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		Description

Graduation is quickly approaching Canterlot High. While Sunset Shimmer is happy about this celebratory milestone, something has kept her believing there's more to do back in Equestria. Along the way, she begins to think back on her past, try to understand things she had never questioned before, and take an extended return to Equestria. Little does she know, she would eventually uncover an incredibly dark and unexpected truth...
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		Prologue: A New Possible Path



It was another ordinary day at Canterlot High, with graduation approaching in about a week. Senior year was tedious from all the exams, pop quizzes, seemingly endless homework, but the persevering students pushed on to overcome everything. It was exciting for most of them to realize all their years of hard work were about to be over soon, and that they'd finally get to experience the real world outside of high school.
Like every other student attending the school, Sunset Shimmer had just finished taking her final exams and prepared for the upcoming graduation. She knew there were a number of tasks to check off her list, including picking up her graduation gown, sending college applications, and emptying out her locker's contents. She had already envisioned how proud she'd be at the ceremony in about a week, basking in glory of finally achieving a milestone that demonstrated how far she had come in both her education and acceptance of friendship.
She sat around in front of the main lobby, absolutely exhausted from the incredibly draining schoolwork she had completed recently. While resting her tired brain from those many hours of studying, she had begun reflecting the many adventures she's had, where Equestrian magic or related artifacts had shown up, and created trouble in different forms. Although there weren't many magical occurrences ever since the time loop artifact was discovered at the festival Postcrush had performed in, the experience definitely had Sunset on her guard for suspicious activity.
"I've certainly had quite a number of magical memories here and even throughout this whole city, haven't I?" Sunset said to herself. "Let's see, stealing a crown, siren gems, magical mirrors, stones that erase your memory, and even artifacts that make you relive the same day indefinitely. Yeah, I'd say I've been through a lot."

After recapping, Sunset then thought about her plans after graduation. She already had a job at the Canterlot mall sushi place, which helped her with paying rent for her apartment. Although she likely wouldn't have enough income to afford college tuition, one of the institutions could still give her a scholarship. But what was the goal after she would have received her high school diploma?
"I still haven't decided for sure which college I'll be attending, nor the major I'll be applying in." Sunset said as she began contemplating. "Sure, I'm talented with a lot of skills that many institutions would gladly accept me for, but is this really what I want?"
She had then suddenly thought of an idea that had not crossed her mind ever since the Friendship Games. "What if... this isn't what I want at all? Since Princess Twilight used my old journal to reopen the portal back to Equestria without having to worry about waiting every 30 moons, maybe there's more to do back home?"
This was indeed a big decision, as she felt she wouldn't really want to live life in two separate worlds simultaneously. With graduation quickly approaching, Sunset was glad she had at least thought of this as a possibility, but for the time being, there were other considerations before she went through with it.

	
		Chapter 1: Mingling with Students



The day went on as usual for Sunset. All seniors were expected to prepare for graduation, and with finals already completed, they were not required to attend class. Despite this, many of the seniors still came to campus, either to mingle or receive college acceptance letters. Twilight Sparkle was waiting at the office for her full-time scholarship to Canterlot University, thanks to her outstanding performance and 4.0 GPA. Although Sunset had decent merits of her own, along with a 3.9 GPA, no colleges had offered her full-time scholarships, so she had instead been waiting for response mail, whenever it may come. Nevertheless, she didn't pass up this seemingly final opportunity to hang out with her friends.
Things had been going well for Sunset, as everybody she greeted had given her a friendly attitude and response. It was a total contrast to her previous reputation as the power-hungry tyrant whom once ruled the school with an iron fist. Nobody shunned or felt intimidated by her anymore, and she was overall on good terms with most students. Despite this, Sunset still had occasional feelings of guilt for her past, and the impacts left on certain students. The way she treated Fluttershy back then stood out as one of her biggest regrets, as it especially felt dirty to target the girl who hadn't even crossed paths with her, and rarely has the courage to stand up for herself. The other internal guilt was opening the portal to this Human World in the first place, which she speculated was the main reason Equestrian magic leaked in and created the havoc that it did. Although she became used to the magical encounters over time, she still believes none of this would've ever happened had she listened to Princess Celestia and stayed far away from the magical mirror all those years ago.
She battled such guilt on a daily basis, but kept in mind that the girl she once was no longer exists. She's turned a new leaf and was living a legitimately happy life ever since she accepted friendship. She had a good time walking down the halls to look for her friends, as other students she normally wasn't as close with, still treated her with earnest respect.
"I'm hosting a private, after-graduation party at around 7 on graduation day." Octavia mentioned calmly as she saw Sunset. "You are more than welcome to come if you wish, and you may bring one guest." She finished as she handed Sunset an invitation. Sunset smiled as she gave her a thumbs up, to where she returned the same gesture before walking off.

"I'm not really sure who to bring to this event, but I guess it'd be nice to bring Pinkie. Just as long as they don't serve any churros there." Sunset said jokingly, remembering what happened back at the music festival a few months ago.
As she just thought of Pinkie, Sunset remembered that it'd be nice to say one final goodbye to her close friends before they all went off to college. It was certainly possible for them all to still keep in touch, but it would definitely take more effort to do so. Bearing this in mind, Sunset stopped mingling with the other students and went to check the student mailbox. Like before, there were still no response letters to her college applications, so she went off to search the school for the rest of her friends. She knew they had to be around somewhere, as she received a text from Applejack, asking for help in moving out their instruments from the music room.

	
		Chapter 2: Searching the School



As Sunset went forward to look for her friends, she started getting a strange feeling they really weren't here today. They weren't really anywhere she'd expect them to be, and it wasn't particularly clear if their plans changed on such short notice. She went to the music room that housed their band instruments, and noticed none of them had been moved around at all. As usual, she checked back on her phone, but clearly saw that Applejack only mentioned the plan to move out the instruments at some point, but no other details.
It was at this point, Sunset almost felt tempted to use her geode's power to read someone's mind, in order to find a clue on her friends'  whereabouts. But then she remembered something. Recently, all the girls including Sunset, decided that for the time being, it's better to simply leave the geodes behind  for a while. Wearing them might cause some magical mishaps, and  they'd rather have the graduation remain fairly normal. The past few weeks have gone without any magical incidents, and so they have decided  it's likely for the better. Sunset then remembered that she did lock up her geode in a storage safe at her apartment, which only she has the key to.

But even then, Sunset wasn't about to rely on magic immediately for a trivial task as finding her friends in the school. She only kept this in mind in case of an emergency, and she really needs to use its magical powers. So she simply went forward to ask other students nearby if they had any idea where her friends may be.
"Hi, excuse me. Have any of you seen my friends recently?" Sunset asked some students. "Do you know where Pinkie Pie, Rainbow Dash, or Fluttershy are at?"
"Nope, sorry. I just don't know where they might be." Derpy said.
"Haven't really seen them today. But we're not really close with them, so I have no idea." Lyra replied.
"Are they maybe doing something together as a surprise?" Bon Bon asked. "Word on the street is, Pinkie's going to throw a huge surprise party for graduation, so maybe the rest of your friends are helping her prepare?"
"Hmm, maybe? Though she didn't mention anything like this to me at all, so it might be something else? Either way, I'm just looking for them before I start planning for the graduation ceremony myself. I'll keep looking for them, thanks anyway for trying to help." Sunset said as she waved goodbye to those students.
Sunset went into the auditorium, library, gym, and even various club classrooms she frequently saw her friends at. But they were all empty. Not even Fluttershy was in the classroom that housed many of the school pets for the Animal Love club. It really wasn't like her friends to just ghost her, but Sunset still kept the benefit of the doubt that there was nothing malicious going on, and that her friends were just invested in doing something together that they forgot to tell her about. 
There was one last main room that Sunset had not checked yet, so she went there in hopes of finally finding them. She opened the doors to the cafeteria, and to her relief, there they were. Rainbow Dash, Applejack, Fluttershy, Twilight Sparkle, and Rarity, all sitting together at one of the tables in the back corner. Sunset walked over to the table, hoping everything was okay.
"I'm really hoping someone didn't find another memory stone that wiped their good memories of me again..." Sunset thought humorously, remembering the incident with Wallflower awhile back.

	
		Chapter 3: Future Career Paths



Sunset just approached the table her friends were sitting at. To her relief, they started the conversation out in a friendly tone, and were not telling her to get lost, or calling her mean names all of a sudden.
"Sunset, darling! How nice of you to join us!" Rarity greeted. "We were wondering where you were."
"Hi, girls!" Sunset replied. "Yeah, I was just searching around the school for you girls, and didn't find you anywhere, not even in the music room. Didn't... Applejack text me that our plan today was to move out our band instruments from the music room?" Sunset asked as she pulled out her phone.
"Oh? Did I say today?" Applejack asked, confused. She pulled out her own phone to check the chat log between her and Sunset, before slapping her forehead at her mistake. "My bad, Sugarcube. We were actually plannin' to move out the instruments tomorrow, not today. I should've made things a little more clear that we planned to meet in the cafeteria to have lunch. This is Granny Smith's final day here as the lunch lady before she retires."
"Oh, all right then, no problem." Sunset said politely. "Accidents will happen. So anyway, what are we doing today besides having lunch?" Sunset asked as she took a seat and pulled out a packed lunch from her bag. She was confused as to why Pinkie wasn't with them, but just assumed she was simply somewhere else. 
"Well, we were discussing what we might do over the summer, until Twilight brought up the boring question of what we plan to do during our college years." Rainbow Dash said with annoyance. "Like come on, Twilight. It's obvious! I'm going to be a star athlete and compete in championships! Got no time for an academic curriculum when I got all C's and D's in my classes."
"That might be true for you, Rainbow." Twilight said, keeping her cool. "But I'm still curious what everyone else plans to do during their college years. Besides, didn't you start reading books lately? Sometimes in the halls, I still hear you go on and on about this fictional character named Daring Do."
"Errrrr, uhhhhh..." Rainbow Dash began, but was unable to finish her sentence before quickly changing the topic. "Anyway, what do you plan to do when you get into college, Fluttershy?"
Sunset and her friends began to have a long winded conversation, with each of the girls contemplating what their next  move will be after they graduate and head off to college. Each of them gave some rather enthusiastic responses to their majors that did also fit with their interests. Fluttershy considered getting into animal biology to become a vet, while Rarity  proposed possibly becoming a fashionista and also a side career as a therapist.

As Sunset listened on to her friends' dreams and motives, she really had no idea what she wanted to do in college, or anything that would be job related in the far future. Ever since the Friendship Games, she's had this internal feeling that perhaps this human world was a bit  too "ordinary" for her tastes. It's been a constant battle between whether she should spend more time in Equestria, with her natural talents in magic, or staying behind to live out her current human life. At the same time, she did not want to have her friends believe she was simply going to abandon them. They've been by her side ever since she was a fallen school bully, and went through so many adventures together. From music festivals to summer camp, the memories she's had with these girls were one valuable piece of her life Sunset would always hold close to her heart. To this day, her mind still lingers the thought of whether there really is more for her to do back home, but she just never mentioned it to her friends, due to how extra personal the topic is.
As Applejack just finished explaining that she did have some interest in plant biology due to her family's history with farming produce, it was then Sunset's turn to talk about what she plans on doing in college. Sunset knew the truth on not really having any plans and the possibility of going back to Equestria would not be an easy thing to tell them, so she only gave a vague answer off the top of her head.
"Hmm, maybe I'll do an arts and music major. I do have the talents with playing guitar and painting every now and then." Sunset said, as her friends nodded in approval, agreeing that they do love those aspects in her merits.

	
		Chapter 4: Snacktime



After having the conversation about college paths with her friends, Sunset decided to head off to the cafe for some coffee and snacks, as she still felt a bit peckish, even after lunch. Once this was done, she felt like hanging out with her friends a bit more, mostly to have further conversations that weren't related to college. She figured it would be a good opportunity to mention the possibility of taking temporary a break from the human world to revisit Equestria for a bit, at least, until she's fully made up her mind about this big decision of hers. At the cafe Sunset normally hangs out at with her friends, she noticed Mrs. Cake was not behind the counter as usual, as she had recently hired a new girl to manage the cashier. Sunset approached the counter, getting what she normally orders.
"Hi, excuse me? Could I just get one regular coffee and two red-velvet cupcakes, please?" Sunset asked, as she rang the bell on the counter.
"Coming right up, ma'am!" The girl said in a soft voice, as she went to the cupcake rack to bag the requested items, before turning over to the coffee machine.
Sunset just had a realization that the bell was new, even if she had just run it a few seconds earlier out of instinct. "Hmm, that's new. I don't think there was a bell on the counter during my past visits here."
The girl giggled. "Hehe, yeah. It was my idea to help speed up business. Bells are also part of my name too, by the way. It's Sugar Belle." She introduced herself.
"Sugar Belle?" Sunset repeated. "That's a pretty name, nice to meet you. My name's Sunset Shimmer. I don't think I've seen you at all around Canterlot City, so I'm guessing you're new? At the very least, I've never seen you around this cafe.
"Oh, yes." Sugar Belle replied. "I'm mostly just working bakery jobs to help out my family. But I'm actually from around here, and I do own my very first bakery at the Canterlot mall. I just don't really get too much business there, is all."
"That's cool, maybe I'll check it out sometime." Sunset said as she looked around the cupcakes rack, and noticed that the snacks did look different. They had new patterns for the frosting, and there were even a few new flavors she had never seen, or heard of before. "Are these your personal recipes for cupcakes, by the way? They do look different from Mrs. Cake's."
"Oh, yeah. I started baking my own batches lately, since the customers really enjoy what I can put out. You're welcome to taste one, if you'd like." Sugar Belle offered.
Sunset was handed a smaller cupcake from the samples plate, and was impressed. "Oh, wow! These are good!" Sunset exclaimed out of natural instinct from her taste buds. "Maybe Mrs. Cake has competition, haha. You did mention you don't get as much business at your shop, so I'd certainly recommend you to my friends at school."
"Oh! That would be wonderful, much obliged, Sunset." Sugar Belle said with gratitude.
Sunset reached into her bag for the $10 bill to pay for her order, as Sugar Belle came over with the bag of two cupcakes, along with her coffee cup.

"Thanks for the business!" Sugar Belle said as she handed over the coffee and took Sunset's money. 
"I can't put my finger on it, but something about that new girl reminds me a bit of myself..." Sunset muttered as she walked out of the cafe.

	
		Chapter 5: A Little Catching Up



As Sunset walked out of the cafe, she looked around the shop, and noticed for whatever reason, Pinkie was nowhere to be seen. This was unusual, considering Pinkie usually always stopped by the cafe at this time after school. Her mind had still lingered where Pinkie would be, as she never saw her at school either. Regardless, she took her coffee and snacks to go, and walked down the streets.  Her next plan was to either head home to prepare for graduation, or perhaps stop by  Applejack's house for a while. This time, Applejack assured her through the text that everyone was going to hang at her house, mostly to catch up with each other, or even get some band practice in.
While  heading home, however, she ran into two unexpected visitors, they were  ponies like herself, but in human bodies, and friends she hadn't seen in  quite some time.
"Twilight? Starlight?" Sunset greeted. "Hey,  girls! It almost feels like a family reunion here! Sure, I've been  writing to you in the journals about magical situations, but I haven't  seen either of you in person for quite a while. How's Equestria been?"

"Well,  in all honesty, it's kind of been a major ride." Starlight answered.  "You wouldn't believe what we just went through the past couple of days. The unicorns, pegasi, and Earth ponies almost became separated and  turned against each other, and Equestria itself? Nearly destroyed by some filly, centaur, and changeling queen."
Twilight jumped in.  "Yeah, I wouldn't have thought it would all come to this either. At the  very least, I had more allies on my side to battle Tirek compared to the  last time I fought him, which was by myself."
Sunset became  increasingly curious about the adventure the more she heard. "Sounds  like you lived out Tirek's Revenge the video game in real time! But wow,  it does seem like you went through quite a lot recently."
Twilight  and Starlight looked at each other in confusion, not knowing what a  video game was. Twilight continued. "You bet! Anyways, you may be  wondering why we came to visit you ourselves rather than just writing to  you in your journal?"
"Well, I'm always happy to see old friends regardless, but go on." Sunset replied.
"Alright,  well I might've glossed over it for a while now, but I did vaguely hint  at it a few moons ago. More specifically, Princess Celestia and Princess Luna  have decided to retire, and were planning to pass the position as ruler  of Equestria to me.", Twilight explained.
Sunset was surprised  indeed. "...Wow, congratulations to say the very least, Twilight. I  never would've expected this so soon, but not all things last forever, I  suppose. This sounds like it'll be an incredibly big responsibility for  you. Given how busy you usually are, I'm certainly honored you would  take time out of your busy schedule to come visit me."
Twilight  smiled. "Well as far as visiting back once more, we wanted to stop by  and give you a personal invitation to my coronation ceremony. It's  happening very soon, and, since you are indeed an old friend whom I've  taught friendship in one way or another, I wanted to just stop by, since  we haven't really seen each other outside of these journal entries."
Starlight  continued the explanation. "Think of us being here as a reminder of how  meaningful you are to us, and that we'd really love to have you over."
Sunset  was ecstatic. "I'd love to come! I might be graduating from CHS pretty  soon, but that sounds like a wonderful idea! I'll move around the  schedule a bit with the rest of my friends, but I wouldn't miss this for  the world! Do you think you could head back to the portal real quick,  while I let my friends know? I'll meet you back in Equestria as soon as I can."
Both Twilight and Starlight nodded in approval before heading back to the portal in front of CHS. As they did, Sunset now knew it was ideal to head to Applejack's house first, mostly to let everyone know that she has decided on heading back to Equestria, at least as a temporary visit.

	
		Chapter 6: Feeling Homesick



Sunset now knew that if she were to attend this coronation event, her schedule suddenly became a lot more tighter, and there would be more planning well in advance. Although graduation was a big deal for Sunset herself, Twilight Sparkle's  coronation was certainly another event she couldn't miss either. Both of these events would be significant, once in a lifetime opportunities, but Sunset felt the need to attend both, especially given how close her and Princess Twilight had become as friends over the years. Aside from the  rest of the Rainbooms, she felt like the closest Sunset had to a mother figure aside from Celestia.
Thinking about it, however,  she realized that she never really knew her mother at all. Sunset had  only been briefly raised by her father, then went off to Magic School at  an incredibly young age. She never had any memories of being with her  actual mother, or really understood why her mother was never around when  she was a filly.
As Sunset walked around town, she eventually reached Sweet Apple Acres. Going toward the front of Applejack's house, she saw that the garage door was open. Applejack, Rainbow Dash,  Rarity, Fluttershy, and this world's Twilight were all there, chatting with one another, but like before, Pinkie wasn't with them at all. Applejack took notice of Sunset approaching, and walked over to welcome her inside.
"Howdy do, Sunset?" Applejack greeted as she put her hand on her shoulder. "Ya see, I told ya I wouldn't let you down on our lil' meet up location this time 'round!"

"Hey girls..."  Sunset began. "Have any of you seen Pinkie? I noticed she wasn't with you all during lunch, but I couldn't find her anywhere after school, not even at Mrs.  Cake's cafe. And it doesn't seem like Pinkie to just disappear without  letting any of us know where she's gone."
"Heh, I see Sunset  already misses her Postcrush festival buddy!" Rainbow Dash teased. "But  don't worry, I did see her this afternoon, and she was her usual self.  I'm sure something just came up."
"I second that there.", Agreed  Applejack. "We were actually just talkin' bout you, Sugarcube. We  couldn't help but notice that ya did act a bit strange back during  lunchtime when we were discussing our future career paths after  graduation. Is something wrong, Sunset?"
Sunset, knowing that her  time in the human world has finally led up to this moment, finally  becomes open. "Yes, err, it may have been a while since we've really  touched upon it, but if you remember, I'm not exactly like you girls." She began explaining herself. "I'm more or less an alien in a human body, who's actually a pony. I know  that we all originally had plans to hang together before our graduation  ceremony, but I'm wondering if you girls were cool with me going back  to Equestria for a bit? Princess Twilight is also a good friend of mine,  and she's having a once in a lifetime opportunity for me to see her  become the ruler of Equestria. Graduation is next week, and this should  only take a couple of days, at best."
After explaining herself,  Sunset awaits anxiously to see whether or not her friends would be  supportive of her decision. She would already know they'd all understand  what she's even talking about, given they have all entered Equestria  back during the Spring Break shipwreck.

	
		Chapter 7: An Unpleasant Past



In the garage, Sunset had awaited a response to her friends about her  decision, though still keeping from them, the more crucial detail about  wanting to possibly return to Equestria for good after graduation. To  her delight, despite having mixed expressions upon their faces, they all  eventually nodded with approval before speaking up.
"Well Sunset, it's really your choice. We can't tell you not to go." Rainbow Dash replied.
"Absolutely.  We don't mind if you want to go back for a bit, there's always time to  visit family. Just like my many hamsters at home!" Fluttershy cooed.

"Since  we're all friends who took an oath to respect each other's decisions  and such, I'd say go for it! Even if the experience in Equestria was rather... freaky  for me last time." Said Twilight.
Applejack and Rarity nodded  along, but didn't say anything further. Sunset was happy and hopeful  that this would be the outcome. She was initially worried her friends  would feel like she's abandoning them by doing so, and especially if she  mentioned wanting to go back to Equestria for good. Even though, deep  down, she feels her friends would respect such a decision, she just felt they weren't ready yet. This  would especially be true for this world's Twilight Sparkle, who Sunset  always considered her bestie, and also the one she feel would take this  departure the hardest, aside from maybe Pinkie.
Once the subject of returning to Equestria temporarily was cleared up, Sunset and her friends decided  to have some friendly conversations about their whole time at CHS, and  how it's all built up to this moment. They mostly remembered all kinds of crazy events and magical mishaps that occurred over the last three years, when Applejack unintentionally interjected about a more sensitive topic.
"We sure had some good memories in freshmen year at CHS, didn't we all?" Applejack asked, until she realized the irony of that statement. "Actually, scratch that, I still don' look too fondly back at how we were durin' our first CHS year."
"You said it, Applejack!", Rainbow  Dash exclaimed. "We sure have changed quite a bit these past few years  at school. I still remember the days when most students were  intimidated by Sunset for being the school bully. I think she was the  absolute worst back in the day! Errr, no offense." She said as she  looked toward Sunset.
Sunset rolled her eyes and as usual, said the line as if it's expected in her script. "None taken."
"Um,  to be honest, girls. Back then, I still have bad memories of horrible  bullies even before Sunset came to school." Fluttershy teared up, as  Rainbow mentioned bullies during this conversation about freshman year  at CHS. "I, I have no idea where I'd be today if it wasn't for Rainbow  Dash. I remember there was this girl named Gilda who always acted  aggressive toward me, made me hand over my lunch money, and threaten to  hurt my little critters."
The emotional pain from such an awful  memory made Fluttershy break down, and Rainbow had to hug her to calm  her down. "There, there, Fluttershy. She's gone now. I made absolute  certain to expose her in front of Principal Celestia and get her  expelled. And she got sent to juvey. She can't bother none of us  anymore." Rainbow assured.
Fluttershy wiped away her tears. "I  know, but... I keep hearing rumors about how Gilda managed to break out,  and ever since, if she ever finds her way back to CHS, she's still  vengeful enough to take out her fierce resentment toward both of us,  Dash."
Rarity, seeing the distraught shaking in her friends,  decided to jump in. "Perhaps we should change the conversation to a  more... positive topic, darling. No need to relive bad past memories,  correct, Rainbow Dash?" She said as she glared at Rainbow in  disapproval.
"Heh heh, sorry, my bad." Rainbow apologized.
Although  this actually had nothing to do with her specifically, Sunset had still given a  subtle look of guilt, but the feeling was much more powerful internally.  Back when she didn't have any friends and ruled the school like a dictator, she had definite vivid memories of horribly bullying Fluttershy.  These actions not only included taking her lunch money, but also calling  her pathetic for only having animals as friends, and always kicking her  when she was down. Sunset never knew of this Gilda girl they were  talking about, so she speculated she must've gotten expelled some time  shortly before she came through the mirror for the first time. All Sunset knew for absolute certain was, she was immensely happy she's a  better person now, and stopped hurting Fluttershy when she did, not  knowing what kind of further damage her bullying might've done back then. Anything that would've came from it, all she knew is that she would've certainly regretted it big time.

	
		Chapter 8: A True True Friend



After Sunset and her friends had decided that they caught up enough, they all mutually agreed it was time to head back to their own homes. They were all expected to fetch their instruments from the CHS music room the next day, but since Sunset was likely going to be out of town, Applejack offered to hold on to it until she was ready to come back to pick it up. In the meantime, Sunset had decided go ahead and walk home, now knowing what her  next step is as far as going back to Equestria temporarily. While walking back home, Twilight decided to  accompany her. 
"So, Twilight." Sunset began questioning. "Are you sure  you'll be all right here by yourself without me while I'm in Equestria? I  mean, at least until graduation, anyway? I know that we've been besties  for a while now, and I'd imagine you'd really miss me for quite some  time. Or at least, however many moons it's counted as in Equestria."
"It's  okay, Sunset." Twilight responded. "I can't keep you from visiting your  family, or anyone else back there you'd consider family. I'm guessing  you'll be going back to visit not only the other.... Princess Me? But  also visiting your parents?
Sunset had realized upon hearing  this, up until now, she hadn't mentioned her parents to anyone ever  since she left to become Celestia's pupil in Magic Kindergarten. To this day, she never really understood why, but knew for certain that she had  vague memories of being taken care of by her father. Unfortunately, Sunset had next to no memory at all of her mother's name and appearance. This meant that even if she was still around in Equestria somewhere, she would have no idea who her mother even was. Many years later up until now, Sunset felt  it was finally time to become open, especially to a girl she most  certainly trusts.
"I am going back to celebrate with Princess  Twilight during her coronation, yes. But as for my parents, that might  actually be tricky. I went to Magic Kindergarten at such a young age, I  barely even remember what my parents looked like, or even their names.  Well, at least my dad anyways. I only have a brief memory of being with  my dad before I went off to magic school, and I don't even remember  having a mom in my life. I don't know if mom is still out there in  Equestria somewhere, or..." Sunset began to tear up a bit, having a bit  of a realization of what this could mean. "Maybe I never got to see her  because she passed shortly after I was born."
Twilight suddenly  felt guilty for asking, despite this being the first time she's ever  brought up Sunset's parents. "I'm really sorry to hear, Sunset. I've  known my parents my whole life, I couldn't imagine how painful it is to  basically grow up without them. My condolences if she really did pass."  Twilight then thought of some advice. "But, since your dad was in  custody of you when you were younger before you enrolled in this magic  school, perhaps you could get his name and address in the school's  archives? I'm sure every school has records and information about the  students, as well as their parents? At the very least, if he's still  living in Equestria somewhere, perhaps you could have a reunion with  him?"
"I suppose so, Twilight. And don't worry, it's not your  fault, you didn't know. To be honest, this is actually the first time  I've opened up about my parents to anyone. Just like..." Sunset knew  that she couldn't keep this a secret forever, and that she would have to  tell the rest of her friends, especially after graduation. "Twilight,  could you keep a secret, at least for now?"
"Of course, Sunset, anything." Twilight nodded.
"I'm  actually not planning to go back to Equestria temporarily. In fact,  after graduation, there is the possibility of me going back to Equestria  for good. I just sometimes feel this world, it's a bit too ordinary for  my tastes. Besides the occasional magical imbalance or artifact, but  the reason they even exist is because I basically brought them into this  world ever since I opened the portal. I still feel there's more for me  to do back home in Equestria, and if my dad is still around, I would  actually love to get to know him a bit better, now that I'm all grown  up. It's hard to tell this to you and the rest of our friends, because  they've been by my side ever since I needed to learn accepting friendship, and I'd feel  like I'm abandoning you all by doing so. I just feel like now's maybe  the best opportunity to bring this up, because it's not likely for us  all to keep in contact after High School. We may all be going to  different universities, or move out of the city shortly after  graduation. So... taking all this in, how would you feel about me doing  this, Twilight?" Sunset finished.
Twilight thought about  everything Sunset just said for a few seconds, but eventually came back  with giving her a hug first. "Sunset, if there's one thing you've taught  me in my life, it's that good friends respect each other's decisions.  The possibility of you going back to Equestria for good will certainly  make me miss you, but you are right. It isn't that much different for  the rest of our friends if they go on to do different things with their  lives. For all we know, we may never get to see them again. The statistics regarding  that are pretty likely.  I can't speak for them when I say you wouldn't  be abandoning us, but for me, I'll let you know upfront that it doesn't  matter to me. I'll be happy if you stay so that we could keep in touch  for a little longer, but if you'd rather go home for good after  graduation, that is absolutely fine with me. I do of course, also owe  you for teaching me friendship, and having me as a friend even after the  Friendship Games incident. Without you, I'd imagine I would still be the  nerdy, social outcast I once was at Crystal Prep."
Sunset was  happy that at the very least, coming clean about her reasons, parents,  and possible urge to go back to Equestria for good sat well with  Twilight. But she still felt maybe the time wasn't right to let the rest  of her friends know, at least until she goes back to Equestria for a  bit, to perhaps finalize her decision. As such, she returned the hug  from Twilight, and patted her on the back for being a good sport. After  that, they continued to walk home together, now hopeful for a brighter  future after CHS.


	
		Chapter 9: Friend or Foe?



As Sunset had walked Twilight home, she went about her own way back to  her apartment, as it was going to get dark soon. She didn't feel the  need to use a bus, as her apartment wasn't too far from where she was  now. The route she had in mind also took her past CHS, which did also  give her an opportunity to go back to her locker to gather her personal  bookbag, as she had suddenly remembered that the day before graduation,  all lockers were expected to be cleaned out. As Sunset walked toward CHS  on her way home, she noticed that there was a purple van covered in  graffiti in the parking lot. Why did it look so familiar? She then  remembered seeing the Dazzlings once again during the events of the  festival to see Postcrush, and how this looked just like the van she  snuck into when trying to figure out what was causing the timeloop. But  was it really them again? Why would they come back to CHS of all places?  But before Sunset could even go past the van to her locker, a familiar  pair of spiked boots stepped out of the Van, along with a large orange  poof of hair. The girl was looking at a CHS graduation invite on her cell phone, before  she turned around and noticed Sunset Shimmer in her direction. Both  girls initially gave a dirty look toward each other before the siren  girl spoke up.
"Well, I should've definitely expected to see you  again, ever since you and your band girls blasted magic toward me and my  sisters." Adagio said. "Hard to believe it's been this long, we haven't  seen you since the Battle of the Bands, I wish we would've kept it that  way."
Sunset was confused at first, until she remembered this  would be the case, since in the alternate timeline where she didn't  confront the Dazzlings back at the festival, they would have no memories  of meeting her back then, and only remember their last confrontation  here at CHS. Still though, even if they were merely a red herring at the  festival, Sunset kept her guard up, trying to understand what they were  doing back. "What do you mean by that, you manipulative witch? Why  would you be back here of all places, let alone around the time of  graduation for us seniors? You're planning something to ruin everything,  aren't you? For revenge against me and this entire school?"

"Please."  Adagio snarked, rolling her eyes at Sunset's accusations. "You really  think me and my sisters plan on playing such childish games of petty  revenge, when we can barely survive on our own without magic? We don't  have time for anything of the like, but that's not to say we still hate  you. In a way, we did actually grow some form of respect for you for  what you did."
"Excuse me?" Sunset questioned. "Respect for me  would probably be the last thing you'd give to someone who destroyed  your magic and humiliated you in front of a whole school. Don't try any  of your tricks, I still think you're up to something. Why else would you  be back here at CHS when it's nearly graduation?"
Adagio sighed.  "You really don't understand, do you? Well, imagine it like this. If  you could simply have whatever you wanted in life anytime, anywhere,  that would make life too easy, right? Well, because you destroyed our  gems back then, it did admittedly force us into finding jobs, since you  gotta make money to survive. Most places rejected us, and thought we  were just pretty girls with no actual work experience. So, we ended up  trying to recreate what we did best, singing and performing."
Sunset spoke up. "Sounds like quite a struggle, what kind of respect do I gain from you then?"
Adagio  continued. "It was certainly much more difficult without our pendants,  but this change did make us realize, we relied too heavily on their  magical influence to really ever truly appreciate the art of singing and  performing. In a way, it's kind of a relief we no longer have to feed  on negative energy anymore like our lives depended on it. You might've  unintentionally done us a favor in destroying those gems. No more do we  have the urge to feed on this energy, let alone cause massive turmoil  with it. You've even taught us how to be independant without magic at  our disposal, even if it has made life more difficult. But hey, this is  how life should be, it's every girl for herself, and life is not a free  lunch."
Sunset began to internalize this. She remembered how at  one point, Princess Twilight wrote to her about how when a species known  as changelings had embraced friendship fully, they no longer had to  feed on love ever again like they always used to. Was this the case with  Adagio and the other sirens? They were never truly doing any of this  out of pure malice, but because those siren gems forced them to?  Everything that Adagio just told her, it felt like it made sense, but  what if this was all simply a clever trick done by Adagio into  manipulating her to let her guard down?
Sunset crossed her arms  and questioned them on their intentions now. "All right, fair enough,  and I would say you've gained my respect in a way by having this talk  with me. But may I ask what you're doing here at CHS of all places?"
Adagio  went on. "Well, if you must know, the graduation here at Canterlot High  is lacking professional singing and music to celebrate the event. Most  other performers have already been booked and closed for commission, so  we were told that CHS was desperate in searching for anyone might be  able to fill the role, and they'll even triple our salary for playing  the part."
Sunset, still somewhat skeptical, internally wished  she had her mind-reading geode with her, so that she could grab Adagio's arm to absolutely  guarantee she's telling the truth. However, she remembered last time she actually did do so back at the festival, and Adagio WAS  telling the truth about not having anything to do with magical  occurrences. Adagio would also have no memories of this event at all, so  Sunset eventually came to the conclusion that perhaps this was all a  mistake, and Adagio probably wasn't lying.
Sunset went on to  apologize for the accusations. "Okay, so... this is all just for filling  in to get paid for an honest job. And everything you told me about the  siren gems, they do make sense to me. I'm sorry for straight up accusing  you of being up to no good without any proof. I shouldn't be so quick  to jump to conclusions, like I've done before with you."
Adagio  raised her eyebrow at this, not knowing when Sunset has accused her of  doing something she wasn't in on, but shrugged it off, thinking she was  probably referring to something else. At the same time, she was also a  little surprised Sunset was really convinced, and not going further to  assume she and her sisters were up to something.
Adagio smiled  and put her hand on Sunset's shoulder. "Well, then I guess you can say  my respect for you has increased even further. It sure is hard to find  forgiveness for your wrongdoings, but I'm glad you see things my way.  I'm also sorry about acting snarky toward you at first, I guess it's  simply a spur of the moment thing with suddenly seeing someone you've  grown to resent for years. Now that we've had this talk, if you don't  mind, I have to go fill out the band performance paperwork with your  principal. It's on such short notice, but at least we'll get a pretty  handsome salary."
As Adagio walked toward CHS's back entrance,  Sunset went about the main entrance to her locker, still taking in this  new revelation about the Dazzlings she never would've imagined.

	
		Chapter 10: Rich Kid Blues



Sunset had grabbed her bag from her locker and went about her way.  Although it was still rather bright outside when she had entered CHS, a  sunset had already hit the skies. Time was passing much quicker than she  felt, a nice representation as to all these new events she was only  recently taking in. She had to head to her apartment soon to pack a few  more things before it was time to go through the portal once more. Due  to some heavy construction on the path she normally takes, Sunset had to  take a temporary detour. This took her past the mall, and some of the  local business shops she would usually see, having various students from  all over the city hanging out. She noticed a group of friends from  Crystal Prep she hadn't seen in a while. Though something was different.  They were suddenly not wearing their school uniforms anymore, even  though they usually do off campus. Sunset approached them as they were  having a friendly conversation with each other.
"Well girls, with  graduation coming up soon, what was your proudest memory in being a  Crystal Prep honor student?" Sunny Flare asked.
"Honor students?  Yeah right. I'm the only true honor student here, and perhaps maybe  Twilight. Though our new exchange student, Moondancer, definitely comes  at a close second." Sugarcoat said bluntly.
"Well, when you put  it the way..." Sour Sweet began quietly. She then raised her voice with  more aggression in her tone. "It doesn't matter, smarty. We're all  getting into good colleges since you let us take pictures of your  homework assignments. Thanks, again."
Sugarcoat rolled her eyes.  "Even so, it came at a price. I'll be expecting a huge cut of your  allowance since you all got an A+ thanks to me."
"Eh, you'll get it soon. You may have smarts, but you certainly lack patience." Lemon Zest chimed in.
"Even  if we have to pay for good grades, I'd say it's at least easier than  how we did it before Sugarcoat joined our gang." Indigo Zap added. "I  had to bully some nerd girl all the time for the homework and test  answers, but it didn't last long. I don't even remember her name, but I  do believe it's in my blood to give good threats to get what I want. Get  this, I bullied her so hard that she ended up dropping out of school  altogether. How savage am I?"
Most of the girls were snickering  and smirking at what Indigo mentioned about herself, but Sugarcoat  showed signs of disgust and skepticism in her story. Though she did  remain proud of the fact that even if she herself was a nerd like  Twilight and Moondancer, she knows how to properly socialize to avoid  being bullied. Sugarcoat then spoke up again.
"Well, we'll see  how prepared you are for the real world once you girls get into college.  Don't expect me to do your work for you, even if you offer me money. I  highly doubt we're even going to end up in the same place, the  university I applied to would definitely not accept any of you girls.  Especially since you got a D in physics." Sugarcoat looked toward  Indigo.
"Pfft." Indigo scoffed. "You act like I'm going to be  spending the rest of my life solving boring math problems all day and  not enjoy life at all. I'll get into college through my athletic skills.  I'm gonna be that hot girl every boy wants to date, while you'll just  be that nerd girl the jocks will be picking on all day."
"Yeah,  that's right!" Sunny Flare agreed.  "How come Sugarcoat here has never  talked to any boys, or ever gotten any compliments of being pretty like  the rest of us? Even I can sometimes use my makeup covered face to  entice boys to do my homework for me."
"Maybe she's just scared  of being rejected." Sour Sweet interjected. "I can't think of anyone at  Crystal Prep who'd wanna date a nerd anyway."
Although the girls  feel Sugarcoat would feel defeated by their burns, she didn't at all.  She just stared on in her usual blank expression, until she finally  spoke up. "I guess you girls are gonna learn the hard way what life's  all about. Don't even come crying to me for help when I'll be making six  figures a year. And hey, I don't even need glasses anymore due to a  financially stable prescription lens and daily intake of carrots."
From  a distance, one of the girls noticed Sunset walking by, as the rest of  the girls focused on Sugarcoat's words. "Hey look, isn't that the girl  who saved us during the Friendship Games?" Lemon Zest pointed toward  Sunset. The rest of the girls focused their attention on her now, almost  completely forgetting anything Sugarcoat just said to them.

"Uhh,  hi." Sunset said as she waved to them. "I was heading home, but can't  help but notice you girls here. And since mostly everyone's heading off  to college or the outside world after graduation, this might be the last  time we'll ever see each other again. I guess this is a nice little  reunion, even if we're not really that close."
"Awwwwww, isn't  that sweet?" Sour Sweet asked rhetorically. "Now really, why are you  here? Not to just give us boring friendship lectures, right? How  useless." She snapped.
"Well she did help get Principal Cinch  fired." Sugarcoat said out of the blue. "Though it is probably the only  useful thing she'll ever do."
"I guess to check in..." Sunset  wanted to chat with these girls for a bit, but eventually decided it  wasn't worth her time if Princess Twilight was still waiting for her,  and the Shadowbolts were being rather rude to her. She did decide to ask  out of curiosity, however. "I'm just curious, by the way. I think this  is the first time I've seen you girls out in public wearing something  casual, rather than your school uniforms or dance outfits."
"Oh  yeah." Sugarcoat replied. "It's nothing big. Principal Cadance finally  lifted the rule to wear mandatory school uniforms at Crystal Prep, so we  decided to simply wear something more comfy and suitable for our  expressive tastes. Guessing this is always a luxury for you Canterlot  High kids."
"That said, we are going to keep our school  uniforms." Sunny Flare said. "Those were pretty vintage outfits that can  now go up to $20,000 each at the right auction. I checked. Even if  those outfits are no longer for us, they got a valuable price, we'd have  to be idiots for simply throwing them away." The rest of the girls  nodded, including Sugarcoat.
Sugarcoat then looked toward  Sunset's bag. Although she was no bag expert herself, the current  conversation was making her think of which brand Sunset had. "Which  designer bag do you have there, by the way?" Sugarcoat inquired. "Mine's  a Canterlot Royalty."
"What... bag type?" Sunset asked. She  looked at her saddlebag, or in this world her book bag she's had all her  life, even back when she was in Magic Kindergarten. Although it had her  cutie mark on it, she never really questioned what kind of bag she did  have, or who gave it to her. Sunset's dad seemed like the obvious  answer, but she just didn't know. "I'm not really sure, it's just my  book bag."
"Eh, we wouldn't expect some poor student to really know anything about topnotch accessories anyway." Sunny Flare teased.
"Well,  maybe I'll do some research and find out myself. For all we know, my  bag could be worth far more than your school uniforms, it wasn't even  made in this world." Sunset said jokingly. "In the meantime, good luck  in college, let's see how far you girls will get if you only focus on  things like that instead of your studies." 
Sunset then turned  and headed back to her apartment, not knowing that most of the  Shadowbolts were rolling their eyes at her comments. However, Sugarcoat  did admire Sunset's sense of work ethic, which she figured made sense,  since Sunset and Twilight went to the same school.

	
		Chapter 11: A Little Help



Although Sunset overall did not take the petty criticisms of the  Shadowbolts to heart, she did still think about what Sugarcoat asked  her. Where did she get this saddlebag? She was still way too young at  the time to remember, but to make this theory short-lived, she just  decided to go with the assumption that her father simply gave it to her  before she went off to Magic Kindergarten. She then took a closer look  at the saddlebag, and noticed an engraved word on the bottom of the bag,  she had never noticed before. She read it aloud.
"S...Solstice?"  Sunset had read the printing on her bag. It really didn't sound like  anypony she was familiar with at all, and it didn't seem likely her  father's name was Solstice. She had little memory about her father's  name, but definitely knew it wasn't "Solstice". She had sat down at a  table to finish the snacks she picked up earlier today, still thinking  about whether or not this bag could give her a legitimate lead into  finding her parents if she were to go back to Equestria. She wouldn't  know if her family would be thrilled to see her again, after such a long  absence. Even if she could not find her parents, she at the very least  has Princess Twilight and Princess Celestia, who are definitely the  closest she has to parental figures at all.
The  sunset in the sky had already faded, now becoming a rather cold and  dark night. Sunset had expected this after being distracted on a thought  for too long. She grabbed her saddlebag and went forth to her home  before it got really dark. Her work wasn't done either, as she still had  some packing to do before hitting the hay. Regardless of how long this  took, Sunset was indeed ecstatic about seeing Princess Twilight move up  in her ranks as a princess.
"Heh, if I had  taken friendship more seriously back then, that princess role could've  been mine." Sunset said to herself jokingly. Although she considered  herself the leader of the Rainbooms, it was by no means even close to the  responsibilities of being Princess of all of Equestria. In a way, she  did feel rather happy she gets to enjoy life for now, as well as being  one of the few beings from Equestria to truly explore this unusual human  world.
Sunset continued her way down the road  to where her apartment was, only a few blocks away. However, she heard  and saw something out of the corner of her eye. It looked like a little  girl, and she looked familiar. Sunset immediately thought of that Lily  Pad girl that she and Pinkie sometimes babysits for a little extra  income. What did concern Sunset, though, was that this girl was running  rather fast, all alone, and into a dark alleyway. Although Sunset was  not really a night person at all, she was well aware of the dangers of  being outside at night, especially being alone in the alleys. Except,  Lily wouldn't exactly be alone if she was chasing someone.
Sunset  immediately bolted after the alleyway Lily went into, and peaked around  the corner to see what was going on. She heard some whimpering and  begging from Lily, followed by a rather raspy voice.
"Please, give me back my phone! My mom worked so hard to buy that for me!" Lily pleaded.
"Oh,  this phone? Okay, I'll give it back to my pocket." Said a mysterious  girl that Sunset had never seen before. She had shoved the phone into  her jeans' back pocket, before turning to Lily. "Now listen up,  pipsqueak. I'm out of cash to buy pizza for my crew tonight, but luckily  for you I have a proposition. You either pay me $50 in cash, or I take  your phone to a pawn shop and sell it. So what's it gonna be? You either  pay up or never see your precious phone again!"

Although  Lily did have $50 on her, given to her as a gift from her grandma, she  couldn't bear to part with it over her phone being held for ransom. But  her phone was still valuable to her, not only for all the saved data she  had on it, but because it was also a gift from her mother. She then  spoke up. "I'll... I'll just go running back to my mom at the  restaurant! She'll make you give me back my phone!"
The  girl simply smirked and went on. "Thought you might say that. If you  leave the alley right now, I'll just leave too. Good luck finding me  when you got no proof to the police. It's also quite sad you depend on  mommy to fight your battles for you! In fact, I think she'll be unhappy  with you leaving the restaurant when she went to go use the restroom.  Have fun explaining that to her, you abandoning her was a wrong thing to  do."
Lily tried to stand her ground. "But it isn't right of you to steal my phone either-"
"EXCUSE  ME!?" The girl roared as she kicked a nearby trashcan rather hard. Lily  backed down, now having next to no confidence to stand up for herself.  She was absolutely intimidated, and in such a conundrum. The girl then  spoke up again. "That's what I thought. You quiet little kids are so  easy to steal from. It's no wonder you also grow up to become the social  outcasts later in school."
Lily wanted to cry  at this point. Sunset also began to tear up herself. This felt like a  very accurate portrayal of how she used to treat Fluttershy when she was  the CHS bully. The days where she would steal from Fluttershy, make her  feel worthless about herself, or even physically attack her for talking  back. It was no contest or exaggeration, this was absolutely what  Fluttershy had to endure her first few years at CHS. If there was  anything at all Sunset regretted more than anything else in her life, it  was definitely her overall behavior before she begun to accept  friendship. She ruled the school with an iron fist and acted like a  total tyrant, which hurt her even further after seeing just how that  behavior was from the perspective of a bystander.
"...Fine, please, I'll give you the money, just please give me my phone back." Lily whimpered, now feeling completely defeated.
"That's  what I wanted to hear, now cough up, kid." The girl said in a smug  manner. She reached out her hand to collect the money as Lily begun to  reach into her own pocket to grab it. Sunset wasn't having it, however.  If this was how she always used to act, there was certainly no excuse.  But she knew she had to do the right thing and be the bigger person this time around. She stomped her boot hard on the concrete road to make  her presence known.
"Give her back her phone, RIGHT NOW!" Sunset demanded.

	
		Chapter 12: Street Fighter



The girl looked toward Sunset's direction, who was standing right  in front of the alleyway. Neither one of them knew who the other was,  but regardless, she turned up her hostility and aggressiveness.
"What  is this, you think you can scare me, or what?" The girl huffed. "Better  yet, what do you think you're doing at this part of town?"
Sunset  stood her ground regardless of how intimidating she was to Lily. "I  should be asking you the same question. Who are you to ask me that when  you're here mugging this poor little girl?"
"Because you don't belong around here!" She snapped.
"Says who?" Sunset snapped back.
"ME!" She grunted, as she began to approach Sunset, now completely putting all her focus on her instead of Lily.
"You?  Really?" Sunset asked in a mocking manner. Being a bully herself before  accepting friendship, she had a strong feeling this was simply a tactic  by this girl intimidate her, when in reality, she didn't have the guts  to do anything.
"Oh, you think you're funny,  huh? You think I'm bluffing? I could literally put both of you into the  hospital right now if I wanted!" The girl threatened. "Better yet, why  don't I just do something easier?"
She took the  phone out of her back pocket, as well as a lighter she uses to smoke  cigarettes with. "Come any closer to me, and I'll burn this phone right  in front of the child! So you either back off and let the girl pay me,  or you'll never see the phone again!"
Sunset  had to act carefully now. She wanted to help Lily out, not simply  escalate things and make the situation worse than it already was. However,  she looked at Lily, and noticed she had a confident look on her face.  She then gave a subtle wink to Sunset, which made her realize what she  had in mind. Back when she babysat Lily, she knew this was a tactic in  which more often than not, reverse psychology was the answer. A rather  clever tactic when she would sometimes play board games with her and  Pinkie. Sunset looked back at Lily with confidence before speaking back  to the threatening girl.
"Okay, go right ahead." Sunset blurted out.
The  girl looked confused, totally not expecting that as her answer. "What,  you think I'm joking!? I'll do it, I'm serious!" She said angrily, as  she had lit the lighter.
"Yeah, sure. I did  overhear that you needed money to buy pizza for your gang. So you might  as well just be burning your money. You won't be able to pawn it off  anywhere then. And then what will your gang think when you come back  empty-handed?"
The girl growled in frustration  for a moment before she began to internalize what Sunset said. She was  right, no matter how she looked at this situation, and if she really  were to come back to her gang empty-handed, they would not give her a  friendly reception at all. This moment of distraction gave Sunset the  advantage, just as Lily had hoped. 
Sunset  quickly kicked the girl's hand which held the lighter, destroying it  completely, as she groaned in pain from her hand being kicked so  swiftly. On instinct, she went to rub it with her other hand to ease the  mild pain caused by Sunset's spiky leather boots. While doing this, she  accidentally lost grip of the phone in her other hand, but thankfully,  Lily caught it just as it was about to hit the ground.
Lily  ran over to Sunset, very thankful that their plan had worked. She got  her phone back and didn't have to worry about being scammed out of her  money. Sunset knelt down to Lily and and told her, "Really nice  thinking, you're a pretty clever girl."
The  momentary celebration was short-lived, as the girl behind Sunset and  Lily, had regained her strength and now looked absolutely livid at the  two girls. She now certainly had it out for Sunset. Hurting her hand,  destroying her cigarette lighter, and now taking back the only chance  she had at getting money. "You'll pay! You'll both pay!" She screamed.  "First I'll scratch your eyes out, then I'll make sure you never get to  experience middle school!" She threatened and pointed at Sunset and Lily  with the respective threats.
"Fine by me,  you're not going to hurt her if you have to get through me first!"  Sunset exclaimed. She set down her saddlebag to lessen the weight on her  shoulders, before getting into a fighting stance. This moment almost  reminded her of the time she was about to physically harm Wallflower for  erasing her friends' memories of her, before claiming she'd see how  mean she could really get.

Almost without any  warning after she finished her sentence, the girl immediately swung a  fist toward her face. Sunset thankfully caught her fist in time,  blocking the blow. Sunset had anticipated she would then attempt to hit  her with the other hand, which was also blocked by her elbow. Although  it didn't seem like it, Sunset was actually a rather proficient fighter,  despite of course, usually preferring to solve conflicts with words  rather than violence. She had taken karate lessons at a young age to  help herself in fighting her own battles, but felt glad they get to pay  off now. 
With both of the girl's attacks  blocked by swift movement, Sunset then made a quick leg sweep, knocking  the girl off of her feet, and sending her to the ground. She quickly got  up out of her pure anger and hatred toward Sunset, then charged at  her. This time, however, Sunset was too slow at anticipating the  movement, and was tackled to the ground. Now on the ground, the girl had  performed a rather beastly 3-hit combo that almost did serious damage  to Sunset. Sunset was fortunate enough to swerve her face from the last  hit. This was the fist that had been kicked earlier, so the pain to the  girl felt even more exponential when it had missed Sunset's face, and  instead, made a hard hit on the concrete path.
This  moment of pain gave Sunset a temporary advantage, she grabbed the  nearby trashcan lid that had fallen off after being kicked by the girl  earlier, and used it as a temporary shield to block the blows of the  girl, now using her other hand to throw punches. Once the trash can lid  was dented enough, Sunset finally threw it hard at the girl's face,  giving her the right time to get up off the ground as the girl now sat  back with pain in her hands and face.
Now back  on her feet, Sunset had the upper hand, and was ready to counter any  further attacks from the girl. The girl then got up herself and decided  fighting melee style was clearly not working. This Sunset girl was a  much better fighter than she had anticipated. Regardless, she needed to  settle this then and now if she were to get any chance at getting some  cash tonight.
She lunged at Sunset, her vision  now somewhat blurry after the pain she had endured. As she did, Sunset  moved out of the way just in time, and the girl had slammed into a group  of trashcans, knocking them over. A family of raccoons that were living  in those trashcans became angry that their home was destroyed, and  began to maul the girl. The girl tried to kick some of them off, but  they were stuck on her persistently. She then turned to Sunset as she  ran out of the alley, with the raccoons clinging to her.
"This  isn't over, you hear!?" The girl threatened as she bolted down the  street to desperately find a way to get the raccoons off of her.

	
		Chapter 13: You Could Put it to Better Use



As the girl ran out the alley, Sunset rubbed her face to ease some  of the pain she had endured during that fight. She then knelt down to  pick up her saddlebag, and as she did, was hugged by Lily.
"You're my hero, Sunset. Thank you. And to think, mom believes your main specialty is babysitting." Lily said gratefully.
"Well,  I kinda just did that here myself, even though I was not assigned to  such a job tonight. I couldn't simply see you get robbed, or even worse,  hurt by such a thug. I had to do something, even if you're not my  daughter." Sunset replied.
"Really selfless of  you, Sunset! I'm sure you can become a wonderful mother someday  yourself!" Lily said with great enthusiasm. "I feel really lucky to have  people like you in my life. Just having someone to protect you from the  bullies at all times? Such a nice feeling."
"Well...  if I'm honest, I wasn't always like this, kid." Sunset said with a bit  of disappointment in her voice. "You see, what that girl just did to  you, it actually wasn't far off from how I used to be myself. There was  actually a time long ago where I only saw making friends as a waste of  time, and overall acted like a rather manipulative and selfish person.  There's a girl at my school, Fluttershy. I used to steal from her,  intimidate her on a daily basis, or even threaten her myself if I didn't  get what I wanted. It was not a pretty time for me at all back then."
Lily  looked surprised before speaking up. "I never would've guessed that.  You seem like such a caring person, Sunset. Are you sure you were as  mean as that girl who tried to steal my phone?"
"Maybe  not to that extent, but definitely a polar opposite from how I am now."  Sunset responded. "As you begin to grow older, you'll learn that things  change over time. For better or for worse, but it's the important thing  to know how to accept things that have happened, and to learn from  these mistakes. Even though Fluttershy and I have become good friends  since then, I still feel the need to repay my debt to her for all the  times I've bullied her. Although she never asks me to, I sometimes help  her out at the animal shelter at my own choice. Not because I actually  owe her anything, but because my heart tells me it's right to give her  that friend she never had."
"That... sounds so kind of you. I'm glad I have such a caring and thoughtful person as my babysitter." Lily smiled.
"Thanks  kid." Sunset said. "It's not really much, but I learned over time that  it's nice to have this little philosophy. There's no cost to being nice  to others, and every nice thing you do will always find a way to come  back to you. I'm really hoping that as you grow up, you won't make the  same mistakes I did."
Lily looked to herself  first, thinking of how true Sunset's words were, on top of how she  practically saved her life, given how dangerous that girl was. Sunset  then spoke up again before Lily looked up to her again with a soft  expression.
"Come on, kid. Let's get back to your mother, she might be worried sick right now." Sunset said, before Lily tugged on her arm.
"Sunset...  if it wasn't for you, I would've been completely robbed, or even hurt  back there. And that message you gave me about being kind to others, I  really like it. So, here. I want you to have this." Lily took the $50  bill out of her pocket and handed it to Sunset. "I would've lost this  money if it hadn't been for you, but I know you could probably put it to  better use."
Sunset was incredibly surprised,  but on instinct, she rejected. "No, kid, please. I couldn't. I can't  take it, it's your money, and you need it much more than I do."
Lily  kept on insisting. "Please, I insist. After all, someone just taught me  every nice thing I do will find its way back to me. Consider this your  babysitting money on such short notice. Plus, I can see that girl ruined  your clothes when she was fighting you."
Sunset  looked toward her outfit, which did admittedly have noticeable signs of  damage from that girl's tackle earlier. But she still hesitated,  knowing she'd basically be taking money from a child. But Lily pushed  further.
"Please, Sunset. Take this. It's my  money, and I want to give it to you for sacrificing yourself, and your  clothes back there. I won't take "no" for an answer." Lily said with  true insistence.
Sunset, seeing how Lily was  feeling genuine about this, and how she was following the message she  had spoken about earlier, finally took the $50 bill before patting Lily  on the head for her selflessness in return for her own. "Thanks kid, I  always knew you were a good girl." As the two girls smiled toward each  other. But Sunset then realized something she had forgotten to ask much  earlier.
"By the way, Lily, what happened  exactly? I'm guessing you were eating out with your mother, before that  girl snatched your phone as your mother went to use the restroom?"  Sunset questioned.
"Yes, I was so shocked when  that happened." Lily responded. "But that girl was right, I don't know  how I'm going to come forward to mom after she saw I disappeared from  the restaurant to chase that girl. She might ground me for this..."
Sunset  looked at the $50 bill Lily gave her, as Lily moped about how her  mother will confront her about running off. She then knelt down to Lily  and reiterated what she said earlier.
"Every  nice thing you do finds a way to come back to you, right? Come on, I've  got a plan." Sunset winked to Lily before they started to head back to  the restaurant.

Outside the restaurant, Lily's  mom was about ready to call the police to report her daughter missing,  before Sunset and Lily both appeared behind her. She immediately looked  back and confronted them.
"Lily, what is the  meaning of this!? I thought someone had kidnapped you! And Sunset, why  did you take my daughter out of the restaurant alone at night? You know  you're not babysitting tonight!" She also looked at Sunset's damaged  state. "And why do you look like you just got out of a fight, Sunset? I  demand an explanation, now!"
Sunset tried her  best to cover for Lily, so she told her what happened in a slightly  different way. "Well, I'm afraid the issue here is, you were not there  to protect her, Ma'am. As soon as you went to the restroom, some  stranger really did kidnap her. The only reason she's back in one piece  is because I was luckily outside and noticed this happening, so I put a  stop to it immediately. The stranger did end up fighting me, but I was  able to protect Lily, even though you hadn't hired me tonight."
Lily  then spoke up. "It's true, mom! Sunset just saved my life! It was that  girl who was here and acted rude to us earlier. I tried to say  something, but you didn't listen."
Lily's mom  looked at Lily's eyes and saw she was genuine about it, and that this  wasn't simply a tall tale. Plus, Sunset did look like she had legitimate  injuries, to where she eventually concluded they most likely aren't  lying. Besides, Sunset has a reputation at being a good babysitter, so  she did have some clear reference on her being a person she can trust.
"Oh  my gosh, I am so sorry!" Her mom apologized. "I should've figured  leaving Lily alone at the table for a few minutes could've had something  like this happen.  I really shouldn't have snapped at you two like  that, I think it was a momentary buildup of stress in thinking I lost my  child. Sunset... thank you. From the bottom of my heart. If I ever need  a sitter in the future, I'll be sure to call you first, and I'll make  certain to double your pay."
"Happy to hear, Ma'am, but really, I'm mostly happy I could make a difference in the world." Sunset replied.
"Absolutely.  Come on, Lily, after this experience, I think we'll mostly stick with  at-home dinners from now on." Her mom said as she took Lily's hand and  began to walk home together.
As Lily walked  back home with her mom, for a moment, she looked back at Sunset and gave  a wink to her. Their plan had once again worked. Lily no longer had to  worry about eating out and encountering this type of danger, nor the  possibility of being grounded for running out of the restaurant alone,  and Sunset had a new job opportunity for her legitimate kindness and  care for Lily, even when she isn't on the job.
Now  after going through this whole ordeal, Sunset decided to perhaps call  it a night earlier when she got home. She'll pack her things first thing  tomorrow morning, and likely change out of her vest out after the  damage done to it by that fierce girl earlier. Sunset had to wonder who  exactly that girl was. Was she a juvenile delinquent? Or just some bully  who likes the roam the streets at night? She decided to forget about it  for now, thinking that she's at least been dealt with, and won't bother  anyone for the time being.

	
		Chapter 14: A Refreshing Shower



Sunset had just arrived home at her apartment, rather exhausted  after the long day she just had, especially thanks to that fight  earlier. She did express some sadness at how one of her favorite outfits  of all time was ruined. Pieces of leather were completely ripped up,  and the spiky pins began falling out. She simply thought to herself she  still did good.
"It's not a big deal at all, it  was either the vest or the girl back there. I know I made the right  choice." Sunset said to herself as she took off her vest and sat on the  couch to contemplate which items she should pack for her trip back to  Equestria. 
She did begin to notice quite a  number of scratches and injuries from the fight, and felt it necessary  to get something done about it. Although she did not require any medical  attention, she did certainly need to do something about her scratches  and messy hair. As such, she decided it would be best to shower. Not  only to make herself look more presentable when she went back out the  next morning, but because the hot mists could help her body recover a  bit with soothing warmth, similar to a sauna.
While  in the shower, Sunset had decided she'll mostly take key necessities,  such as food, a map of Equestria still buried in her old journal, and  perhaps even the journal itself. Sunset felt the journal could be a good  way to take notes and memories of Equestrian landscapes, as she highly  doubt that cell phones would work, even if it is a place filled with  magic. Actually, the more she thought about it, the main reason she did  show interest in going back was once again, the feeling there are more  exciting things to do back in Equestria, whereas here in the Human  World, after graduation, she would simply live out a rather boring adult  life without much of a challenge. She already had amazing grades that  would make most universities accept her, but could this knowledge of  hers be put to better use?
It's always been a  part of her inner consciousness. She's supposed to be a unicorn pony  with a magical horn, not a bipedal human without magic. It's not really  in her nature to live out this life and naturally feel adapted to live  out a whole life without magic. Regardless of how she was feeling now,  she knew that for the time being, she hasn't fully decided on this yet.  For making a decision this big, she would need to fully explore  Equestria much more than the few times that she already did. The last  few times she revisited Equestria, she only really saw a few parts of  Canterlot, Ponyville, and Princess Twilight's Castle of Friendship. And  there was still the possibility of seeing her parents, if they were  still alive, or genuinely missed her. Well... if she could find them at  all, that is.
As she showered on, she began to add singing to the mix, just for practice in her vocals. "That my past does not define meeeeee, cause my past is not todayyyyyyyy!!!" Sunset sang her iconic song she once sang on CHS's roof.
Sunset  had finished her shower, put on a nearby towel, and opened the  curtains. As she was drying up and changing into her pajamas, she heard a  knock on her apartment's door. Hopefully it wasn't a grouchy neighbor  complaining about her singing in the shower. She finished changing into  her pajamas and went to answer the door.


	
		Chapter 15: Pinkie Promise



Sunset went over to her front door, hoping it wasn't a neighbor  wanting to complain, or that girl she fought earlier. After all, she  didn't fight her that far from her apartment, it was really only a few  blocks down. However, she heard a familiar voice coming from the other  side that completely dismissed either of those being a possibility.
"Suuuuuuunseeeeeeet? Are you theeeeeeeeeeeere?" Sang Pinkie Pie.
Sunset  was admittedly relieved upon hearing this, realizing that there was  still one more task that needed to be taken care of before she was sure  she could go back to Equestria. She was also rather curious of where  Pinkie was the whole day, as it certainly didn't seem like her to simply  disappear without letting any of her friends know. Regardless, she  opened her door and saw her pink friend standing on her doorstep,  smiling.

"Hey, Sunset! Did you miss me, did you, did you, did you?" Asked Pinkie with her usual energetic nature.
"Hey,  Pinkie." Sunset replied. "Yeah, I was admittedly confused on why I  didn't see you at Mrs. Cake's shop earlier, even though you did mention  you'd be there after school. None of our friends knew where you were  either, you kinda just disappeared on such short notice. I'm... guessing  something unexpected happened?"
"Oh, well,  that's a bit of a surprise." Pinkie said, hinting to that being a rather  likely possibility. "Actually, I'm so excited that I might as well tell  you now! I actually left my last class a bit earlier than usual to  fetch my graduation gown at the Canterlot Mall. But there, I met the  coolest guy ever! I don't know how to describe him, but I've never  clicked well with anybody on this level! Apparently, he moved in from  out of town, and really knows how to party! Not as much as yours truly,  but he's certainly up there!"
"You met a guy  whom you hit off with rather nicely? That's pretty cool!" Sunset said  happily. "Could he even be your special someone?"
"Well...  maybe not quite there yet, but I know Maud would be proud of me if we  do get that far!" Pinkie said, blushing slightly. "I haven't really been  focusing on romance at all, but I guess it's just cause I feel certain  other things are more important. Like... whether or not I can get  seconds on cookies at parties!"
"No, I totally  get you, Pinkie." Sunset said with understanding. "I mean, ever since I  dated Flash, I don't really think we really clicked all that well. Sure,  he was a nice guy who'd look out for me, take me out for food, and gave  me money if I really needed it, but I didn't exactly feel we had a  genuine relationship. He never really seemed to understand my issues  back then, or simply brush off my previous distaste toward Equestria and  Princess Celestia as a joke. Plus, I did also notice that at times, we  just didn't have many interests that kept us together. The main thing he  did teach me was how to play guitar, but that was really about it.  Flash was definitely a nice guy and all, but yeah. It's still nice to  hang with friends who understand your deep complexity and interests."
"Ohhhhh,  like you and Twilight?" Pinkie inquired. "You two seem really close,  always get straight A's on your report cards, and seem to really get  each other as far as having regrets on past actions. Plus, you both did  also turn into horrifying, freakish monsters. No offense."
"None...  taken." Sunset said once again, getting somewhat tired of saying it  like it's a running joke. "But anyways, exactly. I certainly think  Twilight understands me a lot more than anyone else I've met in this  world. And she feels the same about me. So to hear that you've found  this kind of person in your life, I can certainly say I'm happy for you,  Pinkie."
"Thanks, Sunny Buddy!" Pinkie said,  jovially. "We did meet because I wanted to buy some fundraiser cookies  from him. He's raising money to give parties for poor children. Such a  heart of gold, that one. Oh! I almost forgot! He's actually with me at  the moment, but had to take care of a few errands real quick. When he  comes back to pick me up, you can meet him, if you'd like."
Sunset  was curious about meeting Pinkie's new friend, but suddenly remembered  there was still one task that needed attention before she left for  Equestria.
"That sounds swell, Pinkie."  Sunset said, open to meet new people. "By the way, Pinkie. I was  wondering if I could ask a favor of you?"
"Yeah, what is it, did you want some cookies too?" Pinkie asked curiously.
"Err,  no. It's not that, it's..." Sunset began, but somewhat hesitated when  realizing Pinkie might have a sad reaction upon hearing she'll be  leaving the human world for a few days. Regardless, she continued, as  she knew this had to be taken care of. "Let's just say I'll be leaving  town for a few days, but will be back for graduation. In the meantime, I  do kinda need someone to watch the house for a bit, including taking  care of Ray, watering the plants, and checking for any important mail.  You think you could do that for me?"
"Hmm, I  dunno. My party boy and I do have plans to hang out for quite a while  these next few days. I guess we can hang out here in your house, but we  might need order some food while we're here. I'll check my wallet and  see if I have enough."
"Don't worry about it,  Pinkie. Here." Sunset said as she reached into her own bag and pulled  out the $50 bill Lily had given her earlier. "My treat. This should be  enough for some food if you two really need it. You can also help  yourself to whatever is in the fridge, I do have some leftover lasagna  and cherry pie in the fridge."
"Are you sure,  Sunset?" Pinkie asked, somewhat hesitant at taking Sunset's money. "You  might need this for your trip out of town, right?"
"Nah,  trust me, Pinkie. Where I'm going, I don't really need this kind of  money." Sunset insisted, knowing Equestria would not know what a dollar  bill is. Despite her long absence, she knew it was a place that accepted  a currency known as bits. "Please, take it. If you and your friend  accept this favor from me, you'll have earned it in my eyes. And if not,  I would've had to pay for a housesitter anyways."
"Gee,  thanks Sunset! I guess just like my new friend, you sure know how to  throw a party yourself! But all right, water plants, feed your gecko,  check for mail, affirmative! Why me, though?" Pinkie questioned.
"Well,  we've both done babysitting jobs together before, so I know you are at  least capable of handling the responsibilities of such a task. Plus, I  know you much better than most housesitters, so I feel I can definitely  trust you."
"Awwww, how sweet, Sunset! Don't  worry, I won't let you down-" Pinkie said, before briefly stopping upon  hearing a knock at the door. "Ooooooh, that's him! He's here!" Pinkie  said as she looked out the window and saw him standing outside on the  doorstep. She went to open the door and invited him into the apartment.
Sunset  turned to see the guy Pinkie was talking about. Before even saying  anything, something about this boy made Sunset want to... say Cheese.

	
		Chapter 16: Cheesy Jokes



The boy Pinkie was talking about had set down a several boxes of cookies before coming over to meet Sunset.
"Howdy do, miss? The name's Cheese Sandwich!" He said with great optimism. 
"Great,  dude! Sunset Shimmer." Sunset introduced herself before shaking  Cheese's hand. "I see you've met my friend, Pinkie. I can definitely  already see why you two click so well. Even your epic, poofy hairstyle."

"Ah,  shucks. Thanks, girl. I certainly know I got the partying spirit down  like your pink friend here! I mostly moved to Canterlot City for a fresh  new start, though it also gives me a new opportunity to sell some more  cookies! You wanted any, miss? Since you're one of Pinkie's friends,  this one's on the house!" Cheese said as he held up a box of cookies.
"Err,  no thanks. I don't really need any cookies at the moment. I do  appreciate it though." Sunset said, thinking it'd be better for her to  pack some more healthier food for her trip back to Equestria. She then  turned to Pinkie to remind her of the job she hired Pinkie for, and  seeing if Cheese would agree with helping her with it. "Anyways, Pinkie.  Think the housesitting job is good for both of you?"
"Oh  yeah!" Pinkie said, remembering what Sunset had asked of her. "Cheese,  Sunset here wants me to housesit for a few days while she goes out of  town soon. Since you just moved here and all, I figured you might wanna  meet new people, but how would you feel about housesitting with me for a  few days? We could spend some... ahem. Quality time together."
Cheese  blushed a little, realizing what Pinkie might've meant. "Yeah, sure!  Maybe we can also throw a bit of a party if we'll be here for a while?  Well, as long as Sunset's okay with it, of course."
Sunset  was a little bit hesitant, not really knowing Cheese all that well, but  felt that Pinkie was still responsible enough to carry out the task and  know when something's gone a little too far. They have babysat together  many times before, after all. "All right, I guess that's fine. Just  please make sure to take care of my plants, gecko, and check the  mailbox. And also please be careful not to break anything."
"Sweet! She agrees! We'll have a fun time, indeed!" Cheese said enthusiastically.
"Well,  Sunset, I guess we'll see you tomorrow morning or whenever it is you  plan to leave for a bit? Certainly gonna miss you for a bit, but I guess  you'll at least be back before graduation?" Pinkie inquired.
"Graduation?  That sounds like a good opportunity for partying too. At this Canterlot  High, you mentioned, Pinkie?" Cheese asked curiously.
"Uh-huh!  We'll be happy to have you there, Cheese!" Pinkie said, nodding her  head. She then turned back to Sunset. "But really, when is it, Sunset?"
"Well,  that sounds about right, Pinkie. Tomorrow morning is a good time for me  to leave town for a bit." Sunset confirmed. "But yes, I promise I will  at least be back before graduation. I'm also planning to stand next to  you when they take senior photos." Sunset also began to think that there  would still be the possibility of not wanting to stay in Equestria for  any reason, so she spoke up about this crucial likeliness of returning  early. "By the way, there's no guarantees, but there could still be a  chance for me to return home early, in case of bad weather or any other  outside factors." Sunset said, giving realistic excuses on coming back.  Just like with the rest of the Rainbooms, Sunset still wasn't ready to  tell Pinkie yet, about the possibility of staying in Equestria for good.  If anything, she felt that Pinkie would likely take it the absolute  hardest, even if Twilight was supportive of her decision. Regardless,  she only stuck with the application in taking a temporary trip out of  town, as she put it, to soften the news for now. After all, what if she  decides to stay in the human world?
"Okie dokie  loki!" Pinkie said in agreement. "I guess we'll see you then. Thanks  for catching up with me for a bit, and I'm so happy you've gotten along  with my new party boy here!"
"Likewise,  Sunset!" Cheese said approvingly. "And here, I know you said you don't  want them, but here, I insist." Cheese said as he picked up all but one  of his stack of cookie boxes. The remaining box was left behind on  Sunset's computer desk. "You might not have a sweet tooth now, but I'll  certainly be a cheese pizza if I basically took away cookies on a bad  day! So here, really, take this. It was really nice meeting you, by the  way."
"Thank you, Cheese." Sunset said  gratefully. "I can certainly see you and Pinkie are gonna be really  happy together... housesitting for me! Hehe..." Sunset said at the last  moment, almost realizing how awkward her previous sentence was, given  how Pinkie and Cheese had not fully decided if they're going to be in a  romantic relationship together.
"Erm, yeah!"  Pinkie said, trying to brush it off. "Come on, Cheese! I ordered us a  nice cheesecake reservation at Coinky Dink World!"
Both  Pinkie and Cheese Sandwich had left Sunset's apartment, before Sunset  was ready to start packing. She opened the box of cookies Cheese had  left her and tried one. It was beyond delicious, much better than  anything she remembered trying in Equestria. "Oh my, these are amazing!  Can't believe I almost threw these away. Maybe these cookies are a  reason for me to stay in this world." Sunset said jokingly as she ate a  couple more, deeming them to be lip-smacking good.

	
		Chapter 17: The Equestrian Dream



As Sunset had finished enough of the cookies Cheese Sandwich gave  her, she decided to pack them for the trip, before going back to pack the  other key necessities. It was already decided that she'd bring her  journal, which had a map of Equestria in it. Though, was it really  necessary to pack any clothes? Sunset already knew that most ponies  don't really wear clothes, so she saw it more as an optional item. That  said, she did need a change of clothes before going back out in public,  so she mostly settled on one of her older outfits. It didn't really  matter, as once she entered the portal, she would lose the clothes when  she transformed back into a unicorn. As such, Sunset only took her  journal with the map, food, a spare copy of her apartment keys, and some  leftover bits she left untouched in her saddlebag for a long time. All  of these items together didn't take up much space at all, so Sunset  didn't even need to pack something as large as a suitcase, she really  only needed her saddlebag.
On the subject of  her saddlebag, Sunset took yet another look at it, which still held the  printing of "Solstice" on the bottom. Sunset began to speculate what  this could possibly mean.
"This... couldn't be  my dad's name." Sunset said to herself. "It doesn't sound like him at  all, and I don't really believe it's simply a brand name. There has to  be more to it than this. Think, Sunset. Think."
Sunset  began to try her best to reflect how things really were before she went  off to magic school. It was admittedly difficult, because all she  really remembered was that her father, or at least, whoever had her in  custody as a filly, gave her this bag. She really wasn't particularly  close with the rest of her family, as most of her time was really spent  practicing magic at home, and boasting about her skills to other  fillies. Given how the only legitimate memory of her family she had any  recollection on was her father, he was the only lead Sunset had to  discover the whereabouts of anyone else she was related to, especially  her mom, if she was still alive. Then she remembered what the Twilight  Sparkle of the Human World told her earlier.
"Hmm,  maybe Twilight's right." Sunset began, having an idea on what she might  do. "It might've been forever since I've been to Canterlot, but I still  feel like I remember where the magic school for gifted unicorns was at.  Even if Princess Celestia removed me as a student all those years ago,  maybe they still have records on me in the archives. And if they do,  maybe they also know of my father's name. It's worth a try, and I don't  really know what else I could do to find my parents."
With  that decided, Sunset felt it was time to brush her teeth and hit the  hay. She had already finished feeding her gecko, laid out her new  clothes for tomorrow morning, and packed all necessities into her  saddlebag. She also didn't have to worry about the house  responsibilities, as Pinkie was going to come over to manage everything  for her. It was a pretty exhausting day for her, especially after  getting into a physical altercation with a mysteriously aggressive girl  she had never met before. But this made Sunset suddenly realize  something else from earlier today that she did remember hearing while  hanging with her friends.
"Wait a minute... is  it possible that girl I fought was someone I never met because...?"  Sunset asked herself as she was heading over to her bed. "Didn't  Fluttershy mention something about how it was rumored a certain someone  broke out out juvey? In fact, was that the Gilda girl they were talking  about? I couldn't help but notice that when she was bullying Lily, it  did actually feel like how she would've bullied Fluttershy, like I once  did..."
Sunset suddenly internalized this, but  began to feel she was overthinking things. If it really was Gilda, at  least breaking out of juvey would make her more likely to have the  authorities be searching for her, and if it wasn't, that encounter was  just one creepy coincidence.
With that said,  Sunset shrugged off the feeling and went to sleep. She began to have a  dream revolving around graduation, and all the excitement in celebrating  her achievements. She began to hear everybody at CHS cheering for her  as she walked on top of the stage in the parking lot, wearing her  graduation robe and hat, as she approached Principal Celestia.
"And  now, give it all up for the most talented student with the highest  grade point average of 3.9, Sunset Shimmer!" Celestia announced through a  microphone, before letting Sunset speak. 
"Thank  you everyone." Sunset said, as she saw everybody she knew at CHS,  cheering her on, and creating an overall friendly atmosphere. Sunset had  envisioned what kind of speech she'd give, as she did recall that weeks  before graduation, she signed up to give an extended speech to reflect  on her time at the school. "It's been really fun to be with you all ever  since I began making new friends. I know some of you don't exactly  remember me as the best of girls, especially during the days when I was  the biggest bully you could imagine. But that girl is gone, and I've  demonstrated how far some people can come from what they've used to be.  I've always spread my empathy and kindness as best I could, and I'm  rather happy with the results. I do hope to keep in touch with some of  you when I do head off to college, but in the meantime, I do want you  all to remember, even 50 years from now, the most valuable lesson of  all, even if you do forget everything else. Do remember this, three  words only. Friendship... is... magic!"
The  entire crowd cheered and applauded Sunset, as Celestia handed her the  diploma she's earned from completing all her hard schoolwork. Sunset  gave one final soft look to the whole crowd, before walking off stage.  Although this was merely a dream, Sunset definitely imagined this is how  things would play out during graduation.


	
		Chapter 18: Heading Home



The morning sun had just risen, waking Sunset up from her dream.  Time passed much quicker than Sunset had anticipated, but she knew now  it was time to get ready. She went to go brush her teeth before she approached her  wardrobe, and changed out of her pajamas into her clothes. More  specifically, it was the very first outfit she ever wore in this world,  and quite possibly, from the first time she had experienced wearing clothes at  all in her entire life. She had felt it was perhaps nice to relive old  memories by wearing this outfit, and she was really only going to wear  it briefly before heading back through the portal. Although she never  had the best memories when she wore these clothes, she  didn't think much of it. It was still a rather comfy outfit with a cool  jacket that really defined her overall style, and she didn't have too  much of a choice, as her other outfit was ruined from getting into that  fight last night.
As Sunset finished changing  into her clothes, she walked past the wardrobe and into her kitchen to  prepare a little breakfast. It didn't really matter which foods she was  going to have, as she was looking much more forward to anything in  Equestria that her more natural, herbivore taste buds would enjoy. As  such, she mostly microwaved some leftover spaghetti and fried a few  eggs, before beginning to reflect what she might end up doing back in  Equestria.
"Hmm, I should probably check in  with Princess Twilight to see how far away the coronation ceremony is."  Sunset said to herself while picking at her breakfast with a fork. "It  might give me a better idea on how much time I have to explore Equestria  a bit further, before it all begins."
Sunset  went and took the magical journal out of her saddlebag, which she  regularly uses to write to Princess Twilight when magic related  activities occur. She picked up her pen and began writing a message as  if she was texting through a cell phone.


Hey,  Twilight. Sunset here. I have a feeling time passes differently between  our two worlds, so I just wanted to get an idea on time before your  coronation begins. Will I likely have time to explore Equestria for a  little while, or will the coronation start almost as soon as I head  through the portal? I've already finished checking in with my friends,  and they're cool with me revisiting for a little while. I will be coming  over to the portal in a little bit, I just need to know how tight our  schedule will be? Thanks.

Back  in Equestria, Twilight was currently at her Castle of Friendship with  Spike, moping with the fact that she was going to have to move away,  seemingly abandoning her friends from becoming distant for an extended  period of time.
"We're moving away, and they're  not. And I can't help but feel like we're leaving them behind."  Twilight said to Spike, worrying about her future. "What if we all... drift apart?"
"I  guess I hadn't thought about it like that..." Spike replied. "Maybe you  should talk to them? I bet they're feeling the same way?"
Twilight  perked up before coming over to give Spike a hug. "You're right, Spike.  Thanks. Sometimes, talking to a good friend is all it takes."
Suddenly,  Twilight heard a magical noise coming from one of her moving packages.  She opened the box and saw that it was her magical journal, the same one  she uses to communicate with Sunset in the Human World.
"Speaking  of good friends... it looks like Sunset wants to talk to you first."  Spike said as Twilight opened the journal. "In fact, I almost feel like  she proves my point much better than I ever could. Don't you hardly ever  get to see her yourself, but keep in touch through this journal? You  two are still pretty close, from what I can see."
Twilight  did agree with Spike's reasoning, as her friendship with Sunset best  exemplified how strong friendships could go, as long as they kept in  touch in some way. She smiled and nodded at Spike, before reading what  Sunset wrote. She quickly wrote a reply to Sunset, before going off to  talk to her own friends about whether or not they'd drift apart after  her move.

Sunset  continued eating her breakfast, before Twilight had already responded  to her message in less than five seconds, at least from her perspective.  "What can I say, you can respond fast when you have magic." Sunset  chuckled, before opening her journal to read what Twilight wrote.
Hi,  Sunset! You're actually right on time, since we're going to start the  coronation in about a few hours. You're certainly welcome to explore  Equestria a little further after the ceremony, if you wish. Right now  though, I do have to find my own friends and talk to them on a more  serious matter. I am having a feeling that since I'll be moving to  Canterlot while my friends stay behind in Ponyville, we might slowly  drift apart. I couldn't imagine abandoning my friends like that, just  because I'm now the ruler of Equestria. Anyways, I'll see you shortly at  the coronation, I already made sure to let everyone there know to welcome  you in.
Sunset certainly felt Twilight's  situation was relatable, as she herself, was currently having a dilemma  on feeling that she'd be abandoning her own friends here in the Human  World by choosing to live in Equestria for good. She thought that  perhaps this would be a nice thing to talk about when she did arrive. No  one else seemed to be as big of an expert at friendships than Twilight,  and she'd at least have something interesting to discuss when she  joined Twilight and her friends. Regardless, judging from her reply,  Sunset had to move quickly, as she knew that time was passing at  different intervals between here and Equestria. At the very least, she  wasn't late at arriving yet, but she now understood  her plan. She would most likely come to the coronation, have a few  friendly chats with Twilight, freely explore Equestria for a little  while, and then making certain to keep track of the time to arrive back  home for graduation.
With this in mind, Sunset  went off to put the journal back in her saddlebag, and then made sure to  feed Ray his usual food, before having him crawl upon her hand. "I'm  going to miss you for a little while, Ray. But don't worry. Pinkie's  going to take care of you like the lil' Ray of Sunshine you are!" Sunset  looked softly at Ray as he nuzzled her hand with his face, before she  patted him on the head and put him back into his glass tank.

It  was around this time that timing felt almost perfect, as Sunset had  suddenly heard a knock at the door, along with the voice of the  housesitter she had expected.
"Suuuuuuuuuuunseeeeeeeeeeet?" Pinkie sang as she waited at the door.
Sunset  knew she was in a hurry at this point to head to the portal, so she  gave a quick rundown for Pinkie. "Alright, Pinkie, let's just recap real  quick." Sunset began explaining. "Water the plants, feed my gecko,  check my mailbox, food's in the fridge, and be prepared for me coming  back early for any reason at all. All right?"
"Yeah,  sure. You got it, Sunny Buddy! Have fun on your little road trip!"  Pinkie said happily, as Sunset handed her the apartment's keys. 
Sunset  then bolted over to CHS, almost as if she was late for her first period  pre-calculus class. At the very least, business in this world was  finally taken care of, and she was now free to head back to Equestria.

	
		Chapter 19: A Fork in the Road



Sunset had just arrived at CHS and walked up to the portal on the  horse statue pedestal. It was quite a while since she had used this  particular portal to go back to Equestria, but she was well aware of how  it likely didn't matter which portal she used. After all, she did  discover another hidden portal from the Spring Break cruise, which  didn't really send her too far from the other portal's location, being  Princess Twilight's Castle of Friendship. With that in mind, she reached  her arm into the surface of the statue, and as expected, got sent to  one of the main rooms in Twilight's castle. Sunset, like she did before,  began to walk bipedal, before remembering what species she had turned  back into, and got down on all four's.
"I don't  know if I'll ever get used to walking like this..." Sunset said to  herself, before she heard some voices off in the distance. 
Some  time had already passed since Twilight wrote to Sunset about talking  with her friends about her moving away to Canterlot, so she began to  wonder if they had already finished, and it was a good time to greet  them. Unfortunately for Sunset, this was not the case, as she began to  realize when she got closer to where the voices were coming from. She  didn't hear the entire conversation, but mostly heard hints of Twilight  feeling happy that her friends understood her personal pain about moving  away from Ponyville. This talk was cut short, as Spike spoke up to  remind them about the coronation.
"That's  nice." Spike began to elaborate, as he took out a clock showing the  time. "But you should be more worried about missing the train to  Canterlot!"
Twilight and her friends gasped,  seeing how tight time was, before they all stormed out of the castle. As  they did, Starlight Glimmer approached the entrance, using her magic to  hold onto a wrapped, magenta colored present.
"Sorry I'm so late." Starlight apologized on her behalf. "I actually thought I'd missed you-"
"THERE'S  NO TIME!!!" Spike interrupted, as everyone bolted past Starlight,  making her drop the present on the ground. They were all in such a hurry  to the train station, none of them even heard Sunset as she was trying  to call for them.
Sunset ran out from the  castle's main entrance, still calling for Twilight, but now they were  definitely too far away to even hear her voice. She then looked toward  the ground, and saw Starlight laying there, along with a present she was  holding.
"Starlight?" Sunset greeted her. "What's going on? Where are Twilight and everyone else headed?"

"I'm  not quite sure." Starlight replied. "But my best guess is, they're late for the train to Canterlot. The coronation itself should be starting soon,  by the way. I believe less than two hours from now."
"Rats."  Sunset expressed her disappointment. "I was really hoping to at least  have a quick reunion with Twilight before the actual event. I got to the  portal as fast as I could, and still barely missed them. Time really  does pass differently between our two worlds." Sunset then noticed the magenta present Starlight had. "Well, that's nice. I can  see you got Twilight a special present for her coronation?"
"Yep!"  Starlight said with enthusiasm. "Unfortunately, I can't quite say what  it is just yet, I really wanna keep this a surprise. Let's just say... I  worked hard with the rest of Twilight's friends to make this special,  just for her."
"That's nice to hear. I wish I  could've gotten Twilight a present myself." Sunset said somewhat sadly.  "It's really the least I could for all she's done for me, especially for  all the times she took the extra effort to warn me about Equestrian  magic lurking in the other world."
"Hey, don't  be so hard on yourself, Sunset." Starlight said softly. "I think the  fact you wanted to show up to the coronation at all is enough. That  would certainly be more valuable than any present you could give her,  and besides. I don't think me and Twilight gave you enough time to come  up with a present anyway. We didn't really take into account that time  could pass differently between the two worlds. I'm not that familiar  with the other world, but it was certainly quite an experience the one  time I did! I just definitely understand that there would be more  difficulty for you than anypony else, since you got a completely  separate life that's not as easy to make time for."
Sunset  felt Starlight's reasoning was on point, before she spoke up. "Thanks.  You're right. And yeah, I do have to head back eventually for my  graduation at Canterlot High."
"Graduation?" Starlight asked. "Sounds exciting, have fun whenever that time does come!"
"Yeah,  I hope so!" Sunset said, trying to keep her enthusiasm. Admittedly,  Sunset still wanted to see more of Equestria before finalizing her  decision on whether or not she would stay in the human world. The  graduation would at least give her a celebratory milestone. However, her  degree would likely not be of much help to her at all if she did decide  to live in Equestria from that point forward. By now, Sunset was still  rather 50-50 on this decision, but knew she absolutely had to at least  attend graduation after everything she's done to earn her degree.
With  that in mind, Sunset then thought about how she's going to attend  Canterlot, before asking Starlight. "By the way, we're not both already  too late to attend the coronation, are we?"
"Oh,  not at all, actually." Starlight assured. "I'm pretty sure Twilight  just has to attend earlier than most of the guests to prepare for the  whole event. Her friends were also each taking care of certain tasks  that'll happen at the coronation, so I'm guessing they're going along to  manage everything too. I'm actually headed there shortly with the rest  of my friends. I'll have to head back to my village to see if  everypony's ready. Party Favor and Double Diamond were behind schedule  on a surprise they wanted to give Twilight."
Sunset  reached into her saddlebag to pull out the journal she had, which also  included a map of Equestria. She then showed Starlight the map, before  asking her if it was correct. "This map to Canterlot looks accurate,  right? The route I'm taking shouldn't have any changes I should know  about?"
Starlight examined the map closely, and  didn't really see anything out of the ordinary. "Nope, not really, I  think you're good to go! It is a bit of a longer trot to Canterlot  though, so some of us did arrange for other means of transportation. I  have some leftover bits on me, do you want them to buy a train ticket?  They cost 7 bits each."
"Okay, so the route I'm  taking on the map is set then." Sunset replied before putting the  journal and map back into her saddlebag. "And no thanks, I appreciate  the offer, but I think I'd rather go the long way just to explore  Equestria for a little while. Plus, I do have around 18 bits on me, I  think I'll be fine."
"All right, then I guess  I'll head back to my village to check in with the rest of my buddies."  Starlight said, as both she and Sunset began to trot away in their own  directions. They waved goodbye to each other when they reached the fork  in the road. "Good luck arriving to Canterlot, I guess we'll all see you  there!" Starlight announced from a distance away.
Sunset  knew that based on the map, Canterlot really wasn't that far away, and  with nearly two hours to spare, there was actually plenty of time to  explore Equestria for a little while. The direction she was headed was  toward the train station, but this particular route also made her go  through Ponyville, so it gave her an opportunity to explore, regardless  of time.

	
		Chapter 20: Rock Solid Relationship



As Sunset walked into the town that reminded her of her childhood,  she began to wonder what she should start exploring. Despite spending  most of her time in Equestria at Canterlot, she at the very least  remembered she used to live here in Ponyville at some point. It was only  after Celestia had chosen Sunset as her pupil, that she moved to  Canterlot, constantly learning new forms of magic, and even becoming  curious of magic she was not ready to learn yet. Of course, this one  mistake in her past was what caused her to end up in the life she  currently had.
"When I was just a filly, I  definitely remember the days where I'd show off my magic to impress my  other classmates." Sunset said as she walked around town. "But since I  remember for sure living here before moving to Canterlot, that must  mean... my dad's house is around here somewhere?"
Unfortunately,  it had been so long since Sunset had lived in Ponyville, to where it  was practically impossible to remember where she had previously lived.  Even if she did, this hadn't taken into account the possibilities of the  house being torn down, or her dad moving away sometime after she went  off to become Celestia's pupil. Even when she was a gifted unicorn  student at the time, she wasn't particularly close to her family, so she  knew for certain the idea of them writing to her was out of the  question. At least, if they did, Sunset likely never bothered even  reading the mail they sent when she was at Canterlot. This was a huge  setback that had her lose vital information on where her father lived.  Now she had to pay the price for never being close with her family  earlier on in life.
"I shouldn't lose hope  yet." Sunset said, trying to stay positive. "I should still have records  at the school of magic, and even if my dad did move away from his  previous address, I would at least know his name. I just know it isn't  Solstice, unless it's actually his birth name, and I knew him under  another identity?"
Sunset shook her head at all  this confusion she was bringing upon herself. She decided she shouldn't  be assuming all these things when she has next to no clue about her  parents' names, let alone their whereabouts.
"Focus,  girl." Sunset said to herself. "You're mostly here to get used to  Equestria for a little while by exploring. There isn't too much time to  do an investigation like this, and I highly doubt anyone around here  knows my parents. In fact..."
Sunset looked  around Ponyville, and mostly saw a good number of ponies she did not  recognize at all. They didn't even seem familiar as any human  counterparts she knew back in the other world. That is until, she  recognized a purple maned gray pony who wore a navy blue frock, just  like the sister of Pinkie.
"I still can't  believe she's related to Pinkie Pie..." Sunset said to herself, jokingly  repeating what she once told Princess Twilight when they were coming up  with plans to defeat the Dazzlings. Sunset then approached Maud from  behind, before tapping her on the back to get her attention.
"Hi,  Maud-" Sunset said, before quickly stopping herself. She knew that this  wasn't the Maud she knew in the other world, and likewise, this Maud  would have no idea who she was either. Sunset rephrased her greeting in a  matter of seconds to make it seem more fitting as a formal  introduction, as if they had never met each other. "I mean, you're Maud  Pie, right?"
Maud simply blinked before staying  silent for a few moments, somewhat confused at how a pony she had never  seen before already knew her name. "Yes I am. I take it you're friends  with my sister, Pinkie?"
Sunset spoke up before  shaking Maud's hoof. "If you mean the Pinkie who's always optimistic  and loves to throw parties, yeah. She's a good friend of mine." Sunset  knew she said this as if she was talking about the human Pinkie, not the  pony version that this Maud knew.

"Cool." Maud  said with her usual monotone voice. "I'm just waiting for my delivery  of flowers. I ordered them for Pinkie for another surprise party she's  throwing, but they haven't arrived for a while. Luckily, I have Boulder  here to keep me company." Maud explained, before looking back at the  inanimate pet rock in her hoof.
"That's nice,  Maud." Sunset said with joy, seeing how much Maud cared about her  sister. It certainly felt like the same degree of love between the two  sisters she had seen in the human world. "I'm mostly here to explore  Ponyville for a little while before heading off to Princess Twilight's  coronation. You are going there soon too, right?"
"Yes.  These flowers are meant for Pinkie at the coronation, actually." Maud  clarified. "I got asked by some anonymous friend of Pinkie who ordered  these pink roses for her. I'm just doing them the favor of picking them  up. I don't know who exactly this friend is, but they did hint that they  really clicked well with Pinkie."
Sunset began  to have an idea on who it might be. After all, she literally just saw  Pinkie last night with a new friend whom she really liked hanging with,  even possibly as a romantic partner. She had a hunch the one who ordered  the flowers was the pony Cheese Sandwich, but didn't know for certain.  On the subject of flowers, Sunset felt like maybe entering the flower  shop to get an idea on how different plants were in this world compared  to the human world. At the very least, she was aware that Poison Joke  existed, a type of blue flower that creates ridicule inducing effects on  those who touched it.
"That's nice for Pinkie,  I can tell she has a lot of good friends here." Sunset said to Maud.  "But anyways, since I'm here to explore the town for a little bit, I  guess I can check out the flower shop. Haven't really seen many plants  that specifically grow here in Ponyville. How long have you been waiting  here for your flowers, by the way?"
"About an  hour, why?" Maud asked. "I was just told by Pinkie's friend to come to  this location at this time today." Maud said, as she held the note  Pinkie's anonymous friend supposedly wrote to her.
Sunset  began to feel skeptical over this. Was Maud being pranked, or was the  flower shop itself going through a misunderstanding with orders? "I'll  check the shop out for you, Maud. If I can find the flowers you were  expecting, I can bring them out for you if needed. Sound good?"
"Sure." Maud said in her usual tone, before looking back at her pet rock.
With  this in mind, Sunset entered the shop, which had quite a collection of  flowers, even a number of variants she had never seen before. She  remembered that Maud was looking for pink roses, so she looked around  the shop for them, but had no luck in locating any. Nopony else appeared  to be in the shop either, including the shop owner, which likely  explained why Maud was just waiting around for somepony to deliver her  flowers. However, Sunset eventually heard the voice of the owner, as she  had just walked back behind the counter. She swiftly turned around, and  her eyes widened in surprise. It was a pony she was indeed familiar  with as well, and she looked as fresh as a Daisy.

	
		Chapter 21: Flower Friend



Sunset immediately recognized the shop owner as the director of  Camp Everfree, from the time she and the rest of her friends went to  summer camp. She began to feel that this would be an intriguing aspect  of her extended visit to Equestria, seeing familiar faces she knew back  in the other world as these pony counterparts. Momentarily after taking  this in, Sunset was greeted by the pony Gloriosa Daisy, welcoming in to  her business shop.
"Hello there!" Gloriosa said with enthusiasm. "I take it you're here to order some flowers for a special somepony?"
Despite  how she technically already knew the human Gloriosa, Sunset merely  played it safe by pretending they've never actually met before. She felt  that she would come across as strange to these ponies by acting like  she already knew them from her interactions back in the other world.  Plus, for all she knew, their lives here in Equestria would likely  differ from their human counterparts. For example, it didn't seem likely  that this Gloriosa was worried about Filthy Rich taking over a campsite  in the Everfree Forest. Coupled with the fact that Sunset knew that  most ponies don't even reside in that particular forest from the  dangers, she decided it was most likely the pony Gloriosa was simply a  flower shop owner with no intents of using magic to cause destruction.  With this in mind, Sunset continued the conversation.
"Hi, I've heard about you, actually." Sunset began. "You're Gloriosa Daisy, right?"
Gloriosa  responded in a somewhat surprised tone. "Oh, wonderful to hear you've  heard about my shop and the many flowers I've grown over the years!  Though, most ponies only know me by 'Gloriosa'. I'm curious how you know  my last name as 'Daisy', exactly?"
Sunset's  eyes widened, feeling like she completely messed up her plan to play  things cool and pretend that these ponified humans were beings she had  never met before. She swiftly looked around, trying to come up with a  cover, before she noticed the cutiemark Gloriosa had.
"Erm... your cutiemark!" Sunset blurted out. "It looks like a daisy to me, so I guess that was just a lucky guess."

Gloriosa looked back at her flank before speaking up. "Oh, okay. I guess that makes sense, thank you for being so... observant."
"Yeah,  sure. Anyways, about the flowers, I was mostly just checking to see if  you had any pink roses in stock?" Sunset questioned. "I have a friend  waiting outside who's been expecting to pick up an order of them, and  she's been waiting out there for nearly an hour. Plus, I looked around  the shop and noticed there weren't any pink roses at all."
"Oh,  yes!" Gloriosa confirmed. "I actually just went to the back after my  lunch break, and found the last batch we have in stock. The pony who  ordered the bouquet informed me somepony named 'Maud' would be here to  pick them up. I presume that's you?"
"No,  that's actually the pony waiting outside." Sunset clarified. "I'm just  here to browse for a little bit, but alright. Good to know you do have  the flowers she's looking for. But come to think of it, I might check  out what you have as well."
"Very well then,  I'll bring out the pink roses for my little friend outside!" Gloriosa  said before going back into the storage room.
Sunset  turned around and examined the many flowers around the shop. She was  surprised to see Gloriosa even had Poison Joke for sale, which made  Sunset more cautious to not accidentally come in contact with those  weeds. But she suddenly remembered that Princess Twilight mentioned  through her journal that she did generally enjoy flowers, although she  never really specified which flowers. After some thinking, she also  recalled Twilight mentioning yellow was one of her favorite colors.  After browsing enough, she eventually found a pot filled with numerous  yellow tansies. They seemed like the only presentable flowers that  Twilight would most likely enjoy, and being in the same color she  preferred. With this in mind, Sunset picked a nearby batch that were  already within a bouquet and went to the front counter to pay.
Gloriosa  just came back with the batch of pink roses for Maud, before she took  notice of Sunset holding a bouquet of tansies. "Ooh, excellent choice!  Tansies are one of my favorite flowers as well. I take it these are for  somepony special?"
"Yeah, I guess you could say that." Sunset said jovially. "How much are these?"
"Well...  these normally sell for about 16 bits per bouquet..." Gloriosa began.  Sunset immediately winced at the price before Gloriosa continued.  "However, since they are more popular this season, I've discounted them  to 4 bits each. Would you still like to buy?"
Sunset  felt that 4 bits seemed a lot more reasonable, before shaking her head  in approval. She took off her saddlebag and reached in to find four  bits, before setting them on the counter.
"Thank  you very much!" Gloriosa said as she took the bits and picked up Maud's  order. "These pink roses have got to be an extra-special gift for this  Maud pony. These are incredibly rare to find in Ponyville, even  throughout Equestria as a whole. Whoever ordered these, they were  willing to pay 200 bits for this bouquet."
Sunset's  eyes widened upon hearing this. She certainly got the impression that  Cheese Sandwich, or whoever ordered those pink roses really loved  Pinkie. "Let's just say the pony who's getting those pink roses is one  lucky pony indeed." Sunset said, happy for Pinkie.
Just  as Sunset had finished her sentence, Maud entered the shop, ringing the  bell from the door opening. Both Sunset and Gloriosa looked toward Maud  before the rock expert pony spoke up. "Did I just hear my name? And  pink roses?" Maud asked, before she noticed the pink rose bouquet  Gloriosa was holding, and approached the counter.
"Ah,  yes. You must be Maud, and I see you have the order receipt on you.  Very good, here are your pink roses." Gloriosa announced, as she handed  over the bouquet.
"Cool. Thanks." Maud said as both she and Sunset exited the shop. 
Sunset was about to head off further into Ponyville, before Maud stopped her.
"Wait a second, before you go..." Maud began.
Sunset turned around and looked curious. "Yes, Maud? Did you need something else?"
"I never got your name, who are you by the way?" Maud asked.
"Oh!  How silly of me to not introduce myself, it's Sunset Shimmer." Sunset  introduced herself. "I only mostly knew who you were because I heard  Pinkie talking about you a lot."
"Sunset  Shimmer." Maud repeated. "That's a pretty sedimentary name. You don't  look familiar at all, so I'm guessing you're new around here?
"Err,  yeah, I guess that's true." Sunset responded. "I'm also mostly here to  attend Princess Twilight's coronation ceremony, she's another good  friend of mine."
"Well, it looks like the  coronation is starting in about an hour." Maud said, as she looked at a  nearby clock on the shop's building. "I need to go catch the train if  I'm going to make it in time. Since you're new around here, would you  like me to show you around?"
"Oh, sure." Sunset agreed. "Maybe I can also come with you on the next train. Lead the way, Maud."
With  that said, Sunset put the bouquet of tansies into her saddlebag, before  both she and Maud went toward the train station. Sunset felt rather  satisfied that despite what Starlight mentioned earlier about how showing up  at the coronation would've been enough of a gift for Twilight, she  still managed to find a gift of flowers for her on such short notice.  However, Sunset was completely unaware of how Princess Twilight had a  fear for ladybugs, and that tansies were a flower that attracts them.  There were even a few active ladybugs living underneath the tansies' stems.  Sunset didn't know about this at all, and only imagined how happy  Twilight would be after seeing the flowers she got her.

	
		Chapter 22: Sugarcoated Muffins



As Sunset continued walking through Ponyville, accompanied by Maud, she began to feel somewhat curious at how much Equestria had changed since the time she was accustomed to living as a unicorn. Not only did Ponyville have so many new and fancy looking buildings scattered throughout the populated area, but there were even creatures besides unicorns, pegasai, or Earth ponies casually hanging around. Sunset's first major notice was how there were seemingly even griffons and dragons residing here in Ponyville, which was rather surprising, to say the least. She was no expert on these creatures, but knew for certain that back then, they lived in other places, Griffonstone and The Dragon Lands, respectively.
Although Sunset was used to the idea of Spike hanging around ponies and Ponyville, after learning more about him through various letters from Princess Twilight, she just wasn't expecting matured dragons to be living among ponies, especially given how Twilight's only mention of dragons aside from Spike, referred to one particular dragon named Garble. Needless to say, Twilight didn't really write many kind things to say about him from her and Spike's personal experiences, which made Sunset imagine that they preferred to stay separate from ponies. As such, seeing other dragons besides Spike living with ponies gave Sunset the impression that at one point, Twilight managed to unite every species of Equestria, to where diversity and acceptance were now everywhere. There were even other creatures Sunset had never seen before, which raised her enthusiasm in checking out more of Equestria. Being gone for so long meant that she had a whole new world to explore, despite the fact she was actually born and raised here to begin with. This excitement made Sunset question Maud about anything she might know regarding this massive change to Equestria since she was last residing in Canterlot.
"So, Maud?" Sunset began asking, as she trotted along with Maud to the train station. "I am admittedly wondering if you have any idea what changed here in Ponyville in the last few years? I am noticing all sorts of other creatures living here besides just ponies."
Maud continued to trot along, but blankly stared at the ground before answering Sunset's question. "The soil around here used to contain sedimentary fragments of gravel before it eroded. Now everything appears to be kept toward the properties of igneous."
"Oh... that's interesting." Sunset said, somewhat confused. "But I mean, did you have any ideas on the history of Ponyville? Mostly as far as what happened that founded all these new buildings, or how so many creatures besides ponies united?"
"Not really, Sunset." Maud replied. "I didn't grow up here in Ponyville, and I don't really know myself why other creatures currently live alongside ponies. The closest I have to an answer is perhaps from Pinkie. She mentioned something about Twilight Sparkle doing something to encourage them in accepting ponies?"
"Oh, well I guess that makes sense." Sunset said, feeling that her theory from earlier was valid. "It's just that... I'm walking around Ponyville, and I'm really seeing all these major differences that make me wonder what could've happened to get us where we are now."
"Didn't you say you were new around here, though?" Maud questioned.
"Well, yes and no, actually. I did live here in my days as a filly, but went away to another... town for quite some time. "Sunset replied, trying not to bring up living in another world, as she didn't want to come across as crazy to Maud. "Coming back all these years later, it's really a lot to take in. I'm overall feeling like there's much more to do here in Ponyville, and that I truly missed out everything."
"I'm more accustomed to going on rock research trips, so I don't really take notice of everything that goes on around here. It is a pretty nice town though, according to Pinkie." Maud noted, as both she and Sunset had finally arrived at a nearby train station. "I do have to make a quick trip at the rock farm to pick up the rest of my family, so I'll be taking the east train. If you wanted to head to Canterlot right now, take the west."
Sunset decided it would be in her best interest to not show up late to the coronation, so she agreed with Maud's suggestion to go to Canterlot now by herself. "Alright, then I'll be taking the other train, thanks again for keeping me company for a little while, Maud. Hope to see each other again soon."
With that said, Sunset and Maud went their own separate ways, as Sunset had walked over to the ticket booth to pay for admission. The tickets certainly felt a lot more expensive compared to the prices Sunset remembered as a filly, but she didn't think much of it, as it was common knowledge to become accustomed toward living in a world with inflation. With 7 bits coming out of her saddlebag's pocket change, Sunset sat atop the train platform, waiting for the next westward train, which was expected to come within a few minutes.
While waiting around, it looked like there were other ponies awaiting this particular train as well, likely also with the intent of reaching Canterlot to be part of the coronation. Just like before when Sunset was randomly looking around Ponyville, there weren't many ponies that seemed familiar, or caught her attention. That was until, she took note of a blonde haired gray pegasus standing nearby, who looked like Derpy, one of her cross-eyed classmates back at Canterlot High. Sunset never really talked with her much, but was aware she was mostly a kind student who really enjoyed muffins.

While she continued to wait around, Sunset eventually noticed another pony behind her, also waiting for the exact same train, who looked familiar in an unpleasant way. She didn't really recognize her at first, but the orange glasses definitely stood out, creating the realization that this was the pony Sugarcoat. Sunset didn't particularly feel motivated to talk to her, especially after how rude the Shadowbolts acted toward her back in the human world. Unfortunately for Sunset, she must've stared behind her for a bit too long, as Sugarcoat took notice of this and began a conversation with her.
"Ahem. Can I help you, ma'am?" Sugarcoat said in the same snarky tone of the human Sugarcoat, which Sunset was used to. "I'm gonna be blunt here, if you aren't somepony I know, kindly put your eyes toward something else. Cause you are coming across as a total weirdo right now."
"Oh, pardon me." Sunset said, albeit in a somewhat sarcastic manner. She did feel that Sugarcoat had a point, in that it was a little unusual that this seeming stranger was just randomly staring at her for a prolonged period. Out of the blink of an eye, Sunset thought of a quick cover up to explain her faux pas. Due to Sugarcoat's white hair, blue coat, and lavender eyes, she did remind Sunset of another one of her classmates. "It's just that... you reminded me of somepony I'm friends with. Something about your coat and eyes immediately made me think of my friend, Trixie."
"Trixie... Lulamoon?" Sugarcoat asked before rolling her eyes. "Don't even compare me to that obnoxious, egotistical, teacup obsessed magician. I went to one of her magic shows once, it was incredibly disappointing. I'd have only given her a rotten onion as her performance salary."
"Well, I can certainly tell you're not one who likes to... sugarcoat things." Sunset said in a somewhat humorous manner.
"Ugh, you're seriously making jokes about my name now too?" Sugarcoat grumbled. "You're so annoying, I am so taking a separate coach from you!"
With that, Sugarcoat trotted away to a further distance on the platform, before Sunset had simply shrugged things off. "Eh, some things really never do change." She muttered under her breath. While Gloriosa seemed rather friendly and inviting, Sugarcoat seemed consistently irritable and blunt like the human Sugarcoat, which admittedly made Sunset wonder if this just varied from pony to pony. After all, these ponies were technically completely separate entities with different lives, meaning it was expected that there would be differences. Though in Sugarcoat's case, she did overall still seem to be the type of pony who'd do anything but sugarcoat, despite her name.
As Sunset was about to go back to waiting around, she felt a hoof on her, before turning around to see Derpy, with a sympathetic expression.
"Sorry you had to deal with that, I've actually met her on a few of my mail routes." Derpy said, sharing her experience. "She can be a real Mrs. Grouchy Pants."
The silly nickname Derpy just gave to Sugarcoat amused Sunset enough to where she was able to completely forget the pure negativity Sugarcoat just displayed on her. Sunset snickered a bit before speaking up. "That's a pretty appropriate name for her instead of 'Sugarcoat', not gonna lie. But thanks, it's always cool to know that nice ponies exist too."
"Indeed." Derpy replied. "It certainly does feel nice to be accepted and treated like anypony else, even if you do have an odd feature that makes you... stick out." Derpy finished, as her eyes crossed a bit to exemplify her point.
"Yeah, acceptance has been one of those things that's stuck with me throughout my whole life. Treat others the way you would want to be treated, after all. You seem like a nice pony to hang with for a bit, wanna share seats on the train?"
"Sure thing! The name's Derpy. I haven't used that name in a while since I was accused long ago of it being offensive. But hey, it's just a creative nickname with no harm to it." Derpy explained briefly.
"Oh, interesting." Sunset replied before introducing herself and shaking Derpy's hoof. "Sunset Shimmer, and nice to meet you."
Sunset and Derpy smiled at each other before they had both heard the westward train arriving at the platform from behind them. As expected, Sugarcoat entered a coach much further away from the one Sunset and Derpy went into, but it seemed inconsequential. Neither of them would've felt compelled to stick around a pony of constant overall negativity and impoliteness.

	
		Chapter 23: No Train No Gain



As the train began to make its way toward Canterlot with several more stops along the way, Derpy and Sunset had found a seat with enough space for both of them. Sunset took her saddlebag off before taking a seat, and having the occasional glance outside the window. The more she observed the scenery and landscapes as the train kept on moving, the more she began to feel that her aspiration for returning to Equestria permanently sounded like a good idea. She began to see so many unique and interesting creatures just roaming around, even some getting to know ponies a bit better. 
There were several unicorns in the same coach Sunset and Derpy were in, who were using their magic for casual, everyday uses, such as levitating a book. This also began to make Sunset really miss the days where she was accustomed to using a magical horn, which she always lost when she turned back into a human. Even up until now from her time in Equestria, it never really dawned on her that she technically could start using her magic instead of doing it the old fashioned way with hooves. The memory that best exemplified this lack of adaption for Sunset was when she first met Starlight, and was attempting to pick up a journal off the ground instead of simply using magic. 
On the subject of magic, Sunset had also realized she was out of practice from using magic for quite some time, at least the magic she naturally had in her horn. As a human, she had magic for a while with her geode, but really never got much use from it, outside of being able to read other people's minds. As such, returning to Equestria could potentially give Sunset more time for practice in magic, something she knew she was always gifted at. After all, she didn't simply become Celestia's pupil at one point for nothing. She just lacked the humility and acceptance of friendship in her past, which have certainly changed her life in the best way possible.
While putting this thought behind her, she began a friendly conversation with Derpy, curious on how life was, and if she overall enjoyed it here in Ponyville, as Maud was unable to give a clear answer earlier.
"So... Derpy?" Sunset began. "I'm just curious if you have any feedback on how things are here in Ponyville? I'm kinda new in town, and I was hoping for a secondary opinion on how you like it here, if I do potentially want to start living here myself."
"Oh, I don't actually live in Ponyville." Derpy replied. "My home's actually in Cloudsdale, but I have spent enough time in Ponyville to let you know it's wonderful! Outside of that grouchy mare we saw earlier, everypony I know here are mostly friendly and inviting. I would know from experience, being the pony who has to carry everypony else's mail, of course."
"That's nice to hear." Sunset smiled before pointing out Derpy's wings. "I haven't really talked with many pegasai, how's life when you have wings?"
"They feel like an extra set of hooves, and are the main reason I can get around so quickly. Though it does get exhausting after a while. "Derpy explained. "I'm kind of surprised that you haven't really communicated with many of us pegasai, we're all over in Equestria, not just Ponyville and Cloudsdale."
"Oh, I'm aware." Sunset began to elaborate, alluding a bit to her past. "It's just that, I haven't exactly always been the social kind of pony. I wanted to start changing myself for the better, so I decided that I should start getting out a little more, making new friends, that sort of thing."
"That's nice to hear, Sunset." Derpy said cheerfully. "I've actually made a few new friends myself who weren't even ponies. I'm not sure how it happened, but recently, so many other creatures became united with ponies, such as yaks, kirins, changelings, and hippogriffs. When you get used to the fact they're completely different creatures, they're pretty friendly."
"Changelings?" Sunset said, while looking outside her window. There were a few changelings walking by the train, even one of them waving at the ponies inside. "Is that what those bug-like ponies are? I remember Princess Twilight writing to me once about how they no longer had to feed on love once they embraced friendship, but they don't look like any changelings I remember."
"Yes, that's them, all right." Derpy confirmed, before suddenly realizing what Sunset just revealed. "Wait a second, you know Twilight Sparkle personally? The soon-to-be ruler of all of Equestria? Everypony's been talking about it every since both Princess Celestia and Luna said they're retiring."
"Oh, yeah." Sunset said, being reminded of the main reason she even came back to Equestria temporarily. "Let's just say, she's a good friend of mine, and also the one who taught me that friendship is magic. This train is headed to Canterlot, which is where the coronation will be held, and that's where I'm expecting to head once the ride is over. I dunno about you, Derpy, but I'm looking forward to spending a little time with her. We both write to each other quite a bit."
"Well, I am heading to Canterlot myself, but I'm not particularly close with Twilight, so it's mostly for attending the coronation." Derpy explained. "I'm also meeting a good friend of mine there, whom I haven't seen in ages. When you got all these responsibilities to live life, you can't always find time to be with your friends."
Sunset knew that Derpy's adult-mindset was something she was going to have to inevitably deal with, sometime after graduation. "I can't relate to that line of thinking anymore than I currently do." Sunset expressed, before thinking of a way to explain this to Derpy in a way that didn't bring up the human world. "I really do want to stay here in Ponyville for a longer period of time, outside of simply attending Twilight's coronation. But I still have close friends back in my old hometown, and I can't simply leave them behind."
Derpy put a hoof on Sunset before speaking up. "Hey, I can get where you're coming from. My friend in question is always busy working on inventions and traveling all over Equestria for research. The same could be said for me, who has to work the mail route every day, and having other jobs in the meantime. He and I are still the closest of friends, because we understand each other in having a life outside of our friendship, and because we keep in touch through mail. Even though we haven't spoken in a while, he'll always look like a million bits to me. This problem you're having right now, it's really your decision. I can't tell you not to, but maybe do what's best for you for the sake of your old friends too." Derpy advised. 
"That... that sounds like a pretty good start. Thanks for taking the time to talk with me, you've been a great help with trying to figure out this dilemma I'm having." Sunset said gratefully. 

Although this talk with Derpy was at least a start in figuring out her problem, Sunset still felt the need to discuss the matter with Princess Twilight, once she finally arrives at the coronation. After all, Twilight was titled the Princess of Friendship, and she would completely understand Sunset, if she were to become open about the human world. She would likely also have words of wisdom in regards to seemingly abandoning her own friends now that she's had to move to Canterlot to fulfill her royal duties.
Sunset also began to feel that, although it was likely due to her willingness to socialize and make new friends, perhaps this was also another reason to become acquainted with the residents of Equestria. Most ponies she's met so far have been rather friendly and inviting, to where this seemingly peaceful environment would make her feel more encouraged in doing what she always strived to accomplish, becoming a skilled magical unicorn. Sunset began to wonder if these ponies were always this kind, or if they had been influenced to be friendly under Princess Twilight's rule. If it was the former, then Sunset definitely regretted not making friends back then. She even had vague memories of ponies who could've been her friends back in the day, impressed by her magic feats and inviting her to have lunch with them. But it was all turned down, when she only focused on becoming Celestia's most gifted student, and saw nothing else of importance.
The feeling of being surrounded by friendly ponies was once again, abruptly ended by yet another familiar face, who tapped her on the back to get her attention. Sunset turned around and didn't even realize at first, it was another one of the Shadowbolts she knew back in the other world when she took her seat.
"Do you ponies think you could can it already?" Sunny Flare said, rather annoyed. "I've been working my tail off on dress designs lately, and I don't need to hear ponies blabbing for an eternity about friendship lessons! You two are giving me a serious headache!"
Sunset and Derpy gave her a dirty look, before complying to her request. "All right, I think we've had a good talk anyway, if it makes you feel any better, I'll take a quick nap." Sunset said as she turned back onto her seat, and closed her eyes.
"I do have to make a temporary detour at the next stop to pick up my friend." Derpy whispered. "If you're going to continue on the train, Canterlot is still 5 more stops away."
"Thanks, Derpy." Sunset whispered back, before continuing her nap.
It seemed like a good idea for Sunset to nap a little while, since she had been walking for most of the day, which included a draining sprint from her apartment to the CHS portal. She didn't want to meet Twilight at the coronation in a tired state either, so she decided this was the best solution at the moment.
A few minutes later, the train had arrived at the next stop. Both Derpy and Sunny Flare left the train, while Sunset kept on napping. Unfortunately for Sunset, she forgot she had a habit of oversleeping, likely from the long sessions of video games and streaming that sometimes kept her up until 3 or 4 in the morning. This lifestyle she had back in the human world overall didn't make her a morning person, to where she'd occasionally wake up during noon. This came back to bite her, as without Derpy around to wake her up anymore, Sunset's nap transitioned into a more heavier sleep, and she started to lack signs of waking up anytime soon, even though the stop at Canterlot was going to be approaching quite soon.

	
		Chapter 24: Sunset Takes Manehattan



The train had long passed the stop at Canterlot, now arriving at the final stop for the day, in Manehattan. Sunset was still sleeping in her seat, when the conductor walked in, checking to ensure all remaining passengers were escorted off for the day. He approached Sunset to let her know the ride was over, before placing a hoof on her to wake her up.
"Hello, ma'am?" The conductor said. "I'm sure you've had a nice nap, but I'm afraid you'll need to get up now. We've reached our final stop for today, Manehattan."
"...Huh? Okay, cool..." Sunset said, half asleep. But then she opened her eyes wide upon realizing what the conductor said. "WAIT, WHAT!?! MANEHATTAN!? NO! No! No! No! I was supposed to get off at Canterlot!" She grumbled.
"That's going to be difficult, Canterlot was well over two stops ago." The conductor said sympathetically.
"Please, sir. Is there any way you could turn the train around and bring me back to Canterlot? I really can't be late for Princess Twilight's coronation!" Sunset begged.
"I'm terribly sorry, ma'am. But I'm afraid now that I've escorted the passengers off the train, it's now my duty to bring the train back to the main station for the day." The conductor explained. "If I'm late, I could lose my job. Maybe you can still make it in time another way?"
"That depends..." Sunset said, rather worried about possibly missing the coronation altogether. "What time is it right now?"
The conductor looked at his watch before giving Sunset a reply. "About 35 minutes until 7 o' clock. Will you have enough time?"
Sunset quickly took the journal out of her saddlebag to get a glance at the map. Manehattan admittedly wasn't that far from Canterlot, but she'd be out of her mind to believe she could trot all the way to the coronation, let alone within half an hour. Still though, she got herself into this pickle by oversleeping, and didn't want to trouble the conductor any further, so she agreed to find an alternative solution.
"All right, in that case, I'll figure something out. Thanks anyway." Sunset said, somewhat reluctantly, as she stepped off the train.
"Good luck, ma'am." The conductor waved goodbye, as the train left the station.
As Sunset began walking around Manehattan, desperate to find a way back to Canterlot in a timely manner, she wondered what she just did back there. Had she really accepted being in a difficult situation, and attempted to figure things out, without it being at the expense of others? It hadn't been apparent until now, but all these years of accepting friendship and becoming independent really showed what kind of pony she was now. Sunset figured the independence aspect of herself likely came from the fact that for most of her life, she didn't always have her parents with her, and was forced to learn self-determination to get this far. This was especially the case when she was first trapped in the human world, and had no choice but to adapt to a human's lifestyle on her own. Despite being proud of this merit in her life, Sunset still wished she knew where her parents were, and became much closer with them than she ever did as a filly.
The sky was already fading from blue to orange, as the sun began setting. Time was ticking rather fast, but Sunset kept herself calm and knew there were plenty of ponies around here who might be of assistance. It was only a matter of knowing who would also be headed to Canterlot as well, preferably in less than 30 minutes.
"Think, think." Sunset said to herself. "What would Twilight do if she was in my situation? I remember that Twilight did share her experience with me about how pressuring being tardy was when writing friendship letters to Princess Celestia, but... being on time to this big celebration is far more consequential."
Sunset eventually remembered that Twilight also wrote to her about how one of the few things she was grateful for was her horn, as teleportation helped her get around much more easily when her wings were exhausted from flying too much. Unfortunately for Sunset, even with how far her studies went back in magic school, she had never fully mastered teleportation from afar. She remembered that the last time she ever used her magic for teleporting was back when she infiltrated the Crystal Castle, and stole Twilight's crown while she was sleeping. Not the fondest memory, but it did at least help her recall that she had some experience with being able to teleport, even a short distance. Though with how much time it's been since she even used her horn for basic magical uses like levitating, it didn't seem likely that teleporting would be practical. Though obviously, trotting around would likely be much more counter-intuitive, and Sunset wasn't really noticing anypony around Manehattan nearby who could help her out. As such, she stopped dead in her tracks and attempted to start up the teleportation spell, hoping in vain that it would at least improve her current situation. The spell failed to work after a few tries, but after enough perseverance, it had succeeded.
POOF!
Sunset opened her eyes and noticed she was suddenly in a deeper section of Manehattan, specifically, the town square. She was now even further away from Canterlot, and for that matter, she had no idea where she even was in respect to her last position before teleporting. By this point, Sunset felt completely defeated. One minor setback on the train ride was suddenly going to make her completely miss out on Twilight's coronation. It didn't look like anypony was around to help her out either, as if all the coronation guests had already departed, leaving a completely deserted, empty town. Sunset collapsed to the ground and began sobbing, feeling like she legitimately betrayed Twilight's trust when she promised she was going to show up to this big event. She continued moping around on the ground for what felt like an eternity, before as if by miracle, she heard another voice.
"Hey, are you okay there?" A soft voice spoke. "I was heading back home before I heard somepony sobbing here."
Sunset didn't immediately recognize the voice, but the soft nature of her speaking did make her wonder at first if it was Fluttershy. Sunset opened her eyes and saw that it wasn't her, but instead, an Earth pony mare she didn't recognize at all, not even as somebody she knew in the human world. Regardless, Sunset began to elaborate about her situation.
"Hi, and no... I'm afraid not." Sunset began explaining. "I got off from the wrong train stop, and now I'm going to be late to my friend's big celebratory event. I promised her I would show up, but now that I'm stuck in this town and the event will be starting in less than 25 minutes, there's no way I can make it there before the whole thing is over, let alone on time when it begins."
"I see..." The mare began. "Where might this celebration be at?"
"In Canterlot." Sunset clarified. "I was originally going to be at Princess Twilight's coronation, but now, given the circumstances, I shouldn't even waste my energy. It's too far of a trot to Canterlot, and I can't simply teleport there with how little magic experience I have."
"Princess Twilight's coronation... and Canterlot?" The mare inquired, before thinking of a solution. "Wait right here, I have an idea!" She said, before running off to her home, which was right down the block.
Sunset, feeling that she had no other solution, did just what was requested. She waited around, but was admittedly curious on what this mare had in mind to help her out. Just then, the mare came running back, holding a golden ticket in her hooves.
"Here, take this. It's a ticket for the Manehattan ferry. One of the stops is around where Canterlot is located, but the way it goes should at least get you to Canterlot without missing the whole event."
Sunset was desperate at this point, but a part of her still felt it was wrong to take the ticket. "I appreciate the offer, I really do. But... you need it. It's your ticket, and I'd be depriving you of your opportunity to travel to Canterlot, or other places with the ferry."
"Not at all, don't worry about it." The mare assured. "This was actually gifted to me through an invitation from a good friend of mine. She's always been pretty generous, and even taught me how to do the same for others. She even encouraged me to stand up for myself. But like I said, I was actually headed home anyways, because I'm working on a design project for a pretty big client of mine. I'd essentially be wasting this ticket by not going to Canterlot, but considering your situation, it's a good feeling for me to know I was able to help you out in your time of need."
"Generous friend...?" Sunset asked out of curiosity, before remembering her own close friend back in the human world, who definitely best exemplified that description. "Rarity?"
"Oh! So you do know her?" The mare asked, somewhat surprised. "Well, in that case, that makes me even happier to let you take the ticket. Any friend of hers is a friend of mine!" She said, as she put the ticket in Sunset's hoof.
Sunset considered this for a moment. She wouldn't be depriving the mare of anything since she was going home rather than Canterlot, and at this point, she really had no other option. With this, Sunset swallowed her pride and decided to take the ticket before hugging the mare for her beautiful generosity.

"Thank you... you have no idea what this means to me." Sunset said with immense gratefulness. "What's your name, by the way?"
"Coco Pommel, but you can call me Miss Pommel if you like." Coco replied.
"Sunset Shimmer." Sunset introduced herself back. "I'll tell you what, I do have some leftover bits in my saddlebag, I'll pay you back for this ticket-"
"Nonsense, Sunset. You don't owe me anything." Coco quickly said, before pointing to the direction of the dock, where the ferry was waiting. "That's where you should be headed, but you must hurry. According to the time, the ferry is leaving in about 2 minutes!" Coco warned. "As for the ticket, I only ask of one thing in return from you, to pass on this generosity to others, like Rarity once taught me."
Sunset shook her head in approval, before turning in the direction of the ferry. She looked back one final time at Coco before rushing over to the dock to avoid missing her ride back to Canterlot. "I won't forget this, again, thank you so much, and of course, I promise."
Sunset quickly bolted to the dock as if her life depended on it. Coco smiled back on doing this good deed, feeling that Rarity would be proud of her for doing so, before trotting back to her home on the Manehattan streets.

	
		Chapter 25: Zest For Life



Sunset had finally approached the docks where the ferry was. She quickly held up her admission ticket to signify she was a paying customer, before a stallion managing the boat took notice.
"Ah, I see you arrived just in the nick of time, miss!" The stallion greeted Sunset. "We were just about to head off for the day, since we had no other passengers aboard our lil' vessel."
"Any... time... sir." Sunset said as she was catching her breath from the sprint, before handing over the ticket.
The stallion cut up the ticket before opening the gate to let Sunset through. "Here you are, miss. It's good to see somepony today wants to board the ferry. Many others prefer to take the train, I'm guessin' cause they get seasick real easily."
Sunset took notice of this stallion's appearance, as she realized he did look familiar. Her immediate thought was that he looked like one of the busboys from her spring break cruise, who served the guests on the yacht. He wasn't really a guy Sunset interacted much with, outside of simply telling him what she wanted for breakfast. Though during the cruise, there were a few instances where she did notice Rarity having butterflies in her stomach when he was around her. To Sunset though, his color scheme and freckles amusingly reminded her of a male version of Applejack.
"Well, let's just say that traveling by ship is kind of my only choice at the moment for something important." Sunset replied to him. "I feel like I've seen you before though..."
"Oh? Well that's a bit of a surprise." The stallion noted. "I've only had the simple occupation of being the first mate of these beautiful vessels. I wouldn't say such a job gets me as well known as say, the captain."
Just as he finished, the captain in question stepped out of her cabin before addressing the two ponies still on the docks. Although they were steadily walking toward the boat, she was beginning to get impatient.
"Hey, Ragamuffin! Would you be so kind as to pick up the pace!? We don't have all day, you know." The captain shouted from afar.
Sunset didn't really pay much attention to the captain's visual appearance, and instead was somewhat confused at the name she was just seemingly labeled.
"Did she call me a... 'Ragamuffin' just now?" Sunset asked.
"Oh, no. That's my name, silly miss!" Ragamuffin clarified. "I don't really use my name a whole lot, so many ponies get confused in thinking they're the 'ragamuffins' on our cruises."
Sunset thought to herself. The name "Ragamuffin" sounded familiar when she was on that cruise, as well as the times afterward where she would sometimes have conversations with Rarity, where she specifically brought up that name. As such, it was definitely a safe bet that this stallion was indeed the busboy she vaguely remembered. Regardless, Sunset simply shrugged at this, and boarded the ferry. Her previous thought was soon forgotten when she finally saw the captain as she turned around to greet the two ponies. It didn't take long at all for her to recognize this was yet another one of the Shadowbolts, Lemon Zest.
"Captain Zest, we are set for sailing!" Ragamuffin announced, before releasing the chain that held the boat in place. The ferry had begun to make its way to Canterlot, just as Sunset was hoping. To lessen the weight on her back, Sunset placed her saddlebag into one of the cargo boxes on the boat, before taking a seat on one of the nearby benches.
As the boat began to move away from the Manehattan docks, Lemon Zest stood aboard the bow of the ship and took off her hat to lament the failing business. "Just me, my first mate, and... one passenger. Given how slow business has been lately, I might need to close down soon..." She sighed.
The pony versions of the Shadowbolts Sunset had met so far came across as equally snobby and irritable as their human counterparts. But as for Lemon Zest, she overall didn't seem to be in the same metaphorical boat. Sunset didn't remember too much about the human Lemon Zest, besides the fact she loved listening to loud music. The pony version of her appeared to be one of those struggling owners of a failing business. In this case, based on what Ragamuffin alluded to earlier, many ponies weren't really riding the ferry, either due to preferring the train or to avoid seasickness. In some ways, Sunset did admittedly feel bad for Lemon Zest, though her occupation as a ferry captain definitely was surprising, to say the least. It was going to take a while before the boat reached Canterlot, so Sunset figured it wouldn't hurt to strike a conversation with her. She walked over to the captain, trying to figure out her situation, even if it wasn't really any of her business.
"Hey, I couldn't help but overhear your dilemma, Captain." Sunset said sympathetically. "Business hasn't been going well lately?"
"Business has been terrible ever since I began!" Lemon Zest moped. "My dad never supported my vision in becoming a music producer! That's all I've ever wanted to be, but not in his eyes. So instead of investing his money in music equipment, he bought me this useless boat that I have to pay monthly fees for in the parking docks! I barely make enough to make end's meet, and this week has been the worst! Not a single passenger until today, because everypony only takes the train!"
"I can understand your frustration." Sunset began, trying to reason with Lemon Zest. "But maybe it's possible your dad wants to help you get familiar with a job you have experience with?"
"Well I don't!" Lemon Zest snapped. "I feel like he only wants me to be like him to continue the family tradition, because he was once a ferry owner himself. I have zero passion for this job, so I'm thinking one of these days, once this business fails, I'll just sell this stupid boat and invest that money into following my actual dreams. After that, I'm giving my dad the cold shoulder for the rest of my life, that's what I really want."
"No, you really wouldn't." Sunset said, as she put her head down and turned the other way.

"Excuse me?" Lemon Zest said sternly. "And who are you to tell me how to live my life?"
"No, it's not that..." Sunset began to explain. "Whatever you do with your boat if this business does end up failing, that's completely up to you. I more just disagree with your reasoning to never speak with your father ever again."
"Well what did you expect? He put me into this career I never wanted, never supported my actual passion, and always insisted I spend 'family time' with him, when I could've been a rock star by now!" Lemon Zest pouted. "Why does he have to be so stubborn and unsupportive? I hate my dad!"
Hearing those words made Sunset hurt inside. This was especially due to how she was on her way to find her own parents, and didn't know if they were even still around. She knew the need to advise Lemon Zest on this matter, even if it wasn't really her business to do so.
"From what you've told me so far, Captain..." Sunset began. "He isn't either of those. I don't think you realize how much your dad actually sacrifices for you."
"What have I mentioned so far that would make you suggest that at all?" Lemon Zest asked with skepticism.
"You have to consider the little things, even if they aren't always in your favor. "Sunset started to explain. "For example, your dad wanted to actually spend time with you, bought you a boat with his own money, and kept you focused on an occupation that can still bring in a reliable income. It really sounded like to me, your dad just wanted what was best for you, even if it wasn't necessarily something you wanted for yourself. I actually know from experience that producing music isn't always the most reliable way of making a living." Sunset said, remembering the times where she would play guitar in the human world's park, and barely even make 5 bucks a day. "Sure, you dad may not agree with what you really want to do in life, but it still sounded like to me he loves you, and wanted to give you the best life possible.
Lemon Zest processed things and began to make the sudden realization that this mare was right. "I... I never thought of it that way. In all fairness, I have at least made enough money to afford rent in Manehattan, even if business became unusually slow lately. I guess I was always more focused on my personal talents and interests."
"I mean, your interests can't always necessarily define your job, or vice versa. "Sunset confirmed from experience. "Some of us do have to make a living to get around, even if we don't always agree with the occupation in question."
"Honestly, Captain?" Ragamuffin chimed in. "I did notice that you have been rather out of it lately, and haven't shown much enthusiasm to greet the passengers when we do have them come aboard."
Oh, I suppose that's true." Lemon Zest agreed, remembering how she always seemed to be in a bad mood while on duty, which was likely from the personal disdain she had with her father. "In some ways, perhaps that's the actual reason business has been slow lately. Nopony wants to be around a grouchy host."
"If that's the case, perhaps it is a thing to consider." Sunset said, agreeing to that possibility. "It was only your first mate who was standing out by the docks with no captain. And he did look rather bored while waiting for passengers by himself. Doesn't seem like the best way to run a business."
"Yeah... I guess I've just been really feeling under the weather lately to welcome any ferry guests aboard." Lemon Zest agreed. "Bad relations with your family can really do that to you."
"Well, as a suggestion for compromise, if you like making music so much, perhaps you could play the music on your cruises, or even play it by the docks to attract more visitors? It could give you a reason to keep this job, and to show your talent while making a reliable income."
"That's... not a bad idea at all! I can't believe I never thought of that!" Lemon Zest exclaimed. "And as for my dad, you're right. He does love me, but I just never saw it myself because of my own selfish ambitions!"
That last statement hit Sunset pretty hard, as it truly summed up her own life. She responded to relay a message, hoping to ensure Lemon wouldn't make the same mistakes she did. "As I've learned in the past, you have to find your family, and family is forever."
"I can't believe I was actually thinking of taking my dad for granted a few minutes ago." Lemon Zest said, proclaiming disgust in herself. "Thanks for talking me out of it, ma'am. I guess you're pretty close with your own family?"
"Well... not exactly." Sunset began elaborating. "I didn't grow up with my parents, and for a while, never focused on making friends. It wasn't until after I had accepted friendship, I saw the values in having a family. But now that I've returned home to Ponyville, I'm going to have a harder time finding them, since we never kept in touch. That's why I felt the need to talk with you in not taking your own family for granted. Because one of these days, they won't be around anymore..." Sunset finished as she begun to tear up, just thinking of the mere possibility that both her parents had somehow already passed since the time she stayed in the human world.
Lemon Zest put a hoof on Sunset before speaking up. "Thank you, I'll be sure to make my music known on these ferry rides, so that I can focus on my own passions, and make my dad proud at the same time. You may be my only passenger for the day, but after this talk, I already know you're my most valuable one."
"Anytime." Sunset said, happy about doing a good deed. "I'm just really glad I was able to solve a family problem for you, let's just say... a good friend of mine taught me a thing or two about friendship."
"I feel like your tips can really help our business take off to the next level, you're like an amazing psycho-therapist and business partner combined!" Ragamuffin said with enthusiasm. "Is there anything we can do to repay you for taking that extra step in caring?"
Sunset didn't feel the need to be repaid for anything, until she looked over at the cargo box and saw her saddlebag, which reminded her of something crucial.
"Well, if you would like to help me out, perhaps you can give me a lead into uncovering a mystery I've been trying to solve?" Sunset suggested. "I have a saddlebag which has the word 'Solstice' engraved on the bottom. I have reason to believe that could possibly be the name of my father, or some kind of brand name. Do either of you know anypony by that name?"
Lemon Zest and Ragamuffin both thought about it for a while, before coming up blank. "Sorry, ma'am. I'm afraid that doesn't sound familiar at all." Ragamuffin responded.
"Same here." Lemon Zest said mutually. "Though about your other theory, no. I have friends who work in fashion and craft bags of their own. From what I can gather, there is no saddlebag brand in Equestria anywhere that is named 'Solstice'. Just putting that thought out there."
"Okay. Fair enough, thank you both for trying, at least." Sunset said, thankful in thinking she now had a clear idea that 'Solstice' was likely somepony's actual name, and not a saddlebag brand.
"It looks like we're coming up to Canterlot pretty soon." Lemon Zest observed. "I never got your name by the way, could you let me know before you go?"
"Sunset Shimmer." Sunset introduced herself.
"Nice to officially meet you, Sunset." Lemon Zest shook hooves with her passenger. "I'll definitely remember you for all the kind words, mate."
As the boat soon approached the stop closest to Canterlot, Sunset grabbed her saddlebag, got off, and waved goodbye to the two ponies. She felt both proud and impressed that she had solved a friendship problem on her own, similar to the times Princess Twilight wrote to her about her own adventures in amending friendships. Sunset felt she certainly attributed her own friendship skills to Twilight's teachings, and after all these years, they finally got to shine. She was a completely changed pony in contrast to how she was back in Magic School, and it was an incredible feeling to selflessly help others from her own empathy and kindness. As Sunset trotted off the docks and began to go up the mountain to Canterlot, she was hoping she hadn't missed too much of the coronation, as she knew that her inconvenient detour had already made her late.

	
		Chapter 26: Maximum Security



Sunset trotted frantically on the walkway, as she ascended higher up the mountain that led to Canterlot. She already expected needing to sprint for a fair distance, as it was highly unlikely for her to have reached the peak of a mountain by means of a boat. As she did, she began to notice buildings in the distance, which made her slow down a bit for a glance at the one place she used to call home. Although Sunset had already revisited Canterlot a while ago, when she was seeking guidance about her friends' memories being erased after the Wallflower incident, she didn't really have the most in-depth exploration of the city. After all, when Sunset had too much on her mind regarding her best friends suddenly turning on her, it didn't give her much room to live out the whole Canterlot experience. Sunset began to have vague memories seeing all these structures and buildings that she definitely remembered being around, tracing back to the days when she was a young unicorn filly.
She took notice of the many fancy restaurants that she used to eat in for free, as Celestia covered the costs of the food when she was formerly the Princess's pupil. She then caught a glimpse of what looked like a school of some kind, and remembered it as the School For Gifted Unicorns, the same institution she had attended when discovering her magic skills at a young age. It was unfortunate that being a human for so long had really put Sunset out of practice with her natural magical abilities, as exemplified when she couldn't even do a basic teleportation spell back in Manehattan. She figured it still wasn't a big deal, as she could simply have an extended stay in Equestria to relearn the skills she had forgotten. As Sunset began picking up the pace again, she then passed by several houses she recognized. They were part of a small neighborhood, and one of the houses was where she used to live after moving out of her dad's house in Ponyville. Sunset also had a vivid, sudden memory, that the house was also given to her by Celestia, for her most prized students, while her other unicorn classmates had to rent out the spaces themselves like college students.
It was at this point that Sunset, similar to what she told Lemon Zest back on the boat, realized how much somepony she used to resent, truly sacrificed for her. Princess Celestia saw the potential in Sunset when she was only a filly, and practically raised her like a daughter. She paid for her food, education, and home here in Canterlot, taught her all kinds of new magical skills, and even gave her the mother she seemingly never had. At least, Sunset was still under the impression of this idea, given how she had no memory at all of an actual mother in her life, but remembered having a father. Back when she used to be Celestia's pupil, Sunset reflected on the times where her classmates complained to Celestia about not being nice to them, which in all fairness, was definitely a valid criticism. She used to be incredibly anti-social, acted rude toward anypony who just wanted to hang out with her, and above all, boasted on and on about her magical talent, and how Celestia only chose her as a pupil. Sunset felt that because of these aspects in her behavior back then, she admittedly used to have a bigger ego than even Rainbow Dash.
Going back to her previous thought on all the sacrifices from Princess Celestia Sunset had never really noticed, she felt extra sorry for her. When putting herself in Celestia's place, Sunset couldn't imagine putting so much energy, patience, love, and money toward a student she almost considered a daughter, only for her to one day betray her trust and abandon everything due to selfish ambitions. Though at the same time, this did raise a question Sunset never really considered until just now. Why did Princess Celestia always try to keep Sunset from going through the mirror ever since she realized there was more to it beyond just being an ordinary mirror? Was Celestia aware of something more deep that even Sunset herself was unaware of when she entered this other world? 
This didn't seem likely, as Sunset already knew that knowledge regarding this mirror and generally, the human world itself, were incredibly limited, since nopony else besides herself, Princess Twilight, and Starlight Glimmer had really gotten the full experience. Both of the aforementioned ponies were known to be skilled magic wielders, but neither of them really understood being a human as much as Sunset. If anything, Sunset figured that she herself was likely the only true expert on this mirror and alternate world, to where if Princess Twilight knew nothing about the mirror even after becoming a princess, then it wouldn't be likely that Celestia knew anything specific either. With this in mind, Sunset simply chalked up her past experience as Celestia only feeling disgusted at her for attempting to jump ahead in her studies, and especially for demanding to be made a princess.
With that, Sunset didn't really think too deeply about why Celestia was being so insistent on keeping her away from the mirror. Sure, there was initially the issue of not being able to go back until at least 30 moons had passed after the portal closed off, but Princess Twilight used one of Celestia's old journals that was connected to Sunset's to keep the portal open indefinitely, so there were obviously ways around it. Sunset was mostly just happy at the fact that she made amends with Celestia, and was able to finally get some closure over it, after living in guilt for many years.
Sunset took all of this in internally as she walked through the city that was once her home after leaving Ponyville, before focusing back on the main reason she's even here at the moment, to make it to Princess Twilight's coronation. Sunset trotted past one of the shops, and got a quick glimpse at one of the clocks hanging in front of the entrance. It was already 7:17 PM, meaning she was already a good 17 minutes late to the whole event. By now, Sunset had already accepted being a little late, but she would certainly feel awful if she ended up missing everything. Becoming the princess of all of Equestria and getting a new crown were both big celebratory moments for Twilight that Sunset simply couldn't miss. 
As Sunset finally made her way past Canterlot's city, she had slowly begun to approach the main square of Canterlot that houses cultural events, and more specifically, where the coronation was being held. Even from this distance, Sunset saw many pegasai and other creatures flying around and gathering together for the event. She was on the right track and was glad she was able to figure out where everything was in Canterlot, despite being gone for so long. Sunset trotted forward, thinking there wouldn't be any issues, as Twilight mentioned earlier today, that she already made sure to notify all the guards about who Sunset was, and to welcome her in to the festival whenever she showed up.
Unfortunately, due to being preoccupied with her friends about moving away to Canterlot, along with focusing entirely on preparation, Twilight had forgotten to inform one of the guards about Sunset showing up. And out of all odds, he was the one guard watching the main entrance to the castle in front of the main square, keeping out any intruders or unwelcome guests. Earlier while the guests were showing up, Princess Cadance was here, and she welcomed all sorts of ponies and creatures whom she knew were friendly and supporting of Princess Twilight. But now that most of the guests were inside, the stallion guard was then sent to watch the main entrance for any suspicious activity.
Sunset walked over to the castle's entrance and saw the stallion. She immediately recognized him as the security guard she had ran into multiple times during the Postcrush Festival's time loop incident. For the most part, Sunset didn't have any ill will toward him, since she knew he was just serving his duty to keep out troublemakers, even if he did in some instances, kick out both her and Pinkie, despite Pinkie being the main cause of trouble over some churros. With those memories behind her, Sunset figured he would let her in, no questions asked, based on what Twilight wrote to her in the journal earlier. But as she was about to walk in, thinking nothing of it, the security guard stopped her.
"Halt!" Max Steele said to Sunset, before putting his hoof out to block her entry. "What is your name and order of business?"
Sunset, somewhat surprised at this, instinctively came out with the appropriate response. "Sunset Shimmer, sir. I'm here to attend Princess Twilight's coronation. She's a good friend of mine."
"Uh huh." Max said with sarcasm and doubt. "Everypony claims they're good friends with Twilight Sparkle these days. Always far from the truth. Now, the coronation's already begun. Unless you have an invitation to this event, I'm afraid it's my job to keep you out."
"...Invitation?" Sunset said with confusion. "Twilight never gave me any physical invitation, but she let me know personally to come. Surely she's mentioned my name to you?"
"Sunset Shimmer..." Max muttered to himself. "Nope, can't say that rings a bell. So I'm afraid I'll have to go with the idea you're just some crazy fan who imagines Princess Twilight is your best friend or something. Begone!"
Sunset became frustrated. She had come all this way from her home, preparing, packing, and sacrificing the opportunity to spend time with her human friends before graduation. Now this one stallion keeping her away from the entire coronation was going to ruin everything? No, this couldn't be, Sunset instead decided she had to think of a way around him. She figured teleportation around the castle wall wasn't an option, due to her being out of practice, and not wanting to risk being even more late than she already was. She thought back to the human version of this guard back at the festival. How did she get past him in order to scope out the Dazzlings' van for any hints of them being the ones behind the time loop? She then remembered it was because she gave him a cute kitten, based on a previous conversation with him and Pinkie. However, with no kitten in sight, and no knowledge of where to find any kittens here in Canterlot, this didn't really help Sunset out, until she thought of an excuse for being late.
"Well, sir? What if I told you I was late to this coronation because I was helping an injured kitten on my way here? " Sunset inquired, being somewhat truthful, as she did help the human Fluttershy out with a kitten's sprained leg at the animal shelter earlier that week.
"Pfft. You think I'm moved by your story because of some random kitten?" Max scoffed. "Now get out of here! And for the record, I prefer puppies to kittens."
Sunset had another moment of frustration from this, forgetting that the pony counterparts of humans she knew back in the other world could be completely different as far as interests and personality, much like Gloriosa and Lemon Zest. Regardless, this security guard was not going to let her in through the castle, so Sunset had to at least see if she could find another means of getting to the coronation, preferably without alerting this stallion. Unfortunately, if memory served Sunset correctly, this path through the castle was the only way to the main square, as any other part of Canterlot would be blocked off by walls. As Sunset trotted away from the castle's main entrance, she looked back and heard a familiar voice, even if it was from a fair distance away.
"And so without further ado, I give you the new ruler of Equestria, Princess Twilight Sparkle!" Celestia announced, before a whole crowd of ponies gasped.
Sunset knew that if she wasn't able to have an upfront seat at the coronation, she could at the very least get part of the experience from a distance. She noticed one of the nearby buildings had a staircase that could let her up to the roof for a better view. As Sunset quickly ran up the roof, she was able to see a little past the castle's wall, and around where the coronation was. More specifically, the balcony where Princess Twilight, Celestia, and Luna were standing before Twilight was about to get her official crown from the two sisters. From this, Sunset was at least thankful she barely caught the main highlight of the whole event, she just wished Twilight was able to see her in the crowd, where presumably everyone else already was.
However, Sunset's happiness for Twilight was short-lived, as she noticed something seemingly disastrous was about to happen. Some pegasai flew around the building, followed by a barrage of fireworks, before one of the pegasai accidentally bumped into the pair of birds who were carrying Twilight's new crown, making them lose the grip of it. Twilight attempted to catch the crown as it fell off the balcony, before accidentally slipping off herself.
"TWILIGHT!!!" Sunset screamed, before quickly running down the stairs and back over to the entrance of the castle. She was unaware that Twilight was actually okay, and that she managed to break her fall thanks to her wings. But from Sunset's perspective, she thought Twilight might've seriously injured herself from such a fall, so she instinctively tried to get to the coronation, regardless of the security guard still being in her way.

"Sir, you have to let me in! I just saw that Princess Twilight fell off the balcony after getting her crown! Please!" Sunset begged.
"Do I look like a child to you? Does it look like it's bedtime to you, ma'am?" Max asked Sunset rhetorically. "No? Then why are you telling me stories? No means no, now I won't tell you again, leave."
Sunset had enough at this point. She finally let her anger get the better of her, and began to change her voice to a more unfriendly tone.
"Alright, then. You've given me no other choice. I've tried playing nice, no more." Sunset finished, as she started up the magic in her horn and pointed it at the door. Even if she was out of practice using her horn, she always knew how to do a basic blast of magic that could be used as a projectile.
"Hey, what are you doing-!?" Max shrieked, before doing a dodge roll by instinct to avoid getting hit by Sunset's magic.
Sunset specifically waited until the stallion was out of her way before firing her magic at the locked door, blasting it open. After all, she didn't want to hurt the guard, and although she might've just played rough, in her own words, she's no monster. Sunset quickly trotted into the castle, before the security guard got up off the ground and took notice of this.
"Hey! Get back here!" Max yelled as he began to chase after Sunset.

	
		Chapter 27: A Sour Note



Sunset sprinted down the castle halls, and now appeared to be within what felt like a labyrinth of a building. She didn't have any knowledge of where the exit to the main square was located in this castle, as it really had been ages since she truly explored Canterlot. She only knew for certain that this was the only way to reach the coronation, but with a security guard hot on her tail, it didn't give Sunset much time to consider which direction to take. A split road showed up at the end of the hall, and by trusting her main instinct, Sunset veered to the right into a separate hallway with a broom closet.
Since Sunset had already ran a pretty good distance up Canterlot's walkway, she knew she couldn't run from the security guard for much longer. In fact, running the short distance in an attempt to escape him had already exhausted her energy pretty well. When she approached the broom closet, Sunset pressed her hooves on the handle out of desperation, and by some miracle, it opened. Sunset fell into the small room as the door closed behind her. She crashed onto the floor so hard, her saddlebag's strap came off of her. Max, who was right behind Sunset, noticed she went down the right hallway, and continued down that way, unaware that she had already hid herself.
Sunset panted quietly inside to catch her breath, but felt some relief upon hearing quick hoofsteps away from the closet door, which signified to her that the guard most likely didn't know where she was anymore. It felt like just the right time too, as if she kept on running, he would've definitely caught her shortly after, and the punishment wouldn't be lenient. As Sunset waited around for several minutes to regain some of her energy, she began to have the initial thought. If Max did end up catching her, would he have simply brought her to Celestia, who would've been able to vouch for her and clear up this whole misunderstanding? This idea was soon proven to be foolish, as Sunset eventually heard Max's voice from a fair distance outside the door.
"Alright, squad." Max addressed several royal guards suddenly standing outside the hallway. "I just encountered a unicorn whom I suspect is planning something malicious during Princess Twilight's coronation. Be on the lookout for a female unicorn with a light-orange coat, red mane with yellow highlights, and turquoise eyes."
As Max finished describing Sunset, one of the female guards spoke up. Sunset didn't immediately recognize the voice, but something about her tone seemed familiar.
"Ohhhhhh, how exciting. A new caper to solve?" The female guard asked rhetorically, before raising some sudden annoyance in her voice. "Why do we have to be the ones to do this when there's fun festivities right now? You couldn't have assigned Flash Sentry to do this dirty work!?"
"He could not join us today, nor the coronation on account of his injured wings." Max replied to this mare guard. "And I would watch your tone, cadet. Or I will consider talking to Princess Twilight to have you suspended from this job indefinitely."
"Awwww, you're going to fire me?" The mare asked like an innocent child wondering what she did wrong, before raising her voice again. "Go ahead, old-timer. I could use a break anyway, and I know you're bluffing, because you'll need all the help you can get right now to find this culprit anyway. Otherwise, you'll be the bozo who gets fired!"
Max simply sighed in frustration. "Whatever the case, just find this unicorn, and we can have this conversation later. And remember, whoever catches her first will get a bonus. The first thing we'll do when we catch her is throw her into the Canterlot dungeon, just to ensure she can't get anywhere near the coronation! We clear? Then get going, search every inch of this castle!" Max ordered, as he and guards began to split up to do a thorough search.
Based on what she just heard, Sunset knew she was really between a rock and a hard place now. If any of the guards did end up catching her, it sounded like she'd miss the coronation for sure, and be spending some hard time in a dungeon, which would even make her end up missing her graduation too. And hiding in this closet wasn't going be in Sunset's favor for much longer, since the guards were really searching for her. She had to do her best to sneak around the castle now, which almost reminded her of the time she snuck into Crystal Castle to steal Princess Twilight's crown. Sunset began to have the suspicion fate was beginning to make her relive some of her worst memories, but if it went to prove how much she had changed since those days, it didn't matter anymore. Sure, she did act rather hostile back at the entrance, but in all fairness, the guard really didn't give her any other choices.
Sunset had to think fast, before any of the guards opened this closet. Relying on her magic was already out of the question, due to being out of practice for so long. While looking around the room for any vents she could crawl through, or quick disguises she could come up with, Sunset unfortunately came up with nothing. It was a broom closet, after all. There wouldn't be much she could expect to work with, let alone a fully convincing disguise to completely fool the guards. Sunset had to pick her own poison, either attempting to slowly get past the guards in the hallways, or staying within this closet and risk getting cornered. The former seemed like the better option of the two choices, so Sunset prepared to make an escape, while listening closely for any nearby hoofsteps. With so much on her mind, she opened the door and left the closet, but forgot to take her saddlebag with her, which was left behind.
Now Sunset was practically living out the fantasy plan she jokingly came up with during the holidays, when she forgot to take her storage locker's key from her CHS locker to get the toy bags for the Toys for Kids festival. She almost felt like a spy infiltrating an enemy base, except that this wasn't a movie, and getting caught would give her one harsh punishment. Sure, Celestia would most likely sort things out at some point, but by then, Sunset would've already missed both the coronation and CHS graduation.
Sunset trotted quietly, hiding in various rooms and behind furniture, hoping to lessen the likelihood of alerting any of the guards to her presence. As she did, she could distinctly hear Princess Twilight's voice in the distance, which gave Sunset the impression that Twilight was okay, even after that fall from the balcony earlier. Thankful at this fact, Sunset continued sneaking around before she finally noticed a door that led outside. Hoping that she had finally found the castle's exit to the coronation, she opened the door, and saw it was nothing more than a dead-end balcony. By now, Sunset had become completely exhausted from everything she went through today, and instinctively growled in frustration before quickly covering her mouth, realizing how loud she suddenly became.
It wasn't even 10 seconds later, that one of the female pegasai guards heard the noise and ran into the hallway Sunset was in. Before Sunset could even react, the guard had quickly flew over to grab her hoof. Sunset didn't recognize this mare at first, but eventually realized who it really was after noticing the familiar colors of her coat and mane, along with her distinct mood swings. In fact, she was the same guard Sunset had overheard talking to Max while she was stuck in the closet earlier.
"Aww, are you lost, ma'am?" Sour Sweet asked with a sarcastic sweet tone, before changing it to a more forceful demeanor. "Because you're going to help me get that bonus for my job! You fit the exact description of the intruder hiding around this castle, so now I'm taking you in!"
Sunset began to panic internally. Her fear of getting caught and taken into custody was already happening, but before trying to do anything desperate, she then remembered a key detail. Twilight had informed most of the guards about who she was, making Sunset began to wonder if coming clean to the guard about her identity would be enough to set her free.
"Wait, before you take me in... could I at least tell you who I am?" Sunset insisted.
"Well, this is a surprise, but a welcome one." Sour Sweet replied. "Go on ahead, I could use a good laugh."
"I'm Sunset Shimmer." Sunset revealed her name to the guard. "Please, if you can trust me and take me over to Princess Twilight, I can assure you. She can clear up this whole misunderstanding."
"Wait a minute, Sunset Shimmer?" Sour Sweet began to brainstorm, realizing that Princess Twilight did mention that name to her and her colleagues earlier that day. Without seemingly any hesitation, Sour Sweet changed her attitude completely and began speaking in a more helpful voice. "Okay, in that case, I can take you to Princess Twilight. But, you'll have to come with me, so that if any other guards see us, they'll see I've at least found you." She finished, still holding a strong grip on Sunset's hoof.
"All right, that's no problem." Sunset said with relief, thinking that if Sour Sweet was going to bring her to Twilight, she wouldn't need to worry about being trapped into the dungeon.

Sunset trotted down the halls with Sour Sweet, thinking she could trust her. After all, this Sour Sweet was a Canterlot Royal Guard, and seemed more trustworthy than the human version whom Sunset remembered took part in stealing Rarity's dance choreography. All of a sudden, Max Steele noticed both Sunset and Sour Sweet from the corner of an intersection, and quickly trotted over to the two mares.
"Well, Ms. Sweet!" Max addressed the royal guard. "I see you've caught the intruder!"
"That's right, chief!" Sour Sweet replied back. "Now quickly, give me some hoof-cuffs so we can restrain her and take her down to the Canterlot Dungeon!"
"Wait, what do you mean-!" Sunset exclaimed out of reaction, but quickly got cuffed before she could even finish her sentence. She then turned to Sour Sweet and gave her a dirty look, realizing exactly what she was doing. "Grrrrr! You tricked me! You said you'd take me to Twilight!"
"Please." Sour Sweet scoffed at Sunset's scolding. "You really expect me to take the word of an intruder? And whether you are or aren't this 'Sunset Shimmer' you claim to be, it doesn't matter. All that matters to me is that I get my bonus for catching you first!"
"Alright, we can discuss this later." Max addressed Sour Sweet. "Right now though, help me escort her to the Canterlot dungeon."
By this point, Sunset didn't really have many options, but she'd be a fool to simply surrender and let them take her to the dungeon. She pleaded with the two guards in a final attempt to save herself.
"Listen, you two." Sunset said sternly. "I'm Sunset Shimmer, a good friend of Princess Twilight. I was most definitely invited to her coronation, but you wouldn't let me in. If you're going to throw me into the dungeon, fine. But I at least insist you bring Princess Twilight here, and let her decide on the matter. I do have a right to that, at least? It'll take just a few minutes. If even Twilight allows you to take me down to the dungeon, then I will go with you without any hesitation."
"She cannot be trusted, she's just wasting our time!" Sour Sweet blurted out in frustration. "And most importantly, she's robbing me of my bonus!"
"You won't have a bonus or a job for that matter, if Princess Twilight finds out you imprisoned a good friend of hers!" Sunset said with a serious look in Sour Sweet's eyes. "Please, you both already have me in custody, what have you got to lose at this point?"
"Well, since Princess Twilight is indeed ruling Equestria now that Celestia has stepped down, I suppose we can let her have a say in it." Max said, meeting Sunset halfway. "But if this is just a fib, I'll make certain your punishment is even more harsh than it will be now! Lying to the authorities is a serious offense, after all."
"Alright, deal." Sunset said firmly, as Max picked up an intercom to call Princess Twilight over to the castle, much to Sour Sweet's shock and disapproval.

	
		Chapter 28: Royal Pain



The intercom message Max made, calling for Princess Twilight was unfortunately not received, as the speakers were still undergoing repairs. Unaware of this fact, Sunset waited patiently for Princess Twilight to arrive at the castle, although both Max and Sour Sweet were growing rather annoyed at waiting around for so long. Meanwhile, Twilight Sparkle had just finished reconciling with the rest of her friends even after the entire disaster her coronation was. Falling off the balcony, ponies drinking mushy applesauce, and everything seemingly made to look like a huge mess. Despite this, Twilight and her friends laughed things off and were still mostly just happy they were able to share this entire experience together, even more so after Starlight finally revealed the surprise present she had secretly been working on. A book containing all sorts of memories from the past Twilight could now always look back on, no matter how much things would change from this point forward. 
Starlight's present gave Twilight the inspiration to maintain her relationship with her friends despite now living in different places.  She had just given out her first royal decree to establish the council of friendship, where everyone would be expected to meet with each other once a moon. Both Celestia and Luna commended Twilight and her friends for figuring out how to maintain their friendships on their own, before Celestia gave Twilight her final words of wisdom and a goodbye, as she and Luna were ready to depart for their retirement.
"You're leaving?" Twilight said, still sad to see that her mentors were finally leaving after ruling Equestria for so long.
"We hope you'll come and visit us in Silver Shoals." Luna replied, letting Twilight know where to find them during their retirement.
"But now it's time for you to rule on your own." Celestia said to Twilight, as all her friends teared up in joy. "You're all more than capable."
"Thank you for everything." Twilight said, happy and grateful for everything she's learned ever since she became Celestia's pupil. She ran up to hug Celestia before everyone else joined in.
As they had all finished hugging, Celestia and Luna went off to pick up their luggage before heading off to Silver Shoals. Twilight looked back at her friends for a moment, seeing the first 5 friends she made ever since she was sent to Ponyville, as well as Spike and Starlight. Although she had a blast sharing the same memories with them all a few minutes earlier, she couldn't help but think something was amiss.
"It's good to see you were all able to share this memory with me..." Twilight began, trying to shake this strange feeling. "...But why do I somehow get the feeling somepony's missing?"
Everypony and Spike initially looked at each other in confusion, before Starlight suddenly remembered a crucial detail from earlier today.
"Wait a minute, Twilight." Starlight began. "You might be onto something. Even though we saw most of our friends and family here at the coronation, this whole time, I also couldn't help but feel like somepony in particular was noticeably absent. Where's Sunset?"
Twilight gasped upon being reminded of her human friend. "Sunset! I got a message from her earlier today that confirmed she was going to come! Where could she possibly be!?"
"Sunset?" Applejack asked curiously. "As in, Sunset Shimmer? That unicorn who stole your crown and forced ya' to go into that other strange lil' world?"
"That's her." Spike validated. "Twilight actually wrote to her earlier today regarding when the coronation was going to take place. She wrote back saying she'd come."
"Did she actually ditch you by refusing to show up!?" Rainbow Dash said with annoyance. "I thought you told us she's changed since then!"
"Now now, Rainbow." Twilight said, trying to calm her pegasus friend down. "Let's not jump to any conclusions. I did give Sunset a personal invitation a little late, and she's not really as familiar with Equestria compared to the other world. She also mentioned she was curious at exploring more of Equestria if there was enough time. Maybe something came up, or she got lost somewhere along the way?"
"I have a feeling that could be a possibility." Starlight confirmed. "Earlier while you all were coming out of Twilight's castle to catch the train, it seems you barely missed Sunset, who just arrived through the mirror. I didn't talk much with her, but she did clarify that she was adamant on coming to the coronation, and that she'd enjoy taking the long way, to perhaps explore Equestria for a bit."
"You don't think... something bad happened to Sunset along the way, right?" Fluttershy asked with concern.
As Twilight and her friends were coming up with ideas or theories as to where Sunset had been, Pinkie's tail suddenly twitched a bit, before she got a sudden feeling to answer this mystery.
"That's funny." Pinkie said ironically. "According to my Pinkie Sense, Sunset Shimmer is actually pretty close by. Right around... in there!" Pinkie pointed at the castle where Sour Sweet and Max Steele had just apprehended the aforementioned unicorn.
"In the Main Castle?" Rarity inquired. "But darling, what would she be doing in there when the coronation's out here?"
"Only one way to find out." Twilight said, knowing not to question Pinkie Sense after her past experiences with doubting it. "Please stay behind a bit longer, everyone. Since we're all here at the moment, it would mean a lot to me for you all to meet Sunset more properly. I have a feeling I'm going to have to sort something out." All of Twilight's friends nodded in agreement, before Twilight quickly flew over to the castle.
In the castle, Sour Sweet had finally ran out of patience, and spoke up. "All right, we've waited for about 15 minutes now, Princess Twilight's clearly not coming! So why don't you just go ahead and throw her in the dungeon, Pops?"
Max was leaning more toward doing just that, but still didn't feel right at breaking his promise in giving Sunset a fair chance. As Max was about to give in and escort Sunset down the halls, the doors burst open, as Twilight rushed in to see the two castle guards with a cuffed Sunset.
"Hey! What's going on in here!?" Twilight demanded an explanation.
"Oh, you wouldn't believe it, Princess Twilight." Sour Sweet began in a saddened voice, before beginning to fabricate a story. "We just apprehended this slimy unicorn who tried to rob the castle of its valuable gems!"
"Slimy unicorn, what are you talking about, Sour Sweet!?" Twilight huffed, not even buying her story for a second. "Do you have any idea who this is? This is Sunset Shimmer! A really good friend of mine who agreed to take a temporary vacation from her hometown just for me! I personally invited her to this coronation, and you two have her in hoofcuffs!?"
Both Max and Sour Sweet looked at each other in shock for a moment, before Sunset spoke up. "Twilight, I know you wrote to me in the journal earlier about how you notified all the guards about me showing up, but it didn't sound like to me that you let... him know." She turned her head toward Max, as she was unable to point with her hooves due to the cuffs. "He was guarding this castle's main entrance and refused to let me in, or thought my name sounded familiar."
Twilight looked at the stallion, and realized her own mistake. "...Oh. You're right, Sunset. I must've been so focused on my dilemma with my friends about moving away, that I forgot to inform Mr. Steele about it."
Max Steele placed his hoof on his face, rather surprised at this whole thing being a huge misunderstanding. "I'm so sorry, Princess. I really had no idea I was supposed to let this Sunset mare in." He apologized, as he quickly removed the cuffs from Sunset.
"No worries, Mr. Steele, we all make mistakes." Twilight said to the stallion before turning back to Sunset. "I only told the palace guards about you, and to let you in whenever you showed up. Speaking of..." Twilight then turned to Sour Sweet and gave her an angry look. "Why couldn't you clear things up with Mr. Steele? I know for a fact I definitely told you about Sunset, Sour Sweet!"
Sour Sweet looked nervous at first, unable to answer, until she noticed another one of the palace guards coming around the corner, holding what looked like a saddlebag.
"Oh, hey there, Princess!" The guard addressed Twilight. "While looking around for the intruder, I found this saddlebag in a broom closet. Should this be collected as evidence?"
"Cadet, call the search off!"Max ordered the guard. "Not only have we found the intruder in question, but it turns out this was a whole misunderstanding!"
"That's right." Sunset said in approval, before just then realizing she didn't have her saddlebag strapped onto her anymore, and was thankful that one of the guards found it through the search. "Also, that's my saddlebag. Could you please give it to me?"
Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, and with both Max and Twilight allowing this action to be taken, the guard went on to put the saddlebag next to Sunset on the floor, before going off to inform the other guards about the search being over. As Sunset reached for her saddlebag, Sour Sweet snatched it. She wanted to play off her fabricated story in one last final attempt.
"Wait, look in her saddlebag!" Sour Sweet interjected. "Why do you think she hid this in the closet!? I bet it's full of valuable stuff, like..." She went through the saddlebag, much to Sunset's disapproval, before finding the tansies Sunset had brought for Twilight. "Aha! Why do you have a bouquet of tansies in here!?"
"TANSIES!? THOSE ATTRACT LADYBUGS!!!" Twilight exclaimed out of pure reaction, before noticing a few crawling around the bouquet itself. "GAH!!!! GIMME THOSE!!!!!" Twilight grabbed the bouquet from Sour Sweet and teleported the flowers away to a place far from Canterlot. Without even thinking, the flowers got sent to Fluttershy's animal sanctuary.
Upon seeing this, Sour Sweet did a subtle smirk, before thinking she could use this as dirt against Sunset. "I guess that confirms this so-called-friend of yours was trying to intentionally poison your coronation by spreading ladybugs everywhere."
Although traumatized at the mere sight of ladybugs a moment ago, Twilight continued to stand her ground on defending her friend whom she knew was better than that. "Well, Sour Sweet. With how dishonest you've been, especially since you still haven't given me an explanation on why you didn't let Mr. Steele know about Sunset, I'm inclined to believe you put those tansies in Sunset's saddlebag to set her up!"
Despite feeling like Sour Sweet deserved all this karma that just came around, Sunset still felt the need to come clean and admit to her own mistake. "Actually, Twilight? She didn't, I was the one who bought those myself. From what I just saw there, I had no idea you disliked tansies, and more specifically, ladybugs. I got the idea from when you wrote to me about how you generally like yellow flowers, and I was just trying to find you a present on such short notice as a coronation gift." As Sunset now realized how much of a disaster bringing the tansies to the coronation would've truly been, she lowered her head and started tearing up. "I'm really sorry things didn't work out, and that I would've ruined your coronation by getting those flowers."

Twilight only put her hoof on Sunset's chin and continued the conversation in a proud tone, happy about Sunset's honesty and willingness to not let her own mistakes come at the expense of others. "Don't be, Sunset. In fact, you're right, now that I recall, I really never told you about my hatred for ladybugs. And I think it's really sweet of you that you tried to get me a present, despite the fact I invited you to my coronation on such short notice. Plus, let's just say, the coronation didn't exactly go according to plan. If anything, it was a total disaster, but the hiccups certainly made the event a whole lot more memorable for everyone."
"Thanks, Twilight." Sunset smiled at the princess, happy she was able to see the good in her, despite making a huge mistake herself.
"Speaking of mistakes..." Twilight turned her head toward Sour Sweet and began speaking in a more unfriendly tone. "You've got some serious explaining to do now, Sour Sweet. Why did you make all these accusations toward Sunset and not let Mr. Steele know about her, despite the fact I specifically told all you palace guards? What did you have to gain from doing all this?"
Sour Sweet simply kept quiet along with an anxious expression, before Sunset spoke up for her. "I think I know, Twilight. Mr. Steele here promised a bonus for the guard who would catch me first, so she made that a priority by also tricking me into getting cuffed."
Both Twilight and Sunset looked at Sour Sweet in disgust, before the guard finally spoke up for herself. "Errr, hey. Everypony makes mistakes, right?" She reiterated in a sweet tone.
"Yeah, that's right." Twilight said, before becoming more blunt. "But the difference here is, unlike Max and Sunset who owned up to their mistakes, you tried to lie about it and cheat at the expense of others. You know what, I've heard enough at this point. I've been hearing reports about a certain palace guard who likes to abuse their authority, and I'm glad this whole situation finally let me see who it was for myself. Sour Sweet, you are handing in your badge and armor, and for lying to a princess, you are also going to be the pony spending time in the dungeon!"
Sour Sweet only made a face of annoyance, and showed no signs of remorse for her little scheme. Max Steele then spoke up. "What about me, Princess? I also contributed in making Sunset miss your coronation, I'm ready to face the music myself."
"Well, it was actually my fault for not letting you know about Sunset coming over, but as for the decision to let you go or not, I'll leave that choice up to Sunset." Twilight said firmly. "I know her well enough to trust her opinion on matters like this."
Although Sunset herself wasn't happy with what happened back at the castle entrance, she still kept in mind he wasn't aware of her being expected, and was simply doing his job as a security guard. Plus, unlike Sour Sweet, he let her go from her cuffs as soon as he realized his mistake.
"I'll forgive him this time, since I know he was being honest about everything." Sunset said empathetically. "But for the record, sir? Maybe in the future, you could not just jump to conclusions about ponies you've never met as intruders, or better yet, clingy fans of Princess Twilight? Back in my hometown, a good friend taught me one valuable lesson. Security is an art, it cannot be rushed." Sunset reiterated the same words said by the Human Max, which she was forced to hear for three weeks during that time loop.
"Huh. I really like that, I'm gonna start saying that more often." Max said. "And thank you for also being so understanding about this whole mess, and I promise to be more careful from this point forward. Now I can definitely understand why you and Princess Twilight are friends."
"Well, she did learn her friendship skills from somewhere, after all." Twilight said jokingly as Sunset chuckled with her. "Now please, Mr. Steele. Take Sour Sweet to the Canterlot Dungeon."
"Affirmative, Princess." Max agreed, as he finally put the hoofcuffs on Sour Sweet and started walking her over to the dungeon.
As Max and Sour Sweet left the room, Twilight turned back to Sunset, now feeling sympathy for everything Sunset seemingly just went through. "I'm really sorry again, Sunset. This was all my fault, I should've double checked in making sure all the guards knew you were coming, and sent you an invitation sooner."
"Don't worry at all, Twilight. As long as I'm here now, it's the perfect opportunity to see you rule like an actual princess, and maybe meet some of your friends." Sunset said with initial hope. "Well, assuming they're still here, that is."
"Most of the coronation guests had already gone home, but my closest friends are still here. Come on, I can introduce you to them." Twilight said happily. Sunset nodded her head and picked up her saddlebag before trotting out together to the main square where Twilight's friends were still waiting.

	
		Chapter 29: Familiar Family



As Twilight and Sunset were trotting over to the main square, Sunset began to have the initial thought of what the pony versions of her human friends were like. She remembered the time she returned to Equestria during the Spring Break cruise, and briefly interacted with the pony Pinkie, who honestly felt no different from the human version. Plus, with the idea that both Twilights she knew were about the same as far as personality and geekiness, it was likely a safe bet that most, if not all of them would remain pretty close to the friends she was already familiar with.
In some ways, Sunset felt that this could be a potential substitute for her original plans in spending time with her human friends before graduation. She wondered at first if she'd get along with these ponies as much as the versions she knew, which begged the question if they all took Twilight's word about her being a changed pony. Starlight might've mentioned having her own troubled past, but did affirm to Sunset at one point that Twilight and her friends gave her another chance. However, this only seemed to be because they've known Starlight longer than her, and were more used to having her around in the same native world. Meanwhile, the last major memory most of them had of Sunset was the time she stole Twilight's crown and forced her to go into the human world to retrieve it back.
"Twilight?" Sunset addressed her princess friend. "This might sound like a dumb question, but do you think your friends will accept me? I just realized that... I haven't really met most of them ever since I stole your crown and went off to the other world. Do you think some of them would still have distrust in me based on my bad first impression?"
"Not at all, Sunset!" Twilight assured. "In fact, they were even concerned you might've gotten lost on your way over here to Canterlot. I can see those security guards were the reason you missed the coronation?"
"Not necessarily just them." Sunset replied. "It was actually my own fault for taking a wrong turn after falling asleep on the train, and waking up in Manehattan. But by the time I arrived to Canterlot, I did catch a brief glimpse of the coronation. I noticed that as soon as Celestia and Luna gave you your new crown, there was a mishap which caused you to slip off that balcony. That's why I decided to rush in, hoping you were okay."
"Oh, yeah." Twilight had a brief laugh at her slip-up during that moment. "It's a good thing I remembered I have wings before it was too late, huh? The coronation might've ended in a number of disasters, but it definitely would've been worthwhile to have you there to share those memories with me. Well, I mean since you did see my balcony slip, I guess that wish was partially fulfilled."
"I guess so." Sunset agreed. "I'm just hoping now that once I meet your friends, I have more time to explore Equestria a bit further. While I might've gotten lost along the way, it was definitely a fulfilling experience to revisit my old home. In fact, just trotting past the School for Gifted Unicorns was enough to really remind me of most of my days as a filly, and Celestia's pupil."
"That's nice to hear." Twilight said with enthusiasm. "Speaking of Celestia, she and Luna were just here a while ago, but I'm pretty sure by now, they've already left for their new retirement home. They're headed toward Silver Shoals, so if you do plan on exploring more of Equestria, there's a possible stop for you. I'd imagine since you've finally made amends with her a while ago, you'd be less nervous to see her again?"
"Heh, yeah." Sunset agreed, remembering how she went into the throne room and was already prepared for the possibility of Celestia never wanting to see her again. "Actually, Twilight? It's not really something I'm focusing on right now, but at some point, I do plan on heading back to to my old school here in Canterlot, and visiting Celestia again. Let's just say it's for a more... personal reason."
"Oh?" Twilight asked with curiosity. "Well, since everything in Canterlot technically now belongs to me, I'm going to be in charge of the School for Gifted Unicorns from now on. Is there anything I can do to help you with this personal motive?"
"Maybe, but I think I'll focus on that later." Sunset said, feeling the need to make up for her overall absence from the coronation. "Right now, I just want to get familiar with your friends. I'm already well acquainted with Starlight, Spike, and maybe Pinkie from that one time I came back with the other you, and I kinda already have an idea on what your other friends are like, based on my experience with their human versions. But yeah, it's crazy to imagine that in all the time we've known each other, I've never properly met your friends.
"It's fine." Twilight assured. "It'd be too much to ask of you, considering you already have a separate life in the other realm. Anyways, we're just about to enter the courtyard. Trust me, there's no need to hesitate on meeting them, I just know they'll be happy to finally meet you."
The two ponies had finally opened the gates to the courtyard, where all of Twilight's friends were still waiting. They were all patiently sitting together at one of the tables, before hearing the gate open. Looking over, they gave friendly faces and waved to Twilight and Sunset, who had finally arrived and approached to take a seat together.
"Hey, everypony, and Spike." Sunset said to the six other ponies and dragon. "I know you all in some way have already met me, but to those of you who only remembered me back when I stole Twilight's crown, I can assure you, those days are definitely over. Name's Sunset Shimmer, nice to officially meet you all.
"Ohhhhh, so you're Sunset Shimmer!" Pinkie exclaimed with surprise. "I thought you looked familiar that one time I was delivering fresh fondue to Twilight! Didn't actually recognize you along with that pony with glasses, but it's a pleasure to meet a new friend!"
"Same here." Applejack agreed. "We haven't really seen you since the crown incident, but from what Twilight's been tellin' us all since then, you've been doin' a lot better in life?"
"She's told us all about how much happier you've been, making friends rather than manipulating them." Rarity added. "Certainly sounds like a huge step from what we first saw of you."
"Absolutely." Fluttershy chimed in. "It's pretty amazing how much we've all really changed over time. Most ponies even acknowledge how I'm no longer as shy as I used to be."
"And even though she's nicer now than before, Twilight tells me Sunset's still got that spunk and attitude, which is pretty impressive." Rainbow Dash complimented. "She even knows how to play a guitar and rock leather outfits? Now that is playing it 20% cooler."
"I admittedly haven't really interacted too much with Sunset." Spike began. "But I was definitely astonished at how much she kinder she was when me and Twilight went back to help her deal with the sirens. It's pretty impressive just how much a pony can change over time."
"Sunset's also kinda been in the same boat as me, so I was able to connect with her quite well." Starlight acknowledged. "From what little I've known about her ever since we met, neither of us really look too fondly back at our pasts, but thanks to Twilight, we've seen things in a more positive light, and even improved our own lives thanks to her teachings. Why, if it wasn't for her, I might've never even reunited with Sunburst, or met Trixie. But yeah, Sunset's a pretty chill gal, and really knows how to have an adventure."
"This has been wonderful to hear." Sunset said, proud to hear that despite her long absence in Equestria, these ponies were still welcoming and willing to start over. "Thank you for your kind words, everyone. I certainly feel welcome around here, and wouldn't mind taking an extended stay here in Equestria. Well, at least until the time's ready. See, back in the other world, graduation at Canterlot High is expected to start in less than a week. So until then, I do have some extra time to explore more of Equestria, something I haven't done in ages. I just wouldn't know where to start, and I'd have to be cautious about when to go back."
Upon hearing this, Twilight thought of an idea that could not only solve Sunset's dilemma, but also help her get more acquainted with her friends here. "Sunset? Do you by any chance still have your magical journal with you?"
"Yeah, right here." Sunset said, as she pulled the aforementioned item out of her saddlebag.
"I remembered a spell that can let me see the exact date and time of other worlds." Twilight said, before using her magic to zap the journal, transforming one of the empty pages into a manual clock for Sunset. Since the journal had magical connections to the human world, the spell was automatically able to display the date and time that Sunset would've expected. "Now you can check back on this journal to monitor the time so you don't miss your graduation. According to this, it's only a little past noon in your world."
"That sounds about right." Sunset confirmed, since she did get up early in the morning before going through the mirror. "So it looks like I still have at least five more days before graduation. Until then, I guess I have a lot of Equestria to explore to make the most out of my time here."
"And that's where we all come in!" Twilight said excitedly. "Earlier, while we were all talking here at the coronation, we discussed how we didn't really have any plans this upcoming week. Even with me, my royal duties aren't going to keep me occupied to the point where I can't make time for my friends. So I propose as my second royal decree, next week, we all chip in to show Sunset around Equestria, while getting to know her a bit better."
"Oh wow, really?" Sunset said with surprise. "I mean, if it's not too much trouble, of course?"
"Not at all, Sunset!" Applejack assured. "After that final confrontation with Tirek, Chrysalis, and Cozy Glow, we could all really use a lil' break and explore Equestria ourselves!"
"Not to mention, dear." Rarity began. "You're our friend now too, and as your new friends, we can certainly make it our welcoming present to ensure this vacation of yours is extra spectacular."
"Plus, I wouldn't mind hanging with a pony who's 20% cooler than even me." Rainbow added. "It'll let me fill my schedule for a bit, since I've already read every Daring Do book released this year."
"I'd certainly welcome a little extra company with my animal friends in the sanctuary." Fluttershy proposed. "The animals there are super friendly, and always open to meet new ponies."
"What can I say?" Pinkie inquired. "With a new pony in town, I should do my usual tradition in throwing a surprise party!" She quickly covered her mouth with her hooves. "Oops, I shouldn't have said that out loud. Now I ruined the surprise."
Sunset brushed it off in amusement. "It's fine, Pinkie. I'll still happily take whatever you have to offer. This all sounds like a wonderful way for us all to bond and see more of Equestria together. Thank you all. Even though I missed the coronation, I'm happy to see that this official meeting went smoothly, and we hit things off together pretty well. I'm just going to need to keep track of the time so I won't be late for graduation in the other world."
"Of course, Sunset." Twilight assured. "Feel free to go back anytime you need, none of us will hold you back if you believe time is tight. Plus, since you were already late to the coronation, we wouldn't want you having a repeat of that for your graduation too."
"Thanks, Twilight." Sunset said with gratitude, before focusing back on her original dilemma she needed guidance on. "Actually, speaking of which, do you all mind keeping a secret? This is something I'll have to worry about shortly after graduation."
"Anything, Sunset! We're all ears!" Pinkie exclaimed, ready to listen to her new friend.
"Well, how to put this?" Sunset began to elaborate. "Ever since the Friendship Games at CHS, I've always had this lingering feeling that there's more to do back here in Equestria. After all, I'm not supposed to naturally be a human who walks on two legs. I'm a unicorn who's now out of practice with her magic. Sure, there's been magic and magic related artifacts that somehow found their way into the other world, but it originated from here, in Equestria. In some ways, my decision to come back for a bit also included the plan of getting more familiar with Equestria, because I'm considering the possibility of coming back for good, once graduation is over."
"You are?" Spike inquired. "But... what about the friends you've already made in the other... oh." He realized Sunset's problem practically spelled itself out.
"Yeah, exactly." Sunset affirmed. "Once graduation's done, I'll be living out the same old life without magic, not something I always wanted. I only went through that mirror all those years ago because my curiosity got the better of me. I was basically forced to stay there for a while due to the previous issue of the portal locking every 30 moons. And while there, I've made the most wonderful friends, basically the human versions of all of you, minus Starlight. We've become so close over the years, that I practically consider them family. But because of my drive to come back to Equestria for good, I'd feel awful for practically abandoning them. I haven't really told any of them about this possible decision of mine yet, out of fear that they'd take the news pretty harshly."
"It does sound like one of those matters where you can't keep this from your friends forever, Sunset." Fluttershy internalized the situation. "From my experience, friends who you consider family would always understand and respect your decisions, and be willing to make the sacrifices necessary."
"Why of course!" Rarity continued. "Even if they are saddened by this decision of yours, as your friends, they wouldn't give you ultimatums because of your own personal life decisions. My good friend, Miss Pommel lives in a completely separate town, but we always find ways to keep in touch, since we're both usually busy with our own businesses."
"I can say the same for the Apple family." Applejack chimed in. "We have family livin' all over Equestria, but being apart doesn't make us any less closer of a family. In some ways, our longer absences make us more thrilled to spend time with each other durin' our family reunions. I know for a fact Applebloom feels this way whenever seein' her cousin, Babs."
"And I learned my own mistake long ago about not keeping in touch." Starlight added. "I always thought I lost Sunburst forever when he moved away, and didn't really think to simply find a means of keeping contact. This started my own ambition in deciding true friendship only comes from being equal, when in reality, I was just making things harder on myself."
As Sunset listened on to all these different perspectives and outlooks, she began to realize everyone had pretty solid points. And if her human friends truly were family, they would ultimately respect her decision in the end, regardless of how sad they'd be about her metaphorically moving away.
"I've also had friends who were former Wonderbolts." Rainbow elaborated. "Some of them did have to move away from Cloudsdale, but they kept in touch by occasionally visiting back and forth."
"I did consider that, actually." Sunset explained. "It just seemed like living out life in two worlds simultaneously would be rather impractical."
"Not really." Pinkie replied. "Isn't that portal thing now open all the time since Twilight used that old journal to keep it unlocked without waiting every 30 moons? Since you always have access to it, you could stay behind in Equestria and occasionally visit your other friends. It doesn't sound much different from what Dashie's friends do to keep in touch."
"Plus, if your friends are finishing up with school, it's basically the same case with Sunburst." Starlight reminded. "They'll either go on to find jobs, move up to universities, but what matters is putting in the effort to always be with them in some way. We just can't always expect life to work in our favor, but we find ways to get around these obstacles to keep our friendships intact."
"And furthermore, just like with my fear earlier today about moving away from Ponyville, I decreed as the new princess of Equestria, that we all meet together once a moon as a council of friendship." Twilight related to Sunset's problem. "There's never the need to fear about being separated due to outside forces, if you show you care about keeping the friendship strong. Meeting together once every moon may not sound like much at first, but I know for certain that it makes all the difference in feeling like your friends and family will always be with you, no matter how busy life becomes."
"I suppose so." Sunset began formulating her own solution. "In that case, maybe I'll stay behind in Equestria after graduation, and occasionally check up with my other friends whenever I get the chance. After all, I do have the option for just that, and it works in both me and my friends' favors. I get to relive a better experience using magic as a unicorn, and my friends will still get to see me every so often. I guess another factor of concern in this decision was the possibility of the portal being shut down for good. If that did somehow happen, then I'd either be stuck in a world without magic, or be legitimately abandoning my friends. Bearing in mind, this magical journal runs on the portal's magic being active, so with the portal being gone forever, I couldn't even write to them anymore."
"Well, we don't really have a reason to shut down the portal, and it wouldn't just happen for no reason at all." Twilight assured. "Besides, since you've spent so much time in the other world and haven't experienced any negative effects, then I think it's a safe bet that you can always switch back and forth between worlds whenever you wish. We'll always welcome you here in open hooves whenever you do decide to come back."
Sunset looked around the table and saw all her new pony friends and Spike nodding in agreement to Twilight's words. Just as she had hoped, talking out the matter with Twilight and her friends gave her that motivation to not hesitate in telling her human friends about this decision in taking an extended stay in Equestria. Plus, both Twilight and Starlight have gone through the mirror with her, and were still able to live out their lives here as ponies just as normally as anypony else. This meant she didn't really have anything to lose by being here in Equestria and visiting back to the human world with a portal that was always open anyways.
"Thanks, everyone." Sunset said gratefully. "I know we've only properly just met, but I'm really happy for everything. Getting to meet you all, and the help in figuring out this tough situation with my other friends. It's nice to have friends who really care about you, and I'm certainly looking forward to getting to know you all more personally this coming week."
"Awww, come here, Sunset!" Twilight said, pulling her friend in for a hug, before everyone else joined in.


	
		Chapter 30: Key to My Heart



With the coronation's reunion finished, and the sun finally lowering in the horizon, Sunset and the rest of her new friends were now surrounded by a beautiful and starry night. Some of them still hung around a bit longer, either for catching up more with Sunset, enjoying some of the leftover party food, or discussing ideas on where they could show her around in Equestria. However, since it was truly getting late, and they did have other responsibilities to take care of back at their own homes, Twilight's friends slowly left Canterlot one by one. Each of them said their goodbyes while wishing Twilight good luck with her new royal responsibilities. After a while, only Twilight, Spike, and Sunset remained behind.
As Twilight finally waved goodbye to the last friend leaving past the castle walls, she turned her focus back on Sunset, whom she had expected would stay behind. While everypony else already had their own places to sleep, Sunset wasn't so lucky, and desperately needed any help to avoid being homeless. Before Sunset could even acknowledge this issue, Twilight had already spoken up and offered a solution.
"Don't worry about not having a place to hit the hay tonight, Sunset." Twilight assured her. "I'm certainly willing to offer you a place in... well, technically now, my castle. You can take any one of the many rooms I have available. Honestly? This castle is huge, and if Spike and I are the only ones who will be living there, we'd feel bad about letting all this space go to waste."
"We'll have all the time in Equestria to figure out what we might end up doing with those rooms." Spike added. "Maybe I could also give you a suggestion here and there, now that you've officially said I will be your royal advisor? How about a room completely made of delicious gems?"
Twilight only rolled her eyes at this idea, but smiled. "We'll see, Spike. Right now though, we will reserve one of these rooms for Sunset. So, how about it, old friend, will you take my offer?"
Although Sunset really appreciated such a generous offer, she couldn't help but internally feel there would be a place in Canterlot she'd much rather stay. Not necessarily because it was more luxurious than Twilight's new castle, but due to sentimental reasons that really made her feel more at home. Sunset remembered what she had in mind earlier while arriving in Canterlot, approaching that familiar looking neighborhood. One of those houses definitely used to be her home shortly after she had moved out from her dad's place. In fact, it was the same house Princess Celestia had given to her after she decided to take Sunset under her wing.
"Twilight, I appreciate this offer, I really do..." Sunset began. "But if it's all right, if there is any vacancy within that small neighborhood here in Canterlot, I think I'd much rather take that instead. I used to live around that area back when I was Princess Celestia's pupil, so it always held a lot of meaning for me."
"Oh!" Twilight began to brainstorm what Sunset had described. "You mean the Canterlot rural area? That's where we usually let students attending the School for Gifted Unicorns crash at, similar to an institution's dormitories."
"Yeah, that's the place I was thinking of." Sunset affirmed. "Would I be able to stay in any of those houses, assuming they're not all occupied?"
"Earlier this week while I was filing the records of Canterlot to become familiar with everything, I noticed that all of the houses there already had tenants and leases." Twilight recalled. "All except for... one. In fact, this is where it gets strange. While looking up the records for the vacant house, it appears that it had been empty for quite some time. When I questioned Princess Celestia, she only mentioned that it was always purposefully left untouched for a more personal reason."
"Was it by any chance the house that's located closest to the school?" Sunset inquired, as it all started flooding back. Her house here in Canterlot was the one on the far end of the neighborhood, as she also vividly remembered Celestia mentioning she specifically sought out for a home right next to the School for Gifted Unicorns. The princess had seen so much potential in her former student, and decided to go all out in making certain she had everything she needed to succeed in her studies. It felt a little bittersweet for Sunset to remember this, keeping in mind that making the right decisions later on during that point in her life could've possibly had her end up where Twilight was today. As a princess and good friend. Even if she couldn't be a princess, Sunset was happy she would still always be the latter.
"Closest to the school..." Twilight tried her best to remember which house it was. "Wait a second, that WAS the house I was talking about! If what you're saying is true, then that means you used to live at Canterlot Drive 216?"
"216... that address sounds so familiar." Sunset insisted. "I'm almost positive that really is where I used to live. Do you think we might be able to go back there together, for a closer look at the place?"
"Okay, Sunset. But there might be a slight problem." Twilight began to explain. "Since that house was left alone for all this time, to my knowledge, they never bothered changing the locks on the door. Unless you somehow still have the key to this supposed home, there's no way for us to safely get in."
"A key that looks like this?" Sunset said, after digging through her saddlebag for a while. She held a small, rusty looking key that was left untouched for ages. "Even if I abandoned my studies back then, it sure was a good thing I always somehow still felt I was making a mistake, and instinctively hoarded everything."
"Oh!" Twilight exclaimed with surprise. "Well in that case, if that key unlocks it, then I can let you stay in that old home if you prefer. But you'll still be welcome to stay in my castle if this doesn't work out. I'll come along with you to help if needed." Before trotting away with Sunset, she turned to her dragon assistant. "Spike, think you could clear all the tables from the coronation?"
"I'm always honored to be a princess's assistant!" Spike said with enthusiasm in being useful. "On it!" He began picking up all the dirty dishes from the tables.
As Sunset and Twilight went back through the castle from earlier that led to the main square, Twilight began striking up a conversation regarding something mentioned when Sunset was getting familiar with her new friends.
"So, Sunset?" Twilight began. "Earlier while you were getting to know rest of my friends, I was confused about one thing. You had a fear that the portal to the human world could one day shut down for good?"
"Well, to be honest, magic in the other world has always been unpredictable." Sunset elaborated. She remembered that back when the human Twilight had a device that detects and absorbs magical energy, it rendered the portal at CHS inactive. "Let's just say had an experience once where there was a device which made the portal's magic disappear, and I was unable to go back to Equestria. I only found out what the cause of it was by luck though. And with how much of an effect magic can have on anyone or anything in the other world, it's only a matter of time before one day, any outside source could remove the portal for good, and I wouldn't have any clue what's causing it."
"I see..." Twilight began to internalize the situation. "I was thinking that this fear might come true if something happened to the old journal connected to yours. The one that I used to power the mirror in order to keep the portal open indefinitely. If someone stole, or better yet, destroyed that journal, then I'd definitely be worrying myself."
"Yeah, I guess that's true too." Sunset agreed. "But for the most part, magic can be a lot more out of my control in the human world. I just know from experience that whether it's a stone that erases memories, or a device that can make you relive the same day over and over, things always get weird when you feel like you've grown used to everything. That even goes for the portal itself. One of these days for whatever reason, I may want to go back to either one of these two worlds, and I won't have the option to."
"I can understand such a feeling." Twilight comforted Sunset. "For the most part, you wouldn't need to worry about something happening to the journal powering the portal here, since it's always within a secure place. But as for the other world, you may not always know the cause of something magic-related immediately, but I know from experience you've always had the determination to pull through. Whether it'd be coming to me or your other friends for help, based on your friendship reports you've written to me, I saw that you never gave up. Dealing with unexpected Equestrian magic in a world that wasn't meant to have it has never been easy, but you always have what's most important. Perseverance and leadership, two qualities that I've rarely seen together in anypony else, and hey, I even used to struggle with them myself. If you ever find yourself in any predicaments in the future, be sure to remember that you are a strong unicorn, and you can always do what you believe in."
"That's a really beautiful message." Sunset said softly. "Before I met up with you and your friends, I had little to no confidence in telling my human friends about my decision to stay for a longer period in Equestria. Now I feel like I have every bit of assurance on doing what must be done once I return for graduation. All I can say is, Princess Celestia certainly made an excellent choice for a new ruler. It's no wonder wonder you've had the title, 'Princess of Friendship' for quite some time."
"Thanks, Sunset." Twilight replied with glee in her voice. "I've always been happy to help, and now feel accomplished in knowing we've all given you the best advice possible once you go back. I have been meaning to ask, however. Often when we discuss magic leaking into the other world, I've noticed you looking down and somewhat guilty. Is something else troubling you?"
"It's just that..." Sunset began. "I always feel like it's been my fault that the other world has to deal with Equestrian magic at all. Because I entered the mirror, and being a source of natural magic myself, I might've attracted other bits of magic that got lost and now linger around there. I've definitely been in and out of there enough times to have had some effect regarding this. Heck, I was the one who brought your Element of Magic crown there and turned into a raging she-demon. Who knows how much magic traveled through the portal because of me?"
"Don't feel bad, Sunset." Twilight put a wing around Sunset as they trotted out the castle and into the rural area. "I may not be an expert at how magic can travel between different worlds, but I know for certain that any bit of magic in the other world wouldn't be your fault. Remember the time we researched the Memory Stone, and read that in ancient history, Clover the Clever chased the sorceress wielding it into the other world? Over thousands of moons ago, the portal was always open, and I'd imagine if Clover and a magical sorceress ended up there, then it's a safe bet that if anypony could've prevented magic from entering the other world, that ship definitely sailed long before you entered the portal yourself."
"I haven't really thought of it like that." Sunset said with a little relief. "I guess it was also partially my guilt from the past talking there. To this day, I've always felt bad for what I did to Princess Celestia, so I've always internally believed everything on my path up until I had accepted and embraced friendship was my fault. Thanks for always seeing the best in me, Twilight."
"Hey, what are friends for, after all?" Twilight replied jovially. "And hey, now we're in that neighborhood! 216 should be... just on the right."
Twilight and Sunset had finally arrived at the house they were both thinking of. It didn't look damaged or abandoned compared to the other homes, but they could both get the vibe that nopony had lived here for quite some time. With the moment of truth, Sunset took out her key and turned it on the door. By some miracle, the door had unlocked and opened, as the two ponies entered. Switching on the light revealed a normal looking household and a table with books and notes in the corner. Sunset had began to remember everything as she looked around.
Approaching the table, Sunset eventually recognized it was the same study space she spent countless hours at, reading up all kinds of spells and perfecting her magic. She found it amusingly ironic that for such a perfectionist back in the day, she would be the one who'd end up made a ton of huge mistakes later down their path. As Sunset looked through the papers, she mostly saw old notes from magic lessons with Celestia, giving her the idea that these could help her relearn the skills she had forgotten after so much time had passed. One of the papers stood out for looking different, and while picking it up, Sunset realized it was actually an envelope.
Sunset read the labels and saw it was from somepony named Moondancer. The name instantly sounded familiar, without counting the earlier mention from the human Sugarcoat. She began thinking back to her school days where she was around freshmares who had attended the same school, and were impressed with her magical skills. They had always complimented how exquisite she was in her spells, and were willing to have lunch with her, to where Sunset never cared much for. In fact, she had remembered only telling them she had better things than to do than socialize, and that being Celestia's pupil, hanging with unicorns of their level would be demeaning. With this memory in mind, Sunset didn't find it surprising at all that she had never even bothered opening this letter. She finally did so after all this time, just to see what Moondancer had to say back then. She read it aloud.
Hello, Sunset! Being a new freshmare here at the School for Gifted Unicorns, I wanted to say that I've been impressed with you and admired how much work you put into perfecting your magic. I'm looking forward to getting to know you a bit better if you ever have time to socialize, but I'll mostly be hanging in the school library. In the meantime, I wanted to invite you to my birthday party next week. I'm right down the road at Canterlot Drive 229. Hope to see you then, I'm really excited to have you there, and I hope you write back soon!
-Sincerely, Moondancer
Sunset simply sighed upon reaching the end of the letter. She had never realized the other students admired her this much and wanted to invite her to their birthday parties, only for her to just ignore them, let alone even open the letters they sent. It was no wonder why Celestia often talked with Sunset about the many reports of her not getting along with the other students, and gave many outside lectures about personal relationships. Just like Twilight, Celestia had always been pushing to see the best in Sunset, only for her to just shrug everything off and take it all for granted. Sunset lowered her head, just imagining how crushed Moondancer was when she never showed up at her birthday party, or even at the library.
"If it makes you feel any better, Sunset?" Twilight began as she put a hoof on Sunset's back. "I got off on the wrong hoof with Moondancer too. I saw my studies more important than coming to a little get-together party, which devastated her. Even a princess can make huge mistakes, and it certainly took a while before I was able to amend my friendship with her."
"It's not just Moondancer though..." Sunset said, as she looked back at the letter. "This made me remember how much of an arrogant upperclassmare I really was. To think, these ponies wanted to have lunch, or even share their birthday cake with me, and this is how I ended up treating them. I used to think Princess Celestia was too hard on me when she removed me as her pupil, but now I can see that she was always quite lenient with the mess I was. The fact that she didn't do so long before I had discovered the mirror, it really shows how much love, care, and patience she had truly put forward for me."
"We can't change the past anymore, but what's important is that you feel remorse for your mistakes and are willing to correct yourself." Twilight insisted. "And hey, Moondancer does still live in Canterlot, so if you're planning to stay longer in Equestria, there's always an opportunity to make amends. Better late than never, even from my experience."
As Sunset took Twilight's words to heart and began looking around her old home, something else out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. A picture of Princess Celestia along with Sunset in her filly days hung from the wall. Sunset approached it and held the frame, beginning to have an emotional moment recalling everything Celestia had done with and sacrificed for her.

"I understand now why Princess Celestia specifically wanted to keep this house untouched." Sunset said, beginning to tear up. "As much of a terrible pupil and friend I was to her, she wanted to keep everything from my home intact, for both sentimental reasons, and the possibility that I would someday return after going through the portal. That's how big her heart is. She could've very easily torn down this house or given it to somepony else, but she chose not to, just for me. Even after I screamed at her to make me a princess, and disobeyed her orders to keep away from the mirror."
"Princess Celestia always knew how to show care and affection to all her students." Twilight agreed. "It's also why she chose not to hide the mirror in a more prominent area, as she always wanted to remind herself of your existence, and be prepared to have you come back one day. I've even talked with her on the matter sometime after retrieving my Element from the other world. She mentioned that regardless of how far gone you've become, she would've still done anything just to see you again. Just like in her own words when you first reunited with her in Canterlot, she had always missed you, Sunset."
"I..." Sunset tried to find the right words while letting all her tears out. "I'm sorry, Twilight, I need a moment. I need some time alone to process and take all of this in. And yes, I've decided, this is where I'll be sleeping tonight."
Twilight was taken back at this, but realized that after how much Sunset had been through her whole life, and to now be reminded of so many unpleasant memories, Sunset needed some time to herself.
"Sure thing, Sunset." Twilight assured. "I know my friends and I agreed to take you out to explore Equestria together, but if you're not feeling up to it tomorrow, I completely understand. I'll go ahead and let my friends know we might have a slight change of plans. I really hope you feel better soon, it does also break my heart to see you in such an emotional state. Good night, old friend."
Twilight had slowly trotted out Sunset's house, still looking at her with worry. As she had exited, Sunset had still sat there on the floor, holding and looking that picture of herself and Celestia. She remained there on the floor for what felt like hours, still crying and feeling to need to atone for her past actions here in Canterlot.

	
		Chapter 31: The Pupil Becomes The Student



After Sunset had enough time sitting alone to take everything in, she finally got up off the ground. She was surrounded by puddles of tears, but took no notice of it before thinking back to what Twilight had said earlier. Everything already done in the past will now forever be kept that way, but what really mattered was moving forward. She could only control her future from this point on, and with everything she's learned over the years, there was always the lingering hope that she'd make the right decisions. Looking toward the foreseen path ahead of her, Sunset still felt it was somewhat foggy, as she didn't have the clearest idea on any specific goal when staying here in Equestria.
Thinking more about it, Sunset already knew for sure that staying as a human wasn't really something she wanted, especially without any main sources of magic apart from her geode. It just seemed there was no benefit in her remaining there after graduation, outside of simply visiting her CHS friends. By that point, most if not all of them, would already be at places far away to continue their own adulthood lives. Again, what really mattered was being honest with them about this decision, and finding ways to keep in touch, even during their college years. The mere thought of university suddenly gave Sunset an idea she had even observed about herself when adapting to unicorn livelihood. Due to her faulty teleportation spell and urge to focus on relearning magic here in Equestria, Sunset began to imagine a possible career path in the field of studying magic. 
Sunset already understood that no longer being a filly herself, it would be difficult, as she was already at the point in her life where her brain was nearly fully developed. However, the same could also be said for her accomplishments in learning to accept and maintain her personal relationships with everything Twilight had taught her over the years. By all means, it was not easy to pull off, and she had learned everything well after the point where she fully believed socializing was always a waste of time. Similar to what Adagio had told her earlier on, life would never be an easy, free ride, but being able to make do with practice and legitimate passions would eventually carry anyone on the road to success.
As Sunset thought more about it, it wasn't like she was completely out of practice. She was at least able to cast the spells she remembered best, but only lacked the proper execution for the intended effect. Plus, basic spells such as levitating objects were no issue, which wasn't surprising, given this was the most common skill of all unicorns. Sunset knew in the end that if she was good enough with magic to become Celestia's pupil, and had both the motivation and perseverance to succeed in any newer magic studies, she could genuinely pull this off. It was only a matter of whether or not the School for Gifted Unicorns had any available seats for her. Sunset remembered that getting in as a filly was no easy feat, but regardless, her teachings of friendship and determination had taught her to be patient and work hard to move her way up in life.
With all this in mind, Sunset finally headed off to her bedroom, ready to call it a night. She had an idea on how to spend her remaining time in Equestria before going back for graduation, but decided that first thing in the morning, she would stop by the unicorn school. Looking outside her window as she crawled into bed, she saw the moon illuminating the beautiful night. This began to make Sunset wonder just how busy Twilight would likely be, now that Celestia and Luna were retired. Would she now be the one responsible for moving the sun and moon, on top of balancing her own royal duties? Being the princess of all of Equestria sounded intensely stressful, so Sunset didn't want to trouble Twilight too much when discussing any availability in the school. She went to sleep just as she usually would, but it took some adjusting, as it truly had been ages since she had slept as a unicorn.

The morning Sun had risen, and by some instinct, Sunset had somehow gotten the urge to get up and ready for the day. It was rather surprising at first, but she chalked it up to her excitement in finally getting a legitimate chance in seeing more of Equestria without any concern of a coronation. Just as she had envisioned last night, her first step would be to head off to the School for Gifted Unicorns, but not before getting a little breakfast. Even with the nice feast with her new friends last night, Sunset still felt rather peckish, and went over to her refrigerator. However, she almost immediately lost her appetite after seeing the state of the fruits and vegetables being left in an untouched house for many years.
"Egh." Sunset exclaimed with disgust before closing the fridge door. "Well, I guess I'm both skipping breakfast and going grocery shopping later."
She went over to her saddlebag to check on the magical journal. Looking at the time in the human world, Sunset still had well over four days before she needed to head back, so she went ahead without any rush. Exiting her home and out of the rural neighborhood, she could already see the School for Gifted Unicorns in the distance. Trotting toward the building truly gave Sunset the sense that she was a student again, as it reminded her of how enthusiastic she always was to pursue her studies. Hopefully this time around, she would be able to make more pleasant memories with the other students.
Approaching the school, Sunset saw it was already unlocked. Although it had been a while, she definitely remembered having to get up early for her classes here, much like CHS. As she trotted down the halls, she noticed most of the classrooms were empty. This was when Sunset realized that the school must be open for honor classes, which start a lot earlier in the morning than usual. Just as she had predicted, Sunset eventually heard Twilight in one of the lecture halls, and went around to see a class going on in room 3-9. By some coincidence, this was the homeroom she used to be in, where she managed to not only pass her final exam in the last year of her studies, but also astonish the instructors evaluating her performance. She remembered it vividly, what seemingly started out as a simple growth spell with some beans, turned into a huge sprout of massive beanstalks that wrapped around the entire building.
Sunset slowly opened the door to see Twilight at the podium, giving a lecture to a large group of unicorn foals. Some of them were listening attentively like good students, while others were a little starstruck at the fact they were learning from the Princess Twilight. As she finished up the last sentence in her lecture, Twilight took notice of Sunset peering in, before dismissing class a few minutes before the expected time.
"Alright, class." Twilight acknowledged her unicorn students. "That's everything for today's lesson, so I'll be letting you all go a little earlier than usual. Have a good rest of your morning!"
Most of the unicorns cheered at the earlier dismissal before storming out the doors, but a few who were taking their education much more seriously were still jotting down notes from the board. Twilight trotted away from the podium to see Sunset waiting around in the halls, and took notice of her more cheery mood in contrast to what happened last night at home.
"Sunset!" Twilight greeted. "It's nice to see you more positive now after a good night's sleep. I wasn't expecting to see you here though. I'm mostly here to fill in as a teacher for honors classes since we are a little short-staffed. Did you need to see me for something?"
"Yeah, come to think of it?" Sunset began. "I might be doing better now that I have a more clear aspirational career path here in Equestria. I know you're mostly teaching younger unicorns about magic and all, but I was wondering. Would it be possible at all to re-enroll myself in this school? I may not be able to become a princess anymore, but I'd still rather master my merits in magic, since it's something I've genuinely had passion for my whole life, especially when I was growing up.
"Re-enrollment?" Twilight was trying to understand what exactly Sunset was implying, before she got it. "Ohhhh, because you used to go here, and think you might need to enroll again to take classes ever since Princess Celestia removed you as her pupil?"
"That's right." Sunset affirmed. "I'm willing to retake any classes necessary to earn my way up in the school. Plus, I might actually need some pointers in relearning how to do some of the most basic spells, since it's really been too long where I've gone without a horn."
"Well, that's actually something I was going to discuss with you when I had the chance." Twilight replied. "See, earlier while I was looking at the school records to see everypony currently enrolled, I noticed that your name was still listed on the roster. Not only that, but all the classes you've already taken and passed are still on record and accounted for. So it seems like to me, while Princess Celestia might've removed you from pupil status, she didn't expel you from the institution. You would've still been allowed to continue your education in magic, even after what happened. Normally, the school's policy states that inactive enrollments would be erased after a year, unless Princess Celestia makes an exception. And according to what I've read in the student files, you're still a student enrolled here, even if you haven't registered for any new classes for a while."
"Wow, I'm shocked..." Sunset said with genuine surprise. "Princess Celestia really was adamant about me someday returning, that she did all these little things for me I never even knew about. I definitely have to thank her whenever I plan on visiting Silver Shoals, she has no idea how much this truly means to me. I was fully ready and expecting to start my education all over, but now to hear I can continue exactly where I left off, I'm more than determined to do anything I need to progress."
"Well actually, here's some good news." Twilight began explaining. "According to your records, you've completed all the classes necessary to qualify for a master's degree. You just never got around to ordering and picking it up because... well, you know. And hey, the school policy doesn't state anything against picking it up late for any reason, so with your records still intact, I can get you your certificate without any issue. You've technically already earned it back then, and I would feel proud to give it to you now."
"Really? Wow, I can't believe it, I-" Sunset was happy to hear about this, but considering the long absence from Equestria had made her become out of practice with magic, combined with what her whole life experience taught her, she hesitated. "Actually, Twilight? I think I'd still rather take an extra year or two to get familiar with magic again after being gone from Equestria for ages. After all, I've already paid the price long ago for attempting to jump ahead in my studies, and now understand the importance of earning my place and taking baby steps. I understand I've technically already earned this degree, but I just can't accept it. Especially in my current state of barely being able to get a simple teleportation spell right, I'm just not ready yet. Plus, being here again would give me another opportunity to do something I never had the motivation for back then, socializing and making new friends."
Twilight smiled. "That's very noble of you. I'm so proud to hear how far you've come since those days. But I do insist, you genuinely earned this back then for your merits, so I would feel wrong for depriving you of it. If you do feel this way however, I can think of a compromise for you. I will still give you your degree for your outstanding performance back then, but as for practicing more magic, you are welcome to attend any of these classes to relearn any skills you might've forgotten. Free of charge, of course. And since you now understand the value of earning your place and working hard, I feel comfortable in letting you decide whenever you're ready to move up. I won't hold you back like Princess Celestia did."
"That's so nice of you, Twilight." Sunset said with immense gratitude. "Are you sure about this, though? I don't know if I deserve this. After all, I kept pushing for my own selfish ambitions and kept telling myself I was ready to move up in my studies back when I was Celestia's pupil, and look where I ended up."
"You are a changed pony now, Sunset." Twilight insisted, while putting a hoof on her. "I could not be more proud of the strong and wise mare you've become. I believe you'll do anything it takes to genuinely succeed in this field of study, while making all the right decisions along the way. This short talk we've had where you've shown great enthusiasm in making new friends and slowly earning your place, I can already see that in you for sure. I trust you and am willing to give you that freedom to choose when to level up in your studies, whenever you legitimately believe you're ready."
"I don't know what to say, I-" Sunset stuttered for a moment before coming out with the appropriate response. "Thank you, Twilight. I won't take this for granted or let you down."
"I know you won't, old friend." Twilight smiled back. Just then, the last unicorn filly who just finished taking notes had come out of the classroom and into the halls. She had a pink coat and orange mane with yellow highlights.
"I'm looking forward to our next magic lesson, Professor Twilight!" The filly said to her teacher.
"Luster!" Twilight addressed her student. "Before you go, this is a perfect opportunity to introduce you to an old friend of mine." Twilight turned back to Sunset. "This is my top student, whom I've been teaching for a while now here at the school. I've even decided to take her under my wing as a pupil." Twilight then looked back at Luster. "Luster Dawn, meet Sunset Shimmer."
Luster looked up at Sunset and smiled. "Hello, Sunset! Nice to meet you!"
Sunset smiled back at the filly. "Hello there, likewise! So you're Twilight's pupil now? Congratulations on such an honor! You must be a pretty gifted and talented unicorn. I'm sure your friends and family are proud of you."
"Maybe." Luster replied. "I don't really pay too much attention though, admittedly. I'm more focused on my studies to really make any time for my family. After all, my mom taught me that I have to work hard to succeed, so that's the direction I'm headed."
This scenario sounded way too familiar to Sunset. As a filly, she was basically just like Luster, and this mindset would later end up being the reason she would have no clue about her own parents' whereabouts. She felt the need to say something, even if it wasn't really her business.
"That's understandable, I can definitely relate to that myself." Sunset met Luster halfway. "I just know from experience that while education is important, it's just as valuable as your friends and family. Take it from me, I used to me a unicorn student who thought the same thing, and now I can't even find my own parents here in Equestria, as I never really kept in touch with them."

"Well... I guess it wouldn't hurt to spend a little more time with my parents." Luster said, thinking about Sunset's words. "I haven't really done so in quite a while, maybe you're right. Now that you've mentioned it, I have been growing a little distant from my parents, so I'll keep this in mind once I'm finished with the rest of today's classes. Thanks for the advice, and it was good meeting you, Sunset!"
As Luster trotted off to her next class, Twilight gave a look of approval before speaking up. "Very well spoken, Sunset. Although I chose Luster as my pupil, I couldn't help but notice she showed interest in purely her studies. Not even once has she alluded to the possibility of spending time with her friends or family, which does admittedly remind me of myself. I forget if I've already mentioned this to you, but that's really how I was long before Celestia sent me to Ponyville. But regardless, thanks for encouraging her to take that extra step, which is indeed as valuable as her education."
"It's the least I could do." Sunset replied. "She definitely took the same words right out of my own mouth as a filly, and thanks to that, I've completely lost touch with my parents. I'm just glad I was able to steer her in the right direction, so she wouldn't end up making the same mistakes I once did."
"Your... parents?" Twilight tried to understand the problem. "Wait a second, I remember you vaguely writing about this to me. You mentioned how back then, you weren't really ever close to your family?"
"That's right." Sunset affirmed. "In fact, this is actually what I was referring to yesterday when I said I also wanted to visit the school and Celestia for a more personal reason. I wanted to check and see if there were any traces of my parents, either to Celestia's knowledge, or in the school archives."
"I really wish I could help you with that..." Twilight said in a sympathetic tone. "Unfortunately, not only do I have no clue who your parents are, or even their names, but neither does the school. It's against school policy to ask for unneeded sensitive information from the students, meaning that on record, we only have your name, date of birth, student ID, and address at the time of attending the institution. I'm not sure if any of those would help you get a lead?"
"Not really, my address during that time was here Canterlot, while my dad stayed behind in Ponyville." Sunset brainstormed. "But it's okay, Twilight. I was ready for such a possibility, which is why I also considered visiting Celestia again. Not only to spend a little time with her after being gone for a while, but to also see if she knows anything about this. I feel like right now, the closest thing I have to a lead is this word that was engraved on the bottom of my saddlebag, 'Solstice'. If that is somepony's name, does it sound even a little familiar to you?"
"Solstice..." Twilight thought to herself, trying to think back on all the ponies she's met in Equestria. "Sorry, Sunset. I'm really coming up blank. I've met many ponies here in Equestria ever since I became a princess, and out of hundreds I'm familiar with, I don't have any recollection of anypony having that name. Unless I actually have met them without knowing it, my theory would be that 'Solstice' is just a nickname for them, or they're living somewhere outside of Equestria."
"Hm, I hadn't considered the possibility of it being a just a nickname." Sunset agreed with Twilight's reasoning. "Well, that certainly complicates things even further. Plus, I'm not familiar with any places outside of Equestria either, but hey. If I plan to stay a bit longer in Equestria, I'm sure I can figure it out."
"I'm glad to see that you're keeping a head held high, despite everything you've gone through last night." Twilight said. "If you are planning to explore more of Equestria, I suppose now would be a good opportunity for our friends here to give you a little tour? Rainbow Dash mentioned she wanted to show you around Cloudsdale and get you familiar with the Wonderbolts."
"Yeah, I'm more up to it, now that I'm in a better mood." Sunset replied. "But how would I be able to stand on clouds? I might've been gone for a while, but I'm pretty certain only pegasai can do so."
"Well, since you are willing to relearn magic, there are spells that can allow you to not only levitate yourself, but also obtain pegasai traits, including the ability to traverse clouds." Twilight reminded. "I would know from my experience with Starlight, let's just say. Even if you're out of practice with magic, the spell for pegasai traits is actually quite easy to pull off. Since I don't have any further classes to teach this morning, I can give you a quick lesson, if you'd like?"
"That sounds good, I wasn't aware there were actually any spells to do that." Sunset said with surprise. "I guess when I'm not too fixated on a magical mirror, there's a lot more to learn in this field of study. Anyways, I'll take this lesson with you, and once I feel comfortable enough to pull it off consistently, I'll go meet up with Rainbow Dash. Thanks again, Twilight."
Despite being out of practice, Twilight was not kidding when she said this was a rather easy spell to cast. Sunset had managed to correctly execute the spell after concentrating enough, and to test to see if it worked correctly, Twilight teleported some clouds in the hallway. Sunset hopped atop them and saw they were as solid as the ground. With this done, Sunset set off to find Rainbow Dash, whom was said to currently be at the Wonderbolts Academy.

	
		Chapter 32: I See You... Zap



Although she was now able to trot on clouds, Sunset still wasn't confident about her teleportation magic. Being able to safely and reliably teleport to the ground seemed out of the question after her visit was complete. As such, Twilight had offered her a ride in her hot air balloon, which she hadn't really used since that trip to Hope Hollow. Twilight also remembered that her princess status allowed access to many forms of traveling, and thought it was a great way to genuinely compensate Sunset for all her troubles during this return.
"I suppose we can travel by balloon, if you prefer..." Twilight began. "But I do also have a royal chariot flown by my personal royal guards. If you'd like, Sunset? We can take that to go see Rainbow Dash. Anything to make this trip extra special for you, especially after what happened yesterday."
"I appreciate the offer, Twilight." Sunset said with gratitude. "But I think I'd rather just travel by balloon, to be able to appreciate Equestria's scenery more smoothly. Plus, as nice as it'd be to ride in a royal chariot, I somehow still feel the need to stay true to my modest ways. Back when I was Celestia's pupil, I actually remember taking the chariot everywhere and not really appreciating anything or anypony in my surroundings. So I'd figure this would be a good chance for once."
Twilight was impressed with just how much Sunset had changed compared to her days as Celestia's pupil. Every time she offered Sunset something she knew deep down her unicorn friend always wanted, Sunset would turn it down and show incredibly selfless motives surrounding all this hospitality. Twilight had mostly offered Sunset all these nice things, such as allowing her to stay in the royal castle, because she felt that Sunset at that point earned it all through her entire journey of accepting friendship. Although she had the most malicious intent in the beginning, Twilight began to understand psychologically where all this came from.
From what Twilight understood coming from both Celestia and Sunset herself, she realized that Sunset's past ambition wasn't necessarily bad, as much as it was her taking it to extreme levels. Twilight herself was just like her, in the sense that she had strictly prioritized her studies in magic, rather than having any care to make and accept friends. Despite this, she always had loving parents by her side, who always gave her exceptional support and motivation to succeed in her studies. If it hadn't been for them, Twilight might've never ended up where she was now, let alone the thought of becoming the ruler of Equestria. But after learning before about how Sunset never seemed close with her family, Twilight began to understand why Sunset went down the path she did. 
With seemingly no parents by her side as she grew older in Canterlot, Sunset didn't have much experience or motivation to believe making friends was important, nor really taking anything Celestia said to heart. Even earlier when Sunset alluded to possibly looking for her parents somewhere in Equestria, Twilight understood Sunset feeling remorse for taking her family and Celestia for granted. But this aspect of her life lined up with her motives later down the line. It began to make sense why Sunset's curiosity for the mirror stayed persistent, despite Celestia discouraging her. With seemingly no family growing up aside from Celestia, whom Sunset at that point saw only as a teacher than a mother, Sunset felt that she never really had anypony who loved and supported her. And as she got further into her studies, the persistent focus toward schoolwork became more a force of habit, making it so she ignored all possibilities of making new friends and only worried about becoming an overachiever.
The day Celestia finally removed Sunset from pupil status must've also hit quite hard. It had to have been heartbreaking to unknowingly lose the one mother who always cared for her, and also be hit with the news that even after how hard she worked in perfecting her magic, she had still been seen as a failure in her teacher's eyes. And when Sunset felt she had enough and went through the mirror, she only wanted to prove she was ready, and that labeling her as a failure of a pupil would be a big mistake. Twilight also understood from what Celestia's mentioned about Sunset, she had never taught her to truly embrace friendship earlier on, but only focused on helping her get better with spells, which added toward this growing ambition neither of them could see before it was too late. 
Bearing all this in kind, Twilight had agreed to bring Sunset to see Rainbow Dash using the hot air balloon, just as she had requested. As the two ponies went into the basket and began their ride, Twilight felt the need to have a heart to heart conversation with Sunset. It seemed necessary to understand her past more clearly and figuring out if there were other ways she could help her, especially with finding her family.
"Sunset, do you mind if we talk about something a little more personal?" Twilight asked as the balloon slowly left Canterlot.
"Sure, Twilight." Sunset replied. "We've been friends for quite a while, and I do feel comfortable with discussing these topics, even if they do get me a bit emotional at times."
"I've been wondering, since you mentioned them earlier." Twilight began. "Do you have any recollection on your parents, and how involved they were in your life before you went off to become Celestia's pupil? Any clues you may recall, it might help me do a little research in my free time to possibly find them. If I'm able to do so, it would mean the world to me to see you happy and reunited with them once more."
"That would be amazing, Twilight, you really are a true friend." Sunset said, happy for Twilight's selfless motivation. "Well, I haven't really thought too deeply about it until I saw the engraved word on my saddlebag. All I really know is that most likely, this bag was given to me by my father, because I still remember living with him before I moved to Canterlot. At the time, I only remember calling him 'Dad', not a single hint of what his real name was. And I still have no idea whether 'Solstice' is truly his name or not."
"Hmm..." Twilight thought about it for a bit. "What about your mother, Sunset? Are you able to remember anything to do with her?"
"Unfortunately, knowing who my mother was seems to be the impossible task." Sunset said with disappointment. "I have legitimately no memory of her being in my life, not even when I was a filly. I was only living in a small house in Ponyville with my dad, and nopony else was around at all. I never really seemed to question why, even when I saw other unicorns at the school being picked up by their own mothers."
"I see." Twilight continued to analyze things. "Well, since you remember your dad and still have a possible lead on a name I could be looking into, I can still try my best to come up with something. As for not being close with your family, don't feel too bad, Sunset. I wouldn't be having much room to speak myself since I always thought the exact same thing regarding making friends before I got sent to Ponyville. But I certainly owe my parents for being supportive toward me in this entire journey."
"That's actually how I've sometimes felt about myself, even right after I abandoned Celestia's teachings." Sunset began to reflect. "With only my dad around who simply looked after me in my youth, I never really got to experience the idea of making friends at a young age. When my magical talent was recognized by Princess Celestia, I let my pride go to my head, to where I wasn't going to let anypony take that pupil title away from me, even if it meant pushing aside socializing. Really though, since I haven't had much of a family besides my dad and Celestia, I guess in some ways... I just never really felt I had anypony who truly loved me. Sure, everypony was commending me on my magic skills, but it was in the sense that I'd be a nopony to them if I didn't have that gift. And because of that, something deep inside always told me that I had to prove myself to be the top student, or else I would have nothing and... nopony to turn to."
"I'm truly sorry you felt that way, Sunset." Twilight said with empathy. "I really wish things could've been different back then, it must've been a miserable experience. Looking back, I do feel as though even our same mentor could've handled things better, as Princess Celestia regrets her own decisions too. She has mentioned to me that she shouldn't have been so hard on you, even right after she declared your removal from pupil status. You see, a princess having pupils was something rather new at the time, and according to her, you were actually one of the first unicorns she took under her wing. She also mentioned that out of all her pupils, you showed the most promise. She took it upon herself to do everything she could to help you succeed, and also in her own words, give you that mother-figure you needed."
"While trotting through Canterlot yesterday, I could definitely see that myself." Sunset responded. "There was genuinely so much Princess Celestia gave me, and I never truly appreciated everything she sacrificed for me. The home, the education, the extended love, and I took it all for granted. All I know is, whenever I get around to exploring more of Equestria, primarily at Silver Shoals, I'm absolutely doing anything I can to make it up to her, especially since I haven't really seen her in quite some time."
"Sounds like a good plan." Twilight approved. "I'll be happy to take you there anytime you're ready."
As Sunset smiled at Twilight's commitment and understanding, she suddenly remembered a subtle detail that Twilight had alluded to.
"Wait a minute, Twilight." Sunset began to brainstorm. "What was that you said just now about Princess Celestia a few moments ago? How she herself said that she felt like giving me a mother-figure that I... needed? If she worded it exactly like that, I'm beginning to think there's more than meets the eye."
"Huh, I hadn't realized that there could be a more deeper meaning to that." Twilight agreed. "But yes, I guarantee that was precisely what she said. Perhaps this is a sign that if you went to visit Princess Celestia, she could give you an answer about your parents, or at the very least, what she's referring to regarding being a mother-figure."
"I'll be sure to keep this in mind whenever I do plan on visiting my old teacher." Sunset said determined. "Thanks for having this talk with me, Twilight. For now though, my plan is to explore more of Equestria as a unicorn again, and being able to see what I've missed after being absent for so long. Looking forward to know what life is like in Cloudsdale and what Rainbow Dash has been up to."
"I hope you have fun." Twilight said enthusiastically. "I have to get started with my royal duties once I drop you off, so I'll leave the balloon at Cloudsdale to let you return once your trip is finished. And when I do have spare time, I'll look into researching who your parents might've been. I at least have the idea to look for a father and a possible name of 'Solstice' to work with."
"I would love that, thank you again for being so involved." Sunset replied gratefully. "Just like I've written to you before, back when I first getting familiar with making friends. I haven't felt so loved or accepted in... ever. And like my old friends in the human world, I feel like I finally have a family again in this world as well. All I can say now is, I should've been making friends long, long ago."
"You were always welcome to." Twilight assured from her own experience. "By the way, when we reach Cloudsdale, are you sure you'll be comfortable with taking the balloon back to the ground yourself? Once we're there, I'll have to use my wings to fly back to Canterlot for my royal responsibilities. If you have trouble, you can ask Rainbow Dash for assistance, she's had experience with it."
"Sure thing, that works!" Sunset responded.
Sunset and Twilight had slowly begun to approach a landing cloud which led into the city itself. Once they had arrived, the two ponies came out from the basket and onto the cloud. The balloon was then secured with a strong rope onto a nearby building hook, before Twilight waved goodbye to Sunset and flew back to Canterlot. Just as Sunset could no longer see her princess friend in the distance, she turned around and saw the rather amazing view of Cloudsdale. Being a unicorn, she would've fallen right through the clouds under normal circumstances, to where being able to visit such a beautiful city felt like a great privilege.
Everything about this city stood out in an impressive way. The many pegasai flying together in groups, the luxurious architecture, and just the thought of everything here being built out of simple materials and clouds. Sunset had only just begun exploring bits of Equestria, and she already felt she had made the right choice in taking a break from the human world to really see more of her true home's magnificent sights. Not only to genuinely appreciate the surrounding world she grew up in, but also tie up loose ends, which she'd imagine would be resolved when she had time to visit Celestia.
For now though, Sunset's current focus was to look for Rainbow Dash, who would be expecting her as a guest for a tour of the place. It also seemed like a great way for both of them to get to know each other a bit better. Sunset had to bear in mind that this Rainbow Dash was already proven to be similar to the human version she was familiar with, but she was still a separate entity with a different life. After all, the Rainbow Dash she knew wasn't someone in the metaphorical military, whereas this one was part of the Wonderbolts. Sunset might not have been interested in the Wonderbolts as much as Rainbow, but was at least equipped with the basic knowledge of who they were and the many stunts they've performed over the years.
As Sunset was ready to head off to the Wonderbolts Academy, where Rainbow Dash was currently at, she suddenly noticed a pegasus flying at an incredibly imposing speed. Because she was flying so fast within a single direction, Sunset initially couldn't make out who it was, other than the fact it was a pegasus fast enough to only be seen as a blur from below. Sunset's initial feeling of wonder took a sudden change when she began to realize what direction the pegasus was headed. As the pegasus had finally zoomed over Sunset's head, she turned around and saw almost within the blink of an eye, the pegasus had crashed right into the hot air balloon, popping it with an intense force and sending the dazed pony backwards a bit.
Sunset had a natural feeling of shock after what she had just witnessed, but also a hint of worry when upon realization. Without a balloon, she definitely had no choice but to rely on somepony to safely get her to the ground once her trip was finished. Regardless of this, she felt the need to check on the pegasus to see if they were okay. As Sunset got closer, she noticed it was a mare wearing goggles with an orange coat and dark blue mane. The goggles were certainly a dead giveaway, as Sunset deduced she had now encountered the pony Indigo Zap. 
She had been finding pony versions of certain humans she knew back in the other world, and by some miracle, Sunset had now unintentionally encountered all five Shadowbolts. Out of all of them so far, it was only Lemon Zest whom Sunset didn't have any particular form of disdain toward. While trotting back over to check up on Indigo, Sunset crossed her metaphorical fingers in hoping she was all right and that this Indigo would not be giving her any attitude. Much as Sunset wasn't happy with the fact that her ride was now destroyed thanks to her, she still wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt and perhaps work something out.
"Hi, are you okay?" Sunset asked Indigo as she slowly began to regain consciousness and took notice of the unicorn. "That was certainly some flight there, I was pretty impressed with what I saw."
"Oh, thanks miss." Indigo answered as she held her head to ease some of the pain. "I'm a little dizzy still, but I'm more worried that I just vandalized this hot air balloon that was parked here."
"Well, yeah." Sunset replied, before looking at the remains of the balloon. "I was just about to talk to you about that. You see, that's Princess Twilight's hot air balloon, and I-"
But before Sunset could even finish what she was saying, Indigo shrieked in fear.

"That was Princess Twilight's property!?" Indigo said, now afraid of the severity of her consequences. "I can't face the music after vandalizing royal possessions!"
With that said, Indigo Zap flew away in the other direction, seemingly scared of what the current princess of Equestria might do to her, knowing that her balloon was destroyed. Since Indigo flew away too fast, Sunset couldn't catch up with her, even if she somehow teleport like an expert. No doubt, this Indigo was an incredibly fast flyer, perhaps even on par with Rainbow Dash. Since Sunset couldn't really do anything about her after fleeing the scene, she felt that the best thing to do from this was simply find Rainbow. She figured it would be best to simply explain what had happened, and check to see if Rainbow had other solutions to help her return to the ground. 
Sunset was somewhat concerned she was now at the mercy of Cloudsdale having ways to accommodate for ponies who normally lack pegasai traits. As Twilight was now back in Canterlot to take care of her royal responsibilities and wouldn't be returning, Sunset was essentially stuck in the sky. When it came to telling Rainbow about Indigo, it would likely be wiser to simply describe her rather than use her name, since she technically hadn't met this Indigo properly. With this in mind, Sunset went forward deeper into the city, hoping to find her new rainbow-haired pegasus friend soon.

	
		Chapter 33: Rainbow's Indigo



Sunset continued her way through Cloudsdale, being happy she at least had an opportunity to admire the wonderful scenery created by the pegasai. After meeting all the pony versions of the Shadowbolts, she decided she would not really be interested in making friends with any of them except for maybe Lemon Zest. Sugarcoat, Sour Sweet, and Sunny Flare, she was more fine with staying away from after they showed having despicable personalities. Sunset was at least a little more neutral on Indigo, as she didn't give her any bad attitude, although she still wrecked her ride home and refused to take any responsibility for it.
It didn't matter too much to Sunset, as none of the Shadowbolts were really her friends back in the human world. She was at least glad that Twilight's friends were understanding and accepting of her, much like the human versions who taught her friendship all those years at Canterlot High. If there were any friends she'd regularly hang out with whenever she did decide to return to Equestria, they would certainly be her first choice. After all, despite stealing Twilight's crown and only just meeting them officially for the first time, they were perfectly fine with still giving her another chance to start over, and take time out of their day to show her around Equestria. Even after the tour was over, Sunset could only imagine what kind of adventures she could have with them all as a unicorn, just like with the human versions.
Looking back, Sunset's worst memory with her human friends was when they accused her of posting their secrets publicly under the screen name 'Anon-a-Miss' despite Sunset showing genuine feelings to assure them that she would never do anything like that. In all fairness, she did understand looking pretty culpable after how guilty Applebloom, Scootaloo, and Sweetie Belle presented her as. But being a changed person at that point, she still wished her friends had just a little bit more faith in her than they ended up having. It did feel more crushing than the Wallflower incident, since in that case, their behavior was caused by magic, rather than them feeling genuine disgust toward her. 
The whole experience made Sunset learn that as nice of a feeling it was to make friends, it would be just as heartbreaking to lose them like that. This was why up until that conversation back at the coronation, Sunset was still concerned regarding losing her human friends if she decided to take an extended stay in Equestria. But after learning that she didn't really have much to worry about if the portal was always open, it wouldn't be a case of her needing to make an ultimate decision. Sunset's plan after graduation was to maybe get an idea on what her human friends would end up doing with their lives, to see if she could visit them when she had the chance. And if they did somehow move far away, digital communication was always an option thanks to the world's more advanced technology.
With the seemingly impossible dilemma solved after that talk last night, Sunset could focus on enjoying the many marvelous sights of Equestria. She kept on going through the city and mostly saw pegasai doing their everyday jobs, as well as the occasional landmarks seemingly made out of pure clouds. All these sights genuinely made Sunset feel more reminded of how much more in Equestria she's truly missed out on after spending a chunk of her life as a human. After all, she certainly couldn't remember the last time she was able to walk in the sky and see an entire civilization before her eyes.
It was true that occasionally, being able to power up and use magical abilities was something Sunset and her human friends did together quite a bit, especially after they had gotten their geodes from Camp Everfree. However, there was still a major difference between simply using magic and being in a world where magic was naturally everywhere. Plus, using the magic for extended periods from Sunset's experience seemed to cause unnatural side effects, sometimes to where she didn't even have full control over her powers anymore. The most noticeable example was when she felt a drop of rain on her hands, and was able to read the rain's mind, despite the fact it was an inanimate piece of precipitation. 
Along with taking a serious break from using the geodes, it was clear to Sunset that even long before graduation at Canterlot High, being able to use magic freely was out of the question. And with magic already being quite limited in power in a world that was never meant to have it, she began to realize that although she's made a wonderful family of friends there, this was not the life she wanted. Sunset then began to think back on what Princess Celestia told her all those years ago when remaining adamant on doing nothing but staying away from the magical mirror. Was this the reason her former mentor discouraged the idea of coming into this world, or was there some other reason Sunset had never even considered? Whatever was the case, she was most likely not going to understand until her visit to Celestia in Silver Shoals.
Unfortunately, with the hot air balloon wrecked by Indigo earlier, visiting Celestia couldn't be a priority until she could find a way to return to the ground. Sunset had already decided that she'd seen enough of Cloudsdale after going through most of the city, and now focused on finding Rainbow Dash. But Sunset suddenly had a problem, in that she had no idea where the Wonderbolts Academy was located, nor how far away it was. To make matters worse, she didn't bring her saddlebag with her, and more importantly, the map of Equestria, as she felt that wearing the bag everywhere would get exhausting. Plus, she felt that if her new pony friends were going to show her around Equestria more, there was really no need to bring a map.
Sunset began to contemplate how to move forward, when she eventually decided to simply continue on until she could find Rainbow Dash, or anypony else who could help her with directions. She listened to some chatter from other pegasai in the distance, wondering if anything said could give her a clue on the right direction to take. Unfortunately, they said nothing useful, other than one pegasus vaguely mentioning that 'Rainbow Crash' was at the Wonderbolts Academy on the other side of town. The pegasai were too far away to hear Sunset's cry for help, so she kept on going.
Eventually, Sunset saw a familiar face in the distance, dressed in a mail delivery uniform and sitting by herself. Given how Sunset didn't really know any other pegasai here and how credible they could be when asked for directions, already knowing Derpy made Sunset more comfortable in trusting her. Plus, she already knew what the human Derpy was like, having her realize she didn't really have anything to lose. Sunset quickly trotted up toward the mail mare while calling out her name.
"Derpy? Is that you?" Sunset asked, as the gray pegasus turned around to see the new friend she made yesterday at the train station. "Good to see you again!"
"Hi! How's it going, Sunset?" Derpy greeted her. "I'm a little surprised to see a unicorn in Cloudsdale."
"Oh, yeah. Just a pegasai trait spell I pulled off." Sunset explained. "But yeah, it's good to see you too. Now that I'm taking a little more time off, thought I'd explore Cloudsdale and get to know about the pegasai better. I am expecting to meet Rainbow Dash soon, and I was told she's at the Wonderbolts Academy today. Do you by any chance know where that might be?"
"Somewhere around the east side of town, you want to follow the sight of a rainbow fall just by the edge of a large mountaintop." Derpy recalled from memory.
"Alright, that shouldn't be too far from here." Sunset replied. "I guess if I keep trotting in that general direction, I'll eventually find it, thanks. I can see you're busy doing your mail delivery job, so I guess we can catch up later?"
"Actually, Sunset?" Derpy began in a more saddened tone. "I just got laid off from my job. My boss had been receiving too many complaints that I somehow didn't deliver the packages to their correct destinations, even though I did! I just don't know what went wrong with those packages."
"Oh? I'm sorry to hear." Sunset sympathized. "Is there anything I can do to help you uncover what's been going on? While I head off to the Wonderbolts Academy, I can keep an eye out for anything suspicious, if you like?"
"Well, I have noticed that some pegasus started following me on my mail routes." Derpy recalled during the past week. "And strangely, most of the packages that were reported to be undelivered were shipments of goggles and workout uniforms. I might not be the quickest delivery pony in Cloudsdale, but I've always had perfect attendance and delivery on my routes. My boss didn't think so, though, not after 19 calls of missing packages..."
"Hmm, pegasus... and goggles?" Sunset thought to herself, before realizing who she had encountered earlier in Cloudsdale upon arrival. "Did this pegasus happen to have an orange coat?"
"I believe so." Derpy confirmed. "Why do you ask?"
"Seems I might get to do some investigating during my trip then." Sunset said, feeling somewhat confident on who could've done this. "If I'm to understand what's going on, whoever did this is must've swiped the packages right after you delivered them. That would explain why they were following you during your mail route."
"Oh no, I can't believe I didn't catch on to that sooner!" Derpy grumbled. "Well, unless I can find some evidence to prove to my boss that the missing packages weren't my fault, I'm afraid I'm out of a job at the moment."
"Don't worry, I'm a pony who believes in helping out her friends whenever they need it." Sunset assured. "I think I already have a pretty good lead on who might've done this, but I'll need to find Rainbow Dash first. Hopefully we can meet up again soon!"
"I appreciate it, I guess I'll see you soon too!" Derpy said, happy that her new friend was willing to help out of the kindness of her heart.
Sunset went down the east route of the city, and was soon able to see the Wonderbolts Academy in the distance. It hard to miss the gigantic mountaintop with a runway and distinct rainbow fall by the side, and there was even a nice bridge connecting it to the city, likely for pegasai with injured wings. Sunset eventually noticed Rainbow Dash in the distance, training some other Wonderbolt recruits. She hoped that after finishing, they could get to know each other a little better, but also discuss what happened with Indigo Zap earlier. She also had good reason to believe Indigo was the package thief who got Derpy fired, making Sunset more adamant about mentioning her. Sunset trotted up to Rainbow Dash as she turned around and noticed the unicorn she officially met last night.
"Oh, Sunset! Hey!" Rainbow greeted before turning back to her trainees. "Alright, everypony, that's enough workout for today, be sure to come back tomorrow same time!"
"Well, I can see you're one busy pony." Sunset observed, as the pegasai trainers left the field. "I'm definitely impressed you've become a Wonderbolt, as I've heard from Twilight. I also vaguely recall watching their performances when I was little. I think I liked Spitfire the most."
"You're a fan of the Wonderbolts?" Rainbow asked in surprise before breathing a sigh of relief. "You're already a step up from Starlight, she's never even heard of them. I might already see you as a better Starlight, due to the both of you having troubled pasts."
"Hey now, Rainbow." Sunset said, a little taken back from that statement. "There's no need to compare me to her in that sense, she's allowed to enjoy what she likes. Besides, the Wonderbolts wouldn't exactly be my number one interest, that spot would probably go to comic books. I drew them in my free time back at home."
"Come on, I didn't actually mean that!" Rainbow clarified. "But seriously, you should consider seeing the Wonderbolts more frequently if you do plan on staying in Equestria more. We're awesome."
Sunset simply rolled her eyes. The ego in pony Rainbow Dash seemed consistent with the human version she knew, but in the end, Sunset still couldn't help but admire it, since it reminded her of a part of herself she took pride in. After all, being the leader of her group of friends back at CHS certainly took great friendship skills and confidence. Plus, she used to have such an ego as well back as Celestia's pupil, so she wouldn't have much room to talk, despite now being a changed pony.
"I'll... consider it, at least." Sunset said in a somewhat uninterested manner. "But anyways, just like with what Twilight declared yesterday at the coronation, I mostly came over to Cloudsdale so that we could maybe know each other more personally, and perhaps explore more of the city together. Though, I had to come find you myself."
"Oh, yeah. About that?" Rainbow began. "Spitfire called in on such short notice that Soarin' had a bit of an accident on his last flight, so I had to fill in as recruit coach. I kinda forgot to tell you and Twilight, apologies."
"Alright, that's fine." Sunset said understandingly. "But while coming here, I've kinda seen enough of Cloudsdale to really appreciate the scenery and everything. Pretty impressive how much you pegasai can craft with just clouds, that's for certain. Now that I'm here though, I guess we can get a bit closer with one another. I was mostly wondering what you did as a Wonderbolt, but now I can see you're a pretty excellent coach and main lead flyer. But what's weird is, while I was trotting through town, I could've sworn I heard somepony call you 'Rainbow Crash', or something like that."
"Argh, I'm never going to stop hearing that nickname, am I?" Rainbow groaned. "Well, at least I've grown used to that name, even if it does seem embarrassing. At least I am a Wonderbolt now, and probably the best flyer on the team. In fact, I'm so good that I've recently gotten the power to start training newbies here at the academy. Heck, I even took on a new personal Wonderbolt apprentice. It took quite a while to get to this point though. That includes almost quitting after Spitfire kept favoring Lightning Dust over me, and all those years at Junior Speedsters with Gilda."
"Gilda?" Sunset asked, trying to piece together who exactly Gilda was. "She isn't by any chance an aggressive bully with a raspy voice, is she?"
"Well, she kinda was in the beginning when she was acting like a jerk to Pinkie, and from what I was told, even roared at Fluttershy, but we've made up since. I even sometimes visit her at Griffinstone. And yeah, I guess her voice is pretty raspy. Why?"
"Does she sound... ahem." Sunset began, before making her voice raspier to better imitate that girl who attacked her in the alley that night. "Like this, Rainbow Dash?"
"Yeah, exactly like that!" Rainbow confirmed. "So you've met her? I hope she was at least nicer to you than she was way back then."
"Not exactly." Sunset began, before explaining herself. "Well, for one thing, it wasn't the Gilda you know, it was the other Gilda. And let's just say the human... you, she got her expelled from CHS after she bullied Fluttershy mercilessly."
"Is that so?" Rainbow said with a bit of smugness at what her human self did. "Well, I guess that means I'm always 20 percent cooler no matter which world I'm in!"
"Well let's move on from that. I was just curious anyways." Sunset finished, now knowing that based on what both Rainbow Dashes had told her, that girl she fought most likely was Gilda. It was only now a matter of remembering to keep her guard up if she did encounter her again, knowing that her human friends heavily implied she somehow broke out of juvenile hall. Regardless, Sunset didn't want to focus on that topic anymore, so she shifted the conversation back to talking more about Rainbow's life at the academy. "So hey, you mentioned you have an apprentice now? Kind of like how Princess Celestia took pupils under her wing?"
"More or less. She's a pretty amazing flyer, I actually just sent her out toward the city to attempt trying to pull off a Sonic Rainboom. I dare say she could even be faster than yours truly, but I guess we'll see." Rainbow explained, before she noticed out of the corner of her eye, the aforementioned apprentice was breezing through the sky. "Speaking of which, there she is!" Rainbow had blown her whistle to signal the attention of her prized student, as she took notice and flew down. 
It admittedly took Sunset by surprise at first to see who the apprentice was, but then she realized it shouldn't have been too surprising given how remarkably fast that pegasus flew earlier in town. Sunset understood the timing was perfect, and that this would likely be a good opportunity to tell Rainbow what happened when she just arrived in Cloudsdale.
"Good to see you again, Dash." Indigo greeted her coach. She was now wearing a training uniform "I couldn't pull off the Sonic Rainboom, but I did manage to pop a balloon, let's just say."
"Yeah, you certainly did." Sunset said in a less friendly tone. "Among other things that's been going on around town, I'd imagine."
Indigo's eyes widened and she let out a gasp. "You again? Listen, I'm sorry for popping the hot air balloon, just please don't tell Princess Twilight!"
"All right, but maybe I should tell Rainbow Dash that you've been stealing packages all around town." Sunset pointed at Indigo with her hoof."
"What!?" Indigo exclaimed at the accusation. "I would never!"
"Right, and that must be why you decided to leave the scene of a crime after vandalizing the hot air balloon, and why you're now wearing both goggles and a training uniform." Sunset insisted. "The two reportedly missing package items from Cloudsdale. Derpy told me everything, and it's because of thieves like you, she got fired from her job!"
Indigo simply narrowed her eyes. "Okay, I'll take full blame for what happened to the hot air balloon, but I didn't steal nopony's packages. These goggles and this uniform, they were a gift from my mentor, Rainbow Dash!"
"She's right, Sunset." Rainbow vouched. "I bought her the uniform and goggles for our flight training sessions. Why are you suddenly accusing my apprentice of being a crook? I've known Indigo for a while, and it's not like her to steal packages. What could Derpy have told you to make you believe it was her?"
"She vandalized Twilight's balloon and didn't take any form of responsibility, she's the only pegasus I've seen today wearing both goggles and training uniforms, and like Derpy confirmed, the thief had an orange coat!" Sunset reasoned.
"Seriously?" Rainbow asked in disbelief. "You're going to say she's guilty just because she has an orange coat? Lots of pegasai have orange fur, and plus, uniforms and goggles are common for academy trainers! Okay, she might've destroyed your hot air balloon, but that was under my command! I told her to go into the city to practice pulling off a Sonic Rainboom! So what, are you going to blame me now, Sunset!?"
"Hey, I'm not the one who's making foolish decisions that come at the expense of others!" Sunset stood her ground. "Look, I get she's your apprentice, but I'm just letting you know that based on my experience you can't always trust everypony you meet. There's no pony else, it had to have been her!"
"What could've been her?" Derpy asked, as she overheard part of the argument while flying around Cloudsdale. "Have you found the culprit, Sunset?"
"I believe I have." Sunset said proudly. It was perfect timing to finally expose Indigo. "Tell Rainbow, Derpy. That orange pegasus there with the goggles was the one who followed you around during your mail route, stole delivered packages, and got you fired from your job. Isn't that right?"
Derpy looked at Indigo in confusion before speaking up. "Sunset is right on at least two things here. There was a pegasus who followed me while I was delivering packages whom mysteriously made them vanish and got me fired. But that pegasus wasn't the one who followed me. I seem to remember her having blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow. From what I understand, I've never seen this pegasus on any of my mail routes before."
Upon hearing this, both Rainbow and Indigo looked toward Sunset with nasty expressions, as Sunset's confidence and feeling of justice plummeted. She gulped before speaking up. "O...okay, so maybe I did assume a little quicker than I should have, but... she was the only orange pegasus I encountered today, and I really just wanted to help Derpy-"
"Oh save it!" Indigo snapped. "Maybe before you accuse me of being a bad pony, you should look at yourself first! I've never felt so humiliated in all my life! In front of my Wonderbolts mentor too! There's only one thing you've instead stolen from me, and that's my willingness to still be a Wonderbolt! I quit! And I'm now glad I destroyed your hot air balloon!"
With that, Indigo huffed and quickly flew off of the academy grounds, before Rainbow began to speak. "You really just made me lose my apprentice over believing she's the only orange pegasus in Cloudsdale!? Twilight mentioned that you're out of practice with your teleportation spells to reliably get down to Ponyville and that I should step in to help you if needed. But after what you just did, I say forget it! I agree, I am glad that your balloon is destroyed, have fun getting to the ground by yourself, Sunset Shimmer! And you know the saddest thing? I legitimately thought for a minute you had changed. I even had my doubts yesterday when I thought you had ditched Twilight's coronation! Looks like I was right after all. Goodbye, you so called friend!"
Rainbow bolted off in the opposite direction Indigo went, now leaving Sunset and Derpy all alone on the academy runway. Sunset now looked down on herself, rubbing her hoof on the ground for what just happened. She was almost positive Indigo was truly the package culprit, but assumed things a little too quickly when the thief was only described having orange fur. Sunset realized that just like she had done in her past, she seemingly let her own pride consume her, making the situation worse as she kept on fighting toward a personal belief rather than logically reasoning everything. It was definitely her own fault for not asking Derpy on other traits the thief had, which definitely did not match Indigo's look.
Sunset now put her hooves over her face, saddened by not only already losing Rainbow as a friend, but also being straight up told that she 'hadn't changed', when that was absolutely far from the truth. Despite everything that just happened a few minutes ago, Derpy put her hoof on Sunset's back and tried to cheer her up.
"Please don't cry, Sunset." Derpy said in a saddened tone. "I still appreciate you trying to fight for me, especially since whoever did this made me lose my job. It's also my fault for not letting you know before on specifics for what the thief looked like."
"I just can't believe I messed up so badly." Sunset said with sorrow. "I was so sure with myself that I let that get in the way of a friendship. Now Rainbow Dash doesn't want anything to do with me, and... I'm stuck in the sky too."
"Stuck?" Derpy questioned, while continuing to pat Sunset's back. "What do you mean, you don't have any way to get to the ground?"
I only had the pegasai cloud walking spell to walk on Cloudsdale, and the hot air balloon, which was destroyed by that pony I thought was the thief." Sunset explained. "Twilight mentioned that if I had trouble returning after my trip to Cloudsdale was complete, I could ask Rainbow, but as you can see, now that's certainly out of the question."
Derpy's ears went down with sadness, before she thought of an idea. "I might be fired from my job and turned in my delivery uniform, but my boss is still making me do one last shipment of muffins to Ponyville before my work is completely done. Even better, I still have my mail delivery-truck. If you'd like, Sunset? You can ride in my passenger's seat while I drive. I have to go to Ponyville anyways, and after seeing what you just went through to help me, it's honestly the least I could for you."
"I wouldn't know how else to safely get to the ground, so I'll certainly take the offer." Sunset said gratefully. "Thank you so much, you really are a good friend."
"You definitely are the better friend." Derpy smiled. "Listen, I have known Rainbow Dash for a while, so if you'd like, I could also talk to her on your behalf, if you'd like?"
"That sounds nice, but I have a feeling that if I'm going to solve this friendship problem with her, I'll have to do it myself. It was still my fault for jumping to conclusions too quickly. Plus, I'd feel guilty for giving you more trouble after you just got fired."
"I understand." Derpy replied. "Good luck with working things out with Rainbow, even I know from experience she isn't the easiest to pony to get along with. Come on, Sunset, let's get you home."

With that, Derpy hugged her wing around Sunset as they slowly trotted off of the academy grounds and back into the city. As they approached Derpy's truck, Sunset was still contemplating on how she could've handled the situation better than she ended up doing. She also imagined Twilight would be rather disappointed in her with how upset she ended up making Rainbow.

	
		Chapter 34: The Pie is a Lie



As Derpy and Sunset finally left Cloudsdale together, Sunset still couldn't help but think about her actions while sitting in the delivery-truck. Perhaps it would've been more professional of her simply address what happened with the balloon, and then bring up the package thief without immediately assuming it was Indigo. She just couldn't help but think it had to have been her, given how unprofessional Indigo acted when committing vandalism, how she was wearing the exact items that reported were stolen, and the fact that most of the Shadowbolts in this world were almost just like their human counterparts. Sunset began to realize this might be a price to pay for being used to knowing these entities as who they were as humans, when their pony counterparts could drastically different personality-wise.
Regardless of Sunset's mindset of the situation on hindsight, it was far too late now. This was essentially what most of her life lessons taught her, that making mistakes couldn't be undone, and the only option was to move on with the knowledge learnt from the whole experience. Despite this, she still couldn't help but feel disappointment in herself after already knowing she had been a legit changed pony. Had Sunset still been the same manipulative and selfish person she once was when controlling CHS by force, she couldn't imagine what might've become of Lily Pad when she caught Gilda threatening the child that night. No, she instead stood up for the helpless ones who couldn't defend themselves from the dangers of society, and she had even taught the other Twilight Sparkle how to embrace friendship instead of abandoning it.
What Rainbow had told her just after Indigo flew off, she couldn't have meant it, could she? Granted, Sunset had to bear in mind this was not the same Rainbow Dash she knew, and for that matter, not somepony who could simply take the word of Princess Twilight on her being a changed pony. Going off of her relationship with the human Rainbow, even back when Sunset was a bully who even went as far as picking on Fluttershy, Rainbow was the only student in the entire school to stand up to her. Not only that, she even held somewhat of a grudge toward Sunset at times, even after the rest of her human friends decided to start fresh. By all means, like Derpy said, Rainbow was not an easy friend to get along with, but Sunset still considered the fact they technically just got properly acquainted with each other. A seeming stranger who caused this big of a mess almost completely out of nowhere was certainly not a good first impression, especially when this same stranger was once a thief herself who stole Twilight's crown.
As Sunset contemplated all this, she noticed that Derpy had taken her to a more central area of Ponyville, and more specifically, near where Sugarcube Corner was located. Although Sunset wasn't familiar with this side of town, she did recall Twilight telling her through the journal that this was both the workplace and home of Pinkie Pie. However, Derpy was not delivering these muffins to Pinkie, but rather, her now former boss who was awaiting them at the Ponyville post office. Once Derpy landed her truck on the ground, Sunset was good to go in perhaps being able to visit Pinkie for a bit.
"Thank you very much for ride, I don't know how I would've gotten down from Cloudsdale without your help." Sunset said gratefully to her new pegasus friend.
"Don't mention it, what you did for me was a wonderful thing. I actually wish there was more I could give you for being such a selfless pony yourself." Derpy replied with a smile. "Now that I'm here, I guess I should go make this last delivery.
"Eh, don't worry about giving me more, what you've already done for me was more than enough." Sunset insisted. "I really hope also things do get better for you after your boss let you go, you certainly come across as a hardworking mail mare yourself."
Just as Sunset stepped out of the truck, she couldn't help but hear her stomach growl rather loudly. This wasn't really surprising given Sunset had just spent nearly the entire morning trotting through an entire cloud city on top of skipping breakfast. The stomach was so loud that even Derpy managed to hear it while still being in the truck.
"I can tell you're really hungry, did you not have breakfast this morning?" Derpy questioned.
"Well, not really anything since the coronation last night." Sunset clarified. "But no worries, now that I'm in Ponyville again, I suppose it's a perfect chance for me to go grocery shopping. Except... ugh, no... I forgot. I left my money back in my house in Canterlot. Looks like I'll have to trot all the way back home to get it."
"Wait, I can take you home instead!" Derpy offered. "Canterlot's pretty far from here, and it sounds like to me you don't have enough energy to trot the entire way without passing out."
"No, no." Sunset declined. "You've already done enough for me, I can't possibly ask that from you and bring more trouble after you got fired. I'll just go on and hope things go well. Good luck finding a new job, by the way.
As Sunset was already starting to head off by herself, Derpy couldn't help but give a look of sadness. She then took a look at her delivery, and realized she did have something to give Sunset after all. The pegasus quickly called out Sunset's name before flying out to stop her.
"Listen, I know I said these muffins were ordered by my boss..." Derpy began to explain. "But after the way he's been treating me, I don't really know if I want to give these to him. I've been his reliable employee for almost 8 years now, and he couldn't even believe me when I said those packages weren't my fault. Meanwhile, I've got you, who risked their own friendships just for me, even if we only met yesterday. That's an incredibly beautiful gift anypony's ever done for me, and because of that, I want you to have these instead."
Derpy handed Sunset the bag of assorted muffins before Sunset began to hesitate.
"But... your boss." Sunset said with concern. "If you don't give these to him, I can't imagine he'd listen to you begging you for your job back, even if we did somehow catch the package thief."
"Mr. Crafty Crate can be just as much a stick in the mud as those rude mares we encountered by the train yesterday." Derpy explained. "I hear he even attempts to scam others, like the time he tried to charge one pony 20 bits for a cherry! If he wants some muffins after throwing away his number one employee like that, I'll just give him the stale batch that's been sitting in my truck for a week. I'm already fired as it is, and I don't need him. You and your stomach however, definitely need these scrumptious baked goods I made with love."
Sunset still wasn't sure about taking the muffins. Her brain kept telling her not to, yet her heart and stomach kept insisting she should. However, Sunset's brain eventually deduced logically, if she kept on going alone without any vital nourishment, she would likely collapse and possibly even be hospitalized. This would go against everything she would want, especially if such a scenario would make her miss out on her graduation as well. Plus, those muffins would probably be in the better hooves of a pony who stands up for others willingly, rather than a greedy boss who cheats his own customers.
"Thank you, Derpy." Sunset smiled as her hunger made her quickly take a bite by instinct. The pastry was incredibly delicious, almost on par with the cookies given to her by Cheese Sandwich. She was going to have to go grocery shopping later that day anyways, but those homemade muffins were to die for. It even reminded her that having access to Equestrian groceries could finally let her eat legitimate foods that her natural herbivore taste buds were always adapted to. "These are so good, you really made these yourself?"
"That's right!" Derpy said proudly. "You can really taste the love I put into them. As for my mail delivery job, I'll just check if there's hiring positions at another post office. I actually recently heard Crafty Crate in particular has a pretty high turnover rate. I was sad at first for getting fired, but you standing up for me also inspired me to finally stand up against my corrupt boss too. You deserve such wonderful baked goods for your kindness for sure. In the meantime, I'm just going to finish this last delivery and head off for the day. Hopefully we can see each other again soon? Oh, and good luck making things right with Rainbow Dash."
"Yeah, sounds good." Sunset agreed, though she still wasn't sure how to patch things up with Rainbow. "And yeah, I sure am going to have to figure something out with her."
The two ponies waved goodbye to each other and headed off in opposite directions. Sunset trotted around the corner and down a few blocks to where a sign pointed to a large building which almost resembled a gingerbread house. Even without the sign, Sunset could definitely tell it was Sugarcube Corner from what Twilight described of Pinkie's home in past journal entries. From what Sunset was told, the establishment was almost equivalent to the cafe she regularly hung out at with her human friends, which was also owned by another Mrs. Cake. Sunset had no idea if the pony Pinkie was currently inside, but if she was, it'd be a perfect opportunity to spend time with her, as there wasn't really anything too eye-catching in Ponyville. After all, it was where she used to live before moving to Canterlot, and she still had no leads on where her dad's house was located.
Sunset decided it would be better to finish off the muffins before heading inside, as admittedly, she did begin to feel slightly light headed from walking around in Cloudsdale for a while. Plus, knowing how energetic Pinkie tends to be, she would definitely need some decent energy herself to keep up with everything. The hunger proved to be incredibly overwhelming, as Sunset had finished the entire bag of muffins before she knew it. Now she was definitely glad for accepting the gift Derpy offered in exchange for her own selfless intentions. Sunset still had to figure out how to resolve things with Rainbow Dash, but decided to focus on that later. She was here to explore Equestria and spend times with the rest of her new pony friends, rather than mope about one bad impression.
With her stomach finally satisfied from the muffins, Sunset finally felt comfortable enough to enter Sugarcube Corner. Although it was a bakery with plenty of food, Sunset couldn't have brought herself to expect free food after leaving her bits at home. Her years of working hard at a sushi restaurant certainly taught her that any business would need legitimate compensation for their products and services, and didn't think of herself as somepony who deserved special treatment. Perhaps Pinkie could've spotted her a cupcake or two if she really needed it, she couldn't imagine Mrs. Cake would.
As this thought flooded her mind, surprisingly, Sunset had saw that there was nopony in sight as she came inside. It seemed unusually quiet, and there was no sign of Mrs. Cake, Pinkie, or any other employees anywhere. Sunset mostly arrived to see if Pinkie was around, so she instinctively pressed her hoof on a bell on the counter, trying to see if anypony was around. After ringing it a few times, Sunset eventually heard a familiar high pitched voice, stepping out of the kitchen and behind the counter.
"Hey, Sunset!" Pinkie exclaimed upon seeing the unicorn she officially met at yesterday's coronation. "Well, I know Twilight wanted us to spend more time together, but I'm afraid we can't go out today. I have to work on a pretty huge cake order myself while Mr. and Mrs. Cake are out delivering the other large cake order we just finished."
"Oh, that's no problem, Pinkie." Sunset said understandingly. "Perhaps you can show me around Sugarcube corner since Twilight has mentioned this place is also your home. Out of curiosity, what are Mr. and Mrs. Cake delivering?"
"A wedding cake that's for a couple who just got engaged." Pinkie recalled. "I believe their names are... Lyra and Bon Bon?"
"Oh, how nice for them." Sunset said, thinking back about how those aforementioned girls were also a rather cute couple back at CHS as well. "And what are you in charge of today?"
"Coincidentally, another wedding cake for a couple of mares!" Pinkie said excitedly. "Oh, and get this. They're also performers who sing some of the best songs I regularly listen to in my room, it's such an honor to cater to them! Could you guess who they could be?"
Sunset thought about it for a bit, but remembered once again this Pinkie could be completely different from the human one she knew. As such, despite thinking of what kind of music was popular in Equestria, she couldn't immediately come up with a confident idea.
"I'm afraid I'm stumped, Pinkie." Sunset gave up. "Could you give me a hint?"
"Alrighty, as you wish!" Pinkie agreed, before saying something that would shock Sunset. "What do you call a 'someone' fan with three 'I's'? Pinkie Pie!"
Sunset's eyes immediately widened, as her pupils shrunk. The exact same words said to her for nearly three weeks during the Postcrush festival time loop. Obviously, it was easy to figure out who the wedding cake was for, and she didn't really think much of how Postcrush was seemingly a couple in this world as well. However, it was the fact that Pinkie somehow worded her hint in a manner that would suggest the pony Pinkie somehow knew Sunset had heard this exact joke and could immediately decipher who the 'someone' in her riddle was.
"I'm not quite sure..." Sunset began pretending to not know straight away, before revealing what she figured out upon hearing the hint. "It wouldn't by any chance be Postcrush, would it?"
"Yes!" Pinkie cheered. "You figured it out! And just for that, I'm going to let you into the kitchen to help me make the cake! Do you accept the offer?"
"Well, sure." Sunset accepted. "I suppose it would be a nice way for us to spend more time with each other, but I was wondering-"
Before Sunset could even finish, two voices had entered the room, along with two other ponies. The aforementioned performer duo whom Sunset and Pinkie always showed large enthusiasm to see perform live. However, with Sunset forced to hear Postcrush for nearly three weeks, along with the fact these were not the same performers she knew in the human world, Sunset was noticeably underwhelmed compared to Pinkie.
"Miss... Pinkie Pie, was it?" K-Lo acknowledged from the entrance. "Do you have any idea when our wedding cake will be ready? We're expecting to pick it up soon."
"Hopefully we won't have to wait more than two hours." Su-Z added, as she started dancing with her planned partner. "We don't mind waiting, it'll at least give us a little more time to perform for our little dance at the wedding."

"Oh, my, GOODNESS!!!" Pinkie exploded in excitement. "It's really you, I, I, I've been a fan of your music for so long, and it's an absolute honor for you to order something from Sugarcube Corner! I can assure you, you won't regret this!"
"You'd better hope we won't." K-Lo said in a humorous manner. "While our beauty will never change, our minds very easily do."
"No arguing there." Su-Z agreed. "If we like what we get, we'll recommend this bakery to all our fans."
"Oh, absolutely! I will get right on it!" Pinkie assured. "Come on, Sunset! Let's bake a cake for a power couple!"
As Pinkie rushed back into the kitchen, Sunset followed, before overhearing the couple say something she could only interpret as an ironic joke.
"I am going to get somewhat tired of waiting, wouldn't you agree, babe?" Su-Z said to her partner.
"Yeah, if only we had magic to change time or something." K-Lo replied. "Then we wouldn't have to keep waiting for this cake."
Sunset stood still for a few moments, then simply gave a subtle laugh upon hearing this, as she didn't need to be reminded of nearly going insane during that never ending festival. That aside, there was still one more thing on Sunset's mind, in which she was still confused at the way Pinkie worded her hint of the customers being the pony versions of Postcrush. As Sunset stepped into the kitchen, she saw that Pinkie had somehow already finished making the entire cake with even all the touches.
"Errr, Pinkie?" Sunset said, confused at this. "Didn't you say I was going to help you make the cake?"
"Yeah, you sure were!" Pinkie exclaimed in her usual optimism. "Though you stood outside the kitchen a little too long, to where I had to finish making it myself. As you just heard, Postcrush doesn't like waiting. When you just came to the place, this cake was still a bowl of batter. But while you were just outside, I finished up everything myself."
Sunset was now dumbfounded upon what she just heard, but felt no need to question anything. Pinkie was either the most efficient baker in the universe, or she was simply messing with Sunset about the cake not even being close to done when she just arrived. Whether she was just joking or not, Sunset still felt the need to talk with Pinkie on a more serious matter, which couldn't possibly be a joke in her eyes.
"Well then... great job, Pinkie!" Sunset commended. "I'm sure they'll love it!"
"I know they will!" Pinkie squeed, as she brought the giant cake on a cart into the bakery's lobby. Sunset followed Pinkie out to see their reaction. "Here you are, Postcrush! Happy wedding day!"
"Oh, well that was quicker than even expected." K-Lo said, astonished. "It is a pretty big cake, so we hired the proper muscle. Performers like us don't carry things like that."
"You said it, girl!" Su-Z agreed. "Come on in, boys! Time to carry the cake all the way to Canterlot!"
Just as she said that, three mangy but muscular figures entered the bakery, ready to carry the couple's enormous cake. Sunset didn't recognize who these creatures were, nor what kind of species they'd be. Though to Sunset, they did somewhat resemble dogs, similar to Spike when he entered the human world. This was confirmed to be true as they spoke up.
"We're on our way, miss! So glad that you decided to choose us for this job!" Spot said with enthusiasm.
"We certainly hope you will compensate us diamond dogs handsomely. At least with thousands of luxurious gemstones!" Rover insisted.
"Yeah, we got the muscle, but it's gonna cost you ladies. Know what I'm saying?" Fido asked rhetorically.
"Of course, of course." Su-Z giggled. "Just be sure you boys carry that cake all the way to Canterlot in one piece, and we'll give you all the jewelry we don't wear anymore."
With that said, the two ponies and three diamond dogs exited the bakery with the cake. Sunset did hear of diamond dogs existing as a filly, but never really saw any herself. She also realized that the aspect of Postcrush having connections with dogs seemed to coincidentally line up, as the human Su-Z did own a cute dog named Princess Thunder Guts. Admittedly, Sunset knew next to nothing about diamond dogs, but this was likely another effect of Twilight's methods in bringing ponies and all sorts of other creatures together. She still wasn't able to immediately recognize them as anyone she knew, though a part of her suggested she had seen three similar boys at CHS who tend to dig around the school. Sunset also noted that she never saw those boys attend any classes, so she wasn't entirely sure if they were students or juvenile delinquents who didn't attend school, much like Gilda.
"Those dogs seemed nice." Pinkie smiled. "Though I think Rarity mentioned that one of them called her a mule once."
With the customers gone and Pinkie having no more orders for the day, Sunset felt it was time to finally understand what Pinkie was getting at earlier. The logic-defying claim about finishing the cake almost instantly might've just been a clever joke, but mentioning the exact same joke said by the human Pinkie and in a way that would imply this Pinkie would've known she had heard it before, there seemed to be more meaning behind it. To make matters even stranger, Sunset even noted that back in the human world, Pinkie never seemed to talk about the Postcrush Festival at all, almost as if she had no memory at all of the event.
"Pinkie, do you mind if we have a serious talk somewhere?" Sunset requested. "Perhaps in your room, if that works for you?"
"Oh, sure! No problem at all!" Pinkie said with excitement. "That was my last order for today, so I don't see why not. Maybe we can get to know each other better, like Twilight wanted."
As the two ponies exited the bakery and entered Pinkie's bedroom, Pinkie climbed upon her bed while Sunset sat nearby. Pinkie gave a friendly grin, happy for whatever Sunset wanted to discuss with her.
"So, Pinkie?" Sunset began. "About that hint you gave me of what you call a Postcrush fan with three 'I's'?"
"Oh, yeah!" Pinkie cheered with pride. "Pretty clever joke, eh? Everypony in Ponyville always said I come up with the best jokes around here."
"I'm sure they do..." Sunset continued to focus on her main questioning. "But would you mind explaining why you worded it in a way that tells me you somehow knew the human version of yourself told me that joke?"
Pinkie's grin immediately faded to a nervous expression, as she shifted her eyes all around the room. She realized Sunset was a smart pony who just saw through her, and with the jig finally being up, she felt it was finally time to come clean.
"O...okay, Sunset." Pinkie began in a saddened tone. "Could you please keep a secret?"
"A secret?" Sunset asked in confusion. "All right, I promise, I won't say a word to anypony else. Now, what's going on?"
"Well, has Twilight ever told you about how when you first stole the crown and made her enter the human world, the human version of me somehow figured out everything about her and her motivations, almost as if she was psychic?"
"Yeah..." Sunset began to parse things. "I was admittedly astonished myself when she wrote to me about it. She was about to explain to everyone about who she really was and why she was there, and the human Pinkie somehow out of nowhere, took all the words out of her mouth."
"That's because... it was actually me." Pinkie began to explain. "You see, when Twilight was in the other world, me, Rainbow Dash, Applejack, Fluttershy, Rarity, Princess Luna, Princess Celestia, and Princess Cadance were waiting around the mirror for whenever Twilight would return. However, it got a point where we couldn't continue watching the mirror, since Twilight was in the other world for too long, and we had to take naps in between. In those between times, I used my Pinkie sense to detect that the human version of myself was near the entrance of the portal, and while everypony else was asleep, I made my way in. The human me was so much like myself that we figured nopony could tell us apart. And since we were curious about exploring each other's worlds, we made a deal. She would come into Equestria to pretend to be me, and I would go into her world to pretend to be her. It was just one method we both came up with to share the wonder of being in another world without anyone from our respective worlds noticing we were missing, but we switched back at the last minute, right before Twilight came back through the portal. After all, the portal would've closed every 30 moons, so we had to act fast to avoid being trapped, at least until she used the journal to keep the mirror open indefinitely. That's how I knew Twilight's plan in the other world, and how she had a sudden crush on some guy named Flash Sentry. But we alternated back and forth at times secretly just to see what's going on in the other world. For example, I'm actually the same Pinkie you went to the Postcrush festival with, as well as the time we went to Camp Everfree together. Our camp counselor turning out to be Gaea Everfree sure was unexpected, wasn't it? I think I hugged you and exclaimed the camping was going to be so much fun, right after you said that people as chipper as Gloriosa make you nervous. And I still remember the amazing aroma of those churros made by Puffed Pastry. But the main reason we wanted to keep this a secret was because we wanted to see how long each of us could fit in within another world before somepony would notice the difference. And I guess you just did when I accidentally told you a joke you weren't supposed to hear from me. Oh, and I only pretended to not recognize you back at Twilight's coronation just to make sure nopony grew suspicious of me. We've actually been through a number of adventures together in the other world, you just never realized it until now. Pretty clever, right?"
Just as Pinkie finished her incredibly long and detailed exposition that Sunset would've never even considered being remotely possible, Sunset's jaw dropped in shock as Pinkie gasped for her breath. The details Pinkie described from Camp Everfree and Postcrush lined up perfectly with what Sunset and the human Pinkie, or so she thought, had been through together. If Sunset's brain was explosive, she would've completely wiped out the entirety of Ponyville in a large nuclear blast over what she had just heard. Having her mind blown, she immediately had trouble coming up with even the most basic way to describe this entire revelation. It was... scary, brilliant, or thought provoking? Nevertheless, Sunset was now given an answer to how the pony Pinkie somehow knew something that she clearly shouldn't have. This would also explain why the human Pinkie was always silent about the festival, since she never actually went to it with her.
"Okay, Pinkie." Sunset began, still in her rather shocked state. "You are officially smarter than myself, Twilight, and even the human Twilight combined. I would've never imagined you would be capable of doing something so sneaky and subtle to where almost nopony could ever see through your little charade. Anyways, I will stay true to my word about not mentioning this to anypony else. But if you don't mind me asking, may I ask why you want to keep this a secret?"
"Well, it wouldn't exactly be fun to keep this up with my human self if everypony already knew something was up." Pinkie explained. "From what I can tell, when she acts like me, nopony here in Equestria was able to see any difference between her and myself, so I guess that means she does a good job at being me. That, and the fact that when Twilight went into the other world to get her crown back, Princess Celestia demanded Twilight should go alone. She was worrying about how sending me and the rest of the gang with Twilight could upset this alternate world's balance or something. I wouldn't want Celestia and Twilight mad at me."
Once again, this reminded Sunset of a legitimate question she would have for Celestia once she did plan to visit Silver Shoals. Not only for potential leads on what could've happened with her parents back then, but also why she was so insistent on not allowing her to enter the portal all those years ago. Twilight might've alluded the idea to Sunset a few times during journal entries, but this was the first time she was straight-up told that the idea of her being in the other world would upset that world's balance. Assuming Pinkie was truthful on Celestia saying just that about the portal, Sunset still had no idea what that meant.
Going off of what was just told to her, both Pinkie's had switched back and forth between each world with seemingly no negative effects in either world. At least, there was not anything Sunset herself could notice with the human world, nor Twilight with Equestria. Speaking of Twilight, shortly after the Friendship Games, she had seen both Princess Twilight and the human Twilight she knew in the exact same place, again, with seemingly no repercussions. From what Sunset was told, Princess Twilight was in the middle of stopping Starlight Glimmer going crazy with a time travel spell that altered Equestria's futures. But as she arrived right after the games were over and the conflicts were already resolved, she simply went back to Equestria to continue her royal duties as if nothing ever happened. This perplexing mystery certainly kept Sunset even more invested, and she kept this in the back of her mind when it was time to visit Celestia.
"Alright, Pinkie." Sunset said. "I understand. More than you know, actually. I know what it's like to make Princess Celestia upset by disobeying her orders, believe me. And I'll also be keeping this a secret just out of respect that you manged to fool me and everyone else through such an elaborate hoax. But just to clarify, are you actually the Pinkie that originated here in Equestria?"
"Yeah, I am." Pinkie said nonchalantly. "I'm the same Pinkie who managed to pull pranks on a griffin named Gilda to show her true colors to Rainbow Dash after I saw her roar at poor Fluttershy. And I'm certainly the true element of laughter around here, even if the Elements of Harmony are now gone."
"Alright, cool. But I guess the next time I see Pinkie in the human world, I'm going to keep a closer eye on you to see if it's really you and not her." Sunset promised.
"Have fun doing so." Pinkie smiled, before hearing the bell ring downstairs in the bakery. "Ooh, another customer? Well, I'd better go get that! Well, this was a pretty nice chance for us to bond even more than we already did as humans, Sunset. But I still have a job to do, so maybe we could catch up later?"
"Yeah, that sounds great." Sunset affirmed. "Thanks for having this whole talk with me... I guess."
Both of them went downstairs and into the lobby, where Sunset noticed Pinkie was then taking an order from a large brown pegasus stallion with a delivery hat and five o' clock shadow.
"It's about time I get some service around here!" The stallion huffed. "Get me some fresh muffins already, you pink twerp! I'm feeling so ill after ingesting these abomination of pastries my former employee delivered for me! Do you have cotton in your ears or something, I demand some service already!"
"Okie dokie lokie!" Pinkie said without even questioning the stallion's complaints.
It didn't take long for Sunset to surmise that the stallion was Derpy's corrupt boss, who had just gotten what was coming to him. After hearing the way he just talked to Pinkie, Sunset didn't feel bad for him in the slightest, and was instead proud of Derpy for doing what she did with those stale muffins. She simply smirked out of the corner of her eye and exited the bakery, now wondering where else in Equestria she could explore. Sunset was still somewhat shaken up by how well deceived both Pinkie's had played her all these years, but it was certainly a respectably impressive gig. At the very least, even if it wasn't at all what she was expecting when getting to know Pinkie a bit better, Sunset still remained happy that she finally got to know the real pony Pinkie, and that her experience with her at least went better than with Rainbow Dash.
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While continuing to trot through Ponyville, Sunset wasn't entirely sure where her next stop would be. She wasn't told specifically where each of her friends would be that day, but it was hinted that most of them would be somewhere around town. This was surmised after hearing of the dilemma Twilight alluded to during the coronation, as she mentioned everypony else stayed behind in Ponyville when she moved to Canterlot. This gave Sunset the idea to at least scope out Ponyville further, as it would still fulfill her motivation at seeing more of Equestria, even if she wasn't immediately able to find a friend to share the experience with. Still bearing in mind, there wasn't really a set plan for who she would hang with on each day, but rather, just finding the right opportunity while exploring, like she had originally planned.
Sunset also decided that for the sake of being polite in return to these ponies sacrificing their time just for her, she would hold off on visiting Silver Shoals until then. Sure, she technically already knew these ponies thanks to knowing their human counterparts, but getting closer with them was just as important if she planned on revisiting Equestria more often in the future. And since they had all agreed to bond with her, as requested by Princess Twilight, Sunset felt it was right to take their offers whenever she did happen to find them. So far, these experiences with the pony versions of her friends hadn't gone at all as Sunset had expected. Rainbow ended up hating her guts after falsely accusing Indigo Zap for purposefully malicious vandalism and theft. Pinkie just left Sunset feeling awestruck after knowing she could be hanging with either Pinkies no matter which world she was in, but regardless, she still seemed to be on good terms with her in the end.
Due to her experiences thus far, Sunset hoped nothing else would go wrong with the rest of her pony friends, and that she could make some actual good memories with them. It was one of the main aspects that had enticed her to return, as making friends felt like something she should've done many years ago. The only real pony friends she had for quite some time were Twilight and Celestia, as she had never bothered socializing beyond her mentor. Having more friends in Equestria could also make her own personal quest in relearning magic more satisfying to fulfill, as by then, she would actually have somepony to share that victory with. Although Sunset technically already had her human friends by her side for such occasions, they wouldn't really understand the extent of her merits, as they were all beings who weren't meant to truly use magic. With this in mind, she decided it was definitely a great plan to help herself feel more at home, as her time in the human world already taught her the values in making friends instead of driving them away.
As for her parents, Sunset decided there was no use in focusing on them at the moment. She could barely remember any distinct areas in Ponyville, as she had spent most of her youth growing up in Canterlot. There were still two sources of hope remaining, as Twilight mentioned she would research into the matter whenever she could, possibly coming up with something more concrete. Plus, Sunset had yet to visit Celestia, whom she believed definitely knew something about the matter, assuming she actually claimed wanting to become the mother-figure Sunset seemingly needed. Despite hearing her classmates mentioning how supportive and close their own parents were, Sunset always believed it was just as much a waste of time as socializing. This kept up to where she wouldn't even bother questioning why her parents weren't involved in her life, or truly considered the possibility of having an actual family. The human friends she made at CHS were the legitimate first family Sunset ever had in her entire life, and it seemed as if their love from day one had finally inspired her to look further into the family who brought her into the world.
Knowing it would be better to focus her parents later, Sunset kept on going through Ponyville until she finally noticed a familiar purple-maned unicorn in the distance. Thinking back to her bully days at CHS, Sunset remembered that out of the entire gang, she disliked Rarity the most. This was due to finding her overly dramatic reactions annoying, and often gritting her teeth in jealousy when overhearing other students claiming that Rarity was prettier than her. Since then, Sunset admired Rarity a lot more, as she learned over time they actually had a lot more in common than she really imagined. It was actually Rarity who had influenced Sunset's fashion choices at CHS, which genuinely improved the approaches she took at sporting leather outfits. Rarity also designed and crafted that spiky leather vest Sunset loved wearing often, which was unfortunately ruined when Gilda assaulted her in the alleyway.
Again, Sunset wasn't too saddened, as clothes were always replaceable, but this mostly served as a reminder that Rarity's generosity created trait and philosophy she had stuck with over time. The many instances of Sunset generously considering others before herself had exemplified this, especially when had risked her own life to save a helpless child from imminent danger. It was time to spend time with the one friend whom Sunset considered to have some of the best influences on her ever since they had become friends. She went over to Rarity to greet her, hoping that they could both make some wonderful memories together in the next few hours.
"Hey, Rarity." Sunset greeted. "I was wondering if now was maybe a good time for us to hang for a bit? If you're not too busy, of course."
"Oh, why hello, Sunset!" Rarity replied. "I'm afraid it is somewhat of a bad time, dear. I had just gotten report that my latest client had arrived in Manehattan a week earlier than expected. That's a week less for me to finish this dress I've been working on, which is still only a blueprint. I'm expected to finish the whole project by tomorrow, but if I by some miracle finish tonight, she'll recommend my line to absolutely all of her adoring fans."
"That's understandable." Sunset began, before thinking this could still be a great opportunity. "But since we're friends now, perhaps I can help you out? Let's just say the other... you, taught me a thing or two about fashion and generosity. Plus, I certainly wouldn't mind doing a little work with you, if it means we could bond with each other."
"Well, I'd certainly be in a state of organized chaos if I turned down help when I most certainly need it." Rarity said gratefully. "Miss Pommel and Sassy Saddles are currently doing their own side commissions, so I guess it'll just be you and me, my new assistant. Thank you very much, Sunset."
"Awesome!" Sunset said enthusiastically. "Are you going out to get the required materials or anything?"
"Not at all, actually. I have everything I need back at Carousel Boutique." Rarity responded. "I was actually checking to see if anypony around here could give me any fresh and original ideas to make this dress dazzle. Coming up with originality becomes rather difficult over time, wouldn't you believe it?"
"Yeah, I can certainly relate." Sunset acknowledged. "Even drawing up comic books begins to take a toll when you have no idea which direction to take. But anyways, it looks like you got your wish, now that I'm here. I guess we could head back to your place to discuss ideas."
"Sounds wonderful, dear." Rarity said with hope, as the two unicorns began heading to Carousel Boutique.
As they had both entered the carousel, Sunset could certainly see Rarity was truly having a lot more trouble than she let on. There were bizarre dress designs hanging on mannequin ponies, many papers with rejected designs scattered and crumpled up around the floor, and even several trash cans filled with cut fabric. With the knowledge of Rarity seemingly going through all this for the new client, and being told she had a week less to finish everything, Sunset certainly began feeling sympathetic toward her. Luckily, she was now there to help her generous friend prevail, and Sunset did have her own senses of fashion which would certainly give Rarity a new perspective on the matter. Seeing all the failed attempts at dresses, Sunset felt she had to understand what specifically Rarity needed to accomplish for this clothing commission.
"I can certainly see that you've already given a fine attempt in your creative spirit, that's for certain." Sunset started off.
"Yes, this organized chaos isn't a pretty sight at all, wouldn't you say?" Rarity asked rhetorically. "Unfortunately, after all these years in making hundreds of dress designs, the public simply demands more originality, quality, functionality, and creativity. And I'm afraid asking a designer like myself to now create something that perfect and ambitious is just too much."
"Let's break this down bit by bit." Sunset said, trying to analyze everything. "Did your client by any chance mention that this absolutely had to be a dress with the most perfect qualities imaginable?"
"Well... no." Rarity admitted. "She only mentioned wanting something nice to wear at the annual Manehattan beauty pageant. But of course she would say that, she wouldn't want to stifle my creativity. Plus, making super ambitious and perfectly designed dresses just proves to clients that I'm a designer who can outdo herself, putting quality and design over anything competitors would come up with. It guarantees business and gives yours truly a good image in the eyes of the public."
"I get you." Sunset understood, before explaining her own viewpoints. "But perhaps you're still going about it all wrong. Just hear me out, at least. It looks like you've become too focused on being a perfectionist for this dress, that you've forgotten to incorporate basic aspects to prevent it from becoming defective. For example, notice how some of those failed dresses in the corner either lack functionality or have incredibly unusual design choices. I feel as though focusing too much on perfecting this design may be more counter-intuitive than the little things, which really matter."
"I suppose... I had forgotten the image and direction I wanted to take with this project, since I hadn't really been working on it until after I was informed the deadline had changed." Rarity reflected. "I was working on Twilight's coronation gown after all, and did focus too heavily on being as ambitious as I could. That did admittedly backfire when I learned later on at the event, the dress being too ambitious contributed to the disaster of her falling off the balcony after she got her crown. Maybe you do have a point after all."
"Right, so I was thinking perhaps we could come up with something more different for your client." Sunset started explaining. "You said she simply wanted something nice to wear at a beauty pageant, right? I'd think something as simple as a vest could do the job just as effectively as a dress. Coming from me, dresses are pretty overdone at times, especially at beauty pageants. Plus, I would certainly know building a fully functional dress with tons of detail in such a short time isn't something we'd likely be able to pull off. With the stricter deadline and the order not specified to be a dress, I think we can definitely handle doing a vest, at least."
"A vest..." Rarity pondered. "I've never thought about crafting these for a Manehattan order, but I believe that could be a better idea, dear! We don't really have a lot of time either, so you do have a point, I'd most likely just put out something cheap and unfinished if I truly kept the ambition and stuck to the deadline. But unfortunately, I would have no idea where to start, I'm afraid I have little experience with designing vests, as I've mostly stuck to dresses my whole life."
"Well, how about just something simple, but able to accomplish the goal of making the pony look stylish?" Sunset proposed. "Maybe something made of leather? Leather's been part of most of my outfits, and it's always a material that made me happy and confident in my appearance. Plus, let's just say a good friend much like yourself, was able to design me one of the best and fashionable spiky leather vests I've ever seen."
"Leather?" Rarity thought for a second. "I can't believe I hadn't thought of using leather for my orders! I remember the time my mane got into a horrific incident, to where I couldn't show my face anywhere in Equestria. But after some motivation, I styled myself in the most trendy punk look I've ever managed to pull off. A full mohawk with leather attire which really added toward my fashion like never before. I even have some leftover leather in the shelves, so we wouldn't even need to make another trip to gather materials. This is incredibly brilliant, Sunset! If you plan on being in Equestria more often, you might have a future in fashion after all! I'd gladly even pay you for your services as my third assistant."
"I appreciate the offer, Rarity." Sunset smiled. "But it's really just something I came up with off the top of my head. Fashion's still not really my expertise, and I still had learn how to improve my own fashion from my other friends. Oh, and if I do plan on staying in Equestria longer, I've kinda already decided to focus more on improving my magic, since I haven't had available magic for so long."
"I understand, darling." Rarity replied. "But I really do owe you for saving me from this pickle. I honestly have no idea what I'd do if you hadn't come along and given me the inspiration I needed. Losing this client's interest would most certainly affect my business in many ways, even if I was at the mercy of her changing the plans very last minute."
"Very generous of you for sure." Sunset acknowledged. "But really, I'm just happy to help out a friend because I believe it's the right thing to do. After all, I used to be the kind of pony who's learned the hard way not to expect being rewarded for absolutely everything I do, let's just say."
"I insist, I should still do something for you." Rarity persisted, before thinking about it further. "I know! How about I design you a vest of your own? You most certainly know a thing or two about leather, and I would imagine it'd look nicely on you! Then you could study magic in style, wouldn't that be wonderful?"
"Well, alright. That does sound nice, thank you very much." Sunset replied gratefully. "But of course, we'll have to finish the main order for your client first, so we might as well get started. Is there anything at all I can help you with right now? You might need help gathering the materials to speed things along?"
"That would be excellent, dear." Rarity responded. "We haven't got a moment to lose, it's time to let the crafting marathon commence!"
With that said, both Rarity and Sunset began doing everything possible to create the most stunning leather vest anypony had ever seen. They had gathered materials, created a base design, and started trimming the leather sheets to make everything just right. Sunset had to admit, working with Rarity on clothing that was more suited to her own style was pretty fun, even if last time, it resulted in her and the rest of her friends wearing ridiculously laughable vegetable costumes. Overall, the vest was coming together rather nicely, and it began to feel like they had made huge progress in the little time they've spent collaborating on the project.
Things seemed to be going smoothly, up until the front door to Carousel Boutique opened. Rarity knew she wasn't expecting any customers today, since the shop was closed. This meant that either her client had arrived even earlier than she said, or it was likely her little sister. It turned out to be the latter, as both Sunset and Rarity heard a familiar and distinct squeaky voice from downstairs.
"Rarity, I'm home!" Sweetie Belle shouted, before making her way up the stairs as Sunset and Rarity had paused their activities."You mentioned earlier before school that you had to work on some dress, right? Well, now that I'm growing older and needing to learn future responsibilities, I'd figure I could help-"
But before Sweetie Belle could even finish, she saw Sunset, whom she had presumed was already assisting Rarity in her work. Her disappointment caused her ears fall back in sadness, as this was confirmed when Rarity spoke up.
"I'm terribly sorry, sister." Rarity apologized. "But I'm already doing that with my friend, Sunset here. If you would like us to spend time doing things together, perhaps we could mine for gems next week?"
"Alright then..." Sweetie Belle sighed, before murmuring as she began leaving the room. "It figures that the one time I actually want to spend time with my big sister, she doesn't have any time. Yet when she missed me, she only wanted us to do things I liked when I was way younger."
However, Sunset's hearing was keen to where she was able to understand everything the filly had just said, even from a fair distance away. Sunset already began to get flashbacks of the Anon-a-Miss incident, where she unknowingly took time away from the older sisters of Applebloom, Scootaloo, and Sweetie Belle, which caused the three little girls to became jealous and attempted to frame her. This was certainly no different, as the pony Sweetie Belle seemed noticeably upset when she was legitimately looking forward to spending time with her older sister. 
Although what the girls did to her back in the human world was especially rotten and selfish of them, Sunset still felt a part of herself was wrong too, by simply letting Applejack exclude Applebloom from their activities. Sure, it was more ideal to hang with a group of friends around the same age, but just as she had said herself after the revelation, she already knew herself what it was like to be all alone. Although Sunset wasn't immediately thinking Sweetie Belle might plan on doing something as malicious to her for stealing her big sister, she was considering doing what she should've done back then, which might've prevented the whole Anon-a-Miss conflict in the first place.
"Rarity..." Sunset began before explaining why she suddenly stopped making further progress on the vest. "Maybe we shouldn't just exclude your sister like that. It looked like she was really looking forward to spending more time with you, and I wouldn't want to take that away from her. I also heard her mutter under her breath, something about how when you missed her, you purely wanted her to indulge in things she only liked when she was little?"
"Oh, right." Rarity said sheepishly. "That was an embarrassing experience for me, how I spent so much time away from my sister, to where I wanted to have more quality time with her, unaware she wasn't a little filly anymore. But I did end up taking away the lesson that growing up doesn't necessarily mean you also grow apart. As such, I had accepted to give her room to continue growing older on her own, as I've already assured myself she'll always be my little pony."
"Well, even if you've decided to give her space, it sounded like she really wanted to spend more time with you herself this time." Sunset elaborated, before alluding to her own parents. "If there's anything that my friends have taught me, it's that family always comes first, and that we really shouldn't exclude them when they genuinely want to spend time with you. Plus, let's just say that, I've already embraced the strong feeling that... family won't be around forever. She really did sound sad and disappointed that I'm taking up your time, so perhaps we could have her join us."
Rarity looked back at their handiwork so far, but then looked toward the direction Sweetie Belle went, thinking of Sunset's words. She began to realize her friend was right, and that this was a perfect opportunity to spend time with her sister, as this was one of the very few times in the past year Sweetie Belle actively wanted to hang out.
"You're absolutely right, Sunset." Rarity admitted making a huge mistake. "I've decided to give my sister more space to be herself, and the one time she wants to be with me, I deny her of it. Again, I guess I was caught up with making this order perfect, to where I didn't really think consider having her, as you were already assisting me. And she did say she wanted to learn from me, as one day, I'll be too old for this job, and she'll be the one running things around here. She certainly can't do just that if I don't teach her anything."
"I'm glad you see things this way now." Sunset said, happy she was seemingly able to immediately stop tension between the two unicorn siblings. "Should I go get her?"
"No need, dear." Rarity replied. "I'll go fetch her, but truly, thank you for caring enough to see family problems which I couldn't even see myself."
As Rarity stormed out of the workshop and toward Sweetie Belle's room, the two sisters reconciled before finally returning to Sunset. She noted that Sweetie Belle now seemed much happier than she was a few minutes ago, which made her feel deep down, she had done the right thing. Although the three girls definitely were in the wrong with framing Sunset, she was still able to understand why they did it, as she also knew from experience what it was like to be left out.
"Well, I guess it looks like the three of us are now going to finish this vest for that ultra-important client of Rarity's?" Sunset asked rhetorically.
"You bet!" Sweetie Belle exclaimed excitedly. "Rarity said it was your idea, so thank you very much for letting me spend time with my sister after all. Honestly, I'm kinda surprised you two didn't just carry on without me. That's what I'd usually expect if Rarity's already got that Coco pony working on dresses with her. Out of curiosity, what made you feel the need to let me join in on the activity, Sunset?"
"Well, I know myself what it's like to be alone and left out." Sunset began alluding to what the the human version of Sweetie Belle had done to her. "I did feel bad for taking your sister's time away from you, and let's just say... last time I unknowingly did this with another friend, their sibling became jealous and acted maliciously toward me. I'm not saying you would've done the same, it's just... something I've learned during my entire journey of accepting friendship."
"Sweetie Belle? Not acting malicious?" Rarity questioned with a bit of sarcasm in her voice. "Oh, I don't know, Sunset. My dear sister here once tried to sabotage the headdress I made for Sapphire Shores, just because she felt the costumes I made for her play got more acknowledgement than her acting. She actually almost cost me my entire career, now isn't that right, Sweetie?"
"Come now, I said I was sorry, didn't I?" Sweetie Belle pouted. "Plus, I did make that extra change with the dolphin stitching, which she ended up loving. But hey, this will give me a nice opportunity to learn from the master. One day, I'll be the one running Carousel Boutique, and you have said I've got the creative vision to craft, haven't you?"
"Yes, I suppose it's a good time to teach you more about fashion, darling." Rarity responded. "Alright, so why don't we all continue where we left off?"
"Yeah, sounds good." Sunset said, enthusiastic to continue.
Although the three ponies began working on the vest as expected, Sunset was still somewhat shook up by the fact Sweetie Belle did at some point end up nearly costing her sister's career out of pettiness. This was much like the human version of her, who ended up stealing Sunset's phone at the slumber party while everyone was asleep and downloaded the embarrassing photos and videos to post on MyStable. Sunset began thinking she definitely did the right thing, not only for helping Rarity improve her family relationship like a good friend, but because it might've also potentially saved her from a jealous Sweetie Belle's retaliation.
Regardless of what the outcome would've otherwise been, Sunset was glad the Anon-a-Miss incident still helped her learn a valuable lesson, even if in all fairness, it wasn't particularly clear that the three young girls were feeling excluded at the time. She took this off her mind as everypony continued doing the usual routine of gathering materials and assisting Rarity whenever possible. Rarity also had to admit, twelve hooves working together made things much faster than only four, even if she was more used to working by herself. After a few hours of hard work and perseverance, the leather vest was completed, and to Sunset, it looked much better than the one the human Rarity had made for her. She could almost feel a joking degree of envy toward the pony who would end up receiving this wonderful vest, but still kept in mind that Rarity promised she'd make another for her.
"That sure is a beauty, Rarity." Sunset acknowledged as the three unicorns gazed upon the marvelous attire. "I'm glad we were able to do this whole project together."
"And now, I would like for you to try it on, Sunset." Rarity said. "I do need somepony to model the vest for me, since Sweetie Belle here is still a little too small."
"That's fine, I'm in no hurry to grow up anyways." Sweetie responded, alluding to the incident where she and the rest of the Cutie Mark Crusaders became adult mares.
"Wow, this is quite a privilege." Sunset said before taking the vest off the rack and putting it on herself. 

It made her feel at home in the human world, since this was the first time she had worn leather as a pony. The leather vest to Sunset, symbolized the path she had gone down, to where the beauty of the vest manifested as the inner kind and empathetic pony she had become. Having three ponies work together on the dress certainly cut down on the time spent constructing the attire, and it also gave Sunset a good opportunity to bond with not only Rarity, but her little sister too. With the client's order finished, Rarity and Sweetie Belle gazed upon a pony who showed beauty on not only the outside, but the inside as well, after seeing the lovely acts of kindness she had done for both of them.

	
		Chapter 36: Peckish Pal



Sunset had just finished modeling the leather vest for Rarity and returned it to the rack, while a satisfied Sweetie Belle headed off to her room after a long session of being a secondary assistant to her big sister. It was time for both unicorn mares to travel to Manehattan and meet up with the client who ordered the attire. Although she already mistakenly ended up in Manehattan after falling asleep on the train yesterday, Sunset decided it would still be a nice opportunity to continue spending time with Rarity if they were able to travel there together. After all, worrying too much about getting to the coronation didn't give her much room to truly explore the marvelous sights of the city, much like with Canterlot during the Wallflower memory incident. The only issue she could immediately foresee was that she'd likely need to go back to home to Canterlot first for some bits in order to purchase another train ticket.
"All right, so now that the vest is good to go, I suppose we can travel to Manehattan now?" Sunset asked. "You did mention your client will give you a much bigger bonus if you got there early, right?"
"Very much so." Rarity replied. "Miss Valencia will surely be pleased to the point where she'll pay extra and even recommend my line to everypony in Equestria. She is a powerful influencer in the clothing market, after all."
"Valencia?" Sunset began to think back on who that might be. "That name sounds familiar, even to me. I want to say I've met her once in my adventures back in the human world?"
"Oh, well there you have it!" Rarity exclaimed in excitement. "That goes to show how well known she is. In the meantime, we might as well take the train, since it appears to be arriving at the west Ponyville station in about 15 minutes. Perfect timing, I'd say! Since I regularly have to travel for delivering my clients' orders, I do have a creator's pass which allows me to take the train at no charge, plus one guest. Since you would want to explore more of Equestria, you're welcome to come with me, dear."
"Really? That's great!" Sunset said with delight, now knowing the train ticket problem was solved. "Since we're heading to Manehattan to deliver the order, will that give us some time to check out some of the city together?"
"Well, not quite." Rarity replied. "See, once I arrive to Manehattan, I'll also have to fill out some paperwork while attending a meeting with other fashionistas. After which, I'm expected to also attend the beauty pageant itself and act as a photographer during the showoff segment. You're certainly welcome to take part in the event, admission is free and all. But I'm afraid we most likely won't have time together there."
"Oh, really?" Sunset said with a little disappointment. "Well, I suppose I could try to enjoy Manehattan by myself, but it certainly would be nice to have somepony join me. Are any of our friends going to be there too?"
"Actually, come to think of it..." Rarity began. "Starlight did mention to me this morning that she was going to be somewhere around Manehattan. Perhaps you two could be travel buddies for a few hours while I take care of my business responsibilities."
"All right, cool!" Sunset said with her optimism back. "It'd be nice to spend time with her, since I haven't really met anyone whom I can truly connect with as far as having a troubled past."
"Very nice then, onward to the train station!" Rarity announced happily before taking the leather vest off the rack and putting it in a fancy bag.

Rarity and Sunset had just arrived in Manehattan after getting off the train. The memories of anxiety began to slowly inch up to Sunset, as the last time she was here, there was a scenario of panic involving becoming critically late to a big event. Since the event was well over by this point, she had nothing to worry about and had a whole luxurious city to fully explore. Admittedly, Sunset had never seen Manehattan much, or was truly familiar with what the city contained. This began to feel like yet another effect from her living in Canterlot, as she stayed there during a majority of her time in Equestria. 
She used to always feel that being a pony who lived in Canterlot gave her privileges above anypony else, to where caring about other cities and landscapes wasn't of her interest in the slightest. Due to this, Sunset felt this would be a great change, being able to finally appreciate the outer world she had neglected for so long, even if it was considered to be an inferior lower-class compared to Canterlot. Going with Rarity into the city, Sunset was luckily able to spot Starlight a short distance away, casually sitting outside at a restaurant's table by herself. As she had mentioned previously, Rarity had to go attend an important meeting, so she waved goodbye to Sunset and went about her own way, as Sunset trotted over to the restaurant.
"Hey again, Starlight." Sunset greeted the one friend she always found immensely relatable, before taking a seat with her. "Seems like a good day to be in Manehattan, right? Pretty nice to just relax and get away from all the hard work in our everyday lives."
"Hi, Sunset." Starlight greeted back. "Yeah, admittedly, I could certainly use a break after everything the School of Friendship puts me through. Being a guidance counselor isn't exactly the easiest job in Equestria."
"I understand." Sunset said. "What are you doing here by yourself, by any chance? Mostly to explore Manehattan?"
"Yeah, I just felt like seeing more of Equestria now that I have some free time. You're welcome to join me in that activity, if you wish. Right now though, I'm just grabbing a bite to eat, as this restaurant opened up recently, so I thought I'd check it out. I've been told it's a place many other ponies would certainly recommend, and that the food's certainly 5 stars. Would you like to order something with me as soon as the waiter's ready?"
"Well I would, but I unfortunately left my saddlebag and money back at home." Sunset replied. "It's okay though, I already had some muffins along the way, I'm sure I'll manage."
"Don't worry about paying, I'll handle it." Starlight assured. "You are both my friend and guest, after all. We didn't get too much time to know each other last time you returned to Equestria, so I'd figure this would be a nice time for us to bond."
"That's really nice of you." Sunset smiled.
By perfect timing, the waitress finally came out of the restaurant, ready to take orders. Both Sunset and Starlight's eyes widened when they saw who it was. They had a seemingly mutual feeling of anxiety as the pony before them sparked unpleasant memories during their first adventure together. However, both of them tried their best to keep calm and carry on casually without acting unusual.

"Hello there, I'll be your waitress this fine afternoon!" Juniper Montage said with enthusiasm. "What can I get started for you today at the Manehattan Eatery?"
"Hi, could I just get a simple order of hayburger and fries, please?" Starlight ordered.
"Yeah, I'll have the same thing she's having." Sunset requested, not really being too picky on food, as her absence in Equestria gave her less of a palette to choose from.
"Coming right up!" Juniper said as she wrote down the orders and returned to the restaurant's kitchen.
"Starlight, did you just get déjà vu from that?" Sunset questioned.
"If you were thinking about a certain magical mirror and giant movie star monster, then you just read my mind." Starlight responded. "At least we won't need to worry about anything this time, since we both got our magic. But... let's move on from that unpleasant experience, and get to know each other a bit better while we wait for our food."
"Agreed." Sunset nodded, before returning back to the previous conversation. "So hey, you run a school yourself? That sounds pretty impressive. The most I've ever been is a student, and hey, even being Princess Celestia's pupil only still entailed being once again, a student. I've never heard of this school before, besides small mentions from Twilight writing to me."
"Oh yeah, it's a more recent institution Twilight and I set up." Starlight explained. "Let's just say that having almost every creature here in Equestria becoming acquainted with ponies wouldn't have been possible if not for the school. Yaks, griffins, hippogriffs, dragons, changelings, you name it. To be honest, I've always been surprised at how far I've come in both my life and career. I went from a manipulative village ruler who believed everypony should be equal, to a caring psychological advisor for a school encouraging all sorts of creatures and ponies to feel proud about being different."
"Tell me about it." Sunset related to Starlight's words. "I used to be a manipulative bully myself, who shunned ponies interested in being my friends, took Princess Celestia for granted, and even worse, ruled CHS with an iron fist. Honestly, Starlight? It's kind of become a form of psychological relief for me ever since I met you and learned more about your past. It just... feels nice to have somepony to relate with and understand where you've been your whole life. I mean, how many friends have you made also share as troubled a past as yours?"
"I know, right?" Starlight replied. "Before I met you, I felt more connected with ponies like Trixie, just for the fact that I was able to understand her on at least a smaller level. She's mentioned taking over Ponyville for a while after obtaining the Alicorn Amulet and creating many forms of turmoil. Honestly, that still seemed like nothing compared to what I did. Trixie wanted revenge on Twilight for ruining her show after the incident with the Ursa Minor, and I wanted to get back at Twilight for interfering with my beliefs and structure of a society where everypony was equal. But to her credit, she eventually helped me understand why those beliefs were wrong."
"While it feels like I never had any direct resentment toward Twilight, I still fall under that category for stealing her crown." Sunset reflected. "I was more bitter toward Princess Celestia at the time, mostly for not giving me what I wanted when I felt I was ready. And that unfortunately led me to be at my worst when I was all alone in the other world at CHS. All those years of shunning potential friends resulted in me becoming the nastiest bully imaginable. Whenever I reflect on that point in my life, I always look back in shame."
"I guess I could say the same too when Sunburst moved away during our youth. "Starlight related. "Like I've mentioned before, after he saved me from that stack of books and got his cutie mark, I felt I was abandoned. I made myself believe that cutie marks would take any potential future friends away from me, and started my village of equality. Little did I know, I was just taking away individuality from those ponies which made them special."
"I see." Sunset listened on. "Now I don't have much room to speak myself, considering I was never close with my own family to bother keeping in touch with them, but I am now curious. Was there a reason you never kept in touch with Sunburst? I never kept in touch with my parents since I grew up as an overachiever who believed socializing was a waste of time."
"I'm thinking because I wasn't really told where he went off to?" Starlight reasoned. "Even if I had the motivation to write to him, he and his family did end up moving away before I even got a chance to ask for where he'd be after. I was still in a state of emotional shock and rather heartbroken after seeing him just leave me. But I learned later on that Sunburst actually only moved away with his dad to continue the rest of his new life, while his mother stayed behind in Sire's Hollow."
"He only grew up with a dad, just like I did?" Sunset began to brainstorm. "And you say this friend of yours was named Sunburst, just like my name, Sunset. Would you think it's a coincidence that we both have sun attributes in our names, along with the fact we only grew up with a dad in our lives? The only real difference I can see is that my dad and I lived in Ponyville, whereas you mention Sunburst and his dad lived in some place name named Sire's Hollow."
"Oh, no. I think you misunderstood." Starlight clarified. "His mom stayed behind in that town, but as for Sunburst and his father, all I was really told was that he moved to Canterlot to pursue his path in studying magic. I never actually questioned Sunburst on where his father lived after their move, but I would presume he moved there with him? Somepony did have to take care of him since he was still a little colt at the time. Either that, or his dad moved somewhere else, while he was placed under the care of Canterlot."
"Hmm, if that's the case, that would also explain why I only grew up with a dad before moving to Canterlot, and why I've never heard of anypony named Sunburst before you mentioned him to me." Sunset kept thinking. "Do you have any idea why his parents split up?"
"Unfortunately, that's all I was really told from Sunburst regarding his family." Starlight continued. "That, and the fact he's often been frustrated with how persistent his mother keeps sending him letters to ask about his future plans, when he and I returned to Sire's Hollow for a while. If I'm being honest, Sunset? It really was a shame to find out after all those years I felt abandoned, I could've simply asked his mom where Sunburst moved to, so I could've kept in touch with him. I always thought Sunburst and his entire family moved away after he got his cutie mark, but that apparently wasn't the case. And to think I almost caused Equestria to become a desolate wasteland when I was going up against Twilight with my time travel spells."
"Wait, you did what now?" Sunset asked from confusion, as her previous thought of Sunburst's parents were suddenly derailed.
"Oh yeah, I guess I never really talked about that." Starlight said with shame. "By changing the past to where Twilight and the rest of her friends never met, it somehow caused massive changes in the future that resulted in awful outcomes. It even got to a point where nothing in Equestria remained, as everything and everyone got obliterated. I single hoofedly almost caused Equestria to be completely wiped out, all because one childhood friend moved away. Yeah, I admit, my motives to do everything I did were very weak, and I would've ended up doing something I would've heavily regretted in the long run. Never really shared this with anypony else, since I'd imagine they'd believe I'm crazy or psychotic. And honestly, now that you've heard this, I wouldn't blame you for being afraid of me and thinking I've been a messed up pony for most of my life."
While Sunset was a little shaken up by what Starlight revealed, she couldn't help but feel Starlight was rather noble about opening up about something so serious.
"While I'm a little surprised to hear you went through all that, I'm kinda in a similar boat." Sunset explained. "After stealing Twilight's crown and putting it on myself, I turned into an actual she-demon bent on taking over Equestria with my own little army of personal human zombies. I planned on returning to Equestria to exact revenge against Princess Celestia while using my new powers to also create the literal destruction of this world we're both in right now. So needless to say, it even feels like further mental relief to learn I now know somepony who can even understand where I've been in almost doing irreversible damage to all of Equestria. And it sounds like in both of our cases, it was because of Twilight that neither of us ended up going through with what we planned to do back then."
"Yikes, sorry to hear you had to go through that as well." Starlight replied. "When you first mentioned something like that during our first adventure together, I didn't realize it was to that extent. But you're right, it's nice to actually meet somepony you could connect with on such an immense level. Not even Trixie was capable of doing something as insane and unpredictable as I did. Both of us truly were one-of-a-kind mentally unstable unicorns back in the day, weren't we?"
"Yep..." Sunset agreed. "But hey, now that we both got each other and all sorts of other friends, we're been living the lives we've always wanted, right? All thanks to Twilight, it's no wonder she's the Princess of Friendship. Although I've had the ambitious wish of becoming a princess myself for so long, I instead now feel a lot happier in the path she's helped me take. Plus, let's just say I've learned over time that being a princess and leader is a much bigger responsibility than you would think."
"I could say the same about running a village." Starlight responded. "I agree though, like I mentioned before, thanks to Twilight, I would've never met Trixie or found Sunburst again. Speaking of Sunburst, would you like me to introduce you to him sometime later this week? It sounds like to me, you're hoping to find your parents or something?"
"Well, I suppose meeting him and his parents will at least give me a better idea on whether or not they're the biological family I have." Sunset elaborated. "And yes, that's kind of the idea, since like I've mentioned before, I was never particularly close to my family before I moved to Canterlot and became Princess Celestia's pupil. All I knew for absolute certain was that during my days as a filly, I only grew up with a dad, but not a mom. Is it reasonable to surmise that since Sunburst's parents were for whatever reason separated, there's a connection there between his dad and mine?"
"Sure, I can help you two get acquainted whenever I get the word he's not too busy." Starlight offered. "Admittedly, your reasoning does seem to make sense to me, since aside from Sunburst, you're the only other pony in Equestria I'm familiar with who has 'Sun' in their name."
"What about Sunburst's dad though?" Sunset questioned. "After everything that's remained ever since the thought first came to me about looking for my parents, I only have one possible lead. There was a distinct word engraved on the bottom of my saddlebag, which I kept on thinking has to mean something more significant, as I have a definite memory that my dad gave it to me. Is Sunburst's dad named 'Solstice' by any chance?"
"No, I don't believe that's his name." Starlight debunked. "While I've never really known Sunburst's father personally, I'm pretty certain that based on the times Sunburst and I hung out, he vaguely mentioned something about how his dad's name was actually 'Sunspot' and not 'Solstice', as you presume."
"Well... then there's still the possibility of either of those names being a nickname." Sunset believed. "Either way, a single dad with the attribute of 'Sun' in his name is enough of a lead for me to at least check and see whether he's my actual dad or not. I guess if I arrange a time to meet him, I could determine it for myself. The idea is, if he doesn't act strange when I mention the name 'Solstice' to him, or if I just don't recognize him at all myself, even through my vague memories of my father, then he's only Sunburst's dad and not mine. It'd still be worth a try, I'd imagine."
"Sounds like an all right plan to me." Starlight continued. "Plus, I'd certainly be happy to introduce you to my first childhood friend. It'd be nice to see two ponies I've grown to connect with so much finally meet. I'll be sure to contact Sunburst sometime after to meet with you, and if he has time, also introduce you to his father. Assuming Sunspot truly is your dad, that would make Sunburst your brother. Are you sure you've never heard of Sunburst before in your life, or had any vague hints of having a brother?"
"I'm afraid not." Sunset replied. "The very first time I heard a mention of anypony named Sunburst was from you, and I definitely wouldn't remember having a brother in my life, since it was only my dad and I who lived together in Ponyville."
"Hmm, okay, well I'll still arrange this with Sunburst regardless, since I want to help you out." Starlight smiled. "Anything for a good friend who just wants to get closer with their family. I'll admit, for a while, I never really liked my own dad, since he always treated me like a child whenever I came to visit him. But I eventually learned to love him and not take him for granted, as this behavior of his was more an effect of me not visiting him as often as he would've wished."
"A very valuable lesson to learn, since... one day, your family won't be around anymore, regardless of how close you were with them." Sunset moped. "I'm at least things worked out with your own dad, at least. But out of curiosity, what about your mother?"
"Oh, funny story about my mom." Starlight began. "See, when I was just a filly-" But before Starlight could even continue her story, Juniper had just returned with the food made in the time Sunset and Starlight were conversing together.
"All right, two orders of hayburgers and fries, as requested." Juniper announced to the two mares, before setting the plates of food in front of them. "Enjoy, and please be sure to leave a tip!"
"You got it, ma'am." Starlight said to Juniper before turning back to Sunset. "Err, I'll tell you the story some other time."
As Juniper trotted back into the restaurant, Sunset and Starlight began enjoying their meals. Just like with Derpy's muffins, Sunset notably had more enjoyment with this meal than most foods she was accustomed to as a human, since she was able to devour using her natural herbivore taste buds again. She had certainly forgotten what good hay tasted like, and to Sunset, it felt like such a relief, as she remembered attempting to chew on hay as a human didn't exactly work out for her.
"Hungry, aren't you?" Starlight observed as she saw Sunset downing the meal as if she hadn't eaten in a while.
"You bet, haven't had good hay like this in ages." Sunset replied, while finishing off nearly all her fries. "And hey, I just made a realization. At least this time around, our waitress didn't serve us a dish of revenge like she did last time, right?"
"Ha! That's a good one." Starlight said amused, as both unicorns continued to finish up their meals.

	
		Chapter 37: Trixie's For Kids



Finally finishing up their meals, both Sunset and Starlight enjoyed what this new restaurant was able to provide, despite their waitress sparking bad memories for them. Their experience with the human Juniper at least brought them closer together, making their first adventure that much more memorable. They were ready to leave, but not before Starlight had left payment for their tab, along with a tip, as she had promised. It still made her feel awkward to once again interact with this Juniper, since she had technically already met her, despite her not being the same one. Once Juniper had been satisfied with the payment and collected it, the two unicorns trotted off together further in Manehattan, thinking of what to do next.
"Well, that sure was awkward seeing who our waitress was, don't you think?" Starlight asked. "I think that's the first time I've actually met somepony in another world before I got to know them here in Equestria."
"That's actually what's been happening to me ever since I decided to take an extended return here." Sunset related. "I guess spending time in another world under the philosophy of making new friends had somehow gotten me to know a lot of people there. And since I've returned, I've been running into the pony versions of those very people I've known, or at least encountered once or twice during my stay there."
"You can even relate to that with me?" Starlight asked with astonishment. "We really do have a lot more in common than I thought. Well, I suppose whenever you do plan on taking more extended stays in Equestria, you've got another best friend here. To be honest, I've never really had a legitimate best friend before until I met Trixie. Even then, I do sometimes feel she can be a bit of a pain, as she especially has a habit of not recognizing how badly her actions affect others. I've even lost my temper several times due to it, since it really did get that bad."
"Hmm, I don't really know much about the Trixie you know." Sunset began. "So far with the pony versions of people I've met, they can be either close to their human personalities, or completely different. But from what you've described of Trixie, it sounds like she's got the same obnoxious ego me and my friends have to put up with at CHS from time to time. To her credit though, she never means anything bad when acting the way she does, it's mostly behavior I roll my eyes at, since there's usually no harm from her actions. Plus, she even helped me one time when this girl erased my friends' memories with some magical stone artifact, so I'm more neutral on her, honestly."
"I get that feeling, Trixie's still loyal and trying to mean well." Starlight explained. "Plus, if it wasn't for her help, we probably wouldn't have helped the Changelings turn a new leaf and fit in to Equestria's society. I just... really wish she would at least take her experiences with me more to heart, and wasn't so oblivious with her shenanigans. Like there was one time she kept trying to be my assistant once Twilight promoted me to headmare of the School of Friendship. She unfortunately kept performing incompetently and even ended up putting innocent students in massive danger."
"I can definitely understand where you're coming from, but it's not exactly with Trixie from my experience." Sunset elaborated. "I've learned it's better to treat your closest friends like family, and that we can't always expect them to be perfect with us. I know what it's like, I even wished the same when I went to this festival with Pinkie. I kept getting frustrated, expecting a perfect day with her, but she just kept screwing things up and even got us both kicked out. Then, when I finally got what I wanted in my eyes as a 'perfect' day, I realized it just wasn't the same without her, and no matter how hard you try, wanting to make things perfect will just make you eternally miserable, since it's impossible. Plus, since I have my own personal flaws such as anger issues, my friends still always accepted me for who I was, much like I did the same for them."
"I never really thought of it like that, sounds like a pretty nice philosophy to take to heart." Starlight heeded Sunset's words. "I'm certainly not the most perfect pony myself, yet Trixie still accepted me despite these flaws. For example, I sometimes still have a habit of bottling up my anger to not be more calm and direct with Trixie before I just suddenly explode in her face. But thinking about this in the way you just worded it, she's still stuck by my side after all this time because we both accept each other. I suppose it's more just a matter of knowing how to live with Trixie, as I'd definitely feel lonesome without her. Honestly, this hesitation in standing up for myself seemed more like an effect on starting out feeling comfortable in making new friends. Because when I only just started to accept and embrace friendship, the last thing I wanted to do was-"
As Starlight was about to finish, Sunset tried to finish the sentence before being surprised at Starlight seemingly finishing the sentence mutually, almost as if she was reading her mind.
"Let everypony down." Both Sunset and Starlight said to each other simultaneously. Starlight gave a warm smile to Sunset at how she was even able to understand this psychological issue she's kept battling for a while. Sunset smiled back, realizing that this seemed to be a nice parallel toward how Princess Twilight and herself came to a mutual understanding of each other as a group leader, back when they were both trying to stop the Dazzlings.
"I wasn't really as confident of a leader for my friends since it was still something new I was getting used to." Sunset reflected. "It mostly involved pleasing everyone and ensuring they'd always have a friend who'd stick by their side regardless of what happens. Things weren't easy when most students at CHS kept shunning me or acting hostile. Rightfully so, since I certainly did much worse to all of them for so long. But after I saw my friends weren't powerful enough without me to aide them in their struggles, I was finally able to stand up, helping me cement myself as both a leader and true friend. It certainly was a struggle to overcome my past insecurities after all that had happened, but I managed to do so and fully integrate myself into the group as a respected and trusted leader."
"That sounds like a bold path you went down, Sunset." Starlight acknowledged. "I actually wish I had more time to experience a similar journey, since what I almost did by myself was pretty horrible. Somehow, Twilight was able to help convince everypony here that I had turned a new leaf, and that I could be a new friend for them all. I sometimes still feel bad that even after what I did, I didn't get a more fitting punishment."
"Well, from what I've read about you from Twilight, you've certainly done more good than bad in your own journey, so I'd definitely be happy for that." Sunset assured. "Although I got a punishment of rebuilding CHS after I turned into a demon and wrecked the front doors, the punishment that hit the hardest was still being socially and mentally tormented in a society that didn't understand or accept me. Well... at least until Twilight convinced my human friends to pick me up off the ground, shortly before returning to Equestria. And to be fair, I didn't exactly have Twilight to help convince everyone at CHS to give me another chance immediately, so I did have to take baby steps to get where I am now."
"That makes sense." Starlight listened on. "Perhaps it's better that I don't compare our pasts in that light, since we clearly both went through drastically different psychological effects. The least I could say now is, the two of us are finally no longer miserable and lonely, all thanks to Twilight. I'm happy for us both, along with the fact we've gotten to know each other more closely during the time we've spent together."
"Same here." Sunset agreed. "Even after you had an extended stay back in the human world the first time, we mostly hung out with my human friends, to where we didn't really have as much time to know each other like we are now. Speaking of which, how was the stay for you, personally? I'm sure it still felt awkward trying to adjust toward walking on two feet instead of four hooves?"
"The stay itself was pretty great." Starlight replied. "It was nice meeting your human friends, and I certainly enjoyed the ice cream they served at that... mall, I think it was called? As for the rest of the days I spent there, it was cool being able to explore a whole new world I had never seen before, let alone doing so outside of my unicorn body. The only real weird occurrence however, seemed to begin after the third day."
"Hm? How so?" Sunset asked out of curiosity.
"Well, I didn't say anything back then since it was only a temporary stay, and I didn't think much of it at the time." Starlight began explaining. "Everything seemed to be normal the first two days I spent in your world, but after the third day, I couldn't help but feel something was amiss. Despite being a human without magic, I began noticing unusual reflexes in my new body, almost as if a new jolt of magic was suddenly controlling me. Magic also began to somehow resonate in me, in a way that I could almost perceive, without being able to actually use it. And to top it all off, I had the weirdest dream on the third night. It's hard to describe, but... I could only sum it up as, me somehow sitting in complete darkness, while a voice in the distance began to cry out for help. The creepiest part being, it sounded like my voice."
Sunset's eyes widened after what Starlight just revealed, before speaking up herself. "That's... that's really chilling to me now that you've mentioned it. Even though I went through that portal many years ago, I still vividly remember almost a similar experience. Just like you described, on the third day, I felt uneasy myself when a seemingly outside force began to control my body. And likewise, later that night, I had that exact same dream too. It was pitch black, to where I couldn't even see my own hand in front of my face. Shortly after, I could've sworn I heard my own voice, except that it wasn't me speaking. Among the crying and screaming, I recalled two distinct sentences I was able to make out from the rest. All I know was, I definitely heard the phrases 'Mom, please be with me!' and 'Don't just leave me here, please!' said in my voice."
A chill ran down Starlight's spine as she responded. "That's legitimately pretty weird. So it wasn't just me, you went through this unusual dream and behavior out of your control too? Not only that, but also on the third day during our first times we visited the human world? I have no idea what this could mean, but I really can't imagine this was just a coincidence. If it was only me, I'd have only chalked it up as a bizarre dream, which anypony can get. There has to be more meaning behind why we both went through that when entering the mirror."
"I agree with your reasoning." Sunset replied. "The thing is, when I was hanging with Pinkie earlier at Sugarcube Corner, she mentioned how Princess Celestia at one point said something about how when Twilight first entered the mirror to retrieve the crown I had stolen, she had to go alone. Apparently, this had something to do with how sending the rest of her friends with her through the mirror could upset the world's balance? Either, this was connected to what Celestia was getting at when mentioning an imbalance, or we just had one very creepy coincidence occur."
"Considering how I'm certainly not as big of an expert as you regarding that world, I can't really say for sure." Starlight said. "Even during my own magical studies, the idea of a magical mirror sending you to another world was beyond my comprehension. If Celestia really said that though, I'd certainly ask her more about it, since it definitely sounds like she knows something more deep behind that mirror. She's now living in Silver Shoals with her sister, so feel free to visit her whenever you'd like."
"Yeah, Twilight's told me about that." Sunset began, looking a little bit glum. "I'm not really sure if I should be asking her about that though. Looking back, my persistent curiosity of that mirror was what drove Celestia and I apart, and how I ended up in the life I currently have. She always told me I wasn't ready to know about that mirror just yet, and I began to learn over time, perhaps she was right. I stayed behind in a world I had next to no knowledge about, and even after being there for so long, I'm still not sure if there's something else crucial I'm missing. I just don't know if I should bring up this topic again with Celestia, and if it could once again, negatively impact our relationship."
"I'm sure she'd still be willing to give you some closure for this unanswered mystery." Starlight assured. "Plus, that was back when you were her pupil. Now that she's no longer the princess of all of Equestria, she's got more time to relax and reflect on the past. For that matter, this sounds like information you deserve to know, now that you've spent a good chunk of your life there. You now have rare knowledge of a world, which most ponies here in Equestria have no idea even exists. If Celestia still deems you as 'not ready' to learn further information about that world, then I'd have to believe she's deliberately hiding something she doesn't want you to know about."
"Sounds about right." Sunset reasoned. "I guess... I'll ask her about it once I get to Silver Shoals, but if she doesn't want to reveal anything, I'll respect her wishes and not pry any further."
"Pretty noble choice for sure." Starlight said. "Good luck handling things when you reach that point, I hope it goes well, Sunset."
"Yeah, same..." Sunset replied. "Now that we've been going around Manehattan for a while, I'm still not sure where we should head next. All I know is, Rarity's doing something with an influencer at a beauty pageant right now. I'm wondering if we should make that our next stop?"
"Oh yeah, I heard about that." Starlight recalled, as she saw the clock of a nearby building. "According to the time, that show isn't going to start for at least another hour, so you have a little more time to explore. In the meantime, Trixie told me that she'll be performing a show somewhere around Manehattan, but she didn't mention where specifically. If we do run into her, that's another event we can check out together. Plus, I'd certainly be happy to introduce you to Trixie."
"Sounds cool." Sunset smiled. "I think I already have a pretty good idea on what Trixie's like, but of course, I haven't met this one yet. She might be full of herself at times, but she can still put on an enjoyable show. If she's anything like the Trixie I know, she'll be doing tricks involving peanut butter crackers and teacups. At least, the show she put on back at CHS was heavily themed around those two things."
"That certainly sounds like her, all right." Starlight said amused. "We've certainly had a number of adventures together."
Starlight began to share numerous stories about her and Trixie to Sunset, as they kept trotting around town looking for any places that might catch their attention. Nothing particularly stood out yet, so they mostly kept on exploring while bearing in mind that stopping by Trixie's show was a good choice. Sunset listened on to Starlight's stories until one particular story stood out, leaving her incredibly confused on what she had heard.
"Wait, what do you mean you traded away Trixie's wagon?" Sunset asked in an aghast manner. "Sure, the wagon might've been cramped, but that doesn't give you the right to sell something you don't own, at least not without her approval. I couldn't imagine any of my friends still being with me if I sold their belongings without their knowledge. Seriously, what were you thinking?"
"Yeah, I admit, that was especially rotten of me." Starlight said sadly. "It's definitely one of the biggest regrets I've made in my life, which makes me seem hypocritical when I earlier criticized Trixie for doing things without thinking of the consequences. I might've just been frustrated with how poorly our whole trip to Saddle Arabia was going, and she did end up getting her wagon back, but that's certainly no excuse for what I did. This certainly best exemplifies the conversation you and I had earlier, how Trixie and I are friends because we accept each other for who we are, despite these issues."
"Well, I'm glad things were able to work out between you and her." Sunset said modestly. "I still wish I could say the same for me and the pony Rainbow Dash..."
"Hm? May I ask what's wrong?" Starlight asked with a bit of concern.
"Eh, let's just say I accused a good friend of hers of a serious crime, only to find out it wasn't actually her." Sunset said with guilt. "Now Rainbow no longer wants anything to do with me. Talk about getting off on the wrong hoof, huh? I have no idea how I'm going to explain to Twilight about this..."
"Hey, don't fret too much." Starlight assured. "Before I met Trixie, I was trying to spend more time with the rest of Twilight's friends too. I didn't exactly make the best first impressions with any of them either. Plus, accusing someone wrongly sounds like nothing compared to my huge blunder involving Trixie's wagon, and she's still my friend to this day. Take it from me, Sunset. She'll forgive you in due time, though I would at least report to Twilight on what happened for you two to perhaps talk things out."
"Thanks, Starlight." Sunset said, a little happier with her guilt eased. "You might be the first friend I've made who's been able to fully understand most of, if not all the psychological problems relating to friendship I've dealt with over the years."
"I could certainly say the same about you." Starlight smiled, before hearing a familiar voice in the distance. "Well, good luck fixing things with Rainbow, I'll be sure to vouch for you if Twilight decides to call a meeting for us all. But moving on from this, I think I just heard Trixie's voice. It sounded like it came from over here, just down the street."
Sunset and Starlight turned the corner to see the aforementioned unicorn in the center of town square performing atop a large mobile stage. As Trixie continued to carry on with her show just as she normally would, she began to realize the audience was notably getting bored of the tricks she had started to unintentionally repeat. But the new tricks she had planned required a volunteer from the crowd, and with nopony seeming enthusiastic on participating in the seemingly dying show, Trixie found herself in a bit of a pickle. She had no idea if she was simply having an off-day, or if the crowd in Manehattan was just rather difficult to impress. However, this changed when Trixie was looking around her audience, and saw Starlight had now arrived, along with Sunset, whom she didn't recognize.
"Well well, if it isn't the Great and Powerful Trixie's favorite assistant!" Trixie announced before pointing at Starlight. "Since nopony seems to be up to the task of participating in my next amazing trick, how about you fulfill that role?"
"I'd be happy to, Trixie." Starlight began. "But I do have a guest with me this time around, and she's mentioned she enjoys magic shows. What do you say, Sunset?"
"Oh, sure. All right, I can do that." Sunset smiled as she trotted past the crowd of unamused ponies and onto the stage.
But instead of performing a trick with her as a volunteer like she would've expected, Trixie quickly grabbed Sunset's hoof and dragged her behind the curtains of the stage to give her a little rundown. Even before Trixie began explaining, Sunset already had somewhat of a feeling that Trixie needed to rely on her for something obvious in order to make this next trick work.
"Okay, listen up, girl." Trixie whispered to Sunset. "I can see you're a unicorn, so you clearly have magic, right?"
"Well yes, but-" Sunset began, but was quickly cut off before she could explain she hasn't had enough practice with her own magic.
"Perfect." Trixie said quietly. "All right, so for this trick, I'll be putting this hat on my head. Every time I say the magic word, 'teacup', I'll be ready to take it off, and every time I do, I'm going to have a new manestyle. The magic word will be your cue to use your magic from behind the curtain to change my manestyle. I don't mind what you end up creating with your magic, as long as you make it different from what I have now. The reason I can't use my own magic to do that is because the crowd would very clearly see my magical aurora, which would ruin everything. You understand all the instructions I just laid out?"
Sunset was unable to give a clear answer right away, after believing this would not end well, especially with her being out of practice with magic. "But I'm trying to tell you, I haven't had enough practice with magic-"
"Nonsense, you're a unicorn mare like me." Trixie insisted. "You've used magic for your entire life. Now no more stalling, just remember your cue when I say the magic words."
Trixie then went back on stage before Sunset sighed, not realizing what she just signed up for. She realized that while this could be a good opportunity for her to practice magic once again, making a mistake could certainly come at the expense of Trixie's performance. At the same time, Sunset could feel Trixie was cheating with this particular trick, as the volunteer she chose would essentially be doing all the work, while she'd be showing it all off. Still, this didn't seem far off from how the human Trixie would act at times, so Sunset decided to just roll with it and try her best.
"And although I just made my volunteer disappear, the Great and Powerful Trixie will now dazzle you all with this enchanted hat!" Trixie announced to the crowd, before putting the hat back on. "Every time I put it on, I will have expected to have come out of a beauty salon without actually paying for the manestyles! Why, this might be a good opportunity to have this hat give me a classy look, while I'm sipping a nice and fancy... teacup!"
Sunset listened on behind the stage, but began to panic when hearing her cue. She realized the first challenge was having proper judgement of where Trixie was behind the curtain, as she couldn't see through them. The second obstacle was definitely whether or not her mane-changing spell would even work, as from her previous experiences with attempting to use magic, she believed it could go either way. Almost without any hesitation, Sunset quickly used her magic to start up a growth spell, similar to the beanstalk she managed to grow during her last midterm at the School For Gifted Unicorns. As expected, she didn't manage to pull off the spell initially, but she tried harder to remember how she did so all those years ago. Unaware that Sunset was having trouble getting the spell underway, Trixie began to awkwardly take off her hat, only to find her mane remaining the same.
"Err... I said, I think this enchanted hat should give me a good manestyle that'll make me look classy whilst drinking from a teacup." Trixie reiterated a few times back toward Sunset's direction, as the audience was starting to really lose interest.
Finally, after trying to start up enough times, and hearing which direction Trixie's voice was coming from, Sunset managed to finally pull off a successful spell that she couldn't immediately see. She wasn't sure if the spell did grow out Trixie's mane, or if she had created an unintentional effect. Whatever was the case, Trixie sounded happy outside on the stage, to where Sunset peaked around the corner to see what was happening.

"Haha, I told you this hat was magical!" Trixie announced. "Look at how suddenly stylish your favorite magician's mane has become!"
The audience was not impressed in the slightest, along with the foals. They were all immediately able to surmise that Sunset was taken backstage to perform magic on Trixie's mane, and that this wasn't any kind of magic that the unicorns living in Manehattan were strangers to. With this final nail in the coffin, everypony in the crowd with the exception of Starlight, began grabbing their bits back from Trixie's admission jar and trotted away unamused.
"No, wait! Don't go, please!" Trixie begged, but it was far too late.
The admission jar was already empty, and the only ponies remaining were the three unicorns. Starlight went on stage to comfort her friend, while Sunset came out from behind the curtains to do the same. While processing what had happened, Starlight was rather confused at how Trixie was somehow failing at her magical performance.
"What happened there, Trixie?" Starlight asked. "You usually do so well in these performances, and make the crowds fall in love with your acts. But I couldn't help but feel you began to get desperate when you asked Sunset to perform magic for you off-stage."
"...Maybe it's a sign I'm not as good as I used to be." Trixie sighed. "Perhaps someone as great and powerful as I am finally getting too old for this kind of job. Plus, I've been performing for so many years now, it's hard for me to come up with new material. The mane shifting trick was just something I came up with off the top of my head, since I had no more ideas on how to truly amaze those ponies. Not even the fillies or colts in my audience seemed impressed by my performance, even for some of the good tricks I did earlier on in the show."
"I can definitely understand doing something for a little too long, to where I start getting sick of it." Sunset mediated. "It's why I decided to take a break from my old hometown to return to Canterlot for a bit. Maybe you were having an off-day, or the ponies here in Manehattan were just a tough crowd. But I know from experience that it's better to do something you have legitimate passion for, rather than something you begin to find repetitive and uninteresting after a while."
"I'm afraid... that is the case." Trixie agreed. "Performing magic has been my entire life, but now that I've done both figuratively and literally every trick in the book, ponies just don't find me entertaining anymore. Not just in Manehattan, but even the last few times I've gotten booked for magician gigs all over Equestria. I suppose... now that I've got big responsibilities as the new guidance counselor at that school with Starlight, along with doing this for so long... I've begun to lose passion for my craft."
"I know where you come from, Trixie." Sunset put a hoof on her. "Change is a tough thing to accept over time, but I've come to learn change can still be a good aspect for any of our lives. Starlight would certainly agree with me on that, wouldn't you?"
"Oh, right." Starlight said sheepishly. "Sunset does bring up a good point, though. Are there any other hobbies of interest you've grown to enjoy at all, Trixie?"
"Well, not really anything besides performing and having all sorts of ponies and foals adore me." Trixie reflected. "I just love that sort of attention and adoration from my work in entertainment. Now that next to nopony shows any further interest in magic anymore, I'm considering it's perhaps time I really do retire. Magic's not even that special to one pony since nearly one third of the entire pony population can use it."
"Adoration and... entertainment?" Sunset brainstormed. "And you mention you like doing so with other ponies including foals? Well, this is a job I enjoyed doing at my old town, but have you considered babysitting? I'm sure that would not only give you a perfect audience to show off what you can perform, but also gain that adoration you enjoy."
"Hmm, I hadn't considered that, but I actually like the idea." Trixie said with astonishment at how great the suggestion sounded. "For that matter, I've forgotten that when I was just starting out, I was actually hired to perform at other little foals' birthday parties. I think the first one I ever did was for somepony named Moondancer. Nopony else attended her party, but I was at least able to keep her entertained."
Sunset winced with a little guilt upon being reminded of an effect she caused by never being social with the other unicorns at Canterlot. Regardless, she was happy at being able to come up with a good solution for Trixie to continue on with her life, doing something she'd truly enjoy.
"Well, I'm glad we were able to figure something out, Trixie." Sunset smiled. "If you do start doing babysitting gigs around Equestria, maybe we should start calling you 'Babysitter Trixie', how does that sound?"
"I was thinking more along the lines of... 'The Great and Powerful Sitter', because I like to make my brand stand out." Trixie replied. "Though that name probably wouldn't sit well with parents who would want somepony to protect their foals. Alright, 'Babysitter Trixie', it is! I'll start looking for any potential jobs soon, because I'm ready to start a new career!"
"Thanks for caring enough to help her out, Sunset." Starlight smiled. "Even I couldn't have come up with an idea as great as that."
"Hey, your friends are my friends too." Sunset replied. "Plus, it's the least I can do for Trixie after she helped me stop Wallflower when she erased my friends' memories."
"...I did what now?" Trixie said, confused.
"Err, let's just say you unintentionally helped me." Sunset covered up her mistake of accidentally bringing up something the other Trixie did for her. "You're just that great and powerful."
"Indeed I am!" Trixie boasted. "But now that there could be foals in need of a sitter, Babysitter Trixie will be in town! I should start packing up my stage and equipment, while researching who needs someone to watch their foals. Wish me luck!"
Trixie went on to pack up all her things and head out of Manehattan by herself. Though Starlight felt it was probably a good idea to help her carry some of the load, as it did look rather heavy.
"I think I'm going to help Trixie carry her things." Starlight said to Sunset. "I might even help her get started on this whole babysitting business if she really needs it. In the meantime, the beauty pageant Rarity told me about should be starting soon, I think in about half an hour. The building is right down the corner on the left from where we are now, and it's got neon signs, so you definitely wouldn't miss it. Thanks again for being a good friend to both Trixie and I."
"Anytime, hope I'll see you again soon." Sunset finished, as she waved goodbye to the two unicorns now carrying huge wagons of equipment.
With enough time spent in Manehattan, Sunset realized that it was still a good opportunity to check out the beauty pageant, and the reception of the leather vest she and Rarity had worked on. Although she wasn't entirely sure if Rarity was finished with her meetings yet, she decided to still attend, as admission was free after all. Sunset went forth toward the direction Starlight had mentioned, happy that she was able to have good experiences with both Trixie and Starlight in her time here.

	
		Chapter 38: Stealing The Show



Sunset followed exactly where Starlight mentioned the beauty pageant was located, and arrived at the building as expected. She was now thinking of what she could potentially do with Rarity to continue spending time with her, assuming she wasn't directly involved with the event. As she entered the building with neon decorations, Sunset was able to get a clear idea on where everything was, due to the signs laid out in the main lobby. One door led to a hallway connecting to the auditorium, where the main event was taking place, while another door was connected to a break room, where Rarity presumably already finished her meeting, as it was now empty. 
While approaching the main hallway, Sunset stopped as she began hearing a voice in the distance, likely coming from another room on the other side of the building. As she distinctly heard the voice saying, 'Since you're no longer my fashionista, make sure you don't mess up my show, or you're fired!', something about the voice legitimately sounded familiar. It began to remind Sunset that the name 'Valencia' seemed like someone she met in the human world, but she had honestly forgotten who it was after a while. Regardless, it certainly sounded like whoever said this was incredibly pompous and demanding. Though to Sunset, she didn't really pay too much mind, since she was mostly here to see the show with Rarity, as admissions were free.
Although Sunset was initially thinking of simply heading toward the auditorium, she heard another voice crying behind her near a backdoor she didn't notice before. In the far corner of the lobby, Sunset trotted over to another passageway which was marked with a sign reading 'Fashionistas only!' in front. Sunset wasn't wanting to trespass, but the concern and urge to do so was growing heavily, as she began recognizing it was actually Rarity crying. It didn't sound fake or anything minor, she could begin to hear Rarity crying severe tears of heartbreak. Thinking nothing more to it, she simply decided to go on ahead, since she was technically considered to be a fashionista for helping Rarity design that vest earlier.
Hearing Rarity seemingly heartbroken for whatever reason, Sunset realized she definitely couldn't enjoy the show with this knowledge. Plus, she believed that since these ponies were now her friends too, it was her responsibility to help ameliorate their struggles as best she could, much like her human friends did for her. Sunset entered the back hallway which eventually brought her to a dressing room. Thankfully, since the building's security guards were currently on break, she was able to go all the way in without any trouble, but eventually found Rarity curled up on the floor all by herself. Seeing how seemingly mentally damaged Rarity appeared to be, Sunset knew something tragic must've happened, to where she began questioning her friend.
"Rarity?" Sunset asked with concern. "I heard you crying severely when I entered the building. What in Equestria happened here?"
"Oh... Sunset?" Rarity looked up to her unicorn friend. "So glad that you could make it here after all. It's... it's nothing, don't worry about it, just know that I'm perfectly fine and that nothing's wrong at all."
"Come on, Rarity." Sunset said after raising an eyebrow. "I know that is far from the truth. Please, let me know what's going on, I can help you get through this."
"Well..." Rarity began, before sniffing more. "Did... did you remember I mentioned that before we came to Manehattan, the leather vest we worked on was for my important client, Miss Valencia?"
"Yes... how did that go?" Sunset questioned with a little hesitation.
"She hated it." Rarity moped. "It was a complete disaster. After finishing up my meeting and presenting the attire to the Madame, she went on and on about how giving her something small and made of leather would end up making her look cheap and unappealing, as she instead wanted the most perfect and ambitious dress in Equestrian history. She then chastised me for attempting to pull a quick one with her, and that because of this, she'd never order anything from me ever again. To make things even worse, she didn't even end up paying me for what I came up with and demoted my position in her show. I went from her main fashionista to the pony who'll simply shower confetti on her during the event."
"That's terrible!" Sunset said shocked and angered. "Didn't you say that she never specifically asked for a dress? Just something that would make her look nice at this beauty pageant? And to top it all off, she also cut your crafting time by a whole week without even letting you know until the last minute?"
"Well yes." Rarity replied. "But in her eyes, the vest did not make her look nice, and she mentioned that she would've expected me to know the order would've been for an ambitiously marvelous dress design. As for arriving a week early, she mentioned that good fashionistas should be expected to deal with plan changes, regardless of how severe they may be. She has the best connections around Manehattan, so I would understand she'd be too busy to accommodate for my needs. I guess she was right, I really am nothing but a failure. She still mentioned at the very least, showering the confetti will still give me a small chance to persuade her into recommending my line."
Upon hearing the extent of what this Valencia pony had seemingly been putting her friend through, Sunset immediately felt she had to step up.
"Rarity, no." Sunset frowned. "This isn't right at all. If she didn't specify what she wanted to order, then that's on her and not you. She should still be very much paying you for your efforts to compensate the trouble you went through, especially if she wanted something nice to wear for herself and gave you less than a day to do so. It sounds like to me, she's simply using you, if she's not even going to pay you a single bit after this is all over, but only payment in exposure. That is the absolute most selfish thing anypony could ever do. Not caring for the extent of how much somepony sacrifices for them, basically taking them for granted at all times, just like... I used to do myself with Princess Celestia."
"No no no, please don't say that of the Madame, Sunset." Rarity insisted. "She has much more power over the fashion business than anypony else in Equestria, even surpassing myself and Miss Pommel combined. It is now my duty to stay on her good side, as it could still guarantee business for a good, solid while."
"Please, hear me out, Rarity." Sunset begged. "You are most definitely going about it all wrong. I don't know who this Valencia pony is, but from what you've described of her, I can definitely understand her true intentions. She is most certainly taking advantage of you, and once she's finished, she'll simply toss you aside like garbage. I'm only trying to look out for you, since I used to do free comic book art for others myself. I deeply regretted it when they kept treating me badly despite all I sacrificed for them. I just really want you to understand, there's a huge difference between doing something nice for a friend, and letting yourself be taken advantage of."
"Miss Valencia?" Rarity asked with confusion. "I think you misunderstood, Sunset. Miss Valencia and I have known each other for a while now, and she's simply the manager for the Madame during this beauty show. The pony whom I've been describing is the Madame of Manehattan. Nopony seems to know her actual name, so we typically always just refer to her as 'The Madame', like I've been doing. Miss Valencia was simply the client who ordered from me, but it was the Madame who demanded her to not pay me."
"Oh, gotcha." Sunset replied. "But still, whoever this Madame is, I still can't wrap my head around how she's been treating you. I knew back when I helped you finish that vest, you were certainly a pony of passion for your hard work. After everything you've described of the Madame, I'm appalled from the position she's put you in. I think the best choice here would be to simply abandon the show and refuse any further demands from the Madame until you get paid in full."
"Unfortunately, I'm afraid that ship has sailed." Rarity sighed. "Everything you've just advised me on, I was actually thinking of doing just that. But now, I'm most certainly between a sewing machine and power outage. The Madame made it clear that if I ditch the show or refuse to shower the confetti, she'll purposefully use her connections to talk badly about my services. I'm guessing she knew I would be unhappy for this treatment she's given me, and is using this as a way to prevent me from retaliating. I just can't take that risk, since business at Carousel Boutique had been even slower than usual for some reason."
"I see..." Sunset empathized with Rarity's dilemma. "There's got to be some kind of way we can beat this Madame at her own game, or I'd be afraid she'll keep doing this with not only you, but anypony else she orders from."
Before Sunset or Rarity could reflect on the entire situation, the aforementioned manager had then opened another door  to find Rarity. Sunset turned around and finally remembered who Miss Valencia truly was after one look at her. Just as Rarity had alluded to, she was that influencer who had somehow gotten a magical phone, Vignette Valencia, back during Sunset's trip with her friends to Equestria Land. Although Sunset was more focused on winning a rigged ring toss game with Twilight at the time, she was still able to remember what Vignette did to her and her friends. Trapping them all in a seemingly inescapable place similar to Juniper's mirror, only to find out later they were simply teleported to a white room at the carnival. Remembering this, Sunset decided to tread lightly if this Vignette was bad news as well.
"Hey, Rarity?" Vignette said with sorrow. "I'm really sorry with the way my boss has been treating you. I only started working as her manager recently, and had no idea she treats her fashionistas this way. I really wish I could spread a good word about your business after the show, but Madame's not allowing me to, since she gets the final say on your business's quality."
"It's fine, darling." Rarity responded. "It's certainly not your fault when she basically threatened to make your life miserable if you used her money to pay me for that vest. Honestly, firing you if even one bit was missing from her bank account? But it's not like either of us has a choice, due to how powerful the Madame is in the fashion market."
"I'm pretty powerful in the clothing market too." Vignette reflected. "But unfortunately, Madame still outranks me, and my influence on the market could absolutely plummet if she becomes displeased. Plus, I really do need this job as her manager, since I'm behind on rent for my home here in Manehattan. I just can't take any chances."
Hearing this conversation, Sunset began to feel bad for Vignette as well. Understanding everything, she could see that both Vignette and Rarity were practically in the same boat, being forced to work for an overbearing tyrant and blacklisted if they attempted to go against her. It also didn't help that she was like this with the students of CHS when she first entered the human world. Sunset wanted nothing more but to help out, so she decided to join in on the conversation to come up with ideas toward a solution.
"Miss Valencia, was it?" Sunset addressed. "You mentioned you're an influencer on the fashion market, right? Have you considered sharing a story to everypony, documenting the horrid treatment the Madame had put both you and Rarity through?"
"Well, I'm both a fashionista and marketer, but I'm afraid attempting to expose her is out of the question." Vignette replied. "Earlier after I saw how badly she treated Rarity, I confronted her about it and even brought up the idea of sharing what I just witnessed to the ponies of Manehattan. Unfortunately, she called my bluff when mentioning I have no proof, and that she'll just end up denying all the allegations, along with firing me, and making sure I'll never get a job in fashion ever again. I'm already in huge financial trouble as it is, I have no power against somepony with as many connections as Madame."
"You're so brave for attempting to stand up for me, even during your troubled times, Vignette." Rarity replied. "But as it stands, it appears that we just don't have any other options. I'll pour the confetti for her to stay on her good side and possibly get decent reviews for my business, and you'll have to keep working as her manager to ensure you won't get evicted."
"Yep, I'm afraid that's just how things are going to roll." Vignette said, sadly. "If only there was something we could do to come out on top in this battle. With how well known Madame is in Equestria, there's just nothing we can seemingly accomplish if she'll constantly hold the bad reviews over our heads."
It was at this point, Rarity and Vignette felt absolutely defeated, almost sure that they'd have to do the Madame's bidding, whether they liked it or not. Sunset however, kept analyzing the situation, while also being rather touched at how much nicer and caring this Vignette was toward Rarity. This motivated Sunset to do anything possible to help them both defeat the Madame and not end up with miserable lives. She kept on brainstorming, understanding the Madame's advantages to potentially come up with a way those could be used against her. Eventually, she decided to reflect on her own personal memories back in the human world, but realized that her experience with defeating the human Vignette didn't really seem comparable to the current situation.
However, she was on the right track with reflecting back on the past, as she soon recalled another unpleasant memory. Way back when Princess Twilight and her own future human friends utilized the magic of friendship after Sunset had turned into a raging she-demon, she was engulfed in a powerful rainbow tornado that ultimately defeated her. Upon regaining consciousness as she begun to hear Twilight's voice from within a deep crater below the ground, she always remembered how powerful Twilight's words were after she reverted back into a human.
"You will never rule in Equestria." Sunset recalled Twilight saying this to her atop the ground. "Any power you may have had in  this world is gone. Tonight, you've shown everyone who you really are. You've shown them what is in your heart."
The reason Sunset recalled this moment so well was because of the impact it had on her life, as it was the pivotal moment she decided to truly accept taking friendship more seriously, like Princess Celestia would've wanted all those years ago. She definitely also remembered crying and begging for forgiveness from everyone shortly after, which everyone at CHS eventually ended up giving her. But the main reason she decided to reflect on this particular memory was because it seemed the absolute most relatable to this dilemma. Twilight's words were correct, in the sense that the Madame would have power over nopony if they were somehow able to show everypony else who she truly was. Sunset finally had an idea to solve everything, as she noticed Vignette hugging Rarity, trying to comfort each other.

"Rarity? Vignette?" Sunset addressed the two ponies. "I think I've thought of a way to help the both of you out of this."
"Well, I guess you could explain your ideas." Vignette replied. "But again, I'm not so sure I'd be confident in doing it."
"Same here." Rarity moped. "I need my good business reputation, and Vignette needs a way to pay her rent."
"Okay, so let's break down the Madame's strengths here." Sunset began explaining. "We know she has a powerful influence on the market, connections all over Equestria, and an overall good reputation to the community, is that correct?"
"From what I've heard of her, yes." Vignette confirmed. "That's actually why I decided to fill in as her pageant manager when I saw she seemed like a reputable pony. I sure feel like a fool after seeing how she treated Rarity."
"And you mentioned that you wouldn't feel comfortable writing a bad story about her since you'd have no proof to the public to back up your claims?" Sunset questioned.
"Well, we don't really have a proper way to expose her, since the building does have security guards lined up by the Madame's room, and they won't let anypony near there, not even Vignette nor I." Rarity elaborated. "I do recall one time, Applejack's friend, Rara, had a slimy manager, some stallion named Svengallop. Twilight was able to magically record his true colors and broadcast the recording to Rara, helping her finally see his true intentions. However, despite being proficient in magic, I actually don't have the knowledge of how to use my magic to record ponies like that. And considering the show is starting soon, it'd be too late by the time we find Twilight to help us. Even then, I can't imagine we should inconvenience her, since she's already likely got tons of royal duties on her plate."
"I feel like I've been taught such a spell by Princess Celestia." Sunset said, somewhat amused at how alike she and Twilight were, likely due to having the same mentor. "But unfortunately, it's been a long time since I've done it, and I'm only recently getting used to being able to use magic again. I don't feel completely confident in reliably pulling this off, and we only have one shot at getting proof of her showing her true colors before the show."
"That's what I was afraid of." Vignette said as her ears drooped in sadness. "I'm in charge of the building, and know for a fact the Madame's room does have a recording booth nearby. But unless we can somehow get past the guards blocking the entrance to that hallway, we aren't going anywhere."
"A recording room and security guards?" Sunset brainstormed. "I think I have a solid plan on how we can outsmart the Madame. As long as you two are committed to the plan?"
Sunset, Rarity, and Vignette all huddled together to quietly whisper every bit of detail regarding this plan. By the end, Rarity and Vignette were both astonished by what Sunset had proposed, and agreed to go along with everything.
"My word, Sunset!" Rarity exclaimed. "You're absolutely brilliant for being able to come up with all this! She'll never know what hit her!"
"Agreed!" Vignette said with approval. "The only real drawback is, while Rarity will continue to have her business, I'll be out of a job. But I've decided at this point, I'd rather become homeless than lift another hoof for that pompous boss of mine. I'm in!"
"Terrific!" Sunset said, happy to hear her plan sat well with the two ponies. "We might only have one shot at doing this, but as long as we stick to the plan completely, we'll be absolutely sure to prevail in the end. Now let's get this party started, it's time for us to steal the show."

	
		Chapter 39: Well Excuse Me, Madame!



Sunset, Rarity, and Vignette went out of the room and into the hallway to the Madame's room, where the Madame herself was currently at. As expected from their previous conversation, there were two large stallion guards standing in front of the Madame's door, keeping alert for any intruders or signs of trouble. Unlike a lot of the ponies she had been encountering during her time back in Equestria, these stallions were completely unrecognizable to Sunset, so she simply went on with their plan and didn't think too much of another mission to sneak past some security guards.
Although Sunset herself wasn't too afraid of them, given what she went through back at Canterlot with Max Steele, Rarity and Vignette were more nervous. After all, if Sunset were to get caught, they'd imagine the worst that would happen to her would simply be getting kicked out of the building. But if they were to end up displeasing the Madame after getting caught, they could both kiss their careers goodbye. Before Sunset came along, the situation seemed completely hopeless, with the Madame blackmailing the two to where neither of them would even dare attempt to retaliate.  
Rarity and Vignette basically had a choice in either serving their greedy and pompous boss without much compensation, or simply living life with the Madame constantly badmouthing them. Neither path sounded particularly pleasing, which still ended up making them question if this payment from their jobs was truly worth it at all. However, it was Sunset's words and seemingly foolproof plan that had given them the confidence to finally stand up against their corrupt boss, just as she had previously done with Derpy. With that said and done, the three ponies ventured further on, hoping to finally expose the Madame to everypony else in the outside world of who she truly was. Of course, the first obstacle in their path was getting around the guards, before they could even reach the Madame herself. Rarity peaked around the corner to see the two stallions watching the door at the end of the hallway, not making even the slightest budge.
"Rarity." Sunset whispered. "Are you sure you can handle this, just like we planned?"
"Oh, of course, dear." Rarity whispered back. "I've even helped Fluttershy get the last batch of asparagus at the market with my skills. And even if this somehow fails, you two remember what to do, right?"
Sunset and Vignette nodded back, before Rarity calmly trotted down the hall and up to the two stallions. As Rarity wasn't actively attempting to enter the Madame's room, the guards didn't pay too much attention to her presence, until she started speaking up.
"Why hello." Rarity began in a flirty tone. "What are a couple of handsome and strong stallions like yourselves doing in this building alone?"
The stallions simply ignored this question, as it seemed inconsequential to answer her. They were being paid to watch the Madame's door and keep out any intruders, so they simply carried on, but kept their guards up if Rarity were to pull a quick one.
"I see, not very talkative, are we?" Rarity observed. "Well, I was just feeling lonely and wanted to see if either of you wanted to have a quick lunch with me? I do know a good place down the street that serves delicious hayburgers."
"Not at all." Brick House finally answered. "We get paid by the hour, and it's going to take a lot more than a mare and some food to get us to abandon our posts."
"Well, I dunno." Night Watch slowly began accepting Rarity's offer. "Bud, we've been standing here for nearly 7 hours now without a single break or opportunity to get lunch."
"That's because we're guarding the Madame's room, and she pays big amounts for us to stay here without any breaks." Brick House huffed to his partner.
Upon hearing this, Rarity thought of another way to persuade the guards to leave their post. It seemed possible that these guards could potentially be unhappy with the Madame's treatment as well.
"Is that so?" Rarity questioned. "Well, if that's the case, how's the payment she's actually given you two?"
"Me?" Night Watch began. "It's my first day on the job, and she's mentioned she doesn't pay us until the end of the week. But I'm sure it'll be worth it when she finally does pay us."
"End of the week?" Brick House asked rhetorically. "I've been working here for nearly a month now and I haven't gotten paid yet. But I trust the Madame since she mentioned there was a problem in her finance deposits. She promised she'll pay me back with interest once it's resolved."
"What!" Night Watch exclaimed. "I can't believe we're selling ourselves to do all this for her, and she can't even do something as simple as pay us on time!"
"Oh, you wouldn't believe it." Rarity said with dismay. "I actually know a good friend of mine who worked on a beautiful vest for the Madame, only for her to expect a dress and refuse to pay her. Despite the fact she never asked for an actual dress, just something nice to wear."
"Well in that case..." Night Watch had a blank expression on his face before he trotted away from his position and over to Rarity. "I'm sure she won't mind me taking a quick break if she's going to be this sticky with paying for things. I'll take your offer for lunch, ma'am!"
"Splendid, dear!" Rarity said with approval. "Come this way, we haven't a minute to lose!"
"You'll actually sacrifice your career over a little lunch?" Brick House addressed his security partner. "That's up to you then, but I ain't going anywhere unless the Madame says so."
"Suit yourself!" Rarity replied nonchalantly as she escorted the other stallion out the building.
"I wasn't quite expecting both of the guards to leave anyways." Vignette whispered under her breath.
Sunset and Vignette were hiding behind furniture to avoid drawing any suspicion of foul play, before continuing on with their plan. Since Rarity was able to successfully remove one of the guards, the task felt much easier than originally expected, as she subtly used her magic to withdraw the building's keys from Night Watch's pockets, and passed them to Sunset. Even if the remaining guard was to somehow start chasing after them, it was still two against one, and one of them had a way to easily get inside. However, they still decided it was best to not get careless, as even if they could get past this guard, there was still the matter of dealing with the Madame.
"Alright, let's hope this plan works." Sunset said to Vignette, before the fashionista casually trotted up to the guard down the hall.
"Hi there." Vignette said with a friendly tone to the stallion. "I was wondering if I could please speak with the Madame?"
"Miss Valencia." Brick addressed the fashionista. "You know for a fact that nopony is allowed to see the Madame directly before the show. If you could kindly leave and stop wasting my time, that'd be much appreciated."
"Oh, okay. I guess that's reasonable." Vignette replied. "But I guess that means neither of us will be getting a salary increase from the Madame for protecting her show. Because I just noticed there seems to be a suspicious pony in the building who's attempting to sabotage the show or steal from her."
"I'm not going to believe you for a second until I see it with my own eye-" Brick began, before he noticed a pony around the corner behind Vignette, wearing a black suit and ski mask. His initial thought was believing the pony was either a burglar or vandalist, and immediately ran right past Vignette before yelling. "Hey, I see you there! Turn yourself in now and I promise I'll go easy on you!"
Unknown to Brick, this was actually Sunset, who had taken the ski mask and suit from the dressing room earlier. Just as Sunset had anticipated, the guard ran directly toward her direction, so she immediately turned the corner and sprinted. After sprinting enough, she had stopped at an intersection leading toward another two hallways, before hiding herself in a closet, much like she did back when Max had chased her at Canterlot. The plan seemed to be going smoothly, as Sunset was now expecting the guard to run past the closet and into the hallways, hopefully buying her and Vignette some time for the next phase. 
Although Vignette was behind the guard, Sunset was still expecting her to eventually catch up and find her in the closet, so that they could switch places. Vignette would wear the burglar disguise to lure any other security guards away from the Madame's room, while Sunset could go investigate. Unfortunately, the plan seemed to derail for a moment, as Brick actually had pretty wide range of hearing, being able to pick up a door being slammed, even from a fair distance away. Due to this, he was able to surmise that the burglar had hid themselves, either in a nearby room or closet. By an unexpected turn of events, Sunset was shocked when she eventually saw the pony who ended up opening the closet door wasn't Vignette, but instead, the guard.
"Thought you could get away from me, did you?" Brick asked Sunset in a hostile manner.
Sunset was initially panicking, realizing she didn't exactly prepare for the guard actually finding her in the closet. Thankfully, by some miracle, she was saved when she saw Brick had somehow been knocked out, and noticed what happened as he collapsed. It was Vignette, who had luckily been following behind as he was focused on searching for Sunset. She had snuck up to him and grabbed a nearby vase to break over his head, in case he somehow found Sunset.
"I had a feeling he might do that." Vignette said. "He's definitely the most notorious security guard in this building for taking his job way too seriously and searching anywhere for trespassers. I'm generally not a pony who likes to play rough, but it seems I had no other choice there."
"Thanks for looking out for me." Sunset replied, as she took off her disguise and handed it to Vignette, who started putting it on herself.
"Well, even though the two security guards are gone, more are definitely going to show up soon." Vignette explained before pointing her hoof at Brick. "Especially once he regains consciousness. So even though we now have more leeway to get into the Madame's room, I'm afraid you'll still have to go in by yourself, like we originally planned. It's just too risky, and you might not have enough time to get everything you need if other guards are looking for us."
"Yeah, that's probably for the best." Sunset agreed. "Thanks for taking one for the team. I'd certainly feel like being the diversion for all the security guards would be the toughest role to fulfill. But don't you or Rarity worry. Once I get enough evidence of the Madame, neither of you will have to worry about her ever again."
Vignette nodded as both she and Sunset returned back to the hallway leading to the Madame's room. With both of the security guards gone, Sunset ran down the hall while Vignette kept an eye out for any other security guards, as she would now be a bait burglar for them to chase. Sunset listened on in the room and heard snoring, which came from the Madame as she was taking a quick nap before her big show. This seemed to luckily line up perfectly with her plan, as she had intended to plant a tape recorder in the room without her noticing.
Sunset used the key Rarity had swiped earlier from the other guard, and entered the Madame's room quietly. She then placed the tape recorder under one of the cushions of a nearby couch, and pressed the record button. Then she trotted over to the entry door and taped a note onto it. The note was written by Vignette and signed by an anonymous employee, demanding a hefty salary increase, as well as a 6 month vacation, which the Madame would surely not take kindly to. As Sunset was about to leave the room, it seemed like bad timing, as she began to hear yawning in the distance, which was the Madame slowly getting up from her bed after finishing her nap.
In a panic, Sunset quickly dove behind the same couch she had placed the tape recorder onto, as she noticed the Madame's approach was imminent. On the floor, she was able to find a vague piece of gear that she recognized, despite not being too familiar with Equestria's technology. She kept it hidden in her mane as a backup, in the case the tape recorder somehow failed.
The Madame had finally gotten out of her bed from the corner of the room and slowly approached the door. From the other side of the room where Sunset was hiding, she peaked around the couch's corner to get a good look at this Madame, and she was once again able to immediately recognize who it truly was. Since she was straight up told how manipulative and arrogant this Madame was, it was no surprise to Sunset in learning that the Madame was actually the pony counterpart of the abusive former headmaster of Crystal Prep Academy, Principal Abacus Cinch.
Admittedly, this made the whole sabotage mission feel a lot more satisfying for Sunset internally. After all, she definitely always had a personal vendetta against the human Cinch for manipulating Twilight into becoming Midnight Sparkle, which almost ended up dooming both the human world and Equestria. Although she never got to actually witness Cinch catch up to her consequences after the Friendship Games, it was still satisfying to learn sometime after from the Shadowbolts that she had been fired and replaced with Dean Cadance. Regardless, this abusive treatment toward Rarity was definitely enough of a motivation for Sunset to go through with helping her friend.
As Madame Cinch took notice of the note placed upon her door, she instinctively picked it off and read it. She immediately let out a frustrated groan, along with the fact the note was signed anonymously, so she couldn't chastise whoever wrote it. She crumpled up the note using her magic and tossed it in the trash, before trotting over to the couch, where Sunset was currently hiding behind. As Cinch took a seat, she began grumbling about how she felt about her employees.
"Stupid fashionistas and security guards." Cinch said to herself. "You can't trust anypony these days. First they mess up your order and expect payment for it, and then can't even be grateful for me paying them in exposure. And then you pay cheap security guards to keep out any intruders, and I get this joker who really believes I'll give them a raise and unreasonably long vacation. These degenerates really should be more thankful for how wonderfully generous I am to them. I'm just giving them exactly what they deserve. I'll even pay them with the old dust from under my bed if I feel they did their job terribly. A beauty queen like myself deserves absolute perfection, no less! Since I have the best connections all over Equestria, I'm so glad I can use this as leverage to leech off these dumb fools for free labor."
As Sunset listened on to Cinch's rant about her employees, she was glad to hear the Madame was truly letting it all out. The recorder was picking up everything perfectly, and a good majority of her monologue was effective at showing her true colors. The plan seemed absolutely foolproof, as once Cinch left the room, it would give Sunset the perfect opportunity to grab the tape recorder and present solid evidence of the Madame being an incredibly haughty and selfish tyrant, much like the human principal version of her. However, this feeling didn't last too long, as Sunset eventually heard Cinch say something that would increase her anxiety like never before.
"Say, wait a minute." Cinch muttered with slight suspicion. "Why does my sofa feel more lumpy than usual? Miss Valencia didn't do a shabby job at fluffing my cushions, did she?"
Madame Cinch got off the couch and removed the cushion she was sitting on, revealing the tape recorder Sunset had planted there with the 'on' button down and an active red light, indicating it was currently recording. She immediately frowned upon seeing this and began figuring out what was going on. Whoever put that note on her door was attempting to make her rant on her employees and record it as evidence to expose her. After becoming more alert and aware, she then instinctively grabbed the tape recorder and searched more thoroughly around the room, before eventually finding Sunset hiding behind the couch.
"Oh, you think this is funny, do you?" Cinch snapped at Sunset before raising the tape recorder in the air and smashing it on the floor, destroying it completely. "You trying to make movies, or what!?"

"No no!" Sunset insisted. "I can explain, you see-"
"Save it!" Cinch demanded before going over to pick up a telephone. "I know exactly what's going on now. You're trying to catch me in the act and destroy my perfect reputation here in Manehattan! I'll never let that happen! I'm going to call security and have you thrown in Manehattan prison, and then I'll fire them for letting you get in here!"
Sunset knew there was no use in trying to fool the Madame at this point, but kept in mind that she needed to do anything she could to expose the Madame, even if the tape recorder was now busted. After all, Rarity and Vignette's futures were on the line, and she would feel absolutely awful for abandoning the mission now and letting her friends down. As such, Sunset decided to improvise, as this scenario felt similar to what happened with Pinkie and herself when confronting Postcrush backstage at the festival.
"All right then." Sunset began shifting to a more hostile tone. "If you want to play dirty, so will I, Miss Drama Queen!"
Sunset quickly ran up to Cinch and slapped the phone out of her hooves. Then she quickly used her magic to blast a projectile at the phone, turning it into dust. A blazing fire began to appear in Cinch's eyes, as she stomped her hoof on the floor. There was no turning back now, and this meant war.
"You have just made the last mistakes you'll ever make in your entire life!" Cinch screamed. "Do you have any idea how much that hooficure of mine costed!? And that phone you destroyed was a valuable antique!!!"
"Well it still amuses me how you seemingly have so much money, and you can't even properly pay your employees." Sunset remarked, attempting to lure Cinch into chasing her. "Perhaps you should do yourself a favor, and maybe if you weren't buying all kinds of expensive and unnecessary junk, you could buy yourself a brain instead."
"Why you...!" Cinch snapped before going into a blind rage of fury and picking up a nearby wooden chair and slamming it against the wall, now using her magic to levitate sharp wooden shards. "Let's see how you'll run your mouth once I feed you some splinters!"
Sunset realized she had to tread lightly, as she was well aware that Cinch was now ready to legitimately harm her. She already knew Cinch was a pompous and domineering Madame, but hadn't expected she would turn out to be so aggressive and violent. This definitely gave Sunset all the more reason to put an end to her game, as she couldn't imagine how much more abusive Cinch would be if she didn't decide to step in to help Rarity and Vignette. However, much like with her clash with Gilda, she decided to fight smart rather than aggressive. She used her magic to levitate a nearby expensive painting off the wall in front of her as a shield to block any of Cinch's sudden stake attacks.
"That might be a super rare and limited edition painting..." Cinch sighed with slight grief. "But if sacrificing it means getting rid of you for good, the Madame will be absolutely satisfied!"
Cinch began pelting the fragments of chair toward Sunset, who was able to deflect all the fragments at ease, until the last fragment knocked the painting out of her grip. Sunset then immediately bolted toward a recording booth next to the Madame's room, consisting of microphones, equipment, and speakers. In a panic, she started looking around the room for anything that might assist her in exposing the Madame, as she finally rushed in, cornering Sunset.
The Madame knew Sunset would utilize the recording booth's equipment in an attempt to expose her again, so she simply kept quiet and used her magic to hurl various equipment at her. Unknown to her, Sunset was already one step ahead of her, and had agile ninja-like reflexes. It wasn't as effective as her techniques in human form, but spending enough time as a unicorn back in Equestria had already helped her get used to the postures. It was just enough for Sunset to dodge all of the attacks, before she finally used an open advantage to toss a microphone up at the ceiling, hitting a chandelier. The chandelier was immediately damaged due to Sunset's strength, falling on Cinch's head, and stunning her temporarily.
Sunset saw that the chandelier didn't knock Cinch unconscious like the guard from earlier, so she knew it was time to escape. Thankfully, having the one secret gear piece with her was all she needed, as it was then mostly just a matter of getting around the Madame in the recording room. As Cinch eased her head from the pain, her intent on pulverizing Sunset grew ever so stronger, as she eventually got up and took notice of Sunset leaving the room and back into the hallway she had originally come from.
"Those stupid security guards are going to get a real treat from me once I'm finished with her!" Cinch snapped, angry at how the two guards she hired to watch her room had failed at doing their job, before going back to chasing Sunset.
As Cinch pursued the intruder down the hallways, Sunset was admittedly worried she might be cornered for good if other security guards were in the building. However, while she was in the Madame's room, Vignette was able to successfully lure the guards into another floor of the building, giving Sunset more leeway to do what she needed. Although Sunset wasn't necessarily afraid of the security guards, she was certainly more worried of Cinch hurting her really badly if she caught up to her. 
One thing remained for absolute certain, she had never expected that the pony counterpart of Cinch would be an aggressive and hostile monster, similar to the human Gilda that she fought. This might've been the first case of Sunset finally meeting somepony in Equestria who was much meaner than the human version she was familiar with. Although Cinch was indeed furious after Sunset and all the other students roasted her for everything she did, that Cinch still wasn't this uncivil and unforgiving. Sunset knew that this Cinch had to be stopped at all costs, as if she would willingly hunt Sunset down like this, there was no telling the extent of what she'd do with other ponies whom unlike Sunset, would never dare have the courage for standing up to the corrupt Madame.
Sunset's anxiety began to increase exponentially, as she looked back in the hallway and saw that Cinch was catching up to her. It might not have seemed like it, but the Madame was actually quite physically imposing. She could actually run just as fast, if not even faster than Sunset, and it looked like she was going to catch up soon. Sunset was hoping there was something anywhere in the building she could use to slow her down, and her prayers were answered when she turned the corner and saw a mop with a bucket of water that a janitor must've forgotten to put away. She used her magic to quickly levitate the bucket and dumped it on the floor as she ran past, leaving a huge puddle in the middle of the hall. At this point, Sunset was certainly happy to be used to having her magic again, as this was always something she admittedly missed back in the human world.
Cinch was too fixated on going after Sunset that she failed to take notice of the floor being soaked. Her speed didn't do her any favors as the momentum finally put a stop in her tracks, making her slip and fall to the floor, cracking her glasses. Sunset noticed this as she kept a safe distance from Cinch further down the hall, before using the moment to catch her breath, as she was getting tired from the sudden sprint she just did. Sunset backed away slowly to get a head start, before eventually feeling a hoof on her back. She swiftly turned around in surprise, but it was thankfully only Vignette in her burglar disguise, and not a security guard.
"Hey, how are you holding up?" Vignette asked Sunset. "The other four security guards of the building started chasing me while you were in the Madame's room, but I managed to lose them on the third floor."
"Oh, that's good to know." Sunset expressed in temporary relief. "I'm afraid the tape recorder didn't exactly go as planned, but luckily, I have another trick up my hooves. We might need to start running away though, because the Madame caught me in her room and is now chasing me."
"Oh my." Vignette said in a worrisome manner. "We should probably split up before she-"
But before Vignette could even finish, she and Sunset turned around to see the Madame had gotten up from her fall and was back to chase the intruder. However, she stopped temporarily as she took notice of Vignette standing next to Sunset, dressed as a burglar.
"What is this, a prowler has found their way into my building too!?" Cinch gritted her teeth. "Those security guards are so going to get it once I'm through here! You want a job done, you gotta do it yourself, it seems. You two, are so going down!!!"
Sunset and Vignette looked at each other quickly and nodded, as the chase continued. They kept on running into the hallways, before eventually coming up to a three way intersection. Vignette headed left to the staircases, while Sunset ran right into a rehearsal room. Since the Madame was more focused on punishing Sunset first, she only took notice of which way Sunset went, and followed directly behind her. Vignette noticed this and saw an advantage to this, before formulating another plan that would show everypony who the Madame was on the inside. The rehearsal room was unfortunately a dead end, so Sunset had to hide somewhere and hope Cinch wouldn't end up finding her. The Madame ran straight up to the door but saw that Sunset had locked it from the other side, so she kicked it down and entered the room without any issue. Thankfully, since the room was relatively large in size, it would force Cinch to go through all the props and equipment before she could even find a small hint of Sunset's presence. Unknown to her, Sunset was actually hiding directly behind two bookshelves right next to the door that barely had enough space to hide a full adult mare behind.
Vignette knew however, that the rehearsal room was actually directly behind the auditorium stage, where many ponies were already sitting and awaiting the show, thanks to the free admission. She took a look at the clock and noticed it was now five minutes before the actual show, meaning that most of the seats were likely already filled. She also remembered that the building's construction team had notified her about a damaged wall on the far left of the rehearsal room, and that nopony in maintenance had been appointed to scheduled repairs. The wall was so fragile that anypony could very easily knock it down with little to no effort.
As Cinch was frantically searching the far right of the room, Vignette slowly peaked inside the room, before noticing Sunset behind the bookshelves, as she winked to her. Since Cinch was too focused on the other end of the room, Sunset quietly crept out from behind the bookshelves and slowly exited the room with Vignette. They slowly made their way together past another hallway before Vignette began to instruct Sunset on a plan she had just come up with.
"You know that recording booth next to the Madame's room?" Vignette whispered.
"Yeah, I was just there a bit earlier." Sunset confirmed.
"I got another idea." Vignette said, quietly. "All I need you to do is get back to that room and find the button labeled 'lights' on it, it's a big red button, so you can't miss it. All right?"
"Got it." Sunset nodded. "Let's just hope this time we can actually outsmart the Madame."
Sunset and Vignette then went their separate ways. Sunset carefully made her way back to the recording room where the Madame tried to assault her with all kinds of recording equipment. Vignette meanwhile, took off her burglar disguise and peaked around the corner to note the Madame was still searching at the far end of the room, giving her the proper advantage. She snuck into the rehearsal room and carefully placed a light unicorn mannequin right next to the area with the weakened wall. She then subtly placed a tarp over it, which would fool the Madame into believing Sunset was there, hiding underneath the tarp. Vignette then exited the room, and the Madame thankfully didn't notice anything. It seemed as if she was really adamant that Sunset would be hiding anywhere in the piles of props, rather than an obvious spot.
As Vignette was now outside the room, she picked up a random object from the room and tossed it hard at the side of the room with the mannequin, which caught the Madame's attention. As Vignette peaked around the corner and saw the Madame was now focusing on the other end, she then knew it was her cue to quickly make her way to the stage, and she thankfully knew a shortcut around the building. Madame Cinch was now alert and searching this side of the room, after hearing that strange noise that couldn't occur under normal circumstances. She then noticed the mannequin Vignette had set up, and knew she had finally found where her intruder was hiding. 
She only played it casually, trying to let 'Sunset' keep her guard down, before she eventually made a full force tackle toward the mannequin, which also sent both it and her through the weakened wall and onto the stage in the auditorium. It was too dark for the Madame to notice she was now on the stage, but as she seemingly finally caught Sunset and was ready to pound her into pieces, she did so in the darkness, before Vignette finally arrived nearby and was about to pull the curtains to show everypony what the Madame was doing.
Meanwhile, Sunset was lucky enough to make it all the way back to the recording room, and noticed a camera pointing at the stage, where Vignette then pulled the curtains away. Sunset then knew this was her cue to push the lights button, and as she did, three bright spotlights shined on the Madame, showing to everypony in the audience she was absolutely decimating a lifeless mannequin. As it took a moment for Madame Cinch to finally notice she was not pulverizing Sunset, but rather, a unicorn mannequin, she then looked behind her to see a whole crowd of ponies in shock and surprise, witnessing the Madame enact such unprofessional acts of violence, let alone on an inanimate object.
"Ahem, Madame?" One of the ponies on the news team questioned from the audience. "I do believe we all deserve an answer as to why you're pounding down a mannequin? We are broadcasting this whole show live, by the way."
"Oh, umm, I was searching for a prowler in the building, and I heroically tried to stop them after seeing one in the darkness, since I wanted to give my security guards a break." Cinch fabricated. "I guess I was mistaken when I saw this wasn't an actual pony."
As the crowd of ponies in the audience murmured to one another with mixed feelings, the news reporter spoke up again.
"Even then, we don't really see this as professional behavior from a Madame of all ponies." The reporter announced. "And it doesn't seem likely for you to do this right before the show. Is there something you're not telling us, Madame?"
As Cinch was about to continue denying things, Sunset was watching this live from the recording room, and noticed there was also a speaker button, usually used by hosts who participate in providing live commentary for large events. Sunset then became crafty and finally brought the secret gear out of her mane which she grabbed earlier when hiding behind the couch. It was a small two-way radio that was used by security guards, likely left there in the Madame's room by mistake. Unknown to the Madame, even after she found the tape recorder and smashed it to pieces, Sunset was still using this radio to secretly record further audio of her, and she thankfully still had everything nasty she said saved on the device. She put her hoof on the speaker button to activate the microphone and placed the radio in front of it.
Not too long after, the stage's speakers began pumping out the audio Sunset had recorded of the Madame when she thought she was speaking to herself in private. The audience began hearing everything, including the news reporters who were broadcasting this live to everypony else in Equestria. They could very clearly hear how Cinch treated her fashionistas, the awful things she said about her security guards who were still doing their jobs, and even how she exploited ponies for labor by threatening to talk badly of them due to her good connections. Everypony in the audience gasped in absolute horror, thinking they were going to get a beauty pageant, but only ended up with seeing how ugly both the Madame was internally and even externally. Sunset then stopped the playback button on the radio before heading over to the auditorium herself.
Everypony in the audience began booing at the Madame, some threw rotten tomatoes at her face, while others began to get up from their seats and leave, not wanting to waste anymore of their time with somepony like her. The news reporter finally turned back around to the camera before giving her two cents.
"Well, that was certainly shocking, everypony." The reporter said. "I suppose that one thing's for certain, if you have connections all over Equestria, that can go either way. But it seems like the Madame of Manehattan had shown quite a bit of ugliness all over, which is quite ironic when you consider this whole event was a beauty pageant. Regardless, I think we've seen and heard everything we need to, and this will now be your decision on whether or not you want to support this Madame. As it stands though, I do believe everypony here in the audience is in agreement, that we will now leave the event before it even started. Manehattan News out!"
By this point, everypony in the auditorium were all gone, except for Madame Cinch, Vignette, and Sunset, who had now entered the room herself. Cinch wept in defeat, before eventually getting up and seeing Vignette and Sunset on the other side of the stage.
"You! YOU TWO!!!" Cinch screamed at the top of her lungs. "You may have exposed me, but I can still expose you two to a world of agony and despair!"
As Sunset and Vignette initially hugged each other for comfort before getting ready to run, they were thankfully saved rather quickly. A police mare had entered the building and restrained Cinch, along with the other former security guards who used to work for the Madame.
"Not so fast!" Copper Top announced before placing hoofcuffs on the Madame. "Madame, you are under arrest for fraud, disrespect of the local authorities, and from what we had just witnessed, attempted assault. You have the right to remain silent, and anything you do or say now can be used against you in a court of law."
"LET ME GO!!!" Cinch bellowed, as she kept struggling to escape from the police ponies and security guards. "IT'S THEM!!! THEY'RE THE BURGLARS WHO TRIED TO ROB THE POOR MADAME!!!"
The struggle was only in vain, as the many guards had eventually restrained and apprehended the Madame. They did not buy her claims in the slightest, and began to escort her out of the building. As she did, Sunset and Vignette walked up to her, now feeling assured that her restraints would keep them both out of harm's way. Sunset then saw this as a perfect opportunity to reiterate the words Twilight once told her back during the events of the Fall Formal.
"You will never rule over Manehattan, any power you've had in this town is gone. Tonight, you've shown everypony who you really are. You've shown them what is in your heart."
Unlike Sunset, who once teared up in sorrow and immediately apologized for her cruel deeds upon hearing these exact words, Cinch showed no form of remorse or regret. She instead only made a face of disgust toward Sunset, as the security guards finally escorted her out of the room, and eventually out of the building. This one gesture alone was enough to tell Sunset that she did good, and that she not only freed Rarity and Vignette from such tyranny, but anypony else who might've been stiffed hard by such a greedy Madame. Sunset and Vignette then looked to each other with proud expressions before doing a high five with their hooves, happy that they made a pretty good team together.

	
		Chapter 40: Shy No More



Sunset and Vignette eventually came out of the building together, satisfied that Madame Cinch finally got what was coming to her. Vignette went back to apologize to the guard for knocking him out earlier, but he seemed to take the news of Cinch being gone rather well, especially after witnessing the Madame's true colors. As for Rarity, she had finished her role of taking the other stallion out for a quick lunch, before eventually being ready head back toward the entrance of the neon sign building. Rarity had finally arrived, seeing that Vignette and Sunset were happy, and that the Madame was being taken away in the distance. The trio reunited once more to catch up on everything that had happened, though Rarity was able to surmise that her friends had won the battle.
"So, I take it that neither Vignette nor I will have to worry about that old witch anymore?" Rarity asked with a pleased tone.
"That's right, the Madame did admittedly put up a good fight here and there, but we eventually managed to outsmart her in the end." Sunset replied. "I'll admit, your assistant and I made a pretty good team together."
"No kidding." Vignette agreed. "I wouldn't have felt confident in doing anything to go against the Madame, at least until your friend Sunset here came along. Once again, the only real drawback is, now I'm definitely out of a job still. But I'd be a fool in continuing to work for the Madame now that her reputation across Equestria has plummeted."
"That job definitely wouldn't have been worth it anyways." Sunset assured. "I'm sure you'll still find more efficient employment soon though. You certainly demonstrated you can pull off anything you're absolutely committed toward."
"Thanks." Vignette blushed. "With that tyrant now gone from Manehattan, I guess it's time to go job hunting. Hopefully my landlord won't decide to already kick me out next week."
"I'll be happy to help you out, Miss Valencia." Rarity addressed formally before turning to Sunset. "Right now though, I would just like to say, you have genuinely saved the entirety of Manehattan from one pony's complete tyranny, Sunset. If you hadn't decided to come back to Equestria, I'd have no idea what Vignette nor I would do against that Madame."
"I'm just glad I could be a true friend who stands up to the bullies." Sunset said, proudly. "It's always been a driving motivation for me, considering my past. As you would already know, I wasn't always this noble and self-sacrificing, considering I used to be the tyrannical bully myself back at CHS. Since that time, I've then understood what it's like to become the victim of the bullies, and embracing the magic of friendship. In some ways, I almost feel like coming back for an extended stay in Equestria is helping me exemplify everything I've learned since the crown incident with Twilight."
"You went from that kind of pony to becoming the one who'd genuinely help others out of the kindness of their heart." Rarity commended. "Even though we've only just met properly yesterday at Twilight's coronation, I've already grown so attached to you, and definitely am quite impressed with how far you've come. Me, Vignette, and everypony else in Manehattan are certainly still in your debt for your good deed. From now on, if you need anything from either of us, it'll be our treat."
"Very generous of you, Rarity." Sunset smiled. "But in some ways, I feel like this was also my way of repaying somepony else for their own generosity. Before the coronation, I met a certain someone, and according to what she told me, it was you who helped her gain the courage to stand up for herself. Her name's Coco Pommel, and she was the main reason I was even able to get to Twilight's coronation at all, after she decided to give me a ticket to sail on the Manehattan ferry. Yeah, you remember how I showed up late to the coronation and awkwardly joined Twilight and everypony else at the last minute? Kind of a long story, but that's what happened to me."
"That's wonderful to hear, I had no idea my own generosity rubbed off on my assistant, Miss Pommel." Rarity said with awe. "She would willingly miss the coronation just for you?"
"Actually, she said the reason she wouldn't be attending was due to being extra busy with her business." Sunset recalled. "She had an ticket she didn't plan on using, so she gave it to me in my desperate struggle to attend the coronation before it was completely over. I did promise her to pass on the generosity forward, and I guess I did just that when helping you both deal with the Madame."
"Miss Pommel's... business?" Rarity inquired. "Oh, that's right, Sunset! How could I forget? Miss Pommel's no longer only my assistant, but she's recently also started up her own fashion line under the brand name, 'Pommel's Piqué', I believe. Vignette, darling! If Miss Pommel is hiring, maybe she could have you on her team? You do have remarkable fashion marketing skills, after all."
"I'll take anything I can find, since my landlord's not going to like the fact I've now been late several months in a row in paying rent." Vignette replied.
"Splendid, dear!" Rarity exclaimed, before the three ponies trotted away from the beauty pageant center and on the road to Coco's shop.
As they finally arrived at the destination, Rarity knocked on the door before hearing Coco's announcement to come in. Upon seeing Rarity, she was happy to have the company of the one friend who changed her entire life, but also found it a pleasant surprise to see Sunset as well.
"Rarity, Sunset!" Coco announced from her counter. "Good to see you two again. Have you heard the news lately? I listened to it over the radio while I was working on new fabric designs, I had no idea our town's Madame was such a... gosh, I can't even come up with the right words to describe what I heard about her."
"Yes, I suppose you could say we heard the news." Rarity replied. "We... caused the news, let's just say."
"Oh my, I hope you're all okay." Coco worried.
"We certainly are now that we've won the battle to expose her." Rarity affirmed. "It's a good thing Sunset here came along, as without her help, me and my colleague Vignette here would most likely still be unpleasantly working for her."
"I can't imagine anypony would want to work for her now, unless they're the wardens bringing her food in prison." Sunset joked. "But we stopped by to visit since Rarity mentioned you actually run a business now?"
"Well yes." Coco confirmed. "I did start my new business a couple weeks ago, but I'm admittedly not doing so well as far as sales. I'm having a feeling that nopony in Manehattan is too familiar with my lines to immediately order from me."
"Well, that's why the Madame's former assistant would like to have a word with you, since she's out of a job now." Sunset winked to Vignette.
"Indeed, now that I'm no longer working for her, I'm still looking for some occupation." Vignette said. "Would you be interested in having me on your team? I have great skills in fashion designs and marketing."
"R-Really?" Coco asked, surprised. "You would actually want to work for me? I've set up hiring ads all over town for the past week, and I haven't even gotten a single applicant. Yes, yes! I'll take any help I can get, especially from a fashionista like yourself."
"Terrific!" Vignette expressed, elated. "I can start now, if you wish? I just hope you'll be able to pay me on time, since the Madame certainly never would've given me such a luxury."
"Of course." Coco nodded. "I absolutely believe in treating all my employees fairly and the way I would want to be treated myself. Thank you so much."
"Well, no need to thank me, I wouldn't even be here right now if it wasn't for Sunset." Vignette pointed at the aforementioned unicorn. "She's the reason the Madame's now gone, and she reminded us that you have a business which might need more employment."
Coco looked at Sunset and smiled softly. Sunset did end up fulfilling her promise to pass the generosity onto others, as she not only found her a new assistant for her business, but also saved everypony else in Manehattan from the Madame's utter tyranny.
"That ferry ticket seems to be one of the best investments I've ever made." Coco said to Sunset. "I can't express this enough, thank you, Sunset."
"Hey, what are friends for, right?" Sunset chuckled. "I'm just glad things worked out the way they did. Good luck with the business, you two!"
"Likewise!" Coco replied, as she and Vignette began waving goodbye to Sunset and Rarity as they had now exited the shop.
With the time that had passed since then, the sky had turned into an orange sunset, and it was definitely going to get dark soon. The setting admittedly reminded Sunset again of the eternal struggle she had endured back when attending Twilight's coronation, but found that this time around, she ended up making many new pleasant memories instead. Not only with Rarity, Starlight and Trixie, but also unexpectedly with Vignette of all ponies.
"Well, what a day we've had together." Rarity said with exhaustion. "It is going to get late soon, so of course, we may head back to the train station to return to Ponyville, as I still have my creator's pass. Bringing you back home is certainly the least I could do for you now, so if you'd like, we can check out more of Manehattan, and I'll get you anything you'd like. Or, would you like to get a nice dinner in any of the many restaurants? My treat."
"I appreciate the offer, Rarity." Sunset replied. "But I've admittedly had enough of Manehattan for one day. Plus, I already had a decent meal with Starlight, so I think I'm good for now. At the moment, I think I'm just more focused on heading back home."
"Very well then, onward to Ponyville!" Rarity declared.
The two unicorns headed all the way back to the train station and waited a few minutes before the next train had already arrived on the expected platform. While boarding the train with Rarity, Sunset noticed there weren't too many ponies onboard, so they found plenty of seats. But unexpectedly, while finding a place to sit, the two unicorns found a mutual pegasus friend of theirs. As they both approached her, they were certainly happy to see a familiar face.
"Fluttershy dear!" Rarity greeted, before she and Sunset took a seat next to her, as the train began to leave the station. "Fancy seeing you here as well."
"Oh, Rarity!" Fluttershy replied. "And Sunset too? I didn't expect to see you both on my way back to Ponyville. I just finished my daily visit to the animal sanctuary. Also, on my way over here, I heard the most horrific news regarding a certain somepony in Manehattan. Didn't you mention she was your next client, Rarity?"
"Emphasis on the word 'was', dear." Rarity explained. "Thanks to Sunset's help, we've managed to expose her true colors to the public, and it appears that word about her is spreading rather fast in Equestria."
"And that's why having those good connections eventually came back to haunt her." Sunset chimed in. "A reputation can certainly be a double edged sword, since they could be either good or bad."
"Well, it sounds like you spent some good quality time together, so I'm happy for you both." Fluttershy smiled. "For now, I'm focused on heading back to my cottage, but along the way, I'll also head over to the local grocery shop. I admittedly need to stock back up on food after feeding all the critters today."
"Grocery store?" Sunset responded. "That reminds me, since I haven't really been back to my old home in Canterlot for ages, my refrigerator has certainly seen better days. Even though I've had a few good meals today, I also certainly need to pick up some groceries too. Though I'd have to head back to Canterlot first since I left my bits back in my saddlebag at home."
"Oh, well in that case, since I do have plenty of bits on me at the moment, I can get you a few groceries as well, Sunset." Fluttershy offered. "Anything for a friend, of course."
"Hmm, I do legitimately need some groceries..." Sunset contemplated. "And it would certainly save me a trip considering it is going to get dark soon. All right, I'll take you up on your offer, Fluttershy. Thanks! But don't worry, once I get home, I'll be sure to pay you back for the food as soon as I can."
"And see to it that you do..." Fluttershy began in a more assertive tone. "You wouldn't want Fluttershy angry with you, after all. I wouldn't just spend bits on you for free and not be paid back, right?"
Both Rarity and Sunset were confused and slightly intimidated from hearing this, but Sunset decided to speak up.
"Err, of course, which is why I offered to pay you back when I could." Sunset assured, nervously.
"I'm just kidding." Fluttershy giggled. "In all seriousness, I insist, this will be my treat, Sunset. That was mostly just an active demonstration of what I truly meant when other ponies mention I'm no longer as shy as I used to be. Pretty impressive for somepony with 'shy' in their name, wouldn't you say? Nowadays, my brother Zephyr wouldn't even dare to attempt asking for bits from me."
"Oh, all right." Sunset breathed a sigh of relief. "You really had me going there for a second. All I know for certain is, past me would certainly not last long at all against current you, Fluttershy."
"What do you... mean?" Fluttershy asked, confused.
"Well, back during my bully days at CHS, I used to pick on the other... you, a lot. I'd intimidate her, push her around, and sometimes even acted with blunt violence. I don't really talk about it much nowadays, since it reminds me of how awful I truly was back then. Thankfully, despite all I did, I eventually proved myself to be the friend she never had, and she ended up forgiving me. That's certainly the most beautiful gift anyone can give, especially to someone who had wronged them for so long."
"Oh my, I had no idea." Fluttershy replied. "But I'm still happy that things worked out between you and her. I even remember the days when I, myself, was too shy to even talk to other ponies. I like to imagine that thanks to Twilight and the rest of my friends, they've helped me shape up over time, even if I was accused to have been learning the same lesson over and over. It's just baby steps, and my animal sanctuary wasn't built in a day either."
"Yeah, my road to accepting friendship wasn't that simple." Sunset reflected. "Even Starlight mentioned that everypony forgave her much quicker than she had really expected, but I guess it's cause she had Twilight to vouch for her, and I didn't."
"Well, in the short time I've spent with you, dear?" Rarity began. "I can most certainly vouch to Fluttershy here that you're an absolute diamond with perfectly smooth edges. Couldn't have asked for a better friend, regardless of you being an initial crown thief whom we haven't seen in many moons after the fact."
"Thanks, Rarity." Sunset smiled. "I'm just doing my part for the team, since I am technically also the leader of the human you's. And no, being a leader doesn't entail just bossing everyone around and acting like the queen. Fitting how I use that analogy since I recall Princess Celestia teaching me that most queens are evil. But really, as the leader, it meant that I knew how to effectively communicate and lead the team, even during times where other humans ended up possessing powerful and destructive Equestrian magic. Because of our teamwork skills, we've actually saved the human world together a number of times."
"Very impressive." Fluttershy noted. "Saving Equestria has been something we've all done with Twilight too. The sheer number of creatures who were bent on using magic to take over Equestria or rid it for good were astonishing. But we've managed to take them all down thanks to the magic of friendship. I'd just imagine it might be more difficult now, ever since King Sombra destroyed the Tree of Harmony along with the Elements of Harmony."
"You mean... the crown I stole from Twilight back then is completely gone? Well, at least now Twilight will know for certain I won't ever steal that crown ever again." Sunset joked. "But in all seriousness, as long as you all have each other, I'm sure you can all overcome whatever challenges and struggles the future holds for you. Heck, if I do decide to take an extended stay in Equestria, that means you also got me and Starlight too."
"I guess that's true." Fluttershy replied. "We're mostly on high alert for anything suspicious that may happen in Equestria, especially since Princess Celestia and Luna are now retired. Twilight might be the new princess, but we still stand by her side as both her advocates and friends. In these times, we're mostly hoping to carry on with our lives without anything new going wrong, but I'm pretty sure no matter how hard we try, that's going to be unavoidable."
"I agree on that." Rarity added. "It gets especially bad when you can't even trust those who seem like good ponies, but turn out to be despicable on the inside. The Madame and Cozy Glow are certainly prime examples of that."
"Well, I can certainly relate to that frustration, since there's seemingly no way to stop unexpected Equestrian magic from entering the human world." Sunset explained. "But to be honest, that's another factor contributing to why I wanted to come back to Equestria for a little longer. For some strange reason, we haven't had any sudden magical occurrences in the human world, and I kinda began to feel life was becoming a little too boring and easy. I was basically nothing more than a typical high school girl who had no real magic and exams I hadn't studied for. I actually missed being able to use real magic, rather than a simple geode which allows me to read other people's minds. This horn did end up making me Princess Celestia's pupil at one point, so I figured I shouldn't let it go to waste."
"We're certainly happy to have you if you're willing to be our new friend." Fluttershy replied. "I actually have no idea what that other world is like, but I have admittedly gotten curious based on what Twilight's described of it."
"Same here." Rarity agreed. "Perhaps if you are deciding to stay in Equestria for a while longer, some of us could travel through the mirror and see the extent of this fascinating world. Though I would imagine it'd be a little awkward seeing a double of myself."
"While I would normally be open to further exploration for you all, I'm not so sure that's a good idea." Sunset warned. "Let's just say, somewhere along the way, I was told that back when Twilight first entered the world, Princess Celestia forbade you all to enter it with her, vaguely due to involving something upsetting the balance?"
"Oh, that's right." Fluttershy recalled. "It's been a while, but that was the reason Twilight had to go alone to retrieve her crown back. Well, at least until Spike followed her in too, but they both still made it back without any usual effects."
"In that case, Princess Celestia may not be our ruler anymore, but I'll still follow anything she ordered of us." Rarity insisted. "I know nothing about magic like her, so if she specifically said that us entering that world could be dangerous, then I'll respect her wishes."
"Pretty wise thinking, I really wish I had done the same myself back then..." Sunset moped.
"Hey, it's fine, Sunset." Fluttershy assured. "We've all done things we've severely regretted, since nopony's perfect. I sometimes still think of the time I became too aggressively assertive with everypony after being labeled as a doormat countless times. And believe me, I certainly went way too far before I realized my mistake."
"And I can certainly recall back when it was Fashion Week in Manehattan." Rarity reflected. "I drove everypony, including Fluttershy here to the ground simply because I was adamant on winning first place. I let a dumb achievement stand in the way of how I treated ponies who were my friends, not co-workers. Even then, I shouldn't have treated anypony that way to begin with. But the important thing was that I realized what I did wrong and corrected for it. We can both certainly see you've done the same yourself, Sunset."
"I'm happy you always try to see the best in me." Sunset said more cheerfully. "I'm beginning to realize this was always how I've picked myself up from the ashes. It's because I've had friends who genuinely cared enough about me to get through tough times. Hence why there is a legitimate magic in friendship, even if we usually see it as a source of power to fight other forms of magic. This would also be another reason why I've grown the philosophy to look out for others out of the kindness of my own heart. After all, if you only care about yourself, who will care about you?"
"It's a wonderful philosophy to take to heart, dear." Rarity smiled. "Which would be especially true since you're talking to both the metaphorical elements in generosity and kindness."
"That's true." Fluttershy chimed in. "Everything you've just said, Sunset? It's definitely another motivation as to why I look out for my many animal friends. That, and the fact I feel more strongly connected to them than anypony else I know."
"I'm really glad we've had this talk." Sunset sighed in happiness. "I can't emphasize how much nicer life is with friends by your side than to be a tyrannical ruler without any true friends. You might as well just be a social outcast who has a power that you'll inevitably lose eventually. I'm certainly looking forward to us spending a little more time together, Fluttershy. Can't wait to see what kind of other Equestrian foods the grocery store has to offer for us, it's been way too long since I've tried anything that wasn't human-made."
"Oh, speaking of foods, the train is notified when ponies with a creator's pass come aboard." Rarity explained. "When they have enough supplies, they may eventually come out with some complimentary food to keep us fed while we wait for our next stop. I believe they didn't do so on our first ride to Manehattan, since the server was late to her shift."
"I'm not too sure the service on this train is really good." Fluttershy noted. "Earlier on the train, I heard a glass shatter somewhere, I'm guessing the server dropped some drinks."
"Well, I guess it would be nice to try something else native to Equestria before we go back to Ponyville." Sunset smiled.
Coincidentally, just as Sunset had said that, the train's back room opened, with a pony pushing a cart holding a tray of food. The pony looked grouchy with her job, but knew she really had no choice if she were to make a living. As she approached Rarity, Sunset began to vaguely recognize her as well. It was that female chef who had worked both on that yacht during spring break, as well as the Postcrush festival. She was the one who made those churros which constantly tempted Pinkie and got both Sunset and herself into trouble several times during that three week loop. Thanks to the private conversation with Pinkie from earlier, Sunset was immediately able to recall her name, Puffed Pastry.
Pastry was ordered to bring a couple of gourmet cucumber sandwiches over to Rarity, as she noted two other ponies accompanied her. Although she was told only two ponies had the creator's pass privileges, she purposefully created three sandwiches in an attempt to make a little extra money. As she was unhappy with her job, she believed it was only right that the world gave back to her in exchange for having to live out a miserable life. Pastry finally made her way to the ponies at the end of the train before speaking up.
"Some cucumber sandwiches for the creator's pass ponies." Pastry announced. "One creator and one guest. Who may those be?"
"Me and her, dear." Rarity raised her hoof while pointing over at Sunset across from her.
"Very well then." Pastry replied. "But I do have an extra sandwich, and I assume this pegasus here is not covered by your creator's pass. Since I'm feeling generous today, would she want it anyways?"
"No, I don't have this pass, and I'm not covered as a guest, but I am feeling a little bit peckish." Fluttershy responded. "I guess it couldn't hurt to get a quick meal before I head home, so sure, I'll take it."
With that said, the three ponies each grabbed a sandwich from the tray and ate up. They were especially good due to the fresh cucumbers and extra gourmet ingredients added in. Rarity, Sunset, and Fluttershy all had an absolutely satisfying meal, but Fluttershy was about to choke on her last bread crumb at the next thing Pastry was going to say.
"I'm glad you enjoyed your meals." Pastry said. "But since this pegasus here wasn't covered by the creator's pass, that'll be 27 bits, please. And before you say anything, train policy states that anypony who eats food without being covered by a pass must pay full price."
"What!?" Sunset announced in outrage. "27 bits for a sandwich!? What kind of a business are you running here? And that's not fair, you didn't say anything about her having to pay full price before she ate it! You implied you had an extra free sandwich lying around!"
"Hey, I don't make the rules, you should've read the train policy." Pastry smirked. "Plus, those were 100% gourmet cucumbers and spices I used to give you that refreshing taste. If anything, you should pay me much more than 27 bits. The train policy still stands, and it isn't my fault that you didn't read the train's rules more closely. Now you can either pay up, or I call security."
Rarity and Sunset looked at each other with concern, as Rarity was about ready to offer her own bits to bail Fluttershy out of this hole she had unintentionally dug herself into. However, since Fluttershy was no longer a pushover and also knew how to balance her behavior through simple gestures and mature decisions, she didn't do anything foolish. Screaming at Pastry or attacking her could get herself into some serious trouble, despite Pastry clearly being in the wrong here. Since her stare worked rather nicely on misbehaving animals back at home, she showed no hesitance on transforming her expression into an intense and aggressive glare at Pastry. The server was initially shrugging it off, before seeing that Fluttershy's stare was becoming even more intense and intimidating, to where she began to slowly back down.

"O-O-Okay!" Pastry shrieked before grabbing the tray off the cart to cover her face. "I'm sorry I tried to scam you like that, please don't hurt me! I'll take the 27 bits off your tab!"
Fluttershy finally softened her expression, but gave a more serious face toward the server, before pointing her to the other side of the train, signaling her to leave them. Pastry interpreted this as it was, and finally grabbed her cart to leave the room in a hurry before anything could've happened.
"Wow, Fluttershy." Sunset said, astonished. "I'm impressed at how well you handled that situation. You definitely weren't kidding when you mentioned other ponies don't see you as the shy one anymore. If I was still that mean bully at CHS, I wouldn't even think of messing with you."
"That certainly was an impressive display, Fluttershy." Rarity agreed. "I do know for a fact that train policies can be particularly strict, so I was certainly ready to pay her off just to make sure you didn't get in trouble."
"Thanks for wanting to look out for me, girls." Fluttershy said with gratitude. "But that was definitely another good opportunity to demonstrate that like Pinkie once said, 'Fluttershy' is now 'Flutterbold'. Not even Iron Will was able to teach me how to handle situations this well, so I'll always be happy with just how far I've truly come."
"That makes two of us, 'Flutterbold'. Sunset said, also mutual with Fluttershy's satisfaction at being a changed pony.
As the two unicorns and pegasus laughed it all off, they could then see that their stop at Ponyville was soon approaching. Although Rarity and Sunset were prepared to simply get off the train once it had stopped, Fluttershy had to go into the luggage room next to them to pick up her bag. She was using a bag to carry her essentials to the animal sanctuary, as well as her money. Although Rarity was still wearing her saddlebag, Fluttershy had set it in the other room, as she was exhausted from wearing it all day.
"It looks like we might be arriving at Ponyville soon, I'll need to get my bag." Fluttershy said to her friends, before she got up from her seat and over to the luggage room.
Fluttershy inserted her train ticket in a slot on the wall and unlocked the luggage room's door. As she was prepared to pick up her bag early as expected, she let out a shocking gasp that would also alert Rarity and Sunset. The two unicorns trotted over to the luggage room to find Fluttershy in complete disbelief, seeing that her bag was completely empty. Everything from her money and the essential supplies for the animals at the sanctuary seemingly vanished without a trace.
"I don't understand, how could this have happened?" Fluttershy began panicking. "I left my bag in this room, and you can't get in here unless you have a train ticket as a key card. Plus, I've been sitting here the whole time, and I didn't see anypony else enter this room!"
As Rarity and Sunset looked around the room for any clues, Sunset eventually recalled a key detail Fluttershy had mentioned earlier. She then noticed something in the room that normally shouldn't be there at all.
"Wait a second, Fluttershy." Sunset said before pointing up at a window that had seemingly been broken. "Didn't you say you heard a glass shatter earlier on the train ride? I guess that wasn't actually a drink the server had accidentally dropped."
"W-What!?" Fluttershy looked in horror. "Did somepony break in here and rob me?"
"I have a feeling that is a definite possibility, dear." Rarity sympathized, as she turned around and presented another piece of evidence to her friends. It looked like an orange feather that belonged to a pegasus. "Was this in here when you first set your bag in the luggage room?"
"No, this room looked completely empty when I set my bag here!" Fluttershy insisted. "Plus, I'm almost positive that the window Sunset pointed out wasn't broken when I did so, either!"
"Then I have to surmise... whoever did this had to have been a pegasus with an orange coat!" Sunset announced, before realizing this was exactly the same mystery she had tried to solve earlier that morning. She then recalled the description of the pegasus Derpy had given her. "Thankfully, I think I have a lead on who it may be. Let's just say we should probably be looking for an orange coat pegasus with blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow."
"How would you know the thief would look like that?" Rarity asked curiously.
"Let's just say, earlier when I was in Cloudsdale, another friend of mine mentioned getting robbed, and she gave me this exact description of a suspicious pegasus we should likely be keeping an eye out for." Sunset explained. "Don't worry, Fluttershy, I'll do anything I can to help solve this perplexing mystery with you."
"Well, I do have to head home to my cottage, so my first priority was to go grocery shopping." Fluttershy said. "But now that I have no bits, I guess I'll have to go home empty-hoofed."
"Not to worry, darling." Rarity chimed in, before grabbing her saddlebag and placing 30 of her own bits into Fluttershy's bag. "Take this, and don't even worry at all about paying me back. You need this much more than I do."
"Oh, Rarity." Fluttershy addressed her friend's generosity. "I couldn't. I should probably just head back to my cottage and see if I have any other bits there. Plus, I did promise to get some groceries for Sunset here too, so I have to make sure I can find enough."
"No, Fluttershy." Sunset insisted. "Buying me some groceries is certainly the least of your worries right now. You should take these bits Rarity gave you, it'll at least guarantee you some food for the night, and possibly other essentials too. There's no guarantee we can immediately find the crook, so I would take those bits just in case."
"Sunset's right, dear." Rarity agreed. "I promise, those are entirely for you, and I don't expect anything in return. All I care about is you returning safely with a good supply of food. Plus, I also have to get back to Carousel Boutique to watch after Sweetie Belle, and I still have enough bits for that."
"Thank you, Rarity." Fluttershy said. "I won't take this for granted, and I'll be sure you won't need to worry about me tonight. I guess once we arrive at Ponyville, I'll just head over to the grocery store to pick up some essentials, then head home."
"I'll come with you." Sunset offered. "Not for getting groceries, but to help you carry them, and maybe even keep an eye out for the thief who stole your belongings, if we manage to find them."
"Thank you both, you have no idea what this means to me." Fluttershy expressed, touched by both of her unicorn friends' beautiful selflessness. "We should be arriving at Ponyville quite soon, so we should prepare to get off the train any minute now."
Within only a couple of minutes, Rarity, Sunset, and Fluttershy had all arrived at their destination. Leaving the train station together, Rarity headed back toward Carousel Boutique, while Sunset and Fluttershy went the opposite direction to the grocery shop. The friends all waved goodbye to each other, as the night sky was beginning to make itself apparent. Sunset and Fluttershy were ready to get groceries together while also being aware there was still a malicious thief who was still on the loose somewhere...

	
		Chapter 41: Big Trouble Little Pony



Sunset and Fluttershy ventured further into Ponyville as night began to fall over the dusk skies. What was once a simple plan to go grocery shopping and having fun together in town now felt like a stealth mission through uncharted territory. After learning someone robbed Fluttershy back on the train, any further unfortunate situations were possible, as the night sky certainly set the mood. Just like back in the human world, Sunset knew there could be imminent dangers such as robbers or thugs lurking around at night. Sticking together felt like the smartest plan, since a thief on the loose was quite alarming, especially if they were armed. While being more cautious than normal, both ponies trotted along to the grocery store, keeping their eyes peeled for anything suspicious.
"Back in my town, I've typically never had to worry about thieves or thugs until late at night." Sunset whispered, as to not potentially alert anyone nearby who could overhear her. "Would you say the crime rate here in Ponyville is just as bad as the current situation we're in?"
"Not really, in all my time here in Ponyville that didn't include swindlers, this is actually the first time I've been robbed blind." Fluttershy affirmed, quietly. "Usually, Ponyville's a pretty safe and peaceful place, but after what happened to my belongings back on the train, I'm not so confident in believing that anymore. I also hadn't considered the idea it'd be much more dangerous to be out at night, but that's because I'm often already home by that time, along with my animal friends. Either way, I'm incredibly thankful you decided to step in and stay by my side, in case something happens. Last thing we need is another thief mugging us both."
"Right, we should just stay close and lay low, at least until we get to the market." Sunset advised. "We might both be tough ponies who can stand up for ourselves, but I know from experience we might not be as tough if whoever we're up against is armed with weapons. There's a difference between being brave and being foolish."
"That's some good thinking." Fluttershy replied. "You're certainly giving me a good demonstration of your leadership skills, Sunset. Knowing how to stay calm and find a proper solution is the best way to handle any situation."
The two ponies continued on together, high on alert toward anything that could lead to danger. An ominous silence had filled the town, likely because the residents were still on their way to return home, or they were already asleep. Although Fluttershy was leaning more toward the idea of her and Sunset being unnecessarily paranoid, she somehow began to get an unsettling vibe that they were both being watched or followed. Sunset started getting this vibe too, as it seemed as if a constant occasional noise was inching closer toward their direction. However, they eventually surmised it was likely only one of the residents taking out the trash.
After a while, the two ponies made good progress together, and Fluttershy knew they were now over halfway toward their destination. Things seemed to be going smoothly, as other than a few strange noises, nothing along the way particularly stood out to them. That was however, until Sunset noticed an orange pegasus feather on the ground. It was a little dark to completely make out the feather's color, but Sunset speculated it did look like the feather Rarity found back on the train.
"Hmm, maybe I'm just being paranoid?" Sunset suggested, quietly. "This could be anypony's feather, and I'm sure plenty of pegasai live in Ponyville?"
"They do." Fluttershy confirmed. "But most of them live in Cloudsdale, and I'm fairly certain I don't personally know any orange coated pegasai around here. At least, not anypony with that particular shade of orange."
"Then it's entirely possible this pegasus we're looking for could now be lurking around town." Sunset speculated. "Don't worry though, as long as we make it to the grocery store, we shouldn't-"
But before Sunset could finish her sentence, a loud noise had startled the two ponies, followed by what sounded like fast hoofsteps. Sunset reluctantly peaked around the corner of a house, and saw that the noise was seemingly created by a trash can falling over. Under normal circumstances, this could've simply been an accident, but the fact that they heard somepony running away definitely raised some red flags.
Venturing forward, Sunset already began to have flashbacks to that night she was returning home and encountered Gilda and Lily in that alleyway. Since Sunset was willing to practice using magic more often by returning to Equestria, she lit up her horn to get a better view of the surrounding area, as it seemed unusually dark in this area of the neighborhood. As she was at least expecting to catch a glimpse of some pony or creature scurrying away in a nearby direction, there was nothing. This either meant that the thief was extremely fast, or someone out there was deliberately trying to play an elaborate hoax on her and Fluttershy. The former theory seemed much more likely, since Fluttershy alluded to the idea that nopony in Ponyville would really do anything like that.
"D-Don't worry, Fluttershy." Sunset whispered with a slight unsettling feeling. "It was probably nothing, so let's just focus back on getting groceries."
Thinking about it further, Sunset remembered how remarkably fast Indigo Zap was back when she wrecked the hot air balloon. The fact that the thief was now essentially following them and able to make a quick getaway whenever necessary made Sunset reflect more deeply about what she saw back in Cloudsdale. Was it entirely possible the thief was Indigo all along? Derpy might've mentioned a completely different description of a shady pegasus that didn't match Indigo's look, but the speed of this pegasus along with the orange feathers began to make Sunset speculate further. 
Although Indigo's reaction to her initial accusation seemed genuine, Sunset still considered it a possibility it was all an act to throw off her and Rainbow Dash. Plus, she really was the only pegasus in the city who was seen wearing goggles and a workout uniform, the aforementioned stolen items from Derpy's mail route. However, Sunset decided that this time around, she shouldn't just jump to conclusions too quickly. Until she met an orange pegasus with blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow, she felt it would be better to not point hooves until she had far more solid evidence to prove whoever was responsible, guilty. The only seeming similarity Sunset could connect between the suspect and Indigo, were that they were both orange pegasai with astounding speeds, but this could've just been a coincidence. It wouldn't explain why there was another dubious pegasus who looked completely different, along with how Derpy didn't recognize Indigo at all. Whatever was the case then, Sunset and Fluttershy's only choice was to get back on track, while being alert, as usual.
Before long, they had finally reached the aforementioned grocery store. Sunset was not used to the idea of getting food from within a building in Equestria, since she vaguely recalled Ponyville having outside farmer's markets back when she was a filly. It seemed as if Equestria had been expanding upon their businesses and technology ever since she started living in the human world, which gave her even more of a reason in wanting to take an extended stay back. She wouldn't really miss having cell phones or video games, as she believed following the quest in perfecting her magic instead gave her more time to focus on something she had genuine passion for. Plus, since the portal was always going to be open, there was nothing stopping her from going back, making it so Sunset didn't really have anything to lose. Keeping in touch with her friends would be easy thanks to the internet, and she also had an opportunity to ask them where they'd be heading off to during graduation, as well as which social media platforms they would be active on.
For now, Sunset's focus was to mostly help Fluttershy gather some groceries, but realized that since they were now in a safer environment with security, it would be fine to relax a little. Plus, like Princess Twilight would've wanted, this also gave them both a nice opportunity to bond and get to know one another better. The timing after a supposed train robbery seemed a little awkward, but if there was one thing that Sunset learned in her entire journey of friendship, it's how true friends stick together in even the toughest of times. Aside from assisting Fluttershy with carrying her groceries, it would also feel nice to have a friend be comforting for a bit.
"So, Fluttershy?" Sunset addressed her pegasus friend. "Since Twilight wanted us to get a little closer during our time together, would it be okay for us to bond while you pick out your groceries?"
"I guess it would be nice, I do kind of need something to take my mind off of this unpleasant experience." Fluttershy affirmed, before placing several tomatoes in a bag. "What did you want to talk about?"
"Well, I guess to continue from the conversation we had earlier." Sunset began elaborating. "Although we're pretty different as far as interests and goals, I still find it particularly impressive how much we've both changed over time for the better. Everyone at CHS tends to acknowledge how they've never met anyone like me in their entire lives, which I could certainly understand. One day I was the bully who would take everyone's lunch money, and now I'm that chill gal whom many would want to share a coffee with."
"I can agree with that, since I've learned over time that having flaws doesn't make one weak, but keeping them does." Fluttershy replied. "In fact, starting up the animal sanctuary wouldn't have been possible if not for my improved assertiveness and professional behavior."
"Oh, the animal sanctuary you mentioned early was built by you?" Sunset inquired. "Twilight's vaguely wrote to me before on how big and beautiful it is for all those critters. You actually built all that by yourself? That's very impressive."
"Well, I did have some help from Big Daddy McColt, but it was my design and vision which made the project work out." Fluttershy elaborated, as she finished gathering tomatoes and started checking out the asparagus. "Sometimes, you can't really trust ponies to get a job done if they choose to simply deviate from the original plan without consulting the boss beforehand. But I was able to trust McColt, since I knew he would abide by my wishes. Admittedly, it's another aspect of why I started venturing further into Equestria sometimes to make new friends. I now have that courage, especially given how I used to even be shy in talking to other ponies when doing something as simple as grocery shopping."
"I can certainly understand that, since admittedly, although I didn't seem like it at the time, I guess I was also shy in wanting to make new friends, since I wasn't socially capable of talking to other ponies, outside of asking them to leave me to my studies." Sunset reflected. "Would you mind me asking what happened back then in your experience with grocery shopping?"
"It was a definite disaster for sure." Fluttershy began explaining. "I basically let other ponies cut in line in front of me, push me around, or even try swindling me for a single cherry."
"A single cherry, you say?" Sunset asked, recalling it sounded familiar when she was with Derpy earlier. "Like, trying to charge you 20 bits for a cherry? Some brown pegasus stallion with a five o' clock shadow, right?"
"...Yes, I unfortunately remember him and that incident far too well." Fluttershy winced, looking back. "How did you know?"
"Let's just say a good friend of mine vaguely mentioned something like that, and that the stallion who did so is pretty well known for trying to pull these kinds of scams." Sunset explained. "Plus, it seems karma has finally hit him ever since he let go of his most valuable and trusted employee. Let's just say that from what I've heard, he might not be in business for quite some time now."
"Oh wow, I had no idea his actions finally came back to him." Fluttershy replied with satisfaction, as she started digging through the lettuce and carrots. "Though to be fair, I was almost expecting that it'd happen sooner or later. Those who try to cheat everypony else will never get ahead in the end."
"Mhm." Sunset agreed. "And certainly learned that the hard way myself. Well, not as far as cheating when it comes to my education in magic, but exploiting others and being a total monster at CHS. Speaking of, I still feel extra bad for all those times I picked on the... other you. I might have met some scummy ponies or people in my life, but picking on the innocent when they can't defend themselves is pretty rotten and low, even for them."
"If it makes you feel any better, Sunset?" Fluttershy looked back with an assuring face. "Earlier when I mentioned I was once overly assertive to an extreme extent, I was not exaggerating. I was misled into believing being an assertive bully who would pick on the innocent would earn me respect and dignity. I had no problem covering ponies in garbage, assaulting them, or intimidating them when they were already down. It actually took Rarity and Pinkie running away in tears from my monstrous behavior for me to realize I genuinely took things way too far."
"I'm really sorry to hear you had to go through that." Sunset's ears fell back in sadness. "But I'm glad to hear you're now living a much better life than you were then, even if you still have to deal with the occasional disreputable ponies, like that train server from earlier. I guess this is a pretty big reason why I respect you a lot, Fluttershy. We not only have a lot in common as far as changing for the better, but we're also both not ashamed to admit our mistakes. What's happened in the past has already occurred, and our only choice after is to look toward the future with heads held high."
"I respect you a lot too, Sunset." Fluttershy smiled as she was checking the final item on her grocery list, celery. "After all, it does take quite a bit of respect to build trust for somepony who once stole from Princess Twilight, wouldn't you say? To that end, you've certainly earned not only my respect, but also my values in fellowship."
"For sure, and I'm really glad for that." Sunset replied, as Fluttershy now officially had all the groceries she needed in two baskets. "By the way, it seems like you've got quite a lot of critters to feed back at home?"
"Yeah, I guess you could say that." Fluttershy smiled slightly, before handing one of the baskets to Sunset. "And I've got my first big critter to feed here with me."
"Oh, but Fluttershy..." Sunset hesitated. "Are you sure? It seems you still might need both baskets. As I've said, buying me some food should not be your priority after what happened with your bag."
"I am sure, and I won't take 'no' for an answer." Fluttershy said, determined. "I'll always keep my promises to those who have my everlasting respect and trust. Plus, I shop here frequently and did the math based on today's sales. Altogether, combined with my coupons, this will only cost me 8 bits. It's also a 'thank you' present for you since you decided to accompany me during these tough times instead of simply heading home. Oh, and trust me, the critters back at home, including myself, will have more than enough to last a week with just one basket."
"Thank you, Fluttershy." Sunset smiled. "Nowadays, I couldn't imagine how I'd be living life without any friends."
"You and me both." Fluttershy responded, as she was now heading over to the register to pay.
By this point, things seemed to be going rather smoothly. Fluttershy and Sunset had both gotten enough groceries to last for quite a while, and they hadn't encountered anypony dangerous lurking around the neighborhood. The sudden noise and hoofsteps sprinting away from earlier did signify something rather unusual, but it was already decided that whoever caused it was already scared away. Regardless, Fluttershy had finished paying for both baskets of produce, as Sunset carried them both out of the store.
Unaware to the two mares, the unusual noises from earlier were actually created by a shady orange pegasus mare who was now barely visible within the darker shadows of the town, right by the grocery store. This whole time, she was stalking them to seek upon an opportunity in more thievery, as she believed what she had already stolen wouldn't be enough to satisfy her personal needs. She had finally noticed Fluttershy and Sunset exiting with baskets of groceries, and had almost decided to simply move on to another potential victim to steal from, as groceries wouldn't be worthwhile. However, this decision was abruptly changed as she began overhearing them, even if it was from a fair distance away.
"Alright, I guess we should start heading back to your cottage?" Sunset asked, somewhat quietly.
"Yeah, it's actually only about 5 minutes away from here, so we should be good by this point." Fluttershy explained, feeling assured by now that nopony was overhearing them. "I can't wait to finally get home to all my animal friends."
In the shadows, only a pair of purple eyes were barely visible. But overhearing this, the orange pegasus understood this meant another opportunity to make a fortune, especially when she had her daughter, who accompanied her during this entire discreet mission. As she finally saw Fluttershy and Sunset supposedly trotting back to the cottage, she backed around to address her daughter, who was looking rather afraid and nervous of her so-called mother. The little filly was hiding in a trash can, trembling about how easily agitated and intimidating her parental figure was.
"My child, come out of that trash can right now." The pegasus demanded.
"I-I'm sorry that I knocked over those garbage cans!" The filly got out and quickly apologized for her beginner's mistake which almost had them both caught by Sunset earlier. "Please don't be mad at me!"
"Mommy will let it slide this time, because luckily for you, I have a new objective for you to accomplish, my dear." The pegasus began explaining. "In case you didn't overhear, that pegasus mentioned something about heading back to a cottage full of animals, which isn't far from here. Do you have any idea what this means for me- er... I mean, us?"
"...That pegasus likes to make cottage cheese?" The filly asked, rather confused.
"No, you simpleton!" The mother snapped. "Given how that pegasus seems to like taking care of animals, she must have real compassion and be loaded with supplies to feed them all. Any animals, including you, darling. I'm sure she can't say 'no' to a sweet little angel like yourself."
"But... what does this mean for us then?" The filly questioned her mother's motives.
"Isn't it obvious?" The mother asked rhetorically. "If she accepts to take you in to her home, make absolutely sure to still be awake after she and her animal friends go to sleep. Once done, search the house for any valuables including bits, jewelry, or even basic supplies. She's absolutely guaranteed to have things like that in order to afford feeding those pathetic critters. If at all possible, try to take one of the critters with you in a cage after you leave later tonight with enough stolen goods. Perhaps I can sell it for a quick buck, mommy does need good makeup after all."
"Are you sure that's a good idea?" The filly hesitated. "W-What if she catches me, or what if one of the animals sniffs me out?"
"Well, then you fail as a daughter and let your mother down." The mother stated bluntly. "If you expect to be able to eat tonight, you will not fail and be as sneaky as I've taught you. Do I make myself clear?"
"Y-Yes, mommy..." The filly gulped.
"Quickly now, I can still see them in the distance, that red maned unicorn and pink maned pegasus." The mother observed. "Follow them closely and make absolutely sure you do not lose them. In order to make her feel bad enough for you to let her into her home, try fake crying or telling them about how I found you, I don't care as long as it gets the job done. I'll be waiting right here for you behind the grocery store, but be sure to return back to the cottage afterward, since you'll be a prime suspect if you're missing from the household. Once you return with the goods, you will have made your mommy proud, and I... might buy you a half-eaten carrot stick as your dinner- I-I mean, reward."
"Okay, mommy." The filly said, sadly. "I'll do my best to make you proud."
Fluttershy's estimation of the time it would take to return to her cottage was spot-on. Before long, Sunset and Fluttershy had arrived at the expected destination with their grocery baskets, and were ready to part ways. Sunset had already fulfilled her duty in staying by Fluttershy's side, spending some quality time with her, and ensuring she had returned home safely. It was now a good time to say goodbye before heading home herself.
"Well, I'm certainly happy things worked out, and we got you home safely." Sunset smiled. "Thanks again for the groceries, by the way."
"Don't mention it." Fluttershy replied warmly. "And thank you for being a good friend yourself, Sunset. It's pretty late now, so I suppose you'll be heading home now?"
"I guess so." Sunset agreed, before saying her final goodbyes for the night. "It was nice spending time with you-"
But Sunset could not immediately finish her sentence, as she looked behind Fluttershy and noticed a weird noise in a nearby bush. Shortly after, both mares heard what sounded like a filly whimpering. By instinct, Sunset wanted to go check and see if whoever was crying was okay, but part of her gut began telling her this could be a trap. Regardless of this feeling, Sunset trotted over and uncovered the bush, revealing a small little filly. The reveal seemed even more shocking to Sunset as she recognized who it was.
The familiar purple ponytail, barrettes, and even the sweet voice she distinctly recalled during the times she's babysat her with Pinkie in the human world, Sunset realized this was the pony Lily Pad. It was the pony counterpart of the girl who almost got hurt and robbed by Gilda in that alleyway that night, and even gave up the money she almost lost as a gift to Sunset for showing the noble kindness to put others above herself. Knowing Lily rather well in the other world, seeing Lily in a heartbreaking state of despair immediately made Sunset forget about returning to Canterlot for now. To avoid making an awkward conversation, Sunset instinctively asked what was wrong, while pretending she didn't know Lily's name.

"What's wrong, little filly?" Sunset asked Lily, tenderly, as Fluttershy came up to Sunset, also rather concerned. "Are you lost from home or hurt in any way?"
"N-No, I'm not hurt, but I'm afraid I don't have a home now." Lily sniffled. "My mom lost her job, and my dad's company went bankrupt. A-After that, my parents blamed their failures on me, because they had to focus on so much time taking care of me. So they kicked me out of their house and completely abandoned me..."
"That's awful!" Fluttershy gasped. "I can't believe anypony could be that heartless to such a young child!"
"I can't possibly imagine what you're going through right now." Sunset empathized, before looking at her basket of produce. "I do have a home back in Canterlot, as well as some fresh groceries here. Would you like to come stay with me for a while?"
"No, I can't let you do that, Sunset." Fluttershy insisted. "You're a guest in Equestria for a little while, so I can't bring myself to let you take care of both an unexpected filly and yourself. I'm great with young fillies just as much as I am with animals, let me take her in. I've got plenty of food and cozy, warm space here in my cottage."
"Are you sure about this, Fluttershy?" Sunset asked. "I really don't mind, since I've got experience with babysitting."
"Absolutely." Fluttershy assured. "Little one, would you like to come in to have something to eat? I'm sure you must be hungry."
"I really am." Lily whimpered, truthful about being extremely famished. "I haven't been fed in quite a long time."
"Well in that case, please come on inside my cottage." Fluttershy welcomed the filly into her home. "I'll get started making some nice veggie salads."
"I was about to head home, but I think I might stay with you a bit longer, Fluttershy." Sunset decided, as Fluttershy nodded in approval. "It sounds like this filly really needs some love and compassion in her life after everything she's been through, and I want to give her just that. Let's just say, she reminds me of someone whom really connected with me."
"Love... and compassion?" Lily reiterated. "That's the first time I heard these words, and I don't feel like I've gotten anything like that."
"Don't you worry, little one." Fluttershy put a hoof on the filly. "You'll now get to experience something you've genuinely always wanted and needed. I'm so sorry to hear your own parents never gave you such a life. Do you by any chance remember their names?"
"I'm afraid not." Lily said, sadly. "I only referred to them as 'mommy' and 'daddy', and even then, after what they did, I'd honestly rather forget about them entirely."
"You don't remember your parents' names?" Sunset related. "That makes two of us, hon. Don't worry, I know exactly how that feels, and we can get through all this together. Right, Fluttershy?"
"Of course." Fluttershy replied. "Let's head into my home, and I'll get started with your salad."
The two mares and small filly entered the cottage and sat around a table. As promised, Fluttershy had prepared a nice meal for both Sunset and Lily, which was certainly much more food than the filly had truly eaten in a while. 
"This is so delicious." Lily ended up finishing her meal long before Sunset and Fluttershy did. "I haven't had anything like this in so long."
"I can actually understand that feeling as well." Sunset related once more. "Do you by any chance have a name we can call you?"
"I don't actually know my real name." Lily replied."My parents weren't really involved too well in my life, that they never even bothered giving me a name."
"Well, I guess we can come up with a name for you." Fluttershy suggested. "You do kind of remind me of the flowers that grow in my pond. Particularly, those purple lilies that my hummingbirds love."
"I can see that comparison rather well." Sunset smiled, as she realized this would be the perfect opportunity to name her after that girl she regularly babysits in the human world. "How about... Lily Pad?"
"Lily Pad..." Lily thought for a moment. "I like it, it sounds pretty! But I think I'd rather go by 'Lily', at least for now."
"Fair enough." Sunset chuckled, before doing introductions. "My name's Sunset Shimmer, and that's Fluttershy."
"Nice to meet you both as well." Lily smiled.
"So, Lily?" Sunset began. "I was just about to say that from what little you've described of yourself, I can relate to almost everything."
"Y-You do?" Lily asked, somewhat nervous that Sunset seemingly grew suspicious of her story.
"Yeah, admittedly, I never really grew up with my own parents either." Sunset explained. "Well, I did have a dad with me in Ponyville, but he was primarily looking after me before I moved to Canterlot to pursue my education in magic. It's been so long that... I never really bothered to keep in touch or remember my parents' names, so I'm kinda in the same boat as you. And I also related with how much you just enjoyed that salad Fluttershy made for you. I haven't actually had such quality produce in quite some time, due to living in another town far away from here. I'm just really happy to see that we could connect on such a personal level, given how we've just met."
"Oh, y-yes." Lily replied, relieved. "I'm just happy that I finally got to eat something for dinner, since I haven't eaten all day."
"You poor thing." Fluttershy sighed. "Although I've had experience with not letting others take advantage of me, I can certainly make an exception for you, Lily. You're just a child, after all. If my brother Zephyr begged me to stay here in the cottage for a little while, I'd at most only give him a week. But for you, Lily? After what you've been through, I say you can stay here as long as you need."
Lily was astonished by how much love and care the seeming two strangers were giving her, certainly in contrast to her current mother's treatment. This admittedly already made her feel bad that she was planning on stealing from the cottage, but she knew that by this point, she had no other choice. Her mother already made it particularly clear that she would not be forgiving at all if she fails to steal from them, and by this point, she was the only pony in her life Lily had to turn to.
"I'm so happy for this, thank you." Lily smiled, as she began to tear up with joy. "But I'm wondering, why are you being so nice to me?"
"I may not be a pushover anymore." Fluttershy began. "But I'm still always going to be the Element of Kindness at heart."
"Plus, we'd feel awful for abandoning you, just like your so-called parents, Lily." Sunset explained, before reiterating the same lesson she taught the human Lily after fighting off Gilda. "One valuable lesson I've learned over time is, there's no cost in being nice to others, and every nice thing you do will always find a way to come back to you."
"That sounds like a wonderful lesson to takeaway, Sunset." Fluttershy said approvingly. "We do hope that by doing this, you'll learn to pass on this kindness to the rest of Equestria too."
Lily smiled at this and nodded, but internally, now she was feeling extra guilty for what she was about to do to the poor pegasus who extended her home to a filly she had never even met before. Regardless, something in the back of her mind made her believe she still had to steal, as her current mother was expecting her to be a little bandit in this entire mission. She felt that perhaps she should only start stealing subtle items from the house, as to not draw any suspicion, but still felt very bad about it. Lily was admiring not only Fluttershy for being so kind, but also Sunset for being able to connect with her with common traits, as if she had met someone who finally understood her, psychologically.
"It is getting a little bit late for me." Sunset said, after looking at a clock on the wall and grabbing her basket of groceries. "I'm afraid I really have to get going now."
"Of course, hopefully we can meet again very soon?" Fluttershy proposed, as Sunset nodded, before being ready to depart.
"W-Wait!" Lily stopped Sunset, hoping she could see her again soon too. "Will I ever get to see you again soon?"
"Canterlot's a little far from here, Lily." Sunset sighed. "But... don't worry. I'm here in Equestria for at least a little while longer, so I'll be sure to visit you. You do remind me of a sweetheart girl I've connected with back in my own hometown, so I'd be happy for us to spend a little more time together. Maybe tomorrow though, as I really do have to head home now."
"Oh, really?" Lily said with a little disappointment. "Well, I'm happy for whenever you're around."
"Same here." Sunset responded, as she opened the front door and waved goodbye to the two ponies. "And again, thanks for a nice night together, Fluttershy."
Sunset had finally exited and was now prepared to go back to her house in Canterlot. She began reflecting on the wild day she's had, just exploring Equestria and hanging out with some of her new pony friends. Having some good Equestrian meals, helping her friends with their dilemmas, and encountering even more ponies of humans she knew back in the other world. 
The thing that still bugged Sunset, however, was the mishap with Rainbow Dash back in Cloudsdale. It felt frustrating that she was not able to solve the mystery on whoever stole Derpy's packages and Fluttershy's belongings back on the train. All she knew was that an orange pegasus with blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow was the prime suspect. Even then, it didn't sound like anypony or any human in the other world Sunset could immediately recognize based on the description alone. Regardless, some mysteries remain as such, and Sunset decided now it was far too late at night to do any detective work. Trotting around all over Equestria in one day had left her hooves quite exhausted, and she needed to head to bed early in order to have more time to explore further tomorrow.
As Sunset no longer had Twilight's hot air balloon, or Rarity's creator's pass to board the train for free, her only option was to trot home. It was admittedly a longer trot to get all the way home, but she didn't really mind, as these trots helped her get more and more connected with the areas and towns she's visited. Out of all her new pony friends she spent time with today, Sunset then realized she didn't really get any quality time with Applejack, but this felt understandable, knowing the human version of her. Applejack was always a hardworking busy girl, even going as far as to do construction projects for CHS. If anything, Sunset still had more time to explore further tomorrow, so she decided she would perhaps hang with Applejack when an opportunity came up.
Trotting further around Ponyville, Sunset eventually noticed a big red barn in the distance, similar to the one owned by the human Applejack. This was not a coincidence, as the front doors opened, and coming out was the pony version of the independent farm girl she knew. While Sunset's friends often considered her the leader of their group, Sunset usually always saw Applejack as the second in command. Out of all her friends, it was Applejack who was the most rational and capable of leading a group, even if she did occasionally have some childish competition with Rainbow Dash. Since she was going to pass by the farm anyways, Sunset decided this was at least a good opportunity to say hi to her before heading home, even if there wasn't likely enough time to hang out.
"Evening, Applejack." Sunset greeted from a distance. "I've kinda been all over Equestria today, but it's nice to at least see you for a bit before heading home."
"Howdy, Sunset." Applejack welcomed her unicorn friend. "Yeah, I'm just finishin' up for the day, and it's probably a good thing we weren't able to spend any time today."
"Pardon me?" Sunset asked with confusion at how Applejack worded things.
"My apologies, Sugarcube, I more meant it was cause I've been far too busy today." Applejack tried to correct herself for the unusual wording. "Let's just say... things have unfortunately not been lookin' good for the Apple family. And I've kinda had to stay behind all day at Sweet Apple Acres to work to make enough bits. Things are kinda complicated to explain right now, so I'd rather give details tomorrow morning?"
"All right, whatever it is, I do hope things end up working out." Sunset said, rather confused and worried at what Applejack was seemingly upset about. "It was nice to see you managed a day's of hard work, though. I was thinking of trotting back to my home in Canterlot, but since you were here, thought I'd at least drop in real quick to say 'hi' for a minute."
"Trottin'?" Applejack questioned. "To Canterlot? You aren't going to be takin' the train or anything?"
"Nope, I don't have a train ticket or bits on me at the moment." Sunset explained. "I don't mind though, it'll at least give me a good opportunity to explore Equestria a little further, even if it's already nighttime."
"I wouldn't advise you on doing so." Applejack insisted. "Believe me, I've had trips deliverin' fresh apple cider to Canterlot, and one time, foolishly decided to just trot the whole way. Not only was I incredibly late by the time I got there, but I had little to no energy left after makin' it barely halfway up the mountain. It's certainly in our best interest to take the train, even if it means spendin' a little on a ticket."
"Oh, right." Sunset understood. "I guess I was overly excited on exploring Equestria today, that I didn't consider the idea of having to go back up the mountain to return to the city up there. Well, I don't have anything to buy another train ticket with, so I'm not quite sure what to do..."
"Tell you what, Sunset." Applejack began. "I do legitimately need the bits I've earned for something else, but since you're our guest in Equestria for a little bit, it's already pretty late, and you don't have a reliable means of returnin' to Canterlot, how about I let you stay at Sweet Apple Acres for the evenin'? It'd be nice to have you with me for a while, given I've kinda already been by myself this entire day due to... right, I think I'd rather discuss that first thing in the morning, the timin's not quite right now."
"I understand." Sunset replied. "And sure, I guess it would be nice to have a sleepover for a while. Although, I kinda have little to no energy left after trotting so much today, so I'm afraid resting for the night's my first priority. Gosh, now I really feel like a fool for thinking I could trot by myself all the way back to Canterlot."
"Canterlot may be relatively close to Ponyville, but never underestimate the distance, say that much." Applejack reflected. "Well, happy to have a friend over for the night, I'll show you to the guest room, and we'll both hit the hay?"
"Sure thing!" Sunset said with enthusiasm. "And thanks for considering my dilemma."
"Nah, thank you for stoppin' by, given how lonely I've been feelin' all day." Applejack smiled. "But we'll save it for tomorrow, let's just head on inside and worry about it tomorrow mornin'."
Sunset followed Applejack inside her house and went into the guest room. After how much distance she had covered in only one day's worth of spending time with her new friends, she certainly felt like a well deserved rest was due. Although Sunset was still somewhat concerned on why Applejack seemed to be upset to the point of not wanting to immediately talk about it, she respected her wishes in not prying further until the next morning. It was still a pretty nice and adventurous day for Sunset, and as of now, she had finally interacted with each of her new friends during their everyday personal lives, which taught her all about their interests and how things were run in Equestria.
As Sunset then sat in her bed and went under a blanket, one other detail from today particularly stood out to her. When Starlight mentioned that she had experienced nearly the same unusual occurrences during her time in the human world, Sunset really began brainstorming what it could possibly mean. Why would they both have this bizarre dream where they could see nothing but darkness, yet only hear their own voice in the distance crying for help? By this point, considering how she still knew nothing about why Celestia forbade her from entering the portal all those years ago, Sunset believed coming up with mere theories was nothing more than a waste of time.
There was however, one theory that Sunset began to keep at the back of her mind, given what she knew, and all the hints she had already gathered. In the time she's spent in Equestria with her new friends, Sunset had unintentionally met or encountered pony counterparts of people she knew back in the human world. It gave a potential idea that since there would appear to be pony versions of those humans, both worlds had their own version of these living beings. As exemplified by Sunset's experiences with them, they could turn out to be around the same as far as personality, or drastically different. But the point still stood in that, they existed.
This eventually gave Sunset a possible idea that what she had heard that dreadful third night in the human world was the human version of herself who was native to that world. Likewise, Starlight might've also been hearing the human counterpart of herself. But even then, it wouldn't explain why their counterparts were both crying out for help, or why they themselves experienced unusual jolts of magic when moving around on the third day. Considering how this was simply a wild guess with what little she already knew, Sunset felt it'd be better to at least check what Celestia had to say when it was time to visit Silver Shoals.
Considering how the next day, Sunset would most likely be hanging with Applejack, she would've finished hanging out with all her new friends, bonding with them and exploring Equestria, to where she had enough time to finally visit Celestia once more. But at the same time, she also remembered how earlier today, Starlight mentioned possibly getting in touch with somepony named Sunburst, and to let her meet his father. Given how Sunset was still perplexed on the mystery of who her real parents were, this sounded like another good stop to make the next day, assuming Starlight had already arranged everything for her.
Regardless, there were two guaranteed plans Sunset had the next morning. The first was to wake up and talk things out with Applejack on the supposed problem she was having, and the second was to finally head to Silver Shoals in reuniting with Celestia. If Starlight and Sunburst were already ready before then, she would at least consider meeting the mystery father first.
With everything now cleared up in her head, Sunset finally relaxed in her bed to start heading to sleep. Everything seemed to go rather well today other than what happened with Rainbow Dash and Indigo Zap. Unfortunately, she was still completely unaware of two crucial things. The first was that letting Lily into Fluttershy's cottage might've been a huge mistake, but the second was the theory on what she heard in that dream back then might not have been as crazy of an idea as she had believed...

	
		Chapter 42: The Invisible Hand



Sunset had finally woken up to a new morning, now fully rested after that exhausting journey yesterday. She hadn't imagined this vacation would become the wild ride she's experienced, but began recapping to plan out her schedule. Day one was focused on getting to Twilight's coronation, while day two revolved around exploring all over Equestria with her new friends. She was still adamant on continuing her original plan for day three, in hanging with Applejack for a bit, reuniting with Celestia once more in Silver Shoals, and possibly even meeting her potential father, assuming Starlight and Sunburst were ready for her. Other than these three main objectives, Sunset didn't particularly feel interested in doing anything else for the day. 
She kept in mind there was still the matter of reconciling with Rainbow Dash, though she would likely need to talk to Twilight about it first, and perhaps even require her assistance in convincing Rainbow to talk things out. And of course, there was also still a mysterious thief on the loose who had already negatively impacted Sunset's friends, particularly Derpy and Fluttershy, supposedly. It didn't seem like a coincidence that during both instances, an orange pegasus was heavily implied to be around the respective crime scenes when items were stolen, and Sunset still had yet to see one who also had blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow. Whatever was the case, Sunset felt the case was still very much inconclusive until she had much more solid evidence on what had really happened, and decided to focus back on her vacation in Equestria.
Given how Sunset went to bed relatively early last night, it was no surprise that in response, she had woken up much earlier than she normally would, at around 9 AM. A noticeable contrast to the times where she would stay up late, sometimes even up til 4 in the morning to play video games in her apartment back in the human world. As Sunset got out of her bed and went over to Applejack's room, she noticed that her bedroom door was open and that the bed was empty. She then heard noises downstairs, seemingly coming from the kitchen. It made sense for Applejack to be up relatively early, as she had a lot of responsibilities and chores, especially as a farm pony. Sunset followed the noise downstairs to the kitchen and saw Applejack had already prepared a nice breakfast.
"Mornin' Sugarcube." Applejack addressed her friend. "Ya' must be hungry as a pumpkin right now?"
"Mmm, this looks so good." Sunset licked her lips. "Pancakes, applesauce, apple cider, buttered toast, it's like we're dining in Canterlot!"
"Aw shucks, thanks." Applejack blushed. "I do my best in followin' my family's recipes. It's because of stickin' together as a family, our business blossomed immensely all over Equestria. I'll let ya' be the judge of that, help yourself!"
"I can certainly see that." Sunset smiled, as she sat down and dug into the hearty breakfast on the table in front of her. "Mmm! Your family's recipes are scrumptious! Looks like you got something not only to be proud of now, but for many many years to come."
"Yeah, er..." Applejack stuttered for a bit, before her tone began to turn more gloomy. "Many more years, at least that's what I'm hopin'..."
Sunset noticed this shift in mood, and remembered that last night, Applejack was vaguely hinting toward something that troubled her. Although initially having a bright conversation over brunch, Sunset realized she had unintentionally opened an old wound, as reminding Applejack of her family in this particular context yielded a mixed feeling. Since it was now a new morning, and Applejack already mentioned that she'd talk about it later, it seemed like a good time to finally learn what specifically was so upsetting for the farm pony.
"Hey, Applejack...?" Sunset began, trying to comfort her friend. "It seems like the thing that's been troubling you from last night has returned. I'm here for you if you really need it, would you like to discuss it with me?"
Applejack nodded in agreement, but took a rather sudden pause. She just stared at her bowl of cereal for a bit, blinking every few seconds, but also giving Sunset eye contact to signify she was still interested in explaining. It was by this point, Sunset knew this was extremely serious, so she was ready to give a listening ear whenever Applejack was ready to open up about this seeming tragedy.
"Well, things have been rough lately for the Apple family." Applejack took her hat off for a moment and sighed in sadness. "It all started yesterday mornin', pretty much immediately after Granny Smith got home from Twilight's coronation. Granny had felt a very sudden pain in her chest and collapsed onto the floor, so we had to rush her to the nearest hospital. While in the hospital bed, she seemed to be slowly gettin' better with proper treatment, but there was then another issue. We were told by the clinic that our current insurance plan didn't have enough to cover everything, so I had no choice. Big Mcintosh and Applebloom stayed behind at the hospital with Granny, but I had to return here to Sweet Apple Acres and gather funds all by myself yesterday. Workin', bakin', and managin' a huge liquidation sale of the family's crops and products in order to make enough bits for coverin' her treatment. I worked nonstop since this meant Granny's life was on the line."
"...I'm so sorry you've been going through all this, Applejack." Sunset empathized. "I feel so sad to hear you can't even be with your grandmother during these tough times because of some hospital bill, as they're making you work just to afford the proper treatment. They're actually going to put prices over ponies' lives? That is simply disgusting."
"I know the feelin' for sure." Applejack sighed. "Life's not fair, but society can sometimes be like this when it comes to money, just ask Flim and Flam for instance. The issue now being, after I took my earnin's and already deposited them into our family bank account this mornin', the clinic called and said we were still short around 650 bits. The hospital has a strict policy in which every patient's case must be paid in full before they begin the main operation, so there's nothing we could do about it."
"That really is troubling..." Sunset put her hoof on Applejack to comfort her.
"It sure is, Sugarcube..." Applejack reflected. "I tried my absolute best to gather enough bits in the hope of paying for everything to save her, and I still failed. Now I almost don't know if I can bring myself to visit her at the clinic, since she might be gone very soon and it's all my fault..."
Sunset listened on to Applejack's pain and understood it completely, the same way she had felt about her own parents, especially with the constant thought that they might've already passed during the time she's lived in the human world. However, she realized that Applejack's hesitation on visiting Granny seemed to steer her in the wrong direction, so she decided to advise her.
"I can understand how upset you are, Applejack." Sunset said in a soft and sad voice. "But this is certainly not your fault. The fact that you decided to stay behind to pull together any funds you could get in affording her treatment makes you a granddaughter with a heart of gold. You might not have gotten enough funds, but the fact you tried your absolute hardest should still count for something. You should still go visit her at the clinic, since being able to spend time with your grandmother would be just as valuable to her."
"But... what if she sees me as a failure of a granddaughter because I wasn't able to save her?" Applejack looked down at herself. "Those funds really were the last we had, as I've already sold everything else profitable here at the farm, and there's nothing else I can do to earn anything more in time."
"She won't see you as a failure." Sunset assured. "She'll see you as a granddaughter who truly cared and had her heart in the right place. Even if you aren't able to afford this operation, you'll always be able to afford being with her in her time of need. Take it from me, as Princess Celestia's former pupil. I was always an overachieving student who got the best marks and results back at the School for Gifted Unicorns under her guidance. However, after disobeying what she believed was best for me as she had believed by heart, I failed as not simply her pupil, but as a metaphorical daughter. Given how close Celestia and I were, we were practically family, and I always knew that deep down, failing as family hits much harder than anything else imaginable. I might've been a good student, but that still ended up becoming irrelevant because of my past selfish ambitions. If you're still able to be there for Granny Smith during these tough times, you'll have fulfilled your duties as a family, and that'll matter the most in the long run."
"Y-You're right, Sunset." Applejack sniffled a bit. "I might've failed with financial purposes in the operation, but I could never forgive myself if I failed as a granddaughter by not showin' up to visit. I gave all I could to contribute to the clinic's bill, and now it's time to do what's right, since family is forever. She hasn't actually seen me since she left home, so being by her side is the only thing I can do now. Thanks for helpin' me see that, you really seem to understand what being family is all about."
"I'm really glad to hear that, and that I've steered you in the right direction." Sunset smiled. "I've never been close with my family in the past, which has made me realize why I was so unhappy during most of my early years. I guess the time I've spent away from Equestria has made me miss my actual parents, and it's helped me understand to never take my family for granted."
"You miss your parents?" Applejack started comforting Sunset back. "That makes two of us, Sugarcube. Let's just say, Ma and Pop are smilin' from Heaven right now, and unfortunately, they never got to say goodbye to the rest of the family. Granny's the closest me, Big Mac, and Applebloom have to a mother left, so things have been really hard lately."
"Sorry to hear about your parents too..." Sunset sighed. "As for my parents, I just never really knew my mom. All I know was, I used to live with my dad somewhere in Ponyville, but it's been so long to where I can't even remember his name, what he looked like, or where he lived. This is the price I pay for never keeping in touch, since I only seemed to care about being the best student in Canterlot back then. Twilight's doing some research on the side, but as far as I know, they could both already be gone since I've already spent several good years in the human world. And even if they were still alive, I don't really know if they'd be happy to see their daughter again, since I've been practically absent for a good majority of their lives. What if they've moved on or don't even remember me?"
"Well, I wouldn't just jump to conclusions, Sunset." Applejack replied. "I admit, I haven't really had a case in the Apple family similar to yours, but what I do know is, family will always respect and love you no matter what. In the worst case scenario that your parents would act like that, I'd understand for sure how much it would hurt. But then I would also keep in mind that they wouldn't truly be family if they ended up treatin' me that way. Plus, Twilight has sometimes told me she sees all of us as her family too, because we all treat each other the way we'd wanna be treated ourselves. I'd genuinely hope if you could find your parents, it wouldn't end up in the way you're worryin' about, but if it does, I still want you to remember you still have all of us. You'll always be part of the Apple family for takin' the extra mile regardin' Granny's situation, and nothing would change that."
"I really love your philosophies regarding family, AJ." Sunset began tearing up. "These are some wonderful ideas I'll always keep in a special place in my heart. I genuinely can't emphasize how nice it is to have friends who truly care for you in even the hardest of times."
"Me too, Sunset. Me too." Applejack smiled. "Well, I'm glad that we've had this talk together, but I suppose we should start heading over to the hospital to check up on Granny Smith. I legitimately gave all I could, and that's what truly matters."
"Yeah, I guess I could join you as an honorary Apple, since I now know all the values of what a family entails." Sunset said. "Which hospital is she staying at?"
"The one on the other side of Ponyville." Applejack responded. "It's admittedly further than the hospital we normally go to for checkups, but that clinic was already full. Not entirely sure why, but I'm guessin' it may have something to do with that huge battle we all had with Chrysalis, Tirek, and Cozy Glow. Many ponies and creatures did get injured tryin' to fight against those snakes in the grass. Regardless, we got some serious ground to cover if we wanna make it before visitin' hours are over. If I remember correctly, the visitin' time will end today at noon, so we have to get goin'. After this, they're stopping visitin' hours for the rest of the week. I mean, who knows how much time Granny has left?"
"Alright, that's very understandable." Sunset replied. "We should get going then, since it's almost 9:30."
Applejack and Sunset exited the house after finishing up breakfast and began trotting together to the clinic. There was a bittersweet feeling in the fact that Applejack wasn't able to make enough to cover Granny's treatment, but she knew being by her side was now the only thing that mattered most. As the two ponies were about to depart Sweet Apple Acres, they noticed a green Earth pony approaching them. Given how Sunset recalled the Wallflower incident several times throughout this entire journey, she was able to immediately recognize it was the pony Wallflower Blush who was seemingly stopping them from visiting the hospital.
"Applejack, right?" Wallflower addressed the farm pony she had planned to do business with.
"Oh, howdy there, Miss Blush!" Applejack replied back. "To what do I owe the pleasure today?"
"Well, you did give me a call yesterday afternoon in offering to help me out with my botanical garden, since you were looking for work." Wallflower reminded. "It's going to take several hours, so we might as well get started."
"Oh... that's right." Applejack put her hoof on her face, feeling astounded at how something like this could've slipped her mind. "I've been so busy makin' sales yesterday that I completely forgot about this. Could we please do it sometime later today, preferably in the afternoon?"
"That was not part of the deal, ma'am." Wallflower replied sternly. "You mentioned you were desperate for work and booked this job with me at exactly 9:30 in the morning. Plus, you also expected a good amount of bits from me, and I had already paid upfront for you. It's too late to back out and change plans now."
"Please, hear me out." Applejack begged. "I needed the money for my grandmother's treatment, and I absolutely have to get to the hospital to visit her before visitn' hours are over today at noon. If you would let me reschedule this job for you on such short notice, I'll be sure to make it all up to you with extra labor toward your gardenin' later today. Or, could I give you a refund?"
"I won't accept a refund because this will be mandatory for my business." Wallflower stated bluntly. "Nopony else is available to help me with the gardening, and I must get the gardening done before noon today, because I'll have to leave to Mustangia in order to set up my shop there, and I can't be late! You can't persuade me with some sob story about a grandma if you've already taken my money and specifically agreed to the deal as we had set. If you still refuse to help out, everypony in Equestria will hear about this, let's just say."
Applejack knew what this meant. Wallflower Blush was likely going to sue the Apple family for 'scamming' her, or go share her story in a newspaper article all over Equestria, which would certainly impact the family business for many years to come. Applejack then understood that she simply had no choice. Even if Granny didn't have much time left, she would certainly not be happy in the afterlife to see what would become of her family's reputation in the later years over this one tiny little incident, and neither would Bright Mac nor Pear Butter. The farm pony was about to come to terms with Wallflower's demands, but Sunset was analyzing the situation this whole time.
Sunset definitely didn't appreciate what the human Wallflower did in erasing her friends' good memories of her, but eventually came to terms as to why she ended up doing so. Plus, they did make up in the end, and even went to the Postcrush Music Festival together as mutual friends, though they didn't interact much there. However, even keeping in mind that this was another Wallflower, Sunset already noted how much more pushy and demanding she was, whereas the Wallflower she already knew was more of an introvert.
In some ways, Sunset could understand why Wallflower was acting the way she did, considering Wallflower had a tight schedule herself, already paid Applejack upfront, and set a specific time to do the work well in advance. It might've been Applejack's fault for letting this slip her mind, but the fact that Wallflower seemingly didn't care at all about AJ having a sick relative didn't sit well with her. Since Wallflower brought up how nopony else was available to help her today, it gave her an idea on what she should do, as she saw Applejack was ready to give in to Wallflower's demands.
"All right then." Applejack sighed. "I guess I'll go with you, Miss Blush-"
"Applejack, wait!" Sunset stopped her friend before she potentially made a decision that would change everything. "Miss Blush said she needed somepony available to help her out with gardening, right? If that's the case, how about you go on ahead to the hospital, while I do the gardening with her?"
"A unicorn?" Wallflower observed the pony who had offered her help. "Well, I suppose if you're up to tend bonsai trees with me, it doesn't really matter who assists me. But if you end up doing a shabby job..."
"I won't." Sunset affirmed. "I actually know exactly what bonsai trees needs, since back in my hometown, a certain friend taught me everything it takes to run a successful garden club."
"Oh, Sunset..." Applejack said, astounded at Sunset for how big of a sacrifice she was willing to make. "But I got myself into this here pickle by forgettin' I signed up for this, and you'd essentially be doin' what should be my labor."
"It's okay, Applejack." Sunset assured. "Since you consider me as part of your family, I'm willing to do anything I can to provide you that opportunity to see Granny Smith. As family, we stick together and help each other through even the toughest of times, no matter what."
"You have a real heart of gold, yourself, Sunset..." Applejack smiled. "Havin' family like you in my life, makes me feel-"
"Hey, I hate to interrupt, but we're all kind of on a schedule here!" Wallflower blurted out. "So, do I have a gardening assistant or not?"
"Well, she certainly just ruined a heartwarmin' moment." Applejack observed. "Regardless, I can't thank you enough for this, Sunset."
"No problem." Sunset replied, before turning to Wallflower. "And yes, you do have an assistant now, so let's head over to get started on the work."
Sunset and Wallflower headed off together to the garden while Applejack went off in the other direction to see Granny. It didn't take long for the two gardening ponies to finally arrive, and Sunset noted that the garden did look somewhat similar to the garden owned by the human Wallflower for her club back at CHS. Although the garden's theming did seem to line up with her human counterpart, her personality did not. The human Wallflower was initially seen as a mysterious, invisible girl who nobody ever seemed to notice, which made her begin to resent all the attention Sunset got. Despite ending up erasing her friends' good memories of her out of pettiness, Sunset realized there seemed to be a completely different side to this Wallflower for acting the way she did.
As the two ponies tended to a number of bonsai trees with the correct procedures and also began planting them into flower pots, Sunset still couldn't help but think why this Wallflower was so bitter. Obviously, due to her own absence in Equestria, combined with how Wallflower didn't seem to recognize her at all, Sunset couldn't imagine that she herself was responsible for this Wallflower turning out the way she did. She was understandably justified in feeling frustrated for Applejack changing her plans on such short notice, but definitely not for blackmailing AJ if she didn't comply with her demands in the end. The labor would normally take a lot longer with two Earth ponies, but Sunset sped things up since she had the advantage of her horn to move things along quicker. Since she and Wallflower had already been working together for a while, and it appeared they were already nearly done, Sunset felt the need to ask Wallflower what was seemingly making her act so grouchy.
"Wallflower, do you mind if I ask you a question?" Sunset addressed the gardening pony.
"H-How do you know my name?" Wallflower asked, surprised. "Most ponies only know me by 'Miss Blush'."
"Err, just a lucky guess?" Sunset tried to save herself, as she felt silly for accidentally making this mistake again, much like she did with Gloriosa. "But I mean, since we're nearly done with these bonsai trees and we still have plenty of time to spare, could I maybe talk with you for a while?"
"Well it's only these bonsai trees I'm exporting to Mustangia, and we are about to wrap up soon, so I guess so." Wallflower rolled her eyes. "What could you possibly want to talk about?"
"Do you feel... invisible in the world sometimes?" Sunset questioned, trying to understand if this Wallflower was having the same issue as the human version she knew. "Feeling like nopony seems to notice or understand anything about you?"
"I mean... considering how that Applejack pony completely forgot about my gardening appointment with her, what do you think?" Wallflower asked rhetorically. "That's not even been the first time either, I almost feel as if my existence in Equestria is almost worthless if I can't even get a simple bonsai tree business to take off. Everypony around here only seems to buy from that Gloriosa pony, while I just got forgotten all the time."
"Well, what if I told you I knew what it was like myself, being shunned and ignored in a society that never really understood or accepted me?" Sunset alluded to her past where she went through such treatment shortly after Princess Twilight left the human world for the first time after retrieving her stolen crown.
"What do you even know about anything like that?" Wallflower questioned. "It's not like you have problems making friends if you're just casually hanging with somepony like that Applejack mare, whom I hear is a legendary hero here in Equestria. Meanwhile, I can't even go through with simple business negotiations, because everypony keeps forgetting about me. I give them some details and demands upfront, the next thing I know, they just change their plans or minds. Why does that keep happening time and time again?"
"To be honest, you do have a bit of a temper." Sunset noted. "Is it entirely possible you might be difficult to work with because of that?"
"WHAT'S THAT SUPPOSED TO MEAN!?!" Wallflower snapped, similar to the time the human Wallflower straight up roared at Sunset bluntly, that she hated her. This made Sunset flinch back a bit before speaking up.
"Well for example, I didn't exactly like what I saw back there with Applejack." Sunset explained. "You didn't seem to care that AJ had to go see her grandma, given how strict the hospital's visiting hours are. Not exactly a friendly reception for somepony she was planning to work with, right?"
"Well what did you expect when Applejack and I set a strict agreement on time, and I already paid her upfront for her services?" Wallflower attempted to justify her behavior. "Only for her to just ditch and forget about me to change plans at the very last minute, just like everypony else I've come across. Plus, I've heard that excuse plenty of times. 'My grandma is sick and I need to see her...', that's what they all say! And I've actually gone and found out that other ponies who've said that, it turned out to be nothing more than a lie. So why should I have thought differently about Applejack?"
"...Because I've known Applejack for a while." Sunset said, though mostly referring to her human counterpart. "She would never ask you of something if she didn't need it, and plus, her family's the most reputable apple business in Equestria. I'm sorry to hear you've had different experiences in the past with actual dishonest ponies, but I can assure you, AJ is nothing like that. She's a hardworking, honest, and independent farm pony who really cares about her friends and family."
"And how do you know that?" Wallflower simply spat in disgust. "This was supposed to be the job she signed up for, not you. How do we not know she's just scamming you by letting you do her work so she can just go goof off instead of visiting her grandmother, like you said? Has she even shown you any proof?"
"You wouldn't make yourself come across as the easiest pony the work with if you demand proof for every small little thing." Sunset huffed. "I know AJ, she would never lie about something so serious. Plus, I slept over at her house, and saw that nopony else who lived there was even present, including her grandmother. Even if I were to demand proof, that would've been all I needed to be convinced, and it wouldn't have been professional for anypony to be constantly prying like they don't trust them. If you wanted to work with Applejack in the first place, you surely would've trusted her to some extent, yes? What makes you think she, the most reputable businesspony in Equestria would lie to you on a matter as serious as a sick relative?"
"I just told you, it was my past experiences that makes me not wanting to trust many ponies nowadays!" Wallflower spouted. "Do you have cotton in your ears or something?"
"I don't." Sunset frowned. "I simply want to help you out in understanding why Equestria's society seemingly forgets about you, Wallflower."
"Quit calling me that name!" Wallflower demanded. "You either call me 'Miss Blush', or stop talking to me altogether! You choose."
"Fine, Miss Blush." Sunset rolled her eyes. "Do you see what I mean though? This is really unprofessional behavior from you, to somepony like me who's offering their time to help you with some labor."
"So... what are you saying then?" Wallflower asked for clarity.
"You've been mean to so many residents of Equestria for so long, that nopony wants to work with you." Sunset illustrated. "I, myself used to be just like that, and believe me, I lived out a life of misery because everyone kept on shunning or ignoring me, because I was so hard to work with. It's hard when something like that happens, but then you have to analyze and understand why ponies start to hesitate in wanting to work with you, or forget about you. Though in Applejack's case, from what I was told, it was purely in accident, as she was desperately working nonstop yesterday."
"All I'm doing is setting my demands and expectations upfront for simple business transactions in service." Wallflower explained. "What more could they want?"
"Right, but did you feel for how that would be if you were in the other pony's place?" Sunset asked.
"I don't know what you're trying to imply by that." Wallflower said, confused.
"Let's pretend... I'm the client who's expecting you to do another job when you're in the middle of exporting these bonsai trees, and you're the assistant who agreed to the task." Sunset explained, before changing her voice slightly in pretending she was a completely different pony. "Hey, Miss Blush! You need to come with me now to deliver these pizzas to Canterlot! I don't care what you're doing right now, you must come with me now and that is final!"
"B-But, I have to move these bonsai trees to Mustangia for my business. It's very urgent!" Wallflower said, playing along.
"Urgent?" Sunset reiterated. "The only thing you'll need that's urgent is a bath for disobeying my orders! I'm dumping these pots of soil all over you until you comply! Take it or leave it!"
"I... I desperately need these trees for my business though." Wallflower said, somewhat intimidated.
"Very well then, you asked for it!" Sunset said in an aggressive tone.
Sunset used her magic to levitate around 10 pots of soil over Wallflower's head, and turned them 180 degrees to drop the dirt all over her. Wallflower shrieked in horror and almost wanted to cry, but Sunset had thankfully planned ahead. The time she's spent in Equestria had started letting her get more used to having magic, and she used her levitation spell to catch all patches of soil before they could make Wallflower look like a mint and chocolate chip ice cream mess. She then put the pots back on the ground, as the soil magically went back into each respective pot, as her point had finally been made.
"Gosh, that's how I've been treating the ponies I've been hiring?" Wallflower looked back in shock. Although those disreputable ponies in the past who've wronged me are to blame, I still have to blame myself for taking this approach with absolutely everypony I work with. I guess... over time, it just becomes hard to look at yourself in the mirror, and it's easier to just point a hoof. Then it just reached a point where I was used to behaving this way, that I didn't think much about how anypony else would react. I guess... when you're seeing this behavior from somepony else's point of view, you start to see a fragment of yourself that you normally can't seem to understand."
"That's exactly what I was hoping you would realize." Sunset smiled. "I'm certainly not the most perfect pony myself in that front, since I do occasionally still have anger issues that make me explode in other ponies' faces simply because I couldn't control my frustration. I understand your frustration with those ponies who have lied to you before in the past, that's on them. But always acting cranky to the point of being difficult to work with..."
"...Is all my fault." Wallflower finished Sunset's sentence, before sighing. "I'm really sorry for the way I've been treating both you and Applejack. Now I feel so ashamed and disgusted with myself, and even dumb for not realizing there was a legitimate reason why I seemed so... invisible to everypony."
"Please... Miss Blush." Sunset put a hoof on Wallflower. "Don't be so hard on yourself. Such flaws never make you a bad pony, they show there's a piece of yourself which you can always improve on for the better. 
"Thank you so much for this valuable lesson, Miss..." Wallflower began, but realized Sunset never introduced herself.
"Sunset Shimmer." Sunset finally gave an introduction. And let's just say, I learned this kind of lesson myself from the many friends I've made over the years. Now, we're almost done with the bonsai trees, and I'm glad you were able to understand me on the same level. Once we fill out these remaining 30 pots, I guess it's time to ship them off to this Mustangia place? Admittedly, I've never been there myself."
"It's my hometown, but I had to pick up my garden's supply here in Ponyville, since I don't own any acres there." Wallflower explained. "Some ponies have considered the possibility of letting me share with them, but ended up changing their minds after mentioning I'm a bit too difficult to work with. Now I understand why."
"Well, if you do end up expanding your business with the proper attitude, I'm sure you'll start becoming successful in no time, Miss Blush."
"Actually... you can call me 'Wallflower' if you'd like." Wallflower changed her approach toward Sunset. "I've already realized that demanding to be referred to as 'Miss Blush' doesn't make me come across as a friendly or easy pony to work with."

"I'm starting to like this new Wallflower already!" Sunset smiled, before she went back to packing the bonsai trees with her, and felt satisfied in solving the mystery behind why this other Wallflower was constantly feeling so... invisible.

	
		Chapter 43: General Hospital



Sunset and Wallflower had finally finished packing up all the trees as they were now ready to be carried off in two wagons. During her time in Equestria, Sunset couldn't help but feel her pride in showing what her skills in empathy and friendship had as far as making a difference to those around her. Although her initial goal was simply to help Wallflower out as a means of letting Applejack see Granny Smith, Sunset had also effectively understood Wallflower's psychological issues and how they could be corrected for the better. The initial job of packing the bonsai trees went rather quickly, but there was also the matter of escorting them to Mustangia, as Wallflower certainly wasn't able to carry both wagons by herself.
The two ponies carried the wagons over to the far edge of Ponyville, and eventually toward another station that had a waiting train with coaches that specialized in carrying freight. There was still plenty of time to spare for loading the trees onto the train itself, but Wallflower wasn't in as big of a rush as she likely would've been, had a unicorn not volunteered to assist her. However, making it all the way to Mustangia for her business deal with time being of the essence, she decided to not waste too much time with loading them aboard. With Sunset's help, it once again didn't take too long, and she was now set to arrive back at her hometown to start setting up her business.
"Thank you so much again for both the labor in packing, and also the valuable life lessons on my behavior." Wallflower said, gratefully. "We still have around 30 minutes to spare before the train leaves, but it's good to be ahead of schedule. This was why I really needed to get everything done before noon, but as you've taught me, there could've been a much better way to approach it. I'm still just... really torn up about the times where I had been lied to in the past."
"No problem." Sunset smiled, before alluding to certain bad memories she had encountered in the past few days. "I'm still glad things worked out and you were able to turn a new leaf, unlike... other disreputable ponies I've come across myself recently."
"Yeah, but to be completely fair, some of the first few encounters I've had with dishonest ponies, it was kinda my own fault for being dumb." Wallflower sighed. "Like this one time I hired somepony in delivering my flower pots to Ponyville, only to find out later that they never arrived. I paid the pony upfront for this job, and then she just flew away like that. I never got to see my bits or flower pots ever again."
"She... flew away?" Sunset questioned, realizing Wallflower was implying this pony was not only female, but also a pegasus. "Out of curiosity, do you remember much about what this pony looked like? Did she happen to have an orange coat, as well as blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow?"
"Y-Yes...?" Wallflower's eyes widened. "How did you know that?"
"Let's just say I'm doing a little side investigation to a pony who's been committing acts of thievery all over Equestria lately, and I was given a tip that somepony with those exact characteristics is likely the culprit." Sunset explained. "Do you by any chance remember her name?"
"Afraid not." Wallflower frowned at her dumb decision. "I should've known better than to trust a seeming stranger and paid her upfront for a job, only for her to not do as she was told. I guess that's the price I pay when I'm desperate."
"I see, really sorry that happened to you, Wallflower." Sunset empathized. "But hey, look on the bright side. Now you have an outlook on how to effectively communicate with other ponies, and it'll play a major part in your business. Plus, it looks like you'll be able to travel home safely without the worry of being late."
"All thanks to you, my friend!" Wallflower smiled. "I'm... kinda surprised to call somepony else a friend, since I've admittedly not really made any friends here in Equestria, up until now. Would you like to come to Mustangia with me?"
"Maybe some other time." Sunset decided, as she'd still prefer sticking with her original plan in being with Applejack and visiting Celestia later on. "I do have some other plans for today, and your main objective with loading the trees onto the train is finished. I'll be sure to visit Mustangia sometime, it does sound like an interesting place I've yet to see. Good luck with your business and new communication skills in the meantime."
"Alright, sounds cool, thanks!" Wallflower replied, before boarding the train herself and waving goodbye to Sunset. "Hope we can keep in touch."
Sunset finished waving goodbye and began heading back the way she came. Looking at the time on a nearby clock, it was 11:34 AM, meaning that the hospital's visiting hours were almost over. Although Sunset's main concern was returning to Applejack, two other things began to flood her mind. Firstly, whoever this orange pegasus was, she was most certainly a ruthless, disreputable scumbag, even more than that Crafty Crate stallion Derpy had mentioned before. And secondly, since she was likely going to be joining Applejack at the hospital, she began wondering if the hospital itself could provide any information regarding her missing family. It seemed to be worth a shot, as there could also be a chance that the hospital Granny was staying at was the same clinic she was born in, given how Sunset and her father lived in Ponyville at one point.
It was rather simple to locate the hospital Applejack was referring to, as there were only two clinics in Ponyville, and one of them was completely opposite from the direction Applejack proceeded to from Sweet Apple Acres earlier. In a matter of minutes, Sunset trotted along the path and eventually found it, the only other hospital which was located on the far, opposite end of the farm. Visiting hours were likely over by the time she arrived, but it didn't seem to matter, as asking questions at the front desk was normally allowed. There was also the matter of joining Applejack in praying for Granny's health, assuming she wasn't already too late. With this in mind, Sunset casually trotted through the hospital's front doors, and to her surprise, immediately saw Applejack, along with the pony Applebloom and Big Mcintosh in the main lobby, looking very heartbroken.
Sunset also noticed that accompanying Big Mac was a pink unicorn who looked just like that Sugar Belle gal she had met at the cafe back in the human world. She appeared to be escorting Applebloom and Big Mac into another room to comfort them, while Applejack remained behind in the lobby. Sunset noted that Applejack was also now wearing a bandana, which looked exactly like the one the human Granny Smith wore. Considering what Applejack had already mentioned earlier regarding Granny's condition, as well as the issue of not being able to afford her treatment, Sunset began to wonder if the inevitable had already occurred.
"AJ...?" Sunset asked from a distance, as Applejack looked over and waved, signaling Sunset to come up to her.
"Well Sunset..." Applejack begin, barely able to speak. "I'm not sure if you could immediately tell just based on how me and my family were actin', but... it's just as I had feared this mornin'. Granny Smith was just taken from us all about 15 minutes ago. We were all sittin' in her room hopin' she could make a miraculous recover, but... we unfortunately heard her breathe her last breath before she went completely limp."
"I'm so sorry to hear." Sunset said, sadly. "It's just so frustrating that the hospital wasn't able to save her because of some bill."
"Actually, Sugarcube?" Applejack began explaining, before sharing a flashback of what she had just experienced.
Almost an hour before Granny Smith's untimely demise, Applebloom, Sugar Belle, Big Mcintosh, and Applejack, who had just arrived to join her whole family, were sitting around Granny's bed. Applejack began to express her words of sorrow in failing her mission of gathering enough funds for the hospital bill.
"I still feel... really, really bad that I wasn't able to gather enough bits for your treatment, Granny." Applejack sighed.
"Maybe... it's for the better, Applejack..." Granny said, weakly.
"For the better?" Applejack asked, perplexed, before turning to the rest of her family, as she knew taking the energy to talk was making Granny feel worse than she already was. "Why is that?"
"Apparently, we were all told by the doctor everything concerning her condition and it all being late-stage." Sugar Belle explained. "In the end, it was said that at best, she had four, maybe five months left, and that's only if she was kept in the hospital, hooked up to machines constantly."
"While you were at the farm yesterday, we were talkin' to Granny after the doctor delivered the news." Applebloom further elaborated. "We've known her all our lives, and knew that wouldn't have been an existence she would've wanted."
"Nope." Big Mac agreed strongly.
"It doesn't matter to Granny now, because she's happy that she'll still be getting some time with her first granddaughter." Sugar Belle assured.
"Granny..." Applejack put her hoof on her dying grandmother's bed. "We can't lose you like this, I'd even be willin' to sell Sweet Apple Acres just to give you that further four or so months."
"Sis..." Applebloom interjected. "You and I both know Granny would not want that. She would much rather we continue the family business for many more generations to come, even after she's gone."
Although it appeared to be subtle, Granny was able to weakly nod her head in agreement to Applebloom's statement, as a way of communicating to Applejack that her second granddaughter was right in expressing her own thoughts on the matter. Applejack then seemed to die on the inside herself, realizing that this truly was the end, and there was no going back, whether she had made enough bits or not to cover Granny's treatment. If Applejack's heartstrings weren't being pulled on before, they certainly were at what Granny was about to do next. Granny had weakly used her hoof to point at her bandana, as Applebloom took notice of this.
"That's right." Applebloom began tearing up. "Sis, Granny also told us that after she's gone, she wants you to keep her apple-spotted bandana. Not only so that you'll always have a piece of her to remember for many more years to come, but also as her way of sayin', you'll be the mare of the farm from now on."
"Granny, if that's really what you want, I won't let you down." Applejack sniffled. "I've kept Pa's hat my whole life ever since he passed, and now I'll be gettin' your bandana too..."
Granny Smith took one last look at her first granddaughter and smiled as Applejack took the bandana off of her and placed in on her own neck. With the grandmother satisfied at her grandchildren for respecting her wishes and giving everything they finally could, Granny then closed her eyes and motioned into a nap, not knowing that it would already be her very last. She passed away around an hour later, as Applebloom, Applejack, Big Mac, and Sugar Belle all held each other and cried profusely, regardless of them all knowing this was inevitable. Applejack's flashback then ended, as Sunset finally had full context of everything that had happened while she was helping Wallflower.

"My condolences, AJ." Sunset said, as her ears went down in sadness. "I really wish things didn't have to end this way..."
"Sunset..." Applejack looked up at her friend with her hoof on her own chest. "If it wasn't for your beautiful act in helpin' me out with Miss Blush, I wouldn't have gotten to see Granny Smith before she was gone. Nopony else I know would've been that empathetic and puttin' others before herself. The fact you were willin' to do this for me, a pony you barely know compared to whom I'd assume being the other... me? I can now see you truly are the most carin' pony in Equestria, and you've truly embraced what Twilight has taught you over the years. This is genuinely the most beautiful gift I have ever gotten, since there's no greater gift than family."
"I'm so happy to hear." Sunset smiled at Applejack's kind words. "I just couldn't see you miss out on your one opportunity to see Granny before visiting hours were over, and I know myself now to never take my own family for granted, like I had all those years ago. I wanted to pass on my philosophy to others in the same way, because by this point, I'd do anything just to meet my own parents one more time. The whole idea of family being forever, if that makes sense?"
"Family truly is forever, and it is sadly a common part of Equestrian society to take it for granted." Applejack elaborated. "Time is one of those very limited and precious things that... once you use it, you can't ever get it back. Even if Granny herself would've decided against it, I would've honestly given up everything at the farm just to have one more year with her. Me, Applebloom, and Big Mcintosh have spent our entire lives with Granny, and even now, we still feel we didn't get enough time with her. She was all we had left after Ma and Pa passed, and now she's out there with them, watchin' over us."
"I'm sure Granny Smith will now be proud for what you and your family will end up doing with the business for many more years to come." Sunset assured. "She may be gone, but her legacy and what she's left behind certainly still remains."
"That's definitely what she wanted me to believe myself before she took that final nap." Applejack sighed. "I just wasn't prepared for this, since Granny seemed perfectly healthy and capable when she attended both Big Mac's weddin' with Sugar Belle, as well as Twilight's coronation. But I'm guessin' the sudden buildup in her system ended up taking her unexpectedly, and so sudden too. If there's a major lesson about anypony's family, I'd say that... just cause they're here today, doesn't mean they'll still be here tomorrow. Nopony lives forever and... it's just now a sad truth that this is pretty much what me and the family have to accept as 'normal' now..."
"I would certainly understand this all being a lot to take in, AJ." Sunset sympathized. "I'm legitimately glad that I was still able to provide you that opportunity to see her one final time, as I could tell how much you loved her. Taking the whole day to gather enough funds for her treatment certainly makes you a one of a kind granddaughter in my eyes."
"Much obliged." Applejack replied. "And even if I wasn't able to get everything together for her treatment, I suppose we can now put the extra funds toward Granny's funeral. In all my life I've known her, Sunset? Granny really reminded me of how you are yourself now. She was always a kind mare who put everypony else before her own needs. Sure, she didn't initially approve of Ma and Pa marryin' each other, but the important thing being, she accepted Ma when she truly saw Pa was happy. But now since Ma, Pa, and Granny are all gone, sayin' that I'll miss them all would certainly be an understatement."
"I miss my own parents in the same way." Sunset sighed. "I have no idea who they were, where they lived, or whether or not they're still alive. For all I know, I might possibly be going on a wild goose chase with finding my missing family, since everywhere I've currently looked, I've hit dead ends. All I have to go off of is, somepony who was supposedly named 'Solstice', at least from what I found on the bottom of my saddlebag."
"That must be so hard, Sunset." Applejack responded. "Tell ya' what, Sugarcube. The Apples have family livin' all over Equestria, like I mentioned back at Twilight's coronation. I'll of course be contactin' the rest of the family about Granny, but I'll also put in the word to any of them if they know anypony by that name. It's really no trouble at all, and it's the least I could do for you. You helped me see my family before they were gone, so I'd feel it's only right that I'd do the same for you."
"I'd really appreciate any leads I could get, thank you." Sunset smiled.
Just then, coming out of the other room was the aforementioned wife of Big Mcintosh, Sugar Belle. Sunset still remembered the other Sugar Belle she had briefly met at the cafe before confessing to her human friends about her desire to take an extended stay in Equestria, so it was a nice surprise to see a familiar face she had just met. Although Sunset didn't really know much about this Sugar Belle, she could still immediately notice that the unicorn was just as heartbroken as the rest of the Apples over now losing her grandmother-in-law.
"Big Mac and Applebloom are certainly taking the news rather harshly." Sugar Belle sighed. "But I think I was finally able to dry their tears. I'm so sorry that you lost your loving grandmother just like that, Applejack. She may be gone now, but at least she was able to see Big Mac and I get married, and her entire family in Ponyville by her side before she passed."
"I guess that's true." Applejack replied, before introducing Sunset to her sister-in-law. "This is the pony I was tellin' you about before Granny had her final nap. She was the main reason I was even able to come, since some pushy Earth pony nearly prevented me from doing so. This is Sunset Shimmer, a pony I've met recently whom in my honest opinion, truly exemplifies everything regardin' what family is all about."
"Sunset Shimmer?" Sugar Belle said, before introducing herself. "Sugar Belle here, nice to meet you. And thanks so much for letting Applejack see Granny again before... well, you know..."
"Nice to meet you as well." Sunset replied back. "I'm just happy to help wherever I can, since I've kept my belief that true friends are family no matter how hard life becomes. That said, I still honestly wish I could see my own family once again, since I've pretty much locked them out of my memory up until recently."
"I did say I would spread the word to the rest of the family, so I guess I could start with Sugar Belle." Applejack said. "Sis, do you know anything about somepony supposedly named 'Solstice', by any chance?"
Sunset was still thinking that the main source of information she had left was any knowledge coming from Celestia. She knew for certain that if her former mentor supposedly said that she wanted to give her the mother she needed, Celestia definitely knew something more dark and deep that she had kept hidden for her entire youth. Given how almost everypony else she's asked seemed to know nothing about anypony named 'Solstice', Sunset began to think even Sugar Belle would hit a dead end. However, she and Applejack were about to hear something rather surprising from the baking unicorn.
"Actually... that does sound familiar." Sugar Belle replied, as Sunset and Applejack's eyes widened. "Now, that's not somepony in my family, but I seem to vaguely remember I had a personal vocal tutor by that name when I tried out for singing as a filly. She was a really good mentor, and we had a lot of fun together. But shortly after I discovered my passion for baking, I decided to focus on that completely, and my parents told her that her lessons were no longer needed. Baking's just been my true calling for everything I've done since then. Well, unless you count when I was part of Starlight's village and let her take away my cutie mark, but you know how the rest of the story goes, AJ?"
"Sure do." Applejack affirmed. "But like Sunset here, Starlight's certainly a much better pony now than she did havin' all you villagers equal."
"So... you knew of somepony named 'Solstice' in the past, and she was a mare?" Sunset began brainstorming. "Do you remember anything else about her, and was she by any chance a unicorn? Do you know where she might be now?"
"I unfortunately don't remember much about what she looked like, but I'm fairly certain she was a unicorn." Sugar Belle recalled. "And I'm sorry, but I wouldn't know where she is nowadays, and neither would my parents. I definitely remember that as a filly, I was crushed when I was told that they had completely cut contact with her after her singing lessons were deemed to be obsolete, and I had already gotten my baking cutie mark. That's all I know about anypony being named 'Solstice', I'm afraid."
"I see..." Sunset began thinking further. "Thanks for at least trying to give me a lead on my missing family, but if you no longer know about her whereabouts, I might've hit another dead end. Plus, it could be possible that this isn't the same 'Solstice' I'm looking for, and it's just a coincidence."
"Wait a second, Sunset..." Applejack began to observe. "While sittin' here and listen to you and Sugar Belle talk to each other, I'm beginnin' to notice you both sound pretty similar to each other."
Although Sunset and Sugar Belle seemed rather confused initially at what Applejack was getting at, they were eventually able to understand what she meant after deciding to focus on directly hearing each others' voice, rather than having a casual conversation. This began to get more noticeable when they started to finish each others' sentences.
"Do we..." Sunset began.
"...really, Applejack?" Sugar Belle finished, as she and Sunset then understood what Applejack truly meant.
"Huh... no wonder I did have an initial feeling that something about Sugar Belle reminded me a bit of myself..." Sunset reiterated, though she was mostly referring to the human Sugar Belle when she said those exact words. "Sugar Belle's voice might be softer than mine, but you're right. I can definitely hear some kind of connection between our vocals."
"What do you suppose this implies, Applejack?" Sugar Belle questioned, curiously.
"Is it entirely possible that Sunset had a relative by the name of 'Solstice', who just happened to coincidentally be Sugar Belle's singin' teacher, which by that virtue, could be the reason you both have similar voices?"
Sunset and Sugar Belle looked at each other with a mixed feeling, before Sunset spoke up.
"That sounds..." Sunset began.
"...like a bit of a stretch, I know." Applejack finished Sunset's sentence. "Perhaps I'm just overthinkin' things, like I always used to do when feedin' the pigs back at the farm."
"No, not at all, AJ." Sunset assured. "I was going to say that actually sounds like a brilliant theory. I have a lingering feeling that my dad's name isn't 'Solstice', but have no information about my mother. And since Sugar Belle confirmed Solstice was not only a mare, but also a unicorn, she might possibly be my real mom. Plus, you were able to connect the dots with me and Sugar Belle's voices, since Solstice not only taught Sugar Belle how to sing, but also gave me my inherited voice. Considering how I've asked so many other ponies about any information regarding somepony named 'Solstice', they've all come up with nothing. So since Sugar Belle had a vivid memory on somepony by that name, I might finally have a legitimate lead on something. I only recently discovered the name 'Solstice' engraved on the bottom of the saddlebag I've kept all my life, and for quite some time, that's the only hint I've gotten. I can't thank you enough for the tip, Sugar Belle."
"Of course, like you've said yourself, Sunset." Sugar Belle begin reiterating. "I'm happy to help my friends and family out wherever I can too. Speaking of helping out families, Applejack? Should we contact all our friends and family on when Granny's funeral will be held?"
"Sounds like a plan to me." Applejack agreed. "Well, Sunset? I'm glad things worked out to some extent, but I'll still contact the rest of the family in whether or not they got further leads on this Solstice pony you're curious about. In the meantime, I'll still need to deliver the hard news about Granny being gone to everypony else, and we have to start settin' up things back at Sweet Apple Acres for the funeral."
"Applebloom and my Big Mac might still need some time to mourn this loss, so I might stay with them a little bit longer." Sugar Belle explained. "Maybe you should go on ahead with the funeral plans without me? We'll all catch up with you soon."
"I understand." Applejack agreed. "Sunset, would you like to accompany me a little bit longer?"
"Sure, AJ." Sunset smiled. "That hospital bill already made you lonely for quite some time, so I'd want to make sure you're never alone when family is forever."
With that said, Applejack and Sunset exited the hospital together, as Sugar Belle returned to the other room to continue comforting her husband and little sister-in-law. In the meantime, Sunset was happy she was not only able to prove how much of a genuine pony she was to Applejack, but also how she seemingly hit a major breakthrough in becoming closer to solving this mystery behind her parents. She still didn't quite know anything remarkable regarding her father, but now had reasons to believe she seemingly used to have a mother by the name of 'Solstice', who was responsible for why specifically Sunset noted something about Sugar Belle reminded her of herself.

	
		Chapter 44: Revisiting the Past



Applejack and Sunset had finally arrived back at Sweet Apple Acres, with both ponies having different objectives in mind. Sunset wanted to accompany her friend a little longer to mourn the late Granny Smith, while Applejack was going through her cherished items before preparing for the funeral. Preparation was certainly going to take a lot of time, effort, and money, which Applejack thankfully had plenty of, as she had not spent it on the hospital's treatment after all. One thing that Applejack had not mentioned earlier while at the hospital, was that Granny also mentioned she had left one last item to pass down to her, which was located in her bedroom's dresser.
As expected, Applejack searched Granny's bedroom and found exactly what her grandmother had described, which was kept safe within a box. It was a gold necklace with an apple shaped red ruby in the center, which Granny had kept secretly in her room all these years. The colors were reminiscent of Applejack's father, Bright Mcintosh, and this was no coincidence. The necklace was originally a custom-built piece of jewelry Granny had bought, which was given to Bright Mac in honoring his and Pear Butter's secret marriage. Unfortunately, after Bright Mac and Pear Butter had both unexpectedly passed away, the necklace fell back into the possession of Granny Smith, who had then kept it a secret all these years. She had never told the rest of the Apple family about the necklace to symbolize her grief, and it had too much sentimental value to her.
"It really is here." Applejack gazed in awe at the box which held the shiny necklace, before taking it out and putting it on her own neck. "Pa's necklace. Granny had never mentioned it to any of us until today, but she finally told us in her last breath. After Ma and Pa both tragically left us all without even gettin' the chance to say goodbye, Granny kept this secret weddin' present here this whole time, as a means of ensurin' nothin' would ever happen to it."
"It's nice to hear Granny was able to give you a bit of closure for this secret she's kept for so long." Sunset said. "I guess this means she passed it down to you as part of your inheritance?"
"Well, yes and no, actually." Applejack began explaining. "Granny wasn't able to speak much on her bed, but it was mostly Sugar Belle who reiterated what Granny would've wanted to tell me. Basically, Granny's given this necklace to me as a bit of a parting gift, but she very much wants me to treat it like it's still Pa's. The sentimental value is so strong, since other than this here hat I'm wearin', this truly is the only other thing I have left of Pa. In other words, Granny's wanting me to know that it's now my turn in protectin' this necklace's legacy, much like she had for a good portion of her life."
"I'm sure you'll treasure it forever." Sunset smiled. "Looks like a very beautiful necklace indeed."
"It sure is." Applejack agreed. "Even after Ma and Pa passed, the family business wasn't as big as it is now, and back at the hospital, we were all discussin' how sad Granny felt back then when she couldn't even afford a funeral for them. She almost contemplated selling the necklace just to pay for the expenses, but didn't have the heart to do so. That's how much this necklace truly meant to Granny, and I've officially made it my vow since her passin' that I'll be lookin' after it for the rest of my life."
"Sounds like a commitment I know you'll stick with, AJ." Sunset assured. "As for my parents, from what Sugar Belle told me back at the hospital, that might mean the saddlebag with the word 'Solstice' engraved on the bottom once belonged to my mother. And from what I can gather, considering how my dad passed it down to me, maybe it is a likely sign that my mom already passed away early on, or got a divorce with dad. It's all beginning to add up, why I only grew up with a dad in Ponyville, and why Princess Celestia seemingly claimed she wanted to give me the mother I needed. Well... I mean, that's still assuming this is the same Solstice Sugar Belle alluded to. It is possible for ponies to share first names, I'd assume?"
"Considerin' how the Apple family is consisted of Apples, as well as the fact that me and Applebloom have the word 'Apple' in front, I don't doubt it." Applejack brainstormed. "I believe last names have cases like that too, if you count Sweetie Belle and Sugar Belle as an example."
"Yeah, that's what I had feared." Sunset sighed. "Well, that certainly does complicate things a little, but still. The connection between me and Sugar Belle's voices, as well as the fact that nopony else I've talked to has even the vaguest memories of anypony named Solstice, I feel like I should take this lead seriously. At this point, whether my parents are still alive or not doesn't matter to me anymore. After the many years of feeling lonely and forgotten by everypony who once loved me, getting some closure over this whole mystery is what's most important now. Applejack, don't get me wrong. I'm glad that I now have you, Twilight, and everypony else as my family too, it's just... I really want to know now about where I truly came from and what could've happened back then."
"I understand your pain, Sunset." Applejack replied. "I for one would have no idea how I'd be livin' life in Equestria if I had nopony in my family to come back to after a long day of work. Hence why after I'm finishin' up gatherin' everything to prepare for Granny's funeral, I'll be phonin' the rest of the family in regards to any other leads to this Solstice pony you're lookin' for. Have you by any chance talked to Twilight or Celestia for help? Twilight's usually goin' to be at Canterlot from now on, whereas Celestia's now stayin' at Silver Shoals."
"Well I did ask Twilight earlier on, but she unfortunately didn't have any leads either." Sunset reflected. "She did tell me that she'd be doing some research to come up with any further clues, so there is still that. As for Celestia, I actually haven't visited her yet, since I've spent a majority of my time in Equestria exploring and hanging with all you ponies, like Twilight proposed back at the Coronation. It's amazing how in less than two days, I've basically hung out with everypony for a while, and gotten to know them the same way I had with my human friends. But yeah, I have been told where Celestia lives now, and I do plan on visiting her sometime later today."
"Now wait a minute." Applejack interjected. "From what Twilight's told us about you, you were formerly Princess Celestia's pupil, right? And if what you just said earlier was anything to go by, the former princess also saw you as a daughter since she believed she could be the mother you needed?"
"That's right." Sunset affirmed. "It's ironic how I seemingly resented Princess Celestia for a majority of my earlier life after escaping through the portal, when in reality, she was the only true family I had besides my father throughout my youth. As I grew up in Canterlot as a filly, I could certainly remember how much of a caring mother figure she was to me, but I clearly let my ambition in magic cloud my judgement of her. I do admittedly still want to visit her soon, since it has been quite some time since our last reunion together."
"Tell ya what, Sunset." Applejack began, before opening her money box to take out some leftover bits and putting them in Sunset's hoof. "Since you took the extra mile in lettin' me see Granny Smith before she was gone, I want to pass your kindness back to you. I'm well familiar with the train schedule here in Ponyville, and am aware that there is a train which will be headin' to Silver Shoals sometime today. And since you mentioned that you didn't have any bits with you last night, I want you to take these to buy yourself a train ticket to visit there. You made a sacrifice to help me see my grandmother, so I'll make my own to help you see the one pony you consider a mother."
"I really appreciate this, AJ." Sunset smiled. "Thank you so much. But I do kinda still feel bad you're going to be here all alone to prepare for Granny Smith's funeral. Especially after everything you must've went through at the hospital."
"Oh, don't worry about that, Sugarcube." Applejack assured. "Last night before bed, I did get a call from Fluttershy. She mentioned needing somepony to watch over a little filly she brought into her home, since she needed to head back to the animal sanctuary today. I heard about what happened last night as far as her gettin' robbed on the train, so given the circumstances, I just couldn't say 'no' to her. But basically, I'll just be around the farm doing simple tasks and chores to prepare for the funeral, and I won't be by myself while doin' everything, so I insist. Go see your metaphorical mother, Sunset."
"All right, well I'm glad you won't be alone while setting up everything." Sunset said, happily. "I'm also glad to hear that you're going to be with Lily."
"Hmm, you've met her?" Applejack questioned.
"Well, kind of." Sunset tried her best to explain. "Basically, I was with Fluttershy last night and we both encountered her all abandoned and alone without any family. So Fluttershy volunteered to extend her home to her, since it's sickening to imagine how anypony in Equestria could abandon a poor little filly like her."
"Tell me about it." Applejack reflected. "Not havin' a family must be the worst thing in Equestria. Err... no offense, Sunset."
"None taken." Sunset sighed before rolling her eyes in amusement at seemingly hearing this for the thousanth time. "But really, from what little I've seen of her, she's really a sweet filly who just needs to be loved. Given how strong of a family the Apples are, I'm sure you'll be able to give her just that, AJ."
"I reckon I sure could." Applejack said with pride, before hearing a knock at the front door. "Oh, it looks like that might be her. Well, I guess this is goodbye for now, Sunset? I hope you can spend some real quality time with Celestia when you reach Silver Shoals."
"Thanks, Applejack." Sunset said with gratitude. "I do hope so myself too."
"Oh, and one last thing, Sugarcube." Applejack reminded. "Is that basket of groceries in the kitchen yours? It doesn't seem to contain anything I usually buy."
"Oh yeah, that's right. Thanks so much for reminding me." Sunset replied before heading over to the kitchen to pick it up, as Applejack answered the front door.
As Sunset went back over to the front door to accompany Applejack, she saw Fluttershy and Lily from last night, who were both somewhat surprised to see Sunset with the farm pony. Applejack held off on telling Fluttershy about Granny's passing at the moment, since she knew her pegasus friend already had a lot on her plate after getting robbed. Fluttershy simply nodded in thanking Applejack for watching over Lily before heading off to the train station, as she was already running somewhat late for her train. 
Lily looked up at Applejack and Sunset, notably happy she was able to see Sunset again after the brief bonds from last night. She felt absolutely loved and cared by Fluttershy last night, which made her feel extra guilty that she had already stolen bits, jewelry, and even a critter in a cage. She had done exactly as her mother had instructed of her, from discreetly taking the items from Fluttershy's cottage, putting them in the possession of her mother, and then safely returning back to the cottage so that she couldn't immediately be seen as a suspect. Luckily for Lily, Fluttershy didn't really notice anything missing from her home, but she was inevitably going to at some point.
Although the guilt crept up further on Lily, she was mostly reminded of this when she saw this Applejack pony Fluttershy had told her about last night. What she didn't expect was that she was wearing this beautiful and expensive looking necklace that she knew her mother would go crazy for. As such, the first thing the little filly did was do the obligatory introductions, before questioning the farm pony about her necklace.
"Nice to meet you, Applejack." Lily began. "I'm Lily, at least, that's the name Sunset here had given me last night."
"So I've been told." Applejack tipped her hat. "Nice to meet you as well, Lily. Sunset was just leavin', but no need to fret. We can still spend some time together. From what both Fluttershy and Sunset had told me last night, you don't have a family?"
"No, I don't." Lily partially lied, as although she had already lost her biological parents, she now had an adopted mother who took her in. "I really just wanted somepony to love me, since I've felt so alone forever."
"Well, I can assure you that I'd be willin' to give you that kind of family." Applejack said with enthusiasm.
"Thank you so much." Lily smiled, before asking about the necklace she was wearing. "By the way, I really like that necklace you're wearing, where did you get it?"
"Oh... let's just say... it was a gift from my grandmother, who had unfortunately passed away today." Applejack said, glumly. "It's the last thing she passed down to me before she was gone, so I'm makin' it my goal to protect its legacy at all costs. I'm just wearin' it now for sentimental reasons."
"Sorry to hear about your grandma." Lily said, sadly, now realizing that the necklace she was planning on stealing had so much value to Applejack than her own mother would truly ever see, which made her feel even more immensely guilty than she already was. "I'm sure I can help you take your mind off of her for a little while?"
"I'm kinda hopin' for just that." Applejack replied. "In the meantime, I'll mostly be doin' chores around the house for a bit, but let me know if you need anything, Lily."
Lily nodded, before she entered Applejack's home, as Sunset exited and was heading toward the train station. Sunset was hoping she could maybe still spend a little further time with Fluttershy on the train ride, but realized that her pegasus friend had likely already caught her train, as she seemed to be in a hurry while dropping off Lily. Regardless, Sunset went over to the train station and as expected, used the bits Applejack had given her to purchase another train ticket. By this point, Sunset was genuinely hoping she could remaster her skills in teleportation so that she didn't have to pay for train tickets so much, but it was mostly a brief feeling of slight frustration. Remastering her magic would come in due time, and she was mostly just here to take a temporary vacation before returning back to CHS for her graduation.
Unlike the last few times Sunset was waiting for the train, there was nopony around she particularly recognized or knew, nor anypony onboard when she had eventually boarded her arriving train. Due to the fact that last time she tried socializing on the train, which inadvertently caused her to miss most of Twilight's coronation, Sunset decided to mostly keep to herself during the ride. The train finished waiting for the passengers to be seated and began to take off toward the direction of Silver Shoals, and Sunset sat in her seat, contemplating. She mostly thought of how she'd spend time with her former mentor and mother, Princess Celestia. Although Sunset was well aware by now that Celestia was no longer the Princess of Equestria, she still felt compelled to call her that out of respect, as well as the fact she was always more used to calling her by that title.
Much like she had alluded to yesterday while Starlight accompanied her, Sunset decided she would at least bring up the topic regarding her family, and that if Celestia didn't want to say anything, she would respect her wishes. However, thinking more deeply about how she's already hit plenty of dead ends when inquiring most ponies regarding her parents, Sunset hoped that Celestia would still give her a vital piece of information somewhere down the line. If the former princess truly said that she believed in giving Sunset the mother she needed, that just seemed to confirm Celestia definitely knew something more dark and deep regarding Sunset's past, but kept it hidden all this time. The train had just passed Canterlot, which also reminded Sunset of the many memories she and Celestia had together, furthering her desire to visit the former princess now that she was officially retired.
As all these thoughts continued to circulate Sunset's mind while riding the train, her thought process came to a sudden halt, as she, along with everypony else on the train, noticed that the train seemingly randomly stopped in the middle of the tracks. This seemed unusual, as there was no hint of any station nearby, meaning that this was obviously not an intended scheduled stop that the train would make. Shortly after, the conductor took his intercom to let all the passengers onboard know what was going on.
"I'm terribly sorry to inform everypony..." The conductor began. "But I'm afraid that we are going to have to take a temporary detour. There appears to have been a giant boulder which rolled off from the top of this ravine, which is now blocking the tracks. Everypony on board will unfortunately need to get off at the last stop back at Canterlot. I truly apologize for the inconvenience, and as stated by train station policy, we will be refunding everypony's admission tickets and remove passenger fees for future train rides until further notice. Thank you so much for understanding."
Sunset sighed upon hearing this, while most ponies around her understandably groaned in frustration at this unexpected news. At the very least, unlike presumably most other ponies on the train, heading back to Canterlot temporarily would give Sunset two opportunities. The first being her chance to go back to her old Canterlot home, as Sunset could finally store the basket of groceries Fluttershy had bought her last night, as well as checking her journal to see how much time was left before the CHS graduation. The second opportunity would be to check in with Twilight about everything she had been through during her time in Equestria, which of course also included the mishap with Rainbow Dash and Indigo Zap. Despite the fact her visit to Celestia was indeed delayed, Sunset at least felt happy that this temporary detour saved her a return trip to Canterlot.
Sunset and everypony got off of the stop at Canterlot, and the stationmaster as promised, gave full refunds to all the passengers. As Sunset took her bits back and slowly trotted back to her old home, she once again began to get sentimental feelings of the many memories she and Celestia had many years ago. She passed by the same park that she distinctly remembered playing at as a filly, as well as the ice cream shop Celestia would take her to for celebration every time Sunset had aced her magic midterms. The unicorn started to cry a few bittersweet tears of sentiment, before finally arriving back at her home and unlocking the door.
Sunset entered her home and immediately used her magic to throw all the old, rotten groceries from her fridge into a nearby trashcan in front of the gate. It was somewhat amusing to think that these groceries technically existed when she was still Princess Celestia's pupil, but like with the rest of her past, Sunset felt perfectly okay with tossing them out of her mind and moving on with fresh new memories. After which, she used some nearby cleaning supplies to tidy up the inside of her fridge, before finally placing the fresh groceries neatly within. The next priority was checking how much time she had left before the graduation at CHS, so Sunset quickly went over to where she left her saddlebag and opened up her journal to check the human world's time.
As expected, there was still plenty of time before the big event, so there was still room for further activities in Equestria. Since this was only day three of her temporary stay, the graduation wouldn't take place for about another two and a half days, which made sense, as Sunset had already used up approximately half her week off in Equestria by this point. Sunset also decided that if she were to go back too early, she'd still be stuck doing the same old human activities without magic, which would go against her desire to potentially relearn her unicorn magic. With this in mind, she simply breathed a sigh of relief before exiting her home. 
There was still the issue of not being able to use the train to proceed to Silver Shoals, so there admittedly wasn't too much on Sunset's mind if she were to wander around Canterlot for a while. Checking in with Twilight might be ideal, assuming the princess wasn't busy, but it was entirely possible Twilight was elsewhere too. Even if Sunset herself would by this point, never know what being a princess is like, her own experience as the leader of her human friends had already taught her the importance and responsibilities of leadership. Being the princess of Equestria was certainly no different, making it so Sunset's first motive would simply be to head over to the main castle and request permission to speak with Twilight for a bit.
However, the timing seemed to be perfect once again, as Twilight was already outside and spotted Sunset about to exit her home's front yard, before calling her name and trotting over to her. Sunset noticed Twilight was now wearing regal gold armor, matching the color of her new crown, in contrast to when Twilight looked like her usual self that morning when she was filling in as a teacher at the School for Gifted Unicorns.
"Sunset!" Twilight greeted, before coming up to her unicorn friend. "This is actually good timing, since I've already finished most of my duties for today and wanted to see you real quick."
"Hey, Twilight." Sunset greeted back. "Good to know, since... I've been meaning to check in with you as well. By the way, love the armor, it really goes nicely with your new crown."
"Thanks!" Twilight replied. "I got it delivered to me today after the armor foundry here in Canterlot finished crafting everything. Plus, I agree, it certainly does go rather nicely with my crown. You're not going to steal this one too, are you?"
"Very funny Twilight, I've definitely learned my lesson, thank you very much." Sunset rolled her eyes in mild amusement. "Plus it looks much better on you anyways."
"Hehe, thanks for taking the joke well, it really tells me now you've certainly moved forward since that incident." Twilight chuckled. "But in all seriousness, you wanted to check in with me about something yourself? What did you want to discuss, I have plenty of time right now before I have to go settle a dispute in Saddle Arabia."
"Well, a bit of a confession." Sunset began. "I have some good news and bad news, which would you like to hear first?"
"Considering there's quite a bit on my plate later today, I guess I'll take the good news now." Twilight replied.
"The good news is, up until now, I've already fulfilled your second royal decree with the rest of your friends, as far as letting them show me around Equestria while we all got to know each other a bit better." Sunset said.
"You did?" Twilight asked, happily. "Oh, that is wonderful news, you took less than two days to do all that? Well, I guess I also did myself when Princess Celestia first sent me to Ponyville, though I did meet and befriend you and Starlight much later on. Looks like I've taught you well, Sunset. Great job! Sounds to me like you were able to click with them all thanks to your confidence and willingness to make new friends, congratulations! That said... what's the bad news?"
"The bad news is... "Sunset sighed before confessing to her blunder. "I managed to make friends with them all, except for Rainbow Dash."
"What do you... mean?" Twilight said, confused at how the two statements seemingly conflicted with each other.
"Well, I mean I did also do so for Rainbow Dash initially." Sunset began explaining. "Except there was an incident that resulted in her essentially doing the equivalent of blocking me on a social media platform. You see, after we arrived at Cloudsdale yesterday morning, I saw some orange pegasus who flew into the hot air balloon and wrecked it. When I checked to see if she was alright, she just immediately flew off in fear because I brought up how the hot air balloon belonged to you."
"She did WHAT now!?" Twilight exclaimed, rather shocked. "I've had that hot air balloon since before I was even Princess Celestia's student. And she just flew off without taking any responsibility for it? I guess this explains why I didn't see you return the hot air balloon back to Canterlot when you were finished exploring Cloudsdale, and that was one of the things I was going to question you on."
"Yeah, I would've definitely returned it had she not done that, and I was willing to reason with her until she flew off." Sunset further elaborated. "While in Cloudsdale, I saw one of my newer friends, Derpy, and she told me that she got fired from her job thanks to some orange pegasus was seemingly committing theft around town by stealing packages, specifically of goggles and workout uniforms."
"Well, I'm at least happy to hear you've also made other friends in Equestria besides simply my friends." Twilight replied, before deducting the situation. "So it had to have been that same orange pegasus who destroyed the balloon, right?"
"That's what I believed myself." Sunset reflected. "Only, after meeting Rainbow, I found out that same orange pegasus was her apprentice for the Wonderbolts, and she was wearing goggles and a workout uniform. I tried to bring up how she vandalized the hot air balloon, and fit the description of being the package thief. However, Derpy came by and tried to testify, only to mention that the actual culprit was a completely different pony. After which, the orange pegasus I wrongly accused snapped at me for humiliating her, and quit being Rainbow's apprentice since I jumped to conclusions too quickly. This also caused Rainbow to fly off and abandon me, not even giving a single care of how I'd return to the ground. I only managed to do so thanks to Derpy's help, but I still felt awful after everything I did in a matter of minutes."
"Yikes." Twilight reacted to Sunset's dilemma. "I'm so sorry to hear you went through all that, Sunset. But from what I can deduct of what you've just told me, you were only trying to help Derpy out of the kindness of your heart. If anything, I should be angry and upset with Rainbow Dash and this orange pegasus."
"So... you're not upset with me?" Sunset said, rather surprised.
"Absolutely not." Twilight affirmed. "From the story you've just told me, you were the only one with any actual good intentions. It was this orange pegasus who wrecked your ride home, as well as my property, and Rainbow Dash who abandoned you simply because of a silly Wonderbolt apprentice. The fact that Rainbow chose to side with her instead of you, when she committed a legitimate act of vandalism and chose to fly away to avoid repercussions infuriates me beyond belief. All you did was try to help the Ponyville mailmare, while this orange pegasus most certainly overreacted. If she's willing to quit being Dash's apprentice that easily when something like this happens, you might've unintentionally done Rainbow a favor."
"Thanks for seeing the good in me, Twilight." Sunset said. "But I won't sugarcoat things, I definitely messed up myself. I most likely could've approached that situation better, so it's a pretty good learning experience, I suppose."
"Well regardless, I'm certainly going to contact Rainbow as soon as I can and give her a real piece of my mind." Twilight affirmed, sternly. "The so-called element of loyalty choosing to abandon her real friends in favor of fake ones? But to tell you the truth, I'm not actually surprised Rainbow did this."
"Hm, how so?" Sunset questioned.
"Let's just say it's not the first time recently this has happened." Twilight elaborated further. "Although Rainbow's been part of the group since the beginning, she... certainly tends to be the most problematic in our eyes. Pulling malicious pranks toward everypony nonstop, constantly starting childish competition with Applejack, and being an incredibly poor coach for the School of Friendship's buckball team, just to name a few."
"Oh, wow." Sunset replied with shock. "I had no idea this world's Rainbow was like that. I mean, sure, I do sometimes put up with similar behavior from the other Rainbow in my world, notably when it felt like she was ruining everybody's experience during our spring break cruise. But to her credit, if it wasn't for her curiosity, we wouldn't have found out about the Storm King's magic."
"Yeah, I was surprised myself when it turned out bits of his magic somehow ended up in your world." Twilight reflected. "The point being, if Rainbow's willing to do this to her friends, specifically one whom I vouched for, this has been going on for far too long. I'm glad you brought Rainbow's behavior to my attention, Sunset. My friends and I haven't really given Rainbow serious sessions to discuss how unacceptable her decisions can be at times, and after hearing what she ended up doing to you, I can not tolerate this any longer. You might've actually done us all a favor in letting us see we've been far too lenient with Rainbow Dash, and she needs to reevaluate herself first. Once my trip to Saddle Arabia is finished, I'm going to contact Rainbow to come over to Canterlot, along with the rest of the Council of Friendship, to talk things out."
"I'm glad you see things my way, Twilight." Sunset said with gratitude. "But like I've said, I can understand that Rainbow and I both made mistakes in this case, and I'm willing to give her an apology myself if she cooperates."
"Very noble of you." Twilight commended. "But trust me, in this situation, Rainbow's certainly the one who's done far more wrong than you in my eyes. You were just trying to help a friend, while Rainbow basically gave you an ultimatum, ditched you in the middle of nowhere, and gave no care about my prized balloon. So if anything, Sunset? I am not angry, upset, or disappointed with you at all. I think 'proud' would be a more appropriate word, especially since you've also hit things off quite well with everypony else. Very impressive, especially given Starlight's mentioned to me she was having trouble getting along with them all herself the first time she decided to go out and make newer friends."
"Yeah, she did mention something like that." Sunset recalled. "Alright, would you mind letting me know when would be a good time for us all to talk things out with Rainbow?"
"My schedule tomorrow is mostly empty, so I would think sometime tomorrow afternoon?" Twilight proposed. "That's assuming everypony else isn't busy, but I'll put out the word that the meeting is urgent. By the way, how much time do you have left before your graduation at Canterlot High? Like I've said, we won't hold you back from it if time is tight, and from what you've shared in regards to your experience with Rainbow, we'll all certainly vouch for and defend you."
"I appreciate that, but... since I still did some wrong myself, I'd only feel it's right I also confront Rainbow myself, face to face." Sunset insisted. "Plus, I'm not really worried about time, since I still have at least a full two days before I even need to get ready for my graduation."
"If you feel it's what's best, then I'll respect your decision on the matter." Twilight smiled. "Now, did you have anything else you needed to tell me regarding the Rainbow Dash situation?"
"Nope, I think I've already said all that I needed to, and we've come up with an excellent way to resolve things." Sunset said with confidence. "Now, you said you wanted to see me about something yourself too?
"Ah, yes." Twilight remembered. "Two things, actually. First off, I did do some research in the residency of Ponyville, to find any clues regarding your parents, as I had already promised. Looking in depth, I admittedly couldn't find anypony by the name of Solstice in these parts, and that's when I decided to do some further digging. I went over to Starlight's village to check if anypony there had any leads, as Starlight did mention to me that a lot of her villagers there come from various places all over Equestria. While I was there, one of the villagers said something that stood out. A pegasus named Night Glider mentioned that she does loosely remember somepony named Solstice, who taught her how to sing karaoke when she was younger. What's interesting was, Night Glider also remembered that this Solstice pony seemingly carried a brown satchel everywhere, and it supposedly had an engraved word on the bottom."
"A brown satchel with a word engraved on the bottom..." Sunset began processing things. "Just like the saddlebag I currently have?"
"Precisely." Twilight replied. "But asking Night Glider further, she mentioned that these were the only memories she had of anypony named Solstice, and that the rest is pretty foggy. Night Glider stopped taking lessons with Solstice after she decided to focus on taking flight lessons, so we might've hit yet another dead end. Since this was the only lead in regards to somepony named Solstice, and I knew you were adamant on learning more, I felt the need to at least let you know about it. Though I'm sorry if this information isn't very helpful, I wouldn't really know what else to make of it."
"Actually, this seems to line up with what I've just learned recently." Sunset said with astonishment. "See, I've met somepony named Sugar Belle recently, and they gave me some insight on this pony named Solstice, and this clue actually makes a lot of sense with what she told me. Sugar Belle said that this Solstice pony taught her how to sing when she was a filly, and that she was a female unicorn. That matches up nicely if this Night Glider pony said she taught karaoke to her. Even more is the fact that she had a brown satchel with a word engraved on the bottom, like my saddlebag. I might not be an expert on satchels or saddlebags, but I'm fairly certain that having words engraved on the bottom doesn't seem normal?"
"I'm pretty sure that is a unique area to engrave a word." Twilight believed. "Most bags I've seen, they're usually on the sides. But alright, that's interesting to know as well. Sugar Belle and Night Glider are pretty close friends, and they do occasionally sing or hum doing their everyday activities. So now that we've figured out this Solstice pony was a female unicorn, do you maybe surmise she was your mother, and that saddlebag you own now was once hers?"
"That's exactly my theory." Sunset replied. "However, there's still two more stops I plan on making soon to potentially uncover this mystery. Visiting Celestia in Silver Shoals would be a priority, since I would want to spend a little more time with my former teacher and... mother figure. Plus, if she did actually say that she wanted to give me the mother I needed, Celestia definitely knows something about my past that she's never told me. Although it's been many years since I grew up under her wings, I never really questioned my family until recently. Even when Celestia was encouraging me to make new friends when I was her pupil, she never seemed to remotely hint at anything regarding my biological parents. She just... treated me as if I was her own daughter, much more than an ordinary student."
"That's sweet to hear, that you'd want to visit the now retired former princess and teacher we both had." Twilight put a hoof on Sunset's back. "I also agree with your reasoning, in that something does feel rather perplexing if Celestia did say that and never seemed to tell you about your real parents. I would definitely encourage you to ask her about it, because now that you do plan on staying in Equestria more often, you would understandably want some closure regarding your origins."
"Thanks, Twilight." Sunset said more jovially. "Yeah, that's exactly how I've been feeling ever since I started to find more clues to solve this mystery. Speaking of, that's actually the second thing on my agenda. I talked to Starlight yesterday, and she said that if she had time, she would introduce me to some friend of hers named Sunburst."
"Oh, perfect, that's actually the other thing I wanted to discuss with you." Twilight began explaining. "Yesterday evening while I was wrapping up my royal duties, Starlight came by after helping Trixie. She told me about what you two did together in Manehattan, and also brought up how you were interested in meeting her friend, Sunburst."
"That's right." Sunset affirmed. "I was intrigued when Starlight talked about how this Sunburst pony seemingly grew up with only a dad, just like me, and how he's one of the few ponies who have the word 'sun' in their name. I wanted to meet this Sunburst since I was hoping to get an idea on whether or not he would know anything regarding this father of his. As far as I'm aware, I have not heard once about anypony named Sunburst until Starlight brought him up, nor do I have any memories of having any siblings, so this might just be a wild goose chase. But regardless, I'm willing to still put in the time and energy to check if there is a connection between his dad and mine, since I'd feel it's worth a shot."
"It does sound rather intriguing indeed." Twilight agreed. "But anyways, Starlight brought this to my attention because she needed my help to contact Sunburst to schedule a meeting between you two. When we got in touch, Sunburst agreed to meet with you for a while, since he was cool with making new friends, especially ones who were mutual with Starlight. Both Starlight and Sunburst arrived at my castle's front doors a little while ago, and they said they were willing to wait around for a bit while I went to fetch you. And luckily, it looks like I didn't have to go too far to accomplish that."
"Oh, so they're both ready for me?" Sunset said, rather pleased. "Well in that case, I guess it was somehow a good thing that my train to Silver Shoals had to take a detour back to Canterlot."
"It did?" Twilight questioned. "Really sorry to hear about the bad luck you've been having with trains, Sunset. First my coronation, and now you can't even go see Celestia?"
"Yeah, I was hoping to see Celestia myself, but I guess it's somehow better for us that I could meet up with Sunburst and Starlight when they were ready for me, rather than you having to fetch me all the way at Silver Shoals." Sunset said. "Plus, it's not really a big deal, since we all got our tickets refunded, and it's just a giant boulder blocking off the tracks, which they said is currently being taken care of."
"Oh, well I suppose everything did work out to an extent, then." Twilight agreed with Sunset's reasoning. "So since you're already here and you were planning on it anyways, would you like to meet Sunburst right now, or do you have other plans?"
"Well other than visiting Silver Shoals to reunite with Celestia, not really." Sunset replied. "And hey, what kind of a guest would I be if I were to not take part in what my hosts bring to the table? I did already decide that if they were ready for me, I'd make them my priority before Celestia, whom I can't really see at the moment anyways."
"Very well then, just to make sure you'll have no problems getting into the castle this time, I'll come with you until we get to the lounge room." Twilight offered. "Wouldn't want a repeat of what happened with Mr. Steele and Sour Sweet, now would we?"
"I guess, though I think he'd vouch for me after getting to know be a bit better." Sunset reasoned. "But good idea, since the other castle guards might not know me as well. To clarify, is the main castle heavily guarded at all times?"
"That's pretty much how it's always been to keep out any intruders, and the security system's become far more effective at doing just that." Twilight said. "Especially now that only guards with designated badges are able to get in. Though being the princess myself, the guards won't try anything if I'm to bring my guests or friends inside, which is how Sunburst and Starlight got in. So yeah, since most of the castle guards don't know you well, we should probably head in together. After which, I definitely have to head to Saddle Arabia to settle this dispute. Royal responsibilities, after all."
"I understand, thank you for giving me your time and care, Twilight." Sunset smiled, as Twilight began walking her over to the castle.
"By the way, one thing I admittedly am wondering, Sunset." Twilight questioned. "Did you ever end up finding out who this thief was, if it wasn't Rainbow Dash's apprentice?"
"Unfortunately not." Sunset sighed. "But whoever it was, it's been heavily implied by several ponies I've come across, that the thief was a female orange coated pegasus with blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow. I didn't actually end up encountering or meeting this supposed suspect, but all I do know is, she's definitely committed many acts of theft. She seemingly even robbed Fluttershy yesterday as she was returning home on the train."
"Oh no, that's horrible!" Twilight exclaimed. "And sadly, this pony you've described does not sound like anypony I've ever met either. I guess in the meantime, I'll also put out a royal order for the guards to keep an eye out for somepony who matches that exact description."
"Sounds like a good idea, it genuinely hurts me to see my friends being affected by somepony else's selfish intentions." Sunset moped. "Really though, the few days I've spent in Equestria bonding with your friends, it's just taught me so much about how the past doesn't really matter as much as say... the present and future. After all, I was once this 'somepony' with incredibly selfish intentions. You yourself witnessed how much of an actual monster I was, ruling CHS with an iron fist, and even going as far as attempting to wipe you all out of existence."
"That may be, but I have done some research regarding that incident." Twilight began to reflect. "Remember when you wrote to me about how the other... me turned into a monster-like being after unleashing the magic from her device? Would you like me to explain what actually happened?"
"Yeah, the other Twilight and I recall that particular incident far too well." Sunset noted. "And sure, explain away. There's not any time like the present to learn something new."
"See, when magic is stored with intentions that go against the six elements of friendship, it turns whoever wields it into a monstrous alter ego, corrupted and bent on letting nothing stand in their way." Twilight explained. "When this happens, they also begin to lose free will, as this altered form takes over the main neurological system, which almost controls your every move, due to the form's priority in growing in power and decimating any who opposes them."
"That... does make a lot of sense, now that you mention it." Sunset reflected her dreadful experience that night. "I distinctly remember how after I put on your crown, I almost immediately began to regret my decision. The magical aura that surrounded and engulfed me began to have side effects and changes I was not anticipating at all. I'll admit that my initial intention was to gain powerful magic, but I was not expecting to suddenly lose control of my body, nor transforming into a horrifying demon. Part of my actual self was hidden away somewhere as I was trying to fight off this inner demon, but alas, I grew too weak and let it take over. Once that happened, something just seemingly forced me to destroy the front doors at CHS, and fire a nuclear blast at you and the rest of the girls. Remember when I jokingly claimed that I wasn't a monster? Well, I wasn't kidding when I said that, Twilight. I wanted power, sure, but even when I was such a nasty bully, I knew I could never bring myself to kill another living being."
"Of course not, Sunset." Twilight continued on. "I would completely understand why that happened, because I read further regarding how it all works out. This alter ego feeds on your desires and goals, anger, sadness, and intentions toward gathering such magic. Once the figure embraces the ego and allows it to fully take over, the corruption stays in full effect, and can not be reversed unless they can somehow have a change of heart to give up such power. Which... as you'd probably expect, would be rather difficult to accomplish due to the driving forces."
"That's... really fascinating." Sunset said, now knowing what had truly happened that night at the Fall Formal. "Not only does that seem to match up perfectly with what happened to me that night, but even with the other Twilight. In fact, I knew myself that she wouldn't have had the heart to destroy both Equestria and the human world just to understand magic. She was just curious after being manipulated by Principal Cinch, which unintentionally corrupted her. However, it was only thanks to my assurance and offering my hand in friendship to her, that she ended up beating Midnight Sparkle and returning back to normal. She surely couldn't have done it by herself if the corruption and power of her alter ego kept going strongly and controlling her every move."
"And the fact that you managed to stop her on your own, without my help, is one reason I'll always respect and admire how far you've come, Sunset." Twilight assured. "But I'm hoping the main thing you take away from this lesson is, what you and the other me ended up doing in these alter egos was actually something completely out of your control and free will."

Sunset had an epiphany over what Twilight had explained in regards to when she turned into a demon that fateful night. It was no wonder that she immediately cried, apologized, and begged for forgiveness for everything she had done once the alter ego had left her.
"That may be, but again, I'd definitely still be willing to take responsibility for my own actions." Sunset replied. "Nobody else put the crown on my head, nor put the thoughts of wanting more power into my brain before that happened. Plus, the other Twilight could've also refused Principal Cinch's orders to unleash the magic, so we both technically still had to take responsibility somewhere in those messes. I appreciate you trying to ease my guilt of that incident, but like I exemplified earlier, I'm certainly over it by now, and so is the other Twilight, thanks to my help."
"Well, it was mostly to give you a quick lesson on something fascinating I've read regarding Equestrian magic." Twilight winked. "I'm glad you've been able to let go of your past after all the wonderful new memories you've made while accepting friendship, and I can't be more happy for you."
"I appreciate the kind words." Sunset smiled. "This sort of thing is certainly the main reason I've been wanting to come back to Equestria for quite some time. I surely couldn't learn about actual magic in a world that doesn't naturally have it, nor could I just casually visit a city in the clouds run by pegasai. I guess one other aspect of this entire return is, it overall feels nice to finally learn so much about myself and Equestria that I've never even thought to dive deeper into."
"I could definitely say the same about myself before Princess Celestia sent me to Ponyville." Twilight replied. "Well, thanks for having this talk with me, but it looks like we're finally here at the castle. Are you ready to meet Sunburst?"
"Absolutely, let's head on in." Sunset said with enthusiasm, as she and the princess were able to enter the castle without any issue whatsoever. Sunset was now crossing her metaphorical fingers that this Sunburst pony could help her come closer to finding her missing family.
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Twilight had finished walking Sunset into the lounge room, where Starlight and Sunburst were still waiting. The childhood friends were bonding over some tea, before noticing Sunset entering the room. They gave friendly waves, as Twilight was happy she accomplished her mission in bringing Sunset and Sunburst together. The princess now had to leave in order to take care of her royal duties in Saddle Arabia, so she gave everypony a nod before waving goodbye and exiting the castle. Sunset trotted over to this Sunburst stallion she had vaguely been hearing about for a while, and took a good look at him before introducing herself.
Beyond the glasses, cloak, and coat markings on his hooves and face, she noticed they both shared more common traits visually, other than the attribute of 'sun' in their names. Sunset and Sunburst were both unicorns with a light orange coat, similar eye colors, and even the patterns of a wavy sun's fire in their manes and tails. Despite this fact right off the bat, Sunset still didn't particularly recognize Sunburst as anypony she'd be familiar with, not even from her youth. The only reason she knew of his existence at all was because Starlight brought him up, and she had barely guessed at the idea of him having any possible connection to herself as far as growing up with a single father. Even if there was no connection, she still felt interested in meeting this pony who did somewhat resemble her own appearance, and began to do formal introductions.
"Hello there." Sunset greeted Sunburst, as Starlight sat nearby. "Sunburst, right?"
"Yes, ma'am." Sunburst affirmed before trotting over to shake Sunset's hoof. "Sunset Shimmer, I presume?"
"That's me." Sunset replied. "Nice to officially meet you. I'm guessing Starlight and Twilight have already let you know of why I was interested in scheduling a meeting with you?"
"Yep, we already gave him the full rundown of everything, so there's no need to explain anything, Sunset." Starlight confirmed. "Plus, he was already interested in making friends who were mutual with me. Remember Trixie and Maud, Sunburst?"
"Yeah, we've all had some pretty good experiences together." Sunburst recalled. "But anyways, I was admittedly intrigued myself when Starlight called me up and told me about you, Sunset. I can definitely already tell that we do share some similar traits, visually. Your fur, mane patterns, and eye colors, I can see somewhat of a resemblance between us. The only things you seem to be missing are these distinct coat markings, and well of course, this stylish cloak."
"That's what I was thinking myself just by looking at you too." Sunset noted. "One of the main things I did want to ask you about is regarding your father, if you don't mind?"
"Sure, I'm happy to talk about my family." Sunburst said, enthusiastically. "Well, just a fair warning, my mom does still occasionally tend to embarrass me, let's just say."
"Same could be said about my dad." Starlight related.
"Well, speaking of your mother, Sunburst?" Sunset began. "We don't have to go too far into details if you're not comfortable sharing your experiences. I was mostly just curious, is your mother's name 'Solstice', by any chance?"
"Uhh, no?" Sunburst said, rather confused. "Her name's Stellar Flare, so I'm afraid you're way off. But since you brought that name up, I almost vaguely remember hearing dad murmur something about a solstice from time to time when I was just a colt. It's probably completely unrelated, however."
"Well all right, perhaps there's legitimately more to this Solstice pony I still don't quite understand." Sunset continued brainstorming. "What about your dad, though?"
"Admittedly... dad's not really been as involved in my life as much as my mom." Sunburst realized. "In case you're wondering, his name's Sunspot. Does that name ring a bell to you, Sunset?"
"Not at all, but the problem here is that... I don't actually know my own father's name." Sunset explained. "I just vaguely remember I grew up somewhere in Ponyville with my dad before I moved to Canterlot to become Princess Celestia's pupil. Since I was never particularly close with my actual family, I've kinda just forgotten what my dad looked like, what his name was, or where he lived after I moved away."
"Starlight's mentioned something like that about you." Sunburst recalled. "I was rather astonished when realizing that your past admittedly sounded rather similar to mine. Right after I discovered my talent for magic and got my cutiemark, I kinda just moved away from my dad's home in Ponyville, and lived out my life at Canterlot attending the School For Gifted Unicorns. I kinda got separated from both of my actual parents since it was a boarding school I had attended, and I was looked after by Princess Celestia. After this move, I didn't really hear much from my dad, though as I've hinted to earlier, mom's sent me plenty of letters asking about my future career path."
"Wait, you mean that even before you officially moved away, you actually never lived in Sire's Hollow with me?" Starlight asked, rather surprised.
"Technically, I did and I also didn't." Sunburst began explaining, as the two unicorn mares looked rather confused. "See, to my understanding, shortly after I was born, my parents had for some reason separated, and I seemingly bounced back and forth with living with them in different places, as if they were fighting for custody over me. I didn't really think much of it back then, I just humorously believed my parents were rich enough to afford two separate mortgages."
"Huh, I didn't even know that, and I guess that explains why we didn't see your dad anywhere in Sire's Hollow during that time we were both called there for a friendship problem." Starlight said upon hearing this revelation. "Sunburst, I'm your oldest childhood friend, and even I never got a single hint of that. You and your parents always seemed like such a happy and connected family who were inseparable."
"Well I may or may not have kept plenty of secrets from you during our youth." Sunburst replied. "To be honest, since you were also the first friend I've ever made, I guess I never really said anything out of fear that you'd take the news rather harshly, almost as if I was moving away. Ponyville is rather far from Sire's Hollow. Ironic how I say that now, given what you ended up doing with most of your life after?"
"You can say that again." Starlight agreed. "The village and the removal of cutie marks to fighting Twilight nonstop in a time travel spell, just because I was heartbroken at my first friend leaving me. But thinking back to that day you did save me from that stack of books and got your cutie mark, now I feel confused. You mentioned that your parents separated long before that incident? Because I definitely remember that when I saw you step out of my house to show everypony else, both of your parents were there, Sunspot AND Stellar Flare."
"Well, I'd just chalk that up to coincidence, since dad did sometimes come to visit me in Sire's Hollow." Sunburst speculated. "The point being, I definitely lived in two separate places and alternated back and forth. With dad in Ponyville and mom in Sire's Hollow. I still don't understand why they were living separately, but all I do know is, they were both incredibly proud when I did get a cutie mark."
"That... might explain why your mother acted the way she did whenever I used to knock at her door to see you." Starlight finally understood. "For some reason, she always seemed somewhat nervous when I wanted to come see you and you supposedly weren't there, and just brushed it off like it was nothing. Saying things like... you were on vacation or you were busy doing a fundraiser selling cookies. Needless to say, I always found it strange that you never mentioned anything like that to me during our play dates."
"Huh?" Sunburst raised an eyebrow. "I've never sold cookies in my entire life. So that's what she told you? I guess she didn't want you to find out the truth behind our family whenever I was living with dad. I never really asked her to tell you these white lies, but I guess she got the idea when she did overhear me telling dad that I'd be worried about how you'd feel, Starlight."
"As you and Sunset both know now, it's kinda funny to imagine how this small miscommunication between me and your family almost caused the complete decimation of Equestria in its entirety." Starlight reflected, as Sunset and Sunburst both looked toward each other in astonishment of how correct that statement was. "Well, moving past this, does any of this information help your case, Sunset?"
"Well, I'm definitely getting more of an idea after putting the puzzle pieces together..." Sunset continued to process the information she was just told. "So from what I can understand, Sunburst did actually grow up with a dad separate from his mother, and this father also lived in Ponyville. As much as I'd like to believe there's a connection somewhere, I might still be overthinking things when it's simply a coincidence. After all, plenty of ponies live in Ponyville, and unlike me, you actually knew your mother too."
"That's true, but Starlight brought up that you'd possibly want to also meet my father?" Sunburst reminded. "I haven't kept in touch with my dad, nor have I visited him at all since I moved away. That said, you were hoping I could introduce you to him?"
"Oh, yes!" Sunset said with enthusiasm. "So far, none of these facts really point toward concrete evidence regarding who my father truly was, but I still have yet to meet another pony with 'sun' in their name. It's entirely possible that this Sunspot dad of yours could be a friend or relative of my own father, so I'd really love to learn if he knows any vital information. But if you don't mind me asking, how come you didn't really keep in touch with him after you moved to Canterlot?"
"Well to tell you the truth, I didn’t really have that close of a relationship with my father." Sunburst reflected. "He and I just didn’t really have much in common, we didn’t share many interests, and he wanted me to be somepony I wasn’t. I mean, it wasn’t a bad relationship per se, we just never really did much together, unlike my mother who was definitely more involved. It was her idea to send me off to magic school and pursue this career in magic, which I have had genuine passion for since then. Plus, even as a grown stallion now, she still encourages me to become a huge success."
"Your dad wanted you to be somepony else?" Sunset questioned. "I'm not quite sure what you mean by that?"
"Well, it's kind of hard to explain." Sunburst tried his best to elaborate. "Long before I got my cutie mark, I almost vaguely remember overhearing him telling my mom about how he's always wanted to raise a daughter. I don't quite know if he was talking about me, or if he was simply talking to her about having another baby, thus giving me a sister. But the biggest thing I definitely remember from the earlier days was that... dad really didn't seem supportive of my dream in studying magic. I don't recall what he actually wanted from me instead, it's just that I had no interest whatsoever in comparison."
"I could definitely also understand this kind of frustration." Sunset said, as this sounded similar to what Lemon Zest mentioned about her own father back on the Manehattan ferry. "Somepony else told me she's had a similar experience with her dad, but I helped her realize that he simply wanted what was best for her."
"Yeah, deep down, I guess dad always just wanted me to follow a career that would help me live a good life." Sunburst surmised. "But even then, this pushy nature of his was still enough for me to not really be as close with him as much as mom. She might be an embarrassing parent from time to time, but I still felt she was always more supportive of my life choices than dad. That said, dad still wanted me to live with him for a little longer before he moved to Canterlot, and I did."
"I'm guessing he was really going to miss you moving away and wanted some time to spend with you before you were gone for quite a while?" Starlight speculated.
"Precisely." Sunburst confirmed. "Like I've said, he and I weren't that close, but I knew he still loved me. I think I only lived there for about a week before I went off to Canterlot. It was pretty nice to have one last opportunity to live with dad before I took an indefinite period of time to focus on my magic studies, and I still remember our very last exchange when that final week was up..."
Sunburst then began to share a flashback of what had happened from his perspective. He was still the little colt Starlight remembered, residing at his father's Ponyville home, and was rather excited for his new life studying magic at Canterlot after passing his entrance exam. His father, Sunspot, noticed that his son had just finished packing his suitcase and looked rather eager to board the train heading for the new school. This was exactly the problem, as in his eyes, Sunburst seemingly had no care in Equestria over leaving his parents for many years. Sunspot had already decided against the idea of Sunburst studying magic ages ago, and now he was not only going down that exact path, but even abandoning his family.
"Sunburst..." Sunspot said to his son, as the little colt finally closed his suitcase. "Are you sure you really want to go study at Canterlot for the next decade or so?"
"Of course, dad." Sunburst said firmly. "I wouldn't have packed my things or studied for six hours straight to pass that entrance exam to get in if I wasn't. Plus, mom's been so supportive of my decision to study magic since the very beginning. I thought you'd be too, as far as getting accepted by the school and earning my cutie mark recently. Aren't you happy for me?"
"Absolutely..." Sunspot replied. "Don't get me wrong, I'm proud of your academic achievements and recent discovery for your talent, but I mean... are you willing to be separated from your mother and I for at least several years while you're attending this boarding school? Canterlot is incredibly far from both Ponyville and Sire's Hollow, and you'll most likely be too occupied with schoolwork to even get a good opportunity to visit us again."
"Relax." Sunburst tried to assure his father. "If it helps, I'll be sure to write you letters to give you updates every so often. Heck, after I left mom's place last week, she's already written me two letters even before I've left for Canterlot. I'm sure everything will be fine as long as we keep in touch. It's not like I'm abandoning anypony by just following my dreams."
"What about me?" Sunspot quickly blurted from pure instinct. "What about your mother? How about Starlight? You don't believe any of us would miss you? Your mother and I would also feel sad in never getting the opportunity to watch you grow up."
"I'd understand you would all miss me, but like I've said, I'll at least write and try finding opportunities to visit whenever I can." Sunburst said. "Why are you making such a big deal out of this, anyways? It's just a higher level school that'll help me grow and demonstrate my talent in magic. My exam instructor even wrote back that I might be proficient enough to become Princess Celestia's pupil, if she's looking for one."
"...Is that so?" Sunspot said with an ounce of sadness. "I'm happy for this honor you received, son, believe me. I'm just reluctant in willingly letting you go, knowing it may be the last time I'll see you for quite some time. Plus, I really would not want to make the same mistake twice..."
"Huh?" Sunburst said, rather confused. "When have you made a mistake like that before?"
"Err, let's just say it's not important anymore." Sunspot quickly brushed it off. "The point being, I'm just not sure if this field of study is absolutely what you should pursue. I might be good with magic myself, but I never ended up strictly studying magic as a career. I guess as a good form of reassurance, I'd like to at least get an idea of how things are holding up during your first week there. Do you promise to write back to me as soon as you arrive at Canterlot?"
"Alright." Sunburst agreed. "But I do hope this means you're now accepting that I've chosen this new life and path when it comes to my talent with magic. I genuinely want to do this, it's a fascinating study, and I'd be willing to take the time and energy to learn plenty of new spells on the road to success, like mom would want for me."
"...Yes." Sunspot finally agreed, albeit reluctantly. "I'm sorry if you feel like I haven't been supportive of your decisions, son, it's just... I really want what's best for you, and the last thing I want to do is lose my family because of a decision we'd regret on hindsight."
"I'm always willing to work with you and be with you no matter what, dad." Sunburst affirmed. "If you support what I genuinely have passion for, that's all I want from you. I'll send you a letter right away after I've gotten accustomed to this new school. I've heard it's got good ratings, given it is the School For Gifted Unicorns in Canterlot."
"How... wonderful." Sunspot said, but notably felt uncomfortable at his son bringing up that school's name. "All right, as long as you're sure you're willing to write back, I'll be with you til the end. If you really are sure you'd want to study magic and learn all sorts of new spells while you're there, then that's what I'll put your tuition toward. I mean, your mother and I have obviously already paid the school all the fees and tuition, but you get the idea, of course?"
"Absolutely, and no problem at all." Sunburst said with confidence. "I'll be sure to write enough times to where you'll never even notice I'm gone. With that said, we really have to catch the train now, since I wouldn't want to make a bad first impression to my mentors by being late."
"As you wish, Sunburst." Sunspot agreed, as he walked his son out the door, ready to head over to the train station, before muttering something under his breath. "I just really hope nopony at that school brainwashes my son too..."
"What was that, dad?" Sunburst said, rather perplexed.
"Nothing, nothing." Sunspot quickly brushed off his last statement, before closing his door and accompanying Sunburst to Canterlot.
The two ponies boarded the train heading for Sunburst's new school. Along the way, Sunspot didn't really say anything, but Sunburst did notice that his father seemed distraught, as if something at the back of his mind was still bothering him. After arriving at Canterlot, Sunburst took his suitcase and waved goodbye to his dad, before heading off to the student dorms. Although Sunspot also waved back, Sunburst could still read a negative emotion from his father's expression, and that was the last image the little colt saw of his father, before he went off to pursue his studies. Before even entering his boarding school, Sunburst noted he was still confused about his dad's behavior, as his flashback then ended.
"...And that was the last I ever heard or saw of my dad." Sunburst finished. "It's also kinda funny to think dad was in some ways right about me eventually regretting that decision. Even if I had interest in studying magic, I flunked my courses for not being able to perform it. I was so ashamed over my failure, that I just didn't know what I was going to do with my life after."
"Well, I guess it is a little more comforting to know that I wasn't the only one who was severely hurt by you moving away." Starlight reflected. "But now I'm confused from you mentioning that final week you spent with Sunspot was the last you ever heard or saw of him."
"Yeah, same." Sunset said in mutual agreement. "Did you end up keeping your promise in writing to him and keeping in touch?"
"I did for sure." Sunburst affirmed. "Dad and I might've had some disagreements regarding this decision I made, but the last thing I am is a liar to my parents. After my first week at the school, I wrote my very first letter and mailed it to his old home address in Ponyville. But here's the really strange thing. I waited days, to weeks, to months, to even years, and I never heard back from him. He didn't send any letters addressed to me himself, nor did he ever reply to that very first letter I sent."
"Hmm, I'm not really sure why he would do that, since from what you've shared, he was really adamant on staying in touch with you, Sunburst." Sunset noted.
"Well... did you by some chance happen to write anything in the letter that would've potentially offended or upset him?" Starlight suggested.
"It's been ages since I've sent that particular letter, but to tell you the truth, not really." Sunburst recalled. "All I really said was that I was having a good time with my new teachers, classmates, and sessions to study magic. Mind you, this was long before I had realized my struggle in being able to cast spells, and was on the verge of flunking out. I also made it particularly clear that I already missed him, and would be willing to schedule a time to visit him sometime during winter break. Other than that, I asked how he was doing and if he had any plans over break himself, but nothing too specific. That's about it, yet he never wrote back in replying to my first letter, nor did he even send me outside letters letting me know he didn't receive my first one."
"Are you sure that he really didn't write back to you?" Sunset questioned. "Maybe he actually did, but you somehow missed it?"
"Trust me, Sunset, that's impossible." Sunburst debunked. "If he did, I definitely would've gotten it, since I always keep track of any mail sent by my parents, like the 5,685 letters my mom's sent me over the years."
Sunset and Starlight looked to each other in amusement at how obsessive Stellar Flare was toward her son, before thinking of a logical explanation as to why Sunspot never wrote back.
"Well... is it entirely possible that he, for whatever reason didn't receive your first letter at all?" Starlight asked. "Did you write and mail any further letters to him after that?"
"Not really, actually." Sunburst reflected. "I had pretty much always waited for a response to that first letter, and it never arrived in my mailbox. Plus, I was more focused on my schoolwork, and replying to the numerous letters my mother sent me. Well, whether he received it or not, it doesn't seem like it matters now. He never kept in touch with me himself for one reason or another, so I'd say it's all water under the bridge. And given how I never wrote back to Starlight since I was so ashamed for failing my classes, I wouldn't have had the motivation to let dad know I was flunking out later on either."
"Well, going off of what you had shared earlier, two things in particular stood out to me." Sunset began dissecting Sunburst's story. "I definitely agree with your confusion as to why he constantly seemed so reluctant about letting you go off to study magic in Canterlot, but it sounded like to me, he was brushing off a few things that have a much deeper meaning. Him letting you go off to pursue your education at that school would be him somehow making the same mistake twice? And he believed that the ponies running the school would 'brainwash' you?"
"Yeah, I didn't know what to make of it either." Sunburst speculated himself. "Unless maybe he was just referring to himself? It is possible he decided to go off to a boarding school when he was a colt, and he ended up having bad experiences, to where he didn't want me to live out a similar life of misery? It wasn't like that at all during my earlier school days. Everypony was really nice and supportive, and even Princess Celestia herself commended me for how quickly I was learning. I was deemed to be one of the most knowledgeable students in the school's history, even if I was having difficulty actually casting said spells."
"I'm not sure if that seems likely, as your father did mention he never strictly studied magic." Sunset recalled. "I highly doubt he would've attended a magic school himself if that was the case."
"Unless that was just a lie?" Sunburst continued speculating. "Ugh, but then that would mean anything else he said during our last week together might've been false information too. I'm not sure we're getting anywhere at this rate..."
Sunset, Sunburst, and Starlight all sat around, still trying their best to connect the dots wherever they could. They had ideas here and there, but the overall picture was still missing too many puzzle pieces to make out the main image behind everything. However, after some deliberating, Starlight eventually came up with an idea that would shock the two other ponies.
"...Unless he was talking about his first daughter, that being you, Sunset?" Starlight suggested.
Sunset and Sunburst froze for a second, before thinking the idea seemed absurd.
"If that were so, how would that explain why Sunset and I don't recognize each other as anypony from our pasts?" Sunburst questioned.
"Same here, I've never even heard of anypony named Sunburst until you mentioned that name at Twilight's coronation, Starlight." Sunset added.
"Well, just hear me out." Starlight requested. "Sunset, you mentioned to me that you only lived in Ponyville with your dad before you went off to Canterlot to become Princess Celestia's pupil. You also mentioned that you didn't really keep in touch with him, as you were never really close with your family. But then, when you entered the mirror and became trapped, due to the portal only opening every 30 moons, wouldn't it have been likely that Princess Celestia had to deliver the hard news to your father? Anything could've happened to you in the human world, after all."
"...Huh." Sunset began to agree with Starlight's logic. "I never really considered the possibility that Princess Celestia would have had to report to my family, everything that happened when she removed me as her pupil and I made my way into the human world. She would've definitely had to get the word out if my family wanted to come visit me. Well, at the very least, my dad, since he was the only true family member I recall."
"Right." Starlight continued her explanation. "Obviously, since Princess Celestia was responsible for looking after you, I'm sure your father did not take things well. He would absolutely be against the idea of sending his children to boarding schools to learn magic, based on what happened to his daughter under the care of the school and princess. You said that you don't remember having a mother in your life at all, not even when you were living with your dad?"
"I'm afraid I lack even the vaguest memories." Sunset replied. "Which is telling me that either my parents divorced, or she had unfortunately passed shortly after I was born."
"Then that would line up with your father remarrying, if he found Stellar Flare and she gave birth to Sunburst." Starlight further elaborated. "Now, fast forward years later to that exchange Sunspot had with Sunburst before he went off to study at Canterlot. Making the same mistake again could be referring to letting his new son go off to the same magic school, thus separating his custody of you. That may even be applicable to the whole 'brainwashing' comment he muttered, if he was talking about Princess Celestia brainwashing Sunset to end up in the human world."
"That... is somewhat true, admittedly." Sunset reasoned. "It was because of Princess Celestia constantly telling me I wasn't ready to learn about that mirror that furthered my interest. Sure, it was my own decision to end up going into the human world and inadvertently trapping myself for 30 moons, but at the same time, I feel I wouldn't have done so had she given some solid answers to quench my ever growing curiosity."
"And that brings me to my final point of speculation." Starlight began to close her case. "What if when Sunspot was hesitant on letting Sunburst go off to Canterlot to study magic, he was afraid the same thing that happened to Sunset would then happen to his son? Both of you would've been cases of his children going off into the care of a school to learn about magic, only to one day discover, he might never see his children ever again. What if... he was afraid Sunburst could've been brainwashed by Princess Celestia one way or another, and end up regretting his decision, just like when he allowed Sunset to go to the School For Gifted Unicorns."
Sunset and Sunburst sat there, rather intrigued by how brilliant Starlight's theory sounded. If everything she described really was true, that would perfectly explain Sunspot's rather unusual behavior shortly before he accompanied his son to Canterlot. Regardless, there were still a few questions remaining that needed answers.
"That would explain why dad was acting that way before I left for my school." Sunburst reasoned. "But that still doesn't explain why Sunset and I haven't known each other, and I also still don't quite understand why dad never wrote back to me. Neither of my parents have even hinted at the possibility of me having a sibling. Those unusual comments he made during that last week before I went off, he didn't explicitly mention anything about him having other children, it could've been something else entirely."
"Realistically... maybe my dad wanted to start a new life and family after I disappeared into the human world." Sunset believed. "Considering my mother seemingly wasn't around either, he wanted to leave behind his old life and move on after things didn't work out. After all, without a wife or daughter in his life anymore, what else was he going to do?"
"Considering how he split up with my mom too, I guess raising a child on his own was a consistent theme with him." Sunburst added. "Even then, we don't really know if this is truly the case. Maybe Stellar Flare is your mother too, Sunset? Or maybe we both have completely separate parents, and we've gone absolutely nowhere?"
"I feel like there definitely has to be a connection somewhere, based on why Sunspot was so hesitant on sending his son to a school that teaches magic." Starlight said.
"We haven't really met this Sunspot pony yet, so perhaps we should do so before we come up with any other possible leads?" Sunset proposed. "Starlight's ideas do seem to somewhat line up with what me and Sunburst both know about our own father, but we've only been discussing theories thus far."
"That's probably a good idea, since I think we've only been fixated on vague facts rather than solid evidence." Sunburst agreed.
"I have a feeling that if I look at him myself and don't recognize him, or if he doesn't react unusually to my presence, nor me bringing up the name, 'Solstice', he's not really my dad." Sunset reasoned.
"Your guess would only be as good as mine." Sunburst said. "Regardless, even if this entire discussion went nowhere in regards to your parents, Sunset? I'm still glad we got to meet and know each other for a while. It's pretty interesting how much we both have in common, after all. Growing up with single parents, going off to study magic at the same school in Canterlot, and even our own appearances. This is admittedly the first time I've met another pony whose mane and tail remind me of the blazing sun, just like myself."
"Yeah, same." Sunset said, mutually. "It was certainly nice to meet you as well, even if our theories behind everything don't really end up amounting to anything significant. Obviously, we still need to meet Sunspot to get some closure over this whole mystery."
"I think for all of us, 'meet' would be a pretty appropriate term, considering Sunburst hasn't really visited his dad since then." Starlight said. "I haven't really met Sunspot either, even when I was living in Sire's Hollow as a filly."
"That's true, since the last time I've ever seen or heard from dad really was that last week I stayed with him in Ponyville before I left to study at Canterlot." Sunburst confirmed. "I guess since mom's been more involved with my life, I didn't really question why dad never wrote back to me. I suppose that's another question I could ask him myself when I visit him too. Unless of course, he got the word that I had flunked out and became too ashamed and disappointed to continue keeping in touch."
"So just to clarify, you both would want to accompany me in meeting Sunspot?" Sunset asked.
"Sure, I'd be happy to learn a little more about my first childhood friend's father." Starlight said, happily.
"And I'd be ecstatic to revisit him, and maybe get an explanation as to why he never wrote back." Sunburst added. "You know, Sunset? If it wasn't for you, I wouldn't have really thought to visit my dad again. He wasn't really as involved in my life as much as my mother, so I kinda feel like over the years, combined with the fact he never wrote back to me, I've almost just forgotten about him altogether. Because of your quest in finding clues regarding your own parents, you might've unintentionally inspired me to spend time with somepony whom I haven't seen in ages."
"Happy to see I was able to bring you closer to your own family, Sunburst." Sunset smiled. "So we know he lives in Ponyville, but do you have his exact address?"
"Sorry, I really don't remember it, as it's been so long since I've wrote that first letter." Sunburst sighed. "I think we can ask my mom, though. Reason being, even if they for whatever reason separated, my mom told me the other day, that while she was setting up a business deal in Ponyville, she unintentionally ran into dad. They didn't exchange many words, but she made it clear she saw him entering his old home, while she trotted away. We can find my mom easily, since I know exactly where her home is in Sire's Hollow."
"It seems as if forgetting about our dads' whereabouts runs in the family." Sunset joked. "Well, assuming we are siblings, of course."
"I'd definitely be surprised if that was the case, but of course, we have yet to meet my dad before making that assumption." Sunburst chuckled.
"It'd also be cool to learn even more about your family history, Sunburst." Starlight added. "I've actually learned a few things about you during these conversations that I never knew myself."
"Then it's settled." Sunset agreed. "We'll head over to Sire's Hollow to question Stellar Flare, and then we'll head toward Ponyville to meet Sunspot." 
"Sounds good to me." Sunburst leveled with Sunset. "So I guess we should get ready to go to the train station?"
"Taking the train might not be as effective at the moment, due to the fact they're still trying to figure out a way to deal with a giant boulder that's blocked off the tracks somewhere past Canterlot's station." Sunset explained.
"A boulder, you say?" Starlight interjected. "Well, Sunburst? I think we both know the perfect pony to deal with something like that?"
"Oh yeah." Sunburst recalled one of the few friends he's made recently. "I guess if they're still having trouble getting rid of that big rock, we could call Maud for help. I don't think combining unicorn magic would be enough to make it budge even the slightest."
"Yeah, if we're talking about a big boulder, there'd be too much mass, and unicorn magic has its limits, after all." Starlight added. "But I'll tell you what unicorn magic can do. Sunset, Sunburst, could you grab one of my front hooves real quick?"
The two ponies did so, as Starlight closed her eyes, and started up a spell in her horn. Sunset and Sunburst were confused at first, until they realized she was doing a teleportation spell, specifically to their destination to meet up with Sunburst's mother. In an instantaneous poof of magic, they teleported from the castle's lounge room to the front door of Stellar Flare's home in Sire's Hollow.
"It must be pretty awesome to master teleportation to where you don't have to worry about always paying for train tickets to cover traveling long distances." Sunset said in amazement.
"True, but like I've said, even my magic has its limits too." Starlight explained briefly. "I may not have trouble teleporting shorter distances, but teleporting an incredibly long distance from my current position takes up a lot of energy. This means, I can really only pull off such a spell a maximum of three times a day."
"That makes sense, as I can still remember teleportation can be draining if you do it too much." Sunset reasoned.
"Well, now that we're here, other than getting info on dad's whereabouts, I guess I can also introduce you to my mother, Sunset?" Sunburst offered. "You never know, she could be your mother too."
"Oh, well that would be nice." Sunset accepted. "I just feel as though... if her name's not Solstice, then it's not likely."
Sunburst knocked on her mother's front door and waited on the porch with Sunset. Moments later, Stellar Flare had opened the door, happy to see her child again.
"Son, how nice of you to come visit your mother!" Stellar Flare said, ecstatic, before noticing Sunset accompanying him. "And who's this you brought with you? Are you already getting married too? Oh, you little ponies grow up so fast!"
"Err, no." Sunburst quickly denied. "If I was, then I definitely would've written to you about it. This is my new friend, Sunset Shimmer."
"Nice to meet you, ma'am." Sunset held her hoof out to shake things out.
"Charmed." Stellar Flare shook back, but notably felt displeased that her son wasn't getting married after all. "What brings you to see me this fine day, Sunburst? Would you like me to take you to that magic convention you've always wanted to attend?"
"No, mom, it's not that." Sunburst said. "I was just wondering, since you wrote to me about how you saw dad in Ponyville the other day, could you by any chance let us know where he is? We kinda want to go visit him."
"Well, I may know his exact address, but may I ask why you would want to visit your so-called father?" Stellar Flare questioned. "You and I both know he was never as involved in your life or aspirations to study magic. Like you've told me before, he never even bothered writing you letters back, while I've been on top of it every single week you've been studying and pursuing your dreams. You could however, make better use of your time by spending it with your wonderful, more caring mother instead. I still supported you even when you had flunked out of the School For Gifted Unicorns, remember?"
"It's just that... I haven't visited dad in a while, and I want to check in with him for a bit." Sunburst proposed. "Plus, I've already visited you at least three times in the last week alone. I haven't even seen dad at all ever since I was a little colt, so I'd feel it'd be nice to do so after all these years."
"Very well then." Stellar Flare sighed, before taking a piece of paper, writing down Sunspot's home address in Ponyville, and handing the paper to Sunburst. "There you are, Sunburst. But don't say I didn't warn you, your father can be a hurtful stallion. Let's just say, there's a reason he and I split up ages ago."
Sunburst looked over the paper, as it looked like Stellar Flare was ready to close the door. Before the mother was about to head back into her home, Sunset stopped her.
"Wait, ma'am!" Sunset used her hoof to prevent the door from closing. "I also wanted to ask you some things myself."
"Yes...?" Stellar Flare groaned in annoyance. "What could you possibly want to know?"
"Well, do I look familiar to you by any chance?" Sunset asked. "Is it entirely possible that I'm your daughter too?"
"Preposterous!" Stellar Flare blurted out. "Having more than a single son with my ex-husband would've been the last thing I wanted. Much as I resented him for what happened between us, I'll always still love and care for my baby. He's always been a good and caring son, unlike his father. Plus, just look at yourself. You don't even have these distinct coat markings anywhere on your body, unlike Sunburst. What makes you think you could possibly be part of the family?"
"Well, I guess it was a bit of a stretch, and only coincidental that your son and I both have similar fur and eye colors, as well as sunny patterns in our manes and tails." Sunset admitted. "Out of curiosity, though? Does the name 'Solstice' mean anything to you?"
What happened next was incredibly unexpected. As soon as Sunset mentioned that name to Stellar Flare, she just froze. Her pupils shrunk, her left eye began to twitch, and she just momentarily deepened her frown. Sunset and Sunburst were initially confused at this unusual reaction, before they began to flinch back at what would follow soon after.

"GET OFF OF MY PORCH!!!" Stellar Flare screeched at the top of her lungs, shortly after her face turned red with rage. "SUNBURST! I FORBID YOU TO BRING THIS SUNSET PONY BACK TO SIRE'S HOLLOW EVER AGAIN!!!!!!"
The mother then slammed her door super hard, which had in impact so immense, it cracked a nearby window. Sunburst, Sunset, and Starlight were all taken back from this sudden, extreme reaction to Sunset mentioning that name to Stellar Flare. Regardless, it was time to visit Sunspot, so Starlight got ready holding hooves with the two other ponies to teleport them all to Ponyville.

	
		Chapter 46: I am Your... Father?



The unexpected reaction of Stellar Flare still left the trio of unicorns absolutely bewildered over what had just happened. Judging from what his mother had just ordered of him, Sunburst figured that it was in their best interest to get Sunset out of Sire's Hollow before things would escalate even further. He showed Starlight the address Stellar Flare wrote for him, which was supposedly the location in Ponyville where Sunspot was residing at.
"Hm, I've never actually been to that area of Ponyville, but I'll try to teleport us as close to that location as I can." Starlight said, after reading the paper in Sunburst's hoof.
Just like the first time, Starlight held hooves with Sunset and Sunburst, before closing her eyes, starting the magic up in her horn, and sending them all to Ponyville. Although Sunset was now well aware of how teleportation would take up a lot of energy when traveling long distances, it didn't really matter to her. She would have never been able to pull off anything like this in the human world, and it was always supposedly a natural gift unicorns were able to master when building their skills in magic. It was certainly still part of the incentive of her wanting to stay in Equestria more often after graduation. Regardless, now the trio found themselves in a corner of Ponyville, which was at least somewhat close to the address Stellar Flare had written for her son. They started trotting together to this location, as Sunburst put a hoof on Sunset's back.
"Sunset, I'm really sorry for what happened with my mom back there." Sunburst apologized on behalf of Stellar Flare. "I don't know why she became so profusely angry with you after you mentioned that name to her."
"I'm just as confused as you are, Sunburst." Sunset said. "I mean, from what little we heard during that conversation, we do know two things now. First of all, she and your dad did for whatever reason get a divorce, since she referred to Sunspot as her 'ex-husband'. Secondly, she definitely knows something about this Solstice pony, if she were to suddenly change her entire approach and behavior in an instant like that."
"Maybe this Solstice pony had something to do with the reason she and Sunspot separated?" Starlight brainstormed. "Unless... she's actually the Solstice pony we've been looking for?"
"Well, like I've said, I could've sworn that while I was living with dad in Ponyville as a colt, I occasionally heard him muttering something about a 'Solstice'." Sunburst recalled again. "Even then, I never really thought much about what he was referring to."
"Do you remember what he said specifically regarding this Solstice?" Starlight questioned.
"I really have no clue, especially since it's been so long since I've even seen my father." Sunburst said. "As for the possibility of my mother being Solstice, I'd say that's unlikely. I've spent more time with my mother than anypony else in my family, and I have never once heard anypony else refer to her as 'Solstice' at all."
"Well, whatever the case might be, telling her that name certainly didn't do myself any favors." Sunset noted. "I have no idea why she would never want to see me again, or forbid me from coming back to Sire's Hollow. I don't even know who she is, because... again, I've never known or seen my mother. What's strange to me is, she didn't seem to react adversely to the mention of my own name, 'Sunset Shimmer', but only when I mention 'Solstice', does something set her off."
"This certainly has been a rather perplexing mystery for me to solve with you two." Starlight said. "Been learning so many revelations about both of you, I feel like we should hang out like this more often. As for what happened back there with Stellar Flare, I have a feeling we might get an answer once we talk to Sunspot. There's got to be a reason far more deep that we're not understanding."
"Agreed, because I know my mom." Sunburst added. "She might get angry or disappointed on occasion, but that was actually the very first time I've seen her legitimately FURIOUS. Believe me, the one time I had to inevitably tell her that I ended up dropping out of the School For Gifted Unicorns after failing too many classes, she was still calm in comparison."
"I guess I could understand her holding a grudge toward your father and of course, this Solstice pony, but what about me?" Sunset asked, bewildered. "What could I have possibly done to her to warrant such a reaction?"
"I don't quite think it's a matter of you doing anything to hurt her in the past." Starlight believed. "She might've just became inadvertently livid over you bringing up that name to spark some unpleasant memories for her. Not to say it's your fault, Sunset. Any of us could've said that to her, and she might've reacted the same way."
"Well, even if it's just that, I really don't know if Stellar Flare is my actual mom." Sunset said. "I didn't recognize her myself, and she didn't even seem to recognize me, not even after you mentioned my name."
"If she knew we were siblings and suggested that we were about to get married, that's pretty messed up." Sunburst noted. "Either she didn't know about you, or she did know, but was saying that to purposefully throw us off. Regardless of what actually happened, I think it's pretty obvious that she won't talk to any of us if we bring up that name, let alone actually telling us about this Solstice pony."
"In that case, you think it's better if I don't bring up that name to your father?" Sunset asked. "You seem like a cool stallion yourself, and I would genuinely like to be friends with you, without both of your parents hating me."
"How about... we'll question my dad, and when the time's right, I'll ask him about Solstice?" Sunburst suggested. "I feel like I certainly have quite a number of things to ask him myself, including why he never wrote back to my first letter."
"Sounds like a plan to me." Sunset agreed, as Starlight suddenly halted in her tracks, which prompted the two other ponies to do the same.
They were confused at first, before realizing Starlight was simply looking around for the house where Sunspot lived. None of them were familiar with this area of Ponyville, but following the address provided by Stellar Flare, they eventually located the exact house this stallion resided. Starlight pointed her hoof in the direction to their destination and trotted forward, as Sunset and Sunburst followed behind. They were ready to finally meet this Sunspot pony with the plans they already had in store, but something at the back of Sunset's mind stopped Sunburst just as he was about to knock on the door.
"What's wrong, Sunset?" Sunburst asked, rather confused at Sunset's sudden action.
"It's just... I have this weird feeling." Sunset began whispering. "To make sure we're on the same page here, your father never remotely hinted toward the possibility of you having a sibling, just like with me when I was living with him?"
"To my understanding, yes." Sunburst confirmed. "What are you getting at, though?"
"I have a feeling that... we should probably meet Sunspot separately." Sunset elaborated. "I almost have the feeling that if we meet him together, it'll generate a negative reaction if he does recognize us both, especially with how possible Starlight's theory was. Maybe one of us could meet him first, pretend to leave, and let the other meet him separately? It's pretty clear that what happened with Stellar Flare absolutely confirms there's a further connection between us."
"Sunset does bring up a good point." Starlight reasoned. "When you were both at Stellar Flare's front door, it was admittedly hard to say whether or not she truly knew and understood who Sunset was. She obviously knows something about this Solstice, but we don't really know much else beyond that."
"I guess that makes sense, can't really say with certainty whether or not my parents are simply pretending to not recognize you, Sunset." Sunburst agreed. "How about... you visit him first on your own? Me and Starlight will hide on the other side of the house and listen in from a window once you're inside. If Sunspot really is your dad, and can give you some answers to these tough questions you've been trying to figure out for a while, I'd want you to have that luxury first. Starlight and I can come back tomorrow, as to not draw any suspicion to him of us visiting around the same time."
"Oh, Sunburst... are you sure?" Sunset asked. "He's your dad after all, and you did say you wanted to visit him too, especially given you haven't seen him since you were a little colt."
"Absolutely, I insist." Sunburst said. "I do miss him myself, but like you've said, there's obviously some kind of connection between both of our parents, so I would want to give you the opportunity first, especially since from what I've heard, you've spent far less time with your own parents than I did."
"Thank you, that's very kind of you." Sunset smiled. "But since Starlight is here with us, maybe she can meet Sunspot with me?"
"I don't think that's a good idea." Starlight interjected. "Although I don't really know Sunburst's dad, I do know that he was always aware of how close me and Sunburst were as friends in our youth. Our hope is to not draw any suspicion, and he might get such a feeling if he sees his 'daughter' accompanied by his son's closest childhood friend."
"Oh, that's right." Sunset agreed with Starlight's reasoning. "I didn't really think about that. So I guess I'll go ahead and meet him on my own, while you two listen nearby?"
"That's the idea." Sunburst agreed. "We'll head over to the other side of the house and listen in to get some insight on how dad would act if he believes you're by yourself. Are you sure you won't mind Starlight and I eavesdropping on you and Sunspot?"
"Well, if I know you're both going to listen in, it's not exactly eavesdropping in my book." Sunset said. "Plus, given what you shared about your father during that final week before you moved away, it's pretty obvious he's always been hiding something from you, so I believe after all these years, it's about time we get some solid answers."
"That's true." Sunburst said in mutual understanding. "All right, well Starlight and I will head over to the other side of the house. Have a good time meeting my dad, and once again, don't forget to open a window once you're in so we can overhear anything vital."
"Gotcha." Sunset said, as Starlight and Sunburst headed off from the front door, leaving Sunset by herself.
Before Sunset was ready to knock on the door, she looked around the area. Admittedly, even after a long absence in Equestria, something about the yard's layout, as well as the house itself, struck a vague feeling of familiarity to her. Combined with all the smaller clues she's gathered from Sunburst and this Solstice pony, she almost had a good feeling Sunspot was her true birth father. But if he was, would he react positively or negatively to his supposed first daughter's presence? With one final gulp, Sunset finally took a deep breath and approached the front door, knocking on it, before the aforementioned stallion approached the door to open it.
Although initially annoyed, believing that it was yet another group of fillies selling Pony Scout cookies, Sunspot had absolutely no clue for the surprise that was awaiting him on the other side of the door. He opened the front door to his home and immediately widened his eyes in sheer shock and disbelief over who he was seeing standing over his porch. Noticing this reaction herself, Sunset took a good look at the unicorn stallion's face, realizing the vague memories she had of her own father sparked some familiarity in this particular pony before her. Seeing how Sunspot had yellow fur, blue eyes, and a fiery orange mane, it suddenly clicked inside her. Recalling what little she saw of her father as a little filly, this actually was how her father looked in terms of appearance, and Sunset began to have this feeling she was finally able to reunite with at least one of her birth parents. However, what the stallion would soon say to Sunset completely threw her off in the most unexpected way.
"May I help you?" Sunspot asked. "If you're selling cookies, kindly know that I'm not interested in the slightest."
"No, that's... not the reason at all." Sunset responded, rather perplexed. "I came by to visit you. Surely you recognize who I am?"
The stallion froze for a few seconds, seemingly gesturing that Sunset did in fact look very familiar to him. But after those few seconds, he just quickly brushed it off like it was nothing.
"Nope, not at all." Sunspot said, before putting his hoof on the door. "I don't know what kind of trickery you're pulling, but nothing's going to encourage me to fork over some bits for your cookies. Now, if you're simply going to waste my time, I'm heading back over to my couch."
Sunset felt an immediate jolt of pain and shock, seeing how her seeming father was not thrilled in the slightest at seeing his daughter. Even if this stallion was not immediately interested in speaking with her, Sunset felt desperate to the point of offering him an incentive for some answers, at the very least.
"Wait, please!" Sunset begged, before holding out a few bits she took from her saddlebag earlier at home, in case she had an emergency. "If I could just come inside and talk to you for a few minutes... that's all I ask."
"Ugh, fine then." Sunspot sighed, before taking the bits out of Sunset's hooves and letting her into his home.
Sunspot and Sunset trotted into the middle of the living room, as Sunset then noticed the stallion acting rather unusual when they both passed by. Up ahead was a staircase that led to the second floor, where Sunspot was focused toward approaching.
"I have to head upstairs first to take care of some... stuff." Sunspot told Sunset, before making his tone much more hostile. "But don't get too comfortable while you wait here, or break anything! I'll make you pay dearly for that, you hear!?"
"Y-Yes, of course." Sunset said, now saddened by understanding what kind of pony she was truly facing.
"And you're lucky I even let you into my house!" Sunspot snapped. "Just remember that I could've taken your money and slammed the door in your face."
Sunspot then ruffled his mane in annoyance, making him drop a few of his hairs on the ground. After which, he trotted up the stairs, as Sunset and the rest of the first floor left his view. Seeing this, Sunset trotted over and picked up one of the stallion's hairs as a potential way to conduct a DNA test if she really needed it. Regardless of collecting this hair sample, she was already 99% sure that this really was her birth father, as something at the back of her mind kept telling her. Sunset then remembered what Sunburst had asked of her, and also took the opportunity to open a nearby window. Noticing this from the outside, Sunburst and Starlight both approached stealthily, before noticing Sunset was gesturing for them to listen in toward some insight over what she had just experienced.
"Well... I've only been here for like ten seconds, and I'm not happy at all with the results." Sunset whispered to her friends from the window. "I had to actually pay Sunspot as an incentive to let me inside so I can talk to him, and he still just yelled profusely at me."
"Wait, really?" Starlight replied, aghast. "From what little I've seen of Sunburst's dad when I was living in Sire's Hollow as a filly, I never would've expected him to behave like this. Is this maybe why Stellar Flare warned us not to come visit him? She did tell us that he was a pretty hurtful stallion, after all."
"I... I don't believe it." Sunburst tried to parse what Sunset had just reported back. "I swear to both of you, my dad's always been the sweetest, most caring father a little colt could ask for. Sunset, are you sure you were just talking to my father, and not some completely different pony?"
"Trust me, I took one good look at him and knew for certain he's the stallion we're both looking for." Sunset affirmed, before hearing hoofsteps coming down the stairs. "Uh oh. I think he's coming back, you need to hide. I'll talk to him myself and see what kind of information I can gather. Based on what I've seen so far, we might need a change of plan, as I might need to ask him the more tough questions. In the meantime, make sure he doesn't see you."
Sunburst and Starlight nodded and hid themselves from view, as Sunset then went back over to the staircase before noticing Sunspot coming back to the first floor, with the same grouchy demeanor he had displayed moments ago. He trotted over to his couch, took a seat, and folded his hooves with frustration.
"Well?" Sunspot said, impatiently. "You wanted to talk to me, or did you pay me just to be an annoyance?"
"I just wanted to come visit you for a bit... Sunspot, right?" Sunset addressed.
"How in Equestria do you know that name?" Sunspot quickly got defensive. "Are you trying to intimidate me or something?"
"Please, just hear me out..." Sunset said in a soft and broken voice. "I really wanted to come visit you, since I had a strong feeling that you would recognize and remember who I am. I was hoping that stopping by would make you happy."
"Happy?" Sunspot asked, rhetorically. "Miss, the only way you'd make me happy now is if you brought at least a thousand bits, instead of that pathetic amount you offered back there. Well... I suppose another form of happiness would've been if you brought me a box of donuts from Donut Joe's shop, but that's beside the point."
"Okay well..." Sunset began. "I might not have food on me, but what I did bring instead was something much more important. A daughter. I came all this way because... I have reason to believe you're my dad?"
Sunspot's eyes widened for a moment, before he unexpectedly bursted out laughing it off.
"So that's why you're here, huh?" Sunspot spat. "You wanted money from me from missing out on paying filly support or something? Good luck trying to get it from me, that's all I'm saying."
"I don't think that'd be the case if I just paid you to have this talk..." Sunset said, feeling much more hurt than she already was earlier. "There was only one thing you just said that was partially true though. You never got to see me grow up before I went off to The School For Gifted Unicorns in Canterlot."
Sunspot's eye twitched for a moment after hearing the name of that school. He became so mad that he slammed his hooves on the coffee table in front of him, causing a noticeable crack.

"...How dare you try to insult me in my own home!" Sunspot roared. "Did you get brainwashed just to come bother me like some school punk!?"
Starlight and Sunburst were both listening closely in horror this whole time, whilst occasionally peeking around the corner to look at the stallion Sunset was confronting. It felt unfortunate that they both recognized this pony was definitely Sunburst's father, based on the memories they had both seen of him in their youth. Sunburst was already wanting to cry, seeing just how much of a monster his father had become, as Starlight held him for comfort. Starlight was also beginning to grow worried that Sunset might eventually end up getting hurt through a physical altercation.
"I'm sorry, I-" Sunset tried to calm Sunspot down. "I just thought that I could help give you some context regarding why I believed you're my father."
"Well giving me fake context doesn't really do you any favors." Sunspot said, bluntly. "I might've always wanted to raise a daughter, but that wouldn't be you now."
As Sunset, Sunburst, and Starlight all heard this, things were beginning to line up with everything Sunburst had shared earlier regarding his father. Taking offense at the mere mention of Princess Celestia's old school, the feeling of always wanting to raise a daughter, and even labeling others as 'brainwashed'. It was without a doubt that this really was the same stallion Sunset and Sunburst remembered growing up, and they were all absolutely confused as to why things were like this. The stallion they once knew as a goodhearted and kind father was now nothing more but a short-tempered, abusive monster.
"How do you not recognize me, dad?" Sunset tried her best to get through to the stallion. "You really don't remember me, your daughter, Sunset Shimmer?"
"First of all, you will not dare call me dad, because I'm certainly not that!" Sunspot affirmed. "I only have a daughter now, and she's not you, get that through your head! My only daughter too."
"...You only have a daughter?" Sunset asked, now completely bewildered as to why Sunspot seemingly didn't consider Sunburst his son. "Are you sure you don't have a son, thus making me have a brother?"
"Absolutely not." Sunspot denied. "I never had a son in my entire life, and even if I did, I'm sure he would've been the biggest disappointment in the history of Equestria."
If Sunburst was hurt before, that was nothing compared to how he felt now after just hearing that. As sympathetic as Starlight felt toward her first childhood friend, she still tried her best to prevent Sunburst from making any noise, as to not blow their cover. But by now, the two unicorns outside the window had felt like they had already heard enough from Sunspot to decide they were no longer interested in visiting him the next day. They even began to feel an epiphany that Stellar Flare was completely justified when she tried her best to persuade them to not visit Sunspot. By this point, since this stallion was not only going to deny having Sunset as a daughter, but even Sunburst as a son, it was clear he had to be questioned more heavily.
"All right, but at least hear me out." Sunset continued. "Does the name 'Sunset Shimmer' at least ring a bell to you?"
"Look, don't try to change the subject, since you've already wasted enough of my time." Sunspot said, firmly. "If you really have to sit here all day yapping like a lunatic, that's fine, but I want more bits from you then."
At this point, Sunset was ready to tear up herself. Was this really the same pony who had once taken care of her before she went off to the School For Gifted Unicorns? Did he really also take care of Sunburst with a heart of gold, long before turning into this train wreck of a stallion he was now?
"...If you cared about and loved me, you wouldn't be asking me for more money." Sunset began to leak tears. "Don't you even care that I stopped by to visit you? I really wanted to spend some quality time with you because I've missed you for so long."
Sunspot then groaned in annoyance before making the most serious expression on his face that sent chills down Sunset's spine.
"...Do you really think that if your dad loved you, he would've put you up for adoption?" Sunspot said without an ounce of hesitation.
"W-W-What!?" Sunset's eyes widened.
"You heard me." Sunspot said, coldly. "Even if we pretend you were my daughter, which you aren't to begin with, I'm living the good life now without some unwanted, ungrateful little brats tracking me down because they want money from me."
"I don't want money from you!" Sunset spat in frustration. "There are more important things in this world that money can't buy! Family, friends, love... surely you understand even an ounce of what I'm saying to you?"
"If you're being serious right now, I might as well put makeup on your face and stick a tomato on your snout." Sunspot continued to verbally abuse Sunset. "You're not even a pony I can take seriously at all, but just an unfunny clown who clearly never got a good education."
"I'll have you know...!" Sunset began to defend herself. "I'm about to graduate from two different schools at the same time! I have both a 3.9 GPA and fulfilled the requirements to receive a master's degree for magic."
"Oh, so I'm supposed to be impressed by that now?" Sunspot said with sarcasm. "Congratulations on your achievements. Study a field that gets you absolutely nowhere in life. Waste thousands of bits on tuition just to learn useless knowledge that'll put you in debt faster than you can say 'Princess Celestia'."
"...You just implied I was an uneducated clown!" Sunset started getting conflicted at what her father wanted.
"Well maybe you should join the circus to impress your so-called audience, instead of coming here to believe that I'd ever care about having you as a daughter." Sunspot finally ripped through Sunset's heartstrings.
"You... don't understand...!!!" Sunset began sobbing hysterically. "I know I've been gone for ages, but now I was hoping we could have a peaceful reunion and start over as father and daughter once more! You don't even care that I took all the time and trouble into finding you, because I sincerely missed you!? You don't remotely care about having a family!?"
"The only thing I care about now, is you ruining my carpet with your dumb tears." Sunspot finished in the most cold and careless tone. "And like I've said already, I got a family now, a wife and a daughter who isn't you. Now the deal was that you got to talk to me for a few minutes, and those minutes are up. So you either get out of my house or this will get ugly, you hear?"
Sunset picked herself up off the ground and lowered her head in sadness, as she was heading back in the direction of the front door. She had no idea what could've happened to her father, and neither could Sunburst nor Starlight. The threats, the aggressive behavior, and the verbal abuse toward both his daughter and son. Sunspot's actions in general reminded Sunset of just how she acted as the tyrannical bully at CHS, which almost made her question if her aggressive traits were inherited by her father.
Despite this feeling, it seemed unlikely that Sunset got these traits by watching her father's behavior, given how she definitely grew up completely isolated from him. Plus, Sunburst's flashback heavily implied that Sunspot was still hurt over the disappearance of his first daughter after sending her off to the School For Gifted Unicorns, and he still seemed to act caring toward his son like a decent father. He went from this kindhearted stallion to a careless and verbally abusive beast with seemingly no explanation whatsoever. All Sunset did know now, was that her heart had a huge, seemingly irreversible crack in it, as if her father somehow used the same sledgehammer she had once threatened to smash the CHS horse statue pedestal with, and swung the thing directly on target.
Sunset was by this point, too hurt and confused to even consider questioning Sunspot regarding Solstice, but it almost didn't matter to her anymore. Based on how Sunspot was acting this whole time, she had to have been crazy to believe he'd willingly tell her about Solstice without either demanding more money from her or flipping out. In some ways, Sunset was almost glad she still stuck to the original plan with Sunburst and Starlight in not bringing up this Solstice pony to her father. With how intense of a reaction Stellar Flare had displayed after Sunset seemingly touched a nerve, the mere thought of how Sunspot would've reacted frightened her.
By this point, Sunset was stepping out the door, but not before taking one last look at the stallion who seemingly brought her into this world. Sunspot looked back, but simply pointed his hoof to motion Sunset to scram, before trotting up the stairs himself. Sunset had no idea what Sunspot seemingly did to her real mother, Solstice, but believed that whatever he did, he hurt her, and in one of the worst possible ways imaginable. There had to have been a legitimate reason as to why her mother was never around, and why Princess Celestia took custody of her, before she claimed to become the mother she needed.
As Sunset finally closed the door behind her, she moved to the area where Sunburst and Starlight were listening to everything from an opened window. The three friends simply looked at each other with sad expressions, completely caught off-guard by what they had all just witnessed. Even though Sunset's memories of Sunspot were admittedly limited, Sunburst absolutely believed that before he went off to study magic in Canterlot, his father was once a kind and supportive stallion, even if he did sometimes hesitate on letting his son choose to follow his dreams.
Although Starlight held both of her front hooves out again to signal her friends to teleport them away from this traumatic location, Sunset and Sunburst's instinct differed. They interpreted it as Starlight offering them both a hug of comfort after what they had both seen of their father, which, after realizing this was what her friends needed, Starlight obliged and hugged them both. Tears streamed down all their faces at fast rates, but it was Sunburst who seemingly took it the hardest, despite Sunset being the one who had been targeted with some of the most vile verbal abuse ever.
After a few minutes, Starlight knew it was time to finally have them all teleport back to Canterlot to escape this horrid nightmare. She started the teleportation spell in her horn once more, as Sunset was trying to wipe her tears away. However, she could've sworn she also started hearing another noise coming from upstairs. It sounded like Sunspot's voice, but the bizarre thing was that Sunset began to hear... crying? Why would her father cry after how he had treated both his daughter and son just a few minutes earlier? This thought was then derailed briefly, as Starlight had finally teleported the entire trio back to Canterlot, specifically the lounge room from before.
Since it was clear that both Sunset and Sunburst needed her support more than ever, Starlight continued to try and comfort her friends, despite the fact she was certainly hurt herself. Although she never interacted much with Sunspot as a filly, she almost even considered him like a second father to her, as she believed he was always a kind stallion who always put others before himself, especially his son. After hearing Sunspot outright state that he's never had a son and what he'd refer to him if he ever did, her faith in the stallion plummeted like a rock. Although Starlight never particularly enjoyed how embarrassing her own father, Firelight was, he was still a true and genuine father to her by comparison.
"Sunset, Sunburst?" Starlight addressed her two friends. "I'm really sorry that you both had to go through all that with your father. This even hurts for me, way more than the time it seemed like Trixie simply made friends with me just to beat Twilight at some petty game. All I can say for certain now is, even if Stellar Flare exploded in our faces earlier, we should've taken her advice. Sunspot truly is a hurtful stallion, and your mother had every right and reason to split with him."
"Is it entirely possible he never actually wanted me in my life to begin with?" Sunburst began to break down. "Was he only pretending to love me the whole time, only because he wanted something else? You two heard what he said, that he'd rather raise a daughter than a son. Clearly... he doesn't want me nor Sunset in his life anymore, especially considering he supposedly already has a new wife and daughter now too. I'm certainly glad at this point that you advised us to not visit him together, Sunset."
"I can't even begin to understand why he would react this way to my presence." Sunset reflected. "I may not have been with him as much as Sunburst during the time he did have custody of me, but I always believed he would never do anything to hurt me. What could I have done that would inevitably change that?"
"Well in my case, I'd believe dad was sore over me dropping out of magic school, even after he encouraged me not to pursue this field of study." Sunburst surmised. "It must've been a huge disappointment to him that his son not only moved away, but even wasted all the money he spent on his son's tuition."
"But from what I can understand, you only flunked out much later on, after you realized you had trouble casting spells compared to studying them." Starlight reasoned. "So if you still ended up sending him a letter after your first week, that still doesn't explain why he never wrote back to you."
"Isn't it obvious!?" Sunburst wailed. "He never loved me, nor had any interest to keep in touch with me at all after I was gone. I feel like at this point, he always pretended to care, only for me to now find out this whole time, it always was nothing more than a fake act..."
"I'm beginning to think there's something more fishy going on." Sunset tried to analyze everything she knew so far. "Being a rough and aggressive bully myself once, I almost feel like I can understand there's something more deep that we're all missing. Sure, Sunspot definitely hurt me dearly just then, but I'd have to believe there's a reason he'd behave that way. You two were able to vouch for me when I believed he was a genuine father from all our pasts."
"Not anymore." Sunburst huffed in sadness. "All he is now, is nothing more than a greedy and selfish bully."
"Sunset, I know that you and I both changed for the better..." Starlight began. "But we can definitely see that things change, for better or for worse. It seems as if... we can only accept this as reality now, and the only smart choice to make is to simply move on with our heads held high."
"How can we do that knowing Sunspot is hurt himself?" Sunset still tried to stand her ground. "I know myself that I turned into a bully because I felt hurt, lonely, and abandoned in a world that never seemed to understand or accept who I was. Plus, before we teleported back here, didn't you also hear him crying? I heard it coming from the second floor of his house, and I know it was him, because I saw him trotting upstairs before I exited the front door."
"I didn't hear any crying other than all the pain in my own heart." Sunburst reflected. "Really though, Sunset? Why are you continuing to defend him after he demanded money from you and tore you to pieces without a care in Equestria? It's obvious by now that he's become a lost cause."
"I just feel like if I could understand what was causing his pain, we'd have a better understanding of why he wouldn't be thrilled to see his children again." Sunset said. "He is our father, after all."
"What if he's actually not?" Sunburst suggested. "What if he was never our actual father, and just an imposter who had more selfish desires whilst pretending to be our dad? Whether he truly is related to us or not, it doesn't matter to me anymore. I still have my mom, who's always been a true supportive mother mother who's been by my side during the toughest of times, even after I flunked magic school."
"I agree with that reasoning." Starlight added. "Stellar Flare clearly gave us a warning to not visit him, and I guess she simply let us do so just to have us understand she was trying to prove a point. It's just a shame that we all had to find this out the hard way."
"I can understand both of you as far as being hurt and confused, but I just can't give up yet, especially since I have this strong feeling we're not getting the full picture." Sunset continued to persevere. "We still don't know what happened back then with Sunspot in regards to Stellar Flare and Solstice, nor did we ever figure out why he was crying when he went upstairs."
"Well, even if we don't quite understand at the moment, I've still lost all motivation to continue solving this mystery." Sunburst moped.
"Yeah, and I've already used my long distance teleportation spell three times today, so I'm afraid my magic's become too exhausted to teleport us back." Starlight explained. "If you really want to figure things out, maybe we can try again some other day? I'm still in an emotional state of shock and disbelief to go back anytime soon."
"Fair enough, but regardless, being a hurt pony myself for many years, I don't think it's right for me to completely cut him out of my life for good without understanding the full story." Sunset said. "For now though, yeah, I guess we should focus on other things..."
Starlight got up and went to retrieve some cucumber sandwiches and tea from the kitchen, as she felt all three of them needed some refreshments after what they had just gone through back at that house. She didn't want to admit it just yet, but she resonated with Sunset's statement, given how she herself felt hurt and abandoned for many years after Sunburst left her. They were still missing the extent of the full story for what happened to Sunspot, and although she didn't quite hear his crying due to being too focused on casting her teleportation spell, she still believed Sunset had gotten another fragment of the truth, which encouraged her to help out in any way she could.

Meanwhile, back at Sunspot's house, the stallion was now by himself once more, pacing back and forth for somepony to return. There still didn't seem to be any kind of explanation as to why he treated Sunset that way, but that wasn't what was on his mind now. He realized that the pony he was expecting was running unusually late, which did worry him slightly. However, after a few minutes, he finally heard a knock at the door and went to open it. He breathed a sigh of relief upon seeing the pony, who was a pegasus with an orange coat, blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow.
"So glad to have you back, honey." Sunspot addressed the pegasus.
"Of course, let's just say that I had to work overtime to get paid a wonderful bonus." The pegasus replied, before showing Sunspot a gold necklace with an apple shaped red ruby, which looked exactly like Bright McIntosh's. "My job doesn't pay well to those who take the rest of the day off, you know."
"I can imagine." Sunspot reasoned. "By the way, where's our daughter? I think you mentioned earlier this morning that she's decided to go by a name we can call her, since we still hadn't decided a name for her yet? Lily, is that right?"
"That's right." The pegasus confirmed. "Such a pretty name. I did leave her to be babysat at a friend's house, let's just say, so it's just you and me tonight. Did you by any chance remember what I wanted you to pick up yesterday at the store?"
"I certainly did, wouldn't want to disappoint you after all." Sunspot replied. "I got the first dress as soon as the store opened, and it costed me 1,800 bits. Anything for you when you have such a good paying job, after all. That necklace might be a great addition as a centerpiece too, now that I look at it."
"Aw shucks, thank you, babe." The pegasus said, happily. "Well, now that you've bought the dress and I've said 'yes' after you proposed to me a few weeks ago, only one question remains. When exactly will our wedding be? I can assure you that unlike your previous marriages, you won't regret this one, dear!"

	
		Chapter 47: Half-Truth



Back in Canterlot, Sunset, Sunburst, and Starlight had been comfort-eating for a while, still trying to take in what had become of the one father they once knew as a kind stallion. Although Sunset was more adamant in learning what could've caused Sunspot to change so drastically, Sunburst had little to no motivation. He was simply too heartbroken to return to a so-called father who claimed that he never had a son to begin with, and would've went as far as to call him a complete failure. It was true that Sunburst did flunk out of magic school, but he always understood magic itself and had plenty of work experience after he left, from being Flurry Heart's crystaller, to even being hired as vice principal at the School of Friendship.
"I know I might've dropped out of the School For Gifted Unicorns, but I still have so much more to be proud of." Sunburst moped. "It's just a shame to now know that... it won't ever matter to dad anymore."
"But you saw how he acted." Starlight reminded. "He didn't even care about having a good education."
"To be honest, as hurt as I am now, it still served as a reminder of how that's the kind of pony I once was myself." Sunset said. "I once had no problem pushing others around, threatening them, or taking money from them with little to no hesitation. I still want to perhaps investigate another day, just to fully understand where all this behavior was coming from. After all, even when I struggled to embrace friendship, I was always grateful when others still tried to see the best in me, especially Twilight."
"It's noble how you want to understand his behavior psychologically, but I'm really afraid it's all just a lost cause at this point." Sunburst replied. "My mom clearly divorced him for a reason, and he never bothered writing me back when I was a student at magic school. By this point, I don't think he'll ever change, so I'd much rather cut him out of my life permanently."
"Sunburst, don't you remember what I ended up almost doing myself when I was so hurt and abandoned from you moving away?" Starlight gave a reminder of her heinous deeds. "The village, the removal of cutie marks, to even almost wiping out Equestria in its entirety because I wouldn't let Twilight and her friends meet in the past? And now you're sitting here comfortably next to me without thinking I'm a psychotic lunatic."
"I can attest to that." Sunset added. "I don't think I've mentioned this to you yet, but I once turned into a raging she-demon who was bent on taking over Equestria with my own army. I did it because I let my ambitions and resentment toward Princess Celestia get the better of me, and despite all that, here I am now."
"Huh." Sunburst had an epiphany. "I really am a forgiving pony, aren't I? But... that doesn't change the fact that dad would horribly treat his own children like that."
"We don't even know if he is the true dad to both of you." Starlight chimed in. "If only there was a way we could know for certain."
"I do have a feeling he's the same stallion from my youth before I met Princess Celestia, but I agree." Sunset said. "We might need a reliable way to conclude whether or not he truly is me and Sunburst's dad. In the meantime, I'm also wondering how I'll head to Silver Shoals by train. I was originally planning to head there to visit Princess Celestia, but again, a giant rock's in the way of my train at that ravine."
"I still think Maud's the answer to that little problem." Starlight affirmed. "I'd offer to teleport you to Silver Shoals right now, but... like I've said, I can only teleport long distances three times a day."
"It's fine, you've already done more than enough to help me today, Starlight." Sunset assured. "I presume you're talking about Maud Pie, Pinkie's sister? I've... kinda met her myself that day I was heading over to Twilight's coronation."
"Yep, we are." Sunburst confirmed. "Cool how we also have mutual friends of mutual friends. But yeah, other than Maud, I'm not quite sure how we could get rid of that rock for your train."
As the trio waited around even further, thinking of ways they could deal with the giant rock blocking the train from heading to Silver Shoals, somepony else entered the room. It was Twilight, who had just taken care of her royal duties in Saddle Arabia, and returned briefly to check up on her friends.
"Twilight, good to see you back!" Sunset addressed the princess, as Starlight and Sunburst waved.
"Yeah, I just wanted to come back for a little while to check in with you again." Twilight said. "I might've finished up with Saddle Arabia, but I did have to return to gather a few documents before heading over to a conference at Las Pegasus. In the meantime, how did your meeting with Sunburst go?"
"Well... I really think he's a good friend, just like you and Starlight." Sunset began. "And let's just say, after we got to know each other more closely and teleported around Equestria to find a potential candidate for who my real father is... I think we finally found him. My real biological father, after we stopped by his home and met him."
"You did?" Twilight widened her eyes with joy. "Oh, I'm so happy for you!"
Although Twilight was gleeful upon hearing this news, she could immediately notice that all three of her unicorn friends were not. She was certainly confused, unsure as to why none of them were happy for Sunset finding her true father, especially Sunset herself.
"But... what's wrong?" Twilight asked, rather concerned. "I take it your visit didn't go well?"
"Let's just say... Sunburst and I both learned a seemingly terrible truth about him."
"We were all initially pretty excited to meet or reunite with Sunspot, only to find out he wasn't exactly the kind of pony we were expecting and... kind of hoping to be." Starlight elaborated.
"Sunspot?" Twilight raised an eyebrow. "Wait a minute... isn't that the name of your father, Sunburst?"
"Indeed." Sunburst confirmed. "Yeah, we should've made it more clear before. Sunset and I talked for a bit, and... let's just say when we compared our pasts and how Sunspot was acting back then, as if he was hiding something, we started to have a reason to believe he's the dad to the both of us, thus making us siblings."
"Huh... fascinating." Twilight noted, as she looked closely at both Sunburst and Sunset. "I actually hadn't noticed before that there was some definite resemblance between you and Sunset. Looking at you two side by side, you do share some striking similarities. Well, other than Sunset not having these coat markings on her fur."
"That's what we pointed out ourselves." Sunset affirmed. "But basically, there's a definite reason why we weren't thrilled to meet our... dad. He demanded bits from me just to talk to him, verbally abused me, denied having me as a daughter and even Sunburst as a son, and even threatened to hurt me if I didn't leave his house."
"Oh my, that's terrible!" Twilight exclaimed in shock and disgust. "I'm so sorry you both had to go through that, it must've been so heartbreaking to hear this coming from your own dad!"
"Well, it was mostly Sunset who was targeted." Sunburst corrected. "She met Sunspot on her own, while Starlight and I listened from a window. I honestly don't know what could've made him change so drastically. I swear to all of you, when I was a little colt, he was a kind and caring dad. A total contrast to what we had seen of him a little while ago."
"We still don't know what to make of it when he outright claimed Sunset and Sunburst weren't his children." Starlight added. "Either he was telling the truth, or he simply wanted to make it clear he didn't want either of them in his life anymore."
"Yeah, I still didn't understand what he meant by that when he was blunt with me." Sunset reflected. "I mean, I could understand him saying that to me, since I don't know for certain if he is my real dad. But Sunburst too? Plus, I just have this strong feeling that he truly is my father after I took one good look at him, and could see that he did recognize me in his eyes. If we could do something like a DNA test, then we could know for sure, but I don't know if Equestria even has that kind of technology."
"Well, there is a device which can do just that, I saw it in use back when I was supervising the Canterlot medical center." Twilight explained. "We use it to, as you would guess, determine whether or not somepony is related by blood or not. It's a more recent development in Equestrian technology, so I can understand not many ponies knowing we have it. Of course, in order to use it, I would need some DNA, like hair samples."
"Oh, well I did pick up some of Sunspot's hair when I was at his home earlier." Sunset held it up in her hoof. "I saw him ruffle his mane a little, causing some hair to fall on the floor, so I saw an opportunity."
"Wait, what about Stellar Flare?" Starlight reminded. "You might have Sunspot's hair, but weren't we also curious as to whether or not Stellar Flare is your real mom too?"
"That's right..." Sunset sighed. "I guess we're not going to know that for now, since we don't have a DNA sample from her."
"Well, actually..." Sunburst began, as the princess and two unicorns turned to him in curiosity.
Sunburst was originally doing an errand for his mother, in which he was planning to head to the store to buy her a new mane brush. Stellar Flare had given her son her old brush as a way of letting him know what kind of brush she was wanting him to pick up.
"I was getting my mom a new brush, but she wanted me to hold on to her old one for now." Sunburst explained, as he took his mother's mane brush out of his saddlebag, which had some leftover strands of her hair on it. "Point is, we do have my mom's hair after all."
"Perfect!" Twilight said with approval. "All right, then all that's left is a strand of hair from both you and Sunset. Are you comfortable removing a small bit?"
"I want an answer to this mystery just as much as the rest of us, so I'll do anything it takes to get some informative results." Sunset said, as she used her magic to pluck a small hair from her head. "Ouch!"
"Same here, since... I'm not entirely sure about my own parents as much anymore." Sunburst said with mutual agreement, before doing the same with his hair. "Ow! No wonder we only ever get haircuts."
Twilight used her magic to levitate four paper bags, as she used a marker to label whose hair was whose. She placed the bags on a table in front of her friends, marked with 'Sunset', 'Sunburst', 'Stellar Flare', and 'Sunspot' respectively. Sunset and Sunburst placed each hair strand in their respective bag. Twilight then closed each bag and tied them with string, as she now had four separate DNA samples to test at the Canterlot medical center's lab, which wasn't too far from the lounge room.
"Alright, thanks for the cooperation, you two." Twilight smiled. "I'll go fly over to the medical lab and conduct some tests. Hopefully by then, we'll finally get some answers thanks to the marvels of science."
Sunset, Sunburst, and Starlight all nodded, as Twilight went over to do just that. They sat around, waiting anxiously for results, almost just as much as a college student awaiting their final exam score in an AP class. After around fifteen minutes when Twilight had successfully ran everything, the princess returned to the lounge room with two pieces of paper that had the paternity test results printed on them.
"Okay, so according to my machine's analysis, I'll start off by saying, there's an interesting result." Twilight began, before reading off what her device had concluded. "Sunburst, as far as sharing blood with Stellar Flare and Sunspot, it is a 100% match, meaning they are both indeed your biological parents."
"I guess I'll have to live the rest of my life knowing one of my real parents is a monster." Sunburst sighed. "But I'm glad about my mom, since she's the family member I'm closest to. And... what about Sunset here?"
"That's right, here's where things get interesting." Twilight built up. "Sunset, according to this DNA test, Sunspot actually is your biological father, but... Stellar Flare is not. Based on this result, you and Sunburst are half siblings!"
Sunset and Sunburst's eyes widened at this revelation, but they still figured it wasn't necessarily too surprising. Their visual similarities were somewhat of a giveaway, and Starlight had already come up with an intriguing theory to connect what might've happened.
"I hadn't ever considered the possibility I would have a sister, let alone a half sister." Sunburst expressed his astonishment. "I guess visually, it does kind of make sense why Sunset and I look both similar and different at the same time."
"Yeah, we both have similar colors in our coats, manes, and eyes." Sunset began to compare herself visually to Sunburst. "But it does make sense that Stellar Flare isn't my real mom, given how I completely lack coat markings anywhere on my body. Whoever my real mom is, I guess having a plain fur body was a trait I inherited from her. And hey, now I guess it does make sense why Stellar Flare didn't immediately recognize me, unlike dad, since I definitely was able to read it in his eyes. "
"I'm rather surprised my theory ended up being correct after all." Starlight recalled what she pieced together. "But that's so cool, you two are not only my best friends, but also half siblings! Who would've guessed?"
"Well, other than my mom, it's nice to know that I also have a caring sister too. "Sunburst said. "Quite an interesting revelation if I do say so myself. After getting to know Sunset for a bit, I almost began to have a feeling we were connected more than I would've expected. It's crazy to know that this whole time, we've been growing apart, yet lived out very similar lives with the same dad."
"In the end, I suppose it wasn't a coincidence that we both went off to magic school, specifically the School For Gifted Unicorns in Canterlot." Sunset reflected. "Well, I guess by now, I'm glad to see my curiosity has at least gotten me somewhere as far as getting closer with my real family. I now know who my dad is, and that I've always had a half brother I never even knew existed. Twilight, what about my biological mom, though? Does your machine give any conclusive information regarding her?"
"I'm sorry, Sunset." Twilight sighed. "But unless you have any bit of DNA from her, there's no way for us to know for certain. It'll only determine whether or not you share blood with somepony else, as it can't provide information about who the pony was."
"I see." Sunset understood. "Well, I'm still happy we've made a pretty good breakthrough on my family's history, even if there's still so much more I haven't quite figured out yet. Thank you so much for your help, Twilight. At least we now know for certain about one biological parent I have."
"Anytime, Sunset." Twilight smiled. "Now like I've said, I do need to head to Las Pegasus for a conference, but I'm glad I was able to be of some assistance in your quest to discover your missing family. In the meantime, I hope our meeting tomorrow with Rainbow Dash will go smoothly. Starlight, since you're already here, I guess I could now let you know that the Council of Friendship will be holding a meeting to discuss a fallout between Sunset and Rainbow sometime tomorrow afternoon. Does that work for you? I still have to notify the rest of our friends about it, as I'll also be declaring it an urgent meeting."
"Oh, sure." Starlight agreed. "Sunset already mentioned something regarding that to me earlier, so I completely understand that we'd need to eventually talk things out. She shared some vague details here and there about what happened, but I still decided to stick by her side in the end. It was simply a wrong accusation, a mistake anypony could've made, and I'm sure she had good intentions to begin with."
"Frankly, yes." Twilight confirmed. "Sunset was trying to help another one of her friends regarding some thief who's been going around committing theft all over Equestria, so her heart was definitely in the right place. I'm glad you're making the right decision in vouching for her, Starlight. But are you sure you're good to attend the meeting regarding Sunset and Rainbow's dispute? You do look a little weary."
"Anything for my buddy, Sunset." Starlight assured. "And yeah, I know, I'm just a little lethargic after teleporting long distances today. But hey, it was for a good cause."
"Ah, I see." Twilight understood. "Yeah, that's a reason I try to conserve my energy by flying, even if teleportation can be more convenient. All right, well, I guess I'll see you all soon."
Twilight waved goodbye to the three other unicorns, as they waved back, before getting back to the previous conversation's topic.
"Alright, so since you're heading to Silver Shoals, you might still need Maud's help?" Starlight reminded. "Clearing a giant boulder from the tracks takes a lot of time and requires many strong tools. Luckily, we know Maud can clear away the most durable rocks in mere seconds."
"Oh wow, really?" Sunset said, surprised. "I guess there was a reason I could never beat her at arm wrestling in the human world, even with my strength. Well regardless, yeah, if magic's not going to get rid of that rock, I don't know what will. Do either of you know where Maud might be?"
"We're in Canterlot right now, and you said it was a ravine somewhere past Canterlot's station..." Sunburst began to recall a crucial detail. "Starlight, didn't Maud vaguely mention to us that she was going to be excavating in a nearby quarry today?"
"Oh, that's right!" Starlight remembered. "Yeah, in that case, she's actually pretty close to where we are right now. We'll help you find her if you're having trouble locating the quarry. After all, I'm out of long distance teleportations for the rest of the day."
"I'll appreciate any help I can get at the moment." Sunset smiled. "And no worries, even if you could bring me to Silver Shoals, the rock would still be blocking the tracks, so I'd have no reliable way to return. Getting rid of that rock is certainly going to be a priority for everypony."
"Yeah, I guess you're right." Starlight agreed.
"Alright, anything to help my sister, even if I never knew I had one." Sunburst added. "We're friends and family to the end now, Sunset."
The three unicorns left the lounge room, but before departing from Canterlot, Sunset made a quick stop into her old home and grabbed her saddlebag. Since she was planning on meeting up with Celestia soon, she figured bringing the saddlebag with her could provide further insight, as she still had a ton of questions for her former mentor. After leaving the city's grounds, the trio trotted along the side of the tracks that led down the mountain. They thankfully didn't have to travel too far, before noticing a quarry and lake, presumably used by Canterlot to gather alloy to craft armor for royal guards. They noticed some digging in a nearby pit, and approached it together. In it, they saw their mutual Earth pony friend, Maud Pie, who was finishing up her duty to forage materials.
"Hi, Maud." Sunset said from the top of the pit.
"Sunset, Sunburst, and Starlight." Maud addressed her friends. "Good to see you all."
"Likewise!" Starlight replied. "It looks like you're a little too busy and tired at the moment?"
"Actually, I've just finished my assignment in digging out these holes while the rest of the excavators search for precious metals." Maud said. "Also, I'm not really tired right now. Why do you ask?"
"Well, we were wondering if you could help Sunset out?" Sunburst inquired. "Up ahead for the train, there's a ravine where a giant rock fell onto the tracks, and it's preventing her from being able to reach Silver Shoals. We were wondering if you could help get rid of it? You do have the strength and expertise on rocks, after all."
"Yeah, I'm trying to reach Princess Celestia, but until that rock is removed, that might not be happening anytime soon." Sunset explained her motives.
"Oh yeah, that." Maud recalled. "The rest of the team mentioned something about that while we were working, so I decided I'll voluntarily head over there to take care of it after I was finished digging. I was about to go there just now anyways."
"Oh, well, how nice to hear everything working out like that, talk about perfect timing!" Starlight said.
"Glad to hear Maud's always willing to help her friends out whenever they need it." Sunburst smiled. "Well in that case, Starlight and I are probably going to head home now. I admittedly need some time with my mom again since I'm still kinda emotionally broken after overhearing our dad."
"Understandable." Sunset sympathized with her half brother. "Thank you both once again for all the help you've given me."
Sunburst and Starlight waved goodbye to Sunset and Maud, as the Earth pony and unicorn headed over to the ravine together. Although Sunset presumably wasn't able to do anything about the rock herself, she still wanted to see the extent of what was preventing the train from progressing. After trotting together for a while, they finally reached the ravine, and saw it was indeed a massive rock. Nearby was a team of ponies who were sent to inspect the rock and attempt to remove it. They noticed Sunset and Maud approaching, and looked confused.
"Hey, what are you ponies doing here?" Hard Hat questioned.
"Maybe they have a solution to help us get rid of this giant rock?" Wensley said, jokingly. "I'd hope so, since we've been working for two hours straight and have barely made a dent!"
"If you have any ideas, we'd love to hear them." Florina Tart said with curiosity. "I've already gone through fourteen chisels and it doesn't look like the rock's going anytime soon."
"Actually, we do have a solution." Sunset replied, as she pointed a hoof at her Earth pony friend.
"Yeah, I'll reduce the rock to pieces with my hooves." Maud stated with confidence. "It shouldn't take too long."
The inspection team simply bursted out laughing, thinking that the Earth pony was trying to entertain them with some kind of crazy fantasy. Despite seeing this reaction to her claim, Maud simply shrugged it off, as she was admittedly used to it.
"Oh, that's a good one." Wensley said. "Maybe next time I'll also use my hooves to grow plants in an instant! Haha!"
"Or perhaps I could one day grow a berry the size of this giant rock, and have it roll into Ponyville for fun, like that rolling boulder scene I read in a Daring Do book once." Florina Tart joked.
"As much as I wish I could do that with my hooves, we all unfortunately know that Earth pony magic doesn't exist." Hard Hat added. "Unicorns have magic, pegasai can fly, and we Earth ponies simply have our strength. I sometimes wish I could do more if I had wings or a horn, but it is what it is. Regardless, thanks for the laugh, but I'm afraid we'll need more durable equipment if we want this rock to move."
"Yeah, let's head on back to the shop to get some pickaxes this time." Florina Tart agreed.
The three Earth ponies left the ravine to retrieve their tools, but Sunset was beginning to have an idea that those ponies would be in for quite a surprise once they returned. The comment from one of them did stick out to Sunset, in regards to how some ponies were wishing they could do more if they had a horn like her. Although she remembered Starlight mentioning that unicorn magic had its limits too, she still attempted to use her own magic to at least attempt budging the rock. When she realized it was simply too much, she had to immediately stop before she strained her horn, as it really was too heavy to be levitated.
"Yeah, that's pretty much the result I expected, but good to know even magic can't lift things this heavy." Sunset noted. "Alright Maud, mind showing me what you got?"
As Maud hopped on top of the giant rock and started piling the surface like a jackhammer with her hooves, it began to slowly disintegrate into smaller fragments of rock, dust, and even ashes of an unknown sentiment from within. When she had finished the job, it almost looked as if the rock was never there, and the train now had a clear path to Silver Shoals. As Sunset looked around the tracks, astonished by the sheer power Maud had just displayed, she noticed something shiny that caught her eye in one of the remains. She trotted over and saw something she wasn't expecting at all to find in some ordinary rock. After that rock's total destruction, eight distinctly loose pieces of orange crystal seemed to be completely intact, and to Sunset, they looked absolutely beautiful.

"I suppose these crystals could make for a nice collectible." Sunset said, as she picked them up from the rock's remains. "Maud, what do you think of these crystals overall, do they look valuable to you?"
"Kind of." Maud replied, before going over to examine the fragments of rock around the tracks. "Looking at all these new rocks I've created, Boulder might be excited once I bring home plenty of new friends for him."
"Well, I'm sure your pet rock will be happy indeed." Sunset smiled. "Thanks again for taking the trouble to come here and clear a way for the train. Now I'll have no problem being able to visit Princess Celestia in Silver Shoals. Would you like one of these crystals as a Thank-You gift?"
"I typically don't collect gems or crystals since I'm overall more fascinated with the rocks." Maud said. "Maybe the rest of your friends would like them? Pinkie's mentioned to me that you've been spending more time with her, and she likes shiny objects."
The idea Maud suggested resonated with Sunset. She realized that since she had eight crystals and almost just as many friends here in Equestria, it'd seem to work out. Obviously, it still made more sense to make amends with Rainbow Dash before giving her one of these crystals, but the rest of her current friends sounded like they'd be happy to accept one of these as a token for her new friendship with each of them. Twilight, Starlight, Fluttershy, Applejack, Pinkie, and Rarity were all still on good terms with her, and she decided giving each of her friends a crystal could be a nice way to thank them for making her return to Equestria quite welcoming. But as Sunset counted the crystals and friends she had, she then wondered who to give the last crystal to, as she planned to keep at least one for herself.
In some ways, having these crystals shared among all her friends reminded Sunset of how she and her human friends had a similar connection when they all wore the geodes obtained from Camp Everfree. Although the geodes gave each of the girls magical and supernatural abilities, Sunset mostly cherished them as a sign of linking them all together as good friends, similar to a friendship bracelet or secret handshake. After some deliberating, she was conflicted on who she'd give the final crystal to, but then considered either Sunburst or Celestia, as Rainbow Dash was certainly out of the question for the time being. Regardless of this, Sunset shook her head in approval to Maud's suggestion, as she finally put the crystals in her saddlebag.
"I think I'll do just that for sure." Sunset said, as she already had great confidence over what these crystals would symbolize with each of her new friends. "And yes, that also includes giving one of these to Pinkie, since let's just say, I kinda found out I've known her the longest out of all the friends I've been making recently."
"Hmm." Maud deliberated upon hearing Sunset's plan. "You're planning to give Pinkie one of those crystals anyways, right? Maybe one could be a special gift for Pinkie for her big day in a few weeks."
"A big day?" Sunset questioned. "I did hang with Pinkie for a bit yesterday afternoon, but I'm pretty sure she never said anything about a special day for herself coming up."
"She came home to the rock farm to share the news to me and the rest of our family last night." Maud began explaining. "Remember when I briefly mentioned that some friend of Pinkie ordered a bouquet of pink roses for her? It was actually somepony she's known for a while, Cheese Sandwich, who not only took her on a surprise date, but even proposed to her after all the time they've spent together. I guess you could say, I was pretty happy myself when Pinkie told us all that she said 'yes'."
"Aw, that's sweet." Sunset smiled for her friend, as it even turned out her hunch of who ordered those flowers was correct. "Likewise, I'm happy to hear Pinkie's getting married, and I've kinda met Cheese Sandwich myself recently, he's a pretty nice party guy. But what did you mean when you suggested I should give the crystal to Pinkie for her wedding day? Like as a surprise or something?"
"She may like surprises, but it has more to do with something Cheese Sandwich mentioned to me." Maud continued. "Ever since he decided to continue being a traveling party pony once again, he was able to pull enough bits together to afford a wedding location, party, and music. But unfortunately, wedding ring prices had increased drastically lately, I think because there's been many recent reports of theft all over Equestria. Although he proposed to Pinkie and she said 'yes', he didn't present a ring to her yet. He's happy that they're technically engaged now, but he still felt bad he wasn't able to get her the main centerpiece."
"Oh, I think I see what you're getting at." Sunset began to understand. "Maybe... I could consult with Cheese Sandwich, and we could both give her a wedding ring crafted from one of these crystals together? We could probably say something along the lines of... we both chipped in to get this for her, and it'd be like a sign of love and friendship from both of us?"
"Sure." Maud agreed. "That could work."
"Given how I've technically known Pinkie the longest, I guess that gives me more of a reason to make her crystal extra special of a gift." Sunset said. "I'll do it. Plus, it'd also be a gift from you as well, given I wouldn't have gotten these crystals without you getting rid of that giant rock."
"Thank you for being a good friend to my sister, Sunset." Maud gave a slight smile, which was usually pretty rare for her. "Even if I don't know you that well, I just wanted to let you know... you have the inner strength of a rock. Have fun in Silver Shoals in the meantime, since I really have to head back home now."
"And again, thank you for not only letting me be able to visit Silver Shoals, but also advise me on what I should do with these crystals." Sunset smiled back, as she saw Maud trotting away, but not before waving goodbye.
Sunset was now ready to report back to the stationmaster at Canterlot of the giant boulder no longer being an issue. Since she was just at Canterlot earlier, she was already well familiar with the return route, and was able to make it back to the station in no time. After discussing the situation with the stationmaster, he phoned a message to the inspection team back at the boulder's previous location. They were astounded at how the big rock seemingly disappeared out of nowhere, but confirmed it was indeed no longer preventing the train from progressing. With that knowledge, the stallion then sent a message to the train conductor that it was now safe for the train to return. As a way of thanking Sunset for seemingly helping out with the situation, the stationmaster handed Sunset a train ticket at no charge, which Sunset happily accepted, as she decided she might need her remaining bits for other essentials later down the line.
The unicorn then waited for the train, and it was able to return after nearly an hour of sitting around. By this point, the sky had turned into an orange sunset, as Sunset herself felt like it set the mood pretty well for herself. Her journey and time in Equestria amounted to tons of hard work, perseverance, and enthusiasm when it came to making new friends. All that effort was now finally going to let her visit Princess Celestia in Silver Shoals, thus having her finally reunite with the one pony she considered both a mentor and mother. Even after her shameful betrayal and abandonment as a result of being removed from pupil status, Celestia still ended up forgiving and welcoming Sunset back in open hooves, assuring Sunset that this was definitely a stop worth making.
Although Sunset now already had a pretty good picture regarding her biological parents, she still had no idea what ever happened to her real mother. As for her father, as bad as he had verbally abused Sunset back at his home in Ponyville, Sunset still believed it was no different from the many times she herself had verbally abused and horribly bullied the human Fluttershy back at CHS. She wasn't exactly innocent herself when it came to being a bully, and fully understood the many factors that led to why she became one in the first place. Abandonment, feeling neglected, and just having the lingering feeling that no one ever understood her, especially anyone in the human world when she was trapped there for 30 moons.
Sunset still remembered Sunburst sharing his flashback, in which Sunspot seemingly still cared for and loved his son, confirming that something else had to be up. This certainly sparked curiosity in her, after believing that Sunspot had to have given birth to her and let his daughter go, long before he had then let his first son go off to the same school to study magic. This fact combined with briefly hearing her father seemingly cry before Starlight teleported them all away, made Sunset believe there was still good in him, and that something more devious was brewing behind the scenes.
The train had finally arrived to the platform, as Sunset got aboard. The thoughts regarding her true father kept floating in her mind as the train began to make its way to Silver Shoals, though she figured it would likely be better to focus on the matter another day. Nearly half of her week was already used up, and she still hadn't seen Princess Celestia yet, which furthered Sunset's desire to finally reunite with the former princess of Equestria, and maybe get some answers. She was still curious on what could've happened to her birth mother if Sunspot wasn't always the monster of a stallion he was now, and what made her father change so drastically in the time she was gone. As she knew the train would soon bring her to Silver Shoals, Sunset crossed her metaphorical fingers that Celestia could finally give her the missing pieces of the puzzle and receive some closure to this seemingly dark past regarding her biological family...

	
		Chapter 48: Dear Princess Celestia



With no more obstacles to prevent the train from reaching Silver Shoals, Sunset was able to finally reach her destination in the hope of reuniting with the former princess of Equestria. Although she had already reunited and made amends with her awhile back during the Wallflower memory stone incident, it still felt like another proper reunion, as a good amount of time had already passed since their last meeting. Stepping off of the train, the town appeared to be located within a coastal area, and there appeared to be many elderly ponies roaming around, giving off the impression that it was an ideal place to live in during retirement. This made sense, as Sunset was already told that both Celestia and Luna moved here to enjoy their well-deserved retirement after ruling Equestria for so many years.
Having not even a single clue about Celestia's whereabouts in this town, Sunset did the most logical thing and asked around for help. Most elderly ponies didn't seem to know, nor did any workers who were serving drinks around a swimming pool. This came across as unusual to Sunset, as she would've expected most residents to react with excitement after learning two former princesses were finally moving into town with them. With seemingly nopony else knowing where Celestia was living, Sunset was pretty unsure of what she was going to do next. That was until, she was approached by an elderly female Earth pony with glasses.
"Are you by any chance lost, dear?" Dusty Pages questioned the unicorn who was seemingly wandering all over town on her own.
"Well, not really lost, as much as I'm looking for somepony. I'm wondering where Princess Celestia and Luna are staying, so I can go visit them." Sunset said. "Twilight's told me that they live here in Silver Shoals now?"
"Oh?" Dusty's eyes widened. "My stars, you're friends with the one pony who's taught me how to accept imperfection?"
"Come again...?" Sunset asked, not understanding the context.
"I've known Twilight Sparkle for a while, and we go way back, even during the days when she was considered 'Best Book Borrower' at my old library." Dusty explained. "Yep, that library is now just as old as me and I've made all sorts of memories there, but I'll never forget when Twilight neglected to return one of her books and it inspired me to no longer care about being a perfectionist."
"You were once a perfectionist like Twilight?" Sunset reflected toward her days as Celestia's pupil. "I guess I'm in the same boat too. I actually used to be Princess Celestia's pupil myself, and... trying to be the perfect, overachieving student would be an understatement when I was in that position. I'm happy to hear that whatever Twilight did with forgetting about a library book, it positively impacted your life, ma'am. She's done the same for me, let's just say."
"Wonderful to hear, dear!" Dusty smiled. "Now, you said you were primarily here to visit Princess Celestia? You are aware that she is no longer the princess of Equestria anymore, yes?"
"Yeah, I know." Sunset said. "I still called her by that title since... it's going to take some time to get used to. Do you by any chance know where she might be living? I'm still wanting to visit my former mentor who taught me the essentials in magic."
"Oh, well in that case, she and her sister are residing in the house directly across from mine." Dusty pointed to the blue house in front of her own home. "I'm guessing they wanted to move here as to not be bothered by the pizza-rasberry, or something like that? I don't quite know what you young ponies call it, but they don't like the attention when being recognized as former princesses everywhere they go, so they asked most residents here in Silver Shoals to not reveal their whereabouts."
"Huh, I guess that explains why nopony seemed to know where they lived when I was asking them." Sunset understood. "Also, did you mean paparazzi?"
"Ah, yes." Dusty remembered. "I'm not good with these new and fancy terms, they certainly weren't around back in my day."
"But... if that's the case, why would you let me know where she's living?" Sunset asked, somewhat confused.
"Because any friend of Twilight is a friend of mine." Dusty smiled. "Plus, you mentioned that the former princess knows you, so I'd imagine it would be okay. Come to think of it... I think Twilight's told me a thing or two about you. You must be... Starlight Glimmer, is that correct?"
"...No, I'm afraid that's way off." Sunset replied. "It's Sunset Shimmer."
"Oh, my mistake then." Dusty apologized. "Well, have fun visiting Celestia, Sunset. I hope your visit to this marvelous coastal town will be just as splendid."
"Thank you, ma'am." Sunset smiled, as Dusty went about her way.
Now that Sunset had a clear direction to visit her former teacher, she was glad she no longer needed to knock door to door until she found her. Sunset trotted up to the house, which admittedly didn't look much different from the rest of the homes in the area. This definitely gave off the impression that Dusty wasn't kidding when she mentioned that the former princesses would prefer to be living here discreetly. It made sense as a motive for them to not attract unwanted attention from being two alicorns casually living in this ordinary town during their retirement. Sunset knocked on the door, waiting for somepony to open it. Before long, Luna arrived and opened up, surprised to see who the visitor was.
"Sunset Shimmer?" Luna widened her eyes. "Hello, long time no see!"
"Nice to see you again too, Vice-Principal- err, I mean, Princess Luna." Sunset greeted. "Sorry, that's still going to take some getting used to."
"Just 'Luna' will do, since my sister and I are no longer the princesses of Equestria." Luna giggled. "By the way, were you ever able to take care of that nefarious 'faculty lot' you had briefly mentioned before?"
"Yeah, I guess you could say that, and I did recently encounter a siren there too." Sunset recalled jokingly, when she unexpectedly ran into Adagio in the CHS parking lot.
"Sirens, you say?" Luna said with astonishment. "I haven't heard anypony mention those creatures in moons. I don't think we've seen any ever since Starswirl banished those three into some other realm. That might mean the species has now become completely extinct from Equestria. Regardless, I'm sure you would like to say 'hi' to my sister?"
"Yeah, for sure!" Sunset said, enthusiastically. "Is it true that you two are laying low here as to avoid any unwanted attention?"
"Yes, you would not believe how hard it always has been to live a casual life without bypassers constantly acknowledging you as a princess or putting you on a pedestal." Luna reflected. "At least the elderly folks here at Silver Shoals are more understanding with respecting our wishes. Out of curiosity, did you by any chance know who I was that one time you came to Canterlot to reconcile with my sister?"
"I didn't recognize you at first, but Twilight eventually caught me up on everything when we were in the library doing research together." Sunset recalled. "To be fair, I'm pretty sure that back when I was your sister's pupil, you were still stuck in the moon, right?"
"Hard to say, since you begin to lose track of time when you get banished for 1,000 years." Luna replied.
"Fair point, but I recall Twilight mentioning that she and her friends freed you from being Nightmare Moon long after your sister removed me as her pupil." Sunset speculated. "I guess that would explain why I didn't immediately recognize you, since it was technically our very first meeting. Regardless, I can connect with you pretty well as far as having a troubled past with Princess Celestia."
"I'm glad to hear you can relate with where I've been myself, Sunset." Luna smiled. "My sister and I may not always agree on everything, but at the end of the day, we love each other as good siblings. If you ask me, I've always felt grateful for how forgiving of a pony she can be."
"You and me both." Sunset agreed. "Where is your sister, by the way? She's not busy at the moment, is she?"
"Well, she's mostly continuing to unpack our belongings upstairs, since we just moved here and began renovating." Luna explained. "It's getting late soon, so I was about to start dinner. Would you like to stay over for the night?"
"Oh, really?" Sunset said with enthusiasm. "I'd love to, especially since this was my last stop for the day, and I hadn't really considered where I was going to hit the hay for the night."
"Glad to have some company over for today, at least when the company's familiar, and not constantly bothering you because you're a princess." Luna sighed in relief. "I'll get started cooking our meals, feel free to meet my sister upstairs."
Sunset nodded and trotted up the stairs, as she set her saddlebag down in a corner. She continued to keep in mind that her former teacher could have vital information regarding her real family, as her time in Equestria had already helped her learn a lot. More specifically, she was at least hoping Celestia knew something, anything about this seeming Solstice pony whom she's speculated for a while was once her birth mother. As Sunset searched the various rooms upstairs, she eventually saw Celestia facing the opposite direction within what looked like her bedroom, still opening some moving packages that contained old belongings from Canterlot. Since the door was already opened, Sunset simply gave a knock on it to make her presence known, before the former princess turned around and saw her old student once more.
"Dear Princess Celestia." Sunset began, trying to deliver a cool entrance line. "Today I learned where you live."

"Ohhhhhh, Sunset Shimmer!" Celestia dropped everything and ran up to hug her former pupil. "This is a wonderful surprise. I know I've said this before, but I'll say those exact words once more. I've missed you... Sunset Shimmer."
"I've missed you too." Sunset cried a few tears of happiness. "It's already been quite a journey getting to this point, but you might be wondering why I've only come to visit you just now?"
"Hmm." Celestia thought to herself. "Are you by any chance coming to me for guidance once more, or simply visiting as a matter of checking in after Twilight took over as the Princess of Equestria?"
"Eh, a little bit of both, actually." Sunset replied. "Well, maybe more toward the latter, since I really missed you dearly, even when I was often preoccupied with my human life in the other world. I hadn't realized back when I was your pupil, how much over the years you truly cared for me, as if I was your daughter. Let's just say... I've kinda been reflecting everything we've been through together before I betrayed and abandoned you back then. I realize now, how important our relationship always was, since you weren't just my teacher, but also like a mother to me. You gave me everything when I was just an ordinary filly who was curious in learning magic, and I shouldn't have taken it all for granted." 
"I'm happy you're letting me know how grateful you were for all I've given you back when you were my pupil, but I'm sure it was really nothing." Celestia tried to be humble. "Being the former princess of Equestria entailed much more responsibility over 1,000 years, making it so I was too occupied and never able to have any children of my own. Despite this, I've always had a more motherly side when it came to the matter of teaching. Since having my own children was out of the question, I put this motherly instinct toward my students, not only as a way of encouraging them to succeed, but to also teach them the values and morals of making friends."
"Yeah..." Sunset began. "I can completely see that now, especially after remembering how wrong it was of me to simply ignore your concerns of making friends when I was under your wing. I basically only cared about being an overachieving perfectionist, and pushed away anypony who wanted to be my friend, simply because I wanted to come out on top. Then I became too obsessed over some magical mirror, which ultimately tore us apart. Though now that I've spent a good chunk of my life in that other world, at least I can now confidently say that my curiosity's been completely satisfied. Ironically, while that mirror did make us distant, the world within was where I genuinely embraced friendship for the first time and made a bunch of legitimate friends there. Funny how that works out, huh?"
"Are you saying I WASN'T your first friend?" Celestia asked, offended.
"Oh, n-no, that's not what I meant, I-" Sunset stuttered.
"Gotcha!" Celestia laughed it off, similar to the last time Sunset returned, and jokingly interjected that Twilight and Sunset were implying she wasn't ever a good teacher herself.
"Ah, yes." Sunset joined in with her former teacher's laughing. "I almost forgot a certain somepony now has a sense of humor and changed, just like me."
"But serious talk, it does seem amusing that the portal to this other world was the main reason you grew distant from me, yet finally also understood the importance of making friends as I had hoped you would one day." Celestia realized. "Twilight did in some ways almost remind me of yourself before I sent her off to Ponyville. She always used to be a perfectionist who put her studies first, even going as far as neglecting her friends. Since I had mostly let you live in the luxurious residential area of Canterlot, I almost imagined giving you the high-class, privileged life might've unintentionally spoiled you a fair bit?"
"Honestly... I agree with that." Sunset reasoned with her own beliefs. "I even remember some of my old classmates at the School For Gifted Unicorns used to acknowledge the things I had that they didn't. Being your pupil, having a luxurious home all to myself, and even getting to eat high-class foods almost every day. Although Twilight's never really touched upon why you sent her to Ponyville, I think I can kind of understand myself now. You wanted her to make some new friends there, sure, but you also wanted to make sure she didn't become as spoiled and entitled as I once did when I believed I always had the finer things in life?"
"Precisely." Celestia replied, impressed. "I've never actually straight-up told anypony else of why specifically I sent her to Ponyville, since it wouldn't sound good to word things that way, but you did hit the nail right on the head. The fact you were able to surmise this on your own surely tells me that you now completely understand the most important lesson I've struggled to teach you for years. Do you remember when you read about the mirror and bluntly demanded that I make you a princess? Well, if this current Sunset Shimmer was my pupil back then, I could almost guarantee she would've truly earned it all one day."
"I appreciate your kind words, but..." Sunset explained her changed mentality regarding the whole princess motive. "If I'm honest, I've kinda lost interest in the whole princess dream. I feel like I only wanted to become a princess because I began to grow mad with power, without considering any of the responsibilities of actually being one. After all, being the leader of my friends back in the other world is already a lot of work, and I couldn't imagine how busy Twilight's become, now that she's in charge. She even goes as far as putting others before her own needs and duties, so I'm sure Equestria will be in good hooves for many years to come."
"Honest and humble too." Celestia noted even more pleasant traits regarding her former student. "I really now believe that in some ways, even though I joked about you and Twilight implying I wasn't a good teacher back then, that statement wasn't necessarily wrong. Ever since your return and theft of Twilight's crown, I wasn't really involved in the process of making you a better pony. It was Twilight who went into that world on her own, and even managed to discover a method to keep that portal open without needing to wait every 30 moons. Twilight's also kept me updated that she's been helping you out with information regarding magical artifacts which somehow ended up in that world. The point being, after some thinking myself, I can concede that I never actually did anything to set you on the road to becoming the pony you are now. It was all Twilight's doing in the end, especially since my teaching methods didn't seem to work out for you."
"But... you taught Twilight, and she taught me, so I believe you should still get some credit." Sunset insisted. "Plus, to tell you the truth, that's not entirely true. That one time I did return to Canterlot in the hopes of seeking your guidance, you did actually teach me something else valuable."
"I did?" Celestia asked in astonishment. "I mean, I guess I helped you and Twilight search for answers in regards to the memory stone, but I wouldn't think that's something noteworthy."
"Err, no, it's not that." Sunset began elaborating. "It wasn't something you taught me directly, but rather something that you did unintentionally inspire me to embrace more of, empathy and forgiveness. Sure, it did feel nice when over time, I proved myself to the rest of my human friends and everyone else at CHS that I truly changed for the better, but it was particularly your opinion that mattered the most for me, deep down. I know it didn't really seem like it at first, but I was always heartbroken and felt lonely when I first entered the mirror and realized I couldn't go back. During some of my first nights there, all I could really think about was how dumb of a decision I made, and that I immediately regretted disobeying your orders."
"Hmm, I had no idea you even felt this immediately after our dispute." Celestia reflected. "But considering what had happened soon, shortly following Twilight's ascension into an alicorn princess, something did change along the way?"
"Well, feeling all lonely in a world where no one seemed to accept or understand me would've been a contributing factor." Sunset internalized. "I guess after being trapped, I realized I had no one left to share my achievements and accomplishments with. During those all those moons, without even the simplest motivation to make friends, out of my pride in admitting you were right all along, I just grew distant, lonelier, sadder, meaner, until I just became a full time bully who ruled CHS with an iron fist. I even recall that at some point, I also began to go as far as to blame you for being trapped there, since you failed to gave me the simplest explanation of why it was dangerous. This began to make me heavily resent you over time, when I should've been looking in a non-magical mirror this whole time. It was clearly my own fault and decision to begin with."
"I'm happy to hear how open you're willing to be with me regarding our troubled past." Celestia put a hoof on Sunset's cheek. "To be fair, you did actually raise a good point, in that I could've handled things better myself. Constantly telling you that you weren't ready to know about that mirror, never giving you at least a little information to satisfy your curiosity, nor teaching you the true importance and values in making friends. It's why in my own time, I do feel like I was still responsible for what had happened to you, and reevaluated myself before taking on a new pupil. I might've been the Princess of Equestria, but even princesses can make mistakes. Banishing my own sister to the moon for 1,000 years without even considering why she was feeling hurt herself to begin with? That would certainly still be my biggest regret."
"Yeah, I might not know Luna as well as you, but I can certainly understand why she went down the path she did, based on what Twilight wrote to me about her." Sunset reflected. "Feeling like her hard work in creating a beautiful night every day, only for everypony to basically sleep through it, thereby shunning her duties, she grew bitter over time and eventually embraced her Nightmare Moon ego."
"Correct, I can see that Twilight's been teaching you more than just friendship lessons." Celestia smiled. "But yes, admittedly, I feel as though being the ruler of Equestria for so long, that was always a bad habit I've had for far too long, in the sense that I never seemed to empathize with others or attempted to understand how I'd feel if I was in their position. Not even my own sister, which... you can certainly understand hurt the most for me. I've felt like this aspect in my life was one that I tried heavily to correct for the longest time, in that I should never push away an opportunity to make amends if I can see the other pony is being genuine. Since I felt I was still partially responsible for what had happened with both you and Luna, it was practically an instinct for me to immediately be willing to reconcile with you both when the two of you had finally returned after so long."
"Huh, I never thought about it like that." Sunset finally understood her former teacher's psychology. "But regardless, since you did forgive me in that light, that does bring me back to what I meant when you unintentionally taught me something else, last time I sought guidance from you. Let's just say, I eventually found out who was responsible for the memory stone, and I really wanted to let her have everything she had coming to her. I mean, if you were in my position, wouldn't you feel the same way?"
"From what Twilight's reported to me ever since she got word of that situation being resolved, I'd understand where you were coming from." Celestia resonated with Sunset's mentality. "If somepony erased everypony's memories of me out of pure pettiness, I would certainly not be happy and not hold back in punishing them dearly."
"Right, that's exactly how I felt initially." Sunset continued retelling her story of the Wallflower incident. "Earlier when I came back to visit you, I think you could definitely tell how anxious and afraid I was when Twilight advised me to seek you for guidance once more. I mean, after what I did, I would've completely been prepared for the possibility of you being unforgiving or never wanting to see me again. That was far from the case, when I heard you not only said you missed me yourself, but also accepted me into your hooves like you did all those years ago. And I guess... this act of kindness from you inadvertently inspired me to do the same when I finally confronted the culprit behind the memory stone. I ended up forgiving her after learning the extent of it all being a misunderstanding."
"Twilight specifically reported that based on your story of events, this culprit did erase your friends' memories out of pettiness." Celestia recalled. "Was this not the case?"
"Well, I wouldn't exactly agree that it wasn't petty of her per se, but I mean, I resonated more with her when I was finally able to understand how she was feeling herself." Sunset elaborated further. "She got too used to erasing memories and began to rely on its power too heavily, so much to the point where others lacked memories of her at all. But given how much of a good reputation I had at CHS, despite how awful I was to everyone during freshman year, she began to grow resentful toward me, especially when I went as far as to treat her like she never existed. I know this was never my intention to begin with, assuming she even erased my own memories of her without ever realizing it, but I could've talked things out and treated her better, rather than just ditching her to hang with the rest of my friends."
"This reminds me of what happened with my sister, when I simply brushed off how hurt she was when seemingly nopony else was ever appreciating the beautiful night she created every evening." Celestia related. "Going back to what happened with you and this culprit, I'm happy to hear I've influenced you in a good way, albeit unintentionally. We all make mistakes, since nopony's perfect, but it's always good to recognize who you can genuinely forgive, compared to those who expect forgiveness without doing anything to earn it."
"Agreed, though I mostly forgave her because I was able to understand myself what it was once like to be part of a society that never understood my deep complexities." Sunset reasoned. "Plus, it just feels good to be forgiven for your mistakes if you genuinely did go the extra mile to be a better pony than you once were. I guess you can say... although Twilight's taught me everything I needed to know about friendship, you taught me how to show empathy and forgiveness toward others."
"Maybe you're like a seventh Element of Harmony then, Sunset." Celestia smiled. "The Element of Empathy. It's just a shame we'll never see anything like that now, after a certain king destroyed the original six, along with the Tree of Harmony."
"So I've been told." Sunset recalled what Rarity and Fluttershy shared with her on the train. "Even then, like with being a princess, I don't need a superior title to prove to myself that I'm now a better pony than I once was years ago. All I really need is some commitment and friends by my side, and that's it, really."
"Twilight and I have both set the bar pretty high for your future, it seems." Celestia said, proudly. "Thank you very much for visiting and being so open with me, given how you had far more... urgent circumstances to worry about last time you came by. I'm not sure if Luna's mentioned to you yet, but I'd be happy to have you stay over for the night. I let her know that if you or Twilight by some chance stopped by, we'd be willing to let either of you make yourself at home."
"She did, and I'd happily take the offer." Sunset smiled. "It's one reason that I decided to take a more extensive stay in Equestria, mostly to spend more time with my friends and family since graduation at CHS is finally approaching for me and the rest of the girls."
"Oh, congratulations on making it that far." Celestia acknowledged. "Speaking of schools, did Twilight tell you that back at the School For Gifted Unicorns, I... well, how do I put this?"
"Made it so all my records and educational history was still completely intact, rather than being erased after I was removed from pupil status?" Sunset finished Celestia's sentence. "Yeah, and it made me realize just how much you cared for me, in the hopes that I'd one day return. Twilight said that I've fulfilled every requirement necessary to receive a degree, but I still decided I'm not ready yet. Since I've been living in a world that doesn't normally have magic, it's admittedly been many years since I've had decent practice with magic, so it doesn't really feel right yet to accept an award for something that I can barely pull off now. She also advised me to come visit you here in Silver Shoals, just so we could spend a little more time together before I remastered my skills in magic."
"Twilight really does care for her friends and students, on top of balancing her royal responsibilities." Celestia noted. "I'm glad to see I've made the right decision putting her in charge. As for relearning magic, I may be old and retired now, but that doesn't mean I can't still effectively use magic when I had my own plate of duties. For example, my sister and I are still raising the sun and moon in our own time, just to give Twilight a little more breathing room as she gets more used to all of her new responsibilities. Once she believes she's ready to do it all on her own, that might be when Luna and I will be on an indefinite hiatus when it comes to using magic to such an extent. But since you expressed interest in relearning these skills, I can still teach you a thing or two, being that I was once your teacher."
"Oh, I guess that explains why I wasn't seeing Twilight raise the sun or moon, or mention doing anything like that in her new position." Sunset understood. "And sure, I'd love to learn some new things if you're willing to take the time and effort to teach me again. The last thing I want to do now is waste a good opportunity like this from my teacher."
As Celestia was prepared to show her old student some basic tricks to get her more familiar with the art of magic, they both heard Luna calling from downstairs.
"Sunset! Big Sister!" Luna called out. "Dinner's ready, come get it while it's hot!"
"Hmm, we might need some fuel before we do a few private lessons." Celestia suggested. "Are you hungry yourself right now and would like something to eat?"
"Sure, I'd love to join you both for dinner." Sunset accepted. "I... particularly miss actual Equestrian food, let's just say."
"I'd imagine so." Celestia replied, amused, before she and her former student began trotting down the halls and downstairs to the dining room. "By the way, on another subject, during Twilight's coronation, I was looking over the guest list, and noticed that Twilight added your name to it, meaning she had to have invited you. But if memory serves correctly, I don't think I saw you anywhere at the event, not even with Twilight and the rest of her friends before my sister and I said our final goodbyes to them. Did you somehow miss the invitation? It seems very unlike you to not attend, given how close you and Twilight are."
"Oh yeah, that." Sunset recalled what happened that day. "It's... kind of a long story, there was a mishap with some castle guards after I showed up late, Twilight had to vouch for me to clear up a misunderstanding, and... a number of things led me to miss most of the coronation. I can assure you that despite missing most of the event, I was able to still meet up with Twilight and her friends before they all headed home. Plus, I still barely caught the main highlight of the coronation from a distance, when Twilight received her new crown and slipped off the balcony, prompting me to rush in to see if she was okay. Long story short, I was definitely still part of her coronation, even if I wasn't physically there during the main event."
"Oh my." Celestia reacted in shock to Sunset's story. "Sounds like to me you've already gone through quite a wild ride during your visit back. I dearly hope Twilight and her friends have been making your return feel that much more special?"
"For the most part, yes." Sunset replied, as she still had to deal with making amends with Rainbow Dash. "I've gotten to know them all more closely these past few days, and as far as I can tell, they do remind me of my human friends, who're the human versions of all of them. Speaking of which, aside from what we've already discussed regarding my motives in coming by to visit you, I also wanted to ask you a few tough questions, if that's fine?"
"What kind of questions did you have in mind?" Celestia asked curiously, before arriving in the dining room.
"Well, two things in particular." Sunset began, as she and her former teacher finally took their seats at the dinner table. "I wanted to ask if you knew anything about my biological family, whom I've already gotten somewhat of an idea about thanks to Twilight and a few other friends helping me. Secondly, I had some questions regarding the portal itself, and why specifically you kept it away from me all those years ago."
"Hmm, fair questions, I suppose." Celestia agreed and obliged to Sunset's request. "However, I may warn you ahead of time that you might not like what you hear, even if what I tell you is the truth. But before we get to that, we might as well have dinner. Do you like spaghetti?"
"Mmm, some pasta sounds pretty good right about now." Sunset licked her lips, as she saw Luna using her magic to place some plates of spaghetti with sauce and Parmesan cheese in front of the two ponies.
Sunset and Celestia began to dig in, as Luna joined them. Once again, the tantalizing tastes of food native to Equestria proved to be even more of an incentive to the unicorn who was too used to devouring foods meant more for omnivorous beings like humans. All the ingredients tasted so fresh, Sunset almost believed she was eating high quality food prepared by Gourmand Ramsay, a chef who used to cook her meals back in Canterlot when she was a filly.
"Mmm! This is literally the best pasta I've had in ages!" Sunset complimented Luna's cooking.
"Much obliged, Sunset. It should taste familiar, as Mr. Ramsay gave me the recipe before we moved away from Canterlot." Luna explained, furthering the reasoning of why it tasted so familiar. "I actually used fresh tomatoes grown from our old private Canterlot garden, and the cheese had been aged for approximately 1,000 years while I was on the moon."
"Oh, Luna." Celestia giggled at her sister's last statement. "Even though we've both changed quite a lot since that incident, I can still see some things will never change. For context, Sunset, my sister always loved to crack a few jokes from time to time, and I feel as though ever since she returned, she's been rubbing off on me. My new sense of humor had to come from somewhere, after all."
"Well whether this cheese is 1,000 years old or not, it's still got some of the best flavor I've ever tasted." Sunset affirmed.
Before long, the three ponies had already finished their scrumptious supper, leaving behind some clean plates. Although now fed for the evening, Sunset was still adamant about asking Celestia the questions swimming around in her mind for quite some time, even tracing back to her days as the former princess's pupil. Celestia saw this in Sunset's eyes, and initiated the conversation.
"Alright, Sunset." Celestia began. "As promised, we can now discuss some of these tough questions you wanted to ask me. Did you have anything specific regarding these topics you'd like us to touch upon?"
"Yes, I guess I'll first ask regarding my family." Sunset began, as she knew this was going to be pivotal. "Earlier on when I was hanging with Twilight, I was told that you mentioned at some point, you felt like you wanted to give me the mother I needed? Does that mean... there was something much more troubling with my family earlier on, or my real mom was already gone by the time I was born? Did neither of my parents truly want me?"
"Well Sunset, I wouldn't say that, I mean-"
"Sister." Luna interjected. "You've already told me what happened, and it sounds like to me Sunset really wants to know nothing more than the truth. I don't believe it's right of you to keep this from her any longer, even if it is tragic."
"Y-You're right, Luna." Celestia shifted her tone to ensure she wouldn't sugarcoat anything. "Alright, Sunset, are you sure that you really want to know what happened?"
"I've already come pretty far in this mystery, including learning my real dad was some stallion named Sunspot, as well as the fact I've always had a half brother, Sunburst." Sunset began explaining her journey. "This was already proven to be legitimate, since Twilight conducted a DNA test that confirms this, but I'm still missing a piece of the puzzle. I've been curious about this whole mystery ever since I had an urge in wanting to spend time with my real biological family that originated here in Equestria, and noticed a distinct word engraved on the bottom of my saddlebag."
She held her saddlebag up and showed it to the two princesses, as Celestia's eyes widened.
"For a while, I had no idea what this word meant, until I realized it might've been linked to one of my parents. Let's just say... after doing some further digging, along with the way other ponies have reacted when I mentioned this name, I think I now have a reason to believe this Solstice pony was my mother. Could you... please let me know if that's the case or not?"
"My, my." Celestia said with amazement. "I'm impressed at how you were able to figure out all those things on your own, without me providing you any information yet. I must admit, I was rather confused myself when Sunburst first came to study at the same school you left a few years prior, and mentioned his father's name. It sounded familiar, but I eventually realized it was the same name of your father, making me realize that he must've remarried and had another child. Since you're already aware about your half brother and father, I'll start off by saying, your hunch was correct. Solstice was indeed your mother."
"Was?" Sunset questioned the implication behind Celestia's word choice. "You mean... she passed away shortly after I was born, or she disowned me, just like my dad?"
"Your father disowned you?" Celestia asked, rather confused. "That... doesn't sound like him, are you sure we're talking about the same Sunspot here, who's also the father of Sunburst?"
"Positive." Sunset replied. "I might've visited him earlier today, and let's just say... it was far from pleasant, what I had experienced from him..."
"Oh, Sunset..." Celestia put a hoof on her shoulder. "I'm so sorry. To answer your question though, Solstice did not disown you, but rather... your father did something that resulted in them being separated shortly before you were born. I was not given the full extent of every detail regarding their case settled in court, but to make a long story short, your mother found out Sunspot cheated on her."
"He did...?" Sunset's ears went down in sadness.
"As badly as he hurt her, my sister initially didn't want you to know the full extent of these circumstances because... she didn't want you to hate your dad." Luna added. "That's how big her heart is."
"I understand, but..." Sunset began, horrified at what her father seemingly did before she was even born. "I think at this point, it's better that I know the truth so that I don't spend the rest of my life wondering why I only grew up with him and not mom. Speaking of which, what happened after I was born?"
"Although your mother initially wanted full custody of you, the court wouldn't allow it." Celestia began. "They still ruled in favor of your father wanting some custody as well, given he was the more financially stable parent. Solstice sacrificed her dreams and career to help your father become successful over the years, only to find out he was never a faithful husband. Following the divorce, it would've originally granted her a large sum of bits in alimony support, but your mother did something completely unexpected. She turned down the alimony in its entirety, because she didn't want anything to do with your dad's money anymore. Being prideful enough to reject anything from him, she unfortunately realized a crucial detail far too late after already signing the papers. It didn't occur to her at the time, but due to an old Equestrian law that prohibited parents with no income to have custody of their children, she suddenly lost complete custody of you. Being so emotionally broken over your dad's actions had her make a mistake so severe, she signed herself into not being able to legally see you after you were born. And if you're wondering, the decisions on such matters in Equestria have always been strict, meaning that once she signed the documents, it was final, whether she wanted it or not."
"I... I can't believe it." Sunset said, exasperated. "Dad cheated on mom, then tricked her so that he could have 100% custody of me when I was born?"
"Supposedly, his appeal to the court claimed that he would never do something so horrible to his wife, and that even if Solstice wanted to separate, they should both still get custody over you." Celestia clarified. "Your mother believed that if she could start her own career and have complete custody over you as you both lived off of her life savings, things would still work out. But unfortunately, the old law, which had since then been revoked, prevented her from getting even a fraction of custody, since she turned down your dad's alimony."
"Hmm, I see." Sunset began brainstorming. "Something about this doesn't seem to add up, though. If dad was really unfaithful to her to willingly have an affair behind his back, why would he still want to raise me? During my visit to his home earlier, he went as far as claiming he put me up for adoption because he never wanted me."
"He really said that?" Celestia asked, raising an eyebrow. "I'm afraid that would be far from the truth back then, especially given how my exchange with him went, shortly after you were born."
Celestia began sharing a flashback when Sunset was already born, but barely a year old. She was already able to start learning magic in her own time, after her father had begun teaching her this important life skill. Princess Celestia was stopping by, looking for potential recruits who might be interested in attending a new institution which had recently opened up in Canterlot, the School For Gifted Unicorns. The princess had already found a number of families all over Equestria who were interested in giving their unicorn children this opportunity, even if it meant a few had to move away. In the meantime, Celestia knocked on the door of Sunspot, not realizing she was about to change the life of a young filly forever.
"Oh, hello, Princess!" Sunspot bowed to the ruler of Equestria. "To what do I owe the pleasure this fine day?"
"I appreciate the formalities, sir, but I can assure you, I could do without them every time I visit a house." Celestia said. "Anyways, I won't take up too much of your time, I just wanted to let you know that back in Canterlot, I've set up a new institution specialized on teaching young unicorns the wonders of magic. According to the residence information in Ponyville, you happen to have a young unicorn daughter, is that correct?"
"Well, yes." Sunspot replied. "But you said this magic school is located in Canterlot? Even with my job and income, I don't even know if I'm able to afford that kind of tuition. All I know is, Canterlot's most likely out of my budget, even if my wife was still with me..."
"Oh?" Celestia sympathized with the stallion. "I'm sorry to hear, you mean she is...?"
"She divorced me." Sunspot clarified. "Over something that I never even did, and then made a huge mistake in our divorce papers to where she couldn't even legally see our daughter anymore."
"Hmm, I was not aware such a law existed, so I might need to look into the terms of Equestria and see if anything needs updating." Celestia said. "I hope things have at least been going well for you now that you're raising your daughter on your own, but I'm happy to know she has a wonderful, caring father. Could I please see your daughter?"
"Of course." Sunspot agreed. "She's not even a full year old yet, so I'm not really sure if she can do anything to prove she's magic school material."
"That's okay, I'm not exactly looking for such skills at the moment, I wanted to mostly check and see if anypony had interest in attending the school whenever they're ready and old enough." Celestia assured.
"Well, even though Sunset's still really young, I recently started teaching her a few skills to prepare her for the future." Sunspot explained. "It's nothing really that impressive, though."
"Sunset, that's a beautiful name." Celestia smiled. "It almost reminds me of my own name, Celestia. This is actually the first family I've come across where I've heard anypony with an attribute in their name related to the sun."
"I originally wanted to name her 'Sunny', but long before our divorce, my wife wanted 'Sunset'. Thus, we eventually ended up with 'Sunset Shimmer', as we felt it had a nice ring to it. We mostly chose this name since we also have sun-like names ourselves. I'm Sunspot, and my ex-wife's first name was 'Solstice'."
"Nice to meet you, Sunspot." Celestia said. "Also, I agree, that sounds like a wonderful name for your daughter. Are you sure she'd be interested in learning magic?"
"Well, I can't really speak for her, maybe we should let Sunset herself decide." Sunspot said, as he went upstairs to fetch his daughter, who was still taking a nap in her crib.
Sunset woke up upon hearing her father's hoofsteps, but unlike most babies her age, she didn't immediately cry upon waking. She simply looked up at her father's face in curiosity, before Sunspot took her out of the crib and downstairs to the princess. By this point, Sunset was still confused at what was going on, before noticing the princess with a colorful, wavy mane standing before her. The baby Sunset smiled and giggled with happiness upon seeing Celestia.
"Ohhhhh, she's so adorable." Celestia said with glee.
"Thank you, your highness." Sunspot said happily. "I mostly wanted to show you what she looked like since... I was actually being hypothetical when I said we should let Sunset decide. She hasn't said her first word yet, and I'm not really sure when she's ready to speak."
"It's all right, Sunspot." Celestia assured, before showering the filly with motherly affection. "In the meantime, Sunset? Would you ever want me to teach you magic with that horn of yours?"
Although Sunset could not speak yet, she seemed to be able to understand Celestia's words, especially when she used the word 'magic'. She waved her hooves excitedly in her dad's lap, before doing something completely unexpected. She somehow managed to use her magic to levitate two picture frames from the wall, and held them in front of Celestia without any issue. One picture was of her father, while the other was of herself, presumably taken by Sunspot a few weeks ago. If Sunset's impressive feat with magic wasn't astonishing enough, she even began to utter a few noises before saying what sounded like her first word.
"...M-M-M-Mama... ?" Sunset tried her best to speak, as her father was shocked, before the princess cried tears of joy.
"She... she thinks you're her mother." Sunspot exclaimed in surprise. "M-Maybe we should-"
"Yes, Sunset." Celestia quickly cut Sunspot off, before holding Sunset in her own hooves. "I am your mama, and I love you very much."
The princess winked to Sunspot, subtly letting him know that since Sunset seemingly understood her when she used the word 'magic', she could potentially overhear and understand them clarifying that Celestia was not her mother, likely leaving the filly feeling sad and confused. Sunspot understood this, and let the princess continue this act, believing it was the best thing to make her daughter happy. Sunset meanwhile, looked quite overjoyed that after so long, she could finally see the pony who was supposedly her mom. After a while, Celestia handed Sunset back to Sunspot, who was still staring at the princess as if she had finally met her real mother.
"It's particularly rare to see a baby as young as Sunset lift some heavy picture frames off the wall with just her magic. I can tell that she's been particularly gifted in the art, indeed." Celestia complimented. "It'd be such a waste to not have her study at the school with what she can already accomplish on her own."
"I would love that for my daughter, but... the tuition." Sunspot said with concern. "Canterlot's tuition must be all the way through the roof, and I'm not made of bits."
"Well, how about this, Sunspot?" Celestia proposed. "Since I own the school and make the final decisions as to who gets in or not, I'll give Sunset here a scholarship and cover all the expenses for you."
"For real?" Sunspot said with surprise. "Come on princess, what's the catch?"
"Well, if I'm to give her a scholarship, it would come with a lot of additional privileges, including her very own home in the residential town of Canterlot." Celestia explained. "Also, students who get in through scholarship exclusively get a chance at becoming my pupil once they're old enough, and I think Sunset might be able to achieve that one day. Of course, giving her a home in Canterlot would entail that she'd no longer live here in Ponyville with you. I'd be watching over her from that point forward, and you could almost think of it like a boarding school under my supervision. She'd be learning all kinds of exclusive spells that only the most powerful unicorns would be able to master, and you could come visit her anytime you'd like. What do you say?"
"Gosh, all that sounds like it'd do Sunset many great wonders in her magic skills, and it seems like she'd love this kind of life rather than only being with me in this run-down house that needs renovations." Sunspot said. "Princess, I trust that you'd take good care of my daughter, don't get me wrong, it's just... I don't know that I really want to let Sunset go yet. Maybe if I taught her a little more magic for a few more years, at least until she becomes more attached to her father."
"Of course, I wouldn't force this offer upon you if you were feeling uncomfortable." Celestia understood. "When you feel the time's right, I'll be willing to keep in touch and recruit Sunset as a student. Maybe I'll come back in a few years when Sunset's a little older?"
"I think that would be for the best, princess." Sunspot agreed, before he started trotting away from the door with Sunset still in his hooves.
As Sunset saw her father was taking her further away from who she believed was her mother, she began to lose it. The baby unicorn started crying and wailing, trying her best to let her father know that what he was doing was upsetting her dearly.
"M-M-MAMA!!! M-MAMA!!!!!!" Sunset wailed over and over.
Seeing this reaction, Sunspot immediately brought Sunset back over to Celestia to hold the baby in her own hooves, which immediately made the young unicorn calm down. This made Sunspot believe that since her daughter now had a pony she could see as a mother figure, given how her real mother was no longer able to see her legally anymore, he didn't have the heart to simply tear her away from her 'mother' now. He always wanted to raise a daughter, but didn't want her to grow up without a caring and loving mother by her side.
Sunspot also knew that given how busy Princess Celestia likely was on a daily basis, it'd be counter-intuitive to have her visit Sunset in Ponyville all the time. Given how Sunset's already spent nearly a whole year of her life with her father, Sunspot also considered that it'd make more sense for him to visit Sunset in Canterlot instead, giving her more time with Celestia. And seeing how affectionate and motherly the princess was acting toward her daughter, the stallion began to contemplate possibly making one of the hardest decisions in his life. He eventually leaned more toward this decision after a few more minutes of consideration, before finally speaking to the princess again.
"Princess... maybe you can take Sunset now if you believe you're able to give her the good life that I can't give her myself." Sunspot finally said, before whispering everything he had just processed into the princess's ear, to avoid having Sunset overhear him, and to let Celestia understand where he was coming from.
"Are you absolutely sure about this, even when Sunset's barely a year old?" Celestia wanted to be certain regarding Sunspot's decision.
"I just want what's best for my daughter, even if it means letting her go, especially given the circumstances." Sunspot said. "Maybe we should also ask Sunset herself before we finalize this decision?"
"Sunset Shimmer." Celestia addressed the young unicorn in her hooves. "Would you like to come to Canterlot with mommy and learn all kinds of new things about magic? Your father here will visit you whenever he can."
Sunset still had difficulty speaking to give a clear answer, but was able to convey how she was feeling on the idea by waving her hooves around excitedly, and giggling with joy.
"Alright, then I guess the decision's final." Sunspot said, confidently. "I'll fill out any paperwork you have for me, and to save time, I'll grant you permission to take Sunset with you to Canterlot right now. The only condition being, I get to come along with her, just to make sure she has everything she needs up there. Remember, I'm putting my absolute trust in you that nothing bad ever happens to my little Ray of Sunshine."

"Absolutely, that sounds perfectly reasonable." Celestia agreed, before the two ponies and infant took a train to Canterlot.
Upon arrival, Sunspot was able to see Celestia was willing to give her baby all the necessities, including her own home in the town, where the princess herself would look after her as if she was her own daughter. After feeling assured that her daughter was going to be in good hooves, along with having a mother figure to grow up with during the rest of her youth, Sunspot felt relieved. Due to how busy he was back in Ponyville with his own job, he didn't know when would be a good time to come back to Canterlot to see his daughter after returning to Ponyville, but made it clear that he'd do his best to seek an opportunity whenever it made itself apparent. Sunspot simply nodded to the princess in approval before returning home, as Celestia's flashback finally ended.
"He called me his 'Ray of Sunshine'? Sunset had an epiphany. "No wonder that always sounded so familiar to me, that's what I named my pet leopard gecko back in the other world. That aside, everything seems to be coming together, as to what happened to dad, mom, and how you ended up choosing me as not only your pupil, but even like a daughter. This even lines up with what Sunburst told me when he mentioned Sunspot was once a caring and kind father, which he also seemed to be back when he had me as a daughter. Also, yikes, I can only imagine how upset he must've been after learning something bad DID end up happening to his daughter after all. I assume you had to deliver the hard news to him after I made my way through the mirror and got trapped for an indefinite period of time?"
"Yes, and unfortunately, that's where nearly everything afterwards went south." Celestia confirmed. "If you're wondering, I learned about the history of what had happened to Sunspot and his ex-wife Solstice, after your father shared court documents and stories of everything that transpired from his perspective, shortly after he left you in my care at Canterlot. Going back to your father, he tried his best a few times to visit you over the years, but he unfortunately began to grow distant after receiving a promotion at work. According to him, he wanted to one day welcome you home and give you the life you always deserved, since he would've never been able to give you that when balancing work and taking care of you, on top of having you grow up without a mom. Thus, he held off on visiting you and focused primarily on making money, before one day coming back to Canterlot to finally visit you. And out of all odds, the timing was quite poor when he finally decided to drop by."
Celestia began sharing another flashback, when Sunspot had finally finished working hard to renovate his old home in Ponyville, and was ready to welcome his daughter back after so many years of being alone. Unfortunately, it had already been a few days since Sunset and Celestia had their fallout, which resulted with the princess removing the unicorn as her pupil, starting the bitter resentment that resonated in Sunset. She had worked years with Celestia to show she could do anything with magic, only for the princess to continuously tell her that she couldn't move on to the next level? Sunset made her way into the mirror, completely disregarding Celestia's concern, which she soon regretted. It was initially an interesting development for Sunset when she learned going through the mirror would completely change her physical appearance, but the fascination was short lived. 
After a few hours of roaming around this mysterious new world she had no idea even existed, Sunset felt that with her curiosity satisfied enough, it was time to go back to Equestria, even if she now had to live with the fact she was now seen as a failure in the princess's eyes. But her feeling of astonishment soon turned to horror when she realized that the portal on the CHS horse statue pedestal was no longer functioning. She had no idea what was going on, other than the fact she was now trapped and had no idea when the portal would reopen to provide another opportunity to go back. This then made Sunset realize that since the princess would most likely notice her sudden disappearance and surmise that she went into the mirror against her orders anyways, she'd inevitably have to confront Celestia once more, only to get the worst punishment imaginable. Due to this lingering fear and continuous resentment toward her former teacher and mentor, Sunset never bothered looking for an opening from that point forward, and decided to simply lay low for quite a while.
Around the same time in Canterlot, Sunset was correct when she believed Celestia would eventually notice what her former pupil ended up doing. Instead of anger and the urge to punish Sunset even further, Celestia mostly felt disappointment in not just Sunset, but even herself for letting this happen. If she had raised Sunset like a daughter differently instead of constantly spoiling her, or if she warned her about specifically why the portal itself was dangerous instead of always brushing it off whenever she brought it up, things could've been different. Regardless, it was too late now, as Celestia now believed there was only one way she herself could learn from this tragic incident. She placed the mirror in a more noticeable location she could easily see on a daily basis, specifically in her throne room. It was an area she could always keep an eye on, to remind of her the pupil and metaphorical daughter she lost, and even having a sliver of hope that she'd one day return.
The timing was incredibly poor, when one day, Celestia was carrying on with her royal duties back in her throne room. She was reading over scrolls and letters sent to her from all over Equestria, some being invitations to large events, while others were disputes she had to resolve. She had an immediate feeling of guilt and pain in her chest when noticing Sunset's father had entered the room with an enthusiastic expression on his face. It was obvious why he was here, and although the princess initially didn't have the heart to deliver the hard news, she knew it was inevitable.
"Hi, princess!" Sunspot greeted Celestia. "Long time no see, but that's mostly because I've been renovating my home and working incredibly hard at my new job to afford everything. As you'd probably guess, I'm here to welcome my baby girl back home. Where might she be?"
Before Sunset continued listening on to this flashback, she now felt more guilty than ever before. She couldn't have imagined what Celestia must've gone through when she had no choice but to inform her once caring father that his daughter became trapped in another world with seemingly no way of returning. It made her feel extra bad that instead of looking for an opening in the mirror whenever she could, she simply ran from her problems, not taking even an ounce of responsibility for her own actions. Sunset wasn't sure if she was ready to continue hearing what had happened that day, but understood she had to know more eventually. By this point, Sunset realized that this visit to Celestia had certainly done her justice in not only finally learning about her real mother, but even understanding a much clearer picture of this perplexing story.
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The suspension kept growing within Sunset, anxious that she was about to find out how disastrous the situation behind her sudden disappearance must've gone for Celestia when she had to inform her father. It seemed to completely line up with Sunburst's story when he shared that his father showed numerous hints of not wanting to send his son to the same school in Canterlot. Realizing that she needed to have closure over hearing any further information that Celestia could provide for her, Sunset sat back in her dining chair and listened on, as the flashback continued.
"Err, your highness?" Sunspot waved his hoof in front of Celestia's face in an attempt to get her attention. "Are you feeling okay?"
"I-I'm sorry, what brings you here again?" Celestia suddenly broke out of her trance of guilt after seeing Sunset's father, knowing that her former pupil was now trapped within another dimension.
"Like I've said, I finished renovating my home back in Ponyville, and now I'd like to see my baby girl." Sunspot affirmed. "You wrote to me a few weeks ago that Sunset just finished and passed her final midterm exam, in which she successfully grew an enormous beanstalk. I wanted to drop by and reunite with my daughter after being gone for so long, and take her home for the rest of the day as a bit of a graduation treat. Simple enough, I'd imagine? Where might she be at the moment, so I can go pick her up?"
"Oh, um..." Celestia looked around her throne room nervously. "I'm afraid that... Sunset Shimmer isn't exactly with us here at the moment."
"Hmm, alright then." Sunspot said, understandingly. "I guess I'll check back as soon as I can, since I wouldn't miss a chance in finally getting to spend some time once more with my baby girl, now that my boss gave me the rest of the week off."
"No, that's not quite what I mean..." Celestia tried to explain the hard news. "She's... trapped in a magical mirror, and it just closed by the time she went in, so we don't have a way to reliably get her back."
"W-What do you..." Sunspot sputtered, before realizing this must've been an elaborate hoax. "Okay princess, you got me. Good to know that our royal leader has a great sense of humor. Now for real, where's my daughter?"
"I'm so sorry, but I was being serious." Celestia tried to hold back her tears. "She went through this magical mirror which, to my understanding, brought her into a strange alternate dimension that supposedly only opens once every 30 moons. Unfortunately, she wouldn't have known about this, as I hadn't taught her anything regarding this mirror yet. I also lack a means of being able to communicate with her whilst in this dimension, and it's unknown where Sunset might've gone off to after she made her way in."
"Y-Y-You..." Sunspot couldn't believe his ears. "If this is some kind of a sick joke, you need to tell me right now!"
Celestia simply lowered her head and closed her eyes, signaling that this was in fact, no fib.
"HOW COULD YOU JUST LET THIS HAPPEN TO MY DAUGHTER!?!?!?" Sunspot exploded, before some nearby royal guards tried to restrain the stallion.
"No, no." Celestia said to her guards. "Don't worry, his reaction is completely justified, I'll need you to leave us be so we can resolve this on our own."
The guards nodded and did as they were instructed, before Celestia turned back to a horrified and outraged Sunspot.
"I'm sorry but... when Sunset took interest in this mirror, I tried to keep her away, as I was afraid that her curiosity would grow too strong." Celestia explained. "When we reached that point, she began blatantly disobeying my orders, and we ended up having a heated dispute that resulted in me removing her as my pupil. Shortly after, I got the report from my guards that she snuck around the castle, took them by surprise, and just jumped into the mirror. A mirror leading to another world that just closed, shortly after she went in."
"If that mirror was so dangerous, why would you not warn her of the dangers, instead of just letting her curiosity grow!?" Sunspot spat. "And you ended up removing her as your pupil just as I had finally arrived to celebrate her graduation!?"
"I truly apologize, Sunspot." Celestia tried reasoning with her former pupil's father. "I genuinely didn't anticipate Sunset's actions, and believed that not allowing her to continue her studies was the only way we could prevent this growing delusion of hers in wanting to be my pupil for all the wrong reasons. She even went as far as to demand I make her a princess, which was certainly out of the question."
"You should've at least told her why it was dangerous regardless!" Sunspot criticized the princess's foolish decisions. "Better yet, what could possibly be happening in this other world as we speak!? Sunset couldn't be in any real danger... could she?"
"Well, I'm afraid there's always a possibility she ran off and got herself lost in uncharted territory." Celestia surmised. "However, according to my best recollection, there's something more magic-related that could potentially pose as a threat should anypony from here in Equestria decide to make their way in. For some reason, I can't seem to remember what that exact threat was, but I do know there was something supposedly relating to upsetting the balance between the two worlds. Whatever the case was, I've decided it's too risky to send somepony in to find her now, even if we normally have to wait another 30 moons for the portal to reopen."
"Are you nuts, princess!?" Sunspot protested. "You're just going to let my daughter be trapped for the rest of her life, even if she's still alive in there, all over some dumb hunch!? At least let me go in there after enough moons have passed to see if I can find her myself!"
"This is not a hunch, Sunspot." Celestia said with a serious look on her face. "It's something that deep down, I simply know will legitimately create negative effects as the result of some kind of inbalance between these worlds. I've known this for a while over hundreds of years of studying magic, so I can assure you that this is no joking matter. Until I'm able to conduct some heavy research to remember what this inbalance effect was, I'm forbidding anypony to enter the mirror until further notice. I'm sorry, Sunspot, but I simply can not allow you to enter the mirror to find Sunset due to this."
"I... TRUSTED YOU, PRINCESS!!!" Sunspot began sobbing. "YOU NOT ONLY TOOK MY DAUGHTER AWAY FOR MANY YEARS, BUT ALSO EFFECTIVELY BRAINWASHED HER INTO GETTING TRAPPED IN A DANGEROUS WORLD!?!?!? IF YOU KNEW THIS MIRROR WAS DANGEROUS, YOU SHOULD'VE JUST SAID WHY, INSTEAD OF TESTING HER CURIOSITY!!!"
"Please, I understand how difficult all this must be for you to take in, but as the princess, even in these tough times, it's still my responsibility to ensure the safety of Equestria as our first priority." Celestia tried to reason with the stallion. "Since even my knowledge of the mirror is limited at the moment, until I'm able to finalize my research to know with certainty whether or not it's safe to go through, I'm afraid nopony else will be entering, even if it does reopen in about 30 moons."
"You lost my daughter, raised her to be rebellious, brainwashed her into doing something reckless, made the dumb decision to not warn her of the actual dangers behind the mirror, and then won't even allow me, her father, to go into this world and try to save her myself!?" Sunspot went down the list. "Princess, this simply will not stand! I've already had my wife divorce me long ago, and now it's your fault my daughter is gone too! Your words on some inbalance will not sway my decision to sue you for destroying my family!!!"
The entire fiasco ended with Sunspot and Celestia herself settling the dispute at the Canterlot courtroom. Most jurors still ended up siding with the princess, given the circumstances of a supposed magical inbalance, and how nopony could've anticipated Sunset's actions until it was too late. However, since Celestia still felt awful for all the emotional pain Sunspot must've been going through due to her foolish decisions in tempting Sunset the whole time and not keeping a closer eye on the mirror, she still felt like owing her former pupil's father some form of compensation. She voluntarily gave up 30,000 bits for the damage done to Sunset's family, hoping this would at least have the stallion come to terms with her concerns and forgive her honest mistake. Further explanations were also about to be made, as the flashback ended for now.
"Wow, I was certainly afraid of how my father would've reacted after I was stuck in the human world for quite some time." Sunset said. "I didn't think he'd end up suing you too."
"At the time, although I won the case after explaining myself, I still felt bad for Sunspot, since I could understand his pain." Celestia reflected. "He effectively lost his daughter in one of the worst ways imaginable, in the care of somepony he thought he could trust. I also conceded that by constantly telling you that you weren't ready to learn about the mirror, almost as if it was some sort of challenge, in some ways according to your father, I did 'brainwash' you into getting stuck there, especially after our fight in the castle. I truly apologize for putting you in this situation, since I definitely could've handled things better myself."
"No, you shouldn't be the one apologizing." Sunset began, sincerely. "I'm sorry that I made a dumb decision, simply because of this ego and belief that I was always ready to learn more about that mirror. I hadn't realized the extent of my actions when it came to not even attempting to find an opening to come back. After hearing how emotionally broken my dad must've been when he found out his daughter was possibly gone forever, I... I never would've guessed how my selfish actions ended up affecting you when he did decide to come visit me. The thing is, up until that point, I don't think I really remember him visiting me before, after you took me to Canterlot?"
"Well, to my understanding, that was the first time he came to Canterlot physically to see you." Celestia recalled. "Before that, he wrote you a few letters from time to time, I'm guessing because he couldn't find a good time due to work. Do you recall if you ever got them in your Canterlot home's mailbox?"
"I'm thinking I most likely did, but never read them." Sunset believed. "I definitely recall focusing primarily on being the number one student at the school, to the point of turning down any opportunity to socialize or make friends. That even included letters, as somepony invited me to her birthday party years ago, and I found out I never even bothered opening that envelope. As such, I couldn't remember a single time I've read any of dad's letters, let alone actually writing him back."
"I see." Celestia understood. "In that case, he was probably under the impression that you were too busy to focus on your studies to write him back, and this obsessive studying at the school slowly tore his daughter away from the family."
"That would also perfectly explain why he constantly hesitated to send Sunburst to the same school I went to." Sunset recalled the memory shared by her half brother earlier. "Aside from my sudden disappearance, he must've also felt that the school itself set high standards to the point where his own children grew distant from him. Focusing too heavily on our studies when he always wanted us to keep in touch, it most likely made him grow bitter over the years. I pretty much completely disregarded his existence after I moved to Canterlot, and so did Sunburst, since he mentioned that he hadn't even visited him once after he moved away. Maybe... Sunburst and I are both partially to blame for our father becoming the bitter and uncaring stallion he is now? Having two children who effectively chose to abandon him, along with getting a divorce with both of our moms, I can't really imagine it would've done his mental health any favors..."
"No, Sunset..." Celestia put a hoof under Sunset's chin. "Please don't say that. You and Sunburst were only following your dreams and simply ended up with unfortunate outcomes. You became isolated from Equestria due to the portal locking itself, and Sunburst to my knowledge, lost touch with his father after he flunked out of my magic school. I remember him mentioning that it was a similar case of him being too ashamed to write back, much like he did with his childhood friend, Starlight Glimmer."
"Hmm, speaking of Sunburst writing to our dad, there's admittedly still something I haven't figured out." Sunset remembered. "Sunburst also said that he did write a letter to dad during his first week there, yet he never heard back, so I'm still scratching my head at what that was all about. While we're talking about dad right now though, what happened after your settlement with him in court? Did he end up forgiving you sometime afterward?"
"Ah yes, I should also bring up what happened a few weeks following that messy day your father decided to return, shortly after you were stuck in the other world." Celestia began sharing another flashback.
Several weeks had already passed since the day Sunspot returned to Canterlot and expected to see his daughter finally graduate from the most prestigious school in Equestria. Although Celestia had willingly given up a good sum of bits to pay for damages, as well as repealed several older Equestrian laws as a means of helping grant Solstice's status to legally see Sunset, things unfortunately didn't have a happy ending between the princess and father of her former pupil. The stallion returned back to Celestia's throne room, where the princess herself saw that Sunspot still looked rather unhappy. Regardless, she decided to still welcome him back, hoping they could at least still be on neutral terms.
"Oh, I'm so happy to see you return." Celestia welcomed. "After I sent you that letter in which I finally revoked the old law that prevented Solstice from seeing Sunset, I figured you'd might be-"
"Even more unhappy than the last time I decided to come back to Canterlot?"
"I... I'm sorry?" Celestia asked, rather confused. "I don't understand, I've given you a large sum of money to pay for damages and revoked the law which would allow Solstice to finally see Sunset legally without needing to worry about requiring alimony."
"Yeah, I figured I should've been happy to hear all this myself." Sunspot said, sarcastically. "Unfortunately, despite the fact we divorced a while ago, I went over to Solstice's home to deliver the news you told me yourself. Although she was happy to hear about the law being changed, she was far from happy when I had to tell her what happened to Sunset. She went absolutely berserk, seeing how I not only supposedly 'cheated' on her, but was also dumb enough to hand over our daughter to you, only for you to one day lose her. That was unfortunately the final straw for her. Even after our divorce, she still kept in touch with me purely because of Sunset. Now that she's gone, Solstice has completely cut all contact with me, and I found out earlier today that she moved away to an unknown location, since her house was now empty. Meaning, you not only took my daughter away from me, but even my ex-wife, who was still willing to be with me for a while because of our daughter."
"I... I don't know what else to say beyond... I'm so, so sorry." Celestia said, sadly, now understanding the full extent of damage caused by Sunset's disappearance. "I really wish things could've been different, but... I'm afraid there's nothing we can do now."
"There's only one thing you can do for me now." Sunspot became blunt. "Even if I don't know where Solstice is anymore, I believe I still have the right to go into the mirror myself and save my daughter. You should've done enough research by now to determine it's safe enough for me to go in when the portal's open, is that correct?"
"Listen, Sunspot..." Celestia sighed. "You're not going to like what I'm about to say, but I'm afraid I still can't allow that. During the past few weeks, I've tried looking all over Canterlot's library for the book that explains the mirror, but I wasn't able to recover it. As such, without a clear answer as to whether or not it's truly safe to send anypony else through, I just can't risk us taking any chances, and that's final. I know you want to get your daughter back, but I still stand by my belief that sending you through will most likely upset the balance of the world, creating irreversible havoc in the process."
"All right, fine." Sunspot huffed, as he finally had enough. "I've given you a fair chance, but if you won't let me save my precious daughter, no more. Just know now that like my wife did with me, I'm permanently cutting contact with you altogether too. My daughter is now essentially good as gone, and with Solstice no longer around anymore, I have no family left to love and cherish, and it's all your fault! I should've never let you take my daughter away, let alone played with the idea of letting you being her actual mother! We're cutting ties for good, and I don't want to see you around me or my family ever again! Consider yourself blacklisted."
Sunspot then stormed out of the throne room, still enraged over everything that had happened. Celestia meanwhile, still felt sad over everything, especially when she herself tried so hard to fix everything and make amends with her former pupil's father, only for it all to end like this. She was genuinely hoping that giving those bits and changing the alimony law could've at least let Sunspot understand just how much she cared in making things right. The concern regarding sending somepony else through the mirror was just too risky in her eyes, and she wouldn't have been willing to lose both Sunset and Sunspot in the process. Regardless, the princess simply sighed in defeat, realizing that she always could've raised Sunset to be more disciplined and respectful toward her as a mentor, instead of always coddling and spoiling her all those years. She took a break from her royal duties to decide how she was going to move forward from this predicament, as the flashback finally ended.
"Oh wow... I definitely wouldn't have imagined things ended up like that, even after how much you tried to help dad out of the kindness of your heart." Sunset said. "I guess that he simply still wasn't satisfied when he couldn't go through the mirror himself to find me, but there was seemingly a legitimate reason regarding upsetting the balance between that world and Equestria. That makes me wonder, when I returned to steal Twilight's crown, forcing her to go in to get it back, were you just as hesitant on letting her go through the mirror too?"
"I was still even adamant on letting Twilight go through the mirror on her own back then, but when I realized that her element had been taken, and how vital it was for Equestria's sake, I decided that we simply had no choice." Celestia sighed. "When I saw that Twilight was able to return safely without any unusual effects, that's when I realized I might've been mistaken about this fear, but deep down, I've just always known there had to have been something relating to upsetting the balance, that it would've given me a legitimate reason to prohibit anypony else to enter this world too."
"We were all waiting for Twilight to return, and although she made a rather strange entrance back, notably by standing upright, nothing else about her seemingly changed." Luna recalled. "In the meantime, although your father's become a completely changed pony, I hope we're letting you know now that he genuinely loved you back then."
"I just... can't believe this whole time I was randomly exploring the human world, I've had a dad who cared so much about me, even to the point of standing his ground to the Princess of Equestria." Sunset thought back to her vaguest memories of her father as a year old filly.
"In all fairness, you only saw him briefly as a yearling." Luna reminded. "And although you might've missed out on reading his letters addressed to you, up until that point, he never once bothered to show up to Canterlot physically, just to see his daughter again."
"I know, but..." Sunset began to reflect back on the past. "It sounded like he wanted to work hard in Ponyville while I was in Canterlot, to give me the life he wasn't able to afford on his own by being a single dad raising me. So I not only took your sister for granted as a mother, but even my own father too."
"I wouldn't quite say that you took us for granted, Sunset." Celestia affirmed. "It was really more a matter of me not knowing how to be a proper parent, along with always making your life feel more privileged and special compared to all my other students. That high life in Canterlot might've affected you psychologically to behave the way you once did, but I always had the power and responsibility to prevent it from happening. You're admittedly the very first student I've treated like an actual daughter, so I suppose parenting was never really one of my strengths until I learned my lesson."
"Well, I guess in some ways, my blunders were still a reason you were able to watch over Twilight during her early years with this kind of experience in mind." Sunset tried to stay positive. "She did mention that although you treated her similar to me when I was studying at the school, you were more cautious about not making the same mistakes you once did with me. For example, you used to have her write letters to you every week, reporting all kinds of new lessons she's learned about friendship, kind of like outside homework?"
"Yes, and although it was originally meant as an exercise to encourage her social skills when making new friends after I sent her to Ponyville, it was a double-edged sword." Celestia said. "It even got to a point where she purposefully started making friendship problems herself, creating a ton of chaos all over town, and even with her friends. Twilight might be a great and responsible leader now, but like everypony else, she was never perfect either."
"Yeah, even my new friends here in Equestria have been teaching me that lesson pretty well, given I still have a past that I never look too fondly back on." Sunset remembered Rarity and Fluttershy sharing their own regrets back on the train. "As for how Twilight turned out in the end, I'd say you did a good job. Whenever I talk or write to her, I always feel assured and reminded that she genuinely cares about all her friends, even if it means putting biases aside and putting others' needs before her own. She's a true friend."
"Well, I'm glad that somepony sees that my hard work as a mentor and motherly figure to my students did eventually pay off over the years." Celestia replied. "I just wish Sunspot could've seen that about me too, even after what happened with you, Sunset."
"I'm sorry again to hear that you were never able to make things right with my dad." Sunset said, sadly. "Being told all this now, I really feel like even when I had to worry about my friends and the memory stone back then, I would've still dropped everything just to try to make amends between you and Sunspot. Though truthfully, I don't know if he would've treated me the same way he did a few hours ago..."
"Well actually, there was another reason why I purposefully never brought the incident with your father up, even after you had returned to seek my guidance." Celestia began confessing. "Over the course of time Twilight had set you on the right path in the other world, she's occasionally reported to me how much happier you were with your new friends, and that you practically saw them as family. Not only did I see you were desperate to find out why your friends had suddenly turned on you, but I also realized telling you about your father at that point would've complicated things. I didn't want you to believe that you would've had to make a choice, between returning to your father back in Equestria, or staying in the other world with the first friends who taught you how to genuinely embrace happiness and friendship."
"I appreciate you going the extra mile to have considered that, even when I once never really considered anypony else besides myself." Sunset said. "You would've been right, since I've had that exact dilemma for a while when I was considering the possibility of abandoning my friends by choosing to stay in Equestria. Luckily, when I met Twilight's friends at the coronation, Twilight and everypony else helped ease my guilt by explaining solutions and realistic reasons why I wouldn't necessarily be abandoning them. This is especially true, given how the portal's always going to be open thanks to that old journal, meaning that I'd always be able to visit them at my own whim."
"I'm glad to hear Twilight and her friends were even able to help you out with that little conflict, as I acknowledged how they were all able to rule on their own as the Council of Friendship, shortly before Luna and I departed." Celestia smiled. "I also have to hand it to Twilight for figuring out how to use my old journal to keep that portal open indefinitely. I admittedly haven't thought to touch the mirror or figure a way around it closing ever since you went through and got stuck in the other world."
"Well, to give credit where it's due, it was actually Pinkie's idea after she observed the same magic that allowed me to write Twilight messages through my journal would've been able to consistently power up the portal like some kind of battery source." Sunset corrected. "Regardless, yeah, Twilight always was capable of figuring out so many problems on her own, not all friendship or magic related. On the subject of the mirror, you mentioned that during the incident with my dad, you were still trying to do further research in the meantime, due to recalling that something would inevitably upset the balance of the two worlds? Were you ever able to figure out what that was?"
"Unfortunately, I wasn't." Celestia sighed. "To my best recollection, I've searched many times through the entire Canterlot library, as well as the restricted section I had shown to you and Twilight during your last return. Recalling my vaguest memories, I knew a book like that had to have existed somewhere, and that the problem with upsetting the balance between the worlds was legitimately true. However, since I was never able to find that book, even up until my last days before retirement, I was never able to read and remember the actual reason behind it. Basically, I've just always had this instinct based on what little I was able to remember about the mirror, and it was always a driving reason behind why I always tried to keep both you and Sunspot away from it. Back then, I said that you weren't ready to learn about the mirror because... I admittedly wasn't either. I simply cared for your safety, since I knew playing around with magic even I had limited knowledge on, could've been dangerous or unexpected. You asked this question earlier, so I'm sorry if I wasn't able to give you clear enough of an answer as you might've hoped."
"No need to be sorry, you've already answered a lot of my questions that I've been wondering for quite some time." Sunset assured. "Now I definitely know why I always saw you as a parental figure, what happened with my dad after he returned to Canterlot, who my mom was, and why my parents separated. Plus, it at least makes sense now why you were always trying to keep me away from that mirror since... let's just say I once told a certain someone myself, that she shouldn't have been messing around with things she didn't understand. Considering how I ended up in that world in the first place, I kinda feel like a hypocrite for saying that."
"Once again, I can truly admire how humble and understanding you've become since the days as my student." Celestia complimented. "I'm glad to know I was still able to be of some help in letting you now understand some perplexing questions, since I've always realized that if you were to one day return, I would've eventually had to tell you about this complicated past. Even if I wasn't as good of a teacher for you, I'm hoping I was at least a good parental figure."
"You were the best." Sunset smiled. "I know you just always wanted the best for me, given how rough things must've been for my actual parents. One last thing, did you ever find out what happened to my real mother, Solstice?"
"Sadly, given how she left your father after he told her the difficult news, as far as I'm aware, nopony ever found out where she went, nor what happened to her." Celestia sighed once more. "Not even Sunspot himself, who was still keeping in touch with her all that time. Although you might've found your father, I'm truly afraid meeting your real mother will be challenging for sure. It looks as if the only thing you have left of her is that saddlebag, which, if you're wondering, it was given to you by Sunspot. I recall that him mentioning it was an old satchel used by your mother before she got a new one, following their divorce."
"I see..." Sunset understood. "And come to think of it, even if I do end up finding her, would she even want me anymore, or just disown me, just like dad did? Actually, never mind, I... I don't really want to think about that right now. The only thing that matters to me now is, I do currently have a mother who genuinely cares about me, even after how awful I was all those years ago. She's taught me how to accept, empathize, forgive, and how to extend one's love and friendship to somepony else in need, in the hopes of one day being able to pass it all forward. I'm glad to know that although my actual family's complicated at the moment, I still have a family in the form of you, Twilight, and all my other new friends."
"For a while, I never thought I'd live to see the day such words of hope and enthusiasm would come from your mouth, Sunset." Celestia winked. "All I can say with confidence now is, even if I wasn't the one who taught you such wonderful morals and philosophies, I'm proud of how well you were able to learn them in the time you've spent in the other world. In the meantime, I still genuinely hope we could find your actual mother, Solstice, just to give you that closure to understand who your biological family once was."
"If dad knew, I would at least try to get some information out of him, but it's certainly going to be difficult if even he doesn't know where she went." Sunset brainstormed. "I just can't believe he ended up cheating on her, which resulted in me never getting the chance to meet her, not even when I lived with him in Ponyville. It's still admittedly strange how he kept claiming that he never did have an affair during the time where he truly came across as a genuine father. I actually still feel like getting to the bottom of that eventually, but in the meantime, I'm just happy to know I do have a mom who genuinely loves me. Do you mind if I call you 'mom', Princess Celestia?"
"Well, since you now understand the reasoning behind why I felt like giving you the mother you needed, it'd be an honor for you to address me by that nickname." Celestia smiled. "No need for 'Princess' though, as I'm obviously now retired from that position."
"Yeah, but I'm just pretty used to calling you by that title." Sunset blushed in embarrassment. "Besides, 'Dear Celestia' just doesn't have as nice of a ring to it as much as 'Dear Princess Celestia', wouldn't you say?"
"Hehe, I suppose that is true." Celestia giggled at her adoptive daughter's sense of humor.
"Well, I'm pretty exhausted from unpacking boxes all day, so I think I'll go ahead and raise the moon before calling it a night." Luna said. "Even the former princess of the night needs her beauty sleep. In the meantime, it was certainly nice to catch up with you and my sister's past, Sunset. I genuinely hope your stay in Equestria will be special!"
Luna then trotted upstairs to her bedroom, as Sunset and Celestia wished her goodnight. Celestia then used her magic to levitate the dishes and put them in the sink, being ready to wash them thoroughly the next morning. She also poofed the garbage right outside the house instantaneously, saving a trip to take out the trash. Seeing her adoptive mother using magic gave Sunset one last idea before bed, as Luna finally raised the moon from within her room.
"Soooo... mom?" Sunset addressed Celestia with her new nickname. "Would now be a good time to ask you for something before we hit the hay ourselves?"
"Sure thing." Celestia smiled at her daughter. "What will that be?"
"Well, I was kind of hoping that my time in Equestria would help me improve my magic skills, since it's been far too long." Sunset began explaining. "Spending so much time in the other world without a horn has made me completely out of practice, even to the point of forgetting how to teleport correctly. I was kind of wondering if you could give me a quick magic lesson, to where I'd be learning from you as a teacher, just like old times?"
"Hmm, I do need a reason myself to practice some magic from time to time, so why not?" Celestia agreed to Sunset's request. "There's actually a simple trick to guarantee you can teleport anywhere without issues, but be warned that doing so over long distances can begin to wear out your magic if you do it too much."
"Yeah, so I've been told." Sunset remembered the warnings Starlight gave her when attempting to teleport long distances. "What's the trick?"
"It's actually pretty easy once you get the hang of it." Celestia began being a teacher once more. "All you have to do is close your eyes, start up the teleportation spell, and in your mind, visualize a location you would like to teleport to. The trick is, you have to visualize the location very clearly, before waiting about ten seconds to let the spell take effect. If you do it too early, you most likely run the risk of being sent to a completely different area, or just further from your actual destination."
"That makes a lot of sense, given I've already had to learn that the hard way." Sunset recalled how much of an epic fail her attempt was in Manehattan when attempting to reach Twilight's coronation. "I know what the spell already is, so I was wondering if we could practice it together? Maybe let's teleport to... I dunno, your old throne room in Canterlot?"
"Sure, I could use a little trip down memory lane." Celestia agreed.
Before long, Celestia closed her eyes and started up the teleportation spell, while Sunset did the same, and used her previous memory of visiting her former mentor's throne room to visualize the location. Celestia already teleported away, but Sunset waited the extra few seconds as her teacher had instructed, before teleporting away herself. Although Celestia was happy to see a room she had just left from a few days ago, she was initially worried to see she was by herself, with Sunset nowhere in sight. However, after a few seconds, Sunset teleported into the same room, rather surprised at how that was the only thing she was truly missing when casting this particular spell.
"Huh, I actually did it." Sunset said with astonishment. "You're not so bad of a teacher after all."
"Well done, Sunset!" Celestia commended. "I almost forgot how quick of a learner you were when it came to anything other than friendship."
"Very funny, mom." Sunset rolled her eyes in amusement. "Alright, I guess that's it, then? We should head back to Silver Shoals before somepony comes in here?"
"Yeah, I guess it'd be a bit of an awkward situation." Celestia agreed.
The former princess teleported back to her new home in Silver Shoals, while Sunset did the same. It felt like a genuine, heartwarming moment for the two ponies, that they were able to once again relive the whole teacher and student dynamic, especially now that Sunset had a much bigger heart.
"Thanks so much for this, it means so much to me that we were able to do things together just like the older days, since... I've admittedly always missed you as a teacher." Sunset said.
"I'm glad to see you've enjoyed your lesson, and the feeling's mutual." Celestia replied back. "Luna and I still have a ton of unpacking to do tomorrow, so I think it's best we get some sleep now."
"Yeah, I'm already starting to feel pretty lethargic myself after teleporting far distances twice." Sunset agreed.
Sunset and Celestia went upstairs, before Sunset was shown the guest room by her adoptive mother. The unicorn was ready to hit the hay after another long day, but her feelings of parental abandonment crept up to her once more. This was technically the first time she'd be spending the night with somepony else, while she could genuinely see them as a loving parent, deep down. As Celestia let her adoptive daughter in and was about to head over to her own bedroom, Sunset stopped her.
"Mom...?" Sunset addressed her adoptive mother once more. "I was wondering... could you please... tuck me into bed?"
Celestia turned around and felt touched that Sunset was finally able to reciprocate the motherly love she had given her for years, instead of acting like a spoiled and entitled pupil. She cried a few tears of joy and nodded, before doing just that, as Sunset herself was finally cherishing the genuine parental love she knew she had always taken for granted.
"Goodnight, my little pony..." Celestia said to Sunset, as she tucked her daughter in, before heading to bed herself.
Sitting comfortably in her bed, Sunset felt an emotion she never really experienced before, a feeling of being complete. She had mostly solid answers to a lot of questions she had been pondering for a while, and was able to experience some parental love that she, for the most part, never truly embraced. Despite this, she knew there were still a few more unanswered questions. It was still unclear whether or not Sunspot was telling the truth about never having an affair with Solstice, and even Princess Celestia herself was never able to uncover the mystery surrounding the mirror. The very idea of a being from Equestria entering the human world supposedly upsetting the balance of both worlds, Sunset still didn't understand what to make of it.
The only real clue Sunset knew she seemingly had, was that some unusual dream and effects of staying in the human world on the third day during her very first visit appeared to remain consistent with what Starlight Glimmer had experienced. Although Sunset still wasn't sure what she was hearing in that dream, she knew for certain that the voice sounded just like her, except it wasn't actually her speaking. Linking this with Celestia's persistently strong theory about an Equestrian being's presence upsetting the balance, it still didn't seem to make too much sense. Sunset recalled she had observed both Twilight Sparkles together in both worlds without any unusual effects, during the aftermath of the Friendship Games and their spring break cruise, respectively. As such, given how Celestia herself hinted toward the possibility that the feeling was a mistake, it was always feasible that this fear was always concerning something else entirely. Twilight once went in to retrieve her crown, then came back to Equestria as if nothing ever happened, so Sunset eventually decided it wasn't really important anymore, before falling asleep herself.

Meanwhile, back in the human world, something pivotal as an effect of Sunset's sudden absence from the world itself was about to occur. By this point, a mark of precisely 72 hours had been reached since Sunset stepped through the mirror to return to Equestria, isolating her existence from this world. As a result, within one of the alleyways in Canterlot's town, something, or rather, someone, began materializing out of thin air. The reasons for why this was happening were still unknown, even to both Sunset and Celestia herself back in Equestria. Regardless, flashes of magic made itself apparent, as the materialized figure faded in and out several times, before finally coming out into existence as a new entity.
From a distance, if anyone nearby was to observe this phenomena, they would notice that this new existing figure looked just like Sunset Shimmer, except that her hair was even darker than Sunset's ever was, she was wearing black eyeshadow, as well as a completely different outfit. More specifically, she was wearing the same clothes she was last wearing before she had seemingly faded out of existence without any logical explanation. After being gone for so many years from the world she was born in, she had finally returned. It was the Sunset Shimmer who was native to this world, whose name and identity were always unknowingly taken by the Pony Sunset.
During Pony Sunset's time in Equestria, in which she ran into numerous pony counterparts to people she had known in the human world, this was not simply an intriguing aspect of her extended return, but rather a foreshadowing. The idea of everyone in this world having a pony counterpart would've further hinted that both worlds always had their own version of these entities, including Sunset Shimmer herself. Sunset never really thought much about this concept, given she already knew her closest human friends had pony counterparts, and she was already well familiar with both Twilight Sparkles. However, the last thing she would've ever expected as a result of disobeying Princess Celestia's orders and living here, was that she'd unintentionally affect somebody else's life in one of the most unexpected ways imaginable.
As consciousness began to return to Human Sunset, she slowly opened her eyes. It was practically already nighttime in the human world, as the cold wind blew on her legs, signaling her to get up. As she did, she suddenly realized that she supposedly wasn't in a coma anymore. The very last thing she remembered before being in this indefinite coma was getting trapped in a burning building, before seemingly blacking out. Confused, yet also relieved when realizing she was somehow alive and no longer inhaling toxic smoke fumes, the Human Sunset got on her feet and began to process what was going on. Eventually, she instinctively just came out with the first few words she had seemingly uttered in ages.

"Am I really still alive?" Human Sunset said to herself. "How did I get here and escape from that burning building, was I... in a coma for many years, yet somehow still woke up good as new? I'm so confused right now, I need to get to the bottom of this, it seems like this will really be an interesting development..."

	
		Chapter 50: The Human World Sunset Shimmer



Leaving the dark alley, Human Sunset felt rested enough to be on her way, since she had technically already been 'asleep' for quite some time. Looking over at nearby clocks within surrounding buildings, it was approximately 8:30 PM, meaning that most people would've already been home by now. It didn't seem to matter to her regardless, since she remembered staying up all night long after becoming rebellious and reinventing herself. Although she seemingly just got out of a coma for an unknown period of time, the memories of her previous life began flooding back to her almost instantly. As she walked around the dark and desolate streets of the city, she began recapping everything, as to not potentially forget about her identity before mysteriously fading from existence.
It took several attempts after remembering her own name, but she eventually recollected everything from her previous life before the fire incident. She remembered originally being a Straight-A student in middle school, as a pleasant surprise to both of her parents, Sunspot and Solstice. However, this seemingly perfect path to success was unfortunately cut short almost immediately after beginning her freshman year at high school, specifically at Crystal Prep Academy. At the time, Twilight Sparkle was not enrolled as a student yet, as Human Sunset was occupying that final enrollment spot. Similar to colleges, the school used to have very limited spaces for enrollment, due to the headmaster, Principal Abacus Cinch, making a pretentious rule regarding standards. The headmaster required all new students to qualify under certain academic expectations, grade quality, and discipline. Although this rule was originally seen as a method to ensure that the qualified students would've had the best education possible, it was really Cinch's intention to be able to show off to her peers, as well as the superintendent. As a result, Crystal Prep Academy was regarded as the #1 ranked high school in the entire city, even topping Canterlot High, which usually fell in second place. 
Moving past this, Human Sunset remembered that it was her impressive middle school GPA that allowed her to enroll, which initially made her parents proud of such an achievement. She remembered that Sunspot took great pride in bragging about his daughter's successful enrollment to all his friends. Although initially happy herself, Human Sunset soon realized that her father's behavior was becoming toxic, as well as adding stress on her academics. Since his daughter was now on the road to getting potential scholarships into the best colleges after graduating, he'd even act disappointed if she came home with a 99% on her exams instead of 100%. On the opposite side of the spectrum, Solstice always supported and cared about her daughter dearly, to the point where she'd always love her no matter what, even if she somehow flunked out of school. The only drawback was that her mother would be gone for most of the day, due to her job forcing her to work late hours. Although happy with Solstice's supportive approach, Sunspot had constant hopes for his daughter to not only graduate with a 4.0 GPA, but also to become a doctor someday. All these impossibly unreasonable expectations had consistently added pressure over time, which made her nervous to make even the smallest mistakes. 
During this point in her life, Human Sunset still loved and respected both of her parents immensely, and the last thing she would've wanted was becoming a complete disappointment in her dad's eyes. She was still halfway deciding on attending Canterlot High, until she looked over her options and learned of several potential disadvantages other schools seemingly had in comparison. Another factor in agreeing to study at Crystal Prep was remembering when her parents mentioned that they began struggling with money. They were still able to pay for Crystal Prep's tuition, but just barely, and money had become incredibly tight, shortly after Sunspot got laid off from his job. Human Sunset knew what this meant, and realized that studying hard enough to get into a good university was her and her family's main hope at escaping poverty. When it was time to get into college, this would've also entailed being good enough to earn a scholarship, thus avoiding the concern of needing to pay for an incredibly high tuition.
When Human Sunset was attending Crystal Prep, things seemed to be going rather well during her first week. She was able to stay on top of her homework, prepare adequately for quizzes, and get used to the much heavier workload in contrast to her middle school's. Although unsure of how she was going to handle her high school days, she initially became somewhat of an introvert who studied on her own and always avoided socializing, as she believed making friends could admittedly distract her from her schoolwork. As a result, a majority of her classmates simply saw her as the quiet nerd, and for the most part, they had left her alone, since she clearly wasn't interested in becoming friends with any of them. However, two particular classmates stood out to her in bad enough ways, that she would never forget the negative impacts that they had left on her in the short time she was a student there. 
After thinking hard enough, Human Sunset recalled one particular classmate who had somewhat reminded her of herself, Sugarcoat. This classmate always treated the teachers with respect, never missed a single homework assignment, and always felt confident in herself. The main difference was that Sugarcoat seemed to be far more popular than Human Sunset, due to her smarts and kind nature. Back then, before Twilight Sparkle came along, Sugarcoat had strived to become the number one student herself at Crystal Prep, and she was overall more cheerful and confident, in contrast to her more blunt and grouchy attitude later on. It was unknown to most students at the time, but after Twilight enrolled and overshadowed Sugarcoat in her own merits toward the academic curriculum, it all resulted in this drastic change of her demeanor.
Although Human Sunset was initially against the idea of making friends, it felt different with Sugarcoat, given how much they seemingly had in common, along with how beneficial having a study buddy was. Unfortunately, socializing with this particular classmate eventually turned out to be her undoing, as it created a series of events that later led to intense animosity. Human Sunset began visualizing everything as a flashback in her own head, remembering everything far too well, as it all contributed toward the life she'd eventually end up with.
It was only the fourth day at Crystal Prep Academy, and most students were already feeling stressed out with all the new expectations, almost as if they had skipped high school entirely and directly went to college. Human Sunset felt like everything was manageable, especially if she was able to get a study partner like Sugarcoat. During this time, she didn't go by 'Sunset' just yet, as she preferred sticking with her nickname from middle school, being 'Sunny'. As a result, most people who knew Human Sunset as 'Sunny S.' weren't able to immediately recognize her as the Pony Sunset at CHS, during their first meeting at the Friendship Games.
One day, when Human Sunset and Sugarcoat were both coincidentally in the school's library during lunchtime, Human Sunset went to greet her and see if she was interested in wanting to study together.
"H-Hi there..." Human Sunset greeted Sugarcoat rather shyly. "I'm... Sunny S."
"Nice to meet you, I'm Sugarcoat." Sugarcoat replied, as she set her book down. "May I help you?"
"Yeah, I was just wondering if you were interested in studying with me, possibly as a study partner for all the challenges high school will throw at us?" Human Sunset proposed.
"I actually don't study here at school, so I'm not really interested." Sugarcoat turned down the offer. "But I suppose if you'd like to be friends, I'm down for that."
"Hmm, I appreciate the offer, but I think I'll pass, since I really need to focus on my schoolwork." Human Sunset decided, before walking into the study hall by herself.
At the time, it seemed like a reasonable conversation, except for the fact that Human Sunset hadn't considered the possibility of Sugarcoat making more exclusive friends later on. After around two months into the school year, the continuous stress and pressure put in by her father eventually started catching up, as Human Sunset noticed she began to let her grades slip. It felt frustrating, since she knew for a fact that these past few months entailed staying true to her goal of studying harder than anybody else. At the time, her grades were incredibly outstanding, to the point where she became one of the top students at Crystal Prep Academy. Unfortunately, as impressive as she was in her classes, it wasn't enough. No matter how hard she pushed herself to do even better, she wasn't able to top the student in the #1 spot. When Dean Cadance posted a list on the bulletin board, ranking the top 20 most academically successful students, Human Sunset noticed that she was ranked #2, and labeled 'Sunny S.', like she preferred. When peering at the absolute top of the list, her jaw dropped when noticing #1 was Sugarcoat, and the idea of her being at the top of her class without seemingly ever studying at school was incredibly bewildering.
Although still standing by her original statement of not being interested in making friends, Human Sunset still felt like questioning Sugarcoat regarding how she was able to get this far. After all, despite how brief their very first interaction went, Sugarcoat came across as a polite classmate who was willing to make friends, likely being the kind of person perfectly fine with giving a few pointers, even if she wasn't interested in being study buddies with anyone else at school. Unfortunately, when Human Sunset walked into the cafeteria one day to see Sugarcoat again, she absolutely wasn't expecting how much Sugarcoat changed in just two months. It was lunchtime, and although Human Sunset felt like a social outcast in this crowd of students, she eventually caught a glimpse of Sugarcoat sitting at a table with four other girls by her side. These girls were Sour Sweet, Lemon Zest, Indigo Zap, and Sunny Flare. It was unknown to most students at the time, but the girls had formed a social group titled 'The Shadowbolts'. As Sour Sweet, Lemon Zest, and Sunny Flare went to grab something from their lockers, Human Sunset approached Sugarcoat and Indigo Zap.
"Hi, Sugarcoat." Human Sunset greeted once again.
"Hey, how do you know my name?" Sugarcoat questioned.
"Oh, you don't remember me?" Human Sunset replied, but realized it seemed reasonable, considering they never really became friends. "I'm Sunny, and we met each other back during our first week here at Crystal Prep Academy."
"Right, I think you asked me to be study partners or something?" Sugarcoat vaguely recalled.
"What could you possibly want, geek?" Indigo Zap snapped. "If you're looking to be friends with Sugarcoat, too bad. She's already got four other friends by her side, and one of them is already named 'Sunny'. Her name's Sunny Flare, and I can certainly tell she's already far cooler than you'll ever be!"
"Uhh, what...?" Human Sunset simply blurted out, not sure where all this hostility was coming from. "I don't understand why you're being so rude?"
"Name's Indigo Zap, and I just realized who you really are." Indigo huffed. "Well, I just remembered that when Sugarcoat shared a story with us about some nerd who turned down her offer in becoming friends, simply because she wanted to have a study partner instead, you're that nerd in question."
"I'm sorry, I-" Human Sunset stuttered. "I didn't mean to come across as harsh when I said I wasn't interested in becoming friends. Surely you understand, Sugarcoat?"
"Oh, I can understand everything now, all right." Sugarcoat shifted her tone to a more blunt demeanor, something completely unlike her from their first meeting. "Dean Cadance posted the top 20 students earlier this week, and who did I notice in second place while I was first? You, wasn't your name Sunny S?"
"Yes, but... I don't quite see what you're getting at?" Human Sunset said, still confused.
"It all makes sense now." Sugarcoat began analyzing the supposed intentions. "You simply thought I was a hardworking student you could leech off of by studying with me every night, is that it? Then, when you turned down my offer to become friends with you, that was completely uncalled for. But after seeing you were ranked #2, I was able to surmise that you simply wanted my help just so you could beat me at being #1. In fact let me guess, you came to me now purely because you want some tips on how to study as efficiently as me so that you can top me, am I correct?"
"Well, I do want some study tips, sure..." Human Sunset began, but was immediately cut off soon after.
"That's exactly her point." Indigo interjected. "Boy, you really are that shallow, huh?"
"But not because I want to top Sugarcoat!" Human Sunset claimed, yet she knew deep down, that technically was true too. "I was just wondering if you could give me some pointers at how I could improve?"
"You're asking for improvements when you're already in the top 5?" Sugarcoat rolled her eyes. "Give me a break. And why would I help you when you're basically my rival now? I ain't going to let you leech off of my hard work so you can steal the spotlight from me! You want to come out on top in this competition, you gotta do it yourself."
"That's right, you heard her." Indigo added, coldly. "Now scram!"
Human Sunset simply walked away, both disappointed and a little heartbroken that those girls could treat her like that. In some ways, she still believed that they had a point, in that she herself was being selfish by turning down Sugarcoat's offer in friendship initially, but was only coming back now to seek guidance after Sugarcoat finally had a reputation. It even made sense that being #1 now, Sugarcoat would do anything she could to keep things this way, and that helping the student who was ranked #2 was certainly out of the question. As a result, Human Sunset realized that her very first interaction with Sugarcoat where she innocently just said she wasn't too interested in becoming friends, it had now unintentionally given her a rival and enemy to be jealous of. Her father's expectations didn't help matters either, as it seemed clear that he wouldn't have accepted simply letting his daughter be #2.
After this second interaction, Human Sunset decided she wasn't going to talk to Sugarcoat anymore, especially with how mean and blunt she and her new friends seemingly were. Unfortunately, as the school year progressed, trying to ignore Sugarcoat soon proved to be impossible, especially since she remained in the #1 spot for quite some time. The grudge with how Sugarcoat treated her that day soon grew into resentment, especially as Human Sunset constantly heard remarks from many teachers about how gifted Sugarcoat was. It also certainly didn't help that none of the teachers really said anything remarkable regarding the previous 19 ranked students, especially #2.
During the course of the year, Human Sunset noticed that whenever she saw Sugarcoat somewhere at school, she was never once seen studying. She was simply always hanging out with her new friends like some kind of popular leader, and never once mentioned anything regarding academic subjects, unless it was to simply brag about her grades. Despite not coming across as the kind of student who'd take studying extremely seriously, Sugarcoat always got better grades than her, making Human Sunset wonder what Sugarcoat's secret was. She theorized it had to have been intense study sessions at home, likely with a really good and expensive private tutor. Unfortunately, even if this was the case, Human Sunset knew her family couldn't afford such educational advantages, to where she simply decided that she had no choice but to study the old fashioned way. In other words, continuing exactly what she was already doing, but even better.
Human Sunset decided that being #1 wouldn't have been selfish, as she wanted to do this for her family too. If she was able to prove she was capable of being the #1 student, it was her chance to get a scholarship at the best university, as well as a job with an incredibly high salary. Accomplishing all of this ensured that her family would no longer have to permanently live out a life in poverty, nor live out on food stamps. As such, she pushed herself all year long, sacrificing so much just to make sure she could come out on top in the end.
Over time, Human Sunset threw herself at the textbooks like never before, analyzing and grasping every single word and page, as if she could eventually recite everything by heart. She studied so hard that she barely slept, ate, or took care of her life's basic needs. As time passed, bags begun to form under her eyes, and she sometimes even risked accidentally falling asleep in class. Eventually, an essential exam rolled by sometime near the end of the semester. After finishing it with how much she had already prepared in the process, Human Sunset was almost confident she was finally able to top Sugarcoat. This was especially likely, given how she overheard most of her classmates muttering how difficult that exam truly was, to the point of some not even finishing.
As the semester concluded, report cards were given to all the students, and after that last exam, the reactions were overall mixed. Some were crying in disappointment, relieved that they actually passed the class, while others simply didn't care. Human Sunset looked over her report card in confidence, as she initially saw every checkbox had an 'A' in it. Then, when she walked over to the bulletin board to recheck the updated ranked list, she simply dropped her jaw in horror. 
She was still ranked #2, and #1 was of course, still Sugarcoat, the undefeated champion. Human Sunset eventually noticed Sugarcoat out of the corner of her eye, smiling proudly with her group of friends over her report card, and even bragging about how it got a special stamp on it for being the best one in the whole school. By this point, Human Sunset simply lowered her head in defeat, realizing that she had lost to her yet again. She was so stunned after these events that she began to have trouble focusing in her daily life, as only one thing filled her mind, that being Sugarcoat.

It was still mysterious how Sugarcoat was able to beat her every single time, but it supposedly had to have been those private lessons by some expensive tutor. Unfortunately, affording such a tutor herself would've been impossible, and she realized by this point that she could never beat Sugarcoat, and that she and her family would forever live in poverty. As winter break rolled around, Human Sunset just stayed in her room completely depressed, especially after she showed her report card to her parents. Although Solstice was especially proud of her daughter's achievement, Sunspot was still adamant that she simply wasn't trying hard enough if somebody else was able to reach the #1 spot.
Once the new semester started, things only got worse from there. It initially began with Human Sunset doing what she normally did, now with the acceptance that the best she could ever get was #2, meaning there was simply no use in studying in vain like before. However, one thing that she was completely unaware of, was a conversation that had occurred between Sugarcoat before winter break, when she was bragging proudly about her report card to her friends. Although Sugarcoat had expected such a victory, she also realized that she had barely achieved it, as Human Sunset was only off by several digits of a point. In some ways, she became somewhat worried that 'Sunny S,' would end up taking the #1 spot, which prompted Indigo Zap to play dirty. Indigo never told Sugarcoat of her plan, but simply hinted that she wouldn't ever have to worry about losing her place ever again.
As the newer school weeks started, Human Sunset walked down the halls normally after class to the cafeteria, although she didn't feel too hungry, as she still felt rather depressed at her ultimate defeat last semester. Before she made it any further to the cafeteria, she was immediately stopped by Indigo Zap, who slammed her hand on a locker and blocked her passageway.
"Umm, could you please let me by?" Human Sunset asked.
"Oh, well of course." Indigo began rhetorically, before changing to a more hostile tone. "Listen up, you dweeb. You think you're the teacher's pet and a smart girl, do you? Well, I have a proposal for you. For the rest of the years here at Crystal Prep Academy, you're going to do all my homework assignments and steal answer sheets from the teacher's classrooms. I could use a certain someone like you to help get my grades up, what do you say?"
"Haha, very funny." Human Sunset simply rolled her eyes. "Now, if you excuse me-"
"Thought you might say that." Indigo interrupted. "Alright, what if I convince Sugarcoat to be your friend for a little while, and even give you some tips on how to study better so that you can be the #1 ranked student in this school?"
"Unless she's willing to lend me her expensive private tutor, I don't want to hear anymore." Human Sunset stood her ground. "Sugarcoat treated me horribly and made me feel awful over this entire rivalry, so the last thing I'd want her to do is become my friend, especially if you're asking her to do so insincerely."
"Figured you'd go there too." Indigo huffed. "That's why I'm not giving you a choice anymore. Listen up, you little chicken. You're going to do my homework from now on and steal test answers from the teachers, OR ELSE."
Indigo then grabbed Human Sunset's glasses from off her face, as Human Sunset looked in horror. Glasses were very expensive, and the last thing she would've wanted was having to inform her parents that she needed a new pair, especially given they had no insurance.
"No, please don't break my glasses, I don't have insurance on those, I-" Human Sunset quickly covered her mouth, realizing that she practically fell right into Indigo's trap, and there was no backing out now.
"Wow, for a nerd, you aren't really the sharpest knife in the drawer, huh?" Indigo smirked. "I love how you're making this so easy for me, especially since I'm too focused on sports to have any care for whatever the square root of 109 is. Now get started with my math homework, and I'll hold onto your glasses as collateral. You'll get them back at the end of the day once you finish, and we'll begin the whole process again tomorrow. Do I make myself clear, geek?"
"Y-Yes..." Human Sunset sighed in defeat.
"And don't even THINK about telling on me, you hear!?" Indigo threatened. "Cause if you do, I'll know it was you, and I'll break far more than your glasses."
Indigo slammed her locker shut, as Human Sunset fell to the floor and began to cry. Not only were her dreams and merits in being the #1 student now trashed thanks to Sugarcoat, but Indigo Zap was now blackmailing her into doing her schoolwork for the rest of her time at Crystal Prep Academy. With how much time and energy she'd be forced to put into doing double the amount of schoolwork she'd normally have, not only was being #1 even more impossible than it already was, but she'd most likely fall even further from being #2 now. She simply swallowed her pride and decided to tread lightly, thinking that Indigo probably wasn't being serious when she said it'd be for the rest of the remaining years here.
This was unfortunately far from the case, as Human Sunset was forced to do countless homework assignments, steal answer sheets from the teacher's classrooms, and even began slipping off of the top 20 students. This went on for around two months, and before long, Human Sunset noticed that the name 'Sunny S.' was no longer visible on the bulletin board anymore. Along the way, Indigo also bullied her horribly, including tripping her in the halls, spitting in her lunch, and throwing her glasses in the toilet. It certainly went without saying that Indigo even started overworking her, to the point where the once introverted nerd felt like she finally had enough. Eventually, one day when Indigo was approaching her main source of A's in the gradebook, Human Sunset was waiting at the back of the school, looking absolutely exhausted. She had stayed up until nearly 6 AM just to finish Indigo's history project, math homework, and biology assignments, that she didn't even have a chance to finish any assignments of her own. This would've been the first time she'd ever been late in turning in homework, but her passion for being a top student had already disappeared long ago. Human Sunset noticed Indigo approaching once more, ready to collect the finished assignments.
"Here you go, Indigo..." Human Sunset yawned, before handing over the papers. "Sorry, I barely got even an hour of sleep, and I didn't even get a chance to finish my own homework..."
"Aww, that's too bad for you." Indigo teased, before taking the papers. "But not that I care! What I do care about however, is this rumor that's been going around school. Word on the street is, although most high schools make the students take the SAT during junior year, Crystal Prep Academy gives it to the freshmen! So, I need you of course, to break into the Canterlot College Board and steal the SAT test answers for me."
Although still pretty sleepy, Human Sunset woke up in shock upon hearing what Indigo had demanded from her.
"What!?" Human Sunset snapped. "Okay, that's it, now you're going too far, I-"
"Perhaps I didn't make myself clear before." Indigo threatened again, before removing the glasses from Human Sunset's face once more. "You either break the glass at the College Board's building to get the goods, or I break the glass on your frames. What's it going to be?"
Human Sunset felt she legitimately had enough at this point, as she had been pushed way too far. Studying to the brink of insanity, losing her position in the top 20, and now being forced to do something that could land her in jail. Her time in this school had been absolutely miserable thanks to Sugarcoat and Indigo Zap, and after what Indigo had just demanded of her, she had finally reached her breaking point.
"You know what!?" Human Sunset yelled, as she quickly grabbed the glasses back from Indigo, threw them on the ground, and stomped them to pieces herself. "THERE, NOW YOU CAN'T BLACKMAIL ME ANYMORE, YOU FILTHY CHEATER!!!"
"Pfft, wow, for a nerd, I'm surprised it took you this long to figure this out." Indigo remarked. "You really are pathetic, you know that?"
"I'M PATHETIC, HUH!?!" Human Sunset screeched at the top of her lungs so loud, that she accidentally got the attention of a teacher who was still in the parking lot. "YOU'RE THE BOZO WHO'S BEEN MAKING ME DO EVERYTHING TO GET YOU STRAIGHT A'S, AND THIS IS THE THANKS I GET!?!??!?!?!?!?! I'LL SHOW YOU WHAT YOU REALLY DESERVE!!!!!!!!!"
Human Sunset then retaliated by grabbing the goggles Indigo was wearing and yanked them off her head. She then threw them to the ground on top of her own destroyed glasses, and stomped them to pieces as well, in a fiery heat of vengeance. However, the timing was unfortunate, as the teacher who heard the commotion came around the corner to see Human Sunset yanking the goggles away from Indigo and breaking them viciously.
"Hey, stop that right now!" Coach Rommel ran over to the scene to witness the destroyed eyewear on the ground, and frowned. "You are coming with me to the principal's office right now!"
"B-B-But, she was the one who started-" Human Sunset tried to explain.
"I don't want to hear it." Coach Rommel stated bluntly. "Whatever it was, you had no right to destroy someone else's property, now let's go. You too, Indigo, since we need to get your side of the story."
Human Sunset lowered her head in shame as the coach escorted both Indigo and herself to Principal Cinch's office, where she knew that something was now likely going to be added to her permanent record. She almost didn't care anymore, as Indigo most certainly had it coming, especially thanks to all the prolonged bullying. While at the principal's office, as Indigo shared her side of the story, in which she mostly came up with fabrications, Human Sunset hoped that Principal Cinch would at least throw her a bone.
"...and then nerdy girl here was so jealous of my goggles, that she decided to ruin them." Indigo sighed sadly, as she had finished sharing details.
"Well, that sounds absolutely petty, I'd say." Cinch huffed. "Miss Sunny, care to explain yourself?"
"Yes, please hear me out." Human Sunset finally breathed a sigh of relief that she now had the perfect opportunity to finally expose Indigo. "It all started this semester when she blackmailed me into doing her homework and making me steal test answers from teachers just for her. She took my glasses and kept threatening to break them unless I followed her demands, and given how poor my family's become, I simply couldn't afford that happening. But then she went too far and demanded I break into the College Board to steal test answers for the SAT, and I just snapped. I broke my own glasses in a fit of rage to make sure she couldn't blackmail me anymore, and then I broke her goggles too because she had it coming. Not to mention, she's also been bullying me horribly this entire year."
"Is what she's saying true?" Cinch turned to Indigo.
Although Human Sunset was obviously expecting Indigo to deny everything, what she said next was overly surprising.
"Yes." Indigo smirked. "It is true. So what if I did?"
"You're right, Indigo Zap." Cinch added. "I'm no babysitter here, so why should I even care? And for that matter, why should I care about Indigo cheating, when all that matters is getting high marks to make our school have the best reputation around here? I don't care how my students do it, as long as it works. The truth is, Miss Sunny? The only thing I care about in this entire situation is that you broke Miss Indigo's goggles, so you now owe her the costs of replacing them."
"W-What!?" Human Sunset snapped in outrage. "And what about my glasses then!?"
"Technically speaking, since you claimed that story you told was indeed true, Indigo did not break your glasses." Cinch recalled. "You were the one who broke them yourself, so I see no need for her to pay you anything. I'll do everything I can to make sure Miss Indigo and her family are pleased, as they've now made a second generous donation to support the school this semester. Unless your family can top another shipment of $10,000, I'm afraid our conversation here is over. Oh, and for wrecking someone else's property, I'll also be suspending you for a week. Have I made myself clear, Miss Sunny?"
Human Sunset was at a loss for words. Indigo basically proved that no matter how awfully she treated her, Principal Cinch simply would not give the slightest care, especially when Indigo's family was rich enough to donate plenty for the school's funding. And this exact life would go on for the next three years too? She had practically already lost everything by this point, her spot in the top 20, the #1 student rank, and even her perfect record, as Cinch mentioned she was going to be suspended for the next week. What was once a path to potentially graduate at the top of her class had now become nothing more than being an animal at the circus, humiliated and laughed at all the way. Even worse, being an introvert for most of the school year also meant that Human Sunset didn't have anybody to turn to, no friends who'd vouch for her, or let her vent out all this pent up frustration. Absolutely disgusted with how the principal decided to handle this situation, she immediately got up from her chair and became blunt with Cinch.
"I'm dropping out!" Human Sunset affirmed. "I'd rather spend the rest of my life homeless than spend yet another five minutes in this absolute dump of a school! Insane bullies, encouragement on cheating, and a corrupt and greedy principal who only cares about money and nothing more!? I SHOULD SUE THIS SCHOOL!!!"
"Sure you will." Cinch simply cackled wickedly. "With what money, Miss Broke Family? You realize any lawyer in Canterlot is especially expensive and charge hourly fees? Also, good luck proving anything, who do you imagine the court will believe, the reliably reputable headmaster of the #1 ranked school in the city, or a student who admitted to vandalizing somebody else's property?"
"I don't even care anymore!" Human Sunset huffed. "I just want to get out of here right now, so I mean it. Take my name off the roster, I demand it!"
"Fine, as you wish." Cinch simply smirked, before getting ready to make a few phone calls to the school board. "In the meantime, Miss Indigo? I'll make your life easier so you don't even have to blackmail pathetic nerds for all the answers. I'll simply sneak you all the homework and test answers, and even what they'll prepare to test you on during the SAT. It'll certainly make Crystal Prep Academy look even better if we can get a Straight-A athlete too. But of course, I trust that you won't say a word to anyone about this?"
"No problem at all." Indigo laid back in her chair with her arms behind her head. "But just to be safe, I should probably get a few bad grades just in case, since I didn't do too well last semester either. Don't want anybody getting suspicious, especially my parents."
"Good call, I just wanted to ensure you get into good universities in the future." Cinch agreed. "Anything for a student whose family is so wonderfully generous. In the meantime, you're dismissed, Miss Sunny. Try not to let the door hit you on the way out."
Human Sunset still had tears in her eyes, but felt like the circumstances had left her with no other choice. Indigo's bullying was obviously going to become inevitably much worse if she chose to stay, and even the principal herself was going to take a bias due to being incredibly capitalistic. As she walked out the principal's door, she admittedly began to feel a sense of freedom, in that she was no longer a prisoner in a school that brought her nothing but misery every single day. She grabbed everything out of her locker and simply left school grounds, not having a single care anymore about finishing her freshman year. 
Although none of the Shadowbolts ever recognized Sunset Shimmer, otherwise known as the Pony Sunset, Principal Cinch did. The Shadowbolts and other students only knew Human Sunset under the identity of 'Sunny S.', and as a result, they always believed Sunset Shimmer was an entirely different person, especially due to her drastically different personality, appearance, and reputation at CHS. Pony Sunset also didn't seem to recognize Sugarcoat or Indigo the first time they met, nor did she have any particular vendetta toward them, thus making that first theory more likely. However, when Principal Cinch was able to recognize one of the students as 'Sunset Shimmer', she surmised that Sunny S. might've simply transferred schools, as Cinch was the only one who had known Human Sunset's full birth name. It made even more sense to her that this must've been the case after Twilight Sparkle transferred to CHS herself, shortly following the Midnight Sparkle incident during the Friendship Games.
After dropping out of Crystal Prep Academy in a desperate attempt to escape the ongoing torment and humiliation from Indigo Zap, Human Sunset felt like she might immediately regret her decision. This turned out to be true when she came home to her confused and upset parents, though it was definitely Sunspot who took the news incredibly harshly, compared to his wife. Solstice meanwhile, mostly wanted to understand what could've caused her daughter to willingly drop out of an incredibly prestigious school that would've helped her future immensely.
"Sunset, come upstairs right now!" Sunspot demanded. "You have some serious explaining to do, young lady!"
Human Sunset walked up the stairs and into her parents' bedroom, where her father's voice was coming from. She knew she was definitely in hot water now, especially with her dad, who always had impossibly unreasonable expectations for her education.
"Sweetheart, could you please explain to us why we got a phone call from Principal Cinch that you decided to drop out of Crystal Prep Academy, thus withdrawing our deposits for your tuition?" Solstice asked her daughter, rather concerned.
"Mom, dad... I couldn't bear to be stuck in that abomination of a school anymore." Human Sunset sighed. "I was doing well academically, but there were two girls who kept holding me back and made every school day a living nightmare. Some girl named Indigo Zap constantly bullied me nonstop, and she always forced me to do her homework and steal test answers. She was relentless, making it clear that she'd hurt me horribly if I tattled on her. When I had enough, I ended up telling Principal Cinch, only for her to simply not care in the slightest. In fact, she ended up siding with Indigo even after all she did, and ended up suspending me after I finally retaliated against my bully."
"That's awful." Solstice said, before hugging her daughter. "I had no idea you were dealing with an awful bully, and even the principal herself refused to do anything about it."
"Are you meaning to tell me that my hard-earned money went down the drain simply because you couldn't stand up to some bully!?" Sunspot snapped. "I can't believe how weak you are!"
"Honey, please!" Solstice disapproved of her husband's behavior. "Do you even understand what our daughter's been through lately!? She dropped out to escape this ongoing torment, and nobody at the school was willing to do anything to help her, not even the principal."
"And that's not all." Human Sunset continued. "There was this other girl, Sugarcoat. She'd brag about how she'd somehow always get better grades than me, and I just don't know how. I've poured so much time and effort into studying, yet I still only got ranked #2 in the entire school. She also treated me horribly when I tried to approach her, making it clear that she only cared about coming out on top. My first semester there felt awful in the end when I still ended up losing to her, especially after how hard I already worked. Even worse was when dad said he thought I could've still done better."
"Well of course I think you could've done even better." Sunspot huffed. "You really think I was going to spend $7,000 a year at that school just for you to not graduate at the top of your class? You promised that you would do so to ensure we all wouldn't be in poverty for the rest of our lives! You could've become the CEO of a big corporate company, but now you'll only spend the rest of your days flipping hamburgers and mopping restrooms."
"Alright, that's enough!" Solstice stomped her foot on the ground. "I can't believe how much you're willing to kick Sunset when she's already down! She's clearly been driven to the brink of insanity studying to satisfy your perfectionist expectations, and you couldn't even be happy when she was #2 of the entire school? And now, you're more worried about money than you are of our very own daughter!?"
"I'm just speaking realistically for our futures and retirements!" Sunspot snapped. "It's not my fault that Sunset didn't come to either of us to let us know of any bully!"
"You could've been more involved whenever you picked her up from school, especially given how we're primarily living off of my job alone, ever since you got laid off!" Solstice yelled.
"I didn't say anything because... she blackmailed me with breaking my glasses, and I didn't want mom to have to pay so much money for another pair..." Human Sunset began sobbing. "She even said that she'd break far more than my glasses if I snitched, I was too intimidated to try anything..."
"Well regardless, there goes our retirement money and futures!" Sunspot continued his petty behavior, but unknowingly, this was the pivotal moment where Solstice decided she finally had enough.
"...You mean YOUR retirement money and future, dear." Solstice sighed.
"What are you blabbing about now, woman?" Sunspot questioned.
"I want a divorce." Solstice stated bluntly. "I can't do this anymore, I can't... be with a man who only cares about money and not the well being of his own daughter. Every night when I come home from work, I always make sure to give Sunset the love and attention she needs, while you're always on the couch, watching football and drinking beers."
"Wow, so that's it, huh?" Sunspot huffed again. "This is the thanks I get for taking care of the house, driving Sunset to and from school, and buying you that $25,000 wedding ring with my life savings?"
"Some of the most important things in life can never be bought with money, but it seems as if you'll never understand any of that." Solstice sighed. "After seeing how awful of a father you've been to Sunset, I'd rather raise her on my own than let her be exposed to any more of your toxic behavior."
"Alright, fine." Sunspot rolled his eyes. "It's not my fault Sunset was too dumb to tell either of us about this, or at least let us know before she made that decision to drop out!"
"Let's be honest now." Solstice said, sharply. "You wouldn't have even cared if she did tell us about the bully, as much as you would, her getting a 101% on the SAT."
"You know what, you're right, I wouldn't have cared." Sunspot teased. "There, I said it, you happy now? I'll see you first thing tomorrow morning with the divorce papers, maybe I'll go on to raise a son with a new woman who actually understands financial value! Have a good life, Solstice."
Sunspot walked out the door without an ounce of hesitation, as Human Sunset began weeping. Now she had not only lost her future and education, but even her own father too. The words spoken by him even stuck to Human Sunset's heart like glue, in that she realized he had a point as far as being dumb and weak. She likely had many options to deal with Indigo Zap, but simply let the bully bleed her dry for two straight months. Then again, it seemed as if retaliation wouldn't have been an option regardless, as she had learned recently that Indigo's family was rich. This was an incentive for Cinch to always take her side, and would've allowed Indigo to afford great lawyers. This once again made Human Sunset heavily regret not making any friends during her freshman year, as any friend might've been able to vouch for or protect her. 
Better yet, if she had accepted Sugarcoat's initial offer in becoming friends at the beginning of the year, would things have played out differently? Given how ruthless Indigo ended up being, along with how morally corrupt and uncaring the principal was, Human Sunset contemplated if making friends at Crystal Prep Academy would've been a waste regardless, especially with what she had to endure every single day. When she was constantly getting bullied by Indigo in her own time, nobody nearby ever stood up for her or tried to pick her up off the ground. They either didn't care about her, or were afraid Indigo's family might sue them as well, had they decided to intervene. After deliberating for a bit, she didn't care anymore, and was just glad she had finally escaped that prison that dared call itself a prestigious school.
Human Sunset walked up to Solstice and hugged her, still heartbroken that she was now likely going to spend the rest of her youth without a dad. Regardless, she was eternally grateful that her mother still stuck by her side, as it always seemed clear that she was the more understanding and reasonable parent, despite having to work long hours every day. Although Human Sunset was in some ways relieved that her father was gone, and that she no longer had to be at the mercy of his expectations, she still felt as if she had failed the family, since she knew getting into a good college would've completely changed this life of poverty for sure.
As for being weak enough to fall to a bully, no, she would not let this stand any longer. Once a shy and nerdy social outcast, it used to make her an easy target. With the pain in her heart over her father abandoning the family, the emotional struggles and anger over losing practically everything built up inside. Even if she was going to have to scrub toilets and live off of food stamps for the rest of her life, it didn't matter anymore. She believed in seeking vengeance against those students and the principal for all their wrongdoings, as it was time to finally reinvent herself. She wanted to make her appearance stand out and ensure anyone who saw her would immediately know she's not somebody to be messed with. The time had come for the city of Canterlot to never forget the name 'Sunset Shimmer', as 'Sunny S.' was now forever gone.

	
		Chapter 51: Vanishing Vengeance



It had already been a week since Solstice and Sunspot divorced, along with Human Sunset finally finishing up reinventing herself. Although her overall vision was still somewhat blurry, she had no choice but to roll with it, as getting new prescribed glasses was still currently too much for her mother's budget, and she didn't particularly NEED glasses anymore, now that she didn't have any classes to attend. Besides, wearing glasses contributed to how easily she was targeted and blackmailed by Indigo, and they would've felt out of place coupled with her new attire and look. Human Sunset dyed her hair an even darker shade of red and yellow, began using mascara, painted her nails black, and applied black eyeshadow to her eyelids. She also used what little money she had left to buy some new clothes, as she had already sold her Crystal Prep Academy uniform.
At the store, she picked out a pair of spiky black boots, a short-sleeved dark jacket with spikes on the collars, and a fiery skirt with a matching undershirt. With this new ensemble put together, she knew for certain that her previous life of being an introverted nerd was now forever gone. No longer going by 'Sunny S.' like she did at school, she wanted to make sure everyone around her would finally remember the name, 'Sunset Shimmer', for all the right reasons. She was not to be pushed around and messed with, and any who dared to do so would regret it heavily. In some ways, Human Sunset believed that this goth-girl theme with her new look was effective at showing what Crystal Prep Academy had done to her. It was an excellent way of symbolizing her grief after being bullied and abused at school, along with feeling heartbroken at her father abandoning her at such a young age. The world had seemingly been against her for so long, and this was the result, as a consequence from this entire series of unfortunate events.
Although her new visual identity was now solved, she was admittedly still weak as far as physical strength, making it clear that she needed to toughen herself up and prove she was truly a force to be reckoned with. No longer having to worry about school after dropping out, Human Sunset had far more time on her hands to become meaner and tougher, and she particularly wanted to take it all out on Sugarcoat, Indigo Zap, and Principal Cinch one day. Since she was currently still living with her mother, she at least had a place to live, along with plenty of food to eat, as Solstice managed to take half of Sunspot's money as alimony. Despite this, Human Sunset knew that at one point, she'd have to get a job herself to help her mother out with everything. It'd be her personal way to thank Solstice for still believing in her despite now ending up in this unfortunate life as a school dropout. That said, not even having graduated high school would make that goal incredibly challenging, so Human Sunset decided to currently focus on getting in shape.
She began working out at a local gym for months, growing her physical strength and taking all of her anger out on punching bags. This training not only helped her vent out frustration internally, but even practice potential fighting moves that could come in handy should she ever come across anyone who'd test her patience. Before long, Human Sunset had eventually built herself into a fighting machine, capable of blocking attacks, dodging, counterattacking, and even knocking out her opponents. As a final test for her new and improved body, she planned to sneak back to Crystal Prep Academy, looking specifically for the car parked in the faculty lot labeled 'Principal'. Since this was a personal act of revenge, it felt much more cathartic to use only her new skills to do the deed.
Human Sunset knew Principal Cinch would've been required to arrive much earlier than any other faculty, and decided to pull an all-nighter from a distance, waiting patiently until Cinch pulled up in her reserved spot. After arriving and keeping herself awake with coffee, Cinch eventually parked her car in the designated spot, before entering the school building. It was only 5:30 AM, and no other staff were expected to arrive until around another hour later. Seeing this perfect opportunity, Human Sunset snuck over and was ready to metaphorically show Cinch the consequences of her actions. Using only her fists, she managed to make several large dents all over the car, before punching out every glass window. The car alarm thankfully hadn't set off, making it so Human Sunset had another opportunity to vandalize further. She took notice of the sharp spikes on her boots, before kicking to slash all four tires, thus rendering the vehicle immobile.
Being able to damage a car severely with her own fists was enough to prove to herself that all the training had paid off, finally toughening herself up to become the perfect weapon against anyone else who'd wrong her. In fact, she was so satisfied that she became overconfident, thinking of doing the exact same deed upon Sugarcoat and Indigo Zap. Human Sunset would later on that week, do some heavy digging to find out where those two girls had lived, and committed the same acts of vandalism against those girls' family vehicles, which looked like expensive supercars. Satisfied with her cathartic act of revenge on her former school's enemies, Human Sunset simply left, thinking that karma had finally come back to bite Cinch and those girls. 
As Human Sunset decided she was finally finished with her training, she quit stopping by the gym and was finally prepared to get a job. Looking for jobs without even having a high school diploma would've been challenging for sure, as most places would've expected that as the minimum qualification requirement. Human Sunset applied to Taco Tuesday, Burger Queen, and McRonald's, but every place ended up rejecting her when her resume stated that she never ended up finishing high school due to dropping out. No matter where she went, every business had deemed her as 'unqualified', especially when she wasn't even enrolled as a student anywhere currently. As a result, without being able to provide an extra source of income, Human Sunset began feeling incredibly sad for her poor mother.
During these past few months, she was still living with Solstice, who was still happy that her daughter was no longer trapped at in awful and corrupted school. At the same time, Human Sunset felt like a failure of a daughter, in the sense that bills would eventually add up, and Solstice might not be able to handle everything on her own, especially given they were already a poor family to begin with. Despite taking her ex-husband's alimony, Solstice eventually realized that over time, she wasn't able to keep up anymore, when she had unexpectedly gotten laid off from her job too. Now only living off of her savings, money had become even tighter than ever before, especially after Solstice was forced to write Indigo a check for a large sum of money for her goggles.
Solstice did her absolute best to find a new job so that she could still live happily with her daughter, but this act of kindness would unknowingly end up becoming her undoing. She stayed up all night long, barely got any sleep, did all the necessary tasks of a parent on her own, and barely fed herself in order to still provide for her daughter. Despite these efforts, no other place ended up hiring her, and money was going to inevitably become scarce at some point. Unfortunately, by neglecting her own health in favor of giving her daughter the best life possible despite the circumstances, it would eventually come back to bite Solstice in the worst way imaginable. She fell to the ground as a result of exhaustion and malnutrition, which prompted Human Sunset to rush her to the hospital.
In her hospital bed, the doctor told both Solstice and her daughter that their insurance wasn't going to be enough to cover the treatment, much like with the pony Applejack and Granny Smith one day. They were still short around $500, which was ironically how much Solstice was forced to pay Indigo Zap for her goggles and damages. Human Sunset then felt like an absolute failure of a daughter like never before, realizing that the indirect consequences of her actions in dropping out had lost these valuable opportunities. She could've gotten into the best university to ensure money would never be an issue for her family ever again. Now she was essentially a loser dropout who could never get a reliable source of income, which ended up having her own mother overwork herself to the point of becoming ill.
Crying over how cruel the entire world had been to both her and her mother, Human Sunset simply hugged Solstice tightly for many hours straight, with the two praying to each other and bonding over all the good memories they've made together over the years. Human Sunset had no idea what she was going to do to move forward if her mother ended up passing away, since her father was already gone, and the only person she truly had left was Solstice. She had no other friends or family members to turn to, meaning that she'd be forced to live out the rest of her life alone if she did nothing and let her mother pass. Despite the dire circumstances, Solstice told her daughter one last thing before Human Sunset had to leave, as visiting hours were nearly over.
"I'm so happy that you've stuck by my side for 7 hours straight today, Sunset." Solstice said, weakly.
"Anything for you, mom." Human Sunset was still crying emotionally, that it made her face rather messy from all her makeup. "If I hadn't dropped out and broken that bully's goggles, none of this would be happening... this is all my fault."
"Sunset, darling..." Solstice continued. "The only people we can point a finger at are your bullies, Principal Cinch, and your father. I refuse to let you believe that you were the one who ended up putting me in this hospital bed..."
"I know, but... I could've done things differently, even if the world ended up not working out in our favors..." Human Sunset sobbed. "I could've graduated at the top of my class and made sure we'd never have to worry about money ever again, yet this happens. I don't know how I'll ever go on to find a stable job, get my driver's license, or even live the rest of my life without you being around anymore. I love you, mom..."
"I love you too, Sunset... and please don't forget..." Solstice said, before coughing a bit from her condition. "Even if this ends up taking my life, I'll always be by your side and protect you, no matter how rough life becomes..."
Human Sunset's heart shattered upon hearing those words, but realized that this was simply going to be how life was going to play out, since every parent would have to eventually say goodbye to their child forever, one way or another. She hugged her mother tightly one last time, before the doctor broke them up, forcing Human Sunset to leave, as they had to close the hospital for the night.
Still aggravated over the circumstances and events that contributed to this very moment, Human Sunset felt disgust in herself too, knowing that breaking Indigo's goggles would've practically costed her mother's life. Although she had already committed revenge against her enemies by vandalizing their cars, it only felt right to enact further revenge against Indigo, since she had taken the money that was vital for her mother's sake. Remembering again where Indigo lived, Human Sunset went back over to Indigo's house and noticed that the family car was gone, likely because she and her family was now out getting a new ride. This gave Human Sunset the perfect opportunity to break into their home and steal some money. Upon shattering a window and entering to search for anything valuable, she initially noticed a moneybox in the closet, guarded by a lock. This would've been a pain to crack open by any typical burglar, but Human Sunset knew she had the strength to break it open.
After destroying the safe with her bare fists, money and coins scattered everywhere, as Human Sunset counted the money, realizing that she had found approximately $1,000. She might've only needed $500, but taking it all felt like proper compensation for all the pain and humiliation she went through back at Crystal Prep Academy. Upon stashing the cash into her pocket, it felt like bad timing, as she heard Indigo's family car pull up onto their driveway. Seeing that there wasn't much time to goof around and look for other valuables, Human Sunset fled the house, hoping they wouldn't catch her in the act. As she exited and hid in a nearby bush, she overheard Indigo exclaim horror upon entering her home.
"Mom, dad, look!" Indigo shrieked. "Somebody broke our window and... and they took my allowance stash!!! Call the police!!! And quick, let's check the security camera footage!"
Human Sunset's eyes widened, realizing that if they checked their cameras, they would know she was the culprit, since there was technically no evidence beforehand of her vandalizing Cinch's, Sugarcoats, and Indigo's cars. She then surmised they must've installed cameras after they saw somebody had smashed up their car. As a result, Human Sunset just fled the scene, hoping that even if she was now going to be a criminal who'd get locked up for the rest of her life, she could at least bring the money to the hospital the next day, making sure they could treat her mother. Human Sunset eventually returned home and stashed the money under her pillow, praying that it wasn't already too late to save her mother, before falling asleep.

The next day, Human Sunset rushed to the hospital as quickly as she could, ready to deliver the missing money needed to afford Solstice's treatment. But as she went to the receptionist desk and was asked to speak with the doctor, she got told some even worse news, on top of now being a criminal herself.
"Hi, Sunset." The doctor addressed his client's daughter. "I'm glad to see you went the extra mile to bring $500 for your mother's insurance to cover her treatment, but I'm afraid your efforts are a tad too late. Your mother unfortunately already passed away at around 6 AM this morning, as a result of her condition."
"No... please... TELL ME THIS ISN'T TRUE!!!!" Human Sunset began sobbing hysterically.
"I'm really sorry for your loss, but I'm afraid it already happened." The doctor sympathized. "If it helps, I can at least let you see her for a bit, before you decide on how you and your family will plan on moving forward."
Human Sunset nodded, though she felt somewhat insulted by the doctor claiming she had any family left, if what he told her was true. As she had dreaded, Human Sunset saw Solstice completely unconscious in her hospital bed, and her mother's eyes were closed, along with having pale skin. She brought her hand upon her mother's forehead and noticed it was pretty cold, making her realize the inevitable had already occurred.
"No, mom... please!!!" Human Sunset hugged her lifeless mother's body. "I risked everything to help save you, and I still couldn't do it! I'm so sorry, mom, I've failed both you and dad as a daughter! I know you didn't want me to ever believe this, but it's the truth, given how I've made dumb decisions myself!!!"
Despite her mother being long gone, Human Sunset still stood by her side, since it felt like the right thing to do, given how Solstice promised that she'd always be there for her daughter through thick and thin, even after she's gone. After staying around for what felt like an eternity, Human Sunset eventually knew she had to pick herself up and do the respectable thing after her mother's passing. She used what little money her family had left, along with the $1,000 she stole from Indigo to pay for the funeral, albeit a private one where she was the only one attending. Being by herself during this funeral, without her dad or any friends by her side, it seemed to symbolize how alone Human Sunset truly was now. She cremated her mother's body and arranged for a spot to bury her in the cemetery, something no child should ever have to experience, let alone on their own.

After which, with no job or reliable source of income from that point forward, Human Sunset just laid low and stayed in her mother's home, feeling completely depressed and lonely. She sacrificed everything in an attempt to become #1 for her father, and was willing to possibly go to jail for vandalism and theft for her mother, only to find out she ended up failing in both instances. For the rest of the upcoming week, Human Sunset just cried herself to sleep every night, whilst barely eating or taking care of herself, as the emotional pain over losing her mother prevented her from doing so. With so much going on in just a few days over her mother being hospitalized and passing away, Human Sunset would've never imagined the possibility of another version of herself coming here from another world.
Around this time, Pony Sunset had already made her way through the portal, before realizing she couldn't go back anymore after satisfying her curiosity. After which, a few days had already passed, and she mostly kept a low profile around CHS, where nobody would've recognized her as that 'Sunny S.' student from Crystal Prep. She never even bothered going into the city itself, as she felt the need to familiarize herself with her surroundings, now being forced to live in a different world, and all. As she didn't have the capabilities of making money just yet, she wasn't able to afford an apartment to rent, and mostly slept within storage closets in the school gym.
As Human Sunset was continuing her usual routine in mourning the loss of her mother, another thing eventually happened that would change everything. She heard a knock at the front door and went downstairs to look through the peephole. To her shock, two policemen were standing on her porch, looking rather stern and impatient. Since Human Sunset overheard Indigo and her family checking their cameras, it was reasonable to surmise that they had done an investigation to discover that she was the one behind the theft and acts of vandalism. Realizing that this would most likely mean she'd go to jail or face even harsher consequences, Human Sunset decided to not answer, and snuck out her home's back window before making a run for it.
Unknown to Human Sunset, Indigo and her family had checked their footage, only to find out that their camera wasn't working, meaning that they actually had no real evidence of her being the thief. As a result, the policemen were mostly there just to question the residents if they had any leads regarding this criminal, and since they saw that nobody was seemingly home, they simply left casually without doing anything else extreme. Regardless, Human Sunset basically knew she was a legitimate criminal at this point, and with no more friends and family to go to, she just mindlessly decided to hide.
As she ran down the streets frantically, something unusual happened, as a strange jolt of magic forced her to run down another street she wasn't familiar with, an occurrence that even the pony Sunset and Starlight noticed themselves. Not questioning this, Human Sunset continued on down the street until she noticed a pizza parlor. Desperate to the point of hiding from the cops for quite some time, she simply hid in the parlor's restroom and locked herself in one of the stalls, hoping that the police wouldn't end up finding and apprehending her.
Unfortunately, out of all odds, this pizza parlor had recently hired a new employee to cook the pizzas, and this particular newbie had a dangerous habit of leaving the ovens unattended as he grew bored waiting for the pizzas to cook. As a result, a few hours after Human Sunset barricaded herself in the restroom, the oven caught on fire. The employee attempted to use a fire extinguisher to put out the flames, but it was no use, as the fire then spread to a larger portion of the building. Desperate for their lives, the manager and employees fled the restaurant quickly, not even realizing there was a girl who remained behind in the restroom.
Human Sunset continued hiding in her stall, until she had suddenly smelled smoke. It didn't seem surprising given how she saw a few workers cooking pizza on her way in, but she soon realized that the smoke wasn't going away, and was actually getting worse and more toxic. Understanding that something was truly wrong, Human Sunset got up out of her stall and went outside the restroom, only to see the building was completely covered and surrounded by fire. Her initial instinct was to grab some water from the sink to potentially put the flames out, only to see that the fire started spreading inside the restroom too, shortly after she opened the door. The fire then began surrounding Human Sunset, as she soon realized there was truly no easy way out. Although prepared for the worst as far as potentially dying to these flames, it was primarily the toxic smoke fumes that weakened Human Sunset, to the point where she had trouble breathing and keeping consciousness.
Finally, after inhaling too many smoke fumes, it unfortunately became too much for her biological system, and Human Sunset was on the brink of passing out. She desperately tried her best to use what little energy she had left to save herself, but only slid a few inches across the coarse ground before blacking out completely. Shortly after, it wasn't particularly clear at the time, but her body began to fade in and out several times before disappearing, leaving behind nothing more than an empty building that was set to burn to the ground.

As Pony Sunset had already fallen asleep relatively early inside one of the CHS storage rooms, she began having a dream, where she was sitting in complete darkness and seemed to be by herself. She couldn't see any part of herself either, almost giving off the impression that her physical form had suddenly disappeared, and all that was left was her voice. Pony Sunset was able to mutter a few words and hear herself speaking, but out of nowhere, another sound began to make itself apparent over her own voice.
Although everything seemed invisible to Pony Sunset, Human Sunset meanwhile saw a white silhouette out of the corner of her eye, which looked like some kind of four-legged animal. It then suddenly hit her that she somehow escaped from the burning building and was now in some strange dimension where she could see nothing else but darkness, other than that strange animal. But before Human Sunset could even comprehend what was even going on, out of nowhere, something seemingly invisible in the area began to suck her up from the ground, pulling her toward it. Given how she once did a lot of research in astronomy during her school days, it seemed as if a void or black hole was attempting to suck her inside, almost as if she was within the void's proximity.
Pony Sunset meanwhile, was continuing on with this 'dream', still unsure of why her mind shifted to this unusual scenario. She almost had a potential theory that this place might've represented the consequences of her actions in still going through the mirror after disobeying Princess Celestia's orders, as she seemed to be trapped in some void of emptiness with only herself within it. Unknown to Pony Sunset, there really was an actual void in the darkness itself, which began engulfing Human Sunset, given how Pony Sunset was luckily far enough away from its reach.
As the void began taking hold of Human Sunset's body, she was only able to notice that she was getting sucked up, while the strange animal in the distance just remained behind. She began struggling and crying, realizing that something seemingly tragic was about to happen, especially knowing what happens to anything that gets trapped in a black hole's reach. Human Sunset kicked around and tried to grab ahold of anything in the darkness that could prevent the hole from pulling her all the way in, but to no avail. She then started screaming desperately for anyone who would somehow hear her, possibly able to save her from this dreaded nightmare.
"Mom, please be with me!" Human Sunset begged. "Don't just leave me here, please!"
She was genuinely desperate to the point of calling for her mother, Solstice, even though she knew internally that her mom was already gone. Despite her mother's passing, Human Sunset never forgot what Solstice said to her in her last breath, in that she'd always be with her, no matter how hard life became. In a final attempt of struggling to escape the void, Human Sunset was suddenly out of energy and was pulled all the way in, completely engulfed as the void closed itself up, erasing her from existence. From Pony Sunset's point of view, she only made out Human Sunset's voice and noises, as well as the few phrases she had briefly cried out before disappearing. As Pony Sunset had noted before, she was always creeped out at why there was a voice in this third night's dream that sounded just like hers, and she would unknowingly let this happen again when Starlight Glimmer joined her for an extended stay too.
Although still confused at what the dream was about, Pony Sunset didn't think much about it, before somehow waking up in the storage room. Looking over at a clock, she noticed it was already the next morning, despite how short that dream seemed to be. Not thinking much of the dream until she eventually had that conversation with Starlight, Pony Sunset carried on with her new life in the human world, believing it was simply a weird experience. But as for Human Sunset, the void trapped her the entire time Pony Sunset's physical presence manifested with the world's own magic. Although Pony Sunset had revisted Equestria several times during her human life, she had never actually left the human world for more than 24 hours, up until she had recently decided to take a longer extended stay, thus exceeding 72 hours.
When Pony Sunset's presence was no longer in the world anymore, the void finally opened back up, releasing Human Sunset from her seemingly eternal prison, which occurred nearly an hour ago as Human Sunset took all this time to recollect everything. That void was the very last thing she saw and remembered before being wiped from existence, only to one day, throw her back out in the same area she was initially at before being brought before the darkness. It was unknown to Human Sunset at the time, but the alleyway she ended up in used to be the exact same area where the old pizza parlor originally was, before it had eventually burned to the ground. With the space now being empty despite the firefighters' best efforts to save the building, Canterlot City's mayor decided to add a few more business buildings. These buildings were the same ones that surrounded Human Sunset, forming the alley she had just left after regaining consciousness.
Although she had been faded from existence rather than being in a coma from those smoke fumes, the effects of being in one were still the same, as Human Sunset was still alive and had aged in her time trapped within the void. Unknown to everything that had occurred when Pony Sunset made her way in, Human Sunset now purely wanted answers as to what had happened before she passed out. Did the smoke fumes do that to her, or did it have something to do with that faint, four-legged animal she briefly saw in the darkness? Whatever was the case, Human Sunset had already accepted being in a coma and missing several years of her life, but she still wanted to understand what truly happened, and why specifically to her.
While she continued to walk down the dark streets of Canterlot, everything seemed to be quiet. It was now around 9:30 PM, and most people were already home, or had closed shop. This was why when Human Sunset seemingly heard very subtle noises in the distance, it began to alert her to somebody else's presence. Although her eyesight admittedly wasn't that great, she had a great sense of hearing, which allowed her to pick up anything small. Since the noises seemed to be following her wherever she went, it almost gave off the impression that somebody was stalking her, but this didn't worry Human Sunset too terribly much. As long as she didn't have to deal with another void trapping her, she believed she was still well-prepared to fight anyone who would attempt to jump her, especially at night.
After hearing what sounded like less subtle noises in the form of footsteps, Human Sunset swiftly turned around, only to find that nobody was there. Something seemed very wrong, but it actually turned out that the person following her was rather sneaky, able to quickly hide without being noticed. After checking behind her thoroughly and realizing there really seemed to be nobody there, Human Sunset let her guard down slightly as she began making her way to a street that would then change everything. The same street where Pony Sunset's apartment was located, where Pinkie was still housesitting for her, and also prepared for the possibility of her friend returning back home early...

	
		Chapter 52: The Terrible Truth



Human Sunset continued down the street casually, unsure of who she could even ask for answers. She decided that at the same time, it was likely best to lay low, just as she used to do during that final week before her disappearance, assuming the police were still looking for her as a wanted fugitive. Other than this, she still genuinely missed her mother, Solstice, hoping that her deceased mother would not look down on her in a bad light if she somehow ended up in jail. She might've still been loved by her mother, even as a school dropout, but Solstice would most likely feel a lot differently if her daughter ended up being convicted of theft and vandalism for the rest of her life. Having a criminal record would've certainly made finding a job ten times more difficult, never mind the restraints from never finishing high school. By this point, since Human Sunset felt she had already finished business by committing those crimes against those people who had once wronged her, there was no need to feel vengeful toward anybody else.
While on her stroll, Human Sunset began slowly approaching the apartment rented by her pony counterpart, and Pinkie spotted what looked like her friend right outside the window. Happy to see Sunset again, but remembering that her good friend reminded her of the possibility of returning home early for any reason, Pinkie began approaching the front door to open it, ready to greet 'Sunset Shimmer'. Although Pony Pinkie had already confessed to the shenanigans she had done with secretly switching worlds with her human counterpart from time to time, due to how capable either Pinkie was at blending in, there was still unfortunately one crucial difference between the two. Human Pinkie lacked Pinkie Sense, making it so she was unable to immediately decipher whether somebody was a being from Equestria, or the actual native human counterpart. 
This line of thinking was why she had instantly theorized Princess Twilight was possibly a twin sister of the Human Twilight, along with having a similar-looking pet dog. Although 'Pinkie' was able to pick out why the Human Twilight was the native counterpart to Princess Twilight during the Friendship Games, due to that Twilight wearing glasses and attending Crystal Prep Academy, it was actually the Pony Pinkie who pointed that out. Pony Pinkie decided to switch places with her human counterpart out of boredom, especially after figuring out how to keep the mirror open without waiting every 30 moons. She had secretly gone through the mirror in her own time, completely unaware that during this little visit, Twilight and Starlight had been fighting a seemingly never-ending battle through time traveling spells. Pony Pinkie spent most of her time accompanying Sunset and her human friends during the CHS pep rallies, shortly before the Crystal Prep students arrived. 
It was unknown to anybody at the time, but after the Human Twilight unintentionally used her device to capture Pony Pinkie's magic, making her feel party pooped, that was when she decided to return to Equestria to switch back, letting her human self take over during the roller-skating competition. Knowing Pony Sunset for a while, Human Pinkie also understood that Sunset never brought up the possibility of having a twin sister, as she had already told all her human friends long ago that she was never really close with her actual family in Equestria. As a result of all these factors combined, Human Pinkie went outside the apartment to greet her friend, completely unaware that this was not the Sunset Shimmer she knew.
"Hi there, Sunset!" Pinkie called out, happily. "I guess that vacation of yours went smoothly? Or maybe it didn't, since it looks like you're already back in only the middle of the week?"
"Wha...?" Human Sunset stuttered, completely confused at this random pink-haired girl addressing her by name. "Who the heck are you, and how do you know my name!?"
"Oh, you're so funny, Sunset!" Pinkie giggled. "By the way, I like the new look you've done with your hair and face! That eyeshadow makes you look really pretty!"
"I'm serious now!" Human Sunset spat. "Who are you, and how do you already know my name even though I've been gone for so long!?"
"I'm your friend, Pinkie Pie." Pinkie replied, somewhat unamused. "Come on, now. It's not funny anymore when you let the punchline overstay its welcome. And according to my watch, you haven't been gone for that long, it's only been about three days since you left. You were on vacation, remember?"
Human Sunset had become much more confused than she already was, especially knowing with certainty that she never had any friends. How did this random girl she's never even met before somehow know her actual name, let alone the fact she's been gone for quite some time? This Pinkie girl even  figured out that this was a more recent look she gave herself after reinventing her appearance, making Human Sunset wonder if she was going delusional or had met some psychic person. She instinctively pinched her own arm to see if she was dreaming or not.
"Ouch!" Human Sunset flinched slightly at her own pinch. "Well, I'm certainly not dreaming right now. Alright... Pinkie. I'm going to ask you right now, where was I approximately three days ago?"
"Well, you paid me to watch your apartment, I made sure to do everything you asked while hanging out with my new friend, Cheese Sandwich." Pinkie replied. "I watered your plants, fed Ray, and found something in the mailbox addressed to you. I think you'll be very excited, it's from Canterlot University."
Pinkie handed Human Sunset an envelope, and she opened it out of curiosity, as it was addressed to 'Sunset Shimmer', matching who she actually was. Inside was a letter from the university board saying that 'Sunset' had gotten in, and would be accepted as a new student next year. This came as an absolute surprise to Human Sunset, knowing how she never even finished high school thanks to dropping out, but she decided to pry further.
"And... why were you watching um... my apartment?" Human Sunset questioned, trying to figure everything out.
"Oh, I see how it is." Pinkie put her hand on her own chin. "You want to recall every little memory we made together before  graduation day at CHS, so that we'll always remember each other no matter how busy life pulls us apart, gotcha. Well in that case, you only mentioned that you were leaving town for a few days, so I have no idea where you actually went. But if my hunch was anything to go by, you probably went back to that Equestria place through the portal on the CHS horse statue pedestal. That place looked pretty nifty the first time you brought me and the rest of our spring break cruisers to that alternate dimension. I'll never forget how we all turned into ponies and got mixed up with the Storm King's terrible magic."
"Are you... feeling okay, or just crazy?" Human Sunset stated bluntly, feeling as if this girl was spouting utter nonsense. "Better yet, are you trying to convince me that you belong in a mental institution or something?"
"Hey, Sunset!" Pinkie said with disapproval. "You don't have to be so mean..."
"I feel as if you're just making stuff up to mess with me now!" Human Sunset continued. "Look, I don't know how you know my name, or how you found out I was gone for quite some time, but I'm almost certain at this point that you're just making up all this nonsense like a knucklehead! Can you just get out of here!?"
"Ouch..." Pinkie started showing a hurt expression. "Okay, I'm sorry if I wasn't playing along correctly, and I'll give you your house key back since you've returned early, but... we're still going to be standing next to each other when they take the graduation photo, right? It's nice how we've both survived everything that high school's been throwing at us, and now we'll finally graduate together as good friends."
Hearing this particular statement from Pinkie, Human Sunset's eye simply twitched. Was this girl now mocking her too, poking fun at the fact that she never got the opportunity to finish freshman year of high school, let alone enjoy the luxury of graduation? It didn't even feel like a question at that point, but rather an insensitive insult that drove Human Sunset over the edge, making her anger flare up and snap at Pinkie viciously.
"I never even finished freshman year, and you go as far as to mock me by claiming that I'll be graduating with you!?" Human Sunset roared. "Get out of my face right now, you ANNOYING PIECE OF GARBAGE!!! I NEVER WANT TO SEE YOU AGAIN!!!!!!"
Pinkie simply lowered her head in sadness before handing Human Sunset the key to Pony Sunset's apartment. Feeling a sudden sense of abandonment from her bestie, Pinkie became conflicted as she slowly made her way down the sidewalk before looking back one last time. She was so hurt and confused as to why her friend would act so cold and blunt, never mind pretending that she wasn't going to graduate CHS when she was already one of the top students there. In a final attempt to check and see whether 'Sunset' was serious or not, Pinkie turned around and asked with the smallest sliver of hope that her friend was simply messing with her.
"Sunset, if this is just a really sick joke, you have to tell me right now..." Pinkie moped. "If not, are you... ditching me at graduation too?"
"You're the sick joke here!" Human Sunset emphasized her bluntness before pointing a finger to make Pinkie leave. "And you know what, yeah, sure! I am ditching your non-existent graduation fantasy, so BEAT IT!"
Pinkie ran away crying, feeling betrayed and abandoned, just like the Pony Pinkie would've felt during that alternate timeline where Pony Sunset purposefully avoided and abandoned her in favor of having the perfect Postcrush experience. Human Sunset meanwhile, had no care in the world, given how she had no idea who that delusional girl even was, and took great offense at the mere thought of herself actually graduating high school, let alone moving on to college. Thinking the college acceptance letter was nothing more than a cruel joke meant to mock her, she simply ripped the letter to pieces and stomped on it with fury. Still though, the fact that this random girl seemed to know a few arbitrary facts about her without ever getting properly acquainted, it gave Human Sunset the idea to at least investigate this apartment that was claimed to have been her home.
This wasn't right, the last place Human Sunset lived was Solstice's old home in the residential area of Canterlot City, she knew this with certainty. Given how poor her family was, renting a luxurious looking apartment like this was certainly out of the question. On top of that, as Human Sunset opened the door and walked into the apartment, she could see how nice the place truly was. Computers, guitars on the wall, a gaming console with a 75'' HD monitor, a full fridge with fresh sushi laying around,  and a wide collection of furniture that any ordinary person would envy. According to that girl who 'housesat' for her, all of these nice things supposedly belonged to herself? Processing this further, Human Sunset had no idea if she was going delusional, having some kind of hallucination where she somehow stumbled into another alternate life and reality where she had become successful and was on top of the world to afford all these nice things.
It felt like a cruel joke, that she went from a poor and broken school dropout, to this seemingly successful millionaire with the nicest home in the city. Even though she already knew it was an apartment, Human Sunset believed she was in the middle of a mansion, owned by somebody who had to have worked hard to afford everything. Then she remembered that she herself most certainly worked hard at Crystal Prep Academy, only to now end up in this unfortunate life. Was this... all meant to be a vision to symbolize what she could've gotten, had she decided to stay in school? Taking one last look at her surroundings, Human Sunset believed that this would've been exactly the kind of luxurious home she wanted to one day give to her parents if she got into the best school and made top dollars. But there was no way she could've done all this herself, assuming she was in a coma for at least several years.
Upon further inspection, Human Sunset took notice of a photo album, as well as a personal diary separate from Pony Sunset's magical journal. Her first instinct was to take a look at the photos, trying to understand who truly owned this home and all these nice belongings. Whilst skimming the photos, there weren't any pictures that Pony Sunset had taken of herself, as these were mostly part of a collection she had worked on for photography class. However, one particular photo near the end of the album had caught Human Sunset's attention. The setting took place at that slumber party at Pinkie's house, where Pony Sunset and Princess Twilight had joined the rest of the Rainbooms in figuring out ways to defeat the Dazzlings. Looking at the photo, it originated from when Rarity was attempting to take a selfie with herself, Pony Sunset, and Fluttershy, only for Spike to photobomb it at the last minute. Human Sunset simply stared at Pony Sunset's face in the photo, completely bewildered on when this could've been taken.

"Did I... actually experience this at some point before I got into that coma?" Human Sunset asked herself, still scratching her head. "I don't recognize those two other girls, nor that dog. And for that matter, I certainly don't remember ever smiling like that, my previous life before the coma was straight up miserable. Driving myself to the brink of insanity to satisfy dad, losing mom, and not to mention that awful experience at Crystal Prep Academy, when was I ever this happy?"
Moving past this, Human Sunset set the photo down, and realized that it felt logical to now get an understanding of how long of a period she had been in a coma, as it certainly didn't seem likely that she was only out cold for around three days, according to that Pinkie girl. Checking a nearby calendar, Human Sunset was shocked to see that several solid years had already passed since the year she had dropped out and had the misfortune of seeing her own mother pass away. She then realized that this meant there was truly something more fishy going on, and noticed that the computer by the front door was still plugged in. Taking a seat and starting up the PC, Human Sunset opened a browser and searched up the name, 'Sunset Shimmer' in the search engine. To her shock, many results came up, including older news articles documenting the many times the Pony Sunset and her human friends had saved the world by using their magic for the greater good. Another result that came up was a gaming channel named 'ShimmerCode', where Pony Sunset played all sorts of video games and had just reached 10 million subscribers. Clicking on this, Human Sunset could see that the channel was already logged in, and there were notifications from the website admins that 'Sunset' had earned a new revenue of $15,000 a month for her quality content.
This made Human Sunset more furious than ever before. How could anyone make such large digits of money by rotting their brain from playing video games? Meanwhile, she herself had been studying day and night on many tough subjects that were difficult to master, only to one day drop out all because of bullying. She had absolutely nothing to show for her hard work, yet this 'Sunset' person was able to live the high life by just playing mindless games. As she was incredibly curious by this point, yet also afraid that she might uncover a terrible truth, Human Sunset clicked on the channel's 'videos' section, then took a quick peak at the most recent video titled 'A SPECIAL ANNOUNCEMENT', which was uploaded by the Pony Sunset a few weeks ago. Human Sunset noticed that the person in the thumbnail looked just like that person in the photo. In other words, this Sunset person looked practically identical to herself, except she didn't have any makeup on, and had an overall lighter hair tone. Clicking on the video, it was time to finally learn what was happening.
"Hey there, ShimmerCode army." Pony Sunset addressed her fanbase. "I'm glad to see you all enjoyed my most recent livestreams of Super Cosmic Galaxy 3, Fetchtroid, and Splatter Town. I do my best to keep you all entertained whenever you aren't having the sunniest of days, after all. I wanted to make a special video today to address something particularly important. Firstly, as you might've noticed, I just cracked 10 million subs, so I'm absolutely thankful for the support. Secondly, I just wanted to share that I'm happy to be open with my personal life outside of being a gamer for you all."
While watching, Human Sunset simply raised an eyebrow at this. Who was this person who looked and sounded just like her, and why was she making videos centered around gaming? Better yet, was this who that Pinkie girl was talking about, the 'Sunset' who had asked her to housesit and was almost ready for graduation? Human Sunset began coming up with many potential theories to give her the slightest bit of comprehension as to how this was possible. Her father Sunspot did hint at the possibility of having more children after he divorced Solstice, so was this the result of that? She dismissed the idea almost immediately after realizing that she had only been in a coma for a few years, and this other 'Sunset' person looked just as old as herself. Then she considered the possibility of her having a secret twin sister, and that her parents somehow kept this twin from her all these years. Human Sunset wanted to believe this was the only logical explanation she was seeing all this now, but felt that deep down, Solstice would've never had the heart to keep something like this from her, especially as she was dying in her hospital bed. With no idea what to make of it, Human Sunset continued listening on in the video, trying to gather any further clues.
"...but I'm afraid that I might need to take an... indefinite hiatus soon." Pony Sunset continued on in the video. "I'm so sorry to any of you who are disappointed by this news, but it's just a matter of life and moving forward. Basically, I've enjoyed my time in Canterlot City and all, but let's just say that I've lately been feeling a little homesick, to the point where I'd want to head back to my old hometown and start a new life. It's nothing personal, it's just that... I've lately been feeling more and more motivated to go back, perhaps reuniting with my old friends and family there. I'll soon be graduating from Canterlot High in a few weeks, and I'd say that sets the mood rather well as far as things coming to an end."
Upon hearing this, the context finally made sense as to why Human Sunset was told that 'she' was graduating soon, though it was at Canterlot High, one of the schools she chose to forget about in favor of Crystal Prep Academy. Realizing that this video was now revealing more crucial information, she continued watching the video, hoping to get more answers.
"My closest friends at CHS will also most likely be moving away after graduation, and let's just say it might be a possibility with myself too." Pony Sunset addressed her main human friends on video. "And if any of them are somehow watching this video right now, Twilight, Pinkie, Applejack, Rainbow Dash, Fluttershy, and Rarity? I just wanted to let you know personally that you've always been the greatest friends any girl could ask for, especially given how rough the past has been for us all. As for the rest of the ShimmerCode fans, I wanted to make this potential 'final' video end with a valuable message a good friend once taught me. When your friends are like family, be sure to cherish and make the most out of your time with them, even if life begins to pull you apart. I'd be completely lost without my friends, and I genuinely hope I'll never have to leave them behind. Thank you all for listening and understanding, and until I've finalized my decisions after graduation, this might be the very last time you'll see me pick up a controller. ShimmerCode out!"
The video ended, as Human Sunset got up from the chair, pacing back and forth to decipher this mystery further. It made sense now as to why that Pinkie girl had considered her a friend, but things still weren't adding up. As far as she was aware, Human Sunset stood by her belief that she was never famous to the point of starting a popular gaming channel, let alone being a proclaimed hero. She went back over to the photo album and finally turned her attention to the personal diary, which was locked, as expected. Just like she had done with Indigo's moneybox all those years ago, she snapped the lock in half with her bare fists and opened the diary up, hoping to now learn of these hidden secrets. A majority of the entries appeared to be brief daily logs that Pony Sunset had summarized about her casual life, and like with the photos, Human Sunset didn't pay too much mind and continued skimming. Nothing really stood out, until she eventually turned to the front and saw a more informative log that supposedly gave context as to why this Sunset person was here now.
Dear Diary,
It's only been about a week since the Battle of the Bands at CHS, and nearly a whole year since I've set foot in this new world. I felt like opening up about something far more personal. I really love my new friends like family, I really do. But I've still been having this lingering feeling of guilt ever since I abandoned Equestria and Princess Celestia. Now that I know the portal back to Equestria on the CHS horse statue pedestal will always be open without having to wait every 30 moons, I have an opportunity to go back, but... I'm still unsure of wanting to go back now, since I finally have a life of happiness here. My new friends and I have already been through so much together, I wouldn't want to abandon them, especially on the chance that the portal for one reason or another begins to malfunction. I know that I'll inevitably have to deal with this roadblock in choosing between my friends and Equestria one day, but for the time being, I hope I'll never have to make a strict decision between the two.
The log continued on further, but if everything written so far was true, it would've meant that everything that Pinkie girl had said earlier wasn't utter nonsense after all. The mention of a portal, different worlds, and the CHS horse statue pedestal, things were beginning to come together. Was it possible that this other Sunset person had actually come here from another world, thereby replacing her? But if this was the case, why did this happen, and presumably only to her? Much like the Human Twilight, Human Sunset now began to feel intrigued by this concept, though her feelings of anxiety remained intact, at how another version of herself from another world had somehow managed to steal her entire life and identity from her. As Human Sunset continued finishing up the read, there appeared to be something important attached to the page with a paperclip, along with an explanation as to why it was there.
When I do get around to taking an extended stay in Equestria once more, I might also consider seeing if anypony would be able to translate this piece of scroll that I found at the library of Dark Magic in Canterlot, way back when I was Princess Celestia's pupil. I completely forgot that I held on to this scroll piece, shortly before I first made my way into this world. It appears to be written in an ancient Equestrian language, meaning that there might be some overall difficulty in deciphering what it says. Regardless, I'll be keeping this tucked away safely in this diary, and I'll consider bringing it back to Equestria one day to translate it. Until then, I hope I can enjoy my new life and friendships in this world for the next few years, and I'm eternally grateful that I'm now living a life of happiness.
Taking the piece of scroll off of the page, Human Sunset certainly had no idea what the words were saying either, as it was written in a language that didn't seem to exist in the human world at all. But if she were to make her way to this Equestria place in order to find someone to help her translate it, this would most likely give her a further clue as to what was happening, especially given how this other Sunset claimed that she had found this scroll shortly before she came into this world. As it appeared that there was nothing else of importance to bring her attention toward, Human Sunset placed the scroll piece into her pocket and was ready to exit the apartment, but not before noticing a few other letters placed at the front desk, presumably by Pinkie, when she was fetching the mail.
Most envelopes seemed to contain junk mail, but there were two addressed from Canterlot High. One was congratulating 'Sunset' for having the second highest GPA of 3.9 in the entire school, only bested by Twilight Sparkle, who had the full 4.0. It stirred unpleasant memories once again for Human Sunset, furthering her desire to head to this Equestria place to seek answers for this perplexing mystery. The other envelope contained an invitation to the graduation ceremony and after-party, both featuring the Dazzlings providing their own music and voices as singers. This invitation also made it particularly clear that they were barely able to book the Dazzlings in time for the event, encouraging the students to give them the best gratitude and appreciation for their services, even after what had transpired during the Battle of the Bands.
The graduation invitation didn't seem to matter much to Human Sunset at first, until she realized that there might potentially be opportunities to find further answers, if she went there herself and everybody mistook her for this other Sunset, like Pinkie did. Human Sunset didn't feel particularly bad that she'd be impersonating, since it was already clear from the evidence she had gathered thus far, that there was an imposter who had already taken her life and identity for several solid years. Since this graduation was still two days away, she understood that she now had time to check out this Equestria place, both to get answers for what was happening, and to possibly even translate the piece of scroll from the other Sunset's diary.
Although Pony Sunset had originally intended to take the scroll piece back with her to this extended stay in Equestria, it had unfortunately slipped her mind, given how her concerns of abandoning her human friends was the more crucial matter on her mind at the time. To recap, when Pony Sunset snuck into Canterlot's library of Dark Magic, she snooped around until she found a brief excerpt regarding the mirror, within a book that was titled, 'Canterlot Castle, A History, Vol. II.'. Although she had read a vague summary at how a crystal mirror's portal would supposedly open every 30 moons, the book never actually stated anything explicit regarding the dangers and a sudden inbalance effect. However, one thing that Princess Celestia and her royal guards had missed shortly before catching Sunset in the act, was that Sunset had also discovered this piece of scroll hidden away on the same page that briefly alluded to the mirror. 
It wasn't clear at the time, but Pony Sunset had taken the scroll piece and tucked it away into her mane secretly, as she was curious if the piece could potentially give her further answers, since the history book didn't say much beyond the existence of the portal, as well as the time span of it opening. She had kept it with her the whole time, even after entering the human world, but only remembered of its existence after going through the contents of her saddlebag, shortly following the Dazzlings' defeat after the Battle of the Bands. After remembering she had secretly taken this from that library back then, Pony Sunset intended to one day return it to Equestria, though her guilt of betraying Princess Celestia long ago had kept her mind occupied, preventing her from going back and making amends with her former teacher. As a result of primarily focusing on her friendships in the human world, as well as a pure vacation, Pony Sunset letting the scroll piece slip her mind had now resulted in it falling into the hands of her human world counterpart, for better or for worse.
As Human Sunset had finally exited the apartment, still in shock after discovering this entire new revelation, she was still a little bit unsure of what she was going to do now, moving forward. Piecing together everything she already knew, she understood that this seeming imposter was about to graduate from Canterlot High, and that she happened to originate from some place named Equestria. Given how much Human Sunset was capable of delivering scientific explanations to baffling phenomenons during her school days, she wanted to believe everything was all still nothing more than an incredibly elaborate hoax, but something at the back of her mind kept telling her otherwise. The unusual void trapping her and putting her in a coma for years, another version of herself taking away her life and identity, and somehow escaping that burning pizzeria before the flames had engulfed her. None of these occurrences seemed possible under scientifically normal circumstances, making her believe for a second that magic had to have been involved somewhere, but where?
Remembering the detail described by both Pinkie and the other Sunset, there supposedly was a portal on the Canterlot High School horse statue pedestal, which was always open, according to Pony Sunset's diary log. And supposedly, if Human Sunset were to go through this portal, she would also need to find the library of Dark Magic, located in an area called Canterlot. This was a little confusing, given it meant she'd need to go to Canterlot High before she could even reach Canterlot itself. Regardless, by this point, Human Sunset didn't really have any motivation to do anything else, since she was still nothing more than a high school dropout who wasn't able to find any employment. She thought to herself that she was still becoming crazy by even considering the idea of attempting to find some portal at a disclosed location, but it appeared to be the only explanation now, given how everything she had already been through was incredibly cryptic to figure out from a scientific perspective. Human Sunset was adamant on finding further answers as to why she seemingly woke up from a coma, only to now live out an eternal nightmare she couldn't even wake up from. 
Solstice was still long gone, so Human Sunset couldn't even go back to her mother for any comfort or guidance. As the thought of her mother popped into her head, she also contemplated how her parents would've reacted to the presence of this imposter who supposedly took over her life and identity by coming here. Had both of her parents still stuck by her side even after dropping out, would they have suddenly taken this new Sunset as their daughter, thereby having her replaced? The mere thought of being replaced by an imposter who had a seemingly perfect life by contrast, made Human Sunset's resentment toward this fake Sunset grow immensely. Why was it that this other Sunset got to live the high life and would eventually experience the luxury of graduation, while the Sunset native to this world had lost everything she once cherished and worked hard toward?
Human Sunset's first goal was attempting to locate this supposed portal at Canterlot High, so she continued down the streets. Even if she was technically gone for quite some time, she was still familiar with the road and area, as this was once her own hometown, after all. After pinpointing her location, she surmised that traveling several more blocks away would bring her to the destination, as she recalled often seeing Canterlot High along the way, when her father Sunspot had given her rides to and from Crystal Prep Academy. On the subject of her father, Human Sunset started growing a fierce resentment toward him as well, especially for how he once treated his own daughter. The psychological trauma over Sunspot also straight-up abandoning the family didn't help matters either, making her believe that if she ever somehow ran into her father again, she would do everything she could to put him in his place. Solstice's words in the hospital always resonated in her, even after this long absence, letting her understand that Sunspot also contributed to her daughter ending up in this wreck of a life she now had, as well as his wife overworking herself to the point of death.
As these thoughts flooded her mind while finding Canterlot High, Human Sunset slowly began approaching a dark alleyway. Due to being distracted by these thoughts, she wasn't able to react in time to sudden footsteps approaching behind her, before a large plank of wood had been broken over her head, knocking her unconscious temporarily. As a result, she realized that the noises pointing to a person that had been following her was no coincidence at all, but rather a warning sign that she foolishly ignored. Completely knocked out cold, the shadowy figure from the alleyway had smiled at her handiwork at successfully targeting this girl she had a definite personal vendetta toward. Coming out of the darkness, it was that girl the Pony Sunset had fought to protect Lily Pad, whom even after getting stopped by raccoons, had sworn vengeance in cold blood. Gilda stood over the unconscious body, ready to exact her revenge.
"Haha, I told you that this wasn't over, punk!" Gilda taunted 'Sunset', as if she could hear her speaking. "The rest of my buddies gave me a good thrashing after I failed to bring back money, so now it looks like I'm finally ready to return the favor!"
Gilda began dragging the unconscious body toward another alleyway across several streets from their current location, where a few other gang members were waiting anxiously to exact vengeance against this Sunset girl too. Not only for getting into an altercation with Gilda, but for also meddling in their top dollar business in mugging people blind. It was unknown to anybody else outside the gang, but Gilda had been waiting in the alleyways for several days now, anticipating whenever the Sunset girl would make her way down the streets, and being ready to knock her out when she least expected it. This plan wasn't as effective when Pony Sunset had already gone back to Equestria this whole time, but now, Gilda and her crew were unknowingly about to punish the wrong girl at their hideout...

	
		Chapter 53: Canterlot Street Gang



Human Sunset slowly began regaining her consciousness, seeing that she was now in a dark room within what looked like an abandoned and run-down building. She tried to ease the pain in her head after suffering a blow to the head with a plank of wood, hoping that she didn't have a concussion. But as she tried to reach her head with her hands, she suddenly noticed that she couldn't. Upon further inspection, she realized that she was now sitting in a chair, and was completely tied up with rope. Human Sunset attempted desperately to budge, but it appeared as though the ropes were too strong to allow her to break free.
While attempting to escape, the desperation from Human Sunset ended up creating a lot of noise, and as a result of this, two of Gilda's cronies went into the room to investigate. Although initially concerned at the possibility of their captive prisoner breaking her restraints, they simply let their guard down when noticing she was still stuck to the chair like glue, thanks to those strong ropes. They simply looked at Human Sunset and smirked, believing any bit of effort she made now was futile. As a result of this, Human Sunset's mood began to shift to direct rage, especially given how she had no idea who either of these girls were.
"If you punks know what's good for you, you're going to untie these ropes now, OR ELSE." Human Sunset gave a very stern warning to the girls standing in front of her.
"Hmph, well you didn't say please, so I'm afraid your request is denied." Teased the girl with curly white hair. "Regardless, the Canterlot Street Gang has a reputation to keep when it comes to punishing those who meddle with our mugging operations."
"Besides, you really believe you got the guts and muscle to take down a gang of school dropouts like us?" Asked the girl with a black beanie and leather jacket. "You might've taken down Gilda on your own, but I'm afraid that was just pure luck. You won't be so lucky if you try to take all of us on at the same time. We'll pound you into guacamole and leave you on the streets for those raccoons, you hear!?"
"That's right, ever since we stopped going to those boring dumps with all those annoying teachers, it certainly gave us a lot more time to build our upper body strength." Said the curly haired girl. "What can you really do now, you're just one of those punk school kids after all."
"Don't you even go there!" Human Sunset snapped. "I never even got to finish my freshman year of high school, and I was working out at a gym nonstop after dropping out for the sake of toughening myself up. If anything, you both should really watch your mouths right now, before I rip them off of your smug faces!"
"Ooooh, we're so scared." The beanie girl said, sarcastically. "Listen, if you know what's best for you, you'll stay put right here until Gilda gets back. She's out mugging some other people at night blind, after what you did in trying to be a Mrs. Goody-Two Shoes!"
"What are you even talking about!?" Human Sunset asked, both angry and confused. "I don't even know who either of you are, or anybody named Gilda!"
"Don't pretend you forgot getting into a fight with our gang leader, because you wanted to help out some little girl!" The curly haired girl tried to remind her. "We all had to go to bed hungry that night since you tried to play the hero! Well, once Gilda gets back, we'll all make sure that you'll finally pay off your debt with your life."
"Maybe Gilda gave her amnesia when she knocked her out or something." The beanie girl joked. "Either way, we're all ready to get our ultimate revenge on you, that's for sure."
"Whoever this Gilda is, she's certainly going to get pulverized once I'm free of these ropes!" Human Sunset threatened. "And don't think I'll go easy on either of you two when I'm through with her! I'm letting you know with certainty that you have no idea who you're messing with right now!"
"You already had no idea who you were messing with when you interfered with our little mugging business." The beanie girl replied. "And don't even try calling out for help, you're now in the basement of our hideout, an old and abandoned building that nobody ever checks. Get comfy, because this might be the last time you'll ever get to feel actual comfort!"
Just then, Gilda had finally returned from her mugging spree, where she managed to come back with $700 she had stolen from Filthy Rich's wallet. As Gilda entered the basement to flaunt her money at her cronies, the two girls had left the room to huddle with their leader, while Human Sunset saw this as an opportunity to find any way to get out of her restraints. Even if she believed she could take all three of these girls on, being restrained like this was certainly going to limit her ability, making it so escaping the ropes was a priority. She looked around the room and noticed a switch blade on a table behind her. Since Gilda and the other girls were paying too much attention counting the money, they didn't immediately hear Human Sunset kicking the table with the back of her boot, making the blade drop to the ground. She then tugged one of her arms in vain, and miraculously was able to get at least one arm free, which was all she needed. Looking behind the chair, she kept one eye focused on the door to make sure the girls wouldn't catch her trying to escape, while also looking at where the blade was.
Since Gilda had managed to return with a much heftier wad of cash than she usually would when mugging people at night, she and the other girls were too astonished and overjoyed to really take notice of any noises coming from their prisoner's room. Human Sunset finally managed to get ahold of the blade, then began to carefully cut the ropes behind her back, trying not to cut her own arm in the process. Eventually, she managed to fully get free from the rope's restraints, but decided to still remain in place for two reasons. Firstly, before she was ready to pound these girls into smithereens, she wanted to at least get an idea of just what was happening, assuming they all supposedly already knew something about 'her'. Secondly, since she was played with a cheap shot by Gilda using a plank of wood, she wanted to also take these girls by surprise, playing dirty in return as a result. As Human Sunset continued to pretend being tied up, she sat in her chair until the two girls returned back into the room, accompanied by Gilda.
"Haha, you ever seen such a bigger wad of cash than that?" Gilda waved the money in Sunset's face in an attempt to make her mad or jealous. "I certainly lucked out when I saw some old rich dude wandering the streets who didn't believe in credit cards!"
"Good for you." Human Sunset said with sarcasm. "Maybe you should put that money to some good plastic surgery toward your face, cause that's where you really need it!"
"Pfft, oooooh, ohhhhhh, that, that actually hurt my feelings!" Gilda pretended to feel insulted, before laughing it off. "You're just all talk right now, you act as if us girls on the rough side of town lack any thick skin whatsoever. Try to insult me now, no problem! I'll just take my anger out on you with my baseball bat!"
"Hmph." Human Sunset rolled her eyes. "Well while we're talking now before you choose to pulverize me, do you by any chance even know who I am?"
"Well, let's just say that after our first little encounter a few days ago, I ended up doing some digging around town by describing your appearance." Gilda began explaining. "It took a little while before I was able to surmise that you must've been that Sunset Shimmer girl at Canterlot High. That do-gooder who's apparently well known for originally ruling the school with an iron fist, yet is now somehow one of the top students there who has everyone's respect. Upon further investigation, I even learned she's good friends with my sworn enemies, Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash."
"Alright, if you say so." Human Sunset continued playing along. "And just what would you want with me if I happened to be this Sunset Shimmer person you claim me to be?"
"Well, I'm sure the rest of my gang have already spelled it out solidly for you." Gilda huffed. "We'll be teaching you a lesson for snooping around our mugging operation at night, as well as getting into a fight with me. And even if you hadn't, being friends with my sworn enemies is also just as good of a reason for me to give you a real thrashing, you hear!? Besides, it's always just satisfying for us to relish in the idea of beating up educated school punks like yourself. I loathe the fact that there's so many new kids getting a good education these days who don't deserve it!"
"In case it wasn't already obvious to you, I'm just like you all!" Human Sunset spat. "Ever since I dropped out of school during my high school freshman year, I've always had a fierce resentment toward anybody else lucky enough to get a good education too! Without finishing school, no place ended up hiring me, and I might as well just become homeless for the rest of my life! But this is the life I chose, because living in poverty now was my only choice to escape the prolonged bullying that went on forever at school! Surely you can relate, since you all either dropped out or got expelled yourselves!?"
"Hmph, so you actually understand what we dropouts have to struggle with when it comes to making do with whatever we can find or steal?" Gilda raised an eyebrow. "When I got expelled from Canterlot High, no place would ever hire me either, especially with my criminal record. So if you actually understood this yourself, then how come you still tried to keep me from making a quick buck with that girl's phone!? You realized you just stole an easy fifty bucks for me?"
"Let's just say... I've done some digging myself to learn that I seemingly have a... twin sister, from the looks of it." Human Sunset tried her best to explain her theory. "Look, I don't know what this 'Sunset Shimmer' did with you, but you shouldn't be having any issues with me when I never got to experience the luxury of finishing school myself! I don't care what you do when it comes to stealing from people! In fact, I'd encourage you to do so, especially to those who've wronged you heavily in the past, like my former school bully who made me end up in this awful life I have now! All I can say with certainty is, it's not fair that we have to live out these rough lives just because some dumb and arbitrary school decided that fate for us all! I don't know what you're talking about regarding a girl's phone and fifty bucks, but just know that I had nothing to do with that!"
"Hmph, are you really trying to impress us with fairy tales instead of being ready to take your punishment?" Gilda rolled her eyes, not believing the seeming fibs she was just told.
"Gilda... is it possible that she might be telling the truth?" The beanie girl questioned. "She seems to understand exactly why we mug people whenever we can at night, and she really seems to have no clue or memory of your first encounter with her. Not only that, but it sounds like she really despises those school kids just as much as the rest of us."
"And come to think of it, when you were describing this gal to us, didn't you say that this Sunset Shimmer you met lacked makeup?" The curly haired girl added. "This one's wearing pretty heavy eyeshadow."
"I wouldn't believe any of this until I have more solid proof." Gilda retorted. "I recognize your hairstyle, face, and voice. They all line up with that girl I had fought in that alleyway a few days ago, so whether you are her or not, it doesn't matter anyways. It'll still be satisfying for me to kick your butt if you already remind me of someone I despise! As such, get ready for me to introduce you to my favorite crowbar!"
"Alright, but just one question before you do so." Human Sunset began, before getting ready to do her surprise attack. "How are you going to kick my butt..."
Human Sunset quickly got up out of her chair, much to the sudden shock of Gilda and the other girls. She quickly did a swift kick toward Gilda's face, making her recoil in pain and fall back onto the floor.
"...if I kick yours, first?" Human Sunset finished, and was anticipating that she was going to be in one heck of a fight now.
"What are you fools still doing standing around!?" Gilda addressed her gang members, as the pain in her nose was preventing her from getting back up immediately. "GET HER!!!"
"You just made a big mistake, kid." The curly haired girl said, before getting ready to attack.
"Nobody messes with the Canterlot Street Gang!" The beanie girl addressed their gang's name to Human Sunset, before attempting to intimidate her even further. "You have no idea what you're in for now, we're all about brute strength and won't go easy on you, understand!?"
Human Sunset got her fighting stance ready, being prepared to anticipate the movement of the two girls about to pummel her. Realizing that these girls were school dropouts just like herself, it was most likely that they had plenty of time to toughen themselves up, either through intense workouts or by using illegal substances. As a result, her mind kept telling her that this was an actual life and death situation, as they weren’t just ready to beat her up, but were prepared to leave her practically dead on the streets. Given they were already the kind of girls who were used to living the rough life, it'd also seem likely that they wouldn't give any care in regards to what they might lose, and would make her lose with them in the end.
The curly haired girl quickly ran up to Human Sunset, attempting to knock her out with a quick swing to the face. To Human Sunset, this attack only seemed like a beginner's move, as she was able to quickly anticipate the movements before swerving out of the way and tackling the girl to the ground. Human Sunset then headbutted her whilst on the ground, sending a wave of pain to the girl's stomach.
"Aghhhhhh... cheap shot!" The curly haired girl grumbled on the ground.
As Human Sunset got back up, she was almost anticipating the beanie girl to start running toward her, and saw that her prediction was right, as she got punched several times while trying to get on her feet again. After realizing the punches were following a consistent pattern, Human Sunset instinctively blocked one of the punches with her wrist, much to the surprise of the beanie girl, who was expecting her to simply sit there and take her combos. Thanks to Human Sunset's immense strength, she grabbed the beanie girl by the fists and began spinning in a circle to add some velocity, before throwing the girl's body and having her slam against a brick wall.
"You ain't getting away that easily!" The beanie girl said, getting back up almost immediately, as the curly haired girl also did the same.
"I think it's about time we rush her together, she can't take all of us on at the same time!" The curly haired girl advised.
"Right, you are!" Gilda said in agreement to her crony. "Well, Sunset Shimmer? I hope you've been living a good life, because we're about to end it all for you right here, right now!"
"I'd rather just get out of here instead, not cause I'm actually afraid of you punks, but because you're not even worth my time and energy!" Human Sunset said, sternly.
"Tough luck for you, the basement door's made of solid titanium, and the only way you'll get out is with the key!" Gilda smirked, before holding the key in front of Human Sunset's face, trying to tease her. "Unfortunately, we aren't giving you the key anytime soon! You two, hold her off for a bit while I find my crowbar!"
Gilda then ran away into another one of the basement rooms, trying to find her weapon, before leaving Human Sunset with the two other girls once more. Seeing how quickly they were able to get up before, despite how powerful her attacks from earlier would've been, Human Sunset understood that she needed far more destructive tactics to ensure that these girls stayed down, so that she could then focus on Gilda separately and get the key to escape. To Human Sunset, something about both of these girls reminded her of Indigo Zap and Sugarcoat, which certainly made her desire to fight flare up immensely. She simply imagined these girls as her former school bullies, motivating her to finally show what she's made of, now that she knew she was certainly a fighting machine.
"Alright, you girls really wanted to play?" Human Sunset said with confidence. "Bring it on!"
"Show her what we got for her!" The beanie girl said, as the curly haired girl attempted to tackle Human Sunset this time around.
Human Sunset pretended to be tackled at first to boost the curly haired girl's confidence, but then turned the tackle around by doing a reverse grapple. She then punched her in the face several times in an erratic pattern, before suddenly kicking her on the side. The last move was extra painful, due to Human Sunset's boots having spikes on them. After kicking her down, she heard the beanie girl approach from behind and quickly jumped out of the way at the last minute, letting her hit the hard ground. This girl with the beanie appeared to be tenacious, being able to get back up almost immediately after hitting hard surfaces, and ran up trying to rush her again. Human Sunset used her wrists to block every single punch. It appeared as though despite being in a coma for several years, her fighting skills and accuracy remained intact.
The next move had unfortunately caught Human Sunset off guard. The beanie girl did a leg sweep to knock her off of her feet, making her lose balance before swinging at her face. Human Sunset flew back with some force, but seemed to shrug it off rather quickly, and saw the girl now running up to her as she was laying against the wall. Realizing how dirty of a move the leg sweep was, Human Sunset waited until the girl got close enough, before doing a leg sweep back, sending her to the ground. Human Sunset then punched the girl's face and stomach, before doing a final slam with both of her fists, sending the girl to the ground.
"Had enough yet!?" Human Sunset huffed.
"You ain't so tough..." The beanie girl tried to fight on, but that last three hit combo really did some serious damage to her. "I've seen better fighting from a forest badger!"
"Wrong answer!" Human Sunset then used her spiky boots to kick the girl on the sides, but her eyes widened when she saw the girl was then grabbing her by the leg to make her lose her balance once again.
Falling to the ground, Human Sunset was initially worried at the beanie girl getting back up, before noticing a nearby glass bottle on the ground. Seeing how the beanie girl was preparing to headbutt her on the ground, due to her movements and fighting stance, Human Sunset anticipated the headbutt well, and did quick movements as the girl was about to use her skull to collide with any sensitive areas of her body. Human Sunset then quickly took the glass bottle and broke it over the girl's head, finally knocking her out unconsciously.
With both of the girls knocked out, it was now time to chase after Gilda, and more specifically, the key that would let her escape this basement. Human Sunset began running into the other room, but was surprised to see that for a basement, this area was rather huge, likely a sign that these gang girls hung out here a lot and stashed their stolen goods all over. However, she didn't have to search the entire area for Gilda, as the aforementioned gang leader came out of one of the entrances with a large crowbar in her grip.
"You pathetic little coward!" Human Sunset addressed Gilda. "Hiding behind your friends while you get tools? You can't even fight me with your bare fists, it seems."
"I've already learned my lesson the first time around, fool!" Gilda snapped. "Plus, at least I have friends while you don't, like the loser you are! Let's see how you'll try to block a solid steel crowbar!"
Human Sunset looked around the room quickly, realizing that a crowbar was certainly something she could not block with her wrists, unlike fists. Luckily, there was a nearby piece of scrap metal on the floor, which seemed to come from an old computer that was stolen by the gang years ago. Human Sunset held the metal plate in front of her like a shield, ready to deflect any swings from Gilda's crowbar, as Gilda simply smirked.
"Heh, you've resorted to using tools yourself now?" Gilda said, rather amused. "You're a clever little pigeon, huh?"
Gilda then used her crowbar to make a hard swing onto the metal plate, cracking and denting it slightly. Human Sunset continued holding it in place, as the plate would at least give her some temporary defense before it got worn out. Gilda kept on swinging over and over, before the plate eventually cracked in two.
"Haha, you're not as clever or tough as you think you are, kid." Gilda smirked again. "You'll need a lot more help than that if you think you'll stand up to my solid steel!"
Although now backed into a corner with Gilda hot on her tail, Human Sunset didn't lose hope just yet. She knew that she was already a proficient fighter from those training days at the gym, but realized that she herself at least had one advantage that this Gilda girl supposedly lacked, brains. Using her head, Human Sunset attempted to use reverse psychology, but was about to do something else further that would be guaranteed to completely throw her off.
"You wouldn't be so tough if it wasn't for that crowbar!" Human Sunset spat.
"Pfft, are you really trying to fool me again with that reverse psychology nonsense?" Gilda rolled her eyes. "You're finished, and this crowbar will definitely make certain of that-"
But before Gilda could even finish, Human Sunset grabbed several rocks on the ground and began chucking them at Gilda's face, making her flinch back in pain once more. Despite the rocks being rather small, they were surprisingly effective at pushing Gilda back, as it gave Human Sunset the advantage of having ranged projectiles, while Gilda was only stuck with a melee crowbar.
"MY EYES!!!" Gilda screeched, as she blindly tried to use her crowbar to deflect Sunset's projectiles at ease. 
However, this was exactly what Human Sunset was hoping, as she then snuck behind Gilda, and anticipated that since her eyes were in pain after getting rocks thrown at her face, she would then blindly try to make her way over to where she remembered her enemy was in the corner. Gilda did so, and was prepared to bring the crowbar down onto her opponent's head, only to instead hit nothing but the hard floor. Just as Gilda realized she had missed, Human Sunset kicked her from behind, making her fall into the corner and finally drop her crowbar. Human Sunset then grabbed both the crowbar and Gilda's shirt by the collar, picking her up to let her know personally that she had lost.
"Who's in charge now, huh!?" Human Sunset asked Gilda rhetorically, as Gilda tried her best to ease herself of the pain from that kick. "I can't hear you right now, who's the leader of this gang now, you punk!? Answer me!"
"You are..." Gilda held her head in pain.
"What was that, I couldn't hear you!" Human Sunset shouted.
"You are!" Gilda repeated.
"One more time, and louder!" Human Sunset said, still not satisfied.
"YOU ARE!!!" Gilda finished, trying desperately to let her know that she had finally given up.
"That's right, it's me!" Human Sunset said, before throwing Gilda to the ground, as she moaned in pain. "Now listen here, you punks aren't ever going to mess with me ever again, and you all work for me from now on, you understand!?"
"Yes, just no more, please!" Gilda whimpered, especially now that Human Sunset had her crowbar. "We're sorry if we've given you a hard time, we'll be good from now on! H-Here, take the money and key that leads outside, just don't hurt me anymore!"
Gilda handed Human Sunset the key and cash she had stolen out of her pocket, desperately hoping that she would take the bribe and leave. Human Sunset did so, and simply walked upstairs to get out of the basement, satisfied at what her fighting skills and ingenuity had done for her to escape a good thrashing from some girls she didn't even know at all. At least, Human Sunset assumed that they were primarily having a vendetta toward the other Sunset, who was claimed to have been meddling with their constant mugging sprees, and she herself would've been no different. After all, she didn't have room to talk as far as being a thief who stole from people, given how she just took Gilda's money, and had stolen Indigo's cash long ago, though in her mind, it felt justified. She wasn't necessarily mugging innocent strangers who didn't deserve it, she was simply getting back at those who wronged her horribly, such as being a terrible school bully, or kidnapping her.
Making her way out of the basement with the key, and eventually leaving the building itself, Human Sunset was able to recognize that the building was located in one of the city's corners, which admittedly was only several blocks away from Canterlot High. This was obvious, given how there was a convenient sign nearby that pointed out CHS was right around the corner. Looking back at the building she had just left, it looked like an incredibly old and abandoned building, likely left behind to deteriorate, as nobody seemed interested in purchasing a lease. It felt like an ideal place for those girls to be hiding with their stolen goods, but being in a disclosed location only meant that they'd be more likely to get cornered and trapped should they get caught.
Human Sunset didn't particularly seem interested in calling the police on those girls, especially since she had no idea who they even were. She had no real vendetta or tragic past with them, compared to Sugarcoat, Principal Cinch, and Indigo Zap, and kept in mind that she was just as, if not more guilty than those gang girls for being a crook. Trying to become a hero who'd bring justice to the city was the furthest thing on her mind at the moment as far as she was concerned. Instead, Human Sunset was mostly just curious on not only why there was another version of herself existing around here, but why this other Sunset's existence took her away from her own world. Heading to this Equestria place might've been her first priority, but she decided first to visit an old place she hadn't been to for years.
Although Human Sunset just got out of a fight, she didn't have much of an issue returning back to Solstice's old home, mostly to live out some feelings of sentiment. Her fighting skills and aggressive nature had helped her escape from Gilda and those lackeys with only minimal scratches on her face, so it definitely made her satisfied to know that she was more than capable of handling anyone foolish enough to mess with her once more, especially those people at Crystal Prep Academy. After walking down the streets far enough, Human Sunset eventually made it all the way back to her old house, the same place where her mother had fallen ill, and her father straight-up abandoned the family. It brought unpleasant memories back briefly, though it was primarily the memories of her mother which kept her motivated to return for a little while.
Entering her old home with the key she still had in her pocket, Human Sunset first stored the $700 she had taken from Gilda into one of the drawers, but then blankly stared at a picture frame hung above her couch in the living room. It was a family photo consisting of Solstice, Sunspot, and Human Sunset herself, back when she was more known as 'Sunny S.' shortly after graduating middle school. Human Sunset took the picture off of the wall, now sighing in sadness, especially after everything she had went through up until this point in her life.
"I just... feel like I've lost my whole family..." Human Sunset said to herself. "I have nobody left, no friends or family, no opportunity to get a good job, and no chance to turn my life back around anymore. I'm past the point of no return, and as a result, I might become just like those girls in that old building that tried to hurt me. If I can't get a good career or chance to make things right, I might just be homeless for the rest of my life, on top of being forced to mug innocent people just to survive."
Looking at the photo further, seeing her father's face only made Human Sunset resent him even more, the way he was smiling and looking happy for her daughter. After what happened at Crystal Prep, Human Sunset felt she had every right and reason to believe Sunspot was always only happy, simply for the fact that he had a potential meal ticket who could one day buy him a nice car and mansion. He might've wanted his family to escape poverty, but that certainly didn't change the fact that no matter how hard she worked for school, it was never enough to satisfy him. Human Sunset then looked to her mother's face in the photo, still saddened by how things ended for her. Even sadder was the fact that Solstice could no longer hold or speak to her daughter, giving off the tragic feeling to Human Sunset that her mother truly was nothing more than a memory now, despite promising that she'd still be by her side and protect her, even after passing.
"Mom..." Human Sunset said, while looking at her mother in the photo. "I'm so sorry, but I'm afraid I have no choice now if I'm going to continue living on here. I'll never get a good job with what happened in school, so it looks like I'll have to steal from others just to survive, and possibly end up in jail one day. I've already stolen money from my old bully, so I'm not sure if the police are still looking for me, but I now fully believe one thing about my life, regardless. I'm not proud of this life I've chosen ever since I dropped out of school... but I'm not ashamed either. I've already gotten my revenge against Principal Cinch, my bullies, and those gang girls who tried to fight me, but now it looks like I'm going to have to start getting revenge against someone new. Someone who's way too familiar... and seemingly stole my entire life and identity away from me. I love you, mom. Whatever happens to me, I hope we can still meet each other again when I'm gone too..."
Human Sunset placed the picture frame back on the wall, but still made a face of disgust whenever she had even the slightest glimpse of Sunspot's face. Although speaking to her late mother regarding swearing revenge on this supposed imposter Sunset, she was still just as adamant on swearing revenge against her father too, as it was his constant neglect and unreasonable expectations that pushed her over the edge. Getting back against Sunspot seemed unrealistic, as she would have no idea where her father would be nowadays, though presumably with a new wife and family, as he had hinted this shortly following his divorce with Solstice. Regardless, given how Sunspot never once gave his daughter his time of day when Solstice was usually busy working, on top of not acting proud of her becoming #2 at Crystal Prep Academy, Human Sunset was adamant that he was just as awful and selfish as Principal Cinch.
Going over to the kitchen, Human Sunset used water from the sink to wash off her small injuries from the fight, and took a few crackers out of the cupboard and snacked on them briefly, mostly because she needed some energy before heading over to this Equestria place supposedly located at Canterlot High. Before focusing on that thought, she was still initially curious at how her life was going to move forward, especially if no places would hire her without even having a high school diploma. On the kitchen's countertop laid a few envelopes that Human Sunset had forgotten to look at, as it seemed they were placed there the day she rushed Solstice to the hospital after she had fallen ill. Figuring that it was nice to at least check what the envelopes contained, Human Sunset ripped them up, only to mostly find junk mail she had no interest in. However, one of them had a notification congratulating Solstice for being able to completely pay off the house's mortgage.
This fact made Human Sunset much more adamant that she'd rather go around mugging people and risk ending up in jail, as she wouldn't have been willing to go as far as selling the home just to survive. It had way too much sentimental value to her, and she simply wouldn't let her mother's sacrifice in working hard to paying off the mortgage only be in vain. Plus, selling a whole house simply for the sake of her own survival in her eyes seemed absolutely selfish and appalling to her mother's legacy. Given how selfish her own father turned out to be, Human Sunset was certain that she would keep the house around to honor Solstice, while believing she couldn't become as selfish and shallow as Sunspot. Plus, if she were to investigate this Equestria place and find a solution to rid this other Sunset imposter for good, she would still have a home and life to live. A rough life, but at least something more than being trapped in another indefinite coma.
Being prideful enough to accept that she'd have to endure tragedy and hardship for the rest of her life, it didn't matter now. What was important in her mind, was going forward to investigate where this other Sunset had come from, and possibly finding a way to ensure she'd never come back again, stealing her name, identity, life, and existence from her. Exiting Solstice's home after finishing her meal, Human Sunset began recalling the exact route Sunspot used to drive her to Crystal Prep Academy, which always had a brief glance of Canterlot High along the way. Although she was thankful her father at least had the courtesy to give her rides to school, it didn't go much beyond that. He had never asked her about her day, and always sped off on the gas as soon as his daughter stepped off his vehicle and closed the door. This definitely hammered in the reminder for Human Sunset that her father would be her next target for seeking revenge upon, should she ever find him again.
This thought aside, Human Sunset continued following the route she had remembered, as she appeared to have a clear mental image of how she always got to Crystal Prep Academy from home. Then, coming out of the business areas and eventually stumbling into a more open and designated space, there it was in front of her. Human Sunset saw the school she had turned down years ago, believing now that her decision to not attend this school back then might've been a mistake. Neither of her parents really forced her to specifically become a Crystal Prep student, it was mostly her own decision at the mere thought of becoming successful there to ensure her family wouldn't have to worry about money ever again. She wouldn't really know now, but regardless, it didn't matter to her anymore. She already had this big and annoying mess of a life she chose, so it was already too late to think of such matters after the fact.
Human Sunset looked around the school for a while, specifically repeating to herself to find a horse statue pedestal somewhere. After searching around in circles for a few minutes, she became stumped, and began having thoughts that she was now simply wasting her time on a wild goose chase, based on a hunch from vague hints. It was still entirely possible that the other Sunset's diary and that Pinkie girl were just making things up, and that some portal around these parts was nothing more than a figment of their imagination. As Human Sunset was prepared to give up her search after seeing no horse statue in sight, she suddenly remembered a far more crucial detail.
She was vaguely told that it was a horse statue PEDESTAL, not necessarily an actual horse statue. Unknown to her, the horse statue in question was blown to pieces years ago, after the Human Twilight unleashed the magic in her device and transformed into Midnight Sparkle, and used her magic for utter destruction. It still wasn't particularly clear to anybody at the time, but this action in turn, created a crack at the top of the pedestal, causing Equestrian magic to leak in, including several bits of magic that would later become the girls' element geodes at Camp Everfree. Both Pony Sunset and the Human Twilight had touched upon this briefly during the Camp Everfree Crystal Ball, but still disregarded what was the cause. This unknowingly led to such events as Juniper Montage obtaining a magical mirror, or Vignette Valencia having a destructive teleportation phone.
The reason behind why no new magic had appeared recently, was mostly due to how the crack began to slowly erode over time, thus repairing the opening to prevent new magic from leaking in. Despite this, it was still puzzling as to how actual Equestrian artifacts like the Time Twirler and Memory Stone found their ways here, but Pony Sunset learned it was heavily implied to be the work of Clover the Clever, thanks to some help from Princess Twilight and Celestia. The result of magic becoming a much less common occurrence in the human world continuously solidified Pony Sunset's desire to return to Equestria for a while, since due to the crack repairing itself, she genuinely had no new magic left in the world, other than her geode. No other Equestrian artifacts had really come up, or anything remarkable that would've kept her interested to stick around, especially since graduation at CHS was just around the corner.
Going back to Human Sunset's motives, she kept looking around and eventually saw what looked like a solid block of stone sitting at the school's front, but no horse statue in sight. Considering how this was the only thing on the entire school's outdoor campus that remotely looked like it once held a statue, she believed she had finally found what supposedly was the way into Equestria, where she would most likely get answers for what she herself was going through. Before heading in, Human Sunset checked her pockets to find she was still holding on to that piece of scroll she had taken from the diary earlier, which seemed to be of some importance if it was linked to that other Sunset, shortly before she made her way into this world.
Human Sunset initially checked the other three surfaces of the stone pedestal, curious at understanding where this portal might possibly be hidden. Seeing how they were all initially nothing more than a solid and flat surface with nothing of importance on them, she began to once again have the feeling that she was going crazy for believing a magical portal of all things, would be existing on an arbitrary location such as this. But after checking those three surfaces, she then checked the final side that was facing directly to the front of the school, and began to see her arm glowing, just as the 'surface' revealed itself to be an illusion, covering up what looked like a passageway. Human Sunset's eyes widened, and she instinctively pulled her arm back for a second, rather freaked out, yet astonished at what she just witnessed. 

Given how human beings also had no problem entering Equestria, much like the Human Twilight and Rainbow Dash during the spring break cruise, Human Sunset was just as capable of going through, ready to finally make her way in. Although intrigued at how well-hidden this portal's entrance was, she was now anxious at the possibility of discovering why there was an imposter in her world, and finally understanding what could've caused her to fade out of existence years ago...

	
		Chapter 54: A Clever Legacy



Human Sunset entered the portal and got sent into what looked like a spiraling wormhole, before being teleported to an old and dusty looking library. Although Princess Twilight was mostly focusing on her royal duties, she had already ordered several of her royal guards to carry a majority of the moving packages and items from the Castle of Friendship to Canterlot, and more specifically, the castle which once belonged to Princess Celestia and Luna. Twilight had already finished packing everything the day before her coronation, and let the royal guards do their job as she was celebrating with her friends and getting used to her new responsibilities. However, one thing she also specifically did herself was placing the Crystal Mirror in the Canterlot library's restricted section, as she wanted to ensure Pony Sunset's entrance back home would be in a safe place, and she also wanted to conduct some research on the mirror itself in her free time. 
The Crystal Mirror along with the entire convoluted setup Twilight had used to keep the portal open indefinitely was all intact and placed neatly near the library's entrance, along with the old journal powering it up. As a result, when Human Sunset arrived, she fell onto the ground, but was rather confused at where she was now. Initially to her, it just looked like a creepy and old abandoned steeple with a library, similar to the building where those gang girls had taken her. She didn't even immediately notice she was now in a pony's body, as coming here to this supposed Equestria place entailed focusing on her main mission in learning what could've caused her seeming disappearance from her own world.
Human Sunset's first instinct upon remembering this was reaching into her pocket to find that scroll piece again, only to find she had no pockets. In fact, she wasn't even wearing any clothes now, and appeared to have an animal's body from her waist-down. This was incredibly confusing and off-putting, the mere thought of her now being an indecently exposed filthy animal. But as she looked back onto the same mirror her pony counterpart had stared at admirably years ago, she suddenly saw a reflection of herself as a... horse? A four-legged animal, she knew that with certainty, but had no idea what this strange cone protruding out of her head was. Then, it suddenly hit her.
"Wait a minute..." Human Sunset said to herself whilst staring at her reflection, before getting on all fours. "Have I suddenly become that same four-legged animal in that dark area before I got engulfed by that void? It seems like I've become a horse from the looks of it, but I certainly look pretty strange for a horse. For that matter, I can even talk while being a horse? I've never heard of any animals talking other than parakeets, but... that's besides the point. Where even am I, is this that Equestria place I read about in the diary? And for that matter, if I no longer have pockets, what happened to that-"
Human Sunset ruffled her hair to process everything, before noticing something falling out of her mane and onto the ground. Although she lost her clothes after transforming into a pony, the scroll piece was still intact and with her, but now it seemed awkward to pick it up, as she no longer had hands. She tried over and over to pick it up, but lacking fingers most certainly proved to be a challenge, not helped by the fact that being in this new place to her, raised far more questions than answers. Eventually, after being desperate enough to even get her mouth dirty, she instinctively just picked up the scroll piece with her teeth, unamused and also disgusted at putting something that's been on the floor in her mouth.
"This is going to get really awkward if I stick around here, I just need to learn what's been happening and why there's an imposter back in my world." Human Sunset said to herself in clenched teeth. "At least, I assume I'm now in a different world, since I don't remember seeing colorful talking horses where I come from."
As such, Human Sunset decided it was likely best to not stay here longer than she needed to, it was mostly a matter of learning where this fake Sunset had come from, and why specifically her existence created this detrimental effect to herself. The idea of magic being involved was still completely beyond Human Sunset's comprehension, to where she decided to simply roll with it, realizing that whatever was the case, she had to know, one way or another. Given how this place was a library with shelves of books all over, it at least gave her the idea to read up on anything to help her understand, even if there appeared to be thousands of old books to choose from. This might be her only opportunity to learn what had happened when that void had taken her, meaning that even if she was going to be here for a while, so be it.
Since Human Sunset still couldn't read what the scroll piece was saying, she released it from her mouth and placed it onto her hoof, which she was still getting used to having, at least for now. To save her the trouble of carrying it everywhere with her mouth, she tucked it into her mane, much like her pony counterpart did when she secretly took it from that history book back then. It was time to begin doing some heavy research, even if she had to do it one book at a time. Going off of what she already knew, she realized she had to at least look for any books revolving around the human world, a portal, and a void that trapped her. Unfortunately, much like Princess Celestia, who had already triple-checked and searched the absolute full extent of the library during her reign, Human Sunset wasn't having any luck finding a book that was remotely relevant to the topic she was hoping to learn about.
Most books only elaborated on ancient spells and legendary creatures which had already been labeled as extinct from Equestria, but this at least let Human Sunset know for certain that she was now indeed in that Equestria place she was looking for. Considering how it was definitely likely for that imposter Sunset to return, which would potentially put her through that void nightmare once more, Human Sunset was adamant on ensuring she could completely understand what had happened, and if there was any way to prevent the imposter from coming back. The desperate nature of her research created a lot of noise as she was vaguely skimming the books for answers, which in turn, caught the attention of somepony who was finishing up organizing the outside Canterlot library, and was ready to hit the hay.
Twilight Sparkle had finished rearranging the library in a way that would help her find whatever she needed comfortably, as it was time to close up and rest for the night, since it was nearly 3 AM. However, the distinct sound of books being thrown to the floor began to vaguely make itself apparent, even if the library's restricted section was a floor below where Twilight currently was. The princess followed the noise downstairs, realizing that someone had made their way into the one section of the library she still had yet to organize, which was also currently off-limits. Understanding the potential danger, Twilight quickly grabbed the secret books on the shelf that activated a hidden lever, opening up the entrance to the secret room. She also had her horn ready to blast magic, in case she had to fight this seeming intruder.
It didn't make a lot of sense to the princess as to how someone knew about the restricted section, and why they were there this late. Since no one else seemingly knew of the secret area's existence other than herself, Celestia, Luna, and Sunset Shimmer, Twilight surmised it was most likely someone who had a personal vendetta toward Celestia, or attempting to steal ancient Equestrian knowledge for themselves. Rushing in to find the intruder as quickly as she could, she eventually saw a trail of books on the floor, leading to a pile in the corner. This certainly gave off the impression that the intruder was looking for something specific, furthering Twilight's concern to apprehend the culprit before it was too late. However, after searching another one of the rooms in this hidden library, the princess saw the pony who was responsible, and breathed a sigh of relief upon realizing it seemingly wasn't someone dangerous or vengeful.

"Ohhhhh, thank Celestia." Twilight wiped the sweat off of her face. "It's just you, Sunset. I really thought for a second there that someone dangerous was robbing the library's restricted section."
"Errr, yeah, that's right." Human Sunset said, awkwardly.
Out of the fear that whoever was behind her would most likely notice anything different about her, Human Sunset didn't turn around yet to reveal her face, as exemplified with the street gang from earlier, when one of them had claimed that the fake Sunset lacked eyeshadow, which she still had, based on the reflection she saw in the mirror. Human Sunset mostly tried to play things off, hoping that she wouldn't get captured or punished for trespassing. It seemed fine though, as whoever had found her seemed to already know and trust 'Sunset Shimmer'.
"Well, I guess it makes sense now why you're here." Twilight began surmising. "To my knowledge, you're the only pony other than myself who knows of this hidden library, after Princess Celestia showed us how to get in last time. I'm also sorry for forgetting to mention that I had moved the Crystal Mirror here, just to ensure you'll have a safe and easy way back into the Human World. But it looks like you found it on your own."
"Thanks, I guess." Human Sunset continued playing along. "You don't mind the mess I just made, do you?"
"Oh, not at all." Twilight reassured. "My hope was for you to get as comfortable as you'd like during your return to Equestria, and you've already mentioned to me that you'd be more interested in relearning magic, so it's okay. I've said that I'm willing to give you that freedom in choosing when to level up in your studies, and promised I wouldn't hold you back from trying to study new magic you didn't quite understand, so you're technically the only pony I've granted permission to be here, especially since you've been here before. Besides, I don't mind the mess, considering I still have yet to reorganize this place in my own free time. In some ways, you've probably just given me a head start."
"Alright, thanks for being so understanding." Human Sunset breathed a sigh of relief. "By the way, what should I do if I find something in say... one of those books that appears to be written in a language I can't read?"
"Oh?" Twilight said with curiosity. "Well for that, I guess you could use the archive's mechanical catalog on the right from the main room. Remember when Princess Celestia showed us, but it broke apart after not being used for presumably hundreds of years? I already fixed it myself in my free time, but that catalog does have a translator if you're having trouble reading something that's in a language you don't recognize. All you have to do is scan what you're trying to translate under the bottom left scanner, then pull the right lever, which will print out what it says in English. And as far as I'm aware, it shouldn't have issues with not recognizing any language, considering it's a catalog that was specifically designed to organize ancient Equestrian books for many centuries."
"Okay, I got it then." Human Sunset replied, relieved that there was an easy way to translate her scroll piece. "Thank you very much for your help."
"Anything for you, Sunset." Twilight smiled. "But if you don't mind me asking, why are you back here in Canterlot and doing research on magic this late at night? After our last meeting earlier, Starlight informed me that you were heading toward Silver Shoals to see Celestia, so I'm a little confused as to why you're not only still here in Canterlot, but in the restricted section at nearly 3 AM. And speaking of, was there a reason why you didn't let me know earlier that you wanted to come back here to do some late night studying?"
"Oh, I guess my plans just changed?" Human Sunset attempted to cover herself. "Plus, I didn't want to interrupt you or anything, considering how busy you might be."
"Oh, okay then." Twilight understood. "Thanks for being considerate of me, since... yeah, being the princess of Equestria now isn't the easiest job with how many responsibilities there are. But for the record, I'd still prefer that you check in with me from now on before coming here, just to ensure that I know for certain there's no intruders trying to steal books or artifacts from here. I was admittedly worried when I heard noises down here, and all."
"Alright, I will." Human Sunset replied. "Thanks for being an understanding person- err... pony?"
"Still trying to adapt back into Equestria after living with humans, I see?" Twilight giggled. "It's all good, I still remember that feeling myself, after all. Well anyways, I'll be heading back to the castle and calling it a night, but if you'd like to continue doing some late night studying, I'll let you do so. Though this means I'll have to lock up the library for the night, meaning you might need to sleep down here until I come back to reopen the library at 8 AM. I've set up a bed in the left room from the main foyer, so if you don't mind sleeping here for the night, I'll give you that option. Or of course, you could use the mirror to return back to the human world to sleep, whichever works better for you."
"Nice to know, but I guess I'll stay behind here in the library for the time being." Human Sunset agreed.
"Very well then." Twilight nodded her head in approval at Sunset's desire to learn, reminding her of herself. "Happy reading, but... try to at least get some sleep soon, if you'd like to see more of Equestria. And don't forget, we still have to resolve things with Rainbow Dash with the rest of the council in the afternoon, so try not to stay up too late, alright? Good night, Sunset."
"Good night... you?" Human Sunset said awkwardly, as Twilight trotted her way out of the restricted section, then exited the library, before using the key to lock the front doors.
"Hmm, is it just me, or was Sunset acting a little strange?" Twilight said to herself, as she was about to head back to her castle, before yawning. "Oh wait, that's probably it. She's most likely just tired, especially after everything she's been through during her return to Equestria. Not to mention, wanting to work extra hard in relearning magic, even if she's already earned her degree, I can respect that."
Twilight then headed all the way back to her new bedroom at the main castle, hitting the hay for the night, completely unaware that the pony she was just talking to was not the Sunset Shimmer that she knew. The princess didn't think much of it, considering it made sense why Sunset would be there. She's seen the restricted section before, it housed her way back into the Human World, and she had already mentioned wanting to learn new magic without any limitations this time around. As such, the only thing on Twilight's mind now, was how the meeting between Sunset and Rainbow Dash in front of the Council of Friendship would go the following afternoon, before falling asleep from another exhausting day.
Back in the restricted section, Human Sunset didn't have much of a care at now being locked in, since she could very easily head back through the mirror to return to her world. More importantly, she was now told how to translate the scroll piece, which might possibly give her the exact answers she had been seeking for a while. Since the many books she had already searched lacked any answers whatsoever, Human Sunset believed the scroll piece was her very last hope at getting what she wanted. Otherwise, she would most likely be here forever, only to find nothing, which ironically was exactly what had happened when Princess Celestia did the same.
Human Sunset went over to what looked like the old catalog that other pony mentioned. The device that originally fell apart as soon as Pony Sunset budged a lever, causing the scanners and parts to scatter and crumble to pieces. Luckily, since Twilight had already fixed it herself, there was no issue with using it now. Human Sunset took the scroll piece out of her mane, placed it under the bottom left scanner, then pulled a lever. To her surprise, this actually worked, even if what was written on the scroll seemed practically illegible. The catalog's side then printed out a small piece of paper, similar to a receipt printer at a store. Human Sunset grabbed the paper and read what was supposedly translated from the scroll.
"Go to the Founders of Equestria sanctuary near the library and find Clover the Clever's statue..." Human Sunset read the paper out loud. "Great, since that pony locked me in here, looks like I'm now stuck? Where am I supposed to find a sanctuary of all things?"
Human Sunset leaned against the wall, sighing in frustration, before her eyes widened at how she started leaning back even further. Looking behind her, she realized she had somehow found a hidden lever, one that seemed to completely blend in with the wall. As a result of the lever being activated, another secret door began to open from the floor, which appeared to lead into a hidden basement. Although she had just gone through a bad experience with a basement back in the human world, Human Sunset grabbed a nearby lantern and went down to investigate, as she was already locked in the library. Fortunately, this appeared to be the old sanctuary the scroll was referring to, as the stairs leading down appeared to bring her to a rather creepy but empty room, which had several ancient looking statues that hadn't been touched in quite some time. 
Nopony else, even Princess Celestia herself, had known about this room's existence, as it was a secret shrine set up by Clover the Clever to honor himself, as well as the other Founders of Equestria. Given how the Canterlot library's restricted section was already obscure, this secret shrine was even less well known, as supposedly, only Clover himself knew of his dedication in honoring all their merits together, albeit secretly. Clover had chosen to hide the room here in a hidden underground tunnel he had dug, as a library had long been built on top of it, being the restricted section. Although the other founders would've merely seen this as Clover's tribute toward them all, Clover himself used this room for a very specific purpose, as Human Sunset would soon find out.
Human Sunset trotted all the way to the bottom of the stairs, getting an eerie and unsettling vibe that someone was somehow watching her, even if they were long deceased. Across from here were six uniquely designed statues that depicted each of the original Founders of Equestria, all displayed on short marble column pedestals. Seeing the statues supposedly staring right at her didn't help matters either, it was almost as if the old founders had just awoken, displeased at now seeing somepony trespassing within their shrine. Ignoring these feelings of slight fear, Human Sunset continued on to follow what the scroll had asked of her, which was to look for the statue of Clover the Clever. 
Going from left to right, Human Sunset read the plaques on each statue in the following order. Princess Platinum, Commander Hurricane, Private Pansy, Chancellor Puddinghead, Smart Cookie, and finally, Clover the Clever. Human Sunset initially just stared at the statue with an blank expression, unsure of what the scroll was trying to point her toward. After seeing that there was seemingly nothing that could provide closure for her unanswered questions, she began talking to Clover's statue, as if the statue was alive and sentient.
"All right, I followed your orders according to your scroll." Human Sunset began a conversation with the statue. "So a deal's a deal. Can you give me an answer for why there's another version of myself back in my native world, and why I got erased from existence?"
As expected, the statue simply continued to behave like any other statue, staring on in silence and lacking any sign of life. From this, Human Sunset put a hoof on her face in frustration, thinking that this entire trip really was nothing more than a wild goose chase, as she believed she had become insane enough to attempt communication with inanimate stone statues. 
"What was the point in coming here, I'm just wasting my time now, aren't I!?" Human Sunset said to herself, before directing her rage back at Clover's statue. "I haven't found one thing in that library that tells me why I'm going through everything I have for the past few years, and you can't even give me a simple answer despite having the audacity to call yourself clever!? ANSWER ME!!!!!!"
Human Sunset grabbed the statue with her hooves out of frustration and began shaking it, almost as if she was a police officer interrogating a suspect. However, she suddenly lost control and accidentally let the statue fall off the pedestal, shattering to pieces as it collided with the floor. Shortly following this, eerie noises began to fill the room, which could not be explained, considering she was by herself. This initially had Human Sunset worry if she had suddenly brought a curse upon herself, so she instinctively closed her eyes and curled up into a ball on the floor, hoping that she wasn't about to face the wrath of a phantom for knocking over and breaking that statue.
However, after a few moments, the strange noises had suddenly stopped, as Human Sunset picked herself back up to see what she had done to that statue. Upon further investigation, she found two objects hidden within the statue's remains. One was a journal that belonged to Clover the Clever, documenting his entire journey and experiences with old Equestrian artifacts ever since he and the other founders had first established Equestria. The other was a book that was personally written by Clover, titled, 'Don't EVER go through the Crystal Mirror' on the front. The unusual thing was, there appeared to be a small note attached to the book with 'DON'T PUBLISH!!!' written on it, implying that this book was never released to the public. Regardless, Human Sunset felt that she at least finally found what she was looking for, as she picked up the journal and began reading, looking specifically for any entries making mentions of either the human world or the crystal mirror. Just like with the other Sunset's diary, she began slowly skimming the journal, until a few entries had caught her eye, urging her to begin reading them thoroughly.
Equestria's Founding, Day 39
It has nearly been 40 days since the other founders and I have established Equestria, but I fear as though the blizzard around here caused by the windigos has been getting worse every day. As a result, we've started accumulating resources and magical artifacts that could potentially help all three pony kinds deal with the cold, but one particular artifact we've obtained has been puzzling me for a while. It appears to be some kind of mirror once owned by a wealthy individual, but this one is different. Whenever I get close enough to it, my reflection begins to shift and distort to become... some creature beyond my comprehension. Once the windigos have been dealt with, I plan on returning back to this mirror to conduct further research, as even my mentor, Starswirl, doesn't understand what this mirror's purpose is either.
Human Sunset continued reading on, specifically looking for any more entries that touched upon the mirror, now that she knew the mirror, portal, and human world were all connected.
Equestria's Founding, Day 78
It was brought to my attention that after I discovered these new magical artifacts I had uncovered several days ago, their abilities would be far too dangerous and powerful to be left unchecked. One example of these is what I'm to name, the 'Time Twirler', capable of altering reality by rewinding time itself. I decided that for the sake of Equestria, this should be hidden in a place where nopony would ever find it, regardless of how good their intentions may be. Whilst contemplating where I should hide this, I was pacing around the castle and accidentally tripped on the carpet, sending myself onto the mirror. While I was initially worried about breaking the mirror or hitting my head, I was rather shocked when it had instead acted as a portal, sending me into what looked like another world. Magic might exist in Equestria and all, but this other world was on another level of astonishment. The creatures here look really weird and walk upright, including me, after I went in and saw a reflection of myself in a puddle. Regardless, this gave me the idea to bury the Time Twirler in this world, as it would be extremely unlikely for anypony in Equestria to find it here, let alone discover the existence of a completely new world. After discovering this incredible breakthrough for the first time, it makes me curious on how life would be if I lived in this world myself, but I simply could not yet. Equestria needs me, to continue ensuring safety and uniting the three pony kinds.
Although Clover was right about no one from Equestria discovering those artifacts ever again, he had never considered the possibility of human beings native to that world uncovering them, or being able to utilize their magic. Regardless, this entry gave some insight as to how an Equestrian being, much like Clover himself, considered the possibility of actually staying in the human world, which is touched upon in the very next entry as well.
Equestria's Founding, Day 79
I was curious at exploring the world through the mirror once more, only to find that the mirror was nothing more than a solid object now. I have no idea what happened to that portal, but is it entirely possible that I'm only able to enter and come back through it once? Whatever the case may be, I haven't shared of this other world's existence to anypony else yet, including Starswirl. The magic behind this world's existence is still incredibly complex to understand, meaning that I would need to discover things on my own, especially regarding my concerns on certain artifacts being too dangerous for Equestria, including this mirror itself. Whenever this mirror's portal opens once more, I can continue furthering my research.
Clover had just discovered the problem with the portal randomly closing, and waited until the exact correct day to continue studying the mirror.
Equestria's Founding, Day 108
It has been precisely 30 days, or more specifically, moons, since the portal on the mirror was last active. Although I'm supposedly able to go in and out of the portal whenever I want, I fear that the portal might randomly close again, thus leaving me trapped in the other world. As such, I will only check with my hooves to see whether or not the portal is open these next few days, determining whether or not there is a set time limit. On another note, I had also met someone in the other realm who looked and sounded just like me. We mostly considered it to be a coincidence, and got along well, as he appeared to be a kind fellow. He mentioned needing to borrow something to write on for a project, and I agreed to lend him this old journal for a while. All I can say with certainty by this point, I've never met someone else in my life who has so much in common with myself. According to him, the beings in the world are called 'humans', thus, I started nicknaming the other world, the 'Human World'.
At the time, Clover was not aware of how this other being that reminded him of himself might've been far more than simply a coincidence. The research had been slowly coming together, but the clever founder kept remembering one particular issue, which was preventing him from staying behind as much as he wanted to. For the next cycle of the time limit, Clover's old journal remained behind in the human world, while he temporarily used a substitute journal to log his daily experiences. He had also used his magic to copy and archive every older entry to ensure he wouldn't by some chance lose them for good. But by giving that human being the journal for a while, another extraordinary discovery was about to be uncovered.
Equestria's Founding, Day 148
If my research so far is anything to go by, the mirror's portal would supposedly be open for only 3 days, but then close for another 30 whenever the time limit has been reached. For the time being, the portal appears to follow this pattern consistently, meaning that the cycle would continue on for another 33 days, then rinse and repeat. As such, I could not afford to be trapped in the other world for nearly a month, given the circumstances and responsibilities I have here as one of Equestria's main founders. However, I seem to have discovered a way of exploiting the portal's time limit rule, thanks to the journal I lent to that mysterious human being I got along with last time. I had gone back to retrieve it, but something about it looked... different. I have no idea if the journal had suddenly absorbed the other world's magic, though I've somehow gotten the theory that it might be the key to let me go back whenever I want. The reason being, as soon as I took the journal back, and placed it by the mirror whilst in my world, the portal's time limit appeared to break its pattern, thus allowing me to go back on the 7th day, in which it would normally be locked up.
Much like Princess Celestia's old journal, Clover's other journal had a similar effect, since his companion in the other realm wrote notes on an object that already had magical writings on it from Equestria, which also reappeared in Clover's substitute journal, thus connecting the two worlds. Luckily for Clover, the human who wrote back didn't end up damaging the journal, thus allowing him to go back to retrieve it completely intact. Since the old journal now ran on the portal's magic by connecting both worlds, it suddenly started acting like a battery source when placed by the mirror, creating a large glow, and practically keeping the entrance ajar without any concern of it locking for good. From Clover's experience, keeping the journal away from the mirror seemed to turn it back to normal, thus making the time limit return at different intervals. Knowing this, it appeared to later on come in handy when battling a slippery being in Equestria who wielded another magical artifact.
Equestria's Founding, Day 182
After using my clever skills in outwitting an evil sorceress who was playing dirty by using the memory stone, I was able to take it from her and render her nearly powerless. Unlike other Equestrian artifacts, I decided to keep this one around, mostly to erase anypony's memory if they were to discover the truth behind this mirror. Bearing in mind that the research is something I would prefer to do on my own, without anypony else drawing their curiosity and doing something that could be disastrous. I might be risking my own safety by doing research in secret, but I decided that for the time being, it may not be as safe to let others in on this, if somepony were to enter and not understand any potential dangers in the human world. As for the sorceress, I had mostly received the word that she had been imprisoned in an ancient coffin here in Equestria, but some excavators had managed to discover and open it, thus releasing her from her eternal tomb. After defeating this sorceress, I used my magic to trap her back into her old coffin, and decided that just like with certain other artifacts, she would need to be hidden in a place where nopony would accidentally reawaken her. Entering the Human World with the coffin, I went far into a deep wooded area, discovered an abandoned old mine, and hid the coffin there to ensure her eternal slumber. In the meantime, I held onto the Memory Stone, just until my research on the mirror and other world itself were complete.
As explained, Clover took the old coffin holding the evil sorceress, and planted it in an area where she would most likely be trapped until the end of time. After this particular log, one rather creepy and unusual aspect regarding how the journal was organized, was that there appeared to be nearly no future entries that continued off of Clover furthering his research, as he had claimed to do so in that last log. To make matters even stranger, Human Sunset eventually turned to a segment where it felt as if a crucial segment of Clover's experience was purposefully gone and hidden away, once he started doing research again. For starters, she noticed that entries 276 through 278 had been ripped straight out of the journal, as well as entries 284 through 286. Following this, entry 287 made Human Sunset nearly faint from the sudden shift in tone, affirming that something did in fact go extremely wrong in the worst possible way for Clover, that he had to hide what had happened during those particular day intervals. Human Sunset read the log, as her eyes widened in shock.
Equestria's Founding, Day 287
IF ANYPONY FROM EQUESTRIA IS READING THIS NOW, HEED MY ADVICE VERY CLEARLY. DON'T EVER GO TO THE HUMAN WORLD UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES. I DON'T KNOW WHAT COULD'VE CAUSED WHAT HAD HAPPENED YESTERDAY, BUT I AM NOW PSYCHOLOGICALLY SCARRED FOR THE REST OF MY LIFE. JUST KNOW WITH CERTAINTY THAT IF YOU ARE AN EQUESTRIAN BEING, YOU DO NOT UNDERSTAND THE SEVERE CONSEQUENCES BY ENTERING THE HUMAN WORLD AND CAUSING WHAT I PERCEIVE TO BE A DIRECT EFFECT OF UPSETTING THE BALANCE BETWEEN THE TWO WORLDS. IT HAPPENED ONCE WHEN I STAYED IN THE HUMAN WORLD MYSELF FOR 72 HOURS STRAIGHT, AND THINGS MAY HAVE RETURNED BACK TO NORMAL FOR A WHILE. BUT THE SECOND TIME I WENT IN AND HAD THE EFFECT OCCUR ONCE MORE, JUST KNOW THAT I WILL NEVER BE ABLE TO FORGIVE MYSELF. I WILL SAVE YOU THE INCREDIBLY PETRIFYING TRUTH BY RIPPING OUT MY JOURNAL'S EXPERIENCE THAT DAY, AND REWRITING EVERYTHING TO SIMPLY LET YOU KNOW THAT IF YOU EVER HAVE THOUGHTS ON ENTERING THE HUMAN WORLD, JUST DON'T. STAY FAR FAR FAR FAR FAR FAR FAR FAAAAAAAAAAAR AWAY FROM IT, PLEASE!!!!!! ONCE YOU SEE WHAT TRULY HAPPENS IF YOU LET THE INBALANCE EFFECT TAKE PLACE BY STAYING IN THE HUMAN WORLD FOR 72 HOURS TWICE, YOU WILL NOT, I REPEAT, NOT SLEEP FOR A VERY LONG TIME.
As expected, this particular entry sent many chills down Human Sunset's spine, letting her know that whatever had happened, it may have had something to do with what she herself experienced when being brought before a dark area and getting both sucked up and trapped in a mysterious void that left her in a coma for years. But the main rise in concern was of course, Clover claiming that something far more worse would occur if the other Sunset were to return, putting her through it all over again. For the time being, Human Sunset felt thankful that she didn't immediately know what would happen if the other Sunset came back and stayed for more than 72 hours once again, even if she was a little disappointed she couldn't immediately satisfy her curiosity. All she knew for absolute certain was, whatever would happen, it gave her even more of a reason to ensure the fake Sunset could never return to her world again under any circumstances.
In some ways, her curiosity itself appeared to grow adamant on knowing the truth, since it appeared that this Clover being seemingly knew exactly what he was talking about. With what Clover had already written down regarding everything he knew about the mirror, it at least now gave Human Sunset the proper insight on how the mirror worked, and where this fake Sunset must've come from. Even after how traumatizing the last entry appeared to be, Human Sunset pushed on to check further logs that could give her answers, since there were other things she still wanted to understand for herself before going back to her world. But the next entry that had this didn't show up until nearly 100 entries later down the line.
Equestria's Founding, Day 384
It's been over a whole year since Equestria was founded, but I've heard back from the other founders that they might not be able to keep up with all the responsibilities they were expected to take care of. This was why we all unanimously agreed to instill the rule of a princess, as Equestria had recently started expanding into many numerous branches and systems.  As such, my master, Starswirl, had used his magic to artificially create a combination of all three pony kinds, as we had deemed them as creatures known as 'alicorns'. My master had done this on two ponies now helping rule Equestria alongside us founders, Princess Celestia and Luna, respectively. The princesses may have been doing an excellent job at settling disputes and even raising the sun and moon, but I fear as though their curiosity of magic might lead them to one day try learning about this mirror. As stated before, I had ripped out my previous entries documenting my experience, as I believed nopony should ever have to know, let alone go through what I did when I made my way into the human world. Thankfully, I still have the memory stone with me, in case I find myself in a predicament where one of the princesses catches me in the act and tries to learn about the mirror for themselves.
Whatever had shocked Clover immensely by entering the human world and causing the inbalance effect, it was clear that it was psychologically traumatic, if he went out of his way to ensure nopony else would ever know about it. Human Sunset believed that what she went through when this supposed inbalance effect took place at least gave her half of the answer, but it was the fact that Clover claimed that going through it twice would end up entailing something far more worse. Since Clover was even going as far as hiding this from the trusted princesses of Equestria, it would inevitably come to a head once the princesses did get involved after discovering something that had slipped Clover's mind.
Equestria's Founding, Day 396
I was continuing doing research on magic with Starswirl in my own time, when Princess Celestia announced that she wanted to see me for a more personal matter, by myself. As such, I briefly stopped my research with my master to go see the princess at Canterlot's castle, and during this meeting...
The rest of the log was incredibly long as far as details describing what had happened that day, but Human Sunset continued reading, visually imagining a flashback in her own head to see the events for herself. Princess Celestia was awaiting Clover the Clever in a private meeting room at the castle, pacing back and forth whilst holding a blue book. Clover had just entered the room, but his eyes immediately widened when seeing what the princess was carrying.
"Ah, Clover." Princess Celestia addressed the clever founder. "How nice of you to join me, since I have some important questions for you. Ever since I started learning far more complex magic, I was looking around the castle for new scrolls and books to help me grow in my skills, and that's when I remembered finding this book I saw you had written, which was for some reason tossed in a trash can."
"Princess, how could you!?" Clover snapped. "You should know better than to snoop around my belongings!"
"I'm sorry?" Celestia said, somewhat confused. "I was taking out the trash after having supper with you and the other founders of Equestria last night. While doing so, I noticed what looked like a perfectly good book that was somehow thrown away as well, and I had noticed it was written by you."
Clover had not mentioned this anywhere in his journal yet, but when he was conducting research on the mirror and human world in his own time, he was also secretly writing a book that documented everything he knew about the human world, in good details. Unlike his previous journal entries, this book had practically everything, from what he did during the days he made his way in, to even describing all the effects and explanations Clover had deduced from his many days of research. This even included the eventual inbalance effect that took place, which was so horrid, that it psychologically traumatized him for life. After this, was when he decided to rip out the pages from his journal that described his exact experience, alongside changing his mind in publishing the book. Believing that for everypony's sake, that the book should never be read, Clover had secretly thrown it away, not considering the possibility of anypony uncovering it for themselves, which was incredibly foolish.
"Well even so, that was not a book I intended for anypony to actually read!" Clover protested. "Please, don't tell me that you actually read it!"
"I've actually read the whole book after opening it this morning, and..." Celestia began to hear her own voice break. "What happened at the end was both astonishing and psychologically breaking. I mostly wanted to call you here to discuss what we could do about this mirror, to ensure that nopony else would ever have to go through what you did when you entered it yourself."
"All right, I can tell you where the mirror is, but I'm sorry to hear you had to find out what happened for yourself the hard way." Clover said.
"Indeed, I'll have no idea whether or not I'll be able to sleep at night once my sister raises the moon." Celestia replied. "But regardless, sounds good. I'll make a quick note of what happened, so that I don't forget, and put this book in a place where nopony will ever find it."
Although initially happy that the princess seemed to understand what he himself had believed after experiencing what he did, Clover then realized something else. After his scarring experience, he just wasn't himself anymore. He was no longer as clever and witting like before, and seemingly had difficulties fulfilling his responsibilities as one of Equestria's main founders. His traumatic experience had left him thinking of his actions every single day, distracting him constantly, to where Clover believed that if the princess herself had read such an experience, the same could happen to her. Clover also knew that he was growing old and would eventually perish one day, and just wouldn't allow a princess to continue ruling with this kind of negative psychological effect. He would not want to leave a legacy like this, being known as 'Clover the Emotionally Damaging'. As such, noticing that the princess was using a quill and scroll to write down what had happened, he was not proud of having to use the last resort, but believed that since the princess had read everything, he had no other choice.
"I'm so sorry, Princess..." Clover began, before taking the memory stone out of his saddlebag and using it on the princess. "But nopony else should ever have to live out the rest of their lives, knowing what truly happens beyond the mirror."
Princess Celestia's mind was eventually completely wiped clean of everything she read about this morning and collapsed to the floor, as Clover took the opportunity to take the book back from the princess. He also decided that he had to take care of the mirror himself, as he believed it was the only way to ensure nopony else ever learns of its true power again. Clover used his magic to erase the contents of the book, leaving all the pages practically blank. Human Sunset briefly paused to see the blue book's contents, and expected, there was nothing inside, before continuing to read on. As for the mirror itself, Clover acted fast when going around the castle, before eventually taking the mirror from his study, and placing it within a dressing room. Believing that the mirror would at least blend in with an environment where nopony would ever suspect of it being a magical artifact, Clover had hoped this would all work out, as there was no way he could hide the mirror itself in the human world. 
Unfortunately, the clever founder had let yet another crucial detail slip his mind. What Princess Celestia had already written on a scroll already gave her a partial idea on the matter, and Clover had neglected to take it away as well. As Celestia got up, with her mind completely wiped of the book's contents, she stumbled around the room in confusion, trying to remember why she was there. Then she took a quick look at the scroll, and read it aloud.
"Don't ever let anypony go through the Crystal Mirror under ANY circumstances." Celestia began reading. "Doing so will unfortunately result in upsetting the balance between the two worlds, and it involves..."
That was all that was already written on the scroll before her memory got erased with the memory stone. Despite this, the princess continued to process what this could mean.
"Wait a minute, this is my own hoofwriting!" Celestia said to herself. "There's absolutely no way I would be writing this down if it wasn't important, but unfortunately, I can't remember at all what I was writing. All I know for absolute certain is, if I ever find a crystal mirror that somepony could supposedly go through, I'll do everything I can as a princess to ensure everypony stays far away from it. How did I even know about this, I must've gotten this knowledge from a book somewhere, so I'll keep in mind that I might need to find it again someday."
The entry then ended with Clover explaining that he finally went back into the human world one last time, just to hide the memory stone, as he felt guilty for needing to use it on who he believed was already a trusted ruler. As for returning to the human world briefly, the damage had already been done when he had upset the balance twice, so he quickly buried it within the center of a rock formation, before leaving the world itself behind once and for all, not knowing that the stone would one day be uncovered by the human Wallflower Blush. After this final return, Clover had also removed the old journal that was powering up the mirror, bringing it back to its state of needing to wait 30 moons to reopen. Afterwards, he had grabbed the ripped pages of his journal from his study, before going on to do something that would close this chapter of his life for good. Since he had already ripped the pages out of the journal beforehand, he couldn't erase everything with his magic, much like with the book, making it so he had no other choice but to hide the pages too. As for Clover's final deed afterward, Human Sunset kept skimming through before she finally found it.
Equestria's Founding, Day 442
I had not mentioned this yet, but up until now, I was secretly digging a tunnel under Canterlot's library. It's here where I built a hidden shrine to honor myself, as well as the other founders of Equestria for our hard work over time. I had initially sculpted these stone statues in my own time, but eventually changed my mind about the shrine idea, when realizing that it could serve another purpose. For reference, it's been so long since I've messed around with the human world, but I realized that nopony would ever find this old journal or book describing my traumatic experiences ever again if they were hidden down here. I will not say where I decided to hide them, but I made sure to include a reference in case I ever forgot, within the history book that was titled 'Canterlot Castle, A History, Vol. II'. There was a brief summary describing the mirror in the book, since it was added by me, to imply it was more of a mere legend than anything else. I used a translator to write on a small scroll piece to help point me toward the book and journal if I ever needed it, and since it's in an ancient Equestrian language, I'm sure nopony would ever make any sense of it. They wouldn't even be able to know of the shrine's existence without the journal, which will be hidden here until the end of time, especially thanks to the fact I've hidden a lever to activate the entrance in a very obscure spot. This will also be my last journal entry before I go into retirement. It's been a wild experience being a founder and discovering the human world, but it's time for me to simply live out the rest of my days, knowing Equestria will be run by a confident and not emotionally broken princess.
After finishing up this read, Human Sunset at least now understood why she found everything that she did, and why it was all down here. Although this was claimed to be the very last journal entry Clover had ever written, there was still one final brief entry written on the final page, before the journal was out of pages. She quickly read it, in case it had any more crucial information.
To ensure nopony ever finds out about the journal and book, I've placed a final form of security to keep any intruders out. Let's just say, it's a special kind of bug that will react adversely to the presence of pony fur, which will only reawaken with a source of light. 
Despite this claim, Human Sunset looked around the empty room, seeing absolutely nothing like what was described. The only thing at the bottom of the room besides herself were just the statues of the founders, and what looked like a small crack in the wall. Not really noticing that crack before, Human Sunset slowly approached it, just to see what it was. As she got closer to it, there appeared to be a living thing inside, which just slipped right through the crack. To Human Sunset, it looked nothing more than an ordinary red beetle with a horn, which slowly started hissing at her.
"THIS is that final form of security?" Human Sunset rolled her eyes. "Well, that Clover person already said he isn't as clever as he thinks he is anymore. Whatever, this will be easy."
Human Sunset stomped on the beetle with her hoof, killing it without a sweat. As she walked away, however, she heard noises behind her, before swiftly turning around. Although the dead beetle was still there, it appeared to now attract a whole swarm of them. Hundreds of red, vicious-looking beetles begun emerging from the crevice, now growing in size and strength, as well as becoming enraged after seeing one of their own being threatened. Seeing how the blue book she was holding was practically useless, Human Sunset merely threw the book at the beetles in the hopes of just scaring them off, only to see the book now bouncing off of their heads, as her own eyes widened in horror. The beetles now appeared to be invincible, and a few even started demonstrating that they could breathe fire too.
Human Sunset simply ran for her safety, climbing the stairs with Clover's old journal in her hoof, as the red beetles did the same. When she reached the top, she went back over to desperately find the lever that opened the entrance and activated it, closing the trapdoor below. Human Sunset initially breathed a sigh of relief, before noticing that the ground was shaking, and the door itself was beginning to move up and down. The beetles were inevitably going to break through it soon, which convinced Human Sunset to make a run for the mirror, as it was her only chance of escaping them, due to the library itself now being locked up.
Human Sunset found her way back to the Crystal Mirror, and this time, noticed an old journal nearby powering it up, making it so the portal would be open indefinitely, much like Clover did with his journal. As Human Sunset was desperate to ensure the other Sunset and those red beetles wouldn't follow her back, she blindly grabbed the journal, then jumped right into the mirror, hoping she could be out of harm's way for now. Thankfully, since the mirror was currently in a state where it would already be open, regardless of there being a journal to power it up, Human Sunset was able to escape back into her world, now with both Princess Celestia's and Clover's old journals.
As the trapdoor finally opened, the red beetles by this point, had already gotten a clear image of Sunset's face to swear vengeance against her for trespassing and killing one of their own. They began searching the library and were willing to go as far as searching all over Equestria just to do this. However, after a while of searching all over the restricted section, these beetles couldn't find a trace or hint of Human Sunset anywhere, making them surmise that she might've escaped outside. They were not smart enough to deduce that she had gone through the mirror, making it so their next goal would be to find their way out of the building, since it had been literal centuries they had been stuck in a dormant tomb.
Every last red beetle made their way out of the wall, and eventually out of a small air duct which led outside the library itself. The very last beetles from the shrine suddenly dropped something on the way out. They were carrying Clover's missing journal pages, still unread by anypony else to this day, which fell by the blue book Human Sunset had thrown earlier. The last beetles finally exited the trapdoor itself, which was still ajar, leaving the shrine completely open for anypony who might come back to the restricted section...

	
		Chapter 55: Her Evil Deeds



Returning back to her native world, Human Sunset came out of the same spot from the CHS horse statute pedestal, and hoped those red beetles wouldn't follow her through the portal. After it seemed as though the beetles had given up looking for her, she felt her anxiety decrease, before noticing she was suddenly wearing her old clothes again, almost as if this portal had some kind of filter that removed them when she turned into a pony. This observation aside, it felt crucial to her in now going back to recap everything she had just learned in Equestria, as it seemingly explained quite a number of things she once believed were unexplainable. For starters, recalling that experience in which she had been engulfed in a void and left in a coma for literal years, it appeared to be something that this Clover pony saw for himself, but there seemed to be a much greater consequence that was hinted at back in entry 287.
It was still rather dark, and likely past midnight by this point, so Human Sunset's first move was to return back to her home, processing everything she had to take in. She affirmed that the first 72 hour thing was exactly what had happened that day she faded out of existence and lost touch with her world, after the pony version of herself ended up here. At least, she would assume that the other Sunset was the Sunset Shimmer native to Equestria, based on the evidence she had already seen of her existence, as well as the contents of her diary from earlier. This meant that she was not only a pony version of herself from another world, but also that four-legged animal she saw in that dark area before getting engulfed and trapped. For the time being, Human Sunset knew that returning now appeared to bring everything back to normal, as she also had her previous knowledge and physical strength completely intact. Unfortunately, one crucial detail that kept on bothering her, was again, what Clover had written in that particular chilling journal entry.
Just like Clover had claimed, the first 72 hour inbalance occurrence had taken effect, presumably with that other being whom he shared common interests with, who was likely the Clover native to this world. After not thinking much of it, he had only briefly returned to Equestria, which brought things back to normal, just like with Human Sunset now. But then the second time Clover let the effect take place, it was said that he'd never look at himself the same way ever again, making it so Human Sunset was scared for her life at what could've possibly happened. Whatever was the case, it almost sounded like a fate even worse than death itself, and presumably a permanent effect that could never be reversed.
Although she had taken away the old journal that kept the portal open indefinitely, from what she had already read, she knew it wasn't enough. Human Sunset now knew of the portal opening every 30 moons, meaning that Pony Sunset would still eventually be able to return in the matter of just waiting it out. Although stealing her life, identity, and existence were all already bad enough, Human Sunset's main fear at the possibility of her pony self returning again, was the inbalance enigma taking effect for the second time. The fact it was horrible to the point where Clover made certain that no one else other than himself would ever know, that just solidified the extent of what Pony Sunset had done by coming into this world. Human Sunset would simply refuse to take any chances, wanting to ensure that this fake Sunset would never willingly set foot in this world ever again.
The consequence of her coming back to upset the balance of the world a second time was just too much, never mind Human Sunset already having bitter resentment toward this fake imposter for not only taking away her existence, but in comparison, living the good life she always dreamed of having, but never got. Even without this warning of an extremely dangerous inbalance effect, Human Sunset was now adamant on also getting revenge on the imposter Sunset, just as much as her father. Pony Sunset's decision to come into this world from Equestria had already cost her dearly, and also during one of the most psychologically traumatizing periods of her entire life, what with the school bullies, Sunspot abandoning the family, and Solstice passing away. She had practically nothing and no one left, then this had happened to her.
Regardless of what would happen with her own life from that point forward, Human Sunset didn't particularly care for the time being. If anything, starving to death or rotting in jail sounded much more pleasant compared to what would inevitably happen to her by letting the imposter return and stay for another 72 hours. She humorously believed that reporting this to the local news station could possibly make her rich and famous, but it'd likely also be digging her own grave, once human beings would face the same inbalance effect by staying in Equestria for too long. All in all, a whole other world supposedly ran by ponies which was connected to her own world thanks to magic, it definitely felt like something she'd never fully understand on her own, nor would science. Even astro scientists and anybody within the entire galaxy would be dumbfounded by how this could truly work.
Moving past this, as she began to enter the neighborhood area where Solstice's old home was, Human Sunset had absolutely no idea how she was going to deal with Pony Sunset returning and having her existence be the main cause for supposed irreversible damage to herself. As the possibilities flooded her mind, she personally believed that simply telling her of what she had learned and nicely asking her to never come back wasn't an option. There was simply no way Pony Sunset could be so understanding and cooperative, especially after seeing everything she had supposedly owned and accomplished while her human counterpart was in a deep sleep. And seeing how rich and successful she was, in contrast to her own miserable life, Human Sunset went on the assumption that Pony Sunset had the exact same mentality as the snobby, rich bullies she once had at Crystal Prep Academy. She'd be just like Sugarcoat and Indigo Zap, seeing how much more of a popular status and wealthy life Pony Sunset had compared to her human counterpart.
Although Human Sunset's beliefs regarding her pony counterpart becoming upset and reluctant over permanently abandoning the human world were correct, she was completely unaware of two things. Pony Sunset was incredibly compassionate and empathetic toward everyone, to the point where she'd be willing to make any sacrifices for the well being of others, much like she did when she saved Lily Pad from Gilda that night. As such, she'd never be as stuck up and pompous like Indigo or Sugarcoat, despite having a past where she was a rather nasty bully. Secondly, Pony Sunset was already growing rather tired of the human world anyways, and mostly decided that after graduation, coming back was more of an afterthought, and it mostly just entailed keeping in touch with her human friends. This was due to her wanting to spend more time in Equestria, learning about her family, and returning to her former life of studying magic.
Unfortunately, without this knowledge, Human Sunset stood by her belief that a girl as rich and respected as Pony Sunset would be just like her old rich bullies, and that a form of revenge felt justified, given how her existence had already done all this to her human counterpart, intentional or not. The harsh life she previously had was already depressing and traumatizing as it was, and this final act of removing her from existence simply pushed Human Sunset over the edge to feel vengeful, now that she was back. Her thought process came to a temporary halt, as she finally returned back to the home once owned by her mother, which was never bought or torn down, ever since the mortgage was paid off.
Not even having the will to sit on her own bed, despite how comfortable it was, Human Sunset simply walked over to the living room's sofa, and laid there to rest for a bit. She didn't even take off her boots or clothes, nor change into her pajamas, which were still in her old bedroom upstairs. This look and arrangement of attire had basically defined her new self, and she was far too insecure to change into anything else, as she believed any other look would again, remind her of once being that weak and helpless Sunny S. student in school. On the subject of her old school life, Human Sunset continued to boil up in resentment toward Indigo, as she was the primary cause of her dropping out, whereas Sugarcoat only made her jealous, and Principal Cinch broke the camel's back after the bullying was finally reported. 
Had it not been for Indigo, it was most likely that Human Sunset could've made it all the way through high school, while only being #2. It was unknown to her for the time being, but the student who ended up taking her spot in the school after dropping out was none other than the human Twilight, who was almost just like her. The main difference was, Principal Cinch handed Indigo everything she needed to cheat her way through high school, to the point where Indigo didn't feel any need to continue bullying Twilight, like she once did with Sunny S. And unlike Human Sunset, once Twilight managed to even surpass Sugarcoat, Principal Cinch put Twilight on a pedestal to brag to her peers, and gave her that special treatment, while leaving Sugarcoat in the dust, after finally losing her #1 spot. 
This alone had always made Sugarcoat heavily resent Twilight, even when Twilight was polite enough to have casual conversations with her on the bus, despite not being much of a person who actively socialized. However, Twilight was never bullied or had her education hindered by other students, since Principal Cinch made certain of it. Having a student who could even beat the #1 student in a matter of weeks made Cinch see Twilight as her prized advantage for the school, and she had already known what had happened to Sunny S. shortly before. This was when Cinch made a public announcement that put Twilight in the spotlight, but also made it particularly clear that if anyone were to bully or harass her, they would get expelled, and that included Indigo. As a result of this, Twilight overall saw most Crystal Prep students avoiding or ignoring her, even if she was willing to socialize, as they were too afraid of Cinch's punishment. Although Twilight was never bullied or attacked for being the #1 student, she still felt like a lonely social outcast, and this in its entirety, would've represented what might've actually happened to Human Sunset, had she decided to stay.
But unfortunately, Sunny S. just never had enough to satisfy Principal Cinch to give her that same luxury, since just like Sunspot, Cinch didn't have much of a care for the student in the #2 spot, like she soon did with Sugarcoat, turning her into the bitter and blunt girl she had become in present day. Indigo was her ticket at getting good money for the school's funding, while Twilight was the driving force behind making Crystal Prep Academy the absolute #1 school in the city. Having a student like Twilight also made certain that Cinch would never have any problem boasting about how talented of a headmaster she was whenever she had the opportunity, much like during the Friendship Games. Though this didn't stop the awful and wicked principal from blackmailing Twilight to do her bidding, much like when she made it clear that her application to the Everton Independent Study program would be rejected if she refused to participate in the big event.
All this aside, Human Sunset particularly had it out for Indigo, so much to where she couldn't stop thinking about her. Although she had smashed up her family's car and stolen her money, she didn't particularly think it was enough, especially since she would likely still be graduating, thanks to Principal Cinch handing her the easy grades like candy. Thinking that Indigo deserved a much more fitting punishment for everything she did to her, Human Sunset got up from the couch for a bit to check the date on her mother's old laptop. Turning it on, she looked at the digital calendar, and noticed it was actually a Monday at 1:17 AM, meaning that it was now a school day. Remembering that Crystal Prep Academy had a school website, Human Sunset searched it up, before looking at the calendar and information located there. It was here where she made several surprising discoveries.
The first thing that caught her attention was that according to the staff list, the 'Principal' section now had Dean Cadance's face, meaning that Cinch was no longer the principal of her old school anymore. Human Sunset had no idea what this meant, but it was likely implying she had gotten fired and replaced with the old dean. Considering what the wicked old witch had put her through during her freshman year, it definitely left some room to truly imagine how awful of a deed Cinch had committed to warrant finally getting her comeuppance. Sidetracking for a bit, Human Sunset quickly opened up a new tab on her browser to search what had happened to Cinch, and eventually discovered an old article describing the events during the Friendship Games at CHS. She scrolled down to the bottom of the article and started reading a brief summary of the allegations put toward the former principal, which most likely contributed to her losing her job.
Principal Abacus Cinch - Allegations and/or Criminal Charges
-Child Abuse
-Psychological Abuse
-Manipulative Abuse
-Terrorism
-Blackmail
-Sabotage
-Thievery
-Exploitation
-Tyrannical Behavior
-Making Illegal Profits
Many locals had always wondered how Crystal Prep Academy always got such high marks, but after the events of the Friendship Games between Canterlot High School and Crystal Prep, students had started speaking out against their principal, Abacus Cinch, after Principal Celestia filed a civil lawsuit reporting numerous serious allegations. As it would turn out, students at Crystal Prep began presenting solid evidence of the principal using underhanded tactics to make the school look like the #1 ranked in the city, as exemplified by an anonymous source. This tip claimed that the principal snuck cheat sheets and sold advance copies of tests to students before actual examination, and it was proven true, thanks to audio recordings and video cameras from phones. 
For the time being, Abacus Cinch is now facing a $500,000 lawsuit for allowing her students to cheat, on top of making a profit from it, but the other charges regarding abusive behavior toward the students has since then been dropped, due to said allegations only presenting circumstantial evidence. The courtroom's jury has also unanimously decided that there appeared to be no actual evidence of her manipulation creating a demonic being possessing magic to the point of nearly destroying the world, on top of sounding farfetched. [UPDATE:] She was originally sentenced to 10 years in prison, but had recently been released on parole after serving her first year.
"Are... you... KIDDING ME!?!" Human Sunset spat.
Seeing this last statement in the article made Human Sunset's blood boil, despite hearing that Cinch did eventually get caught for one of her major felonies in making a profit through cheat sheets, like she once did for Indigo. Getting sent to prison only to get released so early despite everything else Cinch did, Human Sunset believed that the justice system was next to useless, seeing how they were incompetent to the point of never being able to prove Cinch's previous abusive behavior. Handing out cheat sheets was definitely the furthest thing from what she would've hoped Cinch had gotten convicted for, and this essentially meant that since Cinch was already released, she'd basically get no consequences for everything else she did, especially during the days Human Sunset was attending Crystal Prep Academy. 
Although Human Sunset believed she was somewhat of a hypocrite for thinking this after she had vandalized her enemies' cars and stolen a hefty wad of cash from her bully, she didn't care. This traced all the way back to that day when Cinch showed complacency toward the idea of Human Sunset suing her, since she never got any actual evidence for her legitimately abusive behavior. Every allegation listed toward Cinch on that article earlier, Human Sunset knew it was absolutely accurate, given her own personal experience with the former principal. Even long before that final confrontation with her and Indigo, she always believed something was off about Cinch, especially with the way she ran the school. It was even noticeable when Human Sunset recalled that being #2 never brought any praise or attention from Cinch, as she only cared about the #1 student at the time, that being Sugarcoat. She could've been #200 for all she cared, and it wouldn't have made a difference.
Regardless of all this, it was infuriating to believe that Cinch practically got off scot-free for everything that had happened when Human Sunset first came to that awful school. Cinch's former statement in that office shortly before Human Sunset decided to drop out had unfortunately come true, in the sense that nobody was ever able to convict her of all her other felonies from being a corrupt and abusive principal, and that the only thing ever proven was her handing out cheat sheets. And even then, she only ended up serving one year in prison, whereas Human Sunset lost practically three years of her life, thanks to her pony counterpart's presence in the world itself. On top of that, Human Sunset also had to worry about her pony counterpart returning to create the enigma effect a second time, while presumably nobody else had this concern, especially Cinch. Unknown to Human Sunset, Cinch would definitely lack this kind of problem, given how her Madame pony counterpart was currently in Manehattan prison, and that Cinch wasn't as lucky after her abusive behavior was revealed publicly, thanks to Pony Sunset.
By this point, Human Sunset decided to purely focus on positives, as Cinch at least got some kind of punishment, even if there was now seemingly no way to ever prove and reconvict her for all the other awful things she did as principal. Her initial intention was focusing on how to get back at Indigo, so Human Sunset continued doing some digging on the Crystal Prep Academy website, trying to find anything that could be useful information. According to the events schedule, graduation was coming up rather soon for that school as well, and it was planned to be on the same day as Canterlot High. Knowing this, it gave Human Sunset the idea to perhaps do something involving sabotaging the graduation, and notably for Sugarcoat and Indigo. However, while thinking of ways to pull this off, this exact thought began to make her brainstorm a way she could potentially kill two birds with one stone.
Being told that graduation was going to take place during the same day as Canterlot High's, the same school that Pony Sunset attended, Human Sunset hypothetically asked herself what would happen if she were to sabotage both events. More specifically, people in her world were confusing her for Pony Sunset one way or another, whether it'd be her friends like Pinkie, or vengeful enemies like Gilda. But then, there was seemingly a way Human Sunset could use this to her advantage. What if she were to commit crimes under Pony Sunset's name, making it so everyone would suddenly turn on her to the point that she'd never want to come back from Equestria? After all, what that pony mentioned to her back in the Equestrian library absolutely confirmed that Pony Sunset was still around, and had intentions to return after her revisit to Equestria was finished. Even if Human Sunset herself was likely to face the music herself once Pony Sunset decided to depart for good, so be it. She already believed her own life was absolutely terrible, to where getting scorned and shunned by society would only be a light papercut, compared to the inbalance effect issue.
Unfortunately, last time when Human Sunset had planned revenge, she wasn't as careful in planning things out, notably when Indigo's family had installed video cameras after seeing their car wrecked. Adding on, it wasn't likely for her to pull everything off on her own, let alone with two graduation events. She was going to need help in order to sabotage and ruin the graduations under Pony Sunset's name, and she would have no idea where to even start, given how she wasn't much of a criminal, outside of vandalizing cars and stealing money. It also didn't help that she didn't really have any friends prior to reinventing herself, other than her mother, who was still long gone. Pony Sunset was presumably friends with a lot of people in the city, but it didn't seem likely that any of them would follow Human Sunset with her intentions on committing crimes that could potentially get them in trouble too. But then it suddenly hit her, if she didn't have any friends in this world, what if she were to enlist the help of her enemies, who seemingly had just as big of a vendetta toward Pony Sunset?
It seemed like genius, given how Human Sunset already proved she was more than capable of beating Gilda and her gang to a pulp, solidifying how tough she truly was. But more importantly, they had held a personal grudge toward Pony Sunset, since in their words, Pony Sunset had intervened when Gilda was attempting to demand cash from some girl by using her phone as collateral. Would it not be reasonable to surmise that Gilda's gang would have no problem whatsoever in teaming up with her, as an attempt in tarnishing Pony Sunset's name? Since she had already managed to take on a group of vicious and vengeful girls on her own, it'd also be likely to surmise they wouldn't even dare try to retaliate against Human Sunset, especially after taking down two members and their group leader without much of a sweat. Given how by this very point, although Human Sunset couldn't imagine any of Pony Sunset's actual friends willing to go through with her sinister plans, perhaps her enemies would, since they'd be getting something out of it as well.
Keeping this in mind, Human Sunset decided that she'd head back to Gilda and her gang's hideout, shortly after doing some further research. The last thing on her mind was the whereabouts of her father, and what she could potentially do as far as revenge for how he had treated her when he was part of the family. Sunspot's treatment toward Solstice wasn't that much better, as Human Sunset often saw her parents arguing, Sunspot acting lazy after getting laid off, and signs that he was actually leeching off of his wife's income, even long before their divorce. Getting back at Cinch was also not really something at the top of Human Sunset's priority list, since at the moment, three particular people stood out in her mind, as enemies that she would love to teach a personal lesson toward, which they would never forget. Indigo Zap for tormenting her during school, Sunspot for being an awful and selfish father, and Pony Sunset for coming into this world and erasing her from existence. Getting further revenge on Cinch was still something Human Sunset was planning, but believed that she already had enough on her plate for the time being.
Whilst searching up Sunspot's name on the laptop, Human Sunset made yet another horrifying discovery, this time regarding something that was apparently discovered sometime after her parents divorced. The title of the news article brought to perspective at how much of a scumbag Sunspot truly was, even ignoring how he had already treated Human Sunset as a daughter. She read it, trying to understand what had happened to her father following his separation from Solstice.
The Sunspot Cheating Scandal: Be Careful Who You Trust
Recently, a young high school student by the name of Sunburst had come forward to the news station about his father being an opportunistic person, after finding evidence of him having an affair with his wife of over 10 years, Stellar Flare. He had been constantly keeping his relationship with an unnamed actress (For privacy reasons), whom he also had a daughter with, a complete secret. As it would turn out, this cheating scandal had shook the entire community over how severe it was, and what Sunspot had to say after his true colors were revealed. Once he admitted to the affair, he only had this to say, and by quote:
"I feel ashamed, after realizing how dumb of a decision I made. I loved these two women since I felt that they both gave me solid advantages that made my life better, especially after how much I had been living in poverty during my former life. Both of these women gave me a life that I felt couldn't be matched, and I merely toyed with the idea that I could keep them both, since each had their own benefits. My first wife, Stellar Flare, had understood my deep complexities, and even helped me do my taxes, something I could never do by myself. Meanwhile, the rich actress had money and success, something that I've craved for the longest time, since my previous poor life had me wanting some of the finer things in life. I had also kept my son and daughter with these women a secret from their respective moms, out of fear that it would jeopardize either relationship. Despite this, I still went after other women behind both of their backs, and even attempted to impress them with expensive gifts. I admit that I had genuinely selfish motives by being with these women, hoping that I could keep them both, only to now have neither, once they've found out and divorced me. Now that the truth is out, I'm terribly sorry it had to come to this, and I completely understand if no woman ever wants to come near me ever again." -Sunspot
Outside of the fact that Sunspot supposedly remarried later down the line... some woman named Stellar Flare was apparently his FIRST wife? Processing this, it would've meant that her father had even been cheating on Solstice during his marriage, which made Human Sunset even more livid than she already was. She recalled that on some nights, her father would occasionally come home at around midnight, even on days when he wasn't working, which would perfectly explain where he was during those late nights. His motivations being so cold and calculated for being with those women sounded just like him as well, if his previous behavior in wanting Human Sunset to become rich and successful by being the #1 student was anything to go by.
The thing that threw off Human Sunset was, this article didn't seem to mention anything regarding Solstice or herself, as it was mostly elaborating Sunspot's affair with this actress and Stellar Flare lady. Although it was said that the actress had a daughter, Human Sunset knew that the actress couldn't have been Solstice, given how poor her family was growing up, and she recalled that her mother originally worked in finance, not in the acting industry. Assuming that this was all taking place simultaneously, it would've meant that Sunspot was cheating on three separate women, along with having a child with each of them, a son and two daughters, respectively. If that were the case, it would've meant she had two half siblings, though attempting to find them seemed to be impossible, given she had no real idea where they could possibly be nowadays. She also didn't know for certain if they also wanted revenge against their dad, which prompted Human Sunset to check for any hints regarding on her father's whereabouts. She continued reading the rest of the article, following Sunspot's statement.
After these cases were brought to the attention of the press, only Stellar Flare has agreed to come forward in where they stand, following the divorce. Sunspot had recently gotten a new job at Tartarus Industries, and will now be obligated in paying her half of his paycheck every month, now that she has moved away from Canterlot City with their son, Sunburst, to a new and disclosed city. As for the unnamed actress, the case is still being settled in court, but we will not provide further updates, as she has made a statement that she would prefer to keep silent on the matter to the public. One thing that the general public has taken away from this shocking case however, is mostly the lesson learned when understanding that people like this exist, even if they appear as genuine and faithful in your marriages. Be careful who you trust, and always be wary of red flags.
Finishing this read, Human Sunset couldn't agree more with how shocking this revelation was, furthering her desire to put her father in his place for all he did. Not only was Sunspot never really there for her as a dad, but he also cheated, supposedly before he and Solstice even separated. One thing that stood out from the article however, was the fact that it mentioned Stellar Flare and her son had moved away from Canterlot City, implying that following the divorce, Sunspot was still around town somewhere. More specifically, at Tartarus Industries, which Human Sunset vaguely remembered hearing about when she was younger. It still felt unusual how this article never made even a single mention of Solstice or Sunset Shimmer, but Human Sunset then theorized that they were both likely forgotten about. Solstice had passed away, and Human Sunset herself was trapped in a void for over three years.
Moving past this, it was time to set her plans into motion, as Human Sunset believed her motives were finally clear enough. Now that her research was complete, it was time to enlist the help of those gang girls whom she had fought earlier. Human Sunset felt that if she somehow couldn't convince them to aide in her quest in fulfilling her vengeance against these three people, and possibly even Cinch, she'd use her brute strength to make them comply regardless. Human Sunset then closed her mother's old laptop, took the money she had taken from Gilda earlier, and began retracing her steps to make her way back to that abandoned building Gilda and her crew were likely still hiding at. Even if they'd refuse to help her regardless, it'd still be a good try, and something clearly had to be done.
Human Sunset's hatred for Pony Sunset, Sunspot, and Indigo Zap were about the same, as each of them had contributed to what she had become now. However, she believed her first priority was seeing whether or not Gilda and those other girls would assist her in getting revenge against Pony Sunset, since from what she understood, they both shared a common enemy. Plus, since these girls were much more underhanded and seemingly capable of the most criminal motives out of anyone else she's ever met, having them as her allies would be quite useful. Before long, after a determined walk through the city at nearly 2 AM, Human Sunset eventually found her way back to that abandoned building, which was impossible to miss. She went through the basement's door, and began hearing a few voices in the distance.
"Look, she had me pinned in a corner and took my crowbar!" Gilda said to her cronies. "I had no other choice."
"Yeah, but why'd you give her the money you stole too!?" The beanie girl shouted in outrage. "Are you that much of a coward, that you decided to bribe her not to hurt you?"
"Now we're going to starve for the night for sure!" The curly haired girl agreed. "Some leader you turned out to be!"
"Thanks to you, we're probably going to have you for dinner now, Gilda!" The beanie girl spat. "You cowardly chicken nugget!"
"Come on, get serious now, Lightning." Gilda replied. "If you're that hungry, I got some candy bars I stole from a few children at the park earlier."
"I'm hungry for some vengeance, that's what's going on, now!" The beanie girl continued.
"If that Sunset punk ever comes back, we'll show her who's boss, together!" The curly haired girl added.
"Yeah, she was still a coward for running off from our hideout, regardless." Gilda agreed. "We could all take her on if we actually worked together as a team."
Just as Gilda had said this, Human Sunset had just entered the basement room, as she overheard a brief bit of that last statement.

"What were you all just saying about me?" Human Sunset said with an unamused expression, after opening the door.
The room suddenly fell in silence, as each of the gang girls had realized they were likely now dead meat after running their mouths at the wrong time. They had merely only been bluffing, as a result of frustration from losing that battle earlier, now afraid for their lives at the unexpected return of this girl who had proven to be tougher than them all, combined.
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All three of the girls continued to stand there in utter fear, seeing the one girl they attempted to take on together earlier, but regretted it heavily. She had now returned, either to give them an even further thrashing, or tattle on them to the police, making it so their arrest was imminent. As Human Sunset realized that these girls clearly lacked the guts to even say a single word in her presence, she simply smirked and began to continue the conversation left off from Gilda, after the gang leader had only toyed with the idea on getting revenge toward her a second time.
"Not much of the talkative type, is that right?" Human Sunset asked, rhetorically. "It makes sense, given how I've now proven I'm way tougher than any of you bananas combined."
"Alright, fine!" The beanie girl blurted out. "You've proved your point, but why do you have to talk about food to torment us!? We're starving!"
"We ain't eating nothing tonight, ever since Gilda foolishly decided to hand you that money she took!" The curly haired girl added.
"Oh, you mean..." Human Sunset reached into her jacket's pocket, pulling out the same wad of cash Gilda had given her earlier out of cowardice. "THIS money?"
All of the gang girls' eyes widened, not understanding what Human Sunset was trying to do. Was she attempting to make them feel a world of despair, now that she was rich, while they were all practically homeless and starving? Or... could this possibly be a sign that she'll give the money back, but expect something in return for doing so?
"Alright, spit it out, already!" Gilda groaned in frustration. "You clearly want something from us by coming back, so just get to the point!"
"Yeah, agreed, since I wouldn't want to spend time listening on an empty stomach!" The beanie girl said in mutual agreement.
"I need you all... to help me get revenge on a few people." Human Sunset began setting up her proposition. "I've realized that there's been certain people who were responsible for ruining my life, and I decided it's time to repay the favor! But to do that, I could use you girls to assist me, in order to make that happen."
"You're out of your mind if you think we'd be willing to team up with you, never mind during the time we could really crave a cheeseburger!" The curly haired girl protested.
"And even if we DID have the strength to help you out, why should we?" The beanie girl added.
"Yeah, it's not like you did anything nice for us that would entice us to do so!" Gilda spoke on her gang's behalf. "We should be beating you uhhh... I mean..."
Gilda realized she let her frustration get the better of her again, but realized she was practically digging her own grave now. She knew the girl standing before her was able to take on all three of them at the same time, never mind coming out on top without so much as a scratch on her face.
"Go on." Human Sunset glared at Gilda. "Finish that sentence. I dare you."
Gilda just continued to show a nervous expression, not wanting to practically sign her death warrant by acting out of line.
"And this is why Lightning and I have decided Gilda's no longer the leader of our group!" The curly haired girl said out of the blue. "I mean, if she can't even protect us, nor bring back some cash so we can eat tonight, what good of a leader is she!?"
"You raise a good point there." Human Sunset replied, before taking a $20 bill from her stack of cash, and flung it at the girls. "This is what you want... right?"
Seeing the cash that was the key to their survival, Gilda just instinctively grabbed it, having mixed feelings. On one hand, she could at least afford some form of nourishment for herself and her underlings, but on the other, it'd most likely mean they would have no choice but to join forces with the one girl who fought them all.
"Yeah, this is what we want." Gilda replied. "But now I'm guessing, you want something yourself in exchange for this?"
"Well, now you have a reason to assist me in my paths for revenge, don't you?" Human Sunset smirked.
"Darn it, Gilda!" Lightning Dust spat in frustration. "Why'd you have to give her that cash!? Now we have to work for her for practically nothing!"
"Yeah, if you had just given her the key, she wouldn't be holding our very own cash as a ransom for our stomachs!" The curly haired girl agreed. "We should just take it from her!"
"And let me make myself... very clear." Human Sunset said with an aggressive tone. "If you even attempt to snatch this cash back, or try to take it without my knowledge... rest assured. You will never walk again for the rest of your lives. Have I made myself clear?"
The gang girls shuttered in fear upon hearing this threat, but still frowned in resentment at the fact that they'd basically have no choice now but to become Human Sunset's pawns in her own little game. After all, without vital nourishment after going through days without eating anything, they realized they'd be too weak to even attempt mugging people again the very next day. Feeling like this was the only way they could continue on, they only bit their lips out of frustration before speaking up, trying to understand what Human Sunset wanted from them.
"Alright, so if you're serious about all this, then... who are we helping you get revenge on?" Gilda questioned.
"Glad you asked, since it looks like we've got a lot of work to do in order to ensure victory." Human Sunset sat down at a nearby table before she began explaining her plans, as well as the people she wanted to target.
As the gang girls approached the same table and took a seat, they listened on, before seeing Human Sunset taking out the journals she had stolen from Equestria earlier. She began explaining the logistics of her plans, assigned roles to each of the girls, and listed who she was planning on targeting. Using everything she had already learned after awaking from her eternal slumber, Human Sunset showed these girls an old photo of her father, Sunspot, a photo of Pony Sunset, and vaguely described Indigo Zap to them. This went on for a while, before one the girls spoke up.
"Wait a second, now." The curly hair girl noted. "The way you've described this Indigo Zap girl... it just sounds like good ol' Lightning Dust here."
"What do you mean, Thunder!?" Lightning Dust spat. "I don't know this girl at all, don't you be throwing me under the bus, given how she wants revenge on this Indigo person!"
"Relax now, we've already had a good fight earlier here, so I don't feel the need to get violent again." Human Sunset teased. "Besides, that might've been a reason as to why I put up such a fight, since as far as looks, the two of you did somewhat remind me of my old bullies at Crystal Prep Academy, Sugarcoat and Indigo Zap, respectively."
"All right, so you want us to take care of a few school punks at Crystal Prep Academy, I can get behind that." Gilda said. "After all, it's always satisfying for me to make life miserable for any dumb school kids who somehow got a better education than me!"
"That's the spirit, see now?" Human Sunset replied. "We can be friends and make everyone who's ever wronged us pay. It's just the matter of us joining forces and putting our brute strength to good use. Only difference is, I'm in charge here. I'm the new self-proclaimed leader of the group, while you three are my lackeys. But at the end of the day, they'll pay, oh yes. They'll all pay. The schools, the people who wronged us, everyone. I'm sure you all can relate to that?"
"I got kicked out of my school for running an illegal casino on campus." Lightning Dust admitted. "It was a lot of work trying to sneak a slot machine into the main building, but it was worth it. Unfortunately, after getting expelled, I still lost that money trying to bet on horse races."
"I was just a slacker to the extreme." Rolling Thunder added. "It's not my fault I have no interest in what in blazes a cosine is. For that matter, why should I have to keep up with homework or study for tests when I could just be out having a smoke or watching TV?"
"What I did wasn't really worthy of expulsion though, was it?" Gilda asked, rhetorically. "All I did was bully that Fluttershy girl into giving me her lunch money and homework answers. Big whoop."
"Fluttershy..." Human Sunset recalled that name when Pony Sunset mentioned it earlier in that video. "So I presume this was at that Canterlot High place?"
"Yeah, it was." Gilda replied. "What's it to you?"
"Well, it's funny to think that this Indigo Zap person I'm wanting you girls to target, bullied me to the point of dropping out, similar to what you did to that girl, Gilda." Human Sunset narrowed her eyes. "And considering how CHS actually expelled you for doing that, it just makes me even more mad that I chose to sacrifice everything I believed in at that dump of a school, Crystal Prep Academy. Long story short, I may or may not have it out for you in particular now, Gilda. At least, now that I know what you ended up doing before you got expelled yourself."
"Oooooooh." Lightning Dust and Rolling Thunder said, mutually.
"Well, guess what, shrimp?" Gilda said. "I'm helping you out now, aren't I? So what are you trying to say, you don't want my help anymore, is that it?"
"You're still going to assist me, whether you like it or not." Human Sunset said, sternly. "It's just internally satisfying for me to know that after being bullied and humiliated for so long, I was even capable of taking down a bully like yourself. At least it sounds like your lackeys here didn't intentionally do anything to hurt quiet and shy students like myself back then. Point being, I got my eye on you, Gilda. You'd better sleep with one eye open from now on, if you think you're going to try overtaking me as group leader once again."
"Fine, fine!" Gilda shook the table in frustration. "Can we just get on further with your plan!? I just want to head over to the bakery to pick up some doughnuts or something, since it's been literal days since we've eaten anything!"
"That's right, we all broke out of juvey, and have been on the run from the cops for quite some time." Lightning Dust added. "Doesn't really give us a whole lot of good opportunities to get food."
"At this point, I'm just getting a further idea from looking at these photos you've given us." Rolling Thunder continued looking over her assigned targets. "So you want us to get revenge on your father, I can respect that. Especially since my own dad gave me quite a thrashing after I got straight F's on my report card."
"Yeah, and from what I can gather, dad's now working for some company known as Tartarus Industries." Human Sunset elaborated. "Any of you know where that is?"
"It's on the other side of town, so we'd have to use our stolen car to get that far." Lightning Dust explained. "Is he your priority out of these people?"
"Not really as much as Crystal Prep Academy and... this girl." Human Sunset pointed at the photo of Pony Sunset.
"I don't quite get it, that's just a picture of you!" Lightning Dust said. "I'm confused, you want to get revenge against yourself too?"
"Something like that." Human Sunset replied, based on technicalities of that last statement. "Bottom line is, you all know that girl who apparently stopped Gilda from stealing money from that girl a few nights ago? That girl wasn't me, it was this girl. I found this picture of her when I was at her apartment earlier. In other words, the Sunset Shimmer you actually want revenge on."
"Hey, wait a minute... it looks like my suspicion was correct!" Rolling Thunder spoke up. "So that girl who looks just like you lacked heavy eyeshadow, which you clearly have right now. At least it makes sense now why this girl we kidnapped earlier didn't seem to have any idea what we were talking about, Gilda."
"Well give me a break, Thunder!" Gilda spat. "Can you really blame me, given how they both look pretty alike? And you both sound alike too, so what's up with that?"
"You might think I'm already a crazy girl at this point, but here's where it gets even crazier, now that you're all actually listening to me for the first time." Human Sunset continued. "That Sunset Shimmer... is the one native to some other world called Equestria, and I've read that due to magic and some kind of inbalance effect, it was actually her presence in the world that manifested with the world's magic, causing me to fade out of existence for several years. She's the one who supposedly got into a fight with Gilda several nights ago, and the same girl we're all targeting, now that we have a common enemy. Does that make sense, now?"
The gang girls looked to each other with mixed emotions, before one of them spoke up.
"We already knew you were crazy, but we didn't think you were this crazy." Lightning Dust began.
"Like, we can understand you wanting to get revenge against some school, or a bad parent, but magic and alternate dimensions?" Rolling Thunder added. "Are you sure you haven't been watching too many movies or something, and becoming delusional now?"
"I get that feeling, considering I thought the same about myself when I read certain clues pointing me toward this." Human Sunset said. "All right, if you find this idea too farfetched, how about this then? Let's just say she's my twin sister, who stole my life and identity while I was in a coma for many years. There, does that work better for you?"
"Well, I'm leaning more toward believing that the first idea could be plausible." Gilda began. "For one thing, even during my time in juvey, I've been hearing all kinds of rumors and stories of strange occurrences at CHS, and how there have been claims about one student turning into a literal demon. A lot of these people all over town who've been sharing such a story seemed pretty genuine in the idea that the story was no myth. Considering all the other strange things that happen in this dump of a town, I'm willing to at least consider that a possibility, the idea of magic being involved somewhere."
"If you're curious about where I got these ideas from, here's my evidence." Human Sunset said, before pointing at the two journals she had taken from Equestria. "This journal on the left was written by some Equestrian being named Clover the Clever, and his experiences pretty much confirmed my fears about the other Sunset being here. Now, although I have a reason to exact vengeance toward her for making me lose several years of my life, I'm mostly just wanting to ensure she never comes back, since supposedly, her coming back for another 72 hours will create something far more irreversible. I don't know what it is, and what effect it will have, but from what I can gather, it's connected to magic that found its way into our world."
"Are you being serious right now, or is all this just an amazing pitch for an awesome movie?" Lightning Dust asked.
"I know it's hard to imagine this, but I am being serious." Human Sunset stated firmly. "I just can't risk taking any chances in letting her come back, and I couldn't imagine she'd easily just agree to never return by simply asking her, given how much more popular, rich, and successful her life was compared to mine. That's why I've decided, the best thing we could possibly do is... sabotage the graduation at CHS, and blame it all on her. After which, her standing with everyone would plummet, and she'd have no reason to ever come back again. I'd imagine this would be easy, given how random girls like you three somehow confused me for that heroic Sunset Shimmer girl."
"You want to commit crimes in her name to get her in trouble and make it so she never comes back?" Rolling Thunder understood. "Sounds pretty clever for a kid like you who dropped out of school."
"I'm smarter than you know, it's just that life became unfortunate to where I couldn't ever put my knowledge to good use." Human Sunset said. "But at least now, I'm proving how valuable my brains are, combined with your brute strength. With us joining forces, we'll make everybody pay. The schools, the graduates, and even that Sunset Shimmer girl. That's what you all want too, isn't it?"
"Darn right, it is!" Gilda smirked. "But just to make sure we're on the same page here, if that's Sunset Shimmer, who are you supposed to be?"
"Ironically, I'm also Sunset Shimmer." Human Sunset confessed. "Hence why I've been trying to explain there are two Sunsets, and the one you'll want to target is the same girl who interfered with Gilda's mugging spree. But for simplicity's sake, how about this? From now on, just call me... Sunny."
Human Sunset believed that reusing her previous identity's nickname was an excellent way in differentiating her from the other Sunset, while omitting the 'S.' for the sake of it sounding cooler. She no longer wanted to be reminded of once being that weak and helpless nerd girl at Crystal Prep Academy.
"Alright, nice to officially meet you, Sunny." Rolling Thunder said. "You can call me Thunder, and that's Gilda and Lightning. But you probably already know that by this point?"
"Well of course, she's got ears too, genius!" Lightning Dust said snarkily. "By the way, out of curiosity, what's that other journal there on the right?"
"Oh, this?" Human Sunset pointed at Princess Celestia's old journal, which was previously used to power up the mirror. "It's just some journal I took from Equestria, which was the main reason the portal to Equestria was open indefinitely. It's like... there's normally a time limit of three days and something about waiting every 30 moons... kind of hard to explain. I mostly just took it as a way of preventing some bugs from following me back into this world, but it doesn't seem like it'll be enough to keep Sunset Shimmer out."
"Well alright then." Gilda said, before putting her hand out to Human Sunset. "By this point, do we have a deal, Sunny? You'll be leading our gang now, and feeding us, but we'll all be working together to get revenge against a common enemy? For us, it'll mostly be against Sunset Shimmer and CHS."
"We do." Human Sunset shook Gilda's hand. "Just make sure you don't step out of line, cause if you do, I won't hesitate at teaching you a proper lesson again."
"Trust me, girl." Gilda rolled her eyes. "I've already seen what you're capable of, I mostly just want to get vengeance on Sunset and CHS, considering... if what you've said is true, I got no real beef with you."
"That's what I thought." Human Sunset folded her arms, proudly. "But as your new leader, I'll be a reasonable one, at least. We're probably going to need some energy to pull everything off that I've already planned out. So how about we get some shut-eye and food?"
Human Sunset took another $20 bill, and handed it to the gang girls, just to make sure they'd be well fed with at least $40.
"Well, I guess I could go pick up some doughnuts or tacos." Lightning Dust volunteered. "But just for the record, I still don't really believe this magic and sorcery nonsense."
"Yeah, I'm pretty skeptical of your claims as well." Rolling Thunder said. "You're going to need some more solid proof if we're going to believe this."
"I already believe her, since I've just had this feeling on the existence of magic for a while." Gilda said. "Besides, we gotta listen to our leader who'll eventually lead us to some satisfying revenge. It's just that... if you're going to be our leader from now on, you'll need something that truly shows that, something that sets you apart from the rest of us."
"This dark eyeshadow and these punk clothes aren't enough to convince you?" Human Sunset raised an eyebrow.
"They're good, but... what you really need is a tattoo." Gilda suggested. "The rest of us have tattoos somewhere on our body, what about you?"
"Never really considered getting tattoos, are they worth it?" Human Sunset asked.
"Trust me, girl." Rolling Thunder chimed in. "Tattoos are one way you'll get legitimate respect, and a sign that you're not somebody to be messed with. Besides, I did actually take a temporary job as a tattoo artist before I quit and left, so I can certainly give you some new ink, if you're feeling inclined."
"Look at this, we all got tattoos, yet she doesn't?" Lightning Dust added. "C'mon, you're going to need some tattoos if we're going to take you seriously."
"Alright, fine." Human Sunset agreed. "But you punks aren't gonna order me around, you hear? I'll get a tattoo only because I want to."
"Sure, sure, whatever works for you." Rolling Thunder put her hands up. "Now look, I'll sneak you back to that tattoo parlor I used to work at, while Lightning's going to get some food to hold us all over for the night."
"You girls eat up on your own, I already know where to get my own food." Human Sunset insisted. "Alright, Lightning's getting food, Thunder's going to help me get a tattoo, what are you going to do, Gilda?"
"I'm just thinking about these journals you took from Equestria, and how they explain things relating to magic, it fascinates me." Gilda said. "Have you even read this second journal yet?"
"Nothing other than Clover's old journal, no." Human Sunset replied, before taking a brief glimpse on the inside of the journal she still had yet to read, but was interrupted thanks to those red beetles earlier.
Remembering this, Human Sunset opened Celestia's old journal and took a quick peak, only to mostly find journal entries logged by Princess Celestia, as well as old messages Pony Sunset had written to Princess Twilight, which was able to connect the two worlds. However, since most of these entries didn't really seem to hold much importance, now that Human Sunset felt she already knew everything she needed to know, she simply shrugged it off.
"Even then, it doesn't look like anything in here catches my interest, now that I've learned everything essential to carry these plans out." Human Sunset believed.
"Well then... how about this?" Gilda proposed. "While you three go out and run your errands, I'll stay behind for a while and try learning more about this magic you claim happens to exists in this other world? You never know, I might end up finding something else that could really help us all."
"Whatever works for you, I guess." Human Sunset rolled her eyes. "Make sure you let me know if you find anything yourself, but in the meantime, I need to go get that tattoo."
"Right you do, Sunny." Rolling Thunder said, before escorting Human Sunset out of the basement.
While Rolling Thunder and Human Sunset went off to the old tattoo parlor, Lightning Dust went on her way to pick up food for everyone. As mentioned before, Gilda began digging into Clover's journal to get some insight on this portal and Equestria place, which definitely sounded intriguing to her, based on the various rumors that had been circulating all over town. After all, with a student turning into a literal she-demon, along with the former #1 student at Crystal Prep Academy opening voids that were prominent to destroy both worlds, these occurrences sounded both astonishing and farfetched at the same time. But with how many witnesses were present during these incidents, the staff and students from both CHS and Crystal Prep respectively, there seemed to be much more of a reason to believe it all happened. A few students spreading such a rumor around might've come across as something that could be brushed off, but it really grinded Gilda's gears as to how two whole schools stood by their beliefs that it was all real.
While Gilda and Lightning Dust were carrying on with their motives, Rolling Thunder brought Human Sunset into what looked like a dirty and run-down alleyway. This appeared to be shady at first, so Human Sunset was on her guard, in case Rolling Thunder were to pull a fast one. They began walking down the alleyway, but it almost felt as if something bad was about to happen at any moment.
"This is a weird place to put a tattoo shop, don't you think?" Human Sunset said. "You're not thinking of trying to get somebody to jump me in this dark alley, are you?"
"Pfft, come now." Rolling Thunder rolled her eyes. "You really think me, the girl who dropped out of school because she just couldn't be bothered with the schoolwork anymore, would think to plan something like that? My whole deal is, I'm mostly just lazy to the point of wanting to do nothing except sitting around watching TV all day. I only got a job at this tattoo place because my dad forced me to get one."
"So, does that mean you're going to do a shoddy job at giving me my tattoo?" Human Sunset raised her eyebrow.
"Not at all." Rolling Thunder assured. "Although I had passion in this craft and liked drawing tattoos on people's skin, I didn't like my job's expectations. Having to get up early and only get paid so little in the end? Wasn't happy with my working conditions, so I ended up quitting. But I'm definitely a good tattoo artist, if that's what you're asking. I actually did both Gilda's and Lightning's tattoos, as well as this beauty on my own arm."
Rolling Thunder showed Human Sunset her own tattoo under her sleeve, which admittedly looked impressive, given how she implied she had done it all on her own. It was a flaming thunder bolt with a large scar running down the middle, which seemed to reflect the scars under her left eye, much like her pony counterpart, who was part of the Washouts.
"If you actually did that on your own, I have to say, I'm impressed." Human Sunset did a fist bump with Rolling Thunder.
"Thanks, kid." Rolling Thunder smirked. "And by the way, on the subject of the parlor, we're finally here."
"It's closed, and the door's locked, it seems." Human Sunset tugged on the parlor door's handle. "What are we doing here exactly, if you're capable of doing tattoos on your own?"
"Isn't it obvious?" Rolling Thunder asked, rhetorically. "We're here to steal ink and a needle so I can give you that tattoo. I mean, come on. If we're sitting at our hideout starving and on the run from the police, you really think I can afford this special ink?"
"You might now, if you kept that job." Human Sunset said, snarkily. "And hey, you should feel lucky that you even got a job. After I dropped out of school, no place would end up hiring me."
"Yeah, I kinda regret quitting now, especially after my parents kicked me out of their home when I flunked out." Rolling Thunder reflected. "Can't get a good job now that I also got a criminal record, but regardless, I'm on your payroll now, isn't that right, Sunny?"
"You bet, but I'll pay you based on how well I like my tattoo." Human Sunset said. "So for real, don't you think about doing a trash job on this tattoo. If I don't like what I see, let's just say the only thing you'll be going home with is a knuckle sandwich."
"You'll get exactly as you wish, trust me." Rolling Thunder said with a serious expression. "Even though I quit this job, I never returned my key, and my dumb boss never even bothered changing the lock, so..."
Rolling Thunder reached into her pocket to grab the shop's key, unlocked it, and entered back into her old workplace. Human Sunset followed behind, before approaching one of the rooms obstructed by a curtain. Rolling Thunder turned on a light switch, before showing Human Sunset to her chair. Given how the shop seemed like a reasonably normal place, with nothing out of the ordinary, Human Sunset decided it was all right to lower her guard, at least for now. 
"All right, I got the needle and ink ready." Rolling Thunder said with confidence. "I always steal a little ink, so my boss doesn't notice. She doesn't even bother installing security cameras here either, what a joker. But moving past this, have you decided what you wanted yet?"
"Yeah, I think I know now." Human Sunset said, after having a few moments to think it over, before also taking off her jacket. "I want a skull in front of a large flame. Let's just say... it's for a more sentimental reason. And I want it here on my right shoulder."
"Right then, whatever the boss wants!" Rolling Thunder replied, before getting her needle ready.
Internally, Human Sunset wanted this tattoo to symbolize her late mother, Solstice. To her, the skull would symbolize her mother's head, and the flames would represent the tragedies of everything she had to endure before falling ill and passing away. Learning of her only daughter being bullied to the point of dropping out of school, divorcing her husband, and not to mention overworking herself after she unfortunately got laid off from her job. In some ways, the skull also represented Solstice's abrupt death, following everything that happened during that period of Human Sunset's life where everything changed, shortly after she left Crystal Prep Academy. Having this tattoo on her shoulder, represented to Human Sunset that her mother's legacy would forever live on in the strength of her arm, and that everything she had once sacrificed for her daughter's sake would not be in vain.
The tattooing process took several hours, but in the end, the final product from Rolling Thunder's work proved to be promising. The former tattoo artist, despite being out of work for so long, and also exhausted from hunger, somehow managed to deliver exactly what Human Sunset had requested, a flaming skull that not only looked rebellious, but also true to what she was hoping it would symbolize internally for her. As such, Human Sunset smiled upon seeing Rolling Thunder's work, before getting off the chair, and occasionally still wincing at the pain the needle had inflicted during the tattooing process.
"Pretty nice work, girl." Human Sunset said to Rolling Thunder before putting her jacket back on.
"Pretty nice?" Rolling Thunder asked with a little offense. "Oh, boo-hoo. I feel so insulted."
"Fine, you did an amazing job, the best I've seen, actually." Human Sunset rolled her eyes, before taking a $50 bill out of her jacket and handed it to Rolling Thunder. "Here, you've really earned this."
"Thanks, boss!" Rolling Thunder happily accepted her reward. "To be honest, this is actually a lot more than my boss paid me in a single day. Needless to say, I might hate working, but I'll never hate anything more than stingy bosses."
"Well, good thing you're working for me now!" Human Sunset said proudly to the former tattoo artist. "Pretty satisfied with what you can do, you definitely deserve a good pay with this kind of talent."
"Alright, now that this is done, I guess we should head back to our hideout-" Rolling Thunder began, but her eyes widened when she heard the front door to the parlor somehow open.
The owner of the tattoo parlor had kicked her front door open and entered with an enraged expression on her face. She had a mohawk, leather jacket, and also a sledgehammer in her grip. It was actually unknown to Rolling Thunder at the time, but her former boss was actually one step ahead of her this time around, after realizing that supplies from her shop were in fact, mysteriously vanishing. Due to this oddity, the owner had secretly set up a motion detector at her parlor's entrance, which had alerted her while Human Sunset was getting her tattoo. The owner then made her presence known by shouting toward the one room she noticed had a light on.
"There you thieves are!" The owner shouted, before pointing toward the lit room. "Whoever's in there, you must be the ones responsible for depleting my shop's ink supply! And even if you aren't, get ready to eat a sledgehammer for trespassing! Good thing I installed some motion detectors around here lately!"
Human Sunset and Rolling Thunder began to panic, but mostly out of fear that the owner had brought a sledgehammer. They knew that as tough as they both were, neither of them were capable of blocking a sledgehammer's blow, especially to their skulls. There was also no window in the room either, making it so escaping would definitely be problematic. Before long, the owner ripped down the curtain obstructing the tattooing room and took notice of the two girls.

"Well well well... if it isn't my old employee." The owner said to Rolling Thunder. "I wasn't kidding when I said you'd need to pay for those exotic inks, but since you can't pay with money, looks like you'll both pay with your lives instead!"
"W-Wait a second!" Rolling Thunder said out of desperation for her life. "My friend here has $500 cash on hand! Would you be willing to forgive us if we pay you that much?"
"That's a start, but to cover all the foreign inks you've depleted, I expect at least $1,000!" The owner demanded.
This was problematic, as by this point, Human Sunset only had a little over $600 on hand, meaning that bargaining for their lives was certainly out of the question. As a result, Rolling Thunder mostly did a subtle wink to Human Sunset, before turning back to the owner.
"O-Okay, how about as a down payment, we'll give you $500 now, and pay the other half tomorrow?" Rolling Thunder proposed. "We promise!"
"If this is a lie, so help me..." The owner's eye twitched. "I'm betting you punks don't even have $500 cash on hand right now either!"
"No, we do!" Human Sunset said, as she took the $500 from her jacket and handed it to the owner.
"Hmph, all right, fine." The owner huffed. "You punks are lucky I'm not calling the cops on you, but you'd better make sure you pay me the other half within 24 hours! Also, you're both banned from my parlor from now on, so don't think of coming back again even after you've repaid your debt! Now, let me count this up and make sure these bills aren't counterfeit."
As the owner set her sledgehammer down temporarily to count the cash, Rolling Thunder then did another subtle wink at Human Sunset, letting her know that everything was going according to plan. With the owner too focused on the cash in her hand, she was unable to anticipate Rolling Thunder's next move, in which she quickly grabbed a nearby tattooing tool and whacked it over the owner's head, stunning her temporarily, and dropping the cash that was in her grip.
"Remember, if you're going to be our leader, we need that cash!" Rolling Thunder pointed at the bills scattered along the floor. "Quickly, before she gets back up!"
Human Sunset quickly grabbed all the bills off of the floor before preparing to make a run for it. If their escape was successful, Human Sunset would've gotten a sweet new tattoo at the excellent, bargain price of free. Thankfully, Rolling Thunder's sudden attack to the owner was just enough to keep her down after the money had been taken back. The owner then got up, before barely catching a glimpse of the two girls finally exiting her parlor.
"You dirty little punks!" The owner roared whilst waving her fist in anger at being played for a fool. "If I ever see either of you again, oh ho ho... you'll wish for something more pleasant than a concussion once I'm through with you!"
The two girls ran far away, desperate to evade the owner by any means necessary. Once they've fled far enough, confident that they were out of harm's way for now, they breathed a sigh of relief and also looked at each other in satisfaction at their teamwork to make it out of that situation unscaved, especially since they didn't actually have $1,000. By this point, Human Sunset had a nice feeling in her gut from how well she seemed to be getting along with Rolling Thunder. Was this what having a friend was like, the very things she foolishly decided to never make when she was an actual student in school? 
As a result of these sudden emotions, it only seemed like a silly feeling that this gang girl could be her friend, given how Human Sunset primarily got these girls to stick by her side out of pure force, not because they actually liked her. For that matter, had they not shared the common enemy in the form of Sunset Shimmer, or if Human Sunset wasn't paying them for their services in her quest to get revenge, would things be very different? Regardless, for the very first time in her life, it still felt nice being acknowledged and accepted as a friend, something that she never had, other than her mother. Whether or not these gang girls would be genuine in that respect, it didn't matter now. Human Sunset was at least happy she finally began to embrace a friendship with somebody else, albeit for all the wrong reasons.
"Good work back there, kid." Rolling Thunder said with approval. "I guess you could say, high risk with high reward can still be worth it in the end."
"I guess so." Human Sunset agreed, although she was mostly just relieved her skull wasn't cracked open. "Well, it was a lot of trouble to get this tattoo, but we have to plan out our next moves when it comes to getting revenge on those people I mentioned. I'm going to head home for now, so you should go on ahead back to your hideout, get some food from Lightning, and call it a night. You're going to need your strength for when we got actual work to do. And of course, you'll get rewarded nicely for your efforts."
"As you say, boss!" Rolling Thunder nodded her head in approval, as both girls began making their ways back to their respective destinations.

Back at the Street Gang's hideout, Gilda was continuing to do research on her own time, as she had already skimmed through Clover's old journal, reading up on nearly everything Human Sunset had read earlier while she was in the Canterlot library's restricted section. For the most part, although it all sounded fascinating, and helped her understand where such magic had come from, it didn't really seem interesting to her. The inbalance effect seemed inconsequential on her end, given how Gilda didn't have to worry about fading out of existence, let alone dealing with the irreversible effect that Clover inevitably ended up going through himself. That said, assuming that everything written in this journal was legitimate, it gave a lot of answers to questions she had been pondering for a while, as well as the confirmation that Human Sunset most likely wasn't crazy with her ambition to keep Pony Sunset out. At least, Gilda began to surmise that Sunset Shimmer was the Pony Sunset, based on the other entries she had already read so far.
While reading all the way through, Gilda eventually came across the entry that touched upon Clover defeating the sorceress, and trapping her in this world. This didn't seem important at first, given how Gilda was primarily focusing on learning any further crucial details regarding magic, and how it all worked. However, one thing that stood out in this particular entry, was the fact that Clover specifically mentioned he had hid the coffin in an abandoned old mine within a wooded area. Gilda definitely recalled that during the days in which she was a graverobber, she distinctly remembered finding something that matched this exact description. She always noticed this unusual cave near Camp Everfree, which almost looked like it had an entrance at the front. For one reason or another, that entrance was unfortunately caved in, making it so nobody would realistically be able to get inside. But the fact that Gilda actually managed to find what looked like a mine in an empty wooded area, it was entirely possible that this was where Clover buried the coffin, given how his entries never hinted at him traveling far.
Feeling as if she had read enough, Gilda set Clover's old journal aside, primarily to then put her focus on the other journal that once belonged to Princess Celestia, and was used by Princess Twilight to open the portal indefinitely, without needing to wait every 30 moons. Gilda was skimming through most of the entries written by Princess Celestia, which mostly documented events and daily logs for when she just started out ruling Equestria with her sister. Gilda mostly felt uninterested in reading these entries, since it mostly appeared to be irrelevant to anything regarding the magic she wanted to understand. That was until, she came across one particular entry, written by Princess Celestia herself.
Princess's Log, Day 15
It's been a few days since I've begun trying to figure out the mystery behind why specifically I should prohibit anypony from entering this mirror, which I've only recently discovered appears to be a portal into another world. I genuinely feel like I should know it has something to do with upsetting the balance between the two worlds, but I've somehow forgotten. While doing some research, I decided to ask Clover the Clever if he knew anything, and he only mentioned it might have something to do with that sorceress he trapped. It would make sense, given how cunning I remember that sorceress truly was. I specifically remember how she awoke, as it was due to an excavator pony discovering this ancient coffin. When they awoke her, she mentioned that although the coffin was now open, she was not able to leave until she granted one wish to the pony. As such, she promised the pony she'd grant one wish for absolutely anything in Equestria without any limitations.

This was all that was written on this particular journal log, and for unknown reasons, the bottom half of the page was ripped out of the journal. Regardless, this new knowledge had planted a seed of evil within Gilda's brain, as she realized a potential plot that would benefit her, and her only. She already knew of this abandoned mine's location, given it was the only place around here that remotely matched Clover's vague description at where he had hidden the coffin. Potential doom to the city by helping the sorceress escape was not of her concern, especially since she had no real care for what happened to the outside world. Instead, Gilda believed that any damage done by the sorceress by letting her escape would be the ultimate form of payback toward everybody, especially with Rainbow Dash, Fluttershy, Pony Sunset, and even Human Sunset too.
Gilda definitely still wanted definitive personal revenge toward Human Sunset, especially after she had beaten her gang up and took her stolen cash, even if she gave it up voluntarily. Although Gilda already knew she was certainly outmatched by Human Sunset as far as physical strength, that didn't seem to matter at all anymore. If Gilda were to reawaken this sorceress, who would then grant her a limitless wish as a sign of her gratitude, Gilda could potentially wish for herself to become omnipotent, even being able to eventually surpass her. By this point, Gilda decided that even if she were to join forces with Human Sunset, she'd do so mostly for the sake of helping her get revenge on CHS, primarily because she had a personal vendetta against Pony Sunset, as well as Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy. But after the masquerade was over, she could then backstab Human Sunset at the last minute, awaken the sorceress, and get one free wish that could theoretically let her get revenge on any living being she wanted.
Gilda then heard the basement's door open, which was Lightning Dust returning with food, accompanied by Rolling Thunder, after escaping that tattoo parlor owner with Human Sunset. Given how Gilda wanted this potential wish from the sorceress all to herself, she mostly kept this knowledge to herself, as she ripped the page out of the old journal and tucked it into her jeans, much like she did with Lily Pad's phone. She then set the journal down and rubbed her hands together evilly, thinking that she'd eventually get anything she wanted after awaking this supposed phantom menace...

	
		Chapter 57: A Girl and Her Gecko



Back in Equestria, Pony Sunset had just awoken to a new morning in her adoptive mother's home, now fully rested for another day, and completely unaware of what transpired within the Human World while she was asleep. As she got up, she immediately noticed several loose hairs from her mane on the pillow, likely a sign of stress caused to her mental health after visiting her father yesterday. As much as Celestia wanted to convince her that her past decisions had only unintentionally kept her away from Sunspot, Sunset still couldn't help but feel that she was still responsible for her father becoming the kind of pony he was now. Better yet, even if Sunspot wasn't as involved in her life after becoming Celestia's student and pupil, Sunset firmly believed that it was her decision in rebelliously entering the mirror that ruined everypony else's lives back in Equestria, despite her own life getting ironically better there, once she did start embracing friendship.
Going down the list, getting trapped in the human world resulted in Sunspot becoming emotionally broken for losing his daughter, drove Solstice over the edge to abandon the family once and for all, and even caused Princess Celestia to be on bad terms with her dad to this day, despite Sunset being well and accounted for now. It was too late, the damage had already been done, and everypony had to eventually move on after what had happened back then. Celestia's words last night had really stuck to Sunset, specifically when she explained why she was so willing to reconcile with both her and Luna, as she felt she was partially responsible for the incidents leading up to their respective fallouts. Much as her adoptive mother wanted her to not believe she was at fault here, Sunset still stood by her belief that her actions in disobeying her mentor definitely contributed toward Sunspot's life going downhill, even after he had a new son.
Sunset got up from her bed with these thoughts still clouding her mind, and began to make her way downstairs. Much like when she was at Applejack's home the morning before, she began smelling something delicious and heard Luna's voice in the kitchen, likely a sign that her adoptive mother's sister was making breakfast. While thinking of this, Sunset realized that in some ways, Luna was like an adoptive aunt to her. Though since this was technically the very first time she was getting to know her more directly, it did admittedly feel a little awkward to give her that nickname, especially since she hadn't really accepted being addressed as such. Regardless, Sunset made her way downstairs, before noticing the two former princesses greeting her as she came over to take a seat at the dining table.
"Had a good night's sleep, dear?" Luna asked Sunset, as she was flipping pancakes on the stove.
"I sure did, it might've felt like the best sleep I've gotten in a while... but my hair might be telling me otherwise." Sunset admitted, as she ruffled her mane a bit to demonstrate her hair was falling out. "I guess the situation regarding dad is... still taking quite the toll on me."
"I understand, Sunset." Celestia put one of her wings on Sunset's back to comfort her. "I'm not entirely sure how your exchange with him went yesterday, but the fact that he went as far as to claim he put you up for adoption because he never wanted you, that alone most certainly puts things into perspective."
"But after some thinking before I went to sleep last night, I've come up with an idea as to why dad's become the wreck of a stallion he is now." Sunset began explaining her thought process. "From what Sunburst shared with me, just like myself, when I decided to study at the School For Gifted Unicorns, we practically completely abandoned him to follow our dreams, and I just feel as though... having this happen twice made him reach a breaking point. Never getting to see Sunburst or I in his life again, divorcing both our moms... it had to also have taken a toll on his mental health. From what I can remember when I was still living with him as a yearling, I think I can understand what dad truly wanted. He simply wanted to start a family to create a new chapter in his life, and... all of that was just taken away from him. Not just with mom and I, but even with Sunburst and Stellar Flare. After that, he must've felt so alone and began resenting how much of a downward spiral his life had become."
"It's sweet to hear that you still care about Sunspot." Luna set the pancakes on plates before going to fetch the maple syrup. "But after hearing how he treated you, I'd imagine he's a lost cause at this point."
"I unfortunately have to agree with my sister." Celestia sighed. "Although I understand where you're coming from, Sunset, his behavior toward you was completely uncalled for. Losing his family is always something I can sympathize with, but being far from happy at seeing his own daughter return in one piece? On top of that, telling you that he never even wanted you as a daughter, despite you taking quite the effort to have a proper reunion with him, this kind of behavior absolutely sickens me."
"He did also demand bits from me just to talk with me, yelled at me nonstop, and even began threatening me if I didn't leave his home." Sunset recalled.
"Well that most certainly solidifies my point." Celestia frowned. "I'm so sorry to hear he put you through all that, especially since his concerns back then primarily focused on ensuring your safety. I would've believed that if you two had ever crossed paths again, he'd be overjoyed and ecstatic to finally reunite with his daughter. Clearly, I was wrong."
"It also goes without saying that if he hadn't cheated on your mother?" Luna added. "None of this would've happened to him."
"I wasn't given the full extent of what had happened, since names in the court documents had to be blurred out for privacy reasons." Celestia recalled. "But presumably, he was having an affair with Stellar Flare around the same time when you were born, Sunset."
"As a result, even if you did believe he was a caring father to you back then, I do believe that his behavior now exemplifies his true colors, especially if he cheated on Solstice all those years ago." Luna used her magic to levitate the breakfast plates in front of Celestia and Sunset, as Celestia began digging in. "He clearly disowned you as his daughter, meaning that if he is truly this adamant on being alone for the rest of his life, so be it."
"Not to mention, he barely even raised you as a daughter to begin with." Celestia reflected. "That day he insisted on having me raise you as a daughter, I was more than happy to, especially after hearing the circumstances of you not having a mother in your life anymore. But even when I agreed to, he almost never bothered visiting you like a caring father would, and instead decided that his promotion at work was more important. I understand you feeling hurt and betrayed by Sunspot acting the way he did yesterday, but I'm going to have to agree with Luna. We should simply let him internally know on his own now that his current behavior will never be tolerated, and it's going to make him alone for the rest of his life, for better or for worse."
"Mom..." Sunset put her hoof on Celestia's wing. "What about when you told me last night that since you felt that you were partially responsible with what happened with both Luna and myself, it was the reason you were immediately willing to reconcile with us? Unintentional or not, Sunburst and I contributed to our father feeling lonely, so I believe I'd have to take responsibility somewhere. Although it wasn't what you were trying to teach me during the memory stone incident, I've genuinely began showing empathy toward anypony else, even if they hurt me dearly. I truly feel that if I simply give up on dad altogether, I'll never get any closure regarding the full picture. Even if he still rejects me as his daughter when I do further digging, I'll be sad, sure, but at least I won't be spending the rest of my life wondering, what if?"
"Even after how awful Sunspot was to you, dear?" Luna swallowed her bite of pancakes. "You're still willing to go the extra mile to understand why, and take that chance to help him turn his life around for the better? Sister, it seems as if your teachings have truly been rubbing off on Sunset, notably after you reconciled with her when she was seeking for your guidance once more."
"Well... I'm happy to hear that your heart is just that big, Sunset." Celestia said. "It's true that I wanted to reconcile with you and Luna even after everything that happened between us all, but it felt different from this. I saw you two as my family, and believed that since you were both wanting another chance after genuinely atoning for your actions, it'd be wrong of me to deny you of that."
"Sunspot's my dad though." Sunset then began recalling the words she remembered fondly from the Human Applejack. "And a good friend taught me long ago that there's one thing to cherish about family. No matter how big your family is, there's always room for more."
"He may be your biological father." Luna began, agreeing with Sunset's reasoning. "But if he hasn't shown any remorse for not really being as involved in your life, nor shown the slightest respect for you as his daughter, then I don't see a reason myself to forgive somepony who clearly isn't sorry."
"And for that matter, you must also recall one other thing I mentioned last night." Celestia reminded Sunset. "Imperfection makes it so everypony will make mistakes, but it's crucial to recognize who you can genuinely forgive, compared to those who are a lost cause."
"I appreciate the advice and wishful thinking, I really do." Sunset said, as she began finishing one of her pancakes. "But my heart's definitely telling me that it's still wrong of me to permanently cut him out of my life for good, especially since I don't know the full picture regarding what happened to him. It's still not particularly clear whether or not he did have an affair with Solstice, we don't know for certain if there was something else keeping him busy to the point of almost never visiting me in Canterlot, and it's still unclear why he never wrote back to Sunburst, despite wanting to stay in touch with him. He might've been wrong himself with how he treated his own daughter, but two wrongs don't make a right. I still stand by my belief that there's still good in him, but I mostly just need to do some digging to understand the full extent of the situation."
"I must say, I'm really proud to hear that you're being so noble, Sunset." Celestia smiled. "Even if I don't necessarily agree myself, especially after what happened on the day he cut me out of his life permanently."
"Agreed for sure." Luna nodded her head. "He willingly took money from my sister and had her go through the trouble of revoking the old alimony law, but still chose to blacklist her. Then, years later, even when he finally sees his own daughter return, who was the very reason why he did all that back then, he just does the exact same to you. All I can say for certain at this point, Sunset? We won't hold you back if you truly feel like making things right with your father, but we definitely wish you the best of luck."
"For sure." Celestia nodded. "If you're still willing to help him turn his life around, I admire your dedication in going the extra mile. Especially given my experience with him, he can certainly be one hardheaded stallion. Whatever happens in the end, I hope you'll at least have a happier ending with him than I did."
"Thank you both." Sunset said, as she finally finished every pancake on her plate. "Not only for this scrumptious breakfast, but also for the words of wisdom and support in these tough times. If I'm entirely honest regarding this motive, however? You're both right when you mentioned that his current behavior's solidifying himself as being truly alone for the rest of his life. But... given how I went through that rough experience myself by going through the mirror, I know exactly how sad and painful being alone truly is. Ever since I've turned my life around for the better, I've also made it a personal mission in my life to make sure nopony else has to go through such misery, and I'm willing to do that now, especially for my dad."
"It seems as if my decision to reconcile with you has truly inspired you to maintain a heart of gold, Sunset." Celestia said, with a soft expression. "I guess that means my teachings ended up amounting to something valuable after all."
"Are you saying I WASN'T a good student when it came to studying magic?" Sunset asked in an offended tone.
"No no, I didn't mean that at all, I-" Celestia stuttered.
"Gotcha back." Sunset winked, before laughing it off, as Celestia did the same upon realization of her daughter's wit.
"It looks like my sister's teachings weren't the only things that rubbed off on you, Sunset." Luna giggled, before using her magic to put the breakfast dishes in the sink. "But regardless, we hope you'll at least get some form of closure with your father, at least as far as getting to know the full picture."
"Yeah, that's what I'm hoping too." Sunset crossed her hooves in having the smallest sliver of hope that Sunspot could come to terms with her, once she understood the full extent of her father's past. "And if I do reach that point in helping him turn a new leaf, I also want to ensure that he can also make peace with you, mom."
"Oh, that's not necessary at all." Celestia insisted, despite admiring her daughter's selfless intentions. "At this point, I'm just an old, retired princess who's more focused on living out the rest of her days here at Silver Shoals. What really matters is your relationship with your father, and I wouldn't want to jeopardize that for you, especially if you do somehow make amends with him."
"No, I feel like that's the only way I can truly accept him back into my life again, it would be like a final test." Sunset explained. "Even if he ends up reconciling with me, I would still no longer consider him my dad if he also refuses to do the same with you, mom. Why though? Because I firmly believe that at this point, for anypony here in Equestria to be my family, they would have to love and respect both me and my mother. If he fails to do so with you, mom, don't worry. At least at that point, I'll understand the full extent of his past and have that closure. But I'm absolutely sure I'll have no problem cutting him out of my life for good if he refuses to make amends with you, because I truly love you that much."
Celestia felt so touched upon hearing this, that she opened her hooves, which signaled Sunset to come to her adoptive mother to embrace her parental love. They both hugged it out upon having this nice moment together.
"You... truly are the best daughter a princess could ask for." Celestia said, as tears of joy slid down her eyes.
"Thanks mom." Sunset said, as she continued embracing her adoptive mom's hug. "I just wish I could've been that for you years ago as your pupil."
"I understand the feeling for sure." Celestia replied. "I'm so glad that you decided to drop by to visit me, even though Luna and I are no longer the princesses of Equestria. Thank you so much for taking the opportunity to spend time with me, especially given our past together."
"Anytime, I'm glad that we've been able to connect, especially since I've begun understanding how important you were as part of my life, mom." Sunset said, as she finally finished hugging it out. "I don't think I've mentioned this to you yet , but I have considered the possibility of taking an extended stay in Equestria, more for the sake of wanting to relearn the magic I've been out of practice with, thanks to becoming a human. This means we'll likely get to spend more time together from now on, which is great, since even after our last reunion back at Canterlot, I still felt like I didn't get enough time with you."
"I'm happy to hear that, since I definitely missed you dearly back then as well." Celestia smiled. "I'll be looking forward to whenever you decide to stop by again. But for the time being, what about your graduation back in the other world?"
"Oh yeah." Sunset recalled. "I'll be heading back to the human world to attend that once my week here in Equestria is up, since I've already finished finals, and this last week is more of a break for us seniors. After the graduation's finished, I'll most likely be sticking around Equestria for a while, and of course, I'll be arranging for ways to keep in touch with my human friends, especially since the portal's always going to be open, thanks to the old journal. Speaking of which, are you sure that there was never really anything that entailed a being from Equestria upsetting the balance between the two worlds by going through the mirror?"
"I'm still drawing a blank on that, since I remember that for one reason or another, I specifically wrote that down in my first journal, dating all the way back to when Luna and I first started ruling Equestria, after Starswirl the Bearded had made us artificial alicorns." Celestia recalled. "I don't know whether or not somepony knocked me unconscious or gave me amnesia, but the truth of the matter is, it seems unlikely that I would write something like that down if it wasn't true. However, given how both you and Twilight have been in that world and returned without any negative effects, it might be reasonable to surmise I was wrong all this time. Twilight's even mentioned that Starlight has safely gone through the mirror with you as well, so I'm willing to believe that a supposed inbalance effect never existed."
Hearing this, Sunset was then able to assume that the weird dream both she and Starlight had on their third night during their first visits to the human world was nothing more than a creepy coincidence. Unfortunately, completely unknown to her, this was far from the case, given everything that had transpired in both worlds during the hours she was sleeping peacefully here at her adoptive mother's home. Moving past this, Sunset felt like elaborating her plans for her remaining time here in Equestria before graduation.
"Well, I guess that's a relief then, especially since Starlight did share some rather unsettling detail that she and I both went through during our time there." Sunset breathed a sigh of relief. "Whatever, it's not really important anymore, especially since I'm planning to spend more time in Equestria now anyways. As for the rest of my week here, well... other than reconciling with a friend I had a major fallout with, I'm not entirely sure what else I'll be doing here during my time off from the human world. Perhaps practicing magic or exploring more of Equestria, but that's really just wishful thinking on my part."
"Oh?" Celestia said with curiosity. "Sorry to hear you had a fallout as well. I hope you'll be able to smooth things out with them when that time comes, and of course, the same goes for your father."
"Thanks, mom." Sunset smiled. "On the subject of magic, I'm also willing to relearn the skills I had forgotten during my time at your school, so when I'm ready, I was admittedly wondering if I could ask you for something?"
"At this point, I'm willing to give you anything, Sunset." Celestia said, proudly. "Even fulfilling your past wish in making you a princess. No, seriously, there actually is a spell that can give you wings, but it's only temporary."
"Well, that's something I certainly wasn't aware of, but as nice as that sounds, I think I'll pass, just like the princess dream being more of an afterthought." Sunset giggled. "No, what I was going to ask was, once I'm able to remaster my skills in magic to properly earn my degree, would you and Luna come back to Canterlot for a while to watch me officially graduate?"
"Is that even a question?" Celestia snickered. "Come on, Sunset, you should definitely know the answer to that. It would be an absolute honor, especially now that I know for sure a magical mirror won't come between us this time around."
"We may be retired now, but that doesn't mean we're not willing to go back to Canterlot." Luna added, as she just finished washing the breakfast dishes. "It'd be nice to take a trot down memory lane, especially since this means you'd be fulfilling a memory that was never achieved, if that makes any sense?"
"Yeah, if it wasn't for that mirror, mom could've at least seen me graduate at the top of my class while I was still her pupil." Sunset surmised. "But then again, that mirror was also the main reason I was able to correct for my stinky behavior and attitude. It was also a pretty life-changing experience for me, so... I'm still happy that things worked out for me. But of course, since it was the complete opposite for both you and Sunspot, mom? That's why I felt it's now my responsibility to make things right. The past is in the past, but now we have a chance in the present to create a positive and happy future."
"I couldn't have said things better myself, Sunset." Celestia agreed. "Will you be leaving Silver Shoals now, since you have a friendship problem to solve? I certainly wouldn't mind having you around a little longer."
"It might be for the better, since I can't really be late for this meeting, let's just say." Sunset said.
"Very well, I understand then." Celestia nodded her head. "But before you go, I would at least like to show you something special, if that's fine?"
Sunset looked at a nearby clock and saw that it was only about 8:30 AM, meaning she still had several solid hours before the meeting with the rest of the council to settle her and Rainbow's dispute would begin. And in the worst case scenario of her train being late, she now had the proper knowledge on how to teleport back to Canterlot, if necessary. As such, Sunset nodded in agreement to Celestia's request, before the former princess left the dining table to fetch something upstairs.
"I'm going to head off to the Silver Shoals gym for my daily routines." Luna said, as she grabbed her gym bag. "It was nice seeing you and catching up, Sunset. And remember, never give up on anything you believe in, whether it'd be reconciling with your father, or fighting off that treacherous faculty lot!"
"Will do, Luna!" Sunset said, as she waved goodbye to her metaphorical aunt.
A few minutes later, Celestia returned back downstairs with a cardboard box. Sunset was rather curious at what her adoptive mother wanted to show her, as she shifted her eyes toward the former princess. Just then, Celestia finally set the box on the floor, as Sunset looked down and noticed what looked like a yellow toy within. However, taking a closer examination, Sunset began realizing that this was no ordinary toy, as it looked rather familiar to her. More specifically, it looked like a toy from her childhood, one that she supposedly always cherished, but had forgotten about.
"Go on, take it, dear." Celestia insisted. "It was technically already yours, but I still held onto it all these years after you disappeared into the mirror."
Sunset picked up the toy and realized it looked like a cotton plush of a leopard gecko, just like her pet back in the human world, whom she named 'Ray'. She then began to remember why this particular toy was always her favorite back then, and why she seemingly grew a huge fondness toward leopard geckos later on in her life.
"I... I remember now!" Sunset said, as she snuggled her old plush. "This was based on that old puppet show I used to watch all the time in Canterlot as a filly! Señor G. Echo, the superhero leopard gecko!"
"That's right, I remember even watching a few episodes with you when they also brought that show to Canterlot's theaters." Celestia recalled. "But there's two main reasons why I wanted to show this to you. Last night, you reminded me of your love for this show, after you vaguely mentioned you had a pet leopard gecko in the other world. Secondly, like I mentioned earlier, I was still finishing unpacking Luna and I's belongings from Canterlot, and I was continuing to do so this morning. That's when I found this in one of my room's cardboard boxes, and it reminded me that it might cheer you up a bit, especially given what you had already shared regarding Sunspot."
"This certainly does bring back the memories, for sure!" Sunset continued to show affection to the plush, as she began to almost grow attached to the old toy again. "I remember what that show was like. Señor G. Echo was a kindhearted leopard gecko who always fought crime, put others before himself, and made certain that justice would be served. I'll also never forget his famous catchphrase, 'Evil will always be spotted, amigo!', I used to say that all the time whenever I believed I was doing something heroic, even though it was mostly an act."
"Doing something heroic, you say?" Celestia reiterated. "Sounds like a certain somepony I know, given what Twilight's reported to me of certain events that have occurred in the other world."
"Hehe, yes." Sunset blushed. "It would've been hard to imagine back then, but being the leader of my human friends has actually made me a superhero myself, especially during the times where they needed my help to defeat certain evils that they couldn't handle on their own. Heck, when we powered up, we even got unique-looking, superhero-like outfits to go with it. I'm sure Señor G. Echo would be proud of me now, especially when it entailed literally saving both worlds from certain destruction."
"You mean like the time the Twilight Sparkle native to that world almost ripped through the fabric of time between both worlds just to understand magic, based on what our world's Twilight had reported to me?"
"Precisely." Sunset said. "Though it's admittedly ironic to believe that I idolized this little leopard gecko guy for so long, yet I never really bothered to embrace the values and morals he presented to the audience. As for my pet leopard gecko, I named him Ray, or more specifically, my little Ray of Sunshine, just like what dad used to call me. He's such a sweet little angel who's helped me through the toughest of times, and so adorable too. I remember when the Human Fluttershy encouraged me to get a pet like the rest of our friends, and I gazed in absolute awe at Ray. At the time, I admittedly didn't quite understand why I felt so connected to a leopard gecko out of all the other pets, but I guess I have my answer now."
"It appears that no matter how much you change, there's always a fragment from your past that remains consistent, one way or another." Celestia giggled. "Much like how Luna occasionally brought up how I accidentally ate the cake in the fridge that was meant for her birthday. I just didn't think much of it, since I've always had this sweet tooth, even before I became a princess. Luckily, it seems as if Luna's forgotten about it, as she hasn't really brought it up lately."
"You wanna bet?" Luna said, as she came back into the house, having Celestia realize that her little sister had overheard that last statement. "I just came back to pick up my gym membership card, but thanks for reminding me that you still owe me a replacement cake for my next birthday. You're over 1,000 years late, but I'll happily remind you of that until you decide to actually replace it."
"What do you mean, Luna?" Celestia said, rather confused. "I bought you a cake last year, didn't I?"
"Well, it was okay, but it still wasn't the Black Forest Caramel Marshmallow Supreme cake that I never got one bite of thanks to you." Luna reminded. "I'll happily continue to remind you until you remember to actually replace that exact cake, sister. In the meantime, I'm off to burn a few calories."
Luna then left the house with her bag and membership card, as Celestia rolled her eyes.
"Unfortunately for Luna, she just remains in denial that nopony makes that cake anymore, especially after the recipe was lost, sometime after I banished her to the moon." Celestia reflected. "Even 1,000 years later, some things really do never change, do you see what I mean now, Sunset?"
"For sure, mom." Sunset said. "I hope that this cake hasn't torn you and Luna apart over the years?"
"Maybe back then, but not really as much after I reconciled with her." Celestia clarified. "The cake incident was primarily just something she wanted to remind me of from time to time, whenever I insisted that I should get the first helping of dessert, but it hasn't really hurt our relationship. To this day, I do wonder where I could even find that exact cake recipe, since my personal recreations of it weren't enough to satisfy Luna. This aside, going back to the leopard gecko toy, I mostly wanted to return it to you, since I knew you definitely loved it as a filly. And since you decided to drop by, I thought it was at least a perfect opportunity I couldn't waste, especially after I found it again."
"I'm thankful that you decided to give this back, and allowed me to understand where my connection with leopard geckos had originated from." Sunset said, continuing to hold her plush. "Speaking of which, the cake story revolving around you and Luna certainly intrigued me, it's nice to hear so many different stories from the past that give some solid answers to the present. I got a little more time before I need to catch my train, do you think you could share the story of how I got this lovable plush of Señor G. Echo?"
"Oh yes." Celestia obliged to Sunset's request. "I remember that story quite fondly."
Celestia began sharing a flashback of when Sunset was now a few years older than she was as a baby, around the same age where Sunspot would've originally felt more comfortable in letting his daughter go. Princess Celestia was taking her to an arcade with a foal's play area in Canterlot, since it was Sunset's birthday. This was long before the young unicorn felt egotistical and self-centered, as her adoptive mother had not made Sunset her pupil yet. As such, she appeared to get along with the other colts and fillies rather well, but her primary focus was playing games to earn enough tickets to cash in at the prize counter.
Sunset continued to persist through all of these games, as nearby fillies commented how much they admired her skills. All the while, Princess Celestia was sitting back, watching her adoptive daughter impress the whole crowd whilst keeping her birthday pizza warm. The princess didn't think much of it at the time, but it was entirely possible that letting Sunset enjoy the spotlight might've contributed to her behavior later on in life. Regardless, she only wanted to see her adoptive daughter happy and confident, especially if she were to one day consider making Sunset her official pupil in magic.
Eventually, after a day's of hard work in winning practically every game the arcade had to offer, Sunset then brought a huge wad of tickets over to the prize counter, ready to claim whatever treasures she could possibly get her hooves on. Unfortunately, while the young unicorn was believing she had reached the climax of her birthday as far as being rewarded for her efforts and gaming skills, she was about to be in for a real surprise, thanks to the pair of young stallions running the prize booth.
"Well, hello there, little filly." Flim said, whilst winking to his brother.
"That's an awfully huge wad of tickets you've accumulated over a day's worth of minigames." Flam added. "Now, I suppose you'll want a good reward?"
"Yeah, yeah!" Sunset nodded her head in excitement, as she handed the stallions her tickets.
"Well, you may have enough tickets to obtain some of the fancier prizes, like this water gun or skateboard, but what if I told you that there's even more luxurious prizes than even those?"
"There... there are?" Sunset asked with curiosity.
"Right you are!" Flam said to his brother, before moving out of the way to show Sunset other items on the wall that looked absolutely stunning.
Sunset saw what looked like a guitar with a flame pattern on it, a real diamond-studded collar, and a leather jacket. All of which looked amazing to her, and fittingly enough, were items that she'd one day end up owning for herself in the human world, once she began exploring her tastes and fashion senses. Unfortunately, these items appeared to only be as good as those that were purely for display, after Sunset had read the prices on those prizes. They costed 10 million tickets each to obtain, and Sunset's day of work had only gotten her around 2,000.
"They look so cool, but... I don't have enough tickets." Sunset said, innocently. "I'm sorry."
"Hey, not to fret, these prizes are extra special, but more meant to show off what the prize booth has in store for anypony truly dedicated enough to earn that many tickets." Flim explained. "However, after realizing that it may not be fair to tease everypony with such wonderful prizes, my brother and I have come up with a good compromise."
"That's right." Flam continued. "Now, how's about this as a proposition, young filly? For the price of all these tickets you have now, you have one chance to make a shot with this basketball into this small hole here behind us. If you can get it in, any one of those fabulous, super-prizes is yours. But if you miss, your tickets are all ours, and there are no refunds. What do you say?"
Although still rather young, Sunset understood the risk and reward factor of what she was just proposed. It sounded absolutely tempting, a chance at winning a prize that no other foal would realistically be able to get on their own, especially due to tickets having expiration dates. Thinking that the minigame she was asked to participate in felt no different to the skeeball games she had obtained plenty of tickets from, Sunset accepted the proposition, shaking hooves with one of the stallions.
Flam handed Sunset a mini-basketball, as the filly began to concentrate. All her tickets were on the line here, so she kept thinking to herself that she was not allowed to lose. After having enough confidence in her throw, she finally did so at an angle in which it looked like the ball would make its way in without any issue. Unfortunately, Sunset was in for quite the surprise when she saw that the ball was somehow repelled away from the hole, in a way that just seemed impossible. As the ball fell onto the arcade's floor, Sunset felt completely exasperated at what had just happened.
"Awwww, too bad." Flim teased, as he took Sunset's tickets away and locked them in a drawer. "Better luck next time, but remember, you agreed to our little game, so I'm afraid there's no refunds or second chances."
Sunset felt absolutely cheated at this point, since it appeared that the game was somehow rigged. There was just no way the ball should've been repelled away from the hole if she had truly missed, and now those stallions had taken all her tickets too. The tickets she was originally planning to use to obtain some of the more medium-cool prizes, but now she had nothing. The young unicorn felt heartbreak so severe, she began crying rather loudly, that it got the attention of everypony else in the arcade.
Princess Celestia was the first one to take notice of this, and immediately went over to the prize booth, to see her adoptive daughter truly heartbroken. She had never heard her cry like this before, making the princess realize something really bad must've happened. Celestia turned to Flim and Flam, demanding an explanation.
"What in Equestria happened here?" The princess asked, rather sternly.
"Hey, princess." Flim attempted to defend himself and his brother. "It's not our fault this filly here is a sore loser."
"Yeah." Flam agreed. "She agreed to hand over all her tickets if we gave her a shot at this bonus minigame behind us, that would've allowed her to get any of the three exclusive prizes on top. And hey, we do have a sign here that states are policies upfront, 'First Come, First Serve', and 'No Refunds', respectively."
"...That filly there is my daughter." Celestia huffed. "And what is the meaning of this? What kind of operation are you running here to allow something like that? This sounds like nothing more than a shady scam you two are pulling right now."
This was 100% the case, as Flim and Flam's original plan was to scam any unsuspecting foal who had accumulated a large number of tickets. They had rigged the skeeball game and basketball with magnets, ensuring that no foal would ever have a chance at getting the ball into the hole. After scamming the foals out of their tickets, they would then attempt to sell the extra tickets to other unsuspecting foals outside of work, earning them extra money even when they weren't assigned bonus hours.
"Hey, she agreed to our little proposal because she wanted the prizes really badly." Flim insisted.
"He... he's right, mommy." Sunset teared up. "I made a really dumb decision, let's just go home now."
"Hold it, Sunset!" Celestia stopped her adoptive daughter from trotting outside the arcade, before turning back to Flim and Flam. "So, am I to understand that you have permission from your boss to instill this kind of operation into the business?"
"Of course we do, we wouldn't want to be dishonest to innocent children, after all!" Flam claimed.
"Really?" Celestia raised an eyebrow. "In that case, may I please speak with your boss to confirm this?"
"Errr... maybe not today, since our boss is unfortunately out with the flu." Flam fabricated. "He... doesn't really like talking to ponies outside his office anyways."
"Oh, okay." Celestia replied in a sarcastic manner. "That's perfectly fine then. But before we decide to leave, are you sure that this game is not rigged in any way?"
"Of course it isn't!" Flim quickly blurted out. "What kind of disreputable business ponies would we be if we did that?"
"Fascinating." Celestia said, before using her magic to levitate the same basketball Sunset had dropped on the floor earlier, and put it in Flim's hoof. "Then prove it to me. If you can make this shot right now, then I'll directly head on home with my daughter, no questions asked."
Everypony else in the arcade gasped upon hearing the princess challenge the stallions managing the prize booth. They all began to watch closely, as Flim gulped and nodded his head in agreement to the princess's proposal. He got up from behind the counter and went to the other side, with the ball in his shaking, nervous hoof. In fact, his shaking got so bad, that instead of getting a chance to throw it, he just dropped the ball directly on the ground, as everypony around saw this, and began booing the two stallions, after it appeared to be proven that they were running nothing more than a scam.
The adult ponies began leaving the arcade with their foals, and even the foals themselves were disgusted to the point of not wanting to stay longer in this arcade, after realizing how the prize booth was managed. Flam put a hoof on his face at his brother blowing it big time, as Flim quickly went behind the counter, feeling both he and Flam were now at the mercy of the princess before them.
"Well, that was certainly interesting." Celestia said, rather amused. "I guess you couldn't do it, could you?"
"Listen, please don't tell our boss about this, we really need this job!" Flim begged.
"What do you want from us, bits, candy, toys, just name it!" Flam proposed.
"I suppose I could be a little more lenient, as long as you apologize to my daughter and give her something that she rightfully deserves for her tickets." Celestia said with a serious tone.
"We're so sorry, little filly!" Flam quickly said, albeit insincerely. "Please forgive us!"
"A-And as for giving her something she truly deserves, we can't afford to give her any of those luxury prizes we proposed, but... how about this!?" Flim added, nervously, before taking out a pile of plush toys from behind the counter, and setting them in front of Sunset. "You can take one... or two...? Better yet, how about you take them all?"
Sunset looked at the pile of plushes in front of her, but for the most part, they didn't really seem as interesting as the leather jacket or diamond collar. However, after rummaging through the pile, she found one toy that truly resonated with her. Sunset quickly grabbed this plush that looked like a leopard gecko, which made Flim and Flam's eyes widen with shock at their big mistake.

"Oh, this one! This one! This one!" Sunset said, over and over, as she began hugging the plush. "It's Señor G. Echo, my favorite superhero! I've never seen any toys of him in any store before, so I'll take this one! I love him, I love him so much!"
"That's because... it's the limited edition Señor G. Echo plush we managed to snag at an auction!" Flam said with horror. "D-Did we say you can have the whole pile of plushes, I-I meant that you can have them all, except for that one!"
"No!" Sunset insisted. "Those all look cheap and boring! I want this one, and this one only. You can keep the others."
"Well, my daughter's spoken, and like you've said yourselves." Celestia began reiterating the shady business ponies' mentality. "No refunds, first come, first serve."
"Please, it's said that there's only 10 of those in existence, and they're absolutely valuable no matter where you go!" Flim begged. "They're so valuable ever since the merchandise company for Señor G. Echo went out of business, and they became priceless collectible items! We actually had to pay 100,000 bits for that plush at an auction! Honestly, Flam? How did you manage to mix up that plush with the rubbish knockoff toys we give away here!?"
"You two con artists probably should've thought about that before you decided to scam my daughter." Celestia frowned. "Let this be a lesson to you, especially since that guitar, bracelet, and leather jacket are so much more valuable to you."
"They really aren't, compared to that plush!" Flam insisted. "Tell you what, we'll give you all three of the top prizes right now, if you give up that Señor G. Echo plush."
"N-No!" Sunset refused. "I-I don't w-wanna!"
"All right, then in other words, you'll get nothing, and like it!" Flam snarled, before snatching the Señor G. Echo plush back from Sunset, and getting ready to make a run for it.
Sunset began crying even more severe tears of heartbreak at this action, which only enraged Celestia further. As the princess realized that these con ponies were attempting to escape, she quickly used her own magic to seal off all the doors and windows in the arcade, trapping them in. Flim and Flam continued to try finding places to hide, but it was no use, as Celestia managed to eventually trap and corner them, ready to blast magic at them for their heinous crimes.
"Nopony makes my daughter cry, you hear me!?" Celestia shouted to the two stallions, now scared for their lives. "Hand over that leopard gecko plush, or else!"
"I-If you come any closer, I'll just rip this plush up with my horn!" Flim threatened.
"Flim, no!" Flam snatched the plush back from his brother, outraged at what he was about to do. "I'll never forgive you if you do that, especially after how much we paid for it! Look, we'll just try and find another one of these from an unsuspecting seller one day, and go from there! I'm not willing to let this plush cost us our lives now!"
Out of pure fear that they were about to be obliterated by the princess, Flam nervously handed the toy to Celestia, who then stopped charging up her magic and went back over to Sunset.
"Thank you." Celestia said sternly to the brothers, before handing the plush back to Sunset, who was now overjoyed.
Flam went back into the corner to accompany Flim, now disgusted at his brother's actions.
"This is all your fault, you're the one who insisted we get into the arcade business!" Flim scoffed. "If we had gone with my idea to invest toward a deluxe apple cider machine, we'd be making so much more money!"
"Relax, Flim." Flam frowned. "At least we're alive now, and don't have to worry about losing our jobs anymore."
"Ohhhhhh no." Celestia said, as she was about to exit the arcade with Sunset. "Don't think that I won't be having a word with your boss about all this. Better yet, you both are also banned from Canterlot from now on, so I don't believe you'll be scamming anypony around here anytime soon."
"What!?" Flim shouted with outrage. "B-But, I thought you said you'd be lenient with us if we gave up that Señor G. Echo plush!"
"What's wrong?" Celestia asked, rhetorically. "Not throwing you in jail or better yet, banishing you to the moon sound better? Would you really like to bargain again for your punishment?"
Flim and Flam's eyes widened, before adamantly shaking their heads 'no' out of pure desperation.
"That's what I thought." Celestia said, rather satisfied, before turning back to Sunset with a soft expression. "And... happy birthday, Sunset."
"Thank you so much, mommy!" Sunset hugged her adoptive mother tightly before showing her enthusiasm to her new Señor G. Echo plush. "I love you so much, mommy, and I also love you, Señor G. Echo. I hope that I can one day grow up to be just like you, a superhero who always puts others first!"
"Well, as long as you follow Señor G. Echo's examples, I'm sure you can be like him in no time!" Celestia encouraged her adoptive daughter.
"Actually, I was talking about you, mommy." Sunset said. "If it wasn't for you, I don't know what I would've done with those mean stallions."
"Oh, alright then." Celestia giggled at her daughter's wit. "What kind of a mother would I be, had I not? Alright, Sunset. Let's head back on home."
"Yeah!" Sunset exclaimed with enthusiasm whilst snuggling her Señor G. Echo plush. "This was the best birthday ever!"
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Sunset happily began clapping after Celestia finished telling that rather cathartic story, which explained how she ended up getting her hooves on this Señor G. Echo plush. It was admittedly satisfying to learn how her adoptive mother was responsible for not only foiling the Flim Flam Brothers' nefarious scam, but also allowing Sunset to own a toy of the superhero leopard gecko that she always cherished as a young filly. Not only that, but it was implied to have been an incredibly sought after collector's item, and this made sense. While Señor G. Echo was indeed a popular puppet show series enjoyed by both foals and even some adult ponies alike, toys of the adventurous gecko were thought to be nonexistent.
"That was a wonderful tale, for sure." Sunset said, rather satisfied with the happy ending. "Pretty satisfying to hear that Flim and Flam ended up getting exactly what they deserved, though I do remember Twilight writing to me a few times about them occasionally still being up to their old tricks whenever given the opportunity. Notably when they attempted to open some university that teaches friendship."
"It wouldn't surprise me, they most certainly represent how foul and slimy somepony can become thanks to money." Celestia replied. "Have you ever heard the saying of how money can't buy happiness? Well, I believe it's safe to say that anypony who cheats or lives off of pure greed will never truly be happy."
"I actually learned that the hard way myself, since... let's just say I was actually guilty of manipulating and using others for my own personal gain, making myself exponentially more alone in the process." Sunset alluded to her time at CHS. "That aside, Señor G. Echo certainly represents the kind of pony I could've still been, had I actually embraced what he taught me as a role model. But admittedly, I almost feel as if becoming your pupil was the point in my past where everything changed. I was way too focused on being number one, stopped socializing altogether, and even pushed others aside to get my way. Come to think of it... I vaguely even recall that this was also the point when I stopped calling you 'mommy', and instead just saw you as my teacher?"
"It's been many ages since I officially declared you as my pupil, but that does sound about right." Celestia recalled. "I'll give you this much, your skills with magic were unmatched by anypony else's performance I've seen in all my years of teaching. But as your skills grew, so did your rebellious nature, which I imagine had to have been my decision in letting you be free to express yourself, as I didn't want to interfere with your creative spirit. Is it safe to assume you're now rebellious for a good cause these days?"
"As far as being a leader and taking responsibility, for sure." Sunset replied. "That said, my rebellious and stubborn nature was admittedly another trait that came back to bite me at times. Notably when the other Twilight and I drove ourselves crazy trying to win this rigged ring toss minigame, which was coincidentally set up by the other Flim and Flam. Something kept telling me at the back of my mind that it was certainly losing proposition to continuously attempt a rigged game, but hey. My pride kept telling me otherwise, and that I couldn't let those two best me again, even if they weren't the same ponies from my childhood. Plus, we actually did end up beating them at their own game, and walked away with a stuffed parakeet, so there's that, too."
"I'll certainly admire your perseverance regardless, since that's always been a trait I've encouraged with all of my students." Celestia winked. "Now that the story's been told, I suppose this is goodbye for now?"
"I guess so, since... I really can't afford to be late to this meeting." Sunset said, before coming over to hug her adopted mother one last time, as Celestia did the same. "I know now that even after dad asked you all those years ago to raise me like a daughter, you could've very easily refused. But you chose to do so anyways, especially after what happened between him and Solstice. You've given me a life of happiness and joy that I'll always appreciate and cherish for the rest of my life. Thank you, mom. For everything."
"You're very welcome, Sunset." Celestia teared up. "I'm just happy to know now that my daughter is an absolute sweet angel who absolutely values friendship and spreads her empathy and kindness toward others. In the meantime, although you know now that I'm not your biological mother, I still hope that if we can find Solstice one day, you'll get to meet her and at least have some form of closure as far as knowing her. And of course, I wish you luck on making things right with Sunspot as well."
"I hope so too, but it'll admittedly be difficult if he refuses to talk to me." Sunset believed, as she grabbed her saddlebag, placed her precious plush in a separate compartment, and began making her way to the front door. "Well... that's why I have my friends to help me through these tough times. Even Sunburst mentioned that he's now committed as my brother until the end, so I'm happy that some good has come out of this discovery surrounding Sunspot. I'm admittedly somewhat afraid to approach dad at this point, but I'm sure I'll figure something out. After all, I've dealt with literal plant monsters at summer camp, and even pop stars who make you live through the same day over and over. As such, I'm confident I can somehow solve this family dispute, no matter how it turns out in the end. For now, I'm mostly just happy that I have at least one true mom who's always cared for me, and I'll always cherish and remember that for the rest of my days."
"You have become strong and wise since the days you were my pupil, and I couldn't be more proud of  how much you've grown, Sunset." Celestia smiled. "I've taught you everything I knew about magic since you were a small filly, and now you have the valuable knowledge in the importance of friendship. You've become a far greater unicorn pupil than I could ever hope to be. I know now that with your perseverance and determination, it won't be long before I see you officially graduate and trot down that ceremony stage back at the School For Gifted Unicorns."
Sunset gave a soft expression in response to Celestia's kind words, before she nodded in confidence, and began waving goodbye to her adoptive mother. Celestia did the same, feeling that these moments with Sunset seemed just as emotional and heartwarming to her as the entirety of Twilight's coronation, and especially right before she and Luna said her final goodbyes to the new official princess of Equestria. Before Sunset was about to put her saddlebag on her back again, she decided to open it, mostly for a quick glimpse at how much time she had left before the CHS graduation. While doing so, she also got a glimpse of the shiny crystals she had taken from the giant boulder that Maud had helped her clear away from the train tracks.
She had admittedly forgotten about these, as most of her time here in Silver Shoals was focused on being with Celestia. Sunset knew she would eventually be back at Canterlot to settle things with Rainbow Dash, and she had only vaguely considered the idea of giving each of her main pony friends here in Equestria one of these crystals as a sign of her friendship with them. There were 8 crystals, and 8 ponies respectively, if Sunset were to count herself, Rarity, Pinkie, Fluttershy, Starlight, Applejack, Rainbow, and Twilight. However, since Sunset believed that Celestia was technically the very first friend in Equestria she's ever had, she decided now would at least be the perfect opportunity to ask her adoptive mother if she'd accept one of these crystals herself.
"Mom, wait a second." Sunset turned around, as Celestia did the same, curious at what her daughter had seemingly forgotten. "Before I go, I also wanted to give you a little present. Would you be willing to accept one of these orange crystals?"
Sunset reached into her saddlebag and took all eight crystals out, before displaying them on a table. She then held one up in her hoof, offering her adoptive mother this gift.
"My, these look like beautiful fragments of citrine, and well-shaped too." Celestia began admiring the crystals. "They must've cost you a pretty bit, I'd imagine?"
"Actually, let's just say that a friend helped me discover these while she was getting rid of a boulder that was stopping the train from reaching Silver Shoals." Sunset replied. "And I was thinking, considering all we've been through together as a mother and daughter, would you be willing to accept this gift as a sign of my gratitude?"
"It would be an honor, but... are you sure you wouldn't rather give these to your other friends, whom you've recently befriended during your return?" Celestia hesitated. "I'm noticing there are eight crystals here, and if we were to count Twilight and her first five friends, Starlight Glimmer, and yourself, wouldn't that also be eight ponies too? I could see this as a great way to link together your friendship with all the other girls, similar to friendship bracelets. You did mention yesterday that Twilight and those other ponies have been making your return to Equestria feel incredibly special, so I'd imagine these crystals would be a wonderful gift for them in return for their kindness."
"I did think of that at first, except..." Sunset began, realizing she needed to make a confession. "Befriending them all didn't actually happen. I managed to do so with everypony... except for Rainbow Dash. In fact, she's the one involved in this dispute I mentioned earlier, and why I felt I couldn't be late to this meeting. But regardless, that's why I wanted to offer you one of these crystals as a gift, since... until I reconcile with Rainbow, it wouldn't really make sense for me to give her one now."
"I'm sorry to hear you got off on the wrong hoof with Rainbow Dash, Sunset." Celestia understood. "However, as much as I appreciate your consideration of me as a mother, I'm afraid I can't accept this until I know the outcome of how things will work out between you two. Reason being, if you're able to make amends in the end, I'd much rather you give her one of these citrines to strengthen your friendship with her, and to show just how much you care about making things right. I wouldn't want to take this opportunity away from you, especially since... having you visit me after retirement was already the perfect present for me. In the meantime, just like with your father, I wish you luck in resolving things with her as well."
"Yeah... you're right, mom." Sunset nodded understandingly, before collecting back the crystals and setting them away in her saddlebag. "I will, and... hopefully the next time we see each other, I'll have happy news to share, as far as how everything ended up working out."
"Splendid, I hope that you'll travel safely and be able to solve these disputes with everything you've learned." Celestia encouraged, as Sunset was now ready to exit. "Until then, I hope we can meet again very soon."
Sunset finally trotted out the house, but not before looking back and waving goodbye one final time, as she knew this was likely going to be the last time for a while she'd be seeing Celestia. After all, with the upcoming council meeting to settle her and Rainbow's dispute, as well as spending more of her time relearning magic back in Canterlot, Sunset understood that she was certainly going to be busy for a while, especially since she was still interested in doing further exploring. She might've already seen parts of Manehattan, Cloudsdale, and Ponyville, but there were other places she was still interested in potentially visiting, such as that Mustangia place Wallflower vaguely mentioned the other day.
While thinking of Wallflower, Sunset also remembered that by this point, she had ran into many pony counterparts to people she recognized in the human world, and were even able to befriend some of them. Knowing how her exploration had gotten her a little more acquainted with the residents of Equestria, she was still hoping that she'd eventually find further clues, or better yet, meet her real mother, Solstice. Sugar Belle and Stellar Flare seemed to know more about her existence than Sunset ever did, but Sunset believed that fully understanding Sunspot's past could provide a more crucial clue as to what truly happened to her biological mother. All she knew for certain was that Solstice completely abandoned Sunspot after learning her daughter was trapped in the human world, which didn't really provide much insight as to where she could possibly be in present day.
Believing that the mystery surrounding Solstice would have to be something she'd need to focus on some other time, Sunset trotted back over to the train station, awaiting a trip back to Canterlot. Although she now knew how to directly teleport back, Sunset decided against it, primarily since the purpose of this return was to admire the many sights of Equestria, and of course, the concern that teleportation over long distances would be energy consuming, much like Starlight warned. Sunset knew that she needed any energy she could spare for the upcoming confrontation with Rainbow, and decided that if the train ran into an issue that would force her to teleport in order to reach Canterlot on time, she'd only do so in such a scenario as an emergency.
After purchasing another train ticket at the admission booth, Sunset also understood that she was now running low on bits, even if the admission prices here at Silver Shoals were lower than the ones at Canterlot and Ponyville. If she were to take an extended stay in Equestria, that would definitely entail finding work soon, since she was inevitably going to run out of bits at some point. Although Sunset knew she already had a home in Canterlot, with a fridge full of fresh groceries thanks to Fluttershy, it wasn't enough to accommodate for the foreseen extended stay, likely at least several years before she would consider returning to the human world.
Waiting for the train to arrive, Sunset began contemplating how the meeting with Rainbow Dash would go. Since she had already bonded quite well with everypony else who was part of the council, Sunset at least felt comfortable in knowing they'd all most likely support her, much like Starlight said when Twilight had mentioned the dispute surrounding them. However, was it entirely possible that some of them would side with Rainbow, due to being biased, or because they've known her longer? No matter what would happen in the end, Sunset recalled the words Fluttershy said to her during the coronation's aftermath, in that true friends would always understand and respect her decisions while making any sacrifices necessary. This made sense, as Twilight showed she was willing to do just that, even if it meant hurting her own friendship and standing with Rainbow.
For the most part, Sunset didn't worry too much about any of her new friends taking a bias to side against her, since they all made it rather clear that they'd be by her side no matter what, especially with how much time in Equestria she's spent bonding with each of them. This included Pinkie too, as although Sunset admittedly spent the overall least time with her compared to any of her other friends, she now knew that she had technically known her the longest, after Pinkie revealed her crafty and sneaky game in switching places with her human counterpart countless times. As Twilight and Starlight were already adamant on speaking to Rainbow on Sunset's behalf, it felt reasonable to surmise everpony else would too. But even if they were to support Sunset's side in the fallout, Sunset still hoped that deep down, they wouldn't all just gang up on Rainbow to the point of completely damaging their own friendships with her. 
Rainbow wasn't someone Sunset truly loathed, unlike say, Principal Cinch. She still saw the good in her, and the potential of still being able to make amends, especially with understanding why specifically she ended up doing what she did. Abandoning Sunset and acting overly harsh were uncalled for, but so was falsely accusing her apprentice for being a thief, which inadvertently damaged her friendship with Indigo. Even if it was for a good cause, mostly as a means of catching the actual thief on Derpy's behalf, Sunset conceded she still ended up making a mistake, which was enough of a reason for her to willingly make things right herself. Being the leader of her human friends for quite some time now, she definitely knew one of the most valuable aspects of leadership entailed listening to both sides, and understanding the full extent of the story, rather than sticking with biases.
As these thoughts clouded Sunset's mind, the train finally began arriving at her platform, preparing to make a departure towards Canterlot. She trotted aboard, noticing that the train coach was rather empty, which was likely a result of her taking the train rather early in the morning. However, while looking around, Sunset spotted a stallion sitting by himself, who was admittedly familiar for the wrong reasons. Although Sunset felt happy that she and Flash Sentry had become mutual friends later on, even after their breakup, she certainly never forgot how horribly she treated him during her first stay in the human world. Exploiting him for personal gain, using him for money, and tossing him aside even when he genuinely loved her, it was an absolutely toxic relationship. Sunset felt that because of this behavior back then, she was admittedly no better than even Madame Cinch, whom she also believed accurately represented the kind of pony she'd be today, had she never turned a new leaf.
While thinking of the past, Sunset also realized this actually wasn't the first time she had met this particular Flash, much like she had been doing lately with many other familiar pony counterparts here in Equestria. In fact, while seeking Celestia's guidance during the memory stone fiasco, she specifically remembered briefly glancing at the Canterlot guard, shortly before she made her way into the library. Much like with Celestia, Sunset never really had much of an opportunity to interact with him, as she was still focused on learning why her human friends had turned on her, and the fact it technically wasn't the Flash she knew. Since the train ride was going to take some time, and the Pony Flash Sentry was admittedly looking a bit sad and lonely by himself, Sunset decided to sit next to him, trying to understand what was supposedly bothering the royal guard.
"Hello, how are you doing today?" Sunset began a conversation, before setting her saddlebag down and taking a seat.
"Morning, ma'am." Flash Sentry replied, with a little more optimism in his voice, but slowly began reverting back into his glum state.
"Hey there... are you feeling alright?" Sunset asked with a little concern. "I'm noticing you seem rather forlorn right now."
"It's... not really important, and I'm sure that I've still got much bigger responsibilities to worry about back at Canterlot." Flash continued.
"I'm heading back to Canterlot too, and we've got some time now to discuss things if you need somepony to talk to." Sunset assured. "I'm willing to listen about whatever's troubling you."
"Well... alright." Flash nodded, before explaining himself. "Let's just say... it involves somepony I've worked with for many years at Canterlot as a royal guard. Her name's Sour Sweet, and... I was admittedly pretty devastated to learn that she was the one who was reported to have been abusing her power."
"Oh, yeah..." Sunset remembered what Sour Sweet had done to her after Max Steele tried to keep her out from Twilight's coronation. "Let's just say... I know somepony who was recently affected by her abusive behavior, myself. I mean, assuming we're talking about the same Sour Sweet, she's that royal guard with freckles, who sometimes acts sour and other times, sweet?"
"Correct, that's her." Flash said. "I've known her ever since my days at Canterlot's training academy, and we always hit things off pretty well. In fact, I've gotten reports from some of my colleagues that she has a habit of acting sour when I'm not around. However, when I am around, she tends to act rather servile and repeats anything I say. Despite this, there have been rumors that she claims that the Canterlot guards would be more respected if she were the leader instead, due to the fact that she's actually better at flying than anypony else on the team. Given what ended up happening to Sour Sweet after Princess Twilight and Mr. Steele testified against her, I'm guessing those rumors were never wrong."
"Really sorry to hear you ended up having to learn the hard way in regards to Sour Sweet's true colors." Sunset replied, realizing that she was actually seemingly responsible for Flash feeling saddened as a result of learning how scummy Sour Sweet truly was. "I can't imagine what you're going through right now, since... it's crazy to think that it's the ponies you're close with who can hurt you the most."
"For sure." Flash said in agreement. "For many years, I've actually seen her as my second in command, whilst I led the rest of the team during battles or expeditions. I've admittedly gotten occasional reports from them that they haven't been happy with Sour Sweet's treatment when I'm not around, and I always tended to brush it off, thinking it sounded completely unlike her. Knowing the circumstances now, I certainly realize I've failed as a leader, and it's why I've been feeling glum lately. I just feel like I've let the rest of my team down, purely because I was biased toward Sour Sweet, making me go in denial whenever somepony claimed they didn't like her."
"I know that feeling too, the dread and disappointment you can get when you believe you've let everypony down." Sunset related to Flash's sorrow. "I'm part of a group of friends myself, and... over time, they considered me their leader. To me, although the leader's job is to make sure everyone is happy and accounted for, I also believe it's their job to learn from their mistakes, understanding that there's no such thing as perfection. I've actually felt like I failed as a leader from time to time thanks to a habit of losing my temper, but that doesn't make me a bad pony. It makes me a pony who understands what they did wrong, and become willing to correct for it in the future with this kind of experience in mind. I'd say the same could be said for you, since you're atoning for your past mistakes on being biased."
"I suppose so, but that doesn't change the fact that I could've very easily done something about it, even if I was biased." Flash sighed. "I let my partnership with Sour Sweet blind me to the point of ignoring complaints and concerns from the rest of the team, and now... everything that she supposedly put them all through during our duties... still very much happened. It can't be undone anymore, and now I'm just sitting here defeated, hoping I could've always done things differently back then."
"Yeah... I know that feeling too, more than you know." Sunset related. "I understand the pain and frustration regarding anything that went wrong in the past, which ended up causing irreversible damage. But unfortunately, since we can never change the past, I've stuck with a philosophy that's motivated me to always make the right steps forward. What happens in the past stays in the past, but what happens in the present can lead to a better future that you'll be able to remember for all the right reasons. I don't look too fondly back on my past, but with every new cherished memory I've made, it's helped me remember just how far I've come since those days."
"That's a pretty good philosophy to take away." Flash smiled. "But regardless of what I do now, I don't know how I can come back to face the rest of my team again. I've just recovered from my broken wings, and am now returning back to Canterlot to continue serving my duties, but I'm not sure if they'll give me a warm reception upon return."
"Sorry to hear about your wings." Sunset said, vaguely remembering Max Steele alluded to this when she hid in that broom closet. "Do you mind me asking what happened?"
"Well, the thing is, I'm actually not entirely sure how it happened." Flash began trying to remember that day. "All I seem to recall was, I had been on duty at Cloudsdale a few weeks ago, when out of nowhere, this unknown force managed to hit me at a remarkable speed, and sent me crashing down onto the city grounds. I ended up landing on my wings, which put me out of work up until now. My wings might be better, but I can't say with certainty that'll apply to my standing with the team too."
"Whatever happens with your team in the end?" Sunset began. "I believe all that matters is you giving them an apology for being biased, then proving to them that you're willing to change and become a more responsible leader, assuring them that you'd never make such a mistake again. They might not forgive you immediately, but it's important to show you're confident in moving forward as a changed stallion. It's valuable to see your past mistakes as a way for you to learn and grow, rather than something to dwell on."
"Sounds like the perfect way for me to move forward, especially after everything my team and I have been through, ever since I landed this job in protecting and serving Equestria." Flash said with some newfound confidence. "Thanks for having this talk with me, I feel a lot better and ready to face the music when the time comes. Feels nice to meet somepony who really cares that much about my personal issues."
"Anytime, I figured I had to at least do something, given how sad you looked when I boarded the train." Sunset replied. "I guess since this is the first time we're getting properly acquainted, I could introduce myself. I'm Sunset Shimmer."
"Flash Sentry." Flash introduced himself, before understanding who Sunset truly was. "Wait a minute, you're Sunset Shimmer? So you're that pony who was involved in exposing Sour Sweet's true colors, at least according to what Princess Twilight ended up reporting. In that case, whatever you ended up doing, you have my eternal respect as far as helping me learn I couldn't recover from working with somepony as two-faced as her. You saved me from a lot of trouble, considering that for a while, I was begging the princess to promote her to the elite ranks, where I'm currently at. And on top of this, you've even given me solid advice as to how I can make things right with the rest of my colleagues, now that Sour Sweet's gone."
"I'm always willing to be a friend for anypony in need, especially since I know myself how much it hurts to be all alone, with nopony else to have your back in the toughest of times." Sunset opened up.
"I really love that kind of commitment and mentality, especially since Princess Celestia herself commended me on my dedication and leadership." Flash replied. "In fact, before her retirement, she ended up knighting me as 'Sir Sentry', since I had been going the extra mile to effectively lead troops and formally welcome officials outside of Equestria, much like when the Duke and Duchess of Maretonia paid a visit."
"It's impressive how you've managed to earn such a title while continuing to work hard as a royal guard." Sunset acknowledged. "I'm sure your friends and family have always been proud of you for how far you've come yourself."
"Yeah, my... family." Flash's glumness seemingly came back briefly.
"Oh, I'm... I'm sorry if I've touched upon a sensitive topic." Sunset said. "I completely understand if you don't really want to talk about it."
"No, don't worry." Flash assured. "Bringing up my family might've let me remember one particular unpleasant memory, but at the same time, it also gave me a reminder of why I decided to choose this career path. I'm also pretty comfortable about sharing this with you, given how understanding and compassionate you are. Sunset, are you interested in learning why specifically I became a royal guard?"
"Of course, I'm all ears." Sunset replied, as she already knew herself what it was like to have a troubled past with her own biological family.
"My father, who was once one of Equestria's most gifted soldiers." Flash began opening himself up. "Sentinel Sentry was his name, and he was well respected by many. Growing up in Equestria, I showed promise as far as flight skills and effective communication, to where dad saw the potential in me to become a royal guard one day. I decided against it at first, before seeing the benefits that would come with it. My family was poor and unable to afford university tuition after I graduated grade school, but since I was looking for work and kept my athletic flying ability intact, I ended up joining the E.U.P, just like dad."
"E.U.P?" Sunset questioned, initially not understanding the acronym. "Oh, wait a minute, I think I've heard of that before. Earth, Unicorn, Pegasus, right?"
"That's right, Canterlot's military system which allowed all three pony kinds to join their ranks." Flash confirmed. "Though since many creatures are now living alongside ponies too, Princess Twilight recently opened up positions to allow creatures besides ponies to join, should they be interested in doing so."
"Been noticing that lately, which was pretty astonishing, given how long I've been gone from Equestria." Sunset shared her own experience. "This aside, how was the E.U.P. when you first joined?"
"At first, it seemed tolerable and rewarding." Flash continued. "We'd get meals free of charge, training sessions that helped us increase our physical strength, and felt respected by anypony else in Equestria no matter where we went. But after a while, the physical labor and policies began to get on my nerves. Our sergeant in particular began making me regret my decision to become a royal guard, especially with everything he had been putting me through. One day, while I was in the castle to have a reunion with dad, I had this exchange with him."
Flash then began sharing a flashback, where he had just finished his training for the day and was now allowed to see his family. He approached the castle's entrance and was greeted by his father, Sentinel, who had completed his military duties and was now ecstatic to finally see his son.
"Flash, good to see you, my boy!" Sentinel addressed his son, before noticing that he looked rather grouchy. "Hm, is there something wrong, son? Aren't you happy to see your pop?"
"Hey, dad." Flash said to his father, before saluting him. "I am, I very much am, and will always respect you as one of Equestria's most valuable soldiers. But nothing's wrong, don't worry."
"Flash... I've known you ever since you were a small colt, and I can tell when you're lying." Sentinel began with a serious tone. "Please, if something's truly been bothering you, could you please let your father know?"
"Alright, I guess it's good to finally get this off of my chest." Flash nodded, before explaining himself. "I'm not happy at all with Sergeant Peanut, ever since I stepped hoof into this academy. He would force us newbies to get up at 5 AM just to do pushups, kept yelling at us nonstop, and belittled us all the time, any chance he could. And I'm never allowed to talk back or give him a piece of my mind, it's so frustrating that he can treat us that way."
"Son, I can understand how intimidating this may be, especially compared to the schools you were used to before you joined." Sentinel began. "But you must understand that he's supposed to do that. While you may see it as belittling, it's actually how Equestria manages to build you recruits into successful soldiers. It's a form of building discipline and respect to your superiors."
"Yeah, right." Flash huffed. "I've been here for weeks now, and all I can feel for the guy is anything but respect. You'd think that as the ponies who protect and serve in Equestria, we'd get more respect than this. But no, we're instead just the underlings who, in his own words, are always replaceable."
"It's tough to adapt to this new lifestyle, but I can assure you that it's all perfectly normal, and the reason why I've become the built soldier I am today." Sentinel responded. "One day, I'll have to retire as a veteran, and it'll be your responsibility to lead the rest of these soldiers to protect Equestria, as I once did. Besides, we mutually agreed that this was for the best, since we were unable to afford further education for you."
"I know, but... maybe it's better if I just went and looked for a real job, instead of this bogus humiliation." Flash pouted. "I might be getting along with the new recruits and all, but it's primarily Sergeant Peanut who's holding me back and has it out for me. Even the other newbies have been mentioning that he's been targeting me the most."
"That's actually a sign that he sees the absolute most potential in you, and wanting to shape you up into the soldier you could become." Sentinel said. "You did notice that you scored the highest on the written examination for leadership qualifications, as well as flight strength?"
"Well, yes." Flash replied. "And I thought that because of this, he'd have more respect for me, as far as being the #1 in the academy."
"Flash, I'm telling you this as your father, but you must not give up because you feel insecure about your drill instructor." Sentinel held his son and made certain he could heed his words well. "Sergeant Peanut trained some of the most elite soldiers here in Equestria, including myself. I was just like you, thinking that the treatment wasn't right, given how effective I was with the training. However, over time, I helped myself realize that the yelling was a sign that he cared, and knows that you have the potential to be better. The discipline, the training, and the mentality that I could always improve, it shaped me into the stallion I am now. I know you can be too, as long as you put your differences aside and continue pushing on. Over time, you'll even grow compassion for everypony else on your team, including Sergeant Peanut."
"It'll... definitely still take a while for me to get used to my new life like this, but this pep talk at least motivates me to push on, even when I've begun to lose confidence in myself." Flash said. "Thanks, dad. I think I now know how I'll be approaching future training sessions with this kind of knowledge in mind."
"That's my boy, you definitely inherited that perseverance from me." Sentinel patted Flash on the back, before handing him a special badge. "This was my previous uniform's badge. I can't use it anymore, but I want you to have it, as it'll serve as a reminder. I'll sadly have to retire my position one day, but I know now when that day comes, you'll make your pop proud and pass this on for future generations of soldiers to come."
Flash and Sentinel hugged it out, and over time, Flash began realizing that his father was right. The 'bullying' from Sergeant Peanut had become effective at helping Flash build character and confidence in himself. After a while, his performances began to increase like never before, though his insecurities from being belittled still came up from time to time. Whenever this occurred, Flash just remembered what his father told him that day, and kept telling himself that he would soon be responsible for protecting and serving Equestria, much like Sentinel. The flashback then ended, which prompted Sunset to share her own thoughts.
"It's good to hear that you had a pretty solid relationship with your dad, Flash." Sunset said with optimism. "Always happy for anypony with a parent able to give you this kind of level and motivation."
"Indeed, but... that would unfortunately come to an end one day, in one of the most tragic ways imaginable." Flash sighed, before sharing another flashback.
It was another ordinary day in Canterlot, as Flash had once again finished his training to reunite with Sentinel. Everypony else in the E.U.P. had already gone home for the evening, and the only ponies that remained behind in Canterlot were Flash, Sentinel, and Princess Celestia herself. The princess commended both stallions for their efforts in protecting and serving Equestria, seeing the promise in the soldiers the E.U.P. had shaped.
"It's an honor to see both father and son together, working hard to maintain the peace of Equestria." Celestia expressed.
"You bet, Princess!" Sentinel said with confidence. "I'm especially proud of my boy for getting that leadership position, he was just built to manage troops!"
"Thanks, dad." Flash said, rather flattered, before hearing a growling noise. "But it sounds as if you're hungry now. Maybe that's a sign we should head back and have a good feast?"
"Err... son?" Sentinel said, rather concerned. "I'm afraid that wasn't my stomach."
The growling continued on, this time getting even louder than before. The three ponies began growing extra worried, realizing that some dangerous creature was nearby. Unfortunately for them, it was actually multiple creatures, fierce and bent on having a good feast, just as Flash had suggested. Out of nowhere, seven timberwolves hopped out from behind one of the buildings, and began cornering the princess and two soldiers. Princess Celestia spread her wings out to express hostility, before doing her best to protect everypony from these dangerous creatures.
"Timberwolves!" Celestia shouted, before using her magic to blast off the aggressive creatures who were known to feast on pony flesh, despite being made of wood.
At first, this appeared to take care of the creatures easily, as after the dust cleared away, the three ponies looked around and saw nothing but sticks and branches, seemingly harmless and ineffective at attacking. Unfortunately, this feeling of relief was short-lived, after the branches began moving and reassembling themselves, creating a much larger and fiercer entity, known as the Timberwolf King. Celestia, Flash, and Sentinel's eyes widened at this, since they had never seen any creatures capable of such an ability.
"What should we do!?" Flash began panicking. "I've never even seen these creatures before, but it seems as if blasting that magic just made it even more mad!"
"I've dealt with these before in the past, however!" Celestia continued to stand her ground against the now reassembled, monstrous beast. "This is astonishing, since I've never seen any timberwolves reassemble themselves to create a larger and more powerful form! My guess is, they must've found some form of new magic which gives them this ability, or they've somehow evolved into a more advanced stage in their life cycle!"
"Well that's no good, especially since we're the last ponies standing, here at Canterlot!" Sentinel shrieked. "But it looks like that thing's now immune to your attacks, Princess! If not even your magic can stand up to it, there may not be anything we can do either!"
By now, Celestia had given up firing at the wooden beast, since her attacks were now somehow ineffective. Out of desperation, she even tried teleporting the beast away, but it appears to have adapted to the point of becoming immune to magic. As a result, the beast simply laughed and roared at the three ponies, now bent on having some delicious morsels for dinner. Realizing that her lack of knowledge on this new variant of timberwolves might've just caused the foreseen doom of Canterlot, the princess decided that they had no other choice but to use the last resort.
"Flash, Sentinel!" Celestia addressed her pegasai royal guards. "In case of attacks like this, Canterlot has something that's used as a last resort, if nothing we do is able to fend off plant-based monsters. But it's risky to pull off."
"We gotta do whatever it takes, Princess!" Sentinel affirmed.
"Our job is to protect Equestria from nefarious monsters like that, so we have to give it a shot!" Flash added.
"Very well then." Celestia nodded her head. "We don't have a lot of time, but we'll need to get over to the botanical research lab, we'll find what we need there! In the meantime, run!"
The three ponies began running away toward the botanical lab, where scientists had been conducting research on rare plants and plant-based creatures beneficial to Equestria. Celestia had her mind set on one particular item located within, which was a unique concoction specialized in killing off any botanical-related species, should they pose as a threat to Equestria's society. All the while, the Timberwolf King gave a persistent chase, adamant on having a delicious pony banquet. As Celestia, Sentinel, and Flash eventually made it over to the lab, they realized that they had made a mistake that would cost them their lives. The lab was unfortunately locked, and none of them had the passcode to get inside.
"What are we going to do now!?" Flash shrieked. "None of us are botanical scientists, which means we don't know the password!"
"Princess, have you considered teleporting inside?" Sentinel suggested.
"Unfortunately, I can't." Celestia sighed. "This lab is actually protected with an invisible force field that blocks out teleportation. As a result, I think there's only one thing we can do now. I'm actually not supposed to share this with anypony else, but it seems like we have no choice now. In the Canterlot armor and weapons storage, I've hidden a secret master switch that unlocks every military-based building if the locks are somehow jammed. That includes the botanical lab, which is where we need to get into to stop that wooden abomination!"
Just as she said this, the Timberwolf King had finally caught up to the trio, now enraged at its prey continuously trying to escape. Fed up with this little game, the monstrous beast began howling at the sky, which attracted a massive pack of them. 100 other normal timberwolves had began surrounding the area, heeding the howl to aide their king's hunt.
"This is so troublesome, I shouldn't have used my magic to blast those first timberwolves, it seems." Celestia sighed. "Alright, since it was my fault we're in this pickle now, and I hadn't done any research on this new variant of timberwolf which can reassemble itself, I'll go flip that switch."
"No, Princess!" Sentinel decided against the idea. "I can't allow you to do such a risky mission, no matter the circumstances! I'm well familiar with that storage room, let me go for it!"
"Are you sure about this, Sentinel?" Celestia said with worry. "If you're confident you can do it, you need to look for the switch box hidden underneath the green tile of the building. It should be easy to spot, since it's the only one."
"Affirmative, Princess." Sentinel nodded, before getting ready to move out.
"D-Dad... no." Flash began tearing up at his father willing to risk his own life."
"Please, Flash." Sentinel looked at his son's face with serious eyes. "We don't really have a choice now, one of us has to risk our safety as a matter of protecting Equestria, just like I've helped you learn when you first entered the E.U.P. I've taught you everything you needed to know over the years, and now it's time for me to fulfill my destiny, for you, the princess, and all of Equestria."
"I love you, dad..." Flash's eyes began tearing up at his father willing to make this big of a sacrifice, before hugging him, thinking that this could be the very last time he'd ever see him alive.
"I love you too, and I know you're sad, but I have to get going now!" Sentinel said, as he knew the timberwolves were beginning to grow impatient.
Sentinel then flew up into the air and tried his best to get the attention of these bloodthirsty creatures. He then began taunting them and acting like they couldn't touch him at all, which only enraged the timberwolves. His plan was working, as this was the perfect bait needed to entice the timberwolves in chasing after him, and him only. This meant that once he pulled the switch, it would give Celestia and Flash just enough time to do whatever they needed to put an end to these wooden monsters. After giving chase through Canterlot for a while, Sentinel eventually managed to make it into the aforementioned storage unit, broke open the green tile with his hooves, and flipped the switch. As a result, the lab door finally opened, allowing Flash to fly inside and grab the concoction, which was aptly labeled on one of the counters.
As Flash handed the concoction to Celestia, he was still praying for his father's safety. The princess quickly used the concoction, along with her magic, to create a special weather spell that would ensure the demise of every timberwolf in Canterlot. Even from a distance from within the lab's entrance, Flash was able to see his father safely exit from the storage unit, with seemingly no timberwolves in sight. He initially breathed a sigh of relief, as did Sentinel, thinking that he might actually be able to make it back too.
"Whew, I guess I lost those timberwolves during that chase-" Sentinel began, before something completely unexpected happened.
Out of nowhere, the Timberwolf King quickly mauled at the stallion, knocking him into the corner of another nearby building, as his sudden injuries now impaired his ability to get up. Suddenly, the underling timberwolves began forming a thick crowd to surround the injured stallion, ready to have the meal of a lifetime. Flash shrieked in horror upon witnessing this, urging him to fly out to help his father, before noticing Celestia not allowing him to. 
"Ugh..." Sentinel winced in pain at that sudden attack, as his now blurred vision helped him capture the sight of a massive pack of timberwolves ready to tear him into pieces. "It... doesn't matter anymore, you a-abominations of n-nature... p-prepare to join me in t-the grave..."
"Please, Princess!" Flash begged. "I have no choice now, I need to help him!"
"Flash, no... please." Celestia sighed. "I'm afraid he's gone..."
"You don't know that for certain, maybe it's still not too late!" Flash huffed in denial. "If I just go out there and keep them away from dad for a while, maybe he can still-"
"No, he truly is gone now, especially since this weather spell needs a little time to take effect." Celestia said, trying to comfort the stallion. "He did this for us, and all of Equestria, Flash. If you go out there now, he'll have made the ultimate sacrifice for nothing..."
Flash sighed in defeat upon hearing this, realizing that Celestia was right. But regardless, it was especially painful for him at this point, as he looked outside the entrance of the lab and saw all those timberwolves were now chowing away at his father's flesh. However, since Sentinel managed to draw away every single timberwolf from Celestia and Flash just long enough for the weather spell to take effect, he had managed to die a hero. Shortly after the timberwolves had finished devouring the helpless stallion, they were still hungry, and were ready to head over to the same lab those other ponies were hiding in. But as they began approaching, the spell had finally created a mystical fog all around Canterlot, which contained the same toxins from the lab's concoction.
As a result of this, the timberwolves, including the king himself, began choking and suffocating at their adverse reaction to this new compound. Every last timberwolf started losing their structure as well as their inner consciousness, which caused them to shatter apart and even dissolved their remains, making it so they could no longer reassemble themselves. Before long, all timberwolves were reduced into nothing but dust, blown away by the wind, shortly after. Once the fog cleared away, Celestia and Flash went over to where the timberwolves had attacked and devoured Sentinel, and it was most certainly not a pretty sight.
"He sacrificed himself for me, his son, and all of Equestria." Celestia felt some tears in her eyes. "I'll be sure to commission a statue here in Canterlot in his honor, he was a true hero."
"Dad... I know that we didn't always get along, but I'll miss you dearly." Flash began sobbing. "I'll never forget this... your sacrifice will not be in vain, and I'll be sure to make you proud. It'll now be my responsibility to lead the rest of these soldiers and protect Equestria, as you once did..."
Celestia and Flash eventually gathered Sentinel Sentry's remains, and gave him an honorable funeral, one where everypony in Canterlot had attended, as his heroics quickly spread throughout Equestria. Once it ended, Flash took one final look at that old badge his late father had given him ever since he was fed up with his drill sergeant and contemplated starting a new life. He knew more than ever that it was now his duty to pass on his father's legacy, and why he ended up choosing to stay in the E.U.P. for many years to come, as the flashback finally came to a close.

"...and that same badge he gave me was embedded onto my uniform's real badge, which I have right here." Flash pointed at his armor. "Now you know, it was my dad who inspired me to become a royal guard, and it was his motivation and selfless sacrifice which inspired me to continue protecting and serving in Equestria. I've admittedly not shared this with anypony else before, since it definitely always gets me emotional, just thinking about him..."
"Really sorry to hear your dad didn't make it out of that predicament, but I very much agree." Sunset put a hoof on Flash. "You're right, too, he was a noble stallion when he sacrificed himself just so everypony else could survive. It's especially bold for you to continue passing on his legacy in that respect, I'm sure wherever he is now, he's smiling proudly on you."
"Thanks, Sunset." Flash smiled a bit. "I'm sure of it too."

	
		Chapter 59: Re-Amending Fences



After finishing up that last exchange with Flash Sentry, Sunset decided to pause her conversation for a while, as it appeared Flash now needed some time to process how he was going to approach his teammates back in Canterlot. Sunset also understood that she was somewhat in the same boat, as far as returning to Canterlot and reconciling with somepony in particular. For the time being, she wasn't entirely sure if she was going to have to confront both Rainbow and Indigo, or just Rainbow by herself. Knowing Twilight at this point, however, it seemed as though she would most likely gather both ponies together in this meeting, as a matter of getting the full extent of the story. Sunset used the remaining time to check her journal again, seeing that she still had around two full days before her graduation at CHS. This let her understand that she definitely still had plenty of time to explore further, and hopefully reconcile with Rainbow. Before long, the train had finally reached Canterlot once more, as there weren't any obstacles or delays this time around. 
Thankfully, the red beetles that had been released by Human Sunset were no longer anywhere in Canterlot, since they already searched through the entire city the night before, but found no sign of anypony who resembled her. As a result, they departed elsewhere through Equestria like a convoy, waiting for the perfect opportunity to exact their vengeance. Although Sunset was likely out of harm's way for now by going through Canterlot, the beetles would still pose as a potential threat to anypony else who'd get in their way. As exemplified with Human Sunset's encounter, they were capable of utilizing armor-like shells, breathing fire, and even possessing some form of intelligence that set them apart from other bugs. Not having the slightest clue on this imminent bug problem, Sunset just continued on with her exploration through Canterlot, with the biggest thing on her mind being the confrontation with Rainbow Dash in front of Twilight and the rest of the council.
Stepping off of the train, Sunset accompanied Flash as she began to make her way to the main castle, ready to await the meeting to settle her own unfortunate dispute. Along the way, she saw the statue of a stallion soldier who was depicted in a more heroic light, realizing that this was the first time she had ever taken notice of its existence, after hearing that story Flash shared about his father. She went closer to the statue and read the plaque below, which read 'Sentinel Sentry' on top, and 'A True Hero' on the bottom.
"Ah, yes." Flash acknowledged, whilst momentarily coming up to the statue himself. "I can see that the story surrounding my dad has really moved you?"
"Absolutely, especially since... let's just say I've been the kind of pony who puts others before myself, even to the point of self-sacrificing." Sunset replied, with the most applicable memory being the time she sacrificed her own memories to save her human friends from Wallflower's memory stone attack. "It's a really good feeling to help others, especially once you've understood the pain from being alone and neglected."
"Truer words couldn't have been said better myself." Flash nodded. "Whatever you ended up doing that nearly sacrificed yourself, I'm sure Sentinel would've been proud of you too. Did you by any chance know him?"
"Admittedly, no." Sunset shook her head. "Your story was actually the first time I've heard his name at all, and even when I was living here in Canterlot, I didn't really pay much attention to the Equestrian military. Back then, I was mostly focused on studying magic before... an incident happened, which would separate me from Equestria for quite some time. It's... kind of hard to explain but..."
"Let me guess." Flash began to surmise what Sunset was referring to. "Is this about that crystal mirror that supposedly sends you to another world?"
"Wait... you know about its existence, and the fact that I've been there for quite some time?" Sunset asked with surprise.
"Well, when I've been working alongside Princess Twilight and Celestia for years, it's only expected that I hear a hint of that mirror every once in a while." Flash explained. "Besides, since Princess Twilight herself has mentioned that you're a good friend of hers, you might've also heard from her that she sometimes sees me as... more than just her lieutenant?"
"Oh, interesting to hear you're aware of that as well." Sunset said. "Though, I guess it's to be expected, since... Twilight's written to me from time to time that she never really was good at hiding that from anypony else. In fact, she even mentioned that when she first came back to Equestria after her adventure through the portal, all her friends were able to pick up the hint pretty quickly. You really did remind her of... a certain someone else, let's just say."
"I've been well aware of all that for quite some time now, and although I was flattered, I just don't really see myself as the kind of pony to pursue a relationship." Flash replied. "Princess Cadance may be capable of both ruling the Crystal Empire and being a mother but... not all princesses are cut out for it. I've talked with Princess Twilight before and helped her understand that it's probably for the better, since we definitely both have important responsibilities to fulfill. Coupled with the fact that she's now in charge of all of Equestria, she won't really have time to focus on a relationship or family, never mind with somepony who's already always busy serving their own duties. We came to a mutual agreement we'll only see each other as princess and lieutenant, and that protecting Equestria will always come first. Besides, you can take it from me. Princess Twilight can... really have a habit of getting distracted when focusing her energy toward a silly crush, don't you think?"
"Yeah, I actually know that feeling a lot more than you might think." Sunset reflected, thinking of the various times in the human world where she saw Twilight having this faux crush. "I'm happy to hear that you were able to resolve things in the end without making her glum, since you didn't feel the same way. Pretty responsible and mature of you, and... this admittedly explains why Twilight hasn't really been showing any signs of that former infatuation lately. She's been a lot more focused on serving her duties with all her new added responsibilities, so you've definitely helped her stay on track."
"Glad to hear." Flash nodded. "I was admittedly nervous at first when approaching Princess Twilight about all this, I didn't want to break her heart by simply rejecting her on the spot, you know? But after our long talk about how we both chose a prime responsibility in our lives to protect and commit to, she was able to completely understand where I was coming from. Besides, she ended up agreeing it was pretty silly, considering I'm not actually the same Flash Sentry she supposedly knew. And even if she did want to continue keeping this relationship with that other Flash, we both had a laugh over how absurd that sounded. I mean, a pony princess like herself falling in love with some... human from another world... whom she barely even knew?"
"More or less, especially when you put it that way." Sunset agreed, remembering the time at Camp Everfree when she had no choice but to lay out similar words to the Human Flash. "I remember the first time I was in a relationship, and... everything was far from okay, especially when it came to how it ended. Over time, I've grown more comfortable with just having friends and focusing on my own life, so I definitely understand where you're coming from when you mention wanting to focus on your life's commitment as a soldier, rather than maintaining a relationship. Being in a relationship... is admittedly not for everypony, especially while having major responsibilities. If you're able to do both, like Princess Cadance, that's great, but... can't really say with confidence I'd be in the same boat."
"You and me both." Flash added. "I may not have children or a special somepony in my life, but I've got a team and nation to protect, and that's always been enough for me. Speaking of which, I really do need to return to my team now, so I'm afraid I'll have to cut this conversation short. Thanks for having this talk with me regardless, Sunset."
"Anytime, and understood." Sunset nodded, as Flash began making his way to the main castle. "I hope you'll be able to work things out with them."
Sunset followed behind, and from a distance, noticed that as soon as Flash approached the main entrance, he was immediately greeted and welcomed by Twilight and Pinkie. This gave off the impression that everyone else in the council was already prepared to start off the meeting, including Rainbow Dash. After letting Flash in to reach the rest of his teammates, Twilight then took notice of Sunset, giving her a warm welcome as well.
"Ah, there you are, Sunset!" Twilight greeted. "I was admittedly wondering where you had gone off to, since I didn't find you anywhere in the library this morning."
"Hey, Twilight." Sunset waved back. "The... library? I'm afraid I'm not sure what you're talking about. I went to Silver Shoals to visit Celestia last night, just like you recommended."
"Hmm, I guess that means you did study a little too hard, to where you might've even forgotten that you were doing some late-night cramming." Twilight tried to make sense of things. "It did happen to me occasionally when I was Princess Celestia's student, after all. Wait a minute, but... if you went to see her in Silver Shoals, how did I find you in Canterlot last night too?"
"Oh, wait..." Sunset began to surmise what Twilight was supposedly getting at. "I was briefly at Canterlot last night when Celestia helped me with a magic lesson. She taught me how to teleport long distances, since I was admittedly out of practice with it. I didn't realize you had seen me when we teleported there, but we did manage to teleport back to Silver Shoals successfully. But as for being in the library last night, I'm really unsure of when you thought I was there."
"Well... alright then." Twilight replied, rather confused. "I've studied to the point where my brain becomes too exhausted to remember certain things, so I guess that must be it. But regardless, you must be ready to sort things out with Rainbow alongside the rest of the council?"
"Yeah, for sure." Sunset nodded. "I just hope that we're able to resolve things peacefully, and she won't continue to hold a grudge against me, even if everypony else does end up siding with me."
"I wouldn't really worry about how Rainbow feels if she ends up getting a proper punishment for her actions." Twilight assured. "What mostly matters now is helping Rainbow understand what she did was wrong, since in her eyes, she has a tendency to believe she does no wrong."
Sunset nodded understandingly to Twilight's words, as Pinkie then took notice of Twilight greeting somepony else outside the castle.
"Oh, hey Sunset." Pinkie called out from the front door. "Sorry to hear that you've had a fallout with Dashie, but to tell you the truth, you're not the only one. In fact, the rest of us on the council have had our fair share of problematic experiences with her, even if we do consider her our friend."
"Is that so?" Sunset said, remembering what Twilight had mentioned yesterday before meeting Sunburst. "Well, I've had plenty of friendship related problems in the past, I'm sure we can all figure something out in the end. I just hope we'll come up with a fair compromise when we finish up. Should we go in and start the meeting now?"
"Normally, I would start off things if everypony on the council was already present, but unfortunately, they're not." Twilight explained. "Fluttershy and Applejack are both absent, but they've notified me it's because something incredibly important in their households have gone missing, and it's rather likely they'll be a little late. With Applejack mentioning that Granny Smith had just passed away, I just couldn't say 'no' to them. But don't worry, they assured me that they'll come by to help out with the dispute between you and Rainbow. Plus, we're still pretty early, I wasn't really expecting to start this meeting until at least around three hours from now."
"Alright then, and yeah, I can definitely understand the circumstances with AJ." Sunset replied. "I guess... if we can't start the meeting yet, perhaps I should focus on something else in the meantime? For example, I was looking for work to gather a reliable source of income, considering I'll most likely be staying in Equestria for a while after my graduation at CHS."
"Whatever works best for you, Sunset." Pinkie nodded. "Come to think of it... if you're looking for a job directly here in Canterlot, I vaguely remember seeing The Tasty Treat putting up a 'Help Wanted' sign out front. It's an amazing restaurant with some of the most unique and exotic foods to offer. I even occasionally stop by to try the incredible desserts!"
"I like the food there too, but... I'll refuse to even LOOK at the quesadillas on the menu." Twilight shuttered.
"Well, I do have restaurant experience back in the human world... so why not?" Sunset alluded to her sushi delivery job. "Where specifically is this restaurant?"
"It's right next to the Canterlot residential area, within what I like to call the 'Restaurant Row'." Pinkie pointed in the direction. "The look of the restaurant has a snazzy design, so you can't miss it! Always happy to introduce that restaurant to any new friends, since... let's just say me and Rarity's influence helped turn the owners around in their business. They even almost considered renovating the place to look like those other, ordinary fine dining places here in Canterlot. Who'd wanna eat in a lifeless place like that?"
"Errr... Pinkie?" Twilight tried to remind her Earth pony friend. "Don't forget that Sunset here used to live in Canterlot, and she likely ate at those restaurants all the time."
"Ohhhhh, um... no offense." Pinkie smiled sheepishly.
"None taken, especially since... I agree with Pinkie, actually." Sunset winked. "It's why I've chosen to work at a sushi place with a lot of personality, especially with the uniforms, but that's a story for another day. Well, all right, I guess I could head on over to this Tasty Treat place and see if they'll want me. But Twilight... are you sure that I shouldn't at least talk to Rainbow for a while before the actual meeting?"
"Normally, I would allow it, but I'm just afraid that things could escalate until everypony on the council is here." Twilight replied. "Starlight and I actually had to use our magic to literally drag Rainbow in when we had to fetch her from her home in Cloudsdale, so we might need to wait for her to calm down for a bit before starting the meeting proper."
"Understood." Sunset nodded. "Alright, I guess I'll see you all in a bit. If I do get a position at the Tasty Treat, well, that's where I'll be for the next few hours, but I'll try to at least return on time for the meeting."
Sunset then waved goodbye to Twilight and Pinkie, before making her way to the area of Canterlot Pinkie described. While continuing to trot on, she eventually noticed there was a 'Help Wanted' sign outside of this small but thematic-looking restaurant, which had another sign that read 'The Tasty Treat'. It admittedly looked out of place compared to all the other high class buildings surrounding the area, but something about the vibrant colors and inviting atmosphere drew Sunset in. She knew it was necessary to find a job here in Equestria, mostly to help her get through the rest of her years here. Money would soon become an inevitable issue, so why not seek an opportunity in finding a job, especially one here in Canterlot, where she already lived?
As Sunset entered The Tasty Treat, she noticed that while the indoor decor was absolutely beautiful, the supposed flow of business wasn't. In fact, there was only one pony sitting around who had just finished their meal, seemingly grouchy at the fact she had to wait so long for her food. Although this gave off the impression that the restaurant suddenly wasn't as successful as Pinkie had alluded to, perhaps it was only a sign that they needed somepony new to fill a crucial position. After hearing that Pinkie and Rarity both managed to help the business reopen with high hopes, Sunset felt the inspiration to do the same, though she would definitely need an understanding of the issues, according to the owner. The unicorn trotted over to the front counter and began calling for anypony available.
"Hello?" Sunset called out, whilst ringing the bell on the counter.
"Yes, yes?" Coriander Cumin responded, as he came out of the kitchen. "Oh, good. Another customer. Please, I beg of you to be patient, considering I'm the only one here today."
"Oh, well..." Sunset began, before pointing at the sign on the front window. "I'm not here to eat, actually. I'm interested in the available position, assuming it's still open? If so, could I please speak with the owner?"
"OH!" Coriander Cumin exclaimed with surprise. "Wonderful, well... that would be me, actually. Since it doesn't look like any other customers are coming in soon, we could get started with an interview?"
"Sure thing!" Sunset nodded, as she followed the stallion over to his office.
In the office, Sunset sat in a nearby chair while Coriander went over to his desk. The stallion handed Sunset a menu of all the exquisite dishes the restaurant would be preparing on a daily basis, as she read over them. There were admittedly many foods and dishes Sunset had never even heard of, even if these were technically native to Equestria, unlike the foods she was familiar with in the human world. The second page had a brief listing of job positions available, but the primary two included waitress or chef.
"I'm admittedly a little relieved somepony decided to look for work here in Canterlot." Coriander breathed a sigh of relief. "Most ponies here don't really seek jobs when they already own a lot of money, after all."
"Well... let's just say that I'm different, despite living here in Canterlot." Sunset giggled. "Now... as for the positions you have here... I don't know that I'd be confident in preparing almost 90% of these dishes listed here. I've admittedly never heard of them before, so it seems as though I'd need to go through huge training sessions to properly be a chef here for you."
"That's quite alright, I don't particularly expect everypony here to know the secrets of my family's special recipes." Coriander nodded. "However, being a chef shouldn't be too difficult, if you're mostly assisting me in the kitchen. Unfortunately, it appears that the bigger issue now is that the customers have been complaining that I've been taking way too long with their orders. But there's nothing I can do, especially regarding the situation with my daughter, Saffron."
"Sorry to hear about your daughter..." Sunset's ears went down with sadness. "Do you mind me asking what happened?"
"Business was doing absolutely great when my daughter and I were working together as a team." Coriander began sighing. "Unfortunately, things went downhill for both the family and restaurant a few weeks ago. Saffron and I had decided to go rock climbing during our vacation to Ghastly Gorge, and... the worst possible thing had happened. The safety harness's rope had snapped, sending her plummeting a fair distance down the cliff. She landed pretty hard on her back legs, but thankfully, the rest of her body was unscathed. Despite this, she needed serious medical treatment, and could no longer work alongside myself here in the restaurant. It was especially heartbreaking for her when she realized this, since... The Tasty Treat was always a huge part of her life."
"That's awful, I really hope she gets better soon." Sunset empathized with the stallion. "Has her condition at least been improving since then?"
"Physically, yes." Coriander replied. "But mentally, no. Although I've been struggling to keep the business afloat, she's still saddened by the fact that business has been slowly going downhill ever since I started taking over by myself. With how good the business took off before her injuries, the ponies in charge of the leasing here in Canterlot will automatically repossess our space if we miss even one payment on time. It's a policy here in Canterlot that applies to any business capable of earning more than 1,000 bits per week. Our due date for rent is already next week, and we're still short half of what we need. Meaning... if we can't make it through the next payment date, The Tasty Treat... might be gone for good. And by the time Saffron's legs get better, it'll already be too late..."
"Yeah, I know that feeling for sure, when money comes in between you and what you cherish dearly." Sunset said, remembering how Applejack couldn't afford Granny Smith's treatment before her death. "Well, I don't think I have that much experience with cooking these dishes, but I feel confident in being a waitress for you. I've got good social skills, and have had previous experience serving in a sushi restaurant before."
"Come again?" Coriander questioned. "What is this thing you call 'sushi'? It sounds interesting."
"Oh, uhhh..." Sunset tried to come up with an appropriate response, understanding that ponies don't normally eat fish. "An interesting combination of seaweed and rice, with some other flavorings, all bundled up in a neat roll."
"I'm afraid I have no idea what that is, but I might consider experimenting with that if we can make next week's payment on time." Coriander said, intrigued. "In the meantime, you sound more acquainted to being a waitress, so I'll allow it. Besides, it's an absolute nightmare for me to take other ponies' orders and cook it simultaneously, then getting complaints that I'm purposefully taking too long."
"Alright, so does this mean you'll have me?" Sunset said, rather hopeful.
"Yes, welcome to the team, err..." Coriander stuttered. "Oh, how rude of me. I've been so worried about this business that I never even bothered allowing us to give proper introductions. My name is Coriander Cumin, but you can just call me 'Coriander'."
"Nice to meet you, Coriander." Sunset replied. "Sunset Shimmer, and... thanks for having me. When would you like me to start? If it's right now, then that may be problematic, since I do have a meeting at noon, and..."
"Oh?" Coriander understood immediately. "Not to worry, Sunset. Due to business being more slow than usual, I'll actually be closing at around noon today regardless. This is mostly because I have a meeting to discuss the restaurant's finances, as well as heading over to the hospital to visit my daughter. But yes, today could be considered your orientation day, except that I'll still be paying you once your hours are up."
"Alright then, that sounds wonderful, actually." Sunset smiled, before hearing the front doors to the restaurant open.
"Oh!" Coriander exclaimed. "Looks like the timing was perfect, now I've got a waitress who can help me speed things up. Taking orders and being the chef simultaneously is just intensely stressful."
"I'd imagine so." Sunset nodded. "Alright, so do I have to wear a uniform or anything?"
"Nah, we're not that kind of restaurant, and admittedly... we currently don't have the budget to afford waitress uniforms." Coriander explained. "Though it does sometimes create confusion, like the time some of my customers claimed that they enjoyed the service from their dragon waiter. I've never employed a dragon here before, so I was certainly confused."
"Oh, interesting." Sunset said, wondering if her new boss was referring to Spike. "Alright, I'll head on out and get started."
Going back out into the dining room, Sunset noticed three unicorn mares approaching one of the tables. She wasn't able to immediately recognize them at first, but after a brief reflection back to her days at the School For Gifted Unicorns, she realized that these weren't just any unicorns. They were the same old classmates who had offered to become her friends back then, but were always rudely brushed off, much to Princess Celestia's dismay. It took a while for Sunset to remember their names, but she eventually remembered at least two of them, Lemon Hearts and Twinkleshine, respectively. She wasn't immediately sure who the third unicorn was, but she did look familiar. Going off of her last major return to Canterlot, Sunset wanted to say that she briefly saw this other unicorn in the library while seeking Princess Celestia's guidance during the memory stone incident. However, this mystery was immediately answered when one of the other unicorns spoke up.
"So this is that restaurant you like to occasionally have a quick meal at, Moondancer?" Twinkleshine asked. "Even to the point of skipping our book club sessions?"
"Indeed, it's also probably the only establishment here in Canterlot where you truly get your bit's worth." Moondancer nodded. "One of those fine dining places expected me to cough up 28 bits for a grilled cheese sandwich and a glass of water."
"Price-wise, I've heard this place may be better, but... not so much the service." Lemon Hearts chimed in. "In fact, Minuette informed me that she had to wait over a half hour just to get her side dish. I'm willing to give this place a chance on your word, but... I have a feeling I might skip the opportunity if I'm not impressed today. When's our waiter coming out, by the way?"
Overhearing this, Sunset understood this meant two things. Firstly, all three of these unicorns were ponies from her past who potentially wanted to become her friend, but were just rejected on the spot, which encouraged her to see if she could possibly make amends with them, much like she would soon with Rainbow Dash too. Secondly, that unicorn she didn't recognize right away was actually the pony in question, the one Sunset knew she seemingly ended up hurting the most, when she disregarded that old invitation to her birthday party back then. Sunset remembered Twilight vaguely sharing her own experience with getting off on the wrong hoof with Moondancer, and understood that if these ponies wouldn't immediately forgive her, she'd at least make an effort to prove she had changed. After all, with her plan on staying behind in Equestria after her graduation, it'd be likely that she'd see them more often.
"Hello there!" Sunset trotted over to the trio of unicorns, whilst using her magic to hold a notepad and pen. "I'll be your waitress this fine day, what can I get started for you?"
"Eh, just give us the usual, a stack of pancakes, and maybe some-" Moondancer began, before being cut off by Lemon Hearts.
"Wait a minute..." Lemon Hearts chimed in. "Don't we know you from somewhere?"
"Huh, now that you mention it, she does look familiar." Twinkleshine began to parse this unusual feeling.
"Actually... now that I'm taking a good look at her..." Moondancer adjusted her glasses accordingly. "Sunset... Shimmer?"
"Yeah, that's me." Sunset nodded. "You... might remember me from the days where I was so focused at being Princess Celestia's pupil, that I shunned anypony who wanted to be my friend, which includes you three."
"Oh yeah, I vaguely remember our brief interactions back at the School For Gifted Unicorns..." Moondancer began reflecting. "Come to think of it, I remember admiring your skill levels with magic, and sent you an invitation to my very first birthday party here in Canterlot. Though I'm guessing they must've mixed up the mail, considering you never showed up?"
"Or she was too busy getting straight A's." Lemon Hearts theorized.
"Actually... there wasn't a problem with the mailing system at all." Sunset confessed. "The problem was me back then, since I didn't care for anypony other than myself, and only focused on being the #1 student. As a result, I always adamantly believed that I had better things to do than socialize, which... was far from the truth, especially with everything new about making friends I've learned over the years. I'm really sorry for how I treated you and all our other classmates back then."
The three unicorns looked at each other initially, before looking back at Sunset.
"So... what now?" Twinkleshine huffed. "Just because you apologized, we're automatically required to forgive you now?"
"Honestly, that apology just won't cut it if you were always right full of yourself, and treated us like we were uneducated fillies who only got in thanks to our parents paying our tuition!" Lemon Hearts agreed. "How did you even get into that school yourself?"
"As far as I'm aware, she had Princess Celestia paying for everything, like a spoiled little princess." Twinkleshine added. "In other words, why did you believe you were above the rest of us who were also pretty skilled with magic?"
"Because... back then, I was focused too heavily on being the #1 student, and allowed Princess Celestia making me her pupil go to my head." Sunset sighed. "Listen, I understand that the way I treated you girls back then was just not right, but over time, I've genuinely learned the errors of my ways. I made certain that I would never treat you or anypony like that ever again."
"Pffft, sure." Lemon Hearts scoffed. "Just because you say that now, it automatically makes it all better. Listen here, you can't erase literal years of constantly being turned down and rejected as a friend! We were willing to be by your side and even help you study, but you just always blew us off. You always bragged about how Princess Celestia chose you over us, and even flaunted your money at everypony."
"Come to think of it... you think that's why she's now a waitress here?" Twinkleshine smirked. "She obviously needed to find a job, considering Mommy Celestia clearly can't pay for everything she wants now."
"...I did take this job because I needed money, but not because of that." Sunset said with a serious face, realizing that her hope in making amends with these ponies had clearly backfired. "Look, I really don't look fondly back at my past, and can understand where all this is coming from, but I assure you, I'm not that same pony anymore. I'll be sure to do anything I can to prove that to you, but if you're not interested, why don't I just start taking your orders?"
"Why even bother?" Twinkleshine shook her head. "Knowing you, you'll probably just spit in our food before you give it to us, or try charging us for something we never ordered!"
"Yeah, we don't even want to talk to you right now, let alone trust you to bring us our food!" Lemon Hearts snapped. "Surely you feel the same way, Moondancer? Especially considering what happened back then at your first birthday party here in Canterlot."
Moondancer initially looked annoyed after Lemon Hearts said that, which worried Sunset at first. It was just as she feared, she had always treated her old classmates like dirt ever since she became Princess Celestia's pupil, and now she was paying the ultimate price, getting shunned and rejected, much like they had been themselves back then. As Sunset believed that since she had seemingly hurt Moondancer the worst by neglecting to show up at her birthday party, she was almost expecting Moondancer to either explode or really give her a piece of her mind. But as Moondancer finally spoke up, Sunset was surprised at what she had to say.
"Enough of this!" Moondancer slammed her hooves on the table, before turning to her friends. "Lemon Hearts, Twinkleshine! You both need to apologize to Sunset right now!"
"What!?" Twinkleshine said, aghast. "After how she treated us all those years back at school? Tell me you're joking right now."
"Yeah, I mean... did you forget how hurt you must've been when she never showed up at your birthday party?" Lemon Hearts reminded.
"Did YOU forget that Twilight did practically the same thing when she didn't show up to my get-together party too?" Moondancer frowned. "But it seems as though you still treated Twilight with respect, despite that."
"Well of course, I mean... she's now a princess!" Lemon Hearts rolled her eyes. "How could we possibly disrespect our royal leaders?"
"Princess Celestia chose her as princess for a reason, and I recall she at least treated us better when we were classmates!" Twinkleshine added.
"...So you're meaning to tell me that if Twilight never became a princess, you'd treat her the same way you just treated Sunset here?" Moondancer asked, rhetorically.
"Why would we treat Twilight that way if she specifically went out of her way to reunite with us all?" Lemon Hearts said, confused. "In fact, you're one to talk about treating Twilight horribly!"
"Yeah, it seems you've forgotten that while she was reuniting with the rest of us, you just constantly gave her the cold shoulder like she was your enemy."
"I know... and... that's why I'm refusing to let myself make the same mistake again." Moondancer said, seriously. "I might've been hurt when Twilight ended up abandoning my party, but that certainly didn't justify my own behavior toward her. Two wrongs don't make a right, just like you both deciding to treat Sunset the same way she treated you back then, despite the fact she's changed now."
"Well how do you know she's not just bluffing or trying to give us a sob story?" Twinkleshine speculated.
"Because... I myself can relate to wanting to become the top student, to the point of pushing away all my friends, including Twilight." Moondancer reflected. "After Twilight hurt me to the point where it all changed, I realize now that I was basically in the same boat as Sunset here, alone and isolated from everypony else. I believed that becoming the #1 student would make me happy, but... it didn't. It never did, and instead, just made me grow more bitter and resentful over the years, which resulted in what happened between me and Twilight after we reunited."
"But I mean... it's at least different with Twilight, don't you think?" Lemon Hearts said. "She never blew us off or treated us like garbage, she was happy to reunite with us when she came back to Canterlot that one time!"
"Well I'm willing to bet all my magic that you girls wouldn't believe that if Twilight never ascended into a princess." Moondancer glared at her companions. "Besides... are you really sure about that? Need I remind you, Twinkleshine, that you yourself once believed Twilight was always more interested in books than friends?"
"Oh... yeah, err... how do you remember things from so long ago?" Twinkleshine smiled, sheepishly. "Alright, I guess you do prove a good point, it's just become hard to remember everything Twilight and the rest of us went through back in school. I mean, I mostly just remember Lemon Hearts getting her head trapped in that beaker."
"And how you would've treated Twilight if she was the same unicorn we knew back in chemistry class?" Moondancer began to finish her point. "Doesn't seem that much different from how you both just treated Sunset here. Just because she doesn't have wings or a title of royalty, it doesn't mean she doesn't have feelings like the rest of us. Twilight's always been the same pony we knew back in school, but you decided to show favoritism toward her just because of her new position. I know that for a fact, because if that wasn't the case, you wouldn't have targeted and bullied Sunset here, even if she did the same to us all back then."
"Adding on, you two don't even know my full story." Sunset began speaking up herself. "I'm well aware of how awful I was to you all back then, but I promise you, those days are over. I'm not taking this waitress job because I was too used to Princess Celestia paying for everything. It's because I'm wanting to start a new life now that I've moved back to Canterlot. And the main reason I wanted to come by and apologize for our past together was not because I was expecting forgiveness right away. It's because I wanted to give you that closure in hearing my words of regret in pushing away all that time we could've spent together as friends, but never did."
"Wow, I... I never really thought of it that way." Twinkleshine said.
"That's pretty noble of you, if what you're saying is true." Lemon Hearts nodded.
"So?" Moondancer crossed her hooves. "Are you two going to give Sunset an apology now?"
"We're... we're sorry for being so rude to you earlier." Twinkleshine lowered her head in shame.
"Yeah, it was pretty rotten, and two wrongs don't make a right." Lemon Hearts said with guilt. "I'm sorry too, and... we also accept your apology for back then. But now we completely understand if you no longer want to take our orders anymore."
"Well I mean, I have to do my job to earn money no matter what, and I appreciate the apologies, so I'll happily still be your waitress today." Sunset smiled. "What will you be having?"
"Let's just each get the usual order of five stacked pancakes with butter and maple syrup." Moondancer suggested, as Lemon Hearts and Twinkleshine nodded in agreement. "That'll be all, Sunset."
"Got it!" Sunset finally used her pen to write down the order. "And... thanks for being such an understanding friend, Moondancer."
"Hey, I'm just doing what Twilight once taught me." Moondancer winked.
Sunset finally returned into the kitchen to present the order to Coriander Cumin, who read the paper.
"Whoa, fifteen orders of flapjacks!?" Coriander exclaimed in surprise. "This alone will already make more than I've made during yesterday's business hours! It sounds like to me you're already doing an excellent job as a waitress!"
"Thank you, boss." Sunset nodded, before going back over to the main counter.
Everything seemed to be going smoothly. Sunset had successfully found a job that would help her earn a steady income, and were able to reconcile with a few of her old classmates from the School For Gifted Unicorns, including Moondancer herself. It definitely sounded like Moondancer truly gave Twilight a hard time back then, but whatever was the case, Sunset was glad Moondancer was able to approach the situation differently this time around. Coupled with hearing that they both had somewhat similar lives as far as isolating themselves from everypony else for the sake of studying magic. While awaiting any further customers, Sunset began overhearing something from the unicorn trio.
"Wait a minute... that's today?" Lemon Hearts said, surprised. "Then that means... wasn't it your birthday a week ago?"
"Yeah, it was." Moondancer nodded. "Didn't really end up doing anything special, I mostly just stayed home and studied biology."
"Well... you had a cake, didn't you?" Twinkleshine asked. "I remember strawberry's your favorite."
"Nah, I didn't have time to go grocery shopping that day." Moondancer responded. "It's fine though. I'm not a filly anymore, birthdays aren't really that important now that I have other things in life to worry about."
Hearing this, it gave Sunset an idea, as she headed back to the kitchen, where Coriander was busy mixing pancake batter. She was wondering if there was any cake available that Coriander was willing to part with.
"Looking for something, Sunset?" Coriander asked curiously.
"Yeah, it's not something they ordered, but... do you by any chance have a cake laying around that you would be willing to give away without extra charge?" Sunset questioned. "It's... for a special occasion, let's just say."
"Well, with business being more slow than usual, I do have a few spare cakes laying around in the fridge." Coriander pointed at the walk-in fridge. "It's probably better I get rid of them, since they'll become stale after we close today. Feel free to do whatever you please with any of them."
Sunset nodded, before going inside and noticing there was one strawberry cake laying around. She grabbed the cake with her magic, began making her way into the dining room, and set it on the unicorn trio's table, much to Moondancer's surprise. Sunset was doing this as a further form of an apology to Moondancer for missing her birthday party back then, and repaying her for her kindness in standing up for her earlier.
"Oh, Sunset, err..." Moondancer stuttered. "I appreciate the thought, but... how much extra will-"
"Don't worry about it." Sunset assured. "It's on the house, and... happy birthday."

Tears of joy leaked from Moondancer's eyes, as she then hugged the unicorn she once saw as an upperclassmare back in school. Happy that somepony was able to acknowledge her birthday, along with providing her favorite cake, it was a beautiful act of kindness that was reciprocated. Feeling that this was a lot to accept, Moondancer made certain to tip Sunset generously once everypony was finished with their pancakes. When that time came, Sunset returned with their order of pancakes, feeling good about this entire experience, despite the rocky start when reuniting with her old classmates. After Sunset presented the bill after the trio was finished with their meals, Moondancer happily took bits out of her saddlebag to pay for everything, along with also leaving behind 40 bits to Sunset as a generous tip.
After the trio had departed from the restaurant, Sunset happily continued doing her job, as more ponies began coming in. She was admittedly unsure if Moondancer had gone out to spread a positive word about the restaurant, or if there were just more hungry ponies today than usual. Regardless, she carried on with engaging in conversation with the various ponies who came flooding in, knowing that at this rate, Coriander would most likely reach his goal to keep the restaurant afloat. Everything seemed like a dream come true, and Sunset smiled at how nicely this morning was already going for her. 
However, as it was approaching closing time, Sunset looked toward the front door upon hearing it open one last time. To her surprise, it was Lily, the same little filly that she and Fluttershy comforted and took in that night, as well as Applejack the following morning. While this was admittedly a pleasant surprise, Sunset's eyes widened when she saw who was accompanying her. It was an orange fur pegasus with blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow.

	
		Chapter 60: Mother of Gloom



Sunset realized at first that this orange pegasus in question, much like Indigo Zap, was somepony that she actually recognized. Although she had admittedly forgotten her name, she knew for certain that the human version she was familiar with was an actress. Seeing her with Lily made Sunset surmise that this pony must've adopted her, shortly after Applejack had looked after her yesterday. However, it was the fact that this particular pegasus matched the exact description of this seeming mysterious thief who had been committing robberies all over Equestria lately, which worried Sunset. Coupled with the fact that directly after entering The Tasty Treat, this pegasus had taken off her hat and sunglasses, a sign that she was possibly hiding her own appearance.
It made sense for somepony who matched that description to do so here in Canterlot, especially after Twilight had mentioned alerting all the guards to keep an eye out for anypony with those characteristics. Although glancing at her from behind the counter, seeing that she definitely had orange fur, blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow, Sunset still felt like giving her the benefit of the doubt, as to not have a repeat of what happened with Indigo. After all, she had seemingly adopted Lily, who had claimed earlier on that she had no parents who would look after her, giving off the impression that perhaps the orange pegasus was kindhearted, and that her similarities in appearance were simply a coincidence.
Unfortunately, as much as Sunset wanted to believe this was the case, Lily's body language and expressions would soon be saying otherwise. While wiping the front counter with a rag, she immediately noticed Lily and the pegasus taking a seat at a nearby table, whilst the pegasus immediately grabbed a menu to look over her options. It seemed normal enough to Sunset, and she was at least glad that Lily had seemingly found a mother who was willing to take her in. She continued wiping down the counter to get rid of this tough stain, before overhearing the pegasus trying to call her attention.
"Hello?" The pegasus waved to Sunset. "Hey, you think you could come over here already?"
Sunset set down her rag and immediately went over, understanding that she'd have to deal with somewhat impatient customers from time to time. This particular first impression urged Sunset to perhaps not let her know that she had already met Lily, in case they were on a tight schedule.
"Yes, how can I help you ma'am?" Sunset greeted, before taking out her notepad and pen.
"Yeah, I was trying to get your attention because I'm ready to order." The pegasus snapped. "Is your attention span that short?"
"I'm... I'm sorry, it's just that..." Sunset began explaining. "We're a little short staffed, I'm the only waitress here today, and we just had a big breakfast rush earlier, so I apologize."
"Are you... trying to give me excuses?" The pegasus rolled her eyes. "You're a waitress who probably makes below minimum wage, how hard can your job be?"
While realizing what kind of pony she was dealing with, thanks to all this unpleasant behavior so far, Sunset merely brushed it off. Perhaps this pegasus was having a bad day, or there were circumstances that could be causing her to act extra grouchy.
"Again, I do apologize." Sunset said, before using her magic to get ready taking orders. "What can I get you started today? Perhaps... your filly there would be hungry for some hush puppies?"
Although Lily fully understood what Sunset had suggested, her mother became defensive upon hearing this.
"...What kind of a delusional monster are you?" The pegasus frowned.
"...Oh, no no." Sunset tried to assure, understanding that her last statement could've been misinterpreted. "They aren't actual puppies, they're deep fried dough with a cornmeal based-"
"Excuse me." The pegasus interrupted. "I wasn't talking about that, I'm referring to how presumptuous you appear to be right now, alright? Just outright assuming my daughter here is hungry?"
"Oh, well, I didn't mean it like that, I-" Sunset stuttered, before getting cut off again.
"Does she look hungry to you?" The pegasus pointed at Lily, who stayed silent out of fear. "No, she doesn't. So I would appreciate you not pointing a hoof or making these silly accusations, understood? Or do I have to go talk to your manager?"
"O...Okay, I completely understand, and I'm very sorry." Sunset apologized, but now getting the impression that Lily might not be in good hooves as she had previously surmised. "I'll take your orders and make sure you both have a satisfying experience here at The Tasty Treat."
"Thank you." The pegasus smirked with satisfaction, before holding up her menu.
"Alright, so what can I get you?" Sunset asked, getting ready to write down the order.
"Hmm, I think I'll go with a stack of ten blueberry pancakes with maple syrup and butter on top..." The pegasus began ordering. "I also want an order of oatmeal cookies, a chocolate milkshake, rice pudding, a plate of waffles, and the fruit yogurt parfait special."
"...Got it." Sunset finished writing down the order, thinking that perhaps she was too quick to judge, since this pegasus was seemingly ordering a lot of food for both Lily and herself. "Will that be all?"
"Yeah, it'll all be a perfect buffet for yours truly, so if you could go back to the kitchen, and..." The pegasus began, before noticing Sunset looking at Lily too. "Oh, right, that reminds me, I almost forgot. Lily here will also have a single, plain slice of bread. Don't toast it, no toppings, and for a drink, just get her water from the sink without ice. It'll... be a special treat for my daughter, since it's her birthday today."
"Oh, well happy birthday then." Sunset smiled, before her smile faded.
Sunset now understood the unusual context of what was going on. Was this pegasus joking when mentioning that she was ordering that entire breakfast buffet for herself, whilst only giving Lily bread and water, which would be considered her birthday treat? Even overhearing her mother order for her, Lily showed expressions that signified she'd be miserable with only that much to eat, and who wouldn't? But alas, she was still far too afraid to speak up, especially knowing what her mother was like. Realizing that Lily likely wouldn't have enough to eat, especially as a birthday treat, she then spoke up again.
"If it's your birthday, how about I also bring out the foal's special?" Sunset suggested. "It's a peanut butter and jelly sandwich with macaroni and cheese on the side."
Overhearing this, Lily's expression showed that getting to eat something like that now would be a dream come true, but knew that deep down, her mother would be out of her mind to agree to it.
"Are you really trying to recommend something else when I've already given you my order?" The pegasus huffed. "You should already know about customer service, the customer is always right! So, why don't you go on ahead and take our order to the kitchen, or do I have to do your job for you, since you probably never graduated grade school?"
Sunset took that last remark pretty harshly, since it was also technically true, given she still had yet to graduate the School For Gifted Unicorns, as well as CHS. Regardless, she felt that she had already seen enough hints and signs that even if this pegasus did end up adopting Lily, it was crystal clear that Lily was anything but happy. Even if this pony did come across as an abusive mother, it still didn't prove yet that she was truly the thief behind everything that had been happening lately. However, after getting ready to take the order back to Coriander, Sunset took notice of the gold necklace with an apple shaped red ruby in the center this pegasus was wearing, which looked like the same one Applejack showed her.
"Nope, I will get everything for you without any issues." Sunset tried to keep her optimism. "By the way, I like that necklace you're wearing."
"Oh, thank you, dear." The pegasus smiled. "But enough about me, you outta get moving, somepony's hungry for some brunch right now!"
Sunset nodded, before taking her notepad back to the kitchen, feeling incredibly uneasy about everything. This nasty behavior toward Lily already raised many red flags, especially if she had now been supposedly adopted. But the fact that this pegasus was also wearing a necklace that looked just like the one Granny Smith had passed down to Applejack, it really got Sunset wondering if her suspicion was correct. Although she felt like she still needed further proof before outright making a false accusation, much like with Indigo, Sunset decided it was likely better to lay low until she had more than simply circumstantial evidence. For the time being, she had to focus on her job, which still entailed going over to the kitchen and handing Coriander the order. As the stallion grabbed the paper and read it, his eyes widened.
"Oh my... YES!!!" Coriander exclaimed with excitement. "All this combined will already be enough bits to cover the rent of our restaurant space! My daughter will be so happy!"
"I'm sure she will..." Sunset added, trying to be happy for her boss, but she couldn't completely, not after knowing with certainty that somepony else's daughter was the complete opposite of happy.
Since Sunset had already finished her duty in bringing the order to the kitchen, she went back over to the front counter to ponder things. While waiting for Coriander to prepare all the meals, she continued trying to clean the tough stain, before getting an idea. There were still a couple of cakes in the walk-in fridge, which Coriander had already permitted Sunset to use for any purpose, and this opportunity seemed perfect. Much like with Moondancer, Sunset got up from the counter, went to the fridge, and grabbed a chocolate cake to give to Lily for her birthday. She figured that there wouldn't be issues with doing so, if she were to also mention that it was complimentary and for the special occasion. 
Coriander had already finished preparing the water and milkshake at this point, so Sunset set the beverages on a tray, before also using her magic to levitate the chocolate cake. As she came back over to the dining room, she set the beverages in front of the two ponies, before also setting the cake directly in front of Lily.
"Alright, one milkshake, one water, and... here's for today's special occasion." Sunset smiled, as Lily looked at the cake with a glimpse of joy, which would become short-lived thanks to her mother.
"...What the heck is this?" The pegasus pointed at the chocolate cake, unamused. "Did you screw up our order already?"
"Oh, don't worry." Sunset assured. "It's just that, since it's your daughter's birthday today, I wanted to do something nice for her. And of course, it's on the house."
"Oh... I see how it is." The pegasus replied, feeling insulted. "So you don't believe that I can afford to buy my own daughter a cake, is that it?"
"No... not at all." Sunset said. "I just figured that since it's her birthday, I thought-"
"Hmph, you thought." The pegasus interrupted. "Your job isn't to think, it's to bring us exactly what we want, but I guess that's too complicated for you to understand. If we wanted a cake, we would've ordered it at the beginning, and you're assuming things about us, once again. What if my daughter here was allergic to chocolate? Would you have been trying to give her food poisoning?"
"But... I was just trying to-" Sunset tried to explain, before being cut off again.
"You're not supposed to try anything, unless you somehow have mind-reading powers, which I'm certain you don't anyways." The pegasus huffed. "Speaking of which... since you said this is on the house anyways..."
The pegasus then grabbed the cake, threw it on the floor, and then stomped on it with her hooves, creating a mushy chocolate mess on the ground. This sudden action not only shattered the plate that the cake was on, but also Lily's heart, since chocolate was ironically something she would've always loved to try.
"That's what I think of your restaurant promotions." The pegasus snarled. "So get back to the kitchen and get our order right this time! Also, have fun cleaning this up while we wait."
It took a lot of willpower for Sunset to not outright smack this pegasus at this point, especially after seeing how sad Lily became once the cake was destroyed. Although she could definitely say with certainty that the pegasus was anything but a loving parent, she still had no real evidence of this pony being the thief many ponies had been looking for. The apple necklace definitely looked similar, but Sunset didn't recall Applejack mentioning that the necklace was custom-built, which it actually was. Regardless, Sunset didn't want to make a scene, get fired, or even face charges for assault and battery, so she kept her cool and went on with grabbing a nearby broom and dustpan to start cleaning up.
After Sunset finished sweeping everything up, she then dumped the mess's remains into a dumpster outside the restaurant, before heading on back inside. She knew at this point that she definitely had to do something, regardless of that pony being the thief or not. Adamant on contemplating what she could do at this point, Sunset went back over to the kitchen, as there didn't seem to be any more customers to serve. Since she had finished her current duties as the waitress, she immediately went over to her boss, who was still preparing the waffle batter.
"Coriander..." Sunset said, rather worried. "Have you by any chance seen that mare and filly before?"
Coriander looked through the kitchen opening and saw the aforementioned ponies Sunset had described.
"Oh, so it's her." Coriander then understood why he got as big of an order as he did earlier. "Yes, I've seen them come in occasionally. They always love to order a big amount whenever they drop by. Though between the two of us, that pegasus mare tends to be a little... picky with her selection."
"Yeah, I get what you mean by that..." Sunset said, still concerned. "I just... have a bad feeling, especially since that filly with her looks absolutely terrified."
Sunset was hoping Coriander would understand her at the same level, especially given that he had a daughter himself. With how nice and understanding Coriander had been to Sunset this whole time, she was almost expecting him to take action immediately, upon letting him know that a filly was in potential danger. But what her boss said next completely took her by surprise.
"It's none of our business, Sunset." Coriander replied, calmly. "Our job is to serve food and make customers happy. Speaking of which, I've finished the pancakes over by the stove. Go bring them their food once these waffles are finished."
Despite hearing this, Sunset continued looking over to the table Lily and her mother were sitting at, and she was 100% certain that she could see absolutely nothing but fear and dread in Lily's eyes. 
"I can't shake off this bad feeling..." Sunset continued her concern. "I just can't trust that mare."
"Well I do." Coriander replied, starting to become blunt. "I've seen her eat here before, she always orders plenty to keep the business afloat. And better yet, this is good for you as well, since she even leaves a decent tip if you do exactly as she asks. Just do exactly that, and we'll have no issues."
As Coriander finished, he nonchalantly went back to preparing the meals, with the only thing on his mind being when to turn off the waffle maker. Even after hearing this, Sunset didn't particularly care about money at this point. All she could think about was how rough life most likely was back at home for Lily, going off of everything she was dealing with from her mother here at a public place.
"But..." Sunset continued to stand her ground. "Coriander, don't you care if something-"
"NO!" Coriander huffed, as he slammed his hoof on the counter. "I do not care about anything like that, the only thing I care about at this point is satisfying paying customers. In fact, now that these waffles are done, I also care about you taking all this food over to them. They'll become happy, and we'll get paid. Now stop asking silly questions when you already know that our business with them is the key to saving The Tasty Treat."
Sunset sighed upon hearing how consumed with greed Coriander had become, since he was now adamant in preventing The Tasty Treat from closing down. While he was at least thinking of his daughter, he also appeared to take a blind eye to situations involving abusive family dynamics. Regardless, this now meant that she had no choice but to deal with this pegasus on her own, and she still had a job to do as a waitress. Sunset trotted in and out of the kitchen multiple times, bringing over the various dishes the pegasus had ordered for herself, along with the single slice of bread for Lily.
"Alright, all your food's here now, enjoy." Sunset tried her best to maintain her optimism, before getting ready head back over to the front counter.
"Hey, wait a minute now..." The pegasus began pointing at Sunset, whilst getting a closer look at her, realizing that this was one of the two ponies heading back to that cottage that night. "I knew you somehow looked familiar. You must be friends with that other pegasus whom I hear lives in a cottage. Better yet, you probably also lived in one of those cottages too, didn't you?"
"Well, not exactly..." Sunset began, trying to understand where this pegasus was going with that. "But I have slept in a cottage before, if that's what you're asking."
"Close enough." The pegasus rolled her eyes. "That explains why you messed up our order earlier by bringing us a cake we never even asked for. Anypony who lives in a cottage must be an unsophisticated, uneducated, insignificant waste of space. Why would you ever want to live in a woodland home, which is practically living in a tree? What do you think you are, a squirrel?"
"I guess everypony has their own tastes as far as homes?" Sunset continued to try keeping her cool, despite feeling that this pegasus was truly testing her patience at this point.
"Well whatever, isn't it just sweet of Coriander Cumin to give you a job here, despite the fact you're clearly under-qualified for being a waitress?" The pegasus remarked. "I mean, you're just taking orders and bringing customers their food, it doesn't really require any brain, yet you somehow screwed it up anyways. I have to imagine Coriander takes pity on you, since you clearly can't find any other reliable job to sustain your pathetic little life."
Sunset just glared at the pegasus, unamused after that last remark. She believed that although she had a number of equally insulting things to say to the pegasus at this point, it'd be better to still be the bigger pony by not stooping to her level. However, while her mother was busy tearing Sunset to shreds, Lily had secretly been grabbing blueberries from her mother's parfait bowl and stuffing them into her own mouth. After looking back at her yogurt, realizing that a few blueberries had randomly disappeared, the pegasus glared back at Lily, realizing what she did.
"Those were MY blueberries!" The pegasus frowned. "Are you that disobedient, even after promising your father that you'd be the perfect child? Oh, you just wait until we get home, you hear!? I am kind enough to take you out for a birthday breakfast, and this is the thanks I get? You steal from me like some nasty, spoiled brat?"
"B-But... what about that necklace you took from-" Lily finally had a little courage to speak up, knowing that Sunset was nearby, but was quickly cut off.
"QUIET!!!" The pegasus screeched to make certain that this waitress wouldn't grow suspicious of her. "Are you trying to spread lies about me now, on top of stealing my food!? I should've only given you half a slice of bread instead, if this was how it was going to be!"
Understanding that the pegasus was now making a scene, Sunset tried to do her best in calming her down, as it certainly wouldn't give the restaurant a good look. That last comment from Lily now made Sunset 99% certain that the necklace this pegasus was wearing really was the same one Granny Smith had given to Applejack, but she couldn't make a false move that would end up backfiring on herself. She understood that since Lily was understandably hungry, perhaps she could offer her a little something extra on the bread, which the restaurant doesn't charge extra for.
"Ma'am, I can understand that your daughter wants more than just bread." Sunset observed, before reaching over for one of the spreads. "We have some marmalade here if you want-"
But as Sunset reached on the table with her hoof, she had accidentally knocked over the water glass, spilling it all over the pegasus. Both Sunset and the pegasus gasped simultaneously, before Sunset realized she had made the situation even worse than it already was.
"Oh my, I'm so sorry, I-" Sunset quickly tried to apologize.
"And just when I thought the service in this place couldn't get any worse!" The pegasus snarled, before getting up to go to the restroom to clean herself up."
"Could I give you a napkin to-" Sunset offered, before getting cut off once more.
"No, don't even lay a hoof on me!" The pegasus snapped. "You've already messed up big time, and you expect me to entrust you with a napkin? You really are a brainless cottage crawler! Now get out of my way! And Lily, don't you even dare move from your seat!"
As the pegasus stormed off to get herself cleaned up, Sunset saw this as the perfect opportunity to talk to Lily, getting an idea of just how severe the situation was with her new adoptive mother. As Sunset took a seat, she wasted no time trying to get to the bottom of this. She herself was an adopted child too, and she couldn't imagine what her own life would've been like, had Princess Celestia treated her in a similar manner. After knowing how starved Lily presumably was, Sunset put the milkshake glass in front of her, which her mother had not even taken a sip of yet.
"I know how hungry you must be right now, so please... take a sip." Sunset insisted. "She'll take a while in the restroom, so this is your chance. If anything happens, I'll be there to protect you."
Lily nodded with some newfound confidence, knowing that Sunset was by her side, before taking a sip of the chocolate milkshake, and returning to her state of fear.
"Hey... Lily?" Sunset asked, trying to get the full extent. "Are you in danger because of... her?"
"I... I can't say anything." Lily began, still afraid for herself. "If I do, she'll... she'll..."
"Say no more." Sunset assured, now understanding that the situation was even worse than she thought. "But I need to know for certain on one thing. I had a pretty good feeling when I saw what kind of pony she is. Is that necklace... you know...?"
Lily continued to shiver in fear, not knowing if it'd truly be wise to fess up to Sunset about what she did. But at this point, she even considered the possibility of jail being more pleasant than continuing to be with her mother. Unknown to Sunset and Lily at this point, the pegasus had already exited the restroom after drying herself with paper towels, before going around the corner to spy on the two having a conversation.
"Come on, please." Sunset continued insisting that Lily let her know. "Did she... steal that necklace from Applejack?"
Lily finally nodded her head 'yes' to answer Sunset's question, which finally allowed Sunset to surmise that this pegasus most likely was the same one who also stole Derpy's packages and Fluttershy's bits. The pegasus only frowned at this, but decided that since the waitress now knew, she had no other choice but to play dirty. Sunset went back over to the front counter to pick up her saddlebag, checking to see if she had a means of communication with child protective services. Other than the journal which would normally deliver messages to Twilight, she had none. This meant that Sunset had to find a telephone in the building, ready to make an incredibly hard call.
As Sunset went out of the dining room to check the rest of the building, the pegasus saw this as the perfect opportunity. She grabbed the necklace off of her own neck, before secretly planting it within Sunset's saddlebag. She smirked upon realizing that she was now one step ahead of Sunset, since she already knew that her waitress was now most likely calling child protective services. After setting in motion her plan to frame Sunset if anypony were to actively look for that necklace, she turned around and saw Lily had witnessed the whole thing. Understanding now that she'd most likely be caught in the act if the authorities were to find Lily underfed, she went over to Lily and proposed a deal with her daughter.
"Hey, Lily?" The pegasus began in an unusual sweet tone, which was definitely unlike her normal self. "I can see that you noticed I put that necklace in her saddlebag, but... I also noticed that you seemingly already took a sip of that milkshake. I'll tell you what, you can have the whole thing to yourself."
"I... I can?" Lily's eyes widened in surprise, not knowing where this was coming from.
"Of course, it is your birthday, after all." The pegasus reminded. "But... if you want it, you'll have to do one small thing for me."
"What is it?" Lily asked, both curious and fearful at the same time.
"I just need you to keep quiet." The pegasus requested. "Don't open your mouth to the waitress about me planting that necklace in her saddlebag. Oh, and also, there will likely be ponies coming by to check whether or not you've been properly fed. So if you accept this deal, then finish that milkshake, you'll need to leave some on your mouth, and make sure to also burp in order to prove that you're not underfed."
"Oh..." Lily looked at the ground in guilt, her heart telling her that potentially framing Sunset was wrong.
"I work hard at my job to put a roof over your head and bought you a milkshake!" The pegasus snapped. "And you can't do this ONE, tiny little thing for your mother!? Or perhaps, you'd prefer I dump this milkshake all over you instead! Plus, once we get home..."
Realizing that the threats were becoming worse by the minute, Lily finally swallowed her pride and nodded in agreement to her mother's demands. She began drinking the milkshake in a swift sip, desperate to keep her nearly-empty stomach temporarily satisfied. But despite her stomach now getting full, Lily still felt empty on the inside, knowing that she had practically signed herself up for a losing proposition, which was at Sunset's expense.
Meanwhile, Sunset had finally located the only telephone in the restaurant, which was in the kitchen, presumably used by Coriander and Saffron to make delivery orders. There was even a phone book nearby, which also provided the number to call child protective services. Sunset flipped to the respective page and began dialing the number, awaiting a response to hopefully serve justice. She had already seen and heard everything she needed to know with certainty that she had now caught the true culprit, and there was no way for this pegasus to weasel out of it. However, whilst waiting for an answer on the other end, Coriander took notice of this and began expressing his disapproval.
"Sunset!" Coriander pointed at his newly employed waitress, aghast at her actions. "What in Equestria do you think you're doing right now!?"
"What does it look like?" Sunset continued waiting, not even having a care anymore about her boss disagreeing with her actions. "I'm calling child protective services, it's the only right thing to do now."
"I've already told you!" Coriander huffed. "That's none of our business, and the tab for their meal is going to save The Tasty Treat! I can't allow you to take that away from me and Saffron! Give me the telephone, right now, or else!"
"Or else what?" Sunset asked, still believing that whatever her boss was about to say next would be inconsequential.
"Or you can find another restaurant to become a waitress in!" Coriander threatened. "You already know how much this restaurant means to Saffron and myself, so you should watch what you say next! You think carefully about this decision now, you understand? Think about how you'll make it in this world without a job! Better yet, just imagine what you would do right now if you had your own daughter!"
Despite these harsh words and the threat of losing her new job already, Sunset remained strong and just shrugged Coriander's words off. She continued gripping the telephone firmly, before showing an expression of seriousness, and giving an answer to that rhetorical question of what she herself would do if her own daughter was on the line in a similar situation.
"I... am." Sunset began tearing up, whilst staring directly at Coriander's eyes. "That little filly... needs our help, she truly does. Will you help, Coriander? Or will you care more about the well-being of the restaurant over somepony else's safety? What if that filly was Saffron?"
It was by this point, Sunset's powerful words finally struck a new perspective into Coriander's eyes. He looked out the window, briefly, thinking of how he would feel if his own daughter was treated the same way as Lily by that pegasus mare. If Saffron was getting mentally and psychologically abused by a parental figure, and he wasn't around to protect her, he would've never forgiven himself. Saffron and Coriander were always the perfect team who gave The Tasty Treat the very life and soul it had to become one of the best restaurants in Canterlot. Coriander suddenly had en epiphany, realizing that he let his love for the restaurant completely consume himself to the point of turning a blind eye to this entire situation.
After all, whilst working in the kitchen, Coriander had already overheard all the nasty and hurtful things that pegasus had said to both Lily and Sunset, yet he brushed it off due to believing the profits were essential to keep the restaurant open. He then thought back to his last visit to Saffron at the hospital, realizing that while his daughter didn't directly say so, she did vaguely hint that she wouldn't want to keep The Tasty Treat open at the expense of others. It was a sudden occurrence in Coriander's memory, after recalling the last visit where he proposed recruiting volunteers at the establishment to help with business. Saffron insisted that her father should still open paid job positions, since everypony needs money in exchange for their services to survive.
Although this led to Sunset seeking a paid job opportunity at the establishment, Coriander now knew that deep down, he ended up betraying his own daughter's outlook at what the restaurant itself entailed, which was love and partnership. By refusing to care before about Lily's predicament, he became no better than any of the more expensive, fine-dining restaurants here in Canterlot, which was a serious spit in the face to The Tasty Treat's legacy. Saffron would've most certainly been unhappy with the restaurant staying afloat, if she knew the circumstances of what her father did to make that happen. As such, Coriander simply sighed in defeat and lowered his head in shame, and allowed Sunset to continue calling her number, which had just picked up.
Sunset told child protective services everything, which prompted them to send some ponies of authority over to the restaurant as quickly as possible. It was going to take some time for them to arrive, but luckily, there was still plenty of food that the pegasus had to finish before paying her bill. Unknown to Sunset, this horrendously abusive mother had already anticipated this action, which allowed her the opportunity to potentially deceive the authorities once they arrived. After all, she had planted the necklace in the accuser's saddlebag, fed Lily a milkshake which somewhat filled her up, and now had Lily playing her sick game of deception too. 
After the pegasus had finally finished her food, she went over to the front counter to pay. Despite Sunset already knowing that this pegasus was the mysterious thief, she was unaware that these bits were actually the same ones stolen from Fluttershy's saddlebag on the train before. Sunset collected the payment as intended, but still glared at the pegasus coldly, not only for her treatment toward herself, but especially everything she had put Lily through. Counting the bits, Sunset understood that she had only paid the amount for their order, omitting the tip, which was to be expected. It didn't matter to Sunset regardless, as the only thing she truly wanted now was justice, not bits. It seemed that she would soon get it, as  there was then a knock on the door, before one of the ponies of authority from outside spoke up.
"Child protective services!" A royal guard announced. "Open up, please!"
"They're... going to take my daughter away from me!?" The pegasus asked, pretending to be surprised, before turning back to Sunset. "You must've called them, you dirty little-"

"Cottage crawler?" Sunset pulled Lily up to herself and began holding the filly in a motherly manner. "I might be a cottage crawler, but at least I know how to love a foal."
Moments later, two royal guards, accompanied by a foster family agent stepped into the restaurant, hoping to put an end to this pegasus having custody of Lily, especially after hearing everything Sunset had reported on the phone earlier. The agent was a unicorn mare who began using her magic to search the database for this supposed foster mother, purely by capturing the image of her face.
"Well... although we're here to reassess custody, I'm afraid I'm confused as far as who this pegasus mare is." The agent began. "Not only do I see that she has never adopted a foal in these records, but the database itself is completely unfamiliar with her face. Regardless, we were called over because we got the report that a little filly was getting constantly abused, starved, and belittled by you, ma'am. Is that true?"
"No... of course not!" The pegasus tried to laugh things off. "Plus, just look at her mouth right now, she's clearly had a good meal!"
"Yeah, I..." Lily began, before her mother had forced out a burp by pressing a hoof along her back. "...technically did."
"Oh, really now?" The agent raised an eyebrow. "I'm afraid I'm still skeptical, considering how the mare who called us sounded absolutely distressed. I just can't help but feel you're covering something up, ma'am. And although this isn't directly related to child protective services, we were also told that you're a thief, who stole a valuable necklace?"
"Do you see a necklace on me?" The pegasus showed her neck off to the ponies of authority, feeling that she had nothing to hide. "Maybe you should instead consider the possibility of me being framed for crimes I never committed, because somepony's jealous!"
"She's lying!" Sunset insisted. "Please, you have to believe me, she was an absolute monster to this filly earlier! I'm genuinely afraid that if she takes her back home, it'll only get worse."
"Well... we unfortunately can't stick with one side, since it appears there isn't enough evidence to disprove either claim here." The agent said, conflicted. "Perhaps a secondary, reputable opinion or witness could sway our decision."
"Oh, of course!" The pegasus said with confidence. "Coriander Cumin, the restaurant owner can certainly vouch for me!"
Upon hearing his own name being called, Coriander himself stepped out of the kitchen, seeing the authority figures, pegasus, Lily, and Sunset standing in the dining room. He saw in Sunset's eyes that although she was unhappy with his own behavior earlier, there was still hope for him to turn everything around and do the right thing. The pegasus, however, was having none of that, only expecting that Coriander would come to her defense, especially with how much of a profit he had made from her order.
"Go ahead, Coriander, tell them how wrong your waitress is, and how I'm a wonderful mother." The pegasus asked, proudly. "The sweetest, most cherished mom in Equestria, and a valuable customer for you."
But what happened next completely went against the mother's expectations. Coriander only expressed the emptiness in those words by showing an expression of grief and shaking his head 'no', before trotting back into the kitchen, sadly, without even saying a single word. He didn't even want to look at her in the face anymore at that point, let alone defend her disgusting actions toward an innocent filly who definitely didn't deserve any of this abusive treatment.
"Coriander, please..." The pegasus begged. "I'm your best customer, I've always given you good business!"
Realizing that this was likely already more than enough evidence to lean toward Sunset's side, the agent then came down to Lily's level, believing that she needed the filly's word herself, before it was time to take action.
"Hey, little filly." The agent said to Lily, trying to also comfort her. "Are you hungry right now, and was that chocolate on your mouth only planted there by your mother in an attempt to deceive us?"
Seeing this as the perfect opportunity to finally expose her mother, Lily nodded her head 'yes'.
"I've barely eaten anything today." Lily finally admitted, much to the horror of the agent and royal guards.
"So that's it, huh?" The pegasus sprung her wings up in fury, before grabbing her own saddlebag, prepared to take out a bottle of heavy perfume to cover her escape.
Realizing what her mother was about to do, Lily then desperately tried to warn Sunset about what her mother truly ended up doing with that necklace.
"Wait, Sunset!" Lily called out. "That necklace was planted in-"
"Silence, you liar!" The pegasus quickly covered Lily's mouth with her hoof, before finally taking out that perfume bottle she was looking for. "You're in for it now once we get home, you hear!?"
The pegasus quickly smashed the bottle on the ground, creating a cloudy shroud of fragrant smells, similar to a smoke bomb. As Sunset, the agent, and the royal guards coughed uncontrollably, they did their best to fan at the air with their hooves to disperse the perfume fog. To their dismay, Lily and her mother were now gone, and they couldn't find any sign of which direction they had gone off to.
"Well, ma'am?" The agent addressed Sunset. "I'm not entirely sure that was a case of an abusive FOSTER mother, since my database spell hadn't picked up any records on that particular pegasus mare. However, you did the right thing by contacting us. There's unfortunately no guarantees that we can relocate Lily and put her into our adoption system, but we'll make this one of our top priorities."
"I guess that's the only thing we can do now." Sunset nodded, understandingly. "Thank you so much for coming."
The agent and royal guards then stepped out of the restaurant, before Sunset turned around to grab her saddlebag, and also taking a glance at the clock. It was now noon, meaning she was thankfully on time to attend that meeting to settle her and Rainbow Dash's dispute. Sunset sighed in frustration upon realizing she was too slow in anticipating that mare's escape, that she practically allowed that slippery snake to slither away with a vulnerable filly who would now most likely deal with even worse abusive treatment once they got home. She was still unaware of what happened to Applejack's necklace, but presumed that the pegasus must've hidden it somewhere around the restaurant.
As Sunset was about to leave The Tasty Treat, one last thing stopped her before fully exiting. The hoofsteps of Coriander Cumin followed her, prompting her to turn around to see what the stallion had to say. Coriander then spoke up, now showing his complete change of heart after hearing Sunset's powerful words from earlier.
"You did the right thing by calling them." Coriander said, rather glum. "I'm so sorry for my behavior earlier, I know now that Saffron wouldn't have wanted this, even if it did mean saving the restaurant."
"I'm glad you see things that way now." Sunset nodded, before looking around the restaurant one last time. "This really is a nice establishment, so I can kind of understand why you were so defensive before. Problem is, now that you've lost that mare as a customer, how will you manage to stay open after this month's rent is paid off?"
"Don't worry about it." Coriander assured. "I'm sure Saffron will understand too, especially after knowing the circumstances. The best I can do now is simply hope everything will work out in the future, and that in the worst-case scenario, we'll shut down, but make an investment to reopen somewhere else in Equestria one day."
"Sounds like you'll be looking toward the future with head held high." Sunset smiled. "I'm just hoping I can do the same too, in regards to my upcoming meeting with a friend I had a major fight with."
"Wait a minute!" Coriander tried to stop Sunset from fully leaving. "What about your pay for your waitress services?"
"Consider them on the house." Sunset insisted. "Being here has at least given me knowledge on something I've been trying to figure out for a while now, and it sounds like you'll really need those bits to stay open a little longer. Do it for your daughter, she truly sounds like a sweet and caring pony. Besides, don't worry about me. A good friend already gave me a good tip from earlier, so I'll manage."
"You really have a heart of gold, Sunset." Coriander began tearing up. "I won't forget this!"
Sunset nodded and began going about her way to the main castle, ready to face Rainbow Dash alongside Twilight and the rest of the Council of Friendship. She was admittedly still unsure of who that pegasus was, but knew for certain that she was in fact someone she had vaguely seen before in the human world. It had unfortunately already been so long that Sunset had truly forgotten her real name, which would've most likely helped as far as letting the authorities know of her true identity. Perhaps Wallflower's memory stone had somehow ended up erasing this particular memory, or Sunset simply never paid too much attention, given how she never really interacted with that pony's human counterpart much.
Whatever was the case, Sunset now had a story to share with everypony else during the meeting, in regards to finally meeting the thief and uncovering this perplexing mystery. While trotting over to the main castle, Sunset was still unaware of two crucial things. Lily and that pegasus mare were both connected to her own father, Sunspot, which would most certainly come as an absolute shock when Sunset uncovered the truth. But the more imminently disastrous fact, was that Sunset was now about to attend a meeting to settle falsely accusing somepony else of being a thief, when she herself was unknowingly carrying a stolen and valuable necklace to Applejack...

	
		Chapter 61: Confronting Rainbow Dash



As Sunset finally made her way back to the main castle, the only thing she could think about was how this upcoming meeting with Rainbow Dash and the rest of the council would go. She was still unsure if anypony would end up taking Rainbow's side, but felt comfortable in knowing that at the very least, Twilight and Starlight would be supportive of her. Pinkie was likely another one as well, given how she had technically already known Sunset in the human world for quite some time, albeit secretly. As for everypony else, they could still very easily go with either side, though Sunset felt that her consecutive sessions in getting to know them all better would've made them willing to support her as well. Stopping Madame Cinch's tyranny over Rarity, as well as giving Applejack the golden opportunity to visit her dying grandmother, just to name a few.
Despite hoping that a majority of the ponies attending this meeting would have her back, Sunset primarily wanted this as a means of convincing Rainbow to talk things out, heart to hoof. In fact, Sunset still feared the possibility of everypony taking her own side, but as a result of doing so, ganging up on Rainbow to the point of making ultimatums. Although Rainbow herself had done just this by ditching Sunset back in Cloudsdale, Sunset still felt like it'd be wrong for everypony else to do the same, even if it meant teaching Rainbow a lesson by giving her a taste of her own medicine. As such, Sunset's empathy and compassion for all her new friends kept her encouraged to do her best in making a fair compromise so that everypony would be satisfied, coming out of the meeting. Up until the accusation toward Indigo Zap, Sunset remembered how well she had initially hit things off with meeting Rainbow officially for the first time, motivating her to potentially save this severed friendship at all costs.
Shortly before coming back to Canterlot, Sunset also reflected what Celestia had told her in regards to the citrine crystals she had found from that giant rock, thanks to Maud. Even if Rainbow would end up forgiving her after sorting everything through, Sunset admittedly believed the timing would've felt awkward. She still had a good amount of time to explore Equestria further, before it was time to return to the Human World and attend her graduation at CHS. Regardless, her adoptive mother's advice had persuaded Sunset to do just that, in the sense of giving all her new friends a crystal to symbolize their friendship and connections toward one another, including Rainbow. If Rainbow were to reject this gift, Sunset knew she would have to simply accept it and move on, but would keep the consideration for who to give that final crystal to. 
For the time being, Sunset knew that she definitely wanted to give crystals to both Twilight and Starlight, whom she considered special friends for everything they've done for her over the course of this entire journey. Regardless, what she would eventually end up doing with the crystals seemed inconsequential for now, as it was obvious that Sunset needed to save her energy and maintain professionalism when confronting Rainbow for this dispute. Sunset trotted over to the same main castle she was at earlier this morning, and noticed that Max Steele was nearby with a small puppy, watching the entrance like he did during Twilight's coronation. Recalling that she ended on good terms with the stallion, Sunset went over to the castle to prepare herself for the meeting, but was surprisingly stopped by Max again, albeit for a different reason.
"Ah, it's you again, Sunset." Max said, stopping Sunset from going through the doors.
"Hey there." Sunset acknowledged, happy in recalling that she managed to change the security stallion for the better. "Have things been going well for you?"
"Yeah, for sure." Max nodded. "You put me on the right path when you encouraged me to take security one step at a time, it's always much more appreciated as an art that can not be rushed. I just wanted to stop you real quick and let you know something. Firstly, I'm once again very sorry for my previous behavior which resulted in you missing out on Princess Twilight's coronation."
"Oh, that's all right." Sunset understood. "You were just doing your job, and given the circumstances, I can certainly forgive a small little misunderstanding. You didn't really know who I was, so I wouldn't blame you. Plus, you definitely treated me a lot more fairly than Sour Sweet did, so I was definitely happy we ended things off on a positive note."
"Thank you very much." Max replied. "Speaking of which, that's the other thing I wanted to check in with you about. Since you had convinced Princess Twilight to allow me in keeping my job here in Canterlot, I felt like returning the kindness by making certain that you'll never have to worry about anything like that ever again. I went ahead and spread a good word about you to every royal guard in Canterlot, and they all mutually agreed to my terms, especially now that Sour Sweet is gone. Even without Princess Twilight around, from now on, you are welcome anywhere, anytime here in Canterlot, Sunset. I'll make sure of it, even if it means chastising my colleagues for being disobedient."
"Happy to hear, thanks for looking out for me, sir." Sunset smiled. "I'm also glad that you're taking your job one step at a time now, you've definitely shown that you've kept your promise."
"Indeed." Max acknowledged, before holding his pet puppy tenderly. "Well, it was good seeing you again, miss. Please proceed into the castle and give Princess Twilight my regards."
Sunset nodded and did just that, relieved in now knowing that she no longer had to worry about any royal guards holding her back. Although this felt like a well deserved victory after what had happened the day she was trying to reach Twilight's coronation, Sunset still had to cross her metaphorical hooves that the same could be said for this upcoming meeting with Rainbow too. Sunset admittedly also felt a bit of déjà vu, in the sense that she had just come out of an unexpected encounter with Max Steele, shortly before having a big meeting with the pony counterparts of her human friends. 
After trotting through the same hallways where Max had chased her, Sunset eventually found herself in the middle of a central room with a large table and many seats, along with all her new pony friends. Sunset looked around the room and saw Rarity, Pinkie, Fluttershy, and Rainbow sitting on one side, while Twilight, Starlight, Spike, and Applejack sat on the other. There was an empty seat on the latter side, located in the middle, which was presumably reserved for Sunset. Seeing this, Sunset began making her way over to her seat, as everyone began taking notice of this, especially Rainbow. As Sunset took her seat, she immediately saw the way Rainbow was glaring at her, pouting and making it clear that she really didn't want to be here. This was to be expected, after what Twilight had described earlier, and since everypony was now here, Sunset nodded to Twilight, who realized it was now her cue to initiate the meeting.
"Thank you for coming by on such short notice, everyone." Twilight acknowledged the seven other ponies and dragon sitting in the room together. "I know I made it a proposal back at my coronation that we would all meet together again once a moon, but as you all know by now, there's unfortunately been a critical friendship dispute between Sunset and Rainbow Dash. I see the importance of resolving things between the two as one of our top priorities, now that we're all here and accounted for. Of course, we may see this as an unofficial court hearing, where both sides will be given a fair chance to defend themselves, and by the end, everyone will cast a vote that will go toward what action will be taken against the losing side. Have I made myself clear?"
Everyone in the room nodded, knowing how serious the situation must've been, and only just after a majority of them had officially met Sunset for the first time. They might've had distrust in Sunset after she had stolen Twilight's crown back then, but after truly meeting and getting to know her these past couple of days, they all definitely saw her as an absolute angel who would take a bullet for them. As for Rainbow Dash, although they've all certainly known her longer, it also meant that they've had to put up with rather problematic experiences with the pegasus from time to time, which already made them want to lean more toward Sunset's side, even before hearing what the dispute was truly about. However, they still wanted to give Rainbow the benefit of the doubt, knowing that they shouldn't be biased until they got the full extent of the story.
"Very good then." Twilight nodded. "So now that I've established the rules, we might as well get started. Since Sunset's our guest, and she's already shared a little bit of what happened, I think it's only fair that she goes first."
"Nuh-uh!" Rainbow interjected. "How come she gets to go first when I'm very clearly the victim here? I thought you were a princess of friendship, not favoritism!"
"If that's what she wants, then it's fine, Twilight." Sunset sighed. "Let her go first."
"Very well then, Rainbow." Twilight rolled her eyes at Rainbow's childishness. "Go on ahead."
"Thank you." Rainbow said with confidence, before sharing her side of the story. "So I was at the Wonderbolt's academy, doing some training with my new apprentice, Indigo Zap. Then Sunset dropped by to hang with me for a bit, but as soon as Indigo came by, Sunset just started acting like a bully to her for no real reason! She insulted her, belittled her, and worst of all, accused her of being a filthy thief without any evidence. It hurt Indigo so bad that she quit being my apprentice, which hurt me very much! It made me believe that she hadn't changed one bit ever since the days where she stole Twilight's crown! I mean, seriously! Coming between me and my apprentice, along with being a bully who called her a thief despite the fact she was a thief too? Hence why I believe she should be punished for her actions!"
"...Is that all you have to say on the matter?" Twilight said, already having a good feeling that Rainbow had definitely stretched the truth or taken things out of proportion.
"Yeah." Rainbow replied. "So, if you could all just vote in my favor and rightfully punish Sunset like the filthy donkey she is, then I'll-"
"Hold on, Rainbow." Twilight said, sternly. "We haven't even heard Sunset's side of the story yet, and that comment you just made was completely uncalled for. You need to apologize to Sunset right now."
"For what!?" Rainbow snapped. "All I said was that she should be punished for coming between me and Indigo-"

"I think she meant you callin' her a filthy donkey, Sugarcube." Applejack chimed in, rather unamused.
"Hmph, fine then." Rainbow huffed, before apologizing in an insincere tone. "I apologize, Sunset."
"I guess that's the closest we'll get for the time being." Twilight sighed in frustration, knowing now that Rainbow's behavior had grown even worse than she truly imagined. "Well, now that Rainbow's given her side of the story, could we get some feedback, please?"
"That... don't sound like Sunset at all, Rainbow." Applejack defended her unicorn friend. "And knowin' your track record of being dishonest before, I don't really know that I'd believe ya' when claimin' she acted like a bully to yer' apprentice for no reason."
"I second that." Fluttershy agreed. "I might be 'mean' and assertive to other ponies, but it's definitely always for a legitimate reason, like that mare who tried to scam me on the train the other day."
"I've gotten to know Sunset for quite some time in both worlds." Starlight added. "I don't know that I really believe you. Sunset would never do anything like that."
"Even if I were to believe Sunset was mean to this Indigo Zap, I'm sure she had her reasons to do so." Rarity speculated. "After all, I can definitely say with certainty that Sunset was more than justified in helping me and Miss Valencia expose our former boss, the abusive Madame of Manehattan."
"I agree too." Pinkie said in an unusually serious tone, unlike her usual self. "Dashie, I'm always willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, but now I can't help but feel like you're coming up with lies and exaggerations in an attempt for us to take your side. Don't you think it's hard for us to do just that, if you're actively insulting poor Sunset and throwing her under the wagon?"
"Well... if she deserved it, then it's justified too!" Rainbow continued to stand her ground. "Plus, what are you talking about, Pinkie? Just when exactly have I lied to you or steered you the wrong way?"
"I dunno..." Pinkie began reminding Dash of her past wrongdoings. "How about when you lied straight to my face about liking the pies I worked so hard on to commemorate special occasions, as it turned out you just threw them away? I still sometimes wonder if you used your laser eyes to destroy them like some evil pie-hater!"
"Come on, Pinkie!" Rainbow rolled her eyes. "I figured you'd be past that now, after what I did to make things right between us! Okay, fine, so I lied one time, big deal. What's your point?"
"You're really gonna deny your track record in being a dishonest cheater, now?" Applejack added on. "What about the time you cheated in numerous events during the Iron Pony competition, and especially the Running of the Leaves? Plus, Applebloom might've also told me a thing or two about how ya' implied I couldn't do anything to help her get a cutie mark."
"That little rat!" Rainbow frowned. "I help her, and this is the thanks I get?"
"That's not the point, you obviously shouldn't be saying nasty things behind somepony's back!" Rarity said. "But I also recall you doing so even when they WERE around! In fact, how about the time where we all went to stop a giant dragon from breathing smoke all over Equestria, and you couldn't even have faith in poor Fluttershy to get the job done? Instead, you just kicked the poor dragon in the face, that sure worked out, didn't it?"
"Unfortunately, I have to agree with Rarity, Dash." Fluttershy nodded. "When you kept insisting I was useless on that journey, I felt very insecure, to where it even caused me to lose confidence in standing up for myself for quite some time, even after I had convinced that dragon to leave and sleep somewhere else."
"Agh, give me a break!" Rainbow snapped. "You girls are seriously going to bring up stuff that happened a million years ago!? Plus, I thought that we all had to learn our own lessons after making critical mistakes that may or may not have hurt our friendship together!"
"Well, that wasn't really something you ever corrected, or for that matter, apologized to Fluttershy about." Rarity reminded. "But fine, if you want a more recent example, what do you have to say for yourself when it came to not acting mature and civil when you were told you wouldn't be coaching the School of Friendship's buckball team?"
"Hey, I still learned my lesson at the end, and helped the cheerleading team do great with their routine, didn't I?" Rainbow continued defending herself.
"We still would've expected better from you, especially for somepony who's part of the Wonderbolts." Twilight spoke up. "And although that may be true for the cheerleading squad, have you forgotten that after my team lost to Princess Celestia's during the buckball match, you didn't even feel like commending the actual game's team participants for their efforts? Heck, they actually ended up resigning for future buckball sessions. When questioned why, one anonymous complaint form claimed that a certain rainbow-maned pegasus ruined the experience for them."
"They... ended up quitting buckball?" Rainbow said with surprise. "I did admittedly wonder why we suddenly scrapped buckball tournaments at the school, but I'm sure that complaint was just because they were jealous I wasn't there to coach them. Where are you girls going with all of these recaps? It's like 'Pick on Dash Day' or something!"
"You're sitting here complaining about Sunset being a bully when you've also insulted her and done all those other awful things." Twilight glared at Rainbow with disappointment. "And the point of all this is to remind you of everything you've done before, to help you understand that you've honestly been the most problematic friend in our group. We've admittedly always been far too lenient and kind to say anything, but after what you did with Sunset, that's where we draw the line. Plus, the list goes on and on, I can still think of many other examples! I still remember you making Princess Luna feel insecure about herself on Nightmare Night when you scared ponies away in her presence!"
"Need I also remind you of the time when you were pulling all sorts of malicious pranks on everypony, and we all had to pretend to be cookie crazed zombies just to teach you a lesson?" Spike recalled. "If you had actually listened to us when we told you to stop being a prankster, it would've been a lot simpler."
"Although I haven't really had many instances where I was around to see you being dishonest, I recall hearing you still did some pretty rotten things, Dash." Starlight continued adding to the list. "For example, I've heard reports that you snuck into the Cloudsdale weather factory and posed as an employee in a silly attempt to prevent your pet tortoise from hibernating. You could've hurt everypony who worked at the factory by overloading the lab, and not to mention, potentially suffocating the ponies below when you created that abnormally large sheet of snow."
"Oh, I'M the one who should be ashamed of potentially hurting other ponies!?" Rainbow scoffed. "Says the pony who enslaved villages and nearly caused the destruction of Equestria by going back in time and making sure I never did the first Sonic Rainboom-"
"NO!" Starlight slammed her hooves on the table in pure frustration, as her horn began leaking a spell she was tempted to cast. "Don't you even try pinning that on me now, we're way past that incident at this point, and this meeting isn't even about THAT! After hearing all these awful things you've done to everypony, and now Sunset too, I'm beginning to question why we're all friends with you! I SHOULD JUST BLAST YOU WITH MAGIC LIKE I DID WITH TRIXIE WHEN SHE WAS BEING AN ANNOYING! LITTLE!"
Rainbow and everypony else sitting at the table instinctively widened their eyes in shock, before quickly ducking down to put themselves out of harm's way, in case Starlight was far gone from controlling herself.
"Starlight... please calm down." Spike tried his best to deescalate the situation, before everypony begun to emerge back up from the table, as they all heard Starlight taking deep breaths upon hearing Spike's words.
"I... I'm sorry, everypony." Starlight began coming back to reality and ceased her horn from casting magic to attack Rainbow, before sitting back down, calmly. "I still have a habit of bottling up my anger, and I'm not proud of it."
"Thanks for getting things under control, Spike." Twilight smiled. "And don't worry, Starlight. I think your anger toward Rainbow at this point is also very much justified."
"Yeah, after hearing what she's done with everypony else in the past, and even with my bestie, Sunset, I just lost control for a second there." Starlight acknowledged.
"And just what have I done to Sunset, exactly?" Rainbow huffed, although now rather afraid of Starlight.
"Well, let's just say she's already told Starlight and I a pretty good extent of what really happened." Twilight replied. "Since Sunset's been honest with us all the way, and I've already seen sufficient evidence of her telling the truth, to say that you haven't done anything wrong to Sunset is about as correct as claiming the atomic number of lead is 87."
"Evidence?" Rainbow said with skepticism. "Please, what kind of evidence could you possibly have against me?"
"Well, does a certain hot air balloon ring a bell to you?" Twilight raised an eyebrow. "But now that we've all said our piece regarding your side of the story, it's now Sunset's turn. Sunset, please go on ahead."
"Thanks, Twilight." Sunset nodded, as she began sharing things from her perspective.
Sunset reported the same details she had told Twilight of everything that had happened that day, including what really happened with Indigo and her destroying the hot air balloon, how Derpy had gotten fired from her job thanks to a thief, and how this thief was described as an orange pegasus. Sunset then began sharing details on why specifically she began to grow suspicious of Indigo, but still nobly admitted that she herself had made a mistake by jumping to conclusions too quickly. Since the real orange pegasus thief she had encountered earlier wasn't really relevant to this current meeting's topic, Sunset decided to not bring that up for now, as she began finishing up letting everypony know where she was coming from when it all happened, leading to that fallout.
"So... she really 'bullied' your apprentice for no reason at all?" Applejack said with a blank expression.
"As I had figured, she clearly had her own reasons to do so!" Rarity interjected. "Especially since Indigo was also wearing what was reported to have been stolen."
"Not to mention, Indigo didn't really make a good first impression by doing a hit and run." Fluttershy added. "I don't blame Sunset for thinking she was up to no good. I would've maybe assumed she was flying away that fast because she was carrying stolen items."
"Yeah, especially if my best muffin customer also reported that this mysterious thief was an orange pegasus." Pinkie analyzed. "I know practically everypony in Equestria, and in my experience, I admittedly haven't met many orange pegasai, especially with that particular shade of orange."
"And think about it, really." Starlight joined in defending Sunset. "Is it not reasonable for Sunset to believe that somepony who was flying that fast, committed a legitimately serious act of vandalism, wore the same reported stolen items, and was an orange pegasus, was the culprit? She might've jumped to conclusions, but she was trying to help the mailmare after she got fired from her job!"
"That's right." Twilight fully agreed with everypony that had spoken up after Sunset had said her piece. "Sunset was trying her best in putting Derpy's needs before her own and bringing a rotten criminal to justice. Which, in this case, Indigo is still very much a criminal for vandalizing my hot air balloon and flying off without as much as an apology or compensation. What were you defending, Rainbow? A silly Wonderbolt apprentice who's clearly a bad influence on you, given what she ended up doing?"
"I admit, I may be a drama queen from time to time, but even I say that Indigo mare definitely overreacted." Rarity insisted.
"Yeah, it almost sounded like you gave Sunset an ultimatum over practically nothing." Pinkie moped. "For shame, Dashie. For shame."
"Not to mention you ended up ditching her in Cloudsdale over this nonsense." Fluttershy added. "What were you thinking, I wouldn't even do something like that with my brother, Zephyr."
"This sadly don't surprise me, especially given how we've all had pretty problematic experiences with you, Rainbow." Applejack sighed. "I'm sadly beginning to agree with what Starlight said earlier, in questionin' why we're friends with you."
"If Sunset became a literal she-demon, and I was responsible for nearly wiping out all of Equestria, yet we both have more overall respect from everypony else than you do now, I think that's really saying something." Starlight glared at Rainbow.
"And you must've forgotten, that it was my Sonic Rainboom that made it so we all united and became legendary heroes here in Equestria." Rainbow boasted. "So I'm awesome and should clearly be the one everypony sides with."
"It may be true how your Sonic Rainboom brought us all together..." Twilight began, meeting Rainbow halfway. "But as for that being a justification as to why we should have your back, and not Sunset's... I'm afraid you're sadly mistaken. You've absolutely done far more wrong than Sunset did, and even then, Sunset's still willing to give you an apology for it, if you simply admit to your mistakes and own up to them!"
"That's right." Sunset nodded her head, but still a little saddened by how everypony had really ganged up on Rainbow, just as she had feared. "Look, Rainbow, I know things ended really badly between us that day, but I can assure you that I didn't mean for things to blow up like that. I genuinely care for all my friends, and would do anything for you all, even if it means coming at my expense."
"Friend?" Rainbow scoffed. "Don't call me your friend, you've done nothing so far to justify labeling me that way! And besides, since I've known everyone else here longer than you, it's clear that you're going to be the one who gets punished!"
"We'll see, Rainbow." Twilight glared. "So, like I've said at the beginning, both sides have shared their perspectives on what happened, and everypony's already given some feedback in regards to specifics. Now that that's done, it's time for the council of friendship to cast a vote. After listening to Rainbow Dash's story, please raise your hoof or arm if you vote in favor of her."
"Yeah, I'm the one who's the reason the rest of you are heroes, and we've been through many adventures before, so who's with me?" Rainbow closed her eyes and reiterated words similar to her human counterpart during the spring break cruise, before raising her own hoof.
Awkward silence filled the air, as Rainbow then opened her eyes for a second. To her horror, absolutely nopony else had voted for her, including Spike. They all mostly just glared at her with dirty looks, and especially getting tired of her obnoxious ego at this point. Rainbow gulped at this, but figured that maybe everyone was just toying with her.
"Come on now, nopony else is voting for me?" Rainbow smiled, nervously. "You're all pulling my leg, right?"
"Right then, I think that's enough of a window to cast our votes." Twilight continued the trial. "Now that Rainbow's side is finished, please raise your hoof or arm if you vote in Sunset's favor."
Almost instantaneously, Twilight, Starlight, Pinkie, Fluttershy, Rarity, Applejack, and Spike all raised their hoof or arm, making it absolutely clear that they would all much rather stick by Sunset's side. The only one at the meeting who didn't vote for either side was Sunset herself, not because she didn't want to come across as arrogant, but because she didn't have the heart to pick a side. It wasn't immediately clear to Sunset, but because of this, she had a sense of empathy that everyone else at the meeting lacked. The kind of empathy that would help her understand that as obnoxious and unreasonable Rainbow was being during this meeting, the pegasus was now getting completely ganged up on, and becoming the same thing Sunset once was herself, completely alone.
"Well, I did notice that Sunset didn't vote for herself." Twilight noted. "Very humble of her, but it's very obvious now that the verdict is unanimous. Rainbow Dash, as the leader of the council of friendship, you are hereby suspended from the council for an indefinite period of time, and you will also be relieved of your teaching privileges at the School of Friendship. Instead, you will now have to take classes on friendship until you can learn how to take responsibility and professionalism correctly. Your behavior today absolutely exemplifies that we've all been far too lenient with you over the years, and you need to be taught a real lesson. In fact, what you did with Sunset was the straw that broke the pony's back for us. She's the main reason that we decided to hold this meeting and let you know that your behavior will no longer be tolerated."
"Sunset...!" Rainbow growled lowly, now feeling like it was all Sunset's fault that she was now the one being punished, before getting up from her seat, ready to dive into the unicorn. "I AM GOING TO DESTROY YOU-"
"I don't think so!" Starlight anticipated this sudden attack, and quickly used her magic to restrain the mentally unstable pegasus.
"LET ME GO!!!" Rainbow demanded.
"Not a chance." Starlight continued holding Rainbow in place. "There's a lot of things I want to say to you at this point, but all I can say is, you'll be begging to travel back in time if you even so much as scratch Sunset!"
"It really is a shame too, Rainbow." Twilight sighed in disappointment. "If you had handled things professionally like Sunset did, then we might've given you more leeway. But no, the fact that you're the only one who voted for yourself, it certainly speaks for itself. I really thought you were the element of loyalty. What even are you loyal to at this point? Your..."
"Ego?" Applejack suggested.
"Being a poor sport." Fluttershy frowned.
"And a big baby." Rarity added.
"Even I can't believe how childish you've been during this meeting, Dashie." Pinkie sighed. "And that's coming from me, the self-proclaimed out-of-control party animal."
"How can you all side with that filthy donkey who stole Twilight's crown!?" Rainbow continued expressing her displeasure. "I'm disgusted with you all!"
"That's it, Rainbow Dash!" Twilight flung her wings up to express her disapproval. "I'm going to start adding additional punishments to your sentence if you keep this up. Starlight, don't even bother releasing Rainbow until she gives Sunset a legitimate apology for not only the Cloudsdale incident, but being persistently rude throughout this entire meeting."
"You don't need to tell me twice, Twilight." Starlight agreed, as she adjusted her magic to have an even tighter grip on the pegasus.
"Well speaking of apologies..." Sunset went up to the immobilized Rainbow Dash and began to do her part in the deal. "Rainbow, I'm sorry for falsely accusing your apprentice for being a thief, and that everypony here has turned on you."
"Sunset, I definitely appreciate your humbleness." Twilight nodded. "But you don't need to apologize for that second thing. Rainbow has very clearly brought that on herself."
"I know, but..." Sunset continued to display her empathetic philosophy. "I still feel bad for her, since it seems like she's now all alone."
"It's definitely all her fault that she now has nopony supporting her, don't you worry about that." Starlight assured. "It seems as if her obsession with the Wonderbolts and silly apprentices has become her undoing. It's pushing all her friends away, yet she doesn't seem to care. I still remember when she implied I was a bad pony simply because I never heard of the Wonderbolts."
"Well, duh!" Rainbow rolled her eyes. "Besides, you're already a bad pony for a variety of other reasons!"
"You wanna say that again to my face?" Starlight glared back at Rainbow, before using her magic to squeeze the pegasus even tighter. "Go ahead, I dare you."
"Agh, okay, okay, I'm sorry!" Rainbow finally conceded defeat, feeling like her well being was more important than her stubborn pride.
"For?" Twilight crossed her hooves and awaited a response from Rainbow explaining why she was sorry.
"I'm sorry for not caring about my apprentice wrecking Twilight's hot air balloon, ditching Sunset in Cloudsdale, and acting like a spoiled, entitled brat during this meeting!"
"And do you mean this apology?" Twilight wanted to be certain of the validity.
"Better yet, if I release you after you're done, are you going to attempt to hurt Sunset again?" Starlight narrowed her eyes. "Because if you do, I won't be as nice as before."
"Yes, I really really mean it, and I promise you won't have to worry about that anymore." Rainbow tried desperately to save herself. "But if you want me to be honest, fine. I still don't like Sunset since I'm now in trouble because of her, but I'll stay put because I'm afraid of Starlight."
"...Fair enough." Starlight nodded, before finally releasing Rainbow from her magic, which plopped the limp pegasus on the table.
As Rainbow went back over to her chair to take a seat, she still crossed her hooves in annoyance over losing this argument with the very same ponies and dragon she had known for years now. How was it that they all loved and respected some random unicorn, whom to her own knowledge, was only mainly known to steal Twilight's crown back then? Whatever was the case, it was definitely clear now that none of them had really considered her a friend anymore, especially after they had all expressed her disgust in her for a variety of different incidents in the past.
"Wait, before this meeting wraps up for good, I think I should still give Rainbow a gift as an olive branch, a symbol of peace, if you will." Sunset then spoke up, thinking that it was time to stick to her last resort, as far as having one final option to perhaps let Rainbow come to terms with her somewhere along the way.
"A present, for me?" Rainbow said, with both bitterness and surprise. "I have no idea what you have that I could possibly want."
"You'll see soon enough." Sunset built up, thinking that giving Rainbow one of these citrines could still be a form of progress, despite knowing now that the meeting only shifted toward her own side. "I found a group of beautiful, orange gems that could certainly be used to make a friendship bracelet. I wanted to give you one."
"Hmm, perhaps if Rainbow decides to accept this gift, it may or may not persuade me to give her a lighter sentence on her punishments." Twilight proposed.
"Alright, I guess that's a good idea, Twilight." Sunset agreed, before going over to grab her saddlebag.
"And just how in Equestria were you able to afford jewelry like that?" Rainbow questioned. "You stole them, didn't you? Just like you stole Twilight's crown back then!"
"Rainbow!" Twilight raised her wings in absolute disapproval. "You are like, this close right now to getting thrown into the Canterlot dungeon! Need I remind you that being the accomplice of a pony who did a hit and run is also punishable?"
"Look, Rainbow." Sunset sighed, now with a hint of frustration. "I get that you still don't like me, nor trust me. But I'm anything but a thief now. In fact, a friend helped me get these, and since there were enough crystals to give everypony on the council one, I just decided it'd be a nice way for us all to connect and express our friendship with one another. Well... until you decide to have a change of heart toward me, of course."
"As if!" Rainbow scoffed. "If there's anything I hate more than being friends with somepony who got me in trouble, it's wearing frilly jewels that make me lose style points! I wouldn't even want to wear something like that even if I did somehow consider you my friend!"
"Well, at the very least, just have a look at these crystals before you decide that you already dislike them!" Sunset insisted, before finally opening her saddlebag to show everypony the contents inside.
Everypony in the room gasped upon looking at the inside of Sunset's saddlebag, and it was particularly Applejack who showed the most emotion and shock. Sunset initially assumed they were all mostly speechless at how beautiful the citrines looked, but after a few moments, she began to realize these were actually reactions of horror, not astonishment. Not understanding what was going on, she simply sat back in her chair, rather confused at what could possibly be causing this unexpected reaction. A few moments later, Applejack spoke up, now with tears in her eyes.
"Sunset..." Applejack said, still rather shocked. "Tell me this ain't what I think it is!"
"What's wrong, AJ?" Sunset asked, attempting to make sense of things.
Sunset then did the most logical thing and took a look at the inside of her saddlebag herself, and this time, her own eyes widened in horror just as much as everypony else in the room. It was the apple-shaped red ruby necklace Granny Smith had passed down to Applejack, shortly before her passing. Although recalling that the orange pegasus back at The Tasty Treat had somehow gotten ahold of it, Sunset most certainly had no clue as to how it could've gotten into her saddlebag. Twilight had mentioned Fluttershy and Applejack had lost valuable items, and would become late to this meeting because of it. This must've been what was keeping Applejack from coming, and Sunset thankfully had gotten confirmation from Lily that it was the same one that was stolen.
Sunset then remembered the thief had randomly made that necklace disappear when the child protective service ponies had arrived, and it was speculated that she must've hidden it somewhere around the restaurant, but her own saddlebag was definitely the last place she would've expected. That pegasus was not only a thief and abusive mother, but a conniving framer who planted evidence on her to make her look guilty. This was exactly what Lily had attempted to warn Sunset of, but the unicorn had unfortunately realized this far too late.
"Aha!" Rainbow pointed at Sunset, thinking that she had somehow found a new legitimate reason as to why everyone at the meeting should no longer side with the unicorn. "I knew she was still a thief, Applejack mentioned something about this earlier! So it was Sunset who had stolen that necklace Granny Smith had passed down to her!"
Sunset then looked to everyone, still staring at this unexpected turn of events with complete shock. She had no idea what was going to happen now, but figured that getting punished would certainly be the least of her worries. Instead, she winced at this oncoming feeling of sadness, as far as getting framed, and now potentially losing all of her new friends. Would they all suddenly turn on her as well, even after everything they've been through together lately, akin to that whole Anon-A-Miss incident back at CHS? Sunset continued sitting back in her chair in shock and fear, hoping that even if she lost a majority of these ponies as her friends, at the very least, Twilight and Starlight would still stick by her side all the way, and not simply drop her into the ocean like an anchor...
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Sunset continued sitting in silence and shock, unsure of how everyone would react at seeing her seemingly guilty of committing theft, let alone with such a valuable and cherished necklace to Applejack. It didn't help that Rainbow still distrusted her, especially with her constant belief that Sunset was still a thief. Not knowing how to proceed, Sunset took a couple more moments to process everything, including that previous theory that the pegasus thief must've planted the necklace into her saddlebag when she wasn't looking. Instinctively, she came out with the first few words to at least attempt explaining herself, despite now looking rather guilty.
"Everyone..." Sunset began, doing her best to stay calm and professional. "I know this looks bad, but I promise you... this isn't what it looks like."
"Sunset... I made an oath to protect that necklace for the rest of my life, as Granny's last wish before she was taken from us all." Applejack said with disbelief.
"Please, Applejack." Sunset insisted. "When I said I wasn't a thief anymore, and would do anything for all my friends, I really meant that. You... you've gotta believe me!"
"Well too late now!" Rainbow smirked. "It looks like we'll have to count that as a mistrial, and you'll be the one who gets punished instead!"
Sunset was praying for a miracle internally now, hoping that someone here would still vouch for her. Some of them had already known the unicorn long enough to know she would never do something so awful and selfish as this. It almost seemed to be in vain, as Applejack and Rainbow Dash already seemed to believe that this wasn't the case at all, and that Sunset really stole it. She had been nothing but kind to all these ponies these past couple of days, and it almost appeared as though this incident of getting frame was about to completely destroy everything, especially their trust and friendship with her. However, just as she had hoped a few moments earlier, somepony did end up vouching for her, in spite of how bad this looked for Sunset.
"Hold on a second, Rainbow." Twilight looked toward the pegasus with skepticism. "How come you're sitting here smiling at this, and labeled Sunset as a thief earlier, before this even unfolded?"
"I mean, I still haven't forgotten the time she stole your crown back when you stayed at the Crystal Empire, so calling her a thief isn't exactly wrong!" Rainbow replied. "Where are you going with this, Twilight?"
"Well, I also noticed that you didn't really seem that surprised when Sunset showed us all the contents of her saddlebag." Twilight continued. "Plus, back at my coronation, Sunset wasn't able to make it due to a certain somepony attempting to frame and imprison her for something she never even did. With how petty you've been acting toward Sunset this whole time, am I to understand that perhaps it was you who stole Applejack's necklace, then planted it into her saddlebag in an attempt to frame her?"
"Honestly, I wouldn't put it past her if that really was the case." Starlight agreed. "Besides, I highly doubt that anypony who knowingly stole the necklace would willingly show us all the contents of their saddlebag, assuming it was filled with stolen objects."
"Come to think of it... you're right." Fluttershy added. "Isn't it a little strange that nopony else other than Dash remotely hinted at Sunset being a thief?"
"It wouldn't be the first time I've seen Rainbow do something so dirty and dishonest." Rarity affirmed.
"I've known Sunset long enough to know she'd never be a crook, she's even shared the wonders of churros with me before." Pinkie alluded to the Postcrush Festival back in the human world.
"Now that everyone's spoken up about this, I'm beginnin' to think that makes sense as well." Applejack surmised. "Sunset, I'm so sorry for considerin' the possibility of you being the one who took Pa's necklace. I feel like such a bad friend for even thinkin' of such an awful idea."
"Thanks for having my back, everyone." Sunset sighed in relief, before instinctively handing the necklace back to Applejack. "But as for Rainbow being the one who stole and planted it in my saddlebag, I'm actually having a good feeling that it was instead, somepony else."
"Your humble approach and willingness to still defend Rainbow after everything she's done at the meeting is incredibly admirable, Sunset." Twilight commended. "But I'm afraid it's clear that nopony else could've done this, especially since Applejack gave us all phone calls last night about what happened to Granny Smith, and we were the only friends she had mentioned that necklace to, outside of the Apple family."
"That's true, other than you all, I hadn't mentioned the necklace to anypony else, since I did also consider you all my family too." Applejack recollected, before also glaring at Rainbow after finishing that last statement. "Well, most of you, anyways."
"So Rainbow, do you have anything to say for yourself?" Twilight began glaring at Rainbow as well. "For not only theft, but also attempting to pin this on Sunset out of pettiness?"
"Well... maybe she might've forgotten she put it in there!" Rainbow insisted. "It's not like she was so sneaky and subtle when she managed to actually wake all of us up back during the crown theft incident!"
"That's it, Rainbow!" Twilight snarled, truly having enough at this point. "You can drop the act now, it's pretty clear to me that since you were the only one here who kept insisting Sunset's a thief, and would have any reason to do this, you were the one who stole AJ's necklace in an attempt to ruin Sunset's image with the rest of us! I can't express how disappointed I am with you right now!"
"I stand by that belief as well." Starlight vouched as well. "You might not know Sunset as well as Twilight nor I, but she's always been a kindhearted gal, which makes me proud to label her as one of my besties, much like I did with Trixie."
"No wait, please!" Rainbow begged. "I just wanted to validate my belief that Sunset really was guilty of doing something, which would justify why she shouldn't have won the trial against me! But I'm not a crook!"
"I don't really know that I believe anything you say anymore, Rainbow." Twilight frowned. "In other words, why don't I also make it so you'll be 100% liable for all damages in this case, including paying for the repairs of my hot air balloon?"
"Really!?" Rainbow said with brief joy, but then quickly changed her tone to a more glum demeanor. "I mean... really? Well, if you insist, then all right."
Sunset noticed this strange behavior, realizing by this point that something was definitely off about Rainbow. The previous aggressive behavior could've been chalked up to her being frustrated, but why would she suddenly be happy at hearing that she herself would need to completely take the fall for Indigo's crime? Rainbow might've been egotistical and stubborn, but it just wasn't likely that she would willingly take a punishment for something she didn't do. Indigo was the one who destroyed the hot air balloon, why would Rainbow suddenly act in Indigo's favor like this? It was by this point, Sunset deduced something far more fishy was going on, and since she already knew Rainbow wasn't the one who planted the necklace to begin with, the unicorn volunteered to do an investigation.
"If we could just wrap up this meeting already, then I think that'd just be 30% cooler." Rainbow said, nonchalantly.
"Well, if you insist, then I suppose so." Twilight replied, still rather unamused.
"Twilight, wait!" Sunset insisted. "I'm glad that you all understand now that I wasn't the one who stole AJ's necklace, but I have my own reasons to believe it wasn't Rainbow either. Do you think you could at least allow me to present some evidence that would prove Rainbow's actually innocent here?"
"Well... alright then." Twilight agreed, albeit a little reluctantly. "Could you maybe give an explanation as to why you feel this way?"
"Let's just say... I know who the real thief is, but I'll need to do a little investigation to gather some clues and evidence." Sunset said with confidence. "I just know for certain that it couldn't have been Rainbow."
"Very well then." Twilight nodded, thinking she could still trust Sunset. "In that case, I'll give you an hour to find anything you can that would prove Rainbow's innocence. However, if you can't find anything, then I'm afraid my previous verdict will stand, in that Rainbow will still get all those punishments I listed before, including being 100% liable for Indigo's vandalism."
"Fair enough." Sunset agreed. "Thanks for giving me a fair chance."
As Sunset began leaving the room, she looked back for a second, noticing that 'Rainbow' was glaring at her in annoyance and frustration, despite the fact that she was trying to help her. This just further hinted that something was off about the pegasus, and that her behavior pointed toward wanting to punish herself as much as she could. There was just no way that Rainbow would be dense enough to the point of accepting additional charges for crimes she didn't commit, let alone acting happy upon hearing it. Was it entirely possible that... something happened along the way, which brainwashed her to act like this?
While looking around the castle for any hints or clues that could prove there was foul play, there didn't seem to be anything. No potions, spell books, or bits laying around that could've served as a bribe to persuade Dash into taking the fall for both Indigo and herself. However, Sunset did eventually find a small barrette on the ground, which admittedly looked like one of Lily's. It didn't seem entirely likely that Lily was still around, but seeing this had reminded Sunset that it'd be far more beneficial if she was able to locate Lily's mother, and have that pegasus mare taken into custody. When being questioned by the local authorities, it would definitely help clear up this entire misunderstanding. Though as nice as that would be, as far as Sunset knew, Lily and her mother were far gone at this point.
After finding nothing that stood out other than that barrette, it admittedly didn't seem practical to investigate the castle anymore, especially since time was running out. Suddenly, Sunset then remembered another detail Twilight brought up earlier, how she and Starlight were practically forced to drag Rainbow here with their magic from her home in Cloudsdale. Coupled with the fact that Twilight was keeping an eye on Rainbow the whole time before Sunset herself had finally arrived, this meant that nothing could've changed in between the time from her home to Canterlot. Having found nothing in the castle that could point her to anything else that could prove something was truly off about Rainbow, Sunset then decided to perhaps travel to Rainbow's home in Cloudsdale and check for further clues. This would likely require teleportation, as Sunset knew Twilight and the rest of the council couldn't wait around for too long.
She now knew how to teleport long distances thanks to Celestia, and although this would leave her magic exhausted, Sunset would absolutely do anything for her friends, just like she had exemplified earlier. Before doing so, however, she briefly used her magic to create some clouds on the floor, then stepped on them, seeing they were solid ground, which meant that the cloud-walking spell was still intact. Assured that she was in the right state to teleport to the cloud city, Sunset closed her eyes and began her teleportation spell. Once the spell executed, she found herself back on the same clouds that were primarily home to the pegasai. The only thing Sunset didn't prepare for was knowing where Rainbow's house was, but she pushed on, feeling as though somepony had to know where the famous Wonderbolt member lived. Luckily, a friend was nearby, and was more than willing to provide such information.
"Oh, hey again, Sunset!" Derpy called out from the distance, seeing her unicorn friend once more.
"Derpy, good to see you again too." Sunset smiled, but knew she had to hurry. "I'd like to catch up with you a bit more, but I'm afraid now isn't a good time. You remember the fallout I had with Rainbow Dash a few days ago? Well, I now have a reason to believe there's something more fishy going on with the Rainbow I was just in a meeting with, and I decided it was likely a good idea to perhaps investigate her home. Problem is, I don't know where that is."
"Oh, that's understandable then." Derpy nodded. "Well, if you're looking for her house, the Cloudominium, it's actually right down the corner here." Derpy pointed to the direction of Rainbow's home. "I'm a bit worried, however. When I was trotting by that area of the neighborhood earlier, I could've sworn I heard a door being banged on from within her house, along with some muffled screams. But when I checked through the windows to see what was going on, that noise mysteriously stopped. I have no idea what I could've heard then if that was the case, maybe it was a ghost?"
"That definitely sounds rather peculiar, to say the least." Sunset agreed. "I guess I have to go see what that's all about, since I'm trying to gather any evidence I can to prove Rainbow's innocence."
"Innocence?" Derpy questioned. "Over her yelling at you and ditching you back at the academy?"
"Err, not that." Sunset clarified. "Let's just say that Twilight and all my other friends are now accusing her of something else, which I'm certain was something she didn't do. Right now, I'm just looking for some evidence to prove it, since I'm also now a little suspicious that something's actually off about Rainbow."
"I see then." Derpy understood. "You're a noble pony for wanting to do the right thing, even if I saw myself that Rainbow did something bad to you. Well, good luck with this little investigation, hope you'll make a breakthrough!"
Sunset nodded as she began making her way to Rainbow Dash's house, curious at what that noise Derpy had heard could've been. It was always possible that the sound was coming from somewhere else entirely, but the fact that it was heard within the house itself, along with muffled screams, it certainly raised some red flags. She knew that since Twilight gave her less than an hour to solve this mystery, time was of the essence, and the last thing she wanted to do was let Rainbow take the fall for something that she clearly didn't do. This was especially true, given how Rainbow couldn't have snuck to The Tasty Treat to plant the necklace in Sunset's saddlebag if she was at the castle the whole time, supervised by everypony else. It had to have been Lily's new mother who did so, but Sunset didn't really have proof of that either. After finally arriving at Rainbow's home, Sunset saw that the door was strangely unlocked, a further sign that something bad might've happened here.
Upon entering, Sunset began looking around Rainbow's home for any more clues, as this mystery started to feel more and more perplexing. She searched all over, hoping that something around here could help her understand what specifically could've happened. There had to have been an explanation as to why Rainbow was acting the way she did, when it came to her somehow being happy with taking 100% liability for the situation, whilst Indigo got off scot-free, especially with the wording that she gave. Knowing the Human Rainbow also made Sunset believe that it was very much unlike the Pony Rainbow to claim something was '30% cooler', especially since she remembered her specifically stating '20%' back at the coronation.
Over time, Sunset began to feel like this was turning into nothing more than a wild goose chase, as she wasn't able to find any evidence of foul play or trickery. The closest to a clue she could gather was two empty containers on the kitchen table that looked like they would've held something magical, like a potion. But then again, those could've been anything, and there was still nothing that was able to explain the strange noises Derpy had heard. As Sunset began to feel like there was nothing of importance in Rainbow's home, she was about ready to give up and head back, thinking she merely wasted her time. However, just as she was about to do so, she suddenly heard more banging and muffled screams behind one of the closets. Going over to the source of the noise and turning on the light, Sunset's eyes widened at what she saw. It appeared to be Indigo Zap, tied up with rope and with a piece of duct tape on her mouth.
"Indigo!?" Sunset addressed, before taking the tape off of her mouth, hoping to get some answers.
"Gah!" Indigo shrieked upon the tape being ripped off. "S-Sunset? Is that you?"
"Don't try to act friendly now, especially when you did a hit and run with Twilight's hot air balloon!" Sunset frowned. "You're going to give me some answers right now! Like for example, why are you here in Rainbow Dash's house?"
"Sunset, please..." Indigo begged, whilst attempting to get up from her restraints. "I know this sounds crazy right now, but I'm not who you think I am! In fact, I wasn't expecting this at all when we took those potions."
"What are you..." Sunset tried to make sense of what Indigo meant, before remembering what she found on the kitchen table. "Wait a minute..."
Back at the meeting with Twilight and everypony else, Sunset only went into the meeting believing that Rainbow would absolutely have it out for her, which made it so her behavior seemingly made sense. However, she and everyone else had actually overlooked Rainbow's unusually aggressive behavior, which definitely would've set things straight much earlier on. Sunset admittedly didn't know this Rainbow as much as the human one she knew, but understood that everything she said during the meeting seemed very unlike her, especially if she was once the element of loyalty. Insulting Sunset, attempting to frame her, and deliberately trying to convict herself, there appeared to be more than meets the eye.
Sunset then recalled a spell she learned long ago, which Princess Celestia had primarily taught her to differentiate any creatures attempting to disguise themselves, such as changelings. By attempting to start up this spell, it miraculously worked, and Sunset's own vision began to see the 'truth' for a few brief moments. Indigo's eye color shifted from it's usual gold to a sudden shade of magenta, the exact same color of Rainbow Dash's eyes, before reverting back to normal, moments later. Seeing this supposed reveal on whose eyes were truly being shown, whilst understanding that Rainbow and Indigo supposedly both took potions together in this house, Sunset instinctively came out with what she initially believed that meant.

"...Rainbow Dash?" Sunset addressed the pegasus, trying to process what was going on.
"Yes, it's me!" Rainbow said in Indigo's body, desperately hoping Sunset would believe her. "Please, you believe me, don't you?"
"Well, given the circumstances, I might, but..." Sunset began, but kept her guard up in case 'Rainbow' were to pull a fast one. "How do I know that you're really Rainbow, and not just pretending to be her?"
"Don't you remember how you mentioned to me about recently meeting Gilda in the human world, and how the human version of me managed to get her expelled?" Rainbow refreshed Sunset's memory. "You also told me how you vaguely recall watching the Wonderbolts when you were little, and that you liked Spitfire the most."
"Okay, I'm a little more convinced now, but I'm still not entirely sure, since there's always the possibility of Indigo actually overhearing our conversation before she showed up." Sunset remained skeptical. "What did you say you liked about me back when we were getting acquainted with each other at Twilight's coronation?"
"That I admired your ability to play a guitar and rock leather outfits." Rainbow recalled. "I also commented that it's certainly playing it 20% cooler."
"Alright, you're definitely the real Rainbow then." Sunset began finally felt assured enough and untied the ropes. "So I'm beginning to surmise that you both took a potion and switched bodies."
"You'd be right for thinking that, I was pretty surprised myself when it happened." Rainbow confirmed, before getting back up and noticing a box on the floor, where she previously was. "Come to think of it, I think it's all starting to come back to me now. Let's just say, she was the reason I got locked in my own home's closet. I was desperately banging on the door, hoping somepony would let me out, but I think that banging made this box fall on my head and knock me unconscious."
"I'm definitely starting to put two and two together now." Sunset now understood what caused that noise and sudden halt, according to Derpy. "Listen, Rainbow. About what happened back at Cloudsdale with your apprentice..."
"Don't worry about that now, Sunset." Rainbow insisted. "I don't know if I have a lot of time to explain, but all I know for certain is that we have to stop Indigo at all costs! I have no idea what she could possibly be doing with my name and body right now!"
"Well, let's just say that 'Rainbow Dash' was acting pretty jerky to me and everypony else during the council of friendship's meeting. You know? The same one where we were supposed to talk things out after our dispute?"
"Oh, you've got to be kidding me..." Rainbow put her hoof on her own face in shame and embarrassment. "Where is she right now?"
"She's still in the foyer of Canterlot's main castle." Sunset recalled. "Twilight's given me less than an hour to find evidence to prove whoever was the culprit responsible for planting Applejack's necklace into my saddlebag. While looking for clues, I also began to realize the 'Rainbow Dash' back in Canterlot wasn't as she seemed, and since Twilight mentioned that she and Starlight had to drag you from your home to the meeting, it made me feel like doing an investigation here."
"Thank Celestia you decided to come here then." Rainbow said with relief. "I don't know how I'll get my identity back, or if there's a surefire way I can reverse the effects of this potion, but I know now that we have to work together to clear both of our names!" Rainbow said, determined. 
"Well actually, Twilight and everyone else had already determined that I wasn't the one who stole the necklace." Sunset explained. "But time is of the essence for you, Rainbow. Because unfortunately, if I can't come up with evidence that proved you weren't the culprit who planted it there, you'll get punished pretty badly."
"What!?" Rainbow said with disbelief. "This is unbelievable, and to think I once called Indigo my friend!"
"Don't worry, Rainbow." Sunset assured. "Now that I understand what truly happened, I want to help you and sort things out with everyone else on the council."
"Sunset... why are you so nice to me, even after what I did?" Rainbow asked in surprise. "For context, I may not be Indigo right now, but I'm still the same Rainbow who yelled at you and ditched you at the academy over my friendship with Indigo, remember?"
"I know, but..." Sunset put a hoof on Rainbow's shoulder. "I still believe in doing the right thing, regardless. Because the last thing I want is for you to get punished for something you never did. I'm curious now though, how exactly did this happen, you and Indigo switching bodies?"
"I'm afraid there's no time to explain that now, if you said Twilight gave us less than an hour." Rainbow said, concerned.
"Alright, well... could you at least explain how we can reverse the effect of the potions you both took?" Sunset pushed on, determined.
"All I know for certain is that supposedly, Fluttershy and her pet bunny, Angel took these potions too." Rainbow recalled. "I don't think we were told anything about how we can change back, but I think Fluttershy said a thing or two about how it only reversed once she and Angel finally understood each other's differences."
"Ah, sounds like we'll have to outsmart her then, if she's unaware of how to reverse the potion." Sunset brainstormed. "What specifically were you and Indigo having as far as differences?"
"She couldn't understand why I wanted to take responsibility after I yelled at and ditched you, and I couldn't understand why she refused to own up to her mistake in vandalizing the hot air balloon." Rainbow recalled.
"Alright, if what you're saying is true, it may be our only hope at putting an end to this deceptive masquerade for good." Sunset said with confidence. "I have a plan then, you'll just need to follow my lead."
Sunset whispered the plan into Rainbow's ear, which seemed like it would be foolproof, especially since Indigo really wasn't aware of how to switch bodies again. For that matter, the backstabbing pegasus hadn't even considered how she was going to switch back, and was only under the assumption that the effects would be temporary. Much like Sunset's plan with both Rarity and Vignette to stop Madame Cinch, Rainbow liked Sunset's plan as well, ready to finally give Indigo everything coming to her for this disgusting act of betrayal and impersonation.
"Gotcha, but we'll need to get back to Canterlot fast if we're going to make it on time." Rainbow said, rather worried. "Maybe we can take the-"
"Unicorn's teleportation ability." Sunset finished, whilst grabbing Rainbow's hoof, before starting up her horn's magic once again to teleport both of them back to the main castle.
Both Sunset and Rainbow returned in to the same spot Sunset had left earlier, though the unicorn's energy was now rather depleted from already teleporting long distances twice in one day
"Oh, I wasn't aware you could do that too." Rainbow said with astonishment. "Looks like I've found somepony else who could easily beat me in a race."
"Well, I was once Princess Celestia's pupil for a reason." Sunset giggled. "But we're going to have to do this fast, since I'm pretty sure Indigo's becoming impatient. Follow my lead, and come out when I give you the cue."
Rainbow nodded and hid behind some furniture near the main room where Twilight and everyone else still was, before Sunset entered. The unicorn was ready to report back to the princess about what she found, but had a trick up her hooves to put an end to Indigo's scheme.
"Ah, Sunset!" Twilight noticed her friend coming back. "Well, it looks like we have to wrap things up soon, especially since most of us still believe Rainbow must've been the one who planted Applejack's necklace into your saddlebag. Have you found anything yet that would prove otherwise?"
"I'm afraid I couldn't find any physical evidence." Sunset reported back, before looking back at 'Rainbow'. "But as for the accusation of Rainbow being the culprit, I just have a couple of questions for her."
"Fine, then." Indigo rolled her eyes in Rainbow's body. "Go on and hit me."
"Do you understand why specifically you should own up to your mistakes after you yelled at me and abandoned me back at the academy?" Sunset asked, rhetorically.
"Oh, this has got to be the stupidest..." Indigo snarled, feeling like her time was being wasted. "Look, can we just accept the fact that I'm guilty and will be responsible for paying for everything, including the hot air balloon?"
"We'll get to that." Sunset continued. "You do realize that the longer this meeting goes on, the longer you'll be here, right? So please just answer the question."
"Alright, fine, yeah." Indigo said, rather annoyed, but sincere. "I guess it is pretty rotten for somepony to act mean to a friend, then fly off without wanting to consider the consequences. You'll create unnecessary drama and make yourself look like a fool. Now, is there a point to this?"
"I'm afraid I have to agree with Rainbow on that last statement, Sunset." Twilight said, rather confused. "I don't really understand what these questions are meant to help us learn."
"Trust me, Twilight." Sunset winked to her princess friend. "It'll all make sense in a minute here. Well, I'm really glad that you feel that way, 'Rainbow', because... somepony here wants to meet you and show their understanding as well."
Sunset then signaled Rainbow by knocking on the wall with her hoof, which prompted her to come out, much to the surprise and dismay of Indigo and everyone else in the room. They all gasped with surprise as to how Sunset managed to convince 'Indigo' to come, but it was primarily 'Rainbow' who looked the most nervous.
"Errr, umm... Indigo...!" Indigo continued playing along. "How nice of you to... join us."
"Same here." Rainbow replied, before slowly trotting up to her former friend. "By the way, I've done some thinking, and I realized how I messed up too. I mean, how would you feel if somepony wrecked your property, then flew off without apologizing or compensating you?"
"I... guess I wouldn't like that either." Indigo came to terms with her own mistake, but still wanted to continue her deception.
"Well, I'm so glad that we finally understand each other's differences." Rainbow said to Indigo, before trotting up to her and giving her a hug. "Come here, you!"
"Alright then, I guess I can do this now, mostly to show that I love my apprentice enough to cover all expenses and charges for her." Indigo reluctantly agreed.
Indigo kept up her scheme, unsure of whether or not Sunset had saw through her by bringing the real Rainbow Dash back to the meeting. Unfortunately for the backstabbing pegasus, this was completely the case, as now that Rainbow and Indigo seemed to understand each other's differences, much like Fluttershy and Angel did with the same potions, both pegasai began glowing. Everypony in the room watched in astonishment, before also seeing that Indigo and Rainbow suddenly fused together for a brief moment, switching their places and bodies in the process.
"Agh, what the-!?" Indigo shrieked, now back in her original body. "What just happened!?"
"The jig is up now, Indigo!" Rainbow announced, reunited with her body as well. "Why don't you tell everyone what you did?"
"Eeep!" Indigo's eyes widened, ready to make a run for it.
Luckily, Sunset was quick enough to use her magic to slam the door shut, stopping Indigo from escaping in the process. Rainbow then grabbed a nearby rug and rolled the pegasus up in it, trapping her.
"...What in Equestria is going on right now?" Twilight asked, completely bewildered at the situation, and why Rainbow and Sunset were suddenly working together.
"Umm, I think I know." Fluttershy spoke up. "Did Rainbow and Indigo... switch bodies, and somehow just switched back?"
"But... that don't seem possible." Applejack believed. "How would either of them have casted such a spell if they're both pegasai?"
"Actually, it must've been from two potions made by Zecora." Fluttershy explained. "I took a dose with Angel once when we weren't getting along, and it helped us understand each other's problems."
"So, if we're to understand that they switched back, does that mean... the Rainbow we just had a meeting with wasn't the real Rainbow Dash?" Rarity said, astonished.
"That's right, it appears that Indigo managed to fool all of us, though I'm still admittedly unsure of what happened." Sunset spoke up. "Let's just say, I managed to find Dash stuck in Indigo's body, and she was able to prove and explain she was the real deal, whilst Indigo was here the whole time, being an imposter. Now that we've made it back here on time, perhaps you can explain what happened, Rainbow?"
"For sure." Rainbow nodded, now happy to be back in her original body. "Here's how it happened."
Rainbow began sharing a flashback where she managed to bring Indigo to the Everfree Forest, hoping to find a solution to this friendship problem that she had with not only Sunset, but now Indigo too. It was shortly after Twilight had notified the rest of the council of this dispute, urging Rainbow to do anything she could to correct for her mistakes. The two pegasai were primarily pointing a hoof at each other, and realized that they needed to resolve everything before attending the meeting. Rainbow was leading Indigo to a certain zebra's home in this forest, as Indigo was still unsure of what this was meant to accomplish.
"What are we doing here, Dash?" Indigo questioned. "I should be at home right now working on pilates. Why do you want to make amends with that Sunset pony anyways by agreeing to attend that meeting?"
"I just feel bad for yelling at Sunset and ditching her back at the academy a few days ago." Rainbow explained. "Twilight recently summoned a letter that will ask me to attend a meeting with the council of friendship to talk things out, and I just know I messed up, big time. Plus, it's not just me, you have to come as well to help me work things through."
"What's it to you?" Indigo scoffed. "She was being a bully to me for no reason whatsoever!"
"Why are you acting so childish right now, when I essentially gave Sunset an ultimatum for you over practically nothing?" Rainbow said, rather hurt. "Plus, during my time alone, I've done some thinking to realize where Sunset's intentions were coming from. She was just trying to help Derpy, and the thing is, I could understand her having this mix-up, especially since I've heard there really have been robberies committed by some orange pegasus lately. And between the two of us, you didn't really make a good first impression by doing a hit and run with Twilight's hot air balloon."
"Hey, whose side are you on, exactly!?" Indigo pouted. "She still shouldn't have jumped to conclusions!"
"I know, but... two wrongs don't make a right." Dash stood her ground. "Now that we're here, we can get what we need."
"And what are we doing here at this old tree, anyways?" Indigo rolled her eyes.
"Well, Fluttershy told me that she and Angel had a huge dispute themselves recently, and that Zecora was able to help them work things out." Dash explained. "Now, I'm not entirely sure what she did, but I'm guessing it could be something along the lines of a potion. Whatever it is, we need to put our differences aside, taking responsibility for the meeting's disputes with everyone else, and that's final."
"Alright, fine then." Indigo crossed her hooves. "But I still don't like that filthy donkey unicorn anyways!"
"Listen, I don't really care what you like or don't like at this point." Rainbow pointed her hoof at her former apprentice. "We're both in some hot water right now due to some reckless decisions, and now it's time to take responsibility! After all, you still need to face the music for wrecking Twilight's hot air balloon."
"What!?" Indigo huffed. "But you were the one who instructed me to fly that fast!"
"Did I instruct you to not look where you were going, and thus colliding with somepony else's property?" Dash asked, rhetorically. "I don't think so, so don't try to turn this around on me! Plus, I still have the receipt on those goggles and workout uniforms I bought you. If you don't come to the meeting with me and cooperate, I'll happily take those back from you and get a refund."
"You..." Indigo began, but not before grunting. "UGH, FINE!!!"
Rainbow and Indigo then entered Zecora's home, as the zebra turned around, curious at what these visitors needed.
"Welcome to my home once more, Rainbow Dash!" Zecora welcomed the pegasai. "Could I interest you in some enchanted flowers or rare hash?"
"No thanks, Zecora." Dash replied, before explaining herself. "Indigo here and I? We're just having a friendship problems with each other, and I recall Fluttershy mentioning that you did something to help resolve things between her and her pet bunny, Angel?"
"Ah, so you seek an opportunity to understand one another." Zecora nodded. "You'll want the brew that would help you think like your brother."
"Well, I don't actually have a brother, but I mean..." Rainbow began. "Let's just say it was mostly thanks to a certain somepony putting me in the middle, which unintentionally resulted in an ultimatum."
"Hey, at least I didn't force you to make that decision." Indigo pouted. "I really can't understand why you want to actually still be friends with that unicorn, she's not awesome like yours truly."
"And I can't understand why you're so insistent on avoiding your responsibilities, such as owning up to destroying a princess's hot air balloon!" Rainbow replied with a hint of frustration.
"Precisely what I had prepared for that bunny and your friend." Zecora held up a pair of small potion bottles with a green brew within, the same ones she had given to Fluttershy and Angel. "Drink these when you both get home, and your friendship problems will end."
"Thanks, Zecora." Rainbow acknowledged, before taking the potions and handing Zecora some bits as compensation. "This'll certainly help Indigo and I feel more level-headed once it's time to attend the meeting with Sunset, Twilight, and everypony else. After all, we're not exactly too cooperative with each other's wishes right now."
"No kidding." Indigo mutually agreed with snark, before both pegasai were ready to depart.
"Wait a minute, you plan on consulting with Twilight Sparkle at this meeting?" Zecora stopped Dash and Indigo from exiting. "Do you mind at least delivering a message from me, as a regard of my greeting?"
"Sure, what is it?" Dash replied, curious.
"It is a message that came to me during my fortune brew session." Zecora began. "These predictions tend to always come true, your minds must freshen."
"Sounds like a warning then, I guess it'll help Twilight out, now that she's princess of all of Equestria." Dash understood, before listening on.
"She will most likely come across a figure in her future that is the absolute definition of 'mean'. " Zecora reiterated her prediction. "Whatever happens, make certain that she knows the dangers of this tyrannical figure named..."
Zecora whispered the name in Dash's ear, though she was unable to make any sense of it.
"Alright then, I guess I'll keep Twilight posted when it's time for the meeting." Dash agreed to Zecora's request. "Thank you very much for your help."

The next morning, Rainbow and Indigo were together at the Cloudominium, ready to see if their own disputes would be resolved, well before the official meeting took place. Both pegasai had mutually agreed to take their potions simultaneously, and after doing so, they mostly just noted that the taste was a little bizarre. Shortly after, much like with Fluttershy and Angel, both pegasai began glowing, as both of their consciousnesses had switched bodies, leaving them in a state of shock after doing so.
"Hey, why are there suddenly two of me!?" Indigo shrieked, now in Rainbow's body.
"Same could be said for me, why do I see another pony who's 20% cooler?" Rainbow observed, realizing that she was now Indigo.
"Wait a minute... did we switch bodies!?" Indigo looked at her new body, unsure of what happened.
"I guess we did." Rainbow noted. "This makes sense now, I guess Zecora was intending to help us understand each other's problems if we had the other pony's life and responsibilities."
"Well, this will certainly make the meeting confusing, now that we're switched around." Indigo huffed.
"Relax, I'm sure there's a simple way we can reverse the process." Rainbow assured, before turning around to grab her saddlebag. "Now then, when we get to the meeting, we're going to have to explain to Twilight what happened, since this potion's effects are mostly to help us get along better. You have to make sure you promise Twilight that you'll pay for the damages for her hot air balloon, for starters."
"Or... how about you become liable to pay for 100% of everything?" Indigo smirked, realizing that being in Rainbow's body now gave her an advantage.
"What are you-" Rainbow began, before realizing too late that Indigo grabbed a nearby object to whack over her former Wonderbolt coach's head.
Rainbow was knocked unconscious for a few minutes, and during this time, Indigo had managed to tie her up with rope, slapped duct tape on her mouth, and stuffed her into a nearby closet with a lock on the outside. As Dash began to regain consciousness, she began to desperately scream through the tape, hoping that anypony could hear her. Unfortunately, nopony was nearby, and Indigo simply smirked upon realizing she could definitely take advantage with this identity theft.
"Sorry, Dash." Indigo began, sarcastically. "But if I can make you look bad enough as a means of persuading Princess Twilight to make you 100% liable for all damages, then I'd be perfectly fine with that, instead. You're no longer going to boss me around or push me to my limits, I'm going out there to ruin your good name so that they won't even think of punishing me, and there's nothing you can do about it! Better yet, if I can get that filthy donkey unicorn into trouble as well, it'll just be a bigger bonus!"
Indigo then slammed the closet door shut and locked it from the outside, as Dash continued to desperately make noise, hoping anypony could rescue her. Unfortunately, this went on for nearly an hour, and she wasn't able to get the attention of anypony nearby. Shortly after, Twilight and Starlight had both arrived, to fetch 'Rainbow', knowing that they needed to ensure one of their main guests would be able to make it on time.
"There you are, Rainbow." Twilight greeted. "You already know what you did to Sunset, so we'd better get going."
"As if!" Indigo scoffed, pretending to be Rainbow in an extremely petty state. "It was clearly Sunset's fault since she hates Indigo's guts so much! I don't see any reason for apologizing when I've clearly done nothing wrong!"
"Twilight, I definitely don't know Rainbow Dash as much as you, but was she always this snarky and stubborn?" Starlight questioned, disapproving of Rainbow's response.
"I have no idea why Rainbow's so hung up on this, but if she's going as far as to disobey a princess's orders, it looks like we'll have no choice." Twilight narrowed her eyes. "By the way, Rainbow, where's Indigo? We'll need her side of the story as well."
"She won't be joining us because I could easily represent both of us." Indigo snarled. "You can't talk down on my apprentice like that anyways, so I refuse to come with you!"
"Right then, in that case..." Twilight put her wings up in disapproval. "Starlight, please use your magic to drag her with us back to Canterlot."
"Wha-" Indigo's eyes widened, as she saw she was being carried away with that unicorn's magic. "HEY! HEY! LET ME GO!" 
"We'll let you go once we arrive at Canterlot." Starlight said. "I really hope you're ready to give Sunset an apology yourself after what you did."
"NEVER!" Indigo growled in defiance, before kicking and screaming like a child.
This immediate bad behavior from 'Rainbow Dash' was already causing both Starlight and Twilight to lose faith in the pegasus when it was time for the meeting. They simply shrugged it off and were ready to carry the stubborn pegasus back to Canterlot, completely unaware that it was Indigo Zap in disguise, and that the real Rainbow Dash was now literally a prisoner within her own home. Rainbow remained behind, locked up in her closet, praying that somepony could eventually come to her rescue before Indigo managed to destroy her name and reputation with the rest of the council, as the flashback ended.
"Thank Celestia that Sunset stopped by and gave me the benefit of the doubt, I don't know what I would've done had she not came by my home to investigate." Dash commended.
"Yeah, I teleported there after mastering the long distance teleportation spell, and it worked like a charm." Sunset explained. "I just analyzed the clues we had to work with, and began having my own suspicions that 'Rainbow' wasn't who she appeared to be."
"So based on this story, Rainbow Dash was actually wanting to own up to her mistakes the whole time after that incident with Sunset?" Twilight recapped. "And she unintentionally took a body switching spell from Zecora as a means of working things out with Indigo?"
"Yeah, pretty much." Dash affirmed. "Like I said, I actually felt pretty bad about what I did to Sunset, that I felt I needed to make things up to her when it was time for the meeting, and that included convincing Indigo to come along. However, I needed her to cooperate and act mature about owning up to her mistakes, hence why I opted to see Zecora, not knowing what the potion was going to do. I unfortunately realized too late that Indigo having my body and voice would've ended in disaster had it not been for Sunset."
"Tell me about it." Sunset nodded. "It sounded like Indigo wanted to avoid any consequences for her actions at the expense of Dash and I. Now that's just rotten."
"I see now." Twilight began deducing the whole situation. "So in other words, we still have yet to have the official meeting with the rest of the council with both you and Rainbow, Sunset. Because we were all unknowingly criticizing Indigo Zap the whole time."
"Criticizing?" Dash questioned. "What do you... mean by that?"
"Let's just say... we all thought you were acting incredibly pretentious and mean to Sunset the whole time, that most of us brought up incidents from the past, which exemplified how we felt about you essentially disowning Sunset." Starlight confessed, rather ashamed at this huge blunder.
"And it was because of this extreme emotion that most of us also outright assumed that you were the one who stole Applejack's necklace and placed it in Sunset's saddlebag in an attempt to frame her." Twilight continued. "Rainbow, we're so sorry that we went that far, that we completely disregarded all the nice things you've done over the years for us all. I guess there really was a reason you truly was, and still is, the element of loyalty."
"To be fair, knowing what I did to Sunset when I'm supposed to be the most loyal pony of the group, I probably would've deserved it anyways." Dash acknowledged. "But I hope you understand now that before Indigo decided to impersonate me here at the meeting, I was wanting to come here and reconcile with Sunset the entire time, because I still felt rather guilty for my behavior that day, regardless of it being in the heat of the moment."
"Thanks for understanding where we were coming from, and wanting to take responsibility for your actions." Twilight smiled. "It seems as if we all had a tendency to focus on the bad things we've been through with you, that we completely forgot we've also made plenty of good memories together. We might've truly underestimated how much you've grown over the years, and are proud with how you decided to approach us now, despite these dire circumstances."
"I'm glad to hear the whole misunderstanding has been sorted out." Sunset added. "It's nice to see that my urge in wanting to prove Dash wasn't the one who took AJ's necklace ended up letting us discover this unexpected revelation. Like I've said earlier, I'd do anything for my friends, and that includes making certain they don't get punished for something that they didn't do."
"And here I was thinking you and Dashie's fight would've ultimately torn everypony apart." Pinkie sniffled, now rather emotional with joy. "I think I'm gonna cry!"
"By the way, how exactly did Indigo know all that stuff that Rainbow Dash herself seemingly knew, which made it so she was quite convincing during the meeting?" Twilight questioned the pegasus still stuck in the rolled up rug.
"All right, since you already caught me, I might as well confess." Indigo growled. "I picked the lock on Dash's diary and may or may not have read the whole thing."
"You what!?" Dash snarled in anger.
"Yeah, and in fact, I definitely recall the pages where you talked about Soarin', and the fact that you both-"
But before Indigo could even finish that statement, Rainbow quickly ripped some duct tape from a nearby table and slapped it onto her former apprentice's mouth, making certain she wasn't able to do any further collateral damage.
"Oh, and for the record?" Dash explained further. "I never told Indigo about AJ's necklace, nor did I write about it in my diary. For that matter, I don't even think Indigo has actually met AJ before, either."
"That's true." Applejack confirmed. "This is actually the first time I've ever seen her, so I reckon it wasn't likely her who had stolen the necklace."
"I suppose that makes sense too." Twilight understood. "Really sorry to hear that you went through all this regardless, Rainbow."
Everyone else on the council had also spoken up at this point to apologize to Dash for talking down on her in the meeting earlier, not realizing that it was an imposter the whole time. But despite that, Dash continued in wanting to take responsibility for her own mistakes, regardless.
"No, I'm the one who should still be sorry, especially to Sunset." Dash looked back at the unicorn. "Sorry that I acted so selfish and gave her an ultimatum, despite the fact Sunset was always more of a true friend to me than Indigo ever was. Even after what I did, Sunset still managed to come rescue me, hear me out, and helped me get my identity back. If it wasn't for her, I just... I don't know how I'd manage to sort things out at this point."
"Sunset, you've truly proven to everyone that you're always going to be a true friend in even the toughest of times." Twilight commended. "The rest of us almost entirely believed Rainbow had become such a... gosh, I can't even think of the right word to describe how Indigo was trying to portray her. The fact that you still saw good in her, and solved this rather unexpected mystery, it genuinely shows how far you've truly come in your journey in accepting friendship."
"Well, I didn't have much when I first started out." Sunset reflected. "But over time, that actually helped me appreciate what I already had, as opposed to what I still lacked. In this case, saving a friendship at all costs, especially since I know from experience, friendships aren't simply built in a day, so they shouldn't be lost that quickly either."
"I couldn't have said it better myself." Twilight nodded. "You've even taught the new princess of Equestria a valuable friendship lesson in empathy, I'd imagine Princess Celestia would be especially proud of you right now."
"Thanks, Twilight." Sunset smiled. "I know she would too."
"Now then, onto somepony else who isn't so friendly..." Twilight raised her wings in hostility and went over to the trapped pegasus in the carpet. "Indigo Zap. For impersonation, deception, vandalism, and a number of other crimes you've committed, well, let's just hope you know a good attorney."
Twilight then pushed a nearby alarm button, which prompted Max Steele to come into the castle and intervene.
"Mr. Steele?" Twilight addressed the castle's main security guard. "Please show Indigo Zap here to the dungeon, hopefully she and Sour Sweet will get along together until they learn their lessons."
"Affirmative, princess." Max agreed, before carrying the rugged pegasus out of the room and to the Canterlot dungeon.
Everyone else in the room smiled at Sunset and Rainbow for their nobleness, and made certain to glare at Indigo with resentment as she was being carried out of the room. The dispute between the unicorn and rainbow-maned pegasus had practically solved itself, making it so there didn't even have to be a meeting anymore.
"So, now that Indigo's taken care of, I see no reason to host another meeting, since it looks like Sunset and Rainbow Dash are friends again." Twilight acknowledged.
"You got that right!" Rainbow nodded. "From now on, Sunset? Anything you do is a-okay with me."
"I'm just glad that I made the right decision in following what my heart kept telling me." Sunset said, proudly.
"No arguing there." Twilight agreed, before remembering there were still two other things to take note of. "Now that this is over, I'm afraid there's still two things I need to ask before we end the meeting for good. Firstly, Rainbow? What was that name Zecora was trying to warn me about?"
"While I was stuck in the closet, a box had unfortunately struck me on the head, and I sadly forgot the name." Rainbow sighed. "All I know for certain was that the name started with an 'O'."
"Knowing Zecora's pattern of rhymes, that must mean this figure's name must start with 'O' and rhyme with the word 'mean'." Rarity surmised. "I'm afraid I'm drawing a blank, I don't believe I know anypony with such a name like that."
"Same here." Twilight reasoned, before turning to the rest of the council. "Does a name with those characteristics sound even remotely familiar to anyone?"
Everyone else on the council had only shrugged and murmured with confusion, including Sunset and Rainbow Dash.
"Well, I'm sure it's not really important right now, maybe it'll make a lot more sense later on." Twilight believed. "I still have the rest of my years to go as the princess of all of Equestria, but I suppose it'll be good to keep this name in mind in the far future. Anyways, the second thing I wanted to ask was regarding Applejack's necklace. Sunset, if it wasn't Rainbow or Indigo who had planted that necklace into your saddlebag, then who was it?"
"I don't know with absolute certainty, but I have a pretty good feeling on the actual culprit." Sunset said with confidence. "It was-"
But before Sunset could finish, somepony else came into the room, along with a familiar, small filly.
"Princess Twilight?" Flash Sentry addressed, whilst having Lily Pad follow his authority. "I found this little filly hiding in one of the castle's broom closets, and she seems to be completely unsupervised. Any idea what I should do?"
"Perhaps we could check her in to the Canterlot daycare?" Twilight suggested. "Thank you for reporting this, Flash. Now then, what were you saying, Sunset?"
By this point, Sunset realized that she definitely needed to tell the truth regarding the actual culprit behind the disappearance of Applejack's necklace. But then, she suddenly recalled one rather crucial detail. Lily actually was at Applejack's place the day before, and it was only after she had stayed there that the necklace had seemingly mysteriously vanished. Already knowing the filly's connection to the true thief who didn't turn out to be Indigo Zap all along, Sunset then began having a bad thought. Was it entirely possible that... Lily herself was the thief the whole time? Although Sunset knew that informing everyone about the other orange pegasus was practically mandatory, she was also afraid of getting Lily into trouble, since it didn't really seem like the filly would've stolen the necklace by pure choice...
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Sunset was admittedly still unsure on how to proceed, but knew that Lily most likely had to say something in regards to what truly happened back at The Tasty Treat. In fact, it almost looked like Lily wanted to confess herself, as being taken away from her mother would seemingly outweigh any other supposed punishment. Still, this was under the assumption that it was truly Lily herself who had stolen Applejack's necklace, and not that orange pegasus. It admittedly didn't seem like a coincidence to Sunset that both AJ and Fluttershy had supposedly been robbed around the same times Lily had been to their homes. Regardless of what really happened, Sunset knew she needed to report the ringleader behind this whole crime spree. But before Sunset could even begin her explanation, Twilight then recalled a suspect, purely from her description.
"As a reminder, everyone?" Twilight added on. "There's supposedly been an orange pegasus mare with blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow, who's another suspect. Does a pony with those characteristics sound remotely familiar to any of you?"
As everyone in the room was contemplating where they had seen such a pony who fit this exact description, Applejack suddenly realized something crucial the night before.
"Wait just a darn minute..." Applejack began reflecting. "A pegasus with orange fur, blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow? That... sounds just like the pony who came by Sweet Apple Acres to pick Lily up. She claimed that she was Lily's new foster mother, and showed me paperwork to prove it. I also noticed Lily followin' her without any hesitation, so I presumed they must've known each other. And that pony... might've been a suspect?"
"Oh?" Spike jumped into the conversation. "So this Lily in question... is that filly Flash just found?"
"That's right." Applejack nodded. "But now I'm skeptical in realizin' the pony who picked her up matches the description of this supposed suspect Twilight had just mentioned."
"...Lily?" Fluttershy spoke up, now thinking that things weren't adding up. "You never mentioned anything about a foster mother when you were staying at my cottage, and I just realized. Some of my things around my home had mysteriously vanished the same day you were staying over. That included my bits, as well as jewelry from my parents. Not to mention, I've also been unsure where my bunny, Angel has run off to. He hadn't touched his dinner bowl at all, despite me making him his favorite entrée."
"Come to think of it, didn't AJ tell us that the necklace also vanished around the same time Lily was staying at Sweet Apple Acres?" Pinkie recalled.
"That... doesn't seem like a coincidence then." Rarity turned to Lily, rather mystified. "But since Lily was staying over at both of your homes, perhaps she saw somepony who had stolen everything, like this orange pegasus we've been speculating?"
"I... I'm so sorry!" Lily began breaking down in tears. "It wasn't any orange pegasus, it was me! I stole Applejack's necklace, and the items from Fluttershy's cottage! Not to mention, I also stole her pet bunny too."
Everypony in the room gasped upon hearing this, but it was primarily Fluttershy and Applejack who became the most confused upon hearing this supposed confession.
"H-How could you do this!?" Fluttershy said with shock. "I would've been fine with you taking my food, bits, and even jewelry if you really needed them. But bunnynapping Angel?"
"Say it ain't so, Sugarcube!" Applejack added with disbelief. "I treated ya' like one of my own, and it turns out after all that, you were the one who took the necklace?"
"I... I know, but you see..." Lily began attempting to explain herself, though her primary intention was hoping she could make up a convincing story to forcibly separate her from her mother.
"Well, little filly?" Twilight said with disappointment. "We're willing to be fair here, so please. Care to explain yourself?"
By this point, Lily contemplated reporting how her mother had forced her to steal, but kept thinking to herself that it was truly a bad idea, especially if nopony were to believe her. Lily didn't want to shift the blame onto Sunset either, especially after how kindly the unicorn had been treating her. However, if she confessed and took full blame for these crimes, she believed that the authorities would take her into custody, and at least away from her mother. By this point, being separated from her mother sounded like a dream come true compared to whatever punishment she herself would end up getting for being a thief, and Lily began leaning more toward this idea.
"I..." Lily began, attempting to paint herself as the one guilty here. "Okay, there's no excuses here, I took the necklace and items because I really needed the money for food! I'm completely guilty here! I'm willing to face the music."
"I just can't understand this." Fluttershy said, still exasperated at this seemingly shocking revelation. "I specifically said that I'd let you stay as long as you need, so you wouldn't have had to worry about starving! How could you still go as far as to steal from us?"
"We can't even trust fillies these days, it seems." Applejack sighed. "Remember Cozy Glow, after all?"
"Well unlike Cozy Glow, I wouldn't really go that far in punishing somepony for theft like this." Twilight began. "However, since you stole from members of the council of friendship, it may actually sway my decision to send you to the Canterlot Dungeon for now, until I'm able to speak with your foster mother. Do you have her contact information? If not, I'm going to have to head over to the adoption centers and report this incident."
Lily shook her head 'no', as she didn't have any knowledge of how to get in touch with her mother. This already made Twilight's decision seem rather easy to make, as no one in the room would have any reason to doubt the filly's confession and claims. Well, everyone, all except for Sunset. The unicorn had already witnessed Lily's supposed mother, and all the horrendous abuse the orange pegasus had put her through.
"Alright, then I guess we'll go with Option A, unless of course, Sunset says otherwise." Twilight announced, before turning to the unicorn. "Sunset, since you mentioned that you knew who the real culprit was, and we have reasons to trust you on matters as serious as this, we'll all need you to finish what you were saying. Was this filly here the one who planted Applejack's necklace into your saddlebag?"
Sunset felt that she had to be honest here, especially after everything she had seen back at The Tasty Treat. It seemed absolutely clear that even if Lily supposedly planted the necklace into her saddlebag, somepony in particular must've forced her to do so, especially since the necklace had randomly disappeared from the orange pegasus, and she had attempted to play it off. But just as Sunset was about to spill the beans, she saw Lily attempting to shake her head 'no', signaling that it'd be a huge mistake to mention the real culprit. Despite this, Sunset knew that she had no choice, and she wasn't about to let the poor filly continue living out this life, where her screams of misery would never be heard.
"As far as I'm aware, there may be a possibility that she did do it." Sunset began, but continued explaining further. "But even if she did, I just KNOW that she wouldn't have done this by choice."
"Why would that be?" Pinkie questioned. "I mean, if I was tempted to eat a wedding cake, knew it was important to somepony else, but ended up taking a bite of it before the actual event, I'd say that's very much still my choice. Err... not that I've done anything like that before."
"Wait a second..." Starlight began recalling an incident that happened a while back. "Double Diamond mentioned that her sister was having a wedding a few months ago, but somepony took a bite out of the cake before the reception. Pinkie... are you trying to tell us something?"
"...Okay, it was me, I confess!" Pinkie shrieked. "I'm just as guilty here!"
"Girls, let's not get sidetracked, we have to settle this now." Twilight insisted. "So, Sunset? According to your claim, does that mean somepony else forced Lily to plant the necklace on you? If that's the case, would you mind explaining who you believe the real culprit is? It wouldn't by any chance be this orange pegasus we mentioned earlier, would it?"
"Alright, Twilight." Sunset began reporting her experience. "Let's just say that while I was working at The Tasty Treat earlier, I somehow encountered a pegasus who fit that exact description. In other words, Lily's foster mother, as we've been calling her. She was an orange pegasus, much like Indigo, but she also had blonde hair, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow."
"I'll admit, Indigo might as well have been a thief anyways, considering she stole my identity." Rainbow reflected. "As for this actual thief, yeah, I've been hearing rumors and reports of a pony like that."
"So you actually saw her?" Twilight questioned, trying to piece together the story. "Then I presume it was actually her, who was responsible for stealing and planting Applejack's necklace into your saddlebag, and that you managed to put her into custody?"
"Well... almost." Sunset sighed. "She had unfortunately managed to get away before I could even step in to stop her. Needless to say, she was a pretty awful pony, and it took a lot of willpower for me to not just outright smack her. Not to mention, I now realize that before she got away, Lily was trying to warn me regarding where the necklace was hidden."
"That's terrible!" Starlight exclaimed. "In that case, it sounds like this pegasus had been forcing Lily to steal from others, as well as attempting to frame you, Sunset! Well, at least we all know what the actual culprit looks like now, we'll just need to keep our eyes peeled in case she's still out there somewhere."
"Agreed, that's the only thing we can do now." Twilight said. "But since you actually saw her yourself, Sunset? Did you end up finding out who she truly was, or where she was headed off to?"
"Sadly, I didn't learn of her name, nor what happened to her." Sunset continued reporting her experience. "But long story short, she ended up escaping from The Tasty Treat before anypony was able to step in. As far as I'm aware, she was mostly there to have a quick breakfast with Lily, and I assure you. She was barely letting Lily eat anything at all."
"Well, although this pegasus had escaped, are you sure that she's the actual culprit, and not somepony else?" Rainbow began analyzing the situation. "My love of Daring Do books has taught me that the major suspect could always merely be a red herring."
"Trust me, Rainbow." Sunset insisted. "That orange pegasus had to have been the true culprit, especially since I've seen the way she had been treating Lily too. Aside from stealing and planting AJ's necklace, she had also been starving Lily, yelling at her, and being the exact opposite of a caring mother."
"If what you're saying is true, Sunset..." Twilight began making sense of everything. "That must also mean Lily could've been trying to take full blame to either protect her mother's identity, or willingly be taken away to the dungeon as a means of escaping her mother. Is this the case, young filly?"
Realizing that it was likely for the better, Lily decided it was finally time to cut the act, as everypony was smart enough to deduce everything thanks to Sunset. Lily nodded her head 'yes', which helped everypony come to terms with the idea that Lily was truly in danger. 
"I'm still sorry for being a thief anyways..." Lily wimpered. "I know how valuable that necklace and bunny were to you both, and I didn't want to do it, but I knew mommy wouldn't have had it any other way. If only there was a way I could get your bunny back. Mommy mentioned she had sold him to a faraway town for some easy money."
"Well, Sunset's already given me my necklace back, so I have no reason to hold a grudge, Lily." Applejack assured. "Besides, knowin' the circumstances now, we just can't get mad at a lil' filly like yourself being forced to steal for your so-called mother."
"And as for Angel, well... I'll just be searching all over Equestria until I can find him again." Fluttershy considered. "It might take a while before I can reunite with him, but just know that I'm not mad anymore, after knowing what you've been through."
"Well, as bad as everything had looked for you, Lily?" Twilight began. "It's nice how Sunset here was able to help clear up this entire, tragic misunderstanding. But then, only one question remains. Where exactly is your mother right now?"
"I don't really know." Lily began confessing. "All I know was that after mommy took me away from this restaurant earlier, she stuffed me into one of the castle's closets and demanded I stay there. Along the way, she did mutter something about wanting to go on a little treasure hunt, but she didn't say what she was after. Please, that's all I know, I swear!"
"Hmm, well if she's here in the castle, then that means she couldn't have gone far at all." Sunset deduced. "But while I was searching for clues earlier regarding the Rainbow Dash imposter, I didn't find anything pointing to the orange pegasus being present around here, other than one of your barrettes, Lily."
"Not in the castle, I'm pretty certain that she went somewhere else." Lily affirmed.
"If that's the case, there's no telling what she could've stolen." Twilight said, rather concerned. "Even worse, the entire council of friendship has been bundled together in the main castle, meaning that none of us could've seen anything else suspicious going on outside. Flash, since you found Lily, did you happen to notice any suspicious activity outside the castle?"
"Negative, princess." Flash Sentry reported back. "That said, I did get a quick glimpse of an orange pegasus feather on the ground earlier, while I was trotting past the Canterlot Museum. It could've been anypony's, though."
"Well... alright." Twilight continued to keep hope that something disastrous hadn't occurred. "In the meantime, I suppose that as for Lily, just as I had suggested earlier, we could take her to the Canterlot Daycare to keep her away from her horrendously abusive mother."
"Yes, princess." Flash nodded. "Right away."
"Oh... I'm afraid I can't let you do that." A voice began on the other side of the room, as everyone swiftly turned around to witness who was speaking.
The voice sounded all too familiar to Sunset and Lily, but as for everyone else, they had never heard this particular pony before. As the door finally opened, they all witnessed an orange pegasus mare with blonde hair, purple eyes, green eyeshadow, and a saddlebag, presumably with stolen items. Everyone else's eyes narrowed upon seeing this pony, realizing that based on her matching the exact description, as well as refusing to let them take Lily away, this was the abusive mother and thief in question.
"That's her!" Sunset pointed her hoof, prompting everyone in the room to act quickly to ensure this awful pony couldn't escape.
Twilight used her magic to lock the door behind the pegasus, before both she and Flash stood in front of the opposite door, blocking her escape. Sunset, Starlight, and Rarity all readied their magic, preparing to blast the pegasus if she were to make a false move. Pinkie Pie began cornering the pegasus as she prepared her party cannon with Fluttershy by her side, whilst Applejack and Rainbow Dash used their immense strength to block off the remaining side doors. With everypony prepared for combat, Spike finally stood in front of Lily, and prepared his fire breath, much like the unicorns with their magic.
"So you're the thief that's been committing robberies all over Equestria, on top of forcing your daughter to steal from others!" Twilight addressed the pegasus standing before her. "You are an absolutely despicable, disgusting pony, you hear me!?"
"And you're completely surrounded now, so there's no use in trying to escape!" Rarity yelled.
"Simply surrender, and you'll simply be saving yourself the humilliation!" Rainbow announced.
"Take one step closer, and it'll be the last mistake you ever make!" Starlight threatened.
"We'll stuff you into this cannon and make you know exactly how a piñata feels at birthday parties!" Pinkie screeched.
"You'll be wishing for something more pleasant than what's coming to you, especially for stealing my sweet Angel!" Fluttershy screamed.
"Granny Smith will be wishin' an absolute burden upon you from beyond the grave!" Applejack said with genuine anger.
"You'll never bring anypony down ever again, you hear!?" Sunset said, now completely tempted to simply blast her magic at the pegasus without a single ounce of hesitation.
"My, my." The pegasus pretended to act afraid. "Whatever shall I do, it seems as if I've found myself between a rock and a hard place. How dare you all accuse some random pony you've never met before like this, and point a hoof without any proof."
"It's too late, you rotten pegasus!" Twilight raised her wings in hostility. "In case it wasn't already obvious, we already know of everything you've done, so there's no need for you to play dumb!"
"But I'm afraid that in this case, I'm already one step ahead of you all." The pegasus smirked. "In fact, I almost feel insulted that you would all believe I'd be this stupid in showing my face now! Let's just say, my treasure hunt was a complete success!"
"Well whatever you stole, it's in your best interest to hand it over, right now!" Twilight demanded. "Bring it out!"
"Fine then, as you wish." The pegasus agreed to the princess's demands, before taking the object out of her own saddlebag.
Everyone's eyes widened in shock upon seeing what the pegasus had stolen. It was a bell that stirred unpleasant memories for them all, especially when it somehow ended up in the possession of Lord Tirek, Queen Chrysalis, and Cozy Glow. The pegasus was now wielding the Bewitching Bell, an artifact that once belonged to the nefarious Grogar, which began glowing, and in one swift move, could very easily drain everyone's magic instantaneously. Sunset and Lily were the only ones who weren't aware of the bell's true power, but noticed that since everyone else suddenly approached with caution and lowered their guard, they'd do the same.
"Isn't that nice?" The pegasus grinned, evilly. "You didn't think I wasn't aware of what this bell could do, especially after I had read about it in the newspaper, did you?"
"You... you don't even know how to use the Bewitching Bell!" Spike tried to act brave."
"Oh no?" The pegasus felt like taking this statement as a challenge, before wielding the artifact and using it to absorb magic from the dragon, which managed to render his wings stiff, and unable to fly.
"MY WINGS!!!" Spike exclaimed in horror.
"I'd be more than happy to take all your magic right now if anypony else feels like stepping out of line." The pegasus said, coldly.
Seeing this, everyone else in the room simply nodded their heads and surrendered to the pegasus, knowing how she was now a genuine threat to them all. She was practically able to take all their magic and become omnipotent, much like Lord Tirek once did when he managed to escape Tartarus.
"Good." The pegasus smirked, before explaining herself. "I had mostly come to Canterlot in search of this mystical artifact, since I've been hearing of it's immense value at auctions! But it seems like I have an even better use for it now, seeing how I even have a princess at my mercy! Anyways, now that I'm in charge here, I think it's in your best interest to let me have exactly what I want!"
"W-What do you want, exactly?" Twilight asked, rather concerned.
"Well, I've already taken enough of Canterlot's riches at this point, so bits and jewelry don't really interest me anymore." The pegasus began making demands. "However, since I very much still like that Apple-studded red ruby necklace that farm pony is holding, I'll be taking that. Unless of course, you prefer I take away your magic, instead. One false move from anyone in this room, and all your magic will be mine, understood!?"
Everyone else apart from the pegasus had nodded in unison, as Applejack approached the pegasus and handed over her necklace, tearfully. She knew that Granny wouldn't have wanted this, but that her late grandmother also wouldn't have wanted AJ to endanger all her friends, including herself. The pegasus gladly took the necklace back, before also turning back to the one daughter she absolutely loved to use for her own personal gain.
"And of course, I'll gladly take my daughter back, too." The pegasus demanded, before pointing Lily to come back to her side.
As much as Lily had hesitated upon hearing this, she knew she had no other choice, when it came to protecting everypony else in the room, especially Sunset. As Spike moved out of Lily's way, the little filly lowered her head in shame and sadly trotted back over to her ruthless mother, as the pegasus simply smiled at the power this bell had suddenly given her. With both the necklace and her daughter back in her possession, the pegasus simply carried on, now that her treasure hunt in Canterlot was completed.
"Alright, that'll be all for now." The pegasus said, now satisfied. "You fools are lucky that I didn't simply drain your magic with this bell, even after you gave in to my demands. I could very easily still do so, but I'm in a good mood right now. Simply open the doors, and you'll never see Lily nor I ever again."
Not wanting to take any chances, Flash and Twilight complied with the pegasus's request, before opening the front doors and moving out of the way. The pegasus nonchalantly trotted out of the castle with Grogar's bell, Bright Mac's necklace, and Lily, whom she was inevitably going to abuse even worse, now that she had even greater power over her. As Lily and her mother had finally exited, Twilight then had an epiphany. The pegasus was simply using Lily and the council's meeting as a diversion, while she ransacked the museum and managed to get her hooves on Grogar's bell.
"This is all my fault." Twilight sighed. "If only I had sent some royal guards to keep watch on the rest of Canterlot, we could've prevented this. It was also a dumb decision to put Grogar's Bell on display at the Canterlot Museum, but it was mostly there to document what had happened when it fell into the wrong hooves. After the defeat of Tirek, Cozy Glow, and Chrysalis, I hadn't considered the possibility of anypony else stealing it, let alone using such an underhanded tactic to do so."
"Don't say that, Twilight." Sunset assured. "No one could've seen this coming, especially since that pegasus truly outsmarted us all."
"That may be, but it's my duty to protect my friends in even the toughest of times, especially since I'm now the princess of all of Equestria." Twilight continued moping. "I let that pegasus get away, rob us all, and even worse, allowed her to get away with Grogar's Bell. There's no telling what she'll end up doing with it now, or what will happen if she actually goes through with selling it to someone else. It's only been a few days since I've become the ruler of Equestria, and I've already let an imminent disaster occur..."
Twilight then grabbed the official crown given to her by both Celestia and Luna, and took it off of her head, before sighing.
"T-Twilight?" Sunset said, concerned. "What are you doing?"
"I'm such a terrible princess." Twilight sighed to herself, before throwing the crown on the floor. "I don't deserve to wear this crown..."
Everyone gasped upon seeing Twilight this heartbroken in defeat, but Sunset still stood strong. As terrible as the circumstances were, now that the pegasus had a seemingly dangerous artifact, Sunset continued to maintain positivity, believing that it still wasn't the end of the world. She herself was well familiar with numerous people in the human world possessing dangerous Equestrian artifacts from time to time, and felt that this would be no different. As such, she picked the crown off of the floor and placed it back onto Twilight's head, before also placing a hoof on the princess's shoulder.
"Twilight..." Sunset began talking to Twilight, hoof to heart. "You're anything but a terrible princess. If there's anything Princess Celestia taught me from her experience, it's that even princesses make mistakes. Plus, let's just say that while I was visiting her in Silver Shoals, another pony you've had some history with, she mentioned a thing or two about how you taught her the values of imperfection. Some librarian mare, I recall."
"Dusty Pages?" Twilight deduced. "Yeah, she even reminded me of how perfection is impossible to achieve, but I still can't help but feel like I failed. I wasn't able to protect my friends, thus allowing a dangerous pony to escape with a powerful artifact."
"But you did it for all your friends." Sunset assured. "You gave her exactly what she wanted, in the hopes that we'd all be out of harm's way. If you actually decided to risk everything and take that chance, we'd all be on the ground right now, weakened and drained of our magic. Knowing the circumstances, you weren't reckless and managed to approach the situation calmly, making certain that everypony's safety would be your number one priority, regardless of taking losses. That's exactly what a good princess would do."
"Sunset's got a point there." Starlight said with mutual agreement. "After all, even under Princess Celestia's rule, I don't think we could've accounted for the invasion of the Changeling kingdom, nor Cozy Glow's dastardly plans."
"Y-You're right." Twilight said, with a new ounce of hope. "I should at least be happy for the fact that we're all okay with our magic still intact. But I guess... it just didn't seem likely for Princess Celestia to allow disaster to strike this early, following her rule."
"I'm sure she's had plenty of incidents like this over the 1,000 years she's ruled Equestria." Sunset believed. "I know things look bad right now, but we haven't lost yet just because we're down. We only lose if we aren't able to get back up."
"I really like that line of thinking." Twilight said, now with her confidence back. "Thanks for having faith in me, Sunset."
"This is exactly what Princess Celestia would've wanted me to pass down to my friends all those years ago, so I'm happy to hear I've helped you regain your confidence." Sunset smiled. "Other than her getting away with that bell artifact, I'm also quite concerned with what will become of Lily. Just imagine, a pony like her mother becoming even more powerful than she already was."
"Oh no, you're quite right!" Rarity exclaimed with realization. "That poor little filly, if she's been forced to steal from others before, there's no telling what she'll be forced to do next! I could never imagine anypony treating my little sister like that, but if I ever did come across such a pony, they'd be begging for mercy."
"What will we do now, though?" Applejack questioned. "As far as I'm aware, we've now met a pony who's just as power-hungry as Tirek on the loose. We can't just sit around and do nothin', especially when a little filly's on the line."
"Maybe I should go stop her myself." Sunset said, determined. "I've met plenty of humans in the other world who've wielded magical artifacts, and I managed to stop them all before the damage they inflicted was permanent. It'll be worth a shot, and plus, this will be personal, especially after seeing everything she's done to all my friends."
"Sunset, no!" Spike insisted. "You saw what that bell did to my wings, there's no telling what'll happen to you if you go alone!"
"Spike's right." Twilight nodded. "It might be too dangerous, especially if she ends up absorbing your magic."
"Don't worry, I'm willing to risk anything for my friends, even if it means taking losses." Sunset stated, firmly. "If she somehow ends up overpowering me, so be it. I'll at least be happy for giving it my best shot, and that it won't come at the expense of anypony else. If we all go together, we might all end up losing our magic to her, and I'm not willing to let that happen."
"If you're really willing to take that chance for us all, you truly are the bravest pony here, Sunset." Twilight put a hoof on Sunset's shoulder, wishing her luck, as all her other friends did the same.
"Thanks, everypony." Sunset nodded, before getting ready to chase down that pegasus, guns blazing.
"But Sunset, before you go-" Twilight began, but realized she was too late, as Sunset had already teleported away. "...it'd be nice for us to at least come up with a plan first."
"Perhaps, but it's likely that by the time we came up with said plan, that orange pegasus might already be long gone." Flash surmised. "Either way, we all have to pray for Sunset's safety. She's just as brave as my father once was..."
As Sunset immediately remembered which direction the pegasus had trotted off to, she had already teleported to the far entrance of Canterlot, crossing her hooves that the thief and Lily hadn't already escaped. Since this teleportation spell had only sent Sunset through fairly short distance, it hadn't completely drained her magic, which allowed her to still it it combat, if needed. After teleporting, she found herself behind one of the Canterlot gate's front buildings, and heard Lily and her mother slowly approaching. The orange pegasus was having a supposed private conversation with her daughter, which Sunset began overhearing.
"And just remember now, Lily." The pegasus began instructing her daughter. "Do you remember what you had found in my other necklace last night? Well, you are not to mention it to your father under any circumstances! Because if you do, just know that you'll get to know the Bewitching Bell much more fondly. Have I made myself clear?"
"Y-Yes..." Lily wimpered.
"You should've honestly known better than to sneak into my bedroom and go through my belongings!" The pegasus snarled. "Luckily for you, I'm a very forgiving pony, especially now that I have an artifact that can let me get whatever I want."
"Okay, mommy." Lily nodded, rather intimidated. "Why is it so important, though?"
"You really think that I'm willing to explain that to you after you had betrayed my trust earlier at the restaurant?" The pegasus reminded. "Thankfully, I know that you'll keep quiet now, since you won't have a choice. Besides, very few know of what it's actually called, so without that knowledge, it's inconsequential, regardless. Just like how your father has yet to know of my birth name. But I'd be an absolute fool to tell him before our wedding."
The pegasus was slowly approaching the main gate at this point, but overhearing this had allowed Sunset to surmise it'd most likely be crucial to learn of this pony's name, especially since she had been hiding this from her husband. Judging from the earlier statement, inspecting this other necklace would most likely give Sunset a vital clue. Although aware that the pony before her was wielding an enchanted bell that could steal her magic instantaneously, Sunset didn't really care. Stopping this pony at all costs would've been for the greater good, for her friends, Lily, and especially all of Equestria. As the pegasus began coming around the corner, Sunset instantly tackled her to the ground, thus making her lose her grip on the Bewitching Bell, as well as her saddlebag.
"What the-!?" The pegasus attempted to connect, before falling over and becoming dazed temporarily.
Lily's eyes widened in surprise at this, but she was internally happy that Sunset appeared to be coming to her rescue once more. Now a fair distance away from her mother, Lily left her side and immediately trotted over to Sunset, feeling protected. As the pegasus was attempting to get up from the sudden attack, Sunset immediately grabbed the bell, before also going over to the thief's saddlebag, and trying to understand if this custom necklace could give her a clue of the pony's actual name. Since the bag's contents were all scattered on the ground, it was the perfect opportunity to get a good look at this necklace.
Besides Applejack's necklace, there was only one other, which sat nearby plethora of scattered bits. The central piece appeared to actually be a locket, unlike the apple-shaped necklace, which was simply a pendant with a gem in the center. Upon further inspection, Sunset opened up this locket, and noticed what looked like a black gemstone on the inside, which had a seemingly mysterious glow. Unsure of what this gemstone truly was, Sunset closed the locket, before getting a better look at the shape of it. It was at this point, Sunset noticed the locket itself was shaped like a chestnut, which finally allowed her to remember the name of this pegasus thief's human counterpart.
"Ugh... you again!?" The pegasus snapped, before also growling in rage at seeing Sunset holding her bell and locket.
"I know who you are now!" Sunset frowned, as she believed she finally had the upper hand. "You're Chestnut Magnifico!"
Chestnut's eyes widened at this, rather taken back at this seeming stranger somehow knowing her name.
"W-What did you just say!?" Chestnut said, exasperated. "How do you know that name!?"
"That's not really important to know now, is it?" Sunset asked, rhetorically. "Now then, since I have the Bewitching Bell, it's my turn to give orders! You're going to march right back to Princess Twilight and turn yourself in, as well as giving back everything you've stolen! You'll also be letting me know who your husband is, so I can tell him all about you, especially with how you've been treating Lily!"
"Hmph." Chestnut rolled her eyes. "And if I refuse?"
"Then I'm going to drain you of your magic, and leave you in a weakened state until Princess Twilight arrives!" Sunset threatened, as she held up the Bewitching Bell.
"Haha!" Chestnut laughed. "You really that much of an unintelligent cottage crawler, huh? That so-called Bewitching Bell you have right now is merely a flimflam! A fake! I can't believe you'd think I would be dumb enough to carry around the real one casually, in a city surrounded by royal guards! To be honest, the only thing that took me by surprise was how you somehow know of my real name, but that is of little importance now!"
"You... you're bluffing!" Sunset believed, as she attempted to use the Bewitching Bell to absorb Chestnut's magic, but to no avail.
"Tsk, tsk, tsk." Chestnut shook her head, disapprovingly. "It's become rather obvious to me now that you clearly can't handle the truth."
"Well if this is fake, then where's the real one!?" Sunset demanded to know, as she tossed the fake bell to the side.
"Like I would ever tell you!" Chestnut spat. "But enough of this prattle, you've wasted enough of my time today! Now give me back my saddlebag right now, if you know what's best for you!"
"Fake artifact or not, you're going to have to take it from me!" Sunset growled, as she was finally ready to show this pegasus just how mean she herself could really get.
Sunset began using her magic to blast Chestnut relentlessly, but it seemed rather useless. No matter how many shots she made, similar to a machine gun, her target kept moving swiftly to avoid contact, and it felt like Sunset wasn't making much progress at all. This was especially noticeable with how Chestnut managed to move around and occasionally yawn, hinting that she was practically doing this in her sleep, whilst Sunset was focusing all her energy on this one task, continuously getting more exhausted by the second.
"Are you finished yet?" Chestnut teased, as she took a moment to comb her mane. "I have a hooficure appointment soon too, so I'd very much appreciate you hurrying up."
"Give it up, already!" Sunset panted. "After everything you've done, there's no way I'm going to let you get away with this! I can stay here all day if I need to!"
"My, my." Chestnut sneered. "You certainly have quite the skills with your little unicorn magic. I wonder how it would benefit me, if it was on my side instead?"
"Yeah, right." Sunset readied her horn, ready to blast magic at the awful pegasus again, if she were to refuse cooperation. "No more of these games, you go right back to Princess Twilight and turn yourself in, unless you want me to ruin your makeup!"
"Hmm..." Chestnut began pretending to think, before coming out with the obvious answer. "No thanks."
"Alright, if I can't persuade you to turn yourself in by brute force, maybe I can convince you otherwise with your precious necklace!" Sunset snapped in frustration, before holding up Bright Mac's necklace, and pointing her horn at it.
"Yeah, right." Chestnut sneered, as she simply stared at this proposition. "I've seen how much of a goody-horsehoes you were to my daughter. You might as well also tell me that chestnuts grow on apple trees!"
"I MEAN IT!" Sunset screeched, as she began starting to magic up in her horn. "You won't have this valuable necklace anymore, and I could very easily end its existence in less than a second!"
Lily looked absolutely shocked at this, but Chestnut simply watched on without even blinking, believing that Sunset was merely toying with her.
"Oh yeah?" Chestnut said, rather amused. "I dare you, then. Go right on ahead and entertain me."
Sunset then looked back at Lily, with the magic already built up in her horn, and ready to pull the trigger. As Chestnut stared on with an evil and confident grin on her face, Sunset looked at Lily for a second. The filly's expression conveyed that even if Sunset destroyed the necklace, her mother still wouldn't budge. But even without this, Sunset knew internally that Chestnut was absolutely correct, in the sense that she herself could never have the heart to willingly destroy this necklace, which Applejack truly cherished and valued. She remembered once again specifically stating back at the first CHS Fall Formal that she wasn't a monster, and she intended to stay true to that belief.
As it looked like Chestnut was truly calling Sunset's bluff on attempting to destroy the necklace at all, she would soon see her hunch being correct. After a few more moments of this rather convincing act, Sunset simply closed her eyes, lowered her head in shame, and stopped her horn's magic in an instant. She then released the apple necklace, setting it down for the time being. Lily felt relieved at this, as she knew internally, it didn't seem like Sunset to do something as far as destroying one of her friend's most prized possessions. But regardless, no longer having any leverage on Chestnut as a means of convincing her to turn herself in, Sunset practically felt like giving up at this point.
"Haha, I knew you couldn't do it!" Chestnut simply laughed on, knowing that she practically had nothing to lose whatsoever. "Lily! You come back to mommy right now, OR ELSE!"
Lily's eyes widened upon hearing this, as she instinctively came back to her mother's side, leaving Sunset with only Chestnut's saddlebag in her grip.
"Alright, well..." Sunset began panting in emotional frustration. "If you don't turn yourself in right now, you'll never see this saddlebag ever again!"
"You really still think you have the power to order me around?" Chestnut growled, before trotting over to the fake bell Sunset had thrown earlier, and picking it up. "Put it this way, I do not take orders from uneducated ponies like yourself, who would even fall for such a ruse as there being a fake bell!"
As Chestnut picked up the supposed 'fake' Bewitching Bell, she activated a lever on the inside of it, which caused it to power back up again. Sunset's eyes widened at this, knowing that she messed up, big time, for not considering the possibility of the artifact being turned off. It turns out that this fake bell was actually the real deal all along, and it unfortunately fell back into the possession of the nefarious Chestnut Magnifico, who now had Sunset at her mercy, once again. As Chestnut believed that Sunset was nothing more than an annoying mosquito, and she had already warned her of what would happen if she stepped out of line, she finally pointed the artifact at the unicorn, as Sunset attempted to teleport away.
But before Sunset even had a chance to react, Chestnut Magnifico had already started to use the Bewitching Bell to absorb Sunset's magic, and this went beyond what she was expecting. Instead of simply draining the unicorn of her magic, it had also created a more damaging effect, whilst acting in favor of the rotten pegasus. This experience appeared to be quite similar to the memory stone incident, when the human Wallflower absorbed Sunset's own memories, before leaving her in a weakened state. Sunset collapsed to the ground almost instantaneously, feeling like she couldn't control her magic anymore, or for that matter, her horn. It took a few moments for her to get up and regain consciousness, before realizing that something felt incredibly wrong.

"Thanks a bunch for the horn, this was such a nice donation!" Chestnut grinned evilly.
Sunset quickly felt the top of her head with her hooves, staring in horror at how her own horn had vanished. She was essentially now an Earth pony, while the awful pegasus before her had become an alicorn with wings and a horn. What kind of sick sorcery had that bell performed on her, and was there even a way to get her horn back now? Regardless of the circumstances, Sunset felt she truly had no choice at this point but to back down, as losing her horn had practically rendered her defenseless. The loss of her magic had also weakened her physical strength, making it so Sunset barely even made it a couple of inches from where she stood, before collapsing once again in defeat.
"You... monster!" Sunset gave her final breath to address the evil and power hungry pegasus.
"Awww, was that supposed to coarse through my heart?" Chestnut said, sarcastically, as her heart was practically made of stone. "That actually hurt my feelings, I hope you feel proud of yourself! Thankfully for you, your debt has been repaid thanks to this boost of magic you've decided to kindly give up for me."
"We'll... still manage to stop you!" Sunset continued to stay determined.
"Don't be so sure about that!" Chestnut smirked. "Especially since I took my sweet time in pillaging all sorts of other magical artifacts from the Canterlot Museum! I just hid them in this bell, since it makes it a lot easier to carry around! Plus, just look at me, now! I have magic, and you have nothing!"
Hearing that last statement reminded Sunset again of the CHS Fall Formal, where her demon-self had said the exact same words to Princess Twilight. But unlike Twilight, who immediately had her new human friends back her up in combat, Sunset was all alone, making it so that particular statement was unfortunately true. Chestnut Magnifico practically had enough power to conquer lands, much like Lord Tirek had sought out to do himself. Although Lily was Sunset's only friend in this current scene, she was unfortunately way too afraid of her mother to step in, especially now that her mother had alicorn magic and the Bewitching Bell.
"Alright, now that this pesky unicorn is out of our manes, we might as well get started on a little shopping spree, where we'll get a plethora of 100% discounts!" Chestnut said, rather satisfied, before going over to Sunset and taking her own saddlebag back. "Let's go right now, Lily! Cause you already know now what happens otherwise."
Lily nodded sadly and did exactly as she was told, though she couldn't believe internally that her own mother was about to willingly let Sunset harm her. The little filly wasn't upset with Sunset at all over that earlier incident, since she knew that deep down, Sunset was only doing anything she could to protect her, which entailed sending her mother into the custody of Canterlot. Regardless, Chestnut proved to outwit Sunset in a plethora of ways during their confrontation, which had unfortunately allowed the pegasus to get away with everything. The Bewitching Bell, the artifacts, Applejack's inherited necklace, Lily Pad, and now Sunset's horn too.
However, Sunset's belief that she was truly all alone was anything but the truth, as before slowly falling unconscious from exhaustion, she could very vaguely make it two ponies coming up to her. Despite this, it didn't make Sunset feel any better, knowing that she had more or less failed her mission in defeating Chestnut Magnifico and getting her put into custody. By this point, Sunset didn't recall too much about the human Chestnut, other than the fact she was initially a hotheaded diva, but was shown to be more kind and level-headed later during that Daring Do film's production. This Chestnut on the other hand, much like Madame Cinch, proved to be much meaner than their human counterparts, at least according to Sunset. This was the main thing that occupied her mind before blacking out, as the two ponies finally ran up to her, rather concerned.
"Oh no, it looks like we're too late!" Twilight exclaimed in horror, seeing that Sunset was not only unconscious, but that her horn was gone too. "I knew we should've come up with a solid plan first..."
"It looks like that pegasus managed to use the Bewitching Bell to steal not only her magic, but her horn too!" Flash observed. "Sunset, you gave it your best shot, and that's all that matters now. Dad would be proud of your sacrifice."
"I'm sure Sentinel Sentry would, if he was with us now." Twilight nodded in agreement. "Flash, we must get Sunset some medical attention, and bring her back to the Canterlot infirmary as quickly as possible!"
"Affirmative, princess!" Flash nodded, before picking Sunset up with his hooves and carrying the unconscious unicorn to the designated building.
With Chestnut Magnifico now on the loose, there was just no telling what the dastardly pegasus was planning to do with her newfound magic, nor the predicaments Lily would find herself in, now that her mother was even more powerful than she already was. Although still completely unconscious and carried away to receive medical treatment, one thought kept on lingering on in Sunset's consciousness. Who exactly was Chestnut's husband, who was also supposedly the father of Lily? It would most certainly come as a major shock to her when she would inevitably find out in due time...

	
		Chapter 64: Back to the Future



Waking up in one of the beds within Canterlot's infirmary, Sunset could slowly move her hooves, but overall still felt quite weakened with her magic gone. Her eyes had also become somewhat faded, much like the many ponies who once fell victim to Lord Tirek's rampage all over Equestria. Regardless, she had brushed off this fact, feeling rather relieved that she was not terribly injured from that fight with Chestnut Magnifico, aside from losing her horn and magic. As the former unicorn opened her eyes and tried to process what happened, she began to slowly get up from the bed to vaguely notice two ponies standing right in front of her, looking rather concerned.
"Sunset, please... can you speak?" Twilight begged, worried for her friend's current condition.
"T-Twilight...?" Sunset began to parse her vision, but the drainage of her magic had even affected this as well. "W-What... happened...?"
"You were truly taking one for the team." Starlight sighed. "It's so brave how you went ahead to stop that orange pegasus on your own. Unfortunately, it seems that she overpowered you with Grogar's bell, which resulted in you losing not only your magic, but also your horn."
"My horn..." Sunset recalled. "That's... right. T-T-Twilight... this... this is all my fault... we must stop..."
"No, Sunset." Twilight put a hoof on her friend's head. "You're in no condition to do anything. You must sit here and fully recover before I can allow you to go anywhere."
"And please, don't blame yourself on this." Starlight assured. "You were quite brave to put an end to her schemes, while the rest of us stood back. Plus, since she had the Bewitching Bell, it's most likely that she could've very easily just stolen the magic from somepony else, and we'd still have the same, current predicament."
"That's absolutely right." Twilight nodded. "I can admire your willingness to put others before yourself, so I'm still very proud of you for your efforts."
"I... guess you're right..." Sunset slowly spoke. "W-Wait a second... how long... was I out... cold?"
"I'd say around 45 minutes or so." Starlight checked a nearby clock. "I'm not too familiar with what happens when you get drained of your magic, but what I'm certain of is, the loss of your magic will keep you in this weakened state."
"That's unfortunately true." Twilight sighed. "Lord Tirek once went on a spree draining ponies of their magic, and everypony was only able to recover after that power-hungry centaur was defeated. There's no telling where that pegasus had fled off to, so I'm afraid there's not much we can do."
As Twilight began pondering a possible solution, Rarity made her way into Sunset's room, just as concerned for her friend's well being.
"Sunset, thank Celestia you're awake." Rarity began approaching the hospital bed. "I'm really sorry this happened to you, darling, it was especially brave and noble of you to risk your magic in protecting Equestria."
"T...Thanks... Rarity." Sunset continued struggling to talk.
"Losing her magic is one thing, but unfortunately, losing both her horn AND magic has left her with almost no energy." Twilight explained. "I feel extra bad, because Sunset was also planning on returning back to the human world to attend her graduation at CHS. I just... wish there was something we could do."
"Wait a minute." Starlight began recalling something Twilight had shared with her before. "Didn't you mention to me that during Lord Tirek's rampage, after he had escaped from Tartarus the first time, the other princesses transferred their alicorn magic to you?"
"...That's right!" Twilight replied with newfound hope. "Maybe if I transferred some of my magic into her, she could-"
"Unfortunately, that won't work." Starlight elaborated. "I specifically remember in my studies that whenever somepony transfers their magic to another being, it's a 100% transfer. Meaning, if you give her your magic, it'll completely drain you."
"That's okay, I'd be willing to do just that for Sunset." Twilight affirmed. "Especially if it means letting her have the energy to attend her graduation. There's just one problem. I've never done a transfer spell before, the same one that Princess Celestia, Luna, and Cadance all used to transfer their magic into my horn."
"I know how to perform that spell." Starlight volunteered herself. "Most importantly, I also know how to relay the magic onto somepony else, even if that magic isn't mine. Let's just say... this particular skill took a majority of my childhood to fully master."
"Well, it's a good thing you've got your own merits in magic then!" Twilight said with optimism. "Alright then. Sunset, in that case, why don't we get started right now?"
"Twilight... no..." Sunset responded. "You're the... princess of... Equestria now... I can't... possibly accept..."
"She does have a point." Rarity sighed. "Twilight, you're the princess of all of Equestria, and there's currently a miscreant on the loose with Grogar's bell. If you don't have your magic, and something else comes up... it's just a risk we can't take."
"I'm not sure what else we could do though..." Twilight pondered. "We can't ask Starlight to simply give up her magic either, since she's the only one who knows how to relay the transfer spell."
"I'll give Sunset my magic." Rarity offered. "It's certainly the least I could do in return for how much of a friend she's been to all of us."
"Rarity... I can't... take..." Sunset began.
"Please, Sunset." Rarity insisted. "I likely wouldn't even have my magic right now if it wasn't for you attempting to stop that pegasus on your own. Plus, you were the main reason Miss Valencia and I were able to overpower the awful Madame of Manehattan. Getting you to your graduation and improving your current condition, it would mean the world to me after all that."
"Most importantly, this transfer spell will only make Rarity lose her magic, not her horn." Starlight explained. "She'd still be able to retain her energy without succumbing to similar effects. However, I'm fairly certain that this won't give you back your horn, given how that pegasus had stolen it."
"Sunset..." Rarity put a hoof on her weary friend. "Please, at least take my magic. I simply will not take 'no' for an answer."
Sunset realized that it was likely for the better, especially since her current condition would certainly give her no chance at being able to make it back to her graduation at CHS, nor enjoying her return to Equestria. Understanding that Rarity was almost as insistent as the human Lily Pad once was with her $50 bill, Sunset finally accepted the offer, nodding her head in agreement. This prompted Twilight and the two other unicorns to nod to each other as well, as Starlight finally began initiating the spell.  Rarity and Starlight's horns began glowing, before both of the unicorn's eyes emitted a solid white glow, much like the princesses did when they transferred their magic to Twilight. 
Before long, Rarity's magic had slowly left her horn, and began channeling into Starlight's. With the added power, Starlight was then able to cast her magic into a spherical orb of magic in the air, which started descending down into Sunset. After a few moments of the process, Sunset could slowly begin perceiving her surroundings much better, as the magic was restoring her energy and physical strength. Soon enough, the process was completed, and Sunset felt almost as energized as before. However, feeling the top of her head, her horn was unfortunately still missing. However, she felt she could care less about that fact for now, as she was mostly thankful at being in a recovered state, despite essentially being turned into an Earth pony.
"It... It worked!" Sunset felt on top of the world. "Rarity, thank you... I don't know what to say, I-"
"I wanted to, in return for your own selflessness and generosity, Sunset." Rarity smiled. "After all, that is the same philosophy I had taught Miss Pommel. I may not have my magic anymore, but I'm still capable of doing everyday activities. Plus, let's just say that I most likely wouldn't have had a magical experience if I was still working for the Madame right now, wouldn't you say?"
"I guess that's a fair point." Sunset giggled. "I don't even mind that my horn's gone, especially since I've already spent a long time in the human world without it. All I can say with certainty is, I'm back in business! Well, I'm definitely still hoping there's a way I can get my actual horn back. Because sadly, without an actual horn, I still won't be able to use my magic."
"Of course, Sunset." Twilight understood. "We'll most likely need to do an investigation to figure out where this pegasus has gone off to with the Bewitching Bell. But until then, now that you've regained your strength, what do you propose on doing? Would you maybe like to return to the human world now, as to avoid any further inconveniences that would prevent you from enjoying your graduation?"
"Hmm, I guess since my time's running out, it might be better to go back a little early..." Sunset considered. "But unfortunately, I can't help but think that something might go wrong here in Equestria, especially since that pegasus flew off with that bell, along with my horn."
"Don't worry at all about that, Sunset." Twilight assured. "That'll be my responsibility, and I'll ensure that nothing bad will happen while you're in the human world. I'm sure this will at least be easier for us to deal with, considering it's only one pegasus who has that bell."
"Yeah, that's true." Starlight added. "It once fell into the hooves of a filly, centaur, and changeling queen, after all. I'm sure we'll figure something out. Plus, if we manage to defeat and capture her, we'll be sure to give you your horn back whenever you return again."
"That's just it..." Sunset sighed and began confessing. "When I return again, who knows how long that'll be? Without my horn now, it'll practically be just like how I've been feeling in the human world, especially ever since the Friendship Games at CHS. I've mentioned my aspirations to continue staying in Equestria were primarily centered around still having a horn, so..."
"Sunset... you don't mean...?" Twilight began deducing what Sunset had meant.
"That's right, now I might actually consider changing my mind about taking an extended stay in Equestria." Sunset replied. "I'm sorry, Twilight. But I almost see no purpose in staying in Equestria anymore if I can't use my magic, and the only way to get my horn back is finding and defeating that pegasus."
"I understand." Twilight respected her friend's decision. "Well, like I've said before, we won't hold you back on your own decisions, especially when it comes to your graduation at CHS. I'm at least happy to hear that this new decision won't keep you distant from your human friends afterwards. Does this mean that you'd like to return to the human world now?"
"Unfortunately... I can't just yet." Sunset began explaining. "I just have this lingering feeling that something could go extremely wrong if I choose to go back now, and by the time I return, Equestria won't be the same anymore."
"But darling, hasn't that already been the case?" Rarity questioned. "Equestria's definitely changed quite a bit since the time you've been in that other world."
"Well... yes." Sunset replied. "But I'm referring to that pegasus who stole my horn and has the Bewitching Bell. What worries me is, she doesn't just have anypony's horn, she has MY horn. That means... she now possesses my skills and knowledge of magic. I feel like that's a lot more worrisome."
"I hadn't thought of that." Twilight said, now beginning to worry herself.
"So more or less, if I choose to go back now, I'm not sure I can sleep at night anymore, knowing there may always be a chance that Equestria will fall into ruins." Sunset explained. "I might not have had to worry about anything like that before, but now that I've seen what the Bewitching Bell is capable of, I know this is a serious matter. A pony like her on the loose with such a powerful artifact, I just don't know if I can bring myself to go back yet."
"Well... how would we know for certain if that pegasus is a genuine threat to Equestria?" Twilight pondered. "I wouldn't want you to feel this way all the time, especially after all we've been through together."
"...There IS one method I could think of, Twilight." Starlight suggested. "I'm sure you and I know this method pretty well before we first got acquainted."
"...No, I don't know if that's a good idea." Twilight said, reluctantly. "Time traveling can get extremely messy if we tamper with even the smallest thing in an alternate timeline."
"Not really." Starlight began elaborating. "Remember how we traveled to the future multiple times to witness various realities as a result of stopping Rainbow perform her Sonic Rainboom? Then we traveled back in time, and later to the present without any negative effects. The point being, if we travel to the future, we'll at least get a good glimpse at what Equestria will be like later on, and can come back without setting off the butterfly effect. Seeing the future won't have as much impact as changing the past, but most importantly, nothing will remain permanent as long as the scroll is still intact. I'll do everything I can to make sure nothing will go wrong, and that we can return to our current timeline without any issues."
"Well... I guess that would be fine then." Twilight leaned more toward Starlight's reasoning. "But this is mostly to help Sunset feel reassured if she decides to continue living on in the human world. What do you say, Sunset? Should we go for it?"
"If it's safe and will give us a better understanding of what's to come, I'm down for it." Sunset agreed. "I'm thinking that if  Equestria will be okay in the future, I'll be much more relieved during my time in the human world. Truth be told, I've had the occasional nightmare in fearing something would go wrong while living there. Whether that'd be the portal's magic failing, or coming back to Equestria, completely decimated."
"Sounds like we're going on a time travel spree then." Twilight nodded. "Alright, well... first thing's first. We'll need to find that scroll and... wait a minute. Oh no, that may be a problem. After Starlight and I put our differences aside, the scroll returned through the void and disappeared. How will we travel back without that scroll?"
"Well actually, we don't need THAT specific scroll to pull this off." Starlight explained. "See, all I really did was copy Starswirl's spell, modified it with certain conditions, and then I used my magic to activate the scroll's effects. If you have any spare scrolls laying around, I can essentially recreate it and make a duplicate. Let's just say... I know that spell pretty well."
"I'd imagine so." Twilight said. "Well sure, in that case, I think I have a new supply of scrolls sitting in the Canterlot library, so I'll go fetch them and-"
But before Twilight could finish, Pinkie entered the room, holding what looked like a pile of paper scraps.
"Hey, Twilight?" Pinkie called out. "I stopped by the Canterlot library to return one of my books, and I saw these shredded papers all over the floor. Is it fine if I use them to make a piñata?
"Wha... shredded?" Twilight said, exasperated. "They were perfectly fine when I was organizing the library last night. Sunset, since you were there, you didn't by any chance see anything suspicious, did you?"
"Not that I know of?" Sunset said, still rather confused as to why Twilight continued to believe she was in the library last night.
"Well regardless, I guess I'll order a new supply when I get the chance." Twilight sighed. "But Pinkie, do you at least see any scrolls we might still be able to salvage? Just one."
"Maybe this one?" Pinkie reached into the pile and pulled out a scroll that looked at least 90% intact. "I think that's the only one that looks usable. Does this mean I can make my piñata? Let's just say... it'll be for somepony special."
"Sure Pinkie, go right on ahead." Twilight agreed, before trotting over and taking the scroll, as Pinkie picked up the remaining shreds and exited the room. "Alright, Starlight. Are you sure you know what you're doing?"
"Positive." Starlight nodded, before grabbing a nearby quill, ready to rewrite Starswirl's time travel spell.
After around 5 minutes, Starlight had managed to successfully recreate the exact spell she had used long ago to prevent Rainbow Dash from pulling off the Sonic Rainboom. The main difference however, was that she removed the modification that would force herself to be sent back every single time. For the sake of consistency, after returning to the present, the destination they would all teleport to would remain in the Canterlot infirmary, rather than the location of the map within Twilight's castle. As Starlight finished proofreading her spell and all the newer modifications, she nodded to Twilight, who knew it was now time to witness what the future of Equestria would hold. But before going, Twilight turned to Rarity again, before she, Sunset, and Starlight would start traveling through time.
"We'll all be seeing what Equestria will be like under these current circumstances." Twilight explained. "Will you be coming with us, Rarity?"
"It would be intriguing, but I'm currently the only one aside from you three who knows you'll be going through time." Rarity replied. "Perhaps it'd be better if I stay behind and ensure you're all able to safely return. If you're gone for too long, I could let everypony else know, and maybe even find Celestia for further assistance."
"That does sound like a good idea." Twilight nodded. "Alright, in that case, let's go, girls. How did we do this last time again...?"
"I'm on it." Starlight winked, before using her magic to activate the spell once again.
The initial activation created a large wave of energy rings, slowly opening up a time-traveling portal, which was currently set to send them to the future. Starlight began levitating, ready to enter the portal first, herself. She set the scroll on a nearby table, before reminding Twilight that she needed to touch the magical scroll in order to come with her, while she was currently keeping the spell active with her magic. Twilight then explained to Sunset about this, as the two ponies were ready to see the future. As Starlight entered the portal first, Twilight and Sunset touched the scroll simultaneously, applying the spell's effects to themselves. Rarity stood back and watched, astonished by what she was witnessing.
The portal magically sucked Twilight in like a vacuum, before doing the same with Sunset. Although it admittedly gave Twilight some bad memories, given what had happened the last time she was involved in a time travel spell, Sunset wasn't as phased. It practically felt like her usual routine in going through the portal between two different worlds, as she had already done for quite some time now. As both Sunset and Twilight traveled through the wormhole, they were eventually teleported and released onto the location of Twilight's castle map, much like Starlight's spell had done before. But upon getting up, whilst Starlight had grabbed the magical scroll that had fell along with them, the three ponies saw that something was terribly wrong.
To Starlight and Twilight, they were immensely shocked to see a familiar future they had both witnessed before, which had internally given them both psychological trauma the first time around. But to Sunset, she didn't quite understand the full context, before realizing that Equestria looked much darker, deserted, and seemingly in ruins. This was the exact same future that Twilight had used to show Starlight what the consequences of her actions would eventually lead into. A future in which everyone and everything in Equestria was completely obliterated. No more castle, no more houses, no more vegetation, not even a sign of any life nearby, aside from some dead trees.
"We're back... here again?" Starlight said, rather confused as to how this would supposedly be Equestria's future.
"Let's not panic just yet." Twilight continued to stay positive. "Maybe something just went wrong with the spell, and sent us to a previous timeline we had already seen before."
"I'm not sure that would be the case." Starlight said, now extremely concerned, before showing Twilight the scroll. "As you can see here, I specifically modified the spell to send us to the future from our current position."
"So then... this is actually the future of Equestria?" Sunset said, now shook at what this timeline possibly implied.
"You remember me mentioning that I single hoofedly almost caused Equestria to be completely wiped out, after what had happened with Sunburst?" Starlight reminded Sunset. "Yeah, well... this is what I meant."
"Before we jump to any further conclusions, why don't we go back to the past and see if anything else changed that led us here?" Twilight suggested. "I know it looks bad now, but I'm sure this might just be a mistake that's simply giving us an inaccurate vision."
"Worth a shot, I suppose." Starlight agreed. "If I remember correctly, I think this timeline was shortly after you tried to explain the butterfly effect to me, to convince me to give up my motives. Let's go back to that timeline and see what went wrong."
"But that means we'll have to go back to Cloudsdale, since that's where Rainbow Dash did the Sonic Rainboom." Twilight recalled. "Just in case, I'll need to apply the cloud-walking spell once again, since none of us are pegasai."
Twilight did just that, before nodding to Starlight. The unicorn then knew it was her cue to use her magic and activate another portal, sending the trio back to that exact alternate timeline, just before Twilight and Spike had dragged Starlight into that same future in an attempt to have her listen to reason. Internally, all three ponies were still hoping that the spell was simply giving them all an inaccurate vision of the future, trying to understand if anything in the past had tampered with the timeline they had just left. The trio then got sent into that exact moment, where Starlight's past self was still arguing with Twilight about how important her friendships truly were. Thankfully, as to not avoid any awkwardness or tampering, they teleported directly above where the actual confrontation took place. As they got up from the cloud they had landed on, they all looked down and witnessed exactly how that exchange went that day.
"Oh, next I suppose you'll tell me that the fate of all of Equestria hangs in the balance!" Past Starlight said, snarkily.
"It DOES!" Past Twilight continued desperately to persuade her foe at giving up this madness.
"Had to learn that the hard way..." Starlight muttered to herself, as Sunset and Twilight watched on.
"Spare me your overblown ego!" Past Starlight spat, as the young Rainbow Dash began to fly by. "No group of friends, not even Princess Twilight's, is THAT important!"
Past Starlight then zapped young Rainbow with her magic, sending her spiraling upward, as the filly shrieked.
"That's right, because you threw Rainbow's momentum off, that was still just a future that ended up the way it did, because my friends and I never met." Twilight recalled. "I wasn't entirely sure if preventing Rainbow from doing the Sonic Rainboom contributed to that last future, but it looks like we have our answer now."
"Well, even then, we still have yet to understand why our timeline became that way, after we left the present from earlier." Sunset affirmed. "Maybe there's still something we missed."
"I don't know how important other ponies' friendships are to the future, but I can show you what the world is like without mine!" Past Twilight shouted, before grabbing Starlight and entering the exact same future the current trio had just witnessed earlier.
"Well... I guess the spell might've been faulty after all." Starlight said with a bit of relief. "This outcome for that dreaded future just makes sense, since I did throw Rainbow off during her race."
Both Twilight and Sunset had similar feelings of relief, but for Sunset, that didn't last too long. She knew that Rainbow Dash not being able to pull off that first Sonic Rainboom would result in a ruined future for Equestria. This dread amplified as Sunset turned around and witnessed something that neither Twilight nor Starlight had seen when they were in this particular timeline the first time.
"Uhh... girls?" Sunset's eyes widened, as the two other ponies turned around to observe the same thing.
"Whoa, whatever just hit me, it just improved my speed after that spin!" Past Rainbow said to herself, as she began speeding up immensely. "I've never gone this fast before, those bullies picking on Fluttershy can eat my dust!"
"...Huh!?" Starlight exclaimed, rather surprised that in this specific scenario, her past action had unintentionally helped Rainbow. "You don't mean to tell me...?"
Past Rainbow began accelerating at speeds like never before, and in this alternate timeline, still managed to eventually pull off the Sonic Rainboom. Twilight and Starlight's jaws dropped at this, as a new feeling of anxiety now crept up on them. They were in such a rush to leave this alternate timeline during their first confrontation that they never actually realized this was the only one where Rainbow had still managed to successfully break the sound barrier with her speed. Sunset knew what this meant too, given how she was already told which timeline this scenario led up to.
"Well... there's only one thing we can do now." Twilight said, reluctantly.
Starlight cast her spell once again to send the trio to the future within this timeline, and once again, they were sent into the exact same desolate wasteland they had just left a few minutes ago. Twilight looked around, trying to take in what this meant. The future looked bleak, despite the fact that the Sonic Rainboom still took place, which in turn, would've resulted in Twilight and her friends meeting?
"This... This can't be right!" Twilight exclaimed in shock. "How are we still back here again?"
"I really wish we weren't just seeing something misleading, but I'm afraid the spell is doing exactly what we need." Starlight reexamined her scroll.
"So that means... even after my friends and I became the destined group we were meant to be, it still wasn't enough to prevent this particular future?" Twilight tried to deduce the scenario.
"Well, I wasn't involved in that never-ending time travel spell with you two." Sunset started to express her own thoughts on the matter. "But considering how this future never occurred yet within our timeline, that must mean there's actually still a chance it'll become real much later on."
"That's exactly what I was afraid of." Twilight said with immense concern. "After all, how come when we did the time travel spell from there, the very first place we were sent to was back here again? Starlight? Do you recall anything that might've slipped our minds when we were first going back and forth in that time travel loop?"
"Actually, I just remembered two crucial details from when we were in that never-ending time travel spell." Starlight began brainstorming. "For one, we never actually saw a vision of the far future in a scenario where Rainbow Dash failed to pull off the Sonic Rainboom... or so we thought. Considering how this future was more or less consistent in both scenarios of the event being a success, we had never planned ahead for such a possible outcome, because we always thought it was centered around what Rainbow did."
Twilight and Sunset looked to each other upon hearing this, now understanding that the pegasus escaping with the Bewitching Bell was likely the main culprit behind this ruined future.
"But the second thing that went over our heads was... we never actually saw who specifically was responsible for this outcome." Starlight reminded. "I mean, you saw for example how there were alternate timelines where Chrysalis, Tirek, and Nightmare Moon took over, right? But... as far as I'm aware, this future always remained a mystery, just due to the fact that there was no one, and nothing that could've given us a clue."
"Well... we have some time now to make sense of everything, or at least try to." Sunset stayed determined. "Who do you think was responsible? I have a pretty good feeling that it was the pegasus with the Bewitching Bell we had all encountered earlier. Do you girls think it was maybe someone else?"
"I can't think of any other foes we've encountered over the years, at least ones who weren't already defeated or changed for the better." Twilight pondered. "Plus, Starlight and I already saw what certain futures were like with a majority of the foes we've encountered over time."
"Except for Cozy Glow?" Starlight suggested. "Remember when she had attempted to completely destroy the magic within Equestria? What if this was the future we had never seen where she had succeeded?"
"That may be possible, except for the fact that we've already defeated her along with Chrysalis and Lord Tirek." Twilight brainstormed as well. "So if we've already defeated her, and yet this future is still able to become a reality afterwards, it's not really likely this was her doing."
"Ah, that's another fair point." Starlight agreed. "So in other words, the mystery behind who's responsible for all this destruction just deepens. Considering how that pegasus has the Bewitching Bell of all things, I think I might actually lean toward Sunset's belief. This might've actually been her doing, especially since none of us were even able to stop her in Canterlot."
"That's only really a theory I had barely guessed at though." Sunset spoke up. "Since we have some time now to search for a potential answer, we might as well look for any clues that could lead us in the right direction. I genuinely have a feeling that whatever this culprit had done, they were much more capable in bringing ruin to Equestria compared to anyone else."
"It's the only thing we can do now." Twilight nodded. "We might not get an answer here though, since it just looks like there's nothing for miles out from here. For a reference, this area was once Ponyville, since that's where my castle was located. If we need to search for clues, I think what I'll do is teleport us around this landscape to various locations. Don't worry though, I've recently learned of a new technique to make this easier, so it shouldn't exhaust my energy too much. Anyways, when we find something or someone that could give us some answers, we'll approach them and hope for the best."
"Gotcha." Sunset and Starlight both agreed before holding one of Twilight's front hooves.
Twilight then teleported to several locations off the top of her head. She started with Canterlot, then went on to investigate Manehattan, The Crystal Empire, Cloudsdale, and Las Pegasus. All of these areas looked just as empty and abandoned as what was left of Ponyville. It broke the three ponies to witness how all of these areas they had seen for themselves had been reduced to barren wastelands, with practically all residents either gone or dead. Something incredibly horrible must've happened to cause all this, but what exactly? As Twilight then teleported to a certain area that Starlight was well familiar with, the trio suddenly felt both surprise and relief to see that Our Town's buildings still looked completely intact, albeit in poor conditions.
"Well, this is certainly surprising." Starlight acknowledged. "It seems that out of all places that managed to survive this madness, it was my village?"
"Hey, wait a minute..." Sunset began examining the remains of the village through the murky fog. "Is that... a pony over there?"
The pony in question had heard this voice, but didn't get a clear glimpse of the trio, due to the fog. Their initial instinct was to shriek in fear, then run into their house, seemingly attempting to barricade themselves.
"Well, I wasn't really expecting to encounter another living being, but we just found somepony who might be able to fill us in on what's really going on." Twilight said, determined. "Come on, girls."
The trio trotted over to the house the pony had fled into, and instinctively knocked on the door. As expected, there was no response whatsoever, as it had become obvious that the pony was insistent on hiding and pretending that no one was home. However, adamant on ensuring they could at least have some closure over what was really happening in this potential timeline, Starlight began knocking on the door, hoping the pony could come to terms with her.
"Hello?" Starlight began knocking. "Please, come out here. We just want to talk to you."
Upon hearing Starlight's voice, the pony's eyes widened, prompting him to immediately open his door. Both Starlight and Twilight were initially happy to see it was a familiar face, but Sunset stood nearby, not recognizing who this pony was at all.
"S-S-Starlight!?" Party Favor had an ounce of relief in his voice. "And P-Princess T-Twilight!? Y-You're a-a-alive, b-but... how!?"
"Well, let's just say that we had a reason to investigate the future." Twilight explained.
"Yeah, just doing another time travel spell." Starlight added. "We want to get an understanding of what caused this future to happen, so we could prevent it. Unfortunately, it seems as if most ponies we've known are no longer here with us. Could you maybe... give us an explanation on what happened?"
"W-W-Well c-c-certainly!" Party Favor said with small hope. "Y-Y-You see... I-I still remember t-t-the day S-S-SHE came into Equestria... and u-u-used her powers to feed on the e-e-energy and l-l-lives of everypony w-w-we know!"
"It's just as we had feared then." Starlight began putting the puzzle pieces together. "Who's 'she', specifically?"
"W-W-Wait a minute!" Party Favor had then adjusted his blurry vision to take notice of Sunset standing behind the two ponies. "W-W-WHAT'S SHE DOING H-H-HERE!?!"
"Huh!?" Twilight and Starlight both looked behind themselves, but only saw Sunset, with an equally confused expression from the stallion's behavior.
"What do you mean?" Twilight questioned. "That's just our friend. Her name is-"
"SHE PUT YOU UP TO THIS, DIDN'T SHE!?!" Party Favor spat. "I'M NOT TALKING TO ANY OF YOU IF YOU'RE ASSOCIATING WITH HER!!! GO AWAY!!!!!!"
Party Favor then slammed the door shut, leaving both Sunset and Starlight equally as confused as when Stellar Flare had done the same thing yesterday in Sire's Hollow. This raised far more questions than answers, especially given the fact that the stallion wasn't even able to provide a crucial hint regarding who was truly responsible for all this damage to Equestria. The trio then felt that they had no choice but to trot away, especially since Party Favor had become way too mentally unstable to properly question.
"Well, there goes any hope we had on getting a solid answer." Sunset sighed. "But more specifically, what was all that about?"
"I have absolutely no idea." Twilight said, just as bewildered. "Party Favor refused to talk because you were with us, Sunset? Why?"
"I may have a theory on why." Sunset began surmising. "I must've caused this future when I had allowed that rotten pegasus to steal my horn. Given how she's now an artificial alicorn with the Bewitching Bell, I'm the main reason she had become an alicorn. Then, she must've been responsible for feeding on the lives of everypony to grow power. It might be possible that word got around that her having my horn was the pivotal moment she had enough power to completely consume Equestria."
"I don't really think that would be it." Starlight assured. "Given how she's able to use the Bewitching Bell as she pleases, anypony could've been her victim, even any of us back in Canterlot, had you not tried to take her down on your own."
"I agree." Twilight added. "It just doesn't seem likely, especially if she's supposedly had thousands of victims to become this powerful."
"Well even if that was the case, I don't quite understand why he seemed so afraid of me." Sunset moped. "I don't think I've ever had this kind of exchange with someone else since... since the days I was the bully at CHS. As you can imagine, that's certainly not a good feeling now."
"Sorry to hear you feel that way, Sunset." Twilight put a hoof on her friend's shoulder. "I'm sure there has to be a logical explanation for all this."
"Well, considering that I don't even know or recognize him at all, I'm guessing there's a story here that we're just not getting." Sunset insisted. "The minute he took notice of me, it's like my presence had reminded him of some traumatizing experiences. There's just... no way that I, of all ponies... I couldn't have caused..."
"Absolutely not." Twilight assured. "Starlight and I have known you long enough to know you wouldn't have ever had the heart to do anything like this to Equestria. The same can be said for your past self too. It's just like I had explained regarding the incident where you turned into a demon. You lost all control and ultimately succumbed to your inner ego, and at that moment you put on my crown with those desires, it was too late. Whatever's the case, we just can't jump to conclusions until we can find further clues that'll point us in the right direction."
Just then, another noise had emerged from the opposite side of Our Town. The trio could vaguely make out another pony who had seemingly exited their house, and had just went back in. Upon the door closing, there appeared to be another opportunity to gather some vital information, but Sunset knew what this meant.
"Alright, looks like we still have a chance to learn something." Sunset said to her companions. "Unfortunately, we just can't risk letting that pony see me as well, judging from how Party Favor reacted. Starlight, why don't we reverse roles this time around? Maybe you and Twilight can question that pony about anything they know, and I'll stand nearby and listen in? Just like you and Sunburst did when I confronted dad."
"Gotcha, let's go then." Starlight nodded, as Twilight did the same. "We've got no time to lose."
The trio did just that, and before long, Sunset stood by the side of the house, whilst Twilight and Starlight knocked on the front door. Thankfully, the pony who answered was yet another familiar face, rather surprised to see who was at the doorstep. The stallion looked incredibly broken and unkempt, but was seemingly in a better mental state than Party Favor.
"Starlight!?" Double Diamond said with immense shock. "And Princess Twilight!? I could've sworn I just heard Party Favor acting crazy outside, but I certainly wasn't expecting to see you two again! We thought you were both long gone, along with Night Glider!"
"Listen, Double Diamond." Starlight tried to calm the stallion down. "Please just settle down a bit and... could we ask you a couple of questions? I know this sounds crazy right now, but... we're actually from the past. We're here to get an understanding of what happened, and who caused this barren wasteland."
"Then it sounds like... our prayers have only been half-answered." Double Diamond said to himself. "Guess the only thing I can do now is say what I know, then hope you two can go back and make sure this awful future never happens. It's too late for us all."
"We'll make this quick, then." Twilight began the interrogation. "Just three questions come to mind after seeing this. One, did all of this unfold sometime after my coronation? Two, did it happen because me and my friends were unable to stop whoever was responsible? And three, who in question IS responsible for all this?"
"Yes, don't know, and I really don't know." Double Diamond answered. "All I know for certain is, I'm not doing too good. Ever since Equestria became eternally sunset, the quality of our produce has reduced me into eating food scraps from the trash bin. I don't know who exactly caused all of this, all I remember is that I was stuck at home the day it happened. Darkness began to engulf the entire world, and soon, some unknown figure seemingly came by and devoured everypony's souls and magic. I've never seen them myself, but Party Favor claims he did, but he refused to tell anyone, as the image of this figure scarred him for life."
"That's... quite interesting to know." Twilight pieced the story together. "So Party Favor actually encountered the one responsible for all this, and he managed to survive?"
"As far as I know, he and I were the very last survivors of Our Town, and we've been hiding here ever since." Double Diamond continued. "Problem is, I'm not sure we have much longer, as our mental health and nutrition have deteriorated rapidly..."
"I see then..." Starlight listened on. "And one last thing, what were you going on about, in regards to Night Glider?"
"Shortly after the princess's coronation, she mentioned wanting to take a tropical vacation overseas, but she never came back." Double Diamond moped. "Even worse, none of us ever found out what happened to her, not even you, Starlight."
"...Oh no." Twilight realized. "She actually vaguely mentioned something about this yesterday when I had visited the village. Well, I guess that's another thing for us to look into. Thanks for your time, Double Diamond."
"None of this matters now, though." Double Diamond said, glumly. "Please, whatever you do now, make sure that you go to the past and fix all this. Make sure this future will never become a reality! I'm begging you..."
"We'll do everything we can, now that we know the circumstances." Twilight assured the broken stallion. "Hang in there, because you may have just given us the key to understanding this mystery."
Double Diamond then closed his door and continue to drown his sorrows within his tattered home, as Starlight then signaled Sunset that it was safe to come out now. The trio then began walking away, trying to put together all the clues both stallions had given them.
"Well, two things in particular stood out to me." Sunset began summarizing. "First off, this alternate timeline is eternally sunset? Similar to how Nightmare Moon made Equestria eternally night?"
"I mean, it could just be a coincidence?" Starlight suggested. "After all, we still don't know for certain who had done this, and it could've been the result of something else entirely. Just because it's eternally sunset, I'm sure there's no actual connection to you."
"That's just it." Sunset continued her theory. "He claimed that the other surviving pony, Party Favor, had actually seen the one who was responsible for devouring ponies and their magic, essentially bringing the entirety of Equestria to absolute ruin, where we are now. Let's not forget, he took one look at me and seemingly determined that I must've been that figure in question."
"If this really was the doing of that pegasus who stole the Bewitching Bell, I'm sure there could be a number of different explanations regarding his behavior." Twilight said. "Maybe that pegasus changed her appearance with her new magic, or you simply just reminded Party Favor of a pony who resembled you?"
"Yeah, for sure." Starlight added. "I'm not really that close with Party Favor, but I've often heard from the other villagers that he has a habit of acting this way if something's truly troubling him. Like the time the rest of us forgot to get the balloons he wanted for his birthday party. He was outraged."
"I'm glad you both know that I'd never willingly turn Equestria into... this." Sunset replied. "But I just can't shake the feeling now that... there's a definite bigger connection here that involves myself. The eternal sunset, the fact that Party Favor seemed very afraid of me... it just doesn't add up. From what I can gather, this most likely had to have been the doing of that pegasus, since I'm sure the Bewitching Bell is capable of doing this kind of damage. Furthermore, since she has my horn, and therefore, my magic, I'm almost positive that too, has something to do with it."
"Well, regardless of who's really responsible for this barren wasteland, it seems like there's just not much we can do now." Twilight sighed. "But now that we know the future of Equestria could potentially drop like a rock in the ocean, what do you propose to do, Sunset?"
"Knowing this, I feel like I'm going to stay here in Equestria a little longer, just until we can have a better shot at capturing that pegasus and getting the Bewitching Bell back." Sunset said. "After all, since I still have some time left before graduation, we'll need all the help we can possibly get to prevent this. Like I've said before, the last thing I want to do is stay in the human world for a prolonged period, only to eventually come back one day to see Equestria like this."
"Very noble of you in wanting to help out, now that we know the circumstances." Twilight said, proudly. "But realistically, you definitely shouldn't believe that you had anything to do with Equestria turning out like this. It must've been something else entirely that was bothering Party Favor when he saw you."
"It's not that I want to believe that, it's just... I can't help but feel there has to be a connection somewhere, which involves me." Sunset insisted. "It seems to be an instinct that's constantly telling me at the back of my head, but I can't seem to figure out what exactly. And there doesn't seem to be a use in asking Party Favor now, since it's pretty obvious that he won't be telling us anything, anytime soon."
"Well, I'm almost positive that if there's anyone who would be a major suspect for causing all of this, I'd place my bits on that pegasus thief." Starlight stayed true to her belief. "And that if we manage to defeat and capture her, all will be well to Equestria for years to come."
"That will certainly be our next priority as far as my royal duties as princess." Twilight agreed. "We're going to have to postpone most other objectives until we can figure out a way to successfully defeat that pegasus, or at least find a way to deal with the Bewitching Bell. As for my ideas on a suspect, Zecora did try to warn me of someone whose name starts with 'O' and rhymes with the word 'mean'. Who knows, this could've been their doing too, it's always a possibility."
"I guess we'll see when we eventually uncover more." Sunset replied. "Well, now that we've done all we can for the time being, what's the next course of plan for when we return to the present timeline, Twilight?"
"I'm thinking the best solution would be to report to the rest of the council about what we had witnessed, and tripling search parties who can gather intel regarding that pegasus thief's whereabouts." Twilight suggested. "We should definitely keep this information about the future private, mostly as a means of not causing mass panic all over Equestria. In the meantime, I'll be heading to the Canterlot library to see if I can gather information regarding anything we could use to potentially counter the Bewitching Bell's effects."
"Sounds like a plan to me." Sunset nodded, as she continued trotting with the princess.
"What do you think, Starlight?" Twilight asked, but suddenly realized that Starlight was much further behind from Sunset and herself, seemingly staring at something on the side of Party Favor's home. "Starlight...? What are you doing?"
"Well, even if we're unable to get a more solid answer from Party Favor himself, I just noticed what looks like writing that's been carved onto this particular wall." Starlight explained. "Some of these phrases don't seem to make a lot of sense, such as, 'All ponies will one day have fetlocks!' and, 'Toy sales shouldn't determine cancellations!'. However, this one bit of writing here seems to give us more of a hint than anything else Party Favor was able to provide for us.
Sunset and Twilight came over to glance at what Starlight was pointing at, but like everything else Party Favor had carved on his home, it didn't seem to make a lot of sense either.

"It looks like it says, 'Save Equestria from Sunny S!' on the wall." Twilight read from a distance, as Sunset began approaching the writing to get a better look. "Hmm, I don't think I know anypony named Sunny S. Except maybe Sunny Skies, the mayor of Hope Hollow? Even then, this couldn't have been his doing, and I know he looks nothing like you, Sunset."
"If this is meant to be a hint, then this is probably the most cryptic one I've ever seen." Sunset continued trying to come up with a potential theory. "Who in Equestria is this 'Sunny S.'? Who... WHO...?"

	
		Chapter 65: The Faculty Lot



Back in the human world, Human Sunset had just awoken and began preparing for a new morning within her late mother's home. Although this routine was something she was already familiar with, it was missing one thing that she remembered quite fondly of, even during the times at Crystal Prep Academy she had been bullied mercilessly. Before her father would drive her to school, Solstice had always originally made the best breakfast pancakes, which were unlike anything else she ever had in her life. They were often nicknamed 'Suncakes', and were made with genuine love and care, which allowed Human Sunset to have a clear mind to do well in school, despite what had happened.
Lacking these pancakes, as well as love and support from her mother, Human Sunset just felt empty inside, even after devouring her breakfast, which mostly consisted of scrambled eggs. She wouldn't necessarily be completely broke or homeless, as she still had the leftover cash she had stolen from Indigo Zap all those years ago, combined with the cash she had took from Gilda and her goons. But even though she had this extra money to stay afloat for a while, things would certainly become much more difficult once she ran out, and getting an actual job to make money was simply out of the question. Not even having a high school diploma, any workplace would've just seen this as a major red flag without bothering to read the rest of her resume during job applications.
Dwelling on these thoughts as she finished her breakfast and began to start her new day, Human Sunset didn't really know what she'd plan to do after exacting her revenge on the various people who had ruined her life. But whilst thinking of her mother, she had begun to consider something else entirely, which wouldn't have come up earlier when she was blinded by vengeance. Would Solstice have wanted this for her, or approved of her own daughter committing vandalism, theft, or assault, as a means of making things right? 
Deep down, Human Sunset knew in her heart what the obvious answer to that question was, but didn't particularly care. Her heart was currently filled with too much darkness and hatred, that she'd much rather just do all of this to avenge her mother's death, regardless of the consequences. She had already made her decision to team up with the Canterlot Street Gang to sabotage both Canterlot High and Crystal Prep's graduations, and she wasn't simply going to chicken out of it now. Before exiting the house, Human Sunset turned back one final time to speak to her mother, not knowing if her spirit could even hear her.
"Bye, mom..." Human Sunset said to the upstairs bedroom, where both of her parents had originally slept in. "I'm going to make the horrid education system pay for what it did to our family. Even if life's going to go all downhill from here, maybe that means I'll get to see you soon enough out there..."
Although an incredibly depressing statement, it ironically appeared to be completely contrasted by a warm and sunny day. In fact, it was a relatively warmer day than usual, so Human Sunset decided that she'd leave her black jacket behind, primarily going out with her maroon tank top. This in turn, would also allow her sweet new tattoo to become more visible to the public eye, along with giving any strangers a clear idea of what she's truly made of. Going officially by 'Sunny' again, at least to her new friends, served as a reminder of how far she had come in her journey to make sure nobody would think of her as a weak, spineless nerd, as she once was to those awful people at her old school. The idea of giving everyone who had once wronged her exactly what was coming to them, it seemed like the only thing that would make her happy now.
As Human Sunset made her way back to the Canterlot Street Gang's hideout in no time, she entered the old building and knocked on the basement door. Although initially expecting to see Gilda, Lightning Dust had opened the door for her instead. Human Sunset went down the stairs and was now in the same room these girls had assaulted her the night before, and looked around, only to see Lightning Dust and Rolling Thunder, sitting around and smoking some cigarettes. Gilda was nowhere in sight, which was definitely unusual and raised several questions.
"Well well, it's the boss, it seems." Rolling Thunder called out, as she threw her cigarette on the floor and stomped on it. "Nice to see that you ditched the jacket so everyone can see that sweet new tattoo I gave you! You've never looked better, Sunny!"
"I take it that you're ready, then?" Lightning Dust asked. "I can't wait to sabotage these dumb graduations, there's just way too many people getting a good education these days!"
"I'd say so, but... where exactly is Gilda?" Human Sunset questioned her allies. "I certainly would've expected her to be here, especially since I've got plans to hit CHS soon."
"Dunno, actually." Lightning Dust replied. "In fact, neither of us have even heard from her since last night, which definitely seems pretty unlike her."
"And for that matter, she wasn't here when we woke up." Rolling Thunder added. "It's even stranger how she didn't tell either of us about why she'd be gone, since she usually fills us in on it before anybody else."
"Well, hopefully she's not thinking of ratting all of us out or betraying us." Human Sunset frowned. "Because if she wants another fight, I'm right here."
"Calm down, kid." Rolling Thunder scoffed. "None of us would even dare try to fight you now, since you've already earned our respect and proven you're stronger than all of us combined. Just like how I'm way too smart for school anyways."
"Yeah, speaking of which, why don't we just focus our energy on those dumb schools?" Lightning Dust suggested. "Whenever Gilda gets back, I guess we could at least ask what she was doing, but I'd be pretty sure that wanting to fight you again would be the last thing she'd do."
"Well, alright then." Human Sunset lowered her hostility. "First thing's first, we're going to go all the way back to the one place where it all started. The school which drove a once educated student completely off the edge thanks to the bullies and corrupt principal. Crystal Prep Academy."
"No real clue about that school." Lighting Dust raised an eyebrow. "I only got expelled from CHS."
"I don't really care which school it is, even if it's the one I didn't flunk out from." Rolling Thunder crossed her arms. "What's the plan?"
"For starters, we're going to need to improvise, since it sounds like none of us currently know a whole lot about that school, nor where we can hit them the hardest. We're going to have to sneak over there to get some dirt."
"That's all?" Lightning Dust sighed. "Ugh, and to think you're our leader now. What kind of a leader doesn't even have a plan?"
"Alright, fine then." Human Sunset rolled her eyes. "You want to humor me? What plans have you devised to get revenge on CHS?"
"I uhh..." Lightning Dust picked her fingers nervously. "I... once kicked dirt on some kid's shoes, and made them dirty?"
"Are you... kidding me?" Human Sunset said, unamused. "You want me to be impressed with THAT?"
"I think her point is, Gilda typically always had solid plans for us, well in advance before we pulled them off." Rolling Thunder said.
"Alright, if that's the way you feel, I guess we'll hit Crystal Prep after we finish up with CHS." Human Sunset grunted. "I've already had a pretty solid plan, thinking about it in my sleep, that involves framing Sunset Shimmer. But of course, if we're heading to CHS first, that means one of you will have to scope out Crystal Prep, mostly to get some intel on just how hard we can hit those rich slimeballs."
"I'll do it then." Lightning Dust volunteered. "At least it sounds like you have a plan now, which makes us feel more confident. Plus, I'll do anything to destroy those snotty rich kids. If there's one thing I hate more than educated school kids, it's rich educated school kids. I REALLY hate them!"
"O...kay then..." Human Sunset said, awkwardly. "You go on ahead and do that, and Thunder and I will head on over to CHS. Just remember that if any of us need to get into a fight, I'll be the muscles of the group."
"Sounds like we all got our assignments then." Rolling Thunder nodded.
The group all exchanged handshakes with one another, before setting off to officially begin sabotaging the school graduations. Internally, Human Sunset felt somewhat unsatisfied that she wasn't able to immediately plan a hit on Crystal Prep Academy first, but realized that she had no choice, at least until Lightning was capable of learning of that school's weak points. However, ruining the graduation at CHS almost felt like child's play. After all, given how this was the school that Sunset Shimmer went to, Human Sunset already knew that presumably, she could simply commit crimes nonchalantly, and if she were to somehow get caught, it would be under Pony Sunset's name.
Human Sunset and Rolling Thunder made their way down the alleyways of Canterlot City, mostly as a means of avoiding attention from any cops that were possibly looking for them, specifically escapees from juvey. Before long, they had managed to eventually stumble onto the campus of Canterlot High, without getting seen by anybody. Classes had begun long ago, meaning that most students and teachers were already inside. Given how there wasn't really anybody nearby who'd potentially believe that these girls were planning something suspicious, Human Sunset and Rolling Thunder went to the side of the school building, looking for anything they could potentially sabotage.
"You see anything yet?" Rolling Thunder questioned. "I thought you said you already had a plan."
"Yeah, a plan to get Lightning to shut up." Human Sunset rolled her eyes. "Look, you can't expect me to come up with a plan from scratch in just one night. Besides, you don't really need a plan in this scenario, since this is the school Sunset Shimmer goes to. Pretty sure that someone with half a brain could figure out what we should do, since I'm here."
"Ah, you mean committing a crime in Sunset Shimmer's name, which would make getting caught completely irrelevant?" Rolling Thunder surmised. "In fact, we'd almost encourage getting caught, since that would simply get Sunset in trouble even faster? You're so diabolical, kid. I like it!"
"Well, at least you proved my point that you don't need a fancy diploma to prove you're smart." Human Sunset said. "It's just sad to know that the real world doesn't seem to think so. Life's just not fair like that."
"At least we'll teach the same thing to these punk school kids." Rolling Thunder replied. "Alright, so you got an idea on what you wanna do?"
"Actually... yes." Human Sunset said, as she began to look through the windows to the music classroom, noticing Pinkie. "That's the girl who kept mistaking me for Sunset Shimmer, and I lashed out at her because of it. Let's learn what's happening with them, I'm assuming these are the rest of her friends."
Within the classroom, the rest of the Rainbooms were the only ones sitting around, as they originally planned to spend some more time together before their big day at graduation. The music teacher had only let them in to gather their instruments, but something seemed to be preventing the girls from doing a task as simple as that. The rest of the girls were looking at Pinkie, who appeared to be incredibly upset and heartbroken about something. Human Sunset leaned her ear on the window, ready to eavesdrop on the conversation between Sunset's human friends.
"That's awful, Pinkie." Fluttershy put a hand on her friend's shoulder. "Why would Sunset do something like that?"
"It just... doesn't seem like Sunset, everything you've described, Pinkie." Twilight scratched her head. "I mean, I know she has anger issues, and even snapped at me during the Friendship Games, but she wouldn't just do that for no real reason."
"You didn't by any chance do anythin' to upset her, did ya', Sugarcube?" Applejack questioned.
"No!" Pinkie denied. "All I did was watch her house and take care of her gecko, like she asked of me. She even gave me money to do so, and seemed perfectly okay with everything while she went on vacation for a few days."
"You didn't ask for too much money from her, did you?" Rainbow asked, while the rest of the girls raised an eyebrow at this. "...What, I'm just saying, that's always a possibility."
"From what Pinkie's described, that simply doesn't sound like it at all." Rarity interjected. "Come on, girls. We've all known Sunset for years now, this just seems completely unlike her. Pinkie, there just has to be some kind of logical explanation for why Sunset was acting that way."
"Maybe not logical..." Twilight began to suggest her own theory. "Magical."
"That would make sense." Fluttershy agreed. "Don't you remember when the Dazzlings used their magic to make everybody so competitive and aggressive toward one another? Maybe something happened to Sunset during her little vacation, which caused her to behave this way? She certainly wouldn't just lash out at Pinkie of her own volition."
"I'm in complete agreement there." Applejack nodded. "Besides, we've all already accused Sunset of bein' a lowdown snake in the grass, back when 'Anon-a-Miss' put the school in a heated frenzy. We just all threw her under the bus and ditched her."
"And even after we did that, what did she do for us?" Rarity reminded. "She sacrificed her own safety and memories, just so we wouldn't permanently lose our memories from that Wallflower girl." 
"Honestly, I'd more believe Pinkie's story if Sunset was still the tyrannical bully she once was when she first came to CHS, but... she's certainly not anymore." Rainbow added. "We've all gotten to truly know her over time, and we ourselves were certainly at fault for abandoning Sunset, like AJ said. Pinkie, whatever happened that night with Sunset, I'm sure there's got to be an explanation behind it all."
"I'd be willing to bet my college tuition that something to do with magic is involved." Twilight affirmed. "It's admittedly strange though, how we haven't really seen any magic-related occurrences, since we've all locked away our geodes for quite some time."
"Magic comes and goes, it seems." Fluttershy shrugged.
"Well, Pinkie?" Rarity addressed her still mentally damaged friend. "Has this talk at least ameliorated things for you, especially your perception on Sunset?"
"Maybe a little..." Pinkie sniffled. "But what she said that night really hurt my feelings."
"Come on, Pinkie!" Rainbow insisted. "Even so, I'm sure it was either something out of her control, or she didn't mean it! Why can't you just let this go?"
"You're not really helpin', Rainbow." Applejack crossed her arms. "Look, Pinkie. If it makes you feel any better, we'll all head on over to the local coffee shop and get some sweets on us. Could you just promise us that you'll try to forget about the situation with Sunset for a bit, 'til we can try gettin' to the bottom of this?"
"...I guess." Pinkie picked herself up off the ground, as Applejack put an arm around her.
"Wait, what about our instruments?" Twilight reminded.
"We'll just leave them here for now, it'd be pretty cumbersome to carry them all the way to the cafe." Rarity replied. "Besides, this will only take us about an hour, what could possibly happen to them in such a short time?"
"I guess you're right." Twilight agreed. "Alright, girls. Let's all go."
As the Rainbooms were all heading toward the coffee shop downtown to help Pinkie recover from her encounter with 'Sunset' the night before, Human Sunset simply frowned, given how she had just overheard the entire conversation without any of the girls noticing her outside. She kept an eye on the inside of the classroom, making sure that the coast was absolutely clear, before it was time to make a move. Rarity was the last one to exit the classroom, and she made sure to lock the door as a precaution.
"Well, I guess this is gonna be tougher than I thought." Human Sunset sighed. "Sunset Shimmer is such a good friend to those girls, that they're already onto me. Believing that some form of magic or an imposter is the cause of everything. It's no use, if I go in there and wreck their instruments, it sounds like they'll just dismiss the idea that Sunset was the culprit, especially if I get caught."
"And this is why we always come up with a plan, or at least a backup plan." Rolling Thunder crossed her arms. "You might be our gang's leader now, but maybe you shouldn't be so arrogant with how you handle things."
"Oh, you shouldn't be so arrogant..." Human Sunset mocked. "Be quiet! Improvising is just as much a skill as planning an attack for months. I just... need to figure out something we could potentially do to postpone the graduation here. I'll admit, I was so consumed with revenge that I hadn't really thought things through."
"Hey, we've all been there, it's just a matter of knowing when you've done something wrong." Rolling Thunder nodded. "Well, I ain't much of an improviser, I typically just go along with whatever Gilda says, but since you're the boss now, you gotta lead the way."
"I guess we just need to find something else that'll help buy us some more time, since I'm sure graduation day is just around the corner." Human Sunset sighed under her breath.
"Hey, wait a minute." Rolling Thunder noticed a vehicle all too familiar to the Pony Sunset. "What's that van doing here in the parking lot?"
"I have no clue, but it almost looks like it belongs to a band." Human Sunset speculated. "Well, since we have no plan at the moment, I suppose we could check if there's any connection between them and the graduation."
Both girls carefully snuck over to the Dazzlings' van, without any of the three siren sisters inside taking notice of them. Before long, Human Sunset began to hear the distinct sound of singing, as it appeared that a rehearsal was currently taking place. Knowing this, she decided to lay low around the side of the van, mostly as a means of overhearing anything they could potentially use to sabotage the upcoming graduation. A few minutes later, the singing had stopped, and one of the sisters began speaking up regarding their performance.
"I know I've probably said this plenty of times in the past already, but that was barely worth the effort, Adagio." Aria said, rather displeased.
"What's wrong, Aria?" Sonata questioned. "I think we sounded great, even though we started to go out of sync within the third verse of the song."
"Precisely my point." Aria grunted. "Honestly, now. Why did you even bother agreeing to the school principal that we'd come up with a new song from scratch within the one week time-frame? You remember how the song we wrote at that festival took over 18 months to fully produce and rehearse?"
"Well, it's mostly because she offered to give us a bonus for coming up with a more original performance during the graduation event." Adagio replied. "Besides, I figured that we'd all be enthusiastic about the hefty salary we'll be earning soon, given how desperate the school became. And for that matter, have you forgotten that we've become nearly broke, thanks to our new landlord demanding higher rent?"
"Is it really just that?" Aria scoffed. "I figured it was because of Sonata blowing our money on that Taco Hut place. She seriously has the choice to eat anywhere in the world for an affordable price, but no, she chooses that overpriced dump."
"Well for your information, I still spent my cut of our salary only." Sonata defended herself. "Plus, you've got some nerve to say such a thing, considering you spent your own cut on that new tattoo."
"I wouldn't expect someone with grape juice in their brain to understand the true meaning of body art." Aria crossed her arms.
"WELL I WOULDN'T EXPECT-" Sonata began to explode, but was shortly cut off.
"Girls, focus!" Adagio snapped. "We can bicker and act like childish siblings... AFTER we get paid for our performance. The fine print within that contract we signed also stated that our pay will reflect upon our performance quality. So if we do a subpar job at this gig, we might as well kiss our apartment goodbye."
"Whatever, I guess a $60,000 salary might make my headache go away." Aria said. "I'm already getting tired of eating microwave lasagna practically everyday, I need an actual meal of fish to please my diet. When exactly is our big day, anyways?"
"Day after tomorrow, so we certainly still have plenty of time to rehearse." Adagio checked her calendar. "In the meantime, we really need to work on staying in sync. I know it's been years since we've relied on using our special gems to sing like pop divas, but now that they're gone, this is the real world. It's every girl for herself, and your choice on whether or not you want to starve."
"Do we have to, though?" Sonata whined. "We've already been rehearsing for the past four hours straight, and I'm already starving!"
"We literally just picked up some pizza on the way here!" Aria growled. "You didn't even finish your slices, and you want us to go out and get more food when money's already tight as it is!?"
"I'm just getting really tired of pizza." Sonata kicked away an empty pizza box on the van's floor. "I haven't even had a single taco since you started taking over as the one who's getting our food."
"And it's going to stay that way!" Aria huffed. "Because I can't stand staying in the van with you after your endless taco buffets, and having to deal with your smelly onion breath everywhere we drive!"
"Says you!" Sonata rolled her eyes. "You really enjoy working out a lot, but don't even have the courtesy to take a shower after getting all sweaty! The only thing that stinks worse than your attitude sometimes is your armpit!"
"If a little sweat is enough to make you cry, I can give you something else to really cry about." Aria snarled.
"Alright, that does it!" Adagio pounded her fist on the van's counter. "We can't throw a simple rehearsal without you two bickering like a married couple! I guess we have no other choice. It looks like we're going to have to compromise in order for you two to get what you want so we can focus on earning a good salary for our performance. Sonata, we'll head over to a taco place right now to get your lousy tacos. And Aria, we're going to all jog there as our daily exercise. When we're done, I expect you two to truly act like adults, and not make a scene when we perform during the actual graduation!"
"Well, if I'll finally get something remotely close to an enchilada or burrito, I guess I could be cool for a while." Sonata agreed.
"Ugh, fine then." Aria rolled her eyes. "I feel like I need to lose some weight anyways."
"Very well." Adagio rolled up the van's back door and began exiting, before looking back at her sisters. "Wait a minute, Aria. What are you doing with that thing?"

"Oh, this?" Aria looked toward the decorative baseball bat in her hand. "Well, you said we're going to a taco place, I'm guessing that one down on Maple Street. I just want to be prepared, in case that rude cashier girl is working today, if you know what I mean."
"Come on, now." Adagio narrowed her eyes. "Put it back. We're already in debt as it is, we don't need any more lawsuits just because you can't control your temper."
"I'm not the only one, it seems..." Aria muttered under her breath, before reluctantly setting her trusty weapon back down in the van, and locking the door.
"Alright, now we've got no time to lose, let's just get this over with." Adagio ordered her sisters, as the trio began jogging off to the taco joint.
With the coast now clear, Human Sunset and Rolling Thunder now had the context behind why those girls were here. They were performers booked to sing a song at the CHS graduation ceremony, and the school itself was seemingly desperate to hire them. Regardless, the two girls began exchanging words on the side of the van, in response to what they just overheard.
"Yeesh." Rolling Thunder exclaimed upon the Dazzlings leaving. "I'm sure glad I don't have any siblings, or have plans on getting married."
"Well, not everybody's cut out for such a lifestyle." Human Sunset rolled her eyes. "But anyways, I guess this gives us something we can do to ruin the graduation, and if not, at least delay it. We have to figure out a way to make sure they can't perform, or a reason for the school to no longer keep them by contract."
"I noticed that baseball bat the purple girl was holding." Rolling Thunder recalled. "It looked pretty unique, not like any baseball bat I've seen. In fact, I've used a lot of bats in my past life when I was helping Gilda rob gas stations."
"Hmm, what are you getting at?" Human Sunset began brainstorming. "Are you thinking we should vandalize those music instruments, and then leave that bat there on purpose, as a means of framing those girls?"
"I'd say that sounds pretty brilliant." Rolling Thunder nodded. "Plus, I think I recognize those girls. Gilda's told me about them, and how they were once pretty big troublemakers here at CHS, hence why it makes sense why the school would be desperate enough to hire them again. Considering how one of them just hates everything, and the other has an unhealthy obsession with tacos, I'm almost certain that's them."
"Well, it's worth a shot, I suppose." Human Sunset decided to go through with her plan. "But since we're currently unable to come up with something that could frame Sunset Shimmer, we'll need to buy as much time as possible. Unfortunately for us, it looks like those girls locked their van. How are we going to get in to steal that bat?"
"Leave it to me, Sunny!" Rolling Thunder said, confidently, before taking a small metal tool from her pocket, and began picking the van's lock.
"Nice to see drawing tattoos isn't your only specialty." Human Sunset complimented. "Speaking of Gilda, where do you suppose she even is? She should definitely be helping us out right now."

While the two girls at CHS were beginning their plot to destroy the upcoming graduation, the aforementioned former leader of the Canterlot Street Gang was desperately searching out for her meal ticket to ultimate power. In other words, the cave near Camp Everfree where Clover the Clever had claimed to hide the remains of that powerful sorceress. Although lacking a driver's license, Gilda was driving their gang's stolen pickup truck along the road, hoping that her memory in stumbling upon this strange location wasn't simply a figment of her imagination. She had also taken both Clover and Princess Celestia's old journals in case she needed a reference.
The trip itself was unfortunately rather long for Gilda, given how CHS needed to use a whole school bus to transport the students to summer camp. Along the way, she began to encounter heavy traffic, detours, and even plenty of jaywalkers. These only proved to be minor annoyances to Gilda, but she eventually began to find her way onto the route that began leading deep into the heavy forest. As she stopped at a nearby red light, Gilda began contemplating what kind of omnipotent powers this sorceress could give her. But as a result, she failed to take notice of the light suddenly turning green, that she just stood on the road for a solid 10 seconds. The car behind her began honking at this, doing nothing other than provoking the already aggravated girl. Stuck in this thought, the car began to change lanes and go around the truck, while the person driving made a remark.
"Where'd you get a driver's license, at a cat food's convention!?" Feather Bangs scoffed. "Head over to the DMV before you consider getting on the road next time, you moron!"
As Feather Bangs sped off, Gilda just growled at this, before doing the next thing that came to mind, after realizing that these roads along the woods didn't have any surveillance cameras, unlike the streets of Canterlot City. Gilda slammed her boot on the gas pedal, speeding up at alarming speeds, before making a heavy crash onto Feather Bang's car. This prompted him to step out immediately, as he examined the damage. Feather Bangs was certainly displeased to notice a rather large dent on the back of his vehicle, while Gilda's truck seemed nearly undamaged.
"Well, I guess you just proved my point." Feather Bangs frowned, as he saw Gilda beginning to step out of her truck. "You're in a lot of trouble now, you know that?"
"Oh, did I hit you?" Gilda began mocking. "I'm so sorry, I didn't realize your car was a big deal!"
"You're going to pay for damages." Feather Bangs crossed his arms. "I'm heading over to the police station to report this incident."
"That would be all fine and good, except..." Gilda calmly walked up to Feather Bangs before pushing him onto the ground.
As Feather Bangs struggled to get back up, he began to notice Gilda was now within his car, and she used her strength to rip the steering wheel right off of it. Gilda then nonchalantly tossed the wheel into her truck, before getting back on.
"Good luck getting to the police without a steering wheel, buddy!" Gilda smirked.
"How dare you, I'll get your license plate number!" Feather Bangs grumbled.
"But I don't have one, or a driver's license, remember?" Gilda mocked his words from before. "Have a good rest of your day, maybe next time you'll learn not to honk and provoke other people!"
Gilda then sped off to reach her destination, as Feather Bangs noticed that the truck really didn't have a license plate number. Now that he had a ruined car on the middle of the road without a steering wheel, the broken driver just sat there on the ground and began lamenting. As for Gilda, she continued to stay true to her mission in finding the sorceress, letting nobody stand in her way, whether it'd be Sunset Shimmer or even Human Sunset.

Back at CHS, Rolling Thunder had already picked the van's lock successfully, to where the duo was able to acquire Aria Blaze's baseball bat. After grabbing it and stepping out of the van, Human Sunset noticed that the markings of the bat seemed to completely match up with the visual graffiti on the van itself, which would perfectly make the Dazzlings the perfect prime suspect. Rolling Thunder had then also managed to pick the lock on the window from the outside, allowing Human Sunset to sneak inside to take notice of the Rainboom's instruments and equipment. Only their instruments had remained, as every other student had already picked theirs up much earlier on. She knew whose instrument was whose, as each one had a piece of tape with the respective girl's name written on it.
Walking around the room, Human Sunset began to use her new baseball bat to vandalize Rarity, Applejack, and Rainbow Dash's guitars, Pinkie's drum set, and Fluttershy's tambourine. Every instrument was now ruined and completely in pieces, as the room itself almost looked as if an earthquake had taken place. The only instrument she hadn't vandalized yet was the guitar belonging to Pony Sunset, and this felt like the most satisfying one for her to destroy, given how Human Sunset had it out for her the absolute most. But before she even had the opportunity, she began to hear footsteps approaching the music room, likely as a result of her making all that noise.
"What in the world is going on in here!?" Ms. Harshwhinny approached the music room. "I'm nice enough to let those girls hang around in my classroom, and they think they can just throw a party in there?"
Panicking, Human Sunset knew she had no choice but to flee the scene. She dropped Aria's bat onto the ground, opened the window, then jumped out, believing it wasn't really practical now to get caught. As Human Sunset and Rolling Thunder ran away from the school building, the music teacher used her keys to unlock the classroom door, as her jaw dropped upon seeing the state of her classroom. Her feelings of shock soon turned to anger, as she also knew that there was a deposit on some of those instruments.
"A hooligan, huh!?" Ms. Harshwhinny snapped. "Oh, when I get my hands on whoever did this, I'll..."
But before she could finish, she took notice of Aria's baseball bat, which definitely wasn't in the classroom when she was there this morning. The music teacher grabbed it and examined the logo on top, but she soon realized that something about it definitely seemed familiar.
"Where have I seen this logo before...?" Ms. Harshwhinny said to herself, before it suddenly clicked within her. "Wait, isn't this...!? I... I KNEW those girls were trouble, especially with what happened when they proposed to have a Battle of the Bands years ago! And to think Principal Celestia gave them another chance to start fresh and perform at the upcoming graduation this year! Oh, just wait until I report to her what happened..."
Ms. Harshwhinny marched right off to the principal's office, ready to truly give Principal Celestia a piece of her mind. In the meantime, Human Sunset and Rolling Thunder were now waiting within the bushes right outside of school campus, ready to see the results of their handiwork from afar quite soon.
"So it looks like you destroyed all their instruments before someone came in." Rolling Thunder recalled. "How'd it feel? It must've been pretty satisfying to give those school kids what was coming to them?"
"Well... not really, actually." Human Sunset began to shake off this weird feeling of guilt. "Those girls never really did anything to hurt me, so that's why I'm beginning to feel... bad for what I did. For that matter, I didn't even get the chance to vandalize Sunset Shimmer's guitar, before I was about to get caught."
"Oh, really now?" Rolling Thunder said, rather impressed. "Sounds like you've just set up another trap, although unintentionally. If we somehow aren't able to frame those band girls, perhaps Sunset Shimmer herself will get in trouble. After all, wouldn't it be pretty suspicious for everybody else's instrument to be destroyed, but not hers? I take it back, you might actually be as good at planning as Gilda."
"Thanks, I guess." Human Sunset replied, but couldn't ignore this newly growing guilt within herself.
This act of revenge began to feel different from before. Unlike people who had genuinely wronged her, like Principal Cinch or Indigo Zap, for the first time in her life, Human Sunset began to believe what she was doing was wrong. She had just willingly vandalized instruments that belonged to people who had nothing to do with her at all, combined with attempting to frame somebody else who never wronged her either. This also began to make Human Sunset consider the possibility of whether or not she'd feel the same way after eventually getting revenge on Pony Sunset. She had technically never actually met her, nor understood the full extent of the story regarding why she chose to come into her world.
"Hey, come now." Rolling Thunder began to notice her companion's strange behavior. "I thought you'd at least be more enthusiastic and all. You'd be getting revenge against either Sunset Shimmer or the dumb education system. It's because of these horrid schools that we're living the lives we currently have. It doesn't matter who you hurt, as long as you come out on top in the end."
"Yeah... in that case... yeah, I guess you're right." Human Sunset began to slowly come to terms with why she had planned to do all this before. "We've already begun to do some serious damage, it's too late to back out now. I don't know... why exactly I started to feel guilty, like I still had some kind of conscience. It's almost as if... some outside force of magic is exerting this sudden emotion onto me. Emotions can be really weird like that, sometimes."
"I haven't felt anything like that in ages." Rolling Thunder said, nonchalantly. "Regardless, we wanted to cause some trouble, and it looks like we're getting our wish soon. Let's just sit back and enjoy the show when those band girls come back."

Beyond the outskirts of Camp Everfree, Gilda had finally managed to drive all the way to the strange cave she had vaguely remembered seeing ages ago. The hope of awakening this sorceress to potentially get any power she craved for, it felt like the time would come soon enough. Unfortunately, while this cave in question did in fact exist, the other minor detail Gilda had recalled was true as well, in the fact that the entrance was completely caved in with a pile of large rocks. There was just no way she'd have the strength to destroy all these rocks, even with the pickaxe in the back of her truck.
This in turn, frustrated Gilda beyond belief, as it essentially meant that she had taken the time and energy to drive all the way here, only to be met with a dead end. She had no choice but to think of a realistic way to get in, as it was obvious that going into public places would practically be the equivalent of going back to jail. No chance at getting a jackhammer or supply of dynamite, as she'd get caught way too easily. With no other tools that could remove this giant rock pile, Gilda simply bit her lip in frustration and jumped back into her truck. As she was about to start up the engine to drive back to the city, Gilda then recalled an incident back at CHS, when she was still a student.
"Hmm, come to think of it, I remember the time I destroyed the Fall Formal's ice sculpture, then framed Rainbow Dash for it." Gilda recalled. "I was easily able to do so with a small wrench I stole from the janitor's closet. If I could somehow turn those rocks into ice, getting in would practically be child's play. The thing is, would there even be a way to do that? Ugh, this is probably just wishful thinking on my part."
But despite this feeling, Gilda was desperate to try anything, even if it meant skimming through Clover's old journal again. She started looking around the journal for anything that could potentially come close to the solution she had just came up with, but as expected, wasn't able to have much luck in doing so. However, one of the pages eventually stood out, as Clover had brought up an ancient artifact that was capable of such a thing.
Equestria's Founding, Day 49
I was rather surprised to come across this strange piece of regalia that the excavator team at Canterlot managed to uncover. For a while, I was completely unsure of what its purpose was, or for that matter, who it belonged to. But after some wild experimentation, whilst doing some heavy research, I was able to conclude that this was the Tundra Tiara! This was one of the few artifacts that I was more comfortable with letting go, since most ponies would never be able to know this was an artifact at all. How it works is, it allows the wearer to utilize frost and ice abilities with their hooves, but only if they say, 'Frosty Shivers', the magical words. Given how unlikely it would be for anypony to utter such specific words, I'd be confident that everypony would primarily see this as nothing more than a fashionable crown. That said, my magical studies have pointed me to a theory I realized too late, after I sold the crown at an auction to pay for a sufficient food supply to feed Canterlot's soldiers. I've read that magical artifacts only usable by saying the magic words typically have one disastrous effect, in that if they were ever destroyed, their magic would manifest eternally. In other words, this ice magic might potentially be a permanent manifestation in all unicorns, if they ever said the words, 'Frosty Shivers', over and over. But with the chances of the tiara getting destroyed and unicorns uttering these two specific words being incredibly slim, combined with this all being nothing more than a theory, I'm almost certain nothing will ever come from this.
Upon finishing up the read, Clover also taped a picture of what the Tundra Tiara looked like, which let Gilda know exactly what to look for.
"Well... that was certainly pretty long-winded." Gilda rolled her eyes. "But who cares, now I know for certain that there's this weird tiara thing that would let me use ice magic to destroy those rocks. There's just one problem, I'd most likely need to go to that Equestria place in order to find it. Or... since I have a visual aid with me, perhaps I can somehow convince Sunny to do my dirty work for me."
With her new knowledge in mind, combined with also knowing that the sorceress's cave did in fact exist, Gilda knew what she had to do next. It was time to head back to her gang's hideout, and come up with a potential way to manipulate Human Sunset into going back to Equestria to find that crown for her. If she was able to get in and awaken that sorceress, then gain her ultimate power, she'd be set for life, not even having a care for what would happen to the rest of the world as a result. With this plan in motion, Gilda started the engine on her pickup truck, and started driving all the way back to her hideout.

Meanwhile, as the Dazzlings finally returned from their trip to the taco joint, they casually jogged back to their van, ready to continue rehearsing. Since this was the only thing going on in their minds, it was certainly confusing when they saw Principal Celestia and Ms. Harshwhinny standing by their van, with crossed arms and stern expressions. Unbeknownst to everyone in the faculty lot, Human Sunset and Rolling Thunder were currently watching nearby, ready to finally see their handiwork. Not knowing what was going on, Adagio did the most logical thing and began questioning.
"Uhh, hello?" Adagio said, rather confused. "Is there... some kind of a problem here? Look, if you've got issues with us parking here, I can just move the van over-"
"Save it!" Principal Celestia snapped. "You girls clearly know what you did, it's time to fess up!"
"What's your problem?" Sonata became defensive. "Are you just mad because we didn't save you any soft shell tacos?"
"Enough of this playing dumb!" Ms. Harshwhinny demanded, before taking the baseball bat from behind the van. "Tell me, does this look familiar to you?"
"Hey, that's my baseball bat!" Aria interjected. "What are you doing with that, were you going through our van!?"
"Well then, I'm so happy you admitted that." Ms. Harshwhinny said, sarcastically. "Because guess what? I found this left behind in the music classroom, next to a bunch of now vandalized instruments."
"And furthermore, what's interesting was that those instruments belonged to the Rainbooms." Principal Celestia added. "You know? The same girls who defeated you and showed your true colors back at the Battle of the Bands?"
"Hey, just because we're not really friends with certain people, it doesn't automatically make us guilty!" Adagio defended herself and her sisters. "Besides, we all just went to get tacos, how could we have possibly vandalized instruments here when we were clearly somewhere else!?"
"Then how do you explain your baseball bat being left at the scene of the crime?" Principal Celestia raised an eyebrow. "Ms. Harshwhinny, when exactly were those instruments destroyed?"
"About half an hour ago." Ms. Harshwhinny replied.
"Well that just can't be!" Adagio slammed her foot on the ground. "We were all literally just out getting tacos for lunch around that time, so we couldn't have done anything! Me and my sisters were all together half an hour ago! In fact, I even have a receipt from the taco joint, with the time and date listed on it!"
Adagio handed Principal Celestia the receipt, which clearly showed 11:57 AM on the current day, which was only a few minutes away from when the vandalism took place.
"Well, I guess you're not guilty then, but what about your sisters?" Principal Celestia questioned. "Because this is only one small taco you ordered. If you all ordered lunch, may I please check their receipts as well?"
"Here's mine!" Sonata handed the principal her receipt, which had 17 soft shell tacos, at 11:56 AM.
"Okay then..." Principal Celestia halfway conceded with her accusations. "Rather unusually large order, but... you're clean too. How about you, Aria?"
"Huh, me?" Aria reached into her pockets. "But... I didn't order anything there, I just went with them for the exercise. Never really been fond of tacos myself, so I'm afraid I don't have a receipt."
"Interesting, considering how you already confessed that it was YOUR baseball bat that was left behind in the classroom!" Ms. Harshwhinny spat. "So in other words, you must be guilty, if you didn't go to get tacos with your sisters as you had claimed!"
"Wha-!?" Adagio began with aghast. "That's not fair, just because she doesn't like tacos, it doesn't prove anything! We're a gang who always sticks together, and she was with us the entire time! Why can't you just accept our word!?"
"Well, it's hard to take the word of somebody who had once used magic to brainwash me and my sister to approve of the Battle of the Bands." Principal Celestia crossed her arms. "But regardless, since you confessed that it was your bat at the scene of the crime, and you have no evidence that you were elsewhere, I'm afraid we'll have to take you in."
A male police officer came out from behind the van and began to put Aria in handcuffs.
"This... This isn't fair!" Aria shrieked. "I didn't do anything!"
"You're guilty until proven innocent!" The officer spat, before taking Aria over to the police car. "Anything you say now can be used against you later in court."
"And as for you two, I'm afraid there's still enough evidence here that concludes one of your members committed a serious crime here at CHS." Principal Celestia frowned. "So in other words..."
The principal then took out the contract the Dazzlings had signed with the school earlier that week, and ripped the paper in two, right in front of Adagio and Sonata.
"N-No... YOU CAN'T DO THIS!!!" Adagio screeched.
"I can, and I just did." Principal Celestia huffed. "We're going to have to push the CHS graduation back another day until we can find more trustworthy performers for the concert. And in the worst case-scenario, we just won't have any entertainment at graduation this year. Have a good life, you two."
The Principal and music teacher marched right back to the building, while the police officer drove off with Aria in his car. Adagio and Sonata just stood there, completely speechless at what just happened. They were now completely unsure of how to move forward from this.
"Well, I did always try to convince her that a love for tacos has its benefits from time to time..." Sonata sighed.
"Is THAT really all you have to say after what just happened!?" Adagio began turning berserk. "Our sister just got arrested, we've lost our contract deal to hold us over for the next few years, and the only thing you have to worry about is Aria's preferences in food!?!?!?"
"But what can we do now!?" Sonata hyperventilated. "This wouldn't have happened if she just got a taco with us, right!?"
"THAT'S NOT WHAT'S IMPORTANT NOW!!!" Adagio exploded. "Clearly, somebody broke into our van and took Aria's bat, vandalized those instruments, then planted it there in the classroom to frame her! When I find out who did this, I'm going to give them something to REALLY cry about!"
"Who do you think did this?" Sonata began thinking of a potential culprit. "It couldn't be that rude cashier that Aria has a grudge against, could it?"
"Obviously not, if she was the one who served us our tacos earlier!" Adagio grabbed Sonata by the shoulders. "Snap out of it already and actually use your brain for once! Who could've done this to us, WHO!?!?!?"
As Adagio shook her little sister around in pure rage, Sonata began to take notice of someone out of the corner of her eye.
"Hey, wait a minute, who's THAT!?" Sonata pointed.
Adagio swiftly turned around, getting an immediate glimpse of Human Sunset and Rolling Thunder, hiding in the bushes from a distance away.
"HEY!" Adagio yelled from a distance. "Sunset Shimmer, is that you!? What are you two punks doing spying on us!?"
Both of the aforementioned girls' eyes widened upon realizing they were spotted.
"They found us, let's bolt!" Rolling Thunder shrieked.
Human Sunset and Rolling Thunder began running away frantically, which only seemed to further indicate what must've really happened.
"It... It was Sunset!" Sonata deduced. "She must've been the culprit who framed our sister!"
"Sunset Shimmer...!" Adagio began to flare up in extreme anger. "And to think that for a minute, I actually gained an ounce of respect for her, only for her to do this to us! Sonata, grab your hard taco shells! When we find Sunset Shimmer again, she is going to pay... DEARLY!!!"

	
		Chapter 66: Captain's Request



Back in Equestria, Twilight, Sunset, and Starlight had finally returned to their current timeline, still rather shocked to learn about the upcoming bad future. It almost felt as if time was suddenly of the essence, given how there was currently a power-mad artificial alicorn on the loose, who also possessed the Bewitching Bell. Upon returning, Rarity was glad to see that the trio managed to return without any issues, but noticed immediately that her friends showed expressions of grief and concern over what they had supposedly just witnessed.
"Well, I take it that the time travel spell did its job, but..." Rarity began, as she observed her friends' gestures. "I'm guessing that something about Equestria's future was very wrong?"
"You might want to sit down for this one, Rarity." Twilight sighed. "We need to call the rest of the council too, this is some pretty heavy stuff."
"Hmm, this sounds serious." Rarity understood. "I'll go and fetch the rest of our friends, they should still be at the castle's meeting room from earlier."
"Alright then, time for another official emergency meeting." Twilight said. "Now that I'm princess of all of Equestria, it's my responsibility to ensure that this bad future will never become a reality. As such, that'll entail figuring out a way to counter the Bewitching Bell's effects, so that we don't end up weakened from magic loss. For now though, it's time to deliver the hard news."
After eventually calling everyone on the council back over to the same meeting room from before, Twilight sat in her seat and began explaining everything. How the future of Equestria looked incredibly bleak and hopeless, combined with how it was also a future that still took place after Rainbow's Sonic Rainboom was able to unite the entire destined group of friends. Starlight also shared the closest thing to a hint they were able to gather, involving someone named 'Sunny S.', who supposedly was responsible for the future in question. The rest of the council showed rather mixed feelings about this, but the overall consensus was that this was truly a matter of shock and concern. No one else on the council seemed to have any idea about who 'Sunny S.' was, except for Rainbow.
"Wait a minute... Sunny S..." Rainbow began to recall. "You mean Sunny Skies? The mayor of Hope Hollow who invited us all to attend his town's Rainbow Festival?"
"That's what I was thinking at first, until I realized that it couldn't have been him." Twilight replied. "The main clues we were able to gather was that whoever was responsible, they caused an eternal sunset in Equestria, and their general appearance seems to resemble Sunset over here. Since Mayor Skies doesn't resemble Sunset at all, I'm pretty confident we can rule him out as a suspect."
"When I found that out myself, it almost got me wondering if I had a connection somewhere..." Sunset recalled. "I mean, Party Favor immediately freaked out upon seeing me, and the fact that the world became eternally sunset...? I... I couldn't have been the one who was responsible..."
"There's just no way, Sugarcube." Applejack assured. "Your humbleness as an honorary Apple, you're way too pure of a soul to do somethin' as awful as that to Equestria."
"I'm sure that even though Party Favor's behavior was... strange?" Rarity described. "There simply must be a logical explanation for why he reacted that way."
"I'm also sure that the eternal sunset has nothing to do with you, Sunset." Fluttershy added. "Why would you believe you're responsible for having a connection with that?"
"It's just that... I remember Twilight telling me about what happened with Princess Luna." Sunset recalled. "Isn't it true that when she became Nightmare Moon, she had the ultimate goal of covering Equestria in an eternal night? The fact that Double Diamond specifically described the bad future as having an eternal sunset, along with how... I'm the only pony I know of with a connection through my name? I just can't help but feel I have something to do with it..."
"Princess Luna's name is reflective of the moon though, silly." Pinkie tried to cheer Sunset up. "Not the night."
"Yeah, but the moon fully shows itself at night." Sunset continued. "I've practically exhausted all my theories up until this point, I just have no idea what this bad future is trying to tell us..."
"If I were to guess, this could just be someone we haven't encountered yet, who may or may not coincidentally resemble you, Sunset." Starlight added. "But because that pegasus is still on the loose with the Bewitching Bell, and there's that mysterious figure Zecora tried to warn Rainbow about, I'm sure it's entirely plausible either of them were responsible for the bad future."
"No real idea on that mystery figure whose name starts with an 'O' and rhymes with the word 'mean'..." Sunset pondered. "But as for the pegasus, I wouldn't be so sure if it's even her, considering how I don't look anything like that psycho. Plus, let's just say I've recently learned her name, it's Chestnut Magnifico. With a name like that, I couldn't imagine she'd have anything to do with making Equestria eternally sunset. But whether she is or isn't the culprit, that doesn't matter to me now. Since I have a little time left before graduation, and I still have a chance to help change the future of Equestria, I've decided to stick around a bit longer, mostly to help in any way I can."
"It's incredibly noble of you, how you're still willing to help save Equestria from that awful future, even after what just happened with that Chestnut pegasus." Twilight nodded. "But are you sure that's a good idea? Without your horn and unicorn magic, I could just never forgive myself if I let something else bad happen to you, Sunset."
"Trust me, Twilight." Sunset assured. "I've had my fair share of wild adventures back in the human world, including getting stranded on a desert island once. At the very least, I want to do anything I can to help protect... my old home."
"If you're absolutely sure about this, I understand and appreciate your commitment." Twilight smiled. "However, we're going to have to head over to the Canterlot Library and do some research regarding the Bewitching Bell, because the last thing I want is for any of my friends to get hurt again."
"Understood, hopefully we'll all find something crucial." Sunset nodded. "If that future of Equestria is just down the corner, I'm beginning to feel like time is running out..."

As Twilight and the rest of the council had rushed to the Canterlot Library to conduct any research they could in a timely manner, trouble was continuing to brew within the human world. Gilda had begun to make her way back to Canterlot City, but started to notice that her truck was running too low on gas. This prompted her to sigh in annoyance, before pulling over to a nearby gas station. She thankfully still had some spare cash on her, which was at least enough to get her back to her gang's hideout.
"Darn fossil fuels... why you gotta be so expensive?" Gilda grumbled. "Why can't you be as easy to steal as a school kid's lunch money?"
Knowing that she was a wanted criminal on the loose, Gilda put on her jacket's hood and added a pair of sunglasses, mostly as a precaution if the gas station's store had security cameras. She then exited the truck with her cash and was ready to refuel, but then recalled a crucial detail she hadn't really thought through before she decided to ditch the rest of the gang for the sake of her little quest.
"Hmm, now that I think about it, I hadn't considered how I was going to explain why I was gone for so long." Gilda pondered to herself. "I might just have to come up with a dumb excuse and hope she buys it."
Gilda walked right into the store and handed the cashier her money to begin purchasing gas.
"30 bucks on number 6, please." Gilda said, rather calm.
"Oh, thank goodness." Soarin said with relief, before activating the gas pump. "An actual polite customer. I was almost halfway tempted to quit my job because of those rude Crystal Prep Academy girls coming in here just to make fun of me."
Although Gilda initially didn't care much for the cashier's personal sob story, she then suddenly remembered that Crystal Prep Academy was the school that Human Sunset seemed to have a personal vendetta against. As she was still in need of an excuse for why she had gone missing this morning, she figured that perhaps gathering some information about this school could not only put her back on Human Sunset's good side, but perhaps even persuade her to do her dirty work in locating the Tundra Tiara.
"Sorry to hear about that..." Gilda said, albeit insincerely. "Where might those girls be, maybe I can go talk to them?"
"I think I just saw them heading over to the cooler section to get some iced coffees." Soarin pointed to the far end of the store. "I tried to call the police before, but they always call my bluff."
Gilda turned around and saw two girls standing in front of the coolers, with one of the girls constantly touching bottles and cans, before putting them back on the shelves in incorrect places. Ignoring this unusual behavior, Gilda simply snuck over to the two girls from afar, before hiding herself behind one of the beef jerky shelves on the adjacent side of the coolers. She began eavesdropping, desperately hoping that she could find some dirt that could put her back in Human Sunset's good graces.
"Come on, Sugarcoat!" Indigo Zap tried to persuade her friend. "Why aren't you helping me rearrange everything around here? It'll be funny to make people believe that coffee costs 40 bucks while this pack of beer only costs 93 cents!"
"Why exactly are we doing this again?" Sugarcoat sighed in frustration. "You know that there's a universal number of things that are better to do than... this?"
"Isn't it obvious?" Indigo asked rhetorically. "That cashier was clearly annoyed with us earlier. So maybe if we drive him bananas enough, he might let us take these iced coffees at no charge. After all, don't you think beverages just taste way better if they're free?"
"I can't exactly agree that it's free if you're going to spend hours monkeying around just to get something that costs less than a dollar." Sugarcoat rolled her eyes. "Honestly, we HAVE the money to pay for like a thousand of these, what's your deal?"
"My deal is, what if I end up getting a scholarship as an athlete in college, but then I'm a dollar short for health insurance?" Indigo said. "Did you ever think about that?"
"The way you choose to set priorities never ceases to amaze me." Sugarcoat said, sarcastically. "I honestly don't know why the rest of our gang entrusted you to hold on to our old Crystal Prep Academy uniforms. We're all pretty much depending on you to keep those vintage outfits safe."
"Duh, don't you remember?" Indigo reminded. "Since I'm an athlete, my locker also gets a completely separate compartment to store clothes, and you all complained about having to carry the uniforms around everywhere. Besides, if you're so confident that you can afford coffee, why are you suddenly so afraid of possibly losing $20,000?"
"Would you NOT say that out loud, especially in public!?" Sugarcoat snapped. "You know something? I might've appreciated you volunteering to hold onto our old uniforms until after graduation, but now I'm having second thoughts. You're not particularly responsible with time, let alone a large sum of money."
"Well, too bad!" Indigo huffed. "They're staying in my locker until we get our diplomas at graduation. Besides, you don't even know my locker combination to get in anyways."
"It's 6-7-57." Sugarcoat recalled. "I know this because you have a habit of chanting it all the time during soccer tryouts. Someone with only half a brain could even figure that out."
"SHHHHHHH!!!" Indigo put her hand on Sugarcoat's mouth. "You want somebody to hear?"
"Oh, NOW you're suddenly so cautious about revealing sensitive information in public, let alone in a gas station where there's video cameras and shady people." Sugarcoat stated, bluntly. "Listen, if you want to waste the rest of the afternoon trying to bother the gas station cashier, be my guest. But I think I'll just head on over to the school and take my uniform back."
"We're not allowed on campus if we don't have any active classes for the day, genius!" Indigo reminded. "Didn't you read Principal Cadence's new policy!?"
"I really wonder about you sometimes, Indigo Zap." Sugarcoat sighed. "You're either following rules to a tee, or doing ridiculously dumb things that make me lose brain cells."
"Just for that, I get your free coffee when the cashier's had enough." Indigo retaliated.
"Whatever, have fun wasting your life." Sugarcoat shrugged before she finally began to leave the store.
Overhearing all of this from behind the snack shelf, Gilda suddenly knew she had made a breakthrough that would help Human Sunset devastate these girls at Crystal Prep Academy, especially after she had heard their names. Sugarcoat and Indigo Zap, the same girls Human Sunset had the fiercest grudge against. Combined with this, Gilda had also learned of the locker combination to help them break in, as she quickly took out her notepad and a pen, writing down '6-7-57', to make sure she didn't forget. Then it suddenly clicked inside her.
Gilda realized that she could use the excuse of scoping out Crystal Prep Academy to gather intel as a means of explaining her sudden absence, along with using Indigo Zap's locker combination as leverage to force Human Sunset to acquire the Tundra Tiara for her. Feeling like she was most certainly just blessed with the best luck in the world, Gilda put the notepad back into her pocket, before getting back up and exiting the store to refuel her truck.
"Well, did you talk to them?" Soarin asked with desperation, as he noticed Indigo was still fumbling around with the cooler section. "What did they say?"
"Err, yeah." Gilda shrugged at this. "Just give that girl some free coffee and she'll leave."
"Fine then, if that's what it takes." Soarin breathed a sigh of relief, before Gilda stepped out of the store quickly to avoid any further awkward conversations.
As Gilda finally finished adding gas to her truck, she sped off back to the city, ready to set her plot into motion. It was obviously going to take a lot of work and acting to get through all this, but when the time was right, she would finally be able to awaken that sorceress and gain access to her omnipotent powers. Hopefully the locker combination wasn't a fib, but most importantly, she had the perfect explanation toward her absence, while Human Sunset and the rest of her gang were still slowly sabotaging the upcoming school graduations.

As Twilight, Sunset, and the rest of the council were busy conducting research within the Canterlot Library, it seemed to be going almost nowhere, as everypony had practically already exhausted every magic book on the shelves. Almost nothing appeared to give even the slightest hint of a way they could counter the Bewitching Bell's draining effects, let alone a way to fight back. As everypony was beginning to lose hope, Twilight finally shrieked in amazement when she found a book that specifically documented the Bewitching Bell.
"YES!!!" Twilight held the book up in front of her. "I knew you could always find any answers in your local library! It looks like this book was written by Starswirl the Bearded, and it carefully documents everything about the Bewitching Bell back when he and the other Pillars of Equestria were attacked by the nefarious Grogar."
"Cool!" Pinkie jumped with glee. "Could you read us the entire story? A lot of the books I've skimmed around here don't seem to have happy endings."
"Maybe another time, as much as I agree with your curiosity, Pinkie." Twilight began skimming the book. For now, I'm skipping over to the chapter that explains how Gusty the Great was able to defeat Grogar, even when he was nearly unstoppable thanks to the bell's magic."
"I'm just saying though, isn't it kinda weird how we're all afraid of some bell?" Rainbow reminded. "Yeah, that's right! You heard me, Bewitching Bell! YOU DON'T SCARE ME!!!"
A bell suddenly dinged out of nowhere, which made Rainbow jump up in shock, before she turned around and saw it came from a bell from the checkout counter near the library's entrance.
"Shhh!" The librarian demanded. "Keep it down, please!"
"Let's just at least be glad that this bell didn't take away your ability to fly." Rarity said, rather amused.
"Aha, I finally found it!" Twilight suddenly flipped to the page that explained Grogar's defeat, before placing the book on the table. "Everyone, take a look at this. For many years, nopony dared to even attempt standing up against Grogar, since he could very easily drain their magic in mere seconds. It didn't matter who it was, even if they were allied or working for him."
"Sounds awful, just like that rotten pegasus we're now up against." Sunset listened on.
"However, one day when the legendary pillar, Rockhoof, was mining around a quarry, he uncovered an artifact that somehow made him completely immune to the Bewitching Bell's draining effects, the Dragonstone. Rockhoof had managed to absorb the dragon fire from within, and he was completely unaffected by one of Grogar's intense rampages. Nopony ever knew specifically what the artifact was once used for, but for some reason, the stone itself could completely drain dragons of their dragon fire. I know this doesn't really sound particularly helpful, but it also had a secondary effect, that reciprocating the dragon fire onto somepony can make them completely immune to... magic draining effects. In this case, the Bewitching Bell. "
"Then I reckon that if only we knew about this back then, it would've also prevented Lord Tirek from drainin' us ponies of our magic?" Applejack deduced.
"Precisely." Twilight nodded. "The battle with Grogar was a real piece of cake for Gusty after she was given the Dragonstone's fire and became invincible to the Bewitching Bell. However, here's where things get... tricky. That's all there is as far as Starswirl documenting his studies on the bell itself. There's no mention past this regarding where the Dragonstone is now."
"Well, under normal circumstances, this would certainly be a real pickle." Starlight agreed. "But... since the Pillars are still around, after we brought them back during our battle against the Pony of Shadows, we could simply ask Rockhoof himself?"
"OH!" Twilight responded. "That's right, how could I forget that!?"
"To be fair, we don't really have the Pillars interacting with the new Equestria much." Spike added. "Though I'm sure that's mostly just an effect of them adapting back into society. It has been 1,000 years, after all."
"Wait, you... brought the Pillars of Equestria back to life?" Sunset asked, rather astonished. "Well, I'm definitely glad that I chose to come back to Equestria then, you usually wouldn't hear about stuff like this back in the human world."
"I'd imagine so." Twilight giggled. "Now then, we'll have to find Starswirl and Rockhoof, mostly to ask if they have any idea regarding where the Dragonstone is now."
"Did somepony call my name?" Rockhoof entered the room, as the timing appeared to be perfect.
"Oh, Rockhoof!" Twilight announced from a distance. "Good to see you, what are you doing here?"
"I'm actually here to return a library book that I borrowed over 1,000 years ago." Rockhoof explained. "You don't think the librarian will mind the lateness, do you? I wonder if she's my librarian's great great great great great great great great great great great great granddaughter."
"Well... why don't I just take it off your hooves and take care of it for you?" Twilight took the book from Rockhoof and smiled sheepishly. "I... had a bad experience with an overdue library book myself, let's just say."
"Much obliged, Princess!" Rockhoof nodded. 
"Oh... my." Sunset said in awe. "You're... Rockhoof! Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh! I read about you in magic school, you were actually the first Equestrian Legend I read about, and you were an amazing inspiration! How you went from being unable to pick up an axe to finding your inner strength when that volcano erupted, and you saved all those villagers from that magma! I always dreamt of one day becoming as strong and brave as you!"
"Aye, I hadn't expected that I'd meet a pony who idolized me so much in modern day." Rockhoof reacted, rather flattered. "Who might you be, lass?"
"Sunset Shimmer." Sunset began squeeing. "I've never told anypony this before, but your tale's legacy was the main reason that I always had a tendency to work out and become a much stronger pony each day. I remember always wanting to be just like you, the big and strong viking hero of Equestria, and... now I'm actually given the opportunity to meet you, pony to pony? It's such an honor!"
"Heh, I know Applebloom felt the same way when I had her meet Rockhoof too." Applejack added.
"Well, I'm certainly flattered that I was able to change somepony's life through what I accomplished thousands of moons ago." Rockhoof nodded. "But I hope you've learned that it's always a pony's inner strength that truly counts, not just their outer, physical strength."
"Well... yes, I agree with that." Sunset blushed in embarrassment. "I've managed to actually accomplish growing my inner strength to its best potential. That... was really more one of my fangirl moments, since... it's not every day you get to meet somepony you've admired so much throughout your youth."
"That makes two of us, we really have that inner fangirl in common." Twilight giggled.
"Aye, but at the end of the day, I'm still just an ordinary pony like the rest of you all." Rockhoof said. "I might've captured the hearts and imaginations of many ponies around Equestria, and have been appointed the role of the official Keeper of Tales, but that certainly doesn't make me better than anypony else in the room."
"Of course." Sunset nodded. "A certain somepony's taught me a thing or two about being humble, so I'm happy to hear you're quite humble about your heroics too."
"Always a pleasure to hear that you understand where I come from, lass." Rockhoof said with approval. "I still appreciate the kind words, regardless. But getting back to earlier, Princess Twilight? Since I believe I heard my name, I'm guessing you need something?"
"Oh, yes actually." Twilight nodded. "Rockhoof, if it's not too much trouble, we were mostly curious if you had any recollection of what you did with the Dragonstone? You know, the artifact you and the rest of the pillars had given to Gusty the Great to defeat Grogar all those centuries ago?"
"The Dragonstone?" Rockhoof's eyes widened. "That there be a rather dangerous relic to play with, especially if it fell into the wrong hooves. I don't particularly think it's a wise choice to let anypony know of its whereabouts now."
"But... why?" Sunset questioned her childhood idol. "We understand the magnitude of its power, but we don't seem to have a choice, especially after somepony stole the Bewitching Bell."
"THEY WHAT!?" Rockhoof shrieked. "HOW IN EQUESTRIA DID THAT HAPPEN!?!?!?"
"We... weren't exactly cautious of everything going on in Canterlot whilst we were settling a friendship dispute and... this pony managed to break into the Canterlot Museum and get ahold of it." Twilight explained.
"So that's where it was the entire time?" Rockhoof put a hoof on his face. "Princess, do you know why I ended up hiding the Dragonstone in a place where nopony would ever find it? To ensure that it would absolutely prevent something like this from ever happening! Why would you display the Bewitching Bell in a place as vulnerable as a museum!?"
"Hey, cut her a break!" Rainbow jumped in. "It was meant to be a display of victory after we had managed to finally defeat Chrysalis, Tirek, and Cozy Glow for good!"
"Plus, we just figured that since anyone dangerous we've encountered had already been defeated or changed for the better, we wouldn't have to worry about anything like this happening." Twilight said. "But regardless, it's far too late now. We absolutely need the Dragonstone once again, if we're going to go up against somepony wielding the Bewitching Bell."
"You've only just become the Princess of all of Equestria, and already made such a foolish mistake..." Rockhoof sighed, before obliging to Twilight's request. "Very well, I suppose if that's our only choice now, I'll reveal its whereabouts. But I must warn you, actually finding it will be a dangerous and difficult journey."
"That's to be expected, and we're willing to do anything we can to get that artifact." Sunset said with confidence.
"Well alright, lass." Rockhoof began explaining. "Centuries ago, after Grogar's defeat at the hooves of Gusty the Great, we both mutually agreed that the Dragonstone needed to be hidden far away for the sake of Equestria. So I sailed the many seas for weeks, going from island to island, desperately seeking the absolute most isolated area to ensure the Dragonstone would remain hidden until the rest of time. Eventually, I ended up on Everfree Island, just south of the Celestial Sea."
"Everfree Island?" Twilight said, rather bewildered. "I've studied the map of Equestria for quite some time, and never got even the slightest hint of that place."
"It was purposefully never marked on the map, Princess." Rockhoof replied. "And for good reason too. Very few have made it to that island and returned alive. Some have even perished in the incredibly aggressive sea, capable of swallowing whole ships. I was one of the few to be lucky enough and make it all the way to Everfree Island with my ship completely intact. It was there where I had hidden the Dragonstone within the deep grotto at the center of the island."
"Hmm, well that doesn't sound too bad." Pinkie said. "If you steer us to that island on your boat, I'm sure we can all find that relic in no time!"
"Unfortunately, although I still have my ship, I cannot." Rockhoof sighed. "Shortly after I departed from the grotto, I heard a strange figure's voice. I never got to see them, but always believed it was some kind of spiritual being, who had only allowed me to return safely at a price. Because they was angry with me trespassing on Everfree Island, they demanded that I give up something in return to pay for my error. Since this being was rather impressed with me making it all the way across the dangerous waters without any struggle, they wanted me to give up my skills in sailing a boat, which I had no choice but to agree to. After which, I managed to return to Equestria safely, but unfortunately lost my previous knowledge and experience at operating a vessel. It appears as though... some kind of curse had taken effect after the deal was done."
"So in other words, although you have a boat strong enough to traverse the dangerous waters surrounding Everfree Island, you wouldn't be capable of being our navigator?" Twilight asked.
"That's right." Rockhoof lowered his head in shame. "You're more than welcome to use my ship for such a task, since it no longer has any use to me. But as for somepony to help you steer, you'll have to search elsewhere."
"Hmm, do we know anypony who can steer a ship?" Twilight asked around the council.
"Rarity, Pinkie, and I went on a lil' boat trip once, but considerin' how our boat ended up sinkin', even in relatively safer waters, I wouldn't really trust our luck at operatin' another boat." Applejack replied.
"For sure, let alone within waters capable of swallowing an entire ship." Rarity added.
"Wait a minute, what about the hippogriffs?" Starlight suggested. "Don't they have a navy? Perhaps General Seaspray could help us out."
"I wouldn't be so sure about that, lass." Rockhoof dismissed. "Last time I tried to help General Seaspray navigate the seas, I ended up crashing his ship for my beliefs on the constellations always pointing us in the right direction. Most likely an effect of losing my sailing skills centuries ago. I highly doubt the general would want to associate with me, let alone navigate my ship after that mess."
"Oh, that's right." Twilight recalled. "I completely forgot about that too. Let's see, we have a boat, we have an idea on which direction to sail to, we have a crew, but we don't have an experienced ship navigator. This is certainly troublesome, since it seems like getting the Dragonstone is now our only hope at saving Equestria from that awful future. Does anypony know someone we can rely on as an experienced ship navigator?"
As everyone around the council wasn't able to think of anyone other than General Seaspray, Sunset had a different idea in mind, given how she had never even met the hippogriffs. In fact, it was somepony she was already somewhat familiar with in the human world, but was much nicer than her human counterpart. The only pony version of the Shadowbolts who Sunset considered rather kindhearted, understanding, and relatable as far as having a distant relationship with her father. Given how Sunset was also definitely still on good terms with her after their last meeting together, she finally spoke up to make the pivotal suggestion.
"Twilight, I think I know somepony who can help us." Sunset began elaborating. "The problem is, we'll need to head on over to Manehattan, specifically around the ferry area."
"Hmm, alright then." Twilight understood. "I guess we could teleport there to save time? It's admittedly been a while since I've been to Manehattan, so I'm not sure if I can reliably teleport us there."
"I'll do it, then." Starlight volunteered. "Sunset and I hit it off pretty well there, and I think I still have a pretty clear image of what the docks looked like."
"Alright then, we'll head over to Manehattan for a bit, please wait a while for us, everyone." Twilight said to the rest of the council, as everyone nodded.
Twilight and Sunset held hooves with Starlight, before she teleported them all to their destination. Sunset was definitely able to recognize where they had teleported to, as it wasn't far from the area from before. The same place where she was searching desperately for a way to reach Twilight's coronation on time. However, it didn't take long for her to lead her friends to the docks, and specifically to where she had boarded the Manehattan ferry. It was here where she suddenly began to notice something rather unusual. Although the ferry was absent and most likely carrying other passengers on a cruise, the captain herself was remaining alone at the pier. She appeared to be rather concerned, whilst staring at a walkie talkie desperately.
"Captain Zest?" Sunset addressed the captain who had helped her get to Twilight's coronation during her first day back in Equestria.
Lemon Zest turned around, rather surprised and happy to see the pony who had treated her with such kindness and understanding.
"Hey there, you're that passenger who really helped me turn my life and business in the right direction!" Lemon Zest recalled. "Sunset Shimmer, right? And Princess Twilight too? What are you doing here?"
"Yes, ma'am!" Sunset nodded, before explaining. "Well, let's just say that back in Canterlot, we've unraveled quite a bit regarding the potential dangers that'll likely come to Equestria in the near future. We're able to prevent it, but the problem is... we need a ship navigator."
"I can see that you're the Manehattan's ferry captain, so you certainly must have tons of experience navigating a boat." Twilight deduced. "If it's not too much trouble, would you accept the role for us? We'd be willing to compensate you with any amount of bits you believe is fair."
"I see." Lemon Zest understood. "Well, I'd certainly be happy to do anything to help Sunset, given how her advice truly helped my business flourish lately. Over the past couple of days, I've actually had more passengers than ever before, with even some claiming they decided to not take the train after hearing the good word. Unfortunately, as much as I'd want to assist you, there's two troubling things going on in my mind right now."
"Oh?" Sunset was ready to lend an ear. "What might that be?"
"As you can see, the ferry's gone, and it was supposed to return over three hours ago." Lemon Zest explained. "I was gathering some tools in the city when it came time to repair the ferry during maintenance, so Ragamuffin took the wheel. This whole time, I've been trying to radio call him, but to no avail. I have no idea where the ferry, my first mate, and the passengers are. Something terrible must've happened, and I've been incredibly worried this whole time."
"That's awful." Sunset's ear went down. "Did you... by any chance remember which direction they sailed off to?"
"Well, the passengers wanted a new route for a better tour, so Ragamuffin and I both agreed that we'd open a new cruise path down the Celestial Sea." Lemon Zest recalled. "I believe it was south, according to my compass."
"...Oh no." Starlight began to deduce what this likely meant. "That might've been a big mistake. Let's just say... going south of the Celestial Sea? We've been told that it's incredibly dangerous."
"More specifically, that's the direction to Everfree Island." Twilight explained. "It's an unmarked area of Equestria that's specifically unmarked due to the many dangers that surround that island, including rapid and violent waters."
"So then... it's just as I had feared then." Lemon Zest took her captain's hat off in grief. "For all I know, my first mate and passengers are now gone like the wind."
"We don't know that for certain." Sunset continued to keep her positivity. "But the thing is, we actually do need to travel to Everfree Island ourselves. Let's just say... the future of Equestria depends on it."
"I suppose the future of my business too, if my passengers and first mate are now stranded on that island." Lemon moped. "I really want to help you, Sunset, along with being able to potentially recover everypony who boarded the ferry, but the truth is, just knowing that something bad must've happened along the way, I'm not exactly in the best mental state. Plus, since I've been a lot busier lately with the ferry business, I haven't had time to visit my dad. And... I just received word from my cousin this morning that... he had fallen ill and was sent to the hospital."
"Really sorry to hear that, I certainly hope he recovers well soon." Sunset put a hoof on the captain's shoulder. "Is there anything we can do for you?"
"Well, I would normally be doing everything I could to go visit him, but unfortunately... I can't." Lemon Zest sighed. "Not since the ferry's gone, and I need to travel to Canterlot. The hospital was already full here in Manehattan, so my cousin brought him to the Canterlot infirmary by train. And even if I could somehow go to Canterlot, I'm sure visiting hours are already over. I'm sorry, but... knowing that something tragic might've happened with my passengers and Ragamuffin, along with how I'm unable to see my dad, I'm just not mentally capable of navigating a ship, even with my years of experience."
"You need to get to Canterlot?" Sunset analyzed the situation. "We can take you to Canterlot right now through teleportation. And don't worry about visiting hours, I know a somepony who can let you in, no questions asked. Would seeing your father right now at least ameliorate things?"
"I suppose so." Lemon Zest agreed. "You'd do that for me? I'm sure that even if my business tanks due to this incident, I'll still be fine for the rest of my life if I can just see my dad one last time. Then I'll definitely be able to focus on navigating a ship, no matter how rough the waters are. You really are such a kind soul, Sunset." 
"Thanks, captain." Sunset blushed. "Alright, let's go."
With that said and done, Twilight nodded and knew what she had to do. She instructed everypony to grab hooves before she visualized Canterlot in her mind and teleported everypony back to the library they had just met. The rest of the council and Rockhoof were nearby, rather astonished at how Sunset was able to locate a boat captain within such a short timeframe.
"Whoa, you found an actual captain, Sunset?" Rainbow said with astonishment.
"Yeah, but we need to do something for her first, before she agrees to become our navigator." Sunset explained. "By the way, where's Rockhoof's boat?"
"It's stationed down at the Canterlot Harbor, and it's still in perfectly good condition, despite the fact I haven't touched it in hundreds of moons." Rockhoof replied.
"Hmm, well in that case, we might need to head down there and check if the vessel needs any maintenance." Twilight suggested.
"Alright, in that case, I'll take Captain Zest over to the infirmary." Sunset volunteered.
"Are you sure you'll be able to do so safely?" Twilight asked with concern. "Especially considering your past experiences with Canterlot's security when I'm not around."
"Trust me, Twilight." Sunset nodded with confidence. "We'll be just fine."
Twilight understood, before she, Rockhoof, and the rest of the council headed off to check the condition of the boat. As Captain Zest and Sunset trotted over and began to enter the infirmary, they did the most logical thing and attempted to sign in at the front desk. However, the pony behind the front counter had denied them access, not allowing them to proceed.
"What do you mean visiting hours are already over?" Sunset said, rather displeased.
"It means that as long as I'm here at the front desk, I get the say on who gets to go in to see the patients." The receptionist said, snarkily. "The rules here in Canterlot can be just like that, and there's nothing you can do about it!"
"But this is an emergency, especially because my father's ill and hasn't seen me in years!" Lemon Zest began to show tears in her eyes. "His name is-"
"Too bad, you were too slow." The receptionist rolled her eyes. "Should've come in sooner, but you didn't. So if you could just kindly get out of here, that'd be much appreciated. Or do I have to call security to kick you out?"
"Alright, fine then." Sunset crossed her hooves. "Go right ahead, call them now."
"You asked for it!" The receptionist wasted no time in pushing a button to alert security.
"Uhh, Sunset...?" Lemon Zest said, rather worried.
"Just trust me on this one." Sunset winked to the captain, confidently.
Moments later, Max Steele arrived at the building, seeing Sunset once again. He looked toward the receptionist, trying to understand what the problem was.
"Yes, as you can see, these two are trying to see one of the patients who've fallen ill, but visiting hours are closed for the day." The receptionist explained. "You think you could escort them out?"
"I think I have a better mind to escort you out, miss!" Max huffed to the receptionist. "This here is a VIP, a good friend of Princess Twilight! Whatever she's here for, I'm sure it's important, regardless of the rules! So you'll let her in right away, you hear?"
"Oh, she's... friends with the princess?" The receptionist stuttered. "I-I'm so sorry, I..."
"And she was pretty rude to us too, sir." Sunset added, making the receptionist even more worried."
"Was she, now?" Max frowned. "You let her in right now, or I can go ahead and find somepony else to fill your position!"
"Y-Yes sir, right away!" The receptionist, nodded nervously, before doing just that.
"Thanks for having our backs, sir!" Sunset nodded to the security guard, who did the same thing, before leaving the building.
"Good friend of yours?" Lemon Zest questioned, as she and Sunset began trotting over to the patients' hall.
"Yeah, I guess you could say that." Sunset replied. "He knows how that security's an art that can't be rushed, thanks to me."
"I certainly appreciate you having my back too, especially in these situations!" Lemon Zest smiled. "Alright, I remember my cousin mentioning that dad should be in... room 127."
"Alright, that should be on this floor then." Sunset carefully searched the various room numbers, before they eventually came across the room that housed Lemon Zest's father.
As the two ponies entered the room, they saw a stallion with glasses, sitting on the bed and looking rather ill. To Sunset, she didn't immediately recognize the stallion at first, but knew that he somehow looked familiar. Regardless, Lemon Zest instantly ran over to surprise her father, happy that this reunion was now filled with joy, rather than resentment from before. But the stallion was still sitting in bed, rather unresponsive.
"D...Dad...?" Lemon Zest got closer to the stallion, praying in her heart that the inevitable hadn't occurred. "Please... wake up!"
The stallion continued being dormant, as if nopony else was in the room at all.
"Dad!" Lemon Zest began screaming, before holding her father's hoof. "Please, I'm sorry about how badly things ended between us when I left home, I'd do anything just to have you see me one last time...!"
Sunset stood nearby, hoping as well that the reunion between Captain Zest and her father wasn't already too late. She specifically recalled how distant the captain had grown with her dad, and it was certainly alluded to that things ended rather messy between the two. As Captain Zest continued praying for a miracle, she eventually got her wish. The stallion slowly began to wake up and open his eyes, also rather surprised to see his own daughter, whom he hadn't seen in literal ages.

"Lemon... Zest?" The stallion weakly said.
"Daddy!" Lemon Zest hugged her father, before she leaked tears of joy. "I know that we've always had our disagreements and fights in the past, especially when it came to my career choice in being a ferry captain. But I know now that you've always just wanted the best for me, and... I just want you to know this from the bottom of my heart. I love you, dad."
"I love you too... my little lemon poundcake..." The stallion said, super overjoyed at this pleasant surprise. "You've... grown so much since you've left home. I remember that when I bought you that boat... you left and never came back... so what changed...?"
"I had a heart-to-heart talk with one of my passengers, and she ended up putting me on the right track, along with helping me change my approach with the ferry business." Lemon Zest explained. "Before, business was incredibly slow, but after I took her advice, I've had nonstop customers in just the past couple of days. And for the first time in my life, I've had genuine passion for this profession."
"That's wonderful..." The stallion held his daughter's hoof. "Who was this passenger...?"
"She's right here." Lemon Zest pointed to her left side, which prompted Sunset to come closer. "Her name's Sunset Shimmer. Sunset, this is my dad, Canter Zoom."
"Canter Zoom..." Sunset began recalling that name from one of her earlier adventures in the human world.
Sunset then realized this was the name of that movie producer who was in charge of that Daring Do film which starred... Chestnut Magnifico. This aside, Sunset also vaguely recalled that around this time, it was Mr. Zoom's niece, Juniper Montage, who had stirred trouble with her and the rest of her friends with a magical hand mirror. With this in mind, Sunset then questioned what she surmised this meant, if Lemon Zest was Canter Zoom's daughter.
"Nice to meet you both as well." Sunset replied. "You both wouldn't happen to know a Juniper Montage by any chance?"
"You've met my cousin?" Lemon Zest responded. "She was the one who brought my dad to the hospital, given how I had more... urgent circumstances to worry about back in Manehattan."
"She was always taking good care of me when my health started going... down..." Canter Zoom mentioned. "I always sadly felt like my niece cared more... about me than my own daughter. She's the only one who's been sending... me money to help pay for my medical treatment."
"I'm so sorry to hear you've been feeling that way, dad." Lemon Zest apologized for her past behavior and grudges. "I promise, from now on, I'll do anything I can make sure you completely recover, even if it means taking a break from the ferry business for a while- hey, wait a minute... what did you just say? Juniper's the only one who's been sending you money?"
"Y-Yes..." Canter Zoom replied. "She mentioned that she had always been using her waitress tips to cover the additional expenses, especially after insurance was no longer able to do so."
"That's a lie!" Lemon Zest said with disbelief. "That money she's been using, I specifically gave her those bits, they were from my earnings as ferry captain! I also definitely asked her to make sure it was clear I was the one sending you money. There's just no way she could've covered thousands of bits worth of bills with just her small restaurant tips! So... she's been taking credit for my hard-earned money!?"
"Ah... it makes sense now..." Canter Zoom began to piece things together. "Since I've been retired for years now... and I wasn't sure when my time was up... I already brought up the possibility of writing a will a few years back... when my niece and I were having dinner at my house... and it discussed who would end up inheriting the family house once I was gone..."
"I-I can't believe this!" Lemon Zest spat. "I've even used my own bits to financially support Juniper over the years, and I helped her get those various waitress jobs in Manehattan thanks to my experience there, and this is how she repays me? I can't believe my own cousin would backstab me like this!"
"To be fair..." Canter Zoom continued. "She was definitely aware of how you and I didn't have the best relationship... but that doesn't matter now... since I now know what's really been going on."
"Well, I'm definitely feeling pretty hurt and betrayed by what Juniper was doing behind the scenes..." Lemon Zest wiped away her tears. "But... I don't even care anymore. Dad, you can just go ahead and give her that house and whatever inheritance she thinks she can swipe from under my nose. Because all that matters now is that you know, and we can finally spend some time together."
"No... no..." Canter Zoom shook his head. "I hadn't signed the will yet, but I'm now able to see things more clearly... especially since I noticed my niece had a tendency of acting nervous... whenever I questioned how she covered the medical expenses with just her tips..."
"So... what are you saying, dad?" Lemon Zest raised an eyebrow.
"You're getting it all... the rest of the savings... and my house... full custody..." Canter Zoom insisted. "I always knew I hesitated... signing over everything to Juniper for a legitimate reason..."
"As much as I appreciate that, dad... it's too much, and I can't accept it." Lemon Zest replied. "Since mom's gone too, and it's just you, me, and Juniper left, I think you should still give her half."
"After she tried to cheat both of us with favortism and lies...?" Canter Zoom spat. "No chance... but you can do whatever you want with everything... once I'm gone..."
"No, dad." Lemon Zest shook her head. "Don't say that, the inheritance means nothing to me if you're no longer by my side. I'm already doing better with the ferry business, so I don't need any money from you. However, things got pretty rough today at work, especially after my passengers and first mate disappeared. I've already gotten a feeling that something tragic must've happened to them, but I have no idea if I should sail the seas to find them. I'll have to traverse pretty rough waters, for one thing."
"More specifically, we have to get to Everfree Island." Sunset specified. "It's going to be pretty dangerous, especially with the violent waters."
"You have a responsibility as a ferry captain... and you must fulfill them... no matter what..." Canter Zoom advised. "You're my daughter... I've taught you from a young age how to sail a boat... even in the most aggressive of waters... but I've heard many sailors would've met their ends on the waters near Everfree Island... not your pop though... and I know you can do it as well..."
"Y-You're right, dad." Lemon Zest began to regain her confidence and motivation. "Even if it's dangerous, I put them in this mess by allowing the ferry to take a south route from the Celestial Sea, so I must do what I can... for the business, for my first mate, and for you, dad!"
"Don't... do it for me..." Canter Zoom insisted. "Do it... for yourself... for your image as a big and strong lemon tree... who will serve her role and responsibility... as a captain... and as my daughter..."
"But... what if something happens out there, and I'll never get to see you again?" Lemon Zest lowered her ears.
"I know in my heart that you... will return safely..." Canter Zoom replied. "We've sailed seas as fierce... as Everfree Island's waters... I know... you can... do it..."
"I won't hold back and let those rapid seas get the better of me, then!" Lemon Zest said with confidence. "Will I ever get to see you again?"
"I'll always be with you... as one with the sea..." Canter Zoom continued. "Go and do what's right... make your pop proud...!"
"I will!" Lemon Zest hugged her father one last time, before turning to Sunset. "And... thank you, Sunset. If it wasn't for you, I wouldn't have been able to repair my relationship with my dad. It's ironic how... my sailing career was not only what tore us apart, but also what brought us back together in the end. Funny how that works out, huh?"
"Yeah, I could definitely say the same thing with my... mother as well." Sunset related with her own experience with Celestia. "I'm happy to hear that you and your dad are on better terms now."
"For sure!" Lemon Zest nodded. "And most of all, now I definitely feel confident in being your navigator, since I most certainly have a responsibility to fulfill. Ragamuffin, my passengers, wherever you are now... I'm coming!"
As Lemon Zest and Sunset waved goodbye one last time to Canter Zoom, they began exiting the infirmary. They were now ready to head over to the Canterlot Harbor, where everyone else on the council was still waiting. It was finally time to set off on an expedition to Everfree Island, not only to obtain the Dragonstone, but also recover Captain Zest's passengers and first mate. However, Rockhoof's decision to reveal the Dragonstone's whereabouts would unknowingly and eventually seal the fate of Equestria. It had slipped Rockhoof's mind that Starswirl specifically instructed him to keep the artifact dormant at all times, as once the Dragonstone was activated, it would inevitably awaken the presence of a fire alicorn hidden within the shadows, who had been sealed for hundreds of years...

	
		Chapter 67: Shiver Me Timbers!



Sunset and Captain Zest had finally arrived at the Canterlot Harbor, where Rockhoof and the rest of the council were waiting. The goal seemed clear for everyone, as this expedition was vital for recovering the Dragonstone, along with searching for and rescuing the passengers. Twilight deduced that since the wastelands future had vaguely alluded to Night Glider making a mysterious disappearance, shortly after her coronation, it was entirely possible that she was among the passengers who were now seemingly stranded. Even if finding the Dragonstone would somehow be futile in preventing that awful future, at the very least, this trip was necessary as a means of protecting her citizens, and Twilight knew it was still her responsibility as the new princess of Equestria. Whatever was the case now, it was finally time to set out to sea, especially since Sunset had finally convinced an experienced ship navigator to steer Rockhoof's boat, which had already passed maintenance inspection.
"Alright, everyone." Twilight announced to the rest of her friends. "Since the boat's already been thoroughly inspected by the Canterlot vessel maintenance team, we're good to go. It seems like we have everything we need to reclaim the Dragonstone and save Equestria. We got a crew, a navigator, and a clear mission in mind."
"I'm beginning to contemplate whether or not I should come along as well, Princess." Rockhoof said. "Although I may be capable of lending my strength on this expedition, I certainly wouldn't be of much help on the open waters."
"Well... as long as you don't tell our navigator to follow the constellations, we shouldn't run into any issues." Twilight replied. "But since you were the one who hid the Dragonstone, we might also need you to help us locate its exact spot."
"I suppose that's the only other thing I can do now." Rockhoof nodded.
Sunset and Captain Zest began boarding the boat, followed by Twilight, Rainbow Dash, Applejack, and then Pinkie. However, as soon as Pinkie stepped onto the port, something unexpected began to occur. The boat began to rapidly shake back and forth, as it began sinking, almost as if it was suddenly above a whirlpool.
"What the-!?" Twilight shrieked. "That's not supposed to happen! Quickly everyone, abandon ship!"
Everyone had done so in a panic, rather confused as to how the boat was suddenly having problems, despite already passing inspection earlier. After doing so, the boat returned to its original position, almost as if nothing had happened.
"The boat began sinking after I stepped aboard?" Pinkie noted. "I knew I shouldn't have had all that pasta for lunch."
"I'm pretty sure that wasn't it, Pinkie." Twilight assured. "I mean... it felt like the boat began to sink because it was carrying too much weight. But I'm guessing there's something else going on here. Rockhoof, do you have any idea what happened?"
"Ah, I've forgotten." Rockhoof recalled. "Since this boat was specifically designed for me back in the day, it was only accustomed to be capable of supporting my weight alone. If the weight exceeds the limit even slightly, it'll cause the vessel to sink down almost instantly. I have no idea why the merchant constructed her this way, but I vaguely remember it was primarily to allow the ship to move... better?"
"Sounds like a certain buoyancy law I studied in science class at CHS." Sunset suggested. "It must be because you had to traverse incredibly rapid waters, and excess weight just increases the pressure on the surface to the helm."
"I suppose that could be it, lass." Rockhoof nodded, although not fully understanding Sunset's knowledge on physics. "In other words, it looks like she'll only support the weight of five of you little ponies before deciding it's more than she can handle."
"It also sounds like if we bring you along, Rockhoof?" Starlight observed. "We'd already be past the weight limit, forcing you to go by yourself. Certainly out of the question without our navigator."
"Aye." Rockhoof agreed. "So in other words, the best I can really do is lend this ship, and the recollection that the Dragonstone is hidden at the center of the island. At least, if my knowledge on the constellations back then were accurate..."
"Well, we're going to have to do our best, then." Twilight said, determined. "But come to think of it... couldn't we simply use our wings to fly to the island, or better yet, use our magic to levitate anypony who can't hover themselves?"
"It's not advisable." Rockhoof quickly warned. "Rumor has it that going near this island will suddenly make you lose your magic, as if there's some kind of curse surrounding it. It's another reason why many who attempt to reach Everfree Island never make it back, never mind the rough seas. Once you lose your magic, you'd better hope you're a strong swimmer, otherwise... you get the idea."
"I understand, and appreciate the warning." Twilight nodded, not wanting to take that risk. "Alright, so let's see... we already know we must bring Captain Zest, myself, and Sunset... so that just leaves space for two other ponies. Who else should come along?"
"I'll come along." Rainbow raised her hoof, before coming back over to the docks. "If Sunset's going, so am I. It's the very least I can do, especially since we got off on the wrong hoof. Plus, this whole adventure expedition just seems like my kind of thing. I've even done so with A.K. Yearling herself, so I certainly have the experience."
"I'd normally join an expedition like this as well, but... I'm not sure I'd be of much use." Starlight added. "If this island's curse is going to disable my magic, I don't think I'd be able to contribute much."
"Same could be said for the rest of us." Applejack pondered. "I reckon most of us wouldn't be capable in helpin' ya if we tend to rely on our strength, magic, or flyin' capabilities."
"I'll go." Flash Sentry volunteered, before trotting over as well. "I may not be much without my flight, but I've made it my commitment to protect others til the very end, especially if the princess herself is going."
"Hmm, so let's see..." Twilight observed the four other ponies standing by her side. "Everypony here is either experienced with adventures, steering a ship over rough waters, or incredibly determined to get the Dragonstone no matter what. If this is as much weight as the boat will allow, I suppose it's the best crew we have for now."
"We really wish we could all come along with you, Twilight." Rarity moped. "We've always stuck together on countless adventures."
"I know, but at the same time, certain circumstances will unfortunately prevent it from happening." Twilight replied. "Just like when I had to go to the human world by myself to retrieve my crown. I really hope we'll be successful in this voyage, with the limited crew we have."
"We'll be wishing you the best on this journey!" Spike began waving goodbye.
Captain Zest, Sunset, Twilight, Rainbow, and Flash had all boarded the ship, which remained stable with the weight it was carrying. With the plan and crew now selected, Captain Zest released the chain holding the ship in place, ready to set off on their new adventure. The rest of the council and Rockhoof were also waving goodbye and wishing them the best of luck. However, just as the boat had already left a good distance from the harbor, something suddenly clicked within Spike.
"Wait a minute... what am I doing!?" Spike's eyes widened as he jumped off the dock and attempted to board the ship as well, only to miss by several feet, before falling into the water. "TWILIGHT, WAIT!!!"
"Spike!" Fluttershy called out, before flying down to rescue the dragon, and bringing him back onto the dock.
"What was that all about, Sugarcube?" Applejack asked, rather confused.
"You know, it's just..." Spike blushed in embarrassment. "Last time Twilight went off into uncharted territory, I just couldn't fight this instinct to join her, since we've always been inseparable. But on second thought, it's probably better that I didn't go, since I would've sunk the ship in the middle of departure. Plus, last time I carelessly went followed Twilight into a journey like this, I turned into a dog."
"You did?" Fluttershy's eyes widened in joy. "That sounds so adorable, you should tell us how that story went, it would certainly help pass us the time."
"Well, if you insist... I suppose I could tell you about the time I, Spike the heroic dog, single-handedly rescued Sunset, Twilight, and the rest of her friends during the Battle of the Bands, after a trio of sirens had trapped them underneath the stage." Spike began to retell his own story of events. "You see..."
"Oh, Spike." Twilight giggled from a distance, as she had overheard the entire thing.
"Well, at least he'll be keeping the rest of the council entertained for a while." Sunset rolled her eyes in amusement. 
After a while, the boat had been cruising far along the seas, well on its way to reach Everfree Island quite soon. Not knowing what to expect from this daring adventure, Sunset began pondering how they would go about their plan, leading up to reaching their destination.
"Not really sure what to expect when we arrive at that island." Sunset said. "I'm guessing this will be uncharted territory for the whole crew."
"Yeah, never even heard of this Everfree Island place, but it already sounds like it could be a miserable experience, especially if we lose our abilities to fly." Rainbow replied.
"We might lose our flight, but not all heroes wear capes." Flash stayed determined. "It's now a matter of sticking together as a team to ensure the safety and future of Equestria."
"I'm glad you decided to come along for the journey, Flash." Twilight smiled. "Not for the reasons that Rainbow and Sunset may think, but err... it's good to have a pony with as much combat experience as yourself. I vaguely recall hearing that you recently began training sessions with a katana?"
"Affirmative." Flash nodded. "I figured they would come in handy someday, and it looks like that day's finally arrived. I just wish dad could see me now, and how far I've come."
"Wherever he is, I'm sure he couldn't have asked for a better son." Sunset put a hoof on Flash's shoulder. "As for you and Flash, Twilight? I've already gotten to know him pretty well, and he's explained everything, so no need to worry. I won't tease you like the rest of your friends once did when you came back to Equestria during your first adventure to the human world."
"Well, it's not that I resent that kind of teasing, it's just... it had a negative effect on us both, especially Flash." Twilight explained. "Ever since I returned from that first journey, rumors spread rather quickly around Canterlot. Then, as far as I'm aware, Flash had to endure many of his colleagues poking fun at him or making him feel awful about it, despite the fact he had no romantic interest in me to begin with."
"It never really bothered me that much, Princess." Flash assured. "Coming from a stallion who lost his father at a young age, along with the extensive training in the academy, I'd say my earlier life really prepared and toughened me up."
"I'm glad you feel that way, but it's just so frustrating." Twilight sighed. "For a while, nopony could ever see the fruits of your labor, let alone appreciate what you contributed to Equestria as far as protection and leadership. They just made kissy noises whenever you were nearby and just treated you like a complete joke. And all for what, just because you may or may not have reminded me of someone I had a bit of a crush on?"
"I'll admit, it was bothersome at first, which was why I began laying low from the public, shortly after I had the honors of welcoming the Duke and Dutchess of Maretonia." Flash replied. "But after a while, I just kept telling myself I'm above retaliating, and that my dad wouldn't want me carrying on his legacy like this. In fact, he's actually the one who taught me how to stand up for myself against bullies at a young age. It's part of the reason why I became a royal guard in the first place, to protect those in need, and those who may not be as capable of defending themselves."
"That's certainly something you and I definitely have in common, Flash." Sunset related, remembering how she saved Lily from Gilda that night. "In fact, most of my attributes and interests were primarily because... I once dated someone similar, let's just say. Leather jackets, playing guitar, and helping others whenever they needed it."
"Maybe I should start making kissing noises whenever you and Flash are together then, Sunset." Rainbow teased.
"Really, Rainbow?" Twilight raised an eyebrow at this behavior. "Or are you suddenly Indigo Zap again?"
"Come on, I'm only joking." Rainbow played it off, before feeling guilty. "Actually, yeah, that was pretty uncalled for, I'm sorry for making that comment. In fact, the whole ordeal between me and Sunset has been an eye-opener for me. While you were unconscious earlier, Sunset? The rest of the council and I had a serious talk regarding what the various problems they've had with me over the years. Even recent events, including the childish competition with Applejack, or putting my ego first when it came wanting to coach the buckball team at the School of Friendship."
"I also remember them mentioning a whole lot of other things, including... breaking into the Cloudsdale weather factory?" Sunset recalled.
"Yeah, it was pretty selfish of me to do something like that, simply because of my pet tortoise, Tank." Rainbow said with shame. "I just... it never really occurred to me that I haven't really been as much of a friend to everypony else on the council, and most of these conflicts have primarily been because of me. It's almost as if I have a tendency to not learn my lesson every time, because it never seemed like that big of a deal to me. Not this time, however, especially with what happened between you and I, Sunset."
"So... what are you saying then, Rainbow?" Sunset said with curiosity.
"Going forward, I want to stay true to being my title element of being a loyal friend." Rainbow said genuinely. "I can really understand now why the council had said such nasty things about me when Indigo was impersonating me, and honestly, I really deserved it. I might've been insecure about competition and being the best my whole life, but it's never worth the cost of a true friend."
"I understand we might've said some pretty harsh things, but I'm sure they were mostly under the impression of you refusing to amends with Sunset." Twilight clarified.
"Well, even so, I'd still completely understand why nopony would want to be my friend anymore if I really behaved that way." Rainbow admitted. "I know it seems like I've already learned my 'lesson' countless times, but I promise you, I really mean it this time. Sunset, Twilight, from now on... I won't let my ego overtake my actions, especially at the expense of my friends. And I want to prove that in this journey, making sure to stick with you ponies until the very end, and guaranteeing we'll get that Dragonstone and save Equestria!"
"I really love your new attitude, Rainbow." Twilight said, impressed. "We've seen you struggle with this in the past, but it sounds like you really have faith in yourself now, I'm so proud of you. Sunset, it seems as if your experience with friendship in the other world has now even rubbed off on my friends as well."
"I'm glad to hear that, Twilight." Sunset smiled. "It's always great when you can learn from your mistakes and become a better pony because of it, I certainly know from experience. And Rainbow, I really appreciate your determination to change for the better. I know we can count on you during this expedition. We're so happy to have you as our friend again."
"Thanks, you two." Rainbow nodded with approval. "I promise I won't let you down, and give 110% for the future of Equestria! Since we may be reaching the island soon, should we perhaps discuss our strategy for dealing with obstacles and getting to the Dragonstone?"
"That's a great idea." Twilight agreed. "I've been thinking about it as well, and I think it's important that we all contribute our unique talents to the team. For example, Sunset's leadership skills, Flash's combat experience, and of course, Rainbow, your flight and determination. We'll have to work together to overcome whatever challenges we face."
"Errr, Princess?" Lemon Zest turned to the rest of the crew with concern. "We may want to figure something out now as a team, sooner than I expected..."
"Hmm?" Twilight turned to their navigator. "Why's that, Captain?"
"I'm already beginning to feel some heavy mist particles on my hooves..." Lemon Zest looked at her moistened fur. "That can only mean... we're entering heavy fog. Also... has it suddenly gotten darker?"
"Huh... it can't be nighttime already." Twilight looked up at the sudden night sky. "Either Luna's messing around with the moon right now, or something is terribly wrong."
Moments later, a strange green fog began to surround the ship, completely obstructing the view of everypony on board. This was especially dangerous, as Captain Zest noticed the wavy waters becoming much rougher than before, making her line of sight absolutely vital.
"Maybe we should fly above the fog and get an idea of our position in respect to the longitude!" Flash suggested. "It's certainly impossible to steer a boat in these conditions."
Rainbow and Twilight nodded, before the two pegasai and princess attempted to fly up together to get a good view. But for some reason, their wings could only flutter for a few brief moments, before making them drop back down onto the boat like rocks.
"Hey, what in the..." Rainbow got up from the starboard. "I can't fly! None of us can fly...?"
"It must be the fog." Sunset began to deduce. "Rockhoof warned us that attempting to go near this island could result in us losing our magic. Call me crazy, but this fog seems... artificially created."
"Sunset does have a point." Flash began inspecting the fog. "This certainly doesn't look like any natural fog I've seen in all my years at the academy."
"It's all... sparkly too." Twilight observed, before attempting to use her horn to test her magic, and failing to cast a simple spell. "Well, whether or not the fog did this to us, it looks like all our magic is now gone. This is certainly troublesome."
"We'd better think of something fast, Princess!" Lemon Zest urged. "Last thing I want to do is steer us right into an iceberg I couldn't even see coming!"
Sunset, Twilight, Flash, and Rainbow all huddled together, trying to come up with ideas on how to ameliorate their current predicament. The loss of magic was something they were warned about prior to the expedition, but they had no idea it would become a conundrum. Unable to navigate properly across the rough sea, Captain Zest focused her energy on doing her best to steer. However, soon enough, a strange kelp-like vine began to emerge from the water and slither onto the boat. It snuck behind the captain and tapped her on the back of her head.
"Yeah, yeah." Lemon Zest felt the tap. "I know we need a solution, but I have to focus on treading these waters. Could you all please not distract me?"
"Huh...?" Twilight looked up, rather confused. "Captain Zest... we're all over here."
Suddenly, more vines emerged from behind the four other ponies, tapping them on their heads as well. Flash, Sunset, Rainbow, and Twilight all turned around in unison, finally seeing what must've poked their captain.
"Whoa!" Sunset jumped back a bit, startled by the vine attempting to grab her. "What in Equestria are these things!?"
"No idea, but they don't look friendly." Rainbow said, concerned. "Twilight, don't these vines look pretty similar to those spiked, thorny black vines we saw coming from the Everfree Forest that one time?"
"Well, this is Everfree Island we're talking about, so it wouldn't surprise me if they were distant relatives." Twilight replied. "Either way, it looks like these vines are trying to throw us off the boat! We'd better do something about them!"
"Go show them what sea ponies like yourselves are made of!" Lemon Zest encouraged. "But be careful, these waters are becoming increasingly rapid!"
Everypony aside from the captain went over to a nearby toolbox and grabbed various pieces of metal equipment. They slashed and hacked at the vines attempting to grab them, until all the vines fell limp and back into the water.
"Ha, it looks like those vines knew not to mess with us, we're awesome." Rainbow remarked, proudly.
But this feeling of relief was short-lived, as an eerie voice began to emerge, startling the five ponies on board.
"OooOooOooOooOooOooOooOoo..." A ghostly female voice began to make itself apparent over the fog.
"I-I-Is that a g-g-ghost?" Sunset began to worry.
"D-Don't be ridiculous!" Twilight stuttered. "T-T-There's no such thing as a... g-g-ghost... is there?"
"Foolish mortals..." The ghostly voice said, now with a hint of anger. "How dare you retaliate in response to my warning for you to stay away from Everfree Island! Now you will pay the ultimate price!"
Suddenly, 100 different kelp vines emerged from the waters, ready to sink the ship to the bottom of the sea. Many vines began to hack away at the ship's wood and frames, causing vital damage to their vessel. Everypony on board began panicking and running around to slash up the vines, but there were way too many to handle.
"This is not happening, this is NOT happening!!!" Rainbow began to pull at her mane in anxiety. "Somepony, please pinch me and see if this is just a bad dream!"
One of the vines humorously pinched Rainbow's neck, as she winced in pain.
"Ouch!" Rainbow rubbed her neck. "Alright, fine then... HELP!!!!!!!!"
Suddenly, the fog grew even thicker than before, practically blinding everypony on board. As the rest of the vines continued attacking and damaging the boat, the entire crew could begin feeling the boat crack beneath their hooves. The vessel eventually snapped into pieces, beginning to sink downward, along with a bunch of shipwreck debris. Combined with the incredibly rough waters, the crew had no idea what was going to become of them, though it was clear that the situation was nothing but dire. Everypony soon fell into the water and blacked out, unsure if this was the end.

With the unknown force causing an awful shipwreck for Sunset and her crew, trouble continued to brew within the human world. Human Sunset had already finished her setup at CHS, but became determined to know what Gilda had been up to. Rolling Thunder had gone back to the gang's hideout, prompting Human Sunset to thoroughly search around town for any sign of the gang's former leader. Having not even the slightest clue of what Gilda had been plotting behind her back, Human Sunset only cared for nothing more than a reasonable explanation as to why she had gone missing that morning.
After looking around town, she eventually caught glimpse of a rusty looking pickup truck, with Gilda in the driver's seat. Human Sunset ran like never before, following the truck to see where she was headed. As the truck stopped at an upcoming red light, Human Sunset ran up to the side of the passenger window and began tapping on the glass. Gilda instinctively looked to her right and rolled the window down.
"Well, you certainly took your sweet time in meeting up with me." Human Sunset frowned. "Now you'd better have a good explanation as to why you were gone all morning!"
"Oh, but I absolutely do, boss." Gilda said, sarcastically. "I just wanted to keep your coffee warm this morning."
"Coffee, huh?" Human Sunset narrowed her eyes and cracked her knuckles. "If you're just going to lie to me like this, I think our conversation is already over."
"Alright, fine then..." Gilda said, pretending to act sad. "But if getting revenge on those girls at Crystal Prep Academy isn't of any interest to you, then I guess that's your problem, not mine."
"I never said that!" Human Sunset spat. "Of course I want to get back at those stuck-up snobs! So am I to assume your absence this morning was because you went spying on them? What could you have possibly found out?"
"What if I told you that I overheard those girls discussing something incredibly valuable to them?" Gilda asked, rhetorically. "That Indigo girl apparently stored her entire gang's vintage school uniforms in her own locker, which are all supposedly worth around 20 grand each. And miraculously, I somehow got her locker combination. Does that interest you, boss?"
Human Sunset's eyes widened in disbelief, before she unlocked the car door and climbed into the vehicle, knowing that the traffic light would turn green soon.
"Well, I have no idea how you managed to pull something like that off, but all right then." Human Sunset calmed herself a bit. "This better be true though, Gilda. If this is all just a lie, I swear I'll make you regret it."
"If you wish, why don't I take you to Crystal Prep Academy right now, and prove this ain't no fairy tale?" Gilda smirked with confidence.
"Fine, then." Human Sunset crossed her arms. "But if we're going to do this, we're going to have to move fast. Those girls at CHS might already be on to us, after what I did this morning."
"Whatever you say, boss." Gilda rolled her eyes. "Why don't you tell me what happened, so I don't get bored?"
Gilda continued driving with Human Sunset to Crystal Prep Academy, ready to begin the next phase of her plan. Though at the back of her mind, the former gang leader was desperately hoping that the locker combination was indeed correct. Toying with Human Sunset was one thing, but she was admittedly still quite afraid of the vengeful Crystal Prep dropout, especially knowing her strength. Regardless, Gilda's focus remained on obtaining those vintage uniforms, as to play along with the entire scheme, and not make Human Sunset suspicious of her dastardly plan behind the scenes.

Back in Equestria, Sunset and her entire crew were found unconscious from that unexpected encounter earlier, but miraculously still afloat on scattered planks of wood. They had somehow managed to already pass through the incredibly devastating waters prior to their boat sinking. Getting back up, Sunset saw that although the boat was practically all gone, she and the four other ponies were right next to her on what remained of the ship's deck, drifting slowly along the smoother waters. Everypony appeared to be out of danger for the time being, but Sunset quickly realized that they were now lost and stranded.
Looking at her surroundings, the night sky had mysteriously vanished, as everything looked bright and sunny again, furthering the idea that the fog and change in atmosphere were artificially created. Sunset also noticed that there didn't seem to be any sign of land for miles, only seemingly endless stretches of water.  This made it impossible to deduce whether or not they were closer to reaching the island, or sailed off in the wrong direction. Sunset slowly got up from the ship debris and attempted to wake the other ponies up, contemplating what they should do next.
"Twilight, Rainbow?" Sunset poked at the unconscious ponies, hoping they would be responsive. "Flash? Captain Zest? Can any of you hear me?"
"Ugh, not now, mom..." Rainbow muttered. "Five more minutes... please- huh? Sunset?"
"Wha-?" Twilight began regaining consciousness. "Sunset, is that you?"
"Bleh..." Lemon Zest began feeling nauseous. "I've never felt this seasick in my life, ironically enough."
"My aching..." Flash began rubbing his head to ease the pain. "Whatever was back there in the fog, it wasn't enough to bring us tough soldiers down!"
"I'm glad to see we're all okay." Sunset smiled at her crew. "Even though we're all still here, we've got another major problem. No ship, so we're now stranded, and have to rely on these leftover pieces of the ship to keep us afloat."
"That's definitely problematic, but hey." Rainbow tried to stay positive, before flapping her wings. "Since the fog's gone, maybe we can fly now-"
Rainbow quickly dropped back down like a rock, before creating a huge splash in the water, and climbing back aboard the shipwreck debris in a panic.
"Alright, never mind." Rainbow sighed. "It looks like the fog really took away our magic and flight."
"For the first time as the princess, I'm really not sure what else we can do." Twilight began losing hope. "It doesn't look like there's any sign of land nearby."
"Never had this happen in all my years of navigating a boat." Lemon Zest reflected. "But I'm thinking we don't have much of a choice beyond riding this driftwood until we can get to land. It's either that, or hope that somepony else on the waters is able to rescue us."
Everypony began thoroughly looking around, desperately wanting to spot any potential form of a rescue. This went on for several minutes, but there didn't seem to be anything at all. By this point, Twilight heavily regretted not coming up with a backup plan, in the unlikelihood that something like this could've transpired. The situation looked bleak and hopeless for the entire crew, but eventually, Flash took notice of something much further away.
"Hey, wait a minute... is that another ship in the distance?" Flash pointed behind Sunset.
Everypony turned around, squinting their eyes to get a better look at the horizon, before noticing an incredibly subtle shape of what looked like a large ship.
"Ahoy, good eye, dude!" Lemon Zest said, optimistically. "But it seems like they're way too far away. How would we even get their attention?"
"Hmm, that's a good question." Rainbow began pondering. "If only we still had our flight..."
"Quite the conundrum for sure." Twilight felt dumbfounded for the first time in ages. "I'm usually the one coming up with plans, but for once, I'm definitely open to any new suggestions. Anypony?"
While brainstorming ideas, Sunset suddenly remembered what she had been told earlier, when she was visiting Celestia and Luna in Silver Shoals. The two former princesses hinted they had been consistently preparing Twilight with all of her new royal responsibilities, including raising the sun and moon to help balance out her workload. Sunset then recalled from a young age, hearing her adoptive mother often mention her sister having a habit of using her Royal Canterlot Voice, which was remarkably loud. Assuming the two sisters had been prepping Twilight long before the coronation, it seemed entirely possible that Luna might've taught the princess this, especially if it meant giving orders to the royal guards.
"Twilight, I'd assume that Princess Celestia and Luna taught you quite a bit to prepare for becoming the new princess of Equestria?" Sunset asked.
"I mean, yeah, it's to be expected." Twilight replied. "Couldn't imagine they'd be comfortable with the idea if I hadn't gone through the proper training."
"Well, has Princess Luna taught you a thing or two on using the Royal Canterlot Voice?" Sunset suggested. "I've often heard Princess Celestia mention this, and how incredibly loud it is. Maybe even loud enough to get that ship's attention?"
"Huh, you're right, Sunset." Twilight liked the ingenuity in Sunset's idea. "That might actually work, since I had been practicing a week ago. And to think I told Princess Luna that I felt it didn't seem too important for me to learn. Well, if it means I can get that ship to come over rescue us, I'll try my best."
Twilight cleared her voice several times, before turning in the direction of the ship, hoping that her voice could let whoever was on the ship become alerted to her presence.
"EVIL, BEWARE!!! WE HAVE WAFFLES!!!" Twilight bellowed at the top of her lungs.
"Uhhh, why did you say that, instead of calling for help, Princess?" Lemon Zest asked, rather confused.
"Sorry, it's just a... force of habit." Twilight blushed. "Princess Luna was constantly teaching me those lessons during breakfast, so there is that."
"Well hey, look!" Flash pointed to the direction of the boat. "Regardless of what you said, it looks like whoever's aboard that ship heard you loud and clear!"
With the flow pushing the crew closer and closer to the direction of the now approaching ship, they eventually drifted in front of the vessel, thankful that they were about to be rescued from their current predicament. However, although the rest of the crew initially felt this, it came as an immediate unpleasant surprise to Rainbow, once she saw who was aboard the ship. It was a large stallion with an orange mane and brown vest, whom Rainbow definitely recognized from her previous adventures with Daring Do.
"What's this, now?" Rogue raised his eyebrow at the ponies drifting along the open waters. "Am I to understand that you ponies need rescue? Also, where's those waffles you promised? At least cook us those waffles before we decide to rescue you."
"Mate, does it look like we have the ingredients, or a kitchen on us!?" Lemon Zest snapped. "Now quit fooling around, and please... just help us up!"
"Fine, if you insist." Rogue narrowed his eyes, before throwing down a rope, allowing the stranded ponies to climb aboard. "For the record, I was really hoping you did have waffles, so to say I'm disappointed... is an understatement. Nopony messes with my snack cravings."
As Flash and Rainbow made their way abord, the entire crew then noticed two other stallions coming out from the ship's cabin, who were also familiar to Rainbow.
"Well, well, well... what do we have here?" Biff looked around at the ponies Rogue had reeled up. "Looks like we caught some extra tuna this fine day."
"More like some stowaways, from the looks of it." Withers deduced. "Including one very familiar Rainbow maned pony among them."
"You know these guys, Rainbow?" Sunset questioned.
"Yeah, and let's just say from my experience... they're not exactly friendly." Rainbow glared at the trio of stallions. "After all, don't our previous adventures with Daring Do ring a bell?"
"Well, how nice of you to remind us, after we let you set hoof on our ship." Withers spat. "To tell you the truth, we would've normally just left you behind to rot in this sea. What do we look like, lifeguards?"
"But moving past this, it looks like Rogue had the right idea to reel you ponies aboard." Biff smirked. "The boss mentioned wanting to find a little extra muscle to do his dirty work, perhaps he'll find excellent uses for you five."
"Your boss!?" Rainbow spat. "You mean to tell me you clowns still work for Dr. Caballeron?"
"Nah, we quit working for Caballeron, especially after he promised to stop pillaging artifacts from lands." Withers explained. "Why would we topnotch crooks stick with some sissy book author now?"
"We wanted to have some real fun, so we found a new boss who delivers on just that." Rogue sneered. "Somepony who knows how to become rich by being nothing but ruthless. Come on out, boss!"
Sunset and her crew then watched the ship's cabin open one final time, rather curious at who this mysterious leader of the vessel was. It was a good chance that if they had hired Dr. Caballeron's old henchponies, who had a track record of being ruthless and conniving crooks, they most likely had bad intentions. Stepping out of the cabin door, they saw a brown stallion with a dark green mane, dressed up as a pirate captain. Although Flash, Twilight, Rainbow, and Lemon Zest didn't seem to recognize this stallion at all, Sunset did. With one glance at his manestyle and color scheme, Sunset immediately realized that it was the pony counterpart of Timber Spruce, Gloriosa Daisy's younger brother.
"That's 'Captain' to you!" Timber snapped. "Captain Spruce! And ye crewmates have done well by catchin' some cheap stowaways. They'd be me key in pillagin' a nearby locale and doin' some hard labor. Well then, being your captain, are ye five scallywags up to the task?"
"Listen here, Mr. Pirate!" Lemon Zest glared at Timber. "If there's one rule of any ship, it's that there can only be one captain, and that's me! I got an official hat and license for it!"
"A captain of what ship, you little bilge?" Timber rolled his eyes. "Hmph. I suppose we could work together, me hearty. But just remember, it was me what found ye lot, so ye'd best be followin' me orders!"
"Hearty!?" Lemon Zest raised an eyebrow. "Bleh, you wish! There's no way I'm taking orders from you, let alone date you!"
"Date?!" Timber brought his sword out to assert his dominance. "I ain't interested in no silly romance! I'm here to pillage and plunder, not find some parrot to stroke! Ye ponies should be thankin' me crew for the rescue, since followin' me orders is ye lot's way of repaying yer debt!"
"Well, regardless, don't think you can use us as pawns in your little game!" Flash snapped. "Who do you think you are, taking us as hostages and forcing us to commit crimes on your behalf!?"
"You tell them, Flash!" Rainbow raised her wings whilst narrowing her eyes at the pirate captain. "We may have a princess with us, but she's no damsel in distress! You salty old pirates think you're so tough, but we can take you! Come on, gang, we've got them outnumbered, it's five on four!"
"Believe ye can take on Captain Spruce and his crew!?" Timber simply brushed off the threat. "I've seen and pillaged armed ships back in me day, and ye stowaways are mere insects! Now, why don't ye all shut yer gobs and listen to reason? If ye don't want to follow me orders, ye can walk the plank! But if ye do decide to join... well, there's treasure and glory to be had! Well, maybe. Most of that treasure be mine! Anyways, the choice is yers, my little equine friends."
"Alright, listen up." Sunset spoke up. "Captain, did you just say that you were about to pillage a nearby locale? It wouldn't happen to be... Everfree Island, would it?"
"Aye... maybe... what's it to ye!?" Timber pointed his sword at Sunset.
"Well, we were initially heading to Everfree Island ourselves for a little vacation." Sunset replied, before winking to Twilight. "We've never seen the luxurious shores, so we decided to come out, only to have a little accident ruin our ship. But if you're in need of a bit of help, we could always strike a deal. We're not too busy, and we've always wanted to see what the fuss is all about. So, what do you say? We help you, and you help us in getting there?"
"Yargh!" Timber exclaimed in disbelief. "I'd believe ye to be a spinoff character of a novel, before being convinced that ye'd go to such a dangerous locale for vacation! I should make ye walk the plank for lyin' to ye captain!"
"Really, we just wanted to see the island." Twilight vouched for Sunset's claim. "We heard there were lots of ruins and stuff to explore, and it just seemed like a good place for tourists. Our ship got wrecked in an unfortunate storm, so that's why we needed rescue. Surely, you understand?"
"I certainly can't understand, especially since you still haven't fulfilled your promise to make me those waffles!" Rogue's eye twitched.
"Yeah, and just who would believe a princess would put herself in danger on a trip for something as silly as a mere vacation?" Biff added. "You're clearly wanting to go there for a bigger purpose!"
"You ponies either come clean now, or we'll drop you all in a nearby whirlpool and watch you drown!" Rogue threatened. "Especially your rainbow-maned friend there!"
"Ye scoundrels have one last chance to confess, ye hear!?" Timber stomped his hoof on the boat. "Or would ye rather live in Gravy Bones' locker for the rest of ye life!?"
Although feeling as if her crew had the capabilities of taking on these pirates, the princess still felt that it wasn't a good idea to gamble their lives, especially without their magic. Twilight got the impression that these ponies were a legitimate threat to them, and that they wouldn't play around with the idea of throwing her entire group overboard, and letting them suffer a watery grave. As risky as it seemed to come clean about why they were really going to the island, it felt like the lesser risk to take, since she knew her own crew was technically on a treasure hunt themselves. Not wanting to say something foolish that could potentially jeopardize her friends, the princess sighed and began confessing.
"All right, we're on a treasure hunt ourselves." Twilight said. "We're traveling there in the hopes of finding a rare artifact, known as the Dragonstone. If you would just... take us to Everfree Island, we'll let you keep any other treasures you find yourself. Just please, spare us and give us a lift there, since we have no ship anymore."
"Dragonstone, you say?" Timber began contemplating what to do with these ponies. "So, am I to understand that this is a negotiable statement? Ye stowaways will follow me orders in exchange for using me ship as a luxury cruise? I'll expect ye to lend yer hooves to help around this vessel to pay off yer debt, understood?"
"Yes, whatever you say..." Twilight sighed. "We don't have much of a choice, otherwise."
"Twilight, what are you doing?" Rainbow began worrying. "Need I remind you that three of those stallions used to work for Dr. Caballeron? You've read the Daring Do books yourself, after all. I've got a bad feeling about this..."
"Well, if they'll hold up their end of the bargain, as far as rescuing and bringing us to the island, we don't have much to lose." Twilight replied. "After all, it's not the first time we've enlisted the help of some pirates. Remember when we encountered the Storm King?"
"They're pirates though, Princess." Flash warned. "We may be putting ourselves at risk by playing into their hooves."
"I'm going to have to agree, Princess." Lemon Zest nodded. "Number one rule on the open seas? Never bargain with a pirate, they'll always try to swindle you to come out on top, no matter what."
"Well, without magic out here, we're going to have to take that risk." Twilight said, determined. "Besides, they need us just as much as we need them."
"A wise investment for ye scallywag stowaways." Timber nodded in approval, before pointing at Captain Zest. "But since I'm still Captain, I hereby declare Miss Self-Proclaimed Captain here to be our cook! A mare like her be better suited to work in a kitchen than on a boat's deck."
"What!?" Lemon Zest growled. "I've been sailing boats for years, I'm not some... some useless cook!"
"Oh, please." Timber rolled his eyes. "Ye can't even sail on the open seas without losing yer ship! I don't believe ye have much room to argue. I'd never hire a mare like ye to be on me crew, let alone a captain. Ye'd best be leavin' that to a qualified stallion like me-self. Why do ye suppose I hired these expert stallions as me muscle?"
"You disrespectful, misogynistic pirate!" Lemon Zest slammed her hoof on the deck. "Anything a stallion can do, a mare can do just as well, if not better!"
"Yeah!" Rainbow stood her ground as well. "You have no idea just how capable we are, and how much we've accomplished in Equestria!"
"Spare me yer dramatics, missy!" Timber gave a sharp look toward Rainbow and Captain Zest. "I'll not have ye talkin' to me like that aboard me ship, not if ye expect to live out this voyage alive. Now, do as I say, and shut yer trap before I shut it for ye!"
"You heard the boss!" Rogue grinned. "Now how about you make yourself useful and head on into the kitchen, Captain Cuisine? I still expect those waffles your little princess friend there promised, so chop chop!"
Lemon Zest turned around and gave Twilight a dirty look, before reluctantly trotting toward the ship's kitchen.
"Sorry, Captain..." Twilight sighed, knowing that her lack of preparation from this trip had now forced her entire crew to be at the mercy of these pirates.
"And as for the rest of ye landlubbers, there's a lot of work that needs to be done below the deck." Timber pointed past the starboard, before turning around to address Twilight and Rainbow. "We've got a cabin below deck with a cot and some supplies ye can use. Get settled in and start cleanin' down there. It's a mare's job after all."
Twilight and Rainbow reluctantly followed the pirate captain's demands and began trotting downstairs, though it was primarily Rainbow who kept glaring at the stallion, still aghast by his misogynistic remarks. Timber then turned his attention to Flash and Sunset, before thinking of another assignment for them.

"Alright, now." Timber addressed the remaining two ponies. "The servant boy, get up on the crow's nest and keep an eye out for any other ships that might be in the area. As for the missy here? I want ye to help our cook friend down in the kitchen. She's going to need some assistance in makin' certain we've got enough rations for the journey. We should be arrivin' at Everfree Island quite soon."
"Fine, but with all due respect, I think it's important for both of us to be up on deck to keep an eye out for potential threats." Flash gave his own input. "It wouldn't make sense for just one of us to be up there while the other is stuck down below. I'm beginning to question your qualifications on running a ship. Besides, if we're coming up to the island soon, aren't you afraid of this strange fog and these vines that are capable of bringing a vessel down?"
"Huh?" Timber raised an eyebrow. "No idea what yer blabberin' about, what kind of fog be doin' that? No, wait, I don't care! Remember, ye stowaways are assigned to take care of me dirty work, so I suggest ye not waste any more time! Now get on with it, or ye know what happens."
As Flash climbed up toward the crow's nest, Sunset reluctantly trotted over to the kitchen, prepared to do as she was told. However, what Flash brought up suddenly raised a rather legitimate question in Sunset's mind. How was it that the ship was much closer to the island now, but there was almost no sign of the same mysterious fog and vines her own crew had encountered earlier? It became even more puzzling after Captain Spruce implied that he himself had no idea of it existing at all. She kept this in mind, but continued to focus on her current assignment.
Upon entering the kitchen, she saw Captain Zest already hard at work, chopping up vegetables and grumbling angrily. She came over to the captain's side, trying to help her get through this tough situation. Being forced to work for a pirate captain was bad enough, but a misogynistic one, of all odds? Sunset brought some more ingredients out of the cupboards, before hearing her crew's captain venting.
"I can't believe him!" Lemon Zest began stirring the curry. "Who does he think he is, treating us mares like that?"
"Well, Captain, we're both in the same boat, so to speak." Sunset acknowledged. "But I'm sure if we work together, we can make the best of it. My friends and I will find our artifact, and you'll get to rescue your passengers and first mate."
"I hope so too." Lemon Zest sighed, before pointing at one of the bowls. "By the way, don't eat this particular batch. It's for those pirates, so I made sure to spit in it and make it extra spicy for them."
"Gotcha." Sunset nodded. "But while we're here, you want to hear something strange?"
"What's up?" Lemon Zest kept stirring, but looked at Sunset in curiosity.
"We're much closer to the island than before, but for some reason, the mysterious fog that attacked our ship and took away our magic, it hasn't come back." Sunset observed. "Even stranger is... Captain Spruce claimed he had no idea of the fog existing in the first place. That tells me that either... those pirates took a different route from us, or...?"
"...or were THEY the ones who were responsible for the fog and attacking our ship in the first place?" Lemon Zest's eyes widened. "Why else would the fog curse us and our ship, but not theirs?"
"I hadn't considered that, but I suppose that's definitely a possibility." Sunset nodded. "Maybe a ploy from those pirates to scare away anypony else who'd attempt to reach the island, so they can hog the treasures all to themselves?"
"That would make perfect sense, actually." Lemon Zest agreed. "And better yet, I bet that's exactly what happened to Ragamuffin and the rest of my passengers. Oh... I just hope wherever they are now, they're safe."
"I'm sure we still have a chance to rescue them." Sunset put a hoof on Captain Zest's shoulder, trying to keep her positivity.
"You're right." Lemon Zest smiled back at Sunset, whilst pouring the curry ingredients into a pot. "Hopefully we won't have to cooperate with this salty pirate captain for much longer. Once he takes us to the island, I never want to see him again."
"I know exactly how you're feeling, but we can't really do much at the moment, unfortunately." Sunset continued to empathize with the upset ferry captain. "Now then, does the curry need anything else?"
"Maybe some salt, to match Mr. Salty's personality out there." Lemon Zest suggested. "Think you could find some for me?"
Sunset nodded and looked around the cabinets, eventually finding two strange bottles. The contents within at least resembled salt, so she took them back over to the captain, who began thoroughly inspecting the containers.
"Huh... whatever this is, I don't think it's salt." Lemon Zest said.
"What makes you say that?" Sunset questioned, unsure of what the substance really was.
"Well, it's a bit too fine-grained and shiny to be salt." Lemon Zest replied. "Maybe it's some sort of spice?"
"Wait a minute... since when do spices glow like this?" Sunset observed. "This might actually be some kind of magical potion. I should probably show this to Twilight and see if she can identify it."
"Alright, but bring this curry out to the pirates first, so that they don't get suspicious." Lemon Zest warned, before handing Sunset the tainted batch of curry. "You might want to hide those bottles somewhere."
"Right." Sunset nodded, as she tucked the bottles away in her mane, and trotted out of the kitchen to serve those pirates.

At Crystal Prep Academy, Human Sunset had just arrived on campus with Gilda, ready to see what leverages she had against her former schoolmate bullies. The front doors were locked, forcing the girls to sneak their way into one of the windows. Walking down the hallways, Human Sunset noticed the lockers were all labelled accordingly, not just by number, but also the students' names. The former Crystal Prep student eventually noticed her old locker, #216, was now supposedly owned by somebody named Twilight Sparkle. Unknown to her, Twilight was no longer attending the school, but her locker was left untouched. This was due to Principal Cadence's new policies and regulations, shortly after Principal Cinch's dismissal.
Human Sunset took it upon herself to remember this particular name, the student who supposedly ended up taking her spot after dropping out. It didn't seem important for now, as she was focused on finding those vintage school uniforms that were stuffed in Indigo Zap's locker. The two girls continued going down the long corridor, before finally discovering the locker in question. Locker #517, with Indigo's name labeled at the top. Staring down this particular locker already sent a burning rage in Human Sunset's eyes, but if what Gilda had told her was true, this would be an excellent way to get some well deserved revenge.
"If we're able to get our hands on those vintage uniforms and destroy them, it'll be the ultimate payback." Human Sunset said. "Not only for Indigo to lose such a valuable possession, but to also have her friends shun her for letting this happen. Then she'll know exactly how I felt when she pushed me to do her schoolwork."
"Whatever floats your boat, boss." Gilda responded, before casually walking up to the locker to input the combination.
To both Human Sunset and Gilda's surprise, the lock actually opened up, revealing the Shadowbolts' old Crystal Prep uniforms. The uniforms appeared to be ironed and sealed in plastic casings, furthering the idea that those girls weren't kidding when mentioning how valuable they had truly become. On hindsight, this made Human Sunset internally frustrated at the fact she had already sold her own Crystal Prep school uniform, back when it was only worth about $200, rather than $20,000. But before Human Sunset could even think about what she could do to get her revenge, Gilda immediately slammed the locker shut, and put the lock back on.
"What do you think you're doing?" Human Sunset spat. "Whose side are you on!?"
"Yours, of course." Gilda replied. "I hate those dumb school kids as much as you. However, now that you know I possess the knowledge of how to break and enter this locker, why don't we make it... interesting?"
"And what do you mean by that?" Human Sunset narrowed her eyes, her fists shaking in impatience.
"I need you to do a little errand for me." Gilda clarified. "In other words, you know that Equestria place you mentioned earlier? Well, I'm after a little valuable piece of jewelry known as the Tundra Tiara. If you go back to Equestria and bring it back for me, I'll give you the locker combination and let you do whatever you want with those uniforms."
"You're crazy." Human Sunset folded her arms.
"Well, you're not wrong about that." Gilda simply brushed it off. "That's what my therapist told me, so I headbutted him in the office. Anyways, we got a deal or not?"
"Forget it!" Human Sunset huffed, before cracking her knuckles. "I can MAKE you open that locker, if you catch my drift."
"Perhaps, but if you hit me hard enough, I might get amnesia and forget the combo." Gilda hypothesized. "Then what would you do? You think you can use a chainsaw or tool to bust into those lockers without getting caught? Besides, you got a better way to get revenge on your past school bullies?"
"RRRRRRRRRGGGGHHH!!!" Human Sunset growled, fiercely. "You are testing my patience right now!"
The former Crystal Prep student then breathed in and out several times, before swallowing her pride. After all, this did seem like the perfect opportunity to get her ultimate revenge against the Shadowbolts, and all she'd have to do was find some arbitrary piece of jewelry.
"...very well then." Human Sunset sighed, before shaking hands with Gilda. "I accept your little bargain. Just make sure that you stay behind here and see to it that nobody else comes by to retrieve those uniforms, especially not Indigo."
"Glad to see you're making the right choice." Gilda smirked, before taking out the photo she found from the old journal earlier, and handing it to her boss. "Here's a little visual aid to help you locate it more easily. Best of luck, Sunny."
Human Sunset simply grabbed the photo and frowned in frustration, knowing that she had become desperate enough to essentially become her own lackey's errand girl. She exited the school through the window and began making her way back to CHS, as it was the only place with a portal that she knew existed. Once she eventually arrived back at the same horse statue pedestal from before, she made her way in, thankful that the portal was still functional, despite taking the magical journal away earlier. She also internally prayed that those vicious red beetles wouldn't be waiting for her on the other side, recalling that those things were likely out for her blood.
When Human Sunset arrived back into Equestria again, she breathed a sigh of relief when noticing the beetles were gone. She immediately got up and slowly adjusted toward walking on four hooves again, remembering what animal she had turned into. It took a little effort to figure out how to exit Canterlot Library's restricted section, but she eventually managed to do so, getting a glimpse of the outside world of Equestria, as she stepped out of the library. There didn't seem to be any ponies nearby, other than a stallion waiting at the train station. Human Sunset simply sighed in frustration at her new homework, before trotting over to the stallion.
"Excuse me, sir?" Human Sunset addressed the pony in front of her.
"Oh, hello!" Party Favor gave an optimistic smile to the mare in front of her. "Did you need something?"
"I'm more just trying to find somebody, err... somepony?" Human Sunset adjusted her pronouns, before showing the photo of the Tundra Tiara to the stallion. "Anypony who would know where I could find this?"
"That looks like a majestic crown." Party Favor complimented. "Actually, come to think of it, that crown looks almost identical to the one I've seen Countess Coloratura wear at her meet-and-greets."
"Hmm, alright then..." Human Sunset kept this in mind. "And where exactly would I find this... Countess Color Tiara?"
"Actually, she goes by 'Rara' these days, and she resides in Manehattan." Party Favor explained. "In fact, I've heard that she may be performing at another charity event there."
"Good to know." Human Sunset nodded, before realizing her next dilemma. "Unfortunately, it seems like I'd have to use the train to get to this... Manehattan place. I assume I'll need to buy a ticket, but I'm not sure if this place accepts dollars."
"Huh?" Party favor raised an eyebrow. "You mean to tell me that where you're from, they accept toy dolls as currency? Sounds interesting, but you're correct, I can't imagine the ticket booth will accept that as payment. Tell you what, since I'm heading to Manehattan myself, why don't you come with me? It's no trouble at all, since I have one of those fancy creator passes that'll allow me to ride the train for free, plus a friend."
"Really?" Human Sunset felt touched by this act of kindness. "Thank you, I've... never really had any real friends, let's just say..."
"Well, first time for everything... friend." Party Favor winked, before sitting down at a nearby bench. "Maybe we could get to know each other a bit better as we wait for the train. What's your name, ma'am?"
"...Sunny." Human Sunset told the stallion. "You can call me... Sunny S."

	
		Chapter 68: So Uncivilized



Despite feeling as though making new friends wasn't really her focus, Human Sunset continued chatting it up with Party Favor whilst awaiting the train. She believed it was better to not discuss sensitive topics, or reveal any crucial information that could immediately give her away, assuming this stallion knew something about Pony Sunset. For once, making friends actually felt... nice. But this was a different 'nice', in contrast to the Canterlot Street Gang girls, who were more like accomplices and lackeys, rather than friends who genuinely accepted her. 
Human Sunset believed that if she had this kind of courage to make new friends during her freshman year at Crystal Prep Academy, things could've been so much different. A friend who'd be willing to hear her out, or perhaps even help her get Indigo in trouble for everything she did. However, it was sadly far too late to have this kind of wishful thinking, seeing how she already ruined her life and tanked her career opportunities, after dropping out of high school. Making friends seemed like something that Human Sunset began to believe gave her genuine happiness, especially with Party Favor's positivity and optimism. 
He almost reminded her of a male pony version of that Pinkie girl she lashed out at that night, but at the same time, she wasn't here to make friends. For all she knew, it was mostly a perfect opportunity to simply use Party Favor to reach Manehattan for free, and find the Tundra Tiara for Gilda. Although happy to make a new friend, Human Sunset continued convincing herself that she'd only be 100 times more happy to go through with her original plan. The sweet vengeance behind destroying the Shadowbolts' valuable vintage school uniforms, and having them pin it on Indigo, it was the only thing that occupied her mind, before the train to Manehattan had finally arrived by the platform.
Human Sunset and Party Favor began boarding the train together, but another source of positivity was trotting around the corner, after being asked by her friends to bring some snacks. The rest of the council of friendship were feeling peckish, whilst sitting by the Canterlot Harbor, and listening on to Spike's retelling of Sunset and Twilight's journey to defeat the Dazzlings. Pinkie Pie had volunteered to make a quick trip to bring over some snacks and refreshments on a cart. However, as she was dragging the cart back over to her friends, she casually glanced over at the train station, and briefly saw what looked like Party Favor boarding the train, accompanied by... Sunset Shimmer?
"Sunset...?" Pinkie raised an eyebrow at this. "No, no... that can't be her. She left on Rockhoof's boat about an hour ago, along with Twilight, Flash, Dashie, and the pony version of that girl at Crystal Prep Academy who likes listening to music a lot. She couldn't be back already, at least not without saying 'hi' to us first."
Human Sunset then took her seat on the train, next to the window, with Party Favor sitting by her side. Even from a fair distance away, Pinkie could've sworn that this pony who looked like Sunset actually had a horn. This was when Pinkie began to deduce this pony most likely wasn't Sunset, given she had her horn stolen by Chestnut Magnifico. Pinkie contemplated trotting over to the train, just to get a closer look at this pony who resembled Sunset. However, she didn't even get the chance, as it already began leaving the station to Manehattan, leaving her puzzled as to what was going on.
"That couldn't be Sunset if she has a horn." Pinkie said to herself. "What could this be a case of? A twin sister? Did Sunset discover the Mirror Pool? Is that just Ocellus playing around with Party Favor?"
Pinkie then considered another entirely plausible explanation, given the clever joke she had played on Sunset for years, as far as switching back and forth between Equestria and the human world.
"WAIT!" Pinkie's tail twitched. "Could that be the Sunset native to the human world, who just discovered the portal into Equestria, and is seeking revenge on Sunset for stealing her life, given how well known she is at CHS?"
Pinkie gave a hard stare at the train that just departed, before shaking her head and dismissing the idea.
"Nah, that's probably not it." Pinkie deduced. "I'm just overthinking things, given how our Twilight didn't seem to affect the life of the other Twilight, who wears glasses. Even then, it's probably just Ocellus. She and Party Favor had been getting along pretty well at the School of Friendship lately."
As Human Sunset and Party Favor were now on their way to Manehattan, Pinkie simply shrugged and continued bringing the snack cart back over to her friends at the harbor. She didn't think much of it at all, but was completely unaware of the fact that her last theory was entirely plausible. In fact, Pinkie had barely guessed at the idea of Sunset's human counterpart wanting revenge of all things, since it seemed rather silly. No one would've ever considered the possibility that Sunset living a life in the human world would've resulted in the world's native Sunset to go through what she did. But now, revenge seemed to be the only thing Human Sunset was after, and she didn't really care who she had to hurt to get it...

Back on Captain Spruce's ship, Sunset had just served a batch of curry to the pirate gang, who all sat together at a table, ready to dig in. They didn't seem to mind the fact that Captain Zest had spat in the curry and added large amounts of jalapeño sauce, as they believed it only added flavor.
"That so-called captain mare may stink at being in charge of a ship, but she sure makes a good chili-like curry." Rogue said. "But seriously, could you tell her to hurry up with the dessert? I still want those waffles! You can't just promise a stallion like me some waffles, and then not give us any!"
"I heard you the first time, you sack of blubber!" Lemon Zest opened the cabin door, her eye twitching. "Jeez, does this guy want to get married, just so he can have a wedding cake made of waffles or something!?"
"Ye watch yerself, missy!" Timber pointed at his new cook. "I'll be havin' no disrespect on me ship, now get started cookin' those waffles! Nothing but the best for me crew!"
Lemon Zest simply narrowed her eyes at the pirate captain, before closing the door and continuing to make those waffles against her will. As Sunset noticed the pirates were busy devouring the curry from before, she saw an opportunity to bring those mysterious containers to Twilight for inspection.
"Captain Spruce, sir?" Sunset addressed the pirate captain. "May I have permission to help Twilight and Rainbow down in the cabin under the deck?"
"Whatever works for ye, our little friend in the kitchen be doin' Gourmand Ramsay levels of cookin' anyways." Timber simply continued enjoying his meal, barely paying any attention to Sunset.
As a result, Sunset turned around and began making her way to the trapdoor near the bow, climbing a ladder down to find Twilight and Rainbow. Flash continued doing his job of keeping watch up on the crow's nest, before alerting the pirate captain of a potential threat.
"Captain?" Flash looked through a telescope. "There may not be any ships around us, but I spot a flock of seagulls headed our way. Hopefully you're prepared for them, they look pretty starved."
"I ain't scared of no seagulls, servant boy!" Timber scoffed, as he continued eating his curry. "Don't ye be quittin' yer dayjob!"
Just then, the seagulls were drawn to the aroma of curry aboard the ship, and began diving toward the dining table. They were hungrier than ever, especially after not eating for several days. The flock landed all over the table, bowls, and even on the pirates themselves, who began freaking out and trying their best to shake them off.
"Ahhhhhh, get these winged rats off!" Withers frantically waved his hooves at the air.
"Ow, OW!!!" Biff shrieked in pain. "These little buggers are pecking at me!"
"Mine, mine, mine!" The seagulls chirped, trying to scavenge any bit of food they could get their beaks on.
Having enough of this nonsense, Timber brought his sword out and began swinging at the seagulls, viciously trying to slash them away, until the flock eventually decided they had enough, and swiftly flew off together. Timber's crew then looked at their bowls on the table, frowning at how empty they had become.
"Those dumb birds." Biff snarled. "They took our food, those greedy squawkers."
"Not scared of some seagulls, huh?" Flash reiterated from above. "I told you, I know from experience, they can be pretty aggressive when hungry, but you didn't listen, did you?"
"Shut yer trap and just do yer job like a respectable servant boy!" Timber growled.
"Hey, Captain Obvious!" Flash ridiculed the pirate captain. "I WAS doing my job, in warning you of upcoming dangers, thank you very much. Maybe you should do your own job too, instead of being a lazy slob, who can't even be bothered to cook his own food!"
As this was going on above the deck, Sunset trotted through a large corridor underneath the ship, almost reminiscent of the yacht she and her friends were on during their spring break cruise. After turning a corner, she had finally met up with Twilight and Rainbow in the ship's cabin below. The two ponies were both doing maintenance and janitorial labor, but stopped as they noticed Sunset approaching them.
"Hey, Sunset." Rainbow greeted her friend. "Been handling your duties well? If so, can't say the same for us."
"I may have knowledge on mechanical engineering, but I'm not really the kind of pony to work in such a grease and lubricant coated environment." Twilight sighed. "Anyways, what's up?"
"Well, Captain Zest and I have already fed those ungrateful pirates." Sunset reported back. "But most importantly, while we were cooking, I found two containers with what I thought was salt. But after getting a closer look, I might have reason to believe this could be something... magic related?"
Sunset took the containers out of her mane and handed them over to Twilight, who began analyzing the samples closely. It was puzzling at first to identify what kind of substance Sunset had found, even with the princess's many years of studying magic and potions. However, while fidgeting around with the container above her head, the lid had loosened, spilling the contents onto Twilight's face, with some even getting in her mouth.
"Bleh, ptui!" Twilight spat the substance out of her mouth in disgust. "Well, you're certainly right about it not being salt, I wouldn't put that on a quesadilla, because I'd actually feel bad for the quesadilla."
Just then, as Twilight was thinking about quesadillas, her horn suddenly lit up. In the kitchen above, Captain Zest had finished preparing a waffle covered with melted cheese on a plate.
"Who puts cheese on waffles of all things?" Lemon Zest questioned Rogue's request, before getting ready to take the meal out.
But to her shock, before the captain could even pick the plate up, it somehow poofed and vanished out of thin air.
"What the!?" Lemon Zest's eyes widened, completely baffled at what just happened.
Suddenly, the cheesy waffle appeared above Sunset, Twilight, and Rainbow's heads, which immediately fell down onto the cabin floor. It may not have actually been a quesadilla, but it was reminiscent of one, enough to freak Twilight out.
"Ahhhh, ewwww!!!" Twilight revolted at the sight of the cheesy cuisine. "Get it away, so cheesy, so... wait a minute. Where did that thing even come from?"
"Your horn lit up for a second, so I guess you made it appear with magic?" Rainbow replied.
"Oh, well I guess that makes sense- wait, WHAT!?" Twilight suddenly realized. "I can use my magic again? If so, maybe I should check and see if I can teleport myself."
Twilight closed her eyes and visualized Canterlot, just to test and see if she had a way of conveniently escaping the pirates' ship, and returning home after obtaining the Dragonstone. But no matter how many times she tried her best to pull off the teleportation spell, it kept failing.
"Hmm, alright, so let's see..." Sunset began jotting down her observations on the substance's effects. "This looks like the same plate those pirates had in the kitchen, while I was helping Captain Zest. In that case, it sounds like you might only be able to teleport objects that are nearby, but you're not able to teleport yourself, especially over long distances."
"Hey, how about your wings?" Rainbow reminded. "If you got your magic back, maybe you can fly now, too?"
Hearing this, Twilight took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and focused on her wings. She felt a new form of control through them, and slowly, ever so slightly, they began to carry her up several feet above the floor. To her amazement, they actually did work again!
"Oh my gosh!" Twilight exclaimed, flapping them gleefully. "They're back! I can fly again! But the question is... for how long?"
"Well, that's just it, I've never seen... whatever that substance is, even back when I was Princess Celestia's student." Sunset said. "But if I were to make a guess, perhaps it's the powdered form of some kind of magic enhancing serum?"
"Magic enhancing serum..." Twilight reflected upon her studies back at the School For Gifted Unicorns. "The closest thing that comes to mind is an Enchantment Tonic. From what I can understand, it'll allow us to use our magic again, even if it was  somehow depleted or drained."
"So does that mean... Sunset could get her horn back if she took one?" Rainbow questioned.
"I remember reading that it would only grant you magic, based on which attributes you already have." Twilight recalled. "Meaning, if Sunset took these, it'd only give her Earth pony strength, since she doesn't have a horn anymore."
"Well, at least it's still something useful." Sunset said. "Are there any effects from taking these?"
"I believe that the main drawback is... the enchantment itself is only temporary." Twilight replied. "As for what side effects could come up after taking them... I'm not entirely sure."
"If there's side effects after the potion wears off, then we definitely have to use them wisely." Rainbow added. "I know from experience. Let's just say... I had a bad dream once, where I recklessly took a speed potion and did a Double Rainboom, destroyed Ponyville, and... actually, never mind, I think you get the idea."
"Uhh, right then." Twilight said, rather unnerved by the thought. "But good point, in the sense that... we must use what's left of these enchantments wisely, especially if our artificial magic is only temporary."
"It's better we have some form of insurance, even for a little while." Sunset insisted. "We should hold onto these for now, I'm sure they might come in handy later."
"Sounds like a plan!" Rainbow nodded. "Though perhaps it could be useful now, if we have no other choice but to escape the pirates. I'd never trust conniving crooks like them, they clearly never change. Oh,  uhh... I didn't mean you, Sunset, given you stole Twilight's crown once, no offense."
"None taken." Sunset replied, feeling like it was the thousandth time she had said this in her life.
"That shouldn't be a problem." Twilight assured. "We made a deal with them, and they promised us a lift to Everfree Island in exchange for some manual labor. If we were able to trust Captain Celaeno, I'm sure we can trust Captain Spruce as well."
Just then, two cries for help came from above the ship, loud enough to where the trio were able to overhear it down in the cabin. It was Captain Zest and Flash Sentry, who sounded like they were in real danger.
"Looks like you spoke too soon, Twilight." Rainbow sighed, knowing that she was right to trust her instinct.
The three ponies ran from the cabin, hurrying up the stairs, until they finally made their way up to the ship's deck. To their horror, they saw Captain Zest and Flash tied up with rope, with the pirates surrounding them. The pirate captain and his crew turned around, before getting ready to explain what was happening.
"Well, how nice of ye to join us." Timber sneered at the trio. "Unfortunately, yer crewmates have been goin' against me orders."
"Going against your!?" Flash snapped in outrage. "I did my job, as far as warning you about upcoming threats!"
"But ye be sassin' and pokin' disrespect toward me, yer captain!" Timber frowned. "That'd be enough to sentence ye to walk the plank!"
"Excuse me, but... what are you salty pirates tying me up for?" Lemon Zest questioned. "I was in the kitchen the whole time!"
"And you never came out with my cheesy waffle, even though you said it was almost ready!" Rogue hissed. "Which tells me that you ate it yourself! That's so much more unforgivable than what our servant boy did!"
Hearing this, Twilight winced for a moment, realizing that her teleportation spell had gotten Captain Zest in quite a pickle.
"Now, listen here!" Timber demanded. "We're currently over shark-infested waters, and havin' these landlubbers walk the plank! And if ye ponies are to question our decisions to punish yer crewmates for treason, perhaps ye'd like to join them!?"
"Treason!?" Flash said with outrage. "Since when do pirates believe the law exists for them?"
"When I'd be makin' the laws of me ship, servant boy!" Timber sneered. "Now, any last words before yer crewmates be shark bait!?"
Sunset, Twilight, and Rainbow all looked to one another, understanding that they were all likely thinking the same thing, now that Twilight had part of her magic back. There was certainly no use in trying to negotiate with the pirates now, especially not at the cost of Flash and Captain Zest. Internally, Sunset began to come up with a plan, before motioning out what everyone would need to do. She pointed at Rainbow and herself, then pointed at the pirates, hinting that their role would be to distract the pirates long enough to give them an advantage. There was even a barrel of swords nearby, which they could use to defend themselves. With Rainbow's speed and Sunset's quick thinking, along with both of their combat experience, it was their best chance.
Sunset then looked at Twilight, before pointing at the trapdoor of the ship. She swiftly moved her hoof in a wavy motion, subtly conveying that Twilight would need to find a potential raft or lifeboat, something that could help them all escape the pirate ship, before it was too late. After a few moments, Twilight and Rainbow looked at one another, before nodding and winking, feeling that they had a rough idea of Sunset's plan. Sunset then gave an expression of confidence, especially given how this wasn't the first time she's had to improvise to help her friends get out of tough situations.
"Alright, Captain." Sunset turned around and addressed Captain Spruce. "I don't believe it's right of you to make Flash and Captain Zest walk the plank under such silly and childish circumstances. So if you must, go ahead and make me walk the plank too."
Captain Zest and Flash gasped upon hearing this, but the pirates seemed more than happy to oblige to Sunset's proposal.
"This landlubber be havin' nerves of steel." Captain Spruce acknowledged. "However, we'll just see if she still does after we turn her into shark bait!"
Rogue, Withers, and Biff all trotted over to Sunset and grabbed her, before dragging her over to the ship's opening, where a plank began to extend outward. Biff grabbed his sword, forcing Sunset onto the plank of wood, before she began to look down with anxiety. She could already see several shark fins poking out from the surface of the water, meaning that if she fell in, she'd be a goner. Flash and Captain Zest continued looking on in concern at this predicament, but Sunset kept herself confident and determined. The former unicorn looked back at Twilight and Rainbow one final time, before nodding, and noticing that they did a subtle nod back.
Biff began poking his sword closer to Sunset, making it clear that if she didn't jump, she'd get stabbed. With a deep breath, Sunset prayed internally that her plan would work, since this was life or death for her. She voluntarily jumped off of the plank, which immediately made Flash and Captain Zest gasp in horror. However, moments later, Sunset used her front hooves to grab ahold of the plank, springing her high up into the air, and making her land back onto the ship's deck. With the pirates caught off guard by this sudden move, Rainbow quickly trotted toward Rogue and Withers, stunning them temporarily with a swift kick to their faces. She then set her attention to the barrel of swords behind them, grabbing a sword for herself, along with another sword, which she threw to Sunset.
"Hmph!" Timber glared at Sunset and Rainbow. "Looks like we got us some traitors, don't we, boys!? I never would've expected ye to pull off such a dirty trick like that!"
"Well, lucky for me..." Sunset began giving an explanation of where she learned such a trick. "I watch way too many sci-fi films in my free time."
"That's enough talk from ye!" Timber snarled, before pulling his sword out. "Now ye traitorous landlubbers be payin' the price!"
As Rogue and Withers began to slowly get back up, Biff joined them, all with swords at the ready. But while this was happening, Rainbow used her sword to slash apart the ropes holding Captain Zest and Flash in place, before giving them swords as well. Twilight then saw this as the perfect opportunity to go into the ship's cabin, finding anything along the lines of a raft or lifeboat. The pirates took no notice of this, as they mostly focused their attention toward the four other ponies, who all held their swords in place. The two groups of ponies stared each other down, the wind blowing at each of their manes, ready for the battle of a lifetime. As the clashing was about to commence, Twilight realized she had to find something fast, as she knew her friends wouldn't be able to hold off those pirates forever.

Party Favor had just arrived in Manehattan, accompanied by his new friend, Human Sunset. The two had gotten closer with one another during their train ride, to where Human Sunset almost began to forget the reason why she was here in the first place. However, stepping off of the train, as soon as Party Favor mentioned Rara, the motivation became clear once again, in the sense that she was here to nab the Tundra Tiara for Gilda. The two began to banter over their plans in Manehattan, before getting ready to part ways.
"Well, it sure was nice to meet you, Sunny." Party Favor smiled. "Pretty cool how you live in Canterlot too, I don't really know many ponies who can afford that kind of lifestyle. But unfortunately, like I said, I have to go visit my nephew right now. Have fun seeing Rara at her meet and greet."
"Thanks, Party Favor." Human Sunset said, somewhat saddened at her newest friend leaving her. "I kinda hope we'll get to meet again soon?"
"Same here." Party Favor nodded. "Tell Rara I said 'hi'."
The stallion then waved goodbye, as Human Sunset knew she was now on her own. Finding this Rara pony seemed simple enough, given how well known she appeared to be. Being able to get her hooves on the Tundra Tiara on the other hand... not so much. Regardless, Human Sunset knew she had to improvise, before trotting around the city, looking for any leads or clues of where this meet and greet was taking place. She knew that she shouldn't be here longer than she needed to, knowing she still had unfinished business back at Crystal Prep Academy. Eventually, after some thorough searching, Human Sunset noticed a poster on a nearby building, the same building where Madame Cinch held her beauty pageant, before being sabotaged by Rarity, Vignette, and Pony Sunset.
This poster appeared to have a female mare on it, who was also wearing a crown that strongly resembled the Tundra Tiara. Human Sunset took out the photo Gilda had given her, and it was an exact match, down to every little detail. This had to be it, the location where this Rara pony was holding her meet and greet, and Human Sunset wasn't too worried at the possibility of needing to pay for admission, given how Party Favor mentioned it was a charity event. However, she knew that snatching the Tundra Tiara wouldn't be an easy task, especially with the risk of getting in trouble for theft. Being able to make it all the way back to Canterlot would be crucial for her plan, so Human Sunset knew she had to be crafty. She was ready to make her way into the building, but was caught off guard by a nasty surprise, the front doors were locked.
Human Sunset decided this wasn't anything new to her, and simply looked all around the building, trying to find any open windows or unlocked doors. There unfortunately wasn't anything like that, leaving her feeling uncertain on how to get inside without drawing attention to herself. However, she soon heard hoofsteps coming from around the corner, and they were getting closer by the second. Human Sunset quickly dove into a nearby bush, hiding from who she believed was likely a security guard. Peeking from the bush, she saw a white fur stallion with a blue blazer and pants, holding keys to the building. The stallion unlocked and opened the back door, making his way inside. Human Sunset quickly used her hoof to block the door from closing, giving herself an opening to get inside.
She followed closely behind the stallion, trying to find this Rara pony, wherever she was. Most of the rooms appeared to be completely empty, making Human Sunset question what this stallion was trying to accomplish by being here. She presumed that he was either the building's owner, or a security guard. However, she would soon get a clear answer, once the stallion opened the door to the dressing room, where Rara herself was currently at. She snuck behind a potted plant in front of the door to eavesdrop on what was happening, much like she did with the Dazzlings earlier.
"Excuse me...?" Rara sighed, as she was in the middle of doing her mane. "The meet and greet isn't for another two hour-"
She immediately went silent and frowned, upon seeing who was interrupting her preparation. A familiar stallion who was once her flamboyant and abusive manager, who exploited her fame for personal gain.
"So, the rumors were true." Svengallop spat. "You think you can do a silly charity event in this building without an approved permit, huh?"
"Nice to see you too, Svengallop." Rara said, sarcastically. "Ironic how we're both in the same place where it all started, when I was nothing but that 'Boring little Rara you met back in Manehattan'?
"Don't you dodge the question, Countess!" Svengallop huffed. "There's no way you're hosting a volunteer meet and greet in this building, not without legal consequences!"
"What are you blabbing about?" Rara raised an eyebrow. "I booked a reservation for this building weeks ago, with an approved document signed by the building manager, Miss Valencia herself!"
"Well, that would be fine and dandy..." Svengallop began to smirk. "If not for the fact that Miss Valencia recently left management. Her resignation letter firmly stated that she's now working for some new business, known as Pommel's Piqué. So, according to Manehattan's law, if you don't have a permit with an active staff member of management, you're in big, legal trouble."
"Wha-!?" Rara gasped, shocked upon hearing this. "That's not fair! I waited weeks to book that meeting, and to get it approved by the city staff and management!"
"Life's not fair, Countess." Svengallop cried fake tears. "We all want things, but don't always get our way, do we?"
"Quit calling me 'Countess', I no longer associate myself by that title!" Rara exclaimed, before lowering her head, feeling defeated. "Alright... fine. I'll move my meet and greet somewhere else, and let the fillies know I'll have to reschedule at the very last minute."
"Oh... sorry." Svengallop grinned. "I'm afraid it's not that simple. According to Manehattan law, whenever you violate these rules and regulations, I have the right to issue you a fine."
"What are you even talking about?" Rara brushed off the threat. "You're not a lawyer or authority figure. What makes you think you can fine me?"
"On the contrary." Svengallop said with confidence, before pulling the deed of the building out of his suit. "It says here, I own the building, after I outbid this poor sucker at an auction. I was always fine with letting other ponies rent out the spot. Keyword, rent. So when word got out that this was a charity event, and thus, would not be generating any profit to pay off the rent, that's when I decided to drop by and pay you a little visit."
"This... This is the mayor's signature!" Rara looked over the document, her eyes widening.
"It sure is." Svengallop replied, before dishing out his punishment. "Now then, the Manehattan lawbook specifically states, as the building owner, I may issue a maximum fine of 25,000 bits, which... I have no problem fining you with."
"25,000 BITS!?!?!?" Rara began hyperventilating. "I... I don't have that many bits!"
"Well, isn't that surprising, considering you've always been a pony who loves wasting her time doing silly charity events, instead of reaping profits, like myself." Svengallop rolled his eyes, before writing up a ticket.
"Why are you doing this...?" Rara began to tear up.
"Oh, I don't know... maybe because you ruined my career as a manager?" Svengallop sneered. "After you spread a bad word about yours truly, nopony in Equestria would hire me. I even tried to become management staff for this Postcrush duo recently, only to get rejected before I even got a proper interview! They decided to hire filthy diamond dogs over me!"
"You know what you did wrong when you were my manager, back when I was Countess Coloratura!" Rara screeched. "It's a good thing that you can't get another management position, if the only thing you're able to manage is your selfish motives!"
"Watch yourself, sweetie!" Svengallop took a stance. "You want me to add assault and battery charges to your fine? One little scratch on my hooves, and I'll be happy to oblige."
"Just... leave me alone..." Rara began sobbing, knowing she now had a 25,000 bit debt to pay off. "You've already won, there's no need to kick me when I'm down..."
"I haven't won yet." Svengallop shook his head. "I'll only win once I see you living out on the streets, jobless, and unable to sustain an affordable life in Manehattan. But don't worry. I'll bring you a little cupcake every so often, just so you don't starve to death. Now, if you excuse me, I'm heading to the building's office to print out the legal document for my lawsuit against you."
Svengallop began emitting an unpleasant laughter, as he finished writing up his ticket, and planting it on Rara's desk. He then made his way out of the dressing room, heading toward the office. Human Sunset was still hiding behind the potted plant, as she overheard the entire thing. Although she didn't know this Rara pony at all, her teeth gritted when overhearing how abusive and calculated this Svengallop pony truly was. He seemed almost as ruthless as Principal Cinch, and everything he was about to do to this Rara pony, it felt just as relatable from her experience at Crystal Prep Academy. Human Sunset went out of hiding and entered the dressing room, ready to chat with the now distressed Rara.
"Hey there." Human Sunset addressed the event host, before noticing the Tundra Tiara on her desk.
"Who... are you?" Rara asked, curious about the pony standing before her.
"Name's Sunny." Human Sunset introduced herself. "I was walking by, and... that Svengallop pony seems really unjust about this whole thing. I just wanted to let you know that you're not alone."
"W-What do you mean?" Rara responded, rather confused.
"I've been in a situation like this before." Human Sunset reflected her past. "That Svengallop pony sounds like the absolute embodiment of narcissism, greed, and selfishness."
"Definitely well aware of that." Rara sniffled. "But what can I do? I saw the legal document, it was a legitimate signature from our city's mayor."
"There's always a way to fight back against injustice." Human Sunset encouraged. "I know it's easier said than done, but trust me, it's worth it."
"But how?" Rara asked, genuinely curious. "I mean, he has all this evidence against me, and now I'm stuck here, helpless and in debt..."
"Well, I think I got an idea." Human Sunset said, before she left the room. "Stay here, maybe I can convince him to change his mind."
Human Sunset then exited the room, and had gotten a quick glimpse of which room Svengallop had entered, rather far away down the halls. She quickly sprinted over to the office, where the calculated stallion was in the process of printing a document to present to the court. The stallion turned around upon hearing the door open, seeing Human Sunset entering the office, and giving him a dirty look.
"What the-!?" Svengallop was taken aback at this. "How'd you even get in here!? The building's locked!"
"Oh, you know, just a little backdoor that I found." Human Sunset grinned, confidently. "Look, I just wanted to talk to you about what you're planning to do to that Rara pony. You understand that you don't have to be so cruel, right? You could just as easily let her off with a warning, or something."
"What do you care?" Svengallop crossed his hooves, unconvinced by Human Sunset's attempt to reason with him. "You're just some nobody, and she was the one who crossed me, not you. Besides, I don't take advice from some filthy commoner like yourself."
"Filthy... COMMONER!?!" Human Sunset took great offense at this statement, as she began to shake with rage. "You realize you're about to ruin somepony's life, don't you!?"
"Ruin?" Svengallop laughed. "Sweetie, Rara's life is already ruined, all I'm doing is finishing the job. She did this to herself, especially after giving up being Countess Coloratura. Besides, it's not my fault she's so dumb and uneducated regarding Manehattan's law."
"You disrespectful, disgusting pony!" Human Sunset grimaced. "You're nothing but a selfish, cold-hearted monster, and I won't just stand by and let you do this!"
"And what would you know about having a ruined life, hmm?" Svengallop sneered. "Besides, you're just a worthless piece of trash, and I could care less about your opinion."
"You don't know the first thing about me, let alone understand everything I've been through!" Human Sunset snapped. "And you'd better change your attitude right now... OR ELSE!!!"
"Or else what?" Svengallop challenged, a smirk forming on his face. "You're just a commoner, and you have no power. I'd also be more than happy to sue you for assault, if you really want to test me."
Human Sunset narrowed her eyes, before slamming the office door shut, and locking it. She then pounced onto Svengallop like a lion hunting its prey, before grabbing the stallion by the neck, and slamming his head into the floor, multiple times. This kind of corrupt behavior was exactly what she always resented about Principal Cinch. But unlike Cinch, who actually managed to end up winning and taking everything from her, Human Sunset finally had the opportunity to retaliate against a similar corrupt figure. The absolute amount of disrespect and ridicule toward her moments ago, she made certain that she would not hold back. What Svengallop was about to do to Rara, it exemplified everything about these rich and snobby authority figures that enraged Human Sunset.
"Agh! Let go of me, you crazy mare!" Svengallop shrieked. "I'm wearing glasses, too! You wouldn't hit a pony with glasses, would you?"
Human Sunset snatched the glasses off of Svengallop's face, before throwing them hard onto the floor, shattering the lenses. It almost reminded her of the time she destroyed her own glasses, along with Indigo Zap's goggles.

"You were saying?" Human Sunset growled, before giving Svengallop a hard shove, sending him tumbling across the room. "Now, are you going to forget about the fine, or am I going to have to get more... forceful?"
"You crazy psychopath!" Svengallop screamed, struggling to regain his footing as he scrambled back across the floor. "Let me go this instant! I'll have your hide for this!"
Human Sunset frowned, before grabbing a nearby chair and breaking it over Svengallop's head. The blunt force gave him a severe bump on the head.
"Gah! You stupid cow!" Svengallop groaned, holding his head as he tried to stand up. "You're... not getting away with this!"
"I was once a Straight-A student..." Human Sunset gave a dark glare towards Svengallop. "The last thing you want to do is call me stupid!"
Human Sunset used her strength to pick up Svengallop's body, before throwing him against the printer and office supplies. The table instantly broke, as a nearby shelf collapsed, sending some heavy boxes plummeting onto Svengallop's head. She then picked up a pair of staplers, ready to get even meaner than she already was.
"These staplers really want to meet your face." Human Sunset threatened, as Svengallop's eyes widened. "You want me to invite them over?"
"No, NO NO!!!!!" Svengallop held his hoof out, surrendering, and getting ready to beg for mercy.
"Good, that's what I thought." Human Sunset said, before dropping the staplers. "Now, you're going to do exactly as I say, or you know what happens. Do I make myself clear?"
"Y-Yes, ma'am." Svengallop managed to squeak out, still lying on the ground, cowering in fear. "What do you want me to do?"
As Rara was still sitting in her chair, she was still unsure of what Sunny had in mind. Moments later, she turned to look at the door opening, seeing Svengallop, all nervous with a messy mane, and his suit ripped up. Unknown to Rara, Sunny was standing outside the dressing room, ready to strike, should Svengallop decide to weasel his way out of this.
"Errr, Rara... sweetie?" Svengallop trotted over and picked up the ticket he wrote. "I've been thinking, and... this seems remarkably petty and unfair of me. So... why don't we just forget about that fine?"
The stallion ripped up the ticket and stuffed it into his mouth, swallowing it. He then took out the deed to the building he had shown Rara earlier, before explaining himself.
"Oh, and... this deed?" Svengallop began confessing. "I actually stole it from the original owner, put white out on the names, and signed my name instead. I was going to print a new copy, so that the judge wouldn't get suspicious."
Rara simply frowned upon hearing this, enraged at the fact Svengallop went through all this trouble just to scare her. It definitely worked, but she then realized something crucial. The dressing room had a working security camera in the corner, meant for keeping watch on intruders.
"Well, I'm glad you confessed everything." Rara grinned, before pointing at the security camera. "Because now I have evidence to present to the judge, myself."
"W-Why do we have to go there!?" Svengallop began pleading. "You've already won, why continue to kick me when I'm down...?"
"I'll only win when I see you behind bars." Rara replied, coldly. "You've always brought this upon yourself, Svengallop. We could've been an amazing duo who brought joy and positivity to the ponies of Equestria, but no, you chose this path, and now you're going to have to pay the price. Now get out of here."
Svengallop's eyes widened, realizing that he really dug himself into a hole this time. He turned around and ran out of the building, desperate to flee the city before he was about to get caught red-handed. Shortly after, Human Sunset entered the room, giving a soft smile toward Rara, who did the same.
"Well, whatever you did back there, you've saved my life and career." Rara said. "Thank you, Sunny."
"My life was ruined long ago because of somepony like that." Human Sunset reflected. "So it was definitely satisfying to put him in his place."
"I owe you everything." Rara insisted. "Please, how can I ever repay you for your kindness?"
The feeling of triumph and justice being served, it admittedly felt satisfying enough of a reward for Human Sunset. However, she suddenly remembered her initial motive upon hearing Rara ask this, which was to get the Tundra Tiara.
"Well, I do like that tiara you have." Human Sunset pointed at the crown, still sitting on Rara's desk. "Do you think...?"
"Oh, certainly!" Rara happily grabbed the tiara and placed it on Human Sunset's head. "I've been wearing this for a while now, but I'd be more than happy to gift it to you. It looks pretty nice on you, too."
"Yeah, it sure does." Human Sunset grinned, looking at herself in a mirror. "However, I'm not quite sure how I'll head home. I don't have any bits on me, so I can't take the train."
"Not a problem, Sunny." Rara replied, before she took her own saddlebag, and handed Human Sunset enough bits to purchase a train ticket. "After what you did to help me, it's the least I can do."
"Tell me, Rara... right?" Human Sunset began, as she took the bits.
"Mhm?" Rara nodded her head, ready to listen.
"Why are you being so nice to me?" Human Sunset questioned. "I mean, I'm just a total stranger to you, and here you are, willing to fix my personal problems."
"Oh, I don't know." Rara smiled. "I suppose it's just in my nature to be helpful and kind to others. It's why I hold these charity events, as well as these meet and greets. My goal is to spread positivity, and to teach everypony to be selfless. Making a positive influence in the world, it feels so much better than... what Svengallop would do on a daily basis. Besides, those bits are nothing compared to your priceless kindness, Sunny."
"Thank you, I... I don't know what to say." Human Sunset replied.
"You extended your kindness to me in my time of need, so it's only right that I return the favor." Rara said. "I'm going to have to get ready for my meet and greet soon, but I won't forget this! I'll see you around soon, Sunny?"
"Yeah... I hope so too." Human Sunset replied, before waving goodbye and eventually exiting the building.
Human Sunset eventually trotted all the way back over to the Manehattan train station, ready to make her journey back to the human world. It was quite the hassle to get this crown for Gilda, but at the same time, the experience getting to this point was not something she had expected at all. She had made... friends? With both Rara and Party Favor? The very first legitimate friends she had ever made in her entire life, and this unusual new sensation she had in her chest, it was... genuine happiness? Human Sunset knew for certain that she definitely didn't feel anything close to this before, when she vandalized the Rainbooms' musical instruments at CHS.
Was it entirely possible that... getting revenge against those Crystal Prep girls would give her the same result? She had felt bitter, resentful, and unhappy for most of her life, especially since Solstice passed. But this new experience kept telling Human Sunset at the back of her mind... was this really the route and life she wanted to go down? She overheard Rara's words to Svengallop, which seemed applicable to herself as well. If she chose to continue going down a wrongful path of sabotage, framing, and selfishness, would she herself eventually regret everything, and end up facing major consequences? She internally asked herself this, as she used the bits to purchase a train ticket back to Canterlot.
While awaiting the Manehattan train, she stared down at the Tundra Tiara in her hooves. The thought of giving it to Gilda, it seemed to completely go against Rara's philosophy, given Gilda's selfishness. This was a genuine reward and gift from a  friend, so why just give it away to somebody as selfish as her? At the same time, Human Sunset reminded herself that she already went through a lot of trouble to get this crown, so she might as well go through with the original plan. After all, she still had yet to get her ultimate revenge on Crystal Prep Academy, which was one of her main desires to accomplish, upon coming back into existence.
The train eventually arrived, prompting Human Sunset to board it. As she took her seat, she kept getting this strange feeling that giving Gilda this tiara would be a big mistake. She had no idea why Gilda wanted this crown so badly, but guessed that she most likely wanted to sell it at a nearby pawn shop to earn a quick buck. Human Sunset didn't seem to care, knowing that she had already finished her work here in Equestria, and it was time to head home. The conflict appeared to be stirring within her, but her motivation to continue her revenge paths kept outweighing everything else, since without guidance, she felt it was too late. The damage at Canterlot High was already done, and she felt like she didn't have much to lose.
As Human Sunset kept clouding her mind with these thoughts on the train, Svengallop was still running frantically around Manehattan, ready to make a run for it. Just as he was about to exit Manehattan, he was stopped dead in his tracks.
"Hey, there he is!" Vignette Valencia pointed at the stallion, which caught the attention of the police stallions nearby.
"Wha-!?" Svengallop gasped. "What did I do?"
"You stole the deed to the Manehattan Pageant Theater, which I paid for at the auction, yesterday." Vignette replied. "You also stole my keys, too!"
"No... I think you have the wrong pony..." Svengallop insisted, before accidentally dropping the stolen building key from his ripped suit pocket.
"Do we really?" Vignette crossed her hooves.
"But... you're Miss Valencia, right?" Svengallop tried to defend himself. "I heard that you quit management recently. So you couldn't possibly own the building!"
"You're right, I quit management, because I bought the building with my life savings." Vignette explained. "Things like that become affordable once you find a stable source of income. I got a new job recently, after all."
"Now then, anything more to say before we take you to jail?" One of the stallion officers asked. "We already got a phone call reporting solid evidence and a confession of you forging that document."
Svengallop continued to stay silent, unsure of how to proceed. He was hoping that he could make a quick break for it, as this was his only opportunity to escape. The conniving stallion pretended to come up with an explanation, before attempting to run past Vignette and the officers. To his dismay, the officers were swift enough to restrain the stallion, before putting him in hoofcuffs. They eventually dragged him over to a police carriage, before taking him to the Manehattan jail. 
As Svengallop had his mugshots taken, he was escorted into one of the cells in the Manehattan prison. The bars closed up, leaving him encased in a cage of consequences, as a result of his life's decisions. He didn't feel any shame or remorse, and merely stared on through the bars with an empty and soulless expression. However, as the prison guards had left, Svengallop's eyes widened when he noticed who was sitting in the cell directly across from him.
"Svengallop, dear?" Madame Cinch called out from her cell. "Is that you?"
"Well, what are the odds?" Svengallop looked toward the mare in front of him. "Who knew that my wife and I would both end up together in jail?"
"Oh, hush you." Cinch rolled her eyes. "I'm not your wife anymore, and I'd appreciate it if you didn't spread those ridiculous rumors. What are you in for, anyways?"
"Some orange unicorn with a red and yellow mane." Svengallop described. "She made me confess to my latest scheme, let's just say."
"Heh, that's rich." Cinch sneered. "I take it you're here for the same thing, then. I have no idea who that mysterious unicorn was, other than the fact she somehow convinced my staff to stand up against me. Now's she's exposing you and your schemes? She must be some kind of self-proclaimed vigilante."
"Whoever she was, she's got some guts, that's for sure." Svengallop sighed. "But don't worry. We'll be out of here soon enough, and then we can get back to our old ways. Just you and me, like old times."
"Hmm, that reminds me..." Cinch began pressing. "Do you still have that diamond I gave you for our wedding?"
"Why, what do you need with that now, dear?" Svengallop raised an eyebrow.
"For our escape, of course." Cinch replied. "Diamonds can cut through almost anything, even iron bars like these."
"You don't say?" Svengallop considered the plan. "Well, I suppose I could spare it. Just promise me you'll use it to help us both escape, and not just yourself."
"I promise." Cinch grinned, as Svengallop took the diamond out of his pocket and tossed it into his ex-wife's cell.

	
		Chapter 69: Insulaphobia



Back on Captain Spruce's ship, Sunset, Rainbow, and Captain Zest were beginning to tire out from holding off the pirates, who were more skilled with swords than they had anticipated. By this point, the brawl had nearly come to an end, with Captain Spruce and his team having the upper hand. They had already relentlessly slashed at the three mares enough times, to where they ended up dropping their swords out of exhaustion. Flash was the last one who still had a weapon in his hooves, defending everypony else from the relentless pirate gang. Although remarkably skilled with his trusty katana, it was only a matter of time before he would become overpowered as well. Internally, Sunset was hoping that Twilight understood what she meant earlier, as far as finding something to help their entire crew escape from the pirate ship.
Knowing that they were all getting dangerously cornered, Sunset's eyes darted around the battlefield, scanning the deck for anything that could possibly aid her and her friends in their escape. She spotted something shiny and metallic a few yards away, and realized it was an ink pen that one of the pirates had dropped during the fight. Sunset quickly picked it up and sprinted over to Flash, who was still valiantly clashing away. She shook the pen up, before pointing it at the pirates, and squirting a large amount of ink at them, with even some getting in their eyes.
"MY EYES!!!" Rogue screeched, as he stumbled back.
"Captain!" Withers tried to get the ink out of his eyes. "I told you we should've worn eyepatches!"
"Well, looks like the pen is mightier than the swords, after all." Flash commended Sunset's quick thinking.
"Ye certainly be regrettin' that quite soon, missy!" Timber simply coped with the ink in his eye, as he stared Sunset down. "Any last words before we be finishin' ye landlubbers off!?"
Sunset began to worry, but she breathed an internal sigh of relief, shortly after. Behind the pirates, Twilight finally exited the deck's trapdoor, and managed to acquire a large inflatable raft, which she slowly began to inflate using her magic. As the pirates were too focused on the ponies in front of them to take notice of this, Sunset then realized she suddenly had a snappy one-liner with a more hidden meaning.
"Yes, actually." Sunset began to say her 'last words' to the ruthless pirate captain. "Timber Spruce, Twilight Sparkle... has a crush on you."
"...What???" Timber simply froze in his tracks and blinked in confusion, before turning around to see the now fully inflated rubber raft, suspended up in the air.
Twilight then dropped the heavy raft directly onto the pirates, knocking them unconscious, and making them drop their swords. The brief distraction was all the time that Sunset, Flash, Rainbow, and Captain Zest needed, as they quickly ran aboard the inflatable raft, before Twilight did the same. The princess then used her magic to levitate the raft off of the boat and onto the water, as they began floating away.
"Well, I'm glad that you were able to pick up on what I tried to tell you earlier on the boat, Twilight." Sunset said.
"Pretty clever strategy, to have me find an escape route while you all kept those pirates busy." Twilight replied. "Well, now I guess it's smooth sailing to Everfree Island. I'm curious though, Sunset? Was there more meaning behind you mentioning that I... had a crush on that pirate captain?"
"I mean, Twilight DID have a crush on me once, so... I'm guessing there's a story here that we're just not getting." Flash added.
"Well, it's kinda hard to explain." Sunset giggled. "But you see-"
Before Sunset could even explain what she meant, Rainbow warned her of an upcoming danger.
"SUNSET!" Rainbow's eyes widened, before pushing her down onto the raft. "DUCK!"
This prompted everypony aboard to duck for cover, as a cannonball went slightly over their heads. They all turned around to see that Captain Spruce and his crew were now in hot pursuit, firing at them relentlessly.
"Are you serious?" Lemon Zest snapped. "You salty old dogs are actually going to use cannonballs to sink an inflatable raft!?"
"Ye lot think ye can just abandon us like that?!" Timber sneered. "Ye just don't understand the power of the sea, me hearty. Now, ye scallywags be plummetin' down to the bottom of the ocean, where ye belong!"
Twilight then used her artificial magic to speed the raft along, as she knew this was going to be a persistent chase. All the while, Flash took his katana and began swinging away at the cannonballs that were close to puncturing the raft, which miraculously worked. Each hit connected, as he managed to slice the cannonballs in half, and making them fall into the water.
"I'm surprised as much as you all." Flash commented. "Suddenly, it feels like I'm playing baseball with piñatas."
"Yeah, uhh... what are those cannonballs even made of?" Sunset questioned.
Distracted in this line of thought, one of the cannonballs eventually made contact with the rubber raft itself, creating a large hole. The raft began to sink, causing Sunset and her crew a great deal of anxiety.
"We're hit!" Twilight shrieked. "It's only a matter of time before we run out of raft!"
"Twilight, look!" Sunset pointed behind the princess, as she turned around. "I can see an island over on the horizon! That must be Everfree Island!"
"Even if it's not, it's still an island, and our only chance of making it safely to land!" Lemon Zest added.
"Looks like we're going to have to add some extra speed here!" Rainbow said, as she dove into the water and began pushing on the raft with all her might. "Twilight, let's speed it up! We still have a chance!"
Twilight nodded, as she and Rainbow used all their strength to push the sinking raft along the waters like a motorboat, much to the frustration of the pirates. As long as they were fast enough, reaching the nearby island seemed completely doable, albeit extremely stressful.
"They're getting away!" Biff screeched above the ship's deck. "After them!"
As the raft began to rapidly approach the island, Sunset noticed that they were about to crash upon a nearby segment of land. With the pirates still hot on their tails, it became vital to abandon the raft as soon as possible, especially before Captain Spruce and his crew would catch up to them. Once they were close enough, Sunset motioned her hooves to prompt everypony in the raft to jump to land, just before the raft was about to collide with the hard rocks. Everypony did so, and made it safely without any issue, though there was still the concern of the pirates beginning to reach the island as well.
"Well, I'm glad we're all okay, but we gotta do something about those salty pirates!" Rainbow announced.
"I think I still have some magic left in me." Twilight said, before she used her artificial magic to zap the water in front of the pirate ship.
Within seconds, the water slowly transformed into a large iceberg wall, forcing the pirates to stop their ship and turn around, to avoid a shipwreck. Twilight created this iceberg barrier all around the island, ensuring that the pirates would not be able to reach them, at least for quite some time.
"Very clever, but ye haven't seen the last of us!" Timber yelled from a distance. "Soon that iceberg be meltin', and we'll be back!"
Twilight panted in exhaustion from using her artificial magic, but ended up breathing a sigh of relief upon seeing those pirates storm off. The iceberg barrier around the island had bought them some time, perhaps just enough time for the entire crew to locate the Dragonstone. Although Captain Zest was more focused on finding her first mate and ferry passengers, she was still more than willing to contribute, as far as helping her crewmates acquire the artifact. The five ponies looked at each other proudly at being able to make it this far, but now, it was only a matter of being successful in their little treasure hunt.
"Hey, just to get an idea, this IS Everfree Island, right?" Sunset questioned.
"Definitely looks like it, especially since I see all sorts of plants growing around here that are normally native to the Everfree Forest." Twilight observed. "Yeah, you see those strange-looking blue flowers in that patch over there? Poison Joke. Let's just say... it's definitely in your best interest to not touch those."
"Plus, those pirates were originally bringing us all to Everfree Island anyways." Rainbow added. "I can't imagine this is some other locale, at least going off of that map we saw earlier."
"Everfree Island was unmarked, though." Flash reminded. "Either way, the best we can do now is just search around, since we got some time before that iceberg melts. Princess, do you still have any magic left in you?"
Twilight tried to do a simple levitation spell on a nearby rock, but her horn began to short out.
"It seems like I've run out." Twilight sighed. "Must've been all that effort I put into creating that iceberg. But even then, it was just enough for us to escape those pirates, and that's what matters. We shouldn't use what's left of our Enchantment Tonics, though. They should only be used in real emergencies."
"Come to think of it, why do you suppose those pirates had magic tonics in their stash anyways?" Lemon Zest pondered.
"They must've pillaged them off of a cargo ship that carries potions." Sunset deduced. "Either way, now that we're on Everfree Island, we have that chance to locate not only the Dragonstone, but your passengers, Captain."
"Perhaps we should split up for that?" Lemon Zest suggested.
"I wouldn't do that." Flash warned. "Something tells me that the vegetation around here isn't welcoming to guests like us. I'll have my katana ready in case we encounter anything hostile. If anything like those vines that attacked our ship earlier are around, we'd best stick together."
"Second that." Rainbow added. "Just like the Wonderbolts, teamwork will help us prevail in the end."
"Sounds like a plan." Sunset nodded in agreement, as the five ponies began trotting off into uncharted territory as a group.
Whilst trotting around the beaches with her crew, Sunset particularly found a sense of déjà vu. Much like her Spring Break cruise, she now appeared to be combing a desert island with Twilight and Rainbow Dash again, albeit the ones native to Equestria. It definitely felt like she was reliving one of her previous adventures in the human world, even if Flash Sentry and Lemon Zest were accompanying them this time around. It was also somewhat amusing to think that Equestria's Twilight and Timber Spruce had a total opposite relationship with one another, compared to their human counterparts, though it made sense. A princess certainly wouldn't act kindly toward a ruthless and savage pirate captain bent on harming her friends, even if they were both interested in a supposed treasure.
As the group finally made it past the beach, they took notice of a jungle with a clear path in between. Rockhoof had already mentioned that he hid the Dragonstone in the center of the island, prompting Sunset and her group to venture deeper into the island through the jungle's opening. To Sunset, the experience felt no different from that other island she ended up on during Spring Break, though she internally hoped that there wouldn't be any situations involving quicksand. After trotting through for a bit, Sunset suddenly noticed what looked like a trail of hoofprints on the dirt itself.
"Hey, is that... what I think it is?" Sunset pointed at the hoofprints in front of her.
"Somepony else must be here, then!" Captain Zest said with hope. "We should follow them, they look pretty fresh!"
"Let's just hope that whoever made them, they're friendly." Flash added, before the group began to follow the hoofprint trail.
After some thorough tracking of the trail, Sunset and the others eventually came across some kind of small camp, with several tents set up, and an active campfire. The fire had a rotisserie of grilled cabbages, which prompted Rainbow and Twilight's stomachs to growl.
"We've been out here for a while it seems." Rainbow held her stomach. "Can't find the Dragonstone on an empty stomach."
"I think casting that iceberg spell made me work up a real appetite." Twilight said. "Well, whoever's out here, maybe they won't mind us having a quick snack."
Twilight and Rainbow grabbed one of the cabbages off of the stick and began munching away, gaining back some energy from this draining adventure. Sunset, Flash, and Captain Zest were all still doing fine as far as hunger, though Sunset was concerned that whoever set the camp up would in fact, absolutely mind Rainbow and Twilight taking their food. Her instinctive thoughts would soon prove to be correct, as two ponies came around the corner to inspect the noises they had heard from their camp. The first pony who came around the corner looked familiar to Sunset, and not in a good way. In fact, it was the same pony who had inadvertently caused her to miss out most of Twilight's coronation, during day one of her extended return. 
"HEY!" Sunny Flare snapped upon seeing Twilight and Rainbow eating their camp food. "What do you think you're doing!? I was going to eat those!"
"Oh, umm..." Twilight's eyes widened. "We're so sorry, we thought this camp was abandoned."
"And we were really hungry." Rainbow held up the mostly-eaten cabbage. "Here, there's still some left."
"Well, too late now!" Sunny Flare frowned. "Besides, we've been out here for days, and have been really conservative of our supplies! You're probably just here to steal our food!"
"That's not true at all!" Twilight insisted. "In fact, we're here to-"
But before Twilight could finish, the other pony came around the corner to see the commotion.
"Princess Twilight!?" Night Glider addressed. "Oh, this is wonderful! You have no idea how relieved we are to see you!"
"Night Glider!" Twilight said with relief, after hearing about the pegasus' mysterious disappearance in that future timeline. "We're glad to see you're okay! Sorry about eating your food, we got really hungry."
"Oh, don't worry about it." Night Glider assured. "Please, enjoy the rest of the cabbage, and don't mind my crabby little friend here."
"I'm not your friend!" Sunny Flare hissed. "Especially if you're just going to let us starve!"
"Now, now." Night Glider tried to calm her down. "I know we have enough food to share. Besides, Princess Twilight has a reason to be out here, I'm sure."
"Several reasons, actually." Twilight replied. "But to get an idea, it looks like you ponies are stranded on the island?"
"Well, that's one way to put it." Night Glider replied. "The original plan was to just have an overseas cruise, but along the way, something went wrong. Some strange fog and a bunch of kelp vines damaged and sank our ship, which forced us to swim all the way here to shore."
"That's exactly what we encountered, ourselves." Sunset replied. "We still have no idea what could've caused it, though it's entirely possible that a gang of pirates we've encountered was responsible for it."
"Pirates?" Sunny Flare raised an eyebrow. "Get outta here with these dumb fairy tales!"
"She's not fabricating anything, we very much had to escape some pirates to get here." Rainbow vouched for Sunset's statement. "Maybe you should watch what you say, instead. Because to tell you the truth, I don't think I like your attitude."
"Nor do I like you slobbering all over my cabbage!" Sunny Flare growled.
"Listen, if you're so hungry, I have some granola bars in my tent." Night Glider tried to reason with Sunny Flare. "Besides, Ragamuffin and that other stallion are currently foraging for anything edible they can gather from the island itself."
"Ragamuffin!?" Lemon Zest exclaimed with hope upon hearing this. "Thank Celestia he's okay. I was almost worried that my first mate didn't make it to land safely."
"So you're the captain behind that ferry?" Sunny Flare pointed at Captain Zest. "Well it seems like you need a better first mate. He steered us out here in the first place, so this is all his fault!"
"Oh, shut up, you grouch!" Captain Zest snapped at the mare. "I've had enough of you and your attitude! If it weren't for his survival and navigation skills, you'd be at the bottom of the sea right now! As for you, Miss Night Glider? I'm sorry for the trouble we've caused you and your crew. I'll make sure both Ragamuffin and I do what we can to help you all get off the island."
"Thank you, Captain." Night Glider smiled. "Your help is much appreciated, but coming up with a way off the island will certainly be difficult, especially since we have no ferry anymore."
"We don't have a boat ourselves either, but I'm sure we'll figure something out." Sunset assured. "After all, this isn't the first time I've been stuck on an island, let's just say."
"But before we even think about getting off the island, we're here to find something." Twilight explained.
"What is it?" Night Glider questioned. "Maybe Sunny Flare and I can help you search for it."
"As if!" Sunny Flare huffed. "You're not getting my help, I've got my own problems to worry about!"
"Well go on ahead, who needs you, anyways?" Rainbow snapped. "In fact, you can forget about getting the rest of this cabbage!"
"Good, because you're going to go out and forage me some new food as compensation!" Sunny Flare demanded.
"Are you serious right now?" Lemon Zest pointed at the mare. "Do you always act like this?"
"I'm not going to tell you again!" Sunny Flare screeched. "Go out and get me some new food, you unfashionable, discount cereal mascot!"
"Go to Tartarus, you uncouth unicorn!" Lemon Zest frowned.
"Hey, hey, let's break it up, now." Night Glider decided to step in. "Listen, we're all in the same boat, as far as needing to work together to get off the island. Though to get by, we might need to find some more food for us all to share. Do you think you five could go further into the jungle to find anything else edible?"
"For sure!" Rainbow nodded. "We'll help you, at least."
"See, Sunny Flare?" Night Glider felt that she set a good example. "You should try being nice, sometimes."
"Or, I could try being more attractive to rainbow maned clowns." Sunny Flare sneered.
"Enough of this, we have to focus." Flash insisted. "Alright, so is it settled? We'll all work together to gather some more food and resources, then we'll continue our little treasure hunt."
"That sounds good to me." Night Glider nodded. "May I ask though, what is it you're looking for?"
"Well, we're looking for an artifact known as the Dragonstone." Twilight explained. "Going off of a picture we saw, it's a bright magenta, curved, teardrop-shaped stone with spiral markings on it."
"Hmm, interesting." Night Glider responded. "I'll be sure to keep an eye out for something like that myself, though I really wish I had my flight back. I don't know how it happened, but it's like... we suddenly lost our magic out of nowhere."
"Yeah, we definitely noticed that ourselves." Sunset said. "But I'm sure that if we all work together as a team, we'll have all the magic we need."
"Agreed." Night Glider nodded. "However, if we're going to split up to cover more ground, we might need another pony to join our group. Ragamuffin and the other stallion haven't returned yet."
"Alright, I'll join you temporarily." Twilight volunteered herself, before turning to the rest of her crew. "Flash, you go on ahead with Sunset, Rainbow, and Captain Zest. Make sure you all stay together."
"Affirmative, Princess." Flash replied, before motioning the three other mares to follow him.
"Are you sure you'll be okay, Twilight?" Sunset asked with concern.
"I will." Twilight assured. "My friends and I have been on adventures more dangerous than this, I know I'll be fine. By the way, in case something happens, you should take this."
Twilight handed Sunset the unopened Enchantment Tonic, before Sunset nodded and went off with the rest of her group. As Twilight, Sunny Flare, and Night Glider left camp together, Sunset and her group were heading the opposite direction, mostly to gather food and resources. It was definitely going to be difficult to figure out a way off the island, especially if the culprit behind that mysterious fog was still out there, ready to cause another shipwreck. Sunset still had a feeling it could've been connected to those pirates, but then again, it was entirely possible that the fog came from somewhere else. After all, Rockhoof also mentioned that a strange, spiritual being had cursed him, much like the fog had cursed everypony on the island, taking away their magic. She questioned who this being possibly was, and if there was a way to reason with them, in exchange for safely getting off the island, much like Rockhoof once did.

By this point, Human Sunset had already made it all the way back to her native world, now with the Tundra Tiara on hand, hidden away in her skirt's pocket. She was still halfway torn between keeping the crown for herself as a sentimental friendship gift from Rara, or to simply hand it over to Gilda and continue down her dark path of revenge. She slowly walked all the way back over to Crystal Prep Academy, where Gilda was still waiting, impatiently. As Human Sunset went over to the same window she had crawled out of earlier, she was surprised to see Gilda kept true to her word in staying behind, keeping watch for anybody who'd open Indigo's locker, especially Indigo herself.
"I'm here." Human Sunset made her presence known, before climbing in.
"Welcome back, boss." Gilda addressed, before eagerly giving her a reminder. "So, where's that tiara that you owe me?"
"I... wasn't able to find it." Human Sunset fabricated, feeling that she needed to test Gilda on her loyalty.
"Too bad." Gilda simply crossed her arms without a care in the world. "I guess you gotta find another way to get revenge then, huh?"
"It's not that, it's just... why are we even doing this in the first place?" Human Sunset began explaining her newfound philosophy, after befriending Rara and Party Favor. "Doesn't revenge only consume you, and makes you no better than the ones you seek to destroy? It's a never-ending cycle. Maybe it's healthier to find a more constructive way to deal with my anger and frustration."
"Eh, whatever you say." Gilda scoffed. "But you're still lying, you could've found the tiara if you really tried. You just didn't want to. So, why lie to me about it?"
"W-What do you mean, I'm not lying." Human Sunset insisted.
"Yeah?" Gilda raised an eyebrow. "Then what's that metallic-looking tiara thing sticking out of your pocket?"
"Okay, okay, fine." Human Sunset sighed. "To tell you the truth, I just wanted to test your loyalty, especially since during my trip there, I've made new friends. In fact, I vented to somebody named Party Favor about wanting revenge, and that's the philosophy he tried to instill in me."
"Pffft!" Gilda broke out in laughter. "Then this Party Favor person must get beaten up a lot. That's the most sad and sappy thing I've ever heard. Of course revenge is the right thing to do!"
"Well, we can agree to disagree..." Human Sunset sighed. "But I hope you understand why I did what I did. It wasn't because I didn't want to find it for you, it was just because... I feel like I've changed, and I hope you can accept that."
"Yeah, sure, whatever you say." Gilda began attempting to emotionally manipulate Human Sunset. "But don't you think it's kinda weird that you're changing now, after all this time? I mean, you've already constructed such a huge master revenge plan, and now you're just gonna give up on it?"
"It's not that I'm giving up on it, Gilda." Human Sunset replied. "It's just that I'm finding a different way to deal with things. I'm not saying that I'll never seek vengeance again, but I don't want to let it control me anymore. I want to be better than that."
"Is this because your so-called new friends in Equestria persuaded you to think like this?" Gilda folded her arms.
"They did play a part in it, yes." Human Sunset nodded. "But it was also because of my own experiences and reflections. I've seen how vengeance can destroy not only the person you're seeking revenge against, but also yourself. I want to find a way to move forward, to heal, and to be happy again. Especially when my new friends have made me feel happy for the first time ever."
"But don't you think that's just because they're being nice to you, simply because they pity you?" Gilda continued her cunning manipulation. "Why do you believe they're your true friends? Have you even had 'real' friends before?"
"Well, to tell you the truth... not really." Human Sunset replied.
"Exactly!" Gilda smirked, realizing that her manipulation was working. "They're just taking advantage of your gullibility and loneliness. You need to see the truth, that they're just using you for their own gain. They don't really care about you, Sunny, they only care about themselves. I've had so-called friends like Rainbow Dash, only for her to end up double crossing me, and getting me expelled."
"B-But... I don't think that's true, Gilda." Human Sunset tried her best to follow her new beliefs. "They were there for me when no one else was. They've helped me grow as a person, and genuinely made me happy. I can't just throw that away."
"Oh, please." Gilda scoffed. "You're just being naive. You think they'd actually care if you just disappeared? They'd just find someone else to replace you. They're all the same, and simply using you. Just like how you're using me and my gang to do your dirty work. Making friends is quite literally the biggest joke, just behind spending thousands of dollars on a dumb and useless college."
"I-I don't know... maybe you're right..." Human Sunset trailed off, her voice growing more uncertain. "I just... I don't want to be sad and alone anymore..."
"Who says you're alone, kid?" Gilda replied. "You got me, Lightning, and Thunder, all following your footsteps in this huge ploy of revenge to sabotage these school graduations. Plus, I'm actually loyal to you. I stood here by the lockers the whole time, making sure nobody else would open this locker but you."
"I understand and appreciate that, but..." Human Sunset continued to feel internally conflicted. "Is getting revenge really the right thing to do?"
"Who cares about what's right or wrong?" Gilda sneered. "You want to tell right from wrong, you might as well go back to kindergarten. This is the real world now, Sunny. It's a cruel and dark world where nobody is ever truly your friend, no matter how nice they are to you. My girls and I are the only friends you'll truly ever have, and we're offering to help you get the ultimate revenge on everybody, when no one else would."
"I-I just want to be happy..." Human Sunset repeated, tears beginning to well up in her eyes.
Frustrated at this, Gilda began to remind Human Sunset of why she wanted all this revenge in the first place, as a last resort to fully shift her mind.
"Sunny, let me ask you." Gilda began. "How did it feel when that Sugarcoat girl constantly bested you academically, all those times here in this school, as you mentioned earlier in the truck?"
"It... hurt." Human Sunset admitted, feeling a twinge of anger. "She always made me feel like I was never good enough..."
"How about that Indigo girl?" Gilda recalled everything she was told earlier. "You know? The one who bullied you nonstop, made you stay up til 6 AM to do all her homework, and then tried to persuade you into stealing test answers for the SAT?"
"She was horrible." Human Sunset murmured, her fists clenching at the memory. "She treated me like a slave, and always made me feel so vulnerable."
"Well, the vintage $20,000 school uniforms owned by both of those girls are sitting in this locker, as we speak." Gilda pressed her hand on Indigo's locker. "Besides, they're not the only ones you want your vengeance toward. How about that Principal Cinch, who made things extremely one-sided that day for you, which forced you to drop out of school altogether?"
"That... absolute MONSTER!!!" Human Sunset spat, feeling a surge of rage. "Always favored those rich snobs, and treated me like I was nothing more than a source of profit to the school itself! I wish I could make her pay for everything, especially for turning a blind eye to everything I went through!"
"She's not the only one who's treated you horribly, Sunny." Gilda reflected. "Remember what you told me about your father, and how he abandoned your family, simply over you dropping out? He never once truly cared about you and your problems, instead, just pushing you to do all this in school, simply to use you. If that really happened, what makes you think your new 'friends' in Equestria are any different?"
"You're... right about everything." Human Sunset felt her hands trembling, as Gilda knew that her manipulation had finally paid off. "He never loved me at all, and neither does anyone else! I'm better off without them all!"
Human Sunset could feel tears of legitimate heartbreak build up in her eyes, especially since the only person whom she feel always truly loved her, was gone. Solstice had already passed on ages ago, and she was never coming back. Meanwhile, all of these people who had wronged her and ruined her life and mental health... would just go on to enjoy and live out their normal lives? No... this wasn't going to stand.
"So tell me now, Sunny." Gilda leaned against the lockers. "Are you really, truly happy, without getting that sweet taste of revenge you've wanted for quite some time, now?"
"No..." Human Sunset whispered, wiping away the tears that had finally begun to fall. "I can't just forget about it..."
"Then let's do this." Gilda smiled wickedly, as she slammed her fist against the lockers multiple times, making them all shake violently. "Let's go and get what's ours. Just give me the Tundra Tiara, and I'll open the locker for you."
Human Sunset slowly nodded, as she took the crown out of her pocket and handed it over, symbolically and metaphorically throwing away her friendship with Rara in favor of continuing her dark and dastardly path with Gilda and her no-good gang. To Human Sunset, it didn't matter anymore, since she knew she was already this far in, and there was no backing out now. Once Gilda grabbed the Tundra Tiara, she opened Indigo's locker as she had promised, and allowed Human Sunset to snatch every single one of the Shadowbolts' vintage uniforms.
"Good to see you're making the right decision, Sunny." Gilda smirked, before both girls' eyes widened at hearing a doorknob turn from down the hall.
"Did I just hear somebody... shake all the lockers?" Principal Cadance said out loud. "The building's supposed to be locked right now."
"We'd better make a run for it, it's now or never!" Gilda panicked.
Human Sunset and Gilda jumped out of the open window and ran off Crystal Prep's campus grounds, as both girls felt that their business was finished. Principal Cadance slowly walked toward the direction she had heard the noise caused by Gilda slamming her fist, before noticing one of the lockers was mysteriously opened and emptied.
"Hmm... was that locker like that when I came into the office today?" Cadance asked herself. "It's a good thing I set up security cameras in the halls after I became principal. I should go review the footage..."

Back in Equestria, the task to scavenge supplies for everypony's survival was becoming more challenging by the minute. Whilst combing Everfree Island's jungle for resources and food, Pony Sunset and her group weren't having much luck, especially with the consideration that most resources they had already found were too weak to build a reliable raft. But whilst searching for food, the crew soon came across several bushes with berries growing on them. These berries didn't look like the kinds they would find at a grocery store, making everypony question if they were even edible.
"You think we can bring those back?" Rainbow pointed at the berries.
"I'm not sure, but I don't think we should take the risk." Sunset advised. "They could be poisonous."
"Sunset's correct, those are hemlock berries." Flash confirmed. "We definitely don't want to eat those, I guarantee that."
"Maybe we can feed them to that pompous mare back at the camp." Lemon Zest suggested. "She demanded we give her some new food, so that's exactly what we're going to do."
"We're not doing that." Flash replied, sternly. "I know she was pretty rude earlier, but we can't stoop to her level. Remember, we absolutely must all work together as a team, if we're going to make it."
"Agreed." Sunset nodded. "Even if she's behaving this way, we're above poisoning somepony. We're not monsters, after all."
"I wasn't being serious." Lemon Zest rolled her eyes. "But just so you know, I'm still keeping my eye on her."
"Same here, really not a fan of her attitude." Rainbow added. "For now, I'm just not sure what we need to build a boat or raft. Any ideas where to start?"
"If we're going to craft a boat, we could try gathering a bunch of fallen logs and branches." Sunset suggested. "But I'm still worried about the fog that sank our ship. I have a feeling that some spiritual entity haunting the island was maybe the cause. Like Rockhoof said himself, perhaps we can work something out with the spiritual being, in exchange for returning back safely, assuming they were responsible for it."
"I still speculate that it was those salty pirates, but I get what you mean." Lemon Zest said. "This is the first I've ever heard of ghosts or spirits, but then again, anything's unexpected on the open seas."
"Come to think of it, you wonder if that spiritual entity is guarding the Dragonstone?" Rainbow pondered. "I just hope it's not being guarded by Ahuizotl. Otherwise, he'll be writing all about us in his next book."
"The Dragonstone will be vital for saving Equestria." Flash replied. "So even if he does, we'll just tell our side of the story and make him look like the bad guy. Whoever he is."
"You've never read Daring Do, Flash?" Rainbow questioned.
"Never got around to it." Flash admitted. "Though I vaguely heard a rumor that the stories are actually nonfiction?"
"Well, that's... not entirely wrong." Rainbow responded. "There's some exaggeration, but most of it really did happen. So, Ahuizotl might actually be a tough opponent to face off against. It's either him, or whatever spirit is actually guarding the Dragonstone."
"Whoever it is, let's just hope they can be reasoned with." Sunset said. "For now though, let's just focus on finding some food to bring back to camp. Preferably anything that isn't a berry."
"How about some bananas?" Lemon Zest pointed at a nearby tree. "Those look pretty ripe, too."
"Good eye, captain!" Rainbow replied, before going over to shake the tree with her hooves.
The bunch eventually fell off the branches, with Captain Zest successfully catching them before they hit the ground. Feeling like this was more than enough food to hold everypony over for quite some time, Sunset and her group decided to head back to the camp. But along the way, they began to hear screaming from a distance. It sounded like the pony was in real danger, though it took a moment for Captain Zest to eventually recognize who it truly was.
"Ragamuffin!" Lemon Zest called out. "I've worked with him for the past three years, I know his scream anywhere! Quickly, this way!"
The entire group rushed over to the direction the screams were coming from. Following Captain Zest, they began to notice strange vegetation surrounding the environment, as if something large and intimidating was just lurking around the corner. Shuffling through the bushes and vines, they eventually caught wind of a giant plant monster. To Sunset, although it initially looked like nothing more than a giant Venus Flytrap, she soon realized it was the same type of carnivorous plant creature that the Human Twilight had accidentally released during the Friendship Games. Specifically, the one that attacked all the girls during the Motocross race event, where the Human Rainbow stayed true to her loyalty by going back to rescue everyone before they got chomped up.
It was truly a memorable experience for Sunset, to where she even reminded the Human Rainbow about this event, in an attempt to bring back the good memories of her, which were erased from the memory stone. After remembering the new powers that the Human Twilight gained after becoming possessed, it all began to make sense. She managed to open unlimited portals into Equestria with her new magic as Midnight Sparkle, the same capabilities of that device Principal Cinch had pressured her to open up. All this time, Sunset had admittedly wondered where those carnivorous plants had originated from, and she finally got her answer. Despite having a sense of closure over learning that they had originated here on Everfree Island, Sunset knew that Captain Zest's first mate was in danger, and it was time for a rescue.
"Somepony, anypony... HELP!!!" Ragamuffin shrieked, as the plant creature began to trap the pony in its maw.

"This is what we soldiers trained for back at the academy." Flash began to instruct the rest of the group. "Sunset, Rainbow, Captain Zest! I want you to focus on trying to distract that plant monster. You three should attack it with everything you've got! We need to give Ragamuffin a chance to escape!"
"Will do!" The trio nodded, before Sunset spoke up. "What about you, Flash?"
"I'll cover you from behind!" Flash held his katana up. "Just keep it occupied!"
The three mares began kicking and hitting the plant with their hooves, which the creature barely paid much attention to, due to it's thick layers. Sunset then improvised by picking up some sharp and heavy rocks, as she pelted the body with them. After the carnivorous plant became agitated enough, it finally brought its attention to the ponies, feeling provoked at their pathetic little interference. In response, the plant simply used its lower vines to whack the ponies away, as they were being nothing more than a minor inconvenience that was easily circumvented.
"It's not working, we have to provoke it far enough!" Flash announced. "Try another tactic!"
Everypony frantically looked around, knowing that they had very limited time.
"I've got an idea!" Sunset said, as she noticed something in the distance that might be of use against the plant. 
She spotted a large fallen tree nearby, its branches still intact. Sunset quickly ran over and began to pull on the thickest branch she could manage. With a mighty heave, she broke it off of the trunk and brought it back over to the plant. Then, using all her strength, she swung it at the creature's exposed root system. There was a loud CRACK, as the branch connected with the roots, and the plant shrieked in pain. Although Sunset's tactic seemed to finally get the plant's full attention, it still wasn't doing what Flash was hoping for.
Enraged by the attack on its roots, the carnivorous plant lashed out with its vines, whipping them through the air at Sunset. One vine wrapped around her front leg, pinning her to the ground, while another coiled around her neck, and began choking her. Flash used his katana to slash apart the vines holding Sunset in place, enraging the plant even further. Suddenly, Rainbow and Captain Zest picked up their own sharp sticks from the same fallen tree trunk, and went over to the beast. They hurled the sticks at the plant's main stem like harpoons, making it screech out in more pain.
The carnivorous plant glanced down and saw for a brief moment, who its last attackers were. It focused heavily on the area Rainbow and Captain Zest were standing, before licking its lips with its tongue. Angered by all these puny attacks, the plant finally realized it was in the mood for its next meal. Before the two ponies could even react, the plant erupted its vines from the ground and tripped them up. The captain landed on her face with a thud, while Rainbow flipped through the air and landed in a crumpled heap nearby. The vines then wrapped around their bodies, restraining them, and brought them close together. Looking from below, Sunset and Flash saw that the head prepared to lunge toward Rainbow and Captain Zest, but this was exactly what Flash had anticipated the entire time.
"Rainbow, Captain Zest, this may sound crazy, but you have to trust me!" Flash instructed. "The creature's aiming for you two, so be sure to stand in place and don't move!"
"W-What!?" Rainbow felt her heart beating intensely. "Whose side are you on, now!?"
"You want us to become plant food!?" Lemon Zest shrieked. "What's wrong with you!? I don't think I like this plan!"
"It's the only chance we've got, just trust me!" Flash yelled, as he saw the plant creature was ready to lunge.
The plant monster began to do so at an alarming speed, as Rainbow and Captain Zest shut their eyes, thinking they were goners. Knowing that the head was reaching close enough to the ground, Flash simply drew out his trusty katana, before taking a deep breath and stepping back. In one swift motion, he swung the weapon toward the base of the savage beast's neck at a near-exact timing. With a sickening crunch, the monster's head was severed from its body, causing it to fall limply to the ground. Suddenly, the vines restraining the two mares had died down as well, releasing them from their trap, as they slowly got up together in shock.
"I've done this before when protecting Princess Cadance from an awful Tatzlwurm." Flash explained, before wiping the sweat off of his face. "It worked then, so I knew it would work here too. After all, attacking the body is always futile if you can't reach the head."
"You did great, Flash." Sunset commended Flash for his leadership and military skills. "You really showed us how to take charge and use our combined strengths to defeat that thing. I'm proud of everypony for working together so well, that's what being part of a team is all about. We stick together, and we don't let any old plant monster get the better of us."
"I've had plenty of experience protecting Canterlot with my team over the years." Flash nodded, as he and Sunset then looked over at Rainbow and Captain Zest, who were still shaky from the ordeal. "Are you two all right?"
"We are now, but maybe next time, don't try to scare us like that." Rainbow replied, still feeling uneasy.
"I'll make a mental note." Flash responded.
"Wait a minute, where's Ragamuffin!?" Lemon Zest was still concerned over the well being of her first mate.
Suddenly, everypony looked over to the sudden movement from the decapitated plant's head. They immediately took a quick fighting stance, in the chance that the plant wasn't quite dead yet. However, they soon realized that it was a pony attempting to escape from the maw, who had held on to dear life at the back of the plant's throat. It was Ragamuffin, who was completely drenched in saliva, but had managed to avoid becoming digested from the plant's stomach acid. Captain Zest soon recognized her first mate standing before her, and quickly ran over to hug him, overjoyed at this reunion.
"Ragamuffin!" The captain held him close for a moment, tears streaming down her face.  "Oh, I thought you were gone for good. I'm so glad you're alive! You have no idea how relieved I am to see you."
"Captain, it's good to see you too." Ragamuffin replied, as he wiped some of the plant's saliva from his face. "That plant was one tough customer, probably the worst customer we've ever had in this whole business. I can't imagine would've happened if you didn't show up."
As Sunset, Rainbow, and Flash all smiled proudly upon this heartwarming reunion, they soon took notice of the other pony, still slowly climbing out of the plant's maw. He was initially unrecognizable to them, until some of the saliva slowly dripped off, revealing his puffy brown mane. It was Cheese Sandwich, Pinkie Pie's soon-to-be husband.
"Cheese Sandwich?" Rainbow addressed from a distance. "Hey, long time no see! I guess rescuing you would be my way of thanking you for throwing that epic birth-iversary party for me back then!"
"Rainbow Dash!" Cheese exclaimed, as he regained his consciousness. "I guess it was no coincidence, after all! My Cheesy Sense was a-tingling, telling me somepony would come rescue us."
"Well, I guess you could say, it's what my friends and I were put on this planet to do." Rainbow replied with confidence. "But now that both you and Ragamuffin are rescued, we should all get out of here before any more of those awful plant monsters show up."
"Sounds like a plan to me." Ragamuffin nodded. "We must simply thank you all for such a heroic deed!"
"Well, Flash here was the one who came up with the plan to save us all, he's definitely the real hero here." Sunset commended. "I gotta say, Flash, that was a really brilliant plan, even I couldn't have come up with something like that, when those same plants attacked me back in my world."
"Your... world?" Ragamuffin raised an eyebrow at Sunset's odd word choice.
"Errr, town I mean." Sunset brushed off. "By the way, we found a large stack of bananas, so if you two are hungry, we got just the thing for you."
"Drat, just how exactly did we miss such a big bunch of those ripe fruits?" Ragamuffin scratched his head with his hoof. "Cheese, sir? I should've listened to you rather than my compass."
"I told you, my Cheesy Sense is never wrong." Cheese replied.
"Right then, well... to make up for getting us into that mess, why don't I carry these back to the camp?" Ragamuffin offered, as he began carrying the banana stack on his back. "I got a bad feeling that Sunny Flare is really going to let me have it for taking so long to gather food."
"We've got food, but we still need materials for a boat to get off the island." Sunset said to everypony. "That fallen tree trunk seems to have what we need. You all go on ahead, Cheese Sandwich and I can gather some wood and branches."
"Sounds good, and we're all going to need a new campfire soon, that's for sure." Cheese agreed.
Everypony nodded and began making their way back to camp, as Sunset and Cheese stayed behind to forage some large pieces of wood. Whilst Cheese was doing so, he eventually took a good look at Sunset, as he soon realized that he actually recognized her.
"Say, haven't we already met?" Cheese addressed the mare next to him.
"Uhh, no?" Sunset raised an eyebrow. 
"Sunset Shimmer, right?" Cheese recalled. "You sure you haven't met me before?"
"I mean, technically, yes?" Sunset said, rather confused. "I'm sure Pinkie's probably told you all about me, but... I think this is the first time I'm meeting the you-you. I'm sorry, that probably doesn't make any sense at all."
"I sure hope you enjoyed that complimentary box of cookies I gave you a few days ago." Cheese replied.
"Wha-!?" Sunset's eyes widened, as she began to piece together what Cheese was seemingly implying. "You mean... you're actually the... the one who...?"
"Also heard that you were about to graduate from CHS, and asked the other Pinkie to watch your apartment." Cheese winked.
"But... Pinkie told me the other day that you two were getting happily married." Sunset recalled. "Why would you suddenly be spending quality time with the human Pinkie?"
"The Pinkie you and I both know, she specifically asked me to spend some time with her." Cheese replied. "Said how she was often feeling lonely in the human world, and needed some company to keep her spirits high. I guess it makes sense, since the human her doesn't have Pinkie Sense."
"She doesn't?" Sunset questioned. "I guess that would explain why she wouldn't be able to tell whether or not you're the Cheese Sandwich native to her world."
"Precisely, Sunset." Cheese nodded. "Besides, wasn't it just clever how she often switched places with her human counterpart, just to trick everyone from either respective world?"
"Uhh, I have no idea what you're talking about." Sunset brushed off, trying to keep her promise to Pony Pinkie, in never speaking of her elaborate hoax with anypony else.
"C'mon, no need to pretend, now." Cheese winked. "I already know she's told you. Besides, great minds who think alike are terrible at keeping secrets from one another."
"I guess that would make sense." Sunset shrugged. "Yeah, she's... definitely fooled me for quite some time, let's just say. Well, thanks for having this... revelation with me. But we should definitely hurry back to camp with these branches, before any more of those plant beasts show up."
"Couldn't have said it better, myself!" Cheese agreed, as he began trotting back to the camp with long segments of wood resting on his back.
Sunset followed behind Cheese, still rather shocked that the Cheese Sandwich she met back in the human world wasn't even the one native to that world. Though it definitely seemed sweet how Pony Pinkie was perfectly fine and open with her own Cheese flirting and spending quality time with Human Pinkie, just because she didn't want her to feel left out. At the same time, it admittedly stood out, hearing Cheese confirm that the Human Pinkie would have no way of recognizing whether somebody was native to the human world or not, as she lacked Pinkie Sense. Would that mean that if she somehow ran into the Human Cheese, she'd believe he would be the same person, leaving the actual Cheese from that world rather confused? It seems like this would've most likely been the case, as Pony Cheese seemed to really know everything from behind the scenes.
Sunset simply shrugged at this, completely unaware that Human Pinkie already ran into such a situation with the Sunset Shimmer native to her world. In fact, up until this point, Sunset never even gave a second thought at the possibility of her human counterpart being a bitter and resentful girl, now bent on sabotaging her graduation at CHS. It just seemed completely silly and irrelevant, especially when even Princess Celestia herself had hinted that upsetting the balance between the two worlds was never really an issue at all. Unfortunately, with Human Sunset already going back down her original dark path, thanks to Gilda's manipulation, Pony Sunset would most likely be in for quite the wild surprise upon her inevitable return to the human world...
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		Chapter 70: Legend of Everfree Island



Sunset and Cheese Sandwich were feeling rather peckish themselves, but had almost returned to the camp, where everypony else was still waiting. They were ready to set their lumber aside and begin having some bananas with their entire group, feeling rather satisfied with their journey's progress. It was admittedly going to be much more difficult to construct a stable boat or raft with what little they could forage, especially with how many ponies were now stranded on the island itself. Regardless, Sunset remained positive, feeling that she's experienced much worse in the past, including getting stranded on a desert island before. This positivity would almost be short-lived, as once she and Cheese turned the corner to the campsite, something was terribly wrong. The tents were all ruined, and it looked like any leftover resources from Night Glider's group had completely vanished.
"The camp... what happened?" Sunset questioned.
"We have no idea." Night Glider replied. "All we know is that we went off to find some coconuts for a meal, and by the time we came back, the camp was completely trashed."
"Who in Equestria would do such a thing?" Rainbow said. "Wild animals native to the island?"
"It wouldn't surprise me if it was one of those giant plant monsters." Lemon Zest theorized. "Like I mentioned earlier, we had to rescue Ragamuffin and Cheese Sandwich from a pretty vicious beast."
"Muffins... and cheese sandwiches?" Sunny Flare repeated. "Great, now I'm even more hungry than I was before, and we couldn't even find any stinking coconuts. Thanks a lot."
"Sunny Flare, you are aware that they brought back a large bunch of bananas, right?" Night Glider reminded.
"Yeah, but I was really looking forward to having some coconut cream." Sunny Flare muttered.
"Beggars can't be choosers, you know." Twilight replied, before focusing her attention back on the ruined campsite. "Now then, I can't say for certain who was responsible for trashing the camp, but I might have reason to believe it wasn't one of those plant monsters."
"What makes you say that, Princess?" Flash questioned.
"Well, I don't think those plant monsters are capable of producing... this strange trail of sparkling dust." Twilight inspected the unusual substance sprinkled all around the campsite.
"I might recognize what that may be, Princess." Ragamuffin began explaining. "Going off of my years of studying geology, I could be entirely wrong, but it may be leftover dust from gemstones."
"Gem dust?" Twilight continued analyzing the sample. "Well, too bad Spike isn't here to confirm that, he loves to have it sprinkled on his smoothies. Either way, I have no idea what kind of creature would leave behind gem dust, let alone their reasoning for trashing somepony else's camp."
"Could it be a dragon?" Flash suggested. "They're known to like gems and jewels, and Night Glider mentioned that her group's supplies within the tents had been taken. Is it another instance of a dragon's everlasting greed?"
"It's possible, but dragons usually don't leave such a mess behind them." Sunset spoke up. "They're known for their organization and meticulousness, according to what I've read. Besides, it doesn't really seem like a dragon to just leave behind a trail of gem dust."
"Well, whoever was responsible for this, it doesn't seem to matter now." Cheese sighed. "I had a reserve supply of emergency cheese pizzas in those tents, but I guess we won't be having those now."
"Princess, what are we going to do now?" Lemon Zest said, worried. "We don't have a camp or emergency food supply anymore, and we'll be running out of bananas at some point."
"Not to mention, we still need to craft something to get off the island." Ragamuffin reminded.
"First things first, we can work on crafting a makeshift raft with the lumber that Sunset and Cheese Sandwich brought back." Twilight began. "In the meantime, let's salvage what we can from the ruins of our old camp, before we set off on finding the Dragonstone."
"That reminds me, Twilight." Rainbow said. "Where exactly are we supposed to look? I know Rockhoof mentioned he hid the artifact in the center of the island, but... what if he was wrong, or the island's changed drastically since he was last here?"
"The island is pretty huge, so even if we use our Enchantment Tonic to let one of us fly up and get a better view, it'll still be pretty difficult to tell what's considered the 'center' of the island." Sunset added.
"Those are good points." Twilight pondered. "Oh, if only Rockhoof was here. We should've asked him to be more specific on what he considered the 'center' to be, and there's no easy way to contact him now without magic. Even the Enchantment Tonic won't be enough to get us back to Canterlot and another round trip."
"Definitely quite the conundrum." Sunset said, before noticing Night Glider approaching them.
"Hmm, well this is surprising." Night Glider had finished going through what was left of her tent. "Out of everything that managed to not get stolen, it was this old book I borrowed from the Canterlot library?"
"From the Canterlot library?" Twilight's eyes widened. "Night Glider, mind if we take a look at that book? It might have something important that can help us out of this mess."
"Sure thing." Night Glider handed the book over to the princess, who began skimming the pages. "In the meantime, my group and I are going to search around the area for any further clues that could give us an idea of what we're up against."
"I'm certainly going to give whoever stole my stash of gourmet chocolates a real piece of my mind." Sunny Flare gritted her teeth.
"Sure thing, we'll get back to you once we're ready." Twilight replied, before Night Glider, Sunny Flare, Ragamuffin, and Cheese Sandwich had all trotted away together.
"Twilight, I don't quite understand." Rainbow said, perplexed. "What's so important about that book?"
"Aha, I knew it!" Twilight said, rather hopeful. "This book from Canterlot has a section of special magical pages in the back. These are meant for giving a reminder to the borrower of when the due date for their book is approaching. Whoever has a copy of this book's serial number is able to write reminders like that through these special pages. They work exactly like the journal Sunset and I use to communicate with each other."
"Similar to an email, I guess?" Sunset replied, before remembering she had a pen. "Alright, then it's a good thing I snatched this pen from that pirate ship earlier."
"But wait, how are we going to use that if there's no magic?" Rainbow recalled. "Didn't you mention before that you could only communicate that way, if the journal's running on magic?"
"It looks like there's still some magic left." Twilight noticed the words on the page glowing near her hoof. "So we still have a chance to write a message to somepony in Canterlot."
"Some magic left, sounds like my cell phone whenever I go out." Sunset reflected, before taking the journal from Twilight. "Alright, I can write a message right now."
Sunset pressed her pen tip to the magical paper, but was immediately unable to write anything down. Instead, she simply heard a buzzing noise, almost as if the pages were rejecting anything to be written down at all. Moments later, the book projected a holographic image with two white boxes, and the words, 'LOGIN REQUIRED'.
"Hmm, it says that I need a login for that?" Sunset inspected the journal. "This is certainly new. I mean, I've seen this kind of thing on websites when using my computer or phone, but a... book? I feel like this is next-level technology that even the human world doesn't have, which is really saying something."
"Oh, that's right, the Canterlot library security system." Flash began explaining. "Celestia built this messaging network using magic, and I vaguely recall hearing that it was built in to ensure that only Canterlot librarians are able to use this feature. It won't allow somepony unauthorized to write whatever they want on those pages for... pretty obvious reasons."
"Sounds like the same reason I only keep certain contacts on my phone." Sunset replied, before turning to the rest of the group. "Alright, so I guess I'll have to log in using one of your accounts?"
"Actually, as far as I'm aware, Princess Twilight is the only one here who has a login for that." Flash explained. "The rest of us have no connection to the Canterlot library."
"Yeah, since I'm now in charge of the library, I've become Canterlot's head librarian." Twilight giggled. "I haven't really been using this notification feature too much, until I learned that the messages will disappear over time, kind of like magic marker. I guess I was worried about running out of room."
"Alright, what's your username, Twilight?" Sunset turned to the princess. "Could I get your Canterlot librarian login information?"
"Sure thing." Twilight nodded. "It's 'tsparkle@princess.net', no caps."
"Got it." Sunset wrote the username down on the journal's projected hologram. "Okay then, now what's the password?"
Suddenly, there was an immediate and awkward pause, as Sunset looked back at Twilight, noticing that the princess simply stared on, looking rather nervous and hesitant.
"Twilight...?" Sunset was ready to ask again. "What's the password?"
"It's 'flashhunkybearx0x0'." Twilight blurted out, before covering her face in embarrassment. "No caps."
Another awkward pause took place, as everypony was unable to come up with the right words upon hearing Twilight's extra personal password. They all just sat in bewilderment for a solid 5 seconds, trying to process everything. Eventually, Sunset stopped spacing out, before writing the password into the book's interface.
"Princess... when we get back to Canterlot, it sounds like you and I are going to have to have another one of those... serious talks." Flash put a hoof on his face in disappointment.
"I suppose so..." Twilight hung her head in shame. "But for now, let's focus on the task at hoof. The sooner we get in touch with Rockhoof, the sooner we can find the Dragonstone and save Equestria."
"Alright, I'm in." Sunset noticed that the login had been completed. "I guess this world really does have something far more equitable to cell phones, rather than just magic burping dragons. Time to message somepony in Canterlot to see if we can get a response from Rockhoof."

Back at the Canterlot Harbor, Spike had just finished retelling his fascinating stories as a dog in the human world, with the rest of the council being either invested, bored, or unable to comprehend some of the things he had mentioned. Rockhoof had begun to worry, as he realized that a good amount of time had already passed since Twilight and her crew had left, and there was almost no sign of them returning soon. The legendary Pillar surmised that something bad must've happened along the way, but there was nothing he, nor the council could do, at least not without another ship and experienced navigator. Just then, the Canterlot librarian approached, accompanied by a red Earth pony.
"Mr. Rockhoof?" Bellflower Blurb addressed, whilst holding a copy of the same book Sunset was writing in. "You appear to have a message from the princess herself. She said it's urgent, and that you'll need to write her a message through these magical pages. I'm already logged into my librarian account, so all you need to do is write."
"I see... well alright, in that case, let's see what she has to say, then." Rockhoof nodded, as he followed the librarian to the library, hopeful that Twilight and her crew weren't in any real danger.
As Rockhoof left the harbor, the red Earth pony came up to the council, looking for Pinkie Pie. She was carrying a wheelbarrow filled with decorative flowers, and eager to finish the delivery.
"Miss Pinkie Pie, right?" Gloriosa Daisy addressed her client. "You had the shipment of 600 pink and yellow roses, is that correct?"
"Gloriosa, hey!" Pinkie waved. "Yeah, these are for me and a... special somepony. I'll be having a wedding here in Canterlot pretty soon, I'm really excited about it! My big sisters and parents are so proud of me!"
"Wonderful to hear you've got such a loving family!" Gloriosa said with optimism, before it noticeably trailed off in her voice. "Rather symbolic in these flowers, but... it just makes me reflect to this day."
"Hmm, is something troubling you, dear?" Rarity inquired.
"Oh, no, I'm just... thinking about my brother, since Pinkie mentioned her own family." Gloriosa sighed. "Things... ended really badly between us, unfortunately."
"Sorry to hear that." Fluttershy said, sadly. "Would you like to talk about it?"
"Sure, it's been bothering me for a while." Gloriosa tried her best to explain. "My little brother, Timber, he was always so... full of life, you know? As fillies, we were inseparable, constantly playing together and causing mischief around Ponyville. But over the years, we grew distant, and he ended up becoming such a horrible, misogynistic pony. I wish I knew what could've caused him to turn out this way."
"Well, it's hard to say for sure without knowin' the details." Applejack began. "But sometimes, folks change when they're goin' through a rough patch in their lives, or when they're feelin' lost. I'm sure you were a caring sister, Sugarcube."
"I tried to be the best big sister I could." Gloriosa reflected. "I gave him all the love and attention he needed, but maybe it wasn't enough, or I did something wrong. All I know for certain is, despite my flower business taking off in Ponyville, I could never fully escape the shadow of my past, or the guilt I had felt over not being able to save him from his self-destructive path."
"Is it possible that he became jealous of your success?" Spike suggested.
"I never really thought of it that way." Gloriosa pondered. "I mean, I always tried to include him in everything I did, even when he became distant. But now that you mention it, I feel like we began to grow distant after I started running my flower shop."
"Perhaps it wasn't that he was jealous, but rather, he was trying to find his own path in life, and felt like he couldn't live up to your family's expectations?" Rarity offered, trying to console Gloriosa. "It's not uncommon for siblings to feel lost or confused when they're trying to find their place in the world, and sometimes, they make mistakes along the way."
"Well, I suppose that's true." Gloriosa nodded. "It's just hard to not feel responsible when you're the older sibling, especially after hearing Timber became infamous for his brutal treatment of mares, and had gained an unhealthy obsession for power and wealth."
"Perhaps it would help to remember that Timber made his own choices, and while you may have been there for him, he ultimately chose his own path in life." Starlight added, offering some wisdom. "And who knows? Perhaps one day he'll come to his senses and realize the error of his ways, and try to make amends for all the hurt he's caused. I know that myself, from experience."
"I hope you're right about that." Gloriosa sighed. "Despite the pain I had felt from my brother's decisions, I never gave up hope that one day, he'd return and reconcile with me. I always clung to the belief that deep down, Timber was still the kind and loving colt I once knew..."

As Gloriosa was sharing her life story with the rest of the council, Rockhoof had already seen the message Sunset had written in the book, on Twilight's behalf. He just finished writing a reply back, which Sunset had immediately received, upon seeing a magical glow, similar to when she wrote to Twilight in the human world. As Sunset began reading Rockhoof's response, Night Glider's group had regathered with everypony else at the ruined campsite, whilst Twilight herself had climbed atop a rather tall palm tree, trying to get a good look at the iceberg she had created to halt the progress of those pirates earlier.
"It looks like the iceberg around the island is beginning to melt." Twilight looked off on the horizon from the palm tree. "We may have less time than we thought."
"Twilight?" Sunset addressed the princess from below. "Rockhoof just gave me a response. He said that although he may not have been completely accurate about the Dragonstone being hidden at the center of the island, there's two possible landmarks we should explore. He doesn't remember with certain where he had hidden it, but recommends that we check either a volcano, or a grotto with gemstones encrusted at the entrance. He mentioned that they should be on opposite sides of the island, can you see anything like that from up there?"
Twilight looked around the island, before spotting what looked like a volcano in the far distance.
"Well, it looks like there's a large volcano, east of the camp, but I can't seem to locate this grotto." Twilight observed, before climbing down the tree. "My guess is that wherever it's located, it's covered by a dense jungle, so we'll need to explore and hope we can find it. If they're on opposite sides of the island, I'm thinking it's definitely better for our entire group to split up, since time is of the essence. Once the iceberg completely melts, we'll have to worry about those pirates again."
"So you're saying we should split up and just hope that we don't get eaten by those carnivorous plant creatures?" Sunny Flare scoffed with sarcasm. "That's a great plan, Princess."
"I understand that it sounds risky." Twilight began explaining. "But we can't all go to the volcano and the grotto at the same time. We can all meet back here later to share what we've found. You DO want to eventually get off the island, just like everypony else here, correct?"
"Fine, whatever." Sunny Flare glanced at the others before looking back at Twilight. "But if I find anything useful along the way, I'm keeping it for myself. I don't share."
"With that kind of stinky attitude, you might as well go off on your own." Lemon Zest narrowed her eyes.
"Well who would really miss you anyways?" Sunny Flare hissed, before turning to everypony else. "Go fall in a pool of lava for all I care, I usually prefer to work alone, anyways."
"Alright, I suppose we could accommodate for everypony's wishes as needed." Twilight rolled her eyes. "Everypony, you're all free to go in whichever direction you wish. Just remember to be careful, and keep an eye out for each other. We should split up into two different groups, and explore either the volcano or the grotto, in hopes of finding the Dragonstone."
"If I may interject, Princess?" Flash spoke up. "It sounds like it would make more sense for us all to check the volcano. It just seems like the more appropriate place, where an artifact known as the Dragonstone would be hidden."
"That's true, but Rockhoof said he doesn't know for certain." Sunset replied. "In any case, it could actually be hidden in the gem encrusted grotto. After all, could whoever lives in the grotto also be the one responsible for leaving behind the gem dust at the campsite. Maybe they even took the Dragonstone for themselves."
"All rather fair points, Sunset." Twilight nodded. "In other words, it really is a 50-50 on which location we should be exploring. However, since one of them is a volcano, I'll lead the group who wishes to accompany me there. It just seems like the more dangerous of the two, but I have had experience with traversing the Dragon Lands."
"I'll join you, Twilight." Rainbow raised her hoof. "Had my fair share of similar adventures with Daring Do, let's just say."
"Well, if there's a volcano involved, count me and Ragamuffin in." Lemon Zest spoke up. "We've been up close and personal with some of them during our Manehattan island tours, as part of the city's famous ferry attractions. So, we're more than up for the challenge!"
"That's right, I just hope there aren't any unfriendly dragons lurking around there." Ragamuffin added. "We're definitely not prepared for that."
"If we do run into one, I'll do my best to handle the situation." Twilight assured. "However, our primary goal should be finding the Dragonstone, not tangling with dragons. So, let's focus on that, and try to keep ourselves safe. Anypony else wish to join us?"
"I'd like to join you too, Princess, if that's alright." Cheese Sandwich trotted over to Twilight's group. "I've always had a fascination with dragons, and I'm not really afraid of them. Plus, if we do run into one, I can try to reason with it, using my... Cheesy Sense."
"Very well then." Twilight nodded. "However, that's as big as our group can get, since there's nine of us. We shouldn't have a group less than four, and there's only four more ponies remaining. Flash, Sunset, Sunny Flare, and Night Glider. Do you four think you can explore the grotto?"
"I think we can handle it." Night Glider nodded. "I'm not too worried about it being dangerous. I mean, it's just a bunch of caves, right? We'll be fine."
"It's not really the caves themselves, but rather, what could be living in the caves that'll pose as a threat." Sunset deduced.
"That's why I'm going with them, then." Flash replied. "I'll be sure to use my katana if needed."
"Well, since I'm stuck with you three, I guess I have no choice." Sunny Flare muttered under her breath. "I got some experience in kung fu, so I guess it'll be useful. But don't expect me to do any heavy lifting."
"It's all settled, then." Twilight looked toward the two groups, feeling like everything was set. "Flash and Sunny Flare, I think you two will be a great help in case you run into any monsters or creatures in the caves. Just be careful and watch each other's backs. As for you, Sunset and Night Glider, I hope you have a safe and successful journey to the Dragonstone. Good luck, everypony!"
The two groups understood their objectives, and trotted away in opposite directions. Sunset went off with her group, unsure of what to expect when they reached this grotto. For whatever reason, that strange gem dust that was left behind at the camp, Sunset felt like it sounded familiar. Was it maybe something she had heard during her time at Camp Everfree? It was the same place where Sunset and the Human Twilight had been trapped within a gem encrusted cave by Gloriosa Daisy, so she couldn't help but feel a sense of déjà vu before even reaching the grotto.
"Night Glider, have you had any experience with caves before?" Sunset asked.
"Well, back in Our Town, there was the cutie mark vault." Night Glider reflected. "It was where our town leader, Starlight Glimmer, had removed our cutie marks with the Staff of Sameness, and she stored them in this cavern vault."
"Ah yes, I remember Starlight mentioning something like that to me." Sunset recalled. "Actually, come to think of it... you're that Night Glider I recall hearing about a while ago. Twilight mentioned that you and Sugar Belle had been close friends for a while, and that you had both met somepony named Solstice in your youths?"
"Solstice..." Night Glider tried her best to remember. "Oh, you mean my karaoke teacher from when I was just a filly? Yes, that's right, she was the one who taught me how to sing, and encouraged me to pursue my dreams of becoming a famous singer. Though I eventually gave up on it, after realizing that it was a pretty difficult career. I decided to focus more on flight lessons afterwards."
"Interesting." Sunset listened on. "Do you by any chance know what happened to her after you stopped taking those lessons?"
"Not really, actually." Night Glider replied. "Never really kept in touch, which I kinda regret doing. She was a really sweet and encouraging teacher. Why?"
"Oh, it's just..." Sunset began explaining. "I have no idea if your karaoke teacher was the same Solstice, but I've been trying to find my biological mother, who shares the same name. I unfortunately haven't had much luck though."
"Really?" Night Glider's eyes widened. "That's... quite the coincidence. I'm sorry to hear that you're having trouble finding her, Sunset, it must be real tough. If I ever do meet her again, I'll be sure to let you know. She was the best teacher I've ever had."
"Thank you, I'd really appreciate that." Sunset smiled, trying to sound reassured. "Who knows, maybe someday I'll find her as well. It'd actually be my very first time meeting her, since... let's just say I never got the chance to do so."
"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that." Night Glider's ears went down in sadness. "Well, if you ever need somepony to talk to, I'm always here to listen. I know how hard it can be to find somepony you care about."
"That means a lot." Sunset tried to stay positive. "But you're right when you say it could be a coincidence. Who knows, this could be a completely different Solstice, for all we know."
"Hmm, it might just be my speculation talking, but it may not just be a coincidence." Flash looked to the two mares.
"What do you mean, Flash?" Night Glider asked, curious.
"You mentioned that this Solstice pony was your karaoke teacher, and she's also Sunset's mother." Flash began brainstorming. "That means she must've had a big influence on both of your voices. Call me crazy, but after hearing both of you talking back to back, you and Sunset... have pretty similar voices."
"Do we now?" Night Glider raised an eyebrow.
"Huh... I can kinda hear it myself, too." Sunset noticed. "I didn't even think much of it until you just mentioned this."
"I can hear the similarities too." Night Glider agreed. "Though obviously, my voice is more raspy than yours, Sunset."
"What's crazy is, my friend Applejack pointed out that Sugar Belle and I also had pretty similar voices." Sunset recalled. "And considering how Sugar Belle supposedly had the same vocal tutor as a filly, she may be the very Solstice I'm looking for."
"It's certainly a possibility." Flash replied. "Perhaps if she was regularly giving lessons like this, she had a unique singing style that she passed down to all of her students."
"Well, when we manage to get off the island, I'll be sure to go back to my house in Our Town, and see if I can find any clues that could help you locate her." Night Glider said. "Pretty sure I still have some documents laying around, regarding her business information."
"That would be wonderful." Sunset smiled. "It's so nice to have friends who are almost just like family."
What happened next was unexpected. Sunny Flare was listening in on the conversation the entire time, and had finally reached her breaking point. She went off of the jungle's trail to hide behind a nearby tree, where she could cry privately. Sunset, Night Glider, and Flash all looked confused at this, but felt that being there for the unicorn was the right thing to do. The entire time they've known Sunny Flare, she may've come across as a cold and irritable mare, but perhaps there was a side to her that they were missing, which caused her to behave the way she does. 
Sunset even recalled that the first time she had briefly met this Sunny Flare back on the train, shortly before Twilight's coronation, the unicorn seemed particularly agitated at Sunset and Derpy's conversation regarding their own friendship dilemmas. This was way back on the first day during her extended return to Equestria, when Sunset was still unsure of whether or not her decision in returning to Equestria would potentially entail abandoning her human friends. Somehow, discussing this topic around her on the train had caused her to lash out at them both? Sunset knew that she had to get to the bottom of this, as much like Celestia described earlier, her former student embodied empathy like no other pony.
"Hey, Sunny Flare... are you alright?" Sunset approached the unicorn, followed by Flash and Night Glider. "If there's something you want to talk about, we're here to listen."
"I'm... fine." Sunny Flare sniffled, wiping away a tear. "Just forget about it, and go on without me."
"You know we won't do that." Sunset gently put a hoof on the unicorn's shoulder. "We're a group who sticks together until the very end. Whatever it is that's bothering you, we'll help you through it."
"You've been talking about meeting your real mother and having friends who are like family... it's really touched a nerve." Sunny Flare sniffled again. "My biological parents... I never got the chance to meet either one of them. From what I can understand, I was put into foster care as a baby, and went from house to house most of the time. My new families... treated me horribly. I grew up, constantly feeling ignored, forgotten, or pushed away. One of my families even claimed that I was only there as a business for them. When I finally became a mare, I was immediately kicked out of the system, and had no choice but to work for a dress design firm with a mean and demanding boss."
Hearing Sunny Flare open up about this, Sunset began to have an understanding of the unicorn's hostile behavior. This would explain why she seemed so irritable, hearing conversations regarding friendships. It especially seemed heartbreaking to hear that much like what Lily Pad had been going through with Chestnut Magnifico, Sunny Flare had been in the same boat. Though unlike Lily, Sunny Flare most likely didn't have somepony there to protect her from the hardships of her youth. Instead, she had no choice but to endure everything, which would've scarred her, psychologically. A combination of all these factors perfectly explained her hostility, insecurity, and selfishness.
"Oh, Sunny Flare..." Sunset wrapped her hooves around the unicorn, offering her a comforting hug. "I'm so sorry to hear that. That must have been terrible for you."
"It was... and it still is." Sunny Flare continued. "Sometimes, I wish I could just forget about everything and start over. But... it's hard. I don't know how to let go of all that anger and hurt, especially when I was in school. Everypony made fun of me for not having real parents, and thought I was too socially awkward to be friends with."
"Sunny Flare, I understand how you feel." Night Glider said. "I've had it pretty rough myself, growing up. My parents may not have treated me poorly, but they often left me with sitters, growing up. I dare say that even Solstice was more of a mother figure to me than my actual mother. My real parents were never really there for me, which definitely broke me as well, even after I had met Sugar Belle. It took me a long time to find my place in the world, but I did. You can too."
"I can relate to how you're feeling as well, Sunny Flare." Flash added. "I mean, not with the foster care part, but... losing my dad to a bunch of timberwolves when I was really young... it was tough. After he was gone, I didn't have anypony to rely on, especially during my later years at the Canterlot training academy. But through the struggles and perseverance, I made it to this very day, protecting Equestria as one of Canterlot's most elite royal guards."
"And we're here for you now." Sunset looked into the unicorn's eyes, trying to offer a reassuring smile. "You don't have to face this alone, we're your friends, and we'll help you through everything. Together, we can help you find your place in the world, and make a family for ourselves. You just have to let us in, okay?"
"But I was so mean to all of you, even going as far as to say I wouldn't miss any of you, if you fell into lava." Sunny Flare wiped away her tears, looking at the trio. "It's as if... I've been psychologically prone to reject any new friends, because I'm afraid of being rejected again. Why are you all being so nice to me?"
"Because you're important to us, and you matter." Sunset continued to embrace her empathy. "You're a pony like the rest of us, and we're here for you, no matter what. Besides, you wouldn't be alone as far as... rejecting friendship."
"What do you mean?" Sunny Flare looked up at Sunset, curiously.
"Well, I had a similar experience when I was younger." Sunset reflected her experiences as Princess Celestia's student. "I didn't want to have any friends, because I thought it would distract me from my studies, and I'd lose my focus. So I pushed everypony away, and it made me lonely, bitter, and resentful. But eventually, I realized that having friends isn't a bad thing. They can help you through the toughest times, and make everything better."
"What changed for you in the end?" Sunny Flare asked, genuinely curious.
"Well, I had a good teacher who pushed me in the right direction." Sunset began opening up. "Twilight saw the potential in me, even when I didn't, and she never gave up on me. She helped me see that I didn't need to be alone to succeed, that I could have friends and still be a great student. She left me under the watch of... a group of outside friends, and eventually, I opened up to them, and let them in. It was the best decision I ever made."
"That's... really nice of the princess." Sunny Flare sniffed, wiping away the last of her tears. "I guess I could try to let you all in, too. I'm just... I've always been afraid to make friends. What if they reject me because I'm different from them, or because I don't know the first thing about friendship?"
Sunset felt so much more relatable to Sunny Flare than ever before, remembering that she once said those exact words when Princess Twilight grabbed her hand, and helped her out of that crater she had created from her inner demon. She made certain to assure Sunny Flare the same way Twilight did back then.
"Don't worry, Sunny Flare." Sunset grabbed Sunny Flare's hoof, and helped her back up. "We're not going anywhere without you. We accept you just as you are, and we're here to help you learn about friendship. You don't have to be afraid, we're all here for you, and will help you through this. We won't judge you for not knowing how to embrace friendship, we'll teach you. And if you ever want us to, we'll let you know how we feel, so you don't have to be afraid of the unknown. We're your friends, Sunny Flare, and we're here to stay. Isn't that right, Flash, Night Glider?"
"That's right." Flash nodded, his eyes showing his sincerity. "Sunny Flare, we're all here for you, and we won't leave your side. We're all a team, and we'll help you through anything. You're not alone anymore."
"Yeah, we're all in this together." Night Glider smiled warmly at Sunny Flare. "Just take it slow, and we'll help you learn. You'll see, it's not so bad being friends with us. We promise." 
"Okay..." Sunny Flare sniffled again, looking at the three other ponies surrounding her, before giving them a small, shaky smile. "I guess... I can try. I mean, it's not like I have anything else to lose, right? Thank you, all of you. I'll try my best to be a good friend."
"That's the spirit!" Sunset smiled warmly at the unicorn. "We're all friends here, and we'll help you along the way. Don't worry about making mistakes, we all do that sometimes, nopony's perfect. With that said, what do you say we continue our hunt for the Dragonstone? This'll be our journey, our story to tell."
"Sure thing." Sunny Flare took a deep breath and nodded. "Let's go, but um, do you mind if I just... trot a little bit behind you three? It just feels pretty new, being this close to you all."
"Of course, Sunny Flare." Sunset nodded, understandingly. "We're all friends here, and we'll go at your pace."
"We'll be with you the entire time, and if you ever need a break, just let us know." Flash assured.
"And if you ever feel lost, just look for the brightest star in the sky, that's always me!" Night Glider giggled. "Well, as soon as I can fly again, that is. I really wish we had our magic back, it'd be nice to fly or cast spells right about now."
"Oh yeah, speaking of which..." Sunset took the Enchantment Tonic bottle out of her mane. "It's a good thing I have this, now. It might have a nasty taste, but it'll give us temporary access to our magic again, regardless of where we are. Well, for you three, it would. It probably wouldn't do much for me, now that I'm an Earth pony."
"We could definitely put it to good use, but like the princess herself said, we'd best be saving it for emergencies." Flash advised. "Who knows what's waiting for us in that grotto?"
"Good idea, best to keep it in reserve." Sunset tucked the bottle back into her mane. "Alright then, let's head on over to that grotto, onwards!"
The four ponies began making their way forward, now determined more than ever to continue their journey. Flash, Night Glider, and Sunset all gave Sunny Flare encouraging gestures, as they made their way through the jungle, occasionally stopping to point out interesting plants or sightings to the newcomer. They were all eager to show her the ropes of friendship and exploration, which the unicorn began embracing more and more of. The time she was spending with her new friends, Sunny Flare even began to let go of her memories of hardship from her youth, which had always made her bitter and distant from everypony over the years. 
After traveling for a while, the group had eventually gotten a glimpse of what looked like a large waterfall. The jungle path had unfortunately hit a dead end, obscured by an overgrowth of plants. However, Flash looked over the horizon, and noticed what looked like an entrance just behind the waterfall. This had prompted everypony to make their way through the thick growth of bushes and overgrown vines, although it was easier said than done. Sunset and her companions carefully pushed their way through the vegetation, their bodies occasionally getting scratched by thorns and twigs. As they emerged from the foliage, the entrance to the grotto came into view.
The grotto, when they finally reached it, was nothing short of breathtaking. Its walls were adorned with shiny magenta gemstones, and the waterfall trickled down into a crystal-clear pool at its entrance. The sound of rushing water filled the air, and a chill breeze rustled through the trees. As the four ponies approached, they noticed what looked like piles of rocks scattered near the entrance, as if the grotto had once been caved in, but someone had removed them through their sheer strength, presumably Rockhoof himself. This gave Sunset and her group hope, that this was in fact the place Rockhoof had hidden the Dragonstone after all.
"Well, it's definitely a pretty safe bet that this is the grotto we're looking for." Sunset said, as her group trotted around the waterfall and made their way through the entrance, traversing the cave.
"Uh oh, is it just me, or is it getting darker, the further we go?" Night Glider observed.
"I'm noticing it too." Flash said, concerned. "The deeper we go, the darker it seems to get. Sunset, maybe we should use the Enchantment Tonic for some temporary magic? How about an illumination spell?"
"That sounds like a good idea." Sunset agreed, as she took the bottle out of her mane. "Unfortunately, I might not be able to do much, since I don't have my horn anymore."
"Let me try." Sunny Flare volunteered. "I still have my horn."
"Alright, just bear in mind that this might have a bad taste." Sunset poured a sample of the tonic into Sunny Flare's mouth, making her gag.
"Bleh, no kidding, this tastes worse than anything my foster mom fed me as a filly!" Sunny Flare made a face of disgust, before suddenly feeling her magic return to her. "Hey, wait a minute, it's working! I can feel my horn glowing again, what a miracle!"
"That's great!" Night Glider said with optimism. "Are you able to illuminate the darkness?"
"Well, that's just it... I don't know how." Sunny Flare sighed. "With the rough life I had as a filly, nopony ever taught me how to use my magic to the fullest potential."
"Well, I'm sure I could teach you a thing or two." Sunset tried her best to explain how to cast such a spell. "Just focus your magic on something, and try to make it light up. Close your eyes, take a deep breath, and imagine the light flowing through you. Try concentrating and picturing something bright, like the sun, and see if you're able to become one with the brightness."
"I'll give it a try." Sunny Flare did as she was instructed, before focusing the magic in her horn.
The unicorn did her best to picture light flowing through her horn, imagining the warmth of the sun shining down on her. Her horn began to glow brighter and brighter, until finally, a small orb of light had begun to slowly emerge, but not quite escaping yet. 
"Not... quite... finished..." Sunny Flare kept focusing her energy.
"Come on, you can do it!" Sunset encouraged, as Flash and Night Glider did the same. "We believe in you!"
With one final push, Sunny Flare forced the spell to be casted, sending the orb of light above her, which emitted a bright glow onto the cave walls.
"I did it!" Sunny Flare exclaimed, opening her eyes. "I've never even done one of those spells before, it was so... fulfilling. I might've actually found my destiny in life, it all led up to this moment. I guess it really makes sense now, why my name's Sunny Flare?"
"Well, it's certainly fitting for what you just pulled off." Sunset giggled. "I'm actually surprised I remembered how to do that spell after all these years. It was a lesson I recited way back in Magic Kindergarten. I guess I really am Princess Celestia's #1 student, even when I don't have a horn."
"Well, you've certainly become a great teacher, yourself!" Sunny Flare grinned. "And hey, now that we can see where we're going, it looks like we'll have a better chance at finding the artifact."
Suddenly, an eerie, ghostly voice began to make itself apparent, before the group was even able to progress.
"OooOooOooOooOooOooOooOoo..." The voice began to warn the ponies that they would regret trespassing. "Turn back now... if you know what's good for you..."
Although startled by this, all four ponies began to recognize it was the same voice they had heard before, when the mysterious fog had engulfed and sank both of their respective boats. Although rather intimidating, they had already gotten this far, and it would be foolish to chicken out and bail now.
"We've come this far, we're not about to give up now!" Flash yelled.
"That's right, we're not leaving without a certain special artifact!" Sunset tried to sound confident.
"You dare seek the treasure of Everfree Island!?" The voice sounded haunting and ethereal, as if it were echoing from far away. "Foolish mortals... my treasure is not for you to find... they are relics of the past, best left buried and forgotten..."
The group stuck close together, ignoring the ghostly voice's warnings. They were on high alert for booby traps, dangers, or anything that seemed suspicious. As the four ponies made their way deeper into the grotto, they began to hear what sounded like unusual hissing. It was a dead giveaway that something hostile was approaching soon, making everypony nervous. Once they had reached the end of a long corridor, the hissing had mysteriously stopped, which made Sunset wonder if whatever was creating the noise was now attempting to give them a false sense of security.
This would soon prove to be true, once Night Glider attempted to trot on, thinking nothing of it. Suddenly, a giant, sentient thorny vine emerged from around the corner, ensnaring the pegasus in a cocoon-like coffin. The three other ponies' eyes widened at this, as Flash brought his katana out, ready to rip the vine to shreds.
"You two, get back!" Flash warned Sunset and Sunny Flare, before turning back to the vine. "You mess with our friend, you mess with all of us!"
Sunset and Sunny Flare backed up, as Flash put all his might into hacking away at the vine, which was rather insistent on trapping Night Glider. Suddenly, the two mares freaked out upon feeling something brushup  against their tails. Turning around, another one of those monstrous vines had emerged, just as hostile as the first. Sunny Flare and Sunset freaked out, trying to escape before getting cornered. There was another passage between the two vines, which the two mares had run into. The relentless vine pursued, before whacking Sunset across the corridor with its strength, sending her flying nearly 30 feet away.
Witnessing this had angered Sunny Flare, which allowed her to build up some courage. As Sunset got up from the vine's attack, she began to panic, as she noticed she was now cornered between the vine and a dead end. The vine stood atop Sunset, asserting its dominance over the now defenseless pony. Suddenly, it began to lunge toward her, prompting Sunset to close her eyes, expecting the worst. Just as she thought she was done for, Sunny Flare quickly ran over to Sunset's side, casting her illumination spell once again, this time at a greater volume. The luminous flash of light had temporarily blinded the vine, throwing it off balance. Using this to her advantage, Sunny Flare then casted a fireball spell, hurling the projectile toward the vine at unnatural speeds.
The thorny vine instantly recoiled from the flames that began to engulf it. As the fire grew stronger, the vine's thorns had begun to incinerate and cause a chemical reaction with the poison within them, turning into a hazardous acid. Now the vine was not only burning from the intense heat, but even its own toxins from within, deteriorating its cells at an exponential rate. After a few moments, the vine couldn't take much more, before falling limp, and dissipating completely. Sunny Flare then ran over to Sunset, who was still laying on the ground.
"Looks like you've already taught me more than simply the first thing about friendship, huh?" Sunny Flare reiterated what she said earlier, before grabbing Sunset by the hoof. "Come on, let's get you back up, and see if Flash needs our help."
The two mares ran back over to Flash, who was still desperately slashing away at the vine, but to no avail. The outer layers were more durable than the carnivorous plant creature from earlier, and Flash's katana was merely giving the vine nothing more than a papercut. Sunny Flare knew that she couldn't use fire to burn this vine as well, given how Night Glider was still trapped within. Suddenly, Sunset remembered something she had read about thorny vines during her magic studies.
"If we could find the main, vital root of the vine, we might be able to sever it and free Night Glider that way." Sunset suggested. "Problem is, that root could be anywhere."
"Why don't we try an x-ray spell?" Sunny Flare proposed. "If there is such a spell, could you teach me how to do it?"
"Good thinking!" Sunset nodded, before trying to remember how it was done, back when she was Celestia's pupil. "Alright, just concentrate on one section of the vine, and focus your magic into it! You'll know when you've found the root, because it'll feel different from the rest of the vine! Search for the thickest root possible, that should be the one we're aiming for!"
Nodding, Sunny Flare took a deep breath and focused her magic on one segment of the vine. She could feel it tingle and buzz under her hooves, like something alive was pulsing underneath. Taking another deep breath, she channeled her magic into the vine, searching for any sign of a thick root system. Eventually, the magic began creating a trail, until she could visualize something large and retaining water from below the ground. Sunny Flare and Sunset followed this path, until the unicorn could identify a pulse from below the soil, beating more rapidly as they approached. She quickly pointed at the location where it was coming from, prompting Sunset to call Flash over, who was still desperately swinging away at the vine.
"Flash!" Sunset waved. "Your katana won't cut through that thick vine! Instead, come over and do a downward stab right here, where Sunny Flare is pointing!"
"What good is that going to do!?" Flash turned around, unaware of Sunset and Sunny Flare's plan.
"Just trust us, it's our only hope at saving Night Glider!" Sunny Flare encouraged.
Feeling like he had no other choice at this point, Flash nodded and ran over to them. He then positioned himself above where they were pointing and took a deep breath. With all his might, he thrusted his katana deep into the ground. There was a loud cracking sound as the blade pierced and penetrated through the dirt and the vine's vital root. The vine finally gave way and collapsed limply, releasing Night Glider from its grasp. Flash quickly withdrew his blade and turned to face Night Glider.
"Are you all right, Night Glider?" Flash ran over to the pegasus, still gasping for her breath.
"I-I think so." Night Glider coughed, before she smiled gratefully at the three ponies. "Thank you so much for rescuing me. I couldn't have done it on my own."
"It was nothing." Sunset smiled back. "You're part of our team, and we always look out for each other. A few vines weren't enough to halt our progress, so let's move forward and get what we're after!"
The group made their way past the first thorny vine, and it didn't take long before they eventually came across an area within the grotto that was more open, and surrounded by a shallow pool of water. Beyond the water was a trail of gold dabloons on the ground, which led to a huge stack of treasure hidden away at the far end of the area. Everypony's jaws dropped upon seeing the vast riches that were sitting before them.
"Wow... I've never seen this much treasure before." Sunset said with awe, upon looking at all the dabloons, jewels, and ancient-looking artifacts scattered in front of them.
"Well, now that we're here, we'd best find what we're looking for, and bring it back to the camp, before any more of those nasty vines show up." Flash said, as he and Night Glider trotted over to the treasure, searching for the Dragonstone.
Sunset and Sunny Flare were about to do the same, before Sunset stopped, feeling uneasy. She noticed that the same gem dust she had seen back at the campsite earlier was present along the ground, which meant that this was most likely the hideout of the camp wrecker, who had also sent those vines to attack them.
"What's wrong, Sunset?" Sunny Flare raised an eyebrow.
"I don't know, it's just..." Sunset  whispered, looking around the grotto, nervously. "I've got this feeling that we're not alone in here..."
As Flash and Night Glider were digging through the treasure as fast as they could, it became apparent that they were angering someone, whose presence began to resonate throughout the area. Suddenly, 50 of those same thorny vines from earlier had emerged out of nowhere, trapping both pegasai who were scavenging the treasure chests. They created a mountainous coil around the two ponies, completely immobilizing them. Thankfully, the vines hadn't wrapped around their heads this time, allowing them to breathe.
"Sunset, Sunny Flare!" Flash called out from a distance. "We can't move!"
"I think these vines are getting even tighter than before!" Night Glider shrieked.
"Don't worry, we're coming over to help you!" Sunset said, ready to trot over to her pegasai teammates. "Just hang in there!"
But before the two mares could even do so, the same eerie ghostly voice from earlier had returned. It began to fill the cave again, echoing ever so often. Suddenly, the voice began to grow more loud and clear, as if whoever was making the noises was getting closer by the second. Before long, a mysterious figure began materializing out of thin air, right behind Sunset and Sunny Flare. They both turned around instantly, unable to believe their eyes. Supposedly, this was the same ghostly figure who had sank both of their boats on the Celestial Sea, who had also forced Rockhoof to give up his boat navigating skills centuries ago. The two mares were too afraid to even speak up, unsure of how they should proceed.

"Foolish mortals..." The figure snarled, angrily. "You willingly ignored my warnings and are not only trespassing, but stealing... MY TREASURE!!! NOW YOU WILL FACE THE EVERLASTING WRATH OF I, THE ANCIENT SPIRIT WHO HOLDS DOMAIN OVER THIS FORGOTTEN ISLAND, GAEA EVERFREE!!!!!!"

	
		Chapter 71: Attack of the Bones



Sunset and Sunny Flare were now doing their best to fend off against Gaea Everfree within the grotto. The intense battle had begun, with the two mares trying their best to rescue their friends, still trapped within those thorn vines. Knowing that half of their team was already ensnared by the angered spirit's wrath, the duo had to tread lightly, as it seemed unlikely that Twilight's team would come to their rescue in such a predicament. Sunset used her physical strength and resilience to try and break Flash and Night Glider free from the vines, while Sunny Flare focused her magic on attacking the angry spirit directly. However, it took the spirit a moment to realize that the unicorn was somehow... using magic again?
"How is a mortal like yourself... using magic on my island!?" Gaea Everfree exclaimed, her anger only growing. "The protective mystical fog should have removed you of your powers! But no matter... for I shall claim your magic as my own, and you shall serve me for the rest of eternity!"
"You misunderstand, Gaea Everfree!" Sunny Flare spoke up, trying to act brave. "I didn't lose my powers! The fog only made me realize that my magic is more powerful than I ever thought! Now, you'll pay for all the harm you've caused!"
"Silence, insolent fool!" The spirit roared, commanding her vines at the unicorn. "You have no idea of the power I wield! Even if you do have magic left within you, it won't be enough to defeat me!"
Gaea Everfree's vines lashed out at Sunny Flare, intent on binding her in place. The vines wrapped around her legs, immobilizing them, and then snaked their way up her body, squeezing the unicorn's chest tightly. As Sunny Flare struggled against the bonds, Gaea Everfree laughed on maniacally. 
"There you are, my little mortal... now you'll see the true power of Mother Nature!" The spirit cackled.
Gasping for her breath, Sunny Flare had attempted to break free from the vines binding her. She glanced over at Sunset, who was still desperately trying her best to free Flash and Night Glider. Understanding Sunset's struggle against those nefarious thorns, Sunny Flare felt a sudden surge of determination. With a mighty heave, the unicorn used her magic to lift and break off one of the large stalagmites nearby, intending to hurl it at the spirit, and free her friends at the same time. But Gaea Everfree sensed what was about to happen, and swiftly used her own magic to deflect the stalagmite, sending it hurtling harmlessly into the grotto's wall instead.
"Oh, you think you can best me with your pitiful little rocks?" Gaea Everfree laughed evilly. "My powers come from the very Earth itself! You might as well try to stop a mountain from falling with such puny efforts!"
Without even thinking, Sunny Flare quickly used her magic to levitate an entirely new barrage of stalagmites, which were then launched at Gaea Everfree. This sudden attack had caught the spirit off-guard, forcing her to deflect the projectiles at ease, without further consideration. As a result, one of the stalagmites had managed to pierce through the thorn vines holding Night Glider in place, freeing her. Noticing this, Sunset quickly helped Night Glider back up, before bringing out the Enchantment Tonic.
"Mind if you take some?" Sunset asked, holding the bottle out. "It might supposedly taste terrible, but it'll get the job done."
"Sure, it'd be nice to have my flight back again, even temporarily. "Night Glider agreed. "Who knows how much magic Sunny Flare has left?"
As Gaea Everfree was too focused on Sunny Flare, she hadn't noticed Sunset was giving the pegasus a magical stimulant. Despite the tonic giving Night Glider an awful taste, she began slowly regaining her magic, and fluttered her wings, determined. Sunny Flare's effort was well spent, as Sunset had certainly struggled to penetrate the tough hide of those vines, even with her resilience. However, that last stalagmite attack had suddenly burnt the unicorn out, as she began panting from exhaustion. Her horn begun to emit nothing short of a few sparks, indicating that her artificial magic from the Enchantment Tonic had suddenly ran out.
"Pathetic, so pathetic..." Gaea Everfree hissed, before getting ready to stab the unicorn before her. "You think you can defeat me with such petty tricks? I shall teach you the folly of your ways!"
"Not if we have anything to say about it!" Night Glider announced, with Sunset by her side. "You won't be hurting anypony!"
"You're a monster, and we're going to stop you!" Sunset added, glaring at the spirit. "So, you want to fight? Bring it on!"
"Very well, then... if that's what you want!" Gaea Everfree laughed mockingly, her eyes filled with amusement. "But you'll soon find out that fighting me is no game!"
Gaea Everfree's body began to glow with an unnatural energy. She let out a powerful screech, causing the very ground beneath Sunset and Night Glider's hooves to tremble. Her vines, which had been holding Flash and Sunny Flare, had snapped free of the two ponies, and shot toward Sunset and Night Glider instead, trapping their hooves, and binding them in place. Although Sunny Flare was now weakened, Flash sprang into action the moment he realized that the vines had released him. He picked up his katana that he had dropped earlier, before noticing Gaea Everfree about to launch a volley of razor-sharp thorns at Sunset and Night Glider, aiming to pierce their flesh.
"Look out!" Flash shouted, rushing toward the trapped duo, using his katana to best deflect everything, just as the thorns were about to hit them.
The angered spirit continued her assault, unleashing wave after wave of thorn, stone, and vine projectiles at the trio before her. Sunset and Night Glider did their best to dodge and weave, deflecting most of the attacks, but it was clear that they were beginning to tire out. Flash, however, was a force to be reckoned with. His katana spun through the air, deflecting the attacks with ease, and protecting his friends from harm. This only served to infuriate Gaea Everfree even further, urging her to play dirty.
"You're such a nuisance, mortal!" Gaea Everfree snarled, now focusing her magic on Flash. "I'll show you what happens to those who defy me!" 
With that, the spirit sent a powerful blast of Earth and rock at Flash, knocking him off his hooves and sending him flying across the grotto. The force of the impact sent him skidding several meters before he came to a halt, struggling to get back up.
"Flash, are you okay?!" Sunset shouted, struggling in her vine restraints.
"Sunset, take my trusty katana!" Flash yelled with the little energy he had left, before throwing the weapon toward Sunset with all his might. "It's the only chance we've got!"
Sunset quickly caught the sword with her mouth, just as it landed at her hooves. She felt the weight of the weapon, and the trust that came along with it, before slashing apart the vines holding her in place. With the new determination within her, she did the same with Night Glider's vines, freeing her as well. The battle appeared to be getting more tense by the minute, especially with Flash and Sunny Flare too weakened to get back up. However, it was clear that by this point, even Sunset and Night Glider were growing more and more exhausted, while Gaea Everfree showed no signs of slowing down.
"You think you can defeat me with that pathetic blade?!" Gaea Everfree scoffed, as she sent a new wave of thorns and stones rushing toward Sunset and Night Glider. 
The two mares had managed to dodge most of the attack, but a few of the smaller rocks had hit them square in the side, which weren't too damaging. The air around them felt humid and tense, as Gaea Everfree prepared to unleash another wave of her powerful attacks. Sunset and Night Glider exchanged a glance, knowing that they had to find a way to defeat the spirit before becoming severely injured. They couldn't let her win at this point, not after everything they'd already been through.
The duo quickly stood before the spirit, their bodies filled with anticipation. They noticed the Earth trembling beneath them, as Gaea Everfree gathered more power for her next attack. With a look of determination, they drew close to one another, their hooves firmly planted on the ground. Seeing how there weren't many options left, the two mares realized that they had to find a way to exploit Gaea Everfree's own strength against her. Suddenly, Sunset had an idea, after remembering Night Glider could fly now.
"Night Glider, you're pretty fast, right?" Sunset whispered.
"I'd like to think so." Night Glider replied, a smirk forming on her face. "Why?"
"Well, I think we can use that to our advantage." Sunset said, under her breath. "Try to use your speed to spin around Gaea Everfree, and trap her inside her own attack..."
Night Glider nodded, understanding what Sunset was getting at. With a burst of speed, she darted toward Gaea Everfree, her wings flapping rapidly above, as she circled around the spirit at an impossible pace. In response, Gaea Everfree simply cackled, though she was unable to keep up with the mare's agility. As Night Glider continued to spin, she had almost begun to form a tornado around the spirit, seemingly trapping her within a tall cyclone. This only served more as an annoyance to Gaea Everfree, who was preparing for another wave of her attacks, ready to swat this buzzing fly in the air.
"Foolish mortal, you can't hold me like this!" Gaea Everfree taunted, her body glowing brighter with energy. "Prepare to feel the full power of my wrath!"
With a mighty roar, Gaea Everfree unleashed her attack, sending a barrage of rocks hurtling toward Night Glider and Sunset. The two mares narrowly dodged most of the projectiles, though a few had managed to barely graze their sides. The real threat, however, was now the cyclone that Night Glider had created around Gaea Everfree. As the rocks struck the spinning vortex, they were sent flying in all directions, some of them hitting the spirit herself. This had only served as a minor inconvenience, prompting Gaea Everfree to unleash a powerful gust of wind herself, aiming directly for Night Glider.
The tornado around her only seemed to intensify, as it spun faster, drawing in more thorns and projectiles from the ground. Gaea Everfree's attack appeared to have backfired on herself, as she had only managed to strengthen the cyclone with her own projectiles. Although anticipating that this would knock Night Glider out of the air, something unexpected would soon occur. As the increased amount of rocks and debris from the ground were sent flying toward the spirit herself, they became lodged into her body, weighing her down. Suddenly, Gaea Everfree's movements became sluggish, and she could no longer keep up with Night Glider's consistently rapid speed. Along with this, her glowing aura had suddenly faded, and she looked frail and weakened, which Flash took notice of, from a distance.
"Now's our chance, Sunset!" Flash cheered her friend on. "Let's finish this!"
As Gaea Everfree struggled against the barrage of debris from her own attack, Sunset dashed toward her, her eyes blazing with determination. In a swift motion, she held back Flash's katana and swung it with all her might, aiming for the spirit's central gem core. The blade sliced through the air in a swift motion, making contact with Gaea Everfree's body. There was a flash of light emitting from the core shattering apart, which almost reminded Sunset of the time she and her human friends had destroyed the Dazzlings' siren gems. Suddenly, Gaea Everfree herself began screeching at this, her essence practically dissipating into the air.
"No... THIS CAN'T BE!!!" Gaea Everfree roared, before slowly fading from the mortal realm.
Night Glider finally stopped flying, as she noticed that Sunset had done it. With their teamwork, they had managed to defeat the vengeful spirit who held her domain over Everfree Island for centuries. Flash and Sunny Flare began to slowly get back up, though they were still rather tuckered out from the battle. The royal guard and unicorn slowly trotted over to Sunset and Night Glider's side, ready to congratulate them for their triumphant victory.
"Well done, Sunset." Flash commended, a small grin on his face, before taking his katana back. "I never doubted you for a second."
"You truly are a hero, Sunset." Sunny Flare said, her chest heaving with exhaustion. "Thanks to you, our whole team's safe now."
"We're all heroes, Sunny Flare." Sunset wanted to be humble. "We watched each other's backs and let our teamwork save the day. But remember why we're here? There's an artifact we need to retrieve, so let's find it, shall we?"
"We shall, though Night Glider and I couldn't find it anywhere in the treasure pile earlier." Flash recalled. "You think it could be hidden somewhere, deep underneath that stash?"
"Or perhaps it's not even here at all?" Sunny Flare suggested. "It could've been hidden in the volcano, after all."
"I suppose we could keep looking through the treasure stash until we find something." Sunset proposed. "If we can't find anything, we'll just head on back to camp."
"Hey, wait a minute... what's that?" Night Glider pointed toward the corner of the cave, where Gaea Everfree had been, moments earlier.
Sunset slowly approached where Night Glider was pointing, and noticed what appeared to be an unusual shape with a subtle magenta tint, sticking out of the wall. She went up to the shape and wiped the dirt away with her hooves, before analyzing it closely. It appeared as though Night Glider's cyclone had managed to blow away the dust that had obscured this object, which had blended well into its surroundings. Upon further inspection, Sunset realized that because of the teardrop-like shape, magenta color, and spiral markings, it was the Dragonstone.
"I... I think we found it." Sunset said, her voice shaking with excitement and relief. "The artifact... let's get back to camp and find Twilight!"
"NOT SO FAST!!!" Gaea Everfree roared, before materializing back into the mortal realm. "You mortals are foolish for thinking you were able to defeat me!"
"Oh... you can't be serious... RUN!!!" Flash shouted, as he and everypony else quickly made a break for the entrance of the grotto.
Gaea Everfree had quickly used her vines to barricade the entrance, trapping Sunset and her whole team. Everypony looked back toward the vengeful spirit, thinking they were now done for.
"You didn't actually believe you had ended me back there, did you!?" Gaea Everfree cackled, wickedly. "Well, I've already been dead for centuries, even back before Equestria had princesses ruling it. But my spirit lives on for eternity here, protecting my wealth and treasures from greedy mortals like yourselves! So don't even think for a second that you could simply defeat me and take my riches as you believe! I'm immortal, and I guarantee your days will be numbered if you do!"
"Listen, Gaea Everfree?" Sunset pleaded with the enraged spirit. "If you're talking about your doubloons, gems, and treasure chests filled with wealth, we're not even here for that."
"What...?" Gaea Everfree said, rather confused. "FOOLS! Don't you dare lie to me like that! I saw your pegasai friends back there, rummaging through my prized treasure collection!"
"That's just because we were looking for something else that was rumored to be hidden here on Everfree Island." Sunset explained. "We wouldn't just take your wealth and riches like that, we're no crooks. Plus, even if that was our intention, we wouldn't have a realistic way to get off the island with such a heavy load, since we have no ship anymore."
"Oh, you're... serious?" Gaea Everfree spouted, unsure of the right words upon hearing this unexpected turn of events. "Well... you're still trespassing on my sacred island! So I must ask, if you seek no interest whatsoever in my treasure, then what brings you here in the first place?"
All four ponies pointed toward the Dragonstone, still lodged within the grotto's wall, before Gaea Everfree turned to the side, rather surprised at what these ponies were seemingly after.
"Huh...!?!" Gaea Everfree went up to the wall, staring at the Dragonstone. "You mean to tell me that you mortals just wanted this the whole time? This ugly little rock that sticks out like a sore hoof? Are you serious...?"
"Yeah, I mean... we mentioned earlier that we were after a particular, powerful artifact." Sunset replied. "You mentioned that there was treasure hidden here, so we assumed that this was what you were referring to."
Gaea Everfree continued staring at the Dragonstone, before using her magic to remove it from the walls. These ponies seemed genuine about their intentions, and would've been foolish to attempt stealing her treasure now, let alone realistically escaping the island with it.
"Well, alright then..." Gaea Everfree said, before levitating the Dragonstone into Sunset's hooves. "Go on and take it, though I couldn't imagine any archaeologist seeking such a 'treasure'. But hey, if it's what you want, who am I to question it? Even if it is an artifact, I personally never liked this ugly rock anyways. My only question now is, if this was all you mortals wanted, why didn't you just say so earlier?"
"I guess we should've specified what artifact we were after, then..." Sunny Flare sighed. "Would've definitely cleared up this entire misunderstanding."
"Well, we already have everything we need now, so... are you going to let us go?" Flash asked the spirit.
"Hmm... very well." Gaea Everfree nodded. "I suppose that's fair, if you're not after my precious treasure to begin with. You've proven yourselves to be honest and honorable, even in the face of my anger and distrust, so I admire that. As for the Dragonstone, if it is a powerful artifact as you say, it must come with great power and responsibility, so you mortals be careful with it. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have other spirits to keep in check. Farewell, and good luck with your quest."
With that, Gaea Everfree faded away, as she released the vines from the entrance, allowing the four ponies to leave with the Dragonstone. They could all practically hear their own hearts beating in their throats, still somewhat unnerved on what could've happened to them, had the vengeful spirit not been so understanding. Sunset and her team slowly began trotting out of the grotto, not even daring to look back at the treasure for a second.
"Did we just... make friends with a ghost?" Sunset had an epiphany.
"Well, I don't know about that, but we managed to get our artifact without any more trouble." Night Glider shrugged. "And hey, out of curiosity, what did we need to find the Dragonstone for, anyways?"
"Yeah, I know Princess Twilight wanted us all to search for it, but... why exactly?" Sunny Flare added.
"Err, let's just say it'll at least play a part in helping us get off the island." Sunset said, sticking true to her word about not discussing the ruined future she had witnessed with Twilight and Starlight.
"Oh, that's right." Flash nodded, as he himself was aware of what Sunset was trying to avoid speaking of. "Well anyways, I guess the trek through Everfree Island won't be as bad now. Perhaps with the Dragonstone in our possession, we'll have a better chance of fighting against any more plant monsters."
"Well about that... we still don't know for certain how exactly to use the Dragonstone." Sunset replied. "For all we know, it could require fire from dragons to work, which... unless there's one somewhere on the island, I'm afraid we may be out of luck."
"That's true, but you don't think that spirit would've given it to us if there wasn't some way for us to use it, right?" Sunny Flare suggested.
"We might have to figure it out on our own, since even she didn't seem to know it was an artifact to begin with." Night Glider added. "For now though, let's head on back to camp, maybe Twilight will know a thing or two."

As Sunset and her group were now returning to the camp, a new revelation would soon be uncovered back at Canterlot. Gloriosa Daisy was opening up about her brother, as she had already finished her last delivery that day. The flower shop owner had gone in-depth regarding her and Timber's past, which definitely had its fascinating quirks. The rest of the council were entertained as they listened on to Gloriosa's tales, some of them even laughing at the more comedic parts. As for Gloriosa herself, she seemed to be enjoying the attention, whilst recollecting on the good times.
"So, before you opened up your flower shop, you were a tradesmare who sold boats?" Applejack listened on.
"Well, it wasn't my initial decision." Gloriosa replied. "It was because my family owned a boat business, and we even used the boats ourselves to travel all over Equestria. However, I believe the business itself was what made Timber and I drift apart in the first place..."
"Why would you say that, Gloriosa?" Fluttershy raised an eyebrow.
"It began when our parents had to step down from the business, due to their sudden health problems." Gloriosa further elaborated. "Timber and I began having our differences of interests and priorities within the business itself. As we grew older and started taking on more responsibilities, Timber became more interested in the adventures and freedom that came with being part of a boat-building family, while I focused on the sales and marketing side of things."
"Sounds like you two had different interests, dear." Rarity said. "My sister, Sweetie Belle and I? We may have had our fair share of disagreements over the years, but I dare say it's made us closer than ever before."
"True, but... I feel as though my parents didn't seem to think so." Gloriosa replied. "I noticed them constantly making comments regarding Timber's behavior and temperament when he wasn't around. How he was often impulsive and quick to anger, which made him difficult to work with. In contrast to myself, as they said I was more level-headed and professional."
"I suppose that's just how a family business can be, similar to my own family and the rock farm." Pinkie added. "What happened in the end for you?"
"As time went on, things only got more complicated." Gloriosa continued. "Timber became more distant, and I feel like I started resenting him a bit for it. Eventually, we had a huge debate about the direction the business should take, and... we agreed to disagree. He took the boat building side, and I stuck toward the sales and marketing."
"Well, if you don't mind me asking, what do you believe led to his unhealthy obsession for power and wealth, as well as his misogyny?" Starlight questioned.
"That's a good question, Starlight." Gloriosa began reflecting. "To be honest, I'm not entirely sure. Timber was always competitive from a young age. He always had to be the best at everything, even wanting to prove he could be more successful than me one day. As for the misogyny... I think it may have started when we were foals. He had a crush on another filly who didn't reciprocate his feelings, and he never really got over it. I forget her name... Noonglancer, something like that?"
"Ohhhh, I think I know who you're talking about." Pinkie deduced. "Yeah, well just to let you know, it probably wasn't even his fault anyways. Twilight's told us all about her, and let's just say... she was never really the social type. She actually hated parties of all things, how crazy is that?"
"Well, moving on from this, do you remember anything about Timber's competitive nature that drove you two apart in the end?" Starlight continued dissecting the story. "Maybe something was pivotal in pushing him into becoming the kind of stallion he is now."
"Hmm... I seem to remember what happened, after a retired sailor sold us his old boat." Gloriosa recalled. "One day, while we were sailing together, Timber snooped around, and found something that the sailor must've forgotten to take with him. It appeared to be some kind of a treasure map, tucked away in a bottle. I didn't really believe it was pointing to any kind of real treasure, but Timber just brushed me off. He wouldn't even let me see the map, claiming that it was his, just because he found it. Eventually, we had a tug of war over the bottle, and it slipped out of our hooves, drifting off into the sea. I didn't think much of it at the time, but I realize now... this must've been the tipping point, where Timber never forgave me."
"Oh dear." Fluttershy put a hoof on Gloriosa. "It's a shame that something seemingly so insignificant could've had such a lasting impact on your relationship."
"I know the feeling for sure." Gloriosa sighed. "I think that's when his obsession with power and wealth really took over, and why he became so possessive of anything he thought he owned. I vaguely remember that he swore he'd find that treasure map and treasure someday, just to make himself feel validated about his own existence."
"If he's been failin' to do so after all this time, then I reckon it's time he'd eventually come 'round and accept what's really important." Applejack said. "I wouldn't say he'd never forgive ya over something so silly, a family bond would always be stronger than that."
"I hope you're right, Applejack." Gloriosa nodded. "It's just hard to forget all those years of being loving siblings, only to end up so far apart. It's like we're two completely different ponies now."
"Out of curiosity, dear?" Rarity inquired. "Did you ever find out where this treasure would supposedly be hidden?"
"I'm not entirely sure, but I want to say... I vaguely remember him muttering that it was... Everfree something?" Gloriosa remembered. "Probably the Everfree Forest, or wherever, it doesn't seem to matter now. I just wish that I could find my brother again, as I've haven't seen him at all, since the day he left Ponyville..."
Just then, Rockhoof returned to the harbor, ready to report to the rest of the council.
"Am I interrupting anything?" Rockhoof asked.
"Oh, hey Rockhoof!" Pinkie greeted. "No, we were just reminiscing about the old times with Gloriosa here. How did your chat with Twilight go?"
"I'm relieved to report that thankfully, everypony in her crew had successfully survived and made it to Everfree Island, though not my ship." Rockhoof explained. "Not that it matters, since I had no use for her anyways. Regardless, they reported being attacked and stowed away onto a pirate ship, and were now having trouble locating the Dragonstone. Luckily, I was able to remember two key areas where I had hidden something relating to it, and the artifact itself. A volcano and grotto, respectively."
"That's good to hear." Starlight breathed a sigh of relief. "Hopefully they can get back soon with the artifact."
"W-Wait a minute... Everfree Island?" Gloriosa's eyes widened. "And a-a... p-p-pirate ship?"
"Yes, lass." Rockhoof replied. "They went off toward that direction, east of the Canterlot Harbor. Why do you ask?"
"I have to go now!" Gloriosa desperately ran off, leaving everyone rather confused.
Gloriosa vaguely remembered hearing a rumor that her brother ended up taking over a pirate ship, but never really found much truth behind it. Regardless, a pirate ship that was coincidentally near a locale named 'Everfree', it seemed as if the flower shop owner now had a crucial lead, and she was always desperate to find her little brother after all these years. Knowing Timber, Gloriosa knew that her brother would persistently search the ends of Equestria for that treasure, and if this pirate ship in question really was the same one, she would finally be able to reunite and potentially reconcile with her long lost sibling. Gloriosa ran over to her family's old boat storage in Ponyville, remembering that she still had a large boat tucked away in the garage...

As this was happening, Sunset and her group had finally made it back to the camp, where Twilight's team was still awaiting them. Both groups were thankful at seeing each other safe and all right, with nopony left behind. Twilight's eyes suddenly widened upon noticing that Sunset was carrying what looked like the Dragonstone, as her group had already combed all over the volcano, but found absolutely nothing. They did however, find something else entirely, but believed it was moot compared to the actual artifact.
"Sunset, Flash, Night Glider, Sunny Flare, thank Celestia you all made it back!" Twilight said with relief. "And is that...?"
"Yep, this is the Dragonstone, alright." Sunset held the artifact up. "At least, if the picture in that book was anything to go by. It was hidden in the grotto after all, protected by some sort of... guardian, who had attacked us, but we managed to get away with the artifact in the end."
"So Ahuizotl was here on the island after all?" Rainbow deduced. "Sheesh, I mean I know his job is to specifically guard artifacts, but how many jobs could that guy possibly have?"
"Pretty sure it wasn't him, it was a female spirit." Sunset reported back. "But regardless, now that we have the Dragonstone, we're unfortunately still unsure of how to even use its power. Maybe you have an idea, Twilight?"
"Well, although we couldn't find the artifact itself inside of the volcano, we found something else that might give us an answer." Twilight began explaining. "I'd have to imagine that since Rockhoof pointed us there in the first place, it was a clue that he left behind at the volcano's base. We found some words carved onto the walls there, some kind of riddle, I'd bet. Unfortunately, we were unable to decipher what it meant."
"I may be good at riddles, but even I couldn't come up with a confident answer." Lemon Zest added. "And this is coming from a mare who frequently does the Manehattan crossword puzzles."
"Interesting... do you remember what the riddle was?" Sunset asked, curiously. "Maybe we can crack it."
"Even my Cheesy Sense couldn't come up with anything." Cheese Sandwich spoke up. "But it was, 'What is taken by all, given by few, but kept by none?', if you want to give it a shot."
"No clue either here." Twilight sighed. "Though yeah, whether or not this riddle is actually linked to the Dragonstone, we're still unsure of. I tried to write another message to Rockhoof through Night Glider's book, but unfortunately, it already ran out of magic by the time we returned to camp, so... we may be out of luck."
"I'm sure we can still figure something out, Princess." Flash kept his hopes up. "For now though, why don't we focus on crafting a boat or raft to escape the island?"
"Already taken care of." Twilight replied. "Thanks to Captain Zest and Ragamuffin, who're particularly well experienced at constructing vessels, we now have a fairly-sized boat that should fit all of us."
"Couldn't have done it without the lumber you and Cheese brought back, Sunset." Ragamuffin added.
"But speaking of which... how would we ensure returning to Canterlot safely?" Rainbow inquired. "What if those vines from that mysterious fog sinks our boat again?"
"Well you know that spirit Sunset just mentioned?" Night Glider replied. "Let's just say... we seemingly earned her respect, so we may not have to worry about that anymore. She was the one responsible for the attack on both of our groups' ships."
"You gained the respect of a vengeful spirit who tried to drown us all?" Twilight said, rather astonished. "Well, that's certainly good news. So in other words, it's a safe bet that we can all get off the island now without much trouble?"
"I don't know, didn't Rockhoof mention that this spirit forced him to give up something in exchange for sparing his life?" Rainbow reminded. "You think that she'd just let us leave now after trespassing on the island?"
"Well, she specifically said that she'd let us go, since we weren't intending on stealing her treasure." Sunny Flare explained. 
"She also let us free to take the Dragonstone, and didn't seem all that bothered anymore about us trespassing in the grotto." Flash added. "I'd like to think that after we managed to defeat her in a fair fight and left her treasure alone, she earned a begrudging respect for us all."
"That's right." Sunset nodded. "Let's just get everypony on the boat and set sail. We can come up with something along the way, and if we encounter her again, we'll talk to her and work something out."
"I still have a bad feeling about this." Lemon Zest replied. "I mean, we've already tried to make a deal with some pirates earlier, and look how that ended up. You think a vengeful spirit who haunts the island is more negotiable?"
"Sunset and her group sounds pretty confident about everything." Twilight said. "I think we can trust their word on this, especially since they managed to find the artifact and escape safely. So in that case, why don't we head on over to the shore and get on the boat?"
"Wait a second..." Flash realized that Captain Zest had just reminded him of something crucial. "Has that iceberg melted by this point? And aren't those vicious pirates still out there?"
"Oh!" Twilight's eyes widened. "Right, the iceberg! I'd better go check on that..." 
Twilight climbed atop a tall palm tree, giving surveillance around the island, noticing that the iceberg was practically completely melted, though what little had remained appeared to be insignificant.
"Well, it's safe to say that it's melted." Twilight reported from above, before slowly climbing back down. "So we shouldn't have any issues taking our boat off of the island. And as for the pirates, I don't see any sign of their ship anywhere, so they're not likely to be a threat to us at the moment."
"In that case, what are we all waiting for?" Ragamuffin chimed in. "Now that we have our chance, let's finally escape this dreaded nightmare, and return home safely!"
The entire group quickly assembled themselves to shore with the Dragonstone, their newly-crafted boat waiting for them. There was an initial sense of relief in the fact that everypony had made it, surviving the many dangers on the island that had posed a threat along the way. The volcano, plant monsters, pirates, and Gaea Everfree herself, none of which had put an end to their journey. But just as the entire group was about to board their vessel, ready to return home safely, Rainbow instinctively pushed everypony out of the way, upon hearing the distinct noise of a cannon firing.
"DUCK AND COVER!!!" Rainbow shouted, prompting everypony to do the same.
Just then, a cannonball had landed on a vital part of the boat, wrecking the inside, and no longer making it safe to traverse the seas with.
"Yikes, where'd that come from!?" Night Glider said, shocked.
"What the hay?!" Lemon Zest gritted her teeth. "We just finished building this vessel! Who's out there firing at us?!"
Captain Spruce's pirate ship had suddenly came into view from out of nowhere, completely surprising everypony on shore. Moments later, the ruthless pirate captain stepped aboard the bow, speaking to the ponies who were once again stranded.
"How's that for a good trick?" Timber announced. "Me ship was hidden behind these mountains on the side, rendering it invisible to the naked eye! We'd be followin' ye since settin' hoof on the island, waiting for the perfect moment to strike! Now that yer all together in one place, and have no other means of escapin', what do ye scallywags say we make another negotiation?"
"You mean like the one where you promised not to harm us, and then double-crossed us anyways!?" Twilight replied. "I don't think we're interested in any more of your offers, Captain! We'd rather just find another way off of this island!"
Everypony else protested in mutual agreement with the princess, knowing subconsciously that Captain Spruce was obviously going to stray from his word in the end.
"Well, since ye landlubbers all be in such a defiant mood, we'll just have to see how well ye can taste me cannonballs!" Timber yelled. "And how rude of ye to not even hear me out on me demands!"
"What do you want, exactly!?" Sunset crossed her hooves, glaring at Timber.
"Oh, come now, me hearty!" Timber began explaining his proposition. "Is it not obvious that I'd be after the legendary treasure of Everfree Island!? Ever since I lost the treasure map ages ago, I've made it me life-long goal to take the riches for meself! Bring me crew and I as many treasure chests as ye can carry, and I'll take ye all home safely. Refuse, and... well, let's just say it won't be pretty for ye scallywags!"
Sunset and her team knew that stealing Gaea Everfree's treasure would absolutely spell bad news for everypony, even if Timber was somehow keeping his word about giving them all a ride back home. She spoke up, having learned her lesson of trusting the shady pirate captain.
"We'd rather not get involved with that, Captain!" Sunset replied. "And don't think we're afraid of you firing at us! Eventually, your ship will run out of cannonballs, and you'll just leave us be! Plus, even if you come to shore to fight us, you're outnumbered! It's nine against four!"
"I've got plenty of cannonballs to spare!" Timber sneered. "I could fire at ye for days if I had to! As for ye lot outnumberin' me crew, well... that's what ye want to believe!"
Timber then fired another cannonball at shore, which only managed to hit the beach, completely missing anypony. This projectile was emitting an unusual chartreuse glow, but nopony thought much of it.
"Ha!" Rainbow smirked. "You weren't anywhere close that time, you're just wasting your ammo now!"
"Wasn't even targetin' ye!" Timber cackled, as the shore suddenly began to rumble from the special cannonball's aura. "Avast ye lily-livered landlubbers, at me cannonball coated in a specialized Necromancer Tonic!"
Suddenly, a bunch of skeletal zombie-like ponies began to rise out of the sand, their eyes glowing with bright yellow pupils in their skulls. As they turned around, their eyes had immediately fixed gazes upon Sunset and all her companions. The Necromancer Tonic had influenced the creatures with a magical compulsion, forcing them to attack any who dared defile the sanctity of Everfree Island. More and more of the undead creatures began to swarm out of the sand, until Sunset and her entire group were surrounded by an entire army of them.
"Oh no..." Sunset gulped as she and her friends found themselves surrounded by the undead creatures. "What are we going to do now?"
"Well, we could try to reason with them?" Night Glider suggested, though she didn't sound very confident. "Um... excuse me, uh... undead pony skeletons? Could you please... not attack us? We're just trying to have a peaceful vacation here."
The skeletons simply roared in defiance, as the entire horde advanced further.
"Did you actually think that would work?" Cheese Sandwich put a hoof on his face.
"No, but it was worth a shot, I suppose." Night Glider sighed.
"Alright, so... plan B?" Twilight asked, looking around at her friends, as the horde of undead creatures continued to advance, surrounding them on all sides. "I'm usually a good planner, but what kind of plan could I come up with now in such a short timeframe?"
"I guess we're just going to have to fight our way out of this, then." Flash said, bravely. "Everypony, stick close together and try to focus on taking out the strongest ones first. I'll lead the charge with my katana and try to distract them so you can get a better opening!"
"That's the spirit, Flash!" Sunset nodded. "We've got your back!"
The battle was brutal and desperate. Despite their best efforts, Sunset and everypony else were unable to make any real progress against the overwhelming numbers of the undead horde. Flash's attempts to distract them only seemed to enrage the creatures even further. However, the royal guard charged ahead, his sword held high, drawing the attention of the strongest of the undead creatures. Focusing on the more resilient ones at the front, he parried the first attack, feeling the blade of the sword bend slightly under the force of the impact. 
Flash then lashed out with a powerful counterattack, severing the zombie's legs and sending it tumbling to the ground. As another zombie lunged for him, he swiftly dodged to the side and delivered a spinning slash that sent it flying off its hooves. He continued to fight valiantly, but he could feel his strength waning, and the other zombies were closing in around them. He glanced over at his friends, worried about their safety, but remained determined to protect them as best he could. The battle raged on around them, with the undead creatures relentlessly swarming everywhere. 
Sunset and her friends fought desperately, using whatever they could as weapons against the seemingly endless tide of zombies. Branches snapped and flew through the air as they defended themselves, trying to keep the creatures at bay. Sweat and fear mixed on everypony's bodies, as they struggled to breathe through the dust and sand kicked up by the constant assault. Eventually, through enough determination and resilience, the undead skeletons were all motionless once more on the beach, giving Sunset and everypony else a bit of breathing room.
"Well..." Sunset panted from exhaustion. "That was certainly an adrenaline rush."
"Yeah, no kidding..." Twilight replied, in between catching her breath. "But are you sure it's a good idea to take a break? I mean, what if more of them keep coming?"
Suddenly, the skeletons began to rumble and slowly regenerate, much like timberwolves. This wasn't too surprising, given they were undead creatures who technically couldn't be killed.
"We might want to figure that out now!" Sunset shrieked, upon seeing the skeletons reviving so soon. "Let's keep moving and sprint back to the camp!"
The entire group of ponies frantically ran back to the camp, with the newly revived skeletons in pursuit. The undead creatures were now faster and more relentless than ever, and it was clear that they would stop at nothing to prevent the ponies from reaching safety. As the distance between them and the camp slowly closed, the ponies could see the look of determination on the faces of their friends, as well as the fear that began to overwhelm them. Captain Zest and Rainbow desperately worked together to fend off the skeletons by pelting them with stones and coconut shells, which only barely made them flinch.
"We're running out of time here!" Sunset brought out the Dragonstone, which began having an unusual effect in front of the skeletons. 
The undead creatures suddenly froze dead in their tracks, as Sunset opened one of her eyes, confused at what was going on. Moments later, the Dragonstone began to emit a bright glow from within, sending a wave of energy across the camp. It was unknown to anypony what was happening, but from their perspective, this had caused the skeletons to screech out in terror, before they all collapsed, their bones now turning into dust.
"What just happened?" Sunset asked, now reeling from the unexpected.
"Sunset, did you just... use the Dragonstone's power?" Twilight gasped.
"I guess I did...?" Sunset replied, rather puzzled. "But how? All I did was bring it out in front of those skeletons, and they just... crumbled like that?"
"The riddle!" Lemon Zest's eyes widened. "What is taken by all, given by few, but kept by none? Maybe we finally have our hint for a more clear answer?"
"Perhaps more than before..." Twilight pondered. "But I don't know what it means just yet. In any case, I suppose now we have a secret weapon to face off against not only those undead creatures, but also Captain Spruce and his gang!"
"Yeah, that's true..." Sunset glanced at the Dragonstone, still in her hooves. "But I still don't know how I did that, or what the riddle means. It was like... some kind of instinct just took over, which activated its power. Either way, we'd better keep this as a reserve, in case we get cornered again."
"Well, now that that's taken care of, one more problem remains." Flash spoke up. "How exactly are we going to get off of the island safely, without being seen by those pirates?"
"Something tells me that we're going to have to get creative." Lemon Zest said. "The best plan I have is, we gather as much wood as we possibly can, and build another boat. Then, we'll travel to another side of the island and quietly escape, hopefully losing those pirates in the process. It's the best plan I can come up with, anyways. Any other ideas?"
Everypony else muttered around the camp, shrugging, before going along with Captain Zest's plan, as they didn't have many options.
"Well, I could always try to use my magic to make us invisible, or at the very least, better camouflaged." Twilight suggested, glancing around. "But will the Enchantment Tonic even allow me to do that?"
"Worth a shot, I suppose." Sunset brought the tonic out, before giving Twilight another sample of it.
"Here goes nothing..." The princess took a sample of the tonic, ignoring the awful taste, and began to focus on her magic. "I... I think it's working. Let's try this out."
Twilight used her artificial magic on a nearby rock, expecting it to vanish. However, it had instead enlarged the rock, making it even more visible than it already was.
"Oh... I forgot." Twilight sighed. "If you've already used an Enchantment Tonic once, it'll make your magic malfunction. I believe it's some sort of side effect, as a result of the magic being artificial. In other words, I have no way to reliably make any of us invisible."
"What about Sunny Flare?" Ragamuffin suggested. "She's the only other one among us who has a horn."
"Unfortunately, I already used the tonic myself." Sunny Flare said. "I needed it to help my group and I fight that spirit in the grotto."
"If only I still had my horn..." Sunset added, before sighing. "Well, in that case, getting around those pirates is certainly going to be quite the challenge..."
"Alright, well now that we know for sure that there's no easy way off of the island, we'll just have to work with what we've got." Twilight began leading the entire group. "Let's gather as much wood as we can, bring it back to camp, and get started on building our new escape boat. The sooner we get off this island, the better."
"What if we encounter any more undead skeletons?" Rainbow asked. "We only have one Dragonstone."
"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it." Twilight replied. "Right now, we need to focus on escaping the island. Sunset, could you hold onto the Dragonstone and use its power again if we really need it?"
"I can try." Sunset agreed. "But I still don't know how I did it the first time. It was like the power just flowed through me on its own. Either way, let's move out!"
Everypony scattered and went off in different directions, though they had still gone off in groups to watch each other's back. Cheese Sandwich and Ragamuffin went off together through the jungle, Twilight and Flash headed toward the direction of the volcano, Sunset was accompanied by Night Glider toward the grotto, and Sunny Flare followed behind Captain Zest and Rainbow Dash to a nearby beach. As the ferry captain and pegasus climbed atop a nearby tree to gather resources, the unicorn stood at the bottom for a second. Sunny Flare realized that after having a huge change of heart after opening up to Sunset, Flash, and Night Glider, she could very much do the same with these ponies as well, whom she had definitely got off on the wrong hoof with earlier.
"Hey..." Sunny Flare addressed the two ponies from atop the tree, before sighing, sadly.
Rainbow and Captain Zest stopped what they were doing and looked down, frowning upon seeing Sunny Flare, and not giving her a friendly reception. The captain especially, after Sunny Flare had ridiculed her earlier, labeling her as a cereal mascot.
"Sorry if I was rude to you both earlier." Sunny Flare apologized for her behavior. "I was just... really on edge, but I should have been nicer to you."
The two ponies' expressions softened upon hearing this, with Rainbow herself sighing, knowing that deep down, she couldn't have the heart to stay mad at Sunny Flare. This was especially after what happened with Sunset recently, and in the end, Sunset still ended up forgiving Rainbow, and also helped her out of an identity crisis with Indigo.
"It's alright Sunny Flare, we understand." Rainbow replied. "We all make mistakes, and to tell you the truth, Captain Zest and I were going through a lot, too."
"Definitely, especially when I was unsure if Ragamuffin was safe or not." Lemon Zest added. "We should probably all stick together from now on, if we want to make it off of this island alive."
"That, I can agree with." Sunny Flare nodded. "You both seem to be strong ponies yourselves, and I'd be happy to work with you."
As the trio continued to gather more wood and materials for their escape boat, they were now able to triple their efforts, making the job much easier than before. Everypony else was doing the same, though a few were internally concerned at the possibility of encountering more skeletons or plant monsters along the way. Over time, everypony was gradually gathering lumber sturdy enough to craft a boat, which were all brought back to the campsite. Whenever skeletons would occasionally appear, Sunset only had to use the Dragonstone to fend them off, though she was still unsure of what the artifact was really doing.
With everypony working together, steady construction of the escape boat had progressed smoothly. In the midst of their work, however, a commotion would soon be heard from one direction of the jungle. Twilight and Flash were carefully gathering some lumber near the island's volcano, when suddenly, they were surrounded by a whole group of skeletons that were waiting for them.
"Let's get back to the camp!" Twilight said, as she picked up some logs.
"Carnivorous plant!" Flash pointed with his katana, as another one of those plant monsters came around the volcano's corner.
"RUN!!!" Twilight screamed, as they ran back to camp together.
This carnivorous plant variant was able to move around freely, which allowed it to charge in the direction of Flash and Twilight, running over and crumbling the skeletons that were in its way. When the two ponies made their way back to camp, it continued the chase, attempting to corner the princess. Twilight backed up against the giant rock she had enlarged earlier, anticipating the plant to charge at her like a bull once more. The plant had done just that, which prompted Twilight to move out of the way at the very last minute, letting the plant get a concussion from slamming its head straight into the rock.
With the plant momentarily stunned, Ragamuffin and Captain Zest came from around the corner, noticing what was happening. Both ponies used a lumber log they were carrying to whack plant monster, making it stumble over. Struggling to get back up, the carnivorous plant simply roared in an attempt to intimidate its prey. However, this was quickly disregarded when Flash brought down his katana upon its vital neck stem, severing its head, and causing the monster to go limp.
"Nice one!" Captain Zest commended Flash for his efforts.
"Let's get back to work, everypony!" Flash nodded in response, before returning to his tasks. "Time is of the essence!"
Sunset and Night Glider were both scavenging for materials, whilst dealing with the occasional skeleton encounter. These undead creatures only proved to be inconsequential, since most of them had actively attempted to avoid Sunset, as they were intimidated by the Dragonstone. This appeared to give them an advantage over the other groups gathering lumber, though they knew that it was still important to be alert. However, as the two mares were traveling further than usual to forage more wood, one of the skeletons had become crafty, despite not having a brain. 
Whilst traveling back to the camp, Sunset and Night Glider were carrying lumber, but something unexpected had happened. A skeleton took Sunset by surprise, immediately knocking the Dragonstone out of her hooves. Although taken aback by this, Sunset believed that it wasn't a big deal, as she took notice of which direction the artifact had landed, before running over to pick it up. However, the Dragonstone had suddenly lost its glow after touching the ground, so much so that even after Sunset picked it back up, it was no longer functioning. Despite desperately holding the rock up against the skeleton, the undead creature simply pushed it away and began roaring at her.
"No... NO!!!" Sunset began to panic. "The Dragonstone, I've lost its power!"
"What!?" Night Glider turned around, before quickly analyzing the situation. "We have to warn the others, quickly! But for now, let's take care of that bonehead!"
Night Glider grabbed the lumber she was carrying on her back, before using it to whack the skeleton away from Sunset. However, as expected, the undead creature simply regenerated rather easily, though it had become more enraged from the attack. Sunset and Night Glider dropped their lumber and ran for safety, though Sunset made sure to carry the Dragonstone with her. The skeleton, now more determined than ever, began to pursue Sunset and Night Glider relentlessly. Soon, the duo found themselves hitting a dead end, with a pool of quicksand surrounding them. The undead creature now saw the perfect opportunity, ready exact its wrath against the two mares.
Sunset and Night Glider had closed their eyes, expecting the worst. However, to their surprise, the skeleton was suddenly pulled toward the quicksand with a lasso, the rope holding down its neck. There was an instantaneous tug, as the skeleton was launched up into the air, sending it plummeting into the quicksand. The undead creature desperately struggled against this, but had only managed to decapitate its own head from its body. However, losing its body had left the head lifeless, as its sentience began to slowly fade away, until nothing was left but the skull itself, which landed right next to the two mares. Sunset and Night Glider were curious at who their savior was, though Sunset had a potential idea.
"Applejack?" Sunset asked the figure behind them, hiding in a bush from a distance. "Is that you?"
"No, I'm afraid you're mistaking me with somepony else." The figure replied, rustling the bush. "Tell me, have you by any chance encountered a pirate captain, recently? If so, could you describe him to me?"
"You mean Captain Spruce?" Night Glider asked, unsure of who would want to associate with such a ruthless pirate captain. "Yeah, unfortunately, he's the reason we're all still stranded here on Everfree Island."
"Brown stallion with a green mane and tail, talks like a pirate, and is misogynistic?" Sunset described. "Is that who you're looking for?"
"Yes, that's exactly what I was hoping you'd say." The figure said. "If you're wanting to get off the island because of this pirate, I could convince him otherwise."
"But... who even are you?" Sunset inquired, rather perplexed. "I'm sure you don't even know him, let alone have a surefire way to persuade him to let us go, and not make us steal any treasure."

"Know him...?" The figure finally stepped out of the bush and approached the two ponies. "I'm his big sister, and was hoping that... perhaps you could let me talk to him? Where might he be?"

	
		Chapter 72: The Sacrifice



Recognizing that the pony who had come to their rescue was none other than Gloriosa Daisy, Sunset began to regain a sense of hope. If anypony were to potentially convince the ruthless pirate captain to put an end to his wrongdoings, it would be his big sister. As such, Sunset and Night Glider both obliged to Gloriosa's request, in helping her reunite with her long lost sibling. Though when it came to Timber and Gloriosa's history together, Sunset felt the need to question what exactly had happened, and what had caused Timber to turn out this way. She picked up the Dragonstone before turning to Gloriosa and getting ready to ask some difficult questions, knowing that this would be tough for everypony involved.
"Gloriosa, right?" Sunset recalled meeting the Pony Gloriosa, shortly before Twilight's coronation. "I know this might be a tough question, but... why did Timber become such a ruthless pirate captain? And what exactly happened between the two of you?"
"I understand why you need to know." Gloriosa said, rather glum. "But for now, we must focus on stopping him before he hurts anypony else."
"A bit too late for that." Night Glider spoke up. "He already destroyed our escape boat and revived an army of undead skeletons to attack our entire group. Now, we're just scrambling to survive, whilst fending off these bony creatures."
"Then we must act quickly!" Gloriosa said, determined. "One of you must take me to Timber so I can confront him, while the other reports to everypony else of why I'm here. I won't stand for any more harm coming to anypony else, especially from my dear brother."
"I'll take you to see your brother." Sunset volunteered. "Night Glider, could you let Twilight and the others know about this? Building an escape boat under such unstable circumstances isn't our best plan, if we have an alternative solution."
"I'll let them know, Sunset." Night Glider nodded, getting ready to run back to the camp. "Good luck."

Back at CHS, the rest of the Rainbooms were planning on returning to the music room to retrieve their instruments, after hanging out with each other at the coffee shop in town. Pinkie was feeling a bit better about her encounter with Human Sunset that night, though she still couldn't help but feel empty inside, despite being filled with sugary treats. As the rest of the girls were about to enter the school's front doors, ready to take their instruments back home, they immediately noticed something was unusual. There were two police cars parked outside the faculty lot, almost as if the officers were conducting heavy surveillance around campus. The girls didn't think much of it, before realizing that the front doors had been locked.
"Hey, what gives?" Rainbow pulled the door handle. "We still have to get our instruments!"
"Hmm, it looks like there's a notice put up by Principal Celestia." Twilight observed and began reading the note out loud. "It says here that due to an act of vandalism, the school will have to be locked up for the rest of the day, as a safety precaution."
"Oh no, who would do such a thing?" Fluttershy said, rather concerned. "You think that would explain why there are police cars here?"
"Well, it's probably nothing to worry about." Applejack reassured. "Let's just head back to the music room tomorrow, and we can figure this all out later, especially since graduation will be the day after tomorrow."
"And that's another thing." Twilight continued reading the notice. "Graduation's now been pushed back another day, due to some... technical issues with staff. She also sent an email notification to everybody, regarding both the vandalism and date change."
"Well, at least we can all take that extra day to prepare for graduation." Rarity replied. "I was beginning to feel a bit overwhelmed with deciding what specifically I should wear under my graduation gown."
"I reckon nobody would be able to see much of it, if you're wearin' a gown on top of an outfit." Applejack sighed. "But hey, at least we're all excited for graduation, right?"
"It's not like I was excited about it anymore, since Sunset decided she doesn't want to be my friend anymore..." Pinkie said, almost no positive energy coming from her voice. "I just wish I still had someone special to share this moment with."
"Come now, Pinkie, I'm sure there's still a reasonable explanation behind why Sunset was acting like that." Rarity tried to comfort her friend. "Besides, we'll always be here for you, won't we girls?"
The rest of the girls nodded in agreement, though they themselves were also rather perplexed by 'Sunset' acting the way she did to Pinkie that night. But they were still willing to give Sunset a fair chance to let her explain herself, especially after the whole Anon-a-Miss incident awhile back. Well... all except for Pinkie, who felt as if she didn't even know who Sunset was anymore.
"Well, speaking of Sunset, I'm not entirely sure when she's available to meet with us, but I'm thinking it's best that I let her know about the new graduation date." Twilight said, before taking a magical journal out of her backpack. "It's a good thing that she gave me this journal to help us keep in touch easier, much like she did with the other... me."
"Do you think she'd still want to talk to you, after what she said?" Pinkie still wasn't able to get the dark thoughts out of her head. "Actually, never mind... maybe I'll just... ditch her."
"But Pinkie, you don't mean that!" Fluttershy said, rather worried about Pinkie's mental health. "Of course she'll still want to be friends with you! You two were so close before!"
"As soon as we find Sunset again, we'll all need to get a better understanding of what happened that night." Twilight stayed true to her beliefs, as she continued writing in the journal. "Until we talk to her ourselves, we won't just drop her as a friend, especially after everything we've been through together. Now then, hopefully Sunset can get this message as soon as possible, in case she somehow misses the principal's email..."

Sunset continued her trek on Everfree Island, as she was guiding Gloriosa through the jungle, in the hopes of convincing Captain Spruce to call off his attack. The two ponies climbed atop a larger hill to get a better view of everything, and spotted it rather far away on the open seas, the pirate ship in question. However, Gloriosa knew that realistically, if her brother was here for the treasure, simply talking to Timber wouldn't be able to accomplish much, especially given his stubborn pride and greed over the years. As such, she stopped for a moment to brainstorm how specifically Timber could be reasoned with, and if there were any leverages they could use to their advantage.
"I've been thinking... maybe if we could find something else of real value that Timber would want, it might make him listen to reason..." Gloriosa suggested. "Something he wouldn't be able to resist at all."
"Well, the main reason he's attacking everypony right now?" Sunset replied. "He's specifically forcing us to steal Everfree Island's treasure. Unfortunately, it's a conundrum based on the fact that... the spirit guarding the treasure will forever haunt and curse us if we take anything."
"Hmm... then perhaps we should find something else that he'd want." Gloriosa pondered. "Something that would make him want to leave Everfree Island behind for good."
Both ponies gave it some thought, but weren't able to come up with anything. More likely than not, Timber would not rest until he could get his hooves on the legendary treasure, even if it meant facing treason for willingly attacking a princess. Gloriosa deduced that unless they were able to use fake treasure to persuade those pirates to let them go, they were out of luck. Even then, it'd be likely that the pirates would be able to tell the difference between real and forged gemstones, making the idea seem rather silly on hindsight. But while thinking of a potential treasure, Gloriosa then looked at the Dragonstone, which Sunset was still holding.
"What is that you're carrying?" Gloriosa tilted her head, curiously. "Is that some kind of... treasure?"
"It's not exactly a treasure... but it's a very powerful artifact." Sunset explained. "This was the only thing that the guardian spirit would let us take. It's called the Dragonstone, and it's said to be able to activate by... well, we're not exactly sure yet. All I know is that when I accidentally activated this, it managed to completely wipe out an entire horde of those undead skeleton creatures. But then, I couldn't get it to work again. You don't suggest... giving this to Timber, do you?"
"Well, it could be worth a try." Gloriosa shrugged. "If it'll get him to stop attacking, we could always take it back, right?"
"I had a feeling you'd say that." Sunset analyzed the situation, remembering the Midnight Sparkle incident, as well as what she learned regarding magical artifacts and its user's intentions. "But... we don't really know how it works, or what kind of power it has, which could transfer to Timber because of his greed and bad intentions. It could be dangerous, and we can't risk such power to end up being used against us. Besides, even if it does make him stop attacking us temporarily, there's no guarantee that it'll make him stop good. After getting consumed with power, he might just want more of it..."
"Then I guess we're back to square one." Gloriosa sighed. "I wish there was some other way. I mean, I have this old amulet that my great grandfather passed down to me, but I can't imagine it's more valuable than Everfree Island's treasure. I considered talking to my brother one more time, but I know that deep down, that's not going to change anything."
"Why would you say that?" Sunset questioned. "You're his big sister, I'm sure he'd at least listen to what you had to say."
"Being his sibling, I know how stubborn he can truly be." Gloriosa replied. "Even when we were younger, he would never listen to me, and now that he's older and thinks he knows everything, it's only gotten worse. Before we went our separate ways in life, I've tried talking to him countless times, but it never seemed to make a difference. He claimed that he wanted to do this to carry on the legacy of our great grandparents, by becoming a pirate. I just wish I could find some other way to convince him that what he's doing is wrong..."
"Come to think of it, if we were to go out into the sea to reach him..." Sunset thought to herself. "How'd you even get to the island, by boat?"
"Yeah, but unfortunately, we can't use it anymore." Gloriosa sighed. "It brought me close enough to the island, but... I hadn't done my maintenance inspections on it, it's been a while since I've sailed out to sea. My boat... sank shortly before I reached land, which forced me to paddle to shore with a plank of wood."
"Well, that's unfortunate." Sunset replied, realizing that Gloriosa faced a similar situation to her own crew.
Just then, the two ponies were approached by Flash and Night Glider, who were ready to report back what Twilight and the others had told them at the camp.
"Night Glider, Flash, there you are." Sunset addressed the ponies standing before them. "Well, any new report from the others?"
"Sadly, I've got bad news." Night Glider began. "As it turns out, the sturdy wood that's absolutely needed to balance out the escape boat's deck? We can't find anymore of it, and we've used up most of those resources on the first boat that got destroyed earlier. According to Captain Zest's calculations, if we continue building our emergency escape boat with the non-sturdy wood, we have a pretty good chance of the boat sinking before it even makes it several meters from the island."
"That's definitely troublesome." Sunset pondered. "So in other words, even going out to sea to reach the pirate ship will be challenging, never mind actually defeating Captain Spruce and his crew."
"We can't just rely on the Enchantment Tonic's artificial magic either to face those vicious pirates." Night Glider added. "In fact, I think we're already running low on it, and we'd definitely need as much backup as we can possibly get."
"Goodness, you're not thinking of... harming my brother, are you?" Gloriosa said, rather worried.
"Well, he's not exactly acting like a loving and caring brother right now, is he?" Flash replied. "But no, we won't go down that path just yet, we'll find another way. If only we could reliably get back onto the pirate ship to confront those pirates... but what can we do?"
"Confronting the pirates... with real magic..." Sunset began to brainstorm, before realizing they knew someone who could do just that. "Maybe we have just the solution!"
"What do you mean?" Gloriosa asked, rather confused. "Who's capable of doing that?"
Sunset then looked around the hill, before spotting a familiar gem encrusted grotto a short distance away. Knowing that her group had ended things on a good note with Gaea Everfree, it gave her an idea to see if they could potentially negotiate with the spirit, since they now technically shared a common enemy, those pirates.
"I see the grotto over there!" Sunset pointed. "Flash, Night Glider? Are you thinking what I'm thinking?"
"But... you really think she'd help us?" Flash said, unsure of the idea.
"I don't know for certain, but it's worth a shot, isn't it?" Sunset replied. "I'm sure that she'll understand our situation, and if we explain everything to her, she'll help us. Besides, she wouldn't want those pirates to steal her treasure, either."
"Then I'll come with you, just in case." Flash said, holding his katana up. "Night Glider, you get back with the others and see if they need any more help."
"Understood." Night Glider nodded. "Be careful out there."
As Night Glider ran back to the camp again, Sunset was accompanied by Gloriosa and Flash, as they were headed back to the grotto where Gaea Everfree had hidden her treasure. It didn't seem like a foolproof plan, as Gaea Everfree could still very easily refuse to help, especially given how these ponies were trespassing once again. However, Sunset kept in mind that the island's spirit was capable of sinking vessels, and internally questioned how exactly those pirates were casually near the shores, completely undisturbed to shoot cannonballs as they pleased.
The three ponies had entered the grotto from behind the waterfall, and eventually made it all the way back into the same room where Gaea Everfree had ambushed them, under the impression that they were after her treasure. Sunset and Gloriosa entered and approached the center of the room, while Flash stayed behind near the entrance, keeping watch for anything hostile. Feeling the ponies' living presence once more within her grotto's treasure stash, Gaea Everfree began to awaken again, stopping at nothing to ensure none of her valuables would be taken.
"OooOooOooOooOooOooOooOoo..." Gaea Everfree began, attempting to scare the supposed intruders once more.
"W-What in Equestria is that!?" Gloriosa shrieked.
"Shhhhh, don't worry." Sunset assured. "This spirit... she may be able to help us."
The island's spirit had suddenly materialized out of thin air like she did before, and took an immediate glance at the two ponies trespassing within her grotto. Although expecting to act intimidating and protective over her treasure, Gaea Everfree immediately recognized Sunset, and simply calmed herself, instead becoming rather curious at why this particular pony had returned.
"...Oh, hello." Gaea Everfree greeted Sunset once again, somewhat confused. "I certainly wasn't expecting to see you again, did you... forget something?"
"C-C-C-C-Could it b-b-b-be!?" Gloriosa's eyes widened upon seeing the island's guardian spirit. "Are you... G-G-G-G-Gaea Everfree!? I k-know that name from the legendary stories told by the many sailors of Equestria!"
"Why yes, how nice of you to recognize me from my famous legend." Gaea Everfree replied, before getting a good look at Gloriosa. "Hmm, why do you seem so familiar? Who are you?"
"G-G-G-Gloriosa Daisy!" Gloriosa said, rather intimidated. "L-L-Listen, my dear brother is out there right now, being a ruthless pirate captain, attacking these poor ponies with cannonballs!"
"That must explain the cannon noises and commotion I keep hearing outside the grotto." Gaea Everfree understood. "I haven't bothered to check, since nopony else was attempting to storm this sacred cave."
"Furthermore, the pirate captain's not letting any of us escape, unless we bring him your treasure." Sunset added. "Which... is very much out of the question, since I already know you're definitely not okay with the idea."
"Such a foolish thing to do..." Gaea Everfree replied. "A pirate captain? I've encountered enough pirates over the centuries to know that you should never trust pirates. They'd simply take that treasure and make you walk the plank without a second thought! Because of this, I've been using my magical vines to sink any large ships that approach in the direction of the island."
"That's why we're here, we understand you won't give up your treasure, but we still need to find a way to stop those pirates." Sunset said. "But now that you know there's a pirate ship waiting just outside the coastline, how come you weren't able to detect them before? And are you able to sink their boat now, just to stop them from attacking the island?"
"Well, the ship had been out there for a while, lurking off of the coast." Gaea Everfree began explaining. "It didn't seem hostile at first, so I didn't feel the need to interfere. As for sinking it, I actually tried to earlier, once I noticed it was approaching the locale. My attack made me realize that the vessel's made of a special type of wood resistant to thorns and vines, protecting it from my magical abilities."
"It must be that special, Equestrian Buloke wood that my family used for our boat business." Gloriosa reflected. "We... discontinued that brand of wood due to the cost, and I guess one of the ships we crafted eventually landed in the hooves of a pirate gang, which my brother took over."
"So in that case, Gaea Everfree can't simply sink their boat..." Sunset stood there, perplexed. "Well, if you can't sink the pirate ship, do you perhaps have a way to bring us onto their vessel? Better yet, since you created that mysterious fog that took away our natural magic, do you have a way to undo the fog's effects and let us have our magic back?"
"I can't." Gaea Everfree replied. "The fog's spell will persist, as long as you're in a certain range, which extends all over the island. The only way for you to get your magic back, is by exiting the spell's reach. I made the spell this way to ensure no intruders could easily use magic to get their hooves on my treasure."
"I guess that makes sense." Sunset nodded. "Then... if we want to reach those pirates, what would you recommend instead?"
"The best solution would be to create a tidal wave toward the pirate ship, allowing you to board it." Gaea Everfree suggested. "Unfortunately, the last time I encountered some pirates storming the island, they took my most valuable possession... the Amulet of Gaea, a powerful artifact that granted me control over the water. Without that amulet, I wouldn't be of much help."
"Amulet of... Gaea!?" Gloriosa realized that this sounded like a certain family heirloom she had kept for years, prompting her to take it out of her shirt's pocket. "You mean this? I seem to remember my great grandfather, Old Spice, passing it down to me."
The room illuminated from the shininess of an amulet with a bright magenta, flower-shaped gem, similar to the gems encrusted on the grotto's entrance. Although initially hopeful that the spirit would be willing to take the amulet back and help them defeat the pirates, something unexpected had happened instead. Gaea Everfree's eyes had widened upon seeing Gloriosa holding the stolen artifact. She became enraged that this pony had connections to the same culprit who had attempted to pillage her grotto, over a century ago.
"YOOOOOOOOOOOOOUUUUUUUUU!!!" Gaea Everfree snapped, the grotto beginning to shake from her rage. "So you have my precious amulet!!! I should've suspected from your outfit, you pirates are all the same!"
"W-W-Wait, I can explain!" Gloriosa tried her best to explain herself. "My great grandfather gave it to me... I didn't realize it belonged to you... I'll give it back, I promise, just please help us with the pirates! I'll return this amulet that was passed down to me as an heirloom throughout the generations, and you'll use its powers to help us reach the pirate ship. Sounds like a pretty fair deal, wouldn't you think so as well, old friend?"
"Don't you even think about calling me a friend!" Gaea Everfree hissed. "No wonder you seemed so familiar, you resemble this pirate by the name of Old Spice! Your so-called great grandfather was anything but a great stallion, he STOLE that amulet from me, like a dirty, conniving crook! You seem incredibly foolish to admit this to me, and then have the nerve to ask for my help! I should instead suffocate you with my vines, so that I'll never have to deal with any more generations of you scoundrels!"
"Gaea Everfree, please hear us out." Sunset stepped up, almost reminding her of the time she first reunited with Princess Celestia to explain herself. "She's just as surprised as I am that this amulet belonged to you, and she's willing to rightfully return it. But you said it's needed to help us reach the pirate ship, right? I'm sure if we work together, we can all get what we want. You'll keep your treasure protected, and we'll all return home safely, without worrying about those pirates slowing us down. Please, you're our only hope now."
The two ponies just stood there, as Gaea Everfree gave this some thought. The spirit knew that if she simply suffocated these ponies here and now with her vines, she'd be on her own to fend off against those pirates. And if the pirate gang were to storm into her grotto, she'd most likely lose far more than just the amulet, especially since their ship was practically indestructible to her vines. Helping these ponies out would potentially benefit her in the long run, especially since she herself had the eternal duty in the afterlife to watch over the island and her precious valuables.
"Fine, you have my word, I shall assist you." Gaea Everfree agreed. "But I'll be keeping a close eye on you, Gloriosa. If I see even the slightest hint of treachery, much like your great grandfather, I won't hesitate to crush you with my vines!"
"Th-Thank you, Gaea Everfree, I promise I won't let you down." Gloriosa shuttered, before holding the amulet out. "N-Now here, take the amulet back."
Gaea Everfree used her magic to levitate the amulet out of Gloriosa's hooves, finally taking back what was taken from her over a century ago. As she began absorbing the amulet's magic from within, the spirit could finally feel a new sense of control over the water surrounding the island, return to her.
"At last, I finally have control over not only the Earth and plants, but also the waters surrounding Everfree Island!" Gaea Everfree said, satisfied. "I was getting rather tired of hearing those cannonball noises outside my grotto anyways."
"Second it, Gaea Everfree." Sunset nodded. "Thank you so much for your help. Now, let's hurry and get to those pirates before they cause any more trouble."
The grotto then began to shift, with plants and vines moving aside to reveal a hidden path behind a cove, leading outside to the sea.
"Follow the path I've revealed, it will lead you to the pirate ship." Gaea Everfree explained.
"Wait, one last thing before we go." Gloriosa turned to the spirit a final time. "The rest of my family had always spoken so highly of my great grandparents. Since you actually met them, what were they really like, since you claimed that they were pirates who had stolen your amulet?"
"Captain Old Spice was a fierce and ferocious pirate, and although he succeeded in stealing my amulet, thousands of moons ago, he somehow managed to leave behind his diary." Gaea Everfree described, before using her magic to levitate an old diary hidden behind her treasure stash. "Why bother explaining the rest when you can read it for yourself?"
Gloriosa began skimming the diary's pages, trying to get an idea on why specifically her great grandparents had passed down Gaea Everfree's amulet as a family heirloom. She immediately knew that this was definitely her great grandfather's hoofwriting, as it matched the old letters he had written to the rest of the family, shortly before passing away. To Gloriosa's horror, Old Spice had certainly revealed his true colors in several of these diary entries, including why he had given up the Amulet of Gaea. 
Captain's Entry, Day 47
Today is the last day that I will get to admire this beautiful amulet that I had stolen from a desert island, by outsmarting this dumb spirit. Unfortunately, my children had kept questioning where I bought this, given how poor we had always been. They even began eavesdropping, when my blabbermouth of a wife had revealed our next plan to pillage one of Canterlot's ships, and stealing their riches. Our children had discovered that the amulet was stolen, and they demanded an explanation. Desperate to keep them quiet and protect our reputation, we gave them the amulet as a gift, hoping that the treasure would be enough of a bribe. It ended up working, as we even forced them to never speak of this with anypony else. We had stolen just enough wealth over the years for our retirement, but our children should think twice if they think they'll get any of it as inheritance when we're gone.
"Oh no..." Gloriosa's eyes widened as she kept reading. "So that's why... how could my great grandparents have the nerve to call this an heirloom when it was stolen!?"
"Whatever the reason, they were anything but honest and reputable ponies." Gaea Everfree frowned. "I hope you understand now why I had to do what I did, to prevent large ships from coming to my island."
"Gloriosa, didn't you mention that Timber wanted to carry on the legacy of your great grandparents?" Sunset recalled. "Maybe if you showed him this diary to help him realize what they were really like..."
"That's a great idea." Gloriosa nodded. "He's always been deluded in thinking he's carrying on a great legacy, when in reality, he's becoming just as bad, if not worse than our pirate ancestors."
"Whatever works in the end, I just want you to get rid of those pirates." Gaea Everfree added. "But once you're on there, you'll be on your own. My magical protection won't extend to you while you're on their ship, so I hope you're prepared for what you're about to face."
"Don't worry, we'll be fine." Sunset understood what needed to be done. "We'll make sure to give you a proper thanks, once we return."
"We're with you, too." Night Glider said, as she trotted into the same room, along with Flash, Twilight, Captain Zest, Ragamuffin, Rainbow, Sunny Flare, and Cheese Sandwich.
"Oh, hey everypony." Sunset greeted the entire group. "How did you...?"
"Night Glider told us that you had a plan which involved the island's spirit, Gaea Everfree." Twilight replied. "Besides, now that the camp was completely destroyed, we had to find a place to hide from those undead skeleton creatures."
"Gaea Everfree here, said that she can help us board my brother's ship." Gloriosa explained. "However, she isn't able to help us when we board that ship. So it looks like we have about... ten ponies here to help convince Timber to cease his attack?"
"It would make sense, but perhaps we should have a group of ponies staying behind on the island." Twilight began to plan out her strategy.
"Why would we do that, Princess?" Ragamuffin inquired. "Better to have more backup to fight those brutes, right?"
"Because it's always best to have a backup plan." Twilight explained. "If something were to go wrong, or if those pirates still manage to overpower and capture us, we'll need to have somepony here on the island who can assist us further, just in case. Which of us should stay behind, while everypony else confronts those pirates?"
"If we need a group to remain on the island, maybe I should be part of it." Sunset suggested. "Just in case we get attacked, I could try to activate the Dragonstone again."
"Captain Zest and I could join you." Rainbow volunteered. "We need plenty of backup to fend off against those skeletons. I mean, unless Gaea Everfree herself could stop them?"
"These undead skeleton creatures you speak of... they're out of my control." Gaea Everfree replied. "So it's a good idea to have an efficient team here on the island, since there's only so much I can do to fight them off."
"Alright, then I guess I'll stick around and use my katana, if needed." Flash spoke up. "It may be better to send the remaining six ponies to the pirate ship, just to outnumber them. Twilight, Ragamuffin, Sunny Flare, Night Glider, Cheese Sandwich, and Gloriosa, can you all handle the task?"
"Does everypony here agree with our military strategy?" Twilight looked around the room, noticing that everypony else was nodding or muttering in agreement.
"Once you go down this side entrance, I'll be able to use my powers to give you ponies a lift onto the ship with a tidal wave." Gaea Everfree began explaining. "Oh, and one last thing I should remind you of. The curse from the fog that removed everypony's magic is tied to my treasure. So if anything were to happen to my treasure, you would all lose your magic, permanently. You've been warned..."
"Well, in that case, my team and I will make certain nothing bad happens to the treasure." Sunset replied. "Thanks for agreeing to help us out, Gaea Everfree. Now come on, everypony! It's time to stop those pirates once and for all!"
With this said and done, Gloriosa led her new team into the path that Gaea Everfree had opened for them, before eventually finding themselves on a small segment of land surrounded by a body of water, with a light at the end of the tunnel, leading outside. Gaea Everfree began using her amulet to create a powerful gust on the water, strong enough to bring the entire crew toward Captain Spruce's ship. Internally, Gloriosa was hoping that she could change Timber's mind about his life decisions, praying that she could give her brother the final push he needed.
As this was happening, Captain Spruce and his pirate gang were still awaiting aboard their ship, cannonballs at the ready. The pirate captain himself was growing rather impatient, expecting those ponies on the island to surrender soon. Regardless, he continued firing cannonballs, knowing that sooner or later, somepony would have to answer and give in to his demands.
"Ye scallywags can't hide forever!" Timber grunted from atop the bow. "Either find the treasure of Everfree Island for me crew, or ye shall suffer!"
Before the pirate captain could fire his next cannonball, he began to hear a mysterious voice echo from the distance. Gaea Everfree was about to send over a whole crew of ponies to take down those pirates, and wanted to make certain, that they would understand that attempting to steal her treasure was a big mistake.
"YOU SALTY OLD PIRATES ARE THE ONLY ONES WHO SHALL SUFFER!!!" Gaea Everfree roared from her grotto, loud enough to be heard.
"What the-!?" Timber shrieked, completely taken aback from this.
Suddenly, from behind the island's cove, a large tidal wave began to erupt, sending a large crew of ponies headed toward the direction of the pirate ship. The crew approaching the vessel consisted of Twilight, Sunny Flare, Night Glider, Ragamuffin, Cheese Sandwich, and Gloriosa Daisy. Before long, the six ponies made it aboard the ship, ready to finally teach those pirates a real lesson. But before Bif, Rogue, and Withers could even raise their swords to begin attacking, Captain Spruce stopped them, before getting a good look at one of these ponies, who seemed the most familiar.
"Gloriosa...?" Timber addressed, completely surprised to see his big sister, after a long absence.
"Well, well, well... it seems the roles have reversed, little brother." Gloriosa replied. "It's been a long time."
"It's been... too long, big sis." Timber sighed, before remembering his main motive. "Ye know I can't let ye stop me from findin' Everfree Island's treasure. Not now, after all this time, especially after I lost me treasure map back in the day."
"Timber... I'm sorry." Gloriosa apologized for what happened that day. "But I can't let you keep hurting innocent ponies like this. You know that mom and dad wouldn't have wanted this for you, they would've approved of us earning an honest bit from our boat business."
"Even then... it's far too late for me now." Timber said, still insistent. "The legendary treasure... I came all this way."
"Why?" Gloriosa crossed her hooves. "What are you even trying to prove by stealing some riches that'll curse you for the rest of your days?"
"Look, I just... I wanted to make a name for meself." Timber confessed. "Be a pirate legend, just like our great grandparents once were. I know it sounds selfish, but... it was always their dyin' wish. For one of us to storm Everfree Island again someday, and reclaim the treasure that was rightfully theirs."
"Oh, Timber..." Gloriosa sighed, tears starting to form in her eyes. "I wish you could've told me. I... I would've understood. I would've helped you make that dream come true, but you've gone about it the wrong way, and now look where it's gotten you. You've put not only your life in danger, but also the lives of your friends and family as well."
"I wouldn't exactly say he's our friend." Bif chimed in. "We're only here cause we're getting paid by the hour."
"Yeah, if he was our real friend, he'd at least cook us some waffles for breakfast." Rogue added. "But no, he had to get that friend of yours to do that."
"I was honestly expecting some decent dental insurance when I applied for this job." Withers sighed. "You can never trust a pirate, it seems."
"Well, at least we finally share one thing in common with you pirates, disdain for your captain there." Sunny Flare joined the conversation. "Certainly wasn't cool of you to destroy our escape boat."
"I have a good mind to imprison all of you for treason." Twilight added. "I mean, attacking a princess of all ponies? Certainly not a wise choice."
As both groups stared each other down, the former henchponies of Dr. Caballeron noticed a sudden shift in their captain, realizing that he seemed more and more hesitant in their original plan of pushing these ponies aside, and forcing them to steal the treasure of Everfree Island. Knowing that Captain Spruce's sister was slowing them down, Bif and Rogue slowly whispered to Withers, urging him to follow up with their secret plan to eventually overthrow their own captain, in the chance that something like this would occur. Withers slowly backed away from the group, which nopony else took notice of, as they were more focused on the approach Timber would take after finally being told off by his big sister.
"I'm sorry I've put ye all in danger..." Timber said, before lowering his sword. "I didn't mean for any of this, I just wanted to get rich and prove I wasn't a failure in me family. Me big sister had one of the most successful flower businesses in Ponyville, while I essentially ran our boat business into the ground, I felt I needed to find me purpose."
"It's not too late, brother." Gloriosa said, slowly approaching him. "You can still change your path, come with us, and we'll help you find your purpose. It doesn't have to be treasure hunting, and maybe we could find something else that would make you happy."
"Ye... really think everypony here will accept that?" Timber said, rather astonished. "After all I've done?"
"Well... you're definitely going to have to take responsibility for your actions, of course." Cheese Sandwich said, trying to analyze the situation. "I mean, I was just taking a cruise to see if it would be enjoyable for my upcoming wedding, and now here I am, being a stowaway on a pirate ship, after struggling to survive on a desert island. When does this kind of thing usually happen?"
Everypony else in Gloriosa's group muttered in agreement, the sheer absurdity of everything they had to go through, simply because of these pirates' actions. Regardless, Gloriosa welcomed Timber back into her hooves, as the two siblings reconciled over their differences. It seemed as though Timber's bitterness and resentment stemmed primarily from being apart from his family, similar to how much closer the first reunion between Sunset and Celestia went. As much as Twilight thought about this while watching the siblings reunite, she admittedly couldn't be as happy, given the circumstances. But just as Gloriosa's group thought as if everything was going to be okay now, the other pirate members spoke up.
"So, ponies think you've won, have you?" Bif asked, rhetorically. "That since our captain's just as much of a softy as Caballeron himself, we'll simply surrender and let you go on your way?"
"Yeah, we came all this way to get that treasure, and we're willing to overthrow our captain just to do that!" Rogue added.
"Well, we still outnumber you, more than before." Ragamuffin replied. "But if you'd like, we can settle this the old fashioned way. There's no way that you two can handle all of us at once."
"...Two?" Twilight said, rather confused. "Wait... weren't there three other pirate members here, besides Timber?"
"How observant." Rogue sneered, before stomping his hoof on the deck, signaling Withers to fire a large volley of cannonballs from underneath.
As Withers fired the cannons, the projectiles were aimed directly at the island's volcano in the distance. The cannonball barrage penetrated and shattered the top of the volcano, causing a massive explosion of rock and lava, as well as sending a giant wave of superheated air and debris in every direction. Everfree Island would soon be engulfed in chaos, as the volcano began shaking violently, soon to create an imminent eruption of molten rock and ash. Sunset and her group had witnessed this on the island themselves, dreading what was about to come. The sounds of the volcano getting ready to blow in a matter of minutes had induced fear into everypony, other than the three henchponies.
"YOU FOOLS!!!" Sunny Flare screeched, completely aghast at this. "DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEA WHAT YOU'VE JUST DONE!?!?!?"
"Oh, you mean how we just sealed our fate and everypony else's?" Bif cackled psychotically. "That's a good one, though I think we've made our point pretty clear. If we can't have that treasure, nopony can!"
"Besides, maybe your little captain friend can make me my waffles easier with magma!" Rogue joked, only enraging Twilight at these pirates for putting Sunset, Flash, Rainbow, and Captain Zest all in grave danger.
"EVERYPONY!!!" Twilight exploded, getting ready to give these henchponies what was coming to them. "Get those three stallions and tie them up!!!!!!"
The rest of the group, including Timber, had immediately sprang into action, wrangling and eventually capturing the three pirate henchponies, by tying them up with chains. None of them had seemed bothered at getting captured, since they all felt internally satisfied at the fact that nopony else would be keeping the same treasure, that would soon be destroyed from the volcano's lava. While thinking of the volcano, everypony else suddenly turned their attention to it, before noticing that the opening continued to shake violently. Suddenly, molten rock had spewed forth in every direction, obscuring the sky with a blanket of dark ashes. The air was filled with the sound of explosions and the hissing of superheated gas, prompting Gloriosa to take the wheel of the ship, as she knew Sunset and the others were still on the island.
In the distance, Gloriosa could vaguely notice Sunset, Flash, Rainbow, and Captain Zest all running toward the shore, as they had ran for safety, after noticing the volcano spewing scorching magma. Although Gloriosa was sailing in the direction of the island for a daring rescue, Sunset's group had stopped them.
"Don't worry about my brother and the pirates!" Gloriosa shouted. "We've taken care of everything, and can come rescue you now!"
"Wait, don't come for us just yet!" Sunset yelled from a distance. "We can't just leave under these conditions!"
"Why not!?" Night Glider called out from the deck. "It looks like that eruption was so powerful, the lava will flow and engulf the entire island!"
"Exactly!" Rainbow replied. "Don't you remember what Gaea Everfree told us!? If anything were to happen to her treasure, the curse would be permanent! None of us would get to fly or use our magic ever again!"
"Better yet, who knows if that curse will have other long-term effects!?" Lemon Zest added. "Risky as it seems, we must find a way to stop the lava!"
"Plus, you're now the Princess of Equestria, Twilight!" Flash reminded. "Equestria will be so much more vulnerable against future threats if you permanently lose your magic!"
"You're right, I hadn't thought of that!" Twilight replied, but still fearing the safety of her friends remaining on the island. "Sunset, maybe the Dragonstone's the key to fixing everything!?"
"Remember the riddle!" Cheese Sandwich began reciting it once more. "What is taken by all, but given by few, and kept by none!?"
"We're going to have to figure it out, one way or another!" Sunset yelled, before motioning for the pirate ship to stop. "Don't bother coming closer to the island, we don't want to put more lives in danger than necessary! My group and I will figure out if the riddle's key to activating the Dragonstone, and we'll stop the volcano from engulfing the entire island! Wish us luck!"
With that said, Sunset, Flash, Rainbow, and Captain Zest, all dashed toward the jungle, the lava flowing ever closer. Everypony else remained safely on the vessel, but were filled with anxiety, as they could only watch and hope that Sunset's group would be able to stop the volcano in time. However, the situation was looking more dire by the minute, as they noticed that the lava was now engulfing nearly a quarter of the island, and the clouds of ashes in the sky were becoming much thicker. Even ignoring the danger of the lava, the imminent threat of being suffocated from those toxic ash fumes was just as present. 
Sunset and her group knew that the grotto was on the other side of the island, but it was only a matter of time before the lava would soon seep into the caves as well. The four ponies ran as fast as they could, past the foliage, skeletal remains, and waterfall, before eventually getting ready to return to Gaea Everfree. Perhaps if anyone had the powers capable of stopping the volcano, it was the spirit of the island herself, who was already capable of controlling the plants, Earth, and water. However, as everypony soon entered Gaea Everfree's treasure chamber, they noticed the spirit standing before them, looking rather weakened.
"What's... happened...?" Gaea Everfree turned around, speaking rather hoarsely.
"Those pirates ended up causing a volcanic eruption with their cannonballs, and now there's lava headed this way!" Lemon Zest explained.
"Do you maybe have a way to stop the lava with your magical powers?" Rainbow suggested.
"I fear my powers are... drained." Gaea Everfree had attempted to use her abilities of the Earth to control the magma's flow, but instead, only weakened herself even further from the strain. "The volcano's ashes have weakened me... I cannot stop the lava on my own. I suspect the volcano outweighs my own powers... it hasn't erupted like this in over 1,000 years..."
Gaea Everfree's magic had deteriorated so much, she could no longer even become part of the mortal realm, before slowly dissipating and fading away.
"Then we have to find a way to stop it ourselves!" Sunset said, holding up the Dragonstone. "Let's go back the way we came and see if there's something else we're missing!"
But just as the group was heading back and approaching the grotto's entrance, the unimaginable had happened. The magma had caught up much faster than expected, and completely surrounded the cave's entrance, forcing Sunset and her team to head back again, to avoid being cooked to a crisp. Rainbow and Captain Zest had attempted to knock some stalactites off of the cavern's ceiling, hoping that a barricade of rocks would buy them some time, almost like a lava dam. This had only bought them some time once the magma rapidly approached, and they could see that their barricade would melt away from the scorching lava very soon.
"We've gotta figure out how to use this thing!" Sunset looked at the Dragonstone, still unsure of how she did it before. "Think... how did I activate this when those skeletons were attacking us?"
"You somehow activated it when those creatures began to corner us with no other way out?" Rainbow recalled. "But... that doesn't explain why it stopped working, soon after."
"We still have yet to figure out what that riddle carved on the volcano was trying to tell us." Lemon Zest continued trying to decipher it. "Taken by all, given by few, and kept by none... what does that mean?"
"I think the key words here are 'taken' and 'kept'..." Sunset pondered. "Maybe it's referring to the Dragonstone, in the sense that we have to... share the power of the artifact? Actually wait, no, that doesn't make much sense either."
"Sunset, could I see the Dragonstone real fast?" Flash requested.
Sunset handed Flash the Dragonstone, as he began analyzing the situation. He began to have a somewhat confident answer for the riddle, as he looked behind him, noticing the grotto's walls lighting up from the now approaching magma. The three mares were desperately hoping Flash knew what he was doing, as this was life or death for all of them. Suddenly, Flash began to recite what Sunset had said when she first activated the Dragonstone, but this time, the artifact's main power source had extended to him.
"We're running out of time here..." Flash recited, as he stared down the lava that would soon engulf the grotto. "But that's okay. What is taken by all, but given by few, and kept by none? The answer is time. Time is taken by us all, is a gift that few truly give freely, and ultimately, none of us keep in the end. Time is inextricably linked to the power of the Dragonstone, as it allows the user to control the flow of lava, which is essentially a time-based phenomenon. It'll grant me the ability to manipulate and control the passage of time within the lava flow, allowing me to either speed it up or slow it down. This riddle serves as a reminder that the power of the Dragonstone is not just about controlling fire, but also about harnessing the power of time and sacrifice."
Just as Flash had finished, the Dragonstone had granted him even greater power than before, allowing him to hover a bit, before eventually using his new magic to stop the flow of the lava. All seemed well at first, until Flash realized that although his answer to the riddle was correct, it was also quite literal. The grotto began to rumble, before the lava would inevitably start flowing again, as time was running out. Flash looked back for a second at his companions, as he signaled them to move back, knowing that he was the only one who could stop the lava by himself, and it was time to fulfill his main life's destiny, performing a heroic sacrifice, much like his father before him. Flash's royal guard armor had also begun to disintegrate, as he was in the process of truly sacrificing everything he held dear to feed into the Dragonstone's power.
The three mares stared in horror at this, as Sunset ran up to him in tears, hoping that there was another way. However, Flash insisted for her to stay away, before speaking to Sunset one last time.

"Don't worry... I know what I'm doing." Flash said, firmly. "This is what I was born to do, as my dad had done himself. Sunset... promise me that you'll stop Chestnut at all costs, and that my sacrifice won't be in vain."
"I... I promise..." Sunset choked, tears streaming down her face as she slowly backed away from Flash. "I'll make sure that awful pegasus will get exactly what's coming to her..."
"Flash, no!" Rainbow shouted, as she tried to run up to him, only to be stopped by Sunset. "Maybe it doesn't have to end like this, I'm coming over to help you!"
"He's gone, Rainbow..." Sunset said, wiping her tears away. "He's doing this for us, for all of Equestria. If you go now and let yourself be absorbed by the Dragonstone too, he'll have done it for nothing..."
Rainbow gave a sigh of sadness, before realizing that Sunset was right, as she noticed Flash was already becoming one with the Dragonstone, and the process of sacrificing himself had already been initiated. She simply nodded, as the three mares backed away slowly, waving goodbye at their fallen friend and hero. Flash smiled at this, knowing internally now that even with him gone, Sunset and the others had the final push they needed to save Equestria from Chestnut, and reclaim the Bewitching Bell. Suddenly, Flash could faintly hear the voice of a familiar stallion, shortly as he was on the verge of death.
"Flash... you've done well..." Sentinel Sentry began to talk to his son from beyond the grave. "I couldn't have asked for a better colt... hopefully with your final heroic deed, you'll finally get to meet me again in the afterlife..."
As Flash heard his father's voice, he felt a wave of peace wash over him. He knew that his father was proud of him, and that he'd done the right thing. In his final moments, he saw a vision of his father, smiling warmly at him, his eyes filled with love and admiration. Flash began to fully embrace the Dragonstone's power flowing through him, burning away his flesh and turning him into a living conduit for the lava, the agony absolutely unbearable. With one final, desperate surge of his strength, Flash guided the lava toward a safe path from where he stood, causing the lava to disperse freely from the grotto, as well as the rest of the lava coming from the active volcano.
As the lava flowed away from the three mares, Flash's body was completely consumed and disintegrated, though the Dragonstone was still intact. With what was left of Flash's energy, the lava was soon directed up into the air, before spewing harmlessly into the sky, getting absorbed from the Dragonstone's magic, almost like a black hole. After every last ounce of lava had begun to dissipate, Sunset, Rainbow, and Captain Zest noticed the Dragonstone glowing a bright green aura, before settling back down, the glow fading. Flash may've been gone, but he took the entirety of the magma with him, as in the distance, the volcano already settled down, and the ashes in the sky had slowly begun fading away. 
It was a bittersweet victory for the three mares, as although their own lives were saved, and they still had the Dragonstone to bring back to Canterlot, it came at the cost of their true friend and hero. Sunset trotted back over to pick up the Dragonstone, but not before giving a salute with her hoof to honor the fallen soldier, as Rainbow and Captain Zest did the same, tears flowing down all their cheeks. Gaea Everfree's treasure was saved, and because of this, the curse tied to it would no longer take effect, once they left the island. This was definitely essential, as Sunset knew she and her friends needed as much magical support as possible, not only to stop Chestnut, but any potential future threats to Equestria as well. 
The trio of mares had slowly left the grotto, and knew that Twilight would most certainly take the news of Flash's death rather harshly. Regardless, with the lava literally being wiped away, and those pirates no longer being a threat to them, the three mares began to exit the grotto, ready to deliver the sad news to Twilight. Unfortunate as the outcome was, Sunset could still hear a victory theme playing in her head, considering everything she and her friends had been through on Everfree Island, purely to find the Dragonstone.
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Sunset, Rainbow, and Captain Zest had all exited from the grotto, with the Dragonstone held tightly in Sunset's hoof. The trio remained silent, with their eyes still watery from the tears they had shed for their fallen friend and hero. Rainbow Dash and Captain Zest trotted alongside Sunset, offering their support and comfort, knowing that although Gaea Everfree's curse would no longer be an issue, the loss of Flash had been hard for them all. Telling Twilight the harsh news would certainly be difficult, but Sunset also knew that internally, it was the only right thing to do.
"I may've only just met him today, but I'm sure going to miss him..." Lemon Zest took her hat off to mourn Flash. "Never met a stallion who's able to grow such a connection with the ponies he’s been surviving with, and when we hit that dead end, he was the one who took the lava for us."
"Really wish I could take back all those times I poked fun at him over Twilight having a silly crush on him." Rainbow sighed, as they approached the shore, where Captain Spruce's ship was still waiting. "He was always such a brave and fearless soldier, he didn't deserve any of that ridicule..."
"We need to tell Twilight the news." Sunset said, softly, her voice cracking slightly. "It won't be easy, but we need to be there for her. After I met him for the first time, I could easily tell how much history Flash and Twilight have had over the years."
Rainbow and Captain Zest nodded, their eyes still filled with sadness, as they began to slowly approach the pirate ship, where everypony else was still waiting. The once-lush scenery around them had now appeared to be dull and lifeless, as if reflecting their own emotions, though it was really a result of the magma damaging the local foliage. Twilight had watched closely for any sign of Sunset and her team returning, before noticing the trio returning from a distance, amongst all the scorched remains of the island.
"Sunset!" Twilight waved from atop the ship, happy to see that the group had not only stopped the lava, but also survived what was once a blazing inferno, just minutes ago.
The trio had heard this, and ran over to the pirate ship, which was docked a few meters from the beach, before Sunset also held up the Dragonstone in her hoof, showing that it managed to survive the madness.
"Oh, Sunset!" Twilight began exclaiming her relief. "You've all made it back, I was starting to worry!" 
The princess scanned the group below, before her gaze settled on the Dragonstone. This was certainly good news, as they had now accomplished their main objective of escaping Everfree Island with this powerful artifact, alongside successfully rescuing Captain Zest's ferry passengers. It was now all a matter of using Captain Spruce's boat to return to Canterlot, now that the fierce pirate captain was convinced to cease his treachery, thanks to his big sister. It seemed as if the journey had been a complete success, and nothing was lost whatsoever, until...
"Wait, where's...?" Twilight's voice trailed off, as she realized the news that was about to be delivered. "Flash... no... WHERE IS HE!?"
"He..." Sunset began, her voice cracking slightly, but finally mustered the strength to speak.. "He didn't make it, Twilight. I'm so sorry..."
"It's... true, Twilight." Rainbow added. "Flash gave his life to save us, by sacrificing himself to let us escape the lava."
"He not only solved the riddle on the volcano, but also gave his own life to feed into the Dragonstone's power to save us..." Lemon Zest trailed off, tears welling up in her eyes.
"No..." Twilight began to shriek with defiance. "No, he can't be gone... he just can't..." 
The princess then collapsed onto the deck, her head resting on the wooden planks, and her body wracked with intense sobs, as she grieved for her royal guard. Everypony else on board was just as shocked and upset to hear this sudden news, as they all began to surround Twilight, comforting her over the difficult news.
"Oh, Flash... why did you have to..." Twilight sobbed, before Sunny Flare approached the edge of the deck to speak with the trio below.
"Sorry for your loss." Sunny Flare said, as she saw Sunset, Captain Zest, and Rainbow also holding one another for emotional support. "I'm sure Flash would still be proud of you for everything you've accomplished to safely retrieve the Dragonstone."
"Yeah, I'm sure that internally, he wouldn't want us to be too sad over losing him." Sunset reflected on Flash's final moments. "He'd want us to keep going, and make sure his sacrifice meant something."
Despite being incredibly saddened over losing Flash, Twilight began to pick herself up from the deck, knowing that they still had plenty of work ahead of them to stop Chestnut, and that getting the Dragonstone was only their first step. 
"You're... right, Sunset..." Twilight sniffled. "He'd want us to remember him with smiles, not tears. So let's do him proud, and make sure we get back to Canterlot safely with the Dragonstone."
"I'll never forget his heroics." Night Glider added. "Flash not only helped saved us from Gaea Everfree, but also that sudden volcanic eruption."
"Now wait just a minute... didn't this all began because of those pirate stallions?" Cheese Sandwich reminded. "They were the ones who caused that eruption in the first place!"
Rogue, Withers, and Biff all looked nervously at each other, as they all noticed Princess Twilight approaching them, her eyes ablaze with fury. If it wasn't for her years of experience as a princess and following Equestrian laws, she might've immediately put an end to these stallions in the blink of an eye. But regardless of what the princess was about to do, they all knew that they were in huge trouble for inadvertently causing the death of the royal guard.
"It was his idea!" Biff immediately pointed at Withers in an attempt to save himself. "He was also the one who fired the cannon in the first place!"
"Yeah, it was him, it was him!" Rogue added. "If you spare us, I can also forget all about those waffles you owed me!"
"Figured you two would throw me under the ship!" Withers hissed. "Just for that, you can forget about me sharing those artifacts I stole off of Caballeron's back!"
"SILENCE!!!" Twilight raised her wings, as her eyes continued to glow with anger. "You three will be held accountable for your actions, I am not one to forgive such treachery! You will all accompany us back to Canterlot, where you will stand trial for your crimes!!!"
"Princess, that sounds more than reasonable for those low-life stallions, but I hope you won't take action against my dear brother as well?" Gloriosa pleaded.
"I'm actually responsible for bringin' them scallywags out here in the first place..." Timber relented.
"I understand your concern over your brother, Gloriosa." Twilight turned to the two siblings. "And as for you, Captain Spruce, I appreciate your honesty and assistance in capturing your cronies. However, I'm afraid that along with them, you'll also have to face consequences for your actions. It's the only way to ensure that such things don't happen again in the future."
"Well, Princess, I understand where you're comin' from." Timber nodded. "Had I known they were gonna cause all this trouble, I'd never have agreed to enlist them in the first place."
"You should've done some background checks, buddy!" Rainbow said from below. "Those three worked alongside Dr. Caballeron, a crook who stole ancient artifacts for personal profit. Them double crossing you in the end should've been the least surprising thing!"
"Well, I appreciate your understanding, Princess Twilight." Gloriosa said. "It's just that... my brother means the world to me, and I would hate to see him get locked up, especially after being apart from him for so long. Maybe there's something I can do to make amends for his actions?"
"Perhaps there is." Twilight replied. "I'm sure the court will take your family situation into consideration. In the meantime, I must ask that you and your brother remain here with us as we make our way back to Canterlot. We'll need to put your brother into the Canterlot dungeon for a while, until we can find a good opportunity for your trial."
"Of course, Princess." Gloriosa nodded. "That sounds perfectly reasonable to me."
"Alright, and... what of those three pirate stallions?" Ragamuffin inquired.
"They will be locked away in the Canterlot dungeon as well." Twilight responded. "But I'll personally see to it that they'll get a much harsher sentence, and... well, I haven't decided on the rest of the details yet."
"Might I suggest something then?" Gaea Everfree said, as her essence began to slowly return to the mortal realm, and appeared next to Sunset, Rainbow, and Captain Zest on the beach below."
"Gaea Everfree!" Sunset said, rather surprised. "Looks like you've recovered, now that those volcanic ashes are gone."
"Not only that, but now that I have the Amulet of Gaea in my possession, I'm no longer bound to my grotto." Gaea Everfree explained. "You mortals did well to protect my treasure, as I assure you, my curse would've been permanent otherwise, once you left the island."
"Sounds like we made the right decision to stop that lava after all." Lemon Zest said, rather relieved. "What did you want to suggest, by the way?"
"Well, although my treasure's safe, Everfree Island is now completely in ruins, after that rushing magma destroyed all my precious foliage and wildlife." Gaea Everfree frowned. "I could certainly use some help to replenish and recover everything that was lost, thanks to those malicious mortals, whom I now know were always after my treasure."
"That sounds pretty fair, Gaea Everfree." Rainbow said. "But is it really enough of a punishment for those three?"
"They will serve me for the rest of their days." Gaea Everfree insisted. "Or at least when I feel like they've learned their lesson for good. I shall curse them with eternal seasickness, making it impossible for them to escape the island. Only I possess the special knowledge of the island's native plants and herbs, which would be able to cure them. This would force those three to remain on the island and serve me, in order to regain their health and freedom."
"Hmm... that does sound like a fair and fitting punishment." Twilight looked to the others. "What do you all think?"
Everypony else aboard the ship muttered and nodded in agreement at Gaea Everfree's proposal.
"Sounds a lot better than them just sitting in a dungeon for a few years." Sunny Flare insisted. "Especially since they were responsible for us losing Flash."
"Well, I suppose that settles it, then." Twilight nodded in agreement. "We'll leave them with you, Gaea Everfree. Just make sure they don't cause any more trouble, and that they learn their lesson."
"Don't you worry about that." Gaea Everfree said with confidence. "They will serve me well, and learn to appreciate the beauty of nature, just as they had taken it for granted before."
With that said and done, Gaea Everfree used her magic to levitate Withers, Biff, and Rogue off of the pirate ship, before also levitating Sunset, Captain Zest, and Rainbow onto the vessel, and allowing them to leave Everfree Island.
"Well, that's that, then." Lemon Zest shrugged. "Back to Canterlot, I suppose? I can navigate the ship, since I know those rough waters are still out there."
"Sounds like a plan, there's still plenty more for us to do once we return." Sunset nodded, before turning back to Gaea Everfree one last time, just as everypony aboard was preparing to leave. "Thanks again for everything, Gaea Everfree."
"It was my pleasure." Gaea Everfree waved goodbye, seeing the pirate ship leave the island, before using her magic to zap the three stallions, cursing them with eternal seasickness, and removing the chains that were restraining them. "Now then, it seems like you three mortals have a lot of work to do. What do you say you get started sodding up the inner jungle?"
"Yeah, right." Withers sneered. "Why would we work for a wretched old witch like yourself?"
"WHAT DID YOU JUST CALL ME, MORTAL!?!" Gaea Everfree snapped, as the ground below the three stallions began to rumble, fiercely.
"Uh, guys, I don't think that was a good idea..." Biff muttered, as he and Rogue started backing away from Withers.
"Oh, give me a break." Withers huffed. "What's she going to do about it?"
Gaea Everfree then commanded a bunch of thorny vines to grab onto Withers, whilst strangling him, ferociously. The stallion was desperately gasping for air, before being thrown hard onto the shores. Rogue and Biff looked toward each other, hoping to save themselves from a similar punishment.
"Alright, so uh... we are at your command, we'll do as you say." Rogue said, nervously. "Shall we get started now...?"

As Sunset and her entire crew was sailing back to Canterlot, her human counterpart was continuing her massive plot of revenge. Human Sunset had already returned home, reflecting on what she had been up to, lately. While sitting on her couch, she began to go over everything on her checklist, knowing that she had only just begun the early phases of the very plan she was about to give up on altogether, had it not been for Gilda. Sabotaging the graduations was still going to take time, especially since her previous actions had only entailed minor setbacks. Stealing the Crystal Prep girls' old school uniforms and framing the CHS performers were both great starts, but they didn't necessarily contribute much, as far as ensuring nobody would graduate this year.
"I know that sabotaging the graduations seems selfish of me..." Human Sunset acknowledged, whilst staring at an old framed picture of herself, graduating from middle school. "Especially since this is going to affect a lot more than just the people who've wronged me. But it's still unfair that I had to go through everything I did, while everybody else gets to graduate and live great lives."
Human Sunset continued slumping in misery on the couch, feeling every bit of resentment towards society return to her, and completely forgetting about the friendships she's made in Equestria. She couldn't believe that she was almost considering the possibility of letting everything go, especially in her current situation. Gilda was right, because of the crooked education system and the very people who had contributed to her new life, Human Sunset no longer had the luxury or opportunity in finishing high school, let alone moving onto and graduating college. What difference would having some friends make at this point? No, now that she had finally returned to the very world she had faded from, it'd be much better to use the time she now had to get revenge on everybody, instead of wasting her time building meaningless friendships.
"I've already targeted Canterlot High and Crystal Prep Academy..." Human Sunset pondered, thinking of her next main step. "So I suppose now would be a good opportunity to see if I could get my vengeance against my dad, or Sunset Shimmer herself."
As Human Sunset distinctly remembered the article she had came across on her mother's old laptop, she suddenly recalled that supposedly, Sunspot now worked at a place known as Tartarus Industries. She grabbed the laptop from the table and booted it up, ready to dig even further, and get an idea behind her father's current whereabouts, since it still seemed rather unclear where specifically to find Pony Sunset. Doing some research on Tartarus Industries, Human Sunset found out that it was a company owned by an extremely wealthy and powerful business magnate named Mr. Sombra. The company was often rumored for having shady business practices and being involved in various illegal activities, though none of these allegations were ever proven.
Sunspot himself was indeed working there as one of their main executives, in charge of the company's financial decisions. The most recent article had mentioned the only thing closest to a hint, that Human Sunset was able to gather, regarding her father's whereabouts. Tartarus Industries was currently in the process of shutting down their company's chemical plant, by order of the government, on the account of excessive pollution. The article went on to state that Sunspot had been personally overseeing the shutdown of the chemical plant, and that the entire process had only recently begun.
"So if I want to confront my dad, I should look into this chemical plant's location..." Human Sunset muttered to herself, her eyes narrowing in determination. "But what's exactly my plan, once I do find him? Anything that'd teach him for abandoning mom and I, and to stop being such a selfish jerk."
The more Human Sunset thought about it, the more she realized that she didn't really have a specific plan in mind. She knew she wanted to confront her father, but beyond that, she wasn't sure what she wanted to accomplish. Maybe she could try to reason with him, or try to get him to see things from her perspective, to potentially make him regret his past actions. The possibilities were endless, but they all seemed like moot, if she was unable to find him. With this in mind, Human Sunset had decided on her next main priority, before having a quick snack in the kitchen to refuel her strength. As she munched on some old graham crackers in the cabinets, she still pondered on something else at the back of her mind.
"Now that I'm really thinking about it, why exactly did Gilda want that tiara so badly?" Human Sunset said to herself, still unsure of Gilda's true intentions. "I'd assume to pawn it off and make a quick buck, but... it just seemed like such a strangely specific request. I'm already a school dropout, and even I can't understand her, sometimes..."

Without the worry of Gaea Everfree's wrath, Captain Zest had successfully navigated the pirate ship across the rapid waters, and was soon in proximity to the Canterlot Harbor. The rest of the council was still waiting there, noticing the pirate ship in the distance. Despite having some initial concern, they soon noticed that Twilight and the rest of the crew were aboard, signifying that everypony had safely returned from Everfree Island. They had all confidently put their faith in Twilight, who had experienced many daring adventures over the years, including the recent confrontation with Chrysalis, Tirek, and Cozy Glow. As the ship soon docked at the harbor, everypony aboard began to disembark, as the council took note of the various new ponies, now accompanying Twilight and her crew.
"Cheese Sandwich!" Pinkie greeted from the harbor. "Wasn't expecting to see you here!"
"Pinkie Pie!" Cheese exclaimed, trotting over to Pinkie, giving her a warm hug. "Have you told your friends here about the wonderful news?"
"She mentioned it to us awhile ago, congratulations on the engagement, Sugarcube." Applejack said. "So I reckon you were one of Captain Zest's passengers?"
"That's right." Captain Zest nodded, as she finally got off the boat herself. "Although our boat was destroyed, I'm at least happy that I rescued all my passengers, who were stranded on Everfree Island."
"Not only that, we managed to get the Dragonstone, too." Sunset held the artifact up in her hoof. "The journey was certainly difficult, but we made it!"
"Sorry again about your old boat, Rockhoof." Twilight apologized on behalf of her crew. "I'll be sure to compensate you in any way I can."
"No need for that, Princess." Rockhoof insisted. "Since you found the Dragonstone, I'm glad my boat ended up serving its purpose."
"Speaking of... I assume there's some kind of story we're missing here, as to why you've all arrived back to Canterlot on a... pirate ship?" Rarity questioned.
"It's... kind of a long story, that." Sunset replied, amusingly. "Not every day you get to run into some pirates when going on a luxury cruise. Though this pirate captain here was notably responsible for making our journey longer than it needed to be."
"Again, me apologies, matey." Timber said, knowing he still had yet to face the music. "But I'd be glad for turning me life around now..."
"Second it." Gloriosa added. "I always knew my little brother was still out there in Equestria somewhere, even if he ended up taking on a pirate facade."
"Wait a second... weren't there five of you before you all left?" Fluttershy made a realization. "I see that Twilight, Sunset, Rainbow, and Captain Zest are all here... but where's Flash Sentry?"
"He... unfortunately didn't make it back." Twilight said, rather glum.
"He sacrificed himself to let us escape with our magic intact." Rainbow explained. "If it wasn't for him, we would've permanently lost our magic after leaving Everfree Island..."
Hearing this, Rockhoof and the rest of the council had looked on with grief in their eyes. It was a solemn moment for those who had known Flash Sentry, understanding that such a selfless act would not be forgotten. They had all closed their eyes and paid their respects to the fallen royal guard, now knowing that he was the main reason that everypony else who was involved on Everfree Island, had returned safely.
"Well, if that's the case, then we owe it to him to make sure his sacrifice wasn't in vain." Starlight said, determined. "Let's make Flash proud by doing what we can with the Dragonstone."
"We wish you all luck on whatever you plan to do with the artifact." Ragamuffin chimed in. "In the meantime, Captain Zest and I will be heading back to Manehattan to resume our ferry business. Though you can make a safe bet that we'll no longer be putting Everfree Island on our tour stops."
"Agreed." Captain Zest nodded. "It's been an honor serving as your navigator in this endeavor of an expedition. And as for the Dragonstone, I'm sure you'll do great things with it."
The captain and her first mate had departed the Canterlot Harbor, waving goodbye to everypony they had met on this daring expedition. Night Glider was about to do the same herself, before also remembering a promise she had made to Sunset.
"Well, I think I've had enough luxury cruises for now, so I think I'll head on back to Our Town." Night Glider said. "And Sunset, if I get the chance to see you again, I'll be sure to fill you in on any information I'm able to gather, regarding Solstice."
"Thank you, Night Glider." Sunset smiled. "That means a lot to me."
Night Glider then went on her way, as Sunset and Twilight both internally realized they had solved the mystery behind why the pegasus had gone missing, according to Double Diamond in that ruined future. Just then, Cheese Sandwich spoke up, ready to reveal something.
"Oh, Pinkie?" Cheese Sandwich addressed his soon-to-be wife. "You're probably wondering why I went off on a secret cruise without your knowledge?"
"I actually knew about it, silly!" Pinkie giggled. "I was just waiting for you to come back so we could talk about it, but I got so busy with the wedding planning, that I forgot! As for why you went, well... I'm not really sure."
"It's a long story." Cheese began. "I'll tell you all about it later, but it mostly had to do with wanting to find you a really nice wedding gift. Although I've never been to an exotic island before, I wanted to find something unique and special for you, to show you how much you mean to me. Though sadly, I couldn't find anything like that for you."
"Oh, Cheese Sandwich!" Pinkie squealed, blushing brightly. "You didn't have to do that! I already have the perfect wedding gift from you, and that's your Pinkie Promise to always be there for me, through thick and thin!"
"In that case... I'm glad that I made sure you knew how much you mean to me." Cheese Sandwich wrapped his hooves around Pinkie's waist, and gave her another warm hug.
Everypony else smiled at the affectionate display between Cheese Sandwich and Pinkie Pie. They were all happy to see that the two had found love in each other, which was a welcome distraction from the grim events that had transpired on Everfree Island. But suddenly, this feeling was interrupted by Spike, who began making gag reflexes, almost as if he was going to vomit.
"Not again, Spike..." Applejack sighed at the dragon ruining the moment. "Figured that you'd be able to handle the least bit of sentiment by now..."
Spike then burped up a magical scroll, just like the time Twilight was conflicted on which friend to take to the Grand Galloping Gala.
"Come on, I can't help it if I'm a living messenger." Spike rolled his eyes, before taking a look at the letter's intended recipient. "Hmm, Starlight? Looks like this is for you."
Starlight took the scroll from Spike and began reading, before Cheese Sandwich went on his way.
"Alright, Pinkie." Cheese Sandwich began to part ways. "I guess in that case, I'll see you soon to finalize our wedding plans? I have to get back to my next birthday party gig, for some colt in Vanhoover."
"Okay, see you soon!" Pinkie waved. "And don't forget to tell me all about your secret cruise later!"
"Well, it's been an honor assisting you in this journey for retrieving the Dragonstone as best I could, Princess." Rockhoof said. "But I should be getting back to my duties at the School of Friendship. Those ancient Equestrian tales won't tell themselves, you know."
"Rockhoof, I may have to come with you." Starlight chimed in. "According to this scroll, I'm needed at the school as well. It's from Sunburst, and he said it's quite urgent."
"School of Friendship?" Sunny Flare began recognizing the name. "I vaguely remember hearing about that place thanks to a promotional letter in my mailbox. And let's just say... I'm now wanting to learn more about friendship myself."
"We're always welcoming any new students at the school." Starlight approached Sunny Flare. "You're more than welcome to join us, if you'd like."
Sunny Flare nodded, as she, Rockhoof, and Starlight started making their way towards the School of Friendship. Along the way, Sunny Flare began opening up to Rockhoof and Starlight, sharing her own struggles with making friends and feeling lonely at times. Overhearing this, Sunset knew she had done well, as far as letting the unicorn open up and accept friendship, much like Twilight had done for her, years ago. Once the trio left for the Canterlot train station, the only ponies who remained behind were the rest of the council, alongside Sunset, Captain Spruce, and Gloriosa.
"Alright, now as for you two, you remember the deal." Twilight addressed the remaining two guests. "I'll allow you to spend a little more time to reconcile with one another, but your brother here will have to remain in the dungeon for his treachery, until further notice."
"Of course, Princess." Gloriosa nodded. "We understand your decision, and will be sure to make everything right, once we're all back on good terms."
"Aye." Timber added. "Probably the most generous bargain in all me years of piracy."
Just then, Canterlot's main security guard came around the corner, after hearing of the princess's return from her expedition.
"Ah, there you are, Princess." Max Steele addressed Twilight. "I take it that your expedition was a success?"
"For the most part, Mr. Steele." Twilight replied. "We were successful in retrieving our artifact, at least. However, we've had a bit of an incident with Captain Spruce here. Could you please escort him to the Canterlot dungeon?"
"Affirmative." Max nodded, before doing as he was instructed, as Gloriosa accompanied them from behind.
"Alright then..." Twilight then turned to everyone else who remained, seeing Spike, her first five pony friends, and Sunset. "Looks like it's just us now, minus Starlight, of course. The original friends and heroes of Equestria."
"I'm glad that you all see me as a friend now, but I can't really say that title applies to me as well." Sunset tried to keep her humbleness. "After all, I've only gotten to know the rest of you after I decided to take an extended stay in Equestria. Plus, I'm pretty sure you've all befriended Starlight, long before me."
"That's true, but technically speaking, we all met you long before meeting Starlight." Rarity reminded. "Didn't we, girls?"
"Oh, that's right." Fluttershy added. "That makes you special, Sunset. Since you're not only a new friend, but an old friend as well."
"Thanks, Fluttershy, I appreciate that." Sunset smiled at the pegasus. "But in the meantime, we've still got a lot of work ahead of us. After all, Chestnut Magnifico is still out there somewhere with the Bewitching Bell, and I made a promise to Flash that we'd stop her at all costs."
"Well, it's gonna be a long road ahead of us, but I reckon we can get through it together, Sugarcube." Applejack said with confidence. "After all, we've faced plenty of tough adventures before, I'm sure we can figure something out."
"Things should be a little easier, now that we've finally got the Dragonstone." Rainbow said. "Now we hopefully won't need to worry about getting drained of our magic."
"That's what we're all hoping for, but at the same time, it's better for me to do a little further research on how to properly use it." Twilight replied, before reiterating words Sunset had once said to the Human Twilight. "After all, it's generally not a good idea to mess around with things we don't understand."
"I know a certain somebody who'd definitely agree with you on that." Sunset reflected.
"Speaking of things that we still don't understand, out of curiosity, Sunset?" Pinkie began questioning. "Did you by some chance leave here on the Canterlot train, a couple of hours ago?"
"Uh... what now...?" Sunset said, rather confused. "Pinkie, I really don't understand why you would think that, when I was out at sea with Twilight and the others, during that time."
"Well... like I've said, some things that we just can't understand." Pinkie shrugged. "Unless it was maybe Ocellus copying you? You must've met her, right? One of our changeling students at the School of Friendship."
"Who...?" Sunset raised an eyebrow. "Pinkie, I'm afraid I have no idea who you're referring to... at all. In fact, now I'm just as confused when Twilight claimed that she saw me in the Canterlot library last night. Twilight, I assure you, I was with Princess Celestia in Silver Shoals, during that time."
"Hmm, that might actually explain why the 'Sunset' I encountered last night was acting a little strange..." Twilight reflected. "Even weirder is the fact that I got reports from library staff this morning, stating that various books and documents had been damaged and chewed up, almost as if there was a sudden infestation in there. Do you think this might've had something to do with...?"
"Well, whoever that truly was, I'd imagine it's a pretty safe assumption that they had a connection, somewhere." Sunset pondered. "Though when it comes to finding a logical explanation behind everything... I'm not really so sure."
"What if it's Chestnut disguising herself as you, Sunset?" Twilight suggested. "I'm sure that if she has access to powerful magic, having the same abilities as a changeling wouldn't be out of the norm."
"I suppose that's possible...?" Sunset began scratching her head. "But... that wouldn't really explain this supposed infestation you mentioned. Unless of course, she poofed up a bunch of cockroaches to scare off the library staff, in an attempt to cover up anything she tampered with?"
"But if that was her plan, then why did she also try to make it seem like you were there?" Fluttershy inquired. "It doesn't really make much sense for her to just do that?"
"I'd imagine to make us believe that it was somepony we could trust." Twilight deduced. "After all, I didn't suspect anything when I saw that it was seemingly Sunset going through the restricted section last night."
"The restricted section...?" Sunset raised an eyebrow. "No, Twilight... I promise you, the only time I've ever set hoof in the restricted section was when Princess Celestia invited us in there that one time. I'm afraid that whoever you encountered down there last night... they were definitely an imposter.
"Well, I'll just have to keep that in mind, then." Twilight sighed, understanding that there was now possibly an even bigger threat on the loose. "I'll make sure to watch out for anything suspicious, just in case."
Just then, two mares began to approach the harbor, after overhearing that the princess had returned.
"Princess, there you are!" K-Lo addressed from a distance. "We've been waiting to page you for a while, now."
"POSTCRUSH!!!" Pinkie exclaimed with glee. "What a wonderful surprise!"
"Oh, hi there." Twilight greeted the two mares. "I think I remember... you two rented out the Canterlot courtyard for your wedding, is that correct?"
"Yeah, we were." Su-Z said, rather annoyed. "But now we want a refund, and you want to know why?"
"When we left our wedding cake here in Canterlot, we were expecting to have our big day today!" K-Lo began to explain in outrage. "Only to find out that our glamorous gateau had been munched up, ruined, destroyed!"
"I'm so sorry to hear that." Twilight said, trying to get an understanding on the culprit. "Who could've done such a thing?"
Everypony else looked toward one another, before most of them began glaring at Rarity and Fluttershy.
"W-Why's everypony looking at Fluttershy and I?" Rarity questioned.
"Did you and Fluttershy not do that to Mr. and Mrs. Cake's "MMMM" on the train that one time?" Pinkie reminded, before putting on her detective's cap.
"I assure you, we've definitely learned our lesson from that." Fluttershy insisted. "It must've been somepony else."
"Didn't I remember hearing that Rainbow Dash was also guilty of that crime?" Spike recalled. "How come we're already ruling out her as a suspect?"
"Because I highly doubt that Rainbow could've done such a thing, when there was the whole Indigo fiasco, and she was with us the whole time, on that expedition." Sunset defended Rainbow, which the pegasus had appreciated.
"So if it wasn't Dashie, and it wasn't Rarity or Fluttershy... then I suspect the culprit may be... Celestia!" Pinkie said with her detective mannerisms. "She's always had a thing for cake, after all. Especially cake that's not hers."
"Miss Pinkie Pie, I'm afraid you're gravely mistaken." K-Lo put a hoof on her face. "The bite marks on the cake didn't look anything like a pony's doing. In fact, the culprit being any of you, would actually be my last guess."
"That's right, judging from the bite sizes and strange trails of crumbs leading into a crevice into the walls, we suspect that some kind of bug infestation managed to reach our cake before we could." Su-Z added.
"Oh, I'm actually glad you're reporting this." Twilight said, hopeful for answers. "We were just all discussing the possibility of there being a mysterious infestation occurring here in Canterlot. Did you two manage to find any other clues at the scene of the crime?"
"Well, not that we're the kind of mares to do the dirty work, but we found these atop what was left of the almond paste sculptures of Su-Z and I." K-Lo threw the clue in front of Twilight and the rest of the council, as everyone began examining it.
"Anypony know what that is?" Sunset asked, whilst observing the clue.
"It's all... translucent, dry, and flakey." Twilight felt the clue with her hooves. "I'd assume some kind of skin, shed by one of those bugs?"
"This is some kind of a beetle cocoon." Fluttershy verified from her animal experience. "Not any kind of beetle I've seen before, but definitely the remains of one of their larvae."
"EW!" Su-Z exclaimed in disgust upon hearing this. "You mean to tell me actual larvae had been crawling on our wedding cake!? Princess, I certainly hope you understand that this is completely unacceptable! Especially for Canterlot standards!
"I absolutely agree." Twilight said, determined to investigate further. "This is highly irregular. I'll be sure to bring this up with Pest Control, they'll be able to assist us. But we'll also need to investigate this matter thoroughly, and get to the bottom of it. In the meantime, I'll be sure to issue you a refund for the trouble."
"Wait a minute, Twilight." Pinkie began proposing a solution. "It's just your cake that's been ruined, right, Postcrush?"
"Yeah, but the cake was the most important centerpiece." Su-Z sighed.
"Why don't I bake you a whole new cake, free of charge?" Pinkie offered. "It's really no trouble, and the least I could do for my all-time favorite musical duo."
"A cake is easily replaceable, but our concern now is whether or not Canterlot can pass a health inspection, before we decide to give it another chance, and host our wedding here!" K-Lo voiced her concerns.
"Rather fair point." Twilight nodded. "Pinkie, that's very kind of you to offer, but I think we should all keep in mind that it was bugs that got to the cake in the first place. We don't want to risk anything happening to the new cake. In the meantime, I'll contact Pest Control as soon as possible. Let's all keep our hooves crossed and hope for the best."
"We should hope so, ourselves." K-Lo sighed, still saddened by her wedding day being ruined. "Remember, Princess. At the end of the day, we'll most certainly be expecting some form of compensation for all this!"
"So be sure not to disappoint us!" Su-Z insisted. "Otherwise, we'll have to take our wedding business elsewhere."
"Don't worry, I'll make sure everything is taken care of." Twilight assured. "I'll work with Pest Control to discover the source of the infestation, and make sure Canterlot is safe for your big day. As for compensation, I'll be in touch soon about that as well. Your wedding is important to us, and we want to make sure you have everything you need to be satisfied."
K-Lo and Su-Z simply nodded and trotted away together, but as soon as they were out of view, Twilight's confidence and assuring stature had collapsed, now getting an even bigger taste of the many responsibilities that came with being the princess of all of Equestria.
"Well, if you've ever had any doubts that being a princess is busy, BUSY work, I sure hope you don't have those doubts anymore." Twilight sighed.
"I know you'll handle it all perfectly, Twilight." Sunset reassured the princess. "You're a natural at this whole 'princess' thing. And don't worry about them pressuring you for compensation, I'm sure whatever you decide will be fair for both parties."
"Thanks, Sunset." Twilight smiled. "It's good to know that I can count on you for support. I'll get to the bottom of this and make sure everything's taken care of. In the meantime, let's not forget that we still have Chestnut Magnifico to deal with! Let's head into the Canterlot library to do some further research on the Dragonstone."

Back in Manehattan, Madame Cinch had been plotting her escape for a while now. She had managed to successfully fool the inattentive security guards patrolling the prison, and hiding Svengallop's diamond whenever they had gotten suspicious. Using the diamond, she spent her time in her cell chiseling away at the bars, inch by inch. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the last bar gave way with a resounding clang. The Madame crawled her way out of the opening she had made, and was prepared to make her escape.
"I'm free!" Cinch cackled maniacally, feeling a rush of adrenaline course through her. "Now I'm off to teach that orange unicorn a lesson for exposing and imprisoning a beauty queen like myself!"
"Hey, wait a minute, now!" Svengallop pleaded with his ex-wife. "What about me!? You promised that if I gave you the diamond, you'd help me escape, too!"
"Oh, Svengallop, you fool!" The Madame sneered. "You thought I would let you be a part of my glorious escape? You were just a tool to help me get what I wanted, and now you're useless to me! Why else do you think I divorced you?"
"Fine, then!" Svengallop snarled. "I'll just go find some other mare to love me!"
"Come now!" Cinch rolled her eyes. "You're pathetic! Nothing but a loser! And let me tell you something, no other mare would ever want a wimp like you, let alone have foals with you! Speaking of which, I certainly hope you've been having fun paying child support for our daughter, Cozy Glow!"
"Cozy Glow?!" Svengallop's eyes widened. "We're her biological parents?! You told me she was adopted!"
"Oh, please!" Cinch huffed. "You really think I would have married you if I wasn't desperate? Of course she's your daughter, you idiot! And I simply needed to have her for the benefits, before I sold her to some fellow in Tartarus, who was looking to raise his own protégé. What was his name... Teareek, something like that? Either way, now you know that you've been paying her child support all these years, so that I didn't have to."
"I should've expected this from a mare who spends all her bits on cosmetics and makeup!" Svengallop protested in fury. "So you played me and your daughter, huh!?"
"Like a pair of violins!" Cinch responded with heavy venom in her voice. "And what are you going to do about it now!?"
Svengallop reached out of his cell and pressed the security button on the side of his wall, sounding an alarm, and alerting nearby security guards to the recent breakout.
"Fool!" Cinch hissed, as she began to run through the hallways of the prison. "You'll regret that! Now I'll make sure that you and that orange unicorn will both pay for what you've done!"
The Madame charged her way through the approaching security guards like a bull, using her magic to strategically get rid of any barricades and obstacles in her way. It admittedly seemed a lot easier without the restraints she had been put in, when she first got arrested. Most of the security guards had not anticipated this, and were promptly knocked aside, unable to process what had hit them, until it was too late. Once the Madame approached the front doors, she saw that the doors were locked. Cinch simply used her horn to crack open the glass, giving her an opening to escape. Despite freeing herself from prison, she knew that after being exposed, she could never relive the luxury that was once her old life. So her next priority was to search all over Equestria for Sunset Shimmer, to exact her vengeance...

Princess Twilight had already gotten in contact with Pest Control, while she, Sunset, and the rest of the council were doing even further research on the Dragonstone, knowing it was their main way to counter the Bewitching Bell. Whilst skimming the books for any further information, Sunset came across another one of Rockhoof's journal entries that explained what had happened to Flash on Everfree Island.
"Everyone, listen here!" Sunset announced, before reading out loud to the council. "It says here that the Dragonstone had always been protected by a riddle, in order to prevent its power to be abused, particularly by a mysterious... fire alicorn?"
"A fire alicorn?" Twilight pondered this. "Hmm... I wonder who exactly that could be referring to... this is certainly the first I've ever heard of such a being. But go on."
"Well, it further elaborates that the Dragonstone would drain all life and energy from the host able to crack the riddle, which Flash was able to do." Sunset continued. "The symbolism of sacrifice and heroism would be the main way to ensure someone trustworthy would be able to wield its great power. So it sounds like... if Flash hadn't sacrificed himself, the Dragonstone would practically be useless to us..."
"Well, although I'm still saddened over the loss of Flash, I'm glad that he was able to contribute and provide what was needed to protect us from the Bewitching Bell." Twilight said, bittersweetly. "Does it explain how we can reciprocate the dragon fire onto us?"
"And also, will it be safe?" Rarity questioned. "I know dragons are typically fireproof, but we most certainly are not."
"It says that the fire of a dragon is much different from ordinary flames, as it's imbued with a special kind of energy." Sunset kept elaborating. "When it's passed onto a pony, it purifies their body, giving them resistance to magical draining effects. It also says that the transformation process takes several hours to complete, and that the subject will feel a strange tingling sensation throughout their body, as it happens."
"Well, then I guess we've got nothing to lose!" Rainbow exclaimed with confidence. "Bring it on, dragon fire! I've faced worse than that in the Wonderbolts!"
"...HOWEVER." Sunset raised her hoof as she continued reading.
"Awww, darn." Rainbow slumped. "I should've known there'd be some kind of catch..."
"In order for us to utilize its powers freely, it requires a fresh source of natural dragon fire." Sunset finished. "It specifically mentions that if it's left dormant for too long, which I imagine is definitely the case, after all these centuries on Everfree Island, the Dragonstone is just nothing more than a powerless rock."
"Well, that's no problem." Fluttershy shrugged at this. "I'm sure Spike would be able to assist us, since it's for a great cause."
"I would, but I can't." Spike sighed. "Don't you remember when Chestnut absorbed my magic? It not only rendered my wings useless, but also took away my natural fire breath."
"Oh, that's right..." Twilight recalled, but then also remembered something that would contradict this claim. "But wait, Spike... if that's the case, then how were you able to poof up that scroll you gave to Starlight a while ago?"
"I, um..." Spike looked around the room, nervously. "Okay, fine, I confess! Sunburst gave me that message while I was using the bathroom, earlier. I knew my dragon magic was gone, so I kept it hidden in my mouth the whole time, until I felt it was the right opportunity to give it to Starlight. I mean, I've delivered scrolls and messages for years now, I couldn't possibly subject myself to such humiliation!"
"Errr..." Twilight's mind drew a blank upon hearing this, before she continued. "It's... probably best that we don't mention this to Starlight then, for her sanity..."
"And I guess it makes sense Sunburst would personally hand you a scroll like that, since he mentioned he had trouble performing spells in magic school." Sunset deduced. "I may not have used magic in a while, but don't you need to cast a spell to deliver it through magic burping dragons? Anyways... that's besides the point, we're getting a little sidetracked here. I brought this up because... I don't know if we know a dragon who's able to willingly give up their dragon fire."
"How about Princess Ember or Smolder?" Spike suggested. "I'm sure one of them knows us well enough to trust us on matters as serious as this."
"I don't know about Princess Ember..." Twilight pondered. "She's the Dragon Lord, and I'm sure she absolutely needs her dragon fire to rule her land. Even if she was willing to give us her fire, I'd imagine she's literally unable to."
"Well wait just a minute, now." Applejack interjected. "We don't need ALL of a dragon's fire, do we? What if we just ask for a little, just to power the Dragonstone up?"
"It says that the fire absorbed through the Dragonstone can severely weaken a dragon exponentially over time." Sunset read the journal. "It's either that, or... well, let's just say, a rather bizarre... side effect. And we need as much dragon fire as we can to keep the magic active, so it's in our best interest to absorb as much as we can get."
"Hmm, I see..." Twilight analyzed the situation. "Well in that case, I suppose that just like Starlight, we should all head on over to the School of Friendship and see if Smolder's willing to part with her fire."
"Okie dokie loki!" Pinkie grinned, before she, Rarity, Fluttershy, Rainbow, and Applejack began trotting out of the Canterlot library. "Are you, Spike, and Sunset coming with us?"
"Not yet, I still have to hear back from Pest Control regarding the whole infestation mystery." Twilight replied. "I know I'm a princess now, but the last thing I want to be is a leader who breaks their promises."
Pinkie nodded, as the rest of the council exited, taking a train over to Ponyville, and on their way to reach the School of Friendship. Several minutes later, a stallion knocked on the library door, requesting permission to speak to the princess.
"Pest Control!" The stallion announced.
"Come on in!" Twilight invited the stallion inside, but was somewhat surprised to see who it was. "Wait... Dr. Whooves? Weren't you recently one of the candidates running for Vice Headmare at the School of Friendship?"
"Yes, Princess Twilight, that's right." Dr. Whooves replied. "But now that I've been given a chance to work with the professionals here at Pest Control, I've decided that my true calling is to protect and serve the creatures of Equestria from the most dangerous of pests, especially cockroaches."
"Alright, so... what's the analysis?" Sunset asked, rather curious. "Our friend determined that they're some kind of beetle larvae, but a type of beetle she's never even seen before?"
"Yes, the beetle larvae hypothesis was one of our first considerations as well." Dr. Whooves held up his clipboard and data analyses. "However, after conducting thorough tests, we can confirm that the samples are in fact, not beetle larvae cocoons, but rather beetle shells that had been shed."
"An adult beetle... molting from their shells?" Twilight thought back to her studies in school. "Okay, I know I took enough biology classes to know that... this doesn't sound normal at all for a beetle."
"Indeed, Princess." Dr. Whooves began explaining further. "After a further analysis, we discovered that the beetle in question is a species that was once native to The Isles of Scaly, known as the Stagma Beetle. It's a rare and highly intelligent species capable of shapeshifting and assimilating into various alternate forms. However, during the molting process, it must shed its outer shell, revealing its true form."
"Stagma Beetle?" Sunset began recalling her studies as well. "Correct me if I'm wrong, but... isn't that species said to be completely extinct from Equestria now?"
"That's what I believed too, and that would supposedly be a good thing." Dr. Whooves replied. "Because according to my research, the Stagma Beetle is one of the very few pests that were not only a nuisance, but a threat to Equestria, being that they are one of the natural predators of ponies, like you and I. In fact, the slightest detection of pony fur in their presence would naturally activate their hunting instincts, especially since they can go starving for centuries, and still survive. These things can even survive in lava, unscathed, which may also explain why they're able to breathe fire as well. And if you were having any doubts, take a look at my analysis from that sample you provided us with, back at my lab. Here's what one of them looks like, and it says here that based on the sample's DNA, it's a 99.99% match. You can't really argue with that, now can you?"

"Oh my... this is... worse than I thought..." Twilight said, rather concerned at the possibility of these beetles now being on the loose. "Do you have any idea where they might have come from?"
"Well, the most likely scenario is that they were brought here by some means, perhaps accidentally." Dr. Whooves theorized. "However, given the rarity of these beetles, and the fact that they've been extinct for over a thousand years, it's difficult to determine exactly what might've happened. Unfortunately, because of all of these combined circumstances, there's not a whole lot that Pest Control can do. I'm sorry for any inconvenience this report may have caused, Princess. But I'm afraid that asking us to take on these creatures is the equivalent of having us Pest Control an Ursa Major."
"So... you're saying you're too afraid to just do it?" Spike huffed. "You don't seem all that afraid, especially with all this scientific research you've lectured us with."
"Allons-y!" Dr. Whooves replied, rather unamused. "I'm very much afraid, I'm just better at hiding it. Besides, am I to understand that you're willing to risk your life by being Pest Control, instead?"
"You mentioned that they're natural predators of ponies, not dragons." Spike recalled.
"Hmm... alright, I suppose I'll give you that one." Dr. Whooves conceded. "Still, it's not exactly something I'd advise, as these beetles are more like wild animals, rather than your typical vermin. If you insist on taking matters into your own hooves, I'd recommend contacting the Equestrian Army for assistance, as they have the necessary resources and expertise to handle such a situation. Even then, according to my calculations, chances of survival against creatures like these, are particularly slim."
"I see..." Twilight said with a sigh. "Well, I'll take that under advisement, then. In the meantime, what do you suggest we do to ensure the prevention of another infestation here at Canterlot?"
"I'd advise you to keep an eye out for any further signs of these beetles being around." Dr. Whooves began to close his case. "As for prevention, well, that's where things get a bit tricky. The Stagma Beetle is known to prefer living in dark and isolated environments, but they have no known weakness, as far as I'm aware. If you discover any more signs of these pests being around, we'll be sure to keep in contact to finalize our research. I must say, it's not every day that we're asked to Pest Control something that's already been said to be extinct, I guess the declaration was only wishful thinking."
"Thank you for your report, Doctor." Twilight nodded, understanding the circumstances. "Dealing with these things... will certainly be a challenge..."
"Well, when you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth." Dr. Whooves said, out of the blue. "Or in this case, the Stagma Beetles, that works too."
The Pest Control stallion then trotted out of the library, leaving Sunset, Twilight, and Spike feeling rather anxious at the idea of potentially coming across these vicious beetles. They still had to search all over Equestria to gather intel regarding Chestnut's whereabouts, and the warning that even the most professional military in Equestria would struggle against these beetles... definitely put things into perspective. Now with the infestation report in mind, Twilight then prioritized heading over to the School of Friendship, and seeing if Smolder was willing to part with her dragon fire. What would become of Equestria's future, now that there were supposedly two major threats on the loose?

	
		Chapter 74: Another Rainbow Roadtrip



Twilight, Sunset, and Spike began making their way over to the School of Friendship, now that they were given the full extent regarding the Stagma Beetle infestation. It was around this time, Twilight understood that graduation at CHS was approaching even sooner than expected, urging the princess to remind her friend of the upcoming big event. After all, it would've seemed extremely unfair to force Sunset to miss her graduation at the one school she had spent nearly her entire human life at. Twilight then remembered the magical clock she had put into Sunset's journal, and decided to tap her friend on the shoulder.
"So, Sunset?" Twilight addressed her friend and pupil from behind. "While we certainly appreciate everything you've done to help us acquire the Dragonstone, I'm getting a little more worried about your time in Equestria. Your graduation at CHS should be coming up pretty soon, so I was admittedly wondering if you wanted to return to your world now?"
"Oh, the graduation, that's right..." Sunset replied, understanding that time would be particularly tight. "Well, if you really think it's best, maybe I should go back now. Though I should probably check the time in the human world through my journal, since you gave me that magical clock. But my journal's in... wait... where's my saddlebag? It just occurred to me that I never took it with me on that expedition. Uh oh, did it possibly get stolen!?"
"No need to worry about that, Sunset." Twilight assured. "Remember how you left the meeting room to confront Chestnut on your own? Well, that's where you left it at, and I made sure to keep it in a safe place."
The princess then used her magic to poof up the saddlebag, which was hidden away in a discreet location in the castle.
"Well, I'm glad I can always count on my friends, I would have been really upset if it went missing." Sunset opened up her saddlebag and began searching for her journal, before taking out her Señor G. Echo plush.
"Ooh, is that...?" Twilight gasped, realizing what the plush was based on. "Señor G. Echo!? I remember Celestia showing me that puppet show in Canterlot, when I was just a filly!"
"I guess that makes two of us." Sunset giggled, whilst holding her plush, affectionately. "Princess Celestia gave this back to me when I was visiting her in Silver Shoals. The story surrounding how I found it in the first place? It's a pretty wild one, but it definitely embodied the heroes thwarting the villains in the end, much like one of his episodes. Are you rather surprised there's merchandise of Señor G. Echo?"
"Well, sort of." Twilight replied. "I mean, it's been around for a long time, and I've heard that many older ponies used to watch it when they were younger. It's just that I didn't expect to see a plushie of him, I always believed they were nothing more than a rumor. So if this is actually real, I'd have to imagine that toy would be pretty valuable?"
"Oh, you could say that again." Sunset grinned with confidence, knowing how she and her adoptive mother had foiled the nefarious schemes of Flim and Flam, much like the superhero leopard gecko himself would've done. "The fact that I even have this because of Princess Celestia, well, that certainly makes it a whole lot more special and priceless."
"That's very interesting to hear, Sunset." Twilight smiled. "I'm glad you were able to find that toy, and I'm sure it holds a lot of special memories for you. But for now... we should probably get back on track. You wanted to check the time in the human world through your journal, right?"
"Yeah, good call." Sunset continued digging through her saddlebag, until she found the clock within her journal. "Hmm, so it's only a little past 3 PM in the human world, that means I only have about one and a half days left before graduation. But... it seems I also have a message here from the other... you. Remember, the version of you who wears glasses? Pretty sure you've met her before in both worlds."
"I have, not every day you get to see another version of yourself from another world." Twilight recalled. "So with that much time left, if you really need to get back to the human world now, I'd completely understand. The council and I will sort out what to do about Chestnut, so that you won't have to miss out on graduation. How does that sound?"
"Actually, hold that thought, Twilight." Sunset began reading Human Twilight's message. "According to the other you, graduation at CHS has for some reason... been pushed back a day. She even included a picture of a notice signed by the principal herself. That means I have a little more time to help save Equestria, like I originally intended. Besides, I made a promise to Flash before he sacrificed himself, that I would stop Chestnut, no matter the cost."
"I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I'm sure Flash wouldn't have held that promise over your head, if it entailed missing out on your big day." Twilight elaborated. "He might've simply meant that we should all use the Dragonstone to our fullest potential, and foil Chestnut's plans when the time's right."
"You make a good point there." Sunset thought back to Flash's final moments before the sacrifice on Everfree Island. "But I still feel like I owe it to Flash, I can't just abandon this endeavor to save Equestria now. Besides, if we wait until after my graduation, Chestnut might do something even more horrible to Equestria, very soon. I wouldn't want to risk that, and come back through the portal, only to suddenly see that ruined future we saw with Starlight."
"Hmm, alright... I understand." Twilight nodded, appreciating Sunset's willingness to stick around even longer than she had originally planned. "Sometimes, such things must be done, especially when it comes to having the responsibility to protect Equestria, now that Celestia and Luna are retired. In that case, we should probably head on over to the School of Friendship, meet up with the rest of the council, and decide where to go from there."
But just as Twilight, Sunset, and Spike were about to do just that, a familiar security stallion stepped out of the castle, requesting the princess in regards to an urgent matter.
"Uhhh, Princess Twilight?" Max Steele addressed from atop the staircase. "We... have a bit of a problem."
"What's going on, Mr. Steele?" Twilight turned around, curious at what had happened. "You escorted Captain Spruce to the Canterlot dungeon, correct?"
"Well, yes." Max replied, before he was about to address the more alarming news. "However, after locking him up to await his trial, I was patrolling the other cell blocks, and realized something quite alarming! Indigo Zap's cell had been melted open, and the pegasus herself had escaped!"
"Escaped?!" Twilight shrieked. "But how could that be? We thought she was being held in the most secure cell of the entire Canterlot dungeon!"
"We may still have hope at figuring out what had happened." Max began explaining. "Sour Sweet was in the cell directly across from hers, and she claimed to have witnessed what had happened. However, as best as I've tried to interrogate her, she's refusing to spill the beans."
"In that case, we should try to get some more information out of Sour Sweet." Twilight said, rather determined to get answers from the one royal guard who had been proven to abuse her authority. "We'll head into the dungeon and see if she'll listen to us, instead. Be sure to keep an eye out for anything else suspicious here in Canterlot, Mr. Steele. Especially any red beetles."
"Yes, Princess." Max nodded, before Sunset, Twilight, and Spike went on their way.
The trio had rushed into the dungeon faster than Pinkie Pie chasing an ice cream cart. When they had approached the dungeon's main corridor, they passed by the cell containing Captain Spruce, who was still atoning for his crimes from earlier. Eventually, the two mares and dragon saw that the cell with Indigo Zap's inmate number had seen better days. The bars were melted away, and as expected, the pegasus herself was nowhere to be seen. As such, the only pony who could've seen anything at all, was sitting directly across from Indigo's cell, the former royal guard who had attempted to abuse her authority by wrongfully convicting Sunset during the day of Twilight's coronation.
"Sour Sweet." Twilight turned to her former royal guard. "I do believe that since you were the only pony down here who could've witnessed what had happened, you owe us an explanation. What happened to that pegasus directly across from you?"
"Well, good to see you too, Princess... but I didn't see anything..." Sour Sweet began innocently, before turning into a more grouchy demeanor. "I was just sleeping, so why don't you get off my back!? Especially since you're with that pony who got me locked up in here in the first place!"
"You fully know well that you selfishly tried to imprison Sunset over some bonus, and that you've been abusing your authority for far too long!" Twilight raised her wings in hostility. "Now, I suggest you tell us exactly what happened in here, or I may add additional consequences when it comes time for your trial!"
"Like I care about that anymore!" Sour Sweet huffed. "I already know how you work, Princess! You can't fool me with your bluff."
"Alright, is that how you want to play things?" Sunset began, ready to add her own bargain. "How about... if you give us the answers we want, we'll let you out of your cell?"
"Err, Sunset?" Spike began, unsure of Sunset's plans. "Are you sure that's a good-"
"Trust me, Spike." Sunset replied, pretty confident with where she was going with her bargain.
"Ooh, for real?" Sour Sweet began with her usual sweet demeanor, before shifting back into her sour mood. "Alright, fine. Listen up, cause I'm only gonna say this once."
Sour Sweet then began sharing a flashback from her perspective, as it had already been a few days since she had lost her position as a royal guard, and was doing some hard time. Indigo Zap had just been brought into the prison by Max Steele, whom Sour Sweet didn't really care much about, since she was still bitter about everything earlier on that week. The two had merely engaged in small talk, though their conversations didn't really go much beyond recognizing that Sunset Shimmer was the main reason they were both behind bars.
"Ugh, I can't believe we both got thrown in prison because of that unicorn!" Indigo groaned, rather frustrated.
"Well, what'd you expect, huh?" Sour Sweet huffed. "She's the princess's best friend now, so there was nothing we could do about it."
"And a smart one, too." Indigo added. "So that checks out, for sure. I still can't believe she saw through me, I would've expected my performance as Dash to have been convincing, but she just had to be such a killjoy. I don't even know who I should be getting my revenge on, that unicorn, or Dash herself..."
As Indigo was thinking of nothing more than a way to potentially get her revenge, something else in the corner began to get her attention. A strange noise coming from within her cell, almost sounding as if something was scratching at her walls.
"Oh great..." Indigo growled. "Are there seriously mice down here too?"
Suddenly, the noises had stopped, before something began to crawl out of a small crevice within the floor. It was a lone Stagma Beetle, who had gotten separated from the rest of the swarm. The beetle had made its presence more apparent by burping, as a result of eating Postcrush's wedding cake. This not only caught Indigo's attention, but even startled her, when she saw that the burp had caused it to breathe a small wave of fire.
"What the heck is this thing, a cockroach dragon hybrid?" Indigo questioned, never having seen one of these before. "Hey, wait a minute, if it can breathe fire..."
"What are you doing?" Sour Sweet said from her cell, unsure of what was happening in the cell across from hers.
"Hey, little guy." Indigo said to the beetle, whilst offering it her hoof. "You want to be my friend and help bust us out of here-"
But before the pegasus could even finish, the beetle had immediately attempted to bite her, wanting another meal after having dessert. Indigo narrowed her eyes at this, realizing this strange bug was going to put up a fight, but decided it was her only hope at melting away her prison bars. Suddenly, Indigo had come up with an ingenious plan to help her escape.
"Alright, little guy." Indigo said to the beetle, before whacking it against the wall. "You really want to cook me up and have me for dinner? Try and get me, then!"
The beetle stood up from the sudden attack, now enraged. As Indigo tempted it to breathe fire by teasingly standing still and acting like a large target, the Stagma Beetle began breathing wave after wave of its fire breath, whilst the pegasus strategically dodged every volley of it. After a while of this, the prison bars behind Indigo had become hot enough to become liquid metal. Indigo saw her opportunity, before picking up a nearby stone, and using it to carve out a whole big enough in the bars for her escape. She had done this just in time, as the bars quickly cooled down and returned to their solid state, rather quickly.
The Stagma Beetle meanwhile, had become exhausted and frustrated with Indigo's little game, before hissing at the pegasus and escaping back through the crevice, hoping to reunite with the whole swarm. Not even questioning her luck, Indigo slipped out of her cell's melted bars and trotted over to Sour Sweet, rather surprised to see such a escape.
"Well, what do you know?" Indigo smirked at how well her plan had worked. "Now I can go and get my revenge on a certain somepony. Too bad for you, huh? You'll have to serve your sentence, it seems."
"You're kidding, right?" Sour Sweet frowned. "You're just going to leave me here?"
"It's not like I owe you anything." Indigo shrugged, before making her way out of the dungeon. "But if it makes you feel any better though, I'll get revenge for both of us!"
Indigo then made her way out of the dungeon with her incredible speed, completely throwing the guards off balance, and unsure of what they had just witnessed. The guards simply assumed it was most likely another royal guard in a hurry, as they didn't get a clear view of who the pegasus truly was. The flashback then ended, leaving Sunset, Twilight, and Spike rather worried.
"So, Indigo really did manage to escape because of one of those pests." Twilight sighed. "I really hope there's a way for us to truly deal with the infestation here in Canterlot."
"Hey, now that I've spilled the beans, a deal's a deal." Sour Sweet huffed. "Please, could you be nice for once, and open my little cell?"
"Forget it!" Spike spat. "There's no way we're really going to let you out, you still have plenty of time to serve! I'm sure Sunset was only saying that just to get you to talk, isn't that right?"
"No, I was being serious." Sunset kept her promise to Sour Sweet. "Twilight, could you please open her cell? She's still in hoofcuffs, so I'm sure she can't make it far, anyways."
"Even after all the trouble she caused you on my coronation day?" Twilight hesitated for a moment, but felt as though she could trust Sunset on matters as serious as this. "Alright... I hope you know what you're doing."
Twilight used her horn to input the magical code needed to open the dungeon cell in front of her. Shortly after, the bars had begun to rise, leaving an open space for Sour Sweet to leave her cell.
"Well then, thanks a bunch for releasing me." Sour Sweet said, as she exited her confinement space. "I guess in that case, I'll be free to head on home-"
"Not so fast." Sunset grabbed Sour Sweet by the hoof, a grip strong enough to where she couldn't wander off on her own. "While I may've asked Twilight to release you, I didn't say that you were off the hook, now did I? In fact, there's something you could do to help us."
"Let go of me, you brat!" Sour Sweet spat, trying to wriggle out of Sunset's grip. "You're actually going to hold my freedom for ransom!? How dare you! I refuse to help you in any way, you understand!?"
"Alright, if that's really how you feel, then you can go on ahead back into your cell." Sunset replied, before turning to Twilight. "By the way, Twilight? How long is the sentence for somepony convicted of the same crimes as her?"
"Abusing authority and committing fraud are both very serious offences." Twilight recalled the rulebook regarding Equestrian law. "If found guilty in trial, she may serve a sentence of up to 20 years, with no chance of probation."
"WHAT!?" Sour Sweet screeched in outrage. "That's ridiculous! I didn't even do anything that bad!"
"But it's definitely where you're headed, if you choose this path you're currently on." Sunset continued explaining. "If you help us with some more important matters, which may even include tracking down Indigo Zap's whereabouts, we may consider some leniency on your sentence. What do you think, Twilight?"
"That sounds fair enough, but I think we should first discuss this with Celestia and Luna before-" Twilight began, but remembered her former mentors were now retired. "Oh... that's right, we can't really do that anymore, so it really is up to me now. But what are you suggesting specifically, Sunset? Would this be like a bit of a probation period for Sour Sweet, to see if she can appeal for her crimes, and prove she'd be unlikely to reoffend?"
"Exactly, Twilight." Sunset nodded. "We'd like to give her a chance to redeem herself by working with us. Even if she ended up abusing her authority, Flash mentioned that she's still had many years of experience as a royal guard, so I'm sure she'd be able to help us wherever we need her. Now, Sour Sweet, are you with us?"
"Alright, I suppose if you'll give me a little chance." Sour Sweet began sweetly, but changed her tone rather quickly. "But if I end up getting stuck with that ridiculous sentence anyways, I'm holding you both responsible for not keeping your promises."
"Since I'm now in charge of the courtroom procedures here in Canterlot, I can assure you, Sour Sweet." Twilight explained. "I'll be sure to put in a good word for you, depending on how well your performance is. So, I think Sunset's made a pretty fair proposal, especially after all the trouble you've caused for her. In other words, you'll be released temporarily, and will follow any orders given to you by either Sunset, myself, or the council. And rest assured, if I get any report of you misbehaving, acting unreasonable, or ditching your duties, I'll not only maximize your sentence, but also make certain that you'll never find another job in Equestria ever again."
"Fine... I'll do it." Sour Sweet groaned. "Just don't expect me to be all sweet and happy about this."
"Well, you should've thought about that before making all those terrible decisions over the years." Spike folded his arms.
"I know it sounds difficult now, but I know from experience that if you want everypony to give you another chance, you have to work hard to prove it." Sunset reflected her time at CHS doing just that. "Alright, Twilight. Now that we've understood what's happened here, and made a deal with Sour Sweet, we should all head on over to this... School of Friendship place?"
"Sounds good to me." Twilight replied, as the entire group was making their way out of the dungeon, with the Dragonstone being carried by Spike.
Once everyone had exited the main castle, Twilight had instructed two nearby royal guards to bring them all over to the School of Friendship by using the royal chariot. The guards did as they were instructed, carrying the three ponies and dragon from Canterlot to Ponyville. After reaching their destination, the group got off of the chariot, ready to make their way inside. However, the guards specifically escorted Sour Sweet inside, and made certain to not let her out of their sight, as instructed by the princess herself. Sunset, Twilight, and Spike began making their way to the school, but as they were doing so, the princess voiced what was on her mind.
"Out of curiosity, Sunset?" Twilight began to inquire. "What gave you the idea to give Sour Sweet a chance to turn her life around?"
"Well, we did the same with that pirate captain." Sunset reflected. "I also befriended somepony else on Everfree Island, whom I didn't really think I'd get along with, so I figured we could still give Sour Sweet a fair chance. I know she was horrible to me, but she seemed really lonely and unhappy in there. I just figured that maybe if we gave her a chance to prove herself, she might change for the better. Plus, with the circumstances we're all currently dealing with, we're going to need all the help we can get."
"It's a pretty interesting approach to be open-minded." Twilight nodded. "I know I can be rather harsh and judgmental at times, which isn't always the best way to handle things. Even though you're not officially a member of the council, I'd imagine you'd still be a great mentor and advisor for us."
"Well, I'm flattered you think that." Sunset smiled. "If there's one thing I've learned from my time in the human world, it's that sometimes, the worst of us can surprise you in great ways. In fact, it was my human friends who taught me that you can always give someone a chance to prove themselves, no matter how bad they've been in the past. And they've shaped me into the leader I am now, determined to help her friends, and especially to save Equestria from Chestnut Magnifico."
"Your leadership skills with your human friends are really shining, especially after everything we had just been through on Everfree Island." Twilight said with confidence. "Though if we're going to further investigate as a means of tracking down Chestnut, we unfortunately might have to split up for a while. There's still research that needs to be done, on top of figuring out what specifically we need, in taking down a foe with the Bewitching Bell at their disposal."
"I'm sure we can still figure something out, as long as we put our mind to it." Sunset insisted. "After all, the most important thing is to not give up. Though I'm curious, how do we move forward when it comes to splitting up?"
"I can arrange search party groups with the rest of the council." Twilight began planning everything out. "We'd also need to check in every once in a while, to discuss our progress and share any new information we've gathered."
"And to keep in touch, we could use magical journals, like the one you use to communicate with Twilight." Spike suggested. "I'd volunteer to be the messenger through scrolls, but... well, you know why I'm out of commission now. But on a lighter note, the School of Friendship should be... just around the corner."
"Alright, I guess this means I'll finally get to see this school that you and Starlight have vaguely mentioned." Sunset turned to Twilight. "Pretty impressive how you technically now own two different schools, including the one I used to study at."
"Impressive, but definitely a lot of work." Twilight giggled. "You should've seen how many papers I've had to grade last term. It was still worth it though, especially since we've formed one of the most diverse communities to pursue an education in friendship."
"Been noticing that ever since I've taken an extended return to Equestria, especially when I saw dragons, changelings, and yaks all over Ponyville." Sunset recalled, before the trio finally stood in front of the School of Friendship.
"Here we are!" Twilight said, almost as if she was giving Sunset an exclusive tour. "What do you think, Sunset?"
"Wow, this is a school?" Sunset reacted with astonishment. "It looks like a pristine palace! Look at the waterfalls, the architecture, the... the..."
"Yeah, I guess you could say a little budget and hard work can really go a long way." Twilight looked proudly at her institution. "But in this case, the hardest part was actually convincing Chancellor Neighsay to approve of everything."
"Well, you definitely know how to set up an incredible learning environment!" Sunset admired the school's design. "This place looks even more luxurious than what I was accustomed to back in Canterlot. You might even be capable of running a Friendship University!"
"Err, let's just say there's a personal reason why I specifically chose not to endorse in something like that." Twilight alluded to the Flim Flam brothers doing just this a while back. "But regardless, I appreciate your feedback on the very establishment that I built from the ground up. It's always a good feeling to be acknowledged for something you've dedicated your time and heart into."
"Second that." Sunset agreed, before returning to what they were focusing toward. "Alright, so I guess we should now be searching for Starlight and the rest of the council? Where would they most likely be?"
"Given how Starlight's the new headmare of the school, we'll most likely find her in her office." Twilight believed.
"Headmare?" Sunset said, rather confused. "I remember her telling me she was the guidance counselor."
"She was, but this change was very recent, so I suppose she hadn't really gotten used to the new position just yet." Twilight shrugged. "I remember hearing the story of how it all happened, it was pretty crazy. In the end, Trixie's the new student counselor, but... I wasn't too wild about the idea."
"Knowing Trixie, I can see where you're coming from." Sunset leaned toward Twilight's belief, as they entered the school and trotted down the hallways. "I mean, she can get a little rambunctious and full of herself from time to time, but we can still get along pretty well. Though I'm mostly speaking from experience with the... other Trixie. Not sure I could see her as a responsible student counselor at CHS if she's too busy taking selfies of herself eating peanut butter crackers."
"You and me both, though I'm still happy for the fact that she made a huge contribution in helping Starlight turn her life around." Twilight agreed, before noticing they were finally approaching the headmare's office. "Oh, looks like we're here now!"
"Hello, may we come in?" Spike knocked on the door, awaiting a response.
"Come on in!" Sunburst announced, before the trio entered the office, and saw that there seemed to be trouble.
Starlight and Sunburst were in the middle of consulting matters that was rather crucial to the school, but they were unsure of a potential solution to their dilemma.
"Hey, Sis!" Sunburst said to Sunset, before realizing it was a bit informal. "Errr... you don't mind me calling you that, do you? Now that we know we share the same dad?"
"It's fine, especially since we're proven to be half siblings." Sunset shrugged. "Anyways, judging from the looks on you and Starlight's faces... I'm guessing there's something wrong?"
"That would be an understatement." Starlight sighed, before explaining. "You know that urgent matter Sunburst had to call me back to the school for? Well, it turns out that Chancellor Neighsay is overseeing an inspection of how the school's being run, now that test scores are up. The problem is, he'll also be bringing the rest of the EEA board, and they all have pretty high expectations for us."
"Well that shouldn't be too much of a problem." Twilight analyzed the situation. "I can't imagine Chancellor Neighsay will be as much of an issue now, after we put an end to Cozy Glow's plans and personally showed him how wrong he was."
"That'd be my first thought too, Twilight." Sunburst chimed in. "Except, this is Chancellor Neighsay we're talking about here. I don't really know him that well, but I know how ruthless and strict he truly is. We really shouldn't take any chances, especially since everypony on the EEA will be checking in on our performance, not just him."
"We really need to go above and beyond for the EEA." Starlight nodded. "We may have convinced Neighsay, but this is the first time that the entire board will be here. Who knows if they'll even judge us for breathing incorrectly?"
"Well, if it helps, I'm sure you all know how to run a school by now." Twilight assured. "You've both been doing well in your respective positions of the school, so you just need to keep on doing what you normally do. It's obvious to me at least, that you've all been working hard."
"Even so, the board also mentioned that they were really looking forward to meeting with the student counselor, to potentially get some insight on how the students have been performing so well." Starlight elaborated. "And as you all know... that's Trixie. Need I say more?"
"I understand the concern, but I don't think we should let that affect our performance." Twilight replied. "I'm sure we can find a way to showcase the school's strengths without putting Trixie in the spotlight. Besides, even if she does say something out of line, we'll be there to back her up."
"And that's another thing." Sunburst spoke up. "We don't even know where Trixie's gone off to. We've tried to get in contact with her the past few hours, but... nothing. She may've only just started as the new student counselor, but I can't say I'm impressed with her performance so far. Besides, not having the student counselor here? That won't be a good look for the school, how are we going to explain that to the board?"
"We'll just have to make sure that we're extra prepared for anything that comes our way, then." Twilight said with confidence. "I'm sure Trixie will turn up eventually. In the meantime, let's focus on making the school look its best."
Just then, a dragon student made her way into the office. She was accompanied by Pinkie and a changeling student, after hearing that the princess had just arrived at the institution.
"Hey, Twilight!" Pinkie announced, as she brought the two students over to the princess. "So... the rest of us talked to Smolder here, and she mentioned that she was maybe interested in giving up her dragon fire."
"Good work, Pinkie." Twilight nodded, as the energetic pony left the room to let them discuss details. "Alright, Smolder? So you're willing to give up your dragon fire for a greater cause?"
"Yeah, that's right." Smolder nodded. "Since I've been going to this school and learning all about friendship, I figured I could demonstrate what I've learned. But... before I give it to you, I was also wondering if I could get something in exchange for it? It's usually not the dragon's tradition to simply give up something for free."
"I understand, Smolder." Twilight was willing to level with her student. "Of course, I'd be more than happy to discuss what you'd like in return. Just know that anything you ask for, it must also be reasonable, and in line with the school's values."
"Oh, so I can't ask for automatic A's in all my classes?" Smolder teased. "Or better yet, a kiss from Spike?"
"W-What!?" Spike choked. "You... aren't serious, are you?"
"I'm just playing with you." Smolder snickered, though it left Spike a bit disappointed on the inside. "No, instead... I was wondering if I could ask for a little field trip with the rest of my closest friends here? Ocellus, could you give them the rundown?"
"Sure, Smolder." The young changeling turned to the others. "Since we've all gotten our grades up, we were thinking of potentially exploring newer places around Equestria. Not only would it be educational, but also a lot of fun! In fact, we were specifically wondering if you could take us... here?"
Ocellus handed Twilight a brochure of Hope Hollow, which also directly advertised Slice-N-Shake, a pizzeria arcade, which was a new tourists' attraction. Seeing this, the princess became skeptical, and began to deduce the real reason Smolder and her friends wanted to take a field trip there.
"Listen, since you've all been doing exceptionally well in your classes, there's no need to sugarcoat anything." Twilight assured, as she set the brochure aside. "You actually want to take a field trip to this pizzeria arcade place, don't you?"
"Well, uh..." Ocellus began nervously, but realized that she already messed up. "Alright, you got us! I guess I made things pretty obvious then, huh?"
"Okay, fine, we kinda wanted to go there, specifically." Smolder crossed her arms. "So what? It's not like we're going to cause trouble or anything. We just want to have a little fun and enjoy ourselves, especially after getting our grades up."
"Don't worry, I never said that you couldn't go to this pizzeria arcade place for your field trip." Twilight assured. "But I'm thinking you didn't pay too much attention during Applejack's lectures about honesty. Regardless, I'm happy to hear that you'll want to share this kind of fun with all your friends, and not just yourself. A nice demonstration of generosity and kindness, so it'd be an honor to say... yes, you and your friends may go there for a field trip."
"Really?" Smolder became a little skeptical. "You're not just saying that because you know I'm about to give up my dragon fire?"
"Come now, Smolder." Twilight said with assurance. "I don't think I'd be teaching every creature the values of honesty without embracing it all myself. Besides, it'd be very foolish to make promises I can't keep, I know from experience."
"Well, the field trip itself sounds perfectly reasonable." Starlight voiced her own opinion on the matter. "However, with the upcoming school inspection by the EEA, we'll need all the staff we can here, to make sure things go smoothly. Where are we going to get some teachers who can chaperone Smolder and her friends while they go on this trip?"
"Sounds like it's a good thing I decided to stick around a bit longer, then?" Sunset volunteered herself. "I may not exactly be a teacher, but I've led my own friends on many adventures before. What do you say, Twilight?"
"That's a very kind offer, Sunset." Twilight replied. "But are you sure you can handle it all on your own? I mean, these students are much younger than you, and you'd be responsible for their safety. It isn't the same as simply hanging out with friends."
"Don't worry, I can handle it." Sunset assured. "In fact, hanging with my friends also often entailed working with them to ensure their safety, so I know I have that kind of experience. Plus, it'd be nice to see a little more of Equestria for a while."
"Very well then, I trust that you'll do a great job, Sunset." Twilight nodded, before turning to Smolder and Ocellus. "As for the rest of you, remember to be on your best behavior and listen to Sunset. No shenanigans, alright?"
"Come on, now." Smolder rolled her eyes. "When was the last time we tried anything cheeky?"
"Did you forget when you were all expecting to automatically graduate, simply because you helped save Equestria from Cozy Glow?" Spike reminded.
"Oh, right." Ocellus blushed in embarrassment. "Good point, Spike."
"If I may interject, I think there should be a minimum of at least two chaperones, just to be safe." Sunburst advised. "Problem is, I don't really know anypony else who's available, if we're all needed here at the school for the EEA."
"Well, then I guess it's a good thing we now have Sour Sweet." Sunset reminded.
"Hmm, good thinking, Sunset." Twilight agreed. "I suppose it'd also be a good punishment for her. She may've abused her authority as a royal guard, but she certainly can't anymore, not without her badge. This chaperone job might also teach her a thing or two about hospitality. Alright, so it's settled, then. Sour Sweet will help Sunset chaperone Smolder and her friends during their field trip to Hope Hollow."
"Sounds like a plan." Sunset said with enthusiasm. "But now the question is... where exactly is Hope Hollow?"
"Well, the last time my friends and I went, we traveled by hot air balloon." Twilight recalled. "But as you can imagine, we don't really have the option now, thanks to a certain goggle-wearing pegasus. I'm not really sure how else we can reach Hope Hollow, since it's not a destination that's marked on route for the Friendship Express."
"Hmm, I see..." Sunset began pondering. "But if that's the case, we might need to do some further research on Hope Hollow..."
"Excuse me?" Sunny Flare knocked on the wall from outside the office to make her presence known. "Did I just overhear that you were needed to reach Hope Hollow? As in, the town that regularly hosts the Rainbow Festival?"
"That's the one." Twilight confirmed. "Mayor Sunny Skies invited my friends and I there once to celebrate that."
"Alright, well if you're planning to take a trip there, I know a way, since that's my hometown." Sunny Flare began explaining. "You'd need to take the Endtrak Express. If I remember correctly, one of the stops is right outside of Ponyville. It's a bit of a longer train ride, but your very last stop should be Hope Hollow itself."
"Huh, you'd need a specific train to reach that town, even I didn't know that." Twilight said with astonishment. "That's good to know, Sunny Flare! Would you mind showing Sunset and her group the way to the train station?"
"Of course, no problem!" Sunny Flare smiled.
"Well, now that we have everything set for your field trip, Smolder?" Twilight turned to her dragon student. "Could we please have your dragon fire? We'll need to absorb it with the Dragonstone, which is what Spike's carrying."
"Oh, right, sure thing." Smolder focused her breath, ready to deposit her dragon fire, as requested.
She took a deep breath, before exhaling a long stream of flames. The flames were directed at the Dragonstone, which began glowing and slowly absorbing the dragon fire, little by little, until Smolder had nothing left within her. Once the transfer was complete, Smolder collapsed to the floor from exhaustion, but slowly got up, as she was still excited about the field trip she had bargained for.
"Phew, that took a lot out of me..." Smolder huffed, before getting back on her feet. "There... aren't any side effects to this, are there?"
"Well according to what we've researched about the Dragonstone, as long as we return the magic back to you, things should return to normal." Sunset recalled. "But it did mention potentially inhibiting your growth as you age. Something along the lines of... your limbs growing naturally, but your overall appearance staying the same."
"Eh, I can live with that." Smolder shrugged, before making her way out of the office. "C'mon, Ocellus! Let's go and tell the rest of our friends that we've earned ourselves a field trip!"
Ocellus followed Smolder out, as Sunset turned back to notice a fully-powered up Dragonstone. As Sunset reached out to take the Dragonstone, its surface began to glow brightly, bathing her in a warm, golden light. The power emanating from the stone seemed to flow directly into her, filling her with energy and vitality. The dragon fire had successfully granted Sunset immunity and resistance to magic draining effects.
"Well, looks like that worked exactly as we'd hope." Sunset said, feeling the Dragonstone's newfound power flow throughout her. "Alright, so I guess Sunny Flare and I can now bring everyone to the train station for the field trip. In the meantime, good luck with the school inspection, Twilight."
"Thanks, Sunset." Twilight replied, before handing Sunset a bag of bits. "Here's a little something from the school's budget to help you cover the trip's expenses. Have fun chaperoning this field trip! As for the inspection from the EEA, I'm sure it'll go smoothly, as long as we demonstrate the performance of our students."
As the two ponies waved goodbye to each other, Sunset and Sunny Flare left the office together, searching for Smolder and her group of friends, as well as Sour Sweet. Once they had done so, they gave the full rundown of everything that was just discussed with Twilight. Sandbar, Gallus, Ocellus, Yona, Smolder, and Silverstream were all overly excited to partake in this field trip Smolder had earned for them all, while Sour Sweet rolled her eyes in frustration at now being stuck with a babysitting gig. The former royal guard knew she had no choice, if this meant regaining her freedom, so she swallowed her pride and went along with it, before following Sunset, Sunny Flare, and the students out of the school.
Once the entire group had reached the Ponyville train station, Sunset used some of her bits to purchase eight train tickets for everyone, as they all began waiting. They were in luck, as according to the train schedule posted on the bulletin board, the upcoming Endtrak Express was the last one for the day. Sunny Flare then waved goodbye to the group, as she had now signed up as a new student at the School of Friendship. As the students sat around, they were in a mix of excitement for visiting Hope Hollow specifically, whilst the others were more looking forward to having fun at Slice-N-Shake.
"Do you all think Yona will meet new pony friends in this Hope Hollow place?" Yona asked, curiously.
"I suppose, but since we're going to that new arcade, I'm looking forward to crushing everyone else's high scores." Gallus envisioned.
"Yeah, that's what I hope to take away from the trip as well." Silverstream nodded in agreement. "Pinkie's fun and laughter lessons have certainly been a blast!"
"It'll be a nice change of pace, considering how stressful our exams have been, lately." Sandbar acknowledged. "I don't know what I would've done if I didn't get that A."
"Well, now you'll finally get a rewarding experience." Smolder put her arms behind her head as a cushion. "Pretty sweet how I managed to earn us this whole trip, just because they needed my dragon fire, huh?"
"It was a team effort, Smolder." Ocellus corrected. "You just happened to be the one with the dragon fire."
"Alright, fine... if you say so." Smolder rolled her eyes. "So this new pony... Sunset, I think? I don't think I've ever seen you at the School of Friendship before. Are you our substitute teacher, or something?"
"Oh, um... well, I'm not a teacher." Sunset scratched her ear, feeling a bit embarrassed. "I'm actually Twilight's friend from Canterlot. I just happened to be there when Twilight mentioned that she needed somepony to chaperone you all for this field trip."
"So you're not even a teacher, huh?" Gallus raised an eyebrow. "Well, I guess that means she can't boss us around or hold our grades over our heads."
"Oh, I wouldn't say that." Sunset shrugged, understanding the struggles she went through during school. "I'm just here to make sure everyone has a fun and safe time on the trip. Twilight trusts me with all of you, and she's confident that I can handle any situation that comes up. Besides, I'm sure Twilight does everything she can to make sure you all do well in your studies. I know she's put in a lot of work to make this school a success."
"That's true." Sandbar nodded. "Imagine if the school was still being run by Chancellor Neighsay or Cozy Glow."
"Nasty ponies!" Yona hissed. "Nasty ponies make Yona want to be nasty, herself!"
"Will you all be quiet!?" Sour Sweet snapped, getting tired of all this banter. "It's bad enough that I'm not getting paid to babysit you punks, but now you're giving me a serious headache!"
"Sour Sweet." Sunset looked sternly at the pegasus. "What did Twilight tell you before we left Canterlot?"
"That if she got any report of me misbehaving, it'll affect her decision to lighten my punishment, blah blah blah..." Sour Sweet grumbled.
"Exactly." Sunset crossed her hooves. "If you can't at least try to behave, I'll have to report it when we get back. This is better than being locked up, don't you think?"
"Fine, fine..." Sour Sweet sighed. "Just don't expect miracles, okay? Sheesh..."
"Hey, is that the train we're looking for?" Silverstream flew up into the air, spotting an approaching train in the distance.
"I think so." Sunset glanced over at the train. "I see 'Endtrak Express' on the side, so it looks like our ride's here!"
As the train finally approached the platform, Sunset, Sour Sweet, and the students all handed the inspector their tickets, before getting let aboard the train. Unlike the trains that Sunset had gotten accustomed to riding, this train appeared to be a massive upgrade. Not only was the train's interior decorated beautifully, but there were even beds aboard, allowing passengers to sleep overnight, if needed. As Sunset and her group searched around for their bedrooms, they saw that each room had enough beds for six passengers, which meant that two of them needed to share a separate room.
"It looks like you six are in luck." Sunset opened the cabin, showing the students to their room. "You all get to share a room together, while Sour Sweet and I can take the room next door. Be sure to knock if you need anything, alright?"
"Thanks, Miss Sunset." Ocellus said with gratitude, before admiring the new room with her friends. "This place is so much nicer than the Friendship Express! It's like a hotel room, but on wheels!"
Sunset placed her saddlebag within a storage container and locked it, before turning to Sour Sweet. Although they had initially gotten off on the wrong hoof, Sunset still wanted to give the pegasus the benefit of the doubt, especially after her experiences here in Equestria. She had initially believed there were certain ponies who weren't worth befriending at all, mainly because they were never really her friends in the human world. But after befriending Sunny Flare, and even psychologically understanding Pony Wallflower Blush, Sunset felt that Sour Sweet had potential, too. Was there something in particular that made the former royal guard act so sour, and not sweet at times? Sunset kept this in mind, but for the time being, focused on being a chaperone for the students, like she had promised Twilight.
"Well, as much as I'm not a fan of this community service you hooked me up with, at least we got a decent place to crash for the night." Sour Sweet began laying down on one of the beds. "It's probably built for the rich ponies or something. Guess I'll get some sleep."
"It's a little early for bed, don't you think?" Sunset began skimming the train schedule. "According to this, they'll be serving dinner pretty soon. Don't you maybe want to go out and socialize for a bit? It'd be a nice change of scenery from sitting around in the dungeon all day."
"Well... alright, I guess a decent meal sounds good right about now." Sour Sweet shrugged, before getting up to follow Sunset.
The two ponies exited their cabin and began making their way into the train's dining room. The presentation was absolutely exquisite, it was as if a fancy restaurant was sitting right before them, but on a train! To both Sunset and Sour Sweet, who were well familiar with Canterlot, the standards and vibes were about the same as the high class city they were familiar with, which was definitely surprising. Not even the train in Canterlot went above and beyond for their passengers, yet this arbitrary train headed toward a town that neither of them had been to before, did. 
While being reminded of Canterlot, Sunset looked around the dining room, and spotted in the distance, a familiar stallion who had cooked many of her meals, back when she was Princess Celestia's pupil. It had admittedly been years since they had seen each other, as for all Sunset knew, Mr. Ramsay had cooked for thousands of fillies during his time in Canterlot, and since she was now an adult mare, would he even recognize her? Sunset approached the stallion, who was preparing dinner.
"Mr. Ramsay?" Sunset addressed from the kitchen's entrance.
"Ah, Miss Sunset Shimmer?" Gourmand Ramsay smiled, trotting over to greet her. "Is that really you? I often heard a rumor that you had been banished from Canterlot."
"That's about halfway true." Sunset acknowledged. "It mostly boiled down to Princess Celestia removing me as her pupil, but we've made up since then. I certainly remember when you used to cook for me in Canterlot, and I especially loved your Leaf Wellington!"
"Well, it's nice to see that you remember those times." Gourmand Ramsay reflected. "Ah, yes... I had to go out and buy new produce every night, just to satisfy your cravings for that very meal. Not that I'm complaining, of course. It always meant a lot to me that somepony loved my cooking so much, that Princess Celestia herself had to put in the requested order for me."
"I really do miss those days, they seemed so serene." Sunset reminisced of those good times. "So, why exactly are you now working on the Endtrak Express, if you don't mind me asking?"
"It really boiled down to preference." Gourmand Ramsay shrugged. "I got a little bored of Canterlot, so I took a chance and applied to work here on the Endtrak Express, thinking that it might be nice to travel and see more of Equestria. Little did I know that I'd end up cooking on a train that's practically a moving palace!"
"Yeah, I can't believe how fancy this place is, either." Sour Sweet added. "You'd think we were riding this train to Canterlot, but no. The trains with an actual route to Canterlot are nothing like this. So it looks like you've found a hidden gem worthy enough of your cooking. I should know, since I've tasted it before."
"Well, I must say, it's always a pleasure to have customers who appreciate my work." Gourmand Ramsay said with confidence. "Now, if you two lovely mares wouldn't mind, dinner will be served shortly. We'll be having the braised carrots and eggplant, with a side of garlic mashed potatoes. It's a personal favorite of mine."
The two mares nodded and exited, making their way back into the dining room. It was certainly a treat for Sunset to reunite with her childhood chef from Canterlot, and even Sour Sweet appeared to have respect for the stallion. Since dinnertime was still approaching, both mares decided they needed to do something to pass the time. They glanced over across the dining room, noticing a whole group of ponies who were also presumably on their way to Hope Hollow.
"Well, it was kinda fun to talk to a star like Mr. Ramsay." Sour Sweet had sweetened her visibly sour mood from earlier. "Maybe there's something more to this whole... socializing thing, after all."
"I'm glad to hear that." Sunset smiled, liking Sour Sweet's new attitude. "Sometimes, it's good to just focus on yourself and do what makes you happy. If you want to make a few new friends here, I say, go for it."
Sour Sweet got up and did just that, as she began trotting over to have a conversation with the three mares on the opposite side of the dining room. The only other pony who wasn't currently engaging in conversation was a sky-blue stallion with a top hat and bowtie. Feeling as if she should encourage Sour Sweet's newfound enthusiasm to make new friends, much like she did with Sunny Flare, Sunset got up from her chair and approached the stallion, wanting to socialize herself.
"Hello there." Sunset addressed the stallion, who turned around and gave a friendly smile.
"Oh, hello!" The stallion tipped his hat. "I'm glad to see we've got some newcomers visiting our lovely town! Err, you are heading toward Hope Hollow, is that correct?"
"Yeah, we're taking a little field trip there, it'll be our first time, Mr... uhh?" Sunset began, but was unsure of the stallion's name.
"Oh, how rude of me to not give proper introductions." The stallion put a hoof on his face. "Well, stuff me in an olive and call me a pimento! Except, please don't, since that's not actually my name. The name's Sunny Skies, I'm the mayor of Hope Hollow."
"You're Sunny Skies?" Sunset's eyes widened in surprise, since she had vaguely been hearing about him, along with the possibility of him being the 'Sunny S.' she needed to be wary of. "Oh, well... I've actually heard a thing or two about you, let's just say."
"You have?" Sunny Skies listened on in curiosity. "What'd you hear, perhaps something related to our lovely town's Rainbow Festival?"
"Yeah, I guess you could say that." Sunset replied, trying to see if this Sunny S. had any connection to the one that Party Favor supposedly knew. "Hey, out of curiosity, have you ever gone by the name... 'Sunny S.' before?"
"Uhh, what now?" Sunny Skies scratched his head, unsure of what he was really being asked. "I mean, that sure is one way of saying my name, but I don't really... oh, wait a second! I get it now. Because you haven't told me your name yet, this is just a little introduction to you wanting to play a game of riddles with me. Well that's certainly fun, in that case, go on ahead and give me a hint, and hopefully I'll be able to guess your name."
Sunset went along with it, as Sunny Skies' response made him seem like the least likely pony responsible for destroying and bringing Equestria to ruin. Combined with the fact that he didn't seem to ever go by 'Sunny S.', and as Twilight had alluded to earlier, the stallion looked completely different from her, Sunset immediately ruled out the possibility of Sunny Skies being the culprit behind that future.

"Alright." Sunset thought of a clue to help Sunny Skies deduce her identity. "I'm a close friend and student of Princess Twilight. She taught me the values of friendship, even when I didn't think it was really important."
"Oh... OH!" Sunny Skies began to heavily brainstorm, remembering the last time the Rainbow Dash and her friends had visited Hope Hollow. "Princess Twilight herself actually attended our last Rainbow Festival, and she's shared certain things from her personal life... don't tell me, don't tell me!"
Sunset waited around, giving the stallion some time to think, as Sunny Skies got a closer look at Sunset, recognizing the sunny patterns in her mane and tail.
"Your mane and tail..." Sunny Skies observed. "They resemble the Sun... just like your cutie mark! And since you're a close friend and student of Princess Twilight... AHA, I've got it! You must be... Starlight Glimmer!"
"Well, it was a good try, but I'm afraid you're mistaken." Sunset giggled, realizing that the mayor made the same mistake as Dusty Pages. "No, I'm actually-"
"Come on, you can't fool me." Sunny Skies insisted. "I remember doing enough studies on astronomy to know that the Sun is very much considered a star. And since your mane and tail give off the light of the star, combined with being a close friend and student of Princess Twilight, you absolutely must be Starlight Glimmer. She's told me all about you, back when we had the last Rainbow Festival."
"But I assure you, that's not who I am... at all." Sunset tried to explain herself again. "My name is actually-"
"Oh, alright... I understand." Sunny Skies interrupted. "How rude of me to address you by your full name, like you're in trouble, or something. Who am I after all, your parent? No, so instead, I'll just call you 'Starlight' from now on. Nice to meet you, Starlight!"
"Please, I've been trying to tell you, my name's really-" Sunset began, before getting cut off again.
"Starlight G.?" Sunny Skies suggested. "If your question from earlier was anything to go by? Nah, that doesn't roll off the tongue that well. I liked simply 'Starlight' better, so I'll just call you that. I hope your visit to Hope Hollow will be an amazing experience, Starlight."
"Um... okay... thanks, I guess?" Sunset was unsure of how to respond at this point, so she continued the conversation normally. "Well, it's nice to meet you too, Sunny Skies- err, I mean, uh... Sunny?"
"Either name is fine, though I definitely prefer adding the 'Skies' at the end, since it honors both my dad and granddad, who passed down their Rainbow Generator to me." Sunny Skies explained. "But that's a story for another time, since according to the clock, it's almost dinnertime. Hope you're hungry for some good food cooked by Gourmand Ramsay, Starlight."
"Yeah, for sure." Sunset replied, as Sunny Skies began trotting back to his cabin, prompting Sunset to mutter under her breath. "He can get Mr. Ramsay's name right, but not mine...?"
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Brushing off the fact that Sunny Skies had somehow mistook her for Starlight Glimmer, Sunset brought her attention to the other side of the room. Sour Sweet had been chatting it up with the three other mares, who were all rather friendly. Sunset wasn't able to hear much from their conversation, other than the fact that these mares not only resided in Hope Hollow, but also had jobs there. Once she had mingled enough, Sour Sweet trotted back over to Sunset, and seemed to be in a better mood.
"Those ponies from Hope Hollow sure know how to welcome their guests." Sour Sweet acknowledged, but then unexpectantly turned sour again. "That said, I still can't help but resent this dumb, volunteer babysitting job! Do we really have to hang out with those six obnoxious brats this whole trip...?"
"Well, you know that's what Twilight wanted us to do." Sunset reminded. "And we're supposed to learn something from this, remember?"
"Yeah, yeah." Sour Sweet scoffed, making a mocking face. "The magic of friendship, and all that nonsense. I hear Princess Twilight spewing this kind of thing all the time. Well, I'll try to keep an open mind, but if those brats start getting on my nerves too much, just know that I warned you..."
"Come on, there's no need to resort to anything like that." Sunset said, trying to get Sour Sweet's mind off of potentially harming the students. "And even if they do get on your nerves, you can just talk to me about it, and we can find something else for you to do."
"If you say so." Sour Sweet rolled her eyes. "But hey, now that I've socialized, I'll just be in our room, waiting until dinner's served. Don't bother waking me up until it's time to eat."
The sour pegasus marched back into her cabin, leaving Sunset feeling rather confused. Sure, it made sense how she wasn't wild about the idea of being a chaperone for the students, but why was she still fixated on her sour attitude, despite seemingly making some new friends? Sunset respected Sour Sweet's wishes in not being disturbed until dinner was prepared, so she trotted over to the trio of mares, trying to get an idea of what might've been internally bothering the pegasus, as she was mingling.
"Hey there." Sunset greeted the mares, as they all turned their attention to her. "I see you've met my chaperone buddy there. We're... in charge of bringing some students to Hope Hollow for a field trip, let's just say."
"Oh, how nice of you two!" Petunia Petals spoke up. "We're so lucky to have such wonderful role models for our youth! She mentioned something about this, which I find absolutely humble, given how I'm foalsitting here on the train, as well. It's a lot of work, but I know it's always worth it in the end."
"Well, I'm sure you'll be just fine." Torque Wrench said. "I've seen you with Barley and Pickle Barrel before, and I know for a fact that they wouldn't trade you for any other sitter in Equestria."
"That's something I truly admire about our wonderful town." Kerfuffle added. "I think we're all very fortunate to have each other, such hardworking and dedicated ponies. Though we owe it all to Princess Twilight and her friends, since they not only brought everypony together as a community, but even allowed our colors to return."
"So you all know Twilight, as well?" Sunset responded. "I guess that's not surprising, since I just met Sunny Skies, and he mentioned something about Twilight and her friends attending the last Rainbow Festival. He also said that he's the mayor?"
"Not just the mayor, but also now my fiancé, too!" Petunia smiled. "You should've been there when he gave the speech he had worked so hard on for our proposal, it was the most romantic thing ever!"
"Congratulations, it must be nice to find your special somepony." Sunset commended. "I'm guessing you help him run the town, like the mayor's assistant?"
"Actually, I'm mostly the manager of Hotel Hope, alongside being the librarian, information guide, historian, chef, portrait painter, AND florist." Petunia listed.
"We often joke about you having the most impressive resumé, Petunia." Torque Wrench added. "Though I'm sure that none of those jobs are as stressful as mine, everypony expects the old repair pony to fix their stuff like a magician. It may be even more difficult, now that I'm taking a secondary job here, as the Endtrak Express's maintenance engineer."
"I'm sure you'll do a fantastic job, just like with everything else, Torque Wrench!" Kerfuffle encouraged. "I especially can't thank you enough for fixing my shop's air conditioning unit, even though I was still short around 10 bits!"
"Come on, Kerfuffle." Torque rolled her eyes in amusement. "This is like the fifth time you've brought this up, it's no big deal when it's literally what I'm getting paid to do."
"Taking on a job shouldn't just be about the money, though." Petunia reminded everypony of her work ethic. "It's also important to consider if you have real passion for that job, even if the pay isn't that great. Cause if you hate your job, you really can't be surprised for getting fired. At least, that's the advice I gave to your friend, Sour Sweet."
"You told her that?" Sunset raised an eyebrow, but understood that Petunia's heart was in the right place. "Well, although I can agree with that, real life tends to think otherwise. It's great to find a job that pays well, and is something you're passionate about, but sadly, not everypony can be lucky enough to have such a luxury. Even my friend Rarity, mentioned that although she's dedicated to her craft as a fashion designer, sometimes, business can be slow, and there's not much she can do about it."
"You know THE Rarity?" Kerfuffle's eyes widened. "How wonderful, especially since I recently got to meet her. I've specifically used many of Rarity's works as an inspiration for my own designs, and I've always been happy with the results! That said, I can agree with that mindset. When you can only rely on your passions as a freelance designer, it becomes difficult to rely on consistent business from time to time."
"That's why I chose the career path I did." Torque reflected. "I may not always like my job, in fact, I resent how stressful it can be at times. But it's what I've trained my whole life to do, and I'm happy that it's enough to put food on the table. Your friend there also asked how much I make a year, and let's just say... quite a hefty salary. Being a repair pony pays well."
"Nice to know..." Sunset replied, now getting a better understanding on what must've been bothering Sour Sweet. "But I've learned it's not always all about the money. I mean, I love what I do, and it may not pay that well, but there's just that feeling about making a difference, right? Like, I could be making a lot more at a bigger company, but I'd rather do something that helps others, even if it's not as profitable."
"You could never convince me to rely soley on one job at a corporate company." Petunia shuttered. "I've heard horror stories about sudden layoffs immediately after the holidays, and even mistreatment with underpaying, despite the unreasonable amount of hard work the employees are put through. I know it sounds like I'm overworking myself with the many jobs I've signed up for, but trust me, it's a life of luxury compared to working for a big and successful company."
"Well, I'm sure that with the jobs you three currently have, you're all contributing something great to Equestria." Sunset smiled, before turning to Petunia. "So you mentioned that you're a historian, Petunia? I'm admittedly curious as to why this train is known as the 'Endtrak Express', since it's my first time boarding it."
"Oh, well I'm glad you asked." Petunia began explaining. "Like Kerfuffle had mentioned earlier, when Hope Hollow was devoid of all color and hospitality among everypony, it wasn't doing so well. In fact, we all started struggling financially, after becoming so distant with each other. But when Princess Twilight and her friends came by, they helped each of us find a part of ourselves we were missing, which resulted in the colors slowly returning back to the town, that was once known as the 'End of the Rainbow', as it had been for generations. Hence why it's known as the Endtrak Express, though it wasn't always this fancy."
"You're telling me." Kerfuffle added. "After Hope Hollow began thriving again, we were able to afford renovations for our town train. I took the liberty of designing the interiors you see here, and the addition of train beds to allow ponies to sleep overnight. Cause truth be told, Hope Hollow's certainly pretty far away from Ponyville. And although I came up with the remodeling ideas, Torque here was the one who managed to put everything together."
"Well, I've had plenty of experience working with rail systems, so I'm just glad that I was able to help out." Torque said, proudly. "Besides, I needed to find some work after assisting in the construction of Hope Hollow's latest project, some pizzeria arcade known as Slice-N-Shake, or something like that."
"Oh, that's actually what our students are largely looking forward to visiting." Sunset recalled. "Some kind of a tourists' attraction, from what I've heard. Well, I guess it makes sense why you and Torque are here, Petunia. Maintenance engineer and foalsitting sound like pretty important jobs. What about you, Kerfuffle?"
"I'm just returning from a business trip in Manehattan." Kerfuffle explained. "See, I got the word that a brand new fashion firm opened up recently, known as Pommel's Piqué. I knew the name sounded familiar, as Rarity often held Miss Pommel in such high esteem. When I arrived, I worked with her, alongside her new business partner, Miss Valencia, to pitch the idea of something worn in cold weather. I came up with a sparkly, dark blue fur coat, modeled after some of Rarity's designs. They both loved the idea, but asked if I could return to my shop and bring them a prototype, before they go further with the pitch."
"Sounds pretty interesting, I know a few friends who really enjoy wearing fur from time to time." Sunset reflected the fur outfits her human friends sometimes wore, and was also happy to hear that Coco and Vignette sounded like they were doing well for themselves. "Well, it was certainly nice to meet you all, definitely looking forward to visiting Hope Hollow."
"It's always nice to have new faces around Hope Hollow." Petunia smiled. "We're glad that you decided to visit our lovely town, and we're all looking forward to having you and your students make the most of your visit. If you have any questions about our little slice of Equestria, please don't hesitate to ask."
"Sounds like we could talk more about it over dinner." Kerfuffle chimed in, as the other mares turned to see that the kitchen door had been opened. "Looks like Mr. Ramsay's ready with our entrées."
Gourmand Ramsay rang the dinner bell, alerting every train passenger to report to the dining room for supper. Moments later, Sunset and the three mares were accompanied by the six students, Sour Sweet, Sunny Skies with Barley and Pickle Barrel, and a pegasus mare, whom Sunset couldn't immediately recognize. Sunset gave the students the rundown of what Petunia had just told her, which urged the students to sit nearby Petunia, having all kinds of questions regarding Hope Hollow.
As this was happening, the unknown pegasus mare sat elsewhere with Torque, joined by Sour Sweet, while Kerfuffle sat with the two fillies Petunia was foalsitting. Sunset realized that since there were no more available seats, she had no choice but to dine at the smallest table, which only had two chairs. It felt a bit awkward, in the sense that she had met so many new faces lately, but still ended up having to dine by herself. Luckily, this feeling was quickly disregarded, when she noticed that Sunny Skies was coming by to accompany her, shortly after grabbing his dinner plate from Mr. Ramsay.
"Well, I guess we'll be dining together then, Starlight." The mayor greeted, as he began digging into his food. "While I was in the cabin, it sounded like you've met my wife, Petunia?"
"Yeah, I've just met her." Sunset glanced over at the aforementioned pony. "She's certainly a kind and hardworking mare, and it sounds like you two have a very happy marriage. I'm guessing you're both watching over those two foals, together?"
"You mean Barley and Pickle Barrel?" Sunny Skies turned around in his chair. "Yeah, those twins are the foals of one of Petunia's closest friends in Hope Hollow. They're also pretty well known for being the founders of their very own Rainbow Dash fan club. Petunia and I agreed to not only watch after them, but also take them around Equestria for a little traveling, while their parents are on a business trip. The main reason's because... well, Petunia and I have contemplated whether or not to have foals of our own. Watching over these twins is certainly one way we'll have that practice and experience."
"I'm glad to hear." Sunset commended. "It's always nice to see couples who take care of each other, and help out their friends, as well. Sounds like you two are a great example of that."
"Much obliged." Sunny Skies tipped his hat. "And if you don't mind me asking, what about you, Starlight? Do you have a special somepony back home, or plan to have foals of your own?"
"Well... I don't really know about having foals, at least for now." Sunset replied. "But as for having a special somepony..."
Sunset knew that the only one ever romantically involved with her was the Human Flash, but realized that it would be pretty difficult to explain everything to the mayor, without it sounding all bizarre. And claiming that she had a romantic relationship with the late Pony Flash would feel like a spit on his grave, especially after he had given his piece on the idea of being romantically involved with Princess Twilight. In the end, Sunset eventually decided to allude to Human Flash, but not go too much into detail.
"I used to be close with a certain stallion back home, but..." Sunset began, before thinking of the best way to summarize what had happened. "Let's just say that things didn't really work out between us, to where he broke up with me. I don't really blame him, since... it was really my fault, looking back."
"I'm so sorry to hear that, Starlight..." Sunny Skies' ears went down in sadness. "It's never easy when things like that happen. But please, take comfort in the fact that here in Equestria, it's a big place where there's lots of mares and stallions out there, all looking for their special somepony. If you look toward the future with your head held high, and learned from your past mistakes, I'm sure you'll be destined to find them, someday."
"I appreciate the kind words, Mayor." Sunset took a sip of her cider. "But to tell you the truth, I've felt lonely for a while, mostly because I shunned the idea of making friends. I imagine that certainly contributed to how I treated him back then. And let's just say that... for personal reasons, I'm just not all that interested in pursuing a relationship, but maybe things will change later on. After all, I've still got my whole life ahead of me."
"It's never easy to go through these things." Sunny Skies nodded. "I can't tell you how to live your life, but please, don't close yourself off from the possibility of finding love. Equestria is a beautiful place, and I'm sure there are plenty of ponies here who would be honored to be by your side. I know Petunia always was for me, long before I proposed to her."
"I'll keep that in mind." Sunset acknowledged, as she continued eating her dinner. "For now, I think I'll just focus on enjoying my time here, and helping out wherever I can."
Just then, the kitchen door swung wide open, prompting everyone in the dining room to look over, only to see a distressed and outraged Gourmand Ramsay.
"WHERE'S THE LAMB SAUCE!?!" Mr. Ramsay shouted, as every passenger's eyes widened in a mix of surprise and uncertainty.
"What's a lamb sauce?" Yona questioned. "Yona never heard of this sauce, chef pony."
"Maybe it's a sauce made from sheep's milk?" Gallus shrugged. "Doesn't really sound appealing to me."
"Or is it sauce that you rub on a lamb, almost like sunscreen?" Sandbar suggested.
"My Celestia, don't you even DARE compare it to anything as insignificant as that!" Mr. Ramsay yelled. "My Equestrian-famous lamb sauce is a special concoction of rare and expensive, gourmet ingredients! It's called 'lamb sauce', because it's the favorite treat of my dear pet lamb here, Rumpole!"
The aforementioned lamb slowly crawled out of the kitchen, looking rather saddened by the fact that his special treat had vanished. Rumpole continued staring at the passengers sadly, before slumping back into the kitchen.
"Aww, poor little lamb." Silverstream said, glumly.
"Don't worry, I'm sure it'll turn up." Ocellus assured.
"Oh, it'll turn up all right." Mr. Ramsay huffed. "But not in time for when I make my special dessert tonight!"
"It's just a little sauce, isn't it?" Smolder tried to deescalate the situation. "It's not that big of a deal."
"Well let me tell you, Rumpole's tears of heartbreak have put me in a very sour mood!" Mr. Ramsay glared at the passengers. "And I'm suspecting that someone on this train snatched it from me when I wasn't looking! If my little lamby can't have his lamb sauce, then no one here gets to eat dessert tonight!"
"W-WHAT!?" Sunny Skies choked on his food. "Oh my, this is a LOT more serious than I thought! Folks, Mr. Ramsay's world famous sticky toffee pudding is to die for! We'll all have to work together to find that lamb sauce! Sounds like... we've got a mystery on our hooves, oh, how exciting!"
"Wait a minute, if we can't have dessert tonight, then why don't we just have it tomorrow, instead?" Torque suggested. "I'm sure the lamb sauce will turn up eventually."
"Refusing to help find something that's gone missing, huh?" Sunny Skies stared at the repair pony. "That must make you... a suspect!"
"Wha... me!?" Torque spat, aghast. "You've known me for many years, Sunny! You should know that I've always been a hardworking and honest mare! I'd never steal, let alone from Mr. Ramsay!"
"Plus, she was with us here in the dining room, the entire time!" Kerfuffle added. "How could you, Mayor?"
"Errr... terribly sorry." Sunny Skies realized he took it too far. "It's not every day we encounter a perplexing mystery, so I just wanted to spice things up a bit, to add some suspense and tension."
"Well, the sooner we find that lamb sauce, the sooner we can all have dessert." Torque rolled her eyes. "So, did anyone here see anything suspicious during dinner?"
Every other passenger all shrugged and murmured, rather confused. How could any of them have been the culprit, when they were sitting in the dining room, casually enjoying their supper? While looking around the tables, Sunset recalled everyone who was present at the start of dinnertime. It appeared as though every passenger was accounted for, still sitting at one of the tables. However, Sunset soon realized that one of the seats was empty, and it was the one that Sour Sweet was sitting in.
"Well, I suppose we'll have to figure something out." Sunny Skies sighed. "In the meantime, be sure to keep an eye out for anything unusual. It appears as though we've got a thief, among us!"
"How do we know that someone here took the lamb sauce?" Petunia spoke up. "What if Mr. Ramsay simply misplaced it?"
"It wasn't misplaced, dear!" Mr. Ramsay affirmed. "I had it right here, in my satchel, just about half an hour ago! There's no way that it grew legs and walked off on its own, so that must mean one of you passengers here is guilty! And until I can get my lamb sauce back, nobody's eating dessert, you hear me!?"
Every passenger muttered, as they were about finished with their dinner by this point. Some of them were curiously wanting to try Mr. Ramsay's special dessert, while others felt it'd be better to skip sweets, since they didn't have much of a sweet tooth. They all witnessed Mr. Ramsay marching back into the kitchen, rather infuriated at the fact someone aboard the train had stolen from him. As this happened, everypony else began leaving their tables, ready to return to their cabins. Suddenly, one of the students went up to Sunset and Sunny Skies' table, making the same realization that Sunset had, moments ago.
"Hey, wait a second... where's our other chaperone, Sour Sweet?" Smolder questioned.
"Huh, now that you mention it..." Silverstream began piecing everything together. "I think she was with us at the start of dinner, but she didn't seem to be around when Mr. Ramsay made a scene."
"I suppose that means we might've already found our first suspect!" Sunny Skies began deducing. "I'll go ask around the cabins to see if there's any further clues, since we can't just accuse someone without any proof. You mentioned that you're willing to help out wherever you can, right Starlight?"
"Yeah, I mean..." Sunset began. "It's crummy that this happened to Mr. Ramsay. I'm pretty upset to see him like this, especially since I've known him as a filly."
"Love that enthusiasm!" Sunny Skies nodded. "Then you and I can both go around the cabins and see if we can find anything. I'm sure Mr. Ramsay certainly appreciates your help, Starlight!"
The mayor began marching toward one side of the train's cabins, ready to interrogate and investigate further. Sunset then turned back to the students, some of which having rather confused faces.
"Uhh, did he just call you...?" Gallus raised an eyebrow. "You're not Starlight, what the heck is he yapping about?"
"Yeah, I'm well aware of that." Sunset replied. "I don't really know why he would think that, we look nothing alike."
"Well, to be fair, your names sound pretty similar." Ocellus brought up. "Let's see... 'Sunset Shimmer', 'Starlight Glimmer', I could see a little confusion there."
"Hmm, I guess there's also the fact that Starlight and I both initially crossed paths with Twilight as an enemy, before we befriended her." Sunset recalled. "And... she's the main reason we both accept friendship now. Yeah, in that case... not many ponies really fit that description."
"So... should we tell Mayor pony about chaperone Sunset's real name?" Yona asked.
"I've tried to tell him, but he seems pretty insistent that I'm Starlight Glimmer." Sunset shrugged. "It's like there's no way I can convince him."
"Well in that case, why don't we have some fun?" Smolder snickered. "Maybe we can place some bets to estimate how long it'll take for him to realize what your actual name is."
"I feel like we should focus on finding Mr. Ramsay's lamb sauce, or clues that'll point us to the culprit behind the theft." Sunset insisted. "Besides, I'd heavily advise against you all gambling. Let's just say... I've known from experience that it'll end badly, thanks to a certain rigged ring-toss game I've played."
The students all nodded and took Sunset's advice, before Sunset heard screaming coming from one of the cabins. She promptly rushed over to the scene to investigate, as did the six students. It was coming from Kerfuffle's cabin, and the fashionista appeared to be incredibly distressed. Both Sunset and Sunny Skies entered the cabin, as Sandbar, Gallus, Smolder, Silverstream, Yona, and Ocellus all stood by the entrance to listen in.
"Kerfuffle, what happened?" Sunny Skies asked, concerned. "Are you hurt?"
"Stack my pancakes!" Kerfuffle began, her hooves shaking. "My gems! My precious, precious baby blue sapphires! I had a whole box of them in this drawer, and now they're all gone! Someone must have snuck in while we were all having dinner!"
Overhearing this, the students outside the cabin glared at Smolder with suspicion, causing the dragon to stare back in confusion.
"Why are you all staring at...?" Smolder commented, before she made her realization. "Oh, I see how it is... gemstones go missing, so you automatically blame the dragon? Not cool!"
"Sorry, Smolder." Silverstream apologized. "We should've all known you were with us the whole time. Plus, we wouldn't even be on this field trip without you..."
"Exquisite lamb sauce, and now gemstones?" Sunny Skies said back in the cabin. "I gotta wonder what this thief's intentions are. Those sapphires weren't too important, were they?"
"They were VERY important!" Kerfuffle burst into tears. "I was saving them for my special project at Pommel's Piqué! These were extremely rare gemstones too, and I only have a week to complete my prototype! It'll take months for me to find more of these gemstones! Did Torque actually take them, just because I didn't have enough bits to pay her in full, that one time!?"
"Now, now, let's not jump to conclusions just yet." Sunset tried to keep Kerfuffle calm. "We'll help you look for it, why don't you start by describing what the box looked like?"
"It was a shiny cerulean box, with a gold lock." Kerfuffle sniffled. "I kept it in the top drawer of my nightstand. I... I don't understand how it could've disappeared..."
"Let's see... are there any clues around the cabin?" Sunset began inspecting her surroundings. "Anything that wasn't in here before we all had dinner?"
Eventually, Kerfuffle noticed what appeared to be a feather under her bed, before picking it up with her hoof.
"Hmm... a pegasus feather?" Kerfuffle held the clue up for Sunset and Sunny Skies. "Well, judging from the fact it's yellow, this certainly isn't mine. And it'd be silly to think I'd be guilty of stealing my own jewels."
"I guess we could collect these bits as evidence until further notice." Sunset took the feather from Kerfuffle. "In the meantime, we'll continue searching for further clues."
Sunset and Sunny Skies both left the cabin, as the mayor himself began trotting further down the train.
"It seems like this mystery is becoming even more perplexing by the minute." Sunny Skies commented, as he trotted away to question the other passengers. "You're doing a great job so far, Starlight! Keep it up!"
Sunset then turned back to the students, who were all standing by Kerfuffle's cabin.
"Hey, you don't mind us eavesdropping on you, right?" Sandbar asked. "We want to help, too."
"Oh, don't worry about it." Sunset assured. "It's always good to have a few extra pairs of eyes and ears around. Any ideas on a suspect?"
"I'd still wager my gems that it's Sour Sweet." Smolder crossed her arms. "A yellow pegasus feather? And she was mysteriously absent at the scene of the crime!"
"That kind of reasoning seems logical." Gallus nodded. "It must've been her!"
"Well, wait a minute..." Ocellus interjected. "Weren't there two other yellow pegasai foals having dinner with us?"
"You really think that a child could've committed heinous robbery?" Sandbar raised an eyebrow.
"Did Sandbar already forget about evil child pony, Cozy Glow?" Yona reminded.
"Well, no." Sandbar replied. "But still, I think we should consider all the evidence before jumping to conclusions."
"And let's just say... I've met a filly who's had no choice but to be a thief." Sunset alluded to Lily Pad. "But you're right, Sandbar. Maybe we should check in with those two foals, just to see if they have any leads."
"Yay, this is so exciting!" Silverstream said with glee. "Not every day we get to experience such thrilling mysteries!"
Sunset trotted back the opposite direction, making her way to Sunny Skies' cabin. She knocked on the door, before being let in by Petunia Petals. Accompanying the mayor's wife were the two aforementioned foals, Barley and Pickle Barrel.
"Hey, how are you all holding up?" Sunset asked the trio.
"It's a real shame that someone stole Mr. Ramsay's lamb sauce." Petunia sighed. "These two were really looking forward to that special dessert that the Endtrak Express had originally scheduled."
"Sticky toffee pudding..." Pickle Barrel imagined. "I could almost taste the sensation that would rot away all my teeth, but fill me up with wonderful pudding happiness..."
"Yeah, we were really looking forward to that." Barley Barrel added. "But I'm still pretty sad for Mr. Ramsay's pet lamb. He looked so adorable, I can't believe some monster would steal that little lamby's supper."
"Not to worry, Sunny Skies and I are currently doing an investigation to gather clues." Sunset explained. "Have you two noticed anything out of the ordinary before the theft? Anything suspicious?"
"Well... when we were all having dinner, I did notice that pegasus with the magenta mane and tail leaving the dining room, as soon as she got her dinner plate." Barley Barrel recalled.
"That's not suspicious, Sis." Pickle Barrel interjected. "Even I prefer taking my dinner up to my room, rather than sitting at the family table. Gives me more time to devote to our Rainbow Dash fan club."
"Yeah, fair point." Barley replied. "I sometimes do that too, mostly to draw art of Señor G. Echo. But she did seem to leave in a hurry."
"Oh, you enjoy Señor G. Echo, too?" Sunset said, pleasantly surprised. "Well, good to see you've got great taste in puppet shows! Going back to these leads, Sour Sweet was in a... hurry? I wonder what for?"
"Perhaps she simply wanted to eat her dinner in peace?" Petunia suggested. "Maybe you should ask her, you seem to know her better than any of us."
"Agreed." Sunset nodded. "Thanks for your help, you three. If you can come up with any further clues, please don't hesitate to let me know."
Sunset exited the cabin and turned to the six students, who had just overheard everything.
"So far, it seems like our other so-called chaperone is looking pretty guilty..." Gallus said.
"Yeah, a yellow pegasus feather, combined with her acting suspicious during dinnertime, and in a hurry, no less?" Sandbar went down the list.
"Plus, Yona no appreciate Sour Sweet pony yelling at us all, earlier." Yona added.
"It does seem to be building a convincing case against Sour Sweet, but remember, we don't have any real proof yet." Sunset said, not wanting to make the same mistake she did with Indigo back in Cloudsdale. "Let's not jump to conclusions."
"Well, what do you think?" Smolder huffed. "Do you have any idea why Sour Sweet acted the way she did?"
"Better yet, why is she such a grouch?" Silverstream questioned. "Is it because she's sour-first, and sweet-second? No wait, that probably doesn't make too much sense."
"Going off of my conversations with those ponies from Hope Hollow, I'm beginning to think she's often bitter about something financially." Sunset deduced. "Like... she seemed happy at first to socialize, but then came back with a rather hostile attitude toward me. Petunia and Torque mentioned things about how much they make, and having actual passion for jobs, and I'm guessing... they must've hit a nerve somewhere with her."
"That sounds like even more reason to believe it was Sour Sweet." Ocellus spoke up. "Stealing expensive, gourmet lamb sauce, and even rare gemstones?"
"Plus, didn't she grumble and complain about not getting paid to chaperone us?" Gallus recalled. "Is it not reasonable to believe she's stealing valuable items aboard the train to fulfill this selfish desire of hers?"
"Hmm... you're all making some very convincing arguments." Sunset began to halfway concede. "It seems like we might have a lead to follow after all. Perhaps it's time we confront Sour Sweet, and see what she has to say for herself."
The students began following Sunset back to the cabin she and Sour Sweet were sharing. Upon opening the door, Sunset was rather surprised to see that it was completely empty. She trotted over to the storage container, noticing that her saddlebag was still in there, and the lock was still secure. Thankful that nothing was stolen, Sunset breathed a temporary sigh of relief, before turning back to a group of skeptical students.
"She's not even in her cabin for questioning?" Smolder crossed her arms. "Sounds like we've found our culprit, after all!"
"Should we go tell Mr. Ramsay, and let him know we've found the lamb sauce crook?" Gallus suggested.
"I know this is a bad look for Sour Sweet, but again, we can't just jump to conclusions until we find and interrogate her." Sunset insisted.
"What do you mean, Sunset?" Silverstream interjected. "All of the clues we've gathered so far, they point to Sour Sweet being the culprit! It's gotta be her!"
"I understand why you may think that... but I'm just not willing to jump to conclusions and accuse somepony, if they're innocent." Sunset affirmed, remembering what happened with Indigo and Dash. "I know it'll actually feel worse to wrongfully punish somepony than to not find the culprit at all."
"I suppose that sounds fair." Ocellus began. "But if it wasn't her, then who was it?"
"Yeah, we've followed you around as you were gathering clues." Sandbar reminded. "Plus, we've even talked with those ponies from Hope Hollow, they don't sound like they'd be the type of ponies to commit theft."
"And they were in the dining room with us the entire time." Smolder added. "Haven't we already gone around and questioned everypony by this point?"
As Sunset gave this some deep thought, she suddenly remembered one last crucial detail. They had not questioned absolutely everyone, aside from Sour Sweet. In fact, they still had to get Torque Wrench's side of the story, but more importantly, there was still that other mysterious pegasus who was dining with them all at the beginning. Sunset realized that she turned a blind eye to that other pegasus, as she was the only passenger who wasn't really alluded to, unlike the foals that Petunia was looking after.
"Well, other than Torque Wrench... what about that other pegasus who was having dinner with us all?" Sunset reflected. "I believe she was sitting with... Torque and Sour Sweet?"
"Huh?" Ocellus raised an eyebrow. "Who are you referring to?"
"Yeah, I don't recall seeing somepony like that." Smolder shrugged. "Actually, to be fair, I think we were all distracted from listening to Petunia's stories during dinnertime."
"Torque sat with her, I remember that much." Sunset insisted. "So let's go check and see if she has anything to say."
Sunset trotted over to Torque Wrench's cabin, accompanied by the students, once more. She was able to easily locate it, as she had heard the repair pony's voice. After knocking on the door, she was let inside, and joined in on the conversation she was having with the Mayor.
"Ah, there you are, perfect timing." Sunny Skies said, as he saw Sunset enter the cabin. "I was beginning to lose hope on finding some solid leads, but Torque here was just telling me something interesting, to where we might finally have a breakthrough. Go on ahead, Torque, and tell Starlight here what just happened a few minutes ago."
"Alright, so here's the deal." Torque began explaining. "I was checking around my cabin to see if any of my tools had been stolen, and unfortunately, one of my drill bits went missing. I also thought I might've been missing other tools, but didn't think much of it. Then, all of a sudden, I heard some really strange noises in the cabin right next to mine. So naturally, I went inside there to check for myself, but it was completely empty. I figured I must've been hearing things, but when I came back to my cabin, the noises returned, which really spooked me."
"That's certainly peculiar." Sunset said, trying to analyze the situation. "But since you mentioned a drill bit went missing, do you think whoever took it was responsible for making those noises?"
"Well, it's hard to say for sure." Torque replied. "It could've even been a problem with the train itself, but to tell you the truth, I've worked as a maintenance engineer for over a decade, and I've never heard a train make that kind of noise before."
"Hmm... This is really puzzling." Sunny Skies pondered. "I suppose it's also feasible that someone else made those noises to distract us from finding the real culprit. Either way, it's worth investigating further."
"Well, if you plan on doing some further digging, do you think you could search the train for Sour Sweet?" Sunset suggested. "She's a yellow pegasus with a magenta mane, and purple eyes. We couldn't find her in the cabin she was staying in."
"That's some smart thinking, Starlight." The mayor agreed. "I don't think I've interviewed her yet, so I'll be sure to keep an eye out for her."
Sunny Skies trotted out of the cabin, now searching for the pegasus who had mysteriously vanished during dinnertime. However, Sunset wasn't finished quite yet, as she knew Torque likely witnessed something else crucial.
"Before I leave, Torque?" Sunset pressed on. "One last thing I need to know. During dinnertime, I noticed that you sat with Sour Sweet, and this other pegasus mare at one of the tables. Did you happen to know who that was?"
"I'm afraid I don't, and better yet, I didn't even talk to her at all, during dinner." Torque recalled. "She seemed to keep to herself, but the only reason I sat with her was because I thought she might need some company, being new and all. I was mostly by myself, since Sour Sweet left the dining room, early on."
"Do you have any idea where this other pegasus went after dinner?" Sunset continued. "We've gone around from cabin to cabin, and strangely enough, this mysterious mare seems to be noticeably absent as well."
"Well, here's the really weird thing." Torque began reflecting. "Shortly after Mr. Ramsay announced the theft, I noticed that this mare dropped one of her utensils. So naturally, she bent down to pick it up, or so I thought. As soon as she went out of sight, I looked around and saw that everyone else was returning to their cabin. But then, I realized that once this mare bent over to retrieve her fork, she had completely vanished. As such, I wasn't able to see which direction she went, or which cabin she's in."
"Hmm, that's quite the lead you've given us, Torque." Sunset began putting two and two together. "In that case, I think I now have a pretty good idea on what to really investigate. Thanks a bunch for these tips, I'll be sure to look into everything."
Sunset exited the cabin and began making her way back to the dining room, accompanied by the students, once more.
"Miss Sunset, for the record?" Ocellus began. "We kinda have no choice but to follow you around everywhere, given how our other chaperone's mysteriously vanished, and the fact there's likely a criminal on board with us."
"I understand, Ocellus." Sunset turned back to the students. "I'll do my best to keep you all safe. In the meantime, let's not forget that we still have a mystery to solve here. Whoever's behind all this, they're clearly trying to make us think that it's somepony else. So we need to be extra careful not to fall for any kind of red herring."
After returning to the dining room, Sunset knew that her first step was to thoroughly inspect the table that Torque, Sour Sweet, and that mystery pegasus had been sitting at. As Sunset approached that particular table, the students seemed rather perplexed at what Torque described.
"How would mystery pegasus pony disappear after bending down to grab fork?" Yona questioned. "Are they a g-g-g-ghost!?"
"Well, I don't know if they're a ghost, but it's clear that something very strange is going on here." Sunset inspected the table, but kept in mind that a ghost being involved was plausible, given her recent encounter with Gaea Everfree. "If they weren't a ghost, but disappeared after bending over... could they have escaped through a secret passageway somewhere? Perhaps... under the table?"
Sunset used her strength to push away the rather heavy dining table, hoping she could uncover something crucial. As she had done so, they all began to notice what looked like a hole carved into the train's floorboard. The hole was seemed to be strategically covered up by the tablecloth, and led down into a compartment space below, where the train's compressors, air tanks, and traction motors were being stored.
"Whoa... could that be where the mystery pegasus went?" Smolder deduced. "Call me crazy, but it looks like an adult mare could fit through that."
"Pretty good possibility." Sunset saw the small passageway below the floor, as Sunny Skies approached.
"Well, I wasn't able to find this Sour Sweet pony, but-" The mayor derailed his thoughts as he saw the large hole in the floorboard. "WHAT THE!? Starlight, what happened to the train's floor!?"
"Apparently, this seemed to be purposefully hidden away, under one of the dining tables." Sunset explained. "I might have to go down there to investigate, since I'm almost positive now that this might also be connected to the strange noises that Torque heard."
"Hmm, I see." Sunny Skies nodded. "Well in that case, I'd highly recommend that you wear a gas mask, since there's been reports of toxic gas leaks in some of the train's compartments."
"Sounds like a good idea." Sunset replied. "Where would I find one of those?"
"They're usually kept in the first-aid kits, which are located in each cabin." Sunny Skies replied. "Better head there and grab one, just in case. In the meantime, I'll keep looking around for Sour Sweet."
The mayor turned around and went on his way, as Sunset began trotting back to her and Sour Sweet's cabin. After locating the first-aid kit, Sunset noticed that although the medical supplies were inside, the gas mask bags were ripped open and completely empty.
"Looks like our mystery pegasus thought ahead and grabbed these gas masks for themselves." Sunset sighed, before turning to the students. "Could I please use one of the masks from your cabin?"
"Uh, yeah, of course." Sandbar replied. "Help yourself."
Sunset entered the students' cabin, before finding and grabbing a gas mask for herself. As she was about to enter the hole, the train's intercom began to announce a message from the train's conductor.
"Attention, passengers." The conductor announced. "The Endtrak Express will soon be making a scheduled stop at Bridlewood Station."
Hearing this, Sunset knew that she had limited time. Wherever this mysterious pegasus was hiding on the train, it'd be very likely that the next stop would be their vital chance to make a swift getaway. She motioned for the students to follow her to Petunia's cabin, and asked the mayor's wife to watch after the students temporarily, as she had to investigate under the train. Petunia agreed, and began sharing even more stories with the students, alongside Barley and Pickle Barrel. Sunset then put on her gas mask and climbed down through the hole, trying to see if someone was hiding down there.
Sunset was definitely glad that Mayor Skies had warned her of the dangers of going down here without a mask, as even with the mask on, she could practically still smell the toxic fumes and volatile chemicals used to power the train. It was also quite clear that with the masks missing from her room, the culprit likely planned to protect themselves from inhaling these substances in the same way, by taking them. She climbed her way through the vents below the train, knowing that it was in her best interest to not stay down there, longer than she needed to.
Continuing down through the vents, Sunset could vaguely overhear Petunia telling her stories, signaling that she was now directly below her cabin. To the right of her was where Kerfuffle was staying, and then Torque, respectively. Sunset then remembered Torque mentioning those strange noises occurring within the cabin right next door, prompting her to move underneath that particular empty cabin, to check and see if someone was cleverly hiding in there. The noises she made crawling further into the vents began to startle Torque once more.
"There it is again!" Torque looked down, unsure of what she was hearing. "If this is Sunny's great old Grandpa Skies, please understand that we managed to fix your precious Rainbow Generator and legacy!"
Sunset continued on, until she was confident that she was directly under the suspiciously empty cabin. Once she had reached the spot, she noticed that there appeared to be a vent cover obstructing an opening in the floorboard. Since Torque claimed that there were strange noises going on in this room, but they mysteriously stopped when she went in to investigate herself, it gave Sunset a good peace of mind to simply camp out here, waiting patiently, until something out of the ordinary would happen. It may've been risky to put all of her attention toward a potential red herring, but then again, this was still the biggest lead she had.
After waiting long enough, Sunset noticed the train's rug moving slightly, before a small part of the floorboard was lifted, revealing another hidden compartment below the train, next to the vent she was currently in. Sunset couldn't get an immediate glimpse of who was hiding in that compartment, but deduced that they must've been responsible for creating those noises that had alerted Torque. With a mighty heave, Sunset pushed away the vent's cover and climbed out of the crawlspace, ready to uncover the compartment under the carpet. She uncovered the lid that was obstructing the compartment below, revealing not only that same mystery pegasus, but also several of Torque's tools, Kerfuffle's gem box, and Mr. Ramsay's lamb sauce.
"Wha-!?" The pegasus looked up, surprised. "Where'd you come from!? No matter, you won't be catching me that easily!"
The pegasus attempted to make a break for it, but was no match for Sunset's rather quick reflexes. Sunset managed to pounce on the pegasus and pinned her down before she could exit the cabin, prompting her to call out for help to detain the culprit.
"SOMEPONY, ANYPONY!!!" Sunset tried to attract as much attention as she possibly could. "Come here, I think I've found our thief!"
Sunny Skies and Torque Wrench ran into the cabin as fast as they could, and were rather shocked when they saw who was supposedly the culprit behind everything.
"Well I'll be an olive stuffed pimento!" Sunny Skies exclaimed. "Songbird Serenade!? She's the culprit!?"
"She sure is!" Sunset glanced over at the incriminating evidence. "Look in that hidden compartment under the floorboard, you'll find everything that was stolen!"
"My tools!" Torque gasped, as she trotted over to the compartment, seeing her belongings alongside the other stolen items. "Why, you conniving little crook! How could you do such a thing!?"
"Curses!" Songbird Serenade grumbled. "I was waiting for the perfect moment to make my escape, once the train made a stop at Bridlewood Station!"
"Songbird Serenade, to say that I'm disappointed is beyond an understatement!" Mayor Skies frowned. "From one of Equestria's biggest pop star celebrities!? I mean, I have heard of big name celebrities often being involved in scandals and all, but still! I was such a big fan of your albums!"
"So that's who this pegasus was." Torque realized. "It doesn't matter anymore, now that the jig is up, and the rest of the passengers don't need to worry about their stuff getting stolen!"
"Well, speaking of which, I need some help apprehending the culprit." Sunset spoke up. "Could you let Kerfuffle and Mr. Ramsay know that we've found their belongings?"
"I'm on it." Torque nodded, as she trotted out of the cabin to alert the aforementioned ponies.
"I should've known that like every mystery out there, it's always the one we least suspect!" Sunny Skies commented. "In fact, while I was running around from cabin to cabin, many of the passengers began to spread a rumor that Sour Sweet was the culprit, instead!"
"Speaking of Sour Sweet, what do you think happened to her, anyways?" Sunset questioned. "She just seemingly... disappeared without a trace."
Just then, Kerfuffle and Mr. Ramsay entered the cabin, ready to take back what was stolen from them.
"Ahhhh, my precious baby blue sapphires!" Kerfuffle teared up in joy, as she ran over to grab her box. "And look, it's Mr. Ramsay's lamb sauce!"
"This is wonderful!" Mr. Ramsay exclaimed. "And to think, my little lamby would've gone hungry for the rest of the trip! Nice work catching the culprit, everyone! Now, shall we get this mare over to the Bridlewood Station authorities? I'm sure they'll know what to do with her!"
"I'm afraid we'll have to contact the authorities, separately." Sunny Skies explained. "See, Bridlewood Station isn't actually a stop meant for the passengers to get off at, since nopony lives in Bridlewood. Something about... rumors of a wicked mayonnaise spirit that haunts the forest."
"Yeah, that stop is just meant to refuel and inspect the train for maintenance." Torque added.
"Well, we'll just have to make do with what we can, I suppose." Mr. Ramsay sighed. "By the way, do any of you know of a yellow pegasus with a magenta and mint-green mane and tail? While I was sniffing around for clues, I found her laying unconscious in my kitchen's freezer. Any idea how she ended up in there?"
Everypony glared at Songbird Serenade, knowing that the culprit had a lot of explaining to do. Suddenly, the train's intercom began to ring.
"Attention, passengers." The conductor announced over the intercom again. "We are now approaching Bridlewood Station, and will be making a scheduled stop."
The Endtrak Express pulled up to the aforementioned station, located within a rather deserted but dense forest area. The mayor hit the nail on the head when mentioning that nopony lived here, as the forest gave off similar vibes to the Everfree Forest. The station itself looked rather old and abandoned, but its pump and coal dispensers remained functional. As the conductor unlocked the doors after coming to a complete stop, Sunset, Sunny Skies, Gourmand Ramsay, and the students walked out of the train coach together, now with the arrested Songbird Serenade. Everyone made their way into the station,  ready to take care of business.
"Alright, it'll take a while for them to arrive, but fortunately, we've got plenty of time before the Endtrak Express takes off again." Sunny Skies said to the rest of the group. "Be sure to hold onto Songbird there, while I go behind the counter to dial for the authorities."
"Heh, you think you puny losers can hold me?" Songbird Serenade sneered, before turning to face Sunset. "I think not! Especially not this filthy donkey unicorn behind me!"
"I assure you, young miss, that we are quite capable of holding you here!" Mr. Ramsay gave a stern look at the pegasus. "Also, how dare you call somepony else a donkey? Only I have the rights to do that, and even then, it's quite rude, so I only reserve it for somepony who really screws things up in my kitchen! Either way, who do you think you are, resorting to petty insults like that!?"
"Who am I?" Songbird Serenade reiterated. "Well, I can tell you this much, I'm somepony who still seems to have ended up outsmarting all of you!"
Suddenly, 'Songbird Serenade' began to morph her appearance, similar to a changeling, before glowing an ominous dark magenta color. This was enough to startle Sunset and Mr. Ramsay, prompting them to immediately let go out of pure instinct. In a poof out of nowhere, the pegasus revealed her true form, as Sunset began to slowly make sense of everything, especially after remembering who had originally labeled her as a 'filthy donkey unicorn' before.

"This whole charade was just to see how dumb you ponies really are!" Indigo smirked. "Well, not quite, since I was supposed to sabotage the train to a complete stop, but if I can't do that, I suppose I'll just slow you all down!"
Indigo then sped off deeper into the station, before anyone could even blink. The entire group then stood there, completely perplexed, including Sunset. For one, how exactly was Indigo able to manage the same disguising technique as changelings? And even if Indigo managed to escape the dungeon, why would she suddenly want to slow everyone down from reaching Hope Hollow?

	
		Chapter 76: Idlehood of Bridlewood



After the sudden reveal and escape, Sunset couldn't particularly help but wonder what Indigo's true intentions were, and why the pegasus had attempted to sabotage her trip in the first place. The only connection she could think of was the incident with Rainbow Dash, but that didn't seem like a compelling enough reason to risk derailing the entire train. In any case, it was clear that Indigo was somepony who wasn't above petty behavior, especially after pretending to be Dash, just to save her own hide.
"Might I just ask who in Equestria even was that?" Mr. Ramsay questioned. "If I had two slices of bread on me, I'd put her head in between them and call her an 'Idiot Sandwich', for thinking she could get away with stealing from me, of all ponies!"
"I've been bumping into her lately." Sunset replied. "Let's just say... she's been causing trouble for me and my friends, and it seems like now, she's finally gone too far. I have no idea why she's trying to sabotage our trip to Hope Hollow, but I'm guessing it may be personal, considering how I'm here."
"Well regardless, now that our little mystery's over with, I suppose we should all head back onto the train?" Sunny Skies proposed. "There's... not really anything interesting to see here in Bridlewood Station, especially since it's been abandoned for... too many moons to count, let's just say."
"If I may ask?" Ocellus spoke up. "Why exactly is the train station abandoned?"
"Better yet, whose bright idea was it to set up a train station in an area where nopony even lives?" Gallus questioned.
"Well, according to my Grandpa Skies, there used to be a large population here, mining for valuable crystals." The mayor explained. "But as it turned out, they became far less profitable over time, especially when ponies began to move to the Crystal Empire. The station was originally supposed to be part of a larger rail network that was supposed to connect Equestria from the north to the south, but the project was never completed. Again, this may have something to do with the rumors regarding some mayonnaise spirit haunting the forest, but we've never found any real evidence of its existence. As such, the station's just been sitting here, gathering dust and cobwebs ever since."
"Yeah, in that case, maybe we should just head back to the train." Smolder said. "We didn't come on this field trip to explore some haunted house."
"Come to think of it, we should probably check up on our other chaperone?" Sandbar suggested. "Mr. Ramsay mentioned he found her in the... freezer, of all places?"
Everyone began making their way back to the train, hoping to possibly get a better explanation from Sour Sweet, regarding Indigo's motives. The mayor approached Petunia's cabin, whilst Sunset, Mr. Ramsay, and the students all approached the Endtrak Express's kitchen, where they were all in for an unpleasant surprise, upon seeing that the aforementioned pegasus was nowhere to be seen. This prompted Ocellus and Silverstream to check the rest of the train, whilst Sunset thoroughly searched around the kitchen and freezer, only to find no trace of Sour Sweet.
"Where'd she go?" Sunset turned to Mr. Ramsay. "Didn't you mention that you found her here unconscious, just a few minutes ago?"
"I may be getting old, but I know my eyes didn't deceive me." Mr. Ramsay insisted. "She must've gotten up, while we were all distracted by that Idiot Sandw- I mean, that thief who tried to steal from me."
"Miss Sunset?" Ocellus came into the kitchen. "I just checked your cabin, and she wasn't there either. Our other chaperone's gone missing!"
"I also checked in with the other passengers." Silverstream reported. "None of them had seen her in between the time we got off at Bridlewood Station and now. What do you suppose this could mean?"
"I don't know for certain, but we have to find her before there's any more trouble." Sunset replied. "Especially since our little train bandit escaped into the station. When we find Sour Sweet, she definitely owes us an explanation for everything."

As Sunset and the others began to search every inch of the train for Sour Sweet, things had gone well back at the School of Friendship. Chancellor Neighsay and the EEA were rather pleased with the inspection of the institution, feeling as if they had truly found the one place for any creature to pursue their education in friendship, not just ponies. As the chancellor and committee left school grounds, Twilight waved goodbye to the ponies of educational authority, before she looked back to her friends for a moment, and breathed a sigh of relief.
"Well, that went rather well, all things considered." Twilight said to the rest of the council. "I'm just glad we don't have to worry about the school closing, anytime soon."
"If you ask me, Twilight?" Rainbow chimed in. "I kinda feel like we overprepared for their visit. They didn't even say anything when I accidentally knocked over Chancellor Neighsay's tea."
"I'm guessing that he really turned a new leaf, especially compared to when we first opened the school." Pinkie added. "It's either that, or he's actually taught the rest of the board to embrace friendship as well, which would be pretty surprising, considering this is Chancellor Neighsay we're talking about here."
"Well, it's pretty amazing just how much a pony can change, especially when they learn to embrace friendship." Twilight reflected. "Whether it'd be Chancellor Neighsay, Starlight, Sunset, the list goes on."
"Hey, speaking of Sunset..." Starlight reminded them of the trip that Sunset was currently chaperoning. "How do you think she's handling the field trip with our students?"
"She'll be fine, I'm sure." Twilight assured. "I know from experience that Sunset's great at leading others, and I trust her judgment. I'm certain that she'll make the most of this trip for them, and give the students a fun and educational time in Hope Hollow."
"While we're talkin' about explorin' more of Equestria, much like Sunset..." Applejack spoke up. "Should we focus back on spreadin' out and gatherin' intel regardin' the whereabouts of... you know who?"
"Finding her will certainly prove to be challenging." Rarity responded. "However, I do believe our odds of facing her head-on will have increased significantly. We've now made ourselves immune to the bell's magical draining capabilities, thanks to Smolder's dragon fire."
"That's true, Rarity." Twilight nodded. "We're more prepared than ever before, so let's focus our efforts on locating and bringing her to justice. We can't let her continue to cause chaos and hurt innocent creatures out there."
"Although we're more prepared now, maybe we should ask a certain somepony if she knows who Chestnut really is, and if she has any advice that would help us take her down?" Spike proposed.
"What do you mean, Spike?" Flutershy questioned. "Like... learning her weaknesses? Who would we even ask?"
"Celestia, of course." Spike replied. "If anypony knows what we should do, it'd be her. Plus, she's been the princess for over 1,000 years, and she's had plenty of history with the many foes we've faced, such as Lord Tirek. She's bound to have some insight on Chestnut, I think it's worth a shot."
"But she's retired now." Rainbow reminded. "Shouldn't stopping Chestnut be our full responsibility now, as a council?"
"That's true, but at the same time, asking her for some insight and guidance, it may be our only chance at learning something crucial about this pegasus." Twilight replied. "I'm sure Celestia would be willing to help us if we explained the situation, and at the end of the day, we'll be the ones to carry out everything we need to stop her. Plus, Luna specifically told us that we're welcome to visit her and Celestia anytime in Silver Shoals, back during my coronation."
"You should also mention what that monster ended up doing to Sunset." Spike added. "Didn't Celestia sometimes hint that she saw Sunset as not only her student, but like her daughter too?"
"I'll definitely make sure to mention that as well." Twilight nodded. "Alright, so we're all agreed that I should reach out to Celestia for help, then? If so, I'll arrange a chariot to bring Spike and I to Silver Shoals. The rest of you, please make sure to finish teaching any further classes you have planned for the day, then leave a note in Starlight's office, letting me know where you've gone off to search for Chestnut. Are we all clear, everyone?"
The six other ponies and dragon murmured and nodded understandingly, before Starlight spoke up.
"Clear as day, Twilight." Starlight replied. "Good luck with Celestia, and the rest of you, be careful out there. Let me know if you need any help or support."
With that said and done, Spike followed Twilight outside, preparing for a visit to Silver Shoals, and hoping to get some answers from the former princess of Equestria. The rest of the council unfortunately still had teaching duties at the school, so they had to remain occupied for a while. As the princess and dragon climbed aboard the royal chariot outside of the institution, they began to soar through the air, getting a good glimpse of Equestria as a whole. Twilight looked back at Canterlot from behind, unable to imagine the horrible fate that would seemingly await them in the future, should they fail to stop Chestnut.
"We'd better enjoy that sight of Canterlot now, Spike." Twilight said, glumly. "Who knows how much time we have left before that pegasus grows too powerful?"
Spike put a hand on Twilight's shoulder, understanding how stressful the situation truly was for her, on top of now taking on every other responsibility as the princess of Equestria. Unknown to both of them as they were getting carried off to Silver Shoals, there was another hunt going on back in Canterlot. Not searching for Chestnut Magnifico, but instead, a certain self-proclaimed diva bent on exacting her revenge on Sunset Shimmer, for exposing her true self back in Manehattan.
Max Steele was currently off-duty, and decided to grab some dinner at one of Canterlot's restaurants. He had admittedly been feeling lonely as a long-hour security guard, but was happy to finally spend some quality time with his pet puppy, Mr. Puppy.
"I know they have your favorite here, Mr. Puppy." Max fed his puppy some of his dinner. "Which is why this is my favorite restaurant in Canterlot, next to The Tasty Treat, of course."
Just then, Madame Cinch barged into the restaurant, hoping to grab a bite to regain her energy, especially after being on the run from Manehattan. She took a seat directly across from Max, catching her breath.
"Oh, hello ma'am." Max greeted. "I wasn't really expecting company tonight, other than my sweet little puppy."
"Yeah hi, whatever." Cinch replied, coldly. "You have no idea what I've been through today, I'm just hoping I can get some fresh, premium Appleloosan oats to regain my energy."
"Well, if you're looking for Appleloosan oats, you're in luck." Max replied. "I happen to know this place has the best in all of Equestria. In fact, I have a bowl of them right here, but they've been prepared specifically for Mr. Puppy's liking."
"Oh, so you're one of those types?" Cinch snorted. "Always spoiling your little pets, while you live like a slob. Well, I guess beggars can't be choosers. I'll take that bowl for myself now, if you don't mind."
"No way!" Max shook his head in defiance. "If you want some food, you pay for your own! Especially if you're going to make that kind of comment about me."
"Alright, I apologize." Cinch rolled her eyes. "Now then, would you be willing to share, if we made this a date? Just a fine night between you and I, as long as you pay for my dinner. Better yet, I wouldn't mind if you spoiled me a little, afterwards. Maybe you can buy me a new hat...?"
"Errr... I don't really date, you know, for my job and all." Max replied, awkwardly. "I have to work long hours as a security guard, and I already devote most of my time to Mr. Puppy."
"Hmph." Cinch huffed, folding her hooves. "Fine then. You should get your eyes checked if you're just going to throw me away like that, I am simply a prize! Besides, I didn't really want to date a crusty old geezer like yourself, who's already all gray in the mane!"
"Hey! Watch your mouth!" Max exclaimed, agitated. "And in any case, you're not my type either, you self-centered, arrogant diva! You're also one to talk about being past their prime, if you ask me."
"How dare you!" Cinch scoffed. "A beauty queen like myself deserves the absolute best, not your mangy mutt! In fact... give me that!"
Madame Cinch grabbed the bowl of Appleloosan oats from Mr. Puppy, and began downing the oats like a pig. Max sat there, completely aghast at this, as did his pet. Soon enough, she threw the bowl down on the floor, laughing in a satisfied manner.
"Heh, yeah, that feels bad, huh?" Cinch snickered. "I took your precious oats, and gave them a better home."
As the Madame continued to emit an unpleasant laughter, Mr. Puppy climbed up from his seat, before doing the unexpected. The puppy lunged at Cinch's face, biting her on the snout, and refusing to let go. This prompted the Madame to spring up in pain, screaming uncontrollably, and causing her to stumble out of the restaurant itself. 
"GAHHHHHH!" Cinch shrieked. "You unkempt mutt, how dare you ruin my makeup!
As the Madame stumbled back, she didn't realize that she had backed herself into a tree. She tried to shake Mr. Puppy off of her snout, but only resulted in her constantly hitting the tree with tremendous force. To make matters even worse, this tree had a large wasps' nest at the very top, with the wasps inside becoming increasingly enraged at something seemingly threatening their home. With one final lunge, Madame Cinch ended up crashing onto the tree, her backside hitting the tree trunk with a hard thud. Satisfied at this, Mr. Puppy ran back over to Max Steele, as the Madame held her snout, still wincing from the bite.
"You insolent, flea-infested brat!" Cinch screeched hoarsely at Max and his puppy. "You'll pay for this, you and your sad excuse for an owner, too! I'll make sure you both regret the day you ever crossed paths with me!"
But as Cinch was about to get up, the impacts from hitting the tree had caused the wasps' nest to crumble from its branch, landing directly on the Madame's head. The wasps, angered at their home ending up this way, realized that this pony must've been their attacker. They began to show no mercy, holding nothing back from stinging the self-proclaimed diva, and attacking all together as a massive swarm.
"AAAAH! AAAHHHHHHH!" Cinch screamed, as she knocked the nest off her head and desperately ran for her life. "GET THEM OFF ME! AAAAH! AAAHHHHHHH!"
"Well lady, you got your wish when you said you wanted a new hat." Max watched the Madame get chased off of Canterlot's grounds. "Better be careful what you wish for. Now then, you sure showed her who's boss, Mr. Puppy. I've got no doubt that you'll one day be a great security dog. As a reward, I'll get you two whole bowls of Appleloosan oats instead of just one!"

After searching endlessly all over the Endtrak Express, Sunset and the students were completely unable to find Sour Sweet. As a result, Sunset couldn't help but wonder if these sudden disappearances had anything to do with Indigo, or better yet... was her chaperone partner up to something in connection to Indigo? By this point, Sour Sweet was nowhere to be found, prompting Sunset to call off the search, knowing that there was definitely something even more fishy going on.
"Alright, everyone." Sunset addressed the students. "I'm pretty certain that we've searched every inch of this train at this point, so it's maybe a safe bet that Sour Sweet's no longer on board with us."
"But... we can't just leave her behind, once the train is refueled." Ocellus spoke up. "If she's somewhere in the station, then we've got to go find her, before the train takes off."
"What's the point?" Gallus huffed. "She's very clearly trying to ditch her duties as a chaperone, so we might as well go on without her."
"Yona agrees!" Yona added. "Sour Sweet pony might be even more grouchy than nasty chancellor pony!"
"Once this field trip is over, you might as well report to Princess Twilight about everything she's done." Smolder gave her piece.
"I know it seems like Sour Sweet's dug herself into a hole, for not being around to explain herself, but I'm getting the feeling that we might need to investigate further in the station itself." Sunset insisted. "After all, Sour Sweet wasn't the one stealing everypony's things on the train."
"Speaking of which, out of curiosity?" Sandbar spoke up. "How did you become such a great detective? I mean, most of us believed that Sour Sweet must've been guilty, after all the clues pointed to her."
"Well, to be honest, I had a gut feeling that something wasn't right, and I decided to trust my instincts." Sunset replied. "Though the excitement for being a hero or detective primarily came from my love for Señor G. Echo. He always solved all kinds of crimes and mysteries on his puppet show, and I think he helped shape me into the mare I am today. I still remember his famous catchphrase, it's-"
"Evil will always be spotted, amigo!" Barley Barrel finished Sunset's sentence. "I could never forget that little leopard gecko's snappy catchphrase, he actually inspired my brother and I to start our own fan club, even if it's for the Rainbow Dash. Either way, always happy to meet another Señor G. Echo fan!"
"Glad to hear we have that in common, it's always been the best puppet show I've seen." Sunset looked over at the pegasus filly, before turning back to the students. "But anyways, what do you say? Perhaps we should do a further investigation within Bridlewood Station?"
"I'm up for it!" Silverstream said with enthusiasm. "I'd love to help you out, anything for our chaperone!"
"Is that really a good idea though?" Gallus interjected. "Pretty sure that the train's almost refueled by now. We can't miss our ride by the time we get back."
"Well, if it means getting to the bottom of this mystery, I think it's worth it." Sunset insisted. "I can put in a word to the conductor that we'll need to investigate the station for a bit."
"If I may ask, why exactly are you so invested on doing this?" Smolder questioned. "I mean, isn't our main priority to reach Hope Hollow, as if this was any ordinary field trip?"
"To tell you the truth, it's something a lot more deeper than that." Sunset began explaining. "See, Twilight and her friends are currently dealing with a... newer threat in Equestria, let's just say. Now, don't get me wrong, I definitely want to make sure that you all reach Hope Hollow safely, but I also agreed to take the job to explore more of Equestria, whilst being on the lookout for anything suspicious, since we're all searching for that new threat. Since that pegasus we arrested at the station mentioned how she was deliberately trying to slow us down, I just feel like we can't simply ignore this. Something else could go wrong during the trip, if that makes sense?"
"That does sound pretty concerning, Miss Sunset." Ocellus nodded. "If you think it's extremely important to get to the bottom of this, then we should trust you. What do you all say?"
The rest of the students murmured in agreement, now understanding where their chaperone was coming from.
"Well, if it means we'll get to explore a bit more for our field trip, I'd be on board with it." Gallus said. "At least this ain't a boring old lecture that'll entice us to ditch class, like we did on the first day of school, right everyone?"
"See, there's the spirit." Sunset smiled. "And to tell you the truth, you're not the only ones who've ditched class before, so I totally get where you're all coming from."
"Hmph." Smolder smirked. "This may be our best chaperone yet."
As Sunset and the students stepped off of the train, they noticed Mayor Skies and Torque Wrench on the station's platform, seemingly discussing something troubling. Sunset approached the mayor, wondering what was happening.
"Mayor Skies?" Sunset tapped the stallion on the shoulder. "Is something wrong?"
"Oh, hello Starlight!" The mayor greeted. "Well, no, nothing's wrong per say, it's just..."
"Something is very wrong, actually." Torque corrected. "There's no need to sugarcoat anything, Mayor."
"Well... alright then." Sunny Skies sighed. "You know how we mentioned that this stop is meant to let the Endtrak Express refuel before taking off? Well, as it turns out, the fuel pump seems to now be out of commission. In fact, no matter how long we wait, or how hard we pump, we're not even getting a drop of fuel."
"I've already put in a word with the conductor about this." Torque added. "Without a refuel, the train can't just leave the station, as it's now dangerously low on it. So unfortunately, we're pretty much stuck here at Bridlewood Station, until we can get this sorted out."
"That's certainly troublesome." Sunset replied. "Anything we can do to help?"
"To my best knowledge, there's a master switch somewhere in the station, which can allow us to power it up by force." Torque explained. "I'll have to go inside and flip it myself. From my experience, I suspect that the pump is either clogged, or something in the station flipped the switch."
"Think we may already have an idea on who, considering our little train thief made a getaway in the station." Sunny Skies deduced.
"And she mentioned that she was trying to slow us down, so it's very possible." Sunset added. "Do you think that my students and I can come into the station with you? We're... searching for somepony else, let's just say."
"I appreciate all the help I can get, especially since I've never had to actually go flip the master switch." Torque replied. "I'd advise you all to be cautious, since the station's interior is pretty unkempt, and there could be plenty of spiders or rats lurking about."
Sunset and the students all entered the station, following behind Torque, and unsure of what the repair pony was referring to. Bridlewood Station's main passenger room and ticket booth both looked rather presentable, though the paint was slowly chipping away. However, they soon realized what Torque was referring to, once they headed down the station's hallway, where bits of the brick wall were visible, and there were cobwebs in many corners. Whilst following the repair pony, the students took notice of the unsettling atmosphere, and even their surroundings.
"Hey, is that a jar of mayonnaise, underneath all those spider webs?" Silverstream pointed out.
"I don't think mayonnaise is supposed to ever be THAT color..." Sandbar gagged.
Before long, everyone made it to the station's elevator, which was located at the end of the hallway. Torque pushed the button, but the elevator wouldn't budge, let alone light up.
"Well, that's just great." Torque sighed. "I know for a fact that the master switch is in the electrical room on the floor below, but the only way to get there is by using this elevator."
"What do you suppose happened?" Ocellus asked. "You think the elevator blew a fuse?"
"No, that's not it." Torque replied. "I need a keycard to activate it, since the elevator's been inactive for quite some time. I'm certain that the only place we can get a keycard for this, is the stationmaster's office. Problem is, it's pretty far into the station."
"Well, if it's the only way, we can all help you out." Sunset replied. "Where exactly is the office?"
"The stationmaster's office is a floor below." Torque began. "We would need to go through the maintenance room, and I'm fairly certain there's also a garbage chute along the way. Past that, it should be easy to spot at the end of the corridor, since it has a big plaque on it. However, since I don't have the keys to that office, I might need to head back to the train and grab my toolbox. I'll need something to pry that door open, if needed."
"Alright, in that case, we'll wait for you outside the stationmaster's office." Sunset proposed. "Hopefully we can find that keycard when we meet up again."
"Sounds good to me." Torque nodded. "Thanks again for the help."
Torque rushed back to the Endtrak Express, while Sunset and the students continued on. The creepy atmosphere of the abandoned train station had made everyone feeling uneasy, not helped by the various cobwebs, dead insects, and rat bones scattering the hallways.
"This is quite the contrast from the train we were just on, isn't it?" Smolder said. "It's like we're now in a dungeon, or something."
"You're telling me!" Gallus nodded. "Rats, bugs, and spider webs everywhere. You'd think with the budget they have for the Endtrak Express, they'd invest a bit to tidy up this station."
"That's true, but I'm not entirely sure if they own the station." Sunset responded. "Plus, they mentioned that this station's meant to let the train refuel, since nopony actually lives here in Bridlewood. I wouldn't really see much of a reason to remodel the dilapidated interior, especially considering how expensive that would be."
"Well, if we're going to be here for a while, at least we're going together as a group." Ocellus said. "This place gives me the creeps."
"Tell me about it." Smolder looked around the hallways. "Even these bugs couldn't make it here, since there's little to no food. Looks like a bunch of dead ants, cockroaches, termites, and... what do you suppose those are?"
"Yona not certain, but they look like beetles." Yona observed. "Or maybe... beetle shells?"
"Beetle shells?" Sunset's eyes widened, realizing that it was entirely possible that these other bugs didn't simply starve to death. "Do they look like cocoons, by any chance?"
"Kinda, but they look more like actual shells to me." Sandbar observed. "Why?"
"Err, no reason, I was just curious." Sunset brushed off, hoping internally that this wasn't a sign that a certain species of beetle was nearby. "But hey, the sooner we get that keycard, the sooner we can enjoy our field trip to Hope Hollow. Let's go find the stationmaster's office, but be sure to stick close together."
"You know, Miss Sunset?" Smolder said in a satisfied tone. "You might be the coolest teacher we've ever had, even if you're more of a chaperone. You wouldn't believe the number of times Princess Twilight and the other teachers have made class completely unenjoyable for us students."
"Second that." Gallus agreed. "Remember that field trip we had, where our teachers were pretty much at each others throats, purely because they were competing for Teacher of the Month?"
"And I'd almost be certain that Princess Twilight herself would be against us going off into an abandoned train station like this." Silverstream added. "She always tends to do things by the book, which is why we ended up skipping class once. So I gotta say, thanks a bunch for making this field trip extra fun, Miss Sunset!"
"Well, I'm just glad you all seem to be enjoying yourselves on the trip, even in spite of the circumstances." Sunset said to the rest of the group. "Now let's head on over to the stationmaster's office and make this a field trip worth remembering!"
Everyone made their way down the hallways, searching for a way to get downstairs. The students kept their minds off of the station's creepy atmosphere, now that they were filled with newfound enthusiasm and a curiosity for exploration. Eventually, Sunset came up to what appeared to be an abandoned gift shop, with a rather rusted door. Since her priorities were still on finding the stationmaster's office, she trotted past it, before noticing that the hallway leading downstairs was caved in. A pile of old bricks and debris had blocked off access to the staircase, as if it was caused by an earthquake.
"Awww, those poor stairs." Silverstream examined what was left of the staircase. "We could've gone up and down you all, like you would've wanted."
"Well, this place has certainly seen better days." Sunset noted. "Maybe there's another way to get downstairs through that gift shop. You students feel like doing some window shopping?"
"Eh, why not?" Sandbar shrugged. "Not every day we can pick out a souvenir at an abandoned train station."
Sunset went over to the gift shop's door, and as expected, it was locked.
"Hmm, this is probably why Torque went back to grab her tools." Sunset began pondering. "We'll need to figure out a way to get inside."
"Maybe Yona can make friends with door." Yona proposed, before turning to the door, and turning into a more aggressive demeanor. "Mr. Door! You must be our friend! BE! OUR! FRIEND!!!"
The yak then rammed into the door, making it fly off of the hinges, as everyone else's eyes widened.
"Well, didn't think you had it in you, Yona." Smolder commended. "Pretty impressive."
"Teacher Iron Will taught Yona how to do that once." Yona recalled. "May not be most friendly way, but it seems like it works!"
"Nice work at getting us inside, but please, try not to hurt yourself, Yona." Sunset said. "I want to make sure you're all safe on this field trip, after all."
As everyone entered the gift shop, it admittedly looked like the place had been out of business for decades. The shelves were completely empty, the walls were rotten and deteriorating, and the floors contained more dust than the average vacuum cleaner. The only items that remained on the shelves were an assortment of snacks, which Silverstream and Ocellus took notice of.
"Is that what I think it is?" Ocellus walked over to the shelf. "I forget what they're called, but... the kind of cream cakes that never go bad, if you leave them in their wrappers?"
"I wouldn't, if I were you." Gallus advised. "For all we know, those cream cakes are older than Grandpa Gruff."
"Yeah, maybe, but I mean..." Silverstream continued looking at the cakes, rather enticed.
"Hmm, does anyone see another way we can get downstairs through here?" Sunset searched around the dusty old gift shop.
"Not really." Smolder shrugged. "We could maybe try looking for another way through the back, but I don't see any doors or anything."
"Gift shop just looks like a gift shop." Yona looked around, before noticing a hole in the wall, with a sign that seemingly said 'Trash' above it. "It looks like there is garbage chute in the corner there."
"Oh yeah, didn't Torque mention a garbage chute earlier?" Sandbar recalled.
"She did." Sunset replied. "But I'm not really sure if that's going to help us, if we can't even get downstairs."
Sunset continued pondering, as the gift shop appeared to be nothing more than a dead end. However, this thought was derailed almost immediately, once she noticed the commotion coming from the other end of the shop.
"Give it back!" Silverstream began playing tug-of-war with Gallus and Ocellus, over the box of old cream cakes.
"Come on, Silverstream!" Gallus insisted. "You already had dinner earlier, there's no need to make yourself sick by eating these hundred-year-old cakes!"
"My stomach could still use some mouthwatering dessert!" Silverstream persisted. "Mr. Ramsay refused to give us any, earlier!"
"I'm with Gallus on this one!" Ocellus spoke up. "You don't know where these cakes have been! Even if they seemingly never go bad, we're not risking you getting sick from them!"
"Alright, alright!" Sunset stepped over to break up the fight. "Listen, why don't we just wait for Torque to come back, and maybe she'll help us reach the stationmaster's office? There unfortunately doesn't seem to be an easy way to get downstairs, and she's more familiar with the station than any of us."
Despite stepping in, the three students continued fighting over the box of cream cakes, before Silverstream ended up tugging the box back too hard, and accidentally letting it fly backwards, directly into the open garbage chute.
"MY CAKES!!!" Silverstream screamed, as she immediately dove into the garbage chute, wanting to retrieve her snacks.
"Silverstream, no!" Sunset tried to stop the hippogriff, but realized she was already too late, prompting herself to jump through the garbage chute as well.
"Well, she is our chaperone, so we kinda have to follow her." Smolder shrugged. "Let's ride!"
One by one, the remaining students lined up and began throwing themselves down the garbage chute as well. Despite the funky smells, they were able to enjoy the ride down, as it felt like an extreme version of a playground slide. After a while of sliding down, Sunset and the students found themselves inside a dumpster, which still had old bags of trash that had broken their fall.
"Well, that was admittedly fun." Sandbar commented. "But I think now, we'll all need a bath after this field trip is over."
"Are you all okay?" Sunset got up from the trash pile and looked around, seeing that five out of six students were present. "Silverstream, where are you!?"
"Here I am!" The aforementioned hippogriff popped out of the trash pile with her box of cream cakes, after fishing around in the garbage for it.
"Silverstream, we still wouldn't recommend-" Ocellus tried to stop her friend again.
But Silverstream had already begun snacking on the cakes, initially enjoying the sweet sensation, before realizing that the cakes were as hard as a rock.
"Awwww, are you kidding me?" Silverstream pouted, before throwing the cakes back into the dumpster. "These cakes are harder than that pop quiz we had in class last week."
"We tried to warn you." Gallus sighed. "Besides, if you really wanted dessert, I'm sure Mr. Ramsay would be willing to make his Sticky Toffee Pudding, once we get back."
"Actually, speaking of which... how exactly are we supposed to get back now?" Sandbar questioned. "Certainly not back up through that garbage chute, that's for sure."
"Well, on the plus side, we're downstairs now, aren't we?" Smolder reminded. "And look, that sign says we've reached the maintenance room!"
"You're right, it does!" Sunset squinted her eyes to read the sign from a distance, before turning to Gallus, Ocellus, and Silverstream. "I should probably chastise you three for fighting like that, but since you inadvertently helped us get downstairs, I'll allow it. We're not going anywhere without that keycard, after all."
"Like I've said, coolest chaperone ever!" Smolder repeated herself.
Sunset climbed out of the dumpster, trying her best to ignore the awful odor of the trash, as the students did the same. They began to slowly approach the maintenance room, which was surprisingly unlocked. Sunset didn't know whether to feel grateful or uneasy, realizing the foreboding possibility that somepony else was already awaiting her in the station.

As this was happening, Twilight and Spike had already arrived at Celestia and Luna's home in Silver Shoals, where the two former princesses were curious as to how their new ruler was doing. The princess and dragon sat on the couch, enjoying some tea and snacks that Celestia had provided for them.
"So, I take it that you're already getting used to your much bigger workload as the princess of all of Equestria?" Luna asked, as she sipped her tea.
"Well, I've been busy trying to adjust to my new roles and responsibilities, but it's not easy." Twilight reflected. "I've already worked on plans to improve our magic schools, found a way to help those who were affected by the recent changes, and dealt with all sorts of other matters."
"Speaking of which..." Celestia spoke up, before taking a seat nearby. "You wanted some guidance and insight on this... Chestnut Magnifico, is that correct, Twilight?"
"According to Sunset, that's what her name is." Twilight nodded. "I'm guessing that she most likely knows her name, because she's met her before in the Human World. And I've already given you her description, blonde mane, orange fur, purple eyes, and green eyeshadow."
"Does she by any chance ring a bell to you?" Spike inquired.
"I'm afraid that I don't recognize that name, nor do I recall anypony with the characteristics you've described." Celestia sighed. "But then again, my memory isn't as sharp as it used to be, especially after 1,000 years of ruling Equestria."
"Are you sure that this Chestnut Magnifico is out to destroy Equestria, much like Lord Tirek, Chrysalis, and Cozy Glow?" Luna questioned.
"Well, if stealing Grogar's Bell doesn't imply that's her end-goal, I don't know what would." Twilight shrugged. "Oh, and did I mention that she hurt Sunset, too? She used the Bewitching Bell to not only drain her magic, but also stole her horn!"
"What?!" Celestia's eyes widened. "If this Chestnut Magnifico harmed my daughter in any way, she will have to answer for it! We must find this mare and bring her to justice at once!"
"Well, that's just it." Twilight began explaining. "See, we have absolutely no idea where she's gone off to, nor what her true intentions are. Which is why the council and I are now doing a thorough search all over Equestria."
"Are you absolutely sure you've never come across this pony?" Spike asked. "Maybe you have, but forgot about her?"
"Better yet, are there any other foes you've had history with, whom my friends and I have not dealt with?" Twilight pressed on. "Let's see, there's King Sombra, Lord Tirek, Queen Chrysalis, Nightmare Moon, The Storm King..."
"I'm afraid that just like Cozy Glow, I have little to no knowledge on this Chestnut Magnifico, based on what you've described of her." Celestia sighed. "But as for other potential foes my sister and I have known... Luna, do we know anyone like that?"
"Other than those you've already listed, who are all no longer a threat to us, I believe that there are two more, whom we haven't seen in a while." Luna reflected. "But to be fair, I was stuck in the moon for most of that time."
"Two more?" Twilight listened on. "Who would they be?"
"Well as a possibility, could this Chestnut Magnifico have any connection to that slippery sorceress, who used the Memory Stone to erase memories?" Luna suggested.
"It doesn't seem likely, Luna." Celestia dismissed the idea. "I firmly remember Clover the Clever outsmarting her, and trapping her in a stone coffin for the rest of eternity. Just the fact that the coffin was never uncovered, leads me to suspect that he had hidden it in a place nopony would ever think to look."
"He was Clover the Clever, after all." Luna reminisced. "Well, if it wasn't the sorceress, there is another possibility. Sister, do you remember our birthplace and foalhood home, the city of Skyros?"
"I remember it well." Celestia began reflecting. "It was a beautiful city, full of life and magic. We had many friends there, though there was that one pony who only tried to befriend us for popularity reasons. She never really wanted to be our real friend, in fact, I'm pretty certain that she merely used us, just to get favors from the other residents."
"Sounds like something that still happens in today's time and age." Spike acknowledged. "Remember when the Cutie Mark Crusaders did just that for Twilight Time?"
"Well, nopony's perfect during their youth." Twilight replied. "So anyways, who's this potential threat that you speak of?"
"That's just it, actually." Luna began elaborating. "When Starswirl the Bearded turned my sister and I into alicorns, that was when we moved from Skyros to Equestria. However, before we moved, we distinctly recall hearing this pony from our hometown saying something... rather disconcerting."
"That's right." Celestia began remembering everything. "She claimed that we're no more special than she is, even if we suddenly gained the abilities to raise the sun and moon. And that the next time we would see her, she would rule all of Equestria as the most powerful fire alicorn."
"Fire alicorn...?" Twilight raised an eyebrow. "Is that even a real thing?"
"As far as we know, it isn't." Luna insisted. "At least, not in the way she described it. However, my sister soon theorized that it was possibly an indication that she had been studying forbidden lore, and perhaps made some... questionable discoveries."
"Do you remember what her name was?" Spike questioned.
"Sadly, we never got to know her name, since she didn't even have the courtesy to give us a proper introduction." Celestia recalled. "That's how false of a friend she was, but even then, this could all be farfetched. The idea that the childhood... 'friend' of ours becoming an alicorn, still being alive today, and thriving to become the most powerful fire alicorn in Equestria, I just don't believe it's likely. Especially because she doesn't even remotely resemble this Chestnut pony you've described."
"Unlikely, but not out of the realm of plausibility, if it's not the sorceress." Luna reminded. "But then again, I suppose you could be right, Sister. After all, if even you haven't seen her over 1,000 years of ruling Equestria, for all we know, she could've simply been bluffing."
"Well, I appreciate the tips and guidance you've both given me, but I'm afraid that if even you don't know anything about this Chestnut Magnifico, we might've hit a dead end. Only Sunset seems to remotely know something about her, and even then, it's mostly her name."
"Speaking of which, where exactly is Sunset, now?" Celestia questioned. "Is she all right?"
"We were able to give Sunset some temporary magic, so she's just as strong as ever." Twilight replied. "She still lacks her horn, but she's still the same determined student we both know. Currently, she's busy chaperoning a field trip to Hope Hollow with our school's students. It's a good thing she stepped in to do this, since... let's just say, it was necessary to help us become immune to the Bewitching Bell's powers."
"Alright, well I'm glad to hear that she's fine now." Celestia breathed a sigh of relief. "It's emotionally draining to hear that somepony ended up hurting my daughter, especially after she came around yesterday night to visit Luna and I."
"So Sunset really was in Silver Shoals after all." Spike realized. "You really did end up meeting an imposter in the restricted section, Twilight."
"And I wouldn't be surprised if this imposter was Chestnut herself." Twilight deduced, before turning to her former teacher. "Alright, well I'm glad that you and Luna were able to clear a few things up for us. But if even you don't know who Chestnut is, defeating her... is going to be quite the challenge."
"The only advice I can offer is to continue your research and seek out any information you can find on this Chestnut Magnifico." Celestia advised. "Perhaps if you can find somepony who knows more about her, it might lead you to uncover her true intentions. Just be careful in your search, and do not hesitate to come to me or Luna if you need our help. We may be retired now, but we are most certainly far from obsolete."
"I appreciate the words of wisdom." Twilight nodded. "Hopefully soon, we'll make a breakthrough and put an end to her plans once and for all."

Back at Bridlewood Station, Sunset and the students had already entered the maintenance room, which to Sunset, appeared to be much more industrial than any other part of Equestria she had seen before. This was admittedly ironic, considering how the station itself had been abandoned for quite some time, yet contained fully functional machinery that appeared to be more complex than most modern technology in Equestria. Sunset knew that it was in everyone's best interest to avoid touching anything, unless it was absolutely necessary to reach the stationmaster's office.
"Okay, everyone, stay close together and try not to touch anything." Sunset instructed her students. "Remember, we're here to find the elevator keycard in the stationmaster's office."
"Right, lead the way Miss Sunset!" Ocellus followed behind.
"Wow, are we even on our home planet anymore?" Silverstream commented. "It looks like we're on a spaceship! It's a real shame that most creatures won't get to see this, since the station's abandoned and all."
"Actually, I'm almost certain that even if the station was in good condition, they wouldn't normally let us come in here." Sandbar deduced. "It looks like only engineers or repair ponies are authorized."
"So our chaperone's intentionally letting us break the rules?" Smolder grinned. "I swear, I don't ever want another chaperone other than Miss Sunset here. She really knows how to live!"
"Well, although I love having fun whenever I can, I'm just doing my best to keep you all safe, and show you an interesting part of Equestria." Sunset looked back to her group, before coming up to a halt.
The staircase to the top of the maintenance room was completely broken, and it unfortunately seemed to be the only way to reach the exit. Sunset looked around the area, searching for something that could get them all upstairs.
"Awww, what does this place have against stairs?" Silverstream pouted. "Not that I need them or anything, since I can fly. But still, who would vandalize them?"
"I guess it's a good thing most of us have wings." Gallus spread his wings out. "But now the question is, which of us have both wings AND muscle? Cause to tell you the truth, I typically don't go lifting and flying at the same time."
"I suppose we'll all just go one at a time." Smolder suggested. "At least four of us here have wings, so this shouldn't be too bad."
"It looks like there's a switch there, which can help us get a bit of an elevation on the platform." Sandbar pointed.
"Good eye, that should certainly help us out." Sunset trotted over to the switch and flipped it, but to her confusion, the platform remained where it was.
Moments later, a giant steel cage began to drop from the ceiling, directly onto the students. However, Smolder had heard the noises just in time, prompting her to push Silverstream out of the way.
"WATCH OUT!!!" Smolder screeched, as she managed to push Silverstream out of the cage's range, allowing both the hippogriff and herself to avoid being trapped.
"Miss Sunset, please help us out of here, quick!" Ocellus said, worried.
"Yona... no like small spaces!" Yona said, teeth chattering.
"I'm on it!" Sunset assured her students. "Everyone stay calm, we'll find a way out!"
"Sure you will, but at what cost?" A voice said from a distance.
Sunset immediately turned around, prepared to fight the seeming threat.
"Who's there!?" Sunset looked around the maintenance room. "Show yourself, now!"
Moments later, a pony stepped out of the shadows, revealing herself to be none other than Indigo Zap. The former apprentice of Rainbow Dash glared at Sunset, Smolder, and Silverstream, before speaking up.
"So, you really came this far, even after I purposefully blocked off that staircase on the main floor?" Indigo said, impressed.
"That was you!?" Silverstream snapped. "You big meanie! What do you have against stairs, they've done nothing to you!"
"And ironically, it seems like I was right about you being a thief after all, since you tried to steal everypony's things back on the train!" Sunset narrowed her eyes. "Better yet, what exactly are you doing, trying to keep us from reaching Hope Hollow?"
"Oh, shut your traps!" Indigo hissed. "There's no need to get all worked up. What I'm doing is none of your concern, but just know that since you're involved, it makes the sabotage feel that much sweeter. It's just a shame that trap I set up for you didn't manage to trap all your friends back there."
"That's right, Sunset has us on her side!" Smolder cracked her knuckles. "So if you know what's good for you, you'll let our friends go, before we give you a real thrashing."
Suddenly, Indigo began glowing like she did before, and began to use her mysterious new power to transform her outer appearance into Sunset herself.

"Well, how exactly are you going to do that, if you can't even know who Sunset really is?" Indigo asked, rhetorically.

	
		Chapter 77: Swarm of the Century



Sunset, Smolder, and Silverstream all stared Indigo down, anticipating her very next move. They weren't sure if she was planning on attacking, or expecting to sneak around them to escape, whilst using her new disguise to her advantage. Thankfully, it seemed rather pointless, given how the students had already gotten to know Sunset rather well in the time they've spent together, to where they'd easily be able to identify her. However, unknown to everyone else in the room, Indigo was already one step ahead of them all, especially after making her mistake with impersonating Rainbow Dash.
"So, I suppose the first thing you'd like to do is free your friends from that cage." Indigo said, before holding up a remote with a red button. "But unfortunately for you punks, you'll never manage to do that without this thing!"
"Oh yeah!?" Smolder huffed, taking a step forward. "Well we'll just see about that, you weasel! Silverstream and I are gonna stop you, even if we have to rely on our traditional combat skills!"
"Yeah!" Silverstream agreed. "We're gonna teach you a lesson you won't forget, you little... stair hater!"
"You'd better watch yourself, Indigo!" Sunset continued glaring at the treacherous pegasus. "We won't let you get away with what you've done!"
"Oh, please!" Indigo scoffed. "You three? Ha! I could take all of you on myself if I wanted to! But since I'm feeling so generous today, I'll let you try to stop me! Show me what you've got."
The trio began charging toward Indigo at full speed, and as expected, the disguised pegasus simply backed away and made a run for it, initiating a huge chase atop the maintenance room's high-raised platforms. Indigo had managed to circle the machinery multiple times, and kicked some old boxes at the trio in an attempt to slow them down. It seemed as though her disguise of Sunset had still allowed her to retain her remarkable athletic ability and speed, despite no longer having wings. After giving chase for a while, Indigo spotted a large old pipe that was hanging loosely from the ceiling above them. With a mischievous grin, she dashed towards it and knocked it free from its rusty bolts.
Suddenly, the pipe came loose and crashed to the ground, spilling a torrent of dark, foul-smelling sewage all over the floor. The thick, slimy mess instantly covered the area, making it nearly impossible to run without slipping and falling. Smolder and Silverstream skidded to a halt, their eyes widening in disgust as the muck managed to splash onto them. The dragon and hippogriff slipped and ended up landing on their backs, both injuring one of their wings. Sunset was more tenacious however, and simply ignored the awful odors to continue the chase, especially after climbing out of a dumpster earlier. Unfortunately, Indigo had managed to accomplish exactly as she had planned, which was to isolate Sunset from the two students. After pursuing the pegasus long enough, Indigo managed to hide in a nearby broom closet, seemingly cornering herself. Sunset followed suit, and was ready to finally confront the troublemaking pegasus.
"This is it, Indigo!" Sunset yelled. "You're cornered, and there's nowhere left to run!"
"Oh really?" The voice of the disguised pegasus echoed throughout the closet. "I've been in worse situations before. Besides, you're the one who's actually cornered here, my little fool. You shouldn't have followed me."
"Well, it's too late now." Sunset frowned. "You're going to pay for what you've done."
"Oh, I'm going to pay, am I?" Indigo challenged. "Well, that just sounds like a wonderful idea!"
As Smolder and Silverstream had been slowed down from the sewage earlier, they already lost track of where Sunset and Indigo had ran off to. Conflicted on where to go within the station's massive maintenance room, the two students had no choice but to return back the way they came, to the exact spot with the giant cage that trapped Sandbar, Gallus, Ocellus, and Yona. Without either one of their field trip's chaperones by their side, the students had begun to worry, unsure if they would ever find a way out of Bridlewood Station, let alone return home safely.
"Hey, you two think you could help us outta here?" Gallus said from within the cage. "Yona's already feeling pretty claustrophobic!"
"This is so tight space, and bars are too strong for Yona to bash through..." Yona began chattering her teeth. "YONA! CAN'T! TAKE! MUCH! LONGER!!!"
"Did you manage to catch that crazy pegasus who trapped us?" Sandbar asked.
"And where's Miss Sunset?" Ocellus had begun to worry.
"We don't know where that mean pegasus went, nor Miss Sunset!" Silverstream began freaking out. "But we need to figure out a way to get you all out of there! Who does that pegasus think we are, zoo animals!?"
"Nrrrrrrrgh!" Smolder did her absolute best to lift the metal cage, but to no avail. "Rats! I sadly don't have the strength of Dragon Lord Torch, that's for sure. And I sadly already gave up my dragon fire to give us this field trip. Of all the times for me to not have my fire breath... it would easily melt these bars to free you all!"
"Well, I have my abilities to morph into a dragon, but it's only visual." Ocellus sighed. "No fire breath, sadly. And I highly doubt changing into a fish could help us either."
"Maybe not, but you could probably change into a smaller critter to slip through the bars." Sandbar suggested.
"But... we can't just leave the rest of you in there!" Silverstream interjected.
"Of course not." Sandbar replied. "But perhaps Ocellus could make her way out of the cage, then she could help you two search around for Miss Sunset. Since the maintenance room's so big, maybe it'll be easier to find her by flying around."
"I don't know, Sandbar." Smolder hesitated. "Silverstream and I both slipped and broke one of our wings earlier, while chasing after that crazy pegasus."
"Oh no, are you two all right!?" Sandbar said, concerned.
"We'll be fine, but it's going to take us a while longer to fly again." Silverstream moped. "We're pretty much stuck here until we can get our wings back in shape. Sorry Ocellus, but if you can manage to get out, you'll be on your own."
"Well, I guess that's what I'll have to do then." Ocellus said, determined. "If you guys can't come with me, just stay here and be safe."
"Uhhh, not to be pushy or anything but..." Gallus began, rather disconcerted. "You think you could find our chaperone as soon as you can? Yona looks like she's about to snap...!"
"YONA! NEED! SPACE! NOW!!!" Yona howled, as she began banging on the cage's metal bars.
With a deep breath, Ocellus focused her concentration and began to morph out of her changeling form, into that of a mouse. The mouse scurried out of the cage and down to the ground, squeaking softly. After exiting the cage, the changeling student morphed back into her original form, and began flapping her wings to soar into the air.
"Don't worry, I'll find them and get us all out of here." Ocellus assured the others before scampering off into the distance, searching for any sign of Sunset or Indigo.
As Ocellus frantically searched high and low throughout the maintenance room, she began to feel a sense of panic rising within her. Everywhere she looked, there was nothing but metal and machinery, and there was also the internal fear of possibly getting lost herself. The changeling student knew she had to act fast, especially given the circumstances with Yona's claustrophobia. The adrenaline was rushing through her heart, this somehow began to feel more intense than her extreme study sessions back at the School of Friendship. After enough determination, she eventually noticed Sunset within one of the corridors.
"Hey, over here!" Ocellus called out from a distance, prompting Sunset to turn around, happy to see her student. "What happened to that mean pegasus?"
"Oh, you know, just another pegasus with a stick up their flank, we won't need to worry about her anymore." Sunset assured. "Anyways, I'm glad you're safe. Do you know where the rest of the students are?"
"Yes, of course!" Ocellus nodded. "I'll take you back to them right now! But we must hurry, Yona's becoming quite claustrophobic of that cage!"
Ocellus and Sunset rushed back through the maintenance room, careful not to trip over any of the pipes or machinery. As they neared the cage where their friends were trapped, they could hear Yona's loud howls echoing through the room, which was a dead giveaway on their location.
"Everyone, good news!" Ocellus began to approach the group. "I found Miss Sunset rather easily!"
"Wait just a minute... how do we know that's really the best chaperone we've ever had?" Smolder folded her arms. "After all, that rotten pegasus transformed into her earlier!"
"But... Ocellus seems to recognize it's her!" Silverstream observed. "If any of us here would know about changeling magic, it'd be Ocellus, right?"
"Well, I am pretty good at recognizing changelings, yes." Ocellus nodded. "From what I can gather... I can't sense any natural changeling magic coming from Miss Sunset here. So it has to be her!"
"Besides, I snatched the remote control from that awful pegasus." Sunset held up the remote, before pressing the red button to lift the cage up, releasing Sandbar, Gallus, and Yona. "I just came back to free you students from that awful trap."
"T-Thank you!" Yona ran over to give Sunset a big hug. "You have no idea how much Yona hate being trapped like that! Yona was almost ready to smash all over cage, like rest of family!"
"It's a good thing you showed up when you did, then." Gallus breathed a sigh of relief. "Otherwise, Sandbar and I would be griffon scone jam right about now."
"Well, I'm just glad that we're all safe now." Sandbar added. "Thanks to Ocellus and Miss Sunset, we're finally back on our hooves again!"
"Again though, how do we know that's Miss Sunset?" Smolder continued pressing. "What were we fighting about back upstairs before we jumped through the garbage chute?"
"Oh, you mean that little argument over those cream cakes?" Sunset reminded. "It seemed like a silly argument anyways, since even I wouldn't feed those to a dog!"
"Besides, if she had the ability to morph like a changeling, I'd be able to detect it." Ocellus assured. "I don't sense it coming from Miss Sunset, so it must be her."
"Well, I suppose that's good enough for me." Smolder finally conceded, still looking a bit skeptical, but trusting Ocellus's word. "So, Miss Sunset, what should we do now?"
"To tell you the truth, the diversion of that pegasus had us all sidetracked for a bit." Sunset replied. "Could someone remind us why we're all here again?"
"We were about to fly up that broken staircase in search of the stationmaster's office." Sandbar reminded. "Problem is, now that Silverstream and Smolder injured their wings, it's going to be a lot more difficult for us all to get up there together."
"Perhaps we can find another way up there." Sunset observed her surroundings. "This place is so big and complicated, there has to be another route that we can take to reach our destination. We just need to keep our heads together and think creatively. Come on, every creature! Let's go!"
Sunset and the six students began to exit the opposite way they came, looking for another way to reach the stationmaster's office. Everyone seemed assured that they were following their true chaperone, especially since Ocellus was able to corroborate that there wasn't anything funny going on. Despite this, Smolder still remained somewhat skeptical of the whole ordeal, especially given her experience with being able to identify someone disguising themselves, most notably when Ocellus herself had attempted to take the form of a dragon during their first day of school.
As everyone exited the maintenance room and began searching for another way to reach the stationmaster's office, Smolder's intuition would unfortunately soon prove to be correct. Back in the broom closet where Sunset and Indigo supposedly fought over the remote control, an unconscious body remained on the floor, before slowly moving again, as the wind blew the door open, letting in a glimmer of light. Before long, the pony began to immediately get back up, realizing that something bad must've happened.
"This isn't Canterlot..." Sunset began to slowly reiterate. "Where am I...? Princess Celesti- wait a minute now. I don't think I have my memories erased this time, must be a force of habit. Let's see... I'm chaperoning a field trip to Hope Hollow, we just encountered Indigo Zap, and... SHE KNOCKED ME UNCONSCIOUS WITH SOME KIND OF MAGICAL ARTIFACT!!!"
Recalling the true extent of the circumstances now, Sunset immediately ran out from the broom closet, and to her horror, found absolutely no sign of Indigo, nor the students anywhere. It began to sink in that supposedly, Indigo must've truly utilized her disguise to her advantage, especially after separating her from the students during that chase. Sunset was now all alone in the station, as she had now been separated from the students she was assigned to chaperone, along with her own identity. This most likely meant that unlike with Rainbow, Indigo was now doing more of a deliberate job at playing a convincing role as Sunset, good enough to fool the students. With the situation growing increasingly dire by the second, Sunset scrambled all around Bridlewood Station's maintenance room, before exiting through another side door in the corner.

As this was happening, trouble would soon brew back in the Human World at Crystal Prep Academy, where coincidentally, another Sunset Shimmer had a vendetta toward a different Indigo Zap. Principal Cadance had been on the phone with the parents of two students, whom she knew were rather close friends, to discuss a rather urgent matter. Indigo Zap and Sugarcoat were rather unpleased to be called back to school campus at nearly 6 PM, but knew that they couldn't let anything minor get in the way of their graduation.
"What do you suppose Principal Cadance wants from us?" Indigo questioned. "It's not like us to get a trip to the principal's office just a few days before graduation, let alone at around 6:00!"
"Maybe she's congratulating me on the many college acceptance letters I should've received by now." Sugarcoat remarked, proudly. "As for you, I'd say she probably wants to talk to you about cheating on that math final with Mr. McColt. I know I saw you sneaking those cheat sheets into your desk during class."
"Oh, please." Indigo rolled her eyes. "Like you didn't have your own stack of them!"
"Nope." Sugarcoat shook her head. "I can recite the pythagorean theorem and rules of derivatives in my sleep. You know what else I can do, if Principal Cadance called us in for something else? Mention to her that I witnessed you cheating, even if you only ended up getting a C-."
"You'd better not!" Indigo spat. "If you even DARE think of doing so, I'll make sure your school life in college will be miserable, just like I did to that nerdy girl way back in freshman year!"
"Good luck doing that when you won't even know which college I'll end up choosing." Sugarcoat called Indigo's bluff. "Besides, you know the drill at this point, since I let you take pictures of my homework for a fee. If you want to buy my silence, cough up the dough."
"Fine..." Indigo growled, before reaching into her pocket and handing Sugarcoat a $20 bill. "Let's just get this over with, so I can go home and start training for something that's ACTUALLY important!"
Before long, the two Crystal Prep girls made their way into Principal Cadance's office, and took a seat. It had admittedly been a while since either of them had been in the principal's office, but they noticed that the gloomy and dark interiors were no longer there, as it had been when Principal Cinch was in control. Despite the lively and more cheery atmosphere, Principal Cadance was ready to break some hard news to the two students.
"So, what's up, Principal?" Indigo asked, innocently. "We're not in any trouble, are we?"
"Maybe you are." Sugarcoat scoffed.
"Sugarcoat!" Indigo stomped her foot on the floor in a rage.
"Unfortunately, I'm afraid that there is indeed trouble for you, Indigo." Principal Cadance sighed, as Indigo's eyes widened.
"Please, don't hold me back from graduation!" Indigo began crying crocodile tears. "I DIDN'T MEAN TO DO IT!!!"
"Didn't mean to do... what?" Cadance raised an eyebrow. "This is regarding an incident I had witnessed, involving a break-in with your locker.
"Oh, well..." Indigo fidgeted her fingers, nervously, before recalling what she used to bribe her math teacher for a passing grade. "I didn't mean to give Mr. McColt a pumpkin pie as a treat after the finals. I didn't realize he didn't like pumpkins."
"Wait, what did you say, just now?" Sugarcoat's eyes widened at the principal. "Indigo's locker?"
"Yes, I'm afraid that a few hours ago, I had witnessed what appeared to be two hooligans somehow breaking into Indigo Zap's locker." Cadance explained.
"They... didn't steal our old Crystal Prep uniforms, did they!?" Sugarcoat began hyperventilating.
"Sadly, they did." Cadance sighed. "In fact, according to the CCTV footage from our security camera, it appears that those were the only items that were stolen."
"AND YOU DIDN'T THINK TO STOP THEM!?" Indigo snapped. "WHAT KIND OF PRINCIPAL ARE YOU!?"
"Indigo, you idiot!" Sugarcoat facepalmed. "I knew I should've just kept my old Crystal Prep uniform with me the whole time!" 
"How is this my fault!?" Indigo became enraged. "You were the one who said my locker combination out loud earlier at the gas station! Some crook must've overheard and put two and two together!"
"Like you're even the type of girl who knows what two plus two even is!" Sugarcoat jabbed. "After graduation, I was going to sell my uniform and use that money to pay for my college dorm costs! Thanks a lot, now I'll probably have to live in the campus library, thanks to your incompetence!"
"It's not my fault you and the other girls wanted to store your uniforms in my locker for free, while you all focused on studying for finals!" Indigo huffed.
"Now, now, girls." Cadance tried to break up the fight. "Let's not get any more worked up, shall we? I'm sure we can come up with a solution to this problem. Perhaps we can ask the police to investigate further into this matter, and see if there's any way we can retrieve the uniforms."
"Well, I suppose that's all we can do for now." Sugarcoat groaned. "But to get an idea, do you think we can see the security footage of the two thugs who broke into our locker?"
"Absolutely, the only issue being, there's no audio." Cadance nodded, before playing the footage back on the large monitor next to her desk.
Although the two girls were unable to recognize Gilda, they both noticed that the other girl looked familiar. In fact, it didn't take long for them to realize that the hairstyle, facial features, and even mannerisms, seemed to match up with Sunset Shimmer. Sugarcoat and Indigo's eyes widened at this, before Indigo stomped again, rather outraged. This prompted the goggle wearing girl to storm out of the office to let off some steam, as Sugarcoat accompanied her.
"It was that girl at CHS, Sunset Shimmer!?" Indigo snapped. "What does she have against Crystal Prep Academy!?"
"Well, in all fairness, the other girls and I partook in plagiarizing her and her friends' dance choreography once." Sugarcoat recalled. "Still though, stealing dance choreography is nothing compared to stealing my college dorm rent! Should we let Principal Cadance know who we think the culprit really is?"
"Why bother?" Indigo folded her arms. "She'll probably ask us for more solid proof, especially because that footage was a little blurry, and lacked audio! Well! Two can play at this game! Come on, Sugarcoat. If Sunset Shimmer thinks she can ruin our lives just days before graduation, we'll teach her AND her dumb school!"

Back at Bridlewood Station, Sunset continued to search through the various rooms within the station, only to be met with dead ends, and no sign of Indigo and the students anywhere. She had almost begun to have flashbacks of desperately searching through Canterlot's labyrinth-like main castle during Twilight's coronation, although there weren't any security guards in hot pursuit this time around. However, she knew time was of the essence, especially with the possibility of Indigo being up to no good, and potentially leading the students into an even more dangerous trap. It was still unknown why Indigo was doing all this, but Sunset stood by her original belief that the pegasus was likely doing it out of pettiness, after what had happened with Rainbow Dash.
Eventually, Sunset found herself within what appeared to be an old basement, with records and archives of the station's history. Upon further inspection, Sunset took notice of a framed picture on the wall, showing Grandpa Skies, which listed him as the former stationmaster. It made sense that this would be here, after Mayor Skies had implied that his grandfather had connections with Bridlewood Station long ago. Unfortunately, this didn't really help matters, especially since Sunset was still focusing on regrouping with her students, or potentially finding another way outside the station. Sunset looked around the station's basement for further clues, before finding what appeared to be a hidden message written on the back of Grandpa Skies' picture.
"In case of cravings, check the stationmaster's office, 6-28-86." Sunset read out loud. "Hmm, this combination... maybe that's what we need to find the keycard? I'll have to keep this in mind."
Sunset made a mental note of this combination, before exiting the basement, and miraculously, discovering another room that led up, and outside of the station. There was now a visible night sky, signaling the near end of what now felt like the longest day of her extended stay in Equestria. Unfortunately, due to the barbed wire fences cutting off the forest area, Sunset didn't have many options to go from here, as she was technically outside, but still inside, in some ways. She was about ready to head back into the station to thoroughly search for the students, before hearing what seemed to be... soft crying from a distance? Sunset worked up some courage to approach the station's garbage dump, and eventually noticed what appeared to be a familiar face behind a dumpster. It was Sour Sweet, the other chaperone who had mysteriously been vanishing throughout this entire field trip.
"Sour Sweet...?" Sunset approached the broken pegasus, unsure of what was even happening.
"I... I'm sorry..." Sour Sweet whimpered, tears streaming down her face. "I... I never meant for any of this... please, don't turn me in to Princess Twilight!"
"What are you talking about?" Sunset said, taken aback at this. "I'm just glad to see that you're okay. What... didn't you mean for?"
"Getting you in trouble a few days ago, just because I wanted that bonus from Mr. Steele." Sour Sweet sniffled. "And... now you're probably going to report to Princess Twilight that I was stealing everypony's things on the train!"
"I'll admit, it wasn't cool what you did, back during Twilight's coronation." Sunset acknowledged. "But as for the train thief, I know it wasn't you. I just can't really see you as a crook, being a former royal guard, and all."
"Easy for you to say." Sour Sweet pouted. "Everypony on board hates me, and thinks I've been stealing their stuff!"
"Wait a minute..." Sunset began to slowly process what happened. "Is that why you were...?"
"I went back into my cabin to enjoy my dinner." Sour Sweet began explaining herself. "However, when I overheard Mr. Ramsay announce that his lamb sauce had been stolen, I realized there was trouble. Part of me didn't want to miss my chance to talk with you and the students regarding this matter, but then I began overhearing some of the other passengers accusing ME of being the thief. That got me even more anxious and paranoid, to where I just panicked, and hid in Mr. Ramsay's freezer to save myself the shame. Then, I stepped off of the train and flew all the way here, just to drown my sorrows."
"I guess that's why we found you unconscious in the freezer." Sunset recalled. "I can kinda see why you did this, but... if you truly were innocent, you'd have nothing to hide."
"I know, I know..." Sour Sweet whimpered, wiping her eyes. "But it's just... what if nopony believed me, or heck, tried to frame me on purpose by planting evidence? Besides, I can't really prove my innocence now, can I?"
"Well, I wouldn't really say that." Sunset assured. "Like I've said, I already know who the real thief was, because I just caught her earlier. Mr. Ramsay and the mayor were even around when she revealed herself, so I can assure you that no one believes you're a thief now. If anything, they're just confused as to why you mysteriously disappeared."
"I... I don't know what to say." Sour Sweet said, rather surprised. "Thank you, Sunset."
"No sweat at all." Sunset replied. "I'm just wondering now though... even if everyone was still accusing you of being the thief, why did you take such an extreme level to hide from the problem? I'm sure that sooner or later, we would've discovered the real thief anyways."
"Don't you remember what Princess Twilight said to me back in the dungeon?" Sour Sweet reminded. "She'd maximize my sentence, and also make certain I could never find work in Equestria ever again. With that kind of pressure on my shoulders, something inside me just snapped. I've always hated my job as a royal guard, anyways."
"I understand that what Twilight said might've been a bit harsh, but from my experience with her, it's primarily tough love, when she knows you have hope." Sunset remembered everything Twilight had done to set her on the right path, shortly after the Fall Formal back at CHS. "If you don't mind me asking... what didn't you like about your job?"
"Well... I suppose it's not the job itself, but rather the expectations that came with it." Sour Sweet gave her input. "As a former royal guard, everypony expected me to be this tough, unshakeable pony, always in control of any situation. But the truth is, I'm not. I'm just a normal pony, with normal problems. Sometimes, I just need a break from being a tough and sour leader, because my family always raised me to be a kind and sweet pony. The pay wasn't that great either, and paying rent on time in Canterlot was never easy."
"I guess this was before Twilight became the Princess of all of Equestria, when there were different rules." Sunset listened on. "While I can understand this, why were you a pony who ended up abusing her power? Flash even told me that you sometimes ended up talking trash behind his back, when you two were working together."
"Oh, you know how it is." Sour Sweet continued. "Everypony gets fed up with their job sometimes, and they take it out on those they perceive as being beneath them. I... I wasn't always that way. I used to be just as nice as Flash, but when I was assigned to be Princess Celestia's personal guard, things started to change. Her highness was always so... perfect. Always had a smile on her face, and was so kind to everypony she met. I began to feel inadequate, like I could never live up to her standards."
"I can certainly relate to that, myself." Sunset could never forget how she pushed herself to be Celestia's prized pupil, only to feel that it was still never enough. "If you're anything like me, I suppose that also means you began to feel resentment over time?"
"It was a slow process, yeah." Sour Sweet opened up. "Over time, I began to resent Princess Celestia for making me feel that way. And when I was assigned to protect, I saw that opportunity as a way to prove that I was just as good, if not better than Princess Celestia. I wanted to show that I could be strong, and unyielding, just like she was. But instead, I just became a bully who let nopony stand in my way, I didn't realize what I was doing until it was too late."
Hearing Sour Sweet's words, Sunset's heart sank for a few moments. She herself was certainly in no position to judge the former royal guard, after learning what had led up to her behavior, and that she felt remorse for her actions. She wasn't necessarily just a pony of authority who abused her power, but rather, only did so because she was misguided into believing she was expected to. Sunset also knew from experience as a pony who once resented Princess Celestia, albeit for different reasons, that this sort of resentment would lead into dishonesty, anger, and a series of other psychological factors that would cause her to do all sorts of things that she'd regret to this very day.
Attempting to frame somepony else for a little bonus was rotten, for sure. But Sunset knew that she was no better when she had attempted to frame Twilight for wrecking the CHS Fall Formal, in a dirty attempt to disqualify her from winning her crown back. The resentment, expectations, and peer pressure all contributed to a once sweet mare becoming the type of pony with a sour demeanor, with a tendency to lash out at others. Sunset was able to absolutely empathize with everything Sour Sweet had opened up about, since in her own eyes, she was way worse off in her own path of resentment toward Celestia than the former royal guard.
"I understand how you feel, Sour Sweet." Sunset began holding the pegasus, tenderly. "I had my own resentment against Princess Celestia for a while, and it led me down a dark path too. I know it's hard to forgive yourself, but I want you to know that you don't have to carry that burden alone."
"I... I appreciate that, Sunset." Sour Sweet sniffled. "It means a lot, coming from you. But I still feel like I owe it to those I hurt to make things right, especially Flash."
Hearing this had made things even more heartbreaking for Sunset, especially with the circumstances of Flash no longer being with them, after what happened on Everfree Island. Sunset knew that while the news would be upsetting for Sour Sweet, she would inevitably find out soon enough. By that point, she'd have a much more difficult time accepting the new reality, so Sunset knew she had to build up the courage to let the pegasus know about Flash's fate.
"I'm sorry, Sour Sweet." Sunset's voice trailed off, tears welling up in her eyes. "I don't know how to say this... but Flash... he lost his life on Everfree Island. My friends and I were cornered by rushing magma, and he sacrificed himself to save us..."
"N-No..." Sour Sweet looked as if she'd been hit in the gut, as her eyes welled up with tears, trying to process the news. "It can't be... he can't... oh, Flash... I'm so sorry I never got the chance to reconcile with you, after what happened between us on the last day at the E.U.P!"
The former royal guard buried her face in her hooves, sobbing uncontrollably, as Sunset came by to cradle her, knowing that she'd miss Flash just as much as her. In fact, it felt even more shocking to learn that the both of them not only went down a dark path due to their resentment toward Princess Celestia, but also had a bad history with Flash, albeit completely different ones. Sunset now understood the full extent of Sour Sweet's psychology, and ended up learning that they had much more in common than she would've ever imagined. As difficult as everything currently was for Sour Sweet, Sunset knew that the first step would be to accept the reality of the situation, and mention the best alternative solution for her, once the field trip was over.
"When we make arrangements for Flash's funeral back in Canterlot, you should try to talk to him, Sour Sweet." Sunset continued holding the former royal guard. "Tell him how you feel, and how you're no longer going to treat anypony else like that ever again. I know it's hard that you may not be able to tell him directly, but I know deep down that it'll still help you both find some peace."
"I... I'll try." Sour Sweet sniffled, wiping her eyes with a hoof. "I'll try to find peace with it, and I'll make sure to tell Flash everything I want to say, even if I can't tell him face to face anymore. Thank you, Sunset... for being here for me."
"It's never a problem, though we should both technically thank Twilight." Sunset replied, softly. "She did the same thing for me, way back when I couldn't even have one true friend by my side. In fact, now that you've told me about how you've been feeling about your job, I can let Twilight know, and I'm sure she'd be willing to make arrangements for you. In fact, if you really needed a break from your old job, I'm sure there are plenty of other ways you can serve Equestria, it doesn't have to be a royal guard."
"Thanks, Sunset, that means a lot to me." Sour Sweet sniffled. "Maybe I could work with something else entirely within Canterlot. I'll... I'll think about it. Though when it comes to new work experience, I guess being a field trip chaperone is a start?"
"Well, it's certainly something." Sunset chuckled softly. "Just don't let this be the last time you get to hang out with us, alright? I know we haven't had the best start, but I'm hoping we can all be friends by the end of this. I mean, we're all in the same train, right?"
"Yeah, we are." Sour Sweet nodded. "I'll try not to be such a... grump around you all, and act more sweet, rather than sour."
The two mares continued hugging it out, sending a heartwarming sensation, in contrast to the dark night sky and abandoned old train station. Once Sour Sweet showed she was comfortable enough to pick herself up off the ground, Sunset knew it was time to search for the students, as they both still had plenty of work to do on this field trip.
"Alright, so should we go back to the train and find the students?" Sour Sweet asked. "I'm guessing they're waiting for us right now?"
"Well actually, that's the thing." Sunset began explaining her situation. "You know the actual thief who had been stealing everypony's things back on the train? It was Indigo Zap, the pony who was in the cell across from yours in the dungeon. And if I understand everything correctly, she's used her mysterious transformation powers to disguise herself as me, and fooled the students into following her!"
"In that case, we need to find and stop her immediately!" Sour Sweet insisted, looking at the station. "We can't let her get away with this! I'll help you, Sunset, no matter what!"
The two mares hurried back through the exit, and desperately began searching together for the students. They were still unable to find any sign of Indigo or the students anywhere, making them feel a bit worried at the possibility of already being too late.
"Hmm, where did you last see the students before you got separated from them?" Sour Sweet kept looking around.
"In the station's maintenance room." Sunset replied. "I'm not exactly sure where Indigo could've taken the students off to, since... let's just say we had to get downstairs by a garbage chute. The other stairway leading down was blocked off by the building's debris, so I'm not sure if they somehow found a way back upstairs."
"Hey, wait a second... do you hear that?" Sour Sweet's ear pointed her toward an air vent in the ceiling, which had some vague noises coming from upstairs, prompting the two mares to listen in.
"Miss Sunset, what are we doing all the way over here?" Sandbar questioned from the floor above. "Weren't we supposed to find the stationmaster's office?"
"Oh, well you see kids, the stationmaster's office is... actually back here!" Indigo explained, her voice somewhat muffled by the vent. "We're going to have to get back there through this air duct. It's part of the mystery!"
Hearing this, the two mares observed that the duct leading down would presumably trap the students again within another steel cage, which only made the concern intensify even further.
"Looks like Indigo's walking them right into another trap!" Sunset said, uneased. "And I'm guessing if she needed to know anything to convince the students that she's me, she must've overheard me from this air duct, it's got a pretty big echo going down. Either way, how are we going to get back upstairs in time? We can't get up through there, that's for sure."
"There's actually a way we can both get up there, but it's going to take a bit of trust on your part, Sunset." Sour Sweet explained, taking a deep breath. "I'm going to need you to hold onto my tail really tightly, and I'll use my extra strength to pull you up into the duct. Let's just say... it's a technique that Flash taught me back at the E.U.P. to rescue ponies trapped within tight spaces."
"Okay... I trust you, Sour Sweet." Sunset nodded, taking a deep breath herself, as she leaned forward to get a better grip on Sour Sweet's tail. "We're in this together, and I know you wouldn't lead me astray. This is our only chance now to keep the students safe from that imposter!"
The duo carefully climbed atop the cage, with Sour Sweet's powerful wings spreading wide to brace for impact. With a mighty heave, Sour Sweet launched herself upwards through the air vent, her powerful wings propelling her through the narrow space with an incredible speed. Sunset clung onto her tail, her hooves scrabbling at the smooth metal of the duct as they shot upwards at breakneck speed. After reaching the top, the two had burst through the vent, and landed onto the same floor where Indigo and the students were currently at.
"Wha...!" Indigo stood there, aghast at this unexpected event. "How did you two get up here?" 
The students behind Indigo looked on in confusion, unsure of what was going on. The real Sunset then took a step forward, glaring at the imposter. 
"I'd ask you the same thing, but I already know the answer." Sunset narrowed her eyes. "You've been lying to these poor kids, and thought you were going to get away with it, huh?"
"You mean... you thought YOU were trying to get away with it!" Indigo had attempted to turn the tables. "Look, every creature! Indigo's returned, and she's teamed up with Sour Sweet to ruin your field trip again! Let's get them both!"
However, the students were more hesitant on following 'Sunset', and had instead been curious as to where their other chaperone had been this whole time. Suddenly, Sour Sweet had decided to play along, since she had already spent enough time around both Indigo and Sunset, to know for certain who was the real deal.
"You are... Indigo!?" Sour Sweet gasped at Sunset, as Indigo smirked, knowing that her plan was working. "You mean... I've been helping the train's thief!?"
"That's right, Sour Sweet." Indigo said, confident in her lie. "Though it's not like you were any help in the first place. Now, let's see if you two can stop the whole class from enjoying this field trip. Come on, students! Let's get these treacherous ponies!"
"I...I'm sorry, Indigo." Sour Sweet continued her charade, but winked to the real Sunset. "But... Sunset's the only pony around here who's shown me any kindness! She even released me from the dungeon, and gave me another chance to turn my life around!"
"Sounds like you have every reason to stick by my side, Sour Sweet." Indigo said, believing that the odds were now in her favor. "Now, go on ahead and give Indigo exactly what she deserves!"
"You got it." Sour Sweet nodded, before using her opportunity to fly over to the real Indigo, and knocking her off of the ground.
"Wha-!?" Indigo's eyes widened in surprise. "Sour Sweet! What do you think you're doing!?"
"Doing exactly as you said." Sour Sweet replied, coldly. "Giving Indigo exactly what she deserves."
The two had begun to wrestle over the floor, but unfortunately for Indigo, Sour Sweet had far more experience in combat as a royal guard, giving her the advantage. The former royal guard managed to catch Indigo by surprise multiple times, resulting in throwing the imposter off balance. Before long, Sour Sweet had managed to daze Indigo through a swift kick to the noggin, before throwing the pegasus down through the same opened duct that she and Sunset had flewn up from earlier. Indigo fell all the way down, and eventually plummeted directly into the trap cage that she had set herself. Sunset and Sour Sweet then looked back toward the students, happy that their teamwork was enough to save the students from literally falling directly into another trap.
"So that WAS that rotten pegasus thief this whole time!?" Smolder deduced. "I should've known, my intuition is never wrong."
"But... I don't understand." Gallus scratched his head. "How was Ocellus unable to detect the natural changeling magic?"
"Actually..." Ocellus inspected the real Sunset, and came to the same conclusion she did with Indigo. "I don't sense it coming from the real Miss Sunset, which means... whatever that thief was using to disguise herself, it wasn't natural changeling magic! I should've figured earlier, since... we changelings typically don't glow that particular color when transforming ourselves."
"Chaperone Sunset is not mad at us students, is she?" Yona said, unable to comprehend being fooled.
"No, no, of course not, Yona." Sunset assured. "I'm just glad that everything worked out, especially since Indigo was leading you all into a trap by going down that duct. Luckily, Sour Sweet was around to save you all before it was too late."
"Speaking of which... where WAS our other chaperone this whole time?" Silverstream questioned.
"It's... kind of a long story, I can tell you back on the train." Sour Sweet replied. "But hey, we still have work to do, don't we?"
"Right, we still need to reach the stationmaster's office to get that keycard for Torque." Sunset explained. "We were supposed to get there through Bridlewood Station's maintenance room, but we hit a dead end when we saw that the exit was located at the top of a broken staircase."
"Broken staircase, huh?" Sour Sweet pondered. "Well, that's certainly no issue at all, if climbing up a ventilation shaft was doable. Come on, let's go!"
With the students and both chaperones finally reunited, the field trip to Hope Hollow was back on track, especially once the stationmaster's keycard was acquired. Sunset and Sour Sweet led the students back into the maintenance room they were all in earlier, before returning to the broken staircase. Sour Sweet was easily able to carry Sunset and every other student upstairs with her flight and strength, though she had admittedly struggled carrying Yona by herself. Now that everybody had finally reached the corridor leading out of the maintenance room, they were well on their way to approach the stationmaster's office, which was located at the end of the hall. As Torque had alluded to earlier, the office had a locked door, which prompted Yona to do what she had done before with the abandoned gift shop.
"BE! OUR! FRIEND!!!" Yona recited, before bashing her way through the locked door, knocking it off of the hinges as well.
Sunset and the others walked into the office, and surprisingly, found the elevator keycard lying flat on the front desk. Though if the keycard was here, Sunset pondered what that lock combination she had found behind Grandpa Skies' portrait was pointing her towards. She then brought her attention to a rusty iron safe in the corner of the room, which was the only thing within the office that had a padlock on it. Sunset grabbed the keycard, before inputting the combination that she remembered. The lock had opened, and within the safe was a dusty old book labeled, 'Skies Family Secret Recipes'.
"How did you know the locker combination?" Gallus questioned.
"I found a clue earlier while looking for you students, let's just say." Sunset replied. "Hmm, it's probably not our business to be taking things from this old office, but apparently, Sunny Skies' grandfather was the original stationmaster here. Perhaps the mayor would like to have this, cause otherwise... it'll just remain here in Bridlewood Station until the end of time."
"I'd say hold onto it." Smolder suggested. "Finders keepers, after all, just like we found the elevator's keycard."
"Hey, speaking of which... didn't we see an elevator in that corridor outside?" Sandbar recalled. "Maybe we could use the keycard to get all the way back upstairs with it, since the other staircase is still blocked off by debris."
"That's a good idea, Sandbar." Sunset nodded. "Let's go check it out!"
Sunset, Sour Sweet, and the students all went out of the office, and approached the old elevator. As Sunset swiped the keycard in the slot, it had miraculously lit up, returning electricity to the once inactive power cells. Everyone had entered the elevator, and began ascending upwards, specifically the floor leading up to Bridlewood Station's main passenger room. Unknown to them, Torque and Sunny Skies were waiting right outside the elevator's exit, rather concerned about the passengers' whereabouts.
"What do you mean you couldn't find Starlight and those students?" The mayor questioned.
"I don't know!" Torque panicked. "They told me they'd meet me by the stationmaster's office, but there's no way to get downstairs, since the staircase had been caved in. I'd need a jackhammer to get through that rubble, and I don't have one handy on the train!"
"You think something bad happened to them within the station?" Sunny Skies began shaking.
Just then, the elevator behind the two ponies had opened, revealing Sour Sweet, Sunset, and the students. Sunset had instructed Sour Sweet to bring the students safely back to the Endtrak Express, which the pegasus had agreed to do so. As the group began leaving the station's corridor, ready to reboard the train, Torque and Sunny Skies turned around to commend Sunset on her efforts.
"Well I'll be a pimento sandwich!" Sunny Skies said. "Whatever you ended up doing, you got the elevator working again, Starlight! Great job!"
"It was really no trouble, thanks to this keycard." Sunset handed the repair pony the keycard. "Oh, and I also found this while going through the station."
Sunset handed the mayor his grandfather's old recipe book, which made Sunny Skies' eyes widen.
"Oh my... you found my family's old recipe book!?" Sunny Skies exploded with joy. "My dad always claimed that he had lost it forever, since he never figured out Grandpa Skies' safe combination! Is there anything you can't do, Starlight? You've been an amazing help this entire trip!"
"Well, I'm just glad that I could be of assistance, Mayor." Sunset smiled. "Now that the elevator's powered up, I'm sure that Torque and I can get the Endtrak Express back on track."
"Right then, it's time we get the fuel pumps working again!" Torque nodded, before pressing the elevator's buttons to reach the sublevel that the electrical room was located on.
Sunset and Torque rode the elevator down, hoping that they could flip the master switch without much hassle. Unfortunately for them, they would soon be in for an unpleasant surprise, once the elevator's doors opened. Within the electrical room, camped a massive swarm of red beetles. In fact, Sunset could immediately recognize that due to their sizes and horned appearances, they weren't any ordinary pests, but rather... the Stagma Beetles that Dr. Whooves had warned her about back in Canterlot.
Unknown to Sunset, these were the same beetles that Human Sunset had provoked within the Canterlot library's restricted section. They had remembered Sunset's face and image rather well, and had been searching all over Equestria for their attacker, before eventually giving up and settling down within Bridlewood Station's electrical room. Sunset and Torque widened their eyes at the infestation, but knew that they had no choice but to flip the switch. However, their plan to sneak around the beetles had backfired, once a group of them had awoken, due to sensing the presence of pony fur. These beetles began hissing loudly, which alerted the rest of the horde from their slumber.
"Gahhhhh!" Sunset shrieked, as a pile of beetles immediately began to overwhelm her. "Get these nasty things off of me!"
As the beetles were more focused on targeting Sunset, this gave Torque the opportunity to run over to the opposite side of the electrical room, before flipping back on the master switch. This caused various sections of the area to light up with a high voltage, frying some of the beetles with a spark. Torque then held up an electrified transistor rod, zapping away any beetles that stood in her way, and especially the ones that engulfed Sunset. After enough punishment, the Stagma Beetles decided to retreat as a swarm, as they realized they were very susceptible to the electric shocks.
"I've dealt with plenty of pests in my experience, but it's great to know that a little electricity is all it takes to get them to scatter." Torque helped Sunset back up. "Though... isn't it a little strange how they only attacked you, and not me?"
"Not really sure why they did, but... at least they're gone now." Sunset breathed a sigh of relief. "More importantly, we got the master switch flipped, so the train should be able to refuel again."
Sunset and Torque went back up the elevator, and eventually exited the station itself, before Torque began to work the fuel pump on the station's platform, which thankfully now had its power restored. As this was happening, Sunset knew that it was getting late, and that it was finally time to get some shuteye, after the long and difficult day she's had. Sour Sweet and the students had already gone to sleep in their respective cabins, but instead of returning to her own cabin, Sunset decided to camp out within the students room, just in case Indigo were to return and create another emergency. She had locked the cabin door to ensure there were no further intrusions, before eventually dozing off to sleep.
As this was happening, Mr. Ramsay was in the kitchen, preparing his Sticky Toffee Pudding for the passengers' breakfast the next day. He was unaware that there was a massive swarm of Stagma Beetles sneaking outside the station, which had become attracted to the strong and savory scent of the desserts. Torque had already finished refueling the Endtrak Express by this point, prompting her to let the conductor know that they were now set for takeoff. Unbeknownst to everyone aboard, the Endtrak Express would soon break the world record of having the absolute most stowaways a train would ever have...

The next morning, the train was on the move again, and would expectedly soon arrive at Hope Hollow. Sunset had awoken, but noticed that Sandbar was absent from the cabin. She didn't think too much of it, and believed that he had most likely gotten a head start on breakfast. However, when she unlocked and exited the students' cabin, she went next door to notice Sour Sweet was absent as well. Not only that, but so was Mr. Ramsay, Sunny Skies, and the other residents of Hope Hollow. Sunset had no idea where everybody was, but figured that since the train was still moving, perhaps the conductor had an idea. She went over to the front of the Endtrak Express, where the conductor was still casually driving the train. Sunset knocked on the door, and was invited in by him.
"I'm normally not allowed to let passengers in here, but to tell you the truth, I do feel kinda lonely in here sometimes, so it's nice to have some company." The conductor said. "Though... it seems unusually quiet on the Endtrak Express this morning, don't you think?"
"Actually, that's what I wanted to talk to you about." Sunset said. "I can't find most of the passengers, and I'm starting to get a little worried. You don't happen to know where they might be, do you?"
"I'd imagine having breakfast, or maybe-" The conductor began, but immediately noticed a strange noise from the train's windshield. "Hmm, what was that? Did a bug splatter on the windshield or something?"
Suddenly, a massive swarm of Stagma Beetles had dropped down from the train's roof, obstructing the conductor's view, and making both ponies gasp in shock.
"WHOA!!!" The conductor's eyes widened. "What in Equestria are these things!?"
Before Sunset could even answer, she immediately heard a window breaking from within the train's coaches, prompting her to rush back, only to find the five other students trying to get the beetles off of them in their cabin. They had successfully fended them off, as the beetles began retreating out of the window, and back onto the train's roof. Sunset then surmised what this most likely meant, and why everyone seemed to have mysteriously disappeared. Sunset climbed outside the broken window, and carefully maneuvered over to a nearby ladder on the train, climbing aboard the roof. The five other students had done the same, mostly to see what the commotion was all about. From a distance, Sunset could spot a massive red blob on the center coach, and began approaching it.
It didn't take long for Sunset to realize that her fear was indeed true, in that the Stagma Beetles from Bridlewood Station had somehow snuck aboard the train and kidnapped the passengers. More specifically, every other pony passenger aside from the train's conductor were now in the firm grasp of those vicious beetles.

"Buckle up, students!" Sunset said to the five students standing behind her in complete shock. "The train's been hijacked!"

	
		Chapter 78: What About the Bug Attack on the Ponies?



The situation was more dire than ever, not only because every other pony passenger aboard the Endtrak Express had been abducted by those beetles, but that the battle was now about to commence atop a moving train. It was unknown what the Stagma Beetles were after, though Sunset deduced that they were most likely here for food, as they had been stated to be one of the main natural predators of ponies. This was the case, as these beetles had been in an eternal slumber within Canterlot Library's restricted section, centuries without food, and were primarily there to deter anyone from Clover the Clever's hidden shrine. Wherever these beetles came from, Sunset knew that it was certainly up to her to save the other passengers, while also protecting her students.
"What are we going to do!?" Gallus shrieked. "Ocellus, are these relatives of yours, by any chance? Can you speak their language!?"
"I may be a bug creature, but I can't speak to bugs!" Ocellus replied. "I've never even seen these big red bugs before, never mind knowing if I can speak their native tongue!"
"I can try something!" Silverstream volunteered. "Let's see... Bzzzt! BZZZZZZZZZT!!! Aw, it didn't work..."
"Those sounds would only make sense if they were bees or mosquitoes!" Smolder sighed. "Either way, looks like we're all about to become some hardcore beetle exterminators, isn't that right, every creature!?"
"Mean nasty beetles have Sandbar in their grip!" Yona snorted angrily. "Yona say... WE CHARGE!!!"
As the yak began to charge forward like a bull, she was immediately stopped by Sunset, who knew that these beetles were unlike any other species in Equestria, and were capable of devouring fully healthy ponies.
"Yona, stop!" Sunset held the yak back with all her strength. "These aren't ordinary bugs, and charging headfirst into them isn't going to help. We need to come up with a plan first!"
"But Sandbar's already been abducted!" Ocellus said, worried. "The longer we wait, the worse the situation will be for everypony trapped in that horde!"
"I know, but we can't just rush in there." Sunset tried to keep herself calm. "If we don't have a plan, we'll end up like the rest of the passengers."
"What even are these things, anyways!?" Smolder glared at the pile of vicious beetles. "And how did they even get aboard the train!?"
"They're called Stagma Beetles!" Sunset began explaining. "They're the natural predators of ponies, and they're capable of breathing fire! Whatever you do, stay back from them until we have a thorough plan! "
"That's it?" Smolder raised an eyebrow, before smirking. "Well fortunately, five of us here are not ponies, and one of us five is also fireproof, even if she lost her dragon fire recently. Stay back and watch, this should be a snap."
By this point, the Stagma Beetles had completely obscured the passengers from view, doing anything they could to prevent their prey from potentially escaping. Smolder marched right up to the beetle swarm, and was ready to put her bravery to the ultimate test.
"Hey, ugly beetles!" Smolder pointed at the swarm, which gathered their attention. "You think you're hot stuff, huh!? Well, get a load of this!"
Despite no longer possessing her own dragon fire, Smolder inhaled deeply, before emitting a large cloud of soot at the beetles, which only acted as a mere annoyance to them. In response, the Stagma Beetles simply shook the soot off, and retaliated by breathing their own streams of flames at the dragon. Smolder let the attacks come her way, before she suddenly realized that the fires actually caused a burning sensation on her body, and even charred her scales. She ended up flinching and falling back, before shaking the char marks off of her.
"Well that... didn't go as planned." Smolder picked herself up. "Either losing my dragon fire also made me lose my immunity to fire, or those beetles can breathe flames hotter than the sun!"
"Maybe both, actually." Sunset speculated. "Although I've never actually seen them before, I've studied these beetles back at the School For Gifted Unicorns. Stagma Beetles are known to have a high resistance to heat and fire! Without your dragon fire, Smolder, you're just as vulnerable as the rest of us."
"Well, what are we supposed to do now?" Gallus said, looking back at the swarm. "We've gotta save Sandbar and everypony else before they get eaten!"
"Miss Sunset, I know you said we need a plan, but it seems like we have no choice but to improvise!" Ocellus gave her piece. "We don't really have a lot of time to strategically plan something out, when everypony's lives are on the line!"
"Alright, I suppose you have a point." Sunset conceded, realizing that Ocellus was right. "Let's not panic, and bear in mind that we need to work together to get through this. Silverstream, can you distract the beetles, while the rest of us sneak over to save the passengers?"
"I'll do my best!" Silverstream said, determined, before she flew over to the swarm. "Hey, red beetle thingies! You want to see a magic trick!?"
The hippogriff used her powers to shapeshift into a seapony, before using her tail fin to whack into the beetle swarm, pushing them back. As they recovered, she then quickly darted behind them and began using her tail fin to keep them distracted with more whacks, some of which had begun to temporarily stun them.
"Alright, looks like Silverstream's bought us some time." Smolder noted. "What next?"
"We need to use our own abilities to our advantage, and theirs against them!" Sunset encouraged, before giving instructions. "Yona, you think you can plow down those beetles, like you did with those doors at Bridlewood Station? But aim for the side of the swarm, and try to knock some of those beetles off of the train!"
"EVIL BUGS, YOU WILL BE! OUR! FRIENDS!" Yona charged forward, using her body as a battering ram against the side of the beetle swarm, knocking some of them off the Endtrak Express's roof, before noticing Sandbar at the bottom. "Sandbar, Yona must save you from nasty mean bugs!"
"B-But you need to focus on stopping the beetles, not getting me out!" Sandbar tried to warn Yona, before noticing that the beetles' grip on him was getting even tighter than before.
"Yona!" Sunset called out from a distance. "There's too many beetles, we can't rescue anypony until we've dispersed them apart!"
"O-Okay!" Yona replied, before charging back into the swarm, knocking more beetles off the train and away from Sandbar. "Sandbar, Yona will save you! Don't worry!"
"Alright, Chaperone." Smolder looked back at Sunset. "Anything we can do? Yona and Silverstream can't hold them off forever."
"Actually, yes." Sunset began to formulate her plan. "Smolder, I want you to try and distract the beetles on top with your smoke breath, while I knock away the beetles in the center of the swarm. Once we have a clear path, we can all rush in and rescue everypony! Ocellus, Gallus, can you two follow behind me and try your best to rescue the passengers while we do this?"
"Sure thing, chaperone!" Gallus nodded. "Those pesky pests won't hurt our Sandbar!"
"We won't let you down, Miss Sunset!" Ocellus turned to the swarm. "Never thought I'd get to fight another swarm, like I did when I was under the reign of Queen Chrysalis!"
Smolder immediately flew upwards and emitted a large cloud of smoke and soot to distract most of the beetles, though this also inadvertently began to affect the passengers on top, in a form of collateral damage.
"Ughhh!" Mr. Ramsay coughed from within the pile of beetles. "If I could feel my hooves right now, I'd pulverize these vermin for reminding me of the time some donkey in the kitchen was cooking with a burnt frying pan!"
As the beetles were blinded and slowed down by the smoke cloud, Sunset ran straight into the horde, using her strength and martial art skills to kick away some of the beetles in her path, whilst Gallus and Ocellus did the same. The griffon and changeling suddenly noticed Sandbar, and realized that as they were plowing away most of the beetles at this point, this was their perfect chance to rescue their friend.
"Sandbar, there you are!" Gallus pointed. "We gave those beetles a good thrashing, huh? Quickly, grab on!"
"That's right, don't you worry!" Ocellus assured. "Just grab onto one of us, and we'll fly you out of here!"
Sandbar held onto his friends for dear life, and had soon been pulled away from the Stagma Beetles' relentless grip. Gallus and Ocellus then flew Sandbar over to safety, as they turned back to notice Sunset, Silverstream, Smolder, and Yona, all fighting for the freedom of the other passengers.
"One down, eight more to go!" Gallus said, proudly, as they still had to rescue Mayor Skies, Petunia, Torque, Kerfuffle, Barley and Pickle Barrel, Sour Sweet, and Mr. Ramsay.
"Maybe twelve more if we don't help Miss Sunset and our other friends!" Ocellus dreaded. "Come on, we've got to stop these vile bugs!"
Just then, Smolder had run out of her smoke and soot breath, as a result of her drained dragon fire. The dragon slowly descended down onto the train's roof, completely out of breath, and exhausted from using her energy for this. The Stagma Beetles quickly noticed that the smoke was gone, and finally turned their attention to Yona, Silverstream, and Sunset, who were all attacking their colony. They had gotten used to the yak and hippogriff's pattern of attacks, before strategically waiting for them to come around the corner. Suddenly, a massive pile of beetles dropped from atop the swarm, crushing Yona and Silverstream with their weight.
"AHHHHHHHHH!" Yona shrieked. "BAD! BAD! EVIL BUGS!"
"Why are bugs on the land so cruel!?" Silverstream whimpered.
As this was happening, Sunset was among the midst of the swarm, and had suddenly managed to free Sour Sweet. She was dreading when the beetles would suddenly take notice of her, now that there was no one else distracting them. Sunset pulled Sour Sweet out, before the pegasus used her flight and speed to rescue both Sunset and herself. While they had indeed made some progress to rescue every passenger, it seemed to only be in vain, since Yona and Silverstream were now trapped underneath the beetles.
"Thank you, Sunset!" Sour Sweet said, gratefully. "Maybe you should consider being a royal guard, you've got that sort of determination!"
"That's what friends are for, after all." Sunset smiled. "But right now, we've got to save Yona, Silverstream, and everypony else trapped in that swarm!"
"Sorry Miss Sunset..." Smolder coughed. "I'm afraid that I'm completely out of breath now, those beetles were able to shrug off my soot like it was nothing!"
"It's alright, Smolder." Sunset said, understandingly. "We'll just have to find another way to deal with them, but for now, we should focus on freeing Yona and Silverstream. Let's see if we can find something heavy nearby to use as a weapon against those bugs."
As the group pondered for new ways to deal with the Stagma Beetles, Ocellus was the first to notice more trouble coming their way.
"Uhhhh, Miss Sunset?" Ocellus tapped her chaperone on the shoulder. "You know those beetles that Yona and Silverstream managed to knock off the train earlier? It looks like they're all crawling back, fast!"
Everyone looked back, and noticed a whole group of Stagma Beetles keeping up with the fast train, proving to have tremendous agility and smell. Some of them were already catching up with the train, and began climbing back aboard. 
"Bugs that can keep up with a moving train!?" Smolder's jaw dropped. "What kind of sorcery is this!?"
"We'll hold them off for a bit, while you and Sour Sweet focus on the main swarm!" Gallus proposed, as he, Ocellus, and Smolder ran over to keep the relentless Stagma Beetles at bay, especially the ones that had already climbed back onto the roof.
"Hang on a second, Sandbar." Sunset stopped the Earth pony from following them. "Do you remember how those beetles ended up on the train?  And how did they end up abducting you and Sour Sweet?"
"I'm not sure how it happened!" Sandbar recalled. "All I remember is, I overheard everypony getting ready for breakfast this morning, since Mr. Ramsay announced that he was finally going to make his sticky toffee pudding for the passengers! However, when I went into the dining room, I was confused at the fact that nopony was around! Suddenly, something out of nowhere knocked me unconscious, and the next thing I knew, I had awoken to the grip of all those red bugs!"
"I guess those things snuck aboard the train last night, and slowly kidnapped the passengers, one by one!" Sunset deduced from Sandbar's testimony. "What about you, Sour Sweet?"
"I was getting ready for breakfast as well, when all of a sudden, I began to vaguely smell smoke coming from somewhere!" Sour Sweet explained. "I went outside my cabin to check what it was, and became alarmed when I realized that nopony else was around! So I found a fire extinguisher, but just as I went to grab it, I felt a sharp pinch on the back of my hoof, and was out cold! And just like Sandbar, I also got surrounded by those awful beetles when I had awoken!"
"Sharp pinch?" Sunset's eyes widened. "Those things must have a bite that causes paralysis, we've gotta be extra careful, then! But what can we do now to deal with the main swarm?"
"Wait... that's it!" Sandbar began suggesting a solution. "A fire extinguisher, maybe that'll wash up those bugs!
"Good thinking!" Sunset agreed, before turning to Sour Sweet. "Do you remember where it was located on the train?"
"Yeah!" Sour Sweet nodded, confidently. "It was right next to the kitchen, but when I got bitten, I must've dropped it! I sure hope Mr. Ramsay won't be mad at me using it, in case his kitchen catches fire!"
"I think Mr. Ramsay has way more important things to worry about right now!" Sandbar replied. "Like... becoming an entrée himself, for once!"
"I'm aware, but I just know how Mr. Ramsay can get sometimes, when we touch his equipment, unsupervised!" Sour Sweet said, before climbing back into the train coach, and flying back out with the same fire extinguisher that she had dropped a few hours ago. "Either way, it seems we don't have much of a choice now!"
"Now that we've got the fire extinguisher, hopefully we can weaken the swarm!" Sunset took the fire extinguisher from Sour Sweet, and began to slowly approach the Stagma Beetles, which were all leaning more toward finally beginning their feast. "Sour Sweet, try to save some of the other passengers with your flight, while I spray those beetles!"
"Got it!" Sour Sweet nodded, and immediately took flight.
Sunset knew that she had to do her best to avoid spraying the passengers, as the chemicals inside were harmful. She took a deep breath, aimed the nozzle, and sprayed the liquids in one swift motion, dousing a good portion of the swarm in a blinding, white mist. The Stagma Beetles began to react adversely, as the chemicals weakened their grip and eyesight, along with their movements becoming much more sluggish and disoriented. Many of them had dropped from the pile, their bodies coated in a thick white powder, and unable to move around anymore. 
Sunset realized that the spray was most likely causing a chemical reaction in conjunction with the beetles' fire breath, and likely just stunning them temporarily. However, whatever it was doing to the beetles, it had managed to buy enough time, allowing Sour Sweet to successfully rescue both Yona and Silverstream from the doused beetle piles. The pegasus coughed and sputtered from inhaling a bit of the fire extinguisher, but she eventually managed to pick the yak and hippogriff up, and away from the swarm.
"T-Thank you very much for saving Yona and Silverstream from evil bugs!" Yona thanked. "Sour Sweet isn't such bad pony after all! Yona so sorry that she and Silverstream said such nasty things about you behind back!"
"It's no proble-" Sour Sweet replied, before parsing Yona's last statement. "What did you two say about me?"
"Oh, uh, nothing important." Silverstream fidgeted her claws, nervously. "But for now, we've got to help Miss Sunset save the rest of those passengers!"
"Alright, whatever it was, I deserved it for making a bad first impression." Sour Sweet laughed it off. "But yeah, we've still got plenty of passengers to save!"
Just as Sunset believed she finally had the upper hand against the beetles, she had inevitably run out of fire extinguisher spray. Although the coverage doused a good portion of the swarm, there were still way too many beetles that managed to avoid the chemical paralysis, and began to focus their attention back onto Sunset. Their main goal now was to begin devouring the pony passengers, but the beetles knew that they couldn't do so in peace, not until they found a way to fend off these remaining creatures with ease.
The Stagma Beetles gathered together, forming a gargantuan, shifting mass of chitinous armor and razor-sharp mandibles. They moved slowly at first, but their numbers were overwhelming, and their determination became unshakeable. Sunset desperately tried to get any remaining fire extinguisher spray out, but realized it was no use, before throwing the container at the beetles, in a last-ditch effort attack. The strong shells of those beetles had instead managed to deflect the object away from the train's roof, and they began getting ready to initiate their plan to overwhelm Sunset as a whole swarm.
Sunset began to carefully back away, knowing that the Stagma Beetles were planning to strike at any moment. The air around her seemed to hum with their collective anger and determination, as the beetles gathered into a terrifying mass. However, Sunset would soon realize she was simply backing herself into a corner, as Gallus, Ocellus, and Smolder had struggled severely to fend off the beetles on the opposite side of the train. Those same beetles that had been knocked off of the train earlier began crawling around the sides of the coaches, and eventually reassembled with the entire colony. Even the beetles that had been stunned with the fire extinguisher spray had started to regain their consciousness, and returned to the entire swarm, amassing their strength in great numbers.
By this point, the Stagma Beetles knew they had to act fast and decisively, if they were to stand any chance of overwhelming the group before them. With a unified roar that echoed across the train, the beetles launched themselves up into the air, creating an almost tower-like structure, and determined to slam down onto the Endtrak Express's roof. Eventually, the beetles finally closed in, their mandibles clicking menacingly as they prepared to strike. Sunset, Sour Sweet, and the six students weren't able to see the attack coming, and despite efforts to evade the strike, it was already too late. The tower of beetles collapsed onto the entire group with such heavy force, that they fell through the train's roof, and landed back within the coaches. With the attack successful, the Stagma Beetles retreated away in the opposite direction, hoping that they could finally devour their meals.
Sunset slowly got back up, whilst also helping Sour Sweet and the other students up from the train's debris. She knew that they had no choice now but to find something aboard the train to stop those beetles, before it was too late.
"Alright, everyone!" Sunset said to the entire group, determined. "We need to find something on the train to stop those beetles, fast! They'll devour every passenger if we don't do something soon!"
"Well, did those beetles end up kidnapping everyone aboard the train?" Sandbar asked. "If not, maybe we can ask them for something else to deal with the swarm!"
"I think I saw Mr. Ramsay's pet lamb in the kitchen there." Silverstream pointed. "But I don't think he'll be able to eat those beetles, at least not without enough lamb sauce. Where are we supposed to get that much sauce?"
"Seriously, though." Gallus looked around the train. "Did anyone else aboard the train manage to avoid getting taken away by those red bugs?"
"Actually... there was the conductor!" Sunset recalled. "I'm guessing the main reason that the Stagma Beetles couldn't get to him, or any of us, was because of our locked doors!"
"Wait, but didn't Sandbar unlock your cabin's door when he went outside for breakfast?" Sour Sweet questioned. "How did the door stay locked?"
"Well, I don't think I unlocked it." Sandbar recalled. "I just turned the handle until it clicked, and then it opened."
"I think Petunia might've mentioned that the doors can lock from the inside." Smolder said. "Either way, I don't really think that'll help our current predicament, we've gotta find the conductor!"
"Should we climb back onto roof to save pony passengers from evil bugs?" Yona suggested.
"We can't face those beetles again without a foolproof backup plan." Sour Sweet objected. "Otherwise, the same thing will happen to us again. Dunno about you creatures, but getting shoved through a train's roof is not pleasant at all."
"Hopefully the conductor can help us out here..." Sunset said, before getting ready to run back over to the front of the train. "Come on, every creature, maybe he has some kind of bug repellent!"
The two chaperones and six students rushed over to the conductor's room, where the stallion was still doing his best to operate the train under these dire circumstances. Sunset knocked on the door and was immediately let in by him, followed by the rest of the group.
"I'm happy to see that you passengers are all okay!" The conductor shook in fear. "I have no clue where those vicious bugs came from, but they must've tampered with something on the train, since these controls aren't responding as well as I'd like them to!"
"We may all be okay, but the rest of the passengers certainly are not!" Silverstream reported. "In fact, if we don't do something fast, every one of our passengers will become dinner to those red beetles, served with a side of lamb sauce!"
"The passengers have been kidnapped!?" The conductor's eyes widened. "Oh dear, I... certainly didn't train for this on the job!"
"And those beetle things can breathe fire, too!" Silverstream added. "How awful, right!?"
"Hey, come on!" Sandbar frowned. "No need to say that in front of Smolder, right?"
"Eh, in all fairness..." Smolder shrugged. "I can kinda understand why we fire breathers don't always have the best reputation around Equestria. Remember when I told you all about that one dragon who pretended to be Spike's dad, and didn't even do a very good job at it?"
"Let's not get sidetracked." Ocellus spoke up. "Mr. Conductor, we were hoping to find something on the train that could help us rescue the passengers from those beetles."
"They've got everypony captive on the train's roof as we speak." Gallus pointed. "You got anything that'll teach those bugs a lesson they'll never forget?"
"I-I'm not sure, but I do know there's some bug spray in one of my compartments back here." The conductor took the bug spray out, and handed it to Sunset. "I have no idea if it'll work on those big red bugs, but it might help? And unfortunately, I have to keep driving the train, so I can't help you out further beyond this..."
"Don't worry, Mr. Conductor." Sunset assured. "We'll figure something out with what we have. Hopefully this bug spray can at least help us rescue everypony, though I'm still unsure of how we can get rid of all those beetles for good..."
"Wait a minute... did you just mention that those bugs can breathe fire?" The conductor's eyes widened, having a new foreboding feeling.
"Evil bugs managed to breathe fire hot enough to scorch dragon friend, Smolder!" Yona nodded. "Why?"
"Oh dear... that might explain why some of the train's controls have been irresponsive!" The conductor began freaking out. According to the red light here, the boiler room seems to be overheating, likely caused by a nearby source of heat! If the water tank's stability goes past a certain limit, the boiler would explode, and the entire train could DERAIL!!!"
"You mean to tell me that if the boiler room overheats, we could ALL BE DONE FOR!?!" Sour Sweet began panicking.
"Yes, that's precisely what I'm afraid of!" The conductor wiped the sweat off his brow. "Normally in emergencies like this, I would have to ask you all to evacuate the train immediately, but for whatever reason, the brakes seem to be jammed, and I can't seem to stop the train! What to do...!?!"
"Wait a second now, why not just refill the water tank, if there's any spare water aboard the train?" Silverstream suggested. "That's a safety procedure I was taught, if by some chance, a train's boiler begins to overheat in the middle of departure!"
"Well that's just it... I don't know why the water supply has become so dangerously low!" The conductor scratched his head. "When we were refueling the train at Bridlewood Station, Torque used the pumps to give the Endtrak Express maximum fuel and water! I know from experience that the train uses up way more fuel than water, so the fact that I still have around 80% fuel, and only 15% water left... is rather bizarre!"
Just then, an unusual noise came from behind the students, pointing everyone's attention toward the boiler room. There appeared to be hissing steam noises and sounds of metal clanking, prompting Sunset to investigate. As the conductor pressed a button to unlock the boiler room's door, Sunset opened it, and immediately saw from the water tank's window, a bunch of Stagma Beetles practically swimming around in the boiling hot liquid. There was a hole atop the boiler room's roof, that the beetles had presumably bitten through to get down here. Sunset warned everyone behind her to step back, before sprinkling the bug spray everywhere, creating an unpleasant odor. As the beetles reacted adversely to the spray, they crawled their way back out through the boiler room's roof, and retreated back to their colony.
"There's your answer, Mr. Conductor." Gallus observed. "Looks like those beetles used your boiler room's water tank as a juice bar to quench their thirst."
"But... that water is quite literally broiling hot!" The conductor said, aghast. "How can those bugs stand such devastating temperatures!?"
"The same way we dragons can swim through lava like it's a cool lake, I suppose." Smolder shrugged. "Well, you've got some water left, by the looks of it. I guess we're okay for now?"
Suddenly, the train's emergency alarm began to sound, indicating dangerously insufficient water coming within the boiler. The conductor knew what this meant, but tried to keep himself calm, despite the circumstances.
"If the water supply fully evaporates, the entire train will blow up, and none of us will ever see the light of day again!" The conductor shrieked. "We... MUST make sure that those bugs don't pay another visit to the boiler room! I only have 13% of the water remaining, and judging by that percentage, I might have EXACTLY enough to reach Hope Hollow! It'll be a close shave, for sure!"
Sunset, Sour Sweet, and the students all looked to each other in concern, realizing that everyone's lives truly were on the line now. However, they all kept Sour Sweet's suggestion in mind, that if they could find additional sources of water to keep the boiler's water supply sufficient, the Endtrak Express would at least have some form of insurance.
"Hey, isn't there a kitchen aboard the train?" Sandbar recalled. "Why don't we just use the sink to get some more water?"
"I'm afraid that won't do, since the kitchen's pipeline also shares water from the boiler room!" The conductor explained. "What little water we have left now is unfortunately all we've truly got!"
"Ironic that I actually went out to sea yesterday." Sunset sighed. "Surrounded by all that sea water, yet I can't use any of that now to help us all get out of this predicament..."
"Weren't there some leftover water bottles in the dining room from last night?" Gallus recalled. "It might not be much, but we've got to make sure this boiler doesn't explode, like the first time Grampa Gruff saw my report card!"
"Good idea, Gallus!" Sunset nodded. "Quickly, everyone! Gather any and all water bottles you can find in the dining car, we've got to save the train, and everyone aboard!"
As Sunset, Sour Sweet, and the six students hurried over to the dining coach, they frantically searched through the remnants of the feast from the previous night. There were a few scattered water bottles here and there, some half-empty, and others still sealed. They quickly filled a crate with as many as they could find, and began making their way back to the boiler room. Along the way, Ocellus overheard some strange noises coming from the hole in the train's floor, the same one Sunset had crawled into last night to investigate the mysterious culprit.
"Hmm, that sounds... pretty similar to the noises those beetles make." Ocellus said to herself. "I might just be hearing things though.
Everyone eventually arrived back at the boiler room and began to desperately fill the water tank with as much water as they could possibly salvage. As soon as the group ran out of water bottles, it seemed to get the job done, as the conductor soon realized that the tank's capacity went all the way back up to 30%.
"It seems like your idea worked!" The conductor announced. "We're now at a safe percentage, and I should be able to make it to Hope Hollow without any further problems! Well, provided that we can keep those red bugs from coming back to drink any more water..."
"As long as we've got the bug spray, it'll at least keep them back for a while." Sandbar reminded.
"I just hope that no one's going to become dehydrated along the way, now." Smolder looked over to the now empty water bottles.
"Well, maybe we can find a way to get more water somewhere along the way." Sunset reassured. "In the meantime, we've still got some vicious beetles on top of the train to exterminate."
"So we should continue finding more water or smashing evil red bugs?" Yona asked.
"I'm thinking we can do both." Sour Sweet said, confidently. "We can find more water as we go along, and if we come across any more of those beetles, we can deal with them then. By the way, Mr. Conductor? Do you have any idea what's in that bug spray, and what made those beetles scram?"
"Well, it's a powerful insecticide, but I don't know the specifics of it, since it was left here by the maintenance crew." The conductor replied. "All I know for certain, is that it somehow works wonders on those beetles!"
"Hmm, interesting." Sunset read the labels on the bug spray. "It looks like this stuff contains something called 'pyrethroids', which are synthetic chemicals designed to mimic the active ingredients found in chrysanthemums. These pyrethroids can be highly effective against insects, and they're often used in pesticides and insecticides. So that's why the bug spray works so well against those red beetles!"
"Errr, what now?" Silverstream scratched her head. "I have like, no idea what you just said, other than the fact that this spray will keep those beetles back."
"It's mostly just what I read on the labels, combined with what I remember learning back in chemistry class." Sunset reflected. "Either way, from what I can understand, we can mostly push those beetles back as much as we need, but how exactly would that help us?"
"Perhaps we can force them into a corner, and keep them distracted long enough to save the rest of the passengers!" Sour Sweet suggested. "We'd better hurry though, before everypony becomes dinner to those awful bugs!"
"It sounds good in theory, but... how would we actually get rid of those beetles for good?" Ocellus inquired. "You saw what happened earlier when we tried knocking those beetles off the train, they were persistent enough to climb back aboard to continue wreaking havoc."
"That's a good point." Sunset nodded. "Well, I guess we could keep using the bug spray to push them back, and hope that we can find a way to trap them somewhere. Or maybe there's some other insecticide we can use that would be more effective against them?"
"I'm sure we can figure something out." Gallus shrugged. "For now though, it seems like our first priority is to rescue the rest of the pony passengers trapped above us!"
"Let's just hope we're not too late!" Silverstream worried, as the entire crew left the conductor's room, and climbed up a ladder to reach the top of the Entrak Express's engine.
Sunset, Sour Sweet, and the students all looked back in the opposite direction, the train moving rather swiftly along the tracks. The beetles still swarmed atop the train, crawling over each other and the trapped passengers, feeling famished after literal centuries of being dormant without food. Their red shells glistened in the sunlight, and their exoskeletons clicked and clacked as they moved forward, preparing for the biggest meal they would've ever had. Sunset saw this, and knew that time was of the essence, but kept in mind that she still needed to figure out a way to get rid of those beetles for good. 
"Let's focus on getting to those passengers first!" Sunset instructed the rest of her group. "Once we get them all to safety, we'll back and figure out how to deal with these beetles once and for all!"
As the entire group approached the colony, attempting to do what they had done before to rescue the passengers from the swarm, the Stagma Beetles had anticipated this. Every single beetle turned around to see that their attackers were still tenacious enough to continue the battle, which only enraged the red bugs. In unison, the Stagma Beetles began clicking their mandibles angrily and prepared to attack, prompting Sunset and her group to start approaching with caution. Enraged by the intrusion of their meal, the entire swarm got closer to Sunset, Sour Sweet, and the students, before spitting out a strange and green gooey substance on their limbs, which appeared to stick them to the train's roof.
"Ewwww, what is this stuff!?" Gallus tried to move away from his current position.
"Whatever it is, it doesn't seem too different from that goop we used to trap intruders back at the hive!" Ocellus reflected.
"Ugh, why do evil bugs have to be so nasty!?" Yona struggled to move herself from the patches of goop.
"Well, at least now we know they're not picky about who they use their slime on!" Sandbar said. "Let's just focus on getting out of this and saving those ponies!"
"Not even the sea ever had anything this icky and tough!" Silverstream continued struggling. "How do we even get out of this nasty slime!?"
"Hang on, didn't I manage to almost stagger those beetles earlier with my smoke breath?" Smolder recalled. "If I can breathe out some hot soot, maybe it'll melt the goop up!"
"It's worth a shot, I suppose." Sunset agreed. "But are you sure you still have some soot left in you?"
"I'll do my best, Chaperone!" Smolder said, confidently. "Just give me a second to gather some soot in my throat!"
Smolder then began to breathe in deeply, her mind forcing herself to concentrate on creating the soot that she needed. After a few moments, she let out a long, slow breath, exhaling a cloud of dark gray soot that swirled around the entire group, before dissipating completely in the wind. Everyone began coughing and fanning away the soot from their faces, before noticing that the goop around their limbs had not only hardened, but began to crack apart from the soot's heat. Sunset and the six students continued to break free from the goop, but still needed some extra time and effort to do so. 
However, Sour Sweet was lucky enough to free herself from her restraint, as the goop had only managed to trap one of her hooves. Seeing this, the Stagma Beetles came back over, realizing that they now had another potential meal in the form of Sour Sweet. The entire swarm began to tower over the group, as Sunset and Sour Sweet's eyes widened, now desperate to keep the swarm away at all costs.
"Sunset, the bug spray!" Sour Sweet reminded. "I can keep them back and hopefully rescue the passengers while you and the students break free!"
"Alright, be careful out there, Sour Sweet!" Sunset tossed Sour Sweet the bug spray, before turning to the students. "Everyone, stay close together! We'll work together to take down the beetles and rescue everypony trapped in that swarm!"
As Sour Sweet sprinkled the bug spray at the Stagma Beetles, it hit their exoskeletons, causing them to writhe and squirm in pain, and forcing the entire swarm to start retreating.
"Come on, you little pests!" Sour Sweet yelled, spraying the remaining beetles, and sending them scattering away from the main colony.
While Sour Sweet was busy pushing the beetles back, Smolder continued to work overtime to breathe out her soot, which continuously deteriorated the goop holding them in place. It took a lot of effort on Smolder's part, but eventually, the goop began to crumble and shatter apart, freeing Yona, Smolder, and Silverstream completely. The three students then used what little strength and teamwork they had to free everyone else, as they knew that Sour Sweet couldn't hold the beetles off for much longer.
"Huff... huff..." Smolder panted. "Who knew that giving up my dragon fire could make breathing soot more difficult than friendship exams I hadn't studied for?"
"Well, you did manage to help save the day, so I guess it was all worth it." Sandbar continued to stay positive.
As Sour Sweet continued to valiantly defend her group from the swarm of Stagma Beetles, she managed to keep them at bay for several more seconds. Just as she was about to continue relentlessly spraying, she spotted something else moving among the squirming insects. At first, she thought it was simply another beetle, but then realized it was one of the passengers from the train, struggling to free themselves from the beetles' grip.
"Help! I can't breathe!" Mayor Skies cried out, flailing his hooves helplessly. "Let me go!"
"Hold on, I'm coming to get you!" Sour Sweet yelled, setting aside the bug spray, and dashing toward the struggling stallion. 
As she approached, the beetles hissed angrily, trying to fend her off, but Sour Sweet was determined. With a mighty leap, she dug her way through the swarm and landed in front of the mayor, quickly using her hooves to pry the beetles off of him. On the opposite side of the train, Sunset and the students had finally freed themselves with enough teamwork and determination. Being the chaperone of this field trip, Sunset made certain that every student was completely free from the goop, and were now ready to continue assisting Sour Sweet with the struggling battle against these vile and vicious red beetles. 
"Well, I'll give you this much." Gallus gave his input. "This is probably the most fun we've ever had on a field trip, and you've most certainly got our full attention, even without a classroom!"
"I couldn't agree more, Gallus." Ocellus nodded. "Now, let's see how we can help Miss Sour Sweet with the rest of those beetles, and get everypony back on the train safely."
"I'm happy to hear that despite these dire circumstances, I've been making this trip a memorable experience, even before we've arrived at Hope Hollow." Sunset smiled at her students. "Now, let's get those beetles back under control while Sour Sweet helps the passengers, so we'll all have a great time at Slice-N-Shake!"
The students all felt encouraged by Sunset's words, gathering around their chaperone, as they prepared to face the remaining Stagma Beetles. Together, they all charged forward toward the fearsome swarm, ready to take back the train and save the day from these awful pests. However, as they approached the main colony, Sunset could notice that while Sour Sweet was desperately trying to pull Mayor Skies from the beetles' grip, another group of beetles from behind were planning a dirty trick.
"Sour Sweet!" Sunset's eyes widened. "BEHIND YOU!!!"
As Sour Sweet desperately struggled to free the mayor from the relentless onslaught of Stagma Beetles, she failed to notice the devious plan unfolding behind her. A group of beetles had sensed an opportunity, and gathered their strength to launch a coordinated attack, striking the pegasus with their sharp thorns and venom, sending her tumbling onto the swarm from being poisoned. Sunny Skies cried out in horror as he too was overwhelmed once more by the beetles, and slowly became shrouded from view within the colony.
"No, evil bugs have captured Mayor Pony and Sour Sweet Pony!" Yona cried out.
"This is not good!" Ocellus dreaded. "This is not good at all!"
Desperate to try anything, Sunset picked up the bug spray that Sour Sweet had set aside earlier, and approached the swarm, ready to rescue the passengers at all costs.
"Come on, you vile vermin!" Sunset held the bug spray up, threateningly. "You think you can just keep those innocent ponies hostage!? You're not going to get away with this!"
However, what happened next was unexpected. Just as Sunset was about to use the bug spray to push the beetles back, as Sour Sweet did, the Stagma Beetles finally had enough of this nonsense, and began to huddle together to finally use their special, ultimate power. Sunset's eyes widened in surprise as the beetles began to glow and slowly morph, as she soon realized what was truly going on, especially after remembering Dr. Whooves mentioning that these beetles were capable of assimilating into various alternate forms.
"W-What's happening!?" Smolder said, completely shocked at what was going on.
"They're combining their powers!" Sunset deduced, though she was still unsure of what kind of magic these beetles had possessed.
One by one, the beetles kept their retreated stance, still sealing the trapped pony passengers within their grasp. The mysterious glow had occurred once more, as the Stagma Beetles slowly began to fuse together, their glow becoming brighter with each passing moment. Suddenly, with a flash of light, the entire swarm was absorbed into a big orb of energy, as Sunset and the students were forced to only sit back and watch in horror, not knowing what they were preparing to face. Despite this, they all somehow knew for certain that the beetles were increasing their power at an exponential rate, and ready to become the ultimate force to be reckoned with.
After a few more moments of transformation, a giant and monstrous figure emerged from the energy. The beetles had combined into a single colossal creature, towering over the students and Sunset alike. It had the general shape of a giant rhinoceros, with a shimmering, iridescent exoskeleton, and glowing red eyes. Sunset and the six students had absolutely no idea what this creature even was, but realized that they were most certainly in more danger than ever before. The red rhino monster's appearance was grotesque and intimidating enough, but to Sunset, the visual appearance almost reminded her of what she had become when she put on Twilight's crown and turned into a horrifying she-demon. And now she was facing such a creature herself, a massive hotheaded monster bent on destruction and vengeance.
The monster let out a deafening roar, sending shockwaves along the Endtrak Express's roof. Sunset prayed internally that the bug spray would still do its job at pushing the rhino back, before spraying the monster in the face, just as Sour Sweet had done. To Sunset's horror, the monster didn't even flinch, and simply lunged its head toward her, forcing Sunset to drop the bug spray to avoid getting munched on. The bug spray was then caught between the monster's teeth, as the monster ingested it, before its eyes glowed a bright orange color.

Sunset could almost sense things heating up at any second, prompting her to duck in desperation from the rhino monster's fire breath, which was seemingly much more powerful than the regular flames of the Stagma Beetles. The students also ducked to avoid getting burnt, before Sunset got up and looked back at the fearsome and grotesque fire rhino monster that stood before her. She was now completely unsure of what to do, but could vaguely hear the screams and cries of the pony passengers who were now trapped within the monster's stomach.
"Alright... is that how you want to play?" Sunset asked the monster, rhetorically. "Well, toasty rhino boy, if you want to play rough, so can we!"
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