clothes, art supplies and some toiletries. Some body wash and a loofah? There wasn’t anything book-shaped in her bag…
“Wrong bag,” Discord corrected as he pointed towards the other one. I didn’t know what kind of senses he had but they were apparently sharper than mine. Could he see through the bags? Could he feel the book?
“...sorry,” I apologized reflexively. I let her bag down and worked mine open instead. 
Well, technically, it was Comet Tail’s, wasn’t it?
I stuck my hoof in it and the first thing my hoof hit was something tall and hard. A bottle? At first I was confused and then, feeling the curves and the cap, I recognized it.
The absinthe Nathan bought me the first night I stayed with him. He packed up everything he had bought for me and added it to my bags. Even that loofah… I felt the telltale ragged, hyperventilating of crying start in my chest. 
Nathan… my friends... I didn’t think I would ever see them again. I was going to die here. I wouldn’t know what would happen to my daughter...
“What’s wrong, Brian? You look like you could use a drink,” Discord mocked my choking sobs. While I fought against my sense of defeat and shame a vinegary stench began filling the air. There were also… tannins. And grapes. It was actually pretty complex. Some of the rain got into my mouth and I realized what it was. Wine. It was raining wine. A really dry wine too. It stung my eyes.
“Taste familiar?” Discord asked expectantly. It did. I think I understood now why I didn’t care for wine that much anymore. I looked up at the sky above me. I saw no bottle to confirm the vintage. I saw no clouds either. Or the sky beyond that or the stars. It was just a suffocating nothingness. 
I turned back to the bag and felt past the bottle. There were a few book-shaped things but the most worn and tattered one was the mysterious notebook Discord wanted. As soon as I turned it over to him, I was probably going to get mauled to death by some killer trees, wasn’t I?  Its meaning or contents were still beyond me. 
I looked back up at the sky, searching for answers. If I had to die like this, I wished I could see the stars one last time. Comet Tail liked the stars. I did too. They were calming: something so great and beyond me laid out like a giant tapestry. Nothing hidden, just not understood yet…
As my eyes drifted over the wine-raining sky a memory came to me. And with it, a smile. It wasn’t my smile but it was familiar and it spread across my face all the same. I felt the joy in it, that light, that hope she always had in her smiles. I looked at my daughter and saw that broken pocket watch around her neck still found some light to reflect.
“What’s the hold up?” Discord questioned me. I looked back up at the raining wine.
“Can’t... can’t see the stars tonight,” I quoted with a smile on my face. I saw Discord frown and look up for a moment before he turned back to me.
“Are you hoping for the ‘stars to aid in your escape’? I hate to break it to you, but Luna is fast asleep and no one will be joining us tonight. It’s just the two of us here.” He was referencing the legend about Nightmare Moon being freed by the stars. Princess Luna, Princess Celestia…
“No,” I said and shook my head. I looked at him more squarely as I explained, that borrowed smile not leaving my face. “It’s just... relaxing to me. To look up at the stars.” I took an easier breath and elaborated. “All that violent energy up there in the universe… and because we can look up at it and see it like a grand picture… it almost looks peaceful. Like it all makes sense. Like there’s sense to it all just because it’s happening so far away. Out there, looking back here, our little world probably looks the same. If we could just see everything, if we could just understand, we would see the order and our little world would make more sense.”
“Oh Brian… what fun is there in making sense?” Discord’s words dripped into my ears. I brushed them away though and felt that notebook and its dog-eared corners again. That was it then: I didn’t have to understand what was going on. I just had to do my part. 
It’s a cold, dark world. Right, Carrot Top? And I was gifted so much love from my friends, that warmth. They cared and carried me so far when I didn’t deserve it. It was my turn to care and give it all back. There was no point to die with it, I had to give it all out. 
It was time to burn down the world for that nightlight. 
“You can’t have it!” I decided. I shakily closed the backpack back up and turned to face Discord. “Princess Luna won’t save me, but she’s not my higher power: it’s friendship!”
Discord looked around our wine rain-soaked clearing and laughed. “Well where are they? I don’t see any friends. Or do you just mean your unconscious foal?”
I got up off the ground. I stood to face him as square and as tall as I could with my torn-up leg. I felt that familiar smile on my face again. There was something welling up within me. Over the mud and wine and blood loss I felt warm. “They’re inside of me! They fill my thoughts; they remind me of who I am. They encourage me to keep going, they give me what I don’t deserve…” I  stopped to look back at my foal and then back at Discord. “...and they make me want to be better!”
Discord laughed. It was a terrible, manic laugh that one didn’t make at a joke but at absurdity. It was so strong and boisterous I thought I broke him. Even the timberwolves started to laugh along and I thought I heard the trees around us begin to shudder before he finally stopped and with it everything else quickly followed suit. He wiped the tears from his eyes.
“Twenty-five years! Twenty-five years I made you all spend as chaos-causing, coatless bipedal-walking ‘humans’... and you still sound like ponies!” Discord explained with a sigh. 
I sounded like a pony?
“Do you know what humans consider the definition of insanity?” Discord began then shook his head. “Oh, of course you do. I got a more interesting idea: do you want to see what a pack of timberwolves can do to a little pony full of ‘friendship’? Because I suddenly do. If the wine can’t get that blue stain out of you I’m sure your blood can!”
Discord snapped his claw and the timberwolves charged me. I galloped at them with my three good legs and went straight toward the leader. As it opened its mouth to bite my head off I struck it across the muzzle with all the strength I could put out with my foreleg. My hoof carried the strain of striking a solid tree cleanly through my body. It whined and I fumbled unbalanced past its jaw. 
I felt the second timberwolf approach me from my side and wheeled to turn away from it. I raised onto my forelegs and aimed my buck high with my one good hind leg. It felt like I bucked a trunk that whimpered and flinched square on the nose.
The third timberwolf barreled down on top of me as its two friends started to recover. Out of reflex I tried to jump above its maw and for its ‘nose’ instead. I pounded it and tried to latch onto its face and around its jaw. A crunching growl escaped it, unfazed by my ‘punch’ apparently, and before I could consider going for the glowing eyes I felt its claws dig into my back. Valleys were carved into the flesh of my back with crude, wooden claws and the strength drained out of me, like rivers into an ocean. It batted my limp body off with a paw and I fell back into the wine-swelled mud that now stung my back. 
Another one, or maybe it was the same timberwolf, bit down onto my barrel. My ribs threatened to crack under the tension of its jaw. I could feel thorns puncture my flesh as it tried to pick me up. It gave me a short shake before I heard a finger snap. I came loose in its mouth and was dropped back into the mud. I curled around the puncture wounds, several of its ‘teeth’ torn free inside of me. The deep grooves in my back bled freely. The mud around me was so warm, so much warmer than the coldness growing inside of me or the temperature of the vinegary rain.  
I wanted the thorns out but couldn’t grip them. The holes in my hide didn’t feel any better and the cuts along my back were fresh, throbbing pain. I squirmed and got more mud and wine into my wounds. Everything stung. Some of my salty tears mixed with the vinegar already around my eyes.
“Aww, did my doggies play too rough with you?” Discord cooed and then laughed. “They just got you as a chew toy and you’re already broken?”
I looked back at that tree and saw Ruby still laying under it.  No, I wasn’t broken yet. There was still life in me and I would give every last bit of it to keep her alive. Even for just a few more minutes. It didn’t matter if I was going to fail, I had to try; I had to give all the warmth I was given back in this world. Because I didn’t deserve it, right? I couldn’t keep it.
I sat up partially onto my forelegs and spat out some of the mud getting into my mouth. It tasted like... chocolate pudding. I looked at the mud I just spat out. 
“It was that or my second idea. You smell terrible enough already though,” Discord explained, amused with himself. I nodded warily.
“Can you get up?” Discord asked, knowing fully well my physical state. His words echoed Carrot Top’s. I would try for her. She opened her home to us. She tried to nurse me back to health. She gave everything so freely and asked for nothing in return. I could get up, Carrot. I would give it back. I felt calm and hopeful… and could feel determination in my three good legs.
I got my forelegs more under me and pushed until I could get my hind legs under me. My vision briefly blacked out but I remained standing, just shaking, trying to take weight off my bad back leg.
“That’s the spirit!” Discord laughed and clapped his hands. “This is why I love dirt ponies. You take away a unicorn’s magic and they freeze up. You pluck a few feathers off a pegasus and they just curl up into a ball. But dirt ponies? You’re the hardest to break. You make the best toys.”
I tested my footing in the pudding-mud slurry: it was better than I thought it should be. I felt cold but my hooves felt… warm. Almost hot. I wondered if it was just from all my blood soaking into the mud and pudding around me. 
“Just… leave her alone,” I begged as I thought of Ruby. “Only me; only hurt me.”
“Why do you think you get a say in the matter?” Discord questioned me. “I think that’s your problem. It’s the same problem these humans have: you think you matter. You think there’s any significance to you or your feelings, as if there’s even any significance to the lot of you at all.”
“I don’t,” I admitted through my tears. “I know I don’t matter. Just… please don’t.”
“You had your opportunity to give me what I wanted but then I got bored,” Discord explained like he was explaining to a child why they were being spanked.
“Why are you doing all this?” I questioned the draconequus. Discord just laughed and there was some kind of silent cue in it because the dogs charged me again. 
Somehow I saw it and reacted. I threw myself into a kick against the first one but the second got its whole jaw around my middle and the third grabbed me by my good hind leg.
The second one let me go and I was transferred to hanging from the third’s jaw, its thorn-like teeth carving rows into the flesh and tendons in my leg. I screamed and tried to punch at it but I was too weak. Despite hanging upside down I felt light-headed.
“Oh Brian, you KILL me. ‘Why would I blow a speck of dust on a speck of dirt around’? For my entertainment!”	
I knew I wasn’t anything but I couldn’t mistake it: I felt… warm now. At least on the surface. Almost fuzzy from it. I could only think about my friends, about their faces, pony and human ones. And the kindness they gave that I didn’t deserve: their warmth.
“...warmth,” I told him, almost feverish from it. He leaned in curiously to hear me repeat what Carrot Top told me. “The world is a cold, dark place. ...and we’re warmth.”
Discord smiled; there was a glee in his eye like a naughty child about to break something.
“‘Warmth’ is a temporary thing, Brian. Those stars you love will all burn out someday. In fact, most of them already are. It all goes away and it’s all meaningless.” I looked up past him at the blackness. I couldn’t see those stars anymore… maybe he was right? Maybe it was all meaningless. Fighting something you couldn’t defeat. It was silly… and then my vision refocused on what was in front of me: him. I had a question and I wondered if he would humor one more from me.
“...even you?” I asked. He grinned widely.
“I am beyond flesh,” he answered cryptically.
“Meaningless; you don't have any meaning either...” I told him. Discord frowned and the timberwolf holding me up dropped me. I crumpled back into the wine-slicked mud. There were puddles full of wine everywhere from the timberwolves’ tracks filling up with rain. The pudding didn’t seem particularly absorbent either. 
“Do you really think I care about meaning?” Discord said with disgust.
I tried to reorientate myself. I wasn’t entirely sure I was right-side up anymore. I found Discord in time to see him reach out to me with his lion paw. I felt it gently press against my forehead and then he pushed me over. I fell back into the mud. He could touch me directly now; Luna’s magic had been worn off. I laid in the mud.
“Excellent! Now we can play!” he told me with a giddy grin overburdened with teeth. “Any final thoughts before I turn your brain into jam?”
I sat up partially using my good foreleg. I orientated which way was up with Discord’s face.
“I’m sorry,” I told him.
“Oh, you’re fine; this has been fun! But this has run on far too long! I'm afraid I'm just beating a dead horse now,” he said with a laugh. He raised a claw tensed with a coming snap.
“No. I feel sorry for you,” I corrected the lord of chaos. He looked confused and a little insulted.
“Sorry for me?”
“You’re going to be alone for eternity... and we’ll burn out with our friends... for our friends... but you don’t have anyone to burn the world for…  you don’t have any meaning either, do you?”
Discord scooped me up with one paw so fast I felt my neck whiplash a bit. He glowered at me, angry. “I’m going to turn your brain into a spread and you feel sorry for me? I am the embodiment of chaos! I don’t need friends. I don’t need a reason to watch the world burn. Meaning is something you creatures made up to justify your pain and misery. I am chaos! I am without meaning.”
So Discord just went from one distraction and pleasure to the next… forever. I knew what that life felt like: just getting to the next bottle, the next high, the next meal. It was a terrible existence. A lonely existence. If I didn’t have my relationships, my friends, I would have nothing. And Discord didn’t have those. If he was really beyond comprehension, if no one could understand him, then did that mean he couldn’t form meaningful relationships? If that was the case, then his life was as empty as Brian’s had been in those last years.
“I’m sorry you don’t have any friends,” I told my tormentor. He squeezed me tight and I coughed. The muscles around my barrel ached while the punctured holes and thorns stung violently. He tossed me down onto the ground. I didn’t even feel the impact. Maybe I was so coated with mud and so weighed down by my own body I couldn’t.
I coughed some more. Phlegm came up and I thought it tasted and felt oddly like grape jelly. I coughed up the gunk into one of those wine puddles. My coughing finally let up as I was rolled over onto my back. I opened my eyes and saw Discord had begun tracing drawings into my muddy stomach. There was a row of seven lines on my stomach and even a sun.
“You’re more broken than I thought you were...” Discord said with some disgust. “Pitying me! And all these metaphors about stars and heat!” He lifted his claw away and I tried to squirm away on my back. 
“Fore!” Discord yelled and I felt something sharp wack violently into my side. My side exploded into pain that began radiating as I went flying and spinning up, up and away. I could swear I passed through a metal field goal and heard a crowd cheering all around me before I blacked out from the pain mid-flight.
I didn’t feel the ground. I was probably too out of it now. Too broken. The thing that roused me from unconsciousness was the delicate tug on my foreleg as I was pulled up by another jaw. I could feel it and it hurt but I was too numb anymore to react to it. I felt coated in mud and wondered how far I tumbled. My torn up hind legs dragged under me, gathering more mud as I was being carried back. Back to him.
The timberwolf dropped me unceremoniously before him, like a shot fowl. I tried to squirm again. I couldn’t stand but maybe I could still crawl, if the world would stop spinning. I wasn’t sure if I was making any progress.
“Look at you: a proper mud pony now!” Discord laughed. I felt a paw press me down into the ground. My barrel hurt. “Squirming in the dirt like a worm, like all you creatures: just mud, blood and suffering.”
I tried to squirm again, my legs kicking weakly.
“All of your efforts, all of your ‘friendship’ and see how far it gets you?” Discord asked me. I tried to orientate his voice to find him. I couldn’t tell if he was on top of me or if I was even on my back. I eventually did find his face though.
“It doesn’t matter… I have to try…” I explained, or thought I did. I wasn’t sure if I could speak loud enough to be heard. I squirmed under that paw again, thinking I was wiggling free. “Give it all… my friends… keep me going...” I thought I could make out Ruby’s outline against a tree. Which meant I had been carried back to the clearing. The paw pressing on my back pressed down harder and I could make out its toes through the mud I was caked in now: It was one of the timberwolf’s paws.
“What do you think, Willow?” Discord asked the tree monster pressing down onto me. “We could set up a lovely tea party: intestines for streamers, her bones and hide for the table. Her skull: the teapot!” 
‘Willow’ made a noise like wood grinding against wood.
“Ooh~, that’s a clever idea: I said I wouldn’t lay a hoof on her daughter but I didn’t say anything about putting her hooves in her daughter! We’ll stuff her like a turkey with her mom!”
“No...” I begged and pushed against the mud. I couldn’t move out from under the foot. Discord seemed to regard me and his tone shifted into something more nasty.
“Oh, of course: you’ve been ‘fighting for your daughter’ this entire time, right? You just ‘knew’ I was going to hurt her, didn’t you? Just like how you ‘knew’ I wasn’t going to let you go if you gave me the notebook. Look at you! Predictor of Chaos, Mr. Peters!”
“My name... is Berry,” I corrected under that paw as I tried to squirm away from under it. It pressed down harder, pushing me deeper into the mud. Discord smiled, now with much sharper teeth.
My sluggish, blood-starved mind finally started to comprehend if I was on the ground and looking up at him then I was on my back. The wine getting into my mouth confirmed it. I tried to squirm again, to swim. Anything. I didn’t know how I was still awake but I would keep going. I got a few more inches, I could tell because my hoof hit one of those wine-filled puddles.
“Well then, Barry, how is this for ‘predictable’?” he said before he erected to his full height again. His two other timberwolves stood obediently before him. The third still stood on me, watching its master eagerly for instructions. 
Discord gave them: “Step on her.”
I was stepped on. Instead of being crushed though, the soft, soaked mud around me gave and nearly swallowed me up. I tried to grasp for breath but couldn’t because the wine from nearby puddles pooled in around my face. He was going to try to drown me in wine again.
The panic and adrenaline gave me slightly more strength as I struggled in the mud and wine. I couldn’t get free, not with the weight of that timberwolf pressing me deep into the earth.
That was when I felt it shiver through my body. It felt like lightning and I heard thunder. The weight on my chest was violently thrown off. There was a terrific, earth-shattering explosion. I felt my mud-caked fur stand up on its end as I heard trees torn and destroyed over me like a tornado. 
My racing heart powered my tired, drained body up out of the wine and I gasped. 
The forest was on fire.
Something carved a huge hole through the woods, straight through where Discord and the timberwolves stood. There was a thick green mist in the air that tasted electric. There were green glowing sparkles dotted through the path of broken trees and fire, like green little stars embedded into the path the explosion took. Two of the strange pyres on the ground shifted and gave out their death rattles. A third timberwolf, only grazed by the explosion that shot over me and through them, was missing half of its body. Its remaining half was on fire. Its remaining eye shifted to me. It snarled and tried to claw towards me from its consuming fire.
Discord was nowhere to be seen. But what about...
“Ruby?” I turned and took in a horrible sight. Ruby still laid there under that tree where I left her with our bags but her forehead was glowing white-hot like the exploded barrel of a gun. I dragged myself towards her and blinked the wine out of my eyes. Where was the rest of her horn?
“No!” I pulled myself closer and tried to touch it. It singed the soft frog of my hoof but it confirmed to me that part of it was missing. It was rough and jagged. It exploded. “Ruby! Ruby?! What did you do??” I begged her and tried to jostle her awake. 
Instead of Ruby answering I heard an angry, deformed growl behind me and I looked back at the monster. The last timberwolf wasn’t dying fast enough. It dragged itself towards me on its last paw, its backside still on fire. I felt real, cool rain fall on me. As it dragged itself into the clearing its flames were going out. It was still determined to kill us.
The green mist in the air, the still glowing specks of her horn scattered into the trees: this was Ruby’s magic. I had no idea how she could do this. I was crushed she would. Her magic! Her horn! It was gone. I didn’t deserve this!
The timberwolf’s remains gave a deformed growl that brought me back into focus. It was pulling itself towards me, anger burning hotter than the flames consuming it. 
Ruby did this. Ruby saved me. I didn’t deserve this but I wouldn’t waste her sacrifice.
“You want to go?!” I tried to growl back at the monster. My lungs still burned from the running and exhaustion. My ribs ached. My limbs were numb. It answered back, clawing halfway through the clearing now. Its body was full of embers but the flames were indeed dying from the rain. I had just the thing.
I turned back to my bag, the bag that was really Comet Tail’s. I smiled as I stuffed my face in and bit down on its neck: absinthe, the green fairy. I turned back to the burning abomination. I wouldn’t let it near my daughter. 
“Come on!” I said around the bottle as I dragged myself towards it. It growled at me and opened its jaw towards me.
Our broken bodies met in the middle. It couldn’t claw at me: it needed its last leg to pull itself forward. So instead it lowered its dripping, broken jaw down to bite at me. I crawled into its mouth with the bottle, the bottle that Nathan had given me. The timberwolf bit down on me and hauled me into the air, exactly as I wanted. It tried to lift me up, using gravity to feed me into its thorn-filled maw, down into its burning body. But as its teeth bit down to try and bite through me I jerked the bottle down into its insides as hard as I could.
The glass bottle shattered into its dried husk and the bottle’s contents coated its wood. The green fairy, Brian’s green muse, one hundred and thirty proof alcohol, vs a burning, wooden effigy: it didn’t stand a chance.
The wolf howled violently and dropped from its maw to the ground. The flames went higher as alcohol-soaked wood was burned from the inside out. 
And I swear as it burned the flames started a deep purple before shifting blue and then going through a longer green phase then into yellow. By the time the flames returned to normal the monster had long crumbled into a roaring bonfire.
I rolled onto my back and dragged myself towards my unconscious daughter. Her shattered horn still glowed, but it was a strange, soft blue color now.
“Ruby, we did it...” I whispered as I worked closer to her. My mounting exhaustion caught up to me as the adrenaline finished draining from my body. 
My daughter was too far away now, but just feet away. I didn’t have the energy to get to her. Everything told me to sleep. I feared I wouldn’t wake up though. I wanted to get to her, to hold her one more time. 
…but then I feared if I died on top of her, I’d trap her under me. So I laid down feet from her and embraced the darkness lulling me to sleep.

	
		24. Hope



“Berryshine,” a voice called. I opened my eyes and I saw a moon. Then, like a wave, millions of stars washed in around it. I watched the stars ebb lazily across the sky until something loomed over me. It was a shadow, bathed in the light of that moon. It brushed a cool silver-laden hoof across my forehead, as gently as a shadow’s caress would be, and I blinked. “There you are,” she soothed. A soft smile appeared on her muzzle that I could barely make out. Her brightest feature was her eyes: they were a deep but calm cyan, like portals to an unfathomably deep underground lake. Her mane flowed in gentle, ethereal waves around us and I realized the stars I had been admiring were part of that very mane.
She stood, dark against oblivion, looming over me but I wasn’t scared. She was a lighthouse, at the edge of a terrifying ocean, and everything about her was guiding me back to shore: from her twin lanterns, to her silver touch, to her beckoning voice, to the constellations in her mane.
I was aware of myself and that I was washed up on her beach so I sat up. 
My hooves made ripples in the calmed, translucent water we were sitting in. Through the surface, I saw to the bottom of this ocean: it was the real ground far below us, still dotted with bonfires from the dead timberwolves. I saw my own mud-caked body and Ruby still under that tree. Ruby’s shattered horn still glowed a soft blue. I turned to the figure who woke me up to this place.
“Am… am I dead?” I asked the shadow. Her muzzle crinkled up a bit.
“The princess of dreams comes to you and you ask if you are dead?” she questioned me, sounding amused.
“ ...Princess Luna?” I addressed the spirit. A long horn lit up beneath whatever shadow she was under and her face was bathed in its blue hue. The light cast long shadows down her face that made her look tired. Her muzzle was longer than any other pony’s I had seen but it was slender and graceful. And yet, I expected someone more… blue; radiant. This wasn’t the Luna I imagined. She was barely more blue than the sky beyond us. She seemed… subdued. Hidden. 
“It is I,” she answered. “Fear not: while the gates of dream can lead there, I am not a ferrier of the dead: I am a protector of the living during their darkest hours.”
I took that in silently and I think I understood. By the time I wondered if I should bow or something, the moment had passed and all I had done was stare at her. Feeling awkward, I averted my eyes to the weird astral ‘ground’ we were on and the real world beneath us.
“So… this is a dream?” I tried. This was a weird dream then, considering it looked like the real world was below us.
“Something like it, yes,” she agreed.
I looked back down at my daughter and saw her broken horn still glowing that unusual-for-her blue. The connection finally clicked and I looked back up at the light of Princess Luna’s horn.
“Wait! Did you… ?“ I trailed off gesturing towards my daughter.
“Yes,” she bowed her head. “I was expecting to meet under better circumstances tonight… but then I felt your daughter’s distressed slumber. I would have intervened sooner, but I was only going to get one surprise shot off and I had to make it a good one that wouldn’t hurt you.”
She didn’t hurt me, but she did something worse. I looked down at my daughter and back at Luna. There was an anger growing in me. It tore me up thinking my daughter had pushed herself and broke her horn trying to protect me but it wasn’t her sacrifice or choice. Instead, it seemed like this alicorn abused her powers and forced her.
	“You…  you broke her horn!” I accused. 
“No. She broke her own horn,” she corrected me. “I was casting my magic through her but there was a righteous anger within her. She wanted to protect you and needed to overcome her fears… and I underestimated what she would do joining me in that spell,” she explained. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to blow your own horn off?” she added a little more casually.
It was an accident. Maybe.
“But… you can fix it, right?” I asked. The darkened dream princess gazed down at the scene somberly.
“ ...even if I knew the right spell, I could not cast it through a broken horn.”
“Then... use me?” I offered. She looked at me and gave a pained smile that fell into a frown. 
No. 
I didn’t like that look.
“Earth pony magic does not-”
“Please!” I cut off her moonlit majesty. I didn’t care if she was a princess. “She doesn’t deserve... she should have more than this! Not this life too! Not for me!”
She seemed to understand what I was referring to even without me elaborating. 
“Berryshine, I…” she trailed off and grew quiet for too long. I didn’t know what she was thinking about but I was about to finally correct her on my name until she spoke up, more to herself than to me. “ ...what kind of princess would I be if I did not try?”
“So, you’ll do it?” I asked, hopeful.
“I will try. Tomorrow. Tonight I will stay and keep the nerves in her horn alive and then tomorrow morning... I can not explain how, for even now he could still be listening, but at that time, I will try.” 
‘Try’ wasn’t good enough but I couldn’t ask more from someone than that. Telling me to just wait felt like an excuse though and she couldn't even tell me why we had to wait. I needed more than that. 
I needed someone to fix my daughter; to fix everything. I needed someone to protect us. To get us home. To stop Discord and save Equestria. ...and I couldn’t do any of that.
And I started to fear the pony in front of me couldn’t either. She was an alicorn, maybe the last! Alicorns were supposed to be basically gods. And yet she all but admitted when she said she didn’t know a spell to fix this that she was as lost as the rest of us. If she couldn’t, then who?
Where could we turn for hope then? 
What fate did all the lost souls in this world have? 
My eyes stung with tears and I could feel the weight of my torn up body crushing me. I felt a silver foreleg touch my chin and raised my gaze back up to that false idol.
“Please believe in me, Berryshine: in the way you believe in your friends; in the way I believe in all of you. There is magic there and enough magic in this world to find a way home, to stop our oppressors and to save your daughter’s horn. I may not be part of your ‘higher power’, as you put it, but I pray I can earn a place in your pantheon.” Evidently, she heard me denounce her to Discord. “I do not care what the stars foretell: for we are the lights until the dawn. We will ‘burn’, as you would say; we will declare that our hope, our dawn, is coming. And I swear to you, as your princess, I will lead my little ponies to that dawn or burn out trying.”
I wasn’t roused from my hopelessness, but I did feel guilty now. She was missing a lot of herself, more than any of us in terms of number of years, and yet even without that past knowledge and wisdom from those years, she was still taking on the responsibility of her former life anyway. She felt the responsibility for ponykind on her back, yet here she was consoling me and promising to help my daughter tonight. How much time was this going to cost her? Just for us? I suddenly felt unworthy. Before I could apologize she changed the subject. 	
“Will you do something for me? Tomorrow is going to be... a long day,” she explained tersely with a heavy sigh. 
“What is it?” I asked her, seeing it as a way to make amends. I pulled my dreambody up to a sitting position to do the task.
“Take up the notebook Discord wanted and read its contents to your daughter, loud and clear,” she instructed. “I will be listening through her slumber. When you have finished reading it... burn it so it will never be used against us again. Do you understand?”
I didn’t understand why, and I assumed she wouldn’t tell me that either, but I understood what she wanted me to do. 
“I do,” I agreed with a nod.
“Excellent! Then let us start immediately,” she declared. She pressed a hoof gently against my chest and gave me a mischievous grin. I looked at the hoof and saw we were even farther up now. Even beyond the clouds. “This won’t hurt,” she promised before she violently shoved me backwards.
I fell back, phasing right through our ethereal ground, the clouds, then continued to plummeting: towards the trees, my body and towards the ground far below. Just as I was about to strike the ground-
I jumped awake. My hind leg under me felt twisted and raw. My back ached from the rough grooves carved into it. My barrel and muzzle hurt when I wheezed. My throat, mouth and eyes burned. My limbs were heavy. My head pounded in time with my heart. 
I was alive.
I looked at my sleeping daughter. Her horn was still jagged and broken but it continued to glow blue. That was Princess Luna? Then it wasn’t just a dream.
I didn’t waste the energy my rapidly beating heart filled me with: I immediately dragged myself the rest of my way to my daughter. I collapsed, gently, against her and nuzzled her mane. Her warmth and her scent calmed me. It was overwhelming but not intoxicating. Just… perfect. She was perfect. I wanted to just hold her and cry but the blue light reminded me I agreed to do something.
I held my tears back and pushed myself back up and towards the bag with the notebook.  I stuffed my head in, bit down on the old notebook and drew the tattered thing out. To my surprise it was still dry after the river crossing and the rain. Even a little warm.
I rolled more than crawled to my daughter. I leaned on one foreleg to handle the book as best as I could with the other and, in the pale blue light of her horn, I settled in to read my sleeping daughter a book. Like I imagined I might have a long time ago in better circumstances.
I opened the school composition book and read out loud what was written on the back of the front cover:
To My Best Friends, 
No matter where we go from here, we will ALWAYS be connected with the magic of friendship.
Love, 
Your Unicorn Forever, 
Sunset Shimmer 

I ran a dirty hoof over the fancy signature and the stylized sun beneath it... and I cried. I cried because I knew what it meant for me to have this, for that man to have this before me and for Discord before him to have gotten hold of this. I swallowed the tears down and my hoof traced over the edges of the torn out pages. From what the pony trafficker said, this notebook must have been something like Sunset’s journal in Rainbow Rocks that she used to talk to Princess Twilight: what was written in that appeared in an identical book in Equestria. Except this was apparently for Sunset to keep in touch with her human friends. I suppose everyone didn’t have cellphones in the 90’s. Were there seven of these then? 
I looked past the ruffle of missing pages to the first page present. It was a list of names written in a very different handwriting from Sunset’s. Some letters were randomly capitalized in the middle of them, sometimes the writing became cursive and then drifted back into block print. Names were spelled phonetically sometimes, even when the same name was spelled correctly just a few lines above. Not that they obeyed the lines on the page, those were just suggestions that it drifted over. 
I read them loud and clear and mentioned when they were crossed out -there weren’t many of those.  When I flipped the page over there was a short list of instructions in that same mad style. They basically boiled down to keep it up to date, do all your trading and buying in this only, and to have fun. There weren’t exact instructions on what this notebook was. Maybe that was something he explained directly like Sunset Shimmer apparently did as well. 
It listed ponies they could not capture or sell: the mane six and a few more. It listed where they were. 
The next page began listing names, pony names, in that same horrible handwriting and town names. Sometimes full addresses. Sometimes descriptions of locations. Often new locations were written after the first. Sometimes by that odd writer and sometimes by a different hand. There were several more writers that joined in. They were harder to read and I struggled in the blue of Ruby’s horn and the burning timber. There were numbers and names in one column with one pair circled. In another column were comments and replies. These were even harder to read, but I tried to read it out loud as best as I could make it.
What was once used for friends to keep in touch, maybe after high school, had become a ledger for pony traffickers. Why would Discord do this? Just to harass us? To make sure we couldn’t hide? I flipped the page, leaving behind a dirty hoofprint. There were more names. Including ones I recognized. 
“Comet Tail. Kansas City University north. Lawson Home. Farmhouse. Creighton. Farmhouse,” I read verbatim. I wondered if that meant Comet was back at the homestead now. I read out the numbers and was sure now these were bids. Then the comments: “Stallion and Mare equal endless pony. Bread? Take too long. No one wants a stallion. Horsecock.” I read. I was just below and saw my numbers were higher. I didn’t feel better about either set of bids. My last comment was “Buck where?”
My friends were in this ledger. They were selling us, even making bids on ponies they hadn’t even found yet. I was thankful there weren’t usually addresses.
The next page was an absolute mess, it looked like several people had written over each other, including Discord over himself. There were even drawings: mostly of boxes. One word stood out, as instead of being written over, it was traced over and over: “Derpy Hooves.” I could make out some words and read them, but overall it looked like someone had blindly written over the page several times. “Des Moines trailer. Tr… enton? … Kan… Bristol. Castle northwest. See…” and then several things were overwritten by each other. “I can’t read this page,” I admitted. I was going to hope whatever this was, it meant Derpy was fine. 
Sometimes the pony names repeated in the ledger. I assumed most of those were rebids or swapping kidnappers. There were several attempts at Derpy that all ended with a mess of incomprehensible writing. Most of the ledger was hard to read though, being messy handwriting. I hoped I was doing good enough for Princess Luna. As my fire light grew dimmer it became even harder to read the messy scrawl. There were a lot of comments and numbers I couldn’t make out. I was feeling tired and my forelegs ached but I kept flipping and reading to my daughter and the presumably listening princess. 
The lists of locations the ponies had been told hints of stories: stories of ponies trying to find sanctuary. Many were in ambiguous states, some were not. I read glimpses of Vinyl Scratch’s story that ended at a police station. Was she in jail? Did the feds catch her? I read about an Octavia just below on the same page that followed the same path and ended in the same fate.
None of these entries told of especially good bedtime stories and I couldn’t tell how most of them ended: Thunderlane, Amethyst Star, Caramel, Daisy, Cloud Chaser, Lyra Heartstrings, Bon Bon. Braeburn and Diamond Tiara seemed to be together wherever they were. 
There were lots of names, most I didn’t know. Some were definitely captured and sold off, if I understood the notes right. A few were sold to a “Spectrum” which Ruby had said meant a terrible fate. I hoped they were okay and could still be saved. I wondered if that was why Princess Luna wanted me to read this awful thing. Maybe she was copying these down somewhere, somehow while dreaming, to make plans to rescue them. Somehow. I didn’t see how we could work together when we were so scattered and lost.
I was so physically exhausted and the book depressed me. I wanted it to end. I thought it was when I got to Cloud Kicker and Blossomforth. To my horror though, there were another two pages to read past them: more sales already. 
The pony trafficking trade was going strong. I didn’t see how destroying the notebook would do anything to stop it or if it was supposed to. I didn’t see how such a divided and lost nation could be reunited or saved. It would take a miracle.
I flipped through the remaining blank pages to make sure I didn’t miss anything then checked the back cover. Nothing. It was finally done. I could stop reading.
I couldn’t walk to the fire, I could barely keep my eyes open. So I crawled to the burning timberwolf remains with the book in my mouth. It was a short crawl but my back legs and my barrel hated me. When the pudding and wine got into my wounds it stung.
I unceremoniously dropped the composition book in front of the fire then shoved it into the flames. At first nothing happened and it sat in there unharmed. Then after a delay the edges started to curl and the flames started to eat through it like any normal paper book. I expected a magical burst or a tingling or something but what happened instead was the flames rose high. A lot higher than I expected for being fed so little paper.
“That’s it!” I called out more to my surroundings than to Princess Luna. “ ...I’m finished.” I felt tired. I turned back to my daughter and expected some sign from her broken horn but nothing changed.
I continued watching for any sign as I crawled around behind my daughter and took my resting place with a hoof over her. I pulled her hooves near her and hoped I could keep her back warm. Nothing happened for the rest of that night though.
I nuzzled into my comatose daughter’s mane. I hoped I didn’t mess up too much. I hoped Princess Luna would keep her word. I hoped there was enough magic in the world to do all the things she said.
At some point while feeling the warmth of my daughter and smelling her mane my consciousness collapsed under the weight of my exhaustion.

The first thing I became aware of was how cold I was. The second thing were birds chirping. It must have been morning. There were steps, the thing that must have woke me up. Princess Luna said help was coming. In my grogginess, I assumed that was it, despite how odd the hoof falls sounded and I slipped back unconscious again for just a bit longer. 
What finally woke me up was something cold and metal prodding me. I tried to open my eyes to figure out what that was. One eye was sealed shut from the dried mud caking the side of my face.
“Jesus Christ! It’s still alive!” shouted a man.
Heh. I must look pretty bad. I felt pretty bad too. I was cold all the way through and every limb was stiff. I rolled to sit up and every muscle I needed to do so protested. 
And that was when the human, I realized, took a step back and leveled his rifle at my face.
Oh. Help didn’t come. He must’ve been one of the men from last night. I took in his face. His black hair was filled with gray streaks. He was stout, a little sloppy and seemed fearful of me. I saw someone moving behind him. It was a teenage boy dressed similarly to him: camo and hunter orange. Even if they weren’t dressed alike I could tell they were related: they had the same dark, curly hair. The boy even had a scraggly beard as a poor imitation of his father’s. 
The teenager looked up from the remains of the dog, bewildered and unsure if he should be angry. The forest around us was trampled and burnt from the struggle last night. That vinegary sweet smell from my struggle still hung in the air, no doubt from the pudding and wine in the clearing. And my daughter and I were survivors at the edge of this mess. It was obvious we were involved.
I looked down at my sleeping daughter. Her broken horn still glowed that blue light. If Princess Luna was here I wondered if she could protect us. I couldn’t run. I didn’t even think I could stand.
I heard a soft click and looked back up at the hunter. I realized he turned the safety off of his rifle.
“Dad? We’re supposed to take’em in alive,” the boy behind reminded him.
“I’m going to put the big one out of its misery. We’ll just take the little one in,” the father explained.
“No,” I protested hoarsely. I couldn’t stand so I rolled my body over and on top of my daughter, shielding her. They wouldn’t take her. It would be over my dead body. “You can’t have her.”
The father was unsure when he heard my ‘no’ but looked horrified at my command.
“Don’t do that! Stop talking!” the father shouted at me. When he did I could smell the distinct smell of alcohol and cigarettes on his breath. He aimed the rifle back at me. I shivered, but I think I had been shivering already.
“Please don’t,” I spoke up again. I didn’t know what to tell him to make him not fire. ‘I’m friendly? I come in peace?’
I felt it before I saw it and long before I heard it. 
I thought the feeling was the shivering changing into a strange tingling hum: like tinnitus physically manifesting. It started in my hooves and I felt it in the middle of my forehead and a little on my fur beneath the mud. I wondered if this was just what death felt like until the boy spoke up.
“Dad? What is that?” the teenager asked. From my periphery I saw him looking around. He felt it too. 
“Just protecting her young. Lots of animals do that,” the father said without giving his son any mind. He seemed hesitant to shoot me now though. He was stepping around, trying to find a different angle and I laid my body as close to my daughter’s as possible. I expected he was trying not to graze my daughter. I felt sick and defeated using her like this to protect my own hide. That weird hum wasn’t helping.
“No, Dad! Up there!” the boy shouted and pointed towards the sky. I felt it too. It was still getting stronger, louder, like it was coming from that direction and above us. Something was coming. Something huge. The tingling grew stronger, I could feel it deep in my bones. 
The sky burst. 
A giant prismatic display began washing away the dull blue sky. An arc of red and orange fire bled into a yellow and green that was quickly followed by the cool blues and violets.  It was like a rainbow halo on fire, with one point bleeding away quicker than the rest. As it traveled across the sky, its colorful bands spread wider until they filled the entire sky.
It was a rainbow. The most vibrant, powerful rainbow I had ever seen: vibrant because I could feel the colors vibrating. Powerful because I could feel its power and beauty inside of me. I felt like my insides were resonating with every color; every hue was singing in a voice inside of me.
The sun was shining now, through it, and it bathed the world in a kaleidoscope of hues. Under that rainbow sky, every color was so oversaturated the world almost looked like a cartoon. In that vibrant light the hunter and his son began to panic as weeds and wildflowers burst up from the ground around us along an erratic path. When the path ended at my hooves I realized it was the path I had fought and bled along the night before.
My gaze turned back to the sky. The phenomenon was the largest thing I had ever seen. It literally was the sky. It must have been hundreds of miles across, if not larger, I could only see an arc of all of its beauty.
Whatever had happened on the west coast days ago wasn’t this. This was impossible to miss and it was impossible to think this was anything else other than what it was:
A Sonic Rainboom.
While I had tears in my eyes, what made me start crying in earnest was when I realized what that bleeding edge was: the one point in the rainbow that had pulled away faster than the rest.
Rainbow Dash. 
She got here on Earth the same way we all did and yet she was still as awesome as ever. I understood this was more than just her showing off too: this was a sign; a beacon of hope that could not be ignored by the world or the ponies lost in it. This was a promise to all of us that we were not alone and we were not weak.
Then the loudest, most deafening sound I ever heard happened. It blew the humans down and trees violently shook and cracked in its wake. I felt a horrible pain in my ears and held my filly tight.
And then, as quickly as it happened, that horrible pain in my ears seemed to reverse itself. There was something blinding me and I opened my eyes. That blue light from Ruby’s horn glowed white hot now and the entire forest around us seemed to dim back to a duller contrast, as if magic the Sonic Rainboom had ignited was pulled into it.
I witnessed two miracles that day. 
The first was Rainbow Dash’s Sonic Rainboom, nearly right on top of me.
And the second, under that rainbow sky, started with a surge running through me. My back, my legs, and chest tingled so violently I thought I was going to throw up. The tingling almost burned and I could even feel it strongest in my hooves. That magic didn’t stay in me though, it was just passing through. I felt like a fountain as the magic vomited out of me through my hooves. I felt something in that magic funneling it, like a hand in running water, guiding and bending it.
The violent blue light burned deep from the inside of Ruby’s broken horn to the edge of it. I saw, in the middle of her horn, something pointy started to grow. Then something grew over that. Then more layers on top of that, making that originally tiny center mass grow wider and taller. When the layers finally reached the edge I could make out now that it was growing in a spiral. As the final layer traveled up, that righteous blue began to shift in color. By the time the final layer reached the tip it had returned to the most beautiful green in the world.
The light of her horn silently went out but a matching pair of eyes opened and saw the world again. Ruby’s eyes focused on me and we smiled at each other. I cried and hugged her with all the strength that had returned to me and she hugged me back and cried with me. I felt her look over my neck up at the sky but I was more interested in kissing and holding her than looking at the rainbow: a rainbow is beautiful, but I’m pretty biased. There’s one particular hue I like more than the others.
“Mom, she did it.” Ruby said into my ear. Princess Luna did it. Rainbow Dash did it. 
We did it. Luna said if we all worked together, we could find Equestria and take it back. She said there was enough magic in the world to do it. We were that magic. I felt it and I believed it now. If Rainbow Dash could do this, then what could the rest of the mane six do? Maybe if we all helped them, we could figure something out: we had a beacon now and we could find a way home together. 
I even had a direction to start in.
“Dad??” I heard the boy shout nearby but I ignored him. I didn’t pay any attention to the rest of the world until Ruby spoke. 
“Mom!” She shouted in alarm and pointed. I didn’t want to but I stopped kissing and brushing her face to see what it was.
The old man was back on his feet and he had the rifle pointed back at us. There was something red coming from his ears: they were bleeding. There was no more anger in his eyes, only fear, as he stumbled towards us.
I didn’t know if Ruby was able to use her magic again already, if she wanted to, or if Princess Luna was still here to protect us. 
We could still die here, healed, together, under that rainbow. I was just witness to more magic and miracles than in my entire life. And yet...
“Dad? Dad!” the boy shouted at his old man as he approached and shook his shoulder. The father was startled, as if he didn’t hear his son sneak up on him. The old man calmed though when he saw it was just his son.
“What?!” the dad shouted, clearly unable to tell how loud he was shouting.	
“She’s not hurt anymore! Don’t shoot her!” the boy protested.
“They’re too dangerous to be left alive!” 
“You’re the one pointing the gun at them! Dad, please!”  the boy reasoned. He pointed at the rainboom phenomenon still hanging in the sky without any sign of fading. “They did this! One of these things did this!” 
The father looked up at what the boy was pointing at and he seemed to be reevaluating it. As he did so I took the opportunity to stand again, back onto four fairly sturdy legs. I stood up to put myself between ‘Dad’ and Ruby.
“They didn’t do anything wrong. They were just trying to protect their kin! They’re just lost and scared! If they can make something so beautiful… ” the boy pleaded but wasn’t sure how to articulate what he was feeling. I saw in the father’s sobering eyes he seemed to understand anyway. He looked at my daughter and then at me with much more gentler eyes than he had before.
“ ...yeah,” he agreed with his son. He let out a sigh as he lowered the rifle to his side. He gestured behind him and to his right a little.  “The rest of us are coming from that way,” he told me, still a bit too loud but calmer. He pointed another direction, away from the first. “County line is that way.”
I nodded, relieved to see there was good in this father and that the son knew it and was able to bring it out. I looked away from them to point the direction I thought Rainbow Dash went. 
“We’re going that way,” I announced loud and deliberately. 
“That’s east,” the gruff old man explained to us. Rainbow Dash flew east. Then that was the direction we were going. I nodded in acknowledgement. “Fine,” he said as he clicked the safety back on his rifle. He took several careful steps backwards and his son joined him in giving us space. “I don’t know what the fuck you are or where the hell you came from, but you need to go back there.” 
“That’s the plan,” I agreed, loud and well-enunciated. We needed someplace safe to call home. Rainbow Dash was leading us, everyone, somewhere. If Carrot Top was right, maybe it would lead back to Equestria and we could take it back.
The father still seemed uneasy about us but didn’t respond with any hostility when Pinchy’s magic glowed its wonderful hue. I watched them cautiously as my daughter worked her magic.
She pulled an old shirt out of her bag, zipped our bags back up then stuffed her dirty Fluttershy back into hers. After she straightened out our impromptu saddlebags with her hooves I lowered myself and she tossed them over my back. She then pulled herself on afterwards. I stood up and felt the weight on my back. My back didn’t sting with the claw marks anymore. I was still covered in pudding and dried mud. I couldn’t tell what the damage was, if any, but I felt good right now: almost high, but a good high. A sober, clean high. Like my insides were full of light.
The father and son were waiting at a distance for us to leave. I rubbed the dried mud from around my eyes until I could open the one fully again. I really looked at them and smiled at them both. 
“Thanks,” I said to the kid. Then I looked at the father. “ ...thank you.”
“We didn’t see you,” the father denied my thanks. He was a rough man, maybe even a temperamental one, but he had a heart and had mercy. His son knew it too. It just took a miracle to pry it out. Instead of a tragedy for the son to deny ever seeing it.
I nodded to ‘Dad’ and turned away from him. 
Then, at a reasonable pace, Ruby and I headed east under that prismatic sky. We did what any pony would do: we followed that Rainbow.
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		25. Cornfield Revelations



We traveled east under that rainbow sky towards the rising sun. 
Making distance was surprisingly easy. While there weren’t a lot of forests, the endless acres of growing cornfields were perfect cover. Even when we didn’t have those, the country roads were so sparsely used and few and far between that the soybean fields weren’t intimidating to cross either. When a vehicle did occasionally appear while wading through soybean plants, I just got low to the ground and Ruby laid behind me: it was the only tactic you could use in the middle of a field. And I was so dirty and covered in mud that at a distance it seemed to work.
“ ...but then Princess Luna was there instead of Minuette and she wanted me to stand behind her -but I wouldn't. Princess Luna told me I was in a nightmare but even after she told me that I still couldn’t wake up. Discord was still there and she told me to relax and that she was going to cast a spell to make him go away. I asked her to teach it to me and she did. She explained it, but in feeling. Then, we did it together,” Ruby recounted her dream from last night to me. It started like her usual nightmare but it quickly went off script when Luna appeared.
“ ...I was so tired of being scared of him,” she continued after a moment of silence. “I wanted to protect you and our friends and Princess Luna taught me how. I was so angry at him! So angry it hurt. And then… that was it, I think?” she finished.
“Did you know your horn... exploded?”
“No but I could tell something was wrong. I think… I remember you talking to Princess Luna…  And there were stars everywhere. I think she was talking to them.” 
“I don’t remember seeing any stars,” I said, then remembered she was talking about some kind of shared dreamscape. “What was she saying to them? Was it what I was reading out of the notebook?”
“I don’t know. I couldn’t hear what either of you were saying. You were both holding me too tightly.” 
In a way, that’s exactly what we were doing. Walking for hours with someone, there were long intervals of silence where we just enjoyed each other's company. In that particular moment, she couldn't see my face from my back, but I was hiding a smile weakening with grateful tears.
Some time during the walk I had to check with Ruby but she didn’t know where our friends were either. From what I read the night before, Comet Tail was apparently at Carrot’s. I didn’t know about Minuette and Carrot Top though. Without any electronics or means of contacting them, we had to just hope they were okay and that we’d see them again.
I explained about the longest point in the Sonic Rainboom and thinking it was the direction Rainbow Dash went. My daughter agreed with my reasoning, seeing as we had no better lead on where to go besides all the way back to Creighton. Even into the early afternoon the colors in the sky could still be made out. They were especially still clear in the direction we were heading and that made me more sure this was the right direction. We didn’t know what we would find at the end of this rainbow, but we were hopeful for the first time in a while -especially me.
Ruby only rode on my back half the time and I wasn’t going to protest that. Despite how good I still felt from that morning, after walking for hours my legs were getting sore and tired, especially my hind legs. My neck was getting a little sore too, but nothing a little slouching didn’t solve. I was so determined to find more ponies though or find someone who could help us. I wasn’t sure how far we had to go to find that, but every time I needed motivation I just had to look back up at the sky.
Eventually though, we did take a break. When we hit a river we had to find a bridge to cross it. There was ample shade along the river and we decided to stop on a rockier bank to wash the dirt and mud off of ourselves, mostly me. We were finding mostly corn fields now and signs of natural landscapes were starting to appear so I didn't think I needed the dirt 'camouflage' anymore. 
The water was shockingly cold at first, but as we soaked it became more tolerable and nice on my legs. Once my dirt was getting runny Ruby dug the loofah out of our bags and, with it wrapped around her fetlock, she tried to gently rub the rest of the mud out of my coat: buddy system.
Underneath the mud was a lot of dried blood. And underneath the dried blood were tender lines etched into my coat. My barrel was mostly fine, just peppered with bare circles of skin in a roughed up coat here and there. My hind legs had messy ‘lines’ to them. The way the fur stopped and started around the relatively unassuming lines made me think of really messy stitching, like a haphazardly fixed stuffed animal. 
Well, that’s not too bad, all things considered.
“ ...Mom?” Ruby asked me. She stopped washing my back. I turned around to look at her and she looked back up at me with a pained look on her face. “ ...how badly were you hurt?”
I craned my neck around to see what she was looking at. There was a sharp pain in my neck when I did: I forgot about my sore neck. I couldn’t quite turn my neck around as freakishly far back as I thought I could. Carefully, I tried to look down my back anyway.
I could just make out a long row of indented streaks down my back, like the flesh had been torn apart and healed back. My flesh in the grooves was bare and pinkish. I frowned and slowly turned my neck around the other way. There was a similar claw pattern down my other side. 
Yeah, those were some scars alright.
“Huh,” I muttered, feeling a little woozy at the sight. I calmed my breathing. “Maybe... the coat will still grow back?” 
“Does it hurt?” 
“No,” I said and petted my daughter’s mane. My daughter hugged me back. Admittedly, it hurt my self-esteem a little. I was so used to my purple by now it was unpleasant to see it broken up like that. It also looked oddly... inappropriate. Like I had a torn shirt I couldn’t take off now. “It’s not that bad. It’s not like I lost an eye,” I said, trying to reassure her. I could tell I said the wrong thing because she squeezed me tighter. “Hey now, they’re… battle scars! That’s cool, right?” I held one leg around her back and pet her mane some more. 
“Yeah, I guess,” she agreed with a slight smile. “I just feel bad I couldn’t help sooner.”
“Sooner? You literally blew them up! You were amazing,” I reminded her. I ever so gently prodded her horn with the underside of my hoof. It was a lot less hot and jagged than last night. “How’s the horn?” 
“It’s... sore. I got dizzy using it this morning,” she explained, trying to look up and see it. “It still works though. I think I’m just exhausted.” I pulled her against me and rubbed her back gratefully. We did it: I protected her and Luna managed to fix her horn. The marks on my body were marks she didn’t have to have.
After a moment she squirmed. “Mom, you’re getting mud on me,” she whined into my chest.
“Okay, okay,” I relented. I let go and we resumed cleaning me off. Once I was washed and rinsed about as well as I could get I turned to my daughter and gave her the same treatment she gave me.
“Do you want me to use the body wash?” I asked her while trying to rinse my mud out of the loofah without losing it in the running water. 
“No, I don’t want to contaminate the river,” she explained. 
Oh. Of course. I agreed to her reason and just gently scrubbed the mud off her tummy and muzzle. I had her hold out her forelegs so I could wash them and she squirmed a bit at the brushing texture of the loofah. Then I had her turn around and I did her hindlegs. In her fits of giggles she kept whacking me with her tail.
Maybe the scars weren’t so bad if it meant protecting that laugh.
After cleaning her off well enough, and doing a little splashing, we put everything back into our bags and continued along the river’s edge. There wasn’t a towel in our bags so we just dried off the slow way.
Ruby set the pace among the riverside trees. Maybe she was feeling playful or had some kind of instinctive urge to run to dry off. I followed after her, still a little sore but muscles cooled enough I could provoke them into a kind of fast amble. The extra air in my lungs made me feel free, almost wild. I was eager to be able to try galloping again as soon as I could. Especially if I could do it with my little Pinchy.
For now, I didn’t have to break into any kind of gallop to keep pace with my daughter. Her ‘trot’ was more of a fast walk. I was happy to see her try to run anyway. No matter how many times she wiped out, she’d eventually try again.
“At this rate I’m going to have to give you another bath,” I teased her as she got up again. I wondered why it wasn’t so instinctive for her as it was for me: I figured out a gallop once I stopped thinking about it and just listened to the way my limbs wanted to move. My guess was it was just her being more out of practice. Or maybe she was at an awkward stage in her growth. We really were a blend of our human memories and pony instincts like that.
We found a bridge and after several minutes of watching and listening we made a cautious, uneventful crossing. Afterwards we crossed the next few cornfields in a diagonal direction to re-distance ourselves from what was probably a fairly major road. 
Back in the cornfields my little gem hopped back onto me. While we weaved through corn roads I heard a slight rumble from my back. I turned back a bit to eye her. It clicked after a moment: food. I was pretty hungry too. Not too thirsty thanks to the river though.
“Hungry?” I confirmed with her as I eyed the growing stalks of corn around us. I wondered if they were edible unripe.
“Yeah. Did you pack any food?” she replied. She didn’t seem to catch what I was considering. Or she did and dismissed it because she knew it wouldn’t be a good idea. In retrospect they were probably coated in pesticides. 
“I didn’t. I was hoping you did,” I admitted. “We’ll keep working our way diagonally. Maybe we’ll run into something.”
Ruby laid down on my back. Either tired from her bath and exercise or just tired in general. I didn’t speak up much, just enjoying the sound of our own rustling through the stalks. Her breath was easy for a long time and I thought she had fallen asleep but then she spoke up.
“Mom… ?” she asked against my neck. Her tone carried a bit more of the weight of her full age to it.
“Yeah, Pinch?” I asked, only letting my ears swivel and keeping my muzzle forward.
“I… know who my father is; my pony father,” she announced to me. “Do you know too? Did you figure it out?” she asked me. 
I could feel my heart fluttering in anxiety. I had an idea: one idea. It was my only idea because it was the only stallion I could guess and also the only stallion I hoped it’d be, regardless of how little sense it would make. I didn’t want to answer right away but at the same time I was scared she’d just blurt it out if I didn’t. So I braved it and gave my guess first, hoping it was a stupid guess.
“It’s not... Comet Tail, right?” I asked, feeling sweat forming from the anxiety. I imagined my yellow friend. That cute muzzle and the thoughtful expression he’d have while he was thinking. How careful he was with his words and how calm he was. He was my rock as a human and transforming back to being a pony. 
Not to mention his smell or those toned flanks.
“We... talked at Carrot’s place, after you went outside to throw up,” she told me. “We were going to tell you eventually but he thinks I’m his.”
“But Comet’s still... gay, right?” I tried to tread lightly both in conversation and through the corn rows. A crazy fantasy of being in a happy nuclear family tried to manifest and I shook it away, not wanting to make myself want something I couldn’t have. Even if I was a horse wife in the scenario, it was still too good of a fantasy. I didn’t want to get addicted to the thought. Especially not with my best friend in a role I didn’t think he wanted.
“He’s a unicorn like me and… he remembers holding you… and in the memory, he was thinking about…” Ruby trailed off and I waited for her to continue until I realized she wasn’t going to.
She was too uncomfortable to say it. That. Comet Tail remembered that? Like with me?
“No. He can’t be. Then he lied: he said he was still gay,” I denied it, my pace slowing to a creep with the weight of this.
“He said you were both really drunk,” my daughter explained to me. After she said that my crawling pace completely stopped. 
That fit.
I remembered how much more receptive I was to Nathan when I was drunk. I was downright horny when I was drunk and happy. The difference was the sex was Nathan’s idea though. 
If Comet was still gay...
“Did I… force myself onto him?” I asked while suddenly finding my forehooves interesting enough to stare at. I thought I was going to get sick: did I abuse another relationship? Was my human life just a doomed echo of my pony life?
“No. He said it wasn’t a bad memory. He remembers a meteor shower and being young and drunk and... making some choices. I guess you were in estrus and then… I was a ‘happy little accident’,” my daughter ended up explaining to me how she was conceived. 
That sounded like me. I remembered what Discord had said: “Well aren’t you an interesting family.”
My best friend throughout high school, who is gay, was the father of my daughter from our previous life. I wouldn’t have wanted it to be anyone else too. He was smart and gentle and always there for me. I was happy I knew who her father was and happy she did too. I wasn’t sure what our dynamic was or if it was supposed to change with this information. I knew he probably didn’t want to be ‘together’ considering the way he was oriented but if he wanted to still be my friend and be someone important in Ruby’s life...
“Do you... like him? Are you- how do you feel about this?” I struggled to form my thoughts. I still studied my hooves, making sure they weren’t going to give out on me from the slight shaking. I felt her nod and then she answered.
“I always liked Comet Tail,” she reassured me. I felt my daughter nuzzle the back of my neck. That calmed me down some. This was okay. She wasn’t angry. “He never felt like a dad though: not the way you always felt kind of like a mom. I think he’s just my biological father and a friend.”
I nodded. That made sense. Not really a dad but a father and a friend.
In a bucked up way, I had another shot with Comet Tail when we were Connor and Brian. I wasn’t interested in a gay relationship though. According to Comet he never thought of me like that either. Maybe somehow he always knew subconsciously that I was a mare? ...or I just wasn’t his type like he said. Probably the latter, honestly. 
I started heading directly east for a while, following the rainbow trail so I could just think about all of this instead of focusing on weaving through cornrows.
I carefully peeked back at my daughter and felt a stupid grin forming on my face.
“You’re my favorite ‘happy little accident’. You know that, right?” I asked her. She tried to pout but her smirk gave away how she felt about that compliment. 
“Well, thanks for having me,” she quipped. 
I probably felt terrible about the whole thing when it did happen, but we all apparently made our decisions, made it work and life continued and then another life happened. I really wanted to talk to Comet about this now. Clearly he didn’t hate me for this or he forgave me and we stayed friends at least. Considering our apparent age and my daughter’s apparent age, Comet and I were probably fairly young when it happened. I wondered if I’d ever know the full circumstances of that part of my life. There were certainly worse situations to get knocked up from.

We managed to leave the world of corn fields behind for prairies full of tall grasses and weeds. After smelling almost nothing but corn stalks all morning and most of the afternoon the explosion of new smells was surprisingly mouthwatering. Ruby insisted we couldn’t eat anything too close to the farm fields because of pesticides and fertilizers. I obeyed my daughter’s words of caution but once we were about ten minutes out we decided it had to be good enough: we wanted to figure out what all these smells were. Ruby had asked to get down and we wandered the prairies together for something to eat. 
The first thing I found that stood out to me was dandelions. I knew those were technically edible as humans too so I felt safe trying it. The first one I ate, flower and stalk, was bitter but mostly earthy, grassy and, surprisingly, a little spicy and peppery. The petals and top part were oily but faintly sweet. I saw my daughter was eating the leafy parts so I started eating those too. The leaves were definitely the best part. The chew was really satisfying. Or maybe I was just really hungry. Some of them were better than others. After eating a few of them I figured out the smaller, probably younger ones, were less bitter and focused on those. Ruby and I walked and ‘grazed’ together. Hunger had a humbling effect on a person too. 
In between dandelions I cleared my palate with some of the generic, safer looking grasses. The texture was exactly what I expected: grass. The flavor was like unwashed cabbage left out at room temperature. I mostly ate it because eating flowers whole was like eating herbs whole: a little overpowering until you got used to it and I was worried it was going to irritate my stomach too much. If I focused on the taller parts of grasses they didn’t taste nearly as dirty as that hay I tried. 
We continued grazing as we walked east. The prairie grasses gave way to sparse woods and underbrush. The tall grasses and the nice smelling flowers seemed like mostly safe bets to eat. If I found a new flower that didn’t taste good I just spat it out and continued on.
I wasn’t going to risk any wild berries no matter my namesake. Ruby was pretty sure from a story she read years ago that poison ivy grew as three leaves: two leaflets flanking a bigger center leaf and “usually pointy”. So really, anything we thought we could mistake for an ivy we avoided.
After eating a few leafy things I quickly started figuring out which ones I liked the most. The ones with thicker leaves and softer, more fibrous stems and roots were the best. Soft, crunchy, almost spinach-like. They would be pleasant chilled and lightly coated in vinegar and oil. 
“Mom!” Ruby called me over to a particular plant she found. It was a tall grass with a center stalk almost as tall as her that was just starting to bloom white flowers. She bit into the middle of it and tore it free from the ground. She chewed slowly and carefully. While I waited for my daughter to give her review I sniffed the flowering part of the one she bit tentatively myself. The plant had a warm, aromatic and pungent smell. Not a bad pungency though. It definitely smelled like food. The stalks looked juicy and fibrous too: two of the things I looked for most in our foraging. Ruby slowly worked the entire stalk into her mouth and eventually chewed and swallowed the whole thing: flower and all.
“I think it’s wild onion!” she declared then she licked the inside of her mouth for further analysis. “Kind of tastes like a green onion.”
Ruby tore another stalk free from the ground and started chewing so I followed suit. It was pungent like an onion and the oils from the flowers were almost garlic-y. They weren’t terrible at all. The grassy overtones helped calm the otherwise strong flavors down. After my second stalk and Ruby’s third I was pretty sure we were going to eat the whole patch. My daughter demonstrated more restraint than me though and stuffed some into my bag for later. 
To go with our saved wild onion we packed some of the nice leafy things and tastier grasses we liked too. It seemed like a good idea to save some of these plants for later: grazing kept our hunger at bay but there was no way we’d get full off of it. Even if we could break down the cellulose or whatever was in the plants for food it just wasn’t calorically dense and we were getting a lot of walking in. We both knew this wasn’t sustainable. 
We wouldn’t risk going near country houses to steal anything of substance. Not when we had gotten this far. Especially not after what we had just gone through the night before. We had a reason to avoid anything man-made as well: anything we accidentally grazed near cultivated land or roads tasted foul or chemically. 
So we stuck near the wilderness and especially the trees and cover of tall grass. When we were just walking and grazing quietly sometimes we found ourselves among the wild animals. In the fields there were plenty of mice. In the underbrush we saw rabbits and a fox. 
The highlight of our quiet hiking and grazing though was meeting a white-tailed doe. We were passing through a smaller grove for more cover and spotted her grazing about the same time she spotted us. I expected her to freeze up or run but instead she seemed as curious about us as we were of her. I approached cautiously and indirectly. When I was a few yards from her, even though Ruby was on my back at the time, I took my eyes off her and carefully bent down to tear up some grass and eat it in front of her, just to establish some trust and show I wasn’t interested in eating her. 
That seemed to do it. She approached us and sniffed near my face. With her large, literal doe eyes peering into mine and the way her fuzzy ears were curved towards me I could interpret her expression clearly: curiosity. 
I tried to give her a relaxed, closed-mouth smile and hoped the rest of my body language would match my expression and maybe she’d understand I was feeling friendly. I wasn’t sure if she understood it but she didn’t run. Instead she stopped sniffing me and slowly walked around me. I turned my neck to see her inspecting my daughter on my back. 
Ruby’s mouth was open in awe. Our deer friend sniffed her mane and Ruby stifled a giggle at her rustling in her mane. What we didn’t expect was for her to tentatively lick my daughter’s horn.  A surprised burst of laughter escaped Ruby and she reflexively pulled away from the lick like it tickled.
The laughter surprised the poor doe who quickly backed away, her ears and posture reading startled and alert.
“It’s okay! You just- hey, wait!” I started but was cut off by her bounding away when I started talking. Apparently my voice startled her even more than Ruby’s laughter did. I realized too late I shouldn’t have spoken so loudly or quickly. Oh well. “Well, that was neat.”
“Yeah. She wasn’t scared of us at all,” Ruby agreed. “Did you see that her teats were swollen?” I scanned where the deer went in confusion then I did my best to turn my neck back to meet my daughter’s gaze. 
“What does that mean?”
“She’s nursing: she’s probably a mom too!” Ruby explained with glee. She was probably imagining the fawn. It’s a shame we didn’t get to meet it.
“Huh. I didn’t think to check that,” I admitted. “What made you look?”
“Deer give birth this time of the year so I was looking for signs of pregnancy,” she explained. I wasn’t totally surprised she knew something random like this: she had taken a lot of different college classes. Feeling like a conversation again and being in a deer mood I asked her more while I started walking again. 
“Always this time of the year?”
“Yeah because they go into heat in the fall.”
“Kinky,” I commented then gave it some more thought. “So deer aren’t ever born in, like, November?”
“Not really. They have to be ovulating and they do that in the fall.” 
“ ...huh,” I acknowledged.
Ovulating. I hadn’t even given that any thought. I knew I could, and did at one point, get pregnant and I knew about the whole human female cycle thing, but…
Well, I already asked my daughter about sex once today.
“So, do you know when ponies… ovulate?” I asked my little expert. 
“Now apparently.”
“...’now’?” 
“Mom… you’re in estrus. You knew that, right?”
I went quiet: not exactly in shame but contemplation. I wondered if that could partially explain why I was so receptive to Nathan. Not that I’d blame any of my actions on horse biology. 
“I am?”
“You all are: you, Minuette, Carrot Top,” Ruby dropped this news onto me. “I’m sure because I noticed it started happening to Carrot Top after we all slept in the same bed with Comet Tail.”
“What did you... ‘notice’?”
“The smell,” she said with a tinge of embarrassment. “I’m… shorter and it’s not happening to me.” 
If that’s the case then maybe Minuette thought to tease me about Comet Tail smelling really nice because she had the same reaction to him. I wondered if we still liked the way he smelled at other times of the year. 
We smelled right now too, apparently. Just Comet Tail wasn’t interested. 
“Sorry,” I apologized reflexively. “I... wasn’t going to do anything.” I thought about my embarrassing sexcapades so far. The ‘highlight’ definitely being getting dicked by a human named Tom and enjoying it -the whiskey helped. I definitely wasn’t going to tell her about that one for a while. “ ...not anything more.”
“I know. It’s okay. It’s just weird being able to smell your friends like that.”
“Has... it been bothering you?” 
“A little. Nobody was really acknowledging it. I felt less gross after we had our bath,” Ruby admitted. “I was already really frustrated about my magic problem. All the sex smells... just reminded me I was supposed to be a child now. I just felt like a pervert though.” 
“You’re not a pervert,” I defended my daughter’s self-esteem. “You just thought you were... missing out.” 
”It’s not just that: I… I used to draw clop,” Ruby admitted. 
“What?? Like… the real stuff? With horse vaginas?” I knew she had drawn some racy stuff before, she even showed it to me. I could appreciate it for the anatomy and intimacy. Maybe not something I would have hung up though. 
“Y-yeah, ‘the real stuff’ with vaginas and penises,” she said.
“You... never told me,” I said, a little hurt. We told each other almost everything.
“I didn’t want my mom to know: either of them. You two thought I was so great,” Ruby explained.
“I would have still thought you were great. I would have just thought you were a great porn artist too,” I promised the filly on my back.
“Would you have though? Would you have encouraged it like you encouraged everything else I did?”
“ ...maybe,” I backpedaled a little to give it some more thought. As much as I hated to admit it, I had a little in common with my human mom as well as my human dad. I didn’t think my sister was really interested in sex though. I didn’t even think she looked at it, let alone drew it. 
It would have been an understatement to say I thought highly of my sister. I know I weirded out at least one girlfriend about it. In retrospect that was one of the best things about when Minuette and I dated as humans: she was close friends with her too and understood it was familial love.
“I don’t think I would have thought less of you. Just... differently,” I decided. “Did you make a lot of it?”
“Not a-lot a lot but… enough. It was good money. I didn’t hate doing it either. Friendship is Magic was still something precious to me. It felt like... part of my childhood: characters from the show felt like childhood friends first and foremost. It was just like a ‘puberty’ kind of happened and I started thinking about them in other ways too.”
And then that puberty unhappened. Something Ruby said yesterday clicked more to me and I realized why she was willing to tell me this now. 
“So was this part of what you were talking about? The ‘not innocent enough to be a child’ thing?”
Ruby shifted a bit on my back.
“It was what started it. I wanted... this on some level.” I imagined she was gesturing to herself. “When I got it I didn’t feel like I deserved it though: it didn’t fit me anymore. As much as I wanted it.” 
‘Deserve’. I know what Carrot Top would say to that: it was a word of guilt; bitterness; injustice. Since she wasn’t here I’d have to try to make her proud.
“It doesn’t matter what we deserve,” I said. “The important thing is what we do with what we have: you’re my daughter and you’re young again! You should enjoy that.”
“Yeah, but I’ve been unknowingly drawing pictures of my adult friends and my mom having sex for years. Can you imagine what you would do if I was actually a child and you found a picture I drew of you and my teacher having sex?” 
The concept hit me like a wave: Ruby drawing porn of our friends, Ruby drawing porn of me, and what I would do if she was actually a child when she drew it too: I imagined what I would do if she was the way I remembered her when we were preteens. 
I shook my head at the concept. That would be crazy! And hopefully an investigation would occur even if I was a prime suspect. I’d want to know why she had these thoughts and why she drew those things. 
“Well… for starters I’d probably take away your crayons,” I said but didn’t know where to go from there. After all, that’s not what happened. A ten year old didn’t draw her mom having sex with her teacher. A teenager drew pictures of ponies having consensual sex and got paid for it. “But you didn’t do that as a child so that’s silly to judge it like that. You did it as an adult ...or a teenager.” A teenager. I suddenly had an idea and dropped the hypothetical scenario. “I just realized something.”
“Hm? What’s that?”
“Teenagers aren’t quite children anymore but not quite adults. They have some  childhood left but they’re not innocent, and sometimes even really familiar with sex and violence. Independent… but if they can, they can ask their parents for help… and sometimes their parents can’t help but treat them like a child sometimes.”
Ruby was quiet for a long moment while she thought that through and why I was talking about it. I felt her strengthening her grip around me. I could tell it was a good grip: it was a hug. “That... sounds about right,” she agreed with a shaking voice. 
“Okay,” I quietly agreed while checking on the fading rainbow. “Just... don’t draw any more porn of your mom. ...unless the money’s really good and you make me look good.”
“Well, you didn’t think I made all that money selling homemade jewelry on Etsy, did you?” Ruby teased me back. I had to laugh at myself there because admittedly I did. I guess the private listings I had presumed she was doing were more like private commissions. That made me really start to question the specifics though.
“So, you didn’t draw a lot of me, did you?”
“No. Only a few times. It was mostly the mane six,” Ruby calmed my worries.
“ ...even Buttershy?” I asked, hiding my grin by keeping my face forward. Ruby made a short snort sound. 
“Especially Flutterby!” 

	
		26. Moon and Shine



“Not bad!” Ruby reviewed my campfire cooking. All I had done was toss the wild onion and leafy things we foraged in with some black-eyed peas. It was that or eat them as a side. Honestly though, the real reason the food was good was that it was warm and substantial: our little fire, dwarfed by the giant fire pit, did all the work. 
I worked to keep our little flames fed. We agreed to not let it get too big, in case there was actually a camp counselor or groundskeeper around. That meant constantly feeding it twigs and dry brush while it slowly gnawed at the larger branches though.
I looked around the summer bible camp. It was a little creepy how out in the open we were in a place that was made to hold a hundred or more. The bulletin board we found told us none of the camp groups would be showing up until next month. The camp was completely empty for now: no lights, no electricity, no vehicles and no signs of recent human activity except for a few weeks' worth of tall, but gross-tasting, grass. Ruby suspected the taste was from a fertilizer.
My daughter went for another bite off of our commandeered plate then gestured for me to take another bite too. I stopped fiddling with the fire and obeyed. 
After tasting it again, the beans and herbs were decent for what I had to work with. The dining hall’s pantry wasn’t exactly stocked yet. The only thing we found were two forgotten cans on a bottom shelf. It was this and a fruit cocktail for dessert. 
As dusk had started, we considered where to settle down for the night. We understandably didn’t want to risk another barn. That seemed to leave us either building shelter or finding a natural one that wasn’t already occupied by something else. We nearly walked right past a cave in the dim light and considered it at first. Ruby wanted to go in but the man-made warning signs for bats and cave-ins gave me second thoughts. We ended up following the nearby paths and came across the camp. 
By then our rainbow sky guide was long gone. We never saw any sign of that rainbow ending. It just faded away, still stretched past the horizon. It felt like we made a lot of distance but it was clear we still had a ways to go tomorrow if we were going to find Rainbow Dash and hopefully a way to find our friends too. Maybe they saw the Sonic Rainboom too somehow.
Definitely problems for the next day though. I was absolutely exhausted. I had been running off the high from whatever Princess Luna did that morning. Now, settling down with a headache and a slightly irritated digestive system, I still couldn’t believe I managed to walk most of the day. I was torn and dragged near death the night before. If this was what it meant to be an earth pony, to recover and keep going, I wasn’t too disappointed I didn’t have a horn or wings anymore. 
That being said, I was stiff and didn’t feel like getting up. Most of my muscles and tendons ached. I felt too warm and I wasn’t sure what the tremor to my legs was from: exhaustion or withdrawal. Probably a bit of both.
What probably kept me going at the end was Ruby physically getting off my back. Of course that meant she had to walk the last few hours and was pretty exhausted now too. She was faring better at least. I was feeling tired, even mentally exhausted. It was a good thing walking east was so easy and I had my daughter to keep me straight.
“Ready for dessert?” Ruby asked, bringing me out of my slight stupor. She scooted the can of fruit cocktail between us. 
I glanced at our plate. There was one bite left: probably left for me. I licked it up and nodded.
After convincing Ruby to break into the dining hall by applying her magic to a window, it’d be wrong if I didn’t eat my half. She agreed to our little heist but left all of the cash from her wallet as payment. I’d do the same but all I had was an overdrawn bank card and a non-driver ID.  
I thought about leaving the ID, just to mess with the criminal justice system. There was probably a warrant out for my arrest for not showing up for my AA meeting and not answering any calls. I decided I didn’t want to leave it though: it was the only picture I had of ‘him’. 
I pushed that thought away as I watched my daughter concentrate on the can: it was just a pop top unlike the can of beans I ground open so I figured she’d be able to get it. She opted to use her magic. While I knew she should let her horn rest, I wasn’t going to tell her she couldn’t do something. She was testing her strength, just like with the dining hall window.
The can kept floating up on her or awkwardly falling over. I quietly helped hold the can between my hooves. She accepted the help and had another go at it.
In her green light the ring pull lifted up. 
Then the can’s lid and its contents burst. 
I was too tired to flinch but for a moment I wasn’t sure what happened. I heard the lid fall away somewhere in the dark. I looked at my daughter, a smattering of the sticky syrup from the can on her face. She looked back at me then up a bit at my mane and smiled.
“Sorry. I got pear in your hair,” she said as she gestured up at me. I processed what she said then craned my head down. A few bits of fruit fell out of my mane. I bent down and ate it before saying anything: five second rule.
“What was that? You okay?” I asked while I chewed.
“I guess I grabbed some of the fruit with the lid,” she explained, feeling the sticky syrup on her face with a hoof. “I’m kind of all thumbs right now.” 
I looked down at my fore hooves and cracked a tired smile.
“All thumbs? That’s weird: I think I’m mostly middle fingers now,” I said, doing my best to wiggle my hooves. I regretted that with how stiff my tendons and ligaments were. Ruby didn’t see my slight cringe because she was busy rolling her eyes. She dumped the remains of the canned fruit onto the cleaner part of our plate for easier consumption and licked some of it up. 
I followed suit and we took turns eating syrupy fruit chunks. The sweet treat was a rush after our day of grazing greens. Dessert quickly disappeared.
“That really hit the spot!” my filly said, clearly feeling a little picked up from the sugar. She stood up and stretched out her back legs then her forelegs like a dog. The fruit was a bit of an energy boost for me too but it didn’t exactly hit the spot. What would do it for me would be a nightcap. I knew I wouldn’t get that though. I didn’t see any sacramental wine when we were in the dining hall and I didn’t think I’d take it anyway. I wouldn’t want to get drunk, of course, just something to ease the tension in my body. 
I eyed the lighter and pack of cigarettes still pulled out of my bag: it was our fire starter. Ruby had helped me operate the lighter and I did the pull. I didn’t gag like I thought I would: too tired maybe. The taste was calming to me. Once we got the fire going I was tempted to finish smoking it. I knew my daughter wouldn’t like that though. She didn’t even really like it when I smoked as a human.
Even still, she’d probably help me light another if I asked.
“Hey, let’s see if we can get this stickiness off of me,” Ruby said as she started packing up. 
If I asked.
I sat up and leaned into her face to try and fix her problem: I licked some of the syrup off her face. Her mane still had that thunderstorm smell to it. 
“Ew, Mom,” she whined but accepted the licking. At least at first. “Okay, okay, stop,” she pleaded, pushing my face away.  “Ponies don’t do cat baths.”    
I gave up on being silly, which was probably from a combination of exhaustion and sugar, and laid my head down instead. 
“Buddy system: your turn,” I tiredly suggested. There was a bit of syrup on me too after all. I knew she wasn’t going to reciprocate though.
“Hey,” she nudged me and I opened my eyes. I didn’t realize I closed them. “Let’s go see if there’s some water left in the bathhouse.”
I really didn’t want to but I knew she did and I wasn’t going to let her go off on her own. So, if my little gem didn’t want to go to bed sticky...
I sat back up and then worked my way to my aching legs to help her finish packing up: cigarettes and lighter included. We kicked dirt onto the campfire until it was reduced to smoking ashes. Then we headed off to where we saw the bathhouses. 
As we walked I kept my tired head down and just focused on putting one hoof in front of the other. It was a familiar pattern by now. Our only light source was the light of the moon. 
“They have a lot of odd decorations,” Pinchy commented. I glanced over to see she was looking at their totem pole. It wasn’t a very traditional one. Instead of animals it was things like heavenly bodies, a thunderbolt, and I think the Greek letter omega? 
“Huh. Yeah, I guess so. Did you see that big stone slab?” I asked, remembering from our earlier exploration.
“Yeah, it was a sundial,” my daughter explained to me. I would have probably figured that out if we found it during daylight.
“Oh. That’s kind of cool. A little useless after sunset though,” I commented. I glanced back down to the pocket watch still hanging around Ruby’s neck and smiled at it. “Hey, what time do you got on that thing?”
She checked for me, the aura from her horn giving her enough light to make out the hands. 
“5:20!” my daughter humored me. 
"Hmm. I think that’s a little off,” I teased. That watch definitely couldn’t track time anymore.  “It’s definitely past our bedtime,” I yawned. She could have left that watch in her bag with her Fluttershy plush but didn’t. Maybe she just liked wearing it. Or it reminded her of our friends. I’d have to ask her some time when I wasn’t so tired.
We approached the bathhouse and Ruby stood up and against one of the doors on her hind hooves. It was locked. Of course.
“You think you can unlock it?” I asked.
“It’s probably got one of those big turn dials on the inside,” Ruby said as the area became bathed in her green-yellow light. I saw her struggle standing against the door for a moment before she recomposed herself. There was a rattle from the door's bolt then something hitting the inside of the door. Then another. 
"Got it," Ruby grunted. She relaxed and fell back onto her haunches. While she sat, there was a sound of the lock sliding out of place. Then without any fanfare we were thrown back into the dark. 
"Are you okay?" I asked and nuzzled my daughter. My cheek touched the syrup on her cheek. Ruby’s darkened silhouette nodded.
"Give me a second. It's probably dark in there too," Ruby requested.
"Of course," I said and rubbed my little magician's back. "We can just go to bed if you want? I'm pretty tired."
“I want to wash up first. Then we can go to bed.”
Her mind was made up then. She really didn’t care to be dirty. 
“You really think there’s water?” I asked, not considering that until now. 
“If they use tanks there might be some left in there from the last time the power was on.”
I could understand why she was hopeful now. Once she felt recharged again she lit up and we headed in. 
It was as eerie as traversing the dining hall had been but now we had absolutely zero light from the outside. The sound of our hooves echoing on the tiles was the only sound. Ruby was our only source of light as we trudged past sinks, bathroom stalls and rows of dressing areas and lockers towards the showers. Ruby approached the nearest shower and telekinetically nudged the handle. It sputtered to life and started raining water. 
Ruby entered the stream then jumped back when the water hit her. She instinctively cranked the shower knob closer to “hot” before remembering that’s not going to do anything. 
I nudged her in- she wanted this- and followed. It was definitely cold and smelled a little stale but it was wet like she wanted. Her horn went out with her little whine, like a candle in the rain. I could feel her shift and frantically scrub her face and muzzle with the back of her hoof.  She clearly didn’t want to stay in it long. I just stood on the edge of the stream and let the water soak my mane and neck.
The running water was calming in the pitch black. The cold cooled my fever and I might have even fallen asleep standing up. What woke me up was her light coming back on and her cranking the water off. I looked down at my wet filly through my own water-logged mane. 
“Better?” I asked her, half-awake. She nodded but also seemed to have her own little tremor now.
“Let’s look for a towel,” she suggested.
She searched over the place for towels and I followed along ineptly: first the back of the building then around the lockers for strays. If the camp kept towels they weren’t here. We gave up and moved forward to where the sinks and toilets were. The last place to look was some cabinets Ruby noticed coming in. They were locked though, of course. While she was fiddling with the locks on one I couldn’t help but notice her light reflecting from the sink mirrors across the room. 
It had been a while since I had looked in a mirror. I had gotten wary of them since the transformation started. The last time I gave myself a good hard look was in Ruby’s room just after I finished turning back. My hooves shuffled over to the sink mirror, moved by curiosity. Using the sink I painfully climbed to a bipedal stance to check my reflection. 
Bathed in nothing but yellow-green light a mare was staring back at me. There were details I didn’t remember: details I couldn’t have known at the time but I had seen more ponies since. My eyes grew wide as I touched my face and then felt my forehead, somehow not sure it was my reflection. The mare in the reflection mirrored my actions.
Sure enough, staring back at me… was me. The shocking part was that, unable to make out my colors in the light, all I could notice were my features. 
I looked like... my daughter. I had the curls still in my wet hair that were all my own, but something about the muzzle or the area around the eyes or the bone structure or something - I didn’t know what it was- but it wasn’t like Minuette’s or Comet Tail’s or Carrot Top’s. It was Ruby’s. And it was mine. I obviously looked older and obviously didn’t have a horn but the resemblance was uncanny. 
I was clearly related. 
I was clearly female. 
I smiled at myself. I thought the smile fit perfectly. I was tired and worse for wear, but after everything I was still me. Maybe, finally me. 
“It’s not budging,” came my daughter’s voice from behind me. “Mom? What are you looking at?”
I gave a teary smile to my Ruby in the reflection. We made eye contact through it. She looked confused at first then smiled when she finished registering that they were happy tears. I eased back down to all fours and limped the distance between us. 
She accepted my wet hug. The light from her horn evaporated as she squeezed me back. We stayed like that in the dark just hugging.
“Liked what you saw?” my filly asked, slightly confused as I held her against me.
“I look like you,” I strained. I nuzzled the top of her mane. 
“Yeah: I took after you,” she gently corrected, nuzzling against my chest. 
I was happy with the way I looked now, more than I ever had been as a human named Brian. I looked like my daughter but still like me. I never realized how badly I wanted that. My sense of gender had been thrown up in the air. Now, seeing how the pieces landed, I tenderly accepted it. 
If we understood who we are by comparing ourselves with others, then I wanted to be like my daughter: female. I loved her and seeing her in me, or finally seeing myself in her I guess technically, I wanted to love myself now. I wanted to be the mare she could look up to as a role model. Maybe that was backwards, maybe the Brian part of me would deny it some, maybe I didn’t have the memories yet to know how to do it, but the rest of me wanted that now. I would be a mare even if it took me the rest of my life to figure out what that meant to me. 
I knew my daughter and our friends would welcome that despite the twenty-five years of life conflicting with that and that just made me cry harder. I could have that, they would let me have that, but I felt I needed to ask her and I was scared to do so. As silly as that sounds.
“Mom? Are you okay?” my bundle stirred against me. 
“Can I… be female?” I asked openly, vulnerably, with the darkness as my security blanket and my daughter as my plush. “Will you see me that way? Please?”
I felt her grip around my middle renew and her head rest against my chest again.
“Yes,” she promised easily. I think she was ready for this conversation a lot sooner than I was. For one thing, I knew her answer before it came and yet I still devolved into a gross mess of snot and happy tears. My little Ruby weathered my turbulent emotions with just sympathetic tears. She stayed with me in the dark like that for minutes until I could compose myself.
Once I was down to just sniffles and stuttering breaths she refilled the world with light. When I saw my precious daughter’s head again I kissed it. 
I didn’t need that cigarette anymore: a good cry worked fine.
When we left the bathhouse my face was a little more damp than my daughter’s. I glanced back at the outside of the door. In my half-awake state I didn’t even notice it was the women’s side of the bathhouse. 
Of course it was.
We made our way back to our bags from memory and the smell of ash. Warily I threw our bags back onto my back. The strap found one of the sorer spots on my back. It wasn’t much more weight but my legs protested the extra resistance. That wasn’t important though.
I let my daughter lead me back to the cabin we picked out. When we broke in earlier in the light I saw it was labeled ‘Ruth’. I softly kicked the door shut behind us and dropped our bags on the ground. 	
I expected her to just pounce onto the nearest bare mattress but instead she dug into her bag. Using her horn for light for just a moment I saw she had pulled her pocket watch off and pulled out one of her old dresses out of her bag. The room fell back into darkness once again, this time with a long, satisfied little sigh of someone who was done working for the day. I heard the dress get tossed and Ruby fiddling with it. 
Then I heard her pounce onto the mattress.
I crawled onto the mattress and found the dress laid out underneath her. Of course: she was avoiding having wet ponies on a bare mattress. Despite being a bare mattress it was the softest thing I had laid on in days and it felt amazing on my sore body. A long sigh escaped me too.
I flipped my tail off the mattress and onto my body and neatly tucked Ruby against my chest to minimize our space. My limbs felt so heavy around her: they didn’t have to do any more walking now. They didn’t even have to support my weight. All they had to do was lay limply around her and they could keep her safe.
“...aren’t you glad we did this instead of the cave?” I asked my little spoon. 
“It would’ve been fun to explore,” she quietly defended before yawning. “Yeah... this is better. I wouldn’t have had enough clean clothes left to make a pallet,” Ruby went on. I have to admit I was barely catching her words: my body was ready to give up consciousness. Something about clean clothes.
“We can wash some in the morning,” I reflexively promised. There was a blissful, dark silence. 
“...how would we do that?” Ruby interrupted the silence after a moment. I realized I wasn’t sure how and was too tired to figure out an answer. So I just said nothing. There was more silence and then a slight snicker before she scooted further into me.
“Good night, Mom,” my little Ruby told me, rousing me slightly from my sleep.
“Good night, Ruby,” I mumbled and attempted to nuzzle the top of her head with the underside of my chin. It sort of worked. I held my precious gem close and fell asleep contently. We would find the end of that rainbow. We would find our friends again and then… we’d find home. 
Tomorrow though. Tonight, holding my daughter, I was good with where I was.

“Good night, Minuette,” I told the blue unicorn standing at my doorstep. I loved this young mare but I was tired and exhausted from all the extra weight on my hooves. I wanted her gone so I could go to bed. It was getting late too: the lamplighter had already come by! Carrot Top would start wondering where her replacement harvest help was. 
“Are you sure you’re all set?” Minuette asked as she looked about the room one last time as if looking for something hidden in plain sight. 
“I have like four barrels upstairs now!” I exasperated and gestured behind me to the juice barrels in the kitchen: the very ones she had helped me bring up from the cellar. “I’m all set.”
“Yeah but what about for tomorrow morning?” she said with a smirk forming on her face. I tried to act indignant but her smirk snuck onto my face too. In an attempt to hide it I started pushing her out the door by her rump. 
When the hay did my rear get bigger than hers?
“I’ll be fine!” I told her then wavered and stopped pushing. “…unless you want to come by before you leave tomorrow and help me bring up more?” Minuette giggled at my response.
“How about you come over to Carrot’s for brunch instead? We could make Bunny Marys~” Minuette put that thought in my head. Of course it’d be without alcohol -seven months dry now- but...
“...with extra pickle juice?” I asked. Minuette giggled again. 
“With extra, extra pickle juice!” Minuette promised and raised up onto her hind hooves to spread her forelegs wide for emphasis. She then brought those forelegs around me and gave me a big hug with a few strong nuzzles against my side. 
Wary of my balance, all I could do was quickly raise one leg up to put it around her. I put my leg down and she put her forehooves back onto the ground too.
“Other side too!” Minuette said as she went in for another two-legged hug, this time with her head going the other way so she could nuzzle my other side. Minuette always gave the best hugs. All I could do was raise up the other leg and pat her back before putting it back down.
Minuette let go of me: hug quota now met. She stepped back and into the night with her school bags thrown over her. It was a short walk to Carrot’s but if she slept here we’d end up staying up late and sleeping in and Carrot needed help in her garden at first light.
“Good night, Ruby!” Minuette turned back one last time to wave at me, or my belly anyway. My hoof reflexively went to it. “Good night, Mommy! See you tomorrow!” 
I rolled my eyes in good humor and waved her off with a smile. When I returned I walked back inside and went to shut my door back. When I did I noticed only the bottom half shut: the top panel disconnected from the bottom. I went to shut the top half when something caught my eye. 
It was the moon. It looked peculiar tonight. I studied it for a moment trying to figure out why. Failing to notice that The Mare In The Moon craters were gone, I caught my gaze wandering towards the nearby stars instead. 
On a whim I tried to see if I could make out the constellations Comet Tail had shown me. I studied the patterns of the lights in the sky and determined I must be looking in the wrong direction. I turned around to reorientate myself. As I did, my house faded into the background so I could see the sky better. As did all of Ponyville. All I could see now were stars and to my back was that peculiar moon.
And then, as I studied that night sky, the distance between me and them seemed to gradually close. As the stars surrounded me I wasn’t scared because I saw the stars were floating in a deep, calming blue. The sky wavered, like we were in a great ocean, and I was in that current moving with the countless stars.
And I saw, just beyond that starry ocean, the sky unfolding, like great celestial wings which came down from the heavens to wrap around me in their power and beauty. 
I knew what was happening was impossible and once I realized that I knew I must be dreaming. I understood now what this sky was, this horizon around me, the moon to my back:
“Princess Luna?” I asked the dreamscape before me.
“Good evening, Berryshine,” the moon behind me spoke. I turned around and as I did the  wonder around me came into focus as the princess of the night in all her oneiric glory. 
Her armor, from crown to shoe, shined with the mirror reflection of the starry sky. Her dark blue coat was immaculate and glowed with a luster from within. Her mane was that dark blue sky reflected in her armor, and it was filled with every star, billowing out slowly in a cosmic wind. Her wings were the horizon that had wrapped around me. As they returned to her sides my eyes traced up the form of her elegant neck to her face. 
A pair of living sapphires were peering at me. They were immaculately cut and shone from a thousand sides. And yet, with all the light they collected I still couldn’t see down to the core of either one. In the middle of each, was a black abyss that stared back at me, not in indifference but in benevolence and amusement. A smirk grew so gracefully on her slender muzzle I wasn’t sure if it had already been there before it started.
Before I knew what I was doing I worked out some kind of clumsy bow as I lowered myself to the featureless ground before her.
“You do not have to do that. Rise,” she told me. I obeyed and stood back up. “It is a pleasure to finally meet each other under good circumstances.” I nodded in agreement. She gave a content sigh and seemed to relax but her poise was still immaculate. “I come bearing good news. Judging by where you rest now, I take it you know whose trail you are following?”
“Rainbow Dash??” I asked, hopeful. I knew it had to be her but to hear it from Princess Luna herself…
Princess Luna nodded. “Indeed! Rainbow Dash performed a Sonic Rainboom over Des Moines to get the attention of the world and to let the ponies in it know they are not alone. Furthermore, Rainbow Dash and her friends are at Applejack’s farm, east of here. They have prepared a place and are ready to accept as many ponies as I can shepherd to them.”
Princess Luna gave me the address to the Apple Farm in words as well as a general sense of direction and a vision of the road it was on. They were so close, tantalizingly close, and yet so far. We could make it there tomorrow! And then...
“Do you know where my friends are?” I asked Princess Luna. She looked up, as if to check with the stars before answering.
“They are safe now. I will visit them tonight and guide them there as well.”
“Thank you,” I said and bowed again, but less deep this time. It was more like a deep nod.
“And I thank you too,” she reciprocated with a graceful nod of her own. 
“Me?”
“The Sonic Rainboom was to gather the ponies and it had many beneficial side effects: it cleared the fog disrupting my dreamwalking, it created an excess of magic, and as I hoped an earth pony was an acceptable conduit to save a most precious horn with some of it…” Luna smiled for a moment before that faded from her face. “But, as I suspected, it stirred up the humans. Especially the ones who were trying to enslave my little ponies. I knew they would react in fear... and rightfully so.” Her face slipped into a sharp, darkened scowl. For just a moment I thought I was at Nightmare Moon’s mercy again but then it found me again and melted back into a softer smile.
“I thank you, Berryshine, because you are a hero! With the information you read to me, I was able to locate ponies before they were moved after the Sonic Rainboom. Many ponies were saved today because of you.”
I wanted to accept her words but I couldn’t. At the same time, I couldn’t tell a princess she was wrong. I think she was able to read that on my face though. That’s probably easy for a princess of dreams inside a dream.
“Do you disagree?”
“No offense, but it sounds like you did all the work. All I did was get torn apart and then read a notebook.”
“I recall: you stood up against Discord to protect your daughter, faced three timberwolves alone and then delivered intelligence so that I could commence a rescue plan at the precise moment at which it could occur.”
I was taken aback at the phrasing at first, but honestly, putting it like that was generous. 
It didn’t seem right to tell a princess she was wrong though so I only politely objected.
“And then you saved me- you saved us! I was going to die before you patched me back up.”
“That only makes what you did all the braver. If all of our ponies are as brave as you were, I have no doubt we will retake Equestria.”
I relented on the definition of bravery because something else grabbed my attention.
“‘Retake Equestria?’”  Do you mean… we have a way to get back?”
“Not yet. Princess Twilight Sparkle is looking for the portal from the movie Equestria Girls. Are you familiar with that?” I nodded. “She will find it,” she assured me. “I have faith in her. I have faith in all of you.”
I wondered if her faith was misplaced. 
“...do you really think we can win?”
“I do. When Discord sent us here he divided us up. When we return, we will attack as one! Our people’s true strength comes when we are in harmony. United we cannot fail.”
This sounded like Carrot Top’s plan to me. Just hopefully more thought out.
“We’ll just… charge?”
“I am sure it will be more complicated than that. There is much more wrong with Equestria now than simply Discord’s rule. From piecing together nightmares of the last days and my own knowledge, Tartarus has been unleashed: my own guards were sacrificed to a creature from the depths of Tartarus to free it. Sister has speculated the volcanic hole Discord cast her into was the way the creature escaped.”
”Wait, ‘Sister’? ...is Princess Celestia alive?!” I asked as I sat down to take in all this information. I nearly woke up from the implicit meaning of the sentence: the dream world around us dimmed and shook and only Luna’s brushing hoof grounded me. 
“She lives as much as you and I: do not believe everything you see on the television,” the blue cartoon alicorn said with a mischievous grin.
On one hoof the horrible stone and ash monsters from my pony memory finally had an origin: they were essentially creatures from hell. On the other, we had both Princess Luna and Princess Celestia on our side now and Rainbow Dash could still perform her Sonic Rainboom. If Twilight Sparkle was still as amazing as Dash, who knew what she was still capable of. 
“Maybe we can win,” I said, starting to believe. Princess Luna bowed in agreement. 
“Princess Celestia and I are discussing what may come after. Equestria may be deeply in need of repair with all that we know and yet there are many ponies still lost in this world. We may also need her more diplomatic touch to guarantee their safety. It is possible we shall both help reclaim Equestria and then return here. Or she may go and I shall stay. Until every last pony is safe and where they want to be, our job between worlds won’t be done.”
“But… we need you, don’t we? You’re going to just… leave us there alone? Would Equestria even work without you? Who will move the sun and the moon? What if everything is dead?” 
“Earth ponies can regrow and rebuild, pegasi shall restore weather and the seasons and the unicorns will reestablish order and civilization. I have faith in you and if you believe in each other I do not think there is anything the three tribes can not accomplish,” Princess Luna assured me. “If Equestria needs more care than we imagine, then what Princess Celestia hopes to accomplish here may grant our ponies asylum here until Equestria is viable again.”
I imagined a desolate post-apocalypse world stuck in perpetual twilight ravaged by decades of neglect: plant life dead and horrible creatures from hell roaming the country-side. Was that Equestria? Did it even exist still if it was so different? 
Did we?
My conversation with Carrot Top on her porch came back to me. These were all my fears confirmed possible. The task ahead seemed insurmountable. Even if we could stop a mad god and restore a dead world, would it be worth the effort and ponies we may lose along the way?
“...should we even go back then? Is Equestria still our home? Even If we don’t really remember it? ...where is home then?” I asked her the questions I asked Carrot Top. I found myself wrapped up in her feathery embrace. The world of thoughts outside grew quiet and all I could hear was her when she answered. 
“I believe, Berryshine, our home is our family and family is the people we yearn to be with. We will rebuild ‘home’ together from the pieces of our human and pony lives - no matter where that is. Things will never be what they once were but that is okay: that does not mean we cannot return home. For we yearn to be together again and we can have that there or here: our relationships are what we will rebuild. No matter where that is: that will be home.”
“...’home is where the heart is’,” I summarized happily.
“Precisely!” the dream princess nodded in encouragement. 
I thought about the filly still in my hooves in the waking world. I thought about having a life with my friends and my daughter. I thought about the odd dream Princess Luna found me in. I wondered if that was a memory or just something I made up. Either way, I imagined a house but the house itself wasn’t the important part: it was the ponies in it. 
On reflection, I felt my stomach again, the phantom sensation of being pregnant still fresh in my mind. 
My barrel was back to normal though, or at least, as normal as it was now: my new scars were still there even in my dreams. I frowned as I tried to brush my coat in a way that the bare spots around my middle were covered. They stayed. 
“Ah. Would you like to talk about those?” she offered. I didn’t know what there was to say. I stopped playing with my coat. The marks from where that timberwolf held me in its teeth were just a feature of mine now. As were the mess of scars along my legs or the wide claw marks down my back. 
“They’re nothing. Just scars,” I claimed, even while I wondered why I saw them here. 
“I think your stars look fine,” the night princess stated. I looked down at my pocked coat to see if it had changed somehow. It hadn’t. I looked up at her majesty in confusion.
“... you mean ‘scars’?”
“Are they not your stars?” Princess Luna suggested before she touched my chest with an adorned hoof. “Are these spots upon your barrel not the stars that guide you? Just as much as the lines upon your legs are constellations that tell a story? Or the stripes upon your back the arms to a galaxy one looks upon with wonder?”
I looked at my ‘stars’ again: a little differently this time. Even if it was just to make me feel better I appreciated the metaphor at least.
“‘Stars’, huh?” I repeated. I glanced at the stripes upon my back before turning back to Princess Luna. “Thank you. I’ll… try to keep that in mind.”
She bowed to me then looked up at the black sea above us. It began filling in with countless stars before she spoke again.
“The names we refer to things by are powerful: it affects how we see them and eventually how they see themselves. ...Names are much like titles that way: princess, mother, daughter, friend; pony names even more so. When we name children, or on occasion rename ourselves, it represents the hopes and aspirations we wish to instill: a destiny.” The princess looked at her stars for a moment before finishing with “...I feel like I have always been an angry, misunderstood loner but… I vow I shall do my best to be worthy of being called ‘Princess Luna’, Berryshine.”
I looked at this blue alicorn and understood what she was saying was for herself 	as well as me. Ironically though, she ended it by reminding me of the most awkward part of our 	interactions and now that the topic of names was broached, I think I had to make this whole thing even more awkward. 
“...my name is Berry Punch,” I corrected her after a long pause. She continued looking at the stars a little longer before she quickly turned back to me.
“I apologize, Berryshine: did you say something?” She asked before turning back to the sky. “I am… very tired. I was distracted with my stars: I believe I have them just right.”
I was surprised and a little disappointed she didn’t hear me and started thinking maybe the talk about names was deliberate. Wondering if she was leading the conversation somewhere I looked up at the stars in our dream sky to see what she was looking at.
She said she had them ‘just right’ so I started looking for the tell-tale constellations I knew. I traced over the sky several times trying to make out The Little Dipper, Orion or Taurus. 
I couldn’t find them. None of the brighter stars stood out in any recognizable pattern. At first I wondered if maybe this was the Southern Hemisphere and then had a different realization.
“Are these the stars in Equestria?”
“They are,” she confirmed.
“You remember them?” 
“I believe so. I used to bring out the stars. If you do something a million times it becomes less a memory and more of a part of you.”
I looked in awe at the new night sky, which is to say, my old night sky, forgetting all about the name issue for a moment.
“Comet Tail would love this; he’s an astronomy teacher,” I informed the princess.
“I will be sure to share it with him then,” she promised. After another moment of appreciation she spoke again. “Did Comet Tail ever tell you why the stars shine?”
“Um... ‘the stars are masses of incandescent gas; they’re giant nuclear furnaces: where hydrogen is built into helium at temperatures of millions of degrees’?”
Princess Luna gave my answer an amused smile. 
“That is how they shine. I asked why they shine,” Princess Luna gently corrected me. I gave it some more thought.
‘Why’? Stars don’t have reasons for why they shine. That would imply they have a will or something; stars aren’t alive. Then it hit me it must be a metaphor. I turned back to my princess.
“Why?”
“They have all that unfathomable mass and power and yet they burn it. The stars shine out into the dark to let each other know they are not alone. Even though they will never touch or meet, they burn for each other so that others may not be left in the dark thinking they are alone. It is that self-less gift of their warmth and light that fills the universe, that is felt even long after they’re gone, that allows life to also thrive on cooling rock. ...and that is beautiful. That is why the stars shine. Do you understand, Berryshine?”
I understood now and I nodded, smiling. 
I stared up at the stars and couldn't help but feel like they were staring back at me now. I couldn’t see the ground anymore, my vision swallowed up by the stars. I felt the horizon wrap its wings around me.
“I must go now, Berryshine. I have many more dreams to visit,” Princess Luna told me.  I wanted to ask her if the stars would stay after she left but I remembered I didn’t have to see them to know they were there.  “Always remember why you shine.”

“Mom? ...Mom!” came a hushed whisper. The little body between my hooves wiggled. 
“Ruby?” I mumbled awake. There was a faint blue light blanketing the world outside. It wasn’t quite sunrise but an hour or so before: twilight. Ruby shifted onto her stomach. I was going to go back to bed but a soft white glow grew in my face. It was coming from my daughter’s horn. 
“Princess Luna visited me in a dream! She taught me more about magic and showed me where the mane six are,” my little gem sparkled in her horn light. I couldn’t help but smile at those beautiful eyes. The light dropped as she studied my reaction. “Mom, did you hear me? She told me where the mane six are! We’re super close!”  
“I know. She told me too,” I told her and brushed some of her messy mane with a fetlock. Ruby looked extra excited at my admission and climbed over me. I ‘oofed’ as she stepped on my stomach a little to get over. She landed with a small clop onto the floor behind me and it sounded like she started fussing with the bags.
After a moment of just lying there and enjoying the sounds from behind me I pieced together that Ruby dug out her brush and was brushing her mane and tail out. It was easy to imagine she was getting ready for school and I started drifting back to sleep with that happy mental image before being nudged back awake.
“Mom! The mane six! They’re waiting for us!” she told me. I suppose they were. Although not specifically ’us’ they were ponies who apparently volunteered to take us all in. They would help us. Their place would be where our friends would meet us. Maybe our friends would even beat us there. 
That thought, and Ruby’s excitement, got me out of bed. I rolled over and climbed off onto four heavy hooves. My legs were stiff but not painful. I had a mild headache and I was thirsty. 
I figured once I got moving I’d be fine. 
Ruby had already started repacking our bags. As soon as I got up she pulled the dress off the bed and stuffed it back into her bag. We got the bags back onto me and Ruby put her pocket watch back on around her neck.
“What time you got, Pinchy?” I asked her as I steadied myself for the road ahead. She looked at her watch for me.
“About 5:27,” she read off. That was actually probably about right. 
Without anything holding us back, we left the cabin and started heading towards sunrise. We didn’t even look back. We were both excited about what laid over the horizon.
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		27. Tea? Totally! (Part 4: Where You Make It)



It was a long, mercifully uneventful day of walking east. We occasionally still hit farmland. When it was soybeans instead of cornstalks we’d walk parallel until we found groves or corn again. I wasn’t dirty enough to feel safe crossing open fields and I really didn’t want to roll in the mud before we met Rainbow Dash and her friends. 
“Green Day?” I suggested after swallowing the weeds I was chewing. I already saw my next snack on our path.
“Green Hay,” my daughter answered. Okay, I liked that one. “Try again, that one was too easy.”
I thought for a moment. What I needed to do was not give her enough to work with. I tried Ramones earlier and got ‘Mareones’. My mistake was giving her those kinds of vowels and consonants.
“The Smiths,” I tried. She thought for a little longer on this one.
“The Pegasmiths.” 
I snorted in reply first.
“You’re scary good at this,” I added.
“It’s my turn,” Pinchy announced. “Julie Bryne.”
I had to give that some thought while I chewed on a dandelion.
‘What if I changed the ‘lie’ part? Juneigh’? Could I work off the ‘Bryne’? I didn’t know enough pony words.
“Do you give up?” Ruby asked after giving me about a minute.
“... ...Jul-hay? Julhay Bryne,” I stammered out.
“That’s awful!” Ruby said between giggles. “Okay, okay no more human names: Neutral Milk Hotel.”
“You hipster...” I muttered while I thought. “ ...Neutral Mare Hotel.”
“You can’t just swap out a whole word unless it rhymes,” Ruby explained the implied rules to our little game. “That’s… lazy.”
“It works though, right?”
“I guess?” she relented slightly.
After we found a clean-looking stream we drank for quite a while: eating grasses made a pony really thirsty and water was an easy way to fill up. I also had a short dip in it to cool the sweat that was growing on me. Ruby didn’t seem to be having the same issue with overheating. It wasn’t that hot outside, I was just starting to get deeper into withdrawal.
Afterwards I let her ride on my back for a while to let her rest. Surprisingly, because my stride was a little different from her weight, it shifted the strain on my muscles and helped curve the wear I was feeling from all the walking. 
What didn’t help me was when the late morning sun shined at just the right angle. It bore into my eyes and exacerbated my headache. For that, all I could do was keep my head down as I walked. The space between my neck and shoulders still hurt some anyway.
My withdrawal symptoms weren’t as bad as they were when I first started changing back. Despite all the drinking I had been doing I had been cutting back overall. Thanks mostly to Carrot Top and then getting captured.  Maybe Princess Luna did something too.
I spotted another patch of tasty-looking flowers and detoured slightly to eat a few. Looking for something to eat was a nice distraction from the walk. 
Early afternoon Ruby was off my back again. I think she got hungry from watching all the snacking I was getting in without her. She trotted and grazed alongside me. We found a slightly richer grove where there were more tasty, leafy plants. Those were way better than the regular grasses. We kept an eye out but we didn’t see any more of the wild onion. At the very least, we were keeping the hunger at bay and I was getting a slow trickle of energy to burn.
Some time after the sun went behind me, Ruby wanted up on my back again. First though, she swapped out the shirt we used to cushion the makeshift saddlebag: I had sweat right through it. 
“You’re really warm,” my daughter commented, lying down on me. She was probably getting tired. I certainly was. 
“Just, you know, withdrawal probably,” I suggested as casually as if it were from caffeine.
“You sure you’re okay?” she asked as she draped her forelegs more around me, sort of hugging me from my back.
“I’m doing pretty good,” I admitted. I was, really. The headache wasn’t getting any worse and with the sun to my back I was hoping it’d get better. I kept my head low and that shifted more of the weight off my hind legs that were stiff. My forelegs were only shaking when I stood still: something about the motion of walking helped distract and spread the strain across all four of my legs. It seemed to work out. My four legs were a lot stronger than my two ever were. 
“You go ahead and get a nap. I’ll be okay,” I promised. 
“...okay. Thanks. Love you, Mom,” she said before she relaxed a bit more on my back.
“Love you too, Pinchy. Enjoy your nap,” I told her as I glanced carefully back at her before turning back towards the field ahead of me. 
I walked for what felt like a long time in silence: just moving forward. The distance felt impassible so I broke it down. I’d find a tree or rock in the distance and when I reached it, I’d find another. The wilderness wasn’t so bad like that. I just had to watch for humans. The corn fields were the worst for any sense of progress: they were hypnotic and never ending like a green daydream.
The long walk was incredibly humbling. No step was free: I was tired, sore, aching and sweaty. There was no glory, no great challenge, I just had to get there. Just one hoof in front of the other. Sometimes I went faster or slower. I had all my deeply reflective thoughts that morning already. I even joked with Ruby about changing my name to ‘Berryshine’ after telling her about my dream with Princess Luna. Now my mind was clear and every muscle worked towards one slow, grinding goal. I felt alive in the best and worst ways possible. 
I had seen the letters and numbers on the country roads slowly change for over a day now and thought I had the system figured out. The blocks were big though, around the size of a county. So even when that part of the address matched, it didn’t feel like we were close. I didn’t even bother checking if I was near the road.
I was so caught up with just moving forward that I almost missed the sound of talking. 
“...I think that will have to do. If we make it any more obvious it will draw attention,” said a distinctly feminine voice from down the road. I recognized that voice.
My ears turned towards them first and then my head followed. This road was familiar to me: I saw it in a dream. It felt like a dream now. I wondered if I fell asleep while walking. Or maybe I was just so road hypnotized I was daydreaming. Or just maybe, the withdrawal was getting to me and it was time to hallucinate. After all, there was no way what I was seeing was real.
“Agreed,” said another voice that was deeper but still feminine. I recognized that voice too. Finally I registered who I was seeing: there was a white unicorn with beautiful purple hair and with blue diamonds for her cutie mark. She was standing next to an orange earth pony with a stetson and her blonde mane and tail tied in red bands. There was no mistaking the three apples on her flank. These two ponies were looking at a sign next to a worn dirt road.
I stopped and stared. I couldn’t believe it was actually them. I knew they had to exist, but I couldn’t imagine just suddenly meeting them or that they would look exactly like I imagined. It was like I was watching a dream or a very real clip from an episode.
“Alright, let’s head back in,” Rarity said to Applejack as she turned and headed for the dirt road near them. Applejack turned to follow. They were leaving! I had stood there watching them in a daze, dumbfounded and starstruck, and now I had to say something or else these two were going to go back to being imaginary. I followed after them. 
“H-hello?” I called out. I saw them freeze and I stopped too. They didn’t immediately turn around. For a second I was worried somehow it wasn’t them. Maybe this was all just a dream and I was going to wake up because I couldn’t imagine their faces.
“This, uh, this isn’t what it looks like!” said Applejack without turning to face me. She sounded scared. I was worried I was intruding now. I wondered if Princess Luna somehow misunderstood. Or I did. Or they didn’t know ponies were coming.
“Neigh?” Rarity said the word instead of actually neighing. Now I was really confused.
“I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to… “ I started stumbling over my words. My throat was completely parched and standing still, my exhaustion was catching up to me. “Can you… help me?”
They both turned to look at me. I was taken aback by Rarity. She was a unicorn of storybook grace wrapped up in elegant femininity. And Applejack! She had those strange white freckles and was a contender for the second prettiest green eyes I had ever seen. They were both such a beautiful, surreal sight.
I was standing before legends and I had their full attention.
“Is this the Apple Farm? I... I saw the Rainboom and then Luna told me your address in a dream,” I tried to explain myself and smile.
Rarity’s horn lit up and I felt the literal weight on me lifted, everything but the shirt off my back. I panicked just for a second when I saw she picked up my still sleeping daughter too. Then Applejack stepped forward and gave me a strong, but reassuring, earth pony hug. 
“Berry Punch!” Applejack cheered my name as she hugged me. I saw Rarity place my daughter on her own back and all of the panic and metaphorical weight was lifted too. I was suddenly out of the wilderness. 
This was really happening. They were real and I was here with them. 
I hugged Applejack back, feeling my forelegs shake around her. She tightened her grip to stabilize me. She was so strong, warm and beautiful and I wasn’t sure if I just wanted to believe it but at the time I could swear she actually smelled like apples. I thought I was going to start crying.
“There now, no more worries,” Applejack said sweetly into my ear. She slowly pulled away and let me slide back to standing on my own. She gave me a reassuring smile. “I’m sorry you had to walk all the way here. How about we go get you something to eat and drink? We got plenty to share. The hard times are behind you!”
Okay, that got the tears sliding down my face. Not an outright sob but exhaustion getting washed out in relief. 
Safe. 
We were finally safe. 
No more walking. 
No more danger. 
I couldn’t put my relief into words but I tried.
“Oh thank Celestia,” I cried out. “You have no idea what we’ve been through.” I tried to contemplate it all and figure out how I would explain it to them. Getting kicked out of home, hurting my friend, the raid on the homestead, the ponynapping, Discord, the timberwolves, Princess Luna’s rescue, the Sonic Rainboom... and now, I was actually here. We were finally safe.  “We actually made it here. I actually found you and you want to help me!” I finally said just overwhelmed with it all. 
“Who is this little one, I don’t recognize her from the show,” Rarity contemplated the still sleeping foal on her back before her eyes lit up in realization and she turned to me. “Berry, is this your daughter??”
I approached Rarity and smiled at my little ruby on her back. I felt… proud.
“She is!” I said then realized that might not be what she meant. “Well, she is but she used to be my sister when we were human.”
“Wait, what?” Applejack said as she approached us. “Man, Discord sure has a weird way of doing things.” 
‘Man’? I finally noticed her lack of accent. I should have known better, but somehow just looking at them I had forgotten they must have been human for twenty-five years too. From Rarity’s perfect make-up and hair to Applejack’s hat and hair ties they looked like they had stepped right out of the cartoon. I had to remind myself that these were still strangers welcoming me, another stranger, into their home.
“You must tell us all about it over tea, darling,” Rarity insisted. I wasn’t even a fan of the show until this month and I just about giggled when she called me ‘darling’.
“We’ll get some food in you too!” Applejack added. I was torn now: at the very least, these strangers were familiar.
“Oh, I… you really don’t have to do all that. I-I couldn’t even pay you back,” I explained. Applejack waved a hoof. 
“Us ponies are all one big family, and food and shelter is free for family here. Come on now, let’s get off the road.”
I laughed in shock and joy at their hospitality. The Rarity and Applejack are taking us in. They were so beautiful and kind. I felt tears in my eyes as we passed a sign they were looking at:
“Mac & Applejack’s pony farm: Hooves welcome! Any persons caught trespassing will be fined on sight.” 
Everything had led to this. All the pain and suffering, all my effort and spent energy: none of it was in vain.
“It’s like I died on the way here and ended up in pony heaven...” I wondered aloud as I followed them. 
“Well, hold off on calling this place heaven until you taste Rainbow Dash’s poor excuse for what she calls cooking,” Rarity joked. I perked up at Rainbow Dash’s name. 
“Rainbow Dash? Can… can I meet her?” I asked. Somehow I was so excited to meet these two I forgot whose Sonic Rainboom I had been following for days.
“Oh I'm sure you will in time,” Rarity assured me. I saw my little Pinchy stirring from all the talking.
“Mom, I had a dream we met- " Ruby started before she opened her eyes and looked up at whose back she was on. "You're not my…" she trailed off when her ride looked back at her. My filly’s little mouth dropped open. "...Rarity??"
“Pinchy, we found them!” I announced.  Pinchy looked over at me then over at Applejack in shock. She rubbed her wide eyes and that shock quickly turned up into an amazed smile.
“How long have we been here? Why didn’t you wake me up??” Ruby asked as she started to sit up on Rarity’s back.
“You just arrived, dear,” Rarity assured her. “We’ve just met your mother. This is Applejack, or Jack for short, and you seem to already know my name but I’m sorry, I don’t know yours.”
“Ruby Pinch. You can just call me Ruby if you want. It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am!” 
“My, aren’t you a gem! It’s a pleasure to meet you too,” Rarity told her with a good-natured grin. “I think you and the little ‘Crusaders’ will get along wonderfully. Don’t mind them if they act a little funny: they’re just having a little fight right now.” 
Ruby seemed to light up at the mention of the Crusaders. 
“The Crusaders are here?” Ruby asked. “Is Fluttershy here too?”
“She is! All of us ‘mane six’ are here and so are the ‘Crusaders’. As well as Sweetie Belle’s human sister and Big Mac and Shining Armor,” Rarity explained.  I didn’t know who Shining Armor was but I think I read the name in Sunset’s composition book.
Big Mac though, Big Mac I definitely knew. 
Ruby stood up for just a moment to hop off Rarity’s back and looked around.
“Where is she? Where’s Fluttershy?”  
“Once we’re at the homestead you’ll probably find her back by the treeline. She’s been renovating a little cottage there.”
“Hey yeah, why is she doing that anyway?” Applejack asked her friend.
“I take it she’s quite fond of the local fauna but doesn’t want to worry anypony by bringing them near the house,” Rarity explained. She glanced down at my daughter. “However you have nothing to fear: they are all quite well-behaved. Fluttershy and I had tea with some lovely chipmunks the other day.”
The closest equivalent to the sound Ruby made after she heard that was like the sound a squeaky toy makes after all the air gets sucked back into it. Ruby ran to my side. 
“Mom! Mom, can we go meet Fluttershy??” Ruby begged. A tea party with Fluttershy and some squirrels or bunnies or something did sound like a good time. 
“You’ll have plenty of time to meet everypony,” Rarity promised. “How about we get you both something to eat first? You must be famished.” 
We came around a bend in the long driveway and the farm came into view. Open fields stretched for acres and acres towards a tree line on all sides. On the property was a large two-story house, a weathered barn and half a dozen sheds. While Carrot Top’s place was modest, this place was sprawling. 
I spotted someone unmistakable.  
“There’s somepony,” Jack said before she turned and hollered to the big red stallion carrying large bags towards the main house. “Heeey, Mac! We got two more!” 
Big Mac stopped and turned to look at his sister. Then he quietly turned around and started walking down the long driveway to meet us halfway. The two large white bags stacked onto him didn’t seem to faze him in the slightest. 
As we got closer to him, he seemed to keep getting bigger. We finally stopped just a few feet from him and I looked up at the stallion: he had a strong jaw but his more horse-like muzzle was incredibly cute. The way his large muscles rippled under his red coat as he walked caught my eye. His coat, the way it was thicker on his broad chest and shaggy around his fetlocks, made him look like he was made of raw untamed power. Yet with all that raw strength, his green eyes looked gentle and thoughtful. Okay, Big Mac had the second prettiest green eyes. 
I couldn’t stop thinking about the little fantasy of him mounting me that I had at Nathan’s. 
“Big Mac, this is Berry Punch and Ruby Pinch,” Jack introduced us.
“A pleasure meeting you both,” Mac said in his deep, confident voice as he gave us a nod.
“Woah. Me too,” I said almost inappropriately as I gawked at him. He had been working all day and I could smell the sweat on him from a few feet away. I felt the blush on my face absolutely burning; I must have been almost as red as his coat. I’m pretty sure I kept my tail down, but not before I caught it perking up in interest. I couldn’t help but think he could probably read my body language and that just made everything worse. Big Mac either didn’t notice or was letting me save face because all he did was give me a conservative smile for my frustrations. 
“Anyway, sorry to interrupt you, Mac,” her sister dismissed him, probably sensing my awkwardness and the conversation not going anywhere. Mac nodded and turned to leave and I couldn’t help but notice his backside. Applejack saw I was still looking in his direction and noted something else instead. “Hey, have you two tried alfalfa pellets yet? Dash can’t get enough of them.” 

Applejack was right, alfalfa pellets were really good, but Rarity insisted we get fed something ‘better’ than just bowls of horse feed. So, while we munched on the alfalfa and after some discussion on what to serve for ‘tea’ our wonderful hosts started making toast, scrambled eggs and Applejack’s ‘famous pancakes’. They gave Ruby some books to sit on and a set of eating utensils. Rarity took my shirt wherever she took our bags to wash. That was when she saw the claw marks and started asking questions. 
For their hospitality, the least we could do was tell them our story. I figured I’d try starting from the beginning: trying to drink myself to death at my birthday party. Then I quickly realized  starting there meant I had to explain I was an alcoholic and was trying to taper off. Applejack stopped mixing her pancakes to look me over. After some questioning and me admitting the shaking was from withdrawal, she tried to offer me some 25 year old Scotch she had in her cupboard. I refused because it looked way too expensive. I did eventually accept a multivitamin and a beer though.
With Rarity and Applejack back to cooking I tried to remember where I was in the story. Ruby got me back on track by explaining who all was in our group before we got separated. Then I added in how Nathan got involved because they needed to know about how Carrot Top’s place got raided while some of us were gone and also who rescued me with Ruby.
That was about when Rarity brought the toast and scrambled eggs over. Eating so much real, hot food again was shocking. Grains, carbs, fats and sugars were wonderful and dense. I was genuinely light-headed for a bit after I started eating. I had to insist I was fine, just tired. In response, Applejack started the coffee maker and made me the most appreciated cup of coffee I ever had. Ruby accepted one too, although hers turned into mostly milk. 
Ruby wasn’t shy to eat either. When the pancakes came she put a little bit of maple syrup on everything, eggs and toast included. I was going to tease her until I tried it myself. I sat up after a bite of maple syruped-eggs and licked my muzzle.
“You guys have to try it with ice cream and sprinkles next! And cherries on top! Everything is better with cherries on top!” came a high-pitched, cheerful voice next to me at the table. Ruby and I jumped back startled.
Pinkie Pie was suddenly sitting there at the table with us. She had an oversized napkin bib around her neck, her own plate with a pancake and the biggest smile I had ever seen on her face.
“Pinkie Pie?!” I said as I clutched my racing heart. 
“That’s me!” She cheered as she spread her forehooves out high. I looked around the kitchen with my mouth agape. Everyone else seemed surprised but only my daughter was as startled as me. There was a sense of awe and wonder in my filly’s eyes as well. I turned back to the suddenly appearing pony.
“Where did you come from?!” I asked the positively pink pony. She giggled at my question before answering it.
“Equestria, silly. We all did,” Pinkie answered as she rolled up the pancake on her plate. She then took a comically large bite out of it. 
“Pinkie, manners,” Rarity casually chided her as she went back to flipping the pancake in the skillet, as if Pinkie suddenly appearing out of nowhere wasn’t almost supernatural. 
“Oh, of course!” Pinkie acknowledged before she daintly dabbed her muzzle with her bib and turned back to me. “Berry, you were just about to tell us about how you got your stars and stripes!” 
I stared at this living cartoon for a moment, unsure if she was real.
“Uh... oh,” I said as I finally took in what she meant and felt the bare spots on my chest. I was near that part in the story. I must have slipped and called them ‘stars’ already. “So, yeah, I read the notebook with all the names in it before I burned it. Princess Luna promised to keep the nerves in Ruby’s horn alive until morning and… I think maybe all the mud stopped my bleeding. I’m surprised I didn’t get an infection or something.”
“Maybe the wine acted as a disinfectant! Oh! Oh! Or maybe dirt is just good for earth ponies!” Pinkie guessed after emptying her plate. She picked it up and started to lick it clean of grease and syrup.
“Huh. Maybe?” I admitted and looked at Ruby who just shrugged. I licked up the last of my eggs and chewed and swallowed before continuing. 
“So, yeah, in the morning a hunter and his son found us. They were going to shoot me to ‘put me out of my misery’ and take Ruby but then the Sonic Rainboom happened. It felt like it was right on top of us. My whole body was buzzing. Then I think Princess Luna used the magic radiation or whatever in the area from the Sonic Rainboom to heal us. It fixed Ruby’s horn and stitched me back together. I felt it go through me, like I was bridging an electrical current. Or like I was a tunnel and a huge river was running through me.”
“Interesting,” came a new voice. This time, it came from the kitchen entrance. We all turned to look up at her. I recognized this pony immediately. Anyone with a passing familiarity to Friendship is Magic would: she was a lavender alicorn with a blue mane and tail and a purple and pink streak in her straight cut bangs. Ruby did a fantastic job capturing her likeness in her gift for Minuette.
“I smelled the coffee,” Princess Twilight Sparkle explained casually as she navigated around the cooks to the coffee maker and poured herself a cup into a floating coffee mug. Once she had her coffee she started an unnecessary introduction.
“My name is Twilight Sparkle and don’t tell me... ” she said as she looked between me and my daughter. A spark of recognition hit her and she smiled before pointing to me. “Berryshine Punch and…” she pointed at my daughter “...Ruby Shine Pinch?”
I was dumbfounded: I didn’t even get to explaining the name thing yet. And combining the two like that…
“...Oh,” I realized. “Fan of the show?”
“Nope! The show’s based on me. Or rather, memories I held onto and reenacted with my pony toys when I was little,” Twilight explained.
“Wait, does that mean… you’re Lauren Faust??” my daughter blurted out while eyeing the princess. I recognized that name, it appeared at the end of the show’s intro.
“Lauren was a family friend,” Twilight corrected before sipping her coffee. She seemed dissatisfied with it and telekinetically fetched a spoon from a drawer before continuing. “I kept acting out these stories I thought I had seen from somewhere before. I even fixed the toys’ colors and explained everything about them to anyone who would listen. And Lauren did. She loved watching me play.”
“So every episode was based on your memories? Is Equestria just like the show?” my little Pinchy asked.
“More or less. Hasbro might have changed some things. I didn’t watch much. It all seemed really unoriginal and cliche to me: all of the events and characters, the places and names. It was because they were from me. I didn’t make the connection at first.”
Twilight turned to the sugar bowl and put two spoonfuls of sugar into her coffee before stirring it.
“Officially Lauren told everyone she was the one who used to play with My Little Pony toys as a child, but at least in the show bible she admitted that was actually me.”
At the mention of her reading the show bible I made the connection: I hadn’t heard that term before the news article.
“You were the one who blew up that comic book store in Seattle!” I realized.
“Guilty,” Twilight admitted before sighing. “...I hope I don’t have to explain all of this to everypony that shows up,” Twilight muttered before taking a sip of her coffee. Seemingly satisfied with it, she stepped towards us at the table. 
“Anyway! Ruby, hold still,” she said before leaning right into my daughter’s face. Ruby’s eyes grew wide as she stared up in awe at the purple princess. Twilight meanwhile studied her horn without any sense of personal space. “It’s actually true… the grain is more rough after this point,” she said before she started to reach out and touch it then stopped. “Does it still work?”
“I-It does. But it feels different now. And it’s still weak,” my daughter tried to explain with the princess so close to her face. Compared to how happy I was to see Rarity and Applejack, I couldn’t imagine what a long-time fan would feel being so close to a mythic celebrity.  
“Twilight, stop harassing the poor dear,” Rarity scolded her. Twilight’s wings rustled in annoyance before turning around.
“Rarity, Princess Luna remotely cast an advanced healing spell using an earth pony, a broken horn and a Sonic Rainboom," she stressed before she turned back to my daughter. “Did she tell you how she did it?”
Ruby thought for a moment before shaking her head. 
“I’m sorry, Princess. I felt it but I didn't really understand it. I can tell you I wasn’t supposed to try actually building or releasing anything: the magic was going to come from Mom,” Ruby explained as best as she could. Twilight looked over at me to reconsider my part in it.
"Twilight..." Rarity tried again. Twilight Sparkle showed less resistance this time and stepped away from the table with the information she had gathered. I watched her make a slow pace back towards the coffee maker.
"A two pony cast maybe?" Twilight brainstormed to herself. "I guess she wouldn’t need a way to build up magic if she could just pull it from the Rainboom but…" she said before she stopped to sip her coffee. "Maybe I should test an earth pony’s conductivity?”
As Twilight Sparkle’s thoughts slowly drew inward, Pinkie Pie walked by her to take her spotless plate to the sink for washing. Twilight gave the perky party pony a sideways glance and visibly perked up. She took another sip of her coffee before speaking.
“Hey, Pinkie Pie! Do you want to be my magic assistant?” 
“Oh boy, do I!” Pinkie cheered as she hopped in place. “Should I go get the ice cream sandwiches?”
Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing for a moment to try and understand the connection. I heard a tiny muffled snicker next to me. 
“...What? No. Just... come with me,” Twilight insisted as she headed out the entrance she came in, now with her coffee mug refilled. Pinkie bounced after her. 
“Oh! What about Shining Armor’s birthday present?” Pinkie suggested.
“What?! Absolutely not!” I heard Twilight Sparkle shout as they walked away.
Ruby started giggling beside me in wonder and I couldn’t help but smile at the sound.
“They’re just like on the show!” Ruby gushed. Her fanaticism with these ponies brought the foal out of her in full-force. It was adorable to see. Rarity brought over a few more pancakes and slid them onto our plates. I didn’t know if I was going to be able to eat another but damned if I wasn’t going to try. 
“From my experience with them while they were turning back, they weren’t much different as humans either. They’re just more like themselves now,” Rarity told my little filly.
“Do you think all of us are like that? Just ‘more like ourselves’ again?” my daughter asked. Rarity thought for a moment, before she gave Applejack a knowing look, who didn’t seem to understand it. She then turned back to my daughter and me. 
“I think so. Some of us just had more to learn about ourselves in the process,” she said before giving me a thoughtful smile. I returned it.
Just then a series of hoof steps clattered onto the porch outside. 
“Probably Mac,” Applejack muttered. Being free, she headed for the door, presumably to help him with whatever he was carrying. Through the door I heard a voice that was definitely not Big Mac though.
“We almost didn’t! You won’t believe what happened when we first changed into ponies,” said an unfamiliar mare. The front door opened.
“Oh?” came a now clearer and more familiar second voice. It was a good thing I wasn’t drinking anything at the moment, because in walked the pony I had been chasing for the past two days since I saw her Sonic Rainboom: the most colorful, coolest and ‘awesomest’ pony; Rainbow Dash.
She was quickly followed by what sounded like two others. 
“Yeah, we were actually trapped in a gover-” a white pegasus with a straight pink and green mane came into view just as she was cut off. 
“Dash?” Applejack said as she approached them. She smiled from the white pegasus to someone else standing behind the open door that I couldn’t see from here. “Dash, where did those pegasi come from?”
“They just flew in a minute ago!” Dash said to her before glancing past her friend to me and my daughter at the kitchen table. I couldn’t help but grin like an idiot when we made eye contact. She gave me a cocky grin back the way only someone incredibly charismatic could pull off. She turned to AJ and motioned towards me. “Where’d you find Berry Punch?” 
She knew my name! 
Wait, that’s not surprising.
“She was just walking down the road,” Applejack shrugged. I heard a few more voices walk in behind the pegasi. 
“'scuse us, sorry,” a dark orange filly said as she tried to walk past. At least I think it was a filly and not a colt. The friend she was with was definitely Scootaloo. Dash and the other pegasi had to step out of the way for the two foals to pass, the hallway and the kitchen suddenly becoming very crowded. I finally saw the other pegasus and recognized her. From the flirtatious smile she gave me she recognized me too.
"AJ, I think we might need to start making a bigger house," Dash commented as the foals passed.
“Berry Punch!” cheered the light purple pegasus as she approached the kitchen table. She immediately gave me a hug and a nuzzle before she looked me over. One of her wings casually slipped over my back in a display of care. “You look like you got dragged all the way here, mare. You alright?” she asked bluntly but with concern clear in her voice. 	
“Cloud Kicker! You made it here too?” my daughter said to the two pegasi in front of us. I looked over at the white pegasus who came in with her. She was cute. I liked her freckles. We politely exchanged smiles before Cloud spoke up again. 
“Hey Pinch!” she ruffled Ruby’s mane and looked over the food on the table. “Looks like we’re interrupting... breakfast?”
“Oh not at all! Please sit down. You must be tired from your long flight,” our unicorn host said to the two new guests. “My name is Rarity. You all know each other?” 
“Oh thank you, ma’am! And yes, ma’am!” Cloud Kicker said as she slipped in beside me. The white pegasus took the seat across from her. “I’m so hungry I could eat a horse,” Cloud Kicker said before leaning into my ear and whispering. “...or eat out a horse.” 
I vividly remembered the tongue kiss she gave me days ago after I rescued her. Combined with running into the literal stallion of my fantasy earlier I was glad I was sitting down. I couldn’t do anything about the blush though.
Cloud’s friend awkwardly cleared her throat, seeing what was going on. 
“Thanks, Rarity. We kind of do know each other actually. I’m Blossomforth and this horny pegasus is Cloud Kicker.”
“I was just reminding Punch we owe her,” Cloud defended with a raised foreleg to imitate a shrug. She then gestured to my daughter and me. “These two broke me out of a cage in a truck barreling down the highway after I got captured trying to grab some notebook.” 
“Oooh, that was you?” Rarity said, connecting the dots to the story I just told. She brought over the remainders of the pancakes on two plates and set them in front of the two pegasi. 
“Eeyup,” Cloud Kicker did an exaggerated Big Mac impression. I felt my tail twitch. “When we were busting out of that government lab, Blossom put too much trust into the wrong people and got captured again. Princess Luna found me somehow, told me the safest way I could find where they took her and… I still managed to get caught,” Cloud said, then picked up a pancake with both hooves. “I underestimated those hillbillies.”
“You underestimated Carl too. He was a kind person,” her friend reminded her.  Cloud bit into her pancake and mashed it vigorously before swallowing.
“Yeah, well, kindness wasn’t enough. He had no guts,” Cloud stated matter-of-factly. Blossomforth wilted slightly at that. Cloud Kicker evidently read her expression and how her words came out and sighed. “I’m sorry,” she apologized sincerely. “I’m just frustrated with that guy. I went through a lot to get you back.” She reached across the table for the white pegasus’s hoof. It wouldn’t quite reach until Blossomforth slid hers so that they touched. 
“...I know,” she acknowledged reluctantly. The room was rather silent despite being full of ponies. Applejack was quick to fix both of those problems.
“Alright, ponies: if you aren’t eating or cleaning get out of the kitchen,” Applejack commanded towards the foals and Rainbow Dash. 
“Applejack, can we borrow some lumber?” Scootaloo asked the mare shooing her out of the room.
“And your power tools?” added the darker orange foal.
“Uh… only if Dash supervises,” Applejack told them. Dash’s expression dropped into a mix of reluctance and fear.  The two foals both turned to Dash just in time to see her take off out the front door.
“Gotta-go-patrol-more-bye!” she called out behind her.
“Aww, Dash!” Scootaloo whined after her. Scootaloo and her friend looked back into the kitchen and seemed to spot Ruby for the first time. 
“New filly!” Scootaloo cheered excitedly.

	After promising not to play with power tools, Ruby was practically carried away by her peers to go meet Apple Bloom. I felt incomplete being separated from her after so long but meeting other foals would probably be good for her. Meanwhile, Applejack took me and the pegasi out to a barn to settle in. She figured since we knew each other and expected other friends to show up, this would give us some of our own space to be together but also spread out without feeling like we were taking over rooms in the house. 
I was reluctant to sleep in a barn again but then I saw the inside. This was nothing like that shed. There was a neat stack of blankets, pillows and cots waiting for us. The barn had a wide center aisle with rows upon rows of tall empty horse stalls on either side. Their previous residents were now out in the pasture.
“Feel free to use the stalls for any privacy. The floor is a little softer in there and Dash and I cleaned them out really well. You could practically eat off the floors now!” Applejack assured us before stopping and looking at us. “Just, uh... don’t actually do that.” 
We all nodded, understanding the concept of germs. To her credit, the barn floor did look smooth and swept and at worst it smelled like aging wood and hay. The loft door on the other side was open so if we left the door we came in open we could keep fresh air flowing through.
“Can we take some hay?” Cloud Kicker asked as she gestured towards the haylofts. “I always wanted to have a roll in the hay with a cute girl.” Cloud Kicker smirked at her friend who looked embarrassed. Applejack rolled her eyes but for her part rolled with it. 
“Hay is for eating. If you want some material for bedding, use the drier stuff stacked by itself up there; the straw,” Applejack explained.
“Awesome. Come on, let’s go grab some!” the randy pegasus said to Blossomforth before smacking at her flank and flapping her wings to ascend up towards the second story. 
Blossomforth fumbled a bit, looked up after her friend, then gave us a humored eyeroll and flew up after her. Applejack and I both watched them go. 
“Must be nice,” my fellow earth pony said. I nodded. We heard soft rustling above and the two pegasi  laughing about something.
“Are you jealous of Rainbow Dash?” I asked the farmer.
“Hm? Nah. I’m happy for her. No hard feelings,” she assured me. “I thought we had something for a while but it didn’t work out. After I met Shining Armor I think I understood a little better.” 
“Because… of his horn?” I guessed. I tried to process those statements but couldn’t. 
“What? No. Well not that horn,” Applejack said then chuckled. She stopped when she met my look of confusion. “Wait… are we talking about the same thing?” 
“Flying?” I asked.
“Oh. I meant being in a relationship. I thought you were asking me about Dash and Big Mac,” Jack explained.
“Dash and Big Mac are a ‘thing’?”
“Eeyup,” she imitated him. I wondered if he got tired of that. 
“Wow. That lucky mare,” I said in wonder. Dash was beautiful, awesome and dating the hunkiest stallion I’ve ever met. Granted I only remembered meeting two. Shining Armor was around here somewhere. Applejack chuckled.
“As for flying, I was jealous for a while but I got over it. This is just... who I am,” Applejack gestured to herself. “Besides, I think earth ponies have their own kind of magic. It’s just with our hooves. You know what I mean?”
I nodded because I did. When there was a lot of magic in the area I could feel it in them. Not to mention how much damage I could do with a buck. 
We looked up from the sound of flapping and saw the two pegasi coming back with large hooffuls of straw. They flew right over one stall door and dumped it onto the ground.
“Anyway, I’m going to go check on the foals,” Applejack said as she started off. She spoke a little louder to make sure the two others heard. “You all feel free to look around the farm and make yourself at home. We’ll come find you for supper.”
There were cheers of ‘sounds good!’ and ‘thanks’ and we waved our host off. 
“I think we need one more stack,” Cloud said as she began ascending again with large flaps back upstairs.
I walked over to the stall my two barn mates were setting up in and after a moment of deciding what to do, I knocked on the door.
“Come in!” Blossomforth called from inside. 
I slid the stall door open. One end of the stall was bare and I could see the softer mat material on the ground. The other side was covered in straw with a blanket and some pillows piled on top. Blossomforth was bunching the straw together under the blankets, making space for one more bundle probably. Blossomforth turned her head to look up at me.
“Hey,” she greeted.
“I thought it was straw?” I joked.
“It’s straw,” she admitted with a smirk at her work before looking back up at me. “You and Ruby want to join our little nest? Ponies like to sleep together.”
I knew first-hoof how true that was. Pegasus wings looked great for cuddling too. I was a little wary though.
“Depends, am I going to get molested in my sleep?”
“Only if you want me to,” Cloud answered from above. I looked up in time to see her drop her straw onto the bare spot her friend created. She slowly flapped downwards until her coat was brushing up against mine. I looked over at the lavender mare only to feel something drape itself over my back. I looked to my other side to see her wing gently curled over my withers.
“You’re welcome to my bed, Punch. I’d love to see what sleeping with an earth pony is like,” Cloud formally invited me. Her breath on one ear made them both feel warm.
“I… don’t know, guys,” I muttered. As I slowly slipped away from Cloud’s wing, the way the feathers brushed my back felt wonderful. Like a large delicate hand caressing it.
“No guys here, only mares,” Cloud unhelpfully corrected. “If you’re only into guys though that’s okay. Nothing wrong with that.”
Even though she sounded non-judgmental, the fact that she went out of her way to point that out made me feel weird. 
“I mean… I wasn’t. I’m not. I was straight -I’m still straight!” I rationalized to her. She nodded as she listened.
“Is it because Blossom’s here? Because she’s not going to watch: she’s going to join us. You should see how flexible she is. She can lick her own dock.”
“I can not!” she denied as a blush was forming under her freckles. It was finally someone else’s turn to be flustered. 
“Oh you’ve just never tried. I’m sure you can,” Cloud teased further.
“...what is a ‘dock’? I think I said that as a swear before but I’m not sure where that actually is,” I realized.
“It’s the hairless underside of your tail,” the apparently very flexible pony explained. 
“You should show her,” Cloud suggested. Blossomforth started to turn around to do so then stopped. She gave her grinning friend the stink eye.
“Has she always been like this?” I asked Blossomforth. 
“Only since we turned back.”
“Hey! I was always like this,” Cloud huffed. Blossomforth shook her head.
“No she wasn’t. I was her roommate. She was Mr. Stoic Military Man. She didn’t become a sex-crazed mare talking about ‘banging’ until we started changing back.”
To that Cloud slipped away from me and towards her. Blossom wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of looking at her until Cloud brought a wing up to gently direct her chin towards her own eyes. Her friend blushed at the delicate act. “I was always like this. Just with women. No offense, Joe, but you got cuter.”
I watched Blossomforth’s demeanor shift with her ears. She went from embarrassed to confused and when I saw her muzzle scrunch I interpreted that as frustration.
“Wow, that felt weird. Don’t call me that,” she responded as she backed away with her ears pinned.
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to kill the mood.”
I looked between them and realized I hadn’t been putting two and two together.
“Wait, you were roommates?” I asked Blossomforth before she nodded. “My friend Comet Tail was a teacher’s aide at your university. He looked for people in the school system born around May 1st and found your address. We came to your apartment but you weren’t there.”
“No kidding?” Blossomforth said, surprised. “I bet you just missed us. This is great: and now we’re here together! What a happy coincidence.”
“You’re telling me instead of my dad kidnapping us we almost had an orgy instead? Damn.”
That put a mental image into my head that I tried to shake loose: These two, Minuette, Comet Tail and me…
“So...” Cloud said to get my attention. She walked in front of me and brushed her tail across my chest. As I watched her pass she was clearly showing off everything under her tail. Embarrassingly, she caught me looking. She seemed pleased by that. She circled back around and planted a chaste kiss right on my cheek. “What do you say?”
I looked into Cloud Kicker’s confident, sultry gaze then looked over to cute Blossomforth who didn’t seem to think this was awkward at all. Human me would be kicking myself for passing up an opportunity like this. 
“I think… I’m too tired. I’ve been walking for days and just ate a lot of food,” I excused myself. Before I could turn and leave Cloud Kicker rubbed a fetlock against my chest. Getting my attention, she kissed me on the cheek again.
“We can do all the work. I just want to thank you,” she offered plainly. “If I didn’t try getting the CIA involved you and your friends would have helped us. And then you and your daughter saved me. You gave me a second chance to save my friend.”
Cloud saw my hesitance to leave as a sign and she kissed me again. This time though her lips met mine. I felt her hot breath intermingle with mine as she pulled away. 
I felt another hoof tilting my chin away from Cloud and saw it was Blossomforth. She leaned in and instead of kissing me affectionately rubbed her muzzle against mine. 
Hesitantly, I sat down on my haunches. I quickly found Cloud Kicker nuzzling up against my other side. She draped one wing around my back and she brushed the edge of the other against my chest. 
“Just relax,” Cloud Kicker whispered seductively. She kissed near my ear then gently started to push me over. “On your back,” she guided me downward. More limbs were helping and I realized Blossom was easing me onto the straw. I looked up at her upside down and she smiled at me before softly kissing my forehead.
Cloud started to climb on top of me and I did my best not to kick her with any of my legs. She brushed her fuzzy barrel against mine and kissed me on the muzzle. I submitted to the pressing tongue that slid into my mouth and found mine. 
Two mares: one incredibly confident and assertive and the other was adorably sweet. I could let them have their way with me and if it wasn’t all talk I had a feeling it would be amazing.
Cloud Kicker continued lapping at my tongue and pulling at my lips with hers before she stopped to check on me.
I hadn’t been reciprocating. 
The truth was I wasn’t feeling anything from this other than a little embarrassed and Cloud Kicker was starting to tell.
“...sorry,” I muttered before meeting her gaze.
“Nothing, huh?” she asked. I shook my head and looked away. “It’s okay! Nopony’s perfect,” she assured me. She climbed off of me and they both gave me some space to sit back up. “Maybe you’re just tired and nervous. Raincheck?” she offered eagerly. It sounded like a graceful way out of this.
“Yeah… maybe?” I agreed half-heartedly. I didn’t think my feelings were going to change.  I started making my way to the stable door. “I’m… going to go check on my daughter. You two go ahead and have fun without me.”
“Oh we will. Later, Punch,” Cloud Kicker told me with a wink. She turned back to her friend… partner? “Come on, let’s see if you can actually lick your dock.” I left and gave them some privacy. I couldn’t help but overhear more as I walked away.
“I don’t think I can actually do that.”
“Oh? Then I’ll just have to lick it for you.”
I shook my head as I left the barn. I wasn’t sure if I was shaking it at Cloud Kicker or myself.

After finding Ruby with Rarity, a very handsome Shining Armor and most of the Cutie Mark Crusaders, there was only one more pony on both of our lists to meet. The sun was setting but we were making our way towards the treeline.
Ruby was riding on top of me and our now more proper saddlebags. Rarity hadn’t just cleaned them, she had partially disassembled them and stitched them together by their straps into something more balanced and easier to wear.
The famous Rarity had spared so much time and attention on us today despite us being background ponies. The Element of Generosity waved off any comments about not needing to do it. I would have felt undeserving, because I didn’t deserve this kind of care, but I knew from an important friend that ‘deserving’ wasn’t relevant. Of course I couldn’t deserve it: it was a gift. And it was a beautiful one, because those were the only kinds of gifts Rarity gave. 
“Did you notice Apple Bloom’s accent?” my daughter asked from my back. 
“Yeah, she sounds just like on the show.”
“Applejack doesn’t though,” my daughter pointed out. I had noticed that.
“They didn’t grow up together as humans, right? Maybe Apple Bloom came from wherever that accent is from? Like… what, Mississippi?”
“Maybe but The Crusaders said they grew up together. The others don’t sound like her. Babs Seed even sounds like she’s from Manhattan.”
I suppose she did.
“I wasn’t sure if it was okay to point it out,” my daughter continued.
“You think they’re doing it on purpose?”
“Maybe? Or maybe turning back is affecting the way we talk?  Comet’s accent slips a lot more than I remember. Maybe Applejack’s just hiding hers on purpose?” That would be the simplest answer but also the weirdest.
“The Element of Honesty hiding her accent?”
“That’s why I’m confu- there! What’s that?” Ruby interrupted herself. I looked up at her then tried to figure out where her hoof was pointing. Then I saw it: the turned over treehouse just past the treeline. We approached quietly, listening for her.
I heard birds chirping and as we got closer I realized most of them were perched on or near the treehouse. Overwhelmed with caution, I didn’t knock on the door. Instead I peeked in through the window. I didn’t see any ponies but it was clear somebody was making it home. There was a nest of straw, bedding, and a few stuffed animals. Everything ranging from grass clippings, reused bottles and books were organized along the walls and on what little shelf space there was. As I looked closer I realized some of the stuffed animals weren’t so stuffed: there was a fox curled up on a pillow sleeping. This was definitely her place but it seemed like she was out.
“Hello,” a gentle voice said from behind us. My ears swiveled around and my head followed shortly after.
A pony had snuck up on us. Her coat was the color of a baby chick and her wings looked as soft as one. Her mane was one long pink waterfall down the side of her softly smiling face. Her large eyes reminded me of Comet Tail’s: calm but deep. But where Comet’s were a more brilliant blue hers had a tinge of green to them. Both great oceans, but different.
“Uh, hello,” I echoed her greeting. I felt Ruby shifting around on my back and I lowered myself. She got off me and took a few steps towards the yellow pegasus. 
“Hello Fluttershy. I hope we’re not bothering you. We heard you were living out here and just wanted to say hello,” my daughter awkwardly explained herself. Of all the ponies we met today, this was probably the most important one to her. 
“Oh you’re not bothering me at all: I was expecting you. I was actually out gathering some things for your visit,” Fluttershy explained. She turned slightly to the side to show off a basket on her back.
“Y-you were?” Ruby responded in wonder. 
“Oh yes: a blue bird told me you were coming by later. You’re Ruby Pinch and Berry Punch, right?” Fluttershy asked. 
“We are!” my daughter confessed eagerly. The fact I wasn’t sure if it was a literal blue bird or that was a coy way of referring to Rainbow Dash just endeared her to me more.
“You’re just in time then. Would you like to have tea with me and some friends?”
Of course, like anyone would, we said yes. We followed Fluttershy around the back of her ‘cottage’ and into the trees. After a short walk we entered a small clearing. In the middle a campfire was already going and a tripod was hanging a small pot so the fire could tickle the bottom. I stopped short when I spotted the pack of raccoons going through the tools and supplies scattered around the camping site. Fluttershy didn’t. She walked right up to them.
“Thank you, Bandit,” Fluttershy greeted the one near the fire. It looked at her and chittered. The raccoons gathered around her while Fluttershy peered into the hanging pot and nodded. “Good. Plenty of water still.”
Fluttershy began petting one of the raccoons that approached her and it began purring into her touch. She looked up at us and motioned towards a tree stump near her with a small tablecloth draped over it. “Please, have a seat.”
Ruby and I stepped closer and sat down around the ‘table’ on our haunches. Fluttershy stopped petting the raccoon and came over to the table to set the basket on her back down. She started pulling out saucers, tea cups and some containers. Her raccoon friends soon followed her cue and started grabbing the items out of the basket and climbing up onto the table in front of us, haphazardly stacking the tea set anywhere it would go.
“Rascal, did you wash your hands?” Fluttershy singled one of them out. It started chattering at her and Fluttershy shook her head. “Go wash up.” She shooed the raccoon off the table. I watched it go for a moment, wondering if it was actually going to go wash its hands but then I got distracted by our yellow host.
“I don’t suppose you had daisies before?” Fluttershy asked us as she pulled her little teapot open. 
“Actually, yeah!” Ruby piped up proudly. “We were eating a lot of different flowers on the way here,” Ruby told her. 
“Oh? You’ll love this tea then. It’s very light. Almost lemony,” Fluttershy gushed as she took out a small pressed envelope of various dried flowers and roots. I watched her pour some of its contents into the basket inside her teapot.
Fluttershy walked her teapot over to the fire and picked up a ladle in her mouth.
“Do you need any help?” Ruby offered. Fluttershy shook her head and expertly ladled some of the boiling water into the teapot before recapping it. As Fluttershy carefully walked her teapot back, using her teeth and one hoof to steady it, I looked down at one of the raccoons that was sniffing at me and carefully tried petting it. Its quiet chittering turned into purring as it leaned into my leg.
They weren’t afraid of us at all. I wondered if they weren’t afraid of ponies now thanks to Fluttershy or if there was some kind of magic Fluttershy gave off that even she didn’t understand. 
“So, I assume you did a lot of walking then?” Fluttershy asked. She started to casually arrange the saucers and cups along the table. “I hope it wasn’t too dangerous.”
I looked at my daughter for how to answer that. She seemed to give me the floor. 
I looked down at the stars on my chest and the constellations along my hind legs. I smiled before I answered. 
“It... left its mark,” I said simply.
“Oh,” Fluttershy answered, nodding while she quietly finished setting up the tea set. We were set for eight guests. Sitting next to the still steaming teapot was a little jar of honey. It was a little crowded but if the raccoons were actually drinking with us I didn’t think they were going to take up much space.
“I hope your birthdays were nice at least. You both turned on your twenty-fifth birthday?” Fluttershy commented. I still didn’t remember most of my birthday actually. I blacked out.
“It was wonderful,” Ruby told her. I looked over at my daughter who was smiling at me. “I got to see some of my best friends from high school again and Mom gave me a beautiful plushie of you.”
That was all true. It just took a while to get there.
“Oh? Of me?” Fluttershy asked, amused. 
There was no reason not to show her. I turned to open one side of the fixed up saddlebags and unzipped it. I gently pulled the plushie out, the plushie that started it all. 
This stuffed animal was going to be the best birthday present I ever gave Ruby. She was one of the things keeping me going before my birthday, until I gave up. She was the reason Minuette wanted to take me home, to see Ruby’s face when she saw her for the first time. She was what led Comet Tail and me into deciding to go back to our hometown. This silly plushie set my course. When Ruby set off in the dark alone to find Nathan and rescue me, she took her. Then after rescuing me, she was squashed, soaked and matted with mud as she was dragged through the same dark nightmare that I went through.
Yet holding her now, and showing her to the real Fluttershy, her mud stains were gone, her mane and tail were soft again and her stuffing was molded back into place. Maybe the stitching was a little more visible now, or that was just my imagination. She was just a little damp still and smelled like rubbing alcohol and soap: just a ‘little TLC’ from the same generous friend that also fixed up my saddlebags. The plushie was as good as new now. Or maybe even better for having gone through what she did. 
I sat ‘Fluttershy’ down in between Ruby and me. Ruby was beaming at the plushie then up at me with those beautiful yellow-green eyes. I heard soft giggling from across the stump. We both turned to look up at the real Fluttershy.
“Aw. She’s perfect!” Fluttershy said, amused at her tiny doppelganger across from her. Fluttershy gingerly moved one of the many saucers set up around the table in front of the plushie and then a teacup on top of that. I looked at the plushie and then at my daughter.
“Yeah, she is,” I said.
“You know, I got okay at making plushies, if I do say so myself. I made Jack a Vinyl Scratch one and Dash a Rainbow Dash one. Those are their favorite ponies.”
I nodded. Rainbow Dash being Dash’s favorite pony made too much sense. Applejack’s favorite pony surprised me a little though.
“Yeah, Fluttercry is my daughter’s favorite pony,” I told our host. Her ears seemed to swivel slightly more alert and then I realized what I had said. “Sorry! I...  didn’t mean anything badly about that.… that’s just a little joke we have. Mom could never get your name right, our mom, so we never called you the right name. You’re also Butterfly, and Shuttersty- and Stutterguy!”
One of the little raccoons started barking and Fluttershy started making a strange chittering noise like them at it until it stopped. Then she started to pet it gently until it started to purr again.
“Oh. I see,” Fluttershy said in the silence that followed. Then she gave a melodic little chuckle. “That’s very silly.” 
“No offense, Fluttershy, but you’re not actually my favorite pony,” my daughter said. I turned to look at my daughter.
“Wait. She’s not?” I asked. For a moment I thought I managed to somehow mess up something so fundamental and my daughter was just too gracious to correct my several hundred dollar mistake all this time. 
“Not anymore,” My little daughter said, staring directly at me. Then I saw that tiny grin on her face.
“Oh, you little dork!”  I said as I grabbed her with the plushie and pulled them both into a hug. “You had me worried for a second there. Do you know how bad I would have felt getting your favorite pony wrong??” I mockingly scolded her and ruffled her mane. She laughed.
“Sorry! sorry,” she told me and nuzzled me. I nuzzled her back before pulling away and letting her sit again. We looked up to see Fluttershy smiling at us.
“I feel kind of narcissistic now: I was my favorite pony: I was a bit of a hippy,” Fluttershy explained bashfully. She turned at me. “Were you a fan of the show? Who was your favorite pony?”
“Oh it’s still Rainbow Dash: she’s amazing.”
“Mom!” Ruby said in mocked disbelief. Fluttershy giggled when she saw the face-splitting grin on my face. 
“I’m just kidding, Pinchy,” I said as I smiled at her.
My favorite little pony smiled up at me with those big, beautiful eyes: those eyes that I’d die for; those eyes that I’d live for. 

			Author's Notes: 
Welcome to the final part of the story and the chapter that initially sparked this entire fanfic. In the first concept for this story, this was where it ended. But we have much more ambitious plans now: Equestria or bust!
You can read parts of this chapter from another perspective in Chapter 30 of the original story. Minor edits to the original dialogue were done to make it feel more natural to me.
Curious about the Crusaders? Their story is here.
P.S.: the other two raccoons were named Honey and Tramp. [image: :twilightsmile:]


	
		28. Family Reunion



Dinner on the farm came before I knew it. I wasn’t hungry, since we didn’t eat too long ago, but we were invited and I wasn’t going to say ‘no’ to the idea of seeing all the ponies together and going to bed with a full belly. The table was swarmed with chairs from every corner of the house. Dining guests spilled out into the living room, where we sat.
To my surprise, not all the ponies on the farm did show up to dinner or stay. Most notably, Fluttershy was missing. The others said she was out walking the property to watch for other ponies coming. Apparently she usually ate alone anyway. Twilight did show up to fix herself a plate, but she took it to eat alone on the porch with a book and also to ‘keep watch’.
The front door opened while we were eating and I expected Twilight or Fluttershy. Instead a new yellow pegasus pony, this one with cyan hair, showed up at the door. Her name was Sunshower Raindrops and she was immediately brought in to meet everyone present and help herself to a good home-cooked meal.
Not too much later Fluttershy did show up, but this time with two more ponies in tow. They introduced themselves as Lemon Hearts and Sunshine Clouds. Big Mac seemed excited by that news and stood up to greet them.
“Ah ha! I knew it! Like two weeks ago I was flipping through pictures in a photo album and I was saying the names of my old friends out loud. Sure enough, my tongue slipped and I said your two names.”
Big Mac hugged both of the newest mares at the same time. Sunshine giggled.
“Evan? Evan Smith? Wow. Haven’t talked to you since high school, dude! But damn, it’s great to see a friendly face. Or, well, a pony version of an old friendly face!”
“It’s great seeing you too,” Applejack said as she got up to hug the now-familiar ponies. “And if you hadn’t guessed, I used to be Jack.”
“And now you’re AppleJack!” Sunshine Clouds said before laughing in elation. They were understandably ecstatic to be here. “How long have you all been ponies??”
“It all started May 1st. How about you?”
“It was the first week of May for us,” Lemon Hearts said with a nod.
“I didn’t start to turn into a pony until May 11th!” Raindrops chimed in. That surprised me a bit. I must have lost track of time at some point. Probably at Carrot’s place or after being ponynapped. Not that the date mattered anymore.
“Oh wow, who did you used to be?” Lemon Hearts greeted the other new guest. She looked about the group and spotted me eating at the living room coffee table, awkwardly with another beer from Applejack. “Hey, is that Berry Punch??” 
Another round of happy greetings and stories were swapped. Recollections of crazy adventures and funny anecdotes carried on well past dinner clean-up. We were at almost twenty ponies now plus Sweetie Belle’s sister, Angie. The house was nearly overflowing with ponies.
Eventually Applejack wanted to show the newest ponies to the barn before retiring. Apparently all of the ponies were taking shifts watching for anyone coming onto the farm: for potential trouble and to make sure the new refugees had someone to welcome them. The two farm ponies were taking morning watch, so Applejack was ready for bed.
Ruby and I volunteered to keep Rarity company on the porch overnight. Not that I wasn’t tired, I was sure I was going to fall asleep. My legs felt like lead weights and my full belly wasn’t much better. The barn felt like a long way away when you had spent most of the day walking then eating. Secretly, I also wasn’t ready for any potentially awkward moments with Cloud Kicker and Blossomforth. We didn’t speak much during dinner. 
Fortunately, Rarity accepted our company. Shining Armor was also on overnight watch. He was going to do perimeter sweeps. After a chaste kiss between the two, Shining set off on his patrol. Not much later than that, I nodded off to the pleasant sounds of nature occasionally punctuated by Ruby and Rarity talking.

Rarity’s cell phone ringing was what woke me back up. From the side of the conversation I heard, it was Shining Armor. More ponies had shown up at the entrance. 
“My, a whole little caravan,” Rarity exclaimed aloud for our benefit. It wasn’t long before two pairs of headlights slowly came down the driveway towards the house. I stood up and slowly stretched out my sore legs: front then back. Meanwhile Rarity turned the porch light on.
Both of the cars looked loaded down with food and camping supplies. The ponies crammed into the remaining space looked relieved to finally spill out of the cars. There was a human driving the lead. I was surprised I immediately recognized him. Then I saw the pony who was driving the other vehicle with her magic.
“Minnie!” my daughter shouted as she bounded off the porch towards the blue unicorn.
“Pinchy? Pinchy!” Minuette said as she spotted my daughter and caught her in a jumping glomp and proceeded to relentlessly nuzzle her. On fumbling hooves I followed down the steps towards them. Minuette spotted me approaching and hit me with that beautiful smile, relief and joy in her eyes. It infected me before I was dragged into her embrace too. “You’re okay!”
“I am! Are you?” I asked my found friend I wasn’t letting go of. I rubbed my fuzzy face against hers and instinctively sniffed at her mane; I needed to know she was really here. And she was: with every sense short of licking her I was sure: she was here. My strangely mint-scented friend was hugging and nuzzling me back.
“I’m okay; we’re okay!” she affirmed to me. I looked up at the rest of the new arrivals searching for familiar faces. I recognized Chad: he drove the first car. Everyone else though, the ponies I did recognize, were just ponies I had seen on the show. 
They weren’t here...
“Hello, everypony! My name is Rarity,” she announced over the happy but tired ponies. “You’ve met Shining Armor but in case he didn’t, allow me to introduce you to Jack and Mac’s Pony Farm.”
Some of the assembled ponies cheered and started talking over each other.
“Oh, if you would, please, it’s very late. I’m sure you all must be exhausted from your trip.” 
“I’ll take it from here, Rare,” Applejack called from the house’s opened screen door. I turned to see her step out, followed by Big Mac right after. I was sure they had gone to bed. And unless she slept with her hair ties in, she had put them back in and donned her hat: maybe trying to give the best first impression possible. There was murmuring coming from the group: some clearly recognized the farm ponies.
“Like Rarity said: welcome! I’m Jack and this is Mac. We got a lot of ponies in the house already but we’ve cleaned out the barn really well. It’s got blankets and there’s plenty of room for you and all your things. If you'll follow me, it's this way.”
The farm ponies and Rarity began directing the ponies towards the barn. Chad approached Minuette and got her attention by scritching her behind the ears. 
“I’ll pull the cars around,” he told the blue unicorn looking up and backwards at him. Minuette nodded quietly.
I watched him walk back to the second car and begin the slow and careful process of turning the car around without hitting anyone. The car's headlights helped light the way towards the barn.
“How are you and Chad doing?” I carefully approached the immediate question first.
“We’re still friends,” Minuette began diplomatically. She looked back at us and gave a gentle smile. “He got cold feet that day. We didn’t start dating knowing I was a unicorn from another world, you know?” Minuette chuckled. “Even if we could change back, I don’t want to. So, we want different things now. He still cares though, we're just giving it more time. He’s just scared. We all are.”
My daughter hugged our blue friend. Minuette enthusiastically returned it and I wrapped my hooves around her until the two separated.
“Is Carrot Top here?” Minuette asked next. The look on my face was all the answer she needed. “Oh…”
“We broke out of the first place they took us to but… I was just slowing her down so I distracted them. I couldn’t even run in a straight line. If we hadn’t split up they would have got both of us,” I briefly explained. I’d have to get into the methanol poisoning and Luna’s intervening later: there was another pony not accounted for. “Where’s Comet Tail?” To my relief, Minuette’s face broke into a soft smile before she answered. 
“He volunteered to stay at Carrot’s place in case you came back,” Minuette explained. That sounded like him. “He couldn’t stand the thought of you three coming back and no one being there. We didn’t think it was safe to leave all these ponies there and we didn’t want to leave directions to find us so we’re dropping these ponies off then going back to stay with him.”
“Darlings, is everything alright?” Rarity interrupted. I looked up at her and then around us. The group was leaving us for the barn so we started following after, trailing behind the car. Ruby did something slightly new to me and cast a soft, white beam of light ahead of us with her magic. Minuette grinned down at the display in awe.
“So, who’re all your new friends?” I asked, gesturing towards the ponies ahead of us. Minuette seemed to like my phrasing.
“They’re the ponies we were looking for. Diamond Tiara and Braeburn? We found them! The little one is Diamond. Braeburn’s the one wearing the hat. They knew about another friend turning into a pony and… one just kept leading to another! -oh. Except Lyra. We just found her! She was just... walking down the road alone.” I looked over the ponies again. I was interested in getting to know all of them but especially her: ‘Lyra’ sounded familiar. 
Chad brought the cars around to the barn and we all started unloading everything. There were clothes and random personal possessions but the majority of it seemed like camping supplies and food. There were several cases of jarred food and the writing  on them seemed rather familiar. I didn’t say anything until I spotted a framed picture in the backseat and went to grab it.
In the picture were two old strangers, a middle-aged stranger and a very young Carrot Top in the picture. Or more accurately a very young Claudia Hayes. It had to be then: some of this stuff was from Carrot Top’s homestead. I looked over at Minuette who caught me staring at her. I showed her the framed photo.
“We took some of her food and a few things that seemed important. We figured it’s what she would want. In case she didn’t go back there,” Minuette explained. Or if we never saw her again...
“As soon as we’re done here I’ll go check on Comet and get a truck or something for the rest of the stuff that’s salvageable,” Chad added. I could imagine they came back to a pillaged mess. 
“If you’ll have me, I’d like to help you with that. I figure I owe Carrot an apology: the least I can do is be right with her friends,” Braeburn, the gold-colored one with the hat, offered to Chad. 
“Me too! I’m coming back!” Minuette spoke up.
“No you’re not. You’ve been up for over a day now: you’re staying and sleeping,” Chad firmly denied. Minuette didn’t fight this which must have said something about how exhausted she actually was behind her regular enthusiasm.
“Hey, yeah, that reminds me...” Applejack responded. “Rarity? You and Shining Armor should get to bed. You’ve been up since yesterday morning.”
“I do need my beauty sleep…” Rarity agreed tentatively. “Are you sure? It’s not morning yet.”
“It’s close enough. This isn’t that much earlier than when Mac and I usually wake up.”
“Shiny? What do you think?” Rarity asked the unicorn who I was quickly identifying as her partner.
“I think... we should do one more round,” Shining suggested then gave her a mischievous ‘look’. I don’t think I was supposed to notice that. “It’ll give you guys time to finish unpacking.”
“Sounds good! Thanks for the help,” Mac agreed while loaded down with luggage. I saw Rarity and Shining Armor leave for the end of the driveway, looking more at each other than keeping a lookout. Considering how busy the house was now and how much work they put in today, I’m sure they needed the time alone.
There were so many ponies now and I hardly learned anything about them while we unpacked and got things into the barn. There was Braeburn and his best friend Caramel. From what I remember Carrot Top telling me, Braeburn was Diamond Tiara’s boyfriend but I’m not sure how that worked now, seeing as Diamond Tiara looked even younger than my daughter and Braeburn was an adult. There were also two ponies named Daisy and Lotus, I think. I wasn’t sure of their human relation to the others. And then there was Lyra. Who seemed to be off on her own but quietly helping. The only thing that seemed to be hers was the hoodie she was wearing, weighed down with one or two things in the pouch pocket.
Cloud Kicker and Blossomforth were happy to help us. Whether they were still up or we woke them up, I didn’t want to ask. Raindrops woke up and started helping at some point when I wasn’t looking. Meanwhile Sunshine Clouds and Lemon Hearts peeked out from a stall in the back. By the time they were up, we were just settling in.
Most of us seemed too stimulated to sleep now, but still too tired to keep standing around. So instead of sequestering away in separate stalls, we took more straw kicked down from the loft by Cloud and Blossom and built a rough circle of blankets and pillows on top of it, right in the center aisle.
We did the headcount when we were all settled in: there were now more ponies in the barn then there were in the house. Not all of us were sleeping in the barn though.
Braeburn and Caramel volunteered to go back with Chad, a six hour drive back to Creighton. I overheard Diamond Tiara ask Braeburn to help her set her tent up before he left. The pony who I thought was Daisy was keeping her company out there. I assumed Diamond wanted more privacy and just wasn't comfortable around all of us yet. 
For the rest of us, fortunately we had Minuette. She introduced me to the ponies she came with and I introduced her to the ponies I met on the farm and on the way to the farm. 
“...and when we finally found her, we realized she wasn’t alone at all! Daisy was with her the whole time!” Minuette wrapped up explaining how she met most of these ponies. The pony who she was talking about just smiled at the retelling. She seemed tired, understandably. Most of us had a very long day of traveling. 
I glanced over at the one pony who had been the quietest and most separate from the group: Lyra. I wondered if she was quiet because she was tired from traveling the furthest.
“So Lyra, long day?” I asked her. The mint pony perked up from the spot on the ground she was staring at and looked at me. I saw her ears fold back down a bit in reservation but she did answer.
“Yeah. A lot of driving. Then when we ran out of gas we walked,” she admitted. I noticed she said ‘we’ but I wasn’t sure if it was okay to pry. 
“Where are you from?” I asked instead. 
“Well, he… uh, I was still in school when it happened. I was working on my masters… ” she said before muttering “in liberal studies- but uh... I’m originally from the Kansas City area.”
“No kidding??” Minuette asked. “A lot of us are from there too! Missouri or Kansas side?”
“Oh? Missouri. I’m from this town called Lawson. You’ve... probably never heard of it,” Lyra explained. 
“That’s where I’m from! And Berry and Ruby!” Minuette said excitedly. 
“What? No way…” 
“...Tyler?” Ruby spoke up. “Tyler Hawkins?”
Lyra stared at my daughter, confused and almost... scared? She looked around at the rest of us as if she was just now realizing something before looking back at my daughter. 
“Do you know me?”
“I do. I used to go by ‘Brianna Peters’,” my daughter explained. Lyra perked up at that. 
“Wait, Brianna? The girl who drew my album covers back in high school?” Ruby nodded. Lyra looked at Minuette then at me and something seemed to finally click for her. “Woah. Then… I bet you’re Monica! And... Brian? Brian Peters?”
‘Monica’ giggled a bit at that but nodded. It felt surreal being addressed like that again. 
“Yeah, but I’m Berry Punch now,” I corrected. I was going to add ‘or Berryshine’ but decided against it. 
“Right, of course. So how’s being a mare treating you?” she asked. I looked at my daughter and nuzzled with her a bit before answering.
“I don’t mind anymore. You?”
“Yeah, I eventually got over it too. I still like girls, I can still pee standing up, ...really, what’s changed?” she answered with a slightly goofy smile on her face. Her whole demeanor seemed to have suddenly shifted. It must have made her feel better realizing there were some ‘familiar’ faces here.
“Wow. What are the odds?” Lemon Hearts asked the group. “We knew Jack and Big Mac from school too. It’s like the curse didn’t separate us.”
“Maybe it couldn’t,” Sunshine replied contemplatively. I saw Raindrops quietly smile at that from the corner of my eye. It was an interesting thought and I saw the rest of the group reflecting on it as well. I noticed Lyra’s expression seemed the most sour of the bunch though. She saw me looking and seemed to quickly cover that up by switching gears. 
“But, hey, Berry here was the man back then! People would come hear me play just because she brought alcohol,” Lyra gushed.
“Heh, yeah…” I remembered those little get-togethers. I knew places that didn’t card me. Not to mention what I could steal from my dad. He certainly couldn’t keep track of how many beers he had. “Do you still play?”
“I do! That’s how I got into my university in the first place. Just… not a lot of guitars lately,” Lyra said as her magic flared and she pulled a small harp out of her hoodie pocket- or I guess, it’d be a lyre. It looked like it was made of gold lacquered wood. I couldn’t help but look back at her flank: her cutie mark looked very similar. The major difference was her mark had three strings and this instrument had seven. “When I was changing back I saw this in the history department and something about it just… spoke to me. I thought it had something to do with the curse somehow so I broke in with some friends and stole it but… I guess I just really wanted a lyre again.”
“And you knew how to play it?”
“Well, eventually. I… picked it up,” she said before deflating slightly. “I’ll show you tomorrow. I’m kind of tired right now.”
“Long day?” Blossomforth suggested. Lyra quietly nodded in agreement before carefully stowing her lyre back into her hoodie. She then proceeded to lay back down, a bit on top of it, almost protectively. “...it is getting pretty late.”
“Basically really early at this point,” Cloud Kicker added before stretching all six limbs and then casually letting one of her wings drape itself over Blossomforth. Blossom seemed to like the gesture. Maybe Cloud could be just affectionate when she wanted to be. Otherwise I don’t know how her friend handled her. Cloud caught me looking and smiled at me.
“Berry, you want to sleep together? Your friends and I could make a little cuddle puddle back in my stall. I got plenty of bedding back there,” Cloud offered a seemingly innocent gesture.
“Oh that sounds cozy!” Minuette said as she stood up to accept the offer. My daughter stood up to follow Minuette. With everyone else there I suppose it would be less awkward.
I saw other ponies talking about sleeping arrangements. It seemed almost everyone had at least one other pony to sleep with. The major exception being Lyra who hadn’t gotten up since laying back down. Minuette saw that too.
“Lyra?” Minuette called to her. Lyra looked up from her spot on the ground. “Don’t sleep alone: you’re an old friend. Join us.”
“I’m fine…” Lyra tried to dismiss it.
“Please? For me?” Minuette asked. Lyra looked at the blue unicorn for a moment then at my daughter and me before getting up and following us back.
There was indeed a lot of straw and blankets back here. I didn’t even notice any 'smells' I would have expected. Maybe the scent of my friends just covered up anything I would have noticed. They weren’t an offensive scent either: five soft, warm friends, old and new, created a cocktail that had a base of earth and sunshine with various grasses, a splash of thunder and maybe a hint of some kind of mint. It was comforting, like a nightcap. It was exactly what I needed.

I remembered someone trying to wake me up but I didn’t want to. I enjoyed the warm straw and dreamless sleep a little longer. My whole body was sore but not necessarily in a bad way: I was recovering. There wasn’t an entire day of walking in front of me. No hiding from humans. No foraging or scavenging for food. I could spend the whole day in bed if I wanted.
I reached out for another warm body to hold but didn’t find one, just blankets and pillows. I groggily opened my eyes. Nobody was there. Thinking they were all behind me I rolled over and searched again. Everyone was gone. Literally everyone got up.
I would have been worried, instead of just confused, but I heard ponies talking just outside in the aisle. I guess they were letting me sleep. I climbed out of the still warm straw and blankets and slid the stall door open.
There were a lot of ponies in the barn but none that I recognized. Or not exactly anyway, There was a unicorn nearby who just put down her bag. I thought I knew her from the show. 
“Excuse me?” I asked her. She looked at me a little warily. “Are you... Trixie, right?”
“Of course Trixie is Trixie,” she agreed, putting on an air of confidence. “Are you a fan of hers?”
“Not exactly. I just know you from the show,” I admitted. That seemed to make her lose interest and she went back to unpacking. I wasn’t done though. “My name is Berry Punch. Did you just arrive?”
“Trixie has been here since last night,” she stated matter-of-factly. That didn’t add up, I didn’t see her in the group, unless I missed her somehow? She was also just now unpacking. Maybe she had been hiding until this morning.
“...Oh. Okay,” I responded clumsily. I looked over at the other ponies in the barn. A lot of them were chatting among themselves. So I turned back to Trixie; might as well give it a shot. “Have you seen a little filly running around? She’s kind of pink.”
Trixie snorted. “You’ll need to be more specific than that,” she said. I supposed there was Diamond Tiara here now too.
“Well, have you seen a blue unicorn? With blue and silver hair?” I tried. She stared at me expectantly and waited for me to get it.
And I did eventually: Trixie’s a blue unicorn with silvery-blue hair. 
“Oh... not you. Sorry,” I apologized and backed away. “I’ll go look for them.”
Trixie went back to whatever it was she was doing and I went to the barn door. I stopped in awe when I saw the state of the farm.
There weren’t just new ponies settling down in the barn. There were new ponies out on the farm too. A lot of new ponies. Ponies talking and laughing with one another. Foals chasing each other and playing. I recognized some of these ponies from last night but there were just as many that I didn’t know. So many colors, so many faces. It was surreal to see so many ponies when days ago we felt so alone. Now, there was practically a tent city forming. If it weren't for the humans sprinkled here and there and the growing field of parked cars, it would have been easy to imagine I woke up somewhere other than Earth…
“This place is starting to look like a music festival, huh?” I heard from beside me. I turned to my side to find it was a unicorn with wild blue hair wearing plastic purple-framed glasses sitting just inside the barn.
“Oh. Uh, yeah,” I agreed. That was an accurate description with all the tents. All we were missing was a stage or two. 
“Cool scars by the way, dude. You get mauled by a bear or something?” the unicorn asked.
“Vinyl!” the grey earth pony sitting next to her scolded. Her friend turned to me. “I’m sorry, miss. She has no filter.”
“I didn’t mean anything by it, I’m just saying you look cool,” Vinyl defended. I could clearly see her eyes through the  glasses: there was no malevolence there.
“It’s fine,” I assured. “They’re actually from timberwolves.”
“Woah. You fought wolves?” Vinyl said in awe. 
“Timberwolves specifically, like the wooden kind? It was kind of a one-sided fight,” I admitted while I gave the lines across my back a quick glance. Maybe the stripes did create 'wonder'.
“Daaamn~. Nice! And I thought a couple of Diamond Dogs were a pain!” Vinyl commented. Before I could ask her if those were dogs made out of diamond, Blossomforth had swooped down next to me.
“Oh good, you’re awake! Minuette wanted me to check on you. She said she ha-” Blossomforth stopped when she saw who I was talking to.
“Had what?” I coaxed out of her. Blossomforth looked back at me and smiled sheepishly.
“Oh. She said she had good news.” This sounded like something I wanted to hear. I turned from her to the ponies I had been talking to. The gray pony waved me off. 
“You look busy now. Perhaps we can exchange stories later, if you’d like?” she suggested. 
“Definitely!” I agreed. Ponies seemed to like the timberwolves story and I was curious how they got away from the police, if I was remembering correctly from the notebook. In my imagination, Luna just appeared as Nightmare Moon and went ‘Terminator’ on the police station. 
“...Oh! I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name,” the gray mare realized. “My name is Octavia Melody and this is Vinyl Scratch.”
“I’m Berryshine Punch, or just Berry Punch,”	I said, wanting to try out ‘Berryshine’ but backing down immediately after it came out. I looked at Blossomforth and saw her standing back behind me, apparently in awe or reverence to the two I was talking to. So, I helped her out. “This is Blossomforth.” 
“It was nice to meet you both,” Octavia said her goodbye. Vinyl nodded.
With that, I turned to Blossomforth who looked at me, then gave them one more glance before she started leading me towards our friends. We were walking in mostly silence until she broke it.
“That was Vinyl Scratch!” she finally burst, starting to flap her wings and hover.
“Do you know her?” I asked. I did know her, but only by second-hand reputation. I didn’t know exactly what she was popular for. 
“Every brony does! She’s the coolest!” I wondered how somepony could be cooler than Rainbow Dash so now I was intrigued. 
“I don’t think I saw any episodes with her. Does she show up in later seasons?”
“Uh… kind of? She’s a background pony. She was in Suited For Success… for a bit. Then she was the DJ at the wedding!”
“There was a wedding?” I asked. I was missing a lot of episodes I guess. 
“Yeah, at the end of season 2. Between Shining Armor and Princess Cadance?” she explained. This was the most I ever heard Blossomforth talk. Clearly she was a big fan of the show. What she said surprised me though.
“Shining’s married? But what about Rarity?” 
“What about her?” Blossomforth asked as she led me towards the front porch, still flying overhead.
Ponies shouting and screaming from behind us ended our conversation. We turned to look. Coming our way, being closely escorted by Shining Armor, was a tall, black… horse-like creature. Their legs were full of holes, like Swiss cheese-like holes, and a translucent blue ‘mane’ clung to her head like it was wet.
“It’s The Queen of Evil!” one pony yelled as she scattered with several other ponies. Others just watched, at a distance or approaching. Some waved at her. 
“Bonbon??” I heard from behind me on the porch then saw Lyra dart off in the direction some of the ponies were running. 
“Woah, it’s Queen Chrysalis,” Blossomforth brought my attention back to the very tall and dark horse-bug-person. Rainbow Dash swooped in from somewhere to meet Shining Armor and Chrysalis. I didn’t know who this was, but I assumed the title the other pony gave her was an accurate one. At the very least, this queen was a big deal. 
“Oh hey, Berry! You’re up!” I heard from behind me on the porch again. This time I turned and saw it was Minuette leaning over the porch rail, likely checking what the commotion was about too. “Come on up, we’re having brunch!” Minuette invited before sitting back down again. I gave the Chrysalis situation one last look, then the direction where Lyra had run off. Things seemed to be taken care of and I wasn’t going to eavesdrop if Lyra was catching up with someone. So, Blossomforth and I went up onto the porch. 
We quickly found them. Minuette and Ruby were sitting off to the side on the porch, eating alfalfa out of some bowls. My minty friend waved us over, grinning ear to ear, barely able to contain herself.
“We found Carrot Top!” Minuette went right into the good news. I was shocked and relieved. The last time I saw her neither of us were in a good situation. I looked around the porch.
“Where?” I asked, not seeing her.
“She’s at her place! Chad just called and said she showed up this morning while he was gone. She's tired but she’s okay,” Minuette explained. I could imagine Carrot’s exhaustion: it was probably similar to mine for the last few days. Except I couldn’t imagine the loneliness she must have felt traveling for days alone back to where she was captured, not knowing who would be at her ransacked sanctuary, if anyone. I'm glad Comet Tail was there.
“When are they coming here?” I asked.
“As soon as everything's packed up. Or most of it. They said they’d call when they’re on their way.”
Finally, we would all be back together again. I looked over at Blossomforth who was quietly happy for us. I reminded myself she and Cloud Kicker should have been there at the homestead as well but they were captured.
There should have been someone else there as well.
No, two someone else's.
“Nathan and Mom should be here too,” I finally told my friends. They seemed to like that idea. 
We couldn’t contact Mom or Nathan directly. I had smashed Mom’s phone and it probably wasn’t replaced yet and I didn’t know Nathan’s phone number. Not to mention Nathan didn’t have a car anymore either. Fortunately, there was a simple solution to this.
“Minnie? Do you think Chad can pick up Mom and Nathan on the way here?” Ruby suggested. 
“I’m sure he could!” Minuette agreed.
“If Nathan isn’t home he’ll be at work. He still works at the grocery store,” I added. It was important to me that neither would be left behind. Minuette called and told Chad the plan. I thought about asking to speak to Comet Tail or Carrot Top, to know they're alright, but I knew they were and what I really wanted was to see them again.
So after Chad agreed to get them, it was now only a matter of waiting. I settled down next to Ruby and Minuette passed the alfalfa.

The late morning bled into the afternoon. I watched ponies come and go into the farmhouse. It was mostly the Mane Six and their friends but there were also new arrivals who had issues or were looking for their favorite ponies.
Cloud Kicker eventually came to get Blossomforth to go see a pony she called ‘Eepsqueak’. I wanted to stay on the porch, not feeling up to going anywhere. As long as we stayed out of the way no one minded. It was a nice spot and eventually some other ponies joined us in the shade of the house. Chad had called and said they were on their way and now I was desperate for any distractions. Luckily, every pony here had a story to share.
One nice unicorn named Harmony Trebleheart sat with us for a while with her cousin, Little Horn. I immediately liked Harmony and it wasn’t just because she offered to share her Alberta Pure vodka, which, after discussing it with Ruby, we agreed I could have one drink. She was sharp, sarcastic and absolutely doting on Little Horn. She was part of a large group, some of whom came all the way from Vancouver. She told me her story and Little Horn was determined to add to it every step of the way. I sipped my vodka out of one of her cups from the RV she drove, because with the increasing number of ponies on the farm cups were becoming hard to come by, while she told me about how her group grew until the apartment complex she owned couldn’t hide them anymore. She managed to network and moved a ton of ponies. With a combination of cloud, human companions and car they managed to cross the border. 
Some time during ‘story time’ Minuette got another call: they were here. We got up to go find them and I thanked Harmony for the drink.
“Yeah... I better be on my way too. Gotta make sure Mayor didn’t lock the foals in a hot car or something,” Harmony joked as she got up to go check on her own friends. 
“What?! Mayor Mare wouldn’t do that!” Little Horn said, not catching the playful tone. 
“Hmm, probably not,” Harmony agreed with a mischievous grin before picking up Little Horn with her magic and setting her on her back. She looked to us. “Come find us sometime. L.H. and I are gonna be staying in the RV with the British Columbia license plate. Can’t be too many of those.”
We said our goodbyes then I got Ruby on my back. I felt more secure with her there and I was anxious to see my friends again. Feeling ready now, Minuette and I headed up the driveway towards where the cars parked. 
I looked around at the cars, curious where they all came from. They were mostly from nearby but occasionally one jumped out, like a Winnebago from New York. I saw regular vehicles like a Land Rover or a Ford Taurus but there were some eccentric cars too. There was a storm chaser van, for like a news crew, and a black van that looked straight out of the A-Team TV show complete with red wheels and pinstripes.
Then I spotted the rental van I was looking for. I also saw Mom’s van. I didn’t go towards that just yet though because I saw who was helping Chad, Braeburn and Caramel unload. My best friend as a human, the father of my foal, was here.
As I approached with my filly on my back Comet Tail spotted me and gave me a relieved smile. Staring at those brilliant blue eyes I started grinning back like an idiot. There was so much I wanted to say and I had such a rush of emotions seeing him perfectly safe but no words came. Instead, without even letting Ruby down, I hugged my yellow stallion friend.
I nuzzled into his warm neck and I felt his foreleg around mine. I felt a part of my sanity returning while leaning against him. He was my rock as we turned back to ponies and now he was here again. I finally let go and looked at him again. He still had a soft smile for me.
“You okay?” he asked.
"I am. You?"
"Better now," he said with an approving smile.
I felt Ruby reposition on my back slightly but she stayed put. I was reminded I wanted to tell Comet Tail I knew about him being Ruby’s father but it was such a weighty issue and all I wanted right now was to bask in the presence of my friends.
Chad and the two stallions were helping move things towards the amassing pile of supplies near the barn but I heard a distinct voice from the back of the truck that pulled my attention away from Comet.
“Hey, Comet, have you seen where the cocoa pow-” she said before cutting herself off. I looked up and spotted her at the back of the supplies. In the shade of the truck I could still see her orange curls coming towards the front. As she got closer I could see her hooves had been stained brown and green, as if she had escaped a garden… or had been trudging through the wilderness for days. Her brilliant emerald eyes, the definitively second prettiest green eyes on the farm, were complemented by a green bandana now tied high around the neck, perfect to hide any marks that might be there. I saw her eyes search over me the same way I did her and I could tell from the distress on her face she was looking at my ‘stars’.
There were no words to give, there was too much to say and nothing needed to be said. She was full-on crying by the time she got to me and silently put her stained forelegs around my neck. I hugged her back and felt my daughter gently slip off my back. I used that to sit down and hug her better and gentler.
“Hey,” I whispered into her ear. She sniffled hard at that and held me tighter.
“I was so worried about you,” she whispered to me. I nuzzled into her. She smelled like grass, dirt and something distinctly herb-like. Almost like the leaves to a carrot: bitter but wholesome and with a hint of something sweet just beneath the surface.
“I was worried about you too,” I told her. Finally after one more nuzzle we broke away to see each other again and collect ourselves. Carrot Top traced a hoof across my chest. 
“What did they do to you?” she asked, almost in a hushed whisper. I realized what she was thinking when I saw her eyes roaming over me again.
“They didn’t do this. We ran into some monsters.”
“You mean non-human ones?” she clarified. I nodded. Before I could get into details Minuette saw her chance and went in to hug and nuzzle Carrot Top next. I glanced over and saw Pinchy hugging and talking quietly with Comet Tail before she joined Minuette in hugging Carrot Top a moment later.
I would have probably gone back to hugging Comet Tail instead of smiling at him and my friends if I didn’t then realize Nathan and Mom had snuck up on us while we were hugging and didn’t want to interrupt. Mom looked well-dressed with makeup on. I made eye contact with Mom for a moment and felt myself shrink slightly. There were a lot of mixed emotions on her face and probably on mine too. I had to remind myself why I invited her. I knew they could both see my new marks. I hoped Mom could also see Ruby didn’t have any.
Instead of dwelling on her stare I turned back to Nathan. He looked clean besides his scraggly facial hair. In a way, it made him look playful and it fit his smile. I rushed to greet that smile with my own overjoyed one. Then I stood up on my hindlegs and he squatted down and we met halfway to hug. He had a strong hug for someone with one arm still in a cast. 
“Good to see you,” I told him. 
“You too.”
I didn’t have to feel guilty about Mom standing there and watching the affection for long before I heard Ruby.
“Mom!” Ruby shouted and I pulled away from nuzzling Nathan’s own fuzzy neck to look. Ruby ran towards our mom. Mom finally had a smile on her face. She squatted down to pick Ruby up and held her like a baby.
“Oooh,” she said before kissing her. “You made me worried! Why didn’t you call??”
“Uh, someone stole my phone,” she gave the half-truth and I could see it hurt her a bit. I could tell Mom could see right through that facial expression too. Mom looked at me, wanting answers. 
“Hi, Mom,” I started.
“Brian,” she greeted me and then “What happened?” she asked as direct and as diplomatically as she could. 
“Yeah, we’ll explain,” I agreed. I saw Braeburn and Caramel had stopped unloading things and went to go organize the supplies to give us some space. Even still, I didn’t want to have this conversation out here: catching Mom up would be difficult and I had other things I wanted to tell her.
“Hey all!” Applejack announced nearby. If someone was expecting it, they could have probably heard that as a y’all. “If you’re just dropping off, you can stay here ‘til you go. If you’re staying a while -and all ponies and families with ponies are welcome! -when you finish unpacking you can park over there, in the lot with that big moving truck!” 
There were talks and planning among the nearby ponies after her little announcement. I saw her turn our way and walk over.
“Hi! I’m Jack. Are you all family?” Applejack asked as she looked around our group, specifically at Mom and Nathan. I finally let go of Nathan and dropped back down to all fours.
“This is my fiance,” Minuette said, putting a hoof against Chad’s leg. Applejack nodded. 
“Right. I recognize you,” she agreed and looked towards the others.
“I’m their mom,” Mom explained as she gestured to the Pinchy in her arms and at me. Applejack smiled and nodded at that but I saw her eye up Nathan too. I wasn’t about to lie to the Element of Honesty. I hoped she would understand if I explained it well enough so I came to his aid.
“This is my old friend, Nathan. If it wasn’t for him we wouldn’t be here,” I explained. Jack thought about that for just a second before smiling and nodding at Nathan.
“All family then!” she determined. “You’re welcome to find a place to stay but I can’t offer any special accommodations for humans.”
“I was going to find a place to stay in town,” Chad explained, apparently feeling awkward at admitting that. Minuette didn’t react strongly to that, apparently expecting it. 
“I’ll probably do the same then. I’m too old to be sleeping in a barn or on the ground outside,” Mom joked good-naturedly to the pony in charge. I nudged Nathan’s side to get his attention. 
“You can stay in the barn with us. If you want,” I insisted. I wasn’t going to leave him out of the group again.
“Yes, you can, Nathan,” Carrot Top added to it. “I didn’t open up my home to you. To either of you.” Carrot Top glanced at my mom. “If I had been more generous we wouldn’t have been separated in the first place.” Minuette put a foreleg around Carrot Top’s back and nuzzled the side of her face before looking up at Nathan.
“We’d love to have you,” Minuette chimed in. I saw out of the corner of my eye Comet Tail quietly nodded in agreement.
“Oh. Okay,” Nathan agreed a little shyly, probably not expecting all the attention. His smile and the head rub he gave me seemed clear though: he wanted to stay. I looked back over at my mom.
“Applejack? Is there some place Mom and I could go to talk in private?”
“Hm? Oh, sure. I guess you could borrow my room for a bit?”
“Wait, private? Both of us, right?” Ruby asked from Mom’s arms.
“No... Mom and I need to talk about some things,” I admitted and looked at our mom. “I’ll catch you up on everything else too. It’s... related.”
The group looked unsure by this and Comet Tail came up to my side. 
“Are you sure?” he asked quietly. 
“Yeah,” I assured. Comet Tail quietly nodded and accepted that. My thinking was there was a lot of heavy stuff to deal with. For her with her children and with how I’ll process her reaction to it all. I decided I wanted Mom’s genuine reaction and I wasn’t sure if she would be able to give it if she was surrounded by my friends supporting me. I also felt like an apology would seem more sincere in private. 
For her part, Mom seemed confused right now.
“Is this about why you became cartoon ponies?” Mom asked, looking at me then our daughter, catching the tone and looking worried. Ruby nodded and hugged Mom. 
“Everything’s okay! It’s just… heavy,” Ruby explained vaguely. She looked at me, slightly worried as well. “Right?” I nodded. 
“I promise it’s okay. We just need to talk. One on one,” I explained.
I gave my friends and daughter one more hug and then I took Applejack up on her offer. Mom and I awkwardly, quietly walked to the house, going around the ponies going here and there. After going in, I checked to make sure she was still following. I got a glimpse of Pinkie Pie as we passed by the kitchen and as we went through the living room I saw some ponies were watching the Friendship is Magic cartoon. We headed down the hall to the room Applejack had directed us to. Looking around the bedroom I spotted a Vinyl Scratch plushie still sitting on the desk here: we were in the right place.
Mom shut the door behind us and it felt like everything outside had slipped away.
“Sure are a lot of you,” Mom commented. I silently nodded and for several seconds wondered if this was the right choice. “So, what is this about?” she said, breaking the silence.
No, I wanted to make amends, I reminded myself of the thoughts I had in the back of that truck. This would be easier in private. 
“...please sit down,” I said, gesturing towards the chair, trying to buy myself more time. She probably should, anyway. For her sake and so she looked less imposing.
Mom complied and with the seconds it bought me I decided to start with the important part first.
“I’m sorry,” I began. “I'm an alcoholic. I know I abuse it. It used to be all I looked forward to. It... ruined me. All of this would have been easier if I didn’t drink. But I do. And I’m sorry. I’ve done a lot of self-reflection and… I hurt you. I yelled at you. I scared you. I take after Dad and I was a terrible son. You have every right to hate me.” 
Mom nodded at my admittance. “You did hurt me...” Mom agreed. After a moment she added. “...but I don't hate you,” I looked at her face, looking for something to tell me the words didn’t mean what they did. “You might have looked like him and drank like him but you’re not like your father; I don't hate you."
“You’re lying! I was never good enough for you! You gave up on me!”
“You pushed me away,” she said, shaking her head. “You loved your sister. You had friends who weren’t just like you. You were always more sympathetic to people... just not to me.”
I didn’t see it that way. 
“You blamed everything on me. You thought I was selling drugs! You thought turning into ponies was my fault!”
“I did,” she agreed. “I… was scared. I’m sorry about that. I knew you were unemployed then you showed up at my door needing a place to stay, with an expensive stuffed animal for Brianna? I was scared we were going to get caught up in something.” 
This was her pattern! Her taking the high-road like this, rewriting the truth…
I was angry at this woman and looking at her… and then I stopped. 
I brought this woman here to apologize. I wanted to make amends. There was no point to blame her. I saw the conflict rising between us and wondered how she could be this delusional.
Either Mom misremembered, she lived in her own world, she was blatantly lying... or I was doing some of that. There was the possibility I was just yelling at an old woman who didn’t understand why I was yelling. She did say she was sorry...
“I’m sorry,” I apologized again.
“I know,” she said. “That’s why you’re not like Greg.” 
That broke me. I sniffled then fought the tears until I knew I lost against them. As a last resort I rubbed them away with the back of a hoof.
“Sorry; I cry a lot now,” I explained.
“You always cried a lot,” Mom disagreed. “When you were little anyway. Greg didn’t like that though.” She reflected and I did too. I hadn’t thought about that in forever but that sounded true. “I wish you had a better father figure.”
I quietly nodded.
“You know...” Mom started. “...after you moved I would pray something would happen and you’d turn your life around. Hopefully before you got into worse things and something bad happened to you. I imagined you’d come home and we'd talk like this and be a family again. After Brianna told me about the car wreck I was hoping that was what would wake you up.” She looked at me hopeful. “I couldn’t in a million years guess it’d be you turning into a little purple horse.”
“Heh. Yeah,” I agreed awkwardly. I didn’t know Mom prayed regularly. Especially not for me. I felt bad though, because I had a lot more to tell her still. Things I knew she wouldn’t like. After finding shaky, common ground, it was time to test it.
“So, before I was Brian, I was Berry Punch,” I began. Mom looked skeptical about this.
“You mean you were Brian before you were Berry Punch,” she tried to correct me. I shook my head.
“A little over twenty-five years ago something happened in another world, a world full of colorful, talking ponies and magic. And some creatures there know evil magic and curses. There is a creature named ‘Discord’ and he took over their world. He cast a curse on the ponies to send them away to this world where they would forget what happened and would look like the creatures here. The curse was supposed to last exactly twenty-five years and when it expired, the ponies would remember their last moments, how they got here, and then their bodies would turn back to their old selves,” I stopped and finally looked up at my mom. She seemed slightly confused.
“You think you’re from another world? Aliens?” she asked, skeptically.
“Basically. But instead of from outer space we’re from, like, here but a different dimension; like a different timeline where ponies appeared instead of humans,” I did my best to explain it simply.
“Brian, you’re not an alien. Neither is Brianna. I gave birth to you,” she defended herself. “I think you’re just confused.”
I shook my head. “No. The memories are too vivid. We all remember being sent here now. I remember a mountain on fire and creatures covered in ash. I remember us hiding in caves. And... it's not just memories. I met Discord. Here! It was horrifying. He’s not fully in this world yet, he was like a ghost, but he was strong enough he could make monsters,” I explained as I gestured to my chest and pointed at my back. After a few seconds I realized I was looking away in self-consciousness. I looked back up to check her expression. She looked conflicted and distraught.
“...monsters?” she asked. I nodded. “Where was Brianna?”
“Behind me. Unconscious,” I explained. “She was exhausted and I couldn’t run. Discord wouldn’t let us escape.”
“Where were all of your friends?” she asked. I sighed and looked down at my hooves shamefully. That was when I caught a glimpse of the stars across my chest. I felt a weak smile form. They were there, in a way. They were kind of here now too, if I kept them in mind. All of this would require some explaining to Mom though.
So, I told Mom how the last week or so had been. I left out as much sex and violence as I could, but I told her about the ponynapping, the rescue, the run in with people, the run in with Discord, my task from the dream princess, and the miracle over Des Moines and how it was basically just a long walk from there. 
“I thought that rainbow explosion might’ve been related to this,” Mom added. “Especially after I got that call from Monica’s fiance.” 
After a moment of silence Mom sighed and looked at me with softer eyes now.
“...that all happened?” 
“Yeah,” I confirmed. “You do believe me, right? That we’re from another world? That Discord sent us here?”
“...I don’t really have a choice, do I?” she asked somberly. “All these ponies. How hurt you are. What Nathan told me Ruby could do: magic.” I watched her try to swallow this pill again. It looked difficult for her.
“You’re my son; you’re Brian,” she fought. “I carried you and Bri for nine months. I raised you until you left home; I’m your mother. No matter what happens, that doesn’t go away.”
“I know. You’re not wrong,” I admitted. “We’re still your kids. But twenty-five years ago, before I was... your son, I was this.” I pointed at myself. “I was a mare, a female pony, and Brianna was Ruby first, she was my daughter. I gave birth to her too.” Mom seemed to take the rewording a bit better, but I could tell she was upset: I was taking her worldview away, how she viewed her children.
“We still refer to you as Mom, you know,” I explained, trying to help. “She calls us both ‘Mom’.”
“But I bet she wants to stay with you, doesn’t she?” 
“...for right now at least, I think,” I admitted. “But I won’t keep you from her.” I was really glad Ruby wasn’t here now while we basically discussed her custody. 
“So are you going to be living here?” Mom asked. She already thought she knew the answer, that we weren't coming back with her. Unfortunately I had a worse answer.
“We’re going to find a way back to Equestria and stop Discord. It’s the only way to make sure we’re safe,” I explained, skipping over the ‘how’. The ‘how wasn’t important right now. 
“Is Brianna going?” Mom asked. That was the intent. I nodded.
“You could come with us?”
“...what’s over there? 
“Towns, a few bigger cities, A lot of rural farming… I think most of the ponies left are here. So it’s probably been neglected all this time-” I started before she cut me off.
“-and monsters? Like the ones that attacked you?”
“Yeah,” I admitted. “ There’s a lot of mythological creatures. Some nicer ones, some meaner ones-” Mom started shaking her head, done with entertaining the idea.
“Brian, I couldn’t live like that. You shouldn’t either. There’s no way it’s safe there,” Mom disagreed with the plan. I wasn’t angry though. 
“Even if humans stopped ponynapping us, we have to stop Discord. Otherwise Earth isn't safe either,” I tried explaining to her. She looked like she was at a loss.
“...will you be able to come back?” Mom asked.
“...I don’t know. Depends on how the way back works.”
“You two are all I have. You know that, right? My life doesn’t have meaning without you,” Mom admitted. That hurt but I understood. Without Pinchy or my friends, I didn’t see the value in living either. 
They were our higher power.
“If there’s a way back, we’ll come,” I promised. “Maybe after ‘we save the world’… we’ll even come stay with you for a while?” I suggested. 
“I hope you do,” Mom agreed solemnly. 
That was that then. 
We sat in silence for a moment longer before I thought to address something that kept coming up in the conversation.
“Was there something else?” Mom asked, apparently reading the apprehension on my face. I wasn’t sure if it was just expressions being hard to hide as a pony or her familiarity with me.
“My name isn’t Brian anymore. It’s Berry Punch,” I explained, hoping she’d get it. I think she did but she looked reluctant.
“...okay, I’ll call you Berry Punch."
She didn’t though. Not that day. I hoped the next time she came by she would. I thought that would be the next day. She said she was going to stay nearby but I don’t think she did. She didn’t come back to the farm. At least not before we left for Equestria.
Before that though, Mom and I rejoined our friends. Minuette and Ruby were cheerfully filling in details to Nathan and Chad. Carrot Top and Comet Tail looked like they had been mostly just listening. I was surprised to see Cloud and Blossom found us again and were standing around with us too. 
Looking around, our group a little too large to be clustered onto the porch like this, I was a bit in awe. There were so many of us just wanting to be near each other. Surrounded by all these people I felt safer; warmer. Carrot Top and I made eye contact. I think she could feel it too. 
I looked back at Mom and wanting to distance myself from the conversation neither of us left particularly happy with, I looked away and turned to Nathan instead.
“Did you guys get the tour yet?” I asked Nathan in particular. I knew Mom didn’t really get a look around.
“Uh, no,” Nathan said.
“We were waiting for you,” Comet Tail told me. Comet Tail and I exchanged a smile. I looked around and Carrot Top and Chad both looked like they needed to catch up on sleep. Carrot might have wanted to wash up first too. Maybe the barn would be the right place to start first then. I looked up and checked on Nathan. It looked like he was looking in that direction.
“Where first, Nathan?” I asked for his input. Nathan looked around at the group of ponies looking at him for directions and shrunk a little. Then, he regained his composure and looked back where was looking.
“Is… uh, is that Vinyl Scratch?” he asked, pointing with the arm in a cast. I peeked between the porch rails and spotted Vinyl in the direction he was pointing.
“Yeah! We just met this morning. Come on, I’ll introduce you!” I offered. 
There was a lot of unpacking left to do, Chad and Carrot Top needed a nap, I still needed to catch up with them, and Mom looked ready to go. For now though, we led Nathan into the crowd of ponies to introduce him to some and show him around.
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Edited a line from Vinyl Scratch to fit in with another author's vision on January 3, 2023. Original:
	“Timberwolves specifically, like the wooden kind? It was kind of a one-sided fight,” I admitted while I gave the lines across my back a quick glance. Maybe the stripes did create 'wonder'.
“Haha, I bet. Kicked those things’ flanks, huh?” Vinyl suggested, not quite getting that I was on the losing side. Before I could correct her Blossomforth had swooped down next to me.



	
		29. Multiplied By More



That night things came to a quiet close and we all ended up piling into the barn stall we were sharing. It didn’t take long for everyone to eventually find a comfortable spot, sometimes on top of someone else, and then in the dim light of the barn surrounded by friends we fell asleep. 
Sometime in the middle of the night my dark, warm, fuzzy sleep was interrupted. Someone slipped out near my hind legs and I saw a dim blue light behind my eyelids. I opened them, wearily, and saw the light was Comet Tail going through a bag before slowly sliding the stall door open and leaving. 
At first, I tried going back to sleep. Comet Tail was probably just going to the bathroom. I figured maybe he grabbed his phone, he still had his. As I laid there though my brain was telling me something was wrong with what I saw. Eventually I realized what it was: Comet had gone through my bag, not his.
Now that I was potentially involved, I felt the need to get up too. I was a lot less adept at getting up though and had nothing but the dim light of the barn to get out of the stall.
“Berry?” I heard Carrot’s groggy voice behind me. She whispered quieter when I turned around. “Where are you going?”
I froze and wondered if it was going to sound silly to say I was checking on Comet Tail. He was a smart stallion, he didn’t need me to check on him.
“I have to pee,” I lied. After several seconds of silence I wondered if Carrot fell back asleep.
“...okay,” Carrot finally said. With that, I slid out of the stall as well. There were some ponies sleeping out there as well with blankets and makeshift pillows. Some stirred as I passed, others didn’t. None of them were Comet Tail though. I stepped out the open barn door and the smell hit me: someone’s smoking.
My cigarettes? 
I followed the smell around the corner to the side of the barn facing away from the house. I spotted the orange ember glow first then could make out Comet Tail’s silhouette as I approached and stared longer. He was looking out at the stars before he turned to look at me.
“Berry?” he asked.
“Me,” I admitted. “Stealing my cigarettes?” I teased the caught stallion.
“Sorry. Couldn’t sleep.”
“It’s fine,” I said. Then, after some hesitation I went on. “...can I have one?”
“Of course: they’re yours,” he said, gently pulling one out of the pack with his blue telekinesis and delicately placing it in my mouth.
“Yeah, but you bought them,” I said around the cigarette. He snapped my lighter on at the tip and I dragged the flame back. 
Sweet nicotine.
“I bought’em for you. Then I gave’em to you so I wouldn’t smoke’em all.” 
I did something like a shrug and realized he might not be able to see that in the dark. “It’s fine. Getting addicted, huh?”
“Yeah. I should quit.” 
“I should quit too,” I agreed.
A short, comfortable silence fell back around us for a few minutes as Comet Tail went back to looking at the stars. I nursed off my cigarette standing next to my friend. This was comfortable, familiar. This was how this all started.
I stepped closer to him and, careful not to jab him with my lit tip, I hugged him.
“I’m happy we're still together,” I told him. I nuzzled him with the side of my face without the cigarette. He brushed a hoof down my back as a safer alternative to a hug.
“I’m happy too. I'm glad we're all okay.” After a pause and our separation he asked. “You are okay, right? ...are you in any pain?” Oh, my 'stars'. I rubbed my neck slightly.
“Neck’s a little stiff,” I admitted. “Kind of just… sore all over still but nah, I’m good. I think I’m just tired.”
“Good,” he said simply. 
After a silence I asked him. “Are you okay?” He did sneak out at night to smoke. 
“Yeah, just… couldn’t sleep,” he repeated his explanation. I sat down next to him. If I asked, I think he would tell me. 
“What’s on your mind, professor?” I asked. 
He looked at me, looked away and then held a long drag before letting it go.
“Family, I guess,” he explained thoughtfully. 
I think I knew what he meant, but just in case I was being self-centered I guessed differently. 
“Your family?” He nodded.
“Our family,” he gently corrected.
“Ruby told me about… her father.”
“Oh. Yeah. Did she tell you what I remember?” 
“...that it was a happy occasion? Meteor shower and alcohol?”
“Yeah. I think I was having a little watch party for a meteor shower. You were going to bring a barrel of wine. And… one by one everyone cancelled on me or just didn’t show up. Except you. You showed up.”
Alcohol and night skies alone. That sounded like us. I guess some things just didn’t change… and sometimes little things did, like your gender or your species.
“And then we had a whole barrel of wine and a meteor shower all to ourselves,” I tried concluding for him.
“Yup.”
“You remember all of that?”
“Not exactly. It took me a while to figure this out. I was piecing together the thoughts I had before the curse. When Minuette got Ruby away, holding you and smelling the wine you were soaked in… I thought about holding you and that meteor shower… and Ruby. It was a happy last memory. We were just really drunk and you were a good friend and I think I wanted to… help.”
“I was in heat and asking for it,” I reworded.
“I don’t think there was much coaxing. You’re a good friend and you were asking for my help, even if it was for something weird. Intoxicated, I probably just saw it as doing you a favor. There don’t seem to be a ton of stallions on the show.”
“‘What are friends for’, right?” I teased him. He chuckled.
“Something like that,” he agreed in good-humor. 
Briefly, in passing, I started to wonder, with me in heat again and Comet still my friend, if he would do it again if I asked. I quickly conceded though, that no, he wouldn’t and I wouldn’t put him into that position. It was a drunken mistake he looked back on in good spirits.
I didn’t want it that badly.
“...that must have been one really pretty meteor shower,” I ended up saying instead. 
“Almost as pretty as Ruby,” he told me. I thought about that and began to wonder. 
Eventually I started talking before I knew what I wanted to say.
“So, you wouldn’t want to…” I said before slowly stopping. I hoped he hadn’t heard me.
“Hm?”
“No. Nothing. Sorry,” I tried to explain but I had said too much.
“Sorry about what?” 
So, I tried to explain myself.
“I was going to ask about something I already knew. Ruby already explained to me that you’re just her biological father but you don’t consider yourself her dad-dad,” I spilled. I was worried he would be slightly embarrassed at the topic but after thinking about it for a moment he agreed.
“I’m not, no. I consider myself one of her best friends though.” 
“She thinks of you the same way, I think,” I told him. I wondered what the difference was. I didn’t know for sure. “...you’d be a good one though, you know?” I didn’t know that truthfully. There was a blind spot in my knowledge. I wondered if Ruby felt like she was missing one. I didn’t like the pressure I felt my words put on him so I quickly started trying to retract them. “Sorry, that’s stupid.”
“It’s not. Your feelings and thoughts aren’t stupid,” Comet assured me. “...but I don’t feel like I can be that. Dads are supposed to be available to their kids. Be obsessed with them, read them bedtime stories, kiss them goodnight… I couldn’t do that.” I wondered if that was true. I wondered, if something were to have happened to me, if Comet Tail would have taken care of her. Or maybe Minuette or Carrot Top was Ruby's godmother and one of them would have.
Comet Tail gently stepped his cigarette out, put the dead butt back in the pack and then lit another. I was going to complain that'll make the rest of them taste worse but maybe that's for the best.
“...is it because it’d be like you were with me?” I asked the question I thought was at the heart of the matter. Maybe that’s what was keeping him out here.
“No. That’s not it,” he assured. He put a foreleg around my back and I nuzzled into him, just not too affectionately. “It ain’t about you. I just love her, but not like that... I love her the way I love all of my friends and you but…” He trailed off, unable to answer. “I don’t think I can love her the way she should be.”
“Right. Sorry,” I told him. “‘It takes a village’ anyway, right?” 
“Sure does,” he agreed before nuzzling the top of my mane a bit and taking his foreleg back. I let the silence come back. My cigarette burnt down to the filter. I needed another cigarette but wasn’t ready to ask for one. I thought about the conversation and wanted to take a step back away from us.
“So... is that what you meant by 'our family'?"
“No. I meant all of us: You, me, the other mares, Ruby,” he explained. Oh. That family. Our ‘herd’.
“Is that what’s keeping you up? What’s on your mind?” I asked him and he finally  spilled.
“Last night, I stayed up, waiting all night on Carrot’s porch... I didn’t know who was gonna show up first. One of you, or one of them,” he explained. I understood ‘them’ was the ponynappers.
“Yeah?” I asked as neutrally as I could for him to go on. I had to spit the filter out now. I saw Comet Tail pick it up in his magic, gently twist it into the dirt and deposit it back into the pack. He pulled one more out for me and we did our little ritual again until I had a new lit cigarette.
“I was scared,” he finally elaborated.
“That would have been scary,” I empathized.
“Yeah but not just for myself. For us. I didn’t know what was gonna happen to all of us. If they came… we thought they captured you. Then just Carrot. What if I scared them off and I never saw her again? Would I have to hold them for questioning? Take them hostage? What if they took me? I didn’t know what to do or how to help us. We were so focused on finding those ponies and now I had nothing else to think about but us and I didn’t know how to make us safe,” Comet explained. I heard his voice choke slightly. He wasn’t one to get worked up. I hugged him again and he reciprocated.
“Hey, we’re safe now,” I told him.
“We’re not though,” he explained warily. I looked at him in the dark, concerned. I could see the way the light glistened on the surface of his eyes. “Whether we stay here too long… or we find our way to Equestria and face Discord… we’re not safe yet. And I’m worried just playing it by ear again ain’t gonna work out as nicely. It’s a miracle we’re here.”
I agreed. It was a miracle, but a rainbow-gilded miracle. One crafted by alicorns and countless ponies smarter, faster, stronger and more in the know than us. It was a pony-made miracle. 
On the spot, at like 3 o’clock in the morning though, I was a lot less eloquent than even that.
“We’ll just have to make another miracle then,” I told him.
“...like Ruby?” he guessed. I smiled at him and saw him smiling too. I didn’t mean it like that but I agreed with him. 
“Like all of us and us being together.”
We hugged and fell back into that silence, just listening to nature and the cosmos beyond that. I started to really look at the stars again then remembered.
“Oh yeah! Did Princess Luna show what the stars in Equestria look like?"
“She did,” Comet said with a bit more neutrality back in his tone. “I was comparing.”
I turned back to admire the stars again. 
“You should get your telescope out tomorrow and have a little viewing party! Educate us so we can appreciate it when it changes,” I suggested.
“I could, but… ” he started.
“But?”
I heard the soft stepping and scrap of hooves a way from us. 
“When the humans ransacked the homestead, they took it,” the new person said. It was Carrot Top.
“Hey, Carrot,” Comet greeted her. Carrot waved and approached us.
“Oh... Comet, I’m sorry... ” I apologized to Comet. 
He shrugged it off. 
“They’ll be more telescopes,” Comet said, more disappointed than bitter.
“So, I overheard,” Carrot told Comet. Comet nodded, accepting.
“...how much?” he asked.
“About Ruby. About you worrying about all of us,” she explained.
“Yeah?”
“I’m scared too, but we have to help,” Carrot rejected. She rubbed the front of her bare neck with the side of her hoof. “I had a lot of time alone with my thoughts too. We can’t wait around for someone else to fix things. Discord divided us because he knows we’re stronger together. Even the mane six are stronger with all of us behind them; we are Equestria. Without us backing them up, they can’t get into place and do their thing.”
There was a long pause until Comet spoke up again.
“...could you live without us?”
“What?” Carrot asked.
“If we all died in the battle for Equestria: Berry, Minuette, Ruby, all of us, and you survived. Could you go on without us? If some of us died, could you live with yourself?” Comet asked. From his tone it was clear he wasn’t trying to guilt her, he was struggling with the hypothetical situation himself. I pressed myself against him, trying to console him. 
I saw Carrot raise her head and try to stand tall.
“Yes. I could,” Carrot stated confidently. “As long as all of us are where we need to be, where we want to be, I won’t regret us doing what we have to do. I’ve lost a lot of people, but I still feel them. I still think about them. Dead or alive: the people I love made me who I am and keep me going.” Carrot gestured to me as an example. “When I was in the woods, I didn’t know if Berry was going to be alive when I found Ruby. But she asked me to find her and keep her safe and I was going to do it no matter what. It's not about living or dying, it's about trying.”
Comet nodded, looking like he had more to think about now after seeing how some of his friends felt. 
“...Princess Luna feels similar, I think,” I tried rejoining the conversation. “We need all of us there. We’re stronger together: the mane six and us and all of ponykind. She... compared it to stars shining for each other. We have to be there to warm the ‘cold dark world’ for all the other stars that dare shine... or something...” 
Honestly I was too sleepy to know where I was going with this. 
“It’s always stars with you two, isn’t it?” Carrot asked me and Comet, amused. “I like it.”
“That’s what she told me to call these too,” I admitted feeling the ‘stars’ across my heart, the ones that represented what guided me: my friends. Carrot stepped closer to me. I thought to get a better look but instead she hugged me.
Comet pulled out the cigarette pack and offered one to Carrot Top. She waved the floating cigarette away. 
“I don’t smoke. I don’t mind if you do in front of me… the smell reminds me of Papa,” Carrot Top admitted. As Comet started putting the one he offered to her back into the pack there was a swoop and flapping noise above us. Then, we all jumped when something landed next to us. It was a pegasus.
“Hey Dasher, I’ll take a smoke,” she said, revealing she was Cloud Kicker. 
“Uh… it’s Comet Tail,” he corrected but floated it over to her anyway.
“Sorry. I knew it was something cute like that,” Cloud said around her cigarette.
“How long have you been eavesdropping?” Carrot Top asked the intruding pegasus.
“About as long as you were,” Cloud said. I could hear the smirk in her voice. “I was curious what three ponies sneaking off at night were doing.” She took her first drag off the cigarette and thanked the stallion.
“...this is nice. I normally don’t smoke but it’s nice sometimes in the afterglow, you know?”
‘Afterglow’? Did Cloud and Blossomforth sneak off when we fell asleep? I didn’t even notice in the pile.
“I figured that’s what you were doing. That’s gross,” Carrot Top stated matter-of-factly.
“What? That I admit I take care of my partners?” Cloud protested. Carrot apparently took a moment to re-evaluate what she said before she answered.
“No... I guess I just don’t know you well enough yet. Everything out of you is a sex joke. It doesn't make me uncomfortable but... I guess when it’s coming from somepony I don’t know well, it's just too much information.”
“Oh. Well we should get to know each other then!” Cloud suggested cheerfully. “My name is Cloud Kicker. In Equestria I was joining the Guard. As a human, I was in the reserves. My friend is Blossomforth. She’s asleep but she’d love to get to know you all better too. From what I hear, your farm was really nice, Miss Top. I’m sorry I missed it.”
"...are you making fun of me?"
"I wouldn't do that. I genuinely heard nice things about your farm and I saw all the stuff you brought." 
“Oh. Well... thank you ...Miss Kicker. It was alright. It was hardly a farm. It was nothing like this place. It was just a few buildings,” Carrot dismissed. 
Comet consoled her with a foreleg around her. I moved my hoof next to hers.
“It was home though, right? Minuette said it was a little off-the-grid sanctuary,” Cloud professed. I could tell Carrot Top didn't hate the compliment but she still seemed wishy-washy.
“Yes and no,” Carrot agreed. “That’s all true, but calling it ‘home’ isn’t right. I didn’t see it as home. I was there to get it ready to sell. I couldn’t live there alone. I would have gone crazy from the memories. From being cut off.”
“My bad. I kind of get it,” Cloud said. “I was kind of well off but Blossomforth was a foster kid. She didn’t really have a family she wanted to go home to on the holidays. I was sort of all she had... after my dad shipped us off to that lab, I started to understand home is a lot more than just family and family is a lot more than just those that are related to you.”
“...that’s right,” Carrot whispered as she smiled at the pegasus opening up. She looked around at all of us. “...I guess most of my home is here now.” She made eye contact with Cloud. “Including some people I didn’t realize should have been there the whole time.”
Comet and I leaned into our orange-haired pony a little more, agreeing with the statement. Cloud Kicker laughed good-naturedly.
“That is so gay,” Cloud said, still smiling. She stepped toward us and wrapped her wings around us. We embraced her. “I’m happy to be included.”
We finished our last cigarettes and all went back in together. Cloud apparently went and nudged Blossomforth awake from wherever they had snuck off to, because shortly afterwards they both came back into the stall with us. I felt a wing over my back and wasn't worried about whose it was. We slept for a few more hours until morning.
Morning being whenever Carrot Top got up, since she was always the first up. Out of curiosity we all eventually got up and started helping her make hot water cornbread and butter beans over a campfire. We decided it didn’t seem right to go inside the house and bother the ponies about breakfast when there were so many ponies here on the farm now. Especially when Carrot Top was always so eager and skillful at cooking. She also had no small amount of ingredients amassed in and around the barn. 
She told other groups of ponies to take some of the food as well. By mid-afternoon I had seen ponies start leaving some things there for others to take as well. Combined with the stockpile coming from the farmhouse’s basement, food was well taken care of for now. The colder, blue morning shared with all of my closest friends, my family, gradually became a warmer, orange day with more.

A constant pour of new ponies arrived all day. Ponies were setting up tents and building temporary shelters. Ponies were coming and going across the fields and between the buildings. Ponies were cooking, filling the air with as many smells as there were sounds of foals and adults laughing and playing games. All over, people were making new friends and finding old ones. And before I knew it, it was a beautiful, bustling afternoon on the pony farm. 
I wasn’t bustling though. I wasn't going anywhere. For me it was a lazy afternoon in the shade of the farmhouse. Comet Tail and two new friends, Spring Breeze and Feather Shine, were talking near me. I had been talking too, but Nathan was also sitting with us here and, one mane scritch leading to another, I found myself nodding in and out of consciousness with my head resting on his lap. There is a special kind of relaxing where the world is alive around you and you’re drifting in and out of consciousness without a worry about anything going on around you. Mostly they talked about all the ponies on the farm.
Early that morning a giant cloud made a low-pass over the farm and pegasi poured out, including Spring Breeze and her sisters. It continued making trips back over the farm all day, each time looking slightly different. At one point there were dozens of entrances pocked all around it, Greek-style pillars carved into the cloud like marble and slides hanging off the edge. It looked like a marvel of pegasus magic but according to Spring it wasn’t that complicated, it was kind of slow and had already been rebuilt after the storm a few nights ago tore it apart with them inside.
Earlier on in our conversation, when I had been more lucid, we had been talking about how Feather Shine and I looked weirdly similar, to the point even our cutie marks were identical at a glance. The biggest difference between the two of us was that she was a pegasus instead of an earth pony. Weirdly, she even had her own little Feather Pinch. We were wondering if we were related, and how, but ended up just throwing our hooves up and deciding we were probably "family".
Ruby and Feather were participating in a near free-for-all soccer game that had broken out on this side of the farmhouse. The rest of us had sat down in the shade and not long after I started getting scritches and nodding off. The barely regulated game was mostly foals and a few adult ponies keeping the sides even. There were some human kids too. The ones I could point out were Cloud Chaser’s little sister, Silvia, and Yoko who was Chris’s daughter. Or so I thought. I met them through Ruby, who had been making a lot of friends here on the farm, even more than me. Whether it was becoming a child again, or just being a child in general, all the foals quickly found camaraderie among themselves. There were jokes on the farm about "roaming packs of foals'' indoctrinating more fillies and colts into their gangs. I guess that would make this soccer game a "turf war" then.
The laughter and cheers from the playing was what kept me from completely falling asleep. One of the times I came to, I heard Comet Tail explaining to our new friends about a spell he remembered that was like a fast 'dash'. I was piqued the first time I heard it. Him and Ruby talked for hours that morning. There was lots of theory and it was cute to see them bonding. Now though, Nathan was petting me again. So I went back to being stuck between awake and asleep surrounded by friends and family new and old and I expected to stay in that sleepy limbo until dinner.
I heard a particularly loud squeal and scream coming from the field and then Shining Armor’s voice. He had been watching the game, I think he was refereeing or something. His call didn’t make any sense though.
“You! Get out of here! Get away from her!” came the stallion’s voice. His tone sounded almost… threatening. I felt Nathan shift under me and I opened my eyes.
“I saw what you were doing!” Shining berated a little girl not much taller than him. It was Yoko and when Shining finished yelling she immediately bolted, apparently terrified of the unicorn. My daughter was standing there looking between Yoko running away and Shining Armor, confused. 
I saw my little Pinchy looking intimidated up at the white stallion, clearly in a mix of shock and fear at his sudden outburst. By the time I could sit up,  Comet Tail was already up and walking over to Shining Armor to ask about whatever this was about.
“What happened?” I asked around our little shaded group.
“I guess Ruby and Yoko were horseplaying,” Feather offered. I saw Comet talking to Shining about it and Shining seemed to wave the whole thing off.
“Ruby, why don’t you go take a break for a bit?” Shining told my daughter while gesturing back over to me, past Comet Tail. Shining looked around and spotted the pony with the soccer ball. He made a spinning motion with one hoof. “Okay! Everything’s fine! Everyone else just keep playing!” Shining announced before walking back to his observation spot.
Comet walked back over to us with Ruby in tow. She looked about as confused as I did and I had missed the entire thing. I saw her scan the way Yoko had run then give up, apparently not finding her. 
“What was that about?” I asked. 
Ruby shook her head.
“We were just talking,” Ruby insisted. “Like, she was asking me about favorites and stuff. And then she asked if I was ticklish and when she saw the look on my face and threatened to tickle me I ran. I didn’t mean to scream that loud. We were just being silly.”
“We could tell. You were just having fun,” Comet Tail reassured her. He turned and eyed Shining Armor now across the field. Shining seemed to be dividing his attention between watching the game now and subtly looking in the direction Yoko ran off. “I wonder if it’s something about Yoko.”
“She’s Chris’s kid, right?” I asked, yawning. 
“Yoko’s an exchange student living with them,” Ruby explained.
“Huh,” I responded dumbly. They didn’t look alike, but I figured ‘adoption’ or something.
“Does Shining not like humans?” Spring speculated.
Comet looked at Nathan and at me and frowned.
“Maybe?” Comet offered. He turned to my daughter. “Do you know why Chris is here? Who’s the pony in his family?” 
Pinchy scrunched her little face in thought before answering. “...Trixie?” She didn’t sound too sure of her theory.
“Are Chris and Trixie together?”  
Ruby was quick to shake her head. “No, Chris’s girlfriend is Liz.”
“Maybe Trixie’s the kids’ aunt then?”
It was an odd situation to us, why Shining was picking on a little girl. Humans that had pony family here were hardly the most unusual creatures around. There was a griffin and at least one dragon around somewhere according to rumors.
While we continued speculating on the situation, we saw Carrot Top and Minuette approach us. Minuette had offered to help Carrot cook and we volunteered to clean up afterwards. Them both coming over probably meant we were at the tasty halfway point now.
“Hey, Pinchy! Why the long face?” Minuette asked.
“Nothing,” Ruby dismissed. “I’ll ask Yoko about it later.” Minuette, Comet and I exchanged glances and decided to let it be. 
“Well, the borsch is ready,” Carrot offered. “You work up an appetite?”
“I could eat,” Ruby agreed. I could too.
“Spring? Feather?” Carrot looked at the two ponies sitting with us. “Sweet and sour beet stew? With carrot and potato?”
“Oh. I need to go check on my sisters actually,” Spring admitted as she stood up and made a quick check on her feathers. “Thank you though.”
“Pinch and I just ate a little while ago and I don’t think she’s done playing yet,” Feather Shine reassured us. 
“Well, come by later! Carrot’s going to show me how to make kettle corn!” Minuette insisted.
“Oh, tonight?” Carrot asked, slightly confused by the eager blue unicorn. Minuette nodded at her, with pleading, puppy dog eyes. “Oh okay. Sure! I guess I am then!” Carrot Top agreed with a shrug. She pointed at Spring Breeze and Feather Shine. “Come by tonight! Bring bowls!”
After saying our goodbyes, we all got up and Carrot Top and Minuette led us back to where we had set up. 
I could smell the stew from a dozen yards away. It seemed like some ponies nearby had as well. There was a mismatched set of two cast iron Dutch oven pots sitting near a low-burning fire, right up against the ashes. That’s where the delicious smell was coming from. 
Near the fire there was a canopy tent with an old fire retardant blanket spread out underneath. Underneath the canopy, nearest to the fire, some boards had been stacked up into a makeshift counter with tools and cooking equipment laying along it. Stacks of jars, spices and bowls lined the floor near the counter. We started helping each other ladle out the borsch into bowls but eventually put Nathan on ladle duty. Nathan and some of the unicorns took spoons and the rest of us just slurped at it as it cooled off.
It was sweet, earthy, a tad sour and of course, delicious. 
“Hey Berry, what’re you guys eating? It smells awesome,” a nearby wandering Vinyl Scratch asked. I looked over at her and immediately noticed she had swapped out her glasses. Gone were the toy purple-framed glasses. Now she was wearing a pair that looked almost identical from the picture I had been shown of her from the show: oversized, black-framed and filled with purple, mirror-like lenses.
“Uh…” I stumbled at the cool shades then remembered what she asked. “‘Borsch’.” 
“Oooh. What’s that?” Vinyl asked, intrigued. I turned back to Carrot Top for answers which she was happy to provide.
“It's probably closer to 'barszcz' but that doesn't help. It's sweet and sour beet stew with carrot, tomato, potato, onion- the usual suspects. You’re probably mostly smelling the herbs and spices: we got a little festive with them,” Carrot Top explained.
“I got carawayed,” Minuette added with a grin.
“Wow, sounds fun,” Vinyl said.
“Would you like some?  We have plenty,” Carrot Top offered to the unicorn.
“That’d... be great actually. Thank you,” Vinyl accepted. “Mind if I invite a friend, though? Tavi and I were both looking for dinner.” Vinyl Scratch gestured behind her. I searched the crowd in that direction and spotted her gray friend.
“Not at all. She’s welcome too,”  Carrot assured her.
“Sweet!” Vinyl replied and turned around to wave her friend over to come on. Satisfied Octavia spotted her, she plopped down near us and let out a long sigh. Presumably waiting for her friend to get over here before dishing out any food for herself.
“So… you got your glasses!” Nathan gushed. Vinyl grinned up at him.
“Yeah! Aren’t they awesome??” Vinyl said as she took them off to examine them herself. Her magenta eyes mirrored the lenses perfectly. “Applejack gave them to me.”
“Oh yeah, you’re her favorite pony,” I recalled, remembering Jack’s plushie.
“...yeah,” Vinyl said, her voice dropping slightly as she said so. “She didn’t have these until yesterday though. I guess some pony named Soarin gave them to her? He flew in wearing them. He used to be a pegasister apparently- and with good taste! His favorite pony wasn’t me too though, it was Applejack. I guess they got talking about favorite ponies and… these are mine now… to ‘complete the look’.”
“They look perfect!” Minuette agreed. 
“Oh! Are those those limited edition Oakleys? I heard about those," Blossomforth asked Vinyl.
"Oh! I remember those! Those were expensive,” Nathan added. Vinyl Scratch admired the glasses one more time before putting them back on. I noted the glasses were good for partially concealing her expression.
“Yup! These things are name brand!” Vinyl Scratch agreed. “...I kind of felt weird taking them but I couldn’t say no either, you know? ‘Gotta have the shades: can’t let the fans down.'”
“Oh! This is where that wonderful aroma is coming from!” Octavia flattered our dinner host as she came up to our little encampment and made a show of taking in the smell coming from the pots.
“Please, help yourself! Bowls are next to the ladle,” Carrot Top gestured for them both.
“Don’t have to tell me again!” Vinyl said as she got up. Vinyl and Octavia filled up some bowls with stew. Then we all ate and chatted with our two musical dinner guests.

As the afternoon gave into dusk, activity slowed on the farm. The number of firepits dug out in the fields increased. The flames for each grew taller as they became less for cooking and more for light and warmth. It became clear as that night fell that it was going to be livelier than the last few intimate ones. Ponies were playing musical instruments, singing songs and telling stories. Ponies naturally flocked to the nearest, liveliest or friendliest bonfire but also intermingled freely between the friendly gatherings. 
Meals were mostly all finished, but leftovers and snacks spread freely like the ponies. Spiced cider flowed and marshmallows burned. Roasted carrots and chilled fruits were coming from somewhere. Carrot Top for her part showed Minuette how to make kettle corn and before we knew it, we were on our third cauldron-sized batch of kettle corn and ponies were bringing buckets and bowls to help us get ‘rid’ of it.
At some point, Cherry Berry handed me back a mug and refilled it with hot, spiked cider. I didn’t tell anyone but I nursed it while Octavia played her cello for us in the campfire light. At Vinyl’s behest, she took a particular request from her, but compromised and played just the prelude. I could tell Vinyl didn’t mind this. I watched her as much as I watched Octavia as she played it. If the grin on her face was any indication, Vinyl’s eyes shined behind her sunglasses while she watched her ‘friend’ play as strongly as the dancing fire reflected in her shades.
I didn’t just stare at the two obvious lovebirds though. I also reflected and looked around our campfire. More ponies had showed up than just the ones that had for dinner. Cloud Kicker and Blossomforth found us and curled up together. Feather Shine and Feather Pinch helped us eat our kettle corn. Piña Colada, a small pastel pink earth filly with teal eyes was here now. Apparently I did win the Sisterhooves Social with her and not my daughter; Piña was very real. When Cherry Berry found me, Piña Colada was close behind, apparently the two knowing each other.
Lyra, maybe beckoned over here by Octavia’s playing, was welcomed with cheers and greeting around our fire. Her lyre came out and, apparently in slightly better spirits now, she played something after Octavia.
My pony family was extending.
The talk around the campfire grew more hushed at one point, not because of Lyra’s relaxing but contemplative playing, but because we were eavesdropping on Daring Do’s storytelling prowess a ways away at a nearby bonfire. She was telling the story we all told, our time changing back and getting here. I spotted Chris and his family around that fire, intently listening as well. I knew Pinchy could have seen them, but she didn’t get up from her spot on Nathan’s lap. Understandably, she was waiting to ask Yoko about what happened later: tonight was a happy occasion. 
I wasn’t sure if it was just their talent as musicians or pony magic, but the musicians at our campfire had a spontaneous synergy between them. They didn’t want to play too fast or loud to overpower the storytelling, but they played together and you could swear they had practiced. I only recognized one of the duets. Vinyl occasionally borrowed Octavia’s cello and played it pizzicato, plucking it with her magic like a bass guitar. 
As they played I saw Vinyl and Octavia give each other looks. Eventually, I managed to figure out the silent glances: the two were looking at the mint green pony playing with them, but she wasn’t looking at them at all. Instead she kept looking in one particular direction in the crowd. It wasn’t quite at Daring Do, circling the fire and talking about getting shot at, but off in a different direction, likely at somepony who was sitting over there and listening.
At some point our musician friends stopped and we all just listened to Daring Do, or I thought we did. The gold pegasus who had been slowly hovering around the bonfire narrating, building tension, made a dramatic flying swoop as the plane she was in, in her story, was blown out of the sky. It was clear why everyone was listening: she said she discovered her special talent was finding lost things but I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was telling stories.
I quietly glanced back around our little group to see if they were as impressed. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Octavia whispering and smiling at Lyra. Vinyl could apparently hear and was nodding approvingly as she kept glancing past them in the direction Lyra had been staring. After a few more minutes of this, Lyra and Octavia stood up and excused themselves.
“Pardon us: mare business,” Octavia whispered to me and the rest who turned to see them get up. Everyone else went right back to listening to Daring Do’s story but I watched the two of them walk away into the dark and then continue talking away from the campfires. 
I was so lost in trying to figure out what they could be talking about I was surprised when everyone started clopping their hooves and stomping the ground. Looking back at Daring Do’s audience, I realized she finished her story and I missed the ending. It was definitely finished because after the applause some ponies left and Chris stood up and darted away quickly, like he had been holding it in until the story was over.
As the story circle broke down into chatting among themselves and asking Daring more questions, I saw Octavia and Lyra took this opportunity and approached the circle. Octavia walked right up to a cream-colored pony with half-blue and half-pink hair and began talking with her. The pony reacted cheerfully and seemed like a friend of Octavia. Lyra stood back a few feet, as if waiting to join the conversation.
“Anypony want to go next?” Daring Do asked the crowd.
“Oh! Oh! Me!” cheered a small unicorn near her. I recognized her immediately. I think most of us did. “My name is Little Horn! Before I came here, Discord made me really sick with poison joke! And when I was changing back, I got sick again and was put in the hospital. And...”
I had heard the story before, a few times now actually. Instead I helped clean off the last pots and pans with Minuette. It was probably time to wind down, just not all of us had decided to yet. Cloud and Blossom snuggled into each other under the nearby blanket. Octavia and Lyra were still talking to the other pony. Cherry Berry and Piña Colada went off to bed. Feather Pinch was yawning but Shine was letting her stay up to hear “one more story”. Even if Nathan wasn’t ‘trapped’ under the sleeping filly on his lap, he was listening intently to Little Horn’s story like he was to all of the ones before. Vinyl Scratch absent-mindedly watched Carrot Top and Comet Tail separate the embers in the fire from the less burned twigs.
“...we need to throw a concert,” Vinyl Scratch declared after several minutes of silent contemplation. My friends and I turned to look at her.
“A concert?” I asked, remembering her talking about how this place looked like a music festival the other day.
“Yeah. A big one,” Vinyl went on. “We got all this talent around us and all these ponies having a good time tonight. We need to celebrate. Like, organized. This is something magical that’s happened, you know? All these ponies together again, after a death and a rebirth. This might be the largest gathering of ponies in twenty-five years.”
“Feather?” Comet Tail asked, both Pinch and Shine looked up but only Shine kept looking at him, Feather Pinch going back to Little Horn’s story. “How big is the group out in Montana?” Comet Tail asked her. Shine took a second to think.
“Hard to say. Lightning Dust’s farm is bigger but I think there’s more ponies here,” my pegasus twin speculated.
“Well that’s that then: we gotta do it!” Vinyl decided.
“Do what?” Octavia asked as she came back over to us.
“A concert! These ponies need a celebration! Without festivities this place looks like a refugee camp,” Vinyl complained. I glanced past the two to see what had happened to Lyra. She was talking with the cream-colored pony all on her own now.
“...you know, this essentially is a refugee camp, right?” Octavia asked her with a perked brow.
“Exactly! And it shouldn’t be!” Vinyl insisted. “Ponies came a long way to find this place and have gone through some amazing stuff. Tonight’s shown me they want to cut loose. What a better way to do that than to organize something!” I watched Octavia’s skepticism melt from the enthusiasm.
“I suppose asking for permission wouldn’t hurt,” she admitted, smiling back at her excited unicorn. “I’d love to help.” Vinyl stood up and hugged her.
“Thanks, babe! We’ll ask around and see what kind of equipment and talent we can get our hooves on,” Vinyl explained as she started to get visibly giddy. “This is going to be so awesome!”
“You still need to get permission first,” Octavia reminded.
“Oh I will! But I know Applejack will say yes; she wanted to meet DJ pon3, I’m going to show her I’m right here by organizing a music fest on her farm!”
Minuette started giggling.
“Jack and the Ponestock!” she said as she let us in on the joke. From the storyteller circle I could hear Little Horn’s story breaking down into telling us about each of her friends. Apparently losing the crowd, I heard somepony say something a little louder so more ponies would hear her.
“Hey, you know who’s story I want to hear?! Derpy’s!” she exclaimed. There were murmurs of approval and ponies started looking around for the gray pegasus, including our group perking up and looking around.
“Derpy’s here??” Nathan asked a little louder than he meant to as he looked around. I saw Pinchy sit up and rub one of her eyes, slightly confused. “Oh sh- sorry!” Nathan cooed as he went back to petting her. It was for the best anyway, she needed to get up soon.
“Derpy? Has anyone seen Derpy?” someone in the crowd called out. 
“Hey, wasn’t she watching the foals with you all day?” someone else asked someone in the crowd. 
“Huh. I was going to say… ” Cloud Kicker suddenly said from our side. We all turned to see her walk out from under the canopy with our folded blanket tucked under her wing. She looked towards us and Blossom. “I could have sworn a pony named Derpy was helping me set up cots in the barn after lunch.”
“Grey pegasus, blonde with special eyes?” Blossom clarified. Cloud nodded. 
“That’s the one. We were going at it for like six hours,” she agreed. Blossom rolled her eyes at the innuendo.
“Are you sure?”
“Oh yeah. Bubble butt, right? I couldn’t forget her,” Cloud asked. Blossom cringed but reluctantly nodded at that description.
“Well then…” Blossomforth looked back to the crowd and took a few steps forward, presumably to put their two bits in on Derpy. Then someone else spoke up.
“She wasn’t foalsitting! She was collecting firewood. She was with that friend of hers: the one with the bowtie.”
“Derpy was with me. I think I know who Derpy is,” the first pony shot back.
“Then you would know she doesn’t like that nickname! Her real name is Ditsy!”
“Bowtie friend…who? Oh! The doctor pony?” said someone else.
“Oh, is that you?” someone asked a woman who had been sitting quietly with a yellow pony with a leg in a cast. The woman raised her hands defensively.
“I have no idea who you’re talking about... and I’m not a pony doctor; I’m an equine veterinarian,” she clarified. The crowd’s conversation started breaking down as more ponies spoke up about Derpy’s whereabouts. Most of which had to be speculation because there were more ponies reporting sightings.
Blossom looked at the ponies in our little group, equally confused as the rest of us.
“Ditsy??” one of the ponies called out. There was no apparent response among the disbanding crowd.
“Muffins?” a pegasus called out, rising over the crowd for a better view.
“...Fractal?” a dark blue pony with a plushie tried another name. 
“...Bright Eyes?” someone else said. There was no response to that name as well. Wherever Derpy had been, she apparently wasn’t here now.
“Alright, crowd control time,” Vinyl muttered as she was already approaching the larger bonfire most of the ponies were crowded around. “Hey! Octy and I got a story we can tell! Don’t we, babe?” Vinyl said before glancing back over at her ‘babe’.
Octavia, with her cello case hefted onto her back, followed after her. From behind, all I could make out was the fish-eating grin on Vinyl’s face reacting to whatever face Octavia was making. There were gasps and cheers from the crowd.
“It’s Vinyl Scratch!” somepony shouted. There were ponies murmuring as everypony else seemed to settle back down from the rabbling crowd.
“It’s time for bed, Pinchy,” Feather told her little filly. She stood up and prodded her to stand.
“But I’m not tired,” she whined even as she stood up to leave. “I want to hear Vinyl and Octavia’s story! I didn’t even know they had a story!”
“We can ask them about it tomorrow. Velvet is probably sick with worry,” Shine said with finality as she slipped her little one onto her back.
“Alright, fillies and colts!” Vinyl Scratch said after gathering her thoughts for a moment. “It was 106 miles to St Louis, we had a full tank of gas, half a bag of chips, it was dark out, and I was wearing toy glasses...”
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		30. Last Night On Earth



Everyone was talking about last night and it wasn’t about the cozy storytelling and snacks. Last night, before the last of the campfires were put out, Our Sun made her appearance at the end of the driveway.
“She was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen,” Thunderlane gushed over breakfast. I nodded, but didn’t look up from the johnnycakes I was making.
“Hey!” Flitter whined near the stallion. 
“You don’t agree?” Thunderlane asked. I didn’t look up to catch her non-verbal answer.
Princess Celestia was majestic. Not just because of her wings and horn or her graceful stature. It was the way her perfect white coat reflected the light of her aurora. Without her crown or ceremonial armor breaking up her appearance, she looked like a white flame gently stepping through a dark world.
Understandably, some ponies thought she was a ghost. A few thought she was a trap. The vast majority of us immediately ran to her, like lost children who found their mother. I was in that last crowd. Foals and ponies were woken up. We shouted her name. We bowed. Ponies cried.
“Berry?” Nathan spoke up next to me. He was on spatula duty, helping me. I looked up at my human friend. “Flip?”
I looked back down at the flatbreads and realized I had been staring at them but not actually paying attention. I nodded and Nathan flipped them. My mind was on the night before like everyone else’s but I don’t think it was for the same reasons. 
Everyone swore she looked right at them. I did too but I was second guessing that now. Ponies called out to her, spoke to her, and a few dared touch her. Princess Celestia, for her part, remained the image of mythical grace and supernatural beauty. She told us she had been protecting the world from Discord’s influences but didn’t elaborate. 
Eventually, Rainbow Dash came to check on the commotion and then led her into the house. Then the Mane Six were gathered for whatever she came to talk to them about. Ponies peeked through windows all night, trying to catch another glimpse of her. The Mane Six said she was gone now but no one saw her leave. Some ponies still thought she was hiding in the house. 
Princess Celestia disappeared as quickly and mysteriously as she appeared and I was trying to understand why. 
She didn’t have to walk up the driveway. She arrived late enough that some ponies were still awake but not enough to be totally overwhelmed. Just enough ponies would have been awake to spread word of her appearance...
She didn’t seem busy; it didn’t seem urgent; but she didn’t stay or promise to come back. There was endless speculation for why she showed up: a way home, government asylum, a war, Discord’s defeat. I thought none of those fit.
My blasphemous thought was that maybe she was only a motherly figure on the show because it was based on Twilight's memories. Compared to the almost private relationships ponies had with Princess Luna, Celestia came off as an almost distant, mostly absent mother...
Or maybe that was just my personal bias.
“Uh oh, the foals are coming back to wipe us out!” Flitter teased. I looked up at where she was pointing. There was a small giggle of fillies and colts coming our way. My Pinchy was among them. I glanced down at the dutch oven full of johnnycakes from the last few batches, wrapped in a kitchen towel to stay warm. There was more than enough to share with them again.
“Knock yourself out,” I encouraged the little group. I saw Ruby pick one up in her magic but give it to another foal. Other foals started grabbing the flat breads, breaking several in the process. I glanced back at all the batter left in the mixing bowl.
“Duo, how’d it go?” Thunderlane asked a little gray colt in the group.
“She, uh, she was busy,” Duo said before nibbling on his cake. Minuette came over to the foals, preserves and fruit butters floating with a butter knife next to her.
“Raspberry apple butter will cheer you right up!” Minuette recommended as she started gently spreading it on the flat cake Duo was holding in his magic. 
“Practicing with her rapier and yelling in Spanish again?” Thunderlane asked.
“Yeah…” Duo said with a sigh. He took a bite of the cake that had some of the butter smeared onto it. He did seem to perk up a bit. 
“She didn’t seem as angry today?” a pegasus filly with blue-green hair offered as consolation. She had a flying sundae topped with a large cherry for her cutie mark. I wanted to say she was Cherry Cloud. It was easier to remember all these ponies’ names when I had their cutie mark as a hint. The ones without marks were a lot harder. Especially since I had been meeting a lot of foals in passing.
I looked at my Pinchy.
“Didn’t have any advice for him?” I nudged.
“What do you mean?”
“Like how he should get her attention?”
“...No? Not really. I’m pretty rusty on the whole ‘dating’ thing.”
“Oh. But... you dated in junior high. It’s probably kind of like that now, right?”
My daughter gave me a ‘really?’ look while another filly, Winter Song, gave me a disapproving head shake.
“No, just… no,” my daughter said and didn’t seem to want to elaborate. I think I just accidentally called the little, little ponies simple-minded kids. Foals are surprisingly complicated; whatever Ruby got out of the foal friends, it was a different sense of camaraderie than with our friends. 
Minuette snuck up while they were talking and hoofed Ruby a johnnycake smeared with strawberry preserve. She took it but didn’t seem excited about it.
“I already had three earlier…” she complained but seemed to reconsider. She looked up at me. “Mom, split it with me?”
“I’m good. You’re running off again, right? You should eat it,” I deflected. I was kind of hungry but I wanted her to eat more first before she ran off again with her foal friends.
“...yeah,” she admitted. “There’s a teacher named Pencil Lead who said he'd try to teach us some of his spells today.”
“Oooh, can I come?” Minuette asked. 
“Of course!” Pinchy agreed. I wondered if I could invite myself along for that or if that’d be weird, being hornless.
“We got the TV in two hours too,” a blue colt reminded the group. They always watched Friendship is Magic. It was “educational”. 
“Great! We’ll head out as soon as Mom eats,” Minuette agreed and stared at me. 
“Huh? What?” I asked. I looked at her and she was grinning back at me.
“You only had one!” She accused me with a hoof. Carrot showed us how to make the johnnycakes right before she ran off with Comet to help collect firewood with a bunch of others then I took over. I helped myself to the hot chocolate but I was too busy thinking I guess. “What’s on your mind, Berry Punch?”
“Nothing?” I said to the pony who immediately didn't believe me. The 'problem' with old friends, especially ones you dated at one point, is that they know you too well. 
While we were debating my eating habits I saw Vinyl Scratch and Pinkie Pie walking and hopping, respectively, in our direction. Pinkie Pie had a grocery bag in her mouth. I waved at them to cut off the conversation.
“Yo, Berry!” Vinyl shouted and waved back when she saw she had my attention. “Party’s on!”
“A party??” the blue colt asked.
“A party!” Pinkie Pie repeated as she hopped closer. As soon as she reached us she dumped her bag out. Party hats, candy and loose paper confetti spilled out onto the ground. She immediately started fixing a hat onto the nearest foal.
“...Yeah!” Vinyl said before looking back at me. “Music’s gotta be in the barn, and everything’s got to be put back by nine, but Applejack said it’s on!”
I started crunching the numbers and wondered how early we’d have to start. We only had like twelve hours until we had to pack up. I looked over at the bowl of batter left, frowned, and started spooning cakefuls out onto the griddle. Carrot Top made way too much batter.
“Do you need any help?” Minuette asked the party ponies.
“Totally!” Pinkie answered first. “Do you know how to make pies? For throwing?”
“Uh… you just use whipped cream on a paper plate, right?”
“You’re hired!” Pinkie Pie said before shaking Minuette’s hoof. She turned to Vinyl. “We’re going to need six cans of whipped cream, a bag of water balloons, ten pounds of candy, one pound of coffee and a bottle of aspirin.”
“Uh... I’ll add it to the list!” Vinyl agreed and flashed a piece of folded paper. “Berry?” Vinyl got my attention. “Chris is doing a supply run for us. While I was talking to my musicians, Lyra told me that you make a mean punch.”
“Oh. My punch?” I half-asked half-stated as I glanced at the foals then back at her. “It’s not exactly foal-friendly.”
“They’ll be other stuff to drink,” Vinyl hoofwaved my concerns.
“And supervision, right?” my little Pinchy asked the pink party pony placing the penultimate party hat on her. “I don’t think everypony knows what their livers can tolerate now.”
“Of course! Somepony responsible!” Pinkie Pie agreed as she placed the last party hat on herself and unwrapped a piece of candy before tossing it into her mouth.
“So, would you make it for me?” Vinyl asked. “It could be your contribution to the party!” I checked with Ruby first who seemed skeptical but didn’t say anything. A party sounded fun. Maybe that was what I needed to get out of my head.
“...Yeah, okay,” I agreed. I reasoned I didn’t have to have any punch, I just had to make it.
“Awesome! Refreshments taken care of,” Vinyl said before floating a pen and paper at the ready. “What all do you need?”
“Well… vodka, gin, white rum, white tequila, ...a bottle of lime green gatorade and a box of red wine, anything sweet,” I listed off.
“Woah, woah,” Vinyl said as she stopped writing. “Is this just for your punch?”
“Uh, yeah…” 
I saw her glasses slide down for a second, exposing raised brows, before she pushed her glasses back up and started writing again.
“Ooooh,” Pinkie pipped, eavesdropping while foals began climbing her like playground equipment.
“Alright. So… it’s basically all alcohol? Any soda or juice? Or is it just the gatorade?”
“The gatorade is the stand-in for sour mix. The wine is the modifier,” I explained.
“Why not just get sour mix?”
“Too fancy.”
I saw a terrified but excited grin form on Vinyl’s lips. “Alright! Cool. I’ll just go ahead and ask for some soda and juice to finish out the bar you’re starting.”	
“Get some angostura bitters and simple syrup while you’re at it then.”
My daughter cleared her throat to get our attention.
“This is going to be an all-ages party, right?” she asked.
“...and ginger ale and club soda,” I added. I could throw together some mocktails with those.
“Don’t worry, the whole farm will be a party! I have treats and games planned!” Pinkie said. She hopped up and several foals fell off of her. Vinyl, finished with her list, caught one falling headfirst in her magic and let her down gently.
“Alright, I gotta get this to Chris,” Vinyl said, flashing the shopping list. “Then it’s time to start setting up!”’
“You want any help with that?” I offered. I had nothing else to do today but eat and sleep. Feeling useful would help.
“After you eat something, silly pony,” Minuette said as she levitated the cake smeared in strawberry preserves to my mouth. I gave up and bit into it. She leaned in to whisper to me as I chewed. “We can talk later.”

So, after we cleaned up from breakfast, we all went in different directions to help. The news of a party quickly spread and ponies started figuring out ways to contribute. I saw temporary structures go up and the smell of campfire putting food in the air. 
Our communal food supplies seemed to rotate in and out and I think Carrot Top was trying to get some of her Mason jars back. I know with what essentials she had left she was still going to try and bake something somehow and was keen to show others who were asking how to cook on a campfire. She seemed to be in a teaching mood today.
Blossomforth started taking an interest in Carrot Top lately and was involved with that. I know Cloud Kicker wanted to help with some party plans up in the cloudhouse circling over the farm. I think Comet Tail was helping with the construction and fires; he certainly got a handle on fires last night. I think Nathan was following Pinkie Pie and the foals around, lending a hand and being a big brother.
I helped Vinyl and the rest of the music ponies set up their “venue”. Mostly I just stacked cots and cleared ponies’ belongings out from the aisle. Minuette showed up for a while and helped string up old Christmas lights. Then got distracted with preparations elsewhere. We didn’t talk about anything; there were a lot of ponies around. And I didn’t know if I could articulate my concerns.
The speakers that were set up weren’t big or commercial but there were more than I’d have expected. The black A-Team van with the red stripes I saw a few days ago was pushed in through the back of the barn. With its back hatch open I saw it had a ridiculous car stereo. The kind that you would think would rattle everything off of the vehicle. During the sound tests they were using fandom music and that drew even more ponies to the barn out of curiosity. Applejack was among them and after seeing the setup coming together, I overheard negotiations about how loud the music was allowed to get. Regardless, the back of that van with its doors open ended up becoming part of the ‘stage’. 
Chris eventually showed up, arms weighed down with as many grocery bags as a man can carry when determined not to make a second trip. His three kids were following after him and laughing, picking up his slack with the last of the bags.
“I come bearing booze!” he announced to the crowd forming in the barn. A few ponies cheered as he went over to the closest pony-height table. “Aaaagh!” He made a show of how heavy all the bags were as he let them slide off his arms and set them down. “Phew! Enough to kill a horse!” He said as he stood up and flexed his arms. He spotted me and grinned. “Well, okay, maybe not you.”
For being surrounded by cartoon ponies, he still ended up being one of the most animated people in a room. His three kids set their own bags down near his. I decided to see how things were with one of them.
“Oh hey, Yoko?” I called to her. She froze and looked at me the way a child does when someone unexpectedly calls out to them. “My daughter was looking for you. Have you talked to her lately?” Admittedly that was a bit of a lie but I was curious what all was going on and wanted to make sure the two were still friends. 
Yoko shook her pigtails ‘no’, but seemed curious now. The two other kids, a boy and a girl who looked more blood-related, looked at each other then silently shared a look with Yoko. I went on.
“They’re probably helping Pinkie Pie. I think they’re kind of in the direction of Fluttershy’s cottage?” I suggested.
“Oh yeah!” Chris said as he picked out a few of the bags. I saw one was nothing but whipped cream canisters. “She’s going to need these for... something. Go drop them off and have fun!” He insisted. The kids took them and started heading out before Chris called out after them. “And be on your best behavior!” 
“Yes, Mom!” they called back in unison. Chris seemed to freeze up and look at me and the other ponies in the conversation, then broke into awkward chuckling. 
“Inside joke; kids,” he said as he rolled his eyes and let them come back to me. His expression changed to a slightly cockier grin. He pulled out a bag of ice and a tall beverage dispenser.
“Anyway, Berry! Are you ready to… PUNCH??” he said as he sat the dispenser down on the table. “I have to try this. I’m curious if it’s actually sixty-dollars good or if it’s just liver damage with extra steps.” 
“A bit of both,” I admittedly modestly. He laughed.
“I’d hope for nothing less,” he assured me as he started pulling bottles of alcohol out and lining them on the table next to it. “If you want to tell me how to do it, I'll be your hands.”
“Alright,” I took him up on the offer and directed. “Couldn’t be easier: first dump in the ice then about the same amount of the wine as gatorade.” 
Chris obliged my instructions and seemed amused to see all the gatorade getting added to the wine. The liquid turned a familiar murky wine color which the ice lightened to a complex red. “And now just equal parts of all of the spirits.”
“Now, when you say ‘all the spirits’...” Chris said as he eyed the table for more instructions.
“The vodka, the gin, the rum and the tequila,” I elaborated. “In equal parts.” Chris whistled and started opening each of the bottles. 
“So, is this like a Long Island but wine instead of soda?” he asked. He was pouring for a few seconds from each of the bottles before rotating to the next. 
“Yup!” 
Chris chuckled. “God help us.”
While he finished topping off the container, I started to hear a soft beat begin playing all around me then stop. It was different from all the music that played before. I looked towards the ‘stage’ just in time to hear a lyre begin taking over instead. Lyra and Octavia were standing in front of a hot mic. 
The two mares made coy eye contact, nodded in unison, then Lyra started plucking a lovely melody. Then Octavia accompanied it by singing, slow and smokey:
“Birds flying high, you know how I feel…”

There were cheers and a few good-natured wolf whistles in the audience. Then more cheers as Vinyl Scratch, sitting behind them in the back of the van, adjusted something on a panel in front of her on the floor and brought the volume of the music coming from the speakers up. Octavia flashed the DJ a half-lidded expression of approval before she started plucking a deep bass to join her singing and Lyra’s plucking.
I turned back to Chris, who was now gently rocking the whole, very full, container back and forth, trying to make sure it was all incorporated well enough. After he was satisfied, he picked up two disposable cups and handed one to me. 
“Bottoms up!” he said as he filled his cup with the punch. I watched him fill his up then he looked at me and smirked. “Not going to make me try this by myself, are you? You gotta make sure I got it right.” 
Thinking he was helping me again, he took the empty cup he handed to me and started filling it up before giving it back. I looked at it and then at him.
I wasn’t intending on having any punch, but he was right: I needed to make sure it was right.
“To strong friendships and even stronger livers!” Chris toasted. I looked around at the ponies gathering around. Everyone around us not looking at the live performance was eyeing me and the punch curiously. 
What the hay; it was a party.
I knocked my cup with the human’s and we sipped. 
The taste of the wine hit first but was quickly bulldozed over by the heightened sour of the gatorade that gave way to a strong, sweet body. The floralness of the rum and gin danced together before leaving behind a small bouquet that the wine carried away, leaving behind a dry kiss.
“Damn, it’s like if you made riot punch for a wedding,” Chris summarized before making a strange cackle. He drank a bit more and grinned at me. “Not bad! Damn good even!”
An electronic beat took over Octavia’s bass. Just in time too, because beautiful, aggressive cello strokes began to well up in the air of the barn. The audience started to get giddy as Octavia and Lyra both began singing over the former’s rapid playing:
“It's a new dawn
It's a new day
It's a new life
For me~
...And I'm feeling good.” 

Ponies cheered as the humble first live song of the day came together, stitched together with love and an electronic backing.
I downed the rest of my punch.   
This atmosphere; this positivity. I needed this. 
I looked up at Chris who gave an approving ruffle of my mane for the punch.
I still had it in me.
Ponies started to approach the refreshment table now, curious about the punch. 
“Anyway!” Chris said after he finished his cup. “Trixie’s probably waiting for me. Have fun, ponies!” 
Chris waved and I waved back. Another pony got my attention.
“I don’t suppose I could just have a rum and coke?” he asked me, gesturing to the bottles behind me on the table. I looked at the bottles, the mixers and then at this pony and line forming at the one beverage dispenser we had set up.
“Oh. I… don’t see why not. We got plenty left,” I agreed. The soda wasn’t even opened yet. Most of the bottles were at ambient temperature but it was a cool day and a simple request. I jumped the line to get more punch, then went to open the soda. 
“Would it be okay if I get a gin and juice?” another pony asked.
I saw nothing wrong with playing bartender for a bit.

The music in the barn alternated between live music from a patchwork band and mp3s of brony songs. Everypony seemed to know the lyrics and everypony who didn’t swayed and danced anyway. After a few more cups of punch and quality assurance on some drinks I made, I started to know all the lyrics too. 
The collection of booze only grew as ponies brought whatever they had. A few I wanted to try because comparing two spirits back-to-back is how one really learns the difference. One group insisted I try the Zinfandel wine they had been saving and I wasn’t going to disappoint even if I still didn’t love wine. Then Cherry Berry brought more of that cider she made the night before and I had to have a cup of it while it was still hot. 
By about that point in the day, I was craving salt. I got into the snacks. Of course, the salt and sugar just made me more thirsty so I drank more. 
I helped one filly make an Orange Fizz. Then another, a virgin ‘maregarita’. Eventually there were so many foals asking for drinks I decided a second punch was in order. Applejack had brought out an old punch bowl for me to use initially and I ended up using it to make something with orange juice, apple juice and the lemon-lime soda getting neglected. It needed a little bite so some of the ginger ale disappeared into it too. The foals were happy with the result, especially when a unicorn took over ladle-duty; my hooves were getting a little uncoordinated.
“Berry?” someone asked as she stumbled towards me. It was a blue pegasus with wavy purple hair. I didn't know her but a lot of ponies knew me. “Do a shot wiff me?” She slurred a bit as she fumbled a flask out of her hoodie. She flashed it at me. I was engraved on it!
Well, I had to now!
“What’re we drinking?” I asked the mare over the happy EDM playing. 
“Barr Hill?” she offered. Gin! As if I was going to be fussy. I gestured and she gave me the flask. I uncapped and aimed a pour at my upturned muzzle. The juniper had a honey aftertaste and fit the atmosphere. I passed the open flask back to the excited mare. She did her own pour before screwing the cap back on and giving me a hug that turned into nuzzling. I nuzzled her back for a bit, she was clearly an affectionate drunk too.
Eventually she had to get that flask back into her hoodie.  She nearly rolled over and flashed me to get it in there but eventually she got it. 
“Where’d you get that?” I asked the mare shaking her messed up hair out of her face.
“Poniconvenshun!” she excitedly explained. “My name’s-”
“Berry Punch!” somepony else shouted as she entered the barn. I turned and saw Carrot Top approaching me. “What are you doing?! I thought you were with Ruby.”
“No? I’m here,” I said and took a sip from my cup. As I did Carrot Top smacked it away. “Hay…”
Carrot was quick to get muzzle-to-muzzle with me.
	“You were quitting,” Carrot told me. I could smell the campfire smoke on her, but it would have been easy to mistake it for coming from the burning emeralds in her eyes. 
She was mad. 
I backed up a bit, right into the drink table. 
“Why are you drinking?” she questioned me then looked at my friend who backed away.
“Because... it’s a party?”
“And you’re an alcoholic! After all you’ve been through??” she asked. 
“I was- I am, but…” I trailed off. I looked around at the ponies nearby staring at us. Plenty of them were drinking and having a good time. And I helped with that. Even the foals had their own non-alcoholic punch. The only problem here was Carrot Top being a teetotaler.  
“But what?” Carrot Top brought my attention back to her.
“We’re just having a good time. I was asked to make a punch… and I was watching the bar,” I explained pointing at the table behind me. 
“And of course you can’t not drink in an environment with alcohol…” Carrot said with a long sigh. Her anger fell away.
I guess she realized there was nothing she could do now: I was already drunk. She couldn’t undrunk me.
“How much have you had?” she asked as she looked around for evidence. As she did I spotted something resting on a towel on her back.
“Did you make a pie?” I asked. She looked at me then back at her pie.
“Yeah, I made a couple. I was teaching some ponies how to bake on an open fire,” she explained.
“...how did you make a pie though?” I asked, thinking about her campfire setup. 
“I brought my rolling pin. The filling’s just applesauce; I was out of fruit,” she went on. That didn’t answer all my questions but the real answer was just that Carrot Top was talented and she was telling me because she was proud. Of course she made pie. 
I looked back at the spread of spirits and mixers and my punch to confirm I was in my element too.
“You’ve had enough,” Carrot said when she saw me eyeing them.
I hadn’t but that’s not why I was looking. Explaining what I was thinking sounded hard right now though. Instead I decided to help her get her pie up onto the table. 
It wasn’t easy moving something while standing on your back legs. I fumbled a bit but I got it up onto the counter. 
“You’re drunk,” Carrot tried to point out again.
“I’m not,” I insisted vaguely as I got back onto all fours. I was a bit but that wasn’t the point. All the music and ponies disorientated me. I had the perfect buzz going. 
And Carrot Top was harshing it. 
“How much have you had then?” She asked again. 
“Um,” I thought as I looked at the cup she spilled and then went to pick it up. I didn’t want to litter. Looking at that spilled cup though, I decided I didn’t need to answer that question. “You know what? I am a little drunk but that’s okay. It’s a party! I’m not sad-drinking! I’m just keeping up with everypony,” I tried to explain.
Carrot Top looked me over, seeming to size up my reasoning. She sighed when she reached a verdict.
“...alright,” she said, seeming to cool and change gears. “Will you come help me? I need your help with the other pie.”
Well, that sounded okay.
Carrot Top started to lead me out of the barn. Before I got far away I turned and shouted back at the barn. 
“Hay!” I said and stumbled a bit from not looking where I was going. “Keep an eye on the alcohol!” I shouted back at nopony in particular. I turned back and followed Carrot. She led me back to her ‘kitchen’. There were a few ponies waiting there for us.
“Comet!” I shouted to my other yellow friend as I approached. He was talking with another stallion over smoldering ashes but they stopped when I came up. “Why aren’t you at the party? I made my punch!” 
Comet’s eye grew wide. 
“Your punch? With the wine and gatorade?” he asked. He seemed to find my hooves interesting as I came around and plopped down next to him.
“That’s the one!” I agreed. I saw him sniff in my direction.
“Have you been drinking?”
“Well yeah, it’s a party,” I explained again.
“You’re quittin’ though?”
“Am I?” I asked. I physically relaxed.  “I’m just stressed out. I needed to relax.”
“‘Stressed out’? What’s going on?”
“Don’t-don’t worry about that. Just come on,” I said as I tried to goad Comet Tail to get up. Once I got him up I used him to keep my balance as I did.
He was so warm and fuzzy. I could smell him too. He was like someone popped a bottle of champagne and poured it down a stallion’s sweaty chest into an absinthe-rinsed flute. 
As soon as we were back on our hooves I started heading back to the barn to show him the punch. 
“Watch her! I’ll finish up here,” Carrot said in a huff behind me. I turned around and saw Comet Tail nodding to her and turning to follow me like I wanted. Of course, I wasn’t looking where I was going so I ran into somepony and apologized. 
She was fine. Once I got up, I made it to the barn at about the same time Comet Tail did. 
“...Berry?” Comet Tail asked. 
I looked away from the cups I was getting out for us and back at him.
“...What’s your higher power?” he asked with a cryptic frown on his face. I was taken off guard by the question but I knew the answer. I smiled. 
“Friendship.”
“Then you’ll understand when I say, as a friend, I think you should stop.”
“...drinking?”
“Yeah,” he confirmed as he approached and placed a hoof on me. “You’re getting sloppy.”
“I’m having fun,” I explained. “I’m good at this!” I went on. I pointed at my punch and then at my cutie mark. “It’s what my cutie mark is telling me.”
“...okay,” he started diplomatically. “Let’s just take the drinking slowly; moderation?” 
“Of course! Yeah,” I said and nodded in agreement. Some ponies were making drinks but I saw the line clear for the punch; the social lubricant was flowing. I poured some punch.
I turned and brought, on three hooves, a cup back over to Comet Tail. He seemed insistent to meet me halfway and take the cup quickly in his magic.
“Go ahead,” I said, gesturing. “‘Absolutely nailed it. I think it was the wine brand.”
Comet Tail looked at the punch, then at me, then drank it. He nodded, appreciatively. 
“Yeah, it’s good,” he agreed. 
“See??” I pointed out. At least I think I was making a point. 
He sipped a bit more of it down then seemed to agree a little bit more.
Comet sighed and took in the scene of the party a bit more. 
Up closer to the stage, in the middle of the barn aisle, ponies were dancing and singing while a pony on stage with a guitar was absolutely rocking it. Further back near us ponies were laughing and gushing about things that made them happy, they were snacking and drinking and just enjoying themselves. 
Comet looked back to me and seemed to study me for a moment before slowly nodding in approval.
“Okay, we can figure out how to handle your alcoholism after the party; let’s just take the alcohol slowly; eat something,” Comet compromised with his previous statements. “We can talk about what’s on your mind later.”
I did want to vent, but not just yet. My stallion friend coaxed me to the snack table and while we were browsing Carrot Top showed up with her second pie. 
She got the pie setup and Comet even helped her cut slices out but she still wasn’t happy that I was drinking. Comet assured her he’d keep an eye on me and make me use moderation.
“There’s no such thing as moderation when you’re addicted to something,” she warned him. As much as they butted heads on my sobriety, they didn’t argue in the moment. 
Instead Carrot eventually left again and Comet kept trying to feed me snacks. I could tell what he was doing, but I wasn’t going to say no to being magic-fed chips. Besides, the alcohol made me crave salt and the salt made me crave alcohol.
We stayed near the bar, for practicality reasons. I was the de facto one “watching” the bar. A few foals tried to get into the punch that wasn’t for them, and another wanted one of the beers someone had brought. I was helping.
I saw the rum and club soda wasn’t getting as much love as I’d thought it should. So I made up a rum and club soda with a splash of orange juice. It created a bit of a weird rum rickey but I liked it. Comet didn’t stop me because I insisted I was experimenting. The experiment paid off too: the next ponies that came up at the table in curiosity, I convinced them on the drink.

After a few hours I had the alcohol wrapped around me in a thick buzz which the music lovingly brushed and I brushed up against Comet Tail, both physically and conversationally. 
Carrot came back with Minuette in tow. Minuette was still dripping wet from hanging out with Ruby and Nathan. Apparently there had been a pie fight followed by a water balloon fight. Ruby was away drying off.
“I thought you were going to stop drinking?” Minuette asked me too.
“No more sad drinking; this is a happy occasion!” I explained. She didn’t seem totally convinced of that.
“Couldn’t it be a happy occasion without drinking?”
I didn’t know how to answer that but Minuette and Carrot stayed with us for a while. Minuette even had some of the punch, something Carrot wouldn’t do.
We all enjoyed the music at least. During the touchy ones we sang along to, I nuzzled and hugged them all. Carrot Top was less receptive but Minuette hugged me back. My stallion friend still smelled the best though.
After a while I got an offer at just the right time from Comet.
“You want to get a cigarette?” 
“Hay yeah I do!” I agreed. Comet turned and started to work himself through the crowd to get behind the van. I was quick to grab a little more punch before I followed him. I brushed through the sea of fuzzy bodies smelling of sweet pony sweat. My eyes were fixed on my friend. I loved watching the way his tail swished from one side to the other as he walked. Stallions really had a different silhouette from behind: a lot more taut. I was close enough I could pick his scent out from the crowd.  
Distracted, one of the ponies in the moshpit bumped me and I spilled my cup all over her leg. She jumped. I apologized. Comet looked back just at the right moment. The mosher laughed and nuzzled me and it was all waved off. 
Eventually we were back past the van and found our stall. The straw inside it was starting to smell like our group. Whatever that was, it was comforting. 
We grabbed the cigarettes and made our way out the back of the barn. While Comet lit the cigarettes I helped him work on his drink. He took it from me and gently slipped me a cigarette. 
Even though they tasted worse from putting the butts back into the pack, it was still a welcome compliment to the alcohol. I leaned into Comet Tail’s soft fur to enjoy his warmth and smell.
“So what’s goin’ on?” he asked. I knew what he was getting at. 
Maybe I was finally drunk enough to explain it.
“Am I a good mother?” I asked.
“What? Of course you are. You got her all the way here.”
“Yeah but, I had to. That was do or she dies,” I tried explaining. I pressed my forehead against his side and closed my eyes. “What about… day to day? I don’t know the first thing about being a mother.”
“You’re doing pretty great so far?”
“What if I mess up?”
“Then just apologize,” he explained simply. “Why would you mess up?”
“Was I there for her in Equestria?” 
Comet seemed confused. Probably because my mind was all over the place.
“What?”
“After high school I was barely around. What if I was just exactly the same? Ruby has all these big expectations of what her life was like and is supposed to be now… but what if I was just the town drunk and she had to take care of herself? She's so independent. What if she never had the childhood she wanted?”
“You can still give it to her.”
“But what if I can’t? What if I fail her?”
Comet Tail slipped a foreleg over my back and I gently pressed into his jaw. The way he was holding me, I could almost imagine him on top of me. I needed something rough right now: Everclear; a horsecock; a semi truck. Something to wreck me.
I inhaled from my cigarette so that I wouldn’t bite it instead.
“You know, if you don’t wanna be an alcoholic, you probably shouldn’t drink,” Comet pointed out. 
“Everypony expects it though.” My special talent even had something to do with mixing drinks or punch.
“Does your daughter expect it?”
He brought me back to what we were talking about: Ruby. I changed my mind. I wasn’t drunk enough to address this. 
“I can’t do this.”
“Berry?” He said my name. I could smell the dry aftertaste of wine on both of our breaths and smell his coat. 
I think he could smell me too.
I let my cigarette fall out of my mouth so that I could nuzzle his jaw and get a hoof around his neck. He pulled away from the nuzzling and placed a hoof against me to keep me at bay.
“Berry?” he tried again. I looked at him and he seemed unsure about me now.
“Will you help me?” I asked him. I certainly wasn’t drunk enough for this conversation either but I felt ‘motivated’. He stared at me for a moment.
“Maybe,” he half-committed. “With what?”
“I’m... stressed out,” I tried to be coy. The way my tail flagged to my other side behind me wasn’t. “...please? Just make me feel like something is in control in my life.”
“You’re in control of your life.”
“Then I want you to buck me!” I demanded and tried to push his leg away and kiss him.
He pushed me away and I tried again. Despite me being the earth pony he easily overpowered my drunkenness. 
The world rolled. When it stopped he was on top of me. 
I thought I was going to get what I wanted until I saw his expression. Comet’s normally calm facade looked scared: like prey unsure what to do with a trapped predator.
I went limp seeing him like that. My face felt warm with embarrassment and shame.
I scared him.
Eventually he got off of me and took several steps back. I managed to get back to my hooves despite the world spinning. Comet kept his distance. I saw his ears pointed my way but his tail pinned between his legs.
“I’m… I'm sorry,” I apologized shakily. He nodded warily.
“I know. It’s… okay. You’re just drunk,” he made excuses for me. He shouldn’t have had  to defend me coming onto him.
“Let’s head back inside with our friends,” he suggested. Almost as if we could just pretend I didn’t just do that. I wondered if he would tell them eventually. I wouldn’t blame him.
“I shouldn’t,” I said and reached for excuses. “There’s alcohol in there. I’m… going to clear my head then go see Ruby.”
“...are you sure? You’re going to go see her? I could... walk you there?”
“No, you don’t have to do that. I’m going, really. Just… stay,” I insisted. I wasn’t sure if I believed myself. I wasn’t sure what I was doing. I was just saying what I needed so that I could get out of this situation and find something to make myself feel better. 
The words were almost automatic; like a survival instinct.
“...okay,” he agreed. I think mostly because he didn’t want to be around me right now. With his permission I started walking away.
“Hey, Berry? We can talk about this after, okay? Your friends are here for you.”
“I know.” 
I stepped away and disappeared around the corner of the barn. I glanced back to see if he was following. I saw him watching me, but he stayed where we parted. I was bumping into the barn so I turned back around. Needed to watch where I was going.
While I stood there wondering where to actually go, I heard flapping above me.
“Hey, Berry!” Blossomforth said as she landed down beside to me. Cloud Kicker quickly touched down next to her as well. I looked at the two mares and felt my tail wag slightly. I looked at Cloud. She had a grin ready for me.
“You alright?” Cloud asked.
“Yeah, fine,” I explained. I was. Sort of.  “I was just setting up the bar.”
“Ha. Smells like it. Blossom and I just came from One Cloud Lane. It’s fun up there but they didn’t have anything to drink other than rainwater.”
The first comment about smell made me look from Cloud to Blossomforth. I wondered if I smelled like alcohol.
Blossomforth smelled wonderful; like somewhere between straw and clean linen air dried in the sun. I leaned in and nuzzled her to get a better feel for her scent. It wasn’t the kind of scent I could get drunk off of, not like Comet, but she was soft and warm. After a moment of hesitation she nuzzled me back.
“...Punch?” Cloud asked. I was cuddling her marefriend in front of her.
I was still properly drunk and because I wanted a rebound, I felt like I almost could do it. 
I kissed Blossom right on the freckles then pulled away, leaving behind a slightly confused mare. I looked at Cloud.
“Hey, you two want to… you got a place we can go?” I asked. Cloud tilted her head.
“...what’re you asking?” she asked with a look that showed she knew exactly what I was asking.
“Can I ‘cash in my raincheck?’”
Cloud gave a satisfied grin. 
Then shook her head.
“You’re drunk as a skunk right now. I can smell you from over here.”
“Wh-what?”
“You’re drunk,” Cloud repeated. “And I can tell you’re going through something right now. I’m not going to take advantage of that.” 
Of all ponies...
“Tell you what though, let me know if you’re still interested tomorrow after you sober up, alright?”
“Yeah… okay,” I agreed and sighed. 
“Is there anything else on your mind other than getting under some tail?”
I really didn’t want to have that conversation with this mare, especially not after she was my second rejection of the night.
I shook my head.
“So where are you going now? The party’s that way,” Blossom said gesturing back towards the barn. 
“Just… going to go check on Ruby,” I explained.
“You want us to come with you?”
“No. You two go have fun,” I assured her. I started heading off in the right direction and let them be. Presumably they turned and headed in. 
I didn’t have to go far to be recognized again. I made a lot of friends on the farm it seemed.
“Berry Punch!” a mare called to get my attention. I spotted her. She was the perfect mare for how I felt right now: Harmony Trebleheart. She was walking in a group my way, or more accurately towards the party behind me. Alcohol and snacks floated around them in their magic; offerings for the party gods.
“Heey,” I greeted as I walked up to them. Trebleheart seemed to stop and look me over.
“...how’s the party goin’?” she asked. 
“It’s good, but… getting kind of crowded,” I explained. “I was going to go check on the foals.”
“We just dropped off some foals actually. They’re doing great. They’re playing Extreme Pin The Tail On The Pony.” 
I had several questions. I prioritized one.
“Did you see Ruby over there?”
“I did. I was gonna say ‘hi’ but she was talking with Fluttershy and it looked hush-hush so I just waved at’em both.”
“...oh.” Well I didn’t want to interrupt that. 
Harmony saw my hesitance. She looked at her friends still standing there with us. 
“Where are my manners,” she scolded herself. “Berry Punch, this is Crankshaft, Axel, Amethyst and Mayor.” 
I wasn’t going to remember all those right now. Crankshaft and Axel were stallions though. I noted that to myself. 
“You wanna go back to my place? You look like you could use somewhere quiet to hang out.”
“That sounds nice actually,” I agreed.
“Mind if I follow? I wasn’t really feeling up for a party,” the second stallion admitted. 
Trebleheart’s little party ended up splitting up: I went with her and Axel back to the camper. Half the alcohol and snacks came with us. I was led the way back towards all the parked vehicles and we weaved through the maze of them to her vehicle.
The vehicle wasn’t locked so we all climbed right into her little home. 
The closed blinds and dusty air inside was a surprisingly nice reprieve from the bright, earthy afternoon that was going on afterside. Even the music was muffled this far out. 
I found a nice spot on the bench to sit down and Harmony sat down next to me. Some cans came out, a bag of chips was opened and I got to know some more ponies.
Harmony had no running water so she offered bottled water in compensation. I saw she had PBR in her cooler which was just as good and meant I wasn’t weakening my buzz. I downed a few in quick succession during whatever we were talking about. Eventually though I wanted in on the bottle of Crown Royal she was sipping out of. 
Later, her cramped water closet was hilariously hard to use as a drunk four-legged creature but her hospitality was lovely.  
Axel was pretty quiet until we got talking about all the cars on the farm. Apparently he and Crankshaft kept their caravan of cars running on their drive here. They knew who most of the owners the vehicles were seeing as they spent the majority of their time on the farm over here. 
Stories were harder to follow with more alcohol in your system but it also made them more interesting: He told me his wife left him when he became a pony.
Also that big moving truck on the property was Chris’s apparently.
After we got into the thick of it there was a knock on the camper door before Crankshaft let himself in.
“How’s the party?” Harmony asked.
“They didn’t blow up my van yet,” Crankshaft noted.
“Well, that’s good. Did the girls stay?”
“Yeah. Mayor saw the bar and Amethyst is keeping her company.”
Harmony smiled quietly and gave an appreciable nod.
After Crankshaft cracked open a cider he brought back he settled in and we kept drinking like that.

Eventually, we were out of beer. The liquor was all gone. I could tell Harmony had a little too much trying to keep up with me; she was practically laying on me napping.
I checked my last can of beer and after I was sure it was empty I got up to throw it away. That was about when I realized just how late it was. It had slowly gotten darker in here and I hadn’t noticed.
“I should get going; check on my daughter. You should go check out the party,” I suggested. I didn’t know if I should go see her, or if I was going to now, but it was a believable alibi.
“Aw, if you say so,” Harmony said as she slid off the bench and into me. She gave me a sloppy nuzzling. “Be safe! We’ll see you around, Berry.”
I said my goodbyes to the group. Then I stumbled outside. The stairs to the camper got steeper.
I wandered through the maze of parked cars. The setting sun reflecting off the windows and side mirrors was annoying. I got turned around. The music from the party was gone so I couldn’t use that to navigate. I eventually made it out though and spotted the barn. 
Some ponies were dispersing and others looked like they were picking up. It looked like the party was over now. 
I was a little disappointed I missed like half of it, but there was still a crowd! I wanted to help pick up.
I thought about what we were going to do with the leftover alcohol. There would surely be left overs. I could probably have one. Especially one of the ones for my punch.
I didn’t spot any of my pony friends but I spotted a familiar bipedal one. I went right up to him and nuzzled his side to get his attention. He nearly dropped the bags he was carrying when I snuck up on him.
“Heey, Nathan,” I said looking up at him. 
He gave me his patented goofy smile.
“Berry! We were looking for you,” Nathan told me. “Have you been having fun?” 
“More or less,” I explained with a slight tail wag. “Where’s the afterparty?” 
“Uh, I don’t know,” he said. “But I think we were all going to bed early tonight.”
“What? Why? We’re partying tonight!”
“We were,” Nathan agreed and petted my head: right behind the ears. I leaned into it and had to brace myself with his leg when I leaned too far.  “Did you hear what the Cutie Mark Crusaders were saying?”
“...huh? No. What were they saying?”
“Uh. I was told I can’t repeat it.”
“Can’t repeat it… did something happen?” I looked at the drink table for evidence of foal play. We put a good dent into all the liquor at least. The soda and juice were gone. There were several abandoned cups on the table, some half-empty.  
“Kind of? Not yet,” Nathan said, continuing to give me nothing to go off of.  I sniffed one of the half-empty cups and got whiffs of gin and orange juice. I bit onto the lip of the cup and drank it. 
Somepony put bitters in it. Good choice.
“Mom?” said a voice from behind me. I nearly did a spit take. Instead I let the cup fall from my mouth. I turned and saw my precious daughter, Minuette and Comet Tail. Minuette looked like she caught me doing something I wasn’t supposed to, I couldn’t look Comet Tail in the eyes, and my daughter looked confused. Her messy mane didn’t hurt the look.
“Pinchy!” I said and went to her. She took a step back when I staggered but she let me get to her. “Did you have fun tonight?” I hugged her and she struggled a bit out of my grip.
“Stop; your coat’s wet,” she whined. I let her go.
“Sorry. Probably spilled something,” I explained. She still looked at me confused.
“I thought you weren’t drinking anymore?” she asked a bit quieter than I would have expected. I started petting my daughter’s mane. 
“I am. This is just…” I said looking at the spilled cup. “...a party! It’s okay: it was happy drinking! I was bartending too.”
“But Comet said you were sad,” my precious gem countered. “Where were you? We were really worried and looking.”
“Aw, Ruby I was just with some friends! …I was going to come see you!” I hugged my daughter. I loved her so much. I needed to feel her warmth. She smelled clean, like someone shampooed her hair.
“Mom, stop, you smell like alcohol,” she whined again. I got a kiss on the top of her head before I let her go again. 
“Your mane smells nice. Did you get a bath?”
“I had whipped cream in my hair,” my daughter explained but seemed frustrated now. “Why were you sad? We were looking everywhere for you.” 
I looked up at Comet Tail and Minuette. I didn’t know what they said. I didn’t know what I should say.
“I…” I looked at her and had to look away. Those eyes. I couldn’t have this conversation now. I didn’t want to hurt her. She already looked hurt. 
I was too drunk for this.
“I’m too drunk for this,” I said so. “We can talk about this tomorrow.” I said and tried petting my daughter. She didn’t seem to like that.
“Hey, Berry? We should get you to bed!” Minuette suggested. “You need to sleep this off.”
“Bed? The sun’s not even down yet,” I said looking outside past my friends. I spotted Carrot Top coming this way and thought to run for a second. 
I definitely couldn’t run right now.
“It’s going to be an early morning!” Minuette said with a suspicious grin. I looked at her and then at Nathan.
“What happened?” I asked Nathan. I was really confused why no one was telling me what was going on. Nathan looked at me then looked at my daughter nervously. 
“Pinchy, are you not telling me something?” I asked the filly in front of me.
“Berry?” Comet got my attention. He had a solo cup in his magic in front of him. “It’s nothing serious. We should just get some sleep. Especially you: you should sleep that alcohol off.”
Comet Tail offered the red Solo cup to me. There were a lot of clear spirits at the party but I knew there was water in this cup. 
I was pretty drunk admittedly. I sipped it.
“I’m heading to bed too. We’ll talk over breakfast,” Carrot agreed from the back of our group.
I looked at all the ponies around us and realized that the party was long picked up. There were no speakers out, the van was pushed out. The lights were down. Just the party food and drink was left out. 
The ponies weren’t picking up the party: they were packing.  
I looked at my daughter then to Minuette.
“Are we going somewhere?” I guessed. That mischievous smile formed on her face again.
“We’ve already said too much,” Carrot Top accused the group as she walked around Comet Tail to get closer to me. “I don’t want us getting all excited and worked up about this. We need to be rested.” She looked at me. “Especially you.”
Carrot Top saw the cup of water in my hooves. She pushed it up to my muzzle. “Drink up, Berry.”
So, I downed my water and Minuette persuaded our group back to the stall with promises of a cuddle pile. I was all for drunk cuddles. 
Carrot took her spot in the hay. Minuette used her as a pillow. Comet Tail laid back to back with me and my little Pinchy let me hold her as long as I didn’t breath on her. The last thing I remembered in the warm fuzzy sea was flapping and the edge of a wing on my back.

There were no dreams, only blackness. I was a little disappointed: I had been dreaming a lot lately.  Predictably I also woke up as soon as the alcohol in my body dried out, leaving behind a headache. I started to realize there may be a pattern with going to ‘sleep’ drunk and not dreaming.
Without getting up I stretched my limbs and my neck. I managed to strain my neck in the process and let out an uncomfortable moan. There were a lot fewer bodies around. When I opened my eyes the only one I saw was my daughter, stirring now too.
“Mom? Are you awake?” she asked in a hushed whisper, shifting to apparently see if my eyes were open. 
I pulled her in close to me. She was wrapped in a roll cage of my limbs, tucked against my barrel.
“Yeah,” I said with morning grogginess. I closed my eyes back. They were too heavy. It was too late to be awake… but there was the sound of ponies quietly shifting around outside the stall. “What time is it?”
“Sometime after midnight.”
I was wondering what was going on but I was too tired to get into it. 
I was going to go back to bed. 
Then my daughter kept talking.
“Mom?”
“...hmm?”
“...did you have fun tonight?” 
An oddly innocent question. I was wondering what this was about.
“Yeah… did you?”
“...I was worried about you.”
There it was. A sense of guilt was sitting on me now.
“How long were you looking for me?”
“A few hours. Comet said you were coming to see me.”
I wanted to pet her head or nuzzle her but she wasn’t in the good spot for it so I just held her. 
“I’m sorry.”
“I know…” my Ruby still sounded disappointed though.
I had a feeling she wasn’t going to mention the alcohol. That was on me. I wanted to make her feel better. I’d tell her anything to do that. 
“I’m sorry, Pinchy,” I apologized again. “I was being stupid… I’ll… I’ll stop.”
She was quiet at first and I wasn’t sure if I said the right thing or if she even heard me but then she replied. Apparently she had been building up her courage.
“...will you?”
“...I don’t know,” I admitted the hollowness of that last promise. If I could find a balance that’d be best but there was nothing balanced about my relationship with alcohol. “But me stopping is what you deserve.” I was still too scared to share the theory that this may have been how it always was. That would go against any promises I made to change.
“What about you?” she asked me.
“What?”
“You deserve to be sober too,” she told me. I snorted at first because that sounded more like a punishment.
“I don’t deserve anything. Things just happen,” I tried to quote Carrot Top and failed spectacularly.
“...what? Mom, that’s awful!” my daughter scolded me. She definitely seemed more awake than me now. Nihilism generally made poor pillow talk. 
“No, like what Carrot says; we don’t deserve things. We just have things to give?” I tried backtracking. I wondered if Carrot ever gave Ruby the tough love talk. Probably not.
“You just said I deserve you being sober though.”
Oh. 
She got me there. 
It took me a second to sort my thoughts.
“...I want to give my sobriety to you,” I corrected.
“Well I want you to still drink a little if you want,” my daughter told me. “I just want you to be there.”
“...sorry,” I apologized but wasn’t sure if I was supposed to. “...you were having a lot of fun with your foal friends. I figured you didn’t need me tonight.”
My daughter squirmed around in my legs and I had to let up my grip a bit so she could turn around to nuzzle my face. Even in the dark I could still imagine her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’ll spend more time with you. Just… please don’t get so drunk. It looks like you’re hurting yourself when you get that drunk.” 
That sounded terrifyingly accurate. 
“...okay. Moderation,” I agreed. I didn’t know how well I’d keep to my word, but I’d give it to her at least. 
We continued laying there for a few more minutes until Ruby finally sat up.
“I think I smell something,” my daughter said.
“Sorry, was it me?” 
“Mom,” she hissed. “I meant I think I smell chocolate.”
Carrot Top must be up to something.
My daughter put her watch on and then I got up and we stretched before we left the stall. She went one way though and I needed to go the other.
I assured her she didn’t need to come and I just had to pee out a liter of processed alcohol and I’d be right there. 
I went out the barn’s backdoor and out to the edge of the woods where we had been going. Once I got close I started thinking maybe I should have agreed to the buddy system: I didn’t know where I was stepping.
Just before I started I could swear I heard sniffling.
“Hello?” I called out. “Sorry, someone here?”
There was silence. I swear I heard them though. They had stopped because of me.
“Hay, are you okay?” I asked the darkness again. I really had to pee but just going when someone was nearby would be weird and just leaving seemed rude since they got quiet for it.
While I was waiting for what to do I heard a restrained sniffle, like someone trying to clear their muzzle so they could breathe easier. My ears’ reaction pointed me in the general direction.
I walked towards them.
“Hay, …are you hurt? It sounds like you’re crying,” I tried again. I heard someone stepping away from me. There was definitely someone out here. Between being half-awake and their crying and reluctance I couldn’t imagine any maliciousness. “I just… I gotta pee and this is sort of the bathroom… ”
After another long moment of silence I heard… a chime. There was a hesitation and then a pale blue light coming from a unicorn horn. A phone was pulled from somewhere, a hoodie or a cloak. Between the light of her horn and the phone wrapped in magic in front of her face I could make out that she was a tall, pink unicorn with several colors in her hair. Judging by the mascara running she had definitely been crying. Knowing I could see her now, she looked up from her phone at me.
“...hi,” I greeted awkwardly.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know this was… ‘the bathroom’,” she explained as she started walking away, using her light to find her way.
I really had to pee… and I wasn’t supposed to be gone long… but I haven’t been making good choices lately so I followed after her.
“Where’re you going?” 
“Somewhere… somewhere I-I’m wanted,” she explained with a sob hitching in her voice.
Home?
We were heading towards the driveway and I saw a car’s headlights come on at the end of it. I saw car doors open and from the light on inside I saw several people step out. One was a tall, dark unicorn.
Now in the light of the headlights, she looked back at me. Confusion and defeat marred her stunningly beautiful face.
No, not home. She was crawling back somewhere. Somewhere she intentionally left. 
“Please… stop following me,” she begged. This mare clearly needed someone to have a heart-to-heart with right now. Instead she had me and I had a hangover and I still really needed to pee.
“I think… my friend is making cocoa? You wanna go talk about this?” I suggested. She looked at me like she didn’t understand what I was saying. I looked around for someone else to intervene. There were other ponies awake but no one else close enough to see she clearly didn’t want this.
The black unicorn that got out of the car had approached her and now I could see there was a red cloth around his back. A cape? 
“Cadance, is this pony bothering you?” a deep, low voice came from him. The humans at the car looked to readjust themselves to have better access to something in their pockets.
I think I peed a little when I realized they might have guns. If I had to judge from looks alone, they seemed dangerous.
The pink unicorn looked at me, almost longingly, and shook her head. 
“No,” Cadance denied and turned to walk to him. 
I knew that name from somewhere, it took me a little longer than necessary to remember, what with being half-awake and hungover, that it was the name of Shining Armor’s wife.
But Shining and Rarity were now-	
“Cadance? You don’t want this,” I told her. I could tell that much.
I needed to explain to her what she already knew: that wherever she was going it wasn’t the home she wanted. She must have come here for her husband but found out about him and Rarity. I needed to explain to her that just because the life she had probably dreamt of wasn’t there anymore, she didn’t have to do anything drastic. I needed to explain that there were ponies here who would have adored her, like Blossomforth or humans, like Nathan. So many ponies were awake now, all she had to do was come back and talk to us. She would have been welcomed into the herd and found friendship here; she could have found a new family like I did!
The family that I had been ignoring and hurting tonight…
I couldn’t explain any of that to her though: my head hurt, my throat was dry, I had to pee, and I was wrestling with my hypocrisy. 
Sombra ignored me and walked Cadance back to the car. Once he helped her into the back he climbed in after her. The humans got back into the car and as casually as can be, they turned the car around. Then, just like that, they drove down the driveway and left the farm. 
I stood there for a few minutes, wondering what exactly I had just witnessed but eventually my biological needs got me off the driveway and back to the treeline. 
After I was finished, I made my walk back to the barn and chastised myself. If I had just said the right things… if I knew the right words… if I wasn’t so hungover…
Eventually though, I was back at the barn and back into my own troubles.
“Berry? Are you okay?” Minuette found me walking back. “You look pale. Did you throw up?”
“Yeah, I’m okay,” I said, not really explaining what happened. I didn’t know, really.
Minuette walked me through the barn, where I had made an ass of myself hours ago, and out towards the low fires where a mass of ponies were gathering.
The smell of coffee and chocolate was stronger here, coming from all of the mismatch of cups everypony was drinking out of. Ceramic mugs, metal cups, glasses, solo cups from the party, even bowls. Minuette gently weaved through the crowd towards a particular fire where the smell was stronger; an army of small pitchers and pots sat near. 
I spotted Nathan helping ladle something for a filly. Then I saw Carrot Top putting a new pot of water near the fire about the same time she spotted me. Once I saw her the rest of my friends came into focus: Minuette was leading me to them.
Comet Tail saw Carrot was looking at someone and turned around. My daughter, seeing him looking at someone, turned around and spotted me too. They both smiled, happy to see I was here now.
I heard some ponies break out into hushed laughter nearby and then someone else ‘shush’ loudly. I spotted Blossomforth, wings pricked, as Cloud Kicker apparently just shared something embarrassing with another pegasus.
“Heey, morning, Berry!” Vinyl cheered with a raised glass as I passed. 
I started picking out a lot of ponies among the shadows: there was Octavia Melody, Thunderlane, Lyra Heartstrings, Harmony, and countless other ponies I had met over the last few days. 
“You alright, man?” a human asked me and I looked up and realized it was Chad, Minuette’s tentatively-former fiance. 
“Uh, yeah,” I answered in disbelief. Minuette led me right up to the fire and sat me down next to my daughter and Comet.
All of my friends -my family- were here. And Chad was here too.
“Mom?” my daughter asked. I could smell hot chocolate coming from her repurposed teacup. “Did you throw up?”
That was apparently the theory for my long pee break.
“No, I… I’m good,” I didn’t explain. I looked around at all the ponies. It seemed like everypony was awake, in the middle of the night. 
I turned back to Comet Tail, who I needed to apologize to still. 
“What’s going on?” I asked.
My daughter answered.
“Fluttershy thinks they found the portal to Equestria!” Pinchy finally spilled. “And the Cutie Mark Crusaders were telling some others- who told some more ponies and it sort of became an open secret.”
Equestria…
“...what, really? When? Where?” I asked all the standard questions. 
“They said it’s a hundred miles north of here in a city called Dubuque. They left a few hours ago to check it out.”
“Why didn’t we go with them?”
“There’s too many of us,” my daughter explained, gesturing to the mass of ponies waiting in the shadows. “They went ahead to make sure it’s really there and that it’s open.” 
“Shining Armor and Big Mac stayed behind. Once they get word we’re heading out,” Comet Tail added.
Before I could ask more questions Carrot Top approached me with a cup and offered it to me. It smelled like coffee and chocolate.
“Drink up, we have plenty of coffee,” Carrot informed me. I accepted the cup and sipped it. It was a rich, chocolatey coffee with milk. The sugar made it go down easily.
“Oh, that’s right! Berry!” Nathan called out as he started coming over to me. “Do you have a headache? Pinkie said some of these were for you,” he said as he pulled a bottle of aspirin out.
I accepted some of the tablets too. Once I had them swallowed I looked back at my daughter then at Comet Tail. I felt my tail tuck underneath my legs in shame.
“Comet, I…” I started but got interrupted again by Carrot Top. She brought me a plate.
“You can talk later. We could be leaving at any minute,” Carrot Top warned. “I want you to eat this and get three more cups into you.”
I accepted Carrot’s form of care with only one question.
“Is this… straw?” I looked at what was on the plate with the johnnycakes from this morning, smeared with ample butter.
“It’s hay, actually,” Carrot corrected me. “Your binge probably depleted all of your minerals; there’s lots of minerals in hay.”
“Electrolytes!” Minuette exclaimed. 
“And there’s antioxidants, sugar and caffeine in the mocha. We need you at your best,” Carrot explained. 
I obeyed and started eating. I ate the hay first, which as far as grass goes, wasn’t bad when it was clean like this, just really plain and easy to eat. I looked around at my friends who were watching me recover from my hangover, specifically Comet Tail.
“I’m sorry, all of you,” I said before I was cut off.
“Stop,” Carrot demanded with one hoof raised to me and the other pointed towards the house. “...and keep eating.”
“They’re coming out!” someone in the mass called out. Everyone started turning towards the barn and a shush fell over the crowd, silencing it. Shining Armor and Big Mac had stepped out onto the porch.
“Listen up!” Shining Armor shouted in a loud, commanding voice that carried across the farm.
The ponies on the farm grew silent all at once. All eyes were on the two stallions on the porch. The greatest news for all the lost ponies in the world may be about to be broken. An entire people would act on these words. I wondered if he had any guilt with Cadance on his mind right now or if he could truly put his personal problems aside to focus on what he was about to do.
“We found Equestria!” Shining announced.
The mass of ponies around me erupted into cheers, hugging and crying. I was hugging my friends and family, so many emotions swimming together: joy, fear, relief.
“Tonight, we are refugees no more!” Shining Armor called out over the crowd, only to elicit another wave of emotion. He continued. “Tonight… we will be in Equestria! Tonight, we are Equestria!” 
There was more cheers and crying. Far too loud for the time of night. Shining Armor and Big Mac went on explaining where the portal was and the plan on getting there: a massive caravan, essentially. It was like Ruby and my friends had said. 
I looked around the excited crowd then to Minuette. 
“So, how do you want to do this? Are we going to pile into Chad’s car?” 
There were at least a hundred ponies here, if not a few hundred; a sea of ponies. Not everyone arrived here by car, some were dropped off, and I’m sure we wanted to take as much as we could through the portal. There was no way we could get all of Carrot Top’s stuff into that little car and I wasn’t sure if she was going to leave anything we moved from her grandparents’ place to here behind. I’m sure a lot of ponies felt the same: all they brought to the farm were the things they couldn’t live without.
Before Minuette and the rest of us could come up with a plan, we started to hear panicked screaming swallow the cheers and crying in a corner of the crowd.
“Changelings!” a pony screamed. 
“Chrysalis is attacking!” another shouted after her.
We all turned and saw a black swarm beginning to fill over the farm. Ponies were running, screaming, from the pony-sized creatures with glowing eyes pouring out of the semi-trailer truck, the one that I thought Chris owned. From their blue, sometimes green eyes, there must have been over a hundred of them. 
I looked around at my friends to figure out what to do. 
My green-eyed cutie was smiling up at the horsebugs blotting out the sky, in awe. 
“Pinchy?” I asked. She looked back at me then at the rest of us staring at her, wondering why she was smiling. She pointed towards the changelings.
“We could ask Yoko’s family for a ride?”
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In the dead of the night, our exodus began. We left in large caravans of trucks, cars and even a few buses of every shape and condition. Each vehicle was packed full with ponies. As soon as a group was loaded down and they signaled they were all ready, those vehicles left the farm and headed north together: all convening onto a horse statue in the city of Dubuque. 
My friends and I ended up packed into the back of a rental truck with dozens of others. The truck was so full we were sitting on top of pallets of grains and seeds from Carrot Top’s homestead. Everything loose that we didn’t mind getting sticky was held in place by the changeling goo lining the walls and the ceiling: the remains of the recent birth of over a hundred and fifty changelings. Liz, Chris’s fiance, was driving with a single changeling riding shotgun.
The rest of the changelings, including their mother ‘Chris’, also known as Queen Chrysalis, were giving us eyes in the sky as we traveled north. As scary and weird as they looked when not in disguise, covered in black chitin and full of holes, Yoko was one of them and she was Ruby’s friend. Apparently we used to have a reason to fear them. Now, we were two endangered species going into battle together.
The air in the truck was warm and wet from the goo and all the ponies breathing. Even through that though, we could feel something else in the air: it was an excitement and it was electric. It felt like we were riding on top of a wave and as each turn and jostle brought us closer to where we were going, our momentum increased. 
“I should have taken the cloudhouse,” Cherry Cloud moaned nauseously somewhere in the dim interior light. 
“You didn’t wake up in time,” Thunderlane chided. Someone else joined the conversation, apparently to make Cherry feel better about her decision.
“That thing looked dangerous anyway. I heard it fell apart!” 
“Technically that was a different cloudhouse. A freak storm destroyed the first. I would know: I helped build the new one after,” Thunderlane defended.
There was another bump and I heard Cherry whine again. “If I throw up, I’m so sorry...”
“You want me to get you the bucket?” Blossomforth said somewhere near the filly as well. A tiny voice gagged and weakly replied ‘no’.
I looked down at my little filly sitting in Nathan’s crossed legs. She seemed perfectly fine now, even though we were rattling around in the back of a moving truck barreling down the highway. 
Nathan offered me the water bottle again with his good arm.
“I’m good,” I gently declined. 
“Are you sure?” Carrot asked me, about ready to refill that water bottle again anyway. Between the grains, grass, caffeine, aspirin, chocolate and the last three refills of water, I was good. Pride notwithstanding from being the one who necessitated the creation of ‘the bucket’ sloshing near the door. 
“Yeah.”
“Good. Then now I can be mad at you.” Her temperament didn’t really change. “What were you thinking, drinking like that?”
I was going to say I wasn’t thinking, but that wasn’t true. If anything I had been doing too much thinking. I looked at my daughter who seemed concerned and at Comet Tail who offered me a pained smile.
“Carrot? We don’t need to do this. Berry knows she messed up,” Minuette defended me.
“I know. I’m just giving Berry the floor,” Carrot explained, looking back at me expectantly. All of my friends, my daughter and a few bystanders looked at me. 
I got it: now was my time to make things right and apologize properly; before we had to focus on reclaiming Equestria.
“I’m sorry,” I began, looking at everyone and especially Comet Tail. “I said you were my higher power and I let you all down. Comet, I tried to abuse our friendship. Can you forgive me?”
“Of course,” Comet agreed. “You… weren’t yourself.”
“I was though.”
“No,” Comet disagreed with a shaking head. “Acting uninhibited and in distress ain’t the same as acting like yourself.”
“Mom,” my little pony whined, slinking out of Nathan’s lap and standing up in front of me to assert her attention. “Stop beating yourself up.”
"What?" I responded.
“I know it’s hard, but you do need to stop that,” Carrot agreed. “There’s no point doing it: the world’s going to do it for you.” She visibly glanced down my back. “And you don’t deserve any of that either.”
I looked at Carrot and saw a glint in her eyes. She was thinking about me crying into her chest on her kitchen floor too. 
“Sorry,” I apologized.
“And what are you sorry for? What did you do?”
“Carrot?” Minuette asked her with a look of worry. “Don’t be mean.”
“I’m not being mean, I’m being her higher power: she needs to admit her shortcomings so that we can remove them.” She eyed me again. “And I don’t mean in general. Why were you drinking? We need to know so that we can help you.”
I looked at Comet Tail who already knew, then at my daughter. I pulled her into my chest and petted her mane so that she couldn’t look directly at me. She squirmed for a minute, but then eventually let me fiddle with her mane, as long as I let her have my other leg to hold.
“I was worried that I was always an alcoholic, especially in Ponyville. I was thinking about how even after being reborn as a different species and a different gender on another world, after everything I’ve been through, we’re still so similar to the way we were. Like, if alcohol is my special talent and everypony expects it, how am I supposed to just avoid it? I’m worried I’m just going to let everypony down. I’m worried I can’t change because it seems like I haven’t.”
I was blind-sided by a cuddle from a blue unicorn.
“You can change so much, Berry,” Minuette promised me. “You’re trying to! That’s all you gotta do! Just keep trying!”
I didn’t think that sounded like enough but I nodded in agreement. Carrot had more to say about this topic.
“You already have changed. We have to; it’s inevitable,” Carrot argued with my worries. “That’s just our nature; it’s called growing.”
“You know all about nature and growing, don’t you, Carrot?” Minuette said with a snicker.
“I do,” Carrot agreed while she fought a smirk on her face. “We have to change and the pressure put on us will ensure we do. Whether it’s pressure from our ‘stars’ or our scars…” She looked at Minuette and lost to her growing smirk. She looked back at me with a mischievous smile. “...just be sure to let us know how much water and fertilizer you need and we’ll be happy to provide.”
Minuette giggled.
“...thank you. I’m sorry,” I apologized again.
“I know. We already know that,” Carrot agreed readily. “But that’s not how this works. Being sorry isn’t productive. That doesn’t cause change. Are you going to turn your life over to us? Completely? You don’t have to beg us for forgiveness: as long as you’re sorry and ready to commit to your friends again, we already forgive you. You don’t have to worry about us forgiving you.”
“That’s right!” Minuette jumped in. “You’re always worth forgiving!”
Comet nodded. I looked at Nathan and his broken arm and Ruby and her imperceptibly flawed horn. All of my friends were in agreement. Carrot went on.
“As long as you’re sorry, and genuinely ready to make things right, to act, that’s all there is to washing away… misdeeds and growing.”
I reflected on those words. It sounded too easy when put like that.
“...that’s kind of what happened with us, Berry,” Nathan thought aloud before adding. “...right? I… we made things better.” I saw Nathan idly feeling his arm. 
“We did,” I agreed with a good smile for my friend. Nathan was an absolute hero rescuing me and Cloud Kicker. “It’s all better now.” Nathan responded with his own smile and gave me a scratch under my chin.
“Sounds about right to me,” Carrot agreed with our example. “If you’ve done all that you can, the only thing left after that is forgiving yourself and building upon your forgiveness.”
“‘Building upon my forgiveness’... ” I repeated the words to try and break it down better. It sounded like something Carrot had read somewhere or something.
“That’s the most important part,” Carrot Top warned me. “If you’re trying to change, you can’t just be hard on yourself. You’re just going to break again. You have to give yourself what you needed, what you give everyone else.” Carrot paused and I knew what she was referring to: love, warmth, empathy. “You have to help yourself. Otherwise you’re going to hurt your ability to help everyone else in the long run.” She gently brushed my mane like she did back on her porch: the way a mother would. “And we’ll help you. Just make sure you ask for it and take it.”
I nodded. That made sense. In a general way, it was all clear. I didn’t know how well I’d apply it though.
After a moment of silence Comet Tail lightened the mood.
“You’re pretty good at pep talks,” Comet noted towards Carrot.
“I’ve… listened to a lot of sermons,” Carrot explained modestly. 
“Ah. So you know what not to say,” Comet finished with a smirk. “Same.” Carrot grinned back at our stallion before turning away to be alone with her thoughts.
I watched Carrot quietly reflect as she looked over the bags of seed we were riding on top of and around at everyone else packed in here with us. After a moment of introspection and seeing I was still looking at her, she shared what was on her mind.
“You know, they were right in a way,” Carrot began. She seemed to pause while something worked its way to her surface. “My grandparents, I mean: the world did end, just not theirs. After… we make things right, all of their work is going to help restore the world.” I saw Carrot’s eyes turn watery. Minuette was quick with the hug. 
“And we’re all going to help!” she assured her. Carrot nuzzled back and broke the hug.
“You know, I don’t believe in fate or anything but it’s easy to interpret things when you’re looking for answers,” Carrot told us. “If… I didn’t have to go live with Meemaw and Papa, I wouldn’t have changed into who I became, or be in the position to help like I have… I know being taken away in bondage and wandering the wilderness was just the end result of our poor decisions and not punishment... and fighting to get back together is what brought us back…. but it’s easy to speculate and wonder… you get good at that when you’re religious; applying meaning to things.”
“I dunno,” Comet Tail interrupted. “Finding meaning in things is kinda just something everypony does, right? I mean, hay, we got cutie marks.” 
Minuette giggled and looked at the hourglass on her rump.
“Yeah, it’s kind of hard not to find meaning in things when life literally slaps a magic symbol on your butt,” she agreed.
There were more nods and agreements as we reflected. My little Pinchy was the one that interrupted the new silence in our group.
“Carrot? I do that too. I found meaning in this,” Ruby admitted, holding up the watch around her neck. “I love this even if it doesn’t tell the time: if anything that makes it more appropriate for me -for all of us, I guess…” Pinchy paused to put her thoughts into words. “At first this meant I had to figure out how magic worked… Because I didn’t want to let you all down. Then it started reminding me of us in general. The day I got it, Mom and Minnie and Comet came to see me at Mom’s house. I was so confused when I woke up that morning but when I saw them, and we all just exchanged gifts like everything was okay, it felt like everything was going to be okay. It reminds me of my family. It grounds me.”
“Aww!” Minuette awed, as she practically scooped Ruby up in a hug. “I’m so glad you like it!”
“I do!” Ruby said as she hugged her back. 
“...Rubes?” Comet Tail quietly interrupted the hugging. We all looked at him. “You, uh, did the same for me with that sketch,” Comet said. Pinchy looked surprised. I know I was. He looked over at where I think his bag was and looked like he was considering pushing himself over to it before he decided against it. “I didn’t even remember myself but you did. You all did. Berry invited me to her party. Minuette remembered it was my birthday… and you, you remembered me too. I know it was just a sketch from a dream but I really needed that at the time. I knew the people important to me wouldn’t forget about me. Uh, no offense, Carrot?” Carrot, who was smiling at the sentiment, shook her head in a dismiss.  
“Aww, okay, that's it! Group hug!” Minuette ordered again and hugged Comet Tail. My little unicorn, Nathan, Carrot and I happily obliged.
“Oh gosh, I totally forgot!” Minuette broke the hug with a thought of her own. “Pinchy, I totally forgot to tell you! I got Twilight to sign that drawing of her you did for me! It’s definitely going over my fireplace now! It’s just going to have to be over one in Equestria!”
“She signed it?!” my little pink unicorn cracked. “Did… she say anything about it?”
“Well… she liked it enough to sign it! So I think she approved! I’ll get it out and show you when we get to Dubuque!”
The truck began braking as it made a long, wide turn. Everything inside shifted. Everypony in the back of the truck swayed, trying not to knock someone over or touch the goo-covered walls. Some failed and had to be pulled from the walls by their friends. The truck crawled to a stop. I held my breath until it continued going. But when it started up again, the drone of the wheels was deeper: it was going slower. From riding around in the back of trucks I knew what this meant: We were in the city. I looked around at my friends whose dilated eyes and shifting hooves told me they also knew what this meant.
"Oooh. And I think that's soooon~!" Minuette sang what we were all thinking.
I thought about if I had any last minute things to say before we focused on what was ahead of us. Their conversation about meaningful items made me think about my own birthday presents. They didn't really mean anything to me, but I did bring them anyway, just because I still had them. I glanced down my back at my only possessions: the two backpacks that were now one fused, well-stitched saddlebag. I used my last two birthday presents, books, to weigh down each side. Then there were the last few cigarettes in their pack, my lighter, Ruby’s Fluttershy plushie and the last remains of my human clothing, more for balancing out the plushie than anything else. 
After a few more minutes of driving I felt the truck’s brakes resist its momentum and the vehicle continued to slow. Gradually, the drone of the tires deepened again. I swear I could make out the cracks and defects in the pavement from the heavy, rotating tires. I could feel the center of the truck’s gravity shift until it was finally centered and all of the tires came to a complete standstill. Everyone was silent. Then, we heard the engine shut off.
Some ponies began quietly standing, eager to get out of the warm, excited truck and started looking around to make sure they had all of their belongings. Everypony was excited but no one dared breach the door: we were waiting for the all clear. 
I looked over my friends’ faces. Comet Tail’s gentle, approving eyes caught mine, then I was overtaken by Minuette’s smile. I looked at Carrot Top just as she finished putting a pan back into place. She returned my smile with her own and glanced past me. I turned around and saw Nathan looking back at me with that goofy grin of his I loved. Finally, I looked down at my daughter to see those absinthe-colored eyes looking back up at me, filled with hope. 
I realized I brought everything I needed.
The back hatch was thrown open and a cool, dark morning reinvigorated us. Cheers were cut short though and some ponies gasped. At our only exit a single changeling buzzed in the air, meeting all of our gazes without any hesitation in its glowing, green eyes.
“Please proceed to the school. The portal is secure,” the changeling reported.
The contents of the truck erupted into cheers. 

Thousands of ponies, changelings and fleeting glimpses of other creatures spread out over cracked parking lots and unkempt grass, and spilled out onto the streets around an abandoned school in a Midwest city in the dead of night. I was a drop of water in a sea of ponies and I couldn’t see where it ended. For all I knew we were all the way down the block and ponies were still coming.
It was here; the portal was absolutely right here and everypony could feel it. It was like an invisible fog was rolling off of it and I could breathe better here. Like there was finally a moisture in the air that I didn’t know I had been missing. It tingled. Not much, but it was a constant, quiet background hum. It felt like I did when I was chasing the last light of the Sonic Rainboom. 
The strange thing was that it wasn't coming from the school: it was coming from across the street. We were standing in front of the source now: a boxy sports atrium on the school campus, a field house. From what pegasi flying overhead shared, the horse statue was moved inside there decades ago because of constant vandalism attempts.
The school itself… wasn’t as fortunate.
I glanced back across the street at the derelict building. When we first arrived the general idea was to use it to hide. Once we got looking around though, a lot of us left. The school was closed down in the 90’s and it looked like it simultaneously never opened again and couldn’t be left alone. It was understandably very dark inside. Every window not boarded up was smashed. Broken glass and trash were everywhere inside. The floor creaked and moaned like it was going to give away. Graffiti was across every surface. Every last desk, chalkboard and locker was systematically destroyed or vandalized. The changelings didn’t seem to mind the state of it: I saw the swarm crawl deeper inside and not come back out. We kept hearing noises and hoped it was them and not wild animals… or restless souls.
The most disquieting part of looking around inside the school was seeing the remains of horseshoe decorations; just unpainted imprints where they had been taken. This was the school from Equestria Girls, in some capacity. I was thankful my friends didn't want to stay inside.
Real harmony magic happened in this world there. Likely even by humans. And we walked through its defiled mausoleum. It was too depressing for me. Especially when remembering the book I had to burn because the set ended up in the hands of bad men. Whatever happened to Sunset’s friends, to this place and to Sunset Shimmer, I didn’t think it was good. If that was the state of the school from Equestria Girls, I wondered what the other side of the portal looked like.
“Berry? You okay?” Nathan asked. I looked over at him and my friends. They were out of focus from how watery my eyes were getting. I rubbed that away to see them all looking at me. It was more than just my friends here too. It was my extended family: Feather Shine and Pinch, Cherry Berry and Piña, countless foals; so many friends my little Pinchy made. Even Chad had stuck by our side. 
It seemed silly to bring up my feelings now, on the eve of war, but I had just apologized for not coming to my friends when something was bothering me. So, I spilled what was on my mind.
“I was just thinking about this school. This place was something really special,” I tried to explain. Minuette giggled.
“It is still special! This school is a part of our history in this world! Of friendships between species,” Minuette gushed, looking back at it in awe. “And it’s still standing! I bet it hasn’t been renovated since; you can tell exactly what it used to look like. It looks like it was a really nice place. If the statue used to be there, I wonder if that's the entrance Sunset blew up when she became a she-demon?”
I looked at my smiling friend, confused. I appreciated her enthusiasm but it seemed like she missed what I was trying to say.
“Yeah, but…” I said before gesturing to the school. “It’s a wreck.”
“Nothing a little TLC couldn’t fix,” Minuette claimed. “The good thing about things in disrepair is it’s an opportunity to restore them! You just have to decide if it’s worth the effort or if you need to make something new,” Minuette exchanged a soft glance with Chad. Chad petted her and she smiled at him before she continued. “I bet the fact that this place is still around even though it's been abandoned for so long is because whoever owns it knows it’s something really special. They just don’t know what to do about it. They might even know about us!”
I scanned the crowd, especially for the humans that stood out above the ponies. There were a lot more than on the farm but I didn’t know if anyone looked like someone who would own the school. If I had to guess, with what little I knew, there was one person who could fit the profile.
“...do you think it’s Sunset? You think she could own the school?” I asked my friends. I was hopeful, but didn’t think anyone could tell me.
“Maybe!” Minuette encouraged as she scanned the crowd. “Maybe she’s here??”
“She’d have met us here, right? Or come to the farm? Is she inside there with them?” Comet Tail asked, pointing inside the field house that contained the statue.
“From what we could tell it’s just the Mane Six, their brothers, and the Cutie Mark Crusaders in there,” Feather Pinch informed us from their scouting. 
“So out here then?” Minuette asked as she kept looking for Sunset Shimmer with me. Sunset should have been here and somewhere obvious… but she wasn’t. She wouldn’t miss this…
“She might be human. We’d probably never recognize her then,” Comet Tail considered aloud.  
“No,” Carrot Top confidently dismissed. “She wouldn’t have hid over here. I guarantee you she went through and tried to stop him. If she was portrayed honestly, then she was a fighter,” Carrot praised her. I don’t think I had ever heard her praise someone. 
Even with the headlights and improvised lighting we couldn't pick out specific colors in an absolute sea of them. 
Surely if she had been cursed like the rest of us then she should have been here, leading the fight. But she wasn’t.
“We can at least say she’s here in spirit,” Harmony Trebleheart commented thoughtfully. Some of us nodded in agreement. Even if she was here with us, or was just there in spirit, it seemed right to talk about her here, now. 
"I bet she'd never have guessed her life became a cartoon or that she'd have so many fans," I thought aloud.
My friends nodded quietly in agreement. We held that silence for Sunset Shimmer a little longer.
Eventually though, the praise continued. 
“You know, she was ‘a pony with a human life’! Where have we heard that one before, right??” Minuette asked us rhetorically.
“I hope she’s here,” my little gem professed. “We could really use someone like her.” I nodded in agreement and looked over my friends. A lot of ponies going through were ordinary ponies like us: farmers, weather ponies, musicians, scholars, foals. So many foals…
“Listen up, everypony!” a little voice called out so loud it nearly cracked. We all looked around for the source and eventually found it above us. Scootaloo waved from a window above the field house door. “Yoohoo! Up here! Yes, the adorable orange dodo! We’re gonna be going through the portal to Equestria in five minutes! Get your things together and form a line starting here!” She gestured towards the door below her which the rest of the Cutie Mark Crusaders had pushed open. 
Pegasi took off to spread the word and others began amassing towards the entrance in an orderly crowd. Some started already filing into the field house. 
“The foals!” a mare shouted over the murmuring of excitement and whispered prayers. Lots of ponies turned to look. It was a unicorn with several others, all in pony-fitted military fatigues. With my ears tuned in her direction, I could make out more. “Mentally they may be twenty-five but their bodies are still foals, as much as they want to help most of them won’t be able.”
A white unicorn friend of hers grew even paler as information hit her. Then, in one swift motion, she seemed to correct course and form a plan. “Girls! Scatter, fast as you can, gather the smallest and bring them back to the JTLV’s. Any that are smaller than say, Sweetie Belle over there, bring them, no questions. Any that are Sweetie Belle’s size ask them if they want to stay until the all clear. Work fast though.”
The military ponies agreed and then scattered. The unicorn who came up with the plan, a white pony with a two-toned pink mane, made a bee-line for the front of the line and our group.
“Feather, you’re staying on this side of the portal with Velvet, alright?” she asked our feathered doppelganger, particularly the little one on Shine’s back. When the unicorn was in front of us I saw a three-diamond patch on her sleeve and her name tag read “S. Richards”.  Feather Pinch looked disappointed but didn’t put up a fight. 
“It’s going to be a warzone over there,” she explained as she looked us over. “I don’t know if any of you are familiar with combat, but it’s no place for those unable to fight. I would like every foal here to come with me.”
“Aw, but I wanted to kick Discord’s butt!” Little Horn protested. Trebleheart petted her little cousin.	
“Don't worry, L.H., I'll be sure to kick it for ya,” Trebleheart promised with a smirk.
“...I’ll stay with them,” Mayor volunteered as she looked over the foals with us. “I would be worried about them the entire time if I didn’t.”
"Brae?" Diamond said, pushing the cowboy hat she was wearing up to look at her friend. "You're not going to leave me here, are you?"
"I wouldn't think of it," he promised. "You're a tough girl; I'm gonna need ya."
“If she's going and the Cutie Mark Crusaders are going, then I’m going too!” Duo disagreed with the mare in uniform.
Thunderlane nodded in agreement to Duo. “He's pretty good with that horn. We’ll keep an eye on the older ones,” he said as he gestured to Flitter and Cloudchaser. Little human Silvia was standing beside them. 
"Okay, but you're coming with me," the military pony informed the girl. "You're not an adult in any capacity." She looked over the ponies she just inspected. "All of the foals and everyone else coming with me, head over to the vehicles by the stallion with the rainbow hair!"  
The majority of the foals that Ruby had befriended and that I became acquainted with were convinced. I watched Ruby and her friends hug and say their goodbyes before parting ways. I saw where they were headed and spotted the rainbow stud in his military uniform.  
Buck me. 
"Ma'am?" 'S. Richards' stepped in front of me to get my attention. She eyed me, my ‘stars’, saw my Pinchy, did a double take at Feather Shine and Feather Pinch walking away, then addressed us. "...are you coming with me?"
"No. We’re going through.” It had already been decided in my mind.
“Do you want her to stay here then?” She gestured to my daughter. “She’ll be safe, you have my word.” Pinchy grew close to me, practically hiding under my barrel. 
“I’m going,” Pinchy told me instead of the mare. I nodded in agreement.
“Don't worry about her: she's even better in a fight than me," I explained. "Besides, we’ll have our friends with us too," I gestured to my closest friends who she then scanned over. Her eyes stopped on Nathan and his cast.
"When you get over there, you're going to have to walk on that. You should stay here." I saw Nathan tense up in worry and I felt guilt welling up inside of me. I was going to defend him until Carrot Top beat me to it.
"He's coming with us if he wants to," she said with finality, looking at Nathan then at Chad. "The both of them. I'll protect them."
The unicorn in uniform seemed to consider this, saw the rest of the line growing behind us, then gave us a firm nod and passed over us towards the next closest group.
"What did she mean by 'walk on that'?" Chad asked us when she left. I could tell from the look on his face he already knew the answer.
"Remember Equestria Girls? The portal turns you into a pony when you go to Equestria!" Minuette explained then paused. "...I don't think it'll do anything to us though; you can't pony a pony."
Something dawned on Chad.
"So… if you wanted to, you could go through and come back and be human again, right?" He asked. I could tell from the look on his face he knew this idea was getting shot down. Minuette gave him a bittersweet smile.
"I could… but I want to be a pony in Equestria. Equestria needs me," Minuette explained. Chad weakly smiled back and nodded.
"I know," he acknowledged. He hesitated then went on. "...I'll help however I can until you're safe."
We had a few minutes left until we were leaving Earth behind. I scanned the crowd and the school one last time. In a way, I was still looking for her.
I didn't see who I was looking for, but against the light pollution I did spot a tall pony standing by herself on the school's roof. It could have been somepony else, until I thought I imagined the tiniest spark of pale blue light near her, and that she was checking her phone. I smiled up at her, hoping that it was that princess and she had a change of heart.
"A lot of stars out tonight, are there?" Carrot Top asked me. Thinking she thought I was trying to stargaze, I looked up more and didn't see anything through the city lights. I looked over at her and saw she had a smirk on her face. 
I also saw Comet Tail gazing out over the crowd with a thoughtful smile. His eyes seemed to almost glow. I recognized that look by now. I looked back over the thousands of ponies clustering into a large band stretching away from the field house and the groups of ponies clustering across the fields and parking lots, each in their own little constellation.
"Sure are," Comet Tail answered for me.
I took in the sight of all the ponies for a moment, feeling a little better now. There was one perfect way to cap off this ‘stargazing’ and our last moment on this planet, maybe forever. 
“Hey? Comet?” I got his attention and gestured away. “One last cigarette?” 
“You still got’em?” Comet asked, not saying no. 
“In my bag,” I gestured to my saddlebag. I wouldn’t be drinking this time, but… maybe a cigarette. For old time’s sake.
“Really? Now? We’re going through any minute,” Carrot Top chastised us both. I didn’t think it would take too long. it’d take time for all of us to get in and through anyway. It’d probably be an hour until all the ponies got through, assuming they ever stopped pouring into the city. 
“We’ll be quick?” I promised with waning confidence. I looked over my side at Comet who began unzipping my bag with his magic and gently sorting through it. He found the pack and lighter at the bottom and pulled them out.
“I hope you’re not addicted to those too because I doubt you’re finding them over there,” Carrot warned us both.
Carrot’s guilt stalled Comet. Before I could point out that’s exactly why we’d be quitting regardless, the cigarettes Comet Tail was holding were snatched from his magic. 
The little orange pegasus who did it was so short I didn’t see her coming from the direction of the school. I wasn’t even sure when she went that way. She looked at the pack she knocked to the ground and seemed to find something funny about it. She looked at both of us.
“Did… you want one?” I asked. I wasn’t going to give her one but I was confused why she was interrupting. Instead of answering, she picked up the entire pack in her mouth and made a running dash away towards the field house. Then I watched as she jumped and, with erratic wing beats, she flittered up over the heads of the line and just made it to the window’s edge and climbed in above the door. I stared up at her, more in shock than anything at the blatant theft.
When she turned back around she found us again with her eyes and kicked the cigarettes back behind her onto some balcony. “Don’t you know? Ponies don’t smoke!” she called back down to us smugly. 
“They… don’t?” I asked her, at a loss for words. She shook her little feathered mane. Then from her perch some other ponies caught her attention.
“Woah, yeah! Looking good, Daring!” she called down to her friends and specifically Daring Do who was dressed for a safari complete with pith helmet. I watched her for another minute or so until I was sure that she had nothing else to say on the matter or was just too distracted now. I could have probably gotten her attention again but I kind of felt I was in the wrong here somehow.
And just like that, an oversized chicken stole my cigarettes.
I turned back to a Comet Tail who was at a loss, a pleased Carrot Top and my little pink filly.
“Well, I guess I quit,” I told them.
“We’re very proud of you!” Minuette told me good-naturedly. With nothing else to do out here, Pinchy hopped back onto me so I wouldn’t lose her and we all joined the flow of ponies and humans going through the doors and towards the portal.
The crowd inside was growing. Even though we were told to form a line outside, no one was listening. We were all understandably eager and nopony stopped us.
Even from the back of the crowded room, we could see the massive horse statue, free of rider or saddle, rearing up proudly over its base, protecting the portal after all this time. On a makeshift platform of boxes Princess Twilight Sparkle stood next to it, talking to the crowd gathering inside.
“I know you’re all eager, but we can’t all go through at once! We’re going to start off by sending twenty or so ponies through. Once the other side is clear, we will send word back through for more to follow us. Please, get in line and wait for your turn.”
I felt a timer somewhere go off more than I heard it. Twilight seemed to turn and look at ponies near her and nodded to them. She cleared her throat, took a breath to calm herself and then addressed us again in as loud and as confident of a voice as she could. Hundreds of ponies grew completely silent and looked up to the Princess of Friendship.
“The hour has come. So, um, according to most books and movies I’ve seen, at this time I should give you all a rousing speech before the big battle before us,” she started. We stayed quiet for said speech but I don’t think we needed one. We had been thinking about this for weeks, days and then hours as it became closer and closer to finally happening. 
We were ready.
“Make sure you all are brave. Historically, that is the trait that is usually beneficial at a time like this.”
The crowd stayed silent, thinking she was going to go on. She didn’t. The purple princess looked around at us for another moment and then hopped down from her platform.
Over my side I heard Nathan let out an awkward chuckle.
I looked up at him. He seemed pale and sweaty. 
“Nervous?” I asked him. He didn’t answer but he didn’t have to. I could see it. He shifted uncomfortably then looked at the portal then at me then back at the portal.
“That’s the portal, right; the statue? Or- like, the base of the statue, I mean?” he asked. 
“Sure looks like it,” I agreed. We didn’t have to wait long to confirm it.
The Mane Six… or most of them, Big Mac, Shining Armor, the Cutie Mark Crusaders and several others including a few women approached the base. One of the women, a distractingly hot and fit one, was completely naked. 
One by one they stepped right through the base and silently disappeared until just the nudist was left. She looked over her shoulder one last time, gave a familiar-looking grin to no one in particular and then walked through too. Their passing made the stone surface ripple slightly but it quickly grew calm and looked perfectly solid again.
“They-they’re gone!” Nathan exclaimed, pointing and looking at me to see if I had seen it. He looked pale. “They checked it first, right??”
“Surely?” I guessed.
“I’m pretty sure that woman with’em was Dash,” Comet Tail deduced. “The naked one? She must’ve gone and come back through.”
Leave it to Dash to confirm for me I still liked women. 
None of this information seemed to comfort Nathan. Instead he took a few steps back and stumbled over some ponies behind him. He looked around at the sea of ponies. He looked like he was about to start hyperventilating.
“Nathan? They went to Equestria,” I reminded him. He looked at me but still looked like a trapped man.
“I… maybe that soldier was right? I shouldn’t go. What if it doesn’t work on me? What if I don’t step in far enough? I could get stuck in the rock…”
Of all places to panic, of all moments to begin backing down, it was happening to him here: at the seam between two worlds, at the brink of battle. Thousands of ponies behind us, interdimensional travel through a stone wall in front of us. 
Honestly, it was a perfectly reasonable time to get cold feet. The portal was kind of spooky: it was just a solid-looking wall.
Minuette brushed up against Nathan’s leg to try and ease his worry.
“It’ll be okay! We’re going together! And you’ll be a pony! What kind of pony do you think you’ll be?” 
Nathan clearly heard her but remained silent. He looked torn. Carrot Top tried next.
“We’re not asking for you to fight. This isn’t your battle,” Carrot Top explained. He frowned and tried to look at the ground to avoid eye contact, remembered that's where we were then looked out towards the sea of ponies which did nothing to help.
“Nathan?” my daughter tried to get his attention. He reacted but didn’t look. He started looking guilty like he was doing something wrong. “Be brave. You can do this. You can be so brave when you need to be.”
Nathan squirmed again and held his cast before looking back towards the portal. I followed his gaze just in time to see the next group of twenty or so start filing through the portal. 	I looked back at Nathan and he didn’t look any better. I could see the flight or fight response coursing through him and it looked like he chose to freeze.
I looked around at my other friends. I saw others quietly watching us with concern at this and I imagined that was just making him even more anxious. I wasn’t going to make him do anything he didn’t want to do but at the same time we couldn’t just abandon him here either. 
“Hey, Nathan?” Chad spoke up. We all turned to look at him, even Nathan. “I’m… not feeling up to this either. Maybe we could just… stay and help on this side of the portal?” I caught Minuette’s smile out of the corner of my eye.
“Y-you’re staying?” Nathan asked, a little dumbfounded. Chad put his hands in his pockets awkwardly, shrugged and nodded.
“Yeah. This is all a bit too much for me too, dude. You know, ‘interdimensional battle against a cartoon god of chaos’ and all that? I was thinking, I don’t have to go through that thing to help, right?” Chad said, gesturing towards the portal. “Maybe I could just help unload the trucks or something. Or… baby-uh-foalsit? I think I’d be more useful with my hands than a bunch of clumsy hooves.”
“I think that’s a really great idea actually,” Carrot Top agreed. 
“Cool,” Chad nodded to Carrot Top. Encouraged, he looked back to his fellow human.
“Want to stay here with me?”
Nathan swallowed and then nodded. “Yeah, let’s-I’ll do that.”
Minuette rubbed up against Chad’s leg which rewarded her with a scratch behind the ears. She smiled up at him the way only Minuette could. 
It was decided then.
I stepped closer to Nathan and smiled up at him. He gave me that goofy smile back before squatting down to be more eye level with me. He looked relieved but also sad and still a little guilty for not going. He started petting me, not unlike the first time we met. He needed more than that. I tackled him and knocked him onto his butt in a hug.
“Group hug!” Minuette called. Pinchy, thrown off by my tackle, joined me first. Then Minuette, Chad, Carrot Top and Comet Tail all joined the ponypile on Nathan. Minuette giggled and Nathan started laughing awkwardly at what was happening. I nuzzled into him and finally started to feel him relax a little.
After Nathan felt well-loved, we gave him back his personal space.
“When it’s safe we’ll come back through!” my daughter promised. “Then you guys can help move stuff through the portal.”
I imagined coming back through and ending up like Rainbow Dash did: a naked human. I’d been human and naked plenty but not so much at the same time. It seemed like it'd be different when you were upright and had your sex just out like that. I wondered for a moment if I’d be bothered being a woman instead of a mare before I physically shook that thought away and turned back to my friends. There were more important things to worry about right now than yet another body change.
“You’re welcome to stay over there with us too. For as long as you want,” I offered. In a less stressful situation and maybe after seeing friends come back, I thought Nathan would go through.
Nathan was at a loss for words for a moment before he gave a small frown.
“I can’t: my parents are here. I can’t just disappear for thirty moons.” I looked around at my pony family, particularly my daughter. 
“I understand.” 
Nathan’s words also reminded me who didn’t come with us. She was probably back at home, alone. Even if we could have called her this late, she wouldn't have made it up here in time to see us off. 
“Hay, would you do something for us?” I asked Nathan. 
“Yeah. What is it?”
“If you're staying here after this is all over... would you keep our Mom company? For the thirty moons? And… if we lose and we don’t come back?”
Nathan didn’t look like he liked that possibility any more than I did.
“...yeah. I can do that,” Nathan promised and petted me again. I nuzzled into my friend a bit one more time. I think subconsciously I was trying to remember what he felt like. He already smelled a little different from the person I was reunited with last week. 
“Get everything ready and you can come live with us for the next thirty moons, okay?”
“Y-yeah, okay,” he agreed with a bashful smile. “I’d like that.” I leaned in to talk to him quieter.
“I'll be a better version of myself and a better friend when you come live with us," I promised. Nathan nodded.
“Me too,” Nathan agreed. We went in for one more hug.
Finally, slowly, I pulled away from my friend. There was probably a lot more I could say, but I didn’t want to make this seem like we were never seeing each other again. I stepped away and back towards my ponies. Nathan stood back up, next to Chad. I looked back at him one last time before I promised myself I wouldn’t keep worrying about him while we were gone. We were the ones about to go fight Celestia-knows-what.
“This isn’t goodbye… just goodbye until later,” I reminded him. 
Nathan nodded and gave me one last goofy smile.
“Bye guys!” Minuette waved goodbye to our human friends. “See you in a bit!”
And with that, we turned back to the portal. We were in front of the line with no one ahead of us: it was our turn.
“See you on the other side!” Minuette called back as she disappeared through it first. Carrot Top braved after her. Then Comet Tail checked back with me, my daughter, and the rest of us before heading through too.  
I looked at my little Pinchy.
“Ready?” 
“I’ve never been more ready,” my little pink unicorn told me.
“After you,” I offered. I wouldn’t leave her behind.
Ruby turned and bravely disappeared through the rippling stone. Then, because I would follow her anywhere, I went through after her.
I thought I caught one last bit of conversation as I went.
“So, Nathan, …what do you see in ponies?” Chad asked behind me.
I think those two were going to get along fine.

The last sounds and smells of Earth stretched out behind me infinitely while all of my other senses were thrown tumbling down a slide of turns that distorted, collapsed and stretched. I didn’t have any time to panic before the slide ended and I was thrown onto a dusty floor in somepony’s basement. 
There were several ponies standing by the stairs, some directly in front of me, and my friends and I were ponypiled on the floor with a bunch of others.
“Well, that was a trip!” Minuette said with a giggle as she started pulling herself out of the fuzzy pile and getting back to her hooves.
“Oh no, they’re backing up,” I heard a white pony worry as she took a few uncertain steps towards us. She was a unicorn with a deep rust-colored mane. I didn’t recognize her but she looked like… Sweetie Belle standing next to her… So I was pretty sure it was her human sister Angie. “Everyone, get up and clear some space! More people are going to start coming through.”
We all started getting up and off each other at a faster rate. Carrot and I got my daughter up and walking. From her difficulty walking ‘forward’ she seemed dizzy but she wasn’t complaining, just focusing on walking. Most ponies were heading up the stairs. I thought we were doing the same until Comet Tail stopped halfway and turned back to look behind us, back at the portal. We all followed his cue.
The portal on this end wasn’t what I was expecting: it was an ordinary, full-length mirror. No round pink-frame encrusted with gems. It wasn’t even as wide as the portal on the other side.
We didn’t have to wait long to see the next group. With each pony passing through there was a loud “WHUM” with a strange echo. Some ponies stumbled out, some fumbled out, some seemed to get tossed, others fell out sideways. Everyone was disoriented. Then eventually, the shock of coming out backed up the line and they started knocking each other over and collapsing into their own ponypile. 
“Clear a space for the next group! If you can’t walk, ask for help!” the Angie pony called out before she began helping them up.
“I wonder if this is basically a wormhole stabilized with magic,” Comet wondered.  
“What would it mean if it was?” Carrot asked.
“One theory is you could time travel. Just gotta move one end at the speed of light,” Comet speculated.
“Oh is that all? Just the speed of light?” Carrot snarked good-naturedly. Comet nodded a bit.
“It’s silly. I can’t even imagine how it’s being powered. Ambient magic? The old mirror prolly did something, right? Now it’s just an ordinary statue connected to a mirror.”
“Yeah, where are we anyway?” Pinchy asked as she started to get her senses back. “I thought we’d be in the castle or Twilight’s library.”
“It’s a basement!” Minuette gushed from the corner. By the light of her horn she was examining what I think was a boiler next to a washer and dryer. 
“Yeah, but whose basement? Why?” Pinchy asked.
“It’s the Carousel Boutique,” Sweetie Belle answered from behind us. We turned to look at her. I just noticed then the rapier she had strapped to her side. “In her last message, Sunset Shimmer said she had to break the old mirror so nothing could get back through to Earth. She said we had to reattach it to one that… uh... that was big enough.” Sweetie seemed to struggle with the answer. Interdimensional wormhole magic was probably pretty complicated stuff and we were just getting the simplified answer. 
I nodded quietly. So that was one of the last acts of Sunset Shimmer. She bought us a chance to stop Discord. 
No pressure.
My thoughts were interrupted by the creak of the old wooden stairs alerting us that ponies were coming back down. The two ponies stopped short of the portal. I think I knew one, she was named Gum Drops.
“Shining told us to go back through to report we have a foothold in Equestria!” the other announced.
“You’re clear,” Apple Bloom told the two but gestured for them to be quick about it. One saluted before they darted for the portal and slipped through as silently as we went through the other side. 
“Let’s hope that thing is rated for ten thousand trips,” Comet muttered warily as he watched the mirror stop rippling.
“Well, we could stay here and find out. Or… “ Minuette said as she beamed her smile at us and pointed up the stairs the ponies came down. “We could go upstairs and see Equestria!” 
There was another very distinct ‘WHUM’ noise as another group of ponies started coming through the portal. The basement was going to start getting pretty full if we didn’t head up and I think we all wanted to see. 
It was time.
My favorite pony hopped on my back and Minuette took the lead up into the main floor of Carousel Boutique.
Past a door on its last rusted hinge, we stepped out onto a large, burnt out show floor. Ponies were sweeping up the trash that was everywhere. Huge claw marks were carved into moldy walls. The broken, soot-covered windows were getting barricaded with salvaged wood. The air smelled sulfuric here. 
My memory of Ponyville burning came back. The mountain on the horizon glowing orange while ash rained down. Creatures with too many limbs and faces setting roofs on fire as they crawled along them, hunting for ponies. The cries of my friends and neighbors as the monsters broke windows and slid through cracks to pull them out of their hiding places and carry them off.
Hell had been here and it might still be nearby.
“We’re home,” Minuette said in awe as she stepped away from us and looked around. She spotted one of the dresses still on a rack pushed off to the side. She brushed her hoof across it. A layer of dust flaked off revealing a richer gold color underneath. I saw a teary-eyed wonder in her eye at its glow.
“Um, excuse me?” the gentlest voice in our wasteland said, sneaking up on us. 
“Fluttershy!” My little Pinchy addressed her before hopping off my back.
“Hello, Ruby. Hello, Berry. Um, hello, friends,” she greeted us before getting back to what was on her mind. “I’m supposed to put ponies into groups… but, I guess you’re already in a group. …is this everypony?”
“Heeey, it’s the Berry Bunch!” interrupted a voice from overhead. We looked up to see Cloud Kicker and Blossomforth coming down next to us. Cloud greeted the closest one to her. “How’s it hanging, Blitzen?”
“Uh. It’s Comet Tail,” Comet quietly corrected her without answering how it was ‘hanging’. 
“Hey, Eeps,” Blossomforth waved to Fluttershy.
“Hi, Blossom! What does the upstairs look like?”
“Not much better. It has some furniture we can break down though,” she explained. I looked around and spotted the remains of collapsed stairs.
“Oh. I suppose that’s a silver lining,” Fluttershy said with a nod. “Please be careful not to break anything that looks personal.”
“Will do, ma’am,” Cloud said with a salute to Fluttershy. “It’s some sturdy stuff up there though; heavy wood. Permission to borrow Punch and Top?”
Carrot and I looked at Cloud.
“Oh I was just about to assign them something to do actually. That would be perfect,” Fluttershy agreed. She looked back at our ‘bunch’. “We’re trying to clean up and fortify Carousel Boutique before we spread out to other buildings.” As if to emphasize her point, just then a pony with a broom swept by behind her. Other ponies around were breaking down furniture and removing cabinets and scouring for ways to put them up across the windows. “Would that be okay?”
“Of course. Happy to help,” Carrot answered and I nodded.
“Oh good. Everypony else, we’re trying to cover the windows and the back door right now. Would someone please look downstairs for more nails and somepony else look upstairs for the same?”
“Of course!” Minuette agreed. Comet Tail nodded as well. Fluttershy finally looked at my daughter.
“Ruby, your magic is good with raw minerals, right? Do you think you can take rusty nails out safely? I don’t want you physically touching them.”
“I can do that!” My daughter eagerly agreed. She went towards the nearest pegasus trying to do just that with a hammer and got to work helping. Fluttershy turned her attention to their efforts, quietly supervising and keeping an eye on my daughter.
It was time then to protect our home. With everyone given something to do, we split up. Minuette headed downstairs to take apart whatever she could find and look for building supplies. Cloud and Blossom carried Comet, Carrot and I up past the broken stairs. 
It was surreal, after weeks of being the wrong size for the world, to suddenly be in a place where all of the furniture and architecture was all designed for me. The wood was everything from brown, green, purple and pink. The spots where the moldy wallpaper survived showed just how colorful this house was. This world we lived in was just as vibrant as we were. We barely had time to appreciate this before we had to start tearing it all apart to defend it.
Comet cleared every shelf and desk and started removing the doors and nails holding their frames in place. Carrot Top and I started taking apart a seamstress’s studio: ponyquins, half-finished dresses, fabric, threads and needles, a fainting couch. Everything that seemed remotely useful was being taken and thrown into the hall where the pegasi carried or threw things down to the ground floor. After we took the curtain rod and curtains in the studio, we could see out through the broken window and stopped for just a second to look outside.
The sky above was a kaleidoscope of constantly warping colors and shapes that left the decaying, rusting remains of Ponyville in strange twilight. There was a path of destroyed buildings across Ponyville, but the rest mostly stood in a state similar to Carousel Boutique. Some of them were covered in weird graffiti. It didn’t look much different than the school did.
“Ponyville stands,” Carrot remarked simply before going back to work. When we were done with that room we moved onto a bedroom. There was a huge desk and a dresser and a four-post bed that Comet had already cleaned out onto the floor. Something about Carrot Top seemed quieter at that moment. When we couldn’t figure out how to get the dresser out of the room, Carrot Top reared up and bucked it so hard it cracked in half. When she inspected the damage she was shaking… and silently crying.
“Carrot? You okay?” Carrot looked at me and wiped her eyes with the back of a hoof.
“We’re destroying someone’s home. It’s starting to look like the way the homestead did,” she explained with fallen ears. I put a leg around her and she hugged me back. 
“Do you… need to talk about it?” I asked her. She shook her head.  After a few seconds she pulled away, looking a little better. 
“Whatever it takes to save Equestria. We’re doing this to save Ponyville in the long run,” she reminded us both. I agreed and helped her break apart the four-poster bed, then the desks and the shelves in the closet. 
Everything that was large and usable that wasn’t nailed down was tossed into the hallway to be taken down. Then we took those nails and everything that had nailed down went as well. 
Almost everything anyway. 
We got to a small foal’s bedroom. The toy chest, the bright blankets on the little bed, the stuffed animals still piled on top of it. There were still drawings on the tiny desk that made it obvious Sweetie Belle stayed here.
“...Comet already got the door. We don’t need anything else in here,” Carrot decided. 
I quietly nodded and was going to say something when we heard Shining shout downstairs. We looked at each other and then ran to the stairs. Cloud Kicker and Blossomforth met us up there.
“What’s going on?” Carrot asked as they grabbed us and helped us down.
“Dash and AJ saw dragons patrolling. Ponies are scared,” Blossomforth answered. By the time we got downstairs everypony had stopped working. The boutique was packed and they were all gazing up at Shining Armor on stage.
“My fellow ponies!” he began in a loud commanding voice. “Today you will stand among thousands of the bravest individuals any of us have ever seen. Think of our combined strength! Think of our combined rage! The fury that we have been waiting to unleash on this day, on this day twenty five years in the making!”
Ponies began cheering louder and some braved stomping the ground in applause. Shining began pacing across the stage, trying to look every single pony in the eye.
“Mom!” I heard from across the room. Several ponies had looked but I knew it was for me. I spotted my foal waving at me from Minuette’s back. We all made our way over to them as Shining started up again with even more fire than before.
“My fellow ponies, if you think you are scared of the enemy, you must imagine how scared he is of us! Imagine the sheer terror gripping their black hearts as they realize we have arrived on their doorstep! Imagine the terror they must feel as they realize that before them is an army of the bravest, most furious individuals this world has ever seen! An army that has been waiting twenty five years for revenge! An army here to take back what is rightfully theirs! My fellow ponies, we are that army! Imagine the terror in our enemies when they realize today is the day they will have to face us!”
The foundations of Carousel Boutique began to shake with thunderous stomping and cheers. I was swept up in it, looking around at the crowd. It was filled with so many amazing ponies I had the privilege of meeting again for the first time. These passionate, beautiful ponies were capable of overcoming anything. Shining was making no hyperbole when he talked about these ponies. I knew what they could do because I had heard so many of their stories; I knew about the distance and trials so many had conquered to be here now, together, finally home. We would take it back. My eyes quietly met Carrot Top’s own approving gaze before both of us shifted back to Shining continuing to give the speech of his life.
“Today is the day we reclaim all that we lost! My ponies, today we take back that which was stolen from us, that which we lost over five score, divided by four years ago! We will get revenge on that great traitor, that great coward who backstabbed our beloved Princess and our kingdom!”
There were boos for Discord and cheers for the princesses and our home and for each other. Emotions concentrated and mixed and we could all feel it, like waves swelling through the crowd: we wanted justice for our pain. We were angry at our loss. We were scared but we were so brave. We weren’t soldiers, but we were ready to prove that this was home and we were going to make it again. The way Shining Armor looked out at all of us, I could tell he felt all this too. I saw his chest rise for a deep breath. Then he proceeded to pour everything he had onto that fire he was rallying within us.
“Now, I don’t know what Discord will throw at us, but I do know that we will not run away any longer! We will hold this ground! This land! Right here!” Shining stomped on the dusty floor for emphasis. “This land, right in the ruins of our beloved town! Not only does this land connect back to our friends back on Earth, but this land is the most important land in Equestria! You know why? Because this is land that Discord no longer controls! We have taken it from him! And from this spot, we will take back everything else he has stolen from us!”
We cheered loud and defiantly. Shining bared his teeth and yelled above us, daring us to scream even louder. “He won’t take a single inch of this land back from us! He has taken enough! Your old friends, your family, your past twenty five years!” My legs shook from the energy in the room. Pegasi restlessly flapped in place. Every horn in the audience glowed white hot. Shining Armor began pacing the stage, visibly sweating, but he didn’t let up. He continued giving every bit of himself.
“Ponies! If today in battle you or your friends start to feel fear... If you want to just run away and let Discord’s forces take this land from you... you must think back to everything Discord has already taken from you! Think what he has taken from all of us! Are you willing to let Discord take even more!?”
“No!” we screamed back in one voice, in harmony. Shining then spoke our thoughts. 
“We will not give him a single inch! No more will he just take what he wants! No more will he take what is rightfully ours! His tyranny ends today!” Shining slammed his hoof down and cracked the stage.  “Today will be a day remembered by all ponykind as the day we struck back!” I felt myself crying. I felt everypony crying. Ponies were crying out. We were all sharing one overwhelming emotion. 
I grabbed my beautiful, perfect, crying daughter and held her close. I imagined still out there somewhere was her own tiny desk still covered in drawings.
“Today will be the day we get revenge for everything we lost. For our friends. For our families. For those twenty five years. For Equestria.”
“For Equestria!” ponykind cried out.
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		32. We Won't Back Down



After our rally, ponies spread out in every direction. We flooded down the streets broken by dead grass, taking in the sights of decaying Ponyville. We were greeted with the crumbling clay and earthen walls accented with dusty pink, purple and red wood. Some roofs were caved in, the rest were covered in rotten thatch.
The glass windows in every state solemnly watched our homecoming parade. We didn’t see any dragons or hellspawn in the sky like we were warned about. Their patrols apparently left after they heard us. Instead, we were in a ghost town. Except, we were the ghosts and instead of haunting it, we were going to convert it.
Any building with a standing roof became a point of fortification. Any building with a collapsed roof became a potential tower to attack from. Excess materials and supplies were dragged out into the streets where they were organized and moved back as ponies continued moving forward. The group we were with halted before town square. Town hall lay in the center of it; the collapsed heart of Ponyville. There, with the narrower streets leading back to the portal and the open square in front of us, we dug into the dead earth. 
Ponies scavenged shovels, metal tools, rods and everything else but the majority of earth ponies just used flat rocks or our hooves. Our holes became connected as we dug deeper, creating trenches and dirt ramparts across the streets.
Around us, pegasi watched for monsters and continued scavenging and reporting to our leaders what they found. Earlier, Twilight Sparkle and Shining Armor gave a crash course in whatever they could teach the unicorns about magic. An hour later I still heard unicorns collaborating and trying to learn from each other. From being around so many unicorns relearning telekinesis, and how much magic I had been exposed to, I think I understood how telekinesis worked. Listening to them talk to each other now though, it sounded like there were as many ways to understand magic as there were unicorns. 
“Remember it’s to protect someone you love. Every time you wrap your magic around someone, feel their blood, their life, and put your courage and honor around it. That’ll make it hold,” our graceful leader espoused as she demonstrated her shield on another of her blankflank stallion friends. The one thing they all had in common with her to show their shared past was the dog tags around each of their necks. 
“I love you too, Sarge,” I heard her stallion flirt back. 
“I know it. You left your pregnant wife to follow my white ass back into war!” There was rowdy laughter and cheers of 
‘oorah’ from the group.
“What can I say? It’s a nice ass!” 
“Oorah!” erupted again followed by more laughter.
“Hold still,” my favorite little voice said, perking my ears among the chatter.
“Rubes?” I heard Comet Tail respond from behind me. I looked up from the ramparts I was packing down in time to see my Pinchy had wrapped him in a soft glow. Then the sweet glow of her horn stopped and the faint aura around him continued. Comet seemed to inspect the glow on his own leg.
“Ooo~,” Minnie commented and felt his coat.
“Fleur?” my daughter addressed the sergeant. Fleur De Lis immediately stopped carrying on with her comrades and turned to my daughter. Her ‘men’ seemed to also fall in line now that she was acting serious. My daughter didn’t hesitate to share her idea with the Marines.
“I figured, if you weaved a little light into it, you could keep the ‘blanket’ glowing,” my brilliant daughter explained, gesturing to Comet Tail and what she did. The elegant unicorn shook her light pink mane out of her eyes to study Comet Tail closer for a moment. 
“Hm. It’s pretty but it makes him a bit of a target, don’t you think?” she commented on the display. 
“Yeah but this way it makes it easier to tell when it goes out so you can recast it.”
An easy smile grew across the sergeant’s slender muzzle at this and she nodded approvingly. 
“I just might steal that.”
Ponies were dragging the last of the furniture out of a house and one of them dropped a tabletop that slid off their back. Minuette was quick to help but was caught up in the design of it. I could see her studying the bottom of it from my vantage point.
“Berry, how’s that spot?” Carrot Top asked from above me. I looked up and saw she had got out to help another trench then back at the dirt I had been patting down. I climbed out and followed but caught the last of the conversation.
“...even the fence posts are carved and signed!” I heard Minuette gush.
“Yeah, we had a lot of free time I guess…”
“No, we were passionate!" 
“So what are you saying? Don’t take stuff apart?”
“No, it’s fine. Just appreciate it. The passion! Everything was made by someone who wanted to make it. All of the hearts! Look how vibrant the remaining paint is! Even the shutters have carvings! Remember them so we can make more!”
I felt a smile on my face as Carrot and I helped some unicorns unearth some cobblestone for ‘ammunition’. I slowed down a bit more to take in the storefront we were in front of:
The double dutch doors, the open floor plan, the flower beds and broken pots lying nearby. I think this one was a flower shop.
“Uuuh... I don’t think my memory’s that great,” one of the ponies responded to Minuette.
“It’ll look different, just remember all the love put into it when reconstruction starts!”
“When does that happen? I haven’t seen any…”
The pony’s voice died as the happy kaleidoscopic sky above us was washed out in a sea of red, tinting the world below.
“Monsters! 10 o’clock!” shouted Blossomforth from high above. We all looked up and she and Cloud Kicker made a dive down for Fleur.
“...Me and my big mouth.”
A chorus of tearing metal echoed through the sky. Ponies covered their ears and shrieked when they looked in the direction it came from. We could make them out now on the horizon and they seemed to multiply as they came towards us. The wiggling, almost shimmering swarm was a stain against the red sky.
“My po-niiies!” Fleur-De-Lis screamed so gruff and loud she must have strained her voice. It had the right effect. “Get off the roofs! On me! Form a line! Form. A. Line!” 
I saw the sergeant move to the most forward trench. Everypony around us dropped whatever they were doing and rushed to join her. Carrot and I found the rest of our friends a few rows back on the front line. I held my Pinchy close and she held onto me.
“Uni-corns! Cast your buffs!”  Fleur called for our attention even as the monsters got larger. I saw my daughter’s horn glow and felt magic wrap around me. When it stopped there was still a dim white glow on me that numbed my sense of touch. My daughter started casting the spell again: this time on herself. Unicorns all over lit their horns and seemed to be doing similar things.
“We’ll charge together! We go on my command!” Fleur ordered. Her voice was carrying in the still air.  “Unicorns and Marines: we aim high and neutralize! Earth ponies: we attack low!” 
I saw a Marine nearby ready his rifle on unsteady magic. We were so quiet I could hear the safety click. 
Then that horrible shriek spread through the air again. Ponies stirred and covered their ears but didn’t run, even with them moving straight at us. The sickly white monsters looked like a mess of too many tentacles, barbs and wings. I didn’t like how big they were getting.
“Pegasi: move out! Draw their attention! Bring them down one hundred yards ahead of us! Channel them low and over us. We’re going to take away their flight advantage! Go! Go!” Fleur shouted. 
I saw Cloud take off with Blossomforth and several others began following after towards the oncoming swarm. I saw most of the swarm correct their direction towards the bravest ponies meeting them halfway. 
“Unicorns! When I say ‘Fireworks’ you blind them with everything you got!” Fleur commanded. 
“Sergeant! They have no eyes!” a Marine with a pair of binoculars reported. 
“Be bucking bright then!” Fleur shouted. 
The Marines called back an ‘oorah!’.
“Earth ponies, hold!” Fleur called as the pegasi caught the aggression and attention of the wave and were now rushing back towards us with them on their tails. Six houses away, I could see the fear in the pegasi’s eyes. “We charge on my order! Attack in groups! Keep your ponies next to you!” 
A wave of scared pegasi came directly at us. The squid-fly-snakes propelled by wings and madness followed a few houses behind them. When the pegasi flew over, the wind brought a pungent rot in the air.
“Eyes down! Fireworks! Fireworks!” Fleur commanded. Ponies, eager to get something between them and the nightmares, lit up the air. 
I saw streams of light fire out of horns. There were arching fountains of iris-scratching sparks, volleys exploding into colorful, fizzing bursts and seizure-inducing flashes. I screwed my eyes and ears shut from the deafening nails-on-chalkboard screech the things made.
“Fire! Fire! Our vixen commander ordered. A gatling of beams and bullets flew. I saw a wall of scorch marks and squibs splatter across the abominations. 
They slowed at the assault but didn’t stop charging. I could make out their beaks drooling. Their tentacles were flailing blindly for us. 
Over the sound of the firing came another order. “For Equestria! Charge! Charge! Charge!”
Unicorn Sergeant Fleur De Lis, with her rifle firing and her horn carving straight into the enemy ahead, scaled the trench and became the glowing spearhead into the oncoming horde. Every other earth pony, including me and Carrot Top, followed her. There wasn’t any hesitation to follow her command: behind her, in that moment, felt like the safest place to be.
With the monsters being lasered, battered and shot over our heads, we attacked. The sound was a violent, deafening, head-on collision of harmony and chaos. The magic in the air became twisted wreckage around us.
Senses clashed in the mess. When they came back I was kicking at the barbs and tentacles wrapped around me. Carrot was already bucking the beak of the thing that was holding me into pieces. The creature spazzed and threw me. It gave its death cry as it was riddled with holes and slumped to the ground. 
I didn’t have time to understand the pungent sizzling on Carrot Top before another one of those creatures climbed its dead sibling and tried to smother us. 
Several large objects and a few stray beams of light met its bare face. As it recoiled, Carrot and I got out of the way. A pony came up on its side and threw the dying creature off its balance. Then another toppled it.
I saw Carrot suddenly drop to the ground and start thrashing on her back like she was trying to get something off. 
“It’s burning!” she shouted. By the time she relaxed, the glow she had a second ago like mine had disappeared and she checked her back. There was nothing there but dirt. She looked at me. “Their blood’s acid!” She looked behind me and pointed. “Berry!”
I jumped around in time to get a muzzle-full of pale tentacle. I kicked it away only for two to take its place. I kicked one of those away, spun around in time to feel the other slide up my belly. I tensed and bucked back the violation. Another tendril wrapped around my middle and squeezed the air out of me. The creature raised up and pulled me towards its smacking beak.
Somepony seared a line across its underside and someone else emptied a round into it for good measure. There was more metallic screeching and I was tossed over my friend.
Carrot helped me up. I was more shaken than anything. As she did I saw that white glow reappear on her. We glanced back towards the trenches. Every unicorn horn was doing something. Minuette was launching rocks. I saw my Pinchy fire another beam at something past us. I made eye contact with Comet Tail in time to get a warm, tingling hug and a renewed glow. I smiled before somepony screaming pulled me back into the fight. 
Carrot and I ran to assist the pony getting smothered with tentacles and raked against one of the creature’s barbs. Unicorns assisted in violently amputating the offensive appendages and freeing the pony.
By the time we got to her, her friends were helping her up. The stab wound in her side was bleeding and she shakily clung to her friend. I saw one of those shield spells sweep across her but I didn’t know how well it’d stop the bleeding. Her friends rushed her back to the trench.
Carrot and I exchanged a glance. Then she charged to join the closest group of ponies bringing another monster down. I followed.
I grappled a cold, muscular tentacle and it tried to shake me off. Ponies bucked as it screamed at us until it collapsed and ponies climbed and stomped its softer head. The general strategy seemed to be for unicorns to weaken and confuse them and for groups of ponies to overwhelm and finish them.
We continued fighting like that. Unicorns blasted and smashed objects into them and when they were weak and dazed we went in to finish them off. As a wave more than a herd, we crashed into the flying squid-snakes. We learned, from a few mistakes, to stay in groups and avoid their blood and their underside. Once they were down, we learned to go where the brains and eyes should be. Our hooves were coated in their black ichors. Our ears rang with their angry cries. The dust and lingering acid in the air stung our eyes. Our hearts and hooves worked nonstop. Our focus wasn’t to gain ground, it was to hold it.
I stopped to catch my breath behind half a stone wall with a few others. I felt rattled from their angry cries. My legs, especially my rear ones, hurt. I looked at the pony next to me who was covered in somepony else’s blood. The fight was in full swing now. Magic exploded around us. Order was giving away to the chaos of war.
“Sergeant!” a voice shouted from the trenches. I scanned down the street for her. It was easy to spot the white unicorn among all the earth ponies. The model of grace and carnage stopped her rampage to glance back at her defensive line. I looked too. 
Monsters were behind the trenches. Pegasi overhead were overwhelmed and lost the creatures’ interest.
“Eyes Behind! Trenches are overwhelmed!” Fleur shouted. She ran back to help. Ponies with her followed.
I did too.
The trenches erupted in magic and exploded with rocks, debris and gunfire. Pegasi swarmed overhead trying to pull the tentacle masses off their friends in the pits. Others were chasing the ones going down the street, back towards the portal.
Monsters kept grabbing and biting into the trench, even as the sticky, mutilated remains of other tentacle spawn were heaved onto the ramparts. Some ponies were trying to escape past the assault, either coughing or crying out if the sizzling blood hit them. Ponies rolled in the dirt. I spotted Carrot Top holding a pony so a Marine could flush his eye with a canteen.
I didn’t immediately spot the rest of my family among those crawling out of the trenches. I galloped to where I saw them last and skidded to a halt in front of one of the remaining abominations. I turned around. I compressed everything low and forward. I ignored the tentacle wrapping around me as I pushed everything I had back and into my hind legs against its trunk. They didn’t have bones but it seized in pain. As it curled up a unicorn had a moment to bring something sharp down through its head. It was pushed off the trench and almost coiled on top of me. I climbed over the dying corpse and into the pit.
“Mom!” my little filly spotted me as soon as I spotted them down the dirt corridor. Minuette and Comet Tail were covering my daughter and the two of them and several others were bathing a part of the trench in something like that shield spell. The tingling, numbing sensation made running the last few feet to them like swimming through lidocaine. I hugged my ponies. They weren’t hurt. They looked banged up but they were alive. My little Pinchy looked like she was going to get sick. She was pushing herself too hard. 
The last monster near the trench gave a dying screech. I barely flinched. Between the ringing at the top half of my hearing and my heart pounding at the bottom, it was just more noise.
Carrot dropped down to us and was immediately assaulted by Minuette’s hug.
“There you are! Silly potato,” Minuette teased. Carrot Top hugged and nuzzled her friend back.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” Carrot told them. 
“Mom, you’re bleeding!” my Pinchy said after she pulled away. She showed me her hoof with my blood on it. I looked at where her hoof touched me. There was a long, shallow scratch down one side. Apparently I barely missed a barb. 
“Sorry,” I apologized awkwardly. “It’s just a scratch. I promise.”
“Po-nies!” Fleur shouted. “Clear the embankment! Take defensive positions! The pegasi are bringing another group around. Prepare the fireworks!!” 
“...be careful,” my daughter warned me. As rattled as I was, I had to go back out there. Almost numbly, I strained and pulled myself out of the trench. As I did I felt another shield spell wrap over me, numbing me like a protective glove.
Gruelingly, we got back into it. A dozen ponies helped push a bloated corpse off the trench’s fireline. Shields were cast again, with less eagerness this time. Everypony was getting worn down. A third of us were behind the trench now: too exhausted, traumatized or injured to fight. I saw the dogfight over Ponyville had started consolidating again and now pegasi were bringing another herd of monsters our way in a wide arc. 
I glanced over at Carrot Top who was dirty and shaking but holding out. Meanwhile, past my own tremor, it felt like the ‘constellations’ on my legs were trying to betray me. 
“Beaaaar!” a pegasi on watch cried out above us. She was pointing out towards the edge of town. The sergeant stopped bandaging a pony’s leg to stare up at the call.
“What do you mean ‘bear’??”
In that direction I heard ponies scream in unison before being cut off by a deep grisly roar that shook the air. Then, from the background noise of ponies and war, a heavy rhythmic pounding came to the forefront.
“...well that’s not foreboding,” Fleur muttered hoarsely before raising her posture and her voice. “Po-nies!” She pointed down the street towards the pegasi bringing a dozen more flying squid abominations our way. “Defensive spells! Ready weapons! Ready fireworks!” She threw off her rifle and gathered a twisted, bent flagpole for a makeshift polearm. The rhythmic earthquakes grew so heavy ponies were stumbling now. The windows in the houses around us shook and some shattered. Something titanic was coming. 
We saw pegasi darting out from an alleyway followed by another thunderous roar that reverberated through us. “...brace for impact!” 
Before the pegasi could bring us the tentacles hot on their tails, a giant blue mountain on four paws tore through the street. It chased down the pegasi that were running from it and crashed straight into the remains of Town Hall. It fell over, flattening the debris in the process. The earth around us shook so hard I heard aftershocks of buildings shift and collapse. While it started climbing back onto all fours I registered it was a translucent bear full of stars; an ursa. 
“Fireworks! Fireworks! …Fire!” Fleur called out as the pegasi passed over us, barely going noticed by the ponies in shock.
With a slight delay, unicorns lit up the twilight with a bombardment of sparks, flares and explosions in the face of the tentacles and a few towards the ursa.
The bear didn’t like this.
The air cracked with another roar.
The dazed and confused monsters were assaulted by spells from one side and torn through by the ursa on the other. Five unicorns and a few killing bucks took down a squid. Meanwhile the bear mauled one monster and ripped another in half like it was a gummy worm. Then, coated in the blood of its kills, the bear went after the pegasi buzzing it.
“Blossom, follow me!” Cloud Kicker shouted overhead from somewhere. I didn’t see what they were doing. I was running for my life from a squid-snake that had me in its ‘sights’. I felt the bear running again and by the time I had the thing off of me I heard a building get demolished. It was deafening but everything else was already loud and frantic.
Something rammed into me and I hit the ground. 
Lying there dizzy, I figured out the pony on top of me, just as disoriented, got thrown by a tentacle monster. The earth pony who got to fly climbed off of me and I wanted to keep laying there on the ground. My exhaustion was catching up with me. Especially my rear legs; I could feel my heartbeat in them.
“Berry?” Carrot called when she found me. She and a pony with a flower cutie mark, maybe the pony thrown into me, pulled me back onto my hooves. 
It sounded like a building demolition was happening on a neighboring street. A frustrated and tired roar joined the noise of destruction. More noise, endless noise. 
My legs fumbled but I ran with Carrot Top and somepony else to help more ponies break another Lovecraftian monster into submission. My head felt distant and everything around was viscerally real. Like I couldn’t understand the chaos around me. I bucked a squid then felt my rear legs give out. 
“Creatures! From the forest!” somepony overhead shouted. 
I watched the fighting in a daze. All the light, movement and noise was beginning to make me feel sick. The world around us was slipping out of control. 
Somepony budged me and pulled me along. I clumsily followed. Then at some point in the galloping, I saw everypony had stopped. We were staring at something. Everything briefly came into focus with everypony’s attention drawn to a three-story building collapsing behind me. A mountainous bear full of stars disappeared beneath the rubble. From behind the wreckage, two dusty pegasi rose, hugging each other closely.
Blossomforth had cute freckles. And I saw the telltale signs of a blush when Cloud Kicker kissed her in front of everypony cheering. It took me a moment to register that they had killed the ursa by intentionally leading it through buildings.
“Everypony!” Fleur rasped. 
My vision swam until it landed on her. Fleur De Lis had her long flagpole-polearm tucked against one wrapped foreleg and walked with it as the ponies cleared a path. From her stance she looked tireless but her coat glistened with sweat that made her mane stick against her neck and the shallow cuts on her white coat smear. She forced a smile.
“We have a lull in battle! Everypony who took the lead: take the wounded back and call the rear forward! Rest! That is an order. You are not soldiers… even if you make me proud all the same. Dismissed!”
A few ponies didn’t move from the front line. Other, fresher ponies came in to replace the majority that did. I scanned the crowd wondering where everypony was. 
“Berry Punch!” somepony shouted. My ears swiveled in their direction and my eyes followed. My vision focused on Minuette standing on her hind legs and waving at me. I smiled back at her and when she saw me coming she fell back onto all fours. 
Crossing the moving herd in their direction I finally spotted my family again. Comet Tail had my daughter on his back. She looked about as tired as me. Carrot Top sat next to them slick with sweat and matted with dirt.
Somepony came up beside me and put something over my withers. I crumpled, expecting more weight. When I fell, it pulled back and I realized it was just a wing.
“Woah! Easy, Punch; it’s me!” Cloud Kicker assured me. The sharp feeling in my legs protested as she helped me back up. I saw Blossomforth look on in worry. They were both coated in dust. 
“You alright?” Blossomforth asked.
“Uh, yeah. Just a little overwhelmed,” I heard myself say from the bottom of a well. I kept moving towards my friends until I was within hugging distance of Minuette. 
She wrapped her hooves around me and practically propped me up in her hug. She didn’t let me go. I could feel her heart beating against mine. As she snuggled and held me, I think mine calmed. 
“Did you guys see us? We took down a Little Dipper,” Cloud bragged.
“Ursa Minor,” Blossom corrected.
“Yeah, that.”
“Sergeant! Monsters inbound from the forest! Sixty seconds!” the Marine on watch called.
“Cast defensive spells! Get on the roofs! Ready fireworks!” Fleur cried out, readying her volunteers for wave two.
Carrot Top slowly rose and looked our friends over. Her vision landed on me struggling to stand.
“...let’s go see if we can get some water,” Carrot suggested. Minuette nodded. Ruby and Comet Tail made no arguments. With our tails between our legs we joined the herd moving back. 

Despite the battles happening behind us, the field hospitals seemed just as chaotic. Ponies beaten, battered and just exhausted crowded the streets around Carousel Boutique. Crying ponies were being consoled. The injured waited to be helped by the overwhelmed ponies strapped for resources. Ponies ran around trying to help where they could: searching the supplies dragged out into the street for makeshift wraps and kindling.  Everything seemed already picked over. Without a confirmed safe source, water was being rationed so we were out of luck there.
Carrot Top insisted I get checked for a concussion and her and Minuette dragged me into the field hospital. While we waited, we spotted a familiar cream coated mare with blue and pink hair. She was crying and holding a mare’s hoof who was lying on the ground on a folded blanket. It took me longer than it should have but I recognized her friend covered in ash. To our relief, when we got close we could tell Lyra was breathing but unconscious.
We came up behind the mare who looked up at us with red, tearful eyes. She wiped the snot from her muzzle and sniffled.
“Oh... you're his friends, right?” she asked us. Minuette and I looked at each other, unsure about her wording, but Minuette nodded.
“Yeah! We’re friends. My name’s Minuette! This is Berry Punch,” she introduced us.
“Bonbon; Brooke,” Bonbon gave before turning back to Lyra. She reached out and brushed Lyra’s cheek. Lyra’s mouth fell open at the touch but continued lying limp before Bonbon gently closed it back. 
“What happened?” I asked. Lyra looked battered and beaten but we all did.
“The dummy… threw me out of the w-way and he… she…” Bonbon tried to explain before breaking down into a choking mess of tears and snot. Minuette was quick with the hug and I followed. Bonbon hid her crying eyes in Minuette’s chest and we took turns brushing her mane and back. From what I could gather in the ugly, muffled crying: Lyra wouldn’t wake up after getting knocked through a wall.
“Hey, …Berry,” a pony greeted me tiredly. I looked up and saw a white unicorn with a messy blue mane. Resting on her bleeding muzzle she had a broken set of expensive-looking shades: one frame was scratched and the other was cracked.  “What’s… ” Vinyl asked, her voice dying when she spotted Lyra.
Behind her, Octavia sat her cello case down. Her thick black mane looked disheveled but her little bowtie remained straight and proper. She looked over the scene and gasped when she spotted Lyra and the tears on Bonbon’s face.
“Oh, no…” she gasped and ran to hug Bonbon.
“...buck,” Vinyl grumbled. With her hooves, she removed the broken sunglasses from her face, exposing the burst blood vessels in her eyes.
“How is it out there?” Minuette asked the DJ. 
Vinyl’s gaze was pulled from Octavia consoling Bonbon to look at Minuette. She looked down at her broken glasses and shook her head.
“Chaotic,” Vinyl began. “We started getting rid of all the squid things and it was like all hell broke loose: giant bat things, a three-headed dog, gremlin-looking whatevers…” A look of disgust overcame her face. “If I never have to see another tentacle ever again it’ll still be too soon.”
Minuette gave the unicorn a consoling nuzzle. As Vinyl returned it, her distant magenta eyes met mine.
“Don’t suppose you got something to pick up our spirits?” the weary unicorn asked in thin humor. 
I shook my head and felt a bit like I had failed at something. 
Vinyl didn’t seem too put out by it though. Instead she looked back towards Octavia who had managed to quiet Bonbon’s sobs. When she did, Vinyl’s eyes eventually fell back to Lyra. I saw Vinyl’s eyes and ears perk in her direction and mine followed.
The mint green unicorn stirred. I saw her ears rotate and irises flick beneath heavy eyelids. 
“Bonnie?” a voice came from her throat. Everyone else stopped to look at her now.  “...I think I need mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.”
From my angle, I saw Bonbon’s ears go through a rollercoaster of emotions before landing on sharp anger.
“You dummy!” she yelled even as she grabbed her ‘friend’ and deeply kissed her on the lips anyway. After several seconds she pulled away. “Why?? How could you! You almost killed her!”
The poor unicorn, barely conscious, seemed to have trouble following. “Bonbon?” 
“...Lyra?”
“I think so. But… I’m…we’re… I don’t know. I’m a little blurry.”
“Lyra, did you do that or did Tyler?” Bonbon asked. The rest of us exchanged glances, a little confused at what was going on.
“I did? I don’t know. I was just… you were going to die and then… I fell in sync?”
The only other pony who could explain what she was saying was hugging and kissing her.
“It’ll be okay! Whatever happens, w-we won’t leave you!” Bonbon declared as she started crying all over again and hugging Lyra who started to weakly reciprocate the hug.
A tall mare in a heavily-stained apron approached our group, probably from Bonbon’s new outcry. I saw she had a hacksaw for a cutie mark.
“Oh, thank Celestia,” she said around a shiny, hoof-cranked drill in her mouth. She gestured to Lyra. “Is she lucid?”
“About as well as her,” Vinyl said, gesturing to Bonbon. The cello player next to her gave her a soft jab to the side and a disapproving head shake.
“Alright. Good,” the oblivious ‘surgeon’ approved. “Keep her talking and make sure she stays that way.”
“I will!” Bonbon assured and smothered her friend in hugs and kisses again. 
“I need more bandages!” A pink stallion nearby called out. Ponies rushed around, taking orders from the blankflank with seniority.
I saw a Clydesdale of a pony come up to the field hospital, dragging an improvised stretcher stained red with two wounded ponies on it.
“Henry! Two Code Reds!” the stout earth pony called.
“Are they conscious?” The pink stallion asked without looking up from the crying pony he was with.
“Yeah, for now,” the giant emphasized. 
Henry looked up at the situation from his position.
“Blanket!” ‘Henry’ called. A green mare with a quilt cutie mark looked up from the pony’s leg she just finished stitching. He pointed towards the Code Red’s stretcher. “Get started on them! I’ll be right over!” He turned and headed for another patient first. “Where’s my sterile water??” 
“C-coming!” somepony else called from the organized chaos.
“Thank you! Bed four!” he said before joining Blanket with assessing the ponies brought in.
Minuette, Carrot Top and I left the field hospital as it started to get busier. We rejoined my daughter and Comet Tail just as I saw them talking quietly. I saw him nod and hug her. 
“Did we miss anything?” I asked, sensing I did. Comet Tail shook his head.
“N-no,” my daughter said but wouldn’t look at me. I was too tired to intrude. 
We sat in exhausted silence for a while. I was resting my aching hind legs. I held my daughter who in quiet, shaking confidence admitted she was nauseous from all the magic casting. A shell-shocked Carrot Top with several cuts and growing bruises was quietly petting Minuette who was resting with one hoof over her eyes, nursing a headache. I could tell from the wear in Comet Tail’s eyes he wasn’t feeling any better than the rest of us.
“Town center is lost!” A pegasus crier swooped low through the street. “Where’s Shining Armor?? …the town center is lost!”
I looked over when I saw Vinyl Scratch and Octavia coming our way. They looked in the direction of the crier.
“Shining’s missing?” Comet wondered aloud as we watched. 
“He disappeared a while ago with Big Mac,” Vinyl Scratch explained. 
It was just us then: the ‘background ponies’ protecting the portal until they all came back. Assuming they came back.
“All volunteers!” the pegasi searching for Shining called out. “Town center is falling! All volunteers!”. I watched the pony continue her sweep, calling out to all the ponies dragging themselves away from the fight or licking their wounds. 
We grew silent again. Somebody, somewhere, was crying. Another pony, covered in a sheet, was quietly being carted to an out of the way house where all the still ponies with sheets draped over them went.
Eventually I had nowhere else to look than back to my exhausted, battered friends and family. Carrot’s eyes stung with pained vigilance. The circles under Minuette and Comet’s eyes betrayed what was probably magical fatigue. My own daughter was growing her own. I didn’t like seeing her like this. She shouldn’t have to push herself like this. My own hind legs weren’t shaking anymore but I didn’t think a buck from them was going to do much more than make them hurt worse. None of us were the pony who was going to save Equestria. Especially not me. 
But… I was starting to get scared at the idea of doing nothing. I knew doing nothing wouldn’t make anything better: usually it tempted things to get worse. 
That was the story of my depression, after all. 
I realized a pony was staring at me and it wasn’t the pony I was expecting. 
Vinyl’s eyes met mine and they were asking me ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’
I think we were close. I nodded.
“...Tavi, Babe?” Vinyl asked sweetly. “Give me my other glasses.”
Her gray friend was a little confused but let her cello case down and opened it up anyway. Out from underneath a cello with a broken neck, I watched her pull out a pair of plastic, purple-framed glasses.
Unsure, she offered the cheap glasses to the pony that requested them. Vinyl took them up in her magic and gave her the broken pair in return.
DJ Pon3 gave her wild, messy mane a good, hard shake all to one side, donned her toy glasses, and gave Octavia a grin. There was an unconcealed, mischievous look in her eyes. Octavia gave a soft smile back.
“How do I look?” Vinyl asked her.
“Like the horse I fell in love with,” the cello player answered. 
Vinyl nodded approvingly and looked at me then the rest of us over with a confident smile. 
“Guys, we came over here for a reason!” she declared. “Rainbow Dash and her friends will take care of Discord but we gotta take care of each other! We built this country! Not them! We are Equestria! Without us, it doesn’t exist! Then and now! So let’s show everypony what ‘background ponies’ can do!” 
I saw a few ponies with fresh cuts, bruises and favoring limbs approach the popular pony calling for action.
I looked from Vinyl to my daughter, Comet Tail, Minuette and Carrot Top. I didn’t think a hurting alcoholic pony could do much, but maybe with a gardener, an astronomer, an amazing daughter, …whatever it was Minuette did, and a few musicians a difference could be made. I think a second wind was changing our course.
“I think I hear an encore~” Vinyl sang, looking around at the wheels turning in our heads.
“I think I do too,” Octavia agreed with a slow, practiced bow.
“Who’s with me??” Vinyl Scratch shouted. The crowd of onlooking ponies responded:
“I’ll follow you, Vinyl!”
“Me too!”
“I’m not that hurt…”
“...I’ll come with you,” Carrot Top offered. I saw a blue glow appear on Comet’s horn and then around Carrot before leaving a soft glow to her coat.
“Me too,” Comet agreed as well.
“Me three!” Minuette quickly added.
My daughter prodded my side. I saw from the look in her absinthe eyes that her mind was already made up. Mine was too.
“Can I ride on your back?” my Ruby asked. I lowered myself for her. She didn’t need to ask: she knew what my answer was always going to be. I felt her familiar weight on me. Despite it making my aches and pains worse, I could hold my daughter; I demanded it from myself.
I looked at the unicorn in the glasses and nodded. Vinyl gave us all a reckless grin.
“Alright then! Let’s go kick some bass!” Vinyl said, rearing up and kicking the air. Ponies cheered as she charged off. I heard Octavia huff slightly as, together as a little herd, we all headed back into the violence.
We didn’t have to go far to hear the battle raging on. After we rounded a street corner I saw how close the front line was getting. We passed defensive walls being set up behind the trenches, preparing for the worst. I heard spells detonated, bodies of every shape fell from the sky. I heard ponies screaming in rage, love and defeat.
I looked past the violence, past Ponyville, towards the top of a nearby mountain. It was on fire. At the very top, I thought I saw things climb out of a pit, illuminated by an orange glow from deep within. I realized some of the dust in the air was actually falling ash. It wasn’t there before, but it was back, looking just like it did twenty-five years ago.
Princess Luna said that that mountain was the place where Princess Celestia had fallen to the bottom of Tartarus. 
Tartarus was awake.
“Them!” Vinyl shouted, drawing my attention back in front of us. We took a detour and were heading for a familiar unicorn trying to untangle a pink pony from the vine of a giant walking plant. Wrenched from her friend’s grip, the pink pony was lifted in the air towards the creature’s mouth with a mane of blue petals. I saw Thunderlane swoop down and little Duo on his back fired a buckshot of sparks towards its face. 
It flailed and swept a vine where they had been but it didn't drop the screaming, squirming pony.
Vinyl, Octavia, our volunteers, my friends and I came to a stop next to the unicorn. 
“Other Berry!” Harmony Trebleheart said, spotting me and my friends. “Help me!” She begged before blasting the monster’s trunk again. With extra unicorns to help, they sawed, burned and beat through its coarse, meaty trunk and it began to bleed sap. It started violently shaking and desperately pulling itself away to escape.
We chased after it, with it still holding its prey up high. As it continued to bleed its clear liquids, it started to slow. The stitching in my rear leg left me trailing behind everypony else. Carrot and Octavia grabbed its dragging, wriggling roots and climbed up its trunk as unicorns fired spells at its head and stem again. 
Finally, in a last ditch effort, the plant tossed its meal. The mare sailed above the rooftops. Unicorns on roofs looked like they tried to catch her in magic but she was too far for them.
Comet Tail watched her arc and immediately rushed in the direction where she was going to hit the street. I saw his horn light up. With a spell I’d never seen before, he blurred the last twenty yards and caught her in his magic. As he tried to slow her fall, his magic gave out. More gently than before, she fell the last ten feet onto his back. My best friend audibly grunted as she landed.
We all rushed to them sitting on the ground. 
“That was awesome!” Vinyl shouted.
“Are you okay?” I asked. The pink pony, with a strawberry cake cutie mark, grabbed Comet Tail in a hug.
“My hero!” she hailed before kissing and clinging to him. Comet Tail visibly squirmed but tried not to be too rude when he pushed her off. “My name’s Strawberry Frosting! Berry for short!” she told Comet specifically.
“...Comet Tail,” Comet gave politely.
“Poor stallion, now there’s two of them,” Carrot snarked. Minuette glanced my way and giggled. 
Thunderlane landed next to us with his little pal Duo on his back.
“Y’all heading to the town center?” Harmony asked us. Our group nodded.
“Us too! Let’s go save Ponyville!” Thunderlane gave his support.
As a larger group, we continued down the street. The fortifications across the street to corral the monsters and focus the overrun fighting made us cross inside buildings being fortified as quickly as they were being abandoned. 
One house’s interior was in disorderly combat as ponies and changelings disguised as ponies were in a full feud inside. As we crossed through and came out of the other side some more ponies, or were they changelings, joined our charge. 
“Astronomy? You know I’m something of a scientist myself!” Strawberry continued to flirt.
“He likes stallions!” Carrot Top shouted back at her, apparently getting annoyed.
“They got that in common too then! Fast friends!” Harmony shouted and laughed. 
The streets swam with crocodiles made of rocks and things that looked like a cross between an ostrich and a tarantula. Unicorns and earth ponies attacked them mostly from the roofs. We only stopped to help when ponies were overrun. We had a goal, after all.
Finally, I saw ponies and current-ponies who told me we were nearing the town center. Among ponies fighting a bat-like thing, I saw an exhausted, bloody Fleur and her Marines. 
The gigantic creature they were fighting was snarling and swinging its clawed wings and extra appendages at ponies trying to bring it down. In one of its four extra legs it gripped a lifeless pony. There were holes torn clean through its wingspan that canopied the street. Its heavily muscled legs were bucked and shot while it kicked away wildly and landed razor sharp claws that tore open ponies. A Marine got too close and it lunged fangs first. Ponies concentrated on its face and its six eyes but its bite landed. I could feel the bloody scream in my ears.
I saw Pinchy's magic shield Vinyl leading our charge and we all joined the fray. Vinyl gave a battle scream as her magic punched into the creature’s face, joining the magical lasers, arrows, sparks and knives leaving its face a bloody mess.
The creature reared up and began climbing up a building with its free legs while its wings frantically flapped, sending gusts down the street that knocked us over and sent pegasi and debris tumbling.
“Jackson!” Fleur cried out from her blood-coated muzzle, trying and failing to get anywhere near the creature before it ascended over the town.  Ponies on the rooftops who weren’t blown off continued shooting and spraying it with the spells they knew, but it looked like the bat was going to get away. I saw Fleur’s horn try to alight before her magic failed and she collapsed into tears.
While I watched helplessly as the bat-thing gained altitude and grew smaller, I saw a flying formation of pegasi suddenly deliberately crash straight into its wing. It was sent into a spiral as somepony else, larger and stranger-looking with a pony on their back, went for its head.
The Marine pony that was in its mouth was pulled free and an eagle cry pierced the sounds of war around us. I saw the pegasi squad break free from the plummeting bat.
The bat grew larger as it fell back to ground. It missed the street entirely as it came crashing down into a quaint, little home a distance away. Its shattered body laid lifeless in the collapsed rubble. The pegasi and their leader came down much more gently with the ponies they had just rescued. 
Their leader was not a pony. They had the body, tail and back legs of a lion and the head, wings and talons of an eagle; a griffon. The Marine wrapped over their back was gently pushed off.
Unphased by the rescuer’s appearance, Fleur and other Marines rushed to help their fallen comrade. Fleur hugged the wounded Marine who weakly reciprocated before the others started giving him medical attention.
Satisfied, the white and pink sergeant turned back to the griffon who saved him.
“Thank you,” Fleur told their leader. The griffon gave her a dismissive wave with their talon.
“Just returning your jarhead,” the griffon explained. Her gravely voice made me realize this might be Rainbow Dash’s old friend, Gilda. 
“Well, I still appreciate it, Lieutenant,” Fleur said with a nod.
“‘Lieutenant’!” Gilda guffawed. “‘oo-rah~’” Gilda mocked the formality as she turned away to leave.
“Hey! You can’t say that! That’s our word!” Fleur warned. I saw the griffon freeze and turn back. She looked worried like she just said something awful before a friendlier grin cracked on Fleur’s face. Gilda relaxed and smirked back. 
“Clean yourself up, Fleur: the Rangers need our help in town square!” Gilda passed the word along before spreading her wings and taking off with her pegasus squad. 
I saw Fleur wipe the blood from her nostrils off onto one bandaged foreleg and her tears onto the other. Then, she took a deep breath before turning back to her Marines, her volunteers and the growing herd that I arrived with.
“Gonzalez, Washington: take Jackson back to medical. Everypony else: you heard the bird! Move up!”  
“Oorah!” her Marines and a few volunteers replied.
Vinyl’s little group had become an exhausted but determined mob by the time we spotted the crushed remains of town hall. The air was filled with the smell of blood and fire. The trenches ahead had been overrun with various giant cats and bears wearing armor and wielding weapons. If those creatures were people, they didn’t show it. The terrified and wounded ponies we came to help had fallen back to a row of sharpened pickets. The line they were holding with magic was strained. 
“Hold! Hold!” A blankflank shouted right before a large black cat that reached the line tried to pounce him. He deflected it with his spear then stabbed it. It thrashed on the end of his weapon. 
Despite his commands, ponies were running even while we came up behind them. Others had given up entirely and were crying and holding themselves. They had the right to be scared: ponies all around us were injured and some weren’t moving.
I glanced over at my friends. Comet Tail and Minuette looked especially tired but I saw them begin casting shields on the ponies holding the line anyway. Carrot Top had begun consoling a crying pony, even as she picked up the pike that the mare must have dropped. My daughter hadn’t cast anything for a while but she clung to my back even while I struggled to hold her.
I looked around, wondering what I could possibly do to actually help. That was when I spotted Cherry Berry, my family. She was covered in mud, dirt and ash and had her back pressed up against the side of a building. She was holding her tail and looked like she was in a daze.
“Cherry?” I went to her and nudged her. She looked at me with a thousand-yard stare. 
Then she saw my daughter. The look in her eyes was like she suddenly remembered who she was and all her emotions overwhelmed her: fear, sadness, joy, loss. 
“Cherry, we’re here,” I told her what I think she needed to hear. That unleashed whatever emotional dam she was holding: she reached for me and desperately embraced me like she was drowning. When my daughter started petting her mane I felt her start sobbing. I could barely stand right now, let alone fight so I hugged her back.
“I left her with Feather Shine!” she explained in hysterics. “Piña is going to grow up without me!” 
“No she won’t. You can go to her! Right now,” I explained. She kept crying and mumbling things I couldn’t understand so I just kept holding her.
“I heard you needed some help!” Fleur shouted. I looked over Cherry’s withers and watched the blankflank in charge, the US Ranger, look over Fleur. I think he connected the dog tags on her to the blankflanks’ that came with her and understood what she must have been in another life. He gave her a pained smile.
“Desperately. Ponies aren’t fighters. It’s in their instincts to run. No offense,” he explained. Fleur shook her head.
“No, you’re right, we’re not fighters. We’re lovers!” Fleur gushed. I saw fresh tears slip from her red eyes. “Ponies’ instincts are to love; to be in harmony! We need to remind them of what they’re fighting for; use their instincts and herd mentality to our advantage!”
“Herd instincts…” he paused to consider what he knew. “Mocking jays… ” he mumbled to himself as a twinkle found its way in his eyes. 
“What?” Fleur asked, confused by the line of logic he was beginning to follow. 
“Oh hell, if Ballad hears about this I’m so busted,” he said before turning back to the cat creatures rushing the breach that was forming from a warbear going on a rampage. He cleared his throat and, as loud and as clear as possible, …began singing:
“The minstrel boy to the war is gone, 

in the ranks of death you'll find him.”

I had never heard the song before, but somehow, I knew the next few lines. I don’t think I was the only one either because I heard Minuette and other ponies join him: 
“His father's sword he has girded on, 

and his wild harp slung behind him.”

As ponies kept singing, they seemed to forget their fears as they moved forward on instinct to fill the gap in the line with him and hold back against the leopards. There was a strange, but familiar magic happening. Something embedded in the voices that rose out of fighting:
"’Land of song!’ said the warrior-bard,

Tho' all the world betrays thee,

One sword, at least, thy rights shall guard,

One faithful harp shall praise thee!"

I couldn’t help it, I heard the rhyme coming and needed to finish it. I felt Cherry Berry singing too. I heard Ruby’s voice on my back and in my head. I don’t know how I was being fed the lyrics, but singing rose out of the fighting. 
I felt a magic shield cast over my body and then Cherry’s. I looked up at the building next to us. Ruby wanted me to get to the roof. She didn’t have to say it. I just knew. Everything suddenly seemed clearer. 
I headed through the entrance of the building and straight for the broken stairs. I climbed the collapsed remains but was too weak to pull myself up onto landing. I felt a bump and a push as Cherry got me onto the second floor. I turned around to help her up. The entire time we kept singing; the voices outside carried through the walls and through my head and out of my mouth:
“The Minstrel fell!—but the foeman's chain

   Could not bring that proud soul under;

The harp he lov'd ne'er spoke a-gain,

    For he tore its chords asunder;”

Strength. We prepared but we couldn’t ever have been ready for war. We were lovers, not fighters. But lovers loved and at that moment… I could empathize with everypony on the battlefield and my weakness didn’t matter. Cherry and I found the bedroom window that led onto the roof. I knew it’d hold. We moved out and to the edge where other ponies were.
As the last verse swelled out of me as we took in the view. Tartarus watched from afar as singing ponies took back their town center. Armored, weapon-wielding creatures of Discord’s army stood no match to ponies in harmony. I lowered my head to sing with them while Ruby took aim and blinded a bear across the street before it made a killing blow:
“And said, ‘No chains shall sully thee,

Thou soul of love and bravery!

Thy songs were made for the pure and free,

They shall never sound in slavery!’" 

A cheer broke out of the battlefield as the remaining cats ran. The last grizzly swung a claw at somepony but was pulled back by somepony else’s magic. It spun around on all fours and charged forward. Then abruptly stopped. It looked around, seeing it was surrounded. The bear roared but was silenced when somepony threw a chair at it. Overwhelmed and wounded, it ran and ponies let it leave. 
Ponies cheered again. The victory was cut short though.
“Northwest!” a pegasus called out and others echoed back to carry the call outward:
“Northwest!!”
“Northwest!”
On some lingering instinct, we all knew the direction: it was Tartarus. I saw the twisted, broken things moving low across town roofs now. Each coated in soot and tentacles.
Ponies on the ground shouted. There were things coming along the streets as well. I saw ponies hesitate at the creatures coming in the streets. I couldn’t see them from my position.
“Po-nies! …stand together!” Fleur’s voice cracked. Ponies found themselves again. I saw ponies pick up weapons the army had dropped and formed groups and lines. I scanned the crowd below and spotted Minuette waving up at us. Ruby waved back at her, Comet Tail and Carrot Top standing together. We were staying up here and they understood. Ruby would protect them and Cherry and I would protect her.
Unicorns started casting spells. A catapult was launched. A disgusting wave of deformed creatures hit the ground ponies hard: giant crab things, tiger-turtles, wolf-chameleons, a giant panda hornet. Each looked as violent as we were worn out. I saw more earth ponies rush to hold the line as unicorns cast spells and shields. A green vortex spiraled around Ruby’s horn and shot out across the rooftops. I looked up at her aim. Her concentrated blast struck one of the incoming creatures.
On closer look, the new creatures were made of burning coals and had too many limbs and wings. Half of those were hooves, the rest were tentacles. It was them. Those things from my nightmares. It had to be: they were too similar.
I ran for the window we climbed through.
“Mom!” she yelled from my back.
“We’re… we’re out in the open!” I claimed as we retreated into the bedroom. Cherry Berry and another pony followed. Three coal monsters moments later climbed in after us. Their steps left soot across the floor before they charged. One came right at me. I saw it burst into green and hesitate long enough for me to turn around and buck it. I felt it shatter as I collapsed to the floor.
Cherry next to us screamed. The coal monster wings’ shook soot and ash everywhere as they flapped and tried to pull the struggling pony back towards the window. The other pony had fled for the broken stairs and its pursuer followed.
The creature holding Cherry burst into green again before it dropped her. Seeing the chance, I fumbled towards it and kicked it until a free Cherry joined me. Ruby’s aura on the monster dropped in time for us to turn around and buck it together. It shattered into ash. I could feel my heartbeat throb in my legs.
“Mom!” Ruby shouted. I looked at her and she was pointing. The creatures’ smoking ember remains on the abandoned floors were beginning to catch fire from dust all over the floor and in the air. There must have been thousands of smoking pieces in a pool of black tar.
“Oh,” I said dumbly. I stared at them for a second and did the math. Then nudged Cherry to run before we all ran for the stairs. We tumbled down them. Glancing to the right, I saw a similar scene was happening downstairs with smoldering remains. I didn’t see the other pony.
“The building’s on fire!” Cherry shouted before we ran back outside. It was hard to track ponies in the fighting. I looked up from the street at the first floor roof. I didn’t see anypony up there.
“Mom, did you see that? I could feel them. They were made of rocks,” my daughter dragged my attention back to her.
“Rocks?” I asked, not thinking.
“My special talent!” Ruby explained. “The core was like crude oil but they were coal everywhere else!”
I looked around the streets for more of those creatures. There was a fracturing front line. The panda hornet had broken through and was being taken down behind the major fighting line. 
Finally, I spotted more of the coal monsters. Ponies wrestled and fought. I saw three pegasi drag one back to the ground before it was smashed to pieces and a pony in its clutches was freed. The town center was in chaos, but it looked like we were going to make it.
“They’re different from my nightmares,” I acknowledged aloud.
“Yeah. I know what you’re talking about,” Cherry agreed next to us before trying to pat some of the soot off herself. “They’re not as hot either.”
I could see and smell the smoke billowing out of the second story above us now.
“Should we… let somepony know a house is on fire?” Cherry asked, noticing the same. I wondered how we would even put it out: water was a premium right now and there were more of those things. Ponyville was pretty ravaged already. Especially after that-
“Bear!” somepony overhead shouted over the chaos. Ponies screamed and some ran before I felt the familiar earthquakes start. Cherry, Ruby and I looked at each other before we ran back into the fray. I absolutely didn’t want to go near one of those bears, but more than that I wanted my family to be safe. 
We spotted Minuette, Vinyl and Comet Tail using their magic to hold a coal monster down while Octavia and Carrot bucked it into pieces. By the time we reached them, the pounding grew heavier. By the time we were smashing embers, ponies holding down one street were all running now. Giant crabs and canine-like chameleons chased after the fleeing ponies.
My own flight-or-fight response kicked in when the air tore from a horrific, distorted roar. I ‘noped’ the way others were going and my friends were quick to catch up and pass me.
“Fall back! Regroup!” the US Ranger was shouting ahead of us on a barrier made of wood and dirt. It definitely wasn’t going to hold it.
Stumbling from the earth-shattering charge, I looked back to witness it. For the second time that night, the town center was hit by a mountain in bear-shape. This time though, instead of being translucent and full of stars, it was black and full of embers. It stopped short of colliding into the flattened wreckage of town hall but it was already aggravated and swiping at the pegasi in the air and the unicorns and earth ponies daring to get too close and distract it. 
“...anybody got a song request?” the Ranger called out to the crowd. Without missing a beat, Minuette next to me was quick to volunteer one:
“Three months of winter coolness and awesome holidays!”

I knew this one! And not on instinct. I heard several ponies and myself join in:
“We've kept our hoovsies warm at home, time off from work to play!”

The burning, ember-filled mountain behind gave a glass-shattering roar again. Several of us stopped to cover our ears and turned to look in fear. The pegasi swooping by and unicorn spells weren’t enough to quench its bloodlust. It was looking directly at us and charged. Ponies screaming and desperately trying to get behind the barrier drowned out the ones who continued singing:
“But the food we've stored is runnin' out, and we can't grow…”

Unicorns fired and tried to pull it back while pegasi dive-bombed its head, desperate to get its attention off of us.
“Brace for impact!” Fleur shouted as me and my family, still on the wrong side of the barrier, saw the titan thunder forward. I felt my daughter tighten around my back and saw ponies charging spells. 
Then the path between us and the behemoth exploded into smoke. 
The titan tripped through the smoke and came smashing down into a shattering, street-ruining slide that ended a dozen feet in front of us. Ponies kept screaming and scrambling behind the barrier. I stared in wonder and shock. 
I could feel the furnace roll out of it with every angry huff as it tried to lift itself up off the ground and get what tripped it up off of its leg. It snapped a rope of colored hoofkerchiefs wrapped around a toe that had been tied to an now-uprooted street lamp.
I didn’t have to stare confused for long until another pillar of smoke burst right in front of the colossus. Almost immediately, where there was no pony before, a blue unicorn with white and blue hair stepped out of the smoke as it dispersed. It was Trixie, wearing a weird wizard hat and cloak complete with bells that rang with every step. 
Trixie grinned at her audience of onlookers, bowed theatrically, then began considering the very angry, very large bear from hell staring down at her. She continued the singing where we had left off, sort of:
“And even though I love this hat, this fashion's really old!”

“Fireworks!” Fleur called out from on top of the barricade.
Every unicorn who knew a relevant spell obliged, including Trixie. There was an eye-searing flash as sparks and bursts of lights ignited in front of the bear. The bear let out a roar, more confused than anything, while pegasi began attacking it from above.
As Trixie’s horn erupted into a fountain of sparks that occasionally whistled and shot out towards the bear. She galloped around the behemoth and back towards town center she continued singing loudly:
“The time has come to welcome spring and all things warm and green!”

The ponies on the wall hesitantly responded a moment later:
“…but it's also time to say goodbye; it's winter, we must clean!”

“It’s harmony!” Vinyl Scratch shouted instead of joining us. I scanned around and spotted her shaking Octavia. “That filly was right! Our magic is harmony! Music is harmony! We can fight them with music!”
The gray mare stared for a moment, saw the chimeric abominations taking the place where the bear was before she continued with the rest of us: 
“How can I help? I'm new, you see, what does everypony do?

How do I fit in without magic? I haven't got a clue!”

“No! Bigger! We need everypony singing!” Vinyl shouted
“Everypony is singing! Except you!” Octavia retorted. 
“No! Ponyville!” Vinyl clarified and spread hooves out. “If everypony is singing, it can’t be stopped! We can’t be stopped!”
“How are we going to get all of Ponyville singing?” Octavia asked. Vinyl glanced down a road just off mane street. All this time, if I weren’t standing so close I wouldn’t have heard them over the chorus going at the same time:
“Winter Wrap Up, Winter Wrap Up! Let's finish our holiday cheer!

Winter Wrap Up, Winter Wrap Up! 'Cause tomorrow spring is here!

Winter Wrap Up! Winter Wrap Up! 'Cause tomorrow spring is here!

'Cause tomorrow spring is here!”

“Grab your cello! I think I see our house from here!” Vinyl said as she was already heading in that direction. Octavia re-situated her case on her back and followed the pony with a plan.
“Mom!” my Pinchy yelled and brought me back to the fighting. Monsters were still coming, even if the giant bear was being distracted by Trixie’s magic show.
I felt myself move forward with everyone else while we kept in harmony singing:
“Bringing home the southern birds, a pegasus' job begins!

And clearing all the gloomy skies to let the sunshine in!”

A confused, overwhelmed tiger-turtle, ready to pounce, was blind-sided by a pegasus crashing into its stripped shell while a unicorn on a roof brought a pile of vases down on a wolf-chameleon. Ponies stampeded the wolf lizard creature, taking teeth and claws but overwhelming it and bringing it to a panicked state. I helped kick the tiger-turtle back into its up-ended shell and I saw Pinchy over my shoulder sear its claw. All the while, the singing was our heartbeat:
“We move the clouds and we melt the white snow!

When the sun comes up, its warmth and beauty will glow!”

The dissonance was troubling, but the metaphor was clear to us: spring was twenty-five years late. We had to push through the ugliness of ‘winter’ to bring back the sun. 
My family, Cherry Berry included, moved to help ponies struggling with an ashen, twisted Tartarus monster. I saw it become entangled with my favorite green color and ponies separated the limbs with kicks and bucks. A meaty crab claw knocked me and Ruby and we rolled. Ruby was quick to climb back onto me; I think I took the brunt of the hit. I could tell from how we both kept singing we were fine:
“Winter Wrap Up, Winter Wrap Up! Let's finish our holiday cheer

Winter Wrap Up, Winter Wrap Up, 'cause tomorrow spring is here!

Winter Wrap Up, Winter Wrap Up,  'cause tomorrow spring is here!

'Cause tomorrow spring is here!”

The building Cherry and I witnessed catching fire was fully consumed in smoke and flames now. The fire licked and began devouring the building next to it. I saw ponies’ efforts to try and bring the building down to smother the fire. The heat and light was like a dangerous, ugly sun spewing black clouds. 
All the while, the hope burned brighter and blinded us from the horrors: promises of holidays, blooming life and long harvests filled the air. We had to focus on that feeling the singing gave us.
A pony was almost crushed under the hellbear’s paw as it chased Cloud Kicker and Blossomforth before she was pulled away during the chorus. Trixie’s new assistants were trying to aggravate the bear. As much as they could distract and anger it, it would only start charging them but not follow them through a shop’s front. The bear definitely didn't like them though: the chorus-ending, hearing-destroying, building-demolishing roar made us sure of it. 
It was almost as if…
“About time you two! We were running out of verses!” Minuette called behind me. Ruby and I were closely watching ponies finally bucking the panda-hornet into submission. Seeing the ponies hold off the even stranger hellcats, I turned to see who Minuette was talking to. 
A gray mare with an orderly pink bowtie was pulling a rickety, squeaking wagon loaded down with some weird and some recognizable electronic equipment. 
“Cover us!” Vinyl shouted from atop two ancient-looking loudspeakers in the back of the wagon. Her ear was pressed close to a cello in desperate need of lacquer as she used her magic to tune it with strings she was cannibalizing from the broken cello laying at her hooves.
I saw a blue aura slide over both of them and leave behind a soft glow as Comet Tail joined Minuette, Ruby and me. We encircled the wagon and stood our ground. We immediately understood and put our faith in their crazy theory. 
More gnarled, blackened things, possibly from the spreading fire or possibly from Tartarus fell upon town center as the singing stopped. The fighting from the edges of town were spiraling towards here as strings were re-tuned and tested, a promise of more music.
Holes in the dirt paths erupted as bipedal dogs with oversized forelegs dug out of them and tried to kidnap ponies. I broke formation when I saw one grab Cherry Berry.
By the time my legs, screaming at me with every step, got me to her, ponies had pulled her away to safety. I saw the blunt back of a heavy axe, stolen from a wounded Minotaur, come down on the would-be-pony-napper.
“Cherry!” I pulled her to her shaking hooves. She saw me and my daughter, disheveled. I had a crazy smile for her, even though when she started looking me over, I realized at some point during the singing I had been cut on the shoulder and was bleeding. It was just a flesh-wound. “Come on!” I gestured and ran back to our friends. Cherry followed me back past a giant, flopping fish on fire and around the worryingly growing wall of tentacles that erupted from a house crumbling into a sinkhole.
I should have been terrified of our situation: the black smoke choked out half of the red sky above us. A griffon and a squadron of pegasi and unicorns were wrestling with a three-headed hydra on powerful flippers coming down mane street. A colossal hellbear just crushed what I think was a post office while being assaulted by a deck of cards, a series of pillars of smoke and two crazy pegasi. In the distance, against the blood sky, past the changeling civil war, I saw a wall of what were probably huge, flying dragons coming.
I should have been terrified, but instead, I was soaked with adrenaline. My heart was humming and my breaths blurred but I was focused on the sight of my family. I felt euphoric coming back to them, even if I could tell my muscles were failing under the weight of my daughter: we were going to get past this. I believed in us. 
We were dealing with a misshapen, burnt squid with three mouths that drew too close to the music wagon. Carrot and Octavia pulled it back by a trailing tentacle. It turned back and tried to grab them. Without pausing I joined them and kicked a few of the tentacles away from them. We had practice and knew to go for the head and where the eyes were supposed to be… even though this one looked wrong. It was almost if…
“Ready to be my bass, Babe?” Vinyl asked her cellist. She didn’t wait for an answer as she righted something that looked like a tesla coil in the back of her wagon. 
“As long as you're my rock,” Octavia said, playing a long haunting note on the old cello. “How are you going to power all of this? Do you even know how it works?” 
“Apply magic; improvise!” Vinyl explained. The white unicorn closed her eyes and relaxed. On an exhale her horn lit up and I saw a blue spark jump from the tip to the coil. Then another, then a whole field of them. I saw the DJ strain when her sparks were suddenly magnetized to the base of the device she was showering. 
Suddenly, her wagon full of speakers groaned in horrible feedback that made everyone and everything on the battlefield flinch. The noise distorted and a laugh escaping the DJ was mixed into the pitching sounds before she found something that turned the volume all the way down.
“Found it!” Vinyl shouted. “I think this microphone works!”
The hellbear, thrown off by the noise, was finally distracted and went rampaging straight through one of the buildings that were on fire. 
Carrot cracked through one of the giant crab-turtle’s legs that came at us. Comet Tail halted the pincer coming down to crush her in his magic and Minuette grabbed the other with hers and pulled. It was thrown off its balance and toppled over.
I saw a small group of pegasi break off from the dogfighting above and land around us, surely attracted by the noise. I recognized a few of them!
“Oh wow! What are you doing??” Summer Breeze asked, looking over the sound equipment. I had met her and the one next to her, Spring Breeze. The other two must have been their sisters.
“Bringing Pony-Bringing Ponyville into harmony!” Vinyl Scratch shouted over the sound of the hellbear pulling itself out of the rubble. It looked hotter; angrier. Loud, deep roars that could have been from anything filled the sky now.
“It looks like you’re playing music,” one of the cooler-hued sisters responded.
“Think you can set these up for me?” Vinyl asked as she huffed a speaker up by her magic. I wasn’t sure if it was heavier than it looked but her nose was bleeding again.
“Gladly,” Spring said as she offered her back. I saw the pegasi take the speakers off Vinyl’s hooves. They ascended, dodging the literal firefight Gilda and her friends were involved in, and took the speakers in separate directions.
Cherry nudged me. I looked around and realized I had been spacing out. My friends had been dealing with another charred, mutated squid. I threw myself back into it. Or at least, got close enough to kick it while my little Pinchy used her magic to strangle and hold back its tentacles.
“Mom!” my daughter shouted from my back. I turned back to see cragadiles swimming through the streets towards us. I jumped back from the snapping jaws and regretted my landing. My daughter seemed to push one away from us with her magic. A ball of fire arched from Comet’s horn and crashed into the nearest one’s face, blinding or at least fazing it.
Strong, slow bass strings began. After a few notes, the music started to echo from the rooftops; the Breezes had taken the loudspeakers to the top of some of the few remaining buildings nearby. The beat had a weird gait. It was primal and familiar; something every pony here couldn’t ever forget. Even so, very few ponies would dare to sing it:
“For Five Score… Divided-By-Four…
For Five Score… Divided-By-Four…”

The melody fell apart then started repeating the chords over and over again. The repetition was our battle drum. The chords galloped over the rooftops of Ponyville, echoing outward and inward. The beat was soul searching for something.
I helped kick another one of those coal creatures away. After I did, I scanned the ground around us; wondering where the cragadiles went. The shifting, rising and falling dirt around us gave me an answer.
“In the ground!” my daughter shouted. Nowhere else to immediately go, I dumped myself and my daughter into the music wagon just as something rammed itself into the side I was on. The wagon was rolled and tilted several feet before it came to a crash against a building. I checked my daughter was okay, the music ponies were still on board, then looked over to see the cragadiles climb up the side we were on. 
Point-blank my daughter blasted the rock monster inside its open jaw. The smell of ozone lingered with the fire and brimstone when it collapsed back over the side. Our wagon rocked as the hellbear stomped past us where the wagon was moments ago. An electronic beat joined the cello from Vinyl’s tinkering. Octavia effortlessly fell into the meter and I felt my heartbeat do the same. With a new voice and tempo, Octavia’s playing became more sweeping, as did the voices calling back in response, in determination:
“For Five Score… Divided By Four,
For Five Score… Divided By Four!”

I saw the chaos around us and it was only getting worse. The tentacled thing that pulled an entire house into its sinkhole was rising, exposing horns and a lion’s mane. The hydra that the griffon and her group were distracting kept regenerating heads and new limbs that were getting cut off. One of the few remaining firelines was falling back as a strange, purple ooze advanced, pulling anything moving, pony or monster, into its immovable mass. I saw one of Fleur’s Marines stab a morphing, splitting creature only for it to eat his spear with a new mouth that formed around it and extend for his hooves.
Pinchy gathered her strength before her magic began to build and spin around her horn. I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up before, like a laser, I saw her carve through the head of one cragadile encircling the wagon and across the back of another. 
“I heard music…” a familiarly minty voice said. I looked back in time to see Bonbon climbing into the wagon. She helped pull a weak Lyra in who, despite the shaking and needing to be held up, held a gold lyre firm in her magic. “Needs more love…” she muttered as she started playing a more joyful version of Octavia’s song. I heard her strings gain voice and volume as Vinyl adjusted something and the speakers over the battlefield resonated the new duet.
Effortlessly, the strings and beat fell into harmony. There was a new message being felt. Together, with Octavia’s passion and Lyra’s hope the music morphed and out of the fear the words once brought, love rang sweetly from them now over the battlefield. My heart sang the new lyrics: 
“For Five Score, Divided By Four,

Now returned to land before!”

My favorite pony climbed onto my back. I saw a path through the cragadiles and my hooves immediately took it when I saw it led back to my family. All around and with me, Ponyville sang:
“Even with the lost memories,

And even with the broken lives,

We’re still here for each other

In this fight, our love survives!”

Comet Tail shot a burst of fire from his horn into the crawling, creeping thing that seized Carrot Top. Minuette’s magic grabbed Carrot Top and in a golden light pulled her free. As we ran up to them and the Marines, my Pinchy charged her horn then seared in half the thing that suddenly wore a copy of Carrot’s face. It screamed from several mouths as its two halves ran in separate directions.
My family wore brave smiles. We sang the next lines to each other, for each other, even as the last of the red sky not choked with Ponyville burning was blotted out by an army of dragons:
“We're fathers, we're mothers,

We're daughters, we're brothers!

We are completed by our friends:

United and whole once again!”

Fleur pierced one fleeing half of the mimic with the polearm she was using as a crutch before it could snare Cherry Berry. Her last Marine used his rifle to beat the thing’s head that was tearing itself from its body to escape.
As the injured hellbear dragged itself from the dead antlion’s sinkhole, one of the largest dragons descended upon Ponyville… and mercilessly tore through the bear. The hellbear's dying roars were overpowered by the chorus of thousands filling Ponyville’s ruined streets:
“With every tip of every wing,

With every voice that ever sings,

With our hooves and with our horns!

Lungs of air from where we're born!”

I joined a shaking, bleeding Carrot in bucking a Tartarus coal spawn. The muscles in my legs finally failed again and I collapsed. Without missing a beat Comet Tail took my daughter onto his back and Minuette lifted me up.  
We looked on as dragons pulled ponies from the purple ooze’s grip and others swept it with fire. The ooze burned sickly sweet.
The dragons were on our side! The way they tore through the hydra to help Gilda and her pack confirmed it as well.
Cherry and Carrot kicked and bucked a coal monster on fire while Minuette tripped it up with her magic and I joined them. Comet and Pinchy chased down another. 
The tides of battle tossed as the chaos turned into organized chaos. The fighting swelled with the music as the lions, tigers and bears became fearful of our singing. 
As one, in harmony, we sang: 
“From our Five Score curse we rebel,

We deny what fate foretells:

And with our magic and our brawn,

We are the lights until the dawn!”

The Tartarus spawn were burning. They were identical to twenty-five years ago now. One of them struck me in the gut. I could feel it. It seared but the music washed out the pain and Minuette pulled it away enough that Cherry and I could buck it.
I looked out and saw my Pinchy and Comet Tail had gotten too far away for my liking to save another pony. There were all kinds of weird colored glows coming off of both of them. I saw one of those balls of fire that Comet Tail could make arc wild from my daughter’s horn. Comet jumped between my daughter and the wolfbear she missed. He braced a foreleg against its fangs. I saw bursts of colors where it struck. With the moment the bite bought, Comet charged his horn and point-blank shot the creature in its face. The creature broke from his leg that was bleeding freely now. He seemed unphased and checked on my daughter before looking back at the monster’s broken body; the singing put us all in a trance:
“For Five Score Divided By Four,

We were gone, now back at our door!

With all the magic in our bones,

we will defend both of our homes!”

What neither of them saw was the dragon razing a three-story building because it was on fire and threatening another. I saw it. I saw the third story collapse and plummet to where they were. I opened my mouth to shout but Ruby did first.
“Dad!” Pinchy shouted, noticing the building collapsing on top of them at the last possible second. I saw Comet realize what was happening, scoop up my daughter and then a burst of light where they were before the building crumbled and spilled over them.
Carrot and Minuette must have noticed as well because they passed me and got to where they were first. Somehow they had to be okay, the song almost seemed to promise it to me, as long as I kept singing:
“From Five Score Divided By Four,

Now standing, together, once more!

For Luna and Celestia!

For our friends and Equestria!”

The dragon, seeing us digging into the rubble, realized their horrible mistake and began carefully pulling debris off the street. As the roof was pulled away… I saw Comet Tail standing on the other side of the collapsed building, holding my daughter. They were safe! 
I ran and threw my hooves around them both. I felt Carrot and Minuette join the embrace. I recognized their hugs on instinct. For the first time in a long time, holding them in the rubble of Ponyville, I felt like I was home in Equestria. 
My family sang the last lines with everypony else. With the music blaring from the blown out speakers on the rooftops, we announced to Equestria:
“For those here and those far away:

We hold this ground; tonight we stay!”

We looked up from our group hug when cheering started. Between the brave Rangers, Gilda’s guards, the tireless Marines and the hundreds of average ponies giving it their all, the center of town was recaptured and clear. Monsters were still coming, but they had to go through the piles of their dead and against the firelines, defenses on the rooftops and now the dragons.
Music still poured out over Ponyville. Searching the town square I spotted the remains of the music wagon. Octavia and Lyra continued playing, along with a few more ponies who joined them. Vinyl occasionally sparked the strange transmitter to keep the music going. 
I glanced towards the monsters still coming. I wondered how long this fight was going to be. Among the lions, changelings and mismatched creatures I still saw the gnarled, burnt squids. It was like they were the ones from before… but they came back wrong. Some of them were so blackened they almost looked like…
“Mom? What’s wrong?” my Pinchy asked. I looked at her, frowned because I didn’t know if I was crazy or how to articulate it, then looked for the hellbear’s corpse for a better judge. 
It was the size of a small building but all I could find were charred marks, ash, piles of embers. It was gone. 
“Do you think… that was the ursa bear? The one that Trixie stopped? It was the same size,” I asked.
“...oh. Maybe but it looked different,” Carrot Top acknowledged.
“It died, right? Or am I misremembering?” I asked. I genuinely wasn’t sure anymore. It wasn’t impossible, maybe even likely, that I had a concussion.
“It died,” Comet Tail agreed. I saw him looking over his foreleg. It was bleeding but he was testing his weight on it. I could have used those shield spells last week.
“Are you going to be okay?” my Pinchy asked him. I remembered what she called him when he got that injury. 
“It’s just a flesh wound,” he dismissed. He didn’t seem ready to acknowledge that part of it. “So, they’re coming back?”
“From… Tartarus?” I pointed towards it.
We all looked in the direction of the nearby mountain that looked more like an active volcano.
“They look like it, ” Carrot Top agreed. “A shame about the hole.”
Before we could follow that logic, the US Ranger approached us. I saw he had a cutie mark of a musical note with wings now. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked us, apparently seeing us standing around instead of on the line. Carrot Top offered a summary.
“We think the monsters aren’t staying dead. They’re being reborn in Tartarus and coming back.”
“So that’s why they’re looking funny? …we’ll just have to hold until Twilight and her friends come back and take care of it. We’re only here to buy them time until they stop Discord.”
“How long can we hold out though?” Carrot asked the Ranger. “If this is true, then everything we just killed is coming right back here for revenge. And again and again.”
“What exactly is respawning them?” He asked the important question, then decided against it and dismissed the whole thing. “This is a Twilight Sparkle problem.”
“Perfect timing,” Gilda called out as she landed next to him. The US Ranger didn’t seem too startled by the large griffon. “Eric, I’m going to the castle. Dash is taking too long. This isn’t like her.” 
“Big Mac and Shining Armor already went after them,” ‘Eric’ explained. 
“Oh so it’s okay when stallions go check on their friends?” Gilda asked with her wings splayed out to make her look even bigger.
“That’s not what I meant,” Eric defended himself. When he saw the smirk somehow forming on her beak he knew that she knew that. Regardless, it made him reconsider. “If you want to take a scouting party and check out the castle, then fine. Just stay out of danger.”
“I’m two apex predators rolled into one; I am danger,” Gilda said, flapping those giant wings to get off the ground. “Squad! Let's go check on the twins!”
We watched her leave and ‘Eric’ sighed before looking back at us.
“Sorry about that. That’s Lt. Swiftwing. She’s…” he dropped it. He glanced towards his front line and back at the musicians playing our battle ballads. He reassessed us. “If we had a safe way to scout it and I could spare the ponies, I’d send someone but according to you monsters are literally coming from that way. I’m not moving the fight out of Ponyville. This is our defensive position. We have to protect the portal at all costs.”
“Actually, I know a safer way there. All of us do,” Carrot said, gesturing to ‘us’. “Minuette, do you remember the way we exited that cave system twenty-five years ago? And that door on the side of the mountain?”
“Yeah! You said ‘not that way!’” Minuette recalled.  I remembered that cave very well, but Comet and I never left it. Discord caught us there. I felt sticky just thinking about it.
“That was the Gate to Tartarus. I’m sure of it.”
“You saw the gate? Do you think it’s open?” I asked.
“I don’t know. But if Cerberus is still there he’s doing an awful job,” Carrot mused darkly. 
My friends and I had a unique advantage: we had a memory of how to get to Tartarus's front door while the monsters were coming out of the back of it and thanks to Princess Luna we knew that’s what was happening.
“...that might be worth investigating,” Eric said, bringing my attention back to him. “But I don’t want five injured ponies with no reconnaissance experience alone to check. And I can’t spare anyone who can.”
“Sure you can!” somepony interrupted our conversation. That pastel lavender flirt landed right next to me. Blossomforth quickly followed Cloud, looking somewhat confused by their own interruption. “If the Berry Bunch think this is important, we’ll take them.”
“You were in the Reserves, right?” Eric asked her.
“On Earth. In Equestria I was in the Canterlot Guard.”  
“What? You were?” Blossomforth asked her own partner with a head tilt.
“Secret stuff. Couldn’t tell you. Sorry, Blossom,” she explained nonchalantly.
“But how did y-” Blossomforth started but was cut off by Cloud.
“Blossomforth and I can go. They’ll be our guides. They’re not fit for fighting anymore but they could light the way: three of them are unicorns. That little one is especially good. Sharpest filly I ever saw.” 
“Corporal!” a hoarse Fleur called from across the cleared town square. Eric looked towards the shouting. “The cats and bears are back and they look pissed!”
Corporal ‘Eric’’s spear shifted under his wing. He was ready to rejoin the front line but looked back at us. He eyed Cloud Kicker.
“If you all feel up for it, then be careful. Keep them safe! Come back at the first sign of trouble. You’re only scouting to see if you can figure out a clear path.”
“Sir!” Cloud Kicker said with a salute with her foreleg before the corporal left us with the two pegasi. After he got some distance, Blossomforth turned to her feathered friend.
“I thought you got cold hooves and never joined the Guard?” Blossom asked.
“I technically graduated. I just never went,” Cloud Kicker said with a raised hoof for a shrug. 
“What? But… you lied?? I thought you said you hated lying!”
“No. I said I always try to say the right thing,” Cloud said before smirking at us. “And I think you ponies are onto something. That was the same giant bear. I know it was. I don’t want to deal with that thing a third time.” 
“Yeah! Leave us some buildings!” Minuette teased.
“So who’s all going?” It’s a bit of a walk,” Blossomforth asked our group.
“I’ve seen that door every night in my dreams. I need to see it in person,” Carrot explained.
“I’ll help. Are we all going? Berry?” Minuette asked. 
All eyes were on me. I already knew Comet Tail was going. I was so tired I really didn’t think I could fight but this was something I could do. I was good at just putting one hoof in front of the other; If I could carry my daughter across Iowa after being stitched back together, I think I could handle a little spelunking. Especially if it could help. I wasn't letting Ruby leaving my side but they could use her in those caves.
“This is such a dangerous idea… but it’s basically my idea,” I said. I looked at my little gem. “Are you going?”
“I’m only going if you’re going,” Ruby responded. I didn’t expect that. I expected her mind to already be decided, not for her to listen to her mother.
And to think, I was going to go if she was going.
I looked at the drying blood in my dirty coat; my coat pocked with ‘stars’ and ‘constellations’. I was sitting on my haunches so I stood back up. My rear legs were basically dead weight at this point. My forelegs had a slight shake to them. I was kind of nauseous from all the noise and light. I had a headache. My sides hurt.
So, basically, it was an average weekend for Brian.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Comet asked me.
“Yeah. Earth ponies are tougher than they look,” I told my best friend.
Seemingly satisfied with that, Comet Tail looked around at us, then at Cloud who was technically running this operation. “Alright then, let’s mosey!”
And that was how I talked my family into going to Tartarus.
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		33. Empathy Part 1



As we walked through the red-cast wilderness, I brought up the rear. I was coming down from my adrenaline high fast and my warmth left me feeling almost feverish. My lungs made me feel like I could exhale smoke. My muscles felt like they were turning into gelatin. What kept me going, physically and mentally, was the fact that I didn't want to hold my friends back but didn't want them to go on without me either.
Carrot was leading the way while she explained her path to Cloud Kicker. I couldn’t imagine she remembered more than I did before the caves in our last memories, but maybe she had some kind of training that helped her navigate woods. For me, I had just a general sense of the direction we needed to head to but the landmarks were lacking. Everything was just ‘familiar’. Like a child that had been led somewhere a dozen times but never paid enough attention to get there by herself. 
When we weren’t ducking behind trees and hiding from the hellspawn that passed, Minuette still hummed along to the distancing songs from Ponyville. They were motivational as much as they were a siren call to the horrors barely missing us. 
“...I think I have a better idea about the spell Luna used on Discord,” my little Pinchy softly started after some melting, slithering things were out of earshot. Since she had been tripping on exposed roots and the wading underbrush she was riding on Comet Tail’s back.
“Which spell? The one that you did with her?” Comet Tail asked his new magic buddy as we started moving again.
“Yeah. With all the experimental magic we’ve been doing, I think I got a better idea of what we did back then. I don’t think it was just a powerful version of a magic beam I can do. It felt like she was… pulling things straight? That’s why we were safe afterwards; she cleared his interference in the area around us.”
“...so it was like an anti-chaos spell?”
“That’s what makes sense to me. That part anyway. I don’t remember all the details; it was still a dream.”
They kept theorizing. I didn’t understand the magic talk between the two and I wondered if Minuette didn’t either. I listened anyway, of course, but I just liked to listen to their cadence as they talked: Ruby’s always rose and fell in curiosity. Comet’s was slow, thoughtful but peaked at times. I imagined his tone sounded like it was leading you somewhere. They were such smart ponies. It was easy to see where she got her brains.
“Berry, feeling better?” Blossomforth asked me. 
“Huh?” I responded. She was bringing up the rear with me, or just making sure I didn’t fall behind.
“You’re smiling,” she said, gesturing to me with a wing. All my friends in front of me unconsciously slowed a little to glance back and look at me. 
“I just like listening to my friends talk,” I half-lied. It was specifically Comet and Ruby that got me. Especially together after what I heard Pinchy call him. Now was as good of a time as any to ask I suppose; before things go to hell.
“Pinchy?” I asked. Comet Tail slowed and they both stopped to look at me, causing the rest of the group to stop too. My legs shook trying to hold my weight standing. And now, with them both looking at me, I realized I didn’t know how to ask this.  “So… what’s…” I looked at Comet Tail then back at her. “You’re calling him ‘Dad’ now?”
“Um, we were trying it out. It was Comet’s idea,” my daughter explained to me. I looked at Comet. He seemed to struggle with the answer as much as I did with the question. He didn’t look like he was dismissing it when we continued walking. I could tell he was just thinking about it.
“Seeing all that death… put a lotta things into perspective,” he finally explained. In the light cast from his horn he looked older. “I was figuring, if a pony can be more, why shouldn’t he be?” He smiled. “When we were resting after all that fighting, I was telling Rubes she’s the smartest, bravest pony I know; her intuition with magic is inspiring… and I was proud of her. …and bedtime stories and good night kisses weren’t soundin’ too bad in the moment.” I saw Ruby look away with a bashful smile. “We don’t have to be the best pony for something to do it. We just hafta wanna and put in the effort and try… and that can mean the world.”
That sounded an awful lot like ‘warmth’ to me. I couldn’t hide my smile, especially not when I reestablished eye contact with the little pony on his back. 
“So you did want him to be ‘Dad?” I asked. I thought she didn’t see him as one. She squirmed a bit to answer the question. She did though.
“Did you ever… not realize you wanted something because it never occurred to you that you could have it?”
I couldn’t think of anything specific like that, but maybe that was the point. Either way, I thought I understood. I was looking forward to figuring out what our lives were going to be like after all of this was over.

After some time traveling, we found a cave. There was no immediate way to tell if we found the right one. So, we tried it. The deeper our little group went, the more the doubt that this might not be the right cave went away. Instead it was getting replaced by a feeling of deja vu.
After being sure there wasn’t anything down there, or that we couldn’t hide anywhere even if there was, the unicorns wrapped everypony in light. That pushed the darkness further away than a few lit horns did, but not the sense that we were going somewhere we shouldn’t. The distant music of Ponyville didn’t carry down there and I started to miss Minuette humming along to it.  
When the path split, we took the wider, more forward path: the one you’d take if you were running from something. Even when the path was starting to widen and the ceiling was getting higher, I wasn’t feeling better. I was getting a horrible sense of dread in our descent.
I could tell I wasn’t the only one: Blossomforth was ahead of me and once the path widened I saw her stretching her wings out and visibly fidget. I could see all of the missing secondary feathers. 
“You know, I was thinking if the cave got wider I’d feel better… I don’t,” Blossomforth admitted.
“Yeah. My wings are feeling restless too,” the pegasus ahead agreed. “Is it safe to be in a cave when there’s volcanic activity?”
More than half of us directed our line of sight to the astronomer of the group.
“I haven’t felt anything yet,” Comet Tail reasoned. “Snaking passageways are generally pretty safe. I think…”
Cloud, still leading the way with Carrot, took that information in stride and looked back to where she was going.
“So, just have to keep an eye out for any more of those ursa bear thi-,” Cloud Kicker stopped. I saw her grab Carrot Top next to her and flap and rear, falling backwards from what she was reacting to. Carrot, when she saw it too, reciprocated the grip on the pegasus until they got a few more steps away.
“What?! What is it??” Blossomforth demanded as she started backing up into me.
“It’s… a hole,” Cloud answered. Comet Tail carefully passed by me, still with our daughter on his back to see what they were looking at.
“Sure is,” the professor concurred. 
My Pinchy’s horn lit up and a soft beam of light shined down into it. It was deep. There was still a path around the pit, but the path ahead was littered with even more pits. 
“Were these here before? This seems really dangerous,” Minuette asked, confused.
“They look dug,” Pinchy observed. I saw her beam sweep around then up towards the ceiling maybe twenty feet above us. It fell on what looked like loose piles of rocks, each above a hole below them. 
My best friend and I exchanged glances.
“We’re goin’ the right way,” Comet explained to everyone else. “These’re the holes the creatures came out of; the ones that made all the noise and shaking that made us run.”
I saw Ruby’s horn return to its familiar green and she delicately pulled a pebble from one of the piles on the ceiling. She brought it in front of her muzzle, stared at it, then let it go.
The pebble fell back up to the ceiling and tumbled across it, like it would have if it hit the ground.
“Did D- …is this from chaos magic?” Ruby asked, hesitant to say his name in this place. 
“Yeah,” Comet acknowledged. He shook his head. “Of course it’s still active; why would it just expire…” He muttered more to himself. 
I saw Minuette repeat what Ruby did: she took a loose rock from one of the piles on the ceiling and let it fall back towards it.
“...I think I feel it; the magic,” Ruby claimed. 
Comet Tail nodded. “Yeah, I think I can tell something’s there but I don’t know what I’m feel- Rubes?”
Ruby had carefully slid off his back and was now standing next to him, still looking up at that pile of rocks. I knew that look. I was starting to recognize the way her ears focused when she made that face too. She was about to try something.
Ruby’s horn lit up and filled the cave with repeating strobes of green light that seemed to widen and narrow then speed up and slow down. Like it was trying to tune itself in. I sat down. We all seemed to oblige her. This continued for what seemed like several minutes, occasionally stopping and restarting. 
From all the magic she was trying in the enclosed space, the air in the cave was turning acrid and I was starting to worry she was going to burn herself out. Before I could say anything, she finally stopped on her own and caught her breath.
“You gave it a good shot!” Minuette praised. “Seems like some advanced stuff.” 
Ruby wouldn’t take the compliment. She looked frustrated so I forced myself back to my hooves to go to her. 
“It’s right there. I know what part of the spell I need to do but it’s like… my magic can’t focus sharply enough. It was finer… before,” Pinchy complained. 
“In your dreams?” Minuette clarified.
“No- well, yes, but I mean before… I blew up my horn.”
I snuck up on my daughter and, with Comet carefully stepping out of the way, I nuzzled her. She reluctantly nuzzled me back.
“If it’s any help, I’ve found that if the way I’m doing something is too hard, there’s prolly an easier way,” Comet advised. 
“But I don’t know any other way to dispel chaos magic,” Ruby whined. I brushed a hoof against her mane while Comet kept talking.
“Maybe you shouldn’t dispel it then. Maybe there’s another way to get the effect you’re lookin’ for.”
“Like what?”
“Well, …I don’t know honestly,” Comet admitted. “You described it like it was space all scrambled, like knotted up, right? Instead of undoing the knot, why not just cut it out.”
“That doesn’t…” Ruby started but stopped to really consider what he was saying.
My Pinchy looked back at me, up at the rock piles, and then lit her horn again. 
The rock pile she was concentrating on was wrapped in a green glow. The rocks shifted in her grasp and she brought them gently down to the ground. 
Her horn extinguished itself but the rock piles stayed with its green glow. When Ruby kicked it and I saw the glowing rocks behaving, I knew it was done.
“You did it!” Minuette cheered.
“Kind of? But they’re still full of bad magic. They’re just wrapped up in the counter spell so they react normally,” my smart little filly explained.
“Amazing,” Comet approved. He picked up a rock in his own magic to look it over before tossing it back to the pile. “This is basically your chaos counter theory but injected into the shield construct, isn’t it?”
“It is! It’s basically a shield against chaos.”
“My little genius,” I complimented my filly and gave her another nuzzle.
“That’s amazing, Ruby,” Carrot Top spoke up. “...not to interrupt the magic talk but we really do need to keep moving.”
“Yes. Please,” Blossom eagerly agreed.
“Right, right,” I admitted. We stalled long enough. 
Still not trusting myself to carry our daughter in my state, Comet Tail picked her back up. Then, carefully, we continued down the path still pocked with pits and holes of monsters from long ago. We were forced to really take in our surroundings and walk painfully slower. It forced me to really contemplate where we were going: we were literally on a broken path towards our past. After a while, the silence was broken.
“Broken glass,” Carrot warned cryptically from ahead. After Carrot, Cloud and Minuette, and Comet with Pinch single filed around what she pointed out, they stopped ahead so Blossomforth and I could pass it. 
A broken wine bottle. I couldn’t make out the label anymore but I still recognized it. I could even still taste it. I think everypony ahead stopped to see my reaction. So, I gave them something.
“Who leaves a wine bottle in a cave? What a litter bug,” I tried to joke. The sound of my mirth was hollow though and it didn’t carry in the cave. I sighed and Blossomforth and I joined them on the other side of the hazard. 
The passageway opened up further into an antechamber and then a wider one. Then just like that, we stepped into an old nightmare. Long-decayed food was mixed in with molded blankets, disintegrated parchment, broken lanterns and toys. I was still here. Like no time had passed at all I was right back there again.
My head was screaming for me to run. My heart was racing. I realized I was holding my breath, subconsciously trying to listen. I was listening for those horrible grinding noises or even for that laughter to start. It made me feel sick and lightheaded.
I heard muted mumbling from Minuette ahead of me and the ponies closer seemed to hear what she was saying better.
“Minnie? Are you…” my Ruby reacted. I recognize it now:
“…they would always make me frown…”

“She is,” Carrot confirmed. I latched onto it, anything was a respite from the fear I was stuck in:
“I'd hide under my pillow…

From what I thought I saw…”

Blossomforth joined her and that made me smile:
“But Granny Pie said that wasn't the way

To deal with fears at all!”

“Then what is?” Comet Tail offered the question. Minuette and Blossomforth both began singing a little louder at the encouragement:
“She said: ‘Pinkie, you gotta stand up tall.

Learn to face your fears.

You'll see that they can't hurt you.

Just laugh to make them disappear.’"

We all joined in:
“Ha! Ha! Ha!” 

The song abruptly ended and genuine laughter and giggles replaced it. We got through the chamber and the memory together. 
Eventually we reached the point in the passage where it curved down and turned into a slide that dropped you down into a lower one six feet below.
Carrot, Minnuette, and Cloud made the drop fine. Comet took my daughter. Blossomforth volunteered to help me down and I took it. What I didn’t realize was just how narrow the passageway was or how weak her wings were now. She clipped something and we tumbled down. It was a short fall, but even a short fall hitting rock wasn’t a good feeling. 
“Oh no! Berry! I’m so sorry!” Blossomforth said as she got out of her own tumble next to me.
I was too stunned to get up. I think that was the last shake my legs needed to finally fail me. The ringing in my ears told me not to get back up. I thought I was going to pass out or throw up. Maybe both.
“Berry?? Did you hurt anything?” Carrot asked. 
I was really starting to question us coming down here. Maybe it was selfish to go with them. Maybe we should have waited for the Mane Six to do this. 
“I’ll be okay. I just need a minute,” I called up to my friends from the bottom of my tunnel vision. I didn’t know if that was true. The world swayed and my stomach felt choppy. I would have loved a cold toilet bowl to press my head against at that moment. After a fair amount of time passed and I was still laying there, Comet Tail proposed something to the group.
“Maybe we should split up? Cloud could take Berry and Rubes back to Ponyville and we could all meet back later after we find this entrance?”
It was a nice sentiment caring about me, but it frustrated me. He didn’t kick and buck monsters until it felt like he was rattling himself apart. He wasn’t beaten down with injuries beforehoof. He wasn’t sure where his tremors were from. He didn't understand that I really did want this but I couldn’t do it. He couldn’t understand my pain. 
I looked up at Comet Tail to tell him this, in less polite words, but my voice died when I saw the fresh bite on his leg wrapped up in one of my old torn sleeves. Then I saw the bags under his eyes.
I saw my daughter on his back. That tired, pitiful look on her face reminded me of when she and Nathan found me in that cage: the impossible distance and exhaustion she experienced or her breaking point when she cried in the rain because she wasn’t the innocent filly she wanted to be. 
“...No. I’ll be okay,” I insisted again. I focused on trying to drive the light-headedness away instead.
“Are you sure?” Carrot checked on me too. I watched her carefully as she came closer. Her coat was still matted and singed in places. I couldn’t help but imagine the slight limp to her hind leg now. 
I nodded.
“We’re almost out. Once we find the gate, we can look for a shorter way back to Ponyville,” Carrot promised.
“I think everypony needs a hug break~!” Minuette sang-song as she came for me specifically. Everypony gathered and embraced me. 
We hugged and squeezed each other. I smelled my friends and their sweat, sacrifice, and magic. I could smell the smoke and dust of our battle. I could have fallen asleep being held like that. We reached what felt like a natural stopping point, but Minuette squeezed us back together. 
“A little more!” Minuette teased. And then we kept going until we felt silly and then it felt good again. My friends picked me up in their group hug. Somewhere, somehow, I found more strength inside of me. 
Or maybe some strengths are external. 
Minuette picked up my dropped saddlebag in her magic. “Hay, mind if I carry your saddlebag for a while?” she offered. I didn’t immediately reply because it was barely weighing me down. I liked it mostly because it gave Ruby something to hold onto other than my neck and sides. Now that I wasn’t carrying her though, there wasn’t a reason to be wearing it. “I can be the pack unicorn!” 
“If you want?” I finally permitted. With that, Minuette dropped the pack onto herself. 
“Oh, it’s really light! I was hoping you packed snacks,” Minuette teased me.
“Just the essentials,” I teased back, looking over my friends.
“So, are you good to keep going?” Carrot asked me, now that I was standing and talking.
“I’m fine, really. I just picked the worst possible day to quit smoking.”
I said it mostly to get a rise out of Carrot and she gave me the gently disapproving look I was looking for. Cloud Kicker had a response though.
“Aw. Don’t say that, Punch. I think you’re still smoking,” Cloud Kicker flirted. 
Minuette giggled and Comet Tail looked away, probably to grin. I think my daughter let out a little snort but I couldn't hear it over mine and I was too busy rolling my eyes to see it.
We carried on. There were more passageways and more chambers and more broken glass. I thought I could imagine the smell of the soured wine as we passed. I half-expected us to turn a corner and find my remains entwined with Comet’s. Somewhere along these cave walls, Comet Tail had held me in our last moments before our second lives began. Further up still, the passageway got rockier. It looked like a partial cave-in. We had to walk single-file to squeeze through.
“I think… I did this. I was… really emotional,” Ruby explained. With the way we were walking single-file I couldn’t get to her but Minuette, walking right behind Comet, nudged her rump to get her attention.
“And here we are, twenty-five years later, still together!” Minnie reminded her. We saw a red glow at the end of the tunnel: outside. 
We squeezed past the narrowest part where the rocks on both sides of us nearly scraped our muzzles. And then, one by one, we pulled ourselves out. The ground around us fell away and we re-emerged on the side of a mountain with red sky above. The forest below was dead and coated in ash just like on the way here. I didn’t see a difference from where we had entered the cave besides us being in a steep valley.
“Oscura Forest…” Carrot Top introduced us to where we were looking. I vaguely remembered her calling it that last time.
“Sky! It’s smelly and red but it’s sky!” Blossomforth praised when she came out last behind me, relieved to get out of that cave system. 
“Sssh!” Carrot shushed with a hoof to her muzzle. She pointed up the mountain we came out of the base of.
Looking back and way up, there was the ‘volcano’. There was cooling lava and a trickle of creatures still glowing as they fumbled down the mountain towards Ponyville to our left. 
Ponyville was on fire. 
Granted, it was only a little bit on fire and we left it looking about the same.
The fight was still raging on. It looked like another wave had come hard. The larger creatures like dragons, hydras and that ursa were visible even from here. The rest were shifting colors in the skies and over the buildings. I didn’t hear music as much as I felt it. It wasn’t clear if we were winning but we were still fighting. That was a good sign.  
“Come on,” Carrot gathered our attention and directed it away from Ponyville with a hoof. “The gate’s this way.”
We started walking down the mountain diagonally. It was slow going. I kept sliding and falling against the mountain. The weight and pain in my legs was throwing off my balance and I really didn’t want to tumble down instead so I fell towards the mountain. My friends were patient with me now. They knew how much I wanted this. 
“Hmm. What’s that saying about red skies?” Blossomforth made idle chat as she helped me up.
“Red sky at night, shepherds’ delight; red sky in the morning, shepherds take warning,” Comet answered her. “There’s some truth to it, depending on which way the weather’s moving and the way it makes light scatter.”
“Hmm,” Blossomforth considered. “So is it morning or night here?”
“That’s not… well, it was night when we left? I think…” Comet tried to answer her follow-up question.
“Hey, Ruby,” I called to my daughter from the back of the pack. She looked at me from Comet’s back. “Got the time?”
Her horn lit up and she lifted the watch around her neck to her smiling face to humor me.
“Uh…seven thirty-three!” 
“AM or PM?” 
“Yes.”
“As good of an answer as any,” Comet approved.
Moving the sun and moon were still going to be an issue even after Equestria was taken back. Especially if Princess Luna and Princess Celestia were staying on Earth for now. I looked up at that red sky and wondered if the stars were going to just come back at night or if Princess Luna had to do something to make them visible. I also tried to think about how we could restart the seasons or if the animals would migrate back. If the trees could be saved. Not to mention feeding everypony. There were lots of major issues. 
Those weren’t problems for me to solve. I was just trying to help find a way to get to where the hellspawn were coming from. And after a surprisingly short distance, I saw it.
Carved into the base of a mountain, surrounded by thorny trees and volcanic vents there were a few wide steps that led up to… an opening leading down. 
There were no gates, no door, no seal but right within the archway, there were the remains of one. Huge, carved rock doors that used to seal away Tartarus lay shattered. Beyond that was only darkness. Tentatively, we all got closer until we were standing right in front of it. I sat down and just let my body relax. We made it. 
“Well, that makes getting in easy I guess. Was it like this when you came the first time?” Cloud clarified with our leader.
Carrot shook her head.
“No. They were still up! I think they were even closed? I remember that carving on the door. It was like a tribal seal with a red sun. It made it look dangerous. I would have remembered if it was broken.”
Comet Tail, still with my- our daughter, approached the door cautiously and peeked at the immediate rubble inside.
“Yeah, that’s the door…” Comet agreed. He looked around at the archway to Tartarus. “Funny, I kinda expected an inscription above the door, you know?”
“Well, we need to find a safe, easy way back now. Preferably without the cave,” Cloud Kicker reminded us.
My little pink unicorn stared into the abyss.
“What is that?” she asked, pointing deeper.
“...you see it too?” Comet quietly asked her.
“What is it?” Carrot asked them. My curiosity was getting to me now too. The two of them, carefully, slowly, with both of their horns glowing, walked into the archway of Tartarus and around the broken chunks of the door.
“Be careful!” I pleaded in a loud whisper. I saw Comet Tail pick up something misshapen, held up by a strap in his light. He caught part of it when it started to fall apart.
“A saddlebag?” my daughter asked quietly.
Carefully, without putting their backs to the darkness beyond, Comet Tail stepped backwards out of the entrance of Tartarus and back under the red sky to show what they retrieved.
It was a saddlebag. Comet Tail slumped it down in the middle of us. Then with reverence, carefully turned it over and examined it. We kept looking over our withers at the abyss it was fished from and then back at what Comet Tail was doing. Pinchy hopped off his back to get a closer look at what they found.
It had two halves like mine and zippers. It kind of looked like mine if it was made out of two smaller, identical ones. One half looked like something burned a hole through it. Whatever was inside of that side must have been flammable because it was filled with ashes and charred bits of paper. As Comet Tail sifted through the paper, he found a few curled, brittle corners exposing that it had been lined paper. He pulled out a half-burned, modern-looking pencil with a metal band holding an eraser. The eraser was still faintly pink.
“...did we have zippers? As ponies?” Comet Tail asked the group. We all started brainstorming, trying to remember anything from the show or in our collective memories. We didn’t have to think much longer because our investigator unzipped the other side and a little book covered in rock band stickers and a shirt fell out, a shirt fit for humans. Comet Tail lifted the shirt up it to try and understand what he was looking at. "I think it's... from a camp?"
“Humans were here…” Blossomforth wondered. “Or Sunset Shimmer?”
Comet carefully, with metaphorical magical gloves, flipped the little book open to its first page, then the second, then did a quick skim.
"It's a diary. The dates are in the 90's," Comet confirmed what we were thinking.
I stared at the burnt side of the saddlebag. I couldn’t help but imagine the hole was book-sized. Composition book-sized even. The fire that burnt it looked focused. Like maybe just one item inside of it burned. 
A sense of guilt crushed me.
“She came with her friends…” I admitted.
“You don't think this is Sunset's?" Comet Tail asked while he skimmed to the end of the diary.
“They each had a composition book linked together like Sunset’s journal… what if that half is burned because one was inside of it? It could be any of theirs,” I explained. 
“Like the one we tried to steal?” Cloud clarified. “The ones those ponynappers had?”
I nodded.
“Oh. I think you're right," Comet Tail agreed. He looked up from the diary. "It's mostly poetry but there's a few mentions of someone named 'Sunny'.”
We took in the enormity of our discovery in a moment of silence.
“...they did this?” Ruby wondered aloud while she looked towards the destroyed gates of Tartarus. “That means they were breaking into Tartarus, right? Why would they do that?”
“To stop the hellspawn?” Blossomforth guessed. Comet Tail provided another theory.
“Maybe there’s something down there that she was hoping to use against Discord?” he speculated. “It held all kinds of bad things, right?”
“Was there a note or anything on the last entry? 'To Whom It May Concern'??" Carrot asked, peering over Comet's shoulder.
Comet shook his head. "It just kinda ends. Ain't even a mention of Equestria or the portal. Maybe that's intentional. I s'pose if there was something like a final note that'd be in the other one: more likely somepony would read it, being there was copies on the other side," Comet rationalized. He closed the diary up and carefully put it and the shirt back into the saddlebag.
I looked at the burnt hole in the bag. The composition that I burned had pages torn out of it. If those were torn out by the ponynappers, maybe this copy of the missing pages would have still been sitting loosely in the saddle bag. I knew I had to and couldn’t have known, but I felt guilty all the same for having to destroy all the copies. The words of friends and the last notes of Sunset Shimmer; I potentially burned those.
I brainstormed what little we knew about Tartarus for a reason why: I remembered Discord threw Celestia down into it. He specifically tricked her and disposed of her that way, at least at first. It even made it into the show so somehow Twilight knew about it. Maybe Sunset knew too. 
“...she was hoping Celestia was still alive down there?” I threw in my guess. 
“That’d be a heck of a Hail Mary,” Cloud Kicker looked at the swallowing darkness we were standing around in front of. “This is all speculation.”
“Sunset Shimmer was here though” Carrot defended. “…or at least her friend or somepony from Earth who came with her.” 
I stared at the hole to pony hell. My fear of it was being overridden now by my need to know what happened to Sunset Shimmer and her friends. 
There was a potential way to get answers staring back at me.
“...I want to go down,” I decided. All of my friends looked at me but I knew they had to have been thinking it too.
“Punch, you can barely walk,” Cloud pointed out. I was sitting down so I shifted my weight forward. My neck didn’t like that, but it helped me get one rear leg under me then the other. I slowly rose back to a standing position.
“I want to know what happened to Sunset and her friends. Maybe we can find something?” I felt an emotional connection to her. She redeemed herself and tried to become a better person. Her higher power was her friends. She may have died hoping she could still save Equestria or at least Celestia.
“That’s true. But we’re supposed to just go back and report what we found. We can go down there as a bigger group after Discord is defeated,” Cloud Kicker offered.
“Will Ponyville even last that long? Everypony is exhausted. What if Sunset was on the brink of… something that could be used to stop the endlessly spawning… hellspawn.”
“...Berry’s right,” Carrot rose to defend me. “I say we go down now.”
“...are you sure?” Cloud asked. She started to look less concerned and more intrigued. Minuette speculated next.
“What if… maybe Discord magic doesn’t work down there and there’s a bunch of ponies safe down there?” Minuette asked. “It had a bunch of nasties locked up, right? Maybe it’s got anti-bad guy magic built into it.”
Comet Tail frowned but seemed to be considering it as well.
“I dunno about that …but we ain’t figured out where the hellspawn are comin’ from yet,” Comet reasoned. 
My little pink unicorn was looking at us talking then at the entrance.
“It looks pretty dark down there. I bet we could sneak around anything down there like we did getting here.”
“I don’t know how I feel about going back underground…” Blossomforth started, looking up at the sky then back at my daughter. “But… I want to find out what happened to Sunset Shimmer too.”
Seeing the party was decided, Cloud Kicker let go of the grin she was holding back.
“Yeeaaaah… I want to go down too,” she admitted. “Why let some other ponies take the glory? Let’s stop the hellspawn! If they’re all coming from one source let’s just… seal it up.” Cloud Kicker glanced towards my daughter with a silly grin on her face. “Pinch, you think you can cause another cave-in?”
“Uh, I can sure try!” my daughter agreed.
We were all convinced then: we were going down. With every pony lit up with magic, our group of seven walked down into Tartarus.
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The first thing we came across in Tartarus was a long hall littered with empty cages of every size. Comet Tail with Pinchy on his back led the way down the hall and Blossomforth and Cloud Kicker brought up the rear to keep me from falling behind.
By the time we reached the end of the hall and the light from outside was completely gone, the cavern had opened up. It was like the world had disappeared and we were in an empty void. I can not emphasize enough how dark it was. It was a warm dark too, like being under a wool blanket. If it wasn’t so terrifyingly quiet, it would have been inviting. Physically, I wanted to sleep but I wasn't even going to sit down.
Unanimously, we agreed to continue: forward and with beacons to get back. The unicorns took turns casting light spells on cages closest to the edge of the void and then we headed out. We were like seven stars moving through nothingness. Every shadow we made stretched away from us, creating titans, monsters, hellspawns across the ground. Except just beyond our light there was just the void. The only sign that anything was down there at all was the occasional wall of warm, dry air billowing past us. It was like the darkness was breathing. It felt less like we were in a den of monsters and more like we were inside one. 
The first real thing we found was a dried riverbed and even that was barely more than a valley full of smooth stones and cracked ground. With a new trail, we checked our ‘beacons’ were still glowing and walked down the riverbed instead. 
The minutes ticked by as we grew further away from our way out. We were in over our heads; I didn’t expect it to be this big. We rounded a bend and the beacons couldn't be seen anymore. I imagined what would happen if they winked out and I think everypony else did too because we started talking about turning around.
Going around that corner was what we needed though. At first I thought I was just seeing things but everypony else saw it too: much further down the ‘river’ was the first sign of another light. We knew it wasn’t ours: it was a warm, orange glow. At this point, more curious than scared, we were drawn towards it. As we approached it, a huge stone wall came into focus, like it appeared out of the dark like a ghost. We walked alongside it dumbstruck.
“What is this?” Blossomforth asked in a hushed voice. “Is this a castle?”
“It’s a prison. Tartarus is a prison, isn’t it?” Carrot Top questioned Blossomforth’s surprise. She didn’t reply. 
“Most of the cages we saw weren’t pony-sized,” Comet Tail defended.
After a moment, Carrot Top relented.
“...that’s true. But if I was a betting pony, I’d bet these walls aren’t to keep things out.”
“I figured Tartarus was just, like, a place where scary things lived?” Blossom asked. “Why would ponies put things into cages? Or build a prison inside of another prison?” 
“Maybe ponies don’t like killing,” Minuette suggested.
“So we bury them?” my freckled, feathered friend feared. 
Nopony knew so nopony answered. We cautiously moved towards a point in the wall that looked destroyed. The mountain of crude bricks were bathed in the orange glow from inside the walls. 
“I don’t think this fell by itself,” Comet reasoned. 
“Do you think it was a break in? Like the gate?” my Pinchy asked. We might still be on Sunset’s trail then and not something else’s.
Cloud Kicker volunteered to peek inside the wall first. I watched her carefully climb up the rubble until she could peer in. She took her time staring into the abyss with what little light she had: the shield’s light on her and whatever made the orange glow across her face. It looked more like she was baiting anything in the dark to see her.
“...all clear,” Cloud said after an agonizingly slow minute. “I… don’t know if this is a prison though.”
Curiosity made us all climb the rubble and look too.
“It’s a city… ” Comet Tail said in disbelief. 
Visible in that warm glow, rotting wooden buildings and empty street lights lined roads that were crumbling into sinkholes. What was left was definitely something like a tiny walled-in town, sloping downward. Past the broken boulevards was another destroyed wall and what looked like more buildings. The town had layers of defensive walls that grew taller towards the center. And just like the outer breach, each wall was brought down to create a path towards the final destination: rising far above the city, a crumbling tower bled harsh red-orange light: the last light in Tartarus.
“...oh-kay,” Blossomforth stated, folding her wings together in front of her. “We should leave.”
“You want to turn around now?” Cloud Kicker asked her partner.
“Do you want to be here??” she retorted incredulously. “I don’t want to guess what’s inside that tower!”
“Whatever’s respawning the monsters, I imagine,” Cloud stated the obvious. When she saw the fear in her friend’s eyes she dropped the act. “It’s right there. Blossom, we should at least get a peek.”
The inferno inside the tower grew brighter. The ground beneath us rumbled as another wave of hot air funneled up from the tower. The heat wave caused the city’s ashes to resettle and for the tower to crumple just ever slightly more. It was right there, glowing in the dark like a beacon: the perilous answers to the questions that made us come down here.
“This is way too dangerous,” Blossom reasoned.
“Yeah. It’s dangerous,” Cloud agreed. “Like all the fighting we did back in Ponyville and like all of our friends back there are still doing! Here though, if we figure out how to stop the monsters from coming back, we can make a huge difference for them!”
“That’s true…” she admitted. I saw the fear in Blossomforth’s face melt into guilt and Cloud nuzzled her mate to try and wipe that away.
“I’m scared too but we’ll do it together,” my Pinchy agreed. She got her own nuzzle from me for that.   
“And on the plus side, it doesn’t look so dark there?” Minuette added. 
I looked around at the rest of us. Comet, Carrot and I were quietly in agreement as well. It really was us versus Blossomforth and unfortunately for all of us, she was a team player.
“Yeah, okay,” she finally agreed. For her trouble, she got a nuzzle from Minuette as well and we started the careful descent down the first pile of rubble.
Unlike the cages, the town itself was undoubtedly made for ponies. The doors, the windows, the park benches: they were all pony-sized. I wondered if this was a town for the worst of the worst who didn’t even get to see Princess Celestia’s sun or Princess Luna’s stars.
I passed by a sinkhole and looked down into it. Just more black. I couldn’t judge how far down it went. We were on hollow ground.
Blossom saw it too, her wings out and raised, as if an agitated bird ready to fly at a moment’s notice. “This whole thing could fall any minute…” she whimpered.
“...no pronking zone… two hundred and fifty bit fine,” Minuette mumbled. It was either more for her own amusement or she realized it was inappropriate.
We stepped over the broken bricks filling the hole in the next destroyed wall. We had no interest in exploring this town. If anything, we had a reverence for it like a cemetery. We kept an eye out, but there weren’t any ghosts left.
We passed over the third and final wall that was around the tower at the center of all of this. The tower was smooth and almost looked like gold from the way it glowed in the fire. The doors here were broken too so… we let ourselves in.
The entire interior was smooth, dark stone coated in inches of ash. The height of this floor actually reached all the way up the tower. I could see what I thought were oddly-angled windows on the outside were just holes. It was otherwise quite plain. There was a shaft at the opposite end gated off, an elevator shaft maybe, and stairs that only led down. It was muggy inside here and all the light poured up from the depths of the elevator and the stairs. 
“It looks like carved obsidian,” my little Pinchy suggested. She reached out with a little hoof to touch a wall just out of her reach on Comet Tail’s back.
“What does that mean?” I asked, not knowing my rocks.
“It’s formed from lava flow! I don’t think it’s ever one giant piece like this though.”
“I reckon ponies are good at making things that look natural,” Comet Tail said, smiling at the little geologist on his back.
“I ‘reckon’ so too,” Pinchy copied him.
We chanced moving towards the shaft and stairs. There was nothing obvious from looking down into the shaft other than that there was definitely light down there. In mostly silent caution, we headed for the stairs. 
“More down,” Blossomforth whined. She didn’t complain anymore though. We single-filed down the warm, black stairs designed for a pony’s gait. After several minutes of struggling down the smooth black stone we found a door leading out of the tower. I stumbled out behind my friends. Joining them, I stared at what we had walked out into.
We were inside a deep pit the size of Ponyville’s town square lit by an open chamber of magma below. Stalagmites the size of towers rose out of that angry sea. Some were knocked over, shattered or broken but on the remaining ones their tops were cleared away down the middle, creating a canopy on both sides of what became flat platforms large enough to put a small house on them. The empty cages sitting on the platforms told me that the creatures living here weren’t doing so willingly though. The red sky far above us confirmed we were at the source: the hellspawn were coming from here.
We were on a balcony and carefully we approached the edge to look down. Around the circumference of the pit was a spiraling path. Broken and interrupted in spots, but clearly the intent was to be able to go down and access the various towers from narrow rock bridges spanning from the pit walls.
My friends looked down and when they did, they ducked behind the lip of our balcony. I was confused until I saw it and collapsed down next to them too.
At one of the lower towers there was a colossal… thing. Its body was nearly ursa-sized. It had a back like a pony but two arms coming from a torso on its front. I would have called it a centaur but there were half a dozen giant, feathered wings on its wide back and just as many horns jutting out in front of its crown. Its horns and most of its sooty body were coated in crystals and rock that seemed to weld it into the ground and restrain it. There was some kind of heavy rock collar weighing down its neck embedded with its own raw gemstones.
We had found the last prisoner of Tartarus.
“D-do you think it saw us?” I asked. 
Cloud took another peek and quickly ducked back down. ”No, I don’t think it knows we’re here.”
“What is that thing?” I asked the group for answers. We had seen a lot of messed up monsters today, but I didn’t expect a half-pony one. 
“It’s demonic,” Carrot decided. “Did you see how many horns and wings it had??? It’s like… like the Beast of Revelation and the Whore of Babylon had a baby!” I didn’t know what she was referring to but I was getting the idea from how drained and terrified she looked in the volcanic light.
She turned to Comet Tail for someone who would tell her she’s not crazy.
“Not enough heads… but, if it’s at the center of hell, past the city of Dis, then…” Comet speculated but trailed off. He was followed by a horrible, thunderous rumble. Everypony but Blossomforth looked down at the beast.
Beneath its crystallized cover, I saw the creature of the deep glow red and the feathered wings burst into flames. The world around us shook with that noise and the rest of its body began catching fire. As if on cue, the pit around us thundered and shook and threatened to collapse.
“It’s going to blow!” Carrot yelled. We turned to run but fell in the earthquakes. Earth around us slid and fell and I found my daughter and threw myself over her.
There was a huge rushing sensation, like we were on top of a raging river and I became aware again just how small I was. The heat wave hit so hard I thought I was being cooked or vaporized. Then it passed and we lived.
I opened my eyes. We were okay, except for the fact we were too close to whatever this thing was. My daughter looked pale and was trembling. From lying there and holding her, I looked up. A plume of magma and the fresh hellspawn had been thrown up. I stared up at where they went. Some had escaped the opening above completely, others reached a climbable surface and finished crawling out of the deep we were in. I saw some of my friends were watching too. 
I saw our curious stallion peek again over the thin cover of balcony for answers. Cloud slowly rose up next to him to look as well.
“Its back and wings are… well, they were open,” she muttered. “...its back?”
I saw Comet look up at the red sky and back down into the pit.
“The creatures are coming from its back; it’s giving birth to them,” Comet explained as he continued peeking at the creature.
“From its back???” Carrot asked in a loud hush next to us. 
Curiosity seemed to get Minuette, who had been lying next to me and Pinchy, and now she peeked to look. I continued sitting and holding my daughter until they sat back down with us and compared notes.
“I dunno what I was expecting,” Comet admitted. He continued looking over the landscape around us for answers. “It’s hard to say when this place got wrecked, but I reckon Sunset’s group did it?”
“Or that thing when they tried to kill it,” Carrot reasoned. Comet nodded.
“You think it’s what Luna was talking about: the creature her guards were sacrificed to free?”
“Doesn’t look free now,” Cloud pointed out.
“I imagine that’s Sunset’s doing,” Carrot suggested. The fear in her eyes was replaced with a bitter sadness. She got back up and looked down to the monster and around for anything else. The sigh told me she didn’t find it. “The fact it’s stuck in the ground is telling. They couldn’t finish killing it. …they probably fell.”
We held another long moment of silence.
We came looking for answers or something we could do to help. Instead, we just saw why others had failed.
“Ponies?” Blossomforth broke the silence. She was standing near the way back up. “Can we go now? Please?” 
I nodded. Several of our friends seemed to agree. We were far, far in over our heads and found what we were looking for, even if we couldn’t understand it.
Blossomforth and Carrot helped me back to my hooves and we all started to leave the biblical horrors we had found. Except I looked around and saw Minuette was looking over the balcony.
“Minnie?” I asked.
“...they’re in pain,” Minuette said. It took me a moment to realize she must have meant the hellspawns’ ‘mother’.
“Minnie? We need to go,” Carrot said, gently nudging her. Comet Tail reapproached the edge to try and see what Minuette was seeing.
“It’s barely reacting to any of this,” Comet Tail pointed out. 
Minuette shook her head.
“They don’t want this… we should talk to them! Maybe they know how to stop what’s happening to them?”
“‘Talk to them’??” Blossomforth asked, incredulously.
“Minnie, that thing might of killed Sunset and her friends,” Comet tried to reason.
“Don’t call them a ‘thing’. They might be a person,” Minuette defended. “And they might not be evil! We don’t know what happened. They deserve the benefit of the doubt!”
“Minnie, if it’s down here we know it’s evil,” Blossomforth pointed out.
“Maybe because Discord knew they weren’t on his side? Maybe… we can at least talk to them? …please?”
Minuette looked to me for somepony to back her up.
I was torn. She liked to believe in the good in people and she had pulled me out of a metaphorical hole before but this was very different.
I looked back at the biblical abomination. I couldn’t believe I was actually contemplating this but I was struggling to find meaning to all of this if we all just walked away now.
"...well, they don’t look like they’re going anywhere,” I began defending Minuette.
“Berry, are you serious??” Carrot questioned me like I had gone mad. She looked to Comet Tail for some sanity. “Comet?” 
Comet Tail was contemplating the monster in the pit now. I saw his eyes trace the paths along the walls.
“Comet??” she tried again.
“...‘but who prays for Satan?’” Comet quoted to the group. “...‘who, in eighteen centuries, has had the common humanity to pray for the one sinner that needed it most?’”
“Mark Twain,” my little Ruby answered before I had to ask. 
Carrot seemed to reflect on this before focusing in on Minuette.
“Minnie, this is an incredibly dangerous idea. Suicidal even,” Carrot reminded her.
“We don’t know what they did. They deserve a chance,” Minuette explained. 
I watched Carrot’s face go through several stages. This thing didn’t deserve a chance: after all,  there wasn’t a thing deserving… but who were we to not give them one when we could? Wasn’t that the warmth she professed? Finally Carrot’s ears relaxed.
“...what’s the plan?”
“We need to go down there; get in their line of sight!” Minuette insisted. The prisoner was looking in front of themselves, slightly downcast. It was almost as if…
“...I’ll go with you,” Blossomforth volunteered. Everypony turned to look at her.
“You will?!” Minuette cheered. Blossom gathered her courage and nodded. 
“...you’re right, Minnie. We need to be brave and show them kindness first. We don’t know if they’re doing this on purpose. Maybe they don’t even have anything to do with Sunset’s disappearance.”
“That’s the Blossom I know and love,” Cloud said before nuzzling her partner.
“Okay,” Carrot Top started to agree. “You two want to just fly down in front of it?”
“I could, but I couldn’t fly us both back up here,” she said, lifting up her wings to demonstrate the state of them. Cloud looked back at her own feathers and frowned.
“We could fly down then walk back up?” Minuette suggested. 
“There is a path. Plenty of cover too,” Comet agreed.
“...be careful,” Carrot hesitantly let them go.
Comet Tail cast a spell and the shield glow around Blossom grew stronger. Pinchy refreshed the sparkle on Minuette as well.
Cloud stepped in front of her partner and gave her a chaste kiss on her freckled cheek.
“You got this. I’ll be here to back you up,” her partner told her before going in for a hug. I saw her lean into her ear and whisper something. Blossom flustered and pushed her grinning partner away in a good-natured huff.
“They’re doing it again!” Comet warned us. 
We felt that rumble begin, telling us the prisoner was getting ready to recreate more hellspawn. We embraced and collapsed to the floor to cover each other. The pit around us began shaking more intensely and before long the world started vibrating again, threatening to collapse in on itself.
But it all passed. I was starting to get used to it, maybe. It wasn’t much more horrifying than the grinding noise from digging hellspawn. We looked up at each other, in one more embrace before executing the plan.
“Okay!” Carrot took charge. “ They just blew! If you’re going, go now!”
“Hold on tight!” the brave little pegasus ordered. Minuette obeyed by bearhugging her from behind. Carefully, they approached the edge of the balcony. Blossom raised her singed wings and on heavy flaps and incredibly hot air currents, they glided away and down.
We crowded where they had been to watch them fly. It was more of a controlled fall. They plummeted fast but had little distance to go. They quickly got around the few rocky outcrops and towers in the way and lined up their landing.
I held my breath as they came down in a graceful, controlled crash along the wide, narrow path that led to the prisoner. 
“...this is crazy …but she’s crazy, right?” Carrot Top muttered next to me as we watched them go. I looked at her and she continued. “Tell me I’m letting her do the right thing.”
“You’re letting her do the right thing,” Cloud answered before I could.
“...should we have gone with them?” my daughter questioned. My best friend petted our daughter’s little pink head and assured her.
“We’re just letting her try her thing, because we believe in her. Then we’ll all go home,” he promised.
Home. I wanted to go home. Someplace safe and with all of my family and friends. A place we could make all our own again.
I looked back in time to see Minuette approach the demon, leaving a wide berth from it. Blossomforth trailed quietly behind. We all watched with bated breath. 
Minuette waved to them as if to get their attention and then, even without getting any response, called out loud and clear anyway.
“Hello! My name’s Minuette! What’s yours?”   
The creature didn’t respond. It continued to just stare blankly downcast at them, where its gaze had been held for who knows how long. Now, there just happened to be a blue unicorn and a white pegasus there.
“Helloooo! I just want to hear you out! Why are you here?? Do you want to leave??”
The creature began to stir and I thought it was going to answer before I realized it was reflexively tensing itself up for another bastardous birth from its back. Minuette and Blossomforth ran to an overturned cage nearby and hid behind it. I barely ducked in time before I felt that wave of heat and felt the world slide and rumble past us. By the time I pulled myself up to see what my friends were seeing, I heard Minuette already back at it.
“Hello?? …Please?? …are you hurt?? …did someone hurt you??” Minuette asked it more questions. She was clearly getting desperate but this eldritch thing didn’t even see her; it was gone, if it ever was there.
I watched the creature not respond. The hunched shoulders, the downcast eyes, the despondent nature; I did recognize this. It was as if they had lost all hope and receded away from the world around them. There was a ‘gulf between them and the world’.
“...they’re depressed,” I realized. All of my friends next to me stopped staring at the prisoner and looked at me instead for saying that.
“The horn!” Blossomforth shouted. 
We all looked back too late to notice the tip of the last horn on the prisoner’s head not fully coated in crystals: it glowed. 
Minuette turned around and grabbed Blossomforth to protect her or run away with her.
The reaction was too slow though. A huge rock, ripped straight off the edge of the pit, crashed straight into them like a train. Blossomforth was clipped and crashed into the side of the platform. Minuette, meanwhile, took the brunt force of the blow. My heart plummeted as I watched my friend’s glowing body go flying, past the zig-zagging path, over the open pits of the volcanic magma below and miraculously, came to a tumbling stop on one of the giant, fallen pillars on a lower, much more broken layer below. Her glow was out now.
“Minnie!” we all shouted before leaping to their rescue.
Cloud Kicker jumped straight over our balcony and the rest of us tumbled down the crumbling path along the edge. I immediately ran into issues keeping up with everypony. Before we reached the first thing we had to climb over I felt that familiar rumble. I saw Cloud dive down for cover. I caught up and the rest of us ponypiled on top of each other as Tartarus shuddered and we held on for our lives. The ground felt so unstable down here, like we could fall into the open magma chamber to our right at any minute.
Once the rebirth finished, we started climbing over the rocks in the way before Carrot stopped us.
“Wait, wait!” Carrot shouted, raising her hoof. 
There was something wrong: the ground hadn’t stopped tremoring. I saw Cloud was already in the air, rushing to meet Blossom who was holding her wing in a very unnatural position. Cloud was so desperate to reach her in time, she practically crashed straight into her. As soon as they got their bearings again, the seismic activity was at its height.
“Get down!” Carrot shouted and jumped down on top of us. We held onto each other again and rode out the violent quake and burning heat. As soon as I heard the shouts I tried to look back, almost too soon for the light and heat. 
Minuette was still there. Cloud and Blossom were fine but things only continued to get worse. A creature with a mess of limbs, tentacles and claws crashed from above down right next to them. Quickly followed by another with too many wings, eyes and mouths not far behind them. The creatures reorientated themselves from the fall then began clambering towards the retreating two pegasi.
“Okay!” Carrot said, climbing back on top of the rubble. “We’re getting Minnie!” Carrot ordered me directly. “Comet, Ruby: Cover everypony!” Carrot took my forelegs and helped me up and over.
“I’ll try the chaos shields!” my daughter shouted after us.
“I’ll cast the normal ones!” Comet supported her.
Before I could linger any longer, I was being pushed and pulled along the path further down, down by Carrot Top. There was a winding, unsupported path that led to a tower and closer to the pegasi but Carrot and I continued along the pit’s walls, a painfully slow and wide descent to Minuette. I saw a fresh green shield reach her body.
As Carrot Top gained distance ahead of me, I saw the first shots fired down at the monsters near the center platform: a ball arched and lobbed into one of their backs quickly followed by a short blast of a narrow beam. They were trying to get the focus of the hellspawns off of Cloud who was talking to and nuzzling a visibly shaken Blossom. They were pinned from ahead and behind on a naked set of stairs by the abominations approaching them from both directions. 
As soon as the one in front of them spun, confused from being attacked from behind by magic, I saw Cloud charge it. There was no way  she could go around or under the mass of tentacles blocking their path.
“Berry!” Carrot yelled. I came to a stumbling stop into her forelegs. She pointed along a trail leading to a tower out in the center. I saw how it snaked behind the prisoner and reconnected down to the outer wall: right above the shelf Minuette landed on. We had a path to her!
I nodded and Carrot took off. I limped after her but got caught up looking at our friends. The pegasi were in flight, Cloud held Blossom and with three okay wings they made a flying hop on and over the cursed creature, barely missing tentacles and the lasers from Ruby and Comet.
“Berry!” Carrot yelled at me again. I looked up at her fearful eyes waiting for me at the sheltered tower. I felt the path begin to rattle, little pebbles dancing around my hooves. I was out in the open behind the prisoner when their body burned like coal again and their wings erupted like kindling. I was blinded by the heat and noxious fumes. When they blew I’d be blown off the path if I didn’t make it to cover. I rushed blindly towards the tower.
My coat singed but then I felt another earth pony fall on top of me. Our bodies reeked of sweat being baked off of our coats as soon as it came. The eruption happened but it wasn't over yet. I think I blacked out from the heat for a moment. 
Carrot kept jabbing me awake as the earth around us shuddered and snapped. I saw it when I woke up: a hellspawn had landed almost right on top of us. It still dripped with magma, its black guts spilling out from its torso in a mix of tentacles and mouths. Its eyes were diamonds embedded in coal, glimmering at us.
“Go! Go!” Carrot shouted. I started before I could find the way; anywhere was better as the monster pulled down onto where we were.
A magic beam carved across its body and its mouths roared in time to get a face full of rock. The smell of burnt hair and rotting flesh disappeared behind us into the sulfurous heat as we scrambled away.
There were more hellspawn in the air, full of wings and black blood. Cloud and Blossom tried to keep them off my daughter and Comet but Cloud’s luck had finally run out: one blindsided the mare and crushed her to the ground. Comet focused fire to try and rescue her.
I couldn’t really run as much as trip and stumble fast down the stairs we were racing down. Carrot grabbed me when I got too close to the ledge. I felt a familiar green glow start to hug my body and the same glow fit around Carrot’s body as she righted me and continued to urge me forward. We made it to the pit's edge again. We were so close to Minuette now. Just a little further.
The prisoner at the center of this problem made their horrible sound again and tried to hold back the monsters tearing from their back to no avail again. I saw their flesh and rock torn away, being replaced by fire and their children's bodies pulling from the knot of rocks and burning feathers down their spine. Then at the peak of their pain, light and fire engulfed everything. I clung to the ground, hoping I wouldn’t slide off the path we were on. I was surprised when it passed that we weren’t incinerated. I felt around the unprotected path as we carefully continued moving ahead, a little too blinded to see right.
Things crashed behind us. Our presence here was too easy of a target. I heard magical bursts and rocks carved and tossed in the aftermath. We bumped into a rock wall and Carrot pushed me against it. I tried to blink and rub my eyes.
“Stay behind me!” Carrot shouted, pushing me back against the wall. I heard her charging hoofsteps meet stomps. 
I tried to stand and desperately blink the afterimage away from where she went. I saw a Carrot Top-shaped green object move against a moving, misshapen wall being pounded down with shapes and stars from above. Carrot turned and bucked one of its pillars. Her green aura exploded sending her and the wall in separate directions. As the wall came crumbling down it reached out and violently swatted her against the pit wall.
“Carrot!” Ruby called out from far away. I saw the green around her limp body roar to life. It was so strong it knocked the bleeding coal monster back. It clawed and slipped before finally going over the edge. One down. Another hellspawn was quickly moving towards us to take its place. I went to get Carrot first. Her coat was quickly staining red underneath the green glow.
My daughter shot beams and pelted the hellspawn barreling down on me with rocks. Carrot held herself in shock as I dragged us both backwards away from it.
In the middle of all of this, the prisoner was doubled over, ready to give birth again to its children that just died. In the middle of this chaos, a little voice cut through.
“Get down!”
I pulled Carrot down next to me. I trusted my daughter until I saw Comet Tail and my daughter with their horns together, glowing white hot. By then, I realized what they were doing and it was too late. 
My coat stood up as a green burst of energy ripped through the area. It felt like I was electrocuted. The hellspawn melted in the wave of lightning. The actual beam hit the prisoner and stripped the rock and crystal right off then penetrated through their red, leathery skin. Their body burned and crumbled. For the first time, they opened their mouth and they screamed. It sounded like an eagle and a woman in pain. 
After the sensory overload I saw my daughter back in Comet’s hooves. They were shaking and their horns glowed white hot but there wasn’t a horrible mist of green stars everywhere. For a moment Tartarus grew quiet as the last prisoner of Tartarus was slumped over in pain, a large round hole punched through their body, and I thought my smartest little unicorns had done the impossible.
Until a deep low rumble began from the prisoner. I saw the skeletal scaffolding of its wings were already regrowing. Things began crawling out of their wounds that were already closing, like maggots the size of bears: the hellspawn were already coming back and they weren’t even done healing. 
They pulled out of them, with too many wings and faces. Like slow motion, I saw them rise into the air. They ignored me and Carrot and went directly for those who just hurt their ‘mother’.
“No!”
Pinchy and Comet couldn’t protect themselves. Comet shielded our daughter from the impact of the first blow of the first hellspawn. An injured Cloud grabbed hold, trying to tear it off, they were lifted into the air as a result. They must have bit and kicked hard because I saw them crash hard into the pit wall and a rock slide buried them along with the hellspawn.
“No!”
They had to be okay. I found my adrenaline again. I abandoned Carrot Top. I kicked and tripped trying to get back up the long path back up to my friends- to my daughter! I was never going to make it in time. Blossom tried to protect my daughter. I saw her jump in front of the first blow of the first hellspawn but they were immediately swarmed. Blossom held my daughter away from them, even as it wrapped its tentacles around them both. She bucked and thrashed at the tentacles and wings that lifted in the air over the pit. That was, until she broke them free.
I helplessly watched my daughter and friend fall down and past me. The green glow of Ruby’s shield disappeared into the haze of fire and heat below. I was about to throw myself down after her but I didn’t even notice when one of the hellspawn found me and crushed me. 

The white hot pain woke me as quickly as it blacked me out. I could still feel my legs but, in the moment, I wished I couldn’t.
I lost everyone.
More importantly, I’d lost my everything. I saw her…
The earth around me raged again and then the heat and light smothered me. I think I blacked out again from it. Then, at some point it passed and I could feel hollow again. I didn’t open my eyes.
I waited in pain, because that’s all I could do. Just wait, until…
Behind my eyelids I thought I saw that green glow that I so wanted to see.
Against what my body was telling me, I opened my eyes. The intense heat of the pit jumped out and stabbed me right in the eyes. I unscrewed my stinging eyes, I definitely saw that green. The fire of hell behind her just wasn't helping. 
Just ahead of me, not even fifty yards, that giant prisoner, that death, slumped still, shrouded in their seven red wings, their seven horns and their lowered crown. Listless, more than anything else. I think, if they could, they’d lay down and die but something wouldn’t let them. I wanted to be mad at this creature but I couldn’t be. It felt like my fault we came down here and everyone was dead or dying because of me. 
They weren’t the green glow though. Closer to me, but still too far, there was Minuette. She was haloed in that green glow from…
I wasn’t sure why but I tried to crawl and immediately regretted that. The pain shooting up my back told me my rear legs did not want to move. So I just stared at the thinning green aura around Minuette more than Minuette and her still breathing body.
I wanted to be mad at myself but I couldn't do that either: I wanted to stop hurting. I wanted the guilt to stop. I wanted them alive and to forgive me. Maybe it was selfish, but I knew my friends: they were a part of me. I couldn’t deserve their patience or love or forgiveness. And yet… everything blurred: I couldn’t be mad at her mother or his best friend or their family. I just wanted to think about them, to live in their memories and turn myself over to them. It would have been their gift and I wouldn’t refuse anything from them; not ever again.
Not ever again…  
I looked out at that thin green aura again, as if hoping that it was thinking exactly what I was thinking. The light on her, in her, in me… in my family…
There was someone else there though and when I tried to see from their perspective, I understood. Like an awakening, there was suddenly something I needed to do. It wasn’t for myself, it was for my higher power. I knew exactly what I had to do with my last ounce of strength.
I tried to crawl forward again and this time I pushed myself until I whimpered and cried.
“Berry?” a voice called behind me and to my right. She sounded so small and far away.
“Carrot… it’s her… It’s always been her… she’s so lonely,” I explained deliriously from the heat and pain.
I heard a noise like dragging and realized as she got closer that’s exactly what it was. Carrot Top was breathing heavily like she had just ran a marathon. Her breath was shallow.
Carrot touched me. She was warm and… wet. I rolled my head in her direction. Her chest and forelegs were covered in her own blood.
“Berry…” she started but continued her heavy breathing into my ear. “We need…. to go.”
“It’s her,” I explained again, trying to point in her direction.
“...Minnie…” she realized. “Get up,” she ordered me.
We both grew silent when we heard the grinding noise of the earth around us again. Hollow anger made the ground around us tremble: the prisoner was giving birth again.
I felt Carrot Top’s body collapse onto mine. I was stunned by her weight, confused by how wet she was and surprised by the thin, green aura that crawled over me when she did.
The monster at the epicenter of hell exploded again. This time though, I didn’t black out from the heat. 
I opened my eyes and looked at the precious green aura on me again. I looked at Carrot’s. She was in my face, muzzle-to-muzzle. The aura was bleeding onto me as well. 
“...get up,” Carrot spat again, half-laying on me. 
“I can’t…”
Carrot continued trying to catch her breath while she assessed me. She nuzzled my cheek.
“...then… we’ll crawl,” she decided. “...get Minnie… we’ll go home.” Home? There wasn’t a home now. My Pinchy…
Carrot could read my expression.
“For her,” Carrot stuttered between shallow breaths. “ …for her.”
I had no physical reason to crawl: there was no way we were getting out of this hell, let alone out of Tartarus, let alone back to Ponyville, but… I pulled myself forward, towards Minuette and the prisoner. 
I pulled with green-tinged forelegs and they were exhausted immediately. Carrot pushed with her forelegs, but her weight was still on me. I could feel her blood on my back; even in Tartarus, Carrot felt so warm.
“...for Papa…” she muttered into my ear before I pulled again and she kicked.
We tried catching our breath when the birth of more hellspawn started again and we nuzzled into each other. I focused on staying conscious through the heat and the fire. I focused on the weight on my back. I imagined Carrot’s weight was my daughter’s.
Tartarus grew silent again.
“...for Meemaw…” Carrot readied us.
I pulled again and she kicked again: we go a few more feet. 
“...for Mom…” Carrot told me. I agreed. Once again, I pulled and she kicked. We breathed again and then again we prepared for another few feet.
“...for Dad…” Carrot reminded me. I took her queue and crawled and she pushed. My chest and forelegs shook from muscle failure.
“...for Nathan…” she muttered. I closed my eyes; just trying to rest. There wasn’t any strength left. 
I felt a viciously sharp pain in my ear. I became conscious and tried to pull away. Carrot let go; she had bit me. She shuddered.
“...for Nathan,” she tried again. She sounded further away now, she was growing weaker. “...for Chad…”
I agreed to both.
I focused on my target: Minuette was so close now. My tunneling vision narrowed on her. I could already imagine the way the last of my Pinchy’s magic would feel. It was like I could feel her again. 
I dragged myself forward. Just a few more feet and I could touch her…
I looked past Minuette and back up to the last prisoner of Tartarus.
“...our friends,” Carrot muttered. Her voice was nearly lost in her shallow breaths. She was shaking like she was cold but she still burned...
We dragged ourselves the last few feet right into Minuette. I nuzzled into her and Carrot rolled off of me and into her, practically pushing her over. Through that absinthe glow I saw Minuette stir. 
“...d’we win?” my blue concussed unicorn asked dreamily.
I looked up at the one who defeated us…
…and I was sure now.
With the rock and crystal blown off her face and torso, I saw her coat was orange and her mane flowed like fire. I knew why she was here too: because I came down here for the same reasons and I almost gave up for the same reasons.
I gathered the last of my strength and called out her name as loud as I could:
“Sunset Shimmer! …I forgive you.” 
I grew dizzy and my vision went totally black. I swam through the darkness and gripped my slipping consciousness like any black-out alcoholic could. When I came to the bleary surface, I shivered at the sight: staring down at me, from the center of Tartarus, were the coldest eyes I had ever seen. I had her attention.
Her fanged mouth opened and a fallen angel spoke.
“Who said that?” she asked. Then she stared directly into my soul; ice crawled down my spine. “What are you?”
“I-I’m a pony. We’re ponies.” I told her simply.
“Liar!” she screeched like a bird when she spoke. She tensed and tried to pull herself towards me. I saw the earth crack around her but Tartarus shuddered and continued crawling up over her horse legs and her back. Her wings shuddered and caught fire again. She looked like she was in pain. My heart was beating so fast and erratically I thought it was going to fail.
“W-we are,” I told Sunset. Looking for evidence, I pointed to Minuette. “This is Minuette. She-she’s the poniest pony I know. She brings joy everywhere…” My ears were ringing. “Not joy, hope. She believes… good things can always happen; there’s a reason left to laugh. She… she’d be your friend.”
“...I would,” Minuette mumbled.
“I don’t care!” Sunset’s voice pierced hell. She reached out with her giant claw to crush me; she could almost reach me.
Carrot shook me. 
“Berry, …what’re… you doing?” Carrot said between gasps. 
“Monologuing…” Minuette mumbled deliriously. Was that what I was doing? I was just trying to make her understand.  
Sunset Shimmer tore from her rock again, determined to reach me. 
“Sunset, I forgive you… ‘cause you need to forgive yourself. Your friends died coming down here…” I was getting winded and dizzy from talking. “Do it for them, the way they’d do it for you.”
In truth, the words weren’t just for her, they were for me. I saw no way to forgive myself, but if I could find it in myself to forgive Sunset, if we could all give each other mercy, love, warmth…  
“You know nothing about my friends!” she screamed. Tartarus literally shook with her words but I saw my opening. Maybe I was monologuing. 
“No, but if they're like mine, they would!” I knew just the pony to introduce her to.
“T-this is Carrot Top. She’s… she’s the most generous pony I know. She opened her home up to us. She taught me about love- about deserving.” 
Something new caught my eye: around her neck on her collar, or was it a peytral,  something glowed, deep beneath the black crystals and rock. No, not something: two things.
Sunset must have felt it too because she suddenly stopped struggling and took a moment to look at it. A tired, desperate look crawled across her face.
“I need no forgiveness from you creatures! I couldn’t save the Equestria you took from us but I will be remaking it! Nopony will ever die again! The sun will never set on Equestria ever again!”
There was another surge of seismic activity and I saw Sunset pull away in pain. I collapsed against my friends and held them. The world went white and turned to flames.
And yet, Tartarus came back: my daughter’s magic protected us. Were these flames… chaos magic?
In the silence of Sunset Shimmer’s burning body regenerating, while I tried to stop trembling, I heard a few more rocks slide and a small shout behind us.
“On… your hooves …Rudolph!” I turned towards it. 
Cloud Kicker stood, worse for wear and nursing a hind leg, bracing a stallion with a profusely bleeding muzzle. He looked sick and shivering but alive. My heart soared.
“Comet? Cloud?”
“Punch,” Cloud saluted down to me from the rim of the pit. “What’re you doing down there?”
"There's… more of you..." Sunset heaved in several voices at once. I looked back at her and saw the seven flames along her back were regaining their feathers again.
Seeing the two glowing lights beneath her collar… I wanted to believe. 
“Comet Tail’s my best and most loyal friend. He’s always been there for me and… for our daughter…”
Impossibly, a third light appeared around her neck. This one was less covered in rock and it shined: it was a gem.
The Elements? She couldn’t have the Elements. Even if she did…
“No more lies! The ponies are all gone. Equestria is gone. Everyone is gone… but I'll remake it. I'll remake everyone! I'll save everything and stop Discord...  you're just impostors wearing their flesh… I'll peel it off of you!"
Sunset reached out with a clawed arm. I didn’t have the energy to move away. She grasped me by the foreleg. I felt weak ponies try to pull me back but I slipped away from them then from the ground and was hauled into the air by a strained shoulder.
"Don't touch her! We're ponies!" Cloud Kicker shouted. She tried to come towards us with Comet Tail but they weren’t going to get to us in time. It didn’t matter where they were though: they were already inside of me, part of me. And I was part of them.
I looked back at the Sunset who brought me up to her cold, cyan eyes. She seemed confused by something. 
“Cloud Kicker’s telling the truth,” I said before realizing. “...she’s honesty.” Always trying to do the right thing, always looking out for others. It was a kind of honesty, it was… “Integrity.”
Another gem shined under Sunset’s neck. She nearly forgot about me as she grabbed at it with her other claw. She couldn’t get to it, couldn’t get it off, but it was clearly bothering her.
I knew who the last two Elements would be…
“Blossomforth wanted to give you kindness… your things killed her…” That wasn’t a fault in kindness, she knew the risks. She was brave. “she died protect-“ I choked. I saw the fifth light now. I had to say it: the final Element.
"My daughter is magic. She brought us together…. she made us family… she's gone now…” 
I couldn’t go on but I had to: I would do her justice. There was so much left to live for, so much left to die for. So much love and mercy and warmth left in this world. And it was a gift to be given and accepted. 
“Sunset Shimmer, if there's anything left of you in there to forgive, if you're ready to receive it, I give it freely. For friends, ponykind, humanity, I forgive you.”
I saw the rock and crystal collar rend themselves from around Sunset’s neck. She screamed like a mortally wounded eagle as lights escaped from chest. In her pain, Sunset let go of me and I fell.
I saw two lights fly over me, two go past me, two go far below and… one light caught me.
I didn’t hit the ground. There was a purple-pink gem revolving around me. It hummed and I resonated with it.
Then I heard more hums join mine in harmony. I saw Carrot Top, Minuette, Cloud and Comet were picked up by the stones that found them. My friends understood what was happening too.
We all heard two more notes join ours and looked below.
Past the glare of the inferno, a pink light joined ours. Blossomforth’s limp, battered body joined ours. There was still the faintest absinthe-green to her wings, even to the one bent at an awful angle. 
I froze when Blossomforth’s good wing limply opened. Wrapped under her forelegs and pressed to her body, my daughter, my Pinchy, was there. She looked like she was sleeping.
She was glowing her color; my favorite color and her soul hummed in tune. 
For a fleeting moment, I was my friends and they were me. I lost myself. A voice called me back.
‘You will be okay.’
It was the gems. These gems weren’t just rocks, they were more abstract yet more real. They were like seven eyes to a creature looking into our dimension, seeing us. It was looking at me. Its eyes asked what I wanted.
I looked past me, us, and saw the frightened, demonic Sunset trapped in her own personal hell.
“Save her.”
‘Save her,’ it echoed back in its own voice. 
I understood as the gems spun faster and we aligned: seven colors, seven gems, a rainbow of harmony. I became a funnel for a raging river. A burst of spiraling, pure magic pushed through me and I fell in and was swept down, down into a darkness and then in.

‘They shouldn’t have followed me, that wasn’t the plan! And yet… I’m so thankful they did.’ I saw girls: humans then mares.

‘We can’t let the portal fall into his claws, it’s our only hope, for this world and the other. They’ll have to find a new tether from their side.’ An ornate glass portal shattered and it echoed until the next vision.

“Philomena!”
‘Sunset Shimmer!’
“Where’s Princess Celestia?”
I was a phoenix and I bowed my head.
‘Sunset, I have terrible news.’

The castle’s Royal Library. Books upon books, spells I somehow knew, memories and algorithms came back, but they weren’t my memories. I was seeing behind her eyes, remembering memories like they were mine.
Looking proudly at one of her friends, devouring the thick spellbooks laid before her. ‘Already half-way through the crash-course... She really was born to be a unicorn.’
‘...But it may not be enough.’
A click, and a bookcase shifted to reveal a dark passage she had found once, long ago, setting her on her path. The restricted section.
“Wait, Sunset? What’s down there?”
“The types of spells we’ll need.”

Time passed. I saw defeat. I saw loss. ‘Ponies aren’t meant to live like this. Scavenging a broken world, with traps and treason behind every corner… only postponing the moment he’ll take them. The Resistance won’t last. They need to strike back, but none of them have the magic I do…’
‘…that we do.’

“If Philomena can still send letters to Princess Celestia, then she has to still be somewhere out there! She knew how to defend herself against him, she may’ve been in hiding all this time... She knew she couldn’t disappear, otherwise who would raise the sun?”
‘My friends believed in me. Trusted me.’

Discord came. They had to run, but one had different ideas.
“Andy! No!”
‘She could barely fold her new wings yet she reared to charge, and then- there was a blur. When the dust settled, Discord was holding her necklace in his claw. Distant screaming. My eyes scanned the sky, and I saw the dot, practically on the horizon. My heart sank with it.’

We ran and we hid. The thin line between Discord taking the rest of us was my magic… but I wasn’t strong enough. One by one, my friends were picked off. And then it was just me and Philomena: us.

‘The gates of Tartarus broke before us. Nothing would stop me, not after everything that was sacrificed to get there.’
‘A last note, entrusted to Andy's notebook. How they all still helped me carry on, even now... Even if as always there's no answer. Maybe there never would be. Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe there was nothing left of them. If so... may this be an epitaph to the world of their birth, that their bravery shall never be forgotten.’
‘We made our way in.’

‘I found Princess Celestia’s crown and peytral, and we cried... until that Draconequus interrupted my grieving, twirling my friends’ geodes on his talon.’
“For the last time, tell me where you’re from and where you got these, and I just might let you crawl out of here.”
‘No more running away. We fought him head-on, but it was a short fight. Philomena was reduced to ashes. I was in horrible pain.’
“Well then, Miss Williams, if you aren’t going to tell me anything then I guess we’re done here.” He cleared his throat and began a curse. “For Five Score, Divided By Four-”
‘I finally saw the spell, front and center. Frozen in its headlights, I saw it was a memory spell, and then… I recognized it.’
“No!” I shouted as a surge of dark magic burnt through the spell that started wrapping around me. A stunned Discord stumbled away, laughing.’
“What?? Whaaat?? How did you do that?!”
“You’re not the only one who knows forbidden magic!”
‘I used my geode to call out to the others and they came to me, I was their rightful owner now. With the geodes and dark magic harnessed against him, all of my grief and loss pushed me into a blind, magical rage. The geodes began protesting so I bound them to my body. My soul felt sick, yet I needed more fuel to burn.
That was when I spotted Philomena’s reforming body. I needed her power.’
“Philomena, forgive me…”

‘We became one and grew in size and power to fight Discord on wings of fire. Celestia’s crown and peytral fit us perfectly, and we wore them for their protection. She had been right, it hadn’t been my time yet... but it was ours now!
‘The only thing that mattered anymore was stopping Discord. For a moment we burned so bright, we saw fear in his eyes. We were the last ones capable. We kept draining the geodes, and one by one they stopped responding, until there was nothing left to drain. Exhausted again, he caught us off guard.
‘We fell down to our razed battlefield, and Discord landed on us.
“You make a terrible alicorn, Sunny,” he sneered as he grabbed us by our wings. “Let me fix that for you.” He pulled.’

‘Rage refused to let us die, and we- I grew the wings back. Dark crystals continued crawling over us, so when one horn crystallized over, I grew another. Our shared body became so heavy with corruption, more wings erupted to make us stay in flight. And yet, eventually I was struck back down to Tartarus.’
‘Its very ground tried to swallow us. I fought it too, but its rock was ensnaring us as quickly as we could pull it off, even with how much Discord’s laughter angered me.’
“You can’t stop us!” I snapped at the serpent. “You've tried to remake Equestria in your image, but it isn't yours, it has chosen me! I will save Equestria, I will remake it! And I will bring the ponies back, I will reign forever so that no one will ever have to die again!”
“Oh I’m not doing anything, Sunnybuns. Tartarus just knows you belong here now.”
’If Tartarus was going to take me, if it had the power... then it could take him, too!
I tried to harness and redirect the ancient magic as Tartarus continued to grow over me, but Discord’s words were a poison, a poison that could reach past any anger I had left. In the back of my mind, I knew he was right in a way.I couldn’t protect my friends from Earth. I wasn’t there when Equestria needed me, and when my sun had fallen. Here in the hellish depths I had renounced what little I had left. I was guilty of treachery in every form.’

‘I could feel Tartarus’s guilt and pain. We were bound, just as much as Sunset and Philomena had been, and yet we hadn’t won...
‘Discord may’ve been unable to stop us now, but what difference did it make? The weight of my guilt was crushing me down, heavier than the rock, heavier than the whole dark mountain over us, and... And what? It was getting hard to focus, on anything else but on my failings, on how deep I’d fallen...
‘Now all I could do was lay still, and keep on drowning, and drowning, ever deeper...’

I was separate from their memories now and I ended up inside a world of thoughts and dreams and it was… chaotic. A burning, golden bird found me and guided me along a kaleidoscopic plane to the person in the center. 
I moved closer trying to see her. A pony? A human? No, definitely a pony. 
She spotted me and backed away screaming.
“Stay back! Who are you?! What are you?!”
So, I introduced myself to Sunset Shimmer.
“Hello. My name is Berryshine Punch and I’m…” I smiled. “I’m an alcoholic, and a mother, and a son, a friend, a fan, a human, and a pony.” Then added. “Oh! And, uh, she/her.”
Sunset looked at me as confused as she should but as she continued to study me the confusion receded.
“You are a pony.” 
“I am! We came down here to stop Tartarus but we’re here to take you home now.”
She shook her head.
“No. You saw what happened. I belong here.”
“I did. They would have forgiven you.” 
Visions of her friends, the princesses and views from Canterlot danced between us. She looked away from them. 
“I know,” she agreed. ”They would. Those girls were too good to me. They didn’t deserve what I put them through.”
“They didn’t…  and you don’t deserve their forgiveness either.”
She looked at me broken and horrified. It hurt me to see she was about to cry.
“What do you want?! Leave me alone! Just… let me die.”
“I’m trying to say it isn’t about deserving or earning it: love is given freely, it’s a gift. You can’t deserve their forgiveness. It’s about what you’d do with it; everything you have left to give. Think of all you can do with their memory and what they taught you.”
“...nothing. Everything I want is gone.”
Sunset wilted away from me and whatever was keeping me in her mind began pulling me away. She couldn’t see herself continuing: Equestria was destroyed, her friends were lost, maybe for good, any life she had imagined on the other side of the portal was gone forever. 
I knew this. This was depression.
“I tried to kill myself,” I admitted. The way her ears turned told me she was listening. “There was nothing good in my life but the things I kept away. I didn’t want to hurt them but that was wrong. I shouldn’t have pushed them away. I should have turned myself over to them. I did. I let them be my higher power.” I was losing her again.
“I’ve seen miracles, Sunset! Wonderful things I wouldn’t have seen if I gave up,” I promised her. I saw the memories play in front of us: Luna finding my daughter in the dark, Nathan and Pinchy rescuing me, holding out against Discord, Luna’s promise, Dash’s Sonic Rainboom and the magic that healed us, my friends and I reuniting on Applejack’s farm and getting back to Equestria. Then, they faded and it was just Sunset and me looking at each other. She looked away again.
“They each happened because somepony didn’t give up: not against adversity and not against themselves! They believed in something greater and gave it their all and they made something beautiful. Sunset, you have so much left to give. Your friends might still be out there. Maybe they don’t remember everything, but you can help them now. You could help everypony! We can rebuild. Things will never be the same but this doesn’t have to be the ending. Continuing can make all the difference.”
Her teary eyes finally met mine again. I offered my hoof. She looked like she wanted to take it. But, then she didn’t and my moment was up.
Like gravity reversing, the force that brought me into her mind began pulling me out and there was nothing to grab onto. Sunset and Philomena watched me go.
“Sunset!” was all I got out before I was pulled through the dark and back into the light. 

I was disoriented. The magic of the geodes had been hard at work. At front and center, Sunset and Philomena’s satanic form was glowing white hot behind a prison of rainbow light. They looked scared. The stone and crystal had receded from them, pulled away with the magma into the cracks in the world; Tartarus took back its power. Cracks had splintered up the canyon walls of the endless fall that Celestia had taken and the mountain came down. The red sky disappeared from view. Tartarus was sealed.
The harmony of light and emotion using my body as a musical instrument receded. I just felt a single note playing close to my chest. My hooves touched ground. I collapsed and felt what was around my neck: a necklace with one of the geodes.
‘Empathy’? I tried to remember what was going on. Empathy…
My family!
I turned around and was greeted by everyone I wanted to see. I didn’t know who to hug first. I embraced Carrot, she was the closest and the most disoriented. Minuette joined us and kept her upright so I kept moving and stumbled. Two pegasi caught me and helped me to a handsome stallion on his way to our ‘magic’. My favorite little pink unicorn grabbed me and her dad with all the strength of a little filly. Her watch necklace glowed now just like her weeping eyes. The crystalized edges dug into my chest as my best friend squeezed us both together. I held her, kissed her, sniffed her mane and cried all over her as more ponies started hugging us.
“Mom,” my squeezed little daughter protested and I started crying all over again. 
“Pinchy…” I weeped at her voice.
“Mom, Sunset and Philomena,” she directed me.
It was the only thing that could have pulled me away from that moment. We all disbanded our hug and looked back at what we had just done. My heart fell when I saw the pile of rubble where a behemothic red centaur had just stood.
“No,” I refused. I tried to race towards her but I could barely coordinate my sore body. Unanimously, my family joined me and we carried each other to the rocks. It wasn’t too late until it was too late; she hadn’t wanted this: I saw it in her eyes. 
I saw magical glows start pulling away at the rocks. A weak and woozy Carrot Top joined me and we rolled a rock away. We found Celestia’s crown and peytral. Then the seven of us kept digging until we heard coughing and heaving.
“No… no!” somepony weakly pleaded inside. We heard it from under the largest slab that had landed at an angle. We started carefully pulling away every rock that wasn’t bearing weight until we saw a pony coated in ash. In her tiny crawl space she clung to the broken corpse of her bird friend in one forehoof and ineffectually tried to push away from us with the other. As soon as there was enough space I dragged myself in after her.
“No! No!” she tried to fight me but she dry-retched and coughed and I saw my opening. “Let me die… let me-” I hugged her. Her pushing and biting suddenly reversed and she grabbed me like she was going to drown. She started sobbing.
“Ssssh,” I hushed and whispered. “Sunset, we’re here. This is another chance. Let’s keep going. Let’s make our friends proud. Let’s go make life worthwhile.” She held her breath to try and listen but kept breaking and crying. 
While I consoled her, the last of the rubble that needed to be moved was pushed away and my friends started pulling us out, me in reverse and Sunset Shimmer attached to me who held onto Philomena’s crushed, lifeless body. I had a feeling there was still some life left in both of them.
We emerged from the rubble and back into the still-warm cave. The quaking only sounded louder now that I was out of the pile. The cavern we were in was shifting, restructuring itself.
“Let’s get out of here!” Blossomforth suggested. It was easier said than done. We could barely trot and Sunset was barely responding. 
“Put her on me!” Cloud offered. We started to do so but Cloud quickly changed her mind. “Ow. ow. My back! Nevermind.”
Minuette and Comet Tail ended up shouldering our rescued hero. Blossomforth and I propped Carrot Top up. Then, Cloud and my daughter led the way out. It was slow going. The only light to lead us out was from the geodes around our necks, each glowing like a spent gun barrel.
We pulled ourselves through the stairs and out of the tower and into the city that Comet called “Dis”. It was still a wreck. We traveled through the inner part and took a break at the rubble of the first wall we had to cross over. 
Sunset sat up between Comet Tail and Minuette, still seeming in shock. She petted Philomena’s body when she wasn’t looking around at us. The body looked half-crushed and feathers fell loosely. By all visual measures, she was dead.
“Uh, Miss Sunset?” Minuette asked her. The freed unicorn hesitated but looked up at her. Minnie delicately pointed back towards the bird. “Is your friend going to be okay?” 
Sunset nodded before answering. “It might not look like it, but she’s not dead; she’s a phoenix.”
My friends perked up at that. I realized they probably didn’t recognize her, I only knew her because Sunset knew her in her memory. My little Ruby’s and Blossomforth’s curiosity made them lean in towards her. 
“That’s Philomena?” Blossomforth asked.
Sunset looked between the curious ponies.
“Yes. Do you know her?”
“We’re big fans,” the freckled pegasus admitted. Minuette giggled and nodded enthusiastically.
“...’fans’? Fans of Philomena?” Sunset questioned. She looked too tired for this. 
“No, see, there’s a show that…” Minuetted started but a deep cracking noise silenced us. There was a roar, like rock tearing from rock and the thin bedrock we were on shook.
“Move-move-mooove!” Cloud staccatoed out. She didn’t have to tell us twice. 
Blossom nudged my daughter who was already moving up the wall rubble. Comet and Minuette hauled Sunset to her hooves and helped her up. I braced myself when Carrot used me to get up. The ground shook again. The coat on the back of my neck stood up. We clambered towards the top.
Sunset struggled the hardest, her hooves were more like anchors. She dropped Philomena. “Wait, wait…” Sunset begged.
“I got her!” I shouted at the three slowing down. With no thought or ceremony, I opened my saddlepack and pushed Philomena in next to the crown. My tough Carrot friend and I reached the crest of the rock pile just as a hot burst shoved us onto our friends ahead. We were drowned with a heavy plume of dust. I thought we were in a cave-in. It was just the depths of Tartarus exhaling. 
We tumbled down the rubble, coughing. Through the dark and ash we found each other from the dimming rocks around our necks. We struggled away with our eyes more closed than open. 
There was another violent shudder behind us but we couldn’t move any faster. We felt around the buried city, one building to another, until the ash started to settle. We saw the next broken city wall to cross and moved towards it. It was a straight shot on empty tanks of adrenaline.
There were more violent shudders, like an angry beast beating through its cage. Each bang caused us to miss our steps or pick ourselves back up. We started getting spread out but the green and blue lights of my daughter and Blossom waited for us at the next mountain of rubble to cross. The four of us turned and waited. Comet Tail, Minuette and Sunset, now assisted by Cloud, caught back up with us. 
We began a new climb over broken brick as something behind us thundered and cracked. There was a horrible golden light emerging from the tower that led to the bottom of Tartarus. It bathed the enormous abyss in almost daylight. I looked.
Whatever it was, it was nothing but wings and eyes. The light coming off of it was screaming. I could taste hate: seething, overwhelming hate like it was pickling my brain with it. I was so scared and confused I didn’t know how to run.
A pony grabbed me and I thought she was killing me. I didn’t recognize what she was screaming.
“Run! Run!” Carrot ordered before pushing me forward. Blindly I tried to obey because I was scared and couldn't understand why my friend hated me so much.
We finished hauling ourselves to the top of the stones and practically threw ourselves down the other side. The heavy beats of wings made the light engulfing the darkness dance. It was coming for us.
“Seraph! It’s a Seraph!” Carrot Top screamed in hysterics as she pulled me up before collapsing herself.
“No. It’s a chaos spawn returning,” Sunset weakly corrected as she tried to sit up. Cloud, Minuette and Comet were quick to get her back to all fours. Meanwhile Blossom and I nudged Carrot up to her hooves. My little filly in the middle of all of this looked down at the pocket watch around her neck now embedded with crystals.  
“Can these stop it?? What do we do??”
Sunset’s answer was short: “Run!”
We took heed. Without warning Blossom got under and lifted my daughter until she slid onto her back. We limped along for the third and final wall of the city. It was gaining on us now, we could feel the wind of its wingbeats and its light got louder. I could smell our fear. There was no plan, just to run until…
A giant stalactite crashed down onto the wall ahead, followed by more gigantic rocks to our left. Suddenly, maybe from all the seismic activity, there was a massive cave-in where more of the ceiling above gave away. The golden light that had been chasing us had suddenly been snuffed out and our entire group screeched to a halt in the now darkened abyss. I counted and recounted the faint light sources around my friends’ necks. 
…Seven. …seven. And Sunset made eight. I went towards the smallest green light.
“Blossom?” Cloud called.
“Cloud?” the pegasi exchanged. 
“Pinchy! Did you do that??” Minuette asked my daughter while she started nuzzling her. I quickly joined in.
“I didn’t!” she denied. She didn’t deny my snuggling.
The earth behind us settled again and we froze.
“Whoops. My bad,” a voice said on top of the giant rock pile that buried and presumably killed whatever it was that was chasing us. A spotlight shown down onto her from above.
“Derpy?!” we all cheered in various amounts of shock and relief. 
Derpy turned and spotted us. “Oh! Hey, ponies!” the wall-eyed savior said with a little wave.
“D’rpy??” a stallion’s voice called down from the spotlight. I saw the flashlight get jostled a bit in his mouth.
“I’m okaaay!” she called back up. “Doc, we found them!”
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		34. Warmth



Derpy and her friend ‘Doc’ had come to find us, only knowing we had gone to Tartarus by cave. They found the wrong cave but it worked out anyway. One by one, our golden-haired ‘angel’ lifted our battered bodies out of Tartarus and into the cave system above.  We had faint glowing rocks, fleeting magic and a flashlight to light the way. On shaking foreleg over injured, minding the broken wing, we made our crawl up the sloping, rocky shaft leading out. 
I was focused on keeping my daughter on my back and keeping a pale Carrot Top steady. It was slow going. I was made out of pain and bruises but I was thankful for the weight of my family. Minuette and Blossomforth helped Sunset Shimmer when she tripped. Doc and Derpy helped Cloud and Comet along while they also led the way out. We were all coming back.
Halfway up, the chirping and tweeting started and Sunset regained some of her energy. After a little arranging, the tiny phoenix lay swaddled in human clothes in my open saddlebag. I was listening to the phoenix ‘talking’ as much as I was listening to the stallions in front.
“The Mandela Effect ain’t realities collapsin’,” Comet corrected. “It’s false memories shared by multiple people.”
“Right!” Doc agreed. “That’s why I said it’s like the Mandela Effect! If we’re careful with how we wind the frays back together, we can collapse all realities into a best case scenario but that will still alter some events retroactively.”
“Quantum physics only works on quantum part- sorry,” Comet stopped when he almost tripped the doc. 
“Quite alright,” Doc assured. 
After a moment the professor resumed.
“...I think I’d remember how many seasons of My Little Pony there were or what year it is.”
“You’d be surprised,” the brown stallion told my friend. “Those things might not change from your perspective, but some other details might. Or they change from someone else’s! But don’t sweat the little things! Just pretend it’s a false memory if you need to. It’ll all work out in the end!”
“Whatd’ya say you were a doctor in?” 
“Oh, practically everything really.”
“Uh huh,” Comet acknowledged diplomatically. “Derpy, you got a real… interesting friend.”
“Th’nks!” Derpy said with the flashlight in her mouth. Minuette giggled.
“Still, thanks for dropping in to save us!” Minuette added.
“Yeah”, Carrot Top seemed to agree. “It’s a miracle you found us when you did.”
“...Miss Sunset?” my daughter asked. ‘Miss Sunset’ looked at her. Her eyes lingered on my daughter’s watch-geode-necklace-thing before meeting hers. “You called that thing back there a ‘chaos spawn’. What does that mean?”
“It’s an elemental. That one was fear. It’s old; very old. They can’t be destroyed, just held back. It’s probably already back at the bottom of Tartarus.”
We were at a particularly steep spot in the cavern with a four foot wall so we took a rest while some of us climbed up to pull the rest up. I could see the sky now. It looked orange… and yellow?
“So is Tartarus a prison then?” Blossomforth asked.
“A temporary one,” Sunset agreed. “It’s a place where things were sent to be reformed. Monsters were held until they could be relocated or tamed. Criminals used to be sent there and quarantined by their crime. The scariest things were kept in the pit.”
“Like the chaos spawns?” Blossomforth clarified.
“Like the chaos spawns. The hope was that someday we wouldn’t need to keep anything locked up. That Tartarus would be empty after every last thing was brought into harmony.”
“It’s pretty empty now!” Minuette said while I helped push her up and Comet hauled her up. 
Sunset fell into thought. I helped my daughter up the wall before I had a chance to say anything. Fortunately, Blossomforth caught it and nudged her.
“What’re you thinking about?”
“It’s empty. You’ve been gone at least twenty-five years, right? It seems like you mostly forgot about Tartarus. What does Equestria even look like now? Is it still dangerous? How long ago did you defeat Discord?”
“Oh yeah. How’s that going? Did we win yet?” Cloud asked the Doctor.
“Well, we heard a pretty big explosion earlier. That might’ve been something.”
“How big?” Cloud asked. “There’s been explosions all night. Heck, we made some of them.”
“Wait,” Sunset interrupted. “You don’t know if Discord was stopped yet??”
“Your turn!” Derpy cheered. I was caught up in the conversation and didn’t hear the pegasus sneak up on me until it was too late. I was seized and hauled up the rocky surface, bumping on all the rocks on the way.
“Well, we figured The Mane Six would take care of him,” Blossom explained with a shrug.
“‘Main six’? Are those your leaders?” 
“...oh. Is that a show thing?” Our flower pegasus said before awkwardly chuckling. “That’s all going to be weird to explain…”
“Mom, look,” my filly said as she nudged me. I went to pet her mane while I looked where she was pointing. It was back up in the sky. At this slightly different angle, I could just make out a hint of green in the yellow now.
I hadn’t been paying attention, maybe we were too soaked in whatever magic we performed, but now that I was looking for it I could imagine that buzz in my hooves again.
“I see it,” I told her before kissing her right on her little horn. I couldn’t stop smiling.  
We got Sunset and Blossom up the short wall, the last obstacle. Then finally, we made the last few yards. Together, we escaped Tartarus. 
We took in the sight of all that we missed.
We were in awe.
I was so light-headed with relief, so dizzy with exhaustion, I collapsed and Comet helped me up. 
Carrot Top started crying and buried her muzzle into Minuette’s chest and to muffle the stifled, bitter sobs of relief escaping her.
I glanced over to see Sunset Shimmer taking the view in. Her literal ashen features couldn’t hide her confusion, slight horror and wonder. Satisfied, I hugged my daughter as I went to take it all in again with my friends.
A glittering, rainbow mist had blanketed the dead landscape around us and even tinted the red sky.  The sight was deafeningly bright and beautiful; like a rainbow nuclear fallout drawn on a Lisa Frank trapper keeper. Mixed in with the smell of all the sulfur, burnt wood and ash I could smell ozone and it gave me a buzz like I was five shots deep. This had Rainbow Dash’s signature all over it.
Even at ground zero of a Sonic Rainboom we could still see the remains of Ponyville standing. The occasional dragon moved over the buildings but there wasn't any screaming: there was no more war in the streets or giant monsters swooping down. There was dots of smoke, but I didn’t see any fire. Ponyville was filled with ponies and for the first time in a long time, they weren’t scared.

After we found our bearings, we sent our current best flier on a mission to the gates of Tartarus because nopony else had the energy to go. After a worrying amount of time Derpy brought back news that the passageway had caved in. She also brought back, in a few trips because some of the stuff fell out, the brightly-colored backpack-turned-saddlebag we sent her for. 
Sunset recognized it as her friend’s but the sight of it weighed on her. I recognized that look. Whether it was good for her state of mind or not, she wanted to carry it and we let her. It would take a while until that weight didn’t feel so heavy. For now, we helped her carry it back to town. 
It was a long walk back and every step was laughably painful but it didn’t feel far. There were no obstacles left as we dragged a straight path through the dead trees and rainbow mist to Ponyville.
As we got closer, we could see the town didn’t look much worse than when we left. Except, we left during the fight. The war was over now but the town's scars and wounds stayed. The streets were still carved with trenches and trampled with hooves and monster tracks. The homes and shops that still stood had been gutted for war and their colorful furniture turned into barricades, barriers and pikes still lining the streets.
Everywhere, ponies resting. There were as many expressions on their faces as colors. Over the murmur of post-war I could pick out distant singing, laughing and crying. Many ponies were bandaged, some were sleeping in the street. Some were eating or drinking rations from the other side of the portal. The majority of us just seemed to be wandering the broken streets, maybe hoping for friends they lost track of in the battle to turn up. It was going to take a while to rebuild home.
“Other Berry!” somepony shouted. It took me a moment to recognize her. Harmony Trebleheart was so dirty and stained that the bandages on her forelegs looked whiter than her coat. Her glasses were still perfectly fine at least, perched on her smiling muzzle. She waved us over to her group of friends around a pack of bottled water and snacks. I saw Cherry Berry curled around a pristine Piña Colada who was chatting amicably with Little Horn. The familiar faces drew us closer.
“It’s good to see you all!”  Harmony said as she went in to hug us. She started with me. “I didn’t see you around and started fearing the worst.” She looked at my daughter. “Oh look at you, Ruby. Goodness girl, you’re dirtier than me! …did you all get new necklaces?”
I exchanged relieved smiles with Cherry Berry and Piña before looking back at my daughter. I was filled with the strangest mix of pride and guilt at just how dirty my daughter was. Not to mention her geode-faced watch she was showing Harmony.
“Uh. Yeah! Sun-er. We found them when we found her,” my little gem said as she gestured to Sunset in the back of our pack.
“Sunset Shimmer!” Little Horn lit up when she spotted her. Sunset seemed startled at the little hoof pointing at her until Harmony stepped in.
“Sssh,” Harmony hushed her as she put her hoof down. “Don’t be pointing. That’s rude.” She looked back at us. “Making all kinds of friends, I see. You all look like you could use a drink.” Harmony started levitating water to all of us. “There’s plenty; they’re sending whole crates of’em through the portal.” Harmony cracked mine open for me. Which was good: I was going to bite through and shotgun it.
I downed mine in almost one go. Wetness. That hit the spot. For a moment everyone just drank, Philomena included.
“So… ” Blossomforth spoke up. “This is a dumb question but we won, right?”
Harmony Trebleheart raised an eyebrow.
“You missed it??” she asked our group. “...Wow, you missed it.” She grew a smirk. “Yup. We won. I defeated Discord all by myself! Gave him one good buck.” She half-heartedly mimed the kick with a good grin on her face. 
“That’s not what happened!” Little Horn cut in. “Duo said the Cutie Mark Crusaders used the Elements of Harmony on Discord, then Rainbow Dash Sonic Rainboomed his face!”
“Sssh!” Harmony hushed her and laughed. “Eat your apple!” Harmony gestured to Little Horn’s snack. She paused to reflect on her little cousin. “...it got real close for us there. I was thinking we’d have to retreat. Then reinforcements showed up.”
“The dragons?” Carrot Top guessed. “We were there for that.” 
“After the dragons! A whole band of fresh pony showed up. Not through the portal either! They’re survivors, ponies who weren’t cursed; ‘The Resistance’!”
“What?” a voice from behind all of us spoke up. I turned in time to see a dusty Sunset frown at all of us staring at her. She reestablished eye contact with Harmony. “Where are they now?”
“I just saw them over by the portal,” Harmony said, gesturing the way. “We moved it to the town square after all the fighting. ” 
“Doc?” Derpy asked her companion. 	
He nodded. “I’m wondering the same thing,” Doc confirmed. 
After enough water, the ten of us followed her directions and pushed into town square where ponies were congregating. There were more medical tents set up here and supplies being orderly distributed as fast as they came through a very, very carefully guarded mirror on a still-standing wall. 
Sunset carefully pushed past our group to look around. I watched her eyes slowly search the murky sea of dirty, tired ponies. We were all silent as she kept scanning. 
“Sunset? Who are you looking for?” Minuette finally asked.  
“Anyone; anyone from the Resistance I recognize,” she admitted. Those cyan eyes shimmered with an ounce of hope. I placed a hoof on her withers for some emotional support. Philomena in my bag chirped like she was talking too.
"...Come on Derpy, our part here’s done. Let's go see if we can find Roseluck," Doc said to his companion.  Doc headed into the crowd and Derpy hesitantly followed. We watched them go then stood with Sunset a little longer. 
After several fruitless minutes, Sunset turned her eyes to the ground and she poured her hope out.
“I wouldn’t even know what any of them look like now,” Sunset finally said. Minuette was quick with the hug.
“Lots of ponies know who you are and would love to be your friend!” Minuette assured her. We all nodded and Philomena chirped. I threw in a nuzzle for good measure and that turned into everypony moving forward to hug her and that turned into a group hug. Sunset seemed reluctant for the affection; she barely knew us, but she needed it and took it. 
“Your friends are out there,” I encouraged. It seemed like too bitter a drink for her to swallow. Before she could protest, a commotion started near the portal.
“It’s Princess Celestia!” somepony cried out. The thick crowd was shouting and turning to look and confirm, including us.
A statuesque creature of grace had appeared from the portal. From horn tip to feather end her bare-white coat practically glistened in the rainbow mist. I saw her surprise, then relief slip into a motherly smile as she took in all of the ponies present. Something was off: the aurora that made up her mane and tail was gone and replaced with shorter pink hair, but it was unmistakably Princess Celestia and she was still beautiful.
“I’m sorry I’m late, my little ponies,” her voice carried over the crowd just like the sight of her did. “I’m so proud of you all!” The majority of us started bowing. Others cried out her name or just stood in wonder. I started bowing with the others but looked up when Sunset Shimmer backed up into me then pushed past my friends to hide. 
The little phoenix in my saddlebag seemed to have a different idea. Her chirp was shrill and loud. I looked up from my bow, thinking I was crushing the little bird, only to watch her fly past my face, dropping sparks and embers as it flapped. She was hardly half as big as in Sunset’s memories but she gained altitude and cried out again as she took a gliding crash towards Princess Celestia. Some ponies cried out in a panic. Some tried to shield Her Majesty.
“It’s a phoenix!” somepony shouted.
“Get the water!” somepony else reacted.
Princess Celestia’s demeanor instead was still calm and relieved, if not excited. She reached out a hoof towards the creature and the little firebird took to it like her favorite perch. She landed onto the foreleg, without any sign of hurting the princess, and the murmur of panic immediately hushed.
“Philomena! Well, hello!” Princess Celestia said to the mythical bird squeaking and squawking at her. We stood in silence, watching her watch the bird continue to ‘speak’ before Philomena alighted and took off again, coming back the way she came but making a b-line past me.
Princess Celestia headed our way. The sea of dirty ponies parted easily for her. She absolutely looked right at me and my friends and smiled that warm, motherly smile, proud of us, before it returned to where she was going: where Philomena had landed. 
I automatically stepped aside and gave her space. As Princess Celestia passed, I saw that her coat was glistening from sweat. Her hooves were sooty. I stepped back to watch where she was going. The phoenix refound one lone unicorn, covered in ash, now standing before the princess. I heard ponies whispering Sunset’s name in the crowd. Sunset didn’t bow. She searched those magenta eyes. 
“...Princess Celestia?” she asked. The princess bowed.
“Hello again, Sunset Shimmer,” Princess Celestia greeted her with a gentle smile. That was all it took. 
With strength I didn’t know she had, the unicorn bolted for the princess. At the same time, I saw the princess do something undeity-like: she slid to her haunches to sit in the dirt. Her prodigal student embraced her and she wrapped her forelegs around her tight. I expected Sunset to cry but I didn’t expect the tears from the princess. Those angel wings found themselves wrapped around her lost protege.
I think I heard the murmur of whispers meant for only their ears. Even if I had heard them clearly, I don’t think I could have appreciated them the same way. The crowd seemed to be in mostly silent respect at the long overdue reunion. 
Mostly.
“Sunny!”
Somepony from out in the masses called out and was pushing their way over to us. Everypony, Celestia and Sunset included, stopped and looked. “Sunny!” she called out again.
‘Sunny’’s eyes grew wide at the pegasus drawing closer with a trio of similarly-dressed ponies behind her. The pegasus leading looked older and was wearing a throw blanket over her back. Wait, I recognized her - from Sunset’s memory.
“Andy??” Sunny asked in disbelief. 
“Sunny! It is you!” she cheered and closed the gap between them to wrap her hooves around and laugh in joy. “It’s actually you!”
“Andy? How??” Sunset demanded. I saw so many emotions flood her: shock, joy, confusion, remorse. She felt over her friend, as if trying to still prove this was actually happening. Andy stopped squeezing her friend in half to look at her with the most fish-eating grin.
“You didn’t think a subsonic crash from thousands of feet in the air could actually take me out, did you? Me?” Andy the pegasus asked. The way one of her wings hung loose under her simple clothes told me her recovery hadn’t been as easy as she made it out to be. 
Sunset answered with more tears leaving bright coat-colored tracks down the ash on her face. The distress caused Princess Celestia to wrap one supportive wing around her back. Sunset seemed overwhelmed by this double reunion but Andy was still eager.
“Hey, Sunny, Sunny, it’s okay! Just, let me see you again!” She said as she just took in the sight of her again. “I knew I’d see you guys again. I’ve waited almost twenty-five years to see a familiar face.”
I stopped eavesdropping for a moment when I felt my filly and Blossomforth pilfering my saddlebags. They pulled out Princess Celestia’s crown and peytral. I almost forgot we had those. Honestly, there probably wasn’t going to be a better time to give them to her. 
“Go on,” I whispered them both on. With as much ceremony as a tired filly and an injured pegasus could, they approached the princess.
As if sensing their presence, Princess Celestia turned around to look up at them. Ruby and Blossom stopped short but she smiled at them.
“Well, hello again,” she acknowledged them. I saw her gaze move away from the crown and peytral down to the beautiful watch around Pinchy’s neck, then the geode around Blossom’s neck. She quickly saw the rest around our necks. “Are those… “
“Your crown,” Pinchy offered.
“And your, uh, bib thing,” Blossom suggested.
“No. Around your necks…” the princess gestured.
“Mom?” a young mare next to Andy asked. Princess Celestia and I reflexively looked but it wasn’t for either of us. Andy looked at her. “Are those the geodes your friends had?”
“Looks like it!” Andy agreed.
“‘Mom’? Andy? You??” Sunset questioned in shock and joy.
The ponified human gestured to all three of the ponies with her. “I didn’t say I didn’t get bored waiting for you,” she said with a grin.
Our sun goddess rose. All of our eyes were on her as she moved. She took in the sight of the crowd of ponies then her eyes traced through our group, landing on Sunset Shimmer.
“May I borrow these ‘geodes’?” She asked all of us. 
Without discussion or questioning why, we all bowed. I gave it freely to her. I felt the geode of empathy slip over my mane and past my muzzle to join the rest of them in Princess Celestia’s magical grasp. Her pink mane began to glow with them and lengthen.
“Sunset, my little ponies, ‘Andy’?: I will be right back. There’s something left I have to do.”
She spread her wings to test her strength. Then, on heavy wing beats, she vaulted for the sky. Ponies cheered at her flight. The geodes encircled her as she reached higher: over the crowd, above the buildings and continued higher and higher into the red rainboomed sky. 
The magic aura that started at the tip of her horn quickly drenched her whole body in a golden flame. The geodes we gave her spun into a blurry ring. 
Ponies began screaming in joy.
The red veil above began dissolving into a black sky, still glittering with the Rainboom aurora stretched in front of it. There was a collective gasp as out of the darkness swallowing the sky, a brilliant, white moon re-emerged from where it had been hiding: watching but unseen.
For the first time since getting back, I appreciated just how enormous the sky was. I was shaking watching it be unveiled and remembering what it took to get here. I found my crying Pinchy and held her. 
Our Princess wasn’t done yet though. Slowly, the inky blackness started to glimmer with the Rainboom as an entirely new, yet old, night sky of hundreds, then thousands, of stars faded in all at once to rejoin the moon in their place. I felt hooves on me: Comet Tail hugged me and the rest of my family soon followed. Ponyville and all of its survivors cheered. It was a deafening, bitter and beautiful sound that clearly reached Princess Celestia. 
The lengthening auras of the princess’s mane and tail started whipping violently like sails in a cosmic galewind as the moon was wrapped in a honey color. We were tired, battered and bruised but still had the energy to gasp and cry. Princes Celestia held the entire moon aloft in her magic.
The geodes around Celestia started looking more like a ring wrapped around a golden sun as slowly, slowly, the moon moved towards the horizon until finally it was put to sleep. We plunged into a moonless night as the golden aura around our sun princess immediately dropped. 
We saw her from her aura and the geodes ringing her body. Her body hung in the air like she was exhausted, but our screams of encouragement gave her tired wings all the wind she needed to stay afloat.
We saw her turn in her gold ring and search the other horizon. We cried out in support and stomped our hooves. We grew deafening again. We knew what she was looking for. All of Equestria needed to see it. Her posture changed, as if resting before something great. Celestia looked tired but she wasn’t done yet. Our sun goddess turned back into a golden flame and we fueled her with our cheers, cries and weeping.
As Luna’s sky lightened into blue, the stars fell back to sleep. The world fell into blue before the pink light hit our princess. Then, it appeared on the horizon. Celestia’s ‘fuel’ only grew hotter and she continued burning.
We chanted her name. She wasn’t able to fail now. Not after everything everyone fought for, the friends and family we lost and all of the ones we gained.
The pinks and oranges joined every color of glimmering Sonic Rainboom in the sky. Then, gold crested the horizon, matching our princess’s light. For the first time in twenty-five years, the sun’s light was welcomed back to Equestria and with thunderous applause and not a dry eye.
The sun cast its rays over a burnt, broken and brown Equestria and countless colorful equines full of warmth and love. I hugged my daughter and my friends with every sore and bruised muscle I had and tears melted from my eyes. I saw Sunset and Andy holding each other and her foals. In a rainbow mist, the wreckage of Ponyville was washed in a sea of hugs and tears on a new dawn.

The sun stayed just over the horizon for the next few days, leaving the world in a warm orange glow. The entire time felt like we were just sleeping in, eating and occasionally making more space for more ponies to sleep in and eat. The neverending slumber party would end eventually, but for now everypony was covered in bruises, scars, bandages and gauze and resting.
The portal was open for a while longer but most of the supplies had been moved through. Now it was mostly just used for hellos and goodbyes. We were walking there now in the peaceful morning of the next thirty moons.
I nuzzled against Nathan’s fuzzy neck and he ended up tumbling on his side with the leg cast. I couldn’t help it: his smell had changed again and it fascinated me. It still smelled like him but ponified. He clearly liked the affection too, much to his embarrassment.
“Well, looks like you do have four good legs!” Cloud cracked behind us. I was going to kick her. Nathan got adorably red though so I dropped it.
“S-sorry,” he apologized and rolled over to hide his shame. I helped him up.
“No. I’m sorry. My fault. You’ll get the hang of it,” I promised. Chad had done better than Nathan -at walking! Having a leg cast didn’t help. Nathan also had a horn though! He was figuring that out too. Slowly but surely.
We continued our walk with less nuzzling. 
“...you have to wear whatever clothes they give you at all times!” Andy instructed.
“Yes, Mom,” her oldest daughter agreed.
“And if you see food on the ground, don’t eat it!”
“Yes, Mom.”
”And, uh, don’t ever walk in the street! That’s for the cars!”
“I know.”
“Are you sure you want to go? Maybe we can get it delivered.”
“Mom! It’ll just be a few hours. It’ll be okay. You said it’s better fresh! Pizza’s worth it!” She agreed before turning to the group. “It’s worth it, right?”
A chorus of laughs and nods answered her. Andy, for her part, still looked worried. Maybe it was her own anxiety. My understanding was that she promised to show her Earth a long time ago. A very different person made that promise though: she had been a pony longer than a human by now. She was going to go through it though; her loyalty was showing.
Sunset smiled quietly at them as they talked. I knew that feeling: hearing an old friend talk was like hearing a favorite song. Today, it was a happy one.
“Honestly, I think it’s better the next day from the fridge,” my stallion of loyalty suggested.
“Eh. It’s okay,” my Pinchy disagreed. 
“Use a skillet. Then with a few drops of water cover and steam,” Carrot Top offered.
“I still do it that way!” Minuette agreed with a nod. “Gets the crust all crusty!” She checked on Chad to back her up and he nodded. 
“...can we bring some back and try that?” Andy’s daughter asked.
I looked up at the portal to check on our destination just in time. Lyra and Bonbon had been talking to Vinyl Scratch and Octavia there. They all hugged, then the latter two kissed and went through together. I glanced at my daughter and her smile told me she caught it too.
We arrived and the portal was free. It was time then.
I saw Sunset contemplating her reflection in the mirror until her gaze drifted and her eyes met Andy’s in it. Her smile was interrupted by Cloud bumping her rump.
“And you’re sure you can do this?” the pegasus whispered.
Sunset nodded.
“They’re out there. Even if they don’t know it yet,” Sunset explained with that shimmer of hope in her eyes. “They’ll need me when the time comes and I’ll find them. I’ll help anypony I can until then.”
“That’s great! I meant the staying ponies thing though,” the pegasus explained.
“Oh. Yeah, that’s no problem. I know portals pretty well,” Sunset downplayed.
“Good. As cool as boobs sound, I’d rather keep my wings,” Cloud admitted.
Sunset hesitantly nodded before she turned her attention to her oldest friend. “Are you ready? You have to go first.”
Andy put her brave face back on after it had been slipping. “Yeah. Just for a day. Just… to know, you know?” She tried to make sense of her emotions. “Make sure I come back! I, uh, my herd couldn’t survive without me.” 
“I promise,” Sunset said and hugged her friend. “I’ll be right there. You’ll get back.”
“I believe you. Alright then, let’s-” Andy cut herself short seeing her daughter take off.
“Mushy time up. Let’s do this! Geronimo~!” she shouted, seconds before she disappeared through the portal.
“Oh my god,” Andy stared in horror. “She just ran in.” Andy steeled herself then went in after her. 
“They’ll be fine,” Sunset said to herself before looking back to the pegasi going with her. “We’ll stick to the plan. It’s not that dangerous over there.” Sunset froze to reconsider that and turned to me. “Not much has changed in twenty-four years, right?”
Since 1996. It was my turn to freeze. 
“Uh… you’ll be fine,” I hoofwaved. Sunset took that in stride and nodded.
“Anyway. Thanks again, Berry. All of you.”
“We just did what you would do, you know?”
Sunset nodded.
“Yeah. I guess so. I really appreciate you for reminding me.”
“You’re welcome. Just… remember why we shine, you know?” I offered. She smiled and nodded.
“...Sunset?” my daughter spoke up. The fiery unicorn looked down to see Ruby remove her ‘watch’ from around her neck. The six other geodes were embedded along the bezel now, circling the emerald heart of the now much larger dial decorated with a sun and moon. “Do you want these?”
Sunset smiled at the offer but shook her head.
“We had a turn with them. They’re yours now.”
“Yeah, but maybe they could help? They’re yours if you want them!” Ruby offered. I don’t think anypony would have disagreed.
“You might need that here more than I will. I’ll be a unicorn; I’ll have plenty of magic.”
“And friendship!” Blossomforth added.
Shimmer nodded in agreement. 
“I’ve heard those are often the same thing,” Chad snarked. That got Ruby to snort and Minuette trying to stifle a giggle.
“I think you’re getting it!” Minuette said, nuzzling him supportively.
“I want you to have them. That way I know they’ll be in good hands,” Sunset assured.
“You mean ‘hooves’!” Minuette corrected her. 
Sunset went over her words again and smiled.
“I do.”
We said our goodbyes, but they were just goodbyes until next time. Then, Sunset Shimmer did whatever she did and she stepped through the portal with Cloud Kicker and Blossomforth holding on.
Then it was just… the seven of us. We lingered at the portal.
“So, what now?” Chad asked. 
“Well, are you all hungry?” Carrot Top suggested. “What time is it? Twenty hours until the portal closes? Nineteen?”
We looked around then down at the one pony still holding a ‘watch’. She seemed to really be considering the geodes. 
“What time do you got there?” I asked. Instead of being amused by the question, Pinchy seemed to struggle with it.
“So, does this mean… am I going to have to raise the sun and moon every day now?”
I considered that then made my decision.
“No. Absolutely not. Maybe when you’re older.” 
My little pink unicorn seemed surprised by my answer. 
“What? But it chose me!” 
“I know, but that’s an awful lot of responsibility. How about we go see what Twilight wants to do with it?” I offered.
Ruby looked up at me, slightly hurt then confused when she saw my smile.
“...you really don’t think I could do it?”
I went in for a hug. “I know you could!” I hated seeing that face sad. “But, don’t you think your plate’s full already? …growing up, …playing, …being my little filly.”
“...and my Rubes,” Comet Tail hugged her as well. 
“Our Pinchy!” Minuette added before hugging us as well. I felt Carrot Top make it a group hug.
Our Pinchy smiled up at all of us.
It was time to go play.
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		Epilogue. Home (Where Everypony Knows Your Name)



“Ruby? Dinky? Dinner’s ready. Did you want to eat here?” Aura's Mom asked us.
I looked around at all the half-finished dolls then up at Dinky. We had completely lost track of time!
“Oh. No, I had dinner plans. I better get home,” I insisted as I started gathering up all my supplies I absolutely didn’t want to misplace before throwing my bag on. Dinky did the same and Aura walked us to the front door.
“Goodbye, Aura! Goodbye, Dinky!” I hugged them both goodbye. “We’ll keep working tomorrow!” 
It was going to be the most accurate Hearth’s Warming ever this year! It had to stay a surprise though, they were some of the presents after all. So, I headed home, unable to talk about what we did tonight in any specifics.
“Just playing,” I practiced aloud with an innocent smile to nopony but the dirt road. There was a slight chill in the air and I loved it for being different. The walk home was otherwise, mostly, uneventful. We lived a little ways out, but that worked out best for everypony. Soon enough, I spotted Dad and his partner up on the balcony next door.
“Hi Dad! Hi, Saucer!” I waved up at them. They stopped talking and waved back. I liked Flying Saucer. He was a little reserved like Dad, but they really clicked.  
“Hey, Rubes! You just now comin’ home?” 
“Yeah. I lost track of time!” I apologized and headed straight into the other house.
“Mooom! I’m home!” I called out while I took my bag off. The only thing I was greeted with was the dim coals of the fireplace and the aroma of the stew simmering over them. 
Mom was out late? Again?
I huffed and checked on the food while I was here. I telekinetically removed the lid and fetched a prong to poke-check on the zucchini and eggplants I cut up earlier. Panfrying them first was the right call. I tentatively pierced and tried one. The red wine had also really deepened the flavors and the herbs were all present. It was the best stew yet!
I checked for any dirty dishes. 
No, Mom definitely didn’t already eat without me. Disappointed that I couldn't eat immediately, I trudged back outside.
“Daaad??” I called out to him. I interrupted them again but they didn’t seem to mind. “Do you know where Mom went?” 
“I think she’s still at the bar,” he explained.
I don’t know why I asked.
“You want me to go with you to get her?”
“I’ll be fine.” I would enjoy the walk anyway. “You wanna come eat with us? They’ll be plenty!”
“Sounds good. We’ve been smelling it all day!”
“I’ll be right back then!”
I headed off to the center of town. It was a straight path and just the right amount of walk from the further houses like ours into downtown. Most shops were empty now but ponies were still cheerfully mingling in the streets as usual.
“Pinchy!” Minuette cheered. She jumped out from a group of ponies chatting and surprised me. It was a pleasant surprise. 
“Hi, Minnie! Have you seen Mom lately?” 
“I sure have! She’s at the bar having a great time.”
“She’s been spending a lot of time there lately.”
“Can you blame her? Ever since -oh!” Minuette cut herself off and felt her sizable belly. “Oh! The foal kicked! Did you see that??”
“I did!” I exclaimed and gently pressed a hoof there. After a moment I felt it kick again!
“It must be any day now,” I agreed with the general consensus of everypony. “I’m so glad you’re having the foal over there. Nice sterile hospital, an epidural, a human birth certificate.”
“No kidding. We lucked out on the timing!” Minuette crushed me against her side in a big hug. “My parents are going to love it!” Minuette started trotting off to her house. “We’ll see you tomorrow!”
I waved goodbye before I continued to the bar. I could hear the ponies in it cheering and laughing from several shops away. It sounded busy tonight.
I looked up at the sign I painted myself before entering the establishment: Berryshine.
Mom was in her usual spot behind the bar. She seemed to be the life of the party more than normal tonight.
“Then I told her I knew she could! And she could too! But gosh, I hated seeing that little face sad. I told her she just had her plate full already: Growing up again, playing, just being my filly.”
The crowd in the bar awwed before Mom’s eyes noticed her new patron: me. 
“Ruby!” Mom cheered. The ponies in the bar all turned and cheered as well.  
“Pinchy!” I was technically a regular, since Mom owned the place. There were a lot of new ponies tonight. Probably because of the portal opening.
“Oh my gawd! Ruby! You’re so ador-aaaah!” a dark blue pegasus in a hoodie greeted me right as she fell off her barstool. She laughed. “I’m okay!”
The very fuzzy orange stallion and white earth pony mare she was sitting between both helped prop her back up. The white mare wasn’t much better on her hooves. The two mares bumbled into each other and toppled onto each other on the floor in a fit of giggles. There were a lot of glasses to wipe behind the bar. I wouldn’t be surprised if those two drunk mares didn’t put half of them away together.
“Silly birb,” a colorful changeling sitting off to the side murmured to her friend who nodded and smiled in agreement.
Mom walked around the bar to double-check the two were alright before turning her attention back to me.
“Pinchy, how’s that secret project going? Did you finish?”
“Not yet. But the street lights are on and you promised you’d be home early tonight.”
“Oh no. Is it really that late already??” Mom asked. “I’m sorry. I lost track of time.” Mom scratched her short, curly mane while she looked over all the ponies still in the bar. Finally she just shrugged. “Alright, everypony! It’s closing time! Thanks for drinking all my alcohol and listening to me ramble.”  
Most of the ponies gracefully left. Most of them.
“Heeeey, Berry,” the pegasus who had too much alcohol muttered as she pulled herself to her hooves with the stool. “Your story… was great! You really oughta write it down!” She climbed onto her stool and reached for her glass only to find it had ‘mysteriously’ disappeared.
Mom thought about the drunk mare’s idea before shaking her head. “No. That’d be silly. Nopony would read that; we all have a story.” 
It took the pegasus a moment to remember what she was talking about. “No but… uh…” she struck the bartop with an idea. “I’ll write it for you then!” 
The white mare with her was petting her mane and shushing her. “Ssssh. I think we’re causing a scene.”
“Oh? I’ll cause-a scene alright,” the pegasus said with a drunk smirk on her face. “How ‘bout I tell’em your story??” 
The pegasus nickered into her white mare friend’s ear and her face turned as red as Mom’s coat.
The stallion cleared his throat to interrupt.
“Hey, Barkeep?” the fuzzy orange stallion called while he strapped some kind of butterfly wing device on. “What would you say for ‘one for the road’?”  
“Hmm…” Mom considered that as she slowly walked back towards the bar. “...Okay. But I get to pick it. who wants in?”
There was a round of cheers.
“Mom!” I scolded her. I followed her around the bar, surprised she would do this. I saw that gleam in her eye as she reached for one of the bottles under the counter. I rolled my eyes.
“Hay, Carrot? Can you get this for me?” Mom asked Carrot Top who had been quietly sitting there sipping on a red drink before she plopped the bottle down in front of her.
“I can but I can’t stick around,” she said before she bit down on the cork. Meanwhile, Mom sat out glasses for every patron who stuck around and wanted in on the bartender’s choice last call. Just in time for Carrot to uncork the bottle and sit it down on the bar. 
“Alright. Good night,” she said as she slipped off her stool.
“Hay, where’s my tip?” Berry teased as she poured the first glass by rolling the bottle over one foreleg with the other. 
“My tip is go easy on the grenadine. More ginger ale.”
“Haa ha… I’ll remember that,” Mom said just as she finished pouring the last: one for herself. She sat the bottle down. “Hay, Carrot? Thanks for helping me tell that, uh, that one part.”
Carrot stopped leaving to turn back to her friend. “Of course. You’re welcome, Berry Punch.” She smiled. “Now if you’ll excuse me. I have to get to bed. I should’ve been baking today! I want to get all the ovens up to temp tomorrow morning before Marco Pollo starts squawking.” 
“Good night, Carrot,” Mom called to her friend.
“Night, Carrot!” I repeated.
“I’ll see you guys tomorrow at the portal -with a whole convoy of baked goods!”
“Do you want anything else from the other side?” Mom asked.
“Just my seedlings. Don’t forget!” Carrot Top said. With that, Carrot headed out and Mom turned back to her remaining patrons.
“Alright, ponies. A toast!” Mom said as she raised her glass. “...to home!”
“To home!!” The ponies cheered in various degrees of slurred speech before drinking. I smiled.
“Wow,” the orange stallion complimented after his drink. “That’s amazing. You can’t even taste the- …” he sniffed it. “This is juice… oh! Is this from your own field??”
“It is! The vineyard just started maturing!” Mom beamed so proudly. “Ruby and I stomped these ourselves!”
“That’s so awesome. Good on you, Berry,” the stallion said before dumping a pouch of Crystal Empire bits on the counter. “Alright. Well, fly safe, Cloud!” he said before bearhugging the drunk pegasus and heading out. Mom watched his tail as he left. 
“Nodda nuff-a those ‘round, huh?” the hugged mare mumbled. Mom nodded.
I rolled my eyes.
“Hey, Cloud?” the drunk white mare asked before getting assaulted by ‘Cloud’ nuzzling her. “You-you got a place to stay?”
“Yes!” Cloud cheered before pulling the other's hoof. “Spectra, Come’n! I’m crashing at Sleet’s place! You’ll love her and her herdmates!” The last two drunk patrons started heading out, practically carrying each other.
Mom smiled as the last two ponies left. Then, turned to me. It was just the two of us now.
“Alright. Let’s go,” Mom agreed.
We doused the hearth and plunged the bar into darkness before heading back out into the chill autumn night. We both reflexively glanced up at the moon. In less than twenty-four hours, it’d be full for the thirtieth time. Mom sighed satisfied.
“So, how’s dinner looking?” she asked.
“It smells amazing! And you were right: frying the vegetables up first helped a ton.”
“Did we cut them up too small?”
“Just right, I think!”
“Good, good. I was thinking we could tear that stale loaf up, toss it in for dumplings? Use it all up before we go.”
“I invited Dad and Saucer over to help us eat it all.”
“Perfect,” Mom agreed. We slowly started heading that way but Mom was dawdling. She looked back at the patrons leaving.
“Are you staring at that stallion again?”
“No, well, yes,” Mom struggled. “That white mare too. She seems familiar,” Mom took a second to rephrase herself. “I was just thinking: you think Nathan will still want to stay?”
“I can’t see why not! He’ll be really proud of you with the bar too.” I agreed. “That’s not it, is it?”
Mom laughed. “No. You know me too well,” she admitted. “Do you think… Mom will recognize me?”
I nuzzled Mom’s face and she nuzzled mine back. It was going to be a lot for her but we promised to visit. 
“I think so. She’s still Mom. We’ve changed a lot, but for the better. She’ll be proud of us.”
“...yeah,” Mom agreed then smiled. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m being a silly pony.” Mom’s pace picked back up with her smile. “Alright, Pinchy: let’s go home!”

			Author's Notes: 
Dedicated to all of my friends: you are my stars!
Feel free to ask any questions or drop any comments... in the comments. : ) 
If you happen to be going to Ponyville Ciderfest 2022, I'll see you there!
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