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		Description

She was a scientist. Mechanical design and medicine combined to create better prosthetics, all of her work and effort made to improve the lives of others. Twilight had a mind made for the betterment of the world.
There were ways to enhance her work. New technology was the key to breakthroughs in medicine, even if there were plenty of kinks to work out first. It may take her entire life to perfect, but the future of medicine was in her hands.
She didn't know she was being spied on.
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		Prologue: Project Valiant



She was nervous. Of course she was, she had every right to be. What was at stake was more than just a further investment into her work, but the penalty of what might go wrong when she could not continue further. The effort she’d made for this many years had to count for something- it was too dangerous to let be if she did not. How would she go on, knowing what she knew? Even if all her work destroyed, paperwork and data rendered into nothingness, the steps of how to get there would still remain within her mind. What she had created had to be put to good use lest it be spent towards bitter ends; she knew not of an in-between.
The presentation room was merely an empty lab kept separate and not put to daily use, all available equipment within only brought in so that it might add to the presentation. Nothing here was of consequence lest it be ensured so by the developer, and the developer today just so happened to be herself. That’s fine, she didn’t need much more than a microscope, a box, and the crippled figure of a three-legged rabbit within; a bit macabre when she considered what was likely to happen, but it would do the job once the time came. Her work would do a good enough job at displaying what it could do with little more than simple deployment. I hope.
Twilight Sparkle couldn’t suppress the shudder as she saw the two most important people in her career field entered on into the presentation room, one dressed as she were in a lab coat while the other wore the customary suit and tie one might expect of an executive of his caliber. Again, not surprising; Mr. Abernathy was the most important name when it came to this sector of the country, either holed up in his office speaking to fellow execs or descending from on high to gaze upon the newest breakthroughs the company had to –potentially- offer. Today, he’d been given the invitation by Dr. Vanda to come down and see what one within his region had managed to produce; she just had to make sure that he understood just how valuable the item was that she had to present.
A whole lot of us have been here before. Just describe what it is that you’ve made and answer their questions, don’t try to make it seem like you’ve cured cancer. Vanda’s words had come the day prior, trying to soothe the worrisome woman from descending into her easily-found pit of panic. Give a basic description of its capabilities, answer questions as they come. You’ll never be able to do more than that.
The problem being that her work could potentially cure cancer, if she was given more time to work on it. It could cure any disease, revert any degeneration, all but bring the dead back to life-! Twilight had to not let her fervor get the best of her, force mind to remain calm. She could not be anything but the consummate professional now, especially with zero hour right before her.
“Mr. Abernathy,” Dr. Vanda began, gesturing towards the young woman that stood the far side of a clear box possessing only an amputated rabbit, “This is Miss Twilight Sparkle, part of Bioengineering division. She’s been one of our best and brightest in the realm of cutting edge prosthetics since her arrival five years ago, to include work on the Terraform Mk. II. I’m sure her work will be of great interest to you.”
“Ah, one of our best and brightest, then,” Mr. Abernathy said, greeting the trembling Twilight with an outstretched hand and a disarming lack of hostility. "The Department of Defense has been incredibly grateful for our newest design, just so you know. Considering its release only being last year, I’m surprised to hear one so young having made such contributions.”
Twilight shook his hand- and gave a start as she regarded that friendly smile. Corporate big-wigs were supposed to be greedy, money-loving monsters, not human beings! He was treating her as though she were worth something, even if it was only to amount to an act rather than anything genuine. A quick glance over to Vanda and was gifted with a nod; she should try to keep the rhythm going. “It’s- it’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” she said tremulously. “I’m- my brother was a benefactor from the Terraform 2, so I was happy to work on its design.”
“Your brother?” Mr. Abernathy gave a start. “Hell’s bells, he didn’t fight in the Iron War, did he?”
“As one of the Army’s Green Berets, actually,” Twilight answered, “which helped influence my work in college. I wanted to build a better prosthetic for men like him; they deserved something that could feel like their real body rather than an extension of it. When adding the fibre-plated gel-”
“The DOD has been grateful for our work since war’s end. If we can continue further, the better,” Mr. Abernathy said warmly; he was ensuring a young and fearful scientist could keep pace and not fall temptation to a million distractions, aware of the task at hand rather than a million that were still waiting. “And now I’m told that you have something far more impressive to offer than a carbon-fiber leg.”
“Y- Yes, sir. At least I hope so.” Twilight needed to see the nerves removed from her body, extracted and put elsewhere so that she could see this presentation done correctly. Goodness, why hadn’t she tried to make use of her own work for this matter- beyond the obvious of it being untested on a human being yet? “If you’ll kindly direct your attention to this box before you…”
Mr. Abernathy’s expression became one of confusion as he took note of the glass box’s contents, the trembling figure of a rabbit with an absent hindpaw, snowy in pelt and the kind that were commonly used for lab testing there for his eyes to take in and little else to be seen. “I assume you are not trying to showcase animal husbandry,” he said drily. “I don’t think Ionis has much use for breeding.”
“No. No! Oh goodness, no, I’m sorry. Let- let me trying- try again,” Twilight said, losing all nerve in the matter of an instant and doing what she could to recover. This was such a terrible start to her presentation, she had to recover now before this massive fumble destroyed her! “I am sorry, if you would be so kind- the microscope, please, would you take a look the contents on the slide?”
A sideways glance at Dr. Vanda, who gave an encouraging nod, and Mr. Abernathy put his eye to the microscope so as to gaze at the contents held within. Small, tiny beings with hardly enough distinction to be seen that could offer more detail than the miniscule legs they seemed to possess. Whatever they were swam about, their miniscule movement enough to see them flitting this way and that, yet not in the random and chaotic rhythm that bacteria seemed to possess. No, these indeed were not fully natural; something about them was distinctly off.
“What exactly am I looking at here?” Mr. Abernathy inquired of Twilight.
She couldn’t suppress the tremor, no matter how much she tried; so much of the world was going to change after she saw the truth be brought to light. “Those, sir,” she began, “are nanites.”
For a moment, Mr. Abernathy seemed to not understand. It was a foreign word to his consciousness, at least to what dealt with his day-in and day-out. But memories of science fiction were not to be fully buried, words spoken of in film and novel now ringing clear as day- and fully connected with the microscopic beings before him. “These…” Mr. Abernathy breathed, “these are machines.”
Twilight took that hoarseness of voice as encouragement. Awe or fear? She knew not, but she had to take advantage of it. “Microscopic robots, hardly any different from the size of any blood cell one might find within the human body. Just as capable of traveling through the bloodstream as anything else might, and capable of whatever we wish it to be. Our codename for the device is, at least for the timebeing, ‘Project Valiant.’”
“Miss Twilight’s work has been done in conjunction with DARPA, sir,” Dr. Vanda offered, ensuring that further weight be added to the mix. “Once we were made aware of their newest updates to micro-USB’s, Miss Twilight stepped in and saw a natural step forward in their research.”
“My god. A robot that small,” Mr. Abernathy proclaimed, occasionally darting down so as to take a look at the work held beneath the intense zoom of the microscope before him. “This creation –Project Valiant- what are you hoping it does?”
Now came the truly terrifying part; she would actually have to explain, in detail, just what sort of brilliantly nightmarish abilities her work now possessed- no, not possessed. What it could become if she were given the time and money she needed. “Well, sir,” Twilight said, “we’re hoping that Project Valiant fully replaces any need for prosthetics permanently. Rather, it would actually develop a synthesized limb that would adapt to an individual human body and be recognized by the human brain as an extension of a limb rather than anything from the outside being grafted on.”
Mr. Abernathy sat there for a moment. Eyes switched between microscope, crippled rabbit, and the scientist who had brought it all together, he wondering perhaps how it all mixed. There was a menagerie of information to take in, perhaps a good deal of it beyond his mind. Twilight didn’t seem to be the arrogant or cruel type; he would have to push further if he wanted to know more, and perhaps only one question at a time.
“You say- it will replace prosthetics,” he murmured. “Gods above, how?”
“Well,” Twilight began, “we created Project Valiant with four simple commands in mind: Target, Delete, Replace, Replicate. The idea is that the nanite would work alongside the brain as a means of creating new cell production. It would begin by targeting dead flesh in a specific area- say, a limb that has been severed. Once focused on a specific region of the human body, it would begin to delete any necrotic or non-reproducing cells in the area that could potentially prevent the body from reconstructing any lost material. And since it would likely have no limb that it could attach to, Project Valiant would then recreate a limb that is designed by the brain’s memory of its lost material, thus replacing and a part of the body that has either been deformed or destroyed by extreme trauma, with self-replication coming into play so as to ensure that any damage that the synthesized limb might experience can be corrected instantaneously. Therefore, it would behave no differently from the body in self-repair.”
Mr. Abernathy was smart enough to know he’d been given a great deal of information in a short span; a potentially world-changing device so small that he couldn’t see it with the naked eye, one that could actually heal disfigurements naturally-! “Could it replicate skin cells, then?” He asked. “Completely adapt to the human body?”
Twilight pulled a face; this would be the first drawback to her work, the first negative. “Not yet. That’s simply too complex for the nanite to accomplish. We can’t get it to replicate DNA even when given the full processing power of a computer,” she answered. “But it can put itself in place of any lost tissue and harden itself into a solidified mass, therefore replicating the properties of any body mass that was lost. So long as the brain responds to it as though it were a normal cell, there would be no rejection by the nervous system to be found- not even irritation when muscle is put against nanite material.”
“So for now, it can work as a new limb. An arm or a leg,” Mr. Abernathy assessed; he tried to speak casually but his expression betrayed the wonder, the excitement that came from such an object. “How quickly would it respond to damage? Say, if a soldier was deployed with one of these machines as part of their medical arsenal?”
“That would depend on the size and body composition of the person in question,” Twilight responded. Turning from her spectator, she moved over to a singular needle that seemed completely devoid of material- yet only to the naked eye. Through a tiny slit in the box did she poke the metal tip through, another hand pressing a glass wall in so that the anxious rabbit might not escape from her point. A scurrying of fur, a quick dart of the syringe into flesh, then done. Sorry, little guy. I don’t know another way. “So long as the blood is pumping, however, it will have an effect. So if you’ll wait a few minutes for the rabbit’s physical composition to respond…”
“This technology,” Mr. Abernathy murmured, “It could- it would all but trivialize modern combat in an instant. You’d have a soldier that was nigh-invincible, especially if he was already injected with the material. Could it be ordered to remain dormant?”
One step at a time, please! The executive’s excitement was apparently, and justifiably so- but he was moving too quickly, getting ahead of Twilight’s presentation and reaching the drawbacks she hadn’t managed to rectify just yet. She needed to sell the positives from this, not just sell the product! “Our basic hopes is that Project Valiant would, in its early stages, make any prosthetic redundant. Rather than an external object being physically attached to the body, the nanites would produce a limb that could respond to the brain’s commands just as a natural limb would: instantaneously, without the necessity for conscious thought, it would even be able to replicate the pain receptors. A fully functional, totally natural body segment,” Twilight continued. “But, with further research, and further developments in micro-USB technology, Project Valiant could also be designed as a fully-functioning medical cure against some of the world’s most deadly diseases. Cancer cells could be deliberately targeted all across the body and deleted; tumors would be attacked without the need for radiation, thus freeing the body from harmful side effects. Even for more trivial diseases, a shorter lifespan of the nanite could be programmed so that it would intercept and destroy non-life-threatening material that cause extreme pain; broken bones could be healed in minutes, rather than weeks or months.”
“This is incredible. Assuming it works, of course, this could put Ionis on the forefront of medical research for the next- century…” Mr. Abernathy’s excited rambling was not given the chance to last for long, his attentions instead turned from the imaginings of his own mind and back to the contents of the plexiglass box which they surrounded. The crippled rabbit that had been injected with almost nothingness was no longer a visual curiosity for their viewing displeasure.
It hobbled away as it felt the first tricklings of movement from the flesh where wound had been. Animal instinct could not quite be overridden even by benign intent, the forays of metal movement from within muscle tissue creeping forth through skin and fur. A thin stream that seemed to move like a river- no, a stone in the flow of water. But it took form, intentional shape, an outline of flesh rather than flesh itself. Infinitesimal fluctuations of movement were joining together in the great outflow, so many moving pieces that to try and focus upon just one was an impossibility beyond imagining. The rabbit was trying to kick away, trying to escape the outpouring its own body was emitting, but still did the great linework move forward, filling in the gaps where nothing had once been. Outline and silhouette were disappearing with the birth of each new creation, metallic cells streaming forth and interlocking; plated material was being made, a hollow form that knew itself and yet the body did not were fusing together, the terrified rabbit leaping away- and leap it now did. Fully limbed, powerful body even without the power of internal muscle within, crashing against plexiglass and frame of its cage, no wound or hindrance to stop its maddened movements now. For gone was its crippled emptiness, the stitches that had come to life where severed limb had once been, now made whole as this rippling, pulsating mass of moving material tried to settle and see itself fully fused so that the inner workings of flesh, muscle, and bone might be renewed next.
Mr. Abernathy gaped. He truly gaped, eyeing this once-trembling and motionless rabbit move about so freely as though this newly sprouted limb had been part of its body since birth. It could leap, run, frolic as much as it wished, all without hindrance. All because of one nanite, one façade of a cell, its body had willingly regrown a limb in only the span of a few minutes.
“And… and if it were implanted into a human body,” he whispered. “A normal human body, what would- what would happen?”
“It’s not possible to give a completely accurate answer,” Twilight said –but even she could not fully keep away her smile- “a human body could regrow a lost limb in less than twelve hours.”
There was nowhere for him to sit, hardly much of a wall for him to lean against. But he found a table, something to rest upon so that he might watched the incensed chaos that was the rabbit who had been given its hindlimb back again and now fought for freedom with its every breath. “My god…”






She knew not that it had ever happened. The movement had been so surreptitious that the barest brushings of fingers against material had been all that it had taken for the microphone to descend into the pocket of her labcoat. So lightweight that she likely wouldn’t even feel its presence even if her fingers were to peruse the contents. But would she even bother? Doubtful. The biggest fish to fry would be before her, not a suspicion she wouldn’t even possess; let her talk freely, be bolstered by the words of a supposed friend and divulge every secret without knowing any better. The more confident she felt, the more Twilight was likely to speak openly and let the inner workings of her work be made known.
The earpiece was thrown to the desk; she’d actually done it, the damned thing had worked! After all that theory and practice and hoping, Twilight had actually managed to get her project to function. It was brilliant, terrifying, absolutely fantastic-
And worth so much money!
Ngao would have to act swiftly. He knew that the longer he waited, the more protections there would be surrounding her research. Probably something that would be moved from this smaller facility to the bigger research center out in the Mesa, a safer presence away from prying eyes. So if he was to help his contractors bridge the gap between them and Ionis, and earn his considerably massive paycheck for doing so, it would have to be soon.
“Let’s see…” Mr. Ngao had ensured to make copies of the entire lab’s work schedule a few days prior. The workbook had been out in the open, practically begging for him to take a look. With Twilight taking a few days off so as to visit with her family, the opportunity would never be more perfect ever again. He had to take advantage.
Umbra Industries, you had better pay well for this, Ngao hissed within his mind. There would danger aplenty when faced with potential charges of corporate espionage.
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		1. Noble Drawbacks



The three of them sat in the spacious laboratory in silence for a time, Mr. Abernathy the only man that needed to say much of anything next and the one who appeared least keen on saying much of anything. Perhaps too floored by what he’d just witnessed to be able to see his opinion made into word, the rather heavyset man simply gazed at the sight of the rabbit within the box that still struggled for its freedom, the newfound leg formed by thousands of microscopic robots giving it every opportunity to strain against its prison and bid for the world outside.
Twilight’s gaze flickered between her superior and the panicked rabbit just before him. she bit her lip; he needed to say something soon, or else this sudden march forward was going to screech to a halt and be rendered moot. He didn’t know what sort of issues they’d found with Project Valiant, but who was going to know better than her?
“This project of yours,” he murmured, words arriving slow through a voice rendered hoarse by shock, “when can it be advanced to human trials?”
It was to be her first disappointing statement of the day. “Not yet. And not because of necessary approval.”
“Then why?”
Twilight sighed and took a look over at the rabbit- in fact, all eyes focused on the box that now began to rock violently from the chaos growing within. “You’re about to see why for yourself.”
The hindleg of the snowy rabbit churned and writhed like the seas in a storm, metallic muscle within being formed as new nanites were spawned and replicated in lieu of the cells and sinew had once been, hardening with each passing second. The process was fulfilling itself, tightening its grip and becoming as potent, as mighty as the body demanded it to be- yet stop it did not. Across form, beneath skin was a rippling; waves the shuddering of earth as a quake roiled the land. The rabbit’s wild attempts to flee were becoming more impassioned yet less fruitful as something strained at it from within and halted all efforts. Skin contorted, the animal began to bleat and writhe on the floor of its prison.
“What in the name of God-” Mr. Abernathy breathed, leaning in closer to examine the process.
“Stay back, please!” Twilight insisted. A flash of terror at the thought of the animal actually escaping, what sort of damage it could do in an open space even in a body so small. She moved over to a panel on the nearby wall, a series of switches upon it that operated the metallic floor of the glass box. Specially made for her presentation in mind, just in case the new coding in the nanites failed just as they all had before.
The shriek of the rabbit grew to a crescendo and was halted, only to be replaced by a steely call with every new cry, the vocal cords pushed to damage by the beast’s terror- and quickly replaced as the repair process of the nanite targeted this new flaw. A weakness was found in the eyes and revealed to the trio of observers, the coal-black jewel spurting open as a flood of metal poured through, streaming out from the wound even as the creature fought against the agony. Mind knew what transpired was so wrong, so violating yet could halt it not, its own body beyond even its control now as microcomputers fused itself to every nook and cranny it could find; bones were hardening with each new foundation of metallic parasite, flesh rupturing and being made new by a dark stream of creation and re-creation, the fur and dead skin cells being eaten away and replaced by something far more lethal-
Vanda had seen it once before and had been given full warning that the horrible process might transpire once again. But that had been upon a dead body, months ago during the first trial run; this creature was alive even as it was being eaten and renewed all over again, the nanites unrelenting in their march against the imperfections within the beast. “Kill it, Twilight,” he ordered. “Stop it, get the nanites to stop!”
“I’m trying, sir!” Twilight said, hoping her voice didn’t betray the shame and panic. Her cacophony of miserable emotions saw to it that her fingers fumbled across the controls of the box’s floor, unable to properly grab the dial that commandeered the voltage below. She turned the crank as much as she could, hating how slowly it moved within her grasp-
The sound of metal frying intermingled with the stench of burnt hair and roasting animal skin, the shocks of electricity from the glass box’s floor making their mark- yet not enough to deal the final blow. The rabbit instead writhed and screamed all the more incensed, its synthesized sound terrible to behold; each new wound dealt was being more and more swiftly repaired, the terrible seams of burn scars turned a liquid metallic, every severing of microscopic form soon replaced by another. The beast was desperate to escape the pain and yet was becoming consumed by its with each passing moment-
“It won’t die. My god, it won’t die!” Mr. Abernathy dared to approach the glass box once more, perhaps lured there by awe or revulsion- or instead terror, for the sheer might of this slowly-transforming creature was taking incredible dosages of electricity and still managed to survive. He saw both victim and warrior, impossible to kill and desperate to be defeated all in one body, unkillable and begging for the end-
A shadow across the beast’s form was all it took. The incredible contortions of the suffering beast halted as it sensed the presence of something nearby and upon it did its senses focus; the rabbit’s transmutated eyes and ears promptly fixated on the man’s silhouette on the other side of the glass- and its sharpened teeth were bared in the form of a strange-sounding growl, like the hull of a ship against ice. With the force of a bullet did it strike against the glass, trying to break through and make contact; once, twice, three times over until the sides of its prison truly began to crack. And within its roiling mass that was once fur came shards of glass, sticking to the animal’s form like quills meant to ward away enemies-
“Oh my god-”
“Come on!” Twilight wrenched the dial as far as it would go, hoping that it was not too late-
Lights flickered, a brilliant shock that nearly took out the room’s power supply surged though the flooring of the glass case and struck home; heart and microscopic movement were fused together and stopped instantly, the screeching ring of the rabbit’s metal lungs made to cease. It fell back where it lie, all signs of life made to halt and never rise again.
None moved. Vanda had his eyes squeezed shut, face rueful and perhaps made uneasy at just how close this had come to a nightmare. Twilight’s sweet features were twisted by terror; this was her invention, her work. Just how bad had this gone since she couldn’t manage to halt the process? Every new attempt at coding, at taming this wild new creation that had come to life at her fingertips… all of them had ended in failure! If she didn’t find a way to make it obedient, and do it soon…
Mr. Abernathy, keeping himself against the wall, at first dared not to move. His eyes looked upon the malformed thing that had once been a rabbit and marveled, if not gaped. What did his expression reveal? Shock, of course, disgust was evident. But what else was he thinking? Did he now look upon this young girl as a modern Dr. Frankenstein, some sickened monster given tangible aid to make her horrors come to life? The whole world that was their small room waited in bated breath.
“What… the hell… did I just see?” Abernathy dared to ask.
A death blow. Twilight sighed and said, “That is… Project Valiant’s most glaring defect. Try as we might to halt the process, the nanite is proving difficult to control.”
Mr. Abernathy regarded the still-steaming corpse of mutilated beast and dared to step closer. A look through the broken cracks were glass had once been revealed to him a better view, sight where flesh had been fully replaced by hardened steel and metal of miniature machinery. It was magnificent and yet terrifying. “Why did it eat the rabbit?”
“It’s not eating the rabbit. Not like another animal would,” Twilight answered. “The microcomputer within the nanite is limited by its size. We’ve spent hours upon hours trying to rewrite the code, but we can’t seem to limit it to a singular deficiency within the host. It keeps seeking out every deficiency the host possesses- every flaw, no matter how minor. Even something as simple as a dead skin cell is attacked and treated like a threat to the overall health of the host.”
“It was doing more than just getting rid of dead skin,” Mr. Abernathy muttered.
“Because of the trauma the nanite produces,” Twilight admitted. “The more the host becomes stressed, the more the nanite tries to repair any deficiency it finds- yet its very attempts at eating away at even the most minor of flaws help to create new ones. And since we can’t code an All-Stop order into the hardware, the entire process just keeps going. Project Valiant is trying to render its host invulnerable from all harm by correcting any potential flaw it can find.”
“Invulnerable. My god.” Abernathy was considering the concept and seemed to be just as amazed as it disgusted him. The idea of an invulnerable soldier, constantly self-repairing and healing itself from all wounds- at an accelerated rate! “But you killed it. Halted the process.”
Twilight nodded. “In the early stages of the intended treatment, the nanites are vulnerable. Softer, like they haven’t had a chance to harden. But as you saw, it took an extreme amount of voltage to finally kill the prime nanite within and see all function cease. Today, I had to increase it up to 100,000 volts.”
“The glass in its fur,” Vanda remarked, peering in for a closer inspection and seeing the razor-thin barbs; sharp as a knife’s blade, ringed about its neck to protect vulnerable spots from attack. “What causes that? It was stealing assets from its surroundings.”
“Another thing we’re not sure about,” Twilight admitted. “We think it’s some kind of bug in the code that retrieves material from the nearby area to aid in the replacement/replication process. Perhaps its defense mechanism, something we haven’t quite figured out yet.
“And… the trying to attack me?” Abernathy inquired softly.
The truly sticky part. “Perhaps, because of the body trauma,” she offered weakly, “the aggression levels within the animal are heightened. It might just be lashing out, or… it might be another response to Project Valiant’s lifecycle within the body. It’s just too difficult to know right now.”
Abernathy looked at the young scientist before him, regarding every aspect of her to see if he could find hint of a darkness within. Had she intended to create a weapon instead of an aid for humanity? A maddened mind could see these nanites as a process of human evolution, rendered through cruelty yet tangible all the same. Was this the work of a young sadist, one who wanted to render mankind extinct? He looked for a shadow, yet those soft eyes were only brimming with shame, a body hunched over and weighted by the force of it. She hadn’t intended for any of this to happen.
He breathed slowly, wiping away the beads of sweat that had formed upon his large brow. “What are your next steps for perfecting your project?” He asked. “Since it clearly has not passed animal trials, you’re likely to know what hinders your work.”
“Right- right now?” Twilight stammered. She wasn’t going to get fired on the spot! “It all comes down to the coding within the nanite- and the size of the computer we used to make it. It’s just too simple, it’s not capable of the sort of complex commands we need for it to work properly. It’s going to have to understand specific DNA and RNA patterns, identify cells within the body and know which not to attack- as well as how to stop. Right now, it’s like an ouroboros and just ends up eating itself. But if DARPA’s work on micro-USB’s and computer processing can get refined… then we have something that can store all the data we need.”
“But that’s something that would likely take years. If not decades,” Vanda assumed.
Twilight nodded. “If we’re lucky. We may just be working on the first steps of the technology for the rest of our lives, but… it works. Sort of. It can work properly if we’re given the chance to see it done. We just need time, and- and funding.”
Abernathy nodded, taking in the scene and all the emotions it had rendered of him. “I will… speak to the board of directors on the matter,” he said. “Ionis has been willing to work on projects for years at a time, and this one has impressive potential. But the final say is out of my hands; whatever their verdict is, I can’t say. But I will speak on your behalf.”
A start. Not superb, not a wild success as her deepest imaginings had hoped for, but a start all the same. Twilight allowed herself a small smile and nodded. “Thank you for your time, sir.”
Dr. Vanda and Mr. Abernathy said their goodbyes and departed together, the senior researcher accompanying his charge to wherever they must be needed next. In their absence, the young scientist gave a long and heavy sigh, staring at the husk of dead rabbit and feeling her heart twist. She’d hoped this one would work; they’d tinkered on the code for this new iteration all night, trying to find what made it keep going! She just didn’t know how to halt the flow just yet, despite her very best efforts. And gods above, the thought of it being put to use now-! Unchecked, without the knowledge of how to stop it, and needing to stop it so early after its birth! The very makings of an absolute catastrophe if it were to ever get loose.
Twilight’s eyes fell upon the glass barbs imbedded within the neck and gave a shudder. If she weren’t allowed to continue her research, even if the project was buried and left to rot in the depths of paperwork that lasted decades… what would happen if someone tried to put it to use now?

	
		2. What Is, What Could Have Been



She liked to keep the room dark- and cold, despite his insistence it be otherwise. No warmth would be enough to sate him, nor would it be welcome to her skin when sleep was what she craved. After what had felt like months of arguing over stupid numbers on a thermostat, Cadance had finally managed to convince her husband that a colder room with heavy blankets would be more beneficial for a deep sleep. It had taken Shining Armor ages to finally acquiesce and not depart for the living room, not just toss and turn in the night or awaken to the slightest noise. Now, he seemed to doze peacefully, or as close to it as his mind would allow him. There would be times she’d awaken and find him huddled in the corner of the bed, hands wrapped tight around the little stick he kept on the nightstand, but the days were becoming less and less often. She might even awake in the middle of the night to use the bathroom and actually find him sleeping when she returned, now. How much progress he’d made. It was the closest he’d been to whole in years.
She awoke to, of all things, a phone call. Mind tricked to despise a ringtone, and instant in its effectiveness. Roused from peaceful slumber, hand slammed across device and grabbed in the ungainly fashion of one who had not quite the control of her senses quite yet; a bleary look at the screen with eyes unhappy at being opened found the familiar name of Twilight emblazoned in cold lettering.
“Ohcomeon,” Cadance mumbled, displeasure quick to arise even if she cherished the soul on the other end of the line. It was too early for this sort of nonsense, especially when it was going to be a social call! Why was Twilight trying to reach out now? “Hullo?”
“Cadance, hi!” Twilight’s voice was cheery- for only a moment, the bereaved tone with which she’d been greeted enough to clue in even her inept senses. “Oh no, did I wake you? I thought it was late enough that you’d be at the airport by now.”
“Mmf, really?” Cadance pulled away from the device so that she could see the screen illuminate, a start coming when she found the time to be a quarter past nine. “Goodness, it’s later than I thought.”
“Sorry if I woke you up! I really didn’t mean to, I swear.”
“It’s alright. Probably time to get up anyway,” Cadance replied. Coverings were tossed aside and bare skin was promptly bitten by the cold air of the darkened room. Goosebumps all the way up her thigh, try as she might to will them otherwise! “Did you need anything?”
“No, I was… just seeing how y’all were doing today so far. I’m keeping track of your flight, so I’ll be there waiting for you.”
“Alright. Thanks for being our wake-up call, I guess. See you soon.”
“OK. Bye, sorry again!”
Cadance’s disgruntled mood didn’t last long when made to face with Twilight’s amiable nature- and the fact that she’d overslept. How had they both overslept, especially with Shining of all people an early riser? They hadn’t had that much to drink last night; a little more than usual, yeah, but not bad. Just what had gone wrong?
“Who was that?” The wheezing croak of her husband’s voice came to her ears, Shining rolling from his side of the bed to look upon where his wife lay. One eye half-open, the other looking like it didn’t want to be open at all.
“Twi. And a good thing, too, I set my alarm wrong,” Cadance announced. Goodness, if they’d been late for their flight after all this time spent planning! It had been so long since they’d both been back in town. “You ready?”
“Yeah, packed last night,” Shining grumbled. “I’ll try to be quick in the bathroom.”
“OK.”
Another groan, one of pain this time as the once-formidable warrior raised himself from his spot upon the bed and rolled out from beneath the heavy sheets to take residence in the wheelchair just nearby. Time spent getting ready was a little lengthier than it had once been.






It had only taken a moment for his world to come crashing down to the ground. The mine beneath his vehicle had detonated and sent them rolling, off the path and down such a vicious hill that it was a miracle any of them had survived at all. His gunner hadn’t, nor his two dismounts; somehow, the one who had sworn he would keep his soldiers safe had survived alongside the green-as-grass Private that was his driver who’d never seen an ounce of combat in his life. A quick, brutal detonation that had sent shrapnel rocketing through his legs, piercing pain as dozens of metallic shards cut through flesh and severed nerves in an instant. He hadn’t known until he’d been brought to the hospital that they’d actually managed to burn away his legs to little more than a mottled mound of warped flesh; an eruption of the fuel line had seen to that- and to his driver, damage far worse.
A soldier’s life had been all he’d dreamed of since he was a boy. To be robbed of his dream in so violent a manner and rendered unrecoverable had taken more time than he was proud to admit. Heaven alone knew what would have been if Cadance hadn’t been there to keep his world from completely crashing down. Keeping his spirits up, not letting himself be guilt-ridden for surviving, to actually try living again. The meetings at the VA had helped to prevent any isolation as well as dealing with the medical fallout; a connected world with friends who knew the same miserable sensations of shame for being alive was something he hadn’t known he would ever need.
He worked as an advocate for his fellows, often volunteering to help test whatever new prosthetics the government wanted to try. Combined with Cadance’s work as Dean at the local university, a strange sort of peaceful business was enough to keep the gloom away. Perhaps it was not the life he’d wanted to have, but it was not so terrible as he’d once dreaded.
On most days, the strange amalgamation of plastic and metal that were bound to the stubs his legs had been reduced to. Comfortable enough to walk about with for hours on end and give him a semblance of normality that his mind craved. But when in a hurry, pride was not something he wanted to slow them down; a wheelchair in a busy airport was going to be far more expedient than waiting for him to try and catch up.
“It’ll be weird to be back home again,” Cadance said- and laughter came as she realized just what had crossed her lips. “Home! I still call it that, even though we’ve been gone for ages. You’d think I’d know better by now.”
“You never really call it anything else, I guess,” Shining admitted. He’d been caught doing the exact same himself; it was the place where they’d both grown, both met, fallen in love and married… even if they didn’t live there just right now, they knew their hearts would see them come back eventually. “It’ll be good to visit Twily this time. She usually visits us instead.”
“I think she needs the vacation spot, truth be told,” Cadance said. “Ginger Island isn’t exactly a spot crawling with people. It’s good for her big brain to get some downtime.”
“Yeah…”
Shining tried not to admit it, but his disability did offer a few benefits every now and then: easy access through security, first onto the plane, a comfortable spot… it wasn’t a great trade by any means, but it sure didn’t hurt. Even after their late start, they’d managed to arrive on time and with plenty more to spare. Now all that would come next was a few hours of flight time and they would be back.
At first, neither of them gave much heed to the soul that had come to take the seat across the opposite side of the aisle, more concerned with getting themselves settled and speaking about the many possibilities that awaited them on their miniaturized vacation. But a glimmer of red-and-gold hair caught Cadance’s eye and she had to take notice: a woman a few years younger than them, poring over an assortment of pictures on her phone in a half-attentive scroll. Pale eyes in color, a darkness upon her skin that was surely a tan from plentiful time spent beneath the sun, and a warmth of good cheer upon her face. Something about her was familiar, but she couldn’t quite say what.
Her ponderings were not to be ignored forever. Perhaps feeling the eyes of another upon her, the woman looked over and took note of Cadance’s staring, a cocked eye at the strangeness- but then a shift to the shrewd as she too gave sign of recognition.
“Do- are you a friend of Twilight’s?” Cadance asked, her words alerting Shining that something was amiss. “You look really familiar…”
“Yeah. Yeah, I am!” the red-haired woman answered. “Umm, I… I’m sorry, I can’t say where I remember you from. You look really familiar, too, but-”
“Oh, that’s OK! I’m her sister-in-law, Cadance. This is Shining-”
“That’s it! Oh my gosh, hi! I’m Sunset,” the bright woman proclaimed. Hands came to the center of the aisle to meet and shook, comfort of mild familiarity and unified affection for another binding them. “What a weird coincidence, I’m on my way back into town myself! Are you all visiting, or… something?”
“Yes, Twilight invited us a while back to swing by. It’s been ages since we actually visited her, so we thought- you know, time is right and all.”
“Well that’s great to hear! I was going to reach out and say hey myself, we only get to talk every now and then since she’s always so busy.”
Shining Armor gave a laugh; a rare sound from his darkened throat, low yet brimming with a delight that only deepened understanding could offer. “She has always tried to keep herself that way,” he said, “no matter what anyone else tells her. I’ve got stories to tell you…”
The journey they had once thought would be a chance to catch up on sleep instead became a place for the birth of comfortable friendship. They’d never met save for a spare few instances where paths had somehow crossed; once at graduation, another during Twilight’s years at college. But never one-on-one, a solitary soul meeting with the unified pair and coming to know one another. Sunset was amiable and kind, seeming to be genuinely eager to know more of Shining and Cadance’s life at the edge of the waves. And what they came to know of her was just as illuminating, though perhaps not marred by grief as theirs had been: a traveling musician, playing for bands on tour here and there as a fill-in, and a warm-up act if she was given the opportunity. Though little place of permanence was afforded to her, it was a life of freedom and happiness despite what shabbiness may mark her world. There was enough income to keep herself safe, and chances to perform were here and there if she tried hard enough.
“So what brought you back to town?” Cadance asked.
“I still live here. Sort of, when I’m not getting asked to be elsewhere,” Sunset answered. “I’ve got a few places lined up for me to play this week, and a couple of bands on tour in the area asked if I was available. So it felt as good a time as any.”
“And you don’t mind the constant travel?”
The beautiful woman shook her head. “It gets tiring, but it’s never bad,” she said. “You get to see a lot of new places, new people… the rhythm of being away feels more normal than just sitting at home after a while. I kinda like it, since I’ve got nothing to keep me tied down.”
Shining nodded, but Cadance’s senses were not so easygoing as to not notice the darkening of those pale eyes. A lack of light, a failing of her features as though a weight held them down and lifted the veil that was her placid smile. But for only a moment, for Sunset perhaps took note of the excess examination and allowed the mask to return.
“You know, I’m surprised Twilight didn’t try to ask you out when you were in high school,” the beautiful bride remarked lightly. “She certainly talked to us about you a lot.”
Sunset chuckled. “Not a chance. Twilight doesn’t have an ounce of interest in dating at all,” she said- much to Shining’s assent. “Trust me, the whole nerd act she had going? If she’d ever bothered to notice how much attention it got, she’d have never been left alone.”
“Oh, so you… you never-?”
“No. She was a good friend, but I think we were too alike for it to have worked,” Sunset said. “I don’t feel bad for being single. It’s nice, I get to live the way I like, but I do kinda miss looking out for everyone. You sometimes feel a bit selfish when you’re the only person you have to worry about.”
Cadance decided from that moment on that Sunset was indeed very nice and would be part of her friend circle for good. Such a person needed to be given affection and rejuvenated, even if it was only of a friendly nature; anyone who yearned to look after another soul deserved to be cared for, too.
The flight went by swiftly, seemingly little time passing before they found themselves back on the ground and departing out into the crowd of travelers. Though she initially wished to see herself off and onwards without much fuss, the married pair insisted that Sunset join them for a little while longer, especially when an old friend would be just as happy to see her as she would to see them. Any worries about interrupting a family vacation not allowed the slightest chance at being given any leg to stand on.
“I don’t- I promise I’m not trying to avoid her,” Sunset said, particularly when curious eyes refused to leave her in peace. “I just don’t want to intrude. I know it probably means a lot to you for you all to be in one place-”
“Like Twilight will mind seeing you again,” Shining said brusquely, the smile on his face a contrast to his words. “Come on, scaredy-cat, you’ll be welcome. I’ll pay Twilight a few bucks to drop you off wherever you need to go.”
Sunset smiled and looked away, muttering something about how it wasn’t necessary even as she accepted the offer.
They worked through the crowd and out of the terminal, a trio amongst many souls who came and went through their own lives without a thought for what transpired in those of others. Who were they, really, in the grand scheme of things? Not much, little value when placed against the greatness and heroics of days gone- but when those dark eyes held behind glasses caught sight of them, any cares that the human soul might have of worldly value were put aside. Twilight rushed up to them all in a delighted rush, ecstatic at the sight of family and friend alike that had not been held in her arms in years. Comfortable, friendly warmth when she beheld sister-in-law and brother- but the delightful shock at the sight of one of her oldest, dearest friends! It couldn’t have been a better surprise, and Twilight insisted right alongside her kin that Sunset be made settled wherever she needed to be by their own goodwill.
“I was listening to your EP just the other day, actually,” Twilight remarked. Settled in the car on the long trip from the airport, she and her longtime companion happily gabbling away as though high school were only the other day. “I was wondering how you’d been doing, I should have called.”
“I probably wouldn’t have been able to say much, I’ve been really busy,” Sunset admitted, though smiling all the same. “I got asked to play backup with Coonhound over at the Keystone Festival and took a while to recover, the whole thing was a mess.”
“Too much work?”
“And bad weather, too. The whole festival was horrible. When I got asked to come play here, I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to say yes.”
“When do you play next?” Cadance inquired from the backseat.
“T- tonight, actually,” Sunset answered. “Local place, River City Brewing. It won’t be big, just an acoustic show, but I figured it’d be a nice way to get myself back into the swing of things.”
“Can we come?” Twilight asked. “You wouldn’t mind, right?”
“What? No, that sounds great,” Sunset replied. “Please, feel free! I was actually hoping I could convince Shy to drop by for a little bit, and-”
“Ooh, so you still have her number!” Twilight sang, and upon her face was an expression that could only arise when given strength by juvenile delights. Especially when bolstered by the possible life of juicy gossip that was her once-closest friend’s love life. “Has she visited with you? I was always just thinking you’d ask her to marry you and then you’d just travel together-”
“Wait, Sunset has a girlfriend? And she was a friend of yours?”
If it was somehow possible, the beautiful musician found a shade of color upon her skin that was even deeper than her hair.






It was just an apartment, but not an uncomfortable one; simplicity was all that Twilight asked of her living quarters when so much of her time was spent away from it. Nestled away from the hustle and bustle of the city so that the sounds of life passing by could not reach her tired mind when she needed seclusion, the young scientist was glad to welcome her family to her home- and extremely thankful her third-floor apartment was reachable by elevator. Taking to the couch for a few days while her married kin visited, it was a pleasant liveliness to her world in a small space.
“Why don’t we go see Sunset play tonight?” Cadance asked her sister-in-law, sliding back against the couch having been settled in at last. “I bet she’d appreciate the camaraderie. And it sounds like a few of your old friends will be there.”
“You’d be OK with that?” Twilight sat at the kitchen table, having been poring over some notes of hers while she’d waited for her guests to get settled. “I mean, we haven’t seen each other in ages, I don’t want you to feel like you have to oblige or-”
“It’d be fine! I think it’d be a good time,” the sweet woman said. “Besides, I think Sunset would like to have you girls around. I think she’s lonely.”
“She seemed happy enough today,” Twilight remarked. “What makes you say that?”
“A few things.” Cadance pondered her next words for a moment. “Were she and Fluttershy close?”
“Really close. They never really dated, but Rarity was absolutely certain they’d slept together a bunch of times and just didn’t say anything about it. I don’t think they wanted to shake the group up by openly dating.”
“And… when college came, did-”
“Nothing happened. ‘Shy went to Vandy, Sunset stayed here and just worked. She- no family or anything, you know. So no money to go, and didn’t want to take out student loans.”
Cadance knew people; a teacher at one point in her life, a dean in the next, spending time with more vulnerable and open minds had given her a better glimpse into the working emotions of people than she would have originally guessed. A few words with Sunset and some illuminating comments from Twilight made her suspect the musically-inclined woman was intensely lonely. She might have even come back to town with the hopes of rekindling childhood relationships. “Do you keep up with anyone from when you were in high school?”
“To be honest?” Twilight replied. “Not really. I was better about it when I went to college, but when I got done with my Master’s, well… PHD’s take a lot of effort, and I was moving fast. It just got difficult, especially when I started working.” Normally a placid creature when it came to social activity, a glum expression clouded her. “I probably should have tried to keep up with her. Sunset was a really good friend of mine.”
Cadance smiled. “Well, now you’ve got your chance. You drink?”
The scientist laughed. “Like a fish, on every day that ends in ‘Z.’”
The sound of heavy footfalls came to meet the women’s ears and they turned to the hallway; Shining Armor appeared, no longer slouched and bound to a wheelchair but instead tall and moving forward comfortable on powerful limbs designed with him in mind. Brother looked down at sister and smiled, the bond shared between them more than flesh and blood but also gift and gratitude. What work she had done helped him maneuver and be free more like his days of old, a treasure he had once thought lost to him. It was not quite the strength of built muscle, nor as quick to respond like mind to form, but was better than what wheels or outdated technology could give him- and it was a gift he would never forget.
“How’s the gel layer?” Twilight asked.
“Still good. I got it updated just last year,” Shining answered, walking over to the couch so as to plop down beside his wife, gifting her a kiss on the cheek as he did so. “I don’t wear them all the time when I’m at home, but if I’m going out and about, I use them instead.”
“Good. Hope they last you until I get done with my next one.”
The one-time warrior glanced at her. “They’ve got you working on another prosthetic?”
Twilight smiled, shaking her head and not quite able to rid her form of the tremble that came to life. “No. Something else entirely. Better.”
“Better than a prosthetic..?” Cadance murmured. “What- what would be better than that?”
She had to hesitate on this one. Trade secrets were one thing, but speaking in haste about something so potentially dangerous could be reckless if lips were loose. How much should she say- if anything at all? But she had designed Project Valiant with her bother in mind- had designated its codename in honor of her hero sibling. Would it be so terrible if she gave a few simple tidbits to excite him?
Shining knew his sister and the way her mind worked; one simple look at her face and he could see the gears whirring, practically hear them. She had never been one to repeat her craft, and the prosthetic leg he now wore was the best ever designed. “Just what’s better than a prosthetic limb?” He inquired.
Twilight couldn’t keep the grin quite fully from her face. “You’re not gonna believe me.”






It had only been meant to be a one-time thing.
The air of the room felt cold to her skin, so much of her above the bedsheets from where she had fallen come the end of the night’s frolic. It had felt wonderful then; movement had turned the air warm, body heat driven to excess and spurring her to take residence on the edge of the bed rather than her usual space in-between. Goodness, these summer days had been warm, she had every right to seek out a cool place! But now, after hours of quiet within the bedroom and no more activity than the rising and falling of a chest, the running air conditioner had found the strength to give her skin bite.
And a bit too early for my tastes, too. Rarity’s tussled head rose slowly from her resting place and looked about the darkened room with bleary eyes, a poor cycle of rest making her yearn for further slumber than what her body would seem to allow. The night had been long- longer than she’d intended and yet not long enough for her to have come away satisfied. To awaken to a world where she would have to depart from one of the few places she could feel comfortable wasn’t much to her fancy, but it wasn’t as though much choice was offered to her; her presence would cause more harm than help if she went along with them.
Had her movement, miniscule as it were, enough to rouse a mind on the edge of slumber? Sheets rustling were in her ears and Rarity turned to see the figure of Luna emerging from beneath the covers, more awake and less weary than her younger companion. “What time is it?” she mumbled.
“Haven’t the foggiest,” Rarity answered. Her phone had been left in the living room and had not traveled with her, how was she to know the hour without a clock? “But probably time to get up.”
Luna grimaced and checked the clock on her phone. “Ten past eight. Dammit, we’ll need to start getting ready.”” she muttered, and from beneath the sheets did she crawl, a powerful body that retained its strength from livelier days revealed in its nakedness. Turning to the other side of the bed, she poked at the form that still lay slumbering beneath the sheets and seeing it roused to life. “Cellie, get up. Come on, we’ve got to get ready.”
“Mm? What’sthematter?” Celestia woke most comfortably of the three, least exerted from the night and most relaxed after. A dim smile on her features as she took in the sight of her companions, memory of last night still fresh. “Morning. Is it time to get up?”
“Unfortunately,” Luna grumbled. “Come on, make sure everything’s packed. I’m using the shower first.”
“I’ll get the coffee going,” Rarity said. The robe that hung from the bedroom door was there to clothe her naked form and off she went, through hallway and down stairs to where the kitchen awaited her efforts. It was not much, would never amount to much, nor would it equal the dreams she’d once had- but for these two, it was the least she could do. Heaven knew where she’d be without them!
She’d been with Luna first- much to Celestia’s chagrin, Rarity had eventually come to discover. A drunken fling that had ignited from a lonely Valentine’s Day night at a local nightclub, the darkened woman despising her consistent solitude and Rarity still in the throes of a horrid breakup. Bemoaning their miseries, the dreams of better things that had gone unfulfilled were swapped between them- Luna’s military aspirations erased by bad vision, Rarity’s fashion career having never taken off despite the time and money she’d invested. Throughout the night they’d come closer, and closer- until bare flesh was pressed together in a lonely, unhappy harmony.
It had only been meant to be a one-night stand. But they’d kept in contact, kept hooking up here and there. Enough to make an older sister jealous, and an overly aroused Rarity had been perfectly willing to comply. She’d tried to be discreet, but what sort of sisters were Luna and Celestia if they didn’t know each other’s secrets? The fight could have been legendary if the younger woman hadn’t intervened and been willing to keep up with both of them. Too drunk on the feel of being wanted, too lonely from having exiled herself from familial presence, Rarity was unwilling to let either one slip from her grasp. And so now here she was, in two relationships at once and unable to be open about it with anyone. If having to foreclose on her boutique had been enough to make her too ashamed to ever see her family again, what would this do? This relationship with Cellie and Luna was more or less all she had. She tried to repay their loving kindness, emulate a good housewife, but…
Well, it was never going to be quite equal to the dream that had died. “If only I could have both worlds,” she murmured so quietly. Never unable to fully relinquish her grief over a life turned sour, yet never able to fully enjoy the strange romance she had now. And it wasn’t as if she could ask anyone on what to do! What of her old friends hadn’t succeeded in their dreams and made it a life? Sunset enjoyed her life of travel and music, Fluttershy was joyously content working at a local animal shelter, from what she saw of them –truth be told, it wasn’t much- Pinkie and Applejack enjoyed their married life on the farm. And Twilight? Whatever held Twilight’s attentions must be something momentous because she’d all but disappeared into her work years ago. Rarity only had Celestia and Luna to cherish, but never was she able to do so freely. And with the two sisters set to depart for an out of town funeral, Rarity would be left to languish at home. Unable to go and be of comfort to her grieving loves that would have to endure the loss of a longtime friend alone.
How she hated it.
“Who was she, again?” Rarity hated herself for having to ask, but what information she’d been told had arrived during their wine night. Memory of such things was difficult to come by. “You said her name was Amari…”
“A friend of our parents,” Luna answered, taking the offered coffee from her young girlfriend’s hand. “When our parents split up, we’d stay over with her while they… she was more our mother than our mother was.”
“She was a safe haven for when things were wrong,” Celestia said, upon her lips the form of a bittersweet smile. Childhood pain still rang true in her, the source of the salve that had tried to heal it now lost to infinity. “We kept up with her for years after we left home, and she would occasionally drop in here to visit with us. So.”
“Of course you should go, then,” Rarity murmured. “Someone so wonderful, I’m so sorry.”
“It was inevitable. Time always wins,” the elder sister remarked. “And she’d had cancer for years now, so whenever it came back… you can’t win forever.”
Rarity felt her heart twist. How dearly she wished she could be there and help provide some measure of comfort. Even if it was little more than presence that she could offer, it would have been better than nothing. But- well, but nothing. They’d be flying out in a couple of hours and that would be that. The failed seamstress would simply have to wait until her lovers returned.
“We shouldn’t be too long,” Luna said. Looking up from her plate of bacon and eggs had let her take note of the young woman’s downcast expression, wisdom giving her the ability to guess why. “You won’t be lonely for long, love.”
“I don’t really think my loneliness is what I’m worried about here,” Rarity chuckled, the sound bitter in her ears. “Are you sure you will be alright, darling?”
“As much as we can be.”
“But we’ll be glad to see you when you get back,” Celestia added warmly. A hand reached out and gave the young woman’s own a gentle squeeze, assurance given that words could not say. “Take the time to take care of yourself, not worry about us. I’m sure you’ll have something that’ll dazzle the world by the time we get back.”
Of course they encouraged her to keep working on her designs. The first boutique may have failed, but that didn’t mean that an online shop couldn’t continue. They still raved about her work, declared it to be unrivaled- if only someone else agreed! Rarity was more than glad to make something for those she loved, but who on earth else would bother with paying attention to her craft? Her own parents hadn’t even bothered. The would-be fashionista tried to smile along with her paramour, but the sight of it was likely strained.
There was little to do after breakfast. Bags had already been packed, preparations made ready; Rarity could only stand by and watch her lovers leave her behind, off to a sorrow that would surely be misery to endure. When the Uber arrived to take them to the airport, the beautiful girl wondered who was going to feel worse when all this was through- and if the thought was something of a selfish one.
“I miss you already,” Luna said, taking the smaller woman in a tight embrace that was not minded in the slightest. At least she cared, even if the force of the darkened woman’s feelings were potent; Rarity tried her best to return the gesture in equal feeling, adding a swift kiss for good measure.
“Call me when you make it to your hotel,” Rarity said. “I won’t rest until you do.”
“We will. I promise.” Celestia’s kiss was welcome to her lips, one last gift of softness before they separated. A few waves goodbye, some softly-spoken words, and then they were gone.
She stood at the door and watched their car take them away, eyes tracking the vehicle as it turned the corner and went out of sight- even beyond that. Perhaps if she strained hard enough she would still be able to see them, feel them. Anything better than the loneliness of now that fell upon her shoulders the moment they were away. Rarity minded not the housewife role for these lovely women, but to say she enjoyed spending it alone would be… at least when it came to work she knew they would come back.
Dishes put away, cleaning done; what she needed to do to entertain herself was done, even if it wasn’t much. They were such a tidy trio that there was usually little upkeep required. It was only noon when Rarity found that there were no chores for her to do that would not require an extra set of hands, leaving her schedule empty and mind eager to focus upon the morose.
There were a multitude of things she could to do escalate the pity party. A bottle of wine and some ice cream were available, the bedroom’s blackout blinds helped keep their sanctuary dark for times of slumber- or misery. Anything that could make her feel worse were appealing, though Rarity tried to counsel herself into something more sensible. Celestia and Luna encouraged her so sweetly; maybe she could have something nice awaiting them upon their return. Luna needed a new pair of jeans, or at least the back pocket sewn back on. Celestia’s work blazer absolutely needed replacing. But could she achieve both in just a few days time? Perhaps something simple this time around, she wondered. A bit of lace, perhaps? Some lingerie. But two people will take just as much time- ooh, perhaps for yourself. Something they can unwrap.
The idea had merit, even enough to seemingly energize the young woman. She could start again and see her craft made ready once more- were it not for the entry into the quiet office that had been lovingly converted into her workshop, a cavalcade of unfinished designs and failed offers that had gone nowhere. Sensibility told her to ignore it, but the old sketchbook filled with unwanted ideas drew her in like moths to a flame; in no time, that dulled ache in her heart was reignited and made strong. She’d first thought up that satin gown so many years ago- her first design from high school, in fact. But never had she had the chance to make it for someone other than herself. So she’d never made it, just like the sundress that came after it- or the mermaid gown right after…
It was so quiet in that spacious house of theirs. It was impossible for her not to feel alone when she could only hear the empty, sorrowed sound of her own breathing. In a house that wasn’t hers, in a life that had deemed her services unnecessary, and away from the two people in the world that loved her at all.
The sound of a cell jingle! Rarity’s watery world left its cloudiness behind as she reached for the device by instinct; surely Cellie and Luna weren’t already there, they had hours to go! And it wasn’t as if anyone else routinely reached out to her that was a name she could think of-
Proven untrue in an instant. Fluttershy had texted her, of all people. And as for the contents… Sunset’s music career still going well, I see. So she’d been invited to come and cheer on an old friend. But the questions that would inevitably come; the last time they’d all been together, she’d been so excited to open up her boutique and begin her design career for real. What on earth was she going to say when they asked how she was doing?
What if they already know about me?

			Author's Notes: 
Perhaps not moving the plot forward, but necessary to build the world up. I think this might carry on for a little bit.
Keep reading, I guess.


	
		3. Old Fires Still Burning



It was strange that she was suddenly spending so much time with people. A few days with her brother and Cadance had been obviously expected since she’d planned the whole thing, but to find her schedule now filled with the names and faces of friends. So much of her life revolved around her work; her first years at Ionis had been delightfully busy, working as an assistant on the Terraform project. Transforming the outer casing of the prosthetic to fiberglass had taken her months- developing the gel layer to aid the working knee a good year and a half before finally having an ounce of the stuff to present. Then Project Valiant…
She’d hardly known much of any life beyond her lab ever since. So much of her mental concentration had to be focused upon equations and theory, mathematics and design with no aid from outside minds or prior knowledge that could be used as a stepping stone; a social life was too exhausting to maintain, nor could she talk about her work. At least not much. To be someone that could make friends had become an identity of the past.
Yet here she was. Walking into a brewery, of all places, alongside her war hero brother and beautiful sister-in-law to go see an old friend from high school play music. Twilight couldn’t tell if she’d been transported back into time or had suddenly found a new life she’d never known she could have.
She didn’t need to say much. That was a thing she liked about Cadance and her brother, more than perhaps any other companions she’d had. They were just as likely to welcome her as part of their world whether or not she had something to say, fully willing to accept that there were times when she just wanted to be quiet. As more gregarious personalities than she, they could fill the empty silence themselves with ease, especially when their banter had a prime subject to expound upon.
Like alcohol, for example.
“What? I didn’t say I was gonna get smashed,” Shining was protesting. Kept slightly abashed by the disapproval that currently occupied his wife’s face, the enthusiasm expressed only a moment before had run into a brick wall. “I just said I was going to enjoy myself. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
“The last time you said that you were just gonna ‘enjoy yourself’ was when you went out with your old platoon and didn’t come back till the next day,” Cadance reminded him. She smirked, but there was a firmness in her voice impossible to miss. “If I have to drag your stumbling self back into the car, so help me-”
“That was a one-time thing! I didn’t do it on purpose, I just kind of- went with the flow. Besides, you act like I’m driving, Twilight will be responsible.”
“Don’t use that as an excuse, I’m just asking you to not go nuts. You broke one of your legs last time because you fell in a ditch.”
Now that was enough to engage her brain. “I’m sorry, say that again,” Twilight remarked. “You broke one of your prosthetics? What were you doing?”
Shining opened his mouth to answer but only gave a muffled sound before having to consider the question. “I- hmm. I’m not really sure. We kinda ended up hanging out at an old gravel lot for the night just whacking golf balls, and after that… it’s a little hazy.”
She had seen her brother drink once or twice, but the thought of one so responsible as he being a catatonic drunk was a visual she couldn’t quite imagine. “Do- you don’t do that often, right?”
He laughed. “Are you kidding? She’d kill me.”
“You’d better believe I would,” Cadance said. “Come on, let’s get something to drink. I’ll find us a place to sit?”
“Sure.”
The brewery was a rather simple old building, crafted in the style of a German beer hall. A small interior was primarily devoted to the bar and a couple of small stools and tables, but the large portion of their seating was outside in their garden that was comfortably shaded by ivy and greenery that grew along the rafters above their heads. All about them was the sound of activity and life, the evening only just beginning and inviting those departing from work to come and mingle with those who had come to socialize.
“You don’t really drink much, right?” Shining guessed.
“Maybe a bit of wine for when my stomach hurts,” Twilight answered, looking at the list of styles on the wall behind the bar and finding it rather intimidating. “Anything you’d suggest?”
“Go with the hefeweizen. It’s a wheat beer, usually pretty juicy. That’s what Cadance likes a lot of the time.”
What was put before her was indeed a brightly colored beer, rather blonde in color and rather thick in texture upon first glance. A hesitant sip found it frothy- and with a hint of orange in it. “It’s… pretty good,” Twilight said.
“They usually are. Good for warm days like today,” Shining said, another hefe in hand while he held a particularly light-looking beer in a tulip glass with the other. “I, personally, however, want something with a little kick.”
They retreated out into the garden to find their absent companion, Cadance’s luxuriously colored locks the sight for which they longed. A bit of a journey through the crowd brought them out to a small open courtyard where she came into view- and there she spoke with two younger women, one with vivid red hair and the other a softly colored pink.
Twilight came closer, scrutinizing the newcomer- and then giving a start. “Fluttershy!” She hadn’t been able to recognize her at first, so changed was she. The timid young girl was no longer so skinny and tiny, but instead had grown tall. Almost as tall as Shining, in fact, and a healthier glow to her features than what she had possessed through high school. Gone was the soft river of hair that had flowed down to her waist, now a short cut woven into a lovely dutch fishtail braid that trailed to just across her shoulder. Twilight had obviously expected some measure of change to have occurred since they’d last seen one another, the years of time in between all but assuring that, but the difference was stark. Fluttershy appeared happier, healthier, even confident. And all she did was sit there.
The soft woman looked up from her conversation with Cadance and gave a bright smile at the sight of Twilight. A wave of her hand and she was up on her feet to give the spectacled woman a hug. “Hello, Twilight! It’s lovely to see you again.”
“You, too! You look so different- in a good way, I mean!” The changes the once-timid woman had undergone seemed to make her radiate happiness, a quiet soothing of the spirit that made one’s heart mellow. Being near her in this sort of state, particularly when one was in a mood to be influenced by good cheer, was all it took to make her feel at ease.
“Thank you. And I know you meant nothing mean by it,” Fluttershy said. “You look really nice, too, by the way. I guess you’ve been having a lot of fun working wherever you ended up. Last I remember was that you were going for your PhD!”
“Yeah, that was- oh jeez, that was six years ago,” Twilight murmured. She wasn’t quite thirty yet, but the rapidity of time occasionally frightened her. “But hey, it’s good to see you. How’d you know to come here?”
The pink-haired girl gave a nod towards Sunset, who promptly blushed at such an action. “She asked if I wanted to come by and see her sing. Of course I would show up! And now you’re here, and- oh yeah, Cadance said she was your sister-in-law. What a lovely surprise!”
“We just happened to be on the same flight as Sunset when we were coming in,” Shining said, taking a seat beside his bride and placing drinks upon the table, a slow stretch as the effort of walking wearied his tired body. “Ooh, that feels better- and yeah, we got to talking. Doesn’t seem too bad a place to hang out, either.”
“I like it. It’s very relaxing a place to be.”
“Wait. You’ve been here before- you!” Sunset said, she staring at her companion and wondered perhaps just how much she had changed in their years of absence. “What on earth for? I- honestly, I wouldn’t have guessed you drink…”
“Oh, not really drinks, except maybe every once in a while,” Fluttershy said. “I’ve helped run a few adoption events for the shelter here, and they’ve been very kind as to let us keep coming back. They told me once that their sales go way up whenever we have puppies and kittens available for adoption.”
“That doesn’t surprise me. Any drunk people try to adopt on the spot?”
“A few. We always play it safe and say no, though. At least until they can think things over properly,” the soft-spoken woman said.
Their small group chatted amongst themselves comfortably for a time, Twilight delighted that her brother and sister-in-law could so easily mingle with her friends. There had been a time when such things would have been difficult, age and maturity to keep them separate. But now was a merging of their worlds, old life and the new blending together into something cheerful. Though she was glad to hear of what Fluttershy had to say regarding her work, as well as Sunset’s storied travels, the thinking girl took the opportunity to study her companions further- and Sunset in particular.
When they’d been friends, Sunset had more or less been the defacto leader of their group, or perhaps better described as den mother. She and Applejack had been the more mature, protective personalities that had helped to keep them all in line and focused on their goals, as well as maintaining the group’s friendliness. In the role, the crimson-haired girl had seemed to revel, if not radiate. There was a comforted light in her eyes back then… one now absent. Though Sunset spoke happily of her travels; things and places seen, people met, experiences had, the silence would eventually befall her tongue and those eyes would flitter away from the rest of the world and settle upon Fluttershy’s form. She would take in a breath, gaze at her, and there within those pale pools would come to life a sorrow, an ache across her features that belied her smile. Just what did she see every time her eyes fell on that quiet beauty? Regret? Longing? Twilight had eventually clued in to Sunset’s attraction to the animal lover, but never had she seen them interact in such a way. With their worlds so different, did Sunset now believe any hope she’d had with Fluttershy was gone?
Maybe she asked her to come here and hoped things would be different. Or maybe it just hurts to see her now.
“Sorry I’m late, darling! I didn’t expect there to be so many people out and about today, I didn’t think it would be so difficult to get here.”
The cool voice carried even through the chatter of the crowd, meant for them and difficult to ignore. Shining paused halfway in sipping his beer to seek out the source, and giving a wide, cock-eyed stare when he found it. “Uh… she’s a friend of yours?”
She felt ashamed to say that Rarity was the one she’d lost contact with first. Both had become so busy in their respective endeavors, so different in scope and path and yet time-consuming all the same. Probably since the end of their first year in college was the last time Twilight had met her old friend, and time had done wonders in causing her mind to forget the fashionista’s loveliness. Good heavens, she was getting stares from all around her! Not quite as tall as Fluttershy but with a shapeliness that was envious to women and eye-catching to everyone. About her supple form was a white floral dress that fell to just beyond her knees, the puffy sleeves and softness of the pattern upon it giving her the appearance of something sweet and serene rather than sensuous, a perfect fit for the greenery and life that hung all about her. The long locks she’d always possessed were still present, but put to waves rather than the curls she’d once been known for. As always, Rarity dressed for the occasion- and made everyone else appear out of place and ill-dressed in comparison.
“Wow, Rarity- goodness, what are you doing here?” Sunset was first to be on her feet, giving the seamstress an embrace as she marveled still at this sudden reunion. “Not that I mind, but just- wow, I keep running into so many of you all! This is so great!”
“I asked if she wanted to come see you sing tonight,” Fluttershy explained, she amongst the many as old friends came and celebrated one another. “I hope that’s alright. I thought it would be fun, since we’re not always all in the same place.”
“And I am perfectly happy to oblige, darling,” Rarity added. “I don’t think I’ve heard you sing since… has it really been since high school?”
“Eugh! I hope I sound better than I did back then,” Sunset said, her horror at the talents of youthful days apparent. “I should- oh crap, I need to start getting set up! Sorry, guys, I gotta go back to the car and grab my stuff.”
“Do you want any help?” Fluttershy offered.
“I’ve got it, but thanks!” And off was the red-haired woman in a rush, back to the parking lot where materials awaited her hand for reclamation.
Rarity watched Sunset trail away. “I hope she doesn’t still get nervous before she performs. I know she was always so hard on herself about playing when we were younger.”
“I doubt she’ll ever get over it fully,” Twilight said, and she scooted over a seat so as to offer their newest arrival a place to sit. “You have to always be a little nervous just because you care, right?”
“I would guess so.” The great beauty looked about at the group. “Rainbow wasn’t able to make it? I would have expected you to extend her an offer, Fluttershy- oh I’m sorry, my name is Rarity, you must be-”
“Shining Armor. Twily’s brother-”
“Cadance. Wifey!”
“Lovely to meet you- as you were saying, Fluttershy?”
“Rainbow is still out at LA competing,” Fluttershy said. “She told me she won’t get back in until next week, actually. The National Team wants her qualified in as many events as possible before the Olympics start their trials.”
“She’s that good now?” Twilight inquired. She’d known Rainbow for being a magnificent runner back in high school, with even a state title under her belt. She hadn’t realized just how far that might take her.
“I think she’s got… two? Records now?” Fluttershy said. “100M and the 200, and I think they want her to compete in the 400M, too. But she hasn’t told me if she’s made up her mind about that after the last Olympics.”
“Jeez, you’ve got a friend who’s an Olympian?” Shining remarked. Eyes upon his sister, disbelief etched in every fiber of his war-wearied form. “What is it with you? Everyone you know is making something of themselves, including you.”
Twilight smiled at the praise despite the blush. “I guess we all just got lucky.”
“Yes, we certainly all had our share of that,” Rarity remarked.
She’d known Rarity to be ladylike in all circumstances; cool, calm, controlled. But unless the years had changed her that drastically –and her senses weren’t wrong- then she might have just noticed the slightest tremor of a dryness to the fashionista’s words. A bitterness.
Bitter? What does Rarity have to be bitter about when it comes to… she wasn’t hoping to run into Rainbow today, was she? Twilight considered the thought- and the match, if she had to let it evolve further; the two weren’t exactly similar in any sense, polar opposites in both tastes and personality. Maybe an example of opposites attract? Not really one I would have guessed.
Sunset returned with an armful of things before too long, guitar slung across her back in a black bag, an amp with a trio of cords wrapped about its handle in one hand, and a microphone stand in the other. She waved away those of her company who rose to try and lend a helping hand, she merely setting her things down at the corner of the patio and beginning to see herself settled. Though she meant to concentrate on her work, eyes would be seen flickering towards them whenever a few moments had passed. Settling on that elegant braid, then back to plugging in her microphone; setting volume for her amp, and another glance as she saw Fluttershy laughing at a story Cadance was telling.
She’d never really been one to pry into the lives of her friends, but mistaking that ache in Sunset’s eyes was impossible; Twilight doubted even she had expected to be struck this badly after so many years apart. Was this how she had always seen Fluttershy? Not fearful or timid, but serene and lovely, a gentle strength used only for the benefit of others. A radiance within that shone like the first warm rays of spring, no ferocity to be found. And she was about to have to perform in front of this woman who she deeply admired with a stomach full of butterflies. Memory flitted to the presentation only just the other day; not quite the same, but similar enough to engender empathy.
Sunset took a seat upon her stool and let one finger tap against the microphone, the free hand strumming across cord in the rhythm of a gentle warm-up meant to request the attention of her audience rather than demand it. “Hi, everybody,” Sunset said, voice seemingly calm yet not quite rid of a nervous tremor. “I’m… I’m Sunset, and- hope you enjoy what you hear.”
Instrument was raised into position so that she might play, yet head was bowed and eyes held closed. Pale-blue light flickered back to life only to be overwhelmed by a flare of panic, desperate to burn across body and mind and heart. One strong, swift glance towards the one girl who agonized her, the shudder across her body a heady thing like a great wave crashing against the rocks. A cacophony of emotions, all in the manner of an instant- then gone as hand gripped instrument with tightness, breath sucked in and notes were summoned forth to life by the skill of the woman who wielded it.
It had been too long since Twilight had heard Sunset sing. She’d been of a deeper tone than perhaps most would have expected of so petite a girl, kept sickly by trauma and shame. Yet now was instead an adult, fully alive and bettered by years of good care upon her heart. That strong voice carried free and far, yet a softened note within that blunted the edge she had once possessed. A voice that had once so easily sung of strong and fiery feeling had cooled, a blazing wildfire isolated and transformed into the gentleness of a hearth’s flame that meant only to warm. Fingerwork across the neck paired with pickwork over the body, the acoustic instrument sending forth its quieter, less raucous peals out into the shadows of sunset, combining with that softened song and gracing the evening with a melancholy comfort.
The spectacled woman felt slightly ashamed that such skill astonished her, but the growth since they’d last been friends was remarkable! Sunset could sing and play- wonderfully so! Not quite elegant but not casual, comfortable and yet lonesome, meant to pluck at the heart just as much as soothe it. She could gently tend to the emotions of sorrow and heartache and yet soften tired souls and fix them upon a warm mood. The prickling of emotion somewhere on the back of her throat brought a taut smile to Twilight’s face. She had her brother her, she was with old friends- though not fully whole, and not everyone here. A wish for things to have turned out differently, for a real reunion- yet how good this was all the same!
The first set of songs came to an end and was then met by a smattering of applause- a few from the crowd that currently inhabited the vine-grown brewery, but the majority of it coming from those she called friends. Sunset turned a shade of red even as she smiled in her return back to the table of her comrades, greeted with praise well-earned and compliments she would never think she deserved.
“It was alright. It was just alright!” She said, even if her complexion was shining beneath the weight of it all. The nerves she’d felt only a spare few minutes ago were lost amidst the streaming sound of laudations, too miniscule and insignificant to last when faced with genuine feeling. “Seriously, thank you, but I know I’ve done better-”
“Better? Goodness, how did ‘better’ not get you an album deal?” Twilight asked. “You were great, you sounded even better than I remember!”
“Truly marvelous, darling,” Rarity insisted. “Why, you sound quite like an angel.”
“You’re just saying that ‘cause we were friends,” Sunset protested. Abashed, embarrassed, and most definitely delighted, she was trying with all her might to not let the kind words tickler her vanity. “I know there are plenty of people better than me.”
“Well we weren’t your friends until today, and I think you sounded great,” Cadance jumped in. “Right, babe?”
Shining was more subdued in his praise, only offering a nod and a smile alongside what applause he’d given. “You got skills, girl. Why else would people ask for you?”
“But I-”
“Oh, just let them be nice to you, Sunset,” came the unexpected chiding of Fluttershy, last to speak but the one whose features shined most brightly. “Everyone wants to be nice to you, you don’t have to try and stop them. It’s OK to let people love you.”
The most shocking, most unexpected of advice to ever emanate from Fluttershy’s lips had just suddenly escaped out into their midst, dumbfounding them all into a silence they’d never felt before. Those who knew her could hardly have been rendered more speechless, amazed that the words the gentle beauty had decided to speak were actually a criticism, especially when it was Sunset to whom it as directed. But more shocking, even to all, was the bright-red flush that came upon the musician’s cheeks that entwined itself with the bashful smile erupting across her lips without any bidding. A nod of her head, a gleam in her eye, and back down among their midst was she, enjoying company and not offering an ounce of protest further.
The night carried on splendidly, almost perfectly. Sunset would carry on in her play and offer more beautiful sound for the world to enjoy, dropping down from her musical perch to return back to her friends and enjoy company for a brief repose, and maybe a drink or two as the night carried on. Darkness fell before anyone chose to abandon post, most of the brewery’s crowd long gone when Rarity proclaimed that she could not withstand her weariness any longer and decided to retire for the evening.
“You know she had to have made that outfit herself,” Sunset offered as she watched the fashionable woman head off to what ride awaited her; a personal limousine, a fine vehicle, the likes of which they could hardly guess. “Nothing she ever wore was store-bought, she likes to show off her skills.”
“It looked really good,” Cadance assented. “Does she sell anywhere?”
“I- I don’t know, actually,” Sunset admitted, bashful giggles erupting from her as her lack of knowledge grew apparent. “I know she was looking at starting up her own store a while back, but that was ages ago. Like when we were leaving high school. I don’t know how you could get her stuff now, you’d have to ask.”
“I just might. I was hoping for something-” a halt to her words as she gazed down at her husband, momentary silence before allowing a smirk across her lips. “Nevermind.”
Shining knew the words had been meant to entice his attention, but he didn’t care if it was only meant as bait. His wife would forever be beautiful in his eyes, forever a vision of feminine magnificence; the idea that she was planning something with beauty in mind was a concept he was eager to imagine. “No, no. Please continue,” he said, a hand reaching up to his wife’s body and giving a brief massage. “I don’t mind sneaking a look at my presents early-”
Smack! Across his fingers were a gentle swat, only enough to see hands retract from breast and elicit a laugh from the remaining crowd. “And to think you say you trust me,” Cadance chided, eyes dancing with light. “Come on, you’re getting handsy. We need to go to bed.”
“Whoa now.”
“Oh no, not in my bed, thank you,” Twilight protested, disgusted and somehow impressed to laugh at this brash behavior. “Those sheets are clean and the only ones I have, do not dare to try and-”
“Oh gosh! No, not what I mean,” Cadance protested, realizing her mistake and immediately finding herself the subject of laughter from all sides. “No, I mean actually going to sleep. It’s getting late and it’s been a long day, so I wouldn’t mind getting some rest. Twilight, you feel good enough to drive us?”
“Mhm. I only had the two,” the younger woman said. She offered her goodbyes to her old friends, promising to try and keep in touch this time around rather than allow work and time to perform their malignant powers upon her world. Sunset and Fluttershy were a delight to be around, and loathe was she to let these newfound connections be severed just as they had been reformed; much as her time may be consumed, there was too much good with them to be ignored.
“Oh! Have fun, you two!” Twilight called as they departed, almost too late in noticing that she had unwittingly left Sunset and Fluttershy to be on their lonesome; goodness knew what might come from such time spent together. “Can’t wait to hear from you!”






Absolute cruelty, that’s what it was. She hadn’t intended for her night to end up like this, not by a longshot. But goodness, had everyone else tried to make it be so? The flame-haired girl found herself wondering if her old friends had been conspiring against her, intent on seeing old flames rejuvenated from long-dead coals. She had only invited Fluttershy out of courtesy’s sake, meaning for her to come by and maybe enjoy a quiet evening. Nothing romantic at all!
Then again, she had invited her so that she could watch her play. Maybe there had been some romantic intent after all.
“You don’t need to help me get any of this cleaned up,” Sunset said. A hand on her speaker, Fluttershy walked along beside her with cables and microphone stand in her grasp back to the car that had once housed them, the night drawing to a close and the brewery on the verge of locking their doors. “I promise, I had it, you don’t need to feel like-”
“I wanted to, Sunset. It’s perfectly alright.” Fluttershy’s words were given with a smile, soft in all the warmth of spring and yet delivered in a surprisingly firm tone. The backbone of this new Fluttershy, found in the midst of their years spent separate, continued to show itself in surprising ways. “You shouldn’t feel like you have to do everything on your own.”
“I don’t, I swear, I just- you don’t need to feel like you should have to help me, that’s all.” The extra company –well, Fluttershy’s company- was more than welcome. But there was no way she could go back into old roles, old lives. They were adults, just asking for her aid felt like going too far, particularly when there had been so many years spent apart. But God help her, the feel of her being so close, the shivers of delight that came when she caught sight of that smile~!
“I want to. I’m glad to be with you again.” Fluttershy said it so calmly, so simply, no fear or hesitancy in speaking words that carried such extravagant weight within them. Did she know how they would be received? Just what Sunset would think and feel when they came? The sweet girl never had been much of a fool, surely she had to.
“Oh.” For a time longer, silence. Sunset set her things down before the trunk of the car, keys extracted from her pocket so that she might unlock the vehicle and see equipment put within. There was a stinging in her eyes even as her heart tried to sing, misfired emotions striking against one another with equilibrium trying to find itself within. Fluttershy surely couldn’t mean what she said, not like that.
Into the trunk went the microphone stand, the music sheet, the amp just above with wires beside. Her eyes were stinging even more. The guitar, well-cared for in its bag, sat atop the mound of equipment and she struggled to see it through darkness and the damp blur filling her eyes. Gods, this was the alcohol, wasn’t it? She was never emotional like this, not even when the raptures of a great show coursed through her veins and set blood aflame; that cold yet vibrant wonder couldn’t strike her like this, how did something so simple manage to defeat her so easily? Surely nobody else was this vulnerable.
It hadn’t been intended, but from her lips came the sucking of air in a watery hiccup. A pause so that she might regain control of herself, but how difficult it was! Upon her hands came the grasp of something gentler, and soon about her form was the sensation of one so loving. The embrace of Fluttershy could be mistaken for nothing else, for no one else.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to tease,” Fluttershy said, words said so softly that surely her voice was held as tight to the chest. Had she, too, spent the years yearning for a love thought to have been lost in the flow of time? One so good and lovely would have had to forgone so much in the vain hopes of a reunion. “I promise I wasn’t trying.”
“This is wrong. I shouldn’t have,” Sunset hiccupped. She wasn’t at all in control of herself, doing what she could to try and refocus her mind. “I just wanted you to have a good night, I wasn’t trying to- to make a move, or anything!”
“Well I wanted to make a move on you. Thank you for giving me the chance, by the way.”
Said openly and without a hint of shame; Sunset gawked at Fluttershy for a moment before the two women burst into laughter, still holding to one another and letting the cheerful wave flow through them. It was such a brazen thing to say!
“What on earth have you been up to since we last saw each other?” Sunset asked. “Goodness, you- you’ve changed a lot. And all in a bunch of good ways, too. I wouldn’t have ever guessed- oh gosh, that sounds bad!”
“It’s alright. I… didn’t really expect for everything to be so different, too,” the warm-hearted woman said, gently playing with her braid as she rested within the sunstruck girl’s embrace. “But I kept missing you. In, like, every way. So I’m glad you invited me. Because I think even though I grew up, I never really grew out of you.”
“I missed you, too,” Sunset murmured, her face shining with all the warmth of the sun and light that had been lost to time. This was not a new step in an old relationship, not with all the time that had passed; this was to be a new day, a sunrise on something totally unique. “Sorry that all I wanted to do was… well, you know. Sleep with you.”
“I never said no, you know,” Fluttershy grinned.
“You never said no!”
“What do you think that meant, silly?”
A mouth made open to protest soon fell shut. Oh.
Fluttershy smiled, gazing at her companion’s things and giving them consideration. “Where are you staying tonight?”
“I’ve got…” So it would be a bit of confession time. “I’ve got a hotel over in Springhurst for a few days.”
The quiet beauty pursed her lips and gave a shake of her head. “No. Never again, do you hear me?” She said. “Now come on, we’ll go by your room and grab your things. I’ve got plenty of room at my place and I don’t mind sharing.”
It was moving swiftly- too swiftly, if she were to be honest. “Fluttershy, wait, that’s- no, I can’t just let you do that for me-”
“As if I don’t want you to spend time with me! Goodness, I wasn’t that much of a pushover, was I?” Fluttershy’s eyes danced with laughter, delighting in each new revelation; who had changed, how they had changed, and all the time in between! “I didn’t say you had to spend it in my bed, if you don’t want to.”
“I didn’t- I wasn’t meaning- if you want me to, then that’s OK,” Sunset eventually settled, wild voice turned impressively meek with a blush to match. She had perhaps hoped for something like this, but to see it unfold so quickly, and by the insistence of the one she’d adored, was a bit much to take in.
“You’ll follow me once we head home, OK?” Fluttershy said; on her lips was a smile so playful, teasing as she enjoyed this strange role the likes of which she’d never played before. Leading on even if she were the one to follow, each new step that came was to be brought about by her own will. “We don’t… if you just want to snuggle tonight, that’s alright. We can get comfortable first.”
“That sounds like heaven.”
The sweet woman beamed. “Welcome home, Sunset. I missed you.”
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		4. Life and Death



It was an old photo he looked at. The surplus of youthful faces within it would have revealed that to anyone who knew the lifespan of those within a military uniform. They’d hardly been anything more than boys freshly freed from their mother’s arms, set loose into something so horrific that human imagination couldn’t conceive of what would transpire. The scent of flame upon flesh, the cracking whip that was unmitigated warsound, how all the senses would be overwhelmed all at once. No one had told them that the smell of battle would be the one they would always remember, or the octaves that human screams could reach. Would any word of warning even have been believed? Looking back, he doubted it. Even his most pessimistic views had seen at least a hero’s return and carried to peaceful rest; surviving unimagined agony had never been part of his schemes.
Shining Armor looked upon the faces and knew each of them by heart: Staff Sergeant Sinclair, who should have been promoted before he died- a burst of shrapnel finding the vein in his throat and ensuring him final moments spent pleading for help that could not heal the wound. The Garrison Twins, brothers who had sworn to never leave the other behind, and never were they found even years after the battle. Private Teague who had been so worried that he would let his friends down and panic when the bullets began to finally fly… he’d been awarded the Silver Star for his heroism; a miscarriage of justice, as far as Shining was concerned. He’d done more than enough to be awarded the Medal of Honor; he’d done everything he could to save his old platoon leader when the whole world had gone to hell.
The face that he knew to be his own shone back at him, so bright and clear and full of determination even in the face of the impending nightmare that was soon to befall. He knew it was his reflection from a time long past, his own soul and self captured in a moment. But now? Now… it was as though looking upon a different person, a being other than self. It was him and yet not, someone lost in the fire and maelstrom that had never been found, no matter how many had pleaded and shouted his name. Another one who had never really come back.
The breath that escaped him was slow, intentionally kept cool and calm in the outflow. It was only a small span of time between his awakening and the now, emotions still vulnerable from when the dreamscape had let him be; a reasonable, rational response was not something that would come from him quite yet. Yet so much of what Shining thought was cruel to so many others, and maybe even himself.
A movement from beside him stirred him not, even though he knew it to be the slowly rousing movements of his bride. Cadance was returning to the living world from whatever undisturbed space she’d been, eyes opening to find a darkened room still in the blue hours of the morning and her husband resting against the side of the bed with an old platoon photo in his hand. A sight not uncommon, not welcome, but one she knew by heart. The one last thing her husband could not yet allow to be forgiven, by anyone. Maybe this was her call to try again.
“How’d you sleep?” She asked, voice and eyes bleary with tired. Creeping from her place atop the pillows, she stretched out and saw her cheek rest against his in the hopes her warmth would bring him back from the land of the dead.
“Alright,” he guessed. Eyes remained fixed upon those lost faces, even if he felt the heat press against his face. “I haven’t been up all night, I promise.”
“That’s good.” She let her own gaze fall upon the picture, take in the few sights she recognized. She’d married Shining only a few short months before he’d deployed, a fresh-faced Lieutenant leaving her behind and returning as a beleaguered Captain with two limbs lost and a horde of ghosts upon his soul. She only knew the bits and pieces of what he’d offered to her, as well as what gaps history had filled in. But the details, all blood-soaked and filled with the intangibles only he could know… she’d never dared to wonder how they chilled his blood. It wasn’t her place to ask.
But he was her husband. Half of her, part of her soul, so deeply woven into her spirit that his agonies were inseparable from her own; how these hauntings still fell upon him tore at her also; and so if he was awake listening to the furious sound, so she would be by his side. Her soldier would never fight alone again.
“I wish I’d known them,” she murmured. Her hand rested atop his, feeling out to the screen as though the living souls were within. A connection to what life she had never actually known. “They seemed amazing.”
“They were.” Shining’s words were terse, not meant to be unfriendly. He was trying his best to maintain composure rather than let bitterness seep in; she had done nothing to deserve his anger, of any kind. “And I let ‘em down.”
“You did everything you could. You were their leader, and they were glad of it,” Cadance said. She recalled the memorial services, how so many loved ones left behind had filtered by to express their gratitude for Shining’s exemplary behavior. Not one had spoken with any anger, not once ever wishing his fate had been changed. They had all been so grateful for his return, for the stories he had told of their sons. “I’m glad you knew them.”
“They should have lived instead of me,” Shining murmured. A statement said more than once, so many times now that even half-hearted expressions of it still found a way to ring a little true.
“And they would have said the same.”
“Doesn’t make it right. I ordered them.”
“And they obeyed. You didn’t ask for them to die.”
“You sure about that?”
“Always.” Cadance forced his gaze to meet hers, to see that sorrow held back with the gentle firmness of her conviction. “They believed in you. You didn’t send them in your stead.”
“And here I am anyway,” Shining said softly. “I guess that didn’t quite work out.”
She didn’t always know what to say. There were times that his grief was so imbedded in his bones that the thought of seeing it freed from him was impossible. It would simply be like an illness, time and good rest the only cure that could see it made right. To disrespect his suffering would be cruel- to disregard his fallen comrades would be an insult. She wished not for the outcome that had been, nor the one her husband desired; he was here, in her arms, she could still hold to the one she loved! But what it had cost… Well, that was something she wouldn’t ask of anyone.
“I wish could have met them,” Cadance murmured.
Shining could only give a small nod. “Yeah.” And there wasn’t much need for talk after that.






It was the most peaceful sensation she’d known in years. The feeling of warmth all about her, enveloped and kept there by the weight of a heavy blanket had ensured that her full form would know the ease of a deep sleep. After so many days spent away, spent beneath a cheap set of hotel bedsheets and not much else, how was she to know what something specifically made for her felt like? But it wasn’t made with her in mind. It had been bought by another, sought out by another, and was only meant to satisfy another. But now she was beneath it, and the magnificent affection of its mistress was something she couldn’t ignore.
She didn’t deserve it and it made a pit in her stomach.
Sunset awoke to a world still dark and kept away from the sunlight that was beginning to creep into view outside. Even the barest rise of her head from the pillow that supported her was enough proof of that, weak, warm light pushing its way through the blinds and illuminating the bedroom in which she slept. It felt so, so… comfortable. A warmth that she couldn’t quite feel, knew only by heart. It would likely be putrid outside, the heady hate of summer weighing down across the world and seeing steam rise from the earth, but the sight of it was so serene. Was it because of whom she dwelt with? It had to be; where else was there for her to feel like home?
Try as she might to place her head back against her pillow and let the drowsiness ensnare her mind once more, the effect would not come. Sunset’s mind was awake and moving, flitting from one thought to the next and all the emotions that came with it. She could feel the hole in her gut, how it gnawed and forbade her mind from seeing reason. Rational thought was not an easy thing to find so early in the morning, just a moment removed from the dreams she could no longer recall. Perhaps it would be best if she just got up and got herself ready. Especially when Fluttershy’s still form beside her continued to carry on, the slow breaths of a deep sleep causing the sheets to rise and fall.
The townhouse had been a bit of a surprise when she’d arrived that night, considering how little space she’d known the nature lover to use. Entering inside to find Fluttershy’s décor gave it the warmth of a cottage, quiet colors and sights of a country life brought into the urban center; with the insistence of its caretaker, she’d been able to relax and be taken by sleep rather quickly. And then there’d been the warmth of Fluttershy’s presence beside her…
She probably could have slept with her –truly slept with her- last night if she’d dared to make the move. But all their evening had seen was shared space, comfort in a cool room that spirited them away from the darkness of night. Fluttershy even seemed to drop hints that she wanted Sunset to make advances, encouraging her to fall back into that role she’d once held. But that was high school, another person altogether and a life that had been almost the exact same as Fluttershy’s. Now? The roads were where she found her place more often than not; Fluttershy had allowed her roots to grow deep, so much that she flourished.
And she flourished once she was away from you, Sunset couldn’t help but think. She hadn’t been cruel or unkind to her one-time paramour, not ever. But her absence seemed to have done the shy woman wonders. Heaven knew what damage she could wreak by returning- by simply being here now.
Down to the kitchen did she go, setting a pot of coffee and glad to hear its water beginning to boil and churn. Actually, was that even the correct thing to do? It wasn’t her coffee, not her kitchen; nothing here belonged to her in the slightest save the travel bag full of clothes and the music equipment she’d not dared to leave in the car. All of this was Fluttershy’s to use, and hers only to borrow if given permission. Why had she felt so comfortable in just settling herself in?
“This is why you had to leave, remember?” Sunset told herself bitterly, scrolling through her feed in the absentminded way her mornings usually permitted. “She’s not yours, you don’t own her. Why do you just come in and try and make people belong to you?”
“Mmf… who are you talking to?”
Sunset screamed. Goodness, the first real scream of fright she’d given in ages, enough to make her whole body surge with energy from the terror! So quiet were Fluttershy’s footfalls that the sound of her coming down the stairs hadn’t been audible above the noise of the coffeemaker.
In another unexpected turn, Fluttershy hardly seemed put to thrills by the suddenness of the sound, only letting her eyes go momentarily wide. “Oh my- I’m sorry, Sunset, I didn’t mean to scare you like that! I just didn’t expect you to be talking to someone so early.”
“It’s fine, reall- I was just talking to myself, really, and I guess I was louder than I’d thought I was.” Her stammered words were interrupted by the sound of the heated drip, enough to lure that still-sleepy gaze over to its source. “Oh, I, uh… I started making coffee. I’m sorry, I just realized- I didn’t make enough for two people, I’m so used to- I’m really sorry-”
“That’s alright. I keep it for guests in case they want something to drink,” Fluttershy said. “Would you hand me a teabag? I keep them on the top shelf just behind you.”
“Huh? Oh, umm, right.” Sunset turned to the cupboard behind her and fetched a thin bag of brew as Fluttershy slid in behind her to fetch a mug from the nearby cabinet.
She was pretty. Goodness, so pretty, even if she’d done no preparations in the slightest. Such a graceful form beneath her soft robe, slenderness without the gangly look she’d had during her teenage years that had been born by all her anxiety and fear. Her skin glowed after a healthy night’s sleep, her eyes still dulled by tiredness glowed with warmth all the same. That lovely face, those lips…
So much for her to long for, to need with all her heart. But Fluttershy needed another chance to forsake her; last night had been an emotional decision, perhaps a night’s rest would see the fervor cooled. Sunset had been the only girl she’d ever slept with, maybe it was just the sensations of puppy love rather than genuine affection. She wanted her to at least have the choice.
“See something you like?” The most unlikely of remarks somehow passed across Fluttershy’s lips and into the open world, Sunset there to witness it and be left stunned. The tired, still-sleepy face held a grin as the sweet woman took note of her companion’s lingering gaze upon her form. Teasing and kind, the bright-pink bathrobe hardly illuminated much beneath. What she truly was had to be intimately known already.
“I wasn’t looking,” Sunset protested, promptly forcing her head to be facing elsewhere so that she could have a justifiable excuse. It wouldn’t be much, or even all that believable, but still. “Besides, I-”
“Just let me know what you want to see, I don’t mind showing you,” Fluttershy added.
Stomach fell to somewhere around her toes, Sunset now fully awake and most definitely able to have a fully-formed opinion on the matter. Ooh, this was torture! She desperately needed Fluttershy in her arms even if it was poison to the one she desired. How on earth was she supposed to reconcile the two? Especially when what she wanted was being openly offered…
“There’s some biscuits in the freezer if you’d like any,” the gentle hostess offered. “Would you put some on a plate for me? I think they go very well with duck eggs.”
“You… you have duck eggs?” Sunset asked.
“I became friends with a lovely farming family a few years ago. They’ve been kind enough to give me eggs for a while, especially since I help them with keeping their animals well,” was the explanation. “They’re quite tasty, I think they’re much better than anything you could get at a store. You should try some, too.”
“I… will. Thank you.”
Fluttershy beamed, going about her morning routine and enjoying the presence of Sunset to make it all aglow. Even if such a thing caused her beloved to twist and writhe at heart, even if it was unwise, she relished this moment being made better by the heart of another with which to share it.
Enough to make Sunset feel sick.
“Ooh… that’s very nice.” Fluttershy’s first sip of steaming brew came slowly, the hiss of heat still audible to the ears that could hear it, a tentative drawing of liquid from the cup and across sensitive lips. But Fluttershy desired the feeling all the same, relished the potency of the liquid and the flavor within it- as well as the company she now possessed. A slow gulp before she raised eyes to meet Sunset, giving a smile. “I hope you slept alright. I know it must have been a bit cramped, what with me being right nearby.”
It was the most heavenly feeling she’d known in years and the answer tore at her soul, but Sunset couldn’t possibly give admission to such things or else she might truly lose it and start bursting into tears. Especially when Fluttershy seemed so willing to lure her into a position of finding such emotions comfortable. “It’s not a big deal, really,” Sunset said. “I don’t mind another person being around. It’s- it’s pretty nice, actually.”
You damned idiot!
Fluttershy’s smile shone all the brighter, lively brew in her hands and putting all to warmth. “That’s lovely to hear. So I hope that means you’ll be moving in for good.”
“I…” Wanted, desired, needed more than anything she’d ever wanted in all her life. Forget fame and fortune, forget rock and roll, anything that she’d ever strove for as a child- what she wanted most of all was to know this beautiful woman wasn’t going to leave her side ever again even if she was the worst thing that would ever happen to her. Sunset so desperately wished she could keep Fluttershy beside her. But after how they’d separated? Impossible. “I can’t… do that to you.”
Fluttershy raised an eyebrow but gave no other sign of emotion. Almost as if she’d expected to hear such a response. “You… do you still feel bad about high school?”
Hitting the nail on the head right from the first blow wasn’t what she’d been hoping for. Now it meant all her explanations would have to be that much more honest. And considering just how much she had to be ashamed of… “Be honest, you know it wasn’t a healthy relationship. I was more interested in being physical than you were. Hell, I was more interested in the relationship period than you were. You know this.”
“I never told you no,” Fluttershy reminded her.
“That’s because you pretty much never said no to anyone!” Sunset countered. “Fluttershy, I was pushy for way too long. And- and the moment I actually realized how bad that was to do, I left you to just sort of deal with it. No real warning, nothing. I just ran off and left.”
Fluttershy nodded in response to it all, not once denying an ounce of what her ex-girlfriend had done to her. Their relationship had been something off-kilter right from the start, a mutual interest with a mismatch of pace. She’d wanted to hold hands, Sunset had wanted a makeout session under the bleachers. For every smile Fluttershy had offered, there had been another night spent having sex. It had been so much, and so fast; Fluttershy’s hesitant foray into her first romance had been burned away by Sunset’s fire almost from the very moment it had begun. And when Sunset had come to her that last day, head bowed and apologetic for “ruining her life-”
Fluttershy took another sip of her tea and pondered what to say. Sunset was clearly distressed, struggling to put food down or pay attention to much of anything. She hardly seemed much like her old self; far less confident, or hopeful about life. It was a miserable thing to see from one who’d used to shine so bright. Had the trials of her solitary life really managed to make her flame flicker?
And if it has, Fluttershy considered, then it’s not an accident that she’s back in town. Or talking to me. Which might be the most comforting thought the quiet beauty could have had.
“I was worried about letting you down,” she said, taking a bite of egg.
Sunset was roused from whatever miserable internal dialogue that had possessed her so. “What?”
She couldn’t keep the smile away, something sheepish yet delightful to her soul. “I really, really liked you in high school, you know,” Fluttershy explained. “Very much so. So whenever you came to me and wanted to go somewhere and kiss for a while, or, you know, meet up and sleep together… I really didn’t mind. I actually liked doing stuff like that with you.”
Sunset blinked. “Fluttershy,” she began slowly, “I’m- come on, you don’t need to lie like that and make me feel better, it’s alright. I know what I did was wrong.”
“I’m not lying. I could have said no if I wanted to.”
Just how much of her protests were being ignored here? Sunset had spoken many a word with her quiet love, but never had a conversation ever felt so akin to running into a brick wall. “Fluttershy, everyone knows you hardly ever said no to anyone. About anything! You know I pushed you way out of your comfort zone, and it was with your own body-”
“You’re not saying I’m lying, are you?” Fluttershy inquired, almost teasingly.
“I-”. She was a bit stuck on how to answer that one. “Just, don’t try to excuse my actions. You were absolutely cut up when I ended it-”
“Because I loved you,” Fluttershy explained. “You know that was how I felt, don’t you?”
“Because I was the first person you ever slept with! You should love someone else besides me, for heaven’s sake!” Sunset snapped. Never in her life had she ever met someone so insistent on loving her, and what a horrid decision it was!
“No,” Fluttershy giggled. “Besides, you never really let me finish. I was always worried about sleeping with you because I thought I wasn’t any good at it.”
Sunset’s misery was intent on running its full course and seeing her world made cold alongside her breakfast, but this latest counter-argument was entirely unexpected. “What?”
“Oh my goodness, yes. I was terrified I was miserable for you to deal with,” Fluttershy explained. “I don’t know if you really knew it, but you just… exuded so much experience. And I’d never been with anyone, or ever even dated. And since I liked you so much, I was scared I would be a bad partner. So I tried to…”
“I was too pushy,” Sunset said flatly, and upon this she would brook no argument. It was irrefutable, undeniable, and impossible to see any other result. Fluttershy had wanted to be a good girlfriend? Wonderful, a testament to her character. But Sunset had just wanted, to take and consume without fear of how it could so easily go wrong. And now here she was. “Fluttershy, I’m- I am sorry. I was selfish.”
“I know. And I forgive you,” Fluttershy said before grinning and adding, “I didn’t mind it, anyway. It was very nice.”
Sunset had hoped her arguments might win out; they had merit, after all. But Fluttershy seemed to take every protest in stride, holding Sunset’s moments of shame as instead a cherished memory. For all the taking she had done, Fluttershy looked back upon the years and found she regretted not any of her giving. It was a mindset she couldn’t understand in the slightest. “I wish I could make it up to you.”
“You’re here now,” Fluttershy said simply. “And that makes me happy.”
“I think it needs to be something better than that, don’t you?”
The sweet woman pondered the question for a bit, only to shake her head. “No, not really. I certainly don’t want you to keep feeling bad.”
“I’m… no promises, I guess,” Sunset mumbled. “I’ll try.”
“If- hmm.” Fluttershy took a moment to think, polishing off the remnants of her breakfast and letting the taste of eggs be relished upon her tongue. She gave her companion a strange look, a mischievous thing Sunset had never seen upon her face. There was a playfulness there, a light in her eyes that spoke to trouble of a lovely kind. “… I really would like you to feel happy, too, you know.”
It didn’t mean that, because even the thought of it was too daring for this woman. “Fluttershy!”
“Would you call me ‘Flutters’ from now on, please?” The quiet girl asked, and the look of shock on Sunset’s face brought about new laughter. “I missed hearing you say it. You always made it sound so sweet.”
It was almost a demand. “Umm, Fluttershy-”
“Now, what did I just say?” The playful smile was so wide now, beautiful body shaking with barely-controlled laughter. “You really are trying to be mean.”
“Uh.” She was almost in a panic now. “Flutters, I… think that… what would make you happy is what’ll make me happy. I think I owe you that.”
“Oh. Alright, then,” Fluttershy said. “First off… if that’s how you feel, then it will make me very happy if you moved in for good. I have plenty of room for all your things.”
“But-” She was trying to ruin something Fluttershy seemed to so deeply desire. She herself wanted it, was pleading for it. With all her shame and guilt both accepted and ignored, whatever arguments she’d tried to rouse were being rendered useless. Sunset still adored her beautiful butterfly and was loved in return; why keep trying to find a means of protest when the simplest, seemingly best choice she could make was to fall right back into the arms of the girl she loved? “OK.”
“And the next,” Fluttershy said, pushing her seat back from the table and rising to her feet, “is that I am going to kiss you this time.”
Sunset half-thought there should be a protest of some sort, but she hardly had the capability of thinking of one. Not when Fluttershy had spoken aloud her intentions, not when her eyes followed that beautiful figure making its way to stand before her, not when those soft hands caressed her face and brought her upwards, and not when the indescribable softness of those lips found hers for the first time in years. She felt Fluttershy’s kiss consume her, flow warmth across her body like the comfort of spring, cherished memory reborn in this new life. And as their lips parted for only the half-second to see their second union begin, any thought of protesting at all was lost. She was forgiven, and somehow still loved. Whatever worries she had could wait a while.






It was a common sight. They’d grown up with the riverside as part of their world, a place where the edge of human civilization was brushed by the constant strokes of nature’s endless waves. Worn brick would come to a halt as cement and metal rails held the gap, falling down to hard stone and then the brown-grey of silt-filled water, lurching and slushing about as it made its way down towards the mouth of the bay. Constant, familiar, and always present. Not one of them had ever known a time without it as a fixture in their world.
For Twilight, familiarity was now a worry. Being a good hostess was something of importance to her, especially when the ones she held as guest were her brother and sister-in-law. Their morning had been something of a gloomy thing, though she knew not why. Shining looked as though he’d been seeing ghosts all through the night and Cadance looked like she’d dragged him away from their midst. though she’d done her best to make the simple breakfast comfortable, the concern that she hadn’t done enough was there. Maybe always would be.
“And that is such a silly thing to think, Twilight.” Cadance found no reason to see such worry as something to heed, dismissing the fear as quickly as awakening would to a nightmare. “You’ve been a great host, and you don’t have any reason to doubt yourself. Shining and I are perfectly happy spending time with you.”
“Besides, you drove. I don’t need much more than that,” Shining added.
The place they inhabited was certainly not unpleasant, and far softer to the eyes than the cityscape that inhabited the majority of their hometown. A brilliant green lawn spread across before where they sat at the edge of the walkway, filled with people in boating attire that befitted the marina just as the edge of the restaurant’s borders. The heavy heat had caused many to see shade and water as a source of respite, spurring many to the scenic place for food and beverage where company could be kept. It was a beautiful view, the dark freshwater beyond shimmering like endless scales beneath the rays of light from above- yet kept far from their visage as they rested in patio chairs beneath the covering of the trees, awaiting the delivery of their afternoon meal.
“Yeah, but-” She was uncertain whether voicing her worries was even a wise idea. Had it perhaps been something intimate, some wartime horror that had wracked them so? “You just seemed… you know. Sort of unhappy this morning. I thought maybe I’d screwed something up.”
“I was. But it was definitely not your fault,” Shining replied. He at first hesitated. Was it wise to burden his sister with what nightmares tormented him? It hardly seemed fair, considering she hadn’t asked to bear that weight; even Cadance could only be told so much. “Sometimes I just wake up and… Hell. Sometimes you just wake up and don’t like it.”
“You’re… not considering-”
“What- no! No, not even close,” Shining said, promptly backtracking. He hadn’t meant for it to sound that heinous! “No, I was just- not every memory is a good one. And honestly, I should have put on a better face. I’m sorry for making you feel like you were doing a bad job.”
“And this is a great pick-me-up, too,” Cadance added. “Gosh, how did- Shiny, how did you and I never come here? This place is great, I bet this would be a nice place to see live music and just relax for a while.”
“I always wanted to try. Kept driving by it and wondered if it was any good.”
“I haven’t been here myself before now, honestly,” Twilight said. “I got recommended it by a friend, I thought it might be a good place to start off the weekend.”
“The beer’s cold. About all I need,” Shining said helpfully.
“Yes, but for those of us who like a little more sustenance,” Cadance said drily, “I hope the food is good, too.”
“Why the rush? We’ve got all day to do nothing. Let’s just relax for a while, kick back and have a few.” Dressed in a light t-shirt and shorts with a piercing black pair of shades, Shining looked more like his old self than he had in many a year: larger than life, confident with just the finest drop of arrogance, and perfectly capable of handling whatever challenge came his way. “Come on, the server will get here when he gets here. Don’t be trying to rush us along.”
Though her smile currently remained friendly, Cadance’s rapidly-emptying stomach was eager for something to chew on rather than the liquid emptiness that currently filled her. She had just opened her mouth to speak when the dim sound of vibration met her ears- and from somewhere close by, something ringing hard against heavy wood.
“What’s-”
“Oh, that’s me, sorry,” Twilight said, pulling her phone from the armrest of her chair to examine the current caller. An expression of confusion –and displeasure- filled her visage. “Now why are they calling..?”
“What’s up?”
“It’s work. Hold on, they shouldn’t be calling me right now…” Twilight stood up and took herself a small distance away so as to better hear the voice on the other line. “This is Twilight.”
“What do you suppose this is about?” Shining whispered in his wife’s ear.
“I don’t know. Work stuff, I suppose,” Cadance offered. “Let’s-”
“What?” Twilight’s voice rose a marked degree of octaves, displeased tone becoming strong with alarm. “How long ago did it happen? Do we know who did it?” The brilliant woman was at full alert, features taut as the news on the other line was quickly relayed. Alarm became distress, and distress a deep dread; whatever was being said was not benign in the slightest. “I’ll- I’ll be there as soon as I can, I’ve got to get my broth- I’ll be there in about thirty minutes. Don’t let anyone else into the lab until I get there, and start looking at whatever security footage you can! No, do not let investigators into the lab, it could be- don’t let them in, whatever you do!”
The call was ended almost immediately after, and to her kin did Twilight return, her oft-serene features now twisted with a dread terror that neither brother nor sister-in-law had ever seen. “We need to go. Now,” she said.
“I mean, I haven’t-” Shining stammered. “I can pay the bill, yeah. What’s wrong?”
“There’s been a break-in at work,” Twilight said. “Into one of the labs- my lab.”

			Author's Notes: 
No more calm any longer. Straight into the hurricane.
Keep reading, I guess. It's not going to be pleasant after this.
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