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		Deliverance



        Far to the north, in a land unnamed and untamed by ponykind, a weary stallion towed a cart of apple pies through the forbidding wilderness. His dull orange mane grew darker and sagged in front of his unfocused eyes as the rain beat down upon him. He had long since given up any attempts to keep his vision clear. Fatigue, along with his own locks, drove his eyes downward, obscuring his sight to the point where all he could do was watch the ground a couple paces ahead of his front hooves.
A cold wind pummeled the sheer rock face along which the stallion travelled. A thin outcropping of rock, barely wide enough for the apple cart, jutted out of the wall, forming the only known passage through this Celestia-forsaken landscape.
The stallion could not see what was at the bottom of the cliff. When he peered over the edge all he could see through the pelting rain was an endless sea of fog several hundred feet below him. The only thing he could be sure that was down there was certain death as the fall would undoubtedly kill anypony unfortunate enough to slip.
Above him, the stallion could make out nothing more than the cracked, ominous face of stone seeming to stretch to ceiling of dark rainclouds. When he looked up the wind attacked his ears from a new angle, flattening them against the top of his skull. Along with the unbelievable height of the wall it served to disorient him. In a state of confusion he halted and looked to the ground in front of him, struggling to keep his balance. He stepped to the left, bringing himself closer to the wall, but then the whole world tilted inside his head and he found himself stumbling towards the edge of the narrow path.
A fresh gust of wind cascaded down the rock wall and assaulted the pie cart from below, slowly lifting it and forcing it closer to the precipice. With a loud scraping sound, lost to the wind, the cart tumbled over the edge, dragging the stallion towards the same fate. In a last frantic struggle the stallion’s hind legs slipped over the edge and he raked his front hooves along the slick rocks, desperately seeking something the grab on to. Suddenly his descent halted as his right hoof found purchase in a wedge shaped hole in the ground. The weight of a full grown stallion, along with an entire cart loaded with apple pies, tore at his shoulder, threatening to separate his joints. With a roar of both effort and pain the stallion pulled himself once again onto the narrow pathway, throwing his hind legs onto the flat surface then hauling the cart back into position behind him.
Breathing heavily, the stallion allowed himself a moment’s rest. Before long the biting wind and stinging rain reminded him of his task and he braced himself against his harness then began once again pulling the cart. As he continued he kept his eyes down, reminding himself not to look up or else he might once again lose his balance. For many hours he battled the deafening wind and piercing rain, slowly making progress towards his destination, unseeable over the grey, undistinguished horizon.
At some point he came to a halt as more water than usual began to splash on his front hooves. Daring to raise his field of view, he found only inches in front of him a horizontal geyser, blasting a torrent of water from the rock wall out into the empty space over the cliff. If the water hadn’t been there the hole in the wall would be easily wide enough for the stallion to walk in to. It was positioned so that the water formed a barrier from the ground up to a couple feet over the stallion’s head. Looking carefully he could find no way around it. There was no way over, under, or around. The only way past was through.
Testing the force of the water, he stuck his right hoof into it. The water immediately forced his hoof to the right and sprayed off in every direction. He removed his hoof from the geyser and pulled out his rain-soaked map, smiling briefly at the hoof-written note his oldest sister had left for him. The path drawn upon took him far along this cliffside passage which was broken up by several rivers. None of the rivers appeared to be spouts such as this one, so he assumed the rainfall was causing the water pressure to increase. Tucking away his map he realized he had a decision to make. He could either wait for the rain to stop and hope this jet of water died down, or he could try to force his way through.
After a moment of consideration, he set his jaw and his eyes blazed with determination. The delivery couldn’t wait. Pies don’t last forever, and he had no idea how much longer his journey would take. He didn’t have a minute to spare.
Spreading his legs wide to assume the most stable stance he could manage, the stallion took a deep breath and plunged his head into the roaring water. The force it exerted was enormous and it immediately forced its way under the stallion’s eyelids and into his nose. With an incredible amount of effort the stallion kept his head straight as gallons of water collided with his skull. He took a step forward and submerged his front legs. The pressure of the water only increased as more of his body entered the deluge. He gritted his teeth and fought against the current, but the soaked stone did not offer him secure footing. As he took another step he felt his front hooves start to slide along the ground, carrying him slowly in the direction of the waterflow. Realizing he didn’t have much time, he abandoned his slow approach and attempted to charge the rest of the way through. The instant his hind legs left the ground, however, the current lifted him and his cart, carrying them over the edge of the cliff. There the stallion found himself engulfed by water and suspended in space as gravity began to take effect.
He fell, not knowing where the freefall would take him other than down. He gained too much speed as the steady stream of water dispersed around him forming individual droplets of water which he could see colliding with raindrops. The sea of fog below him grew closer and the wind grew even stronger as he accelerated.
Soon the fog swallowed him and he was unable to see more than a couple feet in any direction. He would not have even been able to tell which way was down if it weren’t for the wind tearing at every inch of his body. He knew it was over. He’d failed the delivery. He’d failed his family.
Knowing his death was moments away, he closed his eyes and tried to send his thoughts to his family. Just before his eyelids blocked his sight he thought he noticed the silhouette of a pegasus trailing him in the fog. But before he even had a chance to register the obscured vision, his flight came to an end.
The wind ceased. The rain evaporated. Everything was dark and silent and still. The world had come to an end and the stallion no longer drew breath. He felt nothing, he saw nothing, he heard nothing. The world was gone, and in its place was nothing.
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	Time might have passed. It might not have. The stallion had no way to tell. It could have been a second. It could have been years. It could have been no time at all. All he knew was that he once again felt the rain upon his face.
Sensation returned to his body and the world returned with it. He recognized the familiar feeling of the wind tearing at his mane and he recognized that he was lying on his back with his hind legs submerged in the lazy current of a river. Soon he became aware of a voice emerging above the sound of rain pouring onto a body of water.
“Heyo! Up an’ at ‘em! We’ve got a schedule to keep here. You ready to go yet?” the voice spoke hurriedly.
The stallion forced his eyes open. As he expected he found himself gazing towards the sky. He was immediately met by the sight of a pegasus hovering above him. The pegasus appeared younger than the stallion. He was neither fully grown nor a colt. He appeared to be a strikingly handsome embodiment of young adulthood. His face was a mask of distracted impatience as he prodded the stallion with a metal staff. The stallion was startled to discover that the staff was entwined by two snakes coiling around it hissing at each other. In his surprise he rolled to the side to put some distance between himself and the rod.
“Oh good, you’re up,” the pegasus continued with a hint of relief. “That was a pretty nasty fall there. How’re you doing? Can you walk?”
The stallion looked down at his own body in disbelief. He was somehow completely unharmed. In a state of numb shock he stood up entirely without difficulty. Nothing hurt and everything was working fine. He’d actually never felt better. Completely at a loss he looked at the pegasus with a questioning stare. The pegasus, however, did not seem interested in any explanations.
“Okay, great, you’re fit as a fiddle,” he observed. “So, I’ve got somewhere I need to be,” explained the pegasus, gesturing off into the distance with his staff, “and I’m on a pretty tight schedule. All you need to know is that you want to go,” he paused and fluttered over to float beside the stallion, then pointed across the river into the fog, “that way. Just keep heading that direction and you’ll know when to stop. You’re going to want to keep this with you.” He flicked a bit towards the stallion and it embedded itself in the soft riverside dirt. “Good luck,” he said with finality, then zoomed off into the fog. An instant later he returned, materializing through the mist. “Oh, one more thing: If I were you I wouldn’t worry about your pie delivery. Nopony needs them where you’re going. Alright, see ya. Well, actually, no. I probably won’t, but, you know… bye.” In a flurry of feathers the pegasus was gone.
The stallion stood motionless for a moment, processing everything that had just happened. With a start he realized that his pie cart was no longer attached to him. He swept his gaze frantically in every direction, but he found no sign of its whereabouts. It must have come off when he landed and then floated away. He had no idea how far away it could have gone by now. He craned his neck to look downstream but saw nothing useful.
Even though he’d somehow miraculously survived the fall, it was all for nothing. The whole reason he’d gone this far away from home was to deliver the pies, and they were lost. He hung his head in defeat only to give himself a second, even greater shock. The collar he had kept around his neck for years was gone! He had never gone for more than an hour without wearing it ever since he was a young colt and he felt naked without it. A sudden feeling of dread overtook him as the realization sunk in. He was alone in the wilderness with no purpose, no idea where he was, and no idea how to get home. The only thing for him to go by was the directions of a fast-talking stranger.
As the rain continued to plummet from the sky the stallion sighed and decided to take the only course of action presented to him. He picked up the coin from the ground and waded forwards into the river, heading in the direction the pegasus had shown him. His legs sloshed in the ever-deepening water as he left the shore behind him.
Before long he lost sight of the riverbank as fog swirled in behind him. He pressed forward into the deeper parts of the river until he could no longer touch the bottom with his hooves. From that point on he swam, unsure of how far he had left to go. The river was impressively wide as he continued for several minutes without any sign that he was closer to the other side. Fortunately the stallion’s endurance was more impressive. He could swim for hours without rest.
Eventually the stallion noticed that the rainfall began to decline and the wind seemed to blow itself down to a gentle breeze. The fog grew thinner as he went and eventually it cleared out entirely. Everything was much quieter and much more peaceful. He hadn’t realized it before but the incessant chaos had been filling his mind making it difficult for him to think. With the newfound peace he was able to focus on his thoughts.
His first thought was to observe his surroundings. With the fog gone he could once again get a clear view of the sky, but what he saw didn’t make his situation any clearer. The sky appeared as it did during the new moon. There was nothing but stars filling the dark void that was the night sky, only now the darkness itself seemed to be glowing. There was no visible source of light, no moon, no sun, only stars, yet the entire sky glowed as if it were somewhere in between the black of night time and the bright blue of daytime. It seemed to him that the sky was locked in a perpetual state of twilight. It shone upon his surroundings and he could see a large, flat expanse of the gentle river. Behind him lay the oppressive wall of the fog bank and far ahead of him he saw a strip of green which he recognized to be trees at the rivers edge. What confused him even further was that he couldn’t see the wall along which he had been travelling. The map had shown him that it was supposed to continue for many more miles, which was much farther than he had swam. He must have been carried farther downstream than he thought to be so far away from the incredibly tall landmark.
Next his thoughts dwelled upon the identity of the pegasus that had directed him. What did the pegasus want him to do? Why was he following the directions of a complete stranger? Then the idea struck him that the pegasus had saved his life. He could think of now explanation as to how he had survived the fall. Even if he had landed in a river, he would have died when he hit the surface. The pegasus must have caught him after he passed out and carried him to shore. But how did the pegasus know he was even there, and what was the stranger doing so far into untamed territory? The questions swirled around in his head and suddenly a memory came back to him. He was just a young colt and it was only a few days after his first sister had been born. His pa had been away and his ma was very busy caring for the newborn. She’d asked him to go to town and buy some groceries. A thrill of joy came back to him as he remembered how excited he’d been when his ma told him he was old enough to go to town without granny’s help. But he’d been worried too. He’d asked his ma what to do if he got lost without anyone to help him and his ma told him that if he ever couldn’t find his way home a magical guardian would appear to guide him back to her. At the time he’d been satisfied and had almost hoped he’d lose his way so he’d get to see the guardian but he made it to town and back without a problem. In the years after his parents died he’d grown and stopped believing in his ma’s fairy tales. He’d dismissed the idea that there was a guardian watching over him especially since that guardian wouldn’t have watched idly while his parents died before him. In light of these new circumstances, however, the stallion was no longer so sure. Was it possible that the stranger was guiding him home? There was no way to tell, so he dropped the thought.
He resigned himself to follow the course pointed out to him and allowed his mind to go blank while he swam. In what seemed like no time at all his hooves touched down on the rocky bottom of the river and he was able to walk the last couple hundred feet out of the water. The shore, he discovered once he reached it, was the edge of an evergreen forest. Pine needles matted the ground creating a spongy green and brown carpet which silenced his hoofsteps completely. The trees grew thickly together, thrusting their branches together and forming a dense canopy which let in no more light than the stallion’s wooden ceiling back at his farm. He hesitated before the threshold, observing that the twilight faded off and died leaving a foreboding darkness only a few yards into the forest. Glancing side to side, he noted that the forest and the river stretched as far as he could see in both directions, leaving him with no alternative but to enter. He thought to check the map if he could figure out where he was now that he had a few more details on his position, but he disappointedly realized he had no clue where the map was. He’d lost that in the fall as well. It was just now occurring to him that he had lost everything except the coin the pegasus had given him.
With no other choice, the stallion bravely struck forward into the unwelcoming forest. He was almost immediately engulfed by the black and sooner than he would have thought possible any signs of light behind him disappeared. The woods were eerily silent. They should have been filled with birds chirping and fluttering from tree to tree, and maybe some squirrels scuttling about searching for nuts. This forest, however, seemed to be as devoid of life as it was of light.
Without the use of his eyes, the stallion found it difficult to navigate through the forest. After his first head-on collision with a tree he began walking more slowly, waving his left front hoof in front of him feeling for obstacles. His solution helped avoid the pain from collisions, but when he did find a tree it was no less startling. Each time his hoof struck unseen bark the noise rang out seemingly as loud as a gunshot when compared to the utter silence around him. Each time he jumped back in surprise as the haunting atmosphere of the forest was putting his nerves on edge.
He continued on this way for quite some time. Once again it was hard to tell how long with no hint of the sun or moon by which to measure. With his nerves perpetually strung as tight as a lyre’s string, he pressed on. All of the sudden he felt his blood run cold and he froze as his ears shot straight up. In between his breaths he heard a deep rumbling behind him. With dread he turned his head around to look. A couple hundred feet back, it was hard to tell exactly how far, he saw three pairs of glowing red eyes looking directly at him and swaying in unison as if they were walking towards him.
Without a second thought the stallion took off at a full sprint. All he knew was that he needed to get out of the forest and away from whatever it was that was following him. He ran blindly, with only his luck to guide him. If his mind had not been absorbed by sheer terror, he might have been surprised by how far he managed to travel without any collisions. His luck did not last forever, though, and he eventually felt a sudden pain in his side as he glanced off of a tree. The blow was strong enough to throw him off his hooves. He tumbled through the soft bed of pine needles, ignoring the prickling sensation it caused on his skin. In an instant he was standing one more, the adrenaline rushing through his veins like it never had before. He sacrificed a moment to look back only to double his fear when he saw that the eyes had closed half of the distance between them.
He once again turned to run, this time barely making it up to speed before he ran straight into a tree. Lights exploded in his head and his body crumpled to the forest floor. He was completely disoriented, unsure of even which way was up or which way was down. He tried to stand but only succeeded in flailing his limbs around helplessly. The deep rumbling, he noticed, was slowly growing in volume and coming in long, slow pulses, almost like somepony breathing. To his dismay, as the noise grew even louder he recognized it as a dog’s growling, only much deeper and much slower than any dog he’d ever seen in Equestria. Through his confusion he was able to identify the direction that the noise was coming from and turn his head to look. He was shocked to see that the eyes were nearly upon him.
They couldn’t have been more than ten feet away and they looked even more menacing up close. He was able to distinguish the pupils, ringed by irises of flaming red that glowed with an unnatural hatred, and all six were locked directly upon him. With the help of a renewed surge of adrenaline the stallion was able to orient himself and roll over onto his hooves. He tried to stand once but he stumbled and fell. He tried a second time and succeeded, but it was too late. The eyes were upon him and the growling he could hear mere inches from his ears. Paralyzed by fear he stood rooted to the spot, readying himself for what may come as he locked his gaze upon the center set of eyes. One last growl dragged out and died as the center eyes drifted ever closer to the stallion’s face. The growling was replaced by a sniffing noise and he felt several tiny gusts of wind blow through his mane. Unable to hold eye contact any longer, the stallion turned his head away from the eyes, grimacing from the thought of what came next. But with a sudden glimmer of hope he noticed a vague light glowing in the distance. He was just barely able to make out the outlines of several pine trees against the dark grey background.
Realizing that his escape was in sight, the stallion’s will was renewed and in a split second he was galloping as fast as ever before towards the light. He payed no attention to the sound of a humongous set of jaws snapping shut behind him and focused the entirety of his strength and willpower into running. The light grew brighter before him and he could soon easily distinguish the trees. Weaving between them, heart pounding, chest heaving, he drew nearer to the edge of the forest. In a moment of immeasurable relief he passed beyond the last tree and found himself plummeting into water. He’d done it. He had made it through the forest.
His relief was short-lived, however, for as soon as he hit the water an uncomfortable tingling sensation afflicted his skin wherever the water touched it. The discomfort began spreading, soaking deeper into his skin and reaching his bones. The stallion began warily wading back to shore, checking to make sure there was no sign of the eyes following him. After a second the tingling evolved into a horrible pain as if every nerve in his body was being shredded and torn to pieces. He screamed aloud from the pain and shock and managed to throw his body ashore before collapsing to the ground in a writhing heap.
The pain did not abate when he left the water and so he continued to scream, all of his senses lost to the overwhelming torment. He could control neither his thoughts nor his actions and was completely helpless. For hours his torture continued, nearly breaking his mind and body before the last drop of water dried from his coat. At long last the pain faded and the stallion was able once more to think. The only noticeable damage that had been done to him was the soreness of his vocal chords. Other than that it appeared as if the pain had done him no real harm.
He took a moment to gather himself and take in his new surroundings. Just like at the previous river the forest and the water met in a line which stretched on indefinitely. Here the sky was a light blue, just like it would be on a cloudless day, only there was no sun. This river was much narrower than the other and he could easily see the other side as it was less than a quarter-mile across. In stark contrast to the forest behind him, a barren desert waited for him over the water. He didn’t like the looks of it, but he knew his destination had to lie across the wasteland. But before he could worry about that he needed to get across the river.
He knew he stood no chance of swimming across for the pain would overwhelm him and he would surely drown. He began to consider building a raft out of trees from the forest, though he was loathe to get any closer to it, but then a dark silhouette floating on the river drew his attention. At appeared to be slowly drifting closer to him and when it was a third of the way across he recognized it as a hooded pony floating on a boat. It was surrounded by a black haze which the stallion recognized to be unicorn magic as the boat drew even closer.
He awaited the pony patiently, hoping that the stranger would be kind enough to help him cross the river. After a minute or two the boat gently slid aground directly in front of the stallion. It was a simple wooden ferry, designed to carry only two passengers, which was perfect for the stallion’s needs. The pony on board was a pure white unicorn with eyes so wide they might not have even had lids. Before the stallion had a chance to ask for help the white pony spoke in a voice so old and decrepit the stallion couldn’t even tell if the pony was a mare or a stallion.
“I require payment,” croaked the white pony, stretching out one of the black sleeves of its cloak from which a pure white hoof protruded. The stallion was dismayed to realize he had no money to pay with, but before he could show his empty hooves to the white pony he was shocked to find the coin the pegasus had given to him stuck directly in the center of his right hoof, exactly how he’d picked it up in the first place. He struggled to remove it, trying to scrape it away with his other hoof but it would not budge. No matter how much effort he put into it he could not remove the coin. Discouraged, he held out the stuck coin to the white pony who simply reached out and took it. With no difficulty at all the white pony removed the coin and tucked it away inside its cloak.
The white pony stepped away towards the far end of the boat and silently gestured for the stallion to climb aboard. He did so, being careful to avoid getting so much as the tip of a hoof in the water lest he once again go through that painful ordeal. He climbed aboard successfully and as soon as he had the boat once again glowed with unicorn magic. He noticed at the same time that the white pony’s horn was glowing with the same exact shade of black. Soon he was gently rocking back and forth as the boat swayed its way across the threatening water. It was only a matter of minutes before they reached the other side during which neither pony made any attempts at conversation. The stallion quickly hopped off when they ran ashore, eager to get far away from the water. As soon as his hooves met the solid ground, he turned to thank the white pony, but both the pony and the boat had vanished.
With that unsettling occurrence he turned to face the desert. He could still see nothing beyond and the temperature had risen to a point where sweat began to trickle down the stallion’s neck. He knew that his trek would not be pleasant, but the extraordinary and increasingly unusual events that had brought him this far aroused in him a suspicion that something very significant was going on. He had no idea what awaited him at his destination but he knew it had to be important, possibly more important than anything he’d done his entire life.
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	For what seemed like days the stallion travelled through the blistering heat. The desert was made even worse by the fact that the days never turned into nights and instead the weather was a constant scorching torridity. His tongue was dry and cracked and it felt like his blood had turned to paste, refusing to flow through his veins and leaving him with barely enough strength to walk. Yet he staggered on, filled with the sense of a higher purpose which compelled him to seek the end of this seemingly endless desert.
Still, after all the distance he travelled, the stallion saw no change in the horizon before him. The infinite expanse of broken clay, yellowed from drying in the oven that was the air, was all that lay in his path. At one point he saw his farm, with his granny and two younger sisters waiting for him up ahead but the mirage faded as he dragged himself nearer. That was why when he saw a strip of green before him he felt no need to get there quickly. It came as a complete surprise to him that the oasis didn’t vanish into dust when he got close. Instead of shriveling and dying the grass sprang up from under his hoof after each step. The river of water did not evaporate into nothingness as he collapsed to the ground to take a drink. Still convinced he was hallucinating, the stallion decided it would be best to enjoy the vivid dream while it lasted so he forfeited his disbelief and plunged his head into the water. His thirst even outweighed his fear that the water would cause the same horrible pain as the last time, and to his relief it did no such thing. Instead he rejoiced in the cool freshness of the drink. He had never imagined that water could taste as sweet and as pure as this water did. He drank his fill and laid back contentedly to allow his body to process the refreshment.
Soon he did not feel nearly as exhausted and even somewhat energetic. The temperature was still terribly hot so he decided to go for a swim. As he waded into the river the coolness was at the same time both shocking and immensely relieving. He no longer cared if this was a dream or not. He only wanted to enjoy his relaxation. In his good mood he decided to explore the other side of the river to see what other delights he might find. This was easily done for the river was only thirty feet wide with no current to speak of. As he crossed, taking large gulps of water while he swam, his cares began to fade one by one from his mind. He forgot about his failed pie delivery, and the fall from the cliff. His journey across this bizarre landscape faded from his memory. He soon forgot his family, where he came from, and even who he was. The very last thing to go was his determination to keep walking until he reached his unknown destination. The only thoughts left in his mind were how much he enjoyed this water and how eagerly he desired the red fruits that hung from the trees he’d just spotted at the edge of the river.
He clambered ashore and galloped towards the nearest tree like an excited colt to an ice cream truck. Something about the red fruits hanging from it seemed familiar and comforting to him and he very much wanted to have some. Somehow his instincts took over and he kicked the trunk of the tree causing a large pile of fruits to fall down to the ground around him. He excitedly shoved an entire fruit into his mouth and chomped down on it with a satisfying crunch. He found absolute bliss in the flavor and texture of this delightful food and he saw no reason why he would ever want to eat anything else, do anything else, or go anywhere else.
For an eternity he wandered the shore of that beautiful river. It went on forever, as did the apple trees. He employed his time swimming and eating and sleeping with his hooves dangling in the cool water. He did not know age or worry and he spent countless lifetimes whiling away the hours on that eternal riverbank.
At some point while he was enjoying another helping of red fruit he noticed a small object floating on the surface of the river. This drew his attention for there was never anything on the river. With a sort of curiosity that was entirely knew to him he waded out to the object, scooped it up and brought it back to shore where he examined it while munching on some red fruit.
It appeared to be a piece of paper, though he wasn’t entirely sure how he could recognize a thing called paper which he’d never seen before. The paper was covered in marks and squiggles and a set of markings at the bottom stood out from the rest. As he looked at them words started to appear in his head like the symbols were speaking to him.
“Don’t forget to hold on to this,” the symbols said. For the first time in his existence something felt like it was moving inside his head, almost like something had gotten stuck in there a long long time ago and was tring to get out. “Once you get all the way there, you’ll still need it to find your way home. Take care, AJ.”
In a flash of horrifying realization the memories flooded the stallion’s mind. He remembered everything that ever happened to him, watching through it again like a movie in his brain. He remembered his parents raising him on the apple farm with granny’s help. He remembered how proud he was when pa gave him one of his old work collars to wear and he swore he’d never take it off. He remembered his two wonderful sisters and the all too short time that all six members of the family had together. He remembered watching his parents helplessly as the ceiling caved in on them, leaving him to take care of his sisters. He remembered the pie delivery gone horribly wrong and the terrifying fall from the cliff. Then his memories flashed forward to the present, rewinding through the eternity he spent eating apples and swimming away the time. He remembered suffering through the scorching desert. He remembered the white pony carrying him across the river. He remembered narrowly escaping the six eyes in the forbidding forest. He remembered swimming across the first river he thought would never end. He remembered the strange pegasus giving him a coin and pointing him in the right direction.
That was where the timelines didn’t meet up. In one he was falling from a cliff and in the other he was standing up completely unharmed. Try as he might, he could not remember the pegasus catching him and carrying him to safety. Instead a new vision appeared. He saw himself, or at least what he guessed to be himself, lying in a jumble at the bottom of a cliff, surrounded by fragments of a pie delivery cart and its destroyed contents. He saw his corpse, mangled and motionless, splattered on the ground.
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	That was it then. He was dead. And all this was… well, he wasn’t really sure. The afterlife, he supposed. Everything certainly made a lot more sense to him now.
A sort of peace came over him even more profound than his eternity spent without a care in the world. Once he realized he was dead he just didn’t have anything to worry about. There was no more mystery. Everything made sense.
But then he remembered there was still one thing he didn’t understand. Where was he going? What had the pegasus pointed him towards? He couldn’t be going home. His home was long gone to him and he would never return. So what was it then? What was his goal?
He took a look at the map and realized with a smile that it was no longer the same picture it once was. It showed a path that lead across a river, a forest, another river, a desert, one last river, and ended in a meadow straight ahead of him. He looked up and saw that beyond the grove of apple trees stretched a sea of grass and flowers calling out to him. He looked back at the river and thought of all the time he had wasted upon its shores. He certainly had no desire to spend any more time there and he had no need for the water or the apples. A wide grin broke out on his face as he galloped through the apple trees, leaving the final river forever behind him. He gripped the map tightly in his teeth as it flapped with the wind.
With an unforgettable sense of accomplishment the stallion emerged from the orchard, greeting the field before him with a smile and a laugh. This was his world now. Unchained from the bonds of a mortal life, he could do anything he wanted. The pegasus, his guardian, had been right when he said he’d know when to stop. Something about this place just felt right to him and he knew this was where he was meant to spend the rest of eternity. He raised his head high to bask in the warmth and the beauty of his new world, then suddenly a voice, full of hope and wonder, greeted him.
“Little Mac, is that you?” the stallion’s ma cried, her eyes welling up with tears of joy.
“Could it really be you? Are you our Little Mac?” his pa beamed with pride.
“Oh, it is!” his ma exclaimed rushing forward to wrap the stallion in a long missed hug. “Look how big he’s gotten!” Liquid pride trailed down both his ma’s and pa’s face as they huddled around him, welcoming him back after such a long time.
One tear ran down the overwhelmed stallion’s cheek. He had so much to say, so many lost years to make up for. But it didn’t matter. It could wait. They had all the time in the world.
He simply opened his mouth to let go of the map. A gentle breeze lifted it and carried it away far over the meadow. As it twirled and spun through the open air the stallion lost sight of it lowering his head to nuzzle his parents in kind. He didn’t need it, after all. It had done what it was meant to do. It had finally guided him home.

			Author's Notes: 
I wrote this for the Equestria Daily Writer's Training Ground #011 and the prompt was "Big Macintosh wishes chimeras were the only things he had to contend with on his delivery route. What he goes up against is far, far worse..."
Once again, I think I sort of did that. I mean, he died and Applejack didn't, so I guess Big Mac's route was worse.
I'm pretty proud of myself for getting something this long done. It's by far the longest story I've written all at one time. I kinda wanted to do more with it, but part of the prompt is I'm limited to 7000 words. Also, I'm pretty much out of time, so I couldn't add anything if I wanted to.
Fun fact! All of the rivers in the story have names. See if you can figure them out! Here's a hint: The desert might be considered a river of fire (which also has its own name). Also the six eyes (as a group), the pegasus, and the white pony all have names. If you figure them out the rivers shouldn't be too tough.
Alright, thank you very much if you made it this far! I really appreciate you reading my story. I hope you liked it. Please let me know what you think!
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