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		Description

	Two hundred years ago, Equestria was under the grips of a great plague, one that, in the end, will claim five sixths of the entire pony species.
Celestia tried everything to save her children. She purified entire lakes, turned infertile ground fertile, but when it comes to medical magic, all she can do is mend bones. 
After losing a close family member, she turns to the dreaded dark magic found in Tarmogoyf and enchants a new born named Pac Agate.
Four years later, Pac saved the pony race from extinction, but there were consequences for her. Ones that trail through her linage and cripple her children. 
Now, with Crystal Agate, the last child in the Agate linage must learn who she is and why she was placed on this planet.
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		Prologue 



	Once Upon A Time there was a land called Equestria. A beautiful land where ponies of three races, pegasi, unicorns and earth ponies flourished in sunshine and rainbows. Everyday was full of smiles and adventure for ponies of all ages, where there was no limit to the fun.
Equestria was a place of peace for those who needed it, plenty of food for all. It was a place of warmth for those lonely cold nights, with friends everywhere... but it wasn’t always like this.
There was a time, two centuries ago, known as the dark ages. 
In this Equestria ponies died by the hundreds everyday, to what is now known as the Bubonic Plague. A horrible plague that killed five sixths of the entire pony population in a span of thirteen horrible years. 
The Dark Ages were known for dirt roads, clothes made from potato sacks, stone huts, rotten food and that tasted like sewage. Ponies limped around on broken sticks and the few fillies and colts were locked in their room for their own protection. It was a high time for childhood rape.
But what hit the ponies of the dark ages hardest was the bubonic plague. Because of it you’d see dead ponies, of all ages, lying in the street lapping up dirt with limp tongues, the whites of their eyes staring at you. There was no proper burial after the first year, they just kept dying. Miles away you’d see pillars of smoke, wafting the stench of burnt flesh and fur in every direction.
It had snuck up on the ponies of Equestria, like a stalker in your backyard, waiting for the right time to attack. It started out small. I simple cough with a rumble in your stomach, like when you need to go to the bathroom, but that would pass. 
Ring around the rosy
Then it moved on after a while and you’d feel a gripping pain in your lungs. You’d cough, a lot, and when you removed your hoof you’d see blood. 
A pocket full of Posy
At this stage, near the end of the dark age, mother’s would kill their children just to spare their innocent soul from the suffering what lay ahead of them. They did it in the most humane fashion available, have the child turn around and look at something, or give him or her a task, then come from behind and slide a knife right through the lower neck and into the brain. Most mothers held their child, shushing it, thinking he or she was suffering when it really was over in a flash, no pain, no torment, just one and done.
For those mothers that couldn’t go through with it though, or those that was stricken by the plague themselves, unable to muster the strength to kill their child, a worse fate awaited them.
Ashes, Ashes. 
After a month or two, the pony would feel a warmth growing in their stomach. At first it would feel pleasant, like a warm bath, or a glass of warm milk, but then it’d change. The warmth turned into burning pain, like sticking your hand in a fire for a few seconds, their fur burning off their flesh. 
The few survivors remember hearing agonized screams coming from all around them.
What the ponies were feeling was their very organs dissolving. Then the cough came back. In a testimonial of one of the mothers too afraid to kill her child, it states that she saw her little filly coughing up not only blood, but her organs. She said they came up with a loud plop. She saw the pain and horror in her child’s eyes before they rolled back in her head and she fell to the ground. Dead.
We all fall down.
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Where was Celestia? You ask. Good question. Celestia herself was on the front lines at all times, coming to aid the ponies stricken with the plague. While her magic could purify entire streams and make food pop out of nowhere, her extent of medical magic only reached as far as mending broken bones, so all she could give the ailing ponies were comforting words. She worked countless hours on a cure, or just something to ease the pain, pouring her heart, mind and soul into the task, but came out empty hooved.
She was desperate, scared. The ponies trusted her to lead them as she had for over half a millennium, but she was failing them. She’d make constant visits to the town of Ponyville, one of the few with any fillies left. Most parents were too afraid to have a child, afraid that they’d have to kill it. But there was one filly Celestia loved more than anything. The last child in the town of Ponyville named Hazel Eyes, and Celestia would visit her everyday three times a day. 
Celestia herself had no reason to fear getting infected on those dirt roads, she was immortal and could not be affected by any sickness, so she’d play with Hazel, make her smile. She was the one thing Celestia really had left, and if asked today, she would agree to the thought of being a second mother to Hazel. 
Hazel Eyes was born a year before the plague hit full force, and on her second birthday, her mother died to it, but Hazel was too young to remember anything. The entire town took care of her, giving her a room to stay, food to eat and a warm hug whenever she needed it, but all those only served to infect the filly. 
Three years after her mother’s death, Hazel Eyes sat on the porch, a pool of her own blood sitting besides her. She had a blanket around her, yet still shook. She knew everything about the plague, its signs, its pain, all learned by watching her caregivers die off one by one. They all told her not to worry, that they couldn’t get sick because there would be no one to take care of her, but she knew it was a lie. She’d seen countless mares cough up a lung, screaming in terrified horror as their life flashed before them.
She sat on the porch, a pair of mares watching her from a distance, scared as that warm spot appeared in her tummy.
She saw Celestia trot up at her usual time and ran to her throwing the blanket to the wind. Kill me, she shouted, Kill me because I don’t want to go through what the others did.
Celestia only stared at Hazel, eyes fixed on the trembling foal. She remembered times when fillies played out in the open grass, blue skies as far as the eye can see, now, now they ask for a quick and painless death. 
She took the foal in her arms and Hazel cried. 
The mares watched on as Celestia considered her options. Either she killed her now or she died from the plague. From under her grasp, Hazel begged, saying that none of the other mares would do it.
But Celestia saw how scared she was. Soon those cries would grow into screams of agony and she’d blindly stare at her, begging for death. 
Celestia snapped her neck. 
Quick and Painless. The two mares gasped, but didn’t intervene. Celestia was stronger than they’d ever be. 
She let the dead body fall to the dirt floor, tears streaming from eyes that thought they knew pain. This was the last straw. She had tried to find a cure without resorting to such extreme measures, but it was too late. 
Celestia returned to her castle, carrying Hazel on her back to be buried in the royal cemetery. She’d have to dig up one of the old graves, but she was in control so she did what she must.
Afterwards she roamed her land looking for an uninfected couple. She found it in the form of rock farmers. The Agate Rock Farm to be specific. There, she took the couple back to the castle and forced them to have a baby.
Nine months later, a young filly named Pac Agate came into the world.
Celestia delved into Tarmogoyf, A dark and forbidden book that hosed powerful magicks with even more powerful consequences. Over the nine month pregnancy, she learned to cast the mind meld spell, and when she kissed Pac on the forehead, she rewired her tiny brain in such that she’d become the last hope for ponykind.
Pac lived in the castle, but never interacted with others outside her family and Celestia, and when approached by another healthy filly, she grew cold, focusing on finding a solution over playing a pointless game.
Celestia was unnerved by Pac’s behavior, anything to save her ponies, but at the same time, Pac interested her. From birth, Celestia knew exactly what her cutie mark would be, and, low and behold, when it came, she was right
After four long years of hearing ponies screaming at night, Pac found an answer. 
Well, an answer, not a cure, she had figured that the infection came from rats, but not as Celestia had once thought. Instead of the rats themselves, the bubonic plague came from the mites on the rat’s back.
Immediately Celestia dispatched the few fire mages she had left to burn all the land in an unspecified massacre, not caring if the measures were extreme or if what was left of her counsel disagreed. They hurt her ponies, her family, and she’d get her revenge with a mass extinction. 
For weeks, It was like the sun never set. Bright flames rose and murdered the night. Celestia gave everypony in the castle a veil to put over their bed and an eye cover just so they could get some sleep.
When the flames died Celestia, had the toughest decision in her over two thousand year lifespan to make. 
Killing the rats didn’t kill the plague that had already infected the countless ponies. Like with Hazel, Celestia had to decide whether or not to send out her army and kill everyone infected. Pac told her that there was no cure for the bubonic plague, or if there was one that it’d take her three years, at least, to find it, and by then, everypony would have died. 
Celestia took three full hours alone, then ate a meal with Pac. Even in such high stress times she still found a way to spend some of it with her. After a total of three days, Celestia came to the same conclusion. 
She sent all of her guard except for an elite few to every city in Equestria, there they murdered everyone, sick or not, no chances were taken. Quick and Painless. Then, when everything was said and done, the guards were told to commit ritual suicide, eliminating all chance of bringing the plague back with them. 
Over the next four years, Pac made the cure and gave it to every living pony in the castle, including herself, even though she never came in contact with it. 
Throughout those years Celestia barricaded herself in her room, giving complete control of the recovery to her council, with orders to Pac to bring any disagreement to her, personally. She was only pony allowed into her room. Celestia became a second mother to her and in turn, she became a daughter to Celestia. The two shared the burden of all those lost souls, and celebrated each new one.
Eventually it came time for Pac herself to reproduce, and Celestia gave her her choice of the three best males left in the kingdom. When she chose, and the deed was done, something tragic and unexpected happened. 
A week after confirming Pac’s pregnancy, the male died. She did an autopsy and found nothing particularly wrong. Then when the baby came, tragedy struck again. The baby was a male and died two days later from suffocation. 
Pac was heart broken, and for good reason, but after a year of grieving, she did it again, and if that baby came out a male, our story would have never happened. The mate died again a week after conception, but a healthy filly was born.
After reading up some more, Celestia decided to mind meld Pac’s filly as well. At the time, her world could use as many good doctors as it could get.
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That was two hundred years ago, and our story begins five years before the thousandth Summer Sun Celebration, with the last of the Agate lineage. 
The last to house what Celestia now called the Agate Curse, and the last remaining link to Pac Agate, the filly who singled handedly saved the entire pony race.

	
		Chapter 1



        Mid Morning light filtered through the throne room windows, casting itself along the broad room and reflecting off Twilight Sparkle’s coat. She, Celestia and a third, pink unicorn mare sat alone. The mare, known as Cheery Days, who ran a local daycare not far from the castle walls, had just learned a dashing secret, and didn’t like it in the slightest. 
“The mare needs to be arrested,” Cheery shouted, flailing her arms like it’d make her look more important. 
Celestia rubbed her eyes. She had planned to deal with this situation, but not now, not even this year, or the next. She was too young. “I know, Cheery, but this is a… special case.” 
Twilight, who had watched Celestia do court for the first time, was more than a little frazzled. So many selfish stallions and mares wanting so much of the Princess. It made her feel a little sick, but she toughed it out. “Who is the mare, Princess?” She interjected, flinching when Celestia glared at her. 
“Sorry, Twilight,” Celestia said after a second, her expression softening, ”you’re not to blame for any of this.” Her voice was strained, but honest, Twilight could see the faintest trickles of sweat roll down her brow. “She’s a mother living here in Canterlot.” 
“There are no such things as special cases, Princess,” Cheery shouted. She took a firm stance, like she’d literally fight the ruler of the country over this. “Any mare that leaves a filly under the age of ten for more than two hours is breaking. The. Law. She left at four in the morning and didn’t get back until four at night, WAY past a filly’s bedtime.” 
Celestia rubbed her temples again. She knew it was only a matter of time, I mean, ever since Cross died… “I know-” 
“And she buys her own FOOD!” Cheery interjected. To Twilight, the pink mare looked like a rather pissed off bull. She readied a shield spell, even though she knew it wasn’t needed. “No filly should have to do that. I want this mare thrown in jail!” 
“I'm afraid it’s more complicated than that, Cheery,” Celestia took a deep breath. Twilight could see veins and arteries like ropes on Celestia’s neck and legs. The mare who had an unbeatable poker face, was, cracking? And over a topic that, to Twilight, seemed easily compliable. “This mare is the head surgeon in-” 
“I don’t care if she’s your daughter!” Cheery once again interrupted, “she’s a menace to her own child and needs to be punished!”  Cheery took a step forward, and, on reflex, Twilight put a partial paralysis spell on her legs. The mare turned, her harsh glare boring into Twilight like a hot coal. “Release me this instance!” 
“I will not have you talk to my student that way,” Twilight flinched, the action coming faster than her brain could think. “the only reason Twilight put that paralysis spell on you was because she felt unsafe.” 
It wasn’t that, Twilight didn’t want her mentor skewered, even though it’d never happen. Thick, steel cables pulsed on her mentor’s neck. She was angry! Celestia, the most patient mare in all of Equestria lost her cool over something as trivial as a negligent mother. 
“We will take a short break from this,” Celestia calmly said, extending one of her wings to pull Twilight in. Twilight actually jumped at the touch, then, realizing how she was shaking, allowed herself to be moved. Celestia took a number of deep breaths, then said: “I will retrieve Crystal from her house. I’ve got something to tell her anyway.” 
At this, Cheery calmed, “Good, may I find a room to relax in then?” 
“Of course.” Celestia sighed, the tension finally bleeding away, “I take it you made arrangements with your work to stay a day or two?”  Twilight looked up and saw that Celestia’s mask had come back, but, to a mare that has lived six years with the princess, noticed cracks, a small twitch, a single hair out of place, but the most prominent, a slight blush on her cheeks.
“Just one day,” Cheery replied, looking to Twilight, who flinched at the gaze. Cheery herself looked a lot calmer, although she was also unable to hide the scars. “I apologize for scaring you.” she paused, “This is just something that I… can’t let slide. I came from Stalliongrad, and there children were abused, beaten, raped, you name it.” 
“Another time, Cheery,” Celestia said, releasing her wing, but not making Twilight go, “If you wish to talk about your reasons, do it in private.” 
“Yes, your majesty,” Cheery bowed before making her way out to find a maid and get one of the hundreds of untaken rooms. 

When the sound of hoofsteps disappeared, Twilight turned to her mentor, “What happened?” That was all she could say, but the question rang clear in Celestia’s mind. “Is it something about the filly? Why would a filly know how to buy groceries?” 
“I think the real question is what cashier would buy anything other than candy from a filly,” Celestia said, then chuckled and the tension quickly died.
Celestia suddenly got serious, her expression hardening faster than Twilight could perceive, and before she knew it, she was staring at an very serious and very intimidating princess. It was an expression she only received when she had done something very bad, and marked the beginning of a very serious talk, one where the answers were absolute and nonnegotiable.
“I take it you know about dark magic,” Celestia said, her tone warm letting Twilight know she wasn’t in trouble. 
Twilight sighed, but sat straight, planning to take every word her mentor spoke to heart. “Yes, Princess.” 
“And you know of the Black Plague? How a single mare saved pony kind from extinction.” 
“Of course,” Twilight smirked at her knowledge, but flinched when she gazed upon Celestia again. “Pac Agate, a rock farmer found mites on a rat and sacrificed her daughter to find the cause.” 
“Good, good, you have been keeping up with your studies,” Celestia nodded, “but you know that what is said in these four walls will not and shall not be spoken outside them.” 
Twilight stiffened “Yes, Ya-Your Majesty,” she only called Celestia your majesty when she got scared. 
“Calm down, Twilight, I'm just making sure. I know you won’t tell anyone.” Celestia said, smiling, something that relieved Twilight immensely. Her long white horn flicked to life and a sound proof spell raced across the room until it reached each of the four walls. “Now, don’t be alarmed but some of the documents in those texts, the ones about the Black Plague inparticular, are false.” 
Twilight gasped, “But you wrote those books yourself! How could you get something wrong?” 
Celestia said nothing in response, but looked away, towards the sun lit window. “Twilight, Pac Agate wasn’t a full grown mare. She was four.” 
The words hung in the air for a few minutes, Celestia staring at Twilight, judging her reaction.
Twilight burst out laughing, rolling on the stage that housed the throne.  “Four! That’s a good one, Celestia”  She rolled around, laughter bouncing across the walls. Only when she noticed Celestia hadn’t joined her did she look up. Celestia glared at her. “You’re serious!” 
“Yes I am, Twilight. Do you think I’d put up a soundproofing spell if I wasn’t?” Her tone turned harsh, and it was Twilight’s turn to blush. 
“S-Sorry, it’s just that... four?” 
Celestia sat down and took Twilight under her wing. “Twilight, please have an open mind on this, but the species was dying. The extended family I built up from the ground was suffering, threatening to disappear forever, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it.” 
“But you did?” Twilight said, aware of the serious sorrow in Celestia voice, and knowing that this was no joke. “You burned the fields and killed all the infected, quick and painless?” 
Celestia winced at those words, Hazel Eyes popping up in her head. “Yes, Twilight, I had, but why do you think I’d resort to such, drastic measures?” She looked at Twilight, who thought intently on the question, but couldn’t come up with an answer. “Because I had no other option. Twilight, I could barely heal a broken bone at the time, and medical magic was a foreign subject. I was desperate, and turned to dark magic for help.” 
“What?” Twilight’s mouth was agape and she stared. Celestia could see the gears in Twilight’s mind cranking away like they had during many a test. “That means…” 
“Yes, Twilight, I used dark magic on a new born.” 
Again, Twilight digested these words like water, fusing them into her very psyche. “And the filly?” 
“Is Pac’s descendant and one of the last links to my utter desperation.” 
“What is her name?” Twilight glared at Celestia, but not trying to be intimidating, she wanted, no needed this information. 
“Crystal Agate, and the only reason I am bringing her to the castle is to tell her her sister is dead.” 
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Depending on parents, ponies normally make their first friend in the first few months of their life. This is the pony you grow up with; the one that’s always by your side. Some ponies even have more than one of these friends, but not all ponies. 
In some families the children are secluded, either because the parents, mother or father, are scared. They might think that introducing new ponies to their little bundle of joy would somehow hurt it. There, however, tends to be a reason for this isolation, either the pony is bedridden and possibly infectious, but will heal, or the parents want to instil their version of right and wrong so it won’t be tainted by another filly from a different family. Both will lead to the inevitable of their child making lifelong friendships. But there’s a third, rarer, option. 
What if the entire family has absolutely no intention of letting their child make any friends? One that values family ties to the nth degree and doesn’t even let the child know what a friend is. No obvious rhyme, or reason.
The third option is the family of Crystal Agate. 
She’s from upper class, not upper crust, origins, with her entire family being white furred. The only way you can tell them apart is by their eye color, mane, or size. Crystal has green eyes, her sister, Cross, has blue eyes and her mother, Sterile, has purple. There’s also the mane color, blue curls for Crystal, straight blue for Cross, and purple for Sterile. 
They were doctors, and by doctors, I mean best in the world. Sterile is the Head Surgeon at Canterlot hospital, a position specifically chosen by Princess Celestia herself. She’s in charge of ten of the best medical practitioners, of all fields, in the world, which makes her the best of the best. She is the only pony ever to perform a successful brain surgery on a unicorn.
Cross is a pediatrician and Crystal adored her. 
Cross would wake Crystal up in the morning, around twelve, everyday of the first five years of her life. She’d carry her to breakfast,  feed her, change her, even comforting her when she got scared.
Sterile had loved her, loved both her children over anything else in the world,  but with her job she had to get up early, like four in the morning early, to oversee the hospital’s patients. Being head surgeon meant more than performing surgery, and would never see either of her children in the morning. Sometimes she didn’t get back home until four at night, long after they went to bed. Sometimes, Crystal slept in her bed until Sterile moved her to her own. 
All around, Sterile had next to no part in Crystal’s child rearing, but still left a huge imprint on her, somewhat like a god.
No, Cross was Crystal’s mother. She’d take her outside after work and teach her exercise techniques, which could have been summed up with “Ponies need to run around,” a lot of tag, hide and seek and tree climbing. She read complex medical textbooks to her, explaining in great detail each area and specimen. When the time came, she even explained sex to Crystal, at the age of four.  
If Crystal woke up to a pair of purple eyes. She’d have to restrain herself from lunging. To her, Mom was god, and you never lunge at god, even if it was just for a hug. 
She’d come into Crystal’s room, eyes gleaming in the moonlight, and slowly lifted her out of bed. It was one of the rarest events in Crystal’s sheltered life. They’d talk about each other’s day, Starile would tell her daughter about the funny ponies that worked for her and Crystal would talk about her studies in return. Sometimes Sterile would quiz her daughter, and others were short visits, but everytime the two met, a gift was given.
The first gift Crystal ever got was just another cherry orange swirl lollipop, but after she turned three, and passed one of her mother’s quizzes on anatomy, she was rewarded  with a book. Not a medical textbook or medical weekly, but a fictional book, one by the famous author, King Stephen, called Starter of Fires. A horror book reserved for adult readers
She loved it.
None of the horror stuff scared the three year old. A single article in Medical Weekly had more fright than that entire book, being eaten alive by insects, from inside your body? Now that’s scary.
Crystal read that book like some read the bible, over and over again, writing notes on grammar style and theming. For the next two years, the book never left her side, and Crystal never left the front gates.
Be it something instilled in her, or pony nature, but she never once left the sanctuary of her home for five years of her life. She tried once, taking a single step outside the gate, but stopped and ran back. It was too unfamiliar, like an infant cooking for themselves.
About three months before Crystal started school, Cross and Sterile met her in the living room, something that never happened, and talked about Cross adding something to her daily schedule. For those last three months, Crystal learned how to sleep in class. She only went to school for legal reasons, and the family knew that school was a joke. Crystal learned everything they’d teach before she was two.
The first day of school was terrifying, mostly because it was the first time Crystal ever left the house. She was late because of her fear. Cross had to climb the tree in the yard and physically drag her to school.
During class, Crystal slept, just as she was taught; during recess she sat under a tree, or in a tree, and read advanced medical textbooks. At first ponies wandered over, curious about the filly. They tried to be friendly, but Crystal put a stop to it, and eventually, isolated herself in a cocoon of secrecy, no one reaching out and her reaching out to no one.
Near the end of her first year, Cross ran away from home. Crystal remembered the night in tearful clarity. Cross yelled at her mother, using words that little Crystal never heard before, dark, angry words. 
Later, Cross left the house with an earth shattering bang, never to be seen again, never even saying goodbye to the filly she raised. Crystal was forced to stare blankly through the window as her big sister walked the whole two acres. She didn’t even look back. 
When Sterile walked into the room, Crystal saw that one of her eyes were blackened. She hurt Mom?  she thought, staring in disbelief. Sterile sat on her bed and wrapped a hoof around her back. She hurt God. She touched it, just like as the book described it, and then cried into her chest. 
“Cross won’t be living with us anymore,” Sterile said rubbing her daughter’s back. She ended up reading Starters of Fire to her, and also kissed Crystal’s forehead for the first time. But neither stopped Crystal from crying herself to sleep that night. 

Life went on without her, month after month went by. Crystal turned six without her, started her second year of school without her, and finished memorizing every bone, muscle, organ and difference in each of the three races without her. 
The hardest thing she had to do without her was cooking. Crystal could boil water and make cereal, but when it came to making sandwiches, picking the right ingredients, even finding good recipes, she was at a loss. Sterile told her to keep Cross’s disappearance a secret so she couldn’t even ask anyone for help. It surprised her to see no one call the police when they saw a six year old filly shopping for things other than candy. 
Four months in her her second school and about six months after Cross disappeared, Crystal spotted something giant and white walk up her half a mile long drive way. It had been the first day in over a month that her mother took off, and she read in the tallest branch of the family tree, her tree so she could have some peace while making lunch. When she took a closer look, something closed her throat. Walking up the street was none other than Princess Celestia.
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		Chapter 2



	“That’s kidnapping, Princess!” 
Celestia had just woken up from her early evening nap, something the nobles absolutely looth, but respect. Celestia is the ruler, she rules how she sees fit, and unless there’s a revolution over the horizon, she’s doing a fine job. She had none of her royal garbs on: the golden breast plate with its amethyst crystal, the set of four golden slippers and her golden crown were all neatly placed on the ground near the bed. Twilight, who came just as requested, rested on a plush purple mat, one the princess got specifically for her. She had gotten one for all her past students, but kept the others in a closet as a memento of what had once been. 
“I have no choice, Twilight,” Celestia said, her voice calm and even. After a nap, her pokerface was running at full capacity again. She was as cool as a cucumber.
“How!” Twilight on the other hoof was kind of flipping out, much to both Celestia’s enjoyment and concern. “Kidnapping is illegal for a reason.” 
The two had been discussing the matter of acquiring Crystal Agate. Twilight said to go through the proper procedure, contact Child Protective Services and have them bring her, but Celestia disagreed.
Earlier, Celestia had checked the attendance sheet at her hospital, the one where Crystal’s mother headed, and learned that she was home. This made things… complicated, to say the least.  Sterile, if anything, is a very protective mother. She’ll beat anyone that touched either of her daughters, no questions asked, and Celestia didn’t want this to get in the news, not at all. 
It’s kind of funny. The one day Celestia wanted Sterile at work, she was at home. Out of the hundred times she told her to take some time off for her children, the one time she did it had to be when Cheery showed up with her campaign of justice. To put things in perspective, Sterile hasn’t taken a day off in six years. The act in itself was fine, Celestia liked a hard worker, but when you run up enough paid vacation time to last until your dead, there’s a problem. And the entire thing could have easily been avoided if Sterile just went with Celestia’s suggestion of working from 8am to 3pm! It’s not that hard!  
“Yes, I agree with you, Twilight, kidnapping is bad,” the princess paused, “but I'm afraid it’s the only option available to me.” 
“Celestia, listen to me,” Twilight said in a low voice. Celestia heard her students strain to keep herself in check. “This can’t be your only option, what if you get caught? It’ll look really bad if the Canterlot Express’s front page article showed you with a foal in your mouth. I can see it now, Celestia, Princess of the Sun and Moon, kidnaps young filly from her home. Think about it!” 
“I have, and my answer is this.” Twilight waited, hooves tapping on the floor like a mother waiting for her filly to choose a flavor of soda. “I have diplomatic immunity.” 
She saw Twilight’s eyes widen as her mouth dropped. “WHAT!” she shouted, causing a stir from outside. “You… you… What?” 
Celestia watched her student squirm for a few minutes, almost enjoying it. “That’s my answer, Twilight, and whether you like it or not, I am going to bring Crystal here.” Without another word, Celestia left the room, locking it to make sure Twilight didn’t leave.
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That had been an hour ago, and Celestia felt more than a little guilty for strong arming her own student. Now she flew across the fields of Canterlot, calming herself before going to retrieve Crystal.
Celestia used a camouflage spell on herself so she wouldn’t be seen from either above or below. It wasn’t because she didn’t want her subjects to see her out, in fact she loved talking to them. It made her feel more connected to the common folk she lead, no, the reason she hid herself was because she wanted no one seeing her cry. 
Ever since she left the castle, thoughts of that time two hundred years ago came back, a lingering soul of a long, lost time. She’d see the green grass turn brown, all of the farmers that tended to it dead. She’d hear ponies coughing up their own organs, hear those screams. What, has it been five years since she did this with Cross? Ten? Possibly, she remembered spotting the dragon Twilight grew from an egg afterwards, but even that was the blink of an eye in her two thousand five hundred year life. 
Celestia turned and finally flew towards her goal, Crystal’s house, about a mile outside the royalty district. A great green grassy knoll overlooking the rest of Canterlot. It wasn’t as prestigious as most of the homes in the royalty district, it only having two stories, but there was space to grow in peace. The ten foot wall surrounding the entire complex helped with the peace part. 
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Crystal sat in her tree, three stories off the ground. She had Starters of Fire open in her lap and was reading peacefully, enjoying the thought of having her mother home for the first time in months, maybe even years. She felt the indescribable urge to rush down and spend every waking moment with her, but Mom was God and whenever God asked for time alone, you gave it to her. It was just time enough to make lunch, and she’s got all day to spend with her mother. 
“Ohh, I'm just so excited,” she stretched her limbs, not noticing the faint glimmer in the sky, then gasped as she almost fell, “woah! Gotta calm down,” she took a deep breath then giggled, “back to reading.” 
Crystal opened her book up to page 53, before leaning back in her favorite branch and sighing. The tree itself was an apple tree, the tallest around, just below the hight limit of four stories. It swayed back and forth in the gentle wind, rocking just enough to lull a particular filly to sleep. Crystal had once unwillingly spent the night in her tree a few months back and woke to the first glint of the sun. That moment had been the closest thing to peace she’d felt since, Cross left. 
A little niggling of worry crawled up Crystal’s back, like the feeling you get when you think you’re being watched, and she looked up from her book. She expected it to be nothing, just her mind playing tricks on her again, but when she looked down, it was something. Something big. 
Celestia, the Celestia, princess of the land and ruler of both day and night, walked up the path that lead from the gate to the house. It really was something big as Celestia could easily tower over her or her mother, but, something was off?  Great big white body, check, giant wings and horn, check, what was missing? As she crept closer, Crystal figured it out. She didn’t have her royal garbs on, had she lost them somewhere? 
Crystal started to move down the branches. Celestia looked so, small without her attire, more, normal, and approachable. Something dawned on her. In one of the psychology books she read, it told how most social workers got the child to come with them. They looked small and harmless and have the gentlest of smiles when they first see the child, that way they can reduce the amount of resistance and help the filly or colt feel safer. 
“No,” Crystal said, freezing in place. Her heart thumped at the thought, “Mom hasn’t treated me bad? Yes she isn’t around all the time, but I’m always safe and have plenty of food and books in the house, even if I have to buy it, Mom gives me the money I need.”
“Hello Crystal,” 
She didn’t even have time to scream before she lost her footing and tumbled down the tree, except, she didn’t tumble. Opening her eyes, Crystal found herself being held aloft by a light yellow aura. She looked up to see Celestia flying above her, horn lit in the same yellow aura.”I need you to come with me.”  she said in a sweet tone. Celestia pulled the filly closer and kissed her forehead. “Have a nice nap.“
It happened so fast, aches, Crystal didn’t know she had pulsed over her entire body, she tried to fight whatever Celestia did to her, but it was futile. Before falling asleep, she uttered one word that made Celestia’s throat close. “M-Mommy” 
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It had been quick and painless. It was a sleep spell, one Celestia freely used when she needed a break from Twilight, or Twilight stayed up too long. It also doubled as a sleep aid, although there is a side effect, a small one. When you wake up, you really have to go to the bathroom. Celestia meant to take care of it, but has put it off for over a century now.
Another side effect, well, not exactly, was that the user could be asleep for as long as seven hours or as short as ten minutes. Normally it’s about two hours, but she didn’t want to chance it. Back to the castle she went. Or that’s where she would have gone if she hadn’t remembered Twilight.
If there was one thing she hated about her most faithful student, it’s that she held grudges. One time, in the first year or so, after the seven year old got more accustomed to living with royalty, Celestia had taken one of her books without asking. It hadn’t ended well and Celestia had to buy her ice cream from PennyWise once a month for the rest of the year. 
She tried to imagine how mad Twilight would be after using the diplomatic immunity card? Or as she felt it as, the “do as I say or I kick you out” card. Celestia winced at the thought and headed to PennyWise, just to be safe. 
PennyWise herself was a young unicorn mare with brown fur and a red mane and tail. Her cutie mark was of two pennies, some kind of foreign currency, and she was great with money, but ran an ice cream shop? Celestia didn’t get it, nor did she care. The ice cream was great.
PennyWise herself was a mare of many talents though, during birthdays, she’d dress up in a white suit with orange puffball buttons, put on a bright red nose and made the birthday girl or boy laugh up a storm. She’d never get angry and made great conversation, no matter the topic.
Celestia gently placed Crystal on her back and quickly flew to PennyWIse’s little corner shop.
Ten minutes later she arrived at the brick building and strode in, more than a little frantic now.
The shop itself had a warm smell, and despite being cramped, felt roomy. There was a magic driven air conditioning unit behind the cash register blowing cool air throughout the store.
“Hello and welcome to… Celestia!” PennyWise had come through the door, spouting her usual mantra when she spotted the giant mare. “Did you get in another fight with Twilight?” she asked, knowingly. 
Celestia didn’t say anything; she just sat a pouch filled with bits onto the table, “The usual…” she paused, remembering the filly on her back, “and a chocolate fudge twist… two scoops.” 
“Coming right up, Princess,” PennyWise shuffled over to the display, where flavors like Lemon berry swirl and bubblegum pop sat ready and waiting.  
Celestia waited, panicking. She had to get back to the caste as soon as possible. She knew, ever since Cheery came in with her complaint, she knew that she’d been acting different, that Twilight knew she’d been acting different, and had to correct her mistake before her shamble of a plan fell apart at the seams. 
Twilight has got to care about Crystal, or… or… Celestia didn’t want to think about it. 
“Here you go, Princess,” PennyWise said, holding out three cups of ice cream. “That’ll be ten bits…” 
“Just take it from the pouch!” Celestia said, taking the ice cream in her magic, putting a frost spell on each so they didn’t melt on the way back, and bolted, leaving the entire pouch of five hundred bits on the counter. 
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After tucking Crystal in, in a room with a private bathroom, Celestia rushed back to her bedroom, knowing Twilight stood, angry… oh so angry.
“Twilight told us to tell you that she left,” one of the guards said as Celestia reached her room. “She’s in the kitchen getting lunch.” 
“And you let her out!” Celestia’s guards, all wearing golden armor, or depending on rank, blue or purple armor, were imbeciles. Celestia tried to be trusting, and understanding, but after the fiasco with the Saddle Arabian filly, all hope seemed to be lost.   
“Well…” one of her best guards said, “You never ordered us to keep Twilight in your room.” 
“And she can teleport!” the other guard chimed in.
Celestia took a deep shuddering breath, almost dropping her ice cream cups. She reenacted her frost spell. “If I lock the door, you should know to keep whatever is inside, inside! And Twilight isn’t physically fit enough to run away from two stallions such as yourselves, yes she can teleport, but not that far, maybe ten feet, and that takes a lot of energy.” She glared at her guard, “as my personal guards I expect you to know this kind of stuff.”
“B-But,” The guard was cut off by a slap to the face. 
Both guards recoiled, even the one that wasn’t slapped. Celestia hasn’t hit a guard for ten years, and that was when that strange white filly roamed the halls, looking way too mature for her age. 
Celestia left, her guard watching with mouths agape. 
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On the way to the kitchen, Celestia passed Cheery. She gave the pink mare the room number to where Crystal slept with the order to bring her to the throne room after she used the restroom, and watched her rush off. 
Twilight sat in the far corner of the mess hall, a hay burger with fries lying uneaten. When Celestia got close, she looked up- glared up- at her, but sighed and took a bite. Celestia waited patiently for her student to swallow.
“Can I take my food with me?” Twilight said, grumbling. 
“I have ice cream back in my room,” Celestia replied. She focused, lighting her horn. Twilight calmly set her burger down and dabbed her cheeks with a napkin. 
Then they disappeared. 
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Celestia’s bedroom sat still in the mid evening light. It was almost time to lower the sun. 
The bed was unmade, there were jumbled papers on Celestia’s desk; the fireplace was filled with carbon and the chimney desperately needed to be swept. All and all a model of disorganization, but Celestia didn’t mind, she could flick her horn and put the whole place right again at any time. Sometimes, on those rare rare days when she felt bored, she’d make the room as messy as she could before cleaning it. A good test of her magic ability and attention to detail if there ever was one.
With a flash, Celestia and Twilight magically appeared in the room. Twilight quietly sat on her mat, grabbing the mint chocolate brownie fudge from the desk and dug in, letting a brief smile escape her at the always great PennyWIse ice cream, before glaring at Celestia again.
“Are you going to explain why you called diplomatic immunity?” Twilight said, setting the ice cream aside after a few bites, never a good sign. 
“That and more, Twilight.” Celestia lit her horn and cast the same sound proof spell she had in the throne room. “But I need you to be open minded.”
Twilight just glared, then eyed the ice cream, then took a bite. “Okay, you took your time to get me PennyWise so I’ll be open minded for you.”
Celestia gave a huge sigh, then realized she’d left her entire weekly allowance of bits on PennyWise’s counter. It was an odd feeling of relief and distress. “How would you feel about being a big sister?” 
“Huh?” 
Celestia sat down, and explained as much as she thought Twilight could take. Why she’d called diplomatic immunity, why she’s been acting the way she had, and, to her credit, Twilight stayed open minded.
By the end, Twilight stopped being angry. She started to worry, but for whom she didn’t know.
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Twilight sat on the floor of the throne room. Celestia had just lowered the sun and the cool night air flowed through the windows. Celestia had forgone the throne, since she didn’t want to seem above Crystal when she showed up. That could scare her. 
The thought of being a sister buzzed around Twilight’s head. She never really put any thought into it, never needed to. Twilight knew that her parents weren’t having anymore kids, but when Celestia told her that she might, she didn’t know how to respond. 
My question is why me? Twilight thought, wouldn’t a trained nanny be more helpful in this situation? She turned to Celestia, who despite her years of practice, shuffled nervously on her red pillow. She constantly looked left and right, as if someone would pop out and slice her throat if she didn’t, and there were little groans. Twilight knew why she was like this, but couldn’t really believe it. A little filly under the influence of… some kind of dark magic shouldn’t, couldn’t, make her this stressed.
What was the name of the spell, Celestia used? Mind Meld? Twilight sighed, she’d have a lot to research when this was over, and that meant no sleep. 
Causally, as if drawn by a magnet, Twilight let her body fall. She landed on Celestia’s thigh with a meaty slap, jolting her out whatever kind of daze she’d been in.
“Don’t do that!” Celestia complained, turning to Twilight, “it’s rude…” she trailed off. Twilight was nuzzling her like a cat, and when she finished, she looked up at her, a gentle smile plastered on her face. “Is it that obvious?” 
“Day and night, Princess,” Twilight said, resting her head on Celestia’s thunder thigh. “If Crystal’s as smart as you say, she’ll catch on as well” 
“Well having to tell someone their sibling died isn’t a walk in the park for the nerves you know.”
“I have an idea, but what worries me is how close you say the two were. What was it, mother and daughter, not sister and sister?” 
Celestia sighed, doing her best to relax. “Yes, her real mother chose work over raising her, so Cross became her mother.” 
“It’ll hurt. I wonder if she’ll be the same filly when you’re done.” 
Celestia didn’t respond, she just willed her heart to slow and hoped for the best. That’s all she could do. 
A few minutes later there was the faint sound of hooves running across the hallway.
“Show time,” Twilight said, sitting up. She gave Celestia another once over and found that her little stunt helped her bring herself together.
“I know,” Celestia replied, “I do have ears.”
Twilight focused on the giant mahogany doors, twenty feet tall and one foot thick, they were the only thing between them and some kind of an abomination. A filly that supposedly wasn’t a filly, and Twilight could feel her own trepidation bubble up from that place just below her gut. It was the first time she’d witnessed any form of dark magic. Celestia kept it out of her reach for a reason. 
As she watched the door, that same thought nagged at her, why me? It ate away at her like a voracious worm. Why me, why me? 
The sound of hooves hitting the door, then, by some magical feat, one side opened to reveal a single filly. 
Members of the three races had specific magic, earth ponies had strength magic, which is why the earth pony guard carried the heavy set weapons, hammers and two hooved axes. Pegasi had spears because like a spear, they were aerodynamic and could move at lightning speeds. Unicorns, which are, bias or not, the best of the three races wielded swords because, with magic, they could easily manipulate the blades with fine precision, make a dance if you will. 
Every type has a second ability, pegasi being able to control weather, earth ponies being able to talk with the earth, find places to plant food and what not, but unicorn’s had none, they can just control the raw magic in their world through the horn on their heads, a conduit so to say.
Crystal was an earth pony, and by the looks of it a very powerful one. The little white filly with blue curls had pushed what could only be two hundred pounds with her bare hooves.
“Cross!” Crystal shouted, looking left and right for her sister. 
Twilight felt Celestia tense, this was clearly not what she wanted to hear. Somehow her hopes were raised, and the higher you are the harder you fall. 
“Cross! Where are you?” 
Looking her over, Twilight couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary about her. Crystal looked like every other six year old filly she’d seen, white fur, blue curls, blue eyes, No deformities, no extra limbs or snout that got longer everytime she lied, completely normal.
Crystal spotted Celestia on her pillow, “Celestia, where’s my sister?” She took a step forward, the sound of hooves running echoed around them. Eventually, Cheery came through the wooden doors, panting. “Celestia, where’s my sister?” 
Twilight could see her mentor steel herself. It’s now or never. “Crystal Agate, your sister, Cross Agate… is... dead” 
Twilight glared at Crystal, not menacingly, but unwaveringly. She could see the color drain from the little filly’s coat, her eyes went wide and she gritted her teeth. “No!” her voice squeaked, but it froze everyone. “How dare you say that!” Crystal moved to run, but Celestia broke out of the haze and closed the door. “She’s not dead! Cross is too strong to be dead!” The little filly reared up and smacked the door with her back hooves. 
There was a loud crack. All three unicorns gaped breathlessly. One of the twenty foot pillars that made up the door unhinged and started to fall. It was caught before it did any damage, but Crystal had gotten out and was running down the hallway.
There was a moment of silence, all three with their jaws unhinged. “Did she just…” Twilight mumbled. 
“I think so…” Cheery added, unable to look away from the nine inch nails that protruded from the top of the pillar.  
“GUARDS!” Celestia literally screamed. The two guards clad in golden armor that had simply watched the filly escape rushed in, spears at the ready. 
“Your highness?” 
“I want you to mobilize everyone, find the filly that just ran off.” 
The guards saluted, “We’ll tell lieutenant Armor right away.” 
“Find her,” Celestia hissed.
The guards flinched then ran off in separate directions. 
A few seconds later, Twilight turned to see her mentor visibly shaken. She thought of falling on her leg again, but with Cheery here, it seemed inappropriate.
“Cheery Smiles,” Celestia boomed. “You are to return to your room, immediately.” 
Cheery, who had been the last to snap out of her awe, turned, “b-but shouldn’t I help…” 
“Now!” 
Flinching, Cheery ran out of the room, slowing only when she passed three royal guards. 
To Twilight, everything was moving too fast. The whole event took a total of three minutes, but felt like seconds. She’d blink and another pony would disappear. And why was Celestia so worried? Crystal was just a filly with a big brain, right?
“Twilight,” Celestia commanded, dragging her from her thoughts. 
“Y-Yes, Your Highness?” Why was she scared? 
“I need you to go back to your room and make space for Crystal.” Celestia turned to her student, flashing what could only be a motherly smile, “and make sure to remove any sharp or dangerous objects. Even quills.” 
“B-But…” she paused, realization striking her like a sledgehammer. “Yes, Your Majesty.” Twilight bowed before heading off to the tallest tower of Canterlot Castle.
Alone with her thoughts, Celestia closed and locked the mahogany door, forcing the loosened pillar back into place with her magic. She had to think, to focus.
Closing her eyes, Celestia’s horn lit, but instead of one layer of yellow aura, there were two. She manipulated the magic around her, molden it into little sensers, about the size of a pin head,  that could detect everything in a specific area. A third layer glowed around the second and three hundred thousand of these little sensors floated off into the castle, creating a visual map of every possible action going on in the entire area.
It was a fail safe. She’d find Crystal hiding in a hallway, and mark her. If she did anything to bring harm to herself, Celestia would know. Crystal needed time to digest what had been said, to either confirm or deny the accusation, and with the EN spell, Celestia could give her that time with the security of knowing she could teleport the filly to her location on a whim. 
Now, she waited.  
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Celestia’s soldiers were imbeciles, maybe even incompetent, but they weren’t stupid. They had found Crystal in under ten minutes, and had the common sense to keep their distance. The two soldiers had reported the young filly’s incredible strength, and now the entire company knew of the dangers. They saw how unstable she was and waited for Lieutenant Armor’s orders. 
Lieutenant Armor, or Shining Armor, was one of the best cadets from Canterlot, climbing the ladder faster than anyone ever had. He had great strength for a unicorn, easily beating some of the earth pony cadets in a battle of shear strength, and had brains to boot. But that should be expected. He was Twilight’s brother after all, and Twilight’s family as a whole were book worms. Whenever Shining wasn’t on duty he’d have his nose stuck in some dusty book.
Celestia watched as Shining calmly approached Crystal. Some of the more timid guards tried to tell him not to, but he ignored them. Celestia could sense Crystal’s distress as the stallion in blue armor came close, and then her confusion as he sat down across the hallway.
She couldn’t hear their conversation, but figured he was trying to comfort her. It didn’t go well, and Crystal stood up. She didn’t get far before bumping into something. Shining trapped her. 
Guards cheered as Crystal was surrounded by a magical sphere. Shining’s specialty, a shield spell that, at its current level, can protect a single pony Celestia’s size from anything. An earth pony hammer couldn’t break it, nor two, or three; the pony inside would be safe no matter what, but Shining didn’t need to worry about Crystal’s safety. It was the safety of his men that he cared about.
Crystal thrashed about in the sphere, she screamed, threw herself at the tiny walls, baffled that they didn’t give. She panted, legs giving out from under her, exhausted, then, glaring at the stallion, she fell to her stomach.
Captured, Celestia thought. 
Her soldiers weren’t stupid, and the proof is in the tired filly slowly making her way back to the throne room, unharmed.
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“Ah, you’re up,” Celestia said. 
Crystal opened her eyes, everything was hazy. She could make out a giant white blur across a table of colors, but not much more. Groaning, she sat up, realizing she rested on a plush pink pillow. “Where am I?” she mumbled, scratching her head. She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, then saw Celestia clearly from across the table of food.
“You are in my throne room,” Celestia said, smiling warmly. “You fell asleep after Shining trapped you in his shield.” 
“Oh, yeah, I remember now,” Crystal said, looking at the table. 
The short legged table that sat between the two housed all sorts of comfort foods, stuff Crystal has never seen in her life, from hay burgers to macaroni and cheese there was everything a sad filly would need to ease the pain of loss.
“Feel free to dig in, Crystal,” Celestia used a wing to direct her attention to the food. “You must be hungry.” 
Crystal looked throughout the throne room, no one in sight, just vast empty space. A shiver went up her back, the cold air tickling her fur. She looked at one of the windows and saw black. It was nighttime, Crystal realized that the day was over. Her day with her mother, over. 
Crystal glared at Celestia. There was no reaction. “It’s not the salads I’m used to, Princess,” Crystal said, not breaking her stare, “maybe I should go home and get some food there.” 
Celestia sipped her tea, opening one of her giant white wings. It was an invitation to sit next to her… for comfort. Why would Celestia want to comfort…. Crystal blinked, a rope attaching to her heart strings and tugging ever so lightly.
Celestia watched Crystal go silent, hard contemplation etched into her face. She was thinking very hard about something, and the answer wasn’t that difficult to figure out. 
“She died in a dragon attack up in Cloudsdale,” Celestia said, refurling her wing until it sat at her side. 
Again she watched Crystal go into deep thought, then her eyes widened, a realization striking her. She looked up, that little tug turning into a hard yank, eyes begging Celestia for this to be a lie. 
“I-I saw the…” Crystal froze, words too heavy to let fly. 
“Newspaper,” Celestia finished, “Yes, Cross passed during the unexpected second attack, my team found her in the basement of a small cloud building, there were three other fillies, from what we could tell, all hugging your sister.” she looked at Crystal, her white fur turned gunmetal gray, a silent color that molds you into the background, and with its arrival, Crystal’s heartstrings snapped in two, yet, she didn’t cry. “Crystal, your sister died protecting children, what she always dreamed of doing.” 
“She was!” Crystal shouted, she stood up, sagged a little in the plush pillow, and shouted at the ruler of her world for a second time. “She was protecting me! Those other fillies are nothing compared to me!” She looked down, body shaking with what could only be anger. “She was supposed to be protecting me,” the shaking stopped, and Crystal looked down at the floor, down trodden. “She hurt my mom, she was supposed to protect me, but she died… in vain!”
Looking up, she saw Celestia’s wing once more unfurled, another invitation for comfort, but Crystal didn’t budge. Once more her wing went back to her side and one of the hay burgers floated to Crystal’s mouth. 
“Eat, you’ll feel better with a full belly.” 
Crystal eyed the grease dripping from what looked like a hay patty, then gulped and took it in her hooves. “Y-You… sure? It doesn’t look… healthy.” 
“You’re six, stop worrying about stuff adults do, just eat.” 
Crystal flinched, something she hated to do, then looked at the burger, and took a bite. 
Before she knew it she had polished off three hay burgers, almost a pound of macaroni and cheese, and two more honey and daisy sandwiches.
“It’s like you haven’t eaten in days,” Celestia said, chuckling, “are you feeding yourself properly?” 
Crystal twitched, something snapped in her mind. “No, I haven’t eaten since this morning. You took me when my Mom was making lunch!” She stood up and ran to Celestia, across the table. Plates of hayburgers topped with pickles, ketchup, mustard, the whole nine yards, flew to the ground. She pounced, biting into Celestia’s neck. “Why couldn’t I learn this from my MOMMY!” Crystal bit right where Celestia's jugular was as hard as she could. 
The sharp taste of blood filled Crystal’s mouth. The sheer volume forced her to back off. She watched Celestia fall, blood pooling around her as the life faded from her eyes.
“Well that was just rude,” Celestia, looking no worse for wear, sighed. She quietly picked up one of that napkins and started to clean the blood off her throne. 
“but… but” 
“Crystal, there’s a reason ponies call me the immortal god.” Celestia sighed, unaffected by Crystal’s rather powerful bite. “You want to know why I didn’t tell your mother?” Crystal nodded, blankly registering the question. “Because she’d never believe me, just like you didn’t. If I told your mother, Crystal, the news would never have reached you.” 
Crystal glared, teeth grinding, “Well, being with my mother and not knowing that my sister is dead would be a much better prospect right now. Have you once considered that me not knowing would be better?” 
Celestia was unfazed, she pulled Crystal in with her wing, pressing her against her side, trapping her. She gave a soft, warm smile to the filly futilely trying to escape. “I did, but who would you rather learn it from? Me or the stallion that stumbled across the information? Me, with a warm wing and plenty of comfort food, or the stallion that would kick you to the ground afterwards?” 
Crystal’s struggles stopped, she looked up, tears glistening, but not falling.”Lair…” she weakly said, herself not convinced. 
Celestia leaned down, opening her wing more to completely hide Crystal from the world. “You can cry, no one will judge you here,” she closed her wing, she knew the Agate family pride, crying is the ultimate humiliation. She grabbed some of the leftover macaroni and cheese and began eating. After a few bites, sniffles broke into sobs and Celestia’s side grew damp. 
Celestia rubbed Crystal’s side with her wing and gently rocked back and forth, but nothing else. No words of comfort or kisses, just time to let it all out in what could only be the safest place in the world.
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Twilight finally laid down. She had been suicide prospect proofing her room for the past thirty minutes, magicking pillows to put on the hard edges of the wall and furniture so she couldn’t bash her head in. Taking all of the quills, letter openers, and the entire silverware drawer to a higher place so she didn’t stab herself to death, and putting up a barrier on the second floor so she didn’t jump off. 
FInally, she was done. Levitating a checklist, she brought up the last quill she’d use. “Pillows, check, sharp object removal, check, bed, check, Spike sleeping in Celestia’s room, check, ear plugs, check,” she levitated the checklist down and pulled up a pair of pink ear plugs, “I’ve prepared every just like Celestia asked,” she sighed then opened her book. One from a new fiction writer, King Stephen, and it was called Starters of Fire. 
About twenty minutes later, there was a knock at the door, “Come in,” Twilight said, putting the book under her covers. 
The door opened to reveal Celestia. Twilight saw a small gray filly clinging to her front left leg. It was a far cry from the Crystal that fearlessly bucked a twenty foot wooden beam and loosen two nine inch nails. It was pitiful, and Twilight saw reason for Celestia’s worry. 
“She’s very tired,” Celestia said, and some color came into Crystal’s cheeks. “Where’s the bed you prepared.” 
“Oh,” Twilight looked away from Crystal, “Over here, Princess.” She hopped up off her bed and lead the two, Crystal clutching Celestia’s leg as she moved, to Spike’s small basket bed. The sheets had been changed and the whole thing disinfected. Twilight took no chances. 
“You’ll sleep here, tonight,” Celestia said, pulling Crystal off her leg and tucking her in.  Crystal looked up, teary eyed and stretched out her hooves. “No, sweetie,” Celestia kissed Crystal on the forehead, ignoring the hooved that pawed weakly at her neck. “Twilight will take care of you now.” 
Twilight only looked in awe, once the proudest filly she’d ever met, Crystal was so different. Celestia really broke her. “Of course, “she said, unaware that her lips had moved, “I’ll just be reading downstairs if you need anything.” 
“Do you want me to read you a bedtime story?” Celestia asked. 
Crystal turned, her body facing away, a barely audible, “no,” came from the other side. 
“Then I must return to my quarters, I have an early day tomorrow.” Celestia walked back to the door. “I’ll see you later Crystal, take good care of her Twilight, I’m trusting you.” 
Twilight blinked, Celestia said that like a mother would to her… oh right, she wanted her to become Crystal’s second sister… “Okay, Princess,” Twilight returned, kissing Crystal on the side of her head, something a sister would do she hoped, then headed back to her book. 
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Crystal’s sleep deepened, and soon she started to dream. 
She was in a long dark tunnel, at the end was an immaculate light, pulling her towards it. She started to run, hooves clacking on the damp stone floor. At the end was a single pony illuminated by the daylight. 
“Come here, Crystal,” Cross said, her soft smile glowing as she outstretched her hooves. 
“Big Sister!” Crystal shouted, running faster than ever. But, the more she ran the farther Cross became, “Cross,” she whimpered, a sound that usually made Cross run to her. It didn’t this time.
Suddenly the light died, and a huge roar shook the cave. Cross turned and protected three fillies. “No! Protect me, Big Sister! Protect me!” A gale of fire tore through the cave, nearly melting the fur off Crystal.  Four screams echoed briefly, striking the chord of death as their bodies burned to ash. 

Crystal screamed, eyes ripping open to the black room. It was a nightmare, one that scared her so much she wet the bed. Crystal groaned, the second most humiliating thing to happen, then fell into tears. 
“Crystal?” came a voice from downstairs.  A candle flickered in the darkness, an island of light in the sea of black. “Are you alright?” 
Crystal froze as a soft purple head poked out from the bottom of the stairs. It was the unicorn from earlier, the one that sat next to Celestia. Is she going to hurt me? Punish me for soiling her linen? No, Celestia said this pony would take care of her, and a someone Celestia trusts should understand her situation, maybe even make it so she didn’t have to wash the sheets. That’d be really nice. 
Nice, this pony is nice, Crystal slipped out of bed, shivering as cool wind danced over her bottom. The tears still fell down her cheeks, but a light formed at the end of the tunnel. She trotted down the stairs to the purple head, slowly, carefully, just to be safe. 
 Twilight moved away, back to her bed when she saw the filly make her way down the stairs. It was a game of follow the leader, and when she got to her bed, she turned to find Crystal silently looking at her from the bottom of the stairs hooves leaning against the pillows. 
“Come on, I won’t bite you,” Twilight said, noticing how the filly shook. She relaxed on the bed, spreading her legs, just like Celestia had, to make room for her. Then she waited. 
Slowly, Crystal made her way across the room, the candle flickering from a bedside table, illuminating the free space. Plenty for a filly her size. Hoping she wasn’t invading some privacy law, she climbed up onto the bed and rested her head on Twilight shoulder. 
Twilight noticed the dampness on Crystal’s bottom first, but made no mention. She looked at the filly, body quivering as she silently whimpered, eyes closed tightly, as if expecting a blow to the head.
Suddenly Twilight saw herself. Back when she’d just showed up as Celestia’s private student, in fact, it was the first night she’d spent, Twilight had a nightmare in her four poster bed. She’d gotten up crying, feeling so alone in the strange new world of the castle. She cried, much like Crystal had, and ten minutes later, the door opened and Celestia popped in. Twilight remembered how she apologized for waking her, scared on top of being homesick, but Celestia didn’t mind. She sat next to her and wrapped an arm around her, just like Twilight did to Crystal, and sung her a lullaby. Twilight had fallen right back to sleep afterwards, so maybe Crystal would too.
Twilight wondered if this was what it’s like to be a big sister, protecting her little sister from the scares of the dark. She started to hum a tune, just realizing that she’d forgotten the words, and felt Crystal’s body relax almost immediately. Did Celestia feel me relax? She thought before pulling the blanket over her.
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Twilight woke in the early hours. Quietly, she got out of bed, careful not to disturb her bedmate. A morning chill gripped at the nape of her neck like a wet nap, and she saw the small rivulets on the window and heard the gentle pitter patter on the roof 
No wonder I slept so soundly, Twilight thought as she climbed the stairs. She wanted to clean the bed sheets before Crystal woke, that way she didn’t have to add embarrassment to her, no doubt, laundry list of confusing emotions. 
When she finished she headed to the second floor in search for anything associated with mind melding. Even though Celestia went over it with her, she knew things were left out, very important things.
The first place she headed was her deck behind three large and full bookcases. There she hoped to grab her notebook and one of the quills she hid away.  Instead she found a thick tomb sitting atop her notes. On top was a note written in Celestia’s pristine hoofwriting. 
Dear Twilight

If you are reading this I assume you were looking for more information on the mind meld spell. I know you too well, don’t I? Well, there is no information on the dark magic in your library, and I know you’ll just pester me endlessly until I gave up. You’ve done it plenty of times before. I have decided to cut to the chase and give you the book I used two hundred years ago. 

Have a good read, and don’t tell anypony about this.

Your Friend, Princess Celestia. 

.P.S. There’s some PennyWise in the kitchen. It’s for Crystal. Make sure she gets it.

Twilight looked at the letter, her fur standing on end just thinking about what kind of knowledge awaited her. She took a second to try and wrap her mind around Celestia’s decision though. 
Why would she just give her a book on dark magic? No promise needing to be made, no begging, “hey, I don’t pester you, Celestia,” she whispered, glowering at the note. She set it aside and thought some more, then came up with an idea. 
Instead of reading about dark magic, why not look at it? 
If Crystal was a unicorn, she would have learned about the magic scan. It’s tough to learn, but well worth the time. It can tell if anything is wrong with a pony’s magic levels. Scientists have made a connection between magic levels and your health, a lot is good, little is bad. This is supposedly true for alicorns as well, but there is no concrete evidence due to there being only two alicorns in the entirety of Equestria. No chance to get a real sample.That and the princess refused to put either herself or her niece through it. Even though it’s not invasive in the slightest. 
What happens is the unicorn would send out her magic in pulses, like a bat using echolocation, and, with her eyes closed and a lot of training, she could get an image of the magic concentrations. They come in the form of little blue pixels. Doctors call these Highlanders, after Joey Highlander, the stallion that discovered them. 
In general, the highlanders are spread differently depending on the pony race. In earth ponies, the highlanders would be in the hooves. In pegasi the highlanders would be in the wings, and, again, bias or not, in unicorns, who have the most highlanders, they reside in the entire nervous system, collecting in the horn like blood in the heart. 
Through the magic scan, it was found that pegasi didn’t have any highlanders in their hooves for cloudwalking, which lead to the cloudwalker spell. But has any research been done on dark magic? 
The thought enticed Twilight way more, and she got up. Slowly heading downstairs, she smiled. This could be the first time in recorded history that dark magic was actually viewed! A tingle went up her spine as she landed on the floor below. 
Slowly she walked towards the sleeping lump on her bed, noticing just how small it looked.  Crouching down, Twilight watched the tiny rise and fall of her chest. Is this right? She briefly thought. Yes, for science. And there’s no way she’d know. 
Decision made, Twilight steeled herself. She lit her horn. 
She had only just learned how to do the spell, and could only successfully perform it when the other pony is sleeping. That way the highlanders were still and the image like a clear calm lake.
Twilight closed her eyes and sent out a pulse of her magic. 
What came back was nothing like she expected. 
Normal highlander formations were little clumps in the specified areas, but Crystal’s came in in waves. yes, there was blue in her hooves, but it’s not supposed to shake, not in a sleeping pony.  
More pulses, clearer image.
What was thought to be blackness without magic, was actually dark magic. A lot of dark magic. Like buzzing gnats, Crystal’s highlanders seemed to swarm her entire body. They moved like gas particles, high energy, bouncing off the walls, seeming to attack Crystal herself. 
More pulses, clearer image. 
Twilight looked up towards Crystal’s brain, where most of the highlanders would collect in a unicorn, and what looked like a black tumor hung there. An octopus head, low and lanky. Cancerous, it seemed to spread– thrum, hanging off the brain stem. 
More pulses, clearer image.
Twilight saw some color. It was three little highlanders almost attaching themselves to the tumor like stickers in a bowl of tar, sinking and surfacing over the blackness. Two were white, and one, was purple. 
Twilight backed out, shaking. She shuddered, pulling her hooves through her fur for bugs almost instinctively, and fell to her bottom with a slight yelp.
Not normal, she thought, unable to get that creepy crawly feeling off her skin. Not normal, not normal.
She’s normal. Just a little filly sleeping in her bed. 
Twilight watched the tiny rise and fall of her chest and sighed, heavily. “If Celestia hadn’t warned me, I might have…” attacked her, her mind finished. Again she shuddered and moved closer.
Despite what was going on inside her tiny body, Crystal looked so peaceful, her muscles relaxed, exposing little mats in her white fur. Her mane had some tangles and split ends, like no one brushed her in years. What concerned Twilight was that most fillies learn to brush themselves at five. Did her mother not even bother teaching her? In her mind she saw a young crystal crying in a big lonely house, her fur so matted it hurt to move, flinching at every creak as her childish imagination took over.  In that moment, Twilight hated Crystal’s mother.
For now she had to get something to eat and talk to Celestia about those colorful highlanders. They have meaning, she thought, silently closing the door.
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Celestia, having just raised the sun, sat in the mess hall. Her table was raised to show she was above the others. A simple sign of control over ponies, and as Celestia crunched into a wheat bagel with cream cheese, rain roared outside. 
The storm had worsened over the early hours and wasn’t supposed to abate until late afternoon. Celestia was thankful. She had a nightmare last night, one with a particular hazel filly and a detrimental snap followed by said filly falling to the ground, dead, and the clouds hid the bags under her eyes. It had been a full decade since she last had this nightmare, back when she went through this whole charade with Cross.
Time heals all wounds, what nonsense, Celestia thought, rubbing her temples. She didn’t take too long. No point in making her subjects worry.        
She’s the last one. A new voice, one with a dark malice that felt strangely comforting.  
But she might kill herself… I don’t want to deal with another one. 
        You’ll have to deal with it anyway. When she dies, you know what happens.  Just one and done. 
        Celestia sighed, taking the last bite of her bagel before asking for another. 
So I should tell her everything? You know what happened last time I tried.
        Do you trust your student?
        Of course, she’ll get the job done.
        Then what’s to worry? 
        The second bagel came, and Celestia gave her thanks. 
I… don’t know, the voice was winning her over, it seemed easier to give Twilight responsibility over this, but…
You know you want to.
        She did, Celestia wanted to get it over with badly. One and done, right?
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After going through her morning routine, Twilight headed down to the mess hall. She walked along the hallways, feeling the cool breeze as rain pelted her recently brushed fur. It was a cold morning and she briefly thought about heading back and tossing a second blanket on Crystal.
“No, she’s fine, Twilight, just focus on getting food,” she said, picking up the pace. A roll of thunder echoed across the sky. 
Pushing the door to the mess hall open, Twilight saw Celestia biting down on her third bagel with cream cheese. She licked her lips, as if tasting the bagel itself. Twilight inclined to have half a bagel with her usual four stack of pancakes, bringing the same to Crystal afterwards. 
Twilight passed through the multitude of round tables, most holding workers and maids. The guards ate in their barracks and the nobles, well most of them, called room service. Everypony she passed knew her as Celestia’s student and nothing more, but they greeted her with a nod or a good morning either way. 
When she was close enough, Celestia turned her head. “Good morning, Twilight,” she said with a smile that betrayed her nerves, “I take it you slept well?” 
“Yes,”Twilight silently sat down in one of the mahogany chairs, and looked at Celestia. It felt like forever since she saw her dressed, and she bet her garbs weighed a bit more today. “I didn’t read the book, I…” she was cut off by luke warm tea blowing across her face.
“What!” Celestia blinked, eyes staring in her direction. 
Twilight blinked as drops of tea, lemon tea if the sting in her eye said anything, slithered down her cheeks. “I didn’t read the book yet,” she said, malice and disgust barely hidden, “is that such an incredible fact that you had to do a spit take?” 
Briefly Celestia smiled, and Twilight was about to scream when she said, “Sorry,” she levitated a napkin and wiped the tea off her student’s face. 
“I’m not five you know,” Twilight said, taking the napkin in her own magic, “and I just washed my face, too”
“Sorry, geeze,” Celestia puckered her lips and… pouted, “It’s not like I raised you as my own for six years.” 
Yes, Celesia had raised her, kind of took her away from two very loving parents, but even they couldn’t say no to the princess, yet, not once had she used it against her. And she wasn’t trying to justify an action like last time, this was a direct attack. Celestia attacked her student. 
Jaws dropped in the audience. 
“Okay, what’s wrong?” said Twilight, who gave her mentor a deadpanned look.
“Get your food first, we’ll talk in my room.” Celestia rubbed the tip of her wing against Twilight’s muzzle, her composure rubberbanding back into place faster than she ever remembered. “Is Crystal asleep?” 
Twilight nodded, then hailed a waitress.
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Celestia’s room was cleaner this time, her bed being made and chimney swept, but there were books strewn about on the red carpet, even on top of her four poster bed. 
Twilight rested on her purple mat, magicking the stack of four pancakes with whip cream and chocolate chips to her side. She grabbed the bagel with a generous amount of cream cheese and chomped down. 
“So you didn’t read the book” Celestia said, flopping onto her bed and rubbing her eyes with her shoeless hooves. “but I know you, Twilight, you did something.” 
Twilight swallowed, “Yes, I did a magic scan.” 
“And?” 
Twilight shuddered, then cocked her head. “It... looked like a mix between living tar and an octopus, to put it one way.” 
“Was there anything significant about it? Any colored highlanders?” Celestia forcefully kept her voice still. Her nerves really were getting the better of her.
“Yes!” Twilight shouted, “there were two white ones and a purple one near her brain. Do they mean anything?” 
Celestia sighed loudly. She fell limp and looked at Twilight with half lidded eyes. Twilight only continued on her bagel, enjoying the creamy taste on her tongue. 
“You have no idea how relieved I am.” 
“Why? Do they mean something?” 
“Really, Twilight? I thought you of all ponies would figure it out,” Celestia flopped up and looked at her student.
“Uhh,” Twilight scratched her head, “I don’t know?” 
“The white highlanders represent me and her mother, and the purple one represents you. Twilight, Crystal has accepted you as a sister.” Briefly, Celestia dappled with the idea of increasing Twilight’s allowance, but decided to wait until this whole fiasco was over. 
“What? But I haven’t done anything, really.” Twilight set the half eaten bagel back onto her plate and wiped her mouth. “Well, I did let her sleep in my bed with me, but she had a nightmare! What was I supposed to do? Let her wallow in urine stained sheets?” She stuck half a bagel in her mouth, mumbling something before slamming her face into the pillow.
“Ouch, she wet the bed? That’s got to sting, make sure you don’t talk about it, just pretend you never noticed.”
Twilight shot up, nearly choking. She groaned and moaned before swallowing. “Ow, of course! I’d never speak something personal like that!”  
“I know, I know, let’s set that aside,” Celestia said, passing a glass of water. “the fact that you comforted her after the nightmare seemed to be  enough to make you her second sister.” 
“I guess, sure,” Twilight felt a tickle of excitement. A sister? “is that what was worrying you? Whether I became Crystal's sister or not?” 
“Partly,” Celestia tensed again. She crouched down to Twilight’s eye level and gave her the serious, no back talk, look. “I’ve been thinking.” 
“And?” 
“I’m going to tell her everything, Twilight. The curse, the plague, everything.” 
Now Twilight did a spit take, covering Celestia’s face with water. “What!” 
“Listen, before you say anything, know that she’s the last in the Agate line. When she dies this whole thing will be lifted from my conscious.” 
“And if she has children?” 
“I’ll kill them.” 
Thunder rolled outside and rain splashed against the windows. Twilight shuddered as a deadly silence fell over the room like a snowfall of asbestos. Twilight didn’t say anything… couldn’t. To put it simply, her mentor threatened murder on someone’s children. Ponies get locked in the slammer for a long time over that.
“Wh… what?” Twilight wanted to slap her, bite her, do something, but her hooves felt like they were filled with lead. 
They stared at each other, mentor to student, mother to daughter, but only one held scars. Twilight saw the tears falling down Celestia’s cheeks. 
“Why are you crying?” Not the heartless murder Twilight briefly thought of.
“Twilight,” Celestia sighed, regaining a little of her composure. She put up the sound proof spell. “Do you know what it’s like to kill your only child?”
For the third time in ten minutes, Twilight was at a loss for words. She shuffled nervously, unable to look into Celestia’s eyes anymore. 
“I get flashbacks, Twilight, nightmares of the dark ages. particularly the Black Plague.” 
“You shouldn’t say those things Princess.” Twilight sounded like a record player after the thirteenth time going over the same five notes. The point where your words don’t sound like words anymore.
Celestia pulled away, “I know, my faithful student, and I do not wish to say them, but everytime I see... an Agate, wait let me back up.” Twilight looked up. 
Celestia told Twilight about Hazel Eyes, how she brightened every day for those suffering from the plague, how even after both hearing and seeing ponies throw up their organs, still kept those bright hazel eyes pointed towards the skies, knowing that someone would find an answer. 
Twilight listened with rapt attention as Celestia talked about Hazel getting under her skin. How she broke down the walls she’d built up through the countless deaths of her subjects, and family, and how she wormed her way into becoming a sort of adopted daughter.  The day when Hazel rushed to her adopted mother’s side, begging for the one thing no mother should do. 
“Everytime I see and Agate, I hear that snap…” Celestia said, her composure long forgotten, she cried openly. “I tried to bare it, to hold my own for their sake, but my defenses failed forty years ago, Twilight. I… I can’t take it anymore. Everytime… I hear her neck snap, feel my hooves twisting and turning. I killed her, and I want to move on, but I can’t! Not with the Agates around.” 
Twilight listened. She mulled over everything. While Celestia cried, Twilight thought. Twilight came to a decision. 
“At first I couldn’t understand why you would let Crystal’s mother get away with blatant child neglect,” anger was plentiful in her voice as she glared at Celestia, “but now I understand. Looking at Crystal, or her mother, reminds you of what you had to do back then.” She picked Celestia’s head up and looked in her eyes. “But that does not give you the right to kill her children. If I hear anything about it.... I will protect Crystal and her children, so if you want to kill them you’ll have to go through me.” She let Celestia drop, enjoying how she winced, and turned to her pancakes. 
With that declaration, another piece of Celestia’s plan clicked into place. 
Celestia had always been right. Everytime Twilight had done something wrong, either a bad answer or a broken vase, she was right. Even when they got into arguments over logic or spells, Celestia won not because she had power, but because she was right, now, she didn’t. Twilight wanted to stop chewing and look at her mentor, but her message would be for naught if she did. 
“You’re wrong,” Celestia muttered, barely able to control her emotions. 
“I’m sorry?” 
“You can protect Crystal, easy, she’s already received my kiss.” 
A bead of doubt, like a ball bearing, dropped to the pit of Twilight stomach, and she set her pancakes down. “Your... kiss?”
Celestia stood up to her full height, and for a moment Twilight quivered. “I inject the mind meld through a kiss to the forehead. It was the only thing I could think of that would keep suspicion at a minimum, but thirty years ago, when I decided that the world did not need the Agate curse anymore, I refused to show up at the births.” Twilight shivered. “Agates that don’t receive the mind meld kiss, die two days later.” Suddenly Twilight wanted to run to her room, make sure Crystal was okay. “Lets just say the five branches of the Agate family shrunk to the one we have today.“ 
“My… word.” 
Celestia soften. She knelt down and put a comforting hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. “You can protect Crystal, I want you to protect her, but you can’t protect her children.” 
“C-Could she adopt?” Twilight muttered, surprised to hear her own voice. Despite the hoof, she still shook. 
“Of course, I’ll even pay for all necessary expenses.”
Twilight smiled a little, but then stared into the floor, remembering what started all this. “Are you still going to tell her, about everything?” 
“Not immediately, hell, if I could, I’d keep it a secret forever, but eventually, when she can’t have kids, she’ll want to know.” 
“Then let her grow up!” Twilight shouted, desperate. “She’ll be stronger than.” 
Celestia just shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I tried that twenty years ago, Twilight, and that Agate killed herself. I don’t know why, but an Agate is strongest after surviving a tragedy. Trust me.” 
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Walking up spiraling stairs, Twilight noted that throughout her conversation with Celestia, she never thought about asking why she had to be Crystal’s sister, but now, she had her answer. No one chose her, she chose herself. Celestia just set it up so Crystal would lean on her.
She had gone back to the mess hall and got another stack of pancakes with whipped cream, chocolate chips, even a cherry on top. 
Opening the door to the highest tower in Canterlot Castle, Twilight set the bagel with cream cheese aside and was about to call out when she saw her quarry silently reading on her made bed. 
Crystal jumped when the door closed, hiccuping and letting out a yelp at the same time. She dropped the book and quivered. 
Twilight looked at the filly curled in a ball. She’s stronger, sure Celestia, if I drop a feather on her back she’ll hit the fan. “Crystal,” she said in a soft voice.
Slowly, Crystal raised her head. When her blue eyes spotted purple, she leapt out and ran. Twilight watched her, then tensed when a white head rubbed against her ankles, tickling one of her sensitive spots. Straining, she could hear a sound comparable to a cat’s purr escape the filly’s lips. 
“You’re important.” Crystal’s voice sounded brittle, “you’re important,” but turned out to be tremulous. Twilight blinked before looking down. Crystal bobbed and weaved through her front legs. Twilight grunted. trying to stand upright.  
Don’t go to her, Twilight, Celestia’s voice rang out, Let her decide when to get comfort. For now, just stay by her side.  Twilight isn’t one to disobey orders, so she just watched as Crystal noticed the pancakes. She squirmed out and looked at the stack like one might an alien. She looked up at Twilight, then smiled. “You’re important.” 
Twilight crouched down, then rested on her knees. Crystal seemed to beam. Briefly she wondered how Crystal could eat pancakes without a fork. 
Think, Twilight, she’s a filly, she’ll just eat with her face. Isn’t that what you did at her age? It made sense, but as she relaxed, the image of Crystal looking at a plate of pancakes disappeared. Suddenly an intense pressure appeared near her spine, and Twilight felt a weight on her entire back. She yelped. 
“Too much?” Crystal’s voice appeared from behind. 
Twilight turned and saw just that. Crystal lying on her back, front hooves pressed deep into Twilight’s shoulders. “Wh-What are you doing?” She had to note the wobble in her voice. 
“I’m giving you a massage,”
“Y-You can do that?” 
“Of course! My big sister taught me…” Crystal trailed off eyes looking down. She whimpered. 
“Are you okay?” 
Immediately she perked up. “Yes! Now relax and let me do my work.”
Twilight thought, then did just that, resting her head on her hooves. The deep pressure appeared again, and this time it felt good. Her mind began to blur. She was able to ask one thing before it went blank. “Why?” Her answer came in those same two words. 
“You’re important.” 
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Sitting in her now empty room, Celestia decided to put the last part of her plan into effect. 
From the beginning, when she planted that fateful kiss on Crystal’s forehead, she knew exactly what her special talent was. It wasn’t surgery like her mother’s or the food pyramid like her grandmother. Crystal’s special talent was something that overstepped the bounds of medicine, yet, keeping within them at the same time. 
As the rain and thunder boomed, Celestia pulled out two sheets of paper, grabbed quill and ink and sat at her desk.
She titled the first: Dear Octavia.
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One second she was a cat, pawing for attention, and the next she was giving her a massage (delectably good as it may be) then making her bed, picking up all of the dropped books, without asking mind you, but the weirdest thing was how she talked! After dropping the constant “You’re important”’s, which Twilight learned was another form of “I love you” as if any filly would be afraid to say how she felt, there was a constant assault of health information. Diet, exercise plan, she even asked about her family history! And Twilight couldn’t peg her as anything other than an adult trapped inside a filly’s body. 
“You should eat,” Twilight said, sitting on her bed as Crystal scoured the first floor books. Again, she ignored her, focusing on the first row of books like a kid in a candy shop.  At least she has a lot of energy like a filly, she thought, maybe Celestia was right about her being stronger? 
Finally, after ten minutes of frantically searching the shelves, Crystal climbed onto the bed and rested her head on Twilight’s stomach, pushing the book in her face. “Could you please read this to me?” 
Manners… what filly her age has manners? Twilight didn't have too much experience in this department, but there probably was one or two out there. She is six after all. “Only if you eat your pancakes.” 
“Is that what that is?” Crystal blanked, staring at the stack that lay on the floor. “I’ve heard of them. They’re wheat patties that you pile all sorts of sugary confections on, like berries and syrup, right?” 
“Yes?” Twilight gave a weary eye to the filly. 
“Never had them.” 
“But you want me to read to you, right?” 
“Yes!” 
Twilight levitated the plate onto the bed. “Well, then here’s your chance to give them a try.” 
“But don’t you eat them with silverware? And what’s with all the pillows stapled to the walls? And why is the ladder for the higher shelves gone?”
Twilight sighed. “You don’t get out much, do you?” 
“What? Is this some kind of ritual? Do I have to bounce against each wall to earn your affection?”
“No, it’s for your protection, Celestia thinks…” Twilight watched Crystal shake violently, her breath hitched and… were those tears? “She thinks you’ll hurt yourself.” 
Suddenly, Crystal jumped up, almost knocking the pancakes off the bed. “Of course I won’t hurt myself… you’re important.” She took the book, a flash of the cover revealed the word parasite, and read, hiccups breaking through. 
“Are you alright?” Twilight put a hoof on Crystal’s back.
“I’m… fine!” Crystal shouted, pushing the hoof off.
You might have to force her, Celestia’s voice suddenly came up in Twilight’s mind. She’s prideful and unless you force her to release her emotions, they will build up and consume her. 
Twilight wrapped her hoof around the small filly, and again met resistance, but this time she was ready. “Are you alright?” 
“I’m fine!” Crystal shouted, dropping the book. “Let go!” She reared one of her hooves to strike, and Twilight flinched when she saw a dark glow form around it. 
Twilight remembered how Crystal snapped the nine inch nails in the throne room. That kind of strength would shatter her body. 
The hoof raced towards her chest… then stopped. A loud clap of thunder roared across the sky, but the lightning was distant. The storm was leaving them. She couldn't figure if it was the storm or something else, but in that moment the dark glow faded. Crystal collapsed into tears.
“I guess you weren’t okay,” Twilight said, chuckling a little.
She sat there, reading the book Crystal picked, Intestinal Parasites, was the title, stroking Crystal as she cried. No words of comfort, just her presence, just like Celestia.
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As Twilight started brushing Crystal’s fur, learning some rather tragic facts about her childhood – most of which Twilight planned to rectify that day – Octavia Philharmonica arrived home from a long day with her mare friend.
While she was of noble blood, (the richest family in Canterlot to be specific) Octavia lived in a meager apartment. It was cramped but cozy, carpeted floors, one bedroom, just enough space to practice, and as she noticed the sweat in her brown coat, one full bathroom.
If you knew Octavia and her mare friend, you’d know that the phrase opposites attract fit them to a tee. Octavia plays the cello, classical music, while her mare friend plays the turn table. Octavia hates drinking more than a few shots, if that, but her mare friend gets drunk at least once a week, and their manes couldn’t be more different. Electric blue to dark brown. 
Octavia wiped some of the steam from the small mirror. She saw her brilliant opal eyes, one of the many things her mare friend consistently adored, and briefly saw them turn red, her coat go snow white.
For a flash, she saw Vinyl Scratch, and smiled. 
Octavia did a lot for Vinyl, get kicked out of the luxurious mansion she once called home for one. Her parents loved her, but not reacting to the fact that your daughter is a filly fooler would mean death to their title, so they kicked her out and tore her from the will. 
Even so, they still sent her a small allowance every now and again, a hundred bits here, two there, and she thanked them. She would send front row tickets to everyone of her concerts and invite them to dinner, on her dime, every other week. Little things. 
So when she spotted the, rather full, bit bag and rolled letter, that’s who she thought about. Oh the surprise when she saw the royal seal instead. 
Octavia dropped her towel, mouth dropping. She ripped the red wax and unfurled the scroll. 
Dear Octavia Philharmonica.

A problem has come up, and I require your assistance post haste.

I can not say much, incase this letter is intercepted, so meet me at La Tache at 2PM. 

I pray you go early, right after the storm passes. you will meet your partner. 

In the bag are a hundred bits, use them to buy some food, to catch up with a long lost friend. 

Princess Celestia

.P.S If you have any leftover money, keep it.

Octavia dropped the letter. She tore open the bag and counted the bits just to keep from screaming. Princess Celestia wanted her to do something… for her! A secret mission of sorts. Those never really interested her, but… but… Princess Celestia! 
        She failed and screamed at the top of her lungs, bouncing around like a little filly with coffee injected straight into her veins. “The princess needs me!” She pressed a hoof to her chest, desperate to suppress her emotions before she freaks out her neighbors. She couldn’t suppress the giant smile, even after an ice cold glass of water, but as she reread the letter it did disappear. 
“A partner? Long lost friend?” 
Octavia tried to think back, but no one came up. As she had grown up, she’d never really made that many friends, maybe two, Vinyl being one, and the other moving off to Ponyville after college. Sighing, she set the letter aside and moved to her room. 
There she’d practice to the beat of the rain. And when that beat died she’d move out to La Tache. She’d meet her long lost friend soon enough, but she couldn’t lose her cool anymore. Music helps with that. 
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In a candle lit room deep in the bowels of Canterlot Castle, two ponies discussed. Rain had ceased two hours ago, and Hendricks Needle had seen something that peaked his interest. 
“A filly?” A noble by the name of Phil Philton, dressed in dapper from head to hoof. “What are you talking about?” 
Hendricks twitched, his skin twitched with it. “I know that that filly is the daughter of Sterile Agate, the famed Crystal Agate, lone survivor in the family.” 
“And? What of it?” Philip took a sip of his champaign, “she’s the daughter of the head surgeon?”  
It had been his dream, thirty years in the making, Hendricks dreamed of running that hospital, and he still does. The dream has pushed him so far, carried him over tragedies, and bringing him to where he was today.
“I am the head surgeon of Canterlot Castle, but that’s not where I want to be… no, I want to run Canterlot Hospital.” 
“But wouldn’t that be a step down?” Philip leaned back in his chair, stretching.
“You just don’t get it, the castle is not the place to get famous. Here I heal fat cats, no offense-”
“None taken, I find the term amusing” 
Hendricks took a sip of his coffee, hooves shaking, how he wished he could see Phillip’s face. “Okay, but no one likes fat cats so I don’t get any publicity.” 
“Nonsense, everytime something happens to any noble, it’s noteworthy.” 
Briefly he wanted to smack the stallion besides him. A part of him wanting the hospital is so he wouldn’t have to deal with stuck up nobles. “Yes, but no one cares. Everyone’s into the local crowd, the ones down to earth, not you.” 
Phillip pulled at the neck of his wool sweatshirt. “Well, I’ll be, tell me Hendricks, how do you plan to get this position?” 
“Easy, we kill the filly.” 
Phillip didn’t gasp or drop his jaw, he just sat up, stuck his nose to the sky, closed his book and left. 
“Wait-”
“No you listen to me,” Phillip shouted, “while I do enjoy good political background noise, murder is off the table, and filly murder is deep in space, good day”
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Octavia sat under a shady umbrella outside of La Tache, anxiously waiting for her ‘long lost friend’. She had a half eaten caesar salad in front of her, cheap and well worth the price, and couldn’t wait to finally get that second bow. 
It was another thirty minutes before the one pony Octavia never wanted to ever see again bounced up to the table. Three feet of pure mint fur and twice the sugar running through her veins, Lyra Heartstrings was a menace for the nerves.
“Hi Octavia!” Lyra chirped, sitting down and hailing a waiter, “I just got a letter from Pr-” she mouthed wordlessly, rubbing Octavia’s hoof with her tongue until she cringed. 
“Ew, Lyra,” Octavia shook her hoof. She had to think of something, anything to keep the princess’s name from coming out.  “You should know better than shouting Sunny’s nickname out in the open. Prissy Sissy really doesn’t suit her,” she glared at her counterpart, hoping to the horses above she’d get the point for once. “She wouldn’t want it spreading around.” Octavia stared at Lyra, hoof shaking, wishing to knock that horn into her skull. So far no one suspected anything, but she couldn’t take any chances. “Lyra, come here.” 
“Sure!,” she bounded over and pressed her ear close, “Bon Bon tries to get me to keep secrets, but I always spill the beans to the next pony I see. I’ve gotten better, but I don’t think Bonny will ever trust me again after I told her mother what she want’s to do with…” 
“I’d rather not know,” Octavia stiffened, Lyra was bouncing on Octavia’s tail, and she had to hold her down. She leaned in close before the unicorn could speak anymore, “you’re not supposed to say Princess Celestia is coming, out in the open like this. You know what happens to celebrities in public.” 
Suddenly Lyra grew lax, “Oh,” Lyra groaned, rubbing her temples, “I should have known, but with that mare.” 
Octavia marveled for a moment. Back in high school, Lyra was called Loose Lips for a reason. Either she finally matured, or this Bon Bon was some kind of gem. 
“I know, but don’t say his name, Sunny doesn’t want anyone to know yet.” 
“Got it!” Lyra brightened as the trouble passed like a distant storm cloud. “Hey, have you tried the hay burger?” 
Lyra shuffled awkwardly back to her seat and started to talk like nothing happened. Ponies went back to the business of their food, and the two actually had a nice conversation on the numerous ways to cook hay, Octavia enjoying Lyra’s company for once, and eventually she broke out her trademark. A lyre.
More importantly, Octavia could only stare as Lyra stuck some kind of metal contraption on her hoof. It was like a dragon’s claw with jointed digits, but there were five, not four. A yellow wire connecting the first digit to the red base. Lyra lit her horn and it glowed green. Then music.
Back in high school, Lyra was good at her talent, but the graceful notes floating across the group of shaded umbrellas were completely different. She was on a whole new level now. Octavia couldn’t help admire the mare she hated.
Ponies going by actually threw her some bits, and Octavia could tell that they weren’t what she called pity bits, but the ones you use to tip your waiter. Lyra was getting money for doing what she loved… why hadn’t she thought of this? 
Twenty minutes, and twenty-three bits, later, a bright flash came from the center of the courtyard. Wiping her eyes, Octavia saw a white unicorn mare, head held high, looking at her with plum eyes… the same ones… immediately she turned to Lyra. Lyra had stopped playing, her contraption hanging uselessly. She was tense, and oblivious. 
Octavia didn’t blame her, growing up in Ponyville, such a small town, she must have been close to everyone. One big happy family. But here in Canterlot, where pony nobles viewed themselves higher than other ponies, it must be uncomfortable to see a pony stick her nose to the sky like that. Like she’s better than everyone else. Oh how ignorant.
“Hi, Sunny,” Octavia said, waving. 
Celestia paused for a second, eye brow raising. How could they know the name of her persona? She hadn’t put it in the letter. Oh well, makes her job easier. “Hi girls,” she said, smiling brightly. Like they were best friends. 
Lyra blinked, as did a few of the other patrons. “Sunny?” 
Octavia could see the  gears working. 
“I hope your meal was nutritious, but we must go, now.” Sunny lit her horn, purple aura humming, and lifted Lyra as well as her contraption and lyre, off the chair. Octavia followed as they headed down the road to the waterfall.
There was a deal to make.   
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Two days passed. Twilight and Crystal were actually getting along. At first, Crystal was in a follow the leader state. Whenever, wherever Twilight went, Crystal went, even to the bathroom.
As time moved on, Twilight could see the muscles in Crystal’s shoulders relax, and her face wouldn’t be in a permanent scowl. Crystal grew bolder until Twilight decided to do something every child must do in his or her early life, steal a cookie from the cookie jar. The first time Crystal tried, Twilight took the blame for ‘influencing’ her, but after a talking to she got not one, but two soft chocolate chip cookies, something else she hadn’t tried. Crystal had a new experience to add her childhood portfolio. That’s what big sisters are for? To make memories? Right. 
Another one of those experiences happened on Crystal’s first day. She’d never had ice cream before, (Seriously, what mother keeps ice cream from their filly?)  and looked like she snorted crack cocaine after the first bite. Special enough, right? But there’s more. Right after she swallowed, immediately she stuck her face into the cold treat, taking half in one bite. Needless to say she ran around with the world’s worst brain freeze. Eventually she ran to Twilight’s arms, shaking, whimpering. Twilight spoon fed her the last of her ice cream, growing quite attached to Crystal’s smile. That’s what made it special, her smile.
Now, at her third breakfast in the castle, Crystal was finally able to eat in her own seat next to Celestia instead of on Twilight’s lap.  
Today, the mess hall was packed, a few nobles sitting in its ranks. Celestia, Twilight and Crystal ate stacks of colorful pancakes, Crystal’s layered in sweet orange slices. Neither of the three noticed the prying eyes today. Whenever there’s a new member at the dais, it was important news, and since yesterday, everyone watched the white filly carefully, wondering how she got such a prestigious spot in the hall.
About half way through their meal, a guard in blue armor, one Twilight knew personally, walked up to Celestia. Crystal flinched, and Twilight thought she’d hide under her chair like the first time she showed. That noble never saw Celestia’s rage coming. But she didn’t, and Twilight was proud.
Shining Armor whispered something into Celestia’s ear. Then waited. 
Crystal was finally allowed to use silverware again, and as she took another sweet bite, Celestia’s eyes turned to pinpricks. 
“And you waited till NOW to tell me!” Celestia slammed her hoof against the stone tablet, cracking her gold shoe, and Crystal tumbled. She got up, relatively unharmed, and ran under Twilight’s chair, clutching one of her leg. 
“Princess…” Shining said, looking at his sister. Twilight shook her head, as if to say, no, this doesn’t happen frequently, before lowering a hoof to stroke Crystal’s back.
“Shining Armor, I want you in my office with both guards immediately, this is unacceptable!” Celestia slammed the table again, this time cracking the stone itself.
“Ah, yes, Your Majesty” Shining sputtered before leaving. 
“What happened?” Twilight said. In the brief moment all eyes were on Shining, Crystal had hopped onto Twilight’s lap, shaking miserably, quietly whimpering into her coat. 
“Just meet me in the front of the dungeon after Crystal calms down,” Celestia lowered her gaze to Crystal’s, “sorry for scaring you, Little One. It won’t happen again.” With that, she teleported out, leaving the maids to clean her plates.  
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The castle dungeon system had three parts. One, which was closest to Twilight’s tower, held highly undangerous ponies, petty thieves and nobles that throw temper tantrums, called, Layer A. Twilight herself boarded here with a noble once; she was sent after her fourteenth attempt at stealing from Celestia’s personal cake stash, and the stallion was insufferable. 
The room itself was padded with a two soft beds and a layer of anti magic, for unicorns that just learned to fire raw magic. No windows, temperature control, and a single padded door. Basically a time out room.
The next layer was for ponies that assaulted others, caused property damage, and what not. Twilight never went here, and she was glad. The room was still temperature controlled, but all padding was gone, no beds, no windows, but, unlike Layer A, this had a commode, since decisions took a little longer then, she just needs to calm down.
The last layer, Layer C, was some place no one wanted to be. It’s where the failed assassins, murders, arsons all go, and there have been homicides here. lt had no padding, just cold damp floor, no temperature control so you had to deal with the blazing heat, chains, straight jackets, and a single bucket that gets cleaned once a month. It was the only Layer that has guards, and these are given strict orders to kill if threatened. There is no mercy here.
Just hearing the word dungeon made Twilight worry for Crystal. She tried to leave her in the room, so she’d be safe, but no matter what she did, Crystal always found a way onto the purple pony’s back. Eventually she gave up.
“Do you think I'm weak?” Crystal said, her voice just above a whisper. 
The two were walking down the endless stairs of Twilight’s tower, Crystal wearing a soft blue jacket, for comfort more than warmth, but it is cold in the dungeon. Twilight in a pink one, to match her highlight.
“What are you talking about?” Crystal grabbed one of Twilight’s leg, and was levitated onto her back. Twilight didn’t want to fall again. “If it’s your sister’s death, no. That can be hard on anypony, and the closer you are, the more it hurts.”
“But, I knew it would happen. From the beginning I knew I’d die. That everyone I loved would die. I should have prepared, I should have been able to handle…” Twilight put a hoof over Crystal’s mouth. 
Crystal was a lot like herself, and the signs of an emotional breakdown were obvious, the first one being sputtering. “It doesn’t matter, Crystal, you aren’t weak, just,” Twilight put a hoof to her chin, “a building, yeah. You might have crumbled after learning the sad truth, but you can rebuild yourself, a stronger and better you.” Twilight smiled, then pressed her forehead against Crystal’s, “and I’ll be with you every step of the way, little sister.” 
Twilight blinked, she hadn’t meant to say that. Is it okay? Did she break a rule? Silently she watched Crystal, looking for any sign of emotion, a head shake, the lifting of a hoof, anything. Nothing happened. 
“Isn’t Celestia waiting?” Crystal’s voice was even, more then ever! She seemed more in control in this moment then the entirety of those first two days. “We should get moving.” 
“Oh, right,” Twilight awkwardly shuffled down the stairs, the weight on her back far more evident now. When she reached the bottom, she felt a small pressure at the nape of her neck. Turning around, she saw Crystal, sitting patiently, a bright smile plastered on her face. Wordlessly, she had agreed with Twilight’s mistake. 
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Celestia wasn’t in front of Layer A or B, and Twilight started to worry again. No one has been in Layer C in years, decades even, but that was assuming Celestia wasn’t just late. 
Twilight decided to wait at the door to Layer B. There were three ponies in this dungeon, none of which were associated with Twilight or Crystal. Then why did Celestia want us here? 
A fear climbed up her spine, could Cross have been murdered? The dragon was just a story? Twilight shook her head, pushing the fear back with reason that had gotten her through six harsh years in the castle. 
Celestia would never lie.
Slowly, Twilight felt legs wrap around her neck. A few ponies passed, but that’s about it. “Are you afraid?” she said touching one of Crystal’s hooves. A whimper was the only thing she got in return. She didn’t need to turn around to know the answer anyhow. 
After a while of waiting a few more ponies passed, and with each the grip tightened around her neck. Twilight decided that an intervention was necessary, but not now. Celestia was coming. 
Across the hallway, in the direction of Layer C, Celestia proudly strutted towards them, a scowl detailed her face. At the sight of Crystal, her eyes widened and Twilight could almost hear the snap of Hazel’s neck. She took a second to marvel at how strong her mentor was. Twilight looked down at Celestia’s left hoof. The broken shoe was there, but it looked a little tight on her. 
“Why must you keep me waiting, Twilight?” said Celestia, her voice stilling Crystal’s hooves. She released her grip and sat up straight. “I have been waiting for ten minutes now.” 
“We’ve been waiting for ten minutes, Princess,” Twilight said. Crystal marveled, a pony that could stand up to Celestia… Princess Celestia when she looked so agitated. She relaxed, comforted by the strong mare. 
“Crystal Agate,” Celestia hissed, glaring at the filly, “sit up straight.” Crystal yelped, back stiffening. 
Twilight felt her shake again. “Princess, what is the meaning of this?” Celestia didn’t respond, but Twilight had seen that look in her eye. One of deep thought. 
Celestia sighed, “not yet,” she whispered just loud enough for Twilight to over hear. “Follow me, you two.” She turned and walked back where she came.
Mindlessly scaring a filly, Twilight thought, putting a comforting hoof on Crystal’s back, feeling just how tense she was, but that look? Was she testing her? 
She followed. 
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Eventually they reached the door to Layer C, and Twilight gulped. “Crystal, you stay here, it’s dangerous down there.” 
“N… No,” the answer was followed by a near choking grip on Twilight’s trachea. She was still scared, too scared to leave her one source of comfort. Celestia didn’t help much in that area, Twilight thought. That and Crystal’s afraid of other ponies.
“Crystal, you will come as well,” Celestia said, ending the argument, before it could start, “this has as much to do with you as anypony else.” 
Questions answered, the three headed down dark and slippery stone stairs. In the medieval age, this room would have smelled of feces at least six out of the seven months in the year, and there would be a murder once every two weeks. Twilight is just happy to have been born in a time of peace, as now it smelled like lemon air freshener and the shackles were gleaming. 
Crystal jumped when a drop of what she hoped was water fell onto her back. 
The entire layer was lit with two strings of lightbulbs. Enough to light then entirety of the cells, and leave the guards in darkness. Prisoners couldn’t see the guards, but guards could see the prisoners. The only natural light came from the barred window at the end of the hall.
“Celestia, what could you need Crystal for in a place like this?” Twilight said, reaching the bottom of the stairway. 
“You’ll see.” 
Twilight looked into some of the empty stone cells, ponies died in there. She could see one pony smash the skull of another against those walls. “This isn’t a place for children.” 
To this there was no response.
At the end of the line of cells were three stallions all dressed in gold armor, two had swords and the third had a spear.
The three bowed at the sight of their princess.
“You are relieved, now go take a shower and head home,” Celestia announced. None questioned. 
Apparently the lightbulb died at this cell, looking inside the cell there was a single figure shrouded in shadows, wrapped in a warm straight jacket with a muzzle over her mouth. Twilight couldn’t think of a logical reason to choose a cell with a broken lightbulb. natural light only went so far. Unless they were trying to protect her image?
The figure glared back with piercing purple eyes. She heaved, barely in control of herself, or just exhausted from exertion.
“My apologies,” Celestia said, “I was only informed of your situation an hour ago. Don’t worry, I demoted the guards in charge.” 
Celestia is, apologizing to a Layer C criminal? Twilight thought, unable to keep confusion off her face. Wait, demoted? Shining was demoted? Twilight had known Celestia for six long years, and not once had she demoted her guard, promoted yes, but… never. 
Then Twilight noticed Celestia’s eyes bulge in the darkness. Pieces were coming together, but they didn’t make sense. 
“Sterile, I know why you are here,” deftly, without a seconds thought, Celestia pushed Crystal onto the cold, wet ground. She landed with a loud slap, letting out a sharp cry of pain. 
“Celestia!” Twilight shouted. She moved to pick the filly up, but a golden aura pulled her back. 
“Don’t move,” Celestia’s voice was silken but firm, “just watch.” Twilight watched the prisoner, her eyes, those purple pinpricks seemed to pulse. She muffled something but Twilight couldn’t understand. “That is your daughter, aren’t you going to comfort her?” 
“M-Mommy,” Crystal uttered weakly, tears falling down her cheek. Twilight lunged towards the filly, but Celestia pulled her back. What the hell! she thought, anger bubbling in her stomach. Why would you do this, Celestia? 
There was a ripping sound that stole Twilight’s attention. She looked back at Sterile, and, the shadows seemed to, shimmer? More ripping and one hoof was free. 
Impossible
Two hooves were free, and Twilight could see the white of her fur. Celestia’s magic faltered, but Twilight was too afraid to make a move. She stood stiff as a board as the muzzle was ripped to shreds. “Crystal!” she said, her voice panicked, “baby, where are you?” 
Crystal got up and ran to the bars. She put her tiny hooves through the gaps, crying out, but couldn’t reach, “Mommy!” 
Twilight thought Sterile would just touch Crystal’s hooves through the bars, but apparently that wasn’t her plan. 
The white mare rushed, not to Crystal, but to a different part of the bars. In the light, Twilight could see both of Sterile’s hooves wrapped in thick black magic. She quickly took hold of two three inch thick steel bars and, like they were toothpicks and gumdrops, ripped them out of their perch almost a foot deep in magically enhanced cement and threw them to the back of the cell.
If Celestia hadn’t put a wing around Twilight, she might have screamed when Sterile ran out of the gap.
she… just… Twilight just looked at the bars, lying pathetically on the ground. “Mommy!” Twilight was torn from the cell at Crystal’s emotionally filled voice. She was crying, yet smiling, as her mother scooped her up in auraless arms. She’ll kill her! Twilight pushed to make a rescue, but, for the third time was stopped by Celestia.
Time seemed to slow down. Instead of snapping her neck, Sterile Agate kissed her daughter endlessly, comforting her in ways Twilight only dreamed. 
“She’s her mother, “Celestia said, pulling Twilight close enough to whisper, “and she’s extremely protective of her children. If you moved as much as an inch or looked at Crystal wrong, she’d have attacked you.” Twilight’s heart stopped. She imagined her head physically being ripped off her neck and smashed against the wall. Then Shining’s. Suddenly Twilight felt something touch her cheek. She turned, just realizing how badly she was shaking, and saw Celestia, a warm smile radiating. “Don’t worry, my faithful student, Neither, Crystal nor myself want something to happen to you. You’re safe.” 
Twilight crept closer to her mentor, her fear subsiding at those words. She opted to watched to display of affection, noting how Sterile licked Crystal’s closed eye, and realized something. 
A mother as protective as Sterile, one that’s this affectionate and comforting, one Crystal willingly runs to, is negligent? Why is there a problem? If Crystal’s mother loves her this much then why would she stay away for days? Never teaching her to brush her hair, not even letting the filly see her.  
Eventually, Sterile stopped and gingerly set Crystal on her back, nuzzling her one last time. Twilight noticed that Crystal was asleep, a smile on her face as she lay in what she must consider the safest place on Earth. Too emotional? she thought, she just had a nap, why did she fall asleep now? 
Sterile walked away, only to slam into a golden barrier. 
“I have what I came for, Princess,” Sterile spat, “I will take my leave now.” 
“On one condition,” Celestia, unfazed, responded. 
“What would that be?” 
Celestia unfurled her wings, to Twilight she looked like the god ponies call her, but to Sterile she might as well have shrunk. “I will let you leave unharmed, drop all charges of assault on my guard, and make sure no one interrupts your life if you agree to working from eight to three. You shall spend more time with Crystal, watch her grow, guide her, and love her.” She twitched, Twilight knew why, and Sterile saw. “Do we have a deal?” 
Sterile looked at Celestia, angrily, glaring, then looked down, deep in thought.
How could she say no? Twilight thought, eyes glued to Crystal, her little sister. Wait, is this going to be goodbye? A pang of sadness resonated in her chest, but she swallowed it. Please remember me, Crystal. 
Water dripped down, creating a cacophony of dampness. The natural light filtering through shined on Sterile’s forehead, marking the furrows of her forehead. Twilight twitched, the sudden silence made her restless. Minutes that ticked by felt like hours, and finally, Sterile looked up, her decision make. 
“I refuse”
“WHAT!” Twilight cried, her voice echoing throughout the room. She only realized that she even spoke when Sterile’s cold gaze fell on her. 
“I suspected as much.” Celestia said, lighting her horn. Crystal floated, limp and helpless, in her grasp. 
“Give her back,” Sterile arched her back, ready to attack, black aura surrounding her hooves again, “Now!”
“What if I say no?” 
As if to answer, Sterile charged. She raised her black coated hooves, the ones that ripped out three inch bars, against her leader, but when they struck, they struck a golden shield. She began a barrage of attacks, each bouncing off. 
“I think I’ll kill her,” Celestia said, only enraging Sterile more, “how does that sound?” 
Sterile screamed, lunging into her attacks. Sparks flew with each impact and Twilight could see tiny cracks forming in what she thought was an impenetrable shield. Sterile actually got Celestia to flinch.
Twilight stood frozen in place. Should she do something? What could she do that Celestia couldn’t?
(You want to do something?)

Twilight nearly screamed at the sound of Celestia’s telepathic voice. 
\

Telepathy was the first thing Twilight mastered with her magic, but she could only do it with one pony, that’s the limit, so, as the situation dictated, Celestia was the only pony she really interacted with, so that’s who she chose. 
(Y-Yes… oh Celestia, even my thoughts are shaking.)
(Take Crystal to your room, put her to bed and wait. Only I can subdue Sterile when she gets like this)
(What! Why don’t you just give her her daughter? Why do you have to enrage her by threatening to kill the only reason she’s here?)
(So she will focus on me, now go) 
Twilight almost screamed, yet again, when Crystal’s limp weight fell on her back. 
(Go.) 
(Tell me!) 
(JUST GO!) 
Startled, Twilight jumped, running down the hallway and up the stairs. She didn’t look back until the door to her room was closed and locked three times over. As if it’ll make a difference. 
She put Crystal into her basket, with dry linen, and tucked her in with shaking hooves.
Celestia knows something, she has some kind of a plan, but for what? Why on earth would she take a filly from her mother? Why would she push a filly? She’s never done that before? Why now? 
Lying back, Twilight let the questions float around in her mind like satellites before noticing Crystal. Briefly she smiled then pushed back some of her mane. Crystal sucked her hoof, completely at peace. 
“I guess I have you for a while longer, ey, Little Sister.” 

	
		Chapter 4
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The next day, as Celestia’s sun reached its pinnacle in the sky, Twilight took Crystal out, passing the pair of sword wielding guards that Celestia placed in front of her door for, some reason. She wanted to go to the park and see how Crystal interacted with other fillies her own age. 
“Don’t let her leave your sight,” Celestia said at breakfast. She didn’t explain too much about her actions in Layer C, but Twilight did learn that the only way for mother and daughter to leave together is if Sterile accepts the eight to three schedule. Then, Cheery Days would be happy, and Twilight could get a job babysitting.
Twilight also learned that Celestia didn’t plan to completely separate mother from daughter, and, as she walked down the hallway, food in her belly and Crystal lightly snoozing on her back, Sterile was being moved from Layer C to Layer B.
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As Twilight walked out past the gates, sun beating down on her, the guards followed Celestia’s orders and moved out. They were to guard Crystal and Twilight, not her room. They’d rest in the barracks and play go fish until the duo comes back. Maybe Shining will finally teach them how to play Egyptian Rat Screw.
In the distance however, Hendricks Needle, lurked. 
If one thing was true about Hendricks, it was that he didn’t take rejection well. The sight of blood, no reaction, death, nothing, but two minutes after Phil Philton shot his idea down, he bawled. 
He might not have been able to control his waterworks, but he could control what he did afterward, and this time was no different. The second he finished crying, Hendricks hit the books.
Right away he realized how stupid his idea was. Killing Crystal? Yes, it might send Sterile over the edge, but death should never be brought upon a child, or anyone. At least Hendricks took that away from his interaction with Phil.
Canterlot Castle has a total of six libraries, Twilight has read next to every book in five of them, but Hendricks can only get into three. That didn’t matter. He found what he wanted after the first book. A book on medical history to be specific, and it depicted that, ever since Canterlot Hospital was founded a hundred and fifty years ago, all twelve of the Head Surgeons were Agates. 
The Head Surgeon is personally chosen by Celestia herself on grounds of medical prowess, ability under pressure, and feats before hoof. Sterile was chosen after she performed the first successful brain surgery on a young unicorn filly. But to have all twelve, in a row, be Agates? Suddenly he realized that that should have been something he learned way back in pre med, maybe he did, maybe before even that, but it just seems a lot more important now than back then. 
Talking to Celestia about it was out of the question. She seemed more agitated (if her outburst at yesterday’s breakfast said anything) as of late. Sterile was kept under guard, yet, asking her would be pointless. Briefly he wondered if Sterile hated him, then remembered that they hadn’t really talked before. The last option was Crystal. He knew that Celestia’s prized pupil, someone he’d watched grow up from behind the scene, was housing the filly, and while the prospects seemed slim, there was nothing else he could do. If there was some kind of conspiracy then none of the libraries he has access to would hold information.
Silently, Hendricks waited for the two unicorn guards to leave. They were named Sword and Blade, two of Celestia’s most trusted guards, another sign that something was up.
When they left for the barracks, he made his move.
Each stone stair he climbed creaked. The stairway itself felt hotter than the hottest summer day. Even though he saw Twilight leave he felt they’d walk up any second, spot him and shout for help. He kept his hopes low. The chance of either Twilight or Crystal knowing anything was microscopic, but he’d keep an eagle’s eye out for anything, absolutely anything. Entering Twilight’s bedroom, adrenaline pumped through his veins.
The room itself was extremely clean, beds made, floor clear and books in their proper place. Seeing Crystal in the mess hall, he would have to guess that she was five, but there were no toys visible, not even neatly stacked in the corner. He wrote this down in the little black book he brought and moved up the stairs. 
About halfway up, he spotted a small wicker bed with plush white cushion and three blankets. It was obvious that Twilight slept in the full sized bed downstairs, and her dragon assistant, what was his name? Spike slept in the basket, but he had been missing in action for the past couple of days, so Crystal more than likely slept in his bed. From what he’d seen with all the five year olds in the castle, they liked to run around, play and make messes, not caring about who cleaned them. The idea of Twilight making the bed, or maybe ordering Crystal to, did a little jig on his mind, but he knew Twilight. She didn’t care much when it came to aesthetics. He couldn’t remember how many times he heard Celestia tell her to clean her room throughout the years. Again, another detail that could easily be explained by Crystal’s personality, but he jotted it down anyway.
Scouring the books on Twilight’s second floor he passed through to Twilight’s desk. He would have ignored it entirely if he hadn’t seen the sheet of paper.
It was Celestia’s letter. Hendricks went through it a total of three times, eyes locking onto the words, dark magic, and, mind meld spell each time. When he could breath again, he eyed the thick tome, titled in a language he didn’t understand, but could learn. 
You really trust your student, don’t you Celestia, Hendricks thought, sticking the book into his nap sack. He quickly headed back down the spiral stairs, breathing a sigh of relief when he saw neither Sword or Blade at the entrance, and headed to his room. 
Phil was right, political background noise was fun. 
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Outside, under the bright sun, on a park bench by a statue of Celestia’s glory, Twilight sat watching fillies play tag in the grass. Some peacefully slept under one of the many trees, and others climbed those trees, but one that she cared about sat shaking under the bench.
Twilight had decided to let Crystal sleep instead of dragging her to breakfast, she had been torn away from her mother for a second time after all, an extra hour of sleep was the least she could do. She woke up and ate her dry pancake just fine, but when they got to the park and sat down, she started to shake. Twilight tried to hide her excitement and rubbed Crystal’s back, noticing how she stared out at the other fillies.
Eventually she crawled under the bench and has been under there for almost a half an hour. No matter what Twilight did, she couldn’t coax her out, although there was one instance when she lied to her, saying they were about to leave. She popped out alright, but started to glare at Twilight when she didn’t make a move. When the truth was told, she slipped right back under, shrinking into a ball once more. That’s what it meant to be a big sister, to play jokes on the little sister, right?
Now Twilight waited, she couldn’t take any notes if Crystal refused to have any interactions. So, for now, she’ll soak up the sun and enjoy the beautiful day. 
“Um,” a nervous voice said, “are you, T-Twilight Sparkle?” 
Twilight looked up from her book. A small green unicorn filly looked at her with bright blue eyes. “Yeah, and who might you be?”  She put on her brightest smile. 
The filly seemed to explode, bouncing around in every which direction. “Really! My mom works at the castle and she says you’re the most powerfulest unicorn there ever was!” 
“Oh, I'm still an apprentice,” Twilight nervously rubbed her neck, “far from the best. If you want to meet some one truly powerful look at Star…”
“But I want to see you!” The filly chirped. “I… I know you take personal lessons from Princess Celestia! You’re awesome!” 
Twilight took a second to peek under the bench, she was panting now and a flush grew under her fur, but even to her, it was clear that Crystal had gotten out of her safety ball and either looked at the filly with curiosity or anger. She hoped the filly would notice her, maybe she’ll get some real data then.
“Well thank you… ah? What’s your name?” 
“Oh, look what I can do!” For all the apparent adoration the filly felt towards Twilight, she had no problem ignoring her. 
Crystal watched, deep hatred brewing inside her, as the filly scrunched her face up in concentration. Her horn lit bright blue, and then a popping sound. “Look! My mom made these today!” She saw the filly hold out a muffin to Twilight. Oh how she wanted to tackle her. 
Twilight was speechless. 
“Teleporting objects is a high level spell that I just learned,” Twilight sounded shocked, and the filly beamed, “is your mother here?” 
“Yes! I’ll go get her,” she turned around and headed off before returning and extending the muffin to Twilight, “take it! A gift from me.” 
“Why thank you, uhhh,” for a third time, Twilight was ignored, “oh well, here you go, Crystal.” 
“I don’t want it,” Crystal groaned, pushing the muffin away. There was silence from up above for a second, then Twilight hopped off the bench and bent down. She was looking straight into Twilight’s purple eyes, and bit her tongue. “It’s her’s, I don’t like her, she’s trying to steal you away from me.” 
“Is that what’s worrying you?” Twilight stuck her head underneath the wooden planks, Crystal pressed her forehead against it, revealing in the moment. “I’m your big sister, remember? No one will take me away from you, I promise.” She moved away, leaving the muffin. 
The filly came back with a blue mare that had a pink tail dragging along the ground. Twilight finally learned the filly’s name, Abra Kadabra. The three started to talk about how amazing Abra’s teleportation was. She kept complimenting her and Abra bounced around so much she fell over twice, and her squealing never seemed to end.
There was another pop and Abra was suddenly eating another of those muffins.
Crystal eyed the one Twilight left, then, took a bite. It was amazing! She finished it in record time. Licking her lips, she savored every bite, letting it slowly slip down her throat. “Yum.” 
There was a ‘huh’ from outside, and before she knew it, there were a pair of blue eyes looking right at her. “Who are you?” 
There was another pause, the adult and Twilight talked about Celestia’s school for gifted unicorns and Abra looked at Crystal, eyes darting around her face, noticing the crumbs on her muzzle. 
“Hey!” the conversation stopped.
“What is it, Sweetie,” Abra’s mother said.
“There’s a filly under the bench, and she ate Twilight’s muffin!” 
“Oh, that’s Crystal. I gave her the muffin,” Twilight said, but was ignored as Abra stuck her head under the bench. Crystal yelped as she was dragged by the tail out into the sunlight. 
“Abra, darling, don’t be so rough,” Abra’s mother said, “sorry Miss Sparkle, she…”
“Spit it out!” Abra yelled, glaring at Crystal, “that doesn’t belong to you! Give it back!” 
Crystal lay on her stomach, hyperventilating. She couldn’t see Twilight, was she gone? 
Everything happened in a near flash. Crystal’s mind bubbled, fear turning into ripe anger. Abra continued to pester her about giving the muffin back, poked her, prodded her. Even when the mother pulled her back, she moved forward to keep annoying.
Finally she snapped. Rage filled her eyes as she swung a perfectly aimed right hook at the side of the filly’s skull. She didn’t even notice her fur turn black.
But Twilight did.
At first Twilight wrote down what she saw. Uncontrollable fear, heavy breathing and what she likes to call ‘the shakes’. Yes, she planned to pull Abra off Crystal, but she had to get all the information she could. 
If she hadn’t looked up at that moment. If she hadn’t noticed Crystal stop shaking and tense up. Abra might be dead, but she had. Twilight saw the darkness coating Crystal’s left hoof, and she reacted just in time to stop that hoof from connecting with the side of Abra’s skull. Remembering what Crystal did to the throne door, Twilight had no doubt that Abra’s head would explode like a watermelon if it had connected. 
There she sat, Crystal’s hoof in her magic, Twilight looked at her little sister. The rage in her eye died like a quelled fire and she looked back at Twilight. Suddenly her eyes rolled up in in the back of her head and Crystal fell limp, hoof turning white once more.
She fainted, Twilight’s mind finally kicked back into gear and she looked at Abra’s mother. She saw shock, but no anger.
“I’m sorry, Crystal is really shy and well–”
“Don’t say a word, Twilight,” Abra’s mother said, quickly lighting her horn and pulling Abra to eye level. “Young filly, what do you have to say for yourself?” 
Abra blinked,” what happened?” 
Abra’s mother turned to ask Twilight, but realized she was gone. Crystal had disappeared too.   
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There was a flash on top Twilight’s bed. Both Crystal and Twilight appeared with burn marks all over their bodies. Crystal slept soundly through the sudden teleportation as well as the pain. Twilight wanted to contrast what she learned from Crystal’s interactions with Abra against Celestia’s book, Tarmogoyf, but she felt a stabbing pain in her head. She knew she shouldn’t have teleported all the way back here, especially with Crystal in toe, yet she had. 
Another pulse and Twilight’s vision started to blur. “Celestia’s going to kill me,” she muttered just before passing out. 
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Tarmogoyf was written in english formed back in the early dark ages, by a pony that just went by the name of Yawgmoth. The book appeared over three thousand years ago during the reign of Faust, virtually popped into existence while she was on one of her morning flights through the Everfree. The book actually smacked Faust in the head before plummeting to the ground. She caught it, and yelled at whoever dropped it, only to realize that no one was there. 
Reading the first few pages, she realized just how potent the magic held within was, and kept as an absolute last result against tragedy.
A week later, the book was stolen. Yawgmoth himself used magic unknown even to Faust to bypass every single layer of defence in the castle. She was in and out in seconds, leaving only a piece of scroll as evidence of his theft. 
Written was:
I’m just taking back what is mine. You’ll thank me later. 

Yawgmoth  

What Faust didn’t know was that she got of easy. Yawgmoth could have sent his creation, the phyrexians to utterly wipe the pony plane off the multiverse, but he hadn’t. Yet, Faust, being the extraordinary learner she was, made a copy of Tarmogoyf, sating both her and Yawgmoth’s needs and keeping what could only be described as the greatest evil known to the multiverse away.
Eventually the book passed from mother to daughter, and after the great war between the solar sisters and the spirit of chaos, Celestia tried to destroy it. It was the reason Discord came about. All she wanted to do was cure the famine that ravaged her children. Not send them into a war against their own sanity. The only reason the book, and pony race, still existed, was because her sister, Luna convinced her to keep it.
But she still has her doubts. Everytime she eyes an Agate, she doesn’t just remember killing Hazel Eyes, she is reminded of the darkest times in pony history, as well as the tragic consequences of her actions, yet she couldn’t get rid of it. Tarmogoyf has been around for over three thousand years despite the typical age of paper being only forty, and it taunted her as the only answer to those dark times that pop up sometimes out of no where.
Her torment never ended, and Twilight had no idea the possible demons she’d unleashed when she left it out in the open. Twilight had no idea how to react when she saw Tarmogoyf missing from her desk. Twilight had no idea what to do about it. All Twilight did was curl up into a ball, the thought of Celestia’s thunderous wrath streaking across her mind like lightning.
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“Twilight?” 
Twilight had been sitting in the same spot, sucking her hoof for the past twenty minutes. Her usually well kept mane in tangles and chest tighter than a knot, her breath came in short gasps.
“Twilight?” Crystal said, coming up the stairs. She had been avidly reading one of the few advanced medical books Twilight owned while she waited for her to finish taking notes. Normally when she did, she was back in ten minutes at most. “Twilight, are you alright?” 
No response.
Quietly, marking every squeak the stairs made, she crept through the walls of books, to find Twilight sitting in the heap she was. Putting a hoof to her sister’s shoulders, Crystal jumped when Twilight yelped. Actually yelped. The pony that stood up to Celestia, yelped at a simple touch. 
Crystal was completely aware of her own weakness, but Twilight is her rock in the river, definitely standing against the ravaging current. Something that makes Twilight crack must be really serious. 
“What happened?” Crystal stated, eyes serious, her entire body tense, she prepared herself for the worst.
Twilight looked up, purple eyes darting about in every which direction until they landed on Crystal. “It’s gone, gone, gone, the book, Tarmogoyf is gone. Celestia trusted me and I failed her.” She went back to shuddering.
“A book?” Crystal had to take a step back, all of this was over a book? Her rock cracked over a stupid book! “Twilight!” She stood firm. “You can’t be serious, all this is about a book!” 
“You don’t understand, Crystal, Celestia’s going to kill me.” Crystal slapped her. Twilight seemed to roll into the impact, head turning before finding itself on the floor. When she recovered, all she could do was stare, blindlessly moving a hoof to her cheek, dumbfounded. “What did you do that for?” 
“Twilight, listen for a second.” she didn’t ever remember Crystal looking so serious before. “Cross once told me that things happen, bad things, but it doesn’t matter. What matters is how you act upon it. You’re book’s gone, if cowering under your desk like a baby is how you react, you might as well be a baby.”Who is this? Twilight thought, looking at Crystal as if for the first time. Celestia’s words rang out, Agates are strongest after a great tragedy. Is that it? What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger? Does that mean Celestia will tell her soon? Another thing popped out in her mind. If the roles were reversed, and Crystal was losing her mind, she’d do the same thing, minus the slap. Crystal climbed onto her lap. Using her hooves as posts against her chest, she looked right into her eyes. “Twilight, let’s find your book.” Immediately she got control of herself. Twilight got up, knocking Crystal to the ground, and declared, “You look downstairs I’ll look up here. The book’s named Tarmogoyf. If you find it, holler.” As Crystal bounded happily downstairs, Twilight watched her. “She’s really getting back on her hooves, much faster than I thought, too,” she whispered. “Maybe Celestia’s right.” The two tore Twilight’s room apart, books flailed on the ground, some with bent pages, blankets hanging on the railing, bed up turned. They looked until the sun grew low, every passing minute Twilight retreating back to her panicked state. Occasionally, Crystal would come up and slap her again, make her pull herself together, but those seemed to be less and less effective as time passed.Eventually Crystal fell flat on her stomach after failing to lift the bed, yet again. “Maybe someone took it!” she shouted, just noticing they skipped lunch. “No one’s ever come into my room though, and what motive would the pony have?”“Maybe the book was worth something? Money is a powerful motivator.” Crystal got up and slowly trotted up stairs. Twilight watched, holding her comment until the filly reached the top.  “I don’t think anyone knew about the book. It’s supposed to be some kind of secret.” Crystal flopped next to Twilight, resting her back against the mare’s stomach. “I’ve read a lot of medical textbooks, none named Tarmogoyf. Is there something special about it? You don’t seem like the pony to lose her mind over a book that could be easily be replaced.”
Twilight wrapped an arm around the filly, pausing to think just how many beans she could spill. “It’s a book of dark magic. Powerful magic that Celestia entrusted to me. When she learns that it’s gone, my head will be on a pike by days end.” She felt Crystal shudder and regretted the specific analogy.
“Not if I have something to say about it.” Crystal’s voice was firm, and that comforted Twilight more than she’d like to admit. “You’re my sister, and as Cross says, ‘we protect our own.’” 
“Thanks, Crystal,” Twilight nuzzled the filly’s head, getting a squeak from her. “But the castle’s a big place, with a lot of ponies. If you’re right, and someone did steal the book, it’ll take forever to search it. And that’s depending on the pony still being in the castle. She could have up and left an hour ago and we’ll never find her.” 
Before Crystal could respond, the sound of armored hooves reached them. 
The two watched as Sword and Blade entered the room. Both had a black eye and seemed to walk with a lilt. They stepped to the side and Princess Celestia strode in, ambivalence written on her face. 
“Twilight Sparkle, Crystal Agate, come down here at once.” 
The duo froze, unable to talk for a few seconds. 
Celestia looked around, noticing the blanket on the railing and just how messy the room was. “Blade, Sword, leave us, I will punish you later.” 
“Yes, Your Majesty.” The two guards bowed before limping back downstairs. 
Not surprisingly, Crystal recovered first. “Sorry about the mess,” she said.
Celestia turned to the second floor, eyes filled with both concern and curiosity. “Hello, Crystal, what happened here?” Her voice was kind, not the anger she thought was coming.
“Twilight lost a book, I was helping her find it, but we think it was stolen.” 
Twilight meeped, almost falling to the first floor. Crystal turned to see her panting, eyes twitching. Had she said something wrong? Suddenly it hit her. “Everything’s fine though!” she quickly added. 
Celestia wasn’t convinced. Her face contorted as gears did quick work of the situation.
She walked up the stairs, eyes never leaving Twilight’s prone form.
Crystal bent down low, shaking as the princess of the world marched up, bigger and bigger. Her courage failed and she hid underneath Twilight’s desk. 
Still not ready, Celestia thought as she reached the landing. 
“Which book did you lose, Twilight?” Despite her solid look, Celestia felt her heart race. 
“I-I…” Twilight sputtered, unable to say a single word. 
Celestia turned to Crystal. “Which book?” 
“Tarmogoyf!” she shouted, hiding behind a pillow that once lay downstairs. 
“Those idiots, I give them one instruction, and this happens.” Celestia knelt down and put a hoof on her student’s chin. 
“Hey!” Crystal shouted, jumping out and pushing Celestia’s hoof away. “Don’t put Twilight’s head on a pike! Put mine if you have to. No one would have stolen the book if Twilight hadn’t taken me to the park!”
“How did that go? I heard from my guard that you hid under a park bench,” Celestia smiled.
Crystal blinked, “Why do you want to know? I thought you were going to kill Twilight?” 
Celestia chuckled, hearty and warm. It cracked some of Crystal’s fear. “Oh, Twilight’s just paranoid. She’s like a daughter to me,” she paused, bemusement growing as she looked away, “one that has her… moments, but, no. I’d never hurt her.” 
“But… I lost the book?” Twilight said, sitting up. She still shook, but her eyes were staying in one place.
“Twilight,” Celestia said putting a hoof on Twilight’s shoulder, “Did I harm you when you accidentally set my bed on fire?” 
“You made me do four hundred push ups in guard armor!” Twilight shouted, “I couldn’t walk for weeks!” 
“Wait, how did you set Celestia’s bed on fire?” Crystal said, incredulous, “What would motivate you to even do that in the first place?” 
“Don’t ask.” 
“The point I’m trying to make, Twilight,” Celestia said, “I had Blade and Sword guard your room so you could go to the park. Remember, I said yes, so if anyone’s to blame, it’ll be me.” Celestia rose Twilight’s chin once more, “but those two bumble heads thought I said to protect you and Crystal. They left their post right after you left for the park. The thief struck then.” 
“So you’re not mad at us?” Crystal said, resting her two hooves on Celestia’s one, “We looked everywhere, but we failed.” 
“We just went over that, Crystal,” Twilight said, shoving Crystal off Celestia, “the question now is what to do next.” 
Celestia got up and smiled. She chuckled that warm chuckle then looked at Twilight “Ever wonder how I kept finding Smartypants?” 
“Smartypants?” Crystal looked at Twilight, an eyebrow raised. 
“Don’t worry about it, Crystal, and yes, I do want to know.” 
Celestia took a breath, she seemed to beam with confidence. “If that book’s still in the castle, which I’m pretty sure it is, then I’ll find it right away!.” Like when she needed to keep track of Crystal, Celestia sat down and focused, lighting her horn. The second layer of magic popped up faster this time.
Crystal had to turn away. The light coming off Celestia’s horn was brighter than she could take, and was there a second layer? Is that possible?
A third layer appeared this time and even Twilight had to look away. Seconds later, a thousands of little blue dots that faintly blinked red danced across the room. Celestia would have explained her spell, if it wasn’t taking more out of her than usual. 
The blinking red dots floated all throughout the castle, scanning every inch, sneaking under doorways and into bathrooms. She felt bad about doing this. Some of the patrons either staying at the castle or calling it home were doing, rather private acts in their bedrooms, but this was important enough to warrant it, and if Tarmogoyf ever got into the wrong hooves, dealing with memories past would be the least of Celestia’s concerns.
Eventually her blue dots filled the entire castle, and a fourth layer of magic, something Celestia rarely had to use washed over her horn. 
Minutes passed, Twilight quelling Crystal’s concerns over the excessive use of magic as well as answering her questions on the subject, Celestia scanned every inch of the castle, every wall, every bookshelf was examined, and…
She gasped, the spell disintegrating, and fell to the ground, panting: “I’m going to kill those two.” 
“You didn’t find it,” Twilight said, heart dropping.
The second those words were spoken, Crystal jumped out and glared at Celestia, “No! Death is never the answer!” She said, her voice firm and controlling, “there has to be something better!” 
“It’s a figure of speech, Crystal,” Twilight said, pulling the filly back. She gave a bemused smile and paid with another slap to the face. A gentle one this time. 
“Even if it is a figure of speech, death shouldn’t be talked about so lightly! Blade and Sword probably have family, ponies that will be sad if they’re gone!” 
“Anyway,” Celestia said sitting up, she looked rather disheveled,“the book isn’t in the castle, if it was a pony I could expand my search to the entirety of Canterlot, but no, it has to be a book.” 
Both Twilight and Crystal stayed quiet, silently blaming themselves for adding to Celestia’s worry. 
“Is there anything else we can do?” Crystal said, putting a hoof on Celestia’s shoulder, and noticing just how tense she got. “Anything?” Twilight also noticed and pulled Crystal back.
“Unfortunately no. Thankfully even the most powerful unicorn will take a week at minimum to learn the most basic of spells in that book. Pending they know old english. I could send the guard out and search the city house by house, but it’s fair to say we can wait on that.” Sighing, Celestia got up, “for now, how would you like to see your mother again, Crystal?”  
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Princess Celestia lead Twilight and Crystal down the hallway, to the mess hall first after the two complained about missing lunch, then to Layer B. The sun was beginning its descent and some of the maids were starting on the arduous task of lighting all three hundred and fifty magically enriched candles. These don’t blow out from wind, but take three matches as well as a touch of raw magic to light. 
Surprisingly the castle was rather empty, making Crystal more relaxed than usual. She jumped on Twilight’s back when they reached the mess hall, only seeing three unfamiliar ponies. She ate in peace however, and in her own chair facing away from the other three. 
When they finished their meals, Twilight lead the way to Layer B, Crystal riding on her back more out of laziness than nerves this time. She yawned a couple of times on the way, but didn’t fall asleep, something Twilight was beginning to notice was one of her favorite pass times.
Walking down the dry stone steps, Twilight could swear Crystal had some pegasus in her.
“Sterile,” Celestia said from the end of the hall, “your daughter’s here.” 
Twilight froze. She remembered how Sterile ripped the magical bars and attacked Celestia without hesitation. Bracing herself, she prepared to gently set Crystal down and run at the sight of those black hooves.
“Twilight? What are you doing?”
Twilight looked up and saw Celestia staring at her, Sterile leaning against the bars, a worried smile adorning her. Nervously she shuffled forward. “I thought she was going to attack me, Your Majesty”
“It only shows up when I lose control of my emotions,” Sterile said, sounding much calmer than before, “You should have experienced that with Crystal by now, Twilight.” 
Dazed, Crystal looked up and saw her mother’s smiling face. “Mommy!” she jumped off Twilight’s back and hopped to the bars, sticking her head inside. “Ah,” she didn’t even know how it happened, but her head got caught between the bars, and now she was stuck. 
Breathing in and out, she tried to control her emotions, “Help!” but it didn’t last long and she started flailing. Twilight rushed forward, but was stopped by Celestia. As if the world wanted to give them an example, Crystal’s hooves grew darker and darker as the panic rose. Eventually the bars bent and Crystal fell backwards. Twilight was released, and, with a surprising amount of control, gently put a hoof on the filly’s back. Crystal wrapped herself around that arm, shaking a little.
“See,” Sterile said, sitting back on the full sized bed. A new addition in her cell. “We only get like that when we lose control or feel unsafe, or,” she glared at Celestia, “when one of our family members are in pain.”
“That seems extremely specific,” Twilight said, rubbing Crystal’s back.
Celestia leaned in, “I’ll explain it later, there is a reason for that.” 
Twilight nodded, then looked at Sterile. Outside of Layer C, the mare looked as harmless as a fly. She smiled at her and Twilight smiled back, knowing that underneath that gentle surface was what could be a pony killing machine.
“So, do I get visiting hour, or what?” Sterile said, motioning towards Crystal, “I’d like to hold my daughter if you will.”
“Yes, you do,” Celestia said, “but I need to make an adjustment to your cell first.” Bowing her head she stuck her tongue out and lit her horn. 
While magic was an amazing tool, being able to teleport entire armies to the battlefield in half a second or enlarge a pony to ten, sometimes fifteen times their normal size, it does have a difficulty curve and one of the hardest, if not the hardest spell one can learn is manipulating not magical properties, but the very atomic structure of an item. Take for example the clad iron bars that kept Sterile from the outside world. It’d be easy to bend one, simply apply enough pressure to one end and voila, but to change the solid metal to a hinge, that takes effort. 
Twilight watched as Celestia’s horn glowed brighter than back in her room, five, six, seven different auras shone through. After the fourth, the auras came in different colors, like the inside of a sun, it marks the change in chemical properties as energy is used.
About a minute of grunting later, Celestia dropped to the floor, utterly exhausted. Twilight stuck out a hoof to the bar, and, it moved. “A one way hinge,” she said, mouth dropping, “Celestia… Why?” 
“Damn it,” Celestia said, not even bothering to watch her tongue, “I wanted a two way hinge, geeze, thank the horses of heaven this is the last Agate.” She panted, lying for a moment on the cold, yet dry, floor. Briefly, Twilight thought she’d fallen asleep. 
“Crystal, you should thank Celestia,” Sterile said, leaning forward, “that’s a door you can use without the need of a key.” 
Crystal yelped, “Th-Thank you, Princess Celestia.” she walked up and nuzzled Celestia’s side, again, noticing how she tensed, before crawling under the one way hinge and clambering onto her mother’s lap. 
“Unless you’re staying for tea,” Sterile said, silently stroking Crystal’s mane, “I’d suggest leaving. I wish to talk to my daughter alone for a while.” 
Twilight didn’t reply, she just watched how Crystal melted into her mother’s lap. Briefly, she wanted the same treatment from her, a shining protector where, no matter what happened, she could feel that safe with, but it didn’t last, and soon she and Celestia walked out the door.
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The duo strode through the castle hallways. Neither had any concerns over Crystal’s health, knowing that she was in good hooves, but something bothered Twilight, actually, a lot of things bothered her at that moment. 
Celestia seemed to pick up on this, she shushed her before heading back to her room. There they could talk in peace. There she could explain everything Twilight would need to know about her new sister. 
Twilight couldn’t wait though, silently, she prodded with a carefully chosen question. “I’m Crystal’s sister? Right?” 
“Yes,” Celestia’s voice was tired. She was on edge even though no one passed through the hallways.
“An honorary sister? Or real sister?” 
“Honorary when it comes to logistical things, but Crystal sees you as her real second sister. Can this wait until we’re in my room? I’d rather not…” 
“I just have one more thing,” Twilight interrupted, catching Celestia off guard, “earlier today, she pulled me out of one of my manic panics. I’ll admit, by slapping me, but her words, what were they?” she put a hoof to her chin, “the problem doesn’t matter, it’s how you react to it. I’m paraphrasing, of course , but the way she said it, reminded me a lot of, myself.” 
Celestia sighed, but didn’t light her horn, “Something I should have told you yesterday is that Agates are very, very attentive, Crystal, even at her young age, can spot differences in personalities faster than you could blink. She then tunes her responses to best suit the situation, based on her influences.” 
The two passed a mare, both bowed and said howdy before heading on down the hallway. “So I’ve influenced her thinking? I just met her the other day?”
“It’s not that you’re influencing her, it’s that she can find the most efficient way of dealing with a problem. She saw your state as a problem and fixed it the way she saw as best. That just happened to be what you would have done.” Celestia sighed, shaking her head, “let’s just get to the room.” 
“One last thing…” 
“No,” Celestia interrupted, putting a hoof to Twilight’s mouth, “Wait until we’re in the room, alright.”
Twilight nodded. The two climbed a set of spiraling stairs in silence, reaching Sword and Blade at the top. The two saluted before opening the door. Twilight nodded to the two but Celestia gave them a hard stare.
“I thought I was just a lighthouse to her lost boat, or some other analogy.” Twilight said, unable to keep herself quiet any longer. 
“At least you waited until the doors were closed,” Celestia replied, opening another set of doors. “And you are, but realize that you have power over her at the same time. The same kind of power Cross had. That’s what the purple highlander signified, you are her sister now.” 
“I guess I should be happy, but I feel like I’m just, well, to put it crudely, a rebound sister. I only got this position because Crystal was vulnerable after Cross’s passing.” 
Celestia sighed, “That shouldn’t matter, but I understand your concern. It’s like you took advantage of her, but know this.” she pulled her student’s chin towards her, noticing the blur in her eye, “You have not. Using your analogy, you helped guide her lost boat to shore, where without she’d sink and…” Celestia went silent. Twilight did as well. 
Celestia crossed into her bedroom. The room was clean enough. she set her garbs on a hanger as Twilight made her way to her purple pillow, nestling down with a depressed sigh. 
“Would you like some tea?” Celestia asked.
“Yes, please.” 
Twilight waited, watching light filter through the curtains. Soon there was a ringing coming from the kitchenette. Then Twilight had a warm cup of Earl Gray in front of her. 
Celestia sank into her bed, her own tea floating above her. “Stop worrying, Twilight, you’re doing more than you think,” 
“I know, but I'm not her real sister, it just, feels wrong,” she looked up, noticing the bags under Celestia’s eyes. “You used a lot of magic for her, more than I thought you were capable of. Why?” 
“I don’t know how long Sterile will keep Crystal, and I want you back in Layer B before she starts wandering the castle.” Celestia said, pushing Twilight’s question aside. 
Twilight took a sip, nodding in agreement.
“Twilight, the feeling you feel is normal, but for Crystal’s sake, try to hide your worries, just focus on making her as comfortable as possible. Okay”
“Yeah, sure Princess,” Twilight didn’t look up. They sat in silence for a minute before she spoke up again. “You said you’d explain why the black aura only appears under specific circumstances?”
“Yes, it is the reason Crystal grew up so sheltered. In Pac's time the curse was a blessing. It saved an entire species, my family, but, as time's done many times before, the debt collector came sooner than I expected.” 
“He always does,” Twilight said.
“Right, well, in the beginning, as the body grew weaker, the curse grew stronger. Pac, in her old age was consumed by the dark magic after getting a simple paper cut. It took over her body. She killed hundreds.” Twilight stared at her mentor, mouth agape. “The next generation lost control much earlier, around Crystal’s age. Make no mistake Twilight, the dark magic you saw the other day is alive, and it’s just waiting for a chance to take control and do some real damage.” 
“Why didn’t you kill them all then!” Twilight shouted. 
“Because that’s what it wants.” Celestia put a hoof on Twilight’s shoulder, “a body is at its weakest at death, and thats when it’ll take you.” There was a pause, memories flaring up in her mind like heart burn. “The spell I used is called Mind Meld, and while I can’t change the curse itself, I can alter how the body responds to its presence. It took me fifty years to realize the connection with emotions. As you saw back in the cell, Crystal lost control over her own and the darkness appeared, when she stabilized it disappeared.” 
“S-So you kept Crystal locked up in her room until she grew older? So she could have more control?” 
“Yes, and with some… edits to how her brain operates, it has gotten to the point where she can enter the public world at age ten, barring her reaction to certain stimuli.” 
“Is that why Crystal was taught to sleep in class?” 
“Yes, emotions are null when a pony sleeps.” 
“Then why did you let us go to the park? There were a lot of things stimulating her, she fainted! Something could have happened… ponies, filiies, like Abra, could have died."
“There were two safety nets I added in her brain. One is her attachment to her sister, you. She’ll feel safe as long as you’re nearby, and the second was sleep.” Celestia took a sip of her tea, deciding to sit next to her faithful student and pull her into a wing hug. “It’s kind of like a safety valve, if she loses too much control, and you’re not around then she’ll faint.” 
Twilight nodded, then got up, “I need to think about this. It’s a lot to take in.” 
“Alright, I know it’s a lot, just put Crystal down for a nap and think,” Celestia planted a kiss on Twilight’s cheek, a comfort she gratefully took, “but know this, if you decide to stop being Crystal’s sister, I doubt you will, but if it’s too much for you to bare, I will have to kill her.”   
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A week passed since Octavia was reunited with Lyra, and, despite how much she hated her back in high school, she was glad for it. Lyra had really grown, she was still an idiot, but she had a set of values now. Goof off, but only to the point where others are amused was one of her favorites, but what she was most thankful for was Bon Bon. 
Bon Bon was an earth pony that seemed to have gotten a noose around Lyra tighter than a C string. She kneaded her into the mare she is today, like taffy. At first Octavia thought that it was a one sided relationship, Bon Bon controlling what Lyra did and when, but again, she was surprised. Lyra, in turn, ate away at the hard shell Bon Bon grew over years of abusive parents, making her smile with antics only she could think up. Bon Bon brought control into Lyra’s life while Lyra brought light into Bon Bon’s. They were a match made in heaven.
The two couples had gone out for drinks three times that week, Bon Bon stemming Vinyl’s lust for the demon’s drink, something Octavia begged to learn, and Lyra bringing some delicious brownies that really livened the party. They had a great time. 
Now, a full week later, Octavia had a little talk with Vinyl about one of her dreams. One she hoped to live with the white mare by her side, but now that Lyra was in the picture, it seemed another dream seemed possible. 
The two decided to bring her over for some afternoon tea.
“So,” Octavia said, sitting at her small table. Vinyl to the left and Lyra to the right, “Since you’re a string player, do you think you can try?” 
“Sure,” Lyra said, sipping her lemon tea, “I’ve always wanted to expand my weapon selection.” 
Vinyl chuckled, “Tavi’s been trying to get me to play that thing for years now,” she took a swig of her own tea, grimacing at the taste of dirty water, “strings just aren’t my thing, but now I can play the drums and back you two up. It’ll be a whole lotta fun.” 
“Celestia said, Crystal’s special talent was in music, so if she get’s her mark at the concert, we can use the occasion to pull this. You in?” Octavia put her hoof into the middle of the table.
“Didn’t I already agree?” Lyra said, putting her hoof on top of Octavia’s.
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Vinyl added hers.
“On the count of three we split, Lyra, you’re with me, Vinyl, you know what to do.” 
“One”
“Two”
“THREE” 
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Walking out of the room, Twilight paused to listen to Celestia crawl into bed. She sighed, the thought of those gnat clouds swarming over Crystal buzzing around. Opening the second door, she gave Blade a kiss on the cheek, Sword receiving the same treatment. 
“Celestia’s just stressed, she doesn’t hate you two.” she said before heading downstairs. If there was a reaction, she didn’t know. She didn’t care.
There was a lot to think about.
Twilight passed three ponies along her way, all three telling her about the crying filly outside Layer B. She knew what had happened, but didn’t pick up her pace. In truth she wanted to turn around and head in the exact opposite direction. 
She pushed on.
She saw a white figure passed out on the stone floor. A guard that happened to pass by stood vidual, spear in hoof. He followed Celestia’s word, to protect any lost filly or colt that either couldn’t speak or refused to speak, to a tee. He was to wait until either someone relieved him or a parent or guardian came.
“You may go,” Twilight said, nodding to the pegasus, “I am her guardian until her mother returns.” Yes it was a lie, but for some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to say ‘I’m her sister.’ 
The guard eyed Twilight, following the second part of Celestia’s law. Grill any who try to claim the child. If they answer three questions right, what is his or her name, when was he or she born and what his or her favorite food was, he will obey. But the guard knew Twilight as Celestia’s student, and he also knew Twilight wouldn’t care about a filly without reason. 
“Very well, I bid you good day ma lady.”   
Twilight crouched down, looking at the fallen filly. Her blue curls fell limp against her face, a white hoof inserted into her mouth. Suckling. She remembered the morning after Crystal came, the image of those black highlanders attacking. She’s normal. 
Quietly, she lifted Crystal onto her back and headed to her room, there she’d tuck the filly in and take a shower. She seemed to think best there. If she wasn’t so foggy in the mind, she’d have heard the faint chanting coming from below. 
I did it…  I did it… I did it.
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Hendricks dream was to run the Canterlot Hospital, but after Phil, he did some thinking. He never got an answer, but something did shift in him. Why exactly was he shooting to be the hospital’s Head Surgeon? To break the seemingly impenetrable pattern of Agate’s? He thought it was fame, but as time moved on he became less and less sure.
Right after picking some things from his room, Hendricks headed home, there his thoughts persisted.
Hendricks, if he was good at anything, it was learning and applying what he learned. Ponies say his cutie mark is a prescription note, but he disagrees, saying it’s a page from a textbook. His talent, learning, could be brought across any field, yet he chose medicine. Why?
He pondered this while learning the intricacies of Old English, and came up with an answer. He went into medicine because he liked helping ponies, nothing more, nothing less. This in turn answered why he wanted to head Canterlot Hospital, because he wanted to help common ponies, not for the fame and not for the money either. 
Now he questioned his reasoning for wanting to send Sterile over the edge? Probably because she was living his dream, then again, he gets stabbed in the heart every time he remembers what he wanted to do to Crystal. That really bugged him, and he’d cry about it later, possibly find the filly some kind of toy just to make himself feel better. Something no one’s ever given her. Heck, maybe it’d help him to make friends with her. 
Late that night, about seven hours after he left work, he learned the entirety of Old English, wasn’t much different from his regular language, but as he started to delve into Tarmogoyf, he felt a tingle go up his spine.
The wording itself was dark, words like ‘death’ and ‘catastrophe’ as common as the word ‘the’ or ‘or’ and the more he read the more his bones froze. 
Finally he got to the mind meld spell.
“To cast mind meld, an injection is needed,” Hendricks said, writing down the word injection, “It could be as simple as a kiss or as devastating as a punch, but it must be done within the first two days of life or death will soon follow.”
Hendricks wrote down any and all that sounded relevant, the injection, manipulation, how to warp the mind into doing what you want, but what caught him off guard were the side effects. 
“It is easy for one under the mind meld to lose control over themselves, when that happens, the spell will take control,” his eyes widened, “and lead to their death.” He read on, horror striking him like lightning. After death the magic takes over. 
“Black magic is very volatile,” his voice shook, “it will kill everything it sees, only being sated after three to four hundred murders.” He closed the book. Something struck him off, like the misfire of a lighter. Sparks flew but there was no lightbulb moment. Pushing the book aside, Hendricks grabbed another named Medical Marvels of History and opened it to the section on Pac Agate.
There was work to be done.  
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Steam billowed in Twilight’s bathroom. She’d tucked Crystal in, leaving her a note just incase she woke before hand. Her breathing took a soft, controlled rhythm and she closed her eyes as tiny streams of hot water assaulted her backside. She’d plugged the drain and put some bath salts. After five minutes, the smell of lavender and lilac washed over her, clearing her mind.
Inside though, war was being waged. Crystal, kill her or love her. So far she’s been nothing but a mature filly that is shy and under constant assault by forces of dark magic way beyond either her control or understanding. She’s easily scared, and loves affection, both giving and receiving. Yes, she’s cut into her study time, one event Twilight treasured, but something told her that Crystal would enjoy studying with her.
So many questions danced around her brain. The biggest one, was what happened after Crystal died. It didn’t matter if the dark magic took over or not, Twilight didn’t want the filly to die. Who would?
“Okay,” Twilight said, applying shampoo to her coat. 
Thoughts of watching the filly grow came up. Teaching her how to brush her own fur, reading her stories, sitting by the fireplace in winter time, a piping hot cup of Spike’s coco in their lap, Crystal’s with a couple of marshmallows.
“I’d like that…”
More images showed themselves, Crystal cuddling close after a nightmare, petty fights, broken bones. She was a sister. One to grow up with, one to teach… do everything with. It didn’t matter where the filly came from, she was here, and she loved her, depended on her, so who was she to deny her the attention she deserved.
“Okay, It’s decided…. AHH!” Twilight shouted as the water turned from a comforting warm to a scalding boil. She stopped the water and yanked the curtains, body half covered in suds. Crystal sat on the toilet, looking at Twilight. 
“What?” She said with a scowl. 
Twilight wasn’t surprised she’d gotten in and used the toilet. She could really get lost in her thoughts sometimes,  but she didn’t have to flush the toilet. She obviously knew who was in the shower. 
“What did you want me to do?” Crystal said, standing, leaning towards Twilight, “pee the bed again?” 
“That’s not the problem,” Twilight leaned back, washing her back in the tub. “Why did you flush?” 
“Or how about the floor? I’m sure you’d like cleaning up that.” Crystal took a step forward, left eye twitching a little.
Twilight wondered what could have made Crystal so agitated? Did she do something wrong? “Crystal calm down.” She got up, eyes widening when Crystal retreated, revealing the tears streaking down her cheeks. “Are you alright?”
“I’m fine” she hissed, furiously wiping her eyes, “Just something in my eye.” 
Why would she cry? She had to leave her mother yes, but she already cried over that before she fell asleep, suddenly it clicked. Crystal was taken away from her home, to be told that her sister is dead… Twilight took a second to remind herself to smack Celestia next time she saw her… then she spent three days away from that home, in a place she’s unfamiliar with with ponies that scared her. 
She’s homesick.
“Oh you poor filly,” she said, moving out of the tub and giving Crystal a big, soapy hug. 
“Let go of me!” Crystal shouted, but there was a giggle mixed somewhere in there, “you’re all wet!” 
Twilight didn’t let go, she tightened her hug, “don’t worry, Crystal, I’ll dry off and we’ll head to your house. There you can grab anything that’ll make you feel more comfortable here. A stuffed animal, a blanket, anything!” 
Crystal tensed, “I… Okay, I think that would help, but” she paused, resting her chin on Twilight’s shoulder, “I’d like to go to the library and study… could you go?” 
“Of course I can, little sister, just give me a list and consider it done.” 
“Thank you,” Crystal said, nuzzling Twilight before pushing her away. She walked the short distance and stepped in the bathtub. 
“What are you doing?” Twilight said. 
Crystal turned back, forehead creased and cheeks red, “I-It smells nice… and I want you to” she closed her eyes, “g...give me a bath… What of it?” 
Twilight just smiled and grabbed the shampoo.
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Twilight stood at the door, saddlebags packed with everything for the teleport spell. In the center of the room lay a pentagram drawn in chalk, candles at each point. It would act as a kind of way point, letting Twilight keep from using extra magic. She planned to grab all of Crystal’s stuff, or at least three hundred pounds of it. 
“I… you don’t have to do this,” Crystal said, shuffling nervously next to Twilight. Her fur was matless and she smelled of lilac. “I… I could deal with my homesickness, and you could study with me.” 
Twilight turned, quickly moving an out of place candle, and put a hoof on her sister’s back. Crystal took the hoof, holding tight. “No, you’re not feeling comfortable, and as your big sister it’s my job to fix that.” she took her hoof back and kneeled down, looking Crystal directly in the eye. Those eyes glimmered like the open ocean, “Downstairs, there are two guards, Sword and Blade. Celestia’s personal guards,” she added a lilt to the word personal, “that means Celestia trusts them to get any job done for her.” 
“S-So I’m safe from, the thief that took her book?” Crystal sounded worried. 
Twilight rested her forehead on Crystal’s, “from that and more. I know, Sword personally. He was my personal guard during my first year here. Wherever I went, he went.” 
“Did he ever need to protect you?” Those eyes shimmered with childlike curiosity, something Twilight had never seen before.
“Three times actually, twice from falling debris. Both times he broke his leg and I still feel bad about it,” she took a second to collect herself, “the last time was actually from Prince Blueblood’s mother. She came at me with a sword and, well, he cut her arm off.” Crystal gasped. “He was punished greatly for bringing unnecessary harm to another… well… the point I’m trying to make is I trust him with my life, and I can trust him with yours too.” 
“Do you want him to be my personal guard?”
“You catch on quick.” Twilight chuckled, “Yes, but I want him to be more than that to you. I want him to be your ally. Someone like me whom you can run to during stressful times.” 
Crystal pushed closer to Twilight, as hiding herself underneath the big purple chest. Twilight lowered her own head to wrap around the filly. “I… don’t know if I can.” 
“I do,” Twilight licked Crystal’s right eye, getting a startled chuckle from her, “three days ago you were a broken building. Now, you’ve rebuilt yourself into a strong filly, one that could easily make friends with an adult.”
Underneath, Crystal squirmed before popping her head. She looked at Twilight, frowning, then nodded slightly. 
“That’s my brave sister! Now I’ll take Blade with me, it’ll be a couple of hours. When you’re ready, just tell Sword to lead you to Library 4, that’s the one with the most medical stuff, okay.” 
“Alright,” 
Twilight got up and grabbed her saddlebags, “Well, I’ll be off, remember, only leave when you feel comfortable. Sword is a very patient pony, and he loves kids. Don’t be surprised if he buys you ice cream the next time you see him.” 
Crystal nodded, smiling. Twilight got down and hugged her before heading down the stairs. Leaving her alone for the first time in three days. 
6


After Twilight left, Crystal headed to her bed, pulling a book from the shelf,  Royal Guards and I, A Guide on How to React to the Royal Guard, by Clean Whistle. She took twenty minutes to read through, briefly wondering if Twilight had a book to help with any problem. Maybe even one called Slumber 101 for the perfect slumber party. Afterwards she headed down the stairs, jumping when a unicorn stallion clad in gold armor turn and smile at her.
“Ma lady,” he said, his voice deep. 
Twilight said he likes kids… Crystal thought, feeling her heart thump like a prisoner trying to escape. Celestia trusts him, and Twilight says I can trust him. But why do I feel the indescribable urge to run away?
Sword extended a brown coated hoof, kneeling down and looking smaller, more approachable. Suddenly Celestia came to mind, or how she walked up the driveway without her garbs. She looked just like Sword did now, kind and gentle, but underneath that soft exterior, a poisoned blade waiting to strike.
Immediately her hooves darkened and she jumped the last couple of steps, shoving Sword’s head into the stone floor and landing behind him. “You won’t take me again!” she shouted, body shaking. 
“What are you talking about?” Sword said, picking himself up and turning towards the filly. A trickle of blood trailed down his snout. Crystal gasped, barely keeping herself from running. “Oh, this?” He wiped his nose before smiling brightly, “Twilight’s done worse.” 
Why am I scared? Twilight said he’s safe, that he’s my ally. Still she shook, her hooves darkening with each passing second. Why… Why… Why? Crystal, her vision going black, felt the world pushing down on her. Why… Why? She barely heard Sword’s words, but even so, she could do nothing about it. 
There was a thump. Her fur went starch white. Everything went black… Peace. 
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Throughout the walk, Blade and Twilight kept a rather comfortable silence between them. Most ponies passing gave a courteous nod, while others shied away. All wondered why Twilight had a guard with her, yet, only one asked the question everyone wanted to hear.
“Why is there a guard walking with you?” It was a filly from yesterday, one of Abra’s friends, Twilight thought. She had an orange coat and a pair of wings poking from the wing holes of her green vest. 
“No reason, I just wanted to get to know him a little better,” Twilight turned, wrapping a hoof around Blade’s neck, “he’s the companion of the guard I had six years ago.” 
The filly nodded then bounded off in the direction of the park. Twilight removed her hoof, and headed off towards Crystal’s house. No one asked again.
Heading up the half mile driveway was almost surreal, like entering a mental hospital for the first time. You think it’ll be riddled with used needles, just a misstep away from Syphilis, or AIDS. The yard was freshly cut with no mines whatsoever. You think the house was painted plain white, glaring, hiding the dark secrets of tortured ponies that lie inside, but it was a cheery blue with a few darker shutters. Twilight had made this mental image of Crystal’s house that of an insane asylum, yet that was not true. 
She looked up the single apple tree, Blade patiently waiting at the front door. Crystal had mentioned a tree, one she climbed frequently, even slept in. Her fur stood on edge as the thought of her little sister three stories in the air, one broken branch away from snapping her neck. She shook her head, if Cross wasn’t afraid, why should she be?
“Ma lady, I found the spare key,” Blade said, extending a brown hoof, “It was right where Young Crystal said it’d be.” 
“Well of course it would, she’s lived here all her life,” Twilight took the key with a smile. She could feel her nerves start to get the better of her, a weight like clothing dragging her limbs down.  “And drop the act, Blade, we’re friends here. Just call me Twilight. ”
“Sorry, Ma lady, but I swore to Princess Celestia that,” he pressed a hoof to his chest, proudly, “as long as I wear this golden armor, I am to serve the pony folk,” he removed his hoof, “and one of the ways I serve is by calling ponies either Sir or Ma lady. Celestia’s rule.” 
Twilight glared at Blade, got surprised to see him flinch, then sighed and took his armor off. “Well, Blade, I’m delving into a house no one other than Celestia has seen,” she set the armor on the ground, “I’m going to need a friend more than a body guard, alright. Just call me Twilight.” 
For a second, Blade didn’t know how to react. Would this mean he might break his vow to Celestia? Would his title as personal guard to the princess disappear because he let this mare take control? He looked into Twilight’s eyes again and knew, even if he said something, she’d have none of it. 
Sighing, he agreed.  
Twilight opened the door. The insides of the Agate home couldn’t be defined as clean, it was, pun intended, sterile. White on every wall and every ceiling, no pictures or decorations in any sense of the word, just white. Walking inside, that feeling of entering an insane asylum came back in spades. The smell of rubbing alcohol reminded her of those terrifying vaccines she had to get. Chicken pox, Tetanus, HPV, Celestia made her get all of them. 
The setup was nerve rackingly similar to her own house, stairs on the left, living room on the right, a hallway leading straight to the kitchen. As she walked through, the thought of Crystal in the bath tub came up. Her fur matted, she smelled of worry, but that went away the moment she dunked her head underneath.
It was like she was an entirely different pony in that bathtub, just a normal filly getting washed by her older sister. She’d sink under and sigh, before coming up and splashing Twilight; she even played with the few bath toys in the room, but what was most satisfying was how she took to the brush. Twilight taught her to brush her own fur, and she practiced in the tub, flinching every now and again as the mats pulled at her skin, but she smiled. Twilight loved that smile, and she could feel their connection growing. It had only been three days, yet she could tell the little twitches she made when she was hungry and the groans she’d make when she got nervous.
Smiling, Twilight went upstairs, a little unnerved by the absolute lack of color in the walls. “First door on the right,” she mumbled to herself. She reached the landing and noticed four doors, three of them having their owners names scrawled out in plain lettering. Opening the one marked Crystal, she was shocked at what lay within.
Nothing.
Just a bed with bland sheets and a pale pillow. There was a single window filtering dirty light into the sterile room, shining on a single bookshelf filled with five inch thick textbooks. Twilight pulled a few and groaned. They were college level medical books, no JK Rowling, no Daring Do or anything, just medical textbooks. The room, like the rest of the house had that damn rubbing alcohol smell and walls bare as the bald patch on Blade's head. 
Twilight looked at Cross’s room, same thing. She looked at Sterile’s room. Same thing. 
It was a mental hospital. No personalization, this was not a home. It was a flipping mental hospital.
“Ma Lady, should you be going into the rooms of Young Crystal’s siblings?” Blade had come up and put a bare hoof on her shoulder. 
“I said to stop calling me Ma lady, Blade,” Twilight hissed, only getting angrier when he flinched, “and these aren’t children’s rooms, they’re hospital stays, bleak, sterile, plain, boring!”
Blade straightened suddenly, “That is not for you to decide, Ma Lady, because what is a hospital stay to you might just be home to…” he was cut off by a slap to the face. 
“This is home to no one but ponies with Cracker Jacks for brains.” Twilight stomped her hoof against the ground, absolutely loathing the way Blade shook, “and you should grow a pair. If my brother was here he’d lock you in the dungeon for treason. A royal guard scared of a teenage mare. Blasphemous ”
“For your information I…” again he was cut off, this time by magic turning his lips into a zipper. 
“I could care less about your excuses, Blade, just shape up.” Twilight groaned, wishing Sword were here. “It’s just so stupid. Any filly would lose her mind after ten minutes in this place. How could Crystal take six years here? I mean, where’s the personality? A filly’s room is supposed to reflect who she is. Smell like she smells. Where are the posters, the indistinguishable stains of the past? It’s all bland and white!” She thought of Layer C, with its leaky ceilings and blood stained walls, “this is not a place for a filly.” Twilight set to go buy Crystal a new bed, but got pulled to the ground by a hoof. She hit her head and groaned. 
“Twilight, think about our mission here,” Blade said, his voice stern, “we are here to claim something that’ll end Crystal’s homesickness, not complain about frivolous pursuits.” 
Twilight moaned, and stared into Blade’s eyes. Deep green, they showed no sign of fear. The green orbs pressed into Twilight’s mind, pushing her back and making her think properly again. “I… you’re right.” She got up and helped Blade. “This is what Crystal finds comforting. We grew up in completely different worlds. I...I should be a little more understanding.” 
“Shall we prepare the teleport spell?”
“Yes.” 
Twilight and Blade piled about half the books from the bookshelf onto the bed, then Twilight lit her horn. Immediately a pentagram drew itself underneath, then, with a massive groan and a second layer of magical aura, disappeared. She’d take herself and Blade with it, but feared fusing with the atomic structure of the bed itself.
“That should be enough,” Twilight said, “Shall we head out?” 
“Look at this, Ma Lady,” Blade replied, moving to the spot where the pentagram had been. Underneath Crystal’s bed had been a small, framed, picture of who must be Cross. She smiled at the camera, blue mane getting caught in her mouth, green eyes gleaming. It was a mugshot, but a happy one. “Should we take it?” 
“Duh,” Twilight said, levitating the picture into her saddlebags. 
The two made their way back. 
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The two made their way back to the castle, Blade wearing his golden armor once more. “You’re scared easily, Blade,” Twilight said, ignoring the groan coming from her companion, “what made Celestia choose you for her personal guard?” 
“Fear is only a logical reaction to a dangerous situation, Ma Lady. If we didn’t have it, ponies would have mindlessly attacked a dragon and gotten themselves killed ages ago. And to answer your rather rude question, Celestia chose me as Sword’s partner because I know how to rein him in. You’re aware of the situation with Mrs Blueblood I assume?” 
Twilight passed Pennywise’s corner, thought for a second, then walked in. Crystal won’t care about her being fifteen minutes late, especially when it meant ice cream. 
“Yes, I was there ya know.” She greeted Penny herself and asked for three single scoop ice creams, one mint, one banana and a third cherry. Blade got a bubble gum. 
“Then you know I could have stopped him,” Blade got out some bits, but Pennywise stopped him. 
“Celestia left five hundred bits, so I’ve decided that until that money is gone, your purchases are free.” Twilight laughed, and Blade bowed, “don’t thank me, thank Celestia.” 
“I will,” Twilight said heading to the table. She put a freeze spell on the banana and Cherry ice cream before starting on her own.
“How could you have stopped a stallion with a sword?” Twilight levitated a spoon and took a bit of her minty treat. 
Blade’s horn lit, a bright orange glow radiated over the small shack. Twilight’s horn turned orange, her spoon dropped with a clank. “Ma Lady, my special talent is counter magic. Sword might have an edge in confidence and bravado with his sword, but I can take him down with a flick on my horn.” He took a bite of his own treat, laughing at the sheer sugar and buttermilk. Almost godly.
“Oh, you’re strategy and Sword’s muscle. Quite the dangerous duo I must say,” Twilight passed Penny the dirty spoon and got another, “that makes sense.”
The two finished their ice creams, thanked Pennywise and headed back. They didn’t hold anymore conversation, but Twilight had a different kind of respect for Blade now and she hoped to pull him aside more often now.
Twilight gave Celestia her banana ice cream, getting a kiss on the cheek as reward, and headed to her room. There she would read Crystal, Daring Do and the Quest for the Sapphire Stone. She gave Sword a kiss on the cheek before heading up the stairs.
There was a scream.
Twilight ran up the stairs, dropping Crystal’s ice cream when she reached the top.
Spike, the purple baby dragon with green spines that she hatched six years ago, was backed against the kitchen cabinets clutching his arm. He wore a black eye with tears streaming down his cheeks.
“You killed my sister,” Twilight turned to see Crystal, hunched over in a predatory position, she slowly crawled closer to Spike. “I’ll kill you.” 
Twilight was stunned, and she watched, near helpless as Crystal stalked her younger brother, possibly son, with murder in her eyes. Crystal pounced and Twilight snapped out of the fog, plucking the filly from the air with her magic. Spike blinked, groaning as pain coursed through him, then turned to see Twilight. He quickly ran behind her, clutching her back leg with shaky claws. 
“Crystal,” Twilight hissed, glaring daggers at her sister, “care to explain why Spike has a bruised arm and black eye?”
Crystal stopped flailing and turned towards the voice. She froze, eyes turning to pinpricks when she noticed a pissed off Twilight glaring at her. “I-I…” 
“Stealing a cookie from the cookie jar is one thing, Crystal,” Twilight turned and nuzzled Spike’s forehead, “but hurting somepony else is another thing entirely, and I will not stand for it.” She glared at Crystal, enjoying how she squirmed under her gaze. “Care to explain your actions? Or should I get your mother in on this?”
Crystal made a kind of squeak. She looked at Spike, who flinched and hid behind Twilight. then back to Twilight, unable to make eye contact. “I… he killed my sister…” 
“Spike is a baby dragon, Crystal,” Twilight screamed, “why don’t you think for a Celestia damned second and realize that a baby couldn’t kill a full grown mare. Seriously, how dense are you?” 
Crystal sniffed, tears falling freely down her cheeks.
“Now I have to take him to the hospital and get him treated, because of you! Now I want you to crawl under your bland bed and think about what you did. NOW!” she dropped Crystal, enjoying the pained look she gave after impact. She turned, magicking Spike onto her back and heading down the stairs, not caring if Crystal did as she said or not. 
She gave Sword the order to check every ten minutes to make sure Crystal was still in the room, if not send a search team to find her and drag her back. 
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The hallways were deadly silent, no one around to hear you scream and all that. The doctor’s office wasn’t much different, only one receptionist and one doctor. This night it was Nurse Redheart behind the desk and Doctor Needle working the rounds. Twilight took a second to note that Doctor Needle, the head physician, hadn't leftafter three like he usually did. Suddenly she remembered how Crystal’s mother never left work. She wondered if she had been too hard on the filly.  Shaking the thought from her mind she approached the desk.
“Nurse, is the doctor available?” The white mare turned the page of her copy of Canterlot Daily, either ignoring her or not hearing. “Nurse Redheart, I need the doctor to look at Spike, he…” she couldn’t just tell her that a filly beat the living daylights out of him. They’ll be questioning, “fell down the stairs.” 
“Oh!” Redheart closed the Canterlot Daily. exposing her lush pink mane and blue eyes, “sorry, I got distracted about the article on the Canterlot Hospital’s Head Surgeon’s sudden disappearance. Some say she vanished, others say she was killed. I personally like to believe she’s finally taking a vacation. Darn if the mare didn’t deserve it. Good for her, now how can I help you?” 
Twilight gulped, steadying herself before speaking again, “I need the doctor to take a look at Spike.” 
“Come this way then,” the nurse got out of her chair and motioned for them to come behind the white curtain. “Doctor Needle, there’s a Miss Sparkle waiting for you.” 
There was a pause and Twilight started to think Nurse Redheart chose the wrong room, but a shuffling soon came from the other side. “Bring her in,”
The two passed the curtain to an open room with two chairs and a bench. Twilight set Spike on the bench and took a seat next to him. 
“What seems to be the problem, MIss Sparkle?” Hendricks Needle had been working at the Castle infirmary for over twenty years and quickly became Twilight’s friend during her early years. Normally he didn’t wear anything beyond the mandatory stethoscope and tie (his was always green and pink) but tonight he wore a full lab suit. There looked to be bags under his eyes as if he couldn’t sleep. Twilight didn’t think too much on it.
“Spike fell down the stairs and got a black eye, I was wondering what I should do.”
Hendricks moved closer to the dragon, “wow, you must have hit the railing square on. It’s not easy to give a dragon, even a baby dragon, a black eye.” he gently touched Spike’s eye, noting how he flinched. “What were you doing before hoof?” 
“I was… er, stacking books,” Both Twilight and Spike flinched when Hendricks looked up, giving him an almost accusing glare. “I… kind of slipped and fell down the stairs. A book smacked me in the face, well, I think I twisted my arm too.”
Doctor Needle tapped Spike’s left arm with his pencil, making a hmmm sound when the dragon cringed. “I’ll need to grab a few things first. Would you give me a minute?” 
“Of, course, Doctor,” Twilight watched him step out, the flicker of the curtain revealing Nurse Redheart going back to the Canterlot Daily. She turned to Spike, eyeing him warily. “Okay, from beginning to end, what the heck happened up there. I know Crystal, and she’s not the kind of pony to attack someone without reason.”
“Well, I had gotten back to Celestia’s room after…” 
“I don’t care about that, you’re here now, get to the important part,” Twilight interrupted Spike, her hooves shaking as that one thought bounced around her head. Was I too hard on her? 
“But you just said from beginning to end, I…” 
“Spike, don’t screw around with me. You have no idea the forces you’ve tempered with,” Twilight was hyperventilating, sudden thoughts of Crystal with a knife pressed against her neck assaulting her mind. I shouldn’t have yelled. Spike hurts himself all the time. He’s a dragon. He can take the punishment well enough.
Spike knew the signs of a panic attack. The hyperventilating, the shaking, how she interrupts others. He put his one good claw on her shoulder and shook, “Twilight, pull yourself together.” 
He blinked when Twilight put her own hooves on his shoulders, “Spike, what did you do?” Spike fell back against the paper lined bench, eyes going buggy. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
Spike sat there for a second, eyes forlorn as he looked anywhere but at Twilight. “I might have told her that I did kill her sister.” 
“You what!” 
I thought she was playing a game. I found her under the new bed, and when she saw me… really Twilight! I had no idea she was being serious! I thought she was some lost foal playing some kind of extreme game of hide and seek. You know, the one where you pretend to kill the pony that found you.” Spike put up his claws, winching at the bad one. 
“Spike… you thought she was play hide and seek!” Twilight got up and slapped the dragon. “She’s my sister.” She ran out of the room, panicked beyond panicking. She didn’t even see Doctor Needle closely listening to their conversation.
The last thing she saw before bursting into a full sprint was Nurse Redheart asleep at her desk. Lightly snoring.
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“S-She’s going to kill me.” 
Crystal hid under her bland bed like Twilight asked, but the usual comfort she got had been replaced with the cold darkness of dread. Her blanket, the one that usually brought warmth, left her shaking uncontrollably. “I… thought the dragon…” He’s just a baby! Twilight’s voice rung out, piercing her like lightning. “How was I supposed to know!” Her hooves flickered black, and twice she passed out only to wake minutes later. 
She’s going to kill you
No, Twilight would never kill me. She loves me.
It’s always the one you least expect. Celestia probably put her up to it. 
These thoughts had pestered her ever since Twilight left, what felt like an hour ago, and slowly she was beginning to believe them. 
“Why didn’t she even ask for my side of the event? She just believed that Spike before talking to me,” Crystal spoke with the urgent need similar to that of a druggie searching for the next high. “She’s supposed to protect me! Why does the dragon get all the attention? Does she love him more? He doesn’t even deserve to be in the same room as my big sister let alone be loved by her.” 
She doesn’t love you anymore. She’s going to kill you for hurting her precious baby dragon. 
“Why? Why when she let me sleep next to her three days in a row? When she taught me how to brush myself? She even gave me a bath! Why on earth would she want to kill me?” 
The response came in three simple words. Words that if Twilight were next to her, holding her tightly, would pass through her like wind, but here, in the dark room, alone and scared, made all too much sense. 
You’ve been replaced.
“I…” her words got caught on something. 
You need to kill her before she kills you. 
MIndlessly, she got out of the bed. She'd watched Twilight put the silverware back after the second day and knew just where to find the big chef’s knife. 
Slowly she slipped back underneath the covers. 
It was kill or be killed.  
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Twilight passed Sword and Blade without a word, and raced upstairs. There was a pounding in her head and she wanted to smash it against the cinderblock walls. “How could I be so stupid!” She couldn’t get upstairs fast enough. 
When she reached the landing she called out. “Crystal! LIttle sister, where are you?” She looked around in the darkness, shapes and shadows dominated the room, and she couldn't make sense of anything, “I think some lights would help, don’t you sis?” Twilight chuckled nervously, hitting the switch. 
Light poured over the room, illuminating everything, and she quickly located Crystal’s bed. The shaking lump on top was evidence enough and she made her way, completely unaware the knife drawer hanging wide open.
“Crystal, are you under there?” she tried to sound as non threatening as possible, even lowered herself to look as harmless as possible. “I know you are. You’re a good girl that listens to her big sister’s instructions.” Slowly she pulled back the bland white blanket, and revealed a white filly holding a nine inch knife.
If she hadn’t stood up at that second, the knife would have gone straight through her neck, but she had and it went through her left forearm. Cleanly and swiftly, in and out in half a second, with precision enough to slice between her radius and ulna. 
The pain didn’t hit her at first, but blood poured out immediately, and she looked at Crystal holding a blade coated in her sister’s life juice, shaking and hyperventilating. Then it hit and she staggered back, screaming. Crystal fell backwards onto the ground, knife barely missing her skull and digging itself into the floor two inches next to her.
Twilight screamed again, falling to the ground. She landed on her bad arm, pain splintering up her spine like hot coals. Down below, the sound of thundering hooves as Sword and Blade responded to the scream. 
“Assassin!” Sword shouted as he came in, his namesake drawn and ready for action. 
The next few seconds happened in slow motion. Sword eyed his injured charge then turned to the other side of the room to see Crystal sitting with her back against the wall, bloody blade in her grasp, pointy end facing him. “Assassin!” he shouted before charging the six year old.
Blade came in next, his namesake sheathed, but horn lit. He eyed the same thing Sword had, Twilight lying in a growing pool of blood, then Crystal shaking helplessly in the corner, knife drawn in a defensive stance. Unlike Sword, he knew what had really happened and charged after his companion. His horn shined bright and Sword’s levitation spell was countered. The sword fell to the ground, but the pony kept charging. Blade tackled him to the ground before punching him in the face.
Crystal blinked and it was done. Now another entered the room, one of small stature and purple scales. Spike eyed Twilight’s state and screamed, but he didn’t look at the far end of the room. He quickly took his bad arm and black eye to the kitchen and grabbed the roll of magical medical tape from the top cabinet. He returned and started to wrap Twilight’s injured arm when something interesting happened.
Twilight had been thinking of reasons Crystal might attack her, none came up, only a feeling of fear and sorrow, but that was enough. She thought to herself, what would Celestia do? Everything she’d done so far had been mere copies of what Celestia had done six years ago, all her words were Celestia’s, her actions’ Celestia’s, and this time was no different. 
As Spike wrapped her injured arm, she got up and hobbled over to her sister. Spike protested but she ignored him. Sword, her trusted friend, screamed at her, but she ignored him. Crystal pointed the knife at her, but she flicked it away with her magic. 
“I don’t want to die!” Crystal shouted, covering her head with her hooves, looking like a filly caught in the middle of some devastating battle.
Silently, Twilight sat down, just noticing the trail of blood she left. Forcing the urge to vomit down, she put a hoof on Crystal’s shoulder. Crystal screamed, but she ignored that as well. Leaning in she licked Crystal’s right eye. She would have chuckled at the startle gasp Crystal made but the pain pulsed, coursing through her. 
Slowly, deliberately, Crystal looked up. When she saw Twilight smile, she broke down into tears. Twilight pulled her against her chest, rubbing her back with her good arm. Crystal begun sputtering apologies, begging for forgiveness, expecting none. 
“Twilight!” Sword shouted, only to get slapped in the face again. 
“Sword, if that filly was an assassin, why would she cower in fear at the sight of blood?” Blade said, glaring at his partner, “and another thing. Why would she cry at the touch of her supposed target? Assassins never show emotion you freaking idiot!”
“Would you two stop bickering like a married couple and get Doctor Needle?” Twilight shouted, clutching Crystal tighter when she felt her tense, “I don’t feel like passing out in front of my little sister. That’s her job.” 
“Of course Ma Lady,” Blade said. Standing at attention he pulled Sword out of the room, countering his every attempt to grab his sword. 
When the duo left, Spike clambered up and tried to wrap Twilight’s arm again, this time he met no resistance. “Why did you do that, Twilight?” he asked ignoring his own pain. 
“It’s what Celestia would have done for me. Even if I was the one to stab her, she’d come to my side if she saw how scared I was.” Twilight said, nuzzling Crystal’s forehead. 
“I never knew you to be the one to ignore pain, Twilight.” Spike looked underneath Twilight’s arm at the filly. Her white fur had been splattered with blood and she wouldn’t shut up. He’d never say that out loud though. Twilight would kill her. 
“Oh, this hurts like hell, Spike, now can you please shut up and bandage me.” 
Ten agonizing minutes later, Crystal begging for forgiveness, ignoring Twilight’s words, Doctor Needle came in. He eyed the bloody room, counting how much blood was lost before moving over to Twilight. He wordlessly removed the bandages, eyeing Crystal with what could only be described as fear. Normally he’d explain exactly what he was doing and why it needed to be done, but this time he said nothing. Just lit his horn and sped up Twilight’s natural healing process, reducing the time needed to all of ten seconds. 
Afterwards, he stood up and glared down at Crystal, saying the first thing he had since entering the room. “What happened, Twilight?” 
What would Celestia do? Twilight thought, she’d protect the innocent, came the reply. She tightened her grip on Crystal, adding her newly healed arm to the mix. “What do you want me to say? I screwed up. I fell and landed on my stomach. The knife just went through me.” 
“Sure,” Needle said, “then I take it the knife just walked over there? Oh and do you want me to believe that, you, Twilight, the most precise and careful pony to ever be under my care, just fell on a nine inch knife?”
“Yes, I do want you to believe that,” Twilight shook, tightening her grip yet again, the presence of another helping calm her nerves, “because that’s exactly what happened.” 
“No it’s not,” If looks could kill, Spike would be six feet under, “I’m sorry Twilight, but that filly attacked you. She drew blood. You taught me that it’s alright to make a mistake and hurt someone as long as you take your punishment. Why should she be an exception?” 
“Crystal stabbed you?” Needle said, astonished, “well, you’re fine now, but, I have to tell Celestia about this. Assault is a serious offense here in the castle.” Needle left, not bothering to help clean up the blood or give any comforting words.
Twilight let a single tear slide down her cheek. She hated herself for acting so irrationally, blaming a filly before hearing her thoughts first.
Now she had to deal with the consequences. Crystal might have jail time.
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Hendricks wandered through the caste, passing maids lighting candles, sifting through the dinner line at the mess hall, and climbing flight after flight of stone stairs, his mind spinning as he made his way to Celestia’s room. He threw his coat out one of the castle windows near the final staircase before reaching Celestia. Can’t meet the ruler of the land with blood stains on your linen.
Blade and Sword had raced him. They easily won, and met him at the door to the inner sanctum. As the Head Surgeon, Hendricks was one of the few ponies allowed into this sanctum, the one where Celestia had her monthly check up.  He bowed to the guards before entering. 
Celestia was on her bed, fireplace lit, with a book in her grasp. There were three stacks of documents on her desk, along with quill and ink. To Hendricks, she looked worn out and he debated waiting a little, but pushed on. It must be done.
“What took you so long, Dr. Needle?”
Hendricks turned to see Twilight sitting on a purple pillow, Crystal asleep against her stomach. She glared at him, near hissing.
“Twilight?” Celestia spoke, looking up from her book. For a moment the only sound was the crackling from the fire, but Hendricks felt the dagger like glare coming from the personal student. “Hendricks Needle is a member of my family just as your are. I thought I told you to respect your siblings.” 
Twilight flinched, “Sorry, Princess,” she lowered her neck, eyes dropping before she glared at Hendricks again. 
“What is the meaning of this interruption, Fair Needle?” Celestia turned to get up, setting the book aside. It was the first time in a while he’d seen Celestia without her chest piece. Her pristine white fur still looked like a fluffy cloud he wanted to lay his head on.  “my check up isn’t for another week. And why do you look so restless?” 
“You’re one to talk, Princess,” Hendricks bowed respectfully, noticing his Princess’s frown. “but I have come to bring news of an act of assault on your trusted student, Twilight Sparkle.” 
“She was stressed!” Twilight spat, getting up, she bowed her head, horn pointing directly at one of Hendricks eyes. “Just leave it alone, I already dealt with her. She cried herself to sleep for Celestia’s sake!” 
“Twilight,” Celestia shouted, shaking Twilight out of her reverie, “Doctor Needle has come with information for me. Unless you want me to kick you to the curb, I suggest shutting up until he is finished.”Hendricks watched with a twisted sense of satisfaction as Twilight whimpered, curling back up on her pillow. “Thank you. Go on Doctor Needle.”
“Okay,” he straightened himself, trying to keep the chittering fear from taking control, like a rat inside his mind, it’ll just eat away until he’s nothing but a puddle on the ground.  “Crystal Agate, under the care of your student, Twilight Sparkle, hid under her blanket with a nine inch knife, waiting for Twilight to return.” he gulped, “ when she did, she stabbed her in the left arm, precisely between the radius and ulna.”
Celestia’s eyes widened, she looked at her student. Muscles tensing, she hyperventilated for a second before pulling herself together. “Twilight, come here.” Twilight paused, looking between her mentor and her sister. “Crystal will be fine, Twilight, get over here before I get the armor.” 
“Yes, Princess!” Twilight yipped, memories of lying face first in carpet for three hours straight coming up. 
Celestia took her student in her magic, examining the left forearm. The muscles felt intact, fur straight and undisturbed; Twilight winced when Celestia pinched her forearm. “There is nothing here, Hendricks,” even she could hear the anger in her voice, “tell me you’re not wasting my time.” 
The hairs on the back of Hendricks neck stood on end and he could swear the tip of a spear was pointed right at the back of his head. “Of course not, your highness, I have honed my magic over the years to leave no traces of previous injury. You know this.” 
“That doesn’t answer my question.” Celestia snapped, eyes locking on the doctor, watching him crumple. “How do I know you are not lying to me? You know how I care about Twilight? Lying about her well being will take you on a short trip to the back of a soup line.” 
The same twisted amusement flashed in Twilight when she saw how Celestia tore through Doctor Needle like a piece of loose leaf. She watched him back up, arms shaking, barely able to hold him upright. She’d once see him doing brain surgery on a newborn earth pony, Celestia invited her as a crash course on surgery, and he performed flawlessly, didn’t even break a sweat, but here, with Celestia boring down, he cracked and broke. 
“He’s not lying, Princess,” Twilight said, her amusement turning into worry. He was her favorite doctor.
Celestia’s gaze shifted. Twilight was more experienced under it, but she crumpled as well. “Your words ring true, Twilight, but answer this.” she raised her student’s chin, “if Crystal hurt you, why? Why would you cover for her? Make excuses for her?” Her expression changed into one Twilight recognized. It was the face of a concerned mother, the one that showed after every nightmare. 
She looked back, closing her eyes, then sighed. “Princess, yes, Crystal stabbed me, and I protect her because I,” she bit her tongue, unable to get the words out.
“Hendricks, leave us. You have delivered your message, now head home.” The statement came with such sharp intensity Twilight thought she had whiplash.
“Of course, your majesty,” Hendricks bowed before gratefully leaving the inner sanctum. 
There was a faint click of the lock latching before Celestia turned back to Twilight. “Now then, why do you cover for Crystal on such a drastic act?” Twilight turned away and Celestia noticed the tear rolling down her cheek. “Twilight?” Suddenly this was getting personal. Her student never cried unless it was either dire or embarrassing. “You can tell me anything, you know that.”
“I covered for Crystal because… I feel responsible for her actions.” Twilight bowed in defeat, head hanging low in Celestia’s magical grasp. For a moment, the only sound was the crackling of the fire and Crystal’s soft snores, then Twilight fell. Celestia pulled her into another wing hug, looking directly into her eyes. 
“Tell me what happened.” 
Slowly, Twilight explained what she did after picking Crystal up from Layer B. The shower, Crystal’s homesickness, the blandness of her home, going into extreme detail with Crystal’s interaction with Spike. She told Celestia how she took Crystal’s actions as aggression towards her number one assistant and punished her before hearing her side of the story, then, blushing, she admitted to reacting how Celestia would after being stabbed.
“I didn’t know I had such an influence on you, my student,” briefly, Celestia nibbled Twilight’s ear, getting her to yip and turn away, blushing. She giggled, enjoying herself for the first time since Crystal showed. Twilight was good for that. “Messing around aside, knowing this, I must agree that you are part of the problem, and have devised a proper punishment for the both of you.” Twilight shuddered, looking up at her mentor with fear she could only imagine what she planned. “You two will spend three hours alone in Layer A, where you shall communicate and create a plan to keep this kind of miscommunication from happening again.” 
“B-But, she stabbed me? Assault is normally taken through Layer B at minimum,” Twilight couldn’t help but protest, she expected three weeks in Layer C at best, the gallows at worst. “shouldn’t we at least see what Crystal’s mother says first?”
Celestia pushed Twilight off her bed where she landed with an unceremonious thump, “I am the ruler of this country and you are all my children. You are in good health, Twilight, so this entire charade is but common kerfuffles between sisters.” 
A purple hoof rose above the bed before grasping, Twilight pulled herself up and looked at Celestia, a gast. “I’m sorry, did you just say that getting stabbed by your little sister is common behavior?”  
“Are you questioning my authority, Twilight?”
“No, I’m questioning your logic. I want to protect Crystal yes, but what she did was not common behavior. It signifies a need the likes of which,” Twilight paused, “the likes of which are unhealthy and… oh yeah,” she looked down, red tinging her cheeks, “you told me about this.” 
“Yes,” Celestia settled down in her bed, book put aside, “I told you everything earlier, now take Crystal to Layer A and have Blade lock you in for three hours. Talk this out with her. If she can’t trust you then she’ll never be able to handle the news.” 
Twilight thought Celestia was overreacting, but she kept her mouth shut. Smiling, she agreed, ever weary of what Celestia meant by, ‘the news’.
“Good, now take her away. I’m at my wits end.” 
Twilight moved quickly, hoping Celestia’s mercy wouldn’t run out before she found Blade.  
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Hendricks walked down the stairs at an aggravated pace. He kept his lips pursed, trying to hide both his embarrassment and ever building rage from the maids. Reaching the bottom, he picked up his lab coat, briefly wondering why no one screamed ‘murder’ at the sight of blood before putting it on and heading out.“What is wrong with her?” he said aloud the moment he left the castle gates. “Why would she give such leniency to her student’s charge?” It has to do with the mind meld, his mind answered. Hendricks had done extensive research on the history of the Agates, comparing it to what he learned from Tarmogoyf and the results scared him.Everytime an Agate died, the records record the date, he just had to spend twenty minutes looking through the A section to find each one, and looking those days up, it was proven that those days were the same days as massacres. The Goldview massacre, the Estuary Massacre, even the Strawberry massacre, all happened on the day an Agate died. Even more strange were the reports Celestia herself hid from the world, (it took a lot of bits to get his hooves on those) that depicted the culprit was a monster pony shrouded in a blackness that burned everything it touched. And the number killed always ranged between three hundred and four hundred.Connections were made in Hendricks mind, he found a reason for Celestia to be so stressed she’d verbally attack her student. A reason she was so lenient on Crystal, and a reason to be scared. He had to make a move.
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The hallways in Canterlot castle were all but bare, ponies asleep in their beds, gentle crickets playing their melodies in the dark. Twilight realized as she walked with Blade that it was, actually night. Her mind had been spinning so fast for the past hour that she forgot, but now it seemed like a ticking bomb. To her, being outside her room after the sun went down was near sacrilegious. Yes, she’d stayed up well beyond sunrise the next day, but this was without somepony clinging to her like glue. If Crystal was crazy enough to stab her with a kitchen knife, sane, what would she do without sleep? Isn’t it past her bedtime? Briefly she turned around, blankly registering the soft, steady breathing. 
“Oh,” Twilight blinked, the sight of Crystal sleeping clear as day, “she’s asleep.” 
“Yes, she is,” Blade said. Twilight actually jumped at the sound of his voice. For being twice her size, he could really melt into the background. “And she also stabbed you in the shoulder, and was nearly killed by my partner.” he turned, Twilight noticing wrinkles in the candlelight, “care to explain?” 
Even to Twilight, who was terrible as social cues, it was obvious he expected her to say no, and, had Sword been there she might have, but something about him: his age, the way he said it, whatever, made her feel he could be trusted.
So she told him. 
“That’s unhealthy,” Blade said when Twilight finished, “maybe she should see a psychiatrist. Attacking her sister over misunderstood anger. That’s a mite too far in my book.” 
“I…” Twilight paused, could she do that? Take Crystal to a doctor? She imagined Celestia’s anger after her dark secret was revealed by a magic scan done by the wrong pony. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Imagine her mother’s reaction?” 
“I wouldn’t know,” he looked at Crystal with a wise eye and Twilight briefly thought he was about to touch her when he looked up, “something’s not right about her. I heard what she did to Sword and… I just can’t put my hoof on it, but something is definitely off.” 
They turned down the stone stairs to Layer A, warm air gently blowing across their manes. “I… wait, what happened to Sword?” Twilight had just noticed his absence. She turned to Crystal again, a tendril of fear slithering down her throat. 
“She slammed his head into the third stair to your room, backed herself against the wall then fainted at the sight of his nosebleed. Celestia gave him the rest of the day off.” 
The two stopped in front of an iron door. Unlike layers B and C, Layer A used doors instead of bars. There was also a lot more rooms, twenty to Layer B’s ten. Each had their own air conditioning that doubled as a sort of baby monitor. Another difference between the other two layers was that the last room was a security office where a pony, like Blade, would sit and listen. All of the air vents connected to that room and any sound produced by the inmates was traced there. 
“Really?” Twilight said opening the door to room three, bracing herself against the cool air oozing out, “that’s the third time today, actually, maybe the fourth.” 
Blade wordlessly raised an eyebrow and for a moment; Twilight thought he could be her father. He motioned them forward into the white padded room with a hoof. She walked in then turned. Blade flashed her a smile before pointing up, “I’ll be in the room for three hours, but I might leave early, don’t tell Celestia, but seeing Crystal is making me want to visit my daughter. Last I checked she runs her own daycare,” Blade seemed to beam with pride, “I’ll tell you if I go.” 
Twilight nodded, then watched as he closed the door with a faint keesh.   
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Twilight lay on the cool foam padding. She set Crystal down then walked to one of the walls, memories of her time here coming back. She punched the wall, feeling it sink as sparks of magic floated carelessly off it. “Magic’s still as strong as ever,” she mused, “Hey Blade, you there yet?” 
The air ducts acted not just as a one way system. The prisoner could actually talk to the warden. Twilight didn’t know how, maybe a spell? Maybe it was the ducts themselves? 
There was a brief silence before, Blade’s voice came clear overhead, “Of course, Twilight what do you need?” 
“I think I’ll spend the night here, mind telling Spike and grabbing mine and Crystal’s blankets and pillow? Oh and could you grab a few of my books as well? One Daring Do, two of your choice and one on medicine? Please?” She had been worrying for a while about walking back upstairs in the pitch black, possibly hitting a wall, scaring Crystal awake and having to deal with angry nobles. You don’t want to have a crying filly and deal with angry nobles, you’re gonna have a bad time.
There was another pause, “I’d have to talk to Celestia about that?” 
“I wouldn’t bother, she’s under a lot of stress right now. You can visit your daughter, I promise not to tell.” 
This time the response was almost immediate, “Yeah, I haven’t seen her this stressed since that Cross kid came by ten years ago… kind of like Crystal…” Twilight felt that tendril again ”nevermind, I'm probably just overthinking things. If you promise not to tell anyone I’ll have them in a half an hour.” 
“Promise!” 
“Okay, I’ll be back then.”
Twilight settled down on the padding, its cool touch taking her out of her thoughts. “It’s colder then I remember.” She giggled before looking at Crystal. She knew exactly what she was. A relic of times gone by. A filly with a curse. One no one wanted. One that lead to their meet up.
Twilight liked Crystal. She knew this, yet the thought persisted. She liked Crystal. Before her the only other pony she really talked to was Sword. Blade was in the background and Spike was a dragon. Despite her emotional instability leading to unnecessary pain, something shined through like the sun burning away the morning fog. Crystal could deal with such a dreary and debilitating home, never leaving, never wanting to. With her life shattering after Celestia kidnapped her, her surroundings changing for the first real time in her life (she slept through school so that didn’t really count). She still found her smile. With everything she’s been through, everything she’s done, her smile never faded. 
Resting her head on the padding, Twilight wondered if that smile would still be there after she learned what she truly was.  
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Celestia watched Twilight leave. It was like she feared her. A lot of ponies knew she considered Twilight her daughter, that’s no surprise. Yet, no daughter should ever have to fear their mother.
She shoved her pillow against her face and screamed; her magic flared, turning the relatively clean room into a disaster zone. This was the third time today that happened, but this time she could care less about cleaning it. Eventually she just turned sideways, clutching her pillow like she was choking a cat. 
It had been a week since Sterile was locked in Layer B, a week of visits from Crystal, asking to go home, yet, despite fourteen of the previous Agates falling pray, she still refused to accept the offer. 
“Why?” Celestia half shouted, “why would she not agree to working eight to three? Bucking why?” she groaned, slamming the pillow against herself again. “It worked on Patty Agate, KoKo Agate, even the poorly named Agatha Agate, why won’t Sterile do the same?” She suddenly shot up, blanket flying off her body, “is she hiding something? No, I know everything in her mind, I made it for Mother’s sake.” She fell back, magicking the blanket to its spot on top of her.  
The past week had been harrowing to say the least. Her mind was at war with itself. One side not caring about her other problem while the other wanted to take careful steps to save the filly’s sanity. Crystal, what to do with her? Celestia troubled herself to finding the best way to tell the news that she was but a product of a dark magic spell. That it’ll end up killing her. That all her brothers, uncles, even father were all killed because some stupid spell rejected them.
Yes, on the second day she submitted herself to the thought of going head first, throwing all caution to the wind, but, that was five days ago! That’s a lot of time to let your mind stew with words like murderer, suicide and regret. Yes, oh yes, Crystal was the last filly she’d ever have to tell, but that doesn’t make it any less painful.
“Maybe some sleep will help clear my mind.” Celestia shut off the lights, knowing full well it didn’t work the last four times. 
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Twilight sat, patiently reading What to do if someone pulls out a sword by Jill Carrion. The other book Blade brought was a weapon’s guide, depicting each and every weapon in use, giving detailed reasons why, and those that were decommissioned, again, giving a very detailed reason why. 
Crystal had been sleeping soundly against Twilight’s stomach ever since she wrapped her in her pale white blanket. Twilight thought she’d be out until morning. After finishing all her books in the span of two hours, she decided to look at her. 
Just like the morning she decided to use the magic scan, Crystal looked so small, so innocent, the way her chest rose and fell made her look so vulnerable, yet, she wasn’t. There have been countless incidents where she nearly killed a pony. The park with Abra, literally chomping on Celestia’s jugular, and her latest incident with Sword. Twilight knew it was her words that kept Sword alive. Crystal could have easily crushed his skull against that step. 
Twilight gently rubbed Crystal’s chin. The filly mewled at the touch, leaning into Twilight’s hoof. For a moment she believed this was just a normal filly, a child in the world of blissful ignorance, her only want, fun, her only method, annoying mother until she got it.
She didn’t know what to think, Twilight, for the first time in a long while, drew a blank. She loved this filly, yet feared her. She cared for her, yet wanted her gone. But what she felt most was pity. Sure she had great conversations with her on the magic of medicine, magic itself and the world around them, but those were just words. Talk is cheap. What she truly felt was pity. This was a filly with a bad hand at life, thrown into a world no child should be… with only one pony still able to be called a child at her side.
“Crystal, wake up,” Twilight steeled herself. Sure she was moved by pity, but the fuel doesn’t always matter, it’s the destination, and for her, the destination was a happier Crystal. 
“Crystal, we need to talk,” she shook her hoof, gently waking Crystal. The filly groaned and turned over, tightening the blanket around herself. Finally after a few more nudges, she woke.  
Crystal stirred, yawned then looked up with dreary eyes. “Is it morning already?” she said, sleep evident in her voice.
“No, it’s only been about three hours since you hit, Spike,” Twilight said, putting an arm around Crystal’s small white body. 
“Who’s Spike?”
Twilight had to blink, “you don’t remember? The purple dragon that said he killed your sister. My number one assistant. The only other person I consider a good friend.” 
Crystal mulled this over. The sentences didn’t float around her, she was too tired to get all that, but individual words like ‘other’ and ‘assistant’ did. Suddenly her eyes widened and she hiccupped, body freezing.
“Crystal? You remember. Don’t feel too bad.” 
“SHUT UP!” Crystal shouted. She pulled away from Twilight’s arm. Crystal got up and ran to the other wall, cowering like Twilight magically turned into a six foot spider. “Just… Shut up!” 
Twilight fell to the soft padded floor, floored at Crystal’s sudden outburst. Could it have been her fault? Did she do something wrong? 
Crystal crouched so her back faced towards Twilight, her mind racing, parts of her body becoming black, she punched the wall. She not only broke through the near expert level barrier, she put a divot into the iron wall itself, like a crater after a meteor impact.
Inside, Crystal’s mind was in nuclear war, panic coated her mind like red on a brick. Anger and utter despair peppered in. She punched again and again; like popping bubble wrap. 
Twilight had been slow to recover. By the time she had, the spell’s code had about ten holes. Quickly she lit her horn. She grabbed Crystal, pinning her down. Her eyes pointed at Crystal’s head like spotlights. It pained her to see her squirm, limbs shaking like they were charged with raw electricity.
“Crystal! Calm down and tell me what’s going on.” Something happened. Normally it was only Crystal’s front hooves that went black. But this time her back hooves joined in.
Crystal reared up, defying the one principle that helped Twilight feel safe around her, and kicked the purple pony in her gut. Twilight launched against the far wall. She landed with a thump onto the padding. 
That could have killed me, Twilight thought, shaking herself. But just like with Sword. Crystal held back, unable to deal fatal damage to someone she loved. Twilight didn’t even bleed. Crystal started punching the wall again, virtually murdering the barrier spell. “Crystal, calm down,” Twilight opened her hooves, “come here, I’m your sister, tell me what’s wrong. We can work though-” suddenly it hit her. The way she attacked her, how she tried to run away, like a tiny ant facing a giant pony. No chance of surviving. Crystal wasn’t angry or frustrated like before, this time she was scared.
“Crystal, please come here, there is no need to be scared.” Twilight pleaded. Crystal didn’t listen, she sputtered words that didn’t make sense before assaulting the shield spell again. Something else hit her. A pony’s response to fear is delegated the flight or fight response. Crystal wasn’t attacking anything so she’s… “trying to get out.”
Celestia’s words rung for a moment; Agates are able to quickly find the quickest and easiest method of solving any problem. To Crystal, the problem was fear, the solution, get some air, but to do that she needed to get out.
The spell was nearing its limits. If it breaks, the door will open. Crystal will run out and into the sleeping castle. Like a scared tiger let loose in the circus crowd. She won’t hold back for ponies she didn’t know. 
“Crystal! Come here!” Twilight tried to sound demanding, but she couldn’t. She too was scared. 
Think Twilight. think! Twilight pressed a hoof to her head, rubbing it as if trying to spark that stupid lightbulb. Celestia said Crystal reacts one, no two ways to losing control; the hooves are one, but the other is? 
There was a crash as one side of the spell broke. Twilight jumped and looked ahead to see the far wall peppered in impact craters. It wasn’t the one with the door though, that was good, but losing one side meant the others were easier to break.
Restrain her, get more time.
Wordlessly agreeing, Twilight jumped to her hooves and ran head on. Crystal turned to see a purple train heading right for her. She had enough time to make feeble eye contact before she was tackled to the ground. 
The other response it what??? Coughing, no, Celestia! How could I forget something like this! Quick, go back in time, what happened? She was passed out… wait, Twilight blinked just noticing that she had all four of her hooves on top of Crystal’s, their foreheads touching. Twilight looked straight into Crystal’s shell shocked eyes, simple dots on a dart board they seemed to shake violently. She passes out! Faints, whatever you want to call it. But why isn’t she doing it now?
She needs to feel safe.
It was just a passing phrase Celestia said, and Twilight associated it simply with being by her side, but that had been before mindless fear had been added to the equation. 
Who get’s scared when the all powerful sun God is literally two minutes away? 
Crystal seemed to sense Twilight growing anger, and squirmed under her sister’s pin, whimpering. 
Twilight eased herself. That didn’t matter now, what did was calming Crystal down. If she needed assurance to do that then so be it. “Shhh, it’s alright,” she used the softest voice she could muster. What would Celestia do? “You’re safe here, no one will hurt you,” Twilight released her grip, using her hooves to pull Crystal into a strong embrace. “You’re safe with me. I’ll make sure nothing hurts you, little sister.” Crystal’s shakes diminished a little, but she still shook, yet the black disappeared from her back hooves. Twilight waited, gently stroking Crystal’s mane, continuously reassuring her that she was indeed safe here. 
“I will always love you” The words seem to come out of nowhere, but when they did the blackness vanished from Crystal’s forehooves. The filly looked into Twilight’s eyes, almost begging for confirmation. Twilight nodded and the filly’s eyes rolled back and she fell limp in the embrace. Her breathing slowing Crystal unconsciously pressed herself against the bigger pony.      
Twilight sighed, levitating Crystal’s blanket she turned her into a little white burrito. Setting her down, she laid a hoof against Crystal’s back, even more assurance that she’s still there. She decided to ask why she thought she’d kill her own sister tomorrow. If Crystal reacted like this the first time, Twilight didn’t want to know how bad she’d get the second time.
She waited until the spell recovered to top form. Someone would have to explain how fifteen three inch divots appeared beyond an expert level shield spell, but Celestia could handle that. 
With the final crack sealed, Twilight had no reason to stay awake. She yawned, grabbing her own blanket, she wrapped it around herself before snuggling close, sighing as she let sleep take over. 
“Twilight?” 
Time didn’t matter anymore, Twilight could have been asleep for ten minutes or ten hours, a feeble voice could pull her back to reality. And just as she was about to tip over into the sleeping realm. Groaning, she lifted her head, noticing Crystal looking teary eyed at her. 
“What is it Crystal? You need to go to the bathroom?”
Crystal pressed in close, refusing to look into her sister’s eyes. Twilight sat up and put another arm around Crystal, “You’re safe here little sister.” She rubbed her back, hoping to sway Crystal’s fear before it got control again.
Suddenly Crystal wrapped her arms around Twilight’s stomach and bawled. She cried loud raspy sobs, soaking Twilight’s gut with snot and tears.  
What would Celestia do? What would Celestia do? Twilight tried to think what her mentor and guide in this world would do, but her brain only farted in her face. Sleep depravity and the simple shock of someone crying into her stomach out of nowhere all but broke her. 
Time passed with Twilight’s hoof frozen against’ Crystal’s back; the only thing she could do is mindlessly open and close her mouth like a goldfish. She didn’t even know if she should be appalled at the sticky feeling of face juices on her fur or not. Eventually, though, the tears slowed though and Twilight finally broke out of her stupor. She quickly decided to not care and pulled Crystal into a tight hug. “What’s wrong?” 
“I-I… I… sorry!” Crystal whined, burying her face, “I’m sorry for hurting your assistant, I… I was being selfish.” Her words seemed to taper off, leaving an awkward silence broken only by the occasional sniffle or hiccup.
“Selfish?” Twilight pulled Crystal back, resting her head on the smaller one she gazed into Crystal’s eye with the softest expression she could muster. Which was a cross between a bed ridden mother and a lunatic. 
“I…” Crystal tried to pull away, but Twilight kept her still, “I… I’ve been having this dream, a nightmare about Cross. I’m in this tunnel and… and…” 
“Take your time, Crystal, I’m not going anywhere,” Twilight took no chances, reassure her now or risk her losing it again.
“Th...Thanks, I… Cross looks at me with those warm eye that always made me feel safe. I run to her, as fast as I can, but she never gets any closer.” Twilight saw the tears prickle up again.
“You can tell me tomorrow if you want?” 
“NO!” Crystal shouted, backing away and tripping on her blanket. She fell into a heap. Surprisingly she picked herself up before Twilight got to her side. “No, I have to tell you.” This time she pressed her forehead against Twilight’s, “The dragon comes, and I see Cross protecting three other fillies, but before she dies, the only thing I say is ‘she’s supposed to protect me’. Over and over again that’s what I say, and… I learned after you said Spike was your assistant and only other person you talk to that I was being selfish for thinking you would always be by my side.” 
Twilight could only marvel at the maturity oozing from Crystal’s young body. To admit a fault, at her age. She pulled her into a tight hug. This is why she liked her, Crystal was so mature, and for a fleeting second, the pity all but washed away. 
“I see you like I did Cross,” Crystal said, “and under the blanket, I thought those exact same words. You’re supposed to protect me, you’re supposed to protect me, and I really, honestly thought you were going to kill me because I hurt your friend.”
“I can tell you that that will never happen, Crystal,” Twilight said, her tired mind moving on its own, “Spike egged you on, I should be apologizing for taking his side before even hearing you out.” 
“No,” Crystal yawned, resting her head on Twilight’s chest, “you aren’t really part of my family. I know Celestia put you up to becoming my sister. I’m really not your problem. My being here alone is a selfish act. I’m taking away from your time, from your studies. Twilight, I’m taking you away from your life.” Again, the maturity left Twilight speechless, “I learned that my sister and you have lives that don’t revolve around me and eventually I’ll have to live on my own.” Crystal squeezed tighter, “but I'm scared.” briefly her words melted into sobs, “Twilight, I’m scared that you’ll leave me for stabbing you. I'm scared my selfishness will push you away. I… I don’t want to lose you” she started to cry again, this time softly.
Twilight couldn’t think at all; the room buzzed around her, swirling and whirling. She lit her horn, barely registering Crystal tensing, as if expecting a blow, and turned off the lights, “Sleep… now” Falling to the ground, Twilight was able to pull a blanket around the two of them before passing out. Crystal quietly cried herself to sleep, comforted more by Twilight’s lack of action than anything else. 
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Over the next couple of days, Twilight did what she did best and made a schedule for Crystal and herself. After breakfast they went to the park for an hour to help get Crystal more used to other children. From there they went back to the castle to spend four hours studying, followed by lunch and a one hour session in Layer A to talk about what’s happening. Then there was a two hour exercise session in the courtyard, running around and breaking a sweat. Twilight also used this time to help Crystal interact with others, but normally they’d have the field to themselves. Afterwards dinner, then study, then bed. Crystal went through this process for four days straight, but still couldn’t talk to anyone else without having a panic attack. Multiple times she lost control of her emotions, but passed out before anything could really happen. Twilight could tell that she was working really hard, too, learning, then pushing her limits, but despite the effort, it took her two full days to get used to Twilight merely talking with Spike. 
To her credit she only punched him once.
One day at the park, Twilight walked along the path. A small crowd surrounded a cello player, the soft soothing melody brought a calm atmosphere to the place. Crystal was able to walk on her own after the first day, but she needed to stay by Twilight’s side both for comfort and so she didn't get lost in the crowd of ponies.
She reached her bench, expecting Crystal to slither underneath. The shady underbelly of the bench had become a sort of safe place for her. Like Layer A, it was a place no one could touch her, but this time when she looked down, there were no blue eyes looking back. 
A sharp spear of utter panic stabbed Twilight in the gut, “Crystal? Crystal, where are you!” the spear thrust out the other side as the thought of Crystal wondering the streets alone, and scared. “I shouldn’t have agreed to letting her walk besides me today! Oh Celestia is going to kill me.” To add to her fear, Crystal never reacted well to others, and there was a high chance someone could die if she wasn’t found soon. A real chance. “Crystal!” Twilight shot up and ran around, looking at each and every filly in the park with near deadly focus, “no, no, no… Crystal!” 
“Twilight!” 
“Crystal?” 
“No, it’s Abra, did you lose your sister?” The green filly calmly walked up before greeting her apparent idol in her own fashion, by licking her leg. The only reason Twilight put up with it was because Abra didn’t shy away from Crystal after her near death experience. That, and she was more than willing to help Crystal get over her shyness, waiting patiently for her to leave the safety of under the bench, even going as far as to slow her enthusiasm so she didn’t overstimulate her. 
“Abra, can you rally all of your little friends? Crystal’s lost somewhere, scared and possibly in tears, oh and get their parents to help.” 
“I… uh…” Abra chuckled nervously before standing firm, “I’m on it boss!”  Saluting, she rushed off in the other direction and Twilight did the same. 
“Crystal!, Crystal where are you?” Twilight checked bushes, under every bench, anywhere a small filly could hide. She even looked up the trees, shouting as loud as possible. It wasn’t until she passed the crowd of spectators that someone stopped her.   
“Is that Crystal?” A blue stallion said pointing to the musician.
The crowd seemed to fan out and Twilight immediately recognised the pony as Octavia Philharmonica, youngest member of the Canterlot Orchestra. Her brown coat and dark brown mane and tail seemed to flow as she gently bobbed and weaved through the music. The tiny red bowtie latched on her neck remained starch still the whole time. Behind her cello, asleep and looking at peace, was Crystal.
“She made her way through the crowd and climbed on the bench. Next thing we knew Octavia had somepony sleeping on her leg.” the stallion said.
“She took to her like a sister,” an elderly mare added, “didn’t even flinch. I think it was the music.” 
“It does draw ponies from all around,” Octavia said, catching them all off guard. Twilight didn’t even realize the music stopped. She'd been too busy dealing with the endless relief. “The song I just played was in fact a lullaby so I'm not surprised she fell asleep. It is however a bit odd that she fell asleep on me, like she thinks I'm her sister or something.” 
Twilight blinked, Octavia’s words passing over her. Crystal fell asleep on someone else’s leg. Two days ago she punched Spike in the face for talking to her… talking! Now she can waltz up and fall asleep on some stranger and not freak out…
“Well?” Octavia said, making Twilight scream, “sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. Is she the one you’re looking for? Crystal? You were shouting that name, am I right?” Octavia blinked, her eyes going blank for a moment. 
“Yes, that’s her, thank you so much. She’s my sister. A wanderer if anything, drives Mom insane with worry. Sorry if she gave you any trouble.” 
Ponies nodded, the last piece of the puzzle found, yet others questioned Twilight having a sister, most said nothing. “My apologies if I'm being too brash, but may I ponder how she is your sister?” Octavia looked right into Twilight’s eyes, worry barely marking her face. 
“Oh, my mom adopted her after I left for Celestia’s school for gifted unicorns.” Twilight told the lie she and Celestia made without a hitch, levitating Crystal’s sleeping form onto her back. “Now I must go, thank you for not yelling at her. She’s really shy, and wouldn’t take it too well.” 
“Miss Sparkle, before you go, may I ask one more question?” 
Twilight turned back, smile faltering only a little, “sure, Octavia, what is it?”
Octavia forgave Twilight for using her first name. She knew the unicorn didn’t learn too much on formalities. Either that or she’s stressed about something. “What was Crystal’s last name before your mother adopted her?” 
“Agate” Twilight said before running back to the castle. There were things to talk to Celestia about.
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Celestia sat at her desk, stacks upon stacks of paperwork sitting in front of her like sycamores to a lumberjack. Everyone says being a princess is the ticket to an easy life. They couldn’t be more wrong. Being a princess meant working with other nations, keeping ties strong to prevent war, making sure payments were made on time, and on top of that you have to work out problems in your own nation. That meant one thing. A LOT of paperwork. No, being a princess isn’t fun. 
With Crystal here, she had been slower to complete it all, taking more time to herself in order to keep her sanity in check, like a caged rat trying to escape and eat at her. One time that rat escaped and her ponies had to rebuild the entire west portion of the castle. 
Crystal wasn’t the only one with emotional issues.
In the middle of the loan request for a new boutique in the town of Ponyville, Celestia heard the door open. She mindlessly agreed to the proposal like she had the past thirteen and set it in the OUT bin to the right of her desk before moving a stack to see who entered. 
“Princess!” Twilight said as she near pranced to her mentor. “Something incredible happened!” 
If one thing helped keep that rat under control it was Twilight. Children had that effect on ponies, brightening their darkest hour. Celestia let Twilight’s boundless energy wash over her for a moment. “Where is Crystal?” 
“Asleep,” Twilight said taking a second to calm herself. She didn’t know to be excited or worried, “she fell asleep on Octavia Philharmonica’s leg! I think it was the music, and… oh, she believed our story of my mom adopting her!”
“Did you use the last name we agreed on?” Celestia said, watching Twilight dance around like a cat before settling on her pillow. 
“I…” her smile died, “no. I said Agate. I was just so excited to see her react to someone other than me.” 
Celestia sighed, putting a hoof to her forehead, “Twilight, you know my ponies aren’t stupid. They’ll eventually get curious about what happened to Crystal’s real mother. They’ll soon come to me for answers.” 
Twilight remembered the paper Nurse Redheart had been reading. I'm glad she's finally taking time for herself she'd said, or something like that. “I’m sorry!” She all but pleaded to Celestia, desperate as always for forgiveness even after the most simplest of mistakes. 
“It’s fine, I made a backup plan. You can forge your mother’s signature, right?”
“What?” 
Celestia chuckled, something she hadn’t done in a while, “I’m only kidding, but I will need your mother’s signature. I’ll just have Sword summon her.” Celestia laughed a little, like she remembered a good joke,  “Does she know you have a sister?”
“No, I haven’t even told Shining yet, but Mom’s a smart pony, Dad too! They’ll take to her like a cat to catnip.”
“Yes, very true,” Celestia nodded before opening one of the many drawers in her desk. She floated a small sack to Twilight, “I’ve decided to give you a little raise in your allowance. Buy Crystal something nice.” 
“Oh really!” It was like she was six all over again. Celestia watched Twilight bound up and down, dancing a little before running up and hugging her leg. She in turn messed with the purple filly’s mane. 
Yes, children definitely brighten up her day.
“Okay, sit down. There’s one last thing I need to tell you.” 
“Oh, wait, Princess, you left five hundred bits at Pennywise. I used some to get Crystal, Blade and myself some ice cream the other day. Please don’t be mad.” 
“Twilight, I’m worth a few billion bits, five hundred is nothing to me, but if you want to pay me back,” she leaned in close, her muzzle mere inches from Twilight’s ear, “make some friends. You can use that money to treat them every now and again. I assume Penny made a fund for you.” 
“Oh yes! There are four hundred and seventy three bits left.”
Celestia nodded before levitating Twilight to her pillow. She took a second to pull herself together. Resting her head on her hooves, she looked right at her ever faithful student. “Twilight, listen closely. I have one last thing to tell you about Crystal.” She hesitated after seeing Twilight tense, “don’t worry, it’s nothing dark like last time. It’s about her cutie mark.” 
“Oh, I read something about that in Tarmogoyf. How’s the search going by the way?” 
“I’m going to send the guard out tomorrow if I don’t find it. It pains me to invade my children like this, but it’s what I must do. I can not give whoever stole it time enough to learn its dark magicks. It could mean the end for us all.”
Twilight shuddered, “So I assume you’re going to tell me Crystal’s cutie mark, oh, good luck with finding it.” 
“I’ll need all the luck in the world, and yes.” Celestia paused, she closed the drawer and took a sip of her tea before settling on Twilight again. “There is a reason Crystal fell asleep on Octavia’s leg. It’s something I just figured out recently. Music has the unique ability to change a pony’s emotions. Crystal reacted strongly to whatever Octavia played, and she evened out so to say. Twilight, Crystal’s special talent is in music.”
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Octavia marched home, her wallet thirty bits heavier. She planned to thank Lyra for giving her the idea of playing at a park. Ponies really do loosen their purses at the sound of skill. 
She headed inside, dropping her cello on the small couch before heading to the kitchen. There was some leftover pizza from Vinyl party last night, and playing for three hours straight left her with a mighty hunger. 
Then she noticed the letter. 
On the counter, just besides the refrigerator lay a rolled up piece of scroll, the royal seal evident. Hoof shaking, Octavia broke the wax and read the scroll. Its message was short, but the point was as clear as a gunshot. 
Dear Octavia

The time has come to fulfill your part of our agreement.

At week’s end, at 2pm, meet me in the castle garden. Bring Lyra.

Enclosed are two tickets with my signature, show them to the guards and they’ll let you in. 

Princess Celestia

P.S. I learned from my faithful student that you have met your charge, Crystal Agate. Please do not tell anyone outside those you trust her last name.  

Octavia closed the scroll. She couldn’t tell if it was excitement or fear coursing through her, but she dropped the thought of pizza and ran to Lyra’s house. 
Planning had to be done.


			Author's Notes: 
One more chapter to go!!!
Then the epilogue. 
The only reason I'm here is to tell you that there will be a sequel to this! I've already written it too! So yeah. Expect fun things in the future. 
BlueTree


	
		Chapter 7



	1


Three days after Octavia told Lyra about the letter, on a bright shiny Wednesday, Hendricks decided his course of action. At all costs he had to let the citizens of Canterlot know that their Head Surgeon is a monster in disguise. He calculated all the risks, sure, if he was caught, he’d go to the dungeon - most likely Layer B- for a few weeks, but that’s it. Both he and Celestia knew that they couldn’t go with both Head Surgeons locked up. Finding a new one would take months and any move Celestia might make would have to go public. If she fires him, the public will question, the nobles will question. They’d want to know why he was fired, then question even more. Either way the truth will be revealed and the proper actions will be taken, whether Celestia wants it or not. 
Methodically, Hendricks moved down an alleyway filled with ponies. He wore a sharp three piece suit, one he’d gotten, from his now deceased mother, after receiving his position as Head Surgeon of Canterlot Castle. It was the same suit he wore when accepting the role in front of all of Canterlot. They would recognize him immediately.
Resting the soap box on the ground, he stepped up and faced the ever growing crowd of ponies coming and going. The common folk, while individually they housed no power, collectively they could topple regimes.
“Ponies of Canterlot!” he shouted in a lecture tone, one he’d used to reach the back of even the largest amphitheaters, “You have been deceived!” Ponies turned and looked. Their eyes widened when they saw who was speaking. “The mare known as Sterile Agate, Head Surgeon of Canterlot Hospital, is not who she seems!” Just as he planned, ponies started to blow him off, thinking he was just trying to berate their Head Surgeon. He raised Tarmogoyf to the skies, “In this book are many dark and dangerous spells. I…” he caught himself. It wasn’t time for that, “I have read through this book many a time, learning its hidden secrets.” Lowering the book, he could see that half of the ponies left, some spitting in his face, claiming that the book was a fake. Things were going better than planned. Now to move onto the facts. “It is widely known by every doctor and most of yourselves that for the past twelve Canterlot Hospital Head Surgeons, all of them were Agates. Why is that?” He lowered the book and looked down at one of the few mares sitting in the crowd. “Why is that Miss?” 
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Celestia looked out the window, jaw dropped. Outside, right in front of her own castle, the Head Surgeon she chose was spilling her secrets to the masses. 
“Back during the black plague” Hendricks shouted, making perfectly sure that Celestia could hear him. 
“Guards!” Celestia shouted angrily. She paced around. A knot forming in her chest she thought about how this could be. What treachery had she… no, Sword and Blade had wrought upon her. The one time they mishear a direct order, the one time!
The door to her room opened but a minute later, Sword and Blade at attention. Celestia glared at the two, a fire in her eyes. Sword, the inexperienced, near brash, cadet chosen specifically by his superior, Blade, for his bravado and skill at wielding his weapon, broke a sweat under her gaze, while Blade kept his calm, knowing full well he couldn’t blame him. Celestia hasn’t been this angry since that Cross character came under her care.
“What took you two?” she shouted, getting up and personal with Sword’s face, noticing how a few of his hairs were off color from the rest. Even if the two had showed up during her shout, she’d still yell at them. 
“We were listening to Dr. Needle’s speech, Ma’am” Blade said, he saluted, “He is making some rather bold statements about your Head Surgeon if I may say.” 
“And you are correct, Sir Blade,” Celestia stood up straight, letting a shaky sigh leave without much grace, “and I want him arrested,” Blade’s eyes widened, “only if he speaks ill of my name, you hear me?” She knew the game Hendricks was playing. He wanted her to admit to using the mind meld spell to the public and is luring her into making a mistake. If she arrested him under the accusations of her other Head Surgeon, her children will question. They will get angry and demand the truth. 
Hendricks played a dirty game, but Celestia wasn’t born yesterday. 
Neither were her ponies. 
“And don’t fudge this you two, or it’s the back of the unemployment line. You hear me!” 
“Yes Ma’am!” The two saluted before leaving the inner sanctum.
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“The mind meld spell, one found in the book Tarmogoyf,” Hendricks raised his book again, “describes exactly the situation we find each Agate born into this world.” A flash of gold and Celestia’s personal guards arrived on the scene. Time to get arrested. 
About half of the ponies that sat mere minutes ago were gone, but everypony heard, everypony glanced for a few seconds before passing. They’d tell their families, Hendricks Needle was arrested over stealing a book. By Celestia’s personal guard no less. Word would spread, and ponies would ask questions.
“This book I hold here describes what happens when an Agate loses control, and the dates match up! Everytime a massacre, the Gypsy massacre, the Orphan massacre, the date is exactly the same as that of an Agate’s death. Coincidence? I think not!”
“And where did you get that book?” An onlooker carrying a child on his back said. 
It was time. The guards were looking. He knew the cards. He made the deck, but, could he do it? Tarnish his own reputation by getting arrested over something so trivial? Sterile wasn’t hurting anypony, hell, she’s only in the dungeon because she neglected her child. Would they even believe him? 
Too late for that, Hendricks ol pal, he thought. Steeling himself, he spoke the words. “I stole it from Princess Celestia’s vault!”
The guards didn’t move. 
“Yeah, sure buddy, and pigs fly over the rainbow to reach their homeland.” The child carrying stallion said before heading back. 
Ponies followed suit, leaving in droves now. “Wait he shouted, you’ve got to believe me!” This wasn’t part of the plan. Sword and Blade were to arrest him after he admitted to stealing Tarmogoyf, but things weren’t out of his hooves yet. 
He just had to be a bit more direct. 
“Celestia, our Celestia, Goddess of both Sun and Moon,” he started his voice shaking a little, “couldn’t save her children from throwing up their own organs back in the Black Plague, so you know what she did?” Sword’s hooves locked into place and he began dragging Hendricks back… but forgot to shut him up at the same time. “Celestia used the mind meld spell to fuck with a child’s bra…” Blade gagged the doctor.
But he was too late.
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Bound and gagged, Hendricks was dragged to the dungeon. Celestia questioned his will. The way his eyes glossed over at the sight of her immaculate stature spoke thousands of unspoken words. He wasn’t expecting to be arrested. 
It was Celestia’s greatest mistake, one that would lead to the unraveling of her two hundred year charade.
“Where should we stick him?” Sword asked, heffing Doctor Needle’s hefty body onto the stone floor of Layer B. Sterile patiently licked her hoof before turning a page in the book she read, not giving her new dungeon mate even a passing glance.
“The Princess said I get the choice since you forgot to shut him up,” Blade said opening the door to the cell across from Sterile Agate’s. “I say he faces the one he’s accused,” he lit his horn, casually chucking the doctor into the dark cell. “I’m sure he’ll realize his stupidity after watching Crystal’s undying love for her mother. He’ll see she’s not a monster. He’ll see that she’s a dedicated pony that just got her priorities mixed up.” He spat in the doctor’s face, glaring daggers at him. “Ponies like this disgust me. Trying to advance themselves by stepping all over their competition. Sword, untie him, I can’t look at his ugly mug anymore.” 
“Yessir!” Sword saluted Blade as he passed by. 
After following his orders, Sword quietly left to return to his position at the base of Twilight’s stairs. Hendricks just stared into Sterile’s cell. While she had a full sized bed with a soft mattress pad and a shelf of books, he had nothing but cold stone floors, a cot and a private commode. He watched her for a bit, the way she sat stone still on that bed, reading the entire medical history for what had to be the third time, enticed the same way one might watching a caged lion. 
“Why do you get special rights?” he asked, feeling the need to exercise his right to speak. 
“I have a child,” Sterile said, monotoned, like she heard the question from inside her own mind. She licked her hoof and turned the page, not even giving recognition that she was spoken to. 
“What’s your child’s name?” 
Sterile slammed her book, creating a little cloud of dust that floated aimlessly above her. She got up, stretched a few of her legs until they cracked before laying a glare on Hendricks that would make even Blade flinch. “I know what you said about me. I could hear every word you worthless prick. And I’d like to say that my work will not be affected whatsoever from your lies. Saying I’m the product of some kind of dark magic, that my predecessors didn’t earn their spots as Head Surgeons is just some vain attempt at my job.” She spat with the precision of a surgeon and hit her mark. Hendrick’s open eye. “I must agree with Blade. Ponies like you disgust me.” Her words said, Sterile sat back on her bed and opened her book.
Hendricks mulled each word over, everyone missing its mark, unlike her spit, that stung, and the thought of Phil Philton came up. Sterile was right, ponies that personally accuse their competitors of blind accusations are disgusting, but that was life. Ponies like that held power while the kind little ponies held nothing. 
The entirety of Layer B fell into a dark silence, the only sound was the occasional flip of Sterile’s paperback. 
Hendricks once despised her. It might be his “Master Race” parents, always hating on Earth ponies, telling him Earth ponies could never be proficient at something like medicine, that they were meant to grovel at the hoof of unicorns, cook their food, tend their fields, but seeing Sterile now. Her hard shell and tough words, marks she had earned from dealing with ponies like his parents. She pushed through that diversity as well as all her predecessors. They proved his father wrong and have swept the name Head Surgeon of Canterlot Hospital twelve times running. But with the precision of his horn compared to her hooves, the mental capability of even the lowliest unicorns, even if the Agates made the impossible happen, why has no one followed? Why has no other Earth pony reached anything higher than a simple RN? The answer is simple. They had help.
	5


An hour of silence later, the sound of hoofsteps came from upstairs. “Mommy?” A curious voice muffled by a stone staircase said. 
“Come on down, Crystal, I’m just reading.” Sterile looked up, a smile adorning her features. Hendricks saw this and questioned. 
“Can I go?”
“You don’t need to ask that everytime I take you, Crystal,” A new voice. Hendricks thought it might be Twilight. “She’s your mother.” 
Seconds later the clatter of hooves came rushing down. Crystal Agate stumbled towards one of the bars of her mother’s cell. Hendricks was about to tell her to stop but his mouth dropped when that bar lifted and she ran through, jumping onto Sterile’s bed and cuddling close. 
“How’s my baby today? Did you read a lot with Twilight?” Sterile said, pulling her child into a one armed hug, licking her right eye. 
“I’m doing great Mommy! Twilight took me to meet Miss PennyWise. I was scared at first, but Twilight was there so I was alright.” Crystal chirped.
Sterile messed Crystal’s mane, chuckling at the filly’s seemingly boundless energy as she vigorously rubbed her head against her mother’s chest. “Stop Crystal,” Sterile said, “that tickles.” 
Hendricks watched, analysed, Sterile Agate as she was assaulted by the tickle monster. The scene was heartwarming to him, and he thought back to what Blade said. He wanted to comment, to get a reaction from her, but something stopped him. It felt almost sacrilegious stopping such a genuine moment between mother and child. 
Eventually the energy died down and Sterile started to read to her child. The attentive look in the child’s eye reminded him of his own time, with his own mother. Hendricks shuddered, wishing briefly to feel the touch of her fur on his shoulder. He’d look over and see her beautiful blue eyes. Why are you in jail, Henny? Those eyes would say. Henny, that’s a nickname he hadn’t thought about in a while.
“For accusing the Princess,” Hendricks spoke, wiping a single tear from his cheek. 
“Who’s there!” Crystal shouted, her voice seemed to crack. 
Hendricks looked up, just realizing he’d spoke. Across the hall, the child shrunk into the encircling embrace of its mother. Sterile’s eyes were stone, but they didn’t look cold. He was a whistleblower, not a rapist after all. 
“It’s me, Crystal,” Carefully, he moved into the light, his hooves raised, “I’m Doctor Needle,” he said with the smile he gave every frightened child, “call me Henny.” 
The child’s eyes widened and a near silent gasp escaped her lips. Instantaneously, Sterile pulled herself over the child’s body, baring her teeth. 
There were those same eyes. The ones his own mother would give to ponies wanting to hurt him. Shield eyes she’d called them, but he’d never seen such a turnabout. Going from gentle and loving one second, shield eyes the next was something his own mother could never do. Blade was right about one thing, the mother and child did share a strong bond, despite being so far away all the time. 
He smiled.
“No need to fret Sterile, you of all ponies should know I’d never, ever think of hurting a foal. I’m a doctor, healing, not hurting, is what I do.” He watched her sigh before lowering her stance and losing those shield eyes. Yet she questioned why the child was still scared. He was behind bars. “Has she not told you yet?” 
“Told me what? Crystal would never keep a secret from me.” 
He understood. The child gave undying love despite the lack of interaction. The love you’d give a god. “I’m sure you know of Twilight? Crystal’s second sister.” 
“Of course, Crystal talks about her everytime she visits, but how did you know?” 
“I didn’t,” Hendricks chuckled, an honest laugh that eased Sterile’s worries a bit. “You just told me. And since you did, I’ll share a secret with you, but you have to promise to keep it to yourself.” 
The mother looked at the child, almost scrutinising, before looking up. “You have my word.” The child epped before burying herself into the mother’s coat.
“Very well,” Hendricks sat back in the shadows, his bed hard as stone, “just the other day, I had to heal a stab wound in Miss Sparkle. A nine inch kitchen knife, most commonly used for cutting vegetables, had been driven through her upper left arm. Right between the radius and ulna. Like threading a needle. And where do you think precision that well honed would come from?” 
Sterile looked at her daughter. “Explain yourself. Are you accusing my daughter of stabbing her sister?” 
“Accusing, no,” Hendricks chuckled, “I’m telling you the truth. Just look at your daughter there. She does the dance of the guilty.”
Again she looked down, seeing clearly, Crystal squirm and whimper. Like a rat in a cage. “Twilight!” she called, knowing full well Celestia meant for her to stay at the door so Crystal didn’t need to stray too far before finding someone she cared for. 
Hendricks smile grew. 
There was a thump from upstairs before the worried sound of hoofsteps coming down. Had she been writing something? Hendricks knew for a fact that Twilight did more than just care for Crystal. To her, she had a dual purpose when it came to the filly that called her ‘sister’ and he’d bet his life on her having a little journal, like his own black book, hidden under her bed. A journal marking Crystal’s interactions, her mood swings, even the tender moments between them were written down in there.  
“Yes Sterile?” Twilight said as she poked her head through the door. 
“Come here, I need to ask you something,” Sterile had her hoof around Crystal, trapping her. 
Hendricks watched Twilight move, slowly, like one trapped in a room with a beast. His eyes flickered to Sterile. She walked like she’d seen the beast roar. 
“Come now Twilight, I thought you were over your pointless fear?” Sterile hurried the purple unicorn along with a hoof. “I’m a doctor, one meant to heal. I know needles are scary, but that doesn’t mean you should run away from your appointment.” 
“That makes no sense,” Twilight said, giving up the cautious approach and trotting the rest of the way. “Hi Crystal.” Crystal didn’t respond. 
“Let me see your arm, the left one,” Sterile said.
She looked at her with warm and inviting eyes.
“Oh… uh sure.” Twilight pushed her left arm, up to the shoulder, through the bars. Sterile got up and yanked it, eliciting a yelp from the teen. 
“Oh grow up, Twilight. You’re what? Thirteen?” Sterile didn’t wait for a response, she eyed the upper arm, dropping the room into an awkward silence for a few minutes. “I see nothing. Needle, don’t mess with me. If Crystal stabbed her, there’d be a scar.” 
“You clearly aren’t up to date on the newest spell. One of my own creation,” Hendricks didn’t mock Sterile with his words, “I’m offended.” 
“Twilight, tell me. Did my daughter stab you?” Sterile let go of the arm, ignoring Hendricks. “I need to know.” 
Twilight turned to Crystal. She was hiding under her mother’s sheets, shaking violently and looking up with shimmering eyes. She silently begged to keep it a secret, and Twilight actually thought about lying, but the thought of being hurt by such a powerful pony such as Sterile overwhelmed her. “She’ll figure it out eventually, Crystal,” she said, and Crystal hid under the covers. “Yes, Crystal stabbed me in the left shoulder, and Doctor Needle healed me.” 
“I see,” calmy, Sterile moved back to her bed, careful not to sit on her daughter. “Tell me everything. What was her motivation, did she apologize? Leave no detail out.” 
Twilight did, she told her exactly what she told Celestia, her involvement, Crystal’s involvement, even the touching scene in Layer A, and throughout the story, Crystal slowly revealed herself, leaning against her mother’s side at the end. 
“Wow, a lot happened to you yesterday, my filly,” Sterile said once Twilight quieted. She put an arm around Crystal, noticing all too well the way she looked. 
“Are you g-going to punish me?” Crystal’s voice shook and she pressed herself against Sterile’s fur. 
“Well, I have no choice. You may have apologized, you may have explained yourself, and it might not be your fault entirely, but in the end you still stabbed your sister, and that means punishment.”
“Go easy on her, Doctor Agate!” Twilight said. 
“Sure, and call me Sterile, unless you feel more comfortable with mother?” Sterile looked up and smiled. Twilight didn’t respond. Crystal however eyed her mother’s form, whimpering. “I think forbidding her from seeing me for a week will do. No spankings or harsh words, just the loss of visitation rights “
“Oh yes, that should work fine.” Twilight nodded, glad Sterile was the forgiving kind.
“NoOO!” Crystal wailed. She clamped onto her mother, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Anything but that! I was just getting used to having a mommy for more than one hour a year! It’s so cool to have you around. You’re such a cool pony. I love you! I love you!” 
Sterile watched quietly, a look of pure horror on her mug. Hendricks saw too, making a “hmmm” sound. Twilight just looked at the scene with confusion. Crystal should know her mother was being lenient. It’s not like she’s going to die before the week’s out? 
Crystal’s tears slowed almost immediately, her emotions going into dangerous zones, the safety nets came into effect. Her eyes closed and she sighed before her body relaxed. She started to fall, Twilight lit her horn to catch her, but her mother steadied the filly.
“Twilight, I have a doctorate in child psychology. I wasn’t being lenient.” Sterile said, calmly stroking Crystal’s head, “after a week with constant visitation to the god she revers, getting to finally learn more about her, then losing it all that in the blink of an eye. Twilight, she’ll remember this for the rest of her life as the worst week ever,”
“But… after hearing the whole story, how she spilled her guts to me? Told me her deepest fear, you’re going to give her the worst punishment you can imagine!” 
“Because she stabbed you, Twilight.” Sterile sat straight up and gave her a deadpan look, “No one in my family hurts another family member.”
Twilight blinked, and so did Hendricks, “Wha? Okay, uhh.” She nervously rubbed the back of her neck, “when you put it that way, wait! Does that mean you’re going to take her home a week from now?”
“No, I will not take the eight to three schedule, now take her away from me. As my unoffical offical daughter, I will appoint you to keeping Crystal well aware of her punishment.” She held Crystal out.
“Ah… yes Ma’am” Twilight grabbed Crystal in her magic, lifted the one way hinge on the bar, “I mean, Mom… I mean Sterile…” the two looked at each other before Twilight squeaked and ran off. Her unofficial official sister floating along side.
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That night. After everyone had fallen into deep sleep, Hendricks woke. Celestia had forgotten one major thing when she imprisoned him. Maybe it was because she still wanted to trust him, or wanted to believe that he just needed some time to think about his mistake, but she left him his magic.
Now, as he woke from false sleep, eyeing Sterile’s sleeping form. He was still deciphering her interactions with both her daughters, but one thing stood out immediately. The level of control she had over her emotions was astounding. If he hadn’t been professionally trained (at his own whim) on body language, he would have never noticed the subtle changes in her facial structure. Yet, even Twilight saw the look she gave when Crystal first begged for forgiveness.
However, that wasn’t on his mind. During his planning time, before he got arrested, he thought of an extremely simple way to decipher the existence of black magic in Sterile’s body. A method Twilight herself used in fact.
Throughout his years of study, Hendricks was the best at one thing. The magic scan could easily be called his forte. He could mark a ponies life after two uses, could perform the deed without even lighting his horn; he’s still working on getting an accurate reading while the target is on a roller coaster, but, one step at a time.
His target this time was sitting still, with a simple blanket muddling his view. Child’s play.
From his position on his twin bed, he closed his eyes and sent a colorless pulse of magic at Sterile. Unlike when Twilight did it, Hendricks only needed one pulse to get a clear image. He didn’t like what he saw.
At first he thought the blanket was thicker than he’d imagined and sent another pulse. This time he could see it squirming.
The blackness he thought was just darkness was actually another pony… well sort of. There was a head, eyes -red ones- front legs, and a torso, all connecting to what should be Sterile’s brain. It looked like a pony oozing out of a toothpaste bottle, head first, then legs… Hendricks put his hooves to his mouth, muffling his scream. 
The toothpaste monster turned and looked at him. It looked directly at him, like it knew he was watching. Its red eyes glowing in the darkness like fire, they pierced his veil of sanctity and made him feel exposed. Like it could all too easily kill him, like it wanted to kill him from across the room.
Hendricks shuddered, pulling his blanket over himself as if it’ll keep that thing from seeing him. Not normal… not normal… he thought, shaking as his worst fears were confirmed. 
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The next three days were like a trip. Crystal, every morning, noon, and evening, would run down to Layer B and beg for attention. Twilight had to break her heart everytime by dragging her sister away from the one thing she wanted in the world.
She didn’t see the tears on Sterile’s face, but Hendricks did. 
Crystal could barely keep still. She’d burst into tears at the smallest provocation. Twilight once asked her how her food tasted and she just broke down. Fainting two minutes later. Heck, right after she left Layer B, Crystal fainted four times in Twilight's lap. Wake up, Faint, wake up, faint.	The whole thing killed Twilight on the inside. She did everything she could to ease Crystal’s pain. Telling her that her mother wasn’t going anywhere, that she’d see her when the week was up, but nothing got through to her. She’d take her to the park, and Abra would bounce and try to cheer her up, but all she’d do was hide under her bench, numb to the world.
On the fourth day of her punishment, all her improvements, her boundless energy, her bright eyes and smile, even the way she slipped down the stairs every morning, too tired to look where she’s going, disappeared. It was like she reverted back to some other distant time to cope with the pain.
What worried Twilight the most was how she never talked anymore. She still clung to her like fur to a pony, but words never really came. She didn’t even talk when they were alone anymore. All Crystal would do is read. It was like all her personality had been sucked out, leaving a cold husk of a pony.
That husk however, is what Celestia had been waiting for.
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On the second to last day of Crystal’s punishment, Celestia did one of her little tests. 
Crystal and Twilight were walking down the hallway. Celestia had pretty much ignored the duo ever since she sentenced them to three hours in Layer A, but Celestia walked down that same hallway, stopping right in front of them. 
To Twilight, she looked angry, and dropped low, ready to teleport Crystal to her room at a moment's notice, but the need never arised. Celestia just glared at Crystal, her lips a tight line across her face. 
“You’re Slouching!” she said, catching the attention of everyone in the hallway. 
Both her and Twilight watched Crystal react. A slow raise of the head to reveal two icy eyes, and a deep frown, it looked like she didn’t even hear the harsh words. 
“You’re point?”
Everyone gasped, backing away. Twilight’s mouth dropped. It was the first words she’d spoken in two days. She was about to spew a lie to cover her sister, but, she needed none. Celestia just smiled. 
“It’s time,” she said slinking along, “I’ll see you two in Twilight’s room, eight PM sharp. I’m sure you’ll be there, right?” 
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Octavia was in the middle of evening tea with both Lyra and Vinyl. They were discussing their plans amongst themselves. What songs to play, how the concert would go, even a second secret. Octavia told the others about her encounter with Crystal, and they both fell in love with the filly. 
After her second cup, Octavia heard a pop from the kitchen. Quietly dismissing herself, she went to investigate.
Dear Octavia Philharmonic and Lyra Heartstrings

Change of plans. I need you two in the castle gardens in two hours. 

Princess Celestia

The letter had been written hastily, and it was completely different from Celestia’s other letters. No apology, no money, the letter was just one sentence that spoke of urgency Octavia couldn’t understand. 
She showed Lyra and the two spent another hour talking before taking their weapons of choice and moving to the castle garden. 
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Finally, the moon shown in the sky. The delicate task of setting the sun complete, Celestia sighed before looking up. Her sister, Luna, glared back at her as the mare in the moon and everytime she saw her trapped like that it brought a tear to her eye. 
“What would you have done, sister?” Celestia’s words went unanswered. She often came to this very spot, the only one in the castle to see Luna’s favorite flower - the lunar middlemist- bloom, to collect her thoughts. Ponies on a late night stroll would see their princess having a conversation with the moon and question, but no one ever said anything. 
“It’s the last one sister.” Celestia spoke as if the words were too heavy to lift. “Crystal is the last pony I will have to go through this with, and Twilight’s really grown attached to her. If only Sterile will accept my gracious offer. Sister,” she looked up into the eye of the moon, “why do I feel like I’m leaving something out. Something very important that I should have easily known?” Celestia sighed before turning to her left. 
In the patch of blooming sand dollops, Lyra Heartstrings and Octavia Philharmonica stood, nervously eyeing her. “We’re here like you wanted, Princess,” Octavia said. 
Money exchanged hooves and Celestia lead the two to Twilight’s tower. 
	11


Stomachs full, Twilight carefully lead Crystal back to her room. She hadn’t said a single word since Celestia “tested” her, but she did show a sign of affection. A single nuzzle to the leg after the meal was said and done. It wasn’t much, but more than Twilight expected.
Normally after dinner Twilight would read one of her childhood books to Crystal before tucking her in for the night. It had the most effect on the sheltered filly, opening her up to a whole new world; one where ponies explored caves for long lost treasures and butterflies painted the sky, but tonight. Tonight was the night where Crystal’s life would be turned upside down.
Slowly she lead Crystal through the doorway. The room itself was pitch black, but Twilight know where the red mat right in front of the fireplace was by heart. Crystal sat down and leaned against Twilight’s stomach. She threw a log into the fireplace, the warm light a comforting sight for both. Twilight looked down at her unofficial official sister. Her normally pristine white coat was about five shades darker tonight. 
The two sat in silence until a large figure poked her head through the doorway. 
“May I come in?” Celestia asked. 
“Yes, Princess,” Twilight could see that her mentor looked half as happy to be here as she did. At least Celestia didn’t enjoy shattering a filly’s entire world. 
Celestia sat down in front of the fire, and once more silence fell upon the room.
“So, where to begin,” Celestia mused, a weight forming in her chest. “How about this. Crystal, have you ever wondered why you’ve never met your father?”
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Celestia started with the big fish first, Crystal’s lack of a father and why that is, then the deaths of all her brothers. After those, Crystal looked like a small twig in the breeze, ready to snap, but when Twilight touched her back, she leaned in and said, “Is that it?”
Celestia shook her head, bracing herself, she told her about her lineage, how she’s a descendant of the great Pac Agate, and that cheered her up a little, yet it wasn’t to be. She went down the list, Tarmogoyf, how she’s the product of a dark magic spell, the mind melding, and with every one, Crystal seemed to wilt more and more. At one point she begged for Celestia to stop, but that happened everytime, and once she got on a roll, she couldn’t stop until the track ran out.
To her credit, Crystal only started crying after learning that inside her is a sort of pony that sends thoughts to her when she’s unstable. She made the connection between that and stabbing Twilight immediately and broke down. 
“That’s not all,” Celestia did better at keeping herself composed than she had most other times, but she was reaching her limit. 
“Celestia, stop,” Twilight was crying too. Celestia felt her student’s heart ache for the filly in her lap, “That’s enough.” 
“No Twilight, if I don’t tell her now, I’ll never get the nerve again, Crystal,” Celestia pulled Crystal’s head until she saw those teary blue eyes, “when you die…” 
“Stop it!” Twilight plugged Crystal’s ears, “Celestia, hasn’t she heard enough? I mean, she’s already scarred for life, why…” a zipper appeared, surrounded by golden magic before zipping Twilight’s mouth shut. 
Celestia pulled Twilight’s hooves away, exposing Crystal’s ears. “Crystal, when you die,” Twilight flailed, trying everything to stop what was about to be said, “the magic inside of you will take control and,” one last desperate scream came muffled from Twilight, “you will kill everyone around you. It’ll mark a massacre, one of many that have happened because of your kind.” With that she got up and left, unable to see the fruit of her words. She forgot to unzip Twilight. 
“Do your thing,”she said, passing Octavia and Lyra, who sat ready and waiting outside Twilight’s room. 
Twilight gawked as Celestia left, then suddenly remembered she had telepathy. 
(What the heck Celestia! You’re going to tell her all that then just leave? She trusts you too! Help her!) Twilight got up, anger blinding her and took off after her. 
(I’ve done that twelve times already Twilight) Celestia replied, her stride lengthening, (I can’t take it any more, it’s your job now) Twilight passed Octavia and Lyra without a care and went off into the darkness.
Crystal saw this and weakly called out for her, “Please, don’t go,” but Twilight didn’t hear, she was in her own world. She watched the door, swaying with tears falling down her cheek. It was like someone ripped off her coat in the middle of a blizzard, saying ‘this is the real world, deal with it’. But she couldn’t. She’ll freeze without help. Suddenly the door creaked, and two monsters came through.
“She doesn’t look so good,” Lyra said, noticing Crystal.
“Yeah, it looks like she just watched her mother die,” Octavia replied, marking the filly’s gray coat,” this isn’t the filly that slept on my leg, it’s like she’s some kind of half breed, an imposter.” 
Were they talking about her? What were those things on their backs? Crystal shook, unable to draw from memories past to quell her fears.
“Octavia, it’s my job to make silly analogies,” Lyra playfully punched Octavia in the shoulder, eliciting a yelp of shock, “and that one was just depressing” she held out her “hand” placing it on Crystal’s shoulder. “Hey, you alright?” 
Crystal screamed. Whirling around, her hoof turned pitch black and she smashed the cold thing that touched her. With a loud bang, the ‘hand’ fell to the ground in pieces. She screamed again before running out the door. Into the dark night where fears doubled and emotions were never in control.
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The only thing Crystal could see were the wind resistant torches, like a line of angry mobs just waiting to burn her as she shambled along. 
Let me help you, a familiar, comforting voice said. Crystal ignored it, knowing it was the curse inside her trying to take her over like last time. 
“Twilight, Celestia,” she weakly called, briefly wondering why those two weren’t following her. DIdn’t they want to hurt her?
I can help, just let me. 
Crystal walked along the wall, her eyes blurry and legs shaky. She felt so cold, and she’d lost Twilight. All she wanted was shelter from the bitter cold of reality. 
I can give you that.
She did her best to ignore the curse. Leaning against the wall, she tried to think of something she could do to quell this gale of fear. 
Fear. Didn’t Celestia say something about passing out when her emotions went out of control? “I-I need to feel safe,” she whispered, the darkness masking countless monsters waiting to rip her to shreds. 
I can give you that, too
What about Mom? For a fleeting moment, a warmth that dwarfs the fire in Twilight’s room coursed through her heart, but died when she remembered her punishment. It ended tomorrow. 
“Mom doesn’t want to see me,” her words sapped her resolve and she sank to the cold floor, wrapping her arms around herself. She wished for someone, anyone to tell her she’s safe. 
“I’m safe. I’m safe. I’m safe.” Crystal repeated the mantra Twilight taught her after the incident at Layer A. “I’m safe. I’m safe. I’m safe… I’m-” 
You’re not safe
Crystal screamed, “SHUT UP!” punching herself in the face as if that’ll hurt the “pony” inside her. 
You’re not safe, no one cares for you.
A door opened, revealing Phil Philton in the light of the torch. “Do you know what bloody time it is… oh,” his filibuster died in his throat at the sight of Crystal, “hey, are you alright? It’s really late, you can come in. My wife can make some hot chocolate and-” 
“Get away from me!” Crystal shouted. More doors opened, and nobles a lot meaner than Phil popped their heads out, “just get away, I... I…” she got up and ran into the darkness, loud wails waking up the entire castle.
Then stopped. 
Phil and about twelve other nobles watched as what looked like eldritch fire, starting from the hooves, climbed the young filly’s fur. “Get the guards” he shouted, or wanted to if his lungs hadn’t froze at the sight of her eyes. Once a precious blue, now a blood deep red, piercing him like daggers.
All he could do was watch as the filly was consumed. 
When her entire body was pitch black, she disappeared. 
When she disappeared screams came from behind him. 
He turned around to get a look at what happened when the screams started from his left. Then right. Then from behind him. Before his skull caved in he could hear the sound of bones breaking, heads being smashed, even smell the blood of his friends. Then it all went black.
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(You couldn’t comfort her! After what you said, you couldn’t do her justice?)
Twilight followed Celestia as she moved towards her room. Crystal was completely forgotten at this point, it was all about the principle now. You could easily replace Crystal’s name with Peach and it’d have the same meaning.
(Twilight, for the last time, I can’t comfort her. Just seeing her makes me want to kill myself) 
(You can’t. If you cut off your head it’ll reattach itself, if you cut out your heart it’ll go back in place.) The thought amused her more than it should have. 
(Crystal tried when I told her Cross was dead. Bite straight into my jugular.)
(Don’t talk about that sort of stuff, Princess, it bugs…) 
The screams started. Piercing ones of utter agony. Celestia turned around to see Twilight following her. “What the hell!” she screamed, “why aren’t you with Crystal?” 
Twilight turned around, attracted to the noise like a moth to a deadly flame. Her brow slickened with sweat and she ignored Celestia all together. Realizing her mistake, she raced towards the sound. Knowing in her heart that it was Crystal.
By the time the two made it to the hallway, Phil and five other ponies were dead with three others on the ground in a pool of their own blood. Bone, brain and blood splattered the walls like paint. 
Twilight threw up. 
She didn’t realize that a total of twenty ponies were dead, not just six.
Crystal, Twilight knew it was Crystal, was surrounded by black flames. Zipping around the hallway like a bouncy ball, beating literal holes into the ponies stupid enough to open their doors. 
“Crystal!” she shouted.
The black filly stopped right in front of her. The fire disappeared from her head, revealing a red eyed Crystal. “Twilight!” she cried, fear evident in her voice. She took a step forward, and Twilight took one back. “Twilight?” 
She hates you. She wants you dead.
“What happened?” Twilight’s voice, just above a whisper, barely made it to its destination. 
“Twilight,” tears coming down her cheeks, “do you hate me?” 
Twilight was wordless. She took another step back just as Celestia came forth, unfurling her wing, like a kind of shield, blocking Crystal from view. 
She hates you, they all hate you. KILL THEM! 
Crystal screamed, the curse wrapping around her head like a dark helmet, and she bolted through the wing, leaving a hole the size of a dinner plate. 
Celestia yelled in pain, giving Crystal the opening to break Twilight’s left front leg, then three of her ribs and the right back leg before she was wrapped in a bubble of water.
Dark magic is like fire. Water kills it. When Celestia trapped Crystal, the dark magic slowly died, lifting like pieces of shredded paper in the wind. 
Twilight, barely breathing, watched as the magic dissolved, leaving a very real and very scared Crystal. Yet, Celestia didn’t pop the bubble. 
“She need air!” Twilight shouted before doubling over in pain. 
“No,” Celestia said, “with what she did to the nobles, she’ll be executed no matter what I do. I… I can’t do it twice.” 
Snap her neck A voice inside Celestia’s head said. It sounded exactly like Hazel Eyes. Celestia started to cry. Quick and Painless right?
Crystal flailed, water, where did it come from? I can’t breath. Twilight watched as bubbles floated out of her unofficial official sister’s mouth. She watched as the tiny filly squirmed, desperate for air. 
(Celestia, you’re... k-killing her) her thought went unanswered. 
Snap her neck Celestia, she’s suffering. Celestia didn’t see Crystal anymore, she saw Hazel Eyes. Her daughter, and she was suffering. 
Celestia saw Hazel Eyes drowning right in front of her.
End it, please, Hazel mouthed. 
Celestia flinched, she couldn’t kill her again. No impossible. 
Twilight, seeing Celestia hesitate, fired up her horn, but before she could let loose a bolt of raw magic, Celestia snapped Crystal’s neck. 
Celestia had seen something. It was a sort of peace in Hazel’s eyes. She wanted death, she didn’t need death like back with the Black Plague, she wanted it. Would feel better if she was dead. The thought of mercy killing finally clicked in Celestia mind two hundred years too late. Better late than never. 
Twilight screamed, only stopping when she started to cough up blood. 
The bubble popped, Crystal fell. Twilight crawled forward, ignoring the agonizing pain, and wrapped her good arm around her sister’s limp body.
Her eyes were open.
“Crystal!” Twilight screamed. She didn’t let her say anything, for fear of time. “Crystal, I love you, I can never hate you. You are a beautiful little filly, one that should live, but… but…” Twilight cried. There was a loud banging coming from the direction of Layer B as she placed her forehead against Crystal’s. She felt a weak nuzzle and heard a soft sigh. 
“Love… always… big…” 
Crystal died. 
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	The smallest coffins are the heaviest.
This is a fact Twilight learned as she carried the barely thirty pound casket in her magic down the half mile driveway to the Agate residence. She promised not to cry, but seeing such a small oaken coffin housing someone so young forced her hand. 
Crystal died two weeks ago. Normally funerals happen the day after death, but the main speaker, Twilight, couldn’t bring herself to even write the eulogy. She went through a week of isolation, blaming herself for what happened. She tried to blame Celestia, she was the one that snapped her neck, and even went as far as attacking her.
Twilight was a pacifist.
Now that she had some semblance of control over herself, the show could go on. 
She passed the twelve guests, not including Sterile, and gently lay the casket of her six year old sister on cords just above her six foot grave. It was at the base of her favorite tree, the one Celestia kidnapped her from a month ago. 
Twilight climbed the hastily made stage, one of only two pictures ever taken of Crystal behind the podium like a background. One where she hugged her sister, Cross. One where she looked so happy. The other was the same, but with Twilight. 
She took a second to compose herself before looking out at the feebly small crowd of ponies gathered, none of which were Crystal’s blood relatives. Those were all either dead or on the chopping block.
She coughed, just noticing Blade and Sword in the audience. Blade comforting Cheery Days as a baby blue pegasus comforted what looked to be Cheery’s daughter. Sword sat alone, no tears, but he seemed to be having a sort of internal war with himself, trying to figure out just how to react to this day.
“I’m sorry to say this, but today we are mourning for the loss of a filly two months away from her seventh birthday,” Twilight stopped as tears fell once more. She looked to her parents, sitting in the front row. They gave her a wane smile, which didn’t help. “Crystal Agate, my unofficial official sister, with a life that by all means should not have been lost, passed after…” she choked up. “her mother snapped her neck in a fit of rage before committing what will now be known as the Sterilizer massacre.” A loud sob came from Cheery, and Abra hugged her mother tightly, her own eyes leaking.
“I would like to read a statement from Princess Celestia, who couldn’t be here due to the fact that she is planning her own speech for Sterile Agate’s execution in four hours. It reads ‘To my little ponies, thank you for showing up to this grave event. I wish to first extend my deepest apologies for not being there in person, but I must plan on revealing a secret kept for over two hundred years at Sterile Agate’s execution. Today is a most grievous day, but I would like to make a sort of announcement. Bring some kind of road to those lost after young Crystal’s passing. The house that stands before you was the house Crystal and her sister, Cross, grew up in. I know there is a daycare owner in the audience. Would miss Cheery Days stand.’” Sobbing, Cheery stood up, unable to look at the picture behind Twilight. “‘I would like you to take over this house and make it the finest daycare in equestria. In honor of our lost soul, you shall name it the Crystal Empire. Please sit.’” Cheery cried harder as she sat, as if the news would haunt her for the rest of her life. 
“‘Would Crystal’s only friend stand, a miss Abra Kadabra?’” Twilight, speaking for Celestia, said. The little green filly with piercing blue eyes stood on her mother’s back. “You will be the first patron of this new daycare, and I will personally pay for all expenses. So Abra’s mother, Sabrina Kadabra, you can clear your schedule and spend some time for yourself.’” Twilight paused to wipe her eyes before looking up. Neither party looked too happy to hear Celestia’s news. “‘With that, I shall give my ever faithful student the reins again. Thank you for your time.’” 
There was a pregnant pause as Twilight slowly turned the page.
“Crystal was my sister, and out of everyone here, I feel that I am qualified to say that I knew her best. She was a very bright little filly that looked up to me like one might a god.” She looked up at the crowd, tears falling once more, “and I feel like I failed her.”
“In her final hours, she roamed the castle scared, only wanting one thing. A hug from me, and I couldn’t give her that! I was so selfish that I couldn’t give my own sister a hug when she needed one the most!” Twilight screamed before breaking down. She lay her head on her hooves and bawled. 
Moments later Twilight looked up to see her mother and father by her side. “Sit down Sweet Heart, I’ll finish,” Twilight Velvet said before planting a kiss on her daughter’s cheek.
“Come on Sweetie, lets sit down,” Twilight’s father said before walking her to the front row. 
Taking a second to compose herself, Twilight Velvet looked through her daughter’s work. “I would like to start by giving my own experience with Crystal. One weekend, my baby came home with a little white filly. Crystal was scared of our house at first, but after Twilight eased her fear she broke out a little, exploring like a little filly should. We had dinner together and it was then that I learned Crystal had better manners than my own daughter.” there was a slight chuckle from Lyra, but she was shushed by both Vinyl and Octavia. “I like to think of Crystal as my own unofficial official daughter, just like Miss Agate… the bitch that she is… considered Twilight her unofficial official daughter.” Many questioned Velvet’s choice of words, but the feelings they portrayed were all too agreeable. “Now with that out of the way,” Velvet shuffled Twilight’s papers, ”Crystal may have affected only a few in her short life, but those effects will last for lifetimes. Octavia Philharmonica, one day at Canterlot Park while you played your music, Crystal fell asleep with her head resting on your leg. I want you to think of that whenever you think of Crystal because that was a short glimpse of who she really was. A kind pony that gravitated to other kind ponies.” Velvet looked towards Lyra, “Lyra Heartstrings, because of Crystal you met up with Octavia again and now you two are friends, correct?” Lyra only nodded, “well cherish that friendship because if not for Crystal it would have never been.”
“And for the rest of you, may your tears run dry quicker than you predict because Crystal is up there” Velvet pointed the the sky, just as Twilight’s speech instructed, “with her real sister, looking down at those she loved. Don’t make her cry with your tears.” Velvet stopped and bowed, “thank you.” A slow golf clap rose as Twilight Velvet left the stand to comfort her daughter.
Shining Armor, Blade and Sword all rose. Wearing their service uniform, they took hold of the three cords that lay pinned to the ground. They saluted the small casket before gently lowering it into the ground. 
The sound of dirt hitting wood and tears falling blanketed the entirety of the Agate estate, soon to be called the Crystal Empire, for what felt like ages.

With the fall of a noose and the drowning of a dead pony, an age of secrets was closed. A new Head Surgeon of Canterlot Hospital was appointed. Twilight would never forget Crystal. Even well after she met Nightmare Moon and freed Luna, after she became the princess of friendship, she’d take one day out of her schedule (one hour when that schedule got very hectic) on the day of Crystal’s funeral, and mourn. 
Sometimes the smallest ponies leave the biggest footprints. 
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